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  “Hurt me with the truth, but never comfort me with a lie.”


  ~ Unknown
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  HAVE YOU EVER MADE A decision you believed to be the right one, only to regret it in the end? Have you ever walked a path that seemed adventurous at first, only to find out it was perilous instead? I’m not a stupid girl. I knew what I was getting into. I took a risk thinking there would always be a way out because that is what I was led to believe. But I understand now you can’t always see the forest for the trees. You can be blindly enchanted by the most charming individual, and then trapped before you even know it.


  “Tara?” Nino grabs my face and pins me against the brick wall. “Where the fuck were you?”


  “Nowhere. Around.” I struggle against him.


  “Bullshit. You weren’t answering your phone, and you weren’t at your apartment. Where the fuck have you been?” He squeezes my cheeks harder.


  “I don’t need to run my life by you! You don’t own me!” My words are muffled, but there’s no mistaking the fire behind them.


  Nino flashes a sadistic smile. Even in the dim light of the alleyway, I can still make out his features. Strong jaw, high cheekbones, styled hair, and mouth of the devil himself. I used to think that mouth was sexy. I used to wish it would touch mine, devour it. Now, I regret ever getting close to it. It’s caused nothing but chaos.


  “You are so wrong.” His voice vibrates with menace. “You’re my girl, Tara. I own that face and that ass and that pussy. Never forget that. I. Own. You.” He releases my face roughly but keeps me pinned to the wall. “And if you ever disappear on me like that again, I’ll find you.” His threat chills me straight to the bone. “Got it, Tara?”


  I loathe the way he says my name—like he really does own me. I hold back the angry tears, completely silent.


  “Tara?” He demands an answer.


  “Yes,” I bite out, fighting the urge to spit on him.
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  FOUR DAYS.


  That’s all we had. Four precious days that rattled my world. We told each other it wasn’t anything more than Type I fun and great sex. Great. Fucking. Sex. The best of my life.


  I keep trying to tell myself that’s all it was—easy fun and casual sex. Convince myself. Because she is five thousand miles away in New York, and I am here, confined in a room surrounded by semi-automatic weapons in Hawaii.


  All I see are her eyes.


  They’re the only thing I’ve been able to think about for the last six months.


  Well, that’s not entirely true . . . I think about her lips and her tongue and her body and her smile. But her dark blue eyes are the most prevalent. Just the way they used to suck me in, read me, devour me, seduce me. Shine when they looked at me, even if it was all too briefly.


  Four days.


  Four simple, carefree days is what I had with Tara Stevens. I knew I was a dead man walking during that last dance at Kayne and Ellie’s wedding as our bodies swayed and touched and caressed to David Cook’s Fade into Me. That’s exactly what it felt like, too—like we were fading into each other, the world disappearing right before our very eyes. The spark of attraction becoming so hot it felt as if it was fueled by kerosene. I had to have her despite the fact Kayne threatened my life not twenty-four hours before. He’s as protective of Tara as he is of Ellie, but nothing could stop the lust converging between us like two electrically charged particles—not even a six-foot-three, two-hundred-pound killing machine.


  I fiddle with the little plastic plumeria flower Tara wore in her hair. You can find them all over the island in an array of colors. I squeeze the clip between my fingers and watch as the light pink flower teeters up and down. I can still picture it pinned in her platinum blonde hair. Hair so long and thick, I would wrap it around my wrist and pull while I fucked her. One notable time on the hood of my car parked on a secluded cliff overlooking a waterfall and a green, mountainous landscape.


  My cock stiffens painfully from just the memory.


  I have to stop fucking doing this to myself. It’s torture. What we had is over. It was never anything to begin with. Type I fun—fun in the purest sense—and great sex.


  I clip the flower back on the top edge of my monitor and try to ignore the memory of Tara naked, spread across the black hood of my Charger, while I took her hard from behind. How she loved it, how she encouraged it; a façade of innocence with the flower in her hair.


  I learned quickly that Tara was anything but innocent. She’s the most sexually adventurous woman I have ever met. A live wire, up for anything. I’ve tried that submissive stuff Kayne and Jett are into, but it just wasn’t for me. I prefer a more active participant, and Tara definitely fit that bill. Giving me head on the H3 while we drove to the North Shore, sex in the ocean with a beach full of people, letting me fuck her any and every possible way in my hotel room the night of the wedding. And don’t get me started on her little clit ring; I can still feel it clinking against my teeth as I made her come. Still taste her sweetness as she exploded on my tongue.


  I grab my cock with desperate need. Desperate need for Tara.


  I know I have to stop thinking about her, fantasizing about her, but she seems to be woven into my every thought. It’s been six months; I should have moved on by now, but I feel like I’m stuck. Stuck on a vivacious blonde I can’t get out of my head.


  “Hey, man.” I hear Jett suddenly behind me.


  “Hey.” I clear my throat and straighten hastily in my seat.


  He leans against my desk and gazes down at me. Those perceptive turquoise eyes scrutinizing me.


  “What’s going on?”


  “Nothing.” I nonchalantly adjust my junk and glance at the computer screen. “Where are the girls?”


  “Napping, finally.” Jett drops his head back. “London was up with Layla all night again.”


  “Sucks, man.” I attempt to make casual conversation. “I remember my mom complaining I didn’t sleep through the night until I started crawling.”


  “Yeah. Well, we are almost there, so here’s hoping.” Jett chuckles. “Anything going on I should know about?” He nods at the monitor.


  “Nope. All quiet on the western front.”


  “Nice. That’s what I like to hear.”


  “Don’t we all.” I fiddle with Tara’s flower distractedly.


  Jett sighs. “Why don’t you just go see her?”


  “Who?” I whip my head over at him.


  He shoots me a don’t bullshit me, brother look.


  “The owner of that flower,” he says directly.


  I scoff. “Don’t be ridiculous.”


  “I’m being serious.” He’s stern.


  Not that I haven’t considered it, but what would it accomplish? Another weekend, at most, of complete and utter bliss that has a foreseeable end? A tease of happiness? No thanks. I’d rather just get past it on my own.


  “I don’t think so.” I brush him off.


  “You’ve been moping around here since Tara left.”


  “I don’t know if moping is the right word,” I grumble.


  “Yearning then? When I walked in here, you were just about to jerk off to that flower.”


  “I was not.” I glare up at him. “I was adjusting.”


  “Sure, we can call it that if it makes you feel better.” He calls bullshit.


  “Kayne would hang me off Diamond Head by my ankles if he found out I went to see her.”


  “Don’t tell him.” Jett shrugs. “What he doesn’t know won’t hurt him. Besides, he’s so wrapped up with Ellie, he won’t even notice you’re gone.”


  “That makes me feel so loved.” I bat my eyes at him sardonically.


  “If I tell you that I love you, will your balls grow back?” He puts his hand on my shoulder, messing with me.


  I smack him away and laugh. “My balls haven’t gone anywhere. Trust me. I think they’ve turned into rocks.”


  “Someone needs some pussy. Perfect reason to go see Tara. Fuck her out of your system.”


  I curl my lip. “You actually kiss London with that crass mouth?”


  “I do way more than kiss her.” Jett leers at me like he just sprouted horns. “Don’t you want to do more with your mouth than just blow hot air?” he goads me.


  I cross my arms and exhale, half envious-half conflicted; my chest muscles stiffen as I reluctantly succumb to my raging hormones. As much as I hate to admit it, Jett is right. I do need pussy, and Tara’s is definitely worth flying clear across the country for.


  “You’ll cover for me with Kayne?” I raise an eyebrow, actually considering it like a crazy man.


  “I promise he won’t have a clue,” Jett responds deviously, his eyes glittering like a pair of precious stones. I swear he gets off on fucking with Kayne.


  “Well, then . . .” I smile presumptuously. The fact this trip will be covert as well as illicit adds even more of an appeal. “I guess someone is going to New York.”
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  THE COFFEE SHOP IS EXTRA busy this morning.


  It’s Friday and it seems everyone is vying for their caffeine fix all at once. I haven’t stopped serving Black Sabbath’s or Beads of Pearls all morning. Those are two of the signature blends served at one of the oldest cafes in the city. It’s what Jo Jo’s is famous for. An espresso-like dark roast and a blonde roast that rivals Starbucks.


  “Miss!” One of my customers shouts at me from across the room. “I need some more cream, please.”


  I nod, acknowledging her as I set down two cups of coffee and a chocolate chip scone to a couple heavily engaged in their cell phones. I have been working at Jo Jo’s since I started at NYU five and a half years ago. I have one semester left before I complete my M.A. in music.


  I drop my tray heavily on the service station counter getting Philly’s attention. He’s the manager and my best friend since as long as I can remember. His family owns the place so it was easy to score a job.


  “Cream, please.”


  Philly cracks a perverted smile.


  “Not that kind.” I roll my eyes. And I don’t think the lady at table six would appreciate any practical jokes. He glances over at the woman sitting by the window. She’s dressed casually but impeccably and has yet to reveal any capability of emotion. If I had to guess, her facial muscles have been Botoxed into submission.


  I see the type all the time. Jo Jo’s is right on the border of midtown and uptown, so we get a variety of customers.


  “One extra cream,” Philly places a small bowl with creamers on my tray. “And one Assassin.”


  “‘Bout time. I was starting to wonder if you were sleeping back there.”


  “Ha-ha. You try keeping up with the morning rush minus one barista, who is totally fired by the way.”


  “Yeah.” I curl my lip pretending to feel sorry for him. “That’s why I work on this side of the counter. Less stress, better tips.”


  “Yeah, yeah.” He swipes his towel at me. “I can always promote you and force you to work back here with me.”


  “You could,” I sing, lifting the tray. “But you won’t. Remember what happened in high school when we tried to work the kissing booth together?”


  “Yes.” He grimaces. “All the guys wanted to kiss you and not me.”


  “My lips are poutier.” I make a fish face before I head back into the insanity.


  You know that saying all the good ones are gay? It’s totally true. Phillipo De Blasio is tall, hot, and one hundred percent homo. Not even a little bi because if he were, I would have been all over him years ago. But alas, lady bits just don’t do it for him. It’s a total bummer . . . for the entire female race.


  By the time the morning rush is over, I’m spinning in circles. The line at the register has died down and most of the tables are clear now. I almost consider plopping down on one of the sofas, but Philly frowns upon the workers looking lazy, which means break time is taken in the back. He’s so militant, and I tell him so.


  “Excuse me?” I hear someone clear their throat from behind me as I sluggishly wipe down a table. “Is this seat taken?”


  “No,” I turn around so the customer can sit and look straight into a pair of impish brown eyes. I freeze, stunned.


  CJ smiles at me, and I forget how to use all basic motor function. I think it’s more from shock than anything else. We haven’t spoken in six months. Not since Kayne and Ellie’s wedding—not since the amazing four days we spent together after the wedding. A reel of explicit images and a rash of sensations hit me all at once.


  CJ’s smile dims, and his eyebrows crease. “Not happy to see me?”


  Not happy? “Oh, no! Of course, I am. You just surprised me.” A smile bubbling with elation spreads across my face. CJ seems to relax instantly. “What are you doing here?”


  “I needed a cup of coffee.” He puts his hands on my hips, and yup, that’s all it takes. I liquefy. I have missed those hands touching me. I’ve tried not to think about him, but now that he’s here, I have to stop myself from dragging him into the back and showing him where else I would like him to put them.


  “You came all the way to New York for a cup of coffee?” I try to keep my composure and flirt all at the same time.


  “And business.”


  “Oh.” I brush some hair out of my eyes. I know I look like a hot mess right now. I’ve been running around ragged for close to three hours, and I’m pretty sure my appearance proves that. Meanwhile, CJ looks delicious in dark jeans and a gray hoodie.


  “I was hoping we could catch up and maybe have dinner . . . tonight? While I’m in town.” He grips my hips a little tighter.


  “Tonight?” I frown.


  “You’re busy?” His expression deflates.


  “I am.”


  “Washing your hair?” he jokes.


  “No.” I nudge him. “It’s my father’s birthday. I already have dinner plans.”


  “Bummer.” He releases me, and I actually sag in disappointment.


  “How long are you in town for?”


  CJ seems to ponder this before answering. “Till Sunday night. Think you can squeeze me in?”


  “I think so.” I step closer to him and run my hands down his chest. “If you don’t mind a late drink, I can squeeze you in tonight.”


  CJ’s eyes twinkle, and it’s not just from the sun shining through the front window. “I think.” He drops his mouth to my ear. “I don’t mind waiting if it means I get to spend time with you, shortcake.”


  I gaze at him with a seductive smirk. The term of endearment makes me tingle. “It’s done then.”


  “Sounds good.” He kisses my cheek before he lifts his head. “I’m staying at the Towers at New York Palace. There’s a lounge in the lobby.”


  “The Towers? Fancy.”


  CJ winks at me. “I like the view.”


  I idly wonder if I’ll get to see it. I seriously hope so.


  “I’ll text you my number.” He pulls his hood up. “And see you tonight.” He flashes me a sexy smile. With that, he leaves. I watch mutely as he walks out the door and disappears into the pedestrian traffic crowding the sidewalk. My whole body is on fire—my skin, my cheeks, my thighs.


  I had moved on from CJ, or at least told myself that I had. We both agreed the time we spent together was purely physical. A carefree few days where we indulged in each other and then walked away. Which is exactly what happened. When the time came for me to return to New York, we said good-bye and I got on the plane. But seeing him this morning, the memory of being together feels as if it never settled in the past. Like we were together just yesterday and the attraction is still as fiery as ever.


  “Tara?” Philly calls my name. “Hello.” He waves his hand in front of my face. “Earth to blondie.”


  “Huh?” I look up at him dazed.


  “Who the hell was that? And did he stun you or something?”


  “Stun me? In a way,” I huff. “And that was CJ.”


  Philly’s jaw drops. “The hottie from Hawaii?”


  “The one and the same.”


  “What’s he doing here?”


  “He wanted coffee.” I laugh.


  “Seriously?” Philly puts his hand on his hip dubiously.


  “That, and dinner.”


  “‘Dinner’?” He uses air quotes to insinuate something else.


  “If I’m ‘lucky.’“ I also use air quotes.


  “When don’t you get ‘lucky’?” He jabs at me.


  “Are you implying something?”


  “Yes. If the shoe fits, sluterella.”


  “I thought we were friends?” I pretend to sound offended.


  “We are. Real friends tell it like it is.”


  “I like sex. What’s wrong with that?” I argue.


  Philly looks at me petulantly. “Nino would say nothing.”


  “Nino has nothing to do with this.” I bristle.


  “Tell him that.”


  “I will.”


  “Brave girl.”
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  I NONCHALANTLY WALK OUT THE coffee shop, knowing Tara is watching me. I shove my hands into my pockets and drop my head, trying my damnedest not to let her see the excitement on my face.


  Fuck, I forgot how cold New York is in December. I’m freezing my balls off even with a layer of ColdGear and a hoodie.


  Tonight seems like a world away. I know I shouldn’t expect anything, but I can’t stop the anticipation. I’m so hard up for her; I need to go jerk off just from the brief contact we shared in the coffee shop. All I kept picturing were her legs wrapped around me—my hips and my head. Jesus, she makes me as horny as a teenager. I need to get a grip and figure out how not to think about her every second for the rest of the day. I finally hail a cab a few blocks down from Jo Jo’s. We barely pull out onto the street when my phone rings. My stomach actually drops. The last person on earth I want to talk to is Kayne, and every time I get a call, my palms actually sweat. If he finds out why I’m here, I’m dead. Plain and simple. He will kill me slowly and painfully and then bury my body somewhere no one will ever find it. I am positive of this. The only two people supportive of me spending time with Tara are Ellie and, obviously, Jett. We didn’t flash the fact we were sleeping together in Hawaii, but it was clear to everyone there was an attraction. It’s not like being with Tara is simple. There are factors working against us. Mainly the age difference. Ten years. Geography doesn’t help, either. We live on opposite sides of the country. She’s still in college, and I work for an independent contractor who takes the law into its own hands. She has no idea who I really am or what I really do.


  I didn’t take sleeping with her lightly, either. I never planned to let it happen, especially when I had both Kayne and her father shooting me death rays every time I looked in her direction. But Tara pursued me, and I could only ignore what I was feeling for so long. She may be young, but she knows what she wants, and she wanted me. I didn’t realize spending time with her was going to have such a lasting effect. But it has. Hopefully, by the end of this weekend, I’ll finally be able to snuff out the flames of desire and—as Jett said—fuck her out of my system once and for all.


  “Hello?” I answer the unknown caller.


  “You come in to my city and don’t even let me know.” A raspy voice comes through on the other end.


  I smile. “I had some business to take care of first. Besides, I never know which city is yours at any given moment. I know better than to keep tabs on you.”


  “You were always smart.” One of my oldest friends chuckles on the other end of the line. “By the way, your business is cute.”


  I look out the window immediately. “Where are you?”


  “Around.”


  “Close enough to spy on me?”


  “That’s what I do. That’s what we both do.”


  I wonder how long Slade watched me stalking the outside of Jo Jo’s this morning. I watched Tara for nearly two hours, waiting for the perfect moment to approach her.


  “Towers Hotel. Room 363,” I tell him.


  “I already know. See you in twenty.” Then the line goes dead.
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  I OPEN THE DOOR TO a man in dressed in all black. Black sweatshirt, black jeans, and a black baseball cap.


  He tilts his head up and smiles, allowing me a glimpse of his cunning hazel eyes. The left one slashed with a long, deep scar.


  I step aside so Slade can enter. We clasp hands like the old friends we are and get comfortable in the living room of my sky-top suite.


  “Drink?”


  “Of course. The good stuff.” He sits down on the couch. I pour two shots of scotch and take a seat next to him. We clink glasses then down the brown liquid. We both know it’s meant to be sipped, but where Slade and I stem from, we live by a motto: Enjoy it fast and while you got it. You never know if and when you’ll get it again.


  “So you going to tell me why you’re in New York?” I ask as I get up to pour another drink. This time on the rocks.


  “Working a cold case. Missing girl. Parents can’t let it go. They hired me a few weeks ago.”


  “Ooo, tough.”


  “Yeah, poor people.”


  “How long has she been missing?” I hand Slade his glass.


  “About a year now.” He swirls his drink.


  “Any new leads?”


  “None. She seemed pretty clean-cut. Good grades, no drugs.”


  “Think she got snatched up by traffickers?” I ask after I swallow a mouthful of scotch.


  “Man, I really fucking hope not.” He takes a slow, calculated sip.


  “Well, if anyone can find her, you can. You’re like a fucking bloodhound.”


  “I’ve got all my contacts looking into it, but I can always use another set of ears, eyes, and hands. Interested?”


  “Is that why you reached out?” I raise my eyebrows, not completely surprised.


  “Not the only reason but, yes, partly because I would like your help.”


  “My help or Endeavor’s help?”


  “You work for the heavy guns.” He shrugs. “If we could utilize their resources, it may be beneficial.”


  I stare Slade down. Endeavor is a highly organized, highly classified organization. The fact we are even speaking about it openly could get me blackballed from the entire secret service community.


  “I tried to get you in, and you turned me down,” I remind him.


  “I like working on my own. And let me remind you, if I wasn’t such a loner, you might be dead.”


  He’s got me there. He saved my life, plain as day. I’ll owe him forever.


  “Fine,” I huff. “Give me all the information you have on her. I’ll run it through the channels and see what we can find.”


  “Now, that’s what I’m talking about.” Slade slaps my knee. “Partner.”


  “Associate,” I correct him.


  “Drinking buddy?” He offers an alternative.


  We tap glasses.


  “Always.”
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  I AM ON MY SECOND drink.


  I’m standing at the bar alone, in a low-lit lounge waiting for Tara to show up. After an afternoon with Slade shooting the shit and strategizing on his missing person case, I texted Tara, worked out a time to meet, and then watched the seconds tick by until I couldn’t take being cooped up in my hotel room anymore. Which is why I am here an hour early, waiting. Waiting, like an obedient dog for his afternoon snack. A snack that I plan to devour.


  Just as I take one big impatient swig of Glenfiddich, I see her walking toward me. I nearly choke as she saunters across the room wearing a long coat, a skintight sweater dress, and thigh-high boots.


  Holy. Shit. Tara in Hawaii was hot, but Tara in New York is a seductress. Her makeup is heavy, and her long platinum hair is cascading down her slim figure, reaching almost to her waist. And just like before, her eyes trap me. They are rimmed in black and dusted with shimmer. Her irises are as bright as an electric blue current.


  “Hey,” she says simply once she reaches the bar.


  “Hey,” I respond like a doof because that is what this woman reduces me to.


  The bartender puts a napkin in front of Tara and asks what she would like to drink.


  “A Manhattan, please. Straight up with extra cherries,” she orders, surprising me.


  “I didn’t take you for a whiskey girl.”


  “There are a lot of things you don’t know about me.” She flirts right off the bat.


  “There are a lot of things I do.” I get a little closer to her, firing right back. A few moments later, the bartender places Tara’s drink in front of her. With her eyes trained on me, she tucks some hair behind one ear, picks up her martini glass, and takes a long, slow sip. It makes me instantly hard as I enviously watch the brown liquid pass through her lips. That whiskey has no idea how lucky it is.


  “So.” She places the glass down and turns her body toward me.


  “So,” I echo her, and we both smile. “How was dinner?”


  “Fine,” she says softly, seductively. “How was your day?”


  “Long,” I admit. “I did some work and then spent the rest of the time thinking about you.”


  Tara takes another delicate sip of her martini, her blue eyes plastered to mine. “I was thinking about you, too.” With her confession, we simultaneously move closer together.


  “Good.” I slip my arm loosely around her waist. I didn’t think it was possible to be apart for so long and feel as if we never left each other’s side. “What exactly were you thinking about?”


  She smiles, and I automatically know we were thinking about the exact same thing.


  I take a long swig of my scotch, trying to temper my raging hormones.


  “Tell me a secret,” she says softly into my ear as if she senses my unrest. My emotions turn over.


  With bravado, I divulge, “I didn’t just come to New York for business. I wanted to see you.” I grip her hip. “I wanted to feel you.” I drop my face to her neck and inhale her sweet scent, running my nose along her skin.


  “Well, I’m here.” She offers herself up.


  I snap my head up so I can look at her. “Yes, you are. Spend the night with me,” I boldly proposition. Every second that ticks by down here is one we’re missing upstairs.


  “I can do that.” She leans into me so close our lips brush. “I want to feel you, too.” Every cell in my body pulsates. I don’t hold back, I grab her by the neck and smother her with an irrepressible kiss. It doesn’t matter that we’re out in public or that I can feel every eye at the bar staring at us; having Tara so close unleashes desires in me unheard of for any human man.


  “Let’s go.” I hastily grab some cash from my wallet and throw it onto the bar. Taking Tara by the hand, I lead her out of the lounge and straight to the elevators. I glance back as she trails behind me holding her coat and purse to her chest. At the elevator door, I hold her close as we wait for them to open. She snuggles up to me, dotting kisses on my neck as the never-ending seconds tick by. If those doors don’t separate soon, I am going to rip them open with my bare hands. There’s suddenly a ding. I yank Tara inside and press the number to my floor. Once enclosed in the small space, there’s no restraint. It’s like a chemical reaction. We attack each other. She drops her belongings as I pin her into the corner. Like two starving animals, we claw and kiss and grind all over each other until we are panting and the mirrored walls have fogged over. The elevator dings, and I glance back to see it hasn’t stopped on my floor. We break apart just as two men enter the elevator with us. They’re middle-aged and dressed in designer suits. They’re both smirking as they step on.


  “Please, don’t let us interrupt,” one says entertained, turning his back to us and pressing a button.


  “How very kind of you,” I reply, pulling Tara against my chest. We’re both out of breath and slightly disheveled; Tara’s lips swollen and pink from my flaming kisses. I smile to myself. Her pussy is going to look the same way once I’m done with it.


  When we finally reach my floor, I scoop up Tara’s coat and purse from the ground and salute the two men still on the elevator with us. They both shoot me an envious grin. That’s right, fellas, be jealous. Be so fucking jealous.


  I open the door to my suite and show Tara in.


  “Wow!” She walks straight into the living area and looks out the window.


  “This is one of my favorite places to stay.” I drop her stuff on the sofa. The room is comfortably large with sleek black furniture, outlandish art, white couches, and gray area rugs. But it’s the view that keeps me coming back.


  “This is awesome,” Tara breathes as she gazes down at St. Patrick’s Cathedral.


  “It’s even better now that you’re here.” I wrap my arms around her snugly and kiss her neck. She drops her head to the side giving me better access. I nip and lick her at her skin while groping her breasts and plucking at her nipples. She moans, arching her back, allowing me free admission to her body. Her, slim, smooth, irresistible fucking body.


  “Can I have you, Tara?” I ask, only half toying with her.


  “You know you can.”


  “Any way I want?”


  She nods. “Any way.”


  I spin her around, the lights of Manhattan sparkling in the window reflecting lightly off her face. I want to see her whole body glimmer like that. I grab the hem of her dress and pull upwards, dragging the material over her head and then drop it on the floor. I then unhook her bra and toss it aside. This woman can make me crumble; she is so utterly perfect. Tara stands in front of me mostly naked, barely batting an eyelash. She is completely comfortable just letting me take her all in. Letting me stare at the exposed body I’m about to devour.


  “You have me. Now, what are you going to with me?” She isn’t teasing me; she’s challenging me. Tara is no sexual wallflower. I learned that the first night we were together. She likes to come, and I have no problems making her scream. Repeatedly.


  I smile wickedly at her. “I’m going to bend you over and fuck you. I’m going to watch as you touch yourself. I’m going to tease you until you’re begging. But first . . . I want you to swallow my cock.”


  Tara bites her lip. “Is that the exact order?”


  “We’re going to mix it up.” I grab her hand and drag her to the bedroom. No more fooling around. Time is not on our side, and my dick can’t stand being in the same room as her without feeling her lips around it.


  “Sit.” I push her down on the bed and stand directly in front of her. “Do it.” I push my pelvis out. Tara raises her hands and unbuckles my belt. She then unbuttons my fly and pulls out my straining cock. I’m on fucking fire, a conflagration of sensations that is only burning hotter by the second.


  “Baby, now, I can’t wait.” I poke her lips, desperate.


  Tara grips my shaft and squeezes tightly. My eyes nearly roll into the back of my head; I’m falling apart already, and she’s barely touched me. I didn’t realize the control she had over me until this very second. In her absence, I yearned for her, but in her presence, I ache for her.


  Tara takes mercy on me by opening her mouth widely and accepting me all in. I feel it all the way to my tailbone. The heat, the pressure, the way her tongue works the underside of my cock.


  “Holy shit.” I grab onto her hair, arch backward and surge into her mouth. She swallows every single thrust, massaging my balls as I greedily reap the pleasure.


  “Touch yourself. I want to feel everything you make yourself feel.” I grip her hair firmly, halting all movement. With my cock still securely in her mouth, she reaches down between her legs and slips her hand into her hot pink G-string. I breathe harshly, watching as she closes her eyes, rubs her pussy, and pumps her head.


  I could dissipate.


  “Keep going, don’t stop.” I urge her on as she sucks me harder, more frantically. Her hand moving more quickly as she squirms on the bed.


  “Getting close. I can feel it.” I thrust into her tense mouth. The feeling indescribable. “Make yourself come. I want to feel you make yourself come.”


  Tara expels a tortured little moan. It makes me want to rip off her panties so I can watch her finger herself, and as if she reads my mind, she pushes them aside completely exposing her shaved folds. She jams two fingers in and out of her soaking wet entrance with her right hand, while gripping my erection with her left, sucking savagely until she comes. Until she is breathing erratically, shaking wildly, and moaning loudly around my cock. It takes every ounce of control I have not to explode in her mouth. But if I am going to come anywhere tonight, it’s going to be in that sweet, soaked pussy as it milks me dry.


  Once Tara’s tremors taper off, I pull out of her mouth. A little string of spit falling from the tip as she lays back on the bed.


  I let her rest as I take off my clothes. Once I’ve discarded my shirt and pants, I take the liberty of removing her underwear. What little is left of the stretched out, saturated material.


  “Don’t get comfortable. We’re not done yet.” I pull her up by the hand.


  “I never said anything about being done.” She peers up at me.


  Round two is right around the corner.


  “I missed that mouth.” I run my thumb along her bottom lip.


  “What else did you miss?” She flutters her eyelashes.


  “Your eyes.”


  Tara looks up at me surprised.


  Not the answer she was expecting?


  “I missed your laugh,” she tells me timidly. “And the way you used to make me laugh.”


  “Can I tell you a secret?” I ask, holding her chin.


  Tara nods.


  “I missed that, too. The most. I promise while I’m here, I’ll make you laugh as much as I make you come.”


  “That sounds good to me.”


  I pull her to her feet and kiss her crazily. Running my hands through her hair until it’s a mess and our bodies are as close as they can possibly be.


  “Go lean on the windowsill,” I tell her headily.


  Along the entire length of the window in the bedroom is a ledge about a foot and a half deep. “Leave the boots on.”


  Tara smiles puckishly. “You like?”


  I grab the top part of the black boot that reaches halfway up her thigh. “I love. And I’m going to love them even more when I’m fucking you in them.” I tug roughly, kissing her. “Go.” I pull away and push her lightly.


  I watch, glued in place as Tara saunters as seductively as possible across the room. Her skin picking up flecks of light from the reflection of the building in the window. She knows exactly what she’s doing. She knows exactly how to move and exactly how to excite me. Once she makes it to the window, she spreads her legs, bends over, and gazes back at me enticingly.


  I nearly crack in two.


  Jesus Christ. Nothing can get me harder than Tara’s eyes and the way they can seduce me. I grab my throbbing cock, knowing full well I’m not going to be able to control myself. I’m about to fuck her so hard, I’m going to break us both.


  I grab a condom out of my wallet as quickly as I can; my insides buzzing with need and adrenaline.


  I sheath myself as I walk up behind her. I’m heaving already, and I haven’t even touched her. I grab her hair and yank her head back, rubbing my erection between her wet folds.


  “Tell me what I want to hear,” I snarl in her ear.


  Tara doesn’t hesitate. “Fuck me.”


  The words coil around my limbs. She said that to me the first night we were together. No faltering, no fear. That was the moment I realized there was more to Tara Stevens than meets the eye. More to the sweet, playful blonde she portrays herself to be.


  I slide my hand from her hair down around her throat and hold on as I line up the head of my cock. She grips the windowsill in expectation. She knows what’s coming; we both do.


  “Say it again,” I order her.


  “Fuck me.” She’s fierce.


  I slam into her, and we both gasp.


  “Again.”


  “Fuck me.”


  I unleash, allowing the arousal I’ve been suppressing to take over. I beat into her, subduing her in place. A firm grasp on her neck and strong hold around her waist.


  “Harder!” she demands as her muscles tighten around me. I thrust deeper, more powerfully, dispensing what we both want. Sheer chaos. It’s for only a few pulse-pounding seconds, but the buildup is monumental. A brutal force that has my head swimming and my arousal stirring. Fucking hell, you’d think I’ve never gotten laid before in my life the way I react to her.


  “Oh, shit!” Tara slaps her hand against the window and moans animatedly, her body locking up. Her pussy throbbing so hard, it catapults me right over the edge.


  I drive myself as deep as I can and fucking erupt with Tara convulsing in my arms. I’m shaking by the time the orgasm passes, barely able to stay on my feet. Tara slumps forward on the window and just breathes, close to comatose.


  “Still in one piece?” I ask flippantly.


  “Barely.” She grins.


  “Next time, I’ll try harder to break you completely in two,” I assure her.


  “Good. I like overachievers.”


  “West Point graduate with honors. Hang on.” I remove the condom and drop it in the trash. I then pull her back and haul her into my arms. She sags dramatically, and I laugh.


  “Here we go, sleeping beauty.” I place her on the bed, and she giggles. “I pricked my pussy on your cock, and now, I’m dead.”


  I laugh harder. “Poor Disney princess. She got the short end of the stick with the spindle.”


  “She sure did,” Tara agrees, looking up at me adorably from the pillow.


  Before lying down, I grab a towel from the bathroom and wipe us both clean. Then I have a field day removing Tara’s boots. Just looking at them gets me hard. I unzip each one ridiculously slow, then tickle her feet once removed. Her laughter echoes around the room.


  “CJ!” she squeals, rolling around on the bed. I’m relentless, holding both ankles together with one hand.


  “Uncle! Uncle!” She can barely breathe.


  I finally let up. “I told you I would make you laugh as much as I made you come.”


  “Good to know you keep your promises.” She pulls at my arm, coaxing me to lie down beside her.


  “That’s one thing I can say I do.” I nestle up to her, trailing my fingers along her naked body, reacquainting myself with her curves. “This is new.” I stop at the tattoo on the top of her thigh.


  “I got a few months ago.”


  “What is it?”


  “A few lines of the sheet music to one of my favorite songs.”


  “Which is?”


  ““Stars” by Grace Potter.”


  “Never heard of her.” I press my fingertips into the music notes dancing on her skin.


  “She’s amazing.” Tara’s eyes sparkle. “Her voice is so soulful. It actually makes my spine tingle.”


  “She sounds very talented.”


  “She’s unreal,” Tara says star struck.


  “You’ll have to play the song for me sometime.”


  “I will.” She smiles, and it makes me melt. Sucker.


  “What does this one mean?” She takes my forearm and flips it over.


  “Airborne.” I explain what the saying ‘Death from Above’ and the skull wearing a beret means.


  “Like Army stuff?”


  “Yes, I was a paratrooper for the 82nd airborne division.”


  “You jumped out of airplanes?”


  “Yup, and I flew them.”


  “Huh, I always wondered what that tattoo meant.”


  “Why didn’t you just ask me?”


  She shrugs. “We were keeping it light. I figured it had something to do with the military. I just didn’t know it was anything as cool as jumping out of airplanes.”


  “That part was definitely cool.” I pull Tara closer and get comfortable.


  “Tired, old man?” she teases.


  “Tara,” I chastise her. It would be funny if it weren’t actually true. But I have ten years on her, and it’s never easy to forget that. Unless we’re fucking. I seem to forget everything while we’re fucking.


  “Still sensitive about the age thing?”


  “Yes.” I close my eyes and smirk.


  “I don’t think it’s a big deal. You act like you’re twelve most of the time anyway.”


  “Oh, really?” I laugh. “I didn’t realize we spent enough time together for you to assess that.”


  “I’m intuitive,” she muses.


  “Maybe. But I’m not the only one who has an issue with age. Kayne and your father do, too.”


  “Yeah, them,” she says passively. “They don’t scare me.”


  “Good to know you have no fear. I, on the other hand, have a pair of balls they would love to cut off just for looking at you.”


  “Sucks to be you,” she says mockingly.


  “I’m glad you take the well-being of my balls so seriously.”


  “Of course, I do.” Tara reaches down and cups them. “I would miss sucking on them if they were gone.” She squeezes.


  “Mmm,” I jerk. “Careful little girl, or you’ll be sucking on them sooner than you think.”


  “Is that a threat?”


  “Most definitely.”


  [image: ]


  “TARA?” I FEEL CJ NUDGE me. “Tara, wake up,” he hums in my ear. I crack my eyes open to his gorgeous face and warm brown eyes. He may be ten years older than I am, but he’s still just as attractive as any twenty-year-old guy I know. “I ordered breakfast. Are you hungry?” He nods at a hotel cart. On it is a room service plate covered by a silver tin.


  “I am now that you woke me up.”


  “I’m sorry. I couldn’t watch you sleep anymore.” His voice is heavy with desire.


  “What time is it?” I rub my eyes and try to sit up.


  “Eleven.” He urges me back down. “Don’t get up. I like seeing you in my bed.”


  I like being in your bed.


  CJ sits on the edge of the mattress and pulls the sheets away from my body. “One night wasn’t enough, Tara.” He caresses my bare stomach. I slept with no clothes on, so I am completely naked. “I have a proposition for you.”


  “Proposition?” I crease my eyebrows, and he touches the little dimple between them.


  “Yes. I want to steal you away the rest of the weekend. I want you all to myself.”


  “Steal how? Like tie me to the bed?”


  “That could be one option.” He leers at me.


  “I’m listening.” He definitely has my attention.


  “I fly out tomorrow night. And I want to spend every second I have left in New York with you. No interruptions. No friends, or family, or electronic devices . . . Unless they vibrate,” he stipulates lewdly. “Just you and me and our wildest fantasies.”


  “You’re being serious?”


  “Completely.” He moves his hand up my torso and cups one of my breasts. “I want this body at my complete disposal for the next thirty-six hours.” I close my eyes and sigh under his touch. “What do you say?”


  I run through all the things I have to do this weekend and weigh the costs for falling off the face of the earth for almost two days. I have been dreaming about CJ since I left Hawaii, and now, he’s here propositioning me. Making an offer extremely hard to refuse.


  “Tara?” He repeats my name. “What do you say?” There’s an air of anxiety in his voice.


  I pop my eyes open and smile. Consequences be damned. “I say . . . what’s for breakfast?”


  CJ beams, pulling off the metal top of the plate, and I can’t help but laugh.


  “Chocolate cake?”


  “Mmm hmm.” He swipes some frosting with his index finger and brings it to my mouth, and I suck the sweetness directly off it. Yum. That has to be some of the best icing I have ever tasted.


  “So you’re all mine, then?” He steals some more frosting.


  I nod.


  “That’s not a good enough answer.” He feeds me his sugary finger.


  “You’re going to make me fat.” I toy with him instead of telling him what he wants to hear.


  CJ goes for another dollop of chocolate, but this time instead of bringing it to my mouth, he urges my legs apart and swirls it around my clit.


  “Don’t worry.” He wets his lips. “We’ll just fuck the extra calories off. Life’s too short not to have sex or eat chocolate cake.” With that, he leans down and buries his face between my thighs.


  “Oh!” I tense as he eats me alive. His tongue lashing through my folds and flicking my pierced clit.


  “Oh, god!” I grab his hair and rock my hips as he licks me in all the right places. In all my most sensitive spots. He’s searched them out and explored them all and is now using his knowledge against me.


  I’m panting uncontrollably, so close to the edge when he lifts his head.


  “Please don’t stop.” My voice is a pleading whisper.


  “You never gave me an answer, Tara.” He reaches over and opens the nightstand drawer.


  “Answer?” My head is in the clouds right now, and my body is shouting for release. I watch as he removes a condom, pulls his gym shorts down, and covers his straining length.


  “Yes, an answer.” He hovers over me. “Can I steal you away?” He nudges the head of his erection against my entrance. “Can I own you for thirty-six hours?” He pushes into me, and I willingly spread my legs.


  With CJ deep inside me, I forget how to think. I only hear his echoing questions and feel the euphoric pleasure as he stretches me wide and takes total control.


  “Yes,” I hear myself say. “You can have me.” I gasp as he thrusts. “You can have me anytime, anywhere, any way you want.” My muscles clench around his cock as it easily slides in and out, conjuring sensations that are indescribable.


  “Say it again.” His voice is rough.


  “You can have me. Anytime, anywhere, any way you want.”


  “Good, because I plan to do exactly that.” We both quiver as we succumb to the building pressure.


