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			His desire for her pierces deeper than skin.

			Billionaires in Bondage, Book 2

			The Lawyer

			Jackson Montgomery Warring never lets opposing counsel see him sweat. Juggling a dozen billionaire clients on a daily basis, he’s always perfectly prepared, calm, cool and collected. Until he meets his best friend’s fiancée, the luscious Mistress L. 

			Now he wants a Mistress for himself. Badly. Except the one who’s caught his eye is his complete opposite—a Goth-booted, tatted and pierced priestess of the local tattoo scene.

			The Inker

			For over a year, Diana Temple has been too busy at her up-and-coming tattoo shop to throw one of her legendary BDSM parties. But for Jackson, she’ll make the time, especially since the slick, fancy lawyer admits he likes to watch.

			The Secret

			If she thought her edgy style might turn him off, she’s happy to discover she’s wrong. But when she learns his secret addiction, she might refuse to teach him a thing or two about submission.

			Or maybe she’ll just punish him harder…

			Warning: A rich, successful attorney in a downward spiral, a tattoo artist who happens to be a Mistress, a secret addiction and a peek at exhibitionism/voyeurism.

		

	
		
			The Billionaire’s Ink Mistress

			Joely Sue Burkhart

		

	
		
			Dedication

			For my beloved Sis.

			A special thank you to Twitter friends @mharvey and @cjlemire for their scotch advice!

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Jackson Montgomery Warring hesitated before passing the stack of documents over to his client. “As both your personal and corporate attorney for more than a decade, I strongly advise against this.”

			Donovan Morgan, CEO of Morgan Industries, leaned back in his chair and smiled at his old friend. They’d known each other since Harvard, and though Jackson had gone on to work for one of the country’s largest law firms, he still handled Donovan’s business personally. “I know what I’m doing.”

			Shaking his head, Jackson handed him the stack of documents. “As you wish. At least you’re keeping me as your executor. If anything happens to you, one Lilly Harrison—”

			“Soon to be Mrs. Morgan,” Donovan clarified.

			“Will be the sole inheritor of your entire estate, regardless of your married status at your death. There aren’t any provisions to keep her from taking you to the proverbial cleaners if you divorce before that time, either, regardless of the cause for separation.”

			Donovan signed and initialed each page quickly without reading any of it.

			“Does she know you’re doing this for her?”

			“No. But I’d greatly appreciate it if you could drop a hint or two about it at dinner.” Just thinking about her fury—and the resulting punishment she’d dole out for giving her literally every single dime he had—made him shiver. “The results will be spectacular.”

			Jackson checked his watch and took the papers back. “Sorry, Donovan, but I’m due back in Chicago.”

			“Dinner,” Donovan insisted. “I haven’t seen you other than a quick sign here and there in months. Aren’t you even going to meet Lilly and offer your congratulations in person?”

			His friend sighed without answering, shuffling through his briefcase. Jackson always looked tired. Who wouldn’t after working at least eighty hours a week for most of his life? But there was an edge to him that had Donovan worried. Although not a single hair or thread was out of place, grim lines bracketed Jackson’s bloodshot eyes and he’d hardly met his gaze all afternoon. It was just a gut feeling, something he’d suspected for a long time. Ever since I realized what kept me on the edge, so hard and miserable and alone.

			“It’s not a good time for me to be out of the office.”

			“Want to talk about it?”

			Jackson smiled but it didn’t reach his eyes. “I’m sure you’re dying to hear about all the office backstabbing and shark-infested waters at Larsen & Montgomery.”

			“Sure. Even better if you tell both Lilly and me. She’s much more devious than I am.”

			A tiny spark fired in Jackson’s eyes. “More devious than you? I find that hard to imagine.”

			Standing, Donovan gathered his own briefcase. “Absolutely. Though I ought to warn you that she does tend to curse quite a lot. Come on, man, we haven’t just sat and drank a few beers and talked in years. You owe me.”

			“How’s that?”

			He led the way to the elevator, pausing at his secretary’s desk to get Monday’s meeting schedule. Rachel Addison was proving herself to be eminently more qualified as his personal assistant than the last woman he’d hired, who’d tried to blackmail him with a few lewd pictures. Luckily Lilly had found Miss Addison and he couldn’t be more pleased. And no, his fiancée hadn’t gone out in search of the homeliest woman she could find. Miss Addison was quite easy on the male persuasion’s eyes and she didn’t quake if Donovan raised his voice. In fact, he was pretty sure she’d promised to call Lilly each time he lost his temper and that he’d sorely pay for that loss of control later. He made a mental note to see if he could earn some punishment next week.

			It was all he could do not to race for the elevator doors and leave his friend to flirt with his assistant. She was a beautiful, intelligent woman but she didn’t do a thing for Donovan. She wouldn’t have made him blink an eye even before Lilly. She didn’t have the kind of power he craved.

			“Look how easy I’m making your job in handling my estate,” he said. “I’m not even asking you to write up a lengthy prenup.”

			“Haven’t I taught you anything about being an attorney yet? It’s all about the billing, and you’re doing me no favors by making my job easy.”

			“At this point in your very lucrative career I don’t think missing out on a few hours of billing is going to hurt your bottom line.” Donovan turned his attention to his secretary. “Is Mr. Warring’s hotel room taken care of?”

			“Of course, Mr. Morgan.” Rachel didn’t even glance at her boss—she was too busy making starry eyes at Jackson. She rose from her chair and slid an envelope containing the room card toward him, flirtatiously keeping her finger on it. Her clothes were more office appropriate than the killer heels and short leather skirt that Lilly had once worn in to make him drool, but the silk blouse was low-cut enough to give Jackson a good look at her cleavage. If he was paying attention. “I’ve booked the best suite for him the entire weekend at the Saint Paul Hotel as you asked.”

			Jackson didn’t even notice. He must be sick or nearly dead. After the years he’d seen Jackson with the ladies back in college, he knew damned well his friend was straight. So maybe he’s no longer into vanilla women, either. There was only one way to find out. He’d have to see if he could get Lilly to give a small—extremely modest—demonstration and then watch Jack to see how he reacted.

			“I can’t do the whole weekend. Maybe dinner, assuming there’s a later flight out, but you’ll owe me a ride to the airport.”

			Donovan picked up the envelope for him and slipped it inside his coat. “Gladly, as long as it’s Sunday afternoon at the earliest.”

			“Donnie—”

			Ignoring his protests, Donovan took the skyway toward his parking ramp. “I’m seriously worried about you, Jack.”

			“Why?”

			“My secretary would give her right arm to have you smile at her and you didn’t even know she was alive, let alone notice the double Ds she tried to show you. Since when does Hollywood Warring miss out on a pretty girl?”

			Jackson let out a startled laugh that was more genuine than anything Donovan had heard from him all afternoon. “Hollywood?”

			“Isn’t that what they used to call you in your frat house? All that golden boy charm and slick tongue. You had all the ladies standing in line.”

			“I haven’t heard that in a long, long time.” Jackson smiled but it was tinged with sadness. “Those were the good old days, Donnie and Jack running amok on campus.” When Donovan took him to his car, Jackson paused, eyes narrowed. “I thought you lived in downtown St. Paul.”

			“Not any longer. Get in. It’s just a short drive.” While he waited for his friend to get settled, Donovan called home. “Is Lilly there yet?”

			“No, sir,” Chris replied over the car speakers. “Jacob is already waiting for her at the warehouse, though. Should I send him in to bring her home?”

			“Yes. I’m on my way with a guest in tow.” Donovan hung up and caught his friend studying him. “What?”

			“Your fiancée is at a warehouse and you have to send someone in to get her? Sounds weird, my friend.”

			“Jacob’s her driver.”

			“She needs a babysitter? What kind of woman are you marrying?”

			Backing the car out and heading for the ramp exit, Donovan snorted. “Don’t you dare tell her that on top of the other reason you’re in town or I’ll be in big trouble.” I probably wouldn’t be able to sit for a month. “She’s working on a stained glass project I commissioned back in July and she gets very involved in her work.”

			“So involved she needs a driver. And you have a…what, butler? At home? I know you’re loaded, but do you really want to waste your money on a bunch of servants? In this day and age?”

			“She doesn’t drive and she doesn’t cook.”

			“What does she do?”

			Donovan had to swallow, his hands gripping the wheel firmly. You have no idea, my friend. You couldn’t possibly imagine what she does for me. “She loves me. That’s all I need.”

			Jackson accepted the beer from his friend but didn’t strip off his coat or loosen his tie like Donovan did. I’m not staying. Meet the fiancée he’s so excited to introduce to me, have a little dinner and make my escape.

			He had to admit that Donovan’s house surprised him. It was just so…homey. Nice, yes, but not flashy.

			As Donovan’s personal attorney, Jackson knew all about his friend’s many homes all across the globe. On paper he was worth billions. Yet he lived in this…home. That was the only possible word for it. Warmth and ease and comfort flowed about him, threatening to suck him down into sleep. Now that would be a rude way to introduce himself. I’m so happy to…snore.

			Keeping himself ramped up on amphetamine until he could get back to Chicago, he was going to crash soon. Hard. Mixing beer into the equation would only quicken the slide toward unconsciousness. Yet he couldn’t remember the last time he’d just sat down and breathed. Let alone shared a drink with a friend.

			Despite his refusal to make himself more comfortable, he was slowly unwinding. He could feel the loosening of muscles, his towering defenses slowly letting down their guard. He hadn’t even had more than a sip of beer yet, and he wanted to simply lay his head back, close his eyes, and let all the stress just bleed out of him. He’d probably sleep a week.

			“So what’s going on at the firm that has you so stressed out you claim you can’t even stay for dinner?”

			Jackson took another long pull from the beer. “Ellen’s making her bid for managing partner.”

			“Your mother?”

			He nodded with a proud smile. “The Montgomery of Larsen & Montgomery. Having her name on the door isn’t enough any longer.”

			“What does that mean for you?”

			“According to the other partners, it means I must want my name on the door too.”

			“Is that what she offered you?”

			Jackson shook his head. “Even if she offered, I’d refuse. I’ll win my name on the door myself.”

			Donovan studied him, head cocked, dark eyes probing. “In college, I asked you why you called your mom by her first name. You shrugged and said she wasn’t the typical mom. So why do you have such a sense of loyalty for her?”

			Jackson stared down at the bottle, refusing to let a single emotion crack his calm and cool facade. He loved his mother. Dearly. He’d chosen the Chicago firm so he could work with her. Because that’s the best way I’ll ever be able to see her.

			He’d been raised mostly by his father, though Ellen had done her best to come to his school functions as often as possible. He’d grown up knowing that her career was important to her and she didn’t love him any less. But even in college, he’d felt her absence keenly. The only way I see her every day now is by working at the same firm, though some days I wonder if she ever remembers I’m her son.

			“You turned down a position in one of Manhattan’s finest firms to go with hers.”

			Jackson shrugged. “The money was as good and the cost of living in Chicago is better than New York.”

			“Yeah, but the firm in Manhattan was smaller. You would have made partner quicker. How long did it take you at Larsen & Montgomery?”

			“Ten years.” Jackson peeled at the label, avoiding his friend’s gaze. “She offered in eight but I refused. I felt it was important to really prove my worth first and I was the top billing associate every single year. I didn’t want anyone to say I was only partner because she was my mother. Not everyone will make equity partner, you know, especially at a firm with hundreds of lawyers on the books. I’m doing well, very well. I’ve got just about as much money as you now.”

			Even if he never closed another case again, he’d continue to earn a very comfortable income. Where Donovan invested for friendship and sentimental reasons, like that ridiculous diner he’d bought a few years ago, Jackson invested for the future. For the day he wouldn’t have to be chained to his desk. Even if I have no idea what I’d actually do with myself.

			“You might have waited, but that’s exactly what they bitch about in the copy rooms, right? You’ve only succeeded because of Mommy Dearest, even though you work harder than anyone else.”

			Jackson’s mouth quirked. “Of course.”

			“You knew it’d be a nightmare dealing with all the politics but that’s exactly what you went for anyway. Why?”

			He drained the beer and set it aside. “Where’s that fiancée of yours?”

			Donovan smiled faintly and popped another cap off for him. “On her way. Why?”

			Shifting the question back to the other side came naturally for him. “Why are you asking me now? If you wanted to know why I signed with Ellen’s firm you should have asked me thirteen years ago.”

			“I wasn’t worried about you thirteen years ago. You were the cream of the crop coming out of Harvard Law and had the tiger by the tail. Now I think that tiger is about ready to rip you apart and devour you whole.”

			Jackson was saved from having to elaborate when the tardy fiancée finally showed up. Setting the beer aside, he stood and took a good look at the woman who’d won claim to Donovan’s heart so thoroughly he’d signed every single investment over to her upon his death. Fairly short—though only a few inches shorter than him—and curvy as hell, she gave Donovan a deep kiss and ran her fingers over his throat, touching the silver necklace barely visible in the neck of his shirt. His eyes flared with heat and his arm curled around her possessively, tugging her in and refusing to let her break the kiss.

			Looking away, Jackson helped himself to another beer and waited for them to break the heated welcome. He didn’t dare watch their passion. That would get him into serious trouble. No more alcohol either, he told himself sternly. No food, no sleep, no pill, and the alcohol would kick his ass faster than Donovan would if he remembered what watching him kiss his woman would do to his best friend.

			“Sorry, she makes me lose my head every time she steps into the room. Lilly, this is my old college buddy, Jackson Montgomery Warring. Jackson, my fiancée and the love of my life, Lilly Harrison.”

			“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Miss Harrison.”

			She snorted. “Please don’t call me that, or I’ll have to start calling him Mr. Douche Bag and he hasn’t even earned it yet tonight. It’s a pleasure to meet you, Jackson.”

			“Lilly.” He couldn’t help smiling back at her. “He’s a douche bag?”

			“Quite often. I’m sure you know how easily he slips into stiff and arrogant territory. It’s my job to keep him loose and happy.”

			Donovan’s eyes narrowed and he lowered his voice, though Jackson still heard him. “I thought you liked stiff.”

			Her hand slipped down to squeeze his ass and Jackson nearly choked on his beer. “Don’t you know it, lover boy. Is dinner ready? I’m starving.”

			Lover boy? Jackson didn’t even bother to try and hide the smirk as he followed them into the dining room. I can’t wait to call old Donnie lover boy the next time we’re in a business meeting.

			No formal dinner party waited for them—just a well-set, heavily laden table. With a personal chef at Donovan’s beck and call, Jackson expected fine dining. Not fried chicken, mashed potatoes, corn on the cob and huge fluffy biscuits, but he forgot to complain as soon as he took the first bite.

			“You really ought to take your coat and tie off,” Lilly said, picking up a buttery cob of corn. “If you get even a speck of butter on it, it’ll never come out, and since you’re Donovan’s snooty lawyer, I’m guessing that suit costs as much as his.”

			“Or whipped cream for that matter,” Donovan added. “And no, Jackson’s suits cost even more than mine. He has a personal tailor. His suits are one of a kind.”

			She whistled softly and attacked the corn like she hadn’t eaten in a week.

			Jackson tried not to stare, but he’d never seen a woman eat like that.

			“You ought to see her eat dessert.” Donovan laughed. “Tell her why you’re in town.”

			Arching her brows, she looked at Jackson over the corn but continued to eat in tidy but extremely efficient rows across that cob without missing a single kernel.

			“Donovan had some estate planning for me to complete.”

			Finished with the corn, she set it aside and picked up a chicken leg that was almost big enough to wield like a club. “Let me guess, he had about a thousand trees killed?”

			“Not at all. It only took a couple of sheets of paper to give you everything he has.”

			Her voice was so soft that he barely heard it. “Excuse me?”

			“No prenup. He gave you everything. Even if you change your mind and don’t marry his sorry ass.” Jackson laughed, but it sounded odd in the heavy silence. “I thought you’d be thrilled.”

			“What woman wouldn’t be,” she replied, her voice curiously flat.

			Jackson looked at her and then his friend. Donovan had flattened both hands on the table, entirely focused on her. He practically vibrated with expectation. If he’s waiting for her to throw herself into his arms with joy, he’s going to be waiting a very long time.

			“Change it,” she said in that still, achingly soft voice. “Now.”

			“No,” Donovan replied, just as softly, though his hands trembled. “What’s the count?”

			What the hell? Is he actually scared of her? This curvy, sweet-faced woman with the gentle voice who practically melted in his arms?

			“Don’t you dare make me embarrass you in front of your friend.”

			“What’s the count?” Donovan repeated. “And I don’t care if he knows. If I cared, I wouldn’t have asked him to stay for dinner or told him to tell you why he’s here.”

			“You don’t care if I know…what?” Jackson asked. “Should I leave?”

			“Yes,” Lilly said at the same time as Donovan replied, “No.”

			“If you tell me that one more time so help me God…”

			“What?” Donovan taunted, calmly picking up his fork again. “What will you do?”

			“If we didn’t have company, I’d bend you over the fucking table and beat you within an inch of your life.” Her voice lowered, each word rougher, meaner, until goose bumps broke out on Jackson’s arms. “Every motherfucking night. For a month. And I wouldn’t let you come once no matter how much you begged me to fuck you. How’s that for a challenge, Mr. Morgan? Is that what you wanted me to say in front of your college buddy?”

			That voice. God. The power vibrated in every nerve of his body, thrumming his very bones. Jackson could only stare at her, letting her words sink into him. So that’s what Donovan’s up to. Somehow, I never knew, even though I’m not shocked either. How could I be when I want the same thing?

			“Pretty much,” Donovan replied with a wry little smile at his friend. “So you see why I’m willing to give her everything I own?”

			“Yeah.” Jackson had to clear his throat. Sweat trickled down his back and if his friend’s hands had been trembling before, that was nothing compared to the earthquake shaking his entire body. “Where do I get one?”

			She slammed her chicken leg down on her plate, splashing gravy on the linen tablecloth. Slowly, she pushed to her feet. She might have been just a little over five feet tall, but damned if she didn’t loom. “Where do you get one…? Are you fucking for real?”

			He worked all day everyday keeping his emotions buried. He couldn’t do his job if he let his emotions rule him. He had to stay cool, calm and fast on his feet. But more, he had to always push. Look for that weakness in his enemy and figure out how to exploit it, while knowing his own weaknesses and hiding them as thoroughly as possible.

			Even from myself.

			All of those denied emotions roiled inside him, threatening to explode. He pushed himself to his physical limits every single day, keeping his body on the edge of exhaustion with a little pharmaceutical help as needed. Not enough to seriously addict him. He was careful. He had to be.

			If he was too exhausted to think, he would sleep instead of lying awake and thinking of all the things he wanted and couldn’t have. Never had. On top of all those repressed needs, the most violent emotion threatening to bubble free was rage.

			Rage that Donovan found her first.

			He couldn’t help but provoke her so she’d be as furious as him. “Evidently I’ve been fucking for fake all my life.” He used his most arrogant voice, designed to drive the opposing counsel mad. “Where did you find her, Donnie?”

			“I hired a PI to track her down. She didn’t like that much and told me to go to hell the very first day.”

			“Yeah, I could see that. Do you think said PI could track down one for me?”

			“You keep saying one.” Her voice cracked with ice, making both men at the table flinch. “You mean a Mistress? A Dominatrix? Is that what you fucking want, Jackson Montgomery Warring?” She moved around the table toward him, and it was all he could do to remain in his seat. Not to flee—to move to meet her. Stand toe to toe with her. And see how quickly she could put him on the floor. “You want a woman like me, is that it?”

			She planted her butt on the table beside him and dropped her hand onto his shoulder so hard he flinched again. He might have thought she was a soft, pretty woman, but she was showing him otherwise. Quickly.

			“You think this is a game? So did he in the beginning. Now he wears my collar. Now he strips his clothes at my command, kneels at my feet and begs me to whip his ass until he can’t sit at his desk without moaning. Is that what you want too?” She walked her fingers down his chest and he shuddered, unable to control the instantaneous flood of lust that thundered through him. He didn’t care if she was his best friend’s fiancée. Already taken, claimed, ringed and promised. He couldn’t think with her energy humming all around him, breaking through his defenses.

			“Sure. I’d be up for that.” He clamped a hand around her wrist and fought not to drag her palm down to his crotch. Most of the time, he forgot he even had a sexual organ. He was simply too tired to think about a physical need that he denied for weeks, months on end. “I’d take the collar and I’d sure kneel at your feet.” He tugged on her hand, trying to bring her closer. “I don’t know about the pain part but if it works for Donnie, I bet it’ll work for me too.”

			“Then you’d best watch out, Jackson. My sexy beast won’t like it very much if I have to grab his friend’s cock to keep him under control. Will you, dear?”

			“Hell no,” Donovan growled. In fact, he grabbed the back of Jackson’s chair and dragged him away from the table.

			Away from Lilly.

			“Keep your hands off her, Jack. She’s mine. Nobody touches my Mistress but me.”

			Panting hard, Jackson tried to bring himself back under control. His head buzzed, his stomach cramped, and yeah, now he understood why the hell his friend’s hands had been shaking on the table. His entire body pulsated with the need that suddenly became more demanding than the need to breathe. He started to stand, but Donovan seized his shoulders and slammed him back down in the chair. “Stay.”

			“It’d be better if she said it.”

			Lilly laughed and hopped down off the table to return to her seat. “I don’t give orders to anyone but Donovan now. Sorry.”

			He couldn’t help but watch her like a starving wolf, with Donovan glowering and threatening to beat his head in if he even thought about putting a finger on her. “What now? You woke the beast in me. It’s not going to be happy with retreating to its cage any time soon. You did this, Donnie. You made me come here. Now fix it.”

			“Fix it?” Donovan finally returned to his chair too. “What the hell do you want me to do?”

			“At least give me your PI’s number.”

			“Boys.” She interrupted with just enough power threaded through her voice to get their attention. “Don’t you think the only Mistress in the room probably knows a few other Mistresses she might call upon in an emergency?”

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Watching Jackson stiffen and frown at being called a boy was almost as fun as teasing her very own submissive. If possible, he was even more sleek and svelte than Donovan, a shorter package of expensive, tailored suit and cunning intelligence. A consummate performer, he controlled everything about his responses; no facial tic or casual flick of his hand was accidental. But with just a hint of what a Mistress could do for him, he’d lost all control of himself to the point that his friend had to plant him in his chair and keep him there.

			By the glower on Donovan’s face, he didn’t appreciate his friend’s reaction. Not at all. Careful, Lil. I’m guessing there’s some kind of past between them with stolen girlfriends or something to put that edge in him.

			“So what are you into, Jackson?” Her chicken was getting cold but that wouldn’t ever stop her from eating it. Not Chris’s, which was better even then Grandma’s. “That’ll give me a clue who to call.”

			Loosening his tie and shrugging out of his coat, he took his time answering. “I don’t know.”

			Donovan snickered. “Do you think either of us will buy that? For one thing, I’ve seen Hollywood Warring in action. You were a wild man in college.”

			“I lived it up while I could, yes. I knew once I selected my firm, I’d be lucky to ever get laid again. I just wouldn’t have time.” He picked up his fork and stirred the mashed potatoes around but didn’t actually eat any. “It didn’t mean anything. It didn’t touch me. It was empty. Meaningless.”

			“It didn’t touch the heart of you,” she said gently. “It didn’t fulfill you because it was vanilla.”

			“Exactly.” He smiled self-deprecatingly. “I went through so many women because I was always looking for something more. I just couldn’t find it.”

			Until now. With you.

			He didn’t say it but even Donovan heard the implication. It made his lips tighten and his eyes shuttered again. The cold businessman mask was fully in place.

			“Just to be clear up front, I don’t share. Donovan doesn’t share. You’ll have to find your own Mistress. But I know a few Dommes in the business who might consider giving you a trial run.”

			“How exactly does it work?” Jackson asked. “Donnie here might have had time to try a few scenes so he knew what he was after, but I’ve never stepped foot in a club, let alone had a date with someone as powerful as you.”

			“But that’s what you want. The power. The will.”

			His jaw worked a moment before he nodded. “Yes.”

			“You want to be made helpless. Controlled by someone else.” He nodded again and set his fork aside. Raising his gaze, he pinned her with all the unspoken need raging inside him. Well, he attempted to pin her. She let her mouth quirk with amusement but didn’t put him in his place. “But you’re not sure about pain or humiliation.”

			He stiffened up a little, his shoulders rearing back. “Not exactly. Whatever Donnie’s into.”

			It’s not easy for him to admit when he doesn’t know something. “How do you know he doesn’t like to be collared like a dog, chained to my bed, and forced to eat out of a dog bowl? Are you sure you’d be into that?”

			His eyes widened and he cast a quick look at his friend. Donovan flipped him off. “I didn’t know people were into that sort of thing.”

			She shrugged. “There’s all types, Jackson. Your kink isn’t always going to be Donnie’s or mine or even your potential Mistress’s. You’ll have to figure that out with her.”

			“But his kink is your kink?”

			“For the most part, yes. We’re still exploring. Someday he might want to try something that I’m not into. It’s my job as his Mistress to decide what we’ll tackle and what we won’t, but most importantly, I have to stay within his limits. We may test those limits on occasion because all of us grow and change over time, but I’ll never violate the trust he’s given me.”

			“Go ahead and tell her,” Donovan said.

			She jerked her attention to him. For the first time in weeks, her lover boy was blushing. “You know what he’s into?”

			“The opposite of my limit. Though I can probably blame that on him.”

			Jackson sighed. “I knew you’d never forgive me but I couldn’t help myself.”

			It suddenly dawned on her exactly what they were talking about. Laughing, she pushed her plate away in preparation for dessert. “Let me guess. You two used to be college roommates and Jack spied on Donnie with a girl.”

			“You got it,” Donovan growled with a dark glare for his friend. “Not once, but many times, until I figured out what the hell he was doing.”

			“Ah, lover boy, if you weren’t so damned good at it, maybe he wouldn’t have wanted to watch you so badly.” She had to laugh again as his blush deepened. “Are you bi, Jackson? Or just a voyeur?”

			“I’m not attracted to him.” Jackson didn’t blush and he met her gaze straight on without flinching. But his hands checked his cuff links, first one and then the other. “I just like to watch.”

			“So if we invited you upstairs right now…”

			Jackson smiled. “I’d explode.”

			Donovan slammed his palms flat on the table and pushed to his feet. “No fucking way.”

			“I’m not inviting,” she soothed. “Just questioning him.”

			Slowly, Donovan sat back down with another fierce glare at his friend. “Now I don’t even want him talking to you. Not when it’s obvious what he’d do if I wasn’t here.”

			Lilly didn’t try to keep the edge of hurt out of her voice. “Have a little faith in your Mistress. I think I’m more than capable of showing him his place.”

			“I know you’re more than capable, but I don’t want you to have to touch him. He’ll enjoy it too much.”

			She let a smirk twist her mouth as she settled back in her chair with a glass of wine. “I doubt he’d enjoy having a knot tied in his cock.”

			“You never know,” Jackson drawled. “It’s been so long that might be just the trick.”

			“So you don’t have any experience with a Mistress, though you liked my show of power and you’re at least a voyeur. You say it’s been a while—how long, exactly?”

			“Over a year, other than…” Jackson didn’t blush, not like Donovan, but he couldn’t bring himself to admit in polite company that he’d masturbated. “Not often. I’m just too busy.”

			“Do you dream?”

			“No.” At the skeptical look she shot him, he continued. “I rarely sleep, so I can’t dream.”

			Caution, and yes, suspicion, made her narrow her eyes and search for clues. His eyes were bloodshot and his hands were trembling, but they hadn’t been before, not until her little display, and Donovan’s hands often shook when he responded to her power. No sleeping, no sex, all work. I bet one of Ricardo’s New York chocolate silk pies that Jackson’s doping. Some kind of upper. God help him if it’s cocaine.

			“I think I’ve got enough to go on for now. Let me go make some calls. Maybe I can set up a meet for you tomorrow, assuming you’ll still be in town?”

			Both men rose as she stood.

			“Nothing will convince me to leave now,” Jackson replied. “Not even if Ellen flew in herself to try and drag me away. At least until I see what you can do.”

			“Ellen’s his mother,” Donovan explained, his brow wrinkled with concern. “You’re skipping dessert?”

			“This is important.” She didn’t kiss him again, not with his voyeuristic friend watching so avidly, but she squeezed his hand. Question him. Find out all you can. She didn’t say it aloud, but he gave a little nod that he understood. “Save some for me.”

			By the time Donovan led him back into the front living room, Jackson was barely functioning. The food had helped counteract the beer, but the heavy warmth in the pit of his stomach made his eyes increasingly heavy. He tried to sit gracefully but slumped on the couch, off balance and unable to muster the will to care.

			Eyes narrowed and arms crossed, Donovan growled, “How long have you been up?”

			“What day is it?” He slurred the words.

			“Friday. November eighth.”

			“Forty-eight hours then. I think I napped in the office before I caught the plane to California, and then I came here.”

			“Napped. So what, a couple of hours?”

			“Thirty minutes. Maybe an hour.”

			“That’s it? God, Jack, you can’t do this to yourself. Your body needs to rest.”

			“I’ll rest when I’m dead.”

			“That’s coming sooner than later,” Donovan muttered, throwing himself down into the chair beside the couch. “You’re using speed again, aren’t you?”

			Jackson didn’t try to hide it. “Just enough to get me through the holidays. I’ll cut back then, promise.”

			“Jack—”

			“I know.” He waved a hand dismissively. “Been there, done that. It almost got me kicked out of college. I know the risks. I can handle it.”

			“You can handle it?” Donovan’s voice rang with incredulity. “You can barely hold your head up.”

			“Coming down’s hard. I meant to sleep the rest of the weekend at the office, but you tricked me into coming here.”

			“It’s that bad in Chicago?”

			“Yeah.” Jackson closed his eyes, muscle by muscle relaxing into the cushions. “I don’t even want to go back.”

			“So don’t. You know I could use you here. Come work for me. I’ll match your salary and cut you a percentage of Morgan Industries stock. It won’t be what you’re making now, but the stress will be better. Lilly and I will take care of you.”

			“I appreciate that, I do, but it’s not the money that keeps me at the firm. I’ve never felt…” He sighed and tried to open his eyes, but they were too heavy. “You’re the best friend I ever had, Donnie. I’m happy for you, I am. But I hate your guts too.”

			“I know. Can you make it upstairs? You can sleep it off here.”

			“No. Just leave me here. This is the most comfortable I’ve been in months. Years.” Ever.

			He drifted for a while, only to stir as his friend picked up his feet and turned him to lie down. A blanket and a pillow and he was slipping fast into la-la land. “You’re a good man, Donnie. The best.”

			“I was hoping you’d be my best man.”

			The thought of standing at the front of the church and watching Donovan and Lilly swear their love for each other twisted like a dozen knives in his stomach. “Sure. What’s the date?”

			“I don’t know yet. She won’t commit to a date until the stained glass commission is completely done. I’m hoping by the end of the year, but it might go into January.”

			“You’re not going to get married in the dead of winter in Minnesota are you?”

			Donovan squeezed his shoulder. “Are you kidding? I’m marrying her as soon as she agrees to a date, whether it’s in the middle of a blizzard or a new ice age or even a tropical storm.”

			Yeah, Jackson could understand that. Not that he’d try to poach his best friend’s fiancée, not really. But there was no way in hell he’d want a woman like that to escape if he’d finally found her.

			If I’d only found her first. Who knew the woman I’d been searching for all my life was right here in St. Paul, Minnesota, under my best friend’s nose.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			Lilly dialed the number and waited for the call to go through while she mentally ran through her decision-making process again. On paper, Diana Temple was the best option for Jackson, assuming she was even free and unattached. Lilly hadn’t talked to her in at least a year. But there would be other issues. Deeper than whether or not their kinks matched up. Which could be exactly what he needs to get him off the pills.

			“Dreaming in Ink, this is Diana. How can I help you?”

			“Hey, Diana. It’s Lilly Harrison.”

			A few seconds went by while the woman placed who she was. It’d been a while, but once upon a time, Diana had acted as a sort of mentor for Lilly as she’d moved into BDSM. “Oh, Lilly, of course. Hold on a sec.”

			She heard the murmur of voices, likely Diana asking someone to take over for her so she could head to a more private place to talk.

			“Okay, yeah, what can I do for you?”

			“Sorry, I didn’t have any other number for you than your business.”

			“It’s not a problem. Wow, it’s great to hear from you. What are you up to now?”

			“I met someone. I’m actually engaged to him. That’s why I’m calling. Are you…unattached?”

			Diana snorted. “You mean am I still single and miserable? At least that’s what Mama asks every time I talk to her. Yeah, no boyfriend, not yet. I’ve been too busy here at the shop to even think about it.”

			“What about in the scene?”

			“Single there too. I haven’t been active lately, though. Business has been too good. Why?”

			“My sub has a friend who needs some help. Serious help. I immediately thought of you.”

			“Me? Why?”

			“He likes to watch.”

			“Ah. And nobody throws a play party like the Priestess.”

			“Exactly.” Lilly peeked into the living room and checked on Jackson. He was still sprawled out on the couch, dead to the world. Twelve hours and counting. “There are some concerns, though.”

