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CHAPTER ONE

Mr. Cavendish






	My hands trembled slightly as I prepared my galley for the first class, pre-board service.  My whole body hummed nervously as I pulled a chilled bottle of champagne from the large drawer of ice at the bottom of my liquor cart.  I felt more than heard my best friend, Stephan, sweep into the curtained galley behind me.

“Showtime, Bee,” he said briskly.  

I felt him tucking errant blond hairs back into my sleek chignon.  In spite of his fussing, I knew it was smooth.  Since we were departing from our hometown of Las Vegas, we had taken a shuttle from our airline’s headquarters directly to the plane.  This meant that we got to bypass security completely.  No metal detectors meant bobby pins.  And bobby pins meant that my smooth, pale blond hair would behave itself perfectly.  

But Stephan liked to fuss over me.  He was by far the most affectionate person I knew.  And certainly the only one I would permit to touch me, even in a casual manner.

He had earned those rights with me over many years of being my best friend.  Best friend and so much more.  Constant companion, confidante, partner, former roommate, and currently, my neighbor.  He was also my inflight buddy-bid partner.  We were completely inseparable.  

There were times when it felt like he was more of an extension of me than an actual separate person.  We were that close.  Yes, we were codependent, there was no question, but we’d been partners for too many years to operate any other way.  

There was no question that he was the most important person in my life.  When I heard the word family, I thought of only one person, and that person was Stephan.  

“We already have five seated in first class.  Where’s my manifest?” he asked  

I handed it to him without a word.  I’d had the passenger list tucked into my leather menu sleeve.  I had already glanced at it.  It was the reason that my hands weren’t quite steady.  There was no other reason for me to be so nervous.  I was preparing for a nearly empty redeye flight, with only a minimal service.  The only challenge on this flight was normally to stay awake.  

“You’ve got to get a look at 2D,” Stephan was saying with an exaggerated, dreamy sigh.  His statement, and that dreamy sigh, were both very un-Stephan like, but I knew well the reason for the change in him.  That reason had elicited some very uncharacteristic responses from me, as well.

“Yes, that’s Mr. Cavendish,” I said in a steady voice.

Big, elegant hands smoothed over the shoulders of my fitted, charcoal-gray suit vest.  “You sound like you know him.”  There was a question in his voice.  

“Mmm hmm.”  I tried my best for casual.  “He was on that charter flight I had to work without you last week.  He was meeting with the CEO.  Mr.  Cavendish is that bigwig hotel owner.”

Stephan snapped his fingers behind me.  I finally turned to look at him, raising a brow.

The clear blue eyes that met my own could have belonged to my brother, if I’d had one.  In fact, you could say that about the two of us in general.  Our golden blond hair was nearly the same shade, though his had a wavy texture.  His was brushed back artfully and hung just past his ears.  We were both tall and lean, though he had me beat by several inches.  Even my heels didn’t make up the difference.  Also, our features had a similar, nordic cast.  Yes, we could have easily passed for siblings.  And I certainly thought of him as a brother.   I had for close to a decade now.

“I’ve heard of him!  That dude is a billionaire!  Melissa will go into heat when she finds out.  We’re gonna see her backing, ass first, into first class, as soon as she realizes who we’ve got up here!”

I tried to smother a laugh at the visual he’d painted.  And, sadly, he probably wasn’t all that far off the mark.

Melissa was one of the three flight attendants working in the main cabin of the 757.  We had just started our new schedule with a new main cabin crew.  Stephan and I always worked together in first class, we bid it that way, but our main cabin crew changed every few months.  Our current bid was scheduled to last three months, and we were just getting to know our other flying mates.  We were all getting along fine, so far.    

Melissa was the loudest personality of the bunch, and so, for better or worse, we were learning all about her first.  She was one of those girls who had become a flight attendant to meet men.  Or more specifically, to meet rich men.  She was new to the airline, so she was stuck working in coach.  Or, as she said, slumming it.  She coveted my position of first class flight attendant, or even Stephan’s position of Lead flight attendant.  

Stephan and I had started at our small company four years ago, in the very first flight attendant class, and so had years of seniority over her.   Melissa had started as an inflight maybe six months ago, which meant she wouldn’t even be able to apply for a first class position for another six months.  And after that she wouldn’t be able to hold a line in first class for another six months.  

Instead, she would be on call, with a totally chaotic schedule that wouldn’t allow for any planned destinations.  And when she did get a steady line, it would be the worst line available, with short overnight trips in hotels right by the airport.  From what I’d gathered from the fortune-hunters I’d worked with over the years, none of those things were conducive to planning assignations with rich men.

Melissa had been beyond lucky to get on our line for the next three months.  It was a coveted line, with regular weekly overnights in New York.  We would stay in our best crew hotel, which was less than two blocks from Central Park.  It was a senior line, and we’d all been surprised to get such a junior member on our crew.  But she still complained, often pointing out that she was just made for first class.  Her constant complaints were already starting to wear on the crew.

Stephan gave my shoulder a reassuring squeeze before heading into the flight deck to have a briefing with the pilots.  This was the main reason that Stephan took the position of lead while I took the first class galley position.  I hated dealing with pilots.  Stephan handled them beautifully, often playing my boyfriend when they acted even slightly interested in me on a personal level.  Half of the people we worked with thought we were an item.  Stephan wasn’t out openly.  It was a personal choice he’d made a long time ago, and one I understood completely.  He’d had a rough time of it when he came out to his parents about being gay, and just felt safer keeping his preferences to himself.

I popped the cork off of the champagne bottle quickly and quietly, filling five glasses with practiced ease.  I took slow, deep breaths to manage my nerves.  I was used to managing a certain amount of anxiety.  I tended to be an anxious person, though I hid it well.  I just wasn’t used to this type of nervous tension, or this much of it.  And the cause of it today was, well, out of character for me, to say the least.

I swept from the galley with a burst of forced confidence.  If I could keep a full drink tray steady at thirty-five thousand feet, in three and a half inch heels and turbulence on a regular basis, I could certainly serve a few drinks on steady ground.

I was doing just fine, my tray-laden arm steady, my feet sure, right up until I looked up from the ground and into the vibrant turquoise eyes of Mr. Cavendish.

As seemed to be his habit in our very brief acquaintance, he was watching me intently.  His lean, elegant figure was lounging in the cream leather seat with a casual boredom that his eyes lacked.  Was it his intent stare that unnerved me so badly?  Probably.  That intent gaze seemed to hold me strangely captivated.  It could also have something to do with the fact that he was hands-down the most attractive person I’d ever seen.  And I saw a lot.  I’d served all types.  From soaps stars, to movie stars, to all types of models.  Hell, even Stephan was undoubtedly model material.  But this man was quite simply the most stunning person I’d laid eyes on in my twenty-three years.

It was not one feature in particular that made him stand out so starkly, though all of his seemed flawless.  Perhaps it was his deep golden complexion, combined with his sandy brown hair, which hung straight, just hitting the collar of his crisp white dress shirt.  It was that light brown color that sat somewhere between blonde and brown, choosing neither, but somehow hit a shade that was lovelier than both.  And his deep tan belonged on a surfer, or at least someone with dark hair and eyes.  But his eyes weren’t dark.  They were a bright turquoise and stood out starkly with his unusual coloring.  And they were so damn piercing…I felt as though he knew things about me with just a look, things he couldn’t possibly know.  

As I stared at him, frozen in place, he smiled at me, his expression almost affectionate.  His mouth looked so soft, pretty even, framing his straight white teeth.  Even his nose was perfect, straight and appealing.  He was just so stunningly good-looking. The thought struck me, not for the first time, how unfair it was for one man to be that devastatingly handsome and also a billionaire still in his twenties.  Anyone born so privileged was surely an awful person.  He’d probably never suffered a day in his life.  He’d probably had everything handed to him so easily that he was already arrogant and dissolute, bored with things that the rest of us strived for.  There was no outward sign of that, but how could I see past his stunning outward appearance when I was so easily distracted by the beauty of it?  

I quickly snapped myself out of that line of thought.  I was being unfair, I knew.  I knew nothing about this man and I certainly couldn’t judge his character poorly based on what I’d observed so far.  I hadn’t realized how bitter my attitude had become towards those born to privilege.  My own upbringing had been stark and brutal, and I had personally experienced a profound level of poverty, but I couldn’t let that be an excuse to pass harsh judgement on someone who had been nothing but polite to me.  I had to keep telling myself that, but being hopelessly attracted to him wasn’t helping.  That unwilling attraction made me instinctively want to lash out.

I swallowed, trying to wet my suddenly dry throat.  “Hello again, Mr. Cavendish.”  I tried to nod at him politely, but as I did so, my drink tray wobbled precariously.

Mr. Cavendish moved unbelievably fast, half-standing to steady my tray over the seat between us.  I watched in abject horror as a splash of champagne made it onto the sleeve of his dark gray suit jacket.  That suit undoubtedly cost more than I made in a month.

“I’m so sorry, Mr. Cavendish.”  My voice was breathless and soft, which further flustered me.

 He ran his free hand restlessly through his straight, sandy hair.  The silky strands seemed to stay artfully out of his face.  It was supermodel hair.  Damn him.

“Don’t be sorry, Bianca,” he admonished me in a velvety deep voice.  Even his voice was unfair.  I reeled at the knowledge that he’d remembered my name.

He steadied my arm gallantly, and eventually released my tray when I told him I had it under control.  

He turned down my offer of a glass of champagne.  I belatedly recalled that he didn’t touch any kind of alcohol.  

“Just some water, when you get a chance,” he told me with a warm smile.  

I finished my champagne pre-board service.  I still had only five passengers, so it took me no time at all. 

I set my tray on the counter in the galley and went back through to collect jackets and take orders for the inflight service.  

As I approached Mr. Cavendish again, he looked up intently from his phone, and my heartbeat went into overdrive as our gazes met again.  “Can I take your jacket, Mr. Cavendish?” I asked him, my voice still strangely breathless.  “I could try to get that champagne out, or just hang it up, if you like.”

He stood, having to step into the aisle to do so completely.  He was suddenly so close to me that I gasped.  I was mortified at my reaction to him.  I prided myself on my professionalism.  And my reaction to his close proximity was most definitely not professional.

I was tall, nearly five foot ten barefoot, and easily six one now in my work shoes.  But the top of my head still only came up to his nose.  He was at least Stephan’s height, maybe an inch taller.  I always felt a little awkward around shorter men, but this height, this extremely tall man, had the opposite effect.  He made me feel feminine and small.  I enjoyed the feeling, but was extremely unnerved by it.

He shrugged out of his finely tailored suit jacket, handing it to me.  He remained in a fine white dress shirt with a pale blue tie.  I saw that, although he was lean and elegant, he was also surprisingly muscular.  The sight of that hard play of muscles under his shirt made my mouth go dry.  

“Just hang it, please, Bianca,” he told me softly.

“Yes, Sir,” I murmured in a voice I scarcely recognized.

I finished my usual pre-board service in a bit of a daze, barely locking down all of the carts in my galley before it was time to step again in front of Mr. Cavendish for the safety demonstration.

He watched me intently, his gaze never leaving my face.  I didn’t understand his interest.  Never once had his gaze left my face.  I sensed that he was interested in me.  But in what way?  I had no idea.  Usually when men hit on me, their eyes were all over my body, not unswervingly glued to my eyes.

My demonstration was unusually graceless.  I even fumbled with the seat buckle in my nervousness.  I took my seat for takeoff with a sense of relief.  I needed a moment of peace to gather my composure.  But it wasn’t meant to be.  My jump seat faced Mr. Cavendish almost perfectly.  I had to make a conscious effort not to meet his eyes during the long taxi and then takeoff.


























CHAPTER TWO

Mr. Generous






	Stephan clutched my hand warmly as we took off.  We both loved the feeling of takeoff.  It represented good things for both of us.  New places.  New adventures.  Leaving bad things behind us.  I sent him a quick, affectionate smile before I looked out the window in the door to my right, avoiding looking at Mr. Cavendish for as long as I could.

Finally, I stole a furtive glance at him, and was baffled by the change I saw in him.  He was still as a statue now, his eyes positively glacial.  I followed his gaze to where my hand lay linked with Stephan’s on the small space between our jump seats.  It occurred to me that it must look as though we were a couple.  Stephan and I often appeared that way, even encouraged it at times.  All but our close friends and Stephan’s lovers thought we were an item.  But it made me uncomfortable that Mr. Cavendish might make that assumption.  Even so, it couldn’t account for his suddenly hostile demeanor.  I barely knew the man.   

We quickly reached ten thousand feet.  At the double ding that indicated our altitude, I got up and quickly started preparing a hot towel service while Stephan made his usual announcements.  He leaned in close against my back, nearly embracing me as he spoke in my ear.  “Mind if I go help the main cabin?” he asked me.  “They have a full house.”

I sent him a puzzled glance.  “I’ll do it after the hot towels.  It’s my turn, remember?”  

It was our usual routine to help out in back when the first class cabin was light and the main cabin was at capacity.  We certainly didn’t need two people to serve five passengers that were all probably about to pass out.  But he had helped in coach last time, so we both knew it was my turn to help in back.

He just kissed the top of my head, shaking his.  “I need to talk to Jake about that incident report from last week, and he’s got the front cart, so we can chat while we work.  Good luck up here.”  And with that, he disappeared.  I sighed, exasperated.  For once, I actually wanted to work back there.  It would give me a little break from Mr. Beautiful up front.  But I certainly wasn’t going to put up a fuss about it, so I would just have to deal.

Mr. Cavendish barely glanced at me now as I handed out hot towels, then collected them.  Why did that bother me so much?  I didn’t want to delve too deeply into the thought.

I took drink orders, and served the first round of drinks quickly.  The couple on the last row of first class seemed to be heavy drinkers, but the others just had water and looked close to falling asleep.  I’d be surprised if most of them weren’t asleep before I’d even finished my short service.  

I took a cart out, offering cheese, crackers, and an olive basil dip.  It took me less than five minutes to serve the entire cabin.  Mr. Cavendish took a small plate of cheese with water, and the couple in back took some, but the other two declined and were sleeping before I was even back in the galley.  

As I collected the plates, I was surprised to find that even the couple who’d been drinking cocktails had fallen asleep.  I had read them all wrong.  They were the ‘drink a few and fall asleep couple’.  I had thought for sure they were just getting started.  

Mr. Cavendish was suddenly the only passenger awake in my cabin.  It felt strangely as though we were alone.  The curtain was closed securely on main cabin, and the lights were dimmed to near darkness throughout the entire plane.  

He was working quietly on his laptop, looking alert and nowhere close to sleep.  Would he work straight through the night? I wondered.  I couldn’t imagine him getting to New York and taking a nap.  He likely worked around the clock.  Our flight time was four hours and forty-three minutes, and it was now the middle of the night.  Something urgent must be keeping him up if he couldn’t even take a small nap on the flight.   

I approached him, leaning down to speak to him quietly, conscious of the other sleeping passengers, though they were all at the back of first class, and he was nearly at the front.  “Can I get you anything else, Sir?”

For the first time since we’d taken off, he gave me his full attention.  “May I ask you something, Bianca?” he asked me in a carefully bland tone.

I raised my brows in question.  “Yes, Sir.  What can I help you with?”

He sighed, indicating the empty seat next to his.  “Can you sit for a minute to talk?”

I glanced around nervously, not knowing what to make of his request.  It seemed unprofessional to sit down next to him, but he had asked, and he was the only one likely to see me do it.  

“Sit, Bianca.  Everyone else is beyond caring.”  I loved the way he said my name.  Loved it and was disconcerted by it.  It was nothing I could put my finger on, but something about his tone made it sound almost intimate.

I took a deep breath and finally just sat down beside him.  I angled toward him slightly, my hands in my lap, tugging my skirt down and smoothing the dark gray material nervously.

“Are you and Stephan together?” he asked frankly, when I finally looked up at him.  I just blinked for a moment, stunned.  I hadn’t expected his interest, let alone this kind of bluntness.  I guessed that men so busy they couldn’t even take a nap on a plane weren’t the type to beat around the bush.  

“No, Sir,” I answered, before I could really think it through.  “We’re best friends, but it’s platonic.”  Why am I telling him this?  I asked myself, even as the words left my mouth.

I watched with an avid fascination as one of his elegant hands reached towards mine, long fingers circling my left wrist lightly.  I looked back at his face, and he was smiling now.  My chest was rising and falling so heavily that I caught the motion at the edge of my vision.  My chest was ample, too much so, making me look disproportionate to my own critical eye.  And suddenly, I was all too conscious of my heavy breasts, rising and falling conspicuously.  My nipples were tightening up in a pleasurable way as my breath caught.  

As though he read my mind, his gaze traveled down to my chest for the first time that I’d noticed.  Some men only looked at or spoke to my chest, and up until now he’d done the opposite of that, which I had found refreshing.  

He reached a hand to the thin, mock men’s tie that lay between my breasts, running a light finger along it.  He made a deep humming noise in his throat, then pulled his hand quickly back.  

He cleared his throat softly.  “Are you seeing anyone?” he asked, finally looking back into my eyes.

I bit my lip and shook my head.  His gaze went to my mouth at the motion. He watched me with a singleminded focus that I couldn’t seem to look away from.  

“Good,” he said.  Is this really happening? I thought, dazed.  “I assume you’re taking a nap when you get to your hotel.  What time will you be waking up?”  

Lord, he was direct.  Unusually so.  It seemed to be swaying me from my normal ways.  I was used to gently turning men down before they could directly ask me out.  The tactic had always served me well.  It saved me awkwardness, and saved their pride.  I couldn’t seem to use it on Mr. Cavendish, though.  When he asked me a question, I felt almost compelled to answer it truthfully.

“I usually sleep for about four hours, so I can still get to sleep at night.  We have an early flight to Las  Vegas on Saturday morning.  If I slept any longer than that, I’d be up all night.”  

He did quick calculations in his head, then asked.  “So noon?”

I nodded, wondering why I wasn’t yet explaining that I wouldn’t go out with him.  Or do any of the things that he obviously had on his mind…  

“I’ll send a car to pick you up for lunch,” he told me.  So he wasn’t going to ask me out.  He was apparently going to order me out.  Why was I having such a hard time getting the words out to tell him no?  “You and I need to talk,” he continued.  “I have a proposition for you.”

The word proposition, which to my ear had a seedy ring to it, finally brought me back to myself.  I shook my head finally, galvanized back into my normal behavior.  “No, Mr. Cavendish.  I’m flattered that you’re…interested in me in some way.  But I’ll have to politely decline.  I don’t date.”

He blinked at me, clearly taken aback.  He was silent for a moment before he tried another tact.  “I don’t date, either, actually.  That was not exactly what I had in mind.”

This is good, I told myself around my bruised ego.  Of course he wouldn’t want to date you.  He probably only dated useless socialites who had never had to work a day in their lives.  I wanted him to continue with his explanation now, sure it would kill every ounce of the unwilling interest I felt for him.  

“Then what did you have in mind?” I asked him, my voice colder now.  

His gaze was hot suddenly, his finger running again along my thin tie.  I had to check the impulse to look down and make sure my hardening nipples weren’t outlined through my shirt and vest.  “I think you and I are very compatible.  In fact, I’m sure of it.  Come to lunch with me today and I’ll show you.  If you still aren’t interested, I will, of course, leave you alone.  But I promise I can make you interested.  I’ll treat you very well, Bianca.  I’m a very generous man-”

I held up my free hand.  I was so done with the conversation.  I felt slightly ill, but more aroused, and the combination was troubling to me.  “Please, no more,” I told him stiffly.  “I’m not interested in any of that, believe me.  I don’t know what impression you think I’ve given you, but I’m not some kind of fortune-hunter.  I don’t want your generosity.  I don’t want anything at all from you.  We have a girl that works in back who seems more your style.  I’ll send her your way if your’e so hard up that you’re offering random women money.  Or whatever the the hell it is you were suggesting.  But I can tell you for sure that I am not the kind of girl that you’re looking for.”

I tried to stand, but he didn’t release my wrist.  I sat back in the seat, glaring at the hand that held me captive.  “That’s not what I meant at all, Bianca.  I didn’t mean to sound so…indelicate.  But I am very, very attracted to you, and I would very much like to do something about it.”  He smiled at me with a mixture of charm and heat that was very nearly irresistible.  “Have lunch with me, where we can discuss this at length, and with some privacy.”  He released my wrist as he finished speaking. 

“No, thank you, Mr. Cavendish.”  I got up quietly and walked back into the galley, closing the curtain behind me calmly. 

I was taking deep breaths, counting, and just trying to get my anxiety under control, when he swept in after me.  

I opened my mouth to tell him no again when he kissed me.  It was a hungry, desperate kiss, and I’d never experienced anything like it before.  That was perhaps why I didn’t know how to respond.  I just stood there, every part of my body stiff except for my lips, which had softened automatically at the touch of his pretty mouth.  It was so unfair, that he had this too, this impossibly intoxicating kiss.  He’s probably good at absolutely everything, I thought with a twinge of dismay.  His tongue swept into my mouth and I moaned quietly in spite of myself.  “Suck on my tongue,” he ordered me roughly, when he pulled back for a breath, and I was shocked.  I’d never done that.  But I was obeying him even as I questioned myself, sucking carefully and then harder.  He groaned and pressed against me slowly.  I felt him keenly, my body more sensitive than I could ever remember.  His erection pressed into my stomach very obviously and I pulled back at the realization.   “Touch me,” he ordered, and I finally looked up at him.  

I swallowed hard.  “Where?” I asked, my voice needy and rough.  

“My chest and stomach.  Touch all the places there that you want to be touched on your own body.”

I obeyed, cupping the supple flesh around his nipples as though they were breasts, kneading him.  I was watching his mouth, and he licked his lips, nodding at me to go on.  I ran a hand down the muscles of his abdomen.  He was all corded muscles, everywhere I felt.  I stroked his arms, and they were far bigger and more muscular than I would have guessed.  He just looked so elegant at first glance, it was hard to believe anyone so elegant could also be so built.  He had to work out for hours everyday to achieve this kind of a build.  It was so intimidating.  And so unbelievably hot.  

He unbuttoned several of the buttons along his chest and stomach.  “Touch my skin,” he ordered roughly.  I obeyed, some part of me going, Oh shit, I can’t believe I’m doing this.  But it was so natural to just do as he asked.  It felt good.  I tried to fit both hands into his shirt, and he pulled one out gently.  I stroked his hard, hot skin.  I felt no hair, and wondered if he waxed it.  It was so smooth.

He kissed the hand that he had grabbed, placing it firmly back onto his shoulder.  I watched my own hand wander down his body, going straight to his groin.  I gripped him through his slacks suddenly, and he groaned, wrenching my hand away quickly.  He grinned at me, but it was a pained grin, all white teeth.  “Not here.  Not yet.  The first time I want you in my bed.”

He stepped back, putting a safe distance between us. He buttoned his shirt quickly and straightened his clothing, watching me.  He pulled his phone out.  “Give me your number,” he told me.  

I shook myself mentally.  What was I doing?  I did not want to get mixed up with him.  I knew it absolutely.  I just wasn’t feeling my own certainty at that particular moment.  

I shook my head at him.  “No,” I said firmly.  

He looked genuinely surprised at my answer, and then amused.  That made me mad.

I backed up until my butt bumped against the aircraft door.  “Not interested.”  My tone was sure.

He put his hands in his pockets, leaning casually against the counter.  He ran a tongue over his teeth.  He’s enjoying this, I thought, with no small amount of outrage.  The thought of someone saying no to him is so foreign that it just amuses him.  His voice was rich with mirth when he spoke again.  “How about coffee?  Is that neutral enough?  Give me your number and we’ll go for some coffee.”

I shook my head.  “No, thank you.”  I waved at the space between us.  “I don’t do this sort of thing.  I’m just not interested.”

A corner of his mouth quirked sardonically.  His eyes were on my chest as it rose and fell in agitation.  I finally looked down, mortified to see that my hardened nipples were showing clearly even through the three layers covering them.  “I will put you over my knee every time you lie to me, Bianca.”  His voice was quiet now, but with a dangerous edge. 

My brain short-circuited for a moment, my face going a little slack.  He’s joking.  Isn’t he?  My whole body tensed at his comment, and I knew it was more desire than dismay that shocked a tremor through my body.  “See.  I’m not into any of that stuff, so we are clearly not compatible.”

He ran a long finger down his own tie the way he had done to mine.  “I’m not sure if that one was a lie or if you just don’t know how pleasurable ‘that stuff’ can be.  Or how well suited you are to it.  I can show you.  I would love to show you.  When I’m done with you, I’ll know your body better than you do, and you will be begging me for it.  Every inch of your body is submitting to me, even as you’re turning me down.  Can you honestly tell me that the thought of submitting to me in bed doesn’t make you wet?”

The question made me press my legs together, but my traitorous body would not shake my resolve.  He obviously knew what he was doing, knew which buttons to push, knew how to control me sexually.  But that was exactly what I didn’t want.  Wasn’t it?

He seemed to read my mind, or more likely, my expression.  He grinned.  “I meant it about the spanking, Bianca.  And the submission.  You’re going to learn very quickly that I always mean what I say.”  

“Please leave my galley, Mr. Cavendish.  I won’t change my mind.”

He pulled out his wallet, never looking away from me as he pulled out a business card.  He touched it to my cheek, running it lightly down to my chin, then to my neck.  I shivered as he reached my collar bone.  There was a tiny pocket on my vest, right over my right breast, and he slid the card into that pocket.  “The number on the back is my cel.  I would love to hear from you.  Anytime, night or day.”

I just waited stiffly until he finally left the galley to return to his seat.

I was still standing there, taking deep, calming breaths, when Stephan joined me a good thirty minutes later.

He was eyeing me curiously as he shut the curtain.  “You ok, Buttercup?” he asked me carefully.  I smiled a little at the ridiculous nickname he’d given me back when we were fourteen year old runaways.  It always made me smile, which was why he used it.  

I nodded.  I’d tell him about the whole Mr. Beautiful fiasco, but just not right then.  Or even that week.  

“What do you think of Mr. Cavendish?” he asked carefully, even innocently.  Too innocently.  

My eyes narrowed as I looked at him.  “Have you been talking to him?”

He did a little non-committal head bob.  But he only did that bob when the answer was a yes.  “I think he has a crush on you.  Did he like ask you out or anything?”  

I just glared at him.  “What did he say to you?”

“Are you gonna go out with him?” he shot back.

“Of course not.  You know I don’t date.  What’s gotten into you?”

He shrugged, still looking too innocent.  “You’ve gotta start sometime, Buttercup.  A young, beautiful woman can’t just ‘not date’ indefinitely.  And it’s not gonna get any better than that guy.  I have a good feeling about him.”  He waved a hand in Mr. Cavendish’s general direction.  

I pointed a finger at him.  “We’re not doing this again.  Everyone in the world does not need to date.  I don’t interfere in your life choices.  You don’t get to interfere with mine.”

He raised both hands in surrender.  “Just a little friendly advice, Bee.  But I’ll drop it now.  You know I can’t stand it when you’re mad at me.”

I was more than happy to drop it.  He gave me a tight hug.  “Love you, Bee,” he murmured against my hair.  It was just his way of being affectionate.  It was how he showed love and sought comfort.  It was not my way.  Not with anyone but him.  

I hugged him back.  “Love you too, Steph,” I murmured back.  

The rest of the flight passed as slowly as I had expected it to.  The red-eyes weren’t my favorite.  I liked to stay constantly busy.  These flights were all about killing time.  Even Mr. Cavendish was dozing when I checked on my cabin.  I watched him sleep for a long time.  Watching such a restless person at rest was fascinating.  He was almost too pretty in his sleep, with no tension in his face.  His long, thick, dark lashes making dark shadows on his face even in the near darkness.  I could have watched him sleep all night.  I admitted that fact to myself, though I didn’t like it.  And I wanted to touch him, badly.  A stray lock of hair had fallen across one of his cheeks.  I wanted to brush it away, and rub it in my fingers.  I thought, with no small amount of regret, of all of the parts of him I’d wanted to touch, but that I would never allow myself to.  The moment had passed, and I was determined to move on.  I shook myself out of my ridiculous reverie as I realized it was time to prep the cabin for landing.

I found myself watching him again as we took our seats to land.  He was still dozing, and I couldn’t seem to look away, even when his eyes opened, and he blinked awake, disoriented.  His gaze found me quickly, the sleep leaving his eyes as he met my stare and blinked.  I schooled my face into neutral lines as he stared back at me.  Eventually, I broke the stare, looking at Stephan instead.  He was studying me as well, his look strange.  

“You like him,” he whispered to me, a fair amount of shock in his voice.

“Don’t,” was all I said in response.  


























CHAPTER THREE

Mr. Unnerving






	The jet bridge at JFK-New York was different than the one in McCarran-Las Vegas, so the passengers departed out of the first door, having to make their way through the first class cabin.  This meant that I had to hustle to get the passengers their jackets quickly so that the first class passengers wouldn’t be delayed getting off of the plane.

I nodded politely at Mr. Cavendish as I handed him his suit jacket.  “Have a nice day, Mr. Cavendish.”  

He gave me a slightly annoyed look.  “Please, call me James,” he chided me.  He leaned in closer, speaking directly into my ear.  “In private, though, you may call me Mr. Cavendish.”  With that unnerving exchange, he walked away.

Stephan raised his brows at me as I came back to stand beside him to see off the other passengers.  “What did he say to you?” he asked, obviously curious.  “The look on his face, and then on yours…”

I just shook my head.  “You don’t wanna know.”

I went through the motions of our usual deplaning routine, not feeling at all like myself.  Being around that man made me feel…strange.  It felt a little like I’d been plucked away from my own orderly life and placed in the middle of some kind of a game.  A game with rules that I hadn’t been told.  And I had no frame of reference with which to learn those rules.  I told myself firmly that I was only relieved that I had told James Cavendish no.  He was just too much for me.  He was too experienced, too jaded, too rich.  And all of that would have been enough to dissuade me even if I was interested in dating, which I certainly was not.  I never had been.  And he was obviously into some kind of S&M besides.  I had my own demons to deal with, and that sort of thing was the last thing I should be interested in.  But still… in spite of myself, I did find it fascinating.  And frightening.  And exciting.  I knew that it was probably because of my violent childhood that an excited shiver ran through me at the thought of some of the things he’d said.  Like putting me over his knee… I knew from countless visits to a shrink that the things that horrified people in childhood could also excite us as adults.  The thought was sobering.  I worked really hard not to be a victim of my childhood.  That made it all the more important that I stay away from someone like James Cavendish.  

It took some convincing, but I felt I had adequately convinced myself of this as we got our luggage down, and then waited for the rest of the crew to join us.

Stephan and I walked in the front of our little inflight parade as we made our way briskly through JFK.  “Mmmm, I’d kill for a coffee right now.  Shall we grab one on our way out?” Stephan murmured to me as we approached a small coffee stand to our right.  

I shot him a puzzled frown.  “You know I’d never sleep a wink if I had coffee, but I’ll wait in line with you while you get one.”

He gave an odd little shrug, his eyes intently on the coffee stand.  “Nah, I guess I’ll wait til’ after a nap.”  

I followed his gaze to see Mr. Cavendish waiting at the coffee counter.  He gave us an enigmatic smile, nodding cordially to Stephan.  My head whipped around to eye Stephan suspiciously.  He was nodding back at James Cavendish, smiling.  

“What are you up to, Stephan?” I growled at him, my voice pitched low so that the rest of the crew wouldn’t hear.

He pursed his lips.  I nodded stiffly as we made our way past Mr. Cavendish.  I was going for polite, but cold.  I thought I pulled it off well.  

“What?  I can’t be polite?” he asked, his tone all innocence.  I didn’t trust that tone at all.  When I’d met Stephan he’d been a fourteen year old street hustler who could lie the wallet off of anyone breathing.  He had long ago mastered the art of playing dumb.  But I knew him better than anyone, and I wasn’t fooled for a second.  

“That smile you shared with him was downright conspiratorial.  Tell me what you did.  Did you give him my number?”

He sent me a wounded glance.  “I wouldn’t do that.”    

I was relieved.  Stephan could skate around the truth like a pro, but he would never outright lie to me.  If he said he wouldn’t give James my number, I knew it was the truth, so I left it alone after that.

The crew van to the hotel was full of excited chatter about the plans for the evening.  Apparently, everyone was planning to go out for drinks together at the bar on the corner near our hotel.  Karaoke night.  I cringed a little at the thought.  It sounded a little too loud and embarrassing for my taste, or my mood.  But I would be a good sport.  It was a new crew, and I’d hate to be the only anti-social one in the bunch, when they were all so obviously excited.  

Also, I knew Stephan liked one of the bartenders at that bar.  They’d been feeling each other out slowly for the last couple of months.  We went there for either lunch or dinner almost every week, when we came to town.  Stephan was ninety percent sure that the bartender was flirting with him, and not just a friendly guy.  But it took him a long time to work up to actually asking a guy out.  

Stephan wasn’t out of the closet.  I didn’t know if he would ever be ready for that.  Gay guys who were out of the closet usually just weren’t okay with dating in secret as though they were doing something wrong.  

I knew that Stephan also preferred dating other men who weren’t out, because it made it easier to keep it low-key.  But this made it much harder for him to date.  I’d suggested to him that he could probably find people easier online, considering his restrictions, but he wouldn’t even consider it.  He said online dating just felt wrong for him.  He was a little old-fashioned about the strangest things.  

“You’re quiet, Buttercup,” he whispered in my ear.  Melissa was describing to the van at large what she was planning to wear that night, and what she was planning to sing for her karaoke numbers.  Her selection of ‘Sexy Back’ did not surprise me in the least.  “You’ll come with us to the bar, right?” he asked me, a plea already in his voice.  He thought I was going to try to duck out.  I wasn’t.  The bartender was the first guy he’d been interested in since a particularly hard breakup a year ago, and if he needed me there for moral support, I’d be there.  

I looked at him.  His eyes were wide and doing their best ‘Puss in Boots’ impression for me already.  Wow, he’s ready to bring out the big guns to get me to go tonight.  I decided to let him off the hook.  “I’ll go.  But you have to swear not to make me sing or dance.”

He nodded earnestly, smiling his happiest, boyish smile.  “I know better.  You’d have to be pretty drunk to get up on that stage.  And I can’t remember the last time you had a drink.”

It’d been years, I knew.  The month I’d turned twenty-one had been fun, and I’d indulged at a few parties then, but me and alcohol just didn’t mix well.  It was a family trait.  Still, I considered having a few drinks with the crew.  I was just so damned tense.  Maybe I would indulge.  Just let myself relax for a few hours.  I couldn’t find a good reason not to.  “Maybe I’ll have a few drinks tonight,” I told him.

His eyes widened.  “Yeah?”  He was a moderate drinker himself, but he indulged more than I did.  

I shrugged.  “Maybe.”

“Okay, Chickee,” he said, drawing the end of the word into a long eeee sound.  He put his arm along the back of my seat, giving my shoulder a squeeze.

“You two are so darn cute,” Melissa gushed, when she saw his affectionate gesture.  

We both gave her neutral smiles.  We didn’t know her well enough to explain ourselves to her, and frankly, I doubted we’d ever be close enough friends with her to do so.  I tried to always give people a chance, but so far Melissa had not impressed me.  I just found her untrustworthy, though I had nothing concrete so far to prove that.  Although, she did openly admit that her goal in life was to find a rich man to take care of her.  That seemed pretty damned shady to me.

“And I just love all those pet names he has for you.”

Stephan gave her his most charming smile.  “I’ll call you Chickee, too, if you like.”

She giggled.  She was always like this when pilots were around, just way sweeter than she acted if they weren’t present.  “I think that’s adorable.  But my favorite is Buttercup.  I heard you call her that the other day.”

He gave me a soft smile that was all for me.  “That one is only for Bee.”

She clapped her hands together.  “Oh, oh, oh, is there a story behind that pet name?  I love stories!”

My nose crinkled.  She was laying it on a little thick today.  I shot a glance at the two pilots who were watching our interaction from the front row of seats in the huge van.  I was guessing that she liked one of them, from the affected way she was acting.  

The First Officer was younger and better looking than the Captain.  Jeff, I recalled his name.  He had dark brown hair, and attractive brown eyes.  He was tall, with a rangy build.  But my bet was she liked the Captain, since he made twice Jeff’s salary.  

The Captain, whose name I was ninety percent sure was Peter, was older, with balding gray hair, a beer gut, and eyes that never strayed north of a woman’s chest.

She reaffirmed my guess almost as I thought it, sending the captain a positively beaming smile.  “Don’t you just love stories, too, Peter?” she asked him.

He gave her what I thought was a slightly greasy smile.  “You betcha.”

Stephan shook his head.  “That story is between me and Bee.  But, Peter, I’m dying to know what song you’ll choose to serenade us with tonight.”  Stephan changed the subject easily, and with much charm.  He had Peter laughingly refusing to sing and steering the conversation in the direction he chose with no effort whatsoever. 


























CHAPTER FOUR

Mr. Beautiful






	I awoke to the sound of my alarm with even less enthusiasm than usual.  I had tossed and turned for four hours.  I’d been trying to catch enough sleep to make it through until at least eight p.m.  I had failed.  I would be dead on my feet by late afternoon, I guessed.  I was in a positively sour mood as I stalked into my hotel room’s bathroom.

“We working out?” Stephan called out to me from his room as I came back out.  

Our rooms adjoined, as they usually did when we were in this hotel.  We came here often, and knew the front desk staff well enough to arrange our rooms how we preferred.  We just kept the door between our rooms open.  We’d been roommates for years, and only recently become neighbors instead, so it was a relaxed, effortless arrangement.  We both found comfort in the other’s presence. 

My only response was a mannerless grunt.  He laughed.  “The times when you don’t want to the most, are the times that you definitely should,” he told me.

I made a raspberry noise at him, and he laughed harder.  

A moment later he came into my room, already in his gym clothes and carrying a cup of coffee from my favorite cafe on the corner.  The sight cheered me instantly.

He smiled at me, wiggling his brows.  “Will this change your mind?  Large mocha with soy, no whip, and an extra shot of espresso.”  He named off my order, though he hadn’t needed to.  I’d known as soon as I saw the cup that he’d know just what I’d want. 

I grinned.  “You’re the best.”  

“It’s a fact,” he agreed.

We worked out for an hour.  The hotel’s gym was tiny and unimpressive, with one treadmill, one elliptical, one stationary bike, and some free weights.  I stuck to the elliptical for the full hour, but Stephan flitted around from the bike, to the treadmill, and spent a half an hour lifting weights.  It was his usual routine, and I watched him, feeling good as I listened to music on my phone and worked out.  

Stephan had been right.  I had been so tempted to skip a workout today, but it had ended up being just what I needed.  I felt worlds better when we finished up.

We grabbed a quick sandwich for lunch.  It was a beautiful late spring day in New York City, and I enjoyed our walk along the bustling street.  “Wanna eat in the park?”  I asked Stephan as we waited in line at a crowded local deli.

He nodded.  “For sure.  Picnic style.”

We didn’t precisely eat picnic style.  Instead, we settled for finding an empty bench to sit on and people watch while we ate.  “Whatcha gonna wear to the bar?” Stephan asked me between big bites.  

We ate fast, as though afraid the food would disappear if we didn’t finish it quickly.  We both ate like hungry street kids if we didn’t make a conscious effort not to.  We didn’t bother eating any differently when it was just the two of us.  We had nothing to hide from each other.  It was one of the reasons we were damn near inseparable. 

“Iyonno,” I said with too much food in my mouth.  I swallowed, washing the mouthful down with a big swig of water from the refillable bottle I’d taken to carrying around almost constantly, to save money on bottled water.  

“I don’t know,” I said more clearly.  “It’s nice and warm, so some shorts and a blouse, I guess.  I don’t feel like dressing up, but I don’t wanna look like a slob when I know everyone else will be dressing up.”  I gestured at the comfortable gray workout T-shirt, black cheer shorts, and neon green running shoes I was wearing.  “What I’d like to wear is this.  But I know you’d harass me, so I’ll try to look halfway decent, I suppose.”

“You’ll have to help me pick out my outfit.  I wanna look really hot tonight.  I think I just might be ready to ask Melvin out this time,” Stephan said.  I smiled.  He had said the same thing for the last three weeks, but I just agreed.       

 We went back to our rooms to shower and get ready for the night ahead.  We chatted amiably as we got ready. 

I chose some cuffed, pleated black shorts and a sleeveless black and white blouse with flowery ruffles at the neck.  It was the kind of outfit I liked best.  It was comfortable but feminine.  Some earrings and the right shoes, and it was dressy enough for just about anything.  Add practical shoes, and poof, not overdressed.  

I chose sandals with a short heel tonight.  I picked silver hoops from the small bag of jewelry that I always packed.  I wore my hair down.  It was pin-straight and the pale length hung to my mid-back.   

I put my makeup on quickly, just opting for mascara and some soft pink lip gloss.  I finished getting ready first, since I didn’t particularly care how I looked for the outing.  I sat on Stephan’s bed and patiently watched him try on everything he’d packed.

We finally settled on a fitted pale gray polo with some blue and gray plaid cargo shorts that hung from his slim hips in a very attractive way.  He adopted the preppy look often, and I thought it suited him.  He looked like a live Abercrombie and Fitch ad.  I told him so.  He laughed it off, but I could tell that he was pleased by the comparison, though it was only the truth.

We got to the bar a little before four p.m., but it was already a bit of a crush.  It was not a fancy bar, just an old fashioned Irish pub with a few karaoke nights a week, but it was in the heart of Manhattan and it was friday night, so I was not at all surprised by the crowd.

Stephan worked his magic and within minutes we had snagged seats at the bar where Melvin was working.  I’d had no doubt that he would.  He had a rare combination of charm and charisma and he just seemed to make things work out that way.  Most of the people in this place would never find a seat on a night this crowded.  

We greeted Melvin warmly, and he seemed genuinely pleased to see us.  Especially Stephan, though he was very nice to me.  I always went out of my way to try and befriend anyone Stephan was interested in.  He was my only family, and it was important to me that I be friends with anyone he found significant.

I guessed Melvin was about our age, somewhere in his early twenties.  He was just shy of six feet tall, and very slender, nearly delicate.  I couldn’t begin to guess his race, a mix of some kind.  His skin was a naturally pale coffee color, his black hair cropped very close to his head.  His eyes were a pale green.  He was very handsome, and had a very engaging smile.  Stephan has great taste, I thought.   

“What can I get you?”  Melvin had to raise his voice a little to be heard above the growing crowd.  I bit my lip, looking at Stephan.  I hadn’t had any kind of alcohol in so long that my mind went blank.  Stephan just shrugged and winked at Melvin.  Whoa, that was bold for him.  Melvin blushed a little and smiled back shyly.

“Surprise us.  Something with liquor,” Stephan told him playfully. 

Melvin grinned.  “Shots or cocktails?”  

“One of each.  Make us your favorite of each,” I declared.  He left with a happy whistle to accommodate us.

I was distracted by the sound of some out-of-tune singing.  We were far enough from the stage not to be deafened, but close enough to have a perfect view.  That was always how it seemed to go around Stephan.  He led a charmed life.  “They start the Karaoke this early?” I asked Stephan, surprised.

He shrugged.  “I guess so.  It does seem awfully early for that, though.  They need to let us get a little more buzzed before we have to listen to that.”

I agreed, laughing.

Melvin was back in short order.  He’d made us each a Pom-tini, which was delicious enough that I didn’t think it could possibly get me drunk.  He’d also brought us a shot he called ‘surfer on acid’.  I’d never heard of it.  I smelled it, and my nose wrinkled.  It was strong.  “What is it?” I asked him.

“Jagermeister, pineapple juice, and coconut rum.  Trust me, it’s good.”

Stephan grinned at him.  “I trust you,” he declared, and downed it.  He  gasped as it went down.  “Damn, it is good.”

I downed mine.  There was only one way to do a shot, as far as I was concerned, and that way was fast.  They were right, it was very good, and I felt a nearly instant, fuzzy buzz.  Okaaay, I thought.  I needed to slow it down.  Even one shot was a shock to my system after so much time without.  Though it was a shot that packed a hell of a punch.

Melvin brought us each a glass of ice water without us having to ask, then went to tend to the growing crowd.  Stephan would have to stay late into the night if he hoped for much of Melvin’s attention.  The bar was getting more crowded by the second.  

Melvin was extremely busy, but still managed to stop near us to have short conversations with Stephan every few minutes, and I took this as an encouraging sign.  He was definitely giving Stephan special attention, beyond being simply friendly.  I finished my first Pom-tini way too fast.  “Damn tiny martini glasses,” I muttered to Stephan, my voice way louder than I’d intended.  Yep, I definitely needed to slow it down on the drinking.  Stephan laughed at me, finishing his as well.  

Melvin immediately had martini and shot refills in front of us.  Okay, we were definitely getting special treatment.  He wagged a finger at us.  “Your next round will be a new surprise.”  He winked at Stephan as he walked away.  I smiled broadly at Stephan.  He smiled back at me.  He was the happiest I’d seen him in a while, and it brightened my mood a lot just to see him like that.  He’d been majorly hung up on his Ex from a year ago, and it was a relief to see that he was finally moving on.  “We better drink these fast.  I want to see our next surprise,” Stephan teased me.

I laughed and took the shot.  Screw slowing down.  I wanted our next surprise.  Stephan and I unwisely raced to finish the Pom-tini.  I pointed at him, laughing, as I finished mine just a second ahead of him.  “I win,” I said.

With perfect timing, Melvin slid a new shot and martini in front of us just as Stephan set down his glass.  “A Kamikaze, and a Razzle-tini,” he told us, having to almost shout now with the horrible rendition of ‘Moves Like Jagger’ a group of three were belting out from the stage.  I thanked him.  Stephan did the same, squeezing Melvin’s hand just as he was pulling back.  It was a surprisingly bold move for Stephan.  Melvin blushed and smiled at Stephan as he went back to tend to customers.  

I practically beamed at Stephan.  “He’s soooo interested.  You know that, right?” I asked him.

He nodded, looking suddenly shy, but very pleased.  “Yeah, I’m finally sure of it.” 

It wasn’t long before the crew started showing up.  Brenda showed up first.  She was a middle-aged woman, in her mid-forties, I guessed.  I saw her less than anyone else on the crew, since she worked in the back galley of the plane, and I worked in the front, but she seemed very nice.  I thought we could easily be friends, if we spent a little time together.  She walked up to us, smiling.  

She had dark brown hair cut in a bob that flattered her bone structure nicely.  She had a medium build and was very pretty.  I knew she was married with some teenage children, but I didn’t know all the details yet.  I made a note to ask her more about her family.  She seemed like she would be a good mom, with her kind eyes and calm manner.

We greeted her a little more loudly and boisterously than was our habit, and she laughed at us with good humor.  “You guys have been at it for awhile, huh?”  

Stephan insisted she take his chair, and she did so, thanking him with a dimpled smile.  “He’s one of the last throwbacks to a true gentleman,” she said to me.  I could tell she was assuming that he and I were an item, and I didn’t correct her.

Within five minutes, Stephan had secured the seat on the other side of me.  I giggled at him.  “How do you always do that?” I asked, turning in the direction of his new seat.  

He arched a brow at me.  “You should know better than anyone, Bee.  I’ve been hustling since I was a kid.  Talking someone out of a seat at the bar is child’s play.”

Melissa was the next to show up, already looking around with boredom as she approached us.  Probably looking for Captain Peter, I thought.  

She was in rare form, wearing a white micro-mini skirt and a clingy pink top that sort of clashed with her dark red hair.  The top was so thin that I could tell two things; her boobs were fake, and she wasn’t wearing a bra.  

She couldn’t be more than five foot two barefoot, but she was making up for it tonight.  Her white, rhinestone-studded stilettos were easily over five inches tall.  She handled them well, too, gliding in them as though she wore heels like that every day.  For all I knew, she did.  She had a heavy layer of makeup on, her lips bright red and her lashes so thick and black they looked like something you’d see on an old-fashioned pin-up model.  She was very pretty.  What she lacked in taste she more than made up for in sheer good looks.

“Hey guys,” she said without smiling.  It was as though she didn’t want to waste a good smile on us.

“Hey,” I said.  Brenda and Stephan greeted her.  I noticed that Stephan didn’t offer her his chair.  I knew that she got on his nerves just a bit without him having to say it.  She wasn’t exactly a hard worker, and she seemed to think she was entitled to more than other people.  Those were two qualities that he and I just had trouble relating to.

The pilots were the next to show.  They came in together.  I’m not sure I would have recognized either of them out of uniform.  I only knew they had arrived when Melissa’s personality suddenly got real bubbly.  Stephan and I shared a short, pointed look.

We all said our greetings, and by then Melissa had managed to snag the seat next to Brenda.  Captain Peter was practically glued to the back of her chair.  I tried not to stare.  They weren’t being subtle.  Those two were likely going to end the night together.  

My eyes snagged on the ring on the Captain’s left hand as he rubbed it all over Melissa’s nearly bare back.  Ewww, I thought.  I hated that.  I didn’t understand why people got married, and then acted like that.  But it certainly knocked my opinion of Melissa down even further.  There was no way she had missed the wedding ring on his finger if I had seen it from several feet away.  Hell, she probably felt it on her back, he was rubbing her so hard with it.  

I made an easy decision to just try to ignore them for the duration of the evening.  They were a major buzz-kill.

I noticed with a little dismay that the first officer, Jeff, had ended up standing by my chair, his body angled towards me.  He smiled at me as I noticed him.  He waved at the glasses in front of me.  “What’re you drinking?  It looks like a good time.”  

I told him, and he stepped closer as I spoke.  I moved back a bit.  I hated when people tried to casually touch me, and he just seemed like the type to try it.

Sure enough, a few minutes later, after he had downed his own shot, he reached out a hand, touching a strand of my hair.  I shrank back just a little.  “I love your hair.”  He was nearly shouting over the rowdy crowd.  “It looks so hot when you wear it down.”

I turned away from him at that, finishing my current round of drinks.  Yes, it was official.  I was drunk.  I caught Stephan and Melvin sharing a look, and I knew exactly what it meant.  Stephan was trying to tell Melvin to cut off my alcohol.  

I glared, leaning closer to him.  I pointed a finger at his chest threateningly.  “Don’t you dare.  I barely ever drink, and I really need to relax tonight.  This is the first time in days that I’ve been able to unwind and just forget about Mr. Beautiful.”

Stephan had looked ready to argue until that last embarrassing sentence left my mouth.  But as I finished, he sputtered out a laugh.  “Mr.  Beautiful?”  

I nodded, and he laughed harder.  “Well, he is.  James Cavendish is too damned beautiful to be real.  He scares the shit outta me,” I confided.

Stephan stopped laughing at that.  “Why?” he asked seriously.

I shook my head.  “Not like that.  A different kind of scary.  I haven’t figured it out.  All I know for sure is, I need to stay the hell away from Mr. Beautiful.”  I over-enunciated the last sentence so much that, even drunk, I noticed it.

Stephan’s eyes widened as he looked at a spot above and behind me.  

“What?” I asked him in a loud, belligerent tone.  Yes, I was definitely drunk.  “What?  Is Mr. Beautiful standing behind me or something?”

Stephan pursed his lips and I suddenly had an awful feeling that I’d hit that one right on the head.  I turned my spinning head around and looked up, and up, into bright blue eyes.  “Hello, Mr. Beautiful,” I said in a quieter, but still obviously drunk, voice. 


























CHAPTER FIVE

Mr. Persistant






	I spun almost immediately to glare at Stephan.  “Traitor,” I said to him, my words slurred.  

He threw his hands up, giving me his innocent look.  “I didn’t give out your number or anything.  He asked if we were going out tonight.  I just told him where.  No harm done.”

I mouthed a few choice words at him.  I felt a hard cheek press to the hair near my ear and knew it was Mr. Beautiful himself.  “Mr. Beautiful, huh?” he whispered in my ear.  I knew my whole body was bright red with embarrassment.  “I’m going to take that as a compliment, though I have to say, it’s a new one.”

“Hello, Mr. Cavendish,” I said stiffly, without turning.

“I told you, call me James.  Or Mr. Beautiful, if you prefer.  You can save the Mr. Cavendish for when we’re in private.”  It was the second time he’d said that, and I just couldn’t tell if he was teasing.  Did I even want to know?  I wondered.  No, I told myself firmly.

I tried to just ignore everyone for awhile after that.  Except for Melvin.  Him, I tried to flag down to get another drink, but he was ignoring me.  Vaguely, I could hear Stephan and James chatting amiably at my back.  

James hadn’t moved, and he was standing close enough to my back to indicate that he and I were together.  He was so close that it made the skin of my back tingle.  If I shifted even an inch backward, we’d be touching.  

I turned my head slightly and saw that the co-pilot had been forced to move away from me.  He was looking between Stephan and James, an odd look on his face.  He didn’t know what to make of the situation.  I didn’t really care what he made of it.  I was just relieved that he seemed to get the picture that I was clearly not available.

I lurched suddenly to my feet.  I had expected to be a little unsteady on my feet, but it was much worse than I’d thought.  I had to clutch the bar for several moments to gain my balance.  

“Whoa, careful there, Buttercup,” Stephan was saying to me.  

I felt a hard arm going around my waist for support, and I knew it wasn’t Stephan.  “Buttercup?” James asked him, his voice amused.  

I looked at Stephan, who was looking a little sheepish.  “It’s an old nickname, from when we were kids.  Bee will have to tell you the story sometime.”

“I look forward to it.  Does she drink like this often?” James asked casually, but I thought there was a slight edge to his voice.  He was still just talking to Stephan.  About me, and in front of me.  It was infuriating.

“All the time,” I said loudly.

“This is the first time she’s had a drink since the month she turned twenty-one,” Stephen said quietly.  “At least two years ago.”

James’s mouth was at my ear again.  “You remember what I told you about lying to me,” he warned softly.  “That’s two.”

He’d said he’d put me over his knee.  “He’s a kinky bastard,” I thought drunkenly. 

 Oops, I’d said that out loud.  Luckily, only James had heard.  He laughed, showing even white teeth.  He hadn’t taken it as an insult.  He nodded at me, making very solid eye contact.  He agreed.

“I need to go to the bathroom,” I declared loudly.  

“I’ll help you get there, Buttercup,” James told me.  Stephan rose as we moved, as though to help.  James waved him down.  “I’ve got her.”

And he did.  He wrapped my arm around him and took the brunt of my weight as he led me effortlessly through the crowd toward the restrooms.  

“Why are you here?” I asked him bluntly.

“Well, I came here because I very much want to fuck you until neither of us can walk.  I want you so bad I can’t see straight.  But since that won’t be happening now, I’m staying to make sure you make it back to your room in one piece.”

“Why won’t that be happening now?” I asked him.  I knew it was a bad question, one that implied that I was disappointed that it wouldn’t be happening, but I was just too drunk and curious to care. 

He looked at me, brow raised.  “I won’t touch you while you’re impaired.  Never.  I just don’t do that.” 

“So you give up?” I challenged, but it came out as more of a whine.

He surprised me by kissing the top of my head.  “Far from it.  I still intend to fuck you senseless.  Just not tonight, Buttercup.  And I’d appreciate it if you could refrain from ever getting yourself into this condition again.”  His arms and the kiss had been soft and sweet, but his words and his tone were icy.  

What a strange man, I thought.  How could someone sound so cold while calling me Buttercup?  

I stopped suddenly.  We were against the wall now, close to the hallway that led to the restrooms.  I turned in his arms, pressing up against him.  He sucked in a breath at the sudden contact.  I looked into his eyes.  He looked back, his eyes hard.  “Yes?” he asked me sharply.

“My condition isn’t your business, James.”  I emphasized his name.  It was the first time I’d used it.  

His gaze was steady.  “I intend for it to be my business.” 

“You don’t want to date me, you said,” I told him.

He sighed.  “It’s true.  But I want other things.  I at least want the chance to talk to you about what I do want.”

“So talk,” I told him.

“We will talk.  When you’re sober.  And when we have some actual privacy.”

I wagged a finger at him, then stood on my tiptoes to be sure he heard me as I spoke directly into his face.  “That doesn’t sound like talking.”   My words were slurred, and he visibly flinched.  

He hated how drunk I was, I could tell.  He had a real serious problem with it.  My extremely drunk mind started to hatch up a drunk scheme to use that to my advantage.  If he didn’t like drunk, I would show him some drunk behavior that would scare him off for good.  I nodded at him, turning away.  Just as soon as I went to the bathroom, I was gonna make him run the other way in a hurry.

I used the restroom.  It was a sign of how drunk I was that I was proud when I used the bathroom successfully and without a mess.  

I was washing up when Melissa came bursting through the door, looking excited.  “Who is that gorgeous man?” she asked me breathlessly.  She was the most animated I’d ever seen her without a man she liked in the room.  Of course, that’s just because she happened to be talking about one right at that moment.

I didn’t have to ask who she was talking about.  “That is Mr. Beautiful,” I said.  I was going for a breezy tone, but I heard my voice, and knew it just sounded drunk and slurred.

I walked out before she could ask me anything else.  James took my arm before I could even locate him.  “Have you ever been so drunk that you can’t look yourself in the eyes when you see a mirror?” I asked him.  It was a serious question.  I was really that drunk.  He just looked at me.  

“Answer me, James,” I tried to order him.

“No,” he said immediately.   

“Dance with me,” I told him.  Time for operation ‘Hot Mess’.  He hated drunk.  I’d show him drunk.

“No,” he said firmly.

“Fine.  Somebody’ll dance with me.  Just you watch.”  His hand tightened on my arm when I tried to walk away.

“No, they won’t.  If you have to dance, it’ll be by yourself tonight.”  

I gasped at him in outrage.  I was momentarily distracted when we walked back out into the huge bar and found it had considerably less people than it had when we went in.  

“Whats’appened to all the people?” I asked.  My slur was getting more pronounced, but I couldn’t seem to help it.  I looked at him.  He just shrugged.  “Is it that late?” I pondered, reaching into my small handbag for my phone.  “Where’s ma’phone?” I mumbled.

“You left it at the bar,” he told me.  I started to lurch in that direction.  He stayed me, holding my phone in front of my face.  “I grabbed it for you.”  

I snatched it from him, glaring.  I glanced at the face of it, pushing the front button to show the time.  “S’only eight clock.  Why d’ya spose everyone is leaving?  Is something happening?  Are they closing?”  

His only answers were shrugs.  His hands were in his pockets.  I studied him, suddenly realizing how bored and detached he looked.  I recalled what he’d said about only sticking around to make sure I got back in one piece.  “You don’t have to stay here.  I’m just fine.”

He pulled me against him suddenly.  I stiffened, but he just pushed my cheek into his chest.  “You’re an infuriating woman,” he said into my hair.  I tried to shove away from him for that comment, but I couldn’t seem to budge him.  “I would be happy to walk you back to your room, but I’m not leaving you here when you’re acting like this.”

“You don’t know anything about me.  I may act this way all the time,” I said, but the words were muffled into his shirt.  

He was wearing the softest T-shirt I’d ever felt.  I was suddenly nuzzling against it.  I realized that I hadn’t even seen what he was wearing.  It wasn’t a suit, and I hadn’t even gotten a chance to check him out.  

I pulled back, looking with fascination at his casual attire.  His shirt was a navy V-neck T-shirt with a small pocket over the left side of his chest.  Right over his nipple, I thought.  It was fitted, showing off his sleek muscles.  And it was sooo soft.  

I started running my hands over it, and he didn’t stop me.  He wore casual gray slacks with navy running shoes.  He looked positively edible.  

“Someday soon I’m going to tie you up and tease you just the way you’re teasing me right now, with no hope for release for at least a night.”  His voice was soft and earnest.  His words stilled my hands immediately.  Apparently I wasn’t doing a great job of scaring him off.  Yet. 

I snapped my fingers at him as I got an idea.  I was steadier on my feet as I pulled completely out of his arms.  Just a few minutes without imbibing was improving my balance.  

“I have a surprise for you,” I told him ominously, and stalked toward the Karaoke DJ.  

I whispered my request in the strange man’s ear, and he nodded, shooting a look at James.  

I put a finger over my lips.  “Shhh.  It’s a surprise for Mr. Beautiful.”

James watched me stoically as I climbed onto the tiny stage.  Surprisingly, there was no one in line, so I got to go immediately.  Before I’d gone to the bathroom there had been a line nearly out the door of people waiting to perform.  Now the place was just getting emptier by the second.  

That was fine with me.  This hot mess of a show was all for James Cavendish.  

I couldn’t help it.  I started to giggle as the first notes of S&M came on and I saw his eyes widen.  I got myself under control enough to start singing to it when the words came on the screen, shooting him sassy looks and even throwing in a little bit of wiggling to the beat.  I even bent down to flip my hair at a small pause in the song.  Oh, lord, that almost knocked me off the stage.  

He moved closer at my reckless action, as though to catch me if I really did fall off.  

I got a little off track when Melissa strutted over and started talking to him.  Did she really have to stand so close to him?  Apparently, she did.  She even pressed against him as she spoke into his ear.  

He didn’t seem to mind either, talking to her now more than he was watching me.  It seemed to be a very serious conversation for two people who had just met.  Or did they know each other?  

That’s it, I decided.  I was going to find out.  

The music hadn’t even stopped when I stomped off the stage.  

James gave me a small smile as I approached.  Melissa wasn’t touching him anymore, but she was still standing way too close to him.  

“Thank you for the surprise, Bianca.  I won’t forget that for as long as I live.”  His voice was warm and full of good humor.  Dammit.  That had not been what I was going for.  

“Do you two know each other?” I asked abruptly.  

James looked a little surprised.  “We just met.  She works with you, right?”

“So what were you talking about?” I asked pointedly.

“She said she was a good friend of yours.  I was asking her about you.”  

I looked at Melissa.  She looked a little miffed, but hardly deterred.  If she had any clue how much James was worth, she’d really be all over him.  

I toyed with the idea of telling her.  That might solve the whole situation right there.  For reasons I didn’t want to analyze, I decided against it almost immediately. 

She studied me briefly, and her expression brightened.  She grabbed my hand suddenly, all bubbly girl again.  “Come on, chicky,” she said to me fondly, leading me back to the Dj.


























CHAPTER SIX

Mr. Perverse






	I didn’t have to wonder what she was up to for long.  She had us duet-ing a version of ‘Back that thing Up’ in no time.  

I mostly tried to rap to the vaguely obscene lyrics while watching her in fascination.  She quickly had her ass to the audience, doing some pretty impressive booty dancing.  

I was more stacked than her in the chest department, and mine were very much natural, but she had waaay more junk in the trunk.  And I had to admit it was very nice junk.  And she very much knew it.  

She threw smiles over her shoulder at the crowd as she crouched nearly to the floor.  Yep, she was backing that thing up. 

I was rapping, “Call me big daddy when you back that thang up,” when Stephan caught my gaze from the crowd.  He’d left his spot at the bar, where he’d been in close conversation with Melvin since we’d come out of the bathroom.  

Ah, damn.  I had interrupted them with my antics.  He had finally gotten a chance to make his move, and I had distracted him.  I felt instantly guilty.  

He was giving me wide eyes.  I could tell he was about ready to carry me home.  He would not approve of operation ‘hot mess’, I knew for sure.  He’d been acting as my protective older brother for too long to just idly stand by while I drunkenly embarrassed myself.  

I was relieved when he didn’t immediately come and carry me from the stage.  But my relief was short-lived as I saw him speaking earnestly to James.  James was listening intently, nodding in agreement.  

I got distracted by the lyrics screen as the the beat got faster for a moment.  I substituted any words I couldn’t say that started with N with the word chicky.  I thought it fit rather well into the song, and was mentally patting myself on the back when the song ended.

Melissa laughingly hugged me when we finished.  She was breathless from all that shaking.  Did she suddenly like me?  Or was this some kind of a show for James’s benefit?  With what I knew of Melissa, I suspected the latter, but I didn’t really care just then.

I approached the two tall men who looked to be having a serious conversation that I was positive was all about me.  

James sent me a wide-eyed look.  He looked shocked about something.  

I stalked up to Stephan and bumped his shoulder with my own.  “What are you telling him?” I asked him, my voice angry.  “Go sit back down at the bar, Stephan.  I am just fine.”

Stephan leaned down to me.  He seemed visibly upset, and I was on alert at once.  What the hell was going on with these two?  

He hugged me, speaking into my ear.  “Please don’t be mad at me.  I know it’s not my place to butt in, but I just had to see what kind of a guy he is.  I think he’ll treat you well.  And if he doesn’t, I told him I’d kick his billionaire ass.”

I scrunched my nose up at him.  “That’s why you thought I’d be mad at you?”

He didn’t look any less upset, so I knew that wasn’t it.  He couldn’t look me in the eye, and he was trembling a little.  He hated it when I was mad at him.  He had serious issues with people being upset with him, and especially with me being mad.  Issues that stemmed from some truly horrible things that had happened to him when he was a kid.  I’d been his only family for years, so he feared my anger.  He had this irrational fear that if he ever made me really angry with him, I would desert him, like his family had.  I’d told him many times that it would never happen, but he still didn’t know how to cope with any kind of conflict.

He was shaking his head, and I could see a certain panic in his eyes that I dreaded.  It did a great deal towards sobering me up.  “What is it?” I asked him.

“I told him that you were a virgin,” he whispered in my ear.  I stiffened.  “I just didn’t want him to hurt you.  Or to…have the wrong impression of you with the way you were acting.  Please don’t be mad.”

I couldn’t seem to help it.  I was instantly mad.  I pushed him back, pointing at him.  “Go. Back. To. Your. Seat.”  

He obeyed, doing a pretty good impression of a ‘Charley Brown walk’ back over to Melvin.  I had probably just ruined his whole night, but he had no right to share personal information about me.  Especially not with Mr. Beautiful.  

I turned back to James, glaring.  “So, are you done yet?  You can see now that this is not going to happen.  My V-card should be more than enough of a reason to make someone like you run screaming in the other direction.”  Maybe Stephan had found me a better final solution to this strange problem,  I realized, even as I spoke.

The shock was long gone from his face.  Now his face was carefully blank.  The blankness didn’t quite reach his eyes, though.  They were as intense as ever.  “Come here,” he told me.  

A few feet separated us.  I closed the distance before I thought to defy him.  He fisted a hand very, very carefully into my hair, pulling my head back slightly.  He leaned down to my ear.  “I’m going to ruin you,” he breathed.  “I’ll be your first, and I’ll fuck you so thoroughly that I’ll be your last, too.  You won’t want any other man after I’ve gotten my hands on you.  Every last inch of you.”  A shudder ran through my entire body at his roughly whispered words.  

My brow furrowed.  Had he somehow sensed I was a virgin even before Stephan told him?  Is that why he was pursuing me?  Did he have some weird fetish?  “So you prefer virgins?” I whispered the question back at him.

His brows shot up in surprise.  “I’ve never been with one, so no.  But I can’t say I’m displeased with the notion.  In fact, I love it that I’ll be your first.”

I didn’t even bother to tell him that he was assuming a whole lot right there.  I was suddenly very tired.  Tired enough to pass out.  And we had to be up at five a.m to get ready for the morning flight.  “I’m ready to go,” I told him.  His face brightened instantly.

“Good.  Let’s go tell Stephan.”  

Stephan wouldn’t even look at me as we approached.  

“Bianca is calling it a night,” James told Stephan.  “I’ll see her to her room.  What time should I set her alarm for?”  I rolled my eyes.  There he went, talking about me in front of me again.  

“Five,” Stephan and I answered at the same time.  The men nodded at each other cordially, Stephan never looking at me.  

I knew it would bother him all night if I didn’t tell him he was forgiven.  I stepped forward, kissing him softly on the forehead.  

“I’m not mad at you,” I told him, and was surprised that it was true.  He’d had no right to do it, but I knew he was only trying to protect me.  It had been his job for years now, and it was a job he took very seriously.

He sniffed a little, and I was shocked when I saw one tear slip down his cheek as he looked at his lap.  

“Thank you,” he said, and I heard the relief in his voice.  He was so relieved that he was crying, when he never cried.  That was how strongly my anger affected him.  

“Please don’t,” I told him.  It broke my heart to see him like that.  

He lifted his head, and he looked better.  “I’m good.  Really.  Go get some sleep.  I’ll see you in the morning.”  He smiled and waved me off.  I smiled back, and we left.

James held my arm on our short walk back to the hotel.  He had a firm grip on the back of my arm, just above my elbow.  He seemed to like that spot.  “Stephan and I spoke at length.  He knows I would never take advantage of you when you’re impaired.”  James seemed to feel the need to explain this to me.  “If I didn’t know otherwise, I would think he was your older brother,” he continued.  “How long have you two been close?”  he asked.

I sent him a sideways glance.  He was fishing for information about me, I could tell.  I didn’t play that game.  Especially when I knew next to nothing about him.  

“A long time,” I answered vaguely.  That’s the best he would get.  I had already sobered up considerably, so he’d missed the boat on any carelessly thrown information.  Especially since I was planning to never drink again.  I was already mortified by some of my antics that night, and I wasn’t even completely sober yet.

“You need to get on the pill.”  He abruptly changed the subject, his voice authoritative.

I sent him another sideways glance.  This glance was on it’s way to a glare.  “My body, my business,” I told him stiffly.  

“When we’re having sex, it will be my business as well.  And you need to get started.  It can take weeks to months before it becomes effective.”

My glance became a glare.  “For your information, I’m already on the pill.  I have bad periods, and it helps make them milder.  I’ve actually been on them since I was a teenager… for personal reasons.”  Reasons I would never tell him.  Like the fact that Stephan and I had lived in an abandoned building with a bunch of other homeless people and I’d been terrified of being raped and getting pregnant.  I hadn’t been able to sleep for the fear.  A trip to the free clinic had given me a great deal of peace of mind.  About the pregnancy aspect, at least.  “But you are outrageous, you know that?  I’ve never agreed to have sex with you.” 

“What personal reasons?” he asked.  Of course he would zero in on the thing I was the least willing to talk about.

“I prefer to keep those reasons personal.”  I stuck my tongue out at him.  

His hand squeezed my arm in a warning.  “You are exasperating.”

“Let me bombard you with a bunch of personal questions and see how you like it,” I shot back.

“Give it a try.  I think the tradeoff might just be worthwhile for me.”

I fell silent at that.  

We made our way into the hotel without a word.  I nodded at the girl working the front desk as we walked by.  Her name was Sarah, and she knew Stephan and I.  We’d even gone out with her a few times.  She gave me wide eyes.  She probably thought Stephan and I were a couple, as so many people did.  

“Hey, Sarah,” I called out, without stopping.

“Hey, Bianca,” she called back.  

“The security here is deplorable,” James said as the elevator doors closed on us.  He was shaking his head in dismay.  

I giggled.  “What did you expect?  It’s a crew hotel in downtown manhattan.  The security isn’t deplorable.  It’s non-existant.”  I giggled harder.  Rich people could be funny. 

He gave me a disgruntled look.  “It’s terrifying.  Anyone could come in here.”

I just kept giggling.  “That’s what locks and police are for.  If you think this is bad, you should see some of the places Stephan and I have stayed.”  Oh shit.  I hadn’t meant to say that out loud.

His intent eyes searched my face.  “Where?  What do you mean?  Do you still stay in those places?”  

I shrugged, trying to blow past the whole thing.  “Um, not really.  I guess this is our least secure crew hotel at the moment.”  The thought made me start giggling again.

He held a hand out for my key card, and I gave it to him without a word.  

“I would prefer if you stay at a more secure place when you visit the city.  I’ll arrange it,” he said, shocking me.

I shook my head.  “No.  No.  No,” I told him clearly.  “I don’t know what you think is going on here, but you are not going to take control of my life.  You can just rule out that scenario right now.”

His mouth set in a hard line.  “We’ll talk about it when you’re sober.”

He was crazy, I decided.  “You can talk all you want.  That is not happening.”

He noticed the open connecting door as we entered my room.  He gave me a questioning look, going through the door, as though he had the right to search the place.  

“Stephan’s room?” he asked from Stephan’s room.

“Yes,” I answered.

He came back in, closing and locking the door without asking.  I just went to the bed and lay down, closing my eyes.  

“I need to set my alarm,” I told myself out loud, reaching for my little bag.  I had dropped it on the floor somewhere between the door and my bed.  

“I’ve got it,” James told me, and I heard him moving around.  

I heard the little sound that meant my phone had been plugged into a charger.  

“Thank you,” I murmured, eyes still closed.  “You can go now.  I’ll wake up on time.  I’ve never been late to work.  I’m not gonna start the habit tomorrow.  As soon as my head stops this spinning, I’ll be falling asleep.”

He didn’t respond, and I heard him moving around my room.  He went into the bathroom, coming out just a moment later.  The bed dipped as he sat beside me on the bed.  I felt  and smelled a cool, makeup removing wipe on my face.  

I tensed up in surprise.  What’s he doing?  He gently wiped my entire face, even wiping my eyelashes carefully to remove my mascara.  

“You hardly wear any makeup,” he said absently.  “You have a lovely complexion.”  That was such a sweet thing to say that I had to snort.  

“Look who’s talking, Mr. Beautiful,” I said.

“Perhaps I’ll just call you Mrs. Beautiful,” he said to me, leaning down to kiss just the tip of my nose.  

I felt him get up again, returning after just a moment.  When I felt his fingers on the button of the waistband of my shorts, my eyes shot open, my hands moving to block him.  The only light in the room came from the bathroom, but I could still make him out.  

“What are you doing?” I asked slowly.

He brushed my hands away, unbuttoning my shorts and sweeping them down my legs in a quick, smooth motion.  

“Taking care of you,” he said mildly.  “I told you and Stephan that I would.  I’m getting you ready for bed right now.  And if you start throwing up all of that poison you drank tonight, I’ll take you to the bathroom and hold your hair out of your face for you.  Hold still.  I’ll have you changed faster if you don’t fidget so much.”

Strangely, I obeyed him, and he had me out of my clothes and into the thin cotton shift I had packed as a nightgown.  

He removed my bra like a pro, never touching a thing beyond my back and shoulders.  He barely jostled me as he did it.  It was rather impressive.  He even folded my shorts carefully, and hung my blouse up, as though he did this everyday.  He tucked me in carefully.  

What a strange billionaire, I thought to myself.

When he finished, he came to stand over me.  He looked down at me, hands in his pockets, looking like he wasn’t sure what to do next.  It was a strange look for him.

“You can sleep here,” I told him.  “If you can handle the lack of security.”  I couldn’t help but tease him about that.

He sucked in a breath.  “Do you mind if I just sleep in my boxers?  It’s much more comfortable, and I swear I won’t try a thing.  Tonight.”

Did I mind?  I was dying to see his body.  I just had to know if he was that tan everywhere.  

“Okay,” I said in a breathless voice.  

He didn’t hesitate after that, stripping off his shoes, socks, shirt and slacks in short order.  I wished fervently that the lights were on, never taking my eyes off of him.  He slid onto the other side of the bed from me, lying on his back on top of the covers.  

“Go to sleep,” he told me.  

“Are you tan like that everywhere?” I asked him, just on the edge of sleep.  If he answered me, I never heard him as I drifted off.


























CHAPTER SEVEN

Mr. Moody






	The sound of my alarm woke me from a deep sleep.  I never slept that hard, and coming out of it was something I was unaccustomed to.  I knew instantly that it was gonna be a rough morning by the pounding in my temples.

The clock showed five a.m, but my body still thought it was two a.m.  A twenty-four hour layover was never enough time to adjust to the time difference.

I wasn’t surprised to find that James had left, though I was strangely disappointed.  

Since there were no longer any lingering effects of alcohol buzzing through my system, I knew I had a problem.  I was starting to like that kinky rich bastard.  

I went directly into the shower, pinning my hair up and keeping it carefully dry.  There was no way I’d have time to dry it if I washed it.  

I threw my shift back on my slightly damp skin, planning to wear it until it was time to change into work clothes.  I was so used to sharing adjoining rooms with Stephan that it was just second nature for me to stay at least partially decent while I got ready.

My bathroom door was slightly ajar, so when my hotel room door clicked open and then closed, I froze in alarm.  I peaked out of the door, both surprised and relieved to see that it was James. 

He joined me in the bathroom without asking.  Even Stephan wasn’t so familiar with me, so it caught me off guard that he would join me so casually in the bathroom right after I’d showered. 

He handed me a cup of coffee and two white tablets.  He set two bottles of water on the counter.  

“The pills are for the hangover,” he told me.  “And the water will help.  You’re dehydrated.”  

I took the pills, downing most of the first bottle in the process.  A long drink of the coffee and I felt nearly human again.

I saw that he had changed his clothes.  He was back in a suit, looking fresh and well rested.  

“You went back to your place?”  I knew little about him, but I did know that he lived primarily in New York.  My eyes were on his impeccable suit.  It was a soft gray, his shirt and tie blue today.  I’d never gotten a chance to get a good look at him without his clothes on.  Dammit.  

As I looked at him, my eyes moved up to his in the mirror.  We were both facing it, and his lovely turquoise eyes were glued to my body with an intensity that made my eyes follow his.  

My thin shift, combined with my slightly damp skin, had, not surprisingly, made my nightgown transparent.  I might as well be naked, I thought, a little stunned.  

And he was drinking in the sight of me hungrily, as though he’d never seen anything so appetizing in his life.  It was an intoxicating feeling, to put that look in his eyes.

He stepped in directly behind me, his eyes steadily on my chest.  My breasts felt heavy and I wanted him to touch them so badly.  

I unconsciously arched my back a little, my shoulders going back, my chest forward, my nipples clearly visible as they rubbed against the thin fabric of my shift.  They were pebbled to hardness, and tightened even more as I watched them.  

“I don’t want to make you late for work,” he murmured.  “But I need to do something.”  

He pressed up against my back, his arousal hard and heavy against my tailbone.  His hands covered my breasts, finally, and I moaned, arching back.  He kneaded them firmly and my eyes fell closed.  

“Look at me,” he snapped, and I obeyed automatically, meeting his intense eyes in the mirror.

“I like this nightgown,” he said almost absently, as he continued to touch me.  “Spread your legs more,” he told me, and they just shifted apart, as though my body and his mouth had some sort of agreement that I wasn’t yet privy to.  

One hand stayed kneading my breast, and plucking at my nipple just perfectly while the other ran along my ribs, down my abdomen, and straight between my legs.  

They started to shut instinctively against the invasion.  

“Open wider,” he ordered, and they just did.  “I want to pleasure every inch of you, but for the moment, I’m just going to make you come.  I just need to touch you.  Lay your head back against my shoulder.”

He quickly found and rubbed my clitoris with his thumb while his index and middle finger played at my entrance almost teasingly.  

He sucked in a breath as he felt me.  “God, a fucking wet virgin.  You are too much, Bianca.”  

He pushed one finger into me slowly, and groaned.  The fit was excruciatingly tight.  I masturbated sometimes with my own fingers, but his were just so much bigger and rougher, and more talented.  He knew how to touch me with far more skill than I knew how to touch myself.  The thought was a little daunting, but my mind quickly wandered back to the sensations at hand.  

He worked his finger all the way in and began to stroke, his finger seeking out just the right spot inside of me.  His thumb never stopped circling my clit, and his other hand still kneaded my tender breast with consummate skill.  He was a hell of a multi-tasker.  

As he stroked, his arousal brushed against my back with increasing pressure.  He slipped a second finger in and I felt impossibly full.  I cried out, grinding against him.  

He stopped suddenly.  “Ask me for it,” he ordered, and I didn’t mistake his meaning.

“Please.”  I didn’t hesitate.  

“Say, please, Mr. Cavendish, make me come.”

“Please, Mr. Cavendish, make me come.”  

He pinched my nipple hard as he stroked that perfect spot harder.  I came in seconds, before I even really knew it was happening.  

I hadn’t realized that an orgasm could be like that, erupting so swiftly.  Or so powerfully.  I felt like I may have lost myself for a moment.  

We were both panting heavily as I came back to myself.  He caught my gaze in the mirror as he shifted his fingers out of me.  I watched, absolutely mesmerized, as he raised them to his mouth and licked them clean.  

When he finished, he grabbed my chin and turned my head to his for a deep kiss.  “You are the most perfect fucking thing I’ve ever seen in my life,” he murmured against my mouth.  

I tried to reach for his still heavy arousal.  He caught my hand, knowing where it was headed.  “There’s no time.  Get dressed.”  He sounded almost angry now.  

He was apparently frustrated and moody about it.

I got dressed in record time, in my little dress suit that was designed to look like a mock man’s suit, little tie and all.  

James watched me the entire time, not giving me a second of privacy.  I was in too much of a hurry to worry about it.

“That is the hottest fucking flight attendant uniform I’ve ever seen.  That thing should be illegal.  I’m going to do some illegal things to you with that little tease of a tie,” he said, his tone serious.  I just laughed.  

“I can do my hair and makeup in the van.  Stephan will help me.”  I licked my lower lip and waved a hand at his still obviously heavy arousal.  “I still have ten minutes to spare.  There has to be something I can do for you.  I don’t like feeling like I’ve left you unsatisfied.”

He smiled at me, and it was pained.  “You are too perfect.  But it’s not happening this morning.  I’m not coming again until I can be buried inside of you.  Preferably for days.”

I took a step closer to him, licking my lips again.  Impulsively, I knelt in front of him.  

“You could bury yourself somewhere else,” I said, my voice turning breathy.  

My face hovered just inches from his groin, but I checked the urge to touch him, just looking up at him instead.  

He gripped my hair a little roughly.  “Have you done that before?” he asked, his voice unsteady.

I shook my head, licking my lips again.  “Like I’ve told you, I don’t date.  I don’t do any of this stuff.  I don’t know what’s gotten into me, but you should take me up on the offer before I change my mind.”

He had his slacks unbuttoned and his arousal out so fast that I blinked at the sight of him.  He was..spectacular.  And right in my face.  

It was no hardship at all to take him into my mouth and start sucking on him hungrily.  Just the opposite.  I’d never wanted something so much in my life.  Though I couldn’t fit much more than the tip past my teeth.  

“Use your hands at the base,” he told me.  He used his hands to show me.  He used the moisture that my mouth had spread on the tip and the shaft to lubricate my hands.  He coached them into a twisting motion at the base.   

“Harder,” he ordered.  “Pull your lips over your teeth and suck harder,” he gasped.  “Yes, that’s perfect, Bianca.”  

“I’m coming,” he warned me several intoxicating moments later.  Both of his hands were gripped in my hair tightly.  “If you don’t want me to come in your mouth, you should pull back now.”  His voice was absolutely raw with his need, and I loved it.  I could get addicted to this feeling.  To this act.  

Instead of pulling back, I sucked harder, swallowing instinctively when the warm essence of him shot against the back of my throat.  

He pulled me up and kissed me.  His hands were rough in my hair, almost to the point of pain, but, caught up in the moment, I loved it.  

He finally set me down, glancing at the clock.  “You’re late.  We’ll talk later.  I don’t want you to get into trouble.  I’ve seen how important your work ethic is to you.”   

I just nodded, in full rush mode.  

I grabbed my bags and my half-empty cup of coffee on the way out, not saying goodbye.  Frankly, I just didn’t know what to say.  I’d never done such intimate things in my entire life, and I’d never even agreed to give Mr. Beautiful my phone number.  

It was like I wasn’t myself anymore, once I got into his orbit.  He just took over.  And so far, I was batting zero at resisting him.  When he touched me, I lost all control, and he took all of it, and it just felt so good to let go.  In fact, it felt more than good.  It felt so perfect to me that I didn’t even know how to resist.  


























CHAPTER EIGHT

Mr. Stalker






	I felt a huge wave of relief as I noted, coming down into the lobby five minutes late, that Stephan and I were the only crew members that had shown up so far.  

I’d never been late before, not even five minutes late, but it wouldn’t count against me this time.  If we got a crew delay today, it would be whoever showed up last that caused it, and not me, since I had shown up second.

Stephan gave me a tentative smile when he saw me.  “Good morning, Buttercup.”  

“Morning.  How was the rest of your night?” I asked, hoping it had ended well for him.

He grinned.  “It was great.  We went back to Melvin’s place and talked for hours.  We’re taking it slow, but we understand each other now.”

I grinned back.  “That’s awesome.  Guess we’ll be sticking to New York for awhile, huh?”

He sighed.  “I hope so.  So how did it go with Mr. Beautiful?” he asked me with a smile.  “You are looking much more chipper this morning than I had thought possible, considering the condition you were in when you left the bar.  I assume he kept his promise to be a perfect gentleman last night?”  He made the last into a question.

I nodded carefully.  “Yes, he was a perfect gentleman last night.  He was very sweet, actually.  He even washed off my makeup.  And he brought me coffee and aspirin this morning.”

Something caught his eye behind me, and I turned, expecting one of the tardy crew members.  I shouldn’t have been surprised that it was James.  I had left him behind in my room.  He had to pass through the lobby in order to leave.  But it was still a little shock to see him so soon after what we’d just done.  

My eyes traveled unbidden down to the area of his body that I’d just given special attention to.  I licked my lower lip.  His blue eyes were positively vivid as he stared back at me, striding straight up to me.  

He nodded politely to Stephan.  They both murmured a good morning.  James’s warm hand landed possessively on the nape of my neck.  My eyes wandered back down south.  His fingers bit harder into my nape, and my eyes shot back up to his.  

“Our Buttercup is a handful, Stephan,” he said idly to the other man.

Stephan laughed.  “She is that.”

“A fucking perfect handful,” James murmured to me.

Stephan heard him, and laughed harder.  “Well, I wouldn’t exactly know about that, but I’ll take your word for it.”

 “Walk me to the door, please?” James asked me politely. 

I did.  He lowered his hand from my neck when we reached the door.  

“I’m going to tie you to my bed and take your hymen.  I can’t seem to think about anything else,” he told me quietly.  “Tell me when I can see you again.”

I swallowed hard.  “I’m not sure.  I have a twelve hour day tomorrow. We’re doing a turn to DC.”

“What about today?”

I just blinked at him.  “I’m flying back to Las Vegas.”

He just nodded as though that was helpful, and left.

The other flight attendants came down in short order, starting with Brenda.  She was a solid ten minutes late from our showtime.  Melissa and Jake came down a few minutes after that.  

We waited another ten minutes before Stephan had to phone headquarters.  

“Yes, I’m just making sure that we are sharing an airport shuttle with our pilots this morning,” he murmured into his phone.  “Okay, thank you.”

The disheveled looking pilots showed just as he was hanging up his phone.   We had already loaded up our bags, so we piled in while the pilots got theirs loaded up.  

We rushed through the airport, the entire crew hustling to avoid a delay.  

Stephan had braided my hair into one sleek braid in the van, while I applied a minimal amount of makeup at red lights.  There was no way I could have done it while the maniac driver was swerving around.  Even after years of New York layovers, I had yet to get used to the crazy thing New Yorkers called ‘driving.’  

We made it to the gate in record time, and an exasperated gate agent let us onto the jetway.  She was plump, middle-aged, and harried looking.  

“You guys are borderline late,” she scolded us.  “If this flight is delayed, I’m putting down the flight crew as the cause.”

Stephan gave her his most charming smile.  “Sweetheart, let’s not be delayed then.  Send them down anytime you like.  We have the A team working today.  We don’t need any prep time at all.”

She smiled back, instantly relieved by his attitude.  “That’s what I like to hear.  Some flight crews need thirty minutes to prep.”

Stephan gave the Captain a meaningful look.  “Well, that ain’t us, right Captain?” he prompted him.  Some pilots took forever to prep, too.

Captain Peter nodded, smiling.  “Like he said, we’re on our A game today, so send ‘em on down.”

It was a slight gamble.  If we were unlucky enough to have any mechanical problems, we would have a plane full of passengers for the delay.  But we were hoping for lucky today.  It was that or a write-up.

“I’ll start the pre-board beverage service for you and have Jake man the door so you can take inventory in the galley.  The caterers have come and gone by now.  Hopefully they left us everything we need,” Stephan delved into the liquor cart as he spoke, pulling out glasses. 

“Wanna take out a tray of mimosas?” I asked him.  “They’re usually a hit in the morning, especially on this flight, and it saves time, since we have twenty-one up here.”  

He nodded absently, digging around.  He could never find anything in the galley, and I didn’t know why he even tried anymore.  

I opened a drawer full of cold bottles of water, pointing.  “Just put those out for them.  I’ll do the rest of the mimosa prep while you do that.”  

I was already popping the cork on the champagne as he strode back into the cabin.  

It was going to be a hectic morning.  It just had that feeling to it.  I liked that, though.  Staying busy was never a bad thing, as far as I was concerned.

I had a tray of mimosas waiting when he came back  a few minutes later.  He headed immediately back out.  

I had accounted for all of the drinks we needed.  I began to count the meals, and prepare the menus.  I handed Stephan the menus to hand out and he handed me a list of drink orders.  No glasses remained on the tray.  

“I should be good after you hand out those menus,” I told him.  “Do I need to take out another tray of mimosas?”

“Nope, you made the perfect amount.  And you have a surprise in 2D, Buttercup.”  He grinned at me as he swept back out into the cabin. 

I was only half listening, making drinks as quickly as possible.  Pre-board service could be tricky when we were this pressed for time.

I strode out with the first round of drink orders.  I was delivering the orders back to front, because that was how Stephan had written it down.  It must have been the order they’d boarded in.  The gate agents sometimes liked to mix it up, though only god knew why.  

I unloaded the drinks quickly.  There were some loud, boisterous New Yorkers up front today.  I just smiled at them.  A few men almost shouted at each other as they argued about some sports team.  I counted five of them together that may be a possible problem, or may just need a firm shushing if they kept it up.  

They got suddenly quiet as they noticed me.  

“Hey, sugar.  You’re a sight for sore eyes,” the loudest one said to me finally, after they’d all stared at me rudely while I set down their drinks.   I looked up and smiled at him pleasantly.  Neutrally.  He was maybe in his late forties, with dark hair and swarthy skin.  He looked like a New Yorker down to his toes.

“Good morning,” I murmured, heading back into the galley for the next round.

I only had a few more drinks to make after that.  The waters and mimosas had been enough for most of them.  

I handed out the next small round, collecting already empty glasses on my tray as I passed back in.  I started from the front again, collecting jackets, and making sure no one needed anything.  

I froze, my cool composure slipping for a heartbeat when I saw the man occupying 2D.  I was surprised that I hadn’t noticed him sooner.  It seemed as though my body should have sensed his very presence by the way it instantly reacted.

I recovered more quickly to the sight of him this time than I had the last time he’d been in that seat.  I hoped that meant I was getting used to him.  

He can’t continue to affect me this way every time I see him, I told myself.  I knew it was just wishful thinking.

“May I get you anything else, Mr. Cavendish?” I inquired cooly.  He already had one of the bottles of water that Stephan had handed out.  Water seemed to be the only thing he drank.  “May I hang your jacket?”  

His face was tense, but he was silent as he stood and removed his suit jacket.  The seat beside him was the only vacant one in first class, and I guessed that he had purchased it to gain some semblance of privacy.  

I remembered from overhearing him speaking to our CEO on the charter flight where I had met him that he didn’t often fly commercial.  Why on earth would he?  He had a private jet.  Why was he suddenly flying with us so often?  I guessed it was most likely because he was looking into backing us financially in some way.

As he straightened in the aisle, he was suddenly only inches from me.  

I took a deep breath, inhaling the scent of him.  He smelled so wonderful, with just a hint of spicy cologne over his own natural scent.    

“Why didn’t you tell me you were taking this flight?” I murmured the question to him as I took his jacket, my voice pitched low.

“It was a last minute decision.  I didn’t know until this morning that I had urgent business in Las Vegas that needed attention today,” he murmured back, his voice soft, but his face still hard and tense.

I searched his face briefly, but had to quickly move on.  There was just no time right then for figuring out what Mr. Beautiful was up to.

I barely got the glasses collected and the galley secured in time for the safety demonstration.  I pointedly avoided looking at James and got through it with my usual composure.  

The group of New Yorkers made a few raunchy comments about me loudly enough that I heard it as I passed them while I was doing a seat belt check.  I ignored them easily.  It was nothing unusual.  In fact, it was par for the course on this particular flight.  

It was Saturday morning, and there was usually a group of old school New York men on this flight.  They were heading to Vegas, had just paid for an upgrade to first class, and were getting their party started.  They were obnoxious and rude, but also a common feature on JFK flights.

I paused briefly by James.  His fists were clenched, his hard face tilted toward the small window.  He looked very out of sorts. 

 “Can I help you with anything, Mr. Cavendish?” I asked him quietly.  I couldn’t begin to imagine what had him so agitated.  

He shook his head slightly.  He quickly contradicted himself.  “Tell Stephan I want to speak to him as soon as he’s available,” he said shortly.

“Okaaay,” I said, confused, and moved on. 


























CHAPTER NINE

Mr. Angry






	“What was that all about?” I asked Stephan, as we buckled into our jump seats.  He and James had had a brief but intense looking exchange right before Stephan came to sit beside me.

He just shook his head, looking out the window.  

I elbowed him in the ribs.  

“Ow,” he said, shooting me a surprised look.  “What’s gotten into you?” 

My eyes widened with incredulity.  “Me?  What about you?  How did Mr. Beautiful over there get you in his corner so fast?  You’re supposed to help me avoid guys like that.  Instead, you’ve been helping him.  And now you’re close-mouthed about talks you’re having with him.” 

He sighed.  “It was about that rowdy crowd in rows five and six.  They’ve been keeping up a non-stop dialogue about you, and it’s not sitting well with James.  I need to have a word with them once we reach ten thousand feet.”  

He smirked suddenly.  “Or else I think Mr. Beautiful might start throwing punches.”  

I  rolled my eyes, shooting an exasperated look at James, who was directly in my view.  He still had his gaze trained on the window, but his eyes were glassed over, his fists clenched hard.  He looked even more agitated now.

“It’s just the usual good ol’ boy Vegas crowd,” I told Stephan.  “Same type of crowd we get almost every week.  The’ve been easy to ignore so far.  Don’t get them unnecessarily riled up.”

Now it was Stephan’s turn to look exasperated.  “I don’t think you heard the worst of what they’ve been saying.  James told me, and it wasn’t pretty.  They are being particularly raunchy and using a lot of profanity loudly enough for the rest of the cabin to be disturbed.  I need to address it.  Better to nip it in the bud.  And look at James.  He is seriously agitated.  Better to piss off a few jerks than to have an all out brawl on our hands.”

I did look at James.  I studied him closely.  His agitation seemed to be growing by the second. 

His eyes snapped wide suddenly, his gaze shooting to us, his hands going to his seat belt as though he were preparing to get up.  

“Ah, shit,” Stephan muttered, trepidation in his voice.

James seemed to get himself under control, carefully letting go of his seat belt and unclenching his hands.  He closed his eyes, his lips moving.  

“He’s counting to ten,” I said stupidly.  “Can you hear what they’re saying that’s getting him all riled up?  I can’t hear a thing.”

“I can hear their voices, but I can’t make out what they’re saying at all,” Stephan said, watching James carefully.  

Stephan was painfully tense.  I knew he hated fighting more than just about anything else in the world.  I had also seen him fight several times, though it had been years since he’d had to.  He was exceptionally good at it.  Whatever happened, he would be able to handle himself, I knew.  But he would hate it.  He abhorred violence of any kind.

James opened his eyes suddenly, looking more furious than I’d ever seen him.  Apparently counting to ten hadn’t worked.  His hands shot again to his seat belt and I watched in horror as he shot from his seat, striding to the troublemakers with violence in every quick step.

“Fuck,” Stephan cursed.  “Stay here.  Please,” he pleaded, going after James in a flash.

There was a very tense exchange.  James was leaning down close to speak to the man who had addressed me earlier, and I couldn’t see his face or hear what he was saying.  

Stephan was pointing at one of the other men and his voice was raised, though I couldn’t make out the words over the plane engine and the distance.  I was surprised that Stephan didn’t even look at James, making no attempt whatsoever to make him return to his seat.  

Shit, I thought.  That probably meant his own temper was flaring up as well.  It really would be a brawl if Stephan started throwing punches.

I saw the man who Stephan was clearly reaming out raise his hands, as though in surrender.  That didn’t seem to appease Stephan, though, who just turned to the man who James had taken special exception to.  I assumed he was still talking to the man, though I couldn’t hear him.  

He was speaking quietly, while Stephan was just getting louder.  

“I mean it.  One more word out of any of you, and we are diverting this plane and there will be law enforcement waiting for you at the gate.”  With that, Stephan stormed back to the seat beside me.  He still hadn’t bothered to make James take his seat.  

A few tense moments later, James straightened, walking stiffly back to his seat.  He didn’t look at me, just sat, buckled up, and closed his eyes.  

I felt a relief so huge it almost shamed me.  Seeing that, although he’d really wanted to pound someone, he had restrained himself, was something I’d almost needed to see.  Whatever else I didn’t know about him, at least I knew he could practice self-control.  

Uncontrolled violence and aggression were the monsters of my childhood, and I felt almost limp with relief to see that I wouldn’t find them in James.  Not in the way I had feared.  The way I always feared, despite a decent amount of time and therapy.

“What happened?  What were they saying that would involve law enforcement?” I asked Stephan finally.  

He just shook his head.  “I’ll tell you later.  Please, just give me a minute to compose myself.”  His voice was pleading, so I dropped the issue.  If he said he’d tell me later, I knew he would.

I was up the second I heard the double ding that indicated we were at ten thousand feet.  I started my usual routine, preparing my galley for our breakfast service.  I liked the routine, liked routines in general.  I found them soothing, in a way.  

The chaos of my adolescence made me crave stability in my adult life.  So my life, even with all of the traveling, followed a schedule and routine that I enjoyed.  Saturday morning breakfast service out of New York was a part of that.

Our airline prided itself on it’s first class service, so our breakfast service was extensive.  We would be busy until we landed.  With first class full, Stephan stayed up front to help me.  

I worked the galley, and he served.  That suited me, especially today, with a volatile James, and some apparently degenerate men in the cabin.  

Stephan and I didn’t even speak for the first hour as we worked.  He was brooding, and we didn’t really need to talk to communicate.  

We worked together effortlessly, after all these years.  He took the passengers’ orders and I read them and made them.  As he served, I worked on the next step.  We were fast and effective even without speaking.  

I loved this part of the job.  I wasn’t even sure why.  Just the busy feel in the air, the familiar galley routine, making sure everyone felt like they had received exceptional service, and like we had done a good job.  I supposed I had just spent a large part of my life feeling worthless and lost, and this job, on a good day, made me feel like I had some worth.  When I thought of it that way, it sounded pathetic, but that didn’t make it any less true.

I noticed everything we served to James, of course.  He drank water exclusively, that I had seen.  No ice, just the bottle and a glass.  I started putting a slice of lemon in his glass, and he didn’t complain, so I continued to do so.  

For breakfast, he ordered the only healthy thing we served on the first flight of the day.  It was greek yogurt with fresh blueberries and raw pecans.  I wasn’t surprised that he was the only one to order it.  We usually didn’t have any takers, so Stephan and I often had it for breakfast ourselves.  I could’ve guessed from what I had seen of his body that he ate healthy, but that confirmed it.  

Could I ever be comfortable getting naked with someone that good looking, who had a flawless body, so far as I could tell?  I didn’t know how.  I tried to stay in shape but I had junk food sometimes, and I probably didn’t work out as often as I could.  

I thought my thighs were too big, and my ankles were too small, like toothpicks.  And my arms were thin, but my hips were a little wide and my shoulders were too broad, to my critical eye.  Like every woman, I had body issues.  Would James notice them when I was naked?  I tried not to dwell on it, but I did anyways.  I was relieved when we got too busy for me to think about it anymore.

It was a solid two and a half hours into the flight before Stephan could make his way back to check on the main cabin.  

“I’ll be back in a few minutes.  Brenda is baking the cookies back there right now.  I’ll bring some back to add to the cheese service,” Stephan told me as he hung up the inflight phone.  

I nodded absently.  I was prepping our three-tiered cart for the cheese service.  There was nothing he could help me with in first class for at least ten minutes, so it was good timing.  

I heard the bathroom door opening on the other side of the curtain, and shifted the cart to make sure the passenger could get back to their seat before I moved it into position.  

I was startled when James entered the enclosed galley.  He looked much calmer than he had before.  

I offered him a small smile.  “Hey,” I said, studying him carefully, trying to read his mood.

He gave me a small smile back.  He moved my cart for me, seeing that I was bearing it’s weight.  He used it to block the aisle completely, just outside of the curtained area, managing to stay behind the curtain completely as he did so.  

“Oh,” I said softly as I watched him rearrange the galley, getting an inkling of what he intended.  He was arranging a moment of privacy for…something. 

I just watched him, mesmerized.  

He set the brake on the cart with the toe of his shoe easily, as though he did it every day.  He took a deep breath, his back to me for one long moment.  

Abruptly, he turned, pacing to me.  He grabbed my braid, pulling my head back.  He kissed me, and it was hot and angry and hungry.  

In spite of myself, I melted in an instant, melding my body as close to his as I could get it.

He backed me up against the counter, lifting me onto the only small bit of empty counter space available.  I barely fit.  He didn’t stop kissing me.  

I murmured a protest as I felt his fingers inching my fitted skirt up my legs.  He had my thighs bared in a flash, and I pulled back, panting.  

“What are you doing?”  I asked, a little panicked at his intent.  

“Shh,” he told me, and started kissing me again, his hands still pushing my skirt up impatiently.  “I need to do this.”

That didn’t make me feel reassured, but he stopped abruptly when his hands had shoved my skirt up far enough to bare my garters and the tops of my stockings.  He shoved the skirt higher roughly.  

He cursed when he saw my lacy lime green thong.  “This is the type of panty you were wearing last night, too, wasn’t it?  But that one was blue.”

I just nodded, feeling a little disoriented.  “They’re the most comfortable underwear I’ve ever worn.  I can’t wear anything else, since I discovered them.”

“I fucking love them,” he told me, and it made me smile at him.  

Then he surprised me again by kneeling in front of me in one fluid movement.  He handed me a cloth.  An old fashioned handkerchief, I observed  “Put that in your mouth and bite down.  Try not to make too much noise.”  I obeyed him without hesitating, my whole body vibrating in anticipation at what he was going to do. 

 “Grip my hair,” he told me.  My hands stroked through it hungrily.  It was perfect, of course, soft as silk, and so smooth and thick.  I saw all of the different shades of light brown and dark blond, highlighted by the sun shinning through the small window in the door of the plane just to our left.  People payed a fortune for highlights not half as beautiful as that shifting, golden color.  

My mind went blank, my head suddenly falling back.  He had shoved my thong to the side and buried his face against me.  

I was lost instantly in the shocking wash of sensation from his accomplished tongue lapping at the core of me with singleminded purpose.  

His masterful fingers thrust into me, a finger stroking along just the perfect spot.  I whimpered into the cloth I was biting, not quite muffling the high-pitched noise.  

Almost hurriedly, his tongue moved up to my clit.  He sucked at it, hard, and I came without warning.  I’d had no idea it could happen so fast, even with our earlier episode in the hotel bathroom.  

He continued to nuzzle me, even when I went still after the powerful aftershocks subsided.  I felt his head pulling back, and looked down at him.  He propped his chin on the material of my skirt, just above my pelvis.  

“One more,” he ordered, and went back to his exquisite ministrations.  

I screamed into the cloth when I came that time, just as surprised by this orgasm as I was by the last one.  He’d brought it on even faster, as though his tongue had just found and pushed my orgasm button.  Or perhaps the last one had had me primed and ready.  I wasn’t experienced enough to know for sure.  I hadn’t known my body could be played like an instrument, until James had gotten his hands on me.      

He lapped at me a few more times after my tremors had subsided.  

“I could eat you all day,” he told me as he stood.  He pulled the handkerchief from my mouth, shoving it between my thighs to sop up the excess moisture.  

“I love how wet you are,” he murmured, delving down to kiss me.  His tongue swept into my mouth, licking, and I was a little scandalized to realize that I was tasting myself in a way I’d never imagined.  

I sucked on his tongue, and he groaned.  I knew he definitely liked that, and I sucked harder.  

He didn’t kiss me long, pulling back to lift me down from the counter.  It didn’t seem to strain him at all to lift me.  I loved that, loved feeling small and feminine compared to his strength.    

He shoved the dirty handkerchief into his pocket and started to straighten my clothes with an almost impersonal efficiency.

He was still pulling my skirt back down to my knees when Stephan burst through the curtain, looking baffled, and then shocked at what he saw.  

It must have been obvious from James lowering my skirt that we had obviously been doing something much too intimate for the galley of an aircraft.

Stephan’s shocked eyes flew to my face.  Then he blushed like I’d never seen him blush before.  

“Was that noise you?  That muffled scream?” he asked slowly.  

I knew I turned just as pink as him, but I nodded.  No point in denying it.  

Stephan was still bright pink as he gave James a censuring look.  “Really, James?  On a morning flight?  With a group of perverts just a few feet away?”  

Apparently, Stephan was heaping the responsibility of this embarrassing episode squarely on Mr. Beautiful’s shoulders.  

James looked a little shame-faced at the assessment.  It made him look almost boyish.  It was hard to reconcile that look with the James I knew.

I just blinked at them both, at a loss.  I had never been in anything even approaching a situation like this.

Stephan pointed in the general direction of James’s seat.  “I think you should go sit down now.”  

James did so without so much as a word or a look.


























CHAPTER TEN

Mr. Kinky






	The rest of the flight went by in a kind of a blur for me.  We did the wine and cheese service, and I deliberately refrained from making any eye contact, knowing I would be mortified if they gave me strange looks.  

I wanted to just pretend that no one had heard us in the galley, and that they certainly hadn’t taken the noises for what they actually were.  As long as I didn’t look at anyone directly, I could just keep trying to convince myself that that was the case.  

I especially avoided looking at James as we served him.  I had pulled my cool composure around me like armor after our sordid scene, but I knew one look at him could undo all of that.  

My side of the cart was lined up to serve him by a stroke of bad luck, so I quietly asked him what he’d like without ever looking directly at him.  

He said he would take one slice of the brie and some grapes.  I set the small plate on his tray table, the sight that met me there stilling me for a long moment.  

I noticed several things at once.  

He had rolled up the sleeves of his dress shirt, revealing tanned forearms, both presented wrist up as he affected a relaxed pose.  With the sunlight streaming through his window I could see faint white lines tracing thin scars around his wrists.  I was instantly curious about the marks, but they weren’t what caught my rapt attention at a glance.

He’d removed his tie, leaving his tanned throat and just a hint of his chest visible.  The sight of his smooth golden skin made me wild.  I felt deprived of it, especially with how little I’d gotten to see of it, considering all that we’d done to each other. 

 The sight of him like that was incredibly sexy, seeming to me almost too intimate for airplane attire.  That was ridiculous, of course.  There weren’t special rules against him showing any of his skin in public, just because it was so much finer than everyone else’s.  

Yes, the sight of him like that turned me on acutely in an instant.  But that wasn’t what had stopped me in my tracks.  It was the object in his hand that did that.  

His right hand lay on his knee, just beside his tray table, empty.  But his left hand lay across his tray table, as though displaying the object clutched in his hand like a trophy.  

It was the handkerchief he had used on me in the galley.  His hand was fisting it reflexively, as though it relaxed him.  

I made myself look away from him.  I didn’t look back again.  

The thought occurred to me quite vividly that he was impossibly out of my league.  He was way too experienced.  And rich.  And kinky.  And I was just about as close to the polar opposite of all of that as a person could get.  The thought was sobering.  

Somewhere along the way I had decided that I would have sex with him.  But I had to remember that it wasn’t going any further than that.  He obviously liked the pursuit.  I would give in.  He would fuck me for a few memorable days, if I was lucky, and then we would go our separate ways.  I certainly didn’t want anything more.  

Relationships terrified me to my very core.  So what better candidate to rid me of my virginity?  At twenty-three, it was nothing but a burden.  I just hadn’t bothered to do anything about it before because no one had interested me enough to try to get past some of my hangups.  

Masturbation and some rather sordid online porn had cured the rare urges I’d had.  And I’d certainly never felt this sort of all-consuming attraction before.  

So I would do it.  I would have sex with him.  I would satisfy my curiosity, and then I would get back to my normal life.

I managed not to look at James again until we were taking our jump seats for landing.  

He smiled at me when I did finally look at him.  It was an intimate smile, unlike any I’d ever been on the receiving end of.  I couldn’t find the will to smile back, or do anything but stare at him dumbly, trying not to look at the thing still clutched in his hand.  

I didn’t come close to stifling the gasp that rushed out of me as he brought the handkerchief to his face, inhaling deeply, his eyes closing as though he were savoring the smell.

“What the hell?” Stephan muttered the question beside me.  

I didn’t answer, not even sure if it was directed at me, or James.  

I looked out the window hastily, blushing from the top of my head to the tips of my toes.  Yes, I thought to myself, a little stunned.  He is worlds out of my league, but I’m going to go through with this anyways.






	Somehow, over the course of the flight, I had managed to forget all about the near brawl that had almost happened over me.  Stephan’s announcement as we taxied to our gate was what reminded me of the tense event.  

“Ladies and Gentlemen, I’m going to need everyone to remain seated when we arrive at the gate.  Our plane is being met by law enforcement, so we’re going to need everyone to remain patient for just a few minutes.  I will make an announcement when it is okay to deplane.  Again, please stay in your seats when we pull up to the gate.”

Oh shit, I thought, stunned.  

I gave Stephan wide eyes.  “What did they do to get the royal treatment?” I asked him.  It seemed a little excessive to get the police involved over the little I had actually heard.

He shook his head.  “I’ll explain it all later.  James and I will have to talk to the police for their report, and perhaps anyone else in first class that’ll admit to hearing anything.  The flight paperwork is going to be a bitch, too.  But the stuff they were talking about was illegal, and I just think they need a report filed on them, in case they were really considering doing some of the stuff they were talking about.  It might have all just been some particularly huge jerks talking shit, but I wouldn’t feel right if I didn’t do all that I could to make sure they were discouraged from acting like that.  And worse-case scenario, if they really end up doing something horrible to some poor girl, this incident could help prosecute them later on.”

I just stared at him.  I really had been out of the loop.  “You are sooo gonna tell me what all happened back there.”  

He nodded.  “Yeah, I will.  Later.”

It was a curiously drama-free deplaning after that.  Stephan consulted with the police while I answered the call buttons that started lighting up a few seconds before we arrived at the gate.  

After a brief exchange, the men were escorted off, seeming to cooperate sedately with the two police officers who led them off.  James followed immediately behind them.  To give his side of the story, I assumed.  The couple seated directly behind him followed as well, and the two men who had been across the aisle from the first couple that departed.  For the same reason, I assumed.  

I got caught in the back galley when passengers were allowed to deplane scant seconds later.  

Brenda and Melissa, who used the jump seats in the back galley, bombarded me with questions while I waited a little impatiently for the plane to empty.

“What happened up there?”  Brenda asked me, her eyes wide.

“Was that James Cavendish I saw following the police off with those men?” Melissa asked, her expression nearly predatory.  She had that laser sharp look she got in her eye when she was into a guy.  I had seen it in her eyes way too often, considering how short a time I’d known her.  

So she found out his name, I thought, a little uneasily.  She probably knew more about him than I did now.  I actively avoided all social networking, and I didn’t even own a television.  I only knew he came from a wealthy family with a massive hotel chain around the world.  I had never even searched his name online to find out anything.  I was guessing that by now Melissa couldn’t say the same.  

“Yes, that was him,” I answered her question first, curious to see her reaction.  

She gave me a considering look.  “I didn’t even know he was on this flight.  You’ve gotta tell me when you see the hot, rich ones, Bianca.  I thought we were friends.”  Her voice was all offended sweetness, a strange new affectation for her.

I just stared at her, not knowing what to say for a long moment.

“I know you two ladies aren’t on the market, but I’m gonna say it anyways.  I call dibs on that one.”  She giggled as she said it, so I honestly couldn’t tell if she was joking.  Either way, though, it was at that moment that I knew she was crazy.

  I shook my head, startled to feel a hostility towards her that I didn’t want to investigate.  

“That’s not how it works,” I told her.

She giggled again.  “Whatever.  I wasn’t really worried about it.  Men want who they want, and I can tell I’m just his type.  I’ll have his number before we get to headquarters.”

Brenda and I shared a look.  Brenda went straight back to her own line of questioning.  “Why were the cops called?  I saw a commotion when we took off, but I couldn’t tell what happened, and there didn’t seem to be a problem after that.”  

Brenda seemed to have adopted the skill of just ignoring Melissa when she got crazy.  I made a note to emulate her methods.

I told them what I knew, leaving out James’s specific involvement.  Melissa zeroed in on the oversight immediately.  “Why did James follow them off?”  

Was she really on a first name basis after one short conversation with him?  Was I missing something here?  

“He and some of the other people in first class heard a lot of what they were saying, I suppose.” 

I was saved from having to answer anything else when Stephan strode into the galley.  

He looked at the other two women.  “Last passenger is off, ladies.  Bianca and I need to speak to the police and write incident reports, but you guys are good to go, since you weren’t involved.  We’ll see you first thing in the morning.”

Brenda smiled, grabbing her bags and saying goodbye before hurrying off.  Our employee bus was on a twenty minute timer.  She’d have to get down to the bus stop in three minutes or wait another twenty, I observed as I checked my watch.  

It was a plain metal watch with a dark blue face.  It was looking a little the worse for wear, I noticed for the first time.  It had lasted two years, and it looked like I needed a replacement, by all the nicks and dents in it.  Watches in good condition were actually a job requirement for us, so I’d have to buckle down and go shopping for once.  

I’d been on a super tight budget for the last six months.  This would be the first time I’d gone shopping for anything besides food in that time.  Shit.  That gave me an uncomfortable thought.  

I looked up at Stephan, who was staring at Melissa.  I could tell he was wondering why she hadn’t left yet.  

She just beamed at him.  “I’m gonna stick around for a bit, make sure you guys get everything squared away okay.”  She put an awkward arm around my shoulders.  Especially awkward considering she was six inches shorter than I was, even in her ultra-tall heels.  

Stephan and I shared a look.  

“She’s been through an ordeal, poor thing, with those men saying those awful things about her,” Melissa said, her voice dripping with false sympathy.

I ignored her, talking to Stephan.  “I forgot to pay for my drinks last night.  I’m sorry.  What do I owe you?”  

He’d been on a budget similar to mine lately, and for the same reason, so I knew he couldn’t afford to be buying me drinks at the bar.  

We had both saved money from working steady amounts of overtime over the last four years.  We had taken that savings and found two nearly new houses that had recently been foreclosed on, right next door to each other.  We’d both been able to successfully buy the small houses, and were now proud homeowners.  And neighbors.  

It had been something we’d fantasized about as homeless teenagers.  We’d talked about it endlessly, how someday we wouldn’t be homeless.  Instead, we had promised, we’d always live right next to each other.  And we’d been serious about it.  

We’d worked and saved, and it had been one of the happiest days of my life, the day we moved from our small shared apartment and into our small, side-by-side houses.  

He grinned at me.  It was a shit-eating grin.  “You don’t.  James bought out the bar for the night.  That’s why it emptied out so fast.  He covered all of our drinks for the night, and Melvin said his tip for last night was a month’s worth of his normal pay.  And all thanks to you, Buttercup.”

I stared at him, stunned speechless, my mind racing.

“Why thanks to her?” Melissa asked him, her voice sharp.  “What is going on with you two?  It almost sounds like you’re pimping your girlfriend out.”

Stephan looked at her, and his eyes were as cold as I’d ever seen them.  I’d never been on the receiving end of that icy stare.  Melissa took it better than I would have.  

“Bianca is the most important person in the world to me,” Stephan told her coldly.  “She’s my best friend and my only family.  She is not, however, my girlfriend.  And it’s thanks to her because James Cavendish is crazy about her.  So crazy, in fact, that he rented that entire bar out for the night.  All just so that he could get her number, and spend some time with her.”  

Now it was Melissa’s turn to look stunned, but she recovered almost immediately.  It turned into a catty glance at me.  

She gave me an insulting once over.  “I bet you misunderstood.  Stephan just thinks you’re special because you’ve been BFF’s forever.”  And with that heartwarming assessment, she stalked out of the galley.

Stephan and I shared a look that communicated what we were starting to think about the little red-headed gold-digger.  

      The mess that awaited us outside of the plane was dealt with more quickly than I would have thought possible.  

They were holding the loud-mouthed men somewhere in the airport, questioning them extensively.  Probably scaring the hell out of them, I thought.  One police officer was waiting for us when we deplaned, and interviewed me briefly about what I’d seen and heard personally.  

My part was short.  And I got to hear Stephan’s account first hand, so I got a pretty clear picture of what had gone down.

It had started out as raunchy chatter by the men, though Stephan had heard about that second-hand from James.  Comments about my body, things they’d like to do to me, graphic and disgusting, but nothing we’d call the police about, usually.  

And then on takeoff, one of them had apparently gotten especially loud and graphic, talking about some drugs he had with him just for women like me, and that they should follow me through the airport and buy me a drink.  And drug it.  And then try to get me alone in their hotel room.  

That encouraged the others to add in what they would do to me when I was drugged and unconscious, and there I got a clearer picture of why the police had been called.  

I doubted the men would get arrested, unless the drugs they had mentioned really were in one of their suitcases.  I thought it more likely they would lose a few hours of their precious vacation time and get the hell scared out of them by the police.  

Stephan finished telling his version of the events shortly, and without any unnecessary embellishment.  

The police officer nodded and wrote as he went on.  Just as he finished up, I saw James approaching with another police officer.  Neither of these officers had been there to meet the plane.  

Just how many police were involved in this fiasco?  I wondered, a little baffled.  

I stiffened a little when I saw that Melissa was walking beside him, touching the back of his arm in an overly friendly way as she chattered away about God only knew what.  I tried to ignore her.  

James looked stoic and unreadable as the trio got closer to us.  I noticed that he wore only his dress shirt, still with no tie or jacket.  

“Did we leave his suit jacket on the plane?”  I asked Stephan.  

Stephan blinked.  “Must have,” he said.

“I’ll go get it,” I told him, and turned briskly to do so.

The plane was deserted as I came back on, and I was relieved that another crew hadn’t yet taken it over.  

I dug a pen and a piece of hotel stationary from my carryon, jotting down my name and number, and slipped the small piece of paper into James’s jacket.  

I’d done a whole hell of a lot more already, so it seemed silly not to give the man my number.  


























CHAPTER ELEVEN

Mr. Spellcaster






	Both officers were absent, but James, Stephan, and Melissa were still waiting when I reemerged from the jetway.  James and Melissa were speaking, but James looked up when he saw me, giving me his full, intense regard.  

Stephan was writing furiously.  He was filling out an incident report, I was sure.  

I handed James his jacket without a word.  

“Do I need to fill out my own, or can I just add to yours and sign?” I asked Stephan, referring to his paperwork.  

“We can share,” he told me without looking up.  “I’m almost done.  I got most of it down during the flight.  I just left the end blank because I wasn’t sure those boneheads wouldn’t do something else  that I’d need to add.”

“K,” I said, waiting in a sort of awkward silence.  Even Melissa wasn’t chattering, and James just continued to stare at me without a word, as though he expected me to do something.  

Finally, after watching me in silence for long, pregnant minutes, he spoke.  “Can I talk to you for a minute?  I need to go soon.”

I nodded, walking away from the others in silence.  I half-expected Melissa to follow us, but she didn’t, just watching us with a strange look on her face.  

“I have to work until this evening, but I want to see you.  I’ll send a driver to pick you up at six.  Give me your number and address.”  

He had his phone out, waiting.  I just looked at him for a moment.  This wouldn’t do at all.  

“I put my number in your suit pocket,” I began.  “And I’ll drive to your place.  What’s your address.”

He definitely looked like he wanted to argue, but I didn’t think he wanted to push his luck, so he gave me his address stiffly.  

“I’ll try to get done with my work earlier, if you want,” he told me, as I GPS’d his address into my phone.  

Not bad, I thought.  Only twenty minutes from my house.  That was downright convenient.  

“Don’t do so on my account.  I’m going home to take a two hour nap, and then I have some errands to run.”  I ran a hand over my watch absently.  “I need to replace this old thing before I get written up for wearing an eyesore.  I just realized how bad it’s looking.”  

I had forgotten who I was talking to, and flushed.  I felt shabby enough in his presence.  I certainly didn’t need to go broadcasting how poor I was to him.

His hand snaked out, grabbing my wrist to look at my watch.  His fingers circled my wrist as he studied it.  “You’re so delicate,” he murmured.  

I barely heard him.  My eyes were on his tan collarbone, still peaking out from his crisp shirt.  

“I don’t know why it is, but the sight of even the smallest amount of your skin doesn’t seem appropriate to me in public.  Your throat looks so naked.”  I hadn’t meant to speak the thought out loud, and immediately blushed.

He looked up at me with just his eyes, not lifting his head, a wicked grin on his face.  “You only think that because the things you want me to do to you aren’t appropriate in public.”

“I want to see your body,” I told him.  I couldn’t seem to stop myself.  I had been thinking about it almost constantly since I’d met him.

His smile dropped, and he straightened, taking a step closer to me.  “You’re going to.  Tonight.  And I’m going to see and touch every inch of you.”  

I took a step back, trying to shake away the strange spell he seemed to cast on me.  Not here.  Not now.  

“I’ll see you tonight,” I told him, walking back to Stephan.  Anything else we needed to say, we could discuss later, when we weren’t in public and I wasn’t still in uniform.  

James took my dismissal in stride, nodding at the other flight attendants and then striding away toward the terminal.  

I added a small paragraph of what I’d heard to Stephan’s report and signed.  We headed to the bus stop.  

Melissa was still trailing us, I noticed, but none of us spoke.  She seemed sullen and strange, but I frankly didn’t want to know why and didn’t care.  

We dropped our paperwork off at headquarters and Stephan drove us home.  

We took turns driving to work.  We were almost always able to carpool, and it saved us both money we could use for other things.  Like watches, I thought, sighing.  I really wasn’t in the mood for a trip to the mall.  

“I need to run some errands after I take a nap,” I told Stephan as he backed out.   

“K.  I’ll come with.  I could use a few things.  Where are we going?”

“I need a watch.”  I held my old watch out.  The face was even cracked.  How had I not noticed that sooner?  Had it just happened?  “And some groceries.  And some paint, paper, and canvas.”  

Painting was my favorite hobby, and I had a room full of paintings to prove it.  I was dabbling with oils lately, but watercolors and acrylics had always been my strength, and were more affordable in general.  I needed to stock up on almost all of my supplies.

“Perfect.  I’ve been needing a frame for that mountain landscape you made me.  It’s going in my living room.  It’s my all time favorite.”

I smiled at him fondly.  “You don’t have to do that.  I won’t feel bad if you don’t hang it up.  I paint things for you because I like to.  You don’t have to decorate your entire house with my junk just to humor me.”

He sent me a bewildered look.  “You think that’s why I’ve covered my entire home with your paintings?  To humor you?”  

I shrugged, feeling self-conscious.  I hadn’t gone to art school, had no training whatsoever, so I always questioned if people were sincere when they complimented my work.  Stephan deserved better than my doubting him, though.    

“I love your paintings, Bianca.  Every time I look at any of the ones I have displayed, I feel joy.  They help make my house a happy, healthy place for me.  I think of where we’ve come from, all that we’ve been through, and the astoundingly beautiful things you can create, and it never fails to amaze me.  It makes me hopeful about the future.”

I flushed a bit, but smiled.  “I painted that mountain landscape because it made me think of you.  It was so strong, and stark, and beautiful.  And every color I used in that painting, I got from studying you.  I used the color of your hair and skin for the desert mountains, and your eyes were the sky.  It’s very nearly an abstract portrait of you.”

He laughed, a carefree, joyous sound.  

We’re in a good place, I thought.  We’d overcome so much, and left so much of the bad stuff behind.  Over the years, the lingering dark shadows of our pasts seemed to be fading from us, more and more.  

“Well, now I love it even more,” he said.  “You know how much I love pictures of myself.”

I laughed, because it was pretty much true.  Both of our houses sported portraits of Stephan, some his idea.  He liked to pose for me, and he was a great subject, waiting patiently for hours if I needed him to.

Our houses were only fifteen minutes from the airport, just off of the 215 west.  It was an ideal airport location, with a new track of houses and a short commute.  

Seeing my small house still made me smile.  I’d opted to keep the all-desert landscape that my yard had sported when I purchased the house, figuring it was for the best to forgo the grass, since we lived in the desert and we were often out of town.  

Stephan had stubbornly refused to stay content with rocks and cacti, planting a small row of flowers along his front steps and a compact square of grass in the front yard.  So far he was winning the battle against the desert, his grass still green and his flowers blooming as we pulled up.

“I’ll text you when I wake up,” I told him, walking the scant distance to my house.  

I punched in my alarm code.  I had splurged and purchased the best security system I could afford.  It was important that my house feel like a safe place for me, so the peace of mind the system brought me was well worth the cost of it.  

I unlocked the gated door, and the two locks on the actual door.  I did the same routine on the other side, padding to the inside security panel and punching in my code.  

I had thirty seconds to get the code in before an automatic alarm went off and the security dispatch station would give me a call, and put out a call to law enforcement.  I had made the timer particularly short because it made me feel more secure.  

I headed back into my bedroom, satisfied that the house was secure for my nap.  

The last few days had been overwhelming.  I barely got undressed before I was laying on my bed, and asleep in an instant.

I awoke in a near stupor, bleary eyes taking long moments to read my bedside clock.  That couldn’t be right, I thought.  It was showing 3:44 p.m.  I had crashed just before 10 a.m, with the intention to sleep for two hours.  Dammit.  I’d forgotten to set an alarm.  

I was digging my phone out almost immediately, texting Stephan.




Bianca:  I’m so sorry.  I overslept.  Errands on monday?  




He had responded by the time I was done in the bathroom.  




Stephan:  No worries.  Monday sounds great.  Got a hot date tonight?




Bianca:  Seeing James.  Not a date.




Stephan:  Well, good luck, B.  Let me know if you need anything.  I’ll see you in the morning.




Bianca:  Kk.  We r leaving at 5:45am in my car, right?




Stephan:  Yep







I set to work packing, and then re-packing my small flight bag for the DC turn in the morning.  

A turn was when we flew somewhere, usually on the east coast for us, then turned around and came immediately back.  It was the best way to work a lot of hours on our job, but it could easily be a fourteen hour or longer day if we had even a slight delay.  This turn was a part of our set weekly schedule, but we often picked up extra turns on our days off to get overtime.  

My mortgage was reasonable, and fit into my budget, but I was trying to replenish the savings I had depleted almost completely in order to put a down payment on my house, and then the extra costs of a few upgrades and repairs to the house.  

It made me very nervous to live paycheck to paycheck, so I was quickly trying to rectify the situation.  I would have three days total off for the week, and planned to pick up extra hours on at least one of them.

I hung the work clothes that I had uncharacteristically strewn all over the floor into a dry cleaning bag.  I had many uniforms, but at least half of them needed a trip to the dry cleaner.  

I gathered them up and put them in my car, planning to stop by on the way to James’s house.  We got a small dry cleaning allowance from the company.  They wanted us to look polished on the job, but it didn’t cover even half of the cost that I spent at the cleaners.  Perhaps it was all of those extra hours I worked that wracked my dry cleaning bill up so high…

I showered and washed my hair.  I shaved just about every part of my body, the actions giving me a  feeling of anticipation that they never had before.  I always shaved my legs.  But I’d never done it for a man before.  I felt odd, so unlike myself.  

I rubbed oil and then lotion into my skin, and left my hair to air dry.  I could do some painting outside while it was wet.  Las Vegas in the late spring was like nature’s hair dryer.  

I wore a baggy old teal-colored cotton sundress outside to paint.  It was comfortable and I didn’t really care if it got some paint on it, so I often wore it and several other threadbare dresses when I painted.  

My backyard was small, but it had high walls.  This made it fairly private, so I could wear what I wanted.  I hadn’t worn underwear.  I often didn’t if I was just puttering around the house by myself, but today it felt different.  

I moved my easel around, and felt the brush of my breasts against my threadbare dress in a completely new way.  It was like James could do foreplay without even being present.  I was priming myself for him with no effort on his part.  It wasn’t fair for anyone to be that wickedly attractive.  I kept picturing the way he had looked at me while he put that handkerchief to his face, brazenly inhaling it.  I shivered at just the thought.  I kept thinking about his spanking threats, as well.  In fact, I thought of that the most.  

Would he do that tonight?  Would he spank me and then take my virginity?  And tie me up?  In what order?  I squeezed my legs together just at the thought.  The not knowing was a pull to me, even if it did frighten me.  

If I was honest with myself, being frightened was a pull for me as well.  I knew James could take me to some dark places, but I would find pleasure there, and I wanted that.

I had a board mounted with some watercolor paper that I had prepped before I left.  I began to paint with an uncharacteristically short amount of prep.  Usually I did a lot of sketching and planning, taking pictures and pinning them up.  But today, I just painted.  I knew exactly where to start. 

I mixed some blue, a bright azure with a watery aquamarine and then added a touch of green.  It didn’t take long to mix exactly what I wanted, a vivid turquoise blue that I shaped into a pair of eyes that I couldn’t get out of my head.  


























CHAPTER TWELVE

Mr. Dominant






	I got caught up painting, and so lost track of time.  When I noticed the time, I cursed.  I was actually running late, which I never did.  Now it had happened twice in two days.  

That can’t become a habit, I thought.  It was hell on my nerves.  

I knew it wasn’t a date, but I still had to take some time and care with my hair and makeup, lining my eyes with a soft brown, and putting a double layer of black mascara on my lashes.  The effect was dramatic for a bit of makeup.  I added a light gold shadow to my eyes, and stained my lips with a dusky red.  

I smoothed my hair out, and left it down and straight.

I wore a short black dress with violet flowers splashed across it.  It was a little transparent, not see-through enough to need a slip underneath, just enough to hint at the figure beneath.  It was sleeveless, with a scoop neck that showed more cleavage than I usually preferred.  

The thin black lace bra I chose clearly outlined my nipples.  I wouldn’t normally pair the two together, but it seemed appropriate for a night like this.  

I found one of my lacy thongs that matched the flowers on my dress.  Someone would probably be seeing my panties tonight, so why not have them match?  

As I studied my reflection in the mirror, I reached a hand up, gripping my breast, massaging it and plucking at the nipple until it showed clearly through the thin dress.  

What am I doing?  I wondered, even as I inched my dress up to my hips, running a finger inside my panties.  I’m late, I thought, but even so, began stroking myself.  

My phone rang, and it startled me out of my strange little trance.  I answered in a breathless voice.  “Hello?”  

“Where are you?” James’s voice bit at me with no preamble.  He sounded harsh, almost angry.  

I looked at the clock.  It was 5:49 p.m.  I was supposed to be at his house in eleven minutes.  

“I was just about to head out.  I’ll be there in about twenty minutes, if I don’t make any wrong turns.”

“What’s going on?  You sound strange.  And you’re going to be late.  This is one of many reasons why I wanted to send a driver.”  

“I’ll be right there.”  I had started stroking myself again, the sound of his voice turning me on, even angry, perhaps because of that.  

“What are you doing?  Why do you sound so breathless?” he asked, his own voice changing to a purr.

Oh God, I thought, he knows what I’m doing.  “Nothing,” I told him, but I hadn’t stopped.

“Are you touching yourself?” The purr had an edge to it now.  

“No,” I said, because I just couldn’t admit it, even though I couldn’t stop.  What came over me when I got into this man’s orbit?

“Do you remember what I said I’d do to you if you lied to me?  I believe that’s three times now.  Don’t make yourself come.  Your cunt is mine, and so is your pleasure.  You’re not allowed to come unless I say so.”

I just moaned.  

This time his voice barked at me.  “If you don’t get into your car this second, I’m coming there, and then I won’t let you come for hours.”

I was obeying, letting my dress drop and grabbing my purse, moving swiftly to my garage.

He didn’t say another word, just hung up on me.  I pulled up the GPS  on my phone and started to drive.  

There was almost no traffic, so I made it there in an even fifteen minutes.  

As I pulled up to the massive gates surrounding the palatial compound he called a house, they swung open immediately, then closed behind me.  

I loved my car.  It was a 2008 civic, a very reliable little car, and I’d gotten a great deal on it.  But it sat out in the Vegas sun when I went on trips for several days a week, and the black paint job had become faded.  I suddenly became conscious that a car like mine would stick out like a sore thumb in a place like this.  

I tried to shrug it off.  This affair was going to be brief and memorable, and I didn’t need to waste a second of it worrying about our drastic lifestyle differences. 

I parked as close as I could get to the elaborately carved front door in the massive circular drive.  There were no other cars in the driveway.  I figured they were parked in the huge attached garage that seemed larger than my entire house.  

The front door opened before I took even one of the steps that led up to it.  I froze when I saw James.  

He was shirtless, wearing just a pair of black athletic shorts with white stripes down the sides.  His torso was a work of art, his golden skin ripped up by tight muscles along every inch of it’s long, lean length.  I couldn’t see a hint of hair on it, and I had a feeling it wasn’t from waxing.  

His shorts hung dangerously low on his lean hips.  His hips and his sexy pelvic muscles stuck out starkly, shaped into a defined V, and I wanted to lick every inch of him.  His shorts were baggy, and the shadows weren’t in my favor, so I couldn’t make anything else out below that but knees, calves, and feet.  Even those were spectacularly sexy, long, with starkly defined muscles running along his calves.  

“Get in here,” he said by way of greeting, his voice gravelly and rough.  I’d been standing and just ogling him for a good five minutes. 

I obeyed, just brushing past him.  He sucked in a harsh breath at our almost contact.  

“I had dinner ready, but that’s going to have to wait.  You’re a little minx, you know that?”  

I didn’t know that, so I just shook my head, looking around at his intimidating entryway.  

I sooo don’t belong here, was my first thought, as I eyed up all the marble floors and clean columns, and the double stairway leading to the second floor.  It was beautifully decorated in desert colors, with heavy, expensive looking vases and artwork.  

“I gave my entire staff the night off, so we’re quite alone,” he told me, as though that was my concern.  The thought of his staff hadn’t even occurred to me.  

I walked up to one of the stairways, running a finger along the heavy dark wood of the rail.  The room had the feel of a modern twist on a southwestern decor theme.  It was tasteful and lovely, but I just felt overwhelmed.  

I didn’t like the idea of being with someone this rich.  Someone who I had nothing in common with.  I forgot for a second what I was even doing there. 

James stepped up behind me, not touching, but unbearably close, and I remembered then.  Oh yeah, that.  

“Where’s your bedroom?” I asked bluntly.  Perhaps it would be less intimidating than what I had seen so far.  I highly doubted it.  

A strong hand fell on my nape, squeezing, then massaging.  I leaned into the contact.  Even his simplest touch was pleasurable.  

He grabbed my hair there, pulling the strands together into a ponytail.  He used it like a handle.  Or a leash.  He pulled me, not ungently, up the stairs by it.  My chin lifted up with his handling.  It was firm and controlling, but with no pain.  Yet.  

We passed by eight doors in the long hallway to his bedroom.  His room was on the very end, the door already opened.  

He took me just inside of it, stopping to let me take it all in.

The room was softly lit and colossal.  Double doors opened into a well lit bathroom on the opposite side of the room.  The walls were a medium taupe, the colors themed to the desert, similar to the rest of what I’d seen of the house.  

His bed was massive.  I’d never seen a bed like that.  It had to have been custom made.  It had a massive four poster frame, made up of heavy dark wood that was intricately carved and nearly reached the high ceiling.  

It was topped by a heavy, latticed top of the same wood.  It was patterned and carved into a piece of art.  It was beautiful and frightening.  It was a bed made for beauty and pleasure.  And bondage and pain.  

I picked out the more alarming little details slowly, as I took in the entire massive bedroom.  Restraints were hanging, attached to the latticed top.  And more were fastened to the posters themselves, laid out neatly against the crisp white sheets.  

“Are those ropes?” I asked in a breathless voice.  There was some kind of cushioned ramp in the middle of the bed, in a sandy beige that matched the carpet.  I wasn’t sure what it was for.  

“Yes,” he answered, and didn’t elaborate.  

My eyes caught on the object they had perhaps been avoiding.  A black riding crop lay on the ramp.  “Is that a riding crop?” I asked, my voice catching, but I knew the answer.  

“Yes,” he answered, moving for the first time since we’d entered the room, nudging me forward by his grip on my hair until I was several steps closer to the bed.  “I have more toys that I want to use on you, but I didn’t want to intimidate you by laying them all out.”

I laughed, and it was a desperate kind of noise.  So this was how he tried not to intimidate me?

“You need to pick a safe word,” he told me.  It was an order.

I took a deep breath.  “I assume you know I’ve never done any of this before?”  It was a question.

“Yes,” he breathed, his voice thick and intense.  

My mind went blank.  “Sotnos,” I said finally.  It was as though my mind had worked independently of my brain.

“Sotnos?” he asked archly.  He imitated the accenting of the word perfectly on the first try.

“Yes.”  I wouldn’t tell him why.  I was shocked at myself for choosing it, though it made a sick kind of sense.  But I certainly wouldn’t explain it to him.

He tugged on my hair, hard, tilting my head back and to the side until I looked at him.  His gaze was hard.  “There are rules in here.  I become your master in here, and I will punish you when you defy me.  I will read your reactions, and try not to go too far, but if I do, or if there’s something you just can’t handle, that’s the word you use.”

“What about outside of here?  Didn’t you say you would punish me for lying to you?  But we weren’t in here when I lied to you.”  

He smiled at me, and it was wicked.  “There are exceptions.  I will never lie to you, and I expect you to learn to do the same.  Tell me what your safe word means.”

I shook my head stubbornly.  “No.”  

“Would you rather take more lashes than just tell me what that means?”

I nodded.  “Yes.”  I tried to sound sure, but I wasn’t.  I had no concept of how hard he would hit me, or how much it would hurt, but I had spent my formative years being conditioned for pain, and I couldn’t imagine that I wouldn’t have a higher tolerance for this than most.

He ran a tongue over his teeth.  It was incredibly hot, watching that skilled tongue run across his straight white teeth.  I hadn’t seen it before, but the teeth on the outside of his canines were a little sharp, almost faint fangs, the four teeth between them straight and perfect.  Even his teeth were impossibly sexy.  

Figures, I thought, almost resentfully.  

“How about an exchange?  Is there something I could give you in exchange for that information?  Something you want to know about me?  Something you want in general?”  His voice had turned to velvet as he spoke.

I wasn’t even tempted.  I was not talking about it.  I shook my head.  He gripped my hair, hard.  

“You’re driving me crazy,” he said softly, then nudged me towards the bed.  “We need to talk.  We need to figure out this arrangement.  But I can’t wait any more for this.  Nothing has ever made me feel this wild before.  I need to mark you.  I need to own you.  I need to punish you.  I need to open you up and strip every detail out of you.  And I will get you to tell me what that word means to you.”

The last two sentences made my heart beat the fastest.  That was never going to happen, but I couldn’t find the voice to tell him that just now.  I couldn’t find the breath.  It was panting out of me in a harsh rhythm of mindless fear and anticipation. 


























CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Mr. BDSM






	“Lift your arms,” he told me, when we were a scant foot from his forbidding bed.  

I did, and he lifted my dress off in one smooth move.  He sucked in a breath and circled me slowly.  I barely noticed how he perused my body.  I was too busy drinking in the sight of him.  

His exquisite torso was even closer now, and the lighting was much better.  He was even more perfect than I had realized.  There wasn’t an ounce of fat on him.  Just hard, rippling muscles roping his tall form.  

His hair was the color of caramel in the soft light.  It trailed into his stunning face temptingly.  I wanted to touch it, I wanted to touch him, but he had said there were rules in here, and the thought gave me pause.

He bent down in a swift move when he reached my left breast, biting me hard through my lacy black bra.  

I made a little yelp at the sharp bite, and he pulled back, continuing to circle me.  He snapped my thong as he reached my hip.  

“You are too much,” he told me.  He stopped at my back.  “A virgin with the sexiest body I’ve ever seen in my life.  Too fucking perfect.”  As he spoke, I felt him kneel behind me.  I puzzled over what he was doing only a moment before he bit my butt, hard.  

I sobbed in a breath.  It had hurt.  I glanced back.  He was kissing the wound now, his teeth marks clearly imprinted into my skin.  I glanced at the nipple he had bitten.  Teeth marks were clearly imprinted there as well, though he hadn’t bitten me there anywhere near as hard.  

“I want to cut all of your clothes off, but I love everything I see you wear, and I have no idea where you got any of it, so I don’t know how to replace it.”  He  fingered my panties as he spoke.  

“The thongs are from Victoria’s Secret.  So is the bra,” I told him.  Just trying to be helpful.

He gave me an approving smile that was all teeth, followed by a sharp slap on the ass.  

“Don’t move,” he told me, moving to the closest bedside table.  

My eyes widened.  I don’t know what I had expected when he said cut, but the sight of a knife in this room of pain sent a streak of panic through me.  

How far would he go?  How far would I let him go?

He laughed wickedly at the look on my face.  “It’s just for cutting clothes.  I would never cut your skin.  The thought is abhorrent to me.  I just want to blister it a little.”

He came back to me, grabbing the front of my bra and tugging it out from my breasts, cutting it in one clean motion, directly between the cups.  His gaze was glued to my small, rosy nipples, and I felt them getting impossibly tighter by the second.  He pinched them one by one, softly, then harder, finally giving them a firm pinch.  

“How sensitive are they?  Did you like the first touch better, or the last?”  He pinched them harder still, and I moaned.  “Or the fourth time?” he asked.

I swallowed.  It was an easy answer for me.  I just couldn’t seem to get the words out.  I cleared my throat.  “The fourth.”  

“Good.  I have something for you.”  He walked back to the side table, reaching inside and taking out some sort of light silver chain.

He was back in front of me, fastening some kind of clamp onto both of my nipples before I even had a clue what they were.  

“Nipple clamps.  Are they too tight?”  

I shook my head, looking down at them.  Each nipple was pinched by a small, peach colored clamp, the silver chain connected between them.  He wrapped the chain around the back of my neck, fastening it there.  The sight of that thin chain, and those hungry little clamps, and the feel, god, the feel, was so erotic that I had to press my thighs together to try to stop the rush of liquid there.  

He sliced each side of my thong, removing it and stuffing it in his pocket.  

“Climb on the bed,” he ordered me, his voice low and hoarse.  I did so.  “Climb over to that ramp until your knees are touching it.  Yes, right there.”  

I felt him climbing up right behind me.  Just as my knees touched the ramp, his hand applied a firm pressure to the nape of my neck, pushing until I was face down on the ramp.  My cheek lay on the broad end of the riding crop he had left there.  My face was low, my ass lifted.  Perfect spanking position, I thought.  

“This isn’t your knee,” I told him.  

He laughed, and it was a very pleased noise.  “It is not.  My lap isn’t a safe place for you at the moment.  We’ll get to that, though, I promise.”  As he spoke, I felt him slipping a rope over my ankle.  He tightened it firmly, but it wasn’t at all uncomfortable.  

“The more you struggle, the more these will chafe.  Keep that in mind.”  He secured my other ankle and my wrists with swift, economical movements.

He climbed back to a position behind me and the ramp.  He leaned over me then, his torso pressing into my back, his groin against my butt.  I wiggled, and a hard hand swatted me lightly.  

“Hold still,” he told me, slipping the crop out from under my cheek.  He lifted his weight completely off of me.  I moaned at the loss.  He swatted me with his hand for that, too.

There was a long pause while I waited for him, breath held.  

“Do you have anything to say before I begin?” he asked me.

“I’m sorry, Mr. Cavendish,” I told him, my tone repentant.  Instinctively, I arched my back.

He made a delicious little humming noise in his throat and began to work.  The first slap of the leather was more startling than painful, but the slaps got harder as he warmed up.  As I had expected, I felt the pain, but my reaction to it wasn’t a negative one.  I moaned and wriggled helplessly when the crop hit lower, closer to my sex.  He began to slap the crop against me hard and fast.  

Abruptly, he stopped.  I had received only twenty slaps, distributed all over my butt and the backs of my thighs.  

I arched and muttered a protest then and I could hear his breathing, harsh and uneven, behind me.  I rubbed my clamped nipples against the soft material of the ramp, liking the harsh bite of sensation it caused.  

James remained still behind me for long moments.  

“I need to stop there.  I don’t want you too sore to lie on your back when I take you.  Fuck.  I can see the liquid running down your legs.”  I felt his fingers stroking my thighs, sliding through the moisture there.  

“We need to do a few things before I fuck you.  I have a health exam on the table over there.  I’ve been tested.  All the results are clean.  Do you want to see it?  It’s available for you.  I want to bury my cock in you bare, if you’ll allow.  You said you’re on the pill, right?”  

I nodded.  “I am.  I’ll take your word for it.  If I thought you would lie about something like that, I wouldn’t be letting you tie me up and pound the V-card out of me, now would I?”

He laughed, a happy sound, and I felt him kiss my cheek from behind in a surprisingly sweet gesture.  

He slid the ramp from underneath me with no warning, knocking it right off the bed.  I fell to the bed with a soft little whoosh.  

He had my ankles free in the next instant, gripping them with his hands.  He pushed me up higher on the bed, and in a shocking movement flipped me onto my back with just that contact.  My arms twisted above my head, confining me even more.  He had my legs spread wide when he tied them this time, and if I’d thought they were tight before, I’d been mistaken.  I couldn’t move them at all now.  No more wiggling for me.  

He studied me in my new position, and I studied him.  His gaze was so intense it was mesmerizing.  His eyes drank in every inch of me, and then he bent to start on me with his mouth.  He started with a soft chaste kiss on the mouth.  And then he moved down and not an inch of the front of my body was left chaste.  He kissed me from my jaw, down my neck, to my collar bone.  Not a nerve in my body was safe.  And all the while, I couldn’t move an inch.  

He buried his face between my breasts, and pulled up in a quick push-up motion, the chain between the clamps clenched in his teeth.  

I cried out at the harsh sensation, but it was a cry of pleasure more than pain.  He kept pushing up until my nipples were pulled up, the chain taut.  It was exquisitely agonizing.  He finally released the chain, opening his mouth, and that was just as devastating, the end of the torture making me sob out a plea.  

He suckled each breast then, soft and conciliatory noises coming from his throat as he tended to them. 

He licked to the undersides of my heavy breasts, down to my ribs, into my naval, nuzzling my hips, and stopping at my shaved sex.  The tiniest patch of trimmed blond hair remained there.  He fingered it, looking up at me.  

“Fucking perfect,” he murmured, his face serious, and buried his face there to work it’s magic.  

I was so wet and ready that he had me coming in seconds.  Two fingers inside my cleft and his tongue on my clitoris, his knowledge of those two perfect buttons mind-boggling, and I was so gone, screaming without holding back.  His head lifted briefly, and I looked down the length of my body at him.  He was framed perfectly between my heaving breasts.  I felt absolutely drugged from his attentions.  

His caramel-colored hair trailed into his eyes.  “Again,” he told me, and did it again.

He straightened after that, slipping his shorts off to finally reveal his full naked self to me.  I swallowed hard at the sight of him.  That was when I started begging.  

His rock hard length looked too big to fit inside of me, but I didn’t care.  I wanted it inside of me.  If he made me wait another second, I thought I would cry. 

“I can’t wait anymore,” he told me in a rough voice.  “This is going to hurt.  From what I’ve heard, that’s unavoidable.”  

I didn’t care.  “Please, James.  Please, please, please.”

He didn’t hesitate after that, lowering himself on top of me, and lining his cock up against my slick cleft.  Sleek muscles sharply defined his broad shoulders as he held himself over me.  

An exquisite work of art is about to fuck me, I thought, dazed and out of my mind turned on.  

He thrust into me with one hard, brutal motion, piercing my hymen without further ado.  I cried out at the shock.  I felt so impossibly full.  He didn’t stop, thrusting fast and hard, setting an inexhaustible pace that had his sweat dripping down onto me in delicious trails.  That initial sharp, biting pain faded as he thrust, turning into the purest pleasure, and the empty space at my core was filled to bursting with a wash of sensations that I could never have imagined.  

I couldn’t keep back the sobs that escaped my throat, the tears that trailed down the sides of my face at the exquisite feeling of being both dominated and filled by this man. 

He watched me the entire time with those intensely vivid turquoise eyes.  My eyes started to close with the pleasure once, and he barked out a harsh order for me to open my eyes and look at him.  

I obeyed, though the intimacy of that extra contact was almost too much for me.  It was hard to remember that we weren’t supposed to feel anything for each other when he looked at me like I was more important than his next breath. 

He pulled out almost completely, had me pleading with him to stay, before he pounded back in with a growl.  If I had thought he was letting go before, now he was pounding me into the mattress until I thought I might leave a permanent imprint.  

He reached a hand down between us, rubbing circles around my clit without slowing his furious pace.  

“Come, Bianca, now,” he ordered, and his order worked as a trigger.  I screamed as I came, and he shouted my name as he followed me, burying himself to the hilt as tremors wracked him, his neck arcing with his pleasure.  As the waves started to subside a little, he gripped my chin, looking at me with an almost angry, and certainly possessive, gleam.  

“You’re mine,” he told me.  I had no idea what to say to that, but I didn’t need to respond.  In the next instant, he was kissing me passionately, desperately.  

He released my wrists and ankles and undid my nipple clamps more quickly than I would have thought possible.  He pulled me against him, lining us up flesh to flesh, and started kissing my mouth again, as though he would never stop.  

“Thank you,” he told me quietly, just once, when he came up for air, then began kissing me again.


























CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Mr. Sensitive






	Eventually he stopped kissing me and pulled my cheek against his chest.  I was reeling with the realization that casual sex could feel so intimate.  I felt so cherished as he stroked my back reverently and whispered sweet words to me.  

He left me.  “Don’t move,” he said, his voice almost a whisper, as though afraid to intrude on the moment with noise.  

I heard him start the bath, and couldn’t think of anything that sounded more perfect than a hot bath at that moment.  

I lay on my back, exactly as he had left me, feeling more relaxed in every part of my body than I could ever remember.  I felt…peaceful.  It was a revelation.

When he’d been gone for several minutes, I opened my eyes to look around.  

He stood at the foot of the bed, watching me, his eyes ablaze.  I glanced down my body and realized there was blood spread around on the sheets rather messily.  

“I didn’t realize I would bleed so much,” I said, starting to sit up.  

“Don’t,” he told me, and I lay back down.  We watched each other.  I saw that his erection was as hard as though he’d never come.  

I pointed at it.  “Can you go again?  Is that possible?”  

He smiled, and stroked his cock idly with one hand.  “Oh, yes.  But you’re too sore tonight.  I was just enjoying the view.  Embedding this image into my brain.”  

He came to my side, lifting me until I was cradled against his chest.  He rose from the bed with my weight in his arms.  He showed no visible strain.  I loved that, his strength, and all of the amazing things he could do with his body, seemingly effortlessly.   

“Let’s take a bath and talk about what we’re gonna do about this,” he said, stroking my hair, as though the ‘this’ was me.  

It made me smile for some odd reason, though the thought of talking about anything held no appeal for me at that moment.  

He stepped into the biggest tub I’d ever seen, still holding me.  

The bathroom was one giant slab of greenish-black granite, so far as I could see.  The tub was square and he slid down against one side of it, holding me in front of him until we were sitting up together, him spooning me from behind.  

He pumped some divine smelling soap out of a built-in granite dispenser and  began to lather soap over my entire body leisurely.  It smelled like him, and I breathed it in.  I felt positively decadent, laying there bonelessly while he tended to my bath.  

“I love that soap.  It smells like you,” I told him, eyes closed in pleasure.  

He brought his lips to my ear, biting the lobe teasingly.  “Now you smell like me.  I love that.”

He washed me in silence for a few minutes, stroking as much as cleaning.  He kept coming back to my breasts, stroking and kneading the pliable flesh thoroughly.  

“We need to talk,” he told me.  

I groaned, and not in pleasure this time.  “I’d prefer that you spank me again.  Can we do that instead?”  I was only half-joking.

He made a delicious purring noise against my neck.  “Not tonight.  We need to set up the rules for this.  If my self-control hadn’t deserted me tonight, we would have settled it before I ever touched you.”

I cringed at his terminology.  The word ‘settled’ gave me a bad feeling.  I didn’t think it boded well for the conversation to come.  

“What is there to talk about?” I finally asked.  

He sighed, the motion shifting me where I lay with my back on his chest.  

“Well, I suppose I’d like to know what you would like out of our arrangement.  What’s important to you?“  As he spoke, he turned me so that he could see my face more clearly, my head supported by the crook of his elbow.  

I wrinkled my nose at him.  The term ‘arrangement’ was even worse than ‘settled’.  

“Really, the only thing I expect from you is an exclusive sexual relationship while we’re…having sex, even if we’re done with each other in a week.  And by done, I mean some type of communication before you start seeing anybody else, sexually or otherwise.  And if that’s a struggle for you, just let me know so I can bail out on the whole mess now.”

He blinked at me, looking stunned, and I thought for an awful moment that he considered that too much of a concession.  I was about a second away from getting the hell out of there when he spoke.  “Yes, of course.”  His tone implied that he hadn’t even considered anything else.  

“And you want to not date,” I prompted him.  I was avidly curious to know what that meant for him.

He nodded, studying my face.  “I want to see you, though, as often as possible.  I would just prefer for our relationship to remain private.  So most of our meetings will be at one of my homes or yours.  I won’t be taking you out to a lot of public places, I regret.”  

Sure he did, I thought cynically.

I made my face go blank, suddenly feeling a little delicate for reasons I wasn’t willing to examine at that moment.  

“Sounds great.  Isn’t that enough to settle things for the moment?  If we’re done with each other in a week, this seems like an awful lot of unnecessary talk, doesn’t it?  And if it lasts for two or three weeks, we’ll take that hurdle when we come to it.”  

His face hardened as I spoke.  His own questions seemed harsh.  “Is that what you think?  That we’ll be done with each other in a week?  Or two or three?”  

I shrugged, closing my eyes as though I might drift off at any moment. 

 “I don’t want to think about it.  However long it lasts, if you’re just honest with me when you’re done, and don’t just start seeing other people without telling me, that’s enough for me.”

He went back to washing and stroking me, tenderly washing and conditioning my hair, silent for a time.  

“I would give just about anything to know what’s behind that cool composure of yours.  And I would kill to know what you’re thinking,” he whispered  against my hair.  “I’m so afraid I’ll offend you beyond all repair, and that you’ll never let me know how.  You’ll just leave and never speak to me again.  Would you do that?”

I never opened my eyes, just shrugging again.  Though it was uncanny to me how he’d realized that about me with how little he knew me.  

“It’s possible.  It’s hard to say without specifics.”  

He cursed softly.  “I need to feel more secure about this.  You terrify me.”

I smiled wryly, eyes still closed.  

“Wrong word, Mr. Beautiful.  The term you’re looking for is more in-control, not more secure.  But I like my life.  I’m not making a lot of concessions there, so don’t even try.  I’m usually in New York one full day a week.  You live there, right?”

  “Primarily, yes.”  

“Okay, well, I’ll let you know when I’m in New York, and maybe we can meet up somewhere private.”

His arms tightened around me.  “This is what I’m talking about.  Are you saying this because I’ve somehow offended you?  Or are you really so indifferent?”

I suddenly wanted, badly, to leave.  He wasn’t one to leave a subject alone until he was satisfied, and I was absolutely done talking about anything that involved my indifference or lack thereof.  I felt an instant need to get away from him, away from this feeling of intimacy.  It was suddenly unbearable to me.  

“I need to get home.  I work early.”  I stood.  I was relieved when he let me step out of the bath.  

“Have you eaten dinner?” he asked me, his voice stiff and cool.  

I thought about it, my mind going blank.  When was the last time I’d eaten?  I recalled scarfing down a protein bar as I painted, but that had been all since my yogurt on the plane.  

“Um, I guess not,” I finally answered.  “But I can grab something later.”  

His nostrils flared, his eyes getting a little wild.  

“Please, at least stay to eat with me.  I’ll feel like a complete bastard if you come here, we do all of that,” he waved a hand at the bedroom, “and you leave as though you can’t even stand to share a meal with me.  I have some salmon prepped that only needs fifteen minutes to bake.”

I nodded.  “Okay,” I agreed readily enough.  I didn’t want to storm out like a drama queen.  I would prefer to leave with some dignity after a civilized meal.  

He wrapped a towel around me, drying himself quickly and wrapping a towel low around his hips in a mouth-watering display.  I looked away.  He took off for the kitchen like he was afraid  I would leave if it took him too long to get the salmon ready.  He was uncanny at reading my intentions…

 I slipped my dress back on, having nothing else.  The lack of a bra and panties made it into a somewhat obscene outfit, but I didn’t think it mattered.  I would be going from James’s house directly to my garage.  I could probably get away with being naked, in a pinch.

I towel dried my hair a bit, used the restroom, which I found in it’s own room within the bathroom, and padded barefoot from his room.  

I searched for and found the kitchen, but I stopped in the daunting dining room and sat there.  

The table was set in almost a romantic fashion, so I assumed this was where we were meant to eat.  I’d rather wait in a room by myself than tempt James into trying to have another ‘talk’ with me.  

He joined me just a moment later, carrying two delicious looking salads.  He set them down on the settings, darting back into the kitchen.  He came back with two glasses of water with lemon.  

I thought he might have actually forgotten that he was wearing nothing but a damp towel.  It was impossible for me to forget such a thing.  Looking that incredible should be illegal.  He really was tan everywhere.  It was a heady sight.  

I waited politely for him to sit to my left before eating.  It was mixed greens with feta cheese and pecans.  I couldn’t put my finger on what the lightly flavored dressing was, but it was quite good.

“It’s delicious,” I told him after a few bites.

He smiled at me.  It was a careful smile.  He was still in his ‘afraid to offend me’ mood.  

“I actually cooked the whole meal tonight.  I don’t get to do it often, but I wanted to for you.  I can’t pretend, though, that this is a common occurrence.  I have a great housekeeper here who usually does most of the cooking at this house.”

I nodded pleasantly, trying not to look uncomfortable with the casual reminder of his wealth.  

“Do your parents live in Las Vegas, as well?” he asked me after he’d finished his salad.  

I froze, but recovered quickly.  “They’re dead,” I said, my face and voice blank.

He looked startled.  “I’m sorry.  I didn’t know.  What happened?”

“Where do your parents live?” I asked him pointedly, rather than answering.  

He looked uncomfortable.  “They’re dead as well.  They died when I was thirteen, in a car crash.”

I gave him an apologetic grimace.  “Sorry.  I don’t like to talk about my parents, but I didn’t mean to be insensitive about yours.”

He reached across the table, putting his hand over mine.  “Don’t be sorry.  That wasn’t insensitive.  You didn’t know, either.”

I gave him a wry smile.  “I should have looked you up online.  I could have saved us at least one awkward moment.”

He gave me a wry smile back.  “That wouldn’t help me learn about you, though.”  

We went back to eating for a minute, and the silence was awkward.

“When is  your birthday?” he asked suddenly.  I knew what he was doing.  He was so afraid to offend me, to scare me off, that he was trying to find neutral things to talk about.  He couldn’t have known that my birthday was another touchy subject.

“October.”  I answered.  “How about  you?”

“June 5th.  October what?”

I sighed.  “24th.”  I stifled the urge to say, Why do you care?  You won’t even remember my name by then.  That would be rude, I told myself.  And he seemed to be oddly sensitive.

He nodded, as though making a note of it.  

Yeah, right.  

The oven timer went off, and he walked into the kitchen, seemingly oblivious to the fact that that clingy towel looked in danger of falling off with every step.  

I made myself look away.  

He brought in two impressive dishes a moment later.  He had already dished the food onto the plates, arranging the meal with a chef’s flourish.  

It was an offering of asparagus, freshly baked salmon seasoned to perfection, and some type of grain I’d never seen before.  

I tasted it, then pointed to it with my fork.  “I don’t even know what that is, but it’s delicious.  It’s all divine.  Is there anything you’re bad at?”

He smiled, the first self-deprecating smile I’d seen on him.  It was disarming and all too charming.  

“Learning about you.  Getting you to spend the night with me.  And that grain is quinoa.”  

I just continued to eat, ignoring the first things he mentioned.  I still felt that itching under my skin, that strong need to withdraw from the intimacy we’d shared.  

“Oh, I got you a present,” he told me, smiling at me as we were finishing our meal.  “Do  you want desert before or after the gift?”

I waved him off.  “Oh, I couldn’t.  I’m so stuffed already.”

He looked genuinely disappointed.  “Just a bite?  It’s just a light custard with some fresh fruit.  We could share.”  

I smiled, genuinely charmed by his boyish need to impress me with his cooking.  “Okay, we can share.”    


























CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Mr. Insatiable






	He was back quickly with the desert.  It was served in a heavy glass goblet, and he held the spoon up to my mouth for a bite.  

“Mmmm,” I said, smiling at him, my mouth still full.

Unexpectedly, he bent down and kissed me.  It was so different from the tone of the meal we’d just shared that I almost pushed him away, startled.  Instead, I made myself hold still, kissing him back tentatively.  

This was the part that was easy between us, I thought.  None of the rest of it made any sense to me, but this part felt damned near too perfect.  

He was lifting me onto a clear spot on the massive black table before I could blink.  His towel was gone, my dress pushed up in a flash.  

“Are you too sore?”  His voice was a rough murmur against my lips.  

“I can’t imagine being too sore for this,” I told him, reaching down his body to grab his thick arousal.  I stroked him with relish, and he thrust into my hand.  I ran my hands up his torso, then along his muscular arms, then back up to his shoulders.  

“You’re body is perfect.  I can’t believe you really are tan everywhere.”

He smiled, enjoying my appreciation of his body.  “My mother was half-Italian and half-Cherokee, though she had no family left to speak of by the time she was eighteen.  It was quite the scandal, to my father’s purely English family, when they married.  My extended family all have the pasty white English skin you’d expect.”

I laughed.  “Pasty?  What about me?  Am I pasty?”

He bent down, nuzzling at my neck.  “Your skin is creamy perfection.” 

I finally got a chance to touch him, stroking his back, his stomach, studying his incredible body with awe while I ran my hands across it.

He snagged one of my busy hands, pulling it up to his lips to kiss my wrist.  He studied it intently, and I saw the imprint of rope marks there.  The threads were a distinctive pattern, as though he’d marked me, temporarily, with his own special brand.  

“I love seeing this on you,” he murmured thickly against my skin.  

He spread my legs wide, pushing me down flat against the table.  He poised that overpowering erection at my entrance.  

I shuddered as he paused, my eyes closed.

“Look at me,” he ordered, his dominant voice surfacing again.  It had faded to something softer and more charming since immediately after the first time we’d had sex.  I’d missed it.  I obeyed him.  

“Watch me.  I’ll punish you every time you look away from me when I’m inside of you.”

I nodded.  

“Ask me for it,” he ordered, his hand moving to stroke his impressive cock.  

“Please, Mr. Cavendish, fuck me.”  I loved saying his surname, sounding out the three syllables as though they were a prayer.

He groaned, and he did.  The first heavy thrust had my sore insides quivering, but it wasn’t unpleasant.  And as he pulled out, and plunged in again, a deep sound tore from his throat.  I forgot about all soreness entirely, pleasure pulsing through my entire body and building at my core.  

His gaze was ardent.  “Does it hurt?” he asked without pausing in his punishing rhythm.  

“It’s perfect,” I answered, my voice thick with passion.  

He kissed me roughly.  My eyes closed briefly, until he pulled back to watch me again.  I didn’t think I’d get a punishment for it, since he’d closed his, but I didn’t really care at that moment.

“Come,” he ordered me, and just like that, that all-consuming passion swept over me, my core rippling with an intense orgasm, my inner muscles clenching him impossibly tight.  

I made a conscious effort to keep my eyes on him the whole time, and the effort payed off.  It was exquisitely gratifying to watch his face as the fervor swept him, his piercing stare intensifying on me.  It gave me an extraordinary feeling, being on the receiving end of such a stare.  It made me feel like I was more important than air to him for a brief, profound moment.  I felt enthralled in that moment.  It was intoxicating.

“Stay the night.  I promise I won’t let you sleep in or be late to work,” he said, catching me in a weak moment.  “Just tell me what time I need to set the alarm for.”

I closed my eyes, nodding slightly.  “Okay.”  

He kissed my cheek in the sweetest way.  “Thank you.”  

I didn’t know what to say to that, so I didn’t respond.  He still hadn’t pulled out of my body, and he didn’t now, just wrapped me around him, and lifted me up.  I gasped.  

“You’re still so hard,” I murmured against his neck.

“Mmmm,” he hummed, shifting inside of me.  

“You couldn’t…not again?” I questioned, surprised.

He answered by lifting me a few inches off of him, and thrusting fully into me again.  I gasped, and he chuckled softly.  

“I’ve never wanted anyone this much in my life, Bianca.  I could fuck you until I’m unconscious.  I’d certainly be happy to try.”

I didn’t respond, couldn’t.  I could do nothing but whimper while he bounced me on his length and carried me up the stairs and back toward his bedroom.

“Let me know if you reach your limit.  You should be sore and tender after your first time.  I should be considerate and let your body recover.”  His voice was rough as he walked us down the hallway, the bounces becoming more pronounced thrusts the closer we got to his bedroom.  

“Please, don’t,” I told him in a half-sob.  He had me so close to the pinnacle again.  

“You want me to finish you like this, standing up and impaled on my cock?” he asked.  He stopped walking and began to thrust more intensely.  

“Y-yes please.  Oh, yes,” I said, clinging to his shoulders.

One of his arms was braced diagonally across my back, gripping the top of my shoulder securely, the other hand gripping my butt hard, the sting of the contact adding to the pleasure.  His knees were bent slightly, his legs braced apart as he began to thrust more powerfully.  

“Come, Bianca,” he told me roughly as the fervor took me.  His voice was the trigger, and my body obeyed him by exploding into orgasm.  I held onto his shoulders like a lifeline while I rode out the exquisite waves of pleasure.

He seemed surprised by his own release, his eyes wide.  He shouted a low, “Fuck”, as he emptied inside of me.  

He lay me softly on the bed, pulling out of me this time.  He moved about the room. 

 I closed my eyes.  I knew that, despite my overlong nap, I was going to drift away any second.

I came to for a moment when he placed a warm, wet cloth between my legs, cleaning me gently.  

“Thank you,” I murmured to him.

“Mmm.  My pleasure,” he told me.  

He left and came back again.  He rubbed some type of salve into my wrists and ankles, turning me effortlessly onto my stomach to knead it into my butt and thighs.  He stroked some between my thighs tenderly from behind.  

“Any other sore spots?” he asked me.  

“No,” I answered.  

“What time do you need to wake up?” he asked.

I did some tired math.  I didn’t even know what time it was, didn’t want to know.  “4:30,” I answered.  Sleep took me.  






	I awoke in a sensual haze, in the most enjoyable way I could have imagined.  

I was on my back on the softest bed.  I was gloriously naked, spreadeagled, and the most beautiful man I’d ever seen was lapping at my sex like it was a particularly delectable dessert.  I gripped his silky golden hair.  

“Oh James,”  I moaned, and he looked up, smiling.  

He rose, kneeling between my thighs.  He brought one of my legs up to his shoulder, lining it up at his neck until it made a diagonal line across his torso.  The other leg he straddled, lining his insatiable cock up at my readied entrance.  

“Let me know if this is too much for you, k?”  His voice was soft, and his words held a note of concern.  

Was the dominant master present this morning? I wondered.  It seemed like his other persona, the tender lover, was driving at that moment.

I nodded, and he pushed into me.  The new position had him stroking new nerves that I hadn’t even known existed.  Yes, I was sore and tender, but I wasn’t going to stop him.  The soreness was a small deterrent to such pleasure.  

He leaned his chest forward, pushing my legs farther apart and closer to my chest.  Using a twisting motion inside of me, he thrust.  He’s screwing me sideways, I thought in a daze.  

One of his skillful fingers began to rub my swollen clitoris, and I was lost.  

He carried me into the shower after that.  He washed us both.  