  I bury my face in his neck as I start to go under, his pelvis grazing my clit ring with every stroke. It heightens everything. Even the slightest caress.


  “Oh fuck,” I tear up. This is way more intense than the rough fuck last night. This is close and intimate and magnified tenfold.


  “Talk to me, Tara. Tell me what you feel.”


  I learned fairly quickly that CJ likes it when I’m vocal. He likes me to tell him what feels good and what doesn’t. He likes to know all my little ins and outs.


  “That feels good.” I force myself to speak, as he circles his hips. “Just like that.” His pelvis grazes across my clit again and again, and I nearly see stars. “I’m going to come.” My voice rises, and my breathing speeds up. “Oh shit . . . I’m so close.” He does it once more, and I explode from the inside out. Screaming and crying, my orgasm rocks me to the very core. Every square inch of my body tingles and prickles and throbs until it gives out.


  “Holy shit, Tara.” CJ’s quivering voice pulls me back. His hand is clutching my throat, and he’s kissing me languidly.


  Holy shit is right.


  I slowly open my eyes—it’s the only part of my body I’m able to move—and drowsily kiss him back, pinned under his full weight completely content.


  “Tell me you’re all mine.” His brown eyes flash with possessiveness.


  My chest feels heavy as I hesitate.


  “Tara?” CJ whispers, nuzzling my neck.


  “I’m all yours. Today and tomorrow, I’m all yours.” I hug him, suppressing the pang of guilt in my chest. I know what this weekend means. It’s purely physical, just like the few days in Hawaii were. We lead two very different lives on opposite sides of the country. He has a career; I’m just finishing grad school. There’s no real future for us. We may have magnificent chemistry, but it doesn’t mean what CJ and I share is going to be long term. He doesn’t need to know all my secrets, only the ones I choose to share with him. Monday he’ll be gone, and life will go back to normal.


  “Tell me a secret.” He kisses me softly, and I smile coyly.


  “I’m still hungry.”
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  I THROW MY WEEKEND BAG over my shoulder. CJ wasn’t kidding when he said he wanted to steal me away. He didn’t want to let me out of his sight, but I insisted that if he was abducting me for the next thirty-six hours, I at least needed some clean underwear and a change of clothes. His response? You can just walk around naked. As appealing as that sounds, he also informed me he wanted to take me out. Like on a real date. In a restaurant. We never did that in Hawaii. A real date. Sure, we shared meals—in bed—but we were keeping our little affair hush-hush, so public displays of affection were a no go. And a nice fancy dinner that consisted of just the two of us was definitely out of the question. Kayne saw us kissing after the wedding and made no qualms about telling CJ what he thought about it. I heard the whole conversation since I was hiding in his bathroom during the verbal smackdown. Right then and there, we both agreed it would be in our best interest to keep our relationship to ourselves. Kayne wasn’t the only obstacle. Once my father got wind we were spending time together, I received a verbal smackdown of my own. He’s too old . . . he’s Kayne’s business partner . . . if things go south, it could make problems all the way around . . .


  I get it.


  CJ and I are not ideal. But we are both adults and we are both undeniably attracted to each other. I love my father and I adore Kayne, but please, butt the fuck out.


  I’ll get off my soapbox now.


  I unplug my phone from the charger and send a quick text to my mom. Someone needs to know where I am. She knew all about CJ and me. She was really the only supportive one besides Ellie. Yes, she agreed the age difference was a bit of a problem, but she saw past that, just as I did. CJ has a big heart and is a good person. Isn’t that what really matters?


  I hail a cab outside my building and direct it to CJ’s hotel. Since I am still in school, I rent a tiny ass apartment in the city. Like, it’s literally a closet with a bathroom, but it’s all mine and that is rare when you are a broke college student trying to make ends meet in New York. Student loans—that I will be paying off into my next lifetime—and my tips at Jo Jo’s barely cover all my expenses, but I manage to get by. My parents try to throw me a bone every now and again, but I hate taking money from them. They barely scrape by themselves. I learned quickly that I needed to be creative when running low on extra cash.


  I use the swipe key CJ gave me to enter his suite. This place really is amazing. It isn’t huge, but it’s definitely a comfortable size. It has a bedroom, a living room, and an office area. But the most spectacular part is the location. Right in the heart of midtown where high rises and apartment buildings are a breath away. Below the panoramic window is a bird’s-eye view of St. Patrick’s Cathedral. Standing here, it makes you feel so unbelievably small but in such a marvelous way.


  “CJ?” I drop my bag in the living room and remove my thigh-high boots. CJ said he liked them, so I put together several outfits to match them.


  I walk into the bedroom and hear the shower going. I stroll into the bathroom casually.


  “CJ?”


  “In here!” I spy him soaping up his hair through the foggy glass. Mmm . . . If I didn’t already have my hair and makeup done, I’d join him.


  “I’ll be in the living room. I just wanted to let you know I’m back.” I raise my voice so he can hear me over the spray.


  “Hey, wait a sec! Come here.”


  He rubs the soap out of his hair as I walk over to the shower. The bathroom is all black and white marble with silver accents, and wonderfully large. I have been eyeing the claw-foot soaking tub since this morning. We definitely need to spend some time in there before the weekend is up.


  I stand next to the shower door. “What’s up? You need a towel?” I cross my arms and appreciate his chiseled silhouette through the tempered glass.


  “Not exactly.” He opens the door and snatches my wrist. “I need you,” he says pulling me inside.


  I don’t even have time to react as he drags me under the water. “CJ!” I squeal as he draws me into his arms and soaks me from head to toe. The hair and makeup I spent an hour perfecting ruined.


  “You’re not funny!” I scold him as he kisses me.


  “I couldn’t help it. I like you wet.”


  “I’ll get as wet as you want, just let me take my clothes off first.”


  “Great idea.” He starts stripping me naked. Pulling my sweater over my head and peeling off my drenched jeans. He tosses my wet clothes onto the floor in the corner, and then proceeds to explore my body with his hands and his tongue.


  “You were gone way too long.” He licks my neck.


  “I’m sorry. I was getting ready. I wanted to look nice for you.” I sigh as his hot skin presses against mine. “A vain attempt.”


  “It was,” he agrees, brushing my hair back with both hands then cupping my face. “But I couldn’t resist. I was thinking about that time you let me watch you touch yourself in the outside shower and wanted to relive the moment.”


  “Is that why you dragged me in here? So I can masturbate in front of you?”


  “And come,” he adds.


  “You like that, don’t you?”


  “Like what?” He smiles audaciously.


  “Me coming.”


  “Just about as much as I like to come. Now, show me.” CJ steps back giving me ample room. If it’s a show he wants, I’ll give him one. I step under the running water and let it rain over my hair and body. I then, slowly, seductively, drag my index finger down the center of my chest and abdomen until I reach the apex of my legs. CJ’s eyes dilate as I spread my wet folds and expose the pink pierced flesh to him. Methodically, I circle my middle finger around my clit purposely avoiding playing with it, knowing my piercing is a panic button. One tiny touch and this performance will be over before it begins. I work myself up to an achy peak, massaging one breast and teasing a nipple, keeping a bearable pace around my inflamed nub.


  CJ stands a foot away from me, hungry as a rabid dog, feverishly stroking his cock as I touch myself. The way he’s looking at me makes me feel like the sexiest, most desired woman on the planet. It feeds my building need all the more, like gasoline on a wildfire. CJ takes a step closer to me, evaporating the distance between us. He pins me up against the wall, trapping my hand on my pussy. He’s breathing erratically, the feel of his jerking fist stroking my bare belly.


  “Do it,” he commands with a clenched jaw. “Do it, now,” he repeats as if he’s dying.


  Half dangling already, I move my fingers to the most sensitive part of my body. To the reactive little bull’s-eye that kicks me straight over the edge. As soon as I touch the engorged, throbbing flesh, I expel an incoherent moan as I unleash the orgasm I was holding at bay.


  While lost in the black abyss of ecstasy, I faintly sense CJ tense and feel warm spurts of cum coat my stomach.


  “It’s official.” CJ heaves in my ear.


  “What is?” I ask with hazy thoughts.


  “Our arrangement. I marked you so you officially belong to me.” He nips at my earlobe.


  I laugh lightly, still drained from my climax.


  “This deal is nothing to laugh about,” he growls. “I’m going to fuck you in every inch of this hotel room. I’m going to make you come on every piece of furniture. I’m going to make you scream so loud, the neighbors are going to think I’m the second fucking coming. So be prepared.”


  I pop my eyes open and look at him. His expression is fierce, and I feel the conviction in each word reach the deepest most depraved parts of me.


  “I am prepared, and I’m looking forward to it.”


  One side of CJ’s mouth curves up.


  “Tell me a secret, Tara.” He traps my face between one palm and his lips.


  I smile to myself.


  “Next time, I want to watch,” I divulge.


  “Little firecracker,” he whispers, tickling the shell of my ear with his hot breath.


  He steals a quick kiss then drags me under the spray of the water, washing away the remnants of his orgasm from my stomach.


  After my second shower of the day, CJ and I proceed to get dressed. How we are actually able to put clothes on without ripping them right back off is a miracle. I swear the sexual attraction passing between us is thick enough to choke a horse.


  Since I refuse to spend another hour curling my hair, I resign to just throwing it all up into a bun, exhaling disappointedly as I secure it in place.


  “What’s wrong, shortcake?” CJ asks as he fixes his own hair next to me in the bathroom mirror. It’s shorter now than it was in Hawaii, the waves much more tame and manageable. The haircut makes him look older, more mature, but still delicious. CJ in New York seems more refined compared to the CJ on Maui, especially when he’s wearing a tight black sweater that outlines his biceps and snug stonewashed jeans.


  “Nothing.” I pin the last piece of hair in place. “I just wanted to wear my hair down today.”


  “I sort of ruined that, huh?”


  “Sort of.” I smirk playfully.


  “Well, if it makes you feel any better . . .” CJ slips his hands around my waist from behind me and rests his chin on my shoulder. “I happen to like your hair up. It gives me easier access to your neck.” He tickles me with kisses.


  “Quit it.” I giggle and squirm.


  “Not a chance. Now that I have you, I’m going to take advantage of every second.”


  “Does that mean we’re going back to bed?” I glare at him in the mirror.


  He returns my expression. “As much as I want to say yes, I don’t want to get blamed for ruining your hair a second time.”


  “You are so considerate,” I jest.


  “Aren’t I?” he returns.


  I roll my eyes, unable to wipe the smile from my face.


  “I’m a gentleman, believe it or not, and I would like to take you out.”


  “Out where?”


  “I was thinking a museum. Then a late lunch. Then after that, a show and then dinner.”


  “Sounds like a good time.”


  “I promise it will be.” Something salacious flashes in his dark brown eyes.


  “Let’s go then,” I suggest. “We’re burning daylight standing around here.”


  He releases me. “Wait here.”


  I stand alone in the bathroom with my wet clothes hanging on the towel rack. I really wanted to wear that outfit. My entire ‘be sexy’ plan has gone right out the window. At least I still have my boots.


  “Okay, turn around and look at me,” CJ requests.


  When I turn, I see he’s holding a plastic plumeria flower. A lump actually forms in my throat.


  “You kept it.”


  He nods as he clips it in my hair. “There. Perfect.”


  I glance in the mirror to see he placed it right next to my bun; the same place I wore it when I pulled my hair up. I don’t know how to respond honestly. It’s such a small gesture but says so much.


  “Ready?” CJ takes my hand.


  “I am.” I clear my throat and rein in my emotions. This is temporary, I remind myself. Temporary.


  I pull my boots on by the door before CJ helps me into my coat. As soon as the door closes behind us, CJ curses under his breath as he feels around the breast of his jacket.


  “Hang on.” He goes back inside and then returns a few seconds later holding his pocket watch. “You’d think after twenty some odd years, I would stop forgetting it.” He slips the silver watch into the inside pocket of his coat.


  “You’d think.” I laugh. “What’s the deal with it, anyway? You don’t come across many men who sport pocket watches these days.”


  CJ shrugs as we walk toward the elevator. “Sentimental value. My grandfather gave it to me when I was a kid.” He hits the button. “He basically raised me.” The elevator door dings open, and we step inside.


  “Oh?”


  “My parents divorced when I was seven. It was pretty nasty. My father left us with essentially nothing. My mother was devastated.” CJ looks down and rubs his jaw. “We went to live with my grandfather after that. He was ex-military, very rigid, but an amazing man. I idolized him growing up.”


  “Is that how you ended up in the military?” I ask intrigued.


  “Yes.” CJ pulls me into his arms. “He was a very big influence in my life. He gave me the pocket watch shortly after I moved in. The transition was really hard. Especially seeing what my mother was going through. He explained certain things to me, like why I was upset and angry all at the same time. It felt like one minute, I wanted to punch something, and the next, I wanted to cry.”


  “Too many grown-up emotions for one little boy.”


  “It was exactly that. And I was constantly asking if he was going to leave us, too.”


  My heart nearly breaks.


  “What did he say?”


  CJ smiles. “He told me grandpas don’t leave. Then he gave me the watch. It was like a security blanket. His promise to always be there. He told me his grandfather gave it to him, and now, it was my turn to have it.”


  The elevator doors open to the lobby. CJ takes my hand without skipping a beat and keeps talking.


  “I bring it everywhere, and yet, I manage to forget about it half the time.”


  “Quite the predicament.”


  “It is.” We walk out into the brisk December air and wait on the sidewalk for several seconds before a black Town Car pulls up and we are ushered inside. Talk about service.


  CJ gives the address to the driver, and he pulls out right into the middle of midday traffic. A horn blows but none of us pay any mind.


  “Your grandfather sounds like a wonderful man.”


  “He was.” CJ relaxes into the leather seat.


  “Was?” I frown.


  “He passed. A few years ago.”


  “I’m sorry.”


  “Me, too.” He halfheartedly smiles. “Tis life.”


  “Sometimes life sucks.”


  “Sometimes it doesn’t.” He nestles me up against him. I feel like I’m sixteen years old crushing on the hot college guy giving me attention. We kiss like crazy adolescents in the backseat the whole way. The driver actually has to clear his throat to get our attention when we arrive.


  I wasn’t really paying attention to the address CJ gave the driver, so when I step out of the car on Fifth Avenue, I look around confused.


  “I thought we were going to a museum?”


  “We are.” CJ slams the car door shut then spins me around. I gaze across the street.


  “The Museum of Sex?” I raise my eyebrows and read the metal sign. Above it, in a large window, reads KINK in hot pink letters.


  “The Met seemed too stuffy.” He snatches my hand and drags me across the street.


  Only CJ. What did I tell you? Twelve-year-old in a man’s body.


  “Can you hang out for a second?” he asks once we are inside. “I need to use the bathroom.”


  I raise an eyebrow speculatively at him.


  “I need to pee,” he clarifies immediately. “Unless you want to come with me and watch?” he suggests. “I believe it’s your turn.”


  “No, thanks. As enticing as that sounds, I’d rather let the anticipation build.”


  “Suit yourself. I’ll be right back.” He disappears into a doorway that says bathrooms overhead.


  CJ returns a few minutes later with his phone to his ear. “Yeah, whatever. Just make it fast . . .” is all I hear before he hangs up.


  “Everything okay?”


  “Perfect. Let’s go.” Again, he takes my hand. He wasn’t kidding when he said he was going to take advantage of every second. His bathroom break was the farthest we’ve been apart since the shower.


  As soon as we enter the museum, there’s a large sign that reads Please do not touch, lick, stroke, or mount the exhibits. I cast a sideways glance over at CJ.


  “I promise to behave.” He jiggles my hand and leads the way.


  This is going to be an . . . experience.


  Inside, there is everything from a vibrator collection to the history of the condom to Sex and the Moving Image, which is basically just porn. Interesting stuff and surprisingly not as distasteful or seedy as I was expecting. CJ reads the descriptions of each exhibit aloud, exaggerating words. He’s being serious and goofy all at the same time, causing me to laugh like an entertained child. The animal exhibit is the most intriguing and unexpectedly educational. I now know what a duck penis looks like. Want a visual? Think lower intestines.


  CJ tilts his head as we inspect a replica of a deer threesome. Yes, you read that right. One deer mounted on top of the other.


  “You suppose that’s three males or female/male/male?” he actually asks this seriously.


  “I’m assuming female/male/male.” I mimic his head tilt. “Since the one on the bottom has no antlers.”


  CJ leans over to inspect their heads. “Good call, shortcake. I didn’t even think to look at that.” He laughs highly amused.


  Toward the end of our visit, we come upon the BDSM area of the museum. An entire room filled with sex toys and bondage furniture, complete with leather-clad hooded Dom and collared submissive. I examine the two wax people in fascination, the woman much more than the man.


  “Submission not your thing?” CJ asks, clearly reading my facial expression.


  “I can’t say that it is, although I’ve never actually tried it. I don’t mind a little dominance, but like hell someone is going to slap a collar around my neck and call me pet.”


  CJ snorts. “Your sister doesn’t seem to mind it.”


  I whip my head over to look at him.


  “Oh, come on, Tara. You didn’t know? It’s so freakin’ obvious.”


  I stare at CJ, mulling over my response. “I had an idea. I mean she wears that choker everywhere. Even to bed. It’s strange, and I have wondered, but I never asked. That’s her business. It does bug me how possessive Kayne is sometimes. It’s like she went and married a clone of our father.”


  “Kayne can be a total hothead sometimes and a bit possessive, but I can tell you, it’s your sister who calls the shots in that relationship.”


  “Sometimes I wonder.”


  “Don’t. She may wear the collar, but she also holds the leash.”


  I smile. CJ divulging that actually makes me feel better. I love Kayne, don’t get me wrong, and I don’t see anything wrong with the lifestyle. I just don’t want my sister to lose herself because of her controlling husband.


  “Can I tell you a secret?” CJ asks.


  “I love secrets.” I look up at him and bat my eyelashes.


  He leans into me and speaks low. “I’m not so much into the submissive thing either, but the collar sort of turns me on.”


  “Oh, yeah?” I arch an eyebrow. “I think you would look adorable in rhinestones.” I ruffle the lapel of his pea coat and then walk away.


  Onto the next exhibit!


  Our last stop is the gift shop. It’s chock-full of sex toys, a million different condoms, and everyday items that have been randomly sexualized—socks, pillows, and hand sanitizer to name a few. My personal favorite, the dishtowel that doubles as a cum rag.


  I see CJ looking through a shiny gold bag across the room. It must have something he wants because I also watch him buy it.


  “Souvenir?” I ask as we meet each other in the middle of the store.


  “An interactive one.” He smiles so brightly it actually makes me nervous. I can’t even begin to imagine what’s in that bag.


  “Do I even want to know?” I ask.


  “I’ll show you later, if, and only if, you’re a very good girl.”


  I stare up at him. I both love and hate the way that sounds.


  “Hungry?” He grabs my hand. “I have been dying for a good slice of pizza all day. You don’t realize how much you miss it until you can’t get it.”


  “I would rather know what’s in the bag.”


  “All in good time, shortcake. All in good time.”


  We find a tiny pizza place a few blocks down. We order at the counter, and then grab a seat in the corner. The place literally has five tables.


  “What else is on the agenda for today?” I ask as our pizza is dropped in front of us.


  “I thought we would go back to the hotel, hang out for a while, then catch a show and a late dinner. What do you think?” CJ takes a bite of the steaming hot slice and nearly burns his mouth.


  “I think you need to blow on your food before you eat it.” I giggle.


  “Nah. I like it hot.” He takes another bite, sucking in air as he does. A suggestive look in his eyes.


  Don’t I know it . . .
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  I’M FEELING BOTH TIRED AND wired once we get back to CJ’s hotel room. I lean back against him in the crowded elevator, and he expels a moan only I can hear, pressing his semi-hard erection into my back. Our little excursion must have affected him. I know it affected me. I blame the porn and the fact I am hard up for him every single second. I swear I’m like a bitch in heat.


  Once inside the room, I try to pull it together and distract myself by looking out the window in the living room and not directly at CJ. The view really is incredible at any given time of the day.


  “Tara!” CJ calls from the bedroom.


  Oh shit, here we go. I walk into the other room fully prepared to be pounced on, but I find a surprise instead. On the bed are three large silver boxes stacked together with a gold bow tied around them. I glance over at CJ confused.


  “They’re for you,” he confirms with a conniving grin.


  “For me? You didn’t have to buy me anything.”


  “I know. I also know that I own you this weekend, and I can do whatever I damn well please. That was the arrangement, correct?”


  “It was,” I confirm.


  “Good. Now, accept my gifts graciously.” He saunters up beside me, snakes one arm around my waist, and grabs my chin gingerly with his hand.


  “Thank you,” I utter softly, my face tilted up.


  “You’re welcome.” He drops a kiss on my lips. “You might make a halfway decent submissive after all.”


  I glare at him.


  “You know, if I was into that stuff,” he tacks on before he releases me so I can open the boxes. I feel a little guilty and a little giddy. He really doesn’t need to buy me anything. I know he’s wealthy, and he never let me pay for a thing when we were together in Hawaii, but still, it’s a pride thing I guess. I tear open the first box and find a mound of tissue paper stuffed inside. After rummaging through it all, I pull out a black cape coat with gray fur lining.


  “Is this real?” I run my hand over the softest fuzz I have ever felt.


  “It is but don’t tell. We don’t want to piss PITA off.” He winks.


  “I can’t accept this.” I push the coat toward him.


  “You can, and you will.” He grabs my wrists. “Come on, Tara. Let me spoil you.”


  “I don’t need to be spoiled,” I argue.


  “Every woman needs to be spoiled,” he contests. “And I have never wanted to spoil anyone until you.”


  I freeze. Actually, we both do, together realizing the depth of his statement.


  “Please,” he implores, pulling me closer. “Let’s not get caught up in rights and wrongs and propers and impropers. Let’s just let it be what it is.”


  “A fantasy,” I answer him.


  CJ nods.


  I can do that. Because that’s really all this weekend is. A fantasy.


  Two people pretending.


  Pretending they can be together.


  Pretending they aren’t ages apart or have oceans between them. I lean forward and kiss him, letting go of all of my reservations. He wants this and so do I.


  I continue on to the second box; again, a sea of tissue paper conceals the contents. I pull out a cream sweater dress very similar to the one I wore last night, except this one is way nicer and much softer.


  “Is this cashmere?” I almost rub the material all over my face, but I refrain only because I don’t want to get makeup on it.


  “I believe so.” CJ rubs a piece of the sleeve between his fingers.


  “I could come.” I moan, reveling in the softness.


  “I would advise against it. You may ruin the material,” he jokes. “Besides, that is reserved solely for me.” He stands behind me and pulls the last box directly in front of me. It’s rectangular and much larger than the other two. I pull off the top to reveal a pair of cognac leather boots with a red sole. Holy shit, they’re Christian Louboutin’s.


  “These are my favorite.” CJ removes one, and I run my hand over the buttery leather.


  “I guess my outfit made an impression.” I turn my head and look at him through the corner of my eye.


  “It sure as hell did.” He leans in closer and lowers his voice to an indulgent rumble. “And I plan to fuck you in these the same way I fucked you in the other ones.”


  I actually clench my thighs as the lust in his tone vibrates straight to my core.


  “Anytime, anywhere, any way,” I reiterate.


  “I would say right fucking now,” he growls, “but I really want to take you out.” I can feel his struggle pressing into my backside. “So I’m going to walk out of here before I bend you over and ruin all our plans.”


  “Would that be so bad?” I tempt him.


  He groans. “Yes. Get changed.” With a swat on my butt, he leaves the bedroom. As soon as he’s gone, I jog in place like a giddy teenager. I just got spoiled big time, and even though I won’t admit it out loud, I love it.


  I change quickly, slipping into the dress, and then touch up my makeup, making it a bit more dramatic for an evening look. When I emerge from the bathroom, I find CJ has changed into a dark red dress shirt and black blazer. It’s such a stark difference to his wardrobe in Hawaii, which consisted mostly of Hawaiian shirts and khaki shorts. I can’t decide which version I like better.


  He doesn’t waste a second putting his hands all over me, caressing the soft material hugging my curves. “Fuck, you look hot.”


  “I’m glad you approve. You outfitted me.”


  “I do approve. And I only sort of outfitted you.” He winces cutely. “I don’t know anything about women’s fashion except what I like.”


  “So where did the clothes come from?”


  “I called Jett.”


  “Is that who you were talking to in the bathroom?”


  “Guilty. I sort of felt bad soaking your clothes in the shower this morning. I knew if anyone could help me out with fashion, he could.”


  “He did a great job on such short notice. If I didn’t know he was married, I’d swear he was gay.”


  “He’s definitely not gay. Jett loves pussy just as much as the next guy,” CJ says bluntly.


  “You have a very naughty mouth.” I press my body against his.


  “I know.” He slides one hand down to my ass and squeezes. “I also know you love it, especially when I’m whispering sweet naughty nothings in your ear while I fuck you.” He doesn’t allow me a response as he plunges his tongue between my lips. The kiss is so hot I’m surprised it doesn’t set off the fire alarm. By the time we separate, I’m panting and wet.


  “Let’s go.” CJ adjusts himself before he grabs my new coat off the bed. “Before we never make it out of the bedroom.”


  “You’re very disciplined.” I giggle.


  “I am.” CJ leers back at me. “And by the end of the night, you will be, too.”


  “What does that mean?” I ask as he helps me into my coat and leads me out of the room.


  “You’ll see.” He grabs his jacket off the arm of the couch before ushering me to the door. Do I even want to know what he means by that? As soon as the door slams behind us, he curses.


  “Hang on.” Back inside he goes. I think I know what he forgot. My suspicions are confirmed when he returns holding his silver pocket watch. I take a closer look as he turns it over in his hand as if he’s playing with a coin. It looks antique, like a piece straight out of the roaring twenties.


  “Maybe you should try keeping it in the same place so you don’t forget it.”


  “Maybe.” He sighs, placing it in his inside pocket. “Maybe I’m just doomed to always forget it.” He rolls his eyes and starts for the elevator. Just like before, we are whisked downstairs and then outside to a waiting car.


  Once out of the cold and inside the warm backseat, I snuggle up next to him.


  “What show are we going to see?”


  “It’s a surprise.” The car pulls out without CJ telling him an address.


  “I’ve seen a lot of plays,” I inform him.


  “I’m pretty sure not this one.”


  “You know, you are very secretive.”


  CJ shoots me a knowing smile. “It’s in my nature.” He draws small circles on my inner thigh as we drive, slowly moving higher and higher.


  “Are you teasing me on purpose?”


  “Yes. By the time this date is over, you’re going to be begging me to make you come.”


  Oh, really? I place my hand on his cock and squeeze. CJ groans. Two can play at this game. “I may not be the only one begging.”


  Before things get too heated, the car stops.


  “Arrived, sir,” the driver announces. Up until a second ago, I’d completely forgotten about him and am now wondering if he heard our whole exchange.


  Whoops.


  We step out of the car, and for the second time today, I’m left confused on the sidewalk.


  “Is it an off-Broadway play?” I ask since we are definitely nowhere near Times Square.


  “Sort of.” CJ assumes his customary position with his fingers laced through mine and leads me down the sidewalk to an unnoticeable black steel door. He opens it to a stairwell lit with red lights. “Is there going to be a crushed velvet couch and one-way mirror during this show?”


  CJ laughs animatedly. Glad he finds my inquiry so amusing.


  “Not this time, shortcake, but close,” he enlightens me as we climb the stairs. At the top of the landing, a pretty, young blonde is sitting behind a hostess stand.


  “Tickets?” she asks sweetly.


  “Carmichael. I’m on the list.”


  She checks a sheet of paper in front of her in the dim light.


  “Christopher John?” she asks.


  CJ sighs annoyed, rolling his eyes. “Yes, I asked them to make the reservations under CJ though. Only my mother calls me that.”


  Is it bad I had no idea what CJ stood for until now? I have been with this man twenty-seven different ways from Sunday, but if you’d asked me his real name, I wouldn’t have had a clue.


  My gut tells me the less I know about CJ, the better. It’s safer for my heart that way. But my curiosity and desire are outweighing my good sense, and I find myself more invested in him than I should be. I have no business getting emotionally involved. This is a temporary thing. A fantasy weekend that will end when the clock strikes twelve and turns me back into the pumpkin I am.


  I resign to worry about that when the time comes. I’ve walked away from CJ once; I’ll just have to be strong enough to do it again. I don’t have a choice in the matter, really. My life is more complicated than I let on. But that’s my cross to bear, and a worry for another day. Right now, I’m just going to dance at the ball with my naughty prince.


  “Coats?” The hostess offers sweetly, and both CJ and I shrug ours off and hand them to her. When she returns, she hands CJ a ticket and shows us to our seat. It’s a small round table only big enough for two. The entire room is set with various sized tables draped with white tablecloths and decorated with tealight candles. Both the walls and ceiling are a deep crimson with crystal chandeliers hanging directly overhead. The whole place has a vintage 1920’s feel. Directly in front of us sits a stage with a blood-red curtain pulled closed. By the looks of it, we have the best seats in the house. A waitress in a skimpy, black rhinestone two-piece takes our drink orders as the rest of the tables fill up. By the time she’s back with my Manhattan and CJ’s scotch, every seat is taken. When the lights dim, CJ pulls me close. So close I can feel the warmth of his body through his clothes and smell the sweetness of the alcohol on his breath.


  Music suddenly kicks up and the curtains fly open. I gasp as strobe lights flash and several scantily clad women flaunt it across the stage.


  “Burlesque!” I announce excitedly, immediately noticing the name of the show glowing in purple over the dancing women’s heads. FANTASY


  “Something different,” CJ admits, speaking in my ear. “The name caught my eye while I was searching online.”


  “It’s perfect,” I beam as I try to catch every movement on stage. The performers are amazing. So vibrant and sexy and alive.


  “Have you ever seen a burlesque show before?”


  “Does the movie count?” I ask glancing over at him.


  “I don’t think it compares to the real thing.”


  “Definitely not,” I respond, mesmerized by the flashy display unfolding directly in front of me.


  CJ keeps his arm around my shoulders during the whole show as one beautiful woman after another graces the stage. Some are group performances, others are solo acts. The solo dancers performing tasteful strip teases on beds or chairs. I love every erotic, enticing second of it. CJ does too; he’s begun to grope me under the table and tickle my neck with kisses.


  “Quit that.” I giggle.


  “You can’t tell me what to do. You’re mine.” He slides his hand up the inside of my thigh and tickles my piercing.


  “CJ!” I jump, the sensation setting off sparks.


  “Easy.” He tightens his arm around me and lays off my clit, sinking a finger into me instead.


  “CJ,” I murmur, tormented as he begins to tease me.


  “Quiet, Tara. Watch the show.” He chastises while lazily moving his finger in and out. He said he was going to have me begging by the time this night was over. Right now, I’m close. I try to concentrate on the dancers, but CJ’s measured strokes have my vision going blurry. I breathe steadily trying not to draw attention, but there’s too much stimulation clouding around me. The man I can’t get enough of touching me while watching the most provocative performance of the night in front of me. A couple on stage, the man putting his hands all over a woman who’s chained to a pole. He pulls her clothing off a piece at a time. She pretends to hate it at first, then reluctantly embraces it as if he’s stripping away her reservations little by little to reveal her true self. Her true need. The barer she becomes, the more aggressive he becomes. My heart pounds harder and harder as the heat elevates on stage and between my legs.


  “CJ,” I heave, as he continues to deliberately assault me, leading me blindly to the edge.


  “Shhhh, shortcake.” He hums seductively in my ear.


  I grab his wrist, but that doesn’t dissuade him.


  “Watch,” he orders.


  I fight to turn my full attention back to the stage, where the woman is nearly naked now. Only a black thong and nipple tassels left on her body. She’s beautiful—blonde and curvy with an air of innocence.


  A virgin sacrifice? Possibly.


  Maybe she’s just a woman with dark desires that she’s afraid to set loose. Or afraid to embrace because, to some, they’d be deemed wrong. She’d be judged. I really can’t decipher. The only thing I do know is the man is stripping away her inhibitions the same way CJ is stripping away mine. My whole body starts to tighten and my pussy twinges with a delicious pain.


  Oh, fuck.


  I watch the theatrics on stage as the scene comes to a crescendo. The male performer drops to his knees and buries his face right between the tethered woman’s thighs, draping one leg over his shoulder. The lights flash as bright as daylight and the music hits a high note as she seemingly screams with pleasure. I almost come right along with her but crash and burn instead as CJ removes his finger.


  I suck in air to avoid passing out.


  As stealthy as a cat, he takes the finger that was just submerged inside me, dips it into his glass left only with a tiny bit of scotch, and then sucks it into his mouth.


  “Mmm . . .” He savors as the lights go up. “My two favorite flavors. Macallan and you.”


  I just sit there frozen in my chair, a wet achy mess.


  “Are you ready to beg yet, shortcake?” He taunts me.


  Yes, relentlessly. But I won’t tell him that. Instead, I grin and lean into him. “Not even close. Is that all you got?”


  CJ’s big brown eyes sharpen.


  “The night is just beginning,” he assures me darkly. “Time to eat.” He stands up and holds out his hand. I notice the way he conceals the bulge in his pants with his sports jacket.


  “You going to be able to handle that all night?” I stand as well, pressing myself against him deliberately to rub against his stiff cock.


  “You have no clue what I can handle.” He nips at me inconspicuously then spins me around, walking close behind me as we retrieve our coats and leave the building.


  It’s freezing outside, the wind whipping up between the buildings as we hurry to the car. If I didn’t love Christmas time in New York so much, I would consider moving to Hawaii with Ellie. I could do without winter.


  Once inside the car and shielded from the elements, I decide it’s time for a little revenge. That stunt CJ pulled during the burlesque show left a lingering effect. Just as he intended. But I’m not one to let things slide—in these kinds of instances anyway. I cuddle up next to him, lightly kissing his neck and caressing his chest, subtle with the affection.


  He moans softly and palms my ass with one hand.


  “I enjoyed the show. Thank you.”


  “You’re welcome.” He closes his eyes and tips his head back giving me full access to his neck. I don’t apply any more pressure or move my hand from his chest, only continuing with the sweet ministrations.


  “What was your favorite part?” I ask.


  “The black widow,” CJ responds with a devious smile. He’s referring to an act where one of the performers stripped down to this spider web looking outfit. Black leather crisscrossed all over her body, barely covering her most private parts. It was definitely erogenous, and the woman knew how to work up a crowd. She was so raw and carnal she had me questioning my own sexuality for a moment.


  “We should get you an outfit like that,” CJ muses.


  “Oh, yeah?” That is exactly the opening I need. “I would definitely strip for you.” I slide my hand down into his pants, going straight for the kill.


  “Tara!” CJ twitches as I jerk his cock.


  “What?” I go after his mouth, pumping harder.


  He expels a low feral growl as he hardens again under my touch.


  “Thinking about me taking my clothes off?” I ask between starving kisses.


  “I’m thinking about me ripping your clothes off.” He grabs my neck and plunges his tongue into my mouth.


  “We still have to go to dinner,” I playfully remind him as I slow down my wrist action.


  “I know.” He pants. “Dessert will be totally worth it.” He attacks me again, pressing his hand over mine as he flexes his hips. He lets out muted whimper as if restraining himself from coming. I know he wants to. I know if his pride wasn’t in the way, he would fuck me right here in the backseat, driver watching and all. And I’d totally let him.


  “Sir.” The driver suddenly clears his throat. “Arrived.”


  We both inhale a collective breath as we hurry to put ourselves back together.


  “When we get back to the hotel.” CJ locks me against his body right before the driver opens the door. “I am going to break you.”


  I widen my eyes. I think that is the most arousing threat I have ever received in my life. My clit actually cramps with need because I know without a doubt, he means it.


  The restaurant is small, cozy, and dim inside. It’s all dark wood, extravagant furnishings, and candlelight. We’re seated in a semi-private booth in a corner of the room.


  “Do you bring all your weekend flings here?” I toy with CJ as I look over the menu.


  “Definitely not. Only my fantasy girl.”


  I flick my eyes up. I didn’t miss the fact girl was not plural. I know I shouldn’t pursue it. I should just leave it alone. But I can’t help myself.


  “And how many fantasy girls do you have?”


  CJ smiles shrewdly, looking straight into my eyes. “Only one,” he discloses.


  I try not to let the answer go to my head. But I’ll admit it just scored him a thousand bonus points.


  I conceal my elation and draw my attention back to the menu. Everything looks outstanding. The waiter come and goes, taking our drink orders and providing in detail the specials tonight—risotto with prosciutto and arugula, grilled octopus, and scallops sautéed in brown butter.


  We opt to share some oysters as an appetizer. I’ve never had them before, so this should be interesting. I order the salmon as my main course, and CJ gets the veal saltimbocca.


  “This is a little odd,” I admit as I take a sip of the red wine CJ suggested.


  “What is?”


  “Being out in public.”


  “And not having to worry about someone trying to kill me?”


  “Yes.” I laugh. “Something like that.”


  “It is nice to share your company and know my balls are safe at the same time.”


  “Yes, we both know how important your family jewels are.”


  “Someone has to carry on the Carmichael name,” he jests.


  “You don’t have any brothers or sisters?”


  “I do. Two half-sisters from my mom’s second marriage.”


  “Oh, well, you carry a heavy responsibility then. Do you want kids?”


  CJ makes a conflicted expression. “I haven’t really given it much thought. My business,” he clears his throat, “keeps me pretty busy. I travel a lot and am involved in time-consuming transactions. I don’t know if that kind of lifestyle is conducive to a family.”


  “It sounds like it would be a lot to juggle.”


  He nods in agreement, taking a large swig of wine. Did that question make him uncomfortable? I was just making conversation. He told me I could ask him anything.


  “I didn’t mean to get personal. I know . . .” I search for the right words. “I know this weekend—”


  “It’s fine, Tara.” He puts his hand over mine. “I don’t have a problem with getting personal.”


  “You sure?”


  “Positive. It’s part of the reason I wanted to take you out. I enjoy your company as much as I enjoy your body. I just wasn’t prepared to jump into the subject of family right off the bat.” He chuckles, his warm brown eyes catching the light off the hurricane candle.


  “Sorry. I guess the conversation just took a weird turn.”


  “Don’t be sorry. Go ahead. Ask me anything you want. I’m an open book.”


  As confidently as he says that, some little part of me is skeptical about how true that is. No one is an open book. We all have our secrets. Good, bad, and indifferent. But I take the opportunity for what it is and decide I want to get to know CJ better, even if it is just superficial information.


  “What do you do when you’re not working or hiding from Kayne?”


  “I guess that depends on where I am. You pretty much saw my life in Hawaii. Beach, surfing, hanging out. I ski when I have the opportunity, and I just got into rock climbing.”


  “You’re an all-around jock.”


  “I work in an office most of the time. I like to take advantage of the outdoors as much as I can.”


  “I can understand that. I’ve always wanted to learn to snowboard.”


  CJ stays silent, and I know exactly why that is. There are no promises of tomorrow at this dinner; it’s only the here and now. It makes my heart heavy, but I also know that’s just the way it is.


  “My turn,” CJ says just as the oysters are placed on our table. I inspect them. They look appetizing and appalling all at the same time as they sit on a bed of ice and lettuce with lemon wedges and a dollop of horseradish.