			“There always are. Shoot.”

			“For one thing, he’s extremely wealthy.”

			“How’s that a problem? Hell, bring him over now and I’ll introduce him to Mama as my fiancé. She might get off my back for a month or two.”

			Lilly laughed. “Well, he’s a big shot lawyer out of Chicago. He’s in town for the weekend, maybe more, but he’s not local. Worse, though, he’s got a drug problem. My sub says it’s only amphetamines, not coke or heroin, but it’s still a problem.”

			The other woman blew out a long, deep breath. “You know how I feel about that.”

			Diana’s father had died from a drug overdose. “Yeah. I almost didn’t call for that reason alone. But he needs help. I’m seriously worried about him. He’s been pushing himself for years and years, running on fumes, and he’s at the end of his rope. When he was introduced to me last night and figured out what I am, he almost came unglued. Donovan had to forcibly put him back in his seat. He was that out of control and eager to meet a Mistress.”

			“What kink’s he into?”

			“He doesn’t know, other than he likes to watch. He’s never been in a scene.”

			“Good lord. How old is this guy? Is he legal?”

			Lilly laughed. “Yeah, he’s legal. He’s around my sub’s age, so I’m guessing thirty-eight, thirty-nine years old.”

			“Damn. And he’s never been in a scene?”

			“Donovan says this guy’s married to his job. He works at his mother’s firm and pretty much kills himself for her.”

			“So he has mommy issues.”

			“Probably. I don’t really know much about him other than what my sub has filled in. He’s a workaholic, extremely handsome, filthy rich and dying to meet someone like you.”

			“Lawyer, huh.” Diana hummed softly, a low chant of words that Lilly couldn’t understand. It’s one of the reasons she was known as the Priestess. She sometimes chanted low and deep and soft, like those famous monks. It could be creepy as hell, or oddly exciting, depending on the scene. “I bet he’s stuck in his head. Reason. Logic. His body isn’t even his anymore, completely dead and numbed by all the work and speed he’s been popping. He’ll need some punishment to even remember he has a cock, let alone how to use it. It’ll take me at least a week to get set up for a party. I haven’t hosted in quite a while. But then you and your sub could bring him over, let him see the action and we’ll take it from there, assuming you can get this guy back into town.”

			Lilly pictured Donovan walking around at one of the Priestess’s infamous parties and chuckled. “Sorry, I don’t think that’s going to work. My sub isn’t into any kind of public displays. One of your parties would probably put him in his grave.”

			Diana joined her in laughter. “Oh, come on, that sounds like fun.”

			“He has a very pretty blush, but your party would probably make him burst into flame.”

			Diana roared louder. “Now I have to see this. A grown man who still blushes? You have to promise to bring him over.”

			Still giggling at the thought, Lilly tried to change the subject. “I thought maybe we could do a plain old double date first. You might meet him and decide no way. Or maybe there won’t be any sparks. If it works out, then maybe move on to a party, but it’d have to be pretty low-key if you want Donovan and me to come.”

			The other woman’s laughter died down and a few moments of silence made Lilly grip the phone tighter.

			“Does he know what he’s getting with me?”

			“What do you mean?”

			“Oh come on, Lil. You said he’s a big shot lawyer out of Chicago. I’m a tattoo artist covered in ink. I don’t clean up real good.”

			Lilly had to shake her head. It’d been a while since she’d seen Diana, true, but she had a tall, lithe, powerful body with killer legs that went on and on forever. She might even be taller than Jackson, though it’d be close. “You’re kidding, right? You’re one of the most gorgeous women I know. Besides, I haven’t even mentioned you to him yet. I wanted to talk to you first, Mistress to Mistress.”

			“Ah, professional courtesy. I appreciate it. I’m just saying, if he’s high society, my tats may come as a shock. I don’t do high society. I don’t cover up real good either.”

			“No one’s asking you to cover up. Your tats are gorgeous and you know it.”

			“If he doesn’t like tats—”

			“Then he can go fuck himself.”

			Diana choked on something, like she’d taken a drink. “What does your blushing sub think of that dirty mouth?”

			“He loves my dirty mouth. And if Jackson is worth your time, he’ll love your tats. If not, kick him to the curb. You deserve someone who doesn’t give a damn as long as he has you by his side.”

			“And that’s what you found with yours?”

			Tears burned Lilly’s eyes. “Yeah.”

			“Then marry his ass pronto, darlin’, and keep him chained to your bed the rest of his very long and happy life.”

			“I’m working on exactly that. So is it a date?”

			“Yeah.” Diana blew out a sigh. “What the hell am I going to wear to meet a big shot lawyer?”

			“Anything that shows off those legs of yours. I’m not talking formal opera wear here. We can meet at Dmitri’s for dinner tonight if you’re free. Not too fancy. Not too casual. I can come over early and help you pick out something if you’re that nervous and the guys can meet us there.”

			“No, that’s fine. My roommate should be home tonight. She can help me pick out something. Seven?”

			“Let’s go for eight. Jackson’s still asleep and shows no sign of waking up any time soon.”

			“If he ends up mine for the evening, then I can promise you he’ll be flushing whatever pills he’s still got down the toilet one by one while I beat his ass. Speaking of roommate, though, if it does work out for a little playtime, I can’t bring him back here.”

			“He’s got a suite reserved at the Saint Paul Hotel. He was just too wasted to make it back there last night.”

			Diana let out a low whistle. “High society indeed. All right, Lil, I’ll see you tonight.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			“I wish I hadn’t gone atomic red this time.” Diana stared at herself in the mirror doubtfully. “It clashes with all my nicer dresses.”

			“Why are you wearing a ‘nice dress’ anyway?” Her roommate, Arlene Li, leaned against the headboard with an e-reader in her lap. “You look like you’re going to church instead of on a hot date.”

			Truth be told, the purple-flowered dress was her church dress. Letting out a low growl, Diana hauled the ugly thing over her head and threw it on the mountainous heap growing by the closet door. “He’s an attorney.”

			“So? That doesn’t mean he’s dead. It certainly doesn’t scream ‘wear a conservative dress I hate so I don’t offend anyone’. I mean, really, if the guy’s offended by what you’re wearing, do you think he’s the guy for you? You’re a talented artist, running one of the most popular tattoo shops in the Twin Cities. If he doesn’t like you, the real you, then screw him.”

			“That’s what Lilly said too. I know, I know, you’re right. But torn jeans and leather don’t seem like appropriate first-date attire for a rich lawyer.”

			“Jeans, probably not, at least not if you’re going to Dmitri’s. I haven’t been there in ages, but I don’t remember it being a jeans kind of restaurant. What’s wrong with your leather miniskirt?”

			“Leather? Seriously? Maybe I should wear my motorcycle jacket too.”

			“Sure, why not? Your legs go on for miles when you wear that skirt.” Arlene slid off the bed and rummaged around in the closet. “Here, these boots. They’re totally you and they’ll knock him dead.”

			Black with a chunky three-inch heel, the thigh-high boots were fetish Goth wear all the way with bright red laces and heavy buckles. “You want me to wear this. To Dmitri’s. On a double date with some billionaire and his lawyer.”

			“Yeah.” Arlene came back out of the closet with a short red-and-black plaid skirt instead of the leather mini. “With this. A twisted play on the schoolgirl look. It’d be hilarious if you put your hair in ponytails too.”

			“No, absolutely not.”

			“Try it, please. Look, this guy’s from some Ivy League school, right?”

			“Probably. I don’t really know.”

			“A uniform will kill him, especially if you mix it with some of your Dominatrix elements. Maybe a corset underneath a simple white shirt. This skirt will highlight your legs. Then wear the motorcycle jacket over it all. Skip the ponytails, though, unless you really want to freak him out.”

			“Freak him out? You’re freaking me out! I can’t wear fetish clothes to Dmitri’s!”

			“Why not? Isn’t that where we met for dinner that time with Lilly and some of the other Dommes? Seems like we were all pretty far out there with our clothes and no one batted an eye. If I remember right, the owner’s Lilly’s friend. He welcomed our kinky asses with open arms.”

			Grumbling, Diana pulled on the schoolgirl skirt, her favorite black and red latex bustier, with a white Oxford-style shirt over it, unbuttoned deep enough to reveal what she wore underneath. Arlene pushed her down on the bed and tackled her blazing red hair with a straight iron until it framed her face, smooth and sleek.

			“Nice,” Arlene said, standing back. “Now just a little makeup. Black eyeliner to stay true to your Goth side, smudged for the bedroom look, and bright red lipstick. Everything else clean and simple. You want to look like a badass schoolgirl. Not slutgirl. There.”

			Arlene stepped back and Diana stared at herself in the mirror. “Wow.”

			“Told you.” Smirking, she gave a nod to the black leather jacket. “Put that on and stand up. Let’s get the full picture.”

			Diana had to admit she made a pretty badass schoolgirl. “How do you do that?”

			Arlene shrugged and sauntered over to pick up her e-reader. “You have to think about men’s fantasies and then twist them. It’s like all the idiots who think I’m just a delicate lotus flower or call me geisha. It pisses me off. I’m not even Japanese, damn it! But it’s a fantasy, an expected stereotype. I twist it to suit me and dress in a little silk—because I like it. Not because of some stupid assumptions. Then I’ll tie them up and torture them with swords like a ninja. It gets them off and hopefully teaches them a lesson at the same time even though it’s still a stereotype. It’s not the expected one. No, I’m not some meek and mild little Asian woman willing to wash your back and massage your feet. In fact, you’d better get your ass over here and kiss my feet before I cut off a body part. In the end, it’s still just a fantasy, but it satisfies me at the same time.”

			Twirling enough to watch the skirt flutter about her hips, Diane frowned. “Those boots make me almost six feet tall. What if he’s short?”

			“Oh for heaven’s sake, why do you care? So what if he’s short? The quicker you’ll put him on the floor.” Arlene wrapped an arm around her waist and squeezed, searching her face in the mirror. “What’s up with you? The Priestess isn’t usually this self-conscious.”

			“For one thing, the Priestess hasn’t played in over a year.” She sighed, noting exactly how tall she was compared to her petite friend. “And Mama’s really been after me lately, at least when she remembers who I am. I mean, this is the kind of guy I could gladly take home to meet her. He’s not going to look like my normal crowd, you know? No punk, Goth rock band wannabe druggie as she’d call them. He’s a loaded handsome guy according to Lilly with a lucrative, powerful job. Mama would shit her pants to even think he’d be interested in me.”

			“So?”

			“What if this is my only chance and I totally blow it?”

			“Okay, I get the whole pressure from the parents thing. If I took a lawyer home to meet Mom and Dad, they’d never nag me for a thing ever again. Well, other than bearing him a bunch of babies. I get it. I do. But you can’t put so much pressure on yourself. This guy might be a total douche. Or he might be a real gem. You just don’t know. So it’s ridiculous to worry about your tats or your height or your gorgeous red hair because honey, you are gorgeous. You’re strong and powerful and, usually, extremely confident. If he can’t see that, he’s not the man for you no matter how loaded and fabulously handsome he is. If he’s so insecure he can’t bear the thought of dating a woman who’s a little taller than him, then you’ll be bored to tears before the dessert course rolls around.”

			“Ha, you remembered. Lilly always has to get dessert.”

			“What do you always say? About your tats?”

			Diana stroked the crown tattooed on the inside of her left wrist. “Men come and go, but ink is forever.”

			“Damned right.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Five

			“Are you sure she knows where this place is?” Jackson scanned the restaurant again, even though he had no idea what his blind date looked like other than Lilly’s description. A tattoo artist with a punk edge and legs to die for. “We should have picked her up.”

			“She’s been here before, and no, she needs the ability to leave on her own if she’s not interested.” Lilly sipped her wine and didn’t even look at the door. “Standard operating safety procedures.”

			To say he was both grouchy and uptight was the understatement of the year. Coming down from the amphetamine was always difficult. Combine that with a few beers the night before and the sleep-dulled haze that had fogged his brain most of the evening, and it was all he could do not to snap like an angry bear dragged out of hibernation in the middle of a blizzard. He’d managed to clear the brain fog with about a gallon of espresso, but now he was jumpy as hell. “What does that mean?”

			“It means,” Lilly said with a hard look, “that this is about her. Not you. She doesn’t know you from Adam. If she doesn’t like what she sees or hears, at any time, she’s out of here, no questions asked.”

			Which only made his anxiety rise to a crushing flood. “I should have insisted on wearing the suit, then. She’s going to take one look at these casual clothes you and Donnie picked out and turn on her heel for the door.”

			“Don’t be an idiot,” Lilly retorted. “A stiff shiny suit is the last thing she cares about. Trust me, Jackson. I want her to be comfortable, not you, and that means a little more casual clothes, okay? I told you she’s already concerned about what you’ll think of her.”

			“When Lilly first came to my lake house—” Donovan began.

			“Lake castle,” she grumbled.

			“She was so nervous she could hardly eat,” Donovan continued. “Is that what you want for her? Or would you rather she be comfortable enough to take a good look at you and decide if she wants to play?”

			“I’m not at my best.”

			“Good. Because she’ll want to see you at your worst anyway.”

			His worst. God. No one ever saw him at his worst. He’d even hidden that part from Donovan all these years. “Nobody—”

			“Yeah.” Donovan cut him off. “I know. But that’s what true submission really is, Jack. If you can’t trust her enough to show her your worst, she can’t be your Mistress.”

			Jackson took a deep breath and held it. In his lap beneath the table, his hands were trembling. I don’t know that I can go through with this. It’s too much to ask. Too raw. Too…

			Something made him lift his gaze toward the door. A goddess stood there and he couldn’t look away. It had to be her. Everything inside him recognized her, even though he’d never met her before.

			It wasn’t the blazing red hair that held his gaze, but the way she stood, like a general coming in to assess a battle plan. She was going to knock heads together and kick asses without breaking a sweat. She was tall, definitely—and he couldn’t suppress the momentary cringe at the thought she might think less of him if he ended up being just a tad shorter than her—but even her height wouldn’t have struck him deaf and mute like this. She wore power like a gleaming crown on her head and a royal cape around her shoulders. She was one of those people who commanded a room just by walking in. People turned to look at her, sensing the tendrils of her presence brushing the backs of their necks. He didn’t doubt some of them had goose bumps. He sure did, and he hadn’t even met her gaze yet.

			Afraid he’d embarrass himself, he dropped his gaze to her clothes. Now he started to understand why Donovan blushed so much around his Mistress. Because damn. It was like every naughty prep school boy’s wet dream. And those boots. God. No wonder she was so freaking tall. He dragged his gaze up those shiny buckled boots, the prim and proper white tights…

			No, not tights. Stockings. As she walked closer, the schoolgirl skirt fluttered just enough to show the garter.

			She’s close. She’s here.

			Yet he was still dragging his gaze upward, lingering at the hint of a fancy bra beneath her blouse. The leather jacket. Punk edge. Yeah, now that made sense. A tattooed snake crawled up her left breast and wrapped around her dusky throat. Not a snake. A dragon. Scales gleaming like jewels, eyes blazing like little fire pits. It looked real, alive, those scales moving with every breath she took, giving it life.

			His heart was pounding too loudly for him to hear. He could imagine Donovan introducing him, reciting his ridiculously long, formal name. The firm he worked for. How long they’d known each other. His ears buzzed but it was the annoying sound of cicadas and crickets. Not voices or words that made sense.

			Until she spoke. “Diana Temple.”

			The chatter of a busy, popular restaurant suddenly washed over him. Steeling himself, he looked into her eyes. He had to tip his head back to do it. In those killer boots, she topped him by at least two inches.

			Topped. It almost made him laugh nervously.

			Her eyes gleamed in the low dinner lighting, guarded, he thought, but also interested. Brown eyes dotted with gold sparks. So pretty and striking. He’d never met anyone with eyes like that.

			“You got a name, Angel?”

			He dropped his gaze to her lips. Full, lush, wicked as sin, those lips made sweat trickle between his shoulder blades beneath the black sweater Donovan had convinced him to wear. He opened his mouth, but to his horror, no words would come out.

			It was like every freshly minted lawyer’s worst nightmare. His first court appearance, standing before the judge, and everything he’d ever learned after all those years of school suddenly flew out the window. He couldn’t even remember his own damned name.

			“Jackson,” Donovan said, his amusement ringing in each word. “Or Jack for short.”

			Jackson could only imagine the wide smirk on his friend’s face, which finally jolted his brain into action. “Angel’s good.”

			She stepped closer, forcing him to tip his head back even more. He’d never been so conscious of his own shortcomings before and it made his face blaze with humiliation. Her breath fluttered across his cheek, though, and she took his hand in hers, a tender squeeze that almost made him relax, until she spoke again. “From what I hear, this sweet Angel’s been very, very bad.” Her thumb stroked a circle in his palm and his mouth went dry. “Are you clean this very moment?”

			He started to turn his head and give Lilly a piece of his mind for tattling on him, but Diana squeezed his hand in warning, keeping his gaze on her. “Yes.”

			She tugged him closer and brushed her mouth against his ear. “You use again while we’re together and I’ll strip the hide right off your back with my whip, even if I have to fly to Chicago to do it. Got it?”

			He nodded jerkily, but that wasn’t enough for her. She squeezed harder and gave a warning nip on the lobe of his ear. “Yes.” He hesitated, wondering if she wanted the title Mistress as well, but they hadn’t agreed to anything yet. He wasn’t going to give more than he had to, especially not this first meeting. “Diana.”

			“Good boy, Angel. Now be a gentleman and help me with my chair.”

			By rote, he pulled her chair out and scooted her close to the table. He sat beside her but couldn’t meet anyone’s gaze yet. It was humiliating enough to be shorter than his blind date. To be told he was a good boy and threatened with punishment if he was bad. I sure don’t need them to see how much I liked it. How much I like her.

			Because he did. He couldn’t recall the last time he’d had an erection, before last night, at least, but he sure had one now. And all she’d done was give him a cutesy nickname, order him around a bit and threaten to whip him if he took another pill. She knew he was from Chicago and had a history with drugs. What else did Lilly warn her about?

			Lilly had told her Jackson was gorgeous, but Diana hadn’t expected breathtakingly gorgeous, so perfect that he almost didn’t even look real. He really did look like an angel with carefully styled blond hair and eyes so blue it hurt to look at him for long. And the way he’d looked at her…

			A Mistress couldn’t ask for more on a first meet. Mr. Slick Lawyer hadn’t even been able to answer her at first.

			He was still too shaken to look up and join the conversation, so she reached over and took his hand, threading her fingers through his. But she didn’t let him keep her hand on his lap. She dragged his hand over and braced their joined hands on her thigh. That brought his head up. If he was very good, she might even let him put his hand on her. See how far he’d dare to explore in a public setting, especially given his desire to watch others.

			“I was thinking about buying another boat before Christmas,” Donovan said. “What do you think, Jack? Have you seen any good deals around?”

			“That depends on what you want to use the boat for. Are we talking business or pleasure?”

			“Pleasure, always.”

			Lilly gave her sub a warning look that should have frosted over their wine glasses. “Don’t even think about it.”

			“If you’re going to design another window, then I’ll need to get the boat sooner than later.”

			Lilly turned to Diana. “I’m creating a massive stained glass project at Morgan Industries that just happens to feature Mr. Morgan’s numerous boating acquisitions. If he even thinks about buying a new boat to name after me, then I guess there won’t be any wedding for months and months because I’ll be too busy still working on his windows to plan it.”

			She might have been blustering and threatening, but it was easy to see how much Lilly really did love the man, and the way Donovan looked at her, he’d crawl on broken glass if she told him to. Diana smiled and took a sip of her wine. “When’s the big day?”

			“Someone won’t commit to a date until the windows are done.” Donovan frowned and lowered his voice to a harsh growl that made Lilly laugh. “I’m thinking New Year’s Day.”

			“Nobody gets married on New Year’s Day,” Jackson said. “You’d be better off to get married the last day in December.”

			“Why’s that?” Diana shared a confused look with Lilly.

			“Taxes,” Jackson explained. “He’d be able to pay his taxes at the lower married rate for the entire year, even if they were technically only married one day.”

			Lilly smacked Donovan on the chest. “You’d marry me just to get a tax write-off?”

			“I didn’t say he could write the wedding off,” Jackson replied in a slow, amused drawl. “Although knowing Donnie, he probably could figure out a way to claim the whole event as a tax deduction. Write-offs—”

			“Oh don’t bore us with lawyer talk.” Lilly folded her arms and refused to look at her sub, even when he slipped his arm around her shoulders. “I promised to get the windows done by Christmas and I won’t have time to plan anything, let alone some huge ridiculous production of a wedding.”

			“Who said I wanted a huge production?”

			Lilly blinked and looked up at him. “You don’t?”

			“I’ve been through the society wedding and I’d rather go to the dentist and have all my teeth pulled without Novocain than ever do that again. The list of people I’d care to invite to our wedding is quite small. Jackson, of course. Ricardo and his partner from New York. Chris.” Donovan looked over at Diana and explained, “Our personal chef. Lilly doesn’t cook.”

			“Or drive, evidently,” Jackson added.

			“So Jacob, yes, her driver. Annette and her son, they manage the lake house. That’s probably it.”

			“What, you don’t want to invite Charlie, the guy who parks my car for me at the Galtier ramp?” Lilly used a snarky tone, but she reached up and ran her fingers over the silver chain at her lover’s throat.

			Aha. A collar. Diana had to swallow down the huge lump that started to fill her throat. She was happy for them, honestly, but it was hard too. She’d given up hope of ever finding the man who’d be able to wear her collar for keeps. She glanced at the handsome man beside her, but couldn’t picture a thick, heavy leather collar around his perfect throat. Just like his rich friend, Jackson was too much the svelte gentleman to ever wear such a thing. Platinum and diamonds were more his calling card.

			Nothing wrong with that at all. But it wasn’t hers.

			Donovan leaned closer to Lilly, his eyes fluttering shut, her fingers curling around the decorative chain.

			“That’s the second time I’ve seen you touch that necklace and he melts into a quivering puddle.” Jackson reached for the opened bottle of wine, but before pouring his own glass, he checked to see if Diana wanted any. It was a small gesture probably more from manners than anything else, but it still pleased her. She declined, wondering what they’d think if she ordered some scotch instead of expensive froufrou wine. “What’s so special about it?”

			Donovan straightened, his jaw flexing as his cheeks colored slightly. “It’s not exactly a necklace. Or not just a necklace.”

			“Then what is it?”

			Lilly’s mouth quirked with amusement and she didn’t answer. Diana chuckled out loud, watching Donovan’s blush spread. “You’re right, Lil. He does have a very pretty blush.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Six

			Evidently the necklace that wasn’t exactly a necklace was important, because the women changed the subject without explaining its significance.

			“So, Jackson, how long can you be in town?” Lilly asked, even though she already knew the answer. Typical deflection tactic, though. Turn the attention back on him.

			He kept his attention across the table instead of checking to see what Diana thought of his answer. “Only tonight. I really must get back to Chicago tomorrow. In fact, my phone’s been buzzing so often that I finally just shut the damn thing off.”

			“You’re so busy that you’re not allowed weekends off?”

			Diana’s warm, husky voice made him shift slightly in his seat. “Rarely. Weekends are for getting the jump on Monday.”

			“What’s Monday for?” Donovan knew this answer too, a smile flickering on his lips.

			“Destroying everything in your path by Friday.”

			Their food was delivered, plate after plate of deliciousness from aroma to presentation to taste. Jackson deliberately kept his gaze down at his own steak so that he didn’t offend Diana by watching the other woman eat. She had no such hesitation, though.

			“Damn, girl, I forgot how much fun it is to eat with you. It’s almost as good as watching an exhibition scene at one of my old parties.”

			She had to have made that reference deliberately, wanting to see its effect on him. Calmly, he cut a bite of perfectly medium rare rib eye and chewed it. As though he didn’t have a rock-hard erection throbbing against his zipper.

			“I call them foodgasms.” Donovan chuckled. “Wait until she gets to dessert.”

			“I can see why.” Casually, Diana set her fork down and picked up her wineglass with her left hand. Under the table, she reached over with her other hand and palmed his cock. Lowering her voice, she leaned closer to him. “As I thought. Good boy, Angel.”

			No one had ever called him anything but Jack or his full ridiculous name. Angel was silly and probably should have offended a man who’d conquered the world before age forty, but oddly, he liked it. When he teased Donovan by calling him Donnie, it was out of a long friendship. He’d never had that kind of relationship with a woman before.

			She pulled her hand away to continue eating and he had to clench his jaws to keep from asking her to put her hand back. Hell, maybe she’d consider following him to the bathroom and easing his need with another stroke of her hand. It wouldn’t take much.

			Christ, it’d been so long since he’d been on a normal date, let alone had a woman touch him, that he was losing his fucking mind.

			Desire simmered in him, fueled by her voice, her nearness, the casual brush of her arm or thigh, the spiced scent of her perfume. Every once in a while she’d just happen to touch his thigh, as if she loved feeling him jerk into awareness or jump at her slightest caress. By the time the dishes were cleared and dessert was ordered, he was sweating, his thighs aching with strain.

			She dropped her hand to his arm this time and squeezed hard enough her nails bit through the sweater. It made him suck in a deep breath, fighting to keep a groan from escaping. He shot a hard look at her, a warning, but she only smirked. God, she was enjoying this. She enjoyed watching him suffer and squirm.

			Of course she does. She’s a Mistress.

			A sudden flood of weakness washed over him. Vulnerability. It wasn’t a feeling he endured often, if at all. He took pride in being completely prepared for any and everything the meanest judge or sharpest opposing counsel could throw at him.

			No preparation or defense would save him now. In fact, that was the whole point of sitting here with her. She was the kind of woman who would rule her bedroom like a fearless empress. Instead of condemning him to the dungeon or to the hangman’s noose, she’d…

			Do any damn thing she wants. And I don’t think I’ll care.

			The thought rocked him to the core.

			“You all right?” she asked softly, her fingers caressing his forearm instead of digging into him as before.

			He didn’t know how to answer. He wasn’t all right. It was suddenly glaringly obvious how not all right he was. He ought to run to the airport like demons were chasing him, but all he wanted to do was toss his career into the toilet and follow her wherever she led.

			“It’s sudden, I know. You weren’t exactly looking for someone like me when you came to St. Paul, were you?”

			“No.” He had to clear his throat, checking quickly to make sure his friend was occupied. Donovan was watching Lilly devour a piece of cherry pie, and by the fierce concentration on his face, he wouldn’t notice a nuclear bomb going off. “I didn’t even know.”

			He didn’t know that he’d be interested in a Mistress at all. Had no clue that he’d even be turned on by the idea. He hadn’t been turned on in so long he’d pretty much thought that part of him had been destroyed by the long hours of his job and the way he treated his body.

			“Lilly told me you’ve never done a scene.”

			He shook his head, unable to meet her gaze. He didn’t like admitting his ignorance. Oh sure, he’d known people went to clubs and such. Swingers and dungeon-goers. He knew of them. Just never expected he’d want to join in.

			“What do you know about this lifestyle?”

			He let a self-deprecating smile curve his lips. “Nothing whatsoever.”

			She hummed beneath her breath. Actually it was more of a whisper, though he couldn’t understand her words. It made goose bumps rise on his arms, even though sweat still trickled down his chest. “Are you all right?”

			“What? Oh, sure. Sometimes I think out loud.”

			“That didn’t sound like thinking. I couldn’t understand it.”

			She gave him a mysterious smile. “Maybe you will someday. Anyway, what I was thinking is how lucky I am to get the job of breaking you in for the first time. I don’t take such a privilege lightly, I assure you.”

			Breaking him in? That sounded suspiciously like dog training. “Are you going to housebreak me too?”

			She laughed softly. “If that’s what you need. Do you, Angel?”

			He opened his mouth to retort absolutely not, but realized he didn’t know. He had no idea what this new territory would bring. He met her gaze, afraid he looked more like a wild-eyed startled deer than a man.

			Her amusement faded to a solemn look of understanding that made his stomach tremble. “It’s all right, Angel. We’ll figure it out together. If you trust me. Do you want to invite me back to your hotel room tonight for some exploration, even if I whip you for every pill I find?”

			An offer was on the table. He tried to consider it from all angles, but there were too many unknowns. He had no idea what such a simple invitation could involve. It really came down to one thing, as she’d said. Did he trust her? It was one thing to take a sexy woman back to his hotel for a one-night stand, but something told him this would be significantly different. Momentous, even. It scared him shitless, honestly.

			The smart thing would be to decline, do some preliminary research and investigative work, including a detailed interrogation of his friend. But he hadn’t counted on the desperation burning in his body. He was starved for skin-on-skin contact. He hadn’t done anything but shake hands in longer than he could remember.

			Just the simple thought of lying beside this woman and feeling those long, gorgeous legs against his own made him nod his head.

			She flashed a wide, hungry smile that made his stomach clench uneasily around the delicious dinner.

			What have I gotten myself into?

		

	
		
			Chapter Seven

			Waving goodbye to the other couple, Diana suppressed a smile at the look on Angel’s face. Disgruntled and wary, he was having second thoughts about the rest of the evening. Good. He ought to come into this with eyes wide open. In fact, she couldn’t wait to see how big and wide his eyes went before she got through with this little introduction.

			She led the way to her bright blue Mustang with white racing stripes and watched the way he reacted. He gave her a considering look as though she’d surprised him, and even though she slid behind the wheel, making it clear who was in control, he seemed more at ease.

			“I suppose this isn’t a girl car, but I swore as soon as I could afford it, I was buying myself a Mustang. I’ve had this baby nearly ten years now and he purrs just as sweet as he ever did.”

			She couldn’t help but squeal the tires a little pulling out onto the main street back into downtown St. Paul.

			Jackson took a tighter grip on the door handle. “I haven’t driven in so long that I doubt I still can.”

			“It’s like riding a bike. If you survive the night with me, you can drive to the airport tomorrow.” His eyes about popped out of his head, until he realized she was teasing. “So you have someone drive you to work every day?”

			“Not exactly.”

			He didn’t elaborate, which told her he probably never went home. “So you just sack out at work? That’s lame.”

			“I have a very comfortable leather couch in my office. I swear the thing’s more roomy and relaxing than my bed. I honestly can’t remember the last time I slept in it.”

			“That’s sad, Jackson.” She sharpened her voice and shot him a quick glare, as much as she could manage while driving. “You will take better care of yourself in the future. Rest and food are nonnegotiable.”

			“Or what?” He smiled but there was an edge in his voice, a glint in his eyes. “Are you going to punish me?”

			“Did Lilly tell you the name I’m known by in the BDSM circles?” She kept her voice light, hands relaxed and eyes straight ahead on the road.

			“No, I don’t believe so.”

			She lowered her voice, deep with rumbling power that had made her famous. “I’m the Priestess.”

			“Holy shit, how do you do that?”

			It’d been a long time since she indulged in power play. She focused her will, letting her personal energy rise to a suffocating heaviness. “I don’t have time for babysitting, dog training or pony breaking. That’s not my cuppa. If you’re wanting a mommy figure to show you what a bad boy you are, then I’m not the right Mistress for you.”

			“What do you do?”

			Pleased at the softer, more respectful tone in his voice, she relented some of the power threaded through her voice. “For me, I like putting on a good show. It’s the theatrics and demonstration of a really good scene that thrill me, which is exactly why Lilly called me for you. Because I’m known as the Priestess, I’ve done a lot of sacrificial reenactments, that sort of scene. They can be very powerful.

			“Don’t get me wrong, Angel. I’m more than glad to beat you within an inch of your life if you even think about using again. But I’m not going to play your long lost mommy and I don’t have the patience for pet play. I suck at pets. I can’t even keep plants alive.”

			“We have that in common, then. I’m never home long enough to even think about keeping something alive. Some days…” He sighed and looked out the window. She glanced over at him quickly, stunned at his beauty, his chiseled face highlighted in the streetlights. “I wonder how I keep myself alive.”

			Not good. If he had depression to deal with, he’d need professional help. More help than she could provide. Though she could at least get him thinking in the right direction toward taking care of himself. It made sense, though. A rich, successful guy like him risking addiction and all the trouble he could get into with amphetamines. He had to have some kind of underlying issue that he was hiding. “Why do you drive yourself so hard, Jackson? Why are you killing yourself like this? Because that’s what you’re doing.”

			He blew out another sigh and rubbed his palms on his thighs. “I don’t know. I’m sorry, I know that’s not the answer you’re looking for. I just don’t know.”

			She reached over and squeezed his hand, pleased when he threaded his fingers into hers and held on to her like a lifeline. “Then that’s my goal, Angel. I’m going to help you find out why. Then we can tackle the cause. Together.”

			Walking through the lobby of the posh Saint Paul Hotel with Diana on his arm made him smile. Tall, tanned and lithe, she drew every man’s gaze. Sure, maybe the blazing red hair was a little much, and a few older gentlemen raised an eyebrow at the plaid miniskirt—which looked incredibly mini with her long legs—and Goth boots, but she strode fearlessly across the marble floor like a glorious Amazon priestess headed for her altar. He could suddenly understand why she took that role at BDSM scenes too. The adoration of her subjects, mixed with the fear and respect of her power. It must have been a heady rush.