I felt limp and couldn’t imagine facing a fourteen hour work day after such an experience.  I voiced the thought out loud.

He’d been spooning me from behind, washing the conditioner out of my hair.  At my words, he froze.  

“So don’t.  Take a day off.  I’ll reschedule my day, as well.  We could spend the day in bed.  I would make sure it was memorable for you.”

I sent him a baffled look, laughing.  Rich people, I thought, a little resentfully.  

“I’m off tomorrow,” I explained.  “If I took today off, I wouldn’t get paid.  And dropping a shift so last minute could get me in trouble.”

His arms tightened.  He rubbed his chin on the top of my head affectionately.  

“You could quit.  Come work for me.  I’d be a generous employer.  You could be a flight attendant on my jet.  We’d get all the time we wanted together, then.  Or, if you want a change of careers, I could find you something else.  If you don’t care for the hotel industry, I have other companies you could work for.  Or hell, just take some time off.  Relax.  I’d be more than happy to support-”

“Don’t ever mention anything like to me again, please, or this is over, starting now,” I interrupted him, my tone icy, my face composed.  I was shaking a little.  

The nerve of him, I thought.  I had worked like a fiend since I was a young teenager, and he had just belittled every minute of it.  It was an effort not to storm out of the shower with half-rinsed hair, and just leave.  

His hands began to stroke my arms in a soothing gesture.  “I meant no offense.  It’s just hard for me to see you struggle.  Can you understand that?”

Struggle?  I thought, a little wildly.  Could he know the meaning of the word, if he thought that my life was a struggle?  But then I remembered what he’d said about his parents, about how they’d both died when he was only thirteen.  He hadn’t led the perfect life that I had pictured.  It was a hardship and a struggle getting over the death of a parent.  We had at least something in common.  It warmed me towards him some, and helped me to give him another chance.  

I shook my head slightly.  “Well, don’t worry about me.  And don’t mention anything like that to me again.  I mean it.  It’s a deal-breaker for me.”

His face was stiff but he nodded.

I took a few measured breaths to calm down, then moved away from him, rinsing off and stepping out of the shower.  

“I need to go.  I don’t even know what time it is, but I need to get ready for work.”  I wrapped one of his big soft towels around me.  

“It’s 4:40.  I woke you up a little early.  Sorry.”  

He sure didn’t sound sorry, I thought, moving into his room to look for my dress.  It was a crumpled heap on the floor.  I picked it up tentatively, my nose wrinkling.  I could see the stains on it from a foot away, and I wasn’t about to smell it. 

I glanced back at the bathroom.  

James lounged in the doorway, leaning against the open door frame nonchalantly, his arms crossed.  His face was expressionless, his eyes indifferent.  He looked suddenly as forbidding as his opulent home.  Perhaps I’d overstayed my welcome.  

“Do you have a T-shirt or something I could borrow?  It doesn’t matter what.  I just need to drive straight from your driveway to my garage.  And I’m not wearing this.”  I dropped the offending dress back on the floor.

He nodded, moving to his closet.  He came out with a folded T-shirt and a pair of black boxer briefs.  

“Will these work?” he asked, his voice toneless.  

I nodded, grabbing them and heading into the bathroom.  I changed and used the bathroom in less than a minute, coming back out.  

“Do you know where I left my purse?”  I asked him.

“In the entryway.  By the stairs.  You left your sandals there, as well,” he told me without hesitation.  I didn’t even remember leaving them there.  

I nodded thanks, striding out of his bedroom in a hurry.  I had my shoes on and purse in hand before I turned back to him.  I’d felt him following my every step.  

“Um, bye,” I told him, feeling very awkward and out of my depth.  I had certainly never had one of these goodbye scenes before.  I was sure he couldn’t say the same.  At least it wouldn’t be much of a walk of shame, since I was going straight from his front door to my garage.

He stepped closer to me, but without touching.  He still wore just his towel.  I kept my eyes firmly on his face.  He handed me something, and I looked down at a small silver box.  I blinked.  He wrapped my hands around it.  

“It’s a gift.  It was just something that I hoped you would like.  You can open it later.”  

He grabbed my hair suddenly, giving me a hard kiss on the mouth.  He pulled back almost immediately. 

 “I’ll call you,” he said. 

I just nodded and hurried to my car.  I didn’t have time to open his gift, or to worry about it.  As it was, I’d have to rush to make it to work on time.

As I steered out of his drive, I wondered where he and I stood.  Everything had moved so fast, with so many ups and downs, both of us moody with each other.  He had said he would call me, but I knew from a lot of my girlfriends that men said that most of the time, whether they meant it or not.  The thought that I would never hear from him again was a knot of sick tension in my stomach.  


























CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Mr. Incredible






	I rushed home, getting dressed in a hurry.  My hair was still damp, my face bare of makeup, when Stephan walked in my front door.  

He called out a greeting, showing up in my bedroom an instant later.  I knew I looked like a hot mess.  

“Have a good night?” he asked me with a mischievous grin.   

“It was memorable, that’s for sure.  It isn’t fair for a man that perfect to be loose among the public.”

He laughed.  “Let me drive today.  We need to go, and you can do something with your hair and makeup on the way.”  

He noticed the silver box I had thrown on my bed.  He gestured at it.  “What’s that?”

I grimaced.  “A gift from James.  I haven’t had time to look at it.”

He grabbed it, tossing it into my flight bag and slinging the bag over his shoulder.  

“We can check it out when we get a break.  Let’s go, Bee.”

I braided my damp hair as Stephan drove us to work.  I put on the minimal makeup that I could manage in the car.  I even had a moment to spare before we got to work.

I realized how sore I was as I finished my rushed makeup job.  Every shift on my seat made aching muscles protest in unnamable places.  

Well, he had offered to take it easy.  Now I could see why, though I still couldn’t regret our enthusiasm.  I doubted he would either, if he realized that every time I shifted in my seat today I would have to think of him.  

The marks on my wrists had faded into the faintest of pink marks.  My old watch covered the mark on my left wrist, and I didn’t think the exposed marks on my right wrist were enough to draw attention.  But still, they were all reminders of himself that he’d left with me.  

Part of me thought I wouldn’t see him again.  He’d been intense and passionate, but that may be how he was with every lover.  For all I knew, he’d already had his fill of me.  I was already bracing myself for the possibility.  

We checked in for our trip and headed for the crew bus.  

“Should I check real quick and see if we can pick up a turn tomorrow?” Stephan asked me while we waited.  “I wouldn’t mind taking the day off, either.  We’ve been working so much lately, we are due for a little break.  It’s up to you.”

I grimaced.  “Let’s see how today goes.  We could always check on the flip side.”

He just nodded.  Neither of us were usually chatty in the morning.  And I hadn’t even had a cup of coffee yet.  I really need to remedy that soon, I thought.

I made coffee as soon as we got to our plane, downing a large cup fast enough to burn my tongue.  But it helped.  I felt like I could survive the day after that.  

The first few hours of the flight passed by in a flash.  We had a full flight, and we didn’t get a break to eat until we were only an hour and a half from DC.  

No one had wanted the breakfast offering of greek yogurt, so we both ate that instead of our crew meals.  

“Ok, open that box James gave you,” Stephan said immediately after he’d finished eating.  “We have a minute, and I’m dying of curiosity here.”

I’d completely put it from my mind.  I winced as he reminded me.  I was dreading opening it.  It made me uncomfortable to get a gift from someone whom I barely knew, and for no reason.  

It’s better to just get it over with than to stew about it, I told myself.  

I almost just told Stephan to open it for me, but I had the sudden embarrassing visual of him pulling a pair of nipple clamps out of that little box.  I could well imagine James doing that.  Or giving me something even more kinky that I wouldn’t recognize.  In fact, the more I thought about it, the more I thought it was likely that it was some sort of kinky sex toy.  

We didn’t date.  We had mind-blowing sex.  If he was giving me a gift that he’d thought I would like, wouldn’t it have something to do with what he liked to do with me?  

I definitely needed to give it a quick glance before Stephan looked at it.  The picture I’d suddenly painted in my head would be mortifying in person.

I strode to my bag, pulling the box out and opening it slowly, tilted towards me, half-dreading what I would find.  

Well, it’s certainly nothing kinky, I thought, stunned.  It was a lovely, elegant watch.  It looked like a very high end version of the one I needed to replace, silver in color and sporting a pale turquoise face.  Of course this one’s blue face was circled by diamonds.  Even the hour markers were little diamonds.  I hoped for a moment that they were just cubic zirconia, but then I saw the label.  I knew absolutely nothing about expensive watches, but even I recognized that label. 

 “Oh, god,” I said, a hand covering my mouth in shock.     

Stephan took the box from me, giving me a puzzled look.  

“Whoa,” he said instantly when he got a look at the gift.  “Holy shit, a Rolex?”  He grinned at me.  I smiled weakly back, though it was an effort.  “Somebody is smitten with my Buttercup.”  

I didn’t think that was it.  I suddenly had the horrifying thought that this was his parting gift, his ‘thank you for a good time’ gesture.  Did he have a stack of these somewhere for all of his one night stands? I wondered morbidly.  I suddenly felt sick to my stomach.  

“I need to use the restroom,” I told Stephan, rushing into the tiny lavatory.  

I splashed water on my face, then had to carefully wipe the mascara from under my eyes.  

I had known that it was coming, but I’d thought he’d stay interested for at least a few memorable nights.  I told myself sternly that this was for the best.  If I was this upset about him dumping me after a night, I couldn’t imagine what a week or a month would do.  But I would return that damn watch.  It was too much.  I wasn’t sure how much a Rolex cost, but I was very certain that it wasn’t something I could have bought for myself.

I took a few deep, calming breaths, and went back out.  

Almost at the same time, Melissa flounced through the curtain.  “1A is a hottie.  He’s built like a linebacker.  He’s wearing Armani, too.  That’s never a bad sign.”  Oh lord, I thought to myself, more annoyed to see her than usual.  She was trolling first class again.  

Stephan still had the Rolex box open, and was still admiring it as though he hadn’t looked away since I left.  Melissa zeroed in on the jewelry immediately.  

“What do you have there?” she asked, bending down to look before either of us could answer.  She gasped more dramatically than either of us had.  “Where did you get that?” she asked Stephan, her voice raised.

He grinned at her, and it was unmistakably smug.  “It belongs to Bianca.  James gave it to her.  He’s smitten.”

She snatched it out of his hand suddenly, her face looking strangely furious.  She sent me a scathing look, then studied the watch intently.  She lifted it out of it’s case, looking at the back of the watch, and then the sides.  

“God, it’s real.”  She cursed.  “It’s a platinum president datejust.  Holy fucking shit.”  She glared at me.  “Do you have any idea what this is worth?  Do you even know anything about Rolex’s?”  Her tone was condescending, and I just kind of snapped.  I was whipping my old busted watch off before I could think about it.

I snatched the watch out of her hand.  I held my wrist and the watch to Stephan, so he could put them on me.  For all I knew, James would be giving Melissa a call tonight, but until then, I was going to wear this Rolex, and she wasn’t.  Stephan clasped it onto my wrist without a word, but I knew he was smiling.  

“I don’t need to know much.”  I waved my now weighted wrist at her.  “Just how to wear one.”

She eyed me top to bottom, sneering in an ugly way.  

“I don’t get it,” she muttered, storming back through the curtain.  Maybe I would keep it, I thought pettily, if all I had to do was wave a hand now to make Melissa leave.    

“What a crazy bitch,” Stephan said quietly.  

I sent him a surprised look.  He usually never spoke so harshly.  I knew he was overprotective of me, and she had apparently raised his hackles as much as mine.

We got back to work after that, and thankfully, I was too busy to dwell on James for the duration of the flight.  

I brought another bottle of water to 1A.  The man that Melissa thought was a hottie was actually very polite and pleasant.  He’d eaten everything I put in front of him, but only drank water.  He had the feel of an Air Marshall to me, though he wasn’t one.  Or rather, if he was, he wasn’t on duty.  

He was constantly alert, glancing around the cabin often, and watching me a lot.  However, I didn’t get even the slightest impression that he was interested in me on a personal level. 

 “Are you sure I can’t get you a glass of ice or a lemon with that?” I asked him, smiling.  I was always more at ease with men who weren’t attracted to me.

He smiled back.  “This is fine, but thank you.”  

I continued down the aisle, checking with everyone to make sure they didn’t need anything.  I could feel his eyes on me the entire time.  He’d had a small laptop out for most of the flight, but it seemed like he was watching the cabin more than the computer screen.  

Strange, I thought absently.  

Stephan and I sat down for landing a short time later.  We were both staring down at my wrist.  

“I know it’s embarrassing for you to talk about, but was he good to you, your first time?  Did it hurt very much?” Stephan stunned me by asking.  But his tone was serious and concerned, so I felt a need to answer him.  

I met his concerned gaze squarely.

“There was pain,” I finally answered carefully.  “But it was good.  He was good.  He’s incredible in bed.  He does things…they aren’t necessarily normal things.  Things that I love, though I’m not sure that I should.”  I’d been deliberately vague, but I still somehow felt I’d shared too much, and I blushed, looking down.  

He patted my hand.  “There’s probably a reason you didn’t feel the need to be with a man until him.  Maybe those things he does fulfill a need for you.  It’s nothing to be ashamed of.  We’re all shaped by our childhoods.  Accepting your preferences is not the same thing as being a victim.  As long as you like what he does, and it doesn’t harm you, I say let go and enjoy yourself.  You deserve it.”

I rested my head on his shoulder.  

“You always make me feel better,” I told him.  I wondered, with a startling amount of panic, if I would even get the opportunity to enjoy myself in that way again.

“Ditto, Buttercup.”  


























CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Mr. Desperate






	We landed early.  It seemed likely we would actually make it home on-time as the plane emptied.  

My hopes were short lived, however, when we were informed that we were delayed for weather for at least an hour.  Thunderstorms were blanketing our route home, though the weather in DC appeared nice and calm.  

The main cabin flight attendants decided to venture out into the airport to kill time.  We suddenly found ourselves with too much of it, whereas a minute ago we’d been in a rush.  

I declined the invitation to join them, wanting to just sit down and check my phone in relative privacy.  The pilots joined them.  Stephan stayed on board with me, sitting in the first class seat next to the one I was lounging in.  

I had my flight bag open on the ground in front of my feet.  With trepidation, I dug my phone out, turning it on.  I had one missed call, one voicemail, and two texts.  I checked the voicemail first.  

I had to force myself to keep breathing as James’s voice sounded in my ear.  

“Hey,” he began.  There was a long pause before he continued.  “I don’t want you to think I’m a stalker or anything, but I’d like to hear your voice if you get some time to call me when you’re on the ground.  I can’t stop thinking about you.  I know you’re flying and your phone is off, but I still couldn’t seem to keep myself from calling.”  

“I want to see you tonight.  I’m sure your’e sore.”  His voice thickened suddenly.  “I need to kiss every part of your body that I left hurting today.”  He cleared his throat.  My hand was trembling.  “I hope you think of me every time it hurts you to sit down.  I miss you.”  The message ended, and I lowered my phone shakily.  Apparently he wasn’t done with me, after all.  

My sudden and profound sense of relief was mortifying, but impossible to ignore.

Stephan was bent over writing next to me.  He liked to be on top of his flight paperwork.  

“Everything ok?” he asked me without looking up.

“Yeah.”  I said, my voice small.  I looked back at my phone to check my messages.  They were from James, as well.




James:  How are you?  Did you like your gift? 




James:  Thinking of you.  You were incredible last night.  Absolutely perfect.  I can’t stop thinking about it.  I’m having a hard time getting any work done.  I’ve never been this distracted in my life.




I was reading his second text for maybe the sixth time when my phone rang in my hand, startling me.  When I saw that it was James, my hand went to my pounding heart.  I answered after a moment of agonizing indecision.  

“Hello,” I said, my voice breathless.

“Bianca,” James breathed, his deep voice sounding delighted.  “I didn’t think I’d be able to reach you.  How are you feeling?”

“Good,” I answered.  I glanced at Stephan, then got up to pace to the back of the plane.  

“Are you hurting?” he asked.  

“I’m very sore,” I told him.  I heard his breath catch.  

“Can I come to your house tonight?”

I sighed regretfully.  “We’re delayed in DC.  There’s no telling what time I’ll get home, so tonight’s no good.  I have to run some errands in the morning, but I should be free tomorrow night.  We were going to pick up a turn tomorrow, but I guess that’s not happening with this delay.”

“Just call me when you’re back in Vegas.  I can come over late.”

“I’ll be tired and cranky.”

“I’m coming over.  Call me when you land in Vegas,” he said, his dom voice coming out, making it an order.  “What errands do you need to run in the morning?  Maybe I’ll tag along.”

“Ones in public,” I said, taking a jab at his insistence that we meet only in private.

He made a tsking sound over the phone.  “My driver can take us.  I’ll turn the car into my office for the morning and get some work done while you do your shopping or whatever you need to do.”

I snorted.  “That’s silly.  I’ll just call you when I’m done.  I’m going with Stephan.”

“He can come.  I’m sure he wouldn’t mind if we used my car.  Just ask him.  Did you like your gift?”

His tactic to change the subject worked, and my eyes shot down to the exquisite watch on my wrist.  

“It’s lovely.  I have your watch on one wrist, and your mark showing on the other,” I told him quietly, just knowing it would make him crazy.  The low rumble that bled into my ear was gratifying.  “But I can’t keep it.  I don’t know a thing about watches, but even I know this thing is way too expensive.”

His tone was firm and commanding when he responded.  “It’s a gift.  You need to pick your battles, Bianca, and you aren’t winning this one.  I won’t ask you to work for me or to let me support you again, but I’ll give you as many gifts as I damn well please.  The price of that watch is nothing to me, but picking out something that you think is lovely makes me very happy.”

I stewed that over for a long moment.  Could I just give in?  I mentally steeled myself to do so.  I was having sex with a man that had an obscene amount of money.  I was going to have to compromise sometime.  And I would just return anything he gave me when we stopped seeing each other.  That thought made the concession easier.  

“Okay.  Thank you.  The dial is the color of your eyes.  Did you do that on purpose, so I would think about you all the time?”

He laughed, a relieved, joyous sound.  “I’ll use every dirty trick in the book to stay on your mind.  But that didn’t occur to me.  I like it, though.  Think about looking into my eyes as I make you come, every time you read the time.”

“Oh,” I breathed, caught up at the image. 

“Are you wet?” he asked, his tone changing from playful to serious in an instant.  Moody bastard.  

“Yes, Mr. Cavendish.”  

“Are you alone?” he demanded.

I glanced to the front of the plane, then moved into the aft galley.  Stephan hadn’t moved, and there was no one else on the plane.  

“Relatively.  I’m in the back galley, and Stephan is in first class.  Everyone else left the plane to get food.”

“Does that galley have a curtain?” he asked, almost idly.

“Mmhmm.”  My voice was a needy hum. 

“Shut it behind you,” he ordered.  I shut it.  “Now lift up your skirt, and stroke the petals of your sex lightly.”  I gasped, but used one hand to obey.  I was tender to the touch but so wet from his voice that it still felt good.  “Now, slip two fingers in.”  I did, gasping.  “Does that hurt?”  

“Yes, oh yes.  It’s very tender.”

“Oh, baby, I want to kiss it.  Pet yourself softly.  Keep it warm for me.”  His voice was getting rougher and rougher, and I wondered if he was touching himself.  

I asked him.  

“Yes,” he bit out.  “But I’m not going to jerk myself off.  I’m saving it all for you.  I’ll wait, even if you’re out of commission for a few days.  Stop touching yourself now.  You’re such a hair trigger, and I don’t want you coming until you see me again.”  

I complied, making a little sound of protest in my throat.  

“I need to keep my cock out of you for a few days while you heal up, but there are plenty of other things we can still do.  I’ll eat you out until you beg me to stop.  And I have this fantasy about coming between your lovely tits.  You won’t be sorry that I insisted on coming to your house tonight, I promise.”

I made a little noise in my throat.  Whether it was a sound of agreement or frustration, I couldn’t say.  

“What day do you fly back to New York?” he asked after my breathing had calmed.  He sounded as though we’d been talking about nothing particularly personal just moments before.  

Mercurial son of a bitch, I thought.  

“Thursday night.  I have three days off after today, but I need to pick up at least one more shift like the one we’re working today, probably on Wednesday.”  

He made a sound of disapproval, but just said.  “So you have two days off after today?”  

“Yeah.  When do you head back to New York?”

“Thursday night.”  

“Oh.”  I was surprised.  “On my flight?”

“Yes.  The redeye, correct?”

“Yeah, same as last week.  How long can you keep doing that?” I asked, referring to his recent habit of following me around the country.

“Well, I have good people working for me, so I should be able to get away with it for a time.  I can work wonders with just a phone and a computer nowadays.  There are a few perks to being the boss.  And desperate times call for desperate measures.”

“Desperate times?” I questioned.

“Oh, yes.  You make me absolutely desperate, Bianca.  I had never stalked a woman before I met you.  I’m carrying a sliced up pair of your panties in my pocket right now.”

I was afraid to even ask him about that.  

I heard voices, and glanced between the curtains.  The crew had returned, toting bags of food and coffee.  

“The crew is back,” I told him, readjusting my skirt and then the curtain to how it had been.  “I probably need to go.”

He made a frustrated sound in my ear.  “Call me when you get back in Vegas,” he told me.  He cursed.  “The waiting will make me crazy.”

“Bye,” I said, hanging up quickly as Brenda approached the aft galley.  She looked surprised to see me there.  

I held up my phone.  “Just taking a call.  I have a tendency to pace while I talk on the phone.”

She smiled.  “I do that too.  You might still have time to go grab something in the airport, if you hurry.  They’re estimating an hour and a half delay now.”  

I groaned.  

She sat in her jump seat, pulling a sandwich out of a paper bag.  She waved the sandwich.  “This place is good.  It’s right across from the gate.”

I nodded a thanks, and started towards the front of the plane.  

My phone beeped a texting noise at me.  I looked at the screen.  I sat down in one of the main cabin seats to read.




James:  Hanging up on me will earn you a punishment as well.  




Bianca:  Sorry.  Instinctive reaction to seeing coworkers in the middle of a kinky conversation.  Are you going to punish me tonight, then?




James:  No.  You’re off the hook until I’m sure that you’ve recovered from all of the hard fucking we did last night.  Did you like the crop? 




Bianca:  I’m partial to the crop.  How many lashes will I get for hanging up on you?




James:  10.




Bianca:  I love the crop, but I want you to use what  you want on me.  I want to please you.




James:  You do.  Don’t doubt it.  And I will use what I want on you.  I can’t wait to get you into my New York apartment.  I have a playground for us there.  




Bianca:  Your bedroom in Vegas seemed like a playground




James:  It was just a taste, Buttercup.




I didn’t know what to say after that, so I put my phone in the pocket of my vest, heading back to the front of the plane.


























CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Mr. Possessive






	When all was said and done, we didn’t leave DC until we had well over a three hour delay on our hands.  

Eventually, Stephan and I did get off of the plane briefly to grab ourselves a sandwich and a cup of good coffee.  The plane coffee was drinkable, but only if nothing better was available.  

I saw the man from 1A still hanging out near our gate.  I nodded at him politely, but thought it odd that he was still there.  We were delayed, but he was already at his destination.  

What was he doing, still hanging out at the gate hours after we’d arrived?  

He was speaking to another man who was near to a carbon copy of himself.  They were roughly the same size, both with dark hair, and even wearing similar suits and ties.  They reminded me so much of law enforcement that I nudged Stephan with my elbow.  

“We getting air marshals on the flight?”  

He followed my gaze, sizing up the large men.  He shook his head.  

“If we are, I haven’t been informed of it yet.  And with the delay, I can’t imagine I wouldn’t know by now.  They sure do look like FAMs, though.  Probably just traveling FBI agents or something.”

That made sense, so I put it from my mind.  

However, I almost bumped into them as I picked up my sandwich order.  They had been in line behind me, and I hadn’t even known.  

I nodded politely at them as I passed by.  They both nodded back, one of them with a phone to his ear.  

“Fine, Sir, she’s just fine.   No problems at all.  Yes, Sir,” he was saying.

We headed back to the plane after we’d gathered our goodies.  The crowd that we passed was large and restless.  Delays never made for a pleasant flight.  There was nothing any of us could do about the weather, but a lot of the passengers would feel personally wronged for the inconvenience, and tempers would not be in our favor on the long flight home.  I took the thought in stride.  It was all part of the job.

It was a relief to finally take off and have something to do aside from waiting and checking my phone for messages.  

James hadn’t texted me again.  Finally, about an hour before departing, I’d just turned my phone off, so I would quit checking.

The first three hours were a busy blur of activity.  The man in 1A had been replaced by the man he had been speaking with in the airport.  He behaved in a nearly identical manner, even eating similarly, taking all the food we served, and drinking only water.  Once, he deviated, ordering a black coffee, but that was the only difference in the passengers.  

Stephan noticed the odd Agent exchange as well.  “The guy who was in 1A is in the back of coach now.  Which is where this guy sat on the last flight.”  

I gave him wide eyes.  “Should we be worried?”

He grimaced.  “It is odd.  But they are very calm and well behaved, so far.  If that changes, I’ll talk to the pilots.  Who knows, maybe they were delivering something in DC.  Or picking something up.”

We had a small break, then got busy again.  I was just securing my last cart when I felt the wheels of the plane coming down for landing.  

“Come on, Bee,” Stephan told me, already buckled in.  His voice held a faint plea.  It always made him nervous if I pushed it and buckled in last minute.  Mr. Safety.

I had told him about James’s plan to drive us on our errands in the morning.  He’d seemed excited about the idea, which was a relief.  If Stephan liked James, it made everything easier.  No matter how short a time the arrangement lasted.

We had deplaned and were on the crew bus before I remembered to turn on my phone.  

I’d missed three calls, and one text.  The calls were made sometime before departure, the text at some point during the long flight.




James:  Why did you turn your phone off an hour before you pushed back from the gate?




My brow furrowed.  I had done that so I wouldn’t be tempted to check my phone every five seconds, but how did he know that?  I supposed he could have tracked the flight easily enough online.  

Stalker, I thought, texting him back.




Bianca:  Quit stalking me.  I hope this doesn’t wake you up, but we’re back in Vegas.




He responded almost instantly.




James:  I’ll meet you at your house.  I told you to text me as soon as you got to Vegas.




Bianca:  Working here.  You don’t get to boss me around at my job.




James:  How wrong you are.  Try me.  I’ll spank you in your galley.  




I put my phone away.  That was going nowhere that I needed to go on a bus full of co-workers.  I ignored the next two dings that indicated a text.  

Stephan drove us home in companionable silence.  

“I’m sleeping in tomorrow.  Text me when you wanna run errands,” he told me, as he pulled into his drive.  

“Sure thing,” I said, getting out of the car.  

I froze as I approached my own house.  A black SUV was parked in front of it, engine running softly.  A cold chill ran down my spine.  

“Stephan,” I called out, my voice a little panicked.  I could hear his prompt running footsteps as he caught up behind me.

James stepped out of the back of the SUV, and I felt nearly weak with relief.  Stephan cursed fluently behind me.  

“God, I thought for a second that…”  Stephan trailed off.  

I just nodded, not looking at him.  I knew what he’d thought, what we’d both thought, for a terrifying moment.  I tried to shrug it off as James approached us.  

“Everything ok?” he asked.

We both just nodded.

He nodded at Stephan as he walked up beside me, putting a firm hand at my nape.  

He likes that spot, I thought, leaning a little into his hold.  He gave me a warm look in response.  

“Goodnight, Stephan,” he said politely as he led me away.

“Goodnight,” Stephan called back.

I let us into my house, hurrying through my security code and the locks.  

“Nice.  I like your security,” James said behind me.  I’d thought he would.  

“I like to feel safe in my home,” I said lightly.  

We walked in, and I headed straight to my bedroom, where I kept my flight bag when I was at home.  

“I like your house,” James called out from the living room that doubled as my entryway.  I re-joined him after stashing my bag.

I smiled, though it didn’t quite reach my eyes as I accepted his compliment.  It probably seemed like a closet to him.  

“It’s small, but it’s mine.”  

He glanced back at the collection of watercolors I had arranged above my fireplace mantle. 

 “These are exquisite,” he said, studying the paintings intently.  

“Thank you,”  I said, flushing.  

I hadn’t displayed my own paintings all over my house ever intending for someone like him to see them.  The ones he studied were a collection of desert landscapes, focusing on colors.  There were enough of them, and they were small enough, that I’d arranged them into a sun mosaic of sorts.  The bulk of the paintings were of some of the mountains that surrounded the Vegas valley.  I had exaggerated the colors, making them deeper and richer, almost a kaleidoscope.  In others, I had painted close-ups of individual plants with the same rich colors.

“You did these?” he asked, sounding astonished.  

I nodded, walking to the table by the couch to straighten some books that were messily strewn there.  I hadn’t cleaned for company, though living by myself, I tended to keep things neat.

“I’m impressed.  Do you have more?”

I shrugged.  “It’s just a hobby.  You’ll see my house is full of them.  I know they’re amateurish, and simple, but it’s a cheap way to decorate my house.  And painting is a good stress reliever for me.”

“I don’t think they’re amateurish.  I think they’re enchanting.”  His voice was quiet, and I wanted to believe him, but I told myself he was just buttering me up with lavish praise that he probably didn’t mean.

“Hmm thanks,” I said, uncomfortable.  I didn’t want to like him any more than I already did.

“Can I see more?” he asked, smiling at me warmly.   

“I’m beat,” I told him, hesitant to show him anything more.  I was starting to wonder why I had accepted his spending the night here so readily.  This was already starting to feel too strangely intimate for my liking.

He frowned.  “Of course.  I’m sorry.  I can see them in the morning.  Let’s get you to bed.”

I was already heading to my bedroom, undoing my tie as I went.  I went to the closet, stripping off my work clothes and hanging them as I went.  

I could feel James watching me from behind.  He had seen everything already, but I still felt strangely embarrassed.  

I ignored the feeling, stripping until I stood in my stockings.  I undid my garter belt, slipping the stockings down carefully.  I hated to snag them.  They could be expensive if I didn’t treat them carefully.

James was still fully dressed, arms crossed, when I finished.  He was just watching me.  

I felt horribly awkward.  Should I put something on for bed?  Or was that silly?  I unsnapped my bra, letting it fall to the floor.  I wore nothing but a black lace thong then, and I couldn’t read James’s steady gaze.  

I brushed past him, not used to his passivity.  It gave me the strange urge to goad him into action.  

I removed my new watch and small stud earrings, placing them in a safe drawer in the vanity set up just outside of my bathroom.  I washed my face, then moisturized.

He still just watched me intently.  

I brushed my teeth and climbed into bed.  I lay on my back, and he came to stand over me, still just staring.  It was positively agitating.  

I cupped my breasts, pinching the nipples.  I watched his face for a reaction.  He hissed in a breath.  He pulled off his dark V-neck shirt in one smooth motion.  

“What did you want to do to these?”  I asked him, becoming almost rough with my breasts as I fondled myself.  

“Fuck,” he cursed, undoing his pants.  “Keep doing that.”  

I did, and he had himself naked in record time.  He climbed on top of me, straddling my rib cage, his erection huge and hard between my breasts.  His hands went over mine roughly, and he pushed my breasts around his cock, thrusting between once, twice.  I gasped.  I hadn’t known that people even did this, but I was wildly turned on by it.  

There isn’t an inch of my body that he doesn’t want to fuck.  It was a heady thought.  

He drew back, crawling down my body, and I protested.  

“Quiet,” he told me, throwing my legs over his shoulders, and burying his face between my thighs.  He started licking softly.  He lifted his head after only a few strokes of his tongue, propping his face on my pelvis.  “Does that hurt?”

“No,” I gasped.  

He got back to work, licking every fold until I was gripping his hair and on the verge.  

He spoke into my core.  “Come,” he told me, stroking my clit with a talented finger.  It was a gentle touch, but it was enough.  I came, crying out hoarsely.  He had my body tuned to his touch like an instrument.  It was intoxicating, and alarming.

He rubbed his erection along my sex very carefully.  He crawled back up my body, placing his now wet member back on my chest.  He handled my breasts, his eyes inscrutable.   

“I’m going to fuck every part of your body.  No part of you will be left untouched by me.”  

“All tonight?” I gasped. 

He laughed, giving me a wicked grin.  Capricious man.  

“No.  There’s no rush.  I plan to take my time, violating every inch of you.”  With that ominous pronouncement, he began to thrust steadily.  

My eyes ran over his beautiful body while he moved, his muscles working extraordinarily.  His abs flexed with each movement, his arms bulging as he held my breasts in position for his cock.  

I didn’t know where to put my hands, so I ran them everywhere, drinking in his hard flesh with my fingertips.  

“Look at me,” he told me when my eyes had wandered for too long.  

“I love your body,” I told him.   

He came on my chest, not even trying to contain the warm seed that coated my breasts in spurts.  As he finished, he moved down lower to straddle my hips.  He studied my wet breasts, then began to rub, coating my chest and ribs.  

“Mmm,” he murmured, still rubbing.  “Mine.”  

It didn’t take long for the unfamiliar liquid to start to turn sticky.  

“Don’t move.  Time to clean you up.”  He left and returned quickly with warm, wet washcloths, cleaning me thoroughly.  

He must have found the small towels under my bathroom sink, I noted in a disconnected kind of way.  He was making himself right at home, digging through my things without asking.  I didn’t have the energy to care, and besides, his efficiency was too convenient not to appreciate in the moment.  

I closed my eyes, ready to pass out.  

He lay down beside me, pulling my back to his chest and throwing his arm over me.  

“Mine,” he whispered in my ear.  I floated into a pleasurably deep sleep.  


























CHAPTER NINETEEN

Mr. Relentless






	It was fully light out when I awoke.  I stretched, feeling sore but good.  I was alone in bed, but I could smell coffee.  

I threw on the first thing I saw in my closet.  It was the thin cotton shift of a nightgown I’d worn in the hotel the first night I’d spent with James.  

I made my way slowly into the kitchen.  It was empty, so I passed through into the small adjoining dining room.  I leaned in the doorway to soak in the sight that greeted me there.

James wore only a pair of snug dark gray boxer-briefs.  

Even his underwear looks expensive, I thought.  

He held a coffee mug in one hand, his other arm running restlessly through his sandy hair.  He was studying the paintings I’d arranged on the walls.  I studied his flawless back.  It was tan, of course.  And it bulged with well-defined muscles.  But it was also elegant, somehow, like the rest of him.  His ass looked carved from stone.  Unaccountably, I wanted to bite it, but I stifled the strange urge.

I licked a finger as I approached him, then rubbed it hard on the skin of his shoulder.  

I knew a lot of girls that did spray tans.  If his coloring was sprayed on, a little vigorous rubbing would reveal his secret.  The lovely golden shade didn’t rub off.  

James shot me a baffled look over his shoulder.  “You having fun back there?” he asked.

I lowered my hand, smiling sheepishly at him.  “Sorry.  Don’t mind me.”  

He took my strange actions in stride, turning back to study the wall again.  

He turned to look at me.  His eyes were intense.  

“Do you sell these?”  He waved a hand at the wall of art.  

I shook my head.  “No.  It’s just a hobby.”

He just raised a brow at me, raising his cup of coffee.  “I made coffee.”  

I nodded.  “Thank you.”  

I moved into the kitchen to make myself a cup.  

He crowded behind me, kissing the side of my neck.  

“How are you feeling?” he murmured against my skin.

“Good,” I answered, taking a long draw of the dark liquid.  

“It was torture, pulling myself out of bed with you lying there.  I wanted you to wake up with me inside of you.  But that will have to wait.  You’re still too raw.”

I rubbed my back against his chest. 

 “How do you know?” I asked him.

He stilled.  “I suppose I don’t.”  

He sighed, a heavy sound, then stepped away.  “Are you going to give me the tour?  I want to see your house.”

I shrugged, the thought making me self-conscious.  I loved my house, and it was relatively new, and in good shape, but compared to what he was used to, it had to seem pretty shabby.  Still, I showed him around.

The dinning room and kitchen connected, and the living room doubled as an entryway, so it was a very quick tour.  I had my paintings hanging everywhere, and he stopped for long pauses to study all of them.  

“I’m not sure I like how many pictures you have of another man hanging all over your house,” he told me with a raised brow.  

I blushed, but only because I had remembered the picture I had begun of James on an easel in my backyard.  I had forgotten to bring it inside, and I worried briefly that the weather had ruined it in the day I’d been away.  I didn’t want him to see it even more than I didn’t want it to be ruined, though.  

I’d check on it later, I decided quickly.

As for his comment about the handful of pictures I had of Stephan hanging around, I just ignored it.  I wouldn’t deign to respond to comments about Stephan and I.  Either he was teasing, or he was jealous.  Neither would matter.  If he had an issue with Stephan, I would be showing him the door.

“Are you two somehow related?” James prompted, fishing in a way that made me tense up.  

“Not by blood.  He’s my family, though.  My only family.”  I was strung tight as I watched his face for a reaction.  This was a deal or no-deal moment for us.

He just nodded, looking thoughtful, but making me relax instantly.  

“I like him.  It seems like he protects you,” he finally said.

I felt so relieved that it scared me.  I hadn’t wanted to show him the door in the worst way.  That thought made me panicky.  

“You have no idea,” I told him.  

His eyes sharpened, and he tensed up.  “What do you mean?  I would like to have an idea, please.”

I just shook my head, mentally kicking myself for saying something so untactful.  The idea of having no idea would drive a man like him crazy, so I came up with a palatable answer.  

“Just that we’ve been together since we were fourteen, and he’s always been protective of me, since the day we met.”

“Together?  What does that mean, exactly?”

I shrugged.  “You know, inseparable. Best friends.”

He reached up and gripped the back of my neck lightly.  His touch was light, but his eyes were hard and searching.  

“What would I have to do to get you to open up to me?” he asked softly.

I didn’t like this line of conversation.  My mind worked furiously to try to get out of it.  

“I would imagine you’re as closed off as I am, Mr. Cavendish.  So, you tell me.  What would make you open up to someone?” I asked, thinking the tactic should work well.  

I imagined that James’s answer would be the same as mine.  Nothing.  

“For you, I’d take an exchange of information.  You share something, I’ll do the same.  Sound fair?”

I eyed him uneasily.  Unwillingly, I was tempted.  Within reason.  

“Do I get to choose the information I give?” I asked him cautiously.

He shrugged.  “I’ll take it if that’s all I can get.  I’ll do the same.  I’ll start.  My parents died when I was thirteen.  I was left with an older cousin as a guardian.  I detested him.  He died a year and a half later, and it was one of the best days of my life.  I disliked my next guardian, my Aunt Mildred, but she was a saint compared to the first one.”

My eyes opened wide in shock.  It was a random and strangely personal revelation, giving me some insight into James.  I sincerely hoped that he didn’t expect the same thing from me.  I thought hard of something to tell him that I could bear to reveal.  I sighed heavily when I realized the best way to distract him.  

“I started painting a picture of you.  It’s in the backyard.  It’s embarrassing, but I couldn’t seem to stop myself,” I told him.  It was a lesser evil by far, of all of the things that had popped into my head.

He grinned, and it was a heart-stopping grin.  “So you do think about me, at least a little, when I’m not pursuing you relentlessly.”  He headed to my bedroom, where there was a sliding glass door into the backyard.  

“One second.  I need to punch in the code,” I called, quickly doing so.  

“Have I mentioned that I like your security?” James told me as I joined him in my bedroom.  

He was opening the barred door that went over my sliding glass.  It was an eyesore, but one that made me feel secure, and the bars had become popular in Vegas due to excessive break-ins, so it was fairly commonplace to see them.  It didn’t even make my house stand out.  I had the thick bars mounted on my bedroom’s sliding glass door, and covering all of my windows.

“Happy to please you,” I told him, and he sent me a hot look.

“You have no idea, Bianca,” he repeated my earlier words back at me.  I stifled the urge to respond that I would like to have an idea.  

He moved directly to the easel without asking.  I just followed him.  It was really a small price to pay for the knowledge he had given me.  He was an orphan like me, and he’d had a rough time of it.  Not homeless, but perhaps more alone.  He hadn’t been blessed to find a Stephan, like I had.

He studied the painting like he did most everything.  Intently.  It was only a rough outline of him so far, just his face and part of his torso, wearing a V-neck as he sometimes did.  He hummed low in his throat.  

“It’s very good.  Were you going to give it to me when you finished?”

I shook my head.  “I was going to hang it in my bedroom to masturbate to,” I told him, only half-joking.  

His reaction was gratifying.  He sent me a look that was pure heat and appreciation.  

“You ever want me to pose for you, you let me know.”

I brightened at the offer.  “Yes, I do.  I get much better results when I paint with my subject at hand.”  

I gestured at the view of the mountains behind my house.  “It’s why I have so many paintings of those.”  I tried to get the courage to ask him to pose nude, but couldn’t quite do it.

“You have an extra bedroom you haven’t shown me.  Show it to me.”  

I wrinkled my nose at him.  He was relentless, it seemed to me, about exploring every detail of my life.  

He touched my nose with a finger.  “It’s so cute when you do that.”  

My nose wrinkled more, but then I tried to smooth it out.  Being called cute by him just didn’t do it for me.  In fact, it kind of annoyed me.  

How many cute girls does he go through in a week?  As many as he wants, I supposed.  

“My guest bedroom is tiny, and just storage at the moment.  It basically holds all the paintings that I don’t have room to hang.”

He started moving instantly at that.  “I’d love to see them.”  

I let out a frustrated noise, but the man always did what he wanted.

I leaned in the doorway while he rudely rifled through my guest room.  There was a small guest bed, but even that was covered by some boxes and paintings.  The room embarrassed me.  I really needed to get it organized.  

James made a sound of pleasure and pulled a canvas out from one of the many stacks of paintings leaning against the wall.  

That was yet another reason I usually did watercolors.  They took up very little space when finished.  Just a piece of paper unless I framed them, whereas my numerous acrylics and few oils were on canvases that had taken over this room, my far more numerous watercolors occupied one small chest in the corner.  

It was a self-portrait, I saw, as he admired it.  I cringed slightly.  Self-portraits weren’t my favorite.  I usually only did them when I lacked for inspiration.  I had painted this one a few years ago.  

I’d used a picture Stephan had taken when I wasn’t looking.  I was wearing my cool, composed face, and it had interested me to paint myself that way, so enigmatic.  I tried to behave that way, knew people viewed me as inscrutable, but I rarely felt it.  It had pleased me that other people perceived me that way, and so I had painted it.  

In the painting I was leaning against a counter, the one from our old apartment.  My arms rested on the counter, my head tilted up and slightly away.  But my eyes were a clear, pale blue.  

We’d been having a party in our small apartment, I recalled.  The picture had been Stephan’s way of trying to draw me into the fun.  I hadn’t even noticed him until he’d taken several shots of me.  I’d used the first picture to make the painting.

“I want this,” James said softly.  “Can I buy it from you?”

I gave him a very level stare.  “Thats ludicrous.  You can have it, if you want it.  I never hang self-portraits.  I can’t imagine why you would want that, though.  Where would you hang a thing like that?”

He just grinned.  “Plural.  As in, you have more?”

I rolled my eyes.  “I do.  They’re in here, somewhere.  As you can see, I don’t have it organized.  I have no idea where any specific painting is.”

James just started rifling through my things with more focus.  

I sighed, resigned to indulging his strange mood to dig into every part of my house.  

“I’m going to make breakfast.  You can have any pictures you want, but please don’t take them if you’re just trying to flatter me.”  I left before he could comment.


























CHAPTER TWENTY

Mr. Accommodating






	I made ham and eggs.  I needed to go to the grocery store, so it was the only thing in my fridge.  I had to keep a very clean kitchen, buying only things that I could use immediately or things that lasted for weeks before they went bad.  It was one of the necessities of my job.  

I made a huge portion for James, and a more reasonable plate for myself.  I knew from my long experience with Stephan that a man James’s size, no matter how fit, would put away a lot of food.  I was pleased to find a small block of extra sharp cheddar to top it with.  Simple fare, but good.  

I brought the plates and some bottles of cold water into the spare room.  

James was digging through the mess with as much concentration as ever.  

I saw that he had found four more pictures to add to his collection.  The one on top was an oil picture of a lilly.  I thought it an odd choice for him, but I just set his plate on the bed above where he crouched, digging.  

I tried not to stare at him as I sat down on another cleared spot on the bed to eat, my plate balanced on my lap.  He still only wore his boxer-briefs.  It was beyond distracting.

“I made ham and eggs,” I finally said, when he just kept digging.  “It’s nothing fancy, but it’s getting cold.”

He turned, sitting cross-legged on the floor and grabbing his plate.  He grinned at me almost boyishly.  

“It’s like Christmas for me in here.  It’s not often that I find something I want that I don’t have.”

I can well believe that, I thought.  Though what I couldn’t imagine was why he would want my paintings.  I still just wanted to think that he was trying to flatter me to get into my pants.  Which was obviously unnecessary at this point.  That, I supposed, was why it confused me so much.

He cleared his plate in short order.  I still wasn’t half done with my own when he took his last bite.  

“That was fantastic.  Thank you,” he said, then got back to work.

I finished eating, then looked at the pictures he’d selected so far.  Three of my self-portraits, and the lilly.  As I was studying them, he found my chest of watercolors.  He flung it open as though he had every right in the world.  For some reason, I didn’t even attempt stop him.

He added two more pictures to his selection almost immediately.  More self-portraits, I saw.  

I started to get antsy as he searched the chest.  I was recalling a rather embarrassing self-portrait that I’d buried at the bottom.  To hide it.  

“I need to go run errands soon.  I have absolutely no food for lunch, sooo…”

“Mmmk,” he mumbled, but just kept digging.  He singled out two more of my larger watercolor paintings, setting them on his pile.   They were landscapes of the Vegas mountains, much like the ones I had in my living room.  I actually liked them better than the ones that had ended up above my mantle, but they’d been too big for the mosaic.

I knew when he found the painting I was worrying about.  He pulled out a smaller painting, and stilled, sucking in a sharp breath.  He looked at it for so long that I walked to him, checking to see if my suspicions were correct.  They were, of course.

It was on a not quite printer-sized piece of watercolor paper.  My only fully nude self-portrait.  Looking at it, I wasn’t quite as embarrassed as I’d thought I would be.  At least it was a better picture than I had remembered.  

I had sat on a chair in my bedroom, in front of my full length mirror.  I was sitting up very straight, and had even painted the paintbrush in my hand and the easel and board I was working on.  My breasts were fully revealed, though my legs were closed modestly.  Modestly for a nude.  Just the barest hint of what lay between was revealed.  My gaze was steady, though wide.  My free hand lay on my thigh, clenched.  My bare feet were arched, my toes pink.  My hair had hung loose, though it didn’t cover a thing.  

“Exquisite,” James said, tracing a fingertip along the page.  “I don’t know where to hang it.  I should burn it, so no one else can ever see it, but I just couldn’t do that.  It’s too perfect.”  

His hand shot to my leg where I stood to his back and side.  I jumped, startled.  

“You’re too perfect.  I need to travel with this one personally.  Do you have a folder I could carry it in?”  

I reached into the chest.  His hand remained on my thigh, gripping it firmly even when I took a step forward.  I pulled out a navy folder.  I had them everywhere.  They were handy for storing watercolors.  

“Here.  But if you take that painting, it’s only fair that I get to paint a nude of you.”  

“As you wish, Buttercup,” he told me, turning to plant a hard kiss on my stomach before hiding the nude in the folder.  

“Go shower.  I’m going to arrange for these paintings to be transported and framed.”  He held up the folder.  “Except for this one.  This one I carry.”  He strode out of the room.  

Unaccountably, I was a little bit shaky, but I headed to the shower without another word.  

I was in the shower for a good ten minutes before James slipped in behind me.  I had already washed, but he soaped me up again without asking, touching me everywhere.  His rock-hard erection pressed against my back.  I rubbed against it, and he pushed my hips away gently.  

“Not until I check to see how raw you are,” he said roughly.  But he continued to touch me, rubbing my breasts gently for long minutes.  My head fell back, and my mind went feverish.  

“These must be sore, too, but I can’t seem to keep my hands off.  My self-control is apparently shot where you’re concerned.  I’ve never had this problem before.”  His voice was a rasp in my ear, as though he were telling me a dirty secret.  It got me unbelievably hot.  He shut the water off.  

He toweled me off, quickly drying himself and wrapping the towel around his hips.  

“Get on your back on the bed,” he ordered me.  

I moved to the bed, and felt his large presence behind me with every step.  I sprawled on my back on the bed, my wet hair fanned out above my head.  

He pulled my legs apart as he dragged my hips to the very edge of the bed.  He was more masterful than rough as he handled me.  He knelt between my legs, using a light touch to study me.  I should have been embarrassed, but I was beyond it.  

“I don’t care if it hurts,” I told him.  And I didn’t, not right then, though I had been extremely sore at work the day before.

“Quiet,” he told me, his voice harsh.  “My control is hanging on by a thread, but you’re just too chafed.  I rode you too hard that first night, and that morning.  Fuck, I can’t believe I did all of that to a virgin.  I feel like a bastard, looking at all of that injured pink flesh.”  His fingers were still gently touching my petals as he examined my sex.  “But I still want to fuck you so badly I can’t see straight.”

I wriggled against his fingers.  “Just fuck me, then.  Please.”  

He slapped the side of my butt, hard.  

“Don’t.”  He looked at me with troubled, beautiful eyes.  “I’m going to need to be more careful with you.  I didn’t realize you could take so much without protesting, so I just kept going.  Fuck.  I shouldn’t have taken you after that first time, but I’ll remember that night for as long as I live.  It was so perfect.”  

His words were bringing me to a fevered pitch.  I stroked my breasts as he ranted.  He gave me a hard look.  Hard, but hot. 

 “Well, we’ll have to do something about this.”  A wandering finger found my backside.  I stiffened instinctively.  He chuckled, withdrawing.  “Not that.” 

Without another word, he buried his face between my legs with a purpose.  He had me gasping out his name with an orgasm in less than a minute.  He crawled up my body to kiss me wetly.  I ran my hands everywhere I could touch.  

“I love your body.  I never get to touch you enough.  I want to,” I murmured into his mouth as he pulled back.

He fell back into a sprawl almost instantly, accommodating my whim.  He folded his tan muscular arms behind his head, smiling.  He was definitely all tender lover this morning, only glimpses of the dominant in him showing.  

“Have at it, Love.”  

I didn’t hesitate, using both of my hands to stroke his chiseled abs.  Those starkly ridged abs made Brad Pitt in his prime look sub-par.  

I kissed his abs as my hands moved higher, licking.  He sucked in a breath.  I moved up to his chest.  His small nipples drove me wild, a shade of brown darker than his perfect skin.  I stroked and licked up to his neck.  Everything about him was just so long.  His arms, his legs, his torso.  

My gaze traveled south, to his quivering arousal.  It was long too, and so hard and thick.  I wanted to taste it the most, but knew my exploration would be over if I so much as touched it.  

I went back to his neck, moving down to the defined line between his pecks.  I nuzzled there, lingering.  

I loved this spot, felt almost comforted when I buried my face there.  I let myself linger there for long minutes.  Reluctantly, I moved away.  

I sucked at a nipple, biting down lightly.  When he didn’t protest, I bit harder, then sucked hard.  

He moaned.  My hands kneaded at his arms as I went back and forth between his nipples.  He was so hard, but his skin was unbelievably smooth.  I was getting so turned on that I kissed a path directly to his cock.  I’d lost the control to stay away.  

I cupped his scrotum, putting wet lips on his tip as I shifted for a better angle.  He grabbed my thighs, moving me until I straddled his face.  I was shocked when his tongue started licking me from that angle.  His hand moved to the back of my head, pushing my surprised mouth back to his erection.   

He spoke against me, his voice a low, vibrating rumble.  I shuddered at the feel of it, and at his words.  “Don’t orgasm until I say.  I want us to come at the same time like this.”  

I didn’t answer, couldn’t, as I sucked him into my mouth hungrily.  The more he licked and nuzzled at me, the more furiously I sucked at him.  I stroked his shaft hard with both hands, as he’d shown me, taking as much of him into my mouth as I could.  

I came up for air once, breathing on his deep red tip when he sucked on my clitoris.  His cock surged up at me furiously, and I took him back into my mouth.  

“Come, Bianca.”  He breathed the words into my core.  

I did come then, sucking him hard, my lips pulled over my teeth.  He poured into my mouth at the same moment, and I swallowed as shudders wracked through me.


























CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

Mr. Bossy






	He turned me onto my stomach.  His fingers brushed lightly over my thighs and ass as he studied me.  

“This healed well.  Your skin loves a good spanking.”  A hand wandered between my legs, stroking, whisper soft.  “You’d be in good shape if I hadn’t been so rough.  The ways I fucked you, on your first time…I can’t stop thinking about it, but I still can’t believe I didn’t have more self-control.”

I closed my eyes, just enjoying his touch.  “I loved it.  I wouldn’t have wanted it any other way.”

He stroked my hair at that.  

“That’s because you were made for me.  But I still need to give you a few days to recover now, and that’s regrettable.”  He suddenly slapped my ass.  

“Get dressed, Buttercup,” he told me, moving to the overnight bag he’d left by my bedroom door.  

He dug into it, pulling out boxer briefs, then moved into my closet.  I hadn’t realized he had clothing hanging in there.  And much more than a night’s worth, which I found curious.  Maybe he just liked to have his pick of clothes, I mused.  

He moved from his clothing to my own, grabbing a white sundress with sunflowers on it.  He handed it to me.  “Wear that,” he told me.  I didn’t protest.  It was comfortable enough.  I grabbed a bra and some panties out of my dresser.  He followed me there, digging through the drawer without asking.  “Nice,” he said.  “I ordered you a few dozen more pairs.  The last line of defense between me and your pussy is bound to take some casualties.”

I laughed at the visual.  Strange, controlling, funny man, I thought.  

I went into my bathroom to get dressed.  James was too distracting.  

After I’d changed, I texted Stephan that we were almost ready, and that I’d come knock on his door when it was time.  

Stephan always looked like a model, but he never needed more than ten minutes to get ready.  I found it both convenient and infuriating, depending on the time of the month.  

I sat down at my vanity and used the blow-dryer for about a minute on my hair.  I would let it air dry the rest of the way.  It would be pin straight when it dried, so I wouldn’t worry about it.  I put on just a touch of makeup.  

James had dressed quickly, and sat on my bed, watching me, his hair damp.  He wore a pair of navy cargo shorts that let me admire his long, muscular calves.  He paired it with a light gray V-neck shirt that was tight enough to be distracting.  It was the most casually dressed I’d ever seen him.    

He combed his fingers through his hair and seemed to be ready to go.  

I glared at him.  “It’s not right, someone looking that good with so little effort,” I told him.  

He just smiled at me.

I put my watch on, though I usually didn’t wear a watch anywhere but work, where it was required.  I thought it would please James.  I was right.  He rubbed my shoulders, his eyes warm as he studied me in the mirror.  I leaned into the caress, closing my eyes.  His hands were positively magical.  He stopped, pulling me to my feet by my hands.  

“Let’s go.”  

An SUV stretch limo was parked outside, and I shot him an arch look.  “Isn’t that a bit much for errands?” I asked him.

He shrugged.  “I need to do some work while you guys run inside.  I thought it would be more comfortable.”  

He pulled on my hand, tugging me to Stephan’s house.  He knocked, and Stephan pulled the door open almost immediately.  

He grinned at us, stepping out and locking up. He wore some plaid cargo shorts and a light blue polo.  He was in his full Abercrombie glory today.  

Stephan kissed my cheek in greeting.  “Good morning, beautiful.  You are positively glowing today,” he told me, and I blushed.  

James squeezed my hand.  

We headed to my favorite art supply store first.  It was across town, so I stocked up on supplies when I went there, since I didn’t make it often.  James was practically plastered to my side in the limo, an arm thrown around my shoulders.  Stephan sat on a seat that faced the side of the car, lounging comfortably.  

“I could get used to this.  Thanks for driving us, James,” Stephan said with a happy smile.

James just nodded pleasantly, a hand absently stroking my hair.  It was a little awkward at first, but I made myself relax into his hold.  It wasn’t that I didn’t like his touch.  In fact, my reluctance had more to do with liking it too much.

Stephan’s phone dinged a text at him, and he took it out, muttering, “Excuse me.”  

He gave a little whoop when he read the message.  “Nice.  Damien and Murphy have a line that mirrors all of our New York trips this month.  I knew they were trying for it for the last few months, but they kept getting bumped.  Their new bid starts this week, so they’ll be on our layover this weekend.”

I smiled.  “Nice,” I said.  

I saw James looking a question at me.  I tried to interpret the flight attendant speak into English for him.  “Damien and Murphy are pilot friends of ours that always fly together.  They just got a new schedule, and we’ll be doing all of our New York layovers with them.”  

“Melissa will love Damien,” Stephan muttered, texting furiously.  

“And we won’t have to watch her hooking up with that married captain anymore,” I said, studying James.  I didn’t want him to feel left out of the conversation.  

“Why will she love Damien?” James asked Stephan, his voice bland.

“Well, he’s a captain, so he makes a decent paycheck.  Also, he’s hot.  He has an australian accent and looks like Colin Farrell.”  As Stephan spoke, he never once looked up from his phone.  Was he tweeting about it?  Who knew?

I laughed.  “He actually does.  I never thought of it.”  

“Melissa will be chasing him like a bitch in heat.”

I blanched a little at Stephan’s harsh choice of words.  It wasn’t like him, but I knew why he disliked her so strongly.  She’d brought out his protective side with the way she’d treated me.  

I looked at James.  His eyes were cold.  Something had upset him.  Was he upset that Melissa would hook up with Damien?  Was he interested in her?  Had she given him her number, like she’d said?  I didn’t want to ask him, so I looked away.  

We were turning down Ramrod Street when I explained to James.  “We might take awhile in there.  They have a station where you can build your own frames, and Stephan needs to frame a picture.”

James just nodded, getting his laptop out of it’s case.  “Do you have a grocery list?” he asked.  

“Yeah.”

He held out a hand.  “I’ll give it to Clark.  He can grocery shop next door.  Stephan, if you have a list as well, I’ll take it.  I’ll cover the groceries.”

I started to protest.  James just held up that hand.  “You’ll be cooking for me for the next few days.  It seems a fair trade to me.  Stephan, will you come have dinner with us tonight?”

Stephan accepted the invitation happily.  I sent James a warm look.  He knew how to butter me up, that was for sure.  

“Do you both like sushi?” James asked.  

We both nodded.  

“Good.  There’s actually a very good place about five minutes from here.  We’ll stop by there when you’ve finished.”  With that, he gave his attention to his laptop, dismissing us.  

We got out of the limo, grinning at each other.  

“Your boyfriend is bossy,” Stephan told me teasingly.

I grimaced.  “He’s not my boyfriend.  We’ve only known each other for a few days.  And I don’t think he does the girlfriend thing.”

He raised a brow.  “So what does he do?”  

I waved a hand at the limo.  “He does this thing.  I think he furiously pursues short, private, physical relationships.”  

Stephan gave me a slightly troubled frown.  “And how do you feel about that?”  

I shrugged.  “I’m not sure.  I don’t want to think about it too much.  The thought of something permanent terrifies me, so maybe this will be ideal for me.”

He reached for my hand, looking sad.  “Don’t get hurt, Buttercup.”  

I shrugged.  “Life hurts.  As long as it doesn’t kill us, we weather it.”  

He swallowed, nodding.  I knew he wanted to say more, but he held his tongue to keep the mood from getting dark, as it could.  

I stopped on the sidewalk before entering the store, looking at him squarely.

“I think he’s good for me, in a way.  I can’t seem to resist him, and I have to face my fears when I’m with him.  I find it liberating, if a little terrifying.”  

I paused, taking a few deep, even breaths.  

“I think I’m going to do it.  I’m going to the police.  I need to tell them what I saw,” I told him quietly, referring to the decade old incident that still haunted me.    

His gaze searched mine.  He knew what I meant, but he wanted to know why.  

“I just need the closure.  It’s always somewhere at the back of my mind.  And I’m tired of living with the fear.  If I testify, maybe that monster will be behind bars where he can’t touch me.  And some sort of justice might bring me some semblance of peace.”

He nodded.  “Just tell me when.  I’ll be there with you.”

“Soon.  Maybe after this James thing blows over.  A week or two.”

His hand tightened on mine.  “I get why a relationship would terrify you, of all people.  But that doesn’t mean you don’t deserve more than a fling with this guy, or that you shouldn’t try for something more.”

I just shook my head.  “I can’t even entertain the notion right now, Stephan.  Not with James.  Trust me, I’m fine with what it is.  I would feel better, though, if you approved.”

He put his arm around me, squeezing.  “I approve of anything that makes you happy.  But if you’re hurt at the end of this, that rich bastard is gonna have to sue my ass, because I will I beat the shit out of him.”

I was shocked by his words, though his tone was almost light.  I studied him intently.  He, like me, had a long and sordid history with violence.  

Stephan had been raised with a strict mormon upbringing.  He was an old-fashioned gentleman because of it, which I always found irresistibly charming.  I was also convinced that this was what had made him a hopeless romantic, always thinking everyone should get a happy ending, with their one true love.  This charmed me as well.  He had so many deeply ingrained, good, wholesome qualities that I had always believed stemmed from his deeply religious beginnings.  But he hadn’t quite fit into the mold his parents had designated for him.  

Stephan had been nine when his uncle had begun to abuse him sexually.  The sicko had been his father’s brother.  He’d also been a pillar of their religious community, holding a position a few steps higher than Stephan’s own father.  

Stephan’s father had looked up to his older brother, and when a ten-year-old Stephan had tried to talk to his father about it, he had been sharply reprimanded.  Stephan had told me that there had been no violent abuse from his father before that time.  But there was plenty after that.  

His father had called Stephan a liar, while still blaming him for events he wouldn’t even admit ever happened.  He’d begun to take offense at every little thing Stephan had done, calling the young boy ‘wrong’, and ‘queer’.  

The beatings had increased and escalated until Stephan had begun to fight back.  He was big from an early age, and he had told me he’d made a decent attempt at defending himself against his father, after a time.  

Stephan put up with the near-constant abuse until he was fourteen, when he said he’d become so fed-up he didn’t even care if he lived anymore.  He had confessed to his parents then that he was gay.  His father had beaten him severely, taking nearly as much damage himself from a then strong Stephan, then ordered him to leave.  

Stephan had always hated violence, but his bastard of a father had guaranteed that he was good at it from a young age. 

I poked Stephan in the ribs with an elbow.  “You hate to fight,” I told him.

“Yes, I do.  But I’m good at it.  And I’m guessing Mr. Cavendish never had to fight in a ring to keep from starving.”  

I flinched, remembering those days.  “It won’t come to that, ok?  I’ll be just fine at the end of this thing, and you won’t even think about throwing a punch.”  

Stephan nodded, but I wasn’t entirely convinced.  I finally dragged him into the store.  We’d spent enough time dwelling on unpleasant things.  


























CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

Mr. Doting






	Stephan headed straight for frames while I went with a shopping cart and replenished my supplies.  I stocked up well.  

I was in a mood to create.  I grabbed several varying sized canvases and even more watercolor paper.  I selected a few new acrylic colors carefully, finding a blue that was absolutely perfect.  Painting was all about color for me.  

I grabbed half a dozen tubes of watercolors that just needed replacing.  I stocked up on some cleanup supplies that the paint shop had cheaper than everywhere else.  The prices at the eccentric shop were what drew me from across town to resupply.  

It took me a good five minutes to locate a tiny sable brush that I used for details.  It was a brush I had to replace often.  When it’s bristles started to soften, it didn’t do me much good.  I bought two, and some new oil paints, since I would be saving money now at the grocery store.  

It was a nice feeling, quite a relief really, to be able to get a few extra goodies for my coveted hobby.  I tried not to feel guilty for allowing someone to help me out in such a way.  But it had been hard not to refuse the offer.  The order, rather. 

My cart was uncharacteristically full when I finally sought out Stephan, who still agonized over his frame choice.  He was very particular about his home decor.  That made it doubly flattering to me that he chose to decorate nearly all of his walls with my paintings.  

He showed me the five choices he’d narrowed it down to.  I zeroed in on a heavy, dark, roughly carved pattern immediately.  

“This one,” I told him.  

He gazed at me me, sending me his best ‘Puss in boots’ pleading look.  I smiled, starting to put the frame together for him.  I had planned to, anyways.  Stephan would butcher it, and I had the touch for this sort of thing.  

I got wrapped up in the process, using the picture Stephan had brought to double check my work.  I hammered the V shaped nails in lightly and slowly, which was the trick.  Stephan tended to hammer them straight through to the other side with one strike.  

When I finally finished, I held the finished art up to Stephan, smiling.  He beamed back.  He had been engrossed on his phone nearly the entire time I’d worked, which was his habit.  He was the social butterfly of our duo, constantly texting someone, updating his Facebook page, or throwing out Tweets.

I went first through the one open checkout line.  I was starting to feel a little remorseful about splurging as the price began to rise even higher than I’d anticipated.  I really didn’t want to have to put some things back.  That was an embarrassment I hadn’t had to suffer for years.  

It would be a close thing, I realized, as the price grew higher.  But as I got my debit card out, the checker held up a hand.  

“It’s all been payed for, Ma’am.”  I was speechless as she bagged the last of it.  I felt grateful and helpless all at once.  

Probably his intention, I thought absently.  

Stephan’s purchases were covered as well, though he hadn’t wracked up anywhere near the bill that I had.  

“It’s wrong to allow him to do all of this, isn’t it?” I asked Stephan. 

Stephan shrugged.  “Why?  He’s doing something nice and thoughtful.  It’s not a crime to let him dote on you.”  

Clark met us halfway through the parking lot, taking the shopping cart solicitously.  He managed to both push it to the car and get our door opened before we could reach it.  

I nodded at him, smiling warmly.  “Thank you, Clark,” I told him.  

He gave me a surprisingly shy smile in return.  He was a large black man with a bald head and big dark shades.  His suit looked expensive and professional.  He looked so intimidating, but had the nicest smile.  He nodded back politely. 

 “My pleasure, Ms. Karlsson,” he said, surprising me by knowing my last name.  

I slid onto the cushy seat next to James.  He was on the phone, his computer open.  He didn’t look at me or speak, just placed a possessive hand on my knee as I sat next to him.  

Stephan bounced into his seat, grinning.  I could tell he loved getting the royal treatment, as we were today. 

 It went a long way towards silencing my protests.  Denying myself something was easy.  Denying Stephan, on the other hand…

James stayed on the phone as Clark started driving. He was giving short, crisp, cold answers to the poor soul on the other end.  His hand would occasionally tighten on my leg, as he tensed.  “If I need to find new management for my New York offices, I will do so.  I expect a level of competency that you’re not proving to me at present.”  He paused, gripping my leg.  

He glanced at me absently, and his grip turned into an apologetic stroke.

Clark stopped the car, getting out and heading into a Sushi place.  It must have been the one that James had been talking about.  James just stayed on his phone, listening and squeezing my leg.  

Clark was back in the car surprisingly quickly, his arms full of takeout bags.  He began to drive again.  I assumed we were headed home.  

“How is it that I can be absent from every other property for weeks or months at a time, and things still run smoothly?  It seems obvious to me that this is a management issue.”  James’s voice was growing in agitation.  I shot Stephan a look.  He was on his phone, of course. 

My hand covered James’s experimentally, then ran up to his arm, carefully avoiding the spot on his wrist with the thin lines of scars.  I was avidly curious about those scars, but of course I wouldn’t ask.  It would be inviting similar inquiries about myself.  

I clutched the back of his bicep, rubbing tentatively.  I wasn’t accustomed to this touching thing.  

I leaned against him, putting my cheek to his back as he leaned forward.  I moved my hand to his leg, the other to his shoulder to massage tentatively.  

He froze at my touch.  I started to pull back.  He moved his phone away from his face.  

“Don’t,” he told me, putting my hand back on his leg.  Neither of us was used to me doing the touching, but it didn’t seem unwelcome.  

I rubbed his leg lightly and he seemed to relax, bit by bit.

“Make it happen.  This is your chance to prove yourself, for better or worse.”  He ended the call, shutting his tiny laptop and stowing both into the bag near his feet.  

He spared a brief glance towards an occupied Stephan.  He grabbed the back of my head, gripping my hair firmly and kissing me.  It was a hot kiss, and I tried to draw back.  This was no way to act in front of Stephan.  He gripped me tighter, sweeping a tongue into my mouth.  I had just started to soften when he pulled back.  

“It makes me wild when you touch me,” he whispered roughly.  “Remember that the next time you touch me in front of other people.  Having an audience or even being in public won’t stop me from touching you back.  This is my only warning.”  

He sat back, but pulled me hard against his side.  

Was he somehow staking his claim in front of Stephan?  I just couldn’t tell with him.  

“How was the shopping?” he asked.

“Great.  Thank you for, um, for buying everything.”

He surprised me by kissing me again roughly.  

“Thank You.  For all of those wonderful paintings that you so generously gave me, with no thought for recompense.”

I flushed.  I wasn’t that comfortable with compliments in general, and praise for my painting was a novelty, since so few people had witnessed it.  

Stephan finally put down his phone.  He’d kept his painting in a bag and brought it into the car with us.  He pulled it out, showing it proudly to James.  

“Isn’t she amazing?” he said proudly.  “She even built the frame.”  

James studied the painting.  “She is.”

“My whole house is covered in her paintings.  Should we eat over there, so you can check it all out?”

James agreed readily.  “Yes, thank you.  And I have a favor to ask you, Stephan.”  James arm tightened around me as he spoke, almost as though he was afraid I would try to get away at his next words.

“Sure, man.  What’s up?”

“I’ve studied Bianca’s paintings extensively, and I think she has enough accomplished work for a gallery showing,” James began.  

James casually covered my mouth when I tried to speak.  “I have a gallery in New York.  I can have my people handle all of the details.  As you can see, she’s going to resist the idea.  I need you to help me talk her out of her reservations.”  He uncovered my mouth, but I was suddenly speechless.  

“I’ve been collecting art since I was a teenager.  I have an eye for it, and I know she has a rare talent.”  James continued when neither of us spoke.  

Stephan looked shocked, then ecstatic.  “Yes, she does.  You have to do this, Buttercup.  I will have an absolute conniption if you don’t.”

I said the first thing that came to my mind.  “Most of them are desert landscapes.  There is no way that would go over well in New York.”  Of all of the things I found impossible about his proposal, I didn’t know why that detail was at the forefront of my thoughts, of all things.

James smiled, a triumphant smile.  It was mesmerizing.  The smile of a savage conquerer.  And I’d just given him what he wanted.  

“You never know, they might like a change of scenery, but that will be for my gallery people to decide.  I have a gallery in L.A as well, and even a small one on the strip here in Vegas.  The Vegas one is mostly a tourist attraction, though.  I wouldn’t consider it for a showing.”  

“All I need you to do is to set aside anything you don’t want shown, and to name the pictures that you’d like named.  I’ll send a sampling to both galleries so they can give me some feedback before we set up a showing.  Also, I think some of the work you have displayed around the house could sell really well as prints, if you’d consider something like that.”

I thought back to all of the pictures he’d set aside.  “So that’s what you were getting?  Samples for the galleries?”  

He looked at me like I’d gone insane.  “No, of course not.  Those are for my own collection.  You and I will decide together what to send as samples.”

I felt a wave of insecurity.  “I have no training. I-”

He covered my mouth.  “None of that matters, Love.  You’ve either got it or you don’t.  And you have it.  Now tell me you agree.”  

I didn’t agree or disagree, but just sat for awhile, stunned.  I did want this, wanted it badly, though I’d never even considered that something like this could happen.  And I knew that it wouldn’t have, if a billionaire hadn’t taken a sudden, obsessive interest in every aspect of my life.  I supposed that was my biggest reservation about the whole thing;  the fact that this was all just another way for him to dote on me.  

“Will you take a cut, for your trouble, if I sell anything?” I finally asked.

He raised a brow at me.  “I wasn’t planning on it, no.”  He managed to sound insulted with the small statement.

“I would feel better if you did.  The gallery will at least charge for putting on the showing, right?”  

He sighed.  “That is usually the standard procedure,” he said carefully.  

Stephan burst out suddenly, his tone thick with exasperated annoyance.  “Oh, for God’s sake, Bianca!  How can you say no to this?  You have a rare opportunity here, and if your work sells, it sells.  If it doesn’t, it doesn’t.  What’s the hangup?”  

He was using a certain tone he had, a tone that asked ‘Where’s your backbone?’ without him having to utter the words.  It made my spine straighten, which was the point.  

I nodded.  “Okay, I’ll do it.  When should we select the samples?”  

James pulled me into his lap, kissing me way too passionately for anywhere but the privacy of a bedroom.  

“Thank you, love,” he murmured against my mouth, then started kissing again.  His hands stayed firmly on my hips, holding me tight in his lap.  But his mouth was positively obscene.  

I couldn’t forget that Stephan sat just a few feet away, but I also couldn’t keep from responding.  I tried to stifle a little moan as his tongue stroked into my mouth.  

He bit my lip, hard.  

I gasped, my hands gripping his rock-hard shoulders.  I could feel his conspicuous erection against my hip.  As his tongue swept in again, I sucked on it.  That made him pull back, giving me a hot but censorious look.  

“That will get you fucked in a hurry, Love,” he whispered, but I figured Stephan could still hear us, in such a small space.  

I glared at him.  “You started it.”  

I heard Stephan stifle a laugh.  

James just grinned wickedly.


























CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

Mr. Volatile






	Lunch was a happy affair.  James and Stephan seemed to be getting more and more chummy.  They joked comfortably while we ate sushi at Stephan’s dining room table.  

James had been right, of course.  The sushi was great.  And the selection Clark had collected was vast.  It was literally enough to feed ten people.  

I gamely insisted on using chopsticks, picking out a Philadelphia roll and some shrimp tempura to start, dipping it generously into soy sauce mixed with chili sauce.  

“You joining us at that bar in New York again on Friday night?  Same time, same place,” Stephan was saying to James.  

James reached over, placing that familiar hand at my nape.  “I was actually hoping Bianca would come see my apartment on Friday.  Could I steal you away for a night, Love?”  

I swallowed my mouthful of shrimp tempura.  I was more than a little curious to see the playground he had mentioned.  Equal parts thrill and trepidation coursed through me just thinking about it.  

“Yes, you could,” I said simply.  James sent me a scorching look, then went back to chatting with Stephan.  

After lunch, James got a tour of Stephan’s house and again studied every piece of my art like his life depended on it.  He took several pictures with his phone.

We stayed at Stephans until late afternoon.  The two men found a surprisingly great deal to talk about, from politics to sports, to movies, to cars.  I was silent for a good deal of it, simply taking in the novelty of the two men in my life interacting like it was the most natural thing in the world.  When they finished talking, we watched TV.  

I didn’t have a television, so the only TV I did watch was at Stephan’s house.  We watched a few episodes of New Girl, a show Stephan had recently made me watch until I’d realized that I loved it.  I was behind by at least a dozen episodes, but I was always behind on TV.  

I laughed out loud at the show.  James seemed to be enjoying himself, though he watched me more than he watched the screen.  He smiled and touched me constantly, keeping me close to his side.  I loved his touch, so I didn’t protest, although the whole thing was a little surreal for me.  

When the third episode ended, I stood.  

“I need to cook dinner,” I told them.  It was already nearly 4:30.  “I was going to grill some chicken, and cook some asparagus and couscous.  That sound okay to everyone?”  I asked.  I was cooking one of my healthier meals, trying to cater to James’s preferences.  

“Sounds great!  I love that blackened marinade thing you do on grilled chicken, Bee,” Stephan said.

“I can’t wait,” James said.  

Stephan was still watching TV.  “You need any help?” he asked me.

“Nah.  It’s an easy meal.  I’ll text you when it’s ready.”  

“I need to make some calls,” James told me as I let us into my house.  He was carrying the bag with his laptop.  “Where would it be most convenient for me to set up shop?”  

I shrugged.  “Anywhere that’s not directly in my way while I’m cooking.”  

He set up in the dinning room, watching me cook while he worked, talking on the phone nearly constantly, taking call after call.  

He cursed suddenly, and I looked back, startled.  

“I forgot that was friday,” he was saying.  His tone turned dry.  “It slipped my mind.  Fuck.”  He listened for a few moments, looking agitated.  “Yes, yes, set it up.  I know.  Drop it.  I said set it up.”    

He looked at me, trouble in his eyes.  He ended the call, then closed his eyes and cursed fluently.  

I went back to cooking.  It had been deeply ingrained in me at a young age not to pry, so I didn’t.  If he wanted to tell me something, he would.  But the curiosity was killing me.

“I forgot about a charity event that I can’t miss on friday evening,” he told me, his tone careful.  “I don’t have to be there until maybe ten, so we’ll have until then to spend together.  You can, of course, stay at my place while I attend.  I’ll duck out at the earliest possible opportunity.”

My spine stiffened at the realization that this was what the ‘no dating’ part meant.  He would leave me at home like a dirty little secret while he met with his peers.  

“That’s alright,” I said in a carefully neutral tone.  “I’d rather stay at my hotel room.  It’s an early morning for me.  I’ll just leave your place when you do on Friday night.”    

“I would prefer that you not leave,” he said in his most polite, cajoling voice.  “I promise you won’t be late in the morning.”

I shot him a level stare, but quickly went back to prepping the chicken.  “If you’re leaving that night, then so am I.”

He sucked in a breath.  

“Are you upset?” he asked, sounding alarmed.  

“I’m not,” I told him.  

“Why won’t you stay with me on Friday, then?”  

“I don’t want to stay there if you’re going out.  I’ll leave when you do,” I repeated.  

“What can I do to change your mind?” he asked, his tone turning seductive.  

“You can’t.  Don’t bother trying.  We have an arrangement based solely on our preferences.  This is what I prefer.”  My voice was cold and getting colder.  I wasn’t angry, but I was…resigned.  Resigned to the idea of him disappointing me.  And even more resolved not to give him more than I was willing to lose.

“What if I made it an order?  Or a condition?” he asked, his tone getting hard.  

I made my face into it’s best expressionless mask and looked at him.  “Then this association may end even sooner than I had realized.”  

His jaw clenched, a tick starting up in his cheek.  “I can’t back out of this.  It was my mother’s charity, and I’m expected to attend, even to say a few words.”  

I didn’t miss the fact that asking me to come with him hadn’t even occurred.  

“I don’t know why you’re pressing the issue.  So I’ll sleep at my hotel.  What is the problem?”  My words were growing clipped with frustration.    

“I can’t head back to Vegas until Monday.  We won’t see each other for days,” he said, as though that explained his reaction.   

I shrugged.  “Just call me when we’re in the same city.  What is the issue?”  

My voice had become so brisk that I could hear a hint of my mother’s long ago accent surface.  It usually only came out when I was deeply shaken.  He had an affect on me that I didn’t want to acknowledge, even to myself, but even my voice seemed to know it.  

He had moved in behind me, and he gripped my hair softly, breathing warmly on my neck as he spoke.  “Are you so unaffected by me?”  

I was breathing hard now, but I answered calmly enough.  “I went twenty-three years without sex.  A few days certainly won’t kill me.  What do you think I’ll do when we’re finished?  I doubt I could find another lover right away.”  My accent thickened slightly as I realized at the end that I was trying to goad him.  

It came back to me way too easily, the accent I had heard and affected for most of my young life.  It surfaced only with strong emotions.  It both terrified and titillated me, what I would found down the road of his fury.  

He growled, literally growled, into my neck.  “I’m going to punish you for that.”

“Yes, I know,” I breathed, dreading and wanting it in equal parts.  

He wrenched himself away, sitting back in his chair in the dining room.  He seemed too big for the room suddenly, his eyes livid and wild.  

“You’re playing with me,” he said raggedly.  

His assessment of the situation surprised me.  I sent him a questioning look.  

“Is that how it seems to you?” I asked, stunned by the notion.  

He ran a hand over his face and scraped it through his golden-streaked hair.  

“You’re tying me in knots, yet you remain unaffected yourself.  Are you just waiting for a reason to end this?  That’s the impression I’m getting at the moment.  And that drives me fucking crazy, since I don’t have a clue what will tip the scales against me.”  

I finished prepping the chicken, putting the marinating dish in the fridge until I was ready to grill it.  I moved to the asparagus.  

“I don’t know what to tell you, James,” I finally said.  “Perhaps I can’t give you what you want.”  

“I want you!”  His fist made me jump as it struck the tabletop with a jarring boom.  

“If you ever use your fists on me, that will be a reason,” I told him quietly, watching that clenched fist and trying not to flinch.

He looked instantly remorseful, and I knew from his reaction that the stark terror that always resided somewhere inside of me had revealed itself, at least a little.  

He approached me, and I tried not to cringe away.  I was determined to face the fear, not to curl into a ball as I had as a child.  He hugged me very carefully from behind.  I let him, because I would have felt like a coward if I ran.  

“I would never do that, you have to believe me.  I would never use my fists on you.  I’m so sorry if I scared you.”  

I shrugged.  It was a jerky motion.  “As long as we’re clear.”  

“I never saw it before, but I scare you, don’t I?” he asked, a strange edge to his voice.  

I tried to concentrate on washing and breaking the asparagus.  

“Is this an information exchange again?  Are we sharing?” I asked archly.  

He blew out a frustrated breath.  “What do you want to know about me?”    

A question popped immediately into my head.  I hated it, but I hated not knowing more.  “When was the last time you had sex, before the first time with me?”    

He cursed.  “I don’t think you want to know that.  I don’t think that’s good for our relationship, to tell you that.”  

I shrugged a tiny shrug, and he cursed again.  

“That damn shrug is the most infuriating thing I’ve ever seen!  What does it mean?  That you don’t give a damn, one way or another?”  

I shrugged again.  “It means tell me or don’t tell me.  But if you want my information, you’ll give me yours.”  

“About eight days, I think.  The day before I met you,” he said,  and I felt him watching my face like a hawk.  

So it was as I had suspected, I thought, keeping my face blank.  He does this all the time.  I was right to place no stock in this.  

I just nodded, though unaccountably, my chest hurt a little.  

“Yes, you scare me,” I told him, after a very long silence, while I processed his answer.  “But I’m irrevocably fucked up, so you excite me in equal measures.  I find it liberating, to let someone control me.  Someone who makes me tremble with fear.  I’ve spent a great deal of my life running from the things that scare me, so this has been illuminating for me.”  My voice was quiet, but that damned accent was back.    

He stiffened and backed away from me, looking aghast.  

I glanced over my shoulder, surprised.  “Is that unusual?  Isn’t that how this little game is played?  I just assumed that most of the women who liked pain with pleasure were like me.  But I suppose you are probably a far bigger expert than I am about that.”

I studied him closely.  His face held a harsh sort of tension, though I could see that he was trying to hide it.  

“I don’t want you to fear me,” he said, his voice raw.  “I want to make you nervous and skittish and submissive, but not scared.  I want you to trust me.”  

I blinked at him, at a loss.  “I’m sorry.”  

I went back to cooking, and he fell silent.  


























CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

Mr. Charming






	“You get a faint accent sometimes.  What is that?” he asked, breaking the long silence.  

It was almost a relief to have him do something other than just stare at me, brooding, though I didn’t care for the question.  I would have preferred that he not notice my slip.  

“Another exchange, so soon?” I asked cooly.  “I would have thought the last one was enough for one night.”  

He didn’t speak for a long time, though I knew without looking that he was angry.  

“Fine.  Ask me anything,” he said through clenched teeth.  

“How many women have you slept with?” I asked, and immediately wanted to kick myself.  If I was going to reveal my feelings so recklessly, I would have preferred a better question.  

“A lot.  I haven’t been counting.  More than I’m proud of.  Mostly submissive’s in the last five years or so, and, for the most part, very short acquaintances.”

“Have you ever had a serious relationship?” I plowed on, hoping he wouldn’t make me reveal two things as well, though if he tried, I was ready to point out that he hadn’t technically answered my first question.    

“No.  I was basically a slut in college, if I’m honest.  I fucked any hot woman I saw.  And after that, I found girls with very specific tastes, but it was never about anything but sex and dominance.”  

I sighed, not knowing if I was relieved or appalled.  I’d have to examine my feelings later.  

“I was born in the states,” I began.  “My parents, however, were both from Sweden and spoke with heavy accents.  I had a slight accent myself, until they were gone. Then I tried to lose it.  It comes back sometimes.  I don’t know why.”

“It’s lovely.  I don’t know why you would make an effort to disguise it.”

I gave him my little shrug, not looking at him.  “Stephan and I stood out enough already.  We attended a few high schools together.  We were inseparable even then, but I didn’t want to make us stand out even more with a strange accent.  We were already the only two ridiculously tall blonds at every school we went to.  We were a head taller than everyone else there.”  

I glanced at him.  

He was focused on me with that certain look on his face that made me think he was soaking up every scrap of information I fed him.  

I fell silent.  He had actually gotten me to chat about myself.  I was a little dismayed at the realization.  

Eventually James went back to answering his phone, and I went outside to put the chicken on my tiny charcoal grill.  I texted Stephan that dinner would be ready in twenty minutes.  

He brought a bottle of red wine, revealing it with a flourish.

I gave him a wry smile.  We both knew he would be the only one drinking it.  He grinned back, going directly into the kitchen to open it and pour himself a glass.  

“Would anyone like some?” he asked politely.

James shook his head, ending his phone call quickly.  

I refused, and James sent me a warm look.  The man did not like alcohol, it was clear.

I served dinner as soon as it was ready, and there wasn’t even a hint of awkwardness while we ate dinner, chatting amiably.  I enjoyed it while it lasted.  Both men complimented the simple meal lavishly.

“So Bianca tells me you two went to high school together here in Las Vegas.  And that you towered a head above everyone else there.”

Stephan laughed, sending me a surprised but pleased look.  

“Yes,” he said.  “Everyone called us Barbie and Ken.  They all thought we were a couple, since I carried her backpack and walked her to every class.”

James smiled a cheshire cat smile.  

Sneaky bastard, I thought.  I saw his plan clearly now.  He was going to get some free information out of Stephan.  

“Bianca wouldn’t admit it at the time, but the nickname embarrassed the hell out of her,” Stephan continued.

James was all charm and smiles now, a man getting everything he wanted through a clearly easier route.  “And what about her other nickname?  Where did Buttercup come from?”

“Remember that old movie, Princess Bride?” Stephan asked James, not even hesitating to open up.  

James nodded.

“We used to love that movie.  This…”  Stephan’s glance shot to mine as he paused,  “place where we used to hang out a lot used to show it on movie night.  It was the only movie on movie night.  Ever.  We could both quote you every single line.  So I took to calling her Princess Buttercup.  You have to admit she kind of looks like the actress in the movie, the one that played the princess.  And as a teenager, she even kind of acted like her, very haughty and proud, but still so sweet to me.  She was annoyed with the nickname at first, but it grew on her when it became just Buttercup.”

“Good movie.  Now I want to watch it again.  I haven’t seen it since I was a kid,” James said, still smiling.

Stephan smiled brilliantly.  “I can’t think of anything I’d like to do more.  I have the movie at my house.  And ice cream.  What do you say, Buttercup?  Dessert and a movie at my place tonight?”

I agreed readily enough.  

Stephan headed next door to find the movie and get his house ready.  We stayed behind to clean up dinner.  

James insisted on helping, clearing the table and washing dishes while I put the food away.  

“This is not exactly what I pictured when you talked about not dating,” I told him carefully.  “Hanging out with my best friend and watching movies feels pretty personal.”  

He turned to me, looking baffled.  “I never said anything about not getting personal.  I intend for us to get very personal, Buttercup.”

His answer perplexed me, but I chalked it up to him being too rich and spoiled.  Even his most casual affairs had to have a rich eccentricity to them…

We watched the movie and had ice cream and then popcorn at Stephan’s house.  It was a highly enjoyable day overall, I thought, even with some bumpy conversations in the road.  

We got ready for bed in silence later, and my body sang with anticipation as I lay down to wait for James, who was still in the bathroom.  

He joined me a few minutes later, sliding in beside me and spooning me from behind.  I tensed, waiting to see what kind of a move he would make, but he just nuzzled against my hair and settled down to sleep.  

I tried to turn to him, but he kept me securely in place, placing a soft kiss on my temple.  

“I’m letting you recover for a few days, Love.  Just sleep.  I’m content to hold you for tonight.”  






	I was in that house again.  I lay in my hard, tiny bed.  I was hugging my knees to my chest, rocking and rocking, and trying to ignore the harsh shouts just a few thin walls away.  

If I stayed in my room, it would  all go away.  They would forget I was even here and in the morning my Dad would sleep all day and leave us in peace so I could tend to my Mother.  

But that wasn’t meant to be.  Not this time. 

 The yelling grew louder, my mother’s shouts turning into terrified screams.  When I couldn’t stand the horrible noises a moment longer, I crept quietly through the house to investigate.  

In spite of my overwhelming fear, my need to at least attempt to aid my mother almost always thrust me into the violent thick of things.  

I looked down at my thin bare feet, wishing I knew where some clean socks were.  I was so cold, an achy kind of cold, down to my very soul.  

My parents were speaking in Swedish, and I pieced together some hysterical words as I got closer to the kitchen where they fought.  

“No, no, no.  Please, Sven, put that away.”  

My father’s voice was an angry roar.  “You’ve ruined my life.  You and that brat.  I’ve lost everything because of you.  My fortune, my inheritance, and now, my luck.  You’ve taken everything from me, just by living.  Tell me why I shouldn’t take everything from you, you silly cunt?”  

“When you’re sober, you’ll regret it.  We have a child together, Sven.  Please, just go to sleep.  If you sleep on it, you’ll feel better.”  

“Don’t you dare tell me what to do!  Fuck sleep.  Fuck you.  And fuck that little brat.  Look at her, hovering in the door, frozen like a frightened little mouse.”  His cold eyes went to me.  

I was frozen in place, as he’d said.  

He changed his tone when he spoke to me, and it turned into a mockery of a gentle tone.  “Why don’t you join us, sotnos?  Come be with your pretty Mama.”  

I moved to my mother, having learned a very long time ago not to disobey him when he was in this mood.  

He sneered at the two of us when I stood beside her.  

I was in my early teens and tall, already taller than my mother, but he towered over us both.  

My mother didn’t look at me, didn’t reach for me.  I knew she didn’t want to draw more attention to me.  She tried to protect me, as I did her, though she did a better job of it than I did.  

“Look at my pretty girls.  The daughter is even prettier than the mother.  What use, then, is the mother?  Tell me why you’re useful, Mama?” he asked her.  

I didn’t hear her answer.  My gaze was focused solely now on the object he was holding at his side.  It was a gun.  My gut clenched in dread.  The gun was a new and terrifying addition to this violent scene. 

My gaze flew back to my father’s face as a laugh left his throat.  It was a cackle of a laugh, dry and angry.  I began to back away, shaking my head back and forth in denial.  

“Wrong answer, cunt,” he said. 

He waved the the pistol in front of her.  “You can’t take your eyes off of this.  Do you want it?  Would you like me to give this to you?  Take it, if you want it.  You think I can’t touch you with a gun in your hand?”  

My mother watched him, her eyes almost blank with terror.  She must know, as I did, from the mocking tone of his voice, that he was testing her.  She would pay dearly if she took the gun from him, even if he had told her to.

He laughed.  “I insist.  Take the gun.”  

Unexpectedly, and horrifyingly, she did.  She pointed it at him with hands that shook.  

“Get out,” she said, her voice tremulous and awful with her terror.  “You can’t do these things, especially in front of our daughter.  Get out, and don’t come back.”  She was sobbing, but she managed to pull the hammer back.

He laughed again.  With no fear and no effort, he grabbed her hand.  His hand covered one of hers, ripping the other one away.  He turned the gun, slowly and inexorably pointing it away from himself and pushing it into her mouth.  

I had backed myself against the wall as I watched their exchange, but when I saw his clear intent, I suddenly rushed forward, sobbing.  

“Mama,” I cried.

I stopped as though I’d run into a wall when my father pulled the trigger, covering us, and the entire room, in bright red blood and gore.  

My horrified eyes met my father’s.  His showed no expression at all.




I screamed, sitting up.  

I was out of the bed and in the bathroom as fast as my body could move.  I began to scrub at my face, over and over again.  My breath was shaky and gasping.  

The light turned on behind me.  

“Are you alright?” James asked, his voice soft with concern.  

I couldn’t look at him.  I especially couldn’t look at my reflection.  I hadn’t had that dream in a very long time.  I usually couldn’t look at myself for days after I had that dream.  

“Yes.  Just an old nightmare.  I need to be alone, please.”  

I turned on the shower, knowing that the sink could never get me clean enough to wash off all of that blood and gore.  

I stepped into the shower without checking to see if he’d listened.  I got under the still cold spray, shivering and hugging myself.  I sank to the bottom of the tub as the water turned warmer.  

I didn’t realize that I’d left my thin shift on until James was pealing it off of me.  

“Don’t,” I warned.  He ignored me, sitting behind me to curl himself around me.  “I just need to be alone,” I told him.  

“Not anymore, Love,” James murmured into my ear.  

I didn’t cry.  I didn’t break down.  I just washed myself, again and again, until James took over the chore, turning the scrubbing into soft strokes.  

“You ready to dry off and go back to bed?” he asked, after several minutes under the spray.  

I nodded.  

He dried me and carried me back to bed, cradled like a child.  He wrapped me in the covers, then wrapped himself around me.  He stroked my hair comfortingly until I drifted back to sleep.






	We passed the next day together pleasantly, James staying almost glued to me the entire day.  

I woke up first, watching him sleep for awhile, marveling at his beauty.  The sun streamed into my bedroom, touching pieces of his skin.  It looked flawless even in the bright sun, his tan set off darkly against my pale blue, washed-out sheets.  

I made myself get out of bed.  I was infatuated, and it wasn’t a condition that I planned to cultivate.  

I threw on a thin cotton sundress, not bothering with any kind of underwear.  I slipped quietly from the room.  

I mentally beat myself up as I brewed a pot of coffee.  I was feeling things that I was too smart to be feeling about a man like that.  

At the end of this, I must at least keep my pride, I thought.  And my heart, I added to myself, cringing, because I knew I already felt too much for the mercurial man.

James joined me not long after I’d made myself a cup of coffee.  

I leaned against the counter, sipping it.  

He made himself a cup and perched a hip on the counter at my side.  He was wearing only black boxer-briefs, and they were tight enough to show me his clear, heavy arousal.  

I looked deliberately away from the sinful display, my eyes fixed sightlessly on the cupboards.  

He took a sip of my coffee and winced.  I laughed.  I made my coffee strong.  It wasn’t for everyone.  He took another drink, trying to adjust to the harsh flavor.  

“You walking around like that should be illegal,” I told him, without looking at his body again.

He smirked, eyeing up my tiny sundress, and my conspicuous lack of underwear.  I was way too busty to get away with going braless and not have it be obvious.  

“I could say the same about you.”

“You’re a tease,” I told him.  

“I am not that.  A few days won’t kill us.  Besides, I need to prove to myself that I can exercise some self-control where you’re concerned.”  

This was news to me.  “Why?”

“Your…pain threshold is a concern to me.  I need to know that I can put your welfare before my own impulses.  I would hate myself if I went too far with you.  I know I’m a bastard, but even I’m not that much of a bastard.  

My brows shot up.  He had been so much more caring than I had expected him to be.  I was surprised he thought of himself that way.  

“Why do you think you’re a bastard?”

His expression darkened.  “I know it’s all consensual, but the fact is, I like to hurt women during sex.  There’s a reason you fear me.  My strongest impulse is to control and to dominate, but make no mistake, I’m a sadist.  It doesn’t exactly make me a good guy.”  

I was sad for him, and the weak part of me wanted to ease his torment.  

But how could I?  I had my own demons that I didn’t know how to control.  My need to comfort him won out.  The need to comfort us both.  

“Even masochists need lovers,” I told him, my tone gentle.  “What would a girl like me do without someone like you?  Perhaps everyone is good for someone.”  

He leaned down and kissed me.  “Thank you.  What a beautiful thing for you to say to me.  Just when I think you don’t care for me, you give me some hope.”  

I looked away, embarrassed.  

We picked out samples from my paintings for hours in the morning.  James seemed endlessly patient and didn’t pressure me to choose.  

I held up the two small paintings I was debating about.  

“Which one, do you think?” I asked.  

He pointed at the desert flower.  “This one for the sample.”  

His finger moved to the other picture.  It was of the cat that seemed to live in my backyard part-time.  It was fat, and loved to sleep on top of my tall concrete barrier on it’s back.  The picture captured just such a pose.  “But this is good,” he added.  “It should definitely be in the gallery showing.  It seems like a good candidate for print sales, as well.  People are really into cat pictures right now.  Especially quirky cats.”

I smiled.  “I love that cat.  I don’t know who it belongs to, but it can’t be a stray if it’s that fat.  Though it does try to come into my house half the time when I open my back door.”  

“I saw the other picture of it in your kitchen.  Fat cats are cute,” James said, meeting my smile.  

“You’re determined to make me like you,” I told him playfully.  

He looked a little hurt by the comment.  “You don’t like me?” he asked.  

I thought back to my words.  I hadn’t realized how rude they could be taken when they were coming out of my mouth.  “I didn’t mean it like that.  I was just teasing you.  You’ve just been so well-behaved, so charming.  It’s like you’re trying to make me become attached to you.”  

He studied me intently, like I was a particularly fascinating novelty to him.  “Well, yes, I want that.  I don’t know how to show you any more clearly that that is exactly what I want.”  

I just raised my eyebrows at him, staring for a long minute.  

“It seems rather pointless and selfish to me that you would want to make someone become attached to you, while you remain detached yourself,” I told him quietly, raising my chin almost defiantly.  

He never looked away from me as he spoke.  His eyes were snapping with intensity as he caught my hand, pulling it to his chest.  “You silly girl, I’m caught fast.  I’ve been attached from the start.  How can you doubt it?”

I pulled my hand away, skeptical and uncomfortable.  

Is this some game to him?  I wondered.  

“I can doubt just about anything, Mr. Cavendish.  I am, by nature, a skeptic.”  

He raised a hand to my cheek, stroking it with a featherlight touch.  “How can someone so young and innocent also be so cynical?” he asked me.  

“Life hasn’t taught me to be anything else.  Forgive me, but I wouldn’t even begin to know how not to doubt someone I barely know.”

He pushed me down onto my guest bed, it’s surface recently cleared.  He loomed over me.  

“Then I will make sure that you know me, Bianca,” he said, and kissed me with bruising intensity.


























CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

Mr. Shameless






	I finally settled on the samples I wanted, and James had sent them off before I even knew that was his intention.  

He gave me a wry smile.  “It’s not in my nature to procrastinate.  I tend to get things done right when I think of them.”

I shook off his whirlwind behavior, chalking it up to more rich people quirks.  

He started making phone calls and working on his computer again, so I went out back to work on the painting I’d begun of him.  He came out and sat in one of my cheap plastic chairs, still on his phone.  He covered it briefly.  

“Will I disturb you if I sit with you?” he asked.  

I shook my head, still working.  It helped, actually.  Though he wasn’t posing, it still helped to look at him frequently as I painted him.  

I worked for several hours and he stayed where he was, working and watching me.  I distantly noted that he ordered food, but I just kept working.  I had no idea what time it was and didn’t really care.  

“Food is here,” James said after awhile, getting up.  He left and came back, carrying to-go bowls from my favorite tex-mex restaurant.  

I smiled at him.  “I love that place.”  

“Sit and eat,” he told me, pointing at the chair across from him.  

I did, taking one of the bowls from him.  It wasn’t what I normally ordered, but it was good, maybe even better than my usual.  

I ate quickly, trying to be polite about it.  My mind was still on the painting.  I had eaten nearly the entire bowl before I realized it.  

I went back to painting, not speaking.  James went back to working and watching.  

I was nearly finished with the painting when I quit.  I always liked to finish a project with a fresh perspective.  

I would step away from it for a few days, then come back and see it with new eyes.  

James was on the phone and I started to clean up my supplies when I thought better of it.  I started to prepare new watercolor paper.  

“Would you pose nude for me?” I asked him when he ended a call.  

He looked surprised.  

“Out here?” he asked, glancing around my backyard.  

I laughed.  It was tiny, but the barrier was high, giving it a fair amount of privacy.  

“On my bed?” I asked cautiously.  I couldn’t believe that he would do it, but I was starting to feel hopeful.

“Okay, but I need to make one more phone call.”

I nodded, grinning, very happy at the prospect of such a painting.  

“I’ll be in my room, setting up.”

He came in several minutes later.  He was still in his boxers.  

“Where do you want me?” he asked, eyeing up my small room.  

“Just on the bed.  On your side, I think, though I may experiment a little.”  

He slid out of his only piece of clothing and complied.  He lounged on the bed, looking relaxed.  Well, most of him anyway.  His cock was not relaxed, jutting huge and erect between his legs.  

I licked my lips.  

“Should I paint it like that?”  I asked, pointing at him.  “Or will it get soft?”  

He laughed.  “You might as well paint it like that.  It won’t be getting soft any time soon.  It has a mind of it’s own.”

I licked my lips again.  “Can I do anything for it?  For you?  Before I start painting.  I could take you in my mouth.”

His eye got a little glassy at the suggestion.  “No.  I need to prove to myself that I can abstain for a few days.”  But he stroked himself roughly with his hand.  

I moved to him, but he waved me off, letting go of himself.  

“No,” he told me firmly.  “It’s important to me that I know I have control of what I do to you.”  

I swallowed, but respected his wishes.  Whatever the reason.

I began to paint him without any of my normal prep work.  It was a joy to work on him, and I lost myself in the process for the second time that day.  

It was unusual for me to get so engrossed in two projects in one day, though it did feel like more of a continuation of one project.    

“I love painting you,” I told him.  

He watched me tirelessly, his hard jaw propped against his fist.  “That works out well, since I love watching you paint.  You have such dreams in your eyes.  It’s mesmerizing.”

I gave him a warm look, thinking that he could be almost unbelievably sweet.

  “What are you going to do with this painting?” he asked after a long period of comfortable silence. 

“Hang it right next to my other painting of you, as part of my spank bank,” I told him, trying to make him laugh.  

It worked.  He clutched his stomach, falling onto his back as he laughed.  

“What on earth do you know about a spank bank?” he asked me with an infectious grin.

I smiled back, still painting.  “My best friend is a guy.  I’ve heard the term often enough, though I never really related to it before.”  

He moved back into his pose, an irrepressible smile still on his face.  

“I’m surprised you can sit still for so long.  I wouldn’t have guessed you had it in you.  You seem like a constantly on the move type of guy,” I told him.

“It is unusual for me.  I like your house.  It’s a peaceful, happy place.”

I couldn’t help it.  I beamed at him.  “I’m pleased you like it.  I like it, too.”

“I hope I’m invited back often.” 

I just smiled, working on the painting intently.  

We’ll see, I thought.

He let me paint him for hours before I finally quit, needing a break.  

He had taken to reading a Manga from my bedside table.  It was a Shojo Manga, and I blushed a little when he found it, embarrassed for him to see that I was interested in something so romantic and silly. 

He was smiling at something as he turned a page.  It was a library copy, the only kind I could afford.  I hadn’t read it yet, but it was #15 in a series I’d been following for years.  I’d been on the library’s waiting list for it for almost six months. 

 “Don’t give anything away,” I warned him.  “I haven’t had a chance to read it yet.”  

He looked up with a toothy grin.  “You’re that into this?  I have to say, that almost gives me hope.  It’s so sweet and romantic.”

I gave him my little shrug.  “I don’t know what it is, but I’m totally infatuated with manga and anime.  It’s all very funny to me.  And I love the characters.”

He wiggled his brows at me as I finished putting my supplies away, coming back into the room, where he was still reading the manga.  

“So let’s watch some anime.  You watch it on your computer?”  he asked.  

I nodded.  It was the only place I watched anything at my house, since I didn’t have a television.  

“I want to see your favorite,” he told me.  

My old computer was set up in a small nook in my living room.  James pulled my love seat close to the computer, and I set up an episode of a vampire anime that I had watched several times.  I loaded the first episode.  

I couldn’t imagine that James would enjoy it.  It was kind of screwed up, and I thought that the target audience for it must be girls.  But it was the first anime I had thought of when he’d asked me to play my favorite.  

We watched it for hours.  James cuddled me against his chest, but seemed glued to the screen, transfixed by the anime.  I had always found it fascinating, as well.  I got caught up in it again.  

“So we’re voting for her to choose the silver-haired guy, right?” James asked me as we finished a cliff-hanger episode.

I scoffed at him.  “No.  The dark-haired one.  She totally adores him.  She’s been in love with him forever.” 

He threw up his hands, laughing at me.  “We just found out that that one’s her brother!”

I glared at him, feeling defensive about my beloved characters.  “He was just raised as her brother.  He was reincarnated, or whatever.”  It had a convoluted plot, which seemed to happen a lot in the animes I loved.

He laughed harder.  “So that makes him her great-great-great-great grandfather?  And that’s somehow better?”  

I poked him in the ribs with my elbow, but couldn’t help but laugh as well.  

He nuzzled against my ear, then pinned me down beneath him, holding my wrists above my head.  

“You’re a perverted girl, aren’t you?  I bet you like hentai,” he teased me, referring to the X-rated version of anime.  

He began to tickle me.  I slapped at his hands, giggling helplessly.  

“Say it,” he laughingly insisted.  “Say, I like hentai, you naughty girl.”  

I said it, and he kissed me, but it was a quick kiss, since we were both still laughing.

“You can call me Grandpa, if that does it for you,” he teased.  

I laughed, tugging on his hair.  

I’d never had so much fun watching anime, especially since I usually only ever watched them by myself.  Stephan didn’t care for anime.  He said they never had happy endings.  He thought even the silly, funny ones were a little sad.  Whereas, I thought even the saddest ones were a little silly and funny.  

I made a quick trip to the bathroom, but froze when I saw what James was looking at on my computer when I re-emerged.  I blushed harder than I’d ever blushed in my entire life.  

I didn’t look up porn often.  Hardly ever, in fact.  But I had felt a strange urge to look up some sites with very specific BDSM content the night I’d come home after meeting James for the first time on a flight.  

I had always had an unwilling fascination with BDSM, and even with the small interaction James and I had had on that flight, that fascination had been triggered, to the point that I’d come home and looked up the things that I fantasized him doing to me.  

I still didn’t know why, even with my inexperience, I had known so certainly what he wanted to do to me.  There had just been something in his eyes, a hint of the dominant in him so clear to me that I couldn’t deny it.  

He was watching one of the videos I’d found that night.  A bound and gagged woman was being flogged rather vigorously by a huge man who stood behind her.  She was wearing a black leather corset that still left her breasts bare.  Her lips were bloody red, her hair raven black.  

The man was dark-haired and burly, with coarse hair matting his barrel chest.  He was a crude beast of a man, especially compared to James.  It had simply been the closest thing I could find to the things I pictured James doing to me, the things I had imagined he craved to do to me.  I had turned out to be very right about him.  In fact, my fantasies never could have done him justice.  

“You looked at my history,” I said softly, moving to step up behind him.  If he had looked up my history, that meant he knew just when I had been watching the raunchy video.    

He just turned and looked at me, his eyes very knowing.  

“Yes,” he said without shame.  Then he smiled.  It made my breath catch.  “You were quite the busy, kinky girl the night we met.  You never fail to surprise and delight me, Bianca.  But I do hope this brute of a man is not your type.” He waved his hand at the screen. 

I shook my head vigorously, my eyes wide.  “I never had a type until I met you, James.  And now I suppose my type would be impossibly beautiful men with honey colored hair, turquoise eyes and an unexplainable, perpetual tan.  There wasn’t any BDSM porn available with that ‘type’.”  

He lounged back in the small computer chair, running his tongue over his teeth just so.  

I clenched my thighs together, feeling a rush of heat between my legs.  

“You know what I did that night when I got home?” James asked, his voice very low, his eyes so warm on my face.  

I shook my head.  

He smiled.  “I jerked myself off three times in a row just thinking about that little blush you got every time our eyes met.  You were so composed, so professional, but I knew you would submit to me perfectly in bed.  Just one look at you, and I was lost.”  

I blushed, my mind flying back to that first meeting.  

I had been called in to do a charter flight from Las Vegas to New York.  Our CEO had personally requested for me to work the flight on my day off, so I could hardly refuse.  I had been baffled when Stephan hadn’t been asked.  I hadn’t looked forward to the trip, even though it was good overtime, because our CEO tended to be a little too friendly, slimy even, with female flight attendants.  

But I had gone.  The plane had been nearly deserted, and I had been the only flight attendant to work first class.  Three flight attendants worked main cabin with less than twenty passengers to tend to.  I had only had two.  James and the CEO.  

James had arrived first, and we had frozen at the sight of each other.  He had just been stepping into first class when our eyes met.  I had been paralyzed, and he had been, well, intense.  

I had forgotten the job I was supposed to do, the things I was supposed to say, as we just stared at each other for long minutes.  

I told myself I was imagining all of the things I saw in his eyes, that they were just wild fantasies about an impossibly beautiful man in an impeccable suit.  

I had looked into those eyes and seen a man who I wanted to submit to on the most basic level.  

We hadn’t moved until my CEO’s voice boomed from behind James, prompting him to take a seat.  I had shaken myself and gone back to work, but every interaction, every glance his way, had made shocks of awareness shake my body, heat rising to my cheeks every time I met his incredible turquoise eyes.  

We had never even had to touch and he had dominated me on that flight.  I had thought I’d never see him again after that, but still I hadn’t been able to get him off my mind.  

  James closed out the window of the crude porn, rising and walking to me.  He hugged me to him, pushing my face into his chest.  He kissed the top of my head almost sweetly.

The rest of the evening went smoothly and I was marveling at our drama-free, sex-free day when my phone dinged a text at me during dinner.  It was in my room.  It had gone off a few times during the day, but when I checked it and saw that none of the texts were from Stephan I had ignored them.  

“Excuse me,” I said to James, who was eating leftover chicken as though he did so everyday.  I would have bet it was the first leftover dinner he’d had in awhile, if ever.    

I grabbed my phone, heading back to the table.  The text was from Stephan.  I hummed as I read it. 

It had been such a perfect day.  James hadn’t even asked  me about my nightmare of the night before.  

If this was what it was like to be in a relationship, I could get used to it.  I shocked myself with the thought. 

“Who’s texting you?  What does it say?” James asked.  He was nosy and had no shame about it.  I wondered how he would take it if I was so nosy with him.  

“Stephan.  I have to work tomorrow.  Just a turn, so we’ll be back the same night, though late.”  

James brooded after that.  I knew he had assumed I would keep all of my days off this week.  He couldn’t seem to understand that I needed to work overtime to pay my bills.  

“I can’t imagine you eat leftover chicken for dinner very often,” I said, smiling at him, trying to draw him out of his sudden dark mood.  

He had never even put a shirt on, just wore his boxers around like the shameless hedonist he was.  Though he had stayed strong in his resolve not to have sex with me.  I wasn’t particularly pleased with his success.  

His eyes were cold as he raked me with a glance.  “Are you done eating?” he asked in a bland voice.  

I nodded.  

“Go get on your bed,” he ordered.  

I did, thinking that he was an unpredictable tyrant with every step.  

“Lay on your back,” he ordered.  

I did, and he yanked my hips to the edge of the bed, shoving my nightgown up to study me.  He parted my legs, then put my feet up on the edge of the bed with his hands gripping my ankles.  He removed one of his hands almost instantly and touched the petals of my sex with light fingers, examining every inch of me.  It made me squirm.  

“Stop that,” he told me in a hard voice.  I did.  

He slid a finger inside of me ever so slowly.  It smarted a little, but not too much to bear.  It was a delicious kind of soreness.  

“Are you sore?” he asked, still pushing.  

I moaned, not answering, hoping that was answer enough.  He cursed, pulling his finger out in one motion.  

“Another day, at least, before we can fuck.” 

 He began to work on me with his mouth, making me pant and beg in scant seconds.  After coaxing a quick, intense orgasm out of me, he rose.  

His face was still hard and cold, even wet with my passion.  He went into the bathroom and closed the door.  I heard the shower running.

I began to get my things ready for the next day, packing up my flight bag and setting my alarm.  

He came out with a towel around his waist and I could tell with one look on his face that he was still in a dark mood.  

“Is there something I can do for you?  I feel bad being the only one to get pleasure out of an exchange.”

He just stared at me for a long minute.  “No, I’m fine.  When do you have to go to bed?”  

“I should probably get to bed as soon as possible.  Are you taking off?” I asked, assuming from his demeanor that he was planning to.  

His face darkened even more.  “Are you kicking me out?”  

The idea startled me.  “No, of course not.  You can stay, if you like, but-”  

“Yes, I like.  Let’s go to bed,” he said, going into the closet to slip into a new pair of boxer-briefs. 

 He sprawled on the bed, closing his eyes without another word.  

I got ready for bed, lying beside him awkwardly.  It took me a long time to fall asleep beside him.  It wasn’t like any of the other times we’d slept together.  No parts of our bodies were touching.  


























CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

Mr. Withdrawn






	My alarm went off.  I turned it off quickly, trying not to disturb the sleeping man wrapped around me tightly.  One of his hands was cupping my breast, even in deep slumber.  He had apparently thawed out a bit in his sleep.  

I pulled free of him slowly and with effort, padding softly into the bathroom to shower.  

He was sitting up on my side of the bed when I re-emerged.  He ran a hand through his hair when he saw me.  

“Will you call me when you get home?” he asked.  

I nodded, and went back to getting ready.  He got dressed as well, though he didn’t pack his things.  I suspected he was going to leave them there without asking me if it was okay.  I decided not to make an issue of it.  I didn’t want to rile him just then.  

“I’m off for most of thursday.  You know we don’t fly out until late in the evening,” I told him, trying to draw him out of his mood.  

He just nodded, and I worried that I’d been too presumptuous, assuming he’d want to spend another day with me.  

“I’ll come here again after you get off of work, unless you object to my company,” he said.  

It was the closest he would get to asking, I thought.  

“Sounds great.”  I smiled at him, but he remained expressionless.  

He was ready before me, but waited patiently, dressed in a pale gray suit, with a dark gray shirt and a crimson tie.  It was beyond stunning to see him fully dressed after spending so much time with him nearly naked in my house.  

“That’s a lovely suit,” I told him.  

He thanked me for the compliment, but stayed withdrawn.  

I realized that his withdrawal made me want to cling to him.  I squelched the unhealthy urge.  

He walked me out.   He didn’t say goodbye until Stephan approached my open garage.  James gripped the back of my head, giving me a hard kiss on the mouth.  

“Call or text me the second you get back in town,” he told me gruffly, moving out of my way.  

He didn’t get into his own car until we started to drive away.

Stephan gave me a careful look.  “That man is intense,” he said quietly.  

I heard the implied question there, but I just nodded.  He was worried about me, but I still didn’t know James well enough to confidently reassure him that everything was fine.  






	Both of the flights we worked were agonizingly slow.  

The only interesting thing about the day was that the Agents were back, following exactly the same routine that they had on the previous turn.  Stephan reassured me that he would fill out another report on the strange behavior, just to cover bases, but we decided, after some debate, that the two men must be investigating the airline.  

I didn’t call or text James during our short time on the ground.  I wasn’t sure he wanted me to, so I decided to err on the side of caution.  I had no missed calls or texts, so I figured that was the safest bet.  Though my ear had picked up a strange line of conversation from one of the Agents as he was exiting the aircraft.  “Yes, Sir, she is well.  There were no problems.  No one bothered her at all.”  

I began to get an inkling of a paranoid idea, but I immediately brushed it off as batshit crazy.  

Even eccentric, filthy rich people aren’t that insane, I told myself.

Agent #2, whose name on the manifest showed James Cook, gave me a warm smile when I handed him his fifth bottle of water.  

“Here you go, Mr. Cook,”  I said, smiling back.  As strange as this pattern was, he was really a very pleasant passenger.  

“Thank you, Ms. Karlsson,” he responded, and I froze.  He would know my given name, but there was no reason in the world why he should know my surname.  It wasn’t on my name tag.  

I looked at him squarely.  “How do you know my last name?” I asked him frankly.  

He looked a little sheepish, as though it had been a slip.  “It’s my job, Ma’am.”  

I told Stephan of the exchange.  He looked baffled.  “Do you suppose we are being investigated?” 

“I think it might be James…” I said quietly, revealing my paranoid theory.  

Stephan grimaced.  “I’d like to say that was impossible, but I can actually picture James doing something like this.  Are you going to ask him?”  

I sighed.  “At some point.  I’m not sure I want to deal with the answer.  I’m not ready to break things off just yet.”  

Stephan gripped my shoulder.  “Breaking things off isn’t the only solution, Bianca.”  

We stared at each other for a long moment, but I didn’t agree or disagree with him.  

I texted James almost immediately when we landed in Vegas, turning on my phone while we taxied in.  




Bianca:  We’re back in Vegas.  Taxiing in right now.




He responded almost instantly.




James:  Good.  I’ll be at your house when you get there.




And he was, not startling me this time when he stepped out of the dark SUV, since I recognized it now.  

I waved goodnight to Stephan.  James met me at my walkway, his hand going possessively to my nape.  He was uncannily silent.  

I let us in, kicking my shoes off at the door and putting my flight bag back in it’s spot on a small table by my bedroom door.  

James was still a silent presence behind me.  I felt a shiver of fear stroke down my spine.  In this mood, would he really hurt me?  What had I gotten myself into, becoming so intimate with such a stranger?  Furthermore, becoming intimately violent.  I had gone too far to go back.  Hadn’t I?  

I felt disgust with myself for even considering it.  I would regret it if I never discovered what lay down this path, a path that had always secretly fascinated me.  But the fear was strangely persistent with such a silent, cold man at my back.  

My father had always done the most damage when he was done screaming and became the cold monster that haunted my nightmares.  A picture of his expressionless face, covered in blood, flashed into my mind, making me shiver.  His cold blue eyes flicking to me with an almost absent-minded warning.  And how sick was I, that James, in his cold, dominant persona, was the most irresistible to me?  

I made a note to get back in touch with my neglected therapist.  But even with all of my dark musings and spine-chilling fears, I never even considered asking James to leave.  

I wanted to face this, to feel brave when so often my bravery had fled me, and I had simply run in terror, leaving someone else to take the damage.

“Get on the bed.  On your back.”  James’s voice was hoarse when he finally spoke.  

We had been standing in the dark for long minutes in total silence.  I did it, and just the act of submitting made me relax a fraction in relief.  It was all in his hands now.  

“Lift up your skirt,” he told me.  “More.  All the way to your waist.  Good.”  

He turned on the light and approached me, dragging my hips to the edge of the mattress and positioning my heels there in what seemed to be his examination routine.  

He knelt, his still, stony face lowering between my legs.  

I shivered.  

He made a little tsking noise when he saw the moisture there.  He touched me, holding up two wet fingers.  

“Is this all for me?” he asked blandly.  

I swallowed and just nodded.  

“I’d like a proper answer.”

“Yes, Mr. Cavendish,” I tried, not really knowing what he wanted.  

“Tell me if you feel any tenderness at all,” he ordered, sliding a finger inside of me slowly.  All of the soreness was gone, leaving only an achy pleasure, and I squirmed.  

He slapped the side of my ass, hard.  “Don’t move.”  He continued to stroke me, touching every inch, circling his finger.  

“So fucking tight.  Unbelievable,” he muttered.  It was the closest to thawing that I’d witnessed from him since he’d gone cold at dinner the night before.  A second finger joined the first, stroking along every part of my walls, looking for any rawness.  

“Any soreness here?” he asked, shoving in deeper a little roughly.  

I gasped.  “No, Mr. Cavendish.”  

He pulled out abruptly, still studying my sex.  

“Good.  Now I’m going to punish you.  Go put that fuck-me nightgown on.”  He straightened as he spoke, and I watched in fascination as he sucked on his fingers, then loosened his tie.  

“It’s dirty,” I told him.  It was on the floor of my closet.

“It’s about to get filthy.  Go put it on.”  

I did, hanging my work clothes up with shaking hands.  

When I came back out of my closet, he had taken only his jacket and tie off, rolling up the sleeves of his dress shirt.  His arousal was obvious in his snug, pale gray slacks.  And his eyes were still chips of ice.  

“Get on the bed, face down.  Put your hips directly on the wedge in the center of the bed.”  

I noted the strange pillow on the bed only when he mentioned it, but I complied without a word.  It was like a miniature version of the ramp he’d used in his house.  Travel-sized, I thought.  

My head snapped up as I felt a rope being tightened around my wrists.  He was bending over the bed, binding them together.  My bed didn’t have a real frame, just a flimsy headboard, but James was prepared for that, using a long rope and tying it completely around the underside of the bed to hold my wrists in place.  

I watched him a little numbly.  Being bound for the second time should have been less terrifying, not more so, but my mind just wouldn’t process that information. 

“Do you remember your safe word?” he asked.  He dropped to his knees to rig the rope under the bed casually, as though it was the most normal thing in the world.  He even managed to look dignified while he did it, totally unruffled by having to crawl around on his knees.

“Yes, Mr. Cavendish,” I answered, trembling. 

He tied my feet efficiently, pulling them slightly apart rather than together.  

I tried to turn my head to look, but he covered my eyes with a black blindfold, tying it snugly.  I wanted desperately for him to touch my face, any sign of affection, but he remained stoic and cold as he prepared me for punishment.  

Soft music began to play from the small speakers that my phone plugged into.  It was unfamiliar music, but beautiful, a woman’s voice singing a haunting melody accompanied heavily by violins.

I could feel him simply staring at me for long minutes after he’d finished tying me.  I squirmed a little.  

“Mr. Cavendish, please,” I implored him.  For what, I wasn’t entirely certain.  He didn’t respond.  

I gasped when a hand finally touched me, touching the back of my thigh lightly.  He lifted my nightgown up from mid thigh to my shoulders.  I heard some rustling.  Cloth?    Something thicker.  And then another touch.  It felt like his hand, though not like his skin.  Had he put on a glove?  

Several more minutes ticked by in an agony of waiting, and all I knew was that he watched me.  

The first strike caught me by surprise, a harsh slap from his gloved hand to my butt.  I gasped.  It hurt.  I could feel one of his thighs touching mine as he leaned in close to my side.  The first hit was followed by another slap to a spot just below, and then he began in earnest, hit after hit on every inch of my butt and thighs.  

I gasped and shifted a little, trying in vain to get away from the harsh contact.  

Why does his hand hurt so much more than the riding crop?  I wondered.  He must have been holding back a lot before.  But he wasn’t holding back now.  

I lost track of the number of quick-fire slaps, my mind going into a kind of numb state that was all too familiar but seemed to be changing inexorably into something else…  

He hadn’t even paused in the blows when I heard him gasp and curse.  Suddenly, he was shoving into me, burying himself to the hilt with one brutal stroke.  I was so wet that it didn’t hurt, and I clenched deliciously around him.  The fullness felt overwhelming for a moment, though, and I screamed, a sound that none of his slaps had solicited from me.  

I was in an oasis of pleasure amidst all of the pain as he started pumping inside of me relentlessly.  He worked hard at it, my tight passage fighting him with it’s involuntary clenching.   

He grabbed my hair with both fists, pulling my head up as he thrust.  

“Come,” he said in the roughest voice I’d ever heard out of him.  His cock dragged along just the perfect spot as he pulled out of me, and I came with a scream.  He didn’t stop, didn’t even pause, grinding against me with ragged, intoxicating gasps.  

 He brought me to orgasm twice more before I felt him emptying inside of me with a harsh groan.  He leaned along my back, covering me completely, his mouth at my ear.  He was still thrusting in a small motion inside of me, even spent, as though he couldn’t stop.  

“My Bianca,” he whispered into my ear raggedly.






	He lay on top of me like that for long minutes, still buried inside of me, his lips against my neck now, kissing me softly.  He seemed to have exercised all of that cold fury out of his body, and I was left again with the tender lover.  

He lifted himself from me eventually, examining me with light fingers.  My thighs and butt were sore to the touch.  He fingered my sex, wet now from both of us.  

“Tender?” he asked in a hoarse voice.  

“No, Mr. Cavendish,” I answered from my sightless position.  He thrust two fingers inside of me.  

I wriggled and gasped.  

“I wonder how many times I could make you come in one night,” he mused idly.  “You’re such a hair trigger.  I’d test you, but I think you’d pass out before you asked me to stop.”

I thought he might be right.

He spread something cool and soothing along every part of me that he had hit, applying it with the softest touch.  

He untied me eventually, and I lay there passively until he turned me onto my back, pulling my blindfold off.  

He arranged me on my back, even fanning my hair out above me, staring at me with the softest eyes, a stark contrast to those glacial eyes that had studied me coldly when we’d entered the room.  “You’re an exquisite angel, Bianca.  I’ve never touched anything so fine in my life.”  

My eyes were growing heavy as he bent down and kissed me reverently on the forehead.  He was still fully dressed, with just his slacks undone.  

“Now go to sleep, Love.”     


























CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

Mr. Tender-Lover






	I awoke as James pushed inside of me.  He had my wrists clasped in his hands and pinned above my head.  Our naked chests rubbed together and he was kissing me softly and sweetly, murmuring endearments.  I was wet and so aroused that he slipped into my tight passage smoothly.  

“Morning, Love.”  He smiled against my mouth.  

“Mmmm,” was the best reply I could get out of my throat.  “Ahhh,” followed quickly.  

He moved so slowly inside of me, stroking with long, hard strokes that seemed to go on forever.  “I want to wake up like this every morning,” he murmured between kisses.  

“Mmmm.  I could get used to this,” I mumbled back, gasping as he withdrew, dragging along my most sensitive nerves.  

“Good.  I want you to,” he said with a smile.  “Get. Used. To. This.”  He said, thrusting to drive home each word.  

“Wrap your legs around my waist,” he told me.  

I did and he thrust hard, making new nerves quiver inside of me.  His beautiful eyes were glued to mine, intense and tender.  

“You’re so beautiful,” he told me.  “Your eyes change color.  I swear they’re almost green this morning.  Have I told you yet today how perfect you are?”  

“First he’s sour, then he’s sweet,” I murmured back to him, quoting an old line from a commercial about sour candies.

He laughed, then began kissing me passionately.

I felt like I was drowning.  I was too inexperienced to resist such a seduction.  He wanted all of me, even my emotions, and in spite of myself, he was getting it.  

I felt things as I looked into his intense gaze that I hadn’t thought to feel for anyone, let alone someone I’d met just over a week ago.  

“What are you doing to me?” I asked him in a rough whisper.

His nostrils flared and he drove into me hard, picking up speed.  “I hope it’s something like what you’re doing to me.  I want you to feel what I’m feeling, Bianca.  I want you to feel this uncontrollable need.  I can’t stand the thought that you’re indifferent to me.”  

As though in answer to his words, I came, crying out, tears seeping from the corners of my eyes from the exquisite rapture.  Shudders wracked me and I cried out his name, again and again.  

His eyes went so soft with his own release, and he released my wrists, cupping my cheeks.  He held my gaze as the ecstasy took him.  

“Bianca,” he called.   It was the most intimate moment of my life, shivers of my release still running through me as our eyes exchanged our charged, raw, emotional need.  I wondered if every woman he did this to fell in love with him.  

How not?  I thought, my mind rolling helplessly back into an exhausted sleep.  

I awoke to the smell of breakfast and the sound of soft cursing in the kitchen.  Short minutes later he served me breakfast in bed, and I sat up, eating the simple fair as though I were starving.  

“How do you get women to leave you alone after this kind of treatment?” I teased him, smiling into his beautiful eyes.  “I’m surprised you don’t have a mob of them following you everywhere, just for a taste.”

He smiled back, but his eyes held a hint of trouble.  He smoothed my hair back from my face, kissing me on the forehead affectionately.  

“You think I’m like this with everyone?” he asked, mild reproof in his voice.  “Don’t you know?  You’re special, Buttercup.”  

I just gave him a wry smile.  It sounded like a line to me, so I shrugged it off.  “So what’s the plan today?”  

“You wanna work on those paintings?”

“I’d love nothing more.  I’ll need a brief nap in the late afternoon.  It’s a long night without one, since I can’t sleep on the redeye, obviously.”  




And so we shared another idyllic day, me painting to my hearts content, him working and posing as I worked on the two paintings.  

Amazingly, I finished the first painting of him, a record for me.  It usually took me weeks to finish a project.  I pinned it up in my room proudly, deciding that it would definitely be getting a frame as soon as I had a chance to make one.  

James seemed to love the prospect of having his image marking my room whether he was present or not.  He grinned as I hung it, then dragged me to the bed for another bout of love-making.  The tender lover was driving for that one, with just a dash of the master.  I wasn’t particular.  I had quickly grown to adore them both.  

We napped for hours, far longer than I was usually able to sleep for my usual pre-redeye nap.  I worked on his nude briefly before getting ready for the flight.  “I can only hope that this one will get done anywhere near as fast as the first.  I usually don’t work this quickly.  It can take me weeks to finish a piece.”  

He helped me dress for work, buttoning my blouse and straightening my tie.  He fondled and kissed and made me wish we had ten more minutes by the time I needed to leave.  

“Don’t you have to catch a flight?”  I asked him archly as he walked me out.  

“Why, yes.  I’m leaving now, Love,” he said, kissing me shamelessly in the driveway while Stephan waited in his car.  “I don’t exactly need to pack.  Remember, I live in New York most of the time.”  

I hadn’t remembered, and the thought saddened me.  This thing we were doing, where he invaded my house and lavished attention on me, would end soon.  Even if we didn’t end everything right away, it would soon be dwindling down to a one day a week affair, I was certain.  

He seemed to notice something on my face.  His eyes pinned me.  I tried harder to make my face expressionless.  

“Don’t worry, Love.  I have obligations there, but I will certainly make an effort to be here more.  This hotel is one of my larger properties.  It makes perfect sense for me to divide some of my time here.”  

I gave myself a little shake.  He wanted me to depend on him for some perverse reason, and I had started to give in to him a little.  I determined to make a better effort at keeping my head on straight.  

“I’ll see you soon,” I told him, walking away.






	It was going to be a particularly dead night at work.  I studied our paperwork briefly and saw that the flight was only booked to 60 out of 175, with only 3 passengers in the first class cabin.  I usually hated flights like that, with too much time and not enough to do, but tonight I was relieved.  

Perhaps I would get some time with James.  And some time with Stephan, to talk about James.  

We met up with our pilots on the crew bus.  Damien and Murphy both embraced me.  

I hugged them stiffly back.  I genuinely liked the two pilots, but I was loathe to let the other pilots on the crew bus get the idea that I was receptive to any kind of touching.  In my experience, pilots were always looking for an excuse to touch.  I preferred to be seen as untouchable, particularly at work.  

“You look amazing, Bianca,” Damien said, smiling as he pulled back from his spontaneous hug.  “Beautiful as always.  I can’t tell you how happy we were when we found out that you were our layover crew.”  

Damien was very good-looking, with shiny black hair and friendly brown eyes that had charmed many a flight attendant right out of their clothes.  He was at least six one, and I could feel the hard play of muscles on his arms and torso when he embraced me.  To top it all off, he had a strong Australian accent that acted as slutty girl Kryptonite.    

I smiled back.  “Yeah, when Stephan told me you were our New York pilots, I knew it was going to be a fun month,” I told him.  

I was always friendly with him, but I also felt the need to be a little reserved.  He had hit on me when we first met, but when I declined, he’d been nothing but platonic.  However, I still got the feeling sometimes that he was just waiting until I changed my mind.  Even if I had been interested in dating, which I emphatically wasn’t, I wouldn’t have dated him.  He was a shameless womanizer, had in fact slept with some of my friends, and no part of me wanted him as anything but a friend.  

Murphy, the first officer, was a heavy-set blond man with rosy cheeks and a constant stream of jokes that had had me rolling many a time.  His endearing face wore a perpetual grin.  I couldn’t ever even recall a time when his happy face wasn’t smiling at least a little.  

“Damien made a deal to be born the anti-christ just to be on your route, Bianca.  HIs poor mother wasn’t too happy about it, either,” Murphy told me by way of a greeting.

The entire bus laughed.  He just had that infectiously happy nature, always bringing everyone in on the joke.    

Melissa was the happiest I’d ever seen her when she met our new pilots.  Perhaps her romance with the married Captain Peter had grown stale already.  I’d be shocked if she and Damien weren’t sharing a room by the end of the layover.  

I sent a glance Stephan’s way, and he beamed at me.  “What happy times, Bee.  My girl is finally falling for a great guy, our crew is practically a dream team, and I’ve got a date tomorrow.”

Stephan was a staunch optimist.  Despite everything bad that had happened to him, he was always finding the silver lining.  He never failed to make me want to be a better person.  A person more like him.  I couldn’t be, but I always tried not to bring down his happy moments with my own doubts and fears, so I just beamed back at him. 

“It’s bound to be a great month,” I agreed.  

We had a crew briefing when we got on the plane, leaning against the plush first class seats. It was a jovial affair, the seven of us joking and laughing  and making plans for the next evening.  

It was easy enough for everyone to decide on Melvin’s bar, since it was on the corner by the hotel, and Stephan suggested it.  Melvin had arranged for us to get a crew discount, as we did in many bars, so drinks would be cheap, and of course, there was the karaoke.  

“Oh, Bianca, say you’ll sing for me,” Damien teased.  

I just smiled.  

“She can’t come tomorrow.  She has plans,” Stephan said, frowning a little as he looked at Damien.  “Let’s hope she’ll come next week.”

I nodded.  “Sure.  Sounds good,” I said.  I couldn’t ditch Stephan two weeks in a row, so I didn’t have to consider it long to know I’d be there.  

Damien made a mock begging gesture.  “Too cruel, Bianca!  We haven’t seen you in months, and you ditch us?”  

“Have mercy on the man, Bianca!  You’re going to turn him into a cutter if you ignore him much more!” Murphy joked.   

I saw Melissa giving me none-too-friendly looks behind their backs.  The only thing she hated more than someone else getting the man was someone else getting the attention, I had observed.  

“We need to prep for boarding or the gate agent is gonna kill us,” I said, trying to shift the attention away from myself.  It was effective, since we really had been chatting for too long, neglecting our work.  

I was prepping my galley as Murphy and Damien took turns poking their heads out of the cockpit to joke with me.  

“I’ll take a gin and tonic,” Damien said in his attractive accent.  

I just laughed, and he ducked back in.  

Murphy poked his head out.  “I’ll take a vodka martini, shaken, not stirred,” Murphy joked, butchering his own version of an Australian accent.  

“James Bond was British, not Australian, or whatever accent that is you’re trying to do,” I told him.

He looked shocked and wounded.  

I was giggling in spite of myself as I checked  my carts.  

He gave me a mock stern look.  “Okay, I didn’t want to have to do this, Bianca, but you leave me no choice.  Here’s my final offer.  I’ll perform Tina Turner’s ‘Private Dancer’ for you at Karaoke, if you come.  Take it or leave it.  Well, okay, you twisted my arm.  To sweeten the pot, I’ll take my shirt off and do my Chris Farley Chippendales dance to the beat.  Final offer,” he warned, then ducked back in without waiting for an answer.  

I was laughing too hard to give him one.  I’d seen that performance before.  It was as funny as it sounded.  I’d even heard tales that it had gone viral.  

Damien showed up again.  “Okay, picture this.  Murphy is Chris Farley and I will play the Patrick Swayze part, and in a thong.  And we’ll make it a duo.  Final offer, Bianca.”

I still just shook my head, laughing as he ducked back into the flight deck.  

“Would it be possible to get a drink of water when you’re done flirting with those pilots?” a frosty voice asked from behind me.  

I turned, my laughter dying, as I took in a furious James.


























CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

Mr. Personality






	I reached into one of my carts, handing James a cold bottle without speaking.  

He took it, watching me with narrowed eyes.  Cold Mr. Cavendish was back in full force.  

What had I done now?  I wanted to touch him.  I wanted to ask him why he was angry, but I didn’t.  I just watched him without speaking until he turned and strode to his seat.  

I hadn’t even known we were boarding.  Normally Stephan both made an announcement, for those of us in the galleys, and then came and told me personally.  

Of course, with Damien and Murphy in the cockpit, things ran a little bit differently.  He didn’t have to pull pilot duty for me, so he hadn’t had to come up to the flight deck.

Damien poked his smiling head out again, then came out completely, standing a little too close to me, his voice pitched low.  “Who was that asshole?” he asked.  

I just grimaced.  I wasn’t about to talk about it.  I was already distracted enough.  

“Could we get a couple of waters, as well?  I’ll try not to be a dick about it, though, like Mr. Personality there,” he said with a smile.  

I gave him a slight smile back, though I had to stifle the urge to tell him that it was Mr. Beautiful, thank you very much.  I handed him two bottles.  

“You guys need anything else?” I asked politely.  

He dipped his head.  “Thank you, beautiful.  We’re good to go.”  He disappeared back into the cockpit. 

I shook my head.  He’s in an odd mood today.  It was poor timing, to say the least.  James would take exception to even harmless flirting, I was quickly learning.   

I headed into the cabin briskly, to tend to my three passengers.  

I stopped at James first.  He was in his usual seat, looking tense, his features hard as he sat and twisted his unopened bottle of water.  

“Can I get you anything, Mr. Cavendish?  May I take your jacket?”

He stood, crowding me back a step when he moved into the aisle.  He moved closer, and I stood my ground that time.  His chest brushed mine as he shrugged out of his pin-striped suit jacket.  

I saw the Burberry label clearly as I folded the garment carefully against me.  

“He calls you beautiful.  How much of your beauty has he seen, Bianca?” he asked, his quiet voice intense.

I gave him a perplexed, unhappy look.  “I have no idea what you’re talking about, but now is not the time to do so.  I’m working, Mr. Cavendish.”

His jaw clenched.  “Whatever you were doing up there with those pilots looked more like play than work to me.”  

His anger didn’t make me want to cower, as I might have expected.  It made me want to fight.  

“Don’t be ridiculous.  I was working, and they were being friendly.  You don’t get to control me outside of what we do in the bedroom, James.”  My voice was quiet, but furious.  “And you especially don’t have any control over anything to do with my work.”  

He shut his eyes tightly, then opened them again, looking a little more controlled than he had just an instant before.  

“I hate that.  You can’t have any idea how much I hate that,” he said quietly, moving back into his seat.  He leaned his head back, closing his eyes.

I let him be, hanging up his coat.  I checked on my other two passengers, who sat in the last row of first class.  I sent an unmoved James a glance as I walked back into the galley to prepare two Jack and cokes.    

He kept his eyes tightly shut even on takeoff.  I watched him, my brow furrowed.  Stephan glanced between the two of us.  

“Everything okay?” he asked.  

I gave my little shrug.  “I don’t know.  He doesn’t like me being friendly with Damien and Murphy.  But I am, and I’ve only known James for a week.  I don’t understand him at all.”  

Stephan sighed.  “I told Damien that you were involved with someone.  He took it well, but he was obviously bummed about it.  You know he’s always liked you.”

My eyes widened.  “He always likes every woman he meets.  What does that have to do with anything?”  

Stephan gave me a meaningful look, then shook his head.  “Never mind.  Once James realizes just how unreceptive you are to any interest on Damien’s part, I’m sure he’ll be more reasonable.”

I rolled my eyes.  Reasonable did not seem to be part of James’s repertoire, so far as I had seen.  

At ten thousand feet I rose and began my service promptly, in spite of the fact that it would only take minutes, and then I would have hours to kill.  

I stopped by a still unmoving James, debating whether to ask him if he needed anything, or just to pass him by, pretending he was sleeping.  I knew he wasn’t by his hard mouth and clenched fists.  

I decided to tend to the other passengers first, easily putting off the decision on how to deal with him.  

I served the couple two more cocktails, and two waters, heading back to James.  I sat in the empty seat beside him, but he still didn’t open his eyes.  I touched his hand lightly, then his arm.  

“Mr. Cavendish?” I asked him quietly.  

“Didn’t I warn you what would happen if you touched me in front of other people?” he asked without opening his eyes.  

I looked around.  “No one can see us, so I don’t think this technically counts.”  

He grabbed my hand, quick as a snake, placing it firmly against his rock hard cock.  He was so ready to go.  I was shocked.  Just sitting here on the plane, fully aroused…

“Are you always hard?” I asked him quietly, almost more curious than anything else, though I was far from unmoved by his ardor.  

He smiled, a pained smile.  “Of course not.  Just most of the time, lately.”  

He moved against me slightly as he spoke, and I gripped him without thinking.  He groaned.  

I pulled back and stood, realizing what I’d been doing and where.  And how fast it would lead to something more.  I couldn’t believe my lack of control. 

 “I need to get back to work.  Can I get you anything?”  

He just gave me an ironic, arched look, his arousal obvious where he lounged, hands on his armrests now.  “I don’t need a drink, if that’s what you’re asking.”  

I left him hastily.  Things were quickly getting out of hand.  

I hand served the snack since I only had three passengers.  James nodded that yes, he wanted the snack, then didn’t move.  I had to open his tray table for him, something I did often.  But folding it open on top of his impressive arousal was definitely a new experience for me.  

He gave me a very heated, heavy-lidded gaze as I moved on.  

Damned temperamental, arousing man, I thought in agitation.  

I served the pilots next, then served the couple several more rounds of cocktails.  They looked about ready to pass out, but still spoke quietly to each other and drank heavily.  

As I re-entered my galley, I nearly jumped, my hand going to my heart.  

“Damien, you startled me,” I told the pilot.  Stephan was helping in back, and I hadn’t expected to find anyone behind the curtain when I’d swung it open.  

He just smiled.  “Sorry, beautiful.  How’s it goin’?  Are you bored out of your mind with an empty cabin?” he asked, knowing that I liked to keep busy.  

I nodded, smiling.  “I may have to cut off the couple in first class.  They’re slurring their words, but show no signs of stopping.  That’ll add a bit of excitement, if they’re the usual disgruntled drunks I’m used to dealing with.” 

He flexed an arm.  “Lemme know if you need a hand.  I’d be happy to throw my weight around for you,” he joked.

I just laughed.  “That won’t be necessary.  They’ll probably just send me nasty looks for the rest of the flight, if I’ve judged them correctly.”  

“So Stephan tells me that you’re actually seeing someone now.  I thought you didn’t date…  And he told me it’s pretty serious.  Is that true?” he asked.  That line of questioning is inappropriately personal, I thought.  And it came out of left field.  

My eyes widened in dismay at a number of his comments.  I thought it was possible James could hear us from his close seating.  I didn’t want him to think that I was telling people falsehoods about our purely sexual relationship, so I was quick to correct the Captain.  

“Serious?  No, of course not.  I’ve only known him for a week.  We’re actually not even dating.  It’s…complicated.”

Damien looked way, way too happy with my explanation.  An explanation that I never would have given Damien if I didn’t want James to be sure that I would correct any false assumptions about what we had going.  

Damien was the type of guy I could be friends with, but he wasn’t anyone I would have confided in about a rocky relationship.  I felt like I had revealed way too much, by his reaction.  He positively beamed at me.  

“Ah, I see.  So you’re not gonna break my heart by going off the market, before I’ve even had a shot?” he teased, giving me a harmless smile.  

I gave him a slightly stern look.  

“You’re incorrigible, Damien,” I told him.

“It’s a fact,” he said, winking at me as he went back into the flight deck.  

I moved into the bathroom almost the second he left.  I started to shut the door behind me, but a hard body got in the way, pushing me farther into the bathroom.  

James shut and locked the door behind us, his eyes wild.  He grabbed my hands, placing them around the handle to the right of the mirror so that I was angled at the mirror with a clear view of myself with him behind me.  

I gripped it automatically.  

“Not serious?” he asked roughly, shoving my skirt up to my hips.  

He pressed against me, hard arousal lined up against my cleft from behind through his slacks and my panties.  He rocked against me slightly as his hands moved to the buttons of my blouse.  

I’d removed my vest, so it was just my shirt he had to contend with.  He tugged on my little neck tie, but left it intact.  He unbuttoned my shirt just enough to grip it open, exposing my bra.  He undid the front clasp, freeing the heavy globes of my breasts.  He fondled me roughly, pinching the peaks into hardness while those wild eyes watched every move.  

“You have a strange interpretation of the word serious, Bianca,” he growled at me as his hands and cock worked me to a fever pitch.  

He moved one hand away from my breasts, and I felt him fingering my sex around my panties.  He abruptly yanked, ripping my thong off in one brutal motion.  He tucked the offending garment into his pocket, then went to work freeing his impressive erection with one hand.  

He pushed against my entrance for just a beat, then thrust into me hard, and it felt so exquisite that my eyes closed as I moaned in pleasure.  

“Open your eyes!  Does this feel serious to you?” he asked me.  He jolted into me.

I just moaned and moved against him.  He moved faster and harder, thrusting in and out, until the pounding was jarringly intense.  

“Answer me.  Does this feel serious to you?” he asked again.  

It was an effort to get the words out.  I didn’t know how he did it.  My mind was in a hazy disarray that didn’t allow for clear thinking.  

“It feels like ser-serious f-fucking,” I told him as he continued to ride me mercilessly from behind.  

He growled like an animal and pulled my hair until the back of my head was forced to his shoulder.  It made my back arch impossibly back.  He bit my neck hard enough to leave a mark.  

I came so hard that I thought I may have blacked out.  He was still riding me when my vision cleared, though his pace had slowed.  

“If anyone asks, you’re off limits.  I thought we made this clear from the start,” he told me coldly, never pausing as he fucked me senseless.  

“I-I-,” I tried to speak and couldn’t.  He was rubbing my clit now, building me towards another mindless release.  “Wha-wha-,”  I gave up speaking after that.  

He was merciless, bringing me to orgasm again and again, thrusting endlessly.  

He’s punishing me with pleasure, I thought through the haze.  

“Please, no more,” I told him finally, coming back down from another drugging spell.  

“Tell me who you belong to,” he ordered, no hint of softness in his tone.  

James wasn’t home.  Only Mr. Cavendish could be this callously possessive.  

“I’m yours, Mr. Cavendish.  I was a virgin when I met you.  Don’t you remember?  You took my hymen.  If I’d wanted someone else, I wouldn’t have been untouched.”  I didn’t keep the desperation or the exasperation out of my voice.  

He came with a growl, eyes still impossibly wild.  

His cock twitched inside of me for long minutes after he finished, and he gave these impossibly sexy, involuntary thrusts as he rubbed out the rest of his long orgasm.  

 “If you are having trouble understanding, let me spell it out for you,” he told me harshly.  “This is serious, Bianca.  I’ve never been more fucking serious in my life.” 


























CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

Mr. Affectionate






	James began to straighten my clothes before he’d even pulled out of me.  He fastened my bra, adjusting my breasts inside of the cups as though he did it every day.  He buttoned up my blouse, straightening my tie and then my collar.  He smoothed my hair, and then his own.  

I noticed that he looked perfectly composed.  His hair was perfect and even his tie was straight.  Whereas I looked like someone had just tried to fuck my brains out.  I said as much.  

He laughed.  It was a rich, dark sound.  

“Not quite.  I was more likely trying to fuck the serious into you,” he said, obviously in a much better mood.  

“Has anyone ever told you that you’re a moody son of a bitch?”  

He looked a little sheepish, and then thoughtful.  “Not quite like that, but I can hardly argue with it.”  As he spoke, he pulled out of me.  It was a drawn out process, and he watched me the entire time.    

I shivered.  “I need to get back to work,” I said as he started to clean me, reaching around me to use the tiny sink.  

He kissed my neck as he wet a paper towel.  

“I want to fuck you again, Bianca,” he murmured against my skin, but made no move to do so.  “But I get to show you the 4th floor tomorrow, so you’re safe until then.  I would hate to ride you too hard before then and then have to take it easy.”  

My look was a question.  “The 4th floor?”

His tone was off-hand as he cleaned me.  “That’s the location of our playground, Love.”  He straightened my skirt, smoothing it down.  I shivered.

“I don’t have panties now.”  It was an accusation.  

“Yes, I know.  They’re in my pocket,” he said blandly, straightening his own clothing and refastening his slacks.  

I watched his every move, my eyes glued to his mouth-watering length as he pushed it back into it’s confines.  

“I could use my mouth on you,” I said, watching that instrument of pleasure disappear and licking my lips.  I was impetuously ravenous to do just that.  

He straightened, watching me like a hawk in the mirror.  He brought a hand to my face, pushing his index finger into my mouth.  I opened, sucking it in.  He pushed his finger in and out of my mouth, a parody of the act.  

“Harder,” he told me, and I sucked him roughly.  “Use your teeth, just a bit.”  

I did, and he made a sound of approval in his throat.  

“I’m going to fuck your mouth tomorrow.  But not until I’ve fucked your cunt into submission.”  He pulled his finger free as he spoke.

I squirmed at his coarse language, somehow never in the least offended by the dirty things he said.  In fact, I was hugely turned on by it.  

“You have a filthy mouth,” I told him, my eyes heavy-lidded.  

He smirked.  “Is that an invitation?  I could get it that way in a hurry.”  He ran a tongue over his teeth as he spoke.  

My insides clenched at the sight.  

I shook my head, trying to get my mind back on the fact that I was working and that I needed to actually do some work.  

“I need to go.”

He gave me a twisted smile.  “If anyone complains, you can always say you were servicing a passenger.”  

I wrinkled my nose at his choice of words, opening the door to ease out of the bathroom.  I shut it behind me, assuming he would wait a moment before following.  

Stephan was in the galley when I opened the curtain, fixing more rum and cokes for the couple in first class.  

“Sorry,” I mumbled, going to the counter and leaning against it.  

He glanced at me with a wry smile.  “You don’t do anything half-assed.  You go from stone-cold celibacy to being too loud in the bathroom at work.  You’ve got it bad, Buttercup,” he said, but with good humor.  

He swept from the galley to deliver the drinks and I was still blushing when he came back in.  

James joined us, coming to hug me from behind, as though completely unconcerned about the fact that I was working.  

I tried to pull away.  “James, I’m working.”  

He just hugged me harder, kissing my neck.  

“What has gotten into you?” I asked him.  

“You guys should be fine, if you stay in the galley,” Stephan piped in with a smile.  “The plane is practically empty, the couple in first class just used the restroom in back, and they show no signs of moving at the moment.  Canoodle away, lovebirds.” 

I glared at him.  “You’re supposed to be the voice of reason, Stephan.”  

He shrugged.  “It’s not as though it’s a crowded flight.  If nobody knows, there’s no harm done.”

As though taking those words as an invitation, James pressed against me harder.  

I elbowed him.  He didn’t budge.  

“What about the rest of the crew?  Anyone could write me up for this.”  

James kissed the top of my head, putting his hands lightly on my hips.  He hadn’t said a word since he’d come out of the bathroom.  I couldn’t fathom what he was thinking.  I could only tell that he was suddenly as affectionate as a baby kitten.  

Stephan shrugged.  “I doubt anyone would.  Melissa doesn’t like you, but I have way more dirt on her, so she wouldn’t dare.  Just relax.  Flight attendants bring their significant others on flights all the time.  You think you’re the first one to join the mile high club?” 

I wondered briefly about what kind of dirt Stephan had on Melissa, but we were interrupted before I could ask. 

As though cued into our conversation, Murphy stepped out of the cockpit, grinning at us.  

“Did you consider our offer, Bianca?” he asked jovially, taking in James without comment.  

Hard arms wrapped just under my breasts from behind.  

I smiled at Murphy, hoping that James wouldn’t turn things awkward.  

“Murphy, all you did was scare the poor girl away next week, as well,” Stephan told him with a grin.  

Murphy looked crestfallen.  “Is it possible I’m not as sexy as I think I am?”  

We laughed.  I looked up and even James was smiling.  

Murphy went into the restroom.  

“See, Mr. Beautiful, he’s not so bad.”  

His grin died.  “He’s not the one I’m worried about,” he told me.  

How could such a beautiful man be insecure?  I wondered.  It was baffling to realize that he was.  

I hadn’t thought James was worried about Murphy, but I was still totally bewildered that he was actually jealous of Damien.  

“You’re the most gorgeous creature on the planet.  How do you not know that you’ve completely ruined me for other men?” I asked him quietly, and he gave me a beatific smile.

He bent and ravished my mouth until I yielded.  I was hesitant at first to share such a hot kiss outside of a bedroom.  But it was hard to remember that in the moment.  He swept a tongue into my mouth, and it went on and on.  

I was moaning low in my throat when he pulled away.  

“Tell me that again,” he murmured against my kiss-softened lips.  

“A male supermodel would look downright homely standing next to you.  No man could compare to you.  Why would I ever bother with another one?”  I spoke the words quietly, and he was swiftly kissing me again.  

I realized I had found a weak spot.  The words were nothing but the truth, but I needed to remember to use them when I needed them.  I doubted he could stay mad when I reassured him in such a way.  

I had no idea how long we’d been necking like teenagers when he pulled back again.  I looked up into the startled gaze of Captain Damien, and a sheepish Stephan.  

“Oh, hey,” I murmured through kiss-swollen lips.  The two men looked like they had been trying to speak to us and I hadn’t even noticed.  

James wrapped himself around me from behind again, his arms under my breasts and dangerously close to brushing too close for decency.  He kissed my neck, giving me a soft bite as he pulled away.  It was way too sensual for company, but I knew he didn’t give a damn.  

He reached out a long arm to the shorter Damien.  “Hi.  I’m James Cavendish.  Bianca’s boyfriend.”

Damien shook his hand, looking stunned.  “Oh.  Boyfriend?  Oh, well, hi.  I’m Damien.  Nice to meet you.  You must be a pretty great guy if Bianca gave you a chance.”  

James kissed my neck again, sucking hard enough to leave a mark.  He kissed the spot again as he pulled his face away.  

I squirmed uncomfortably.  Things were getting awkward fast.  

“We were made for each other.  It’s as simple as that.  Bianca told me just a moment ago that I had ruined her for other men.”  His voice was all charm, but I glanced up and behind and found that, unsurprisingly, his smile was all predatory challenge.  

I elbowed him in the ribs.  I couldn’t believe he’d said that.  I blushed profusely.  

Stephan laughed, though it died away when he saw my look.  

Damien coughed uncomfortably.  “Well, okay.  I’d better get back.  See you later.”  He left.  

I was fuming.  

James began kissing my neck again.  

I tried to stomp back on his foot and missed.  “That was embarrassing and out of line, James.  You can’t take things I say and use them like that.  It makes me want to never tell you things like that.”

He murmured an apology against my neck.  “I’m sorry.  I just had to set him straight after the things you said to him earlier.  I won’t do it again.  Forgive me?”  

His teeth tugged at my ear, and it was hard for me to concentrate.  

“You need to go back to your seat,” I told him sternly, far from appeased.  

His hands drifted up to my breasts, and I looked around, scandalized.  But we were alone.  I hadn’t even heard Stephan leave.  

“I love you breasts.  I’m going to clamp them tomorrow.  I would pierce them for you, if you’d let me.  I would love to mark you like that.”

I knew he was trying to distract me, but even knowing that, his tactic still worked.  I was shocked.  It sounded like such a hardcore, permanent thing to do.  I had never in my life even considered doing something like that.  And he said it as though he’d do it himself.  

“You could do that?  As in, you could do the piercing yourself?”  

He murmured a yes against my shoulder, kneading my breasts with just the right pressure.    

“You think I would allow anyone else to handle these?  To do that to you?  Fuck no.  That would be a job for me.”  He pinched them roughly as he spoke.

“You’ve done that before?” I asked him cautiously, my back arching automatically.  I wasn’t really thinking of doing it.  I was more curious about this odd skill of his.  

He rubbed his hard erection against my butt.  “I’m properly trained and quite good at it.  It can’t be painless, but I’ll try my best to lessen the pain.”  

I noticed that he didn’t exactly answer the question.  I had a sudden vision of all of his ex-lovers sporting nipple rings for years after he was done with them.  It did seem like a small price to pay, I supposed, considering how good he was in bed. 

“Do you pierce all of your lovers?”

He snorted.  “You have the oddest notions.  No, I do not normally pierce my lovers.”  

“Just your favorites?” I asked, half-serious.  

“I only have one favorite,” he replied, nuzzling against me.  

“What was her name?”  I asked, getting annoyed that he wouldn’t give a real answer to the question.  

He pinched a nipple hard enough to make me yelp.  “I was referring to you, you silly girl.  And to finally answer your persistent line of questioning, I have pierced three of my ex-lovers.  Now, I believe it’s my turn to get some information from you.  And, considering that you got to pick the question for me, I’ll do the same to you.  Have you ever gone out with Captain Damien?”

I couldn’t have been happier with his question.  I’d just been about to protest the exchange when he’d asked it.  

“Nope.” 

“Has he ever asked you out?”  

“That’s two questions,” I said smugly.  

“I believe I answered more than one.”

I sighed.  “Yes, when we first started hanging out with them, he did.  I said no, and he’s been completely platonic ever since.”  

“Why did you say no?  You seem to like him.”

I turned my head just enough to give him an arch look.  “I wasn’t interested.  Apparently it takes a very specific type of man to get my interest.”

He practically purred against my neck.  


























CHAPTER THIRTY

Mr. Gratification






	We were taking our seats to land before I remembered to ask Stephan about something curious he’d said earlier.  

“What kind of dirt do you have on Melissa?  And why is this the first I’m hearing of it?” I asked him.  He didn’t, as a rule, keep things from me, even minor things.

He flushed a little.  “It was a very crude story, and frankly I wanted to shelter you from it.  You’re not a virgin anymore, but what I saw made me feel dirty, so I didn’t want to unload it on you.”

This did nothing but pique my curiosity even more, of course.  

“What on earth happened?”  

He grimaced.  “I walked in on Melissa in the cockpit last week.  She was, um, she was giving the captain, Peter, um, oral pleasure.”  

I gasped, a hand flying to my mouth.  He just nodded with a disgusted look on his face.  

“Where was the co-pilot?” I asked, not sure why that was the first question that popped into my head.  

“He was just sitting there, looking uncomfortable.  I think Melissa thought he’d be into it, but he sure wasn’t.  And then, after she saw your watch, I overheard her talking to Brenda and Jake as I approached the back galley.  She had the nerve to tell them that she was planning to write you up for accepting gifts from passengers.  She had the gall to actually imply that James had been paying you for something that you did for him in the bathroom of the aircraft.”

My jaw literally dropped. 

 “That lying skank,” I said in disgust, reacting quickly with temper.  

He held up a hand.  “I handled it.  First of all, I confronted her in front of the others, making sure they knew that she was a flat-out liar.  They had no trouble seeing that she was just jealous of your watch.  Brenda and Jake both know me better, and they trust me, so they easily took my word over hers.  And then I made sure they all knew what I had caught Melissa doing in the cockpit.  She at least had the decency to look embarrassed about it.  I even spoke to the first officer, and he agreed to back me up if I needed to write a report about it.  Melissa knows I won’t hesitate to get her fired if she tries to hurt you.  She’s lucky I didn’t get her fired for trying to spread nasty rumors about you.  I still get furious just thinking about it.”

I patted his hand comfortingly, mulling over the drama that had unfolded around me while I had just been going about my work, oblivious.  

“She’s a piece of work,” I commented, then dropped the subject.  

“James is so crazy about you,” Stephan murmured to me quietly.  

He’s crazy, all right, I thought, but I didn’t comment.  

I considered sharing every scandalous detail about our relationship with Stephan, but decided against it.  It would dispel his strange notion of James falling for me like some romantic hero, but it would also make him unnecessarily sad.

James was waiting just outside the door as we walked out of the jet bridge as a crew, finally done for the night turned morning.   

“Drive with me,” he ordered as he fell into step beside me.  

I slowed until the others passed us.  

“I can’t,” I said to him quietly.  “We’re supposed to drive with the crew, and I need to go check into the hotel to reserve my room.”  

He flushed, his pretty mouth curling as he reached to pull my luggage for me.  “That’s all unnecessary, Bianca.  For the love of God, just stay at my place.”  

I set my mouth.  “We’re not going over this again.”  

He walked beside me in silence until we were nearly at our pick-up location.  

“Fine.  A driver will come pick you up at the hotel,” he said finally, handing me my bag.  

“When?” I asked, but he was already striding away.  

It was an entertaining bus ride, with Murphy at his most amusing.  I wondered, as he was telling a funny story, if Melissa would try to go down on Damien with Murphy looking on in the flight deck this week.  Or would she go down on both?  I didn’t know how that sort of thing worked.  

I was just discovering my own kinky nature in full, but taking on two men just seemed too sordid to me.  No matter what kind of spell James seemed to have me under, I knew I could never be talked into something like that.  

Murphy interrupted my scandalous thoughts by addressing me directly.  “You can’t tell me you’re not gonna be sorry to miss out on us tonight!  Admit it, you love us!”  Murphy had adopted his atrocious mockery of an Australian accent as he spoke.  He did so often, claiming that it if it worked for Damien, it could work for him.  Damien always winced when he heard the butchering of his accent, which just made it funnier.

I smiled.  “I made plans before I knew about yours, Murphy.  Don’t take it so hard.”  

“Just have James join us.  If he has a romantic evening planned, just tell him to save it for another night!”

I thought of how he was going out that night without me.  I briefly considered meeting up with them after that.  I knew, from other nights we’d gone out with these pilots, that they would have no problem staying out late and then getting up early.  

“Maybe I’ll swing by the bar later,” I conceded.  “I’ll have to play it by ear.”

Murphy whooped as though he’d won a victory.  I met Damien’s eyes, and he was smiling warmly.  I felt a little uncomfortable, and couldn’t place why.  We’d gone out with these pilots many times and there was usually never an uncomfortable moment.  

Am I just worried about what James would think?  The thought troubled me.  

  We reached the hotel and got our room keys in short order.  Everyone was lingering in the lobby, chatting with the hotel staff.  Murphy was convincing them to join up at the bar after work.  It sounded like he was succeeding.  Murphy was nearly as charming as Stephan, in his own silly way.  

“Ms. Karlsson.”  A quiet voice spoke behind me.  

I turned in surprise.  It wasn’t the usual way I was addressed.  I was a little surprised to see Clark standing there, both in New York and in our hotel.  I hadn’t realized that he traveled with James outside of Las Vegas..

“Hi, Clark.  How are you?” I asked, smiling.  

“Great, Ms. Karlsson.  The car is out front.  Please, allow me to take your bag.”  He did so without waiting for an answer.  

Stephan kissed me on the forehead.  “Have fun, Buttercup.  Call me if you need anything.”  

I nodded absently, seeing the strange looks on the rest of our crew’s faces as I made a somewhat hasty departure.  I gave them all a quick wave as I departed.  

James could have told me that he meant right away.  He probably hadn’t told me for a reason, thinking I would argue with him.  He may have been onto something.   

Clark had already loaded my luggage and had the door open for me when I caught up to him.  He was very fast.  I smiled at him as I ducked into the low town car.  

Strong arms startled a yelp out of me as I was plucked immediately into the now familiar lap of James.  He hugged me tight, burying his face in my neck, nuzzling.  

“You love that spot, huh?” I asked him, referring to the neck he was kissing.  

“Oh, yes,” he murmured against me.  “I love all of your spots.”  

I rolled my eyes.  “We both need a nap,” I told him, wondering at his plans.  

“We can nap after.  I’m dying to show you some things.  All of my self-control has deserted me.  And to think, I used to be a man who believed in delayed gratification.”  

I raised my brows at him.  “Seriously?”  

He laughed richly, and I couldn’t help but smile at the sound.  

“Yes, believe it or not.  I can’t seem to help breaking all of my rules with you, Bianca.”  

James’s apartment was a scant five minute drive from my hotel, but there was a world of difference in those blocks.  We were passing swank high-rise buildings when James addressed Clark.  “Go through the garage, please.  I don’t wish to use the front entrance today.”  

It made me stiffen a little.  He was hiding me away.  In spite of myself, I felt hurt.  He was embarrassed to be seen with me, and I was getting too involved with him emotionally to just shrug it off for long.  

He must go on some dates, I thought.  He was just choosing not to do so with me.  A flight attendant was hardly in his league.  I just tried to add my hurt to the list of reasons why this was going to be a short, if intense, affair.  

Clark drove us into an underground parking garage that looked typical of New York.  James pulled me quickly from the car when Clark stopped in front of an elevator, not even waiting for Clark to open the door.  

“I’ll see you out front at 9:45,” James told Clark briskly, pushing the elevator button impatiently.  

Clark slipped back into the car and drove away without a word.  

The elevator door opened and James pulled me inside the expensive looking cab, using a key to push the penthouse button.  

Of course it was a penthouse, I thought.  

“I have something for you,” James said.  “I’m not sure you’re going to like it at first, but I want you to give it a chance.”  

That sounded ominous, and I just blinked at him.  

He grinned at me.  “I know you’re new to the whole BDSM thing.  New to all of it.  And I’m not sure how fair it is that I’ve shown you things rather than explaining them to you, but I’m not sorry for any of it.  Perhaps I owe you more of an explanation for some of it, and I will get to that.  But I had something made for you.  It has significance for me, and I want you to wear it.”     

I just pursed my lips and looked at him.  “Is it some kind of a piercing?” I asked him.  

He laughed, pulling me against him.  He fondled me.  I tried to elbow him away.  

“That’s not an answer,” I told him.  

“No, it’s not a piercing, though I’m not done trying to talk you into that, either.”  As he spoke, he kneaded my breasts.  

“Well, I won’t agree to anything if you don’t tell me what I’m agreeing to.”  

“I want you to be mine, Bianca.  Will you be my submissive?” he whispered in my ear.  

My heart stopped.  I wasn’t exactly shocked by the submissive thing, but the formal way he asked it sounded almost like a romantic proposal on his lips.  

“I don’t entirely understand what that means, James.”  

“It means anything we want it to.  What it means to me is that I want you to belong to me, and that you will submit to me, and trust me to dominate you how I need to.”  

I had no idea how to respond to that, but I didn’t have to for a moment as the elevator opened and I was pulled swiftly into James’s sumptuous apartment.  

It was a frivolously open space, considering the usual New York cramped living spaces.  I could see that it had at least three stories just from the entryway.  

He had chosen a clean, modern decorating style, with floors lined in a stark gray hardwood and glass walls interspersed throughout.  Heavy vases and expensive looking artwork added most of the color to the mostly gray, neutral space.  The splashes of color were vivid, brought out exquisitely against the lack of color, as though the floors and walls were meant to be the perfect frames.  

“It’s lovely,” I told him as he pulled me through the opulent space without pausing.  As we passed through room after room, I marveled at the size of the place.  

“Do you like it?” he asked, still pulling me along.  He was glancing into doorways as though he was looking for something.  

“Yes.  You have impeccable taste.”  

He flashed me a grin.  “Yes, I do,” he said, giving me the warmest look, and I blushed.  “I’m glad you like it.”  

He approached a large open dining room.  It had a spectacular view of central park.  He drew me to the window.  

“Stay here,” he told me, walking through a closed door to my left.  I heard him speaking to someone in the next room.  Staff of some sort, I noted, from the snippet of conversation I could hear.  

I felt overwhelmed by his home, but still appreciative of it’s beauty.  I ran a finger along the gleaming dark gray top of the heavy, colossally large table that dominated the room.  

I admired the huge arrangement of flowers in the middle of the table.  It was a mix of vibrantly colored orchids, displayed in a short, square, intricately carved crimson vase.   

I was studying the extravagant view of central park when James reappeared a few minutes later, holding a thin square box and smiling.  


























CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

Mr. Mercurial






	He took my hand and began to lead me again.  “I’ll give you the grand tour later,” he muttered, hurrying.  He led me up both flights of stairs, then down a long hallway.  

“I seem to only get to see very specific parts of your houses,” I responded archly.  

He sent me a conciliatory smile.  “I’ll make it up to you.  Later.”

He pulled me into a room that I could see was the master bedroom just from the monumental size of the bed.  The blinds were opened to the same amazing view of the park as the dinning room, just a few stories higher.  The window lined nearly an entire wall of the room, floor to ceiling.  The bed was a more modern take on the one he had in Vegas, with cleaner lines, but I was sure it had the same function by the cage-like top and thick, square posts.  The hues in the room were a mix of bright, varying shades of green, accented with white, with starkly dark wood dominating all of the furniture and the floor.  With an entire wall framing a spectacular view of the park, it had the feel of an indoor forest.  