  “I don’t know if I can eat one of those.” I crinkle my nose.


  “You definitely can. After you answer my question.” He takes a shell and places it on his plate. “I know you study music.” He picks up a small forkful of horseradish and dabs it on the oyster. “But what are you planning to do with it once you finish school?” He squeezes some lemon onto it next.


  “Um,” I reply distracted as he picks up the oyster and brings it to his mouth. “Teach,” I say. “It’s not my passion, but it will pay the bills.”


  “Sensible,” he answers right before he tips his head back and allows the oyster to slide into his mouth. “What is your passion?”


  “Music is my passion. But there’s not many job opportunities that pay. So, I figured if I can at least teach, I will be still able to enjoy what I love.” I have loved music for as long as I can remember. It’s like I was born with it ingrained in me. My earliest memory is standing on my parents’ bed with an audience of stuffed animals belting out “Twinkle Twinkle Little Star.”


  “Makes sense.” CJ picks up another oyster and repeats the horseradish and lemon routine. “Your turn.” He holds it up to my lips, and I inhale a stinging whiff of the horseradish. I’m not sure I can do this. “Come on, Tara. Be as adventurous outside the bedroom as you are inside.”


  Using my sexual prowess against me is so low.


  I open my mouth.


  “You know oysters are an aphrodisiac,” CJ enlightens me as he feeds me my first ever oyster. “Don’t chew, just swallow. I know you’re good at that.”


  I could smack him, but I am experiencing strange textures and tastes in my mouth at the moment. It’s not horrible. It’s not great either. I swallow quickly and let my taste buds register the new flavors.


  “Not so bad?”


  “Not too bad,” I admit.


  “Try another one?”


  “You first.”


  “You like to watch me use my mouth, huh?”


  I roll my eyes. Maybe a little.


  CJ alternates feeding himself and me until all eight oysters are gone. I enjoy the last one the most, now appreciating the appeal.


  Dinner continues smoothly as we each allow a little more freedom for our personalities to come out. I find out how much CJ loves music and the theater and that he has two bachelor degrees, one in computer technology and another in business. Above all though, I realize how much he can make me laugh. I think it’s what drew me to him in the first place.


  The first time we met had been under such dire circumstances. Ellie was lying in a hospital bed and no one knew if she was going to wake up. My dad was a mess, my mom was a rock, and I was just me, alone trying to figure out exactly what I should do with myself. I think CJ could sense my confusion, for lack of a better word. He was always hanging around the hospital, showing up at the strangest times to check on Kayne and my parents and me. I remember standing outside Ellie’s room completely out of sorts. My sister could die and there was nothing I could do to help. I felt worthless. That’s when CJ showed up. He just seemed to appear with his laid-back energy and inviting smile. He offered to buy me coffee. Suggested I take a walk and get some air. That day, our acquaintanceship grew. He became someone I could lean on. It was purely platonic. An older brother hanging out with his younger sister. It’s where the nickname shortcake came from. He preoccupied me, and I welcomed the distraction. It wasn’t until two years later at Ellie and Kayne’s wedding that our relationship changed. I don’t exactly know how it happened or when. It was just different the second time around. Maybe it was because I was older? Maybe it was because the circumstance that brought us back together was a joyous one. I don’t know. I can just tell you that when I got off the plane and he was there to pick my family and me up for the second time, the attraction was instant. Like two lost souls reconnecting in the dark of night.


  “So . . .” The easy conversation continues. “If you could pursue your dream career instead of just settling, what would you do?” CJ asks as our dinners are placed in front of us.


  “Be an international pop superstar.”


  “Really?” CJ considers this. “I could see it. You have the hair for it.”


  “At least I have that going for me.” I cut a piece of my salmon and take a taste. Holy crap, it’s delicious.


  “You have more going for you than just your hair, and we both know it.”


  “Maybe.” I shrug, trying to eat as ladylike as possible when all I really want to do is devour this fish like it’s my last meal.


  “Can I hear you sing sometime?”


  I pause with the fork by my mouth.


  “You want to hear me sing?”


  “Sure, why not? Maybe the song you have tattooed on your thigh?”


  “I don’t think I would do it justice, but I’ll sing for you sometime.” I fiddle with the flower in my hair. I’ve sung in front of an audience plenty of times, but singing for CJ gives me riotous butterflies. “And I don’t really want to be an international pop superstar, but performing on Broadway might be fun.”


  “Then why don’t you go for it?”


  “A multitude of factors that play into the answer to that. You said having a family is a major commitment. So is being a Broadway performer. Rehearsal and shows would cut into my schooling. It’s not feasible for me right now.”


  “What about when you finish school?” he asks simply.


  “Possibly, but if I get a job right away, which I’m trying to do, Broadway will always be just a dream.”


  CJ drops his fork, looks down at his plate, and frowns.


  “Tara, I’m not trying to tell you what to do, but I don’t think you should cut yourself short on your dreams.”


  “I’m not. I’m just trying to be mature and levelheaded.”


  “I get that. But sometimes being mature and levelheaded leaves you with regrets in the future. I’m just saying, think about it. I would hate for you to look back at your life and wonder what if.”


  “I don’t know if I am in a position to do that. But I will think about it.”


  “It’s all I can ask. You know what I always say.”


  “What’s that?”


  “Life’s too short not to have sex or eat chocolate cake.” He winks.


  I laugh.


  I’m beginning to believe he’s right.
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  I PLAY “STARS” ON MY phone for CJ in the car on the way back to the hotel. He agrees about the soulfulness and understands why the music speaks to me. He gets me. He always has. Since our first conversation, we just clicked.


  “Mr. Carmichael!” The concierge behind the front desk raises his voice to get our attention. “This was left for you.” He waves a white envelope. “The gentleman asked that I personally deliver it to you.”


  “Thank you.” CJ takes it from him, almost warily. He glances around the lobby before taking my hand again and heading to the elevator.


  “Something important?” I inquire.


  CJ turns over the envelope inspecting it several times before opening it.


  “Let’s hope not.”


  It looks like an ordinary invitation to me.


  I examine his face as he pulls it out and reads the white card inside. He scoffs but not in a bad way. In an amused way.


  “What is it?” Now, I’m dying to know.


  “An invitation to an event here in New York.”


  “When?”


  “Tuesday night.”


  “Oh. You’ll be back in Hawaii by then.” I mask the disappointment in my tone.


  “Yes, I will.” He places the card back in the envelope, and then in his pocket before he pulls me flush against him. “But I’m here now, and I plan to make the most of it.” He kisses me firmly and affectionately, waking the arousal that was dormant during dinner. Our tongues tangle until the elevator doors open and we stumble out into the hallway. We can barely keep our hands off each other. As soon as the door to CJ’s hotel room slams closed, he has me pinned against the wall, dragging his tongue up and down my neck, biting my skin until it hurts.


  “What’s your fantasy, Tara?” he asks between fevered kisses. I nibble my lip as CJ sucks on my neck, awaiting my answer. Should I tell him my deepest, darkest fantasy? I have never shared it with anyone. The mere thought of it accelerates my arousal to hyper speed.


  But it really is just that. A wicked fantasy that will never become a reality. It’s too wrong. Too preposterous unless I went looking for that kind of trouble.


  “Well?” he urges. “You going to share, or do I have to torture it out of you?” He tickles my ribcage, knowing I’m the most sensitive there. I squirm, but he’s so much stronger and bigger; there are only two ways to stop him, tell him what he wants to know or kick him in the nuts.


  “Okay!” I surrender, screaming with laughter. “I’ll tell you! I’ll tell you!”


  He stops, letting me catch my breath.


  “You’re so wrong.”


  “I never claimed to be right. Now, tell me. I need to know.”


  “Need?”


  “Yes, need.” He tucks a strand of renegade hair behind my ear.


  I hesitate, wondering if I should tell him the truth or lie to save face. But I figure fuck it; this whole weekend is about fantasy, right? Being autonomous and sexually liberated. I chew on my lip again as CJ waits impatiently for my answer.


  “Tara.” He presses up against me again, his fingers resting on my ribs, threateningly.


  “Okay! I want to be dominated.” I rush the words out. CJ’s eyes brighten. “I thought you weren’t into collars?”


  “Not dominated like that.” My voice is barely a whisper. Oh god, am I actually admitting this out loud?


  “I want to be taken by force.” CJ’s jaw drops. Not the answer he was expecting. Trust me, I can’t believe it’s my fantasy either, but the idea of being completely controlled is thrilling. I’m fucking soaked just thinking about it.


  “Like a captive fantasy?”


  I nod apprehensively.


  “Damn, woman.” CJ grabs my hand and yanks me into the bedroom. He sits down on the bed and situates me between his legs. He grips my hips as I look down at him. “You are a fucking wildcat.”


  “I like to call it sexually adventurous.”


  “Adventurous? I’d use the word intrepid with fantasies like that.”


  “Do I intimidate you?” I mess with him.


  “It takes way more than a beautiful blonde with killer sexual desires to intimidate me. You turn me the fuck on like I’m a nuclear fucking reactor.” His fingertips bite into my sides. “And I may not be some fucking stranger who corners you in a dark alley, but I can still dominate the shit out of you. Now take your fucking clothes off. Slowly. You promised me a strip show, and I’m through waiting.”


  “I don’t remember promising.” I pick up my foot and press it against him, digging the heel lightly into his chest. “Pull.”


  CJ takes hold of the boot, and I gently slip my foot out of it, making sure the hem of my dress hikes up high enough to give him an opportunistic view. He licks his lips like a hungry predator, dropping the boot on the ground.


  “I can’t wait to bury my face in that fucking pussy,” he says as I lift my other foot. I can’t wait, either, but he wants a strip show so that is what he is going to get.


  Once my other boot is off, I inch the hem of my sweater dress up my thighs. Slowly, deliberately, only revealing as much as I want CJ to see.


  “If that goddamn dress doesn’t come off in the next five seconds, I’m ripping it off your body.”


  “I thought you wanted a show?” I ask innocently.


  “I want you naked more.” He roughly pushes the cashmere material up. I drag the dress off the rest of the way then drop it next to the boots. I’m left standing in only my bra, no underwear.


  “Off,” CJ commands as he attacks my bare navel. He wasn’t kidding about burying his face in my pussy because, by the time I slip my bra off, he has my clit trapped between his teeth. I tremble. If he’s not careful, this will be over faster than a New York minute. A second later, he lays off the death grip and licks me emphatically until I’m moaning and excessively wet. I grab his head and grind my hips until everything inside me is gravitating to the center of my legs, until my body is begging for it.


  “Do you honestly think I’m going to make it that easy?”


  He sucks hard on my clit one last time before he pulls away.


  “I was hoping.” I pant, unfulfilled.


  “I told you I have plans for you tonight, shortcake. And they start with you undressing me.” He yanks me down to my knees. “Get busy.” He motions to the buttons on his dress shirt. With a little smirk, I begin undoing each one, making sure to scrape my nails against his skin every chance I get. I push his shirt off his shoulders then move down to his pants. The bulge under his zipper is so protrusive; it’s nearly ripping the metal teeth in two.


  Once his pants are gone, CJ takes advantage of my kneeling position, forcing my head down until I’m sucking his cock. I do it with pleasure, making sure to torture him the same way he tortured me. I swallow him until he’s panting and pre-cum is sliding down my throat. As I blow him, I feel CJ remove the flower clip from my hair then untwist the elastic holding my bun in place. My hair spills out all over his lap, and he moans openly, running his fingers through the long strands.


  “I couldn’t imagine fucking you without this hair.” He tugs at the roots as I take him in deeper, so deep he shudders then rips my head away.


  “I’m not going to make it that easy for me either.” He tilts my face up. At least he plays fair. “I said I have plans for you and I meant it. Get on the bed,” he orders, releasing the tight grip he has on my hair. I crawl onto the mattress as CJ stands and grabs the gold metallic bag from the sex museum off the nightstand and a sleeve of condoms from the drawer, dropping both items on the comforter next to me. I look back and forth between him and the gold bag inquisitively, my imagination running wild as to what could be in there.


  He climbs on the bed like a provisioned hunter, his arm and stomach muscles rippling as he crawls toward me. I watch enamored as he splits open the bag and pulls out the first content. A small bottle of lubricant. The glint in his eye tells me he’s up to no good as he pops open the top. There’s a split second of hesitation before he douses me with the liquid.


  “CJ!” I try to jump away, but he snatches my wrist and pulls me close, smearing the lube all over my body, breasts to torso then down to my pussy. The sticky substance is warmer than I expect, and his hands are purposeful. He knows exactly where and how to touch me.


  “You don’t play fair,” I complain wantonly.


  “Life’s not fair.” He massages me all over until my upper body is glistening.


  Ain’t that the truth?


  He reaches into the bag again, this time pulling out a ‘cum rag.’ He wipes the lube off his hands then reaches into the bag a third time, pulling out a chain with a metal clamp on each end. He said he had plans, and he wasn’t kidding. Holy shit.


  CJ positions himself so he is leaning up against the wooden headboard then urges me into his lap. Once I’m straddling him, he teases me with one of the clamps, running it lightly up and down the center of my slick body and over each nipple repeatedly. The light sensation, the thin film of lubrication, and the excitement of the unknown does wild things to me. Tack on the fact he is holding equal amounts of pleasure and pain in just one hand, nearly has me walking on pins and needles.


  My breathing is heavy and my need abundant by the time CJ reveals exactly what he has planned for the little clamps and me.


  “I know you said you weren’t into collars.” He slips one end of the chain around my neck and uses the clamp to secure it. “But you belong to me tonight. So what I say goes. If I can’t use a real collar, I’ll improvise.”


  Without any warning, he clasps the other end of the chain onto my clit, right over my piercing. I gasp out loud from the instant stab of pleasure and simultaneous bite of pain.


  “Easy.” He calms me with his voice like a spooked horse. “Easy, baby.” He rubs my arms, soothing me. “You look so fucking hot.” His pupils are dilated, and his cock is rock hard between my legs as he fingers the chain, suddenly commanding my desire. This is going to be intense. I’ve barely moved a muscle and the clamp is already doing inexplicable things.


  CJ tears a condom from the sleeve and hands it to me.


  “You do it.”


  With trembling fingers, I rip open the purple foil package and remove the condom. Carefully, I sheath him, all while trying to ignore the commotion beginning to storm inside me.


  With our eyes glued to each other, CJ lifts my hips and slowly impales me onto his cock. I’m so sensitive by now, I feel every microscopic inch slide into me, stretch me, nearly destroy me. The chain pulls so tight; the tiniest movement feels catastrophic.


  “Fucking ride me, Tara.” CJ grabs onto my ass grinding me against him. I let out a cry so foreign; I can’t even believe it came from my mouth. I’ve become an absolute mess within a few seconds. My movements are small and fragile, fearing I might break at any moment.


  My fears become a sobering reality as CJ thrusts up into me. I swear I see stars as every fiber in my body expands and contracts.


  “Oh, fuck.” I start to buckle, the overwhelming sensations grabbing hold.


  “Not yet, Tara.” CJ tries to subdue my waist, but my body has completely taken over, chasing after the orgasm I’m convinced is going to annihilate me.


  “Control it.” CJ wraps one arm around my waist and fuses our hips together, his cock buried completely inside my throbbing pussy.


  “I can’t! It’s too much!” I nearly sob as we halt all movement. “It’s too much.”


  “Try.”


  But it’s too late, there’s no stopping the impending avalanche. I grab onto his hair and heave into his mouth as I come, no, not come, internally combust. I scream so loud I’m positive every single person in the hotel hears me being ripped open from the inside out. We barely performed a sexual act, and I just completely broke down.


  “We need to work on your control.” CJ traps my limp body against him, my heart beating like a terrified rabbit. “This is just the beginning.” He breathes roughly.


  “Beginning?” I repeat drained.


  “Mmm hmm . . .” He tucks some hair behind my ear and shifts beneath me. My oversensitive core constricts. “After we’re done here, I’m going to flip you over and fuck you again.” He thrusts upwards, and I inhale. “I told you I was going to have you all over this hotel room.” CJ kisses me feverishly, and my body instinctively responds. The kindling aftereffects of my orgasm recharging.


  Within several electromagnetic seconds, I’m riding CJ hard, the clamp aggravating the ache that has taken complete control of my entire lower body. My sighs pitch and my blood rushes through my veins as another gargantuan orgasm builds.


  “Don’t stop.” CJ clutches onto my gyrating hips. “Fuck! Fuck!” He looks straight into my eyes and clenches his jaw as I impale myself on him over and over.


  The way he’s looking at me is almost unrecognizable, like a new depraved layer of himself has been husked away.


  I scream when he tugs on the chain, my clit and my orgasm catching fire at the same time, morphing me into nothing but a ball of extreme responsiveness. CJ stiffens beneath me, a pained growl tearing from his throat. I don’t know how long our climaxes last, but when I crack open my eyes, I am draped over his limp body and I can barely breathe. There is a sheen of sweat slick on our skin and the smell of sex is as potent as a bouquet of fresh flowers in the room.


  “You’re out to destroy me,” I whimper, spent.


  “Yup,” CJ responds with his eyes still closed and a sexy smirk on his face. He doesn’t even bother to deny it. “Twenty-four hours and counting.” He pops his eyes open to look at me; his gaze so iniquitous it makes his brown irises look black. It actually makes me shiver. Half with need and half with angst. No one has ever made me feel so sexually powerful and enslaved all at the same time. CJ exhales deeply as he runs his fingers lightly along the chain wrapped around my neck. I want to know what he’s thinking, but I don’t ask. Some secrets are better left unknown. If this were a different situation, if we were two different people, I would crack the quiet wide open. Instead, I shift off him so he can remove the condom.


  I lie on my back on top of the plush white comforter itching to remove the pinching little clamp. I take a deep breath, and just before I detach it, CJ snatches my wrist.


  “I never said you could touch that.”


  I flick my eyes up at him, almost desperately. It’s so uncomfortable and physically taxing. Every time I move, it reminds me it’s there, literally tormenting me.


  “I said I was going to flip you over and fuck you again.” He manhandles me, forcing me onto my stomach then draws my hips up. The chain pulls taut in this position, and I yelp as the clamp tugs on my clit. I’m puffing already, and he hasn’t even touched me yet.


  “I know you can handle it, Tara,” CJ murmurs in my ear. “I know how much you like to come. I know how much you like to scream.” I feel him rub his semi-hard cock down the crack of my ass. He’s right; I do like to come, and I’ve just experienced two of the most intense orgasms of my life. I’m not sure I’m ready for more just yet. But I don’t think I have a choice. I hear the foil on the condom wrapper tear.


  “You going to scream for me, shortcake?” He mounts me, turning my face to the side so he can kiss me roughly. The use of my nickname in such a lecherous manner sends me spinning. Simultaneously, my cheeks heat and so does my pussy from the bite of the clamp and the dull ache throbbing inside me.


  “I want an answer.” CJ slams into me, and I screech.


  “YES!”
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  THE WORD ENOUGH DOES NOT exist when it comes to Tara. I have learned this the hard way. It may have taken us into the early morning hours, but I kept my word. I have fucked her all over this hotel room. After we broke the bed, figuratively, I bent her over the arm of the couch then had her sprawled out on the living room floor, spread eagle and pleading for more. I’m a different person when I’m with Tara. Desires I didn’t even know existed spring to the surface, and she is the only woman who can satisfy them. Even now, as dawn breaks over the high rises and the Sunday morning light brightens the room, I am still dying for more. Even now, as I have her pinned against the window buried inside her, I know my appetite will not be fulfilled. I’ll still want more. With Tara, I always want more. And that is completely detrimental because this weekend was about fucking her out of my system, not making her a vital part of it. I grip her wrists tighter as my cock thickens and another earth-shattering climax looms near. She is completely subdued beneath me, her legs forced apart by my brutal thrusts, her nipples clamped, her breathing strained.


  “Don’t stop! Don’t stop!” she pleads with her eyes screwed shut.


  “You need to come?” I jab my erection into her, circling my hips, slowing my motion. She expels a distressed sigh. It makes me even harder, which I didn’t think was at all possible. I pull out, only leaving the very tip of my pulsating cock in her saturated pussy.


  “What if I use my tongue to make you come?”


  “No,” she protests, replying exactly the way I want her to.


  “No?”


  “No.” She shakes her head.


  “You want my cock?”


  “Yes!” She tries to move her hips to gain more of me, but I have her trapped.


  “Tell me. Tell me you want to come all over my cock.” I lick her neck in a long, slow, heated drag.


  “I want to come all over your cock,” she says with conviction.


  She’s so close; her flesh so swollen and hot I could probably just nudge her with the head of my dick and she’d shatter.


  “CJ, please.”


  I don’t know when begging began to turn me on, but like I said before, I’m a different person with Tara. Or maybe it’s Tara turning me into a different person. I’m not sure which or either. I just know I’m enjoying this new, sexually liberated side of me.


  “Beg for it.”


  “Please, god please, just fuck me! Fuck me hard, make me come!”


  Who am I to say no to an earnest plea like that?


  I give Tara what she’s begging for. What, in reality, we are both begging for. A blissful, blinding release. I don’t hold on for long, as my entire being seems to become engulfed in Tara’s heavenly body. We both spasm with pleasure, our cries of explicit tournament equally loud. Then there’s nothing. Nothing for a long while except white noise and clear morning light.


  Melted against her fevered body, exhausted both physically and emotionally, I unclamp each of Tara’s nipples and kiss her through the dull pain as blood rushes back to the abused little points. Once her harsh breathing subsides, I dispose of the condom and then lift her off the windowsill and into my arms. She’s limp against my chest as I walk across the room and deposit her on the bed. I smile like a stupid fool as I lie down next to her. Her skin is flushed, her cheeks are pink, and the corners of her lips are curled up into a satisfied smirk.


  “If I told you you’re beautiful right now, would that be completely corny?”


  Tara flutters her eyes open to look at me, that sweet little smirk permanently etched on her mouth. “I don’t think it’s ever corny to be called beautiful if the person saying it really means it.”


  “Well, then, you’re beautiful.” I snuggle up behind her so we can spoon. She sighs sleepily.


  “Thank you,” she replies graciously as she yawns. The exhaustion is mutual. I drop my head on the pillow and inhale the clean scent of her hair. It’s almost therapeutic, like eucalyptus at a spa. I close my eyes and drift off, dreaming of plumeria flowers and New York high rises and a beautiful blonde imploring me to stay.
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  THE SOUND OF A RINGING phone wakes me. At first, I think it’s a dream because I don’t recognize the sound, but then, I realize it’s not my cell. It’s the phone in the hotel room. It repeatedly rings only pausing for a few seconds before it starts up again. I reach over a sleeping Tara to answer it.


  “Hello?” My voice is raspy.


  “Sir, this is Raoul from the front desk. This is your courtesy call. Your limo to the airport will be here in a half hour.”


  I rub the sleep out of my eyes, disoriented. Limo to the airport? What time is it? I glance at the clock. It’s nearly six pm. I scheduled a red-eye back to Oahu so I could sleep. That plan has been shot to shit considering Tara and I slept the entire day away.


  “Thank you,” I respond gruffly before hanging up. This is not turning out how I planned. I wanted to spend more time with Tara. Go out to lunch, take a walk in Central Park, something before I left for good. But I guess last night took a toll on both of us. The moment of truth came sooner than expected, and now, we have to face it. I stare down at her sleeping form, memorizing each tiny feature on her gorgeous face. The way her platinum blonde hair falls across the pillow and how she tucks her hand under her chin as she sleeps. After a few moments, I reluctantly wake her.


  “Tara,” I whisper in her ear. “Time to wake up, shortcake.”


  She moans, protesting against opening her eyes.


  “Hey, sleepyhead.” I nudge her this time. “You have to wake up. I have a plane to catch.”


  Her eyebrows furrow. “What time is it?”


  “Almost six at night.”


  Her eyes pop open. “It’s that late?” The sun has nearly set as she looks out the window.


  “I’m sorry.” I apologize, for what I don’t know. But I am.


  “It’s fine.” She sits up and rubs her eyes. “I’ll get dressed.” The sleep is present in her husky voice, and I find it as sexy as those thigh-high boots she wears.


  “What time is your flight?” she asks as she moves around the room collecting her clothes.


  “In a few hours. The plane will be waiting when I get there.”


  “Oh right, I forgot. You don’t fly commercial like the rest of us commoners,” she jokes. “Private jet is your airline of choice.”


  “It’s the only way to fly,” I confirm sardonically.


  I’m mostly packed; I just need to throw a few T-shirts, my toiletries, and a pair of pants into my bag. I catch Tara on her phone when I walk out of the bathroom after we’re both dressed. She looks concerned as she scrolls through it.


  “Everything okay?”


  She draws her attention away from the screen and plasters on a smile. I find it difficult to decipher if it’s genuine or fake, but I would really like to know which way her emotions are swaying. Every second drawing us closer to walking out the door seems to be another tiny slice on the surface of my skin. If I smiled right now, it would most definitely be fake.


  “Fine.” She slips the phone into her back pocket. She’s casual this evening, dressed in jeans and an NYU sweatshirt. “Disappear for an entire weekend and people tend to look for you.” She laughs, coming to stand next to me. I use the opportunity to wrap her in my arms.


  “But wasn’t it worth it?”


  She sighs heavily, hugging me back. “It was definitely worth it.”


  “Good.” I kiss her on the head. We stand there hugging much longer than a normal embrace would be. I know the time has come for me to let her go, but it’s so much harder than I expected it to be.


  “Take a ride to the airport with me?” The question flies out before I can stop it.


  “Sure. I’d like that.”


  Me. Too.


  Way too much.


  I should cut the cord right here. Instead, I take her hand and lead her out of the room. We don’t talk much in the elevator, or the lobby, or the limo. The silence says it all. On the way to Teterboro, the small private airport in New Jersey where we house the jet, Tara just rests her head on my shoulder while I gaze out the window, stroking her hand with my thumb. Every mile closer to the airport feels like another boulder dropped on my chest.


  How am I supposed to get on that plane and leave this girl?


  Then I’m reminded. That is exactly what Tara is, a girl. A girl who still has so much life to experience. A girl who doesn’t need a thirty-three-year-old man with a demanding and secretive job holding her back. My entire life I have been strong. My entire life I have always risen to the occasion, and this situation is no different. I know right and wrong. I know what needs to be done, no matter how badly it hurts, because that is who I am. Selfless acts reap no rewards except a conscience of clear. One of my West Point professors told me that once, and although I didn’t exactly understand it at the time, I fully understand it now. Serving in the military, being part of a brotherhood, I know the world is bigger than just me. In this instance, the world I am speaking of also includes Tara—and what’s best for her, which, regrettably, is not me. The limo pulls onto the tarmac, and my chest actually constricts. Why, if this is the right thing, does it hurt so damn much?


  The plane’s doors are open and waiting as Tara and I step out of the car. I can barely breathe looking up at the vehicle that is about to fly me away from her.


  I have to do this.


  I cup her face in my hands and pin her against the doorframe of the limo unable to speak.


  I have to do this.


  I have never been good at good-byes. It’s why I haven’t seen my family in nearly three years. Not because I don’t want to, but because I don’t want to say good-bye. In my line of work, you never know if it’s going to be the last time you see them. Or should I say, they see you. But I have to say good-bye right now. I owe her that at the very least.


  “Thank you for coming to see me.” Tara surprises me by speaking first. It helps with the pressure building in my abdomen.


  “You’re welcome.” I kiss her ardently. “Thank you for clearing your schedule for me.” I need to joke in order to deal with this.


  “Anytime.” She giggles sweetly between kisses. I wish I could bottle that sound and listen to it in the middle of my loneliest night.


  I have to do this.


  I release Tara reluctantly and press one last kiss to her forehead. The hum of the idle engine behind me persistently reminding me I have to go.


  “See you around.” She looks up at me and smiles weakly. I return the expression. I mentioned to her once that I didn’t do the good-bye thing, I always just say see you around. It’s the last thing I said to her before she walked into the airport in Hawaii.


  “See you around,” I reply, attempting to sound cheery, but failing miserably. I leave Tara standing next to the car and board the plane. The captain is waiting by the cockpit door as I enter.


  “Evening, sir.”


  I roll my eyes. “Sid, you don’t have to be so formal. It’s just me.”


  “I know.” He chuckles. “Just wanted you to feel important for a quarter of a second before I told you to sit the fuck down and buckle up.”


  Now, there is the pilot I know and love.


  “Much better.” I sigh.


  I flop into the plush leather seat and gaze out the window at Tara. She’s still standing outside the car, staring up at the plane. My heart hurts just looking at her. I try to focus on anything else, but it seems the further away I am from her, the more magnified her presence is. I glance at her one last time as she climbs into the limo and shuts the door. The moment she disappears, it feels like my world flies out of control. What the fuck is wrong with me?


  I pull out my phone and deliberate for a split second before I type away.


  Me: Tell me a secret . . .


  Moments tick by, too many for my liking before she responds.


  Tara: I wish you would stay.


  Those five words are all it takes to seal my fate and solidify my decision. I’m not ready to leave, yet. I’m not ready to leave Tara yet.


  I shoot up from my seat and bang on the cockpit door. No, not protocol at all; we have a two-way intercom if we need to communicate, but who is thinking about things like that at a time like this?


  “Sid! Cut the engine!” I pound on the door.


  Several seconds later, an irritated Sid appears in front of me.


  “What the fuck is wrong with you, son? I was about to taxi out!” he snaps at me. I love Sid. He’s no-nonsense and tells you exactly how it is whether you want to hear it or not.


  “I need to get off the plane. Open the door.”


  “Did you hit your head or something? We have a flight plan. I have a family to get back to.”


  No, it’s not typical for a pilot to talk back to his passenger, but this is a special circumstance since I’m the one usually flying the plane. I knew this weekend was probably going to take a toll, so I employed Sid to fly me to and from New York. There was no way I was going to want to fly thirteen hours home after spending close to thirty-six hours with Tara.


  “Then go home. I can fly back commercial.”


  He looks at me dumbfounded before his expression changes to understanding. A perverted understanding.


  “You’re fucking pussy whipped.”


  “Look who’s talking. You’re about to explode in your pants if you don’t get home to your wife.”


  “Damn straight, son. Have you met my wife?”


  Yes, she’s drop-dead gorgeous and half your age.


  I huff. I’m not interested in arguing with Sid.


  “Call me whatever you want, just open the fucking door already.”


  Arrogantly, Sid slips back into the cockpit to hit the door release. As soon as I hear it click, I open the hatch.


  “Hey!” He grabs my shoulder before I bolt out.


  “I never said there was anything wrong with being pussy whipped, especially if that’s the pussy.” He nods toward the door, and I catch Tara climbing out of the limo.


  I grab his wrist amicably. “Buddy, you have no idea how right you are.” Then I vacate the plane, heading straight for Tara. My heart feels like it’s about to burst in my chest as I rush to her, pulling her right off the ground into my arms.


  “Does this mean you’re staying?” she asks as the cold December air bites the shell of my ears and both my cheeks.


  “My schedule just opened up.” I plant her back down and then attack her mouth, kissing her so forcibly our teeth clink.


  “Hey, chucklehead!” Sid’s baritone voice cuts through our reunion. “You forgot your shit!”


  He tosses my duffle bag out of the plane onto the tarmac. “Have fun, you two,” he shouts right before he disappears.


  Tara’s questioning look says it all.


  “Don’t ask. I’ll tell you all about him on the way back to the city.” I jog over to grab my bag then slide into the warm limo next to Tara. I draw her to me and return my lips to their rightful place—her collarbone . . . and her neck and her mouth, and maybe even her pussy before this ride is over.


  Whipped is definitely the right word to describe me.


  What the fuck have I done?
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  I HUM TO MYSELF AS I clear the coffee cups from one of my tables. Watching CJ get off that plane, and then spending another blissful night with him has sent my spirits soaring. Don’t ask me to define it, or us, I should say, but whatever it is we have, I like it. It’s electric, incomparable to anything else. Just spending time with him is enough, no labels required.


  “Someone is chipper,” Philly teases me as I pick up an order.


  “Shut up.” I ignore him, still humming.


  He watches me amused. “You remind me of Sleeping Beauty after she meets the handsome prince in the forest.”


  I laugh to myself, recalling the joke I made about being pricked with his penis. “Maybe I sort of feel like Sleeping Beauty after she meets the handsome prince.”


  “I take it your weekend with the hottie from Hawaii went well?”


  I beam as I lift the tray. “He’s still here.”


  Philly’s face drops. “I thought it was just a weekend fling?”


  “Well, it got extended.”


  “Do you think it’s a good idea to keep seeing him? With everything going on?” He actually sounds like my father right now. He’s killing my buzz.


  “Nothing is going on,” I say defensively. “I like CJ, and I can handle it.”


  Philly puts his hand up in surrender. “Easy, blondie. I’m not the enemy here. I’m just your best friend trying to look out for you.”


  “I appreciate that, Philly. I don’t love anyone more than you. But I’m a big girl, and I can make my own decisions.”


  “You’ve told me,” he says perturbed.


  I scoff. “I have to drop these before they get cold.”


  “Good idea.” He steps back and rings up a customer.


  My wonderful mood has just flown right out the window. Thanks, Philly.


  “I’m taking five,” I inform Philly as I toss my tray on the server’s station.


  He waves in acknowledgment.


  I bum a cigarette from one of the dishwashers in the kitchen before I head outside. I don’t usually smoke, but every once in a while it helps with the stress.


  I push through the back doors and step out into the alley. It’s a narrow strip of concrete sandwiched between two brick buildings that smells like garbage. The stench probably wouldn’t be so bad if the dumpster weren’t right next to the freakin’ door.


  I light the cigarette, close my eyes, and let the smoke fill my lungs. It instantly relaxes me. I inhale another drag letting the nicotine work its magic. It’s twenty degrees out, I have no coat on, and I don’t even care that I’m starting to shiver. I’m too caught up in the moment, reveling in the few seconds I’m alone with my smoke.


  “You know those things will kill you?” A figure appears out of the darkness. I immediately stiffen, trying as hard as I can not to show my trepidation.


  “Nino.” I exhale, blowing smoke right in his face. He sneers waving a hand in front of him.


  “Cute. Where have you been hiding?”


  “I’m not hiding. I’m right here.”


  He leers at me. “You’re right here . . . now.”


  “Isn’t that what matters? The here and now?” I dance around his interrogation.


  “No.” I see the change in his temperament instantly. He goes from tolerant to irate within a second.


  “Tara?” Nino grabs my face and pins me against the brick wall. “Where the fuck were you?”


  “Nowhere. Around.” I struggle against him.


  “Bullshit. You weren’t answering your phone and you weren’t at your apartment. Where the fuck have you been?” He squeezes my cheeks harder.


  “I don’t need to run my life by you! You don’t own me!” My words are muffled, but there’s no mistaking the fire behind them.


  Nino flashes a sadistic smile. Even in the faint light of the alleyway, I can still make out his features. Strong jaw, high cheekbones, styled hair, and mouth of the devil himself. I used to think that mouth was sexy. I used to wish it would touch mine, devour it. Now, I regret ever getting close to it. It’s caused nothing but chaos.


  “You are so wrong.” His voice vibrates with menace. “You’re my girl, Tara. I own that face and that ass and that pussy. Never forget that. I. Own. You. Until I decide otherwise.” He releases my cheeks roughly but keeps me pinned to the wall. “And if you ever disappear on me like that again, I’ll find you.” His threat chills me straight to the bone. “Got it, Tara?”


  I loathe the way he says my name. Like he really does own me. I fight back the angry tears, completely silent.


  “Tara?” He demands an answer.


  “Yes,” I bite out, resisting the urge to spit on him.


  “Good.” He hisses like the snake he is. “Remember, I know everything about you. Where your mother works, the bar your father hangs out at, even all about Ellie and her brand new husband. You wouldn’t want anything bad to happen to them because of you, would you?”


  “You wouldn’t hurt them!” I erupt.


  “If you force me to, I would,” he threatens.


  I clench my jaw and battle back the tears.


  “Don’t fuck with me, Tara. When I text you, you answer. Got it?”


  I nod. The cigarette still smoking in my hand.


  “Good.” He ogles me triumphantly. I begin to crumble at the thought of anyone I love being hurt because of me.


  The door to the back room suddenly swings open while Nino still has me pinned against the wall. We both turn our heads to find Philly glaring at us.


  “If you are going to hook up, can you at least wait until after your shift? We’re getting slammed in there.” He directs all his hostility at me, which hurts more than anything.


  “Mmm . . .” Nino moans in my ear. “I love the idea of hooking up.” He slides his hand under my shirt and grabs my breast. Disgusted, I stab my cigarette into his neck, and he jerks back.


  “Feisty tonight.” He snaps his jaw at me like a dog. “I like that.” He places his hand over the burn. “See ya around, sweetheart.” I inwardly cringe as he walks away.


  I inhale a few quick, choppy breaths before I return inside, slipping by a glaring Philly without a word. I have gone from feeling light and airy to as heavy as a weathered stone. I feel the heat of Philly’s body radiating behind me, but he doesn’t say a word as we walk back into the busy café. Neither do I. Nothing needs to be said. I just pick up my tray and work the rest of the night as if nothing happened, counting down the minutes until I’m with CJ again.
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  I TEXT JETT TO LET him know I am staying.


  Me: extending


  Jett: no surprise


  No surprise?


  Arrogant prick thinks he can see through everyone.


  I snicker to myself.


  Arrogant prick can.


  There’s a knock on my hotel room door. The room I previously had was already booked so they had to change me to a different suite. A bigger, nicer, and way more expensive suite. That’s what my dumbass gets for not thinking things through—or way overthinking things. I’m not exactly sure which got me into this situation—with the room and with Tara—but I’m here now and I’m going to ride it out.


  “It’s open! Come in!” I yell from the very large living room. The panoramic windows in front of me have half of Manhattan on a showy display. “You’re a trusting man.” Slade walks in dressed casually in jeans, a thick sweatshirt, and black baseball cap pulled low.


  “I knew it was you.” I put my phone down on the sleek, smoky coffee table. I like the luxury, but I don’t need it.


  “Did my knock give me away?” He plops down on the maroon leather sofa. The shit’s so comfortable you could live on it.


  “No, your cryptic text ‘Leave the door open’ is what gave you away.”


  “That was pretty cryptic,” he says slickly as he makes himself at home, crossing his ankle over his knee.


  “Are you tracking my cell phone or something?” I ask. “You seem to know where I am at all times.”


  “You know I can’t share trade secrets.”


  “I know better than anyone. Just don’t keep too close tabs. My bosses won’t like it.”


  “Noted.” He nods, but he’s not intimidated one bit. Slade doesn’t care about my bosses. He doesn’t care about anyone really. He’s a Lone Ranger. Always has been. Even when we were serving, he was a rebel. Only fell in line because he was forced, not because he wanted to. But as much of a reckloose as he is, there is no one else I would want fighting by my side. He’s smart, he’s cunning, and he has a bit of a bloodthirsty edge. In battle, that is an invaluable attribute. Especially when your helicopter goes down in the middle of the desert. He pulled me from the burning debris while I was unconscious. Dragged me two and a half miles in the blistering sun to a nearby Afghani town and kept me safe until a convoy arrived to scoop us up. I don’t remember much, but there were a series of moments when I was in and out of consciousness. When Slade had his gun drawn ready to kill anyone who came near us. Luckily, he was able to find us a hiding place with the help of some sympathetic locals.