			Hopefully I can be the Priestess’s willing sacrifice.

			Because he was willing. More than willing. Even though he had no clue what she was going to demand of him once the door to his room shut.

			She waited silently while he opened the door and held it for her to go ahead of him. Donovan had outdone himself with the grand old suite tastefully decorated in an old-world elegance of cream, gold and deep burgundy. It wouldn’t surprise Jackson to learn that presidents had stayed in this room.

			“Do you want a drink?” His voice sounded strange and overly loud in the room. “I can have a bottle of wine sent up.”

			“I’m not much for wine myself.” She sat down in one of the classic wingback chairs and looked at him. He couldn’t read her body language. She was relaxed, but alert, expectant, but not demanding. She smiled at his intensity and continued, “I prefer a good shot of scotch but I’d rather we both be clear and levelheaded for this. Wouldn’t you?”

			He ran a hand through his hair and reached up to adjust his tie before remembering he wore a sweater. He couldn’t remember the last time he hadn’t worn a suit. “If you say so.”

			“You’re adorable when you’re nervous.” She chuckled softly and settled back in her chair. “But I’ll put you out of your misery. Let’s set out the rules for this evening.”

			Straightening, he focused on her. Should he sit down? Or remain standing? She was a Mistress after all. Maybe she expected him to kneel at her feet. The thought almost made him laugh. He couldn’t picture it. He couldn’t see himself doing anything so subservient. Did Donovan kneel for Lilly? Again, he almost laughed out loud…until he pictured it in his mind.

			And suddenly he thought maybe Donovan was on to something.

			“You’ve never been to a club, never done a scene, never played with a woman like me before. So let me get a few things straight right away. Once we begin, I rule this room. I rule you. I expect your full attention and respect. If I tell you to do something, I don’t want questions or hesitation, unless my orders don’t make sense. I expect you to obey me. That’s it.”

			“That’s it?”

			She gave him one firm nod.

			That didn’t sound too bad, really. He wasn’t like some of those sexist pricks who couldn’t deal with a female judge. He’d certainly take orders from his mother without hesitation, though she wasn’t so much about giving orders because she trusted him to know what needed to be done without her having to spell it out. Though he didn’t see how playing a mindless little robot for Diana would be a turn on.

			“Do you have any limits I need to know about, other than your problem with speed?”

			He opened his mouth to retort that he didn’t have a problem at all—he had things perfectly in control, thank you very much. But common sense made him shut his mouth. Mouthing off to the Mistress was probably a very bad idea.

			“I said I was going to whip you for every pill in your possession. Does that bother you?”

			He tried not to grin but the idea amused him more than anything.

			“So I see.” She smiled back. “You don’t quite believe I can do anything too drastic that you in all your manly glory won’t be able to endure. Good. You’ve set the bar for what I need to accomplish tonight. Do you know what a safeword is?”

			“Other than a word that’s safe, no, which I’m assuming isn’t exactly correct.”

			“I rule you, as I said, but you have the power. If things get too intense or I ask you to do something you don’t want or can’t do, you give me the safeword and we stop. Later, we’ll talk about why you needed me to stop, but I won’t ask questions right away or get angry or demand why you needed me to stop. You give me the power as Mistress to do whatever I want…until you give me the safeword to stop. Make sense?”

			“Sure.”

			“What’s the first word that pops into your head?”

			Maybe it was the way she’d explained how the word worked, but the first thing he thought of was, “Overruled.”

			She laughed. “Good word. Okay, so if you need me to stop, you tell me ‘overruled’ and everything ends. Got it?”

			“Sure.”

			Her face changed. Her jaws firmed, her eyes burned with intensity, and all light conversation suddenly disappeared. He automatically straightened, waiting for her first order.

			“What are you doing to do?”

			“Obey you.” He thought about saying Mistress, but decided to say, “Priestess,” instead.

			“Good boy, Angel.” Her mouth quirked briefly. “So it begins. Now take off your clothes. Everything. I want to see what I’m playing with tonight.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Eight

			You could learn a lot about a man by watching the way he undressed. Jackson didn’t immediately strip out of his clothes as quickly as possible, which might demonstrate too much eagerness. Nor did he pause or wait for her to give the order again, a ploy to immediately irritate her. Instead, he was methodical and careful. He toed off his dress shoes, picked them up, and placed them nicely inside the closet. Diana caught a glimpse of a suit still in plastic, but no other clothes besides the ones he was wearing. Nor did he have a suitcase. He truly hadn’t expected to stay more than a few hours, let alone the weekend.

			He pulled the sweater over his head, folded it, and laid it on the top shelf. So he must know that hangers made sweaters lose their shape. Something most of the men she’d known in the past wouldn’t have cared about. His upper body was toned and lean. Maybe too lean. Without his slick suit and bulky sweater, she could see how he’d worn his body down to practically nothing. When Mama had been in her prime, she’d have fattened him up in a matter of days with good home cooking. He was fit but not overly muscular. His firm probably had a penthouse fitness area full of bicycles and treadmills. She could practically see him jogging on a treadmill while on the phone arguing with a client, hardly out of breath.

			Stepping out of his trousers, he carefully lined up the seams and hung them beside his suit. The blue silk of his boxers almost matched the vibrant color of his eyes. Silk didn’t surprise her. What did surprise her, though, were the scars around his knee. They were old and faded but still visible. She hadn’t noticed a limp, but he’d injured himself quite some time ago. She couldn’t see him getting hurt as a lawyer.

			“What are the scars from?”

			Startled, he looked down at his knee as if he’d truly forgotten. “I played baseball when I was in high school and early college. It was a long time ago.”

			“You must have been pretty good if you were playing in college.”

			He shrugged and stripped off his dress socks. It almost made her chuckle when he carefully placed each one in its corresponding shoe. He’d get a real shock when he saw the condition of her closet. “Once upon a time, yeah. Coach said I could go pro.”

			“But the injury sidelined you?”

			“Yes and no.”

			He didn’t elaborate, and she decided not to push for answers when he turned to face her, his hands pushing the waistband of his boxers down. He sucked in a breath, obviously not used to the glide of silk on an erection. She made a mental note to torment him with her panties as soon as possible. He looked into her face as if seeking approval, so she licked her lips. “Very nice, Angel. I can tell you haven’t used that lovely weapon in a long time. You’re already leaking pre-come.”

			He jerked and looked down at himself as if stunned. “I think I’m going to embarrass myself very quickly tonight.” He paused a moment, his gaze flickering back up to hers to gauge her reaction. She hadn’t told him not to speak, so she didn’t correct him. “I guess I should be glad I can still get it up.”

			“Don’t you worry about that, Angel,” she purred. “I think I can get you up just about as many times as I want. And I plan to keep you hard most of the night.”

			Doubt creased his forehead but she smothered her laughter. This was going to be so much fun. He really had no idea what was in store.

			“If you’re done primping, Angel…” He shot her a disgruntled look. “Then grab the bag I set by the door. I have some surprises in there just for you.”

			He whirled around and saw the satchel she’d grabbed as they were getting out of the Mustang. He’d been so wrapped up in what was coming that he hadn’t even noticed the bag. As she’d asked, he brought the bag and held it out to her.

			“I like to see my submissive on his knees before me.”

			With a smirk of amusement, he did as she asked. The look in his eyes said whatever floats your boat, but she could tell he didn’t really put any value into the act himself. Yet.

			“Good boy, Angel.” His amusement deepened. He still thought most of this was one grand joke. Time to wake him up a little. She opened the bag and pulled out a paddle. Over a foot long, it was wide enough to give him a good, hard spanking he wouldn’t soon forget. If he wasn’t into pain, he might even learn the value of a safeword before she was done, depending on how many pills he’d kept. “Go get every single pill you have in your possession.”

			He climbed to his feet, went into the bathroom, and came out with a single medicine bottle. Eyes narrowed and lips tight to show how much she hated the fact that he’d used any drug, she snatched the bottle of out of his hand and popped open the lid.

			“I’d say there’s about twenty in there,” he said. “I’d really planned to give them up right after the holidays. That would have been enough to keep me going another few weeks.”

			She studied his face to see if he was deliberately lying, but he seemed entirely sincere. “Don’t bullshit me, Jackson.”

			His eyes flared with surprise. “What?”

			“If you’re not sleeping, not eating and working practically nonstop as you described, then there’s no way in hell that twenty more pills would have kept you going until Thanksgiving. That’s nearly three weeks away. So you’re only going to take one pill a day? That’s enough to keep you going at full tilt for twenty-four hours?”

			He swallowed hard and averted his face, his cheeks darkening. Not with embarrassment, but shame.

			“How many pills were you taking a day? Two? Three?”

			“Two.” He had to clear his throat. “For breakfast. Then usually another at night to keep me going as long as possible.”

			She hardened her voice whip-sharp. “You’ve been lying to yourself about how bad it really is.”

			He nodded, still avoiding her gaze, but that wasn’t good enough.

			“Say it aloud. I’m a liar and an addict. Say it!”

			“I’m a liar. I’m an addict.” His mouth twisted like he’d tasted something rotten. “Priestess.”

			“Damned straight. When you get home, you’ll seek out a counselor to help you with this addiction. Promise me.”

			“I promise.”

			Satisfied, she tapped the paddle in her palm, letting the whack on her flesh bring his attention back to her. “You said you were using three pills a day and there are three weeks until Thanksgiving. Since you lied about your usage, I’m going to give you sixty-three swats with this trusty paddle. Good, hard swats. If you’re not crying or coming by the end, I don’t deserve to be called the Priestess any longer.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Nine

			In the span of thirty minutes, he’d been stripped, humiliated and called both a liar and an addict. Words he absolutely hated. Yet she was right. He’d been lying to himself for too long. Maybe her promised swats would finally thump the truth into his thick skull.

			Diana stood and headed toward the bathroom but he didn’t rise. For one thing, she hadn’t told him to get up, and he was starting to get into this role-playing thing. It was nice not to have to think much for a change. To simply sit back and let someone else dictate how things were going to go. His mind was still buzzing with what ifs and whys, but he could feel a noticeable difference in the amount of stress that usually hammered him constantly day and night. Plus she might actually want to use the toilet. Or, if he was extremely lucky, maybe she’d strip down a little and show him some skin.

			I’d probably come on the spot just from seeing her bra.

			Idiot.

			Why had he put off sex for so long? His dick already felt like it was twice its usual size and painfully swollen. Not comfortable to say the least.

			“Come here, Angel.”

			He stood and went to the bathroom door. She’d placed a couple of towels on the floor in front of the toilet with the lid up. The bottle of pills stood open on the back of the commode. She pointed at the padding and he didn’t need an explanation of what she wanted. He knelt before the toilet.

			“What’s your pain tolerance like?”

			With a grimace, he shrugged. “I don’t really know. This erection is painful. Physical therapy on my knee hurt like a bitch, but that was twenty years ago or more and I’ve never had anything else like it.”

			“All right, we’ll take it slow then. I’m determined to give you all sixty-three swats so I’d better pace myself.”

			He smirked. “Can’t wear yourself out too quickly, right?”

			She patted his shoulder. “Exactly. Though it’s your pretty ass I’m worried about.” She pulled over a small bench that had held toiletries beside the soaking tub and sat beside him, adjusting her position until she was happy. “This is more fun if you’re bent over my lap or tied to an altar of some sort, but we can make this work. I want you to keep the count. Say the number out loud and don’t make me start over again.”

			“Okay.” She squeezed his shoulder, letting her nails dig in a little as a reminder, so he hurriedly added, “Priestess. Is that what you want to be called?”

			“That’s what I’m mostly known as, but you can also call me Mistress if you like. Just always show the proper respect, either to me or Lilly if we’re in a scene. She goes by Mistress L, but I have a feeling her sub might not like another man calling her Mistress. Maybe we’ll get the chance to see how he’d react.”

			She stroked her hand down his back, tracing his spine. “Take a deep breath, Angel. Relax yourself as much as possible. Tense muscles will hurt more when I start. Ready?”

			“Yes, Priestess.”

			The first blow was surprisingly loud. It reverberated through the tiny room and he was suddenly grateful Donovan had paid a pretty penny to get such a large, exclusive room. Hopefully there weren’t any neighbors to overhear.

			Then his skin started to throb. He blew his breath out with surprise.

			“There. That’s what your body feels like. Starting to remember?”

			He nodded, suddenly uneasy. Maybe she hadn’t been teasing about the whole crying thing after all. God. He hadn’t cried in front of a woman. Ever. At least not that he could remember.

			“The count,” she reminded him, gently squeezing the pained buttock. “And throw one of those pills into the toilet.”

			“One.” Damn, that felt incredible. Pain, soothed by her touch. It was almost worth the throbbing welt to feel her fingers gliding over his ass.

			The next few blows were about the same, although she alternated the position of each blow, spreading them out so his entire ass felt like it was on fire. One by one, the pills plopped into the toilet bowl. The intensity of her blows started to push him over the commode slightly, as if he were hung over. He couldn’t help but look at those pills. Look, and remember how they made him feel. Fast, so fast, flying high. It’d been good, great even, until the crash came. Then he’d felt like something scraped off the bottom of someone’s boot and left to rot in a rat’s nest in New York City. So he’d taken more pills to avoid the low. Never coming down completely. Always flying.

			Risky, so risky. Living on the edge. Always in control.

			Or had he really been in control? Not of himself, for sure. Or he’d never have gotten to this place, where he’d missed a pill and collapsed on his friend’s couch for eighteen hours.

			The last pill dropped into the water and for a moment, he couldn’t see it. It was too blurry.

			Afraid he’d actually started to cry, he blinked rapidly, trying to remember what the count was. Twenty something. One? Two? He couldn’t remember.

			“Twenty-two.” Her voice stroked over him with such intensity that he flinched like she’d snapped a whip in his direction. “That bottle held how many pills, Jackson? Thirty? Sixty?”

			Sixty. He’d left Chicago with a fresh bottle, but he’d been to California and New Orleans and, if he checked his schedule, probably the East Coast too before he’d come to St. Paul to see Donovan. He probably would have needed a new bottle within the week, so he’d have gone to his other doctor to get the script filled. The one who didn’t ask too many questions. He liked people who didn’t ask too many questions.

			“Never again, Jackson. Not on my watch. You’ll never forget this night. I’ll make sure of it.”

			A Dominant never punished a submissive in anger. Discipline, sure. But never anger. That was abuse.

			Diana paused and did a quick self-examination. She was pissed, yeah. He’d been an idiot and risked his life and career and health for absolutely no reason. She’d seen too many people ruin their lives for a chemical rush, leaving behind wrath and destruction in their wake as their loved ones had to live without them.

			She took deep, measured breaths to bring herself back under control. Beating him within an inch of his life wouldn’t help him beat his own inner demons, and it sure wouldn’t bring her father back.

			“Do it,” he ground out. He leaned further over the commode, lifting his backside for her paddle. “I deserve it.” When she still didn’t deliver another blow, he turned his head and gave her a sardonic smile. Those brilliant blue eyes of his pierced her to the quick. “Help me feel again, Priestess. Besides, you promised me forty-one more.”

			His ass was already red enough to be hot to the touch. It made her smile back, though, pleased that he had that kind of spunk. “Are you sure, Angel? You probably won’t be able to sit behind your swanky lawyer desk for a few days if I give you that many.”

			“Good,” he whispered, closing his eyes. “Make me remember every time I sit down. Take me as far away from that life as possible. Please.”

			If he was going to make it all the way to sixty-three, she’d have to help distract him a little. It’d also have the secondary effect of making his first punishment session quite possibly the most rewarding release he’d ever have. “Stand up, then, and lean over the toilet. Brace your hands on the wall so you don’t fall down.”

			He did as she ordered, looking like he was trying to take a leak. His cock hung soft and limp—so pain hadn’t turned him on. Yet.

			“Remember your safeword, Angel. If you don’t want me touching you…” She grazed the tips of her fingers over his groin and he sucked in a deep breath. “Tell me. Some men don’t want to mix sexual pleasure with punishment. Others get excited just thinking about punishment. Where are you going to land on that scale?”

			Leaning up against his thigh, she breathed against his neck and ear while her fingers played up and down the ever more rigid cock. His breathing came faster, his hips helplessly arching forward, trying to deepen the caress. She landed another blow, this time lower to the backs of his thighs. His breath rushed out and he quivered, but he didn’t lose the erection. She alternated blows back and forth, keeping the count out loud for him when he faltered. When she had his mind so confused and fuzzy, trying to figure out whether it hurt or felt damned good, she knew it’d be hard to keep count. Especially when she paused and pumped him firmer, driving him closer to the edge.

			She kept the swats firm but not punishing. Not as hard as she would normally give for a shorter scene or more experienced sub. He’d feel it later, definitely. He’d have bruises to remember her by, even when he returned to his real life in Chicago.

			That thought shook her out of her calm, almost clinical detachment. Focused on showing a novice a really good time, she’d turned off her own emotions. It was part of what helped her excel as the Priestess with reserved, sometimes even strict, ritualistic scenes. She even had a mental trick to help focus her will where she built a tower in her mind that lifted her above and beyond her body. But this gorgeous Angel was different. He was merely a visitor, plopped down into her world ever so briefly. He might have fallen from his high lifestyle and courtroom warfare, but it wasn’t permanent. In fact, he’d need to head home tomorrow.

			I might never see him again.

			So she let herself feel. The exquisite velvet of his cock sliding through her fingers, his desperate little pants as she edged him, closer and closer to release without actually letting him come. His thighs trembled and his shoulders corded with strain, but he didn’t break away from her orders. He leaned harder into the wall as if he had to push to keep it from falling on top of them, but he kept his hands to himself. Probably not easy for a man who’d never played with a Mistress before. For a first-timer, he was doing extremely well following directions.

			Which made him either a true submissive who’d never embraced his inner self, or a really good actor.

			“Fuck,” he growled beneath his breath.

			“Not yet, love.” She laughed low and wicked, rubbing against his thigh. “Maybe never. Maybe I’ll keep you like this forever. I love seeing you tight and sweating and desperate. Have you ever been this desperate before?”

			“No. Never. God.”

			She tightened her fingers in a firm ring around the head of his cock, squeezing without giving him any quarter. “Bet you’ve never needed to come so badly.”

			He shuddered, sweat dripping down his chest. “What do you want from me?”

			“I want to give you the last ten swats, but these are going to be harder than ever.”

			He turned his head so he could read her face and body posture, though maybe he didn’t do it consciously. In his job, he probably read people without even thinking about it. His jaws were tight, his eyes narrowed with focus but blazing hot, brilliant as if he had a fever. “And then?”

			“You can come. If you can.”

			His eyes narrowed more, his nostrils pinched. “What’s the catch?”

			Releasing him, she moved back a step to make sure she had a good angle for these last few swats. “I’m not going to touch you again.”

			He almost laughed. If he could come? Really?

			He’d never been so painfully aroused before. His cock felt a hundred times thicker, longer and more sensitive. Panting, sweating, he felt like he’d been thrusting into a willing partner for hours and hours, more than ready to release.

			But as the next blows rained down, the urge to come bubbled ever higher, without any relief in sight. He tried to think about her mouth, those lush lips wrapping around him. It only made him harder—not giving him the release he craved. He squeezed his eyes shut and imagined hammering into her body over and over, the way her pussy would tighten on him as she climaxed. It made him shudder, so close, every muscle burning…

			Yet he still couldn’t come.

			Fire licked across his skin, intensifying every sensation. The air on his skin. The brush of that ridiculously sexy schoolgirl skirt on his hip. The whisper of her breath near his ear. Her scent. She wasn’t touching him, but he could feel her presence like a blazing sun, so close, so fantastically powerful and brilliant. One touch would incinerate him into a thousand pieces.

			But she wasn’t going to touch him.

			“Sixty-two.” Her words gave weight to the blow that landed across both buttocks. The thud reverberated through his body, singing through his bones, searing his brain to ash. “Sixty-three. That’s it, Angel.”

			That’s it. He quivered all over. His hips rocked helplessly, but no relief came. In fact, without the rhythmic blows to steady him, the pain of his erection worsened a thousandfold. He let out a ragged groan, a wordless plea. If she’d lay a single finger on him—it wouldn’t even have to be his cock. Hell, she could probably touch the tip of his nose and he’d spray the wall. He just needed a touch. Something. Something to push him over the edge.

			His heartbeat thundered in his ears but he heard her low command.

			“Now you can come, Angel. Let it all go.”

			His back arched and a guttural cry ripped out of his throat. His dick exploded, like all of his insides liquefied and had to come out of him somewhere. If he could have focused his eyes, it wouldn’t have surprised him to see rubble where the wall had been. He lost count of the number of spurts that rocked his body. Rubbery knees wouldn’t hold him up, but she was there. Her arms slid around his waist and she drew him back against her. For the first time in his life, he appreciated his smaller stature, because he could feel her entire body against his. She anchored him, strong, tall and fierce, even while she whispered in his ear.

			“You did it, Angel. You took your punishment, every blow. I’m proud of you for throwing those pills out. You did well, especially for the first time with a Mistress. I couldn’t have asked for a better submissive tonight.”

			“Am I—” He wheezed, trying to get his brain to communicate with his tongue even though all his blood seemed to still be pooled in his groin. “Submissive?”

			She chuckled and stroked her palms over his chest. “You couldn’t come until I gave the command. In my experience, that’s a pretty instinctual indicator of a natural submissive. Plus you took punishment well despite never even playing a scene before.”

			“You took it easy on me.”

			“Not so easy.” She rubbed her mouth against his ear and damned if his depleted cock didn’t stir with renewed interest. “You’ll have plenty of black and blue marks to remember me by.”

			It suddenly dawned on him that she’d taken care of him, but hadn’t come herself. He really didn’t know much about how the whole Domme-sub thing was supposed to play out, but wasn’t that backwards? Surely the slave should be servicing the Mistress and not the other way around. He started to turn so he could look her in the eyes, but his legs were still too shaky. She pulled him against her and helped him to the bed in the other room.

			“I’ve never felt so weak before.” He tried not to reveal how discomfited it made him feel. Such a calm, confident, sexy woman shouldn’t be taking care of him. His ego was starting to ache almost as badly as his ass.

			“You’ve never been whipped like that before,” she replied so cheerfully it made him grit his teeth. “Now it’s time for a little aftercare.”

			He wasn’t entirely sure what that meant either. Evidently she meant cuddling, because she drew him tight against her, his head pillowed on her breast and her arms still around him. Her fingers danced across his shoulders and up and down his arms, a soothing rhythm that had him sliding toward sleep in moments.

			He jerked to alertness, stiffening in her arms. He was the man. He should be…

			“Forget about it,” she murmured in his hair. “What time do you need to head to the airport?”

			“Donovan claimed the earliest flight out was ten o’clock, which I know is complete bullshit. I’m surprised he didn’t put me on an evening flight. Or claim there wasn’t a single open flight to Chicago for a week.”

			He tried to laugh a little but it wasn’t heartfelt, because he suddenly wished that were true. He didn’t want to leave in the morning. Not when he had so much to unravel about the Priestess.

			“So we have plenty of time for you to show me your manly prowess before you have to catch your flight.”

			She was on to him. Shouldn’t surprise him, not really. She was too smart, too confident, too…

			“Relax, Angel. Let your body rest. I promise I’ll wake you up in the morning for a slow, sweet goodbye you’ll remember more fondly than the bruises on your ass.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Ten

			It’d been a long time since she’d held a man. Diana tried to stay awake, unwilling to miss a single minute of this limited time she had with him. They might only ever have this one night. That thought made her tighten her arms around him.

			One night. That was hardly long enough for all the wicked things she wanted to do with him.

			She couldn’t remember ever having quite so much fun breaking in a new submissive. He’d been incredibly responsive and obedient, despite his profession and his ignorance about how the lifestyle worked. He was smart enough that he didn’t blindly and dumbly wait to be told what to do and how. Watching him slowly unwind from his day-to-day life and beginning to trust her to take care of him…

			Straight to her heart.

			And that was the problem. She’d never had a sub affect her heart so quickly. One night, that’s all she had. Then he was leaving and quite honestly, she might never see him again. Maybe he’d come back for Donovan and Lilly’s wedding, but certainly not just to see her. Would it be awkward? Would he straighten his tie and avoid looking her in the eye while shame darkened his cheeks? That would kill her.

			He stirred, his breathing changing slightly. She kept up the slow, steady stroking on his back, urging him back to sleep, but this time, he wasn’t to be thwarted. He lifted his head and gave her a sleepy yet sexy grin that sent a pulse of yearning through her so strongly that she almost made a noise. Not pain, not exactly, but a fierce emptiness that took her breath away.

			Don’t do anything stupid. You know he’s leaving.

			“Feel better?” she asked lightly.

			He nodded, watching her face carefully as if he’d be able to read what she wanted him to do. So she kept her face as smooth and blank as possible. She’d had her time. She’d never forget the beauty of watching him come at her command that first time. Never in a million years.

			“So how exactly does a mere mortal like me make love to a Priestess like you?”

			Laughing softly, she cupped his face and brushed her thumb over his lips. “The same way you’d make love to a mortal woman, because that’s all I am, Jackson. This is Diana here with you now, not the Priestess. We’re not playing a scene right now.”

			“Aren’t you a Mistress in bed too? Or is that a stupid question?”

			“Of course I’m still Mistress in bed, but this isn’t a scene. I don’t have any expectations that either you or I have to meet right now, other than making sure you have a really nice send-off from Minnesota.”

			“Minnesota nice.” He laughed and then his eyes flickered with shock.

			“What is it?”

			“I can’t remember the last time I laughed.”

			“Well, get used to it, Angel. I’m a laugh a minute.”

			The stunned look in his eyes didn’t go away. In fact, he looked more shaken and solemn by the second. He hadn’t been living for a long time, slowly killing himself with drugs and work. According to him, he hadn’t even been with a woman in ages. Now a Mistress had rocked his world and everything he knew had crashed and burned. No wonder he was shaken up. However, the protective side of her Mistress wanted to be sure she wasn’t setting him up for an even bigger fall. She’d provided something he’d never had before. It was natural for him to suddenly feel an intense devotion to her. Years of experience had taught her that a sub’s dedication to his first Mistress was formative and potentially life changing. If she didn’t help him manage the intensity of his new submissive feelings, it could actually be damaging, both to him and to their relationship.

			Which again, they didn’t have, because they might never see each other again.

			She lay back flat on the mattress and turned her attention to her blouse. By the time the third button popped open, his attention was locked on her, solid and steady. Not drowning in regrets for the past or worries for the nonexistent future.

			He lightly traced the tips of his fingers over the tattoos on her throat and the swells of her breasts above the latex bustier. “So gorgeous.”

			“The tats? Or the tits?”

			Another laugh jolted out of him. “Both.”

			“You haven’t even kissed me yet, Angel.” She didn’t try for a pout—that wasn’t her style. But she moistened her lips with her tongue and lowered her lashes, giving him a playful look. Play, fun, lighthearted sex between strangers without expectations. That’s what she was shooting for. If she could keep it from going heavy and intense again.

			“I’m afraid if I try to kiss you, your goddess will strike me down for despoiling her priestess.” Though he did move closer and lean down over her. She smoothed her palms over his chest and shoulders, finally cupping the back of his head with one hand and drawing him down toward her.

			“I’m the goddess. Didn’t you know that?”

			His lips curved against hers. “Absolutely.”

			He brushed his mouth against hers, still light and hesitant, his eyes wide open. The shining blue was too much. Too intense, too fragile. It made her want to twist her fingers in the short hairs at his nape and drag him beneath her. Her own need roared to the forefront. Long months of work and no play—in many ways, she was no better than him, except her drug of choice was caffeine. She couldn’t help but remember the raw, vulnerable look in his eyes as she’d brought him closer and closer to the edge, the way he’d finally quivered as tremors of agonizing pleasure shook his body.

			“Condom,” she growled out, making his eyes flare.

			Immediately, he pushed up out of bed to grab a packet from the bedside table. She unbuttoned the plaid skirt and lifted her hips up enough to shimmy the material down off her legs, including the sexy strip of panties she’d selected. Impatient with desire, she almost left the bustier on, but she caught the way he looked at her, those stunning eyes slowly moving over her body as if he’d suddenly been given a priceless artifact. So she made herself slow down. Sitting up, she turned slightly, showing him her back. “Can you unhook it for me?”

			Reverently, he sat on the edge of the bed and lightly trailed his fingers over her shoulders to the hooks. Just that small act of removing her bra as she’d asked made his breath come faster; whether it was the small act of service, or just touching her, she wasn’t sure.

			Lying back on the mattress, she watched the way he looked at her, his gaze trailing over her full breasts, down her stomach, the length of her legs, and back up to her pussy. Deliberately, she opened her thighs, giving him a good look. Poor Jackson actually gulped.

			With his looks, he’d certainly had his share of women, even if it’d been a while. So that stunned look of awe on his face was all for her. Rightfully so because she had a larger-than-normal clit. If a man couldn’t find her clitoris, then he was a fucking idiot and not worth her time because when she became aroused, that sensitive organ swelled and distended enough to make a noticeable bump in her panties. It might have been nearly two hours ago when she’d whipped him to climax for the first time, but the sweet ache spread through her pelvis as if he’d been eating her out for hours.

			She waited to see if that awe turned to lust or reluctance. The last thing she wanted to do was freak him out.

			With his gaze locked between her legs, he slowly leaned down and let out a shaking groan as he wrapped his lips around her clit. Sucking in a harsh breath, she reached down and stroked her fingers through the golden fall of his hair. He sucked gently, a torment that made her want to fist her hands in his hair and pull him in hard enough to smash his face against her. But she refrained, so she could get an idea of both his skill and his natural inclinations.

			Flattening his tongue against her, he licked back and forth across her hot flesh, bumping up against her clit only to retreat and stroke the rest of her flesh. In seconds, he had her on the quivering edge of a climax. Granted, it’d been a long time for her too, but he definitely knew how to pleasure a woman. He glanced up at her face, trying to gauge whether she wanted him to linger and drag her pleasure out, or to push her over the edge. She tightened her fingers in his hair and lifted her hips, rubbing against his mouth until she came. Just when the tremors started to ease, he found her clit again and held it in his mouth, tightening his teeth gently until a cry wrenched out of her.

			Panting, she released him so he could rise up. His eyes blazed and his fingers trembled enough that he finally had to drag his gaze away from her to make sure he was getting the condom on correctly. Yet he was still the consummate gentleman. He was still holding on to himself, keeping himself in control instead of just letting loose and trusting her to rein him in.

			If she wasn’t careful, he was the kind of man who’d slip into sex by rote. Lilly had told her about his glory days in college. I’ll never be just another body to any man. Let alone this Angel.

			“Listen good, Jackson.” Her hard tone made his eyes flare and he jerked his gaze back up to her face. “When you slide into me, I don’t want a gentleman. I want you hammering into me, as hard and rough as you’ve ever fucked a woman in your life. Got it?”

			Jackson lived in a world where everything was highly civilized. There were rules and customs, even if he was going to fuck someone over on a contract or in a courtroom. He wore the best suits, stayed in the finest hotels, worked for the richest clients, and never let anyone see him sweat. Even when shit started hitting the fan, he pretended that’s exactly what he wanted and played the game like a gentleman.

			The very thing she told him she didn’t want.

			His first instinct was denial. Of course he was a gentleman. There wasn’t anything inside him that wasn’t civilized and rational.

			She let out a husky laugh, her voice like raw silk and whiskey. “Do you need me to get the paddle and remind you of exactly how ungentlemanly you can be?”

			The fact that he almost nodded just about made his knees fold up and drop him like a sack of potatoes on the floor. He’d never in a million years thought he’d enjoy a woman beating his ass. Let alone ask her to do it again. But she was right—while he’d been braced over the toilet and the blows had slammed into his flesh, the last thing on his mind had been making sure he kept up the facade.

			“Come on, Angel,” she purred, arching her back to lift those glorious breasts in temptation. “Show me how dirty and fallen you really are. Show me your dark side.”

			It didn’t feel like he was the one who dropped on top of her and sheathed himself deep in her body on one hard lunge. It was almost like an out-of-body experience. He was here, but it wasn’t him. It couldn’t be. He wouldn’t thrust so hard he grunted with each satisfying thud into her body. He wouldn’t drive his hips so hard they both slid around on the bed fighting for purchase. He certainly wouldn’t have such rough, careless sex with a woman he barely even knew.

			Lies, all of them. He’d had plenty of sex with women he barely knew years ago. Before he’d stopped living.

			He’d just never enjoyed it quite as much as this.

			It was as if she’d unchained something dark and ugly inside of him. Something he hadn’t even known was there. Only she didn’t find it ugly. In fact, she reveled in his harsh thrusts and urged him onward.

			“That’s so good, so good. Pound me good and hard, Angel. I love the way you feel so deep inside me. Make me come again. Make me come so hard my pussy will try and break your dick inside me.”