“It’s amazing,” I told him honestly.  

He smiled, pleased with my reaction.  

I noticed a small door with no handle near the open bathroom.  It was conspicuous because there was  a lit panel with a button beside it.  I pointed at it.  “Is that an elevator?”  

His smile turned wicked.  “Yes.”  

“I didn’t realize the apartment had an elevator.”  

“It has a few, actually.  But that one goes somewhere special.  I’ll be showing you soon.  First, I want you to get on your knees and close your eyes.”  

I sent him a startled look.  He had switched gears without blinking, as usual.  It was hard to keep up with his changing moods.  

I knelt, obeying him because we were in his bedroom, and it was just so natural to let him rule me here.  

I closed my eyes.  After a few heartbeats I felt something cool being placed against the very upper edges of my collarbone.  

James straightened the collar of my uniform, shifting it around.  

“Perfect,” he murmured.  “You can wear it to work.”  He tucked what felt like a slightly rough circle of some kind against my chest.    

“Okay, open your eyes,” he said finally.  

I did, and he pulled me to my feet, leading me into a large, softly lit closet.  The closet was twice the size of my bedroom, with expensive men’s clothing lining the walls.  It smelled divine, like James himself.  

He positioned me in front of a large floor-length mirror, and began to undress me without a word.  He undid my tie first, politely hanging it on a hanger.  He showed me a large, bare rack in the closet.  “This will be for your things.  If you run out of room, I’ll make more for you.”  

I was a little stunned at his assumption that I would be keeping things here.  

“I would very much like for you to use my personal shopper to buy a wardrobe for you here in New York, so you don’t have to move your things across the country.  She should be getting in touch with you in a few days.”  

“That’s silly.  I don’t want you buying me clothes,” I told him, trying not to get angry.  “It feels too much like being kept.”      

He sighed.  “It’s just clothing.  I thought we had decided that you weren’t going to balk at gifts.”  

I glared at him, and he saw my expression.  

“Please, just consider it.  You don’t have to decide right now.  We have other things to talk about, at the moment.”  

I lost my train of thought as he removed my jacket and vest, hanging them.  His fingers lingered on the button at my throat.  He undid my top four buttons, spreading my shirt open to reveal the necklace he had placed around my neck.  

It was lovely, made of some kind of silver metal into what looked like one solid band, but was in fact soft and moveable, just a very seamless looking, tightly linked necklace.  It sat right at the very top of my collarbone, at the base of my throat.  He was right.  It had been hidden just perfectly under my uniform.  At the center of the thick choker sat a large diamond studded hoop.  I fingered it, and he reached around me to hook his index finger into the loop, tugging lightly.  

“It’s lovely,” I told him, but I was troubled.  What was it’s significance to him?

“I had it made as a sort of workable version of a slave collar.”  

I froze at the word, instantly wanting to take off anything with such a name.  He gripped my hands tightly, holding them down at my sides firmly, as though sensing my intent.  

“Just hear me out.  We already have a dominant-submissive relationship.  It comes naturally to us.  It is just who we are.  But that can mean whatever we want it to mean.  Do you understand?  I want to find the best balance for us both.”

I was already shaking my head at him.  “That only comes natural to us in bed.  I don’t want this going anywhere else.  You don’t get to boss me around in any other part of my life.  And I’m no slave.”  

He inclined his head, although he looked displeased.  

“I’m not trying to boss you around anywhere else.  I’m trying to have a relationship with you, something I’ve never done before, and I’ll take what I can get.  I want you to see that I will work with you.  I will make…concessions for you, if there’s something that you can’t accept.  I simply want you to give me all that you can.  And not to run, if you get overwhelmed.  And it’s called a slave collar only because it denotes ownership.  It is a symbol of your commitment to me, to give your body only to me and no one else.  To submit your body only to me.  There is a lock and a key that only I will be the owner of, but I won’t lock you in until you agree.  I want you to tell me when you’re ready for that.  Until then, you can wear it unlocked.”    

I stared at him for long minutes, my mind having a hard time processing what he was saying, when I was conflicted about so much of what he’d revealed. 

 He wanted a relationship?  What the hell did he mean by that?  I shook myself, trying to focus on the issue at hand.  

“What if I’m never ready to be locked in?”

He gave me an almost sinister smile.  “I will endeavor to convince you.”  

He began to unbutton the rest of my shirt.  I didn’t stop him, just stared at my collar, my mind racing.  

He stripped me with quick sure motions until I was only in stockings and garters.  He watched me for a long time in the mirror, wearing just that, but eventually stripped those off too.  He tugged off my watch and even my small stud earrings.  My first instinct when standing completely nude in front of him was to cover myself with my hands, but I stifled the urge with effort.  I knew it wouldn’t please him, and my overpowering urge to please him had only grown during our short, tempestuous acquaintance…  

He reached into a drawer and pulled out a tiny scrap of see-through black cloth.  He wrapped it around my hips, fastening it with a tiny silver chain.  It fit perfectly, sitting right below my waist, as though I’d been measured for it.  It seemed to show as much as it concealed, every curve clearly visible beneath it, but James seemed very pleased with the results, his eyes positively glowing as he stared at me.  

I assumed by it’s ready location in the drawer that it was some sort of submissive uniform for him.  God only knew how many women he had dressed in just this way.  I tried my best not to think about that.  

He pulled something out of his pocket.  It just looked like a lovely silver chain at first, but I saw the little clamps as he straightened the chain into a smooth line.  He used a tiny clip on the chain to fasten it to the hoop in my collar.  

I gasped.  

He wrapped it through the hoop several times until there was just enough of the chain left to reach my nipples with the clamps.  He fastened them, his eyes hooded, while my breath grew rough in agitation.  It looked like a sort of obscene halter top of metal.  With a slave collar…  

He smoothed my errant hairs into the chignon at my nape.  He couldn’t seem to stop touching me.  He stroked my shoulders and my waist and hips, but his fingers always found their way back to my breasts.  He was tweaking the clamps until I could hardly stand the wait.  

“If you enjoy the clamps, you should be well suited to the piercings.  The clamps actually apply more pressure than the piercings, after the initial pain.”  He continued to play with my tortured nipples, tugging until I moaned.  

He pulled me by the hoop at my neck through his room and to the elevator.  I could feel every step and pull in my achy breasts.  I trailed after him, barefoot and nearly naked, him fully clothed in one of his mouth-watering suits.  I looked back at his bed longingly.  

“I want you to take me on your bed,” I told him, a strange note of a plea in my voice.  It just looked so perfect, and I was suddenly so needy.  

“I will, Love.  But, first things first, ” he said, pulling me into the elevator the second it opened.

The elevator began to move, descending smoothly.  

“How far down does this thing go?”  I asked him, after it seemed like we had gone impossibly far.  

“Just four floors.”  The elevator finally stopped, opening slowly.  

James tugged me out.  “Welcome to the 4th floor, Bianca.”  

We entered a plain gray hallway first.  The floor was smooth gray wood.  It was clean and flawless, but starkly monotone.  

It feels like a dungeon, I thought with a shiver.  

We passed by two rooms before we entered the door at the end of the hall.  I wanted to ask what the other rooms were, but I was suddenly terrified, my mind running wild with strange possibilities, feeling transported into another century.  For all I know, he could have other women in them.  

The thought stopped me, and James had to tug harder to get me to follow him this time.  

“This is not the place to be obstinate, Bianca.”  

“Yes, Mr. Cavendish,” I said, a tremor in my voice.  

What was the worst that could happen? I asked myself, trying to talk myself out of my sudden, disproportionate terror.  

He positioned me in front of him, giving me a full view of the huge, dark gray room that he’d led me to.  He waited patiently, giving me time to process what I was seeing.  

It was indeed a playground.  It was a BDSM wet dream, from what I understood of what I saw.  Chains, whips, shackles.  Various torturous looking devices were set up in stations around the room.  

My attention seemed to focus first on some sort of swing to my right.  It was a series of leather straps and metal that fascinated me.  I shifted towards it without thinking.  

James followed my gaze and my movement.  “So you like the swing?  We can start with that.  Since it’s your first time on the 4th floor, I’ll let you pick.  I’m feeling generous today.”    

“Are you going to punish me?” I asked, my voice breathless.  

He just tsked at me, pulling me towards the swing.  “If you disobey me in here, I will punish you.  Until then, consider this just a lesson.  Do you understand?”  

“Yes, Mr. Cavendish.”     

He positioned me just in front of the swing.  

“Don’t move,” he ordered, grabbing my wrist and fastening it with a thick leather cuff.  He pulled it tight with it’s belt loop fastenings.  He tested it to be certain it was nice and snug.  The material touching my wrist was soft as down, whereas the leather on the outside of the cuff looked stiff and unyielding.  He fastened my other wrist with sure, economical movements.  He placed my hands around a metal bar above my head.  

“Lift yourself,” he ordered.  

I did, and he settled thick supportive straps against my lower back and my ass.  He knelt down to my ankles, and I watched him fasten similar leather restraints to the ones at my wrists there.  He cinched restraints just above my knees, as well, though they were a softer, more pliable material.  The area just above my elbows got the same treatment.  

He straightened, then began to adjust all of the straps above me.  He seemed to know exactly what he wanted, his hands moving from one to the next with no hesitation.  

Finally, he stepped back, shrugging out of his suit jacket and loosening his tie impatiently.  

“Let go of the bar,” he ordered.  

I hesitated, feeling as though I would just spin to the floor if I did so.  

“Now,” he barked.  

I hesitated just a fraction longer, but let go.  I felt weightless as I fell back.  The straps caught me in a strangely light embrace, the strap against my back and butt more comfortable than I would have imagined.  

My arms were suspended nearly even with my shoulders.  My back was arched, displaying my chest and stomach decadently.  My legs were splayed wide, my sex exposed.  

I tried to close my legs, at least a little, but it was impossible.  The ropes held them tight.  

James approached me, placing my feet into soft stirrups that parted my legs impossibly wider.  

I whimpered low in my throat.  

He just pulled at my nipple clamps lightly before stepping away.  

I saw him unbuttoning his dress shirt impatiently as he strode behind me.  I tried to turn my head to watch him, but I was suspended too tightly for that.  I thought this must be what a fly felt like when it was caught fast in a spider’s web.  


























CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

Mr. Wonderful






	I couldn’t tell where he went from my prone position, but it sounded like he’d gone to the other end of the room.  

He was gone for several agonizing minutes before I felt him behind me, stepping close enough for his now bared chest to brush my back.  

“Just a taste.  For not trusting me when I told you to let go,” he whispered in my ear before adjusting the strap at my ass until my backside was fully exposed to him.  

Something slapped against me hard enough to make my eyes sting with tears.  He repeated the action twice before he readjusted the support strap until my butt was again covered, and my sex was exposed.  

He circled around until I could see him again.  He was shirtless and shoeless now, but his slacks remained on, his erection straining against his fly.  The expensive cloth against his perfect, bare skin made his muscular physique even more starkly apparent, his muscles bulging as he folded his arms and stood, legs apart, just looking at me.  

His eyes were hungry, but so stern.  

He held a rectangular paddle in his hand casually.  It reminded me of the kind they used to say were used at schools for punishment, though this one was black.  

He walked between my parted thighs.  He bent and kissed my forehead.  

“Exquisite,” he said against my skin, then pulled back.  

I writhed, becoming impossibly impatient in my need for his physical contact.  He placed a hand on my inner thigh, just shy of my cleft.  It was torturous, watching that hand touching just above where I needed it.  The flesh beneath his hand quivered.  

In a flash, he slapped my other thigh with the paddle just hard enough to sting.  

He took a step back, grabbing my wrist and giving the swing a hard shove, sending me spinning in circles until I was dizzy.  I gave an embarrassing little scream of surprised distress.  

He stopped my spinning with a hand on my wrist, and he was suddenly between my legs, thrusting into me in a smooth but brutal motion.  His hands kneaded the flesh of my breast around the nipple clamps firmly.  Those were our only two points of contact.  Cock to cunt, and hands to breasts.  

He thrust in and out, only a half a dozen slow strokes, before he pulled out of me, stepping back and spinning me again.  

  He was stepping between my legs as I came to a halt, right onto his well aimed cock.  He gave me a longer taste this time before pulling out.  My head had just stopped spinning when he whirled me again.  

He stopped me with a grip on my ankle this time, and thrust into me harder, working in and out like a jackhammer.  He massaged my clit with one hand, the other getting rough with the clamp that held my nipple.  

“Come, now,” he ordered, and it worked, as it always did.  

I came with a scream, my head thrown back.  

He pulled out, flipping me around before my walls were even done clenching in orgasm.

He had me repositioned, face down, ass up, in a blink.  He worked in slowly, and I shivered around him, still having little aftershocks.  

“Fuck,” he cursed.  “Those little clenches are gonna make me come.”  

“Yes,” I sobbed.  “Come.”  

He slapped my ass, thrusting agonizingly slowly inside of me.  

“I won’t come until I’ve shown you more of the delights this little swing has to offer.”  He wrenched out of me, sending me spinning again.  

I whimpered.  

He jolted into me hard when I stopped this time, moving with a purpose now.  He reached around me, his talented fingers collaborating to bring me to my next release.  

I sobbed out his name as I came again.  

He flipped me in a flash until my face was only inches from the floor.  He began to suck at me with his mouth, the soft contrast to his previous treatment making me beg brokenly.  For what, I wasn’t sure.  

He pulled his mouth away, and a moment later he was working his stiff cock into me again.  It was a slower process in this position.  He had to squeeze in inch by inch.  I heard him cursing.  I was stuffed so full that I held my breath in alarm at the sensation.  He made little rough strokes for only a moment before pulling out.  

He rearranged me upright, taking several minutes to suspend me just above him.  Our mouthes were on a level for the first time.  

He kissed me passionately as he thrust into me, letting loose and thrusting wildly.  

I was keening in my throat.  I couldn’t touch him with my restraints, but he touched me.  

His hands were everywhere, caressing and pinching and soothing with incredible skill.  

“Fucking come,” he said between gritted teeth, as his head fell back with his own release.  

It was mesmerizing to watch him lose it like that, and so my eyes never left him as I came at his command.  I moaned his name.  

“Fuck, fuck, fuck,” he cursed, again and again, as he poured into me.  






	He unfastened me masterfully and cradled me in his arms.  He carried me to an oversized bed in the corner.  He laid me on top of the spread, sprawling at my side.  

I saw that he was completely naked, a fact that I had somehow overlooked before.  

He must have stripped out of his pants while I was spinning, my dazed mind noted.

He removed my nipple clamps, sucking gently at the red flesh.  He took his time, giving equal attention to each abused nipple.  After long moments of drawing on them with special focus, he straightened to study my face.  

He loomed over me, a hand pressed flat to my lower belly, just watching my face for long minutes.  He kissed my forehead.  He seemed to be waiting for something.  

I asked him what.  

“I was waiting to see if you were falling asleep.  Are you in the mood for an information exchange?”  

I stretched, feeling languid and exhausted, but strangely, I was far from sleep.  I thought about his question.  It was strange, but the thought of answering his questions wasn’t troubling to me at that moment.  I supposed a half a dozen orgasms had something to do with that.  I figured he probably knew that.  He was far more familiar with post-coital feelings than I was.  

I felt oddly open to him, uncharacteristically free of my usual reserve.  I hoped, in a distant kind of way, that this was a temporary insanity, and not yet another symptom of my growing obsession with this man.  I gave the little shrug that drove him crazy.  

“Fine,” I said, running a hand along the chest that loomed over me.  “Ask me something.”  

He smiled at me softly, then bit his lip as though he was nervous.  

I watched the action in fascination.  I’d never seen him do such a thing.  James doing anything that vulnerable just didn’t connect in my head.  

“I found out what sotnos means.  I want to know why a term of endearment became your safe word.”  

I wasn’t shocked.  I’d known by the look on his face that it would be that, or something just as personal.  The words were leaving my mouth before I could talk myself out of it.  I wanted to know him, so perhaps it wouldn’t hurt to let him know me a little.  

“My father used to call me that,” I said.  It was true, and it was the simplest answer.  

His brow furrowed.  He had been hoping for more of an answer, I could tell.  “That doesn’t really explain anything to me.  Why would an endearment from your father be a good safe word for you?”

“You’re gonna owe me one hell of a revelation after this,” I told him, poking his chest.  

He nodded solemnly, and with no hesitation.  It reassured me, for some reason.  I took a deep breath to begin.  

“He used to beat the shit out of me,” I began.  

James tensed, and my hand stroked him absently.  

I continued with a sigh.  “Not spankings, or a slap on the wrist, or whatever normal kids get.  He beat me senseless.  He would wail on my mother and I with little thought for the consequences.  And there were none, not for him.  The only reason I knew that he had even an ounce of control was that he didn’t hit our faces.  He thought we were pretty, and he was proud of that.  He wanted us to stay pretty, I guess.”  

I stole a glance at his face.  It was ashen, his pallor suddenly gray.  But I continued, feeling a weight lift as I let out some of the gory details.  “He was a cold brute of a man.  And huge.  God, he was so huge.  As a child, I thought he was a giant.  Stephan fought him once.  You wouldn’t know it, since he hates violence, but Stephan is a hell of a fighter.  Stephan managed to overpower him, but only barely.  My dad has to outweigh him by at least fifty pounds, and it was a close thing.  But Stephan was a quicker and much more experienced fighter.  Stephan used to literally feed us by fighting, and he was barely sixteen at the time.  My dad was only used to beating on women and children, I suppose.  But seeing how those beefy fists nearly sent a large man like Stephan to a hospital, I can’t imagine how my mother and I survived them for so long…”  

I shook myself out of my musing, and got back to the point.  “He was not an affectionate father.  He was just cold, and then brutal and angry when he lost his temper.  But even his rages were cold.  He often addressed my mother and I with the endearment sotnos, in this cold, mocking way of his.  So when you asked me to pick a safe word, for when things went farther than I could handle, I just thought of it.  Nothing terrified me more than those words on his lips.  It seemed perversely appropriate.”  

“Fuck,” James muttered with feeling, looking distraught.

I grinned wryly.  “I told you I was fucked up,” I told him.  

“How did he die?” James asked in a hoarse voice, his hand stroking my belly.

I didn’t mention the score we were keeping on our information.  Apparently I was in an answering mood, because I just answered.  “He didn’t,” I said softly.  

His eyes went a little wild as they shot from my stomach to my face.  “But you said-”

“I lied.  About him, but not my mother.  She’s dead.”  

“How did she die?  And where is your father?”  

“She killed herself.”  The lie slipped from my lips with no effort or remorse.  It was an old lie.  And a necessary one.  “And I have no idea where he is.  I ran away from home just after my mother died.  I was nearly fifteen, and I never stopped running.  He found me, a few times.  The foster system was actually unhelpful enough to reunite us.  But by then I had Stephan.  He would always protect me, and we would run again.”

“So you were in foster care?  That’s how you met Stephan?”  

I gave a swift shake of my head.  “We had some run-ins with foster care, but no.  We were homeless runaways.  I met Stephan because some homeless old man was trying to rape me, and he beat the pervert to within an inch of his life.  You can thank Stephan for helping to keep my virginity intact.  We were inseparable after that.  We never even discussed it.  We just became family.”

I saw a fine tremor rock his body.  I touched his jaw softly with a fingertip.  “

I want to kill somebody,” James whispered.  I traced his jaw.  “I can’t bear the thought of the man who beat you as a child running loose.  I can’t believe that someone like you was made to live on the streets, unprotected.”

“I had Stephan,” I said simply.  He had made all of the rest of it worth it.  Having someone like him at my back had made my life bearable during the horrible times.  

“I love that guy.  Remind me to buy him a ridiculously extravagant gift.  I know he likes cars…”  he trailed off.  

I laughed, and it felt surprisingly carefree.  “I love him too, but I refuse to encourage you there.”  

“I need you to answer a question for me.  Be brutally honest.  Is this bad for you, what we do together?  Am I like your father?  We don’t have to do any of the rough stuff, if it’s too much for you.  I don’t want to be bad for you.”

I traced his lips, choosing my words carefully.  “I’ve been fascinated by the BDSM stuff since I can remember.   It embarrassed me, and so I hid it well.  Obviously, I had no experience with it, but I felt drawn to it, always.  And the way you embrace it, with no shame, is liberating to me.  My past has shaped me, that’s true of anyone, but I don’t think it’s bad for me to confront it in this way.  It’s good for me to have someone like you, who can help me with this outlet.  Someone who I think I could learn to trust.  And you are nothing like my father.”

I could see that my words reassured him.  He leaned down to kiss my forehead softly.  

“Thank you,” he murmured against my skin.  

“And we’re getting off track.  You owe me a painful revelation.  A few of them, actually.  Why do you hate alcohol so much?” I asked.  

I knew there was something there.  I just sensed it.  His reaction to seeing me drunk, and his instinctive tensing every time he thought I might drink alcohol, was all just too personal.  

He ran his hand up my torso, tracing my ribs.  

I gave him a few minutes of silence while he watched me broodingly, and formed his answer.  

“I told you about my first guardian when my parents died.  He was an older cousin.  His name was Spencer, and I despised him.  Supposedly, he was a close friend of my fathers.  I could see why, right at first.  He seemed nice at the beginning, never giving me any rules or restrictions.  I was barely fourteen and he would let me have wine with dinner.  I thought he was the coolest guy in the world.  Until I realized that he was drugging the wine.”

A hand went to my throat at his words.  I held my breath for him to continue, knowing with inexplicable certainty that the rest would be bad.  

“It took me awhile.  I would just have these blackouts.  I wouldn’t remember anything after dinner.  But there were…signs.”  

“I was sore in places that I shouldn’t have been.  I had marks on my back, and wrists, and…other places.  And Spencer changed.  At first it was just something knowing in his eyes.  After a time, he started to brush up against me in broad daylight, and I just knew.  I just knew that he had done things to me, things that I hadn’t consented to.  Not that a fourteen year old can consent to any damn thing.”

Tears filled my eyes for the first time in many years, and my hands stroked him reassuringly.  It both broke me, and touched me, that he would share such a thing with me.  

He noted my tears, and brushed them from my cheeks almost absently, continuing.  “It was just a guess on my part, but I suspected the wine.  So I pretended to drink it one night, and let him lead me to his room.  He had me handcuffed before I realized what he was doing.  But by then, I was helpless.  And then I got to experience the whole disgusting thing without the benefit of drugged wine.”  

I traced those tiny scars on his wrists, and he let me.  He shut his eyes tightly when I kissed them, but he didn’t stop me.  

“I think he knew that I wasn’t as drugged out as usual almost immediately, but I really don’t think the bastard cared.  He had convinced himself that I was a willing participant, no matter what I said or how I struggled.”  

“He didn’t let me loose until morning.  That was the longest night of my life.  I was exhausted and sick down to my soul, but I still had the gumption to beat the shit out of him the second I was free.”  

“He steered clear of me after that.  And not even a year later, some angry lover choked him to death.  He liked younger men who could overpower him physically.  I guess it finally backfired.  At least that lover wasn’t underage.  It was a huge family scandal.  All of my relatives were mortified.  But I relished the news.”  His eyes had glazed over as he told me the gory details, but they cleared as he finished, and seemed to focus back on me right away.

He leaned down and kissed me when he finished.  I returned the kiss desperately.  He pulled back, murmuring into my mouth.  

“You’re the first person, aside from my therapist, that I’ve ever told that to.  I was so ashamed by it all.  Does it change the way you see me?”  

In answer, I kissed him with all of the emotion that I felt for this damaged soul that seemed, somehow, to match my own.  And to complement it in just the way that I hadn’t realized I’d needed so desperately.  






	We just kissed like that for long minutes.  It was a soft and reverent kind of sharing.  The type of intimacy that would have made my skin crawl at one time.  But it didn’t now.  I relished the contact, something having changed inside of me.  

He finally pulled back, but only to lift me.  “I need you in my bed, Love.  Say goodbye to the 4th floor, for now.  But we’ll be back, make no mistake.”

He cradled me against his chest as he walked with seemingly no effort to the elevator, not setting me down or shifting me as he boarded the elevator and it rose slowly back to his room.  

I nuzzled against his chest.  He kissed the top of my head.  

He laid me on his bed and made love to me.  I imagined it was a lot like being made love to in a forest, the huge, wall-sized window flooding us with sunlight.  

He was all tender lover, though even James’s tender lover side had an edge.  He pinned my legs down on the bed, parted wide, so that his every hard thrust rubbed my clitoris almost unbearably roughly.  He made me come again and again before he allowed his own release.  

“You’re mine,” he breathed into my ear afterward.  We lay together, entwined.  We were on our sides, and he was wrapped around me tightly from behind, a hand laced firmly with one of my own. 

“Yes,” I murmured back, and sank into a deep and peaceful sleep.  


























CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

Mr. Beautiful






	I awoke to darkness, disoriented at first, and uncertain of what had awoken me.  

“Shh, love, go back to sleep,” James murmured into my ear, rising and going immediately into the bathroom.  I heard the shower turn on.  I made myself get up.  

I went into the closet, putting on my work clothes, since they were the only ones I had.  I definitely needed a shower, but it could wait for my hotel room.  I had a feeling that if I joined him in the shower now, he would talk me into staying at his place while he went out.  I still wasn’t willing to do that.  

I dressed quickly, going to the bathroom door when I heard the shower turn off, speaking to James through it.  

“I’m starving.  Mind if I go try to find some food in your kitchen while you get ready?”  

“Please.  I’m sorry.  I’ve been a negligent host.  Help yourself.  I’ll need some time to get ready, but I’ll join you in about twenty minutes.”  

I had seen the pristine tuxedo laid out in his closet, so I knew why he needed some time.  He was obviously attending a black tie event.  And one far fancier than anything I’d ever been to.  

“Okay,” I said.  

I got a little lost navigating through his maze of an apartment, but it was a good thing that I did, since I found my suitcase.  I had left it in the trunk of the car when Clark had driven away.  I hadn’t even given it a thought until the second I saw it again.  I grabbed it gratefully, pulling it behind me as I attempted to place the kitchen, trying to retrace James’s steps from the day before.  

I found it more by sound than sight, inadvertently coming at it from a different angle.  I could hear two female voices chatting, one warm and husky, the other friendly and tinkling with laughter.  

I approached the open doorway cautiously.  What I saw confused me, and I just stood there, blinking.  

One woman was in her fifties and I recognized her friendly voice from overhearing her speaking to James when we had first arrived.  She was the housekeeper.  She was a plump hispanic lady and had the look of a kindly mom-type.  Her words trailed off as she saw me.  She took in my disheveled appearance wordlessly.  

I wasn’t surprised by her presence.  It was the other woman whose presence I couldn’t make sense of.

She was exceptionally beautiful, with coifed, curly black hair that shone brilliantly.  Perhaps she was related to James, I told myself.  She was beautiful enough to share his bloodline, if anyone could be as beautiful as James.  

Her lovely gray eyes studied me with far less surprise than I studied her.  She was decked out for a black tie affair in a silky, pale-gray gown that matched her eyes and belonged on the red carpet.  It had a classic and simple strapless design that clung to her perfect body like a glove.  She had a very tidy body, with the tiniest waist I’d ever seen in my life, but it still managed to be voluptuous, flaring out in the quintessential hourglass.  She was the kind of woman that made every woman feel worse just by looking at her.  She was several inches shorter than me, no taller than five foot six.  

She made me feel instantly tall and awkward.  Her tan skin was flawless, her lips lush and sultry, her nose pert and perfect.  

“Another flight attendant?” the woman asked in a husky voice.  She was speaking to the housekeeper.  “Boys and their toys.”  Her voice was casual, and she rolled her eyes, but there was a certain tension around her mouth that spoke of cold anger.

“He’ll be ready to settle down with you in a few years, my dear.  Men are basically animals until they hit thirty.  It’s a well-known fact,”  the housekeeper said to the lovely creature, sounding kindly.  

Her eyes weren’t kindly as they sized me up, though.

I was starting to get a very sick feeling in the pit of my stomach.  I looked at the lovely woman dumbly for a moment, then made myself ask.  “Who are you?”  My voice was small and pitiful.  I really didn’t want to hear the answer, but I had to ask.  

The woman smiled, her expression warming in an instant, like magic.  Either she was a consummate actress, or she had suddenly decided that she liked me.  I was definitely betting on the former.  

“I’m Jules Phillips.”

“Are you related to James?” I asked.  I was grasping at straws, I knew.  

She laughed, and it was a warm, sensual sound.  

I felt so sick that I thought I might lose the contents of my stomach right on her perfect red stilettos.  

“No.  If I were a relative, the things that James and I have done would certainly be illegal.  I’m his date tonight.  He’s escorting me to a charity ball.  It’s for a charity our mothers founded together.  Poor thing, did he not tell you about me?  He can have a one-tracked mind.  I’ve had to be very understanding of his peculiar…whims, over the years.”  

She fingered a necklace at her throat, eying up my own bared collar, where I had left the top few buttons undone.  Hers was a diamond collar, not so very different from my own.  

“Although he’s always been generous enough to make it worthwhile,” she continued, “as I’m sure you know.”  

That did it.  I barely made it to the sink before I began to vomit.  

Jules made a sympathetic noise, and I felt someone smoothing my hair back.  The housekeeper made a disgusted noise.  

“Too much to drink, dear?” Jules asked, stroking my hair.  There was a bite to her question that she probably thought I wouldn’t pick up.  

She was a woman to be careful of.  I knew it with grim certainty.

I brushed her off.  

“Please, give me space,” I said, feeling suffocated.  

I straightened, wiping my mouth on my sleeve.  I’d never felt so disgusting in my life.  Never felt so dirty.  He was a liar, I thought.  I had fallen in love with a perfect lie.  I had shared myself with a beautiful liar.  I felt laid bare.  

I have to get out of here.  

I lurched out of the kitchen.  I would rather be sick in the street than spend another second in his home.  I made it to the elevator, punching the button.  

I felt Jules hovering behind me, a heavy presence at my back.  

“Do you live together?” I asked her, without turning.  

The other woman didn’t answer, and I assumed the worst.  

There was a table by the elevator.  I removed my necklace and watch with trembling hands.  I laid them on the table carefully, but they still made a loud clanking sound.

I couldn’t get into the elevator fast enough when it finally opened.  It was only then that I turned.  

On a landing above, I saw that James had just emerged from his bedroom, immaculately dressed for his date.  He was frozen in place, taking in the sight of the two of us below.  He seemed to register something in my face. 

 “Bianca, wait,” he said, panic in his voice, his eyes gone wild.  He was running down the stairs in a frantic burst as the the elevator doors slid mercifully shut.

I spent the ride down taking deep breaths, trying not to be sick again.  It would be too humiliating to leave his elevator stinking with my vomit.  And I’d had enough humiliation for the night.  

When I reached the street level, I nearly ran from the building.  I stood at the edge of the sidewalk for a long moment, disoriented.  

“Ms. Karlsson?”  A voice called from my right, concern in the voice.  

I turned and saw Clark approaching me cautiously, as though afraid I would bolt into the street.  

“Let me give you a ride, Miss Karlsson.  Please.  You look upset.”  He spoke quietly, his voice kind and worried.  “I’ll call Mr. Cavendish, and he’ll take care of whatever is troubling you.”  

At the mention of the name, I did bolt.  

I ran across the crowded street without even looking, propelled by panic.  I didn’t want to see him.  Horns honked, but I didn’t care.  A taxi had to careen to a halt mere inches from me.  

I glanced inside.  It was empty.  I got in, dragging my suitcase topped with my flight bag in beside me.   I directed the driver to my hotel.  

He looked at me like I was crazy, but I reached into my flight bag, fished out my wallet, and thrust a twenty at him.  I would normally never take a cab.  It was an ungodly expensive way to get around.  But at that moment, I would have paid just about anything just to get away.  I wanted to get to my room and curl into a ball.  

I knew Stephan would still be out.  I debated calling him.  I knew he would drop whatever he was doing and come back to comfort me.  I wanted that.  But I dismissed the idea almost immediately.  It was a selfish instinct;  to pull him away from a fun night and into my misery.  

I got gracelessly out of the cab when it stopped.  I felt around for my room key, relieved when I found the card still in a pocket.  I didn’t want to talk to anyone, not even the the friendly hotel staff.  

I nodded at the girl manning the front desk when she called out a greeting.  I didn’t recognize her through my blurred haze of misery, even though she called me by name.  

I moved quickly to the elevator.  

I felt a wave of relief when I finally let myself into my room, bolting the door behind me.  I’d had some crazy, paranoid idea that James was chasing me, trying to catch me before I could lock him out and never speak to him again.  

I just leaned against the door for long minutes, trying not to lose it.  

Of course, I’d known James had a long line of ex-lovers.  Of course, I’d known he was a womanizer.  Of course, I was a fool.  When he’d told me he’d be exclusive, I had just believed him, as though a man like that wouldn’t be a consummate liar.

I left my suitcase at the door, deliberately making myself go through the usual motions.  

I pulled the top cover off of the bed, tossing it into a heap in the farthest corner of the room.  I knew they never washed those things.  I set the alarm by the bed, and then the one on my phone, plugging it in to charge.  

I saw that I had eight missed calls.  I just turned off the vibrator as well as the ringer, so that it wouldn’t wake me with calls or messages.  I’d set it up to only make noise as an alarm.  

I unpacked the minimum.  Just toiletries and my extra uniform.  

I moved to the adjoining door.  Even though I had been spending the day away, we had arranged to adjoin, as usual.  I opened my side, relieved to see that Stephan had already done the same.  I

 heard movement in his bathroom, and jumped.  

“Ste-Stephan?” I called, really hoping it was him.  

He strode out of his bathroom at my call.  He was shirtless, wearing only low-slung navy cargo shorts.  “Hey, Buttercup.  Some knucklehead got barf on my shirt, so I had to come back to change.”  He moved towards me as he spoke, drying his hair briskly with a towel.  

He got a look at my face and froze.  Scant moments later I was being enfolded into his arms.  He held my face to his bare chest, stroking my hair.  

“Oh, Bee, what is it?”

I had managed not to cry until then, but his sympathy undid me.  I heard a broken sob escape from my throat, as though from a distance.  I never cried, especially not like this.  I wet his chest with my hopeless sobbing.  

How had I let this happen?  I asked myself, again and again.  I had been so certain that I wouldn’t let my heart get involved.  But in the end, I’d had no control, even in that.  

I felt a horrible crush of guilt as I realized that Stephan cried with me.  He had always been like that.  He couldn’t watch me suffer and not suffer himself.  

“Shh, it will be okay,” he told me, his voice soft and soothing, despite his tears.  “We will survive it, Bianca.  Whatever it is, we’ll survive it together.” 


























CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

Mr. Duplicitous






	Suddenly, there was a furious pounding at the door.  It vibrated as heavy fists beat against it. 

 “Bianca, open the door.  We need to talk.  Don’t lock me out.  Open the door.  Now.”  James’s voice rang clearly into my room, since he was shouting to wake the dead.  He pounded relentlessly.  I had never heard his voice at any level even approaching a shout.  It startled me, to say the least.

We tried to just ignore him in silence as he pounded at the door.  It went on for a good five minutes.

Each blow to the door made me tense up, until I was just a quivering mess of nerves. 

It brought me back to my childhood as almost nothing else could.  The door pounding, my father breaking it down and beating us because we’d had the nerve to lock him out.  Almost every violent episode in my childhood had begun with fists reverberating against a door.  Just like this.  

I was such an emotional wreck at that moment that I reverted back to a habit I thought I had weaned myself off of years ago.  

Abruptly, I shot out of Stephan’s arms.  I found the safest looking hiding spot, on the far side of the bed.  I curled in on myself, arms wrapped tightly around my legs.  It was purely a child’s defensive stance, but I couldn’t seem to stop myself.

I heard the door swing open, then Stephan’s voice, colder than I’d heard it since the last time he’d spoken to my father.  That hadn’t ended well.  I was really hoping this scene wouldn’t end up similarly.    

“Don’t do that.  She doesn’t want to see you.  Just look at her!  What have you done?”  

His last few sentences were strained.  I heard the sounds of a hard struggle, and I knew that James had rushed inside of the room, heedless of the huge blond man filling the entrance.  Stephan had blocked him, from the sound of things.  

The scuffling sounds paused for long moments.  I knew that either James had stopped trying to get past him, or Stephan had James pinned in a good enough hold to restrain the other man.  

The sounds of a struggle began again in earnest.  

“Just let me see her.  I just want to make it better.  I’m not here to hurt her, Stephan,” James said, and his voice sounded like it came through gritted teeth.  

“You’ve already done that!  Look at her!  What did you do?”  Stephan’s words were a furious roar this time.  “You need to leave!”  

“I see her,” he said, his raw tone making me cringe.  “Bianca, just hear me out.  That woman was just a friend.”  

I heard the sound of a fist meeting flesh, and a soft grunt of pain out of James.  I thought it sounded like a blow to the stomach.  That worried me.  I knew that Stephan’s gut punches could do some serious damage.  Best-case scenario would be just a few days of coughing up blood.  

“What woman?” Stephan asked, sounding angrier by the minute.

“Please, just let me go to her.  I can’t see her hurting like that.  It’s killing me.”  

“So leave.  You made her like that, and you need to leave.  If she wants to talk to you, she has your number.”  

“Bianca,” James said again, a break in his voice.  

The sound of a body slamming into the wall finally got me to turn my head around, just enough to see.  Stephan had an arm at James’s throat, but James was still struggling fiercely to get past him.  He wasn’t trying to fight, just move past the roadblock of Stephan.  

Stephan, on the other hand, looked like he was on the verge of murder.  I could see the hard muscles straining on his naked back furiously.  

“Just say you’ll hear me out, Bianca.  If not now, then later.  But promise me you won’t just shut me out completely.  Promise me, and I’ll leave.  If that’s what you want,” he gasped.  

It wasn’t my first inclination to agree, but seeing Stephan being pushed to just this side of murder went a good way towards convincing me.

My voice was a quavery mess, but I finally managed to speak.  “I’ll give you my word, just like you did, when you said we were exclusive.” 

That seemed to send Stephan over the edge.  

“Fucker,” he roared, punching James hard in the stomach again.  

I cursed myself.  I had only made things worse.  

“We were.  We are.  I never lied to you.  I tell you the truth about everything, even when it hurts, because I want you to trust me,” he told me, his voice labored and harsh from the blows.  

His words made me so furious that I forgot that I was trying to defuse the situation.  “You said you didn’t date.  That was a lie, since I met your date for tonight.”  

Stephan slammed James against the wall, cursing.  “You Bastard.  You swore to me that you wouldn’t hurt her.  But I haven’t seen her this hurt since the last time her dad got his hands on her.”  

That seemed to take all of the steam out of James.  He stopped struggling even as Stephan tried to push him through the wall.  

“Bianca, please, you can’t just leave me.  Just agree to talk to me again, when you feel up to it.  I’ll let you pick the time and place, but I can’t just let you go without a fight.”  

“Fine, if you’ll answer one question for me first.”  

“Anything.”

“First, agree not to come near me, so Stephan can let you go.”

His eyes held a desolation that I could see even from across the room.  “If that’s what you want.”

Stephan let go of him abruptly, pacing across the room, his hands in his hair.  He hated when he lost it, more than anything, and tonight he’d been pretty damn close.  I felt a crushing guilt at the knowledge that it was all my fault.  I vowed never to become involved with another man.  

“You can come to my house monday afternoon, at five.  We can speak then.”  

It was hard not to feel anything when I looked into his seemingly sincere, pleading eyes.  

“Sooner, please.  Waiting until Monday will be pure torture.”  

I shook my head, holding my ground firmly.  “No.  Monday.  Now answer my question.”  

He nodded.  He shoved his hands in his pockets, looking absolutely devastating in his black tux with it’s crisp white shirt.  His hair was messed up from the struggle but still somehow managed to just look artfully disheveled.  

“Have you fucked Jules?” I asked.  

He tensed up, and I knew the answer before he spoke.  

“Yes.  But it’s been a long time.”  

I didn’t want the question to leave my mouth, but it did anyways.  “When?”  

“A year, at least.  I’m not sure exactly how long.”  

And he’s known her for years, I thought. 

 “Was it just the one time?”  I asked.  

He closed his eyes.  “No.  But it never meant anything, I swear.”  

“So you’ve been sleeping with her for years, and you were going on a date with her after I left tonight, and it didn’t mean anything?”

“I know it sounds bad, but it’s not like that.  I’ve known her since high school, and our families have ties that go far back.  Her brother Parker is a close friend of mine.  And she is only a friend to me.  I swear it.”

“But you obviously fuck your friends.”  My voice sounded dead, and I wished I could just shut up.  

His eyes pleaded with me.  “Not anymore.  Anything I had with her means nothing.  It never did.”  

“And you’ve only known me for a week.  What does that say about us?”  

His jaw clenched.  “Please don’t do that.  It’s different.  We’re different.”  

I turned away from him, finally done with talking.  I just wanted him to leave.  

“Please go.  I’ll talk to you on Monday.  And please don’t be on any of my flights.  If you are, I’ll go work in coach to get away from you.”  My voice was getting steadier by the moment.  I sincerely hoped that meant that all of my hysterics were finished.  

He didn’t leave for a long time, but he didn’t speak either.  I heard the door open and close, then the latch being secured.  

Stephan picked me up, carrying me to the bed.  He held me and cried.  

I knew he was hurting, and all because of me.  His violent outburst would trouble him, as well as thinking he’d vetted James well, only to learn that I’d wound up hurt.  And my hurt would hurt him too.  

We hugged each other, and I found that my crying was far from done.  






	Stephan and I were both surprisingly functional the next morning, which was odd, considering how little actual sleep we got.  Odd, but good.  

We couldn’t miss work from a layover unless we were close to death’s door.  Missing the return flight home from a trip had cost many a flight attendant their job.  So we trudged down to the hotel lobby five minutes early, quiet, but in working mode.

Everyone had to ask Stephan why he’d never made it back to the bar the night before.  He had forgotten to even text anyone, which was unusual behavior for him.  He was normally considerate to a fault.  

He made the excuse that he’d passed out on his bed, drunk and exhausted.  The excuse served, and the chat shifted away from the issue.  

I wasn’t in the mood to talk, so I stayed silent and remote for all of the crew chatter, only coming to life when it was time to work.  The familiar routine helped, and I was grateful for a very busy morning, free of James.  

I noticed the Agents were on the flight, one in first class, one in coach, as usual.

We had a full house.  Every seat on the plane was occupied.  So it was three hours into the flight before I asked the agent, James Cook, quietly, “Do you work for James Cavendish?”  

He looked a little startled, but put his poker face back on almost instantly.  “I’m not at liberty to say, Ms. Karlsson.”  

I just nodded.  I thought I had my answer.  

Captain Damien surprised me by being oddly sensitive to my mood.  He dropped his usual flirtatiously friendly routine, and took the time to step into my galley briefly, touching my arm, his eyes serious and sad.  

“I won’t ask what’s made you so sad, but I just want you to know that I’m your friend.  If you ever need anything, even if it’s just a sympathetic ear, please don’t hesitate to call me.  I actually do sympathetic very well, if you can believe it.”  He smiled gently as he finished speaking.  He was so earnest, and seemed so sincere, that I found myself oddly touched.

I smiled back.  “I can believe that, actually.  I’ll keep that in mind, Damien.  Thank you.”

My small contact with Melissa as she made a trip to the cockpit was the polar opposite of that.  She eyed my bare wrist with a catty smile.  

“Trouble in paradise?” she asked.  She continued without waiting for an answer.  I never would have given her one, so it was just as well.  “You still have to wear a watch, you know.  You can get written up for going without.”

Stephan spoke, surprising us both.  He had approached without a sound.  

“I doubt that would be as serious of a writeup as you ditching the other flight attendants in coach to go into the flight deck to sexually harass the pilots.  Again,” he finished blandly.  

She gave him a look that was positively murderous, but didn’t say a word.  She stormed back to the main cabin.

Aside from his words to Melissa, Stephan was both quiet and affectionate that morning.  I got reassuring pats and hugs that actually did reassure me. 

 I might be stupid when it came to romantic relationships, but maybe it was fair, since I had Stephan.  

Who needed more than that?  Who deserved more?  Not me.  

We never got much downtime during full morning flights.  It was hours before we got a spare moment to relax and scarf down some food in the galley.  We ate our usual rejected greek yogurt, leaning against the beverage carts as we took quick bites, our shoulders touching.  

“I’m going to research James online.  I should have from the start.  I guess I just wanted to get to know him as a person, and not his image.  But now I see that what I don’t know could hurt me,” I told Stephan quietly, after I had finished eating.  

I had an old computer, and I used it when I needed to, but I wasn’t the type to spend much time online.  I didn’t really care about the news.  When I had spare time, I almost always preferred to paint or spend time with Stephan and our other friends.  I avoided Facebook and anything similar like the plague.  I was sure James probably had a Facebook page, though I’d never thought of it before.  

I wondered dejectedly what his relationship status would say.  I shook the thought off.  A simple name search would probably tell me plenty.  

Stephan nodded, sliding his finished food tray into the trash cart.  He held a hand out for mine, discarding it as well.  

“That sounds like a good idea, considering.  I should have researched him better, but I didn’t.  I just trusted him.  I saw the way he looked at you, and I knew that he cared.  I thought it was enough.  And I didn’t want to interfere with the one guy you’ve ever been interested in.  Want me to be with you when you look?”  

I shook my head.  “No, I’ll be fine.”  

He straightened, moving close to rub my shoulders comfortingly.  “I’m sorry I got so violent last night.  I almost lost it.”

I patted his hand.  “Don’t, Stephan.  It was my fault, for bringing my mess to your doorstop.  You were just being protective.”  

“James keeps texting me.  I had eight texts when I checked my phone before the flight.  He’s asking to speak to me.  Should I?  Or would you prefer that I not?”

I shrugged.  “It’s up to you.  Deal with him however you need to.”  

“I do believe that he has strong feelings for you.  There’s no doubt in my mind that he cares about you.” 

I held up a hand.  “I don’t want to talk about that.  It doesn’t matter to me what he feels if I can’t live with what he does.”  

 “He never threw a punch last night, never even tried, but he’s apologizing to me.”

I turned to meet his eyes, letting him see my resolve.  “Drop it.”

He leaned into me, kissing the top of my head.  “Of course, Buttercup.  I’ll drop it.”    


























CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

Mr. Celebrity






	It seemed like it took an eternity to make it to my house.  And when I did, I passed out for an unprecedented six hour stretch.  

I had turned my phone off first thing that morning, and I left it off.  I had told James that I would speak to him on monday, but that hadn’t kept him from calling and texting me, over and over again.  

Just thinking about reading those texts made my stomach churn, so my phone had stayed off.  

When I awoke, I ate some eggs and sat down at my computer with no small amount of dread.  

My computer was an old, refurbished piece of junk, but it served it’s purpose.  I typed the name James Cavendish into the search engine with trembling fingers.  

What came up was overwhelming, and filled with even more unpleasant surprises than I was prepared for.  I had been aware that he was a young but well-known billionaire.  I had expected some attention from the media in his direction, just from his looks and money alone.  But I couldn’t have anticipated what I found.  

I was out of touch with current events, to say the least.  I didn’t watch the news, and you couldn’t pay me to watch some of the celebrity entertainment shows that were on television, and I certainly wasn’t interested in print tabloids.  I’d never understood the appeal of things like that.  I had just never been able to relate to anything about them.  They usually centered around spoiled rich people, and I just didn’t get the appeal.  That could perhaps excuse the fact that I was utterly clueless about the man I’d had a brief affair with.  

I clicked on the images portion first.  It was mostly shots on red carpets.  He seemed to have endless pictures posing with countless women, though Jules was in a sickening majority of them.  

He wore tux after tux, some fashion forward, some classic.  She wore gowns in every color, always looking beyond stunning.  The two of them together made a dauntingly beautiful pair.  He wore suits in other pictures, to what I assumed were less formal red carpet events.  I was shocked to see that I even recognized some of the other women he had dated.  

I recognized a very famous actress.  I hadn’t realized she was so tiny until I saw her standing beside James’s tall figure.  She barely came to his chest.  I had liked a few of her films, but I felt an unreasonable rush of dislike for her when I saw that she had attended at least three events with him.  

I recognized yet another woman, a voluptuous, dead behind the eyes reality star.  She was dark-haired and dark complexioned.  Her curves very nearly ran to fat, I decided cattily.  She was so short that they looked ridiculous side by side.  

I felt sick when I saw him next to one woman who had the caption ‘fetish porn star’ right under the picture.  

He always looked spectacularly handsome, regardless of who he had on his arm, but I was getting a bigger and drastically different view of him now.  And I didn’t like what I was seeing.  

Farther down on the image page I saw a picture of him and Jules dressed down in jeans.  It was a rare sight, so I clicked on it.  I got a larger view, with a small gossip article.  They were holding hands in the picture.  The article said that she was rumored to be his longtime on-again off-again girlfriend.  

I turned on my phone just long enough to send James the image.  




Bianca:  You Liar.  I’ll speak to you on Monday because I said I would, but I’ve begun to do my research, and I’m quickly seeing that I don’t know anything about you.  




I didn’t bother to read the dozen unread messages above the one I had sent him, but I got a response almost immediately, and I did read that.  




James:  Please don’t believe that tabloid garbage.  I’ll admit I never discouraged the rumors about Jules being my girlfriend, but they were only rumors.  She has never been my girlfriend.  She’s my best buddy’s sister.  I promise I will never escort her to another event for the rest of my life, but last night was not a date with her.  It was a long standing social obligation.  If I had tried to put myself in your shoes, I would have seen how hurtful it could look to you.  I apologize for that.  I would give anything if I could do it differently.  But please, just try to give me the benefit of the doubt, and stop looking at tabloids.  I’m still in New York working, since you won’t see me, but it’s killing me that I hurt you and that I can’t make it right.  I could be on a flight within the hour.  Just say the word, love.




I turned my phone off after that.  His one message almost had me softening towards him, and I just wasn’t going to let that happen.  Fool me once…

I went back to my own personal torture of sifting through gossip about James Archibald Basil Cavendish, The Third.  I hadn’t even known his middle names, or that he had two of them.  A random gossip site had had to tell me.  Of course, he didn’t know mine, either.  

I found articles about his parents, and even a few pictures.  They were a stunning couple.  His mother was a dark-haired, dark-eyed, ravishing beauty with James’s golden skin and pretty mouth.  His father was devastatingly handsome and blond, with beautiful turquoise eyes that made my gut clench with recognition.  I could see how such a combination of people could create a masterpiece like James.  

An article I found about them wrote about how they had died in a car accident.  Their tragedy, and a beautiful young James, a billionaire before he was even fourteen, had quickly been propelled into the spotlight and romanticized.  

I caught little snippets and even a picture of his infamous deceased guardian, and the full details of that scandal.  The man was in his early thirties in the first picture.  He was handsome, with light brownish-blond hair, like James, but a paler complexion.  And he was slender to the point of frail, with creepy, pale green eyes.  Spencer Charles Douglas Cavendish had been a predator in the skin of a lamb.  I felt a hate for him that made bile rise in my throat.  

I read the article about his death.  Spencer Cavendish had been killed by an enraged lover.  One Lowell Blankenship had been drugged and handcuffed by the frail Spencer.  Lowell had commented that he had consented to have sex with Spencer, but that he hadn’t agreed to any of the other ‘sick shit’ the man had forced upon him.  Spencer had been strangled to death when he had unlocked the handcuffs of the much larger Lowell.  I personally thought he deserved a far more painful death.  

There were countless other articles about James’s numerous business ventures.  I just skimmed over these.  I did learn that he was into much more than just the hotel industry, and I wasn’t surprised.  

I read through a three page article about his two month affair with a platinum hit singer.  She was barely nineteen, and it had been less than six months since their split.  

Dammit, I have some of her songs on my mp3 player, I thought in disgust.  He had his hand on her nape in one of the pictures.  I wanted to throw something.  

There were a few articles that hinted briefly about him being a kinky sex partner, but that was all that I found that was even close to touching on his BDSM lifestyle.  I wondered how he’d kept it so well under wraps.

I turned off my computer, striding into my bedroom and tearing the painting of him from the wall.  I tried to make myself tear it up, but I just couldn’t do it.  Instead, I put it into my chest of old watercolors.  

I turned my phone on again.  I ignored all of the new missed calls and texts from James.  I texted Stephan, asking if I could come over.  He answered instantly with a yes.  

I went over, and we watched TV and ate too much ice cream.  It helped, but as soon as we stopped watching, I started thinking again.  That’s how we ended up catching up on my TV until nearly two a.m on a work night.  We had an early morning, but Stephan didn’t complain.  

“I spoke at length to James today,” Stephan told me after we’d been watching TV for hours.

I just nodded.  

“Want me to tell you about it?”  

I shook my head.  

“Okay.  Let me know if you do.”  

“I need some time.  I read up on him online.  I’m feeling less inclined than ever to even speak to him again.”  

Stephan took a deep breath.  “That’s something I wanted to talk about, actually, if you’re willing to hear what I think about the whole thing right now.”

I just studied him for a minute.  He looked nervous, which meant I wouldn’t like what he was going to say.  “Not right now,” I said.  

“I think I can at least understand now why he wanted to keep his relationship with you private.”  

I held a hand up.  “No more.  It sounds a lot like you’re taking his side right now.  I just can’t handle that at the moment.”  Unwilling tears welled up as I spoke.

He pulled me against his chest, kissing the top of my head.  “Never, Buttercup.  I’m always on your side.  Always.  We’ll talk about it when you’re ready.”


























CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

Mr. Cavendish






	I was grateful for busy flights at work the following day.  We had full planes going both ways on our turn.  I barely had time to eat, and I was avoiding thinking at all costs.  I didn’t even have my phone.  It was still at home, by my bed, and turned off.   

The Agents were present, and I felt a moment of unreasonable anger at them when I first spotted the one in my cabin.  I squelched the emotion, just serving them as they alternated cabins on the return flight.  I made myself brush off the implication that James still had a reason to keep an eye on me.  I would set him straight on Monday, and then this nonsense would be over for good.

I was, thankfully, exhausted by the time I got back home that night.  I only performed the minimum bedtime preparations before practically falling into bed.

I slept in late the next morning.  Even after I woke up, I moved slowly.  It took me nearly an hour to prepare and feed myself breakfast.  

I felt like a zombie, too numb to even cry.  I thought it was an improvement.  

Stephan and I had a monthly lunch date with several of the other members of our flight attendant class at eleven.  I was skipping out.  It was a boisterous, funny, close-knit group.  The lunches were always a great time.  There were twelve of us in total that went, and we usually caught up with each other over lunch.   We often caught a movie afterward or even headed to Stephan’s house, on occasion.  I wasn’t up for any of it.  Stephan had promised to make my excuses.  He had offered to skip out with me, but I wouldn’t hear of it.  I knew he was a social creature, and the lunches were always a highlight for him.

I tried to paint.  One look at my canvas of a nude James changed my mind .  I put the painting in my spare room with trembling hands.  I just didn’t have it in me to deal with it at that moment.  

Finally, I went the masochistic route, turning on my computer again.  I set out to do more painful research on my famous ex-lover.  

If I had been shocked by what my search had turned up the first time, I was utterly floored by what I found then.  What a difference a few days had made.  

Now, typing James Cavendish into the search engine brought up an entirely new batch of photos that the first search hadn’t.  Pictures of me.  I had never thought of myself as a beauty.  My features were even and symmetrical and my coloring was a soft natural blond, but I had always just considered myself attractive, if I was in a kind mood.  I usually photographed well.  I even had a picture-ready smile.  If it wasn’t all that sincere, it was at least polished and convincing enough at a distance.  These weren’t those kinds of pictures.  

They had obviously been snapped as I was stumbling out of James’s building.  I looked disheveled, and, well, horrible.  I was ghostly pale, my eyes red and bloodshot.  There was mascara running down my face in dark lines.  It made me look at least forty years old, instead of twenty-three.  

My uniform was in shambles, the buttons of my blouse misaligned by at least three.  I hadn’t even noticed at the time.  My shirt was untucked, and the top was hanging low, showing an almost obscene amount of cleavage.  My hair was a tangled mess.  

I looked like I was drunk and about to throw up in the street.  I was teetering on the edge of the sidewalk.  Apparently, I had looked as awful as I had felt that night.  And the pictures were everywhere.  One gossip site after another had scented the story of trouble in paradise.  Though they all seemed to have a slightly different slant on it.  

One site named me a ‘Vegas floozy’ who had come between Jules and James, though the site claimed that their love would endure the scandal.  I saw that they were commonly referred to on the gossip sites as J&J.  It made me want to throw up.  

One site called me a ‘Low Class Inflight’, who had broken the heart of a distraught Jules.  That one hurt, with side by side pictures of the two of us.  The picture of Jules showed her in the pale gray gown she’d been wearing that night, giving a stiff smile at the camera.  She looked strained, but at least she’d known she was being photographed.  I saw farther down on the same article that they had indeed still attended the charity event together, in spite of the obvious strain yet another of James’s affairs had caused on the beautiful couple.  The article concluded that their love would prevail over James’s weakness for cheap women.  

I wouldn’t have been surprised if Jules had written the article herself, it was so biased towards her.  It made her out to be a long-suffering Saint.  I’d met the woman, if only briefly.  She was no Saint.  

One site called me a ‘Blond Sky Slut,’ and claimed that I was trying to trap James with a baby.  I couldn’t believe all of the lies that could be concocted from a few short minutes worth of unsolicited photos, and all of a woman no one had ever heard of.  It was shocking, and infuriating, and sickening.  

One site resorted to drawing giant penises all over my face, saying that I ‘gave the best head’, and that was the only reason James would risk his long-time lover’s wrath.  Supposedly several of the site’s sources knew it first-hand.  The lies made me feel ill.  

One site claimed I was part of a high-priced flight attendant prostitution ring, and that James obviously needed to ask for his money back.  

I was almost flattered for a moment as I read the headline of one article.  It claimed I was a ‘Swedish Bikini Model’.  That sounded complimentary.  Until I scrolled to the bottom of the article, which had a link it claimed went to a porno, starring me.  I didn’t bother to click on it.  I knew for a fact that it wasn’t me, and I didn’t want to see what it actually was.

Another said I was a cocktail waitress, and yet another said that I was a stripper with the stage name ‘Glory Hole’.  The slurs went on and on, and I felt humiliated, angry, and heartsick.  

This was the price I had to pay for one week of pleasure?  I thought in disgust.  I was going celibate for the rest of my life.  

And I hated myself, for being just as upset that James and Jules had still gone out together that night as I was by all of the horrible lies being spread about me…

I got my phone out of my bedroom, finally turning it on after days in the off position.  I went straight to Stephan’s name in my texts, completely ignoring all of the other messages and calls that I had missed.  I’d missed one from Stephan as well.  It had been sent twenty minutes ago.  




Stephan:  Buttercup, I’ll be home soon.  Finishing up lunch now.  We need to talk.  Please don’t look at anything online until I get there.




I snorted.  He should have known better.  If I hadn’t already looked, his odd message would have sent me straight to my computer.

I heard the doorbell ring.  

That was quick, I thought, as I strode directly to the door.  

I wondered why he didn’t just let himself in.  He was rarely so formal.  He even had my alarm code.  

A cold shiver ran through me.  I couldn’t place why.  Cautiously, I checked the peephole.  It was covered.  

By a hand, I thought.  It made me angry.  

I swung the door open, ready to chew Stephan a new one.  “You know better than to mess with me like that, Stephan.  It’s a mean prank-”  

I couldn’t finish as a huge hand seized my throat, shoving me back into the house.  I couldn’t even scream as the hand tightened.  I blinked, trying to focus on the coldly furious face in front of me.  The familiar pale-blue, bloodshot eyes.  I could do nothing as the huge blond man picked me up by the throat, and shoved me across the room, my back hitting the wall with a jarring thud.  

I clawed at the giant hand that held me suspended like a rag doll.  It had no effect.  My throat burned, and the impact with the wall had knocked the wind out of me, but the pain was secondary to the terror that gripped me.  

A question consumed my thoughts.  It was an old familiar pattern for me, when this madman, who exercised so little control over his rage, held me in his grasp.  The question circled my brain like a persistent cancer.  Would he kill me this time?  He always threatened to.  Ever since I had stood, not more than four feet away, and watched in horror as he pushed the gun my mother held into her mouth, and pulled the trigger.  I had watched in helpless horror as his finger covered hers on that trigger, and pulled so slowly.  

Blood had splattered all three of us, but he hadn’t seemed to notice.  

At the moment, his words were a confusing tangle of Swedish and English, and I couldn’t for the life of me understand it.  I had never been fluent in Swedish, but I’d had to understand it as a child, since my father stubbornly insisted on using it at home.  But, either from terror or disuse, any ability to understand it was failing me.  I tried to speak, to tell him that, but his hand was still at my throat, cutting off my ability to speak. 

His hand relaxed on my throat just enough for me to take a breath.  I gasped, then grunted and whimpered as his fist made hard contact with my ribs.  I sobbed in another breath, still desperate for air.  

He spoke again.  This time it was a heavily accented but understandable string of English.  “Don’t get the idea that a rich boyfriend will keep you safe from me.  If you even think about speaking to the police, I will still kill you.  Do you understand?”  

I couldn’t speak, but I tried.  God, did I try.  Finally, I just nodded, but it wasn’t enough.  One of those massive fists made contact with my stomach once, and then again.  I started to crumble, but he pushed my shoulder into the wall hard enough to keep me upright.  

“Look at me,” my father’s cold voice ordered.  

I did, getting a good look at him for the first time since he’d charged, like a madman, through my door.  It had been six years since I’d seen him, but he’d aged twenty.  He was even heavier now, his face dissipated with the signs of a life lived in excess.  He was a drunk, a smoker, a chronic gambler, a murderer, and God only knew what else.  It had all taken it’s toll on his once handsome face.  

I called myself a thousand kinds of fool.  I’d known he would never leave Vegas.  He had gambled to stay afloat since his parents had disowned him at least twenty-four years before.  I had prayed that his destructive lifestyle would take care of him on it’s own, but it had been too much to hope for.   

Thinking it was Stephan at my door was no excuse.  I was an idiot for letting my guard down for even a second.  But he had somehow known when to strike.  I was so depressed and despondent that my brain wasn’t working properly.  The thought of a real threat had been so far from my mind…

“People have been asking about me, people I don’t know.  What did you tell your rich boyfriend about me?  Did you tell him about your mother’s death?”

“No,” I sobbed.  “I don’t know what people you’re talking about.  I didn’t tell him anything.  I swear it.”  

My words were useless.  They always were.  My father was a man of action.  He grabbed my arm with one hand, punching me in the side with the other.  He always spread his punches out.  He caught a spot at my back and my spine bowed in pain.

He swept my legs out from under me.  I went down easily.  He kicked me once, hard, in the back.  He walked around me, bringing a booted heel to my neck.  “It would be easier than taking a simple step for me to kill you.  You understand this?  My weight alone will crush your windpipe.  Is this how you want to die?  Because if you tell anyone what I did to your mother, there is no reason why I shouldn’t kill you.  I would not hesitate.  Do you understand, sotnos?”  

“Yes,” I croaked out.  It was a struggle to get that one word out with that huge boot on my neck.

He picked me up, effortlessly propping me back on my feet.  “And your man needs to quit poking around in my business.”  He raised an enormous fist above me, bringing it down on the back of my head.  My world went black.    


























CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

Epilogue






	I awoke to the biggest, baddest headache of my life.  It was a doozy.  I wanted to sink back into unconsciousness immediately.  It was my first conscious thought.  

I opened my eyes the tiniest crack.  It made the pain even worse, so I shut them again.  

I’m in a hospital, was my second conscious thought.  Everything, from the way I was propped up, to the smell, to all of the little beeps, clued me in.  My third thought was that my head wasn’t the only thing wrong with me.  Almost every part of my body throbbed, head  to toe.  

My hands seemed to be unharmed.  My right hand was clutched in a warm, hard hand.  I knew that it must be Stephan at my side, and I felt better just from the knowledge of his steady presence.  I was in bad shape, but I was alive.  And I had Stephan.  

I made a second attempt to open my eyes.  It was marginally more successful than the first try, but agonizing pain still shot through my temples.  I glanced toward the man sitting at my right.  I was more than a little unsettled to see that it wasn’t Stephan.  

Golden-brown hair trailed into an achingly beautiful face as James leaned over my hand, his face stark and desolate, his eyes red, his pretty mouth pursed as though he were in pain.  He had the posture of someone who had been sitting slumped over that way for hours, if not days.  He looked so tragic that way, and so heart-achingly handsome, that I felt an instant softening towards him.  I wasn’t thinking very clearly, but I tried to reach out briefly to comfort him.  

My arm didn’t move much, but I was able to grip his hand with a tiny, reassuring squeeze.  

His head shot up, his eyes searching.  Those vibrant blue eyes looked on the verge of tears.  It was surreal to see him like that.  He swallowed hard.  

“How are you feeling?” he asked.  He reached over and pushed a button just to my right, but behind me.  And then both of his hands gripped mine, stroking it softly.  

My voice was raspy and weak, but I answered him.  “Alive.”  

He blinked, and a tear slipped down the planes of that perfect golden cheek. 

 I blinked at him,  wondering if I was dreaming.  This was such a strange James that sat in front of me, nearly a stranger.  But then again, he had always been a stranger.  Hadn’t he?

“Where’s Stephan?” I asked him.  It hurt to talk, so I vowed to keep my talking to a minimum.  

“He went to get coffee.  He’s been glued to your side.”  He nodded at a spot on the other side of me.  There was another chair placed right at my side.  “He’s even been sleeping there.”  

I processed his words, then almost immediately broke my vow of silence.  “How long have I been out?”

He lowered his head, touching his forehead to my hand.  “Three days.  Forever.” 

I sighed, feeling a little relieved.  It could have been worse.  “How long have you been here?” I asked him.  

His face looked impossibly tired as he gazed down at our joined hands.  “I showed up at your house as the ambulance was taking you away.  We followed it to the hospital.  Stephan and I were both just minutes too late…”  

“You came to my house early,” I said, a small thread of accusation in my voice.  

He just nodded.  “Yes.  But not early enough,” he said, and I could tell that he was blaming himself for what had happened, for showing up too late to stop it, which was crazy, of course.  

I supposed, in a disconnected kind of way, that someone who needed so badly to be in control, must also feel the need to take a disproportionate amount of responsibility for things, even things that were completely out of his control.  I squeezed his hand.  

“How long have you been at the hospital?” I asked again.  

He just blinked at me.  “Since then, Love.  Do you think I could leave you like this?”  

My brow furrowed.  “Don’t you have work to do?”  

He laughed, and it was a rusty sound.  “I’m taking some time off.”

I noticed for the first time that the private room we were in was filled to bursting with flowers.  They ranged from exotic bouquets, to decadent roses, to simple carnations.  It seemed that every flower was represented in the many vases around the room.  

“You did this,” I said, as I took it all in.  

He kissed my hand.  “Not just me,” he said.  “The white lilies are from Stephan.  And those sunflowers are from Damien and Murphy.  The mixed wildflowers are from your airline.  And that mixed bouquet is from a group of flight attendants from your class.  I got the rest.”

“They’re beautiful.  Thank you.”  

“My pleasure,” he murmured, watching me like a hawk.

Stephan came in then, and rushed to my other side.  Tears ran down his face as he grabbed my other hand.  

“How do you feel?” he asked, sitting in what was obviously his chair at my other side..  

I grimaced.  “Alive.”

“I should go get the nurse,” Stephan said, starting to stand.  

“I buzzed her.  She’s usually prompt, so she’ll be here any time now,” James told him.

Stephan sat again.  He stroked my hand comfortingly.  “I was just speaking to the police.  They want to talk to you when you feel up to it.  I told them that I thought it was your father, but I didn’t see him, so they won’t take my word for it.  It was your father, right?”

I just nodded, wincing.  “Later.  I’m definitely not feeling up to it right now.  What day is it?” 

“Thursday,” Stephan told me.  

My eyes widened, my mind automatically going to work.  “We fly out tonight?” I asked him.  

He patted my hand.  “I talked to the director of inflight.  He had no problem letting us switch our vacation time, with you being hospitalized.  He was actually really great about it, knowing we couldn’t take that much time off unpaid, and that I couldn’t work with you hurt like this.  We’ve got two weeks off, so don’t worry about work.”     

I shut my eyes in relief.  “Thanks, Stephan.  You’re the best.”  

James’s hand tightened on mine.  “That’s not enough time.  And if you’re that worried about money-”

“Don’t,” I told him, my eyes still closed.  

His mention of money opened the floodgate, and I suddenly remembered, quite vividly, why he had no reason to be by my side.  I started to withdraw my hand.  

He clutched it, and my eyes snapped open, glaring at him.  The look in his eyes stopped my hand, and I just didn’t have the heart to glare at someone who looked so…desperate.  

“Okay, I won’t.  I’m sorry.  I just wanted to help,” he reassured me in a way that seemed foreign to him.  No one could say he wasn’t trying…  

The nurse arrived, checking on me.  She asked me about the pain, and I saw her pushing the painkiller button several times.  I drifted off.  

Both men were seemingly unmoved when I roused again.  I could see from the slightly opened shades that it was dark outside.  Both of my hands were still warmly enveloped.  

“How long was I out that time?”  I asked.  

Stephan seemed to be dozing, but James had his eyes open.  He looked like he was praying over my hand.  

“Fourteen hours,” James said, and kissed my hand.  “I think you’ve taken ten years off my life this week.”  He reached to punch a button, and I knew he was calling for the nurse again.  

It was a different nurse this time, I absently noted, as she left after checking and medding me.  They had both been pleasant and quick.  I wondered if the hospital always had such good service, or if this was the James Cavendish effect.  

“You don’t have to stay here,” I told him, as I began to drift off again.  He sent me such a hurt look that I tried to take it back even as I sank into a drugged sleep.  

Days went by like that, floating in and out of consciousness while my body healed.  It was five days before I was up and about.  And even then it was a limited amount of activity.  

I had a severe concussion, some internal bleeding, and some badly bruised ribs.  From the way they felt, I found it hard to believe they weren’t broken.  I hated to imagine what they would feel like if they were actually broken, if this was what bruised felt like.  

I found out from the doctor that I would be in the hospital for several more days, under observation.  All of my injuries were painful, but survivable.  I was lucky, I knew.  It could have been so much worse.  

I had several visitors.  The rest of our crew even visited once, pilots included.  They wished me well, and chatted pleasantly about nothing important.  Neither of the men at my side even offered their spots to the other visitors.  I wasn’t surprised.  

James’s hand tightened on mine once, when Damien reached down to pat my leg.  I knew Damien was just being friendly.  He would have patted my hand, probably, if they weren’t both already taken.  

James and Stephan never wandered far from their seats at my side, day or night.  Occasionally, they took turns sleeping on a tiny bed that folded out from the wall in the far corner of the room.  I couldn’t imagine either man was getting much sleep on the uncomfortably hard looking bed.  It was both heartwarming and baffling to me, these two amazing men that insisted on watching over me, completely unconcerned for their own comforts. 

A neat, business-like blond woman kept coming in and out of the room, silently handing James his phone, or his laptop, or even the occasional stack of papers.  I supposed that was how he was able to spend so much time at my side.  

“You don’t have to stay here,” I told him.  “I understand that you have work to do.”

He just gave me a dismissive glance, working on his laptop. 

I was nearly recovered enough to be discharged before Stephan brought up the attack again.  “Why did he come after you again, after all these years?” he asked in a hushed voice.  James was dozing in his bedside chair.  

“He mentioned something about people asking questions about him, people that he didn’t know.  He saw me in the tabloids, I suppose, and blamed me.  He also seemed to think that dating a rich man would make me more likely to get brave and go to the police about him.”

“This was my fault,” James spoke, making me start in surprise.  His face was ashen.  “I’m so sorry.”

I arched a brow at him.  “That’s a bit of a stretch.  And, anyways, my father wasn’t wrong.  I am feeling brave now.”

James tried to get me to explain what I meant, but I wasn’t sharing anymore.  And there was nothing to share with Stephan.  He already knew everything.    

I caught the tail end of a hushed conversation as I woke up one morning, days later.  

“I think that will do more harm than good,”  Stephan was saying to James.  “She won’t like it.  Just give her time, James.  I know it’s hard, but you’ll have to be patient.”  

“What’re ya talkin’ bout?”  I mumbled, as my brain crawled out of sleep.  

Both men looked a little guilty at being caught discussing me, but neither answered.  

“Spill it, Stephan.”  

He sighed.  “James would like to take you to a quiet place to heal.  He was suggesting a place on the beach, maybe.  And we were trying to figure out how to handle the media circus that seems to follow James around.” 

I went from groggy to alert as he spoke.   

James gave me a very solemn look.  “I can’t tell you how much I didn’t want you to get caught in the crossfire of my media circus of a life.  That is the entire reason that I wanted to keep our relationship quiet, at first.  I was suggesting that I release a statement about our relationship so it’s clear that you and I are together and exclusive.  And that Jules is and only ever has been a friend of mine.  I hate the implication that you are usurping on her territory.  Nothing could be further from the truth.”  

I pulled my hand away from James, then raised it when he tried to protest.  

“Stephan, give us a moment, please,” I said solemnly.  

He left without a word, beating a rather hasty retreat.  

James’s jaw had clenched, and he looked angry and pleading all at once.  “Please don’t shut me out, Bianca,” he said quietly.  

I took a deep breath.  My chest hurt.  It wasn’t just from the fists that had marked it.  It was a deeper pain.  “James, this has all happened too quickly.  I need to take a step back.”

He looked down, hiding his pain-filled eyes, that lovely mouth twisting in a heart-wrenching way.  “Please.”  His voice was quiet.  “I can’t stand the thought of losing you.  What can I do?”

I swallowed past a very thick lump in my throat.  “Just give me time, please.  Things between us happened too fast, and everything that’s happened since has just made me realize that.  I can’t think when we’re together.  You just sweep me up and I seem to lose all semblance of sane thought.  I don’t know that I can be a part of your life, or that I can even accept whatever little piece of it you would carve out for me.”  I could tell he wanted to argue, but I quieted him with a look.  

“Just give me some time,” I finally repeated.  “That’s all I ask.  We can discuss this thing we have in a few weeks, maybe a month, if you still want to.  Frankly, I half-expect you to just move on in that time.”  

He looked very angry now, but he studied me, and I could see that he tried to tamp it down.  

“Please have more faith in me than that,” he said quietly.  “Will you at least allow me to call you?  Or even text you?”  

I closed my eyes, wanting to go back to sleep, wanting to cry like a baby.  “I’ll contact you,” was all I said.  

He clutched my hand.  “It feels like you’ve already written me off.  I wish I knew the words to say to help you understand how serious I am about you.”  

There were tears in his voice, and it broke my heart.  But he didn’t really try to find any of the words.  He never spoke of love, or even how much he cared.  It made it easier for me to do what needed to be done.  It helped me to tell myself, We barely know each other.  This could all mean nothing to him in a month.  If he had said he loved me, I might not have been able to manage it.  

“I haven’t written you off.  I just need time, and space.  As you’ve seen and heard, I’m going to be fine.  I’ll be released from the hospital anytime now.  Today, probably.  Stephan will take care of me after that.”  

I kept my eyes closed.  It was so much easier to say the words when I wasn’t looking at him.  

“Goodbye, James,” I told him, my voice oddly thick.  It was a dismissal.  

He kissed my forehead.  I felt him watching me for long minutes.  Finally, after a suspenseful wait, he departed.  

I felt tears slip down my cheeks, but only after he’d gone.

Stephan re-entered some time later.  I suspected he had walked James out.  He came right to my side, seeming to know, without a word from me, what had transpired.  “Are you okay, Bee?”  

I nodded.  “I want to get out of here.  And I’m ready to talk to the police, Stephan.  I’m going to tell them everything.”
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  CHAPTER ONE


  


  I took a deep breath, then winced. I was trying to enjoy basking in the Miami sun, but I was still a littlesore. It had been over a month now since I’d sustained my injuries. I was fit enough to work now, but Istill got occasional reminders of what had happened to me when I moved or breathed just wrong.


  My phone chimed that I had a new text message, and I winced again. I needed to remember to keep it inthe off position. It helped me to delay the inevitable. I reached down to the concrete below my poollounge chair, gripped my phone, and held down the off button until it powered off.


  Just seconds later, I heard the Kings of Leon song that served as Stephan’s ringtone begin to play. Hesighed heavily from his lounge chair beside me, then rose, heading into the hotel bar that was nearest thepool. If I hadn’t been sure my text was from James, I was now. It was his pattern lately. He would callStephan after failing to get ahold of me. And for some odd reason, Stephan felt obliged to answer hiscalls. It had been the cause of an unusual new tension that had sprung up between us.


  A different figure loomed over me a moment later, casting a shadow as it hovered near the seat thatStephan had just vacated.


  “Mind if I join you, Bee?” Damien asked in his heavy Australian accent. I didn’t open my eyes frombehind my dark shades, but I recognized his voice easily enough.


  I made a humming noise that meant I didn’t care, and he lounged beside me.


  Stephan and I had had to call in several big favors from another crew to get to Miami for our layover.But I had wanted so desperately to avoid New York this week that Stephan had made it happen.


  Somehow Captain Damien and First Officer Murphy had managed to do the same, after Stephan hadcasually mentioned in a text that we would be missing our New York trip for the week. At first, I’dthought it was rather stalker-ish of them, but more and more, the two men were growing on me. Damienhad made no overtures. He was, in fact, great company for a person who just wanted some peace andquiet. He had no problem being comfortably silent, occasionally making light-hearted comments thatdrew me out of my black moods. And he was accompanied by Murphy more often than not. Murphycould make anyone laugh. Even me in the depressed mood that was dogging me lately.


  “That cover-up is gonna give you an interesting tan line,” Damien said in an amused tone.


  I wore a black swimsuit coverup that went to the top of my thighs. I wore it over my plain black bikini.


  The coverup was see-through, but it was just dark enough to mostly obscure the faint traces of bruises thatstill patterned my torso in a stark reminder of the violence I’d survived just weeks ago. They had fadedconsiderably, but they were still dark enough to need covering. I would draw unwanted attention if Ibared my skin for all to see. I’d already gotten enough unwanted attention lately. The paparazzi wouldtake any excuse to make me a headline nowadays. I wasn’t in any mood to encourage them.


  “No one wants to see what’s under this cover-up. Trust me,” I told him, still not opening my eyes oreven twitching.


  


  He coughed back a little laugh that made me uncomfortable. I was perceptive enough to know thatDamien was more than a little interested in me in a romantic way. Any reminders of the fact wereunwelcome.


  “I beg to differ,” he said quietly, and I felt myself frown.


  “Sorry, sorry,” he said quickly, before I could speak. I let it go. As long as he knew I wasn’t interestedin anything beyond friendship, I was content to let sleeping dogs lie.


  Damien was handsome and funny and great company. He was also a shameless womanizer. I figured itwas just second nature to him to try to to show interest in any woman in his vicinity. And it was also inhis nature to flatter any woman when given an opening. I was usually more careful about giving him thatopening.


  “Is everything okay between you and Stephan? I’ve never seen you guys like this before. You’re so stiffwith each other. Are you fighting?”


  My gut clenched. Things did seem off between us, and I wasn’t sure how to make it better. I figured hehad to be at least a little resentful of me for making him miss his week’s worth of Melvin time this week.


  Not that I had actually made him. I had told him more than once that I would understand if he still wantedto go to New York. The crew we had traded with had even agreed to just do a single trade with me. ButStephan had insisted we stick together. He was worried about me, I knew.


  I liked Damien. I even thought of him as a friend. One of my few pilot friends. But I couldn’t imaginediscussing my difficulties with Stephan with anyone. It felt almost disloyal.


  “He’s just worried about me, I think. Since the attack, we’ve both been on edge,” I explained. It was alltrue, but didn’t address the reason for our awkwardness.


  Damien made a neutral little hum in his throat. “What about that James guy? You two doing okay? Isaw a little bit of the media circus that surrounds him. You get tired of all that, and drop him? You couldhave any man you want, you know.”


  I sucked in a breath. Damien was usually very good about not asking questions like that. It was why hehad made good company lately.


  “I don’t want to talk about it,” I said, my tone cool.


  He got the hint. “Damn, sorry. I’m on a roll, putting my foot in my mouth, aren’t I?”


  I gave a half-smile, finally looking at him. I gave a little nod, and he laughed.


  “Well, I guess I owe you now. You want to ask me any rude, prying questions about my personal life?”he asked. He had a great smile. It was all even white teeth, and self-deprecating humor. It would havebeen hard not to smile back. I didn’t even try.


  “Nope,” I told him with no hesitation.


  He laughed again, as though I was much more funny than I actually was. “I guess when you answer yesto that question, I’ll know I have you where I want you.”


  I just wrinkled my nose and turned my face away.


  “Wanna take a walk on the beach?” he asked, after several minutes of silence.


  I realized in surprise that I did want to get up and move around a bit. I’d been so inactive lately, due tomy injuries. “It’s not a romantic stroll or anything, is it?” I asked him cautiously.


  He sat up, grinning at me. He really was a good-looking man. He wore only low-slung black swimtrunks. He was tan and muscular. His dark hair and warm brown eyes were hollywood material. I reallydidn’t understand why he would put so much time into a passably attractive girl who wasn’t evenremotely interested in him. I tried to use that characterization as further proof that he was just beingfriendly, still strangely uncomfortable with his company.


  I got up, moving slowly. I was still stiff, though I had recovered remarkably well, all things considered.


  I hadn’t been released from the hospital until I’d had countless tests run, so I was in the clear of anyserious injuries.


  


  I started walking, and Damien fell into step beside me. He seemed to know better than to try to help me.


  I found the wooden crosswalk that led from our hotel to the beach, and crossed it resolutely.


  I walked almost to the water line before I began to walk along the beach. My bare feet got wet, but itfelt good after laying in the hot sun. I even got a few steps deeper into the tide before I began to followthe shoreline, passing the various ocean-front hotels. I counted the hotels we passed, absently keepingtrack.


  “Some weirdo just got a picture of us,” Damien told me as we walked.


  Inwardly, I cursed. Outwardly, I shrugged.


  “Want me to go beat him up and take his camera?” he asked.


  I laughed. “The damage is done,” I said. I could only imagine what they would print about me thisweek. I figured no matter what it was, it couldn’t be worse than the tangent they had gone on a month ago.


  


  They had called me every derogatory name in the book. I was becoming quickly immune to it. It wasalmost a pleasant surprise to me, how quickly I was becoming desensitized to being publicly insulted.


  Someday I might even stifle my unhealthy urge to check online for what they were saying about me. Iwasn’t sure I’d ever have enough self-control to keep from checking to see what they were saying aboutJames...


  “Are you really done with that James Cavendish guy, or are you just taking a break?” Damien asked,walking close to my side, as though afraid I would lose my balance. He probably wasn’t totally wrong. Idid feel a little wobbly, but it was mostly because I was so stiff.


  I gave him a level stare. I decided to be brutally honest with him. “I’d like to think I’m sensible enoughto be done with him. I’m realistic enough to know that, done or not, I’m ruined for other men. If you mustknow, he and I have certain…tastes in common. I don’t really care to discuss it any more than that.”


  Damien touched my arm briefly, giving me a warm smile when I looked at him. “If you’re a dominatrix,Bee, I can live with that. Feel free to tie me up and spank me, anytime you feel the need.”


  I laughed, because he was joking, and because it was the opposite of the truth.


  “Um, no,” was all I said to him.


  “Are you in love with him?” he asked. “Is it that serious? You can tell me, Bianca. I won’t judge. Ijust want to be your friend.”


  I grimaced. He was my friend. Why is it so hard for me to open up? I wondered. Even to a friend. Ithought over the question, trying to suppress my natural urge to just close up at such a personal topic.


  “Yes,” I answered finally. “It’s hopeless, I know. Maybe that’s why my heart was perverse enough togive itself. But I do love him.”


  He squeezed my elbow. “Hey, I know the feeling. Don’t beat yourself up so much. What will you do?”


  


  I took a few deep breaths, really thinking about it. “That’s what I don’t know. I can’t deny how I feel,but I can deny where it has to lead. He still wants me. Will I let him have me again? That’s the milliondollar question, I suppose.”


  Damien gave me a pained look. “It is.”


  I gave a small shrug, the one I couldn’t seem to help. It was a gesture that seemed to drive everyone inmy life insane.


  “He’ll grow tired of me, I’m sure,” I said softly. “It’s his M.O. The question is, am I so desperate forhim that I’ll just sign on for the ride?”


  Damien didn’t have an answer for that. Neither did I.


  


  


  CHAPTER TWO


  Damien and I walked slowly back to the hotel. We found more neutral topics to chat about on the returntrip.


  I noticed this time when my picture was taken by the man who crouched in the bushes outside of the hotelthat bordered our own. He was a pudgy, balding man. I had the urge to tell him that he didn’t need tobother damaging his knees by attempting to hide. He was very visible, even hiding.


  I made myself ignore him instead. His publication would say something horrible about me either way, Iwas sure.


  “Wanna hit up that Cuban restaurant on the corner?” Damien asked. We were almost back to our hotel.


  I shrugged. “Let’s see what Stephan wants to do,” I said neutrally. The food sounded good, but I didn’twant to end up going to dinner with just Damien.


  “Okay. We’ll make it a foursome. Murphy will no doubt have an opinion on where to eat,” Damiensaid cheerfully. His attitude reassured me. I’d been half-worried he was trying to corner me into somekind of a date.


  We found the other two men chatting with each other in our crew hotel’s large, crowded bar. Everyoneagreed on the Cuban restaurant easily enough. It did have killer food.


  We split up to change for dinner, meeting back in the lobby twenty minutes later. I just threw on someshorts and a tank top.


  We walked to the restaurant, the men joking constantly, making me laugh. They really were goodcompany.


  I ordered black bean soup and rice at the restaurant. It was a simple, if fattening, meal. I didn’t care. Itwas my version of comfort food. I gorged myself, as I rarely did. I even ordered a second order of themeal to go. It was a great breakfast, if you added orange juice. I did, grabbing a carton from the mini-mart a block away from the hotel.


  Stephan carried everything for me without a word. Awkward as it was between us, he was still agentleman to his core. His unusual mormon upbringing had ingrained in him a need to shelter me that I’dnever been able to talk him out of. I accepted him too much to even try at this point. I just thanked himwhen he unburdened me of the bags.


  Unexpectedly, he gripped my hand as we walked. I squeezed his hand back instantly. I couldn’t standdistance between us.


  “Are you mad at me?” I asked him. We walked just a few feet in front of Murphy and Damien, so Ipitched my voice very low.


  He sent me a wide-eyed, surprised look. “Of course not, Buttercup. I’m terrified that you’re angry withme for keeping in contact with James.”


  I squeezed his hand again. “No. I understand very well how hard it is to ignore that man. He ispersistent. I was just worried that you were mad at me for keeping you away from Melvin this week.”


  


  His mouth tightened. “Not at all. I’ve come to realize that Melvin isn’t relationship material. Headmitted to hooking up with another guy last week, even though we had said we were going to take itslow, but be exclusive. And I also think he tried to talk to the press about you and I. I feel bad that myjudgement was so off about him. I was so attracted at first that I just saw what I wanted to see. You knowwhat I mean?”


  I cringed. “Sadly, I know exactly what you mean,” I said, thinking of James.


  He shook his head, giving my hand a little squeeze. “James isn’t the same as Melvin, Bee. I’m sure ofit. I just wish you could see it, too.”


  I just gave him a look. It was my ‘drop it’ look.


  Murphy and Damien wanted to go bar hopping on South Beach.


  I declined their invitation quickly. Stephan followed suit. Murphy turned to his phone, texting the rest ofour crew. We had seen the three other flight attendants at the pool briefly earlier, but they seemed to be aroom-bound lot for the evening. Murphy looked crestfallen. An antisocial crew was his worst nightmare.


  


  “A movie? There’s a theatre less than ten minutes away.”


  Stephan sent me a questioning look.


  I just shrugged. What I wanted was to go to my room and crawl under my covers until morning, but Iknew I would just drive myself crazy if I went that route. A movie seemed the lesser evil.


  “Okay. Just let me a grab a sweatshirt. I always get cold in that theatre,” I agreed finally.


  My room was down the hall from Stephan’s. Unfortunately, the hotel hadn’t been able to accommodateus with adjoining rooms, as we preferred.


  He handed me my bags of food and juice as we split up. I put the food in my mini-fridge, and grabbed asweatshirt from my suitcase.


  I set my phone on the end table by my bed, plugging it in to charge. Reluctantly, I turned it on. I wasjust intending to set my alarm for the morning, then leave the phone in my room, charging.


  There were several missed texts and calls. There always were, lately. Most were from James, ofcourse, though a few were from other friends, and a few were from a strange Vegas 702 number that keptpopping up lately. I wondered briefly who that strange number could be, as it kept showing up more andmore in my missed call log. I’d even taken the call once, though there’d just been a few seconds ofbackground noise followed by an abrupt hangup.


  My mind changed courses when, in a sudden total loss of self-control, I checked my latest missed text. Iwasn’t at all surprised to see that it was from James, but my heart still skipped a beat just seeing hisname.


  James: Just checking in to see how you’re doing. I miss you.


  I was texting back before I could stop myself.


  Bianca: Doing fine. Please stop worrying about me. Just hanging out with the crew. Hope thingsare well with you.


  He responded immediately.


  James: Well enough. I’ll be in London for most of next week, so please don’t skip out on NewYork again just to avoid me. When can I see you again?


  My heart ached with longing at just the thought of seeing him, but my heart wasn’t doing a good job ofsteering me in the right direction lately.


  Bianca: I need more time. I’m sorry. I just seem to lose all self-control when I get near you. Ineed to get myself grounded again.


  James: We can meet however you want. You make the terms. I would agree to anything, just tosee you for five minutes. I mean that literally. I could meet up with your crew or we could meet upfor coffee. Just tell me what you want and I’ll do it. I’m desperate to see you.


  I swallowed, feeling at sea. How I wanted to see him, even if only for five minutes. I should be able tocontrol myself, if it were only five minutes…


  Bianca: Let me think about it. You know my schedule. Let me know when we’re in the same cityand I’ll try to find a brief, neutral way that we can meet up.


  James: Don’t tempt me so, Love. I’ll be on a plane in thirty minutes if you really mean that.


  My gut clenched.


  Bianca: Don’t do that. I meant if your schedule takes you to the same city. Please don’t travel onmy account.


  James: I need to take a business trip to Vegas soon. I’d like to see you when I’m there. Tell methe time and place and I’ll work my schedule around it.


  Bianca: Stephan and I are meeting up with some friends a week from monday. We haven’tdecided on a time or place, but I’ll let you know when we do. You can join us if you want.


  James: I very much want. Give me the details when you have them. I’ll count the days, my love.


  I turned my phone off after that.


  We all met back up in the lobby. I was the last to arrive. I felt bad that I had made them all wait, but noone seemed to mind.


  They were having a good-natured argument about whether we should walk or share a taxi.


  I wrinkled my nose at Murphy, who seemed to think it was worth it to take a taxi the short distance.


  “It’s less than a mile,” I told him. “It’s a waste of money. Especially since it’s so nice out.”


  Damien poked Murphy’s oversized belly. “It seems like you could use a walk, mate.”


  Murphy poked Damien’s belly. “Don’t foist your body image issues on me, mate. I’m sexy. When Iwant a six pack, I go to the liquor store. It’s a hell of a lot more fun than spending three hours a day at thegym, like Mr. Universe here.”


  We all laughed.


  Murphy saw that he was outvoted, so we walked.


  The walk was pleasant, but once there, we had a hard time deciding on what to see. For some oddreason, the pilots were insisting on a romantic comedy. Stephan and I wanted to see a newly releasedSci-Fi horror flick. I didn’t like romantic comedies as a rule, but I particularly refused to see the one theywere pointing out. It was starring a young red-headed actress whom I’d seen photographed with James.


  If I watched the movie, I knew I’d just obsess about him and get depressed all over again. When Isuggested that we just watch two different movies, the pilots finally caved.


  “But if I get nightmares after this, Damien is getting a roommate tonight. I am always the big spoon. Noexceptions,” Murphy warned.


  Stephan and I laughed, but Damien just gave him a disgruntled look, as though he was genuinely worriedMurphy would try it. That look just made me laugh harder.


  I thought the movie was great, but Murphy didn’t agree. “That scene where that chick cut the alien out ofher…I can’t stop seeing that in my head. I’m going to be scarred for life now. You guys owe me for that.


  I’m making you all watch a lighthearted comedy next time,” Murphy threatened as we walked back to thehotel.


  Dark had fallen while we watched the movie, but the streets were well-lit and many people still walkedalong the popular street.


  I noticed that Stephan had tensed up, and I followed his stare to a man taking pictures of us. I held hisarm firmly, continuing to walk. Stephan looked about ready to punch the guy.


  “We’re going to have to just learn to ignore that sort of thing,” I told him quietly. “We can’t stop themfrom taking pictures, and we can’t control what they say, so ignoring them is our only recourse.”


  He gave me an assessing glance. “Maybe you are suited to James’s lifestyle. It’s pretty impressive thatyou’re already accustomed to the paparazzi, considering that you’ve only been dealing with them for afew weeks.”


  I gave my little shrug. “It’s not the end of the world. I could do without all of the horrible things they’llprint along with the pictures, but I really just need to learn to stop reading it. It’s all garbage. Before Idated James, I never would have even glanced at any of it. I need to get back to that mindset.”


  Stephan nodded firmly. “Me, too. I have Google alerts on you and James now. I need to quit torturingmyself. It’s not like we can stop any of it.”


  “If you see me looking up garbage gossip sites online, you need to stop me. This has gotten out of hand.”


  “Ditto, Buttercup.”


  


  


  CHAPTER THREE


  The days passed slowly, as I looked forward to seeing James. Despite my reservations, I almost calledhim to arrange a meeting sooner several times.


  In the end, I had hardly any contact with James, only texting him briefly the Sunday before I was due tosee him. I just told him where everyone had decided to meet. It was a work affair that I wasn’tparticularly enthused about attending. But Stephan wouldn’t go anywhere without me lately, and I wastired of keeping him home. I knew he loved to go out, so I had agreed to attend the work party almost twoweeks before.


  Bianca: We’re meeting at 6pm at The Dime Lounge. It’s just off of the strip, on the east side ofTropicana. It’s going to be a lot of flight attendants and pilots.


  James: I’ll be there.


  I started getting ready at 3:30, which was early for me. Giving myself more than an hour to get readywas unusual, so taking over two hours meant that I was nervous. Nervous and excited.


  It took me an uncharacteristically long time to choose an outfit. I finally settled on a black mini-skirt thatshowed a lot of leg. I paired it with a sleeveless black button-up silk top that showed a tasteful butgenerous hint of cleavage. The all-black outfit put me in the mood for some loud shoes, so I dug out a pairof wedge sandals that were a bright mix of colors that didn’t go with anything but black. They were a mixof orange, yellow, pink and blue that made me smile. They laced up my ankles in wide satin ribbons, andI tied them in neat little bows there. I never got a chance to wear the impulsive purchase, and I waspleased with the overall look of the outfit.


  I found some big silver hoops for my ears. I eyed a silver box that had arrived in my mail the day I’dgotten home from the hospital. I’d glanced inside of it, seen the contents, and shut it without anotherglance. It contained the collar and watch that James had given me, before all hell had broken loose. Ididn’t know what to do with the jewelry. I didn’t feel like I could keep it, since we weren’t together. ButI was also sure that James wouldn’t accept it back. He obviously wouldn’t, since the last time I’dreturned it it had just ended up in my mailbox.


  I did my hair and makeup, stewing about the jewelry.


  Part of me wanted to just wear it. The collar would go well with my neckline, setting off my cleavagenicely. James would be happy to see me wear it, I knew. But it might also give him the wrong idea. Hemight take it to mean that I was willing to pick up again where we’d last left off. I wasn’t sure I waswilling to do that.


  A change came over me when I was near James. A change that I wasn’t sure I liked. He’d gotten me tofall in love with him after just over a week of knowing him. And if that wasn’t bat-shit crazy, I didn’tknow what was.


  I left my hair pin straight and hanging down my back in a pale, beige-blond line. I lined my eyes in asoft brown. I had a heavy hand with the black mascara and used a generous amount of gold eyeshadow. Iwent with a soft pink lip, liberally applying gloss. It was more makeup than I usually went with, but Ithought it would suit a place like The Dime just fine.


  The overall effect made me feel sexy and sophisticated, and that was exactly what I wanted. I needed tofeel confident when I saw James again.


  I heard my phone chime, and knew it would be Stephan, saying it was time to go. A look at the clocktold me that.


  Impulsively, I opened the silver box. I weighed the lovely choker in my hands. It was a silver color,though I had no idea what metal it was. I could never tell the difference. But it looked expensive, withdiamonds peppering the whole necklace, and a loop on the front made entirely of alarmingly large ones. Ihadn’t realized how large they were before.


  I took a deep breath, and reached back to put it on. The weight of it felt nice against the base of my neck,and I studied it, running my finger along it. I needed to go, but I couldn’t seem to look away from thecollar around my neck.


  I glanced back at the box, and noticed for the first time that the box held more than just the necklace andwatch. I opened another small box that I had overlooked with my previous cursory inspection. Itcontained exquisite, large hooped earrings made up of large diamonds that matched the details on mycollar to the T.


  I bit my lip, and put them on. In for a penny, in for a pound, I thought recklessly.


  I hurried out the door, and, sure enough, Stephan’s car was waiting in my driveway. I got into his car,digging into my small clutch-purse as I did so. I checked to make sure I had all the essentials.


  Stephan let out a low whistle at the sight of me. “You look hot, Buttercup. If you hadn’t told me Jameswas stopping by to see you, I could have guessed by that mini skirt.”


  I gave him a sharp look, but couldn’t maintain it for long. He had a point. I hardly ever tried to dresssexy.


  “Everyone is going to be there,” Stephan told me happily as we drove the twenty minutes to the club. Hestarted naming off the attendees. Some I would normally have been happy to see, but at the moment, notso much.


  Everyone knew I had been attacked in my home. And that I had been hospitalized for over a week. Therumor was that I’d had a home invader attack me, but people would be asking me well-meaning questionsabout it nonetheless. I hated the kinds of questions that I knew would be asked. I hated that people hadeven a vague idea of what had happened to me.


  I’d survived, and the rest were just details , I told myself firmly. It was a mantra that always snappedme out of self-pity mode. As usual, it worked. I was alive, and it was enough.


  We had a good-natured argument as we drove about whether Stephan should pop the collar of his polo.


  He’d worn the collar up, and I’d noticed almost immediately. I just couldn’t seem to get onboard with thestyle. There was just something inherently douche-baggy about the look. I told him so.


  He eventually caved, straightening his collar with a rueful smile.


  “Just because you like a look, that doesn’t make it right,” I teased him.


  We got to the lounge a solid ten minutes before six. The doorman was checking our I.D’s and even ourairline badges. We both had them on us, since we had been told we’d need them to get an employeediscount, but it was unusual to have to show them at the door.


  I heard a familiar voice behind me. “These are Mr. Cavendish’s guests. I’ll walk them in.”


  I turned, giving a surprised smile to Clark. I inwardly cringed, thinking of the last time he’d seen me.


  I’d been a complete mess, running into traffic like a maniac. But it wasn’t his fault he’d seen me in thatstate, so I tried to greet him as though it hadn’t happened. “How are you, Clark?” I asked.


  He smiled at me warmly. He seemed genuinely pleased to see me. “Just great, Ms. Karlsson. I’m veryhappy to see you looking so well.”


  I just nodded, automatically shying away from the subject of what had made me so un well recently.


  Clark led us through the dimly lit lounge, heading straight to the small VIP section.


  I sighed.


  Of course James would be in VIP, but it kind of defeated the whole purpose of us being here, socializingwith co-workers.


  Sure enough, we were no sooner seated than Stephan was bouncing back up, spotting a friend of oursacross the room. It was our friend, Jessa. I hadn’t seen her in over a month, and I really did want to sayhi.


  I saw quickly that James was nowhere to be seen.


  I sent Clark an apologetic glance. “Thanks for showing us to the table, Clark, but I see someone I wantto chat with. Where is James?”


  Clark looked uncomfortable. He was even fidgeting with his tie. The nervous gesture seemed veryuncharacteristic for him. “In the car, finishing up some phone calls. I’m pretty sure he didn’t think you’dbe so prompt, or I know he would have wrapped his business up by now.”


  I just nodded and headed over to where Stephan and Jessa were hugging in greeting. She saw me andgasped. She gave me a hug that was hard enough that I had to hide a little gasp. My ribs were still a littletender, if they were pressed just wrong. She’d hit just the wrong spot with her exuberant squeeze. I hidmy reaction and returned her hug.


  “It’s so good to see you looking better,” Jessa gushed. “I’m sorry I couldn’t come by the hospital orvisit you before. Thing’s have been crazy lately, and I didn’t hear about anything until you were leavingthe hospital. And I was out of town at the time.” She glared at Stephan. “Stephan here kept it underwraps. Even from me.”


  “Please, don’t give it a thought. In fact, let’s never talk about it again. How’ve you been? Where haveyou been flying this month?” I asked her.


  Jessa was from our flight attendant class. She was a tall brunette, nearly my height, with lovely browneyes and the warmest smile. She was one of my favorite people. When possible, we tried to meet upwith her at least twice a month to catch up. She had a great sense of humor, and loved to go out. EvenStephan was a homebody compared to her.


  She was flipping her thick, curly hair behind her shoulders as she told us a story about some passengeron her last flight who’d tried to smoke in the bathroom and then lie about it. She was getting agitated justrelating the story about the shameless lies the old man had tried to get away with.


  I had to hide a smile. She was always getting agitated with the crazies. And her sassy way of dealingwith them was just good comedy.


  A cocktail waitress in a mini skirt and corset promptly approached us and got our drink orders. Stephanwas drinking house cabernet. I stuck with water. I was off of alcohol, especially if James was attending.


  He abhorred the stuff.


  I spotted Brenda by the bar, and waved. She joined us, smiling.


  “We missed you guys this week,” she said in greeting.


  “Cindy and Lars are great, though, right?” I asked, smiling. The couple we had traded with werenotoriously fun to work with.


  “Oh, yeah, those two are a blast. We still missed you, though.” She pursed her lips. “Jake and I, Imean.”


  We shared a wry smile. I didn’t have to ask why she had left out Melissa’s name. The other girl wasacting more and more unhinged every time I dealt with her. I had known she wouldn’t miss us.


  


  She noticed my jewelry. “That is the loveliest necklace and earrings. So unique.”


  I fingered my choker, thanking her.


  “Did your husband come?” I asked, glancing around. He often came with her to work functions, andsometimes even joined her on layovers.


  “No, he didn’t get off of work until six, and he says he’s beat. I probably won’t stay long. It’s just sohard to miss out on an opportunity to see so many of the flight attendants that I rarely get to see. Weshould organize these parties more often.”


  Jessa agreed with her heartily, and they chatted about trying to do just that for a solid ten minutes.


  Jake joined us amidst their plans, hugging everyone while managing to seem interested in the currentconversation. I hugged him back lightly. I had had a hard time with the flight attendant hugging situationright at first, but the custom had grown on me. When you had close friends that you only got to see once amonth in passing, a hug seemed appropriate. Though everyone, even not so close friends, seemed to insiston the habit. I just went with it now. No one else understood my hangup, I knew. So I had just learned tokeep it to myself.


  A tall, slender, dark-haired man approached Stephan from behind, clapping him on the shoulder ingreeting. The man leaned in close to Stephan’s ear, whispering something. Stephan seemed to blushdown to his toes.


  I watched the whole thing as if in slow-motion, my jaw dropping in shock.


  


  


  CHAPTER FOUR


  It took me a long moment to recognize the man, since what I was seeing made no sense to me.


  Javier Flores and Stephan were not exactly on friendly terms. Last I had checked, they were closer tobitter exes. The two men hadn’t spoken for over a year. Or so I had thought.


  Javier was Stephan’s version of the one that got away.


  The two men were as dissimilar physically as they were personality-wise. Though both men were talland handsome, Stephan was much taller. Javier was maybe an inch shy of six feet. And where Stephanresembled a strapping Abercrombie and Fitch model with his blond good looks, Javier was almostdelicate looking. His face was just plain pretty, with perfect, even features, and the thickest eyelashes I’dever seen. He had jet black hair that hung to his shoulders, falling into his eyes artfully as he tilted hishead forward, giving Stephan a wicked sideways smile. He was tall and slender, almost thin. His darkbrown eyes were mysterious and lovely, but I had always found them a little cold and distant.


  The two men had dated for just a month, over a year ago. It had been an intense month, but it had endedquickly, and badly. Javier had a real problem being Stephan’s secret lover, and he hadn’t tolerated thesituation for long. He’d given Stephan an ultimatum; Stop hiding their relationship, or he was out.Javier had been shocked and hurt when Stephan had chosen the latter. He’d been giving Stephan thesilent treatment ever since, avoiding him at parties like this. He’d even left the room at the sight ofStephan for several months after the breakup. Stephan had been crushed by the whole thing.


  I had understood that Javier was hurt badly, but I still thought he’d been an asshole about the breakup.


  Still, I’d been upset about the breakup as well. Stephan had never looked at any guy the way he looked atJavier, and I’d really hoped, at the beginning, that the relationship would work out for them.


  Javier saw me staring at him, and his smiled died a quick death. He’d always been polite and courteouswith me, but I’d sensed that I made him wary. Not a lot of people understood the relationship betweenStephan and I.


  Javier surprised me by striding to me and enveloping me in a soft hug. “I’m so happy to see you well,Bianca.”


  I hugged him back automatically. He didn’t let go for some strange reason.


  “You don’t hate me, do you?” he whispered in my ear.


  I blinked, meeting Stephan’s sheepish eyes over Javier’s shoulder.


  “Why would I hate you?” I asked him quietly. He’d thrown me for a loop.


  “For being such a bastard to Stephan for so long. My heart was totally broken, but that’s no excuse forthe way I treated him. And I wasn’t exactly nice to you. I stopped speaking to you as well, even thoughnone of it was your fault. Stephan even tells me that you defended me, up until I threw a fit at thatValentine’s party and embarrassed myself.”


  Javier had been on our crew for the month when he and Stephan had started seeing each other. I hadnever even given a thought to the fact that Javier hadn’t spoken to me either, since the breakup. All thingsconsidered, I had just expected it.


  “I know it sounds crazy, but I was jealous of you. I had myself half-convinced that something was goingon between the two of you, and that was why Stephan couldn’t seem to commit to being gay.”


  I stiffened. He hugged me tighter, though his hold was still soft. I doubted that the slender man had it inhim to be rough.


  “I know. Crazy, right?” Javier continued. “But me and Stephan have been talking again. Please, tell meyou’re okay with it.”


  I nodded, though I wasn’t really sure what to think. Javier’s about-face was just so sudden andunexpected, and Stephan hadn’t said a word. I had just barely caught up with the fact that he wasn’tseeing Melvin anymore.


  “Yes, of course. I’m not Stephan’s keeper, contrary to popular belief.”


  He kissed my forehead, pulling back to look at me. “I know, but you’re his family. I just want us to becool.”


  His eyes were earnest and pleading now, far from the cool way they usually looked. It gave me hope.


  Perhaps he just acted cool, to hide his feelings. I could well understand that.


  I smiled at him. It was stiff, but not for lack of effort. “Yes. Okay. I want whatever makes Stephanhappy. Always.”


  Javier nodded emphatically, finally stepping away from me. “Good. Great. Stephan was worried youwouldn’t like us seeing each other again.”


  I sent Stephan a baffled look. He was still watching us, looking distressed.


  “He should know better,” I said.


  Javier moved back to Stephan. I was floored by what happened next. Stephan threw an arm overJavier’s shoulders, messing up his hair playfully. He released the smaller man almost instantly, but it wasstill the most affectionate thing I’d ever seen him do in public with another man.


  For some reason, I felt my eyes getting moist.


  Stephan caught my eye, walking over to me. He pushed me into his chest, leaning down to speak into myear. “Are you really okay with this?’


  “What kind of a question is that?” I asked, my voice muffled against his pale orange polo. “And why isthis the first I’m hearing about it?”


  He was running a hand up and down my back soothingly. “It was just weird timing. I kept meaning to,but things have been so crazy. I could never find the right time. He actually called me because he heardyou’d been hurt, and he wanted to make sure we were both okay. That’s sweet, right?”


  I pushed back, nodding at him. “What about your…issues?”


  He swallowed, hard. “Javier and I talked about it. And I realized he has a very good point. I don’thave to make an announcement to the world. I don’t need a coming-out ball, yanno? But I don’t need tolie about it anymore, either. I can just live my life. I don’t owe any explanations to anybody. I alwayssaid I just wanted my private life private, but I’m beginning to see that there was more to it. And I havenothing to be ashamed of, right?”


  He had tried to make it a statement, but I still heard the question in there. I gripped his arms, hard. “Nota thing. I’m so proud of you, Stephan.”


  He squeezed my arm. We avoided eye contact for a long minute, both blinking back embarrassing tears.


  


  Finally, composed, he just nodded, heading back to stand near Javier. He gripped the other man’sshoulder briefly before folding his arms across his chest, listening to whatever Jessa was ranting about.


  I felt a little in shock about Stephan’s sudden, drastic change of heart. But it was a good shock.


  I watched the two men for several minutes, dazed by the change in Stephan. It wasn’t full on PDA, buthe kept playfully poking Javier in the chest, or tugging on a lock of his hair. Javier kept his handscarefully to himself, but he was giving Stephan the warmest, sweetest looks. I thought it was beautiful.


  Murphy and Damien were the next to join our group, and made the rounds, hugging everyone. I realizedthat our little group had grown rather large and loud.


  I searched the spacious lounge, thinking that James might have a hard time spotting me in such a largegroup, but I saw no sign of him.


  I did spot Melissa across the room. She was sitting by the bar with Captain Peter. She was wearing askin-tight red dress, staring at our group sullenly. I wondered, a little cattily, why she insisted on wearingcolors that clashed with her hair. I mentally chastised myself. She was an unpleasant person, but that wasno excuse for sinking to her level.


  I gave her a little wave when our eyes met, resolving to at least be polite since she was a member of ourcrew for at least another month. She just nodded back, then looked away. At least she hadn’t flipped meoff.


  I focused back on our growing group as we were joined by two more.


  It was Judith and Marnie. They’d been on our crew a few months back. They were inseparable partygirls. Judith had long black hair, and Marnie was a platinum blond. They were both very short with greatfigures and cute faces. They sort of reminded me of naughty pixies. Half-drunk naughty pixies at themoment.


  I remembered that they often introduced themselves to men at bars as Ivanna Humpalot and AlottaVagina. They rarely went back to their rooms alone, sometimes even sharing men with each other. Theywere a funny pair, but not for the faint of heart. Stephan and I had been at Judith’s twenty-first birthdayparty about two months ago. It had been crazy. She’d made out with at least three men that I’d seen, anddragged two of them to her hotel room.


  Marnie was a year older than Judith, just twenty-two. I was older than both girls, but the two of themhad me beat by a lot of years in experience. They both thought any woman who had lasted to fifteen withtheir virginity intact was a prude. I didn’t imagine they even had a word for someone who had lasted untilage twenty-three, like I had.


  Judith squealed in delight when she saw me. She rushed over and hugged me.


  “I heard about the attack. How are you doing?” she nearly shouted.


  I hugged her back stiffly, wishing she hadn’t spoken so loudly. “Good. How are you?”


  She cast a sidelong glance in Damien’s direction.


  “How much you wanna bet I’ll wake up in Damien’s bed tomorrow?” she whispered. “Then I’ll begood. Marnie hooked up with him a few months ago. She says he’s hung. The last guy I hooked up withwas a real disappointment. It had to have given me some like good cock charma, right?”


  Her words surprised a laugh out of me. I hadn’t known about the hook-up between Marnie and Damien,


  but I wasn’t surprised.


  “TMI, Judith,” I told her with a smile. “I have to work with him every week.”


  Marnie had sidled up next to us, squeezing between us to hug me softly. “If Judith goes after him tonight,I’m joining them,” she said with a wink. “I swear to god, if any man can handle two women at once, it’shim. He’s a marathon man.”


  Judith wrinkled her nose at Marnie. “I never get the really good ones to myself. She always wants apiece.”


  I didn’t even try to hide my laugh. She was complaining, but her tone was more amused than upset.


  Damien caught my eye from a few feet away. He didn’t walk over, just gave me wide, questioningeyes. I was sure he was worried what they were telling me about him. I just smirked at him. He coveredhis face with his hands, and I swore I could hear his pained groan. I didn’t feel real bad for him, since Iwas willing to bet he’d end up with the feisty girls by the end of the night.


  “I heard a rumor that you lost your V-card. Finally. And to some super hot rich guy. Is it true?”


  


  I grimaced. The rumor mill was alive and well, and apparently held some truth. “Yes. Please don’t sayit so loud.”


  I was still mortified that the two girls even knew I’d been a virgin. They had guessed it, strangelyenough, considering I knew few people who knew less about being virgins themselves. We’d been inJudith’s hotel room, watching some romantic comedy on a layover, when the two girls had started in ontheir favorite sex stories. They’d asked me to share, and I’d just blushed. They had guessed, with nolittle disgust, that I was a virgin. I had to give them a firm talking to when they wouldn’t stop trying tofind men to relieve me of the ‘problem’. Marnie had even volunteered to lend me her on-again off-againboyfriend at the time. I had not taken the offer well. I’d gotten over it, though, knowing she was a littleoblivious to other people’s feelings when it came to things like that.


  “Well, congratulations. Was he any good? Sometimes the really good-looking ones are horrible in bed.It’s that whole, I’m so hot I don’t even have to try, mentality. Yanno?” Judith elbowed Marnie playfullyin the ribs while she spoke.


  I just shook my head, wide-eyed. I most certainly didn’t know anything about that. I couldn’t imaginethere was a man on the planet who was better in bed. I didn’t particularly want to share that information,though.


  “So he was good? Your first time was good?” Marnie pried.


  I nodded, very uncomfortable. The sharing personal information thing was so not for me.


  “On a scale of one to ten, what was he?”


  I sighed. They were not gonna let up. “How would, ‘I want him to fuck me to death, and he just might’,rate on that scale?”


  The women hooted with laughter, but their laughter died as they looked up and to my left.


  I felt a familiar firm hand grip my nape. Soft lips that I was well acquainted with kissed my cheek.


  “That’s a heartwarming assessment, Love,” James murmured against my skin.


  


  


  CHAPTER FIVE


  I felt heat suffuse my cheeks in a rush, and a perverse shiver of pure pleasure rock my body.


  Typical James timing. Showing up at the most disarming moment possible.


  Judith and Marnie were just staring at him, stunned speechless for a long moment.


  I turned to look up at him. His hand fell from my nape and we just stared at each other. I drank in thesight of him.


  He looked… wonderful. He was dressed in a bright blue polo with dark washed, fitted jeans, and navyrunning shoes. It was the ‘James’s supermodel take on casual’, I thought. Even his casual looked toosexy for public. I’d never seen him in jeans before. He made them look sinful. I saw just the hint of thetop of his tan chest at his collar, and had to stifle my urge to check my mouth for drool. His caramel-colored hair just brushed that collar, and I clenched my hands to keep them at my sides. I wanted to touchhim. But touching always led to too much, too fast, with us.


  I met his vivid blue eyes. They were intense and unsmiling. His eyes dropped down to my earrings andthen to the collar at my throat. His jaw clenched, then unclenched. He ran his tongue over his teeth. Mywhole body seemed to clench.


  “Thank you for wearing those. It was…considerate of you,” he said in his most polite, if hoarse, voice.


  He swallowed, shoving his hands into his pockets, then folding them across his chest. It made his upperarms bulge through his fitted shirt distractingly. His chest and arms looked bigger than I remembered, themuscles bulging as though he’d been lifting weights excessively. The material of his shirt looked so softit made me itch to run my fingers over it. But that light touch would turn to a stroke. And then I wouldstroke harder to feel the resilient flesh beneath…


  James’s eyes were running down my body now, not for the first time. His eyes were on my very barelegs, then my cleavage.


  “Your legs are outrageous. You make that mini skirt look illegal.” He looked back at my face, finally.


  “You look beautiful.” He took a deep, harsh breath, staring at me. It was gratifying. “But isn’t that outfita bit sexy for a work function?”


  I wrinkled my nose at him, then pointedly looked around the room. This was Vegas, and we were in abar full of flight attendants. My attire was downright modest compared to some of the outfits I saw.


  “Did you want me to fuck you in front of all of your co-workers? Because that’s all I can think about,when I see you in that outfit.” His voice was pitched low, but I gasped at his words.


  “This was supposed to be a short, casual meeting,” I told him, a hint of accusation in my voice.


  He took another deep breath, looking around the room, and away from me. I watched as he counted toten silently.


  “I missed you,” he said finally.


  I had missed him too, but I couldn’t make myself tell him that. He still unsettled me too much for thatkind of honesty. Instead, I said the first thing that popped into my head. “You were late.”


  


  His jaw clenched again. “Yes. I was in my car, in the middle of the most annoying business call of mylife. I think I may need to fire my manager in New York. I didn’t see you arrive, and lost track of time. Iapologize. I didn’t want to miss a second of our time together, which made the phone call particularlyannoying.”


  “It’s okay. We got here early, for once, so I was just surprised to see that you weren’t early, for once.”


  “Introduce us,” Judith said loudly.


  I wasn’t surprised. The two party girls had shown a surprising amount of self-control in letting us talkquietly for as long as we had.


  I turned, giving the women a rueful smile. Jessa moved closer, and we suddenly had the attention of theentire group.


  I went around the group, naming all of the people that James hadn’t yet met. I touched James’s armlightly as I finished. “Everyone, this is my friend, James,” I said, feeling awkward. I had no idea what tocall him.


  “Boyfriend,” James corrected, and I raised a brow at him. I didn’t know what he was, but it didn’t seemlike he could call himself that. “Very serious boyfriend,” he elaborated with a smirk.


  I thought I knew what he was doing. He wanted to talk to me in private, and he knew that giving himselfthat title would antagonize me enough to draw me into an argument. I wasn’t going to bite, though, I toldmyself resolutely. And he was overly possessive. He would say anything to warn other men off.


  I sent Damien a glance. He was watching us, his mouth tight. I glanced away quickly, wanting to avoiddrawing attention to the fact that he was staring at us rather intently.


  Judith and Marnie began chatting James up mercilessly. I was more than a little surprised that theyweren’t hitting on him. Not even a little bit. It seemed more like they were interviewing him. I thought itwas kind of sweet. They were the most flirtatious women I knew, but they were going out of their way tobe completely platonic with someone whom they thought was my boyfriend. Someone who happened tobe the most beautiful man on the planet. It made me see that they were good friends to me. Maybe betterthan I’d given them credit for.


  I had a sad habit of being more cynical than was warranted. Kindness or consideration almost alwayscaught me by surprise if it came from anyone but Stephan. I supposed he was the only person I’d everallowed myself to have expectations of. I had plenty of friends. Mostly casual friends. But friendshipand trust just hadn’t been a connection I’d made. I listened to the girls asking James question afterquestion, even their language cleaned up.


  I suddenly felt old beyond my twenty-three years. I’d always thought they were the mature, experiencedones, but I certainly had them beat in the cynicism department.


  I touched James’s arm with just the tips of my fingers. “I’ll be right back. I need to use the restroom.”


  James tried to walk me to the bathroom, but I waved him off.


  “Go say hi to Stephan,” I told him.


  He gave me a stern look, but headed in that direction.


  Judith and Marnie joined me. The top of their heads were right at a level with my chest. I always feltlike a giant when I was hanging out with them.


  “O M G, Bianca, that is the most beautiful man I’ve ever seen in my life,” Judith gushed as we made ourway across the bar. I flushed, but I certainly couldn’t dispute the comment.


  “That man is downright pretty,” Marnie said.


  I wrinkled my nose. The word pretty just sounded so feminine to me. And that was so not James.


  “He’s good in bed, too?” Marnie asked, clearly skeptical. “That just isn’t fair. If I looked like him, I’dnever leave my house. I’d just stay home and fuck myself. If you tell me he has a big dick, I mightbecome either a cutter or a lesbian.”


  We got to the line for the restroom, filing into the outrageous crowd that had already formed a goodtwenty feet away from the actual bathroom.


  I smiled ruefully. “Then I won’t tell you,” I said.


  Both women started making loud sounds of despair. I laughed at their theatrics.


  “I guess good things really do come to those who wait.” Judith said, sounding sad. “I can’t go on onedate without sleeping with a guy. And I can’t go two days without finding a date, so I guess I’ll never begetting anyone good.”


  “I can’t wait to come either, so I guess I won’t be getting anything that good. That kind of good onlycomes to those who wait twenty-three years, apparently,” Marnie said forlornly. She brightened,snapping out of it almost immediately. “But we are gonna get a piece of Captain Damien tonight. He’s anice slice of something good.”


  I didn’t point out that he hadn’t even looked happy to see them. I doubted it would even slow themdown. They were a persuasive pair.


  “What’s with all this tabloid garbage I keep seeing?” Marnie asked, leveling a rather serious stare atme.


  I grimaced. “Mostly lies and just horrible people saying horrible things because it gets attention. I’mtrying to ignore it.”


  Judith gave me a baffled look. “I think it’s awesome. It feels like we know a celebrity now. I think it’sall so fun and exciting. And he’s so beautiful. There could be worse things.”


  She had a good point about the worse things, I thought.


  I shrugged. “I can’t change it, so I’m adjusting.”


  “So he doesn’t have a longtime girlfriend?” Marnie asked. “I read somewhere that he was dating somegorgeous heiress, for like, the last eight years.”


  Talk about a mood killing change of topic.


  I sighed. “He tells me she’s just a friend. I guess the question is, do I believe him? I’m working it out.Trusting him is not my first instinct, but that doesn’t really have anything to do with him.”


  Judith gestured at my jewelry. “And all this gorgeous bling. I vote trust him.”


  I laughed. They were starting to remind me of a half-drunk version of good cop, bad cop.


  Marnie patted my shoulder. “Be careful, Bianca. That man looks like he could break hearts for fun,yanno?”


  Judith pretended to fan herself. “But what fun, right?”


  I couldn’t argue with any of it. It was nothing that I hadn’t thought myself.


  There was a group of women huddled close, a few people ahead of us. They were whispering andrudely pointing me out. I didn’t know any of them, but they were most likely other flight attendants that I’dnever worked with. I guessed that they’d read something dreadful about me. I ignored them. It wassomething I was going to have to get used to.


  It was all part of the media circus that surrounded James’s life. And I had apparently decided not togive up on the man, despite my better judgement. He still wanted me, and he was a hard man to ignorewhen he was in hot pursuit.


  The group burst into laughter. Even their laughter sounded catty, so I knew they were saying somethingawful. I forced my mind to focus on something else, a longtime habit I’d used for avoiding unpleasantthings that couldn’t be changed.


  We eventually made it through the line and got in and out of the bathroom without incident. The group ofmean girls had had Judith and Marnie about ready to brawl. They’d gotten progressively louder,emphasizing words like ‘whore’ and ‘gold-digger’, as they shot me strangely malevolent glances.


  Whatever they’d read about me, I couldn’t understand how it would affect them, or why they would careenough to be openly hostile to a stranger. It was beyond me, so I didn’t linger on the musings long.


  


  


  CHAPTER SIX


  My back stiffened as we approached our group again. James was standing near Stephan and Javier, andthey were laughing at something. But he wasn’t alone. Melissa was practically plastered to his side,laughing along with them.


  “You notice that bitch didn’t say boo until we left. Then she swooped in like a vulture,” Marnie wassaying under her breath.


  “I don’t like her. She talks a lot of shit about people for doing less messed-up shit than she does on aregular basis,” Judith added.


  I tried to follow all of the shits in that sentence. I gave up as we got close enough for me to see the wayMelissa’s hands were sneaking in little touches all over James.


  She touched his arm, patted his back, reached way way up and squeezed his shoulder. And then ran herhand along his chest and stomach on it’s way back down. James took a little step back, avoiding hertouch, but I still saw red. Red as in crimson. Crimson as in blood. Blood as in I was going to make thebitch bleed.


  I moved between the two of them in an odd haze of temper, plastering myself to his side and pushing herroughly out of the way with my body. I ran my hand along the line of his chest and abdomen that she’dtouched, as though my touch could erase hers.


  I heard the ice cubes in her drink clink against her glass as she was jostled by my sudden movement.


  She gasped in outrage.


  I ignored her, looking up at James. “Why were you letting her touch you?” I asked him quietly.


  He looked surprised, and half-amused. “I thought she was a friend of yours. I was trying not to beopenly rude, but she was making it difficult. You have a drink while you were gone? You were gone forthirty minutes. Now you’re acting a little…differently.”


  “You fucking bitch. You made me spill my drink on my dress,” Melissa was yelling behind me. It waseasy to ignore her, for some reason.


  I ran my hands up and down James’s torso again, using my fingertips to trace each muscle. He wasunbelievably hard.


  “Not one part of my body is this hard,” I mused aloud.


  “Careful, Love. You can’t offer a starving man a feast and expect him not to take you up on it.”


  I stroked his chest again, pausing at one of his nipples. “I want to see your skin,” I told him.


  Now I’d done it. I’d gone and touched him, and it was worse than being drunk. I couldn’t seem to focuson anything but touching more of him.


  “Fucking Bitch!” Melissa said louder. “Do you have any idea how much this dress is worth? It’sBCBG. Do you even know what that is, you skank?”


  I saw James’s eyes widen just a second before he spun me around, putting his back to the crazy redhead.


  I heard the sound of a drink being thrown, glass and all, against his rock-hard back.


  


  It had been aimed at the back of my head, I realized, stunned. She was such a crazy bitch…


  “Fuck,” James said, glaring over his shoulder at a still fuming Melissa. “You need to get the fuck out ofhere, or security will be escorting you out. I think you’ve embarrassed yourself enough tonight, don’tyou?” His tone was positively scathing.


  Melissa cursed fluently as she stormed away.


  Our group erupted into chatter as she walked away. The general consensus was, ‘Bitch is crazy’.


  “Bitch be cray cray,” Murphy summed it up, as only Murphy could. Everyone laughed, breaking the lastbit of tension.


  I looked up at James, pursing my lips. “That was gentlemanly of you, taking the shot for me,” I told him.


  “Thank you.”


  He shook out his shirt, ice cubes still flying off of his back. I checked his back. His shirt was soaked.


  Even his jeans were soaked. I was relieved to find, though, that the glass had broken on the ground,leaving him unscathed.


  A waitress showed up with a bucket and mop and began to clean up the liquid and broken glass. Wemoved out of her way.


  “It looks like you’re going to have to take off all of your clothes,” I told him with a smile.


  He smiled back, but his smile was all heat. “I have a change of clothes in the car. Come with me?”


  I leaned in closer to him, inhaling deeply. He smelled so good that I felt my eyelids drift closed with thepleasure of his scent. It was so good that I wanted to put a name to it, and bottle it up.


  “Convince me,” I told him softly, as I forced my eyes back open to look at him.


  He glanced around, running his tongue over those sexy as hell teeth. “Okay. Did you have somethingparticular in mind, or do I get to pick how? I’m trying to play nice here, since I don’t want to scare youoff again. You’re not making it easy, though.”


  “Your shirt’s all wet. I want you to take it off. I want to see your skin.”


  He gave me an appraising look. “That’s it? All I have to do to get you to my car is to take my shirtoff?” He was whipping it off before he’d even finished his question.


  Hoots and whistles were starting up around the lounge as people took in the spectacular sight of hisnaked torso.


  I gasped at the sight of all of his bare skin. He had definitely bulked up in the month we’d been apart,his already impressive chest swollen attractively. It was distracting, to say the least.


  “You’ve been lifting more weights,” I observed.


  His smile was a little pained. “I needed a little more physical activity to adjust to the whole celibacything. I usually work out for two hours in the morning. I added two more in the evening, as well, as a sortof…sleep aid.”


  I felt a strange stirring of guilt, and a not so strange thrill of joy at his mention of celibacy. I opened mymouth to say…something, but I couldn’t seem to hold a thought, with all of his bare skin in front of me.


  My captivated gaze moved lower.


  His jeans dipped low. I traced the skin just above his jeans. It was dangerous territory, dipping into asharply defined V. An impressive and growing arousal was making his jeans more obscene by thesecond.


  He gripped my hand. “Unless part of my convincing you was that you want to get fucked against thenearest wall, I’d start walking, Buttercup.”


  He grabbed my hand and started walking.


  “I need a new shirt,” James called in Stephan’s direction as we passed. Stephan gave him a wide-eyedlook, but just nodded. “We’ll be back.”


  “I want to have his babies,” someone muttered as we passed.


  I sent a glare in their general direction. I couldn’t get real mad about it, though. I had made him bare thefinest chest in the world to a room full of hungry flight attendants… And if anyone got a glance at hisjeans, it certainly wouldn’t lessen their interest.


  Clark met us at the entrance of the club, holding the door open, face impassive.


  “Nice catch, Sir,” he said quietly.


  I smiled at him, knowing he was referring to James moving to protect me from the thrown drink.


  “Any paparazzi in the parking lot?” James asked brusquely.


  “Max just did a sweep. Looks clean so far, Mr. Cavendish.”


  James just nodded, almost dragging me through the small back parking lot.


  Clark managed to get in front of us again to open the car door. “Your suitcase is already in there, andopen.”


  James nodded. “Very good,” he said, ushering me into the car first.


  I sat down, then scooted across the seat to make room for James. He crowded in behind me without apause, the door shutting behind him. I heard him take a few ragged breaths, and then he was on me.


  He had me on my back between one breath and the next. He opened my legs wide, crawling betweenthem. He unbuttoned his jeans, pulling his stiff erection out with a harsh groan.


  “I wanted to take my time with you, when I finally got my hands on you again, but I can’t wait. Unbuttonyour blouse. I want to tear it too badly to touch it.” As he spoke, he was inching my skirt up over myhips. It was a little stretchy, luckily. I thought that he wouldn’t have hesitated to tear it if it wasn’t.


  My panties weren’t so lucky. He gripped the lace in his hands and ripped both sides. I wriggled mylower half while working on the small buttons of my blouse. When I had released the last one, he waspushing my shirt open impatiently. His hands were already on the front clasp of my bra when what hesaw made him freeze. My torso was still dotted with the last vestiges of what had been some trulyheinous bruising. I saw his hands shake a little as he unclasped my bra. He brushed along the fadingmarks with just his fingertips.


  “Over a month later, and it still looks like this?” His voice was deep with agitation.


  I turned my face away. “I don’t want to talk about it. I’ve talked about it enough.”


  He gripped my chin, turning my face back to him. His eyes were wild. “I couldn’t stand it if somethingwere to happen to you. Do you understand that? I’ve never felt so powerless or terrified in my life as Idid when I watched that ambulance driving away with you, having no clue what had happened, or even ifyou were alright. And then to find out that some monster had put his hands on you? I want to kill him. Ineed to protect you.”


  I just set my mouth in a hard line. “That’s not what I want from you. And I don’t want to talk about it.”


  He was kissing me suddenly. It was an angry, passionate kiss. I kissed him back with just as muchpassion. Just as much anger. He was thrusting into me so fast that I was filled before I knew his intent. Iwas wet and ready but I was so tight and he was so big that it still caused a delicious friction thatbordered on pain.


  I gasped, my head falling back, my eyes closing.


  He gripped my chin, hard. “Look at me,” he ordered.


  I did, watching the fervor in his eyes with a wistful pain that I felt deep in my chest. I would have givenanything to have him feel the way he looked at me when he was deep inside of me. He looked at me like Iwas more dear than his next breath at times, and it was almost more than I could bear.


  His hair trailed over his face and into mine as he leaned his face close. He held my wrists above myhead, using his hands as shackles. He moved my wrists into one hand, the other moving to my jeweledcollar, tugging at the ring roughly. His thrusts never let up or slowed. “You’re mine, Bianca. Say it.”


  My words came out as a rough gasp. “I’m yours, James.”


  “Come,” he ordered, thrusting so fast and hard that I sobbed as I came.


  He groaned my name again and again as he poured into me.


  


  Afterwards, he braced himself carefully on his elbows, protecting my still tender chest and ribs.


  He grabbed a clean t-shirt from his open suitcase to wipe me, and then himself. I lay and watched himalmost lazily as he changed into a new pair of boxer briefs, jeans, and a soft light gray V-neck shirt.


  He crouched beside me once he’d changed, straightening my clothes almost tenderly.


  “Did I hurt you?” he asked as he buttoned my shirt.


  “Mmm, no,” I said. Anything that could be considered pain certainly hadn’t bothered me at the time.


  “Not even your ribs?” He smoothed my shirt as he finished with the buttons.


  I took a deep breath, but no, there was still no pain. “No, not at all. They finally aren’t bothering me somuch. Breathing was a little rough there for awhile.”


  His mouth tightened as he smoothed my skirt back down. “We don’t have to do any of the rough stuff, ifyou don’t want. I don’t just mean while you’re healing. I could give that stuff up completely, if it isn’twhat you want anymore.”


  “I still want it. Nothing’s changed in that regard. What he did… and what you do, I don’t see them asthe same thing. I can’t explain it, but the one helps me cope with the other. Can we not talk about thisanymore?”


  He smoothed my hair back from my face, kissing my forehead. “We need to talk more, not less. About alot of things. If you would just let me talk to you, we could get things settled between us. I can’t standthis constant uncertainty where you’re concerned.”


  I sat up, feeling a need for some distance.


  “Let’s make a deal. How about we not talk. I’ll go home with you tonight. I’ll stay at your place. Wecan do anything you want. You can fuck my brains out all night.” My voice was getting embarrassinglythick, even a hint of accent was coming out. “But I don’t want to talk about the attack, not any part of it.And I don’t want to talk about our relationship, or lack of one.”


  His jaw clenched, but I saw almost immediately that he wouldn’t turn me down.


  “Do we have to go back to the party first?” he finally asked, his mood clearly darker.


  “Yes,” I said firmly.


  


  


  CHAPTER SEVEN


  We walked back into the building without another word. James gripped my elbow in a proprietarymanner.


  We re-joined my group of friends. A few people gave us good natured smirks for our absence, but noone said anything about it.


  James was quiet and withdrawn. I had a hard time enjoying myself when I knew I had put him into hissudden dark mood. He was barely even touching me. It wasn’t until Damien engaged me in conversationthat he became suddenly affectionate. Damien was asking me if I had any plans for the next New Yorklayover when I felt James press against my back, wrapping his arms around me very carefully, just undermy breasts.


  Contrary man, I thought darkly, as he buried his face in my neck.


  “Um, no, I don’t think so.” I tried to answer Damien, distracted by the mercurial man at my back. He’dpressed his groin against me, and I had no doubts as to what he was thinking about.


  James raised his head at my answer. “I have an event I’d like you to attend with me, if you’re up for it.It’s a formal affair, for charity.”


  I stiffened, bewildered by the offer. It was an about-face for him, asking me to something so public. Wehad established from the start that we weren’t going to date. It wasn’t what either of us had wanted fromeach other. I had quickly found myself hurt by the arrangement, but I hadn’t known he’d changed hisstance on any of it. When had it changed and why? Or was this just a stunt to show his ownership toDamien?


  “Um, I don’t have anything to wear to something like that,” I said, naming off the first excuse that cameinto my head.


  His hands started moving along my stomach, stroking. He grabbed my hips, holding me still as hestraightened behind me. The motion brought his erection more flush against my butt, and I had to stifle agasp. I didn’t want anyone to see just what he was doing. I tried my best to look normal, but had no ideaif I succeeded.


  “I’ve had my dresser select a wardrobe for you, to keep at my place,” he said in a perfectly casual tone.


  “And she’ll be there Friday morning to help you either select something from the wardrobe, or findsomething else. She’ll have a sampling from several designers for you to try on.”


  I blinked, not sure what to think of that. “You shouldn’t-“


  “It’s only fair, if I want you to attend a bunch of stuffy affairs with me, that I provide the clothes you’llneed to wear to them. And besides, we’ve already discussed the gift thing exhaustively. If I recall, thatwas one of the concessions that you actually agreed to.” He was moving against me as he spoke. It washard to hold on to a thought when he did that.


  “When did you do all that? The wardrobe thing?” I asked, baffled.


  “Weeks ago, when I realized that I was just going to have to get used to the idea that I couldn’t shelteryou from the paparazzi, so I might as well show you off.”


  I just blinked.


  Damien was looking between us, studying James. I had almost forgotten, for a few minutes, that he waseven there. James had that effect on me.


  “You’ll come with me, won’t you?” James murmured in my ear.


  He wrapped his arms around my shoulders, his arms moving slowly, rubbing against my nipples. Therewas no way that he wasn’t aware he was touching them. They were hard little pebbles that he had to feelthrough the material of my thin shirt and lacy bra.


  “I, um, I don’t know. The invitation is unexpected, as I’m sure you know. I’ve never been to anythinglike that.”


  “There’s nothing to it. We just get dressed up and walk around, mingling. I won’t leave your side, ifyou’re nervous. I just want your company.”


  Damien walked away, likely feeling ignored. He made his way to Murphy, who was telling a story loudenough for the entire room to hear.


  I pitched my voice low, speaking over my shoulder. “I thought we weren’t doing any of that. You saidfrom the beginning that we weren’t dating.”


  “I’d talk to you about it, but I’m not allowed to talk tonight, remember?” His deep voice was a rumbleagainst my ear.


  I saw his game. He wanted to get me curious enough to take back my own words. I wouldn’t do it,though, even if my curiosity was eating at me.


  I poked an elbow behind me. “Fine then, let’s not talk about any events either, while we’re at it. Thatraises too many questions about our relationship.”


  He made a displeased little hum behind me that I could feel rumble through me. He didn’t speak forseveral minutes. I had to bite my tongue to keep from asking him questions.


  Finally he broke his silence. “Do you like horses?” he asked.


  “Horses?” I asked, baffled.


  “Yes, horses. Do you like them?”


  I thought about it. More about why he was asking then what he was asking. Finally, I just focused on thequestion. “Yes, I like horses. Doesn’t everyone? Why?”


  “Have you ridden?”


  I flushed. “Once. It was just a two-hour guided tour, up in the mountains, so I’m not even sure it counts,but I loved it.”


  “Do you think you feel well enough to try riding now? Or do you need to heal up more?”


  I cast him a suspicious glance. “Do you have horses in town?” I hadn’t noticed any stables at hisproperty, but I also hadn’t exactly gotten a proper tour.


  “I do. I need to show you the entire property sometime, including the stables. They’re set away from thehouse. But that isn’t what I had in mind. You said I could do whatever I wanted with you. You didn’tgive me any restrictions, including staying in town. I would take you to the beach, to relax, but I find thatlately I absolutely despise the beach.”


  I raised my brows at him. “You don’t like the beach?” I asked him, baffled.


  He set his jaw and looked across the room with a steely glare. I followed his eyes. He was staring atDamien as though he wanted to do the man bodily harm.


  “Currently, just the thought of the beach makes me want to do violence,” he said, his tone quiet butominous. “So I have another idea, if you’re up to try some riding.”


  I studied him, trying to follow his odd thought patterns. “Where did you want to take me?”


  He turned that steely glare on me. “You said I could do anything with you tonight. And you did not say Ihad to tell you what or where. All I want to know is, do you think you can ride a horse?”


  


  I glared back. “I’m not sure. I feel okay. If I didn’t do anything too crazy, and it was a calm horse, Isuppose I could.”


  He nodded decisively. “Okay, we’ll take it easy. Let me make some phone calls.”


  I watched him walk outside, a little stunned by the sudden turn of events.


  He always seemed to do that, turn everything around until I was dizzy and panting and giving into hiswhims without a protest. It was infuriating, and exhilarating. I had thought my life was content and fullbefore I met him. I had thought that excitement was the last thing that I wanted for myself. And the thoughtof falling in love had been anathema to me. How could meeting one person make everything change sosuddenly? I wondered, not for the first time. I didn’t know where he was planning to take me, but itdidn’t matter. I would go. My self-control became an elusive quality when I got into James’s orbit.


  I approached Stephan, listening to the long-winded story Murphy was into before I was noticed. He waswalking everyone through the horror of waking up with two women and a new tattoo with one of theirnames on it. Only he hadn’t remembered either of their names, just that one of them was Lola, since itwas written in big black letters on his chest.


  I blinked at the ridiculous story. Surprisingly, I hadn’t heard it before, though I had seen the tattoo whenhe was lounging by the pool. I listened, as interested as everyone else to find out which woman the tattoowas for, and why.


  “Turns out, it was another woman I’d met earlier that night. She’d left in a jealous rage after the tattoo,when I started talking to the two I woke up with. I was just being friendly, I’m sure!”


  His defensive stance about two women he’d woken up in bed with made everyone laugh. He was stillgenuinely offended by the woman who’d inspired his tattoo and never spoken to him again.


  Four other pilots had joined the group. I recognized them only vaguely. They were part of the youngergeneration of pilots, and I knew they were friends with Damien and Murphy, but I couldn’t recall any oftheir names.


  “He calls her the one that got away every time he gets really trashed,” Damien said in an amused voice,making me start. He was just behind me.


  I turned to give him a slight smile.


  His voice was pitched loud enough for the large group to hear, but he seemed to be speaking to me. “Hedoesn’t even remember her, but he says he trusts even his drunk judgement enough that, if she inspired atattoo in one night, she must have been ‘the one.’ Every time he goes on a rant about how he hates beingsingle, he blames Lola’s damned temper.”


  I looked at Murphy, laughing. He had a sheepish, good natured-grin on his face. It sounded likesomething he’d say, and he didn’t deny it.


  “Where was this?” I asked him.


  “Melbourne, Australia. I bet she had a sexy accent,” Murphy said in a dejected tone.


  “We all know how much you love sexy Australian accents,” one of the pilots added, sending everyoneinto new peals of laughter.


  “Hey, now.” Damien said, raising his hands. “Don’t drag me into this. I’ve been with Murphy foryears, and he has yet to get a tattoo for me on any part of his body, sexy accent or no.”


  “Now we know for sure he’s never slept with you,” Marnie interjected. “If he had, there would be aDamien tattoo somewhere on his body, I can attest. One night, and I had to check the urge not to brand youon my ass.”


  Loud hoots and hollers followed her brazen announcement, Murphy laughing the loudest. His laugh wasparticularly infectious.


  I had to give Damien a second look. I’d have sworn he was blushing.


  “Don’t think I haven’t tried,” Murphy gasped out, still laughing. “He’s just about the prettiest man Iknow. Prettier than at least half the women I’ve been with. But I can’t even get a cuddle when he’sdrunk.”


  Our laughter was loud enough that even in the boisterous bar, most of the people were staring our way.


  That was about the time James strode back inside.


  I was standing closest to Damien, though we were still a good two feet apart. And I couldn’t stoplaughing, even seeing the storm that immediately overtook his lovely features at the sight of us standingnear each other again.


  I knew that he had a problem with Damien. He seemed to think there was something between us. I justdidn’t understand why. I’d known Damien for years before I’d met James. If we had shared a realinterest in each other, obviously something would have happened by now. I understood Damien’s appeal,but he just didn’t do it for me. I had more…exotic tastes. I thought that all should have been veryobvious to James, so it was hard to humor his strange dislike for one of my good friends.


  James strode to me, looking much too fine even in a pique.


  I marveled, as I did much too often, at how beautiful he was. His longish, sandy brown hair fell artfullyout of his face as he walked. The chiseled muscles of his arms and upper body were clearly defined byhis thin shirt. His clenched jawline was perfection. His mouth was almost bow shaped but held too firmof an edge to be pouty, though it sure was pretty. His arched eyebrows and thick lashes were a shadedarker than his hair, drawing attention to his vivid turquoise eyes. His nose was straight and flaredappealingly at the tip, sitting just right in his unrivaled face. He was simply beautiful. He was in no wayfeminine, but the word handsome just couldn’t do those refined looks justice. He was long and lean, butin tight fitting clothing, it was clear that he was well muscled, rather than thin. He’s perfection, I thoughtabsently. What is he doing with me? Was always my follow up question.


  He moved in close beside me, but didn’t touch me.


  “Looks like I missed all the fun,” he said quietly to me, his voice strangely empty.


  My smile began to fade.


  “The arrangements have been made,” he said shortly. “You’re all mine, whenever we finish up here.”


  “What about you two? You look like you’re hot enough about each other to break out the ink. When areyou going to tattoo your names on each other?” Marnie called out to James and I, smiling and wigglingher eyebrows suggestively.


  I sent him a sidelong smile.


  He gave me the tiniest smile in return. “It would be a waste to mar her perfect skin just for a little ink,”James said. “But I would happily get a Bianca tattoo, if that’s what she wants.”


  I arched a brow at him as the crowd erupted, shouting encouragement for the folly. I’d seen James’sbody. He didn’t have one tattoo, so he was just messing with them, of course.


  “You wouldn’t return the favor, Bianca?” Judith called out, sounding aghast.


  I shrugged, giving James a narrow-eyed glare. “I guess if he got a tattoo for me, I’d let him pierce mynipples,” I said more to him than the crowd. But the crowd absolutely roared at the joke.


  He ran his tongue over his teeth in that mouthwatering way of his. He held out a hand to me, as though toshake. “You have a deal, Love. Please, shake on it. Nothing would please me more.”


  Someone sounded like they choked on their drink just behind me. I heard Stephan shouting somethingalong the lines of, “What the fuck, Buttercup?”


  I looked at his hand, wondering why he had to take the joke so far. But I shook his hand without giving itmuch thought, just going along with his over the top antics. One of Murphy’s favorite lines about tellingjokes came to mind, for some reason. Always go with the bit, he liked to say. Can’t deny the bit.


  “You first, though. I want to see that ink before I pierce anything,” I said, making sure I had insurance,just in case he really had gone crazy.


  He smiled, and it was positively wicked. “Of course.”


  “And I want to see those piercings, Bee!” someone called out. I couldn’t even tell who it was.


  


  “We want to see, as proof that you both held up your end of the bargain!” I recognized Judith’s voicethat time.


  “You should put her name on your cock, in that case!” Marnie called out. She got enough of a shockedresponse to call out, “Too far? Was that one too far?”


  James threw an arm around my shoulder, anchoring me close against his side. “No one gets to see herpiercings, but I’ll show the tattoo. Bianca can even pick which part of my body she wants to mark.”


  The joke had gone on long enough. I pulled back to give him a stern look, opening my mouth to speak.


  He pressed his hot mouth against mine before I could get a word out. He kissed me, a hot, not fit forpublic, kind of kiss. His tongue swept deep into my mouth, just begging me to suck it. I pushed againsthis chest at first, having every intention of avoiding his need for PDA. His hand fisted in my hair, theother hand going to my lower back to press me firmly against him.


  I struggled for only a moment before I was lost, softening against him, sucking at his tongue like my lifedepended on it. My hands fisted helplessly in his shirt, my wrists aching for the feel of the restrainingpressure that I craved.


  I forgot about my friends, forgot about the joke he’d taken too far. He could have taken me there, againstthe wall, if he’d wanted to. That was his power over me.


  He was the one to pull back, smiling. He looked over my head, and I knew he was grinning at Damien, acold, triumphant grin.


  “If you don’t pick a spot, I might just have to take the only other suggestion I heard, something about yourname on my cock.” He spoke loudly enough to get some hoots and hollers from the crowd.


  I couldn’t even form the words to respond. He took one of my fisted hands, spreading it flat over hisheart.


  “Or how about right there, Love?” he whispered to me.


  I licked my lips, opening my mouth to speak. I knew I should say…something, but my mind had just goneoff into space. Off into, thinking about the things he could do to me, territory. He laughed, clearlyenjoying the state he’d put me in.


  He was smug and gloating as he stroked a hand over my hair. I couldn’t bring myself to care. I wassoon to be at his mercy for the night. The thought was all-consuming. I was excited, and aroused, andscared.


  Was it too soon, since my injuries? Would I bring back some of the shadow pains that had sorecently faded? Would he take it easy on me, or push me hard? I wanted to know the answers morethan I feared the pain.


  One thing I knew for certain. He was going to fuck me mindless, and I could barely stand the wait.


  


  


  CHAPTER EIGHT


  “Are you ready to leave yet?” James murmured to me a few minutes later.


  We’d grown silent as the group moved on to another topic. James was stroking me lightly, touching meeverywhere, falling just short of indecency.


  He would touch my collarbone, but stop just short of my breasts. One hand lingered at my hipbone,dangerously close to dipping low enough to be obscene. I was getting more and more lost in his touch,losing all sense of what was appropriate, and losing sight of all of the reasons that I’d ever had anyreservations about him at all.


  This was the reason I had tried to keep my distance from him, but also the reason that I couldn’t. Isimply couldn’t resist him. I had held out for a time, but if I was honest, it had only been a countdown tomy capitulation.


  I didn’t answer him, and he took it as a challenge. He kissed me again, holding nothing back this time.


  He was gripping my hair almost to the point of pain, his other hand grabbing my butt as he ground againstme. He was aroused and I moaned into his mouth, the sound barely registering in my lust fueled haze.


  He pulled back, his breath ragged now. “You ready to leave now? I don’t find the idea of fucking youagainst that wall behind you even slightly unpleasant. Exhibitionism has never been a problem for me. Isthat something you’d like to try?”


  He ground against me with every word he spoke, and his voice was mocking, almost angry. His wordswere barely registering, as my focus was on what he was doing.


  “Hmm?” Was all I managed to get out.


  “Are you ready to leave now? Or would you prefer that I fuck you in front of all of your co-workers?”


  James bit out in a hard enough tone to finally bring my mind back to the surface.


  “No,” I said, breathless and agitated.


  How could I so quickly forget where I am, and that we’re in a room crowded with people that Iknow?


  “No, you’re not ready to leave? Or no, you wouldn’t prefer that I fuck you in a room crowded with yourfriends? Where they can all watch me bury my cock inside of you against that wall, not ten feet behindyou. Is that something you want them to see?”


  I just stared at him for awhile, my mind moving like molasses.


  He seemed to be getting angrier by the moment. “Answer me. Do you want me to do that?” he asked,each word biting and harsh.


  “No,” I said, shaking my head. “No,” I repeated, trying to make it sound convincing. “We need to go.”


  He ground his teeth together. “I’m aware of that. Go say goodbye to Stephan,” he ordered.


  I stepped away from him, catching my breath for long moments.


  I counted in my head as I made my way to Stephan, trying to get my mind onto the matter at hand, and offof James.


  


  Stephan gave me a slightly worried look as I approached. “You okay, Bee?” He leaned near my ear ashe spoke.


  I just nodded, looking only at him. “James and I are leaving. I’m going home with him. I’ll call youtomorrow,” I told him.


  He began to look around as I spoke, searching for James. He met the other man’s stare as Jamesapproached. James leaned in, saying something in his ear, pitched too low for even me to hear.


  Stephan nodded slowly, giving the other man a severe frown, but saying nothing.


  James led me from the room by the hand, his own grip uncompromising. We didn’t speak to anyoneelse. I was lucid enough to know I should be a little embarrassed at how far I’d almost let James go in aroom full of people.


  James was close to dragging me by the time we got to his car. He ushered me, rather forcefully, into thelow limo the second Clark opened the door. He was a hard presence at my back as I moved across theseats. He sat close to me, but made no move to touch me again. I didn’t mind, taking the reprieve to try tocompose myself.


  Several minutes passed in silence, James staring out the window as though he was avoiding even thesight of me. I could tell he was angry, but I couldn’t even begin to guess why.


  “So you’ve done that before?” I finally asked him quietly. My mind had been stubbornly lingering on theidea in the long silence. “You’ve had sex in front of other people before?”


  He looked at me, his brow arched, his expression cold. “Yes. Are we sharing information now? Ithought that was strictly off-limits tonight. Your idea, if I recall.”


  My eyes narrowed on him. “Don’t bring things up that you aren’t willing to talk about, then.”


  His brows flew straight up at that. “Is that a rule now? So you’re saying that if you bring up a subject,you have to answer my questions about it, as well? If you’ll agree to reciprocate, I’ll accept those terms.”


  


  I bit my lip, wondering how this was going to backfire on me. I knew it would, eventually. How badlydid I want to know about his exhibitionist tendencies?


  Badly. “Fine. Tell me.”


  He pursed that pretty mouth. “Tell you what, exactly? About having sex in front of other people?”


  I nodded.


  “Is it something you’re interested in doing, or are you merely curious?”


  My eyes widened in dawning horror. Had he thought I would want to do that in front of my co-workers,if I was thinking at all clearly? The thought was abhorrent.


  “Merely curious,” I said with a blush. “About you more than the practice. I want to know what you didin front of other people, and with whom.”


  He spread his hands. “I’ve done it several times. There are…events for people like us. BDSMdemonstrations. I’ve dominated, and spanked, and fucked several women at things like that. In front of afew people or even crowds. I never had a problem with it, though it was more a novelty than one of myactual preferences. And I fucked a few women at some frat houses in college in front of crowds, a fewtimes on a dare, if I recall. I wasn’t exaggerating when I said I used to be a real slut. I’ve been morecircumspect in recent years, but only in comparison to my past exploits, really. Anything else you want toknow about it?” His voice was tight with agitation by the end of his explanation, and his question wasdownright angry.


  I felt sick to my stomach suddenly, the last vestiges of arousal leaving me completely. “And you’d haveno problem doing that to me, in front of a crowd?”


  His jaw clenched hard, and he turned his head away. He was silent for so long that I didn’t think he wasgoing to answer, though the answer was important to me.


  “I have a huge problem with it,” he said finally. “That doesn’t mean I wouldn’t do it. Even knowinghow much I would have regretted it after, I still had a hard time stopping myself. I felt like you wantedme to, and that made it so hard to stop. I’m starting to see that that’s not what you wanted. Still, I wouldhave been furious with us both if it had gone that far.”


  “Why furious? You said yourself you’ve done it several times.”


  He gave me an almost malevolent glare. “Because you’re mine. I don’t want other people to see youlike that. I don’t want to share you like that. When I’ve done it before, it’s been with women whowere…dispensable. They were all dispensable, Bianca. I’m not proud of that fact, but it is the truth.Even the few subs who I’ve had under contract longterm were dispensable, in a way. I never sharedthem, but I certainly didn’t care if anyone saw me fucking them.”


  I licked my lips. “You had subs under contract? Longterm?” I asked, feeling the sickness growing.


  He sighed. “I did bring it up, didn’t I? Yes, I’ve had a few subs under contract. They were amenable,though only two were compatible for what could be considered longterm. It can be a necessaryarrangement, when you have a lot of money and your sexual proclivities are…unusual. I wanted nomisunderstandings, and certainly none of them were strangers to the scene.”


  “Is that something you would try to do to me? The contract thing?” I asked him, my voice smaller than Ipreferred.


  He gave me a baffled, wild look.


  I had a horrible thought. I hadn’t wanted the arrangement, would certainly have turned it down, but whatoccurred to me next was even more appalling.


  “Oh,” I said, the sick knot in my stomach growing by the moment. “That’s a more longterm arrangement than what you had in mind for me, I take it.” I made my voice and face empty of emotion as I spoke,wanting to take the blow with some grace. “You would obviously want someone more experienced withthe things you like, to fill a role like that. Well, that’s for the best. I couldn’t make a commitment likethat, anyways.”


  His head dropped forward, his hair covering his face. I saw his fists clenching and unclenching.


  He was silent for a time. His voice was low but harsh with intensity when he spoke. “That is not thecontract that I had in mind for you. But which is it, Bianca? Are we talking about our relationship, or amI not allowed? Because you keep saying the most infuriating things, and I’m finding it increasinglydifficult to bite my tongue. So are we talking about our relationship tonight, or not? I’ve wanted toexplain myself to you for a long time, but you always run away before I can even begin.”


  I swallowed. I suddenly wanted to know, quite desperately, what he would say if I encouraged thisconversation. But I lost my nerve, feeling terrified enough of what he might say to postpone it for anotherday.


  “Not tonight,” I said finally.


  A chilly silence filled the car after that. He didn’t move, didn’t speak, didn’t touch. I withdrew into myown thoughts, for a time. We stayed that way until we pulled into the parking lot of Las Vegas’s privateairport. It was close to the main airport, but I’d never actually been to it.


  “What are we doing?” I asked James.


  He didn’t look up. “You said I could do anything with you that I wanted. I am.”


  I gave him an exasperated look that he didn’t see. “I don’t have anything with me. I haven’t evenpacked a bag. And it’s late.”


  “I’ve taken care of it.”


  “It will be morning by the time we get anywhere. I can’t wear this outfit anywhere but a night club.”


  “I know. I said I’ve taken care of it.”


  We had stopped by then, and Clark was opening the door scant seconds later. James got out in a flash,pulling me out as soon as I got within his reach. He gripped my elbow firmly, guiding me into the smallterminal.


  


  “We should be able to depart immediately,” he said brusquely.


  “Are you going to tell me where we’re going?”


  “No. Not to a beach. I’ll tell you that much.”


  I nearly laughed. “What is your issue with beaches? Everyone loves the beach.” I looked at him,smiling to draw him out of his mood.


  His face darkened. “I’m aware,” he said, his tone scathing. The beach was a topic off-limits, I noted. Itucked away that little piece of information.


  “I need a change of clothes,” I complained.


  “I’m aware,” he repeated.


  “You’re the moodiest person I’ve ever met,” I told him, my own tone dark now.


  He squeezed my arm, hard. “You make me crazy. If you would give me some clue what you werethinking or feeling, if you even feel anything for me, I think I could handle our situation with a little lessvolatility.”


  His words struck me silent, and we walked like that through the smaller airport. We went through all ofthe motions, my mind reeling.


  He wanted to know if I felt anything for him? It was a strange notion to me, one I couldn’t credit. He’sworried about getting me to care for him? I mused.


  I dismissed the thought after mulling it over. I’d had this type of interaction with men before. It wasn’tthat he cared. It was that I came across just aloof enough that it made me a challenge. James couldn’thave felt challenged to gain the affection of many women. One night with him, and most probablyprofessed undying love. Because, frankly, there was so much to l ove. But I wouldn’t humor him, not atthe cost of what little pride I intended to retain at the end of our affair.


  


  


  CHAPTER NINE


  We were boarding his jet in record time. I’d never been on a private jet before, and his was impressive.


  I studied the beautifully designed interior, keeping my features schooled into passivity as the flightattendant greeted us warmly.


  He led me directly to a seat, buckling me in without a word, his mouth tight. We hadn’t spoken since hisodd statement, and I didn’t know what to say.


  He sat beside me in an oversized leather chair, buckling himself in. The seats made my airline’s firstclass seats look tiny in comparison.


  “The decor is lovely. Your decorators, as always, have exquisite taste,” I told him. The plane’sinterior was done up in a muted red color with deep brown accents. I wouldn’t have even known it was aplane, if I’d only seen the interior.


  “Well, thank you. I decorate most of it myself,” he told me, flushing a little.


  I was surprised. “That’s…impressive.”


  He shrugged, looking uncomfortable. “I own hotels. It always made sense to me, that I should have ahand in all of it, so I’ve been making many of the decorating decisions since I was a teenager. It goeswithout saying that I choose my own decor on my private properties. I like things a particular way.”


  I flushed a little at that. He was a control freak, was what he should have said. Strangely, that thoughtonly ever turned me on. “Do you enjoy interior design? Or is it merely a necessary evil for you?”


  He looked thoughtful. “I enjoy it. If I’m honest, I even enjoy shopping. Do you think less of me now?”I gave him a tiny, teasing smile. “Hardly. I far prefer these revelations to ones about you being anexhibitionist.”


  He had begun to smile, and just like that, it died. He grew broodingly silent again as the plane wasprepped and we took off.


  “Do you think you’ll be able to accept my past? Or is it all just too sordid for you?” he finally askedquietly. His head was tilted back as he rested in his chair.


  I blinked. “I suppose, as long as it is actually in the past, I could cope with it, if you’re always honestwith me.”


  He nodded, looking relieved, but oddly sad. “I will be. I have been. I’ve gone out of my way to tellyou even the things I don’t want to, because you asked it of me. You just need to give me some time toprove it to you. To gain your trust.”


  I thought about that as he went silent again.


  The flight attendant was attentive, asking us if we needed anything mere seconds after we reached tenthousand feet.


  She was beautiful, I noticed. Her hair was long and black, hanging straight down her back and parteddown the middle, her features stunning. She had a slim but shapely figure. Her uniform was a plain blackskirt with a fitted, almost too tight white dress shirt tucked in. She wore four inch red stilettos that sheworked like a pro. I couldn’t have walked in those shoes to save my life.


  I remembered James’s offer to hire me as his personal flight attendant. Was that how she had gotten thejob? Did I want to know? The masochistic side of me certainly did.


  “Have you slept with Helene?” I asked James, my tone very nearly idle.


  He studied me. He hesitated, and I had my answer.


  I looked out the window.


  “Once, when she first hired on,” he said slowly. “She offered rather blatantly, and I accepted. We’vebeen nothing but professional in the years since. Are you upset?”


  “Is she a submissive?” I asked.


  I heard his breath puff out in a frustrated sigh.


  “It’s almost as if you’re toying with me, hinting that you might be jealous. I shouldn’t hold my breath,huh? No, she is not. We weren’t compatible in that way. I didn’t even consider it. As I said, it wasyears ago. I was more promiscuous then. She was beautiful and amenable, and it was enough, at thetime.”


  Ick, ick, ick, I was thinking. Ouch, ouch, ouch, was what I was feeling. “It doesn’t seem veryprofessional, sleeping with your employees like that,” I said stiffly.


  He covered my hand with his own. “It wasn’t. I don’t do anything like that anymore, even before I metyou.”


  “Will we be running into women you’ve slept with everywhere we go?” I asked.


  He squeezed my hand. “Not everywhere, but occasionally, yes. If it bothers you too much, I could lether go, or reassign her. I hate to make you uncomfortable.”


  I looked to where the flight attendant worked in her tiny galley. She had been nothing but professionaland efficient.


  “Does she hit on you anymore?” I asked.


  “No. I told her quite clearly after the first time that it would not be happening again. She took it withgrace. She is a real professional. But I will accommodate you, however you like. I want you in my life,and I will make any concessions needed to see that happen. Do I need to let her go?”


  “Of course not,” I said, not looking at him. If we were having sex, he never would have allowed mylooking away from him in such a way. He never would have allowed the distance it gave me. But, forwhatever reason, he seemed to be giving me the control outside of the bedroom. “She seems to be good ather job.”


  “She’s quite good. And always available to fly at a moment’s notice.”


  “Where are you taking me?” I asked him, changing the subject. Talking about and looking at the otherwoman was depressing me, for obvious reasons.


  “Wyoming,” he answered.


  I blinked at him.


  “It’s a fairly short flight, but there’s a bed in the back, if you want to get a little sleep. There’s alsoclothes and toiletries for you,” James went on.


  “What’s in Wyoming?” I asked.


  “I have a horse ranch there. It’s very secluded and peaceful. I thought it might be a nice reprieve for us,for a day or two.”


  “You don’t need to work?” I asked him.


  “I’m grooming a North American manager to take over some of my duties. I have micro-managed mybusinesses for too long, I’m recently realizing. I have a man who I believe is capable, so he shouldcertainly be able to handle things for a few days. I need to be able to have a life outside of work. Foronce, I actually want that. So this will be a test for him. When I want to take a few days, or even a fewweeks off, I want to leave things in capable hands.”


  


  I hadn’t expected my casual question to elicit such an in-depth answer. He always surprised me, andunwillingly, I felt some of my walls weakening.


  “I have to be back to work thursday night,” I told him.


  He smiled at me, his mood lightened. “Yes, I know.”


  I realized I was tired enough to sleep with a sudden yawn.


  James saw, giving me a hooded look. “Ready to go to bed?” he asked.


  “Are you tired?” I asked him, about to tell him he didn’t have to join me if he wasn’t.


  His eyes seared me. “Love, I’ve been waiting for weeks to see you. Sleep is the last thing on mymind.” As he spoke, he unbuckled me, pulling me to my feet and leading me to the back of the plane,without further ado.


  Just before we reached the closed door at the back, he let go of my hand, reaching up to the ring on mychoker, hooking a finger inside. He didn’t even glance back at me, but I felt a change in him.


  He opened the door, pulling me into a surprisingly large bedroom. He led me around the room, showingme where I could find the things I’d need. Half of the clothes in the closet were women’s clothes. Dare Iask? “Will those fit me?”


  “I would hope so,” he answered in an icy tone. “I had my shopper buy them for you, and she had all ofyour measurements.”


  The bathroom was tiny, but held the essential toiletries that I might need.


  He was unbuttoning my blouse, his chest against my back, before we’d finished the short tour. He pulledit off my arms, unsnapping my front clasping bra with one swift motion. He had my skirt unzipped andfalling to my feet in a flash.


  Unexpectedly, he bit down between my neck and shoulder, right on the tendon, hard enough to make mejerk. He sucked on the wound he’d made, and I moaned.


  “Leave the shoes on. Lie down on your back, and spread your legs,” he ordered.


  I obeyed.


  He pulled restraints from under the mattress, fastening my wrists, and then my ankles. I felt a sensualhaze overtake me as I gazed at him. I was spellbound as I watched him undress.


  He shrugged out of his shirt in one smooth motion. I held my breath as he undid the button and zipper ofhis pants, releasing his erection. He pushed them to the floor, stepping out of them and immediatelystepping up to the bed.


  He studied me for long minutes, his intense eyes drinking me in, as though memorizing the sight.


  “I missed you,” he said, his voice a harsh whisper, and I believed him.


  He crawled onto the foot of the bed, burying his face between my legs before I saw his intent.


  I gasped as he licked at me with long, perfect strokes. He sucked at my clitoris and I whimpered. Hehad me on the brink of orgasm in seconds, but pulled back suddenly, going back to slowly licking me.


  “James, please,” I begged him.


  I got no response, just the slowest lick along my core.


  “Mr. Cavendish, please,” I tried again.


  He moved up my body, licking and sucking at my naval. He spent drawn-out minutes at my breasts,sucking hard on my nipples for endless minutes, kneading at my full breasts, until that alone had me closeto the edge. He stopped short there, as well.


  I sobbed.


  He left no part of my exposed body untouched, rubbing, pinching, sucking, biting. It was the mostexquisite torture.


  His heavy arousal dragged along my body as he moved, and I tugged hard at my restraints, trying to getcloser to that part of him. I pulled so hard at them that my hands and feet began to go numb, but Jamesnever let up.


  


  I tried begging again. “I beg you, Mr. Cavendish.”


  He ignored the words, never speaking, never letting up.


  “Are you punishing me, Mr. Cavendish?” I finally cried.


  “Of course I am,” he murmured against my skin, and there was steal in his voice. “I can’t whip you.This is the alternative. Do you prefer the whipping?”


  “Yes,” I said without hesitation. There was no comparison in my mind. One liberated me, and the othermade me feel desperate and exposed. Tears seeped down my cheeks as he relentlessly worked on mybody.


  “Why?” I asked breathlessly.


  He thrust two fingers into me suddenly, and my back bowed on a gasp.


  His own breathing was harsh as he spoke, stroking me purposefully. “Just to give you a taste. I wasdesperate for you. To comfort you, to tend to you. Hell, just to look at you. But you withdrew from mecompletely, until I was pathetically grateful for just a text from you, and even that you withheld most of thetime. So I needed to give you at least a small taste of the wanting.” He worked his fingers along just theperfect spot as he spoke.


  I was tensing with my approaching orgasm when he pulled his fingers out.


  I screamed in frustration.


  He kissed me. It was a bruising kiss, and I tasted myself on his mouth. He plundered my mouth as hepositioned himself above me. I began to whimper loudly as I felt his cock right at my entrance. Heteased, rubbing in circles there. I tried to thrust up at him, but merely served to further strangle my anklesin the process.