  A bond develops when you go through something like that. I owe him my life, and I’ll be indebted to him forever, even if he doesn’t see it that way. Even if he just thinks he was doing his job, he’s the reason I’m sitting here. He’s the reason I have a career I love and am able to indulge in a woman unparalleled to any other.


  “So, now that your business trip has been extended, will I see you tomorrow night?” He cuts to the chase.


  “Is that what this visit is about?”


  “Partly.” He smiles shrewdly under the brim of his hat. “Partly because it’s been a long time since I’ve been in the company of someone I actually like”


  “Well, in that case . . .” I slap my knee and stand up to pour two drinks from the bar. “You get your drinking buddy for a few more days.”


  “I’ll take what I can get.” I hear the uplift in his voice.


  I hand him a hefty shot of scotch, and we clink glasses.


  “Any break in your missing girl?”


  “Nah, cold cases are a tougher nut to crack.”


  “Same on this end. Nothing popped up through the channels.”


  Slade exhales. “It was a long shot, but I’m not giving up just yet.”


  “I didn’t say I was, either.”


  “Good.” He takes a swig of the brown liquid. “And now that you are extending your stay in the big apple, I expect to see you tomorrow night,” he stipulates.


  “Giving me orders now? Have you been promoted?”


  “I don’t need to be promoted to tell you what to do. Your ass will be there.”


  “Spade, I don’t know. I only have—”


  “Save it, Carmichael.” He cuts me off. “You can come willingly or by force. Either way, you and your hot little piece of ass are going.”


  “You’re really not giving me much of a choice, huh?”


  “Do I ever?”


  “No.” I laugh. Jerkoff.


  “See, things are so much easier my way.” His dark eyes sharpen.


  I shoot him a pessimistic look. “Jury is still out on that, brother.”


  Slade drains the contents of his glass and then hints for another.


  “Help yourself.” I motion to the bar.


  Slade does just that, filling his textured, crystal rocks glass with a hefty pour.


  He then falls back onto the couch and smiles faintly over the rim of the glass. “I look forward to meeting your ray of sunshine formally.”


  Formally? I look at him unexpectedly enlightened.


  “What?” he asks. “I don’t think I like that look.”


  “Formally?” I repeat scratching my chin, contemplating. Seriously, deviously, contemplating. “I think you’re going to more than look forward to it. I think you’re going to love it.”
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  I SMOOTH THE SILK OF the formal black dress in the mirror. It was waiting for me when I got to CJ’s this afternoon. Along with a pair of rhinestone stilettos and diamond drop earrings. Another ensemble courtesy of Jett. The man has some seriously good taste. It’s as if this dress was fitted specifically for me. It hugs every curve perfectly with a plunging neckline encrusted with crystals and a provocative slit up one side. I don’t know where we’re going, but dressed like this, I honestly don’t care. I feel like a princess, and I’m going to take advantage of every step in my five-inch designer heels.


  “Whoa.” CJ stops dead in his tracks when he walks into the bedroom.


  “You like?” I do a little spin, showing off the whole package. I pinned one side of my hair up to show off the earrings and applied some smoky purple eye shadow to accent my eyes.


  “I . . .” He’s left speechless as he slides his hands around my waist. “I really fucking like.” He kisses my neck, causing goose bumps to erupt all over my skin.


  “Good.” I smile as his lips tickle me.


  “I can’t wait to show you off.”


  “Show me off where exactly?” I probe.


  CJ wags a finger at me. “You’ll find out soon enough. Now, let’s go before that dress ends up in a crinkled ball on the floor.” He grabs his tuxedo jacket off the bed and slips it on. I’ve seen CJ dressed formally before, and I can tell you it never gets old. A man in a well-tailored suit is like an aphrodisiac.


  He’s right, we had better go, or my clothes aren’t going to be the only ones crinkled up in a ball.


  Still in the dark about where we’re heading, I try to weasel out any information I can in the car. CJ doesn’t budge. He’s like a brick wall. I guess I didn’t have a prayer trying to crack an ex-special ops soldier. He’s no doubt trained in anti-interrogation tactics. As we drive, I notice we are heading straight into the heart of the Meatpacking district. This only makes my curiosity grow. Dressed like this, I was expecting to end up on the Upper East Side.


  The car pulls into an underground garage and then parks. When we get out, CJ escorts me to a nearby elevator. The parking garage is completely deserted. There isn’t another vehicle or human being in sight. I’ll admit my imagination is now working overtime. We step into the elevator, and CJ pushes the number twenty-seven. As the elevator whisks us upwards, my anticipation grows. Where are we going? A gala? An elite private dinner? An auction maybe? I want to know so bad I could bust. When the elevator dings and the doors open, we are met with a loud rumble of a well-dressed crowd, bright lights, and vibrant atmosphere. CJ hands his invitation to a very large, intimidating black man who is guarding the elevator door. He takes the white card and scans it under a black light. It lights up with invisible letters. The man nods and then steps aside so CJ and I can enter the room. I am completely bewildered by now as CJ leads me through the bustling space to a set of doors. He throws an excited smile back at me, right before he opens them. As soon as they swing on their hinges, I hear the distinct sound of a bell. My jaw drops as we enter the room. In the dead center, surrounded by elegantly set tables, is a boxing ring. It’s a vast contradiction to what I know. There are two men throwing punches as a moderate crowd looks on. I stare up at CJ, completely confounded. He just grins, his playful brown eyes glittering in the spotlight.


  “I’ll explain everything at our seats. Come on.” He jiggles my hand and walks to a table front and center, ringside. We’re served champagne the second we sit down by a white-gloved waiter. I take a sip, eagerly awaiting this explanation.


  “Do you like boxing?” CJ asks as one of the fighters takes a jab straight to the nose.


  “I do, actually. My father is a huge fan of the sport. We watch all the fights.”


  “Who’s your favorite boxer?”


  “David Lemieux.”


  “Why him?”


  “He’s hot.” I shrug.


  “Oh, really?” CJ laughs.


  “Yeah. Do I need a better reason?”


  “I guess not.”


  The round ends and the fighters go back to their corners.


  “So are you going to explain all this to me, or what?”


  CJ flashes me his signature rascally smile. “It’s a fundraiser of sorts. For wounded warriors. Once a year, a group of veterans called the Punch puts together an underground boxing match. Most of these guys are ex-military. It’s an honor to be asked to participate, but it’s no-holds-barred, bare knuckle fighting.


  “Easier chance to get hurt?” I add.


  “Pretty much, but the bragging rights are for life.”


  “I guess that’s worth the internal bleeding,” I quip as I take another sip of the dry champagne.


  “It is,” he confirms confidently. The bell dings and the fighters return to the center of the ring. They dance around, throwing punches while the entire room yells for one of them to go down.


  As we watch, a man approaches our table and CJ stands to greet him, shaking hands like old friends. He’s tall, with jet-black hair, a five o’clock shadow, and a huge scar slashed diagonally across his left eye. His presence actually makes my heart race. Even though he’s dressed in a formal tuxedo, you can feel his feral energy and see the rawness in his hazel eyes. I stand guardedly as CJ introduces me to one of his oldest friends.


  The man named Slade extends his hand, and I take it tentatively as he looks me over like a ribeye steak ready to eat.


  “It’s a pleasure to finally meet you.” His voice is kind, but his smile is cagey.


  Finally?


  “Nice to meet you, too.”


  Slade and CJ exchange a few words while I stand huddled under CJ’s arm. He doesn’t like me to go far, and at this particular moment, I’m thankful for that.


  With a polite good-bye, Slade walks off into the cluster of tables behind us just as we are served pasta. I don’t realize how hungry I am until I smell the fresh tomatoes and basil.


  Throughout dinner, two things continuously happen. One, CJ never removes his hand from my thigh. It’s as if it is superglued there, and I don’t mind one bit. Two, people constantly stop by to say hello to him, like he’s a celebrity in the room. Everyone seems to know who he is. He introduces me to each person, never once making me feel invisible or forgotten. There are many veterans, as well as active military, in attendance. I met one man who had two amputated legs but the most upbeat personality. He was absolutely an inspiration. After speaking with him, it felt like my insides were glowing. When I got dressed earlier this evening, I could have never prepared myself for the amazing people I was about to meet.


  By the time dessert is served, it is nearly impossible to wipe the smile off my face. It’s an odd combination—gourmet food, boxing, and formal wear—but somehow, it works.


  “Excuse me.” Someone taps the microphone in the middle of the ring. I’m sorry, not just someone. Slade.


  “I want to thank everyone who came out to show their support to our veteran and wounded warrior program. Fight Night has been a long, outstanding tradition in the military community. It has raised hundreds of thousands of dollars over the last fifteen years, and tonight has only added to that running total.”


  The room applauds.


  “We have a special guest in the audience this evening,” Slade goes on, and CJ curses under his breath. “The legendary Christopher John Carmichael, four-time consecutive champion of Fight Night, has graced us with his presence.”


  I look immediately at CJ. “He’s talking about you?”


  CJ nods, notably embarrassed.


  Slade turns his full attention on CJ. “What about it, champ? Wanna have a go in the ring? I know there are a lot of people who would love to see you fight.”


  CJ actually turns red. I get a feeling he’s not one for the spotlight.


  “No.” He shakes his head modestly, but Slade and the crowd don’t give up.


  “C’mon, man. For old times’ sake!”


  CJ still protests, but the demand of the audience becomes deafening.


  “Okay! Okay!” he shouts as he stands up and the entire room claps. I’m completely floored. This night has taken an unexpected turn. CJ drops a kiss on my lips right before he takes off his tuxedo jacket.


  “Don’t go anywhere,” he orders.


  “I am glued to my seat,” I assure him.


  “Good.” He kisses me one more time before he climbs into the ring. I think my heart is fluttering for him. I watch riveted as he discards his white shirt and tapes up his hands. By the time he’s done, his opponent is warming up in the opposite corner, shadowboxing the air. A younger man with ginger hair, pale skin, and bulging biceps.


  “Excited?”


  I jump when Slade whispers in my ear. I didn’t even notice him standing behind me.


  “Very. And a little nervous.”


  “Why? CJ is going to knock that kid on his ass,” Slade assures me confidently as he takes the seat next to me.


  “I suppose you would know.” I throw a glance in his direction.


  The bell dings and CJ moves to the center of the ring. My stomach actually drops when the other boxer takes a swing at him. He bobs and weaves, nearly avoiding getting punched right in the face.


  “I would. We have been friends for a long time.”


  “How long?”


  “Years,” he responds cryptically.


  “Did you serve together?” I ask with my attention divided between Slade and CJ.


  “We did,” he confirms.


  I wince as CJ and his opponent go at it, landing punch after punch on each other. CJ hits the guy with a combination and ends up splitting his eye wide open. Blood explodes everywhere, but the round goes on. If this were a normal boxing match, they would have stopped it to close the wound. I peek through my fingers as if watching a scary movie while the two men go pound for pound.


  “What’s wrong? Don’t like boxing?” Slade asks as CJ knocks the guy right in the teeth. It actually makes me jump.


  “It’s not that. I’m just not used to seeing him so . . . violent.”


  I only know CJ as laid-back and fun loving. Seeing him like this gives me a whole new perspective.


  Slade sighs, almost darkly. “Everyone has a public life, a private life, and a secret life,” he muses. “You’d be smart to remember that, sunshine.”


  I eye him speculatively. What a peculiar, yet refreshingly honest comment to make. He stares back at me as if he can see right through me. It makes me so uncomfortable, I squirm in my seat. The bell rings, thankfully, breaking our eye contact. I watch as CJ is cleaned up and given water. He glances over at me and winks, communicating he’s got this. Slade chuckles.


  “Cocksucker,” he comments flippantly. “You know I saved his ass, right?”


  “I didn’t.” I glance between him and CJ.


  “Yup. Our helicopter went down in the middle of the desert. I pulled him out of the wreckage and dragged him while he was unconscious for two miles in the fucking blistering heat to find shelter.”


  My jaw drops. “I had no idea.”


  Slade nods his head and stares off into space. “It didn’t really matter, though. Even though he lived, he still lost the love of his life.”


  “A woman?” I ask intrigued.


  Slade looks over at me with just his cunning eyes. The scar glowing under the lights. “His career.”


  I frown, but before I can ask him to elaborate, the bell dings and the two are back in the center of the ring. CJ seems to have found a second wind because he comes out swinging, backing the other boxer right into the ropes. He jabs him in the side until the man lets down his guard then smashes him with an uppercut. The guy falls like a sack of potatoes, knocked out for the count.


  Slade laughs, clapping energetically along with the rest of the boisterous crowd. “I knew he was just playing with his food.”


  I sort of don’t know what to think. Actually, I do. I realize CJ is a man of many facets. I didn’t think I could be any more attracted to him, but seeing him in that ring, glistening with sweat, and blood on his brow, his appeal has just skyrocketed through the ceiling. I’m actually clenching my thighs because I am so turned on right now.


  CJ climbs out of the ring and makes a beeline straight for Slade and me.


  “Nice!” Slade exclaims as they bump fists. “Still got it.”


  “Five-thirty A.M. in the gym every day will do that.”


  “Fucking golden boy.” Slade busts him, and they both laugh. Like this, Slade doesn’t seem so intimidating. He still has a rough exterior, but it’s softer when he smiles. He’s almost attractive in that rugged attack dog kind of way.


  “Come on.” CJ pulls me out of my chair still a little winded. “I need to go clean up.”


  “Later, sunshine,” Slade says libidinously, still regarding me as if I’m a piece of perfectly grilled meat. It makes the hairs on the back of neck stand up.


  I follow CJ out of the room and into what looks like a staging area for the boxers. There are all sorts of equipment, lockers, and first aid. CJ snatches a few things from the medic and then leads me quickly through another set of doors. We’re alone now, in an empty room with just a desk, large windows, and a clear view of the city lights twinkling around us.


  “That was very impressive,” I tell a shirtless CJ as he leans on the edge of the desk. I drink in his abs, his chest, and flexing triceps.


  “Like what you see, shortcake?” he asks playfully.


  “Very much.” I press myself against him. I should probably give him a little time to recover, but I don’t see any harm in flirting with him while he does.


  “Your eye is bleeding.” I touch the cut gently.


  “Hazards of the job. At least I don’t look like the other guy.”


  “Thankfully.” I grab the antiseptic wipe and tear it open. I clean up the blood and disinfect the cut all while CJ sits there like the perfect patient. “I don’t think David Lemieux is my favorite boxer anymore.”


  “Oh, yeah?” The smile that cracks his face is youthful and boyish.


  “Yeah,” I endorse as I cover the cut with a butterfly Band-Aid. “All better.” I take his face in my hands and drop a kiss on his lips.


  He closes his eyes and exhales, locking his arms around my waist.


  “Not quite. But getting there.” He kisses me more fiercely, slipping his tongue into my mouth and pressing my hand against his erection.


  I break the kiss. “Are you sure you’re up for it right now? You just knocked some guy out.”


  CJ grabs me by the neck and embraces me aggressively. “I’m up for it because I just knocked some guy out.”


  His response does nothing but crank my arousal. I meet his force with my own, our tongues tangling and teeth clanking as we grab at each other.


  “We’re going to miss the main event. You okay with that?” I ask between hungry kisses.


  “Sunshine, you are the main event.” Slade suddenly rasps in my ear causing me to jump right out of my skin. Together they grab me, CJ my waist, Slade my wrists, pinning them behind my back.


  My breathing goes from quick to rapid as the two men subdue me.


  CJ leans in and murmurs in my ear, “If you don’t want to, all you have to do is say no.”


  “She doesn’t get a choice,” Slade responds. “That’s part of the fantasy.”


  My eyes widen to the size of satellites. I get what’s going on here. It’s my turn to live out a fantasy. I don’t know how to respond as my cheeks catch fire. I want this, but I am mortified to actually say yes.


  “Time’s up, sunshine. We’re going to decide for you.” Slade licks my neck, and I feel it all the way to my groin. I whimper softly as I tilt my head.


  “Thought so.” He binds my wrists with a rope that’s both sturdy and soft. Nylon maybe? He then grabs my hair and yanks my head back, staring at me with those cagey eyes.


  “You’re going to scream, but no one is going to hear you.” As handsome as he is, he is that much more intimidating. And as stupid as I am, it turns me on more than anything.


  Slade gags me with another piece of rope of the same material. I try to keep my wits, but this is getting more intense by the second. He tightens the gag then chuckles sinisterly. “This body no longer belongs to you.”


  I eye CJ as Slade works on me. His expression is serious and shaded with carnal desire. I know by just looking at them, these two men are going to rip me apart, and they are going to enjoy every single second of it.


  The world goes black moments later as I’m blindfolded, and any shred of composure I had flies right out the window. I am completely at their mercy, left only to rely on my sense of sound and smell which are both working overtime at the moment. Everything around me feels like it’s moving so quickly. Before I know it, I’m hoisted up on the table and straddling CJ. I feel his thighs touching my legs and smell his cologne, which is now mixed with sweat, hit me in the face. Slade’s hard body is pressed up against mine, his erection digging into my ass. Simultaneously, the straps of my dress are pulled down as the hem is pushed up. They don’t even bother to get me naked. Instead, they just expose the regions they need to concentrate on. They both handle me roughly, CJ groping my breasts and sucking my nipples while Slade fingers me swiftly, smearing the wetness gathering between my legs over my clit and my tight little hole. I spasm as he grazes over my piercing, taking us both by surprise.


  “You dirty little girl.” He plays with the tiny ring gently as I whimper.


  “Easy,” CJ chimes in still massaging my breast harshly. “Play with the panic button too long and this will be over before it even starts.” I barely recognize his voice; it’s laced with so much unbridled lust.


  “Well, we don’t want that,” Slade hisses in my ear, almost as if he’s taunting me. The foreplay goes on for what seems like forever. Pinching, kneading, biting, licking. Slade using his fingers to constantly stretch the unyielding tight ring of muscle. Scissoring me open until I’m grinding against his hand. Every part of my body is buzzing as they do what they want to me. I have no say; I have no voice. They force me to submit as I am completely overtaken by guerrilla warfare. I’m whining with need, ready to be ravished, but they both ignore my pleas. My knees ache and so does my pussy as I begin to slowly unravel.


  “You want us?” CJ grabs my face and steadies my bobbing head. “You better, because you’re about to get fucked.” The menace in his voice actually makes me tremble. I picture the vicious man in the ring throwing unapologetic punches. A man I didn’t even recognize.


  I moan feebly through the gag as I hear the sound of zippers and foil wrappers and feel shifting beneath me and behind me.


  I’m so wound up I am literally sucking air through my nose. I need to be touched. To be satisfied, sated. I need to be broken by these two men.


  I’m so wet and ready; my arousal is actually dripping down my thigh. And just when I think I can’t take another second of emptiness, CJ impales me onto his cock. It is so long and hard, I feel it pierce all the way up to my belly button. It’s nothing but sweet agony as my muscles clamp around him.


  “Shit, Tara.” He groans, his body flexing beneath me.


  There’s no time for a reprieve as Slade follows suit, poking the head of his cock into my primed ass. The sensation of two men is thrilling and maddening all at the same time. I breathe raggedly against the gag as he works himself into my body. Inch by tiny inch, he invades me, dwelling on my pain all while pursuing his own pleasure. It’s so fucking consuming, I see spots behind the blindfold.


  “Dirty little girl, we’re going to fuck you until you’re begging us to stop,” Slade taunts me as he and CJ attack my body, thrusting hard and deep until they find a rhythm that blows my mind.


  Fast then slow then fast again, pushing all of my limits. Riding both my holes like a seesaw. One in, the other out. My rosebud contracts as my pussy expands and then vice versa. My eyes are literally rolling into the back of my head as I’m assaulted with pleasure. As a violent onslaught of extreme sensation rattles my body. As two men completely dominate me, leaving me no choice in the matter. Leaving me with no say or preference or expression. I’m a vessel to fuck, and that is exactly what both of them are doing. Fucking me into a tyrannical oblivion. The experience is so hot, so explicit, so wrong, the ache between my legs branches out to the rest of my body; my nipples sting, my clit burns, and my skin tingles as a colossal orgasm thunders inside me. I fight against the restraints, bite down on the gag, and then blast wide open as my limbs ring with ecstasy. A muffled scream escapes from my throat as the ecstasy washes over me in continuous waves. As the two men raid my body like a treasure chest filled with priceless gold. I slump forward onto CJ’s chest as they both come savagely inside me, CJ snarling and growling, Slade sinking his teeth into my shoulder, finally taking a bite of his marinated slab of meat. I feel like I’ve been tossed around by a pack of wolves.


  I lie motionless on CJ, still bound and gagged and completely void of energy as they both pull out, my body deflating like a helium balloon.


  CJ removes the blindfold and pulls the gag out of my mouth. I look up at him with just my eyes, feeling so many conflicting emotions I can barely bring myself to speak.


  He tilts my chin up and places a soft kiss on my lips. It’s so contradictory to the way he was just handling me, my muscles actually melt. It’s exactly the kind of affection I needed, and I swear he knew it.


  CJ unties my hands and helps me to stand, pulling up the straps of my dress as he goes. I look behind me to see where Slade is, but he’s gone.


  “He does that.”


  I look back at him. “Does what?”


  “Disappears.” He zips his fly. “I don’t mind. I would rather be alone.” He wraps me in his arms and kisses my hair. “You okay?”


  “You surprised me.”


  “That was the point, no?”


  “Yes.” I bury my face in his chest, my cheeks redder than a red delicious apple.


  “Then my job here is done.”
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  CJ AND I LIE IN bed naked, listening to Grace Potter. After our crazy ass night, this is nice. It’s three A.M. and “Timekeeper” is playing for a second time. I want to ask him a million things, like how long he plans to stay, but I opt for an easier question instead.


  “Slade told me he saved your life.”


  “Oh, he did? Jerk likes to brag.”


  “Will you tell me what happened?” I tilt my face up to look at him.


  CJ shrugs one shoulder as he stares up at the ceiling. “Our helicopter crashed in the desert. I was flying. We were returning from a recon mission. It was a system malfunction. I tried to land softly, but it was almost impossible. We were too high, moving too fast, and I didn’t have enough reaction time. Two team members died, but Slade knew I was still alive. He pulled me out of the wreckage before the entire helicopter went up. He dragged me through the desert until he found shelter then kept me safe until a convoy arrived. We were lucky. Really, really lucky. We could have been shot as soon as we got to the edge of the small Afghan town, but they helped us. They took a huge risk, and they helped us.”


  “That sounds so terrifying.”


  “I wish I could tell you it was, but I don’t remember most it. I woke up in the back of a Humvee being treated by medics.”


  “Is that why you left the Army?” I ask delicately.


  “I didn’t leave voluntarily,” he says strained. “I loved being a soldier. But I lost thirty percent of my peripheral vision in my left eye during the crash. I wasn’t equipped to fly in combat anymore, so I was medically discharged.” He exhales a soft, shaky breath.


  “You couldn’t stay enlisted?”


  “I didn’t see much of a point if I couldn’t fly.”


  I lift my head to look at him. Really look at him. “I’m sorry,” I say, and I mean it.


  “It’s okay.” He runs his knuckles down my face. “It was really hard to accept at first, but I’ve made peace with it. I realize now I was meant for different things.”


  I giggle. “Yeah, a multi-million dollar entrepreneur. That doesn’t seem like such a bad alternative.”


  “It’s not.” CJ grins devilishly, pulling me to his chest. “I also get to spend time with a beautiful blonde who lets me do all sorts of wicked things to her. The alternative is not bad at all.”


  We both laugh. The sound mixed with the music creates a new feeling of happiness within me, rousing emotions I know I should suppress. But resisting CJ is difficult. No, not difficult—nearly impossible. Especially when we’re here like this. No walls between us, except our own secrets and the time ticking away.
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  IT’S CHRISTMAS MORNING, AND I’M alone. It’s not the first time, and I’m certain it won’t be the last. I meander around my grossly-oversized hotel room. I don’t like it. I’m more accustomed to small spaces. Tara loves it, though, and I guess that’s worth something. I’d do almost anything to make her happy, even enlist my best friend in a surprise threesome. Fuck. That was insane. The girl makes me do crazy things. She makes me crazy period.


  Crazy happy, that is.


  I stare out the window and watch the snow fall lightly to the ground below. The cars are dusted, but the streets are too warm for any accumulation. I love it when it snows just like this.


  I could stand here and get lost in it all day, but Tara inspired me. She actually had the balls to invite me over for Christmas dinner; appalled at the fact I was going to be alone. I politely declined. As much as I love the thought of spending the day with her, I would rather like to avoid her father trying to poison me for sleeping with his daughter. Our relationship hasn’t quite reached that point yet. But she did make me think. I haven’t seen my family in nearly three years, so I figured while I was here, Christmas at their house was a much safer bet. My mother nearly shredded my eardrums when I called her and told her I was coming last night. It made my chest ache in a way it hadn’t in a very long time.


  It’s nearly twelve by the time I’m ready to leave. It’s only an hour drive to Connecticut, and they won’t serve dinner until three. Plenty of time to spend with my mother, stepfather¸ and two half-sisters.


  I grab my coat from the arm of the sofa, and just before I open the door, I remember my pocket watch. One day it will not elude me.


  I grab it off the nightstand and shove it in my pants pocket, letting the chain hang out. Now, I am finally ready.


  I open the door to hurry out when I come face to face with a gorgeous blonde in a long black coat.


  “Hey,” she says, sweetly taking in my attire.


  “Hey, yourself.” I smile back at her like the dope I am, pleasantly surprised.


  “Are you going out?”


  “I am. What are you doing here?”


  “I felt bad you were spending Christmas alone, but I think I should have called first.” She bites her lip.


  Well, this is a predicament. I’m looking forward to seeing my family, but I don’t want to pass up an opportunity to spend time with Tara either. We have so little of it as it is. I smile inwardly to myself.


  “I’m going to see my family. Why don’t you come?”


  “Come?” She raises her eyebrows. “To meet your parents?” she echoes unsurely.


  “Yeah.” I shut the door behind me and slip my arm around her, basically making the decision for her.


  “You sure?” she asks we walk down the hall to the elevator.


  “Of course, I’m sure.” We step inside and I hit the button for the lobby. “You are wearing clothes underneath that coat, right?”


  She looks up me with an impish grin. “Maybe.”
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  AFTER TARA FLASHED ME HER outfit in the elevator, we headed to Greenwich, Connecticut. The town I grew up in. Although my parents divorced, my home was far from broken. I was blessed with a grandfather who raised me, a stepfather who loved me like his own, and two beautiful younger sisters. But there is no one more important to me than my mother. I don’t visit enough, call enough, do anything, really, that is enough. But she never complains and she is always there when I need her no matter what. It has been that way my entire life. I thanked her once (I have thanked her many times) and she told me a ‘thank you’ isn’t necessary. The best way to repay her love is with grandchildren. I was twenty at the time and nearly passed out. But I think of that conversation often, more so now than ever. I glance at Tara sitting in the front seat next to me and almost scoff. In my wildest dreams, Tara Stevens would ever become Tara Carmichael and then be crazy enough to carry my child. It’s nice to fantasize, but I know where I live, and that is reality.


  “Holy shit.” Tara nearly breaks her neck looking out the rental car window as I pull down the driveway that’s almost half a mile long.


  “This is where you grew up?” The awe is blatant in her voice.


  “Yup,” I confirm. Greenwich is not what you would call a poor town.


  I’m not one to flaunt my family’s money, but we have tons of it.


  I park in front, and as we step out of the car, my palms suddenly start to sweat.


  Tara gazes over at me with an unsure expression.


  “I think I am a little out of my element,” she admits nervously.


  That makes two of us right now.


  “It will be fine.” I take her hand and assure her. “My family is wonderful, and they will love you.”


  “I’m taking your word as bond.” She squeezes my fingers tightly as we stroll up the brick walkway to the massive mahogany front door.


  I smile as I ring the bell. A few seconds later, there is a loud squeal. “He’s here!” And my sister Cara opens the door. Tara and I are greeted by the entire family all at once. I barely have time to introduce her as Cara and my other sister, Camille, attack me with hugs and kisses. It’s been so long, and they look so different. So grown up since the last time I saw them. Both with long dark hair like my mother and big brown eyes like mine.


  “Christopher!” My stepfather, Richard, pulls me into a quick hug.


  “What happened to your arm?” I ask as we are led out of the cold.


  He holds up his wrist with the brace. “Carpal tunnel syndrome. Can you believe it?”


  “I can, knowing how many emails you shoot out.” I laugh.


  “Comes with the territory.”


  I look over to see my mom standing in the foyer grinning from ear to ear. I give her the biggest hug I can manage, lifting her right off the ground.


  “It is about time my soldier came home.”


  “Ex-soldier,” I correct her.


  “I’ll never buy that.” She winks turning her attention on Tara, who looks a little overwhelmed but trying desperately to handle it.


  “Mom, this is my . . . friend, Tara Stevens.”


  “It’s very nice to meet you . . .” Tara smiles sweetly, realizing she doesn’t know exactly what to call her.


  “Samantha,” my mother returns, eying her discreetly from head to toe.


  We all head into the great room where I know drinks are flowing and appetizers are set out. Family tradition—while Christmas dinner is cooking, the family hangs out socializing and watching football. What did you expect? Just because we’re rich doesn’t mean we don’t know how to have fun.


  “CJ, Tara? What would you like to drink?” Richard asks from behind the bar.


  “Are you still serving your famous hot toddy?” I ask.


  “Of course! It wouldn’t be Christmas without it!” My stepfather is the typical CEO. A well-trimmed man who wears sweater vests and has gray hair, but is surprisingly charismatic and outgoing.


  “Tara, would you like one?”


  She looks back and forth between Richard and me. “What is it exactly?”


  “It’s hot tea mixed with brandy, lemon, and honey. It’s divine. Come on, I’ll show you.” He escorts her into the kitchen so he can boil the water.


  After they’re gone, my sisters pounce like wild cats.


  “Somebody has a girlfriend,” Camille teases me.


  “A really young, pretty one. CJ is robbing the cradle,” Cara adds.


  “Will you two be quiet. We’re friends.” My sisters are twelve and thirteen years my junior and have always been adorable, little thorns in my side.


  “Where did you find her? A high school parking lot?” They continue to heckle me.


  “She’s older than both of you. Now shut up or I will hang your Barbies from the ceiling fan again.”


  They both gasp. “You’re so mean!” Camille scolds me.


  “And you’re so annoying,” I fire back, causing all three of us to erupt into laughter. It echoes around the whole room.


  I swear no matter how long I’m away, things never change.


  As soon as Tara and Richard re-enter the room, my sisters turn their sights on her, pelting her with questions.


  “Where are you from?”


  “Where did you go to high school?”


  “Sisters, brothers?” Yada, yada.


  “Is your hair color real?” That one made me laugh.


  Tara barely bats an eyelash as she goes toe to toe with the two of them. I’m impressed, I’ll admit. The duo can be quite intimidating when they gang up on someone.


  “How did you and CJ meet?” Cara asks.


  “He’s best friends with my brother-in-law,” Tara answers, half done with her hot toddy.


  Cara and Camille both laugh, hysterically.


  “CJ doesn’t have friends,” Camille says, nearly doubled over.


  I take offense to their response, but before I can defend myself, Tara swoops in.


  “CJ has friends. Trust me.” The way she says ‘trust me’ turns the tables on the conversation, leaving my sisters curious, and Tara and I snickering. I know exactly what she’s getting at, the privy information about our threesome with Slade. Tara is so bold sometimes she astounds me.


  After a little more casual conversation (interrogation is more like it), we move into the dining room to eat.


  The table is decked out like always with my mother’s best holiday china, a huge turkey that could feed twenty, and all the trimmings. She even lights Christmas tree pillar candles for added décor. I hear Tara inhale an impressed breath as we sit down next to each other.


  “This is the most beautiful Christmas dinner I have ever seen. It looks like it belongs in a magazine,” she whispers.


  I just smile and place my hand on her thigh. “My mom likes to go all out.”


  “Mine does, too, but this is incredible.”


  Richard says grace, and then we all dig in. I beam throughout dinner as I watch Tara charm the pants off every single one of my family members, feeling my mother’s eyes on me every now and again. I try to avoid looking at her by keeping up with the conversation, but her keen stare is impossible to ignore. I know she has an opinion about Tara, and I guarantee by the end of the night that I’ll hear what it is.


  Dinner comes and goes, and I find myself sad the time is moving so fast. Sometimes, I get so wrapped up in work, I don’t realize how much I miss them.


  Everyone helps to clear the table and then moves back into the great room where we will have dessert. My mom likes to put out a buffet and let us pick at it throughout the night. I take in the turkey platter for Richard since he is physically challenged at the moment. It still has half an uncarved bird on it. I see leftovers for a year. I place the large silver platter on the kitchen island as my mom rinses the dishes in the sink. I give her a quick peck on the cheek before I head into the great room. It appears Tara, Cara, and Camille have become quite comfortable with each other, and I’m not sure if that’s a good or bad thing for me.


  “Christopher,” my mother calls, using that paternal tone.


  I stop dead in my tracks and turn on my heel.


  “Yes?” I lean against the island directly across from her.


  She wipes her hands on a dishtowel and turns to look at me with an astute gaze.


  “I like Tara,” she says.


  “I’m glad. I like her too,” I reply noncommittally.


  “She’s very young.”


  Bingo. I knew this was going somewhere.


  “She’s younger, yes.”


  “You must care about her very much if you brought her home to meet us.”


  I open my mouth to respond but then think twice. I don’t want to give my mother—or Tara—the wrong impression.


  “Mom. I do like Tara, a lot, but don’t read too much into her being here.”


  My mother snorts and actually gets in my face. “Christopher John, you can lie to yourself, but you can never lie to me. I know you. You’ve only brought home three girls in your entire life. Your high school sweetheart, that bitch who dumped you, and Tara. You seem very happy with her, and she seems very happy with you. I just don’t want to see you break that poor girl’s heart because your lives are in two different places.”


  I huff, crossing my arms. “I hear what you’re saying, trust me. But Tara and I went into this with our eyes open, okay? And the last thing I would ever do is make her promises I can’t keep or hurt her intentionally in any way.”


  “Good.” She smiles satisfied, patting my chest with both hands. “I love that you’re here.”


  I smile back at her. “Me too.”


  “I’m glad to hear that. Now, take this into the great room for me.” She hands me a bowl of sugar and a small pitcher of cream for the coffee.


  “Yes, ma’am.”


  In the great room, Richard is watching television, and I think Tara, Cara, and Camille are plotting my death by the way they are huddled together, staring at me next to the glamorously decorated Christmas tree.


  I set the sugar and milk down on the table and take a seat at the baby grand piano in the corner of the large room. Its location is optimal for spying and watching my back all at the same time.


  Tara comes to sit next to me a few minutes later, all bright smiles and shiny eyes.


  “Having a good time?” I put my arm around her.


  “Yes.” She hits one of the white ivory keys. “Your family is very nice.”


  “Yeah.” I look around the room. “They’re pretty great. It’s been a long time since I spent a holiday with them.”


  “That’s sad. You should try harder to see them.”


  If it was only that easy. I smile wistfully at Tara, thinking about what my mother said. I could picture us doing this every year, but that future is just not in the cards. Not with my job, or our age difference, or anything.


  “What’s your favorite Christmas carol?” She hits more keys and a faint sound reverberates.


  “Why? Are you going to sing?” I nudge her.


  “Would that be weird?” She wrinkles her nose.


  “No. Usually by now Richard would be playing Silent Night for everyone.”


  “Is that it?” She places both hands on the ivories.


  “No. Carol of the Bells is mine,” I tell her, realizing she’s serious.


  “You would like a canon.” She starts to play the notes that give me goose bumps as everyone in the room turns their attention on us.


  “You play!” Richard exclaims jovially. Then Tara starts to sing, and the sound pierces straight through my heart. Her voice is almost angelic. I actually get chills as she hits the high notes and pounds on the piano keys. By the second verse, everyone is crowded around us, enamored by Tara as she belts out the words. Listening and watching her, something shifts inside me. This woman is spectacular. I don’t think I can say I’ve ever used that word to describe a human being, but with Tara, it fits. She’s so talented and captivating; I can hardly believe she’s mine.


  But she isn’t really, though, is she?


  But she could be, couldn’t she?


  Tara finishes the song to applause and leaves me with emotion bursting in my chest. My mother was right. What I feel for Tara is something more than just casual. Since we’ve been together everything around me seems bolder and brighter. Is that what love is? Is that what this is? The only thing I’m truly sure of is she’s becoming everything, the center of my universe, and if that’s not love, I don’t know what is.


  “Sing another one!” Camille exclaims, and Tara blushes.


  “Go on,” I urge her.


  “Any requests?” she asks, becoming our entertainment for the night.
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  CAMILLE, CARA, AND I TAKE a selfie before CJ and I leave. I think I’ve made two new best friends.


  “I’m posting this to Instagram. I’ll tag you, Tara!” Camille types away on her phone.


  “Shortcake77,” I tell her my user name.


  CJ looks down at me with a wry smile. I guess he never stalked me online to know I changed it when I came back from Hawaii.


  We say our good-byes to his family and then head out to the car. It was a pretty magical night. I can’t believe I actually started singing Christmas carols to a bunch of people I barely know. But CJ looked so adorable sitting next to me on that bench, I felt compelled to sing to him. That doesn’t happen often, almost never actually, but he owns a piece of my heart. And even if I can’t tell him that, it was a subtle way to show him.


  I check Instagram as soon as I get in the car, and sure enough, Camille posted the pic with the caption ‘future SIL.’ I nearly choke. I guess I made an impression.


  CJ holds my hand the whole way back to the city. I steal glances at him now and then, wondering how much longer this charade is going to go on. I love being with him, but the more time we spend together, the more attached I become. And if it was a different time in my life, and I was a different girl, I would bring up the whole ‘where is this going’ conversation. Instead, I’m going to avoid it like the plague.


  “What are you thinking about over there, shortcake?” He jiggles my hand.


  I drop my head back on the seat and lie. “Bed.”


  CJ moans long and low in this throat. “Me too.”


  I roll my eyes. Incorrigible.


  And I love it.


  It’s late by the time we get back to CJ’s hotel room. The skyscrapers twinkle in the windows as the snowflakes continuously fall.


  “Pretty, isn’t it?” CJ asks as I stare at the snowfall.


  “Breathtaking,” I muse.


  He tucks some hair behind my ear. “The snow isn’t the only thing that’s breathtaking.”


  I smirk at him. Silly.


  He pulls me against him and forces me to look up. “I’m not kidding. You’re the most breathtaking woman I have ever been with.” There’s ferocity burning in his big brown eyes.


  It makes me ache to know he thinks of me like that. I have been called many things in my life—pretty, beautiful, gorgeous even—but they are all terms that felt superficial. When CJ uses the word breathtaking, it feels one hundred percent real.


  He touches his lips to mine, so softly at first I barely even feel it. And with each kiss, the pressure builds until we are pressed together, our tongues curling around each other and our hands roaming the other’s body. The way he’s caressing me is completely different tonight. It’s still fiery, but fueled more with emotion. It scares me, but not enough to push away, because I want him to touch me like this. I want to feel wanted, worshiped by him.