			She kneaded his sore buttocks, hauling him deeper into her. Those long, glorious legs wrapped around his waist. He kept his eyes open, watching the way she moved beneath him. The tattoos around her throat glinted in the low lamplight, dragons writhing across her skin. Suddenly, the orgasm was there, ready to explode and tear him apart. He tried to throw himself back from the edge, afraid she wasn’t ready yet, but she dug her nails into his ass.

			“Don’t you dare,” she growled. “No holding back.”

			Boulders tumbled down and crushed him. That’s what it felt like. He felt bruised and possibly broken inside. Certainly unable to move. He tried to lift his head, or at least shift his weight off her, but she wrapped her arms tighter and refused to let him move.

			“Shhh,” she whispered in his ear, using her whole body to hold him. “You don’t have to be the gentleman with me.”

			“I’m heavy,” he mumbled. “Sweaty. I—”

			“Jackson Montgomery Warring…” Her warning tone forced his eyes open and he managed to lift his head enough to look into her face. She smiled broadly and leaned up to brush her lips against his. “I love a man’s weight on me. I especially love to feel him inside me, even soft, and wonder how long it’ll be before I can get him hard again.”

			She laughed at the way his eyes flared with surprise. Surely not. Not after the pleasure she’d already wrung out of him. He could barely lift his head, let alone get it up yet again.

			When his dick pulsed and twitched inside her, she laughed.

			“Guess I won’t have to wait too long.”

			Jackson stared out the window watching the sunrise while her shower ran. Absently, he flipped through his text messages. Over a hundred from his secretary alone, each increasingly frantic. Where are you? What do you want me to do? Everyone’s looking for you. Ellen is about to flip a table.

			As far as secretaries went, Ann was the best in the office, but more, she was his friend. They’d been together at the firm since the beginning. So he felt badly that he’d left her out of the loop all weekend. She knew his preferences better than his own mother, texting instead of calling to leave a message, because he hated having to take the time to stop and listen to all the polite introductions.

			Of course Ellen Montgomery wasn’t one for social niceties. Her voice mail was short and to the point. “I don’t care where you are or what you’re doing, but get your ass on the next plane back to Chicago. Love you.”

			They both knew him well enough to know he wasn’t injured or hurt somewhere. Bad news always traveled quicker than anything else, so silence meant he was okay. Ann knew his schedule by heart because she managed it. She knew he’d gotten off the plane in St. Paul and successfully met with Donovan. She also knew his long friendship with him. So it probably wasn’t a surprise to her that he’d dropped off the radar. But the voice message from Ellen was unusual. She’d probably only called him directly two or three times in their whole career together. She was worried enough to say “love you”. That was definitely out of character for his mother. Not her love—he knew she loved him. But that she had felt the need to tell him. Something bad was going down and she needed him there. Immediately.

			He sighed and texted Ann. Get me on the next plane out of MSP.

			Within seconds, she replied back, even though it was bright and early Sunday morning. Done. Are you OK?

			He smiled. Most people would have used shorthand text abbreviations, but not Ann. She couldn’t stand poor grammar or spelling. Fine. Sorry if I worried you.

			You met someone.

			His smile deepened. He never could pull anything over on her. You’ll like her.

			Then he put the phone away to let Ann stew in her own curiosity.

			By the time Diana came in still towel-drying her hair, he’d slapped his full armor back on, the suit freshly cleaned and pressed. All that remained was his tie, currently draped around his neck but not tied. As soon as she walked in, his fingers seemed to forget how to make the knot, even though he’d been doing his own tie as long as he could remember.

			Barefoot, she was still as tall as him. Her hair glimmered in the morning sun, softer and slightly wavy. She’d had enough foresight to bring a change of clothes—faded, worn jeans and a sweatshirt that sadly covered up all the colorful ink. She had that freshly scrubbed look that he found more beautiful than the made-up costume of last night. This was the real her. Or at least a glimpse of her. What she wore on a day-to-day basis. It only piqued his interest even more. He wanted to see where she lived. Watch her at work at her shop. He burned to know what made her laugh, what television shows she watched, her favorite movies. Everything.

			She reached up to work on his tie, so he tipped his head back to make it easier for her.

			“I’ll miss that schoolgirl skirt.” His voice sounded funny, so he cleared his throat. He would miss everything about her. Even the way she’d slammed that paddle onto his flesh last night. Just thinking about it made him more aware of his bruised buttocks rubbing against the material of his pants. The tight, tender skin. The way she’d kneaded those sore muscles while he was inside her, driving him into a frenzy.

			“I’ve got lots of goodies like that in my closet. Even a nun’s costume.” She chuckled at the look that flickered across his face. “I’m the Priestess after all. Back when we used to throw monthly parties, I had to look the part.”

			“Why did the parties stop?”

			She straightened the knot and tucked his collar down. “Many reasons.” Smiling, she smoothed her palms over his chest, her eyes gleaming with mystery. That light challenged him to delve deeper, as if she was going to make him work for any information. If he ever saw her again. “When’s your flight?”

			If. His throat tightened and he fought the instinct to drag her against him and hold her tightly, swearing he wouldn’t go. Nothing could tear him away from her. It was ridiculous and embarrassing. After only one night, she had him wrapped around her pinky. To distract himself before he could swear undying devotion and declare himself the biggest fool in the world, he pulled out his phone to check his texts from Ann. “8:05 a.m.”

			“Whew. Do you have any idea how rare it is for me to be up this early on a Sunday? Let alone face the traffic at the airport. I wouldn’t wish that on my greatest enemy.”

			A new text from Ann. Your car is waiting downstairs.

			He’d never told her where he was staying, but Ann wouldn’t have let that stop her. It wouldn’t surprise him if she’d had his phone tracked down, though she’d probably just contacted Donovan. “I know you said I could drive your car to the airport, but this early, I’d rather not risk it. We haven’t even had caffeine yet and I haven’t driven in years. The firm already sent a car to pick me up.”

			“Will you make it in time? That’s less than an hour. It takes me that long just to get through security.”

			He smiled faintly. “Wealth has its privileges.”

			“Of course.” She smoothed her hands up over his shoulders and took a step closer. Suddenly they were sharing the same air, just inches apart, and his entire body went on alert. “Don’t forget your promise to get help once you’re home.”

			Keeping his eyes locked on hers, he nodded. “I was seeing someone a couple of years ago. Just fell off the wagon a little.”

			“You know what a promise to a woman like me means, right?”

			His mouth twitched toward a smile, but he couldn’t help but tense his buttocks. Oh yeah, he knew exactly what she’d do to him if he broke a promise to her. “Yes, Priestess.”

			“Good.” She pressed her mouth to his in a leisurely exploration that made his heart pound. He clutched her closer, opening his mouth and tangling his tongue with hers. God, it’d been so long since he’d even kissed a woman. He wanted to lie for hours and kiss her softly, slowly, drifting in and out of sleep, with nowhere to go and no demands on his time. No, not hours. Days. Somewhere warm, like a beach. Or a mountain cabin with a fireplace. Somewhere he could strip her down and lick every tattoo.

			Impossible. He couldn’t manage a reasonable workweek. Let alone skip out for days at a time just to go on vacation. Ellen was probably going to take a piece of his hide after this weekend, even though he’d been here on business to start. He couldn’t even claim a solitary weekend, let alone the days he’d want to seriously explore this woman in his arms.

			When she pulled back, he stared at her, breathing hard and fighting himself. He didn’t want to leave. Not yet. He had the ridiculous fear he’d never come back to St. Paul—though Donovan’s business alone would call him through town at least once a month or so.

			But there’s no guarantee I’ll see Diana again. Would she even want to see me again?

			She rubbed her thumb across his bottom lip. “So fucking beautiful. I’m sorry we met under such difficult circumstances, but I can’t say that I’m sorry you finally crashed and burned, Angel.”

			Her other hand squeezed his bruised ass hard enough a groan escaped.

			“Call me sometime.” Laughing softly, she took a business card out of her jeans pocket and slipped it into his, making sure she dug around in his pants so her fingers brushed his hardening cock. “Have a safe trip home.”

			His phone buzzed and he didn’t have to read the text to know that Ann was warning him he’d miss his flight. I don’t fucking care.

			“Put out all those fires they depend on you to handle. They need you.”

			But his feet were rooted to the floor. All he wanted…

			“Go, Jackson.”

			Her voice echoed with command, shaking him out of his frozen hesitation. He bowed his head slightly and turned to find his briefcase. It took all his strength to heft it, as if the papers and files had been replaced by boulders.

			Suit, briefcase, constantly buzzing phone. Angel was gone and Jackson Montgomery Warring was back.

			No matter how much he hated himself.

		

	
		
			Chapter Eleven

			Call me sometime.

			What did that mean, exactly? Jackson stared unseeing out of the plate glass window, waiting on the next client to show up. Did Diana really want him to call again, or was he just a one-night stand? Was she just being nice?

			It wasn’t an order. If she’d said, “Call me as soon as you get home,” he would have known what she expected. But this open-ended bullshit…

			“Mr. Warring!”

			He jerked his head around. Ann stood beside him, her hand raised as if she was going to touch him. “Yes?”

			“I called you several times.” She kept her tone light but her eyes chided him, searching his face for clues to his daydreaming. She inclined her head toward the older gentleman waiting at the door. “Mr. Chen is ready to see you now.”

			“Of course, thank you, Ms. Quinton. Mr. Chen, thank you for coming in to the office today.”

			He went through the motions but his mind was still in Minnesota. He cleared all of his meetings. He made an emergency trip to court for another partner, both for the firm’s good reputation and to curry the extremely ill attorney’s favor for Ellen’s bid for managing partner. She needed all the votes she could get to fight the prevalent old-school mentality rampant in such a well-established and long-running prestigious firm. She had to do the work of a dozen male partners to gain any respect as a female, even after working at the firm for thirty-plus years.

			Back in his office, he contemplated the stack of fresh files waiting in the center of his desk and groaned out loud. He had to check his phone to even know what day it was. Monday, four o’clock in the afternoon. So he’d been on his feet going since he’d left St. Paul bright and early yesterday morning. No wonder he felt like shit.

			His first instinct was to open up the emergency stash he kept in the bottom drawer beneath his college memorabilia. He was supposed to meet Ellen and the most senior partner’s family for dinner tonight. The eldest Larsen wasn’t so bad. Eighty years old and sharp as a tack, old man Sinclair had been with the firm his entire life, just like his father before him. His son, Geoffrey, was an egotistical bastard, still the entitled rich-kid at nearly sixty, and easily Ellen’s biggest opponent.

			Jackson rubbed his eyes and stole a longing glance at his extremely comfortable leather couch. He hadn’t been joking when he’d said he slept more there than his bed at home. He could really use a few hours of sleep, but as exhausted as he was now, he’d be at risk for missing the dinner entirely. Which would be catastrophic.

			Ann tapped on the frosted glass wall, even though he’d left the door open. “You look like death warmed over.”

			He mustered a smile that he hoped wasn’t as weary as he felt. “I feel like it too. What’s up?”

			“I wanted to remind you that I need to leave early today.”

			He blinked, trying to remember whether they’d discussed this or not. Ann was his right hand. If he even hoped to catch a little sleep, he needed her here to make sure he got up on time and headed to the dinner meeting. He depended on her for practically everything, especially where he had to be and when.

			It suddenly dawned on him that his crazy schedule meant her schedule was probably just as crazy, if not worse. If he was working into the night, usually she was too. He wasn’t just ruining his own life. I needed chemical help to keep up the pace. How’d Ann keep up with me?

			Horrified, he searched her face for clues.

			“Don’t worry,” she replied tartly. “I knew you’d forget. And no, I’m not going to interview elsewhere, if that’s why you look like you swallowed a toad. I have an appointment that I can’t miss.”

			“What kind of appointment?”

			“Doctor’s appointment.” She turned for the door, her tone brisk. “A fresh suit is ready in the closet and the car will be here promptly at eight o’clock. Your schedule for tomorrow is printed out on top of those files, which you’ll want to review first. I’ll see you in the morning at seven.”

			“Ann.”

			She didn’t turn around. “Don’t ask me any questions. Not yet. When I’m ready, I’ll tell you.”

			“Okay,” he stood up and lightly touched her shoulder. “I’m sorry. I’m just starting to realize how insane my life has been lately, and that my insanity has affected your life too. I have no excuse, other than I was lost in my own darkness. Whatever it is, I’m right here with you and I’m going to do better. For you, and for me.”

			She sniffed but her shoulders straightened. “It’s about damned time. When do I get to meet her?”

			He didn’t know what to say. Diana might as well be on the other side of the globe. She sure hadn’t indicated any desire to visit him in Chicago, nor that he’d be welcome again in St. Paul. “Honestly, I have no idea what I’m doing. I wish you could manage my personal life for me as well as you do this life.”

			“I already do,” she replied as she opened the door. “Give me a few hours tomorrow and I’m pretty sure I’ll be able to track your mystery lady down and help you lasso her.”

			Or maybe she should just lasso me and deliver me hogtied for sacrifice by the Priestess.

			The door started to swing shut but he caught it and called out after Ann. “If a woman says ‘call me sometime’, what does that mean exactly?”

			Ann turned around, planted her hands on her hips and gave him a glare worthy of old Judge Hawkins who could whip even the most seasoned attorney into a sobbing frenzy. “You pick up the phone and call her.”

			“But when? I don’t want to call too soon…”

			Ann rolled her eyes and turned away to march down the hall. “Call her, morning, noon, midnight, it doesn’t matter. Call her right now.”

			Diana was too old to sit around and moon over a man, let alone stew about whether or not he would call. Jackson was the kind of man who’d put way too much thought into the timing and meaning of his call. He would have been trying to decide how quickly to call, what that would mean. He wouldn’t want to be too eager or desperate or afraid, nor too aloof and wait too long. As a man all in his head, he’d definitely overthink it. She’d been trying to keep things loose, not too heavy, by leaving their possible relationship open-ended, but after he’d clearly been home for over twenty-four hours and still hadn’t called, she’d started to second-guess her decision.

			Until her phone finally rang.

			She didn’t know the number but her instinct told her it was him. She sucked in a deep breath, held it for several seconds, and then let it out slowly, releasing all the tension that had built up in her body despite her attempt to remain relaxed and unaffected.

			“Dreaming in Ink, this is Diana.”

			“Hi, Diana. It’s Jackson. I…” He blew out a sigh and she could hear the weariness in his voice. “Is this a good time?”

			“Sure.” She couldn’t help but sharpen her voice, her protective instincts rising up. He wasn’t her sub, not exactly, but she couldn’t stand to let him neglect self-care. Not after what he’d given her. “You sound tired.”

			“Yeah. It’s been crazy here. I knew it would be.”

			She softened her voice to take the edge out. “Have you slept at all since you got back?”

			He was silent several moments, telling her without words. “How’s everything in St. Paul?”

			“Don’t change the subject on me.” She said it softly, but her fingers tightened on the phone and she scowled fiercely, even though he couldn’t see her face.

			“No.”

			She lowered her voice and allowed a thread of menace to enter. “Are you using again? Already?”

			“No ma’am.” He laughed but it was a sad, desperate sound. “Every time I sit down, I remember. You think I’d fall back so quickly?”

			“Did you see anyone yet?”

			“Yes. I squeezed in an appointment first thing this morning.”

			At least he’d followed through with that promise. But the lack of sleep worried her. “You can’t go on like this.”

			“I know. I do, honestly. I’m just not sure how to get through right now until I can correct the situation.”

			“Go home right now and rest.”

			“With all due respect, I can’t. I have an important dinner meeting tonight that will run late, and I’m usually back in the office by six most mornings.”

			Diana locked the front door of the shop and turned off the lights. She’d finish closing down everything later, but at least no customers would wander in after hours. She climbed the stairs to the upper apartment, trying to think of a way to help him. “Can you lie down and rest for a while now? There in your office?”

			“I could, but there’s no one here to make sure I get up on time. My secretary had to leave early today and I don’t trust anyone else.”

			She pulled a frosty hard cider out of the fridge and plopped down on the couch. “I’ll call you. I’ll make sure you get up. Just tell me the time.”

			He was silent for so long, she whispered, “Jackson?”

			“Yeah. Just thinking.”

			“I’m sitting on my couch in my apartment with a cider. Why don’t you sit down on that wonderfully comfortable couch you were telling me about? But first, you might want to lock your door if you’re worried about anyone coming in and bothering you.”

			“Is that an order?”

			“Do you want it to be?” She held her breath, waiting to see how he’d respond.

			“Yeah.”

			She smiled and settled back against the cushions. “Lock your door, Angel. This is going to be fun.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Twelve

			The lock slid into place with a loud snick, and immediately his heart rate increased. “Okay.”

			“Good. Turn off your lights so no one tries to disturb you. I bet you’re still all duded up in one of those fancy suits, aren’t you? So take off your jacket and loosen your tie. Kick off your shoes. Get comfortable.”

			“I wish I could see you.”

			He regretted the words as soon as they came out of his mouth. Weak, stupid, vulnerable, needy. That wasn’t the kind of man he wanted to be. But Diana didn’t seem to mind.

			“There are ways, Angel.” She chuckled. “You could land planes with that expensive phone, so I’m sure you have a Skype app on there. Another time, maybe I’ll fire up my computer and call you. I’ll get all dressed up for you in something sinful. What would you like?”

			“Honestly? Nothing at all.” There were so many things he wanted to say, but he clamped his mouth shut, afraid to go too far. One night didn’t mean she was ready to hear him spout romantic crap that couldn’t possibly happen with his current situation. Maybe there’d never be a chance. He couldn’t see ever having the kind of life a woman like her deserved while he was still chained to the firm. Too heavy, too depressing, even for him. So he made his voice as light as possible. “I want to explore all those gorgeous tattoos.”

			“Oh yeah, baby, nothing but skin. Sounds good. Are you comfortable?”

			He stretched out on the couch and let out a sigh. “Yeah.”

			“But?”

			“I don’t think I can sleep.”

			“Why?”

			He blew out a sigh and rubbed a palm over his face. “It’s going to sound stupid, but I’m afraid I’ll oversleep. Even if I set an alarm, I’m afraid I’ll set it incorrectly, or it won’t go off, or I won’t hear it. I’m OCD about it and will wake up every five minutes to check and make sure it’s not time to get up yet. Then when it is time, I’m more exhausted than ever.”

			“I did that once in high school. I forgot to set my alarm and missed the bus to the regional art contest. My piece won first place but I wasn’t there to accept it.”

			He closed his eyes but his muscles remained tensed against the leather. “Power went out and my alarm didn’t go off. Missed flying with Dad to see my first World Series game as a result.”

			“Ouch.”

			“He could have gotten me up in time, but deliberately chose not to and went to the game without me. He wanted to teach me a lesson in responsibility. I certainly never forgot it.”

			“My childhood sucked, and I think Mama did a pretty good job with what we had. The idea of screwing up my kids and making them as miserable as I was made me decide a long time ago that I didn’t want kids of my own.”

			He opened his eyes and stared up at the ceiling, trying to imagine the Priestess changing diapers. It made him laugh. About as likely as me changing a diaper. “Me too. I’ve never wanted kids of my own. That life’s not for me.”

			“So that doesn’t bother you? Most men start yammering about the family name, and with your big important-sounding name, I figured that’d be a priority for you.”

			“Not at all. In fact, I’d rather not give Dad the pleasure of bragging about his name continuing through me.”

			“I figured you had mommy issues, working with your mom at the firm and all. Guess I was wrong.”

			“I always knew where I stood with Ellen. Her career was important and she was gone a lot. Early on, she depended on Dad to take me to the games and make sure I got off to school and did my homework, but when she realized how miserable I was, she made changes to fix the problem, not the least of which was divorcing Dad. I know she loves me. That was never an issue for me.”

			“Another time, I want to hear more about your dad. How do you feel now? Any more relaxed than before?”

			Surprisingly, he did feel more relaxed despite touching on some of his painful childhood memories. His eyes were heavy and his muscles looser than before. He could almost sleep. If only Ann hadn’t needed to leave… “Yeah, better.”

			“Good. Now open your pants.”

			She heard his sharp inhale and smiled. “You didn’t think I was going to let you off easy, did you? I want some reward for settling you down for a nap. Plus it’ll help you relax.”

			“So this is my punishment for calling you?”

			The sound of the zipper gliding down made her voice go sultry. “If that makes you feel better, sure. But I honestly didn’t know if you’d call me, ever. So this was a pleasant surprise. Are you hard yet, Angel?”

			He let out a rough laugh. “I’ve been hard since I heard your voice.”

			“That’s what a Mistress likes to hear. Start stroking that gorgeous cock, but you’re not allowed to come until I tell you.”

			She waited, trusting that he was following her instructions. She pictured him in his expensive suit, trousers open, cock rising hard and desperate, his beautiful face tight with concentration. Lying back on her bed, she stroked her fingers around her left areola, enjoying the tight feel of her hardening nipple. His breathing quickened to a pant and a soft groan echoed through the phone, making her pussy tighten with longing.

			“It feels so good, doesn’t it, Angel? Maybe I shouldn’t have asked you to lock your door. It might be fun to see what one of your coworkers would think if they walked in on you like this.”

			He sucked in a deep, ragged breath but didn’t say anything in protest. Interesting. Maybe he’d like to be the star of the show, rather than just watch from the sidelines. She’d keep that in mind if they ever got to play again in person.

			“Why’d you call me, Angel? Why now rather than when you landed in Chicago? Or this morning?”

			“Temptation,” he growled out. “I didn’t want to break my promise to you.”

			“It’s more than that, Angel. You needed me to remind you that you have a body. It feels good, it needs care and comfort. Like sex. Food. Rest. Have you eaten today?”

			“No.”

			“So first we’re going to make your body feel real good. Then you’re going to rest a few hours. Then eat. Got it?”

			“Yes. Priestess.”

			“Good boy, Angel. Would it help or make it worse to know that I’m playing with my nipple while I listen to you get off?”

			He groaned roughly. “Both.”

			“So I probably shouldn’t check to see how wet I am.”

			“Please do. I want to know.”

			“All right,” she purred out, making sure he heard her own zipper and the rustle of her jeans. When she slid her fingers down into her panties, she deliberately moaned into the phone. “Oh, yeah, baby, I’m so wet. I could give you a feast right now.”

			She heard him lick his lips and it made her arch her back on another moan.

			“Can you come with me, Priestess? Is that allowed?”

			“Would you like that, Angel? You want to hear me moan and cry out with you?”

			“Yeah. That would be… Shit. I have to stop a minute or I’m going to come right now.”

			“Then let me catch up with you.” She stroked her hot flesh and worked her clit between her fingers, enjoying the sharp pulses that quivered through her body. “I know my body very well. I can draw out my pleasure with slow, torturous strokes. Or I can make myself come in a matter of minutes.”

			“Yeah,” he rasped out. “Minutes. That would be good.”

			“Oh, I don’t know. Slow and torturous sure can be fun. I can ride the knife’s edge, hovering right there, for a long time. When I finally do come, it goes on and on forever. One little stroke of my finger will make another spasm tear through me. Over and over. I can do that for an hour at least.”

			His loud breathing told her he was stroking himself again, that he was close, so close.

			“But you need your rest today, so…” She pinched her clit and tugged on it just enough to push her over the edge. She didn’t hold back the sounds bubbling up out of her throat.

			By the ragged groans coming through the phone, Jackson wasn’t holding anything back either. “Shit. I think I just alerted the entire office building that I’m in here jacking off.”

			“Mmmm, that was nothing like the sounds you made at the hotel.” She laughed. “I bet you’re safe. This time. I’d certainly rather hear you scream and bellow at the top of your lungs.”

			“Next time.” The way his voice rang with intent made her sit up, her heart suddenly pounding like she was on the edge again. “What are you doing this weekend?”

			She deliberately waited a few breaths, concentrating on controlling her voice so she could reply evenly. “Hosting my first party in over a year if you can make it back to St. Paul.”

			“I’ll make it back.” The same promise echoed in his voice, but weariness made his words slightly fuzzy. “Probably not until Saturday and I’ll have to fly out early again Sunday morning, but I’ll make it. If you want to see me.”

			“I want,” she assured him, letting her voice roughen up. “I’ll let Lilly know so we can start planning. Rest, Jackson, and take care of yourself.”

			“I’m tired,” he mumbled, but his voice tightened like he was trying to sit up and keep himself awake.

			“You trusted me enough to take me to your hotel room on our very first meet. You trusted me with your first submission. You allowed me to punish you. So can you trust me enough to sleep, knowing that I will make sure you get up in time for your dinner plans?”

			“What if I don’t hear my phone?”

			“You’ll hear it. And if you don’t, I’ll call your firm and make someone come in and get you.”

			“I guess I should tuck everything back in then, just in case.”

			She laughed softly. “Good idea. What time do you need me to call you?”

			“Seven.”

			“You got it. Now rest, Angel, and dream of me.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirteen

			Jackson checked his watch and suppressed the urge to curse. He’d hoped to fly in early Saturday afternoon so he’d have time to see Diana before the party she’d promised, but delays, both at the firm and the airport, meant they were going to be late to the party.

			“Don’t worry about the time.” Donovan kept his eyes on the road and had pushed his speed up five miles above the speed limit. “This party’s for you, so they’re not going to start without us.”

			“You say that like it’s a birthday party or something. This isn’t for me alone.”

			Donovan arched a brow and glanced at him quickly. “Yeah, it pretty much is. Diana and Lilly have worked all week planning this. I knew house parties were a lot of work, but evidently a BDSM house party requires even more preparation. Both Chris and Dmitri—Lilly’s favorite dessert chef—are catering an exquisite menu. Diana’s partial to tropical flowers—you might want to make a note of that—so we’ve brought in some incredible leis from Hawaii. Plus I think we’ve bought out the local hardware store’s supply of rope and chain.”

			That made Jackson do a double take. “What? Ropes and chains?”

			Donovan shrugged. “That’s what I’ve been told.”

			“Are you into that kind of shit?”

			“I’m into whatever Lilly’s into.”

			He said it so calmly and matter-of-factly that Jackson couldn’t doubt his sincerity. “So if she ties your prim ass up in front of everyone, strips you naked, and does God only knows what to you, you’re cool with that? I didn’t think you were so…so…”

			“Submissive?” Donovan smiled, a flash of teeth that managed to convey furious alpha male despite his words. “You don’t fully understand what that means yet.”

			“I guess not.” He turned and looked out the window, his stomach churning. The week away from Diana had been brutal, but now that he was almost back to see her, he suddenly wasn’t sure it was a good idea. He didn’t say that aloud, but his friend knew him too well.

			“You’ve only seen the tip of the iceberg. Maybe this lifestyle won’t be for you. Or maybe you’ll absolutely love what she’s got planned for you this weekend. The most important thing you need at this point is trust. Do you trust her?”

			“I thought I did,” Jackson muttered, remembering the way she’d called him promptly after their little phone episode. He’d made it to dinner on time and hadn’t resorted to hitting his secret stash.

			“Thinking isn’t really part of this. Besides, I was joking about the ropes and chains. I really have no idea what they’re planning.”

			“This?”

			“Developing a relationship with a Mistress. If that’s what you’re after. Is it? Do you want a relationship with Diana? Or are you just here for a good time, Hollywood?”

			“No, it’s not like that. I haven’t been Hollywood for a long time. But a relationship… That’s impossible.”

			“I thought so too, but—”

			“No,” Jackson broke in. “It was never impossible for you. I’ve always admired your ability to be a successful businessman and still retain your friendships and relationships that mattered to you. You’ve been able to keep your life separate from the business. But for me, my business is my life. I have nothing else.”

			Donovan drove in silence for a few minutes, and Jackson didn’t attempt to break it. Donovan wouldn’t be able to make a convincing argument otherwise because they both knew he was right. He’d dedicated his life to the firm, knowingly and without reservation from the very beginning.

			“So that’s it, then,” Donovan said quietly.

			“Yeah,” Jackson replied just as solemnly.

			“Does she know?”

			“She knows why I’ve driven myself so hard for so long, so yeah. I haven’t tried to mislead her in any way.”

			Donovan turned into the gated driveway that circled in front of a spectacular brightly lit mansion. “After finding Lilly and committing my life to her, I feel like I should at least try and warn you.”

			Jackson couldn’t help but laugh. “I already said—”

			“Yeah, I know,” Donovan broke in, slapping him on the shoulder. “But here’s a newsflash for you, Hollywood. When you’re dealing with a Mistress, sometimes you don’t even know she’s got her collar and chain on you until it’s too late.”

			Every time Diana started to get nervous, either Lilly or Arlene made a joke and broke through her anxiety. She’d been out of the party circuit a long time, which could explain away some of her nerves, but deep down, she knew the truth.

			I want to make quite the impression on Jackson. One he’ll never be able to forget, even if I never see him again.

			She kept telling herself she was damned lucky he was able to make it back another weekend. Which was true. But she couldn’t help but let her own expectations build with intensity. This whole party was for him, a display of her special talents, balanced with careful taste and attention to the subs’ needs. Especially Lilly’s sub, whose hard limit was public displays. That definitely complicated her goals for the night. It was damned hard pulling off a scene for a voyeur, when a crucial member of the party was adamantly against such scenes. Granted Donovan and Lilly weren’t going to participate, but if Donovan chose to leave halfway through the scene, there was a good chance his best friend would go with him. So nothing too sexual, too graphic, while still hopefully satisfying Jackson’s needs.

			They’d taken care to keep the guest list short. They were the only three Dominants present, and the only other submissive was a friend of Arlene’s. They often played together, and after talking with him, Diana was assured he’d be discreet.

			“Six people hardly makes a proper house party,” she muttered.

			Lilly stepped back to give the dining table one last glance and nodded with approval. They’d taken several leaves out of the grand table to make it a more manageable size. Already set with fine china and silver, it looked like royalty was preparing for dinner. “I know it’s small by your standards, but Donovan and I really do appreciate your willingness to work within his limits as much as possible. Plus with subs of their caliber, it’s better to be safe than sorry. If we invite anyone we don’t know and trust, there’s risk that someone will be embarrassed in the media.”

			Diana frowned. That hadn’t really occurred to her. Sure Jackson was a big-time lawyer, but would local journalists be interested in a Chicago attorney who happened to be exploring a BDSM lifestyle?

			Lilly caught her look of doubt and explained, “Donovan’s last secretary hired a PI to take sneaky pictures of us. His red ass after our first serious whipping session was almost a news event. Jackson might not be local, but he’s still wealthy and powerful. Opening up this side of his life makes him vulnerable.”

			He claimed the reason he was working so hard the last few months was his mother’s attempt to take over the management duties of the firm. It wasn’t too big a stretch of Diana’s imagination to realize a few embarrassing pictures of him in a compromising situation could be hugely detrimental to his position. She blew out a sigh and absently touched the crown tattoo on the inside of her wrist. “I never even thought about that. People can be so cruel. I can only imagine how humiliated he’d be if his secrets got out.”

			“Exactly,” Lilly said grimly. “So a short list is a good thing. There are still subtle things we can do without a grand production. Once we get through dinner, I’ll make sure Donovan’s displaying his collar. I’ll start reinforcing his submission before everyone else and see how he takes it.”

			“Then I’ll start the show,” Arlene said with a sly grin. “Matt doesn’t have any problem stripping down and receiving a little punishment to start us off. Are you sure your plan will work?”

			“What plan?” Lilly asked.

			“The Priestess will start to play with Matt, a public exhibition like Jackson thinks he wants to see. But I’m really hoping he’ll want to trade places with Arlene’s sub and let me play with him.”

			Lilly checked her reflection in the mirror, smoothing her hands over her formfitting dress. She rocked the fifties-style wiggle dresses like no one else. “You think he’s really an exhibitionist? Not just a voyeur?”

			Diane resisted the urge to check her own dress. Arlene had helped her select a deceptively simple black cocktail dress with a modest neckline in the front. A long braided belt of silver leather tied loosely around her waist, glittering like a snake against the black material. The real showstopper was the deep V cut in the back all the way down to just above her waist. Black lace framed the roses twining down her spine perfectly. “I’m sure he’d enjoy watching the show, but a few things he’s reacted to when we talked make me think he’d like to participate even more. If not, we’ll still shoot to satisfy his need to watch.”

			“Matt’s still not down yet.” Arlene headed for the door. “I’m going to go help him dress. He’s probably never tied a tie before.”

			Lilly laid a hand on Diana’s arm, drawing her attention to her solemn face. “I’d never played with a man like Donovan before. He’s proud and arrogant to a fault. He’s used to throwing his money around and getting exactly what he wants. People curry his favor and bend over backwards to give him what he wants before he can even ask for it. So to have a woman like me take the reins… He loves it, but I have to be careful. His pride is a precious, fragile thing. It’s a fine line between giving him the submission he craves without damaging his pride accidentally. He doesn’t want to be humiliated. Just be careful, okay? I don’t know Jackson that well, but he’s Donovan’s best friend and as snooty and rich as he is. If you damage his pride beyond repair, he’ll never be able to submit to you again.”

			“I know.” Diana took a deep breath and let it out slowly, trying to relax. “He’s always perfect, always playing the game. He can’t let anyone see his weaknesses, always going on the attack to put the other party at a disadvantage. I have to break through that, but I know they’re business partners as well as friends. I’m sure that could get…uncomfortable.”