  “I-I’m sorry I did that,” I told him finally. “You scare me. The way I feel about you scares me, so Iran.”


  He thrust inside of me as I spoke.


  I screamed. He moaned.


  He propped himself on his elbows, thrusting furiously, but holding my gaze with his own. He tugged onthe loop of diamonds on my collar as he thrust, and I felt the pull there, the connection that it symbolized.


  “Nothing in my life has ever felt as perfect as being inside of you,” he gasped out, cupping my face, hispunishing pace never letting up. “Come, Love,” he ordered.


  I did. “James,” I cried, and I watched his eyes as his own release took him.


  The way he looked at me then made me want to cry with longing. If I was foolish enough to believe thatlook, I’d be lost forever.


  


  


  CHAPTER TEN


  I was already on the edge of sleep when he undid my restraints. I heard first a pained noise escape histhroat, then a harsh string of cursing. It brought me back from sleep enough to open my eyes. He wasstudying the marks the ropes had left on my skin. I couldn’t even feel the marks that were apparentlybothering him, so I just closed my eyes, and drifted off.


  He was sliding panties up my legs when I awoke. He was already dressed in a fresh white T-shirt andjeans.


  I felt surprisingly good as I sat up. He’d laid a T-shirt, jeans, and a bra for me on the bed.


  “You can pick something else, if you prefer. There’s plenty to choose from in the closet,” he told me,and strode from the room, closing the door with a loud click behind him.


  I went into the small bathroom to change. I freshened up in a hurry, pulling the jeans on, pleased to findthat they actually fit. They were the right size. They were even long enough, which was rare. They wereDiesel brand, which I’d never worn, but I quickly became a fan. They were bootcut and hugged my buttjust perfectly, with a little bit of stretch in the material. The dark wash was flattering. I was impressedwith his dresser’s success at picking out jeans for me, a task that usually made me want to gnash my teethin frustration.


  I shrugged into the white t-shirt. It was soft and thin, with a small pocket right over my left breast. Itwas much more tight than something I would have chosen for myself, but beggars couldn’t be choosers. Ifingered the lovely collar at my throat, clearly visible with the T-shirt’s neckline. I noticed for the firsttime that my earrings from the night before were missing. James must have removed them, and I had noidea where they were. I made a note to ask him about it.


  I saw that he’d laid out navy running shoes for me by the door. As I slid them on, I noted that theylooked oddly familiar. I was still staring at them as the door opened and a matching men’s pair of themcame into view.


  “We have matching shoes?” I asked him, and I couldn’t keep back a smirk.


  He pulled me against him, rubbing my back and then my butt. “Shoes and shirts, and the jeans are prettydamn close.”


  I laughed. “Is this a fetish of some kind? You like to match?”


  He smoothed my hair back, tilting my face up as he began to braid it. “It wasn’t deliberate, exactly. Ijust saw that you had things similar to mine, and unconsciously picked them out. I kind of like it, though.No one could doubt that we’re together when we’re dressed like this.” He finished braiding my hair,using a hair tie from his wrist to tie it off.


  He fingered my thick metal collar, his eyes soft. He surprised my by pulling a small box from hispocket. It looked like a small ring box.


  My breath caught, my mind going a little panicky at what it might contain. I was almost relieved whenhe revealed the large, square cut, light blue gem stud earrings. They were beautiful and unexpected, and Iwas stunned enough to let him put them on me without protest. Foolishly, I’d had a horrifying momentwhere I thought he might be trying to give me a ring of some kind. I was relieved but baffled that it wassomething else entirely.


  “It’s too much, James. You don’t need to shower me with gifts. It’s really not my thing.”


  He touched my ear lightly. “No, it’s not your thing. It’s my thing, so humor me. And they match youreyes. I knew they would.”


  “What happened to the other ones? The ones I wore last night? I hope I didn’t lose them.”


  He just smiled at me. “You didn’t. I packed them. When will you learn that I’m a man who thinks ofeverything?”


  I sighed at his description of himself, oddly resentful at the aptness of it.


  He kissed my forehead, grabbing my hand and leading me from the plane.


  Helene nodded at us as we left, calling out a polite good-day. I nodded back, uncomfortable but civil.


  We emerged into a landscape of rolling green hills, surrounding a tiny landing strip that I doubtedanyone could call an airport. It was an instant, pleasant change from Vegas.


  “How pretty,” I said, as he led me to a sleek silver convertible sports car. Two black SUV’s wereparked behind it, and I saw Clark getting behind the wheel of one of them.


  The convertible’s leather seats were a bright blue that contrasted with the gunmetal color of the car. Theemblem was a crown, and I had no idea what brand it was, but I knew nothing about cars, so I shouldn’thave been surprised. It was a given that the brand was out of my price range.


  He opened the passenger side for me, handing me in, and even buckling my seat belt. I gave him a wrylook as he did so.


  “I could never pass up an opportunity to restrain you,” he said softly, as he ran his hand along the belt.


  He got into the driver’s seat, reaching into the glove box and taking out two pairs of sunglasses. I tookmy pair, thanking him.


  “You thought of everything,” I said, reaffirming his own words from a few minutes ago.


  His right hand, which had been gripping my knee, went to my wrist. The marks there were harsh andred, the skin raw in places.


  “Not everything, apparently. This went too far.” He started the car, signaling the SUV’s. Clark’s carwent in front of us, the other falling into place behind.


  Clark sped ahead in a hurry. He had to be speeding as he drove almost out of our sight on the two lanehighway. I watched the lovely rolling hills pass us as James handled the sports car, as he did all things,with consummate skill.


  The rolling hills quickly turned into pine covered foothills and plateaus. It was a lovely, pleasantdrive. Even the weather was perfect. We had been transported from the desert and into a green haven.


  James kept his hand on my thigh, rubbing and squeezing as he drove, only lifting it to shift whennecessary.


  I shifted slightly in my seat, already a little sore from our activities of the night before.


  James noticed immediately. “You sore?” he asked me. He had to raise his voice a little to be heardabove the sound of the car and the wind.


  I gave a little shrug. “Nothing that I mind,” I answered. “Certainly nothing that would make me want tokeep from doing it again.”


  “How about a half a dozen times?” he asked me with a warm smile, his eyes hidden behind dark shades.


  


  I couldn’t keep from responding with my own soft smile.


  Less than twenty-four hours with him, and he already had me wrapped around his little finger again.


  It was hard to stay away from him, even while he was driving. A rather obtrusive console separated us.


  I slid my hand over to his waist, pressing my hand over the bulge in his jeans.


  


  His hand covered my own and he shot me a rather surprised look.


  I checked the SUVs escorting us. They both seemed safely out of sight for the moment.


  I fumbled with the button on his jeans, finally unbuckling to use both hands. I uncovered his growingerection, and he sucked in a breath as the air hit him. I arranged myself over the console, taking him intomy mouth before he could protest. The console dug into my ribs a little painfully, but it wasn’t enoughpain to stop me.


  His hand gripped my hair roughly. “Fuck.” His curse was low and hoarse. “That’s not safe, Bianca,”he said, but he didn’t stop me.


  I lifted my head briefly to say, “So come fast, and we’ll be out of danger quickly.” I took him back intomy mouth, stroking his base hard with both hands. His grip on my hair grew painful as I bobbed my mouthup and down on his cock relentlessly.


  He was coming in my mouth in under two minutes. I hadn’t even known he was capable of coming sofast. He cursed and moaned as I swallowed his hot cum.


  “Fuck, fuck, fuck. Bianca, you’re too much. I almost went off the road. My vision got way too fuzzythere.”


  I sat up, buckling in. I smiled at him, a wicked smile, my lids heavy but hidden.


  He stared, mesmerized. “You’re going to be the death of me, aren’t you?”


  We were on the highway for just over an hour before James began to slow down, seemingly in themiddle of nowhere. Clark had turned off of the road in front of us, I saw. James followed him, turningonto a well-paved but small road. We passed through heavy gates almost immediately after turning off ofthe main road. It was set up so that you couldn’t even use the road to turn your car around without the gateopen.


  We were on the small road a good twenty minutes, passing through rolling hills, then a forest of oaks,then between twin plateaus. The grassy hills were dotted with pine trees here. It was a mercurial,changing landscape. Land just like the man who owned it all.


  “Almost there,” James said, his hand on my knee.


  I saw the sprawled-out buildings minutes before we reached the ranch. It seemed almost unreal, thissecluded compound in the middle of nowhere.


  James pulled directly up to the main building. All of the buildings matched, built in an elegant darkbrown wood in a modern log cabin style, with huge reflective windows. It looked like an ultra moderntake on a cabin in the woods. It mixed the modern with nature, taking elements of the area and adding astylish flair. It seemed to be the Cavendish designing trademark.


  “It’s lovely,” I told him.


  He smiled, pleased. “The stables are in back, but let me show you the house first.”


  “I could see them from the road. What are all of the other buildings? The house seems so huge just byitself.”


  “For staff,” he said, as he pulled me inside.


  He showed me the house room by room. It was beautiful, of course.


  “You decorated this,” I stated. I didn’t have to ask. I was starting to recognize his personal touch. Thestark modern floors and walls mixed with rustic tables and furnishings that had an authentic Wyoming feelto them just had his stamp all over it.


  He just nodded, leading me through the entryway and through a mammoth living room. He showed meeach room of the main floor, pointing out details of the design.


  “What? No antlers?” I asked him, as he led me around.


  He gave me a mock glare.


  I realized I needed a nap as he led me up the stairs. I tried to stifle a yawn.


  He glanced back at me. “Nap-time,” he told me.


  


  I just nodded, though it hadn’t been a question.


  “We’ll finish the tour later,” he said.


  He led me to what was obviously the master bedroom and into a ridiculously huge closet. Half of it heldwhat were obviously women’s clothing. I shot him a look.


  “Whose clothing is that?” I asked. I’d been going for a casual tone, but it came out stiff.


  He gave me a censorious look. “Yours. I told you I had my shopper pick out a wardrobe for you. Youcan add whatever you like, but I thought it would be convenient, for the moment, to have at least theessentials available for you, so you don’t have to pack every time we want to go to one of my houses.”


  “You said you had done that in New York. And I didn’t imagine it was anything like this. This is toomuch, James.”


  “It’s nothing,” he said curtly, pulling a tiny transparent slip off of a hanger and thrusting it at me. “Putthis on and get in bed,” he ordered, and started to strip.


  “Do you always do this? Looking at this closet, you’d think you were living with a woman. Is this yourusual…arrangement?”


  “Of course not! I’ve never lived with a woman, never even considered it. You will be the first, whenI’ve talked you into it,” he told me, pulling off his shirt.


  “It will be an easy transition once I convince you,” he continued blandly, “since all of my propertieshave been stocked with your things. As I said, you can add whatever you like. And if there’s anydecorating changes you’d like to make, please feel free to do so. I know I can be controlling andpossessive about my things, but I want you to feel that what’s mine is yours.”


  I froze in the act of unbuttoning my pants. The things he was saying, and in that dispassionate tone, justweren’t computing in my head.


  “You can’t be serious,” I said softly.


  “About what?”


  “Living with me.”


  “I see by the look on your face that you aren’t pleased with the notion, but I’m a very determined man.Start getting accustomed to the idea.”


  I went back to undressing, dismissing the notion. Maybe he was trying to say outrageous things just toget me to talk about the things I didn’t want to. I didn’t know. But, instead of feeling caged or trapped bythe arrangement he was proposing, I felt…nothing. Denial was my reaction, and I welcomed it.


  “You’re insane,” I told him lightly as I pulled on the tiny slip he’d handed me.


  I crawled into the luxurious covers of yet another of his ridiculously oversized beds. I felt him hoveringnear my side, standing over the bed.


  “Well, I suppose that’s not the worst reaction I could have gotten. I was scared you would runscreaming from the house, so this is actually a positive, compared to that,” he told me, his voice still sodispassionate. I’d heard him use that tone on the phone before. I realized it was the one that he used forbusiness transactions.


  I heard him go into the bathroom, not shutting the door. The shower began to run. I was asleep beforehe joined me in bed.


  


  


  CHAPTER ELEVEN


  


  James was a hot weight enfolding me from behind when I awoke. The clock on the bedside table read1:30 p.m. I’d slept at least four hours, and I desperately needed a shower. I slid out from under his heavyarm, going into the bathroom. I shut the door behind me as quietly as I could. The man seemed to get solittle sleep. I’d feel bad if I woke him, when he seemed to be sleeping so deeply.


  I was rinsing conditioner from my hair when he pressed his naked body against my back. I gasped.


  “Good morning,” he murmured, reaching around me to pump some soap into his hand. His arousal wasalready hard and pressed against my backside. He rubbed the soap over me with one hand, kneading atmy breasts. I was already clean, but I didn’t protest. Who would?


  He was washing himself with his other hand, and I felt it as he reached his own arousal, stroking thelength, again and again. He reached between my legs as he did so, his expert fingers giving attention toevery fold.


  “Put your hands against the wall,” he rasped into my ear after he’d teased us both for several minutes.


  I laid my hands flat against the wall, and he grasped my hips roughly. He buried his face in my neck ashe drove into me. It was a smooth entry, but he hammered into me, again and again, holding nothing back.


  Every stroke pulled along that perfect spot, and I arched my back, sobbing. One hand held my hipsanchored while the other slid up to a wet breast, gripping it roughly. He pinched the nipple, twisting hardenough to make me cry out. He bit my neck at the same moment.


  I came instantly, sobbing out his name brokenly. The name James had never had so many syllables.


  “Fucking perfect,” he groaned into my ear. “Tell me you’re mine. I need you, Bianca. I need you toknow that you belong to me.”


  “Yes,” I gasped, already building inexorably towards another powerful climax.


  “Say it,” he bit out.


  “I’m yours, James. I belong to you.”


  “Now come,” he ordered, spilling into me with a rough shout.


  The shout did it, and I was lost again in the rolling waves of pleasure.


  He washed me again, leaning my near limp body against him. “No one else can do this for you, Bianca.


  Don’t ever even consider it. You were made for me.”


  He dried me and nearly carried me to the bed, laying me down. “I’ll get your clothes. I want to dressyou.”


  He didn’t return for several minutes, and when he did the sight of him made me prop myself up on myelbows to study him more thoroughly. He was wearing skin-hugging tan riding breeches, with darkbrown chaps that came to his knees. He wore a thin bright white V-neck shirt. The getup hugged nearlyevery muscle of his body, leaving nothing to the imagination. It was absolutely, mouthwateringly sexy.


  My jaw dropped. He smiled, and it was wicked.


  


  He set a bulky pile of clothing on the bed beside me, and began the drawn-out process of gearing me upto ride. He dressed my bottom half first, slipping on my tiny panties, caressing every body part that hepassed. He had to work the tan riding pants up my legs more slowly, they were so tight.


  “Are they too small?” I asked.


  “No. This is what they’re supposed to do, until you break them in. They will fit like a glove soonenough.” He worked them to my waist as he spoke. He kissed my belly, running soft fingers over thefading bruises along my torso. He did that so often, it was becoming a sort of ritual.


  He slipped thick soft black socks onto my feet, kissing my arches. Next, he worked on stiff dark brownankle-length boots that matched his own. “These will take breaking in as well. The leather’s beensoftened, so it shouldn’t be too rough,” he explained.


  He worked dark brown leather half-chaps onto my legs next. He named all of the clothing as he dressedme. The chaps hooked just under my heels, fastening to my legs with heavy velcro. It allowed him to sizethem to my long, thin calves perfectly. “I got you some full chaps as well, but this is the best gear forlearning.”


  He moved to my top half next, managing to slip me into a snug sports bra without making me sit up. Itzipped in the front, and he sucked on each breast thoroughly before zipping it up with a look of regret. Itwas only then that he sat me up, slipping a skin tight white V-neck shirt over my head, pulling each of myarms through gently.


  I laughed at him. “We match again, you weirdo.”


  He grinned back at me. “I find that I like that. I can’t say that this will be the last time, either.” Hepulled me to my feet, straightening my shirt as he did so.


  “You realize that I can dress myself, don’t you?”


  He just smiled, content. “If you don’t mind my eccentricity, I prefer to do this.”


  I gave him my little shrug. I hadn’t known pampering like this before, and I found myself unexpectedlyrelishing the experience. “It makes me feel special. I find that I love it. I find that I love everything youdo to me.”


  He cupped my face, his eyes fiercely tender. I had to force myself to meet that searing gaze. “You arespecial. You’re the most special person in the world to me. I don’t known how to make you see and feelthat.”


  I was speechless. He kept saying the most disarming things to me, things I had never prepared myself tohear.


  My stomach growled loudly, interrupting the too intense moment.


  He kissed my forehead, taking my hand. “Let’s feed you, poor thing. I’ve been negligent.”


  He led me swiftly to the kitchen, where an attractive black-haired woman was busily preparing a mealthat smelled divine. She beamed at James but greeted me more cooly, while remaining whollyprofessional. “I’ve prepared slow cooked three-bean chicken chili, Sir. I could also preparesandwiches, or anything else that you’d prefer for lunch.”


  “We’ll take sandwiches, and fresh vegetables from the garden. We will eat in the formal dinning roomfor lunch, and have the chili for dinner, Sara,” he said without asking me, leading me into the dauntingdinning room.


  “Why not use the smaller dinning room for just the two of us?” I asked.


  “This room is more private,” he said with a shrug.


  He pulled me onto his lap for a long kiss. It was a sweet, affectionate kiss, but it left me hot all thesame.


  I felt his hands in my hair, and it was a drugging moment before I realized he was braiding it. I pulledback with reluctance. He just moved his mouth to my neck, braiding all the while. He’d barely finishedthat task before he was spreading sunblock on my arms, keeping me on his lap the entire time. I hadn’teven seen the little bottle on the table, he’d had my attention so completely glued to him.


  He set me onto my own chair only when Sara was carrying a large tray into the room. It held severalTurkey sandwiches on dark wheat buns, with some sort of white cheese that I couldn’t have named, andloaded with vegetables. They were delicious, the vegetables tasting fresh from the garden. Eachsandwich was smeared with a spicy hummus. She brought out a large dish of fresh, raw vegetables aswell, with a serving of hummus for dipping.


  I ate heartily. I’d gone too long between meals. “I’m going to lose some weight hanging out with you. Itry to eat healthy normally, but not surprisingly, you take healthy eating to the next level. You don’t evenknow the meaning of the term ‘half-assed’.”


  He gave me his censorious look. “You don’t need to lose weight.”


  I gave a little shrug and went back to eating. Easy for Mr. No Body Fat to say, I thought.


  James finished eating before I did. “Do you mind if I make some calls?” he asked politely.


  I shook my head that I didn’t mind, knowing he was skipping out on a lot of work just to be there.


  I finished eating, and waited for maybe five minutes while he made call after call, working on his laptopas he did so.


  “Do you mind if I go look at the horses while you work?”


  He nodded, waving me off absentmindedly.


  “Take your time,” I told him as I left. I had a general idea where the stables were, so I headed that way.


  I nearly got lost just trying to leave the palatial house, but finally found a door that led out of a roomadjacent to the kitchen. I’d walked in a circle just to get there. It was easier to take a direct route to thestables after I got outside, since the buildings housing the horses were so huge that I couldn’t possiblymiss them.


  I walked inside the wide opening into the shaded stalls, looking into each one. Many of the stalls wereempty. I stopped at the first stall that wasn’t. It held a beautiful chestnut who came when I clicked to itsoftly. It let me pet it, sniffing around for snacks. I hadn’t thought to bring any, hadn’t known where anywere.


  “She’ll love you if you give her an apple,” a deep, unfamiliar voice drawled behind me, a hint of astrange accent detectable. I thought it may be French, but wasn’t sure. I turned, a little startled, though Ishouldn’t have been. Of course there would be people in the stables. The sight that greeted me, though,was startling.


  The man was tall and smiling, his black hair shaved close to his head. He was devastatingly handsome,with a dominant but attractive nose and smiling eyes. His strong jaw had an appealing five o’clockshadow. I guessed he was in his early thirties. He was geared up in clothing similar to my own, and thetight apparel showed his heavy muscles to distraction. His teeth were even, his smile engaging. I met hislight brown eyes, smiling politely.


  He sized me up as I had him.


  My breath caught as I saw the riding crop in his hand. It was for the horses, of course, but he looked likea man who could dominate a woman, and my newly awakened sexuality made my mind drift to the thingshe might do to a woman with that crop.


  He held a hand for me to shake, stepping closer to me to pat the horse on the neck while he did so. Ishook his hand, and he gripped mine firmly, lingering. I pulled away hastily.


  “This one is Nanny. She’s a good horse.” He went to a bag near the door of her stall, pulling out anapple, and handing it to me. “If you’re looking for a horse that will adore you, look no further thanNanny. She’s as docile as they come. You don’t look like a woman who appreciates docile, though. I’mPete, by the way. I train horses for Mr. Cavendish. In fact, I do just about anything horse-related for theboss.”


  I smiled at him while I tried to feed Nanny the apple. I pulled back with a startled yip when she tried totake the apple from my hand, fingers and all.


  Pete laughed, stepping in close behind me. “Not like that, ma chere.” He positioned my hand around theapple so that my fingers weren’t sticking out like tempting targets. “Never give a horse your finger, orsure enough, they’ll take it.” He held the apple to her with me, and she took it this time without touchingme with her teeth.


  I moved hastily away from Pete after Nanny had the apple.


  “I’m Bianca,” I said, strangely breathless.


  He winked at me. “I know who you are. The boss’s lady. Come with me. I have a special treat foryou.” He turned and walked away, just expecting me to follow him.


  He knows I’m with James, so he should be safe. Shouldn’t he? I wondered.


  I hesitated, then followed.


  


  


  CHAPTER TWELVE


  He led me to a large, open corral that held a lovely pale horse that captured my attention immediately.


  “She’s what we call a palomino, based on her coloring. The tan coat with the white hair. She’s apalomino thoroughbred, which is rare. Her name is Princess, and the boss wants you to learn to ride onher. She doesn’t have any bad habits, so she won’t be teaching you any. But she’s real particular, so itmight be tricky.”


  I continued to stare at the beautiful creature. She was already saddled and tossing her head restlessly.


  I noticed absently where all of the horses from the stalls had been. The were frolicking and eating in alarge pasture just behind Princess’s corral.


  “You want to get on her, see how she feels?” Pete asked, smiling at me. He had his elbows propped upon the high post of the corral. “Mr. Cavendish said you had some injuries, so we can just work on yourseat for today. You set the pace. We’ll go however fast you want.”


  “You’re going to teach me to ride?” I asked him, surprised. I had oddly assumed James would beteaching me. This made more sense, I supposed.


  He shrugged, smiling. “Who else? I train the horses, so why not the people that ride them?”


  “Okay, yeah, I’d like to ride her. She’s exquisite.”


  He gave me a wicked grin.


  It made me want to shiver, but not in distaste.


  “Like her rider,” he said, his tone rich with sin. “I can see why the boss wanted to see you on her.Come on, ma chere, let’s get you mounted.”


  I blushed at his terminology, but followed him to the palomino.


  I petted her nose first, and she sniffed me, flipping her lovely white hair.


  “She seems to like you fine so far,” Pete observed. She had lovely amber eyes. “Come here, ma chere,”Pete said, standing at the horse’s side.


  I stepped closer to him, but not too close. He tsk’d at me. “I won’t bite. Come here. I’ll help you onher back.”


  I stepped even closer, until I felt like I was way too close. He turned me by the shoulders, his touchgentle but dominant. I sucked in a breath.


  He grabbed my hips and lifted me suddenly.


  “Left foot in the stirrup, right over the horse,” he said, not even breathless from the impressive lift. I didwhat he said, and Princess shifted restlessly when I sat in the saddle. “Now, your seat is the mostimportant part. If you have that down correctly, it’ll make everything else work right. You actually looknatural on that horse, Bianca.” As he spoke, he gripped my thigh, pushing it against the horse firmly.


  His grip moved down to my foot, pushing my toe in slightly, and my heel down. “Heels down, toes in.And remember to grip her real, real tight with your thighs. She has a sensitive mouth, which is good. That’s what I meant about her not having bad habits. But it means you’re gonna be real light with thereigns. Real light. Most of your control will be gained from the movement of your legs.”


  I followed his instructions carefully, mindful of every part of my body, not wanting to mess up.


  “Good,” he said approvingly. “Your legs look amazing. Mr. Cavendish said you hadn’t ridden before,so you must be a real natural to look so good, so fast. It doesn’t hurt that you have killer legs.” He gaveme an appreciative smile at his last comment, and I blushed involuntarily.


  The man was flustering me, for some odd reason. He moved to my other side, making a pleased soundin his throat. The sound made me blush harder.


  “Look at you,” he murmured. “I didn’t even have to touch this leg, and you fixed it perfectly.”


  He brought out the riding crop he’d tucked into his chap, and brushed it lightly along my back. My eyesflew to his in shock, trying to read his intent.


  “Arch your back, ma chere,” he instructed. I complied automatically, the motion seating me moresecurely in the saddle. “Perfect. Your seat is looking great,” he said, still not removing the crop from myback. “You think you feel up to walking her a bit?”


  I was nodding as I caught a movement out of the corner of my eye. I looked up to see James stridingtowards us out of the stable, looking positively livid.


  Pete spotted him at the same time I did. He gave his boss an inquiring look.


  James didn’t speak until he was intimidatingly close to the other man. James was maybe an inch tallerthan Pete, but he made that inch work to his advantage, glaring down at the other man.


  “Give me that crop, Pete,” James said through gritted teeth.


  Pete obeyed, looking startled.


  “I’ll be training Bianca. And don’t ever lay another finger on her. Or anything else, for that matter. Doyou understand?” James asked, his voice filled with rage. His hands were clenched, one around theoffending crop.


  Pete nodded, his mouth curving down in a frown.


  “Leave us, Pete,” James ordered coldly.


  Pete left instantly, without saying one word, though he adopted a leisurely pace.


  James turned his livid eyes to me. He looked furious, but I saw the hurt there, too. I didn’t understandit, didn’t understand him.


  He gripped my thigh with his free hand, his head dropping forward suddenly, and he laid his cheek onmy thigh, putting his hand on my horse’s neck. I stroked my hand over his hair, and he shuddered undermy touch.


  I should be mad at him, I thought, for embarrassing me, for embarrassing his trainer, but I just wasn’t.


  He seemed almost injured by the exchange. While I didn’t understand it, I wasn’t immune to his pain.


  “I can’t stand seeing that,” he told me finally, his voice harsh and raw. “When I see another man touchyou, I want to kill him. Why were you letting him touch you, Bianca? Do you want him?”


  I stroked his hair. “I thought he was supposed to teach me to ride. You overreacted, James. He wasjust showing me how to sit.”


  “I saw your face. You were reacting to him. Don’t lie to me. I know that look. And he wanted you. Isaw his face, as well.”


  I froze. I had been reacting to him, in a way, though I hadn’t been about to do anything about it. It hadbeen the simple reaction of a woman meeting a man whom she sensed could please her, a man whowanted to. I had simply felt an attraction, when I was seldom attracted. But it was nothing to compare tomy reaction to just the sight of James, just the thought of him.


  I licked my lips. “I-it was nothing. I was startled by the crop. I think you know why. I couldn’t believehe had used it in that way.”


  “He was dominating you, and you were submitting to him. I know what I saw.”


  I continued to stroke his hair when he fell silent, searching for the right words. “If that was what washappening, it wasn’t deliberate, and I didn’t understand it. Even if he had made a pass at me, which hedidn’t, I would have turned him down.”


  He was shaking his head before I finished. “It’s not enough, Bianca. It’s not just about the sex. It’sabout the ownership. I want you to promise me that you won’t let another man touch you. And if they do,you need to pull away immediately. Even if it’s just here.” He reached up, touching my elbow, his eyesangry and charged.


  My brows drew together in a frown. “Stephan-“


  “I’m not talking about Stephan. Stephan is the exception, of course.”


  I sighed at him, wanting to get down from the horse. “You’re asking too much, James. Flight attendantshug every time they see each other. I’m already odd enough, without finding new things to separate mefrom everyone else. And most of the men I touch are gay, you know.”


  “Fine. I’m not talking about them. I’m talking about you thinking about how I would react to seeing whowas touching you, and to react accordingly. If you think it would bother me, don’t do it. How aboutthat?”


  I glared. “And what about you? What arbitrary rules do I get to impose on you?”


  He straightened, holding his hands out as if in deference. “Name them. I’ll be happy to oblige any whimthat makes you happy.”


  “Fine. No one is allowed to touch you, either.”


  “That’s an easy one. Done.” He closed his eyes, leaning his face into my leg again. “The sight of himtouching you with that crop made me insane. I can’t get that picture out of my head. I want to rip himapart, the kinky bastard.”


  I nearly laughed. James should talk… but I didn’t think pointing that out would help.


  I stroked his hair, trying to comfort him. His hair was soft and silky, and so thick, especially for such alight color. I stroked it away from his golden kissed skin.


  We stayed like that for several minutes, neither of us saying a word. Princess shifted impatiently butwas otherwise cooperative. James began to stroke her neck, making soothing noises, not taking his cheekoff of my thigh.


  Eventually he straightened, adjusting my hands on the reigns, then studying my ‘seat’ in the saddle. Hepoked the spot between my shoulder blades with one finger. “Shoulders back,” he instructed.


  “Perfect,” he said when I complied.


  “Goddammit,” he said suddenly. “He put you on her without a helmet?” He lifted his arms up to me,almost in the stance of coaxing a child into his arms.


  I leaned down to him, and he pulled me off of the horse like a rag doll.


  He laughed, the moody bastard. “We’ll have to work on your dismount. Come. Let’s get you a helmet.”


  


  We found several, in what he called a tack room. James went immediately to a black one on the wall,fitting it onto my head.


  “Feel good?” he asked.


  I nodded. He pulled me back out to Princess, who was trotting in circles around the corral. He made aclicking noise at her, and she came to him. She held perfectly still when she was near us, as thoughwaiting for me to mount her.


  James glanced around, his brows knitting together. “Where’s the mounting block?” he asked, looking atme.


  I shrugged, wondering why he thought I should know.


  “Where did you mount her?”


  I grimaced, seeing where this was going.


  “Right here,” I said, resigned for another of his outbursts.


  


  His eyes narrowed. “How?”


  “Pete lifted me onto her back.”


  “Mother. Fucker,” he said through clenched teeth. But that was all.


  He lifted me much like Pete had, but I knew what to do with my legs at that point, so he didn’t have toinstruct me. I adjusted myself into my seat as they had told me. Back arched, shoulders back, toes in,heels down, thighs tensed. I kept my reigns steady but put no pressure on the horse’s mouth.


  “Beautiful seat. You’re a natural. You’re going to pick this up in no time. You feel up to walking heraround a bit?”


  I nodded.


  “You want me to lead you, or do you want to try controlling her? You’re going to need to be very lighton her reigns. Shift in your saddle to show her where you want her to go. It’s all about the legwork, withthe really good thoroughbreds. If you use her reigns too roughly she’s liable to buck, understand?”


  The mention of bucking intimidated me, but I nodded, willing to at least try.


  James unsnapped her lead rope and stepped back. He looked a little worried. It wasn’t reassuring.


  “Ok, now walk her around the corral. Hug the edges.”


  I did, afraid to tug at the reigns even a little, sitting forward and leaning how I wanted her to go whilegripping with my thighs. She obeyed beautifully, her walk smooth and quick. There was no pain at all inmy ribs as she moved, her gait was so smooth.


  “Perfect, Love. Are your injuries smarting at all?”


  “Not a bit. She has such a smooth walk.”


  “Yes. She’s my best mare. A real prize. Do you feel up to trying to trot?”


  I nodded, already wanting to move faster.


  “Walk her to me.”


  I did, and she obeyed perfectly. James patted her coat, then rubbed his hand up my leg, smiling. “We’regoing to start with posting. This is where you will lift from the horse for one beat, then sit on the next, asshe trots. Do you understand?”


  I shook my head. I had not a clue.


  He put a hand on my butt, the other on my hip. He pushed lightly, and I stood slightly in the stirrups athis touch.


  “You’ll move with her movement, up and down like this.”


  He pushed me back down.


  “It’s rather like being on top when you have sex,” he said with a grin. “Just pretend you’re making loveto the saddle.”


  


  


  CHAPTER THIRTEEN


  I blinked at him, wondering if he was being perverted and funny, or perverted and serious.


  He grinned wickedly. “That’s right. You wouldn’t know about being on top. I’ll have to let you rideme later, then I can really demonstrate what I’m trying to explain. In the meantime, move all the wayforward in the saddle, and keep your feet deep in the stirrups, okay?”


  I nodded, obeying carefully.


  I yelped in surprise as he vaulted up behind me. Princess shied a little, taking several steps back, but hehad her stilling as he commanded her to in a soothing tone. He pressed in close behind me, and I felt hisobvious arousal.


  I shot him an arch look over my shoulder. “Are you always hard?”


  He gave a little shrug. “I can’t watch you straddle something and grind yourself against it and not getturned on. So sue me.” He gripped my hips tight, grinding against me from behind.


  I glanced down at our legs. His dangled behind mine with no stirrups. He somehow made theprecarious position look natural.


  He slapped my ass lightly. “Pay attention,” he commanded. “Look forward and correct your seat.”


  I wriggled, trying to obey. It was challenging with an aroused James grinding into me. “You’re in theway. Or rather, your cock is.”


  He laughed, rubbing against me. “You’ll have to manage to ignore it. I’m up here to show you therhythm. Like this.” He lifted my hips, then lowered them, clicking the horse into the trot. I supposed itwas a lot like being on top. Princess trotted up and down, up and down, and James moved me with hermomentum.


  He was, of coarse, using the demonstration to his advantage, grinding against me every time I touchedback down on the saddle. “You could go even higher, and it would still be a good trot. Try it.”


  I did, and the exaggerated motion felt even more natural to me.


  “Okay, now sit deep in the saddle and lean back a bit. We’re going to try a sitting trot next. You’ll keepin the saddle and just move with her. It’s a lot like learning to canter, so you’ll be prepared when I startteaching you that.”


  I did as he instructed, and found the sitting trot a little more challenging. James leaned his chest againstmy back, hands on my hips. “Just move with her. Accept her rhythm and relax. Yes, perfect, Love.”


  He leaned in, whispering roughly in my ear. “I’m going to fuck you on horseback soon. You’re going tostraddle me while I ride, and we can fuck to this rhythm. It’s gonna be so hard and rough that you’ll besore when we’re done. Would you like that?”


  My mind went a little hazy and soft at his visual. “Yes. Can we do that?”


  “Oh, yes. But not on Princess. We’ll take my stallion, Devil. He’s a huge beast of a horse, more thanup to the task.”


  His hand moved to my breast as he spoke, cupping it softly, his fingers finding my nipple as it hardenedin response.


  It was hard for me to focus after that, and James didn’t help, caressing me every time he corrected me.


  He called a halt to the lesson some time later. I was aching and needy by then, the last half of the lessona blur of sensual teasing.


  “You’re a tease,” I told him, my tone breathless.


  He hopped off the back of my horse in a smooth motion. He met my gaze with raised brows. “That’s asilly thing to say, when I’m about to make you come over and over again. Let’s work on your dismount.Swing your other leg over.”


  I did, standing on just one side of the horse.


  He grabbed me, pulling me down the rest of the way. “She’s too tall. You’ll need a mounting block ifI’m not here to lift you. My horses are particularly tall breeds, for the most part. With those long legs ofyours, though, you’d be able to mount almost any other kind of horse from the ground.” He spoke into myear after he’d lowered me, pressing into my back. He made the words sound dirty, even though theyweren’t. The man could make anything sound dirty.


  He caressed my breasts from behind, kissing and sucking on my neck. ”We’re going to fuck like animalsin the horse stalls, and you’re going to love it.”


  I gasped. “Aren’t there people around? Working?”


  “I dismissed them all before I found you. I plan to make love to you in as many areas of this ranch as wecan in one trip.”


  I licked my lips. He’d never used the term make love before. I found it peculiar that he would do sonow. “Make love? Isn’t what we do called fucking?” I asked him.


  “Why can’t it be both?” James growled against me.


  I didn’t have an answer for that. Instead, I thought of another question. The question embarrassed me,but I asked it anyways. My curiosity always seemed to win out on my pride where James wasconcerned. “How many women have you brought to this ranch?”


  “Just you, Bianca. I usually come here to get some peace. The only properties I’ve ever brought womento were my New York and Vegas homes. Do you want me to buy new beds and such at those homes?Would that make you feel more comfortable?”


  I thought he might be crazy, not for the first time. “Are you offering to get rid of anything in your homesthat you might have used to fuck other women?”


  “Yes.”


  “I assume everything’s been cleaned thoroughly?”


  “Of course.”


  “Well, then that would be wasteful, and silly. Those beds have to be ungodly expensive.”


  “I think the fact that you didn’t answer is an answer in itself,” he murmured.


  I elbowed him softly. “Your beds look like works of art. I wouldn’t want you to get rid of them. I likethem. How often do you get new beds just to humor a girl?”


  He bit me hard enough to make me yelp. “There you go, belittling us again. You must know by now thatI’ve never done any of this for anyone else. I was a slut once with my body, but I’ve never been a slutwith my heart.”


  He swung me into his arms suddenly, cradling me. “How are your injuries?”


  I was surprised to realize that I had forgotten about them completely. “Good. Great.”


  “Good. We’ll go take one of the trails tomorrow, with Princess and Devil.” As he spoke, he carried meinto an empty stall. I realized that he’d been serious about where we were going to fuck. I shouldn’t havebeen surprised. He seemed to be a man of his word. Even when he said something I thought was acomplete joke, he’d always followed through, so far. I tried not to linger on that thought, since he’d saidsome pretty outrageous things in just the last day.


  


  He set me down. “Take off your helmet. And your pants,.” he ordered, leaving the stall.


  I obeyed, feeling very odd undressing in a horse stall.


  He returned with a huge blanket, laying it on a thick pile of hay. I was just getting to my actual pants,having to first remove my chaps and boots. He lounged on his back on the blanket, peeling off his shirt.


  He left his pants on, just pulling his breeches down to expose his hard length.


  “Come ride me,” he ordered, his tone casual. “I want to see what you learned today.”


  I approached his lounging figure, placing my feet on either side of his hips and lowering myself to myknees. I felt almost more exposed than I did when I was completely naked, with just my bottom half bare.


  


  “Sit on my cock. I want to feel you. Now,” he said roughly when I hesitated.


  I complied, lowering myself slowly, guiding him to my entrance with my hand. I impaled myself, inchby thick inch, shuddering as I did so. All of his teasing caresses had left me more than wet enough toaccommodate his entrance.


  “Good,” he said, when I’d seated myself to the hilt. “Now fix your seat and post.”


  I thought he might be joking. I just couldn’t tell, but I did it nevertheless. I positioned my knees for bestleverage, put my shoulders back, arched my back, and began to post. I moved up and forward, then downand back in big motions. I moved until only his tip was inside of me, then pushed back down in a jerkymotion.


  I rode him for long minutes, working myself more slowly towards my climax than James usually did.


  My hands stroked over his magnificent chest covetously as I rode. It felt so good, unbelievably good, butwhen he was in control, it just did something for me that nothing else could. I watched him as I posted.


  He had his hands folded behind his head in a casual pose, his lids heavy, watching me. I thought that thisposition must not quite be his preferred method, either.


  “You’re bored,” I accused him, still moving, my voice a gasp.


  He grinned, a wicked grin. I clenched around him just looking at it.


  “Never. I would love to do this all day. It just so happens that I also could. It’s a lot easier for me tokeep from coming when you’re in control. I’m sure I don’t have to explain why to you.”


  He didn’t. What his control did for me, it did for him as well. In bed, we couldn’t have been moreperfect for each other.


  “Your post is extraordinary, Love. Especially considering your inexperience. Now for the sitting trot,”he said.


  “Seat yourself to the hilt,” he instructed.


  I did it on a gasp.


  “Now just enjoy the ride.” He smiled, and took over the movement, bucking me up and down, his handsgripping my thighs. I caught his rhythm, but that was all. He was on the bottom, but he had suddenly takenall of the control. It was all that I needed.


  I climaxed within seconds, crying out loudly enough to disturb any horses left in the stables. I started togo limp.


  James slapped my ass, hard. “Keep your seat. I’m not done with you.”


  And he wasn’t. He worked me from below for long minutes, grabbing my hips and thrusting up, againand again. He was so tireless. Like a machine, I thought, as he bucked high, bouncing me with the force.


  


  My head fell back, my hands clutching his on my hips. I couldn’t reach anything else at that point in thewild ride. He reached up to pinch a nipple hard enough to bring tears to my eyes. My gaze went to his.


  “Don’t look away. I need to see your eyes as you fall to pieces.” His voice was a harsh growl, hisbreathing heavy.


  “Come, now,” he ordered finally, and it was my undoing, as always.


  


  I fell apart, and he came with me, his eyes going to that forbidden place of tenderness that I craved, andfeared, and tried so hard not to feel down to my soul.


  “Oh, Bianca,” he whispered, cupping my cheek as I lowered myself to lay on his chest.


  He shifted me so that he stayed inside of me securely. “You’re a marvel. I never imagined anyonecould be so perfectly made for me.”


  I shut my eyes, and felt a dreaded tear seep down my cheek. I felt his words deeply, but couldn’t findany of my own, so stayed silent.


  


  


  CHAPTER FOURTEEN


  Recovering and getting dressed again was a slow and languorous affair.


  James did most of the work, laying me down to get my pants back on.


  “I want to tie you to that hook and take you there, but your wrists need to heal from the last time,” hemurmured as he fastened a chap back on.


  I looked up at the hook he was talking about. A bridle hung from it. It did seem ideal for his purposes.


  I glanced at my wrists. They were red with conspicuous abrasions. I hadn’t been able to put my watchback on. James had packed it somewhere, I knew. I would have to find a way to cover the marks atwork. They could raise questions. They stood out starkly against my pale skin.


  “I don’t mind,” I said softly. “I can barely feel them. You could try it. If it got too rough, that’s whatmy safe word is for, right?”


  He gave me a wild kind of look. I was already able to read him so well. This look said ‘You shouldn’tencourage me.’


  “You’re a dangerous woman,” he nearly growled. “I’ll be making all of the calls about your safety,since you apparently can’t be trusted to judge such things. Your wrists are in bad shape. I went too farthe last time, whether you think they hurt now or not. We’ll leave them alone until they’ve healed.” Hefinished the long process of dressing the lower half of my body as he spoke.


  All he’d had to do was raise his pants and cover himself, then shrug back into his shirt with a fluidmovement. I’d watched each delectable part of his body disappear behind clothes with disappointment. Icould have looked at his tan flesh forever.


  He smiled, pulling me against him for a long kiss. We walked back to the house with his arm around myshoulder, tucked tightly into his side.


  A man in a suit and shades whom I didn’t recognize met us at the back door of the house. He nodded atus, opening the door. “Sir. Ms. Karlsson.”


  “Tell Pete to tend to the horses,” James said brusquely. “We are done with the stables for today.”


  “Yes, Sir. Kent called to check in with you about the investigation,” the man said hesitantly, glancingbetween the two of us. As though not sure whether to speak in front of me, I thought.


  “Any new developments?” James asked, his voice cold. This was a subject that didn’t improve hismood, I noted.


  “Nothing, Sir. Just his daily account of what he and his men have been doing.”


  “Tell him to send me a report. And notify me if there are any new leads. That will be all, Paterson.”


  James led me into the house, and Paterson closed the door behind us, remaining outside.


  “Is that about my father?” I asked him quietly.


  He glanced at me, his face a careful mask. “Yes. Can we talk about it yet?”


  “No. There’s nothing to talk about. I gave my report to the police, and I won’t be so careless again. Itwas just terrible timing that got him into my house in the first place.”


  


  He blanched. “Will you please tell me what happened? I’m trying to be patient, Bianca, but I need toknow how he got to you. If only to prevent it from happening again.”


  I sighed, the pain in his gorgeous eyes affecting me. “Stephan was due at my house. I heard the doorbellring. I checked the peephole, but a hand was covering it. I was a fool. I actually let him in myself. Ithought Stephan was playing a mean joke. Which is so ludicrous, because Stephan doesn’t do things likethat, even when he’s being playful. I undid my security and opened the door, meaning to tell him off. Myfather had me pinned to the wall before I could even register who it was.”


  He looked away, his face gone ashen. “He just attacked you on sight?”


  His hands had dropped away. He looked so forlorn that I wanted to comfort him. But I gave him hisspace. And, finally, with a resigned sigh, some answers. “He had seen me in the tabloids. And hethought someone had been investigating him, so he blamed me. He had come to threaten me. The injurieswere just his neanderthal way of telling me not to speak to the police.”


  His eyes shot back to mine, shocked and appalled. “It was my fault. It was my fault you were in thetabloids. And my men had begun to look for him. He laid hands on you because I was careless enough tolook for him, and expose you, without protecting you.”


  I studied him. His tone and his face spoke of a deep self-loathing so misplaced that I didn’t even knowhow to address it.


  “Of course it wasn’t. It was no one’s fault but my own. I know what he’s capable of, more than anyone,and I was careless enough to let him into my home. It’s not your job to protect me, James. It’s my job.Stephan had your same reaction, blaming himself. I don’t understand it. It’s impossible to takeresponsibility for things that are completely out of your control.”


  His eyes were anguished as he told me, “It is my job to protect you. You don’t have to acknowledge it,but it is. All of my influence is completely worthless if I can’t even protect the thing I cherish most.”


  I reached up and patted his arm comfortingly. “My dad has been like this for my entire life. Will youblame yourself for all of the other times, as well? You must see how illogical that is.”


  He seemed to get himself under control, schooling his features once again. “We don’t have to agree onthis, Bianca. But thank you for answering some of my questions.”


  I thought briefly of all of the questions I hadn’t answered. And all of the secrets I still kept. I wasgrateful that James seemed to drop the subject after that.


  “Let me show you the upstairs now. I’ve made some changes that I think will please you,” he told mesolemnly.


  I smiled at him. “I’d love to see all of it. Your homes are like works of art. You have impeccabletaste.”


  He put his hand on my nape as he led me to a set of stairs. “I have to agree,” he said warmly, and I knewhe was referring to more than his homes.


  He pointed out several guest rooms first, just glancing inside. They were themed in different colors. Ithought it was a rather English thing to do. They all had names. The Green Room, The Blue Room, etc.


  “All of your homes probably have the same thing. It’s so English,” I told him teasingly.


  He smiled. “You’re right. They do.” We came to a closed door that he opened with a flourish. “Thelibrary,” he told me with a smile. “I’ve made some recent additions. Guess which ones.”


  I blinked at the massive room. It was filled with sunlight. It was a a room of windows and books. Somany books filled the massive room.


  “I know e-books are the way of the future, but I can’t help it, I still love plain old books. Guess whichsection I made just for you.”


  I glanced around, baffled as to how he thought I could know that, with so many things to take in. But myeyes fell on it quickly. One of the dark floor to ceiling bookshelves was filled with content that was justmore colorful than the rest of it.


  


  I laughed, delighted and a little embarrassed. “You know, I don’t just read Manga,” I told him. But Imoved to the shelf to study it. It held full collections of all of the favorites that I’d told him about, andseveral that I had heard of but hadn’t yet read. I sent him a warm smile. “Thank you. What a sweet thingto do.”


  He smiled back. “I can be sweet. You inspire me to be sweet. And you can get whatever you want, forany of our libraries. I added a Romance and Urban Fantasy shelf, as well, though I was just guessing atthe authors you might like. You only mentioned that your read the genres, not what in particular.” Hepointed. “It’s over by the window.”


  I glanced over, blinking at the extent of what he’d done just to please me. There was a small fortuneworth of books in this monstrosity of a room, purchased just for me. It was such a thoughtful thing to do.


  He’d made a few more chips in the thick wall of ice around my heart with the gesture. Little by little, hewas making his way in.


  I took deep breaths, trying to manage my sudden feeling of panic at the thought. It worked. I wasbecoming more accustomed to the way I felt about him. I wasn’t sure if it was a good thing, but I didn’tlinger on that thought.


  “Thank you. I could spend the afternoon reading, if you need to do some work,” I told him politely.


  “I have one more surprise for you.” He pulled me from the room as he spoke.


  I looked at him warily, wondering what he had planned for me next.


  He led me into a large room with a bed, though I didn’t think it was a bedroom. It was another room ofwindows, the sunlight streaming in to light every corner. I saw the painting supplies then, lined up alongan ornate chestnut table. There was an impressive easel beside it, already holding a large piece ofmounted watercolor paper.


  I walked to it, speechless.


  “The table holds more supplies, in drawers, and shelves. And I had shelving put in along the walls tohold various canvases, so you can keep them organized.”


  I glanced where he gestured with his arm. One wall was covered with custom made, built-in shelving,with shelves large enough to hold many sizes of canvases and papers. Many blank ones were alreadystacked there, sorted by size. The room was a painter’s dream. It was an inspiration in itself, the largewindows giving me an unobstructed view of the majestic Wyoming forest.


  There was a large desk in one corner. It held a Mac that had the biggest screen I’d ever seen on acomputer.


  I pointed at it. “What’s that thing?”


  He raised his brows, as though I should know. “Those are the best computers for artists. I’m sure you’llfind a use for it if you need to pull up a picture, or do any kind of research. There are also severalprograms you might find useful. I’ll walk you through them, whenever you like.”


  I just nodded, overwhelmed. “It’s amazing. Thank you.”


  He smiled. “So what do you want to do this afternoon? I got to pick horseback riding, and you weremore than a good sport about it. Your turn. We could read in the library, or you could paint. Or anything,really. What’ll it be?”


  I chewed on my lip, my mind already on a picture I’d seen online that I wanted to paint. “There is apainting I’d like to start on, if you don’t mind. You could get some work done.”


  He just nodded. “Okay. We need to shower first, though. I’ll work in here with you, if it won’t disturbyou.” He gave me an inquiring look while he spoke.


  I just shook my head that it wouldn’t.


  “Then come.” He led me by the hand back to his bathroom.


  The shower was a short, if intense, affair. James washed every inch of me, but that was all. I tried toreturn the favor, but he just kissed me, washing himself. He slapped my ass when I was clean.


  


  “Out,” he ordered.


  I was dressed before he was dry.


  “I need to grab a few things, if you want to go back to your art studio,” he told me.


  I left the sight of all of his naked flesh with more than a little reluctance.


  I went to the computer, sitting down. I hated to have to look at tabloids, but unfortunately they held whatI needed for the painting I was planning. It took me a minute to find out how to even go online with thenew operating system. I typed in the name James Cavendish with a little feeling of dread.


  Looking at tabloids had not been a good idea for me lately, but I really wanted that picture.


  


  


  CHAPTER FIFTEEN


  I braced myself for the onslaught of unflattering pictures and headlines I was about to see of myself. Iwasn’t disappointed.


  A few phrases stood out. ‘Cavendish’s new Vegas Vixen’ and ’Trashy Man-eater’ caught my eye as Itried to get quickly to images.


  The images didn’t hold the picture I wanted, and I sighed with resignation. I would have to delvedeeper into the search.


  I paused on a picture of James, dated just last week. He was alone, in a suit, looking so much moresolemn than any of his other red carpet shots.


  I clicked on the picture. It had been taken at a charity event in New York last week. He had none of hisusual charm for the camera, instead posing almost coldly. His eyes were impatient, when he usually had acamera-ready smile. I wondered if I had been the cause for his change. If so, the tabloids had probablybeen running wild with the idea. They hated me, and loved the idea of a love match between James andhis best friend’s sister, Jules. I tried to just ignore the many old images of James and Jules as I went backto my original search, scanning carefully for what I wanted.


  I froze at one particular headline. ‘James Cavendish’s New Love has Countless Other Men on the Side.’


  


  I clicked on the link before I could think better of it, wanting to see what on earth they could mean. Iblinked stupidly at the pictures in the article.


  One was of Stephan and I, walking hand in hand on a sidewalk. I recognized that I was in Miamiwithout having to read the article, though I read the horrid thing anyway.


  According to the article, Stephan was my long-time boyfriend, and we were scheming to get a piece ofthe Cavendish fortune.


  I scrolled down in disgust, scanning for other pictures. There were several beach shots of Damien and I,and I flushed at some of them. In one, we lounged by the pool. Damien was giving me a very warm lookwhile I lay with my eyes covered by shades, a little smile on my face. It didn’t look anywhere near asinnocent as it had actually been. Looking the picture, you got the impression that he was staring at mybreasts and thinking naughty things about me.


  Another was of our walk on the beach. His hand was on my elbow, his eyes tender. The way his facewas angled towards me… He looked very nearly loving. I was blushing, as though flustered by him, Ithought. According to the article beside it, he was a steamy lover that I’d been stringing along. I flushedwith anger at the blatant lies.


  They’d even caught a picture of Murphy and I. We were walking beside each other and laughing. Thearticle claimed here that I was a shameless seductress who had too many men ensnared to keep track. Iregretted reading the trash before I’d even finished, but finish I did.


  I scrolled back up to the shots of Damien and I. They looked so much different than what had actuallybeen going on, and I wondered why. The look on his face, perhaps? Or the dark shades I wore, that mademy expression so inscrutable?


  I was still staring at the disconcerting pictures when James returned to the room quietly, approaching mydesk with his slim laptop in one hand.


  He raised a brow when he saw my expression. “Why do you look like a deer caught in headlights,Bianca?” he asked, his voice amused. He glanced at my computer screen as he got closer. I didn’t closethe window, thinking that hiding what I was looking at would be worse than just confronting it.


  James’s face tensed instantly when he saw the photos of Damien and I. I was struck with a thought. Hehad seen these before. He wasn’t surprised by the outrageous photos, merely infuriated by them. Theconversation we’d had about him hating the beach suddenly made a lot more sense. And his elevatedhostility towards Damien.


  “Th-this is all garbage,” I told him, feeling strangely defensive. “Damien and I were just hanging out.You know that, right?”


  He studied me, his face painfully solemn. His entire demeanor had changed since he’d glanced at thepictures.


  “Yes,” he answered finally. “I know as well as anyone how they can take a made up story and run withit. But it still hurts to see you together like that. Damien obviously cares for you, and wants you.Personally, I think he’s in love with you. My only comfort is that if you wanted him, you would haveaccepted him before you ever met me.” He studied my face, his very serious, before he continued, “And Iconfess, the thought that you’ll choose him if you ever decide to go vanilla has disturbed me.”


  I blinked at his outrageous little rant. “Of course he’s not in love with me. You know we’ve never evenbeen on a date. And I’m not even quite sure just what going vanilla means, but I don’t think of Damien asanything but a friend, even without you in the equation.”


  I wondered, not for the first time, what on earth James could be insecure about. But even the thoughtwas wrong. I just couldn’t put James and insecurity together, even with the proof of it in front of me. Thewhole idea was absurd. No one in the world could compete with him, in any way. There’s no room inperfection for insecurity, I thought.


  He sat down in the other seat at the large desk. He was a good four feet away there, still. He opened hispaper-thin laptop, going to work without another word.


  “Are you upset?” I asked him quietly, needing to clear the air before I could move on.


  His mouth tightened, his fingers already working on his laptop. “I am managing both my unreasonablehurt and my unfounded jealousy. I’ll work it out.”


  I stared at him for awhile, trying to determine how best to proceed. I finally decided that if I wanted towork something out myself, something that nothing could be done about, I would want to be left alone todo so. So that’s what I did.


  I returned to my search, moving on from the inflammatory article, wanting to forget that the horrid thingeven existed. I tried to ignore all of the headlines that drew my unwilling attention, and all of the photosthat piqued my curiosity.


  I went through webpage after webpage before I finally found what I was looking for. I made a littlehumph of relief that I’d located the prize.


  My noise got James’s instant attention. I clicked to print out the picture as he rose, looking over myshoulder from behind.


  “What’s that for?” he asked.


  I turned to smile at him. “I’ve wanted to paint it from the moment I saw it, a few weeks ago,” Iexplained. “Is that okay with you?”


  He blinked at me, but nodded his assent.


  It was a picture of him when he was fourteen, at some red carpet function. He was posing for thecamera, but it was a far different pose from the polished one he had adopted as an adult. His dark blondhair had just brushed his shoulders even then, perfectly coifed, his dusky skin perfect. His face wassolemn and serious, his turquoise eyes haughty and fierce. He had been no more than a child, but the manhe would become shone through every arrogant line of his face.


  It fascinated me, how his strong character shone at such a tender age. I wanted to make it into a portraitshot that he could hang on some fireplace mantle at one of his many estates. Perhaps it could be a legacyfor his children.


  “You were like a baby supermodel,” I said as he went back to his seat.


  He shot me a wry smile. “I detested the way I looked back then. I thought it made my businessassociates take me less seriously. Typical fourteen-year-old reasoning. It didn’t even occur to me thatbeing fourteen did that all on it’s own.”


  I studied him, trying to hide the sympathy I felt for a fourteen-year-old James, who’d had far too heavy ofa burden to bear.


  “I wish I’d known you back then. I bet we would have been friends.”


  He gave me a warm look. “Me too.”


  “You weren’t homeless, but you didn’t have anyone, like I did, to turn to for comfort. I think I got thebetter deal.”


  He gave me a sad little smile. “You may be right there.”


  I took the printout of the photo across the room, beginning a rough sketch, loving all of the new supplies.


  He’d thought of everything I could possibly need.


  “Oh, I forgot,” James said. I glanced back at him. He was holding my phone. “Your reception isn’tgreat out here, but Stephan has been trying to get ahold of you. You can call him from my phone.”


  I realized belatedly that I had forgotten I’d even had a phone since we’d arrived at the ranch.


  He carried the other phone to me, already set to dial Stephan. I pushed the button, thanking him.


  An excited Stephan answered after one ring. It took me a long moment to piece together his hyperchattering.


  I blinked, glancing at James. He was working intently at his computer.


  “It even has the white grill and the black racing stripe that I was obsessed with. It’s like he took every


  piece of information he ever heard me say about my dream car and just ordered it.”


  Stephan had been going on and on about the brand new Dodge Challenger that James had delivered tohis driveway for several minutes, before I got a word in.


  “That’s amazing, Stephan.” I listened as he added several excited details. “Yes, James is unerringlythoughtful. I’m so happy for you.”


  I couldn’t get a word in for another solid five minutes while Stephan went on and on about hisextravagant gift. Finally, he asked to speak to James, wanting to thank him personally.


  James took the phone from me with good grace, smiling as he told Stephan, “It is the best way I couldthink of to thank you for watching out for our Bianca for all these years. I’m indebted to you.” He pausedwith a laugh as he was obviously interrupted by a frenzied Stephan. “I’ll tell you what. Let’s schedule ameeting when we’re both in New York. I want to discuss a few business matters with you.” Jameslistened politely to the response. “That will work fine. Yes, I’ll do that. Okay, have a good one,Stephan.” With that, he hung up.


  I eyed him suspiciously. “What are you up to now?” I asked him ungraciously. But I just knew that hewas somehow meddling in my life.


  He shrugged. “Stephan is your family. I want to take care of him. And I do feel strongly indebted tohim for the way he’s protected you. Also, I’ve found that it pays to be on his good side.”


  I studied him, wanting to be annoyed at his interference, but I just couldn’t. He had found something thatmade Stephan so happy. How could I help but be thankful to him for it?


  


  “Thank you for doing that for him,” I finally said. “He’s been obsessed with the new Challenger since itcame out. And his obsession for old muscle cars goes way back. There’s not a gift in the world that hewould love more than what you’ve done.”


  He just smiled at me, shrugging like it was no more than the most simple of gifts to give someone theirdream car. “And what would be your dream car?” he asked me.


  I gave him a warning look. “Don’t even think of it. I have a car. I bought it with my own money, and Ilike it just fine.”


  He didn’t let up, even with the clear warning in my voice. “Eventually, you’ll realize that what’s mineis yours, and when you do, you can buy whatever you like. I want you to start growing accustomed to theidea.”


  I took deep breaths as he spoke, trying to calm the panic that bloomed inside of me at his words.


  Was he trying to take over my life? It was a dark, terrifying thought for me.


  “I can’t,” I told him on a gasp.


  His expression became more closed off, but his tone was as steady as before. “I understand that youneed time. I’m trying to give you as much time as I can bear, Bianca.”


  My eyes widened at his words. Clearly, the man was deranged. “We’ve only known each other for amonth, and most of that time we weren’t even in contact with each other. You call that giving me time?”


  His expression, his voice, didn’t alter. “The lack of contact was not of my choosing. And I’ve alwaysbeen decisive about what I want. When I see it, I take action. This is just how I am. I am trying to bepatient, but I have no reservations about what I want from you, what I want our relationship to be. I amtrying to respect the fact that you don’t feel the same. I’m just asking you to start growing accustomed tothe idea of living together.”


  I took several deep breaths, watching him sitting so calmly behind his desk. “I don’t know that I canever give you what you want. I’m almost positive, in fact, that I can’t.”


  His gaze hardened, but his voice was very even. “And I am determined to convince you otherwise.”


  


  


  CHAPTER SIXTEEN


  We didn’t speak for a long time after his pronouncement.


  I didn’t know what to say to him. He couldn’t know me well enough to understand how impossiblewhat he wanted was for me. I could give him control in bed, but I was utterly incapable of giving himcontrol over the other parts of my life. Doing so would trap me. And I knew too well that I couldn’t betrapped and helpless ever again. It had almost destroyed me as a child. It had most certainly destroyedmy mother.


  I began the prep-work for my painting, but I felt a little too distracted to work at all efficiently. Isketched for nearly an hour before James spoke again.


  “I spoke to the manager of my L.A gallery recently. She’s very excited about your debut. She and myNew York manager actually had a little tiff over who would get your showing. Due to the desertlandscapes, we leaned towards an L.A showing. She will start putting the showing together as soon asyou give the go ahead.”


  I just stared at him, dumbfounded. The idea of showing my work was still a foreign concept to me. Andso much had happened since he’d had samples of my work shipped to his galleries.


  “I don’t have to attend the showing, do I?” I asked, the thought daunting and unwelcome.


  He looked genuinely surprised. “Well, no. I suppose you don’t have to. But why wouldn’t you wantto?”


  I gave him an exasperated look. “The press hates me. They will crucify my work if they find out it’sattached to me in any way. I would prefer not to use my own name for the work, as well.”


  He looked troubled at the thought. Those exquisite eyes of his were raw with it. “I’m so sorry you’vebeen dragged into this media circus of a life. It’s my fault they hate you. The things I’ve seen printedabout you…it makes me feel murderous.”


  I held up a hand at his tirade. “Fault isn’t the issue. We need to deal with the issues at hand, not whoseat fault. And you have to admit that my showing won’t be helped by the media attention my name andappearance would bring to it.”


  He flushed a little, though I couldn’t tell why. “Please just consider attending. You deserve to takepride in your work, and to get credit for it. I would love it if you would allow me to escort you to theevent, but by all means take some time to think about it. I’ll have Sandra prep your work and hold off onthe date until you decide what you want to do.”


  I nodded that I understood, but still dwelled on it as I worked. If I was brave, I would just go throughwith the ordeal. It wasn’t as though I’d be forced to read the horrible reviews about my work.


  I was so distracted that I made a mess of my initial sketch, finally having to just toss it and start over. Icould hear James talking quietly on the phone or I would have turned on some music to relax. Finally, Iput in some headphones and played the music on my phone, tucking it into the pocket of my jeans. Thepicture started to come together after that, the sketch much closer to the image I had in my head of what Iwanted.


  We worked for hours like that, in relative peace and barely speaking. We worked for so long that I evenbegan the painting process, which sometimes took me several sessions to advance to. I liked to have avery good sketch, usually, before I broke out the paint.


  I wasn’t sure what it was, but suddenly, I just felt a change in the air, a shift of energy. The hair on thenape of my neck stood on end, and I turned slowly to look at James. He had his phone to his ear, but hewatched me. His eyes were…haunted, as though he’d just learned of a loved one’s death.


  I moved to him, removing my earbuds. He just watched me, not taking the phone from his ear.


  “Thank you for the update.” He just listened for a long time. “Yes, it is. Keep looking into it. Anddouble your search efforts.” He hung up after that, but watched me almost warily.


  I perched on the desk facing him, his laptop near my hip.


  “What’s happened?” I asked, knowing with a certainty that something had.


  “My investigators just found out from the police that your father has a warrant out not just for assault andbattery, but also for murder.” He just stared at me for a long time, a torment in his eyes that wasbecoming familiar to me. Those dear eyes.


  I cupped his cheek, bracing myself. “Yes, I know,” I told him reluctantly.


  “I let a murderer lay his hands on you,” he told me in an agonized whisper.


  I cupped his face in my other hand, as well. “That’s an unreasonable way to look at it. I’ve known hewas a killer since I was fourteen, long before I knew you, and he’s laid his hands on me many times sincethen.”


  He blinked at me, as though my words were beginning to register past his shock and fear.


  “You knew he had killed someone?” he asked.


  I nodded, my mouth tight, my chest aching. “I’m the one who reported him to the police, though I wasnearly a decade too late. It was my mother that he killed. I was the only witness. I was standing closeenough to touch her when he did it. I lied to the police for him for all these years. But after this lastattack, I realized that I couldn’t live like that anymore. I can’t run anymore, even if it means he kills me,too.”


  His eyes were so panicked and vulnerable that, unwillingly, I felt my own fill suddenly with tears. Itwas hard to believe I’d gone years without crying before I met James. But the things he made me feel hadopened a floodgate, and the damned thing wouldn’t close.


  I continued, wanting to get it all out. “I felt so guilty, for all of these years, for dishonoring her memory,for helping her killer run free, but inside I was such a scared child that I just couldn’t go back to thepolice. After he killed her, they just took his word at face value, never even interviewing me in aseparate room from him, and I knew that he would kill me if I told. I was absolutely certain that not eventhe police could stop him. Even years later, when I hadn’t had contact with him at all, I tried to go to thepolice, but just got cold feet every time.”


  I brushed his hair out of his stricken face with a soft touch, wanting to comfort the things I saw in hiseyes so clearly. It was such a reflection of my own torment. His soul was a mirror of my own. Perhapshis insane claim that we were made for each other wasn’t so very far off the mark. I had known him forsuch a short time, but sometimes I felt I could read him so perfectly, so naturally, that it astounded me.


  “You can’t bear the burden of protecting me from my father,” I told him gently. “No one can. And youcouldn’t have known that he would seek me out to threaten me to stay silent, because you didn’t knowabout my mother, of course. But you are responsible for helping me to find the strength to finally tell thetruth. Thank you for that.”


  It nearly broke me when one lone tear rolled down his cheek. “It just keeps hitting me, over and overagain, that I really did come close to losing you forever. I can’t bear the thought.” His voice was a roughwhisper. “And he’s still out there, loose, so you’re essentially in as much, if not more, danger than ever.I’m glad you got to finally tell the truth, but it still terrifies me what that truth might mean for you.”


  I traced the tear down his cheek, catching it right at his perfect jaw. He didn’t seem bothered by thetear. He was so much braver than I with his feelings, I knew, but he still managed to surprise me with hisdepths.


  I tried to put myself in his shoes briefly. If his uncle was still alive, and capable of hurting him, evenkilling him, but just lay in wait for the right opportunity…It would make me insane. But could James feelfor me what I felt for him? I just couldn’t picture it, even though he obviously felt at least something.


  Neither of us seemed capable of working after both of our emotional outbursts.


  We ate dinner in silence. It was a spicy chicken chili. I ate quickly, polishing off the comfort foodwithout tasting it properly.


  We went to bed early, James mentioning that we needed to rise early to get a proper ride in, beating theworst heat of the day.


  I got ready for bed with little comment. I felt as though I hadn’t slept for days as I lay on his exquisitelycomfortable bed and closed my eyes. I sighed in contentment when I felt James wrapping himself aroundme.


  I swiftly drifted into a deep and peaceful sleep.


  


  


  CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


  James woke me up with a light kiss on the forehead. I blinked awake, surprised to find him alreadydressed in clean riding clothes and leaning over me. He began to dress me without a word.


  My riding clothes were much different this time. My tight pants were made up of a thin black material,not much thicker than tights, and reached just past my knees. I took note of the fact that he didn’t botherwith putting any panties on me.


  He worked snug, thigh-high black chaps onto each of my legs slowly. I touched the soft suede material,running my fingers over it.


  He was arranging the chaps over my riding boots when he spoke. “The full chaps are normally wornwith jeans. I’ll pack a pair, for the ride back.”


  I digested his words, my mind going to dark, sensual places with it.


  He pulled me to my feet, dragging my thin shift over my head in one smooth motion. He ran his tongueover his teeth as he studied my naked torso.


  I had to stifle the urge to cover my bare breasts. Clearly, I was not as comfortable with casual nudity asMr. Beautiful.


  He zipped me into a thick sports bra, pulling a tight, thin shirt over my head.


  He braided my hair, keeping his hands, disappointingly, to himself. I was still turned on at his everymotion.


  I closed my eyes as he spread sunblock over my face very carefully. The man thought of everything.


  He slapped my ass, hard, when he finished. “Let’s go for a ride, Love,” he told me with a wicked smile,taking my hand.


  The horses were saddled and ready when we got to the stables. It was the first time I got to see James’sstallion.


  He introduced me to Devil by handing me an apple, and a warning. “Careful, he bites.”


  I fed the huge beast carefully, admiring his exceptional coat. I ran my fingers over his blue-black mane.His coat was a blueish gray color, so dark it shone in the sunlight like blue fire. His fur got much darkerat his face, nose and feet, almost black-tipped. He seemed like a stallion out of a fairy tail, his coat tooastonishingly colored to be real.


  “He’s amazing,” I told James, running my hands along his smooth neck. Another horse butted my backfrom behind. I laughed when I saw that it was Princess.


  “She’s jealous.” James wore an indulgent smile as he ran a hand along Princess’s neck.


  I had thought she was an exceptionally tall horse, but she was almost short compared to Demon. I pattedher, as well.


  James handed me another apple to give to the friendly palomino.


  Pete was nearby, but kept a careful distance. He had obviously been the one to saddle the horses for us,but was wise enough to stay away from his boss after the episode of the day before.


  


  He had merely nodded politely as we had passed him in the stables.


  I had nodded back with a small smile.


  Nevertheless, James’s hand had tightened significantly at the small exchange.


  Impossibly jealous man, I thought to myself, but kept my own council.


  “Demon is a rare blue roan thoroughbred,” James told me, feeding a carrot to the oversized stallion.


  “I didn’t even know that horses could be blue,” I told him with a sheepish smile. I really didn’t know athing about horses, I was quickly realizing.


  “Normally it’s just an expression for a bluish tinge to a horse. Demon is a truly unusual shade, though,almost more blue than gray.”


  “An outrageously beautiful horse, for an outrageously beautiful man,” I told him with a smile.


  He tugged on my braid, tilting my head back. His eyes were hot as they looked into mine. “Whateverkeeps you around, Love,” he said, fitting a sleek black helmet carefully onto my head. I saw with nosurprise that it exactly matched his own.


  He worked black leather gloves onto my hands, patiently working them on, tightening them at the wrists.


  


  “You know, I’m fully capable of dressing myself,” I told him, but I knew it was pointless. I knew that heloved to tend to me, no task too insignificant for his attention.


  He just smiled in response, kissing my leather clad knuckles. He worked on his own gloves next, and Iwatched, transfixed, as he worked them onto his powerful hands. His fingers were long and elegant, butso very strong. I watched his tan hands disappear into the black leather, and flushed, remembering thefeel of those gloved hands punishing me.


  He saw my stare and gave me a wicked smile. “You remember these?”


  I nodded, still watching, captivated, as he worked on the gloves. Even his hands were an obscenelytempting sight to me.


  “I love your hands. So much.” My voice was already breathless.


  He threw his head back and laughed. I was captivated by the sight. Even his smooth, golden throat wasperfect, and I wanted to bury my face there.


  I had to stifle the urge. He was obviously on a schedule this morning.


  He gave me the warmest smile as his laughter faded.


  He gave me a short, sweet kiss, and lifted me by the hips to mount the Princess. I mounted how I hadbeen taught, swiftly trying to position myself into the seat correctly.


  “Perfect,” he told me, unhooking the lead rope attached to Princess’s bridle and roping it over the fencepost.


  I felt a wonderful little thrill as I got to watch the amazing sight of James vaulting up onto Devil in onesmooth motion. He was such an elegant man, but his strength was astounding. Muscles bunched under histight shirt, his breeches snug enough to show the cut of his thigh muscles as he moved.


  He passed me on his horse, pausing to finger my collar, apparent just above the neckline of my top.


  “I should get a lead rope for this, as well,” he murmured, clicking his horse to go.


  “Follow me,” he ordered, as he rode to the gate that Pete had just opened without a word.


  I followed, Princess moving into a brisk walk with the slightest pressure of my heels.


  He led me into the thick woods, the barest hint of a trail guiding our way.


  I admired the scenery as we walked, trying to move with the horse and keep my seat nice and smooth. Itwas so peaceful and calm there. The trees covered us in cool shade, and it was early enough that theweather was perfect for a long ride.


  The forest always made me feel that I had been transported to another world, another time. The solitude,the serenity, had my mind drifting into fantasyland. The pine trees were incredibly tall there, the foliagethick and little purple wild flowers dotted the ground whimsically.


  


  It was almost jarring when we passed out of the thicker forest and onto a trail pronounced and wideenough to be a small road. James stopped there, waiting for me to reign in beside him.


  He sent me a sidelong, wicked look. “How do you feel? Are you sore?”


  I just shook my head. I sucked in a breath as he brought a gloved hand to the waist of his skin tight pants.


  


  He laid his reigns on his horses neck, giving a firm command for Demon to stay. Then he proceeded toundo the thick buttons on his pants, folding them down and under his thick manhood. It jutted up proudly,already so thick and hard that my mouth watered at the sight. He shrugged out of his shirt in a smoothmotion, tucking it into one of his chaps.


  I just drank in the sight of his gleaming golden flesh, always amazed at his perfection. The muscles ofhis chiseled bronze abs were visibly working as he sat his horse. Somehow, his legs being covered, andbeing on horseback, made his nudity all the more obscene. And unbelievably hot.


  He gave me his wicked grin, and I nearly melted. “Come here,” he ordered.


  I obeyed, my horse sidling towards him eagerly.


  He snatched me up, swinging me to straddle him in a seemingly easy motion. My eyes were on the hardplay of muscles in his magnificent arms.


  He perched me just in front of him, almost on Demon’s neck.


  “Don’t move,” he ordered, pulling a rather large pocket knife from his boot. He worked me onto histhighs, until I was just inches from his jutting cock.


  I sucked in a startled breath as he used the knife on the waistband of my pants, cutting towards himself.He cut to a few inches above the saddle, putting the knife back in his boot. He ripped my pants the rest ofthe way off. The initial sound of ripping made Demon start, but James calmed him with a few soothingwords, still ripping away, until I wore only the chaps. My sex looked profoundly bare and obscene,surrounded by black suede chaps and nothing else, my top half still completely covered.


  James reached behind me, rearranging the reigns, untying them to make them longer, and wrapping themaround his right arm. He was giving Demon free reign, controlling him with his legs, as he’d said hewould teach me to do.


  He used firm hands on my hips to lift me up and poised me on the tip of his erection. He touched my sexwith only his cock, moving his hips in small circles to spread my growing moisture onto his eager tip.


  I moaned, jerking my hips. I wanted him to impale me so badly, just a quick thrust to ease the ache.


  He did, his head jerking back to look up at me, his jaw clenched at the excruciatingly tight fit. He thruststraight to the hilt, and I melted around him.


  “Oh, James,” I cried out with feeling. Even with him full inside of me, I still ached. My hips jerked ina request for movement. James clicked, and Demon began to walk. James moved with him, an expertrider, each movement of his hips a little thrust inside of me. My legs almost dangled behind his, my bodyhad submitted to him so completely.


  We watched each other as he moved inside of me, the movements half thrusts that left me gasping formore.


  “Do you want a posting trot, Bianca?” James asked, his voice a growl.


  I thought of the exaggerated movements of a posting trot. Oh God, yes, I wanted that.


  “Yes,” I moaned.


  “Beg me for it,” he said, in a strangely calm voice. How was he not more winded?


  “Please, Mr. Cavendish, bring us to a posting trot.”


  He just tsk’d at me impatiently. “That was a sad excuse for begging, Bianca. Now you only get thesitting trot.” He clicked Demon into a trot, keeping his seat. He sat the trot so smoothly, it barelyincreased his thrusting from the walk.


  I moaned at him in distress, gripping his shoulders now. I needed more. I needed the deep thrusting thatI had so quickly grown addicted to.


  Our eyes never strayed from each other, his intense turquoise gaze imprinting itself on me inexorably.


  “I beg you, Mr. Cavendish,” I tried again. “Please, fuck me at a posting trot. Please, please, please.”


  His eyes smoldered at me, and he clicked the horse into the faster trot. “That is the tone I was lookingfor. Hold on, Love.”


  He lifted me higher, his posting trot thrusting him into me with the longest, hardest strokes. I was closeto screaming within seconds of the new rhythm.


  “Come,” James growled, his eyelids heavy as he watched me. He impaled me hard and to the hilt as hespoke, and I fell apart in his arms. I was gasping, back in the ride again as he pulled out of me, draggingalong each sensitive nerve. I was in a fever dream as he continued to thrust. I came again to his harshcommand. And yet again, before he found his own rough release, shouting my name, his eyes going fromhard and commanding to tender as the rapture took him.


  He kissed me, still buried deep inside of me, as we floated back to reality, Demon slowing to an aimlesswalk.


  I broke the spell several minutes later when I pulled back from his long kiss. “Have you ever done thatbefore?”


  His eyes shuttered, and I knew I wouldn’t like his answer. “Made love on horseback?” he asked.


  My eyes narrowed, taking immediate exception to his wording. He seemed to me to be splitting hairs.


  “Fucked someone on horseback,” I corrected.


  He flushed, and my vision went a little red, knowing his answer. “I’ve fucked a woman on horsebackbefore, but it wasn’t like that. It was far more technical, almost clinical. It was more about seeing if itcould be done, for me, than the actual doing. And I was barely an adult at the time.” He studied me, hiseyes wide as he read the iciness that was blooming there. “Please don’t try to demean what we justshared.”


  I heard his words as if at a distance, my mind suddenly recalling an appalling little detail I’d read in atabloid, about James and Jules both coming from affluent English families who both shared a long history


  as avid equestrians.


  “Was it her?” I asked in a whisper, my eyes narrowed.


  He squeezed me more tightly against him, as if sensing a threat. He buried his face in my neck before hespoke. “Who are you referring to?”


  I stiffened even more. “Jules,” I said, my voice going glacial.


  I felt him sigh against me. “It was. But it didn’t mean anything. Please don’t use her to keep me at adistance.”


  I tried to move off of him, but he had me at a severe disadvantage, and he wasn’t letting me go.


  Instead, he clicked Demon back into a brisk walk.


  


  


  CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


  He began to move inside of me again, his erection swiftly growing and hardening, as though it were aparlor trick.


  I gasped, slapping at his shoulders. “You can’t use sex to subdue me,” I told him. I was hurt and angry,but also unwillingly and wildly aroused.


  “You can’t withdraw from me every time you get mad or jealous. We need to talk this out. I’m notletting you go until we do.”


  I pulled on his hair, hard, but my hips were already moving unbidden with his thrusts. “You call thistalking?”


  “I call this making love, and yes, talking.” He tried to smile at me. I yanked on his sweaty hair. Hewinced, but made no move to stop me.


  “Why do you keep calling it that? Why do you keep calling it making love?”


  He gave me a smoldering look. “You know why. You keep trying to belittle what we have, but youneed to understand that it’s as new to me as it is to you. I have a past. A wildly sordid past. I can’tchange it. I would if I could. You are going to run into a lot of my ex-lovers. That’s an unfortunate fact.It will be a lot less painful for you if you can just get it into your head that none of them were anything buta fuck to me. And fucking was nothing to me before I met you. Sex was a bodily function to me before Imet you. That’s why I call this making love. It means something to me.”


  “I’ve never even had a girlfriend before you, never even considered the idea. I’m sure it sounds callous,but no woman has ever been anything to me beyond a fuck, a sub, or a friend, occasionally all three,though never all of them for long. They all knew the score. I was brutally honest with every single one ofthem, without exception. You are the one that I want, the one that I need. So getting upset about my past,or feeling jealous of women I’ve been with, is unwarranted.”


  He never stopped moving as he spoke, and I felt emotionally charged.


  “Unwarranted?” The word burst out of me, angry and wounded. “I’ve years worth of pictures of yougoing out with Jules. How can you expect me to dismiss that out of hand?” I gasped as he thrust harder, adeliberate motion, his eyes intense. “Unfair,” I muttered. “And you are hardly one to talk. I was a virginwhen I met you, but you’re still jealous of every man I speak to. That’s unwarranted.”


  He lifted me up and down for several long, fast strokes before he spoke. He was playing me like adrum, I knew. It was very hard to stick to my point when I was insanely turned on, and in the middle ofgetting thoroughly fucked. “When I was about eighteen, the paparazzi were hounding me relentlessly,printing silly stories that drove me crazy. They were hiding in the bushes when I left school. It was out ofcontrol.”


  I tried my hardest to focus on his words, but he wasn’t helping, still moving inside of me tirelessly.


  “You know how I need control,” he growled.


  He thrust harder, clicking Demon into a hard trot. He clicked again, and the motion took us into acanter. This movement was unfamiliar to my limited riding skills, and I clutched at James’s shoulders inpanic. His thrusts were more measured at this pace. I was falling apart almost instantly.


  “Come,” he ordered roughly. It took me over the edge. He slowed back to a walk, but still didn’t stop.


  “You know how I need control,” he repeated. “But the things they were doing were completely out ofmy control, and I realized one day that the press was like a garden hose,” he explained.


  I blinked at him, dazed and confused. “A garden hose?” I asked.


  He gave me a gentle smile, enjoying the complete loss of my composure. “A garden hose. If you turn iton too lightly, you can’t control the flow. It just drips where it will. But if you turn it to full force, youcan control the flow, sending it wherever you want. So I began to court the paparazzi, rather than duckingaway. I encouraged their attentions by charming them, and publicly, becoming an open book. Or rather,making it appear that way. Jules was my best friend’s sister, and occasionally, a very casual lover ofmine, and we’d been friends for awhile. We were seen out and about together, since we traveled in thesame circles. I quickly noticed that she loved the attention, encouraging rumors about us shamelessly,even leaking lies to the press about us.”


  His eyes were solemn and serious on my face as he continued, “I see now that it was stupid to let hertake it so far, but at the time I couldn’t see a problem with it. Other women thought she and I had an openrelationship, so no one tried for anything more with me. It saved me from worse misunderstandings, for atime. I see that it looks bad, but I want you to trust me that that’s all it was. Jules is not someone youneed to worry about.”


  He began to move in earnest after that little speech, and he undid me yet again, bringing me to release ata trot. I sobbed his name, gripping his hair in tight fists. He came with me that time, his eyes going sosoft that unwanted tears pricked my eyes.


  He slowed Demon to a walk. He leaned me back slightly, his eyes moving down to where our bodiesjoined. He ran his tongue over his model perfect teeth as he studied the sight. My own gaze followedhis. The sight that greeted me made my barely steadied breath catch.I was still impaled on him, my moisture mixing with his on the thick base of his shaft as he shifted meslightly up and back.


  His voice was low with pleasure when he spoke. “You’re so full of my semen right now. You’restuffed full of my cock and my cum. I want to keep you like this forever. I might have gotten you pregnantjust now, if you weren’t on the pill.”


  His words made me stiffen, the sensual haze lifting from me in an instant. I tried to shift off of him. Hehad to help me lift off of his semi-hard length.


  He pulled me flush against him, his cock between us. “Wrap your arms and legs around me tightly. I’mgoing to dismount. Too much more of this and I’ll make you too raw to fuck for days.”


  I did as he said. “I thought it was making love,” I told him archly.


  He sent me a censorious look. “Sassy girl.”


  He set me on unsteady feet, leaning me against Demon when I swayed.


  “Get your balance. I need to catch Princess.”


  He fastened his trousers while he walked away. Princess was still visible, though she was quite a waysbehind us. It seemed she had been trailing us, albeit slowly.


  I hadn’t noticed, for obvious reasons.


  Demon didn’t protest as I leaned against him heavily, watching James stride to Princess purposefully,vaulting onto her back in that smooth motion that seemed impossible, given the height. He rode her backto us at a smooth canter, stopping smoothly beside us and dismounting with the grace of a panther.He studied me from head to foot, his eyes lingering appreciatively on the sight of my bared sex. Hemoved to a pouch on his saddle as he spoke. “I take it from your reaction that you don’t want children anytime soon.” His tone was almost idle, as though it were the most casual topic in the world.


  


  I looked at him incredulously. “Or ever. I’m way too fucked up to ever be a mother,” I said, my tonefinal.


  He didn’t take the hint. “Why would you think that? Because of your childhood?” He turned to look atme as he pulled a rolled up pair of jeans from the pouch.


  “Yes, of course, because of that. My mind is too clouded with dark things. Mother’s are supposed tobe, I don’t know, happy, and full of love. They should be able to give and receive love, and I’m not sureI’m capable of that.” I flushed at what I’d revealed. I was embarrassed by how screwed up I was, but heneeded to know.


  He moved to me as I spoke, cupping my cheeks, his eyes impossibly tender. “Oh, Bianca, that’s just nottrue. You think only the people with perfect childhoods should be parents?”


  I mulled it over, finding the answer easily. “Of course not.”


  “You probably think someone like me should never be a father.”


  I blinked, mortified that he would think such a thing. “Of course not. I think you’ll be great at it, whenyou have children. You’re so patient, and controlled.”


  He stroked my cheeks, giving me a look so intense that I had to fight the urge not to look away. It was somuch like trying to stare into the sun. “So will you. But if you never want to have children, I can livewith that, as well.”


  My heart stopped, just stopped, then began to pound as though I’d just run a marathon. “What are yousaying?”


  He kissed me, a long, heated kiss. “Nothing. You just aren’t ready to talk about this. I don’t want toscare you off again.”


  I took deep breaths, trying not to panic at what I knew he’d almost said.


  He shrugged the whole thing off, slinging my jeans over his shoulder and digging back into thesaddlebag. He pulled out some packed wet cloths, unbuttoning his trousers to wipe our mingled fluidsoff.


  I watched him touch himself, biting my lip. How could I still want him with such desperation when he’djust had me, again and again? I didn’t know, but there it was.


  He disposed of the wipe in a small bag, taking out more wipes to clean me. His gaze was scorching ashe cleaned me, eyeing me from top to bottom in a sexy once over.


  “Keep looking at me like that if you want to get fucked against a horse,” he warned.


  I looked away, moving against his searching fingers as he cleaned me. He smacked my bare ass oughly


  with his other hand.


  “I’m trying not to fuck you raw. Don’t make it harder.” His tone was so stern that I just got more turnedon.


  I closed my eyes, still biting my lip.


  He growled, dragging me over to a tree. He placed my hands against the rough trunk. “Don’t move aninch. You need a good spanking. You’re just lucky that you need to ride back, or I’d spank you raw, youlittle minx.”


  I arched my back, my body running the show.


  He growled again, and began to spank me, his leather-clad gloves smarting at the first blow.


  I moaned, shifting around. He stopped after ten, breathing hard.


  He was entering me without warning an instant later, cupping my breasts, his breath rough and heavy inmy ear. “Just one quick, gentle ride. I can’t fucking think straight, I want you so bad. Don’t move, thisneeds to be quick and soft.”


  I let out a ragged laugh at his description of being fucked against a tree by his impressive cock ‘gentle’and ‘soft’.


  It wasn’t the jarring ride I usually craved. He moved in and out of me smoothly, crying out in my ear ashe came, too fast for me to even keep up.


  I was shocked at his release. He usually went for so long before coming himself. But, of course, hedidn’t leave me unsatisfied for long. He was turning me, kneeling in front of me, ripping a glove offimpatiently with his teeth.


  He buried his face between my legs with a rough moan, and I screamed as he purposefully made mecome, using his tongue and fingers and just the barest hint of teeth, my hands gripping his silky hair all thewhile.


  He cleaned us up again after that, shaking his head ruefully all the while. He had to strip off my chapsbefore he worked me into my panties and then tight jeans. They were new, but still fit perfectly. I wasn’teven surprised by it anymore. He worked the chaps back up my legs swiftly and efficiently, as thoughhe’d done it a thousand times. I tried my best not to dwell on that fact.


  “I never thought I’d have the urge to fuck someone to death,” he muttered.


  I giggled.


  He gave me a little smirk as he led me back to Princess. He helped me mount, and I turned quickly,wanting to see him execute his own perfect mount once again. He did so effortlessly, taking the lead aswe headed back to the ranch.


  “Did you need to get back to Vegas today or tomorrow?” James asked, glancing back at me.


  I grimaced, thinking about it. “Tonight. I’d hate to push it and hit bad weather.”


  He sighed with resignation. “Okay. We’ll have lunch and head out.”


  


  


  CHAPTER NINETEEN


  We were heading back to Vegas in way too short a time. So much had happened in our short reprieve.


  James had weakened my resolve to keep my distance in that way he had, with his persistence and hiswillpower. He was not a man to be deterred. And for whatever reason, he seemed resolute in his desireto be with me. And wanting me for something more permanent than I’d ever thought he would evenconsider. Living together didn’t terrify me, as marriage did, but I couldn’t say that I was evenapproaching comfortable with it.


  We were both quiet for the drive, and then the flight. I didn’t mind. I had a lot to think about, and Jamesseemed lost in his own thoughts, not even getting his laptop out to get some work done on the flight.


  “We’ll stay at your house tonight,” James said, as we touched down in Vegas. It was the first thing he’dsaid in an hour. I studied him. He seemed a little distant, a little sad.


  “I’m having some work done on my place,” he explained. “I’ll finally give you a tour of the propertysometime next week.”


  I just nodded, but he hadn’t been asking me a question.


  We went to bed early that night. James could see that I was exhausted from the riding and the traveling,and oh yeah, the phenomenal fucking.


  He did his kinky little exam of my body. It had become a habit of his. I felt well enough, mostly tired,and a little sore, but he insisted on checking every inch of me. He softly kissed shadow bruises still onmy ribs and back, the abrasions on my wrists and ankles, and even turned me around to check my butt, forsoreness from the saddle. He studied my sex last, his eyes heavy-lidded as he touched me ever so gently,fingers sifting through my folds.


  “You’ve got to be the kinkiest wannabe doctor on the planet,” I told him with a half smile.


  His mouth turned up faintly at the corners. He took it as a challenge. The comment seemed to inspirehim to be kinkier.


  He’d brought a glass of ice water into the room, and he grabbed it from the beside table, taking a longdrink. One of his hands still held my inner thigh, keeping my legs pushed wide apart and my body pinnedto my spot right at the edge of the mattress.


  He bent, burying his face between my legs. I gasped as he pushed an ice cube inside of me with hisclever tongue. He lapped at me like a cat for a moment before straightening again. He took another longdrink, repeating the process. My hands fisted in his silky hair, begging him silently for release, but hetook his time. He stroked me, and licked me, and sat back, just to look at me, again and again. He pusheda finger into me, thrusting, but I wanted more.


  “Please, James, I want you inside of me.”


  He bit the bottom lip of that pretty mouth, but didn’t respond, just kept up the process.


  I was shivering, chills wracking me from both desire and the delectable feeling of cold ice inside of me.


  He had shoved five cubes in deep.


  


  He took another ice cube and began to run it along my belly, circling my navel in almost lazy motions.


  Next he ran the ice up along my ribs, then traced my sternum. My nipples were already pebbled longbefore he’d payed them any personal attention. I shivered and shuddered as he finally circled a quiveringnipple.


  The ice wasn’t the only cold thing he’d brought into the bedroom with us, I realized after endlessminutes of his teasing. His very demeanor was cold tonight, his eyes icy as he worked on me slowly,torturously.


  “Am I being punished?” I asked him finally, when he held back from letting me come, pulling his busyfingers out of me just short of release.


  He smiled, and even the smile was cold. “Not exactly. This is only a lesson, Bianca. I’m doing this toyou for one simple reason. Because I can. This is what it means to be my submissive.”


  I writhed at that, his calculated actions bringing out a shivering fear that, perversely, made me want himeven more.


  “Will you be fucking me tonight? Or is this all a tease? Because you can?”


  In answer, he buried his face between my legs again, his tongue circling my clit, his fingers going backto work inside of me. I felt the ice cubes clink together, and I moaned, right on the edge of orgasm. Hestraightened, leaving me bereft.


  He stood, stripping out of his boxer briefs in one smooth motion. He was hard. At this point, I wouldhave been more shocked if he wasn’t. He stroked himself, looking down at me with that hard, stonyexpression. I bit my lip as I watched him stroke himself, once, twice. I was sobbing on his third stroke,drawing my legs up to my chest, wanting to touch myself, anything to ease the ache that the ice inside ofme only antagonized. I pushed my legs down, lifting my hips into the air in a silent plea.


  He stopped abruptly. “No,” he finally answered. “I’m punishing myself tonight, so I won’t be fuckingyou. Only you get to come tonight.”


  He bent down, and began the torture all over again. He’d said I could come, but he hadn’t said when,and he left me wanting for long minutes that felt like hours.


  The first ice had melted, with new cubes replacing it, before he finally sucked me into a climax so hardthat I sobbed out his name at the end, tears running down my cheeks.


  He tried to hold me afterwards, and I turned away, trying to roll out of his reach. But my bed wasn’t thatbig, and he was determined. He swatted my butt for the effort.


  “Don’t turn away from me,” he said in a hard voice, pulling my back against him.


  I tried to fall asleep, but he began to touch me again, kneading my breasts until I was arching my back,brushing my backside against his stiff length.


  “You can take me there,” I told him, brushing my backside against him again. I hated that he wasdenying himself, whatever the reason.


  He purred against me. “No release for me, not tonight. I keep pushing you too hard, even though you’reinjured and unaccustomed to this. I need a torturous night to reflect on my sins. Keep teasing me. Ideserve it.”


  I stopped rubbing my butt against him, not willing to help him in that regard. He bit my neck, one handsnaking down to stroke my sex. “You don’t want me to suffer, Love? You don’t agree with thepunishment I’ve chosen for myself?”


  “No,” I said on a gasp.


  He plunged his large fingers into me, starting up an exquisite rhythm.


  “I want to bring you pleasure, not punishment,” I told him.


  He grunted. “Well, it’s not up to you, is it?” he asked, his fingers quickening, bringing me to orgasmquickly this time, a stark contrast to what he’d done to me the first time.


  He kept his fingers inside of me, a hand gripping my breast, and his stiff erection still pressed firmlyagainst my butt.


  “Go to sleep, love,” he whispered harshly in my ear.


  I was so exhausted that I actually did.


  James woke me in the morning in much the way he’d put me to bed, his hand stroking me, his otherkneading at my breast. He was sucking on that perfect spot on my neck, his rigid cock grinding against mybutt in rhythm to his fingers.


  “Are you awake?” he asked into my ear.


  “Yes. Please, I need you inside me. Please don’t deprive yourself again.” I arched my back as I spoke.


  


  He shifted me onto my back, but stayed on his side. He dragged me around until my wet entrance waspointed at his stiff member, throwing my legs over his hip. My head was nearly hanging off the side of thebed.


  One of his arms was used to prop him up, but his other hand was free to roam over my body. Helingered on my breasts, plucking at my nipples.


  “I’m going to have special rings designed for these,” he said, and rammed into me.


  I didn’t have a chance to ask him what he meant. I was too busy gasping as he began a jolting rhythm,still pulling on my breasts.


  “I’ll make them match your collar and your earrings. I want you dripping in diamonds. I’ll decorate allof your chains with them. Before I’m done with you, every part of your body will be stamped with myownership.”


  My hands fisted in the sheets. It was all I could reach in this position. I used my legs to move with histhrusts, and he groaned in approval.


  He had us both coming in swift moments, impatient from his night of torture.


  “Did you get any sleep last night?” I asked him as we lay panting, spent.


  “A little. Though every time I drifted off, I woke up trying to violate you in your sleep. I need to rethinkthat punishment, I think.”


  I shifted until I could kiss him. It was a long, sweet kiss. He was surprisingly passive for it, as if hewas curious to see what I would do.


  I pulled back, touching his cheek. I knew my tenderness showed in my eyes. “Get a little more sleep.Please? At least rest while I go try to scrounge up breakfast.”


  He must have been exhausted, because he nodded, closing his eyes. He didn’t open them as he raisedmy hand to his lips, kissing it softly.


  I rose, pulling a sheet over him, and impulsively kissing his forehead before throwing on my tiny, nearlytransparent shift. I grabbed a thong from my drawer full of the lacy things, even knowing I would bechanging again soon, since I needed to shower after breakfast.


  I padded into the kitchen, getting out anything I could find that went well with eggs. I cursed when Iheard the loud sound of the garbage truck driving down my little street. I had already forgotten to put outmy trash can the week before. I really needed to get it out to the curb before the truck passed my house.


  I wouldn’t normally go out front in my tiny slip of a nightgown, but I didn’t have a spare moment tochange.


  Besides, I’ll be quick. I told myself. I just needed to drag my one full garbage can out of the garage andonto the curb, then dart back in. And this was Vegas. See-through clothing was hardly unheard of, evenin public.


  I moved into the garage, punching the button to open my garage door. I was already dragging the canunderneath the door when it was only halfway up. I was relieved to see that the garbage truck was a fewhouses away. I had made it in time.


  I didn’t notice the strange man blatantly photographing me until I was at the curb, lining up my garbagecan.


  I saw him, and just froze while he took shot after shot of me.


  I wasn’t galvanized into action until he looked up from the large camera, leering at me. “Thank you, Ms.Karlsson. Looking hot this morning.”


  He was a paunchy man, in his late forties, I guessed. Just the look on his face made my stomach churn. Iwas turning to rush back into the house when all hell broke loose.


  A large man in a suit grabbed the greasy photographer, handling him roughly at the same time that thegarage door into the kitchen burst open, a frantic, boxer clad James sprinting out. I heard clicks behindme, the photographer somehow managing to get a few shots of James, even while being restrained by aman much larger than himself. It was almost impressive.


  I watched James’s face as he took in the mess, watched it change from frantic to livid in a heartbeat. Helooked like he wanted to murder the man as he strode to me, glaring at the paparazzi the entire time. Hestepped in front of me, blocking me from view.


  “Get inside,” he said through gritted teeth.


  I had seen his face. I couldn’t imagine, from his look, that he didn’t plan to do the man violence.


  “Come inside with me, please,” I pleaded with him, my voice pitched low.


  “Go, Bianca. Now.”


  I hugged his back, not wanting him to get into trouble for some scumbag photographer.


  “You look like you’re going to attack him, James. I don’t want you to go to jail.” Even as I spoke, Iheard a few more clicks from that damn camera. The man was fearless.


  “I would rather fucking go to jail than let him leave with those pictures of you. Now go inside.”


  “Your man over there can handle it,” I said, my cheek against his back. “And who will protect me, ifyou’re in jail? Would it be worth it, if something happened to me while you were gone?” I felt horriblesaying it, and I knew it wasn’t even a sound argument, but I was desperate to get him to walk away, and Ithought it would at least get his attention. Some scandalous pictures of me were not my biggest concern.


  He shuddered, and I felt a rush of relief. He turned into me, still using his body to block me from view,and ushered me back into the garage.


  “Get those fucking pictures off of his camera, Stimpson, or it’s your fucking job!” James barked over hisshoulder, not slowing.


  “What the fuck were you thinking?” James burst out the second he’d shut the door from the garage intomy kitchen. “Do you like giving the world a fucking show?”


  I stiffened at his words, raised nearly to a rage-filled shout. I didn’t respond, raising my chin andwalking woodenly through my house and into my bathroom.


  If he was going to take his anger out on me in a way I couldn’t handle, I supposed it was better that I findout sooner rather than later. I tried to stay calm, but my whole body was shaking as I waited to see whathe’d do next.


  I tossed off my scanty clothes before stepping into the shower, turning it on, the cold spray hitting me forseveral seconds before it began to warm.


  I just stood under the spray, unmoving, for several minutes. It was a long time before James joined me.


  I felt him more than saw him, since my eyes were closed.


  He hugged me very carefully from behind. My first instinct was to pull away, but I let him hold me. Icould feel him trembling, and the thought of hurting him, when he was as vulnerable as I, was abhorrent tome.


  “I’m so sorry, love. Of course you were just taking out your trash, like a normal person. I shouldn’thave taken my anger out on you. I’m sorry I raised my voice. I would never put my hands on you inanger. Whatever demons I may have, I don’t have that in me. But I saw that scared look on your facewhen I raised my voice. I hate myself for putting it there.”


  I didn’t say anything, but I didn’t push him away, either.


  He washed me, his touch gentle. “Will you come to the hotel with me today? You can do a spa daywhile I get a few things done.” As he spoke, he lathered my hair.


  I sighed, feeling weak from the morning’s drama.


  Why not do a spa day? I asked myself, seriously considering the idea. I never got to do things like that.


  I didn’t have to work until evening, and James would spend ridiculous amounts of money on me, spa dayor not. It was really a drop in the bucket at this point.


  “You can invite anyone you want. They’ll give you the royal treatment, as well as any of your friends.


  Just invite Stephan, and tell him to get the word out. You could have a flight attendant reunion at the spa,if you want. My resort has one of the best in town.”


  I caved at the plea in his voice. He was like a child, grasping for a way to make amends.


  “Okay,” I finally said. I sounded like a brat to my own ears. “Thank you, James. That’s considerate.You’re considerate.”


  Wet lips kissed my cheek almost sloppily. It was so unlike him that I let out a little giggle.


  “Thank you. Nothing makes me happier than taking care of you, in any way that I can.” His voice was araw whisper against my skin.


  I turned and hugged him, his vulnerability almost palpable to me at that moment.


  “You make me so happy, Bianca. I was just angry with myself, that I’d failed to protect you, yet again.”


  “Oh, James. What am I going to do with you? A few stupid pictures aren’t going to hurt me.”


  “When I heard the garage door opening, my heart stopped. Just the thought of you being outside byyourself, when your father is still on the loose, makes me panicky.”


  “I obviously wasn’t alone, with that bodyguard out there. Seems to me like you had your basescovered.”


  He stiffened up at that. “What took him so fucking long to react? That’s what I want to know.”


  I kissed the center of his chest, right in that little indent between his well muscled pectorals. I loved thatspot.


  I filled my palm with shampoo, reaching up high to lather his honey-colored hair. I smiled at him as themotion dragged my chest against his. He bent down to give me better access, leaning his forehead ontomy shoulder. I washed him as he had washed me. It was the first time he’d allowed me to tend to him astenderly as he so often did to me. “Do you mind me touching you like this? Is that why you avoid lettingme do this to you, usually?”


  He shook his head, his eyes closed. His voice was a rasp in my ear. “Not you. I love any touch fromyou. It feels caring, and I want that. I want so much for you to care for me.”


  My heart hurt a little at his words. I wanted to reassure him, but the words were a lump in my throat.


  He just hugged me tightly, not pressing me for the words. If he had wanted a woman who could expressher feelings easily, I supposed he wouldn’t have chosen me.


  “Move in with me.” His words were quiet but heartfelt.


  I sighed. He was an undeniable force. A few short days, and it was nearly impossible to tell him no.


  “How about this? We’ll spend more time together. If we’re in the same city, we’ll have sleepovers, justlike we’ve done the last few days.”


  He just about squeezed the breath out of me. “Thank you,” he rasped, and began to kiss me. His handswere everywhere, his mouth hot, as he backed me against the shower wall. When he felt my hot centerand found it wet, he lifted me against him, impaling me brutally.


  “Tell me if you’re sore,” he said roughly.


  He leaned my back against the tiled wall and began to thrust.


  


  I was sore, deliciously sore, but I wouldn’t have told him so for anything. Then he might have stoppedthe heavenly orgasm that built as he pounded into me. I watched his lovely face, as he had taught me, ashe moved, my hands grasping his shoulders. His face was wet, his golden skin so perfect. I thought helooked like an angel, with his wet hair trailing into his face.


  “You’re so beautiful,” I told him quietly, but he still heard me over the spray.


  He clearly enjoyed my admiration, his body shuddering in preparation for his climax. I felt himshuddering down to my toes, and it tipped me over the edge.


  I cupped his cheek as we came together. It was so intimate that it should have made me cold, oruncomfortable, or even repulsed, but it didn’t. More and more, I was craving this intimacy, not runningfrom it.


  


  


  CHAPTER TWENTY


  After we’d showered and dressed, I found my phone, intending to text Stephan about the spa day.


  James held up a hand. “Let me talk to him.”


  I wrinkled my nose. He tapped it.


  “Why do you need to tell him?” I asked, suspicious.


  “Why not?” he asked.


  I dropped it, seeing by his innocent expression that I would have better luck asking Stephan what Jameswas texting him.


  “I’m going to cook some eggs for breakfast, unless you object,” I told him, pulling on an old sundress. Ifigured I’d get dressed for real after we ate. I didn’t even bother with underwear.


  He gave me a heated kiss. He tasted unbelievably good. He always did. I sucked at his hot mouth, andhe groaned, pulling away. He smiled and slapped my ass.


  I beat a hasty retreat. At this rate, we would fuck each other until we starved to death.


  I was walking to the kitchen, phone still clutched in my hand, when it began to ring. I glanced at theface. I recognized the number, since I’d missed several calls from the same 702 number over the pastmonth.


  Impulsively I answered. I didn’t like mysteries, and I wanted to know who kept calling me sopersistently.


  “Hello,” I said into the phone.


  There was no response on the other end, just silence with the faintest hint of soft music in thebackground. Three heartbeats later the phone disconnected from the other end.


  My brow was furrowed as I set my phone on the counter and began to cook breakfast. The calls werestrange, but hardly something to let myself be bothered about. I resolved not to let myself dwell on them.


  I made a huge portion of eggs and whatever else I could find that went with them. Peppers, onions, ham,smoked turkey, with some extra sharp cheddar to top it off. It was a better breakfast then I’d thought Icould come up with, so I was rather pleased with the effort.


  James ate a ridiculous amount of it. His plate had to be filled with at least five eggs worth, but hecleared it in short order. He ate it as though he’d never had such fine food in his life, when the realitywas, it was just what I could scrounge up, since I was often out of town. Still, I appreciated hisenthusiasm.


  I shouldn’t have been surprised to find new additions to my closet, both for me and for James. It wasstuffed full, whereas before it had been rather sparse. I sent him an arch look as I noticed the change. Hedidn’t even seem to notice, looking through my new clothes. He pulled a pair of tiny white cargo shortsoff of a hanger, handing them to me. They were shorter than anything I owned. He picked out a little goldtank top with geometric designs printed across it in black and white. He handed it to me without a word.


  I raised my brows at his arbitrary choices, but I put them on without a protest. I could at least see howthey fit, and how they looked.


  The shorts were very short, but stretchier than they looked, and oddly comfortable. I hadn’t ever owneda pair of white shorts that I could remember. I checked my panty line carefully, a little worried that mypink thong would show through, but the material seemed solid enough. The top was comfortable, hangingrather loosely to my hips. I decided I liked James’s choices as I studied the outfit in the mirror. It wasflattering but tasteful. Well, as tasteful as short shorts could be.


  I was nearly done with my easy hair and minimal makeup by the time James emerged from the closet,dressed and looking fabulous, as always. His attire was different than any I’d seen him wear before. Hewore white linen shorts that clung to his hips deliciously. My eyes lingered there the longest. He wore aloose, brilliant blue dress shirt, sleeves rolled up and open at the collar. The color set off his eyes andhis tan to perfection.


  I was surprised that he was dressed down. I didn’t imagine that anyone at his resort had ever seen himin anything but a three-piece suit. He looked like he was about to go on vacation in the Hamptons, notspend a few hours working.


  “That looks nice,” I told him as he approached my vanity, hovering behind me. “I’m surprised to seeyou in anything but a suit, though, for the hotel.”


  He just shrugged, studying me with that razor focus of his. He reached past me, digging into the silverbox of jewelry that had followed us from Wyoming. I’d taken off my collar before showering, and heclasped it back around my neck without a word. I fingered it as he reached back into the box, pulling outa pair of huge, princess cut diamond earrings I’d never seen before. He put them on me without a word,pressing against my back intimately.


  “It’s all too much, James,” I said, but didn’t take them off. He seemed to need to do this, to shower mein gifts. I should have put up more of a fight, I knew, but his warm gaze stopped me. It pleased him to dothis, and it killed any urge I had to stop him when I realized just how much it pleased him.


  He reached into the large jewelry box again, pulling out a good-sized black jewelry box. I pursed mylips, knowing he had done yet another outrageous thing.


  He opened the box, showing me matching diamond cuffs. The were thick, twinkling with more tinydiamonds than I could even guess at. It didn’t escape me that they looked like jewel encrusted shackles.


  He studied my wrists, running a light finger over the abrasions still visible there. “These will have towait a few days, I think.” He snapped the case closed, putting it back.


  He pressed a palm flat against my stomach, pressing me harder against him. His other hand snakeddown to my inner thighs, pressing past my scanty shorts and panties. It was shocking how fast and easilyhe could access me there.


  I sucked in a breath as he worked a long finger into me. I sought out his hot gaze in the mirror.


  He watched his hand as though transfixed. “My dresser is getting you more shorts like this. Not only doyour legs look phenomenal, I can also do this anytime I please. Gotta love that kind of access.”


  Regrettably, he extricated his finger rather quickly, kissing the back of my head. He sighed heavilybefore moving away. He went back into my closet, returning with two pairs of shoes that I hadn’t put inthere. He slipped on a pair of white loafers that set his golden skin off to perfection, handing a pair ofbright blue wedge heels to me. I saw immediately that they matched his shirt.


  In spite of myself, I smiled.


  “It seems you know the contents of my closet better than I do nowadays, Mr. Cavendish.” My tone wasarch as I bent down to fasten the heels onto my feet. They were comfortable for three and a half inchheels, I had to admit.


  He didn’t respond, just smirked, waiting for me.


  “How did you get so much stuff into my house without my noticing?” I asked.


  He pursed his lips, taking my arm and leading me out of the bedroom, making a beeline for the frontdoor. “Stephan let my dresser in. When will I be getting my own set of keys?”


  I stiffened. It didn’t escape me that he had somehow turned the conversation around on me. “Whywould you need them?”


  He sighed, aiming a hooded look at me as we walked out the front door. I didn’t even question that wewould take his car. I couldn’t picture him in my own small car.


  A new, creepy photographer had taken up residence on my sidewalk. However, he wasn’t snappingpictures when we walked out. He was far too occupied arguing with an intimidating Clark. Clark shiftedin front of the man, blocking us from his view as soon as we were spotted. I couldn’t imagine the man gotany clear pictures of us as James ushered me swiftly into the car. Clark didn’t get out of the man’s faceuntil we were safely ensconced.


  “Very good, Clark,” James said as Clark slid into his seat.


  Clark nodded and began to drive. “I fired Stimpson, Sir. I’m very sorry about what happened thismorning. I thought he was more reliable, or he never would have gotten the job.”


  “Thank you,” James said, clutching my hand tightly. “Was he at least successful at retrieving all of thepictures taken?”


  Clark’s voice was quietly furious when he answered. “He claims he did, but it’s impossible to say. Ionly have his account of events.”


  James’s grip tightened almost painfully. “I should have handled it myself,” James said darkly.


  He closed the privacy screen after that, brooding quietly for most of the drive. It wasn’t until we werenearly at the hotel that he spoke. The impressive resort was visible from far away. I watched it as wedrew closer and closer.


  “Have you been to the property before?” he asked.


  “I haven’t.”


  I remembered all of the buzz when it first re-opened two or three years ago. It was one of the swankiercasinos on the strip, with five star restaurants and a nightclub hotspot that was quite famous, and I hadheard a lot of people mention the large shopping mall attached to it. But I rarely went on the strip, andwhen I did, it was usually to meet with friends, and never at the more overpriced hotel/casinos.


  He kissed my hand. “I’ll have to show you around on the way to the spa. Stephan said he’d meet youthere. It sounds like he got quite a few friends to come, considering that it was such short notice.”


  I smiled, thinking of Stephan’s reaction to a spa day. It sooo wasn’t his thing. “Did he gripe about thespa?”


  James grinned. “He did. But I told him you missed him, and it was enough. Has he never done a spaday before?”


  I shook my head, laughing. “Neither of us have. That sort of thing is ungodly expensive.”


  We pulled up to the huge entrance that read Cavendish Hotel&Casino as he spoke. “Well, you’ll begetting the royal treatment today, I can assure you. And you can go every day of the week, if you want to.


  I will inform the staff that you have carte blanche status.”


  I didn’t bother to protest. I knew I wouldn’t be making much use of that extravagance. I felt spoiledenough just going today.


  He led me through the shopping mall first, as that was where we had entered. He wrapped a possessivearm around the back of my waist, his hand gripping my hip warmly. I put my hand over his as he usheredme around, giving me a short but thorough tour of the shops. He introduced me to several managersthroughout the mall, but I knew I wouldn’t remember hardly any of their names.


  Only the female owner of the casino’s famous tattoo shop stood out. She had dark hair streaked withblue and a pouty red mouth, every inch of her exposed skin covered in ink. And she had a lot of ofexposed skin. She wore a half shirt and cut-off jean shorts that were so short they made mine look overlymodest.


  


  She smiled at me warmly, but I stiffened immediately at the sight of her. I had seen her and Jamesphotographed together in several pictures online. It was rumored that they’d had a steamy affair. Therewas a reality TV series filmed at her shop, I suddenly recalled reading. Her name was Frankie, and Itried not to be openly rude to her, but it was a struggle.


  James embraced the woman, showing an easy affection with her that made my vision go a little red andhazy. He introduced me simply by name, not giving me a title or explaining our relationship. We movedon quickly.


  I was tense and stiff after that meeting. I knew it was unreasonable to be jealous and moody after that,but I still couldn’t shake it. James led me through the shopping mall and the restaurants, through theexpansive casino, and lastly, through the hotel portion and into the spa.


  I was happy to see my group of friends as James led me into the swanky waiting lounge that led to thesalon and spa.


  It was an impressive group on such short notice. But then again, who would turn down a free spa day?


  Stephan was waiting in the luxurious waiting area, flanked by a laughing group that consisted mostly ofgirls. The only exception sat rather close beside him. Javier looked happier than I’d ever seen him as helaughed at something Stephan had said.


  Marnie, Judith, Brenda, and Jessa flanked the cute couple, chattering excitedly.


  Marnie and Judith jumped up, squealing in delight when they spotted James and I. They hugged me,thanking James as they did so, talking over each other and giggling all the while.


  I glanced at James. He smiled indulgently, waving at Stephan, who waved back with a nod, as thoughanswering a silent question. The two men in my life seemed to be developing their own language ofsorts. Perversely, I found that fact both heartwarming and disconcerting.


  James addressed the group. “Please, everyone, enjoy yourselves. Don’t hesitate to avail yourselves ofany of the spa and salon services that you wish to. It’s my treat, of course.”


  He just smiled and nodded when all six of them thanked him at nearly the same time.


  He turned to me, leaning down to kiss me softly on the cheek. “I’ll miss you, Love. Take your time. I’llbe awhile. If you need to get ahold of me, call my cel,” he whispered the words into my ear softly, thendeparted.


  


  


  CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


  No one even bothered to wait for James to get out of earshot before they started talking about him.


  Everyone seemed to be in agreement. James was dreamy, and sweet, and fabulous in every wayimaginable. I took all of their dreamy gushing and goodnatured advice with a wry smile.


  Stephan rose and kissed my cheek, smiling. “You’re glowing. Things going well?” he asked, his voicepitched low, but I still heard him over the loud women, who were still extolling James’s obvious charms.


  


  I just nodded.


  “Are you glad that you finally agreed to see him?” he asked, his voice almost chiding.


  I shot him a look, but knew he had a point.


  A spa hostess approached me, looking harried. “I’m so sorry, Ms. Karlsson. We are ready for younow. I apologize for the wait. Which service would your party like to begin with.”


  I just blinked at her for a long moment. I didn’t even know what services there were, and I hadn’t evenbeen waiting for more than maybe five minutes, tops.


  I looked to my group for help. “What first?” I asked them. I figured someone there had to have apreference.


  Judith didn’t hesitate. “The deluxe package how it’s listed should be perfect. Massage first, I think.”


  The hostess nodded, looking relieved. “Yes, right this way.” She led us into another waiting area. Itwas even more posh than the first one, with stone walls and opaque glass throughout. There was a teabar, but before we could serve ourselves, the hostess introduced us to our own personalized attendants.


  Mine was a delicately petite asian girl named Mina.


  She seemed anxious and nervous as she asked me what I would like to drink. “I can get you literallyanything, Ms. Karlsson. Please don’t hesitate to ask.”


  It was an intimidating request. I would rather have just had a menu. “Tea, please.”


  She named off ten different teas that the spa boasted. “I’ll take the youthberry oolong infused withlemongrass. Plain, thank you,” I told her.


  She seemed relieved, as though she’d been worried I would request something more complicated. Shebrought a tea service tray to the table in front of me, and prepared my tea as though it were a ritual. Ithought it was charming. I told her so.


  She looked up, beaming at me. “I trained in Japan, when I was little. You should see my mother. Hertea service puts mine to shame.”


  She finally poured the impressively prepared cup of tea, then left briefly, returning with trays of food.


  There was fruit, vegetables, tiny sandwiches, hors d’oeuvres, and cheese and crackers. She brought trayafter tray, and I took little samples from each.


  All of my friends were getting the same treatment in comfortable seats around the stone lined room. Itwas almost like being inside of a luxurious cave, I mused.


  


  I heard Judith telling the room at large that the cucumber sandwiches were divine. I ate the one I hadgrabbed. It was pretty tasty, I had to admit. And the tea was to die for, smooth without a hint of bitter.


  Mina brought a tray of tiny muffins, truffles, and fruit tarts. I took one of the fruit tarts, thanking her. Iate lightly, sampling more than eating. I had a nervous stomach, since I didn’t know what to expect fromthe spa day, and surprises made me nervous. I was even bad at relaxing at a spa. The thought wassomewhat disheartening.


  After we had snacked and drank, we were escorted into a large massage room. It was another moderncavelike design, with frosted glass obscuring us from each other for the massage. We could talk, but wedidn’t have to all get naked together. I was relieved.


  Mina explained to me how I should prepare for the massage, then left me to it. I undressed, putting myclothes into the large locker provided in my massage nook. It felt wrong to take my jewelry off in public,and leave it in a locker, but I did it, not knowing exactly what we were in store for. I got quickly underthe white sheet in only my thong, as Mina had instructed, lying on my stomach.


  I saw white shoes approaching me from the hole in the table my face fit into.


  “Ms. Karlsson, I’m Jen, I’ll be massaging you today,” a very soothing voice told me.


  Jen went through all of the techniques she offered, and I requested the deep tissue. She set to workimmediately. She was good. I’d never had a massage like that before, never had a professional of anykind, and it felt divine. Everyone must have been having a similar experience, because shortly after theservice began, no one said a word, not even Marnie or Judith, who were notorious for never being able toshut up. There were some appreciative groans heard throughout the hour, but that was all.


  We all wore matching plush terrycloth robes as we followed our respective spa attendants to the nextservice. We used separate rooms for that one. The facial also lasted an hour, and my face felt clean andfresh when it was finished.


  All of the girls met up in a modern, stone-walled room that housed a collection of pools designed tolook like a modern twist on a natural hot-spring. Stephan and Javier had to go to a separate pool, sincethe pools were not co-ed, though we were the only occupants of this one.


  We soaked for a long time, and I mostly listened to the chatter with a half-smile.


  “How cute are Javier and Stephan together?” Judith was asking the room.


  I silently agreed. It wasn’t just that they were good-looking. The way they looked at each other, evencasually, was good for my soul. I wanted so badly for them to work, I was almost afraid to hope for it.


  “Do you approve, Bianca? Does Javier get your stamp of approval?” Marnie was asking me, snappingme out of my musings.


  I wondered why everyone thought that I was Stephan’s keeper. The idea was bizarre to me. I wouldnever tell him who to date. From my point of view, I always just wanted his dates to like me, and notmind me being around a lot, since that was usually how it went. “To be honest, anyone that Stephan wantsgets my stamp of approval. I just want him to be happy.”


  For some reason, that got soft ‘ahs’ all around. Then the topic moved to how cute Stephan and I were.


  “You guys are related somehow, right?” Brenda asked. She was the one in the group that had known usthe shortest amount of time. “Stephan told me you were family.”


  I smiled. “Not by blood, but in every way that counts. He’s like a brother, and my best friend. If that’snot family, I don’t have a clue what is.”


  Another round of ‘ahs’ made me smile. The talk soon turned to James, of course.


  “Is it serious, Bianca? It seems really serious.” This came from Judith, who had no qualms aboutprying.


  I had a hard time with girl talk, with opening up in general, but I wanted to try. “I don’t know. It feelsthat way, but it’s still so new.” I took a deep breath, continuing. “He wants me to move in with him.” Iwas surprised at myself for revealing that, but I wanted their opinions.


  


  Every single one of them gasped, hands flying to their chests. It was comical.


  “What did you say?” Jessa asked. She was the first one to recover, from the looks of the other ones.


  I shrugged. “I told him we needed to spend more time together before I could consider something likethat. He’s not easily deterred, though. He had a stylist, or dresser or whatever you call them, buy me awardrobe for each of his houses, so he already has me kind of moved in, even though I never agreed to it.”


  


  More comical gasping and some stuttering at that one.


  “That’s crazy, right?” I asked, hoping to hear a sensible opinion.


  I didn’t get one. Even sensible Brenda thought he was romantic, and hopelessly in love with me.


  I didn’t tell them that he’d never said he loved me. It will hurt to say it out loud, I thought.


  “You guys would have supermodel babies,” Judith said on a sigh, in fantasyland.


  Jessa was watching me closely, and seemed to see something on my face at Judith’s words. “Oh, my,god, have you guys talked about having kids?”


  I grimaced. “He mentioned it briefly. He dropped the issue when he saw that it made me want to runscreaming. It’s all way too fast, right? It’s crazy to move so fast in a relationship, right?” I asked, againlooking for a voice of sanity.


  “Martin said he knew he was going to marry me on our very first date. He said he just knew, likesomething in his mind clicked. He said I was the missing piece in his life’s puzzle. He pursued me until Isaw it, too. And that was twenty years and two kids ago, so it worked out for us.” Brenda smiled as herstory got ‘ahs’ around the room.


  Okay, even I could admit that story was pretty sweet.


  “James strikes me as a man who knows what he wants,” Brenda continued. “I don’t see him changinghis mind, either, not with the way he looks at you.”


  Okay, I am not going to get any sobering advice from this crowd, I decided.


  Next we moved on to manicures and pedicures, the guys joining us again. They weren’t a cute couple, Idecided, watching them. They were beautiful, Stephan so muscular and golden, Javier so, well, pretty,and elegantly built.


  “Me and Marnie are official losing it, guys,” Judith told us all.


  “Did we ever even have it?” Marnie asked her, mock despair in her voice.


  “What happened?” Jessa asked, laughing at the outrageous women. They were like a comedy duo,playing off of each other for an entertaining routine.


  “We tried to get a guy to do a three-way with us, and he turned us down! ” Judith’s voice wasbewildered.


  I giggled a little. The unexpected turn of conversation had surprised it out of me.


  “Captain Damien?” Stephan asked them sympathetically, but he couldn’t quite hold back his smile.


  Marnie and Judith were in pedicure chairs next to each other, and they nodded at the same time, asthough in sync.


  “Don’t take it personal, girls, he’s hopelessly in love with Bianca,” Javier said, his first words in awhile.


  Stephan gave him a look, and Javier winced at me sympathetically.


  My face flushed. I hoped he was joking, or at least mistaken.


  “That’s not fair!” Judith told me. “You have Mr. Beautiful. Give us Damien!”


  I wrinkled my nose. “Damien is just a friend. He’s not in love with me.” My voice was almostapologetic. I looked to Stephan for support. “You talk to him all the time, Stephan. Tell them he’s notinto me.”


  Stephan grimaced. “I’ve told him, over and over again, that you’re not interested in him like that, but heat least has a very enduring crush.”


  


  “What do you mean by enduring?” I asked him, my eyes narrowed on him.


  “Two years or so. And he stopped dating, and hooking up, at least six months ago, so that you wouldtake him serious when he asked you out again. He thought that the fact that he’s a slut is what was keepingyou from seeing him as more than a friend.”


  I was shocked. All of this had been going on without my knowledge, and Stephan decided to tell meabout it when we were getting our feet worked on by strangers, and in front of five of our friends. I gavehim my best ‘WTF’ look.


  It grew real quiet after that, the others sensing the sudden tension between Stephan and I. It was a goodten minutes before they all started chatting again, but I stayed silent, brooding.


  I didn’t understand why Stephan had kept it from me, but I supposed it was an awkward thing to bringup, when he’d known how I clearly felt.


  Stephan sat next to me when we got the manicures. He looked pretty cute, a big muscular guy in a softrobe, getting his nails done. I was smarter than to point it out, though.


  He gave me a searching look. “I’m sorry. That came out at a bad time, but when you asked so directly, Icouldn’t deny it. That was just the first time it came up, yanno?”


  I could see his position, and I nodded. “Yeah, it’s just awkward. But it’s awkward for you, as well. Ijust don’t understand what I could have done to give Damien the wrong idea. It makes no sense.”


  Stephan flushed a little, and I studied him, fascinated. “From what I’ve gleaned, your disinterest is justmore of a turn on for him. I think he likes unreadable, mysterious women, and you’re the ultimate when itcomes to that. The problem is, it’s because you genuinely aren’t interested in him. But that just doesn’tseem to faze him. He thinks he just needs to wait out your relationship with James, and that you’ll comearound eventually.”


  I sighed. “Well, what a waste of hi s time. I wish someone could talk some sense into him.”


  “Believe me, Buttercup, I have tried.”


  We were escorted back to the refreshment waiting area. Mina offered me more snacks and drinks. Itook more tea, trying jasmine oolong that time.


  We changed back into our street clothes before being ushered into the salon portion of the spa. I tookvery careful inventory of my jewelry as I put it back on.


  I went for the full hair treatment as well, needing a trim. My hairdresser was pleasant and friendly. Sheimmediately started trying to talk me into some highlights.


  Mina interrupted her, her tone apologetic. “Mr. Cavendish left instructions not to color her hair,” sheexplained, then moved away.


  The hairdresser looked nonplussed. She seemed to shake herself out of it. I almost wanted to tell her togive me the highlights, anyways. Who cared? It was just hair. But I would feel terrible if it somehow gother in trouble, so I left it alone. James was her boss, after all.


  She indicated a spot on my forehead. “What about short, straight bangs for you? It would set off youreyes, and your hair is straight enough to pull off the style that’s really hot right now.”


  I gave a little shrug. “Do whatever you think would look flattering. My hair only ever stays straight justlike this, so keep that in mind. I usually just trim it, and keep it like this. I wouldn’t mind a change, aslong as it doesn’t require a long time to style.”


  She nodded decisively, seeming to know just what she wanted to do. I closed my eyes and let her work.


  I was rather pleased with the finished product, despite my apathy. It was flattering, and it did bring outmy eyes, the short bangs making them seem bigger in my face.


  Everyone seemed to agree, and I flushed a little at all of the compliments thrown at me.


  We got our cosmetics done next. The woman who did my makeup tried to instruct me as she did so,handing me a large bag of cosmetics when she finished. I liked what she had done, the effects subtle butflattering, the smoky eye not too heavy on my pale face, as I would have thought. I thought it wentparticularly well with my new haircut.


  We were ushered back to the tea room again to finish up, the hostess asking me if they could provide anyother services.


  I checked the time on my phone, surprised to see that it was nearly time for us to start heading home toprepare for work that night.


  “No, thank you.”


  “I hope you were satisfied with our services, Ms. Karlsson.”


  “Very much so. We had a great time. Thank you.” As I spoke, James walked into the room, as thoughhe had timed the entire thing down to the minute.


  He grinned wide when he saw me, looking happy and…mischievous. I knew instantly that he had doneor was planning to do something outrageous.


  “What are you planning?” I asked him as soon as he was within earshot.


  His grin just widened, and I got a little worried.


  He glanced around at everyone, smiling warmly. “How was it?”


  He got flooded with enthusiastic answers, all positive, of course. Who could complain about a free spaday? He seemed pleased, though, that everyone had enjoyed themselves.


  “I got you something,” James told me, that happy smile never leaving his face. He was positivelybeaming.


  I bit my lip, tilting my head back to look up at him. I was scared to ask. “What is it?” I asked, not eventrying to hide my worry.


  He laughed. “I’m not sure I can do it justice by explaining it. I’ll have to show you. And your friends,too, I think. I did promise.”


  I was perplexed when he started to unbutton his shirt, still grinning, his eyes glued to mine.


  “What on earth are you doing?” I asked him.


  Someone, I thought it was Judith, hooted in encouragement.


  Was he giving me a striptease? I wondered, genuinely confounded. And unwillingly turned on.


  I gasped, my heart stopping when I saw the blood red letters inked on his perfect chest. Right over hisheart, I thought. He had marred his perfect skin for me. I felt tears prick my eyes.


  The room around us went straight into chaos mode, Marnie and Judith shamelessly screaming andjumping around like maniacs.


  I heard a disgruntled, “What the fuck, man?” from Stephan.


  I took deep breaths, my eyes glued to the Bianca written in small letters cleanly over his heart.


  “It’s fake, right?” I asked him. “It’s a joke, right?”


  His smile didn’t falter as he wiped a horrifying tear from my cheek. “Why the tears?”


  “Your perfect skin. You shouldn’t have marked it for my sake. You have the finest skin on earth. Itseems like a shame,” I told him, my voice whisper soft.


  That surprised a laugh out of him. “You’ll get used to it. I think you’ll like the other one better,” he toldme.


  “Please, tell me the other one is on your dick!”


  I sent Judith a stern look for that one. She just dissolved into helpless giggles.


  James bit the bottom lip of his pretty mouth, turning to show me his back.


  


  


  CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


  The tattoo was etched directly over the clean slab of his right shoulder blade. And, like the man himself,it was exquisite.


  I stood, brushing close to him to study it intently. Tears ran liberally down my cheeks, embarrassing butirrepressible.


  It was a portrait of my face, my hair flowing out to shape into lilies that formed a perfect frame, asthough it were a painting. He had taken one of my self-portraits and etched it permanently into his skin. Itwas the sweetest, craziest, most romantic thing I’d ever witnessed, and I didn’t know what to make of it. Iloved the tattoo on sight, though, loved having my painting turned into something so wonderful. Even thelilies used to frame the portrait had been copied from my work, I recognized. I was suddenly glad that Ihad spent so much time on the paintings he’d used, trying to get all of the details just so.


  James was shooting me expectant looks over his shoulder, his face as happy and carefree as I’d everseen it. “Well, what do you think?”


  “Oh, James,” I said, my voice catching. “It’s exquisite. It’s more colorful than any tattoo I’ve ever seen. I’ve never seen one that looks like this. It’s more like a painting than a tattoo. Why does it look sodifferent?”


  “I didn’t use any black ink for outlining. I used lighter colors for that. And with James’s dark skin, Iwas able to use white ink for the skin color, which gave it a very painting kind of feel. He’s one of thebest canvases I’ve had the pleasure of working on. I’ll have to thank you for helping me finally get myhands on him. Obviously, you inspired his sudden interest in ink.” I hadn’t seen her approaching until shespoke, but the tattoo artist, Frankie, was suddenly beside me, pointing out details of the tattoo on his back,standing nearly as close to him as I was. I stiffened.


  I knew it was illogical, and unreasonable, but realizing that another woman had done the tattoo, one hewas obviously fond of, made me a little crazy. That red haze I was beginning to recognize as jealousywas now a pernicious film over my vision.


  “Can I cover it now, James? Have you finished the show and tell?” Frankie asked him, sounding sassybut playful, her smile very warm on him.


  He grinned at her, still looking over his shoulder, letting me look my fill.


  I still studied the incredible portrait. I wanted to run my fingers over it, but even with my limitedknowledge on the subject, I knew it was too new for touching. My hand gripped the top of his shoulderinstead, as I leaned in very close and studied it intently, trying to ignore the woman standing too close,and too familiarly, beside James and I.


  I was smiling in the picture, a slight, sort of enigmatic smile, my eyes heavy-lidded and mysterious. Shehad even matched the blue of my eyes astonishingly well. She was very talented, I had to admit. I hadnever even known a tattoo could look like that. Most of my friends had one or two, but they were usuallyoutlined in heavy black, or else entirely black. What Frankie had done looked so much softer than that. Itwas hard to even think of James’s marking as the same thing.


  “It’s beautiful. You’re very talented. I didn’t even know that a tattoo could look like that,” I toldFrankie, trying to be civil, but my voice was stiff and a little cold.


  James seemed to notice my tone, his eyes flying back to my face, studying me intently, his happy smilewilting a little, his eyes becoming solemn.


  I felt instantly contrite. Just the wrong tone of voice, and his ridiculously happy mood seemed to havebeen subdued.


  I tried to give him a smile, but I could feel that it looked forced. “I’m finished looking at it, if she needsto tend to it,” I told him, stepping back from him.


  Frankie stepped in instantly, rubbing a clear gel over the entire inked surface. I watched her hands onhim, and felt the strangest urge to move between them.


  I moved away, turning my back to them.


  Frankie’s voice was still friendly as she addressed me. “You’re very talented. I just did my best to doyour picture justice. It was a real treat for me to get to work on a picture like that, on a body like


  James’s. Talk about a work of art.” Her voice turned over the top flirtatious on the last sentence, and Iknew she was talking about his body.


  I counted to ten, hating myself for being so weak and so insanely jealous.


  I heard Frankie giving James care instructions briefly.


  “So, um, nice meeting you, Bianca. I’ll see ya around,” Frankie said, her voice still friendly, but a bituncertain.


  A brief glance at my group of friends showed most of them looking at me, wide-eyed, as though theyweren’t sure what to make of my behavior. I couldn’t blame them. I felt ridiculous, but I still couldn’tlook at James, worried that if Frankie was still near him, I would do something completely insane.


  Stephan was the only one of the group who seemed oblivious to my strange reaction, his intent glarefocused narrowly on James.


  I just tensed up more when James hugged me from behind.


  “We need a minute, guys. Thank you all for coming on such short notice,” James addressed the group,politely but briskly, his tone a courteous dismissal. He gripped the back of my neck, in that dominantspot, leading me into a room.


  I recognized the room immediately. It was the faux hot springs room. One of the attendants followed usin. “May I help you with anything, Mr. Cavendish?” she asked, her voice nervous.


  “Yes. Please make sure we’re not disturbed until we’ve finished in here.”


  They were at my back as they spoke, and I looked resolutely at the low pools, a hot blush coloring myface. I knew what would be assumed, of course. I didn’t even know myself what James had planned.


  “Of course, Sir. Please let me know if I can further assist you.”


  I heard the door shut just as she finished speaking. The sound of the door clicking closed echoed in thehuge room.


  James was silent for a long moment, his hand heavy on my neck.


  “You seem tense,” James told me in a sort of offhanded way, his voice almost disinterested. Heremoved his hand, and I heard clothes rustling behind me. I held me breath, trying intently to hear what hewas doing.


  “Take off your clothes, Bianca,” he ordered, still in that offhanded way.


  I did, my hands shaking a little. I didn’t know why I was so nervous, I’d had sex with him more thanonce that very day, but I was nonetheless. I just never knew exactly what he had planned.


  “Go sit on the edge of the pool. Put your legs in the water, just up to your knees,” he told me, still in thatdisinterested tone.


  I sat at the edge of the water, leaning back on my hands, watching him.


  


  He was completely naked as he took the steps into the shallow pool. The water came just to his hips, hisarousal clearly visible above the water. I trembled, biting my lip as I watched him.


  He dipped into the water, just up to a spot right below the tattoo over his heart, standing up straight againalmost immediately. All of the wet spots on his body were slick and dripping. My mouth watered. Heran his hands over his slick torso, watching me as he touched his abs and stroked his chest. The plasticcovered patch over his heart was the only thing he left untouched.


  He glided towards me, hips moving directly between my knees when he drew close. “What does it doto you, when you see someone else put their hands on me?” he asked. “Even the most casual touch. Doesit make you crazy? Do you feel like you might do something insane, or even violent? Does it make yousick, deep in your stomach? Does it make your chest hurt, and your insides clench? Does a red hazeovertake your vision? Do you lose all ability to be civil, or even form a coherent thought?” He movedagainst me as he spoke, his mouth speaking directly into my ear, his tone so cold it made my whole bodyshiver with a delicious kind of fear. He was in a mood, and he had plans for me. I just knew it. And itwas nothing I could predict.


  “Answer me,” he said, biting my earlobe with enough force to make my back arch, pushing my breastsinto his slick chest.


  “Yes.”


  “Yes to what? Which of those things happens when you see someone else’s hands on me?”


  “All of it. I can’t even trust myself, it makes me so crazed. I don’t recognize the person I become whenI’m jealous. It’s nothing I’ve ever had to deal with before. I hate it.”


  He was adjusting my body as I spoke, bringing my hips to the very edge of pool, which made my wordseven more breathless and desperate.


  He poised himself at my entrance. “Good,” he said, his voice still cold, but with anger now. He enteredme, having to work himself in slowly at that angle, my hips right on the edge of the pool.


  “Why is that good?” I asked him on a little moan, my eyes going to his as he penetrated me. I had beenwell conditioned. My eyes couldn’t seem to look away from him now when he was inside of me.


  “I want you to feel what I feel. I want you to know what that does to me, what it’s like to feel jealousand covetous. And now you do.”


  One of his hands, which had been at my hip, moved up to my neck. He circled it, squeezing lightly.


  “Grab my wrist with your hands,” he ordered.


  I obeyed.


  “If you look away from me, I’ll let up,” he told me. “But I want you to scratch me while I choke you. Iwant you to try to rip my hand away. I want you to struggle, but don’t look away unless it’s too much.


  That will be your safe word, since you won’t be able to speak.”


  I nodded, trembling and watching his beautiful eyes.


  He used his other hand to push my legs wider apart as the hand at my neck began to squeeze. He thrustslowly in and out of me, but they were heavy thrusts, and so deep.


  My hands began to tug at his hard hand at my neck, and I dug my nails into that thick wrist, hesitant atfirst, but as the pressure increased, I raked at him desperately, lightheaded with the sensation. My headfell back, and he perched me back like that, his hand squeezing and releasing in time to his heavy strokes.


  


  My vision started to get a little hazy, and that’s when he would let up, beginning the drugging process allover again. I hadn’t realized my neck could be such a source of intoxicating pleasure, not in that way. Myvery pulse seemed to throb in time to his rhythm inside of me. I did what he told me and struggled againsthim, particularly his hand and wrist, but not one inch of my body wanted him to stop. The choking and thestruggling was a marvel to me.


  I saw with clarity that I loved to struggle against him, loved to fight him wildly, my efforts not evenstraining him, not even slowing his purpose. His sheer strength floored me. I relished it.


  His grip tightened as he began to pound relentlessly.


  My vision went spotty, and I came so violently that I wasn’t sure how long the orgasm lasted, and Iwasn’t certain if I had blacked out for a fuzzy moment.


  When I focused again, James had his choking hand gripped in my hair to hold me in place as he rubbedout the last of his own orgasm inside of me. He was making these deliciously shivery little involuntarythrusts, his neck arched back. His eyes found mine again, his heavy-lidded and sated.


  “Was it too much, Love?” he asked, his voice low and hoarse. “You were having such a fit, I couldn’ttell if you passed out.” As he spoke, he hugged me against him, tilting my head back to look at him fromwhere I was pressed to his chest.


  “It was…exquisite. It was fucking perfect, James.”


  He swallowed hard, studying me. “It would have been, if we could keep eye contact at the end doingthat. But I probably don’t have to ask if choking is on your ‘yes’ list. I think I can figure it out. I need tobe very careful with that. You’re so delicate, and I have the urge to be…overzealous when I get yourneck in my hands.”


  He pulled out of me suddenly, shuddering as he did so. I was right there with him.


  “We need to get moving. We need to rush, actually.” He tugged me into the water, dragging me to thesteps with a firm grip on the the ring of my choker.


  He dried us both with businesslike efficiency, leaving the spa’s plush towels on the floor.


  “Get dressed quickly,” he told me.


  


  


  CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


  We dressed quickly, rushing out of the resort. James held my nape, steering me out of the vast property.


  I was completely lost by the time we reached the casino. The place was colossal.


  James’s car was waiting when we got to the valet station, Clark ready with the door open wide. Heinclined his head to us politely, his face warm and smiling. I thought the stoic man might be softeningtowards me. “Sir. Ms. Karlsson.”


  James was silent until Clark got behind the wheel and started driving, rather speedily towards my house,before he leaned in close to my ear to speak to me. We were sitting very close, but not touching, whichwas unusual for James.


  “So, when do I get to pierce these?” he asked quietly. As he spoke he reached up a hand, pinching first


  one nipple and then the other. He quickly withdrew his hand.


  My mind just went sort of…blank. It had hovered around in the back of my mind in a sort of disjointedway when I’d seen the tattoos, but it was still a shock to hear it out loud. I mulled it over, thinking aboutthe ink he’d gotten on his beautiful skin. If he wanted so badly for me to do this thing, why not? I couldn’tsay that I would like the piercings, but I couldn’t say that I wouldn’t, either.


  “I thought that was all a joke,” I told him, but I didn’t say no.


  “I wasn’t joking, obviously. But if that’s really what you thought, I won’t make you do it. And I amcertainly willing to wait until you’re ready. There’s no reason to rush it.”


  I thought about it, really thought about the deal we’d made. I had told myself that he was joking, but hadI really thought that he was? If I was honest, I had known on some level that, though he was being playful,he always did exactly as he said he would.


  I met his gaze steadily. “I’ll do it. I think I tried to convince myself that you were joking, but I’mbeginning to understand you enough to know that you always do as you say.”


  He pulled my head back lightly by the hair, and began to kiss me, an open-mouthed, hot kiss. He took histime before pulling back. “Thank you for being honest. But you still don’t need to do it. I wouldn’t forceyou, even if the thought appeals to me strongly.”


  “I’ll do it. I said I would. And, though I can’t deny I’ve never thought of doing something like that, itappeals to me simply because you want it so badly. I can’t seem to help myself. I want to please you. Ilove to please you.”


  He reacted strangely with a sharply indrawn breath. He leaned his head back against his seat, shuttinghis eyes, his face a little drawn.


  He found my hand and squeezed it in his. “Thank you, Bianca.”


  An unexpected laugh escaped me suddenly. He opened his eyes, giving me a puzzled look.


  “Sorry,” I told him, smiling warmly into his eyes. “You just looked so relieved that I would pierce mynipples and it struck me as funny. That’s such a strange thing to be relieved about.”


  He smiled at me, but it didn’t reach his eyes. It was a sad kind of smile, and I felt my own fade a little.


  


  “I was relieved, but not about the piercing. Don’t get me wrong, I’m very happy about that. But it waswhat you said that eased my mind. The thought that you love to please me, it gives me hope. If you trulylove to please me, you won’t leave me. You’ll stay with me, and live with me. If not now, theneventually. I can at least hope to talk you into it.”


  I flushed. I still thought moving in with him was ridiculous, but I could see that I had already softenedtowards the idea, and for just the reason he had latched onto. I loved to please him. But more, I lovedhim. I wondered if I would have the courage to tell him. Not anytime soon. It was still a shock to me toeven think it, to even realize it fully. How had this happened so fast? But how not? With him being socharming, and so perfect, so heart-achingly beautiful, but tarnished in all of the right places, and in all ofthe ways that I understood so well, how could I not love him?


  “Did you like Frankie?” he asked. The change of topic made me flush, but for a different reason. Andwhy did he sound so smug when he asked that question?


  My mouth tightened involuntarily. “Have you slept with her? Because you seem to like her,” I told him,trying to pull my hand away.


  He gripped it more tightly, still with that smug smile. “No. She’s a very close friend of mine, though, soI would like you to get along with her.”


  I felt my face turning red. I looked away from his infuriating face. “I doubt I will. She likes to touchyou, and talk about your body.”


  “Would it make you feel better to know that she’s a gold star lesbian, and a dominant herself? She and Iare as about as platonic as a male and a female can be.”


  I blushed impossibly harder, feeling silly and ridiculous suddenly. Because it did make me feel better toknow that. Worlds better. I was a fool.


  “What is a gold star lesbian?” I asked him.


  “Never been with a man, never even thought about it. She liked you, I could tell. I should probably bethe jealous one, with the way she was looking at you. But I’m not. She’s too good of a friend. She maybe envious of what we have, but she would never cross a line. She knows that you’re important to me.”


  “I-I wouldn’t-even if she wanted to,” I stammered, feeling flustered at where the conversation had gone.


  


  Did he think I would be submissive to any dom? I didn’t understand that, and I was just tooembarrassed to ask. I wasn’t just interested in James because he could dominate me. I wondered, for thefirst time, if he felt that I used him for only that aspect of himself. I wanted to ask him, but the words justwouldn’t come out. I never felt used by him, and I had just assumed that a man so perfect and confidentcouldn’t feel used. Not by someone like me.


  He kissed my hand softly as we pulled up to my house. “I know. But in some circles, having a dom somuch as approach your sub is a huge breach of conduct. It’s not something you have to worry about. AndI don’t feel threatened by Frankie. It would please me if you two could be friends, actually. Would yoube willing to go have dinner with her sometime? The three of us, I mean.”


  I felt a little mortified. I had very nearly been openly rude to the woman. “If she still wants to, I wouldbe willing to. I feel like a fool. I was so jealous of her. I thought for sure you two had been lovers.”


  He just smiled that smug smile again as he ushered me out of the car. “She won’t be fazed by that. I’llset it up.”


  I had only thirty minutes to get ready once we walked in the door. I hurried, packing up my suitcasebefore moving to get dressed.


  I had just slipped off my bra, grabbing the one I preferred for work, when James pressed up behind me.


  He had already changed into dark blue slacks and a pale blue polo that hugged his chiseled torsodistractingly. He had been ready before I’d even finished packing. He gripped my breasts, kneading atthe supple globes. He moved his fingers to my nipples, twisting them almost cruelly.


  


  I gasped, arching my back. He released the captive flesh abruptly. I felt him digging into his pocket,still pressed hard against me. I looked down at my quivering breasts while he fastened nipple clamps toeach hardened crest.


  He slapped my ass, hard, before stepping away. “Okay, get dressed. And don’t even think of takingthose off. I’m driving you and Stephan to work. He’s already ready and waiting.”


  “Won’t you be late for the flight if you drop us off first?”


  He just gave me a look. “I’ll make it. But you need to quit arguing and get dressed. If I have to take thetime to spank you, then we’ll both be late.”


  I scrambled into my clothes, double checking my suitcase to make sure I had everything.


  “Remember, you don’t need to pack for New York anymore. You’re all set up there, and you can buyanything you want, if I overlooked something. By the way, I was a little distracted, but your hair lookslovely. I like the cut. It brings out those devastating eyes of yours.”


  I shot him a look. He thought my eyes were devastating? The irony wasn’t lost on me, his exquisiteturquoise gaze captivating me at a glance.


  “Thank you. Thank you for the spa day. It was a very nice treat for my friends and I.”


  “Anytime. You can take them as often as you like. The staff knows that you have carte blanche status.You don’t need an appointment, or even to call ahead, though it’s never a bad idea to give them a heads-up. Everything that’s mine is yours, love. I mean that in every sense you could imagine. Feel free to testit.”


  I straightened my tie as he spoke, feeling the clamps on my heavy breasts acutely.


  I moved to my vanity, clasping my watch over the angry marks on one wrist. I studied the other one,wondering how to cover it. It really wasn’t even uncomfortable. It just looked rather conspicuous. As Istudied it, James circled it with long fingers, reaching into my silver jewelry box. He pulled a smallerbox out of it that I hadn’t even noticed before. He opened it, showing a platinum bracelet that closelymatched the band pattern of the rolex he’d given me.


  “You’re shackled and collared, my love,” James said as he fastened it onto my wrist. They did indeedlook like shackles, I thought, as he led me from the house, pulling my suitcase. “Do they chafe your wriststoo badly?”


  “No, not at all. My wrists aren’t bothering me at all.”


  “Good. I have plans for you. We get to spend some time in our playground tomorrow, before we haveto get ready for the gala.”


  I had nearly forgotten about the gala. He had swept me up so thoroughly from the moment we hadreunited, I had forgotten about everything save for my Mr. Beautiful.


  Stephan started in on James almost the moment we all got into the car. “Bianca thought that tattoo andpiercing thing was a joke. You can’t hold her to it, James,” he said, looking ready for an argument.


  James smiled. Contrarily, it was a rather fond smile, and all for Stephan. “I wouldn’t dream of it,Stephan. Bianca, would I hold you to doing something like that, if you didn’t want to?”


  I shook my head, giving Stephan an exasperated look. I was blushing involuntarily. I sooo didn’t wantto talk about things like that with Stephan, especially not in front of James. “Stephan, he knows I thoughtit was a joke. Please don’t get upset about it. James is crazy, that’s all.”


  Stephan gave a very heartfelt sigh of relief. He had been dreading the confrontation, but had obviouslyfelt a strong need to say something. “Okay, okay. Sorry, I just saw those tattoos, and remembered whatyou two had said at the bar. I didn’t know you had it in you, James.”


  James grinned, hugging me to him. He kissed my forehead rather sweetly. “I didn’t, not until I met myperfect Bianca.”


  


  


  CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


  The flight was an agonizing ordeal. Every time my aching breasts pulled or strained at the clamps, whichwas constantly, I thought of James, and it left me yearning and hot but still with a job to do.


  It was a full flight, the only empty seat the one next to James, as was his habit.


  I rushed and served and passed him again and again, my sensitized breasts sending little jolts right to mysex every time I so much as thought of him.


  He barely glanced at me, working on his laptop. He didn’t even look up as I asked him direct questions,just gave brief answers, his bored gaze on the screen of his laptop. He was the disinterested mastertonight. It made me want to scream, I was so agitated and keyed up. I wanted to hit him, I was sofrustrated. The fact that he wouldn’t even look at me drove me crazy.


  It was nearly two hours into the flight before the cabin began to get quiet and sleepy. Most of the firstclass passengers were drinking heavily, so I had been on my feet in the cabin, serving almost constantly.


  Stephan headed back to help coach as soon as our regular service was done. Javier was on the flight asa passenger, though he hadn’t been able to snag a first class seat. Flying non-revenue, we only got firstclass seats when there was space available. He had been lucky to find a seat at all, since the flight hadbeen overbooked. That would have been a waste, since he had taken days off to join Stephan on ourlayover.


  My passengers were all taken care of, most falling asleep or already there. A few alert faces could beseen, but I was suddenly too desperate to care, my usual professional reserve escaping me in a brashmoment.


  I sat down in the empty seat next to James. I leaned over the console that separated the two seats,grabbing his wrist, pulling it from the keyboard of his laptop. Finally, he looked at me.


  His gaze was amused, and I wanted to scream. “No touching, Bianca. That’s an order.”


  I dropped his wrist like it was on fire, breathing heavily as I glared at him. His smiling eyes werewickedly infuriating. I tried to compose myself, tried to smooth my features. I knew I failed. “Please,Mr. Cavendish, I’m desperate. Why are you ignoring me? You’ve put these…things on me, and I can’tthink of anything but you. Meet me in the restroom. I need you to touch me.”


  He shook his head, still just looking amused. “Not tonight, Bianca.”


  I clasped my hands together tightly, nearly overwhelmed with the urge to touch him. “Are you punishingme?”


  He ran his tongue across those perfect teeth. My sex clenched, and I felt a rush of moisture between mylegs. “No. Just teaching you. Sometimes we have to wait for what we want. I have been extremely laxin this part of your instruction, but you need to learn.”


  “I’m so wet, James. And I think if you just keep talking, your voice alone could make me come.Please.”


  His eyes turned a little hard. “You won’t entice me into changing my mind, you little vixen. You’ll bepunished if you try that again.”


  I wanted that punishment, wanted it badly, but I wanted to please him more. “I can’t bear this. Whatshould I do, Mr. Cavendish? I could go into the bathroom and pleasure myself. It’s not what I want, but Ithink it would help.”


  His eyes narrowed into an almost mean glare. “No. You’re not allowed to touch yourself, either.” Hiseyes moved to a spot behind my seat. “You need to move, Bianca. That seat is spoken for.”


  I got up, moving away, feeling baffled and bereft. I noted absently that Javier took the vacated seat,giving me a polite nod. I nodded back, moving away as Stephan stepped in close to them, thanking Jamesfor relinquishing his extra seat.


  That was nice of him, I thought absently. James began to chat amiably with Javier, not sparing meanother glance.


  I went into the galley, not knowing what to do with myself. I took off my serving vest, leaving just mywhite dress shirt and tie. My nipples stood out like sore thumbs with the clamps on them in such a thinshirt. I decided I didn’t care. I wanted James to see how conspicuous they were, how impossible toignore. He had left me wanting, and seemed unaffected himself. I wanted to affect him.


  I returned to Javier, asking him politely if he needed anything. I felt James’s gaze on me then, since I hadinterrupted their polite small talk.


  “Just a bottle of water, please. Thank you, Bianca,” Javier said with a smile.


  I smiled back, not looking at James. I turned away, heading back to the front of the plane.


  “Bianca,” James called, his voice very casual.


  I looked at him over my shoulder, my brow arched.


  “Put your vest back on, Love. Now.” James gave me a bland smile, as though he hadn’t just given mean arbitrary order in front of Javier, in front of strangers.


  I fumed as I went back into the galley. I hadn’t gotten around to putting my vest back on when Damienstepped out of the cockpit to use the restroom. He stepped into my galley when he saw me, smilingwarmly. I had seen him briefly on the crew bus, but we had been in too big of a hurry to chat. His smiledropped a little when he saw that I was visibly agitated.


  “Everything all right?” he asked, concern in his voice.


  I just nodded, meeting his eyes while I took deep breaths. I should have realized that the action wouldaccentuate my conspicuous breasts, but I didn’t, not until his eyes roamed there, widening when they sawthe outline of my clamped nipples. I didn’t think he could see the actual clamps, but I really wasn’t sure.


  I thought he must have just seen my over exaggerated nipples. Whatever he saw, it seemed to freeze himin place. He couldn’t seem to look away from my chest.


  He put a hand on my shoulder, licking his lips nervously. “Can I help you with anything?” he asked in alow voice.


  I just shook my head, still looking at him. I didn’t remove his hand, didn’t think of it. My mind wasn’tworking right. I knew that James wasn’t touching me, but all I could think about were his hands on me.


  So while I knew that it was Damien’s hand on me, it felt almost as if James was touching me. Andbesides, it was only my shoulder he was touching. But I was in a state.


  “Kindly remove that hand, Damien. Shouldn’t you be flying the plane or something?” James asked,stepping into the galley. His voice was cold as ice. I didn’t have to look at his eyes to know that theywould be the same.


  Damien pulled his hand back, eyes wide, looking as though he’d been doing something much worse thanjust touching my shoulder. He mumbled an agreement, backing off and going into the lavatory.


  I felt more than saw James moving to me. He plucked my vest from where it hung on an open cabinet,holding it out for me to slip into. I did so without a word, not looking at him.


  “What was that, Bianca? Do you want him? Explain it to me.” His voice was still so cold. I wasintimated and…embarrassed.


  “I-I don’t want him. I think he was just caught off-guard. And I…I was just distracted, thinking aboutyou. I know he was standing right in front of me, but I couldn’t seem to focus on him.”


  James gripped my hair at the nape, the only place he touched me, pulling my head back to look up andsquarely into his eyes. They were more shuttered than I would have guessed. Whatever he was feeling, Icouldn’t have guessed it from his face.


  “I told you this wasn’t a punishment, Bianca, but it is now.” He pulled my hair hard enough to make megasp. His voice was strangely blank. “It will be better or worse, depending on your answer. Were youtrying to make me jealous by letting him touch you, or are you drawn to him? Do you want him, just alittle?”


  I mulled it over, wanting to give him the most honest answer, dreading the punishment, when it was thisoverwhelming depravation. “I was too involved with my own thoughts to react to what he was doing. Ithink I would have reacted, would have pulled away, if he had touched more than my shoulder, but hedidn’t, so I didn’t. I just don’t think of him like that.”


  I was relishing his hands on me, even with this limited contact, as I continued breathlessly. “He doesn’tfeel like a threat, and I’ve never even thought about having sex with him. I couldn’t tell you why. I cansee that he’s good looking, and I value him as a friend. He’s funny, and charming, and nice, but I’ve onlyever had platonic feelings. Perhaps it’s something like how you feel about Frankie. For all I know, he’sanother submissive. That may be why I could only see him as a friend.”


  He studied me for the longest time, his eyes still shuddered, but if I had to guess, I would say that he wasfeeling hurt and worried.


  “I like your answer,” he finally said. “I can’t tell if I believe it because I want so desperately to, orbecause it’s the truth. You’ll still be punished, but I won’t draw it out like I was planning to when I sawhis hand on you. Don’t let it happen again.” With that, he walked away.


  The rest of the flight was long and James wouldn’t so much as spare me a glance. When he deprivedme, he deprived me of everything, even his beautiful eyes, and that intense regard that I had come to adoreand depend on so helplessly. I hadn’t realized how much I craved even his stare, how it made me feelless empty, less cold. He was the sun, and when he turned away, I felt so cold and empty, so achy andwanting.


  I hadn’t realized it before. Is that why I was getting this lesson? Had he known the extent of his affecton me, and known how to show me just how much I needed him to want me, needed him to show me.


  The depravation of his physical affection affected me first, but I thought that the emotional withdrawalfrom him was by far more devastating. And I wouldn’t have realized it, wouldn’t have realized howgenerously he had always tended to my emotional needs, until he had set my body on fire and withdrawnfrom me completely. It was a revelation.


  He was a generous man. I had never doubted it. But I had never given him credit for being so generouswith his emotions and feelings. They were things I never would have realized I needed so desperatelyuntil he’d lavished me with them, and then suddenly taken them away. How long would I feel the loss?


  How long would he put me through purgatory? It had only been hours so far that he had left me wanting,but I didn’t know that I could bear much more of it.


  I wanted to bask in the sun again.


  


  


  CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


  “We’re going directly to my house,” James told me as he walked with my crew through the airport.


  He wasn’t touching me, but pulled my bag. He would barely look at me, though his tone and postureseemed relaxed.


  I had gone past the point of only wanting him to make me come, to ease the ache that traveled from mytortured nipples and directly to my sex. Now I wanted his affection, his attention. I wanted him to holdme. It made me almost angry, that he would make me so needy with so little effort on his part. But evenanger didn’t change the wanting.


  It took me a moment to process his words. We were trailing behind my crew. Melissa cast me sharpglances, as though we were slowing them down. I ignored her. It seemed the best way to deal with her ingeneral.


  “I could get into trouble for that,” I told him, my voice pitched low. “We’re supposed to ride with thecrew to the hotel, and check in there.”


  “I spoke to Stephan. He looked it up in the manual. The exact wording is, ‘at the discretion of yourlead’. Stephan is your lead. He gave you the thumbs up. You’re coming with me.”


  I didn’t argue, didn’t respond. I wanted to get to his house. I didn’t know what he had planned, but Iwas sure that the sooner we got there, the sooner this torture would end.


  I waved goodbye to most of the crew at the curb, only giving Stephan a quick hug and kiss.


  “Call me if you need anything, Buttercup,” he said into my ear, then let me go.


  I scooted in close against James, nearly touching hips when we got into his town car.


  I spoke into his ear, since the privacy screen was down and I didn’t recognize the driver. “This is morethan delayed gratification. You’re depriving me of every part of you. You’ll barely look at me.”


  “Not in the car,” he said, looking out the window and dismissing me.


  I felt stung.


  “What is the punishment for touching you?” I asked him after several minutes of complete silence. I waspast the point of only wanting to please him. If it was a punishment I could stand, I was willing to risk hisdispleasure. He had brought me to that point.


  “A simple one. If you touch me, I won’t touch you,” he said, his tone idle.


  It was like a slap in the face. I averted my face, tears stinging my eyes. It felt like a rejection, somethingI’d never experienced even a hint of from James.


  It was a long and silent drive into Manhattan. The clamps on my nipples were a constant ache. I hadresorted to trying to hold perfectly still, since every movement further agitated the sensual torture.


  I wanted to say mean things to him, hurtful things that might goad him into touching me, but I refrained. Ididn’t want to cause him to stay this withdrawn from me. I knew that the more I cooperated, the sooner Iwould get my James back.


  Finally, the unfamiliar driver dropped us off in the underground garage I’d been in once before, on myfirst visit to James’s Manhattan penthouse.


  He took my suitcase out of the trunk, inclining his head at us. “Sir, Ms. Karlsson. I’ll be here at 9:00p.m to pick you up for the charity event.”


  James just nodded, dismissing the man. He pulled my suitcase to the elevator, still barelyacknowledging my presence.


  I lowered my chin, my posture rigid, standing very still in my work heels. My gaze seemed glued to hisnavy dress shoes. They were sexy. I thought sullenly that even his feet held a sort of elegance.


  The elevator car arrived, the door sliding open silently. James stepped inside.


  I hesitated, still just watching his feet, wanting some sign from him that he even remembered mypresence.


  He sighed, the softest sound, and reached a hand to me. I watched, transfixed, as his hand went to thecollar of my work shirt. He used one finger to fish out the hoop at my throat. He managed not to toucheven an inch of my skin, pulling me forward by just that diamond-studded circle. He led me into the car,keeping his finger crooked into my collar as he slid in his card, pushed the button, and we began toascend.


  “My perfect little submissive,” he murmured, and that was all. I sopped up even that little bit of hisjaded attention.


  He led me into his opulent home by that one finger on my collar. I was as lost in the maze of rooms as Ihad been the first time, as he led me to the kitchen. He only let go of the collar when we encountered anunfamiliar woman prepping food next to the oversized stovetop. She was plump and middle-aged, withlight brown hair and kind brown eyes that I noticed the moment she turned to greet us.


  She smiled. It was a good smile, warm and sweet. “Mr. Cavendish, Ms. Karlsson, good morning. Howwas your flight?”


  “Very good, thank you. Bianca, this is Marion. She’s our new housekeeper and cook.”


  I blinked my eyes a few times, wondering if I was seeing things when she bobbed us a little curtsy. “I’mlooking forward to working for you, Ms. Karlsson. It’s nice to finally meet you. Please let me know ifyou need anything. Anything at all.”


  I processed their words, the way they both implied that she was somehow working for me. It was abaffling development, but I didn’t comment.


  “I’m making you vegetable omelets with feta, as you requested, Mr. Cavendish. Is there anything I cando for you?”


  “We will be in the dining room, Marion. Just serve the omelets when they’re ready. That will be all.”


  James held the door open for me, and I moved into his grand dining room. He pulled a chair out for meand I sat. He took the seat next to me at the head of the table. He stapled his elegant fingers together ontop of the heavy table.


  I watched those hands as I spoke. “What happened to the other housekeeper?”


  “I had to let her go. She proved to be…unprofessional. She seemed to think that, because she hadworked for me for eight years, she could interfere in my personal life. I found some of her actions andwords unacceptable.”


  I mulled that over for awhile, still watching his hands. Even those hands were like eye candy.


  “She seemed like an unpleasant woman, though she and Jules appeared to be close,” I said absently.


  “She was pleasant enough to her.”


  I watched his hands squeeze together very tightly as I spoke. “Yes. And that was the problem. She lether into my home against my wishes, and then she made the fatal mistake of insulting you, Love. I firedher that night.”


  I took a deep breath, savoring that light endearment. I was starved for his affection.


  Marion served us quickly, withdrawing with a smile. We ate the delicious omelets in silence. Jamesfinished before me. I could feel him watching me as I took a drink of water. He stood the instant Iswallowed my last bite. He led me by the collar through the multi-floored penthouse, heading to hisbedroom without further ado.


  I was more than happy to go. I had been living in a world of tortured anticipation since he had pinchedon my nipple clamps, just waiting for him to get me alone like this.


  He took me into his colossal bedroom closet.


  “Take off your clothes,” he commanded, shrugging out of his shirt, his back to me. I obeyed without aword, taking off everything but my jewelry. He took off my watch and cuff, putting them on a little tray onthe huge dresser in his closet. My eyes had moved to his feet as soon as I was undressed. He wasbarefoot now, wearing only his slacks. I thought about how even his tan feet were sexy.


  He threaded a silver chain through the hoop at my collar. It attached to each of my nipple clamps,raising my nipples.


  I winced, rubbing my thighs together restlessly.


  He fastened a sheer black half-slip over my hips. I had worn it just once before, in his playground. Itcovered nothing, but the sight of it turned me on. It made my body look sinful, with just that touch ofblack. I bit my lip, arching my back a little.


  To say I was turned on was a vast understatement. I was so far past that point. I raised my gaze justenough to see the hard ridge pressing against the front of his navy slacks. I moaned at the sight of it.


  “Don’t try to tempt me, Bianca. You’ll be punished for that. Is that what you were trying to do?”I shook my head, out of my mind with wanting him.


  He led me by my collar to the elevator that went directly from his bedroom and into his privateplayground. I mewled at the cruel pressure that pulled at my nipples. He slapped my ass hard as wedescended to his 4th floor. For making the noise, I thought.


  He pulled a length of black cloth from his pocket, stepping behind me in the elevator. It was a blindfold,I realized, as he covered my eyes, tying it firmly in the back. The material was silky and luxuriously soft.


  


  The elevator stopped, and he pulled me forward by the collar. Our footsteps seemed loud in thehallway, but the padded flooring once we got into the playroom made a softer, muffled sound. He led meonly a few steps into the room before stopping.


  “Get on your knees,” he told me.


  I obeyed, raising my chin. I heard him move away.


  I heard him opening drawers across the room. Some sort of machinery whirred softly, the sound ofchains clinking together following immediately, and I had no idea what would make such a noise.


  I sat back on my heels, my hands flat on my thighs. I began to rub them slowly over my own skin as Iwaited, anticipation and fear a palpable feeling along my skin. As my hands rubbed, I shifted my arms,moving them against my breasts, pushing the round globes closer together to rub against each other,craving contact, even if it was just the contact of my own skin on itself.


  “Stop that,” James snapped from across the room. “If you pleasure yourself, then that’s all you’ll do.


  All you’ll get is a dildo to relieve your ache, if you keep that up. Which would you prefer? My cock, ora dildo?”


  I gasped, and stopped moving, though I wanted more than ever to move after hearing his words. “Yourcock. Oh god, I want your cock, James.”


  “It’s Mr. Cavendish, or Master, in here, Bianca.”


  “Yes, Mr. Cavendish.”


  There was a noise, like chains clinking together, and then he was pulling me to my feet by the collar. I


  gasped at the rough pull on my nipples. They seemed to be getting more sensitive, not less so, the longer


  those mean clamps stayed attached.


  


  He pulled me across the padded floor. He pulled me maybe twenty feet before stopping abruptly.


  Finally he touched my skin, pulling my wrists together in front of me. The action rubbed my breaststogether, and my back arched. He placed something soft around my wrists, closing it with a loud metalclink on first one wrist and then the other. Padded handcuffs, I thought.


  He moved very close to me as he reached above me, pulling down a metal chain that clicked loudly witheach link. He dragged the length along my cheek, my collar, against the side of one breast, and finally tomy joined hands. He attached the chain rather noisily to the handcuffs, stepping away. I heard the linksclinking again as the cuffs were raised above my head agonizingly slowly. My arms pulled up high until Iwas stretched taut onto the balls of my feet.


  “Grip the chain,” James told me.