  CJ kisses me so passionately, I stop thinking about every wrong thing in my life and just lose myself in him as kissing becomes caressing, which leads to groping and grabbing, and then full-on ravishing. He takes my face in his hands and looks me dead in the eyes between embraces. He’s never looked at me like that before, with such overbearing emotion.


  It makes my heart pound. Riotously. I wrap my arms around his neck as he walks us over to the bed. Indulgently, he pulls my shirt over my head, pressing sweet, savory kisses along my collarbone. He undresses me leisurely, unbuttoning my jeans and then lowering the zipper. When I’m left standing in just my bra, panties, and tousled hair, CJ captures my face in his hands once again. What he says next nearly unravels me.


  “Tara, you are the most unexpected, but best thing, that has ever happened to me. I have let plenty of women into my bed, but none of them into my heart.”


  My stomach flips—half from guilt, half from elation. I want to be the only woman in his bed and his heart, but I can’t bring myself to articulate what I’m feeling. So instead, I kiss him, grabbing at his pants and stroking his erection. He moans eagerly as he puts his hands all over me, lightly brushing his fingertips against my bare skin. Before long, his clothes are lying on the floor next to mine, my underwear a distant memory.


  He lifts me right off the ground, forcing my legs around his waist with our lips fused together. CJ lays me on the bed and uses his mouth to revel in my body, starting from my neck and licking his way down over my breasts to my navel until his breath is tickling my slit. He urges my legs apart and plants his face between my thighs. I immediately jump from the soft feel of his tongue against my clit. He moves it so methodically, it catches me off guard. He’s purposeful with his flicks and the way he circles the tip around my flesh. I’m moaning like crazy from the carefulness of it all.


  “CJ . . . CJ . . .” I grab the sheets and squirm on the bed as he lifts me higher, watching my every tortured move.


  Of all the times he’s gone down on me, it has never felt like this. Never felt like more than just a physical act.


  I begin to shake, an orgasm hovering and my feelings breaching.


  He slashes his tongue against me one last time then pulls away, leaving me a quivering mess. He wipes his mouth on the inside of my thigh then grabs for a condom.


  Sheathing himself quickly, he pins me beneath him and slides his cock between my wet folds. I twitch from the teasing friction. Clasping both of my hands, he breathes erratically while sinking inside me. I spread my legs wider, trying to accept as much of him as I possibly can.


  “That’s it, baby.” His voice is rough. “Open those legs and let me have you.”


  CJ grips my hands tighter and buries himself balls deep until I’m completely full, completely stretched, and completely his. As he thrusts, his pelvis massages my burning nub, but not in a frantic, bloodthirsty fuck like usual. This is emotive, terrifying, and climactic all at the same time. This is crossing oceans and demolishing boundaries. The way he’s looking at me, kissing me, making love to me.


  “Tara,” CJ murmurs my name like it’s a prayer. “Tell me you want to be with me as much as I want to be with you.”


  Oh, shit. I knew where this was headed, even though I didn’t want to believe it. It was too good to be true. I don’t want to lie, but I don’t want to be honest, either.


  I pant beneath him, trying to keep my wits.


  “Tara?” He thrusts in deep, and I arch in ecstasy.


  “Yes, I want to be with you.” I cave. “Every day, every night.” I try to catch my breath, but he feels so good, it’s paralyzing.


  “How do you feel? How do you truly fucking feel?” He grills me, all while delivering unearthly pleasure.


  I screw my eyes shut and concentrate on just his body, the rhythm of his hips, and the way his cock commands me.


  “Baby, tell me.” He buries his face in my neck and sucks on my skin, moving upward toward my ear. My breathing quickens like bullet rounds until his hair is tickling my cheek, and my pussy is throbbing so hard it hurts.


  “Tara, tell me a secret,” he appeals, and my eyes instantly water with tears.


  “I can’t,” I protest, my heart ready to implode.


  “Why?” He looks down at me, completely buried to the hilt.


  “Because if I say it, I can never take it back.”


  “That’s the point.” He leans in and kisses me as a tiny tear escapes down the side of my face.


  “Tell me a secret,” he urges, driving into me again. My stomach muscles contract in distress.


  “I love you.” The words leave my lips before I can even attempt to stop them. It’s my truest of truths. CJ told me to tell him a secret before I left Hawaii; it’s how the whole thing started. So I did . . .


  


  “Tara, tell me a secret.” He hugs me tightly outside the airport doors.


  With a lump in my throat and tears in my eyes, I hide my face in his neck and force out, “I could fall in love with you.”


  


  It was the last thing I said to him before I escaped into the airport.


  “I love you, too.” He exhales as if he’s relieved. As if it’s finally real.


  The tension then cracks, and we both feel the pressure. It’s building unbearably between my thighs.


  I whimper and moan, so ready for a release.


  “You going to come for me, baby?”


  He pumps his hips a little harder, making sure he grazes my clit with every thrust. Making sure he drives me insane with lust, and I know how hard he is for me. The overstimulation against my slit and the fact that I am so madly in love with this man all pools in the lowest part of my belly.


  “You’re the only one I come for,” I expel as every single one of my nerve endings ignite.


  “Oh, fuck,” CJ sounds taken by surprise as he tumbles over with me, gyrating his hips and whimpering like a wounded man as my pussy chokes him. He grips my hands so tightly as he comes, it cuts off the circulation to my fingers.


  He collapses on top of me once his climax passes, the two of us sucking in air as if it’s becoming extinct.


  “I think that was the hottest thing anyone has ever said to me.”


  “What?” I ask, mindless twirling a piece of his hair around my finger.


  “You’re the only one I come for,” he quotes me.


  “You liked that?”


  “I loved it.” He looks up at me with his head still resting on my chest. “I meant it when I said I loved you, too.”


  “I would hope so.”


  “You know what this means, right?”


  “No?”


  “You officially belong to me.”


  I nearly burst out into tears. There isn’t anything I want more than to belong solely to CJ.


  “I’m all yours,” I pledge as my throat burns from unshed tears.


  “Good.” He sucks one of my nipples into his mouth. “Because I am ready to hear you scream ‘I’m the only one you come for’ all over again. Roll over.” He forces me onto my stomach.


  I feel him get off the bed to throw away the condom and then hear him open the nightstand drawer to grab another one.


  “Hands and knees.” He pulls me up and grinds his semi-hard cock into my ass. “Maybe I’ll fuck you here this time.” CJ presses on the tight little ring of muscle between my cheeks.


  I throw my head back, tossing my hair. “I told you—Anytime, anywhere, any way you want.”


  He growls behind me. “You’re going to be the goddamn death of me, woman.”


  “There are worse ways to die.”


  “Yes, there are.” CJ kisses all the way up my spine.


  “Look up.”


  I tilt my head back expecting a kiss or my hair pulled, but he drops something shiny in front of my face instead. He dangles it for a second before he clasps the necklace around my neck. It’s dark in the room, but when I touch it, I can make out exactly what the little charm is. “A music note?”


  “Mmm hmm. A treble clef, to be exact.” He nuzzles my neck, giving me chills. My eyes water for the umpteenth time tonight. “Now, no matter what happens, I’ll always be next to your heart.”


  I’m pummeled with emotion, convinced he’s trying to kill me.


  I fiddle with the charm between my fingers, feeling the rough crust of diamonds.


  “I love it.”


  “I love you,” he says so earnestly, my chest tightens. I am the worst person on the face of the earth, but no matter what, I won’t give CJ up.


  “I love you, too.”


  “Good.” He smacks me on the ass. “Now, let me fuck you.”


  I actually tremble with need from the sting.


  “I’m all yours,” I purr.


  “I know.” He stretches my butt cheeks apart. “That necklace is my version of a collar since you won’t let me put a real one on you.”


  I crane my head to look at him as he spreads my arousal from tip to tip of my slit.


  “I might consider it if it has diamonds.”


  CJ’s eyes sparkle with mischief as he gazes back at me, all while penetrating my hole with his thumb.


  “Don’t fuck around with me, Tara. Because I will go out and buy you one tomorrow.”


  “As long as it’s pretty.” I stipulate as he sinks one finger into me, causing me to tense.


  “It will be goddamn fit for a queen.” He slides in one more digit and I shudder.


  “Mmm . . . fine, then.” I relinquish myself as he scissors me open. I stretch like a cat on the bed, trying to acclimate to the continuous waves of desire and discomfort. Trying to relax enough to hand myself over. “Fuck me,” I mewl. “Fuck me hard and show me just how much you want me to wear your collar.”


  CJ is seething by the time I’m stretched and ready for him.


  “Tell me I’m the only one you fucking come for.” He pants like a thirsty dog.


  “You’re the only one I come for.” He presses the head of his cock into my now enlarged button hole. My body doesn’t accept his invasion easily, but CJ persists, pushing in and pulling out until his cock is swallowed up whole. I grab the sheets as I’m pelted with pain and rewarded with pleasure with each of his long, measured strokes.


  “Say it again.” He fucks me slowly at first.


  “You’re the only one I come for.” I clench my teeth, grabbing tighter onto the sheets.


  “Again.”


  “You’re the only one that I come for,” I huff out.


  “Oh shit, your sweet little ass.” He’s no longer gentle as he keeps a firm grip on me, making sure my cheeks stay spread.


  “Oh, fuck . . . oh, fuck . . .” He starts to lose control. “Touch yourself, Tara. I want you to come. I want you to fucking milk me while we both come.”


  I’m so oversensitive; I feel every single centimeter of his engorged cock as he fucks me, every minuscule expansion and contraction of my tiny, abused rosebud.


  I barely find my clit ring as he saws in and out of me.


  “Come, baby, come,” he stresses the last command with his hips, his straining length tearing me wide open, “and tell me what I want to fucking hear.” CJ quakes behind me, as close to an orgasm as I am.


  It doesn’t take much as my pussy is already throbbing, begging for another blinding release, dying from the exertion. The distraction.


  I rub myself off until I’m grinding against both my hand and CJ’s cock, the two of us moaning out loud like wild animals.


  “You going to come for me, baby?”


  I gasp, consumed with pleasure. “You’re the only one I come for. You’re the only one I come for!” I proclaim as I fly off the hinges, screaming and crying as my entire lower body throbs.


  “Fuck! Just me,” CJ grinds out as he comes. “Just. Fucking. Me.” He punctuates every word dominantly, matching the same rhythm of his punching cock.


  We both collapse forward, our limbs quivering as we recover in a post orgasmic bliss. I close my eyes. CJ’s warm body blanketing mine as I fall straight into a deep sleep . . . Dreaming of diamonds and collars and dancing music notes.
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  I WAKE UP TO A naked Tara tangled around me. I hug her tighter, and she releases a soft sigh against my neck. I melt like spun sugar in the sun.


  I am so screwed. So, so, so, so, so fucking screwed, and so deliriously happy. What a goddamn mess. I demolished the invisible wall last night and have left us both vulnerable. The funny thing is, vulnerable has never felt so amazing.


  The sudden sound of continuous beeping jolts Tara awake.


  “Shit.” She curses disoriented as she scrambles out of bed to find her purse on the floor. She cuts the alarm as soon as she finds her phone at the bottom. I only know it was at the bottom because she fished around the bag, equally frustrated and tired before finally retrieving it with a sigh of relief.


  “Good morning.” I smile down at her from the bed.


  She looks up at me sleepily, her blonde hair tousled and covering half of her face. She blows a piece of it out of her eye and smiles. “Morning.”


  “Are you going to come back to bed, or will we be having breakfast on the floor?”


  “Neither, unfortunately. I have to go to work.”


  “Work?” I grimace.


  “Yes. You know that thing that normal people do.” She picks up her shirt from the floor and pulls it on.


  “Are you implying I’m not normal?”


  She fiddles with her new necklace, smiling when she remembers it’s there, and I swell quietly with pride.


  “I’m implying that money doesn’t just multiply in most people’s bank account like it does in yours.”


  “It doesn’t just multiply.” I laugh. “I work.”


  “Oh yeah, you work.” She rolls her eyes. “On your tan in picturesque Hawaii.”


  “Just because I live in one of the most beautiful places on earth, and I happen to be a successful entrepreneur,” bullshit, “doesn’t mean I don’t work.”


  If she only knew how I ended up in Hawaii, she’d be singing a different tune. But she’s responding the way she should. The way I want her to perceive me. Laid-back, surfer entrepreneur is exactly the cover I want to portray.


  “I make my money work for me, which is why you think it just multiplies on its own.”


  “Whatever you have to tell yourself.” She toys with me.


  I grab her wrist and drag her back to bed.


  “What I tell myself is I want to have chocolate cake in bed with the most beautiful blonde on earth, who also happens to be all mine.”


  Tara’s eyes look remorseful for a split second before she groans and gives me a little kiss.


  “Chocolate cake in bed sounds absolutely decadent, but I can’t. Philly is expecting me.”


  “Philly? Your guy best friend?” I curl my lip.


  She told me all about him in Hawaii.


  “My gay guy best friend. Yes, the one and the same. It’s his family’s café. I can’t bail. Besides, I need money to pay those pesky little things called bills.”


  It takes all my resolve not to offer to pay every bill she has just to get her to stay in bed with me. But I won’t do that. Not yet, anyway.


  “Work sucks,” I pout.


  “I know.” She delivers a quick kiss on my lips before she climbs out of bed. I follow by sitting up. She’s not getting away that easily.


  “Should I order in for dinner?” I grab her waist, pressing my wet lips against her navel.


  Tara slides her hands into my hair and moans regrettably.


  “I have dinner plans with some girlfriends tonight. We do it every year the night after Christmas while they’re in town.”


  Bummer.


  “You will just have to settle for some late night dirty sex.” She leans down and kisses me, all hot mouth and eager tongue.


  “I can do late night dirty sex.” I grip her tighter as my dick wakes up underneath the sheets.


  “It’s a date then.”


  I hope we have a lot of dates in the future, but I keep that sentiment to myself for now, until we can talk. A serious, proper talk about her and me.


  “I’ll see you later.” There’s a smile on her face, but her eyes seem so sad. What’s that all about? She picks up her purse and then stalls.


  “I almost forgot.” She sticks her hand in the large, black leather bag. “I got you a present, too.” She hands me a little box wrapped in shiny blue paper. “A day late, but it’s the thought that counts, right?”


  “Right.” I take the present and tear the paper off revealing a wooden box with my initials, CJC, engraved on top.


  “For your pocket watch,” Tara explains. “To keep it in a safe place. Maybe you won’t forget it so much.”


  I run my thumb over the silver plate with my initials, same as my grandfather.


  “I love it. It’s perfect.” I try not to sound like a complete fucking sap, but it’s a pretty thoughtful present.


  “Good.” Tara gives me one more long, lingering kiss. I really don’t want her to go.


  “I’ll see you late night,” she promises before she’s gone.
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  I MEANDER AROUND MY HOTEL room all day trying to figure out what to do now.


  Our feelings have come bursting out, and there’s no stuffing them back into Pandora’s box. Not that I’d want to. But I do have to come up with a game plan. Everything is different now, and I need to strategize. My stay in New York is going to be considerably extended. Leaving Tara is not even an option, which means I’m going to need new accommodations. I can’t live in a hotel forever, especially one costing me a lung.


  I fire up my laptop and search real estate agents. Maybe I can find an apartment that leases month to month. I would text Richard to see if he could recommend one, but I think that would be extremely obvious. I don’t think we’re ready to go public with our relationship just yet. Soon, but I’d like to keep Tara all to myself for just a little while longer. I’m sure that once the news gets out, we’re going to have to do some serious damage control. I suddenly regret not packing a bulletproof vest.


  I shoot out a few inquiry emails then surf the net, recalling how Tara agreed to wear a collar for me. Score. I told her it would be fit for a queen, so it will have to be something unique. I punch in diamond collars, and about a billion options pop up. Everything from rhinestone dog collars to multi-million dollar chokers.


  Choices, choices.


  Then I find it. It’s not leather or lace. It’s twelve carats’ worth of diamonds, strung together like garland. Heavy and thick, while feminine and princess-like all at the same time. I can already picture Tara wearing it butt-naked as she rides my cock dry.


  I click buy, glossing over the hefty price tag. I don’t know what’s come over me, but I’m becoming as possessive as Kayne and as perverted as Jett and loving every second of it.


  Speak of the blond devil; a text comes through from him.


  Jett: Will we ever see you again or has T’s pussy swallowed you alive?


  Me: Funny . . . wish they had a middle finger emoji. Figuring out my next move as we speak.


  Jett: Better hurry up, the big guy has been asking about you. Can’t cover forever. Gonna have to tell him you’ve been reassigned soon.


  Shit.


  Me: Buy me a little more time. Relationship status: it’s complicated.


  Jett: It always is. Roger that.


  I lean back on the couch and stare at the ceiling, only seeing Tara’s eyes. The sparkly, dark blue ones that hold me hostage twenty-four hours a day.


  My phone beeps again, and I am expecting a last-minute snide remark from Jett, but it’s an unknown number instead.


  Unknown: Caught a break. Want to go clubbing? ~ S


  Me: Clubbing? WTF . . . ?
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  I’M STANDING IN AN ALLEYWAY next to a shady building in the middle of Hell’s Kitchen at midnight. Faint club music pumps through the air as I wait for my accomplice. Thump . . . thump . . . thump . . . My head hurts already.


  Slade materializes out of the darkness in his usual attire. Black hat, shirt, and jeans. He looks like night personified.


  “So what’s the scoop?” I ask as I look around, scouting the immediate area.


  “After further investigation into the girl’s phone records, I found something peculiar.”


  “And that was?” I blow into my hands to warm them up.


  “Joe’s Pizza.”


  “Excuse me?”


  “Joe’s Pizza. There was an abundance of calls on her phone bill for a Joe’s Pizza.”


  “So she liked pizza. How is that a lead?”


  “The calls were incoming. All of them.”


  “Huh?”


  “My thoughts exactly. Why would she be getting so many calls from a pizza place?”


  “Deadbeat boyfriend with no cell phone?” I throw out there.


  “One theory. So I traced the number and found out it wasn’t Joe’s Pizza. It was Club Clip.”


  “Shady Club Clip?” I thumb down the street to the line on the sidewalk.


  “As shady as they come. Thought we could poke around and see what exactly is going on in there.”


  “The sooner, the better so we can get the fuck out of the cold.”


  “You’re turning into a pussy.” Slade heads down the alleyway.


  I roll my eyes. “I’m just not partial to freezing my balls off. I prefer tropical climates.”


  “Whatever you say, pussy.” There’s humor in his gravelly voice.


  The bouncer gives us a once-over before he lets us in, skeptical of our appearance and our interest in the club. We’re older than all of the other people standing in line and not wearing a stitch of designer anything. But they luckily let us in reguarless without any hassle.


  Inside, it’s a typical dance club. Nothing I haven’t seen before. A couple of bars, big dance floor, and flashing strobe lights.


  “So what are we looking for exactly?” I ask Slade as we order a drink and pretend to be nobodies at the bar.


  “Anything unusual.”


  I take a sip of my crappy gin and tonic. “Informative.”


  After a few minutes, we decide to part ways to cover more ground and inspect the place more thoroughly. He stays on the edge of the dance floor as I climb the stairs to the second-floor landing. I stay back, as inconspicuous as possible, and scan the room. I watch the dancers, the bartenders, and even the bouncers. Everything looks kosher. Just a bunch of drunks letting loose in the appropriate atmosphere.


  I spot Slade snaking through the crowd slowly, but not unusually slow. As I visually follow him I catch a splash of blonde hair in the middle of the dance floor. I take a step forward to make sure my eyes aren’t playing tricks. And they’re not. It’s her, in a short pleated skirt, cropped top, and thigh high boots. Her tousled hair curly and long and being grabbed by some prick wearing a polo shirt who couldn’t be more than twenty-one. My stomach lurches as I watch them. She lied straight to my face. Said she was going out with girlfriends. Why? Probably because she didn’t think grandpa would approve, my subconscious sneers. How long did you think you were going to keep a young, gorgeous blonde satisfied?


  I find that hard to believe after the week we’ve had, but I am seeing it with my own eyes, how she responds to him, laughing and grinding against his body as they move to the obnoxious techno music.


  In a moment of blind rage, I bolt toward the dance floor, pushing my way through the sweaty crowd as I try to find them. I scour the whole club and somehow come up empty. I saw them, her, but seemingly they’re gone. I retake my position on the second level, vowing to stand here all night if I have to. Minutes tick by and my rage only escalates.


  “I wish you’d stay . . . you’re the only one I come for . . . I love you.”


  It feels like all my emotions are being wrung dry.


  After a while, I spot the guy in the crowd, but no Tara to speak of. Before I can even think, I’m hurrying down the stairs and following him into the bathroom. He doesn’t even see me coming as I force him into a stall, locking us both inside.


  “What the fuck, man!” he shouts at me, but I crush my forearm to his throat, silencing him. The guy’s green eyes widen with fear. That’s right, buddy; be scared.


  “The girl you were with, where is she?”


  He shakes his head as if to say he doesn’t know.


  “Where?” I slam my fist against the wall right next to his head. He jumps, looking like he just shit himself.


  “I don’t know. She’s gone.”


  “How do you know her? Are you dating?”


  “Dating? No!” he scrambles. “Are you her boyfriend? They said it was anonymous!”


  “They? Who?” I demand.


  “Are you some sort of cop?” His voice is high-pitched, terrified.


  I tilt my head, now really looking at the man in front of me.


  “You could say that. Now, tell me what I want to know or I’ll make your life a living fucking nightmare.”


  “They’ll kill me if I talk.”


  Enraged, I grab his junk and twist. “If you don’t talk, I’ll make sure you never use your cock again.”


  “All right, all right!” He puts his hands up in surrender and lifts onto his toes. What a little punk. “She’s a whore! She’s a whore! I paid to sleep with her!”


  I freeze mid-twist.


  “What?”


  “The club,” he splutters. “It’s a front. They run this service. It’s like a monthly subscription. You pay a fee and can sleep with any of their girls you want, as much as you want.”


  My blood turns ice cold. “How do you know which girls are which?”


  “The wristbands. The girls with the red wristbands. There’s a new code word every night. Just whisper it to them, and they’ll take you into the back. There are rooms.”


  I’m shaking by this point with a vice grip on the guy’s cock.


  “What’s the word?”


  “I can’t. If you’re not a member! These guys are bad news!”


  I squeeze, and the guy actually screams. Good thing it’s loud as fuck in the bathroom. The bass is literally vibrating the stall.


  “You should have thought about that before you bought pussy. Now tell me!”


  “Buttercup!” He gives it up.


  I release the guy’s package, and he slumps onto the toilet, gasping. “Give me your wallet.”


  He glares up at me. “Fuck off.”


  “Oh, now you grow a pair?” I grab him by the throat and pull him to his feet. He’s not very tall or muscled, and sort of reminds me of a wet noodle, tight jeans and all. I snatch his wallet from his pocket and pull out his license.


  “Insurance.” I throw the wallet back in his face. “Tell anyone about this conversation and I’ll kill you. Fucking slowly.”


  “Like I have a death wish,” he spits at me.


  I storm out of the bathroom and back into the club, looking for the doors to the back room the kid spoke of. That’s when I spot her, standing unassumingly by the bar with her back turned to me. Stealthy, I creep up behind her, uncontrollable anger boiling in my chest.


  “Buttercup.”
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  “BUTTERCUP,” SOMEONE HISSES IN MY ear. I actually sag. This is my third John tonight. I want to cry. I don’t turn around immediately, taking a moment to find the energy to put up another front. Being here is eating me alive. I want to run, but I have no choice. Nino’s threat keeps ringing in my ears. He reminded me again tonight. He’s keeping me on a short leash, and I hate it.


  I finally turn around, fake smile and all as I come face to face with the one person I never expected to see.


  Tears immediately well in my eyes.


  “You don’t look happy to see me, shortcake,” he says just loud enough for me to hear. “What’s the going rate for a subscription call girl these days?”


  His tone is as sharp as a blade that effortlessly slashes me wide open. I don’t respond because I have no words.


  “Let’s go.” He grabs my arm tightly—so tightly it actually hurts. “Show me what all this back room hype is about.”


  I nearly burst into tears. He pushes me, and I walk reluctantly to a hidden door in the back that is painted black, same as the wall. It’s virtually undetectable unless you know it’s there.


  I push it open while CJ keeps a firm grip on my arm. We walk down a short corridor where there are more doors, each leading to a private room.


  I find one that’s open, and we slip inside. The room is nothing spectacular. It’s small, with a mattress on the floor and a couch against the wall. The lighting is a shitty dull yellow that enhances nothing. The nicest thing I can say about it is it’s clean. Whore is definitely the name of the game. Guys pay to be with a girl they could never pull in real life. That’s the niche. A jacked-up fantasy fuck. That’s why my hair is over curled, my makeup is too heavy, and my skirt is too short. My worlds blur together at the irony. CJ wanted me to be his fantasy girl, and here I am, in the fucking flesh.


  CJ backs me up against the wall with rage burning in his eyes. He doesn’t utter a sound, and I think the silence scares me more than anything. I would prefer him to yell. Confirming what a god-awful person I am. But he just breathes erratically, like a raging bull.


  “I’m sorry,” I squeak out, not knowing what else to do or say.


  “Sorry? You’re sorry?” He sounds disgusted. “You have no fucking idea what sorry is.”


  He spins me around and slams me against the wall. “You were fucking lying to me this whole time. How many other fucking guys, Tara? How many did you let fuck you while you were with me? Huh?” he shouts.


  The thought of answering that question turns my stomach.


  “Answer me!”


  “None until tonight.” Oh shit, that sounded so bad.


  “Until tonight?” he seethes.


  “CJ, please,” I beg, pathetically, because I am pathetic.


  “Please? Please what? Is that what all your Johns like to hear? You begging?”


  I don’t answer.


  “Tell me, Tara!” He crushes me against the wall with his body.


  “Do they savor you like I did? Do they inhale your scent and caress your body?” He touches me roughly, and I can’t believe it, I actually feel him getting hard.


  “No, no one touches me like you.”


  It’s the truth.


  He grunts like I triggered something. “No one touches you like me?” There is so much anger in his voice. “You’re goddamned right, no one touches you like me.” He gropes my breasts and bites my neck, twisting my nipples until I’m writhing.


  He scoffs as he palms my ass, discovering that I’m not wearing any underwear. He squeezes my cheek so hard, I can feel the fury biting through his fingertips. Then he sinks a finger inside me, and I hear the confliction in his growl. “How many men have been in this pussy tonight?”


  I close my eyes and bite my lip. I won’t answer. Why does he want to know? Just to escalate his anger?


  “How many?” he yells as he fingers me. I’m so confused. He’s mad, but he wants me?


  I hesitate for a beat before I answer. “Two,” I whisper. “Only two.”


  “Slow night?” he responds scathingly, as if he loathes me.


  I press my face against the wall and fight back the tears. CJ was the one good thing in my life, and I’ve ruined it. Not on purpose, but because I was trapped.


  “I’m sorry,” I force out, my tone brittle. It’s all I can say. It’s all that’s left to say.


  “You’re sorry?” he snaps at me. I then hear him rip his pants open, taking me by total surprise. “I’m the one who’s sorry,” he hisses enraged right before he slams his cock into me, burying himself directly to the hilt. We both expel a choked moan as he fucks me right up against the wall. No reason, no regard. He takes all of his aggression out where I can feel it the most, right between my legs. I should hate him for this, but I don’t because I know this is the last time CJ Carmichael is ever going to touch me. So I’ll accept his displaced anger as my parting gift. He pounds into me again and again every so often muttering, “Bitch.” I absorb every brutal punch of his cock, my pussy tightening involuntarily around him. This is not just some rough fuck—it’s a primal, no-holds-barred, brutal hate-fuck. He hates me. It destroys me that I drove him to this, but in all its fucked-up-ness, it’s some of the best sex I’ve ever had. I claw at the walls as he thrusts so hard he lifts me right off the ground. It’s loud, sweaty, and ruthless, and in all honesty, I’ve never felt so turned on and like such a whore in my entire life.


  CJ hits me square in my sweet spot, and I moan like a feral cat. I’m so fucking close and wet there are squelching sounds echoing around the room.


  CJ grabs my hair and fumes in my ear. “You going to come for me, baby?


  “Yes!” I answer in a state of heady lust.


  “Because I’m the only one you come for, right?” He resentfully throws my words back in my face just as I’m hurled over the edge. I cry in disgrace at the same time mewling with pleasure as my womb spasms out of control.


  Right in the middle of my climax, CJ pulls out, and I gasp as the tremors dissipate, leaving me achy and wanton.


  I whine miserably as I feel CJ explode, shooting hot cum all over my bare ass. He moves quickly after that, pushing off me and zipping his pants.


  “Whore,” he spits in my ear, before reaches around and rips off the necklace he gave me. The necklace I love with the treble clef charm.


  I crumble after that, collapsing onto the floor in a pile shame.
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  I STUMBLE OUT OF THE club like I’ve had ten too many, a tirade of emotion storming inside me. I lost control. I never lose control, but Tara drives me crazy in both good, and bad ways, apparently. I’m trying to makes sense of it all, but the more I try, the more of a jumbled mess I become. I stagger into the first bar I see and slam my hand on the bar top. It all just needs to go away—the betrayal and hurt and anger that is quickly taking over my consciousness.


  “You’re the only one I come for.”


  Liar!


  The burly bartender asks what he can get me.


  “Jack, straight up. Leave the bottle.”


  “Can’t do that buddy. Against house policy.”


  I pull out my wallet and slam my black card down right in front of him.


  “With one fucking swipe, I can buy this whole fucking building and toss you right out on your ass. Give me the bottle and don’t fucking bother me,” I snap. Rage burning a hole through me like battery acid. The bartender steps back with an annoyed glare, but he pours me the shot and leaves the bottle.


  “She burned ya good, huh?” He leans on the bar.


  “You have no fucking idea.” I down the Jack in one gulp and pour myself another.


  “Towers Hotel,” I tell the bartender. “Call them for a pick-up when I pass out.”


  The guy nods and walks away as I begin a self-destructive assault on my body and my emotions.


  Down the motherfucking hatch . . .
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  I HAD BEEN HOLED UP in my apartment for three days crying my eyes out.


  I would still be sniveling under my covers if Philly hadn’t forced me out. Now I’m a walking zombie taking drink orders at Jo Jo’s. My hair is up in a messy bun, I have zero makeup on, and my emotions are nothing but a pile of ash. All I keep seeing is CJ’s face and the pain and betrayal etched all over its handsome features. All I can keep thinking about is how much I hurt him and how much he hates me. Despises me, is more like it. That hate-fuck made his feelings crystal clear. The guilt starts to build in my chest again, one heavy brick at a time. I’m utterly devastated. I meant it when I said I loved him and that he was the only one I come for. Once he walked back into my life, my body and soul belonged to him, even if I didn’t want to admit it straight away. Yes, I was with other men, but no, they didn’t pleasure me. They repulsed me. Once you feel the hands of a man who truly cares about you, it’s only him you crave.


  Why did I do it? At first it was purely about the money. But after a while I sort of liked being someone else, someone who could satisfy their indecent cravings without being judged or looked down on. It was my terrible, debased little secret. I’m not proud of what I’ve done, and I’m not trying to justify my actions. Nor am I looking for pity or forgiveness, I know I don’t deserve either of those things.


  I’m foolish, selfish and, above alI, flawed. I have more flaws than most. I know I committed transgressions and hurt the people I love. But it wasn’t intentional. By the time I was ready to get out, I was trapped. And a situation I thought was temporary became my entire world. Flaws. I have many of them. They don’t go unrecognized. No, it’s not forgiveness I want, just understanding. I’m human. I make mistakes. Big ones. And now it’s time to own up to those mistakes, aware I’ll walk away from them a different person. Maybe better, maybe worse. Only time will tell.


  Today, I’m taking my first step, and unfortunately, it’s in the opposite direction of Christopher John Carmichael.


  “Tara, try not to look so desolate. You’re depressing the customers.” Philly attempts some humor.


  I glare at him. I don’t appreciate the joke. He knows everything that happened. Every heartbreaking detail.


  “You think you just bounce back from what I’ve been through? My entire life is in shambles, and I lost the man I love.” I slam the tray down on the server’s station.


  Philly’s eyes widen. “Chill out, hormonally-imbalanced Barbie.” He looks around the café to see if any of the customers noticed my little outburst. Jo Jo’s is a moderate size, with exposed brick walls, antique coffee makers, oversized wingback chairs, and cushy couches you actually sink into. It’s the perfect place to cozy up in and spend all day reading a book.


  “Don’t tell me to chill out,” I erupt. “I didn’t want to leave the house, but you coaxed me out, and now, I feel even worse.”


  “I’m sorry. I was just trying to help.”


  “I know,” I groan, frustrated. “I think I just needed a little more time. I’m taking a break.” I grab two empty sugar caddies for good measure. “I’ll fill these up.”


  I escape to the stock room, where it’s cold and dark and no one will find me.


  I huddle in the corner wanting to let it all out. The tension that has been continually building in my chest the whole night needs to be relieved and there’s only one way to do that.


  Cry.


  I don’t just cry. I sob until my body is wracked with tears and my palms are soaking wet. Until I feel like there’s nothing left of me. No energy, or buoyancy, or hope.


  “Don’t cry, shortcake.” CJ’s voice is a murmur in my ear. I jump from surprise, but he catches my upper arms to keep me in place.


  “What are you doing here?” I ask, barely able to breathe.


  He spins me around to face him, looking about as horrible as I feel. His wavy hair is a wild mess, there’s three days’ worth of stubble on his face and bags under his eyes.


  “I needed to see you.”


  “How’d you get in here?” I look around.


  “I have my ways, but that’s not important. I’m sorry.”


  “What?” If he wasn’t holding me up, I’d fall over. “Sorry for what?” I ask bemused.


  “Being an irrational, dickwad prick.”


  What?! I think I just went into shock. I’m the one who hurt him and he’s apologizing to me.


  “I’m the one who should be apologizing,” I argue, repentantly. “I’m so sorry. I’m so fucking sorry.” I can barely contain the barrage of emotion.


  “I think you’ve apologized several times already.” He skims the pad of his thumb across my cheek. I lean into his touch, allowing it to heal me.


  “Say you’ll forgive me,” he presses.


  “There isn’t anything to forgive. It was my fault. I’m the one who lied. The one who betrayed you.” My voice cracks.


  “We can move past it,” he challenges quickly.


  I’m flabbergasted at what I’m hearing. I want more than anything to get past it. Especially if that means I can be with him. But I only shake my head mournfully. “There’s no getting past it. They own me.”


  “No, they don’t.” He traps my face in his hands. “I can help you.”


  “No one can help me.”


  “I can.” He kisses me so earnestly it causes my tears to fall harder. I’ve hurt CJ enough. I don’t want to drag him down any further. I break the kiss by turning my head and subsequently breaking my heart.


  “You can’t help me. So please, just let me go.”


  “I will never let you go,” he replies vehemently, still clutching my face.


  I’m so tired of fighting that I almost give in. I almost melt into his body and beg him to save me, but I hear Philly’s voice echoing outside the stockroom. It snaps me out of my haze, making me realize all CJ and I ever had was a dream. A sweet, transient fantasy.


  “Tara?” Philly calls.


  “Go.” I push him away gently. “Just go.”


  “Tara, no.” He protests forcefully.


  “Please.” I implore, emphatically. We can’t do this, it has to end.


  “This isn’t over.” He reluctantly gives in and steps aside.


  Gravely, I know he’s right. This isn’t over. It’s just beginning.
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  I WORK THE REST OF the night with CJ’s words lingering in the back of my mind.


  “I will never let you go.”


  I can hardly believe, after everything, he’s willing to forgive me. Willing to try and move past it. I touch my lips, still feeling his kiss burning against them. That impassioned, sincere embrace that held so much promise.


  I don’t deserve him one bit.


  Part of the reason I found CJ so appealing in the first place was his huge heart, free spirit, and giving nature. I tarnished those things, and yet, somehow, he’s willing to look past it.


  I smile for the first time in three days, a dangerous happiness budding inside me.


  I just hope it’s not delusive. “I can help you.”


  I really fucking pray he can. The last thing I want is to get him involved, but what other choice do I have? They really do own me, and I see no escape in sight.


  Philly ties up the last garbage bag as I wipe down the tables.


  “Can you take this out back while I close up the register?”


  I walk over and pull the can from under the server’s station.


  “Only for you,” I say lightheartedly.


  Philly grabs my hand as I go for the bag. “You seem a little better.”


  I smile at him. “I feel a little better.”


  “Wasn’t so bad getting out of your apartment then?”


  “Jury is still out,” I kid, pulling the black plastic bag out of the can. “I’ll be right back.” I scrunch my nose. I hate taking the garbage out.


  The back alley smells the same as always, cold air mixed with the sour stench of garbage. I hold my breath, hauling the bag into the dumpster. Once in, I turn to retreat back into the warmth of the café only to be stopped by a body standing directly in my way.


  “Hey, Tara.” His voice is ice cold, and his brown gaze is even colder.


  “Nino.” I step back trying not to show fear.


  He’s not here to fuck around tonight.


  He grabs my cheeks and squeezes hard, backing me up against the brick wall. “Who the fuck have you been talking to?”


  I shake my head frantically unable to speak. He pinches harder, his fingernails digging into my skin. I just keep shaking my head, clueless about what he’s talking about. Nino then gets in my face, so close I can smell the mint on his breath.


  “The cops were sniffing around the club. You wouldn’t happen to know anything about that?” he accuses me. I shake my head some more unaware of anything he’s talking about.


  “I watched the security cameras. You brought some random into the back the other night. Who the fuck was he?”


  He lets go of me so I can answer. Internally, I panic. He saw me with CJ.


  “I have no idea who he was. I just thought he was another John. He knew the password. I don’t keep track of all your ‘subscribers.’”


  That’s the code word he uses.


  His eyes flash with rage. I wish I could step back, but I’m pinned against the wall. Nino has a violent side, and when he snaps, there’s no telling what he’s capable of. I know this because when we were dating, he broke a guy’s nose just for looking at me the wrong way. Or, according to him, like he wanted to fuck me. How ironic he now pimps out his ex. Over the years, he’s just gotten more unstable.


  “If I fucking find out you were talking to the pigs . . .” He pulls out a gun, and my heart instantly stops beating. “I’ll make good on my promise. I’ll kill your mother, then your father, then I’ll take a nice little vacation to Hawaii and knock off your sister and her husband, too.” He presses the barrel of the gun into my cheek. “Then . . . I will come for you.” He slides the tip across my face and into my mouth. I shake like a leaf. “Don’t fuck with me, Tara.” He unlocks the safety, and I close my eyes, terrified. Nino then pumps the barrel of the gun in and out of my mouth. “You know how good your lips look wrapped around my gun? It makes me think of how good they used to look wrapped around my cock.”


  My stomach turns at the memory. Part of the reason we didn’t work out, besides him being a little crazy, is he used to like other women’s lips wrapped around his cock, too. A committed relationship just wasn’t for him.