			“Exactly. The last thing they’re going to want to do in a meeting with a client is remember how one or the other was humiliated this weekend.” Lilly laughed and squeezed her arm lightly before releasing her. From the front of the house, Donovan called out her name. “They’re here. Show faces!”

			Diana hurried over to the doorway and stepped into her stilettos, a glittering silver pair Cinderella would have died to have. Though if Diana tried to wear them all night, she’d end up crippled. She loved pretty shoes but couldn’t wear them more than an hour or two without pain. She could have selected a lower pair, for her own feet’s sake as well as Jackson’s, but she wanted to be clear. She didn’t care if she was taller than him. In fact, the Priestess loved it.

			She lifted her chin, squared her shoulders, and followed Lilly out to the main entrance. The two men were dressed to the nines, both in dark, sleek suits and crisp white dress shirts with classic silk ties in deep jewel colors. Jackson’s golden hair gleamed in the light as brightly as his gold watch and the heavy ring on his hand. His high-class attorney armor was fully in place, his smile the reserved, empty mask he must have worn at the firm every day.

			But she knew him well enough now to see the tightness around his eyes, which were slightly bloodshot. He was tired, and rightfully so after a long day at work and flying from Chicago, only to then drive up an hour to Donovan’s lake house, all without chemical assistance. He’d probably been on his feet at least fourteen hours, going full speed. She didn’t have to touch him to know that he was wound tight beneath that exquisite suit. Her fallen angel was buried inside, trying to hide every single weakness from the world under his impeccable armor.

			From me. She gave him a slow smile full of promise that made his eyes widen slightly. Challenge accepted, Angel.

		

	
		
			Chapter Fourteen

			Sipping champagne, Jackson tried not to yawn. He’d been to countless business parties like this, with people chatting pleasantly about nothing of any particular importance. Weather, sports, even fashion, the light privileged talk of the rich and bored.

			Diana sat beside him on his right, a tall powerful goddess in that simple but elegantly sexy dress. “So what do you think of your first house party?”

			“I guess I was expecting less politically correct elements.”

			“Latex? Whips and chains? Naked subs in abject states of torture?”

			He arched his brows and she laughed softly. “Wishful thinking I guess.”

			“We’ll see, Angel. The evening’s just getting started. Besides, we didn’t want to scare you rich blokes away with our freaky kinks too quickly.”

			“At least the food’s good.” In fact, the chef had created an exquisite menu that still managed to stay true to his Southern roots. A delicious jicama, mango and beet salad, followed by an incredibly rich gumbo that must have taken hours of simmering to make that thick, tasty broth alone.

			“Wait until dessert. Knowing Lilly, it’ll be spectacular.”

			He glanced over at his best friend’s fiancée at the head of the table. Or the foot, one could argue, but knowing their relationship, Donovan would have taken the foot of the table. She wore an old-fashioned dress in ruby red that hugged her lush body like a glove.

			“Do you still feel anything when you look at her?” Diana whispered in his ear.

			“No.” It was true. Now that he had his own Mistress to play with, he didn’t feel tempted to try and step in. A coil of tension deep in his belly loosened, surprising him. He hadn’t realized his unfortunate initial attraction to her had bothered him that much.

			“Damn.”

			Surprised, he turned his head to look back at Diana. Her eyes sparkled with mischief and she squeezed his thigh under the table.

			“That would have given me a reason to beat you again.”

			His eyes flared and he almost laughed out loud too. He still had a few faded bruises on his backside and yeah, the thought had crossed his mind on the way down here that maybe he should see about getting them replaced. Maybe. “I didn’t know the Priestess needed a reason to beat her subjects.”

			“I don’t,” she purred, squeezing his thigh again. But much to his regret, she removed her hand and turned her attention to the dessert plates delivered in front of her and then him.

			“Cherry pie,” Donovan said, his voice so unusually harsh that Jackson looked down the table at him. His friend’s gaze was locked on his fiancée, his eyes dark and intent. “My favorite.”

			“Don’t I know it, lover boy.”

			Jackson couldn’t help it when his lips twitched but he managed not to snicker out loud. That nickname was going to kill him. Besides, why was Donovan practically panting with lust like a sex-starved fool over a piece of pie? It looked good, sure, but it was just pie. Though that hearty spoonful of whipped cream was slowly melting into rivulets over the still-warm cherries, some as large as his thumb.

			“Why don’t we all get more comfortable? Gentlemen, take off your jackets and ties. Ladies, feel free to kick off your shoes. Decadent dessert like this deserves our full attention and comfort.”

			“Thank God.” Diana sighed with bliss. “My feet are killing me.”

			Jackson shrugged out of his coat as the other two men did the same, but he was slower. It just felt…strange. Too casual. Too…vulnerable. He didn’t take off his coat and tie until he was alone, typically in his office, preparing for a long stretch of work. Even then, he often left his tie on, unless he was going to lie down for a while.

			Donovan had no such reaction, even opening up a few buttons of his dress shirt to reveal the silver necklace he wore around his neck. The other man, introduced as Matt, wore a black leather belt around his throat. Jackson stared at it, trying to wrap his mind around the fact that this stranger had been wearing what looked like a dog collar beneath his suit. It hadn’t been obvious at all.

			Then it dawned on him. I’m the only man here not collared.

			Diana watched Jackson’s face as he looked around the table so she could see the exact moment the realization came to him. He stared at the leather collar on Matt’s throat for quite some time, while everyone else dipped into their desserts. Though the light, meaningless chatter now had a deeper undertone. The other two subs knew what was coming soon. Her sub had no idea. Yet.

			She kept her voice low. “You must like his collar a lot to keep staring at it like that.”

			Jackson twitched and jerked his gaze down to the dessert in front of him. “I’ve just never seen anything like it. That’s all.”

			“So you’re not imagining what it’d be like to wear something like that? You’d be surprised how much fun stuff you could hide beneath a suit. Hell, it wouldn’t surprise me at all if Lilly keeps her sub in chastity while he’s gone from her side.”

			Jackson opened his mouth to ask what that meant but then shut it, evidently figuring out enough that he cleared his throat. “If that’s true, then I’m going to absolutely die the next time she calls him lover boy.”

			“Why?”

			“Because how could he be such a great lover if she keeps him chained up like that? It’s emasculating. Embarrassing.”

			“But maybe he likes it that way. Doesn’t mean he’s any less a man or any less fantastic a lover. Sure, you have to get through the initial excitement when he’s released from the cage, but you’ll never see a man more eager to do anything his lady wants than a man who’s had his dick locked up a few days, let alone weeks. Besides, it’s the ultimate control of his orgasm. You already saw how hard it could be to come until I gave the word. A chastity cage simply enforces that control physically as well as mentally.”

			“No kidding.” He looked at his best friend for quite a while, as if trying to tell if what she’d hinted was true. When it finally dawned on him that maybe she intended to do the same to him, his gaze whipped back to her face but he didn’t say anything. He just watched her like he would a hungry, circling shark.

			She smiled, letting her eyes go heavy and hot. “I’ve got such lovely plans for you, Angel. I’m not going to be nice and polite. I’m going to make you want things that will terrify you. Humiliate you. Arouse you. I’m capable of anything. Anything at all. I won’t let you hide any secret from me. In fact, I’ll unbury things you had no idea you feared or could possibly endure. Let alone want. But first, I’ve prepared a show just for you.”

			Holding his gaze, she stood and slowly pulled the silver belt free from around her waist. Immediately, Matt dropped his fork, rose from the opposite side of the table and hurried around to drop at her feet. Head bowed, he raised his hands up to her so she could loop the belt around his wrists. Evidently the Dallas designer had intended just such possibilities, specializing in “power” dresses for women. She had to admit that such accessories could certainly be extremely useful, especially for impromptu scenes.

			Jackson’s nostrils flared and he sat up very straight, but he didn’t seem offended that she was giving the other man attention. She turned her head to Arlene. “Prepare the sacrifice.”

			She stood and snapped her fingers, and Matt glided to his feet silently to follow her through the door to the next room.

			Jackson licked his lips. “Sacrifice?”

			Diana smiled wider but didn’t elaborate. “Finish your pie, Angel. The show begins promptly in five minutes.”

			She took a deep breath and then slowly exhaled, focusing her mind on the coming scene. The Priestess would be calm and deliberate, wholly focused on the steps of ritual. With every word and gesture, no matter how small, she would create magic. She would move their hearts and still their minds and find the place deep within where nothing but the naked, ugly truth remained in all its glory.

			Even…especially…her own.

			He couldn’t eat a single bite of that pie, no matter how rapidly Donovan devoured his while staring so hungrily at his fiancée. What was Diana going to do? Why was this especially for him? Lilly had told her about his college days, so it’d probably be some kind of display. A sexual display.

			Diana. With that other sub? Somehow he couldn’t picture it.

			He could picture Donovan crawling down the grand dining table to attack Lilly. That he’d watch, definitely. He’d probably end up with his pants open jacking off while they kissed. That’d be enough to send him over the edge. Even better if Diana was watching him. Or maybe she was whipping him again while he did it. Yeah, that made his dick rock hard in his pants. But forcing his mind back to the upcoming scene with Matt…deflated things pretty quickly.

			I don’t want to see her with another man, even if it’s just a performance.

			The thought rocked him to his core. So what? They’d only had one date. Why would he care if she was involved with someone else? They’d never discussed whether they were exclusive partners or not. For all he knew, she had several “sacrifices” on the side.

			He forced himself to pick up his glass and drink some water. Action helped calm the swirling chaotic thoughts. He knew she wasn’t playing with a bunch of guys on the side. Lilly had mentioned that Diana hadn’t played in a while because she was too busy with her shop. So he could stop being a jealous prick and concentrate on whatever she had planned.

			But maybe she wanted the jealous prick. Maybe all of this show was designed to get him to step in and take the other sub’s place.

			He tried to play both scenarios through his mind. Usually he could visualize both arguments. He could guess what the judge would do, what opposing council would say, how they’d argue, and come up with a projected win. All attorneys could do it to an extent—one had to be able to argue either side, depending on who the client was—but he was normally extremely good at it. It’s why he was so good at his job. But this…

			He didn’t know this kind of argument. He didn’t have any case law or experience to build on.

			He turned his attention back to Donovan, hoping to draw him aside and ask his advice, but the man’s entire being was locked on his fiancée, who was licking her spoon like she’d found the nectar of the gods on her dessert plate.

			“It’s time.” Lilly set her spoon aside. Donovan moved so fast that Jackson didn’t even see him get up out of his chair. He drew Lilly up against him on the pretense of helping her from her chair. She laughed and patted his cheek, but firmly took his arm and led him toward the door.

			“Wait,” Jackson whispered desperately. “What does she expect from me?”

			Lilly didn’t pause. “Truth. That’s it. That’s all any Mistress wants in the end from a submissive. The raw beauty of their truth. Their heart and soul exposed.”

			“That’s all,” Jackson muttered grimly. Geez, he might as well piss off Judge Hawkins and end up in contempt of court every day for the rest of his career. I have no idea what “truth” she’s looking for. She knows everything already.

			He followed the other couple into the next room with a great deal of trepidation, prepared to see Matt stripped naked, sweating, crying, chained, humiliated, terrified, God only knew what. Instead, the young man stood quietly in the center of the luxurious living room, his hands still bound by Diana’s belt, but now he wore a plain brown monk’s robe. It looked authentically coarse and penitent.

			In comparison, the robes that the Mistresses wore looked soft, thick and expensive. In fact, Diana’s bloodred robe looked like it was made out of lush velvet. The other woman wore a white, shimmery robe that looked like a silk kimono. All three of them were barefoot and the lighting was low, with candles crowded on every flat surface. It was actually very romantic…except for the weird religious vibe. Though she was the Priestess, so that shouldn’t have surprised him.

			What did freak him the hell out was the low chanting. Diana sounded like a medieval Benedictine monk.

			She didn’t speak Latin, not exactly, though he couldn’t make out all the syllables. It was a fantastical language, a mishmash of several different sounds that were almost familiar, yet alien at the same time. It made him break out in a cold sweat and his stomach tightened uneasily. He thought he knew the Priestess, but this wasn’t the woman who’d whipped him for using speed. Nor the woman who’d teased him with some sultry phone sex and then, as promised, called to wake him up exactly on time.

			This was a stranger. And he wasn’t sure that he liked this stranger. At all.

		

	
		
			Chapter Fifteen

			When Diana opened her eyes and focused on him, Jackson froze. That hard glare turned his knees to jelly, even though her words were pleasant. “We may be few in number, but the power in this room is great.”

			Maybe that’s why he had goose bumps on his arms and his scalp prickled. The air weighed heavy like a summer thunderstorm was ready to explode into lights and rumbling sound. That intensity rose the longer she stared at him.

			“We gather tonight to witness a sacrifice.”

			At her words, the other man went down to his knees and bowed his head over his clasped hands.

			Diana dropped her gaze to him and the look on her face made the floor fall out from beneath Jackson’s feet. The man was on his knees and dressed like a slave, but she was…grateful. Respectful, even, of what Matt was giving her. Because it was a gift, his hands bound willingly, his freedom given freely. The man outweighed her by at least eighty pounds, and though he’d never win weightlifting challenges, he had the musculature of a fully developed male in his prime. If he wanted to knock her out, it wouldn’t take much effort. Yet he knelt quietly, waiting for her command.

			With sudden clarity, Jackson finally understood what submission really was. It wasn’t a shameful, embarrassing thing, something he’d snicker about like when he’d thought about his friend being locked up in chastity. Or how he’d feel if Donovan had come into the bathroom that night last weekend and seen what Diana was doing to him. There was power in giving his control away. She fully understood and appreciated the man kneeling at her feet. She looked at him with respect and admiration, not degradation.

			And I want that look on her face for me. Not for him. Not for anyone else.

			At what cost, though? He had no idea what this “sacrifice” would entail.

			If they were alone in a bedroom together, he wouldn’t really care. He’d give her pretty much anything she demanded from him. But with witnesses like this…

			Especially his best friend and business partner. People he’d see regularly. Could he ever sit down to dinner with Lilly and Donovan again if Diana chose to humiliate him?

			Before tonight, he would have staunchly denied she’d ever consider humiliating him in front of others, but now… He couldn’t say. She’d warned him she’d make him want things he’d never even considered before.

			I’m capable of anything. Anything at all.

			She knew he liked to watch. Despite his friend’s adamantly uptight presence, maybe she was going to fuck Matt. Right there in front of him.

			He closed his eyes, trying to understand why that didn’t turn him on. It should have, right? He’d driven himself to the edge countless times watching other people make love in college. Mostly his roommate, but there had been plenty of opportunities to sneak a peek at lovers in the hallways, tipsy after a party, too desperate to make it to their room.

			But he didn’t want to watch her with another man. No. The very thought made him ball his hands into fists at his sides and grind his teeth with fury.

			So if he stepped in… If he took Matt’s place…

			Would she fuck him in front of everyone?

			Would he be willing to strip naked in front of his business partner? Let another man see him bow his head and take her orders, endure her playful torture, and then see him fall apart when he climaxed inside her? Because when he climaxed, all his walls came down. All his defenses and armor. Could he expose himself like that, just because that’s what she wanted?

			I don’t know if I can do it. Even for her.

			“Prepare yourself for sacrifice, slave.”

			Keeping his head down, Matt rose enough to stretch out across the ottoman on his stomach. Arlene bowed formally to the Priestess and unsheathed the sword she wore at her waist. Jackson wasn’t familiar enough with weaponry to know how authentic the blade might be, but it certainly looked expensive. And sharp. It wasn’t long and clumsy, so it was easy for the petite woman to swing with one hand.

			Obligingly, Matt bent his head even more, making sure she had plenty of access to slide the blade beneath the back of his robe. The sound of tearing cloth made slivers of ice stab down the length of Jackson’s spine. A performance, only a performance…

			But it was still creepy. He’d never even thought about having someone cut his clothes off. While other people watched.

			Arlene cut the back of the robe all the way down to the top of the man’s buttocks, pausing with a wink at Donovan, a taunting look that said without his limit, she’d go all the way without hesitation. Then she used the blade to lay the pieces of coarse material aside, baring Matt’s back.

			Exposed. Vulnerable. The powerful man lay still, but he couldn’t hide the slight quiver of muscles across his back. He was nervous too. Maybe even a little afraid. Yet he didn’t make a sound.

			Jackson couldn’t look away. It finally dawned on him that Matt probably didn’t know what was going to happen either. Not exactly. Yet he was still willing to give himself over to the two Mistresses. He trusted them that much.

			There was no strategy, here. Not for Matt. Not for Jackson, either. Not when a man was dealing with a Mistress. There was no way to win, no argument he could prepare that would sway her will to his. Because there was only one will that mattered.

			Hers.

			He could walk away. Or he could do exactly as she ordered. No other choice existed.

			Diana stepped closer to Matt. Leaning down, she trailed her fingers over his back. Stroking him. Him. Not me.

			That seemed so wrong. So incredibly wrong. When he wanted her so much. “Wait.”

			She shot a heavy, intent glare at him that made his knees quiver. “You dare to challenge the Priestess?”

			His hands trembled. He really had no idea what he was getting himself into, but he couldn’t stand here and watch her touch another man. Not unless she ordered it of him. For the first time, he realized that was possible. She might someday order him to watch her play with another submissive, and he could either do it, or leave, and never see her again.

			He refused to even consider that option. “Use me instead, Priestess. I offer myself for sacrifice.”

			No one gasped with surprise or snickered with derision. Diana’s face didn’t change, the same calm, distant mask of the Priestess. “Are you sure, Jackson? You’ve never witnessed my rituals before.”

			So many thoughts and words rattled around in his head that he couldn’t seem to form a coherent sentence. He wanted that look on her face for him. Nothing else really mattered right now. Even if Donovan teased him about it later. He couldn’t bear for her to touch another man if he could take his place and give her what she wanted. He simply needed the right argument…

			No. He swallowed hard and stepped closer to the ottoman. No arguments. No words and movements and jury here. Nothing he said would mean anything to her, or to these people. He needed to act.

			His legs were shaking so badly that he almost fell, but somehow he managed to end up on his knees rather than flat on his face. Though for that blinding, gorgeous smile she gave him, he would have gone flat on his belly, witnesses be damned.

			Bowing his head, he simply said, “Priestess, I’m yours. Do with me what you will.”

			She’d seen plenty of submissives on their knees before, swearing undying devotion and eagerly awaiting whatever punishments and pleasures she’d bestowed. But none affected her like this Angel. Raw and untrained he might be, but he finally began to understand. Both what she wanted…and what he needed to give. Maybe she wasn’t the One True Mistress for him, but she’d damned well be his first, and his best. He’d have to search every club in Chicago to find a Domme as potent and powerful as she was.

			Arlene helped Matt up so Diana could unwind the belt from his hands. He backed away discreetly. Jackson lifted his hands but kept his eyes down, allowing her to bind his wrists instead. “Mistress Silk, would you do me the honor of removing our sacrifice’s shirt?”

			As they’d agreed, no nudity would be on the agenda tonight to protect Mistress L’s sub’s delicate sensibilities. But Diana wanted to reward Jackson for taking this step with her, and test him at the same time. They’d never discussed his comfort level with other people touching him, even at her command. Especially another Dominant. Certainly one wielding a sword.

			“I haven’t gotten to cut a man’s shirt off in quite some time,” Arlene purred, pacing around the kneeling man. “Is it expensive?”

			“Very,” he replied dryly.

			“Good. Bend your head down farther. Oh, and don’t move unless you’re into blood.”

			She slipped the tip of the blade down inside the collar at his nape. Jackson tipped his head down lower and she jerked up on the blade, cutting through the expensive fabric down his spine. The quiet yet distinctive sound of shredding fabric echoed through the room, followed by his low, soft groan.

			Diana barely suppressed her own answering groan. God, she loved a good helpless whimper.

			The white linen fell open down his back, almost like wings. Arlene used the blade to push the fabric out of her way, deliberately trailing the flat cold edge of steel along his ribs. She loved knife play, though she wouldn’t break the skin unless given explicit consent. Few men enjoyed that level of play at a woman’s hands, even one as lovely as Arlene. She even dipped the blade inside his waistband oh so carefully, though she didn’t slice his pants open. She looked up at Diana just to confirm. Temptation burned in her, but she gave a slight shake of her head. She’d promised Lilly her sub wouldn’t have anything to blush about tonight. Unless he didn’t like to see another submissive erotically punished.

			Jackson didn’t seem to mind the blade on his skin, though it did make him shiver. He raised his head just enough to look up at her from beneath his lashes and she had to remind herself to stay in character. The powerful, feared Priestess. Not the giddy, pleased Mistress. Because he wasn’t aroused by the blade at all. In fact, he was a little terrified of the whole thing, and probably had no idea what she had in store for him, but he was still willing to do what she commanded anyway. Not for himself. For her.

			She held his gaze until she was sure her voice would be properly reserved. “Lie on your stomach over the ottoman, knees on the floor.”

			Arlene helped by poking him in the small of his back with the hilt of her sword. She even followed him down onto the ottoman, squatting down beside him so she could keep gliding her sword over his back. She made sure the shirt pieces lay open, the cut pieces fluttered out on either side of him, startling white against the black leather.

			Diana suddenly had a vision of him in black leather pants and harness, a thick heavy collar about his throat, and that same elegant, expensive shirt torn open down his back, fluttering like wings. But instead of untouched pale skin, he bore tattooed wings, black feathers sweeping out on either side of his spine and trailing down beneath his pants. That much black, that size… It would take her months, maybe even years, to lay down all that ink. Listening to his soft groans, feeling his flesh beneath her hands. Watching her dream unfold on his skin.

			Shuddering, she pushed the image away. Jackson Montgomery Warring wasn’t the kind of guy to have a tat. One or two dates certainly didn’t mean he’d be willing to submit to her chair for hours of torture either.

			Arlene jerked on the dangling ends of the belt, drawing his arms down over the side of the ottoman. A subtle hook screwed underneath the edge caught his bound hands firmly. It was a bit of a stretch for him. They’d tested the measurements out on Matt earlier, but she’d forgotten to account for Jackson’s slightly smaller stature, assuming he’d even be willing to participate. The muscles of his back stretched long and flat, rippling with every breath. He was so lean, she’d have to be careful not to damage his ribs or spine. He just didn’t have any padding to speak of, even though he’d been taking a little better care of himself this past week.

			She moved closer to stand over him, close enough he could almost strain and turn his head to get his mouth on her, but not quite. Sheathing her sword, Arlene took position at his head. “The sacrifice is ready, Priestess. Which implement do you desire?”

			Diana bent down and trailed her fingers over his shoulder, watching the way his muscles flexed and moved beneath the skin. Gorgeous. “This skin is tender and unmarked, so I choose a flogger tonight. I wouldn’t want to mar this pretty skin too quickly.”

			Arlene inclined her head and turned to the table covered with Diana’s favorite implements. She typically preferred heavier items like canes and paddles, which would be fine for Jackson’s backside, but not his more delicate back. She hadn’t specified which flogger, so being the wicked, devious Mistress she was, Arlene chose the leather flogger over the more erotic velvet one. At least the strips didn’t have metal embedded in them. She’d left that one at home.

			She accepted the flogger and inspected it, running the long strips through her hand and testing the heft and weight of the hilt in her palm until she had the right grip. Closing her eyes, she centered herself. She breathed in and out slowly, deliberately counting to regulate her heart rate. Then she rose to the tower in her mind.

			She hadn’t realized most people didn’t do this kind of mental exercise until she was in her late twenties and had casually mentioned it to a friend. During high school, she’d developed it as a way to escape from the bullying, to visualize herself rising above it. It was like stepping onto an internal elevator that carried her high into the stratosphere. With her eyes closed, she built the image in her mind. A round stone tower, the top open to the elements. The air thin and clear, untouched by anything man-made. If she wanted, she could build an entire canvas of mountains and sunset, green valleys and flowering trees so fantastical they’d never exist in the real world. But with Jackson waiting, she kept the tower dark and quiet, a reverent place of safety in the night.

			“Same safeword as before.” Her voice sounded different when she was in the tower, as high and distant as her mind felt from her body. She was still here, could still feel his skin beneath her fingers, but everything was heightened. She could hear his breathing, the quickening catch in his throat, the solid thump of his heart, even the queasy nervous yet excited tremor in his belly. Detached, but connected to him on a higher plane. Could he feel it? Some subs claimed they did sense a change in her, but they’d never been able to share the tower with her, even when she’d tried to explain it.

			“Yes, Priestess.” His voice rolled through the tower, quiet and soft but not timid. He wasn’t afraid, not of her. She raised her arm to deliver the first blow, eager to hear how his sighs and groans would vibrate through her heightened senses.

			“Wait!”

			It took her a moment to place the voice, to remember who exactly the witnesses in the room were. Donovan came closer, his face tight. “Jack, are you sure you want to do this?”

			Jackson closed his eyes but kept his face turned toward her. “Yes.”

			“But…you’ve never done this before. You don’t know what this means. What…” His words stumbled to a halt and Lilly wrapped an arm around his waist in a soothing hug.

			“It’s all right, lover boy. The safeguards are in place. Arlene and I both will monitor him. If he needs us to help stop the scene, we will.”

			Donovan nodded, but his hands remained fisted at his sides and he turned a narrowed gaze on Diana as if to say, I’m watching you. If I have to take you on despite what my Mistress says, I’ll do it without hesitation.

			She inclined her head slightly to respect his desire to protect his friend, but brought the flogger down in a firm slap across Jackson’s back.

		

	
		
			Chapter Sixteen

			Jackson thought she’d punish him with the flogger for a while, then they’d release him and they’d all laugh and it’d be over. That’s it.

			But the power of the scene caught him unaware. It was a simple thing. Just a little bondage and a flogger. It wasn’t like she’d pulled out a horsewhip or bound him hand and foot. If he wanted to be free, he could twist his hands out of the belt and be done.

			But he didn’t want to be free. It was like his own mind trapped him. His own body held him immobile for whatever Diana was going to do. Then add her spooky voice to the mix, and goose bumps raced down his arms, leaving him shivering and oddly shaken. He’d never heard her voice take on that hollow, distant tone before. Nor felt the waves of her power rise quite so high. As an attorney, he knew how powerful the smallest physical gestures could be. How everything he did and said was a performance meant to sway the jury or judge to see his point of view and believe it to be truer than his opponent’s. So he was no stranger to the physical power a person could wield. But while he’d had a taste of Diana’s power as a Mistress before, that was nothing compared to the Priestess in full force.

			The strike of the leather made him suck in his breath with surprise. She didn’t start out light and gentle. The leather straps spread out across his shoulders, stinging across the width of his back. He didn’t feel the need to yelp in pain, but it was definitely a shock. Then the surge of heat came as blood rose to the surface and tingled from the strike. So much sensation, it made him twist his wrists in the belt. Not pain, not exactly, just so much…feeling. For someone who preferred to be numb, the sensation of actually feeling was almost pain.

			She ran the flogger down his back, bringing each inch of skin to life. She made him cast off the shell he wore. The expensive suit, the suave smile, the calculated arguments and logical reasoning. There wasn’t anything logical in allowing himself to be maneuvered over an ottoman and whipped with a flogger. Nothing at all.

			Yet he couldn’t imagine not letting this happen. He felt…

			He didn’t even have to say right. He felt. And that was enough.

			Someone touched his cheek. Not Diana. His body knew her touch and it wasn’t her. Another blow landed low on his back, some of the straps landing across his buttocks. A different sensation with his pants in the way. Damn Donovan’s prudish sensibilities. I really want to feel that leather on my bare skin.

			The finger trailed across his cheek, trying to draw his attention from Diana on his right to the woman who crouched in front of him. “How does it feel knowing your best friend is watching?”

			He managed to crack an eye open to give Arlene as much of a glare as he could muster. “Doesn’t matter.”

			“No?” She laughed softly and trailed her finger over his lips. It made him jerk his face aside. He didn’t want her touches. He didn’t want anything to take away from what Diana was doing. Why would she allow another woman to touch him anyway? “So you’re going to be able to look him in the eye later without caring that he saw you flogged tonight?”

			“I watched him fuck his girlfriend all through college,” Jackson retorted. “If it’s time to turn the tables, so be it.”

			Arlene let out a light, tinkling laugh that sent chills down his spine, while she stroked her fingers through his hair. It set his teeth on edge. Such a tender gesture, from a person he didn’t know and didn’t want touching him. “So you’d be fine if Diana fucked you right here in front of everyone.”

			He clenched his jaws, refusing to say anything at all. Arlene was playing a game, probably premeditated with Diana long before he ever showed up. Damned if he’d open his mouth and say the wrong thing on the spur on the moment without understanding the rules. Fury made him tense, his muscles springing tight like he might need to leap to his feet. Though to defend himself from Arlene…or from Diana? He didn’t know. What game is she playing? Which way does she think I’ll jump?

			Because people learned pretty quickly that Jackson Montgomery Warring would do anything to win. Study his files, dig into his past cases, interview his coworkers and past clients. None of it mattered. Because in the end, there wasn’t a direction he’d refuse to jump if he thought he’d win.

			What did he want to win this time? The Priestess wasn’t a prize. She’d laugh in his face and saunter off without a care in the world if he ever thought she was just a feather to put in his cap. God help the man who thought she was that kind of woman.

			In fact, as he lay trussed over this ottoman, one thing was pretty clear to him. He was the prize, and his fate was in her hands.

			He lifted his head and glared at Arlene hard enough she arched her brows. “Unless she orders me to endure it, I’d appreciate it if you kept your fucking hands off me.”

			“Indeed.” Arlene smiled, a cold, hard showing of teeth that made him tense even more, even though she raised both hands and held them up in the air on either side of her. “What say you, Priestess? May I torment your mouthy slave tonight?”

			Jackson held himself very still, keeping that hard look on Arlene without turning his head to see Diana’s reaction. She might be angry that he’d seen through her ploy, if her goal had been to get him to admit to wanting only her to play with him. Or she might be proud that he only wanted her touching him. Or she might be royally pissed that he’d insulted her roommate and probably her best friend, though he wasn’t entirely sure of their relationship. He honestly had no idea if he’d stuck his head in a hornet’s nest or pleased her by reacting exactly the way she’d wanted in the beginning.

			She spoke so softly and low that he had to strain to hear her words. “Are you sure that’s what you want, Angel? Do you really want me to declare that you’re mine? Because once you’re mine…”

			Sighing, she reached down and ran her fingers through his hair. Where Arlene’s touch had made him tense, he couldn’t help but relax into her stroking. It felt good when she touched him. Like his whole body was starved for her and her alone.

			It probably should have scared the shit out of him, but her touch was like the sweet rush of speed hitting his blood stream when he was running on his last bit of energy. She made the colors brighter, the scents richer, every touch more meaningful and real. Even if she made every inch of his body ache with sensation, he’d endure it because he couldn’t bear to be numb with her. He turned his head, straining to lift up enough to see her face. To make sure she could see the truth in his eyes. “There’s no going back for me.”

			Her mind insisted this was too fast. He was falling too fast, too hard. He’d crash and burn all over again, and this time it’d be her fault. My fallen angel, so gorgeous, so desperate, needing only me.

			It was a heady thought. The way he looked at her, all consuming, eyes wide open and willing to fall straight into her arms. But she couldn’t let him trade one addiction for another. He had to be clearheaded and fully understand what a relationship with a Mistress meant. What she in particular would require from him.

			High in her mental tower, she could see it all so clearly. She could see him kneeling at her feet, grinning with trust and love, shining as he was meant to shine. Rather than bedraggled and exhausted after working himself into the ground. She could take care of him, satisfy him like he’d never even known possible. But was that really the best thing for him?

			Better that she help him find his wings again and let him fly away, secure and safe and strong. Not fallen and broken, always looking up at the sky with longing.

			“Priestess,” he whispered, his voice breaking. “Please.”

			For the first time in her life, she wasn’t sure what to do to help a sub. She didn’t trust herself to make the right decision. She wanted to bind him to her, immediately, while he was obviously willing. But he was too vulnerable, too raw and untrained. He had no idea what he’d really be giving up. Dragging her gaze away from the shining desperation in his eyes took all her mental strength, and the tower crumbled to dust in her mind. Shaken, she sought Lilly’s gaze.

			The other Mistress stood wrapped tightly against her submissive, holding him in a way that made longing rise up in Diana’s throat so thick and strong she felt suffocated. There was no way in hell Lilly would allow another Mistress to touch him. Not innocently, let alone in a scene. What they had was for them alone.

			It would be harder for Jackson if he truly was into voyeurism and exhibition, but Diana wanted that same right to touch him exclusively. To hold him with the look that told every other Mistress in town that he was unavailable. They had so far to go yet. Too many things to figure out, too many ugly things in their pasts that remained buried and hidden. Secrets had a way of rearing their ugly heads at the worst possible moment. Did he have secrets worse than his drug addiction? Could he deal with her secrets? They’d only started this journey together. It was too soon to demand he lock himself up for her alone when he really had no idea what kind of Mistress he’d be getting.