  I tried, but obviously did it wrong, because he adjusted my hands until I had a firm double grasp on thechain that held me up. He jerked suddenly on my neat little work braid, arching my head back. It pulledat the chain between my clamped nipples, as everything seemed to.


  I whimpered loudly.


  “I want you to be silent,” James told me, his voice a hoarse rasp. “Don’t make sexy little noises. Don’tbeg me to stop. Be as quiet as you can, unless you need to safe word.”


  


  


  CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX


  I gave a little nod, since I couldn’t speak. I felt him move away. He was gone for long minutes, and I feltbereft. I couldn’t move or speak, because he’d ordered me not to, so only my mind was active. It was themost torturous part of all, as I imagined what he would do to me, what he was planning, and all I could dowas wait.


  Soft music began to play, the notes of a dark song drifting through the room. It had an ominous tune.


  I didn’t even sense him move but just suddenly felt something soft brush across the skin of my back. Afeather, I realized, as he trailed it down my spine. He removed it, but it was instantly replaced bysomething else, something rougher, with thin strands that caught at my skin as he stroked it where thefeather had been. The feather came back, stroking along my butt and down my thighs.


  I shivered as he softly stroked it over the back of my knee and down to my foot. He moved the featherback up my body via the other leg. It covered every inch of the back of my body before he pulled back.


  The rougher object began to move across my skin, mirroring the feathers trail exactly. Where the featherhad made me shiver all over, the rougher trail made me writhe, fighting to keep from making noise.


  The rough little tails were absent, and the feather was back, brushing just below my shoulder blades. Itlingered there, slowly whispering over that skin oh so carefully. The feather pulled away and the instantit left my skin he struck, flogging me with those rough little tails viciously.


  I bit my lip so hard I tasted blood, my back arching, spine bowing.


  He struck again and again, only striking those tender spots that the feather had paid such special attentionto. My heart was trying to pound out of my chest, and tears ran down my cheeks silently but freely beforehe stopped.


  I felt him unclip the tiny slip at my waist, felt it drop to the floor, the feather lightly caressing my nakedass. I wondered if he was timing the feather contact to the timing of the flogging. It seemed that way tome, and it was a torturous realization, because he lingered for the longest time on my rear, that soft featherrelentless. Of the two touches, I thought the feather was the cruelest.


  The feather’s absence was immediately replaced by the sharp bite of the tails. It went on and on,striking again and again, and I began to move with the strikes, circling my hips, the pain taking my mind toa little fuzzy place, and I thought I would come if he so much as touched my sex.


  I heard his ragged breaths when he replaced the tails with the feather on my thighs. When the feathertouched my inner thigh, a scant breath from my sex, I nearly came. I didn’t know if I could stop myselfwhen the tiny whips replaced that cruel feather. I wondered, very briefly, if I would be punished for that.


  


  My breaths were so ragged that I worried I would be punished for the noise when the tails replaced thefeather, slapping at my sensitive thighs relentlessly.


  My back bowed, my feet pushing on my toes as the whips hit that spot on my groin, and I came, gyratingon my chain and biting on my bloody lip. At least I had kept silent, if you didn’t count my loud pantingbreaths.


  “Fuck,” James panted, and that was all. He replaced the little whips with a feather on my calves. Thiswas a shorter touch, and a shorter flogging.


  He seemed to finish with my back, stepping away. I felt him studying me for impossibly long minutes.


  My release had been involuntary, and done very little to ease the ache. My pulse still beat in time to theblood pounding in my veins and every inch of me wanted him inside of me, against me, touching me. Myhips made little circling thrusts as he watched me.


  Finally, I felt him moving to the front of my body. He studied my front for nearly as long as he had myback.


  Abruptly, he released my breasts from the mean little clamps. I took deep breaths, counting to ten, tryingto keep the noises in my throat. He began to move the feather along my front, starting with my cheek. Hecircled my lips with the feather.


  He stopped abruptly, walking away. I wanted to scream at his abrupt absence, but he returned almostinstantly, placing some type of strap against my mouth.


  “Bite down on this if you need to,” he ordered. “Don’t bite your lip anymore. You’ll need stitches ifyou keep that up.” I bit it. It was an instant relief to have something firm to bite down on.


  He started in on me with the feather again, covering the front of my body with those soft caresses. Hemirrored the movement with the tiny whips. The pattern was already familiar, but still I agonized overwhat he would do next. The feather was back again, and I knew what to expect when the whips had aturn, every touch telling me sadistically just where and for how long I would get the attention of those


  mean little tails.


  He softly caressed my upper thighs first, using his foot to part my legs, snaking that little feather indangerously close to my wet core. I felt the feather drag a little through the moisture there, and heardJames suck in a gasp. But there was still no pause as he pulled back the feather and struck with the whipin almost the same motion, as though they were two sides of the same object. I wondered, rather distantly,if they were.


  He struck my thighs again and again, stopping abruptly, but I knew that if I had been counting, it wouldhave timed the same as the feather.


  My head fell back, and I sucked in harsh breaths when the light touch made contact with my breasts. Hecaressed the fleshy globes for long moments, thankfully only briefly teasing at my tortured nipples. Whenhe began to whip me there, I shuddered, my body on the brink of release when he stopped.


  He stared at me for the longest time, until I heard him unzip his pants.


  I wanted to sob in relief just at the sound.


  He moved to my back. “That’s enough of a lesson and a punishment, I think,” he said, his voice roughand affected. Just how I wanted it.


  His smooth chest moved against my back as he leaned into me from behind. “Grip the chains moretightly,” he told me, his hard hands settling on my hips.


  I obeyed eagerly.


  “Arch your back. More.”


  I felt the tip of his cock at my entrance. It poised there for long moments, quivering against me. Heentered me, but not how I wanted, not with a hard thrust, as I was wishing for. He worked his large lengthinside of me, inch by thick inch, working into my tight wet sheath agonizingly slowly. I wanted to cry. Iwanted to beg.


  His mouth moved to my ear. “Now you may beg me,” he whispered, as though reading my mind.I did beg, sobbing as I did so, the strap falling from my mouth, his permission acting as a floodgate. Ibegged with heartfelt feeling. He pulled out of me slowly when I’d finished. His mouth moved to thespot between my neck and shoulder, right on the tendon, that perfect sensitive spot, and he bit downsavagely at the same moment that he plunged into me, hammering into me with the hardest, fastest thrust. Itwas a wonderful, brutal angle, my hips held immobile in his hands. I had no way to move with him oraway from him, even my toes lifted slightly off the floor.


  He bottomed out in me, reaching the end of me with a vicious twist of his hips.


  He was making this perfect little noise low in his throat, deep but almost helpless, as though he couldn’tbelieve what was happening every time he slammed into the end of me. The third time he made that noise,I came, screaming.


  He didn’t stop, still pounding , one hand snaking from my hip and up over my tortured breast. It hurt, myskin raw, but that pain seemed to jolt directly from my breast to deep inside my sex, where his stiff cockstill worked furiously.


  The second release caught me like that, a mix of pleasure and pain, jolting through the parts of my bodythat he played like an instrument. I was perfectly tuned, but only to his expert touch.


  His thrusts stuttered for a moment, the hand at my hip sliding forward from my hip and his finger beganto circle my clit. He resumed his pace, the arm now anchored over me from waist to pelvis and his otherhand still a vise on my breast. His hardness rocked into me with that furious pace.


  He slammed, slammed, slammed, his breathing harsh and ragged enough that I could hear it over my ownuncontrollable mewling.


  “Come,” he ordered roughly.


  I shuddered as the waves of pleasure took me for a third time. He allowed himself to come with me thattime, and I felt him shuddering and pouring inside of me, making those sounds I loved deep in his throat.


  His hard arms wrapped around my waist, his cheek touching the top of my head.


  Was the tender lover back? I wanted that, had never wanted it more. I needed some reassurance thatthis coldness that had overtaken him wasn’t permanent. Only a night of it and I felt emotionally bereft.


  But he released me quickly, pulling out of me, and I heard the chains clanking together as my arms went alittle slack. It put me more solidly onto my feet, but my knees gave way almost instantly. The cuffs caughtme right away, since he’d only lowered me a few inches.


  “Get your balance back. Get some weight onto your feet,” James ordered, lowering the chain a fewmore inches.


  I put more weight on my feet, catching my balance slowly, shifting from foot to foot until I felt like Icould stand without aid. It took awhile.


  He unwound the chains above me until I was taking all of my weight. He unlatched my cuffed hands. Ididn’t have to hold my own weight for more than a split second before he swept me off my feet, cradlingme like a child as he carried me across the room.


  I stroked my cheek along his bare, sweaty chest. He felt divine. He smelled divine.


  He laid me down on a firmly cushioned surface. It felt like being on an examination table at the doctorsoffice. I hadn’t seen anything like it the last time I’d been in his playground, but I’d only been there oncebefore, and I’d been more than a little distracted at the time


  He drew my cuffed hands above my head, fastening them there. I tested the restraint. I didn’t even havean inch of slack. He fastened my feet to the bottom of the table, parted slightly. He used soft straps ofsome kind on each of my ankles, though I couldn’t have said what they were. I was still blindfolded, andit wasn’t anything he’d ever used on me before. I tested those restraints as well. There was no give atall. He definitely couldn’t fuck me in this position. My legs wouldn’t part far enough with the way I wasbound.


  I writhed a little at that realization, suddenly afraid of what he did plan to do.


  He slapped the front of my thigh, hard. “Don’t move,” he ordered, his voice all dominance, with no hintof affection.


  My tender lover was still missing. I didn’t think there was anything that I wouldn’t endure to get himback.


  


  


  


  CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN


  A little shriek escaped my lips as I felt cold metal grip one of my nipples firmly.


  I felt James untying my blindfold, and suddenly I could see again. He had what looked like tiny smoothmetal forceps holding my nipple captive. The end was a small hoop that fit perfectly around my hardenednipple. He reached into a drawer inside the table with his free hand, pulling out a marker. He bent closeto my chest as he carefully marked my nipple on both sides.


  His hands were covered in latex gloves that I hadn’t heard him put on, though he must have done sosometime since he had bound me to the table. His eyes were intent, studying the marks he’d made.


  Finally, he put the pen away, pulling out a thick needle with a sharpened end. I could see that it washollowed out in the middle, but I was still surprised at how big it was, how intimidatingly thick.


  He smiled slightly as he saw my eyes widen as I studied the needle. “You ready to be pierced?” heasked, his voice wicked.


  I studied him. He still wore his slacks, though the top button was undone. He was shirtless, and I couldsee my name in crimson over his heart. Somehow, I had almost forgotten about his new tattoos. Thecrimson lettering was startling and lovely against all of his golden skin.


  He had his hair tied back, the first time I had seen him do that, so he could work on the piercing withouthis hair in his eyes. Some people were more beautiful with hair framing their faces, but it didn’t matterwith James. He was exquisite even without all of that caramel hair falling artfully into his face. His facewas just too perfect for it to affect his looks either way.


  “You’re so beautiful,” I told him. I couldn’t seem to keep it in.


  He sent me a very hot glance. He loved my admiration, I could tell. Even in this cold mood, he wasn’timmune. “You think flattery will distract me?”


  I blinked at him. It wasn’t flattery. It was fact. “You’re magnificent.”


  He didn’t respond, just pulled my nipple taut with the tongs, digging the thick needle into my skin. I heldmy breath, waiting for him to drive it in. I couldn’t seem to look away.


  He surprised me when he pulled back, opening the drawer underneath me and dropping the needle andforceps inside. By the look on his face, he’d surprised himself.


  He stripped off the latex gloves, tossing them aside. His eyes were on my breasts as he bent down tome, sucking on the abused nipples. He did it with singleminded focus, drawing on the flesh like his lifedepended on it.


  I writhed beneath his ministrations, though my movements were hampered considerably. My head wasbent forward as far as it would go and I watched him. His eyes were closed as he suckled there. Hishands cupped my breasts from the sides, pushing them close together. He moved to my other breast,opening his eyes to gaze up at me, watching me as he very deliberately lapped at the flesh and then suckedso hard that a shudder went through my body, the sensation causing a shock of pleasure to shoot directly tomy core.


  


  He didn’t lift his head when he spoke, his breath punching at my skin, his eyes steady and heavy-liddedon mine. “I’m going to drink your milk like this when you breastfeed our children.” He bent down andbegan to suck again, drawing at it with hard suction, as though the large globes were already filled withmilk. His words made my sex clench.


  I told myself to reprimand him for saying something so outrageous. To imply that we would havechildren was stepping over a line, and saying that he would nurse on me like a babe, well, that was justwrong, but my body didn’t care. It thrived on any kinky thing that came out of his mouth.


  He straightened. My hips were making little twisting motions even as he pulled away. He watchedthem, his eyes almost lazy, the lids were so heavy.


  “I can’t pierce you yet. I won’t be able to suck on your nipples, or even play with them, while thepiercings heal. That will take months. I just can’t bear to do it yet. Perhaps in a week or two.” Hereleased my ankles as he spoke, and then my arms, swiftly releasing my cuffs. It always amazed me howquickly he untied my restraints, as though he’d been trained to do it. For all I knew, he had.


  He cradled me against him. “Put your arms around my neck, Love,” he murmured, striding from theroom.


  Even his voice had changed. It had softened between one moment and the next. The tender lover wasback. My James was back.


  “I missed you,” I murmured against his sweaty chest.


  He gazed down at me, and I could see real surprise in his eyes as he stepped into the elevator car. “Ican’t shirk my duties to you, as your dom. I know what you need, Bianca. And I need you to know that noone else can give it to you like I can.” He punched the button, and we began to ascend as he spoke.


  I wanted to respond, but he gripped my hair and leaned down to kiss me. It was a desperate kind ofkiss, not altogether practiced. He ate at my mouth like he was starving for me, as though the distance hehad put between us had affected him as well. He licked at my mouth, sucking at my injured bottom lip.


  It hurt, but I didn’t mind hurting, and I kissed him back with all of the pent-up longing he had built in meover the cold evening. There was so much I wanted to tell him, about my feelings, about his, and I tried toput it into the kiss. I was much better at communicating my feelings to him in this manner.


  The elevator stopped and he stepped off, still kissing me, as he strode to his beautiful bed. He laid meon it, pulling away to push his slacks off impatiently. It took the briefest moment, and he was back,arranging me in the middle of the bed.


  He parted my legs wide, moving his hips between them, lowering his chest to mine. He was propped upslightly on his elbows, and he moved those elbows almost into my armpits so he could cup my face as hestared down at me.


  His eyes were so tender and soft that an embarrassing tear slid down my cheek. His thumb caught it, andhe pressed his thick arousal against my sex, pressing that first perfect inch inside of me. He entered mevery slowly at first, though I was slick from arousal and the shared fluids from our last bout of fucking.


  “I missed you,” I told him again, and he groaned, moving into me more forcefully, but with the smootheststrokes.


  “I’m glad,” he told me with the softest smile. “I’m relieved that you want more than just the dominantside of me.”


  I wanted so badly right then to tell him that I loved him, but the words wouldn’t form past the lump in mythroat. I kissed him instead, gripping my hands in his silky hair and pulling him down to me.


  He seemed pleased with that, kissing me back with a moan. His thrusts increased into that steadypounding that he’d taught me to love, and I melted under him, an exquisite orgasm building inside of me. Icried out into his mouth as I came, and he joined me, his own cries just as loud, just as desperate, as minehad been.


  “You’re mine,” he told me, but it was a tender admission that time.


  


  He crushed me under him when we’d finished, as though he didn’t even have the energy to roll off of me,when he was the most inexhaustible of men.


  I didn’t complain, even though it was a bit of a struggle to breath like that. But I liked his weight on topof me. I relished it. When he did finally roll off of me, it was only to lay plastered to my side, a heavyarm thrown over me.


  We didn’t speak for long minutes, and I felt a sleepy fog invading my senses. But something wasnagging at me, a persistent thought that I wanted to clear between us before exhaustion took me.


  “Do you feel used by me?” I asked him suddenly.


  He rose on an elbow to meet my eyes squarely. His studied mine, looking sad. It made me feel a littlesad just to see it.


  “I don’t,” he said after a long pause. “I worry that you don’t care for me, not like I care for you. I worrythat you aren’t able to return my feelings. And I realize that, for the first time in my life, I would let youuse me, however you wanted, if it came to that. If that’s all I could get from you, I would take it.”


  I stroked his cheek, feeling an almost uncontrollable need to reassure him. “I do care for you. It scaresme sometimes, the way I feel.” My voice was a whisper. It was all I could manage.


  His eyes closed and he pressed his cheek into my hand, looking relieved but still almost anguished, all atonce. It was hard to look at him, his face was so raw with emotions.


  “Then live with me,” he said softly. “Be with me. Swear you’ll never leave me.”


  I sighed heavily, but I knew him well enough to know that he couldn’t help but be so demanding. I’dgiven him a confession of sorts, and it was his first and strongest instinct to press forward and use it to hisadvantage. I had known, just known, that he would. When I gave, he took more, it was what both drewme to him, and terrified me about him.


  “We need to be rational adults about this, James. Let’s start by trying to be together, trying to spend timetogether, when we can. I think that’s a good start. So, yes to the ‘be with you’ part. We’ll see on therest.”


  He arranged me against him for sleep, spooning me from behind, both of us lying on our sides how weslept. “Move in with me. We’ll be traveling so much that I’m not sure you’ll notice the difference, butsay you’ll live with me. Just give me that much, and I’ll relent from pressing you for more, for themoment.”


  Shockingly, his persistence actually just made me smile. That’s when I knew that I was well and trulysated. Or perhaps that was just an excuse for my sudden weakness. I made a conscious effort not toanalyze it to death, and just thought about his request. What would it mean, to live together? It wasn’t apermanent step, right? I could always withdraw, if I panicked.


  “I’m keeping my house. I worked my ass off for that house, and I’m keeping it,” I told him, shocked evenas the words left my mouth, because I knew how he would take them, and it was, amazingly, actually howI meant them.


  His arms squeezed me almost painfully from behind. “Of course. We can stay there when we’re in LasVegas. Whatever you want. I’ll sell the other house in Vegas, if you prefer, though we should probablykeep it for the stables, if you want to keep riding.”


  I felt such a relief at my own acquiescence, at the world of relief that I heard in his voice and felt in hisbody, that it floored me. I had wanted this just as much as he had, I realized. I just hadn’t allowed myselfto admit it.


  “I do want to keep riding,” was all I said.


  “Yes. Thank you, Bianca. You make me so happy. I never knew life could be like this,” he murmuredinto my hair. His voice was thick, as though with tears. I wasn’t brave enough to look back and see.


  “So now you can’t propose, or do anything else crazy, since you said you’d relent if I agreed to live withyou.”


  


  He stiffened slightly as I spoke, and I was right there with him. My words had been a joke, because ofcourse he wouldn’t propose, but they had made him tense up. That made me tense up.


  “How long do I have to wait, then?” he asked, his tone earnest. “Give me a time frame, and I’ll respectit.”


  The word ‘forever’ wanted to shoot out of my mouth, but I counted to ten, trying not to panic. “I can’tgive you a time frame, James. I can’t even talk about it without having a panic attack. Let’s just enjoy theliving together part, ok?”


  He nuzzled against my hair, burrowing deep until he’d moved all the way into my neck. He kissed methere. “We’ll talk about it another time. I’ll give you time to grow accustomed to the idea.”


  My exhausted body began to drift off, but not before I had the clear thought that he had somehowmanaged to get me to agree to one huge concession and still insisted on gaining some ground on yetanother.


  Impossible, dominant man.


  


  


  CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT


  I blinked awake slowly. James was still spooned tightly behind me. And he had apparently been thething that woke me up, as he murmured softly into my ear. He was saying sweet little things, an apologyin his soft tone. “I’m sorry, my love. I’d let you sleep longer, I’d stay like this forever if I could, but Ihave to go to this thing, and I can’t bring myself to leave you. Please wake up.”


  “I’m awake,” I told him in a voice rusty from sleep.


  He kissed my hair. “Good.” He sat up, slipping away.


  I made a loud sound of protest at his absence.


  He laughed, and it was a carefree, happy sound.


  I felt my face soften, my whole body softened, and a tender smile took over my face. Hearing such ahappy sound come out of James made me happy. How not? I couldn’t imagine being immune to him.


  I sat up sluggishly, watching him stride naked to the door of the bedroom. I was naked myself, andcouldn’t even bring myself to cover up as I sat up, sitting cross-legged and just watching him move.


  He opened the door, bent down and picked up a large covered tray. He shut the door again with his foot,carrying the tray to a large heavy dresser and setting it on top. He took off the lid, picking up two largeplates and moving back to the bed. He handed me one, sitting close to me, cross-legged, to dig into hisown.


  It was a small portion of lightly seasoned salmon with a small cucumber ginger salad on the side. Jamesscarfed it down in a few large bites, and I didn’t take much longer to finish mine.


  “This feels decadent, eating in your bed,” I told him between bites.


  He took my plate from me, smiling. He fed me the last few bites himself. “Our bed, love. Everything isours now, remember.”


  I gave him an arch look. That was something I didn’t think I’d ever really agree with. What was hiswas his. I felt no ownership for any of it, and couldn’t imagine a time when I would. But I knew it waspointless to argue with him, and I really wasn’t in the mood to, so I kept my silence.


  James discarded our cleaned plates on the tray, covering it and shoving it back out of the room.


  He dragged me into the bathroom, and then the shower, speaking more to me with smiles than words. Hewashed me as he washed himself, as though I was an extension of him. He even shampooed our hair atthe same time, lathering my hair and then his. It was a strange thing, having someone tend to me like that,but I knew it was his preference, and I was growing to love it, as I loved everything he did to me.


  He even lathered up my underarms and legs, shaving me expertly, bending down under the showers hardspray, without a qualm, to shave my legs. He even had and used the razor I preferred. The man didn’tmiss a trick.


  It was a quick shower, though it felt luxurious. He toweled us both dry afterwards, touching all of themarks he’d made on my body as he did so. He had insisted on leaving my choker on, even to shower, andhe dried it carefully and thoroughly.


  


  His eyes were enigmatic. If I read him right, he both loved and hated the marks he’d made on my body.


  The angry little marks both fascinated and worried him. He pulled me to the bed, laying me down to rubnearly every inch of me with a creamy lotion.


  “This is not the thing to start if you want us to leave your house tonight,” I told him rather breathlessly.


  He smiled wickedly. “This is actually me not starting anything. And it’s our house.”


  Impossible man.


  He even dressed me, though not in much. He slid me into a tiny black thong, a strapless black bra, and avery short, very sheer black slip. He put on the large diamond hoop earrings that matched my collar.


  “Did you see the changes I made to our room since the last time you saw it?” James asked as he pulledthe slip over my head. He pulled on a pair of low slung black athletic shorts, his chest bare.


  I glanced around. I hadn’t noticed much of anything since I’d come to his house. I had been more than alittle distracted, with eyes only for James.


  I saw my paintings almost immediately, once I started looking. He had two of my self-portraitsbeautifully framed and hanging facing his bed. I didn’t know how I hadn’t seen them before then. Theywere the most conspicuous pictures on his wall, positioned for a clear view from his bed.


  “They kept me company when I was missing you. Your larger self portrait is hanging above ourfireplace in the main living space downstairs. The others are in the bedrooms of our other properties.And the nude is in our playground.”


  “I didn’t see it,” I told him. That was understandable, I supposed, since I’d been blindfolded for most ofour activities.


  “You will next time. And I replaced the mattress and all of the bedding. You said you didn’t want me toreplace the beds, so as you see, they stayed. Also, if you didn’t notice, most of the playground wasredone.”


  I took some deep breaths, trying to process his actions. It was all very sweet, and my heart felt like itwas twisting in my chest to think of all he had done for me, but my first instinct was to panic.


  I counted and breathed and tried to react calmly and reasonably. “That was very thoughtful, James. Youdidn’t have to do all of that.”


  “I wanted to. We need to get moving. First, we’re meeting with the dresser so you can pick out a dress.You’ll get your hair and makeup done while she makes any adjustments that might be needed.” As hespoke, he pulled me from the room.


  I dug in my heels almost immediately. “You aren’t wearing a shirt. There are people in the house?You’ll give someone a heart attack like that, James.”


  He completely ignored me, and I got quickly distracted as I caught a glimpse of the tattoo on his back. Itwas still so shocking to me, and so lovely. A thought occurred to me. “Are you just showing off yournew tats to anyone you can?”


  He flashed me a grin. It didn’t tell me much of anything. He was just happy in general, and he wasn’tputting a shirt on anytime soon.


  We stayed on the third floor, but walked down the long hallway. He pulled me into the room closest tothe stairs. It was a very sparsely furnished guest bedroom decorated in blue. There were racks ofdresses everywhere, nearly overwhelming the large room.


  “James, is that you?” a voice called from what must have been the closet.


  “Yes, Jackie,” he called back.


  A small, black-haired woman walked out of the closet, clutching hangers full of colorful dresses in eachhand. She grinned at us.


  She was beautiful, with sleek, long black hair pulled back from her stunning face. Her dark eyes werealmond shaped and vibrant, with heavy violet eye shadow that brought out her olive skin to perfection.


  Her lips were pure crimson and the shade suited her coloring. She was one of those people who couldhave been just about any race, but whatever it was, it was lovely.


  She wore cute little eyeglasses on her nose that were so attractive that you had to wonder if they werejust a fashion statement, or if she really required them. She wore an impeccably fitted emerald greensheath with a bright blue belt. Her shoes were five inch stilettos and hot pink. She wore a necklace ofdeep jewel-toned stones, with heavy gold hoops in her ears. Both of her wrists were heavy with intricatemetal bangles.


  She looked fashionable and intimidating, and though the outfit somehow worked beautifully, I could tellat a glance that she was a woman who wasn’t afraid to try and fail at fashion. I was betting that shewould think that not trying was the only way to fail. Her outfit was timeless elegance but still managed tobe trendy. I was impressed. I would have been happy to achieve either of those things. It was ambitiousto try for both.


  She eyed me up and down without shame as James introduced me. “Jackie, this is Bianca. Bianca,Jackie. She’s responsible for all of the new additions to your wardrobe.”


  She smiled at me rather expectantly. “What do you think? It’s okay if you hate it all. I just needfeedback, so I can get an idea of what you do like. James here is my favorite client of all time. He letsme dress him however I like. Can you imagine? It’s every stylists dream, a supermodel of a client whowill wear damn near anything I pick out.” She eyed me critically as she spoke, as though mentally takingmy measurements. She even began to circle me. I thought she was a strange little woman.


  “I, uh, haven’t had much of a chance to look at it.”


  She nodded, pursing her lips. “Well, when you do, any feedback would be good. It will give me somedirection for your sense of style.”


  “Bianca likes the preppy look for men, Jackie,” James told her. “Keep that in mind when you’reshopping for me as well.”


  She snorted. “And so it begins.” She sounded very put out by his request. “I’ll keep it in mind.”


  I shot him a baffled look. Where did he come up with this stuff?


  He shrugged at me, smiling a little. “You forget that Stephan and I talk.”


  She was still circling me, studying me rather unnervingly. “James had you right on, size-wise. A size5/6 in the waist and hips, and a 7/8 in the bust and shoulders. You have a body that’s fun for men to playwith, but not too fun to dress. Your legs are a plus, though. There’s nothing I love to dress more than akiller set of legs. If you lost about ten pounds, though, you could have model proportions. That would beideal. Something to think about.”


  Some part of me agreed with her about the need to lose ten pounds, but it still stung to hear it. It waspetty, but I had gone from kind of liking her to thinking she was awful in a few short sentences.


  “Jackie,” James said, a cool warning in his voice. “She doesn’t need to lose a pound. If you talk herinto a diet, I will fire you.”


  She just grinned, uncaring about the warning and my stiff expression. “Okay, okay, just a mildsuggestion.”


  She laid the colorful armfuls of fabric onto the bed. “Based on your body type and skin tone, I pickedout five dresses that I thought had the best shot of suiting you. Try them on, if you please, or anything elseyou see that catches your fancy.” She seemed to dismiss me completely after she finished speaking,approaching James with wide eyes.


  She stabbed the red ink on his chest. “When did this happen? It has to be brand new!”


  He just grinned, turning to show her his back. She was struck speechless at the sight.


  I turned my back on them, grabbing the dresses on the bed and heading into the closet to try them on,while they continued to chat.


  You wouldn’t have known it was a guest room if you were going by the closet. It was the size of a guestroom all by itself, with mirrors lining every wall. I assumed this was the room where he usually workedwith Jackie, going by the clothing, both male and female, lining the walls, tags intact.


  I hung Jackie’s choices on a bare stretch of racks, eyeing them up dubiously. They were gowns. I likedskirts and sundresses well enough if they were cool and comfortable, but I felt overwhelmed even tryingon the gowns I was looking at now.


  I took a deep breath, plunging in. I wouldn’t let someone like Jackie see that I was intimidated by theclothes, or any of it, for that matter.


  I grabbed a plain navy gown first. I could see by the cut of the top half that I wouldn’t be wearing a slipwith it, so I slipped out of it before working the silky material over my legs, hips, and finally my bust. Itwas a strapless gown, with a long slit up the side. It zipped in back, and I couldn’t manage on my own. Ialmost took it off just because of that, but with a sigh, I stepped out of the closet to get a hand.


  Jackie was still studying James’s shoulder tattoo when I stepped out of the closet. He shot me aadmiring smile. “That looks great.”


  I gave him a rather weak smile. The more I got ready for the gala, the more I felt a little overwhelmedby my misgivings. This was not my world, I didn’t want it to be, and I didn’t know if I could fake it, evenfor James.


  “Can you zip me?” I asked him, my voice very stiff. He did, after all, have a strange woman running herfingers along his back.


  He moved to me, completely ignoring Jackie’s demand for him to hold still. He held the back together,zipping me in with more ease than I would have expected. The dress didn’t have a bit of give in thesilken fabric, and I’d thought it would be tighter.


  I turned to the huge mirror mounted on the wall, approaching it to eye the gown with a critical eye.


  James followed me, watching my face more than anything. I thought he could sense my uncertainty.I thought the dress looked nice enough. “It fits,” I said flatly. “And it’s actually long enough. That’spretty impressive, I suppose.”


  Jackie made a little humming sound in her throat. “They make them long like that, for heels. Looks likeyou’ll need at least a three inch heel to pull that one off. It fits well enough. A little plain, but it fits.”


  I headed back into the closet, biting back a comment about the fact that she had been the one to pick thething out.


  I chose a pretty lavender gown next. The top was a halter, and it didn’t take long to realize that Icouldn’t wear a bra with the neckline.


  I usually wouldn’t be caught dead going braless in public, but I tried it on, just to see. The way it tiedgave the top a surprising amount of support in the bust area, and the silk was soft against my skin.It was fitted, but not tight, from neck to about mid hip, where it fanned out in fluffy layers of chiffon, ahigh slit showing a lot of one leg. Jackie liked her high slitted gowns. It was ultra-feminine but still sexy,and I loved it instantly.


  James blinked at me as I walked out, his jaw going just a touch slack. I was gratified. I decidedinstantly to wear the dress. Jackie’s input be damned.


  Jackie whistled. “Very nice. I almost want to save that one for a bigger event.”


  “No. I’ll wear it tonight,” I told her. I needed all of the confidence boosting I could get for the night,and James looking at me the way he was looking at me did exactly that.


  He swallowed, then licked his lips. All of his nervous tells. It made me smile.


  “You look beautiful,” he said, with feeling. “But it seems a little revealing. Do you think it’ll pick up assee-through with the camera flashes, Jackie?”


  She gave him a ‘do you think I’m an amateur?’ kind of look. “It wouldn’t be in the pile if it did.” Sheturned back to me, her voice brisk. “Now to accessorize. You can go start getting dressed yourself,James. I got this.”


  


  


  CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE


  Jackie pointed me in the direction of shiny navy wedges with a peep toe and a four inch heel. They weremore comfortable than they looked, though that wasn’t saying much.


  “Does the navy go with the lavender?” I asked dubiously.


  She gave me a very exasperated look. “Would I pair them if they didn’t? And James is wearing thisamazing all navy tux. It’s very fashion forward. Only a supermodel like James could pull it off. And hementioned that he likes you guys to match, so I think he’ll like the shoes.


  Eyeing myself up in the mirror, I had to agree that the shoes went well. I would have never guessed thethe dress would pop even more with shiny navy shoes, but I was no stylist.


  She sighed, looking at my jewelry. “James obviously wants you wearing that choker and earrings.


  While they’re lovely, I had other accessories in mind for that dress. Oh well. Sometimes I mustcompromise my vision. A girl’s got to eat.” As she finished speaking, James was striding back into theroom, a jewelry box in his hands. He was still shirtless. He set it on the bed without a word, just smilingas he strode back out.


  Jackie sighed again, opening the box. Her eyes widened. She shot me a speculative glance. She tooktwo thick diamond studded cuffs out of the box, walking to me. She snapped them on my wrists, makingno comments about the abrasions that they covered. She circled me, pursing her lips as she tugged atseveral spots on my dress, adjusting it just so.


  “It doesn’t need alteration, since you’re so damned tall, so that saves time.” She grabbed a smoothwhite robe off of a rack, holding it up for me. “So you don’t mess up the dress while you get hair andmakeup done. We have a minute to talk.”


  I thought that sounded ominous, but I met her gaze squarely.


  She arched a brow at me. “James and I go way back. We went to school together. I’m his stylist, butit’s not because I need the money. I love fashion, but I come from money myself. I’ve had to dodge myfare share of fortune-hunters, but it’s nothing compared to what James has to deal with.”


  She eyed me from top to bottom, but it only made my spine straighten. “You’re attractive enough, but Imust admit, I don’t get it. Is your vagina gold plated? He’s been chased by supermodels and playboybunnies. He fucked a lot of them, hell, most of them, but he never even talked about having a girlfriend.Not once. Now you’ve moved in with him, and he’s acting like he’s a one woman man for life all of asudden. I’ll admit, I’m intrigued and mystified by the change in him, but I don’t understand any of it. Howdid you wrap him around your little finger, Bianca? And how do you feel about him? As one of his fewclose friends, I’d like to know your intentions.”


  I returned her narrowed gaze with an icy one of my own. If I’d had any doubts before, I knew it now;Jackie and I were not going to be friends.


  “If you and James are such close friends,” I began coldly, “you should be having this conversation withhim, not me. You’re a virtual stranger to me. I won’t be discussing my feelings, or my intentions, withyou.”


  She just sighed, as though I’d disappointed her. “I was too direct, wasn’t I? Now you don’t trust me.I’m blunt, Bianca, but we don’t have to be enemies.”


  I just gave a little shrug, wanting to end the awkward and personal conversation as quickly as possible.


  “Hair and makeup?” I asked coldly.


  She sighed again. “Follow me. They’ve set up a room for it.”


  She led me to a large room one floor down. It had glass walls, and I thought it must have been some sortof entertainment room before they’d taken it over. There was a huge flatscreen TV mounted on the wall,and several reclining chairs pushed up against the wall, as though to make room for the salon-like setup.


  Two ladies were waiting and chatting, looking antsy as we entered the room. There was a barber shopchair set up in front of a a table loaded with hair products and cosmetics. It was intimidating to imaginethe setup was all for my benefit.


  A thin, dark-haired girl strode towards me, smiling. Her heavy chestnut hair hung in waves nearly to herwaist. Her nose dominated her thin face, but in an attractive kind of way. It was somehow a distinctivenose, rather than just large. Her big, dark eyes helped. And her artfully applied makeup, with smoky eyesand plum colored lips.


  “I’m Amy,” she said. “I’ll be doing your makeup. It’s very nice to meet you, Ms. Karlsson.”


  I shook her hand, thinking that her amiable approach had to be the polar opposite of Jackie’s. “Nice tomeet you, Amy. Please, call me Bianca.”


  The second woman stepped forward, her smile just as friendly as Amy’s. “I’m Ariel. I’ll be doing yourhair. Nice to finally meet you, Ms. Karlsson.”


  I shook her hand, smiling. The friendly women were already helping me shake off the awkwardness thatwas Jackie. “Bianca, please. Nice to meet you, as well.”


  They sat me in the chair, tripping over each other to discuss my hair and makeup, then giggling at eachother. They were obviously friends.


  I made it easy on them. “You’re the experts. I trust your judgement, so fix me up however you think isbest.” I’d never spared much time or thought on my appearance, and I didn’t intend to let my strange newlifestyle change that.


  This seemed to please them both, and they set to work. I closed my eyes, just letting them. They workedon me, blowdrying my hair, and applying my makeup for maybe ten minutes before I felt James enter theroom. Both women paused for scant moments before resuming their ministrations. I guessed that he’dwaved them back to their work, sitting somewhere to watch. I felt Ariel begin to play with my hair,pulling it back and twisting it.


  “Leave her hair down,” James said from somewhere to my right.


  Ariel let it fall without a word, smoothing it out.


  James wasn’t quiet for a full minute before speaking again. “Are you ignoring me, Love?”


  Impatient man. “If you didn’t notice, Amy is applying makeup to my face. I’m trying to hold still.”


  He made a little noise of displeasure in his throat.


  “You can open your eyes, Bianca. I can work around it,” Amy told me. I could tell she was just tryingto appease James, since I could still feel her working on my eyelids.


  “It’s fine. I’ll hold still until you’re done,” I told her.


  It was maybe thirty seconds before James spoke again. “Did you like the cuffs?” he asked me.


  “They’re lovely. Thank you,” I told him.


  Amy and Ariel began to ooh and ah over my diamond jewelry. “That is luxe. Who did you borrowfrom? You’ll need a bodyguard for this kind of jewelry.” Ariel’s voice was awed.


  James answered for me, but I felt my cheeks redden. I had tried very hard not to think about how muchthe jewelry he gave me was worth, but her comment made it harder to ignore.


  


  “I actually had it all designed for her,” James told them. “It’s her own personal collection.”


  More oohs and ahs. “What a generous boyfriend,” Amy said, her voice dreamy.


  “That’s nothing. I haven’t even begun to gift her with my mother’s jewels. She left me a queen’sransom’s worth,” James said, a clear grin in his voice.


  I thought the two women were going to swoon as they rushed to tell him how wonderful he was. He waswonderful, but I couldn’t bring myself to be pleased with the prospect of more extravagant gifts. Theystill just made me uncomfortable. And if he wasn’t joking, if he really did intend to give me some of thejewels his mother had left him, well, that was even more disconcerting. It seemed like such a huge step.


  You didn’t give a woman things with such sentimental value unless she was your wife, or you werecertain that she would be. The thought still made my blood run cold. Would he really push this issue sosoon after I had agreed to live with him? I still couldn’t believe we were moving so incredibly fast, andyet he only wanted more. I tried not to panic at the thought.


  “She even left me her five-carat princess cut diamond engagement ring, surrounded by sapphirebaguettes. Don’t you ladies think that would look particularly lovely on Bianca’s left hand?”


  I felt myself get a little light-headed, but the ladies went crazy, gushing over how romantic he was. Itold myself, rather desperately, that he was only joking, that he was just having fun at our expense, but Iwas beginning to know him well enough to be worried.


  “Just take deep breaths, Love. You’ll grow accustomed to the idea, once the initial shock wears off,”James told me, his tone rather casual considering the topic matter.


  The ladies giggled, as though he were joking. If only.


  “James,” I began.


  “Deep breaths,” he said again, the clear smile in his voice infuriating. But I took a few deep breaths,


  and it did help a little.


  Amy and Ariel finished my hair and makeup within seconds of each other, almost as though they had itdown to a science. They seemed to be used to working together, so I wouldn’t be surprised if that was thecase.


  “Thank you, ladies,” James said, his voice a touch husky.


  I knew that tone. It wasn’t fit for company. It was way too tender and affected for that.


  “You can open your eyes, Bianca. Tell us what you think. We can change anything you don’t like,” Amysaid, her voice endearingly earnest.


  I looked. I was…stunned. I looked more lovely than I had thought makeup could make me. My eyeswere lined in a soft brown, my lashes sooty and black. My lids were a pale lavender near the brows,with a more vibrant violet along my lashes. The color brought out my eyes startlingly, the liner makingthem look huge in my rounded face. Just a touch of bronzer on my cheeks had me glowing, and a soft,shiny pink lip made my lips look plump and kissable. My hair was straight and smooth, the short bangsworking with the makeup to bring out my pale aquamarine eyes.


  “Wow,” I managed to get out.


  “Exquisite,” James murmured.


  My eyes traveled to him when he spoke. He had turned one of the reclining chairs towards me, and waslounging in it comfortably, one perfectly tailored leg crossed over a knee, shiny navy shoes gleaming inthe light. They were the mens version of my shoes. I knew he’d get a kick out of that, if he hadn’t noticedalready. Hell, I got a bit of a kick out of it. He looked amazing, of course. Jackie had been right abouthis tux being fashion forward. It was sleek and navy, more fitted than a normal tux, showing off his starkmuscular build to perfection. Even his sleek dress shirt and bow tie were a dark navy that caught the lighta bit more than the rest of the ensemble. It was something you would normally only see on a runway atfashion week, because no one who wasn’t a damned supermodel could pull it off. The dark navy set offhis dark tan, his turquoise eyes shining vibrantly against the dark contrasts. His hair was slicked back justa tad.


  I pointed at him. “Did it really only take you ten minutes to look like that? That is so unfair.”


  He looked at his watch. It wasn’t one I’d seen before. I had quickly caught on that he liked to collectwatches. Expensive ones, of course. “Love, it only took you forty-five minutes, so you can’t reallycomplain, either. That’s unheard of for a red carpet event.”


  I waved a hand at the women hovering behind me. “It took a team to get me ready that fast, Mr.Beautiful.”


  Amy and Ariel giggled at the name.


  James smirked. “Every woman attending tonight had a team getting them ready, love, and I guaranteethat no one other than you only took forty-five minutes, team or no.”


  James politely dismissed my ‘team’ of beautifiers, and I thanked them again.


  When we were finally alone, he pulled me to my feet, whipping off the white robe that protected mygown. His eyes were hot as he just stared at me, studying me from head to toe. He smiled when he sawour matching patent-leather navy shoes.


  “I take it you like me all dolled up like this. Are you going to try to have those two follow me around toachieve the affect more often?” I asked him, only half-teasing. There was no telling what the crazy manwould do.


  He ran his tongue over his teeth, a gesture that always drove me wild. “To tell you the truth, I like youbest bare of makeup and everything else. I’ve never met a woman who looked more beautiful without athing on. But I have to admit that I love the idea of shoving you in the face of the press when you look sopolished and lovely, and when they’ve printed so many unflattering things about you. It will make themall look like fools, after some of the nonsense that’s been posted.”


  I gave a little shrug. I really couldn’t let the things being said about me get to me, or I’d never leavemy house again. I thought that it was a little naive for James to think that he could change anyone’s mindafter the things that had been said about him. I certainly wouldn’t be holding my breath.


  


  


  CHAPTER THIRTY


  Jackie reappeared as we were almost to the elevator, handing me a tiny navy patent-leather clutch. Itwas cute, but I hated having something on me that would take up the use of my hand for the entire night, soI declined. She looked baffled by the refusal, looking at the clutch in her hand as though it had donesomething to warrant the rejection.


  I looked at James. “Do I need to take anything?”


  He considered. “Only what you would consider essential. If you don’t have anything you want to bring,then you certainly don’t have to.”


  “But it completes the ensemble!” Jackie said.


  I just looked at her. If she was paying attention, she could have seen in my eyes that I just didn’t carethat much about ‘completing the ensemble’. She finally got the idea, moving out of our way, though thelook she gave me was less than friendly.


  “Will you be attending tonight?” James asked her as he led me into the elevator by a hand on the small ofmy back.


  She shrugged. “I may come to hound the red carpet press about who I dressed tonight. Free publicityand all that.”


  James just nodded, pushing the button.


  Jackie hurried into the car. She seemed to have just realized that she was leaving, too. She pushed thebutton for the fifteenth floor. She saw my look.


  “I live in this building, as well,” she explained.


  Well, that was handy, I thought.


  She got off on her floor with a dismissive little wave.


  “What do you think of Jackie?” James asked as soon as the door closed.


  I gave him my little shrug that drove him crazy. I was going for nonchalant, but I ruined it with a dumbquestion. “Have you slept with her?”


  He didn’t get offended, as most men probably would. He never seemed to mind my inquiries about hispast affairs. He didn’t like my questions, but he seemed ever willing to give me answers. I appreciatedhis candor, even if I didn’t always like his answers.


  “I have not. We have always been strictly platonic, and we’ve been friends since high school. So whatdid you think of her?”


  I grimaced a little, but not so he could see it. “I’m trying hard to reserve judgement, at the moment. Shetold me you’ve been friends for a long time, but she seems to be nurturing a vague dislike for me. Thefeeling is very much mutual, so far.”


  His hand gripped my hip almost painfully. “Why? What did she say to you?”


  I shot him a look. “She thinks I’m after your money, I guess. It’s what you can expect everyone to bethinking and saying. I’ll have to get used to that kind of nonsense, I suppose.”


  


  He used the tight grip on my hip to push my other side into his rigid stomach. He spoke very close to myear, as though we weren’t alone in the elevator. “You don’t have to put up with that. We can fire her.You can fire anyone who doesn’t suit you, for any reason.”


  I placed a hand on his chest, right on his heart, where my name was branded. I looked up into hisbeloved eyes. “That’s not necessary. You’ve obviously been able to maintain a good workingrelationship with her over the years. Maybe just don’t have her shop for me anymore. I don’t wantanything else, anyways. It’s all too much, James.”


  “I will have a word with her, Bianca. If she disrespects you again, I’m firing her. She will get a clearwarning, but only one.”


  I rubbed that sweet little spot on his chest. “People will be thinking that, James. We need to beprepared for it. It’s a conversation that I will undoubtedly be having again and again. There’s no way forme to prove to the world that I don’t want a damned cent from you.”


  We arrived at the lobby floor, and he hugged me into his side, a hand going to the hoop at my collar tohook in that familiar finger as we made our way through the swank lobby and to the waiting town car. Inthe scant space from the building’s doorway to the car, three flashbulbs snapped at us just getting into thecar. James ushered me in without a word, crowding in behind me. I scooted across the seat to give himroom, but he just followed me, plastering me to his side as the door closed behind him.


  He kissed the skin just behind my ear as he spoke. “And yet, it’s all yours, love. Every damned cent. Iwant to lay the world at your feet. There’s nothing I wouldn’t do for you. You know that, right?”


  I rubbed my hands over him comfortingly, hearing a strange vulnerability in his voice. I stroked hisknee, and found my favorite spot on his heart, running my hand over it again and again. “I don’t need anyof that, James. I’ve grown to need you. I love your honesty, and your tenderness, and your dominance.”


  I took a deep breath, suddenly panicky about the things coming out of my mouth. I had never saidanything quite so revealing to him before. “But I don’t need any of that other stuff,” I said firmly.


  “Nonetheless, you have it,” he murmured, burying his face in my neck. He began to suckle me there, andI melted. He pulled back abruptly. “I don’t want to muss you up for your first red carpet.”


  I was breathless when I responded. “At least I’m not nervous now. I can’t even remember why I shouldcare enough to be nervous. I only care about getting you to touch me again.”


  He threw his head back and laughed. It was his happy laugh, and I felt my whole body get soft, my smileas our eyes met unmistakably tender. I didn’t think there was much I wouldn’t do to make him that happy.


  And yet I had done so little to make him so. It seemed miraculous to me that my every small gestureseemed to affect him so.


  He was still giving me that boyish smile as the car stopped. The gala was apparently very close to hishome.


  James handed me out of the car expertly, his hand falling swiftly to my waist. He ushered me through thepress as though it were a dance, the cameras snapping at us in quick succession. I plastered my mostpolished smile on my face. It was a photo-ready smile, if a touch cool. I had perfected it at a young age.


  Growing up fast and painfully had taught me that smile. Yes, it was polished, but I had earned that polish.


  


  A few photographers shouted out some rather rude comments, but we both ignored them. They wereacting that way for a reaction, and it was the last thing I would give them. My smile never even slipped.


  James kissed my forehead when we finally made our way into the grand entrance of the building.


  “You’re a natural. Those bloodhounds can take some getting used to.”


  My mind had already moved past the strange red carpet experience when I saw a doorway into somekind of elaborate ballroom. “Oh, James, I don’t know how to dance. I didn’t even think of it.”


  He kissed my forehead again, and I caught the edge of his smile at the top of my vision. “You only needto dance with me, Love. And we know all too well that if I lead, you know how to follow, even withoutexperience.”


  I tried to tell myself that he may well be right. Perhaps it would just be that easy. I felt the nervesclench in my stomach nonetheless.


  A seemingly endless stream of introductions and polite mingling began almost immediately. I gatheredfrom some of the pleasantries exchanged that this was a gala that his mother had been involved withbefore she’d passed. She had made the charity rounds, I learned, donating generous amounts of both hertime and money. James had mentioned briefly that it was a fundraiser for cancer research at a prominentNew York hospital. I tried to say the right things when addressed, but I felt quickly out of my depth. I hadnever been to anything like the gala before, and I was overwhelmed by all of the affluent company I wassuddenly keeping. It was daunting, to say the least.


  James, for his part, was a perfect date for such an event, including me in conversations that really hadnothing to do with me, and keeping a warm hand on my hip, often sending warm, reassuring smiles myway. He seemed content just to have me at his side. But I just felt awkward, as though I had no purposethere. The introductions quickly became a blur for me. Most of the people I met hadn’t left enough of animpression to put a face with a name even moments after moving on. There were a few exceptions.


  After mingling for a solid hour, we were approached by the most austere looking woman I had ever seenin my life. She had to be seventy, with silver hair pulled back into a severe bun, and a navy gown thatwent from her neckline to her toes, the stark lines showing a sparse figure.


  She stood directly in front of us before she spoke. Her tone was icy, her accent crisp and British.


  “James. And how are you this evening?”


  His eyes were cold as he studied the woman, but the moment he spoke, I detected a note of something I’dnever heard from him before. It was almost as if he affected a slightly sneering tone, mimicking heraccent just enough to goad her. I watched him in fascination. “Aunt Mildred. I am well. And how areyou this fine evening?”


  Her brow arched. I thought that to her it may have been a way of answering. She never spared me aglance. “Well enough. I have been hearing things about you, though. Disturbing things. Even moredisturbing than your usual debaucheries. Please tell me that you haven’t invited a penniless flightattendant to live in one of your homes.”


  I stiffened, but still couldn’t look away from James. How did everyone seem to know that we hadmoved in together before it had even happened? I had barely even agreed to the arrangement.


  His eyes began to twinkle, but it wasn’t a good kind of twinkle. It was as though he had engaged thiswoman in hostile banter too many times to count, and I thought he just might look forward to offendingher. “Aunt Mildred, meet my girlfriend, Bianca. Bianca, this is my charming Aunt Mildred.”


  The awful woman just slanted me a malevolent stare, giving me a sneer.


  “Now, now, Auntie,” James began in that goading tone, “you had better play nice with my dearestBianca. I have not invited her to live in one of my homes. I have welcomed her into all of them. Andthough I know it would break your heart if anything were to ever happen to me, you will be beholden tothis angel to cover your living expenses when I pass away, as she will be my sole inheritor.”


  I shot him a look. I didn’t care for him putting me in the middle of what was obviously a familysquabble. I let my eyes tell him as much. He just smiled at me, stroking a finger down my cheek.


  Mildred harrumphed. “I know you like to have your fun at my expense, you rotten boy, but this is goingtoo far. Really, what a ridiculous thing to say. You’ll give the poor chit delusions of grandeur.”


  He stopped smiling, giving her a very serious look. “It is no joke, Mildred. Meet my future. Her nameis Bianca. Come to terms with it. My advice would be to get on her good side.” With that, he led meaway.


  


  


  CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE


  He was tense as he led me away. “Please don’t involve me in that family stuff, James. It makes mehorribly uncomfortable.”


  His mouth tightened. “Just handle it with the practicality that you’ve handled the press, Love. Myfamily is fucked up to the Nth degree, and you are now a part of it. Trust me, it’s best to face them allhead on.”


  “Facing them is different than goading that awful woman with lies about heirs or inheritors.”


  He pursed his lips, studying me. I could tell that he was debating with himself what he should say tome. “It wasn’t a lie, Bianca. You will be inheriting everything, should I pass. I’ve already begun theprocess.”


  I swayed a little on my feet, feeling suddenly quite light-headed. “Please don’t, James. Don’t say that,and if you’re so crazy that it’s actually the truth, don’t do it. It is the last thing I want. Your family willdespise me.”


  “I’m sorry to say that they will despise you regardless. They are a spiteful nest of vipers, and ifsomething should happen to both of us, all of the family wealth will be going to my mother’s favoritecharities. I know you will tell me that I am too hasty, that it’s all too sudden, but this is how I do things,Bianca. When I’m certain of something, I am decisive about it.” His eyes were steady on mine as hespoke, and we stared at each for a long moment while I tried to process what he was saying.


  “You won’t sway me from this,” he continued, “I’m quite set on this course. It only needs to bother youas much as you let it. Go back to pretending that you don’t know, if you need to.”


  I gave him a long, level stare. “You’re impossible,” I told him.


  He had the nerve to grin.


  His gaze shot to a spot behind me, and in an instant that grin was gone, replaced by a very careful, veryblank mask. It worried me. I didn’t want to see what had bothered him enough to close him off soquickly.


  I turned, a feeling close to dread in my stomach, and sure enough, it was justified. Jules was less thanten feet away, clearly making her way to us through the crush.


  James moved in close to me, tilting his head closer to my ear. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know she would behere.”


  “I’m not avoiding her,” I told him, my eyes never leaving the ravishingly beautiful woman.


  She was stunning in a cream silk gown. Her shoulders were perfect and delicate in the classicsleeveless gown, her skin a perfect dusky shade against the pale silk. My own shoulders were broad andbony and pale. Her cleavage was perfect, showing just enough to be tasteful and sexy. My own cleavagefelt vulgar in comparison. Fair or not, I hated her.


  “That’s for the best, in general, I suppose,” James said quietly into my ear. “I can see from here, though,that she is determined to start trouble for us. Please, my love, don’t let her get to you.”


  


  I took deep breaths, not answering. The last time I had seen the woman, I had been devastated by thethings she had implied about her relationship with James. If I could trust James, and I was beginning to,this woman had to be close to crazy, planting stories to the press about their fictional romantic loveaffair. I was bound and determined not to let her ruffle my feathers. She wasn’t worth it, even if she wasone of the most beautiful women I’d ever seen. I despised her for that, for being so close to the femalecounterpart to James’s impossible beauty.


  Jules gave us what appeared to be a truly genuine smile as she drew close. “James! Bianca! Howlovely to see you both.” She air kissed both of our cheeks.


  Our responses and postures were nearly identical as she leaned close to us both. Stiff and distrustful.


  James held me to him with a hard arm around my waist, his hand snaking to grip my hip firmly. One sideof the front of his body pressed into my back.


  I thought resentfully that Jules even smelled divine as she pulled back with a smile on her blood red lips.


  


  “Give it a rest, Jules. I know about the stories you’ve been planting. Just what did you hope toaccomplish with any of it? And bringing her here? What are you doing? Why waste so much energy?Just for pure spite? Or are you really so addicted to staying in the headlines?” James spoke in a cold,disdainful voice that somehow managed to be bored. Jules’s smile barely slipped, but I sensed how hisdisdain crushed her as I looked into her gray eyes.


  She’s in love with him, I thought. I shouldn’t have been surprised, all things considered. And of course,the largest consideration was the man himself. Who wouldn’t be in love with him?


  I hadn’t noticed the second woman until James mentioned her, though it was hard to believe that anyonecould overlook the stunning woman. Perhaps it was her size. She was very petite, maybe five feet tall,with curly black hair that hung loose to her waist.


  Her face was devastatingly beautiful. Even Jules was no match for this woman. She had the face of anangel, her eyes a clear blue that stood out on her dusky skin. That dusky skin was nearly the same shadeas the woman who stood so close to her side. In fact, their skin tones matched perfectly enough to makeme think they could be sisters. Either that, or they’d used the same spray tanner. If so, it was worth everypenny.


  She wore a crimson dress that matched her pouty bow-shaped lips. It was a classic style that matchedJules’s gown almost perfectly, down to the silky material, one of them red, one of them white, as thoughthey had planned it. An angel and a devil. They were holding hands, and I knew this woman was troublefor me. Just knew it.


  It was probably the way her focus never wavered from James. As though he had trained her never tolook away from him…


  “Bianca, dear, this is Jolene. Jolene, Bianca. I know you were dying to meet her. What do you think?”


  Jules addressed Jolene.


  Jolene shrugged a lovely shoulder, her gaze never leaving James.


  “Hello, Mr. Cavendish,” she said softly. Her voice was almost breathy and bled over-the-top sexyvibes across the scant feet separating them.


  I looked at James, almost scared to see his reaction to the stunning woman.


  He gave her a stiff nod, his eyes cold and unreadable. “Jolene.”


  Jules ignored all of the awkwardness, beaming at me as though we were longtime friends. “You andJolene have a lot in common, Bianca. I bet you can guess at some of it…”


  The hand on my hip had turned into an absolute death-grip. “Well, we’ve had about enough of theimmature games for tonight. Please excuse us, ladies. Ah, perfect. I think I see your brother, Jules.” Igot a fleeting glance of the near-panicked expression on Jules’s face as James tugged me away. She wassearching the crowd, looking none too happy.


  


  I didn’t have time to ask James any questions about the odd exchange, and the conclusions I’d drawn,before he was introducing me to a stunning man who I knew at a glance had to be Jules’s brother. Theycould have been twins, though he was much taller and broader. “Bianca, this is my good friend, Parker.Parker, this is my Bianca.”


  The man smiled warmly, much as his sister did, though I thought his smile might actually be genuine.


  “So good to meet you, Bianca. James has instructed me not to scare you off, but I would like to thank youfor finally getting him to settle down. My wife and I would love to have you both over for dinner. Atyour convenience, of course. You should see James with our two-year-old. You’ll get baby fever at aglance, I guarantee it.”


  I was still stiff and upset from the exchange with Jules and Jolene, and this only made me tense up evenmore. I simply had no idea how to respond to such a statement. Didn’t even know where to begin.


  James just sighed. “That’s not a great way of not scaring her off, Parker. Of course, it doesn’t help thatwe just ran into your deranged sister. She’s being crazier than ever, by the way. She’s here with Jolene.”


  


  Parker began to scan the crowd at that. “That little brat. What the hell is she doing, anyways? Whatdoes she hope to accomplish? She’s only making it so you’ll never want to speak to her again. I’ll have aword with her. Which way did she go?”


  James pointed in the direction we had come from, and Parker was off in a flash. James grinned at me.


  “He’ll lecture her all night.”


  I couldn’t reply as yet another woman approached us, her smile friendly and warm. She was maybe fiveseven, with curly white-blond hair clipped up in an elegant style. She was classically beautiful, witheven features and soft pink lips. The color of her soft pink gown suited her perfectly. It was oneshouldered and mermaid style, with fluffy layers of taffeta making it move playfully as she walked. Ididn’t think many women could have pulled the style off. She had a very slim figure, and moved withabsolute confidence in her own skin. I thought that Jackie would love to dress that figure.


  She walked directly into James’s arms for a long embrace. I watched the exchange with the cool mask Ihad adopted for the evening, taking a careful step away from them. I wondered what the odds were thatJames somehow hadn’t slept with this lovely woman. I was guessing not good. I was happy to be wrong.


  She pulled back finally to smile at us both, looking back and forth between us. She smiled, her gazefinally just settling on me. “You must be Bianca. I’m so happy to meet you. I’m Parker’s wife, Sophia.”


  I smiled back, but I knew it was stiff. I had become too guarded to even try to adopt a real smile.


  “Pleased to meet you, Sophia.”


  “Jules is at it again. Parker has gone off to try to talk some sense into her. She and Jolene came heretogether.”


  Sophia grimaced. “That little fool.” She looked at me, reaching out to touch my arm reassuringly.


  “Jules puts on a good show, but she is basically a society princess who’s spoiled to the point that she’snever had to deal with the notion that she can’t have everything she wants. She’s being particularly denseabout the fact that she can’t have James. It drives Parker and I crazy that, to this day, their daddy givesher everything she wants. She’s never had to work a day in her life, and she has way too much time onher hands to cause trouble.”


  Sophia looked at James. “Parker is seriously considering telling their daddy about some of the thingsshe’s done. She’s got her parents half sold on some of her delusions about you two. As though she’s beenholding a torch all these years, as opposed to the truth, which is that she’s always done whatever the hellshe wants, with whoever she wants, male or female. Hell, she made a pass at me when Parker and Ibecame engaged. The fact is, she’s thinks she’s in love with you, but that’s only because she’s too selfishto know what love actually is. And you’ve always been clear about how you felt.” She took a breathafter that little speech. I just blinked at her. Not many people were so open at a first meeting.


  


  “Anyways,” she continued, “don’t be surprised if you see Jules and Parker’s parents and it’s a touchawkward. They have no notion of what’s actually going on.”


  James sighed heavily. “I can’t say I’m looking forward to it. Perhaps I should have a word with themmyself. The things she’s been telling the gossip mags is unacceptable.”


  Sophia blanched. “Yes, you’re absolutely right, but I think Parker should be the one to speak to themabout all of it. I’ll make sure he does that sooner rather than later.”


  James nodded, but he did not look happy about it.


  Sophia seemed to spot someone in the crush behind us. She kissed me on the cheek. “Please, you haveto come have dinner at our house sometime. I promise the talk will be about more pleasant things.” Inodded rather stiffly before she strode away.


  James watched her go, waving at whoever she was joining. I guessed it was Parker, though I didn’t turnto look. He studied me for a long time, looking solemn and a touch worried. “Are you okay, Love?”


  I just studied him, my chest feeling tight and achy. “Jolene was your submissive,” I said, my voice verysoft.


  


  CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO


  His mouth tightened and his jaw clenched, but he didn’t look even a little surprised that I had guessed.


  “Yes, she was. Past-tense. Please, let’s not talk about it here. I’ll tell you anything you want to know,but later.”


  I thought of him doing all of the things that he did to me to that perfect creature, and I felt sick. Howcould I compete with someone so beautiful? And how could he want me for long, when he had awoman like that, still so obviously infatuated with him? The thought was daunting and demoralizing.


  He gripped my nape firmly. My gaze had gone a little glassy with my thoughts, but I looked back at himsquarely. His face was composed, but there was trouble in his eyes.


  “Please don’t think like that,” he said, his voice quiet but pained.


  I arched a brow at him. “You’re reading my mind now?” I asked him. I was only half-joking. The manhad an uncanny ability to read me.


  He sighed. “In a way. I could tell by looking at you that you were having doubts about us. About me. Ican’t change my past, Bianca. All I can do is be honest with you, and I’ve done my best.”


  I tried to make him understand. “I understand that. But understanding and feeling okay with it aren’talways the same. Your past, all of the other women…intimidate me. There’s no way I can compete withall of that.”


  His eyes got a little wild at my words. His voice held a hint of cold anger when he spoke. “I’ve neverasked you to. You have no competition for me, Bianca.” Someone should tell his ex-lovers that, Ithought, but even as I had the thought, I knew it was petty.


  He studied me, visibly calming himself in that mercurial way of his. “Let’s go dance,” he murmured,leading me in the direction of the ballroom.


  “I really don’t know how,” I said to him, voice pitched low so I wouldn’t be overheard.


  “It doesn’t matter. I want to show you something. Come.”


  He led me purposefully into the ballroom, and onto the dance floor without further ado. He pulled meinto a dance as though it were the most natural thing in the world. And it turned out to be just that. Heled, and I followed. He held me close in his arms, barely a breath between us, and moved us as thoughwe’d practiced a thousand times.


  He murmured into my ear as he led us through the steps that turned out to be easy and natural. “You maynot like my experience. But it has it’s uses. It made me see very early on that you and I are different.


  This thing we have is different. Take this dance, for example. It comes so natural, the leading and thefollowing, because you and I are so perfectly matched. And I knew it would. I had no doubts, and I wascorrect. That’s how it’s always been with you, Bianca. You are not experienced. And perhaps that’swhy you can’t see how perfect we are together. Not how I see it, anyways. That’s why you need to learnto trust me. I’m sure of this, sure of us. I will endeavor to convince you as well, my love.”


  I let him lead me through the dance, and it felt like a dream. He took control and it was magic. A heavyviolin added a thread of melancholy to the dance, but it added emotion as well. I looked at him as wemoved, but I could have closed my eyes, it came so naturally. There were times when I could let him takecontrol, and it was perfect. I had thought that effect could only work in the beddoom, but apparently hedominated the dance floor as well.


  “Oh, James,” I sighed, not knowing what to do with him. He was a force of nature. “This is all so fast.You overwhelm every part of me.”


  I hadn’t meant to ruin the moment, but I felt him stiffen instantly at my words.


  “That sounds ominous,” he said, his voice very low and carrying an almost imperceptible hitch. Iwondered sadly if I had put the vulnerability in his eyes. If I was the reason for his oh-so-carefuldemeanor. But then I mentally chastised myself. I was giving myself too much credit. Perversely, thethought made me feel both sad and reassured.


  He led me from the floor as the music died briefly. He ignored the music as it started up again, a slow,sensuous chord strong in the instrumental song. I just knew that I had darkened his mood.


  “I need to use the restroom, James,” I told him quietly. Mostly I needed a moment to myself. I had onlyspoken the truth. I was utterly overwhelmed by him. Still, it hurt me to displease him, as I knew myconstant reluctance did, and I needed a moment alone to compose myself. A wave of sadness rocked me.


  I was supposed to be the innocent one here, but I simply couldn’t trust James in the way he seemed to trustme. The very idea was impossible to me. I didn’t even trust my own feelings. Every emotion he mademe feel was met with my reluctance, and my skepticism, and my doubt. I felt like half of a person, the partthat could trust other people somehow missing from my soul.


  “Of course. This way,” he said, his voice just as quiet as mine had been, leading my by a hand grippedjust above my elbow.


  I felt an urge to reassure him, or even to apologize, for what, I wasn’t quite sure. In the end, I wassilent.


  He led me to the restrooms, pointing down the hallway as we parted. “I’ll be waiting in theantechamber to the dining hall.” He walked away.


  Even the restroom was daunting, huge with cream and white marble along the floor, and thick columnsthat seemed out of place in a bathroom.


  The stalls were made of glass that frosted over from transparent to opaque as you clicked the lock intolace. I’d seen the trick before in a few hotspot Vegas clubs, but I was still vaguely impressed with theeffect.


  I just stood there for the longest time, door closed, taking deep, painful breaths. I tried to place whatwas affecting me so. I felt myself falling, once again, so deeply under James’s intoxicating spell, butsome part of me just couldn’t trust him.


  But was it him? Or was it me? Was I so superficial that, just because he was so impossiblybeautiful, I didn’t believe he could ever really fall for me the way I’d so easily fallen for him?


  He had an angel’s face, but his eyes were so hypnotically tarnished, a mirror of my own pain in theirdepths. I had never been superficial, and I knew that his looks hadn’t been what made me fall for him. Itwas the soul underneath all of that beautiful packaging. I had seen that he was more, so why wouldn’t I letmyself trust that? Why had that seductively beautiful submissive, so much closer to his physical equalthan myself, shaken my faith in him with just a brief encounter? Was I insecure, or just realistic? Iberated myself, again and again, for being foolish. If he had wanted to be with Jolene, he wouldn’t bewith me…


  Finally, when I felt I had given myself a good enough pep talk, I let myself out of the stall. I noddedpolitely to the bathroom attendant as I washed my hands.


  I was checking my makeup carefully in the mirror when two figures breezed through the door. I stiffenedwhen I saw who they were.


  


  Jules practically beamed when she spotted me. Jolene’s look was even more confusing. It was feraland almost…smoldering.


  They moved to flank me, moving together as though they had planned it. I towered over both of them, butthey still managed to make me feel overwhelmed.


  “Bianca,” Jules murmured, running a hand over my hair affectionately.


  I stiffened until I felt a little brittle. Her smile grew wider, and perversely, warmer. “How are you,love? Is James sweeping you off of your feet? He’s very good at that, you know. No one so beautifulwas ever so charming as our James. Wouldn’t you agree, Jolene?”


  Jolene was studying me in the mirror, barely blinking as her stunning eyes drank me in. “He’sirresistible and completely relentless when he wants a new woman. In the beginning, he pursued me withsuch passion and fire that I still dream about it sometimes. I’ve never felt as beautiful or desirable as Idid when I was with our James. It was the most exhilarating year of my life.”


  My breath caught, my heart pounding in my chest nearly loud enough to drown out the last of her words.


  A year? My head began to spin.


  “Tell her everything, Jolene,” Jules prompted the other woman. It was an order, really.


  “I was under contract with Mr. Cavendish for a year and two months. I belonged to him for that time,exclusively unless he said otherwise, to do with as he wished, completely at his disposal. I was in myown personal heaven.”


  Under contract? I tried to take it all in. I had known a little about the contract she spoke of, though hehad never tried to do the same to me. Perhaps because he had been afraid to scare me off, perhaps not.


  But a year and two months? He had claimed never to have had a girlfriend before, but this sounded farmore serious than having a girlfriend…


  “How long ago was this?” I asked Jolene, keeping my face very carefully blank, my tone very empty.


  She ran her tongue over her teeth, and the gesture struck me hard, as though she had learned it from beingso familiar with James. She must know him so much better than I do, I thought. “Three years ago.”


  I was somewhat mollified. I arched a brow at our reflections. “A bit long ago for you to still be so hungup on him, don’t you think?” I asked her. I didn’t mind at all if I came off as a bitch with these twowomen. The last time I had encountered Jules, her words had crushed me, and I had fled like a woundedanimal. I wanted her to know, this time, that I was not such an easy mark.


  Jolene’s eyes were earnest, as though she felt not even a hint of my malice. “Three years ago was theend of our written contract, but far from the end of us. He still calls me often, between whatever freshconquests he’s obsessed with. Just six weeks ago he flew me out to Vegas on his private jet to spend anight with him.”


  


  CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE


  That one hit it’s mark squarely, and I felt myself trembling. I did some absent math in my disconnectedbrain. He had admitted to being with a woman only one day before he had met me. The dates added upfor her claim. At least he hadn’t called her while we were on a break…


  I turned my eyes to Jules, studying her and trying very hard to remind myself that this woman was justtrying to cause trouble. And still, it was working… “And what is your purpose in all of this, Jules? Areyou going to map out your own relationship with James for me?”


  She gave me that warm smile. The most sincere fake smile I’d ever seen. “I’m not his submissive, ifthat’s what you’re asking. He’s always seen me too much as his equal to ever treat me that way.”


  She doesn’t get it , I thought, a little shocked. It wasn’t about equality. If anything, James had alwaysmade me feel that I had most of the power in the relationship, outside of the bedroom. After all of thetrouble this woman had caused us, to realize that she wasn’t even his type, and that she didn’t understandhim at all, was stunning.


  “I’m his social equal,” she continued, “and we have always been perfectly matched. I’m self-confidentenough to allow him his kinky little side affairs.”


  All I could think as she spoke was how pathetic she was. “You realize that he has a completely differentopinion about your relationship, don’t you? He said it’s been at least a year since you’ve had sex. Heclaims that you’re just a friend.”


  Her face tightened nearly imperceptibly, but I saw the tension around her mouth. It was written on heryoung face like an old bitterness. “He’s sowing his wild oats. I’m an understanding woman. He needsthat in a partner. It’s something only someone from our social class could really comprehend.”


  I had nearly forgotten about Jolene until she pressed her large, soft breasts against my arm. My gazeswung to hers in the mirror. Hers were smoldering at me.


  “We don’t need to be your enemies, Bianca,” she said, her voice nearly breathless. “If you’re going tolast for any length of time at all with our James, you should know that he only stays interested in womenwho like other women.”


  I blinked at her, trying hard to find another meaning to her words. “Excuse me?” I asked her.


  I couldn’t mistake how she rubbed against me. “There’s nothing he loves more than dominating twowomen at once. Hasn’t he mentioned that to you yet? I loved it when he brought other women into theplayground with us. And, of course, as his favorite, he brings me back in to play with his new subs.”


  A wave of nausea hit me, and my fists clenched. I did not want these women to know how they’daffected me, but it was already a struggle, and I knew they weren’t finished.


  Jolene lowered the sleeveless top of her dress, exposing the perfectly proportioned, overly generousglobes of her breasts. I noticed the large silver hoops pierced into her dark red nipples immediately.Her sinfully full lips curved into a sensuous smile. “He only gives these to his favorites. Didn’t youknow?


  


  Jules shocked me by pressing hard against me from behind and grabbing my wrists in a hard grip. Itdidn’t even occur to me to struggle at first. A physical threat from these women was the last thing I hadexpected.


  Even as Jules moved, Jolene was reaching her arms up around my neck and pressing her soft figureagainst me. Her petite, small-framed body was much stronger than I could have imagined as she pulledmy head down to hers.


  “Just a taste, Bianca,” she whispered, just before she crushed her soft mouth to mine. I registered that itfelt beyond strange to be kissed by such a soft, moist mouth as she moved her lips against mine. I wasfrozen in shock at the unexpected assault until she thrust her little tongue into my mouth. I began tostruggle against the two women holding me in earnest, then. I bit Jolene’s tongue hard enough to make herpull back with a curse.


  She looked absolutely shocked at my rejection as she stepped away from me, her hand to her mouth.


  Jules released me at almost the same moment, moving in front of me to join a red-faced Jolene. Jolene’seyes made a surprisingly quick transformation from shocked to hard and mean as I watched the sensuallylovely woman.


  She pointed a finger at me. “You’re making a mistake, you know. You can’t hope to hold his interestunless you’re willing to be more open-minded. He’s completely insatiable. He needs variety, and if youcan’t provide it, he’ll be done with you in a week.” As she spoke, Jules was adjusting Jolene’s top backover her breasts. Her touch on the other woman spoke of familiarity.


  I glared at both of them. “That’s not happening. If James wants other women, he’s free to have them.I’ll leave him so fast his head will spin. And if you two like women so much, you can have each other.Why even bother with James?”


  Jolene’s expression didn’t change at all. “You won’t be able to let him go so easily. And he’simpossible to forget. Mark my words, you’ll change your mind about wanting me. I’ll be waiting.” Asshe spoke, the two women linked their fingers together, a clear sign of their solidarity.


  Jules gave me a very ‘cat that ate the canary’ smile as they sauntered out of the bathroom. They walkedout slowly, as though they hadn’t assaulted me just moments before.


  I just stood there, staring at the closed door for long moments, completely stunned by the whole derangedexchange. In spite of my resolve not to let Jules cause us problems, the things I had been told had shakenmy faith in James, and in our ability to have any kind of a stable relationship. I turned from the closeddoor to look in the mirror. The sight that met my eyes made me angry. My mouth was smeared with


  Jolene’s crimson lipstick, and my eyes were wide and scared. I dragged the back of my hand across mymouth, wiping away the offending color.


  I had forgotten about the bathroom attendant completely. I only recalled her presence as she kindlyoffered me a towel. I thanked her gratefully, wiping at the red on my lips, trying to erase every trace. Itclung to my mouth stubbornly. I hated the color.


  The bathroom door burst open and a furious James tore inside as though he’d hit it at a dead sprint. Hetook me in with wild eyes, searching the bathroom as he moved towards me.


  A drop-dead gorgeous woman hurried in the door behind him. She had streaky blond hair worn downher back in whimsical mermaid waves. She wore a soft gray sheath gown that managed to be both elegantand sexy. It covered her from neck to ankle but did nothing to disguise her spectacular, supermodelfigure.


  I couldn’t spare her much of a glance as James reached me swiftly, cupping a hand at the back of myhead, his other hand tilting my chin up to study me.


  “What happened?” he asked.


  My hand grabbed his where it held my chin, and his eyes flew to the back of my hand. It was covered incrimson lipstick smears.


  


  His eyes moved from my hand to my mouth and back again. “What happened?” he repeated, his toneharsh.


  “Can’t you guess? Your Exes got their hands on me. The short one doesn’t understand the word no verywell,” I told him. My voice came out more coldly than I meant for it to.


  His hand tightened to a nearly painful grip on my chin. His voice got very quiet, but I heard the panic init. “They assaulted you?”


  “Jules held my wrists while Jolene took her top off and forced me to kiss her. Yeah, I guess you couldsay they assaulted me. They seem to have some sort of routine down for pressuring your women intotrying threesomes.” I made my face and voice as expressionless as I could manage. I wanted to see hisresponse and I watched him carefully for it.


  He cringed, an awful kind of rawness overtaking his face. He pulled me into his chest. “I’m sorry. Ishould have done a better job of protecting you. I swear I’ll take the necessary steps to make sure nothinglike that ever happens again. I just never dreamed they would do something like confront you in abathroom. And I never imagined they would put their hands on you.”


  I should have realized that he’d blame himself for it all. I still felt angry and bitter about the entirething, but even in spite of that, I felt myself wanting to soften towards him.


  “Bianca, this is Lana. She’s an old friend of mine.” James made the introduction while still holding myface buried in his chest. “She happened in on you being harassed in the bathroom and was kind enough tocome get me.”


  I turned to meet the woman, not missing the clear affection I heard in his voice as he said the woman’sname.


  The woman was even more stunning than I had realized, as I caught my second glance at her, this timecloser up. She gave me a friendly, if very careful, smile. She had the face of a fairytale princess, witheyes so bright a blue they were violet. I wondered if they could have been her real eye color. I had nevermet anyone with purple eyes before.


  Her wavy blond hair had every shade of blonde streaked through it as it flowed down her back andaround her shoulders like a whimsical cape. Her face was stunning, her features perfectly symmetrical,her eyes big and thickly lashed, her nose tiny and pert, her soft, pouty mouth damn near as pretty asJames’s.


  She stood at eye level with me, which meant she was somewhere between five nine and six feet tall,though I couldn’t say for sure without a good look at the size of her heels. As I studied her, I realized thatsomehow I recognized this exquisite woman, though I hadn’t a clue how. She was not the type of womananyone could forget meeting.


  She saw my brow furrow as I studied her. She seemed to read my thoughts, and grimaced. “Yourecognize me,” she said with a sigh. Her voice was soft and musical. She shot James an arch look.


  “James, you’re in the ladies restroom, as you seem to have forgotten. Go wait outside. I’ll help yourBianca freshen up so you two can make your escape. I’ll even make your excuses for you, but you need toget out of this bathroom before you create a scene. Anyone could come in here at any moment.”


  James kissed the top of my head before heading to the door. He cast me a worried glance but spoke toLana. “Don’t be long,” he warned.


  She held out a chair in front of a vanity for me. “Sit down, hon,” she said. I complied, respondingautomatically to the kindness in her voice. She couldn’t have been more than twenty-six, but she had analmost maternal countenance, in spite of her bombshell looks.


  I studied her in the mirror, but still couldn’t place her. “What do I know you from?” I asked her finally.


  She had a huge, if fashionable, handbag, splayed out on the counter, and was digging through itdeterminedly.


  She cast me a wry smile. “I had a dismally short stint in modeling a few years ago. I wasn’t suited for itat all, but people occasionally recognize me from some high profile covers I did. I only ever even got thecovers because my mother was a supermodel from the eighties.”


  As she spoke I conjured up a memory of her in a tiny yellow bikini, straddling a surfboard for a veryfamous cover of Sports Illustrated. My jaw dropped. “You were a supermodel yourself. You don’tmodel anymore?”


  She shrugged, her smile turning very self-deprecating. “It’s a fact that I’m much better at working for thefamily business than I ever was at smiling for the camera.”


  I studied the fascinating woman, happy for a distraction from the night’s drama. “What’s the familybusiness?”


  She flashed a charming dimple at me. “Don’t hold it against me, but my family is also in the hotelbusiness. The Middletons are infamous competitors of the Cavendish family. Imagine everyone’s shockwhen James and I met and became fast friends, over eight years ago.”


  I wondered if friends could possibly be all that they were. How could two such outrageously goodlooking people of the opposite sex be strictly friends? Especially if one of them was James…


  She seemed to read my mind again. Her eyes widened on mine in the mirror and she vehemently shookher head. “We have been strictly friends. We went out to dinner a few times when we first met. I thinkJames was toying with the idea of trying to seduce me, but it never came to that. He’s a man that knowshow to read women, and he knew I was unreceptive. And I must tell you, I’m quite relieved at the changeI’ve seen in him since he’s met you. I had thought, for the longest time, that James was as broken as me, iffor different reasons.”


  “Broken?” I asked, completely drawn in by her candid manner.


  She grimaced, but her fairytale lavender eyes quickly smoothed back into a smile. “I’m not usually suchan open book, but I can’t seem to help it with you. It makes sense, I suppose. You and I just have to befriends. I adore James, and I adore you on principal just for being the woman to finally make him fall inlove.”


  


  CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR


  I didn’t correct her words, though they made me wince as though she’d hit upon a very tender subject.


  Instead, I turned the focus back on her. “Why did you say you were broken?”


  She smiled. It was the saddest smile, unarguably heartbreaking. She just had that effect. What she feltshowed on her lovely face, and it was impossible not to feel at least a little of it with her.


  “Since I can remember, I’ve been in love with a man who can never love me back. In fact, he’s in lovewith someone else, though it took me a long time to see that. My heart’s never been able to move on, so,much to my parents horror, I seem to be immune to the opposite sex. Even to a man as beautiful as James.I tried to be attracted to him, at first, but it’s no use. I think that it was after that when I knew not to botheranymore. I’m the type of woman who will only ever fall in love once. Unfortunately, that one timehappened to be with a man who could only ever see me as a sister.”


  “That’s impossible,” I told her. “You could have any man you wanted.”


  She just shook her head, finally pulling a brush out of her monstrosity of a designer bag. She began tocarefully pull the brush through my mussed-up hair. “Lovely hair,” she murmured to me almost absently.


  “You and I could pass for sisters, really,” she added. I thought it was a hugely flattering compliment.


  “How many women have naturally blond hair nowadays? You’re the only other one I know. But, no, Icertainly cannot have any man I want. And I only ever wanted one. Akira Kalua. I shamelessly threwmyself at him and the best I got was a pity fuck, pardon my crass language, but that’s the best term for it.”


  “Akira Kalua,” I repeated back, surprised at the name. It sounded vaguely familiar, though I couldn’tplace why. I thought the name sounded very Hawaiian. I had several Hawaiian friends, and there was alarge population of them working for my airline.


  She smiled almost wistfully, as though just hearing the name brought back bittersweet memories. “I’man island girl at heart, if you can believe it, though I was banished from paradise a long time ago. God, Ihate New York.”


  I was more than a little surprised at that admission. I had just assumed, with her family wealth andincredible looks, that she would fit right into the big apple. “You’re from Hawaii?” I guessed.


  She nodded, smoothing my hair with a comforting hand before digging back into her bag. “Born andraised. My dad fell in love with Hawaii when my mother was pregnant with me. Maui, to be specific.


  By the time they were ready to live in a different house, I wasn’t ready to go with them. They had to leavewithout me, and my adopted Hawaiian family wound up having me more than my actual parents did.”


  “Tell me about Akira,” I prompted. She just smiled, shaking her head. She brought a makeup wipe tomy face, wiping off the errant mascara that had bled under my eyes. I wanted badly to hear her story nowthat she had given me a few juicy tidbits. From the beauty of her face and the sadness in her eyes, I justknew it was a tragic love story that would be captivating.


  “Another time, perhaps. You need to join James before he causes a scene. We have to hang outsometime soon, though. James told me you live in Vegas. I spend a lot of time there, managing the familyproperty. It’s only five minutes from the Cavendish property, in fact. I’ll get your number from James.Have lunch with me?”


  I nodded. I had met her minutes ago, but I felt like we were already friends. It was more than a littleunusual for me. “Will you tell me about Akira then?” I asked, strangely curious about this lovelywoman’s love life.


  She gave me an exasperated look, digging into her handbag again. She handed me a tube of clearlipgloss. “Just use your finger. I swear it’s never touched my lips. It’ll make your lips look lessbruised. And yes, I’ll tell you about Akira when we meet for lunch, if you really want to know. I nevertalk about him, so maybe it’ll be therapeutic to get it off of my chest. But you have to tell me about youand James.”


  I liked Lana, so I agreed as I dabbed on a bit of lipgloss with my finger, handing the tube back to her.


  She smiled at me. “Good as new. James will want to get out of here asap. He’s in a rare state. He wasexpected to say a few words, but I’m familiar with the charity, so let him know I’ll step in for him. I’llcall you sometime this week.”


  When I stood she enveloped me in a tight hug. I hugged her back, more than a little surprised by theaffectionate gesture.


  “God, I love that you’re as tall as me. I don’t feel like a giant around you. We have got to hang out,” shesaid with a smile as she pulled back.


  James was practically pacing impatiently as we stepped out of the bathroom. He grabbed my arm in adeath-grip as soon as I was within reach.


  “Go on. I’ll make your excuses. Oh, and James, send me Bianca’s number. We’re going out to lunch,hopefully sometime this week,” Lana told him.


  He gave her a grateful, if tense, smile. “Thanks, Lana. I owe you.” He began to lead me away, notpausing as he spoke. “The car is being brought ‘round. We can make a quick escape. I need to get out ofhere.”


  Becoming almost twitchy with impatience, James led us out of the ball and into a waiting town car in adizzying blur of activity. We exited into a tiny back alley where I saw no sign of photographers.


  I sensed James withdrawing as the car began to move. When I gazed out the window I felt him studyingme but when I turned back to look at him, he was gazing out of his own window, stone-faced.


  I had endless questions that I needed answers to. I wanted to know what Jolene had lied about and whathad been the truth. I hoped to god not all of it had been true. I wanted and needed, to know, but I wasalmost scared to hear his side of it, scared that our relationship wouldn’t survive the answers. And itdidn’t help that I had no idea where to even begin.


  We were nearly back to his building before I broke the silence. The feet that stretched between us on theseat felt like miles.


  “You said you’d never been in a serious relationship before, but Jolene claims that you were with herfor a year and two months, and that you continued to see her often, up until six weeks ago. Was shelying?”


  He was silent for an unnervingly long time, his face unmoving as he stared out the window. “We’realmost to my building. We’ll talk about this inside.”


  I didn’t like that answer. I knew that the only answer I would have liked would have been a quick andunhesitant, ‘yes, she was lying.’


  The driver took us to the underground garage elevator and we disembarked from the car silently. Jamestook my arm in a proprietary manner as we walked to the elevator, but didn’t even touch me once wewere alone. It made a little ball of terrible black dread tie a knot in my belly.


  He was deeply upset, and it had to do with what had happened in the bathroom. Was he upset about thequestions I would ask? Was he troubled about how I would respond to his answers? Or was it somethingworse? I was starting to worry that it was something even more terrible, like he was about to break upwith me altogether. Had the whole relationship idea finally sank in for him, and now he was realizing thatit wasn’t what he wanted? Had seeing the lovely Jolene made him realize his mistake? A part of me hadbeen expecting him to do something like that all the while.


  “Can we talk in our bedroom?” James asked, finally breaking the silence as we neared the top floor ofthe building.


  I studied him. He wouldn’t even look at me. I thought I might become physically ill. “We don’t have tomove this quickly, James. We shouldn’t even be talking about moving in together yet, let alone actuallydoing it.” I’ve lost all of my pride, I realized. I was trying to reassure him that we could take a step backinstead ending it altogether. Anything to keep him from saying what I feared he was thinking.


  He sent me an almost stricken look, but quickly looked away, making me think I’d imagined it. “We’lltalk in our room,” he said. I wasn’t reassured.


  The elevator reached his floor, and he led me up to his room without a word. I saw from a clock wepassed that it was just past eleven o’clock. I was shocked that it wasn’t any later than that. A lot hadhappened in the last few hours. I thought of Lana Middleton. She had been a welcome distraction. “Doyou know anything about Lana and Akira?” I asked James.


  He still didn’t look at me. “Akira?” he asked. So he didn’t know, either.


  “Never mind.”


  He was walking first up the stairs to the floor of his bedroom. “Lana is the worst workaholic I know.


  She makes me look like a slacker with my seven day work weeks. Everyone who knows her loves her,but even the socializing she does is for work.” His tone was impersonal as he mapped Lana out.


  “She asked me to go to lunch,” I pointed out.


  “That means she really likes you. I’m glad. She’s a very good friend, and she’s very discreet andnonjudgemental, so you won’t have to guard your words with her.”


  I blinked, wondering if he meant that I could discuss us with her. “Does she know about your…preferences?” I asked finally.


  “Not exactly. She knows that I have atypical sexual proclivities, and she knows that I used to sleeparound too much, but I doubt she’s heard many more details than that. But I think she would be a goodperson for you to talk to, if you need that. As I said, she can be trusted with secrets, and she won’t…berate you for your own preferences. That’s just not her way.”


  He had basically given me the go ahead to tell Lana about our BDSM activities. I was grateful that Icould, though I still didn’t know if I would. I hadn’t even discussed it with Stephan, and I rarely kepteven the most minor of details from him. I decided that it might be easier to tell a woman like Lana than itwould be Stephan. He was so protective of me that I wasn’t sure how he would react to the things I letJames do to me.


  Our brief distraction technique came to an abrupt end as we reached his bedroom. He hovered in thedoorway, ushering me inside. I glanced back at him. He was acting so unlike himself that it raised everyhair on my body.


  He just watched me for long minutes, as though trying to get answers just by looking. His face wasshuttered, but his hands shook a little as he loosened his silken navy bow-tie.


  “Take off your clothes, Bianca.” When he finally spoke, his voice was dangerously soft.


  I shot him a defiant look, my chin lifting. “We can’t put this off, James. We need to talk.”


  He nodded. “Yes. Take off your clothes and get on the bed. We’ll talk then.”


  I watched him closely, trying to decide if it was a strange joke.


  His nostrils flared. “Now,” he said. There was a fine tremor in the hand that pointed to the bed.


  Finally I complied, driven by his strange mood and the desire to know exactly what it meant.


  


  CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE


  I stepped out of my shoes as I approached the bed, shrugging out of my floaty gown with a few easymovements. My tiny lace thong was a distant memory between one step and the next.


  I sat on the very edge of the bed, facing him. I was naked, but I didn’t feel as self-conscious as I usuallydid. I had too many other things to be anxious about.


  “Lie down in the center of the bed,” James ordered softly, still framed in the doorway. He was stillfully dressed in that devastating navy tux, only his tie mussed, though it still hung undone around his neck.


  I obeyed, but it didn’t come as naturally as it normally did. Sheer force of will made me shift my bodyonto the spot where he’d ordered it.


  “Spread your legs and raise your hands over your head,” he continued.


  I shot him a wild look. He was getting waaay off track. “James,” I began.


  “Do it,” he said with a new trace of steel in his voice. I closed my eyes, nearly shuddering as I obeyedhim. I wanted answers, but I couldn’t lie to myself. I wanted this just as much.


  He only moved after I’d complied, striding towards the bed and using the restraints hidden at eachcorner of the bed to secure me swiftly. As he stared at my restrained body, some of the tension seemed todrain out of him, right before my eyes.


  He loomed over me from the side of the bed for a long time before he finally spoke. “Now you can’t runaway if you get upset. Ask me whatever you need to. I’ll answer all of your questions, and you know I’llbe honest, but you don’t get to run away if you don’t like the answers.”


  I was looking directly at him, but I could see my chest rising and falling with rapid breaths out of thecorner of my eye. If his tactic had been to distract me from the questions that troubled me, he’d succeededbeautifully. Now that I was naked and bound, nothing seemed as important as what he could do to me, noteven those answers.


  I mentally shook myself, making my mind move back to the discussion at hand with great effort.


  “Was Jolene lying, James?” I finally asked, dreading the answer.


  He ran a restless hand through his dark golden hair, mussing up it’s artful evening styling. He began topace, shrugging out of his tuxedo jacket and tossing it onto a chair. I was ready to scream by the time heanswered.


  “She wasn’t lying. She was my contracted submissive for about that long. But we didn’t see each other‘often’ after that. We met up maybe six times a year, if that, and generally when I was between subs. Iknow this doesn’t make me look any better, but it was only ever physical between Jolene and I. I knowshe thinks she’s in love with me, so it was badly done of me to keep in touch, but it was a strictly sexualrelationship. It’s an awful thing to say, but I don’t even like her.”


  I flinched every time he mentioned things like ‘physical’ and ‘sexual’, horribly vivid images of the twobeautiful people entwined naked together flashing through my mind. I turned my head away and shut myeyes for a moment, trying to compose myself. I knew it was silly to be so jealous, but knowing andfeeling were two very different things. “Was she the woman you were with the night before I met you?”


  He cursed, a long and fluid rant, but I didn’t look at him.


  “Yes,” he answered after a long pause. “I always used a condom with Jolene, though, if that’s what’sworrying you.”


  I counted to ten in my head, the word ‘condom’ striking at some vulnerable part of me. It wasn’t thecondom, but rather the act that went with it, and the horrible woman he had done those things with,painting a vivid and painful picture in my mind of the two of them together.


  My next question embarrassed me for some ludicrous reason, and my cheeks blushed pink even as Ibegan to speak. “Jolene said a few things about joining you and your other subs…”


  I felt him sit down near my hip. His hot hand gripped my wrist. The hold was light, but I thought I couldstill feel his intensity through the contact. “She joined me and two of my subs in the playground, maybe ahandful of times. None of this matters, Bianca. I know it troubles you, but it really is insignificant. HowI feel about you is what’s important.”


  “She said that there’s nothing you love more than dominating two women at once,” I said quietly,wanting to pull my wrist away from the hot contact of his hand.


  I heard him suck in a breath, but kept my eyes stubbornly closed. “That’s a lie. I’ve done that with afew subs, but only the subs I knew favored that sort of thing, but that’s never been about my preferences. Isuspect that Jolene herself may prefer that.”


  “Jolene said you didn’t stay with women unless they would do that for you.”


  His palm made contact with my thigh. It wasn’t a slap, exactly, but it wasn’t a soft touch either. “This isridiculous. I wouldn’t ask that of you. I would be distraught if you even suggested it. You aren’t just mysub, Bianca. This is much more than just a physical relationship. I feel utterly possessive of you. Ifsomeone touched you the way I touch you, male or female, I would lose my mind.”


  He took a shaky breath before he continued. “I want to share my life with you, to be monogamous withyou, and my past is in the past. I wish there was some way I could prove it to you, once and for all. I dohave a sordid past, but I’ve never lied to any of the women I’ve been with, and I’ve never promised toanyone the things I promise to you.”


  My breathing was growing more even, the strange red haze over my vision getting better with everyword he spoke. He was charming me out of my doubts, and no part of me wanted him to stop. I have itbad, I realized then. It was worse than I had even realized, and I’d known I was already crazy in lovewith this incomparable man. “Thank you for answering my questions,” I told him softly.


  He was so quiet for a long moment that I couldn’t even hear him breathe. “You’re not upset?” he askedfinally.


  “A little, but I’ll get over it. I get insanely jealous when I think about you with other women, and I wassick with worry that you would want me to do things with Jolene that I just can’t do, but I’m notunreasonable.” I looked at him as I spoke. His face was stricken.


  He crawled on top of me still fully clothed. He moved until we were nose to nose, that awful look stillon his face. “I would never ask you to do anything like that. Moreover, I wouldn’t allow it. Youpromised me exclusivity, and I intend for you to hold up your end of that as staunchly as I’ll hold up mine.


  Will you still move in with me, still stay with me? Even though I’ve done a dismal job of protectingyou?”


  I agreed that I would, even though my doubt was still a thick knot in my stomach, but as I waslearning, again and again, he was impossible to resist.


  “You can’t exactly protect me in the women’s restroom, James. That’s just silly. And you certainlycouldn’t predict that they would do that to me. I couldn’t believe it even when it was happening. Joleneshowed me her piercings. I really didn’t ever want to see that.”


  James got up at my words, moving swiftly into his bathroom. He returned quick moments later with atoothbrush. He was very gentle as he brushed my teeth. It was an awkward angle with me on my backand helpless. “Tell me where they touched you. I want to scrub them off of you.”


  I thought he was beyond strange, and it went without saying that this was some kind of OCD on his part,but I enabled his strange need to wash them away, telling him every single thing they had done, and everypart of me that had been touched.


  His face was dark as he worked, scrubbing hard at my wrists. He worked for a long time on my kissswollen lips. They were swollen more from the way I had scrubbed them myself than from the kisses, butit didn’t seem to matter to James. When he was finally done scrubbing, he moisturized me thoroughly,spreading something that felt like vaseline directly onto my lips.


  “It would have saved time if you had just let me loose to shower,” I told him, trying to make him smile,anything to ease the tense set of his shoulders, and the dark look in his eyes.


  “I couldn’t bring myself to untie you. I have this nagging fear that you’ll run away from me again, andI’ll have to suffer through another desolate month. That was the longest month of my life. I’d do anythingto never let it happen again.”


  I felt a strange wrenching in my chest at the thought of him alone and suffering because of me. I hadn’twithdrawn to hurt him. I had been scared, scared of the way he made me feel, and the way I couldn’tseem to help but do his will.


  “Make love to me, James.” My voice held a clear plea as I addressed him.


  I didn’t have to ask him twice. He was on top of me in a flash, kissing my mouth as though he wanted todevour me. He was still fully clothed, and the silk of his shirt rubbed against my chest teasingly. Hepropped the lower half of his body just out of reach. I circled my hips, trying to reach him, but my legsheld me securely against the soft bed. I arched my back, rubbing my chest harder against his. He thrusthis tongue deep into my mouth, and I sucked on it, drawing on it like I would his cock. He groaned.


  He’d propped himself up on his elbows, setting them deep into my underarms so he could cup my faceas he kissed me. I thought this was the closest James could get to sweet lovemaking. But even hissweetest moment was still too fucking hot to bear.


  I whimpered against his mouth. It was a plea. My body was throbbing for him, and nothing would feellike enough until he was buried deep inside me. He didn’t seem to agree, and just continued like that forlong, torturous minutes, only the top halves of our bodies touching as he worshipped at my mouth.


  Eventually he began to move down my body with sweet, torturous kisses along every inch of me. Hispretty mouth was incredibly and deliberately soft as he rained kisses across my ribs and into my navel.


  He’d avoided my quivering breasts altogether, seeming to focus on absolutely every other inch of mytorso. I realized that he was torturing me systematically when he moved back up my body and began tokiss along my shoulder tops and up one of my bound arms.


  He moved off of me as he focused on one fettered wrist. I watched him, his face so sensual, no coldnesspresent tonight. He licked along the spot where the black rope met the inside of my wrist, and I writhed.


  He rose to his knees to massage my hand for long, agonizing minutes. It felt exquisite, but I wanted toscream.


  He moved back down my arm, across my shoulders, and gave the opposite arm, wrist, and hand the sametreatment. I felt on the edge of orgasm just from that and the sight of him crawling around me on the giantbed, his full erection clearly outlined even in his navy silk trousers.


  I sucked in a breath as he nuzzled into my underarm, licking me there as though it were a rare treat. Helicked and kissed just the undersides of my breasts as he moved to my other side to repeat the motion. Isquirmed. “Hold still,” he murmured, a warning note in his voice.


  He continued to torment me for the longest time, kissing and licking and nuzzling into my skin, whileskipping all of the obvious spots. I discovered as he did this that he had enough skill to draw exquisitepleasure from even the most innocent parts of my body. He had me panting just by paying specialattention to the dimples in my knees. “James,” I gasped, “you should be illegal. There can’t be anyonealive as good at this as you.”


  He gave me a heated look from under his pretty lashes for that one. “If there is, you’ll never know it,”he said, rather darkly, I thought.


  That exchange seemed to light a fire in him and he began to pleasure me in earnest. He licked his wayup to my breasts, drawing on a nipple until I was ready to come just from that nearly painful pressure. Hegave equal attention to it’s twin before moving down the center of my torso, past my naval, and into mycore. I screamed as he finally buried his face there. This was no idle caress, and he used his fingers andtongue to make me come within seconds. He never slowed as I spun back down from my nirvana,bringing me back to orgasm like my nerves were simple keys on a piano.


  He was in a relentless sort of mood, and he brought me again and again, until I lost count, though withthe mood he was in, I doubted that he forgot the number.


  I felt boneless and light-headed when he finally impaled me. He rammed into me with one clean thrust,and my eyes shot open. They had only been closed because he was too absorbed with his face betweenmy legs to notice the slight.


  Our eyes locked, and I realized in a corner of my very distracted mind that he was still fully clothed.


  Even his tie still remained hanging around his neck, thought he had loosened it. I glanced down at ourjoined bodies and saw that he had only undone his slacks and pulled them down slightly, just enough togive him access. Something about all of those dark, formal clothes against my naked, bound body wasone of the most erotic things I’d ever seen.


  His forehead nearly touched mine as he held himself over me, working in and out of me with smoothmotions. It was downright gentle, for him. He was making slow, sweet love to me, in his way.


  Scant drops of sweat dripped from his temples to mine. I thought it was unbelievably sensual. Only Mr.Beautiful could make sweat into something so sexy. I wanted to lick it all off of his body. I told him so.


  He grinned, though there was an edge to it as he continued to thrust in and out of me with agonizingslowness. “Not tonight. You were thinking about taking other lovers while I made love to you. Now Ihave something to prove. Perhaps if I fuck you unconscious, you won’t be able to wonder if there’ssomeone better out there for you.”


  I gave him an exasperated look. As much as I could, considering he was slowly fucking me out of mymind. “You’re impossible, James. You took that all wrong. I was only thinking about you, and howlucky I am to have you.”


  His face went a little slack. It made my heartstrings pull. With a shout he began to thrust in earnest, andfrom the look on his face, he was completely losing himself. I loved it. I drank in the sight of hiscomposure completely deserting him as he pounded into me, his beautiful eyes made into slits with thestrain. He shouted my name, rather desperately, as his orgasm took him. My own caught me momentslater as he continued to arch deeply inside of me.


  He let his heavy weight sag onto me for several minutes in our aftermath. I nuzzled my face into the hairaround his ear, smelling his wonderful spicy scent, mixed with his sweat and just a hint of cologne.


  “You’re wonderful,” I whispered against his hair.


  He stiffened, burying his face into my neck, nuzzling there. “I want to deserve you, my love,” hewhispered back. I could hear the desperation in his quiet voice.


  “Do you even know how crazy that is?” I asked in the same quiet voice, as though we could beoverheard. “I’m nobody, and you’re the most extraordinary man I’ve ever met. I don’t deserve you.”


  He made a little sound of protest in his throat. “You’re my angel, Bianca. You’ve exorcized mydemons. I don’t have nightmares when I’m with you. I don’t have to work seventy hour work weeks tokeep my mind distracted. My life has become more than work and emotionless affairs. You make me abetter man.”


  


  “You’re so good to me,” I told him.


  He reached up to untie my wrists, kissing me softly all over my face as he did so.


  He had me untied and cradled into his chest in swift moments. I cuddled into the soft silken fabric of hisshirt, too tired to even try to get him naked.


  I was just on the edge of sleep when I felt him shift. “Love, I promised Stephan you would call and texthim before you went to bed. He wanted to make sure your night went alright. Don’t drift off. I’m goingto find your phone.”


  I quickly found I had to sit up to stay awake as James disappeared into his closet. He re-emerged inshort order, stripped down to his boxer-briefs, and carrying my phone. He maneuvered himself behindme on the bed, pulling me between his legs as I checked my phone. I had several texts from Stephan,asking how I was, and I texted him back that everything was fine and I would see him in the morning.


  I checked my phone log next. I had missed three more calls from the strange 702 number, and my browsdrew together as I saw that the caller had left a voicemail this time. That was new. I found myselfclicking the play button and holding my phone to my ear before I thought better of it. I should have waiteduntil morning, but something about the strange caller and number was nagging at me. If it was my father,I’d just as soon know right away, instead of worrying about it all night.


  The voicemail was just silence at first, with the slightest hint of background noise, soft soothing musicplaying, just like in the phone calls. But eventually a harried female voice began to speak haltingly.


  There was a familiar paranoid fear in her voice, though I didn’t recognize the voice itself at all.


  “Bianca Karlsson. This is, um, this is Sharon.” A long pause. “Sharon Karlsson.” My entire bodywent still as a corpse and the hair on the back of my neck prickled with a warning. “I’m…married to yourfather. I, well, I guess that I’m your stepmother. I really need to speak to you. Your father alwaysforbade me from trying to contact you. He would never say why, but, well, um, he’s disappeared. He’sbeen gone for over a month with no word, and I’m pretty sure he’s gone for good this time. So I wouldreally appreciate it if you would meet with me. Please call me back as soon as you can.”


  


  CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX


  My hand dropped into my lap still holding the phone.


  “What is it?” James asked, apparently not overhearing the strange message. I didn’t answer, my mindbusy worrying over the bizarre development of my father having a wife.


  James took the phone out of my hand, and I watched him retrace my steps and hold the phone up to hisown ear to listen to my message.


  Nosy, rich bastard, I thought, almost fondly.


  His brow furrowed as he listened to the strange message. He reached over to put my phone on thebedside table, then came close to cuddle me against him.


  “I don’t like this. If you decide to meet with her, it should be in public, and make sure you have at leasttwo bodyguards with you. Promise me, Love.”


  I nodded absently, nowhere near keeping up with his train of thought, my mind still obsessing over thestrange knowledge that my father had remarried. When? Why? Did he treat this strange woman betterthan he had my poor abused mother? The woman was alive, so clearly he did.


  In spite of my body’s exhaustion, my mind became too busy for sleep after that. James cleaned us both,even wiping away my makeup before turning out the lights and spooning in behind me. His presence wassoothing, but I still worried over the surprising news for a long time before finally drifting into a restlesssleep.


  I was in that house again. I lay in my hard, tiny bed. I was hugging my knees to my chest, rocking androcking, and trying to ignore the harsh shouts just a few thin walls away. If I stayed in my room, it wouldall go away. They would forget I was even here and in the morning my Dad would sleep all day andleave us in peace so I could tend to my Mother.


  But that wasn’t meant to be. Not this time. The yelling grew louder, my mothers turning into terrifiedscreams.


  When I couldn’t stand the horrible noises a moment longer, I crept quietly through the house toinvestigate. In spite of my overwhelming fear, my need to at least attempt to aid my mother almost alwaysthrust me into the violent thick of things.


  I looked down at my thin bare feet, wishing I knew where some clean socks were. I was so cold, anachy kind of cold, down to my very soul.


  My parents were speaking in Swedish, and I pieced together some hysterical words as I got closer to thekitchen where they fought. “No, no, no. Please, Sven, put that away.”


  My father’s voice was an angry roar. “You’ve ruined my life. You and that brat. I’ve lost everythingbecause of you. My fortune, my inheritance, and now, my luck. You’ve taken everything from me, just byliving. Tell me why I shouldn’t take everything from you, you silly cunt?”


  “When you’re sober, you’ll regret it. We have a child together, Sven. Please, just go to sleep. If yousleep on it, you’ll feel better.”


  “Don’t you dare tell me what to do! Fuck sleep. Fuck you. And fuck that little brat. Look at her,hovering in the door, frozen like a little mouse.” His cold eyes went to me.


  I was frozen in place, as he’d said. He changed his tone when he spoke to me, and it turned into amockery of a gentle tone. “Why don’t you join us, sotnos? Come be with your pretty Mama.”


  I moved to my mother, having learned a very long time ago not to disobey him when he was in thismood.


  He sneered at the two of us when I stood beside her. He towered over us. My mother didn’t look at me,didn’t reach for me. I knew she didn’t want to draw more attention to me. She tried to protect me, as Idid her. “Look at my pretty girls. The daughter is even prettier than the mother. What use, then, is themother? Tell me why you’re useful, Mama?” he asked her.


  I didn’t hear her answer. My gaze was focused solely now on the object he was holding at his side. Itwas a gun. My gut clenched in dread. The gun was a new and terrifying addition to this violent scene.


  My gaze flew back to my father’s face as a laugh left his throat. It was a cackle of a laugh, dry andangry.


  I began to back away, shaking my head back and forth in denial.


  “Wrong answer, cunt,” he said.


  He waved the the pistol in front of her. “You can’t take your eyes off of this. Do you want it? Wouldyou like me to give this to you? Take it, if you want it. You think I can’t touch you with a gun in yourhand?”


  My mother watched him, her eyes almost blank with terror. She must know, as I did, from the mockingtone of his voice, that he was testing her. She would pay dearly if she took the gun from him, even if hehad told her to.


  He laughed. “I insist. Take the gun.”


  Unexpectedly, and horrifyingly, she did. She pointed it at him with hands that shook. “Get out,” shesaid, her voice tremulous and awful with her terror. “You can’t do these things, especially in front of ourdaughter. Get out, and don’t come back.” She was sobbing, but she managed to pull the hammer back.


  He laughed again. With no fear and no effort, he grabbed her hand. His hand covered one of hers,ripping the other one away. He turned the gun, slowly and inexorably pointing it away from himself andpushing it into her mouth.


  I had backed myself against the wall as I watched their exchange, but when I saw his clear intent, Isuddenly rushed forward, sobbing, “Mama.”


  I stopped as though I’d run into a wall when my father pulled the trigger, covering us and the entire roomin obscene amounts of glowing crimson blood and gore.


  My horrified eyes met my father’s. His showed no expression at all.


  I awoke to total darkness, a harsh scream caught in my throat. I had no notion of where I was and Ibegan to scramble off of the huge, soft bed, fumbling around in the pitch blackness for a wall, a lamp, alight switch, anything. I needed to wash the blood off. I was feeling along the wall and sobbing like achild when light suddenly flooded the room.


  I finally got an inkling of where I was as James rushed to me, cradling me into his chest. “What’swrong, Bianca? What can I do?”


  I gasped in several breaths before I could speak. “Shower. I need a shower. I need to wash the bloodoff.”


  He didn’t ask anymore questions, getting us both into the shower in a flash. He turned the water directlyonto me, and the cold water that hit me for just moments before it began to warm helped bring me a fewsteps further away from the dream.


  


  Slowly, my broken sobs turned into gasping breaths as I became clean in the water, my mind movingfurther and further out of the nightmare realm.


  “Can you talk about it?” James asked. His voice was so vulnerable with his concern for me that Icouldn’t resist him.


  “It’s the same old dream about my mother’s death. I was in that room, not three feet from her, when ithappened.” I felt the floodgates open, and I told him everything, every gory detail, of both the dream andthe horrific event. He didn’t speak at all, just made sympathetic noises and gave me reassuring toucheswhile I spoke. I was surprised to feel much better when I’d gotten it all out. It had actually helped to tellhim about it.


  He helped me out of the shower and dried us both off. We lay in a naked snuggle on the bed with only asheet covering us. He was on his back and had pulled me almost on top of him.


  I rubbed my cheek over my name on his chest as he stroked my wet hair back, arranging it over his arm.


  


  “You’ve done all you can. You told the police everything you saw. It’s not your burden anymore,Bianca.”


  “Yes, I know. I haven’t had that nightmare since that other time, over a month ago. I think it waslearning about her, his wife, that got my mind back into that dark place again. I need to tell her what hedid, to warn her. I don’t know the woman, but she deserves that much. Lord, I don’t want to speak toher. I don’t want anything to do with her.”


  “You could always just send her an email, or hell, a letter. You don’t have to do anything you don’twant to.”


  I mulled that over. It seemed so cowardly to be afraid of a simple phone call. “I’ll call her tomorrow,”I decided.


  His arms tightened on me, his hold becoming almost painful. It was comforting to my twisted senses. “Ineed to stay in New York this week. Will you come back to be with me on your first day off?”


  I thought about it. It didn’t take me long. “Yes. Do you mind if I invite Stephan? You have plenty ofroom, after all.”


  I had felt all of the anxious tension leave his body when I agreed to come. “We have plenty of room,” hechastised. “And yes, of course. Invite Javier, too, if you like. Or anyone you want, for that matter. I’llhave to work quite a bit anyways. I’ve been putting some important meetings off that need tending to.


  And god only knows what a mess my New York management has made of things on the Manhattanproperty. I would feel better if you had someone to hang out with while I’m working. I wouldn’t wantyou to get bored, though you do have a studio set up for painting downstairs. I never had time to showyou. We never seem to have enough time. How many days can you take off this week?”


  “I can fly into New York Monday morning, and take a flight back on Thursday. I can take a week offfrom working overtime.”


  I began to wonder if Stephan could work his own overtime with Javier, instead of me. My boyfriendwas filthy rich. It seemed silly not to at least keep my days off.


  My stance had changed so drastically from just a week ago that I felt almost dizzy with it. Instead ofintending to continue my life exactly as I pleased, I found myself wanting to compromise to please James,and of course, to see more of him.


  He gave me a soft kiss for my concession. “I would love that. Thank you.”


  I sighed, plunging in deeper. “It seems ridiculous to work overtime anymore, everything considered.


  My straight time can more than cover my mortgage and food, and you bought me enough clothing to last alifetime. I’m going to see if Stephan will work his extra shifts with Javier. I’d be willing to bet he won’tmind the idea.”


  “Thank you,” he said with quiet sincerity. “I’ll make sure to make it worth your while.”


  


  I burrowed against him, feeling good. Good about him. Good about us. “You already have.”


  “You make me so happy, Bianca. I never knew life could be this good. I’ve been alone for so long,since my parents died, really. But I don’t feel alone with you. I feel like I have a family and a homeagain. You’re my home. All of the dark shadows seem to disappear when we’re together.”


  I placed a kiss on my name over his heart, feeling myself drifting off. I didn’t even know what time itwas, but I wasn’t worried. I knew James wouldn’t let me oversleep. More and more, I just trusted him.


  


  


  CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN


  I couldn’t stop yawning as I got ready for work the next morning. James woke up with me, in spite of theungodly hour. He was alert but quiet as we both got dressed. He wore an elegant pale gray suit. It wasso pale it almost looked white at first glance.


  He paired it with a brilliant turquoise dress shirt with a stark white collar. A skinny tie as white as thecollar hung to his pale gray belt. The pant legs were very narrow and fitted, and he’d chosen faded graylace-up dress shoes. The full effect was devastating. Only James could have pulled it off.


  He approached me from behind as I shrugged into my uniform dress shirt. He held up a tiny silverobject in front of my face. It took me a moment to place it as a small lock. “May I lock on your collarnow?”


  I stiffened, but tilted my head forward to give him access. “Yes,” I said.


  For better or worse, I had made my decision.


  He locked it on quickly, placing a soft kiss to my nape. “Turn around,” he told me. I did, and he washolding the key on a chain around his own neck. He tucked it under his shirt as I watched. “There will besecurity at your house. Please cooperate with them. They’re there to keep you safe.”


  I just nodded. I knew better than anyone that I wasn’t safe, and I was grateful for the extra protection.


  He rode in the town car with me to the crew hotel. He gripped me tightly to his side and buried his facein my hair. “This is harder than I thought it would be, letting you go like this,” he murmured into my hair.


  I rubbed a hand over the spot over his heart where he’d etched my name. I knew that the actioncomforted us both. “It’s only for a few days.”


  “Call or text me when you land, and again when you’re safely in your house. I’ll worry if you don’t.”


  I nodded, the motion rubbing his face against the back of my hair.


  “I can’t kiss you goodbye, Love. If I start, I know I’ll never stop.”


  I nodded again. I understood the odd sentiment. Instead, when the car stopped in front of my crew hotel,I held his elegant hand to my lips, kissing the palm and then moving my lips over the faint thin scars on hiswrist, placing a soft kiss there as well, and then moving my lips back into his palm, allowing myself just amoment to nuzzle against it.


  He made a soft little sound in his throat that made it so hard to get out of the car. He caught my hand as Iwas about to move away and copied the motion on my own wrist and palm. It was sheer agony to walkaway from him. I didn’t look back. I knew that would only make it worse.


  Only Stephan and Javier were in the lobby when I walked in, Stephan in his uniform, Javier dressedbusiness casual in a lavender dress shirt and beige slacks.


  I was five minutes early, I saw as I checked my watch. Stephan grinned when he saw me, striding overto hug me tightly. “I missed you, Buttercup.”


  I hugged him back, just as tightly. “We have so much to talk about, but I needed to ask you and Javiersomething.”


  


  Javier approached us rather cautiously, as though afraid to interrupt our reunion. “What’s up?” Stephanasked.


  “How would you like to stay in the swankest pad in New York for our days off this week? Most likelywe’d fly in Monday morning and stay until early Thursday.”


  Stephan’s grin grew even wider. “I can’t think of anything I’d love more. I take it this means you andJames are working things out?”


  I nodded, smiling and looking up into his eyes. I let him see all of my happiness but none of mytroubles. It was what he deserved.


  Javier cleared his throat. “Um, so, did you mean just for Stephan, or…”


  I gave him a friendly smile. “I meant for the two of you to come, if you want to. James has an obsceneamount of room, considering that it’s in Manhattan.”


  Stephan cleared his throat, shooting Javier a positively wicked glance. I could have sworn Javierblushed just a tad even through his lovely pale mocha skin. “Javier and I only need one room regardless.”


  


  I blinked. That was moving incredibly fast, for Stephan. I took it as a good sign. He seemed to be morecomfortable by the minute about being in an open relationship with a man.


  “I had one more thing I wanted to talk to both of you about. I’ve decided to stop working so muchovertime and just stick with my regular shifts, for the most part. I hope you don’t mind losing yourovertime partner.”


  Stephan didn’t look in the least perturbed. “About damn time, Bee. I figured you would be catching onto that soon enough. I already asked Javier if he wanted to be my new overtime buddy. He’s doing sometrades to share our days off, so it should work out perfectly.” As Stephan spoke he stroked a hand overJavier’s jet black hair.


  Javier closed his eyes, as though savoring the light touch. I didn’t know if it was just the only thing Iknew with my limited experience with relationships, but it looked to me like Javier was clearly Stephan’ssubmissive. The way he closed his eyes, his hands in his pockets to keep from touching back, justreminded me so much of an act of submission. Stephan’s hand moved down to rub at a spot on Javier’sthin, straight shoulders. Javier let out a pleased little moan. I thought they were beautiful together.


  “The crew bus is here. Let’s load up,” Stephan said, releasing Javier.


  We filed out, handing our luggage to the driver, who loaded it into the baggage compartments mountedalong the bottom of the mini-shuttle. “Five more coming,” Stephan told the driver, climbing inside.Stephan and Javier took the backseat, and I sat on the row just in front of them. “Bianca, be ourlookout,” Stephan said rather cryptically. I turned to look at them. I was as shocked as I’d ever been bywhat I saw.


  Stephan had a flushed Javier pinned down on the bench seat beneath them. He was straddling thesmaller man and giving him a very intense, very heated look. He held the other man’s wrists pinned tautlyabove his head. As I watched he bent down and kissed him. It was not a casual kiss but a rough one, andI knew dominance when I saw it. My shocked gaze flew out the window as I suddenly realized that I wasthe lookout, and that I actually needed to do the job considering the things going on in the backseat.


  I heard Stephan murmuring something to Javier, and I could hear that whatever it was was muffledagainst some part of the other man’s skin. “Bianca, do you suppose you could manage ten minutes withoutme on the flight?” Stephan addressed me. “I know it’s going to be hectic, but I would really appreciateit.”


  “Of course,” I answered without hesitation.


  “See. I told you she would. Three hours, tops, and I’ll take you again. I’m not that much of a tease,”Stephan said in a low voice to Javier. It made me blush down to my toes, but I stayed alertly watching outthe window.


  


  “You are a tease,” Javier muttered, sounding sullen. “Three hours is forever.”


  I spotted the pilots in the lobby. “Pilots incoming,” I said, sounding a little panicked even to my ownears.


  Stephan sat up, releasing Javier. I glanced back at Stephan. He grinned at me shamelessly. I couldn’thelp it. I grinned back. Javier looked more perturbed but still happy. His blush was like a happy glowaround him. His words hadn’t shown me that, but his face did. He gave me a shy smile. “Sorry,” hemuttered to me.


  I smiled back. “Don’t be sorry. I’ve never seen Stephan like this. I think you guys are beautifultogether.”


  That made him truly glow. Javier had it bad. It took one to know one, and I knew that lovesick lookbecause a certain Mr. Beautiful had the same effect on me. I was relieved to see it. I wanted Javier tofeel that kind of love for Stephan. He wouldn’t want to hurt someone he loved that much.


  “Quit making him blush, Bianca. That’s my job,” Stephan said, ruffling Javier’s hair affectionately.


  Sure enough, Javier blushed harder.


  I turned around, shaking my head with a strange smile on my face. I had never seen this side of Stephan,didn’t know he had it in him.


  The Saturday morning flight into Vegas was hectic, as it always was. Stephan took his ten minutes withthe meeting with Javier in the bathroom that I had expected. Both men emerged looking flushed andhappy. We all grinned at each other like fools before Stephan and I got back to work and Javier returnedto his seat.


  Stephan and I clutched hands as we landed, grinning at each other. We didn’t say much, just enjoying themoment.


  I texted James as we taxied in.


  Bianca: Just landed in Vegas. How r u?


  James: Fine. Keeping busy with work, but still missing you like crazy.


  I hesitated, then just said to hell with it.


  Bianca: I miss you too.


  James: Call me when you get to your house.


  I put my phone away after that, since I’d be contacting him again soon enough.


  The drive home was a jovial affair, with Stephan and Javier smiling about just about everything. Myexpression matched theirs. I couldn’t seem to help myself.


  I was met at my front door by the security guard, Paterson. A woman I’d never met before was standingbeside him, looking grim. She was short and stocky, and I knew at a glance that she was a tough woman.


  She had dark hair held back in a short, no-nonsense braid. Her face was round and pale, but her eyeswere hard and assessing. She didn’t wear a scrap of makeup, I doubted she ever did, and her mouth wasset in a grim line.


  Her body could have been bulky or just big-boned. It was impossible to say with the baggy, short-sleeved mens button-up shirt she was wearing over wide-legged slacks. She was like the agents, in herown way. Just looking at her made you think of law enforcement.


  Paterson gave me a polite nod as I approached my front door. I could feel Stephan hovering behind me.


  I didn’t have to ask to know that he wouldn’t leave until he knew I was settled into my house, safe andsecure. He had done so ever since the attack.


  “Ms. Karlsson, this is Blake. She’s new to the team, but I’ve known her for years. She’s the best.


  


  She’ll be your personal bodyguard detail for public excursions. It’s been very clearly brought to myattention that I had overlooked your security in public restrooms.”


  I flushed, recalling the incident in the restroom. Of course James would take extra measures after that. Ishould have seen it coming. I nodded to Blake. “Nice to meet you, Blake,” I said. I wouldn’t protest theextra security. I certainly couldn’t argue that I needed it.


  She nodded back solemnly. “A pleasure, Ms. Karlsson.”


  I wondered if I could get her to call me by my first name. I had sort of given up on trying that with thesecurity after Clark. He’d stubbornly refused in spite of my prompting.


  “Please, allow us to secure the house before you proceed inside,” she said solemnly.


  I nodded, unlocking the door and going inside to punch in the security code. Both Paterson and Blakesucked in a breath when I stepped into the house first. I saw how I had erred, and apologized. The least Icould do for my bodyguards was make it easy for them to do their job. “I’ll get you guys some copies ofmy keys and give you my security codes to make it easier.”


  Paterson cleared his throat, but it was Stephan that spoke. “I already did, Bee. I got copies for them,and for James.”


  I imagined that they were all holding their breath, waiting for me to throw some kind of tantrum, but Iwasn’t unreasonable. Stephan might have been a tad premature, but it was only a convenience at thispoint. “Thank you,” I said. I thought I heard all three of them let out relieved breaths. What has thesecurity team been told about me? I wondered.


  Paterson and Blake asked me to stay near the front entrance while Blake hovered near me and Patersondid a rather long search of the house. I was too distracted by the new additions to my living room to caremuch. A Mac with a large screen had taken residence in the spot where my old computer had been. I juststared at it for awhile, blinking, my tired mind blank. “What happened to my old computer?” I asked outloud.


  Stephan answered. “It’s gone. That one has everything you need. I wiped the other one and puteverything on this one for you. James asked me to do it so he wouldn’t have to hire a stranger to gothrough your computer.” His voice held a sheepish apology.


  I sighed, becoming more and more resigned to James’s constant need to buy me things. “That was niceof you. Thank you.”


  “You aren’t mad?”


  “It seems silly to get mad about getting a new computer, doesn’t it? I’m growing accustomed to this sortof thing.” I looked at Stephan as I spoke.


  He grinned at me. “It was no trouble at all. James bought me one, too.”


  I thought of all the things I needed to tell him. There just hadn’t been any time. “I have so much to tellyou. Will you come over tonight?” Javier had already gone to Stephan’s house and was waiting for him.


  The two men seemed inseparable. “Can we get a little while to talk, just the two of us? Then we couldhave dinner with Javier, unless you two want to be alone.” It felt awkward to have to request hisexclusive company, but I told myself to get used to it.


  He gave me a chastising look. “Of course. I’ll come over right after a nap. Just text me when you wakeup. And yes, we’ll all have dinner. At my place. I’ll cook. I’ve missed you, Bee. I know I need to getused to it, but just a few days without you is tough. You never have to ask when you want to spend timewith me. You give me the time and the place and I’ll be there. Always.”


  I moved to him, and he opened his arms. I walked right into them, barely aware that we weren’t alone.


  His words had touched an emotional chord in me. “Go get some sleep. As you can see, I’m in goodhands. I’ll text you when I wake up.”


  He kissed the top of my head. “Good night,” he murmured. I walked him to the door.


  Blake was studying me when I turned back into the room. She quickly schooled her face into a carefullyblank expression.


  “All clear,” Paterson said as he strode back into the room. He addressed me, “If you have anyproblems, any problems at all, one of us will be right across the street, in a black SUV, at all times.”


  “I have a spare room. I don’t mind if you guys want to sleep in there. There’s only a twin bed, but it’sbetter than sleeping in a car.”


  Paterson and Blake shared a look, but not before I saw the surprise in both of their eyes.


  “Thank you for the kind offer, Ms. Karlsson,” Blake said.


  “I’ll discuss it with Mr. Cavendish,” Paterson said.


  Of course control freak Cavendish would have the rule that he had to approve all decisions.


  Paterson cleared his throat. “Mr. Cavendish has also asked me to tell you to please answer yourphone.” Paterson’s voice was carefully polite, but I’d have been willing to bet that James hadn’t beenwhen he made the request. My phone was buried somewhere in my flight bag and I dreaded seeing howmany calls I had missed since I’d left the plane.


  “Excuse me, please. I need to go take a nap,” I told the two security guards awkwardly. I wasn’t usedto having staff, and my first instinct was to treat them as guests in my home.


  They both nodded rather deferentially, as though it had been taught to them amidst all of the othertraining they must have been through. “As I said, we’ll be just outside. And my number is in your phone,under ‘Security.’”


  I thanked them both politely before I went into my room, shutting my door gratefully behind me. I meantto call James, my mind was on him even as I got half undressed and fell facedown on top of my covers.


  


  


  


  CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT


  A barrage of strange noises woke me up. It took me long disoriented minutes to sort them all out.


  The most persistent noise came from my bedside table, in the form of an Ipad I hadn’t even knownexisted. I recognized the thin object, but I certainly didn’t know what one was doing in my bedroom, orhow I hadn’t noticed it before I went to sleep. I had passed out rather quickly, I remembered. It wasletting out a loud chiming noise, over and over again.


  I decided that wasn’t my biggest problem as someone knocked, rather frantically, at my bedroom door. Ifelt fear curl in my stomach until I realized that any real threat would hardly be knocking at an unlockeddoor.


  “Yes?” I called, my voice still full of sleep.


  The door burst open and Blake stood framed in it. She had apparently taken my yes as an invitation toenter. Her eyes darted around my room, looking for threats. When she deducted that there was none, hereyes shifted to me. She quickly looked away uncomfortably.


  I realized that I was basically naked, wearing only a pair of panties and one errant stocking. I hadmanaged to pull a corner of the covers over most of my torso in my sleep, thank god, but it was obviousthat I was nearly naked underneath.


  A muffled sound from my flight bag drew my attention briefly, and a I realized that my phone had beengoing off constantly, just like the the mysterious Ipad.


  “What’s going on?” I asked Blake. I figured she had to have a better idea than I did.


  “Mr. Cavendish has been unable to get ahold of you. He was…concerned. He said you were supposedto contact him when you got to your home, and you did not.” Her voice held a world of condemnation, asthough forgetting to make a phone call were the worst sort of offense.


  I studied her. She wore only a tight navy T-shirt and athletic shorts, her shoulder holster and gun clearlyvisible. I realized that instead of being stocky, as I’d originally thought, her figure was solidly covered instark muscles. I couldn’t remember ever seeing a woman quite so ripped up with muscle. She could havebeen a female body builder.


  “I just sort of passed out. I guess I was more tired than I realized.”


  She sighed heavily. “Well, please call Mr. Cavendish now. He’s more than a little upset.”


  Before I could respond, a shirtless and disheveled Stephan appeared behind Blake, looking distraught.


  “Are you okay, Bee? James just woke me up. He’s frantic, says you were supposed to call him hours agoand he hasn’t been able to get ahold of you. He’s got me feeling guilty for falling asleep before makingyou call him.” As he spoke, Stephan brushed past Blake to my bed. He climbed in with me wearing onlyhis boxers, stroking a hand over my hair. I thought Blake’s eyes were going to bulge out of her head.


  “That is highly inappropriate, Mr. Davis. I would ask that you please remove yourself from Ms.Karlsson’s bed.”


  I gave her a baffled look. Stephan’s was downright unfriendly. “Stephan is my adopted brother,” Iexplained to Blake, even though we didn’t owe her an explanation. Still, I didn’t see the need for her toget the wrong idea. And he really was my adopted brother, if not technically than at least emotionally.


  She looked relieved. “That is a relief. Still, I will have to report this to Mr. Cavendish. Just so youknow.”


  I shrugged. Stephan leaned over and kissed me on the forehead. “I’m going back to bed, Buttercup.Call James before he gets on a plane.”


  Stephan left, but Blake still hovered in the doorway.


  I began to get annoyed, as much with James as with my stern bodyguard. “I got it. I’ll call James assoon as you give me some privacy.” I felt rude even as the words left my mouth, but she just nodded andleft.


  I opened the pumpkin orange case of the chiming Ipad, sitting up as I did so. I was startled to see myselftopless for an endless moment before an image of James, dressed in the suit I had said goodbye to him inthat morning, and with a huge window with a killer view of New York in the background, took over mostof the screen. He looked wild, his hair disheveled as though he’d run his through it impatiently. The curlof his pretty mouth gave me a good idea of his dark mood.


  “Why didn’t you call me when you said you would? And why are you topless?” he asked. His tone washarsh, and I saw not an ounce of softness in his angry face.


  “I fell asleep before I realized it. I didn’t mean to. I had no idea I was so tired.”


  “You said you would call. Are you toying with me? Is that what this is? Do you like to drive mewild?”


  I let my annoyance show clearly on my face. “That’s ridiculous. It’s exactly what I said, and you’reoverreacting. Obviously I was fine. You have this whole place patrolled day and night. What did youthink had happened?”


  His jaw clenched hard enough that it looked like it hurt. “I don’t know. And not knowing is worse thanjust about anything. You might have been mad at me again, or freaked out that you’d agreed to live withme. Perhaps you were leaving me again. And in the back of my mind, I was even worried that your fatherhad somehow gotten ahold of you again.” He didn’t bother to hide his vulnerability during his littletirade, and I felt myself involuntarily softening towards him. It was a talent of his.


  I sighed. “Oh, James. I’m sorry I didn’t call when I said I would, but I wasn’t being deliberatelyhurtful. I was just more exhausted than I realized by the time Paterson had finished searching my house. Ibarely got undressed before I passed out.”


  His face went a little slack and I saw his gaze shift down to my naked breasts. They’d been uncoveredwhen I’d sat up in bed. He swallowed. I felt a surge of unadulterated lust shoot through my body. “I seethat. I’m sorry I overreacted. You’re more precious than my own life to me, Bianca, and knowing thatyou’re safe and sound is my first priority.”


  I felt my face, hell, my whole body, soften. He said the sweetest things to me, the most romantic things.


  I tried to remind myself that he’d never once told me that he loved me, but still I felt that raw emotion forhim like a drug to my system.


  “I miss you,” I told him softly.


  His lids got very heavy. “I can’t wait for Monday. Is your bottom half as naked as your top half?”


  I couldn’t help it, I blushed. “Are you in your office? On a Saturday?”


  His pretty mouth twisted into a wry smile. “Yes, though I’m quite alone. The hotel industry is a sevenday a week business. Don’t change the subject. Shift the camera down for me. I want to see what you’rewearing.”


  I blushed harder, but I did as he said. It was just more natural to obey him than to fight him when hespoke like that. I showed him my lower half, my lap covered in a thin blanket, my one stockinged legclearly exposed. I couldn’t see his face anymore with the way the screen was angled. “Take off thecover.”


  I removed it, showing him the tiny scrap of nude-colored underwear I wore. I heard his guttural moan ofapproval and let my legs fall open.


  “Use the magnetic cover to prop the Ipad up on your bedside table. Point it at the bed.”


  I did, seeing him clearly again. He had rearranged himself as well, pushing his chair far enough backfrom the desk so that I could see his lap.


  He was still fully dressed but I could see his stark erection tenting his pale gray slacks obscenely. As Iwatched him he opened up his pants, using both hands to pull his naked cock free. It sprang out and upwith a little bounce that made me gasp.


  He shifted, pulling his slacks down far enough to give it total freedom. He unbuttoned the last threebuttons on his shirt, pulling it open wide. He threw his long thin white tie over his shoulder and out of hisway. I had an unobstructed view of his hands as he stroked himself. “Take off your panties and lie backon the bed.”


  I obeyed, my face turning pink all the while.


  “Prop yourself up on the pillows and open your legs wide. Wider. Open yourself for me. Perfect, yes,just like that. Push two fingers inside of you. Deeper. Yes. Reach a hand up to cup your breast. Kneadaround it, but don’t touch the nipple.” As he spoke and I acquiesced to his demands, he stroked himselfwith hard, almost brutal thoroughness. “You’re so beautiful, Bianca. Every inch of you is perfection. Ican see the moisture between your legs. It’s the hottest fucking thing I’ve ever seen in my life. Strokeyourself harder and faster. Imitate me fucking you.”


  “It’s not the same,” I gasped, stroking myself faster and faster. It wasn’t at all the same as him touchingme, a sad imitation in fact, but I was still getting close to orgasm, more from his voice and the sight of hisbeautiful hands on that perfect cock than from what I was clumsily doing to myself.


  He gave me a pained smile. “I know it’s not. Not even close. We shouldn’t be separated like this. Notever. But we’ll work with what we’ve been given. Now move that hand on your lovely tit down to yourclit. Yes, perfect. Rub very soft, small circles on it with your finger. Tell me when you’re close, mylove. I could come on a dime, and I want us to go at the same moment. Mmm, there, shove those fingersin as hard and fast as you can manage. If we get separated like this often, we’ll have to get you a vibratorfor your house. Or a dildo that’s a perfect replica of my dick.”


  His voice and his words brought me closer and closer to the edge as I watched him work himself soroughly with his hands. The sight of him touching himself was incredibly erotic to me. “I’m close,” Igasped to him.


  He bit his lip as he wrenched at himself. His neck arched but his eyes never left me as he came into hishand with a rough little groan. The sight of him coming in spurts that hit nothing but air brought me withhim, and I gave a little whimper as my orgasm took me. It felt good, but nowhere near as intense as whereJames usually brought me. I sat up and watched in fascination as he cleaned up the mess he had made,giving me a self-deprecating smile all the while.


  “Was it good for you, Love?” he asked, his eyes tender in spite of that smile.


  I wanted to cry for some strange reason. I didn’t want to analyze the urge at all, but I couldn’t help butworry about how much I was coming to depend on James. I felt an addictive need to be near him. “It wasgood. I loved watching you touch yourself, but it all just made me want you with me even more.”


  His face changed so drastically that I blinked. There was a calculation there now, and a resolve thatmade me tense. “We don’t ever have to be apart. You could work from home, and have a career withyour paintings. I won’t rush you, but it’s something I’d like you to start thinking about.”


  I tensed up even more, and he held up a conciliatory hand. “I’ll drop it, love. Paterson tells me that youoffered to let Blake sleep in your spare room. Are you really okay with that? For security purposes itwould be ideal, but I want you to be comfortable in your own home.”


  


  I shrugged, and his eyes moved down to my breasts. He began to tuck himself back into his slacks,making a visible effort to tear his eyes back up to my face. I wasn’t totally comfortable with it, but Ithought that with all of the other bizarre things I would need to grow accustomed to, it was a very littlething in the scheme of it all.


  He gave me an almost grateful smile. It looked a little off on his too perfect face. “Thank you. Thatwill help me to sleep better when you have to be away from me.” I shifted as he spoke, sitting cross-legged and pulling a corner of my bedspread over my lap. His smile changed to a smirk. “Take theblanket off your lap. I love the one stocking, by the way. You really passed out, huh?”


  We chatted for a long time, both of us in a lighter mood by the time he finally had to get back to work. Iwondered how my heart could be both light with happiness and heavy with love at the same time.


  


  


  CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE


  I was heading from my bedroom to the kitchen, clad only in a robe, when I heard a commotion at my frontdoor. I moved to see what it was before I could think better of it. I blinked at the unexpected sight thatgreeted me.


  A strange, middle-aged woman stood just in the front doorway, Paterson behind her, Blake in front. Shehad hair dyed a garish red, with overdone makeup that couldn’t disguise the drawn look of her too thinface. She looked how I thought a retired showgirl might look, with a thin body and too large breasts thatseemed to hurt her posture.


  Her spine stiffened when she caught sight of me. Her eyes were neither friendly nor hostile, but held adesperate sort of appeal that I couldn’t understand showing to a complete stranger.


  She addressed me right away. “I’m not here to hurt you, as these people seem to think.” She held up aplain white envelope. “I just wanted to give you this. There are some things you need to know. I wouldhave told you before, but your father wouldn’t let me contact you. Now that he’s disappeared, I saw noreason to delay. Please, just read this. I can see why you wouldn’t want to talk to me, but this isn’t aboutme.” Her speech was a little desperate, and I recognized the nervous fear that seemed to sit on hershoulders, a fear that she had to live with every second of her life, living with my father. I remembered itwell.


  “Sharon Karlsson,” I said, my mouth stiff around the words. The name felt so wrong to me.


  She nodded, her arm shaking badly as she held the envelope towards me. I moved forward to take it.


  Blake moved to block me. “She hasn’t let us search her, Ms. Karlsson.”


  I studied Sharon. She wore a thin shift of a dress, flowers faded from many washes. I didn’t see howshe could hide anything in the dress, but I wasn’t the expert. “Will you hand me the envelope then?” Iasked Blake, trying to be practical.


  Blake took the envelope from Sharon, and the red-headed woman began backing immediately out thedoor. I remembered that I had something to tell her but she was retreating swiftly. I had to shoulder pastmy bodyguards to catch a last view of her getting into an old clunker of a sedan that was parked on thecurb.


  “Wait, Sharon,” I called out. She cast me a panicky look, but didn’t pause. I moved closer. “I need totell you something important,” I shouted, but she was already peeling away from my house like amadwoman.


  “Please, Ms. Karlsson. Step back inside. It could be some kind of a trap,” Paterson said, scanning thestreet with focused thoroughness.


  I cooperated, walking back inside with a sigh. Now I would have to call her. I had so just wanted to getit over with. I had an almost overpoweringly strong aversion to speaking to that woman. I held my handout to Blake as I passed her. “May I have that letter?”


  She looked hesitant but handed it to me.


  


  Paterson cleared his throat. “May I inspect it first, Ms. Karlsson?”


  I already had the thing open, and I could see that it contained nothing more than a thin scrap of paper. Ishowed him.


  He grimaced, holding out his hand. “I’m asking to read it first.”


  I shook my head. I would cooperate with them for the sake of my safety, but I had no intention of sharingmy personal business with them. “No. I’m sorry, but this is private.” I went into my bedroom withoutanother word.


  I could hear Paterson’s voice through the door. “I’m going to have to tell Mr. Cavendish about this, Ms.Karlsson.”


  “You do that,” I said, opening the letter. It was short and to the point.


  Bianca,


  I understand why you don’t want anything to do with me, but I have a son. He is your half-brother,your father’s son. He’s only one year younger than you. His name is Sven Karlsson, and he lives inManhattan. His phone number is at the bottom of the page. I think he would like to hear from you.


  We have no other family, and he has been estranged from me and his father for several years.


  Sincerely,


  Sharon Karlsson


  My vision went a little fuzzy after the first few sentences. I have a brother? Only a year younger thanmyself? The ramifications took long minutes to sink in as I sat perched on the edge of my bed.


  I had been fourteen when my father had murdered my mother. He had been seeing this other woman theentire time, had a child with her. Is that why he had killed my mother? Had the shooting been even morecalculated than I’d realized?


  I thought of my mother, my beautiful mother. That Sharon woman never could have held a candle to her,with her garish looks and lack of class, and she was obviously much older than my mother would be, ifshe were alive. My mother had been the very epitome of class, holding a quietly reserved grace in everyline of her elegant body.


  It seemed impossible that anyone would have killed such a woman, let alone for someone like Sharon. Ifound myself hating that woman with a passion usually only reserved for my father. But my half-brother…


  I had not a clue what to think about the idea of that.


  My phone distracted me out of my reverie, though it had been ringing for awhile, I realized. I saw that itwas James and answered it.


  “What’s going on, Bianca? Paterson tells me you wouldn’t let him check a mysterious letter.” His voicewas more worried than angry but I still felt myself bristling.


  “It’s my letter, James. And what harm could there be in a letter?”


  “Who was that woman?”


  I sighed. Of course he’d gotten a detailed report of everything. “My father’s wife, Sharon Karlsson.”


  He cursed. “What did she want?”


  I studied the short letter. “Nothing much. She was in full panic mode, so she didn’t say much. I didn’tget a chance to tell her anything, either, so now I have to call her. The sooner the better, so I need to letyou go.”


  “Wait. What did the letter say?”


  I pursed my lips, debating what to tell him. Why not everything? His investigators probably knew morethan I did, at this point. “She just wanted to tell me that I have a half-brother. She and my father have ason.”


  He was silent for a long moment. “Okay. Thank you for telling me. I’ll let you go so you can make thatphone call. Will you call me before bed?” I agreed to call him, and we hung up.


  I went back to my missed calls, calling back the number that I knew was hers. It rang five times andwent to voicemail. I was a breath away from just leaving her a message when I realized how that mightendanger her. I couldn’t say anything about my father or she might have to answer to him for it. I finallydecided that any message from me would be bad, if my father had access, which he very well could have.


  I tried calling her again, with the same result. I realized with resignation that I would have to keep callingher until I got the woman herself.


  I had taken such a long nap that I found myself having dinner at Stephan’s house just thirty minutes later,dressed in an overlarge T-shirt and cheer shorts. Stephan gave me an arch look when he saw my attire.


  “Bet you wouldn’t be caught dead wearing that when James was around.”


  I gave him a half smile as I moved into his house. “James isn’t around, now, is he?”


  Stephan, Javier, and I had a very pleasant dinner, laughing and talking while we all ate too much ofStephan’s chicken cacciatore. It was as fabulous as it always was, one of his best recipes by far.


  After dinner Javier slipped away without an awkward moment to give us some privacy to chat. “I needto make some phone calls,” he murmured and slipped away. Stephan gave him a very affectionate smile.


  We caught up on everything, nearly talking over each other to get it all out. He was shocked about mymysterious half-brother. I was shocked when he glanced at the doorway where Javier had exited thenleaned forward to say in a whisper, “I’m totally in love with him, Bianca. I’m in deep. I can’t seem tohelp it, with Javier. Falling for him is just too easy, when I don’t hold myself back.”


  His eyes were so earnest and vulnerable that I wanted to cry. I hoped with all my heart that it workedout for them. He sighed and smiled, happy to enjoy the moment, instead of analyzing it all to death like Iseemed to. “What about you? Do you think you love James?”


  I looked down at my hands. They were suddenly fisted in my lap. I nodded. “Hopelessly. I don’t knowabout the rest of it, but I know I love him. Hell, I don’t even know if he loves me back. I’m not even surehe’s capable of it, or if I’m capable of letting him, you know?”


  His soft eyes just about undid me. “Oh, he loves you alright. I think he’s loved you from the start. Thatman would do anything for you. I know it in my heart.”


  I thought about what a beautiful thing Stephan’s heart was, to always see the good around the mess that itwas buried in.


  I wanted to ask him something, but even thinking about it made me blush. But Stephan and I hadestablished a pattern of openness so long ago, that it was as ingrained in me as my love for him, so itwasn’t long before I got up the nerve. “You and Javier seem to have a sort of, um, dominant submissivevibe going on. Is that how it is between you?”


  I studied his face, but saw no hesitance or embarrassment there. He just smiled happily. “We aren’tinto the BDSM stuff, if that’s what you mean, but I’m his top. We don’t switch, not ever. It doesn’tappeal to either of us.”


  He had explained the top/bottom thing to me a long time ago. He only ever topped. I had known that. Ijust hadn’t connected his preference to a dominant/submissive relationship so clearly, though it obviouslywas just that.


  Stephan cleared his throat. “You and James are into the BDSM stuff, aren’t you? He’s your dominant.”


  


  I nodded, meeting his eyes squarely, though I couldn’t bring myself to smile, like he had. “I know it’snot…normal, but I’ve found that it’s just the way I’m hardwired. And he mostly only acts that way in thebedroom. He really doesn’t boss me around outside of it, though he does manipulate the hell out of mylife.”


  He stroked my hair. “You don’t have to explain your preferences to me. I want whatever makes youhappy, and I see that James does that, when you let him. You weren’t even slightly interested in menbefore you met him, so he obviously gives you something you need. I’m glad you found someone whoseems to compliment you so well.”


  I nodded, sighing in relief. I had been half-afraid that he would be mad at James if I told him about ourstrange sexual preferences, and it was good to know that he wouldn’t judge us. I knew better, and asalways, Stephan deserved only my blind faith.


  We finished out the night watching a few episodes of New Girl, the three of us laughing and eating icecream. Stephan walked me home around ten o’clock. My security was waiting for me, of course.


  I called James, and we spoke for nearly an hour before we reluctantly said goodnight. It hadn’t evenbeen a day since we’d parted, with just one more to go, but as I tried to fall asleep that night, it felt likeforever.


  


  


  CHAPTER FORTY


  Work the next day was beyond busy, but still managed to feel like it took ages. We were actually runningearly on our hour layover in DC. I called James but he didn’t answer. He had told me he had someimportant meetings that day, so I wasn’t surprised. Just disappointed.


  Stephan was speaking excitedly to Javier on his phone in the galley just before we boarded. He beamedat me as he hung up the phone. “The JFK flight is delayed two hours. If we keep running on time we canactually take the redeye flight tonight. Javier is going to meet us at the airport with my overnight bag.James has things for you at his place, right?”


  I nodded, feeling suddenly light and happy. If everything worked out just perfectly, I would get to seeJames a good eight hours earlier than I could have hoped for. My day was looking up.


  When we finally arrived back in Vegas we deplaned with efficient and single-minded purpose, stillhoping to catch the flight to New York. “Javier says it’s D39, the gate next door. He’s waiting therenow. He’s all checked in, and we’re listed. We just need to get there in the next twenty minutes.”


  And we did, rushing off the plane at the first possible moment, barely saying goodbye to the rest of thecrew. Stephan left his paperwork with Jake, who would drop it off for him.


  Javier grinned when he saw us running up to the podium.


  We got on the plane, if only barely. It departed not ten minutes after we got on board. I only had time toleave James a brief text telling him that we were on our way, and what time we would arrive.


  Stephan and Javier fell soundly asleep in the back row of the plane, but I got up to help the main cabincrew with drinks since I was in uniform, the flight was nearly full, and the people were downright crankywith the delay. As though a sleep wand had been waved over the passengers, they all seemed to fallasleep right after they got their drinks. I was prying empty cups out of the hands of sleeping passengerswhen I caught the flight attendant I’d been helping studying me with a strange intensity.


  I’d never met her before, but she’d seemed friendly enough when she realized that I was going to helpher with their service, no strings attached.


  She was a very small, very nondescript woman in her early twenties. She was hispanic and had longblack hair and eyes so dark they looked black.


  We were back in the galley, just the two of us, when she seemed to get up the nerve to ask the questionthat was obviously on her mind.


  “You’re that flight attendant who’s dating James Cavendish, aren’t you?” she asked. Her tone wasn’thostile, merely curious. In fact it was a little too curious for a complete stranger, something in her voicesuggesting that she knew something about him, or even about me. I shouldn’t have been so surprised by it,but it was the first time I had experienced that sort of strange interaction with a co-worker.


  I sighed. “Yes, I’m dating him,” I finally said.


  She didn’t smile, just gave me that fascinated stare. It was unnerving. “It must not be serious. I’m right,aren’t I? You wouldn’t still be working here if he were serious about you.”


  


  I felt myself getting instantly defensive about my job. “I like my job. What’s wrong with workinghere?”


  She gave me a stare that was way too direct for a stranger talking about my personal life. “Come on.He must make more money than this just brushing his teeth in the morning. I’m just saying that if hewanted to live with you or marry you or whatever, it would be beyond pointless for you to be spending allof your time making peanuts while he makes billions. If he was serious, he would let you quit.”


  I felt myself flush, but tried to maintain my composure. “For your information, we are living together,and I haven’t quit because I like my job. So what if he makes more money than me? I still have to work.I’m not going to sit around all day and wait for him.” I realized even as I made the argument that thatwould never be the case, whether I had this job or not.


  I didn’t need to worry about waiting around for him all the time because I just wouldn’t do it. And heknew me well enough to know not to expect it from me, either. What would I do if I could do anything Iwanted? I wondered, kind of stunned that I was even letting myself think that way.


  I remembered that I was in the middle of a conversation with an obnoxious woman who seemed to thinkshe knew something about my life. “And why on earth do you assume that you know anything at all abouteither of us?”


  She had the nerve to give me a conspiratorial smile as she reached into her flight bag. She handed me arolled up magazine. “I’ve been keeping up with all of the drama,” she said, as though it were anaccomplishment.


  I cringed as I saw the cover of the gossip mag she’d handed me. It was a picture of me wearing atransparent white slip and standing in my driveway, looking stunned and confused. You could just makeout the outline of my nipples in the thin slip. At least it wasn’t obvious that I hadn’t been wearing panties.


  


  James was behind me in the shot, obviously striding towards me, but giving the man taking the shots apositively murderous look. He looked absolutely gorgeous wearing only his boxers, even his hairperfectly disheveled. My own hair looked like it had just been through a wind-tunnel.


  When I was done working through my own feelings about the horrible pictures getting out, my mind wentto James. He must know about it by now. He probably had people who brought it to his attention. If Iwas this upset, I knew he would be livid.


  “He’s so hot. Do you have any idea how hot he is?” the strange flight attendant was asking me. I reallyneeded to remember her name.


  I gave her a very direct stare with lots of eye contact. “As a matter of fact, I know exactly how hot heis. Trust me when I say that you don’t have any idea just how hot he is.”


  She made a motion as though she were swooning. “That is awesome,” she said with a sigh, and Irealized for the first time that, though she didn’t have any manners at all, she meant no harm. In fact, shedidn’t seem to have a malicious bone in her body as she stared at James on the cover of the magazine.


  “Good for you, girl. He’s a total dreamboat.”


  I threw her a bone, feeling tired but suddenly a little delirious about the fact that I might see James in justa few short hours, depending on if he was at work by the time we got there. “There’s a chance he mightbe picking me up from the airport. If he is, it will probably be right by the crew van pickup, so you mightget a glance at him.”


  She grinned at me as though I had just done her a huge favor. “That’s so awesome. He can’t possibly bethat beautiful in person, though, so I’ll brace myself for disappointment.”


  I had to smile back. “Actually, he’s even more gorgeous. Sometimes I call him Mr. Beautiful.”


  She giggled. “You’re very pretty and all, but he can have any woman on the planet. No offense, but howdid you manage to land him?”


  I gave her my little shrug, strangely no longer offended by her candor. “I really have no idea.”


  


  Our strange little talk was interrupted as the two other members of the main cabin crew came through thecurtain. They were less pushy, but both of them gave me strange, probing looks, and I figured they’dheard or seen something about me.


  I asked them politely if they needed any more help. When they declined, I ducked back into the cabinand found my seat beside Stephan. I lay my head back and tried my best to get a short nap in.


  I awoke with a start as the plane touched down. I was so conditioned to stay awake on red-eyes that Iwas surprised I’d been able to sleep that long on a plane.


  I sent James a text as we taxied in.


  Bianca: We just landed.


  He responded immediately.


  James: There’s a car waiting at the curb for you.


  That didn’t seem to need a response, so I put my phone away, deplaning as quickly as possibly. Wewere in the last row of the aircraft, though, and it was a frustratingly slow process.


  We wound up walking with the crew through the airport. Stephan grabbed my small flight bag from mewithout a word, as was his wont.


  The strange girl, who was named Marie, as I discovered when she reintroduced herself, made her wayto my side as we walked. She chatted on and on about celebrity gossip.


  She seemed to think that because I was in the tabloids, I would also like reading them, and be caught upon the latest drama. She seemed crestfallen when I disabused her of the notion. I really had no idea whoshe was talking about.


  She had me half-distracted with her endless chatter as we stepped out of the sliding door and began tomake our way to the pickup spot at the curb. But I wasn’t so distracted that I didn’t instantly see the tallfigure step out of the limo parked just behind the crew van. Even if he hadn’t gotten out of the car, therewas no way I could have missed Clark’s imposing figure waiting on the sidewalk for us. But Jamesstepping out of the car with the warmest smile on his face made me instantly forget that there were evenother people in the world, let alone that one was babbling at me.


  Without even thinking about it, my steps quickened until I was nearly running to him.


  He wasn’t indifferent to my enthusiasm. He began to walk briskly towards me, obviously determined tomeet me at least halfway.


  When we got within arm’s reach of each other he grabbed me to him in a bone-jarring embrace, his holdpainful but oh so comforting to me. I had thrown my arms around his neck at the same moment he’dgrabbed and I held on tightly as he lifted me, moving back towards his car, one hand cupping the back ofmy head firmly. I felt like I was five years old, my feet dangling inches from the ground. I nearly laughed.


  


  “James, put me down,” I sputtered.


  He just gripped me tighter, moving purposefully towards the car. “I can’t be in public like this, Bianca.I feel too raw. God, I missed you. It felt like Christmas when I heard you were getting in ahead ofschedule.”


  I gripped his silky hair in my fists. “I missed you, too. It’s scary just how much. I don’t know how ithappened so fast, but you feel like home to me, James.”


  A hoarse, pained sound escaped his throat. “Yes,” he said, his voice rough with emotion. “This ishome.”


  


  


  CHAPTER FORTY-ONE


  James had me in the car and securely ensconced on his lap when Stephan and Javier finally joined us,both of them grinning widely. They had obviously found our over-enthusiastic reunion amusing.


  “I have to warn you guys; that crew is going to tell the world about that little scene. That small sassyone, Marie, was even making noises about giving an interview to the press,” Stephan said, his voice moreamused than worried.


  I rolled my eyes. That little gossip-monger probably would, too. I tried to remember if I had told heranything I wouldn’t want shared, but mentally shrugged the whole thing off. There was nothing I could doabout any of it now, and it was much more pleasant to bask in the presence of Mr. Beautiful than to worryabout what-ifs.


  James greeted the other men politely before he began to nuzzle into my hair. I felt him breathing me in,and my eyes closed in pleasure.


  His arms were wrapped around me snugly, but suddenly they tightened to the point of pain and I felt himtense.


  “I need to tell you something,” he whispered, his mouth at my ear. From the tension in his body andvoice, I immediately knew that something was terribly wrong.


  I stiffened, turning to study his face. His strange change of mood was troubling, to say the least. And hiseyes were haunted, just the sight of them making my chest tighten in dread.


  “What is it?”


  “Sharon Karlsson was found dead in her home last night. She was murdered.” His voice was quiet, butthe car went deathly silent at his news.


  I just froze, staring at him as I processed his words. I had been trying to call her, to tell her about myfather, but I had failed to get ahold of her.


  Could I have prevented this? Was I to blame?


  It wasn’t even a question to me who had killed her. It was just too big of a coincidence, and I had staredtoo fully into the murdering eyes of my father not to know that he was fully capable of killing again. Itwas only a wonder that he hadn’t killed again before this. Though, for all I knew, he had.


  “How?” I finally asked.


  He ran a hand over my hair, a gesture that I thought was to comfort himself as much as me. “She wasshot in the head.”


  I thought of the way my mother had died, a mock suicide where she’d ‘eaten the gun.’ “Like mymother?” I asked, my voice very small.


  His eyes were impossibly tender, and infinitely worried, on my own. “Yes, like that.”


  “I tried to tell her. I’ve been trying to call her since I found out she existed, but I feel responsible. He’sa killer, and he stayed free because I lied for him. I don’t know why, but I never imagined he’d killagain. I’ve known for all these years, and somehow it just never occurred to me. Why do you supposethat is? I should have thought of it.” My voice was pitched low, but it seemed to crack through thestunned silence of the car.


  Everyone began to speak at once.


  “You are not responsible for this,” James said, his voice firm and harsh and full of pain.


  “You couldn’t have known, Buttercup,” Stephan said, his voice passionately sincere.


  “Please don’t do that to yourself,” Javier implored quietly.


  I ignored the reassurances, feeling the weight of her death like a heavy burden on my soul. Andshamefully, even stronger than that guilt was the fear. My father had killed at least two women now,something he’d threatened to do to me more times than I could count. Even with the numb state my brainseemed to be in with the disturbing news of Sharon’s death, what I felt the most was a chilling terror thatran so deep I couldn’t remember a time that it hadn’t been a part of me.


  I shared a long look with James. In his eyes I saw a wrenching helplessness that mirrored my own.
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CHAPTER ONE

Mr. Cavendish




We sped towards Manhattan in a luxurious town car.  Stephan and Javier sat close together, clutching hands, their eyes fixed on me in concern.  James held me close against him, his hands comforting as they stroked over me.  

I’d found out just a few days ago that my father had remarried after my mother’s death.  On the tail of that revelation, I had found out that I had a half-brother who was just one year younger than I am.  That meant that my father had been with this other woman for years before my mother had died.  Before he had killed her.  

I had no love for the woman, Sharon, who my father had married.  In fact, I felt a cold distaste shiver through my body at just the thought of her.   

I’d just discovered that she had been killed last night, and in the same method that my mother had been.  I hadn’t liked the woman, but since I had discovered her existence, I had felt the need to warn her about my father.  I was positive that she must have known firsthand just how abusive and violent he was, but I had wanted to warn her just what he was capable of, if only to clear my conscience.  

I had tried, several times, to get ahold of her, but I’d had no luck.  Logical or not, I felt a crushing guilt at my failure.  James seemed to sense my inner turmoil, and sought to comfort me with his touch.  

He just held me for several minutes before breaking the heavy silence that had overtaken the four of us.  “Would you guys like to have breakfast at a restaurant or at our apartment?”  His tone was polite.

Stephan didn’t hesitate.  “Your apartment.  I saw a spread on it in an interior design magazine a few weeks ago.  I’ve been looking forward to getting a tour.”  

James nodded.  “Good.”  He checked his watch.  “Unfortunately, I only have about an hour before I need to get back to my office.”  

I stiffened, feeling unreasonably disappointed at the news, though I hadn’t even thought he’d be there to meet us at the airport.  He had mentioned several meetings today, but I still couldn’t seem to help feeling let down that we wouldn’t get more time together before he had to go back to work.  

He seemed to feel the change in me and began to rub my back comfortingly.  He spoke softly to me.  “I should be able to cut my workday short, and make it back to the apartment by four, but I’d still love for you to come by my office for lunch.  Say around eleven?  I—“

“I’ll be there,” I told him quickly, wanting any time with him that I could get.  

I felt needy for him, as though we’d been parted for weeks or months instead of days.  I hadn’t been this desperate ever before, even during the time I’d forced him to stay away for nearly a month.  I thought I was more desperate now because I had allowed myself to begin to think that he and I might actually have a future together.  The thought both excited me and made my gut twist with an acute anxiety.  

He kissed the top of my head but didn’t say anything more about it.  We let Stephan and Javier chatter excitedly about their plans for the day, which included a jog in Central Park and a Broadway show, though they couldn’t decide on what.  

“Do you guys mind if I make us all early dinner reservations?  I’ll make it somewhere good, though that may be my own bias showing, since I’ll most likely own the place.”  James smiled that self-deprecating smile of his that I always wanted to trace away with my fingertips.

Stephan and Javier agreed enthusiastically.  I thought it was sweet of him to think of it, but I felt just a tiny bit disappointed.  I wanted time alone with him, and even a few extra hours of waiting seemed torturous.   

Clark drove us to the underground garage elevator without having to be told, giving me a very friendly smile as James helped me from the car.  I smiled back.  James’s chauffeur/bodyguard was apparently pleased that we’d gotten back together.  I thought it was nice that he seemed to approve of me.  

Stephan was restless with excitement as the elevator climbed to the penthouse.

James gave us a rather rushed tour through the opulent space, making a point of showing off all of the spaces that now sported my paintings.  I flushed every time he did that, still uncomfortable with compliments about my favorite hobby.

The whole place was modern and sleek with the Cavendish designer touch all over it.  I’d seen it all before, and even I was impressed.  

He led us down a long hallway with stark modern gray wood lining the floors, ending the tour at the intimidating dining room.  

Stephan and Javier immediately moved to the window that lined nearly the entire wall of the room and looked out on the spectacular view of Central Park.  

“Wow,” Javier said quietly.  

“Amazing,” Stephan breathed.  

I moved to the window beside Stephan, equally awed by the now familiar view.  

James wrapped himself around me from behind, leaning down to my ear.  “I need to go.  Your security will be waiting at the elevator at ten thirty to take you to my office.  If you need to go anywhere before then, just call the security number saved into your phone.”  

A door opened from the kitchen, a smiling Marion peeking in.  She got our breakfast orders and cheerfully bustled back into the kitchen.  

“Walk me out?” James asked softly, mouth still right at my ear.  

I shivered, nodding.    

James said his goodbyes to Stephan and Javier, tugging me swiftly from the room.  

He took a shortcut to the elevator.  Or rather, I thought it was a shortcut, right up until he was yanking me into a small sitting area.  

I barely got a glance at the vaguely familiar room before he was closing the door and crushing me against it, kissing me like his life depended on it.  The kiss had none of his finesse, and not an ounce of his restraint.  It was a rough, bruising kiss, and I reveled in it.  I would have kissed him back, but it wasn’t that kind of kiss.  All that I could do was submit, my mouth softening for him—my whole body softening.  

He pulled back abruptly.  

I moaned a protest.  

He wrapped one hand around my throat, squeezing just enough to make me gasp, the other hand going to my mouth.  He pressed just one finger over my lips.  “I have to go.  But I need to have you.  Promise me you’ll come to my office at eleven.”  

I met his beautiful eyes, searching them.  His face and voice were raw with need.  And fear.  

“I told you I’d be there,” I said to him, not sure what he needed from me, or how to take that awful look from his eyes.  

“Promise me,” he said softly, his voice close enough to a plea to make my chest hurt.  

“I promise,” I said softly.  

He just nodded, his face painfully solemn.  He tugged me after him, and I followed him to the elevator.  

He pushed the button, pulling me into his chest as he waited for the car.  It wasn’t a coincidence that he pressed my cheek over his heart.  Right over the place where he’d tattooed my name in crimson.

He didn’t kiss me again.  In fact, he barely looked at me.  His professional mask was in place as the elevator closed on my last glimpse of him.  

I walked back to the dining room on heavy feet.  

We finished breakfast quickly, all of us ready for a nap.  

Stephan and Javier were staying on the floor below my bedroom with James, lined up with that perfect view of Central Park.  I walked them to their door, giving Stephan a perfunctory kiss goodnight before heading up to the room I shared with James.  I could hear their amazed and excited exclamations even as I walked away, and I smiled fondly.  That was the greatest benefit of wealth, I thought.  To make others happy.

I made my way to our lonely bedroom. 

I stood frozen in the doorway to our room for long moments, feeling so odd being there without James.  It felt so empty and strange.  

I did the minimum amount to get ready for bed, crawling into bed only after I had carefully set an alarm.  I would only be getting a short nap, but it would be worth it to see James in a few hours.  

I woke up groggy and disoriented but as the fog cleared from my brain and I realized whose bed I was in, and who I would be seeing in just one hour,  the fog cleared completely, and I rushed into the shower, nervous and excited.  

My phone beeped a text at me right as I was re-entering the bedroom, and I went to read it, still wrapped in a towel.  




James:  Wear a skirt.







It was an innocent enough request, from anyone but James perhaps, but from him, my breath caught in breathless anticipation.  I hadn’t known just what we would be able to do at his office, so I had been braced for just an innocent lunch, though of course I had been hoping for more.  My mood soared as I got ready, excitement pulsing through me.  He had plans for me; I just knew it.

I tried not to be intimidated by my new wardrobe as I browsed through it for a skirt.  The labels were things I never could have afforded on my own though, so it was hard for me not to dwell on the fact that I was letting James spend a fortune on me.  I had been counting my pennies for so long that I couldn’t help but think it was all a bit of a waste.  Half of his colossal closet was now filled with extravagant designer women’s clothing.  There was no way that he hadn’t spent tens of thousands of dollars on it all.  

I knew it was silly, but somehow the clothing intimidated me even more than all of the diamond jewelry that he seemed to need to lavish on me.  Yes, it was silly, but the fact was that I knew enough about clothes to have a clue what those labels were worth, whereas my knowledge on the price of jewelry was beyond negligible.  

The clothing was all paired together into outfits.  I would have been more grateful for that convenience if I hadn’t known that it had to be the work of Jackie.  I wasn’t exactly a fan.  

I quickly picked out a comfortable looking azure blue, silk dress.  I tried not to even look at the label, but it didn’t work, since the Armani Collezioni tag practically jumped out at me.  

I donned my bra and panties, pulled the decadently soft fabric over my head, and fell instantly in love.  

It was beyond comfortable, and actually looked great to boot.  It hugged my curves in the most flattering way, without being the slightest bit tight.  And unlike most of the clothing I usually tried on, it was made for my height, the proportions just right, not too short in either my torso or legs.  Apparently there was something to spending a fortune on clothing.  Of course, most of the clothes I’d owned previously never cost more than twenty dollars, tops…

There was an entire section of the closet devoted entirely to shoes and I went there next.  My mouth curved and my heart warmed as I saw what James had done there.  

There were nothing but wedges and running shoes.  Of all the things he’d purchased for me in this monstrosity of a closet, I thought that this was the sweetest.  I’d made the barest mention to him once that the only shoes I liked were wedges and running shoes, and it was apparent that he had been listening.

All of the women’s shoes were peeking out of boxes, and all of the boxes were marked with yellow tags sporting numbers in big red letters.  My brow furrowed.  The tags on all of the clothing had the same thing.  I reached back with a sigh, carefully trying to rip off the tag at my back without causing damage to the lovely dress.  

My brow furrowed as I saw the number 543 listed on the tag.  I studied the rows of shoeboxes, my eyes eventually finding a matching number there.  I sighed, my mouth twisting wryly, as I saw the system that had been set up.  Jackie apparently didn’t trust me to pair my shoes and clothing without help.  

Part of me wanted to ignore her not so subtle suggestions and just wear whatever I felt like wearing, but she was a professional shopper, and I barely ever shopped.  

I decided gamely to give her recommendation a try.  Why not?  If I hated the shoes she’d picked, I’d just wear something else.

I opened the box to find a pair of yellow, Prada patent-leather wedges with a peep toe and a smart little leather bow.  I thought they were adorable.  

I put them on and found that Jackie knew her stuff.  As a bonus, they were comfortable and easy to walk in.  