  “I have plans for you.” He pulls the gun away, and I nearly pass out with relief. “Don’t get in my way.” He backhands me across the face so hard I see stars and fall to the ground. “Now, be a good little whore and stay out of trouble.” He kicks me in the ribs, and I cry out. “And no more fucking free pussy. Understand me?” He smacks me once more for good measure. I taste blood in my mouth mixed with salt from my tears. I nod, as I lie on the cold concrete, shivering. What else I can I do?


  “I’ll be in touch.” He goes to hit me again and I flinch. He ends up laughing at me instead. “A bitch who finally knows her place.” He kicks some gravely dust at me before he walks away.


  Shit. Shit. Shit.


  Once I can no longer hear his footsteps, I attempt to move. My side is absolutely killing me, and my face is throbbing. I crawl carefully to the door, trying to not to aggravate my injuries.


  Once inside, I call for Philly. The café is so quiet that you could hear a pin drop.


  “Philly!” I nearly cry, trying to stand up.


  “Tara?” He turns the corner to the back and spots me on the floor.


  “What the fuck?” He rushes over to help me up. I whimper feebly as I stand. I seriously think Nino broke a rib.


  “Who did this to you?”


  “I’ll give you one guess,” I tell him as he sits me down gingerly at one of the tables.


  “Nino?”


  I nod.


  “Cocksucker.” He storms into the back room, returning a few minutes later with some ice and a clean rag.


  “He’s getting crazier by the day,” Philly mutters as he wipes the blood from my lip. “I told you to stay away from him. He’s bad news. He always has been. Hold this here.” He puts the ice bag against my side.


  I wince at the light pressure. “If I couldn’t have you, your brother seemed like the next best thing.” I make a bad joke.


  “Tara,” Philly chastises me. “That’s it. I’m going to talk to him. I’ve had enough of this shit.”


  “What are you going to do?” I laugh maniacally. “Challenge him to a fight on the playground? Winner gets to be my best friend?”


  “He’s my brother. He’ll listen to me.”


  “Nino doesn’t listen to anyone. You know that.”


  Philly and Nino are such polar opposites; it’s almost hard to believe they share the same parents. Philly is the good levelheaded son, and Nino is the disturbed troublemaker. It’s been like that for as long as I can remember.


  “I’ll figure something out,” I sigh, exhausted. “Right now, I just want to go home.”


  “I’ll take you.”


  “Thanks, Philly.” I smile weakly.


  He takes my face in his hands and tilts it up to look at him. “Sometimes, I think this is my fault. If I could just love you the way you want to be loved. If we could be together, none of this crap would have happened.”


  I grab his wrist, close to tears. “It’s not your fault. You are who you are. I love you no matter what. And I do have someone who loves me the way I want to be loved. I made my own decisions, Philly. And now, I have to deal with them.”


  He kisses my head. “You won’t have to deal with them alone.”


  “I know.” I lean against him, feeling the smallest amount of relief for the first time in I can’t remember how long.
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  I KNOW WHAT YOU’RE THINKING. I’m a fucking pussy who turned over just like that. What can I say? It is what it is. I won’t apologize for how I feel.


  After I had woke up hung over as hell, ass flat, still in my clothes, I did a lot of soul searching. Yes, I was angry. Yes, I was hurt. Yes, I felt betrayed. I even lost my shit there for a second. But what I discovered, above all those things, is that Tara not being a part of my life destroyed me most of all. I saw the regret in her eyes, the shame, and the humiliation. At the time, it fueled my anger. Now, it only feeds my forgiveness. Tara needs that more than anything. I’m positive of this. I often wondered what made Ellie forgive Kayne. What did she see in him after all his infractions? I know the answer now. Sincerity. Allegiance. A desire for redemption.


  Deceit is a jagged little pill to swallow. I can still feel it scratching the back of my throat. But I have always believed in second chances. Why? Regret is worse. If I walk away now, I know I’ll regret it for the rest of my life. Tara has always been different. Tenacious, challenging, one of a kind. From the moment I met her, she was mine, even if I didn’t realize it at first. And I won’t let anyone or anything get in the way of being with her. Even if that means spilling blood.


  Tara said they owned her. I don’t know who ‘they’ are, but I’m going to find out. And when I do, I’m going to annihilate them. Wipe them right off the face of the earth without even giving it a second thought.


  They fucked with the wrong man’s girl, and now, it’s time to pay the price.


  I lean against her front door waiting. I sort of split quick after she asked me to go, so I figured she’d end up here after her shift. I’ve been waiting a while, antsy to see her. We have a lot to talk about. I need to know everything, and I need to know tonight. I hear the creak of the stairs—there’s no elevator in her building—then I see her blonde head and a young man helping her onto the landing. If I didn’t know who he was, I’d freak. But I do know. He’s her best friend.


  When she looks up into my eyes, I do freak. Her face is swollen, her lip is cut, and she’s holding her side as if she’d been punched.


  “What the fuck?” I bellow in the hallway.


  Tara looks at me pleadingly. “Please, just go inside. I’ll explain everything inside.” She opens her apartment door, and all three of us enter. I realize this is the first time I’ve seen where she lives. Her apartment is the size of a shoebox. A studio with just enough room for a bed and a small loveseat. It’s clean, though, and decorated nicely in whites and purples and greens. It feels very Tara—vibrant and warm.


  She lies down on the bed as if she’s just been through war.


  “Are you going to tell me what happened?” I ask heated.


  “Wouldn’t you like introductions first?” she responds with her eyes closed. “My mother always taught me introductions were important,” she rambles.


  I roll my eyes. “CJ Carmichael.” I put my hand out.


  “Philly De Blasio.” We shake.


  “Happy?” Philly asks her, clearly annoyed. I’m missing something.


  “Yes.” Tara shifts on her bed and winces. She’s definitely in a lot of pain. I take it upon myself to check her out, kneeling next to the bed. “Tara, I’m going to touch you. Tell me from one to ten where it hurts.”


  “Are you a doctor now?” she asks.


  “I have all kinds of special talents.” I press down on her side as I feel around.”


  “Here?” I press low.


  “Five”


  “Here?” I press high.


  “Five.”


  “Here.” I press right on her rib cage.


  “Eight!”


  “Okay. It’s not broken. A hairline fracture, maybe, but I just think it’s bruised.”


  “How can you tell?” Philly asks.


  I glance back at him. “If it were broken, she would have screamed ten.”


  I look down at my injured beauty and decide it’s time to get things in motion.


  “If you don’t mind, I’d like to be alone with Tara. To talk.”


  I stand and face Philly.


  “Forget it. I’m not leaving her.” I can see the confliction written all over his face. He doesn’t know me from a hole in the wall, but he has no choice but to trust me. It’s the only option I’ll give him.


  “It’s fine, Philly,” Tara assures him from the bed. She sounds exhausted and looks so battered.


  He gives her a once-over, clearly concerned. He then relents, brushing past me to give her a kiss on the cheek. “I’m a phone call away if you need me.”


  “I know.” She smiles sweetly up at him.


  “Take care of her.” Philly turns his attention back to me. “She needs more ice and lots of rest.” He hints like I’m actually going to try something right after she had the crap kicked out of her. He doesn’t know me at all.


  “There’s no one more equipped to take care of her than I am,” I inform him resolutely.


  He nods, semi satisfied and then leaves the apartment.


  After he’s gone, I sit on the edge of the bed, just staring at Tara. Guilt doing a number on me. I was there. I could have stopped this.


  “Stop looking at me like that,” she says with her eyes closed.


  “Like what?” I question her.


  “Like you pity me.”


  “I don’t pity you. I regret not being there.”


  “Can’t save me from everyone.” She opens her eyes and looks at me wearily.


  “I can try.” I take her hand.


  “I’m not worth it.”


  “You are most definitely worth it.” I object. “We’re going to figure this out, and then we’re going to figure us out.”


  “Us?” she repeats.


  “Yes, us. Why do you sound surprised? I’m here, aren’t I?”


  “Yes.” She sniffles. “I just thought after the other night, you were done with me.”


  “For a second, I thought I was. But I told you, I’ve let a lot of women into my bed, but none of them into my heart.” I squeeze her hand a little tighter. “I not only let you in, I let you take over. Tara, you rule me. And I’m just not prepared to walk away from that. Or us.”


  She smiles up at me, tears shining in her big blue eyes.


  “I like the idea of us.”


  “Me too. So you have to tell me everything. How you got involved in all this. Who ‘they’ are. I need to know every detail.”


  She casts her eyes down, and I know she’s hesitant to talk.


  “How is telling you all that going to help anything? I’m starting to regret getting you involved.”


  I take a deep breath, keeping a firm grip on her hand. It’s time for all my secrets to come out.


  “You weren’t the only one who was lying.”


  “What?” She sweeps a curious gaze up at me.


  “I’m not an entrepreneur.” I sigh. “Neither is Kayne or Jett. We work for an independent contractor who sort of takes the law into its own hands.”


  She blinks rapidly, trying to comprehend what I’m telling her.


  “You’re like a spy?”


  “Not exactly, but sort of. We’re . . . multifunctional.”


  “Multifunctional? What does that mean?” Her expression looks like she has brain freeze. Explaining this is always a challenge.


  “It means when there is shady shit to be done, we do it.”


  “Who’s we?”


  “The organization I work for is called Endeavor. It’s outfitted with all types of talented individuals.”


  “Like ex-special ops soldiers?”


  I smile. She’s catching on. “Yes, people exactly like that.”


  She ponders this for a while.


  “Does Ellie know?” she finally asks.


  “Yes, she knows.”


  “Was Kayne involved with her kidnapping?”


  My jaw drops, but no words come out. I’m not at liberty to speak about classified operations. “What makes you ask that?”


  “I don’t know. A feeling. Did he save her or something?”


  I breathe a silent sigh of relief. If she only knew how involved Kayne was with Ellie’s kidnapping, I think she’d have a whole new opinion about her brother-in-law.


  “That’s a conversation for another time,” I sidestep the question, “and a higher clearance. The bottom line, I can help you. You just have to trust me and tell me everything.”


  Tara chews on her bottom lip so hard, I’m afraid she’s going to bite right through it.


  “Tara. I won’t let anything happen to you, I promise, but you have to let me in.”


  Her eyes well with tears. “It’s not me I’m worried about. They threatened to kill my parents and Ellie and Kayne.”


  “That will never happen. We’d see them coming a mile away, but you have to tell me who they are,” I urge.


  Tara finally breaks down. “His name is Nino. He’s Philly’s brother.” She spoon-feeds me some information. “We all grew up together. Nino is a few years older. We dated for a little while, but things didn’t work out. A few months ago, I was having some financial problems, living in the city, school, my apartment. Tips don’t exactly pay for all that. So Nino offered me an alternative. I had no idea what he was into until he took me to the club. He showed me what went on and how it worked. He told me I could stop whenever I wanted. He promised. So I don’t know, I did it. I just held my breath and jumped in.”


  And now she’s drowning.


  “Nino showed up at Jo Jo’s. He saw us together the other night. He thought you might have been an undercover cop. Accused me of snitching.”


  “Did you tell him who I was?”


  “No. I just told him I thought you were another subscriber. That you knew the code word.”


  “And he believed you?”


  “Well, he didn’t blow my head off when he shoved his gun in my mouth, so I guess so.”


  “What?” I nearly shoot through the roof. That motherfucker is so dead.


  I take a few calming breaths. I don’t want Tara to see me lose my shit a second time. I’ll save it all for Nino.


  “Fucking Christ, Tara.” I drop my forehead to hers.


  “I know, it’s a mess,” she says hopelessly.


  “Yes, but we’re going to clean it up,” I promise her.


  “How?” she asks despondently.


  “I’m going to figure that out. I just need a little time.”


  She doesn’t look completely convinced. And that’s okay, she’s never seen me in a work environment. But she will.


  “Get some rest.” I deliver a soft kiss on her lips. I want to devour her but now isn’t the time. “I have some things I need to do.”


  “Are you leaving?” She clutches my arm tensely.


  “Not for a second.”


  “Good.” She relaxes.


  “Where’s your phone?” I ask.


  “In my bag.” She points to the little square wallet looking thing on the bed. I pull it out and hand it to her. “Unlock it.”


  She does. Warily. I scroll through her music until I find the right artist . . . what’s her name again? Oh yeah, Grace Potter. I hit shuffle, and a song called “Apologies” starts to play. How fitting. Tara perks up just a bit as I place her phone next to her bed on the stackable plastic drawers. Her apartment reminds me a little of a dorm room.


  “Close your eyes. Get some rest. I have to make a few calls, and then I’ll come lay with you.” I go to kiss her forehead, but she lifts her face and catches my lips, kissing me affectionately. It’s apologetic, grateful, and pleading all at the same time. In a split second, she has me under her spell and pulling on her shirt.


  “You need to rest.” I try to contain myself.


  “I need you,” she replies vehemently.


  It takes every ounce of restraint I have to say no when all I really want to say is yes. I’ve missed her body, thirsted for it, but now is not the time.


  “Later.” I let her down gently. “There are some important calls I have to make. They can’t wait.” Tara nods, clearly worried I don’t want her. That’s so far from the truth. I’d much rather be buried balls deep inside her warm wet body than subject myself to self-inflicted torture. But it has to be done.


  “I promise.” I kiss the inside of her wrist. “When I’m finished, I’ll be all yours.”


  “Okay,” she acquiesces.


  I stand up and walk to the front door. It’s like seven steps away.


  “I’ll be right outside.”


  She nods then closes her eyes. She’s more tired than she’s letting on. I watch as she lays there, the soulful music acting as a lullaby.


  Once in the hallway, I pull out my phone and start the process. My first call is to Simon, an associate of mine at Endeavor. We call him the gatekeeper because he’s one of the most skilled hackers on the planet. If you’re picturing a tall, skinny nerd with glasses who loves plaid, your assumptions would be correct. He also takes OCD to the next level. He basically runs Endeavor from an ivory tower. No one goes into where he lives, and he barely ever comes out.


  “Hello?” Simon picks up on the second ring.


  “It’s me.” I pace the hallway.


  “Hold.” He’s cleansing the line.


  “What’s up?” I hear him typing away at super speed.


  “Have you slept?”


  “Of course, not. Why are you calling? Do you need something? I know it’s not to check on my sleeping habits.”


  “I need a background check. A guy named Nino De Blasio. Everything you can find on him. Just uncovered a subscription pros ring in Hell’s Kitchen.”


  “A what?” I hear him stop typing.


  “A subscription prostitution ring. Johns pay a monthly fee to sleep with as many girls as they want.”


  “Like Netflix?”


  “Sure. Whatever you want to compare it to,” I say, annoyed.


  “Strike a chord with you, huh?”


  “You can say that.”


  “All right, give me a few. Is there anything I should bring Adams in on?”


  He’s referring to Commander Adams, who is basically Simon’s tactical counterpart. If boots on the ground are needed, he’s the man to coordinate it.


  “Not yet, but I’ll let you know. I do need two security details.”


  “Names?”


  “Alec Stevens and Monica Stevens. I don’t want eyes taken off them.”


  “Stevens?” Simon muses inquisitively. “Like Kayne Steven’s in-laws?”


  “One and the same.”


  “Is there something I should know about?” He presses.


  “Nothing I can’t handle. Let me know when you get the info.”


  “Roger.”


  I hang up. One landmine averted.


  Phone call number two. This one should be easy.


  I press the random number in my recent calls. It rings three times before he picks up.


  “Well, if it isn’t Houdini. Where did you disappear to the other night? Been trying to get in touch.” Slade’s gravelly voice comes through the speaker.


  “Yeah, sorry man. Hit a brick wall.”


  “All good?”


  “Getting there. I need a favor.”


  “What’s up?”


  “Can you swing by my hotel room? I need my laptop. It’s kind of urgent.”


  “Sure. Where are you?”


  “Tara’s. I’ll explain everything when you get here. Text you the address.”


  “It’ll be done.”


  “Thanks. There will be a key waiting for you at the front desk.”


  “Be there first thing in the morning.”


  “Sounds good. Bring coffee.”


  “Done.”


  Click.


  Two down. I text Slade, then email the hotel.


  I pop my head in the apartment to check on Tara. She’s passed out cold, and the music has finished playing.


  I gather all my courage and dial the number I dread. But I have to get him ‘in the know.’ It’s midnight in New York, which means it’s six P.M. in Hawaii. Which also means Kayne is probably doing one of three things—eating, fucking or working out. I really hate to interrupt any of those activities, but I have no choice. It has to be done. The phone rings, and I grab my balls just for good measure. They’re probably going to shrivel the second I hear his voice.


  “Hello?” Luckily, he doesn’t sound irritated, but I know I’m about to rile the sleeping dragon.


  “Yo, it’s me.”


  “Juice? Where the fuck have you been, man?”


  “Are you alone?” I start pacing again.


  “No. I’m spending ‘quality time’ with my wife.” I know exactly what he means by ‘quality time’. Fuck. “And you’re interrupting it.”


  “There’s an issue.” I cut to the chase, relaying cryptically.


  “Okay, hold on.” He becomes serious.


  “Alright, what’s up?” I hear a door close. “Where the fuck have you been, anyway?”


  I take a deep breath, my heart punching against my ribcage.


  “In New York. With Tara.”


  There’s silence for a few long nerve-racking beats then . . .”You snuck off to New York so you can fuck my sister-in-law?” He erupts on the other end.


  “No. It’s not like that—”


  “Juice, I’m going to fucking kill you. I told you to stay away from her—”


  “Kayne—”


  “You better thank your lucky stars you are five thousand miles away . . .” He keeps going on and on, which I fully expected. And I am thanking my lucky stars I’m five thousand miles away because I know if I were standing in front of him, he’d have his hands wrapped around my neck.


  “Kayne!” I shout, finally able to interject. “It isn’t what you think. I wasn’t just fucking her! I love her!”


  Radio silence.


  “Kayne?”


  He expels a long sigh. “There is just something undeniable about those Stevens women, huh?”


  “Yes, there is,” I agree. “And mine got herself into some trouble.”


  “What kind of trouble?”


  I’m almost hesitant to tell him. “Prostitution.”


  “WHAT?”


  “I’m handling it, but I wanted you to know what was going on.”


  “I’m coming.”


  “No, man. I can handle this. I already got Simon involved and have placed security detail on Alec and Monica.”


  “What the fuck do they need security detail for?”


  “Pimp’s been threatening her family. You and Ellie, too. Taking precautions.”


  Kayne growls like a vicious animal through the phone.


  “Juice, you better fix this, fast . . .”


  “I am.”


  “Kayne?” I hear Ellie’s voice echo in the background.


  “I gotta go,” he says menacingly, as if he’s threatening me right through the phone.


  Click.


  I exhale the breath I have been holding for the last five minutes and smash my fist against my forehead. What a fucking mess.


  I go back inside and take in the sight of a peacefully sleeping Tara. It instantly calms me. I crawl onto the bed next to her and pull her into my arms, careful not to hurt her. I stare at the ceiling most of the night strategizing, talking myself out of a mask and fully loaded sniper rifle ten times over.
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  I WAKE UP EARLY, IN CJ’s arms. I feel safe, exactly where I’m meant to be.


  My ribs still hurt, but not nearly as much as last night. I thank God for small favors. I roll over to face him, digging my nose into his neck. He smells good, like aftershave or cologne of some sort. Clean. I just lie there inhaling him, getting high off his scent.


  “You better quit that,” he murmurs sleepily. “I promised Philly I’d stay away from you last night. All bets are off this morning.” He slides his hand down around to my ass and pokes his erection into my thigh.


  Is that why he wouldn’t touch me? Because of Philly?


  “I told you I needed you last night. Nothing’s changed.” I suck on his neck lightly, the stubble from his five o’clock shadow tickling my skin.


  CJ pops his eyes open, the dark brown turning to cognac in the bright morning sun.


  “I don’t want to end up hurting you more.” He places his hand over my rib.


  I shake my head. “The only way you can possibly hurt me more is if you reject me.”


  “I could never reject you.”


  That’s all I need to hear. I lift my head and shove my tongue right between his lips, kissing him like the desperate woman I am. Like the needy, wanton, emotionally-impoverished beggar I’ve become.


  He kisses me back with equal vigor, grabbing my hips and moaning into my mouth, reducing us to two starving vagabonds finally indulging in a seven-course meal.


  “Up,” he spontaneously announces, dragging me out of bed.


  “Where are we going?” I lock my arms around his neck, trying to climb up his body.


  “Into the shower,” he mumbles between famished kisses, pulling me off the ground.


  “Why?” I wrap my legs around his waist and fuse my mouth to his, our tongues playing a wild game of cat and mouse.


  “To abolish our sins.” He walks us into the bathroom and drops me gently onto the floor. With quick, provisioned movements, he turns the shower on and then strips me of all my clothes. His are gone a moment later. After we’re both naked, he inspects me with his hands, running his fingertips over the bruised skin on my side and the black and blue mark on my face.


  “I’m going to kill him, Tara.” He kisses my cheek. “Over and over again.”


  “I didn’t know you could die more than once.” I close my eyes, relishing his touch.


  “That’s the misconception about death. You can die multiple times, in multiple ways, and I plan to make him suffer.” He hums darkly, touching me so tenderly I feel the affection in the deepest, most inner part of my soul. A place no one has ever reached before.


  I nearly tackle him, overcome with need and an abundance of emotion.


  “Please, I need you,” I beg him. “Just you, only you.” I’m talking crazy, drunk with desire and distress.


  Before I know it, a stream of hot water is soaking my hair and a barrage of even hotter kisses are searing my skin. I’m alight with need, my body pleading, and my clit pulsing just from CJ’s sheer proximity.


  Everything happens so fast and moves so quickly as I’m swept right off my feet and pinned to the wall.


  “You’re on the pill, right?”


  I nod zealously. “And I’m clean. I swear. I would never . . .”


  CJ silences me with an eager kiss as he sinks into my already enflamed folds. I expel a hysterical moan, lightheaded from the feel of him. He takes his time, pumping in and out of my pussy slowly, savoring every second. But I want more, so much more. I need more.


  I grind my hips, tightening around his cock. There is an orgasm buried so deep inside me, it’s literally trying to claw its way out.


  “Make me come! Oh God, please, make me come!” I implore, becoming more desperate by the second.


  “Not yet. Not until I hear you say it.”


  “Say what?”


  “That you love me.” He looks me in the eyes, water dotting his face as it bounces off his shoulder.


  “You know I do.” I clutch his head in my hands. “I said it and I meant it and I will never take it back. I can’t ever take it back.” I kiss him riotously. “I love you, I love you, I love you, I love you,” I chant sincerely.


  “Mmm . . .” He moans into my mouth, seemingly appeased as he palms one of my ass cheeks and drills into me. I actually scream from the delicious force as I sink my nails into his back. CJ begins to pound away, finally giving me exactly what I’m begging for. Hard, deep, penetrating thrusts and abusive clitoral stimulation. I whine and whimper as CJ grunts and groans, slamming into me over and over, punching me right in the g-spot.


  “Fuck!” The wind is knocked out of me as I shatter, the emotionally-charged climax ripping me to shreds. I cry through my orgasm as a rush of relief carries away the weight on my chest.


  “Tara, don’t cry.” CJ holds me close as he finds his own release, his muscles tightening and his voice straining. But I can’t stop the tears no matter how hard I try. I’ve kept my lies hidden so long, now that they’ve surfaced, I have no control of the poignant effect.


  CJ holds me securely as I cry out every single cathartic tear, drowning out the sound of shower spray and his choppy breathing.


  “Do you feel cleansed?” he asks eventually as he plants soft, loving kisses down my neck.


  “More than cleansed.” I sigh emotionally, my lip still trembling. “Absolved.”
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  AFTER OUR FIRST THOROUGH CLEANSING, we got dirty all over again. It was exactly the remedy I needed. By the time we stumbled out of the shower, it felt like I was beaten up all over again, but in the best possible way.


  I walk out of the bathroom and nearly lose my towel. “Jesus!” I jump. “How did you get in here?”


  Slade is sipping coffee casually on my couch. He turns his mysterious gaze up to me. “I picked the lock. Didn’t think you two were ever going to come out of there.”


  “You picked the lock?” I bat my eyes.


  “Yeah, not much to it. This is New York. You should consider investing in a deadbolt. Wouldn’t want to get your pretty little head into trouble, would you, sunshine?”


  “No,” I answer simply. It’s a little too late for that anyway.


  “You weren’t kidding when you said first thing in the morning.” CJ exits the bathroom also wearing only a towel. They bump fists. “And you brought coffee.”


  “You said it was urgent. I don’t fuck around with urgent.” Slade stands up and hands CJ a cup of coffee. He then turns his attention to me, taking my chin with two fingers and inspecting my shiner. “Fucked you up pretty good, huh?”


  I look down at the floor, embarrassed. “Least it’s not permanent.” He lifts his head so I can see his scar under the brim of his hat and regards me darkly. It makes my scalp prickle.


  “Right.” I shake him off uneasily and go to grab some clothes.


  “That cocksucker isn’t going to be walking around much longer after what he did,” CJ says, pulling his pants on under the towel. He then discards it and pulls on his shirt.


  “You got a plan?” Slade asks.


  “Aside from a sniper rifle? Not yet, but I do have a mobile command center. So it’s a start.” He sits down on the couch and pulls out a laptop from a leather bag on the floor. “Babe, hurry up and get dressed. We need to talk,” CJ says, distracted as he boots up the computer. I hurry into the bathroom and get dressed; I brush the knots out of my hair but leave it to air dry.


  I sit down next to CJ as he types away, Slade standing cross- armed opposite from us.


  “Huh,” CJ grunts as he reads something on the screen.


  “What?” I ask.


  “Your cocksucking friend has quite the rap sheet. Assault and battery, robbery, possession.”


  “Nino has always been in and out of trouble.” I wring my hands together.


  “And he loves to bring other people down with him, huh?” Slade comments.


  I stay silent.


  “Do you know this girl?” Slade pulls up a picture on his phone of a young Asian girl with long black hair and a pretty smile.


  “I don’t.”


  “Never seen her at the club?” he interrogates me.


  “No, never. Why?”


  “She’s missing.”


  “And you think Nino has something to do with it?” I pull my knees up to my chest.


  “The number to the club showed up frequently on her cell phone bill but came across as Joe’s Pizza. All the calls were incoming.”


  I shake my head. “I don’t know anything about that. Nino doesn’t like the girls to mingle. The only way I knew who was working for him is the wristbands. He was very specific with his instructions. You show up, work, and then leave. He wanted you to blend in and look like just another patron in the crowd.”


  “Sophisticated business,” Slade mocks.


  “I tried not to get too involved.”


  “At least you had enough smarts for that. So what’s the next move?” Slade directs his question to CJ.


  “Not sure yet.” He’s still focusing on his laptop. “I’m going to need to gather more info on Nino and the pros ring. I’m thinking maybe a raid or send in the local authorities. Come up with a cover story so the trail doesn’t fall back on Tara.”


  “Sounds good. Let me know what I can do to help.” He puts his hand up to CJ for another fist bump. “I have to jet. Work to do.”


  “Later then.”


  “Sunshine,” Slade addresses me and then walks out the door.


  I sit there for a second taking it all in. What a crazy twist my life has taken. Missing girls, raids, prostitution.


  “How long have you been doing this?” I look at CJ wide-eyed.


  “Been an operative you mean?” CJ tears his attention away from the laptop.


  “Is that your official title, operative?”


  “I’m a jack-of-all-trades. Handler, hacker, analyst, operative,” he says proudly. “But to answer your question, nine years. I always wanted to be in the military, and I followed my dream. ROTC in high school, attended West Point for college, and then enlisted right after I graduated. I was on the fast track until my helicopter crashed, ending my career right on the spot.” CJ clasps his hands together and looks down at the floor.


  “That’s what Slade meant when he said you lost the love of your life?”


  CJ nods solemnly. “It was a really dark time. I was lost, felt useless, and had no direction. I had no idea what to do with myself. That’s when Endeavor recruited me. They gave me a second chance. With my special forces background and knowledge of cyber security, I was a prime candidate for the organization.”


  CJ takes my hands in his. “I wasn’t lying when I told you my job was demanding. It is part of the reason I’ve kept my distance. Being with someone who does what I do is challenging. It’s why I haven’t seen my family in three years or pursued a serious relationship.”


  I frown immediately. I don’t like the turn this conversation is taking.


  “Don’t worry.” CJ touches the crease in the middle of my brows. “You’re the first woman who’s ever made me want more. Made me want to try and have it all. I have no idea how we’re going to make that happen.” He laughs light-heartedly. “But if Kayne and Ellie and Jett and London can make it work, so can we. You know, if you’re willing, now that you know the truth.”


  “I’m willing.” I can barely contain myself. “I’m willing to try anything you need me to do.” I slide across the small couch and into his arms.


  “Good because I really don’t think I can live without this.” He kisses me firmly, slipping his tongue between my lips as he traps me flush to his chest.


  “I don’t think I can live without it either.” I sigh contentedly against him.


  “You’ll never have to until you send me away.”


  “Can I tell you a secret?” I ask him flirtatiously.


  CJ nods. “You know I love secrets.”


  “I will never, ever send you away. I know what life feels like to be without you, and it’s definitely not for me,” I murmur against his lips.


  “I’m very happy to hear that.”


  “I’m very happy to tell you that.”


  “It’s settled then.”


  “What is?”


  “You officially belong to me.”


  “I have always belonged to you. Always, and only you.”


  “Ditto.” He runs one finger through my hair and kisses me forcefully again. The embrace is so hot, it could melt the frost right off the windows.


  “I have something for you.” He reaches into his laptop bag, pulls out a package, and hands it to me. “I ordered this before everything went down.”


  I shake the long, brown shipping box, before I rip it open like the child I am. Like nesting dolls, I pull a long, black velvet box out from a white cardboard one, popping it open with a start. Inside is the most beautiful necklace I have ever seen. It’s thick with what looks like a thousand tiny diamonds strung together like filigree. I instantly fall in love.


  “I told you it would be fit for a queen.” CJ pulls it from the box and holds it up. I realize it’s the collar I had agreed to wear.


  “I had a vision when I bought this.” He fastens it around my neck, fitting perfectly.


  “Do tell.” I hum seductively as he urges me to straddle him.


  “Mmm.” He plants his hands all over my body. “I should be working, but I’ll indulge you.”


  “I think you want me to indulge you.” I undulate against him, feeling his erection grow.


  “It was you,” he pulls my shirt over my head, “wearing nothing but that collar, riding me dry.”


  “I think I can make that vision happen.” I flick my tongue between his parted lips, turning up the heat.


  CJ moans wantonly. “You are going to be so very good . . . and so very bad for me.” He attacks my mouth while nearly ripping my jeans in two.


  Sometimes I just love being bad.
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  I SIT ON THE COUCH watching Tara sleep. It was one hell of a morning. Once that collar was around her neck, the fuck-a-thon was on. First she rode me on the couch, then I fucked her on the floor, before finally ending up doggy style on the bed. The woman has a hypnotic effect. Like a Siren luring a sailor.


  It’s amazing I can even freakin’ see straight right now.


  Her phone vibrates on her makeshift plastic nightstand. I ignore it, wanting to let her sleep. It stops and then starts up again. I become a little suspicious, but still, I leave it alone. The third time has me striding across the room to answer it. The name Nino is flashing across the screen. My blood instantly boils. I know I shouldn’t pick it up, but my rage gets the better of me.


  “Hello?”


  “Who the fuck is this?” he snarls on the other end.


  “You know exactly who it is,” I respond frigidly.


  There’s a momentary pause before he answers. “Tara’s free pussy,” he says with disdain.


  I tighten my jaw. “She’s finished with you.”


  “Says who? You?” He laughs at me. “You want to finish it? You know where to find me if you have the balls.”


  I glance down at Tara and exhale a furious breath.


  “Oh, I have the fucking balls . . .”
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  I’VE BEEN PACING THE APARTMENT for nearly two hours. When I woke up, CJ was gone. No note, no nothing. At first, I thought maybe he ran out to get something to eat, but as the time ticked by, a bad feeling grew in my gut. Now, I’m worried out of my mind.


  A hard knock on the door makes me jump. I fly across the room to open it. Please be CJ . . . Please be CJ . . .


  Standing on the other side are the last two faces I ever expected to see.


  “You going to invite us in or what, little sis?” Kayne glares down at me with his arms crossed and Jett just behind him.


  “What are you doing here?” I ask, feeling ambushed.


  “CJ called us,” Kayne informs me.


  “CJ called you?” I turn white.


  “Why else would we be here?” They both walk into my apartment, taking over the place.


  “What did he tell you?” I swallow the golf ball-sized lump in my throat.


  “Everything,” Kayne says stoically.


  My lip quivers. “Did you tell Ellie?” I automatically picture my sister’s disappointed face. She never liked Nino, and if she finds out what I got myself wrapped up in, I can only imagine the verbal lashing I’d get.


  “No.”


  I sigh with relief.


  “Not yet, at least.” Kayne gets in my face. “I don’t keep secrets from my wife, Tara. They’re the fruit of the poisonous tree.” He glances quickly at Jett. “We’re here to fix this, and when it’s all over, either you will tell her what you got mixed up in, or I will. One way or another, she’ll know.”


  I stand there staring defiantly at Kayne. I have never been good with ultimatums.


  “I take it she doesn’t know you’re here then?” I challenge him.


  “She knows what she needs to for now.” His weird eyes flash with malice. It’s clear he doesn’t like the fact I’m talking back to him, but I’m on edge as it is. I don’t need my overbearing brother-in-law’s bullshit, too.


  “Okay,” Jett interjects, “a standoff is not what we need right now.” He separates Kayne and me like he’s parting the Red Sea. “Where is Juice?”


  “I don’t know,” I tell him as calmly as possible. “When I woke up, he was gone.”


  “How long ago was that?” Kayne demands.


  “About two hours ago.”


  Kayne and Jett exchange a silent look.


  “What?”


  “I hope that stupid moron didn’t take matters into his own hands,” Kayne fumes.


  “We don’t know what he’s doing.” Jett tries to keep everyone level headed. But this time I have to side with Kayne. Something is wrong. Very, very wrong. I can feel it.


  My phone rings, causing all three of us to look in its direction. I grab it off the nightstand, seeing Nino’s name flash on the screen. I curse under my breath, then answer it.


  “Hello.”


  “How’s my girl?”


  “I am not your fucking girl!” I shout as Jett and Kayne crowd around me. Just their mere presence makes my apartment go from feeling like a shoebox to a ring box.


  “That’s no way to talk to me, especially when I have something you want.”


  I grip the phone as I hear intelligible moaning on the other end.


  “Nino, don’t hurt him!”


  “It’s a little too late for that, Tara.”


  “I’ll give you anything you want, just let him go!”


  “I’m glad to hear that you want to cooperate.”


  “Put it on speaker,” Jett urges.


  I do as he says and continue talking.


  “What do you want?” I ask him anxiously.


  “What belongs to me, of course.”


  “And that is?”


  “Tara, don’t be so stupid. You know it’s you that I want.”


  I look back and forth between Kayne and Jett. They’re both shaking their heads.


  I stand there quivering, holding the phone. I have no other choice.


  “Fine. You can have me. Just assure me you’ll let CJ go.”


  “Tara!” Kayne snarls at me.


  “So your free pussy has some friends, huh?”


  Kayne swipes the phone from my hand and brings it to his mouth. “You’re goddamn right he has some friends,” he says so menacingly, he becomes a completely different person in my eyes. “And they will crack your fucking skull wide open with a crowbar if anything happens to him.”


  “You better hurry up for my sake then.” Nino doesn’t sound the least bit threatened.


  “What the fuck does that mean?” Kayne asks.


  “Just do as I say.”


  There’s suddenly banging on my front door. Both Jett and Kayne pulls guns from out of nowhere.


  “Tara!”


  Bang! Bang! Bang!


  “Tara! Let me in!”


  “It’s Philly.” I go for the door, but Kayne yanks me back, opening it himself. He holds the gun right up to a startled Philly’s face.


  “Whoa!” He puts his hands up in surrender.


  “It’s fine.” I pull on Kayne’s arms. “It’s fine!”


  Kayne drops the gun with trepidation but lets Philly inside.


  “Go with him, Tara. You know where to find your free pussy,”


  Nino says lastly.


  Then, click.


  I nearly hyperventilate as the line goes dead.


  “What did he mean? Where’s CJ?” Jett asks forcefully.


  I look at Philly, and he nods.


  “At a club called Clip.”


  “Where is it?”


  “Hell’s Kitchen,” Philly answers. “There’s a room on the second floor. Behind his office. You’ll find him there.”


  Kayne slams Philly against the wall and raises the gun to his head. “If we go there and you’re lying, I have a bullet with your name on it.”


  “I’m not lying.” Philly squeezes his eyes shut. He’s so anti-violence it isn’t funny. I hate seeing him caught in the middle of all this.


  My heart is pounding so hard it feels like a swarm of bees is circling in my chest.


  Kayne drops the gun, and Philly nearly drops dead.


  “Let’s go, Tara,” he says, shaken up.


  “Go? You think we’re letting her go anywhere with you?” Kayne sneers. “We’ll go get Juice, and then we’ll handle the idiot on the phone.”


  “We have to go! If I don’t have Tara outside in five minutes, he’s going to burn my entire apartment building to the ground. Families live there!”


  “You actually believe he’d do that?” Jett asks calmly as if he’s talking to a suicidal mental patient.


  Philly turns his head and looks directly at Jett. “My brother has always been unstable, and he’s getting worse by the day. I wouldn’t put anything past him anymore.”


  Jett gazes at Kayne with stern aqua eyes. “Let her go.”


  “Are you fucking nuts!?!” Kayne takes a step toward Jett.


  “Where are you taking her?” Jett goes on, not fazed by Kayne at all.


  “I don’t know! We’re just supposed to be outside, now!”


  “Wonderful.” Kayne grabs a fistful of hair.


  All this fucking chitchat is making me nuts.


  “I’ll go! Please, let’s just stop talking! CJ is out there, and God knows what Nino has done to him!”


  Three pairs of eyes focus on me as if they’re just remembering I’m in the room. I slip on a pair of sneakers without socks and grab my coat.


  “Tara,” Kayne protests.


  “I’m with Philly. I’ll be fine,” I try to reassure him.


  I hope.


  Before we hurry out the door, Kayne catches Philly’s arm. “Forget the bullet.” He flat out threatens him once again. “If anything happens to her, I’ll filet you open right in front of your mother.”


  Both Philly’s and my eyes widen frightfully. I have no idea who my sister married, but he’s scary as shit.


  Outside, there’s a black Town Car waiting for us. Philly ushers me inside and then slams the door closed. I don’t recognize the man driving.


  “Cell phones.” He reaches his hand behind him. Both Philly and I reluctantly hand him our phones. He then opens the front window and tosses them out before he drives away.


  Shit.


  “I told you!” Philly hisses at me. “I told you not to get involved with him!” he seethes under his breath. “You never listen! Now look! Fuck, Tara, we are in shit up to our eyeballs!”


  I retreat into myself, wishing my ski jacket would swallow me whole.