			Lilly smiled with encouragement and nodded her head. She understood what Diana was going through to some extent. Firming her silent message, Lilly wrapped her arms tighter around her sub and lay her head against his chest, snuggling into his embrace. He was tall and strong, the alpha defender who’d brought the world to its knees, yet it only took a glance for Diana to see her power, resolution and control at work. He worshiped the ground she walked on and if she told him to drop to his belly this very moment, he’d do it.

			That’s what I want. With Jackson, if possible. Though I have to give him time to choose.

			She turned back to Arlene. Whatever her roommate saw on her face, she smirked and bowed low over her hands as she backed away.

			Jackson sighed with relief and dropped his head down on the cushion. He kept his face turned so he could see her, his blue eyes locked on her, so bright. So damned bright it hurt to think about losing that light to another woman. Another Mistress.

			She closed her eyes to block out that brilliant blue so she could regain her control. She wouldn’t try for the tower again. She needed to stay connected, to make sure she didn’t take him too far. But she couldn’t strike him with her emotions roiling like a hurricane. He needed to get out of his head and into his body; she needed to keep in her head to maintain perfect control.

			Calmer, she opened her eyes and decided to lighten the mood a little. “Are you hard yet, Angel?”

			She watched him blink rapidly and almost turn his head back around the other direction, where his friend was standing. Finally he nodded, but that wasn’t good enough for the Priestess. She gave him a harder strike low on his body, making sure some of the leather strands landed across his buttocks and upper thighs. “I’m sorry, Angel. I didn’t hear you.”

			“Yes,” he ground out. She arched her brows expectantly until he continued, “Yes, I’m hard. Priestess.”

			She landed another blow, slowly making her way back up the sloped planes of his lower back and shoulders. “You have such a lovely back, Angel. I’m almost glad you’re fallen, so I don’t have to worry about damaging your wings.”

			He growled beneath his breath. “I never had wings. I’ve been chained to a desk since I graduated.”

			Sadness welled up inside her, bringing tears to her eyes. “Then I’ll give you wings, Angel.”

			The leather straps began to cut a little, enough that he couldn’t hold back the slight grunts of effort. Not to endure, because she wasn’t really hurting him, but to remain on his knees. Because those blows inflamed him. As each inch of his back burned to life, he had to fight the urge to push up to his feet and do something foolish.

			Like sweep her up into his arms and carry her somewhere his friend’s modesty wouldn’t matter.

			The more sounds that escaped his throat, the harder she laid that flogger into his back. It was a vicious cycle of lust and stinging flesh, straining muscle and burning skin. Sweat trickled down his spine, increasing the flames licking at his skin. He humped his shoulders to ease the strain on his arms, only to earn a concentrated string of blows back and forth across his upper body, the leather strands snaking down his biceps. To rise up that much, he had to bump his hips up against the edge of the ottoman harder, stirring his erection even more. Panting, he tried to push the sensation away by reciting case law in his mind, but he couldn’t even remember his client list right now past Morgan Industries.

			“What am I looking for, Angel?” At least she’d toned down that eerily powerful Priestess voice to the Mistress persona he was more familiar with. Lush velvet tones caressed his body as surely as the flogger dancing across his skin. He tried to keep his eyes focused on her, but they kept rolling back in his head. “Don’t you know?”

			No. He didn’t. He tried to say it aloud, but his mouth didn’t seem connected to his brain any longer. A travesty for a man like him. He could always count on his mind and his mouth, his two greatest assets. Evidently not where the Priestess was concerned.

			She delivered another powerful blow against his buttocks that made him drive his hips forward, grinding into the ottoman. His breath tore out of his throat on a vicious groan. Agony and ecstasy at the same time. He wanted to be driving into her so badly that his entire existence tunneled down to her. Her scent, her voice, her skin. He could almost feel her beneath him, her fingers tangling in his hair, her dirty whispers driving him onward mercilessly.

			And suddenly he knew what she wanted.

			She wanted him out of control, wild and reckless with his lust, just like that night at the hotel. No thinking, no gentlemanly control, because in the end, only she had control in this.

			Twisting his hands so he could grip the edge of the ottoman, he deliberately thrust harder against the cushion, bucking more wildly as she rewarded him with harder blows. Nothing mattered but her, not the watchers, his job, their differences, nothing. She was all. She was everything.

			“Diana!” he roared, straining so hard he tore his hands free of the belt from her dress. Yet he clamped his hands harder on the ottoman, refusing to abandon his position. She’d put him here and here he’d remain, until she freed him.

			Until she gives me wings.

			Stupid thought, half delirious with lust. Every breath made his chest shudder against the cushion, but he hadn’t come. Again, because she hadn’t given him the order. He laughed, or at least tried to, though it sounded more like a strangled sob.

			Her hands stroked over his shoulders and back, a soothing balm that slowly calmed him. He lay on the cushion gasping for breath and so ridiculously pleased he wanted to punch himself in the head. Pleased, because he’d done as she ordered. He hadn’t come, he hadn’t abandoned his position, and he’d endured everything she gave him. Why did it mater so much to him? Nothing made sense anymore. It was like she’d tipped his entire world over on its opposite axis.

			“Shhh,” she whispered against his ear, drawing him closer so his head pillowed against her chest. “I’m so proud of you, Angel. You gave me exactly what I wanted. That was gorgeous. You’re gorgeous. I’m so lucky that you’re allowing me to teach you what it means to submit.”

			On the verge of breaking down, now he was worried about their audience. He didn’t want his friend watching him fall apart over this. Over being brought to the edge of something momentous, even though he didn’t fully understand why it was so important to him. Luckily he heard the other couples’ voices moving away and a door shutting firmly behind them. Relaxing against Diana, he tried to make sense of what he was feeling. Shaken and weak…yet so strong at the same time. She hadn’t done anything horrible to him. So why did he feel like the earth had spun completely out of control? It wasn’t like she’d thoroughly humiliated him in front of everyone.

			“Lie here a minute and let me turn up the lights so I can check your back.”

			She moved away and he closed his eyes, fighting the urge to cling to her and beg her not to leave, even for a second. The overhead lights came on, pushing him even further from the closeness they’d just shared. He didn’t want it to end, even if he had to remain on his knees while she whipped him some more. That closeness, that sense of connection, even belonging. He’d never felt that before, even though he’d only known her a short time.

			Her fingers glided over his back, stroking the welts she’d left. It made him tremble, emotion rising up in him, and when she leaned down to kiss those marks so gently, it swept him out to sea. He was lost for a while, bobbing helplessly, and yeah, when he finally lifted his head to meet her gaze, his cheeks were wet.

			“Can we go find a bed now?”

			She laughed softly and brushed her mouth against his. “Absolutely.”

			Holding his gaze, she wrapped the belt that had been around his hands around his throat, running the end through a loop to make a simple noose. Slowly, she drew it tight enough he could feel the leather against his skin, the slight pressure on his windpipe. A new feeling washed over him, leaving him shivering again. Leashed. Bound. So easily controlled as she stood and drew him up with her.

			“Is this okay, Angel?”

			He swallowed hard and nodded. Yeah. It was okay. It was so okay he wouldn’t mind if Donovan was standing outside the door watching as she led him upstairs to bed. Because Jackson finally understood why his friend got that hot, desperate look in his eyes whenever Lilly touched that chain around his throat.

			Owned. Body and soul.

			He followed Diana out the door and up the grand stairway without looking around to see who might notice. His shirt flapped open down the back, his skin probably streaked red because he could still feel the burn of each lash. With a leather strap around his throat. He was almost tempted to hesitate, only to feel the belt tighten around his neck.

			Now he had something else to burn with jealousy over, until Diana put a collar around his neck too. A real collar, like Donovan’s.

		

	
		
			Chapter Seventeen

			Looking at this gorgeous man standing at the foot of the bed with a belt wrapped around his neck, Diana made herself drop the end of leather and leave him standing, waiting, while she prepared for bed. He’d given the other guests a good show. Now it was her turn to reward him. She took her time removing the cocktail dress and even put it back on the hanger. She’d never spent so much on a dress before, but the smoking heat in his eyes made it worth a hundred times more. She’d have to go shopping again and see what other goodies she could find. He might not be a leather and latex sort of guy, but the subtle and elegant dress had sure tickled his fancy, especially that belt. According to the designer’s website, that was exactly the intent.

			With that low-cut back, a bra hadn’t been possible, and she’d only worn a basic pair of black lace panties—not even a thong. But his eyes locked on her, worshiping her every step as she moved closer to him. He didn’t lift his hands to touch her, tightening his hands into fists at his sides to restrain himself. Smiling, she unbuckled his dress belt and unbuttoned his pants. “I think I’ll use you real good tonight, Angel.”

			His chin dropped to his chest and he breathed deeply, his body shaking. “Whatever you say, Priestess.”

			She leaned in and rubbed her lips over his ear. “I love it when you wait for me to tell you what to do. When you fight yourself not to touch me. So tonight, all you’re touching me with is your mouth.” She unzipped his pants and the material puddled around his ankles. “Take off your shoes and socks and then lie flat on your back on the bed.”

			Deliberately, she didn’t say anything about the belt on his neck to see if he’d take it off. He toed off his shoes and bent down to yank his dress socks off, but left her belt like a noose on his throat. A good sign that he someday wouldn’t mind the presence of a collar.

			Watching him go to the bed and lie back as she’d ordered, she forced herself to be realistic. It might not be her collar. Ever. The chances of making it work out were so slim…

			“I’m ready, Priestess. Use me as you will.”

			His words burned through her, spurring her to action. No more play time. This was real, so real. Too real. Because as she stripped off the black lace and crawled up on the bed to straddle his head, all she could see in her mind was her collar on his throat. Her tats on his body. Especially those black wings down his back.

			Groaning, he fisted his hands in the sheets and lifted his head, pressing his face against her harder. He shook his head, moving his mouth and chin and nose all over, staying within her no hands rule but using his entire face to pleasure her. She reached back to find the trailing belt around his neck and tightened it, just enough to remind him that it was there. That she had control over him. Rocking her hips, she let her head fall back and simply reveled in the sensations. His mouth sucking on her clit, his stubbled jaw rubbing against her, his groans that vibrated through her.

			It didn’t take long until she shuddered and bucked against his mouth. So good, having a man beneath her, willing to let her take her pleasure as long as she wanted. He looked up at her, eyes wide open without any hesitation, even though she’d reflexively jerked on that belt a couple of times. A Dominant lived for that look of complete and utter submission. That look said he wouldn’t care if she rode his face for the rest of the night. He’d eat her up as long as she’d be willing to let him, and suffocate himself without batting an eye if so ordered.

			That look only made her want his cock deep inside her.

			She leaned over enough to snag the waiting condom off the night table and backed down his body. Playfully, she rubbed herself against his straining erection while she tore the package open.

			“The chastity thing you were talking about,” he groaned out, arching beneath her. “What’s it like? Really?”

			“I haven’t had the pleasure of using one myself, since I’ve never had a sweet boy like you committed to me long enough to give it a try.” She reached back and wrapped her fingers around his cock and balls in a tight ring. “Cold metal tight, holding everything in place. The cage slides over the cock when it’s limp, so this impressive erection just wouldn’t be possible. There wouldn’t be room inside for it to expand. Of course you being a randy boy, you won’t be able to help but swell and harden, causing yourself more and more discomfort. For some men, that pain only increases their excitement, though. It’s all part of the fun, though I don’t think it’s quite right for you, Angel.”

			“No?” he panted. “Why?”

			“Because it’s as much about humiliation as domination.” Releasing him, she moved further down onto his thighs so she could slide the condom into place. “Men in chastity have to sit to take a piss like a girl. Can you imagine walking into one of those swanky men’s restrooms in your firm, or when you’re wining and dining a client, and having to go into the stall? Worrying that another man might see? It’s also popular for men in chastity to wear pretty little panties with lace and bows, another way to show that their dick isn’t even their own anymore.”

			“Oh.” He looked up at her, caressing her breasts with those brilliant eyes until her nipples hardened. “I like the idea of you owning my dick. Owning me. Though you’re right, the humiliation isn’t really my thing. But if you…”

			She leaned down and fisted her hand in his hair, jerking his head back firmly so he looked into her eyes. “Now you listen to me, Jackson. Exploration and curiosity are well and good, but you have to be confident and secure enough in your trust in me to tell me when you have a problem with something. Don’t you dare give me this ‘but if you want to’ bullshit. We’ve got a long ways to go yet but I know you well enough to be pretty confident that humiliation isn’t your kink.”

			“What is my kink?”

			“This.” She jerked his head again, using her strength to pin his head against the pillow. “A little of this,” she said, using her other hand to tighten the belt in a slow, steady pull that made his eyes widen. “Oh, and you definitely liked me punishing you, especially in front of our guests. You like to be exposed, to see other people exposed, but humiliation isn’t part of it.”

			He tried to keep his face smooth, calling up his haughty hide-all lawyer face. “I’d let you do just about anything you wanted to me as long as I ended up here.”

			“That’s all it was, huh?” Ever so slowly, she pushed down on him, loving the way his cock filled her. He wasn’t a huge man, but he was nice and thick, stretching her inner walls deliciously. “You just wanted inside me? You didn’t want me to peel back your layers, to begin exposing the real you underneath your expensive suits and your fine education?”

			Wordlessly, he shook his head, the tendons in his neck and shoulders standing out as he fought to restrain himself. He twisted his fists in the bedding and groaned deep in his throat, the raw, desperate sound of a man on the edge.

			She leaned down over him, rubbing her breasts against his chest while she rode him. Not soft and gentle, no, that would be too easy. She pushed him hard, grinding her pelvis against his so hard her clit throbbed. Rising up, rocking, working him deep inside her, she waited to see how long it’d take for him to break. If he could last until she came again. If he could keep his hands off her. If…

			His back bowed, every muscle straining. His face twisted in a grimace and the sound of tearing cloth mixed with the rasp of his heavy breathing. But he didn’t lay a finger on her.

			Sitting up, she pushed him as deeply as possible and let her head fall back. He bucked up beneath her again and it was enough to set off a cascade of pleasure rippling through her body. She twisted another length of belt around her wrist and forced her eyes open so she could watch. “Now, Angel. Show me what you’ve been missing all week.”

			Clamping his hands on her thighs, he hauled her down and jerked his hips up at the same time. He managed to thrust with enough power to lift them both higher, his face red with strain. His hips surged so high only his shoulders touched the mattress and he roared out her name. Spasm after spasm rocked his body, sending another wave of pleasure through her.

			She collapsed against his chest, her shaking fingers immediately checking to make sure the belt hadn’t gotten too tight. Snug, but not tight enough to constrict his breathing. All that panting and gasping was from exertion.

			Lightly, his hands roamed her back, his fingers brushing her skin hesitantly, as if he wasn’t quite sure he had permission to touch her yet. She snuggled down into his arms, tucking her face up against his neck. More sure, he tightened his arms around her and slowly his breathing steadied. She thought he was almost asleep when he whispered.

			“Diana?”

			“Hmmm?”

			“Did you really mean it? What you said?”

			She lifted her head and looked into his eyes. A feeling rose inside her chest, a heaviness that made her heart beat faster and her breathing shallow. A solemn weight of knowledge and trust. His eyes were so raw and vulnerable, shaken by what she’d said, and yet desperate with hope, too. So afraid to hope for more, and yet horribly afraid of losing his mind with loneliness. That suave, confident lawyer mask was just that. A mask, hiding the broken fallen angel inside.

			“Yes,” she whispered solemnly, stroking her thumb over his lip. “I see you. I see the real you.”

			His eyes glimmered in the moonlight, dark with unspoken fear. He tensed beneath her, as if he was preparing to flee. Or bracing for her to jump from the bed and escape. “And you…” He swallowed hard and averted his face.

			Firmly, she gripped his chin and turned his face back to hers. She leaned down so her breath caressed his face and there could be no doubt in his heart that she meant her words. “I’m still here. I’m not going anywhere. Not until you’re ready to fly on your own.”

			The vibrating tension in his body leaked away and he eased into her arms. “I’ll never fly away from you.”

			She held him, stroking his hair as he drifted to sleep. His words rang in her head. This was a promise he’d most likely break. Yet she couldn’t be angry with him. She’d known from the beginning that he’d never be able to stay. He had too much to lose.

			I just have to be sure he doesn’t steal all of my heart when he leaves. Just a piece or two.

		

	
		
			Chapter Eighteen

			Diana’s Mustang purred like a giant cat, making short work of the trip back to the Twin Cities. Jackson hadn’t worried about running out of conversation once. There wasn’t anything worse than being trapped in a small, enclosed space with someone in awkward silence for mile after mile. With her, the miles had just disappeared. Poof, they were rolling off the freeway into Minneapolis. His frustration came not from a long, boring car ride, but from the knowledge that time was trickling away much too quickly. In a matter of hours, he’d have to catch his plane.

			Back to work, back to Chicago, away from her.

			Get a grip. He watched her downshift, bringing the sleek car down to the inner city speed limits, mesmerized by the effortless way she controlled the car. As easily as she’d controlled him, pushing him through gear after gear, bringing him up, taking him down. I didn’t realize a manual transmission could be so sexy.

			They crossed the Mississippi River and turned too many times for him to keep track of the streets. He’d never find her shop again. It wasn’t a posh neighborhood, but the Craftsman-style houses and shops had character without the modern, blank look so many strip malls had. The neighborhood spoke of an older, genteel time that Donovan would probably eat up. He much preferred cozy over sleek and modern, while Jackson’s condominium was everything hard concrete, cold steel, and completely minimalist. Granted, he never spent much time at home. Maybe that was part of the reason why.

			She turned again and the streets narrowed, dark with overhanging trees. Lined with older-model cars, the neighborhood was obviously a step down from the hip, artsy streets, but not ghetto. Though it wouldn’t surprise him if windows got broken out if someone was foolish enough to leave valuables out in plain sight.

			“It might not look like much, but we do pretty well.” She slowed down, giving him time to study the front of the shop. The exterior was concrete blocks or maybe brick, which had been plastered over decades ago and painted white. It might have been a garage at one time, with one set of large metal doors, though the other set had been replaced with glass. Dreaming in Ink hung above the doors, written in soft neon lights. Several planters made an attractive garden and sitting area in the front, shared with the next-door shop, which also had two small patio tables set out. Most of the planters were empty this late in the season, but two held miniature cypress trees, decorated with white fairy lights.

			“I have an apartment above the shop that I share with Arlene.” She pulled down a side alley and parked in the back by a rusted staircase. As they went upstairs, the metal groaned and squeaked, but held. She unlocked the door and pushed it open, waving him ahead. “She’s still eating up the mansion on the lake, so we’ll have a couple of hours alone before you have to head to the airport. Arlene and I are both saving money and we enjoy each other’s company, so we don’t mind being roomies.”

			He stole a glance at her, trying to figure out what was wrong. She seemed brusque and distant, rattling off facts like when she’d bought the shop and how long she’d lived here. Finally, it dawned on him. She’s nervous.

			Diana crossed the living area and opened a door. A large yellow Labrador rushed out, excitedly wagging its tail and circling its owner, then heading toward him.

			Jackson braced himself for the dog to jump on him, but it just sniffed his hand and hopped around excitedly. Then he noticed the dog only had three legs.

			“This is Pixie. She was hit by a car and left to die alongside the road. Her previous owners didn’t want to pay for surgery to fix her leg, and by the time I found her and got her to the vet, they had to amputate. It doesn’t bother her though, as you can see.”

			Pixie ran into the room and came back out with a tennis ball in her mouth. No, two, he realized when the dog dropped them on the floor at his feet. He had no idea a dog could stuff that many balls in its mouth.

			“I’ve got a kennel out back. Let me take her out and I’ll show you around. Make yourself at home.”

			Once she was gone, he took a good look without worrying about making her more nervous or offending her. The living area was open to the eat-in kitchen. A loveseat and two oversized chairs sat in front of a TV, a flat screen but only modestly sized. The chairs looked extremely comfortable and broken in, but not worn and tired. The kitchen was outdated and the ancient gas stove could be original to the house. Old enough to be back in style. The cabinets had been hand-painted white, set off attractively by the soft yellow walls. Bright, cheerful and comfortably old and well used.

			Her taste in art was eclectic. Bright red, yellow and blue country-style decorations brightened the kitchen. Mostly sunflowers and chickens, of all things. Maybe that was her roommate’s taste? Diana didn’t seem like a chicken person, though the sunflowers he could buy. The living room only boasted one large canvas opposite the entryway, but it was interesting, drawing him closer to study it. It wasn’t framed or numbered, so it hadn’t come from a gallery, but it had a professional look. Dark clouds built on the horizon, deep purple and midnight blue, with light shining from behind them, as if the setting sun was casting shadows onto the canvas. Lavender and red streaked through the clouds. Trees and grass were brighter at the edge of the painting, the green of spring, slowly changing to darker, muted colors. In the distance, trees turned orange and red, as if fall was slowly swallowing them as the sun set. On the horizon, someone stood at the edge of the forest.

			He leaned closer, trying to make out what the figure was doing. A woman, he thought, with the suggestion of curves and long hair. It looked like she was running away, peeking over her shoulder at him. Afraid? He couldn’t tell. The light should have illuminated her face, but the trees cast shadows over her features. The trees parted in front of her, suggesting a path through the forest.

			The door opened and shut, and he drew back from the painting self-consciously. He’d been studying it so hard he’d almost been able to feel the brush marks on his nose.

			Diana came up behind him, leaning against his back and loosely wrapping her arms around his waist. “What do you think?”

			“It’s interesting. Is she running away from something? Or leading the way into the forest?”

			“Neither. Both. Honestly, I wasn’t sure which I intended, and it was a long time ago.”

			“It’s yours?” Surprised, he studied the painting again. It looked as good as any painting he’d ever seen on display in Chicago or New York. “Do you have a gallery somewhere?”

			She laughed and squeezed him in a gentle hug. “Hardly. Ink is my art now, but when I was in high school, I mostly painted. This was my senior project.”

			“Wow. You’re really good. It’s evocative. I feel drawn to it, as if it’s a great puzzle I have to figure out. Even before I knew it was yours.”

			She nibbled on his earlobe. “And now?”

			“Now I’m wondering if I could smuggle it onto the plane so I can hang it in my office so I can look at it all day.”

			Pulling back, she laughed but it sounded a little forced. “It’s not the kind of art to hang in a penthouse office building. Come on, let me give you the grand tour, though it won’t take long. Let’s start with the shop.”

			He followed her down a different set of stairs to the first floor. Instead of going to the front room with the glass, she ducked to the left and started with the other rooms. The space still had that mechanic’s vibe with concrete floors and touches of chrome in the warehouse-style fixtures. The walls were large ribbed metal plates.

			“We have four artists here full-time, including myself and Arlene. Each has their own chair and client list. On the walls, you can see samples of our most favorite designs. We don’t do anything out of a book. It’s all custom work, so it can take a couple of weeks or longer to finalize a design before we start.”

			Flipping on lights as they went, she showed him the other artists’ rooms. “Arlene specializes in lettering and scroll work. No one can beat her lines. She did all of the phrases on my body. She also does a lot of really beautiful old-school designs, like pinup girls, mermaids, stuff like that. She’s a big hit with our male clientele.”

			In the next room, the walls were covered with sugar skulls. “As you can probably guess, Carlos did all my skulls. I love how vibrant he can make his colors. They really stand out. Gorgeous stuff.”

			“I thought all of your tattoos were your own art, your own work. It just didn’t dawn on me that it’d be really hard to tattoo yourself, let alone places you couldn’t possibly reach like your back.”

			Glancing back at him over her shoulder, she winked. “It is all my work. I design it. I work with the artist until it’s exactly what I want. We talk through color and lines, background and shading, everything. Only then do they start. But yeah, it’s hard to lay the ink myself, though I have done a couple.”

			“Really?”

			“Funny, it hurts more when I do it myself. This is Kandi’s room.”

			The walls were painted black and the artwork was dark and violent; crows, skulls and swords seemed to be her favorites. “Wow. Pretty Goth for such an un-Goth name.”

			“Wait until you meet her. She’s blonde and perky as hell, but man, can she lay down some of the most gloriously dark and twisted ink. Gives me chills watching her work sometimes. Last but not least, this room’s mine.”

			They’d worked back to the front of the shop, the side with all the glass.

			“I always feel like it’s pretentious to have my space in the front on display like this, but then Arlene tells me I’m an idiot, because it’s my shop. I built this place up from Bob’s Car Shop to what it is today, so I’d better have the front office.”

			He moved closer to the back wall where samples of her work were hung. Picture after picture of ink. Some black, some colorful, some gray. Some had lettering and nothing else. Some were of a very specific style, like the Celtic knot, but others just seemed like a snapshot taken out of a moment in time. So real and beautiful, he couldn’t believe it was just ink on someone’s skin. He knew next to nothing about the art of tattooing, so he tried to find something that tied all her samples together. “What makes your art famous enough to have four full-time artists? That’s a decent sized shop, isn’t it?”

			“Famous?” She scoffed, looking outside the front glass so she didn’t see his reaction. “I’m hardly famous. We’re getting by and slowly growing, but nothing to brag about.”

			He stepped back so he could see all of the samples at the same time. The quality of her art was apparent, but there was something else, something elusive, like the puzzle of the painting upstairs. There was an aspect to Diana displayed here on the wall that he had to understand if they were ever going to be more than the occasional date.

			He switched gears from looking at it as art, to thinking about how he’d tackle a large case. All of these snapshots were witness statements and court documents. There had to be a commonality that would give him the edge. Something that would swing the ruling in his direction.

			But he had to take in all her work, including the ones on her body. He hadn’t had leisure time to learn each tattoo yet, but she had words on both wrists. Dream. Forever.

			“Dreaming in Ink,” he whispered, slowly turning to look at her. “Your specialty is dreams. Making dreams come true.”

			“I dream in ink.” Her voice was hoarse and she didn’t turn to look at him. “It’s a dream that they’re longing to get out, to make real. A visual reminder everyday of where they’ve been or what they’re trying to build. It just makes me feel uncomfortable sometimes to lay it all out here under glass in the front of the shop, even if that’s exactly what I’m doing each time I take on a client. I’m exposing their dreams on their skin for anyone to see.”

			“And your dreams too.”

			Her mouth quirked and she turned to look at him. The afternoon sunlight made her hair glow like fiery rubies. “Yeah, Mr. Smarty-Pants Lawyer. Their dream becomes my dream, tangling up with my own hopes and fears and desires, until it becomes a living part of me on their skin too.”

			If every design on her body was hers, and they represented dreams… Keeping his voice light, he took her hand and tugged her toward the stairs back upstairs. “Then I guess it’s time you show me every single beautiful tattoo on that glorious body of yours.”

			Because I want to know every single inch of you.

			Diana let him lead the way back upstairs and down the short hall toward the bedrooms. She wasn’t nervous any longer to invite the billionaire attorney into her humble abode. Maybe it was shock. She’d never had someone get to the heart of her art so quickly. She certainly hadn’t expected it from him, the slick smooth-talking rich guy without a single tattoo to mar his marvelous skin. How could he know how much it meant to her? She’d assumed a guy like him would shun people with tats. If someone was covered in tats in public, most people assumed they were Goths, into heavy rock and drugs. Maybe even ex-cons. “Nice” people didn’t have tats, except for maybe a cute little tramp stamp or innocuous butterfly on an ankle.

			But he got it. Without her even having to explain a thing.

			He paused in the hallway before three doors, one on either side and one directly in front of them.

			“My room—” she pointed to the left, “—bathroom, Arlene’s room.”

			He glanced back at her and frowned. “We could have stayed the rest of the day and dined on Donovan’s fancy chef’s creations.”

			She tightened her fingers around his, a subtle message that he could come closer. If he wanted. “Why would I want that when I could dine on you?”

			He wanted, evidently, because he pressed against her, wrapping his arms around her waist. “I’ve got two hours before I have to leave for the airport. I thought I’d use that precious time to kiss every single tat you have and listen to your story about each one. Would that be all right with you?”

			“Yes,” she breathed against his lips. “No Priestess, no submissive. Just you and me.”

			“Yeah.” He tightened his arms and pulled her up against him. “I’d carry you to your bed but since you’re so damned tall you’ll just have to settle for me waltzing you in there.”

			True to his word, he pushed open the door and whirled her around and around. Laughing, she fell back on the bed. “At least I remembered to make the bed before I left.”

			“Do you honestly think I give a damn whether your bed is made or not? I sleep on a leather sofa most nights. An unmade, messy bed would be nirvana. Especially if you were lying in it looking at me like that.”

			She blinked away whatever emotion he saw, trying not to let too much show through. He was getting so close, so fast. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d brought a man up here. She certainly hadn’t had a man study her canvas like it was some kind of priceless artifact.

			No. That’s how he’s looking at me now.

			Holding her gaze, he stripped out of his clothes in record time, hardly giving her a chance to caress him with her eyes. Kneeling on the mattress, he picked up her foot, untied her tennis shoe, and slipped it off with her sock. Then he did the same with her other foot. He cradled both feet against his thigh, rubbing his fingers over her skin. Maybe he was a metrosexual man unafraid to get manicures and pedicures, because he sure knew how to massage a foot. He dug his thumbs into her soles with just the right amount of pressure. Muscle by muscle, she relaxed into the mattress, letting tension bleed away that she hadn’t even realized she carried.

			“You’re always in control,” he said in a low voice, easing his fingers up to her ankles. “Always taking care of everyone else. Let me take care of you for a change.”

			He found the black widow spider just above her anklebone and rubbed his lips back and forth across it. “Why’d you get a spider?”

			“When I first bought this place, the apartments up here hadn’t been used in years. I cleaned the place up and brought in a bed, thought I’d sleep here until I got everything else ready to go. Save a little money, you know? But the very first night I slept here, a spider bit me right in that spot. Pissed me the hell off, so I had Arlene give me a big mean spider in the same spot. The joke is that she’ll scare the other spiders away. Of course, Arlene now claims the black widow scares off all the men too because they’re afraid I’ll eat them.”

			Sitting back up on his knees, he grinned at her lewdly and turned his attention to her jeans zipper. “Are you going to eat me? I rather thought I might eat you instead.”

			She lifted her hips and helped wriggle the jeans down her thighs so he could strip them off. “Oooh, now you’re the big bad wolf?”

			Leaning down over her panties, he growled and snapped his teeth playfully, but then he turned his attention to her sweater. “Not yet, I have more tattoos to kiss. Let’s just get everything off now so I can see the full masterpiece at once.”

			Sitting up, she unhooked her bra and tossed it over the side. She lay back and lifted her hips to push her panties down so he could strip them off. For several long moments, he just looked at her, from her toes to her head and back down, lingering on each design. It was simply wondrous to lie there in the afternoon sun on her bed and bask in his attention like a greedy cat.

			He trailed his fingers up her hip and along her rib cage. “Are you cold?”

			“No.” She shivered and her nipples were rock hard, aching, but not from the chill in the air.

			“This one,” he whispered, leaning down to kiss the sugar skull on her ribs and abdomen. “Why did you get it?”

			“To honor my mother’s family. They’re originally from Mexico. When I was growing up, we didn’t have much, but we always had calaveras for the Day of the Dead to honor her family. Most of the time we made our own, until she wasn’t able to any longer. I still have the last one she made saved in a box. I used it as the basis for this design.”

			He kissed the tattoo, nibbling softly with his lips as if he could taste the sugar. “Is your mother still alive?”

			She took a deep breath and let it out. “Yes, but she’s in a nursing home. She has Alzheimer’s. Most of the time, she doesn’t remember who I am.”

			He laid his cheek against her, his fingers gently stroking over her stomach. “Oh, Diana, I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean for this exploration to be painful for you.”

			She reached down and combed her fingers through his hair, pressing his face tighter against her. “It’s who I am. My art is my dreams. Some are painful, like this memory of when my mother was a vibrant, interesting woman who did her best for me. Others are painful because they remind me of past troubles that I overcame. But some are very powerful and wonderful and exciting, because it’s my hope for the future. My story is written on my skin.”

			“Which is exactly why I want to know it all.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Nineteen

			She was beautiful, obviously. He’d known that from the beginning. He loved her curves, the long lean lines of her incredible legs, the proud lift of her head and shoulders. She was like an Amazonian warrior, beckoning the lost explorer deeper into her jungle.

			But the more he knew her, the more he burned to really know her. To know her story and share in her dreams that lived on her skin.

			Listening to her talk about the dragon curled along her throat, how it made her feel like a queen, as if it were a living, breathing creature ready to do her will, he couldn’t help but wonder. Would she ever write this dream—this fling, relationship, whatever she wanted to call it—on her skin? Was he even part of her dreams and her life yet? What would that mean for them both? He didn’t want to be a painful memory like the last sugar skull her mother had made.

			He wanted to be powerful and full of hope, something that brought her joy. Like her pet dragon sitting on her shoulder.

			Kissing his way down her arm, he pressed his mouth to the crown on the inside of her wrist. She tensed against him, which told him this would not be a pleasant memory. He almost moved on. Took this back to lighthearted play, like their big bad wolf jokes earlier. He could slide down and make himself at home between her thighs.