I went a little heavy with my eye makeup, going for a smoky eye, but I thought it worked.  I was liberal with the black mascara, and went with my usual lip stain and soft pink gloss.  I was pleased with the end result.  I had taken longer than usual with my makeup, but it had still only taken ten minutes, which gave me a solid ten minutes for my hair, which only needed a quick blow-dry.  I gave myself a quick once over, noting that the haircut had been a very good idea for me.  Straight blonde bangs now framed my face, bringing out my eyes until they were an almost startling, pale aquamarine.  

I was running right on time when I heard a knock on the bedroom door.  I opened the door, thinking that it had to be Marion.  I was less than thrilled to look down at Jackie.  She smiled at me. 

She eyed me up and down, smiling as though she hadn’t already clearly expressed how much she disliked me.  “Very nice.  Armani fits you well.  I’ll make a note of it.”  

My face had schooled into a carefully blank expression at the sight of her.  I just couldn’t make myself smile back at her, but I would manage to remain civil.  “I’m in a hurry, if you’ll please excuse me…”  

She held up a finger.  “One thing.  I set up your bag collection in the fitting room.  James hates clutter and they take up a lot of room, so this seemed like the best option.  Come right this way.”  

She strode off without waiting for my agreement.  

I followed unenthusiastically, determined to see what she was talking about and get on my way in a timely fashion.  

She led me to the guest bedroom I had used just a few days ago to try on dresses.  The large closet now had roughly half of it devoted solely to handbags. 

I groaned.  

Jackie shot me a look.  It was very nearly hostile.  “You don’t like bags?” she asked incredulously.

I grimaced.  “I like some of them, but clutches are not happening for me.  I can’t stand having to hold something all the time.  I need something with a long strap.”

She made a noise of pure disgust, but didn’t waste any time selecting a bag for me.  She thrust a large, cream-colored leather satchel-style bag in my direction.  

“For the love of God, at least hook it on your arm.  If I see you wearing it cross-body, I may just scream.”  

I took the bag from her, gave her a very unfriendly look, and strode out of the room.  I had to return to our bedroom briefly to put all of my things in the bag before rushing downstairs, now late.     
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CHAPTER TWO

Mr. Violent




I descended the stairs, rushing to the elevators.  A security team awaited me at the elevators.  A team…

I blinked at the three austere men in suits and the one woman who managed to be the most intimidating of the bunch.  

Blake nodded at me, speaking first.  “Ms. Karlsson, let me introduce you to the rest of your security detail.”  She pointed to the man closest to her.  He was massive with muscles and obviously armed under his finely tailored suit.  His dark hair was cut very short and his features were severe but appealing.  “This is Williams.”

“Ms. Karlsson,” he said, nodding at me politely.  

I nodded back, trying to file the name into my memory.  I was apparently going to need to learn a lot of them, with this much security.   

The elevator car arrived and Blake waved me inside.  I walked in, trying not to feel intimidated as the four of them flanked me.  

Blake cleared her throat.  “We need to hurry.  Mr. Cavendish won’t be pleased if you’re late.”  She quickly introduced the other two men.  

One was shorter than the others, at least an inch shorter than me, if I wasn’t wearing three inch heels.  He was still intimidatingly swollen with muscles though, and his short blond hair made him look unquestionably ex-military.  Blake introduced him as Henry. 

The last one was my height almost exactly in my heels, with medium brown hair and smiling brown eyes.  He was less severe than the others, and more attractive, but he still held himself in that disciplined way that had law-enforcement written all over it.  Blake introduced him as Johnny.

I thought it was odd that some of them used their first names, and some their last names, but I didn’t ask them about it.  I had been conditioned from a very young age not to pry.

It was late June, and hot as hell in New York.  I was thankful for my lightweight clothing, since the heat and humidity instantly attached themselves to me the second we stepped outside.  My security flanked me closely as we moved from the elevator to a swank limo that was lined up directly with the lobby entrance.  

I tried to act as though I wasn’t uncomfortable with my extremely affluent settings and my ridiculous overabundance of security, but I felt very stiff as I moved from the elevator to the car.  

My security team arranged themselves as though they had choreographed it, which I supposed they had.  Blake and Johnny joined me in the cab of the vehicle, Henry taking shotgun, and Williams driving.  The short ride to the Cavendish property was a strange affair.  Blake maintained complete and utter silence, and Johnny seemed almost too friendly to fit in with the rest of the security guards I’d met so far.  

“So, Bianca, how are you liking the move to New York?”

I blinked at him, nonplussed.  I’d gotten so used to how the other bodyguards were professional to a fault that I hadn’t been prepared for even idle chat.  And the question…

“I haven’t really moved here.  I’m going back and forth from Vegas.  But I do like New York.  I’ve had a route here for years, with no plans to change it.”  

Johnny shot me a bewildered look.  “You’re keeping your job?  You’re staying a stewardess?”  

I eyed him suspiciously.  I wasn’t one to pry, but Johnny apparently was.  “Well, yes.  It’s my job.  Why would I quit?”

“Um, maybe because Mr. Cavendish is spending four times what you make a week on security for every single one of your flights—“

“Enough,” Blake interrupted him harshly.  “You know better, Johnny.  If you upset Ms. Karlsson, Mr. Cavendish will fire you.  Hell, he’ll fire all of us.”  

The car grew painfully awkward after that, as I had no idea how to respond to such an unexpected outburst from a stranger, and of course I wouldn’t, since I didn’t owe anyone any explanations about my life.  The nerve…

I brooded all the way to our destination, staring out the window, my face a blank mask.  

I had never been inside the Manhattan Cavendish Hotel, but I recognized the colossal building.  The blue, modern reflective glass windows that lined the entire building made it stand out as a new and sparkling gem amongst skyscrapers.  

My security detail moved into their well-choreographed formation as I stepped out of the car, escorting me into the lobby as though I were a threatened head of state.  I felt ridiculous.

I had no idea where to go, but luckily I didn’t need to.  Blake led me unerringly through the sumptuous marble lobby.  

We were nearly to a bank of well-guarded elevators when I heard a female voice call my name.  Surprised, I turned to see who it was, and stiffened.  

Jolene sauntered over to us, a lush smile on her lips.  She was beyond scantily clad, wearing only the tiniest bike shorts I’d ever seen and a sports bra that was so minuscule I didn’t imagine for a second that it could actually do its job.  I couldn’t guess what she was dressed for.  I’d almost have thought working out except that she was wearing sexy black sandals and her hair was down, hanging in curling ringlets around her shoulders and back.  

Johnny whistled appreciatively as she approached.  He stood directly at my right but I didn’t spare him a glance.  “Hottest fucking chick I’ve ever seen,” he muttered, not quite keeping it under his breath.  Okay, I was not a Johnny fan; it was official.  

Jolene tried to move close to me, but Blake got in her way before she was within three feet of me.  She pouted a little, but it was obviously an affectation.  “Bianca!  How are you?”  

I had always considered myself a controlled person.  Things rarely came out of my mouth unless I meant for them to.  I knew right away that this would be one of those rare times when my brain would not be doing the talking.  “What are you doing here?  And why are you dressed like that?” I asked her coldly.  

She gave me a look that made me stiffen.  It was pointed and knowing.  She was up to trouble.  “I just got finished working out.  This place has a great gym.  And I’m dressed like this because James loves to see my skin.  He says I have the sexiest stomach on the planet.”  As she spoke, she ran a manicured hand from her throat to the low waist of those obscene shorts.  She did have a lovely stomach, all well-toned hollows and dusky skin, her waist ridiculously tiny, especially compared to the oversized breasts that nearly spilled from her top.  She exuded sex, and I hated her.  

My breath caught at her implication.  Was she saying that she was here to see James?  That he was still seeing her?  Was she flat-out lying, or telling some twisted version of the truth?  Either way, I was sick to death of her, and I’d only met her twice…

“Are you saying that you’re here to see James?  That he invited you here?  Just speak plainly, because I have absolutely no patience for these games,” I told her in my blankest, coldest voice.  That voice was an old defense mechanism for me.  

She pursed her lips, running her tongue over her teeth.  I wanted to smack her.  I was shocked by the urge, but even my shock didn’t seem to make my sudden rage abate.  

“None of your business,” she said petulantly, crossing her arms, which pushed her fake, ample breasts even higher.  That bra was so useless that I could make out just the barest hint of the top of her nipples as she pushed them up.  

I couldn’t believe that James had spent so much time with this woman, even with her over the top sex appeal.  To my mind, he was the epitome of class, with his charm and his manners and his impossible beauty, whereas she seemed to relish her own trashiness.  

“It is certainly her business,” a voice that made me want to melt spoke from behind me.  A big, warm hand pressed into the nape of my neck, gently brushing aside my long hair to settle there possessively.  I didn’t look at James.  I was too angry and upset and just plain hungry for the sight of him.   

“Why are you still here, Jolene?” he asked coldly.  “I told you to leave this morning, when you tried to barge, uninvited, into my office.  Do I need to have you escorted from the property?”  

A raw expression passed over her features so briefly that I thought I might have imagined it.  Her beautiful face swiftly worked itself into a satisfied smile.  She flipped her curly black hair behind her shoulders, thrusting her breasts into prominent display.  As though they needed the help.  “I’m here with Scott.  He’s staying in the penthouse, and I’m his guest.  Are you going to ask him to leave, as well?”

James moved close against my back, wrapping his arms around my shoulders.  I could tell by her eyes on those arms that Jolene did not appreciate the sight.  “Perhaps I’ll tell him what you’ve been up to.  Just how tolerant do you think your husband will be if he knows that you’ve been up to your old tricks?”  

She stiffened, looking just a touch alarmed, before schooling her face into a serene expression.  “He won’t believe you.  And even if he did, you’d never do that.  You know how much it would hurt him.”  

“It’s becoming very clear to me that the truth couldn’t possibly hurt Scott as much as you have, Jolene.  I don’t have an ounce of patience left where you’re concerned.  Keep that in mind.”  

A movement caught the corner of my eye and I glanced behind Jolene, to where a figure was eating up the ground as a large man strode purposefully towards our group.  

He was tall and lanky but still moved with the fit stride of an athlete.  His coloring was similar to James’s, with light brown hair and very tan skin, though his had most likely come from the sun.  As he got closer, I saw that his turbulent eyes were dark brown.  At a glance he might have resembled James, but on closer inspection, his good looks were more rugged—less refined.  

“I told you to stay away from my wife,” the man growled as soon as he was within earshot.  I realized with a little jolt of surprise that the man looked very familiar.  I couldn’t place where, but I had definitely seen his face somewhere.  “Yet somehow, every time I turn my back for five minutes, here you are.  You need to let her go, James.”  

James stiffened against me, but his tone was surprisingly bland when he spoke.  “You need to think about what you’re saying, my friend.  She hasn’t been honest with you, and if it was up to me, I’d never set eyes on her again.  Your wife has been stalking me and my girlfriend, and I have had enough of it.  I’m in a serious, committed relationship, and I want nothing to do with her.  I didn’t touch Jolene when I found out she was your wife three years ago, and I most certainly wouldn’t now.  If I could go back in time and save you some pain, Scott, I would have never touched her at all, and I certainly never would have introduced her to you.  She’s not who you think she is.  She’s not worthy of the pedestal you’ve put her on.”       

Scott did not take his words the way that I knew James had intended him.  I could tell by the sincerity in his voice that James had only been speaking the brutal truth.  

Scott sneered.  It made his face ugly.  “Watch your mouth.  You’re talking about my wife.”  His raw gaze turned to me.  “So he’s in a serious committed relationship with you, huh?  You should know that he doesn’t know the meaning of those words.  He’ll toss you aside like all the rest.  If you’re lucky, he’ll pass you off to a rich friend when he’s done with you.”  

I was turning into James’s chest even as he moved.  I buried my face in his neck, gripping my arms around his ribs, holding on tight. 

“Don’t,” I murmured into his neck.  It stopped his movements.  Scott had been trying to goad him, and I knew it had worked, but I needed James to control his temper—to control his fists.  James wrapped stiff arms around me, as though unable to ignore my affectionate gesture, even in a rage.  

“If you ever speak to her like that again, you will regret it,” James said, his voice filled with an awful rage.  

Scott snorted, and even from that noise I could tell that his temper was every bit as close to the surface as James’s.  “You’re worried what I’ll say to her?  You fucked my wife, James, God only knows how many times, and you’re worried that I’ll what…hurt your latest fuck’s feelings?”  

James turned me gently, ushering me to the elevators directly behind us.  He stroked his hand over my hair, and I could feel that it was trembling.  “My love,” he said, his voice hoarse, but still managing to be tender.  “I need you to go upstairs.  Please, wait for me.  I’ll be joining you momentarily.”  He pressed the button as he spoke, still clutching me close.  

I wanted to say something, wanted to plead with him not to do anything rash, not to get himself into trouble, or worse, hurt, but I couldn’t seem to make myself speak.  

The elevator stopped, the doors opening, and I stepped inside without a word.  Blake and Johnny filed in behind me, and I was relieved that at least two of the bodyguards remained with James.  

The elevator doors closed and we began to go up.  I had no idea what floor we were going to, or even how many floors there were.  I glanced at the panel to see, but my eyes just glossed over and I lost my train of thought.  

The elevator finally stopped and I followed Blake out.  My mind distractedly noticed that my surroundings were rich and opulent, my heels clicking smartly on dark marble floors, but my mind was still stuck on what could be going on downstairs—what I’d been too much of a coward to stay and watch, or even stay and prevent.  

A young, polished brunette greeted us from behind a massive desk.  “Ms. Karlsson, Ms. Blake, Johnny,” she murmured as we passed her.  I wondered how she could have known me by sight.  No doubt it was obvious by my armed escorts…

All of this was just a distracted, distant thought, as well, as Blake led me into a huge office that had windows lining more walls than not.  

Blake did a thorough search of the office, checking every inch of the space and inside of the two doors that attached.  Johnny stayed close to my side as she did so.  I thought they were a little overzealous, but what did I know?  

Blake finished her search, giving me a severe nod when she finished.  “All clear, Ms. Karlsson.  We’ll be right outside if you need anything.”  

I heard the door click shut behind me.  I dropped my purse somewhere on the floor as I made my way to the windows.  I noted absently that the office decor didn’t have the James touch.  The mood of the office was all old-fashioned New York, with an antique desk and ancient hardwood flooring.  The chair behind the desk was antique brown leather, as well as the couch.  Even the rugs had an old money feel.  It was so uncharacteristic for James that I stood pondering it for a long time, letting the strange decor distract me.  

When that grew tiresome, I moved to the window, looking sightlessly at the spectacular view of Manhattan.  

I had no idea how long I stood there like a statue before I heard the door open and then close behind me.  The click of a lock being engaged was unnaturally loud in the quiet as death silence of the room.  

“Turn around and look at me,” James said after a long moment, his voice low and rough.  

It was insane, it was unreasonable, it was self-destructive…and masochistic, but I grew wet at the sound of that violence-roughened voice.  

I turned around.   
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CHAPTER THREE

Mr. Sadistic




I studied him for a long time, my legs trembling as I took him in.  I leaned back against the window for support.  

His suit jacket was missing, his tie askew.  The sleeves of his white dress shirt were rolled up.  Rather messily, too, at least for him.  I saw one lone drop of blood on his collar.  I studied his face, then his arms.  His knuckles looked a little swollen, his fists clenched, but his face was untouched.  

“He was a grown man who had insulted the most important person in my life.  The most precious thing in my world.  Twice.  Wipe that fucking scared look off your face.  I would never punch you, never attack you without restraint.  But I will punish you.”  As he spoke, he began to unbutton his shirt, pulling it free of his beige slacks.  His erection was outlined heavily against that pale fabric.  

I licked numb lips.  “For what?”  

“For that look.  For that lack of trust.  For leaving me for days, whatever the fucking reason.  And you were late.”  

He strode to me, shirtless and impossibly beautiful, his stark muscles working along his perfect golden skin with every step.  I watched my name, etched in crimson on his chest, as he moved closer to me.  

His heavy hand fell to my nape.  He pushed me slowly to the desk with just that contact.  He pressed me, firmly but gradually, until the front of my torso was flush against the top of his desk, my hipbones digging into the edge.  His hands moved up under my dress with no hesitation, gripping my lacy thong and pulling it down my legs with one smooth motion.  He touched one ankle.  “Lift,” he ordered curtly.  

I lifted my foot.  He repeated the process on the other leg.  

His fingers moved against my back, unclasping my bra through the silk of my dress, as only someone experienced with that process could be. He worked it off me swiftly, leaving my dress intact.  

He flipped the silky skirt of my dress up over my hips, leaving my ass and sex bare for his perusal.  He stood silently at my back for a long time.  I squirmed.  

 “Close your eyes,” he ordered.  

I obeyed.  

I heard him stride away.  A door to my left opened, then closed.  I could hear my own breath panting out of me.  I was in a state.  

I heard him approach me again long minutes later.  He wasn’t trying to be quiet.    

“Grip the edge of the desk,” he ordered.  

I gripped.  

“Anything to say?” he asked me coldly.  

I didn’t know where to begin, didn’t know what he wanted, but I had to try.  “I’m sorry, Mr. Cavendish.”  

“What are you sorry for?”  

“For all of it.  For leaving you for days, whatever the reason.  For being late.  Please…”  

He struck, harsh bristles striking against my backside.  I wriggled.  It smarted, but didn’t precisely hurt.  It was like being whipped with very thick hair.  That was perhaps why he didn’t hold back, striking again and again without pause.  I shifted against the desk, moaning.  

He pressed a hard hand to the small of my back, holding me immobile while he worked me over.  He spread the whips over my butt and thighs liberally.  This went on for endless moments while I writhed.  

Abruptly, he stopped.  I could hear his harsh breath.  

“Do you like the horse-hair flogger?” he asked.  

I made a little humming noise in my throat.  “I do, Mr. Cavendish.”  

“That was what would be considered a warm-up, Bianca.  Do you know what that means?”  

I shook my head.  “No, Mr. Cavendish.”  

He moved into me, pressing his heavy, trouser-clad erection flush into my sex and leaning down heavily against my back.  He breathed his next words into my ear.  “Open your eyes.”  

I did, getting only a sideways view of the desk that I was sprawled against, since James was on my back.  He laid a heavy black and blue object there.  I couldn’t understand what I was seeing at first.  

It looked almost like a bouquet of flowers, yet not…  

Heavy, dyed leather was shaped beautifully into blue roses on the ends of thick black leather tails.  

I licked my lips, suddenly more nervous and scared.  There were a dozen of the ominous looking buds.  

James brought the stiff leather handle of the torture device up to my cheek, and I watched those heavy flowers drag across the desk as the flogger moved.  He traced my cheek.  

“The horse-hair flogger was a warm-up,” he repeated, “and what that means is that I have plans for you, Bianca, and the pain hasn’t even begun.”  

I took unsteady breaths, then stiffened as I heard the unmistakable sound of a zipper.  

“Do the roses scare you?” he asked softly, his voice almost taunting.  He was gripping my thighs, pulling my legs apart from behind as he shifted me on the desk.

“Yes,” I said breathlessly.  

“I’ll tell you what,” he began, thrusting hard inside of me even as he spoke.  I whimpered, shocked at the unexpected penetration.  “If you can manage not to come while I take the edge off, I’ll spare you the roses.  For today.”  As he spoke, he was pulling out of me, dragging that perfect cock along every wonderful nerve inside of me.  

He pulled completely out before plunging in again, a slow, heavy stroke that made my toes curl.  

“To make it fair, I’ll make it quick,” he said, a cold smile in his voice.  He pulled out and ground into me again, then began to pound in earnest.  

It was painfully hard, his thick length beating into me, working me over from the inside out.  Even his cock was dominant and sadistic today.  

One of his hands gripped my inner thigh so hard that I knew I would bruise, the other hand on my back, pinning me firmly to the desk.  

He fucked me as he rarely fucked me, to bring himself to a quick release.

When he came inside of me, a loud, raw noise escaped his throat, the sound muffled, as though he couldn’t help it.  That noise brought me over the edge.  I came with a whimper even as he jerked inside of me, rubbing out the last of his own savage release.  

He didn’t linger, pulling out of me as I was still clenching around him.  I felt warm liquid still spurting from his stiff length as he leaned against my ass.  

He tugged me back until my feet were touching the ground.  I had forgotten that I was even wearing heels until they touched the ground again unsteadily.  

He tugged my dress higher, then pulled me up by the shoulders.  “Arms up,” he murmured when I was standing again.  

I did.  

He pulled my dress over my head.  I turned my head to watch him as he draped it carefully over his office chair.  

He studied me for a moment.  “Step out of your shoes.”  

I wobbled out of them as steadily as I could manage.  

James reached for me, hooking a finger into the hoop at my neck, his other hand gripping a handful of my hair.  He tugged me across the room.  

He brought me to one of the doors that led somewhere other than the reception area.  I hadn’t checked to see where it led, but James quickly showed me.  

He pulled me into a small bedroom with a big window.  I gasped when I saw the bed.  

It took up nearly the entire space, large enough to fit into one of the colossal bedrooms in his homes.  It had a latticed top, with a daunting collection of restraints already arrayed.  

“Your work fuck-pad?” I asked him, not hiding the accusation in my voice.  He’d been a slut, I got that, but I was sick of seeing the evidence of it literally everywhere we went.  

“It’s new.  Before it was just a bed that I only slept in alone.  If you want any more answers, you’ll be getting them later.  Get on the bed.”  

I scrambled onto the bed, moving to the center.  I started to kneel.

“Stand up,” he barked.  

I obeyed.  

He gripped my wrist in his hand, raising it high but pulled out from my body.  He tugged one of the black restraints from the latticed top of the bed.  I was surprised to realize that it was made of rubber.  It was like a soft tube, comfortable and stretchy.  He wrapped it around my wrist several times until it pulled very tight.  He tied it, then twisted my hand around until I was gripping it.  He repeated the motion on my other hand, my arms held wide apart when he’d finished.  I thought it was ominous that he’d chosen to use something so comfortable to restrain me.  It told me something about those roses, though…

He positioned my feet, making me comfortable.  I was trembling as he moved away from the bed.  

He’d tied me so that I faced the window squarely, with a lovely view of Manhattan, but all of his movements were behind me, keeping me in the dark as to his actions.  

I felt him move onto the bed several minutes later.  He stayed at my back.  

He made me wait for so long that I began to relax slightly when he struck.  

My back bowed with the blow to my thighs.  It was by far the harshest punishment he’d ever dealt me.  I knew it with only one blow.  It felt like I was being pummeled by a dozen hard little fists.  James paused for long moments after the first blow, and I trembled.  

The next blow struck my ass and made my body rock back and forth with my rubber restraints.  

I whimpered, my head falling forward.  

He struck again, and not even pausing, struck yet again.  Tears ran down my face, and I couldn’t quite stifle a scream as he struck yet again.  

It was the first time he’d ever tried something on me that was so profoundly painful that I wasn’t sure if I could take it.  I was the closest I’d ever come to safe-wording when he stopped.  

I was sobbing when he gripped the front of my thighs from behind, pulling my legs up and back so that I was completely suspended.  

He kept me like that as he moved between my legs from behind.  He pounded into me brutally, as though this too was a punishment.  He drove into me again and again with angry thrusts, our only two points of contact his hands on my thighs, and his cock inside of me.  He had me on the edge in moments, and I came around him with a little sob, my inner walls clenching him again and again, milking him until he bottomed out in me, coming with a surprised little shout.  

I didn’t think I’d ever had a more powerful orgasm, and I sobbed with the pleasure and the pain of it as he finally pulled out of me, and lowered my feet back to the bed.  He untied me quickly, pulling me down onto the bed with him.  He pushed my face into his naked chest, murmuring soothing words as I cried all over the Bianca on his chest.  He stroked his hands over my back, and kissed my hair, and none of it made me feel better.  

He had worked me over harder than ever before, fucking me twice without a second of intimate eye contact, without a second of intimacy in general.  And I had come so hard that I couldn’t stop sobbing for the loss of control.  For the first time since we had gotten together, I began to worry that the things we brought out in each other wasn’t something I could live with.  Or rather, the things he brought out in me.  

I had always known I had a masochistic streak, though I’d kept it buried deeply, but I’d thought that being with James, doing the things we did, would help to sate those urges in me.  For the first time I wondered, what if it’d only made it worse?

James seemed to sense my withdrawal.  “I need to get back to work soon, but first…”

He flipped me onto my back, parting my legs and moving between them in one smooth motion.  He pushed my legs far apart, then pushed them up high against me.  I was watching his magnificent cock as he lined himself up at my core.  

“Look at me,” he snapped, sounding furious.  

I looked at those beloved eyes and got lost, as though just the sight of them could make my troubled mind go blank.  

He drove into me with one smooth thrust.  “Get out of your own head, Bianca.  I won’t let you withdraw from me.”

He began to move inside of me, thrusting steadily, his eyes holding me captive.  He circled his hips, moving that long, thick cock along the walls of my sex.  I moaned, then gasped.  He had so many tricks to make me come and when he tried the move again, I clenched around him with my release.  

His eyes were so tender and so intimate as he found his own release long moments later, his hand finding my cheek.  I knew my eyes held that same raw vulnerability.  
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CHAPTER FOUR

Mr. Excessive




James tucked me in tenderly, kissing my forehead and telling me to get some sleep.  I didn’t argue.  I doubted I could have walked out of there, let alone gotten back to his apartment still standing, without some sleep.  I drifted off.  

I awoke slowly, languorously, stretching my sore body against soft sheets, my eyes drifting open with an effort.  The sight that met my eyes brought me fully awake.   

The black and blue bouquet of wicked roses was arranged on the pillow as though it were a real arrangement.  James wasn’t in bed with me, of course—he was working, but the bouquet was apparently his replacement.  I turned away from the brutal reminder of our earlier activities, sitting up.  

I didn’t know what had happened to my clothes, other than that they weren’t in the room with me, and out there was an office.  I found myself in the awkward position of having to wrap myself in a sheet to peek carefully into the office.  I would be mortified if James had company.

Thankfully he was alone, sitting at his desk silently, a phone to his ear.  He noticed me immediately.  He waved me to him.  I approached him slowly, clutching the huge, soft white sheet to me tightly.  

He covered the mouthpiece on his phone carefully.  “Morning, my love.  Lose the sheet and sit here,” he said, patting the spot on his desk directly in front of his chair.  

Oh my.  

He had more plans for me.  

I felt self-conscious as I dropped the sheet, but I forgot the feeling almost instantly as I saw his hot gaze on my body.  

“So what’s the problem?” he said into his phone, his voice a little gruff.  

I had to brush against him to move to the spot he had indicated.  I knew it wasn’t an accident.  He gave my hip a brief kiss as I moved to arrange myself.

I perched myself on the edge of his desk, facing him.  

He was fully clothed in a crisp, fresh suit.  Of course he’d have ungodly expensive extra suits on hand, just in case.  This one was a traditional dark gray suit, perfectly tailored in the modern style.  His dress shirt was the same color but with a bright white collar, his tie a shocking crimson.  He looked devastating, perfect, and sinister—all at once.  

He was finely dressed down to his toes, and I had not a stitch on.  I was soaking wet and he’d barely even touched me.  The old-fashioned office setting wasn’t helping the situation.  There was something so inherently erotic about him mastering me from behind the desk where he reigned over his own powerful empire.  

He used his free hand to push my thighs wider apart with a firm touch.  He covered the mouthpiece of his phone again.  “Lean back on your elbows,” he ordered.  

I complied.  

“Handle it,” he said curtly into the phone.  

He rubbed my thigh almost idly, tracing the index finger of his free hand in a leisurely path to my sex.  

I writhed. 

He used a rather soft touch to sift through my folds.  It drove me insane.  I shifted against the desk until I could reach the sides of my breasts with my hands.  I kneaded at my own flesh roughly.  

James gave me a pointed look.  That look said I was being very naughty, but he didn’t stop me.  

He jammed two fingers into me without warning and I cried out.  

He covered his mouthpiece.  “Quiet,” he said chidingly, then got swiftly back to his phone call. 

He dragged his fingers out, dragging along the most perfect nerves mercilessly.  

I could barely process what he said into his phone as he plunged those expert fingers back into me.  It was something along the line of, “that’s what I pay you for,” but no one could have paid me to care at that point.  

He worked me with those thick fingers for long moments, still with the phone to his ear.  I was on the edge of release when I felt him shift a little, leaning towards me.  

“Send me the  report.  Yes.  That will be all,”  he said.  

Seconds later, he buried his face between my legs, his pretty mouth going directly for my clit and sucking as his hands stayed busy inside of me.  

I didn’t last ten seconds before he had me crying out in release, a hand burying itself in his silky hair.  I clenched tightly around those skillful fingers.       

He pulled them out slowly, standing.  He sucked on his fingers and I writhed under his stare.  His hands moved down to the waist of his pants.  I watched with hungry eyes as he released his hard, heavy erection from its confines.  

He bent down and kissed me, an open-mouthed, hot kiss where I tasted myself on his mouth.  I sucked on his tongue.  

He straightened abruptly, gripping one of my nearly limp legs, bringing my ankle up to his shoulder.  He arranged my other leg on his other shoulder.  He kissed the inside of my ankle, and drove into me.  

His turquoise eyes were intense on mine as he moved inside of me.  Those eyes were so tarnished.  It made them impossibly more beautiful to me.  

That angle, with my hips on the very edge of the desk, and my legs pushed so high, felt so deep and intense that he was pushing me over the edge and into another orgasm with a few hard strokes.  

“Come,” he ordered through gritted teeth.  

I fell apart.  

He didn’t let up as my inner muscles spasmed around him, didn’t even slow down.  He leaned down hard, pushing my legs nearly flush with my torso.  His eyes were close to angry on mine, our foreheads almost touching, as he rasped, “I’m going to make you come so many times that you forget all of the ways that you can find to doubt us.”      

And he did.  He hammered away at me, pressing the hot spots on my body with consummate skill.  I wasn’t sure I could form a coherent thought when he finally allowed himself to empty inside of me.  I certainly couldn’t think well enough to count my own orgasms.  He twisted his hips viciously right at the end, making me come again despite the fact that I was beyond sated.  

I couldn’t even lift an arm as he pulled out of me slowly.  

“Go to sleep, Love.  I’ll tell the guys that we’ll have a late dinner.  You need to rest a bit.”  As he spoke, he was lowering my legs, and then shifting me into his arms.  I was asleep before he could carry me back into the bedroom.  

When I woke again, James was in the same position he’d been in the last time.  He was at his desk, a phone to his ear.  He swiveled his chair as I stepped tentatively into his office.  He smiled wickedly as he studied me.  It was his Dom smile.  Mercurial man.

He covered the mouthpiece of his phone.  “Drop the sheet and come here,” he ordered, his tone, oh so casual.  

I obeyed, feeling surreal as the scene before my second nap seemed to be playing itself out again.  

He covered his phone again.  “Get on your knees and suck me off,” he ordered casually.    

I lowered myself, licking my lips as I watched him.  It was as though he’d read my mind.  When I’d seen him sitting there, sprawled out like an insolent king on his throne, this was exactly what I’d wanted to do to him.    

I freed him from his slacks with greedy hands.  I gripped both hands around that perfect cock, stroking.  

He plunged his free hand in my hair tightly, pulling me to him.  He shoved me between his legs, moving his hips to the very edge of his chair.  He pushed into my mouth.  I opened for him, sucking in his tip with a little moan.  He thrust in deep, fucking my mouth so deep that I gagged.  

He pulled out, then thrust in again.

I barely noticed when he loudly hung up his phone.  

“Relax your throat muscles,” he told me.  “Take me deeper.”  I took a little more of him that time.  

“Use your hands,” he ordered, and I twisted my hands around his base as I sucked him in as deep as I could manage, bobbing my head furiously.    

He gripped both hands in my hair, guiding me with hard tugs.  He made the loveliest sound in his throat as he poured into me, jerking his hips.  I loved it, making my own little sounds as I continued to suck even after he came.  He had to tug me away rather firmly.  He gave me the warmest look for my efforts.  

“You love having your mouth fucked, don’t you?” he murmured, stroking my lip.  

I hummed in agreement.  “I love all of it,” I told him, my voice low.  

We showered together in the office’s well-appointed restroom.  He washed me with tender hands and lingering caresses, as was his wont.  

“Your office isn’t what I expected,” I said as he dried me thoroughly.  “It doesn’t have the James touch.”  

He kissed a hip as he dried my legs.  “It was my father’s office, as well.  I could never bring myself to change any of it.”

I stroked a hand through his wet hair.  My sentimental James.  

I shouldn’t have been surprised that the bedroom had a closet, or that that closet had clothing for me.  James seemed more interested in finding clothes for me than in dressing himself as he perused the large rack of women’s clothing that took up exactly one half of the closet.  He was mostly dry, though some of that golden skin was still deliciously damp.  He had a towel slung low across his hips.  It made it hard to focus on what I was supposed to be doing; to even remember that I was trying to do anything but watch him with hungry eyes.  

James pulled a pale gray sheath dress with a boatneck off the rack.  “This,” he said.  

I rolled my eyes at him.  “And do I get to pick out your clothes?”  

He waved a hand at his side of the closet, still rifling through my rack of clothes.  “As you wish, Buttercup,” he said, moving to a display of belts set against a large dresser at the back of the closet.

My breath caught at the phrase, and I glanced at him.  He wasn’t even looking at me…    

I moved to his side of the closet, shaking it off.

I sifted through clothing so expensive it felt wrong to even touch it.  “Do you need to wear a suit?” I asked, because I had so seldom seen him dress in anything else.

“It would be preferable, since we’re dining at one of my properties, and I prefer to appear professional at my place of business.  But if something else catches your eye, I’m certainly amenable.”  

I shot him an arch look.  “Do you suppose beating a guy up for insulting your girlfriend appears professional?”  

He grinned at me, not the least repentant.  It was a little infuriating.  “I’m only human,” he said.  

I shook my head at him.  He was impossible.  

I picked out a beautiful pale gray suit.  I quickly located a brilliant turquoise shirt and tie.  I’d seen him wear the color before, and it was beyond stunning on him.  

I turned to show him my selections to see him bending down to collect a pair of suede turquoise wedges.  He held a thin turquoise belt in his hand to go with the sheath.  I studied his choices, and then mine, and began to laugh.  

I laughed so hard that I had to sit on the floor, my towel falling off me.  

I giggled harder as a grinning James pounced, our clothing falling in heaps around us as he pinned me to the floor.  

He brushed wet hair out of my face and smiled into my eyes.  

“Did you see what I was picking out, or are we really this crazy?” I asked him, laughter still in my voice.  

He stroked my cheek, giving me the sweetest smile.  I didn’t think there was a person on the planet that could be on the receiving end of that smile and not fall in love with it.  With him.  

“Of course I peeked,” he told me.  “I was prepared to change your whole outfit until we matched.”  

I giggled harder and he kissed my laughing lips.  He didn’t linger, pulling back quickly. 

“You’re insane,” I told him, and stood up to dress.  

He hugged me from behind, pressing hard against me, rubbing his smooth chest along my back.  He spoke into my ear, “Insane for you, my love.”  

I stiffened, warmed by his words but instantly uncomfortable.  What did he mean by that?  Was it as serious as it sounded, or just his naturally affectionate nature showing itself?  He had been saying outrageous things to me from the start, so I had tended not to take them seriously, but it was becoming clearer by the day that he was very serious—that he always had been.  Was he expecting me to respond in kind?  Because I wasn’t ready for that—didn’t even know how.  

The awkward moment quickly passed.  James simply kissed my neck softly, and let me go to dress.  

He had his office bathroom stocked with toiletries and cosmetics for me.  I found this both completely insane and totally convenient.  He even had a hair dryer for me.  I was ready in less than twenty minutes, James in under ten.  

“Do you mind going to dinner with Frankie next time we’re in Vegas?” James asked as I finished up.  “Next week sometime.”  

“Not at all,” I said quickly, still embarrassed at how jealous I’d been of the woman’s easy affection with James at our first meeting.  But she was apparently one of the few beautiful women on the planet that James hadn’t slept with, and I felt too silly for assuming that they had some sort of a past together.  I wouldn’t mind a chance to let the woman get a better impression of me.  

“And Lana called me.  She wants to do lunch with you.  She’s in New York this week, and said she’d make herself flexible for you.  I told her to contact you, since I wasn’t sure of your plans while I’m working.”  

“Oh, that sounds nice,” I said, and meant it.  I’d liked the other woman instantly.  She was refreshingly candid and easy to talk to.  I didn’t expect to make fast friends with many of the people in James’s affluent circles, and so one such friend was a huge comfort.  

“Also, Parker and Sophia want to have us over for dinner.  I told them maybe in a few weeks.  Parker’s version of not scaring you off alarms me, to be honest.”

I smiled, silently agreeing.  Baby talk was so not the way to not scare me off.  

James wrapped a possessive arm tightly around my waist as we left his office.  Blake was waiting for us at the elevator.  She nodded at James, her face set in its usual severe lines.  

“Reassign Johnny,” James told her shortly.

She was visibly nonplussed.  “Sir, what did he do?” she asked, even as we filed into the elevator.  

I turned my head to study his face.  His jaw was clenched, but that told me nothing of what he was thinking.  

“He wants Bianca.  I saw him checking out her legs when he was supposed to be escorting her safely into the elevator.  You don’t need to fire him; he just needs to be moved.  He doesn’t get to guard her body.”  

I hadn’t particularly liked Johnny, not at all, in fact, but he was being beyond ridiculous.  “James—“ I began.  

“Don’t,” James interrupted, his tone bland.  His words were not.  “If you make a case for why you want him close to you, it won’t help him, trust me.”  

I stiffened.  Of all of the hair-brained, arbitrary, completely unreasonable things I’d ever heard, this had to top it.  “I think you are being crazy.  This has nothing to do with Johnny—“

“I don’t like the way you say his name.  It’s much too familiar, considering how short a time you’ve known each oth—“

“Are you joking?” I burst out.

“I’ll see to it as soon as I am able, sir,” Blake said, not questioning his crazy actions.  I didn’t suppose he would tolerate it if she did.  But I could certainly question them.

“James, I won’t allow you to be a tyrant.  Johnny did nothing wrong.  You can’t say he wants me because of how you interpreted a look.”

“This isn’t about my jealousy, Bianca.  Or at least, not only about that.  This is about your safety, and if he’s too busy ogling your legs to do his job, he’s of no use to me.”

“And this is based off one look?” I asked him, my jaw setting.  

“Yes.  I have good instincts.”  

“I don’t care.  You’re not reassigning him after one look.  You told me that I had a say in who was hired or fired, or anything else, and I say that he is not being reassigned based on one look.”

His jaw clenched hard, but I saw immediately that I had won.  “Fine.  You need more proof.  I’ll keep him around long enough to get it.  Blake, keep me updated on his behavior when I’m not present.”

“Yes, sir,” she said with no expression.  I wondered what she thought about his crazy antics, but I sure wasn’t going to ask. 

“Where are we going?” I asked him, trying to move on from the silly altercation, trying not to stay upset when he had at least conceded to my wishes.

“It’s called Red.  It’s one of my restaurants.  It’s just next door.  The guys are meeting us there for dinner.”  

I smiled when he called them ‘the guys’, because it sounded so familiar and so comfortable, as though Stephan and Javier had been his ‘guys’ forever.  

The second we emerged from the elevator and into the massive hotel lobby, we were flanked by my security and Clark.  

I shot James an arch look.  “Don’t you think this is all a bit excessive?” I asked him.  

He squeezed my hip in his hand hard enough to bruise.  “Until your father has been found and imprisoned, nothing is too excessive.  I can afford it, so indulge me.”  

“Hmm,” I said, not sure what to do about his overzealous measures.  If I was honest, a part of me liked the protection, liked knowing that my father couldn’t get to me even if he tried his best, but the rest of me knew that four people to guard one insignificant woman was completely ludicrous.  
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CHAPTER FIVE

Mr. Magnanimous




Red was as outrageously luxe as I had pictured it would be.  James didn’t seem to own a property that wasn’t.  Every inch of the place was, of course, red.  Every shade of red was represented in splashy print on the walls, deep red hardwood floors, and red crystal chandeliers over every table and lounge area.

The first room of the establishment was a massive bar area with high ceilings and red marble topping every surface.  The line that wrapped around the block to get into the place meant that it was obviously in high demand, but you wouldn’t know it by the spacious bar.  The patrons were well-dressed and well-behaved.  The trendy mixing with the affluent in a tasteful atmosphere. 

An earnest, black-haired hostess, that probably spent her days modeling, led us briskly through the bars and to one of the extravagant dining rooms.  There were three that I could see.  

Huge mixed floral arrangements topped every table.  All of the flowers were red, of course.  

“It’s very red,” I told James.  

He just smiled.  

The hostess led us to a table in the very center of the large room.  No private dining room for us.  James apparently wanted to be seen tonight.  

Stephan and Javier were already waiting for us at the table.  Stephan greeted me with a long hug, Javier a shorter one.  

We sat at the beautifully arranged table, and I watched, impressed, as the security team began to position themselves around the room without a word.  

“They’re so choreographed,” I said.   

Stephan and Javier were both drinking red wine, and James and I had water.  

“Bring us the evening’s special,” James told the waitress, who looked star-struck at the sight of him.  “If that sounds okay to everyone?”  

We all nodded.  We were flight attendants, which left us in a strange middle ground where we were all strangely cultured, very well-traveled, but none of our travels had taken us to anywhere quite so intimidatingly expensive.  I thought it made us all a little nervous.

We chatted comfortably as we waited for food.  The guys all got along remarkably well, which was a relief to me.  Aside from having me in common, Stephan and James always had so much to talk about.  From sports, to cars, to friendly political debates that only gave me a slight headache, they talked like they were old friends.  It warmed my heart.  

Dinner came in waves of delicious courses that were small portions of richly seasoned foods, and I only knew what it was all even called because the waitress presented each dish with a flourish and an explanation.  The main course, pan-roasted halibut with spring asparagus risotto, practically melted in my mouth.  

“Very good,” James told her when she’d served another course.  

She practically glowed as she floated away, obviously affected by his praise.  

“You shouldn’t throw out that charm so carelessly.  You’ll make the whole world fall in love with you,” I told him, smiling slightly.  

He grabbed my hand, kissing my fingers.  He studied me.  “You think so, Love?”  

I looked away, blushing, at a loss for words.  

Dessert was even more delectable than dinner, with roasted banana gateau and frozen rum custard.  The servings were tiny, but I was still stuffed by the time we finished the drawn-out meal.  

We lingered for a long time even after dinner, enjoying the beautiful setting and the wonderful company.  The guys were headed to a Broadway play after dinner.  The thought made me grin.  Broadway was not Stephan’s thing, so it was sweet that he would go for Javier.   

“Oh, I almost forgot,” James said with a grin.  “A men’s health magazine asked me to do a last minute photo shoot and a short interview piece.”

I just blinked at him for a moment.  “A photo shoot?” I asked him.  I shouldn’t have been surprised.  He was a supermodel among men.  What magazine wouldn’t want him on their cover?  

“I saw your last spread.  It was very good,” Javier said. 

James shrugged.  “I do them every once in a while.  They wanted me to do this shoot for a fall issue, but I insisted on doing the next one that comes out.  I have a good relationship with the magazine.”  

I had a thought.  “Are you just doing it to show off your tattoos?” I asked.  

He grinned a wicked grin and the guys started laughing.  It was so crazy, over-the-top romantic, and so James, wanting to show the evidence of his devotion to the world.  I blushed scarlet.  

“Will you come with me to the shoot?  It’s Wednesday afternoon, right after I finish at the office.”  

I gave my little shrug.  “If you want me to be there, I’ll go.”  

His eyes practically glowed at me from his grinning face.  “Love, I want you everywhere I go.  I’d put you in my pocket, if I could.”  

All of us laughed, but I don’t think any of us thought for a second that he didn’t mean it.  

“Also, Stephan and Javier have some news for you,” James said, looking at the other men.  

I studied them, surprised to see that they looked nervous.  I gave Stephan the look that he knew meant, ‘spit it out.’

He chewed on his lip as he thought of what to say.  “I had a meeting with James today, while you were sleeping,” he began.  That was news to me.  I’d had no idea he’d been to the office.  “He’s magnanimously agreed to put up the starter capital for Javier and me to open up a bar in Vegas.”

I didn’t react, just studied all of the men, surprised at what had transpired without my knowledge.  

James couldn’t seem to help himself, ingratiating himself into every aspect of my life, but how could I be mad, when he did such wonderful things for my best friend?  The answer was simple.  I couldn’t.

I looked at James.  “Thank you,” I told him sincerely.  

He shrugged.  “It’s an investment.  Stephan presented me with an idea that I think will be successful.  It’s as simple as that.  No need to thank me.”  

I gave him a wry look, but that was all.

We finished up, walking out with the guys.  I hugged Stephan goodbye and told them to have a good night.  James had gotten them their own car and driver for the evening, and they were in heaven, loving the VIP treatment.  

Our car was awkwardly silent on the short drive back to the apartment, since Blake and Johnny had joined us in the back.  James linked his fingers with mine, but that was all.  

“Are you going to explain to me about what happened this morning?  Jolene is married?  And you were friends with her husband?”  I asked, my voice pitched low.  I was trying to be reasonable, trying to get through the day without any more drama, but I needed some things made clear for me.  

He sighed.  It was a resigned sigh, and his face was troubled as he looked at me.  “Yes, of course I’ll explain.  Thank you for asking, and not just reacting.  Let’s go up to bed.  I’ll tell you whatever you want to know there.”

I studied him rather suspiciously.  “You can’t just tie me up whenever we need to have a talk that you think I won’t like.”  

He gave me a smug look.  It was infuriating.  “As a matter of fact, I can.  But that’s not my plan right now.  I would just prefer to talk in the bedroom.”  

We were in the closet, undressing for bed, before he spoke again.  “Scott met Jolene when she was my sub.  He was instantly taken with her.  When I ended our arrangement, Scott asked me if I minded if he asked her out.  I didn’t mind, but I told him that it may not be the best idea, for his sake.  That was all I said and all I knew.  Unbeknownst to me, they married less than two weeks later.”

He managed to undress first, and moved close to watch me finish.

“A few months after that Jolene called me, asked me to meet her for dinner.  I didn’t see a problem with that—didn’t even know whether or not she and Scott had gone out, and I was between subs, so I simply saw it as a chance to blow off steam.”  

I made my face go carefully blank as I looked at him.  The blowing off steam comment made me feel…delicate, for reasons that I didn’t want to investigate.  

“We were…together that night, and again a few days later.  She expressed interest in resuming our previous arrangement.  I tried to tell her gently that I wasn’t interested, and that I thought that she should move on.  That’s when she told me that she’d married Scott.  She threw it out as proof that she’d already moved on, thinking it would actually encourage me to reconsider.”

“Needless to say, it didn’t do that.  I told her I wouldn’t see her, wouldn’t touch her, if she was married.  I never wanted to be an adulterer; the idea is abhorrent to me, especially when I was cuckolding a friend of mine.”

I pulled a sheer slip over my head.

“I stopped seeing her, stopped taking her calls, for at least a year,” he continued.  “I was between subs again when she finally managed to pin me down.  She was divorced by then, which I knew, though I didn’t know exactly what had happened at the time.  Later I would learn that she had filed because I’d refused to see her when she was married.  I never should have touched her after we ended our original arrangement.  I see that clearly now.  My friendship with Scott is irreparable now, unfortunately I figured it out too late.  He is completely enamored with her, so much so that he is incapable of seeing reason.  I used to be baffled by it—by him losing his head so completely over a woman.”  He gave me a self-deprecating smile.  “I’m not baffled by it anymore.  Now the only thing that baffles me is his taste in women.”

I had to stifle the urge to tell him that they seemed to share a taste in women.  I told myself firmly that it wouldn’t be a constructive thing to say.  There was a lot about his past that I would need to overlook if we were going to have any hope of staying together.  And as long as it really was the past, I thought I could learn to deal, though his explanation troubled me on a number of levels.  

I was silent for a long time while I examined my own thoughts, and finished getting ready for bed.  

James didn’t appreciate me keeping my own council.  “Tell me what you’re thinking,” he burst out finally.  “Are you upset?”  

I went into the bathroom, washing my face and brushing my teeth.  James dogged my footsteps the entire time, trouble in those brilliant eyes that never left my face.

I was climbing onto the bed when I finally answered.  “I guess I’m just a little surprised with you, that after all of that, you were still seeing her just a day before I met you.  I’m not upset, just—is it so hard for you to stay away from her?” 

I was glancing at him only as I finished speaking, but I clearly saw him flinch.  

“It’s not like you’re thinking.  I don’t know if you’ll think it’s better or worse, but I didn’t continue to see her for all that time because I couldn’t stay away.  It’s sort of the opposite.  We had preferences in common, but I never even liked her.  I’ve known from the start that she was mercenary.  Perhaps not the extent of it until she went after Scott, but I realized at least enough to know, that I could never care for her.  I saw her because I needed an outlet for the things I do, and at my worst, I thought that we deserved each other.  I didn’t even contact her that often, only when I was between subs and in a particularly dark mood.  Most of the time she wasn’t even allowed to talk—“

I held up a hand, having heard more than enough.  “I don’t think I can bear to hear those kinds of details.  One last question, and then I’ll drop it.  Why does Scott still call her his wife?”  

He grimaced.  “Scott never got over her.  He never saw her as she is. He just sees the package, and the fact that she’s insatiabl—“

I held up that hand again.  “Please.”  

He brushed my hair from my face.  I saw his tan throat work as he swallowed hard, leaning over me.  “I’m sorry.  I don’t mean to be insensitive.  It’s hard to explain these things without touching on sensitive things.”

“As long as I don’t have to hear any more about her sensitive things,” I said wryly.

He grinned.  “You know I’m only interested in your sensitive things.”

I wrinkled my nose at him.

“Too soon to joke about it?” he asked.

I nodded.  

He sighed.  “Anyway, word is that they remarried a few weeks ago.  Poor bastard.  She’s going to wring him out to dry.  Nothing I can do about it, though I did try to warn him.  And I didn’t lose control, Bianca, not like you’re thinking.  He took a swing at me, he missed, and I didn’t.  They were escorted off the premises.  They won’t be allowed back on.  Anything else you need to know?”

I shook my head.  A part of me could have questioned him all night.  Everything about him interested me, from his past to his present, and the masochist in me wanted to know every little detail.  I knew what I needed to know, though, and that would have to be enough.

He did his kinky doctor routine, examining every inch of me, and then massaging my body slowly and carefully.  I was well-sated from the afternoon’s vigorous activities, but I still wanted him again by the time he finished.

He studied my back for a very long time, but said nothing, just softly kissing the marks he had left there with the black and blue roses.  

I felt like I’d slept the day away, but somehow I felt myself drifting off even as he tended to me.  He didn’t try to stop me.  







        




I was in that house again.  I sat up as though pulled by a string.  My father was shouting somewhere in the house, an indecipherable string of Swedish that my ears picked up but that my brain couldn’t translate.  Knowing it was a bad idea, I got out of bed.  

I glanced down at my cold bare feet, and they were bigger, more grown up, not at all like I remembered.  Something was wrong, even more wrong than normal.  Still, I padded silently down that long hallway.  

The kitchen was where it was supposed to be, but everything else was wrong.  A thick red pool was soaking the light blue carpet of the hallway, visible before I’d even made it to the kitchen.  I glanced down at my hands.  They were already covered in blood.  Wrong, wrong, wrong.  

Still, I approached that kitchen, unable to stay away.  

My mother’s body lay on the floor, and it was all I could see for long moments as I stood in the doorway.  Her head was gone—just so many pieces on the floor, and in my hair, and on my nightgown.  I recognized her only by the hunks of long golden hair scattered around her body.  I knelt at her side, clutching one of her delicate hands.  It was the only part of her still unmarred by gore.  

The moment I touched her, more of the room came into focus.  

Hers wasn’t the only body on the ground.  Another woman lay scant feet away, and I saw by her garish red hair that it was Sharon.  I stared at her, confused and horrified, as my mind refused to see the other horror in the room.  Only my father’s yelling made me finally look over, and only because his words changed, a heavily accented sentence in English getting my attention.  

“Look, sotnos, look.”

I looked.  I stood, a scream building in my throat.  My father stood facing me, but it wasn’t him I looked at—wasn’t him I saw.  A large figure stood in front of him, his back facing me.  Perfect golden brown hair just brushed the white collar of a crisp dress shirt, a strong back showing tensed muscles that were painfully familiar.  

“James,” I said brokenly, my voice barely more than a whisper.  

He didn’t turn, didn’t so much as twitch at my presence.  

I stepped closer, unable to look away.  “James,” I said again, drawing even with the horrifying tableau in front of me.  My heart stopped in my chest as all of the pieces of the picture snapped into place with a terrifying clarity.  

My father stood almost propped against that still as death James, a gun already shoved inside his mouth, pushed far into his throat.  

James’s eyes were open, but they were glassy, as though the trigger had already been pulled.  His arms were limp at his sides.  I grabbed an arm, but the feel of his slack muscles made me recoil.  

“Watch, sotnos, watch,” my father said coldly.  I began to sob as my father pulled the trigger, unable to stop him—unable to look away.  

James crumpled in a heap to the floor, the back of his head disappearing in a gory splash of red.




I sat up with a scream, my eyes wide in the dark.  

I began to move, needing action, though I couldn’t see where I was, or where I was going.  I was sobbing brokenly when strong, hard arms wrapped around me from behind, lifting and turning me gently into a heart-achingly familiar chest.  I gasped and clutched at James even as he lifted me.  

I shut my eyes as James carried me into the bathroom, turning on the blindingly bright lights.  He didn’t let me go as he got into the bath, still clutching me tightly with one strong arm.  I gripped him with both arms, clinging as tightly as I could.  I wouldn’t even let go when he tried to strip off my nightgown.

“No,” I protested, gripping him.  

“Okay, shh, that’s fine, Love, I won’t let go.”

He sank to the bottom of the tub, keeping me tightly against him, rubbing a soothing hand against my back and keeping me close, murmuring soothing words as I slowly calmed.  Eventually he pulled back far enough to lift off my nightgown and then worked slowly out of his boxers.  He pulled me flush against him when he’d finished, until we were flesh to flesh.  

He washed me, scrubbing me gently but thoroughly, as though he knew about my bloody dream, and knew exactly what I needed.   

He didn’t ask me about the nightmare—didn’t ask me for anything at all, but instead gave comfort, anticipating my needs better than I could have communicated, if I’d been able to communicate.  

Eventually I spoke, spilling every detail of the dream in a quiet, agonized whisper.  

He stroked my back as I spoke, staying silent while I told him about the nightmare.  He only spoke when I’d finished and fell silent.  “It was just a dream, Bianca.  I’m here, and I’m fine.  Your father wouldn’t be able to get to me if he tried.  And we will take every precaution to make sure he can never get to you.  We’ll be fine, Love.  Everything is going to be okay.”  

I felt better after I got it all out and of course after James reassured me with so much conviction in his voice.  We dried off and fell asleep.  I clutched him even as I drifted off.  













I awoke when I felt James leaving the bed.  I sat up when the bathroom door closed, the shower turning on a moment later.  I had nearly drifted off again when he re-emerged.  I made myself get up.  

I watched him get dressed from the closet entrance, barely managing not to drool even in my sleep-dazed state.  

James shot me a warm look.  “Go back to bed, Love.  I have to go into work, but that doesn’t mean you have to wake up at this ungodly hour,” he said, shrugging into a crisp white dress shirt.  

I gave a little shrug.  I’d slept enough.  

He finished dressing swiftly, moving to me with a purpose.  He kissed me, a slow, hot kiss, but pulled back without doing more.  His golden hair trailed into his face as he bent down to me.  It wasn’t even dry yet, but it still looked model perfect.  I ran a strand between my fingers.  

James pulled back reluctantly.  “All of the paintings that you’re working on have been moved into your studio here.  And I believe that Lana is going to try to rope you into lunch today, though if she doesn’t, I’d love to get the privilege.”

My brows furrowed.  I’d gotten a brief tour of my brand new window-lined studio, but I hadn’t seen my current projects there.  

“All of them?” I asked, thinking of the nude I’d started painting of him, the one I’d buried in a chest in the guest bedroom of my small home.  

He grinned wickedly.  “All of them.  I need to go.  If you aren’t going back to bed, then walk me out.”  As he spoke, he hooked a finger into the collar at my neck.  

He kissed me at the elevator.  “We’ll dine in tonight, then I’m taking you to the fourth floor,” he told me as the door closed.  

I missed him the second he was gone.  I had it so bad.  

I couldn’t go back to that empty bed, so I painted.  

I had to smile when I saw that he’d been quite literal about moving all of the paintings I was working on into my studio.  Even the nude of him had somehow been found in my house and shipped here.  The man had no boundaries whatsoever.  

I worked on the portrait of a fourteen-year-old James that I had begun working on the week before.  I worked for hours, becoming utterly absorbed in that image of him, that picture of an outrageously beautiful child with the sorrow of loss and the weight of the world on his shoulders.  

I had made good progress on the painting, but still wore just the barest slip, when I heard a brisk knock on the door of my studio. 

I cringed.  I hadn’t thought that through.  I’d started at maybe five a.m., forgetting there was even anyone else in the monstrosity of an apartment.  

I set down my brush and opened the door, keeping my body hidden.  

I was surprised to find Blake at the door, holding my phone, though I shouldn’t have been.  I had just naturally assumed it would be either Marion or Stephan at the door, and I’d been hoping for Stephan.  If anyone had to see me in a see-through nightie besides James, of course I’d pick Stephan.    

“Ms. Karlsson.  Mr. Cavendish would like a word.  Please try to keep your phone on you, for security purposes,” she said, her face set in those painfully severe lines.  

I just nodded and shut the door in her face.  I wasn’t trying to be rude, but it was hard not to be, when I was a grown woman and she seemed to feel the need to tell me what to do.  

I didn’t even have a chance to dial James before he was calling me.  

“Hello, Mr. Cavendish,” I said into the phone.

“You’re painting,” he said in the warmest voice.  

“Mmmhmm.  How could you tell?”  

“Just by the sound of your voice.  It’s sort of dreamy and soft.  I wish I were there.  I love to watch you paint.  I love to watch those dreams in your eyes.”

I shivered, adoring those romantic words and the low raspy cadence of his voice.  “I wish you were here, too, though if you were, I’d be working on the nude.”

“I’ll pose tonight, if you like.”

“I like.”  

“Mostly I called because I’m between meetings and I wanted to hear the sound of your voice, but also Lana is trying to get ahold of you.  She is a ruthlessly persistent woman, and she made me agree to ask you to call her.  She’s been trying, but you obviously forgot that you have a phone.  Again.”

“I did,” I agreed.  I could hardly deny it.  

I heard him sigh heavily.  “I need to go, but please keep your phone on you.”

“Okay,” I said.  I could tell by his tone that he needed to rush, so I kept it short.  “I’ll see you tonight,” I told him softly.

“Yes, you will.  Goodbye, Love.”
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CHAPTER SIX

Mr. Romantic




I was looking through my contact list, hoping that someone had added Lana’s number, when my phone began to ring in my hand.  It was a strange New York area code, so I thought it must be her.  

I answered right away.  “Hello,” I said with a smile.  I was looking forward to our lunch date.  

A definitely male, definitely unfamiliar voice answered back.  “Bianca Karlsson?” 

I didn’t answer right away, confused and leery of someone unfamiliar having my number.  Was it a tabloid?  Was it part of the Cavendish army of security guards?  

“This is she,” I said finally, keeping my voice cool and polite.  

The man cleared his throat on the other end.  He was nervous.  I was almost certain of it.  Who was this?

“I’m sorry to bother you…I’m Sven.  Sven Karlsson.”

My heart felt like it froze in my chest when I heard my father’s name.  My ears just sort of filled with white noise, and for a long time I just stood there, silently stunned.  

“I’m your, um, half-brother.  Sven Jr., I guess.”  

I still couldn’t find any words to speak.  I needed to sit down, but couldn’t make myself turn to look for a chair.

Finally he spoke again, “Sorry to bother you.  I probably shouldn’t have called.”  His voice sounded so forlorn that I suddenly found I could speak again.

“No, no, don’t be sorry.  I just heard about your mother.  I’m so sorry for your loss.  I didn’t even know that you both existed until a few days ago.”  

“Oh,” he said.  “Well, I know this is strange, but I’d heard that you spend a lot of time in Manhattan.  I live here, and I was wondering if we could just meet up for coffee sometime.  I don’t have any family, and to be honest, I’ve wanted to meet you for a long time.”  

He had stunned me into silence again.  This was the last thing I’d expected when I heard I had a half-brother.  The thought of someone who was related to me by blood that would actually want to meet me was just so…foreign.  I couldn’t say I loved the idea, but how could I refuse?  

“Okay,” I agreed finally.  “I’m not sure when I’ll be able to, though.”

“That’s fine.  You can just get back to me on that.  Whenever and wherever you’re comfortable with.”

He seemed so…nice.  When I’d thought of my father’s son, I’d just automatically thought of my father, but this man did not sound like that. 

“Okay,” I said with more certainty.  I wanted this, wanted to see this man who was a strange missing piece of my broken family.  “I’ll do that.  Perhaps in a week or two, on a Friday around lunchtime?”

“Sounds great.  Just let me know.  I can take a few hours whenever I need to, so last minute plans are fine with me, as well.”  

We said our awkward goodbyes, and I finally sprawled out on the studio’s white divan, trying to wrap my numb mind around the strange turn of events.  

I was just starting to sit up, trying to do something other than just sit and think, when my phone rang in my hand.  

It was another strange New York number, and I just answered, really hoping it was Lana this time.   

“Ha!  I found you,” Lana said without preamble.  “Come meet me at the Cavendish property, at the Light Café.  James said he’d loan you to me for lunch, but only if we ate at his hotel.  Have you noticed that your boyfriend’s kind of bossy?”  

I laughed.  “I have noticed that,” I said, my mood instantly lifting.  Lunch with a fun girlfriend was just what I needed.  

We decided to meet at noon, ending the conversation quickly.  

I showered quickly and dressed in a smart little gray pleated skirt paired with a high-necked light blue sleeveless silk blouse.  Orange patent leather wedge sandals completed the ensemble.  I used Jackie’s suggestion for the shoes, and again wasn’t sorry, though I never would have paired them together on my own.  

I had noticed that the vanity now sported an entire section just for my jewelry.  I’d been wary to even look at it, but knowing that I would probably be seeing James, since we were going to his hotel, and that not much would please him more, I peeked at what were obviously new additions to my jewelry collection.  

I wore my collar, so I only looked at the earring selection.  I noticed a small white box immediately, since it looked different from the rest.  It was older, with more dated packaging, and a note on the top.  I plucked that note up, feeling brave.  







Bianca, my love,

These were my mother’s.  Please take them.  It will break my heart if you reject them.

James  







My hand shook and my eyes filled with tears.  With love and with guilt, because I would have rejected them, especially knowing that they were his mother’s, if it weren’t for that terribly romantic note.  I opened the box with trembling hands.  

Inside sat large, princess cut, diamond studs surrounded by small sapphire baguettes.  Or rather, that’s what I guessed the gemstones were.  

I didn’t let myself think about it—didn’t let myself doubt.  I just put the lovely things on, knowing that they were so much more than ungodly expensive earrings.  

I brushed my drying hair behind my shoulders.  They sparkled even through my hair, but I decided to clip one side back to showcase them more clearly.  

I took more time than usual with my makeup, knowing that Lana would look model perfect, and that I’d be seeing James.  

I knocked on Stephan and Javier’s door when I was ready to go.  

Stephan answered the door, wearing only his boxers and looking gorgeous.  We smiled at each other.  He pulled me into his chest in a warm hug, kissing the top of my head.  I hugged him tightly back, burrowing into his chest.  He smelled like family…and Javier, but I took that as a good sign.  

“I’m going to lunch with Lana, this really nice lady, and a close friend of James’s that I met last week.  You guys have a late night?”  Clearly they had, since Javier was face down on the bed, out cold.  

Stephan chuckled.  “You could say that.  We went a little nuts with the car and driver.”

Javier made a very sexual sound from the bed, moving against the covers in a suggestive way.  

I blushed.

Stephan laughed.  “He’s dreaming about me.  Have fun, Bee.  Love you.”  

“Love you, too,” I said, beating a hasty retreat.  The guys obviously needed their privacy.  







Lana was already waiting inside of the Light Café in the Cavendish hotel when I got there.  She was seated in one of the well-spaced center tables, next to a huge, but strangely quiet, stone fountain.  It was a huge dining room, with the top and three sides lined with windows, letting in an almost blinding amount of light.  I had to put my shades back on as I entered the café.

The decor was all gray stone and red detailing, as though little pieces of Red, which was next door, had bled into the restaurant.  

She stood and gave me a warm hug when I approached the table.  She wore an ivory pencil skirt, with a white men’s dress shirt.  It would have been very business-like attire, if not for her swimsuit model figure and her peep-toe crimson stilettos.  Her jewelry was simple and gold, with hoops at her ears, and a plain band at her neck and wrist.  All of the wealthy women I’d been introduced to of late seemed to wear less extravagant jewelry than I did.  It was an alarming thought.

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw my security positioning themselves around the room.  

We sat.       

“James is incorrigible.  I swear he called the paparazzi on me!  They were outside photographing me when I arrived.  I usually don’t get paparazzi, unless of course I’m hanging out with James.  I’m just too boring.  But now they’re going to print a piece about how even the Middleton heiress prefers the Cavendish hotel, damn him.”

I laughed, because she was damning him with a genuinely fond smile on her face.  

We both ordered plain tea and water.  Lana smiled at me.  “We really could be sisters.  So tell me, how is it going with James?  You know he’s hopelessly in love with you, right?”

I blushed and swallowed.  “He’s wonderful, but so overwhelming.  I’m not the type to rush into anything, even if it’s something small, but he just doesn’t get it.  I love being with him, but it’s been a roller-coaster.”  

“That’s why you needed time apart.  I get it,” she said, her voice rich with understanding and sympathy.  “He was so sad that month, so…bereft.  I’d never seen him like that before.  I’m glad he got you back.  He needs you, Bianca.  Everyone should get to experience a love like that.  That kind of love makes us better people.”  

Her words made me think of the man she’d referred to briefly the first time we’d met.  I still remembered the name, since it had held such meaning to her just at its utterance.  

The waitress returned just then to bring our drinks and take our orders.  I got a turkey melt on wheat bread with sweet potato fries.  I thought it was strange fair for such a posh café to have on the menu, but it sounded good to me.  

“Tell me about Akira Kalua,” I said, because she’d promised me she would.  

She gave me a mock glare.  “I knew you wouldn’t forget about that.”  She sighed heavily.  “I’ve been in love with him since I was ten.  Unfortunately, he was twenty when I was ten.  That was fine.  I was content to wait.  I bided my time, enjoying his company, taking up as much of his time as I could manage.  He taught me to surf.  His family as good as adopted me when my parents left Maui.  He made me laugh.  God, did he make me laugh.  My happiest memories are of playing jokes on him.  I would torment him, but he never got mad, never lost his patience.  He was so wonderful to me, and I thought he was the most beautiful creature on the planet.”  

She looked down at her hands, and I knew that the story was about to take a turn for the worse.  “When I was eighteen I seduced him.  I was completely ruthless about it.  I told him that if he didn’t take my virginity, and make it good for me, that I’d give it up to some drunk frat boy, and probably hate sex for life after that, and probably get an STD.”

I stifled a laugh, because it was such an outrageous thing to do.

She didn’t take offense.  “Oh, yeah, I guilted him into it.  There’s no other way to look at it.  After that, I had to leave.  I thought that sex would change everything for us, and it did.  It ruined everything.  I was in deeper than ever after that, and he saw me as a kid sister.  He was still in love with his ex-girlfriend.  He got back together with her the day after we were together.  I overheard what he told her about me.  He said I was a family friend with an inconvenient infatuation.  He wasn’t wrong, but it still broke my heart.  I left that day.  God, I miss that rock.”   

I studied her.  I had a hard time believing that he’d only had sex with her out of pity.  “He must have wanted you if he took you up on your offer.  I’m no expert, but I don’t think men have sex with women they don’t want.  And men always want women who look like you.”

She shrugged.  “None of it matters now.  It’s all in the past.  I like being alone.  Romantic entanglements just don’t interest me.  I’m content with work.  I keep busy.”  

“You’re still in love with him,” I said, certain I was right.  

She shrugged.  “I can’t help it, other than to try to think about it as seldom as possible.  Last I heard, he was engaged to his high school sweetheart.”  

“You need to go back to Maui.  You still think of it as home.  Even if it’s just to get closure, you should go visit.  How many years has it been since you left?”  

“Eight.”  She shrugged again.  “Maybe I will, sometime.  I do miss it.  Your turn.  Tell me about you and James.”  

I glanced around, making sure we had privacy.  I leaned towards her.  “He’s into BDSM.  Well, we are into it, actually.”  

She smiled wryly, not looking in the least surprised.

“You knew?”  

“Not firsthand, but Jules tried to tell me about that once, when she thought he and I were dating.  She was trying to scare me off.  Have you noticed that all of the really pretty men always have a thing?  Women are just too easy for them, I think, so they always seem to develop…quirks, yanno?”  

I laughed, because I loved her take on it, and the fact that it didn’t faze her a bit.  “No, I don’t know.  I only know James, and he and I share…quirks.”  

She shrugged.  “I have a thing for giant Hawaiian men who look like ripped pro-wrestlers, and are covered in tattoos.”

“Men?  So this is a pattern for you?” I asked, genuinely curious.  

She wrinkled her nose, those violet eyes sparkling.  “Just Akira.”  

She looked at something behind my shoulder.  “Oh, lord, here comes Jackie.”  She caught my expression.  “You don’t like her?”

I gave my little shrug.  “Not so far.”

Lana waved an elegant hand towards the woman.  “It’s a fact that she’s more than half-crazy.  Did you know that she actually thinks that shopping is a legitimate job?  But she’s very funny when you get to know her.  She’s just rough around the edges, that’s all.”

I would have taken nice over funny any day, but I held my tongue. 

Jackie approached us with her no-nonsense little walk, wearing smartly tailored, cuffed shorts, and an almost severely modest collared shirt.  The whole ensemble was pea-green, a color that worked with her complexion, but that I didn’t think would work for many.  Her cute legs, and her nude stilettos with red soles, kept the outfit from being too conservative.  

Jackie was looking at my lap as though I had something disgusting growing there.  

I looked down at the cream bag she had picked out the day before.

“Twice in a row with the same bag, Bianca?  You have a closet full of bags!  Are you trying to embarrass me?”  

Lana tutted at her rather affectionately.  “Looks like you’re doing that all on your own, Jackie.  Chill out.  It’s a bag.  A lovely bag.  Go away if you aren’t here to be nice.”  

Jackie looked surprised but not at all offended.  “You aren’t going to invite me to join you for lunch?”

Lana shook her head.  “Nope.  What are you up to?”  

Jackie shrugged.  “I come here all the time.  It’s a good place to be seen.  I wanted to discuss some things with Bianca.”  

“Nope.  Are you stalking her?”  

“Noooo.  I just need a minute.”  

“Then make an appointment,” Lana said with a sweet smile.

“What do you want, Jackie?” I asked, trying to make my tone bland rather than hostile.  

She reached into her own monstrosity of a bag.  It was pea-green leather with a big red stripe down the side.  She pulled out a small piece of paper, brandishing it like a weapon.  “I have a list of functions that you need to attend.  Mostly luncheons.”  

I sighed, waving at one of the empty chairs at our table.  “Sit down and tell me what you’re talking about, Jackie.”

She sat and started in, as if she had rehearsed the whole spiel.  “As the significant other of a powerful and influential man in this town, you have some new obligations.  You’ll be expected to attend lunches and brunches, and tea parties, nearly every day of the week.”

I felt my face stiffening the more she spoke.  

”Being with James is a full-time job.  I’m willing to show you the ropes, since you can’t possibly understand what all of this entails—“

“I have a job,” I interrupted her.  “I’m not looking for another one.  I have no wish to go to functions with a bunch of strange women every day.”

She let out a very put-upon sigh.  “I was afraid you’d say that.  You can’t possibly comprehend the kind of responsibilities that James and I have had to own since our childhoods—“

I laughed in her face, my extremely rare temper rearing its very ugly head, the words she’d chosen setting me off.  “Responsibility?  You are going to lecture me about responsibility?  I have had to care for myself since I was a child.  You probably still live off your parents’ wealth,” I guessed.  I saw by her expression that I was right.  “Don’t you dare speak a word to me about responsibility!”

I instantly regretted losing my cool, but I didn’t take anything I’d said back.  It was nothing but the truth, if an indelicate one.  

“I didn’t mean to upset you again,” she said carefully.  “I know you don’t like me.  And I know you think I don’t like you, but that’s a nonissue to me.  I’m trying to help you.”

I raised a hand.  “Don’t.  Don’t try to help me.  Don’t try to tell me what I need to do with my time.”

She sighed that put-upon sigh of hers.  “Fine, I’ll go, but let me know if you reconsider.”  

I looked at Lana after she’d left.  “What’s with her?”  

Lana shook her head.  “She’s an odd one, so I can’t say for sure, but I’m guessing it’s half self-promotion, since she could claim to dress you for all of the functions she’s plotting.  The other half would be that she actually thinks she’s trying to help you, in her own misguided way.  My advice would be to challenge her.  Her personality demands it.  Give her some arbitrary conditions to being your dresser.”  She snapped her fingers as though an idea had struck her.  “I know.  Tell her you only want to wear clothes from up-and-coming fashion designers.  Insist that you won’t wear anything else.  That will drive her crazy, but she’s perverse enough that she’ll enjoy it.”

I wrinkled my nose at her.  “I’ll try it, though I don’t understand it.”

She just shrugged.  “Jackie takes time to understand, but I guarantee she’ll grow on you.”    
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CHAPTER SEVEN

Mr. Muse




We chatted and ate and chatted some more.  We had been talking and laughing for hours when Lana looked at her phone and groaned.  

“I need to get to a meeting.  Thanks for doing this,” Lana said, beginning to gather up her things.

“Thanks for inviting me.  It’s nice to discover that James has some female friends that aren’t complete psychopaths.”  

She threw back her head and laughed.  She was a sight, with her blonde mermaid hair and her twinkling eyes. 

We were just standing up from the table when I spotted James striding through the door of the now crowded café.  People stopped in their tracks to watch him, myself included.  

He only had eyes for me as he approached.  

He wrapped an arm around my waist, gripping tightly, before he turned a dazzling smile on Lana.  “We’ll walk you out,” he said.  

We walked her out, flanked by our security, of which Lana had said not one word, and said our goodbyes.  I was surprised when James led me to the car, and then followed me into the large SUV.  It was only two p.m.  I hadn’t imagined he’d get off work so early.  

“Are you done for the day?” I asked him as he crowded me into the middle seat.  

He buckled me in like the control freak he is, before answering.  “I am.”  He grinned.  It was the most charming, incorrigible smile, the smile of a kid ditching school and getting away with it because no one could tell him no.

I traced his lips with one finger.  “That’s good news,” I said softly.  

“I pawned some meetings off on my VP.  Meetings that were above his pay grade, so I may need to give him a raise.  I want to watch you paint.  I needed to see those dreams in your eyes firsthand.”

He fingered one of my earrings, his eyes as tender as I’d ever seen them.  “Thank you for that,” he whispered, a catch in his voice.  

I melted.  

We went straight to the apartment.  We found Stephan and Javier in one of the larger entertainment areas, playing video games and eating sandwiches.  They were still wearing pajamas. 

I laughed when I saw them.  

Stephan grinned back at me.  

Javier didn’t even look up.  He was too busy trying to hunt down and kill Stephan’s character in the game.  He wasn’t successful. 

Stephan shot Javier’s character in the head within seconds, barely even glancing at the screen.  He was the worst to play against.  He never lost.  

Javier cursed.  “I almost had you!”

“Headshot,” Stephan pointed out.  

James tugged at my hand, drawing my gaze to him.  He grinned at me, a twinkle in his eye.  “Well, we have to play a match or two.  I’m playing hooky from work.  Gaming is practically a requirement.”  

“I’m on Stephan’s team,” I said quickly.  If I was going to play, it may as well be to win.

James pointed at me.  “You’re going to pay for that.”  

And I did.  We ended up playing for hours, and I got camped.  James killed me, again and again, with no remorse.  He apparently took it personal when I picked someone else’s team.  Good to know.  

Marion brought us food while we played, since we were at it for so long.

We won some matches, and lost some, but it was more of a contest between James and Stephan.  Javier and I were hopelessly outmatched.

I elbowed James as he shot my army guy in the head yet again.  

“This game is so sexist,” I complained.  “I can’t believe that there isn’t even an option for me to play as a girl.”  

“Do you think that if you were playing as a busty blonde it would distract me?” James asked, amused.  

“It couldn’t hurt.”  

He tossed his controller on the ground.  I gave a little embarrassing shriek as he tossed me over his shoulder.  “We’re done, guys.  Buttercup wants to distract me.  Consider me distracted.”  

The guys called out goodnights as James carried me away, even though it couldn’t have been even six p.m.  It seemed that they understood that if we went to our bedroom, we wouldn’t be coming back out.  

I was surprised when James didn’t take me to our bedroom, instead heading to the studio. 

“Will you pose for the nude?” I asked breathlessly, as he jostled me on his shoulder.  

“Yes.  With a condition.”  

“What condition?” 

“I want you naked, as well, while you paint.”

It didn’t seem fair to argue with that stipulation, but I still sort of wanted to.  

My breath whooshed from my lungs in a rush as James suddenly dumped me onto the cushy divan that took up a corner of the studio near the window.  He didn’t pounce on me, as I’d half assumed, and wished, that he would.  Instead, he began to strip.    

“Take off your clothes and paint me, Love,” he said with a heart-stopping smile.

I set up my supplies first, setting everything up just so.  The sun was slowly setting, and the best of the day’s light had passed, so I turned on the bright overhead lights to illuminate the most beautiful man in the world lounging on a divan, naked and at my service.  

I started to paint, forgetting that I was supposed to be nude, as well.

James had no qualms about reminding me.  “Take the clothes off.  All of them.  Now.”  

I stripped slowly and a little awkwardly.  It was no strip tease.  I didn’t think I had that in me.  I didn’t doubt that I had something wild inside of me, but it just wasn’t that.  

I wore nothing but my collar and my earrings as I began to paint.  Surprisingly, I was able to jump right into the project, not nearly as distracted by my own nudity as I’d thought I would be.  That was probably because I was utterly captivated by the man that had inspired the painting.

James watched me paint, as he’d said he needed to.  It was hard to feel self-conscious, even nude, when someone was looking at you as though you were the most beautiful and fascinating creature on the planet.  

I had painted most of his face and torso before I got distracted by the subject at hand.  When I’d painted his chest, I’d wanted to touch his chest, to kiss it, and bury my face there.  I’d felt a similar urge when I’d been working on the curve of his neck, and his abdomen, hell, even his hair.  But when I started to work on that sexy little V shaped pelvic muscle, I got sidetracked in a hurry.  

I felt myself licking my lips a lot, as I studied that area of his body.  Felt it, but couldn’t seem to stop it.  

As though it had snapped me out of the dreamy trance I seemed to go into when I lost myself in a painting, I suddenly felt the air against my bare skin, like the temperature had just risen ten degrees in the room.  My skin felt hot, my breasts so heavy, my nipples hardening until they quivered.  I knew with a certainty that I wasn’t going to make any more progress on the nude that night.    

I set down my palette, reaching for another one.  They were a luxury I’d never indulged in before.  Generally, I mixed paints on whatever piece of plastic I found that was the right shape and size.  James had a dozen for me here, in their own designated drawer.  

I began to rifle through a selection of acrylic paints that were sorted by color.  I found one named Turquoise, but it wasn’t quite right, so I mixed in just a touch of emerald on the palette.  

“What are you doing?  You mix mediums like that on paintings?  I didn’t notice that on any of your work,” James asked, sounding surprised.  

My cheeks flushed in pleasure.  That he knew so much about my little hobby, that he studied what I did, it still surprised me, but more and more, it was only a good surprise.  My natural instinct to doubt everything he said and did was turning into something else now.  He didn’t lie.  Not about anything.  It was freeing for me somehow as I realized that.  If he didn’t lie, I didn’t have to question every little thing he did and said.  It was a liberating realization.  

I grabbed a larger sable brush, dipping it lightly into the paint of my new palette as I returned to my easel.  I stood as though I were going to paint on the paper, then brought the brush slowly to my own chest.  I traced the large globe of my right breast with a light touch.  

James sucked in a breath, sitting up to watch me.  His cock had calmed down to semi-hard, for once, but it quickly stood at attention, inflating like a particularly wonderful toy.  

I traced the brush down the middle of my abdomen, nearly reaching my sex before tracing to the side to paint one hip.  

“Come here,” James said gruffly.  

I had been intending to tease him a bit, but my body began to move instantly at his words, walking to him slowly, dragging the paintbrush to my other hip with a leisurely stroke.  

He licked his lips.  “Keep going,” he said, making no move to touch me even after I’d moved close.  

I painted up my torso again, tracing my ribs one by one slowly, first one side and then the other.  I dipped into my palette, picking up a generous amount of the turquoise.  I painted the bones of my collar, being very careful not to graze my locked choker.  I painted my other breast, moving the brush in wide circles over its roundness until I reached the rock hard nipple in the center.  

James made a little, “hmm,” of approval in his throat, so I lingered there, painting small circles while he watched my brush move with rapt attention.  I gave the opposite breast the same slow treatment.  

James leaned back on his elbows.  He patted a spot near his hip.  “Put your foot right here.  I want you to paint your thighs for me.”  

I propped my foot at his hip, and he sucked in a gasp.  “Fuck, I can see how wet you are from here.”  

I painted down my body, down my hip and to my thighs.  I painted the very upper edges of my thighs carefully, stopping just shy of my mound.  I painted back and forth, back and forth, from the top of my inner thigh to my knee and back again, teasing him with the movement.  

“Are you sore?” he asked, his voice thick. 

“Sore how?  From the roses?” I asked, painting an idle pattern down my shin, then back up my calf.  

“I know you’re sore from the roses.  I saw the marks on you.  I’m talking about inside.  Are you too sore for rough fucking?”  

“Hmmm.  Only one way to find out,” I told him.  

I moved over him, straddling his thighs, skimming over his quivering erection, finally settling myself against his taut stomach.  I traced the brush over one perfect cheek.  He tilted his face up to give me better access.  I’d thought I’d done the color of his eyes justice, but as I saw the paint set against that tarnished color, I saw that I hadn’t even come close.  His had little gold flecks around the iris, and his eyes were paler, a paleness that pierced, as though being lighter somehow gave them more substance.  

“You have the most beautiful eyes in the world, James.”  

He hummed in pleasure.  He soaked up every little compliment I gave him like a sponge, which always surprised me, since I couldn’t imagine that he didn’t hear things like that every day.  

I painted a thin line down his nose, then along his perfect jawline.  I dragged the brush down his neck to his collarbone.  I lingered there, enjoying just looking at him.  I could never get enough of the sight of his skin, and no matter how much I got, I still felt deprived.  

I painted little circles all over his right pectoral muscle, loving the hard and supple play of muscle under his skin.  

I leaned forward to kiss the red Bianca over his heart before I painted there.  As I bent forward, I felt his cock between my ass cheeks and I arched against the hard length, making solid contact.  I circled my hips, rubbing my wet sex against his stomach, my butt against his twitching erection.  

“When are you going to take me here?” I asked him, grinding back against him.  “You said you would take every inch of me.”  

He grabbed my hips, stilling me to do his own grinding.  The tip of him dragged along my lower back as his length moved against my butt.  

“Do you want that?” he asked.  “I’ll hurt you more than I’m willing to if I just ram in with no prep.  I plan to make you come so many times that every muscle in your body is relaxed before we try that.”

I rubbed against him.  “Hmmm.  That sounds nice.”  

He let out a choked laugh.  “It won’t be nice.  It will be a lot of things, but not that.”    

I moved my brush along his torso.  He was so much more fun to paint than I was, with so many more angles, defined lines, and hard ridges.  I loved the spot just below his chest, where a deep line defined the spot between his muscle and his ribs.  And his abs.  God, his abs.    

My hips made little involuntary circles against him as I moved the brush lower and lower, over the rock hard ridges of his abdomen.  I had to move my own body to work lower, and I groaned as I passed over his cock again on my way down.  I rose high to rub my wet sex there.  I groaned but kept moving to straddle his thighs.  I shivered with pleasure when I saw his wet tip.  

I painted his hips, and that perfect edible V, stroking my brush just shy of his jutting cock.  When I began to paint slow circles on his thighs, brushing up against his scrotum, he snapped.  

Hard hands gripped my hips, drawing me abruptly over his member.  He let go.  “Take me inside you,” he rasped.  

I worked him into me slowly, enjoying the stretch as I pushed every perfect inch of him deep.  A powerful shiver wracked my body when I was finally seated to the hilt.  

James took the palette and brush from me, and after dipping the brush, began to paint me with leisurely strokes.  The paint on my skin was already beginning to dry, and the wet paint he spread over me dragged deliciously over the first coat.  

“Ride me,” he ordered.  

My body began to move into a posting trot naturally.  The exaggerated movements were perfect with his long, thick cock.

“How do your wrists feel?” he asked, moving the brush along a taut nipple.  

“Good,” I said, my voice low and thick.  

He snagged one of the wrists in question, studying it and then bringing it to his lips.  “Good.”  

He bucked against me suddenly, jostling me just enough to make me clench deliciously around him.  

He groaned and gripped my hips, unseating me completely and sprawling me onto my back.  

He stood above me, leaning down to hook a finger into the ring at my collar.  He pulled me up slowly, carefully, until I stood beside him.  He gripped my hair, pulling my head back.  We watched each other for long moments.  I honestly couldn’t tell which was driving him tonight, the Dom or my tender lover, there was such a mix of feelings in his eyes.  

He broke eye contact to drag me to the window, one hand pulling my hair, the other my collar.  He pressed me hard against the window, crushing my breasts against the cold glass.  I gasped and shivered.  

He pressed my palms to the glass, spread out wide from my body.

“Don’t move an inch,” he told me, moving away.  

I saw him move to a spot on the wall beside the large window, then heard the whir and clank of something grinding metal.  That sound made me think of the contraption he had used on me on the fouth floor, when he’d held me suspended to flog, and then fuck.  I loved that sound.  

I shifted a little, wanting so badly to look around, to see what had made that noise.  As it continued and got louder, I realized it was directly above me.  It took every ounce of self-control I possessed not to look up.

I felt James move behind me again and then he was lifting my arms.  I felt firm padding against one wrist right before the solid click of a handcuff held it captive.  He pushed some sort of bar into my palm.  “Grip,” he ordered.  I gripped the bar tightly.  He repeated the process on my other wrist, moving back to that spot on the wall just at the edge of my vision.  

I gave a little yelp as the chains began to clank again, drawing me up until I was right on the balls of my feet.  I had no leverage in this position, no control whatsoever.  My eyes closed as I felt James at my back again.  He pushed me hard against the glass.  “I’m going to fuck you against the glass, but you don’t get to come until you’re looking into my eyes.”  

I whimpered, because I didn’t want to wait, because I was already on that fine edge, ready to come, and because I wouldn’t, not without his permission.  

He gripped my hips, tilting them back so that my breasts pressed harder into the glass.  My cheekbone stung where it dug into the window, but I just didn’t care.  

He drove into me, stopping only halfway inside of me, and I moaned a protest.  He worked the rest of the way in slowly, agonizingly, working my hips with his hands to control every inch of me that he penetrated.  

He put his mouth to my ear when he hit the end of me, grinding hard.  “Now remember, you don’t get to come until I’ve turned you around.”  

I had some evil thoughts about the sadistic bastard as he began to pound against me, his hips slapping against my ass with the heavy movements.  I could have come, wanted to come, within the first few thrusts, but he didn’t relent, dragging himself out then driving back in with fast thrusts.  I cried out against the glass as he moved behind me, against me, inside me.   

He didn’t stop, didn’t let up, thrusting relentlessly.  I thought my body would betray me and ignore his command, my release building so powerfully that I didn’t know how to stop it.  

He wrenched out of me, turning me on the chain with surprising ease.  It must have been what the thing was designed for.  

He gripped my hair in one hand, tilting my head back to look at his eyes straight on.  His other hand moved to my ass.  He pushed himself inside of me with the smoothest motion.  He thrust once, twice, three times, and I was going over the edge.  

“Come,” he grunted, but I was already lost.  I knew my eyes showed my need for him, that vulnerable, raw thing that had become my feelings for him.  His eyes were so tender, so loving as they absorbed the look in mine.  It was a perfect and terrifying moment of absolute clarity.  I’d never go back from this.  I would be as lost as Lana if this ended, pining hopelessly for this man, if it all went up in flames.  

The thought should have made me want to withdraw from him.  My sense of self-preservation had been perfectly healthy before I’d met James, and I wondered now if it had deserted me completely, but as I came back down from my own little slice of heaven, I found it hard to summon up the energy to care.
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CHAPTER EIGHT

Mr. Damaged




He unfastened me swiftly, cradling me against him.  He laid me on the couch, crawling on top of me.  He smiled down into my eyes, his dark golden hair framing his face.  He looked like an angel.  

“We’re going to need a new divan in here.  This one is covered in paint,” he said softly, but not like he minded.  

I shook my head, running a hand along his cheek and into his hair.  “No.  This room is going to see a lot more painting sessions.  I say we leave it.”  

He smiled, a joyful smile, the most carefree expression I’d ever seen on his perfect face.  “I love the sound of that.  Have I told you today how happy you make me?  I can never go back from this, Bianca.  It would break me to let you go.  You know that, right?”  Had he read my mind?  

I felt a tear slide down my cheek, then another.  What was it about being in love that had turned me into a baby?  I didn’t know, but I couldn’t seem to stop it, whatever it was, no more than I could stop the being in love part.  I had fought it every step of the way, but that hadn’t helped, not even a little.  I had it bad.  So bad.  

“I wouldn’t know how to go back from this, James,” I said in a whisper.  It was perhaps the closest thing to making a long-term commitment that I’d ever given to him, paltry as it was.  But he knew what I’d given him, and he accepted it with such a loving promise in his eyes that I couldn’t be sorry for it.  

“If you could pick one place in the world that you want to visit, any city, any country, any continent, where would it be?”  

I studied him, my brows drawing together as I tried to follow his strange thought process.  I didn’t even have to think to have my answer, though.  “Japan.  Especially Tokyo.”  

He looked a little puzzled.  “That was a quick but unexpected answer.  Why Japan?”  

I gave my little shrug, though it wasn’t quite the same with him pinning me to the bed.  “It just fascinates me.  It always has.  And it is the home of manga and anime.”  

He grinned.  “Of course.  Okay, Japan, especially Tokyo.  Got it.”  

I jabbed a finger into his chest.  “Why?  What are you planning?”  

“Nothing yet, but in a few weeks, maybe a month, I want us to get away for a week or two.”  

That sounded divine, but…  “James, I can’t take any more time off work.  I used it all up with my…injuries.”  

He gave me an imploring look.  

I caved in a heartbeat.  

“You just need to find someone to pick up your shifts, right?” he asked.  “You can drop as many as you want, if you find someone else to work them.  Stephan explained it to me.  Leave it to me.  I’ll handle everything.  Just say you’ll go.”

I should have said no.  I should have told him that yes, I could drop the shifts, but it was really hard to find people to pick them up at straight time, when they could be working overtime for similar shifts, not to mention that if I dropped those shifts, I wouldn’t be making any money for those days.  I meant to tell him all of that, but instead I looked into his eyes and just caved.  “Yes.  I can’t think of anything I’d love more.”  

He squeezed me so tightly that I yelped.  “Thank you.”  

He picked me up again, cradling me as he left the studio and carried me to our bedroom.  It was on the same floor and close, thank God, because we were both buck naked and covered in blue paint.  

He took us directly to the bath, stepping into the deep tub with me as it filled with water.  

He washed me slowly but thoroughly, scrubbing the paint where it was caked onto my skin.  The bath quickly turned blue.  We laughed as it just got darker and darker.  

James had to work on us both for a while.  

“Want me to help?” I asked, so relaxed that I wasn’t sure I could work up the energy to be that helpful.

“No, Love.  I want you to relax.  When we’re done in here, I’m going to take you to the fourth floor and give you a very thorough massage.”

“Mmm,” I said, closing my eyes.  I felt his fingers move between my legs, and I opened them wider.  He began to stroke me, humming against my throat as his clever fingers got to work.  He pleasured me with his hands while he sucked on just the perfect spot on my neck.  It was an almost leisurely orgasm, at least compared to what he usually gave me.  

When he continued to thrust his fingers into me even after I’d come, I wiggled.  “I want you inside me, James.”  

He bit my neck, hard.  “You’ll know when I’m ready to give you my cock because you’ll have it inside of you,” he said, thrusting the cock in question hard against my butt.  “In the meantime, open your legs wider.” 

He worked at me with two fingers thrusting inside, dragging his other hand down my body to rub my clit just so.  

“Come,” he said into my neck, and I fell again.  

We ended up showering after the bath.  I had been a little overzealous with the paint apparently, because the bathtub ended up looking like it had been attacked by a paint-gun.

James dried me but left us both nude, pulling me to the elevator by the collar.  

I had a thought, fingering his mother’s earrings still in my ears, wet hair trailing around them.  “Oh, James.  I forgot I was wearing your mother’s earrings.  I didn’t mean to get them wet.”  

He shot me a very doting smile over his shoulder.  “They aren’t my mother’s.  They’re yours now, and a little water won’t hurt them.”    

He went directly to the elevator, pushing the button.  He grinned down at me.  “Just pleasure tonight, Love.  You need some time to heal from the roses.  The fourth floor isn’t only about the pain.”  

“I know,” I said softly.  

It had always been about more than pain, every bit of it.  

He pulled me into the car as it opened, pushing me hard into the wall, pinning me there.  “Have you ever been fucked in an elevator?” he asked with a smile.  

I laughed.  “You know I haven’t.”

I had thought that he was joking, but of course he wasn’t, and he slid a leg between my thighs, pushing them open, and lifting me up.  He had me wrapping my legs around his hips and was sliding into me in a flash.  He pinned my arms above my head with his hands and began to thrust.  I gripped him tightly with my thighs, whimpering as he pulled out of me, dragging along those perfect nerves and drove in again, driving me relentlessly towards another orgasm.  He pounded at me, those mesmerizing eyes of his watching me with desperation, and an ardor that made it seem impossible that he’d already taken me less than an hour ago.  

“Fucking come,” he gritted, his words hard, his tone hard, but his eyes so unbelievably soft on mine.  

I obeyed, losing all control at his command.  “James,” I cried.

He kissed me, not letting me down, not pulling out of me.  He let my wrists free to wrap his arms around my back.  

He began to walk, but didn’t let up kissing me, didn’t pull himself out of me.  He padded down that ominous gray hallway and into our playground. 

He was bending forward at his waist, and abruptly let me fall back. 

I gasped.  I didn’t fall far, my back making contact with a firmly cushioned table.  He thrust into me twice roughly before letting himself come with a low groan.  “Mine,” he said.    

I only then realized that I was lying on a massage table as he dragged his thick length out of me, turned me over onto my stomach, and shifted me until my face was over the table’s opening.   

Within swift moments, he was pouring warm liquid into the center of my back, rubbing the oil firmly into my skin.  He massaged up to my neck, rubbing on that sensitive area for long minutes, working over to my shoulders, taking his time, rubbing until each of my muscles had been loosened thoroughly by his strong hands. 

He worked down one arm, paying special attention all the way down to each of my fingertips.  He worked back up and over, paying equal attention to my other half.  

“Your hands are magic,” I said to him, my eyes shut in pleasure.  

He didn’t respond, working on my back, kneading and rubbing that tissue into relaxed submission.  He spent extra time on my lower back, working with teasing slowness into my ass.  He made a delicious little noise in his throat as he kneaded my butt.  I felt a kiss there a scant moment before I felt a finger at that entrance.  I gasped and tensed as he pushed a well-lubricated finger into me.   

“Shhh, Bianca, relax.  Relax.”  He pulled that sneaky finger out of me, leaving me for too long before coming back.  He began the massage where he’d left off, kneading at my butt and upper thighs.  

He covered every inch of my back with strong kneading strokes, all the way down to my toes, before he flipped me onto my back.  He began the same treatment at the front of my shoulders, taking his time, relaxing every part of me as he worked down.  When he reached my sex, he plunged a finger into me.  I was wet, of course, and he worked that flesh with sure strokes, using his other hand to part my legs wide, drawing my knees up into my chest.  I gasped and tensed as he used his other hand to breach my other entrance again, working a lone finger in slowly, not stopping the smooth strokes at my sex with his other hand.  

“You see why you need to be relaxed?” he asked me, leaning close as those wicked hands worked together to bring my overwhelmed body so much pleasure.  

I did see; the other penetration more alarmingly intense than I would have guessed.  It wasn’t even about pain, but more about the oddness of it, the strange fullness in a place where perhaps it shouldn’t be, whereas having him fill my sex only ever just felt right.  Still, I didn’t want him to stop, didn’t want him to let up.  The strangeness gave the act an almost forbidden quality that the perverse part of me relished, as it did all of the taboo things James was attracted to.  

Both fingers moved inside of me, working together, and he had me gasping out another orgasm with consummate skill.  Before I’d even come down from that blissful trip he was shoving another finger into each entrance, one cleft getting hard thrusts, the other a gentler, easier touch, just working inside and making delicious little circles.  

“Relax and push out, yes, like that,” James said, jamming the fingers inside of my sex harder and rougher until I came again.  

He pulled one set of fingers out, using that hand to shift me back onto my stomach and dragging my hips until my legs hung off the edge of the table.  He moved his hips against me from behind, bringing a hand to the front of my neck and applying a light pressure.  

“Don’t move,” he said.  I heard him walk away, knew he left the room, heard a door down that daunting hallway open and close, then open again.  Short minutes later he was at my back, moving close behind me, parting my legs to get close.   

I felt something warm and hard and vibrating brush my clit and I knew it wasn’t a part of James.  

“James,” I protested, as he worked my clit with that too intense pressure.  

“Shhh,” he said, moving the vibrator from my clit, teasingly over my cleft.  He dipped it in once, and then again, holding it inside of me while he worked another well-lubricated, softer object into my other entrance.  I knew it wasn’t him because it was smaller, and though it was firm, it wasn’t hard enough.  

“James,” I said again, my voice more urgent this time.  

He worked the toy into me slowly, the vibrator in my sex still embedded deeply.  “Relax.

“It’s too—“  

“Yes, you want my cock, I know.  Relax for this and I’ll give you what you want.”  He growled, and I tried to obey him, tried to relax around those two strange pressures.  

I felt like I was just growing accustomed when he pulled it out and replaced it almost immediately with his cock.  It was so slick, but also so much bigger than the other.  But it was James, and I found that my body submitted much more quickly with that knowledge.  He worked in slowly.  

He dragged the vibrator out of one entrance even as he pushed himself into the other.  I heard a ‘thunk’ as he dropped it to the floor, bringing his now free hand to the front of me, circling my clit.  

He began to thrust when he was nearly in, small thrusts that went a little deeper with each movement, but never pulled all the way out.  I whimpered.  The feelings were strange, but still not precisely painful, more of a stretching that felt like it went too far.  

“James,” I cried as his fingers worked and his thrusts got bigger and faster.  

“Say it, Bianca,” he said into my back, then bit hard enough to leave marks.  I thought that the bite was to distract from the fact that he was pounding into me now, and that it did hurt.  But pain had never been a deterrent to my own pleasure, and I came, a hard release that left me limp.

“I’m yours, James,” I gasped.  “Yours.”  

He emptied himself inside of me, lingering long enough to kiss my back and soothe me before pulling slowly out of me.

He picked me up, cradling me.  He carried me down the gray hallway.  He slipped into one of those dark, mysterious rooms, and as he turned on the light, I saw that the room closest to the playground was just a large bathroom with an insanely large white tub.  

“Since our other tub is blue at the moment, I guess we’ll be using this one,” he said, a smile in his voice.  

I giggled, a little delirious from what felt like a hundred orgasms.  

He carried me into the tub, arranged me until I was straddling him, my cheek pillowed against his delicious chest, and started the water.  

He stroked my hair and I sighed in pleasure as the hot water slowly covered us.  I didn’t think I’d ever felt so relaxed, so deliriously content to just lie down and enjoy the moment.  I had been restless since I could remember, always having the instincts of a runaway, always anxious that the next moment would bring something bad, and it felt so good to just let that anxious part of me go, and savor something so wonderful.  

I was lost in my own thoughts, practically purring against him, when I looked up.

His face was a carefully blank mask.  

I stroked his cheek with a hand.  “What’s wrong, James?” I asked.  

He closed his eyes, leaning into my touch.  He didn’t answer for a long time, but I knew he wasn’t ignoring me.  I knew as well as anyone that the really rough stuff always took time to form into words. 

“That thing we just did—that act, takes my head into a dark place,” he said finally, his words so quiet that I had to strain to hear him.  

Of the two of us, he was by far better at showing his feelings, but I could tell that it was a struggle for him to share that with me.  

I rubbed my hand soothingly over the spot where my name was etched so beautifully.  “Will you tell me about it?”  

He swallowed hard.  “We won’t be doing that often, if ever.  I don’t want to disappoint you.  I needed to do it once, needed to claim you like that, but it doesn’t take me to a good place.  It’s like the roses for you, I think, taking me too deeply into the thing that made me like this.”

I understood so well just what he meant.  We were so alike in the really important ways.  I cupped his face in my hands.  “I won’t be disappointed.  I liked what you did, I enjoyed it, but I certainly don’t need that.  You fulfill so many needs that I didn’t even understand about myself, and that was not one of them.  Thank you for showing me, for initiating me into so many things that I find wonderful.  Don’t ever think that you could disappoint me by telling me your preferences—by telling me no.”

He was silent again, and I couldn’t tell if my words had reassured him, or if I had even reached him at all.  His eyes were faraway and a little glazed over as he stared up at the ceiling.  

“Spencer did that to me,” he said finally, his voice raw but his eyes still blankly looking up.  “It made me feel so helpless, so…worthless.  I don’t know how to explain it.  I know you weren’t unwilling, but I just remember how I felt after he would do that, and some part of me feels like I’ve done something awful to you, something terrible, something like what he did to me.”  

“I knew it would make me feel that way, if not during, then at least after, and I still did it, still managed to enjoy it.  I feel…loathing, for my weakness, for my need, wondering if it made you feel even an inkling of what I did.  It makes me wonder if everything I do to you is a sort of rape—if I’m taking advantage of that beautiful submission that you give to me.”  

I started to speak, to try to reassure him, but he cut me off.  “I know you’ll tell me that’s not true, and some part of me even knows it, but I still feel it.  Like I said, that act just puts me in a dark place.”   

I cupped his face softly.  “I understand.  The roses were like that for me.  They reminded me more of my father than anything you’ve done, and they terrified me.  I felt more pain and more fear on the violent end of those than anything else we’ve done, but the pleasure was just as great…more so.  It made me think of those dark things even as it made me come.  I couldn’t control my pleasure any more than I could control my fear.  That terrifies me.”

I had to take a few deep breaths before continuing, still finding it hard to be generous with my emotions, and my words, even though he had been nothing but generous.  

“We don’t have to face those dark thoughts alone anymore, James.  I can’t say I’ve been through what you’ve been through, but I do understand your self-loathing about a thing you can’t control.  You admit you’ve been a slut with your body, but I think you’re more well adjusted than I am when it comes to sex.  You have a preference, but you can still function without that preference.  I have a fetish.  I wasn’t even interested in a man until I found you, until I found this.  That terrifies me too, how broken I am.  But I also know I’m lucky, so lucky, to have found someone so perfect for me, so safe, to help give me the things I need without taking my self-respect, and without putting me in danger.  You’re a gift to someone like me, James.  Don’t ever forget that.”  

He pushed my face hard into his damp chest, my chin just skimming the water, but not before I saw the tears in his eyes.  “Thank you, Bianca,” he said, his voice shaky.  

I closed my eyes, my tears sliding slowly down my cheeks and onto his chest.

“Thank you, James,” I said, my voice thick.  
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CHAPTER NINE

Mr. Wonderful




I was waking up slowly, alone in a giant bed, when I heard the door of the bedroom open.  I opened my eyes to a grinning Stephan.  

He climbed onto the bed beside me, perching his chin on his palm as he looked down at me.  

I reached a hand up, stroking his wavy blond hair.  “Mornin’,” I said, my voice still rough from sleep.  

“Morning, Buttercup.  Javier is out cold, James has left for work, and we are having breakfast in your new, giant-ass bed.  Marion is bringing it up when it’s ready.”

I smiled.  “That’s sweet.  What a nice way to wake up.”

“Don’t you want to know what’s for breakfast?” 

I gave him my little shrug.  “I don’t really care.  The company is so good, the food is kind of secondary.”  

We shared a look.  

“It always was,” he said.  “Remember when the food used to be nonexistent?”  

I laughed and nodded, thinking about what a wonder it was that something that was once such a painful struggle could become just a memory—a memory that gave me nothing but relief that we were past it.  

“Remember when we lived in that ditch by that grocery store for a month?”

I smiled, again surprised to feel nothing but comforted in the knowledge that that distant time was past.  “I do.  I remember that we thought we were lucky then, because we didn’t starve there, and no one bothered us, and you didn’t even have to fight, for a while.”

“Are you going to keep your house now that you’re living with James?” he asked, his voice just curious, though I couldn’t imagine that it was an idle question.  

“Of course I am.  I’ll still be staying there, too.”

“Don’t keep the house just for me, Bianca.  Don’t do it just because of our old plans.  You won’t be homeless again, even if things don’t work out with James.  You don’t need to keep that place to have a sense of security.  Life won’t be like that again.  We can’t live our lives always thinking that it will—always bracing for it.  And commitment for you won’t be what it was for your mother, because James isn’t your father.  You can’t keep comparing them, and you can’t keep treating a good thing like a potential disaster.  That’s no kind of life. ”  

I listened without comment, taking the lecture in the way he intended it.  It was a Stephan pep talk, and I didn’t take offense.  “I’m working on it, Steph, I really am.  I’m facing it and dealing with it, and I’m not running away.”

“So things are good with you two?  You’re still planning to live with him?”

I laughed.  “Why?  Do you think I changed my mind already?”

He shrugged.  “I don’t know.  I guess I was afraid that you got all wrapped up in him, and that, in the light of day, you’d panic about what you’d agreed to and change your mind.”  

“Well, I haven’t, not yet anyway.  That’s got to be a good sign, right?”  

He just nodded, smiling.  

Marion arrived with breakfast and we ate blueberry waffles in bed and laughed and caught up on every little detail of each other’s lives.  We usually didn’t need to update each other, since we were so used to being constant companions, but this was nice, too.  He told me how crazy he was about Javier, and I told him how crazy James and I were in general.  It was a good talk, and I realized that even if I didn’t see Stephan every single day, he could still be my rock.  I hoped he could draw even a fraction of the comfort from me that I did from him.  

“Javier and I are meeting up with one of the crews tonight, if you guys want to join us.  I know you have that photo shoot, but I thought I’d tell you.”  

I nodded.  “Thanks.  I’m not sure what the plan is, but I’ll tell James.  Do I know the crew?”

He grimaced.  “Vance and company.  Not sure it’s the best idea, but I’m trying to play nice.”

I grimaced right back.  Vance was an ex of Javier’s, and neither he nor the rest of the crew were huge Stephan fans.  I had always personally thought that was because Vance was still hung up on Javier.  “That’s nice of you.  Hopefully they try to play nice, too.”  

“Javier swears they’ll be well-behaved.”  

I nodded, hoping it worked out that way, though ex situations never tended to be so simple.  What looked good on paper got real messy when emotions factored in.  I had come to learn that fact all too well lately.  

I told him about my brother and he was a little shocked that I was going to meet with him.  I shrugged when he asked me why.  “He sounded…nice.  Nothing like my father.  What could it hurt to meet for coffee sometime?”

“I think it’s a good idea, but I think you should be cautious.  Can I go with you?”

I waved him off.  “It will be a strange, awkward meeting.  I’ll take security, though, so you don’t need to worry about me.”  

He nodded, but he still looked a little worried. 

We were both laughing hard as Stephan told me a story from the night before.  They had been so excited to get their own driver that they’d gone from club to club, not staying more than twenty minutes at any of them before moving on, enjoying the car and driver even more than the clubbing.  My phone rang from the bedside table.  

I answered with a laugh still on my lips.  

It was James.  “Ah now, there’s a sound that I love to hear.  How are you this morning, my love?”  

“Mmm, good.  How are you?”  

“Better now.  It’s been a…rough morning.  What are you doing?”  

I glanced around at my rather strange surroundings.  “I’m having breakfast in our ridiculously huge bed with Stephan,” I told him bluntly.  No reason to prevaricate.  

There was a long pause on the other end of the line.  Stephan had fallen silent, giving me wide eyes.  I noticed for the first time that he wore only boxers and a smile, and I wore nothing but a sheet.  It occurred to me, rather belatedly, that our breakfast in bed could look bad to an outside observer.  

“I have to say, if you had said any other name in that sentence, I’d be on the verge of murder.”  

I laughed.  I heard the nervous tenor of it.  I felt strangely tense to hear his reaction.  

“Tell Stephan I said good morning,” he said, his voice neutral.  

I told him.  

Stephan smiled.  “Morning, James,” he called loud enough to be heard on the other end.  

“Give him the phone,” James said into my ear.  

I handed Stephan the phone.  

I watched him warily but relaxed completely when Stephan began to laugh almost the instant that he put the phone to his ear.  

“My pleasure, James,” he said, still laughing.  He handed me the phone.  

I held it to my ear.  

“I have to go, but we have the photo shoot at three this afternoon,” he said.  “Do you mind coming by my office before we go?  Say, two thirty?”  

“I’ll be there,” I told him.  “What did you say to Stephan?” I asked.  I couldn’t help it.  Their exchange had just been too quick and strange.  

“I told him that next I’m buying him a house next door to mine for making you laugh like that.  There’s nothing I wouldn’t do to hear that joy in your voice, even if I’m not the one to put it there.”  

My chest hurt a little.  I struggled to find the words to respond.  He was so terribly romantic, in a heart-wrenching kind of way.  “You do put it there, James.  I’m not good with the words, but just knowing you makes me feel privileged.”  

He made a happy little hum of a noise into my ear.  “There you go, making my day again.”    

Words caught in my throat.  I didn’t even know how to respond.  

“I’ll see you at two thirty.  Take care, Bianca,” he said softly, sounding just a touch sad.  

“I’ll be there,” I told him.  

He hung up.  

Stephan gave me a pointed look.  “If you don’t know that he’s completely in love with you, it’s only because you have commitment issues, and you are flat-out lying to yourself.”  

I knew he had a point.  Pretending that he didn’t return my feelings in some way was only my way of buying time.  Time for what?  I didn’t know.  It was swiftly getting to the point that I didn’t even want to resist him.  Perhaps it was just me trying to slow down Mr. Cavendish’s runaway train of a personality.  One thing I knew for sure, though.  I would do a lot to keep him in my life now.  For better or worse, he was becoming essential to me.  

“You worry that the S&M stuff makes you a victim of your childhood, but it doesn’t, Bee,” Stephan said.  

I swallowed and he caught my hand, pulling me close, making me look at his eyes, showing me how serious he was.  “But if you run from what you feel for James, if you would rather lose him than open up enough to tell him how you feel, it just may.  I get that you have doubts, but I just want you to look at those doubts and tell me if they have anything to do with James, with the person that you know he is, and the way he feels about you.”

If it had been anyone else in the world holding me and lecturing me and speaking to me this way, I would have run, or withdrawn, or lashed out, but Stephan saying these things in such a serious tone, knowing that it might make me mad, knowing that I wouldn’t like what he was saying, but feeling the need to say it anyway, had a completely different effect on me.  With Stephan, I just listened and tried to find the true answer.

“You’re right,” I told him finally.  The way I felt wasn’t going away, and not looking at it directly was just another way I’d been a coward.  “You’re absolutely right about all of it.  I do need to tell him.  He’s been wonderful to me, and I owe him the truth.  It’s just the next step that scares me…and also, just how short a time I’ve known him.  I feel like real love should take time, or at least, more time than this.  I’ve been trying to make my head rule my actions, when my heart has so obviously taken over, but I feel how I feel, and I know it’s not going away.”  

“Quit over-thinking it.  Just tell him how you feel.  It doesn’t have to be so complicated.”

I nodded.  “You’re right.  I’ve been doing that from the start, and he’s only tried to be close to me, to show me how he feels for me.  I owe him my own emotional honesty.”  

He stroked my hair, smiling at me in that way he had, like I was the most wonderful thing in the world—like I was family.  I hoped my eyes communicated the same thing, because my heart felt it.  “Yes.  That’s all.  I’m done with the lecture.  I just thought you needed a little poke in the right direction.  I don’t want to see you throw away something that makes you so…incandescent with love.”  

I blushed down to my toes, because he was right, and because I’d done a dismal job of hiding it.  James did that to me.  He was so wonderful that I just couldn’t help it.  And didn’t something so wonderful deserve a little leap of faith?  Did I really need time to reaffirm something that I felt on such a profound level?  My heart already knew the answer.

I clutched Stephan’s hand.  “I love you.  I have no idea what I would do without you.”

He nodded, smiling, his eyes so soft.  “I love you.  There is nothing I wouldn’t do for you, but I can’t hold you back.  We don’t have to be neighbors to be best friends, just like we didn’t have to live together.  This move will be no different than that.  We’re growing up, Bianca, but we will never grow apart.  I know you too well, and I know that’s part of what is holding you back, so just get that fear out of your head.  You’re stuck with me forever.”
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CHAPTER TEN

Mr. Supermodel




It took me an unusually long time to get ready.  I tried on a good number of outfits, making Stephan give me his opinion about everything, and changing my mind several times.  It was a strange role reversal for us.  Something about going to my supermodel boyfriend’s photo shoot made me want to look my best, apparently.

I finally settled on a little yellow Betsy Johnson dress.  It was a little fussy for me, with a flared skirt, fitted bodice, and a bit of cleavage, but when I put it on I just felt sexy and cute, and I needed an extra boost of confidence for the intimidating shoot.  Shiny red heels completed the ensemble, and I secretly loved Jackie’s flair for outrageous color pairings.

I spent extra time on my hair, blow-drying and then smoothing it out, and even took my usual sparse makeup routine up a notch, with a dusky pink lip, a deep violet shadow on my lids, and a darker color lining my eyes.  

I did a little twirl for Stephan when I was done, and he gave me an approving smile.  

“Most beautiful woman in the world,” he said, and I knew he meant it, because in his eyes, I really was.    

I was actually running early as he walked me out.  We said goodbye at the elevator.  

Blake was already waiting for me there, looking as severe as ever.  

“Be sure to notify security when you want to leave the apartment, Ms. Karlsson,” Blake said chidingly.  

I had forgotten.  I realized that she must have just been waiting at the elevator, trying to anticipate my actions.  

“Sorry,” I mumbled, feeling like a child whenever I dealt with her, which didn’t endear her to me at all.  But I saw where I had erred this time.  “I’ll call next time I’m leaving, so no one has to wait around for no reason.”  

She just nodded like she didn’t believe me, and then fell awkwardly silent.

My security detail hadn’t changed, rather it had been reconfigured so that Johnny was the furthest from me at all times.  I found this both ridiculous and a bit of a relief, since he’d hardly endeared himself to me on our short acquaintance.

We took a limo, Williams and Johnny sitting up front, and Blake and Henry taking seats with me in the spacious cabin of the car.  We arrived at the hotel early, waiting at the curb, no one saying a word.  I watched the building carefully for James.  

When I spotted his beautiful suit-clad figure emerging briskly from the front entrance of the hotel, my heart did a mean little flip in my chest.  

People stopped and stared even in the short time it took him to pass quickly from the building to the car.  He was just so arresting, so impossibly stunning.  It had to be a shock just to see a vision like that on the street.  He certainly had my attention.  

He was in the cab beside me in a flash and his eyes were so soft when they fell on me that I felt like I was melting as I looked at him.  His face had changed so drastically at just the sight of me that I felt like my heart had warmed in my chest.  

He gripped a hand into my hair, leaning close to me, obviously conscious of the fact that we weren’t alone.  He kissed my cheek.  “God, did I miss you, Love.  Is thirty too young to retire from working?  I’d love to just make love to you full-time, instead.”  He spoke softly, and by the last sentence, his voice was only a whisper into my ear.  

I smiled at him, gripping a hand over his in my hair, pulling that hand to my face, and kissing his palm softly.  “You’re thirty?” I asked him, surprised.  I’d just always assumed he was younger.  I would have sworn I’d heard that he was in his twenties.  And he didn’t look thirty to me, though it wasn’t as though he acted young.  He did carry the heavy weight of countless responsibilities with unconscious ease on those elegant shoulders.  

He nodded, those soft, tarnished eyes smiling at me.  “Just had a birthday a few weeks ago.  You thought I was younger?”  

I nodded, unable to deny it.  But I was suddenly distracted by what he’d said, and what it meant.  “I missed your birthday?” I asked, feeling just awful with guilt.  

He bit his lip, and for some reason it made me want to cry.  He seemed worlds more vulnerable suddenly.  “Yes.  That was a rough couple of days, though you did text me on my birthday, and that helped.”  

I was horrified as a tear slipped down my cheek, but I couldn’t seem to help it.  “I didn’t know,” I whispered, leaning close.  “I feel terrible.  How can I make it up to you?”  

He traced that tear down my face with a sad smile on his.  “Don’t miss another one.  Not ever.  That would more than make up for it.”  

I shook my head.  “I wouldn’t know what to get you—what you would want, but I have to do something for you.”  

He grinned suddenly, his pretty mouth wicked but his eyes still so tender.  “There’s a picture I want you to paint for me.  That would be a wonderful gift.  But that won’t cancel out the other thing I mentioned.  You don’t get to miss any more of my birthdays.”  

I nodded, agreeing with him, even knowing that it was insane.  

His brows shot up in genuine surprise.  “Just like that, you agree?  You understand that I’m asking for a long-term commitment from you when I say that?”  

I nodded again, and his eyes went wild for the barest second before they became shuttered and he buried his face in my neck.  I understood his actions perfectly.  I wouldn’t want anyone to see me in such a raw moment, either.  

“You mean it?” he whispered.  

I was a little shocked at his shock.  I had already agreed to live with him, after all.  I wanted right then to tell him that I loved him, to reassure him, to express myself with more freedom, but the four other people in the car made me hold my tongue about the deepest of what I wanted to say.    

“I do mean it, James.  I want so much for this to last—for us to stay together.  I’m desperate for it.”  My voice was the barest whisper as I spoke into his ear.

He clutched me to him tightly, his mouth at my ear.  “I’m desperate for it too.  I’m willing to fight for it, Bianca, willing to fight for us, because it will be a fight sometimes.  The life I lead can be overwhelming, and the press can be relentless.  Can you swear that no matter what they throw at us, you’ll stay at my side?”

I tensed at his words, suddenly apprehensive that he was referring to some undefined threat in the future, something worse than anything we’d been through before.  I didn’t know if it was my imagination—if I was just so used to expecting the worst, or if I could read a strange thread of fear in his voice, but I was suddenly filled with my own fear.  

“I promise to try,” I told him finally.  

“Thank you,” he murmured softly.  

He pulled away, looking resolutely out the window, clutching my hand, and I could tell by his demeanor that he was trying to regain his composure.  I got it.  I did my own window staring as I tried to regain my own customary calm façade.  

We reached our destination quickly, disembarking from the car slowly, the security stepping out first, and then flanking us.  The whole process still felt surreal to me, but as James gripped a warm hand on my nape, I thought that I could grow used to anything, with him at my side.  

The entire photo shoot episode felt strange to me.  I knew from the second we walked in the door that I was out of place.  I had dressed the part of the billionaire’s girlfriend, but it just wasn’t me, and I felt a little uncomfortable in my own skin as they swept James off to prep for the photo, and I was expected to just stand around and wait.  

Everyone was polite enough, asking me if I needed anything, finding me the best spot to sit and watch the shoot, but it all just made me more self-conscious.  I was quickly hiding behind my calmest, blankest expression, and I was all nerves on the inside.  

The security wasn’t helping, of course, looking severe and intimidating as they positioned themselves around me and stared down the room.  I finally resorted to playing on my phone.  I saw a missed text from Stephan and clicked on it immediately.  




Stephan:  I think meeting up with these guys was a bad idea.  They are openly hostile and I’m not sure why.







Bianca:  Vance is hung up on Javier, I think.  I’ve always gotten that vibe.  Is there anything I can do to help?  Want me to come there for moral support?







I felt my face heat up in agitation at even the thought of someone being mean to Stephan.  He was a very strong man—a very strong person, but I still couldn’t bear the thought.  







Stephan:  Nah, it’s not that serious, B. I’ll prolly just duck out ahead of schedule.  I would like to hang out when u r done there, so give me a holler.







Bianca:  Of course.  You name the time and place, and I’ll be there.  Always.







Stephan:  Your swank pad, as soon as you’re done watching your supermodel get photographed.







Bianca:  You got it.  Love you.







Stephan:  Love you, B.







I felt a strong urge to ignore what he said and just go and find him and make sure he was okay, but I stifled it.  Stephan was usually very good at telling me just what he needed from me, and if he said that it wasn’t that serious—that he just wanted to hang out when he was done, then that was what he wanted, and that’s what I would do.  

I was still stewing about it when James emerged from the changing area.  My jaw went a little slack and my mind went completely blank.  

He was wearing pale gray slacks and a bright white tie.  And that was all.  His chest and even his feet were bare, his skin dark and golden against the pale fabric of the tie.  His chest was oiled and the sight of it literally made my mouth water.  His pants were ridiculously low-slung for dress slacks, which meant they were from wardrobe, and not his.  I couldn’t imagine him wearing a suit to work that didn’t fit just perfectly, and those pants looked in danger of falling off, and showing his most delectable parts to the room.  

I swallowed hard as he strode to me, watching that V above his waistband move distractingly with stark muscles.      

He drew close.  

“Hello, Mr. Beautiful,” I said, my voice very soft.  It just sort of slipped out.

“You shouldn’t look at me like that right now, Bianca,” he said with a fond smile.  “Not unless you want a lot of magazine subscribers to get a really clear picture of my hard-on.”  

I nodded.  He had a very good point, but I still couldn’t stop looking at him.  His chest had the finest sheen of oil on it.  

I touched it with a finger.  

He grabbed my hand.  “Now, now,” he said, but there was still a smile in his voice.  

I made myself look at his face.  Of course, that view was just as distracting.  Someone had tied his hair back from his face.  His hair looked darker like that, all of the highlights hidden away.  

I clenched my fists to keep from touching him.  I was finding it so difficult to keep my hands to myself lately.  It was a strange new development for me, when I’d almost always found touching and being touched to be anathema.  

I cleared my throat.  “You look…”  Delectable.  Edible.  Mouth-watering.  “Very nice.”  

“Thank you.”  He cleared his throat.  “Hopefully I can get this finished quickly.”  

He strode away before I could respond, moving towards where they were setting up the shoot.  

I observed the whole process very much as an outsider looking in.  An obsessed, infatuated, outsider looking in.  But going by the similar, glassy-eyed female stares I noted wherever I glanced, I wasn’t the only one.  

One lucky woman got the task of showing him where to stand and what to do.  I didn’t miss the fact that she used every excuse to touch him.  Could I blame her?  Yes.  But I found that I wasn’t even the slightest bit jealous.  How could I be when James tried to withdraw from every touch?  He was professional but very cool with the woman.  

The woman was almost too thin, but still indisputably attractive, with dark hair and eyes, and Hollywood lips.  She could have been anywhere from thirty to forty-five.  It didn’t matter on her.  Youth or the lack thereof was not where her beauty lay.  Still, I didn’t feel even a stirring of insecurity as she put her hands on him.  Instead, I almost pitied the awkward position he found himself in.  He shot me occasional, uncomfortable glances as she handled him, as though he were more afraid of upsetting me than he was concerned about doing the shoot.  It made me flush a little every time he did it, though those were the only looks he was sparing me.  

The woman backed away from him finally, and the shoot began.  When she began to call out orders to the crew, I realized that she must be the director.  By the way she’d been acting, I’d assumed she was some sort of star-struck assistant.  I supposed I knew better than anyone how Mr. Beautiful could turn even the most stoic woman into a love-struck fool.  

Every move that he made suddenly became extra fascinating, and it had always been pretty damned fascinating to me.  He didn’t smile, just moved his face by infinitesimal degrees, this way and that way, catching every perfect angle for the various shots.

His hands started at his hips but moved up to lace behind his head, drawing his abs taut and making his arms bulge in the most appealing way.  It might have just been me, but his tie seemed to be pointing suggestively down, and I couldn’t help but notice how the pose stretched the Bianca on his chest, displaying it like a prize.  It made me smile.  He was insane, but that was becoming just another thing that I adored about him.  It was also becoming apparent that I only had a passing relationship with sanity myself.  

They took shot after shot as he shifted around at the director’s command.  She called a halt maybe ten minutes in.  

“Annie, get me some suspenders!” she barked.  

A small blonde woman scurried back into wardrobe.  

The two women were swiftly attaching suspenders to his low-slung slacks, which seemed wholly unnecessary, and very unprofessional to me, but what did I know?  They resumed the shot quickly.  

James had to pull one suspender to the side to show off his red ink, but no one stopped him.  

I could see why they’d added the suspenders, though I’d thought it was a strange thing to do.  It was sexy.  Like insane sex on horseback sexy.  Something about the business attire set against his tan oiled chest was obscene, bordering on mind-blowing orgasm just looking at him, sexy.  

They took endless pictures of his every shift in posture and expression.  Eventually they made him turn, taking shot after shot of his ripped back.  He shrugged out of one errant suspender to show off the tattoo on his back.  

I shifted closer to study it, still feeling a little shell-shocked every time I caught a glimpse of my face on his back.  I knew from hearing several friends talk about it that tattoos scabbed over at first, sometimes marring the ink for weeks, but I could see no sign of that yet on this one.  It seemed perfect, still looking like a painting on his back. 

I still thought the tattoo was insane, though I was beginning to understand why he’d done it.  

He was committed to me, for whatever crazy reason, and I was so closed off that he hadn’t been able to just come out and say it, and have me believe him.  I was too damaged, too skeptical of everything good in life.  This had been his bat-shit crazy way of trying to prove it to me.  He was so like Stephan in that way, so willing to throw all pride aside for the sake of loving me.  I knew in my soul that there was nothing Stephan wouldn’t do for me, and I was beginning to see that James had that same startling quality.  What had I done to deserve such devoted men in my life?  I couldn’t fathom it.  It all just seemed to be good to be true.  
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CHAPTER ELEVEN

Mr. Gorgeous




After an exhaustive amount of posing, James was led off to change into another outfit for the shoot.  I couldn’t imagine why.  I’d seen the shoot.  There was no way they hadn’t gotten a good string of pictures out of it. 

The director approached me as James disappeared into the dressing area.  She smiled at me.  It was a polished, professional kind of smile.  I wondered if she’d been a model before she’d directed photo shoots.  

She waved a hand at her own chest.  “So I take it you’re this Bianca?” she asked, and I realized she was referencing the tattoo she’d just been staring at for an hour.

I nodded, not really sure how to respond.  

She held out a hand.  “I’m Beatrice Stoker.  I’m the director.”  

I shook her hand, and she squeezed hard, like it was some kind of a test.  I gave her a half-hearted response, not interested in whatever way she thought she was testing me with such a strange action.  

“Bianca,” I told her, even though she obviously knew that.  

“You are one lucky lady, Bianca,” she said.  Something a little too familiar about her tone raised my hackles just a bit.  

I gave her very solid eye contact.  “I’m very well aware of that.  Trust me when I say that you can’t even imagine how lucky.”  

She blinked, but didn’t seem at all put off by my awkward statement.  I didn’t know what made me want to goad her, but more and more, I seemed to be having a hard time holding my tongue.  

“Well, good for you,” she finally said.  “About that, with Mr. Cavendish’s new tattoos being devoted to you and all, I had an idea for the shoot, if you don’t object.”  

“Object to what?” I asked suspiciously.  

She smiled that polished smile.  “If you wouldn’t mind going through the hassle of hair, makeup, and wardrobe, I’d love to have you involved in some of the shots.  More as an accessory to James than as a focal point, if you get my meaning.”  

I didn’t.  “You want me to be in the photo?” I asked, baffled.  It was something I’d never expected.  

“Well, he’s showing off tattoos that are obviously in your honor, so I thought it would be nice to squeeze you into a few shots.  Nothing much.  I’d just like to have you maybe hug him from behind, something very innocent and low-key.  He’s been shirtless on our covers several times, sans tats.  I thought it might be nice to show the reader what’s inspired his new passion for ink.”  

I grimaced, uncomfortable with the idea.  “You’d have to ask James.  This is his thing.”  

She nodded and strode off with a purpose, and I felt a little like I’d just thrown him to the wolves. 

Sure enough, James strode out of the dressing room scant moments later, moving to me in swift strides, his brow furrowed.  He was in a new mouthwatering getup with pale beige slacks, a bare golden chest, and the softest looking beige scarf I’d ever seen in my life wrapped around his neck until it formed a sort of X-rated cowl.  

“What do you think of this idea?” he asked me quietly.

I shrugged, not sure what to think, and having a hard time focusing on anything but what I wanted him to do to me with that scarf.  

“My first inclination was to say fuck no, I don’t want you exposed like that, but my need to shelter you from the world is obviously a moot point.  They’ve gotten a look at you, so I think we should let them look at you on our terms, if that makes sense.  So I guess what I’m saying is that, yes, I would like you to be involved with the shoot, if you’re comfortable with that.”

He sounded almost defensive as he mapped out his reasonings to me.  It was so unusual for him to be defensive that I was a little taken aback.  He looked so worked up in fact, that I decided to just put him out of his misery.  

“Fine, I’ll do it,” I said quietly.  It was a fact that there were already too many horrible pictures of me out there to even keep track of, so what would one not so horrible picture hurt?  

He seemed stunned, and not altogether pleased, which I found rather perverse of him, but he just nodded.

After that, it felt like a whirlwind of activity as I had my hair, makeup, and nails done.  

The dressing room was a total fiasco.  There was just no other way to look at it.  The wardrobe people, used to working with professionals, and hardly used to dealing with unreasonably jealous boyfriends, tried to go about business as usual.  

Someone started to lift my skirt up and I just sort of yelped, surprised.  I turned to look at the girl behind me.  She was giving me an impatient look, just doing her job.  And then there was James…

“Don’t touch her,” he told the poor girl, his tone bordering on mean.  I hadn’t appreciated her familiarity, but I felt a strong stirring of pity at the crushed look on her face.  He addressed the room at large.  “Everyone out.  She does not need an audience.  Only one female dresser gets to stay.” 

That one lucky female dresser looked like she’d just drawn the short straw as she rifled through clothes.  She was the little blonde assistant that had been helping with the shoot.  She pulled out a pair of jeans and gave me a dubious look.  “I don’t suppose you’d agree to go topless?  Everything would be covered, of course—“

“Out of the question,” James said.  He sounded real putout about it, too.  

She sighed, no more happy than he was about the whole situation.  “Maybe I should just let you choose her wardrobe.  Only her hands and maybe the top of her head will be showing, so it doesn’t really matter, and you’re obviously going to have an opinion about it.”  

I thought she’d been sarcastic when she told him to choose, but he took her at her word, rifling through the racks of clothes with a purpose.  

James didn’t waste any time choosing, at least.  I rolled my eyes but had to smile as I saw what he’d chosen.  

The stylist actually seemed pleased with his choices.  “Ohh, that’s a nice idea.  That would be a good way to have her compliment the shot.”

“She doesn’t need help dressing, but she does need privacy,” James said bluntly. 

The stylist shot him an unfriendly look, but left in a hurry.  

I studied James, half-expecting him to pounce on me.  It was a natural assumption.  We were alone now, and when we were alone…

He didn’t though, just started acting like he was dressing me.  I didn’t need help dressing, but I knew that wasn’t the point.  He wanted to do this, needed to do this.  If I tried to analyze him, as I seemed to do with everything, I thought he did this because he loved to feel like he was taking care of me.  He, being as much of a relationship novice as myself, thought that this was what couples did, something that made them closer.  I was pretty positive that not many couples did do it, but odd as it was, it did make me feel closer to him, and more cherished.  

He dressed me in beige slacks and a soft, knit, beige tank top that was nearly a match to his scarf.  I fingered that scarf when it got within my reach.  

He gave me a hot look.  “I’m keeping the scarf.  I have plans.”  

“Of course you do,” I murmured back.  

His eyes narrowed on me.  “That look in your eyes is going to get you in trouble.”  

I just stared at him, letting that ‘look’ do its worst.  

He grinned.  “Lucky for us both, you like to get into trouble.”  

I felt my insides clench in a very good way, sure that meant he was going to do something, like now, but he just finished dressing me and stepped back. 

“Wear the same red heels,” he said.  I stepped into them, and he tugged me back out into the studio.  

The shoot was both less and more awkward than I’d anticipated.  On my end, posing was a breeze.  All I had to do was stand behind him, arms wrapped around his middle, hands on his chest and abs.  I tried not to let those hands wander, or caress, but it was a struggle.  My face wasn’t really even visible, just the top of my head and my eyes peeking over his shoulder when I wasn’t laying my cheek against his lovely back.  Posing was easy.  Not getting wildly turned on was the hard part.  I managed that part better than James, though that was only because his part was harder to control in general.

The director cleared her throat just a few shots in.  “Um, so, is there anything you can do about that, Mr. Cavendish?  This is not an X-rated publication…”

James, shameless bastard that he was, seemed completely unfazed.  “You’ll just need to shoot me waist up.  You were the one who wanted my girlfriend in the shot, putting her hands on me.  What did you think was going to happen?”  

“If we could shoot just waist up, that might not be a problem, but it seems to be a…bigger problem than that.” 

I felt him shrug against my cheek and I just lost it.  I started giggling and I couldn’t stop for a solid five minutes.  

James turned around until our fronts were pressed together.  He was smiling at me, laughter in his eyes.  “I can’t think of a sound that I love to hear more than that one.”  

It went better after I got that long giggling fit out of my system.  James seemed to get a better handle on things as well, and they shot his back and front while I leaned against him.  They stopped briefly to fix his hair, letting it hang loose, then tying it back again.  The whole thing seemed kind of silly and frivolous to me, but what did I know about photo shoots?  And I couldn’t say that I didn’t enjoy myself.  Just the opposite; once I shook the nerves off, I had a really good time.  

They did one more wardrobe change for James, and I was left out of that one.  I didn’t mind.  

They put him in nothing but low-slung athletic shorts and some running shoes.  They didn’t give him socks, which seemed pretty impractical, but he did have sexy ankles, so I got why they’d done it. 

They braided the longer pieces of his hair back, which I thought was weird, but it worked on him.  He looked gorgeous, as usual.

They went through the standard poses that he’d been doing, then moved on to some action shots.  These I watched with renewed fascination.  They had him jump impressively high, do some push-ups, and then pull-ups.  I had to contain a little smirk when they made him do curls.  

He used more expression for these shots, even grinning into the camera for some of them.  He hardly needed direction, going about the whole process like I imagined a professional model would.  

Someone brought me a turkey sandwich, and I thanked them.  I ate the entire thing, not taking my eyes off James for a second.

They took a few breaks to do what I thought was some very unnecessary oiling down.  He tried to brush off the two women swarming him, shooting me a very uncomfortable look.  I thought I read the look perfectly.  He was worried I’d be upset at all of the hands trying to touch him, and he wanted it to stop.  

They finally relented, but still insisted on doing his back.  His jaw was clenched, and he looked positively agitated by the time they finished.  I watched with no expression on my face, though I only felt the slightest twinge of annoyance.  If I had been inclined to get upset about all of the touching, his reaction would have quickly cured me.  He was far more upset about it than I was.  

He approached me to chat during one of the short breaks, and one of the many assistants approached us, a sheepish look on her face.  I saw that she was holding a rolled up magazine.

She unrolled it and held it out to him when she got close, a black permanent marker in her other hand.  “Sorry to bug you, but would you mind signing this?” she asked.  

James took the magazine without hesitation, signing the cover.  I froze when I saw it.  It was a picture him and Jules.  I knew by their clothes that it was from the night I’d run from his apartment.  He saw my expression as he handed the magazine back to the girl.  

“Thanks so much,” she muttered, quickly moving away.  She knew not to press her luck, I thought.

“You look upset,” James said quietly, studying me.  

I gave him my little shrug, not wanting to talk about, but also not knowing if I could keep my mouth shut about it.  

“That night,” I said finally, when he just kept watching me.  “I know you said it wasn’t a date, but it hurt that you still went with her to that gala, after all that had happened.

His eyes widened.  “No,” he said softly.  “I didn’t.  I wouldn’t.  I went to that gala for thirty minutes, because I felt obligated to, for my mother’s sake.  But I was miserable, and I went alone.  Those pictures were typical Jules, crashing my obligatory press photos.  The only time I even spoke to her was to tell her to leave me the hell alone.  I swear it, Bianca.  Once I saw how you felt, I wouldn’t have done that.”

I felt weak with relief.  I hadn’t even known I was that bothered by it.  

While I was humiliating myself, though, I had to clear it all up.  “That collar she wore that night… Did you give it to her?”  

He shook his head.  “I’ve never given her a piece of jewelry.”

“She noticed my collar, and she implied that her own choker was something similar…”

He flushed.  His hand made a cutting motion through the air.  “She’s preoccupied with my personal life, and she’s a liar.  I’m sorry you were bothered by this, but she was manipulating you.  I didn’t give her that.”

I just nodded to show him that I’d heard him.  They were already waving him back for the shoot.

“Are you okay?  Do you have any other questions?”

I shook my head, meeting his gaze to show him I was fine.  Reluctantly, he went back to finish up. 

When  all was said and done, the entire photo shoot took nearly four hours.  I was surprised to notice what time it was when I checked my phone.  

James was in the back changing as I saw that I’d missed several texts from Stephan.  







Stephan:  B, will you call me when you can?  







Stephan:  I’m heading back to the apartment.  Please let me know when you’re free.  I don’t want to be alone right now.







A little shiver of dread ran down my spine, and I felt instantly guilty for forgetting about my phone yet again.  I tried to call him five times in a row, my heart pounding into overdrive when he didn’t answer.  

His text about not wanting to be alone had really gotten to me.  He shouldn’t have to be alone, not ever, not while I still breathed, because that was just how it worked with us, but he was obviously alone and hurting, and I needed to get to him.  

I tried texting him, though I knew it was pointless if he wasn’t even answering his phone.  







Bianca:  Just saw your messages.  Coming back to the apartment as fast as I can get there.  Please tell me u r okay.







James was striding towards me when I looked up from my phone.  He must have seen something on my face because his changed from smiling to alarmed between one step and the next.  

“What is it?” he asked me quietly when he drew close.

“It’s Stephan.  I need to get back to the apartment.  He’s upset about something and he needs me.”

He nodded, shooting a quick glance to a spot behind me.  He took my elbow and began to lead me out of the studio without further ado.  

“Wait, Mr. Cavendish,” the director was saying.  “We just need to conduct the interview portion.  It won’t take more than thirty minutes.”  

He didn’t even slow down.  “Email the questions to me.  We have some urgent business to attend to,” he said brusquely.  

She didn’t protest.  I doubted many would when he used such a Mr. Cavendish tone.  

He wasted no time getting us into the car and traveling swiftly back to the apartment.  

“Thank you,” I told him, my voice pitched very low, always conscious of the other people in the car.  “I can’t bear the thought of him being alone and upset.”

He nodded and stroked a hand over my hair.  “I know.  We’ll be home in just a few minutes.  Do you have any idea what happened?”  

I gave my little shrug.  “He and Javier were going out with some other flight attendants tonight.  It was a crew that was friends with Javier, but not with Stephan.  Something must have happened with them.  He mentioned earlier that they were being openly hostile.  I should have gone to him then.  I feel terrible.”  

“Did he ask you to come then?”

“No, but—“

“Did he ask you to come now?” he asked.

“Yes, but that was almost an hour ago—“

“Quit beating yourself up.  You know Stephan wouldn’t.  We’re going to him now, and everything will be fine.”  
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CHAPTER TWELVE

Mr. Understanding




I rushed into the apartment the second the elevator opened, moving towards the room the guys had been staying in.  James was a silent presence—keeping pace at my back.  

I only knew I was heading in the right direction by the raised voice echoing down the long hallway.  I broke into a run.  

Javier was yelling, his voice harsh and angry.  It was so uncharacteristic for him that I stopped in the open doorway to their room.

“We will talk about it now,” Javier was saying in an awful voice.  He was standing directly in front of Stephan, close enough to shout into his face.  His tone and his demeanor instantly sparked my rare temper, but he wasn’t what made me lose it. 

Stephan stood with his arms crossed in front of him, looking at the floor, his posture defeated.  He had withdrawn from the confrontation, gone into that dark place in his mind where his family abused him and deserted him without looking back.  I knew it at a glance.  Something horrible had happened between the two men, something so bad that Stephan had checked out, and everything that Javier was doing was just making him go further into that dark place.  That was what made me lose it.

I was moving to Stephan before my brain fully processed what was even going on, as though my body knew what to do before my brain did.  I moved between the two men, and into Stephan, burying my face in his chest, my arms wrapping tight around his ribs.  

He gasped as though he’d been holding his breath, hugging me back.  Those were his only reactions.  His face and posture didn’t change other than that.  I knew it was a bad sign.  

I turned my face just enough to glare at Javier.  “You need to give him some space.  Now.”  

Javier pointed at me, growing visibly more furious.  “This is the problem with you two.  How the fuck is anyone supposed to get close to either of you, to have any kind of a relationship with you, when you only care about each other, only trust each other?!”  

Javier had a rare but memorable temper.  He was a clear-headed, sweet guy ninety-nine percent of the time.  He was sweet, gentle, and amiable, if a touch cool for my taste.  But that other one percent was an emotional typhoon.  I knew from their past breakup that when he got like this he said awful things, threw out ultimatums, and burned bridges.  I got it.  I understood that dysfunction all too well, but it had wounded Stephan once again, and I had a real serious problem with that.

I pointed right back at him.  “I said, give him space.”  

His upper lip quivered.  He gripped both hands into his hair as though he wanted to pull it all out.  I couldn’t tell if it was anger or pain that moved him, but I frankly didn’t care at that moment.  Priority one was Stephan, always.  

“He doesn’t need space!  He needs to talk to me, instead of running to you every time he’s upset!”

I started to move towards Javier, to do what, I wasn’t quite sure.  Push him from the room?  Get in his face?  I honestly couldn’t say, but it didn’t matter.  Stephan stopped me, clutching me close.

“Leave her out of it, Javier,” Stephan said, his voice toneless and quiet.  I hated that tone, because I knew it hid a deep pain.

“No, you leave her out of it—“ Javier shouted back.

“Go, Javier.  I have nothing to say to you right now, and I’ve heard what you have to say.  Now leave us alone,” Stephan said, still in that alarmingly dead tone.

Javier visibly deflated.  He turned and walked away.  

Distractedly, I noted that James followed him out, closing the door softly behind them.  

Stephan pulled me to a low couch, hugging me to him.  I clutched him just as tightly as he did me.  If he needed comfort, I needed just as badly to give it to him.  He was hurting, and I hurt with him.  We had never been able to maintain any level of detachment from each other’s suffering, and we didn’t now.

I stroked my hands through his soft wavy hair over and over, not speaking, just comforting and waiting.  If he needed to tell me, he would tell me.  I wouldn’t pry.  

We hugged like that for a long time, my face buried in his neck, his in my hair, before he spoke in a whisper into my ear.  “I told him that I loved him yesterday,” he said finally.  

I tried not to tense, tried to stay comforting, relaxing, waiting for him to go on, but I didn’t imagine he’d have good news after that.  The I love you obviously hadn’t been met with a positive response.

“He told me that he needed more time to know his feelings, that I was moving too fast.  He said he wasn’t sure he could trust me yet, with our history and all.  I tried not to be hurt by that, even though it felt like a rejection.”  

He didn’t speak for a while.  I stroked his hair, rubbed his back.  

“I shook it off pretty good, I thought.  I could give him time.  We have time, yanno?  Maybe I was rushing.  But then we went out tonight.  To Melvin’s bar.  Not my idea, but I didn’t figure there’d be a problem.  And there wasn’t.  At least not on Melvin’s end.  Melvin was completely civil, friendly even.  Javier took exception to the friendly.  He asked me if I’d gone out with Melvin.  I said yeah, briefly.  He went into a jealous tantrum.  I went to the bathroom.  When I came back out, I found Javier pinned to the wall, being kissed by Vance.  He wasn’t exactly putting up a fight.  I left.  Javier followed me here.”  

“He was mad at me.  He had the nerve to turn it around on me, said I was overreacting.  I hate this.  I just can’t take this kind of stuff, the jealousy and the disloyalty.  I’d rather be alone than deal with all of that.”  

“I can’t make him love me,” he continued, an awful quaver in his voice.  My tear ducts responded accordingly, producing a dreaded tear like a button had been pushed.  “I’ve been down that road.  Before I met you, that was all I knew.  I did everything I could think of to make my family love me, but in the end, they said that I was toxic, and un-savable, and they thought that I was scum.  I won’t do that again, won’t be that pathetic kid who can’t make someone love them, not even for Javier.”

“Oh, Stephan,” I whispered, crying like a baby now, because he was crying, and because there was no distance between his pain and my heart.  “You are the most beautiful person I’ve ever met.  There is nothing ugly inside of you, nothing bad.  If he can’t love you, if he doesn’t already, it can only be because he’s not worthy of your love.  You don’t need to try to make anyone love you ever again.  You’re the most lovable person I know.”

“I’m not, Bee.  My own family threw me away.  There has to be something wrong with me.  They didn’t throw the other kids away.  It was only me, and I tried my hardest—“ he was crying too hard to finish.  I was right there with him.  We held each other and cried like babies.  The tears seemed to be flowing more freely these days.  The stoic, hard-eyed street kids we’d once been would have been ashamed.   

“I love you so much,” I said quietly into his ear when the tears had passed.  “I wouldn’t have survived without you.  You saved me in so many ways.  You still do, every day.  I’m not sure I’d even be capable of loving another person if you hadn’t come along when you did.  I was so numb inside, so resigned to just watching my life play out in one horrible episode after another, until one of those episodes finally ended me for good.”

He whimpered, squeezing me so tightly that I had to pause for a moment.

“You saved me from so many horrible things,” I continued.  “You kept me from having to make so many of the hard choices that a girl would have to make living out on the street.  You were a teenage boy, but you provided for me better, and loved me better, than some parents do for their own children.”

“Oh, Bee,” he whispered.  

“We met in the gutter,” I continued, “but even there, you shone like a light in the dark for me.  You were the only good thing in my life, but you were so good that I knew it had all evened out.  All of the bad was balanced because I got you out of it.  Even jaded and abused and dead inside, I saw that clearly.  If Javier can’t see it, trust me, he’s not worthy of your love.”

He kissed my forehead.  

We didn’t talk about this stuff often, so once I started it was hard to stop.  “I never met your family,” I continued, “but I can tell you that you were the best of them, not the worst.  They did throw you away,” I said, and he made the faintest whimper of a noise.  It killed me to hear that, to know that it still hurt him so badly, still affected him that much.  “They did throw you away, but that says nothing about you, and everything about them.  You would never throw someone away, never turn on someone that needed you.”

I had said my piece, and so fell silent.  He hugged me to him for a long time, burrowing his face into my hair.  

“I love you, Buttercup.  You’re my rock.  Best thing that ever happened to me,” he whispered.

I closed my eyes, feeling unworthy of those words, but relishing them all the same.

I didn’t realize I had drifted off until quiet voices woke me up.  Stephan’s chest was my pillow.  He spoke in a low voice to someone behind me as he stroked my hair.  

“You have to understand how proud she is, if you’re going to keep her with you.  It’s a resilient kind of pride.  She had exactly one pair of pants and three tops in our junior year of high school, but no one ever would have suspected that it was because she was homeless, just because of the way she held herself.  And that was just a taste of it, just a tiny piece of the superficial part of it.  It goes so much deeper than that.  It’s the kind of pride that would keep a person from ever saying how they feel, at the risk of being rejected.  Do you understand?”  

I heard a deep hum of noise behind me and knew that it was James.  

Oh Stephan, I thought.  

He was matchmaking, trying to bring two stubborn souls closer; two people who he was afraid were incapable of doing it themselves.

I felt a weight settle onto the couch beside us, a hand resting on my hip with a soft touch.  

“I understand,” James said quietly.  

I couldn’t begin to read his tone.  

“Are you okay, Stephan?” he asked.

I felt Stephan nod.  “I’m better.  I vented, got it all out, and it actually helped.”

“Are you up to talking to Javier tonight?  I set him up in another room, but he’s asked to speak to you at your earliest convenience.  He swears he’s done yelling—swears he’ll be civil.”  

I felt Stephan nod again.  “Yeah.  I’m ready to talk.  Are you going to wake her?”  

“I’ll carry her to our room.”  

I felt Stephan kiss my head and then James was shifting me into his arms.  I let him take a few steps before I rubbed my cheek against his chest.  “I can walk,” I told him, my voice sleepy.  

“And I can carry you,” he said, just gripping me more tightly.  

And he did, carrying me upstairs and laying me on our bed.  I let him strip me down to nothing without a word, just watching him.  I couldn’t begin to read his mood.  Was he upset?  The evening couldn’t have gone how he’d been planning.  

He shrugged out of his own clothes, lying on the bed beside me.  I was flat on my back, and he perched himself at my side, one hand propping his head up, the other moving to my belly with a light touch.  

It was a peaceful kind of standoff.  We lay and watched and waited for the other to speak.  I thought I was well suited to the contest.  

James broke first.  

“I listened to you and Stephan talking,” he said finally.

I was hardly surprised, so I didn’t react.  “Why?” was all I asked.  

“I led Javier to the furthest room down the hall from Stephan, and when I stepped out into the hall, I heard you sobbing.  I couldn’t stay away.  I couldn’t hear you crying like that and just let it go.  You have to know that about me by now.”  

I did know that.  I just nodded for him to go on.  

“I just sat outside the door and listened.  I tried to give you space, but that was the best I could do.  Let me start by saying that I’m grateful for Stephan.  I feel like I owe him a debt, a debt that I can never repay, for taking care of you, for keeping you safe, body and soul, before we met.  He’s a part of you.  I see that.  But Javier was right, in a way.”  

I opened my mouth to speak.  

He just covered it with his hand.  “Let me finish.  He was right in that, every time you get upset about something, you can’t only turn to each other.  You can depend on other people.  Letting someone other Stephan past your guard won’t diminish what you have with him, or what you are to each other.  Your love for each other is a beautiful thing, but it shouldn’t be such a selfish thing.  You’ve turned that love into a wall that keeps everyone else out, and that’s unfortunate, because you have so much more to give than that.”

“As we’re finding out together, relationships can be rocky.  This thing that we have can be hard.  But if you turn away from me, if you run to Stephan every time it gets hard, where will that leave us?  Where will that leave Javier and Stephan?  You need to make room in your heart for more than Stephan.”  

I didn’t respond, didn’t know what to say, because he was so right and so wrong.  Stephan and I did depend on each other to the exclusion of the rest of the world.  It had served us so well for so long that it was hard to make myself want to break the habit.  Impossible, really.  But he was wrong about the rest of it.  I had so clearly let more than just Stephan into my heart.

He lowered his head very slowly to my chest, placing one light kiss right over my heart.  He looked up at me through the dark golden strands of his hair, keeping his head lowered.  “You need to make room here for me,” he said quietly, placing another soft kiss there.

I gripped his hair in my fists, searching desperately for the words to say to him.  

He pulled himself gently out of my grasp.  “That’s all I wanted to say.”

I couldn’t speak past the lump in my throat.
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Stephan




STEPHAN




I took a long shower and slipped into some black running shorts, not bothering with a shirt.  I thought about going for a nice, mind-clearing run.  I could be in Central Park in minutes.  I loved running there.  It was dark out, and I knew that it wasn’t the safest thing to do, but hell, I’d almost welcome some trouble.  I’d have enjoyed a good fight just then, even knowing that I’d hate myself after the violence.  Even when the violence was self-defense, I hated myself for it.    

I was standing in the doorway to the closet, my running shoes clutched in my hand, when Javier walked into the bedroom.  

I had been planning to go to him, knew that we had to talk, but I’d been putting it off.  A conversation that would most likely end in a break-up was not something I had any wish to rush into.  

He stared at me, something raw and fierce moving behind his dark eyes.  I could tell he’d been crying, but it didn’t take away from his lovely features.  

“I know that you’re going to break up with me,” he said quietly, his voice shaky.  “I know you well enough to see that you’re just working up the nerve.  I only ask one thing before you do it.”  

I looked down at my feet, my still wet hair trailing into my face.  “What is it?” I asked.  

“I just want you to sit down and hear me out.  And look at me while I do it.  If you care about me, you’ll give me at least that much before you write me off.”  

I moved to the low couch across the room.  I sat and finally looked at him steadily.  “Go ahead,” I told him calmly.  

He moved to me.  His chin had a proud tilt to it, as it always did.  Bianca thought he was a little cold, but I’d never seen him that way.  In fact, he reminded me a lot of Bianca, so composed, so controlled, so hidden away to the casual observer.  But nothing between Javier and I had ever been casual, so I hadn’t bought it for a second.  He was reserved, yes, but never cold.  

He knelt at my feet.

“Can I touch you?” he asked.  His eyes on mine were more open, and more raw than I’d ever seen them.

It was hard to tell him no when he was looking at me like that, but I refused to be that self-destructive, so I shook my head at him.  “No.”  

His lip quivered, and it almost broke my resolve.  It was an effort not to look away.

He was on his knees and he moved as close to me as he could possibly be without actually touching me.  He was wearing a very fitted black shirt, and his taut stomach was just a breath away from my knees.  I tried not to let that distract me.

“I know what you think,” Javier said.  “You think I like drama.  You think I got jealous of that bartender and tried to make you jealous.  I can admit that I have been that guy before.  I’ve been in that kind of high drama relationship before, but I am not like that anymore.  That’s what I had with Vance, in fact.”

My jaw clenched hard, but I let him continue without a word, just staring at him.

“That drama-seeking bullshit is the sort of thing you do when you aren’t in love, when you don’t really care where your relationship is going, and that is not what we have, Stephan.  We’re the real deal.  I wouldn’t do that to you, not ever.  I admit that I was jealous of Melvin, and that I was being a child about it, but I would not retaliate by cheating on you.  I wouldn’t throw this away for anything.”

His chin lowered as he spoke, but he never looked away from me.  He gazed up at me with those lovely dark eyes through the thickest set of lashes I’d ever seen.  

I wanted to buy his words, would have loved nothing more, but again I refused to be self-destructive.  I’d worked too hard to value myself to stop now.    

“You can’t put a spin on what I saw, Javier.  Vance was all over you, and you weren’t so much as twitching.  You weren’t even trying to pull away.”  I tried not to raise my voice, but it was a struggle.

He put a hand on my knee, as though it was involuntary—as though he couldn’t help the touching.  

I pushed it off.  “Don’t,” I said, my voice low and mean.

I tried not to be affected as a lone tear trailed down his cheek.

“To explain what you saw I have to explain a little of what Vance and I were like together.”  He swallowed hard, and I watched his throat work.  I made myself look back into his eyes.  

“We were toxic,” he said.  “We were that drama couple.  It was just about the only thing we had going for us.  He was obsessed with me, and I was immature enough to think that was enough to make a relationship work.  He stroked my ego, and I made him crazy, and he liked being crazy.  He wanted a reaction from me, always.  Whether that reaction was good or bad, he didn’t really care.  He would say or do something horrible to me, and I would react, and he loved it.  It got to the point where we could have been the same person, as far as the relationship was concerned.  We did hurtful things, we said hurtful things, and we didn’t even love each other.  That’s the emptiest feeling, to know that you would hurt someone else just to feel something.  I’m not proud of it, but I have been that person.  I am not that person now.”

He put that hand back on my knee, and I didn’t push it away, even thinking that I should.  He moved closer, bumping his hips between my knees until they parted enough to let him move closer.  I could see his other hand trembling as he put it on my chest.

I kept my hands to myself, but I let him touch me.  

“Vance is still that person.  He’s still obsessed with me, obsessed with what we had, even though it ended more than three years ago.  He pulls stunts, wanting nothing more than a reaction from me.  I learned a long time ago that the best thing to do was not to give him one.  Not to give him anything at all.  Not even so much as a twitch…”

He moved closer slowly, giving me every opportunity to tell him no.  He moved until he could nuzzle his face into my chest.  My breathing grew ragged.  

“He kissed me to get a reaction.  He wanted me to fight him, slap him, chew him out, anything at all.  So I gave him nothing at all.  I waited passively for him to finish, for him to realize that I don’t care enough anymore to give him that reaction.”

I gripped a hand into that thick black hair.  I pulled his face back until he was looking directly into my eyes again.  “Are you saying that he assaulted you?  That he’s done it before?  He put his hands on you, knowing that you didn’t want him to touch you?”

Those dark mysterious eyes opened wide, their depths turning a little panicked.  He moved close against me, running soothing hands over my shoulders.  

“Yes,” he finally answered.  

I grew stiff as a board, my mind going a bit hazy and red with temper.  

“Don’t do anything rash, Stephan,” he pleaded.  “He’s not worth it.”

A picture of Vance came into my head, a very clear picture of me pounding his face in.  I would destroy him in a physical altercation.  It wasn’t even a question.  He was a little short, a little thin, with a handsome face that I’d have no problems messing up.  

“Why do you still hang out with him?  Why did we meet up with him tonight, if he’s like that?”  

“I’m good friends with all of his friends.  I’m close with everyone on that crew, and he swore he wouldn’t push me around anymore.  And with you there, I didn’t think he’d even be able to.  I didn’t imagine he’d try something the second you left my sight.  And I figured if he did, you’d defend me.  I’m not a fighter.”  

My eyes widened in horror.  “Are you saying that he assaulted you, I saw it, and then I walked away?  Is that what happened back there?”  

I tried to stand but he clung to me tightly.  “It’s not a big deal,” he said very softly.  “Just don’t break up with me because of a misunderstanding.  Please.  I’m begging you, Stephan.”  

“You don’t think it’s a big deal that someone pushes you around in front of me, and I just walk away?”

He rubbed his cheek across my chest, and I swallowed hard.  “Vance doesn’t bother me.  This was his last chance to be civil, and he blew it.  I’ll stay far, far away from him.  The only thing that he could do to hurt me now is cost me you.  I love you.  I know I said I needed time, but that was a big fat lie.  I fell in love with you more than a year ago, and those feelings never went away, not for me.  I was just trying to protect my heart when I told you that I needed more time to fall for you.  I’ve been here all along.”

I wasn’t one to analyze a good thing to death.  I studied his earnest face and let myself fall all over again.  I believed him, and loved him, and that was enough for me.  

I ran my hands through his pitch-black hair, gripping it into my fists to pull his face close.  I kissed him hard and he melted against me.  He pushed his chest against mine, rubbing.  

I pulled back.  “No more drama.  I can’t stand this stuff.  And if I see Vance again, I’m kicking his ass.  You can warn him, if you want, but that’s what’s going to happen.”

He just nodded, giving me a little smile.  That smile was trouble.  The good kind.  I kept my hands gripped in his velvety hair as he began to kiss my chest.  My head fell back as he moved that wicked mouth lower with a purpose.  The things Javier could do with his mouth boggled my mind.  He had a rare and exquisite talent.  He tugged my shorts off, and I let him work his magic.      

A good blowjob often involved as much hands as mouth, but not with Javier.  He sucked me so hard and so deep that I forgot where I even was: coming so fast that I would have been embarrassing myself if it had been anything but fellatio.  He kept me deep in his throat as I came, stroking his hands over any part of me they could reach.     

I pulled him up to my mouth for a long kiss.  I stood, leading him to the bed with a firm grip in his hair.  I pinned him onto his stomach, lying on his back.  I kissed his neck and felt him tremble.  

I wasn’t done with him, far from it, but I just held him for a long time, letting his anticipation build and giving him comfort.  Javier loved to be held, and I loved to hold him.  I nuzzled my face into his neck, grinding my lower half into from behind.  

“Did you tell Bianca what happened with Vance?” he finally asked.  

I was a little surprised that that was what he’d been thinking about just then, but I answered.  “Yes.  I tell her everything.”  

He made a little sound of distress.  “She’ll hate me now.  Even if you tell her the full story, she’ll never trust me now, and if she hates me, we don’t have a chance.  I know how it is.  She’s the most important person in your life, and if she’s working against us, we’re as good as done.”  

I sighed.  “You don’t understand Bianca at all.  She would never do that.  She’d never work against us.  That would be too much like working against me, and she doesn’t have that in her.  She is on my side without reserve, and she respects my judgement.  If I tell her that I’m with you, that will just be it.  She has my back, no exceptions.  We’ve been partners through too much bad stuff for it to work any other way.”  

“I hope you’re right…,” he said.  

I bit the tendon between his neck and shoulder hard enough to make him moan.  “What were you saying?” I asked him with a smile.

“I forget,” he breathed.

I got to work peeling off his clothes from behind.  My smile grew wicked.  “That’s what I thought…”
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Mr. Perfect




BIANCA 

James rose, striding to the closet.  He came back out in a pair of boxers.  “Don’t move,” he told me.  “I need to get something from the entryway real fast.”

I didn’t say anything, and he looked at me.  He pointed, the twist to his mouth almost playful now.  “I mean it.  Don’t move.”  With that, he strode out.      

“Crazy bastard,” I muttered loud enough for him to hear, but I didn’t move.  I heard him laugh as he walked down the hallway.

I let out my own laugh when he strode back into the room.  He had the soft beige scarf from the photo shoot wrapped around his neck.  He grinned a wicked kind of grin.  I felt myself grow wet just from that look.  

He was out of his boxers and back on the bed in a flash of naked golden skin.  I couldn’t look away.  

He straddled me, unwrapping the long scarf from his neck slowly, teasingly.  It took forever the thing was so long.  

I watched him, captivated.  I felt like I was getting an X-rated strip tease from a glorious God.  “You’re the most beautiful thing on the planet, James,” I told him.  

At the bottom of my vision I saw his erection twitch, and he closed his eyes for a long moment.  There was no denying that he was susceptible to flattery, but that wasn’t why I’d said it.  I’d said it because I couldn’t look directly at the sun and not remark that it was blinding and brilliant.  

Once the scarf was free, he covered my eyes with it, wrapping it twice around my head.  He raised my arms above my head, stretching them taut, his hard length rubbing along my torso as he did so.  His cock pushed hard into my sternum as he wrapped the scarf around my arms.  I gasped.  

He wrapped that soft length from my wrists to my elbows.  It was a firm hold but not tight.  When that was secure, he wrapped it over my collarbone, lining it even with my underarms.  He barely jostled me as he wrapped it around me twice there before moving down to my breasts and then ribs.  He wrapped it around and around with smooth sure motions, somehow managing to get it under my body while barely moving me.  He wound it around my waist next, bringing it back up to wrap around both my eyes and arms, binding them together.  

He had me well and truly caught when he pulled back, straddling my hips.

He said one word before he set to work on my body with his mouth.  “Struggle.”  

I tested my restraints rather hesitantly at first, not imagining that the scarf would pose any real challenge.  It was so soft, so stretchy, but the man knew what he was doing.  Always.  

I gasped as he licked a path down my navel to my inner thighs.  He sucked at a tender spot while I worked against the scarf, making no progress, just moving the wicked thing against my body deliciously while he did even more delicious things down below.  He worked that clever mouth from my groin to that sensitive spot behind my knee and back again.  I struggled hard, because it felt good, because I couldn’t believe that the ridiculous scarf could hold me so securely, and because I wanted my hands free to push that teasing mouth where I needed it to be.  

I only succeeded in trapping myself more securely, and James took his sweet time moving that tongue just where I craved it.  

I stopped struggling when he finally buried his face between my legs, thrusting his tongue inside of me before licking up to my clit.  

He lifted his head as I stilled.  “Keep struggling,” he told me.  

I couldn’t see a thing, but I could hear the wicked smile in his voice.  

He plunged two hard fingers inside of me, once, twice, and I came on a dime.  He was kissing up my body, nudging aside the material where it covered a nipple.  He sucked hard on my nipple as he plunged inside of me.  I gasped and struggled harder against the soft bindings.  

He was dragging his cock out of me, hitting every perfect nerve, when he uncovered my eyes.  The rest he left imprisoned as he dug his elbows into the mattress on the sides of my breasts and drove into me again and again.  His eyes showed me that the tender-lover was driving for this ride, though the warm smile in his voice as he tormented me had given me fair warning.

“Say it, Bianca,” he said, his voice more tender than demanding.  Still, I knew it was an order.

“I’m yours, James,” I told him softly.  

His eyelids fluttered briefly as he started to come inside of me.  He bottomed out in me with the sexiest little moan, and I came.  

“Cashmere fucking,” he told me with a smile as we caught our breath.  

I laughed.  “So that’s what that was called.  Good to know.”  

He unwrapped me from the long scarf slowly, rubbing it along my body as he did so.  I rubbed against him, always craving his touch, even as my eyes drifted closed and I fell into a hard sleep.







I had the dream again and woke up scrambling out of bed in the dark, disoriented and scared.  Hard familiar arms caught me almost immediately, lifting me from behind, and carrying me into the bathroom.  I had to shut my eyes tight as light flooded the room.  

We were already naked so he just stepped into the tub, never letting me go as he turned on the water and leaned back against the edge of the huge tub.  I turned into him, wrapping my arms around his neck, clinging as hard as I could.  Soothing arms stroked my back, washing and comforting, soft whispers telling me everything would be fine.  

“I can’t stand it.  I know it’s a dream, but it feels so real,” I whispered.  I didn’t break down, didn’t cry this time, though the dream had shaken me as badly as before.  More so.  

“Shhh, Love.  Just breathe.  The memories will fade.  Nightmare memories always do.”  

He said it like someone well acquainted with nightmares.  I wasn’t surprised.  

I lifted my head to look at him.  He stroked my hair, meeting my eyes squarely.  He could communicate so much to me with just those exquisite, tarnished eyes of his.   

I swallowed hard.  Residual fear from the dream still haunted me.  The thought of losing him made me desperate and empty and filled me with despair darker than anything I’d ever known, and I was hardly a stranger to dark thoughts.  

I pulled back enough to move up his body, straddling his hips in the rising water.  I traced a finger over that smooth brow, the hollow in his cheek, that perfectly straight nose, those pretty lips, and then across that hard jaw.  

I cupped his face in my hands, watching him steadily.  He pressed his own hands over mine, giving me such a loving look that I melted.

“The thought of losing you makes me desperate,” I said, shifting our faces closer.  My eyes were steady on his when I took the leap.  “I love you, James,” I said, my voice just a whisper.  “So much.”  

His eyes closed for just an instant, and he took a deep breath.  When he opened them again there was such a raw relief there that it made me shake.  

“Thank you,” he said roughly.  “I’ve been waiting for that, and wanting that, for so long.”

He stroked his hands over my hair, watching me, his eyes going to that soft loving place that I’d come to crave and depend on so quickly.    

He was silent for so long, just watching me and touching me, that I lost our silent standoff.

“Do you…love me?” I asked him, my chest hurting.

“That’s a silly question,” he said, stroking my cheek.  “An unnecessary question.  I’ve never made a secret of my feelings, Bianca.  I know you’re a skeptic, but you must have realized that I fell for you right away.”  

I leaned my cheek into his hand.  “Why haven’t you ever said the words, then?”

He bit his lip.  

I watched that vulnerable action with rapt attention.

“I wanted you to say it first.  Not for pride, and not for my ego, but for my heart.  I haven’t said those words to anyone since my parents died, and I didn’t want the first time to be met with a rejection.  I was afraid you would get spooked and run again.  I preferred to give you time rather than break my own heart.  Can you understand that?”