  “I know, I’m sorry,” I whisper regretfully. But as scared as I am for Philly and myself, I’m more terrified for CJ. Philly is right. Nino is completely unstable, and there’s no telling what he’s capable of. I shove my hand into my pocket and rub CJ’s watch obsessively. I found it on the bed when I woke up this afternoon and swiped it before we left. I make a promise right here and now that I will give it back to him. It’s my oath to persevere, to survive whatever’s coming. I just pray to god he’s not a corpse when I do.
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  I WALK INTO THE QUIET club. With the lights on, it looks like a shithole. Drab floors, dingy walls, and dusty bar tops. I swept the place with infrared before I entered, surprised to find only one person in the entire building. Going on instinct, I decided to enter. I’ve taken on more than one opponent before. I can do it again. Besides, I know guys like Nino—pride fuels them. He’s going to want to beat the shit out of me himself.


  I walk into the center of the dance floor. “I’m here cocksucker, with my balls,” I shout.


  “I see.” He materializes on the second-floor landing. The exact spot I positioned myself the last time I was here.


  “I feel a little like I’m in high school.” He descends the stairs, taking one slow, measured step at a time. “Fighting over a girl in the parking lot.”


  “This is way bigger than some adolescent pissing contest.”


  “If you say so.” He reaches the first floor, and I finally get a good look at him. Thick black hair with wicked eyes to match. Complete psychopath wrapped up in a pretty package. “But I will tell you this, parking lot, knife fight, or gun fight, I always win.”


  I grin almost insanely. “What about fist fight?”


  “That too.” He rolls up his sleeves as he walks toward me. I don’t move a muscle, inviting him closer.


  “This is your last chance to walk away.” I offer him an out before things turn violent.


  “I never walk away.”


  “Bit of an inflated ego, huh? Always win, never walks away.”


  “Mmm hmm.” He nods, his eyes as black as a shark’s, completely void of humanity.


  That’s when he strikes. Like I didn’t see it coming. Nino tries to coldcock me, but I dodge his fist and dance on my feet. He comes at me hard, swinging away, but I’m too fast for his juvenile street skills. I know his moves before he does. I guard my face looking for the perfect opportunity to jab, keeping my composure as he grows frustrated, missing the hit every single time.


  “Punk.” He drops his hands, clearly aggravated, giving me the opening I need. I sucker punch him right in the nose then hit him with a kidney shot. He slumps forward but keeps coming at me. Adrenaline spiked stupidity fueling his fire.


  “What’s the matter? I thought you never lose.” I punch him in the face again and then again. The whole left side of his cheek is swelling up.


  He drops to his knees, panting as I wail on him, blood from his mouth dripping onto the floor. My knuckles are torn up from the repeated blows, but I ignore the stinging cuts, determined to finish him. Still on his knees, swaying from probably multiple concussions, he actually has the audacity to smile at me. His teeth are stained red with blood and both eyes are turning black and blue.


  “I told you I always win.” His eyes dart over my shoulder and just as I turn my head, I see the blur of the baseball bat.


  Then there’s only black.
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  CLOSE TO TWO HOURS LATER, we pull up to a dark house somewhere on Long Island. The doors have child proof locks, so we have to wait for the driver to get out and open one from the outside.


  “Let’s go.”


  Philly and I slide out one at a time at gunpoint.


  “Walk,” he directs, motioning the gun at the house. The three of us walk silently to the front door. Once we are under complete cover of darkness, the driver pulls out his phone and hits a button. “We’re here.”


  Moments later, the front door creaks open, and we’re forced inside. Nino’s minion pokes me in the back with the barrel as we walk through the dark shadows of the house. It isn’t until we make it all the way to the back that we begin to hear voices. I’m pushed into a large room that’s washed in harsh yellow light with the shades drawn. There are several men standing around, mingling. Nino grabs me just as I cross the threshold, his face badly beaten.


  “Your free pussy is tough, I’ll give him that,” he says with amusement.


  “Where is he?” I demand.


  “Exactly where I left him.”


  “Nino!”


  “Shut up!” He drags me into the center of the room.


  “Attention, gentlemen,” he announces. “As promised, we have one last lot for auction.” He strips off my coat and pushes me so hard I fall forward onto my hands and knees in the middle of the room. “She’s a little banged up, but still in perfect working condition.”


  “Nino!” Philly vocally attacks his brother. “Are you fucking crazy? That’s Tara!”


  “I know who the fuck it is.” Nino pulls a gun on Philly and my heart stops. “Now, shut the fuck up or you’re next. Don’t make me hurt family.”


  “You have lost your goddamn mind,” Philly condemns him.


  “I was born on a path paved to Hell,” Nino returns with no remorse.


  Philly glances at me on the floor. His daunting look tells me all I need to know. The only way out of this is death.


  Nino lowers his gun then turns his attention back to me. Surrounded by a half dozen seedy men, he grabs my hair and pulls my face up, as if showing off merchandise.


  “The bidding starts at fifteen thousand.”


  “Fifteen.” Someone shouts immediately.


  “Nino!” I struggle, but he yanks on my hair, causing me to cry out in pain.


  “That’s right, Tara, show them your fear. You’ll fetch a better price,” he hisses in my ear.


  “Asshole.” I shake scared out of my mind, my scalp on fire.


  “Do I hear twenty thousand? I can tell you from experience, she’s worth every penny.”


  My heart is ready to explode as a bidding war breaks out. Twenty, thirty, forty thousand dollars.


  This can’t be happening.


  “One hundred thousand dollars!” An anonymous voice bellows, silencing everyone. I nearly die on the spot.


  A man appears from an obscure corner of the room, the group parting as he walks up to Nino and me. He’s wearing all black—boots, pants, and shirt—but it’s the baseball cap that gives him away.


  “One hundred thousand dollars,” he publicizes with authority. With finality. “But I want to sample the merchandise first.” He glares down at me as I stare up. My stomach roils.


  “Be my guest.” Nino lets go of my hair and steps back. His tone way too favorable.
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  I FEEL LIKE I’M FLOATING.


  My stomach is sour, but the pain has virtually disappeared.


  I found Nino and nearly finished him, but he got the upper hand. Actually, his sneaky scumbag friend did when he caught me behind the head with that fucking baseball bat. When I came to, I was tied to a table with my arms draped over the sides. I actually found satisfaction in his swollen bloody face before he slit both of my wrists.


  I don’t know how long I have been lying here, but I surmise a while. My vision is nearly gone, my mouth is bone dry, and my veins are brittle. The one silver lining as I drip slowly to my death are the hallucinations, the visions of Tara smiling and laughing, wearing a diamond choker, calling my name. Beckoning me into the light.


  A rush of regret suddenly washes over me. I failed her.


  I almost wish I didn’t stop Kayne from coming. I can almost hear his voice as if it’s right next to me.


  “Juice, you stupid fucking idiot!”


  My eyes roll into the back of my head, but I still hear him berating me. No one can rip you a new asshole like him. I laugh deranged.


  “Jesus Christ, what the fuck is he laughing at?”


  “He’s lost a shitload of blood. Might be hallucinating or in shock,” I hear Jett reply as I drift buoyantly in and out of consciousness.


  Then, suddenly, I’m moving.


  “Juice?” A feel a slap on my cheek. “Juice?”


  They sit me up, and just as my eyes come into focus, a wave of nausea hits me. I look between Kayne and Jett as if I’m drunk, and then puke all over the floor.


  “Jesus!”


  “Ohhh!” They both express their own disgust as they step back as far as they can without letting go of me.


  “Ugh.” I wipe my mouth, disgusted myself. I don’t think I’ve thrown up since my twenty-first birthday.


  “You okay, man?” Jett holds me steady.


  “I think so.” I survey the blood on the floor. It’s a lot.


  “We need to get you some medical attention. Kayne’s undershirt is only going to last so long.” They bandaged both of my wrists with a ripped up t-shirt.


  “No.” I grab Jett’s forearm.


  “Juice!” Kayne barks.


  “We have to get Tara.”


  “We know. It’s next on our ‘shit’s fucked up’ list.”


  “No, we have to go now. She’s in trouble.” My head swims. “Big trouble.”


  “What kind of big trouble?” The affliction is blatant in Kayne’s voice.


  “I’m not exactly sure. I just overheard Nino talking about a market on Long Island.”


  “Market? Like black market?”


  “I don’t know. But I heard him tell his buddy with the bat the address.” I try to stand up, and my legs give out.


  “Whoa.” Kayne and Jett both grab me. “Okay, the only place you’re going is the ER.”


  “Fuck that.” I nearly bite Kayne’s head off. “I’m going to get Tara.”


  “Juice!”


  “I’m going!” I fight to get on my feet, swaying as I do.


  “You’re pale as a ghost and can barely stand.” Kayne continues to argue with me.


  “Would that stop you from going after Ellie?” I shout.


  Kayne accosts me with what I think is the deadliest look on the planet and then grabs me by the shirt. “Let’s go.”
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  SLADE CROUCHES DOWN IN FRONT of me. I have no words. He then leans in and whispers, “Do everything I say if you want to stay alive.”


  His statement should bring me some small bit of comfort, but it doesn’t as I kneel there like a statue.


  “You’re going to suck my cock like the good little whore you are,” he informs me.


  “In front of everyone?” I squeak.


  He nods, then smiles sadistically. “It shouldn’t be that difficult considering your background. Just think of it as another day at the office.” He stands up, and I want to shrivel away to nothing.


  “Let’s go, sunshine. We don’t have all night.”


  I glare up at him, the angry tears already clouding my vision.


  His gaze turns cold. “You don’t want to cost Nino any money, do you? That would be very bad for business.” He thrusts his pelvis in my face. “And what’s bad for business is bad for you. And your friend.” He glances at Philly and it makes me want to scream. “Take my cock out. Get me hard.”


  I scan the room repulsed by all the perverts nearly salivating as I unbuckle Slade’s belt with clumsy fingers. I don’t know how I’m going to do this.


  “Hurry up, sweetheart,” someone urges and all the men laugh.


  With a wave of shame, I begin to stroke Slade, it taking him all


  of three seconds to become erect.


  “Do it,” he orders me impatiently. Fisting my hair, I barely have time to open my mouth before he chokes me with his cock. I hear Philly’s string of sickened profanities as I go down on him in front of an entire room of strangers. My tears burning hotter as he fucks my face without a care in the world; no regard or concern.


  There’s no warning when he comes. Just a flood of semen drowning me when he explodes. I gag, barely keeping the contents in my stomach. He pushes me down once he’s done with me as if I’m dirt.


  “I’ll take her.” Slade zips his fly, thoroughly satisfied.


  “Sold to the scary man with the scar!” Nino announces just to humiliate me further. I don’t really need him for that, though. I’ve humiliated myself all on my own. I curl into a ball, wishing I could just disappear. Shrink so small, the cracks in the floor would swallow me up.


  “C’mon, sunshine.” Slade bends over and grabs me by the arm.


  “Where are we going?” I demand in a whisper.


  “To play.” He drags me out of the room, away from a worried Philly and the rest of horny pervs.


  We walk back through the deceptively large dark house until we come to a bedroom. Slade tosses me inside, and before he even has the door locked, I attack him.


  “Why did you make me do that!” I bang on his chest as my resentful tears fall, the fury so blinding I end up slapping him right across the face.


  “Because I could!” He hits me back so hard I slam into the wall and am nearly knocked out.
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  KAYNE IS DRIVING THE STREETS of Manhattan like a madman, while I fight all at once to stay conscious and not get sick on the fucking carnival ride.


  Jett is on the phone coordinating with Simon and Commander Adams. All I can remember Nino saying is market and money.


  Market and money. Market and money.


  It makes the ominous feeling in my gut grow every time I think about it. I look up at Kayne while he drives and get déjà vu. It wasn’t so long ago we were in a very similar position on a mission to get Ellie back. I understood the severity then but lacked the empathy. I didn’t truly understand how he felt until now. How helpless and scared and petrified he was at just the mere thought of losing her. I’m feeling all those things right now. Every single emotion. I keep playing out different scenarios in my head—if I find Tara hurt, or worse, dead. I can picture all the things my fury will unleash as I finish what I started.


  Finish Nino, so he can never take advantage or hurt another human being again. I stare down at my wrists. The makeshift bandage is working for now, but the white material is already soaked through with blood. I don’t care, though; I would drain every single vein in my body if it meant getting Tara back alive.


  “There’s a chopper waiting for us on the roof of the executive building.” Jett puts his phone down and updates us.


  “Perfect.” Kayne swerves, jumping several lanes, cutting off a cab, a delivery truck, and some chick in a sports car. Jesus. I grab the ‘oh shit’ handle of the sedan for dear life.


  “You don’t have to kill us on the way there,” I snap, irritated. “That would sort of defeat the purpose!”


  “Pipe down, backseat driver!”


  Jett rolls his eyes at us and continues. “Adams has reached out to local PD on Long Island. This is going down quick and dirty. They already have a team assembling to raid. Turns out ‘market’ is code word for auction.”


  “They’re going to auction her off?” I nearly fly into the front seat as Kayne slams on the brakes.


  “Let’s hope we get there before that happens. The Feds have been investigating Nino for quite some time. He’s good. Lays low. Knows how to fly under the radar. They haven’t had enough evidence to arrest him but have had him under surveillance for months. If this goes right, a lot of people are going away.”


  “Just away? I was hoping for dead.”


  “There’s always that option, too.” Kayne leers in the rearview mirror. Motherfucker is always thirsty for blood, and right now, I’m thankful for that.


  We pull into an underground garage, and Kayne comes to a screeching halt in front of the elevators. Endeavor owns property all over the world that doubles as office space or apartment buildings. Each is equipped with whatever an agent or operative might need at any given moment. Like a helicopter and heavy artillery.


  We take the elevator to the roof, me swaying on my feet the whole time. Kayne and Jett eye me worridly but are smart enough to keep their mouths shut.


  Waiting for us on the rooftop helipad is a souped up Eurocopter EC 155. That probably means little to most people, but to me, it’s a thing of beauty. Top speed of 200 mph and a range of up to 530 miles. The only thing more fun to fly is an Apache attack helicopter.


  “I want to fly.” I stare at the machine starry-eyed.


  “I’m glad you still have a sense of humor at a time like this.” Kayne hits me on the back. “Strap in and hold on,” he says in all seriousness.


  I don’t have the energy to argue with him, even though we both know I’m the better pilot.


  I sink into the leather seat as Kayne communicates with air traffic control, and the blades start to spin. The sound has a calming effect. It always has.


  “All right, ladies and gentleman,” Kayne’s voice sounds deeper through the headset. “Estimated flight time thirty-five minutes.”


  “You’re definitely the lady, Jett.” I lay my head back on the seat, close my eyes, and chuckle.


  “Blood loss has made him a comedian,” Jett snarks as we lift off.


  “I’ve always been a comedian.”


  “Keep telling yourself that.” Kayne laughs melodramatically. We banter most of the way there, the two of them knowing I need the distraction. Knowing I need to keep my mind off what may be happening to Tara so I don’t go completely and totally insane.
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  I BARELY REGISTER SLADE RIPPING off my clothes. Barely register him stringing each of my limbs to the posts of the four-poster bed. My head is still swimming from the hit I took, but when I regain my awareness, I stir with a fright. “What the fuck!” I try to move, but I’m tied too tight, my toes barely touching the ground. I’m stretched spread eagle, the ropes rapidly cutting off the circulation to my fingers.


  Slade switches on a bedside lamp and inspects his handiwork in the dim light. It only illuminates one-quarter of the room, but it’s enough to see his face and the darkness in his eyes.


  “All tied up with no place to go,” he taunts me as he walks around the side of the bed and settles behind me. He growls low and guttural in his throat. “So pretty. So . . . flawless,” he muses, running one finger down my spine. “Your skin, I mean. The rest of you is still a sleazy whore.” He slaps me hard on my ass.


  “Ah!” I cry out from the sting. “Why are you doing this?” The ropes creak as I try to move.


  “Why?” He leans in from behind me. “Because I can. Because I need to. Because pain and suffering are the only things that truly get me off.”


  I screw my eyes shut and shake from his use of the words pain and suffering.


  “You’re supposed to be CJ’s friend! You saved his life! You don’t have to do this!”


  “Yes, I do.” He slides all my hair over one shoulder. “I was a different person back then. Trying to hide who I really was. Trying to pretend the monster inside me wasn’t real. But I was only fooling myself. Grow up around monsters, and it’s only inevitable you become one.”


  “I don’t believe that.”


  “I tried not to believe it either, but here we are. Saving CJ’s life was the last decent thing I did.”


  “So you’re going to ruin that by hurting me?”


  “I’m not just going to hurt you, sunshine. I’m going to destroy you. I’m going to make you scream, fuck you until you’re raw, and then slit your pretty throat.”


  The terrified tears come on faster than a fire hose.


  “I’m doing CJ a favor, if you really think about it.” He pops a switchblade open next to my face. “Imagine my surprise when I saw him all smitten over one of Nino’s girls.”


  I turn my head slightly. “You knew who I was the whole time?”


  “Uh-huh. I know all Nino’s girls.” He runs the flat part of the blade down my cheek.


  “Are you the reason he showed up at Clip that night?” I shiver fearfully.


  “Yup,” he confirms with no remorse.


  “Why? Just to hurt him?”


  “So he knew the truth. So he could see you for what you really are. A filthy fucking whore who’ll open her legs for anyone.”


  “What about that missing girl?”


  “What about her?”


  “Does she even exist?”


  “Sure, she did.”


  “Did?”


  “You think you’re the first nasty slut I’ve strung up?” I feel a deep stab into my shoulder blade, and I scream as he drags the blade across my back.


  “Oh god, please stop!” I cry from the torturous pain.


  “I’m just getting started, sunshine. You just made me hard as fucking hell.” He cuts me again, and I cry out. It hurts so bad, like pins and needles set on fire. He cuts me once more, pushing the blade in deeper, and I lose control, sobbing hysterically, helplessly suspended in midair. There’s no place to go or run or hide. I’m at the mercy of a lunatic, and he’s taking full advantage.


  “Please, stop,” I gasp, my face soaked with salty tears, and my back soaked with seeping blood.


  “Not if you’re going to beg like that.” His voice is so evil, so aroused, so demented that hope literally dies in my gut.


  I lose track of everything as he cuts. Cuts and cuts and cuts and cuts—until I’m a blubbering mess on the brink of unconsciousness. That’s when Slade grabs me by the throat and presses his rock hard cock into my ass, showing me exactly what my suffering does to him.


  “No!” I scream unintelligibly. My throat raw and my voice horse.


  “Fuck, yes.” His tone is so disgustingly dark; I can actually see the end of my life coming at me like headlights through a tunnel. He holds the knife up to my throat, and I feel the blade pinch my skin. “You wet for me, sunshine?” He runs his hand down my torso until he reaches the apex of my thighs. I try to keep from trembling as he roughly sinks his finger inside me.


  “Dry as a bone. How disappointing. We’ll have to fix that.”


  He pumps his hand forcefully, and it feels like sandpaper rubbing against my inner walls.


  I whine feebly in enormous pain with the knife still pressed against my jugular.


  “Come on, sunshine.” He smashes his fingers against my clit and then yanks on my piercing so hard he nearly rips it out. A shrill scream escapes my mouth as I shake helplessly in my bonds.


  “That’s right you little slut, scream. No one can help you now.”


  He drops the knife from my throat right before I hear the distinct sound of his belt buckle.


  I literally go slack from stress, my limbs turning to Jell-O.


  “Ready to find out what a real cock feels like?”


  I want to bellow no, but I’m convinced that will only feed the fire. Only make him want to hurt me more. So I bite my lip, concentrating on the new pain between my legs and stay quiet.


  “Tara!” He grabs my hair and yanks my head back, the binds cutting into my wrists from the force. “Tell me you want to feel a real cock!” Slade’s caught on to my little charade, but I just stay silent, retreating into my own fear.


  “Fine, you won’t scream? Then I’ll make you. I’m gonna ram my dick right up your ass. Let’s see how quiet you are then.” He grabs both of my ass cheeks and spreads them apart. I break then, giving him exactly what he wants. “I want to feel a real cock! I want to feel real cock!” I screech frantically, a complete wreck.


  “Too fucking late,” he rages, and I brace myself for more unbearable pain.


  There’s suddenly a loud crash from behind us. Time seems to stand still as I hear Philly’s voice.


  “Get the fuck away from her!”


  I can’t see what’s happening, but I can feel Slade actually chuckle. “Get lost, kid. You probably don’t even know how to use that thi—”


  BANG!


  I startle from the sudden gunshot, trying my hardest to turn my head to see what happened.


  “Philly? Philly!”


  “I’m fine. Right here.” His voice is distant and his breathing is wheezy. “Jesus, Tara. Jesus Christ!” He scrambles to untie my ankles. “We need to get the fuck out of here.” He frees one leg, and my arms bear more weight.


  “There’s a knife somewhere on the floor,” I tell him desperately.


  “Way ahead of you.” He frantically saws on the rope tied to my other ankle. Philly then quickly climbs onto the bed in front of me.


  “Hurry!” My arms can’t take much more.” I see him thinking in the soft light, trying to figure out the best way to cut me down.


  “Sorry, there’s no better way to do this.” He hacks through one of the ropes by my wrist, and I drop like the dead weight I am. Philly tries to break my fall by rapidly hooking an arm under one of mine, but as soon as he touches me, I yelp, my entire body lighting up with pain.


  “Okay. It’s okay.” He cuts my other arm loose, and I collapse to the ground, crying frailly.


  “Come on, come on.” He rushes me. “We need to get the fuck out of here now.” He wraps the cover from the bed around my naked body. As soon as the material touches my open wounds, I see stars.


  I’m slow moving but determined to get the hell out of this house alive. I’m barely standing when the sound of a helicopter hovers overhead. It sounds so close, like it’s going to land right on the roof.


  “This is the police!” A robotic voice broadcasts deafeningly. “We have the premises surrounded! Come out with your hands up!”


  Philly and I both freeze, and then there’s an explosion. We hit the deck, huddling together as what sounds like World War III breaks out. There’s shooting, yelling, and crashing, and spotlights flashing through the windows.


  We can barely hear anything over the helicopter blades. Then our room is raided by several men all at once. Philly raises his gun, but at the last second, I catch the features of one of the faces in the bright spotlight.


  “No!” I grab Philly’s hand, and the gun goes off, chaos ensuing all at once. CJ falls to the ground clutching his chest, Kayne tackles Philly, pinning him facedown, while more armed men flood the room. I don’t know who to go to first. I don’t want Kayne to hurt Philly, but I don’t want to ignore a wounded CJ lying on the floor. I no longer know which way is up as I retreat into my head, just rocking in a ball, muttering to myself. “Make it stop. Make it all stop.”


  “Tara?” Someone grabs my face. “Tara. Look at me. Medic!” The person screams as if he has split personalities. “We need a goddamn medic! Tara?” His voice becomes calm. “It’s over. Look at me.”


  I draw my eyes up to Jett’s. “Can you stay with me? I need you to stay with me. CJ is bleeding.”


  “CJ?” I repeat like I’m driving out of a dense fog.


  “It’s just a flesh wound.” I hear CJ’s voice and nearly cry.


  “That might be true, but you lost like twenty pints of blood today. It could be fatal.”


  “Fatal?” I break away from Jett and crawl over to CJ a broken mess.


  “Jett, that’s more blood than what’s in the human body.” He rambles.


  “You know what I mean, smartass.” Jett peers over at us.


  “Hey, shortcake.” CJ smiles up at me loopy. “You shot me.”


  “I’m sorry.” I lose it, laughing and crying all at once.


  “I forgive you.” His vacant gaze makes him look like he’s on another planet.


  I don’t even get a chance to touch him before paramedics are applying pressure to his wound and giving him oxygen.


  I slide back helplessly as he’s placed on a stretcher and hurried out of the room.


  “Come on, let’s get you looked at, too.” Jett touches my back, and I cry out in agony.


  Jett backs off but looks down at me, gravely concerned.


  “Can you stand up?” he asks delicately.


  I nod, wiping my runny nose on the blanket.


  “Let’s go into the bathroom,” he suggests.


  “What about CJ?”


  “He should be fine. It’s you I’m worried about at the moment.” He glances back at a dead Slade lying on the floor. Philly shot him right in the temple. I guess he does have a little Nino in him after all. Speaking of . . .”Where’s Philly?” I ask distraught.


  “He’s being detained, but he’s fine,” Jett tells me as I stand slowly and shuffle my way into the adjoining room.


  Jett flicks the switch, and I squint like I haven’t seen daylight in years. Then I notice his facial expression in the mirror. He looks about as white as CJ was lying on the carpet. The comforter is a light gray color, so I know exactly what he sees. Blood. Lots of it seeping through the fabric.


  “I need to look.” He tries to peel the blanket off gingerly. I flinch right before I close my eyes and tremble from pain, shame, and shock.


  “Oh shiiiit,” he expels softly.


  Tears run freely down my cheeks as all different kinds of men come and go, in and out of the room. I catch sight of Slade’s body through the crack in the door being covered by a sheet and I shudder.


  “Tara. I’m going to ask you a question, and I need you to be honest with me.” He turns me to face him, his big turquoise eyes filled with concern and compassion. Ellie told me Jett was one of the most genuine people she had ever met. That he helped her through one of the toughest times in her life. I didn’t understand it then, but I do now. As I stand here completely naked, with only my arms covering my breasts, I feel completely safe.


  “Did he hurt you any other way?” he asks, searching my eyes.


  “You mean did he assault me?” I sniff.


  Jett nods.


  “No. It didn’t get that far.” I swallow the bile threatening to come up. “Philly stopped him right before.”


  “Well, at least Philly has done one thing right.”


  “What’s going to happen to him?” I ask, blatantly worried.


  “Probably nothing. He was as much a victim as you were.”


  I breathe relieved. “I couldn’t live with myself if something bad happened to him.


  “Nothing bad is going to happen to him. I give you my word. Okay?”


  “Okay.” I blubber.


  “Stay here, sweet girl. I’m going to grab a paramedic so we can get you out of here.”


  I don’t know where it comes from, but I suddenly bubble over with raw emotion.


  “I’m not a sweet girl!” I unleash a river of tears, feeling the weight of the world on my shoulders. “I’m disgusting, dirty, filthy. A whore.” I sob into my hands, overcome with guilt and unbearable regret. “It’s all my fault.”


  “Hey,” Jett says smoothly, taking my face and urging me against him. “It’s not your fault. Nothing is your fault.”


  “I’m a terrible person.” I contradict him.


  “No, you’re not. Trust me. You made a terrible decision, but that does not make you a terrible person. CJ wouldn’t love a terrible person.”


  “I don’t deserve him.” I rest my head on Jett’s shoulder, soaking his shirt with tears.


  “Let him decide that.” He pets my head tenderly, and I swear it puts me under a spell. I sigh, exhausted, as Jett holds me close.


  “How can he ever love me now?”


  “How can he not?” Jett coos. “Everything is going to be okay, sweet girl.”


  “How do you know?” I challenge him, desolately.


  He actually chuckles.


  “Because I know everything.”
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  I FEEL THE PAIN IN my shoulder before I even open my eyes.


  “How was your nap?” Kayne peers down at me with that wicked gaze of his.


  “Not long enough.” I flutter my eyes drowsily.


  “That’s probably just the morphine talking. Fun stuff, huh?”


  “Sure.” I sink into the pillow right before I realize what’s missing. “Where’s Tara?” I nearly shoot out of bed.


  “She’s fine.” Kayne pushes me down.


  “I need to see her.” I try to get up again, but the big guy denies me.


  “There’s a reason I’m standing here.” He crosses his arms authoritatively.


  “So I don’t go anywhere?” I grumble.


  “Precisely.”


  “She’s really okay?” I want a guarantee.


  Kayne’s stone expression slips. “You can go see her in a few. There’s something we need to show you first.”


  “That’s all I get?”


  He nods steadfastly.


  “You needed two blood transfusions,” he announces randomly after a moment of silence as if trying to make casual conversation.


  “That’s wonderful. How many did Tara need?”


  Kayne shakes his head impassively. He’s not going to give me a dime. If it were him, and I was withholding information about Ellie, he would have a scalpel to my throat by now.


  “She didn’t need any, thankfully.” Jett strolls into my hospital room holding an iPad.


  “Shut the door. Lock it.” He makes a head gesture at Kayne.


  I perk up. That shit is never good.


  “What’s up?” I glare at Jett, beyond worried.


  “CJ, we wanted to show you this first. Alone. Just the three of us.”


  “CJ?” They never, ever call me CJ. I start to sweat, the morphine’s effects completely dissipating.


  Jett and Kayne flank my bed, and then Jett sets the tablet down on my lap.


  “You know him right?” He points at Slade walking into the Long Island house.


  “Yes,” I confirm, confused.


  “Keep watching.”


  And I do. I watch Slade as he converses with Nino as if they’re old friends, watch as he pours drink after drink while the house fills with dirty, disgusting men. I watch as he slips into the corner of the room as girl after girl is auctioned off right in front of him. I become physically sick. Then I watch as Tara is pushed into the room. I watch as Nino puts her up like property, and Slade steps forward to claim her on the spot. I force myself to watch as he humiliates her in front of half a dozen people, and then I try to throw the iPad across the room.


  “I’ve seen enough.” I’m boiling with rage. “Where the fuck is he?”


  “Dead,” Kayne informs me.


  “During the raid?” My stare is as sharp as a razor blade.


  Jett shakes his head and flips over the white device.


  “I don’t want to see.”


  “You’ll want to see this.” He punches a few things on the screen and the images change. My eyes widen to the size of satellites as I see Tara strung up like a fucking fish in front of Slade. I shake excessively as I witness him torture her, and listen to her scream as he cuts all over her skin, blood running like a river down her back. Then I watch as Philly breaks down the bedroom door and takes Slade out, lickety-split. I get a second’s worth of satisfaction in the way he kills him execution style, but it’s squashed immediately as a tidal wave of conflicted emotion pulls me out to sea. Where I drift at a loss. Alone and confused. Slade saved my life. He wasn’t only a friend, he was a brother. And I realize now, I didn’t know him at all.


  Tears actually escape down my cheeks. Fucking tears. I haven’t cried since I was twelve, but today is a solemn day.


  “We only showed you so you could believe it for yourself.” Jett puts his hand on my shoulder.


  I nod silently. I understand, I really do.


  “I want to see her.”


  I need to see her.


  “Don’t you think you should take a few minutes?” Kayne asks. “Process all this?”


  I gaze up at him dangerously. “No.”
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  THE REASON I NEED TO see Tara is because my world is in mass chaos right now, and she is the only thing that makes sense.


  She is the only thing that can pull me back from completely losing my mind.


  Betrayal. It’s a tough pill to swallow. Today, tomorrow, forever. I find myself questioning everything. I’m trained to see through lies, and I missed one of the biggest lies of all. Our friendship blinded me; that’s what Jett would say. It’s normal, human. The rational part of me knows he’s right. The irrational part—not so much. The irrational part wants to bring Slade back to life and kill him all over again.


  I watch Tara sleep peacefully. I don’t have the heart to wake her. After everything she’s been through, she deserves the rest. I do, however, spy the bandages covering her entire back. She’s sleeping on her side, her hospital gown open just enough for me to see.


  I sit down on the edge of the mattress. I can’t even begin to imagine the hell she’s been through.


  I take a piece of her hair between my fingers and run my thumb over the bloodstained end. My heart breaks and hammers all at the same time.


  This is my fault. I should have never left her side.


  As if she senses my presence, her eyes pop open to find me.


  “Hi,” she says softly.


  “Hey.” I try to smile, but the sentiment is empty. I’m too upset to even fake it.


  “Are you okay?” she asks meekly.


  Am I okay? She was the one sexually assaulted, tortured, and mutilated, and she’s asking if I’m okay.


  I choke back the emotion. “It takes more than losing a few pints of blood to get rid of me.” I slide my hand across the sheet and link our fingers together. Tears instantly well in Tara’s eyes as she takes in the bandages wrapped around both of my wrists.


  “I’m so sorry.” She apologizes distraughtly. “I’m so sorry. It’s all my fault.” She starts to sob, and I nearly lose my mind.


  “Tara, there’s nothing to be sorry about and nothing is your fault.” I scoot closer to her and rest my forehead against hers.


  “People keep telling me that, but I don’t believe it.” She sniffles. I take her face in my hand as gently as possible and drop kisses near the corner of her eye, tasting the salty tears that are staining her skin.


  “Majority opinion rules.”


  She gazes back at me like she wishes that were true. “Besides, if anyone should be apologizing, it’s me.”


  “For what?” She creases her eyebrows causing that cute little wrinkle to pop out right between them.


  “For Slade. Tara, I had no idea. He was one of my closest friends, and I had no idea the man he was.”


  “He wanted it that way,” she divulges.


  I search her weathered face; I have so many questions and she has all the answers. “What . . . What did he say to you?” I regret asking it immediately, but I need to know. I need to know what was going through his mind during his final moments of life.


  “He was so angry.” Her voice strains.


  “What did he say to you exactly?”


  Tears roll freely down her cheeks. “I asked him why, and he told me because he needed to. Because pain and suffering are the only things that got him off. He said he was a different person when he saved you. That he was trying to hide who he really was and that when you grow up around monsters, it was inevitable you become one.’”


  My eyes widen. I didn’t expect . . . any of that. Things so deep. So disturbing. I knew about Slade’s shitty upbringing. At least as much as he would reveal. He never went very far into detail, just a lot of offhanded comments about how his father was a drug dealing, womanizing scumbag who would beat up on him and his mom. That’s where the scar on his eye came from. When he was twelve, he stood up to his father, and in return, his father sliced him up with a scalding hot fireplace poker. The scar on his eye isn’t the only one from that night. Half of his back is disfigured with slashes. I remember the first time I saw them. We were bunkmates, and he pulled off his shirt to shower. I’d never seen anything like it. Twenty raised, angry white lines stared back at me. I didn’t ask at first, and Slade didn’t offer an explanation. He just grabbed his towel guardedly and left the room. It wasn’t until close to a year later did he finally tell me what happened. Did he finally warm up to me at all. Like I said, he was always a loner, and now, I finally know why. I’m positive it’s why he attacked Tara the way he did. Pent-up hostility and trauma from his past.


  “I wish I was there. I will always regret not being there. Not protecting you.”


  “You did protect me.”


  “How?” I ask confused.


  She reaches under her pillow and pulls out my pocket watch. “I had it with me the whole time. You were with me the whole time.” She places it in my palm and then moves her hand down to my bandaged wrist. “I will always regret that any of this happened.”


  What a predicament. Both feeling the same way for different reasons.


  “Can I tell you a secret?” I ask, clutching my watch.


  She nods faintly.


  “You were with me the whole time, too.” I recall seeing her face and hearing her laugh and smelling her skin as I drifted in and out of consciousness. She’s the only thing that forced me to hang on. Love is truly a strange and powerful thing. One I barely believed in until Tara took over my life. “You have been a part of me since the moment I met you.”


  Tara smiles sadly. “What do we do now?”


  “We move forward. Together. If I have learned anything in my thirty-three years, it’s that the past helps shape who you are, but it never defines you. You should always follow your dreams, and life’s definitely too short not to have sex or eat chocolate cake.”


  I actually get a tiny little giggle out of her. I promised I would make her laugh as much as I make her come. And I plan to keep that promise, as long as she’ll let me.


  I’m optimistic there’s hope for us yet. . . .
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  I WAIT IN THE TINY interrogation room with my leg bouncing compulsively.


  I know I shouldn’t be here but I need closure and answers.


  Nino is escorted into the room by a uniformed guard, still sporting that cocky grin. You’d think after everything, he’d wise up, but I guess that old saying is true, leopards never change their spots.


  He sits down across from me and rests his chained hands on the table.


  “To what do I owe the pleasure?” he asks, his face still black and blue.


  I smile to myself.


  “I thought you always won?” I shouldn’t taunt him, but I do. I know better than to poke the snake with a stick, but I just can’t help myself. His smiles fades.


  “What the fuck do you want?”


  “I want to know how you knew Slade.” I get straight to the point.


  “Slade?” he asks confused.


  “Think I was here for another reason?”


  He eyes me cautiously. It then dawns on me why he’s questioning me. Tara.


  “How did you know him?” I ask again. We’ll address Tara in a moment.


  “I used to run drugs for his father. In the nightclubs. I’ve known Slade since I was fourteen. Never expected him to be mixed up with a pretty boy like you.”


  “We served together.”


  “Lotta good enlisting did him.” He grunts.


  “What do you mean by that?”


  “He was running. But it didn’t matter how far or how fast. He always knew who he was. So did I. That’s why it didn’t shock me when he came looking for me a few years back. He had an itch that needed to be scratched. Big time.”


  “And you obliged.” I curl my lip, disgusted.


  “It was my business.” He shrugs. “Drugs, money, women. You saw,” he says haughtily.


  “I did.” I saw way too much. I will never be able to erase the image of Slade torturing Tara for as long as I live. I’m confident her screams will be the star of my darkest nightmares.


  “How many women did he torture and kill?”


  Nino laughs manically. “You think I know? And even if I did, I wouldn’t be stupid enough to incriminate myself. All I can tell you is the man craved pain the way a junkie craves blow.”


  It kills me to hear that, because I knew someone completely different. Someone who had so much good in him. I saw it. It confounds me that he could be two completely different people at the same time.


  Sociopath is a term that springs unwanted into my mind.


  “Why Tara?” I question.


  Nino’s egotistical smirk returns. “Because he wanted her.”


  “And you agreed knowing what he was capable of?”


  “I agreed because he was willing to pay a hundred grand for her. Bitch always had a golden pussy.”


  I slam my fists against the table startling him. “Don’t fucking talk about her like that!”


  Nino laughs condescendingly. “She’s got you whipped, too. Huh? Been in your shoes, brother. I wised up though.”


  “Don’t fucking compare yourself to me. We don’t even breathe the same air.”


  “Maybe not, but we fuck the same pussy. You’re no better than me whether you want to believe it or not.”


  “I don’t believe it because it’s not true.” I stand up. We’re done here.


  “Whatever you say, but I can tell you this, we’re both men and we both live for the same reasons, money, power and pussy. You sit on your high horse all you want. At the end of the day we eat, piss and fuck the same way.”


  “I hope that notion keeps you warm in cell block six.”


  “It won’t, but I won’t be there forever.” His tone is hostile. I stop dead in my tracks and turn on my heel.


  “I will say this only once. Don’t get any bright ideas about retaliation. Or I’ll bury you. Literally, while you’re still breathing. I live outside the law and I can guarantee no one will come looking for a scumbag like you.”


  Nino remains silent, but his sharp eyes say it all. He wants to rip me apart, but will think twice before he does.


  I bang on the door. “Guard!”


  “Make sure you change the bandages on your wrists, wouldn’t want to get a life threatening infection.” He mocks.


  “I will be sure to take your advice.” I snarl at him as I walk out the door.


  Goodbye and good riddance.


  I head back to the hospital hoping Tara is still asleep. It’s still fairly early in the morning, and they have her doped up on some pretty serious pain meds. I don’t want her to know where I went. I don’t want her to have to think about Nino or Slade ever again.