			“Ask,” she whispered. “You ought to know. This mark is more a part of me than any other.”

			The lines weren’t as sharp and clear. In fact, it reminded him of a prison tattoo—something done by hand with a nail in secret. “It looks old.”

			“Yeah. It’s my first tattoo. I did it myself my senior year of high school.”

			“Wow. You were young.” He traced his finger over it, feeling the hint of scar tissue beneath. Her other tats hadn’t damaged the skin, but this one had. I wonder what damage is hidden beneath the surface where I can’t even feel. “Did you want to be a princess?”

			“I was the queen.” She smiled, but her eyes were sad, haunted by the past as she stared up at the ceiling. “The Blow Job Queen.”

			He wasn’t sure how to respond, so he simply kept stroking and kissing the crown on her wrist, waiting for her to tell him what she wanted to share with him. It was a painful memory, not a joke, and he didn’t want to make her relive it.

			“My dad worked in the mines. I always thought that’s why we never had a lot of money, until I got old enough to know the signs. He was an addict, and nothing me or Mama could do or say could keep him off the streets. He died of an overdose when I was twelve.”

			Guilt swelled in his throat, choking him. No wonder she’d gotten so angry at the thought of him using. She’d already lost a loved one to addiction. The last thing she’d want to face again.

			“Things just fell apart for us, then. Mama already worked at the diner, but her income alone wasn’t enough to keep our house. We ended up selling everything we owned to get into a trailer park on the other side of town. Not only did I have to change schools, but I was also going into seventh grade, a rough age for girls. They bullied me, but I expected it. I was tough. I kept to myself, lived in my art, did my time, and moved on to high school. Mama worked two jobs, waiting tables and cleaning office buildings late at night. I took every odd job I could at my age, babysitting, running errands, delivering groceries on my rusted out bike, whatever I could do. Over the summer, I even got a job cleaning and ironing for a rich lady who’d just moved into town. She had a son a year older than me, and I was surprised how nice he was. No one had been nice to me in a long time.”

			God, he wanted to beat the shit out of someone, hearing that aching sadness in her voice. He couldn’t imagine strong, proud Diana being bullied, but it must have been brutal.

			“We hung out a lot that summer. I even showed him my drawings. For my birthday, he gave me some really nice, expensive oil paints, something I’d been longing to try, but couldn’t afford. I really thought he was my friend, my only friend I’d ever had since changing schools. But it all ended once school started up again. Honestly, I was surprised he even went to my public school rather than Sacred Heart. He was instantly one of the popular kids, rich, handsome, a talented football player. I made the unforgivable mistake of approaching him at lunch one day to give him my latest drawing, a sketch I’d made of him catching a leaping pass.

			“I don’t know, maybe he wasn’t a complete jerk. Maybe things could have been different if one of his buddies hadn’t jerked the paper out of his hand and passed it around the table. They all started laughing and jeering, making fun of him as much as me. What would the cool, rich kid be doing with a trailer-trash loser like me? He shrugged off their laughter and made a joke. Of course he’d hung out with me awhile, because I’d given good head.”

			Jackson pressed his mouth fully against the crown, trying to kiss the hurt away.

			“So then the jeers and jokes took on a decidedly sexual tone. At first, I just ignored them. I kept my head high and blew them off, but that only increased the ‘queen’ catcalls. Sometimes I would walk by his table and see him watching as his friends invited me to give them the same treatment, and I thought his eyes were sad, but I’m not sure. He never spoke to me again and I returned the favor. I burned that picture of him and almost quit art entirely. I never even opened the paints he’d given me, even though I’d wanted them so bad for so long.”

			Keeping his mouth on her, he glanced up her body, trying to see her face. She still stared up at the ceiling, but her fingers twisted in his hair, not pulling, but holding him firm. Maybe to keep him doing what she wanted…or simply to anchor and steady her as she laid this old memory bare.

			“One day his best friend started in with the usual shit, but then took it to my dad. I’d probably learned it from him. Was I a good little girl? Didn’t matter, because I’d end up dead on the street just like him. Shit like that. I lost it. I leaped over the table and punched him in the face. I rode him to the ground and just pummeled him for all I was worth. Here was this big lineman on the football team, flat on his back with a girl beating the shit out of him, and no one dared lay a finger on me. Finally one of the teachers pulled me off. I’d broken his nose, blackened his eyes, cut his lip, and later I heard I’d almost knocked two of his teeth out.”

			“Good for you,” Jackson murmured against her skin.

			“I was suspended, of course. Mama was beside herself. She marched down to school and told them those boys had better leave me alone or they were going to have a fight like that every single day, from both of us. But while I was away from school, I decided to do something about the horrible nickname. If they were going to call me that, I was damned well going to earn it.

			“There was an older guy in the park a few trailers down. Loser reputation, like all of us, but he’d never been mean to me. He drank too much and his place smelled like weed, but he worked hard and was alone. Alone, like me. I asked him if he could teach me. I figured he’d leap at the chance, but he was actually a pretty good guy, though he had a bunch of porn he gave me to use as my lessons. When I went back to school, I picked my first victim. I did it at a football game behind the snack shack. It wasn’t as awful as I’d expected. In fact, it was pretty sad, really, how quickly it was over. How eager and shaky and shy he got when he realized I was really going to do it. That’s where I learned my power. I learned how easy it is to bring a man to a quivering, slobbery wreck. How to really make him beg. I learned to draw it out, to play with them, and make them my slaves. The next day, he blushed every time he looked at me, and when I told him to get me another milk for my lunch, he did it. Even though everyone stared at him with their mouths open. So when they called me the blow job queen after that, they meant it, by God. I was the Queen.” She whispered the last fiercely.

			He wanted to rage at those boys. To beat some sense into them when no one had stood up for her.

			She tightened her fingers and made him lift his head. She searched his face, looking for condemnation or outrage, but all he wanted to do was cry at her loss of innocence. The thought of her going to some skeevy guy to get training… God, she could have ended up raped and dumped in a river somewhere. He could have lost her before he’d ever found her.

			“I wanted a visual reminder that I was the Queen, that no one had beaten me down or conquered me. There was no way I could afford a professional tattoo artist, so I researched how they did them in prison. It hurt like hell and bled more than I expected, but I cut that fucking crown into my flesh so I’d always remember. No one’s words define me. No one can defeat me. Not if I refuse to give them that control over me. Control over my emotions, my actions, is always mine. Always. I choose how I’m going to respond. What I believe. And no one can possibly humiliate me when I wear my pride and confidence on my skin for everyone to see, whether I ink it into my flesh or not.”

			They’d said no games today, but he couldn’t hold that fierce gaze. Every bone in his body demanded that he bend to that formidable will. That he respect it, and more, show her how much he respected her. He pressed his face to her stomach. “Your Majesty, I am your slave.”

			Hoarse from talking so long, she tried not to tremble. High emotion always made her a little shaky, and none of her memories or tattoos carried as much power as the crown. After baring her soul like that and admitting her ugly past, the last thing she wanted was for him to think she was weak.

			Weakness was a vulnerability she couldn’t afford. Ever. Letting him in was dangerous. So dangerous. All she could think about was Kevin. How she’s let him into her heart that summer, and told him about her dreams, and let him see those fragile, precious first dreams on paper. Then he’d torn them up and stomped them into the dirt along with her heart when he’d failed to take her side against his “real” friends.

			Jackson rubbed his face against her stomach, his breath a warm caress. He said the right words, but did he really believe it? Did he believe in her, even after hearing what she’d done? She pulled his head up by his hair, deliberately trying to hurt him a little. To remind him of the darkness that hid inside her. “I probably gave fifty blow jobs my senior year. I did the entire football team except for Kevin. I refused to ever touch him. He might have helped give me that name in the beginning, but he sure never benefited from it when I earned it.”

			“He failed you.” Jackson gazed up at her steadily, his attention level and intent, but not accusatory or disgusted. “I won’t.”

			“Don’t you care that I sucked at least fifty boys’ cocks? And I haven’t sucked yours yet?”

			“Do you care that I probably had sex with the same number of women through college? Maybe more, and it was full penetration, baby. Sometimes so drunk or stoned or both that protection was the last thing on my mind. Blurred faces, hurried hands that meant nothing, bodies warm and soft at the time, but in the end, gone. I was always alone. I hated that feeling more than coming down from a high or waking up in a strange bed stinking of sex and vomit and having no idea where I was. I would’ve rather risked my life than go home and sleep alone. How sad is that? Because now that’s all I do.”

			She could see it, the toll that terrible loneliness took on him, even when he was surrounded by people all the time. She could also picture countless women all those years throwing themselves at him in the hope that he might stay more than one night. But he never did. He couldn’t. He’s not the staying kind of guy.

			“What are we doing here?” she asked softly, more of herself than him.

			“I’ve fucked up a lot. I’ll be the first to admit it.” Scooting lower on her body, he lowered his head, ignoring the pull on his hair. “But right now, I just want to hold you and never let you go.”

			She let his hair glide between her fingers rather than making him stay put. She hadn’t given him an order and they’d agreed no scene was in play, and besides, she wanted, needed, his touch. She wanted his mouth and hands, the way he treasured her skin and lavished every inch of her with such passion. She’d never known this feeling. She couldn’t even describe it. How he could make her feel so good, so cherished, and not diminish her authority or control in any way. In fact, he only fortified her position of power, by desiring to pleasure her and calling her by a title. Just because she’d told him a story from her past.

			Only the story that defines who I am. He’s the only person alive who knows the whole story start to finish, except maybe Arlene. Though she’s never called me Your Majesty. And meant it.

			He settled in between her thighs and began worshiping her with his mouth. She didn’t guide or hurry him, but let him leisurely lick her outer folds and stroke the tender skin with his tongue, without once touching her clit. This wasn’t about pleasure, though it did feel damned good, good enough to make her spread her thighs open wider, lifting her hips in encouragement. He was simply keeping his promise to kiss every inch of her, though she sure didn’t have any tats in the panty region.

			Rocking her hips against his mouth, she didn’t dare close her eyes. She didn’t want to look away from the sight of his blond head buried in her heat. She didn’t want to miss the small flicker of his gaze up to hers as he moved up and down her slit. His eyes, God, so blue. So keyed into her pleasure, her will, her desire. She made herself wait, drawing out the exquisite stroking of his tongue as long as she could stand it. Moaning, she tangled her fingers in his hair and arched her back more, a silent plea from her body for release.

			The sudden penetration of his fingers made her toes curl and her breath rush out on a gasping cry. He pumped her hard and closed his mouth over her clit. He didn’t lick or suck, but just held it in his hot, wet mouth until she exploded. She could feel her heartbeat in her clit, so he must feel it on his tongue, the heavy beat of her heart in his mouth. It was more intimate than anything they’d shared.

			He moved up her body, dropping kisses all the way up her belly, stopping to suck both nipples hard enough she raked her nails down his back to encourage him to move faster. She clutched one buttock but worked her other hand around to wrap her fingers around his cock. He’d already slipped the condom on, though she didn’t know when.

			Hovering above her, he waited, panting, his eyes blazing with desire, but he didn’t advance. The evil Mistress in her wanted to tell him to lie down beside her and go to sleep, to watch him whimper and toss and turn, quaking with pent-up desire until she allowed him to come. But not today. Not when he had to catch a plane soon.

			The weak afternoon sun shining through the window illuminated his head, making his golden hair a nimbus to frame his handsome features. “Angel,” she breathed. “My sweet, dirty Angel. Give me this cock until I come again, and don’t make me remind you that I’m not here to fuck a gentleman. I want the beast in you.”

			He surged into her, his entire body flexing to drive as deep as he could. Eyes rolling back in his head, he groaned like he was dying, as if she’d tormented him for hours and hours before letting him find release. He reared back and pistoned forward again, pounding into her with that hard, fast rhythm she loved. She dug her nails into him, clutching him closer, whispering against his ear. “Harder, Angel. Show me how high you can fly. Take me with you. Take me all the way. Don’t hold back. Give it all to me. Everything. Everything you are. Come with me, Jackson. Come!”

			Roaring her name, he gave one last mighty heave and buried himself to the hilt inside her. Her muscles clamped down so hard on him that she had the distant thought she might break that gorgeous cock inside her, but he didn’t seem to mind. Spasm after spasm shook him until he collapsed down against her.

			“Am I too heavy?”

			“No.” She burrowed her face into his neck and breathed in his scent. So sweet and musky, a hint of spice and hot-blooded man high on lust. If she could figure out how to bottle that scent, she’d have more money than Lilly’s billionaire. “You’re just right. I could sleep like this all night.”

			“Me too.” He didn’t move, trying to stay inside her even though his satisfied cock was limp. “I could…” He sighed and turned his face against her so they were breathing the same hot air. “I don’t want to go home.”

			Oh, how she wanted to tell him to stay. But it was a selfish wish. He wasn’t ready for that kind of commitment, and honestly, neither was she. Not yet. “I know. But your firm needs you.”

			“Yeah.” He rolled off her but stayed close, tangling his legs with hers. She cuddled closer, pillowing her head on his shoulder. “Diana?”

			“Yeah?”

			It took him several moments to answer and intensity radiated from his body, his muscles tight and coiled despite their release just a few minutes ago. She could almost hear him running arguments through his head, as if coming up with the best defense to sway her toward whatever he was going to ask. “Would you like to come to Chicago in two weeks?”

			She rose up on her elbow so she could see his face.

			“The firm always has a holiday party, a big swanky affair that’ll probably bore you to tears. But I’d love to take you if you’re free. I’ll invite Donovan and Lilly to come too, so we both have someone to hang out with other than old judge farts and snake-oil lawyers.”

			She laughed softly and cupped his cheek, though her inner thoughts were heavy and solemn. This was their chance to see how she fit in his world. Sure, most women probably dreamed of the filthy rich businessman sweeping her off her feet and drowning her in diamonds and expensive gowns. It might even be fun for a weekend. But her entire life? Hardly. Though for Angel… “I’d love to come, even if it’s boring.”

			He relaxed and smiled back, a slow, calculating grin that made her arch a brow at him. “Good. I can’t wait to play dress-up with you. My treat, the entire weekend. Agreed?”

			“Are you sure? Because once I have a taste of your high-style life I might never leave.”

			He chuckled and drew her back down to snuggle against his side. “Oops, I guess you’re on to my grand scheme. I can’t wait to blow my fortune on you.”

			“Exactly how much money do you have?”

			“Enough,” he said smugly. “Morgan Industries isn’t the only big fish in my pond. In fact, for all Donnie’s arrogance, he’s not even a whale in my pond. But he’s the only one I’d actually call friend.” His voice sobered and he checked his watch. “My only friend. One hour to go.”

			“That’s a lie, Jackson Montgomery Warring.”

			“It is?”

			She bit him on the chest, gripping him hard enough to leave teeth marks in his skin. He jumped a bit beneath her but didn’t pull away. Releasing him, she kissed the mark. “I’m your friend too, Angel. Now close your eyes and get a short nap before I take you to the airport.”

			He sighed heavily but tightened his arm around her and kissed the top of her head. “Yes, Priestess. Your wish is my command.”

			His breathing evened out but she suspected he only dozed. He never relaxed his grip on her, as though he was afraid she’d get up and leave. Maybe it’d been a mistake to bring him to her place, to show him her tats and tell him her stories. Because now, she didn’t want to ever let him leave.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty

			Jackson paced back and forth in front of the counter defining his secretary’s space outside his own office. “What time is the Morgan jet landing?”

			Ann didn’t even look up from her computer monitor and her fingers continued flying over the keyboard. “They landed at six o’clock, and yes, I’ve confirmed the car picked them up. They’re already at the Waldorf Astoria, where all of the gowns are ready and waiting for your beloved to make her selection.”

			“And the—”

			“Accessories were also delivered, as well as the jewelry. All she has to do is pick which one she wants to wear and then head downstairs to the party. Assuming, of course, that you make it over there on time. Because at this rate, I’m going to strangle you long before I can finish typing this brief. Most everyone else has already left to start the party early.”

			He walked around the ledge and sat on the edge of her desk. Now that made her stop typing. She hated anything messing up the perfect organization of her office space, let alone for someone to deface her desk in such a way. Even him. “I’m sorry. I’m a basket case.”

			“So things are going well with Diana?”

			“As far as I know. I haven’t seen her for two weeks.”

			“Yes, I know,” Ann replied dryly. “You’ve been an absolute bear these past days. Did you at least call her?”

			“A few times, but honestly, it’s hard. I think about calling her when I can’t, every minute of the day it seems, and when I finally am in a position to have a private conversation, it’s one o’clock in the morning. I’ve kept in touch with her via text, but it’s not the same.”

			Most of his frustration came from that lack of intimacy. Not the sex, but the physical touching, skin on skin, the whispered secrets, hearts laid bare. That weekend at her place had felt so real. They weren’t playing a game. She’d already seen him at his worst and was willing to see him again, enough to take him home with her. She’d told him all those stories about her past, so he really felt like he knew her. The real her. Sure, it’d only been two weekends…

			But he knew more about her after those two short trips than any woman he’d dated in the past fifteen years. For him, that was damned near matrimony.

			“Of course it’s not the same,” Ann said tartly, turning back to her computer. “You’ll make up for it tonight. She’s going to feel like a princess.”

			No. Like a queen. As soon as I see her, I’m going to kiss that crown tattoo.

			The idea of kissing her tats was too much to take after two weeks away from her. Changing the subject, he pushed the image of Diana covered head to toe in ink away. “So when are you going to tell me about your doctor’s appointment?”

			Ann’s fingers froze on the keyboard but she didn’t look up at him. “Not until I must. It’s over. Don’t worry about it.”

			“You must,” he insisted, reaching out to lay his hand on her shoulder. She still wouldn’t look at him. “Are you sick? God, it’s not cancer, is it?”

			“Does Diana want kids?”

			Confused by the seemingly random question, he squeezed her shoulder and turned her office chair around so she faced him. For the first time in a very long time, he took a good look at her as a woman and not his loyal employee. She’d saved his skin on more than one occasion with her thoroughness and attention to detail. She was a few years younger than him, but at least thirty-five. A sudden wave of horrified guilt washed over him because he didn’t know if she was married or not. They never had time to talk about much but work. He knew her favorite chocolates and wine, for bonuses, birthdays and the like. He always bought her designer purses and silk scarves for the holidays. Well, scratch that. He asked her to pick out a beautiful gift on his dime, while she was picking out his mother’s gift at the same time. Ann had impeccable taste. She wore elegant suits that highlighted her beauty, while still the height of professional class. She had an understated but classic beauty, not too tall but not short either, dark hair and eyes, and enough color in her skin to claim a diverse family tree.

			Now he noticed the fine lines around her eyes, the strain around her mouth, the unusual pallor of her skin. Either she hadn’t slept much in days, or she wasn’t well at all.

			I know more real information about Diana than my secretary of thirteen years, even though I depend on her absolutely.

			“No,” he answered, trying to feel his way slowly. “We already agreed we weren’t parent material. I can’t even manage myself.”

			“I don’t want kids. Ever.”

			“Okay.” He searched her face, trying to see why that warranted a doctor’s appointment. “There’s a pill for that, you know.”

			“I was too far along for the morning after pill.”

			He kept his face smooth. Pregnant? She hadn’t missed any time from work. Or had she? His schedule was crazy enough that he was only rarely in the office for two or three days in a row. Even though he’d been in town the last two weeks to help Ellen finalize everything before the next board meeting and all-crucial vote, he’d been physically away from his office most every single day. He wouldn’t have even been here to walk by and see if she was at her desk.

			“I went to the doctor to see what my options were. Franklin was furious. He couldn’t believe I would consider terminating the pregnancy.”

			“Franklin…?”

			She blew out a vicious sigh. “You’re oblivious to everything, Jack.”

			“I know. Forgive me. Who’s Franklin and how long were you seeing him? Because I might not know who you’re dating, but I do know you well enough to surmise that if he thought he could strong-arm you into something, you’d kick him in the balls and leave him sobbing on the curb.”

			Her lips twitched. “No one you know. I didn’t kick him that hard, but yeah, he’s gone. We were only casually dating, and the pregnancy was a complete fluke. I’ve been on the pill most of my life because no way am I having kids. I’ve known that forever. I love my job, my life, exactly the way it is, and I’m not giving up anything to be a mother. That’s just not me. My doctor tracked down the issue to a generic substitution the pharmacy made. It wasn’t as effective and boom, my life is changed forever, or so I thought.”

			He arched his brows, waiting for her to explain.

			“I had a miscarriage that next weekend. It’s like my body couldn’t even comprehend how it had betrayed itself like that.”

			That next weekend. Ann had gone through a miscarriage and breaking up with her boyfriend, when he’d been partying with Diana in Minnesota. He took Ann’s hand in both of his and sighed. “I didn’t even know. I’m so sorry. Why on earth didn’t you tell me? Or at least take a few days off?”

			“Thankfully, it was so early that it wasn’t bad at all. I didn’t have any reason to take off and I was relieved, not upset. I didn’t want or need time off, but I appreciate the sentiment.” She paused, searching his face. “You’ve been apologizing tonight. In fact, ever since you met Diana.”

			“Yeah. Meeting her has changed my life.”

			“I’m glad, Jack. Really.” She smiled and even though her eyes glimmered with tears, she managed to laugh. “I can’t wait to meet her. I bet it took one hell of a woman to bring you to heel.”

			“You have no idea.” The thought of Ann, or someone from the firm, figuring out exactly what had happened at that lake house… Or worse, attending that party… His face might have caught fire, but his dick wasn’t shy about the thought. At all.

			“Oh. My. God. Are you blushing? You? Okay, let’s go.” She jumped up, turned off the computer and grabbed her purse out of a drawer. “Right now. I need to meet my new BFF.”

			Shaking his head and trying not to even think about being exposed in such a compromising position, he linked arms with her and headed for the elevator. “Are you going home to change?”

			“No way. I intend to have a very good time. I’ve got a room booked at the hotel so I don’t have to try and find a cab later. Room 535. I’ve got your tux there too.”

			He started to follow her onto the elevator when someone called out his name. Thankfully only Ann could see the expression of distaste on his face. The last person he’d care to have a chat with: Geoffrey Larsen, the elderly Larsen’s nearly sixty-year-old jerk of a son who still acted like he was a toddler who refused to share his toys.

			“A word, son.”

			Jackson clenched his jaws, swallowing down a retort. I’m not your fucking son.

			Ann started to step off with him—a true sign of her loyalty, because she wasn’t going to leave him alone with Geoffrey. “In case I’m late, can you make sure Diana’s all right and knows I’m coming as quickly as I can?”

			“Of course. I’ll find her as soon as I reach the hotel.”

			The elevator closed and he turned slowly to face his nemesis. Geoffrey and his father were everything that Jackson fought not to become. Everything had been handed to Geoffrey thanks to his father’s position as senior partner and long-time managing partner of the firm. He’d been the visionary and commanding force from the beginning, and now that his retirement loomed, everyone had assumed Geoffrey would step in as managing partner. Especially Geoffrey. Even though he was a horrible attorney and an even worse human being. Win at all cost had been his motto, and without his father’s cleanup efforts, the man probably could have been disbarred half a dozen times. Just being in the same room as him made Jackson feel like he was a child again with his father looming over him, bellowing that his son had by God better be a winner or else.

			Geoffrey had the rich silver fox look that a lot of women found attractive. He never lacked a beautiful woman half his age hanging on his arm, and tonight would be no different. He was already dressed for the evening in a dove-gray tux that made Jackson think of a wedding. All he needed was a flower stuck in a lapel.

			“Step into my office. This won’t take but a minute.”

			Of course that was a lie. In his plush corner office, Geoffrey took his time pouring them each a class of scotch, asking about his mother and business and whatever else struck his fancy. As if he really cared about anything. It was all Jackson could do not to seize him by his shoulders and scream at him to get to the point. Diana was waiting for him. She’d be forced to swim with the sharks of his firm without his protection at her side. At least Donovan, Lilly and Ann would be with her. But if anyone was mean to her… If anyone hurt her, like they had in high school…

			So help me, I’m going to kill someone tonight.

			“I don’t know if she ever told you, but I once proposed to your mother.”

			Jackson jerked his attention back to the other man. “Excuse me?”

			“Well, it was more of a business proposition than a true proposal. I always thought it’d be wonderful to make the Larsen & Montgomery association as tight and profitable for us all as possible. Ellen politely declined, claiming she’d already married for business once and wasn’t going to make that same mistake again. Do you think it’s a mistake to marry for business, Jackson?”

			The thought of having to call this bastard stepfather turned his stomach. “Absolutely. I’d rather never marry at all.”

			“Hmmmm.” Geoffrey sat down in one of the contemporary steel gray armchairs and waved him to sit adjacent him, facing a gas fireplace he lit with the press of a button.

			Grinding his teeth, Jackson sat and stared into the flames. He couldn’t afford to engage in outright hostilities with any of the firm’s associates. Let alone with a Larsen, especially this one, the man running against his mother for managing partner. Even though everyone knew old man Larsen had stayed on so long out of an ill-fated hope his spoiled, useless son would finally someday grow up. When push came to shove, blood would stick together and Larsen would allow his son to inherit his responsibilities.

			“Did you know that Ellen was our first female associate? Oh, we had secretaries, certainly, but not a single woman as an attorney. Even now, we only have a handful of female associates. They’re too busy making babies and shopping to put in the hours we do for the firm. I like to ask the new women to get me a cup of coffee, just to see how they react.”

			Jackson smiled, a grim bearing of teeth. “Don’t let my mother hear you say something like that.”

			“She had you, didn’t she? What was it like, growing up with a mother who was gone all the time?”

			He took a sip of the smoky scotch, delaying as long as possible without being outright rude. “Hard, at times, but I always admired her dedication to the firm. When I needed her, she was there for me.”

			“I always thought your father mostly raised you, at least until they divorced. When was that? You were a kid, weren’t you?”

			Enough of this bullshit. Jackson started to set the glass aside and stand, but Geoffrey switched gears.

			“What do you think of Sophia?”

			Sophia Larsen, Geoffrey’s only child, had started at the firm around the same time Jackson had. They’d never really talked much—they were simply too busy. She’d seemed nice enough the few times the newer associates had gone out for drinks. Pretty, but toned down and somber, almost as if she was trying really hard not to show how beautiful she really was. With a father like Geoffrey and his old-world patriarchal preaching, maybe she’d been afraid of being accused of sleeping her way to the top. Jackson suddenly felt sorry for her. She’d probably been told all her life that she ought to have been a son to carry on the Larsen name.

			Before he could answer, Geoffrey continued. “Ellen doesn’t have enough votes, you know. Oh, it’s going to be close and she’s certainly put on a good show. But in the end, my father’s going to support me, and that will sway the oldest associates to my side. It’ll be enough.”

			Unfortunately, he was probably right. That good-old-boys mentality would make them stick together, and they’d rather see a crap male manager than a talented, competent woman step in, for fear she might show them up.

			“Sophia’s mad at you, you know.”

			Jackson didn’t bother answering. The slivers of ice dripping down his spine told him where this bizarre conversation was going. It shouldn’t have surprised him that the old man would play dirty, since that’s what had gotten him this far.

			“Since you two started at the same time, and you haven’t made partner, she can’t make partner without it being obvious that we’re favoring her. Ironic, isn’t it? She’s tried so hard to get ahead in the firm, not even dating or having a social life, but in the end, she still won’t get as far as she wants. Without you.”

			“My success or lack thereof has nothing to do with her,” Jackson replied stiffly.

			Geoffrey leaned forward, swirling his glass so the amber liquid caught the light of the flickering flames. “Oh, but it does, my boy.”

			“I’m not your boy, your son, or even your friend.” He clamped his mouth shut, hoping he hadn’t gone too far.

			Geoffrey chuckled. “You could be my son, though.”

			There it was. The reason for this private chat. His fingers ached, clutched around the glass so he wasn’t tempted to chuck it against the wall.

			“It’s the perfect merger. You and Sophia marry. You both become partners at the beginning of the year. She’s not too old to bear a son for you, and who knows, once she’s had a kid, she might get the fever and decide to stay home and have three or four, leaving you to step in and run the firm however you want after us old farts are gone. I agree to step aside and allow Ellen to become managing partner without a fight. I’ll even add my support to her, and also vote for your name to be added on the wall. Just think, son. Larsen, Montgomery & Warring. It does have a ring to it. You get what you’ve always wanted, and so does Sophia. Her name will still be attached to the firm. Someday sooner than later, I step out entirely, and eventually so does your mother. Then you can change the name of the firm to be Warring Associates. You and my daughter, continuing our family legacy. Everyone’s happy.”

			Happy. Married to a woman he didn’t even know and certainly didn’t love. Bound to the firm for the rest of his life. He’d end up bitter and jaded and willing to play dirty pool to keep getting ahead, just like Geoffrey.

			He’d lose Diana. The thought struck him in the chest as if a sword had run him through. No more Priestess. No more sharing the side of him he’d just begun exploring. He’d have to continue living this life, wearing this mask, forever. Hiding, always hiding, always alone in the harshest way imaginable.

			Impossible. Yet he couldn’t ignore the niggling barb of a truth that Geoffrey had wielded so well. If he didn’t willingly withdraw for managing partner, there wasn’t much hope for Ellen, short of a miracle. Jackson certainly couldn’t afford to alienate him, or it’d be all-out war. She wouldn’t have a prayer.

			He slammed back the rest of the scotch and stood. “I’ll consider your offer.”

			“Good, good.” Geoffrey stood and offered his hand. It took all of Jackson’s will to reach out and shake without squeezing until he crushed every bone in the man’s hand. “We have a few more weeks to strategize. Tonight, we have a party to attend.” Geoffrey released his hand and slapped him on the back heartily. “Here’s to Larsen, Montgomery & Warring. Welcome to the family, son.”

			It was all Jackson could do not to run for the elevator like every demon from hell had suddenly set up chase. Diana. God. How am I going to get out of this mess?

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-One

			Staring at the two gorgeous designer gowns draped across the bed, Diana muttered, “If he were here right now, I’d demand he bend over and let me paddle his ass until he couldn’t sit for a month.”

			Lilly smothered a laugh behind her hand. “Oh come on. It’s not that bad—only two! The first time Donovan bought a bunch of dresses for me, it looked like he’d decided to open up his own dress shop.”

			It wasn’t the number of gowns that bothered her, or even the expense. It was the cut of the gowns.

			The man must have lost his ever-loving mind.

			The first one was chiffon in a deep, rich bloodred. The only thing that was going to hold it up on her body was the knot over her right shoulder. The chiffon would then just drape across her breasts and flow down her body like a bloody waterfall, cinched in at the waist by what looked like a belt of diamonds. God help his poor bruised ass if they were real. The dragon tattoo on her left shoulder and throat would be completely revealed. Every time she took a step, the material would slither around her legs and the high cut would show off the long branches of orchids that curled around her upper thigh.

			Beside it lay a black gown covered in sparkling jet-black beads, short where the other was long. From the front, the upper part of the gown almost looked modest, covering her from the neck down to upper thigh, but the back was completely open and her arms were bare. The bodice was also slender enough over her chest that if she wasn’t careful, she’d reveal some side boobage along with Mama’s sugar skull on her ribs.

			It was like he’d deliberately gone out in search of gowns that would reveal as many of her tats as possible. Any other date, she’d be basking in joy that he wasn’t going to ask her cover up all that ink. But for this kind of swanky party, where she’d probably meet his mother for the first time, not to mention his coworkers, it just seemed cheap and tawdry. Like he was bragging about the gutter-trash he’d rescued or something.

			Nerves. Her own insecurities. Jackson had never called her any kind of trash. He’d kissed all that ink and sworn he’d never seen anything more beautiful in his life, so she couldn’t fault him for not even thinking about providing her some kind of cover-up.

			“He must have been thinking about your hair when he picked out the red one,” Lilly said, fingering the light material. “It’s a perfect match. You’ll definitely make a statement. No one would dare mess with you.”

			Maybe Lilly was picking up on her tenseness. Diana made herself take a deep breath to calm her nerves. “I think it’ll be too much red, though, and if I wear the sparkling stilettos again, I’ll probably break my leg. That’d be a great way to introduce myself to his mom.”

			“You walked just fine in them at the lake house, but if you won’t be comfortable, definitely pass. The black one is gorgeous too. The beads keep it from being too somber and any of the shoes he sent would look fantastic. I’d say go daring with the red Mary Janes and chunky three-inch heel, but then Donovan might stare at you too long and make me jealous. That man sure does have a thing for sexy red shoes.”

			Diana laughed at the thought. That man was so smitten with his Mistress that he slobbered every time she walked into the room. The last thing on his mind would be another woman, even if Diana walked in completely naked in those red heels. “I think I’ll go with the black dress and the black heels. Classic and elegant. Though with that back cut open so much, I’ll probably be chilly. I’m glad I brought a wrap.”