I nodded, feeling crushed under the weight of my own skepticism.  I hated what my baggage had done to him, what it might do in the future, all of the pain it had caused him, because there was no cure-all for my issues.  One big one was rearing its ugly head even as I had the thought.

“But why?” I asked him, my voice much smaller than I liked it to be.  “That’s what I don’t understand.

His brows shot up, and he gave me a genuinely baffled look.  “Why?”

“Why do you love me?”

His eyes got so soft, changed in an instant from confused and into that impossibly tender look that got me every time.  “You want me to break it down for you?” he asked succinctly.

I nodded.

He traced a finger across my brow.  “I can do that.  I’d enjoy that actually.  You’re my favorite subject, Love.  I’ll start with your eyes.  I fell in love with those first.  One look was like a punch to the gut.  You have these ageless eyes on such a young face.  I just knew that you had seen bad things, lived bad things, and from the start, I knew that you could understand pain.  Understand loneliness and despair.  Understand feeling hopeless and helpless and alone.  I fell in love with your eyes first because I looked into their depths and saw the other half of my soul.”  

That got to me, and my eyes filled with those humiliating tears that I couldn’t seem to avoid lately.  

He traced a tear down my face, giving me his fondest smile.  “I freely admit that was enough to catch me, and you’re going to tell me I’m crazy, but I’ve been around the block too many times to count, and I was experienced enough to know, right from that first meeting, that I was falling for you.  I didn’t understand it until after our first time together, wouldn’t have given it that name, but that doesn’t change the fact that I was lost from then on.  But let’s get back to my favorite subject.”

He reached across the tub, turning the water off.  He plunged that hand back into my hair to cup the back of my head.  

“Next, I fell for that hard-won composure of yours, that steely self-control.  When I got you to smile at me, or even to acknowledge my presence, it felt like an accomplishment.  I’ve never needed the chase, never wanted it, really, but I relished it with you, even knowing that it was trouble for me, that you were trouble.”

“Next, hmm, let’s see, that’s harder to pin down, because that was a lot of things at once.  I’ll lump it all together and say that I fell for your reaction to me next.  Your submission.  I’ve never felt anything like this kind of chemistry before.  The way you trembled at my touch, that innocent response that you couldn’t hide, and that I couldn’t doubt.  And then we made love.  After that, I couldn’t call what I felt for you anything but love, not to myself, even knowing that you didn’t feel the same, at least not like I did—not yet.”

There was such an adoring sort of understanding in his eyes that I felt something raw heal inside of me.  Yes, my natural skepticism had hurt him, but at least he seemed to get why I was this way.  He seemed to get me.

He wasn’t done.

“And then there were your paintings.  Those dreams in your eyes.  The world cannot have been a beautiful place for you, but it becomes so beautiful through those paintings of yours.  You put your soul into those paintings, and nothing in this world is more beautiful to me than that soul of yours.”

I had always been uncomfortable with praise, any kind of praise, and his outpouring was in a league of its own, as far as compliments that moved me went.  I felt so overwhelmed that it was hard to keep looking directly at him, deep into those tarnished turquoise depths, but I managed it through sheer force of will, my whole body trembling with the effort.    

He continued relentlessly.  “And then there’s the fact that you’re stunningly beautiful, and you couldn’t care less about it.  Your beauty devastates me, Bianca, yet you put less value on that beauty than any woman I’ve ever met.  Even if you realized just how stunning you are, which I know you don’t, it wouldn’t matter to you, wouldn’t make any difference at all, and I find that so charming about you.”

“Sometimes I feel like I’ve made a muddle of it all,” he continued.  “Like all I do is screw up, but I swear to you that I’m trying my best.  I’m only terrible at this relationship thing because I’ve never done it before, but I promise I’ll keep working until I get it right.  I’m nothing if not determined.”

The thought floored me.  I spoke without thinking.  “Now that’s a depressing thought, James, because if you’re terrible at this, there isn’t even a word to describe how much I suck at it.”

He threw back his head and laughed, and my mouth moved into a smile automatically.  He brought his laughing lips close to mine.  “Not true, Love.  You’re doing perfect, as far as I’m concerned.”

His mouth was a whisper away from mine when I spoke.  “You haven’t made a muddle of it, James.  You couldn’t be terrible at anything, even if you tried.  I think you’re perfect.”

He kissed me, a kiss that started out soft but as always our unquenchable hunger for each other quickly took it further.  He was gripping my hair and plundering my mouth within hot, drugging moments.  I rubbed my wet chest against his.  

We made love slowly, leisurely, lovingly.  I lay my cheek against his wet chest when we finished, kissing my crimson name on his pounding heart.  

He stroked my hair for long minutes, still buried inside of me.  He seemed in no hurry to pull out.  

“I love you, Bianca,” he said very quietly.  “There isn’t a thing about you that I don’t adore.  Even the things that have made it hard for you to let me in hold a special place in my heart.  I never thought I’d meet a woman that I couldn’t doubt, a person that I could so easily give my trust to, but I know your soul, and it is so pure and clear to me that I feel like I can see right into it.”  

I didn’t know how he could say that.  I felt so cynical sometimes.  But I soaked up his words, loving the way they made me feel.  I didn’t have to agree with the words to be touched by them.  

“I love you,” I told him simply.

We were silent for long minutes, communicating only through stroking touches and soft kisses.  Eventually, reluctantly, he pulled slowly out of me, pulling me flush against him right away.  

“Can I tell you about my parents?” he asked finally.      

“Of course,” I said quickly, surprised that he thought he had to ask.  “I would love to hear about them.  I love to learn about you.”

“You would have liked my mother.  She was so passionate, so opinionated, but also kind.  She didn’t come from my father’s world, but she didn’t put up with any of the nonsense that the high society set tried to throw her way.  She hated luncheons and teas, hell, she hated all of the insufferable social functions that weren’t directly helping a charity, and the term ‘socialite’ made her see red.”  

His words brought me a staggering sense of relief.  If he had expected me to do what Jackie suggested and devote my life to a pointless string of unenjoyable social functions just for the sake of keeping up appearances, I would have been troubled, because that just wasn’t for me.  

“She kept a few close friends very close, and devoted her time to her family and to her charities.  She was so beautiful.”  

He paused, stroking my cheek.

“My father was a reserved man, but he was loving.  I do remember that.  He worked a lot, but when he didn’t, he devoted his time to my mother and me.  He worshipped the ground she walked on.”  He stroked my hair when he said it, his eyes loving.

“They had a good marriage.  I was young, but even I could see how devoted they were to each other.  They would share these looks…  Even as I child I knew that they had something special.”

“As I got older, long after they’d passed, I didn’t imagine I could ever find something similar for myself, that I could ever feel something like what they had.  I honestly didn’t think I was capable of it…Until I met you, I didn’t know I had those kinds of feelings inside of me.  Now I see clearly that with the right person, it’s so simple.  Those feelings aren’t something one can force, and they aren’t something I could deny once I felt them.  It still just floors me that I felt them so fast and so deep with you.”

“My father liked to claim that he fell in love with my mother at first sight.  Even back then, I thought he was just waxing poetic, but I believe him now.  I did exactly the same thing.”

I looked up at him.  “You’re insane,” I told him.  The idea of love at first sight was just so far-fetched, especially since it was me he was talking about.  “But undeniably, terribly romantic,” I allowed.  

He just smiled.  “I know.  But I’m honest, and that’s just how it was for me.”

I rubbed my cheek against his chest, feeling like this was all a dream.  He was just too perfect to be real.    
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Mr. Dubious




We slept in late the next morning.  I was pleasantly surprised that James had taken the morning off so we could spend the morning together before I had to fly out.  I would only be gone for the day, arriving back in New York early in the morning the next day, but it still felt like such a treat to get more time with him.

We lingered in bed, which was hardly surprising, since I woke up as he was pushing himself inside of me.  He must have been at it for a while because I was wet enough that my body accepted him easily.  He held my legs so far apart that the stretch bordered on painful, and pounded into me mercilessly, his eyes snapping at me all the while.  

“Say it, Bianca,” he said roughly.  

I wasn’t actually sure which ‘it’ he meant, after our confessions from the night before, so I went with my instincts.  He was fucking me like he wanted to own me, so I said what came to mind.  “I’m yours, Mr. Cavendish.  Only yours.”  

I found out that my instincts were right on as he came inside of me, shouting my name roughly.  

I was right there with him, watching him with fascination and love as my body clenched deliciously around him in a perfect orgasm.  

He was tender afterwards, but it was a possessive sort of tender.  We showered, and he took over completely, washing my body and hair, as was his custom.  I was beyond questioning it.  Letting him care for me like that fulfilled a need in both of us, and now I only cherished it, as he cherished me.  

He dressed me, placing soft kisses all over my body right before he covered each spot with clothes.  I ran hungry hands through his wet hair as he tended to me.  He dressed me in a dark T-shirt and boxers, because I would have to get dressed again in work clothes in just a few hours.  

We went downstairs for breakfast.  It would have been tempting to have breakfast in bed that morning, but I was dying to see Stephan.  I needed to make sure he was okay, so we headed to the dining room to eat.  James didn’t even ask me.  He seemed to always understand how Stephan and I worked.  I didn’t know if he was just that observant, or if Stephan had explained it to him in even more detail than what I’d imparted.   The how didn’t matter, though, because it was only his understanding that was crucial.

I felt my whole body get a little limp with relief when I heard laughter coming from the dining room as we approached.  I recognized Javier’s laugh first, and the one that joined it was one that was more familiar to me than my own laugh.  And more welcome.

I smiled at the sound, my step quickening to reach them.  James was a silent presence at my back.

Stephan stood when he saw me, grinning ear to ear.  

He was across the room and enfolding me into his arms in a flash.  I burrowed into that familiar chest.  

“Are you okay?” I asked him.  

He squeezed me.  “I’m great.”

“I take it you guys worked it out,” I said wryly.  

“We did.”  No hesitation.  

I nodded against him and after a moment, he let me go to get back to his breakfast.  

I didn’t need to know any more than that.  He’d made up his mind, and I could only hope that Javier, who was giving me very cautious glances, wouldn’t hurt him again.  

James pulled my chair out for me, acting the gentleman.  “Egg white omelet okay with you?” he asked me, heading into the kitchen.  

I nodded, wondering what about me had attracted what seemed to be the last two gentlemen left on the planet.  

I noticed that Stephan and Javier were eating crepes covered in syrup, whipped cream, and chocolate chips.  I was surprised that James even kept the ingredients for that in his house.

James returned quickly, carrying a very English tea service.  He served us all tea, acting the epitome of the well-mannered English host.  I told him so.

He smiled.  “I get it from my father.  English from head to toe.  Every cup of English tea that I drink makes me think of him.”  

I thought that was a sweet thing for him to share and I gave him a sweet smile.  

He winked at me.

I was startled at the response it caused in me.  It was a pretty innocent gesture, considering the things he said and did to me on a daily basis, but it still had me turned on in a heartbeat.  The man was hot.  

We were almost through with our breakfast when I noticed James checking his phone, his expression growing carefully blank from one second to the next.  

“Excuse me,” he said curtly.  

He rose from the table and strode from the room.  

I hadn’t realized how polite he usually was about taking calls during our time together simply because he didn’t do it.  Which made me even more curious about what had gotten his attention, and what had put that look on his face.  I was on instant alert.  

A rare streak of uncontrollable curiosity had me following him within seconds.  I wanted to see what had troubled him so badly with just a few words.  

I caught him with his back to me in one of the sitting rooms.  The door wasn’t completely closed, but he was speaking very quietly into the phone.    

“Then offer them more.  I mean it when I say I don’t have a limit to what I will pay to keep this from getting out.”  He paused.  “I don’t give a fuck if it’s a smart business decision, Roger.  This isn’t about business.  This is about keeping my life intact, the way I need for it to be, and I don’t give a fuck if it takes my fortune to accomplish that.  Do you understand?”  Another long pause.  “I am not a fourteen-year-old that you are managing, Roger.  I don’t need time to think.  I need you to do what I’m asking you to.  Take care of this.”  

Fear froze me in my tracks, and I stood in the doorway, listening.  His tone was so panicked, so desperate.  I did not want to know what had put that fear in him.  

I didn’t move from the doorway as he ended the call and turned.  I had been eavesdropping on him, and I’d just as soon have him know it.  Perhaps he would tell me what had happened, and it wouldn’t be as bad as the dread coursing through me was telling me it was.  

He flinched when he saw me standing there, and that was so not good for my peace of mind.  We suffered through a very long, awkward silence while he rubbed his temples and I watched him.  

“Everything okay?” I finally asked him.  

He grimaced.  “It will be,” he said.  That was all.  

“Who is Roger?” I asked.  Being with James seemed to have added nosy quite firmly to my list of character flaws.  

“An old family friend.  A sort of mentor to me.  And my lawyer.”  

I thought that sounded ominous, but he didn’t elaborate, and I didn’t ask him to.  If he didn’t want to share, I couldn’t make him.  

He moved to me finally.  He ran a hand over my hair, grabbing it firmly at my nape.  He used it like a handle to tilt my face up to him.  There was trouble in his eyes.  “Did you mean what you said last night?”  

I studied him, beyond confused.  “About what?”  

His jaw clenched and he watched me for a long time.  “About loving me.  I know you were tired and scared from the nightm—“

I couldn’t take it.  I interrupted him rudely.  “Of course I did!  I wouldn’t say something like that just because I was tired.”  

“Say it again,” he ordered roughly.  

“I love you.  Of course I do.  You shouldn’t doubt me.  I wouldn’t say it unless I meant it.”

“How conditional is that love?  How much are you willing to withstand just to stay with me?” 

I was starting to get angry.  “I don’t like the question.  Love in a monogamous relationship has to have some conditions, James.  If you were unfaithful—“

“I’m not talking about that.  I’d never do that.  Does your love have other conditions?”

I glared at him, but I shook my head, finding the answer way too quickly.  “I don’t think that it does, James.  But again, I don’t like the question.  Do you want to tell me why you’re asking it?”

He was gripping my hair to the point of pain now.  “I’m asking it because every time I think that we’re on our way to building a future together, something from the past gets in the way, and I need to know that won’t happen to us again.”  

I thought he was being deliberately vague, but I let it go.  I was in no mood to open Pandora’s Box.  “The past can only hurt us if we let it, if it really is the past that we’re talking about.”

He studied me, then kissed me roughly.  He brought his mouth to my ear.  “I want to tie you to my bed.  Now.  I want to keep you there.”

My brain short-circuited for an instant, going to that sublime place that only James could take me to.  “I need to leave for the airport soon.”

“I know.  That’s why I want to do it.  So you can’t leave.” 

I tried to meet his eyes to give him an exasperated look, but he was kissing me, invading my mouth until I forgot why what he’d said was so outrageous. 

He pulled back only when he’d left me breathless and wanting.

“Have you given any thought to your painting career?” he demanded.  “When would you like to start planning your first showing?”

I had, in fact, been thinking about it.  It was a persistent sort of distraction in my brain.  Especially when I considered that James currently paid much more to have me followed and protected on flights than I was actually earning on those flights.  It seemed so wasteful and senseless.

“I have,” I admitted.  

His jaw clenched when I didn’t elaborate.  “And what are your thoughts?”

I gave him my little shrug.  “I’m mulling it over.”

He gave me a rather pained smile.  “Well, you let me know when you’re done mulling,” he bit out.  “I would love to know your thoughts on the matter.”  

He was obviously upset, but he dropped it after that.  

We made our way upstairs.  I put on my uniform while he put on his ungodly expensive suit.  He was ready first, taking another mysterious phone call.  He strode from the room, phone to his ear, while I put on a bit of makeup.  

He was quiet and a little distant on the drive to the airport.  He kept me close, a hand in my hair and the other on my knee.  The distance was all in his eyes and his expression, which had been very carefully blank since that second phone call.  

He only came to life briefly when we reached the airport and it was time to say goodbye.  He let the guys file out before crushing his mouth against mine, his kiss was hungry and desperate.  

We were both breathless and agitated when he pulled back.  

“Are you okay?” I asked him.  

He nodded, but that trouble hadn’t left his eyes.  

“Bye,” I told him.

He got out first to hand me out.  “I love you, Bianca,” he said.

I nodded.  “I love you too, James,” I said steadily.  I didn’t even feel the need to panic or withdraw at the words.  They already came easily to my lips.  I had it so bad.




Stephan, Javier and I were lucky to get a row of seats together for the flight, since we were flying space available.  We all tried to sleep since we’d be working well into the next morning, but I didn’t think any of us got more than a one-hour nap on the four and a half hour flight.

I woke up from my nap as the plane began to descend for landing, the feeling familiar enough to act like an alarm on my body.  My head was pillowed against Stephan’s shoulder.  I rubbed my cheek against that supple muscle before pulling back to look at him.  His arms were crossed over his chest, making his muscles bulge attractively.  He was smiling and awake.  He looked as happy as I’d ever seen him.  It was a good sight for my heart, especially after all of the drama from the night before.

I saw that Javier was still passed out; his head pillowed onto Stephan’s other shoulder. 

“Morning, Buttercup,” Stephan said softly. 

“Just sitting here smiling while we sleep on you?” I asked him with a smile.  

He just flashed a dimple at me, nodding.  “Sandwiched by my two favorite people in the world.  What’s not to smile about?”

I had to laugh.  “So what happened last night?” I asked him.  I didn’t want to ruin the mood, but I needed to know.  That had been a lot of drama to be squashed so easily. 

“Javier said he loves me,” he said with a very soft smile.  

I was relieved and confused all at once.  “What about before that?” 

He grimaced and told me briefly about Vance and the way he’d bullied Javier.    

I gripped his hand when he finished.  I wasn’t sure what to think about all of it.  Javier did have a reputation for loving drama, but on the other hand, I’d met Vance, and that one lived and breathed the stuff.  I did know one thing, though.  Stephan believed Javier with a certainty, and he would feel horrible for not defending the other man—instead walking away when he was being harassed.

“If that was what really happened, you couldn’t have known.”

He gave me a stern look.  “You don’t believe that’s what happened?”  

I gave him my little shrug.  “You know I’m more cynical than you.  I don’t know what to believe, but of course, I have my doubts.  That doesn’t matter, though.  If you’re together, I support that, because it’s what you want.”  

He gave me a sad smile.  “You shouldn’t be so cynical.  I have no doubts about Javier, Bianca.”

I nodded, watching him carefully.  “I know.  And like I said, that’s enough for me.”

“When are you going to learn that I’m not the only trustworthy person in the world?”  

I didn’t have an answer for that.  At least, not one that he wanted to hear.  Nothing but time and consistency would make me trust Javier with Stephan’s heart, and the drama of the night before had done nothing but set that time further back, whatever his story was.  

“You don’t think he’s good enough for me,” he said, clear reproof in his voice.

I had to smile at that.  “I don’t think anyone is good enough for you, myself included.”

He just shook his head.  

We’d been over this, and neither of us ever budged.

“I told James that I love him,” I told him quietly.  

I heard the familiar sound of the wheels coming down from the plane.  I was surprised that Javier was still sleeping peacefully. 

Stephan beamed at me.  “That’s wonderful.  Your therapist would be proud.”  

I laughed, hardly offended, since he only spoke the truth.    

“Aren’t you going to ask me what he said?” I asked him.  

He shook his head without hesitation.  “He’s been head over heels from the start, Buttercup.  I had no doubts.  That man worships the ground you walk on.”  
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Mr. Callous









We had almost no downtime once we got to Las Vegas.  Javier and Stephan said a quick and circumspect goodbye, though I could practically see the heat snapping between them.  

We shuttled to our airline’s headquarters, checked in, and prepped for our flight, though that entire process was hardly uneventful.  

All of the other crews that we greeted were abuzz with the recent announcement that our airline had filed for Chapter eleven bankruptcy.  We were still in business for the moment, but speculation as to what that meant for us was running rampant.  

I was mostly in shock about the whole thing.  Stephan and I shared a very long look that meant we would talk about it later.  The shuttle we took back to the airport was so loud with everyone voicing opinions and fears that we couldn’t have heard each other over the noise if we’d tried.  

I texted James.




Bianca:  Did you hear the news about the airline?







James:  Yes.  Can you talk on the phone right now?







Bianca:  It’s too loud on the bus.  I’ll call you from the plane.







I had a few brief minutes to call him once we got on the plane, between prep time and boarding.   

He was very much Mr. Cavendish when he answered the phone.  “Hello, Bianca.”

“Hello, Mr. Cavendish,” I said, because I knew who I was talking to.  “What do you think of all this bankruptcy stuff?  I don’t know what any of it means.  It sounds really bad, but people are saying that we could still stay in business.”

I heard his audible sigh over the line.  It didn’t bode well.  “If you want my candid professional opinion on the matter, what it means is that the airline will stay in business for around a year before its fleet of aircrafts will be grounded for good.  Your CEO has exhausted literally every avenue of funding at his disposal, gone to every connection, large and small, that he has.  He refuses to give up control of the airline, and he’s never run one successfully, though he has tried several times.  He approached me about funding, which is actually why I was on the flight where I met you, but I had to decline based solely on the fact that it would have been a disastrous business decision for me.  He was not willing to make any leadership concessions, and I wasn’t willing to throw a hundred mil away on a man with a clear history of failure.”  

“In the near future,” he continued relentlessly.  “Say the next days and weeks, you will most likely be given an option for a voluntary furlough, and if that fails to yield enough willing candidates, an involuntary one.  The airline will be cutting costs and staffing.  Any routes that aren’t profitable will be aborted within the next month.  Any other questions?”

I felt deflated by his revelations, though I didn’t doubt for a second that he knew what he was talking about.  “Did you know all along that this was going to happen?” 

“Yes,” he said with no hesitation.  “It was all only a countdown.  The airline has been hemorrhaging money from the start.  This is the era of discount fares, and your airline was a start-up luxury carrier.  Everyone in the industry is just surprised that it lasted this long.  Have you given any more thought to your painting career?  Just say the word, and I’ll have my people prepare your showing.”

I thought that was rather callous of him.  Of the two of us, I’d thought I had the monopoly on being insensitive.  

“I have not,” I told him, my voice stiff.  “I haven’t had time to process any of this.”

There was a long pause on the other end.  “Well, I will leave you to it then.  I need to go.  I’ll see you in the morning.”  

“Goodbye, Mr. Cavendish,” I said coldly, wondering at his mood.  When I had called him, I hadn’t expected to talk to this callous man.  

“Goodbye, Bianca.”  

I hung up, feeling a little stung at his cold manner.  Was my hesitation about showing my paintings really bothering him this much?  Or was it something else?  Whatever was going on with Roger, perhaps?  

I knew speculating was pointless, so I got to work.  It bothered me persistently, though.  Not knowing the cause for his distant demeanor left my mind free to run wild with possibilities and paranoid fears, each one more alarming than the last.  

I tried my hardest to distract myself for the duration of the flight.  It was at least full, my bodyguards in each cabin included, of course.  Even full, though, I was left with nothing to do by halfway into the flight.  

Damien and Murphy had been uncharacteristically quiet for the pre-board procedures and the flight.  I knew they must be upset about the bad news.  If they started at another airline, they likely wouldn’t get to work together for years.  Damien would probably be demoted to the first officer position, making it impossible for them to work the same flights.  Even after he made captain again, it would take time for them to get enough seniority to get regular routes, let alone routes together.  I was sad for them.  They made such a fun team.  

I visited with them in the flight deck for a while.  They still joked nonstop and went to great efforts to charm me, but I sensed an undercurrent of tension in the two men.  

This was what upset me most about the collapse of the airline.  It wasn’t so much my future that I feared for.  I liked my job, and I was grateful for the opportunities it had given me, but I was a survivor.  Even without James, I would find another way to get by.  But the people who had put all of their hopes into the airline for four and a half years, the ones who would be most affected by it, that’s what got me.  Businessmen played with their monopoly money while the rest of us rolled with the punches.  It made me angry.  Of course, there was nothing to do for any of it, so it was a futile kind of anger.  

I had a long talk with Stephan on the flight about the expected voluntary furlough.  I had made a quick but tough decision about it.  I broached the subject with trepidation, but as usual, Stephan only responded with his unconditional support.  

He just cupped my shoulders in his big gentle hands, giving me his best smile.  “I think that makes perfect sense, Bianca.  You were dreading telling me, weren’t you?”

I nodded.

He kissed my forehead.  “You should know better,” he scolded softly.

He was right.  God, I loved him.  How did I get so lucky?

I was tired and exhausted by the time we got to New York, my mind running me ragged with all of the imminent changes in my life.  Just when I made one huge change, didn’t it just figure that it would all have to start changing?  

I wasn’t sure what the plan was when we walked as a crew out to the pickup spot.  James, or rather, Cold Mr. Cavendish, hadn’t said.  I figured if he sent a car, I’d take it, if not, I’d go to the hotel with the crew.  

He had sent a car.  In fact, he’d sent himself, I realized as he met me at the door, taking my bag and my arm without a word.  His face was a beautiful mask, his eyes a little blank.  

James nodded stiffly at Stephan.  Stephan had to stay with the crew for the hotel check-in, so he kissed me on the forehead and said goodbye.  

I didn’t get a chance to say goodbye to anyone else since James was leading me away as soon as he had Stephan’s assumed blessing.  

He handed my bags off to Clark, handing me into the car swiftly.  My security detail filed into the car mere moments after James and I were settled.  They’d been my silent shadow for the duration of my commute and workday.  

“Bodyguards are unnecessary when I’m working, James,” I told him, my voice pitched low to keep the conversation private.  “I’m quite safe at work.”  

He looked at me.  It was the first direct look he’d given me since he’d met me at the door.  His face was as unreadable as I’d ever seen it.  “I find it very necessary,” he said shortly.  

He looked out the window.  

I hated his mood, hated his distance, but it still made me want to cling to him.  I knew how unhealthy that urge was, and I tried my best to squelch it.  Still, I found my hand seeking his knee, rubbing it comfortingly.  

It did not have the intended effect.  His hand covered mine instantly, pushing it hard into his leg.  I couldn’t have pulled it away if I’d tried.  

“You in the mood to be pinned to the seat and fucked with an audience, Love?” he said, his voice soft with danger.

I tried to snatch my hand away, but he held it fast.  I didn’t answer the ridiculous question, and he didn’t say another word, looking out the window, a storm in his eyes.  

“Are you going to tell me what’s going on with you?” I finally asked him quietly.  

He squeezed my hand, his jaw working.  “Bear with me, Bianca.  I am going through some rather trying legal issues, and letting you leave me every week tests every last ounce of my self-control.”  

I was silent for a long time, debating if I should tell him about my decision.  It seemed rather like rewarding his bad behavior just then, but I had already made up my mind.  It just made sense, as much as I hadn’t wanted it to.  

The voluntary furlough for flight attendants had already been announced.  I’d received the email as we were taxiing into JFK.  I had the seniority to keep working even if there weren’t enough people to sign up for the voluntary furlough and it became involuntary, but I saw that as such a selfish thing.  I didn’t need the job, not as much as so many others did.  Perhaps there had only ever been this solution, and the bankruptcy was just forcing my hand more quickly.  I suspected that might be the case, but it didn’t really matter anymore.    

“I’ll be taking the voluntary furlough,” I told him.  

I saw his hand shake with a fine tremor.  He didn’t look at me.  I understood that he didn’t appreciate that we weren’t alone just then.  

“Thank you,” he said very quietly, in an unsteady voice.  

“I’m doing it because I feel ridiculous having more money spent to protect me at work than what I’m actually making.  And because there are people that need the job more than I do,” I told him, my tone hard.  This was not because of his tantrum.  “And I would like to begin planning the gallery showing.”

He nodded, head still turned away.  “Of course.  Thank you.  I’ll set up a meeting for you with Danika when we’re in Vegas.  She manages both my L.A. and Las Vegas galleries.  She went to bat against my New York team to get your work in her gallery.  She’s quite a fan.”  

I had a hard time believing that.  The idea of having fans was too far-fetched of a concept for me to grasp easily.  

We arrived at our place via the underground garage, and James walked me into the apartment and up to our room.  

He watched me from the doorway of the closet as I got undressed for my nap.  

“I can’t linger.  I really do need to get back to the hotel, since I’ll be heading back to Las Vegas with you tomorrow.”

I just nodded, half undressed, my back to him.  I felt him watching me for long minutes before he left.  

I got ready for bed and lay down to sleep, but it eluded me for a long time.  The way James was acting filled me with tension and anxiety.  I tried to tell myself that he was just a moody and unpredictable man.  That was one of the first things I’d learned about him.  But I just knew, deep down in my gut, that it was something bad, something that he felt threatened him, or perhaps threatened us.  He had told Roger to offer his entire fortune to protect from the mysterious threat, and I knew that he wouldn’t use those words lightly.  

  

My phone woke me, and even as I answered it, I knew I’d overslept.  I had that groggy feeling that I only got when I took too long of a nap.  

“Buttercup, you coming out with us tonight?” Stephan asked.  

I blinked awake.  “Who is us? And where are you going?”

“The crew is going to Red with the other two crews that are here on a layover.  They are driving into the city from the airport hotels.  A few extra people are coming into town, as well.  I talked Javier, Jessa, Marnie, and Judith into flying in for the night.  Our morning flight has like thirty open seats, so they’ll have no problem flying home with us.  It’s turned into a kind of bankruptcy party.  I talked to James.  He said that people could crash at your place, and at his hotel.  He’s even setting up a VIP section at Red for us.  He was supposed to tell you about it, but I guess you were sleeping.”

I had to smile a little at Stephan turning a bankruptcy into a party, but hell, why not?  

“We all have to get up so early in the morning,” I told him.  It wouldn’t do at all to have a bunch of no-shows in the morning.  

“It’s fine.  It’s not like we do this often.  Everyone just really needs to blow off steam.”

I well understood.  I felt the same urge.  “What time do I need to be there?”  

He laughed.  “In an hour.  Get a move on, Buttercup!”

I did, showering, blow-drying my hair, and getting my makeup on in record time.  There was a food tray set just inside my bedroom door when I came out of the bathroom.  

I ate the turkey burger on wheat quickly, impressed with Marion’s efficiency.  It was good, stacked with fresh vegetables, a spicy guacamole sauce giving it flavor.  Either I was getting used to the fanatically healthy menu, or Marion was especially talented at making healthy taste good.  

I cleared my plate in minutes, rushing to get ready.  

I wore red.  It seemed appropriate for the venue, and I loved the little dress.  It draped over one shoulder, leaving the other bare, and the way it hung flattered my figure.  It set off my collar just right, and I found the diamond cuffs on my jewelry vanity, which went perfectly.  I wore diamond hoops in my ears as well, which may have been overkill, but why not?  I had a whole team of bodyguards to keep me from getting robbed. 

Jackie’s system pointed me in the direction of some nude heels with a red sole.  These ones came with a note.







This dress needs stilettos.  Please, I am begging you to change your mind on the wedge stance.  

Jackie  







The note made me laugh.  I was almost beginning to enjoy tormenting that strange woman.  I knew some fashionistas, but she took it to a whole new level.  The idea that she had chosen every outfit, shoe, and bag so carefully, and then apparently left notes on some of them, just cracked me up.

I took the little yellow note to the bag closet and grabbed the tiny nude clutch with the matching number.  At least it had a long strap.  

I sent out a few texts before I went downstairs.  The first one went to James.




Bianca:  I’m going to Red for Stephan’s party.  Will I see you there?




He responded quickly but shortly.




James:  You will. 




Cryptic man.

The second text went to the security contact on my phone.  I wasn’t sure what the protocol was, but I’d prefer to keep them informed of my actions, as opposed to having them just wait for me at all hours.




Bianca:  I’m going out.  Heading downstairs now.







The response came back in under a minute.







Security:  Roger that.







I thought that was an odd text response, but I just went downstairs.  

Blake was waiting for me, wearing a black suit and looking as severe as always.  I nodded at her.  

She nodded back.  “The others are waiting for us downstairs, Ms. Karlsson.”

We got into the elevator.  

“You know you don’t have to call me that,” I told her.  It was worth at least one try.

She looked startled.  “Of course, Mrs. Cavendish.”

I slapped a hand to my forehead.  Literally.  “Don’t call me that.  Call me Bianca.”   

“That’s against my orders, Mrs. Cavendish.”

Hand to the forehead.  Again.  “Okay.  Call me Ms. Karlsson, then, please.”

“Of course, Ms. Karlsson.”  

I wouldn’t be trying that again.  I had most definitely learned my lesson.

I was flanked by the rest of my security the second we stepped into the lobby of the swank building.  I had the surreal realization as we walked through that lobby that all of the rich people were watching me, as though I was a person of note.  I supposed having a team of bodyguards would do that for anyone.  

Johnny walked slightly in front of me and to my left.  He shot me a rather familiar glance over his shoulder, very obviously eying up my legs.  

I blinked slowly, a little shocked that James wasn’t just being crazy possessive about the Johnny issue.  That had definitely been a look, and he couldn’t be guarding me that well if he was that distracted.

“Looking hot, Ms. Karlsson,” he said under his breath, reaffirming my opinion.  

And the point goes to Crazy Cavendish, I thought.
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Mr. Controlling




Blake and Williams rode in the passenger cab of the limo with me, Johnny and Henry up front.  It was a very short drive.  I got the VIP treatment from the car to the club, being ushered in without a soul even trying to make eye contact with me.  I even got a little perfunctory bow from the bouncer.  Being the owner’s girlfriend had some bizarre little perks.

I was led to a VIP section that was already packed with familiar faces.  The party was well under way.  A loud shout went out from the crowd when they spotted me.  

I had to smile.  “You guys been at it for that long already?” I asked as Marnie and Judith rushed me, nearly spilling their red martinis in the process.  I got side hugs on account of their drinks. 

Jessa was right on their heels.  

We all laughed as we realized that we were all wearing different shades of red.  

“I heard the name of the place, and it just seemed like a good idea,” Jessa said, laughing.  She swept a hand down her red halter dress as she spoke.  She had a spectacular figure, with long legs, a small waist, and high breasts.  

Judith was wearing a red mini skirt with a white off the shoulder top, Marnie a black skirt with a red ruffled blouse.  They had planned it, of course, and wore matching red heels.  

“This place is luxe.  Can’t believe we got VIP here without having to blow anybody!”  Marnie shouted over the noise.  She came off a little louder than I think she intended, because she got several looks from the various crews for that one.  

One of those looks was from Jessa.  “Really, Marnie?  Do you always have to go there?” she asked, laughing.

Marnie shrugged, her cute nose wrinkling.  “I never said I was a classy chick.  Far from it.  Judith is the classy one in our duo.”  

Judith raised her brows.  “Now how damn sad is that?”  

I felt a hard chest press against my back, but I didn’t stiffen or draw away.  I knew the height and feel of that chest just perfectly.  It used to sleep against my back when we’d huddled together for comfort, safety, and warmth.  

Stephan wrapped his arms around me, kissing the top of my head.  “Glad you came, Bee.  It’s never the same without you.”

I smiled, turning my head to look at him.  “I feel the same, Steph.”  

As though reading my mind, he bent so I could kiss his cheek.  

“Where’s Javier?” I asked as he pulled back, looking around for the other man.  

“Bathroom,” he said, moving away.  He had to do some mingling, I knew.  That was just how he operated.

“I heard about the drama with Vance last night,” Jessa said after he walked away.  “Rumor is he and Javier were making out in a bathroom…” 

I grimaced.  “I’m not surprised that’s the rumor.  Javier’s side is different.  He says that Vance pushed him against the wall and started kissing him.  According to Javier, Vance just pushes him around like that to try to get a reaction, and Javier didn’t push him away because he’s learned that the best way to deal with Vance is not to react.”

Jessa nodded, pursing her lips.  “I’ve seen Vance do that.  He’s still crazy stupid in love with Javier.  He’s been pushing him around like that for years.  Vance needs to move on.”  She shot a strangely malevolent look Damien’s way.  “Kind of like a certain stubborn pilot I know…”

I shot a look at Damien myself.  Jessa definitely had a point there.

“I believe Javier,” Judith said loudly.  “I’ve seen how Vance treats him.  He does crazy shit just hoping to make Javier snap.”

“I’ve seen it, too.  He wouldn’t stop touching him at a party last year, even though Javier was clearly telling him to back off.  Finally Javier slapped him across the face, and I’d swear that made Vance happy, from the look on his face when it happened.”

I felt a wave of relief at their reaffirmation.  I really did want to believe Javier’s side of it.  Wanting and believing were just two different things, unfortunately.  Still, their words gave me hope that Javier wasn’t just playing the drama game with Stephan, which was my biggest fear.  

“I wouldn’t mind getting slapped by Javier.  He’s fucking hot,” Marnie said.

That surprised a laugh out of all of us.  Of course she went there.

Damien approached our group, Murphy in tow.  He looked a little weary as he eyed up our laughing group.  “Why do my ears always burn when I see you all laughing like that?” he asked.

Marnie held up her hands, as though showing a good ten-inch measurement.  “Don’t worry, babe, it’s all flattering.”

Damien rubbed his temples, looking pained.

Murphy nodded, rubbing his chin and looking impressed.  “I knew it!” he said.

I couldn’t help it that made me laugh harder.  

“Yeah, he has a big dick, but him running away after the sex kind of cancels that one out for me, personally,” Jessa said wryly.  

I was shocked.  I hadn’t known that Jessa and Damien had hooked up.  Jessa never did the casual hook-up thing.  Or so I’d thought.

Marnie held up her hands, making a rather large circle with her fingers, clearly illustrating girth.  “This right here is what makes up for the running away part.”

Murphy cursed loudly.  “I fucking knew it!”

Marnie broke down in adorable giggles, clutching her stomach.  Judith was right there with her.  They high-fived. 

I felt a little sorry for Damien, since he looked like he was in real pain, but I still couldn’t stop laughing.  

Stephan walked up to us, shaking his head and smiling.  “Poor Damien.  What did he ever do to deserve such relentless teasing?”

Marnie answered, of course.  “He fucked too many of us, and he was too good at it, that’s what.”

“Speak for yourself,” Jessa said.  “There was nothing too good about my experience.  Size isn’t everything.”

“Ooouuch,” Murphy said, drawing out the sound.  “Buuurrn.”

Jessa shrugged.  “Not a burn.  Just stating facts.”

“Brutal,” Murphy said.  

I felt a light tap on my shoulder and turned to find Javier just behind me.  He looked a little nervous as he bent to my ear.  

“Can we go somewhere and talk?” he asked.  

I studied him, wondering what was going on now, but I just nodded.  “Sure.  Where to?”

I followed him to an empty section along the bar that attached to our VIP section.  The bartender approached us instantly.  

“I’m fine,” I told him.

“I’ll take another of your house specials,” Javier said.  

I studied him.  He looked a little glassy-eyed.  I didn’t think I’d ever seen Javier drunk before, but I suspected that I might be seeing it now.

I sat in one of the cushioned stools at the bar.  

He didn’t sit, but moved close to me, leaning in to talk in a low voice.  “I know you’re worried about Stephan being with me.  You think I’m not good enough for him.  You think I’m trouble.”

I opened my mouth to protest, even though most of what he said was somewhat true, but he continued in a rush.  “I get it.  I’m not trying to argue with you.  I just wanted to clear some things up.”

I nodded at him to go on.

“You don’t have to worry about me hurting him, Bianca.  If anyone is going to get hurt here, it will be me.  I haven’t even gone out with a guy since he dumped me.  And that was, what, over a year and a half ago?  I pined for him, Bianca.  I know he’s too good for me.  I know he’s too good for anyone.  Every guy I know has a crush on him.  He’s damn near perfect.  And I am bat-shit crazy in love with him.  I thank God every day that he stays with me.  I wouldn’t mess this up for anything.”

I felt a relief at his words that threatened to floor me.  But there were still some things that he needed to clear up…

“What about the Vance nonsense?  If he’s been so awful to you, why on earth would you still be hanging out with him?”

He winced.  “He wrote me a very long, drawn-out letter, talked about squashing our beef and moving on.  For once, he sounded really sincere about it, and he and I were friends before we were a couple.  He was a good friend, just a horrible boyfriend, and a worse ex.  His letter had me thinking that we could go back to being casual friends.  I wanted that, because so many of the guys on his crew are friends of mine, and I’d like for it to be less awkward every time he and I are in the same room.  It’s been so long since we were together.  I just don’t understand why he hasn’t gotten over it.  Thinking that he finally had was just something I wanted to believe, I guess.  It won’t ever happen again.  I’m so done with him.”

I nodded.  That seemed for the best.  I only hoped he meant it.

It was like he read my mind.  “I know you won’t trust me right away.  That’s just not how you work.  But I hope that you will eventually.  I intend to prove myself.  This is it for me, Bianca.  Stephan is the real deal, and if he wants me, I’m sticking around.”

He moved into me, wrapping his arms around me tightly.  It should have been awkward, since I was sitting and he was standing, but somehow we fit just right.  I hugged him back.  

“I hope so, Javier.  You know, the first time you guys went out he came home with this dreamy look on his face.  He was so happy.  I know you think I haven’t been a fan of yours, but I became a fan that night.  There’s nothing I’d love more than for Stephan to be with someone that makes him that happy.  And you shouldn’t downplay his feelings for you.  He pined for you too, Javier.  I know a lot of guys have a crush on him, but you’re the only one he sees.  Trust me on that.  And I’ll be eternally grateful to you for helping him to see that he doesn’t need to hide who he is anymore, or who he’s with.”

He squeezed me tighter.  I hugged him back.  

Javier laughed.  “Look at Stephan,” he said.  “Us hugging has made his day.”  

I pulled back to look.  

Stephan was across the lounge, standing next to Jessa, grinning at us like he’d just been granted a wish.  

Javier toasted him with the dark red martini that the bartender had left for him on the bar while we’d been talking.

“That looks tasty,” I told him, pointing at his drink.

His brows lifted.  “Want me to order you one?”  

I shook my head.  “Alcohol doesn’t really agree with me.  I don’t seem to have a spot between dead sober and crazy drunk.”  

He held the glass out to me.  “Just taste it.  It’s a black raspberry martini.  It’s Red’s signature cocktail.  It’s my new favorite drink.”

I took the glass from him, sniffing it.  It smelled good.  “What’s in it?” I asked, taking a very tiny sip, and, tasting it, a slightly bigger one.

“Chambord, raspberry vodka, and blood orange juice.”

“It tastes awesome.  What’s Chambord?”    

“Raspberry liqueur.  To die for, right?  Best tasting drink ever.”  

I nodded.  “So good.”  

I felt a hard body press against me from behind, and I stiffened.  I handed Javier his drink.  

“How many of those have you had?” James purred in my ear.  He dug a hand into my hair, gripping a tight handful of it into a fist.  His other arm snaked around my waist from behind, gripping a hip in his hand.  

His tone was silky smooth, but I still heard the menace in it.

“None,” I told him calmly.  “Javier just let me have a taste of his.”

“Are you going to drink tonight?” he demanded.  

I hadn’t been planning on it, but his tone and his attitude almost had me changing my mind.  

“I hadn’t been planning on it,” I said finally.  

“That’s good,” he said, smooth as silk.  “You know I don’t care for alcohol.  And I won’t fuck you mindless when you’ve been drinking.”  

My eyes shot to Javier.  James hadn’t bothered to lower his voice, but the other man hadn’t seemed to notice.  

James turned me in his arms, his hold unbreakable.  He tilted my chin up until I had a clear look at his tarnished eyes.  “Tell me something,” he began in that silky tone.  “Is it romantic or psychotic when I say that I’ll never let you leave me?”

I studied him.  I just couldn’t tell if there was even a hint of humor to his words when he was in this mood.  “I suppose that would depend on whether I’m trying to leave you or not.  If I never tried, it’s romantic, and if I ever did, and you didn’t let me, definitely psychotic.  Why are you trying to scare me, James?”  My voice was steady and calm.  I would cope with this.  I would not run just because he was acting so strange.

His smile was a bitter twist to his pretty mouth.  I didn’t like it a bit.  It spoke of secrets and fears.  “I’m not trying to scare you, Love.  I mean to keep you.  I’m just trying to gauge how badly you want to be kept.”  

“I want you to tell me what’s going on.  Is it something to do with that conversation you had with Roger?”

His brows shot up.  “So happy you asked about Roger.  I just finished having a meeting with him, and he’s dying to meet you, so he’ll be here shortly.  You’ll like him.  Very nice man.”

I traced a finger down the smooth plane of his cheek.  I rubbed at a spot there where it dimpled when he smiled.  “So you refuse to tell me?  Is that how it’s going to be with us?” I asked him.

The mask he’d been maintaining slipped for an instant, giving me a glimpse into raw, desperate eyes.

“No, Bianca.  I want us to share everything.  I mean that.  Will you just give me time?”

“Will you stop acting like the world is about to fall down around us?”

“Yes, of course.  If I know that you’re devoted to me, and devoted to us staying together, it will help immensely.”

“I’ve told you how I feel.  But you can’t make me depend on you so quickly, so desperately, and then close yourself off.  I can’t take that, James.  It raises all of my defenses—sets off all of my alarms, when you act scared and secretive.  

He nodded.  “Yes.  I’m sorry.  I’ve been on edge with a crucial negotiation.  It is a lose-lose type of scenario.  I’ll try not to take it home with me anymore.  Ah, here comes Roger.”

Roger was an attractive man, with slate gray hair and a face that looked like it had been lined and weathered with smiles rather than frowns.  He was a fit man, maybe in his early fifties.  His smile was big and sincere as he approached us.  

“Leave it to James to drag me clubbing in my fifties,” he said by way of greeting.  

I smiled at him.  He held out a hand, and I pulled back far enough from James to shake it.  

“I’m Roger, an old friend of the family.  And you’re Bianca.  I’ve heard so much about you.  I begin to see why my young friend has turned over a new leaf.”  His tone was rich and warm with sincerity.  

A waiter approached our group, looking nervous and anxious.  James leveled a hard stare at him that made the waiter’s anxiety understandable.

“Mr. Cavendish, sir.  Jeff, the manager, needs a moment of your time.”

James watched the other man, his cold stare the epitome of intimidation.  “Really?  He needs my presence right now?  Does he think that I’m here for business?”  

“No, sir.  He knows you are here, uh, socially.  He said it was very important.”

James smiled a sharp smile that was all perfect white teeth.  It was scary.  “Tell him I’ll be with him momentarily.”

He nodded at Roger, kissing my cheek roughly.  He looked agitated, his jaw clenched.  “If you’ll both excuse me, I’ll be back in a moment.  This had better be good.”
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CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Mr. Curious




We watched him stride away.

Roger spoke when he was a good distance away.  “Pardon my bluntness, Bianca, but are you at all aware of James’s past?”

I turned to look at him, meeting his eyes very steadily.  “What are you referring to exactly?”

He sighed, looking uncomfortable.  “He was given into the care of a cousin of his shortly after his parents died.  I fought this decision—fought it hard, but I was overturned by his family.  I had no legal ability to protect him.  I only have my suspicions about his guardian, and it really isn’t my place to be telling you this, but in order to understand some of what James has done, I think you should know—“

“I know all about Spencer, if that’s what you’re getting at.  Why are you telling me this?”

He studied me.  “He told you about Spencer?”

I nodded.

He looked startled.  “It’s probably a very good sign that he shared something like that with you.  The reason I bring it up, though, is that after he left Spencer’s care, he became a different kid for a long time.  He was wild and unruly.  I barely knew him anymore.  Whatever happened with his guardian, it affected him in a very negative way.  I don’t know if you know this, but he used to be quite…promiscuous.”

I felt my eyes harden as I looked at him.  “I’m well aware of that.  Trust me when I say that it’s been brought to my attention many times.”

“So you know how he used to be?  Up until he met you, he was…”

“He was a slut.  Yes, I know.  What’s your point?”  I felt rude even as I said the words, but God was I sick of this subject.

“Well…I got the impression from James that he would be quite distraught if some things about his past were brought to light.  I was led to believe that he feared that you would leave him if you knew about his former indiscretions, and that was why he was so upset about certain things being revealed.  Do you know about his…unorthodox preferences?”

I sighed, thoroughly confused and sooo done with the conversation.  “Yes.  I’m very aware,” I said, trying not to blush as I kept his steady gaze.  Something about the man was just so dignified.  I couldn’t believe that I was as good as discussing my BDSM lifestyle with him.  

His thick, dark eyebrows shot up.  “Well, that’s a relief, though it doesn’t exactly clear anything up for me.  Again, pardon my bluntness, but perhaps you should let James know that his past won’t scare you off.”

“Why?  What is the point to all this?  What’s been going on with James?”  

He shot a glance behind me and looked particularly uncomfortable.  “I am not at liberty to say,” he said absently.  

“Now you sound like a lawyer,” I told him.  

As I spoke, a firm hand descended to my nape.  

“That was quick,” Roger told James, who was pressing himself tightly against my back. 

“It was nothing,” James stated dismissively.  “What have you two been chatting about?  Why does he sound like a lawyer, Love?”  

I turned to look at him.  

He shifted with me, not relinquishing the hand on my nape.  

“What was the emergency?” I asked with an arched brow.

His upper lipped curled.  “There wasn’t one.  There was only a part-time manager in need of a demotion.  Tell me what you were talking about?”  

“That’s a nosy question.  Did you really demote someone for wasting five minutes of your time?” 

He moved until he was standing close against me, pressing himself against my side.  Even knowing that he was doing it to distract me, I was far from unaffected by his nearness.  

“I demoted him, and put him on probation pending termination, because he is managing one of the most profitable clubs in Manhattan, and he can’t handle a simple wine shortage.  Him wasting five minutes of my time only illuminated the facts for me.  Your turn.  What were you two talking about?”

Roger cleared his throat.  “Nothing important, James.  I really do need to get going.  I’ll call you if I learn anything new.”  

Roger shook our hands, bowing his head politely before turning away.  

“I’ll walk you out, Roger,” James said to his back.   

Roger waved him off.  “No, that’s fine.  Get some time with Bianca.  It’s obvious that you don’t get enough of that.  Have a good night.”    

“Are you going to tell me what you two talked about?” James asked me as Roger strode out of sight.

I shook my head.  “Why are you so curious?”   

He moved into me, pressing his front against mine.  He bent as though to kiss me.  “I’m curious about everything you do, Bianca.  What do I need to do to get you to tell me what he said to you?”

I just shook my head at him again.  

He let out a little growl in his throat, kissing me.  It was an overwhelming, possessive kind of kiss.  We were in public, in one of his clubs, but he didn’t hold back.  He sucked at my mouth, his hands moving to my butt to pull me hard against the proof of his desire.  He rubbed against me like a cat.  

I purred.  My hand curled into the lapels of his suit jacket, gripping desperately.  

He snaked one hand up into my hair, gripping it then pulling it sharply enough to elicit one involuntary little moan.  He pulled back just far enough to breathe against my mouth.  “You’re in the mood to get fucked against a wall tonight, aren’t you?” 

He was kissing me again before I could respond, the hand on my ass moving to the back of my thigh, hitching it up so that he could grind right into me.  

He stopped abruptly, pulling back but not away.  

My hips twisted against him before I registered that we weren’t alone.  Oh yeah.  We’d never been alone.  We were in a club.  

He pulled back, grabbed my hand, and began to pull me.   

“We’ll be right back,” he called out to Stephan.  “We’re just going to go have a chat.”

I didn’t look at Stephan, didn’t hear him respond.  I was lost in a sensual haze, just putting one foot in front of the other, following him blindly.  James had said something about fucking me against a wall.  Yes.  That sounded perfect.

He led me out of the VIP lounge, down a long red hallway, and then another.  He pulled me into a large office.  There was a man behind the desk, typing on a computer.  He looked startled at our entrance.  

“Give us privacy,” James told him, his voice sharp.  

The man beat a hasty retreat.  

James shut and locked the door behind him.  Handy that, a lock.  

He started loosening his tie.  When it was untied, he hooked a finger into the hoop at my neck.  He pushed my back to the wall.  Or rather, the door. 

He reached above my head and I looked up.  There was a coat hanger above me, hooked over the top of the tall door.  James was tying his tie to it with swift, sure motions.  He pulled my arms up and together, wrapping the tie around them, tying more swift knots around my wrists.  This took longer, and I watched those skillful hands with rapt attention.  

“This is going to get loud, Bianca.  I’m going to fuck you so hard that you scream my name.  And you are going to scream so loudly that nobody will doubt just why you’re screaming.  Would you like to tell me what you and Roger were talking about before I’m inside of you?  Or will this be a mid-fuck confession?”  

I just shook my head again.  

He smiled a very troublesome smile.  Mr. Cavendish was about to take the reins.  

He worked on his own clothing first, pulling his shirt out of his pants, then unbuttoning and spreading his slacks open.  He pulled that delicious cock out slowly, tauntingly.  He stroked himself while he watched me.  

He pulled the strapless side of my dress down, saw that I was wearing a strapless bra, and yanked that down too.  He bent slightly and began to suck hard at my nipple while he slid his hands up my skirt and slipped my panties off.

He straightened very slowly when he finished, leaning into me, pushing my leg up, and thrusting into me hard with that same motion.  I watched him and I saw his cold smile when he elicited a sharp little gasp out of me.

He pounded into me so hard and fast that it did wrench a little scream out of me.  A scream that formed into a very long version of the word James.  I was on that fine edge when he yanked out, his eyes intense and angry on mine.  

“Tell me what you and Roger talked about, Bianca,” he ordered.  

It took me long moments to gain any semblance of coherency.  When I did, a spark of anger shot through me.  

“You can’t use sex to control me, James.  You shouldn’t play with my heart like that.”  

He laughed.  It was sinister.  “Oh Love, it’s not your heart I’m playing with.  And I’ll play with your body whenever I damn well please.”  

He moved back against me and then he was driving roughly into me again.  “Don’t even think about letting yourself come,” he murmured to me in an almost offhanded way.  He jackhammered into me, so hard and so fast, again and again, for long moments before wrenching out of me again.  I made a noise that sounded suspiciously like a scream of distress when he pulled out.  

He touched my bottom lip softly with an index finger.  “Tell me, Bianca.  Tell me what you talked about with Roger.”  

“You’re being a bastard,” I told him after a while.  He just smiled that sinister smile and stroked my lips with his finger.  “A sadistic bastard.”

He laughed.  “Yes.  I am that.  Just tell me what you talked about, Bianca.  Before this gets out of hand.”  

We had a long, silent standoff before I caved.  I did it because I’d realized that it wasn’t really that important, and because I didn’t want to see how far he would go to prove a point just then.

“We talked about you, James.  About your past, about your promiscuity, your…preferences.  I think he just wanted to know what I knew.  He seemed to think that you’d kept me in the dark about it all.  I got the sense that he was afraid that something about your past was about to be leaked, and that it was something that would drive me away.  Why did he think that, James?  What’s going on?”

He cursed fluently.  “Goddamn Roger.  It’s nothing, Bianca.  It’s being taken care of.  Someone was threatening to be…indiscreet about some of my exploits.  I’m handling it.  I’ve been agitated because I’ve been trying to distance myself from my past, to clean up my image, if you will, for your sake, for the sake of our future, and this leak would have the opposite effect.  But as I said, I’m handling it.  Thank you for answering my question.”

He moved against me again.  

I spoke just as he was lining himself up at my entrance.  “It’s not like I had a choice,” I muttered sullenly.  

He thrust into me, bottoming out in one hard motion.  

I cried his name brokenly.  

“How about I make it up to you with a handful of orgasms?”

I didn’t answer.  He already had me incoherent as he made good on his offer.  

He pounded into me relentlessly, one hand pulling my hair, the other rubbing my clit.  He brought me over, again, and then again.  He was merciless.  I was completely wrung out by the time he let himself come with a rough groan, grinding deep inside of me, the hand in my hair moving to my chin.  He gripped it hard as he watched me.  

He gave me one swift kiss before pulling out of me.  

He left me where I was, leaning against the door for support, my arms still tied, while he moved to the desk.  

He cleaned us both as well as he could with just tissues.  He kissed me deeply but softly, a romantic kind of kiss, while he untied my wrists.  He pulled me against him, supporting me while I regained my balance, massaging the feeling back into my wrists slowly and thoroughly.  

“I love you, Bianca,” he said when he finally pulled back.  

“I love you, too, James, but that doesn’t give you a free pass.”

“No, it doesn’t.  Being your Dom does that, Love.  I’ve compromised far more for you than I’ve ever done for anyone or anything in my life.  Controlling you sexually is something I won’t be bending on, but I’m pretty sure you already knew that.”  
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CHAPTER NINETEEN

Mr. Amenable




James was in a remarkably better mood as we returned to our group.  We stayed for hours, laughing and joking with my friends.  He was even friendly with Damien, though the man couldn’t get within six feet of me without James grabbing handfuls of me to prove a point.  Though, if I was fair, he rarely kept his hands off me when we were together, Damien or no.

Damien, for his part, was giving James even less of a reason to be jealous than usual.  He was distracted and quiet.  He spent most of the night shooting Jessa baffled looks.  I found that strangely encouraging.  Maybe there was something there.  It could have been that he just took it personal that she hadn’t enjoyed their one-night stand, but I was hoping it was more than that.  I caught a little snippet of their conversation as the night was winding down, when Damien had managed to corner Jessa just behind where we’d been standing and chatting with Murphy.  

“Hey.  Are we good?” Damien asked her, his voice worried.

“We’re fine,” Jessa replied in a flat voice, sounding anything but fine.  

“I feel like a jerk.  I didn’t know you felt that way.  Frankly, I thought you’d forgotten about the whole thing, since you never mention it.”

“Don’t worry about it, Damien.  One unhappy customer out of a thousand should hardly mess up your average.”  

He cursed, and I couldn’t help it, I glanced over at them.  

Damien’s back was to me, but Jessa was facing me, and I saw her face clearly as she rolled her eyes.  

“I didn’t know it was bad for you.  It wasn’t bad for me.  In fact, it was pretty amazing.  I’d like to…make it up to you, if you’d let me.  You could show me what you didn’t like—help me work on my technique.”  

Jessa snorted loudly.

Apparently, I wasn’t the only one shamelessly eavesdropping.  Murphy started swaying and singing, “Player’s gonna play…”    

“Here’s the thing, Damien.  It was a hell of a lot more than your technique that wasn’t working out for me.  The pining for a chick that’s never going to look at you twice thing was the biggest turn off, and the fact that you didn’t bother to clue me in about your little hang-up before we hopped in the sack.  I never do the casual sex thing, and the way you turned into a stranger the second we were done reminded me very clearly why.  Sex is not just a bodily function for me.  I require some semblance of intimacy with the act, and you wouldn’t know intimacy if it punched you in the face.  

“I hear you’ve been celibate for the last few months,” Jessa continued mercilessly.  “Waiting for a chick that is never going to want you.   You’re not an idiot, you know she’s not going to leave her drop-dead gorgeous, so fucking hot that they look like they want to fuck each other in public, billionaire boyfriend for you.  It’s just another crazy-ass way for you to avoid real feelings.  The only way you could be good in bed for me would if you became a complete person, not just some shell of a man that doesn’t have a middle ground between putting women on a pedestal and degrading them with meaningless sex.”

Murphy clutched his chest, falling to his knees.  “I felt that right here, my friend!” he called out to Damien, not even bothering to hide the fact that we’d all been shamelessly listening to the entire exchange.

“How about we have this little chat in private,” Damien said, his tone hard.  We all watched silently while he grabbed Jessa by the arm and led her resolutely away.  

She went easily enough, just muttering one loud, “Neanderthal,” as they walked away.  

I looked at James, who’d been silent throughout the exchange.  “Maybe those two will work things out and start dating,” I said hopefully.

James studied me.  “Do you want that?”

I sent him a baffled look.  “Of course I do.  Damien needs to move on, and Jessa would be good for anybody.  She’s one of the most open and honest people I’ve ever met.  Talking to her is like chatting with a really good therapist.”

“Nah,” Murphy said, getting back up.  “Damien’s pretty clear about what he likes from women.  He likes to be ignored, not yelled at.  She’s not his type at all.”

I gave my little shrug.  “Maybe he needs to find a new type.”  

Murphy grinned.  “Now wouldn’t that be awesome.”  

Damien and Jessa never returned to the club, at least not before James and I left, and I took that as a very good sign.  

We made our rounds, saying goodbye to everyone at around eleven.  James was rather quiet but sweet on the short trip back to the apartment.  He nuzzled into my neck, placing soft, sweet kisses there.  It wasn’t his usual style, but I still melted.  

He made love to me again before I sank into a deep and dreamless sleep.  




I was pleasantly surprised the next morning when I realized that he was traveling to Vegas with me that day.  I’d known that he was planning to spend part of his week there with me, but we hadn’t discussed when he was flying out.  

We got dressed together, holding hands quietly while we made our way down to the waiting car.  

“I discussed it with Stephan last night.  You don’t have to take the airport shuttle with the crew.  It’s at your lead’s discretion, and he gave us the green light, so you can ride with me.”  

I just nodded.

The flight went well.  The whole day did, in fact.  There was a brief moment of tension when James found out that, though I was taking the furlough, I would still be working my regular schedule for at least two more weeks.  He didn’t like that.  I hadn’t thought he would, but I wouldn’t budge.  

“This company gave me an invaluable opportunity that changed my life.  That means a lot to me.  They’ve asked us to stay on our schedules for two more weeks, and I won’t bail early and mess up staffing in the meantime.  I won’t budge on this, James.”  

My little speech was impassioned enough that he let it go pretty quickly, for him.  Even if he couldn’t understand why I would have a feeling of loyalty towards a company that was on its way out, he at least respected it.  That warmed me.  He didn’t always understand me, but I could have no doubts that he tried to.  

The next few days went like that.  Every possible bump in the road gave us little resistance.  He didn’t complain when I had to work for most of Sunday, just kissed me a lingering goodbye with a murmured, “I love you.”  

Things were good between us.  Good was putting it mildly.  We were amazing together.  Things became so easy but that heat between us didn’t cool for a moment.  It became very clear to me just how perfect it could be between us if we just let it.  It all felt so perfect, in fact, that I began to get a little paranoid, always waiting for that other shoe to drop.  

I told myself that life didn’t just have to be a series of tragedies.  Maybe I could just have this wonderful thing, no conditions.  Perhaps life would be blissfully smooth sailing from here on out.  I wanted to believe it, but a sick tension never quite left my gut, and my nightmares were more persistent than ever. 

We stayed at his Vegas home that week, agreeing to stay at my little place on the next Vegas rotation.   

On Monday, we went out to dinner with the tattoo artist, Frankie.  I was nervous.  I knew I’d made a bad impression the first time we’d met, and I wanted to rectify that, but I didn’t know the woman, so I wasn’t sure how.

We met her at a trendy restaurant in the Cavendish Hotel & Casino.  I dressed Vegas casual, in a pretty, white blouse, beige short-shorts, and pumpkin orange heels.  You could never show too much skin in Vegas, and the heels made the outfit just dressy enough that I could fit in anywhere.  

Frankie was warm and friendly, hugging us both and giving me a genuine smile right off the bat.  I felt my tension ease.  She was going to make it easy on me.  

Frankie was wearing a tight gray T-shirt that was torn so short at the bottom that I got a good look at some of her under-boob.  Her cutoff jean shorts weren’t much more decent.  Her ink-covered skin was well displayed in all its glory.  

She caught me looking and smiled.  “My reality show is shooting.  The producers love to see the ink.  I swear they talk me into less and less clothing every season.  Next season they might just get me to walk around naked.  

I smiled back at her.  She had a very nice smile.  Her makeup was dark, her lips nearly black.  Her look was harsh but managed not to detract from her pretty face.  With that endearing smile she was actually kind of adorable.  With her corkscrew black curls, she kind of looked like a grown-up goth Shirley Temple.  

We hit it off with no problems.  Frankie wasn’t at all what I’d been worried she’d be.  I began to see why she and James got along so well.  She laid the charm on thick; add that to her undeniable charisma, and I saw easily why she had her own reality show.  I didn’t like reality shows.  I never saw the appeal to watching people that I didn’t like or respect make fools of themselves, but I would have bet that I’d like Frankie’s show.  

“What would I have to do to get you on my table, Bianca?” Frankie asked with a charming smile after we’d been chatting for a solid hour.

James made a disapproving noise, and I glanced at him.  He was shooting an annoyed look in the other woman’s direction.  “Don’t hit on my girl, Frankie.”

She raised her hands in a show of innocence, laughing.  She was clearly unaffected by his jealousy.  “I wouldn’t, James.  You’ve got it all wrong.  I just think she’d look lovely with some ink on that perfect skin of hers.”

James looked far from appeased by that.  “Knock it off, Frankie.”

She waved him off.  “Oh, chill out, James.  I’m really not.  I have a girlfriend now, and I’ve never been happier.  Just let me have some fun.”  

I saw his eyes move to somewhere behind Frankie.  My gaze followed his.  A huge man strode towards us.  He was several tables away, but I could tell from that purposeful stride and his intent stare that he was headed our way.  

He looked…sinister.  And sexy.  He had pitch-black hair that hung straight to his massive shoulders.  He was so big that I would have pegged him for a football player, or some kind of professional athlete, if it weren’t for the way he dressed.  He wore a white T-shirt with what looked like some band’s logo on the front of it.  It was so tight that I could see every ridge in his six-pack, and every bit of the extensive tattoos that covered his chest.  His jeans looked like he’d been in a war-zone, they were so torn up.  His arms were covered in full sleeve tattoos.  I thought that he must work in Frankie’s tattoo parlor, since he was so inked up.  

As he drew closer, I saw that his hard jaw had a five o’clock shadow that looked like it never went away.  He had even features, with thick brows over thickly lashed eyes, a straight, rounded nose, and a mouth made for sin.  He was a handsome devil.  

He grinned as he drew close to us, flashing twin dimples that were pure trouble.

James cursed.  “What the hell is he doing here?” he asked Frankie.  He sounded very putout.  

Frankie turned to see who he was talking about, but had the opposite reaction when she saw who approached.  She grinned.  

“Tristan is getting a new tat today.  Of course, my producer just had to catch it for the show.  They love it when celebrities come into the shop.  Your episode is airing in two weeks, by the way.”

Of course he’d made an exhibition out of the tattoos, I thought, as my mind connected the dots.  

I didn’t have time to address the issue, however, before Tristan was on us.  His eyes were all on me as he reached our table.  They were golden and twinkling, disarming really.  I smiled back tentatively, clued into a strange tension from James.  

Tristan sat at the only empty chair at the table, sliding it until he was sitting almost too close to me.  His eyes were warm on me.  

“The infamous Bianca.  I have to say, I’ve been looking forward to meeting you.  James and I go way back.  I’m Tristan.”  

He held out his hand to shake and I did automatically.  James sucked in a gasp when Tristan raised my hand to his mouth, and he was wrenching my hand out of the other man’s grasp before I could react.  

“Watch yourself, Tristan,” James said through gritted teeth.  

Tristan just grinned that sinister grin with those troublesome dimples.  “Relax, Cavendish, I know she’s yours.  I was just saying hi.”  

“Yeah, well, if you say ‘hi’ again I’m going to break your nose.”  

“I’d love to see you try, but I’d really hate to make you ruin your manicure.”

I turned to James, giving him a stern look, and completely ignoring the other man.  I rubbed his chest until he looked at me.  I didn’t say a word, just watched him, willing him to calm, to keep from escalating a small confrontation into something out of hand.  

After a long moment he relaxed a fraction, pulling me until I was plastered against his side. 

It was a while before I looked back at Tristan.  He was a strange one, I thought, as he studied us intently, his brow furrowed.  “Someone told me you’d fallen over the deep end, but I just didn’t believe it.  I stand corrected.  You’ve got it bad, my friend.”

“What are you getting a tattoo of?” I asked Tristan, trying to find a neutral topic for the hostile men.  I looked at him as I asked the question.  

“I’m getting a small five to commemorate five years clean and sober,” he said without hesitation, as though he’d practiced it.  

I blinked.  “Congratulations,” I told him, meaning it.  Addiction was a horrible, powerful thing.  I’d seen people ruined by it.

“Thank you.  I did some bad things when I was using, things I can’t make up for, but having five years of sobriety under my belt still feels pretty damn good.”

Frankie smacked herself in the forehead.  It was an attention getter.  We all looked at her.  “You can say that without adding a disclaimer about all of your sins,” she chided him.  “You have every right to be proud of yourself.”

He shrugged, frowning harshly.  He was a tough looking guy, but somehow that frown made him look vulnerable rather than mean.  “I don’t see it that way.  Even with all of the touchy-feely rehab bullshit, I still know that it was me doing all those things, not the alcohol or the drugs, and there are some things a person can’t just forgive themselves for, especially when the one I hurt the most can’t forgive me, either.”  

Frankie cursed, pointing at him.  I could tell just from the last two minutes that these two had a tough love kind of relationship, but a close one.  “I’m calling your therapist just because you said that.  You’re supposed to be past that by now, and the fact that you aren’t says you need to start seeing her more.”

Tristan ignored her, turning to address me.  He had that kind of intense regard that it was difficult not to return.  He reminded me of a certain billionaire I knew…

He waved a hand between James and me.  It was a strangely elegant gesture for such a huge man.  “I used to have what you guys have.  I found a sub once that suited me so perfectly…”  

I felt a little shocked at his words, referring to our lifestyle so casually and including himself in that life with a few words.  I remembered that James had described Frankie as a Domme as well.  I wondered if they had their own club…  Did they meet up once a week for coffee?  The whole thing seemed surreal.

“All of this other shit I do is just a cheap imitation of that,” he continued.  “She was so exquisite.”

“What happened?” I asked him.  

He bit his lush bottom lip.  I thought that everything the man did came off sinful.  “What else?” he asked bitterly.  “I fucked it up.  I pushed her so hard that I drove her away.  If I’m honest, I pushed her away on purpose.  Things were getting too intimate, and I couldn’t have that.  I was the same as every other addict.  Being self-destructive used to be a way of life for me.”  

He looked at James.  “How’s Danika?  She been doing alright?”  

James sighed, and I studied him as he answered.  “She’s good, as far as I can tell.  She’s great at her job.  I’m actually putting her in charge of all of my galleries, not just the west coast ones.  Beth in New York will have a fit being under her, but I’ve decided that I need to work less and live more, so my best managers are being promoted in a hurry.  You should call her, Tristan.  I know you worry about her, so just call her, see for yourself how she’s doing.”

Tristan let out a frustrated breath.  “You think I haven’t tried calling her?  I keep tabs on her.  That’s it.  I need to know she’s okay, but the woman will have nothing to do with me.”

“Have you tried calling her lately?”  

“You know Danika.  She won’t change her mind.”

“If you contacted her with something other than a casual fuck on your mind, and used that annoying persistence of yours, I wouldn’t be surprised if she gave you another shot,” James said, his tone idle.

Tristan’s eyes sharpened on him with that laser focus that reminded me so much of James.  “Why do you think that?  Has she said something to you?”

James shrugged and grimaced, the arm around my shoulder jostling me with the movement.  “She’s just…I don’t know, missing something.  She’s too reserved, too controlled, too damned disinterested about every part of her life except for work.  And she works too much.  I know from personal experience that if you make good money and still get the urge to spend the majority of your life working, it’s because something important is missing there.”  

Tristan looked very raw as he studied the other man, his golden eyes holding a familiar sort of tarnish that spoke of pain, but that I found beautiful.  “Is she seeing anyone?” he asked finally, the words sounding like they’d been torn out of him against his will.

James sighed.  “I’m not sure.  She was a few months back.  I’m not sure how serious it was, or if he’s still around.  She doesn’t go out of her way to mention her personal life, and I’m not asking.  I just saw him stop by the gallery when I was visiting on business.”  

“They’re meeting with her tomorrow.  Bianca is having a gallery showing in L.A.,” Frankie spoke up suddenly.  “They haven’t set a date for it yet, but I know I’ll be attending.  You should come as my date, Tristan.”  

He gave her a wry smile.  “Your little Latin fireball of a sub would scratch my eyes out for that.”   

“So we’ll make it a threesome.  She won’t mind that.  She might like it a little bit too much, in fact.”

Frankie addressed me, pointing at Tristan.  “He’s my straight detector.  If I’m lucky enough to turn one gay, he flips her straight again.  Bastard.”  

That surprised a loud laugh out of me.  

Tristan shrugged and flashed a dimple at her.  “Just here to help.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY

Mr. Playful




We lingered over dinner with the strange pair.  Tristan ordered food even though we’d all already finished eating.  He made himself right at home without asking, joking and talking to Frankie and me.  I liked him.  A lot.  I liked them both.  They were fun.  

James was quiet and a little tense at my back, but he made no move to leave.  

When we did finally leave after hours of talking, Frankie gave me a big hug.  Tristan tried to, as well, but James was there to block him, not even trying to be subtle about it.  

Tristan was unfazed.  He grinned that wicked grin at me, inclining his head.  “It was a pleasure to meet you, Bianca.  You are an absolute delight.  I’ll be seeing you.”  

James didn’t speak until we were in the back of his limo driving home.  “You liked him,” he said, his tone bland, but I didn’t believe that tone for a second.

“I liked them both,” I said, rubbing his arm.  “Your friends are very nice.  It’s nice to see that you have some more good ones.  They’re starting to outnumber all of the evil bitches I keep meeting that you felt the need to sleep with.”

He completely ignored the last part of my statement, still focused on Tristan.  

“He’s a Dom, as I’m sure you picked up.  Purely BD without the SM.  You were attracted to him.”  

Uh oh.  “Well, I’m in love with you.  I like him, just like I said.  As a friend.  He’s an attractive man, I can’t deny that, but that’s it, James.  You can’t think that every Dom I meet is going to have some impossible pull on me, just because you did.”

And it was actually that easy.  A few reassurances and he relaxed back into his smiling, amenable persona.  I thought that boded well for us.  The little things were already resolving themselves with ease.

We met Danika at the tourist gallery of the Cavendish Hotel & Casino the next morning.  Danika managed both the L.A. and Vegas galleries, which was especially impressive since she looked to still be in her early to mid-twenties.   

With all of the talk the night before, my mind started trying to pair Danika and the physically imposing Tristan up the moment I saw her, and it was almost disconcerting to picture the two of them together.  He was so massive and muscular that he could have been an MMA fighter.  She, on the other hand, was the epitome of delicate grace.  

She was maybe five foot seven, with smooth, straight, pitch-black hair that fell to her mid-back.  She was thin, but she definitely had curves in all of the right places.  She had a pale complexion, but her heritage was very obviously mixed.  Part of the mix was Asian, but the rest was anybody’s guess.  At least part Caucasian, by her clear gray eyes.  

Tristan had been right.  No one could deny that she was exquisite.  

She was dressed for business in a pencil skirt and a tidy dress shirt with the sleeves rolled up.  She wore flats, I realized as she stepped out from behind the podium as we approached.  I would have pegged her as a stiletto girl just because she was so painfully poised.  I saw in an instant why she didn’t, though.  

She had just the slightest hitch to her step as she approached us with a lovely smile.  Some old injury, I guessed.  It was the most graceful limp I’d ever seen, as though she’d just absorbed the injury and made it a part of her, neither emphasizing or hiding it.  That seemingly effortless gait told me a lot about the woman.  She looked delicate, but there was steel in her.  

“So nice to finally meet you, Bianca.  I’ve been privileged to get the distinguished honor of being your first big fan.  More will come, though, I can assure you.”

“Hey, now,” James said, shaking her hand with a smile.  “Don’t discount my adoration of her work.  Remember who discovered her.”

She inclined her head.  “Touché, James.  Please, follow me.  We have a lot to discuss.”  

We sat at a large conference room at the back of the swank gallery.  Danika pulled out a huge leather binder, and I only realized that it was a portfolio of my work when she flipped it open.  

“Let me start by saying that art is my life, and I simply adore your work.  It is, however, a rather eclectic mix of paintings.  This can be handled in a number of ways.  My personal preference would be to divide all of the different themes by rooms, since we have so many paintings to work with, and we will be utilizing every room in the L.A space for the showing.”  

I nodded.  “That sounds good.”

She looked a little nonplussed, as though she’d been expecting an argument.  “Well, that was easy.  If all of the issues are that easy to resolve, we can schedule a showing for next week!”

The entire meeting went similarly.  Danika had very helpful suggestions about all of the things I needed to green light for the showing, and I was more than happy to defer to her expertise on something that I was a complete novice at.

She was swift and professional, covering details that I hadn’t even considered, until she was satisfied that she had the showing thoroughly mapped out.  

James stayed reasonably silent throughout the meeting, which I appreciated.  If he had taken over, as he did with so many things, it wouldn’t have felt like it was mine.  But working with Danika, seeing every step in the process without his interference, it began to feel real, like I had a career here, instead of a hobby that was being funded by my rich boyfriend.  

We went to lunch with Danika after we finished.  Sandra, the assistant manager of the Vegas gallery who worked directly under Danika, joined us.  

She was a small, brown-haired woman with brown eyes and a rather austere demeanor.  If I had to guess, I’d have said she was in her late thirties.  

I’d completely forgotten about Danika’s limp until she was moving away from the table to use the restroom.  Sandra murmured something about needing to check on the gallery, scurrying off.  

“What happened to Danika’s foot?” I asked James.

“It’s her knee, I believe.  And I don’t know.  She never talks about it, but I’ve gotten the distinct impression that it was somehow Tristan’s fault.”

I frowned.  That sounded beyond ominous.

We wrapped up a productive and pleasant morning with Danika, setting up a date the following week, when she swore she’d be well into the thick of planning the showing.  I was excited and elated when we parted.  The crazy dream that was my painting career felt like it was shaping into something real and substantial.   

James gave the staff at his house the afternoon off, and we spent hours swimming in his ridiculous pool.  The thing was obnoxious, with fake mountains and fountains, and four different pools, and yes, a grotto underneath one of the falls.

“I didn’t realize we were staying at the Playboy mansion,” I teased him.

He grimaced.  “This is actually a part of the house that I did not design.  It’s a long story, but I delegated this part of the design to my casino team, and since they knew I’d have to have some promotional parties here, this is what they did.  I was not too happy when I saw it, but it has served its purpose.  If I’m out of town and the casino needs to throw a pool party for some bigwigs, they do it here.”

I wrinkled my nose at him.  I knew the Vegas scene well enough, even if it wasn’t really my scene.  “I hope everything’s been disinfected.”

He tapped my nose.  “Yes, of course.  You know it drives me crazy when you do that with your nose.  It makes you look so damn cute.”

I tapped his nose.  “Don’t call me cute,” I told him.  

His nostrils flared, rather sexily, I thought.  

I was lying on a cushioned lounger in a white bikini I wouldn’t be caught dead wearing in public while he rubbed sunblock all over my body.  He was not efficient about the process, rubbing more of the parts inside of the tiny bikini than out of it, and grinning the entire time.  

“You don’t have to work at all today?” I asked him.  He’d worked the day before, but made no mention of going in that day.

“I’m taking a day off.  I want to fuck you in broad daylight.  I want to spread you out and strip you bare under the sun.”

That made me squirm in my seat.  I’d had my hopes when he was dismissing his staff, but now it was certain.  We weren’t just out here to swim.

“You’re going to get me sunburned in some painful places,” I predicted.  

He held up the bottle of sunblock he was using.  “I’ve got it covered.  Come on now, you know me better.”  

He was thorough, but slow as molasses as he covered me in the stuff.  He even spent extra time on my feet, rubbing and kneading until I moaned in pleasure.  He was good with his hands in every way imaginable.  

The second leisurely rubbed on coat of sunblock was completely unnecessary, of course, but he did it all the same.  Only James could turn sun protection into foreplay.  I was writhing before he made it back up to my inner thighs.

His sunblock coated fingers teased around my sex, fingering my tiny string bikini bottoms, but he pulled them back with a wicked little smile.  “For external use only, Love.  I guess you’ll have to settle for my tongue.”

He pulled the strings on both of my hips loose with his teeth.  I buried my hands in his hair as he buried his face between my legs.  

It wasn’t his usual oral technique, avoiding my clit at first to thrust his tongue as deep inside of me as it would go.  It felt drugging—it felt good, but when he finally moved up to my clit and sucked with a vengeance I came hard, gasping his name.  

He moved up my body in a flash, untying my top, and moving my leg across his torso, positioning it diagonally with my ankle on his shoulder, turning me on my side, and straddling my other leg.  He poised himself at my entrance for a brief moment.  

“Fucking me sideways,” I told him breathlessly.  

He grinned and thrust in hard.  “Every which way, until we’re sated or dead, Love.”  

He pulled out slowly, dragging himself along every perfect nerve, playing me like an instrument, then pounded in again.  His size, and the unrelenting position, made each thrust border on painful.  He repeated the torture, again and again, and I came with a ragged cry torn out of me.  

He didn’t stop, just pounded faster.  He bottomed out and came inside of me with a rough shout.  I loved it, absolutely relished the moments when he lost it like that.  

He pushed my legs apart, shifted me onto my back, and moved into me, kissing me languorously.  He pulled out of me slowly, drawing it out, until I wanted him again as though we hadn’t just made love.

Once he’d separated his body from mine, he moved flush against me again.  

“Wrap your arms and legs around me,” he ordered against my ear.

I did, my body obeying but my mind still in that soft dreamy place that only he could take me.  He picked me up, rising slowly.  

It was only as I was flying through the air that I realized his intent.  I hit the water with a surprised little yelp.  I was glaring as I surfaced.  

He just grinned, diving in after me.  

We played in the pool for a long time.  Like children, I thought, only we were skinny dipping in broad daylight.  I loved every second of it.  I thought that playful James might just be my favorite.

He pulled me against him, kissing me hotly, and then thrust me away.  “Run,” he told me with a wicked grin.  

I made it just to the edge of the pool and one step out before he caught me, yanking me back into the water and against him, his front flush against my back.  He bit my neck and rubbed against me.  His rock hard erection poked hard into my backside.  

“You’re insatiable,” I told him, my voice breathless.

“Yes,” he breathed into my ear.  “I am.  Now run.”

I made it out of the pool, across the concrete, and into the grass that time.  It was only as he was tackling me onto my stomach that I realized it was exactly what he’d wanted, exactly what he’d planned.  He was entering me from behind rather roughly within seconds.  

He fucked me in the grass, on hands and knees, pumping into me with a purpose.  

“Say it, Bianca,” he ordered into my ear, his voice so low and gruff.

I came apart, but not enough to keep from saying it.  “I’m yours, James.  Only yours.”

He continued the jarring rhythm while my body squeezed him convulsively, as shivers of pleasure wracked my body.  He kept going until every little shocking wave had passed.  He moaned low in his throat when he let himself go.

My hands and knees were raw and grass stained when James carried me back to the pool.  I couldn’t imagine that his were in much better shape.

He tossed me back in the pool.  Even knowing it was coming, I let out a little shriek before I hit the water.  When I resurfaced, James was striding towards the house, a towel slung low across his hips.  

“Where are you going?” I called out.  

“To check in with the other man in your life,” he called back.

I thought that was the sweetest thing in the world.  And so very James.  Nothing could soften me more than him understanding my bond with Stephan, and understand it, he did.  He always knew which strings to pull.  Manipulative, perceptive, wonderful man.  

When he returned, he moved straight to the lounging sofa where we’d discarded all of our clothing.  He pulled on his low-slung gray swim trunks and grabbed my bikini, moving back to the pool with a purpose.  

He cornered me in the pool.  

I kissed him.  “Thank you for being so understanding about Stephan.  That means everything to me.”  

“I have nothing but love for that man.  If I have to share you with someone, I’m glad that it’s him.  And I will do anything it takes to stay on his good side.  I know that a happy Stephan is a happy Bianca.”  He gave me one hard kiss and began to slip me back into the tiny series of strings that he called a bikini.

“The guys wanted to hang out,” he continued.  “So I told them to come over.  Not sure how he did it, but Stephan turned the whole thing into an impromptu pool party.  I don’t even know who’s coming.  I may have met my match.  That man is cunning.”

That made me smile real big.  Talk about the pot calling the kettle black…

“I need to go put on a cover-up or something,” I told him.  “If we’re having a party, I’d rather not be showing this much skin.”

He eyed me up, running a tongue over his teeth in a luscious display.  “Yeah, I agree.  I’d rather not share this much of your skin with company.  Especially since I don’t even know who’s coming.  I can’t even tell you the havoc that will wreak with security.  A last minute party with no guest list.”  He shook his head, then smiled suddenly.  “I guess that’s why I pay them so well.  Now let’s go get you a cover-up.”

Stephan and Javier arrived first, not even thirty minutes later.  They were both already in their swimsuits, shirtless and smiling.

I eyed the three hot, half-naked men around me.  “What did I ever do to get so lucky?” I asked.

Stephan flashed a dimple at me, and that dimple was always mischievous.  He picked me up, running through the house with a happy shout.  He never had been able to behave himself around water.  

Unlike James, Stephan jumped in still holding me, rather than throwing me.  I had a sudden but clear epiphany about the two major men in my life, and just how alike they were in so many strange ways, both so relentlessly, affectionately physical, and emotionally open for me, if on different levels.    

Stephan didn’t let me go even when were both in the water, just cradling me to him and smiling.  

“Who did you invite to this?” I asked him suspiciously.  I could just tell by the look on his face that he was in an ornery mood.  His huge grin at the question only confirmed it.

“Wrong question, Buttercup.”

I pulled his hair lightly.  “What’s the right question, then?” I asked.  I knew this game.  

“Who didn’t I invite?”  

I heard a bark of a laugh behind me, and craned my head around to see James striding back to the house.  “If it’s going to be that sort of a party, I’ll at least have it catered,” he muttered as he walked.  “And I don’t suppose a house full of pilots and flight attendants won’t want an open bar.”  

I had to laugh.  He’d assessed the situation accurately.  If Stephan had sent out a blanket invite to everyone he knew, we were a few minutes away from having a house full of pilots and flight attendants, and they would be drinking.

The first few people to arrive were complete strangers to me, and it felt beyond awkward meeting new people wearing a tiny bikini, and a tiny, sopping wet cover-up, but I tried to play it off.  

I shot Stephan a glare.  “Do you even know who they are?”

He shrugged.  “I think they’re pilots.  Murphy’s friends?  They look vaguely familiar.  

James dove into the pool, his form perfect.  He swam straight to me, staying underwater until he reached me.  He grabbed me around the waist and dragged me from where I was huddled with Stephan.  He cornered me against the side of the pool.  “Stephan gets to play host tonight, since this was his idea, and I planned to spend my entire day touching you, so I’m damn well going to do it.”

I had no problem with that.  I just smiled at him.   
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CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

Mr. Scandalous




Of course a party at a swank mansion with an open bar attracted a lot of people, and within an hour the place was packed.  I recognized maybe a third of the people that swarmed into the pools.  

Our usual group ended up hanging out with us, taking one of the large pools to ourselves.  

Marnie and Judith were there.  I’d figured they would be.  If they were in town, you couldn’t drag them away from a good party.  Marnie, however, wouldn’t get in the water, which was unusual for her.  I asked her why.

She waved her martini glass in the air.  “You see this?”

I nodded, smiling.  I knew there’d be a punch line.

“This is not a martini.  This is a Midol-tini, cause I’m on the rag, folks, and it is a heavy flow day!”

“OOOhhhh,” Murphy cried.  “TMI, Marnie TMI!  I picture things!”

“Well picture that whole pool turning red if I take one step in.”

Every man within ten feet groaned in disgust.  Except for Mr. Beautiful, who didn’t seem to have a squeamish bone in his body.  He just laughed.

“Women are disgusting!” Murphy told her.  “And what does it say about me that I’m kind of turned on right now?”

“You want a shot at this?” Marnie taunted him, waving a hand at her cute little body.  “Liz told me you were good in bed, but I’ll warn you right now, if you don’t make me come, I’m spreading the word.”

Murphy slapped his forehead.  “How am I supposed to perform under that kind of pressure?”  

She pointed at him.  “If you can’t perform under pressure, that’s a deal-breaker.  If this makes you nervous, what will you do when I bust out my strap-on?  The pressure hasn’t even begun.  Take it or leave it, Cap’n!”

Murphy’s eyes widened comically.  “Will you call me that while we’re going at it?  That might help my performance.”  

She gave him a smart little salute.  “Ay Ay, Cap’n!”  

She shouted the words, but could still barely be heard over the sounds of all of us laughing.  The funniest part was, I had no idea if they were actually joking.

Murphy turned to Damien, holding out his hand as if to shake.  “We’ll finally be Eskimo brothers, mate!  I’ve been looking forward to this day!”

Damien just shook his head, looking pained.  He was particularly quiet tonight, chatting up Jessa in the corner of the pool.  “So wrong,” he muttered.

Murphy threw his arms up in the air.  “Is that too crass?  How about fish-sticks?  Can we cross fish-sticks now?”

“What does that even mean?” I asked James, figuring it was a guy thing.

He grimaced.  “It’s a really crude way of saying that they hooked up with the same woman.”

Judith held up two fingers to Murphy, bouncing over to him in the pool.  “Fish-sticks!”  

They began to have a long mock sword fight with their fingers.

“Your friends are a riot,” James told me.  “But I can’t imagine they weren’t a shock to a virgin.”

I gave him a look.  “I was a virgin, but I’ve seen plenty, James.  I was on the streets as a young teen.  I was past the ability to be shocked before I was sixteen.  I think that Judith and Marnie were more shocked at my virginity than they’ve ever managed to shock me.”

He laughed.  “I can well imagine.”

“They tried to relieve me of the ‘condition’ for months.  I had to really chew them out to get them to stop.”

His face darkened.  “I’m glad they didn’t succeed.  The idea makes me feel violent.”

I rolled my eyes.  “They didn’t even come close to succeeding.  They were trying to hook me up with guys that they had hooked up with.”

“Murphy is earning his red-wings tonight!” Marnie shouted loudly.

I looked at James, who had me crowded against the side of the pool.  “What does that mean?” I asked him, knowing it was something kinky, and that he was the expert on kink.

He grinned, moving close against me.  “When you go down on a girl on her period for the first time, that’s called earning your red-wings.  I’m going to earn my red-wings with you.”

I felt like I blushed from head to toe.  I had to look away.  I didn’t know how, but he could still manage to shock me.  

He gripped my chin and turned me back to look at him.

“So you’ve never done that before?” I asked him.

He shook his head.  

“And people actually do that?” 

He shrugged.  “I’m going to.”

I wrinkled my nose at him.  “You are so kinky in the strangest ways.  I just kind of assumed that people just stopped doing…stuff…during that time of the month.”

He laughed.  “Look at you.  You can’t even say it.  I won’t be going a week without sex just because you have your period, I can tell you that much.  And I won’t be going a week without going down on you either.  So yes, I’ll be earning my red-wings soon.”

I flushed hotly.  The idea was so embarrassing, but the fact that nothing about me was a turn-off for him, was still always kind of a turn-on for me.

He grinned, gripping my chin in a hand, and leaning in close.  “Words can’t even express how much I love to put that scandalized look in your eyes.”

“Why doesn’t that surprise me?” I whispered back, still blushing.

“God you guys are good at eye-fucking each other!” Marnie shouted at us, just making me flush harder.  “Get a room!”

“I might not be in the mood when I’m on my period,” I told him, ignoring Marnie.  “I can get tired and grumpy.”

He laughed, unfazed.  “Oh, trust me, I’ll get you in the mood.”  

Knowing him, I could hardly doubt it.

“I need to go to the bathroom, you kinky bastard,” I told him.

He made an embarrassing show of getting me out of the pool, drying me and putting my cover-up on.  My friends cheered him on, and I flushed.  He even tried to walk me to the bathroom.

I gave him a level stare.  “James, I can go to the bathroom by myself.”

He looked none-too-happy about it, but he handed me a key from the pocket of his swim trunks.  “Use the one in our bedroom.  It’s locked.”

I just nodded and walked off, keeping the towel wrapped tightly around my chest.

After I finished and came back down to the main floor, I was particularly surprised to find one partygoer that I did recognize, but that I certainly hadn’t expected to come.  

“Hi Melissa,” I told her.  

Melissa was drinking a martini and looked to be flirting with a bartender in one of the makeshift bars that had been set up around the house.  

She sent me a pretty disgusted look for someone partying at my boyfriend’s house.  

“Bianca,” she said with a sneer.

I’m not sure if it was her venom, or if it was the nerve of her bad attitude at this particular location, but that sneer just seemed to snap the class right out of me.  

I grabbed her arm, pretty much dragging her into the nearest room.  It was some sort of entertainment room, with a giant TV mounted on the wall, theatre seating, and a long sofa set up at the back of the room.  I’d only seen the room once before and briefly, when I’d finally gotten the full tour of the house.

A couple was making out on the sofa.  I ordered them out like I owned the place.  They seemed to think I did, because they listened and obeyed without a protest.  I shut the door behind them and turned to Melissa.  

“Ok, let’s hear it,” I told her in my coldest voice.  “What is your problem?  Do you dislike me, or is your personality just this horrible in general?” Normally being this rude to someone literally made my skin crawl, but I didn’t seem to be having any problem with it just then.  

She folded her arms over her chest and glared at me, the look more pouty than convincing.  “It’s you.  You are just the type of woman that I absolutely despise.”  

I raised my brows at her.  I wasn’t surprised that she didn’t like me—that was hardly a shocker, she hadn’t been keeping it a secret, but I rarely found myself described as a type.  Unless maybe it was the distant, reserved type.  And that type rarely inspired this kind of animosity.  I didn’t have to ask her what she meant; she was more than happy to elaborate.

“You act like a prissy bitch, you look down on the girls that want a sugar daddy, but you are just like us!  You are playing the same game I am; you’re just less honest about it.  That is what I hate!  And you landed the biggest rich guy of all!  You don’t deserve it.  You don’t deserve any of this!  I was born rich.  Born in to this life, born deserving this life, but then my daddy lost everything, and now I have to throw fucking peanuts to make ends meet, blowing sixty-year old men just to get the bags I used to get for giving my daddy a kiss on the cheek.  And you, with your supposed virtue, land the ultimate rich guy on your first try.  You give honest girls like me a bad name.”    

I laughed.  I couldn’t keep it in.  I laughed right in her face.  “So that’s your deal,” I told her, my tone scathing.  I just couldn’t believe that she was even more worthless than what I’d pegged her for.  “You’re a spoiled little brat that never grew up.  Your daddy gave you everything, and look what you became.  A whore for bags?”

She actually had the nerve to try to slap me.  I saw it coming and caught her wrist mid-air.  

“I am nothing like you,” I continued as though she hadn’t just taken a swing at me.  “The fact that James has money worked against him with me, not for him, and I couldn’t give a flying fuck about handbags.  You need a little dose of the real world, little girl, and I hope you get it.”

The door burst open, and James strode in, his eyes wild, four security guards behind him.  He didn’t even look at Melissa as he had her escorted out.  

I did, meeting her glare for glare as she stormed off.

Finally, I met his eyes.  I knew what I’d find there.  Enough concern and fury to make me tense.  

“That’s fucking it.  You aren’t going to the bathroom without security ever again.”  

I rolled my eyes.  “Please.  It was Melissa.  She’s hostile, but hardly a threat to me.”

“She threw a fucking drink at your head!”

He was really working himself into a rage, I realized. 

I moved to him, burying my face in his chest.  He wrapped me in his arms.  It was an automatic response, enraged or not.  I thought that said a lot. 

“I’m perfectly fine.  We had an enlightening conversation, actually.”

“Oh?” he asked, his hands running over my back possessively.  

“Yeah.  I found out what her deal is.”  

“I’d love to hear it.”  

“She’s a spoiled brat,” I said simply.

“Huh.”

“And a whore for designer bags.”

That got a real laugh out of him.  “She must really like handbags,” he said, a smile in his voice.

“I would hope so, since she claims she blew a sixty-year old just to get one.”  I don’t know why it struck me funny when I said it, it really was just sad and pathetic, but I couldn’t make the statement without laughing.

It must have been contagious because James started laughing just as hard as I was.  

Stephan found us still laughing when he burst in the door, breathless.  He pointed at James.  “That was mean.  You had me scared to death that she’d disappeared, and here you are, laughing and joking, and not bothering to call the search off.”

“My bad,” James said, still laughing.  It must have been that tension relieving type of laughter, because I couldn’t stop mine either.  

“What’s so funny?” Stephan asked, his face breaking into a smile at our delirious laughter.  He was always quick to shake things off.  

“Melissa blew a sixty-year old for a handbag,” I gasped out.  I knew it was bitchy to repeat what she’d said, but it was Stephan, and I just didn’t care anymore about being a bitch where she was concerned.  

His brows shot up, his grin widening.  “That’s hardly surprising, but I may turn you saying that into my ringtone.”

“Why?” I asked him.

“Because I can’t imagine a time of day where I would hear you saying something like that and not smile.  So, did you two finally have it out?”

I nodded, still trying to hold in my helpless laughter.  “She thought I was a gold-digger like her, just being sneaky about it.  It insulted her oh-so refined sensibilities.  I called her a spoiled little brat and a handbag whore.”

That made Stephan laugh as hard as James and I.  “Oh God,” Stephan gasped.  “I love that you said that to her.  She had it coming.”  

We rejoined the party, and I felt more relaxed after the strange little confrontation.  I hadn’t imagined that having it out with Melissa would actually turn out to be a tension reliever for me.  Maybe I needed to do that more often.

We didn’t tell our other friends about Melissa’s little confession.  That would have felt like petty, mean gossip, even if it were the truth.  Melissa’s character spoke for itself.  I didn’t need to be its messenger.  
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CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

Mr. Distant




James came home from working on Wednesday strangely tense and quiet.  He was intense as he made love to me that night, his eyes full of…something.  I couldn’t identify it, but it worried me.  And going to bed without him ever clearing it up worried me even more.

My worry didn’t let up the next morning when I woke to find him turned away from me.  He was nude, a whisper of a sheet playing low on one dusky hip.  Even concerned, I had to admire that sleek play of muscle along his naked side.  I never got to see this side of him.  I stroked his hip with a hand. 

He flinched away, still sound asleep.  

My first instinct was to back off, to give him space.  I could well understand the need for space.  But I was beginning to understand him well enough to know that space wasn’t what he wanted, or even what he needed.  

I pressed my body against his back, rubbing my hand over that sexy golden hip.  I nuzzled into his neck.  

He stiffened, then relaxed against my touch.  “Bianca,” he moaned.  I had to check again to see if he was sleeping.  He was.

“Bianca,” he said again in a rough whisper.  “Stay, Bianca, stay.  Please.”

I stroked his hip and kissed his neck.  “I’m not going anywhere, Love,” I told him reassuringly.  

That seemed to help.  He relaxed against me and I hugged his back and burrowed into him.  It was an hour before he had to wake up, so I drifted off again, still clutching him.  

When I awoke again two hours later, James was long gone.

I worked that night, flying to JFK for our usual layover, James occupying his customary seat in 2D.  He’d come to the airport directly from his casino, so we didn’t even get to see each other before the flight.

He seemed fine, just a little quiet and reserved.  

It was a full flight, and he was asleep before I’d finished my service.  I stewed about it, worried about him and his mood swings.  

“The crew is going shopping tomorrow,” Stephan was telling me.  “Canal Street.”  Canal Street was the designer knock-off capital of the U.S.  Every crew we’d ever worked with made at least one trip a month there.  “You up for it?”   

We were eating our crew meals in the galley.  I shook my head, chewing and swallowing my food before I answered.  “No thanks.”

I had other plans tomorrow, plans that made me nervous and gave me a whole other reason to stew.  

He didn’t ask me about what I did plan, and I was relieved.  I wouldn’t have had the heart to lie to him, even knowing that he wouldn’t like what I’d decided to do.  In fact, he’d dislike it so much that I thought he might even try to interfere.  Him not asking made the whole thing much easier for me.

James made it easier on me, as well, when we got to New York.  He had the driver drop him off directly at his hotel, rather than going home for a nap.  

“There are a lot of things I need to attend to today.  I have to get to work right away,” he explained.  

“Do you want me to come have lunch with you?” I asked him.  “I’m flexible.  Just name the time.”

He just shook his head, his face unreadable.  “Not today,” he said.  That was all.  

It was when he just gave me a brief kiss on the forehead, not even looking at me before he got out of the car, that I knew for certain that something was wrong.  This wasn’t just a mood.  

I tried to take a nap back at our place, but it was no good.  I was upset and nervous and out of sorts.  Best to just get it over with.  Perhaps it could even distract me, for a time, from dwelling on James.  

I scrolled through my phone, looking for the contact Jr.  I had tried to put his first name into my phone when I’d saved the number, but I just hadn’t been able to do it.  Even knowing it wasn’t my father, I’d been horrified to have that name in my contact list.  




Bianca:  Would today be a good day for you to meet up?







His response was almost immediate, which I found encouraging.  







JR:  Yes!  Anytime.  I have a two hour lunch that I can take whenever I want.  Just tell me when and where.







I started to text him back then decided to call him.  Hearing his kind voice again would bolster my confidence.

He answered on the third ring.  

“Hi!” Sven said.  “How are you, Bianca?”  His voice was as warm as I remembered.  

“I’m good.  I was wondering if you wanted to meet for coffee sooner rather than later.  Like now.”

He didn’t miss a beat.   “That’s perfect.  Where at?”

I named off a place that I could walk to, one of the major chain coffee joints, so the place would be very public and likely crowded.  

He agreed without hesitation. 

“I work no more than five minutes away from there,” he told me.

I found some conservative, cuffed navy shorts, with a blue and white striped boatneck shirt.  I didn’t want to dress up to meet my half-brother, but I didn’t want to look like a slob either.  I completely ignored Jackie’s shoe suggestions, finding a pair of plain navy sandals with no heel to speak of.  

I left my phone in the bedroom, and my purse.  I only had my debit card with me when I boarded the elevator.  That was a nerve-wracking endeavor, since I could hear Blake and Marion talking in another room as I waited impatiently for the elevator to arrive.  

I didn’t want security with me for what was already bound to be an awkward meeting, and I didn’t think I was in any real danger, going out to a very public place, in broad daylight, for a brief meeting.  If I could just slip away unnoticed, I could be there and back before anyone even realized that I wasn’t asleep in bed.

I had another brief moment of panic as I passed through the lobby.  Johnny was there, presumably to guard me.  He was leaning over the lobby desk, chatting up a receptionist, and didn’t even twitch as I walked briskly out the front door.  

The doorman nodded to me, and I nodded back.  

“Have a pleasant day, Ms. Karlsson,” he said as I strode away.  

Well, he had recognized me, but perhaps it didn’t matter.  James had posted security.  Maybe the building’s staff wouldn’t be notifying anyone about my activities.  Either way, I was planning to be too quick to garner attention.  

Still, I took a sharp turn, walking fast, just in case.  I would go the roundabout way to my destination, losing any potential tails.  As far as I could tell, I was successful.

It was only as I approached the entrance to the café that I realized that I had no idea who to look for.  It seemed like such a ridiculous thing to overlook.  Why had I thought that I would just know what he looked like?  Because we shared a tainted bloodline?

I was regretting not bringing my phone as I walked through the door.  It turned out that I didn’t need to sweat it.  I knew Sven at a glance, as he did me.  

I froze at the sight of him.

He would have been devastatingly handsome, if he didn’t look so much like our father.

He had pale, beige blond hair, pin straight and clean cut.  His eyes were ice blue, but not cold, not like those same eyes were on that other face.  His features were even and attractive, with a Nordic cast to them.  He had a perfect, clear complexion.         

I don’t know how long I stood there, just taking him in, struck profoundly by the recognition.  

He had already secured us a table, and he stood as I approached.  

He was tall.  Taller than Stephan, taller than James, possibly as tall as our father, though more slender than all three of them.  

He was the spitting image of the monster that haunted my nightmares, and he was giving me an open, friendly smile.  

“Bianca,” he said by way of greeting.  

We sat at the same time, just staring at each other, taking it all in.  

“Sven,” I said finally.

We went back to staring.  

“We could be twins,” he said.  

That made me blink, but as I processed his words, I realized that he wasn’t wrong.  It was just a conclusion that my mind hadn’t wanted to make on its own.  

“We look like him,” I told him.  

He nodded, pursing his lips.  “Yes.”

And we did.  I’d always had a hope tucked away in some distant part of my brain that I somehow resembled my mother.  She’d shared my coloring, at least.  Though so had my father…

All of those hopes were dashed as I stared at my half-brother, who looked so much like me and my father that I couldn’t deny it anymore.  

Sven seemed to read my thoughts, which was beyond disconcerting.  “We may take after him in looks, but at least we didn’t inherit his crazy, violent, homicidal tendencies.”

Oddly, that made me smile.  “You don’t know me that well,” I told him.

He smiled.  

It was my smile, not my father’s.  It was a kind but sad sort of smile, and Jr.’s was less reserved than my own.  “Bianca, you and I would know at a glance.  We’re too familiar with monsters not to recognize them on sight.”

His words made me realize several things at once.  

The first was that I would recognize a monster on sight, and perhaps I spent too much time jumping at shadows, and doubting people that didn’t deserve my doubt.  

The second was that Sven must have endured so many of the things that I had, living in a house with my father.  

“He was gone most of the time,” Sven said.  “And he rarely came after me.  That was so hard for me, to watch him do that to my mother, and be spared.  It made me feel so worthless.  It still does.  I don’t think I’ll ever be able let go of that shame.”

As he spoke, I registered that looks might be the biggest thing we had in common.  He was the open book to my closed one.

“I had to leave her,” he continued.  “I was out of there the second I turned eighteen, but she wouldn’t leave.  No matter what he did to her, she wouldn’t leave him.  It made me sick, and it broke my heart, but I saved myself and left.  I haven’t spoken to either one of them since.  And now she’s gone.  Anyone could have seen it coming a mile away, but I’m still in shock.”

His voice was so open and raw by the end of it that I felt the need to comfort him.  I watched my hand cover his, feeling surreal.  

He seemed to appreciate the gesture, smiling at me, though that smile died a quick death. 

“Did he hit you?” he asked, and I stiffened.  

“He did.  Often.  He treated my mother and I much the same when he was dealing out the blows.”

Sven winced.  “That’s horrible.  I thought he spared me because I was a kid.”

“He thought that women were worthless.  He always made that very clear when he was in one of his rages.  I believe that his mother was the one that cut him off from his family’s money when he married my mother, and so he blamed them both for his misfortune.”

“I’m so sorry.”

I gave a little shrug.  The idea of someone pitying me where my father was concerned made me uncomfortable.  I was the least of his victims…

“Sven, I have something to tell you,” I said, wanting to get it off my chest.

He just nodded at me to go on.

“Our father killed my mother.  That was why I ran away.  I didn’t know about you, and I didn’t know about your mother, or I would have tried to warn you both.  Your mother contacted me shortly before she died.  She left before I could tell her, and then I couldn’t get ahold of her.  I wanted to warn her about just what he was capable of.  I wasn’t successful, and I feel responsible.”      

This time his hand covered mine.  “You shouldn’t.  Even if my mother had known about yours, she would’ve stayed.  I doubt anything could have made her leave, so don’t put that on yourself.  All of this falls squarely on his shoulders.  All that we can hope for is that they’ll find the bastard, and lock him up for good.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

Mr. Uncivilized




I stayed much longer than I’d planned to.  I hadn’t expected us to have so much to say to each other.  I’d thought it would be awkward, and brief, and likely pointless.  I had not expected this feeling of kinship.  We instantly had some kind of a bond that I didn’t understand, but I knew without a doubt that we would be seeing more of each other.  

I had been so deprived of all blood ties for so long that it was a revelation to me that this tie could actually mean something.  Sven and I had certain things in common that no one else did, and that no one else could.  There was something here worth cultivating.  I hadn’t seen that coming. 

“So what do you do here in New York?” I asked him.  We had been working backwards towards small talk, starting with the really heavy stuff.

He smiled a self-deprecating smile.  “Stockbroker.  I do okay at it, though I acknowledge that my occupation means I got at least some of the family gambling gene.  In my defense, though, New York gambling is a lot less destructive than Vegas gambling.  I guess we all say that until we lose big.  And you’re a flight attendant.  I confess, I’ve read everything about you that I could get my hands on.  I’m curious by nature.”

That made me visibly flinch.  

He held up his hands in a sign of peace.  “I know most of it’s garbage, but the long lost sibling thing always got to me.  I have so little family that it’s always felt like something was missing.  I just wanted to see you—to see pictures of you, and get an idea how you were doing.  Though I have to admit, some of those pictures made me blush.”  

I blushed just thinking of it.  The first picture that popped into my mind was me in that see-through slip on the cover of a magazine.  I had little hope that he hadn’t seen that one.

“How did you get my number?” I asked.

“My mother sent it to me.  She said that she happened to run into one of your co-workers and talked them into giving it to her.  I have no idea who or how.”  

“I might need to get a new number soon.  A few media sources have gotten ahold of it.  I’ll let you know when it changes.”

He inclined his head.  “I appreciate it.”  

“And I won’t be a flight attendant for much longer.  My company filed for bankruptcy.”

“I heard about that.  Sorry to hear it.”

I shrugged.  “I’m taking a voluntary furlough.  I’m going to try to turn painting into a career.”

“Wow!  That’s amazing!  I’d love to see your work.”

I flushed.  “I’m having a gallery showing in L.A. soon.  I’ll make sure you get an invitation, though of course, I’ll understand if you can’t make it.  It is across the country.”

He waved that off.  “I’ll be there.  Just tell me when.  That is such an accomplishment.  I hear it’s near to impossible to get a showing.”

I flushed harder.  “To be honest, my boyfriend played a big part there, but I’m still going to give it a shot.”  

“James Cavendish,” he said.

I nodded.  

“Well, let me know.  I’m looking forward to seeing your work.”  He sounded sincere.  

“I will.  It’s still being planned, but I’ll keep you posted.”

“I have a girlfriend,” he volunteered.  “She’s very nice.  It’s serious.  Hopefully you can meet her sometime.”

I nodded.  “That sounds nice.  Maybe we can all have dinner sometime.”

He nodded.  “I’d like that.  She works odd hours—a lot of them, but I’m sure we can work something out.”  

“What does she do?” I asked.

“She’s a model.  I went to one of her shoots.  It’s a strange sort of job, but she loves it.”

I smiled, reminded of my recent and similar experience.  “I was just at a photo shoot for James.  They are bizarre.  I swear they had a team just for rubbing him down with oil.”

He laughed.  “Yeah, it is a strange business.”

He looked at his phone suddenly, the first time he’d done so since we’d gotten there.  

“That’s weird,” he muttered.  

“What is it?” I asked.

“It’s from a co-worker of mine, asking where I am.  Says my boss is looking for me, but I’m on my own time, so that’s out of line.”  He began texting back.  

“Did you tell him?” I asked, getting a sick feeling in my gut.  

He nodded.  “It’s not his business, but I still don’t want to get on his bad side.  It’s just bizarre for him to be looking for me on my own time.  This isn’t like him at all.”  

I’d left my phone at home, but no one should have even known I was gone.  So why was I suddenly tense and worried?

I glanced around nervously.  “I could be way off, but that might have something to do with my boyfriend.  He’s extremely overprotective of me, since the attack.”  I knew I was kidding myself with that statement.  He’d likely be that way no matter what, with or without the attack as an excuse.  It was his nature.  

“What attack?” Sven asked, and I remembered that he didn’t know.  The attack must not have made the headlines as what it actually was.  They’d probably turned my being shipped off in an ambulance and hospitalized for a week into an overdose story, or God only knew what.  I hadn’t wanted to check.  

“It was our dad, over a month ago.  He came to my house and attacked me.  That was when I went to the police about what he’d done to my mother.  The police and a team of private investigators have been looking for him ever since.”

“Even after all this time, he was still coming after you?”

I explained some of the events leading up to the attack, as far as I understood it, anyway.

“He saw me in the headlines.  He saw that I was dating someone wealthy, and he thought that that would make me more likely to turn him in.  The crazy part is, he was right, at least about some of it.  I was getting ready to turn him in, though money had nothing to do with it.”  

Sven glanced around, looking a little nervous.  “I’m surprised that he didn’t make you take security here with you, with the attack and all.”

I sighed.  “I actually didn’t tell him I was coming.  As far as he knows, I’m still asleep in bed.”  

“Do you live together?” he asked.  

I nodded.

His eyes widened.  “Yeah, I’m going to guess that he had something to do with my boss acting strange, then.  Maybe I should walk you home before all hell breaks loose.”  

I waved my half-empty cup of coffee.  We’d spent a half hour talking before I’d finally grabbed a cup.  “Sounds good.  Let me just finish my coffee and we’ll go.”

I had nearly completed that goal when Sven’s expression froze.  My back was to the entrance of the café, and he was facing it, so I knew right away who had just walked through the door.

“Looks like you weren’t way off about your boyfriend,” he said, his eyes staying glued to the door of the coffee house.  

I took deep breaths, getting very nervous suddenly.  I knew I should just get up and walk to the door.  That would be the best thing I could do, as far as defusing the situation went.  I told my body to do just that, but I was frozen in place, my body just waiting to see what James would do.

I didn’t turn to look at him, but I would’ve sworn I felt his presence behind me—his eyes on me.  I felt his stillness as he just stood in that doorway, and then I felt him move, walking slowly across the crowded room.  I knew it with a certainty when he was standing directly at my back.    

Sven seemed just as frozen, staring at the other man with wide eyes.  It was a good minute before he tried to speak.  “H—“ was all he got out.

“Not now, Sven Karlsson,” James said quietly.  His tone was more menacing than I’d ever heard it.  “You and I will talk later, but now is not a good time.”

A hand descended to cup the nape of my neck, oh so gently.  That hand left me almost instantly, as though James had recoiled.  That did nothing good for my peace of mind.  My heart felt like it was trying to pound right out of my chest.  

“Stand up, Bianca,” Mr. Cavendish said quietly.  His voice was no less menacing for me.  The Dom was driving him at that moment, no hint of his other side present.  

I stood up, my body obeying that dangerous tone without hesitation.  

James gripped my arm very lightly, that spot just above my elbow, and led me from the café without another word.

I saw that our security was there in force as we passed them.  My usual detail was there, sans Johnny, and Clark was at the car.  He nodded politely, his face blank, as he opened the door for us.

James handed me into the car.  I scooted across the seat but he didn’t crowd me, staying as far away from me as possible on the long seat.  

Clark started driving the second the doors closed, leaving the rest of the bodyguards at the café.  

I turned my head to watch them as we drove away.  Apparently, they’d be walking back.  

I took a deep breath.  “James—“

He held up a hand.  “Not.  Right.  Now.”

That shut me up.  And if his words hadn’t, the look he shot me before he turned away again would have. 

His face was a stoic mask, but his eyes…they were uncivilized.

When we reached the underground garage entrance into the apartment, he handed me out of the car without a word, his touch light and brief.  

He only took my arm again once we reached our apartment, pulling me out of the elevator and directly to the stairs.

We hadn’t taken the first step up the stairs when a commotion from the direction of the kitchen caught my attention.

Stephan spilled around the corner, looking frantic.  “Bee!  Thank God!  James had just about sent a search party out!”  

He moved towards us and James held up a hand. 

“Not now,” James told him, sparing him a single glance.

That look must have held something that alarmed Stephan, because he strode to us, looking resolute.

“I think you need to take a breather, James.  You aren’t in any state to—“

“Don’t you dare,” James said in a dangerous voice, moving to meet the other man, dropping my arm in the process.  

The two men were nose to nose, the very air in the room turning hostile between one breath and the next.  

“You will not come between us.  It is not your place to step in here, Stephan.  I let that happen once, but I will be damned if it happens again.  No one stands between me and Bianca, and that includes you.”   

“That’s not up to you.  I’ll be here for Bianca whenever she needs me.”  Stephan looked at me, having to crane his neck to do so.  “You okay, Bee?”

I nodded, hoping that would be enough to defuse the situation.  It wasn’t.  

“Walk away, Stephan.”

Stephan shook his head.  “No.  I can’t do that.  I don’t feel comfortable with this.  You look like you’re ready to kill somebody, James.  I’ve never seen you like this, and I’m not leaving my girl alone with you until you’ve calmed down.”

“Your girl?” James growled, gripping the other man’s shirt in his fists.

I saw that things were going to quickly get out of hand.  I laid a hand on Mr. Cavendish’s back.  It wasn’t comforting that a tremor ran through him at my touch.  

“James.  Take me upstairs.  Please.”  

It did the trick, thank God.  James released the other man, taking a step back.  

I looked at Stephan.  “We’re okay, Stephan.  He’s upset, but he has impeccable self-control.  You never have to worry about me with James, and he and I have some issues that we need to work out on our own.”

Stephan studied me carefully, trying to figure me out, but he took my words in and finally just nodded.  “I’m here for you if you need me.  Always.”  

I nodded.  “I know it.”  

James hooked a finger into my collar, gripped the back of my neck lightly and began to lead me upstairs without a word.  He was in a state, and every obstacle between us and privacy was just antagonizing it.

He shut and locked the bedroom door behind us with a sharp and very definitive click.  

I watched him loosening his tie as he strode directly to the elevator.  He pressed the button and it opened instantly.  

“Get in,” he said brusquely.

I slipped out of my shoes and walked inside.  He followed me in, and we descended to the fourth floor.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

Mr. Reticent 




He hooked a finger into my collar when the car opened, leading me down that long hallway.  He stopped short of the playground, instead opening a door just before it on the right.  

Even feeling nervous and anxious, I was beyond curious to see what was in there.  It didn’t bode well though, that he was only taking me there now that he was in this mood.

It was a rather small and nondescript room, holding nothing but one twin bed.  

“Get on the bed,” he said in that worrisome voice.  “On your stomach.”  

I did it, turning my head to look up at him as he approached my prone figure.  

“Don’t look at me,” he said.  

I turned my head away quickly, feeling stung.  

“Arms above your head,” he ordered.  

I complied.  

He secured my hands and feet together and to the small bed.  I tugged experimentally, and saw that he’d left me quite a bit of slack.  

I tensed when I felt him pulling at my clothes.  A loud tearing sound told me that he was cutting them off.  I was bare when he was done.  

“James,” I began again.  Maybe now that I was restrained he would feel calmer.  

“Don’t.  I don’t trust myself right now,” he said in a gruff voice.  

He adjusted my head, wedging a soft pillow there.  “Go to sleep.  You were up all night, and I need to go get myself in hand.  We’ll talk later.”  

Before I could respond he was turning out the light, shutting the door and a loud lock was clicking into place.  

I couldn’t believe it.  After all of that rage, he’d just left me.  He knew that this was the punishment I hated the most, with the suspense and the unanswered questions, and he’d left me in the dark.  In a cell.  The bastard.  

I had some dark thoughts about him for quite a while in that pitch-black room before I was able to relax my mind enough to let sleep take me.  He hadn’t left me so much as a light under the locked door.  I was shut in tight.  

I awoke as the door opened and a stream of light from the hallway fell across me.  I turned my face away.  The overhead light switched on.  My restraints were already loose, but Mr. Cavendish added some slack to the rope, pulling me up by the shoulders until I was sitting up.      

I squinted at him, my eyes still adjusting to the sudden light.  He was shirtless and sweaty, his hair tied back.  He held a plate of food on his lap.  

He untied my hands, put the plate in my lap, and turned away.  I watched his stiff back for a while, wondering what to say.  

I ate.  Because I was hungry, and because I was hoping that if I ate that James would start talking when I was done.  

I ate maybe half of the seasoned chicken, brown rice, and spinach before I handed it back to him.  

He took it without a word, stood up, and left.  

He had turned off the light then shut and locked the door before I realized his intent.  

“James!” I shouted.  

He didn’t respond.

I was so frustrated that I screamed.  

I was so furious and anxious that it took me even longer to relax into sleep that time.  Eventually my body just gave into the relentless darkness.

When I woke again it was still dark, but there was the faintest line of light showing through the side of the door.  It was ajar.

I sat up, testing my wrists and ankles.  I was free.  I moved slowly to the door, pushing it open.  

I had to squint against the bright hallway light.  I blinked away the darkness for long moments while I took in the hallway.  

James sat in a chair that was set against the wall, wearing nothing but his boxers.  He was slumped forward, his head in his hands, his elbows on his knees.  It was such a defeated posture for him.  

I approached him slowly, tentatively.  I couldn’t tell if he was napping.  

“James,” I said quietly.  

“Call me Mr. Cavendish,” he said in a low voice.  He didn’t move.  

I’d been so angry with him, furious really, but it drained from me more quickly than I would have thought possible as I took him in.  

He was like a wounded animal just then, and I only wanted to make it better.  

I knelt in front of him.  I touched his head, and he sat up, giving me a very mean look.  

I shifted closer, moving between his legs.  

He gripped my throat.  “Why?” he asked quietly.  

I swallowed, wetting my lips.  

He watched the action with rapt attention.  

“Why did I go see Sven without security?” I asked, for clarity.

“Yes.  That.”  

“I was nervous about meeting him.  I had a hard time even going.  I knew it would be perfectly safe, since we’d be in a crowded public place in broad daylight.  I saw no threat, and I wanted to have a normal meeting.  My security team makes me nervous.  I can’t even imagine what an outsider looking in would think of the whole mess.  I just wanted some semblance of a normal first meeting with him.  That’s all.  I’m sorry I worried you.”  

“Worried me?  Is that what you call it?  I have that team guarding you, Bianca, because it’s the only way that I can bear for you to leave my sight.  There is a man out there, a man who has killed at least two women, and he wants to kill you.  He is unhinged, and completely unpredictable.  The only thing we can predict is his grudge against you.  Do you know what that does to me?  You are more precious to me than my own life, by far.  It’s not even a question.  I would do anything for you.  All I ask is that you let me protect you from a known threat.  How could you be so careless, Bianca?  So insensitive?”

I opened my mouth to respond and he covered it with his other hand, his lip curling into a snarl.  

“Your father has been missing for weeks.  We can only place his whereabouts at one place almost a week ago, and that is because a body marked the spot.  He could be literally anywhere.  And all he would have to do to see that you were in New York would be to look online.  The paparazzi have mapped your weekly route with neon lights.  I understand that you wanted to meet your half-brother.  I wasn’t trying to keep you from it.  All I asked was that you take your bodyguards with you.  Your father and brother could have been working together.  Your brother could have been luring you there.  They could have taken you before anyone could have stopped them.”    

I tried to protest even through his hand, but his eyes stopped me.  

“Don’t.  Just because it didn’t happen doesn’t mean that you were safe.  You weren’t safe.  A man with a gun wants you dead.  It would only take one fucking bullet.”  

His eyes were terrible with anguish, and I knew that the fear was getting to him.  He was doing everything he could, and I was still in danger.  He felt like he was failing me, and it was eating him up inside.  

He uncovered my mouth.

I spoke quietly.  “I’m sorry.  I thought I’d be there and back before you knew.  I didn’t mean to do that to you.  I swear I won’t ditch my security again.  At least, not until my father is found.”

He shut his eyes and nodded.  “When I couldn’t get ahold of you, and Blake told me she’d found your phone by our bed, I thought you’d left me.”

My brow furrowed.  “Why would you think I’d left you?  I don’t understand.”

The hand at my neck moved and gripped into my hair.  “No.  No answers until you’ve been punished.”    

I licked my lips nervously.  “That cell back there wasn’t a punishment?”

He shook his head.  “That was a nap.  And a chance for me to work off some aggression at the gym.  No more questions.”  

His other hand began to tug off his boxer briefs, and I tried to look down at what he was doing, but the hand in my hair held me fast.  

He pushed my head down to his bared erection.  He pushed himself into my mouth, and I sucked at him, thinking that this part was no punishment at all.  

He guided my head up and down no more than four times before he was coming deep in my throat.  I nearly gagged, I was so surprised.  It was unusual for him to come so fast.  His control over his own release constantly amazed me, though I supposed that it shouldn’t have, since he was so good at controlling mine.

He pulled me off him mid-cum, pulling me up to my feet while I could see his cock still twitching with his orgasm.  I murmured a protest.  

He slapped my ass, hard, then hooked his finger into my collar.  He began to pull me, but not to the playground.  He headed in the opposite direction, back to that cell.  I had to swallow a protest.  I didn’t want to be left in there again, but I knew that it was all in his hands now.  

“Kneel on the ground,” he told me as he let go of my collar.

I obeyed, watching him.  He moved to the small bed.  He had it retracting into the wall with one touch of his finger.  I hadn’t known it was that kind of bed.  

One touch to the wall and he had something large descending from the ceiling.  I watched with wide eyes as a large X lowered in front of me.  It was the same height as James, which gave me a good idea what it was for.  

“This is what’s called a St. Andrew’s cross,” he told me quietly.  That was all.

He pulled me up with a finger in my collar and a fist in my hair.  He pressed my front hard into that ominous X.  He strapped my wrists and ankles to it nice and quick, before pressing his body hard to my back.  I felt his erection against my butt and tried to arch into it.  He slapped my ass hard before moving away.  

I laid my head against my arm, tilted forward as I waited and listened for what he would do next.  

I started as something hard but smooth stroked against my other cheek.  I turned my head to see a thick black oval paddle that was patterned with holes.  He pulled it away before I could get a better look.  

He struck swiftly and repeatedly along my butt and thighs.  I was still sore from the roses, which added to the pain, but he was relentless, not holding back a bit.  He worked me over hard.  

I had nothing to hold onto, nothing to grip on the cross, so my hands curled and uncurled as the blows struck me.  

My legs were spread wide, and a few rough blows to my sensitive inner thighs had me gasping with the pain.  He had been the reticent Dom since he’d picked me up from the café, but the force of his blows were telling me plenty, communicating so much that he hadn’t.  He was furious and hurt and scared, and that pent-up, frustrated emotion was all for me.

My flesh was on fire when he finished.  There was no pause between the last blow and him thrusting into me roughly from behind.  

“That wasn’t your punishment, Bianca,” he rasped into my ear.  “Do you want to know what your real punishment is?”

I nodded, unable to speak as he thrust into me again and again.  I was on that fine edge when he pulled out of me abruptly.  

“You don’t get to come until tonight, Love.  Not for hours.  I’m going to work you over, fuck you thoroughly, and you don’t get an orgasm.  That’s an order.  And if by chance you disobey that order, you won’t get to come for a week.”

I wanted to scream in frustration, but instead I gasped as he thrust back into me, pounding inside of me, again and again.  

“Don’t,” he said, knowing that I was so close.  

He hit the end of me, coming with that rough little groan that I loved.  I hated it right then, sobbing in frustration.  

“Please,” I begged as he pulled out of me.  

“Not until tonight,” he said firmly.  

He left me there for long minutes before coming back to unfasten me.  I didn’t move after I was loose, instead I just lay against that X and waited.  

He sighed and swept me up into a cradle hold.  

He carried me to the playground, laying me onto a firmly cushioned surface.  At the first touch of my back to the table, I began to look around.  There were two such tables in this room that I knew of for sure.  I saw from where I was positioned just what he had in mind, but not before he had my wrists and ankles strapped tightly to the corners of the table.  

He watched me intently while he slipped on tight latex gloves.  “Any objections?” he asked, a touch of a taunt in the question, almost like he was daring me.

I set my jaw hard, just watching him, daring him to do his worst.  

He gave me a tight smile and got to work.

He washed and dried the area around my nipples with a clinical thoroughness.  He pulled tiny metal forceps from the open drawer built into the table.  

He didn’t hesitate, using it to grip my left nipple firmly.  At the end of the metal instrument was a small hoop that fit around my hard nipple perfectly.  He held it captive while he leaned in close and marked it carefully on each side.    

I had to tell myself to breathe as I watched him.  I was painfully tense, not knowing what to expect.  I’d never had anything pierced but my ears before.  

He carefully studied the marks he’d made, my nipple still held firmly with those mean little forceps.  He put the pen away, pulling out a sadistic looking needle with the same hand.  

My eyes were glued to that thick needle as he pushed the sharp, hollowed-out tip of it into my skin.  I took one very deep breath and held it.  

He pushed it into my skin, and through, with a quick, almost smooth motion.  It was painful but fast, the sight and feel of it a shock to my system.  

He laced a tiny silver hoop into the needle, pulling it through, and then slipping the bigger needle out.  

I watched my chest rise and fall as I started breathing again.  

He pressed a cloth very gently to the newly pierced area before striding away.  

He came back less than a minute later with two small, cold gel packs in his hands.  One he set in the open drawer, the other against my pierced nipple.  

“Are you up for the other?” he asked, watching me carefully.  Even in this dangerous mood, I still saw concern.  

I took a deep breath and nodded.  

He changed his gloves before he gave my right breast the same treatment, quickly and with consummate skill.  He tended to both breasts, carefully cleaning and icing them.  The aftercare took much longer than the actual piercing had. 

When he was done, he took off his gloves and unfastened me, picking me up and carrying me directly to the bed.  

He laid me on my back, his hand moving between my legs to push one finger into me. 

I glared at him.  

He laughed.  It was a cold laugh.  My tender-lover was still very much missing, even with those little glimpses of concern I’d seen from him as he’d tended to me.  

“Now, now, Love.  Looking at me like that can get you punished, as well.  Don’t think that it can’t get worse than a sore ass, some pierced nipples, and one day without an orgasm.”  

Very deliberately, I shut my eyes and turned my head away, defiant of what I knew he wanted from me.  I was pissed.  

He just laughed that merciless laugh.  “Okay, have it your way.  I was going to leave you alone, but this is certainly more fun for me.”

He pushed me flat onto my back, and tied me spread-eagle to the bed.  I kept my eyes shut tight.  

He crawled between my legs and gripped my chin, very careful to avoid brushing against my tender breasts.  

“Look at me.  Now,” he growled.

I hesitated, but finally looked at him.  I swallowed hard then moaned loudly as he lined himself up at my entrance, ramming in to the hilt.  

“Don’t fucking come,” he told me, jamming himself into me once, twice, three times.  He came with that delicious groan of his, just shy of making me lose my mind.

“Very good, Love,” he murmured as he pulled out of me, his thick length still twitching.  

He unfastened my feet, but only one of my wrists.  This he left tied, but with a lot of slack.  He curled naked against my back, burying his face into my neck.  I arranged myself carefully, shifting to avoid brushing my breasts against my arms or the bed.

“Are you afraid I’ll try to run away?  Is that why I’m still tied?” I asked him, since he’d never done this before.  Something was seriously off.

“Yes,” he said succinctly.  “No more questions right now.”

I tried to roll away, but he held me fast.  He pressed hard against me.  His cock was semi-hard against the back of my thigh.  “Relax.  All you have to do now is fall asleep.  When you wake up again, your punishment will be over.”

That was much easier said than done.  I was agitated, confused and mad as hell, and the fact that James was soon sleeping heavily and peacefully against my back was no help at all.  
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

Mr. Manipulative




STEPHAN

I’d been woken up after only a thirty minute nap, but I still knew I wasn’t going to be able to go back to sleep.  And I couldn’t leave her here alone, though I knew not to try to interfere again.  

So I stayed.  I ate and played video games, texted Javier a lot, and worried.  I didn’t like to be a worrier, but where Bianca was concerned, I just couldn’t help it.  If she was okay, I was okay, and if she wasn’t…  

I remembered the first time I’d seen her.  She’d been wearing baggy jeans, and a hoody that covered most of her hair, but she hadn’t been able to disguise the fact that she was breathtakingly beautiful, with clean features and a perfect complexion.  

We’d been at a homeless shelter, but neither of us had lingered.  At our age, if you stayed around people that wanted to help you for too long, it was inevitable that they would try to help you find your parents.  It was always a good-natured intention, but almost insulting in its way.  As though we’d have been living on the streets if we had any other acceptable choice…  But even that was unfair, I knew.  Some of the lost kids weren’t really lost.  Sometimes they were mad, or trying to worry their parents, or even just trying to prove a point that they didn’t need anybody.  

I knew at a glance that she wasn’t one of those.  Yes, she had a proud tilt to her delicate chin, but she was no spoiled brat.  She was like me.  She had nowhere to go.  She was truly lost.    

I had followed her, keeping my distance, instinctively wanting to make sure she was safe.  If she was like me, perhaps we could help each other.  She looked about my age.  Maybe we could keep each other company.  The thought gave me a pathetic amount of hope.  

I stayed far away, just observing, but it wasn’t long before I saw the old man stalking her.  

I knew where she was headed.  There was a warehouse not far away.  It was a popular spot for squatters.  None but the homeless were interested in the place.  I trailed them there.  

It was getting dark out, and so I didn’t recognize the large man that stepped into my path.  I squinted warily at the one who had stopped my progress, trying to make him out in the dark.  

“Old Sam has a fight for you,” the man said, and I vaguely placed who he was.  I was almost positive his name was Mike.  

“Now isn’t a good time,” I told him, shouldering my way around him.  I wasn’t comfortable leaving her alone near that old man for even a minute, not in the darkness, where no one would care what was happening.  

I began to walk briskly towards the warehouse, my eyes shifting around frantically, trying to make out all of the shadowed shapes.

“You’ll be sorry if you get on his bad side!” Mike shouted at my back.  

I completely ignored him.

I was almost to the broken side entrance when I heard a faint noise down the alleyway.  It had been a muffled grunt, a feminine one, and that was enough to have me tearing down the alley with no hesitation.  

I saw the old pervert first, since he was on her back.  He already had his pants down around his ankles, and was working at the front of her pants with one hand.  The other was over her mouth.  

He cursed, drawing the hand at her mouth away to punch the back of her head at the same time that she screamed.  

I pounced with a furious roar.  My vision went red for a long time, and I couldn’t form a coherent thought again until I felt a soft touch on my shoulder.  

“You can stop.  He won’t be bothering me now,” she said, her voice soft and gentle.  

I stopped beating his head against the ground, letting go to study my bloody hands.  

She tugged on my shirt, trying to get me to stand.  “Come on.  I know a place where you can clean up.  You shouldn’t have to have his filthy blood on your hands.”  

She took my arm and began, in that gentle way of hers, to lead me behind the building.  Her every touch was like a question.  She was sure of her actions, but I didn’t think she was capable of being bossy.  

I looked at her, so afraid of what I’d see in her eyes.  

She met my look, and hers was full of gratitude and understanding, and not an ounce of fear.  “Thank you so much.  I didn’t know that there really were nice men in the world.  I thought that was a myth, but you saved me.”  

That did it.  I was lost.

“I’m Bianca,” she said with a sad smile, her eyes a little lost, as she cleaned me up.

“I’m Stephan,” I told her numbly.  It had been so long since anyone had cared for me, or touched me in any way, that I felt almost in shock at her actions.

“You’re like me,” she said quietly, still working gently to wash the blood from my hands and wrists.  She didn’t look up.

I had to clear my throat to speak.  “What do you mean?”

She glanced up then, meeting my eyes squarely.  I saw the strength in her from those eyes, and her quiet resolve.  “You can never go back home.”

My jaw clenched, and I nodded slowly.

She never showed a hint of fear for me, and the longer I knew her, the more I realized that, considering her past, she’d had every right to.  

We never asked if we’d be staying together, we just never separated.

“You don’t ever have to worry about me…trying what that old man tried.  I’m gay, so it’s not an issue,” I told her the first night we slept huddled close together, sharing one thin blanket.  

It wasn’t only to assuage her fears that I told her.  If my preferences were going to make her recoil from me in disgust, I wanted to know it sooner rather than later.  

She just wiggled closer.  “I wasn’t worried, Stephan.  It didn’t even occur to me that you would try to harm me.  You’re a good guy—a hero.  I’ve never been more certain of anything in my life.  I feel so safe with you.  Safer than I’ve ever felt.”

Her words gave me a warm feeling in my chest, and above her head, my eyes filled with foreign tears.  For the first time in years, I felt a fierce joy in my heart.  Maybe I’d found a person who could love me.  Maybe I’d found a family.




I was beyond relieved when James reappeared about two hours after they’d gone upstairs, though I would have been more so if Bianca had been with him.  He wore only a pair of black athletic shorts, and he was covered in sweat.  His hair was tied back and his eyes were scary.  He carried a small laptop in his hand.  

I swallowed hard.  I wanted to see Bianca, needed to know that the scary thing in his eyes wasn’t more than she could take, but I knew she trusted me not to interfere, and I valued that trust.

“We need to talk,” he told me.  

I nodded.  I would take any information I could get.  

He sat beside me and opened his laptop.  He set it on my lap.  A video was playing on the screen.  I watched it for maybe a minute before I had to turn away, blushing profusely.  I handed it back to him with a grimace.  “Jesus!  Why would you show me that, James?”  

“So Bianca hasn’t mentioned it to you?”

I was livid in a heartbeat, ready to punch him.  “You showed that to her?”

“No!  Of course not.”

My eyes widened in realization.  “That’s online?”  

He nodded, looking miserable and furious all at once.  “I don’t know how.  I’m looking into it.  But I need to know if she knows about it yet.  And I need your opinion.  Will she leave me if she sees it?”  

I rubbed my temples.  “It’s old, I assume.  Long before you met her.”

“Of course.  I didn’t even know it existed until a few weeks ago.”  

“It will be upsetting.  And she’s so skittish.  I just have no idea what she’ll do, James.  She’s so different with you.  When she left you the first time, I was almost certain that she’d never give you another chance.  All the rules changed for her when you came into the picture.  I just can’t predict what she’ll do with you.  But don’t let her see that video.  That certainly won’t help.  Knowing and seeing are two different things.”

“How can I stop her?  You know her.  She’ll want to see it for herself.  I just know it.  This is killing me, Stephan.  What can I do?”

I shook my head.  “So this is what has you so upset?  It’s not that she went out without security?”

I watched his fists clench and felt mine copying the motion.  

“It’s both.  Do you know what she fucking did?  She went all by herself to meet her brother.  Sven Karlsson.  He even has the same fucking name, and she went alone to see him.”

I felt my gut clench.  “What happened?  Is he like her dad?”  

He shook his head.  “I don’t know.  I don’t think so.  I’ll find out.  Don’t worry about him, Stephan.  I’ll make sure he’s well vetted before he breathes the same air as her again.  I swear it.”

I nodded.  I knew he would.  And I saw that I’d been wrong to doubt him.  Even in this dangerous mood, he was still only thinking of Bianca.  He’d been like that from the start, which was why it had been so easy for me to share her with him.  There was just something so steady about him.  He’d swept into our lives with such a benevolent sort of authority.  The messed-up, wounded kid that still lived inside of me longed for his approval, and he was generous with it, too.  He thought I was amazing—he told me so often, and he found me worthy to help him take care of Bianca, who I knew he adored more than life; it took one to know one.  He filled a role of both friend and mentor for me that I hadn’t realized I’d been missing, which made it even harder for me to fight with him.  But when it came to me and Bianca, he had to know that her side was my side.  There could never be a question of that.  “I’m sorry I tried to interfere, James.  It’s just so hard for me—“

“It’s fine,” he cut in impatiently.  “We have something else to discuss.”

I nodded for him to go on, relieved that he didn’t seem to be holding a grudge.

“I know your first inclination is going to be to tell me no, but remember that this is for Bianca.  I want her out of that house.  He knows where it is, she was attacked there, and every time she’s there without me, it drives me absolutely out of my fucking mind crazy.  She won’t leave that place until you do.  I know it.  I need you to sell your house.”

I blinked at him, totally thrown for a loop.  

“There’s a property next to mine that I think will suit you well, and you would still be neighbors.  She needs that.  You know she does.  I’m buying you that house.  And you need to help me convince her to sell hers.  She’ll resist the idea, but this is important.  She needs to get out of there.  My property is much safer.”  He seemed to sense my uneasiness.  “I’ll give you time to think about it, but you’ll see that I’m right.  I know you’re uncomfortable with my buying you a house, but it is literally nothing to me to do this, so if you can’t do it for yourself, do it for Bianca.”

I knew he was a manipulative man.  Generous, but manipulative.  I honestly didn’t think he could even help himself; he was so used to getting things his way.  Even knowing that, though, I considered the idea.  

Playing by his rules means staying close to her forever.  As I realized that, it wasn’t even a question for me.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

Mr. Desperate




BIANCA

I woke up as James pushed himself into me.  I was so wet that it made for a smooth as silk entry.  I shuddered and gasped in pleasure before the sleep had fully left my body.  This was, without a doubt, my favorite way to wake up.

“Morning, my love,” James rasped, his face just over mine, but his chest held carefully off my breasts.  

I studied his eyes, my free hand moving to grip into his silky smooth hair.  I wanted to catch a glimpse of my tender-lover in those intense eyes, and I was relieved to see it there in the warmth of those turquoise depths.  He’d left me so cold before.  I needed reassurances and answers now.  I needed warmth.  But first, I needed this…

He rocked into me with deliciously long strokes.  His hands pushed my legs far apart until there was a near painful stretch added into his perfect thrusts.  I gasped as he dragged out then buried himself to the hilt, again and again.  

I clenched around him in the most delectable wake-up orgasm, but he just kept going, driving into me without pause, working me towards another pinnacle as I was still coming down from that high.  I cried his name as I came again.  

I cupped his cheek and watched with covetous eyes as he pounded out his own release long moments later.  

Our eyes stayed locked as he hovered over me, staying buried deep while he watched me.  It was one of our silent standoffs, and I broke first.

“Are you going to tell me what has you so worried that I’ll leave you?  So worried that you kept me tied to the bed while we slept?”

His jaw clenched and his eyes flinched but he nodded.  “A…video of me was released this morning.  It’s all over the internet.  There’s no way to control it.  I’ve known of the video for about a week, and I’ve been trying my best to keep it from leaking, but I failed.  Whoever was behind this didn’t care about making money.”

I swallowed, a sick little ball of dread forming in my gut.  “A sex tape,” I guessed.

He broke eye contact, staring down at our joined bodies.  “Yes.  I’m sorry.  Just when I’ve been trying to clean up my image, to clean up my life, this would happen.  I’m disgusted with myself, if it makes you feel any better.”

It didn’t.  “When was this video made?” I asked him.  

He pulled himself out of me and I gasped at the raw sensation.  His hair trailed into his beautiful face as he looked back up at me.  “About three years ago, I think, or possibly closer to four.  It was taken without my knowledge, I’m embarrassed to admit.  It was a setup.  One of the few times I wasn’t at one of my own properties.  I’m so sorry.  My past just won’t seem to go away.  Please tell me this isn’t your breaking point.”  

I studied him, wondering how his mind worked.  “Of course I’m not happy about it, but I would hardly leave you over it, James.”  

I couldn’t speak for a long minute because he crushed the breath out of me.  I gasped at the raw sensation it caused in my tender nipples.  

He pulled back when he heard the gasp, muttering an apology.  He moved back over me, more carefully this time.  “Thank you,” he murmured into my ear.  

“I know about your past,” I continued, when he let me.  “You’ve been forthcoming with me about your promiscuity.  But you should have told me a week ago, when you first heard about this.  You’ve been moody and strange and I don’t like to be kept in the dark.  You should know better.  If we’re going to make this thing work, you can’t keep things like this from me.  One of the things that makes me trust you is your honesty.  I need that honesty, James.  Do you understand?”  

He nodded, his face buried in my hair.  “I was just so terrified that you would run again.”

I tugged hard on a lock of his hair.  “What will keep me from running is you being upfront with me.”

“Yes, okay.  I understand.”

I took a deep breath, hating this next part, but not enough not to ask.  “Who is it?”

He tensed against me.  “Jolene.”  

I nodded.  Somehow I had known, though that didn’t make me happy about it.  “So she made the video, and leaked it.  Obviously.”  

He shook his head.  “I can’t rule that out completely.  And yes, she obviously set the thing up.  But I just can’t see her leaking it, not with the kind of money I was offering to keep it under wraps.  And this will ruin whatever she has with Scott.  She’s too mercenary to do this just for spite, and with nothing to gain.”

I took his word for that, since he obviously knew her better than I did.  

He brushed my hair back from my face, and the light picked up those scars on his wrists.  I caught his hand, bringing it to my lips.  I kissed the inside of his wrist softly.  

“Are you ever going to tell me what these are from?”

His eyes picked up a certain vulnerable glint that I was coming to recognize.  It was going to be bad, though I had always assumed that the scars on his wrists were deep wounds.  

“Spencer used sharp handcuffs.  They cut me.  It was one of the first things I noticed.  These cuts on my wrists started appearing first.  I hid them, because that’s a conspicuous and embarrassing place to have a cut, especially being fourteen, and feeling self-conscious of every little thing to begin with.”

“I can’t say if he used that kind of cuff to make me hold still, or if he just wanted to make me bleed.  If he was trying to keep me from struggling, it didn’t work.  If I could have cut my own hands off to get away from him, I swear I would have.  I certainly tried.”

He let me trace those tiny scars, then kiss every inch of them, very carefully.  Tears ran silently down my cheeks.  I couldn’t hear what he was saying and not be affected by it.  

He traced my tears with a soft finger.  “It was about that time that I got real promiscuous.  I didn’t go a day without hooking up indiscriminately.  I wasn’t analyzing it back then, but I suppose I was trying to regain some control, since I’d lost so much of it.  And it didn’t help that I was one giant hormone at the time.  It all just sort of escalated, and by the time I was an adult, it didn’t get better.  I preferred the most casual of hookups, so I almost always went out of my way to find women who were hot, but who I knew I wouldn’t feel bad leaving, which I guess would explain Jules and Jolene, though I didn’t stick exclusively to raging bitches.”  

I had to hold back a comment about that one.  He was talking now, and I wanted him to get it all out.  The last thing I wanted to do was stop the flow of information.  

“It was never straight vanilla for me, but the really kinky stuff developed over time.  I knew that I liked things a little more off-color than the norm, and I was always pushing it a step further.  At about the age when a normal kid was getting excited to drive his first car, I was running a worldwide hotel chain, obsessively learning to tie knots, and fucking every female in sight.  I got better when I started going to therapy.  I became more focused, more controlled, but that took time.  Getting into the BDSM scene when I was eighteen helped a lot, too.  There were rules there, and people that were willing to sort of mentor me about how to do it right, and I got the proper training.”

That was a bit of a shock to me, though perhaps it shouldn’t have been.  I wasn’t experienced with the scene, but his control was so perfect that I should have assumed that he’d had some sort of training.

“That was when I met Frankie.  She’s three years older than I am, and she knew her stuff.  They don’t accept you into that scene until you’re eighteen, for obvious reasons, so the three years she had on me were three years of experience with BDSM.  I hit on her at first, tried to turn her into a sub, and ya know, straight, but she laughed in my face.  Even after that, though, she went out of her way to mentor me—to teach me the rules.  In that community you aren’t even allowed to approach a woman until you’re properly vetted.  To this day she’s one of my closest friends.”

“I was still indiscriminately promiscuous for years, but the BDSM was so much more satisfying for me, and eventually I went all in, but even my contracted subs were strictly a sexual thing.  There’s an entrance to the fourth floor aside from my elevator, and most weren’t even allowed into my home outside of that floor.  You can’t imagine what an anomaly you were for me, Bianca.  Intimacy was unbearable to me before I set eyes on you.  You’ve changed so many things for me, and I never dreamed that could be such a wonderful feeling.  I feel like I’ve been brought to life, like I’m a real person now, instead of a pretender.”

I knew all too well how that felt.  I doubted many people could have understood as perfectly as I did just what he meant by that.  

“Yes,” I whispered, watching those exquisitely tarnished eyes.  “I feel that way too.  I know exactly what you mean.”

He gave me a desperate kind of look.  “I know you do.  I’ve told you from the start that we were made for each other, and I truly believe that.  Things are going to be extra rough for a while, because of this video, and particularly with the press.  I’m begging you, Bianca, please stick it out with me.  Don’t withdraw, don’t take a break.  Not even a little one.”

It stung a little that he didn’t trust me, but I knew that was my fault.  My eyes and voice were steady.  “I won’t, James.  I’m staying.  I love you.”

His face went a little slack, as though the words were still a shock to him.  “Thank you.  I love you, too.  More than life, Bianca.”  

I didn’t like that last part.  It sounded too self-sacrificing, bringing to mind my dark nightmares of late.




[bookmark: chapter33]
























CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

Mr. Porn Star




We decided to work out, since we’d slept most of the day, and I was flying out early the next morning.  The idea was to work off the excess energy that too long of a nap had given me.  

I didn’t mind working out, but I took it easy, mostly sticking to a stationary bike and watching James as he worked over every piece of equipment in his large gym.  He was a shirtless sight to behold as he strained himself.  My jaw went completely slack as he did mouthwatering pull-ups, his shorts riding low.  I thought I may have found a new reason to love hitting the gym.  

He grinned at me as he moved to the free weights.  “Keep looking at me like that if you want to get fucked on a stationary bike, Love.”

I didn’t have a problem with that, so I kept looking.

He watched me back in the room’s mirror-lined walls.  I ran my eyes over his body.  Even his calves were sexy, I thought.  So long and lean, but with that hard play of muscle under the surface.  

He set down his weights.  “That’s it.  Come here.”  

I walked over to him without hesitation.  

He led me to a spot in front of the mirror.  He began to peel off my clothes without another word.  I let him, watching our reflections as he bent over me.  I loved the look on his face as he tended to me.  It was so tender, and almost peaceful, as he took care of me.  

When I was naked, he lifted my arms above my head.  We were next to a piece of equipment and there was a bar above my head.  It was adjustable, and he shifted it until I could reach it.  “Grip it,” he told me. 

I reached up to grip it.  The movement pulled harshly at my tender breasts, but I didn’t say a word, because then he might stop… 

He pressed into my back, watching me in the mirror.  His hands ran over the front of my body as we watched our reflections.  He cupped just the undersides of my breasts very carefully, but quickly released them.  One hand moved down to cup my hip, and the other snaked down, along my ribs, past my naval, and into my sex.  He fingered me, but stopped abruptly.  He held his wet fingers up.  

“You’re always wet for me.  Always.  I fucking love that,” he said roughly.  

His shorts hit the floor, and he positioned himself against me from behind.  He parted me with hard hands on the fronts of my thighs, pulling me back against him.  I watched his knees bend then straighten as his cock disappeared inside of me.  

“Oh God,” I gasped as he rammed into me.  

I watched as he pulled out.  It was a long, drawn-out process, my view superb on his massive arousal between my legs from behind.  

“How’s your grip?” he asked, driving back into me.  

I had to swallow to answer, my eyes still glued to his magnificent cock.  

“Good,” I managed.

“Good.  Look at me, Bianca.  I’m going to fuck you really hard.  I need you to tell me if your grip is slipping.”

I nodded, meeting his eyes.  

He bit his lip and started hammering into me in earnest.  I whimpered, loving the mixture of pleasure and pain as he fucked me so hard that it hurt.  I craved this the most, I thought.  

My grip started to slip at the end, and I told him breathlessly.  

He barely paused.  “Let go,” he told me, his hands moving to my hips.  He pushed me close to the mirror, until my breasts were nearly touching the glass.  He groaned at the sight.  

“Hands on the mirror,” he told me, and I did.  His hips slapped against me with the force of his thrusts.  

My eyes stayed open, but went a bit fuzzy as I fell to pieces, clenching around him.  “James,” I cried as I came.  

He shuddered and groaned and buried himself to the hilt, his cock twitching inside of me as he came.  

“So perfect,” he told me simply, kissing my shoulder.

My legs felt shaky as he pulled out of me, but his weren’t, and he swung me up into his arms.

“Shower time,” he told me with a smile.  

“Um, shouldn’t we get dressed?” I asked.

The gym was on the second floor, and we’d have to walk down the hall, walk up the stairs, then walk down another hall, buck naked, just to get to our room.

His shoulder moved in a shrug.  “I’ll walk fast,” he said.

I laughed.  

Sure enough, Stephan spotted us as James was carrying me up the stairs.  

“Um, hey,” he called from the first floor.  “I take it you guys worked it out?”

We both laughed.  

“Everything is perfect,” James told him, still walking up the stairs.  I was sure that Stephan was getting a spectacular view of his ass.

“Clothes just get in the way, huh?” Stephan called back, laughing now.  

“Yep,” James said.  “Goodnight.”

“Goodnight,” Stephan said.

“Goodnight,” I said between helpless giggles.

We showered and there was food outside our door when we emerged.  James fed me each bite, batting my hands away when I tried to grab the fork.  It was some sort of vegetable soufflé.  It was delicious, and I was starving, so I ate a huge portion before I waved him off.

He polished it off, putting the tray back outside the door.  

He came back to the bed, pulling me against him.  “Are you tired enough to sleep?” he asked.

I shook my head.  “I slept too much today.”

His fingers snaked between my legs, fingering me.  “Wanna fuck until we both pass out cold?” he asked with a grin.

I laughed.  “You’re insatiable, and I’m sore.”  

He pulled his fingers away, giving me a regretful look.  He sighed.  “Fine.  We’ll find some clothes and go watch TV.

We wound up watching movies with Stephan for most of the night.  The guys insisted that we watch Princess Bride again.  James leaned into me at one point and whispered, “As you wish, Buttercup,” into my ear.  

I shot him a look.  I suddenly recalled that he’d said that to me before, a few times in fact, and what it meant in the context of the movie, but we’d only been seeing each other for a few days the first time that had happened…

“You’re insane,” I told him quietly.  

He nodded, smiling.  “Completely off my rocker,” he agreed.

He was on my flight to Vegas the next morning, doing his rich man stalker thing.  He was even more attentive than usual on the flight that morning, rarely taking his eyes off me, as though afraid I would just disappear.  As seemed to be his habit, his most distant mood was being followed by his most attentive.  

Still, I was busy from wheels up to wheels down, with barely a moment to spare for him, aside from the expected service.  We had a decent tailwind speeding up our flight time, so the trip was nice and quick.  

We were staying at my place.  I carpooled with Stephan.  A car full of security tailed us closely.  James was meeting us at the house.  

He was waiting in my driveway, and looked to be yelling at a paparazzo when we pulled up.

“Shit,” Stephan cursed.  “Wish I had your garage door opener.  We’ll go directly into mine, and you can just jump the back fence into your yard.  You shouldn’t have to deal with that mess.”

I sighed.  “My security will have a conniption if I go anywhere before it’s been searched, even your garage.”

“Oh yeah,” he said.  “They’ve even been giving me the royal treatment.  Did you know that I have a bodyguard when I go out now, too?”

I hadn’t.  I just stared at him, dumbfounded.  I’d been so oblivious lately.  But I felt an instant wave of relief, and got the warmest feeling in my chest.  I loved that crazy man.  So much.

He parked in his driveway, and we gave the security plenty of time to flank the car before we got out.  Stephan and I shared a look before we got out of the car.  The look said, ‘This is crazy.’

James was at least done yelling at the photographer as we approached the house.  He saw me and strode to us.  Clark was blocking the paparazzo with consummate skill.  So well, in fact, that I couldn’t even see the man.

James took my arm, his face tense in annoyance.  He nodded at Paterson to go ahead into my house.  A bodyguard that I didn’t recognize was already going into Stephan’s house.  

We waited just outside while Paterson searched the first room.  

“Bianca!  How does it feel to be living with a porn star?  When are you planning to release your own video?” the paparazzo shouted loudly to our backs.

I turned into James before the man had even finished yelling.  He’d gone tense, and I knew what he wanted to do.  I threw my arms around his neck.  He hugged me around the ribs, but his head was turned in the direction of the obnoxious man.  

“Let’s go inside.  Somebody get the door open!” I said loudly.

“Do you like to be spanked too, Bianca?  I’ll spank you anytime you want!” the foolish man shouted.  

My hug turned into a death grip.  James would have to take me with him if he went after the man.  I sent a wild look at our security, who all seemed useless to me at that moment.  

“If James hits that guy, I’m firing you all!” I shouted at them.  “Get us inside, or get that man out of here!”

Finally, mercifully, we got into the house.  James ended up carrying me inside, since I wouldn’t let go of him.    

I didn’t realize that Stephan wasn’t with us until I let go of James.  I glanced around.

James was still seething, but he sounded calmer than he looked when he spoke.  “You stopped me, but there’s only one of you, and I wasn’t the only one getting riled up.”

I was out the door again before James saw my intent.  He caught me just outside, his arms wrapping around my shoulders.  There was no need, though.  

Stephan and Clark were striding towards us, grinning.  

“What happened?” I asked Stephan.  There was no sign of the photographer.  

Stephan shrugged.  “I went to give Clark a hand with that prick, but he had it handled.”

We all looked at Clark. 

He shrugged.  “I just explained some things to him, and he left.  Some other paparazzi might come here, but that guy won’t be back.”

“What did you say to him?” I asked, beyond curious.  Those photographers were hard to shake.  

Clark laughed.  He had a great laugh.  “I just explained to him that what I would do to him if he didn’t leave would affect him for the rest of his life, whereas I would only serve five to ten for it.  And I explained that the millions of dollars that would be waiting for me on the other side of that five to ten, combined with the mood he’d put me in, would make doing the thing more than worthwhile for me.  He just sort of went poof after that.”  He gestured with his hands as he spoke.  

We laughed, and the tension that the horrible man had created vanished just like that.  I hadn’t realized that Clark was so funny.  He was normally so straight-faced, but he was smiling freely now.  Maybe Stephan and I were growing on him.

The house was cleared, and we made it to my room without any further incident.

“I’m surprised that you were able to come to Vegas again so quickly,” I said to James as we were undressing in my closet.  “Are things going smoothly in New York?”

“Things are going fine.  I would have come even if they weren’t, though.”

I glanced back at him.  

He gave me a sad smile.  “I can’t sleep without you anymore, Love.  And letting you stay here in this house, where that man attacked you, well, I just can’t do it again.”

“There’s an entire team guarding the place.”

He shrugged.  “I told myself that, and I even went a weekend letting you stay here without me, but I know my own limits, and I just can’t do it again, not after he killed that woman.”

“Maybe we should just stay at your place, at least until he’s caught.  I wonder if we could talk Stephan into staying there with us.  I would feel—“

He pushed me back against the wall of the closet, tangling us both in clothes.  He kissed me.  “Thank you.  I’ll handle Stephan.  We can nap here, and go to my place tonight, after you have a meeting with Danika.  She needs your approval for some things, and she’s in town for the day.”  

We took a three-hour nap, waking up at our leisure.  Between the shower sex, and James going down on me in the closet as I tried to pick out clothes, it was well over an hour after we woke up before we were ready to go to the casino for business.  

I wore a navy and black, color-block pencil skirt.  I paired it with a loose fitting royal blue silk blouse with three-quarter sleeves.  I didn’t know what Jackie would think of the outfit, but she hadn’t paired my clothes in this closet, and I liked the ensemble.  

After I’d done a quick job on my hair and makeup, I stepped into white heels, and watched as James finished getting ready.  I was done first for once, and it was a show worth watching.  

He was buttoning up his slacks as I perched on the bed, my eyes glued to his hands.  He arched a brow at me as he shrugged into a white dress shirt.  

“Enjoying the show?” he asked as he buttoned the shirt.  

I nodded.  

He grinned.  “I feel like I should be dancing for you.  You have an unmistakable glint in your eyes, Bianca.  I’m not a piece of meat, you know.”

I just smiled back, watching his every move.  

He tucked his shirt into his slacks, shrugging into a dark gray vest that matched his slacks.  He looped a yellow tie around his neck, his clever fingers making short work of it, before he buttoned the severely tailored vest.

“I love your hands,” I told him.  

“We’re running late,” he murmured.  

I let my eyes show him just how much I didn’t care.

It was another half an hour before we walked out the front door.

James walked me to the gallery before going to his office to do some paperwork.  He greeted Danika with a smile.  

“Just come to my office when you finish,” James told me.  “Blake or Danika can show you where it is.”  He gave me an affectionate kiss on the forehead before taking his leave.  

Danika watched him go.  She smiled at me.  “He’s so different with you.  It’s a lovely thing to see.”

I smiled back.  

Danika wore a very modern take on a woman’s suit, with pleated, slate gray shorts, and a baggy white men’s shirt that was belted at the waist.  She looked delicate and lovely.  I thought she was the most elegant woman I’d ever met.  Her hair was parted down the middle, and as she bent down to show me some detail of her plans, it trailed into her face like a silky black curtain.  I wondered again what had happened between her and Tristan, but I shook myself out of the pointless musings.  We had lots of work to do, and I could hardly ask.

We worked well together.  Danika was never pushy, but she did finally get me to settle on a date for the showing.  We scheduled it for the first Friday after my furlough began.  James would be ecstatic.  I was nervous—so nervous that I felt a little nauseous just thinking about it.  

“Do you have any other big plans for after you take your leave?”

I smiled, remembering our plans.  That was something I could get very excited about.  “James and I are going to Japan.”  

She raised her elegant brows in surprise.  “Well, that’s exciting.  My mother was half-Japanese.  I didn’t know her well, but I’ve always had a fascination with Japanese culture.”

I smiled.  “I have no blood-ties there, but I’ve always been interested in the culture, as well.  We’re going there because James said pick a spot on a map of the world, and I knew just where I wanted to go.”

She smiled back, tilting her head.  “Well, have fun.  I bet the locals will get a kick out of you two.”

I laughed.  “Yeah, right?  I don’t suppose we’ll blend in.”

She pursed her lips.  “Do you ever?  I don’t see too many supermodel couples strolling around together.”  

I wrinkled my nose at her.  “James is the supermodel.”

Her lovely brow wrinkled in consternation.  “So it’s like that, huh?  You’re going to need to work on your self-esteem, girl, to be with a man like that, otherwise it could be the end of you two.”

I blinked at her.  Her tone had been gentle but firm, so I didn’t take offense.  I just didn’t agree.  “I don’t have low self-esteem.  I just know that I’m not in that league.”

She shook her head stubbornly, her silky black hair moving across her shoulders with the movement, her rosebud mouth pursing.  “That’s ludicrous.  Answer one question for me.  Have you ever been approached by a modeling scout before?”

I flushed.  “Not by anyone serious.  A few people have said something, but I knew they were just trying to scam me.”

She gave me a sympathetic look.  “Seriously, as someone who has a real hetero-girl-crush on you, you need to work on your self-esteem.  You’re stunning, and you need to just acknowledge the fact and then get over it.”  

The whole conversation made me uncomfortable.  “Um, thanks.  So did we have any other details to go over for the showing?”  

She sighed and shook her head.  “No.  Let’s go grab Frankie and get something to eat.  I can’t come to town and not see her.  She’d kill me.”  

We had an impromptu girls’ lunch.  I wasn’t sure if it was a late lunch or an early dinner.  

Frankie greeted me with a hug, a kiss on the cheek, and a huge grin.  She wore her usual half-shirt with daisy dukes, showing off her myriad tattoos.

“I just spoke to James,” she told us.  “He needs to work for a few hours, and he told me to keep you entertained.  Sucker.”  She rubbed her hands together like an evil cartoon character.  “I have plans.”

Danika laughed richly.  “Oh boy.  He’s in trouble, huh?”

Frankie nodded.  I tried to follow the strange conversation.  

“First we eat,” she told us.  

We went to the casino’s Mexican restaurant.  We ordered and started snacking on chips and salsa.  

“Do you mind if I bring Tristan to Bianca’s gallery showing?” Frankie asked Danika, studying her closely.

Danika didn’t hesitate.  “Why would I mind?  Bring whoever you want.”

“Well, I know you aren’t speaking to him…”

“That’s not true.  He and I have absolutely nothing to talk about, but I’m not avoiding him.”

Frankie nodded.  “Good.  Because I have a red carpet thing for my show coming up.  It’s in town next week, and I want you to come.  I was worried you wouldn’t come, since Tristan will be there, but now you can’t use that as an excuse.”  

Danika just shrugged.  “If you want me there, I’ll be there.  Tristan and I will just stay out of each other’s way.”  

Frankie sighed.  “You used to be best friends.  I wish you guys would at least start talking again.”

Danika gave her a hard look.  “Don’t meddle, Frankie.  Trust me when I say that you don’t want to press this issue.  I can be civil, but he and I will never be close again.  We are bad for each other, even as friends.  Bad things happen when we get together.”    

“You’d feel better if you forgave him—“

“I did forgive him.  We went through all of that when he was doing the rehab thing.  I’m over it, but forgiving doesn’t mean that I’m willing to make all of the same stupid mistakes again.”

“You know he’s in love with you, right?”

Danika laughed, and it was a bitter sound.  “Please.  Don’t make me laugh.  That man isn’t capable of it.  Now drop it, Frankie, before I leave.”

Frankie threw up her hands in defeat, her mouth twisting.  “Okay, okay, I’m sorry.  Consider it dropped.”

Food arrived, and the two women pretended like the whole awkward interaction had never happened.  

I followed suit, though I was beyond curious about whatever had happened between Danika and Tristan.   
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CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

Mr. Incensed




We gorged ourselves on cheese enchiladas and chiles rellenos.  I was over-stuffed when I finished, but I’d found my new favorite restaurant for comfort food.  

The meal went smoothly after their little confrontation, and the women laughed and joked like old friends.  We were finishing our meal when Frankie looked at me with a wicked smile, rubbing her hands together.  

“How do you feel about branding James onto your body?  Just something little.  He did it for you.  Don’t you want to return the favor?”

I should’ve known that was what she’d been plotting.  She was a tattoo artist, after all.  I considered her idea, not dismissing it out of hand.  I was finding new ways to surprise myself daily.  “What did you have in mind?” I asked her warily.

She waved Danika out of her seat.  “May I borrow your back for a moment, Danika?” she asked cheerfully.  

Danika just stood up and turned around as though they did this every day.

Frankie circled a small spot on the other woman’s shoulder blade.  “James.  Right here.  Identical size, color and style as the Bianca on his chest.  What do you think?”  

I was shocked to find myself warming to the idea.  I knew that James had done something so extreme to prove something to me, the same thing that he seemed to need me to prove to him.  I took a deep breath.  “The same size as his?” I asked.

Frankie whooped, sensing victory.  “Yes, but on your back.  I know James well enough to know that he wouldn’t like a boob tat.  Let’s do this!”

Frankie had to have a brief but firm conversation with the camera crew and producer that taped her reality show.  They were not going to tape this tattoo. 

Blake insisted on searching the place, but I was surprised when she didn’t try to butt in when she saw what we were obviously doing.  She just stood outside of the curtained area and waited for me.  

In a shockingly short time I found myself lying on my stomach on Frankie’s table, my silk blouse pulled up over my shoulder, my bra unclasped.  The position pushed hard on my newly pierced nipples, but I didn’t complain.  I imagined that I wouldn’t even feel that pain when she started in with the needle.  

“James is going to kill me,” Frankie muttered as she traced the pattern onto my back.  “He’ll be mad at me for a while just for seeing and touching this much of your skin.”

Danika was giggling as she watched, a clear accessory to the crime.

“Really?” I asked Frankie, not sure if she was serious.

“Oh yeah.”

“Why?”

“He’s got you collared, Bianca.  That’s some real serious shit for him.  He’s possessive as all hell about every inch of you.”

“But it’s for a tattoo.  I know he’ll get testy about that at first, but to get possessive about you touching my shoulder blade just seems so unreasonable.”

She laughed.  “If you think that there’s anything reasonable about a Dom, you’ve been misinformed, my friend.  He’s going to be incensed about this, but he’ll get over it, and I know that eventually he’ll love having his name on you.”

I sighed, thinking that she was probably right.  

The tattoo was a shorter process than I thought it would be, though it was a small tattoo.

It stung, but the pain wasn’t at all as bad as I’d heard.  After she’d worked on the area for just a few minutes, it all became one sort of throbbing sting, and by the end, I even liked the feeling.  I understood a bit why some of my friends thought that tattoos were addictive.

Frankie showed me when she’d finished, and I felt a little thrill when I saw his name on my skin.  I could get used to this, I thought.  Which was good, because it was permanent.

She spread gel on the area and covered it with a small plastic film.

“Go shirtless as much as you can, at home.  Let it air out.  A consolation prize for James, I guess.  You do have a fabulous rack.”

I sent her a look.  She’d never seen my rack, but oh well, I’d take it as a compliment.

She grabbed her tiny purse, grinning at us.  “I’m getting the hell outta Dodge.  He won’t want to see me for a few days, so I’m going to make myself scarce.  I’ll see you at the red carpet event for my show.”

“Coward!” Danika yelled at her as she took off in a hurry.