  I received the answers I came for, now it’s time move on.
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  I STAND NAKED IN FRONT of the mirror as the bathroom fills with steam. CJ and I were discharged from the hospital only three days ago, yet it feels like a lifetime since we were there. I often question if it was all a dream, question if something so horrific was actually capable of happening. But every time I move, I’m reminded it was real. My heart starts to pound in the dead center of my chest as I twist in front of the mirror and peel a little corner of the bandage away. I see just a small bit of the raw, pink flesh, and I become lightheaded. I lean on the countertop and breathe through the panic. It’s over. It’s over. It’s over. Slade is dead, and Nino is in jail. But I will always be scarred. I will always be reminded of my reckless decisions and the consequences of my actions.


  I feel disgusting. Like a mutilated monster who should be hiding in a dark, damp, secluded cave. Not living in a penthouse suite with all the amenities, including the handsome prince. Disney sure as hell would never animate this fucked-up fairy tale.


  “Tara?” CJ calls before he enters the bathroom. I turn the faucet on and splash my face as fast I can, attempting to pretend like I’m holding it together. He turns off the running water in the tub and then comes to stand behind me.


  “Are you trying to turn the bathroom into a sauna?” he asks with big, brown inquisitive eyes.


  “No, I was just . . .” I don’t come up with a good lie fast enough.


  Because I have to keep my bandages dry, I am reduced to taking sponge baths for the next few weeks. That was my intention when I first came in here, but I was sidetracked. I should have never taken my clothes off in front of the mirror. I’ve avoided looking at myself for the last three days, but I guess my curiosity got the better of me.


  “You were just what?” he probes.


  “I was just . . .” Tears brim in my eyes. “Just looking.” I breathe out. “I’m deformed.”


  CJ’s face drops. “You’re not deformed. Tara, you’re beautiful.”


  “How can you say that? I’ll never be able to wear a bathing suit or a tank top or even a wedding dress without everyone seeing it. Without everyone wondering what happened to me. I don’t want anyone to know. I don’t even want you to look at me.”


  “Tara.” CJ spins me around to face him. I cover my breasts with my arms and slouch.


  “No one has to know. We can have it fixed. There are procedures or you can cover it up with a tattoo.”


  “Over my entire back?”


  “Why not? It can be a work of art. Something you identify with, maybe sheet music of the same song that’s on your leg?”


  I ponder this. I never even considered covering up the scars.


  “It doesn’t turn you off?” I ask self-consciously, lifting my head only slightly to look him. “Seeing what he did.”


  CJ smiles warmly, cupping my cheeks in his hands. “No. You are beautiful, scars and all. And I didn’t fall in love with you because of the way you look. I fell in love with you because you are the fiercest woman I have ever met. Your confidence turns me on more than your body. I’ve told you. I’m yours until you send me away.”


  “I will never send you away,” I cry, a complete fucking mess, pressing my face into his palm. “You’re the only one I want.”


  “Then you never have to worry. I want you just as much now as I ever have. We’re what’s important. I’m going to help you get through this. We’re going to get through it, okay?”


  I nod firmly, trying to pull myself together. It astounds me how just CJ’s words can calm my hyper spirit and quiet my raging thoughts.


  “Stay here. I have something for you.” He kisses me softly on the lips before he leaves the bathroom.


  When he returns, he motions with his finger for me to turn around. With curiosity, I do. Once I see our reflection, I watch as CJ lifts his hands over my head and drops a necklace in front of my face. My necklace. He clasps the luxe gold chain around my neck as I fiddle with the small diamond music note.


  “There.” He kisses my collar. “Back in its rightful place. Right next to your heart.”


  I smile, feeling fortunate for the first time in a long time.


  I realize as I stare at the tattered couple in the mirror that we have a very long road ahead of us. But at least I know we’ll be walking it together. Side by side, hand in hand.


  CJ’s right—in the end, we’re together and we’re the only thing that really matters.
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  Six months later


  I BEND TARA OVER OUR brand new vanity, in our brand new master bathroom, in our brand new brownstone. Like, literally, signed the papers for this morning.


  As soon as they handed us the keys, we headed straight over to christen the place.


  We barely got through the door with our clothes on before we dropped in the middle of the living room floor. We’ve fucked all over the house—kitchen, stairs, bedroom—finally making it to the bathroom. Our intention was to wash off, but we somehow deviated.


  I push Tara’s long platinum hair off to the side and rub my hands up and down her back. This day has been a long time coming. We’re finally in a good place, a healing place. I press my fingertips into the music notes tattooed on her skin. Her entire back is covered with a bright pink piece of sheet music. The same song that is tattooed on her leg. “Stars” by Grace Potter. She listened to that song compulsively for months as she recovered. In the middle of the sheet music is a huge graphic treble clef. The design is pretty sick and took close to a month to finish, but when it was completed, I could see the difference in Tara immediately. She hated her scars, and it showed. She was self-conscious and angry; many times internalizing what she truly felt until it bubbled over and surfaced in a panic attack. Today, she’s nearly the same woman I fell in love with. Fiery, vivacious, and outgoing. A sexual powerhouse.


  “Look at me.” I reach around and clasp her throat. Tara opens her lust-filled eyes. “I want you to watch yourself come.” I rub my cock between her soaked folds. They’re steaming hot and swollen from overuse.


  She pants in the mirror, her breath fogging the glass.


  “Whose opinion only matters?” I ask as I tease her, poking just the head of my erection against her pussy.


  “Yours,” she moans.


  “And what do I say?”


  “I’m beautiful,” she answers without hesitation. It took me a long time to convince her of that. That she was, is, and will always be beautiful, on the inside and out.


  “Look at yourself and say it,” I order her. She shifts her eyes, her cheeks turning pink as she does as she’s told.


  “I’m beautiful,” she says as I thrust into her, her voice rising two octaves.


  “Say it again.”


  With her eyes trained on herself, she says it again. “I’m beautiful!” I slam into her once more. “Oh!” She throws her head back and claws at the countertop. She’s so wet and needy, and I’m so hard and on edge.


  “Don’t close your eyes.” I cup one breast and her pussy at the same time, lightly running my middle finger over her clit and rolling her nipple between two fingers. Both pieces of flesh harden under my touch, becoming two centralized erogenous pleasure points. Tara twitches as I watch her in the mirror. Her pink cheeks now a bright red. I pump slowly in and out of her, making sure her entire body lights up in blissful agony. I want to hear her moan. I want her to beg. I want to know just how fucking much she needs me, and she doesn’t disappoint. My sexually intrepid shortcake never does.


  I wind her up so tightly, stimulating every part of her I can; she becomes a different person. A wild, horny, hard-up disarray completely dependent on me.


  “Don’t close your eyes,” I groan, teetering on a needle-sharp point as I watch her eyelids flutter, fighting to stay open. “Look at me.” I punch into her pussy while still torturing both her clit and nipple. “Look. At. Me.”


  We’re both heaving and quivering, like two starving untamed beasts.


  “Oh fuck, you’re going to make me come,” she whines, pushing back onto my cock, her muscles spasming.


  “Who’s the only man you come for?” I demand, clenching my jaw so tight I nearly crack a molar.


  Tara pins me with her eyes, the blue cutting me with a knife-like arousal.


  “Only you!” She shudders.


  “Who’s the only man who eats your pussy?”


  “You!” She squirms in my grasp.


  “Whose cock do you wrap your lips around?”


  “Yours!”


  “Spread your legs for?”


  “You!” She’s nearly crying, subdued in my arms.


  “Who do you belong to?”


  “You! Only you!” She screams as she finally flies off the handle, saturating my already slick cock.


  That’s exactly what I want to hear. It’s what I want to hear every time we fuck because even though I may not be her first anything, I’m going to make sure I’m her last everything. Her last kiss, her last love, the last man she ever comes for.


  Tara’s shrieking voice fills the room, and it’s like a symphony to my soul. For such a long time, she would barely let me touch her, but I vowed that my love would roar louder than her demons, and it did. Because here we are.


  Love won out.


  I let go, beating into her brutally from behind, squeezing her body as my muscles strain almost painfully.


  I tingle from head to toe right before I blow like a stick of dynamite, coming as deep inside of her as I possibly can. The entire world disappears, save for my violent release and Tara’s sweet, tight pussy.


  I shiver through the aftermath, my body drained of every ounce of energy as I lay like a demolished pile of cinder against her back.


  “I don’t think I’m going to be able to walk for a week.” Tara speaks with her cheek pressed against the marble.


  I can’t help but smile. “I love making you sore.”


  “You do a great job.” I hear her wince.


  “I can’t help it. Your pussy is better than drugs.”


  “How romantic.” She laughs.


  “What can I say? I’m the sweet talking romantic type.”


  “Ha!” Tara laughs so hard both our bodies shake.


  “Did I say something funny?”


  “Yes. You’re keeping your promise.”


  “Which promise is that?”


  “To make me laugh as much as you make me come.”


  “It’s a tough job, but someone has to do it.” I look down at her and grin.


  “Can I tell you a secret?”


  “Of course, you can.”


  “I love you,” she says sweetly.


  My grin twists into an idiotic smile. “That’s not a secret.”


  “I guess not, but I wanted to tell you anyway.”


  “You can tell me anytime, anywhere, any way,” I let her know happily.


  “I’ll remember that.”


  “That's all I can ask.” I nuzzle my nose in her hair and inhale.


  “CJ?”


  “Mmm?”


  “I have cum dripping down my thigh.”


  I push off Tara. “Is that your subtle way of telling me to get the hell off you?”


  “Yes.” She laughs hysterically and the joyous sound vibrates straight through my chest, lighting me up like the Fourth of July.


  “I'll get the bags out of the car.” I kiss her quickly and pull her up. We’re a bit of a hot mess; our hair is tangled and out of control, and our faces flushed.


  “Sounds like a plan.” Tara heads over to the shower and turns the faucet on. “I'll be waiting.” She steps under the spray, waving her hand to send me along.


  I cock an eyebrow at her. Dismissing me? She’s lucky she’s cute.


  I grab my clothes off the living room floor and pull them on before I head outside. Parked on the curb is my brand new baby, a cherry red BMW M6. Five hundred and sixty horsepower under one ultra-sleek hood. Since I’m now a permanent New York City resident, I needed a reliable mode of transportation. At least that's how I sell myself. A successful entrepreneur has to look the part. Wink.


  I grab our bags out of the trunk, running my finger along the shiny bumper before I jet back inside. We came prepared with soap and towels, knowing full well what our intentions were. I hop in the shower with Tara and help her wash her back. How chivalrous of me. We both know it’s a race against the clock now as we’re scheduled to catch a plane. To Hawaii, to see Ellie and Kayne, with her parents. Do you see how many problems there are for me in that sentence? Although we are fully out and fully a couple, there are still some people who aren’t happy about it. Mainly, Alec, Tara’s father. I’m pretty sure he hates me and is plotting my death. I’m not looking forward to thirteen hours in an enclosed space with him twenty thousand feet in the air. I will be steering clear of all exits during the trip.


  Tara and I dress quickly and then head out. We’ll be living out of the same suitcases for the next week and a half before we have to get back to the city for Tara’s first rehearsals. The last six months have been a series of ups and downs for her, but through it all, it has brought her a lot of clarity. Around the time she decided to get her tattoo, she also informed me a friend from NYU was putting together his first, very small, off off-Broadway play and asked her to audition. She said no at first, but after a little convincing, she decided to go for it. I’m a firm believer of following your dreams, and I wasn’t going to let Tara slide on this one. Especially after everything she went through. She landed the part that day and has been preparing ever since. She’s very dedicated and very serious about doing the character justice. Her work ethic is just one more attribute to add to the pile of things that impress me. I don’t know how I got so lucky, but I’m sure as hell not going to look a gift horse in the mouth.


  About an hour later, we pull up on the tarmac where the jet is waiting. Alec and Monica are already comfortably seated when we board. Tara gets a huge hug from both of them, and I get the stink eye from Alec. Luckily, Monica likes me, so I receive a warm reception from her.


  The four of us settle in for the long ride; Alec and Monica strapped in across from Tara and me. I feel Alec’s glare as Tara snuggles up next to me and falls asleep. It will be six am when we land and seven by the time we get to Ellie and Kayne’s. I’m hoping a well-rested Alec will tolerate me better in the morning.


  Alec is as blue collared as they come, he’s a hard-working, hands dirty, don’t fuck with me kind of guy. You can’t help but have respect for him.


  It doesn't sit well with me that he doesn't approve of our relationship. I see how well he gets along with Kayne and can only be optimistic that with time, he’ll come around. But his disapproval isn't going to stop me from being with his daughter. I know I’m the best thing for her. No one will love her, take care of her, or support better than me. So I’m not going to rest until I prove myself.


  Both Tara and Monica keep assuring me that he’ll warm up, but it’s been close to six months and the ice hasn’t thawed yet.


  I glance over at Alec just before the cabin lights dim for the night. Tara is already fast asleep and so is Monica. He’s staring at me, and only me, his green eyes sharp under the fluorescents.


  This trip is going to be so fun.
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  IT FEELS STRANGE BEING BACK.


  I gave up my apartment a month ago, moving all my stuff into storage until we closed on the brownstone. It will be shipped to New York in two weeks, and then Tara and I will start working on the place to make it feel like home. She already has all kinds of decorating ideas and a honey-do list for me a mile long. This new dynamic in my life is very strange, yet I’m adjusting to it surprisingly well. I guess I never realized, with the right person, how easy being domestic could be.


  “Miss it?” Tara asks as we walk off the plane and into the warm tropical climate.


  I inhale the fresh island scent and take her hand. “Not as much as I thought I was going to,” I reply honestly.


  “Do I have anything to do with that?” She bumps my hip flirtatiously.


  “I’m going to say just a little.”


  “Just a little?” Tara pouts.


  “Okay, maybe a lot.” I smile, stealing a quick kiss.


  I glance behind me even quicker to make sure Alec isn’t trying to stab me for the public display of affection.


  Waiting for us on the tarmac is a bouncing Ellie and a laid-back Kayne.


  Ellie nearly knocks Tara over once her feet hit the pavement. Watching their reunion sort of reminds me of Cara and Camille. I clasp Kayne’s hand as the family says their jubilant hellos.


  “How are things?” Kayne asks loud enough for only me to hear as we load the bags while everyone else climbs into the truck.


  “Good.” I glance over at him. “Really, good.”


  “That’s what I like to hear,” he says boastfully as he shuts the trunk.


  I throw him an insulted look. “Like I would let it be any other way.”


  “Look, man, nothing personal, but this is my wife’s sister, and she loves her dearly. I just don’t want a reason to cut your nuts off, ya know.”


  I stare at Kayne dumbfounded. “Jesus Christ, man. I was your handler for six years. I kept you alive, and I helped you save Ellie. When are you going to cut me some slack?”


  “I cut you plenty of slack.” He hits me on the arm. “I didn't kill you in New York after I found out you snuck off to sleep with her.”


  I swear I turn red. “You have a lot of balls judging me. After everything you did to Ellie . . .”


  “Juice, don’t even fucking go there.” He cuts me off right at the knees. “And I'm not judging you. I’m fucking with you.” He pushes me. “When did you lose your sense of humor? I thought you were the comedian?” He smiles broadly, his mischievous eyes glinting in the morning light.


  “Hey, you two!” Ellie yells from the front seat. “Are you coming or are you going to continue your bromance in the trunk? I know it’s been a while since you’ve seen each other!”


  “Pipe down, woman. We’re coming.” Kayne winks at me before he walks over to the driver's seat and hops in.


  I inhale a deep breath. Have I lost my sense of humor?


  “Everything okay?” Tara inquires as I slide in next to her.


  “Fine.” I try to convince her, but she sees right through me.


  “Maybe this trip wasn’t a good idea,” she whispers.


  “Of course, it was. You wanted to see Ellie, and I want to do whatever makes you happy.” I hear Alec grunt behind me, but I ignore him. I lean in closer to Tara. “I’m a big boy. I can take care of myself.” I lay the charm on thick. “Okay?”


  “Okay,” she relents. She knows the crap I get from Kayne and her father, and she hates it as much as I do. But if that’s the price I have to pay to be with her, I’ll gladly do it.
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  “WHO IS READY FOR BREAKFAST?” Kayne claps his hands together and rubs them readily in the gargantuan living room. My parents, CJ, and I have unloaded all of our luggage and virtually taken over Kayne and Ellie’s house. I know they don’t mind. Ellie lives for family visits.


  “Sounds good. I’m starved.” My father gets up off the couch, my mother following.


  “Um,” I scramble, looking around the room. “Do you care if Ellie and I hang back? I would really love some girl time.” I look at her, trying to plead discreetly. Luckily, my sister isn't stupid and catches on.


  “That’s fine with me.” She sinks back down onto the white plushy couch next to me. CJ, Kayne, and my father all eye us, but each for a different reason. CJ and Kayne with understanding, my father with suspicion.


  “Is that okay?” I look up at CJ. I sort of feel bad ditching him five minutes after we got here, but I need to talk to Ellie. I have been tearing at the seams trying to keep it all in. Kayne made me swear before he left New York that I would tell her everything. That it should come directly from me. I didn’t want to tell anyone at the time, but I’m ready now. I can talk about it, and it’s time she knew where her husband went all those months ago. Although, I don’t know what that will mean for him once the truth comes out.


  “It’s fine.” CJ delivers me his warmest smile.


  I return the expression, nervously.


  “We’ll meet you,” Ellie gets up to kiss Kayne good-bye before they all leave the house. She stands in the middle of the living room as she watches the front door. As soon as it closes and the house is quiet, she crosses her arms and turns to me. “Please tell me you’re not pregnant.”


  “What?” I nearly fall off the couch. “No.”


  “Oh, thank God.” She plops down next me, relieved. “I don’t think Daddy’s heart could take it.”


  I frown immediately, sadness settling in my stomach. “I wish he would lay off CJ. I really love him. And he really loves me. And he . . .” I choke up, the tears coming on faster than I anticipated.


  “He what?” Ellie scoots closer to me and puts her arms around me.


  “You don’t understand.”


  “So make me understand.” My sister’s green eyes are wide. Attentive.


  I take a few, deep calming breaths. I want to get this out coherently.


  “Tara, you’re worrying me.”


  “I’m sorry. I don’t mean to,” I swear to her. “I just need you to know.”


  “Know what?” She is nearly chomping at the bit for me to finally tell her. I take a good hard look at my sister, who resembles our father so much, and I launch into the story. I tell her everything—how CJ showed up in New York, how we had the most amazing weekend, how he stayed. Then I tell her all about Nino and what I got myself wrapped up in. How CJ showed up at the club that night, and how I thought I lost him. I explain how he forgave me, and that I can’t even believe it sometimes. Then I go into what happened on Long Island, why Kayne and Jett showed up, the auction, and Slade.


  By the time I finish, we are both a blubbering mess.


  “Is that what the tattoo is for?” She wipes my tears and then her own.


  I nod. Our father hates the fact I covered my whole back and let everyone in the family know.


  “Let me see it,” Ellie insists.


  I stand, turn around, and pull my shirt up. Ellie’s reaction is audible as she touches me lightly, feeling all the raised lines now concealed by the intricate sheet music and large treble clef.


  “Oh, Tara.” The emotion is potent in her voice.


  “I needed to tell you.” I pull down my shirt and turn around. “I’m glad you did, and I’m glad Kayne was there.”


  “You are? You aren't mad that he didn't tell you?” I sit back down next to her.


  “I’m pissed as hell, but I understand. My husband is a mysterious creature.”


  “He’s scary as shit.” I laugh, recalling the way he threatened Philly.


  “He can be that, too.”


  “Did you know he worked undercover the whole time? Did he save you? Is that really what happened when you were kidnapped?”


  Ellie clams up, but her cheeks redden more brightly than a strawberry.


  “He . . . saved me in a way. And no, I didn't know he was working undercover at first.” She fiddles with the little diamond heart on her choker.


  “At first?” I question.


  “Tara,” she says with hesitation. “It doesn't matter how Kayne and I came together, just like it doesn't matter how you and CJ came together. All that matters is that you’re happy. Are you happy?”


  “Of course, I am, now. Now that I’m better.”


  Ellie takes my hands in hers. “Trust me. No one understands what that feels like more than I do. No one.”


  I scrutinize my sister. “What aren’t you telling me?”


  “Just that I know what it’s like to go through something traumatic and have someone who loves you enough to get you through it.”


  Then Ellie tells me a story of her own. How Kayne tracked her down in Hawaii. How he whisked her away to Bora Bora to show her exactly how he felt. Then she told me about Michael. A man she thought was her friend but turned out to be someone else entirely. She told me what he did to her and how she really ended up in that hospital bed. I’m speechless by the time she’s done speaking, tears flooding my eyes once again. This conversation turned out to be way deeper and more emotional than I could have ever imagined.


  “I get every single thing you have felt, are feeling, and will feel.”


  “Why didn’t you say anything? Why didn’t you tell us?” My voice strains.


  Ellie shrugs. “I just deal with it better keeping it between Kayne and me. I know you can empathize.” She presses the music note hanging around my neck.


  I smile, to both myself and at her. “Yes, I can.” No one makes me feel safer or more secure than CJ does. I can’t imagine ever wanting anyone else.


  “Are you hungry?” Ellie perks up and wipes her eyes.


  “Starving,” I laugh the rest of my tears out.


  “Good. Let’s go.” She slaps her knees and stands up.


  “Good idea.” I follow suit. “I don't want to leave CJ alone with Kayne and our father too long. The odds aren't in his favor.”


  “You won’t have to worry about that much longer. I’ll take care of both of them,” she says haughtily.


  Oh, I know that tone and that look. Ellie means business, so everyone better look out.


  Look out? On second thought, maybe they should take cover.
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  WE DECIDE ON THIS LITTLE breakfast spot in Waikiki. Kayne, Jett, and I used to come here all the time and pig out on Blueberry Acai French toast and eggs Benedict. We grab a table with six seats outside under an umbrella. The place is right off the main drag so there is a lot of pedestrian traffic, making it a perfect place to people watch. Somehow, Alec ended up directly across from me with Monica and Kayne on each side. Wonderful, now he can bore his hatred directly into my forehead without hurting his neck.


  I pick my menu up and try to disappear behind it.


  “What’s good here?” Monica asks, and Kayne rattles of his suggestions, raving mostly about the French toast.


  “Good morning.” The waitress greets us. I lower my menu and stare up into a glowing smile and long, sleek black hair. “Well, look what the cat dragged in.” She places a cocktail napkin in front of me. I turn pale. I completely forgot about Jessica, and that she worked here. “Been a while, cowboy.”


  I feel all eyes at the table on me. I clear my throat.


  “Yeah, moved away. Back visiting,” I say as plainly as possible. This is just not happening. Jess and I had a fling. She was my fun Saturday night. She had a thing for cowboys and would ask me to wear a Stetson to bed. Hey, I’m in no position to judge. She was fun, but she’s no Tara.


  “So what can I get you?” Jess asks sweetly, almost disgustingly sweet.


  “Coffee for me. Black.” I give her my order and go back to hiding behind my menu.


  The rest of the table orders coffee as well.


  “Where’s the third amigo?” she asks waving her pencil at Kayne and me, referring to Jett.


  “Home, playing Mr. Mom,” Kayne relays.


  “Aw, how sweet.” She touches the eraser to her lip, looking directly at me. Did Mother Nature just turn up the temperature out here? “Are you ready to order, or do you need more time?”


  “A few more minutes,” Monica requests.


  “No problem.” Jess divides her attention between the four of us before she strolls away.


  “Cowboy?” Alec raises an eyebrow at me.


  I peer at him over my menu.


  “She’s from Texas.” I scramble.


  What else can I say?


  I spend the next few uncomfortable minutes pretending to look over the menu as Kayne laughs at me soundlessly with his eyes. I’m so glad he is getting an abundance of enjoyment at my expense.


  Jess returns with four coffees and takes our breakfast orders without any hiccups, thank God, because I really want to talk to Alec and Monica while Tara is with Ellie. I don’t know when I’ll get this opportunity again, so I am going to bite the bullet and do it now. Conjuring all the courage I can muster, I clear my throat to get their attention.


  “Now that we have a minute alone,” I look back and forth between Monica and Alec, “I would like to talk to you about Tara . . . and myself.”


  Monica’s blue eyes widen excitedly, and Alec snarls. “What about Tara and yourself?”


  “I am very serious about having a future with her.”


  “Future,” he spits out as if it’s a dirty word.


  “Yes.” I continually sweep my eyes nervously between him and Monica. “With your blessing I would like to ask her to marry me, eventually.”


  Kayne’s jaw drops. “You’ve got balls, man.”


  I look over at him astonished. “You’re my friend. You’re supposed to be supportive. You didn't even ask for Ellie’s hand, you just took it,” I remind him.


  “I am supportive,” he grumbles.


  “So am I,” Monica beams, but Alec fumes. “What do you mean eventually?”


  “I want to give it some time.” I explain.


  “To make sure she isn’t just another girl slinging coffee, calling you cowboy?” he asks snidely.


  I resent the comment. “Look, I get it. You don’t like me. I get that you hate the fact we are ten years apart and you still see Tara as a child. But she is an adult, we both are. And I am going to ask her to be my wife whether you like it or not. She will never be just some girl slinging coffee to me. She will always be the woman who took me by surprise.”


  “You should totally put that on a Hallmark card,” Kayne quips as Alec leans back his chair, folds his arms, and glares at me. I’m not backing down this time. I have done everything, been as considerate as I could, but I’ve had it. If he hates me, so be it. I’m never walking away from Tara.


  “You’ve actually got some nads after all,” he says impressed.


  “Excuse me?”


  “I knew there had to be a reason this guy,” he thumbs at Kayne, “hangs around with you.”


  Did I miss something?


  “Soooo, you’re okay with me marrying Tara?” I ask a tad confused.


  “I am now. Now that I know you’ve got some nuts and will stand up for her.”


  I glance over at Monica. She just rolls her eyes and shrugs.


  “Alec.” Kayne slaps him on the shoulder. “You had Juice pegged all wrong. No one would stand up taller for Tara than he would.”


  “You told me, but I needed to see it for myself.”


  “Have you two been in cahoots?” I huff.


  “Just a little.” Alec smiles at me for probably the first time ever.


  I fall back in my chair.


  “Welcome to the family.” Kayne grins like a deranged Cheshire cat.


  “Hey, that’s my line.” Monica gets up and grabs my face in her hands. “We are so happy to have you.” She smiles lovingly, kissing my cheek. She looks so much like Tara; I almost see my future staring back at me.


  “Thank you.”


  “Why do they call you Juice anyway?” Monica asks as she sits back down.


  Kayne chuckles animatedly as I grin stupidly. “One night I made the foolish mistake of showing Kayne and Jett how I can dislocate my jaw and juice an entire orange down my throat.”


  “It was one of the funniest things I have ever seen!” Kayne cracks up, nearly falling back in his chair just as our breakfast is served. It also went along with a whole host of dirty innuendos that I will keep between the three of us.


  “Something else to add to the glowing resume,” Alec adds entertained.


  “Yes, it is.” I laugh at myself.


  “Oh,” Kayne touches Jess’ arm as he looks at his phone. “Can we have two more orders of French toast?”


  “Sure thing.”


  “Ellie and Tara are on their way.” He lets us know.


  Perfect timing.


  Before we even have time to start on our meals, Tara and Ellie come strolling up to the table arm and arm, the two of them laughing, sounding so much alike. I can hardly believe how my heart still races when I see her.


  Tara takes a seat next to me as Ellie makes a beeline straight for her father. She puts her hand on his shoulders and glares down at him. I’ve seen that look many times when she’s about to put Kayne in his place.


  “Daddy,” she says strictly. “Leave CJ and Tara alone.” Everyone at the table looks at her, Alec included, smirking like the devil.


  “Yes, honey.” He patronizes her, and the four of us bust up laughing.


  “Did I miss something?” Tara leans over and asks me.


  “Your parents and I just had a discussion.” I wrap my arm around her. “We’re all good now.”


  “See, sis. All taken care of.” Ellie plops down onto Kayne’s lap and puts her arms around his neck. “We need to talk.”


  He looks into her eyes amorously, tightening his grip. “I already know about what.”


  “I figured,” she replies coquettishly.


  Jess appears at the table with her eyes plastered to my arm around Tara. She curves one side of her mouth up as I hold my breath.


  She just places a cocktail napkin in front of Tara and asks, “What can I get you to drink, love?”


  Love. She couldn’t have picked a more appropriate term of endearment . . .
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  Christmas morning


  Eighteen months later


  I BASK IN THE SOUND of Tara’s whimpering moans.


  She’s tied to the bed, collared, clamped, and blindfolded, begging for release. Her blonde hair fans over the pillow as I hold her hips and slide slowly in and out of her. I keep a leisurely pace, taking my time bringing her higher. I know she needs this. Needs the overabundance of attention. She’s been so busy with rehearsals that we’ve barely seen each other in weeks. My little starlet is a making a name for herself, landing a leading role in an off-Broadway play. I couldn’t be prouder, but I’m totally selfish and miss our time together. Not that it’s all her fault; I have my work too, which is just as demanding, but I’ve learned to balance. There’s no such thing as balance in the entertainment industry. It’s demand, demand, demand, with no other option but to give it your all. I always thought it would be my career that would be taxing on a relationship, but I guess I never met a woman who had just as much drive as I do. We’re still navigating the waters, but I know we’ll figure it out.


  Tara moans louder as every move of my hips brings her closer while the clamp wreaks havoc on her body. I smooth my hands over the inside of her thighs and spread her folds so I can see her entire slit, see the inflamed little nub redden against the abrasive teeth of the metal and watch as my cock glistens with her surge of arousal.


  “CJ, please.” She begs so earnestly.


  “Please what, shortcake?” I toy with her.


  “Harder, faster.” She breathes harshly, her muscles tightening around me like a velvet vice.


  “Ask me again.” I push into her deeper.


  “Please!” She gasps, arching her back, the chain pulling tight across her chest. Tara’s pussy contracts and it feels like an electric shock. I fall forward, clenching my jaw, fighting to keep control.


  “Oh, godddd.” She squirms in her restraints, going crazy with lust. “I need you.” She grinds against my cock.


  “You need me? How much?” I heave.


  “So much.” Her voice is a strained whisper.


  I groan into her neck. She knows how much her words turn me on. Tune me up.


  “Who is the only man who touches this body?” I pound into her harder.


  “You.”


  “Who is the only man who kisses this mouth?” I bite her bottom lip.


  “You!”


  “Who is the only man who makes you come?”


  “You! You! Only you!”


  “You going to come for me, baby?” I abuse her body, slamming into her over and over.


  “You’re the only one I come for!” She barely forces out the words as she wails, cracking wide open and drenching my cock.


  I buckle right along with her, grabbing the top of our curved headboard, coming savagely.


  Tara moans unintelligibly, still tethered to the bed, as I rest my head on her chest and recuperate. God this woman, I smile inwardly, is mine, all mine.


  After a few minutes, Tara stirs, emitting an uncomfortable sound. I know what she needs, so I kiss my way down her demolished body and gently release the clamp from her clit, licking it as blood rushes back to the grieving little piece of pink flesh, which tastes best right after she comes. She sighs agonizingly, dropping her knees. “Fuck, don’t stop.”


  “Again?” I ask, flattening my tongue against the sensitive little bundle of nerves her crease has become. “You horny little girl.”


  “It’s your fault,” she accuses me as she moans.


  “I’ll plead guilty on all accounts.” I bury my face between her thighs and concentrate the tip of my tongue directly on her piercing, flicking it relentlessly. Tara’s body pulls taut in her restraints as the pleasure takes over. She lifts her legs, spreading them wide, and rocks against my mouth as I lap her up. “Oh fuck, oh fuck, oh fuck,” she chants continually, her breathing choppy until she finally hits a brick wall and ruptures. I sink my tongue into her flooding entrance and savor every drop as she spasms; the juice of her arousal running down my chin.


  Tara’s body gives out once the climax passes, leaving nothing left of her but a demolished wreckage on the bed.


  I wipe my face on the inside of her thigh then climb up her torso.


  “Fuck, baby, that was so hot.” I grab my now straining cock and plunge my tongue into her mouth. She kisses me weakly, tasting herself on my lips.


  “I have to fucking come again,” I tell her as I stroke myself above her restrained, blindfolded body. I jerk hard, taking in her helpless state, her flushed skin, and her pouty lips. I kiss her again as the sensations storm, my tongue ravishing her mouth as I dart to the finish line. I grip my cock as hard as I can and tense, my limbs catching fire as I erupt, ejaculating all over her tits.


  “Fuck.” I pant uncontrollably as I collapse next to Tara. She drops her head to the side and lies there incapacitated.


  I pull the blindfold off, and she smiles at me with tired eyes.


  “Merry Christmas.” She giggles.


  I can’t stop myself from laughing. “One of the merriest I have ever had.”
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  I LISTEN TO TARA’S HEELS clink against the hardwood in a hurry.


  “CJ!” She calls to me from the spare bedroom. “Are you ready? We’re going to be late.” She comes into the bedroom dressed to the nines in thigh-high boots, black leggings and a red sweater, holding the newest edition of our family. A white teacup Pomeranian named Stowe. As soon as Tara saw him in the window, she just had to have him. And me, being the sucker I am, said okay. We took him home that afternoon.


  “I want to drop Philly’s present off at Jo Jo’s before we head to your parents.”


  “When did you decide this?” I look at her perplexed as I fix my cufflink.


  “About five minutes ago.” She hits me with puppy dog eyes bigger than Stowe’s.


  “Fine,” I relent.


  “Thank you.” She gives me a quick kiss. “I’m going to walk this little guy real fast before we leave.”


  “Good idea. I will not appreciate any accidents in my car.”


  “I wouldn't either, especially if I had to clean them up.” She hurries out of our room.


  “I’ll meet you downstairs!” I call.


  “Okay!” she yells.


  I fix my collar as I count down, still listening to Tara’s footsteps.


  “5–4-3–2-1-”


  And right on cue, the alarm goes off. Blaring around the whole house.


  “CJ!” Tara screeches, and I rush downstairs. She’s trying to punch in the code, but she never gets it right. “Shit, shit.”


  I move her hand away and punch it in myself, silencing the ear-piercing sound.


  “I thought it was off.” She bristles.


  “It was.”


  “I hate all your ‘devices’!” She waves her hand at the keypad.


  “You have to get used to them. They aren’t going anywhere.”


  “I know,” she pouts. “Are you ready?”


  I feel around my jean pockets. “My watch.”


  Tara sighs. “Not surprising.”


  I shrug. No matter how hard I try, I always forget it. “How about I walk Stowe, and you go upstairs and get my watch? That way you don't have to go out in the cold.” I offer an olive branch.


  “Fine.” She hands over the living puffball. “Put his sweater on him.”


  “Not a chance in hell.” I smack her on the ass and send her on her way.


  I watch Tara ascend the stairs then wait several second before I follow her.


  I put Stowe down then creep up silently, coming to stand in the doorway of our bedroom that Tara decorated in all grays and whites. She’s standing like a statue in front of our dresser staring at the little open ring box between my watch and her collar. I take a few steps forward, alerting her I’m there. She looks over at me, her beautiful blue eyes wide and her face flushed. “Is that for me?”


  “It depends.” I pull the diamond ring from the box.


  “On what?” she asks as I take her hand and hold the princess cut stone on the platinum band up to it.


  “Your answer.”


  “What exactly is the question?” She shakes nervously.


  I slide the ring onto the tip of her finger and whisper. “I think you know.”


  “Maybe you should ask anyway, just to make sure we are thinking of the same question.” Her eyes trail the path the ring is taking over her knuckle, and I smirk at her request.


  “Tara Stevens . . . will you be my shortcake? Will you be my starlet and fantasy girl? Will you be the woman who goes to bed with me every night and wakes up next to me every morning?


  “You’re the first woman I’ve ever truly loved, and I want you to be the last who ever truly loves me. So what do you say? Will you be that woman? Will you be my wife?”


  Tara’s hand trembles in mine as she stands there staring silently.


  “Well?” I urge her.


  “Oh!” She snaps out of her stupor. “Yes! Yes, of course, I’ll marry you.” She throws her arms around my neck and squeezes so tightly, she nearly chokes me.


  I breathe a sigh of relief. “You had me worried there for a second, shortcake.”


  “I’m sorry,” she cries. “I’m in shock. You told me last week you weren’t ready to get married.”


  “I know. I was trying to throw you off the trail.”


  “It worked.” She sniffles, pulling away to look at me. Happy tears glistening in her eyes. “Would it sound completely corny if I told you that I loved you right now?” She laughs.


  I take her face in my hands, overjoyed. I remember asking her a very similar question the weekend I ambushed her. “I don't think it’s ever corny to say I love you, especially if the person saying it truly means it . . .”


  


  


  The End
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  Thank you for indulging in the Decadence After Dark series! I hope you enjoyed CJ and Tara’s story. It’s not over yet! Be on the lookout for Elicit (Decadence After Dark Book 5) Jett and London in 2016!
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  Owned (Decadence After Dark Book 1)


  Claimed (Decadence After Dark Book 2)


  Ruined (A Decadence After Dark Epilogue)


  The Decadence After Dark Box Set (Books 1–3)


  Lie With Me (Decadence After Dark Book 4)
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  M. NEVER RESIDES IN NEW York City. When she's not researching ways to tie up her characters in compromising positions, you can usually find her at the gym kicking the crap out of a punching bag, or eating at some new trendy restaurant.


  She has a dependence on sushi and a fetish for boots. Fall is her favorite season.


  She is surrounded by family and friends she wouldn't trade for the world and is a little in love with her readers. The more the merrier. So make sure to say hi!


  


  Amazon


  Website | Facebook | Twitter | Tumblr


  Goodreads Fan Group | Pinterest | Instagram | Goodreads


  


  Join M. Never’s Readers for sneak peeks, giveaways, and more: M. Never’s Naughty Readers
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  IF SOMEONE WERE TO TELL me a year ago I would be publishing book 4 in the Decadence series, I would have laughed at them. Owned was supposed to be a standalone novel. A one and done, move on to the next; yet here I am finished with yet another story that completely consumed my life. I wouldn’t trade the experience for anything, not the long nights or anxiety or left over pizza for dinner three nights in a row. (Sorry, babe.)


  A special thanks to everyone who helped this novel come to fruition. My amazing beta readers, Jaime, Sarah, Amy, Alecia, Serena, Jennifer, Candy and Melissa. You gave it to me straight and I love you for it. My cover designer, Marisa Shor and cover photographer Sara Eirew. You both make everything so pretty. To my editor, Jenny Sims, thank you for clarifying ‘meet’ and ‘meat’ ‘grey’ and ‘gray’ and ‘café’ and ‘cafe.’ Lol! My proofreader Nichole Strauss, look I’m actually prepared this time! Sort of. And my formatter, Christine Borgford, you make things pretty, too!


  A super huge shout out to Linda Russell and Jaime Burns. You two keep my shit together. Thank you for all your hard work and talking me off the ledge.


  Readers, your enthusiasm for these characters astounds me every day. Thank you for taking the ride and indulging in the Decadence series. You make the writing experience that much more enjoyable. Especially the Instagram teasers! I cry every time! <3 <3


  


  I will leave you all with this small teaser for Elicit:


  


  “You don’t know what he’s capable of,” she says fearfully.


  “You don’t know what I’m capable of.” I reply fearlessly.


  Jett is coming . . .
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