Danika walked me through the casino and to the executive offices, Blake and Henry trailing us silently.  I had to stop and stare when we passed by one of the hotel’s auditoriums.  It had a giant poster displayed of what the theatre featured, which was a long line of showgirls, kicking their legs high in the air, showing off all of their assets, and right smack in the middle of the picture, his arm around two of the showgirls, was a grinning James.  

Danika shook her head when she saw it.  “If it makes you feel any better, that was taken years ago.”

I shrugged, but I couldn’t help but wonder how many of the women in that chorus line he’d slept with.  

“There seem to be a lot of things that he did years ago that just keep popping up,” I said, my tone neutral.  I didn’t feel neutral, though.

She grimaced.  “That sex tape…  I heard about that.  And just when he’s cleaned up his act.  Life is funny like that, making us pay for the same stupid mistakes even after we’ve learned from them thoroughly.”

Now that sounded like a heartfelt statement.  I studied her, still dying to know what had happened between her and the sexy as hell Tristan.  I wouldn’t pry, though.  Perhaps we’d get more chances to hang out, and someday she’d just tell me about it.

Danika walked me to the office reception before saying her goodbyes.  We set up another meeting for the following week.  She was coming all the way back to Vegas just to meet me again, but she didn’t seem to mind.  

Reception led me immediately into James’s office, but I saw that he was busy on the phone as I walked in.  Blake only followed me to the door.  She didn’t seem to need to search the office, with James already there.  

I sat in the chair directly in front of his desk, crossing my legs and watching him.  I was torn on when to tell him about the tattoo.  Should I just let him find it on his own?  Chances were, if I did it that way, we’d be on the verge of having sex, and he was bound to be in a better mood about it…

James looked up, a phone to his ear.  His eyes changed when he saw me, going from business-like and serious to smoldering between one blink and the next.  I adored that I could put that look in his eye just by being there.

He held up a finger to me to show that he would only be another minute.  I just nodded, watching him.  The view never got old.  

He hung up the phone and smiled at me.  “We’ll go to my house from here.  Stephan is out but he says he’ll crash there with us tonight.  He doesn’t mind staying with us until the danger’s past.”

I was relieved, though I hadn’t really thought that Stephan would give him a hard time.  

The tattoo just didn’t come up, or rather, I didn’t work up the nerve to bring it up, until he found it himself that night.  

Frankie had predicted his reaction well.  He was completely incensed.

He was at my back, peeling off my shirt when he spotted it.  

I knew what was coming, and so I stiffened just before he did.  

His eyes bored into my back for long moments before he began to curse, succinctly and fluently.  He finished his tirade with an impassioned, “I’ll kill her.”

“She said you’d say that,” I told him.  

That just made him curse even more.  “I can’t believe I didn’t see it coming, when she called me up saying that you were all doing a girls’ day, and that I should keep on working.  I knew she wanted to get her hands on you.”  

I shot him an exasperated look.  “You really think that she did all of this just so that she could very briefly touch me?  She was completely professional, James.”  

“I should have known she would try this, but I can’t believe that you agreed to it.  What were you thinking?” 

“You did the same thing for me—to prove something to me.  You wanted me to see that you really were devoted to me, and that you wanted a long-term commitment.  I was trying to do the same thing for you.  I wanted you to see that I’m just as committed.  It’s not something that should make you jealous.  I branded your name on my shoulder, and all you can do is get jealous that someone else was holding the needle.  I didn’t do this because Frankie wanted me to.  I did it for you.  We belong to each other, James, and now we both have the ink to prove it.  I thought that you would love seeing your name on me.” 

In terms of defusing his anger, it worked like a charm.  He pressed hard against my back, murmuring into my ear.  “I do love seeing that on you.  How could I ever stay mad, when you say such wonderful things to me?  So tell me, Bianca, just how committed are you?  Committed enough to take my name and wear my ring?  Devoted enough to like the sound of Bianca Cavendish?”

My heart tried to pound right out of my chest.  Because I knew he wasn’t really joking, even though his tone was light.  And because it didn’t only make me want to panic anymore to hear him say a thing like that.  Now a picture was beginning to form in my mind of something real and sustaining for us.  Perhaps what had happened to my mother hadn’t forever ruined any possibility of my own happily ever after.  The thought was both encouraging and terrifying.  

James didn’t wait for me to answer.  He knew me too well.  

He kissed my neck.  “Start growing accustomed to the idea, Love, and try not to tie yourself in knots second-guessing yourself.  And try to remember that I’m head over heels in love with you, and that I’ve never even come close to saying those words to another person.”

“I love you, too,” I whispered back, loving him more at that moment than I’d even thought possible.  How could I ever have imagined that Mr. Beautiful could be so incredibly sensitive to my needs?  It was as though he’d known me forever.

If I was surprised at how quickly he dropped the subject of the tattoo with me, I was equally unsurprised at how he didn’t drop the subject with Frankie.  Even a full week later, at her show’s Vegas Strip red carpet event, James was giving her the cold shoulder.

James wore a black tux with a black shirt and white bow tie.  It was very fitted, very fashion forward, very supermodel James.  

I wore a little white dress with silver accents.  It was short enough to be Vegas appropriate, with a halter neck that I thought was flattering, though the back came up high enough to cover my new tattoo.  Unlike James, I wasn’t trying to show it off to the world right off the bat.  

Shiny red heels took all of the innocence out of the color of the dress, and James seemed a little dumbstruck when I walked out of the closet in the sexy getup.  The look on his face told me I’d chosen just right.  

The mood of this red carpet was actually a fun vibe, as opposed to the tenser one I’d attended before.  People dressed up, but it was more sexy Las Vegas dress-up than stuffy ballroom.  Even Frankie decided to forgo her usual half-shirt, cutoff shorts look and wore a tiny red dress that looked sinful.

It was Frankie’s night, and she’d been thoughtful enough to extend an invitation to Stephan and Javier.  James had bought them their own custom tailored tuxes, and the two men were grinning from ear to ear as we all walked the red carpet together.

Frankie rushed to hug a stiff James as soon as she spotted us at the event.  

“Will you at least talk to me about it?  You can’t freeze me out forever, James,” she said into his cheek.  

“Oh, we’ll talk,” he told her ominously.  

She just smiled, seeming to take that as a good sign.

She greeted Stephan and Javier like they were all old friends, before moving to me.  She pointedly didn’t try to hug me, just bending at the waist to give me a jaunty little bow.  “Bianca, the lion tamer,” she said, grinning at James.  

I put a hand on his arm, wishing he would just let it go.  But James was James, and he would get there in his own time.

Frankie seemed to know him well enough to see that, and gave him space.

We ran into Tristan next.  He was looking debonair in a black tux as he posed for one of the photo ops.  The photographers seemed to be in a frenzy to get shots of him.  I shot James a puzzled look.  

“Is he famous or something?” I asked.

James grinned and then laughed.  “Or something.  He stars in the magic show at the Cavendish property, and he’s the lead singer in a band that had two hit singles last year.  It doesn’t make me even a little bit sad that you aren’t a fan of his.”

Tristan turned to us the instant he finished with the shots.  He grinned that wicked grin of his from ear to ear when he saw me.  

He moved as though to hug me the second he got within our reach, but James was expecting that.  James moved in between us, catching the other man in a bear hug and saying something that I couldn’t make out into his ear.  

Tristan just threw his head back and laughed.

The two men were of the same height, but Tristan had James beat in bulk.  Where James was ripped but elegant, Tristan looked like a linebacker in a suit.

James pulled away from the other man, and moved me very obviously into his body, shielding me.  I thought it was ridiculous, but it still made me smile.  

I gave Tristan a little wave.  

He bent forward in a solicitous bow, but his wicked eyes never left my face, and his smile didn’t falter.  He flashed one of his dangerous dimples my way. 

“So no touching,” he said in his deep, rich voice.  “Can I at least see her tattoo?  I heard all about it.  I heard her back was lovely, just like the rest of her.”

He was clearly baiting James, but he still got an unexpected giggle out of me.  The man was outrageous. 

James agreed with me, and he was not nearly as upset with the other man’s comments as I’d thought he’d be.  “Outrageous bastard,” he muttered, but with little heat.  Perhaps being deliberately baited had made him see how over the top possessive he was being.  Or perhaps the two men were better friends than I’d realized.  Who knew with Mr. Beautiful?

We introduced Tristan to Stephan and Javier.  Of course, Stephan knew who he was.  He was the media savvy of the two of us.  I didn’t know how I’d been so clueless as to his identity.  If he had a headlining show in Vegas, there must have been billboards for him everywhere.  I made a note to keep an eye out for his ads.

My suspicion that James and Tristan were actually close friends was reaffirmed at the way the two men joked and generally gave each other shit for a solid twenty minutes amidst the red carpet chaos.  Only good friends could give each other that much grief without any real low blows.  Tristan had to know about the sex tape, everyone seemed to, but he never mentioned it.  Most of his jabs involved talking about how pretty James was, which didn’t bother James at all.  

And James never mentioned Danika, who I had discerned right away was Tristan’s own sore spot.  Most of the jabs aimed Tristan’s way were comments about ‘singing magicians’, which only seemed to make Tristan smile.  

At one point Tristan ran his hand through his hair, then pointedly checked his watch, which looked familiar.  “Are you about done harassing me, pretty boy?” he asked.

James cursed, then held out his hand.  “Give me my watch back,” he said.

Tristan waved the watch at him.  “It’s almost my birthday.  Can’t we just call it even?”

James shook his head, grinning.  “I don’t like you that much.”

Tristan was handing it back to him when his expression became arrested, his eyes moving to look at something behind us.  Something raw moved behind those golden depths that seemed impossibly sad for the charismatic man.  

I glanced behind us.  

Danika approached.  She was looking at us, not at Tristan, but she seemed different than I’d ever seen her, more stiff, her limp more pronounced.  If I hadn’t known these two had a history, I would have quickly caught on by the way they changed when in each other’s vicinity.  

She wore a long silver gown that hugged her perfect figure like a glove.  Her straight, blue-black hair was parted down the middle and hanging down her back.  The severe and simple style brought out the elegance of her face, the rosebud lips, the high-cheekbones, and those stunning, pale-gray eyes.  

Danika strode directly to me, bestowing a kiss on my cheek.  She was unsmiling but polite down to her toes.  “So lovely to see you again, Bianca.”

She nodded to James, who introduced her to Stephan and Javier.  

“Hello, Danika,” Tristan said softly, after all of the introductions had been made.  

She nodded in his general direction, but didn’t look at him.  “Hello, Tristan.”

“It’s great to see you,” he told her.  “You look exquisite, as always.”  

She smiled tightly.  “Sure,” she said.      

A man approached her from behind, wrapping a hand around her waist and smiling warmly.  He was about my height, with medium brown hair and a light build.  He was handsome, in a nondescript kind of way, but I thought that he complimented Danika well.  They made an elegant couple.  

She touched his shoulder lightly.  “Everyone, this is Andrew.”

“Her boyfriend,” Andrew added.

She gave us another tight smile, then introduced the group to him.  

I snuck one glance at Tristan, but the way he was looking at Danika was so blatant and raw that I quickly looked away.  Being around the two of them felt like overhearing a couple’s worst fight.  It felt like we should all excuse ourselves and leave them alone to sort things out, Andrew included.  

Danika and Andrew quickly made their excuses and moved on.  

Tristan quickly followed suit.  “If you’ll excuse me, I need to go punch something now, so that I don’t give in to the urge to punch someone.”  With that telling remark, he strode away.  

“I take it there’s beef between Tristan and Andrew?”  I made it a question.

James shrugged.  “I don’t know that they’ve ever met before.  I think it’s just the beef that Tristan would have with any man that Danika might date.  He’s been in love with her since I met him.  For five years, at least.  Poor bastard.”










[bookmark: chapter35]
























CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

Mr. Distraught




James stayed glued to my side almost constantly for an entire week.  If I wasn’t working a flight, he was there, and I couldn’t say I minded it a bit, though I began to suspect the reason.  

He was terrified that I would watch the video of him and Jolene.  He hadn’t asked me not to watch the thing, but he knew me well enough to suspect that I would want to view what was out there for the world to see.

And so I didn’t find myself alone for nearly a week after the sex tape’s release.  James had worked plenty in that week, but only when I was working, or when I had someone keeping me company.  Lana took me shopping; Stephan sat with me while I painted.  Marnie and Judith flew to New York to spend the afternoon with me.  Danika dropped in for an afternoon to observe my current projects.  I had a constant barrage of friends to keep me company if James had to work and I didn’t, and I didn’t think for a second that any of it was a coincidence.

I was in the New York apartment, painting, when it dawned on me that I was actually alone.  

I glanced at the computer in my studio but just continued to paint.  But once the thought occurred, I found it difficult to focus on anything else.  I knew I’d have to watch it eventually, and it seemed for the best to just get it over with.  It seemed like the whole world must have watched that video by now, and he was my devoted lover, so why shouldn’t I get to see it?

I was sitting at the computer and searching for it online before I could give it much more thought.  I typed ‘James Cavendish sex tape’ into the search engine.  It was that easy.

My gut knotted painfully from the moment I dragged the mouse over the play button.  Every instinct I had told me to just turn it off.  Some things you couldn’t take back, and watching James have sex with another woman, a woman I’d met, one who I openly disliked, couldn’t be a healthy thing for our relationship.  Still, I watched.

It hadn’t been taped in any place that I recognized.  I’d expected that.  It was a small room with a big bed, and the camera must have been hidden somewhere high in the room, aimed down, and in the corner.   

The small room was empty for long moments before Jolene walked in and knelt on the floor in front of the bed.  

She was wearing a tiny black see-through slip that hung at her hips and didn’t cover a thing.  I recognized that slip, or at least the style of it.  It felt like a slap in the face to see that he’d had me wear something so similar to what she had worn for him.  It wasn’t a good start, not that there was any way the horrid video could have had a good start.

She knelt there, all of her glorious assets displayed, her pierced nipples jutting out for drawn-out moments before James joined her in the room.  Someone, either the person who had released the video or the person whose site I was watching it on, had added snarky little comments to the video.  Directly beneath Jolene, ‘HOTTEST FUCKING BITCH EVER!’ was scrawled in hot pink.      

James was shirtless, wearing just unbuttoned slacks.  His body was ripped up and spectacular, though he was slightly thinner back then, his hair a little longer, the dirty blond strands tied back from his face.  

His face was a mask of cold indifference, only his dominant persona present that I could see.  He said something to her and she bowed lower.  There was no audio, aside from a particularly graphic rap song about being a pimp playing in the background, courtesy of the video’s editor.

He pulled her up by the hair and led her the short distance to the bed.  She kept her eyes downcast the entire time.  

The bed was designed vaguely like a smaller version of the beds that James had in his homes, with a sturdy frame and a top designed for bondage.  This bed had bars lining the top.  James tied her arms above her head with swift motions.  I couldn’t make out his words, and he didn’t speak much, but when he did, Jolene shuddered in pleasure.  She reminded me of a cat in heat, with her back arched and her wiggling body responding to his every movement.  I hated to watch it, but I didn’t stop.  I felt compelled to finish it, some part of me having to see if he showed her even a glimmer of the tenderness he showed me in our passionate moments.

He stood behind her once she was secured.  He pressed against her, and had to bend down far to say something into her ear.  I thought pettily to myself that she was too short for him.  The height difference looked ridiculous.  She barely came to his chest.  

She shuddered and he moved away.  He walked out of the room without looking back, returning after a brief time with an object clutched in one hand.  

It was a cat o’ nine, with long tails that were tipped with small silver balls.  It looked brutal, and it wasn’t anything he’d ever used on me.  He said something to her just before he began to work her over.

From the first strike, the music in the video changed to ‘Smack My Bitch Up’.  Whoever had edited the video seemed to have enjoyed themselves.

He worked her over thoroughly, showing no mercy.  She kept her head bent forward, her eyes downcast the entire time.  She seemed like a different person than the Jolene that I’d been subjected to.

Her body writhed, her big breasts quivering with every hard strike.  The flesh of her butt and thighs was crisscrossed with pink welts by the time he let up.  

I felt like I was watching in slow motion as he dropped the whip and began to unbutton his pants.  My hands fisted, my nails digging hard into my palms.  This was going to hurt me to watch.  Still, I couldn’t look away.

He pulled his thick erection free.  

‘HOLY HUGE DICK!’ scrolled along the bottom of the screen.  

I despised with a passion whoever had edited the thing.  

I thought I might be ill as he stroked himself, standing just behind her.

He pulled a condom out of his pocket, ripping it open and rolling it on with smooth, practiced motions.  

He poised himself behind her, his huge arousal looking even bigger against her petite form.  I knew it was totally irrational, but God, I hated her. 

My hand covered my mouth as he drove into her.  I’d known before I turned it on that it would be bad for my heart to watch it, but I had the thought again.  

He fucked her so hard that it must have hurt, though I supposed that was the point.  She shuddered as she came, and he pulled out of her, still hard, while those waves of pleasure still wracked her body.  

He turned her, and I realized that as hard as that had been to watch, it was about to get worse.  

She started to raise her eyes to him as he entered her then, but he said something and her eyes lowered again.  I felt the fist around my heart loosen just a bit.  There was no eye contact as he pounded into her from that angle.  He fucked her hard until he had her shuttering again, and then again.  

New words scrolled along the bottom of the screen.  ‘RICH, GORGEOUS, AND HE FUCKS LIKE A MACHINE.  WHAT’S NOT TO LOVE?’  

Again, I had some nasty thoughts about the editor.

He pulled out of her roughly, and I saw his cock twitching inside of that tight rubber with his own release.  Unfortunately, the video was good enough that I could make out every detail, even the tip of the condom filling with cum.  

At least he hadn’t come inside of her.  And at least he’d worn that rubber.  I knew it was ridiculous to feel possessive of a body that I hadn’t even known at the time of the video, but knowing didn’t change the feeling.  

He left her tied to the bed and strode from the room.  When he came back in, he was fully dressed in a suit.  

It didn’t look like they said another word to each other, and she never once raised her eyes to him as he untied her and she lay down on the bed.  She was curling her body around a pillow as he strode from the room.  He never looked back.  

My heart was pounding as the video ended.  It had hurt to watch it, but I felt like I’d learned something important.  It was a fact that James had been a slut before he’d met me.  As much as the images in the video had bothered me, there wasn’t an instant of their interaction where he’d shared anything but his body and his cold domination with her.  There had been nothing that I would have called intimacy between the two of them.

He’d told me once that sex had just been a bodily function for him before he’d met me, and I’d just seen the proof of it.  I knew it was perverse, but I felt both sick and relieved at the same time.  

A movement out of the corner of my eye caught my attention.  I turned to look.

James stood in the doorway.    

His face was stricken—his eyes bleak, as he looked at the computer screen.  I wondered how long he’d been there, but obviously it had been long enough to see what I was watching.  

Too late, I closed out the window of that horrid video.  

I looked back at him, but he wasn’t looking at me.  His eyes were glazed and unseeing, still glued to the computer.  He took a step back and closed the door behind him, leaving me alone in the room.

I just sat there for a few minutes, my mind still processing what I’d seen.  I needed a minute to compose myself before we spoke about it, if there was even anything to say.

So he’d had sex with that horrible woman, probably too many times to count.  Watching it had at least given me some clarity.  James at his angriest, at his coldest, at his most furious, had never been to me what he was to Jolene.  They had been a Dom and a sub letting off steam, nothing else.  

Although I hadn’t realized it at the time, James had always been different with me.  Looking back on it now, James had shown me a profound tenderness and love that belonged only to me, from our very first time together.  I realized that I needed to value that more, because it was more precious of a gift than I’d allowed myself to see.  He was my Dom, and I was his sub, but our love had turned it into so much more than what I’d seen on that video.  Yes, James had been a hedonist and a slut before I’d met him, but I saw now that I’d been his first lover.  He’d changed his rules for me.  He bended for me constantly.  Because he loved me.

I sat and brooded for maybe ten minutes before I got up and followed him.  

I thought I’d find him in our bedroom.  It was empty.  I found my phone and called him.  He didn’t answer.  I searched the huge apartment for him, even venturing tentatively onto the fourth floor in my efforts.  

I finally resorted to calling Blake.

“Ms. Karlsson,” she answered promptly.

“Blake, do you know where James is?  Did he leave the apartment?”

“Yes, Ma’am.  He left just a few minutes after he’d arrived.”

“Do you know where he went?”  

“No…”

“Can you find out?” I asked, starting to panic a little.  

I wanted to see him.  I didn’t want him thinking the worst about my reaction to watching that video, as I knew he would.

“I’ll make some calls, Ms. Karlsson.”

“Thank you,” I said.  

She hung up.

She called back about ten minutes later.  “I couldn’t locate him, Ms. Karlsson.  Clark isn’t picking up, and he’s the only one with Mr. Cavendish.  The only answer I could get from the others is that he went out.”
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CHAPTER THIRTY

Mr. Kinky




I tried to just wait after that, but I was restless and worried.  I had no clue where he could have gone.  I didn’t know where he’d go if he was going out and upset.  It was only two in the afternoon.  Had he just gone back to work?  I hadn’t a clue.

I tried hard just to wait patiently for him to return.  I tried to paint, but it was no good.  I tried to watch TV, but I was hopelessly distracted.  I called Stephan, who was in Vegas with Javier, but he hadn’t heard from James.  I told him what had happened.

“Are you okay?” he asked.  “Do you want to talk about it?”  

Of course my feelings would be his first concern, I thought.

“I’m fine,” I told him.  “It sucked, but it’s not as though James has ever made a secret of his past.  If anything, it made me see that what he did with those other women is not the same thing that we do.  I’m worried about him, not me.  The look in his eyes, Stephan… I feel like I broke his heart again.  I need to find him.”  

He had no idea where James had gone either, but Stephan did what he did best.  We talked for hours, about everything, but mostly about James, and I felt better when we said goodbye.

That good feeling lasted only an hour when there was still no sign of James.  It was almost seven p.m. when I got desperate.  

I was wearing a small slip of a dress, sans bra.  It was an ‘around the house in the hottest part of the summer’ kind of outfit.  I took the time to put on a bra, and found some comfortable shoes that matched the sleeveless, off-white dress.  I called Blake as I grabbed my bag.  I was at the top of the stairs when she answered.  

“I’m going out,” I told her before she could say a word.

“I’ll meet you at the elevator.”

And she was there, quick as a flash.  

The rest of the security was waiting in the lobby for us.  They hadn’t replaced Johnny, and I was fine with that.  I figured if this many people couldn’t protect me, it was a lost cause, anyway.

No one asked me where we were going until we were all in the large black SUV that had been designated for my use.  

“The Cavendish Hotel,” I said.  It was only a guess on my part, but I could see him going to his office if he was upset.

Security escorted me to the office suites, and I thought I must have been right as I saw that his receptionist was still on duty.  She nodded for me to enter his office, as though she’d been instructed just to let me in.  

No one followed me as I opened his door tentatively.  

James was there, sitting at his desk, staring blankly at his computer, his hand unmoving on his mouse.  

I stepped inside and shut the door softly behind me.  I walked to him, but he didn’t look at me.  

Still, I saw something wounded and vulnerable move behind those tarnished eyes of his as I approached.  

“James,” I said softly.  

“I’m sorry,” he said brokenly, his voice no more than a whisper.  “I only seem to disappoint you.  If it makes you feel better, I’m beginning to hate the man I was before I met you.”

I stroked a hand over his hair.  “Of course that doesn’t make me feel better.  As far as I can tell, you’ve always been wonderful, even during your slutty days.”

“I feel like life was easy before I met you, because it didn’t matter,” he said in a rough voice, leaning into my hand.  “Nothing mattered before I knew you.  I was a pretender, playing at life with monopoly money.  I didn’t feel anything.  Nothing ever really changed because I just I didn’t care.  And now that it does matter—now that everything matters, it’s so much harder, because things have weight now, and my life has substance.  You can hurt a thing with substance.  I’ve become vulnerable, where nothing could have hurt me before.  My mistakes, even my past ones, will have consequences now.”

I moved into him, pulling his head into my chest.  He nuzzled there, making me sway with the force of his affection.  I kissed the top of his head comfortingly.  “I understand completely, James.  I fought my feelings for you for so long for just that reason.  Letting you in meant opening myself up to a pain I thought I was immune to, because I had become frozen to all of it.  I was unfair to you, and even to some of my friends.  You were right when you told me that I have room in my heart for more than Stephan.  You read me so well without me ever having to say the words.  It astounds me.  Perhaps we were made for each other.  You’re making me a believer, my love.”

He wrapped his arms around me.  “I’m sorry you had to see that video, Bianca.  I tried so hard to keep it from getting out.”

I rubbed my cheek against that silky hair.  “You didn’t make me watch it.  I take responsibility for that.  And I learned something important from it.  It did hurt to watch you with her, but I think it was worth it, in a way.”

He pulled away far enough to give me a genuinely baffled look.  “Why?!  How?”

I gave him a small smile and some very solid eye contact.  “Because I learned that you may have fucked a lot of women, James, but I’m your first lover.”

“Yes,” he rasped, kissing me like he owned me.  I loved that kiss, and yes, that ownership.  

“You’re so different with me,” I told him as he pulled away long enough to pull me on top of him.  I straddled him in his chair.  “You always were, from the very beginning.”

“Yes,” he murmured, undoing his slacks to pull out that delicious cock.  It was hard as a poker and ready to go, as ever.  “I’ve told you this.  It’s unfortunate that you had to see me at my worst to believe it.”  He ripped off my panties as he spoke, making the words come out harsh and raw.  

He impaled me on his arousal forcefully, not checking if I was ready—not letting me respond.  It didn’t matter.  I shuddered with the pleasure, and the pain, of his possession.  

He didn’t move once he’d seated me to the hilt, but held me there, looking up at me with his heart in his eyes.  I loved those eyes so much.  

I cupped his cheek.  “You’re so different with me,” I repeated.  “You never made me look down; you never let me look away from you.  You never walked away from me.”

He shook his head.  “Never.”  

“I loved your eyes first,” I told him, repeating his words from a few weeks ago back to him, because it was true, and because we were two halves of a whole—we had been all along, and he’d been so clever to know it right away.  I used to think it was insanity, but now I was beginning to think that it was pure brilliance.  “I see it, too, James.  I see the other half of my soul in you.”  

He jerked against me suddenly, grinding me against him.  He never broke eye contact as he came inside of me.  

He pulled my forehead to his, giving me a self-deprecating grin.  “Well, that was embarrassing.  I feel like a teenager.  I’ll have to make it up to you.”

I smiled back, far from upset about it.  I loved affecting him so powerfully that he lost control like that.  

“I have no doubt that you will,” I said, meaning it.  If we were keeping score on orgasms, I was in the lead by four to one, at least.  The man always could play my body like a drum.

He slid a hand between our bodies, moving his thumb in soft circles over my clit, circling his hips to move his thick length inside of me in an intoxicating grind.

“Touch me,” he said roughly.  I relished the chance.  It seemed like more often than not only he did the touching.

I ran my hands over his chest and up to his shoulders. I cupped his face in my hands before running my hungry fingers to the buttons of his shirt.  I loosened it clumsily, popping a few unfortunate buttons as I went.  I moaned when I got his chest bared enough to stroke that perfect golden skin.  

He brought me like that, with those little circles of his hips and that clever thumb, his skin under my hands.  It was a gentle wave of sensations.  

He grabbed my hips firmly and thrust harder as I still quivered around him.  Big hard thrusts turned into rough bucks.  He bucked me nearly off his length before yanking me back onto him.  What had started gentle turned into a deliciously rough ride as I was still recovering from the first orgasm.      

His eyes turned from tender between one hard thrust and the next, taking on a possessive gleam.  He didn’t even have to say the words. I knew what he wanted.  “I’m yours, James.  Yours.”  

Those tarnished depths glittered at me as he made me fall over that fine edge again.  He didn’t let up, pounding me until I knew I’d be deliciously sore, topping me from the bottom, controlling my body’s movements without having to utter a word.  I loved that the most, that I could put myself into his control and, at least here, like this, he always knew just what I needed.

He brought me again and watched my eyes as I fell apart before he let himself pour into me with that rough little moan that I loved best.

He was pulling himself out of me when he froze.  His eyes shot to mine, his concerned.  “You’re bleeding,” he told me.   

I grimaced.  “Ich.  I’m starting my period.  Sorry.  I think maybe we jumpstarted it.”

He laughed, looking relieved.  “As long as I didn’t do it.  And don’t be sorry.  I don’t mind.”

He pushed my hips back against the edge of his desk, pushing my dress up high.  I tried to bat his hands away.  

He laughed again.  “This is where you draw the line?  I’ll never understand why some things are more taboo than others.”

“And that’s what makes you so kinky, the fact that you don’t see the difference.”  

He just shrugged.  He was at peace with the kinky part.  “Lift up your leg.  Let me look at you.”

I batted his hands away again, cringing when I saw the blood on his suit.  “I don’t even want to know the price of the suit we just destroyed.”  

He looked down at himself and shrugged.  “I don’t give a fuck about the suit.  I do give a fuck about that scandalized look on your face.  You have to realize that’s just like blood in the water for me.”

“Literally,” I muttered, still batting his hands away.  

“Get your ass on the desk,” he said with a grin.  “I want to go down on you while you blush like that.”

I glared at him, painfully embarrassed.  Just the thought had me frozen to the spot in mortification.

“I’m going down on you,” he told me in a stern voice, though the smile still playing around his mouth kind of ruined it.  “On the desk or in the shower.  I’ll let you pick that much.”

“Shower,” I said quickly.  It seemed far preferable.  At least there wouldn’t be a mess in the shower.  

He pulled me into the bathroom, stripping us both and leaving our clothes in messy heaps on the floor.  

He didn’t draw it out, pushing me against the tiled wall and going to his knees in the steamy spray.  He buried his face against my core, throwing my thigh over his shoulder.  I gripped his hair, letting him take most of my weight as he worked his clever tongue against me.  And if his tongue was clever, his fingers were brilliant.  Both worked me, playing on different nerves, drawing moans out of me, and pushing me over that fine edge in swift moments.  I lost all recollection of my own embarrassment under his perfect touch.  

He stood, driving hard into me even as he straightened.  I whimpered, waves of pleasure still rocking through me deliciously.  I was a little sore, but conditioned as I was, that sore only added to the pleasure.  

He kissed me hard, driving his tongue into my mouth as he drove his rampant cock into my core.  I tasted myself on him—and him, all mixed with the taste of copper.  It was different, but not unpleasant.  

“See,” he said, driving into me, pounding me into the wall, my thigh slung over his arm and pushed high.  “You can still come when you’re bleeding.  It doesn’t magically turn off your orgasm button.”

I tried to give him an exasperated look, but it was hard to manage when he was fucking the sense right out of me.  “I-I didn’t…mmm…think…that’s…”

“Your body belongs to me, Bianca, no matter the fucking time of the month,” he growled against me.  Only he could find a way to use my period as a way to show his possession.  It was my last thought before he pounded them all right out of me, and I came again, gasping into his mouth.  He kept thrusting, finally arching up high, pushing me up with the motion as he bottomed out hard.  He grunted and shuddered against me, his hand sliding up into my hair as he let me see what his pleasure did to him through those turquoise depths.  I loved every second of it.

We were dried off and getting dressed before he spoke again, his back to me.  

“I guess I earned my red wings.”  There was a smile in his voice.

I blushed down to my toes.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

Mr. Domesticated




The issue of the sex tape still ran rampant through the headlines, but as far as James and I were concerned, it was old news.  We had moved on.  I took that as an encouraging sign. We were good together.  We hashed things out and they were settled, instead of coming up again and again, like they seemed to in so many toxic relationships that I’d observed.  

That Friday marked our last New York layover.  The crew wanted to go out, of course, but James wanted to have a late lunch with his friends Parker and Sophia.  I didn’t see why we couldn’t do both.

Sophia met us at the door to their luxury apartment, a wriggling child in her arms.  I thought it was a boy, though his hair was kind of long, and his face was so pretty that it was hard to tell at a glance.  

James swung the child from her arms and up onto his shoulders without a word.  “This is Elliot,” he told me with his most charming smile.  “Elliot, this is Bianca.  Say nice to meet you, Bianca.”

I smiled up at the pretty boy.  He had raven black hair like his father, but with his mother’s adorable curls, and slate gray eyes that studied me intently.  “Nishe to meet you, Banca,” he said with a nod.  He hugged the top of James’s head, rubbing his cheek against that dark golden hair.  “I mish’d you, Jamesh.”

James reached up and tickled the little boy’s knee.  Elliot curled tighter against him, dissolving into helpless giggles.

Parker cooked for us all, which I found charming.  I knew he was important in the business world, the heir to his family’s lucrative business empire, but you wouldn’t know it by the way he cooked for and served us all.  

He and Sophia were clearly madly in love.  It was something you could tell just from the way that they looked at each other.  They acted like newlyweds, though they’d been married for years.

We stayed for hours, talking and playing with Elliot.  James was wonderful with him, rolling around with him on the carpet like he was a child himself.  

It wasn’t that I didn’t like kids.  I thought little Elliot was to die for cute.  I just didn’t think that I was suited to have them myself.  I had too many dark thoughts and fears about life that I didn’t think normal people dealt with, and I didn’t want to pass my own twisted baggage onto another generation.

I really liked Parker and Sophia.  They seemed genuinely nice, and they really seemed to care about James.  I also found it particularly encouraging that the decent people in his life were now outnumbering the crazy bitches.  

I was troubled as we left, though.  Seeing James interact with Elliot had only made it clearer that he wanted his own children.  

“James, I’m not sure that being a mother is something I’m suited fo—“

He pulled me against him, covering my mouth with his hand.  He softened the gesture by kissing the top of my head.  He murmured into my ear just before the elevator door opened.  “It doesn’t matter, Love.  We have all the time in the world to decide, and I’ll let the decision be yours alone.  I can’t live without you.  That’s all there is to say about it.”  

I wished it was so simple, but he obviously wanted children.  The thought of being the only thing that kept him from being a father filled me with guilt.  I didn’t know if I could be that selfish.

The crazy celebration at Red later that night was just what I needed to snap me out of that kind of thinking.  Everyone was in good spirits.  Our crew, sans Melissa, was there to see Stephan and I off, since we were the only ones taking the furlough right away, and they all toasted us and wished us well, and made us feel good in general, but sad to be leaving such a fun group of people.  Still, none of it gave me second thoughts.  I knew that what I was doing just made the most sense for me, all things considered.




The end of my career as a flight attendant was strangely anti-climactic.  I worked my last turn on Sunday, and then on Monday, I went from being a full-time flight attendant to being a full-time aspiring painter.  It was daunting, but exhilarating.  

Stephan and Javier ended up taking the furlough as well, thanks to the rare opportunity they were getting to open their own bar in one of the strip’s hottest casinos.  They had plenty of work ahead of them, but not many people got the funding they did, no questions asked.  We were all grateful to James for doing something so life-changing for them.

We went to L.A. the night before the gallery showing, staying at the Cavendish Resort property there, which was conveniently located next door to the Cavendish Gallery.  

I got a preview of the gallery that night, and I was floored by the wonders Danika had worked.  My paintings were shown at their best, the frames exquisite, the lighting in every room just perfect, the paintings grouped together by color, displayed to complement each other in the best way possible.  

Danika gave us a tour of the gallery, every room displaying my paintings.  I felt the need to hug the woman when we finished, grateful and in awe of what she’d done with my work.

I felt nervous anxiety course through me at even the thought of the event, but it turned out to be a pleasant evening.  I had already determined that I wouldn’t read any of the negative reviews about my work.  No one was more critical of my work than I was, and I knew it would just wreak havoc on my creativity to obsess about the negative, so I enjoyed the event for what it was; an evening of meeting new people, and a chance to see some friendly faces.   

I wore a dark gray halter dress that I felt flattered my figure, and James wore a matching tux with a light blue tie.

James stayed on my arm for the entire evening, the perfect, attentive escort.  And of course, the most expensive arm candy on the face of the earth.  

I even sold some paintings, which I’d thought was highly unlikely when I saw how they’d been priced.  Some of the larger ones had gone for over fifty thousand dollars.  It surprised me so much that I was a little in shock when Danika gave me the news.  She catalogued every single painting sold for me, telling me who had purchased what and for how much.  

She hugged me, beaming.  She had become the biggest cheerleader for my work, and I was so grateful for that.  She was a steady kind of woman, and so obviously one of substance, with clout in the art world.  Having someone like that back my work with such sincerity was a confidence booster that I needed in a very fundamental way at this stage in my career.  James and Stephan were fans of my work, but having a professional supporting my work, someone who wasn’t my best friend or my boyfriend, was a boon that I wouldn’t soon forget.  

Some of the much smaller paintings sold for around the ten thousand dollar mark.  Danika informed us of this with a disclaimer, “This is only because this is your first show.  At the next one your work will earn bigger price tags; I guarantee it.  You’ll see numbers at least double or triple what we’re seeing tonight.”  This floored me.  I had thought that the prices were over the top for this one…

Frankie was there.  She had Tristan, and her girlfriend, Estella, in tow, as threatened.  I recalled Tristan’s description of Estella as a little Latin fireball, and I knew within moments of meeting Estella that it was apt.  She had thick, wavy black hair that fell nearly to her waist, an hourglass body that wouldn’t quit, and a sassy attitude that was fun, flirtatious, and over the top.  She and Frankie had visible chemistry, sharing telling looks and comments that could have made even James blush.  

Tristan, Frankie, and Estella hit it off with Stephan and Javier, and the five of them spent a lot of the evening talking and laughing, making the entire event more fun.

We observed one of those volatile moments when Danika and Tristan shared the same air, just in passing, and it was as intense as the first time we’d seen it.  James and I shared a look when Danika took her stiff, polite leave of him.  As much as Danika may have wanted it to be different, there were still strong feelings between those two.  But baggage could be a powerful thing, and feelings weren’t always enough.

I had invited my half-brother, Sven and his girlfriend, Adele, and I was flattered and pleased that they were able to make it. 

Adele looked like a model, with the right height and build, but not the over the top beautiful kind.  She was no Lana.  She had the sort of nondescript good looks that probably got her a lot of work, since it made her more versatile.  Her hair was light brown, hanging straight to her shoulders, her eyes a nice, soft brown.  

She had a sweet smile, and she was very present, like she was happy to be just where she was.  I liked her.  When Sven had said he was dating a model, I had pictured the vacant-eyed, narcissistic type, and Adele far exceeded my expectations, unfair as they may have been.

Blake and company weren’t shadowing my every step, since the guest list was very exclusive, and they were guarding the entrances and exits doggedly.  I thought it was nice to be able to go to the bathroom without having a shadow, although James did close to the same thing, walking me down the hallway to the gallery’s restroom, and waiting for me diligently in the nearest showing room.

I was finishing when the bathroom door opened and closed, then opened again.  

“Now you’re following me?” an agitated female voice asked.  

I recognized it instantly as Danika.

“If that’s the only way you’ll talk to me, then yes,” a man answered.  

I recognized that deep, gravelly voice, as well.  It was Tristan.

“We have nothing to talk abo—“ Danika began.

“I still think about you every single day,” Tristan interrupted harshly.  “Let’s talk about that.”

I held perfectly still, now officially eavesdropping from inside of a bathroom stall.

“Oh, please.  Take your guilt and get the fuck away from me, Tristan.  I want nothing to do with it.”

“The guilt isn’t what I was talking about,” he said, his voice low and raw.  “It’s you I think about.  Always you.”

She snorted inelegantly.  It was very un-Danika-like.  “Please!  You stopped trying to call me years ago.  I haven’t heard a word from you since right after rehab, when you went on your repentance tour.”

“I didn’t trust myself, Danika.  I needed my sobriety.  I’m nothing without it, and you were a lovely trigger for me.  That look in your eyes, after all that I’d done…  The way you looked at me like I was scum, and knowing that I deserved all of your antipathy.  I knew that if you looked at me like that again, I’d hit rock bottom, and this time I wouldn’t come back from it.”

“I’m with someone, Tristan,” she said brusquely.

“And if you weren’t?  Would you be willing to talk to me—to spend time with me, if you weren’t with someone?”

“No!  Bad things happen when we get together, Tristan.  You and I are nothing but trouble.  Time hasn’t changed that.  Please, just stay away from me.”

I heard movement and then Tristan’s agonized whisper, “Danika, I’m so sorry.  I’ll never stop missing you.  You were my best friend.  Can you ever forgive me for what I did?”

Danika’s answer was quick, sure and final.  “I forgave you a long time ago, Tristan, but I will never forget.  Please keep your distance.”

The door opened and closed.  Twice.  I waited a few more minutes before coming out, feeling guilty for being so nosy.  I should have said something the second I heard them talking, but instead, to spare us all an awkward moment, and yes, because I was curious, I’d overheard that painful and personal exchange.  

I compounded my sins by immediately telling James what I’d heard.  I wanted to hear his take on it.  

His brow furrowed and he shook his head.  “I really don’t know what happened between them.  Frankie is close friends with both of them, but even she won’t talk about it.  I assume they used to date, because Tristan is so obviously in love with her, but even that is speculation on my part.  And I know that he had something to do with the injury that gave her that limp, but that’s all.  I don’t know what caused that injury, or what his part was in it.  He just mentioned to me once that Danika used to be an amazing dancer, and that he’d ruined it for her.”

“That’s awful,” I said.

He nodded.  “Yes.  There’s a lot of bad baggage there, but what he said to you at lunch the other day was actually the most I’ve heard him talk about it in one sitting.  Neither of them are forthcoming about it.  We’ll probably never know all of the ugly details.”

I knew that he was probably right.

“Do you mind if I go and check to see if he’s okay?” James asked.

“Not at all,” I reassured him, thinking that he was the sweetest, most thoughtful man in the world.

Danika approached me, looking more serious than she had for most of the night.  Every time she had sought me out before, she had been beaming, ecstatic to give me the news of another sale.

“I’m sorry you had to hear that little exchange in the bathroom,” she said, meeting my eyes steadily.

I thought I must have blushed down to my toes.  “I am so sorry about that.”

She waved me off.  “It was hardly your fault.  You were just using the restroom.  But I saw your shoes under the stall, and I wanted to explain myself.  I probably sounded like a cold bitch.”

I stopped her, holding my hand up.  “You didn’t.  I understand completely.  Sometimes protecting your heart is the only way to keep your sanity.”

She nodded, her mouth firm.  “Yes, exactly.  I won’t get mixed up with him again, and I refuse to lead him on.  When I was younger, and stupid, I thought that he was the most wonderful and exciting thing in the world.  I fell crazy, stupid, jump off a cliff in love with him.  It was like being in love with a tornado.  And when he was done with me, I felt like I’d been in a tornado.  It took me years to pick up all of the pieces he’d left me in, but I did it, and I won’t go back.  These days I want stability in my life.  I need it.”

I nodded.  I could well understand that.  When you’d been through hell, stability was heaven.  

She seemed to see that she’d made her point.  She patted me on the shoulder and walked away.

Blake had come to hover near me when James had gone to find Tristan.  As on top of things as ever, she was able to direct me to him, as well.

He was outside, speaking to Frankie and Tristan in a private patio area.  James had his back to the door, his hands in his pockets. 

I approached the three of them tentatively, not wanting to intrude.  

Tristan was sucking on a cigarette like his life depended on it, his eyes wide on Frankie as she threw her arms in the air and spoke to him in a low voice, obviously giving him a piece of her mind.  He’d taken off his tuxedo jacket and loosened his tie.  The crisp white sleeves of his tux were rolled up to reveal tatted up forearms.  He’d played well at being clean cut for a few hours, but his bad boy had obviously broken back out.    

Tristan saw me first.  He exhaled.  “Bianca, help me!  Frankie is a little termagant.  Please tell her that one cigarette is not going to kill me.”

James turned to look at me, his eyes warm as they ran over me.  He snagged my arm as I came into reach, pulling my back to his front and kissing the top of my head.  

One of Frankie’s tiny fingers poked into Tristan’s massive chest.  “This is not about one cigarette.  This is about having one short conversation with her, and picking up a habit you quit five years ago.  You need to call your sponsor right this second!”

Tristan rolled his eyes, taking another long drag of the cigarette.  “You know, nagging can be a trigger.”

“This isn’t a joke,” she fumed, sounding as much worried as mad.  “I’m worried about you.  You’re acting strange, and the first thing you tried to do was slip away by yourself.  The last thing you need to do is be alone right now.”

“I’m not on suicide watch, Frankie.  I’m smoking one fucking cigarette and then I’ll go back in, k?  If you’re that worried about me, maybe you and your girl should sleep with me tonight.  I shouldn’t be alone in my big, huge, lonely bed.”

She threw her hands in the air.  “Like you have any trouble finding bodies to warm that bed.”

“You said it yourself.  I’m in a vulnerable place right now, and I should be surrounded by people I love.  So come sleep with me, Frankie.”

She smacked him hard on the arm.  “When is the ‘trying to get the lesbian to sleep with me’ bit going to get old?  I would really love to know.”

He grinned, flashing deep dimples at her.  He was putting on a good tough guy show, but he still looked like he was hurting.  “You aren’t ’the lesbian’, you’re my favorite lesbian.  And I was only talking about cuddling.  Your dirty mind did the rest.”

  She sighed, looking defeated.  “Fine.  I’ll come cuddle with you tonight if it means you won’t be alone.  No hitting on my girlfriend, though.”

They made a funny pair.  The top of her head barely reached his chest, and she was clearly unimpressed that he towered over her and weighed at least twice as much as she did.  

Tristan finished his cigarette like it was the last one on earth, enjoying it to the last drag.  He and Frankie headed back inside together, but James held me back from following them.  

He cupped my face, smiling down at me.  “Since I have you alone, I wanted to tell you something; I’m really proud of you.  You already know that I’m your biggest fan, but I just wanted you to know that tonight was a huge accomplishment.  I know you have yourself convinced that I did all of this for you, but it’s just not true.  I set up the meeting.  That was all.  The second Danika saw your work she was smitten, and you would have had this showing with or without a connection to me.  Those paintings sold because people wanted them, and found value in them.  You have a talent that brings me to my knees.  Thank you for sharing it with the world.”

“Thank you,” I told him simply, feeling my eyes get just a touch moist.  The damned man made me so emotional.  And he had a way with words that got me every time.  “I love you to distraction, James.”

His eyes smiled into mine.  “Yes.  I love you like that.  The world went from black and white and into color when I laid eyes on you, my love.  There’ll be no going back.”   

It was such a perfect moment that I had to beat back those evil doubts in my mind that told me something this perfect just had to come to a short, bad end.  Life can just be good, I told myself.  This bad feeling is not a premonition.  Nothing bad will happen to us.  I’d had to tell this to myself a lot lately.

Towards the end of the evening, Tristan bought my largest landscape and a smaller still-life.  Frankie bought a painting as well.  It was a watercolor of the fat cat from my yard.  She said she was going to put it up in her tattoo shop for the world to see.  She even harassed James that he should give her the portrait of me that had inspired the tattoo on his back.  He took it well, which told me he’d forgiven her for the tattoo on my back.

Sven bought one of my small acrylic paintings of a desert flower.  

I insisted repeatedly that he didn’t have to buy anything.

“I want to,” he told me firmly.  “It would mean a lot to me to have something that you made hanging in my home, and I love this picture.”

“I’ll paint you something for free!  You shouldn’t have to pay thirteen grand just for a reminder.  It’s not too late to change your mind.”

He shook his head.  “No.  This is perfect.  Though, if you ever want to paint me something, I certainly won’t dissuade you!”

It warmed me and embarrassed me a little that everyone was being so supportive.

As the night grew to a close, I felt giddy with the realization that I’d actually enjoyed myself.  The evening had far exceeded my expectations.  My nerves hadn’t allowed me to look forward to the launch of my new career, but I loved that I could look back on my debut with relief and pleasure.  It was over, and it had actually been a success.

There was a small blemish on the evening, as we took our leave of the gallery.  

The gallery was a large three-story building, set up in a trendy area and situated adjacent to the Cavendish L.A. hotel and sharing a back parking lot with that property.  We exited out of the front, where we had entered.  A small red carpet had been set up outside for photo ops prior to the event.  A fairly polite crowd of photographers had snapped shots of us going in.  A larger crowd had gathered by the time we left, very late into the evening.  I was surprised they’d waited so long.  And even stranger to me was the crowd of bystanders gathered behind them, just watching for our departure.

James maneuvered himself closer to the crowd, though there was a barricade that separated them.  He threw an arm around my shoulders, his opposite hand moving to the diamond hoop attached to my choker.  

We had made it maybe six steps when there was a collective gasp from the crowd, and I turned just in time to see Blake jump a few inches into the air and catch a large plastic cup in her hand mid-air.  The lid of the thing flew off, and dark soda and ice went flying in every direction, but it was still an impressive catch.  It had been aimed at either James, myself, or both, but not even a drop of it reached us.  Blake was drenched.  She looked unperturbed about her own wet shirt and face.  She threw the cup on the ground and scanned the crowd, a very hostile look on her face.

It was as though the drink throwing had opened a floodgate.  People began to shout lewd comments in our direction.  I couldn’t make them all out, but the loudest comments seemed to be coming from women, and aimed at James.

“You are so fucking hot!” a woman shrieked.

“With a dick that huge, you can spank me anytime!” another one shouted.

It was all so silly that a giggle escaped me as Clark ushered us into the limo.  Blake followed us in.  

“Good catch, Blake,” James said.  “I’m giving you a raise for not letting a drop of that reach Bianca.”

She nodded solemnly.  “Just doing my job, sir.”  

Her response sobered me up a little, because I began to think about just what her job was.  If it had been a bullet instead of a drink, she probably would have done the same thing.  I hated that.  I didn’t want to get hurt, but the thought of someone being harmed in my place seemed even worse to me.  
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CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

Mr. Matchmaker




I barely took a breath after my last flight before it was time for our trip to Japan.  I was more excited than I’d ever been about a trip as we got ready.  I’d traveled a lot for work, but always for short trips with short layovers, more work than play, and something as frivolous as two solid weeks of being a tourist was such a treat.  James would have to work a little, he’d told me, since we were visiting his Tokyo property, but even he would be off work for the majority of the trip.

I knew it was a very long flight—we could be on the plane for up to fourteen hours, and that those hours would feel like days, but my mind was already in Tokyo as we boarded the jet.

James was doing his usual control freak buckling me in thing when he informed me of a minor detour.  “We’re going to go have lunch in Maui first,” he said, his tone idle.

My brow furrowed.  It seemed a little out of the way…  “Maui?” I asked him.

He shrugged and gave me his most charming smile.  “I want you to guess why.”

There was only one thing that made me think of Maui.  “Something to do with Lana?” I guessed.

He shrugged again.  “I can’t help myself.  It’s the first time she’s opened up about it.  I set up a lunch with this Akira guy.  I know I’m meddling, but somebody needs to do it.”

I studied him, and felt myself fall a little deeper.  He had such a romantic soul.  Just knowing him had made me more romantic.  It was a contagious state of mind.  “What do you plan to say to him?”

He kissed the tip of my nose as the plane began to move.  “Not much.  First, I just wanted to take his measure, to see if he was worthy of someone as stalwart as Lana.  And if he is, I’m only going to tell him that he needs to man up.  A man in love has to make the first move.  It’s the least he can do.”

I smiled at him.  I could feel how soft that smile was.  “So you’re the matchmaking type?”  It reminded me so much of Stephan.  “Are you going to be setting up all of our friends?”

He returned my soft smile in spades.  “Love is like that.  It’s like a wildfire in my blood, and now that I know what it feels like, it’s made me generous. I feel like the world should get the privilege.  And if I can help someone I care about find it, then certainly I’ll try.”

“That’s so sweet,” I told him sincerely.

He smiled into my eyes, and his smile wasn’t sweet at all.  “You won’t think I’m sweet in about ten minutes, when I tie you to my bed and fuck the sense out of you.”  

I felt parts low in my body clench.  “You’re in such a romantic mood.  Aren’t you going to call it making love today?”

“How about we call it lovingly fucking your brains out?” 

I laughed.  That did sound more apt, I thought.

James wore me out for hours before he let up enough for me to catch a little nap.  The man redefined the word insatiable.  It felt like I’d barely caught a moment’s sleep when he was waking me up again.

We stopped by the Middleton Resort to freshen up before our lunch with Akira.  James changed into his version of vacation casual, which consisted of a soft white V-neck that set off both his muscles and his golden skin to perfection.  He wore low-slung, pale-gray cargo shorts, and loafers with no socks.  I studied his ankles with singular fascination.  

“If anyone had told me that ankles could be sexy before I met you, I would have said they’d lost it.”

He grinned.  “I’ve always thought yours were sexy.  The first milestone on my way up from the ground and up to paradise, Love.”

I laughed.  Of course he took it there.

I changed into a silky pink tank and dark gray shorts that were borderline too skimpy.  I wore white flip-flops entirely for comfort.

James eyed up my legs.  He traced my collar absently.  “Even without heels, you have the sexiest legs on the planet.”

He had worked me over hard, but I still felt that drugging feeling of wanting that only he could inspire move through my system.

We met Akira at the Middleton Resort’s cantina.  The instant I saw Akira, I understood the appeal.  He was a huge man.  I’d never seen James standing side by side with anyone taller than himself before Akira, I realized, as he shook hands with the other man, who stood a good two inches taller than James.  He was an intimidating man, but God, was he a sight.

He had classic Hawaiian features, with thick dark brows over handsome brown eyes, and a generous mouth with a mean twist.  He had wavy black hair, and everything about him was big, but it was all muscle.  The man took good care of himself, going by the bulky muscles moving restlessly under his suit.  

He treated me with marked deference right from the start.  James, not so much.  He had no qualms about going after the other man right from the get go.

“You went out with Lana.  I saw you with her in the papers once.”  Akira’s tone could not be mistaken for friendly or indifferent.

James grinned.  Perversely, I thought that James saw Akira’s hostility as a good sign.  And perversely, I thought he might be right.  “We’ve been friends for years.  We’ve accompanied each other to a few social events.”  

“What does that mean, exactly?  I read a piece that said you had dated.”

James studied the other man.  “Why do you ask?  Is it idle curiosity, or are you jealous?”

Akira didn’t answer, just stared at James like he wanted to strangle him.  

James was far from intimidated.  “I want to know because of Lana.  I’d like to know how you feel about her.”

Akira silently fumed.  It was easy to see that he was a volatile man, but I could also see that he was one that had spent time working on controlling his temper.  

James sighed.  “You’re difficult.  Leave it to Lana.  She has such a soothing way about her, so of course she would be in love with a walking powder keg of a man.  Life is funny that way.”

I would have sworn that Akira’s dark skin was turning red.  

“I’ll level with you, Akira.  Lana doesn’t date; she never has, so she certainly never dated me.  She’s been hung up on you for so long, and so badly, that she’s never even wanted to date.  She’s been pining for you for years.  I’ve checked up on you.  You’re single, you’re straight, so what the fuck is your problem?  Don’t you care about her?”

Akira flushed.  Very carefully, he set clenched fists on top of the table.  “Why the fuck is it your business?” he growled.

James leaned forward, undeterred.  “Because I care about Lana, and because I know she’ll never come to you herself.  It’s time to man up, Akira.  If you love her, it is your job to show her.”

Akira tapped a giant fist to the table.  The table bounced a little, because a tap from a man his size was like a full on punch from another man.  “How do you propose I do that?  I doubt she’d take my calls, and she hasn’t been back to the island even once since she left.”

“Call her dad.  She’s a workaholic.  Get him to send her here on business.  If you can’t get her to stay, that’s your own fault.”

Akira took this better than I would have expected, just setting his mouth into a hard line and nodding thoughtfully.  “You swear you never touched her?”

James threw his hands up.  “I never even tried.  I swear it!  It’s probably the reason we’ve stayed such close friends.”

We had lunch and took our leave of Akira.  He was severe but polite as we parted.  He was an unreadable sort of guy, but I thought that he had warmed to James at least a little by the time we left.  With me, he was perfectly polite, though of course I’d never been romantically connected to Lana in the media, as James had.

The next leg of the flight was longer, though sharing a spacious private jet with James for eight more hours was no hardship.

The private jet wasn’t designed with a normal galley, or a normal anything, really.  The flight attendant and our security had their own enclosed space between us and the flight deck, where they could both have privacy, and give us some.  James took advantage of this to the fullest.  

The plane had barely reached ten thousand feet when he was kneeling in front of my seat, bending down to kiss my thighs, nuzzling his way between, spreading them wider as buried his face against my sex.  I was still wearing my shorts as he teased my clit with his nose.  

He had gone from buckled up and innocently sitting next to me to making me pant for him in seconds flat.  He stripped my shorts and panties off and I gripped his hair into my fists as he set to work on me bare.  

“You’re insatiable,” I gasped as he licked at me like he would never stop.  

“Yes,” he murmured against my skin.  “I’ll never have my fill of you, and I’ll never let you forget it, but you’re hardly one to talk, Love.”
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CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

Mr. Indulgent




The Cavendish property was located in the Ginza district in Tokyo.  I had gotten every tourist booklet that I could get my hands on about the city, but James had a wealth of information, as well, since he had apparently spent plenty of time in Tokyo himself.  According to my tourist booklet, and James, Ginza was one of the main shopping districts in the city.

We were given the royal treatment from the moment we walked in the door.  I was growing accustomed to it, though the Japanese took the royal treatment to a whole new level.  I was still growing accustomed to the Japanese way of bowing in deference to one another.  I found their manners charming, and tried to emulate them quickly, wanting to blend into the culture as much as possible, though of course it was impossible for me to blend in there.  Still, I badly wanted to avoid standing out as a rude foreigner.

James had his manners down perfectly, as though he visited often.  For all I knew, he did.  He even spoke a convenient amount of the language.  I had studied it, but I was hopelessly outclassed.  One sentence of Japanese out of his mouth and I was lost, just watching him in awe and not understanding a word of it.  The locals seemed to have no trouble, though.  

We’d been discussing for weeks just what kind of a trip I had envisioned when I thought about visiting Tokyo.  James seemed to find it charming that I’d only been thinking of a tourist type tour of the city.  I wanted to use the subway, visit every temple, shrine and park, and all of the popular attractions.  Basically, I wanted to see as much of the quirky city as humanly possible.  The plan was for nine days around the city, then another four in the areas surrounding Mount Fuji, and then one day on top of the mountain itself.  I had even talked James into camping out on top for a night.  He had been easy to convince, considering that he’d never actually been camping before.  I wasn’t an expert on camping myself, but I was an expert on roughing it, and a night in a tent on top of a famous mountain just sounded like fun to me.  I got the idea in my head, and James didn’t even try to dissuade me.  

“Of course, I’ll arrange for supplies,” was all he’d said, giving me his indulgent smile.

We started our first sightseeing day in Tokyo at the crack of dawn.  We wore shorts, T-shirts, and comfortable shoes like the tourists we were, and set off on foot for our first destination.  Kyokyo, the Imperial Palace, was only twenty minutes from our hotel, so we went there first.  Our security trailed us at a somewhat discreet distance, and I almost forgot they were there for most of the day.  The palace grounds alone took up most of our morning.  

We encountered the scenic jogging trail that surrounded the palace grounds first.  I had been reading aloud about the trail from a tour guidebook the night before, so James grinned as he pointed it out to me.  “Wanna go for a jog?” he asked me.

I nodded and smiled.  I wasn’t a big jogger.  Even when I did work out, it was usually lower impact cardio than an actual run, but it sounded perfect just then.

We jogged for maybe ten minutes, James keeping pace beside me, before I slowed to a brisk walk.  

I grimaced at him.  “I know this won’t be a shocker, but you’re in much better shape than I am.”

He gave me a rather lascivious once-over.  “I disagree.  I like your shape much better, Love.”

I laughed.  The man could turn anything suggestive.

We spent hours walking the trail around the grounds and covering every inch of the scenic gardens inside.  It was a romantic setting and James, being a romantic soul, used every bit of it to his advantage, clasping my hand and smiling into my eyes.  If I wasn’t already hopelessly in love with him, just one morning like this one and I swore he would have changed that.

We took our time exploring the palace, and when we were done, we found another charming park just a few blocks away.  Children played some version of soccer in a shaded dirt field.  The people we had encountered had been the epitome of polite so far, not even staring at us, though we must have seemed out of place to everyone there.  The only difference were kids under fifteen.  They stared unabashedly at us, their game coming to a halt as we strolled by.  As we drew even with them, all of the young teenage boys raised their hands in the air, as though they had planned it, and began to cheer.  I giggled at the strange reaction, looking at James.  “What was that?” I asked him.

He was grinning.  “I think we just found some new members of your fan club.”

I rolled my eyes, still laughing.  Boys were weird.

We strolled the large circular park, pausing when we caught sight of an impromptu concert in the park.  A crowd had gathered to watch a small orchestra play.  

James pulled me into his arms, handling me with mastery and gallantry, surely a rare combination.  He moved into a light-stepping waltz, smiling down into my eyes.  

“What a charming city,” I told him, smiling back, enjoying the novelty of a morning dance in the park.

He nodded.  “I’m finding a new love for this city.  For everything.  You’ve made the world a new and exciting place for me.”  

I flushed in pleasure, believing every intoxicating word he said to me.  

We leisurely walked from the Imperial Palace district and back to the Ginza district, shopping a little, but mostly just exploring the fascinating city.  We walked through a mall, and used a tour guidebook to try to find one of the large city gardens in the Tokyo Bay that I’d marked.  

We were trying to decipher the map for maybe five minutes, laughing at our confusion, when Clark approached.  He’d been hovering with Blake, following at a discreet distance all day.  

“The Hamarikyu Gardens, right?” he asked, peeking at our map.

I nodded.  

He pointed down a street.  “That way,” he said.  He had apparently been here before.  “We’ll pass the fish market, which is closed for the day, but it’s just a few blocks past that.”

We thanked him and began to wander that way.  James had an arm wrapped around my waist, holding me close, uncaring of the heat and humidity.  

“We’ll have to do the fish market tomorrow morning,” James said.  “It’s worth it.  Best sushi in the world.”

I wasn’t sure if it was the time of the day, or the day of the week, but the lovely gardens were nearly deserted, only the occasional painter capturing one of the park’s landmarks visible.  The beauty of the well-maintained gardens stood in stark contrast to the skyscrapers of the adjacent Shiodome district.  We circled the large park leisurely, stopping often to enjoy views of the scenic garden, and the waters of the bay beside it. 

“Let me know if you see something that you just have to paint,” James told me, as we passed another artist.  “I can have supplies brought right away, if you’re so inclined.  This place seems to inspire artists.”

I smiled at him, loving that he tried so hard to understand me.  I had just been thinking that I’d like to spend a morning painting here.  

“You’re so sweet,” I told him.

He smiled, and it was as un-sweet as it could be.  “I was just plotting where I would fuck you here.  You have strange ideas about sweet.”

I laughed.  I had a feeling that seeing the world with James would give me strange ideas about a lot of things.  “How do you propose we do that?”

His eyes smoldered at me.  “You let me worry about that.  There’s a teahouse set on a tiny island in the center of the gardens.  How would you like to attend a traditional Japanese tea ceremony?”

I was delighted by the idea.  “I’d love nothing more.  Except perhaps your other plans.”

He winked at me, giving me a roguish smile.  “There’s no reason we can’t do both.”

The teahouse was quaint but I found it incredibly beautiful, the open windows with a view of the gardens like a frame for a perfect picture.  We sat cross-legged on a tan bamboo mat while an ageless looking Japanese woman went through the painstaking and elegant ritual.  I watched with rapt attention, fascinated with every detail, because every detail was so perfectly orchestrated.  The simplest motions became art as the practiced woman moved fluidly through the ritual, the arms of her light pink kimono barely rippling as her arms moved.  

James bowed low to her when she presented him with his tea, spouting off a fluent stream of Japanese that I couldn’t begin to follow, but he was obviously praising her.  

I felt a completely unreasonable wave of jealousy.  I tamped it down, knowing that it was insane.  But his praise directed at anyone but myself made me feel covetous of it.  

The woman flushed at his praise, making her pale beauty even more pronounced. 

I bowed low to her as she presented the tea to me, stumbling over my Japanese thank you.  The woman was the epitome of grace, which made me feel a little clumsy just looking at her.  

The woman left us alone after the drawn-out ritual was over, giving us the teahouse to ourselves.  I knew that deferential privacy was the James Cavendish effect.  

I gave James a sidelong look, still sipping my tea.  He was watching me, and the look on his face made me squirm.  He wore a slight smile, but his eyes had gone full on Dom.  

“It made you jealous, just having me watch her do the tea ceremony, didn’t it?  You’re that possessive of my affections now.”

I wrinkled my nose, wishing that he couldn’t read me quite so well.  It was embarrassing to me that he knew just how unreasonably jealous I could be.  I nodded.  There was no point in hiding it, since he’d seen it clearly.

“She’s beautiful, and you were fascinated by her,” I said, as though I couldn’t hold the words in.  “Did you want her?” I asked, knowing it was a stupid question.  I didn’t want to know if he did, and I didn’t want him to lie, so it was just masochistic to ask.

His eyes softened just a tad.  “No, Love.  The thought didn’t even cross my mind.  It did occur to me, though, that I would love for you to learn to do that.  The thought of you serving me with such restraint is intoxicating…”

“I could never do it like her.  She’s perfect.”

He ran his tongue over his teeth just so.  “I wouldn’t want you to do it like her.  I’d want you to do it like yourself.  What do you say?  Would you like a kimono and some tea ceremony lessons?”

I nodded with no hesitation.  “I’d love that.”

He smiled, reaching a hand up to cup the back of my head.  He moved into me.  “We’ll devote a morning to it, then.”

He kissed me, then pushed me to the floor, moving roughly on top of me.  He ground his hard erection into me, still fully clothed, while he ravished my mouth.  He showed none of his finesse as he gripped my hips and moved against me, biting hard on my lower lip.  It was as though he wanted to be as savage as possible, a perfect contrast to our refined surroundings.  

He pulled away, sitting up to watch me.  His pretty mouth was a little mean as he smiled at me, running a hand through his hair.  

“Stand up and take off your clothes.  Every scrap,” Mr. Cavendish told me.  

I glanced around, a little shocked at the prospect, when I should be far beyond the point of shocking.  Perhaps it was the perfect manners of everyone we’d run into, but it seemed a little wrong to do something so crass in the serene teahouse.  Plus, there were open windows everywhere, and a good chance that we would be seen or heard.

“Can we?” I asked breathlessly.

That made him laugh, and as his Dom eyes played over my face I knew that he loved with a passion the scandalized look I now wore.  “I’ll do anything I please,” he told me.  “That was one of the first things you should have learned about me.  Now take off your clothes, or I’ll do something that really embarrasses you.   

I obeyed, hurrying because I felt so awkward.  

He tilted his head, leaning back on his hands.  “Slowly.  Draw it out.  And touch your body for me as you show it to me.”

I pulled my top over my head slowly, unclasping the front of my bra to let my breasts spill free.  

“Fondle yourself.  Show me how rough you like me to handle them.”

I palmed the large globes firmly, pushing them together, avoiding my still-tender nipples, but kneading at the flesh around them.  I did like them handled roughly, but his hands were so much better suited to it than mine.  

“Take off your shorts and panties now, but don’t touch yourself.”

I toed off my shoes, sliding my shorts and panties off in one smooth motion.  

“Come here.  I want you to put your foot on my shoulder.  I need to see how wet you are before I’ve even touched you.”

I obeyed carefully, leaning forward a little to keep my balance.  The teahouse was lit only with natural light, but I still didn’t think I’d ever felt more naked as I stared out of the open windows, scanning to make sure that no one was watching us.  

He hummed in approval.  “So wet already.  Let me see how you touch yourself.  Rub your clit for me.”

I obeyed, but a little sound of disappointment escaped my throat.  I wanted him to touch me.

“Don’t complain.  Say yes Mr. Cavendish, or I’ll make you get yourself off.”

“Yes, Mr. Cavendish,” I murmured, trying not to sound resentful.  He had me spoiled, after all.  His touch was a drug that I could never go back from.

I circled my clit with a light touch, circling my hips as I did so.  He watched closely, his eyelids getting heavy.  He leaned close, holding my foot on his shoulder to keep me steady.  I shuddered as I felt his breath on me.  

“Get on your hands and knees,” he told me when I’d worked myself into a fever pitch.  

I obeyed, and he just watched me for a while.  I heard the rustle of his clothing, the movement of his zipper, and then the sound of him shifting slightly on the bamboo mat.  

“Arch your back,” he told me.  “Spread your legs a little wider.  I’m going to ride you so hard that you’re going to have sore knees and a tender cunt when I’m done.”

I moaned and arched.  He gripped my hair roughly, pulling my head back as he rammed into me hard.  He set a jarring, brutal pace, such a stark contrast to our genteel surroundings, and I loved it just as much as he knew I would.  

He had all of the smooth moves in the world but he used none of them, rutting into me with a harsh, single-minded purpose.  I’d thought he’d taken me every way there was, but the way he took me then was so savagely violent, feeding both my need for pleasure and pain, that I came around him with a ragged sob, feeling punished and pleasured in equal parts.  

My knees were sore by the time he found his own release, pulling hard on my hair as he reached the end of me with a rough grind of his hips.  “Oh, Bianca,” he moaned, and there was a world of praise in his voice, as though only I could undo him like that, and I closed my eyes with pure pleasure at the thought.  

He folded himself against my back, giving his name on my back, and then my neck, a hard kiss.  “So fucking perfect,” he told me, still twitching inside of me.  “Every inch of you was sent to me from heaven.”

I smiled at the thought.  It still caught me off guard sometimes, how whimsical and romantic he could be, especially after what we’d just done.  “Only you could make rutting on the floor like animals into something romantic,” I told him with a laugh.  

He pulled out me with the most delicious little noise.  “And why shouldn’t it be?  What isn’t romantic about finding a few perfect moments of bliss with the woman I love?”

I couldn’t come up with one thing.

We walked through the rest of the gardens leisurely, holding hands and sharing lingering touches and tender looks.  His gaze was particularly warm when he looked at my pink knees.  He loved to leave his mark on me.  




We checked out the Tsukiji Fish Market in the morning, and we sampled some of the best sushi in the world there with an early lunch.  We spent the entire afternoon at the famous Ueno Park and Zoo, enjoying people-watching and sightseeing.

Over the next few days, we visited every shrine, temple, museum, and worthwhile sight in the city.  Clark or Blake would snap pictures of us in front of all of the famous landmarks.  I thought we must have taken at least a thousand pictures within the first five days of the trip.  

We shopped for hours in the huge discount mall set up around the Senso-ji Temple, and ate various forms of street food.  I tried it all gamely, but I would sometimes catch James clenching his fists when he saw me trying something.  

“What?” I asked with a laugh.  He’d been scowling while I’d tried a bite of a fried octopus ball.

“If you get ill from eating that, I’m going to go wring that street vendor’s neck.”

I wasn’t surprised.  The man was never able to completely rein in his protective streak.

James seduced me in the Koishikawa Korakuen Gardens one morning, in a small shrine, in a private little glade.  I was sure that Clark or Blake must have been standing by to guard against intruders, because he took his time on me there, bits of the sun bathing us through the leafy trees guarding our little slice of paradise.   

We devoted an entire Sunday to Harajuku Street and the Meiji Shrine, since they were vast, but within walking distance of each other.  

I tried not to be rude, but I couldn’t help but watch as one of the intricate wedding processions moved through the Meiji Shrine.  

James wrapped himself around my back.  I watched for a long time, fascinated by the lovely spectacle of it.  I glanced at James when we moved on.  I’d been expecting him to make a few cracks about weddings, but he’d been unusually silent through it all.  

“That was beautiful,” I told him.

He just nodded, pursing his lips and looking down at our joined hands.  

Harajuku Street was everything I’d imagined and more.  I stopped and watched every time one of the Harajuku girls passed by, sometimes in packs, dressed like lollis, and gothic lollis, and some in full-on cosplay.  I always got excited when I recognized the anime that they were imitating.  James found this adorable, telling me so with his most indulgent smile.  

I found us some matching T-shirts in an anime-themed shop.  They were mock versions of school uniforms from an anime I liked.  One was black, one white.  I held them up and was startled when James shrugged out of his own shirt.  I was as good as ogling his smooth golden chest as he pulled the white anime shirt on.  It was tight as a glove.  

I used a dressing room to change into my black version of the same shirt.  The shop girl was giving James very wide eyes as he paid, and I couldn’t blame her.  He had just given her quite the show.  James baring that much skin was a mouthwatering display, no matter the reason.  

I thought it was so sweet that he was willing to indulge me by wearing the shirt for the rest of the day.  The material was soft and thin, and I couldn’t seem to keep my hands off his chest in it as we walked the crowded street.  He didn’t mind.  

We spent an evening in Akihabara, the Electric City, even wandering into one of the famous maid cafés.  There were cute Japanese girls that looked too young to be working serving us food, and kittens wandering the café, one even jumping onto our table to be petted.  It was charming, but would have been more so if not for the older men that seemed to be there to ogle the way too young girls.  

James was a big hit with the girls, of course.  The maid that served us couldn’t even look at him without blushing, and several asked to take pictures with him before we left, though there was a sign in English clearly stating that it cost forty-seven hundred yen to get pictures with them.

By the time we departed the city for the Mount Fuji portion of the trip, I felt I had seen and done every imaginable tourist attraction we could come up with.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

Mr. Forever




We took a train to Hakone to enjoy a day and night of hot springs before we climbed the majestic Mount Fuji.  James had rented out an entire property for us to spend the day.  It wasn’t a Cavendish property, but it was impressive nonetheless.  It was so huge that I honestly couldn’t tell if it was supposed to be rented out as a hotel or a house.  

The property boasted traditional Japanese structures, the back half of the property lining up with the lake and dotted with countless natural hot springs.  

It was the most relaxing day we’d had since we’d gotten to Japan.  We stayed in and made love for what felt like the entire day.  

We weren’t in the house for thirty minutes before James had dragged me to the hot springs, stripping us both as we walked.  

The hot water felt delicious, the weather near the mountain marked degrees colder than in Tokyo.  He shadowed me as I moved into the water, gliding to the very edge of the pool to gaze at the spectacular view.

He made love to me there, pressing me hard against the side of the pool as I gazed at a perfect view of the mountain while he fucked me senseless.

We got a late start on the climb up Mount Fuji the next day.  James reassured me that we didn’t need an early start if we were camping out, and that the views were even more beautiful in the summer’s afternoon sun.  So we had another lovely soak in the springs and then a leisurely lunch before finally heading out.

“Summer is best for Mount Fuji,” James told me as we began our climb.  “But we need to come back to Japan in the spring for the cherry blossoms.”

We hiked side by side up the pronounced stone trail.  I carried only the tiniest hydration pack.  James wouldn’t hear of me carrying anything else, but he and Clark had weighed themselves down heavily with camping supplies.  

“Is there anything in the world that you haven’t seen?” I asked him.  “I’d love to go someplace that’s actually new to you.”

He stopped to give me one of his most intense, heart-stopping looks.  “Everything feels new, now that I have you.  The world’s gone into color now, and I want to see it all again with you.”

We made good time up the mountain, since we were all in good shape, and the ones’ weighed down with heavy packs were in great shape.  We stopped often to enjoy the views, but we made up for that by setting a brisk pace otherwise.  

James handed me a lychee rice energy drink in a silver bag.  It was a strange little on-the-run meal that we’d picked up a few times.  It hardly fit in with his usual dieting standards, being mostly sugar and simple carbs, but he’d been pretty lax about that on vacation.  

I drank the strange drink, which was basically a packet of calories on the go, and enjoyed the view.  

I felt such a sense of wonder about where I was as I watched the great shadow of the mountain move across the land.  The world felt so big here, and I so small, and I felt that was a good thing.  So often in my life the world had felt too small, as though no matter where I went, all of my problems could still follow and devour me.  I felt the opposite of that here—my problems becoming too small to even worry me.  

I caught James watching me, a bemused look on his face.  

I smiled at him.  “I love it here,” I told him.

One corner of his pretty mouth hitched up wryly.  “I hope so.  It seems we’re spending the night.  I must say I was surprised to find you were the camping type.”

I shrugged.  “I’m not, really.  I’ve only been a few times with friends, but it was easy enough, and the thought of doing it here was just too tempting.”  

“When was the last time you went camping, then?”

I had to think about it.  “Last summer, up at Mount Charleston, with our crew.”  

A brow rose.  “Anyone I know?”

I sighed.  “Murphy and Damien, and some people you don’t know.”

His jaw clenched.  

I gave him an exasperated look.  “Really, James.  You just need to get over being jealous of him.”

“I assume you didn’t share a sleeping bag?”

I rolled my eyes, the beginnings of anger stirring.  “No.  I shared a small tent with Stephan.”

He nodded.  “I’m not jealous of him anymore.  Or at least, I’m taking care of it.”

I studied him, baffled.  “What on earth does that mean?”

He grinned, the tightness in his expression just disappearing.  “I’ve decided to set him up.  If he’s blissfully in love, perhaps he won’t think about you so much.”

That surprised a laugh out of me.  “Are you really matchmaking again?  You take the word controlling to a whole new level.  Your control freak tendencies and that Cavendish charm are a dangerous combination to our friends’ love lives.”

He just shrugged.  “I know he’s your friend, and I actually even like the guy, but just knowing the thoughts he must be having about you, considering the way that he feels, was driving me mad.  To cope, I had to come up with a strategy on how to deal with him.  Seeing him with Jessa was like a light switching on.  He’s into her, more than I think he realizes, but he was just so hung up on you for so long that he was blind to it.  Don’t get me wrong, I sympathize with that.  Being unreasonably obsessed with you has become one of my favorite hobbies, but I’ll be damned if anyone else gets the honor.”

I thought about Damien and Jessa.  “It’s a match that makes sense to me.”

“An old friend of mine is in need of a new flight crew for his private jet.  I’ve recommended Murphy and Damien as his pilots, and Jessa as his flight attendant.  It will put the two of them in close proximity often.  All we can do is hope that will be enough.”

“That’s so sweet of you.  I was just worrying about how Damien and Murphy might not get to work together anymore, and how sad that would be.”

He winked at me.  It made my stomach do little flips.  “I know you were.  I have my eye out for jobs for your friends, since so many will be unemployed within the year.”

God, I love him, I thought, for the millionth time.  “Thank you for that,” I told him.

He stroked my cheek.  “I love your soft heart.  I’ll make it my life’s mission to accommodate it.”

We continued to briskly climb the trail.  Even stopping frequently to enjoy the incredible views, we made the climb in just over four hours.

We had a spectacular view of the sunset as we reached the crater at the top of the mountain.  

“We couldn’t have timed it more perfectly,” I said, in awe of the view.  It was unquestionably the most beautiful sunset I’d ever seen.  

“Yes, I know,” he said succinctly.  

I shot him a look.  “You did time it?”

“Yes.  I wanted today to be special.  I wanted it to be perfect.”

I still studied the view as he spoke, but I felt him studying me.  I shot him another quick glance.  “What’s so special about today?” I asked, a serious note in his tone alerting me to his mood.

My heart stopped and then did one slow turn in my chest as he got down on one knee in front of me.  

“I wanted you to have a perfect view of the world that I want to lay at your feet, my love,” he began.  His eyes were clear and impossibly beautiful with what could only be a plea.

My eyes filled with tears as I saw what he was doing, and how painstaking of an effort he’d made for it to be perfect.  

He pulled a small ring box out of his pocket and I gasped on a sob.  He opened it, showing me a ring with a large, princess cut diamond, surrounded by sapphires.  I realized immediately that it must have been his mother’s engagement ring.  It matched the earrings that he’d already given me.  

“I’ll love you ’til I die, Bianca.  Marry me.”  There was no question in his voice.  It was all in his eyes, a vulnerability that was as hard for me to resist as his sure domination.

I had been both dreading and anticipating this moment.  He had given me clear warning, because he understood me so well.  Marriage represented so many scary things for me, it always had, and it was hard to change the way I thought about it.  It was hard, but not impossible, not since James had entered my life, turned everything upside down, and changed my mind about so many things.  

I was shocked at how quickly I held my trembling left hand out to him.  “Yes,” I whispered.  I spoke again, making my voice more firm, more sure.  “Yes, James, I’ll marry you.”

I traced a tear down his cheek with my other hand while he slid the ring onto my finger.  It was a perfect fit.

He stood and pulled me against his chest in one fluid movement, kissing me with rough tenderness.  I kissed him back with a hunger that would never be slaked.  There was no doubt in my mind that I would love him until my own death.  How not?

We made love in the dirt, next to the great mountain’s crater, and with the glorious sunset still bathing us in its light.

I gave no thought to being seen as he tore at my clothes.  The temperature had cooled as we climbed higher, and we had briskly layered up as we went.  He got me out of those layers even faster.  He tore off my pants, just opening my top.  He did even less for himself, just pulling his stiff length out of his pants and impaling me with one rough stroke.  He moved inside of me, a world of raw need in his eyes, need and gratitude.  He must have been uncertain of my answer, and still he’d asked.  

He moved inside of me with harsh precision, hitting every sensitive spot perfectly and repeatedly, and with merciless force.  He had me on the brink before he spoke.  “Say it, Bianca.”

“I’m yours, James.”

“Forever,” he added.

“Forever.  Oh yes, I’m yours forever, James.”  

He came inside of me, arching high.  His little movements inside of me as he finished, and a clever thumb on my clit, had me following soon enough.

We got dressed, smiling at each other like fools.

We found Clark and Blake pitching our tents a little ways down the trail, setting up the tents next to one of the small structures that dotted the surface of the top of the mountain.  

Clark smiled the biggest smile I’d ever seen on him when he saw how we were smiling.  “Congratulations,” he told us with a nod.

“Thank you.”

“Thanks.”  

“Oh,” I said suddenly, only loud enough for James to hear.  “I need to tell Stephan immediately.  He’d be crushed if he wasn’t one of the first to know.”

“We’ll let him know as soon as possible,” he responded just as quietly, tugging my hand to lead me over to catch the last glorious minutes of the sunset.

“He’ll be so happy,” I told James quietly, feeling a little sad.  I didn’t want to see less of Stephan, but our lives were changing so quickly and in such strange ways that I couldn’t help but be afraid that things wouldn’t stay the same for us.  He had been the most important thing in my life for so long…

“Bianca, my love, let me make you a promise,” James said quietly, studying my face carefully.  “No matter where we live, no matter what we do, we’ll keep him close to us.”

“You don’t think that he and I are hopelessly co-dependent?” I asked him.  I knew the answer.  We were, but no part of me was prepared to change that.

He just smiled fondly.  “I know that you are, but I think that, just sometimes, like in a marriage, or with just the right people, that can be okay.  You two aren’t toxic together.  It’s not that kind of co-dependence.  You two survive together; you thrive together.  I wouldn’t dream of making you change that.  I’m trying to join your family, not tear it apart, Love.”  

I didn’t think he’d ever said anything that made me realize more profoundly just how much I loved him.  Fear of what had happened to my mother hadn’t been the only thing that had scared me about commitment.  Losing Stephan in even small amounts had been a fear there, as well.  I was so grateful and relieved that I could just put that fear away forever.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

Mr. Besotted




We went to a gala for charity the night news broke of our engagement, which was perhaps a mistake.  The red carpet was pure chaos.  

By sheer coincidence, the men’s health magazine had released their cover and spread of James that same day.  It had all turned out beautifully, but they had used several of the pictures with the both of us.  The cover picture they’d used had actually been from one of the shots where James had his back to the camera, and I was clearly giggling into his shoulder.  My laughing eyes were visible over his shoulder, his face was bent down to nuzzle into my ear, catching the edge of his besotted smile.  

Needless to say, the release of the romantic pictures, combined with the first appearance of his bat-shit crazy tattoos, and the announcement of our engagement, had gotten the attention of the media, and we were bombarded the second we stepped out of the car.  We couldn’t even hear what the paparazzi were asking us, they were shouting so loudly over each other.  Two overzealous male photographers even exchanged blows.  

As soon as fists started swinging, our security ushered us straight into the party.

Jackie had picked out a long gown for me that I had to lift high in order to move swiftly as we were ushered inside.  It had a fitted champagne silk bodice that hung artfully off my shoulders, but just below my breasts it bled into a long, flowing crimson skirt.  She’d paired it with shiny red patent leather shoes and I thought it might be my favorite dress to date.  I felt feminine and sexy, and pretty enough to have the most gorgeous man in the world on my arm.  

James wore a classic black tux, with a champagne colored shirt and a crisp black bow tie.  He had a crimson handkerchief folded into his breast pocket.  I wasn’t sure if Jackie or James had set us up to match for the evening.  It was anyone’s guess at this point.

Inside was a bit of a crush, so much so that I hoped right away that we wouldn’t be staying long.  Especially since the first person we sighted was an irate Scott.  We saw him coming from across the antechamber into the gala, and I noted again that he looked uncannily familiar.  

“Why does he look so familiar to me?” I asked James, who was studying the other man with sharp intensity.  

James laughed.  “He’s a very famous tennis player.  I just assumed that you knew who he was.  He’s highly recognizable.  I’ll never stop loving the fact that you’re completely unimpressed with celebrities.”

I shrugged, thinking that it wasn’t so much about not being impressed as it was about not keeping up with current affairs.

“I hope you’re happy, James.  Jolene and I have split up because of your porno,” Scott began loudly the second he was within earshot.  It was a bad start to the conversation, and I couldn’t miss the fact that the entire room got quiet as they tried to overhear the two famous men having it out.

James stepped a little in front of me in an instinctive protective gesture.  I didn’t imagine that I was in any danger from anything but words, though, with our security out in force for the event.  

“That doesn’t make me happy, Scott, though I do think you can do better than a woman who’s only interested in your money, and likely isn’t even capable of fidelity.  There’s no reason why that video should have ended your relationship.  That was taken at least three years ago, before you were even seeing each other.”

Scott chewed on his lip, studying James intently.  “You knew about that thing for three years, and never bothered to tell me?”

“No.  I didn’t know about it until a few weeks ago.  That was taped without my knowledge.  I never would have consented to it.  No one in my position ever would.”

“Well, it doesn’t matter.  I couldn’t stay married to a woman that the world has seen having sex with you.  A woman who released a sex tape of herself with another man while married to me.”

“If it’s any help, I don’t believe that she had anything to do with the tape being released.  She had nothing to gain from it, and everything to lose.  All that video did was burn all of her bridges.  Jolene is much too pragmatic to do something so emotional, and with nothing to gain.”

Scott eyed him with suspicion.  “Who else could it have been?”  

“I don’t know yet, but I am determined to find out.  Would you like me to let you know when I have answers?  Would that help?”

Scott nodded.  “It’s tearing me up, and I know you don’t understand it, but I’m finding it impossible to just let her go.  Knowing that she isn’t still so hung up on you that she would do something like that just for spite would help.  I think that the idea that she would release it, not caring if it ended us, is what bothers me the most.”  

“There’s no accounting for taste, but I can well understand being obsessed with a woman and not being able to let it go, Scott.  I wish you the best.  Perhaps she’s changed.”

“I know she’s no angel, but I like what she is.  If I could only get her to care for me, as I do for her, I think that we could have a good marriage.”

I couldn’t see his face, but I clearly saw James shrug from behind.  

“I’m not sure it works that way, but I do know that people are capable of changing, and I hope for your sake that she’ll change for you.  I wish you nothing but the best, Scott.  I always have.”

Scott hesitated for another moment, looking unsure, before finally nodding.  “I think I know that.  I guess I have all along.  It was just easier to blame you, yanno?  Let me know if you find out anything.”  He was walking away before he’d even finished talking, his words trailing to us as he moved away.

It seemed to me that Scott could have apologized, being that he’d admitted that he’d been wrong about James, but I didn’t say anything.  Friendships could be complicated things, and I wouldn’t dream of stepping in when I didn’t understand theirs.  

I did think that Scott and Jolene might just deserve each other, but I kept that thought to myself, as well.

I was happy when the next familiar faces we saw were friendly ones.  Both Sophia and Parker embraced me warmly, gushing about the engagement.  I flushed in pleasure, and if I was honest, a touch of trepidation.  Some part of me screamed that this was all too much too fast every time I was reminded of what I’d agreed to.  

“Have you hired a wedding planner?  Do you know the venue?” Sophia asked, beaming at me.  

I thought she was adorable, with her blonde curls and her enthusiasm, but her question intimidated the hell out of me.  

“No,” I said finally.  “I haven’t even thought about it.”

Sophia seemed to sense my discomfiture.  She touched my shoulder lightly.  “There’s no rush.  And you can have any size wedding you want.  Just be sure to invite us.”

I nodded, my mind going a little blank at the thought of planning a wedding.  “Of course.  Small or large, you’ll certainly be on the guest list.  I can’t say the same thing for your sister-in-law.”

She laughed.  “I would hope not.  She’d try to burn the place down, the crazy twit.”

That made me laugh.  Crazy twit seemed like a perfect way to describe Jules, and I was sure that Sophia must have been even more fed up with her than I was, since she’d married into her family.  

We mingled for a time, but I cut loose from James when I saw a restroom.  Blake followed me in, even hovering outside the stall, but I was growing accustomed to it.  Her relentless stoicism was even starting to grow on me.  

I didn’t take long in the restroom, but I heard some sort of commotion outside of my stall right before I re-emerged.  

Blake was standing so close to another woman that I didn’t even recognize her at first.  I noticed that the bathroom attendant was absent before I caught enough of a glimpse of the woman to make out who it was.  

“Jules,” I said coldly when I saw her.  “Blake, you can let her loose.  I’m prepared this time, and she didn’t bring her partner in crime.”  

Jules was decked out in a black, one-shoulder sheath.  She looked polished and beautiful, but looks meant nothing if your insides were spoiled rotten.

Jules was smiling, a sharp malice in her eyes, when I saw her fully.  Knowing her, that meant trouble.  “I just wanted a word, Bianca.  It’s really kind of pathetic that you’re so scared of me that you need a bodyguard now.”  

Blake had stepped out of the way, but she was braced to pounce on the other woman.    

I smiled at Jules.  It was an unpleasant smile.  It felt unpleasant.  But I was done putting up with her crazy little scenes.  

“Congratulations on the engagement.  You must realize that it’ll never last with James.  He’ll tire of you before the ink is dry, but good luck with that.”

“That’s what you wanted to say?  What a waste of both of our time.”

“No.  That was a side note, actually,” Jules replied, looking noticeably more agitated at my response.  “What I came here to say to you is that I was the one that released that sex tape.  I stole it from Jolene years ago, afraid she would do something crazy with it.  She told me about it one night when she was hopped up on opiates, and so I knew she had a loose tongue.  At the time, I wanted to save his reputation, as I couldn’t let my future husband be seen in such a light.  I just wanted you to know that it was me that put that out there.  If he’s going to go out of his way to be seen slumming it with you, then his reputation is already shit, so I wanted to make it shit.”

I was so disgusted with her that I felt my mouth moving into a sneer.  I hadn’t even known I had it in me.  “You’re pathetic, you know that?  He was never even your boyfriend, let alone your future husband.”  I held up my left hand, showing her my engagement ring.  “James isn’t subtle.  He would have made himself plain either way, if he had any intention of marrying you.  What did you even have to gain with any of this?”

She shrugged.  “I wasted a lot of my prime years—“

“On a delusion,” I interrupted her, unable to stop myself.

She looked ready to spit.  “Revenge.  I did it for revenge.  It was that simple.  And it felt good.”

She was so smug when she said it, as though she’d accomplished something great, that I just snapped.  “Well, it didn’t work.  He’s still standing.  Now get a fucking life.”  I was moving to her as I spoke.  She and Jolene had caught me off guard when they’d cornered me before, and gotten the better of me in a physical altercation, but I’d been through hell and back, and I had no doubt in my mind that I could take the spoiled bitch.  

I grabbed her by the hair before she saw my intent, and she barely even struggled as I dragged her across the room and into a stall.  I dunked her head into the toilet while she pulled at my wrist, being very careful not to get my own hand wet.  I held her there for one, two, three, four, five seconds before pulling her up and yanking her back out of the stall.  I pushed her away from me, still only touching her hair.  

She turned to me, looking shocked and scared and furious.  “What the fuck is wrong with you?”

I smiled at her, showing a lot of teeth.  “Revenge.  I did it for revenge.  It was that simple, and it felt good,” I said, quoting her own ridiculous words back to her.  

“I’ll have you arrested!  I’ll-I’ll sue you!” she sputtered. 

I laughed.  The bitch was an amateur.  “You got rid of your only witness so that you could have it out with me.  There’s not a mark on you, and do you really think that my bodyguard is going to act as an eyewitness against me?  I’d suggest you leave as quickly and quietly as you can, so that I’m not tempted to do it again.  This was a waste of your time and mine.  So go, and get yourself a fucking life.”  

She gave me one more hate-filled glare before she ran out of there like the place was on fire.  

I glanced at Blake.  She was smirking.  It made me laugh again.  “You think she’ll leave me alone now?” I asked her, wanting her professional opinion.

She nodded.  “Walking through that ball looking like that is probably the most humiliating thing that princess has ever had to go through, so I’m going to say yeah, she’s most likely out of your hair now.”

I nodded.  “Good deal.  That was the point.  Enjoying myself was just a bonus.”  

Blake stifled a laugh.

I was still washing my hands, wanting to get all of the Jules off, when Lana and a frantic James burst through the door.  I just raised a brow at them.  

“Are you okay?  What happened?” James asked, so obviously worried.  

“We saw Jules tearing through the hallway, her hair wet, and her makeup a mess,” Lana added, studying me carefully.

I shrugged.  “She stole that video from Jolene, and put it on the internet.  She came here to tell me that.  I didn’t take it well.”

James shot Blake a questioning glance, approaching me.  “What happened?”

“I dunked her face in the toilet.  She left.  I don’t think she’ll bother me again.”

He reached me, running a hand over my hair with a soft touch.  His brow furrowed for a moment as he processed that.  He blinked a few times, then threw his head back and laughed.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

Mr. Wretched




James hadn’t wanted me to, but just a few days after I’d returned to Vegas, I went back to my old house to collect some things.  Most of it would be packed away and moved to the bigger house, but I’d wanted to go through things myself before I let strangers tackle the project.  

I shared a car with Stephan and Javier, who were giving Stephan’s house similar treatment.  Having Stephan nearby for the excursion had gone a long way towards easing Control Freak Cavendish’s mind about the whole thing.  Not that he could have stopped me, though he didn’t have to leave work to escort me once he realized that Stephan was going.  I didn’t know what he thought that Stephan could do that my escort of armed guards couldn’t, but that was just the way it was.  The two men had bonded on a fundamental level that even I didn’t fully understand.  I could only be grateful for it.

I had tags to mark where I wanted my things to be moved to, since much of the household goods would be going into storage, and some to charity.  James obviously had all of his properties stocked to the nines.

I only had a few small boxes for packing right away, and they filled slowly with small keepsakes and photographs.  

Blake hovered in the house near me, Paterson patrolling directly outside, with Henry patrolling the neighborhood.  Williams had a family emergency in California, and so was taking some personal leave.  They hadn’t been able to find him a replacement with just one day’s notice, which was one of the reasons James had been so nervous about letting me come back to the house without him, even in the middle of the day.    

Their boss’s nervous reaction to this mundane outing seemed to have Blake on edge.  I got nervous just looking at her.  She kept pacing the house, looking out windows for no reason that I could see. 

“Is everything okay?” I finally asked her.

She nodded, but her mouth was tight.  “Yeah, just antsy today, I guess.  I don’t see Paterson out there, but that’s normal.  It’s not even time for him to check in yet.  I don’t know what my problem is.”

This was the chattiest I’d ever seen her, and it only seemed to make me more nervous, because it was a tell of her own nerves.  Whatever strange mood had such an unflappable woman so anxious wasn’t good for my peace of mind.

I went back to packing up some old pictures, smiling when I saw some old shots of Stephan and me.  There were several shots from my twenty-first birthday party, when we’d run around like fools on the strip.  Someone had taken about a dozen shots of Stephan giving me a piggy-back ride through the fountains at Caesar’s Palace.  We’d been dressed up, and we looked like crazy people, with the bottom of his pants wet, and my heels dragging in the water.  I smiled at the picture.  It was a fond memory, right around the time when things had really started to look up for us.  The smile on Stephan’s face warmed my heart, both now and then.  He was grinning at the camera, and I was smiling at him, the fact that he was the dearest thing in the world to me clear in every line of my face.  

I took the stack of photos to my purse, thinking to myself that I had to give some of the photos to Stephan, and find a place of honor in my new house to put at least one of them.

I was just digging into my purse, still smiling at the memories, when my phone started to ring.  I checked the screen.

It was James.

“Hey,” I said into the phone, still smiling.  “How’s work going?”

“It could be going better, but at least it’s almost done.  My lawyers and Tristan’s agent are making some revisions, but that shouldn’t take more than thirty minutes or so, and then we’ll be done, thank God.  Tristan is trying to bankrupt the casino for some two-bit magic tricks.”  James had gone into work to hash out some details in Tristan’s new contract, and I could tell by his tone that the other man must be close by and that he was trying to harass him.

“Tell Tristan I said hi,” I told him.

“Bianca says hello,” he relayed on the other end.  

“I’ll be heading over there when I finish,” James explained to me.  “Are you about done?”

I glanced around the room.  I was pretty sure that I’d gotten everything that I’d wanted to pack myself, but I wanted to give the place another once-over, to be sure.  “Yeah.  That should be perfect.”

“Tristan is coming over for dinner tonight.  As if I’m not paying him enough to make rabbits disappear, now I have to make him dinner.”

“I have a new trick where I can make pretty boy CEOs disappear,” Tristan said loudly on the other end.  

I laughed.  

“Will you let the guys know that they’re invited, as well?” James said.  

I could hear the smile in his voice.

“That sounds fun,” I said, meaning it.  There was just something so playful and mischievous about Tristan.  There was never a dull moment when that man was around.  “I take it he got a favorable contract for next year’s shows,” I added.

“He signed on for another year, but we had to double the bastard’s pay,” he said without rancor.

He said something else but a noise outside distracted me at just that moment.  What had it been?  It hadn’t been particularly loud, just something slamming against the concrete, but it sidetracked me enough that I completely tuned James out as he continued to talk on the other end of the line for several pregnant moments.

“Bianca?” he asked, snapping me out of my momentary distraction.  

“Hmm?  Oh, sorry,” I said, trying to focus.  

It could have been anything.  A neighbor had been working on building something on his back patio earlier, and that had been much louder than that single slam had been.  What about that noise was troubling me so much?

I kept my phone to my ear as I moved through the house, looking for Blake.  The noise was probably nothing, but I figured that we would both feel better if she checked it out.

I heard it again as I moved into the kitchen.  This time it was louder, and I could have sworn that it was accompanied by a low grunt of pain.

“Blake,” I called out, sure now that something was wrong.  

She burst into the kitchen right as James began to sound a little frantic on the other end of the phone.

“Bianca, what is it?” he was saying.  “Is something wrong?  Talk to me, Love.”

I opened my mouth to answer, my eyes meeting Blake’s, when I heard a noise that made my blood run cold and my heart stop in my chest.  It was a loud echoing boom that I knew all too well, and it made me freeze in terror.  A gasp escaped my throat, my free hand flying to my chest.  

Blake was moving instantly, pushing me to the ground, her gun already in her hand.  “Stay down, Bianca,” she said.  “Don’t move, and whatever you do, don’t leave this house.  I’ll be right back.”

She disappeared towards the front of the house, though I thought that sound had come from the back.

I was listening so hard for what was going on in the back that it took me awhile to remember that James was still on the phone, which was surprising, since he’d been keeping up a steady, desperate dialogue the entire time.  

“Tell me what’s going on, Bianca?  What was that noise?  Why did Blake tell you to stay down?  Where did she go?  I need to know what’s going on!”

I blinked, my mind going very shocky in reaction to that noise and the memories it dredged up.  How did he not know what that noise had been?  Could it sound so very different across the line?  

That dreaded noise sounded again, and my body jerked as though I’d been hit, even though I was safe inside.  

“We’re on our way to you, Love, and we’ve put in a call to the police, but I need you to tell me what’s going on.  What was that noise?”  

I swallowed hard, trying to focus on that beloved voice.  I closed my eyes tight.  “I love you, James,” I told him softly.

I heard him take an unsteady breath.  “What’s happening over there?” he asked roughly.  His voice broke on the words.

I shook my head, but of course he couldn’t see it.  

That noise sounded again, and I whimpered.  

“I love you, James,” I said again, my cheek on the cool linoleum of my kitchen floor.  I was so happy, so unutterably relieved that he wasn’t close enough to be hurt by whatever was happening in my backyard.  

“Talk to me.  I have to know what’s going on.  We’re in the car now.  We’ll be there in less than twenty minutes, but you need to talk to me.  What’s all that noise?”

I didn’t want to say it.  It was completely ludicrous, but saying it would make it more real.  The noise sounded again and I shuddered helplessly on the floor.

“Are those gunshots?” James asked in the most wretched voice.  I could tell just by his tone that he was already certain of the answer, had likely guessed it with the first shot.

“Yes,” I breathed.  “In my backyard, I think.  I’m scared, James.  I need you to tell me that you love me back.  Please.  Just in case.”  

“No,” he whispered.  “I’ll be right there.  Are all of your doors locked up?  Just stay hidden, and stay down.  You’re going to be fine, and I will be there so soon…”

I closed my eyes, just wanting to listen to his voice until the danger had passed.  As though it would just magically pass after that many gunshots…

I was doing so well, just planning to stay right where I was, when I heard another sound that changed everything.  

A rough shout sounded in the back.  It was the shortest noise, and it should have been indistinguishable from all of the other sounds, but somehow I knew with absolute certainty just who it had been.  I fought to breathe, because I suddenly felt like I was drowning.  That shout had changed everything.  I went in an instant from being a scared little cowering mouse to being so desperately terrified for someone other than myself that I began to stand on trembling limbs.  

Another gunshot sounded, and then another.  A rough shout that tore my heart into jagged little pieces was stopped short somewhere amidst those two loud bangs.  

I began to move resolutely through the house.  I didn’t forget that I still held the phone.  I’d gone from being in shock and into a desperate kind of clarity. 

“I love you, James,” I told him again.  “So much.  I’m so sorry.”  I hung up the phone, feeling it drop from my hand before I’d reached my back door.  I took one deep breath before unlocking the door and sliding it open.  Resolutely, I stepped outside.     
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CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

Mr. Tragic




STEPHAN - MINUTES EARLIER

I was getting a lot done in a short amount of time when it came to packing up my house, right until the time that I ran into a box of photos.  Javier and I studied the first stack of pictures and laughed.  It was a large stack of snapshots from a company Christmas party from maybe three years ago.  They’d been taken on a super cheap camera, so they were grainy with a lot of red eye, but they brought back good memories, and we sat down on my bed and went through them all carefully.

Javier giggled, flipping a picture to me.  I laughed so hard that I had to sit down.  Murphy had his shirt off in the photo, and was trying to do splits, with absolutely no success.  That was funny, but the highlight in the photo was by far the look on Damien’s face in the background.  It was a mixture of admiration/horror/confusion.  I must have been taking the picture, because Bianca was off to the side, doubled over laughing, and I wasn’t next to her.  

Javier flicked me another picturing, still smiling widely.

This one was a close-up of a still laughing Bianca.  Her eyes were twinkling as she looked directly into the camera.  It was a great picture of her, though she wouldn’t notice or care how beautiful she’d looked in a bright green dress that night, her pale hair hanging smooth around her shoulders.  I made a note to get a copy of it for James, who would love a picture of her laughing like that as much as I did.  I sometimes thought that our fast friendship had been kind of like joining a club, one made up of men that thought that Bianca Karlsson was the most perfect woman on the planet.      

Javier flipped me another picture, giggling harder than ever.  I joined him with one glance at the image.

This one was of Murphy lying on his back on the ground.  He held his arms up straight in front of him.  His suit jacket and tie were crumpled all over the floor around him.  I remembered that they’d gotten that way during his impromptu strip tease.

Marnie stood next to him in the photo, caught mid-curtsy motion.  Javier flicked me another picture. 

Murphy was making a valiant effort at bench-pressing the tiny woman.  

Javier flicked me another picture.  

The same tiny woman had collapsed onto him, and they were both laughing at his failure.  We laughed even harder at the memory.

“I’m going to miss that job,” I said wistfully.

“Well, we don’t have to miss the people, which were what made it great.  What do you want to bet that Damien and Murphy will be regulars at our bar?”

I smiled at him.  “You’re so right.  We’ll probably have to kick them out at closing time every night.”  The thought filled me with warmth.  Our lives were changing, yes, but they were only getting better.

Javier was playing more than helping me pack, and I couldn’t have cared less.  I didn’t mind doing it myself, and would have preferred his company, help or no.

I reached up to pull a box down from the top of my closet and felt his arms wrap around me from behind.  He nuzzled into the middle of my back, purposely tickling me with his nose, and I turned into him with a laugh, pushing him until the back of his knees touched the bed.  He fell back with a laugh, and I followed him down.

He tried to get up, but he’d started it, and I intended to finish it.  I tickled him mercilessly, wrestling with him on the bed, pictures and clothes falling off with our exuberance.  

“Uncle,” he cried, still giggling.  “Uncle!”

I let up, kissing him.  He practically melted underneath me.  I loved it.  I could feel how I affected him, and I treasured that.  I pulled back, stroking his cheek as I gazed into his eyes.  

He opened his mouth to say something, but a loud bang made his breath catch.  

I tensed for one long moment, still staring at him, before I sprang into action.  

I stood up, pointing at him.  “Stay here, and stay down, ok?”  

He swallowed.  “Was that a gunshot?” he asked in a very small noise.

“I’m not sure what that was,” I lied.  “But I just need to go check on Bianca.”  

I was already striding to the bedroom door before he spoke again.

“Don’t go, Stephan.  Please.  I love you.  Don’t put yourself in danger.”

I looked at him, my heart in my eyes.  “I love you, too.  Stay down.  I have to make sure she’s safe, Javier.  I couldn’t bear it if she were hurt.”

I tried to appear calm as I closed the bedroom behind me, but I was tearing through the house like a madman the second it closed.  A second and third gunshot had sounded by the time I reached my back door.  My heart was trying to pound right out of my chest with the fear.  I couldn’t lose her.  I was a survivor by nature, but I knew that I wouldn’t survive that.

I unlocked, opened, and tore through that door in an instant, fueled by blind terror.  If that monster had hurt her, if he had so much as bruised her, I swore that I would tear him apart with my bare hands.  

A fourth shot sounded just before I vaulted over the tall barrier desperately, scraping my hands with the effort.  I landed on the other side, taking in the bloody scene before me with shock and horror.  

Bianca’s father straightened over the fallen form of Blake.  His chest was bloody, bloody circles blooming on his chest, but he was still standing. He held a small pistol in his beefy hand.  It was so small against those huge hands that it almost looked like a toy.  

Another body lay in the yard.  Patterson, I thought, but I couldn’t even spare him a glance as Sven Sr. pointed the gun at Blake, aiming to take another shot.  

“No,” I shouted, rushing at him.  

He turned impossibly fast for such a big man.  He smiled at me through bloody teeth as he aimed into my chest and fired.

My last thought was one of relief.  Bianca wasn’t amidst the casualties.  







BIANCA




I stepped outside, into a bloody nightmare, my eyes going unerringly to the crumpled figure of Stephan.  I didn’t make a sound, but my face was wet with tears.  

He has to be okay, I told myself.  I could survive a lot of things, but I knew that losing Stephan wasn’t one of them.  

I was so intent on this thought that I didn’t even look at the monster amidst the carnage for long moments.  I had made my way closer to Stephan before I raised my eyes to those pale blue ones that looked so much like my own.  

It was like staring into the eyes of a rabid animal, his malevolence written in every tense line of his face.  It was hard to imagine that he had ever been a sane person, looking at him now.  But had he ever been sane?  I couldn’t have said.  Perhaps sanity had never been the question.  He wasn’t even a human to me, but a monstrous demon that destroyed and terrified.  And the only one who had ever been able to act as protection between him and me now lay crumpled at my feet, red circles on his chest.  He had finally done it.  The monster had broken me.       

My instinct was to freeze, and so I watched without moving as he approached, some awful expression that was shaped like a smile overtaking his face.  

I didn’t have that violent thing inside of me like my father did.  I didn’t have an urge to hurt anyone, not for any reason.  It wasn’t even an urge that I understood.  Or at least I hadn’t—not until Stephan lay crumpled at my feet.  

My eyes moved from that horrible face and to the tiny pistol at my father’s side.  I watched it like a lifeline, letting him see what I was looking at—what I’d fixated on.  

He laughed, a dry cackle, and the madness of the laugh made me note, in an absentminded kind of way, that he was on something.  Some kind of drug was racing through him, making him crazier, making him stronger, anesthetized to both pain and fear.  The man had been a beast without some drug jacking up his system, so it was hardly a reassuring realization.

“I warned you, sotnos.  I warned you that if you went to the police, no one could keep you safe from me, but you didn’t believe me.  And now your friend is dead.  Was it worth it?”

I whimpered, a wholly involuntary sound.  He can’t be dead, I told myself.  I had to believe it, or I would just crumple into a heap on the ground myself, and never get back up.  

My eyes were still glued to that little pistol in his hand. 

He laughed again, waving it at me.  “You can’t take your eyes off this.  You think this will help you?  You don’t have the nerve, just like your mother.  You couldn’t hurt a fly.  Worthless, mewling women.”

He held it right in front of my face, smiling grimly, his bloodshot, crazy eyes glued to mine, their maniacal gleam piercing me.  “Take it, if you dare.  See what happens, sotnos.”

I never looked away from his eyes.  I couldn’t remember a time when I hadn’t hated him, but I felt it now like a fresh wound.  I could kill him without remorse, I realized.  He had done that to me, finally broken that part of me.  I would not regret if he were dead, even if it was at my hand.  I would be putting down a wild beast on a killing rampage.  The only regret could be what he’d managed to do before he was stopped.

I wasn’t my mother, though I could wish that I had only taken after her.  As much as I wanted to run from the notion, I had enough of my father in me at least for this.  It wasn’t even a question, not even a split second of indecision, not with Stephan lying motionless at my feet.  I had erred grievously, I saw clearly, in keeping his secret, in living in fear.  Far better if he had killed me back then for turning him in than to let him wreak all of this destruction now.  That was my regret, and I felt it keenly as I looked at him, surrounded by his victims.  

If only I had looked beyond my own fear of what he had done, and thought about all that he was still capable of doing.

Yes, holding my silence for all those years was my regret, but it was my only regret.  This thing I was about to do I would not regret, not for a moment.

I had no words for him.  Nothing would do my hatred justice, and he wouldn’t hear them besides.  He had never valued me, and you didn’t hear someone you didn’t value.  My words couldn’t touch him.  So I didn’t bother to tell him how I felt.  I showed him.

He handed that gun to me with no hesitation, no fear, and I took it, turning it into him with the same motion.  I shoved it hard into his chest, aiming for his heart.  I squeezed the trigger, barely even feeling the gun’s recoil in my hand as it fired into him.  

Foolishly, I thought that would be the end of it.  

The monster laughed, wrenching the gun out of my hand.  I’d shot him in his chest, a chest already red with his own blood, and he only laughed.  I got this sudden crazy notion that he really wasn’t human.  How was he still standing?

He opened his mouth, and blood sprayed my face as he spoke.  “My turn, sotnos.”  

He gripped my hair, pulling my head back, holding it immobile.  I began to struggle, but it was no good.  

He put the gun inside of my mouth with no effort at all, pushing my own hand over the handle, that maniac’s smile still fixed on his face.  

I jerked my face from side to side, caught between his hand in my hair and the gun in my mouth.  I was still shaking my head desperately when two simultaneous gunshots sounded.  The world went black. 










STEPHAN




My chest was on fire.  Every breath was agony but I managed to open my eyes just a crack when I heard her voice.  Of course she had come for me.  

No, no, no, I thought in despair, as I saw her father approach her.  

It took me an excruciatingly long time to turn my head to the side.  Blake lay unmoving, less than four feet away.  

I felt a huge wave of relief as I realized that there was a gun near her side.  I knew I couldn’t make a sound as I dragged myself to it.  It was a race, and I couldn’t let the pain so much as slow me.  

Another shot fired before I’d made it halfway, and I had to keep from crying out in distress, or from looking to see what had happened.  There was no time to look.  I needed to get that gun and fire.  

I grabbed the gun with a trembling hand as soon as I got within reach.  I rolled onto my back, the agony of the movement making my vision go fuzzy for precious moments.  

I sighted on her father’s head and fired.  

No, I thought in agony when I saw that I was just a split second too late.  Watching her fall at the same time as her father was a sight I’d never forget.  No.  Please, no.

I blacked out.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

James




JAMES - MINUTES EARLIER




Normally I thoroughly enjoyed a good negotiation.  Even knowing the likely results, I’d been known to draw them out.  Not today, though.  I felt a strange tension eating away at me.  I enjoyed giving Tristan shit, as I always did, but it was a little lackluster today.  

“These had better be some extra fancy card tricks,” I told him as the lawyers were making yet another revision to the contract.  It was pure cussed orneriness that drove me to say it to him.  The man was a genius at his craft.  In just a few short years, he had made his name in the world of big time Vegas magic shows.  He had brought a stunning and gritty new flare to an industry that had desperately needed a makeover, and that was just with his sleight of hand alone.  The best part was, I knew that he hadn’t even begun to show us all of his tricks.  He was constantly coming up with something new to show us.  And as expected, the man knew just how much he was worth, and we would be paying him accordingly. 

Tristan grinned, flashing white teeth at me.  He checked his watch with a raised brow, very obviously flashing my own Rolex at me.  I looked down at my bare wrist and cursed.  He was an entire table’s length away from me.  

“How did you do that from over there?” I asked him.

He pointed at the lawyers that were currently haggling with his agent.  “I believe it’s your contract that stipulates that I’m not allowed to talk about things like that.  Trade secrets and all.  Your lawyers would probably have to make a revision if I told you.  Do you really have that kind of time?”  He tapped my watch for emphasis.

I laughed.  It was hard not to.  He was an obnoxious son of a bitch, but an endlessly entertaining one.  “We’ll have to revise it anyway, if you’re planning to give yourself a fifty thousand dollar watch as a bonus.”

He reached his hand across the table, the watch appearing in his palm in a blur.  I reached to take it from him, and he had it on my wrist with the same blurring speed.  I shook my head at him.  Crafty bastard.

“Congratulations on the engagement.  The news is everywhere.  How did you get her to agree?  I would have sworn Bianca had more sense.”

I glared at him, but it was half-hearted at best.  Just the mention of my upcoming nuptials only made me want to grin like a fool.  “I begged her so pathetically that she finally just took pity on me,” I told him.

“That was nice of her.  She could do way better.  No offense.”

I just laughed, because he said no offense while so blatantly trying to offend.  “None taken.  Eventually she just found that she’d rather be able to keep track of the man who was stalking her so relentlessly.  I promised her that she could put a bell on me.”

Tristan shook his head.  “Poor girl.  She never had a chance.  You probably courted her with your hostile takeover approach.”

I rolled my eyes.  “I don’t even do hostile takeovers.  Stick to magic tricks, Tristan.  Your knowledge of the business world is embarrassing.”  I had found him to be uncannily proficient on the business end of his work, but this was just how we were.  It was nice to be able to take shots at someone who was as insensitive as I was when it came to being insulted.  

Tristan grinned.  “Sure thing, Boss.  Are you inviting me to dinner?  If I’m gonna sign this paper for you, I expect you to at least cook me dinner.  And I want to see your fiancée again.”

“Why the hell not?  Sure, come to dinner, if you can restrain yourself from stealing the silverware.”  I pulled out my phone.  “Let me call Bianca.  We’ll invite the guys.”

Bianca answered promptly.  “Hey,” she said, a smile in her voice.  “How’s work going?”  That smile in her voice made me smile, and that voice made me hard between one breath and the next.  Just one word from her, uttered in that steady timbre of hers, affected me more than any other woman had in my life.  Images of all of the ways that I’d had her, all of the ways that I planned to fuck her mindless, flashed through my mind, distracting me like nothing else could.  God, I wanted her.  Just the thought of her was more erotic to me than actual sex had ever been with other women.  I’d felt it from the start with her, and I was only falling deeper with time.

“It could be going better, but at least it’s almost done,” I told her, having to concentrate to do so.  I made myself stop thinking about being inside of her for one innocent phone conversation, but it was a struggle.  My cock twitched restlessly, and I was thankful that it was hidden under the conference table just then.  “My lawyers and Tristan’s agent are making some revisions, but that shouldn’t take more than thirty minutes or so, and then we’ll be done, thank God.  Tristan is trying to bankrupt the casino for some two-bit magic tricks.”  I looked at Tristan, smiling as I said it.  

He flipped me off.

“Tell Tristan I said hi,” she said.

“Bianca says hello,” I told Tristan, not liking his name on her lips, but tamping my outrageous jealousy down.  That jealousy would become a problem for us if I didn’t control it.  I understood that.  My need for us to work helped me to try to keep it to myself when I knew that it was unreasonable.

“I’ll be heading over there when I finish,” I told her.  “Are you about done?”  It didn’t really matter to me if she was.  I was impatient to see her, and I’d go and wait for her if necessary.  I hoped that she wasn’t getting tired of my company, because we’d only been apart for a few hours and already I was ravenous for the sight of her.  

I was picturing how I would take her in that little house when she answered.  “Yeah.  That should be perfect.”

I thought it would be perfect to fuck her one last time in that house, even if she was done packing.  I would bury myself inside of her wherever I happened to find her.  Maybe I would bend her over the kitchen counter, or take her on the dining room table.  I shook myself.  She’d put a spell on me, and I wouldn’t be free of it any time soon.  Or ever, I thought with a grin.  Mrs. Cavendish had such a lovely ring to it.

“Tristan is coming over for dinner tonight.  As if I’m not paying him enough to make rabbits disappear, now I have to make him dinner.”

“I have a new trick where I can make pretty boy CEOs disappear,” Tristan told me.  

Bianca laughed into my ear.  I loved that laugh. 

“Will you let the guys know that they’re invited, as well?” I asked, smiling.

“That sounds fun,” she said.  “I take it he got a favorable contract for next year’s shows.”

“He signed on for another year,” I said, looking at Tristan with a raised brow, “but we had to double the bastard’s pay.  Funny how soon he forgets just who discovered his sorry ass.”

Bianca had gone very quiet on the other end.  My whole body tensed, as if bracing for a blow and not knowing where that blow could come from.  I absently scratched at the scars on my wrists, my most nervous tell.  I thought I had trained myself out of the habit.  What was wrong with me today?

“Bianca?” I questioned.  I would be fine if I just heard her voice again.

“Hmm?  Oh, sorry,” she said, the new distance in her voice just making me more agitated.

“Love, is something the matter?” I asked.  

I stood and began to pace, unable to stand still.  “You sound upset.”

She didn’t respond for endless moments.  I was getting desperate when her voice sounded again.

“Blake!” she said, a clear thread of panic in her voice.  

No, I thought, my heart trying to pound out of my chest.

I swung around, my gaze finding Clark.  He was so good at reading me that he already had his phone out.  

“Police?” he asked.  

I nodded.  It could be nothing, but I didn’t give a fuck.  If it was something, the sooner they were on their way, the better.

“Bianca, what is it?” I tried.  “Is something wrong?  Talk to me, Love.”

An echoing bang on the other end of the line made my blood run cold.  Bianca gasped into my ear.  

No, I thought, and began to move.  

“Stay down, Bianca,” I heard Blake say on the other end.  “Don’t move, and whatever you do, don’t leave this house.  I’ll be right back.”

No.  A mean fist gripped my heart.

I could hear her breathing, but as I spoke and cajoled and pleaded with her to tell me what was going on, she refrained from speaking for long moments on the other end.  I recalled that terrible afternoon just months ago, watching the ambulance take her away, my heart in pieces as I waited in agony to see if she was okay.  

Clark fell into step behind me without a word as I strode through the offices and to the elevator.  I saw what floor it was on and took the stairs, not willing to wait, the phone still held to my ear.  I took the stairs down at a sprint.

“Tell me what’s going on, Bianca!” I tried again, tearing through the casino now.  “What was that noise?   Why did Blake tell you to stay down?  Where did she go?  I need to know what’s going on!”

Another loud shot sounded on her end of the line, and I died a little inside just hearing it.  

I tried my damnedest to sound calm, but it was a struggle.  “We’re on our way to you, Love, and we’ve put in a call to the police, but I need you to tell me what’s going on.  What was that noise?”  I was grasping at straws, I knew, hoping I had somehow heard an engine backfiring in the distance.  Twice…

“I love you, James,” she said very softly.  

It broke me, a feeling of helplessness and dread filling me.

“What’s happening over there?” I asked roughly.  I barely noticed that my voice broke on the words.  

Another gunshot sounded on her end, and she whimpered.  It wrecked me.  I wanted to clutch my chest and howl with the fear, but instead I ran, determined to get to her.

“I love you, James,” she said again.  The resignation in her voice wasn’t reassuring in the least.

Clark kept pace with me, and broke ahead as we reached the doors, talking frantically to the valet manager, procuring us a car with remarkable speed.  He got behind the wheel as I took the passenger’s seat.  He was peeling out before I could finish buckling in.

“Talk to me,” I told her desperately.  “I have to know what’s going on.  We’re in the car now.  We’ll be there in less than twenty minutes, but you need to talk to me.  What’s all that noise?”

Another shot sounded and I closed my eyes in dread.  “Are those gunshots?” I asked wretchedly.  I had never felt so helpless and worthless in my life.

“Yes,” she breathed.  “In my backyard, I think.  I’m scared, James.  I need you to tell me that you love me back.  Please.  Just in case.”

The starkest terror that I’d ever known gripped my chest.  I wasn’t a superstitious man, but I felt suddenly as though if I told her that now, it would be the last time, and I just couldn’t do it.  It was illogical, but I couldn’t make myself say the words again until I held her in my arms.  

“No,” I whispered, that brutal refusal making my chest ache.  “I’ll be right there.  Are all of your doors locked up?  Just stay hidden, and stay down.  You’re going to be fine, and I will be there so soon to tell you those words.”

She gasped suddenly, her breathing changing, as though she was moving.  Panic had me firmly in its grasp and I had to just listen futilely as two more shots sounded in the background.  Two ragged sobs escaped her throat as though torn from her.  

No, no, no, I thought.

“I love you, James,” she told me, her voice so steady now.  Somehow, that terrified me more than anything else had.  “So much.  I’m so sorry.”

I was yelling at her in a broken shout as she hung up on me.  
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CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

Mr. Desolate




JAMES

I could have wished that the twenty minute drive was just a blur for me, but of course it wasn’t.  It was the longest drive of my life.  I died a million little deaths on that drive, my mind going to the darkest places.  

I even found myself cursing God, when I’d always been the most agnostic soul.  Why did he hate me so much? I wondered angrily.  First he took my parents, who I’d adored, and now I’d found a home and a family again, one that I coveted and worshipped with a single-minded purpose.  I couldn’t bear the thought that I would lose her just when I’d found her.  I rejected the thought.  This couldn’t be happening.  If her father had attacked her, surely the security had subdued him before he could have touched her.  There was no acceptable alternative.

I watched the clock on the dash for the entire drive.  Clark ran red lights, weaved through traffic, and drove like his life depended on it.  He made good time, and we were pulling into her neighborhood less than fifteen minutes after we’d gotten into the car.

I was jumping out of the car before it had stopped, rushing to the front door.  It was locked, and I cursed as I dug out my keys.  Absently I noted that Clark took another route, jumping the fence into the backyard while I entered the house.  It was where she’d been when I’d been talking to her, so I looked inside first. 

The first few rooms were empty, and I heard sirens drawing close as I scanned the kitchen.    

Clark was standing in front of the back door that led into the yard from the bedroom when I stepped inside.  My gut clenched, nearly doubling me over.  The back door had been open…   

I rushed forward, but Clark moved to stop me.  He caught me before I reached the door.  

I fought him in earnest.  There were no seconds to waste.  

“Please, James,” he said in a soft voice I barely recognized as coming out of him.  “You don’t want to see what’s back there.  No one should have to see that.  The paramedics are here.  Let’s let them in to do their jobs.”

I heard a horrible whimper of a noise as though from a distance, barely noting that it had escaped from my own throat.

He would only say a thing like that if there was nothing to be done, and clearly Bianca was not in the house.  

“Is she back there?” I asked him, my voice breaking on the words.  It felt like every part of me was breaking.

He nodded, and a tear ran down his cheek.  “You can’t do anything for her, James, but you can save yourself the pain of seeing her like that.”

Of course, I couldn’t stay away.  I refused to accept what his words implied, even as I felt my own face growing wet with tears.  

“Let me by,” I told him, a quaver in my voice.  “I have to be with her.”

He bowed his head and let me pass, seeing my resolve.  

The sight that greeted me literally brought me to my knees.  

There hadn’t been a second since I’d met her that I felt as though I’d taken her for granted.  I’d loved her, I’d treasured her, I’d coveted her, and adored every inch of her, but it still didn’t feel like it had been enough.  I’d misstepped with her, I’d screwed up plenty, but we’d been working through it all.  Life could have been perfect.  All we’d needed was more time…

I crawled to her, only distantly noting that hers was not the only body lying in the small backyard.  

She was on her back, her head turned sharply to the side, obscuring one side of her face.  What was showing of her face was strangely intact, almost peaceful.  Her hair was spread around her, the pale blonde strands now wet and dyed red with blood.  I tried to tell myself that she might be fine, that she could survive this, but I could see clearly from where the blood pooled that it must be a head wound.  

Raw sounds of anguish tore out of me with every movement as I made my way to her.  

Lightly, carefully, as though she were made of glass, I held her hand and sobbed.  I wouldn’t survive this.  I didn’t want to survive this.  There was nothing in the world that I wanted to live for after enduring this.  

For the first time in my life, I began to pray.  For her life or my death, I didn’t know.  I would have taken either just then.

I didn’t even look up as the paramedics arrived in force.  I only noticed the body that had been lying beside hers as it was shifted away.  Apparently, the paramedics weren’t going to try to help that one, since it was missing a head.  Its massive torso was riddled with holes, and I perceived that it had been her father.  His death gave me no satisfaction.  It wasn’t enough, and certainly, he hadn’t died in time to spare her.  

How had it come to this? I wondered wretchedly.  

My vision was blurred and I just couldn’t bring myself to focus on anything but that hand.  It was limp in mine, but unscathed, and if I looked up, I knew there was a good chance I’d find answers that I wasn’t willing to accept.  Somehow, uncertainty was something to cling to when the worst-case scenario was so much more likely than the alternative.  

A paramedic was crouched on the other side of her, but I couldn’t look directly at him, couldn’t let myself see what he found as he swiftly checked her vitals.

The paramedic called out loudly.  I didn’t catch what he said.  My mind wasn’t processing words just then.  I was still focused with a single-minded purpose on that lovely hand.  There was no telling how long I crouched there, motionless with dread, trying to prolong the moments, telling myself she would be fine, but filled with a stark desolation that made it hard to even breathe.

The paramedic said something else, and I didn’t realize that he was speaking to me until someone nudged me rather impatiently from behind.  I blinked at the man, not really seeing him as I tried to hear what he was saying.

“Please move, sir.  We need to get her on a stretcher.  You’re in the way.”

I moved automatically, so unused to being told what to do that I obeyed instinctively, knowing that no one would dare give me an order if it wasn’t important.

I only shifted back the slightest amount, but a stretcher was being pushed persistently against me until I backed away far enough to give them room to work.

I pushed back with desperation when I realized that they were going to put her on the stretcher.  

I won’t let them take her away from me, I thought.  I’ll die before I let them put her in a bag.

Big arms circled me from behind, pulling me back.  “Let them work, James,” Tristan said gently into my ear.  I hadn’t even realized that he’d followed us here.  

“Sir, every second you delay us could be crucial to her survival,” the other paramedic said, clear impatience in his tone.

I let Tristan pull me back as I tried to process those words.  

Survival, he’d said, as though she had a chance.  They weren’t putting her in a bag; they were staunching the flow of blood from the side of her head and moving her.  

He’d said survival, I thought again.  They weren’t taking her away because she was dead.  They thought they could help her.  

I hovered close, my thoughts becoming slowly more coherent as I began to realize that she wasn’t dead, and God willing, she might survive.  With desperation, I began to let myself hope, every inch of me trembling.

I gave them room to work, but I hovered as close as possible, desperate to see what they would do, fearing that if I so much as glanced away from her I might lose her.  

I was moving around her, trying to get closer to her without getting in the way, and so I saw when the first paramedic shifted her head enough to apply pressure to her wound.  I whimpered when I saw the bloody hole in the side of her face.  It was up near the spot where her jaw met her ear, or at least I thought that it was.  It was hard to tell with all of that blood.  

I never took my eyes off her, and what they were doing to help her, but I began to hear the other sounds in the yard as still more paramedics arrived.  I heard another man sobbing.  It had been going on for a while, but I hadn’t really noticed it—I was making so much noise myself.  

Javier, I thought, dawning horror making me search him out.  He hovered over the fallen form of Stephan.  A paramedic was busy staunching the flow of blood from Stephan’s chest, prepping him to get on a stretcher, another man helping him.  No, I thought, please no.  They both had to live. 

I followed the stretcher closely as they moved her, and no one dared tell me not to.  I watched her chest as she breathed faintly on the long drive to the hospital.  It’s a miracle, I thought.  He put that gun in her mouth and pulled the trigger, and if she survives it, I have witnessed a miracle.  I made crazy promises to God on that long drive, promises to give him my soul in exchange for that miracle.

I wasn’t myself as I followed her unconscious form inside the hospital.  I felt disconnected from reality as they worked on her.  I began to fight when they wouldn’t let me follow her into surgery.  Clark and Tristan had to snap me out of it.  It wasn’t until the world came back into focus that I realized that I had been in shock.  

“James, you need to be present for this,” Tristan was telling me, his voice firm, his eyes steady.  “Your influence can help them.  I guarantee it.  You can’t follow her into surgery, but you can call in some favors.”  

“Buy the fucking hospital if you want them to give Bianca, Stephan, and Blake their best chances,” Clark added.

The nurse was putting a blanket over my shoulders, saying soothing things, and shooting Tristan and Clark perplexed looks.  Tristan understood me well, though, and his tactic couldn’t have been more brilliant.  I didn’t have time to wallow in this, and certainly none to agonize about it.  What I needed was action.  The more the better.  There were things I could do to help.     

“Get the board of directors and the head of the hospital on the phone,” I told Clark.  “If they ask what it concerns, tell them that someone is willing to donate an obscene amount of money for some special treatment.”

He nodded, and moved away, a small, satisfied smile gracing his mouth.  I remembered that he’d said Blake, as well.  I was relieved that she at least had a chance.  I also knew that the names he hadn’t mentioned were surely dead.  Paterson and Henry had fallen in their duty of protecting Bianca.  I made a note to pay out the families of both men.  It was the smallest consolation, but at least neither of them had left behind children, or wives.

My first call was to my offices in Vegas, and then New York—to my second-in-command.  I enlisted all of the help at my disposal to get the ball rolling faster.
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CHAPTER FORTY

Mr. Helpless




BIANCA




I woke with a violent jerk, my thoughts going immediately to Stephan.  It was as though the sight of him lying there, lifeless, with bloody holes in his chest, had just been circling around in my head while I was out.  I remembered everything as though it had happened just instants before, though I knew very well that I was in a hospital by the familiar sounds and smells.  

I turned my head sharply, seeking out James.  The short motion made my head ache and the side of my face burned sharply.

I felt my hand in his and knew that he’d stayed at my side for the ordeal.  I saw in his weary, grief-stricken face how it had cost him, what he’d been put through. 

“Stephan?” was the first word out of my mouth.  It was agony to try to talk.  I had to speak through my teeth, since I could barely open my mouth.  I ignored the pain, focusing on James, desperate for an answer.  

James raised his bloodshot, agonized eyes to mine.  Those turquoise depths had never looked so relieved.  He gasped in a breath, as though coming up for air.  He blinked at me several times before he found his voice.  “He’s recovering from surgery.”  

I only heard his voice in one ear, and wondered vaguely if I’d lost the hearing in the other.  But that didn’t matter.  Nothing mattered to me but finding out about Stephan just then.

“How badly was he hurt?  Will he be okay?  I need to see him now,” I said, trying to sit up.  

He paused for a long time to choose his words, and that scared me more than anything.  “He’s in the ICU.  He was badly hurt.  No one can see him—“

I pulled the IV from my arm, sitting up.  The pain in my head and ear temporarily darkened my vision and a dull roar started up in the ear that was working.  “I need to see him now.”

I didn’t realize what a commotion I’d caused until I’d been wrestled back into the bed, and saw the amount of people that had gathered to restrain me.  

My eyes sought out James while a nurse shoved needles into my arm.  I felt terrible as I saw the tears running down his cheeks and the helpless look on his face.  “Please, James.  I have to see him.”

Finally he nodded.  “Please don’t do that again.  I’ll arrange for you to see him, but you must stay in your bed.”

I nodded, closing my eyes in relief.  He would do as he said.  He always had.

I didn’t sleep, but I didn’t open my eyes again until I felt my bed begin to move.  A team of nurses surrounded me, James at my right, clutching my hand as he followed beside the wheeled hospital bed.  “Who else made it?” I asked James, bracing myself for the answer.

“Blake was wounded badly, but they’re telling me now that she’ll make it.”

“So that means that…” I swallowed hard, finding it hard to finish the sentence.

“Paterson and Henry died before the paramedics could arrive.  Your…father did as well.”

I processed that, blinking away tears.  “You wouldn’t believe how many holes he had in his chest, and still he kept coming…”

“It was a bullet to the brain that ended him,” James told me.  “Stephan came to just long enough to take him out.  I owe him yet another debt that I can never repay.”  

My chest burned and I shut my eyes, letting awful tears run down my cheeks.  Of course Stephan had survived long enough to save me.  My hero.  I couldn’t lose him.  My eyes shot back open as a thought occurred.  “Did he see my father shoot me?”

“He must have.  They deduced that your father must have gotten off the shot just before Stephan fired.  They tell me your struggle is all that saved you.  He shot into your cheek.  There was damage, but he missed his target.”

I tried to touch the bandaged side of my face.  “How on earth?”

“You’ve lost significant hearing in that ear, and they had to do surgery on your jaw.  There will be scarring along your jaw and cheek, but we will make sure it’s minimized as much as possible.  You will have the best plastic surgeons in the world at your disposal.”

He continued to talk, but I barely even heard him, my mind still on Stephan.  I couldn’t care less about the scarring, my jaw, or even the loss of hearing.  I was alive.  The rest were details.  

But Stephan…  Stephan had to live.  “How long was I out?”

“Four days.”

“Tell me about Stephan’s wounds.”

“Both bullets missed his heart, if only barely, but one punctured a lung, and he’s had some internal bleeding that has persisted.  The doctor who performed the surgery believes that it was a success, but he says that Stephan won’t be out of danger until his vitals stabilize.  It’s been very touch and go.  They tell me he’s improved, followed by a decline, but he’s getting the best care available, and he’s a healthy young man, so they say we can be hopeful, even though he’s not yet stabilized.”

“If I see him, if I speak to him, it will help,” I said, more hopeful than certain.  “If he knows I made it, he’ll pull through.  He would have been devastated if he watched my father shoot me.  This will help.”  

My vision was completely blurred with tears as they rolled my bed beside Stephan’s.  They wheeled me as close as possible, my feet pointed in the direction of his headrest.  They were considerate enough to bring our unencumbered hands close.  Javier was on the other side of him, his head bent over his other IV covered hand.  

I gripped his fingers in mine, squeezing.  “I made it, Stephan.  I’m fine.  You saved me again, but you need to wake up now.  You were hurt, but it’s nothing that you can’t survive.  Please, wake up.”  I got louder as I spoke, my voice rough with emotion.  

He didn’t so much as twitch.  I glanced at his heart rate monitor, but could make no sense of it.  I glanced at the closest nurse.  “Have his vitals improved?” I asked her.

She pursed her lips.  “They haven’t altered.”

They let me linger for a few more minutes, and I murmured soothingly to Stephan.  He never responded, never moved.  I hadn’t really thought he would, but I felt a crushing disappointment as they wheeled me away from him.  Some part of me had been arrogantly hoping that the sound of my voice, and the knowledge that I had survived, would be enough to rouse him.  He had been my last thought as I’d blacked out, and my first thought on waking.  Knowing him as I did, I had just assumed that seeing me fall had been like that for him.  Perhaps it really was beyond his control.  That thought defeated me more than anything.

I drifted off as they carted me back to my own room, and I knew by the floaty feeling that it was a drug induced sleep.  

When I woke again, James was watching for it.  He was speaking to me the instant my eyes blinked open groggily.  

“He’s improved.  Less than two hours after you spoke to him, he opened his eyes for the first time, and they tell me his vitals have finally begun to improve.  The doctor went so far as to say that there is a good chance that he will pull through.”

“How long was I asleep for?”

“Only four hours.  Stephan’s first word was your name.  He was just as frantic to see you, though he was in no condition to pull his own IV out.”

There was a reprimand in his voice, and I could hardly blame him.  I studied him, trying to see just how much he’d been damaged by it all, because I knew for a certainty that he had.

“You were right,” I told him, “I shouldn’t have gone back to the house.”  I’d been so sure he was just overreacting, but somehow his instincts had been dead on.  I’d never dreamed that my father could still get to me with so many people protecting me, but he had managed to beat all reasonable odds.  “Are you furious with me?”

His face went a little slack, as though the question had caught him completely off guard.  “The thought never even occurred.  There’s no room left in me for fury.  After thinking you were dead, then realizing that you would live, I’m only capable of relief.  We may have to start going to church now.”

“Church?” I asked, perplexed.

“Yes.  I prayed for a miracle, and you survived.”

I supposed that it was all rather miraculous, and I was more grateful for my life than I’d ever been after the ordeal, but I had more questions.  “Was my father on something?  He took so much damage, and still he kept coming.”  I spoke slowly and carefully.  Speaking would be rough for a while, and I knew that my words were hard to understand. 

James nodded.  “Yes.  He was on several somethings.  Some mix of crystal meth and bath salts.  Your father ambushed Henry, then beat him to death with a large rock a few blocks from your house.  He took his gun, and walked to your house.  He jumped the fence in back and landed on Paterson, who shot him.  He shot him back, a point blank shot to the chest.  They said it killed Paterson almost instantly, partially because of the type of bullets in the gun, and the range of the shot.”  

“Blake confronted him, and shot him again in the chest.  They deduced that this made him drop his gun.  He then picked up Paterson’s gun.  This was a smaller gun, with lighter ammo, and what he shot all three of you with, which is most likely why you survived.  Henry’s gun is the one that Stephan found and used to shoot your father in the head.  Let’s just say that gun had more effect on a giant, drug-crazed man, especially since Stephan had such unerring aim.  The bodyguards were trained to shoot for the heart, but Stephan went for a headshot.”

I nodded, thankful that he’d given me a full explanation, but devastated by all of the senseless loss.  “Those poor men.”

James nodded gravely.  “Yes, I know.  So much went wrong.  It’s hard to imagine that one man wreaked so much havoc when he was outnumbered like that, but they say the mix of drugs gave him a superhuman burst of strength.  None of us considered that possibility, much to my everlasting regret.”

I squeezed his hand, which enveloped mine warmly.  I searched his beautiful eyes, knowing that he felt a crushing guilt like I did.  “I’m so sorry, James.  If I’d had any ide—“

“Don’t,” he interrupted.  He gentled his voice, and his eyes.  “Please don’t.  We can’t take anything back, just as we couldn’t have seen the future.  All we can do is be thankful that it wasn’t worse.  When I first set foot into that backyard, I was convinced that my worst nightmare had come to fruition.  I’ll never stop being grateful that you survived that.  We are unspeakably lucky that there weren’t more lives lost.  All three of you were critical just days ago, and are now on the road to recovery.”

It was several days before Stephan was moved from the ICU, and we were both awake to see each other.  We had a teary-eyed reunion, clutching hands and sobbing like babies.  

“I was so afraid that you wouldn’t recover,” I gasped.

He gave a strangled half-laugh, half-sob.  “You were afraid?  I watched him shoot you in the head.  I don’t think I’ll ever fully recover from the sight.”

I winced at the visual.  “But you saved me.”

“Always, Buttercup,” he said, squeezing my hand hard.  “Always.”

He continued, quickly switching to a lighter topic.  “Would it be tacky for me to get engaged just over a week after you did?”

I looked around for Javier, taken aback at the question.  We were completely alone, even James giving us a moment of privacy.  

“You’re engaged?” I questioned.

He shook his head, wearing his most boyish grin.  “No, but I want to propose.  I wanted to get your blessing first.”

I gave him an exasperated look, then laughed.  “Yes.  If you want to be silly and ask for my blessing, then you have it.  Always.  Nothing would make me happier.”

“It’s going to be smooth sailing from here on out, Bee.  We’ve earned it.”

I returned his carefree smile, hoping that he might be right.
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CHAPTER FORTY-ONE

Epilogue




NEARLY ONE YEAR LATER




I took deep breaths.  I counted.  I made my whole body relax.  I was nervous—very nervous, and skittish, but much less so, than I’d thought I would be for this day.  

“Deep breaths, Buttercup,” Stephan said gently.  I couldn’t look at him today.  He, more than anyone, made me emotional today.  There was just so much joy in his eyes, so much barely suppressed excitement.  It made me want to bawl like a baby and I had just sat through a painstakingly elaborate makeup process.  Not to mention that my goal for the day was not to lose it in front of four hundred wedding guests.  

“If you make her mess up her make-up right now, I will kick you,” Lana told him, but her tone was pure affection.  Stephan and Lana had taken to each other like, well—like Stephan and I.  She threatened to steal him from me nearly every time the three of us got together.

Lana looked stunning, of course, in a lavender dress that made those astonishing purple eyes stand out even more.  She’d picked the color.  As was her custom, she’d taken over that entire part of the process.  I hadn’t balked.  On the contrary, I’d only been relieved.  This sort of event was well out of my area of expertise.  I had never been the girl who dreamed of this, let alone ever thought of planning one of the things.  I had gratefully taken all of the help I could get.  

“Bianca, you should know that I’ve been put on guard duty by your determined bridegroom.  He said that if you tried to run, I would get to tackle you.”

That made me laugh, and relieved some of the tension, as it was meant to.  

“I don’t know if anyone’s told you this,” she continued.  “But I have quite the reputation as a kick-ass fighter in Maui, so I wouldn’t test me if I were you.”

Not only had someone told me that story, everyone had.  Lana’s Tutu, and her auntie, and even Akira loved to tell that story in great detail, and often.  One girl fight and they thought she was the lightweight champ…

Lana wasn’t finished, but she’d moved on from Stephan and me.  She had an elegant finger pointed at the two mischievous pixies who wore gowns that matched her own.  “And you.  The Debauched Duo.  You had better stay away from my brother at the reception.  I saw the way you were eyeing him.  Don’t even think about it.  I have plans for him that involve him finally settling down, and the two of you wouldn’t know settled if it invited you to a threesome!”

They just giggled, completely unfazed.

“We already bagged that one,” Marnie gasped.  

“Double teamed him after the rehearsal dinner!” Judith said.  

“He was awesome,” Marnie added.

Lana rubbed her temples.  “Oh, God!  I don’t know who’s more hopeless.  Him or you two?”

“Them,” Jessa added from where she was getting her hair finished up.  “I’ve known them for years.  Definitely them.”  

“They told me a story about seducing a priest one time,” Danika told Lana, giving her a sympathetic look.  “Your brother is easy, but these two are nymphos.  So if we’re talking hopeless, I vote them.”

“I swear I saw them eyeing up the minister that’s performing the nuptials,” Sophia added helpfully, adjusting the sleeve of her own lavender gown.

“I’m almost positive they were trying to hit on my dad last night, before they disappeared with Lana’s brother,” Jackie added from where she was working on my hem.  I glanced down at her as she continued.  “My poor father’s been a widower for five years, and he’s approaching sixty.  They could have given him a heart attack.”

Marnie and Judith just giggled, enjoying the banter.  

It all helped.  I needed distraction.  It wasn’t that I had doubts about James.  I was sure of him, sure that I needed him, and that he was good for me.  It was just the actual marriage part that got me scared.  And the over the top wedding, which had started out so small, wasn’t helping.  It had just sort of built into this thing that I couldn’t control anymore, though I wasn’t sure I ever could have.  We should have eloped…

I never thought I’d be that person with more bridesmaids than I could keep track of, but there it was.  I had opened my heart to more than Stephan, and it had opened like a dam breaking.  There were so many people that I valued in my life now.  My heart was no longer a block of ice with one thawed part just for Stephan.  It was warm in my chest now.  I was alive as I never could have been if I hadn’t met James.  He had been right from the start.  We were made for each other, and he had made me a better woman, a more complete one, when I’d let him into my heart.    

I had calmed considerably by the time Javier peeked his head into the room. 

We had decided on an outdoor wedding in the late spring, because we both loved the idea of a wedding amidst blooming flowers.  James had chosen Wyoming, insisting that there was no other place we could have our vows, since this was where he swore I’d fallen in love with him.  He claimed that I’d fallen for his mind-boggling equestrian skills first… I hadn’t been able to change his mind on that idea—I’d even admitted to him just how quickly I really had fallen for him, but he heard none of it.  I didn’t really mind.  I couldn’t think of a place I’d have preferred for such a beautiful day.

The ranch had been transformed for the big event, a huge clearing at the front of the house painstakingly perfected for the ceremony.  It was a vision of tall grass and wildflowers, well-groomed where the guests were seated, with flowers planted all along the perimeter, but the rest left running wild with riotous white and violet wildflowers.

Large tents had been set up on the side of the property for the reception that would follow.  

One of the living areas near the front of the house had been turned into my bridal party’s prep station.  The groomsmen waited just outside, in the light-filled foyer, for the bridesmaids.   

“Showtime,” Javier told us, grinning.  

Stephan and Javier had been more impulsive than we had, and had already gotten married over Christmas.  They’d had a gorgeous commitment ceremony in Bali, with a reception afterwards that had turned into a four-day long party with all of their closest friends.  The entire trip had been magical, and I’d never seen two happier newlyweds.  Even several months later, they were both still glowing with it.   

Stephan was happier than I’d ever seen him.  Two months ago, he’d even been contacted by one of his sisters.  She had just turned eighteen, and moved away for college.  She’d found him on Facebook, sending him an earnest message about wanting to meet him.  She had apologized for the way he’d been treated by their family, though of course she’d been too young at the time to have anything to do with the way things had happened.  Stephan had told me that they were getting to know each other slowly, but that they were chatting nearly every day now.  

Javier blew us a kiss before letting the door swing back closed on him.  He’d ended up as part of the groom’s party.  Dividing our friends had turned into quite the debate.  We’d had a row over who would get Stephan.  The very idea had made me furious.  

In the end, we’d decided on gender-bending wedding parties, with Frankie as James’s best woman, and Stephan as my best man.  It only made sense.  James had argued that he should get Lana, and I’d made a case for myself getting Javier, but in the end we’d let them choose, so Javier was a groomsmen, and Lana was mine.  I knew it was a sign of how blessed we were, that our friends were so intertwined that they belonged to us both.

One of the biggest wedding party upheavals was kneeling at my feet, fretting about some minor detail on the hem of my gown.  Jackie had taken some getting used to, but I’d more than gotten used to her.  Our friendship had grown over countless thoughtful little notes that she’d left in my closet.  Lana had been so right about her—that she needed to be challenged.  Something in her nature held a constant need for it, and I didn’t mind obliging.  First, I’d insisted on only wearing up and coming designers’ clothes for months, which had made her want to pull her hair out, but I saw that she grew to love the idea, the discovery of new designers presenting that challenge that she craved.  

She’d learned to respect me, and as that respect had budded, so had our friendship.  And when we’d begun to hunt for my wedding gown, it had grown into a bonafide bond.  I’d realized that I had room in my heart for another sister.  

Jackie and I hadn’t taken to each other right away, but you wouldn’t know it now.  As she’d obsessed over finding the perfect dress, I’d begun to tell her little details that I might like for a gown, and she had added her own persistent suggestions.  When she’d begun to make elaborate sketches for the elusive dress, I’d been impressed with her vision, and made the offhanded suggestion that she should design it herself.  She’d taken that suggestion to heart, and designed the perfect gown for me.  I knew by her talent, and the way the task seemed to fulfill her, that it wouldn’t be her last.  

The women began to file from the room, giving me encouraging looks before they left.  The looks made me feel a bit like a crazy woman, since they told me clearly that everyone was still a little afraid that I would turn into a runaway bride.

Stephan and I peeked our heads around the corner to catch a glimpse of the altar.  

James already stood there, looking too perfect to be real in a sharply tailored tuxedo.  He wore the classic black jacket and trouser, with an off-white silk shirt, vest, and tie.  His hair was styled artfully out of his face.  Frankie stood next to him, decked out in her own sexy version of a tux.  

He saw us looking and grinned.  He knew I’d be nervous for this, just as I knew that he wouldn’t.  We shared one of those complex looks that said we understood each other.  His look took the form of an indulgent smile, and mine was a bit of a pained grimace.  I ducked back into the room.  

In addition to being my best man, Stephan was walking me down the aisle.  That one hadn’t even been a question.  He wore a tux that was nearly identical to James’s, but with a lavender silk tie.  He kept an eye out for our cue to go, naming off the bridal party as they walked, and keeping me up to date on every detail, Stephan style.

“First is Elliot.  He’s got the ring on top of his head, and he’s hopping.” 

I giggled.

“Now it’s Parker and Sophia.  They’re right on his tail, in case he runs off.  Oops, he made a dash… No, he’s okay now.  I think he was just faking them out.” 

We shared a grin.  Elliot was too adorable.

“Next up are Lana and Akira.  He looks mean as ever, and she is the picture of elegance.  Seeing them side by side, they just make sense, but you’d have to see it to believe it, since they’re so dissimilar.”

I had to agree with that observation.

“Now it’s Murphy and Judith.  They actually look like they’re trying to behave themselves.  I was expecting a little dance down the aisle, YouTube style.”

“Murphy asked me if he could dance, and I said I didn’t mind, as long as no one expected me to,” I said.

“Oh, well, there he goes.  They’re doing that shuffle dance.  It definitely looks like they practiced.”  We shared a laugh.

“And now Javier and Marnie,” Stephan continued.  “He looks sexy as hell, and he just winked at me as he passed the door.  Now it’s Jessa and Damien.  They have huge smiles on their faces.”

He paused watching, his smile fading just a touch.  “Next up are Tristan and Danika.  It hurts my heart to see those two around each other.”

I knew just what he meant.  There was still such a feeling of unresolved issues when the two of them got together.  Danika hadn’t been thrilled with the pairing, but she’d been a good sport about it.  Always, though, she treated Tristan with cool civility.

“Sven Jr. and Adele are up.  They look very model-y.”

“Is that a real word?” I asked playfully.

“Sure.  Last up are Jackie and Camden,” he continued.  “He just gave her a roguish smile, and she took his arm without sparing him a glance.  They make a strange pairing.”

I had to agree.  Lana’s brother, Camden, was the opposite of Jackie in just about every way I could think of.  He was tall and muscular, with wavy golden hair like his sister, and those same startling violet eyes.  He dwarfed the tiny figure of Jackie, and was as playful as she was serious. 

Stephan stepped back from the open doorway when the last couple had departed, moving quickly to adjust my skirt, smoothing out my short lace train.  

The dress had turned out exquisitely.  It was pale cream, with intricate gold-threaded lace, and lush detailing along every inch.  It was sleeveless, with a high-collared neckline of sheerest lace, so sheer that my locked-on choker was clearly visible underneath.  Jackie’d had the enterprising idea of cutting a hole out for the hoop in the collar, and it had worked perfectly.  My choker looked like part of the dress.  Underneath I wore a plain white, strapless sheath that came to just above my knees.  The lace gown overlaying that was longer, the hem touching the floor, the train trailing lightly behind me.  I’d had to be talked into a train, and we’d finally compromised on one that no one would have to carry for me.  

He handed me my large bouquet.  It was a lovely mix of violet lilies, purple roses, and tidy little white calla lilies.  The same flowers had been interwoven into a wreath on my head, showcasing my long hair, which had been painstakingly curled into ringlets that hung down my back. 

He touched my cheek lightly, a world of joy in his twinkling blue eyes, before offering me his arm.  We began our slow-paced walk down the flower-lined aisle, the sun at our backs, our movements synched from years of perfect accord.  

James was a jealous man, the most possessive man I’d ever met.  I doubted that there was a thing about me that he didn’t consider his.  But he had never made me choose, never made me question or compromise one thing about my relationship with Stephan.  He had only accepted, as much as that acceptance must have gone against all of his natural inclinations.  I thought that was perhaps the surest sign of his love for me—that he would so obviously put my needs before his own.  His love was such a beautiful thing, always so perfectly suited to my own needs, and so unselfish in its way.  

He’d made me a believer.  We’d been together for nearly a year now, and I was well and truly convinced that we really were made for each other.  Life wasn’t perfect, but it was pretty close.

I had thought that looking at Stephan would make me lose it today, but as we drew closer, I realized that the look in Mr. Beautiful’s eyes would be my real undoing.  He didn’t bother to hide from our guests those tender eyes that he had just for me.  No one there could doubt that he was crazy about me.  I didn’t know how I’d ever doubted it myself.  Though I had seen the world with different eyes back then.  How could I have known that I was being swept into my very own fairytale?  I’d never believed in such things.

Stephan handed me to James when we got into reach.  James gave me his softest smile, one hand rising to brush the one lone tear that had managed to make its way silently down my cheek.  

Abruptly, he pulled me close and kissed me.  It lasted long enough, and held enough passion, to draw loud cheers and guffaws from the crowd, and one loudly cleared throat from the minister.  I was breathless as he pulled back with a wicked smile.  

“It was that or drag you into the nearest room.  I couldn’t have you wearing that kissable look for the entire ceremony and not address it,” he murmured to me, shameless as ever.

I was still recovering as the minister began to speak.  I let the official words wash over me, my eyes steady, if a little moist, on my love’s.  

“We are gathered here today to take part in the most time-honored celebration of the human family, uniting this man and woman in marriage,” the minister began.

I listened to each word of the ceremony carefully, trying to take it all in, but my eyes didn’t waver from his.  

We recited our vows, and my voice was as steady as I could make it for my own part.  We had opted for short, traditional ones, because I had a strong aversion to public speaking.  

Tears ran silently down my cheeks for a lot of it, but James held it together for the most part.  That is, right until the end, when the minister was reciting a small part that James had wanted to add.

The minister read, quoting the Benediction of the Apaches.  




“Now you will feel no rain,

For each of you will be shelter to the other.

Now you will feel no cold,

For each of you will be warmth to the other.

Now there is no more loneliness for you.”




His gaze never wavered from mine, even as they filled with tears, the tears swiftly overflowing, running down his cheeks before the minister had finished the line.  

I reached up and softly wiped them away with my hands.  It was only fair.  He had been quietly drying my tears through the entire ceremony.




“For each of you will be companion to the other.

Now you are two bodies, 

But there is only one life before you.”




There were a few more lines in that lovely addition to the vows, but I barely heard them as I watched my bridegroom’s trembling lips form the words, “I love you,” in a hushed whisper.

Vaguely, I heard the famous line about kissing the bride, but I hadn’t even registered the words before James was pulling me against him in a soft, sweet kiss.  It was a kiss full of finesse, and held a promise of forever.  My own lips answered that promise eagerly.

I gasped and let out an embarrassed little screech as he suddenly lifted me high in the air.  He laughed, spinning me.  

My hands gripped his shoulders as his eyes laughed into mine.  

“We did it, Love,” he told me softly, his voice filled with quiet wonder.  “You’re mine, forever, Mrs. Cavendish.”

I shook my head at him as he lowered me slowly back to the ground.  His joy was infectious, and I was quickly laughing with him.  “You’re insane.  I’ve been yours all along, Mr. Cavendish.”







  







5 YEARS LATER




I awoke to the strangest sensation in my lower regions, which had grown almost numb over the past few weeks.  

I patted the hand that was wrapped around my middle.  “James,” I gasped.  

I felt him tense against me, instantly awake.  “Is it time, Bianca?”  

I bit my lip, mortified.  “I don’t know.  Either my water just broke or I wet myself.”

The bastard laughed, and I elbowed him hard.  He was up and at my side of the bed, grinning like a loon, between one second and the next.  He studied my wet legs and I squeezed my eyes shut tight, as embarrassed as I’d ever been in my life.

“Did my water break?” I asked him.  

He continued to study me, his brow furrowed.  “I don’t know how to tell.  You can’t tell?”

I shrugged, miserable.  “It’s all just numb at the moment.”  I swallowed, hating to ask.  “Will you smell it?”  

He wasn’t offended.  He never was.  He was the most dutiful of husbands for a first time pregnant mess of a woman.

I couldn’t look at him as he tentatively checked.  

“No scent.  I think we’re having our baby, Love.”

We both knew what to do, and James sprang into action, but I couldn’t seem to move at first, overwhelmed at the thought that the next time we came back here, we would be bringing a baby home with us.

I heard James talking on his phone in the closet.  “Stephan.  It’s time.  You have five minutes to meet us at the car, or else you’ll have to meet us at the hospital.”  He paused.  “Very sure.  Her water broke.  We all get to meet our baby today.”  

He was back at my side a few moments later, already dressed.  I wasn’t much help as he pulled off my nightgown, and slipped a comfortable frock over my head.  

“Can you stand?” he asked gently.

I nodded, and stood slowly, feeling ungainly.  James helped me, his strong arms keeping me steady until I could stand on my own.  

He knelt at my feet, using a wet cloth to clean me, and changing my underwear without a word.  He wrapped an arm around my waist, the other firmly holding my arm, as he led me down the stairs, and to the garage.  

Clark and Blake were waiting for us beside a large black SUV.  We had packed for the hospital months ago, courtesy of Control Freak Cavendish, so I was relieved not to have to worry about it just then.  

James made sure I was comfortably ensconced and securely buckled in before he got in himself.  My huge belly had made everything difficult lately, and I’d never appreciated his unending solicitude more than I had during the trials of pregnancy.  

Clark backed the car out, getting just outside of the colossal garage before stopping, a huge grin on his face as he glanced back at us.  “The guys made it,” he told us.

I glanced behind the car, seeing our two favorite neighbors booking it across the property, Stephan leaving Javier in the dust on his way to our car.  

James and I shared a happy smile.

Seconds later Stephan was getting into the car, breathless and shooting me concerned looks.  He climbed into the row of seats behind us, moving directly behind me so he could kiss the top of my head before he sat.  

“How are you?  How’s our baby?” he asked me, looking at James.  

James couldn’t stop grinning.  “Our baby is ready to meet us today.”  

I rubbed my belly, trying not to stress out about the ordeal to come.  James saw my action, and bent down to kiss my belly, as he had countless times over the last eight and a half months.  I stroked a hand over his silky hair.  

Javier climbed into the car as James was still paying homage to my big belly.  He smiled at the sight.  “We won’t be seeing that quite so often after today,” he said.  

I patted James on the head.  “I’ll miss it,” I said softly.  

He shifted so he could meet my eyes, his cheek still pressed softly to my belly.  “We can do this as many times as you want, Mrs. Cavendish.”  

We were ten minutes from the hospital, and it was a talkative car ride, so the drive went by in a flash, as did my admission into the hospital, expedited by my ungodly rich husband.  They had me in a bed in what I figured had to be a record.  

Dr. Lisa practically met us there, looking as though she hadn’t been dragged out of bed, though I knew that she had.  She smiled at me reassuringly.  “You’re going to be a mother today,” she told me, after a short examination.  

It was a daunting thought.  

Several harrowing hours later, more so for James than for me, I thought, and a little bundle of joy was placed in my arms.  

I had been so sure that a child would open up old wounds—just rip apart the things inside of me that had never quite healed.  Even after I’d been sure that I did want children, and even during the pregnancy, when I’d felt those first profound stirrings of the perfect love of a mother, I’d felt that doubt.  There was no way that I could have known that seeing our son’s perfect face would have the opposite effect.  It hadn’t ripped me open.  It didn’t aggravate those wounds.  Like my love for James, it only healed me.  As James always said he had done with me, I fell in love with Duncan Stephan Cavendish at first sight.
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Bad Things - The Don’t List







“On a scale of 1-10, how much do you like the last guy that you slept with?” Tristan asked me with an arched brow and a crooked smile, flashing those dimples at me.  He used those things like a weapon.

“My ex?  Negative five, since I’m feeling mellow today,” I said instantly.

He nodded.  “Exactly.  The last girl I hooked up with threw a drink at another chick for smiling at me, and the one before that started nagging me about my drinking after we’d hooked up one time.  Sex turns women into nagging psychos, and it turns men into straight-up assholes.  Now, how much do you like me?”

I wrinkled my nose at him.  “Right this second?  Well, this little speech is kind of annoying but I do kind of like you most of the time.  I’ll give you a solid five.”

He just grinned, not at all offended.  I don’t think he would have known what to do with me if I wasn’t giving him shit.  “Well, I give you a ten, which averages our friendship out to a solid seven, making you one of my favorite people of all time.  I’d like to maintain our average, so I say we make a list.”

He had actually gotten a pen and paper out, and I made sure he saw me roll my eyes.

His grin just widened.  “That’s what I love most about you.  I never have to wonder what you’re thinking.  It’s all right there on your lovely face.”

My scowl just deepened as I saw what he was writing.  




‘THE FRIENDS DON’T LIST’ - Because I like you too much to sleep with you.




I sighed loudly.  “What is the point of this?  We don’t need to write it down.”

He straightened, giving me a look that made things low in my body clench in the most delicious way.  His gaze was borderline obscene as he eyed me, top to bottom.  He swallowed hard.  “I need to.  God, Danika, even your feet are fucking sexy to me, and I like you too fucking much to screw it up.  I want to be around you.  I’d be sad if you we didn’t see each other anymore, and I’m batting zero at the relationship thing.  I’m a good friend, though, so yeah, I need a real clear ‘don’t’ list, so I don’t screw it up.”

I smirked at him.  “My feet, huh?  My feet are really that sexy?  You crazy horn-dog.”  

I didn’t want a relationship with him, either.  I knew that it would mean the end of us as friends, but knowing that he found me that sexy made me warm all over.  It didn’t make me feel dirty to have him look at me like that, it made me feel special.  It was a novelty for me, to be sure.  

He laughed and nodded, giving me really good eye contact.  “Yes.  It’s a problem.  I’m a man-whore, and you would tempt a saint.  Let’s find a way to keep our friendship safe.”

I liked that, liked that he valued my company more than my body.  I nodded, finally giving him smile for smile.  “Yes.  That makes sense.  Sex isn’t worth it anyways.  It never leaves me with anything but a need for a date with my vibrator, and that’s if I’m lucky.”

He groaned and slapped his forehead.  “I need to get that image out of my head.  That was cruel.  Do you mean that your last boyfriend didn’t make sure you got off?”  He asked the question like he just couldn’t help himself.  I knew him well enough to know that he couldn’t.

I laughed, trying not to make it sound as bitter as it actually was.  “No.  I’m saying that none of them did.  Selfish pricks.”

He ran a hand over his face, and it went a little slack before he looked at me again.  “That hurts me deep in my soul, baby.  I wouldn’t do that to you.  I’d make sure you came, first and last.  I’d go down on you every time, if that’s what you like.  I’d lick-“

I held up a hand, giving him an arch look, though I was far from unaffected by his little speech.  I wanted badly to see if he was really that good…  But I shook myself out of it. 

He grimaced.  “Sorry, sorry.  That was out of line.  You can’t tell me stuff like that.  It makes me want to punch somebody and, well, do things to you that do not need to be spoken out loud.  But it does prove my point about me needing a ‘don’t list.”

I nodded.  It was becoming apparent that we both needed one.  “Yes.  Don’t you worry about poor old me.  I like my vibrator just fine.  Better than any cock that’s ever come near me, in fact.”

He closed his eyes, lowered his head, and held up one finger, as though he needed a moment.  I giggled, because I had been trying to torment him, and I saw by the oversized bulge in his jeans that I’d succeeded.

I snapped my fingers at him.  “Okay, okay, let’s get on with it.  Get started with your list.”




‘THE FRIENDS DON’T LIST’ - Because I like you too much to sleep with you.




1. No sex, no making out, no kissing.




“No getting off and thinking about you?” I asked.  Yes, I was trying to torment him.

He held up that finger that made me giggle again.  He looked like he was thinking hard for a long moment, finally shaking his head.  “Nope.  Can’t do that.  Sorry.  It’s like saying I won’t get hard when I see you wearing a bikini.  It would just be a lie.  But I won’t torture you with the details, I swear.”

I nodded, still smiling.  Teasing just never got old with him.  He made it so much fun.  He made absolutely everything fun.  “The same,” I told him.  “I’ll try not to be too loud when I cry out your name as I get myself off.”

He shook his head, looking pained.  “So jacked up,” he muttered under his breath.  

After a long pause, he started writing again without another word.




2. No getting jealous or complaining about who the other one is dating or hooking up with.




“That goes for you too, right?” I asked archly.  “No punching guys in bars for looking at me funny.” 

“I didn’t punch him.  I just choked him a little.”

“Um, yeah, that sounds worse than punching.  Not helping your argument.” 

He completely ignored that, writing.




3. We can hang out whenever we want, but we won’t call it a date, even if we’re doing date-like things




“Would oral be considered date-like?” I asked, just messing with him, as usual.  I’d never been able to have sexual banter with a man that didn’t end up making me feel like shit.  It was just the opposite with Tristan.  For some reason, with him, it made me feel warm and  fuzzy every time.

He sent me a twisted grin.  “I’m pretty sure that would be breaking the no kissing rule.”

“Pretty sure it leaves wiggle room.”

He gave me a look that could only be described as longing.  “I do love the way you wiggle.”

I giggled.

He went back to writing.




4. No nagging.




“That counts for you, too.  No telling me when I’ve had too many shots.  That’s for me to decide.”

He sent me an exasperated look.  “Well, if you drink enough shots that you climb on the bar to dance, and some guy grabs you, don’t nag me for beating the shit out of him.”

“That sounds like a clear violation of rule #2,” I pointed out.

“That’s not jealousy.  That’s me being protective of my best buddy.”

I rolled my eyes.  It was a fine line.

He started writing again.




5. Always remember that we like each other too much to sleep together, and that sleeping together will ruin EVERYTHING.




6.  If the words ‘I love you’ are ever mentioned, it will be assumed that it is in a friendship type context.




7. No talking dirty, or talking about dates with your vibrator.




He sighed, immediately crossing #7 out.




7. No talking dirty, or talking about dates with your vibrator.




“That one is just no fun at all,” he explained.

I giggled.  Only Tristan could make me giggle.  He sent me a warm smile.

“I named my vibrator after you,” I told him with a smirk.  “He’s small, but he makes up for it by working hard.”

He straightened, moving a little close to show me just how small he wasn’t.  He gave me his sinful smile.  “I’m big like this everywhere.  Don’t make me prove it to you.”

I rolled my eyes.  “Every guy says that.  It would be refreshing to meet a guy that just admitted to being average-sized, or God forbid, small.”

He shook his head.  “You want me to do something crazy.  I see your game now.  Not falling for it.”

I couldn’t hold back a smile, because I had been egging him on.  The man was so outrageous, he’d do anything on a dare.  I shrugged.  “I’ll never know, but in my imagination it’s very clearly average, bordering on small.  No way to change it.”

  He pursed his lips, his fingers going to the button on his jeans.  

I slapped my hands over my eyes, running away and giggling like a kid.  

He overtook me in seconds, picking me up easily.  He flung me over his shoulder.  I knew where this was leading.  

“Put me down!” I screeched between giggles.  “I just washed my hair!”

“Every time you make me want to pull my dick out for you, for any reason, I’m throwing you in the pool.  This is for the sake of our friendship, Danika.”  

I was already flying through the air before he’d finished talking.  I heard him say Danika right before my head went under.  

The bastard.




A quote from Danika less than a month later…

“It wasn’t a don’t list, you douche bag!  It may as well have been a fucking to-do list!”
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