			The delicate lacy shawl had been knitted by her grandmother a couple of decades ago. It wouldn’t provide much warmth, but she’d used it a couple of times when she needed to tone down the tats. People would really have to stare to get a good look at her ink. Lilly gave her a flat look that said she knew very well that Diana was lying about a possible chill in the air but didn’t call her on it. She swept up the gown and headed for the bathroom to change just as someone knocked on the door. It sounded like a woman from the low voices. Diana shrugged off the fluffy hotel robe and stepped into the black gown. No bra, again, not with that deep back. The label wasn’t the same as the Dominatrix dress she’d worn before. No belts or scarves or anything to use to tie up her submissive later.

			Not that that would ever slow her down. She’d stashed a few goodies in her favorite dressy purse, though she wasn’t sure if she’d have the chance to play. This party was work for him. He’d already told her the board meeting was in two weeks, and then his job would settle down for the holidays. If he allowed it. She didn’t have to have a crystal ball to know that in the past, his holidays had been all work and little family time. Let alone a vacation.

			I want to change that for him. If he’ll let me.

			She checked her reflection in the mirror, pleased with the slightly messy tumble of fat curls she’d achieved, rather than her usual spiky punk look. Her makeup was flawless, classic and elegant, a hint of smoky smudge to highlight her eyes and a dark red-velvet lipstick. She turned to the side and lifted her arms, checking to make sure she wouldn’t be embarrassed later if she decided to take the shawl off. The soft curve of her breast was visible if she moved her arms too much but the dress was not too revealing. The roses and thorns down her spine looked incredible set off by the black material, but would be hard to see beneath the wrap.

			Sitting down on the toilet, she rolled on stockings so light and airy she hardly felt them. The dress was almost too short to cover the bare thigh above and her garters, though she didn’t think Jackson would mind catching a glimpse of bare skin. At all.

			Damn, she’d wanted to see her whole reflection in the mirror, but she’d forgotten the shoes. She opened the door and headed for the stack of shoeboxes at the foot of the bed.

			Voices came to her through the cracked bedroom door. She’d never stayed in a hotel suite before. The amount of space seemed ridiculous. It was probably bigger than her entire apartment. She couldn’t hear his voice, but Jackson was probably here. He’d promised to meet her at the hotel as quickly as possible, but there was some blah-blah form he had to submit or something before he’d make it. She could only hope he actually made it. Surely he’d come to his own firm’s party—but he was already later than he’d said he’d be.

			She grabbed the lowest black heels, the shawl, and her purse, and stepped out to see him.

			“Hello,” a woman said, coming forward to meet her with a huge smile on her face. She was dressed in a silvery floor-length gown that looked like a flashback to the golden years of Hollywood. “I’m Ann Quinton, Jackson’s assistant.”

			A quick glance around the room confirmed her fear. He’s not here. Yet. Diana tried not to let her glad smile slip. If his assistant was here, surely he’d be coming soon. “Diana Temple. Nice to meet you, Ann.”

			“He got held up by one of the senior partners at the office, but they’ll both be here soon. Mr. Larsen was already dressed for the party and there’s no way either of them will miss this.” Ann stepped back and looked her up and down. “Wow, that dress is gorgeous on you. Did we forget anything?”

			Diana did a double take. We? So his assistant had picked out the gorgeous gowns, not him. Goose bumps rose up on her arms and she immediately reached for the shawl. Ann’s gaze didn’t waver. She didn’t avert her eyes from the tats or even look at her questioningly. But some of Diana’s confidence eked away. If he hadn’t deliberately picked out these revealing dresses, knowing her tats…

			“No, thank you. They’re gorgeous and I have everything. I had a hard time choosing which one to wear tonight.”

			“He had final say in the two we picked. He actually almost picked another, a blue one, I think. But he didn’t want to overwhelm you with choices.”

			That made her feel a little better. At least he’d looked at the gowns, instead of just blindly turning that responsibility over to his assistant. “Blue would have matched his eyes.”

			“Do you want to wait up here awhile?” Lilly checked her phone. “Donovan’s asking. We can wait and all go down together, or we can go down and scout things first. Get the lay of the land, so to speak.”

			“Go ahead,” Diana replied. “I’d like to get to know Ann.”

			Lilly smirked. “Oh, be honest. You’re just hoping to get some dirt on your slick lawyer from his assistant.”

			Ann’s face smoothed out to a polite but empty mask, which made Diana like her even more. She couldn’t fault her for lack of loyalty. “Not at all. I’m good at digging up dirt all by myself. I just wanted to get to know her a little, since she’s such a big part of Jackson’s life.”

			Lilly waved goodbye and stepped out the door to join Donovan. “We’ll see you downstairs in a bit, then.”

			The door shut, leaving her alone with Ann. The other woman smiled faintly and sipped her champagne but didn’t immediately say anything. Diana went over to the side table and searched through the provided liquor. “Damn. This kind of ritzy place and they don’t have a decent scotch.”

			Ann made a low choking noise, but Diana didn’t turn around to see. “I’m sure they could send up a bottle of whatever you’d like from the bar. Perhaps some forty-year-old Glenlivet?”

			Diana settled on a glass of seltzer. She’d rather drink water than that fuzzy crap any day. “Ha, I wish. That’s way out of my budget. I’m more familiar with Dewar’s, though the good stuff always tempts me.”

			“Duly noted.” Ann sat down in one of the elegant wingback chairs of a deep rich mahogany wood. “Of course, if I tell Jackson that you like scotch, you know he’ll order you a case of Johnnie Walker Blue.”

			“I don’t even want to guess how much that’d cost. Does he drink much?”

			“Sometimes. Most of the associates keep some kind of liquor for ‘sipping’ celebrations in their offices. Larsen & Montgomery is an old-fashioned firm.”

			“Ah.” Diana sat down in the matching chair across from her. “A bunch of old white guys sitting around sipping whiskey, smoking cigars and bitching about how women and coloreds have ruined everything?”

			Ann grinned. “Pretty much nailed it. That’s why Ellen, Jackson’s mother, is running for managing partner. She’s hoping to get rid of that good-old-boy mentality.”

			“Good for her. Though from what Jackson’s told me, it won’t be easy.”

			Ann’s smile slipped and she paused to drink some more of her champagne. “Not at all. Honestly, I don’t think they’re going to be able to pull it off. Though every time I’ve said that in the past, he’s found a way to win.”

			“What do you think will happen if they do win?”

			Ann tipped her head slightly, studying her. “Things change, for the better, although a few of the older associates will have a fit. There’ll be a lot of bitching and moaning but eventually no one will remember why they worked so hard to keep her out.”

			“And if they lose?”

			Ann grimaced. “We’ll have at least another year of the same old thing. Though once the younger Mr. Larsen gets his butt in the managing partner chair, it’ll take a crane or two to remove him. This is Ellen’s real chance to slip in and change things before he takes over for his father.”

			Diana tried to think of a way to ask about his intentions without making the other woman feel like she might break Jackson’s trust and confidence. “I guess Jackson’s pretty dedicated to the firm either way.”

			“No,” Ann replied slowly, drawing the word out. “Not exactly. He’s dedicated to his mother. He came to the firm to be with her.”

			If he was that close to Ellen, then getting him to move closer to the Twin Cities would probably be a giant stretch. “I can understand that. Mama’s in a nursing home in Minneapolis with Alzheimer’s. If I don’t stop by to check on her every day, I have a horrible feeling that she’ll die and I’ll never forgive myself for not going to see her as often as I can.”

			Ann was an extremely intelligent woman. She sat back in her chair with a considering gaze, sipping her champagne. Diana was happy to let her think for a few minutes, though she sure wished she had something a little harder in her glass to take the edge off. She wanted to fidget or at least pace, but her feet were going to be killing her before the evening ended. No sense in rubbing blisters before she even saw Jackson.

			“He’s dedicated to Ellen, definitely,” Ann finally said. “But she’s in excellent health and has a robust career ahead of her, whatever happens with this vote. Even though he works with her now, they only rarely ever speak as mother and son. It’s actually very sad. I don’t know the last time they even had dinner just the two of them. Let alone spent an evening at a movie or away from work.”

			Diana probed just a little, trying to get a feel for how much Ann might know about his addiction. “He’s been running himself very thin.”

			“He’s an idiot in pretty much everything except the law.” Ann smiled fondly despite her words. “I’ve actually had to schedule him time to eat and sleep or he’d just run until he dropped in his tracks. Of course he won’t listen to me and works anyway, but at least I know he’s got a break if he needs it.” She set the glass aside and looked directly into Diana’s eyes. “You know about his…problem.”

			“Yes.”

			Nodding, she let out a sigh. “I’m glad. He was in a downward spiral and I couldn’t bring him out of it without letting him know that I knew, and his pride would have been a problem. I would have brought Ellen in if I’d needed to, though he’d probably have never forgiven me. Then he came back from Minnesota a changed man. Whatever you did for him, thank you. You saved him.”

			“I’m thankful I was around to catch him. He just needed to be…” Diana paused, letting a wicked smile quirk her lips briefly. “Shaken up a little. I’m good at that.”

			Ann laughed. “So I can see. You know, if he were ever to leave the firm, I’d follow him. I don’t have any ties in Chicago. I hope that wouldn’t be a problem for you. We’ve joked that I’m his work wife, but we’ve never been romantic in any way.”

			“Not at all.” Diana smiled warmly to emphasize her words. “You can boss him around at work, and I’ll boss him around at home.”

			“Exactly. Shall we go downstairs and mingle awhile? He ought to be along anytime, though he’ll need to change first.”

			They both stood and Diana slipped on her heels. The shawl slipped down her arm, making her tug it back up.

			“You really don’t need the wrap,” Ann said gently. “Unless you’re cold, of course. Jackson has a reputation for brutally polite insults if anyone crosses him. Besides, your tattoos are absolutely gorgeous.”

			“Thank you, but I’ll keep it, just in case. I do get chilly in hotels.”

			She’d been thinking about her options the last two weeks. Missing him, aching to hold him, burning to explore his kink. It wasn’t possible for her to move, not with Mama in such bad shape. But if he’d be willing to move…

			It’s the only way we can have a long-term committed relationship.

			Still seething, Jackson stepped into the ballroom. She ought to be easy to find with her glorious red hair, but after a quick scan, he didn’t see her. There were just too many people, and it was incredibly loud despite the size of the room. Waitstaff wove in and out of the groupings of people bearing platters of champagne. The thought of trying to swallow something that sickeningly sweet only made him angrier. Stupid, he knew, but everything had gone wrong this evening. He’d wanted to escort Diana downstairs on his arm and really show her how much he had to offer. He could give her fancy hotels and expensive gowns, whatever she wanted. Everything she wanted.

			Standing in the midst of his associates and colleagues, he knew she wouldn’t want this life. Hell, even he didn’t want this life. Not like this. Especially if it meant he couldn’t have her too.

			When he finally saw her standing off to the side in an alcove with Ann, Donovan and Lilly, he had to pause a moment to regain control. So fierce and gorgeous, she took his breath away. Her legs went on and on, highlighted by the shorter length of the dress. He’d loved the red gown, but suspected she’d go with the black. Less in-your-face than the brilliant red, even if he’d longed to see her standing tall and proud like a scarlet warrior in the midst of the party. From here, he couldn’t make out the delicate petals on her thigh, but he knew they were there. He remembered kissing every ink dot and stroke and then licking his way higher to heaven. He dragged his gaze up toward her face, and fury hit him so hard he recoiled a step.

			She wore a black wrap over her shoulders. Hiding the dragon completely.

			Hiding. Not her. Not his Priestess. Not for him.

			He’d done this. He’d brought her here into this insane corporate warfare, dog-eat-dog world of business. Where deals reigned supreme—even if you had to hold your nose with one hand—and a future career or business could be destroyed with one word from the right person. Or where a beautiful woman could be shunned or humiliated by the rich designer snobs because she had some tattoos. Instead of risking that shame, Diana had chosen to cover them up. As if she’d feared he wouldn’t protect her. That he wouldn’t stand up for her, like that jerk in high school.

			She turned her head and her gaze collided with his. The overwhelming noise of the partying crowd faded away. Someone grabbed his arm, trying to get his attention, but now that he had her in his sights, nothing was going to keep him from reaching her. From showing her how much he cared. How much he—

			“Jackson, my boy.” Geoffrey Larsen planted himself in front of him. Jackson tried to sidestep him to keep moving to Diana, but the man seized his shoulder and turned him back. “Where are you off to in such a hurry? You haven’t even said hello to my daughter. Sophia?”

			“Hi, Jackson.”

			Jackson dragged his gaze away from Diana long enough to give a cursory nod to Sophia. “Glad to see you tonight. Please excuse me.”

			“Save a dance for Sophia, won’t you?” Geoffrey squeezed his shoulder harder and winked. “She’s expecting to make this a memorable holiday event.”

			Fuck. Did the man expect to make some kind of formal announcement? Tonight? He hadn’t agreed to anything. He clenched his hands into fists at his side, trying to think of something to say. Some way he could extricate himself from such a delicate and ridiculous situation. Surely Sophia didn’t have a clue about what her father was up to. Jackson didn’t know her that well, but she’d earned her way up the ladder, just like him. She had a very respectable record at the firm. He wouldn’t hesitate to call on her if her expertise was required.

			He searched her face, trying to tell if she was in on her father’s ploy. The whole thing made him sick. He needed to speak to Ellen, but finding her in this crazy gathering would be next to impossible. She had to know what Geoffrey was trying to pull. Maybe she’d have an idea, some angle he hadn’t seen. Because right now, he couldn’t think of a way out. He couldn’t even think of anything to say. One wrong word would end everything, and all he wanted to do was tell the bastard off.

			I’m trapped.

			He shot another glance at Diana, afraid the misery and turmoil was written all over his face. The last thing he wanted to do was dance with some other woman. Let alone marry her for the sake of business. He couldn’t do it. Wouldn’t. But he couldn’t see a way out.

			“There you are.” Diana’s rich voice rolled over him like a balm. She slipped her arm into his. “You’re late.”

			“Sorry.” He tightened his arm around hers and even put his other hand over her forearm, holding on to her for dear life. She’d also brought reinforcements in the form of Donovan and Lilly. “Mr. Larsen, Sophia, I’d like you to meet my best friend, Donovan Morgan; his fiancée, Lilly Harrison; and her friend, Diana Temple. They flew in from Minneapolis for the party tonight.”

			Geoffrey inclined his head to the ladies and shook Donovan’s hand. “Morgan Industries, right? Glad to have you as a client, Donovan. Is our boy taking good care of you?”

			“Jackson’s the best. If you’ll excuse us, I have some business to discuss with him.”

			More grateful than he’d ever been in his life, Jackson moved away with them. It was all he could do not to hustle them all straight out the door to freedom.

			“Don’t forget that dance with Sophia,” Geoffrey called after him.

			Sophia jerked on his arm and whispered fiercely. “He’s here with guests, Dad. I’ll dance with him some other time.”

			“Not on your life,” Jackson muttered beneath his breath. “Thanks, guys. You have no idea what you just saved me from.”

			“Don’t look but old man Larsen’s still coming after you, waving his daughter like a war trophy,” Donovan said.

			Jackson groaned and quickened his step, but Diana stopped, halting him in his tracks. Turning, she leaned into him and he automatically tipped his head so she could whisper to him over the music. “You picked me to be your date for this event. Would you like for me to show them exactly what kind of woman I am?”

			“Absolutely,” he replied without hesitation. “You’re my choice. You’re my Priestess.”

			She took off the shawl and handed it to Lilly. Raising her voice so that the nearing man would no doubt overhear, she said, “Then you owe me a dance, Angel.”

			Only then did he actually hear the music over the crowd. Arm in arm, they walked over to join the other dancing couples. Most of the other dancers were politely slow dancing, but she pulled him in tight against her. With her heels on, they were eye to eye and nose to nose. Her breath caught and she leaned in closer, almost pressing her mouth to his. “You smell like good scotch. Our room didn’t have any.”

			“I’ll correct that problem immediately.”

			“Give me a taste.”

			She didn’t move to start the kiss, expecting him to fulfill her request. She probably meant it as a test of his willingness to obey, even in front of his friends and colleagues. But he didn’t care. He still didn’t know how he was going to get out of the Larsen mess, but he’d never deny her. Especially when she only asked for what he wanted above all.

			Pressing his mouth to hers, he parted his lips, welcoming her tongue into his mouth. She moaned deeply and threaded her fingers through his hair. They swayed, locked together, while she slowly and thoroughly sampled his mouth until he feared he’d end up on his knees right there in front of everyone. He flattened his palms against the bare skin of her back, smoothing his hands up and down the fine bumps of her spine. He could almost feel the pricks of the thorns in her skin.

			Finally, she pulled back and gave him a heavy-lidded smile that made his dick swell even more. Walking out of here was going to be awkward to say the least. She didn’t say anything, but her smile deepened, amusement and heat glittering in her eyes. Someone started clapping. Confused, he looked around, surprised to see a ring of people around them.

			“The music stopped a while ago.” She didn’t make any move to disengage from his arms. Then her hand squeezed and he realized she was gripping his ass. In public. With all of these spectators. “And I’m not entirely able to keep my hands to myself.”

			He was pretty sure his face had caught on fire, but he didn’t move out of her embrace either. He could only imagine the jokes and stares he’d get at the office next week. Though most of them were probably too drunk to remember. “So I noticed.”

			“We could stay like this waiting for the music to start again.” She kneaded his buttock, her voice husky. “Or we could leave and find a place to…talk.”

			He pressed his hips against her, making sure she could feel his erection. “Talk?”

			“Lilly already took her lover boy upstairs. I thought maybe we could sightsee a little first.”

			He didn’t let any disappointment show on his face. “Of course. I’ll have the car brought around. Do you want to change?”

			Shaking her head, she stepped back. Immediately, he felt bereft, the air chilling some of the heat from where she’d pressed against him, making him miss her body even more. “I like to see you in a tux. Makes me want to do very naughty things to you.”

			He took her hand and lifted it to his mouth. “Your wish is my command.”

			More applause broke out and people definitely whispered as they walked by. Maybe it would bother him later, but right now, all he could think about was getting skin to skin with her tonight. Nothing else mattered.

			Diana curled against Jackson’s side in the back of the luxurious car while someone else drove them through traffic. “I could get used to this.”

			“I’ve never actually driven anywhere in Chicago myself. Where do you want to go? I’ll give the driver the address.”

			He seemed fine, but she could sense a deep undercurrent of emotion just beneath the surface. Grim lines bracketed his mouth, even after their modest little demonstration. It hadn’t bothered him in the slightest to kiss in front of his coworkers. She could have probably pushed him even further, maybe given him a small task that would have made it more obvious to anyone slightly familiar with the lifestyle to discern how things worked between them. But there really wasn’t a need to embarrass him, even if he’d enjoy it.

			That really was the question that lingered in her mind at this point. Where was his line? He’d claimed to be a voyeur, but everything she’d seen so far indicated he had no inhibition himself. Maybe instead of watching others…he really wanted to be on display himself. A sultry dance and kiss tonight hadn’t bothered him in the slightest. But could he do more? Especially if people couldn’t recognize him? Or did he really need to stand in the shadows and spy on other lovers?

			“I don’t even own a car,” he said. “I didn’t want to bother with having it serviced regularly when I hardly ever drive.”

			He sighed and looked out the window. She didn’t press him for answers, but just held his hand and listened to his heartbeat beneath her ear.

			“Larsen made me an offer I can’t refuse.” He laughed, a sad, heavy chuckle without any mirth. “Yet what he asks is impossible. I won’t do it. I can’t. But I’m trapped.”

			“He’s the one running against your mother for manager? What does he want?”

			Jackson nodded. “He wants me to marry his daughter. Then he’ll add my name on the door and eventually the firm would be mine and hers after Ellen retires. He’s so old school that he can’t envision his own daughter running the firm alone, let alone marrying and keeping her own name.”

			“Wow, he honestly thinks people do marriages of convenience nowadays? That’s insane.”

			“In exchange, he promised to step down and let Ellen take the management slot. She doesn’t have the votes, and nothing we can do between now and the board meeting will change that. The only way she can possibly win at this point is if he steps out of the race of his own accord.”

			“How important is it to you that she does win?”

			He jerked his head around and narrowed a glare on her, the harshest look she’d ever gotten from him. “Not that important. Never that important.”

			Soothingly, she stroked his rigid thigh until he relaxed a little. “I didn’t say you should do it. I’m asking how important it is to win.”

			“Like I said, not that important. Ellen could always try again in a year or two.”

			“But the likelihood of her pushing him out is slim.”

			Reluctantly, he nodded. “He’d have to royally screw up, like cost the company millions of dollars, get himself disbarred, something along those lines, before we could push him out. Honestly, if he takes over, I could see Ellen retiring sooner than later.”

			“She wouldn’t leave and start her own firm?”

			“She wants to make a difference at our firm, not start her own. When you’ve been with a group as long as her, you’ve invested more than time and service. She’s invested part of her soul. It’s as much a part of her as I am as her son.”

			“What about you? Are you as invested in the firm?”

			“I’m invested in my mother. I can work anywhere.”

			Part of the answer she was looking for. Tension still vibrated through his body, muscles braced to leap into action or fight a war. He didn’t know which way to jump, and that increased his anxiety. He was in a lose-lose situation, with seemingly no way out, after working himself to death. He might claim that he hadn’t invested himself as much as his mother, but he’d certainly risked his own health and mental state to help her as much as possible.

			“What are you going to do?”

			He sighed again and stared down at her hand on his thigh. “I don’t know.”

			His voice echoed with weariness and strain. He’d forced his body to endure exhaustion for a long time, but she guessed this weariness was more mental.

			“I’m tired of fighting the good fight,” he continued. “Deep down, I guess I don’t even know if the fight is right or wrong, good or bad. Somewhere, somehow, I got lost. I lost sight of what I wanted, what’s important. Everything comes down to this one vote, this one event, even though I’ve had a great career. I could walk away from it all now and never have to work again. But if I walk away now, I’m afraid this one failure is all I’ll ever remember.”

			She didn’t know what to say, so she gently stroked his thigh, keeping the connection firm and solid for him. This was something he had to work out for himself, but he wouldn’t be alone.

			“You said you had someplace in mind.”

			Now it was her turn to sigh, because she wasn’t sure if now was the best time to push him. He needed release, something to take his mind off his work trouble, but what she had in mind might be too much for him to deal with. At least right now. She studied his profile, trying to decide what he needed the most. “We could go back to the hotel, have some delicious sex, soak in the hot tub awhile, then have more sex, and maybe sleep a bit.”

			“That sounds real nice but somehow I don’t think you had nice in mind.”

			Her mouth quirked. Deep down, he knew her pretty damned well. “Or… We could go to a private club, where we can indulge in a little voyeuristic fun. Maybe more if you’re up to it.”

			His nostrils flared, but he hesitated. She could almost see the wheels turning in his mind. He was all for watching and playing in the club, but this was currently his home turf. He was a prominent and wealthy businessman who couldn’t afford to be identified. She waited, watching the emotions flicker across his face. Eagerness, concern, growing lust, but reluctance.

			Finally, she put him out of his misery. “This club is very exclusive and everyone wears a mask. No one knows anyone else. It’s completely anonymous.”

			His eyes caught fire. “Then what are we waiting for? Let’s go.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Two

			He’d never been to a BDSM club before, so he had nothing to compare this experience to in order to decide if this was the usual scene or not. The address she’d given the driver led to a nice, nondescript brownstone nearly a thirty-minute drive from downtown. A gate barred the circular driveway, but when she’d given her name, the iron gate swung open. However, they didn’t go in the front door, but drove around back to what probably had been the servants’ entry a century ago. It was dark enough that he took her elbow, careful to support her on those gorgeous heels in case she tripped.

			She didn’t knock but turned the door handle and let them inside. A single nightlight lit the small closet-like foyer. There were three doors, one straight ahead, through which a red light gleamed, and a door to either side. She knocked on the right-hand-side door, and when no one answered, she opened the door and flipped on the light. The room was small, maybe ten by ten, with old-fashioned velvet settees and low footstools. One wall was lined with wooden box shelves, filled with clothing, shoes and purses. Weirdly, it reminded him of preschool cubbies.

			“Get as comfortable as you want.” Diana sat down on one of the chairs and slipped off her shoes. “Some clubs prefer their guests dress in S&M type clothing, but this one’s higher end. We’ll fit right in with our evening clothes.”

			“Have you ever been here before?” He shrugged out of the jacket and used one of the supplied hangers to keep it from getting too wrinkled. He was tempted to leave the tie on, just because he’d never minded the tightness around his throat, but if they were going to get comfortable, it’d probably look better for him to have his shirt loose and open around his neck.

			“No, but I know the guy who owns the house. He’s a Dom who’s been pretty vocal across the country, both for the BDSM and LGBT communities. He came to the Twins a couple of years ago and I heard him speak. I learned a lot from him, and he inspired my own form of house party. When you asked me to come up this weekend, I contacted him, not sure he’d even remember me. But he invited us straightaway.”

			“What’s his name?” More importantly, would this guy recognize his name? For all he knew, he could even be a Larsen & Montgomery client. How embarrassing would that be?

			But then he really thought about it. Donovan knew what he was into and it wasn’t awkward or humiliating. Maybe it was because they’d been friends for so long. Hell, Donovan had seem him get paddled and never said a word about it. Lilly paddled his ass too. And while they might joke about it, it wasn’t meant to be demeaning or hurtful.

			Still, he wasn’t too thrilled about a complete stranger knowing his kink. He was only just getting accustomed to the idea himself.

			“I only know him by what we call his dungeon name. Hammer. I’m Priestess tonight. If anyone asks you what your name is, you’re Angel. Specifically, the Priestess’s Angel. I don’t have a collar to give you to mark you as mine, so stay close. I don’t know how many unattached Dommes might be prowling about tonight and when it comes to you, I think I’ll be very jealous.”

			Smiling, he went over and picked up her shoes so he could set them with his jacket. “How jealous?”

			“Extremely. Now drop your pants.”

			He dropped one of her shoes with shock. “What?”

			“I have a little surprise for you.” She opened up her purse and pulled out a… He didn’t know the word for it. It almost looked like an outdoor Christmas light bulb. “Have you ever had anything in that gorgeous ass, Angel?”

			He opened his mouth but no words would come out. His mind was blank. His ass?

			“I take that as a no.” Chuckling, she crossed her legs. The short skirt rode up just enough to bare the lace top of her stockings. Instantly, he went rock hard and he couldn’t tear his gaze away from that glimpse. If she moved again, he might get a glimpse of bare skin. “I’m waiting, Angel.”

			Shaking his head a little to clear the fog, he bent down to pick up her shoe and set the pair on the footstool beside his jacket. His palms were sweaty but cold at the same time, enough that he struggled to unzip his pants. His mind was still stuck in neutral, repeating her question in an endless loop. Have you ever had anything in that gorgeous ass, Angel?

			She pulled a small tube out of her purse. Lube, he realized, as she rubbed a liberal amount onto the plug. The butt plug. He’d never seen one before but his mind had finally put two and two together. The plug had looked like a small bulb…until he realized where it was going. Now it might as well have been a baseball bat.

			“Don’t be nervous,” she murmured, reaching out to rub his cock through his boxers. “Mmmm, silk. I love silky material sliding over hard cocks. Feels good, doesn’t it? I promise this will feel good too.”

			She pulled his boxers down and his dick sprang out, hard and eager for a caress. In the past month, he’d had more action than in the previous ten years, and his dick was more than ready to keep up the trend. He’d even been waking up each morning to a woody, something he hadn’t done in years. Maybe it was the reasonable amount of sleep he’d been getting. Or maybe it was this incredibly sexy woman driving him insane.

			“Go down on all fours, baby. It’ll be easier if you’re not standing all stiff and afraid.”

			“I’m not afraid.” Until he said it, he didn’t really believe it. But he wasn’t. Not of her. She might ask him to do something strange and foreign, but he couldn’t imagine her deliberately doing something hurtful. Not the woman who’d told him her life story in ink and adopted a three-legged dog, who’d already been so firm and concerned about his well-being. Enough to make him get off the speed when no one else had.

			He dropped down to his hands and knees, close enough to feel her knees against his side. She reached underneath him and began exploring. Palming his cock, lifting up his balls and gently rolling them together. She played awhile, just soft and tender touches that helped ease some of the strain in his muscles. Gripping his cock, she slowly drew the full length through her fist and rubbed her thumb over the slit. “You’re leaking already, Angel. Are you that eager for this?”

			“I’m eager for you, Priestess. Whatever that means.”

			“Cross your arms and drop your head down on them. Breathe slow and deep, counting to five for each. Five in. Five out. In. Out.”

			He closed his eyes, listening to the rich velvet tone of her voice. Her hand worked him, firm and slow, making his hips involuntarily rock forward so he could thrust into her palm.

			“That’s it, Angel. Nice. Keep rocking like that. I’m going to be beneath you later tonight. You’re going to thrust into me until I scream and tear your back up with my nails. Yeah. Just like that.”

			Her other hand gripped his buttock and she kneaded the muscle, a deep, firm grip that felt incredible. She might as well have been a deep-tissue masseuse instead of a tattoo artist. Just as casually, she explored his ass, stroking up and down the crack to spread lube. Swirling her fingers deeper, she whispered, “I’m going to be the first in this tight ass. Here, you’re a virgin, Angel. You’re all mine. I’m going to lay claim to this ass. I’m going to take every inch.”

			He couldn’t help but groan, his ears crisping with heat. He’d never thought of himself as a virgin, not when he’d slept his way through college with as many partners as possible. He’d certainly never thought about anyone wanting inside his ass. Or that he’d nearly come at the thought. Because his body hovered right on the edge, his cock throbbing.

			Pressure against his asshole made his breath stutter out, his hips jerking in a helpless thrust he couldn’t control. But the pressure eased before he could worry about it. He could feel the plug inside him, a slight heaviness that was foreign, but it didn’t hurt.

			“There. All done. Go ahead and pull your pants back up.”

			Confused, he climbed to his feet. His hands fumbled and slipped but he finally got his pants buttoned. She was just going to leave that thing in him? “It’s not going to disappear up there, is it?”

			Laughing softly, she leaned against his back and cupped his butt in both hands. “Hardly. I wouldn’t risk you that way. Butt plugs have a flange on the end to keep them from sliding too deep. This one has an extra little surprise I’ll give you later. When the time’s right.”

			The muscles of his stomach quivered at the thought and his ass clenched involuntarily around the rubber inside him.

			She’s inside me. He shuddered against her and breathed deeply, trying to calm his erection so he could zip his pants. What other surprise could she possibly have planned?

			The Master of the house had promised a good but tasteful show. A tall man in an exquisite pinstripe suit sat at a card table with two beautiful female submissives collared and leashed at his feet, both in gorgeous designer gowns and jewels. Another man sat opposite him, playing a hand of gin. An extremely handsome and muscled African American sub knelt at his feet. The male sub wore the same basic dress pants and white dress shirt as Jackson, while his Master was resplendent in an old-fashioned purple velvet tux and tails. It should have looked ridiculous, but his small, neat frame and elegant manner made the antique clothing oddly appropriate. Another couple chatted on a leather couch nearby in front of the grand stone fireplace that dominated the entire wall. Everyone paused and looked up when she and Jackson entered the room.

			A liveried servant in scarlet breeches and coat announced them. “The Priestess of Minneapolis with her submissive, Angel.”

			The tall man rose from his chair and came to greet them. “Welcome, Priestess. I’m so pleased you were able to stop by.”

			“Thank you for receiving us into your home, Hammer.”

			Turning, he stretched out his hand to Jackson. Consummate businessman that he was, Jackson shook hands like they were headed to Wall Street. Never mind they all wore black silk masks. Hers was a simple domino style, since she didn’t have much identity to hide, but his was a hood that completely covered his face, leaving only his eyes and mouth uncovered. Hammer wore a similar mask, leaving not even his hair color to betray him. Though he spoke at BDSM events across the country, no one knew his real name or appearance. He wore the mask proudly and it’d become part of his persona, like her tats were just as much a part of her as her eyes and hair. He was too respected in the BDSM community for anyone to even think about betraying him by uncovering his identity. He must have had a serious need to hide behind that mask, and he’d defended too many people across the nation for anyone to strip it away from him.

			“Your Mistress has indicated your desire to be a voyeur tonight. Do you prefer gay or hetero, couples or multiples?”

			“I’ve only ever watched hetero couples,” Jackson answered slowly, turning his head slightly so he could watch her reaction. “Mostly my roommate in college.”

			“He was quite the ladies’ man?”

			He smiled. “Well, he certainly thought he was. Back then, he was pretty vanilla, but I’d pay good money to see him with his Mistress. He’d kill me first though.”

			Diana suppressed the massive twinge of jealousy at the thought. He’d only watch something like that if she was plastered to his side. Besides, after meeting Donovan, she guessed it’d be more likely for a hurricane to flatten St. Paul than for him to invite Jackson to watch him with Lilly. No way in hell was that happening. Even if Diana had Jackson bent over the nearest chair, fucking his ass while he watched.

			“So you’re more inclined to watch a Domme/sub scene.”

			“Probably.” Jackson shrugged. “I don’t really know. I haven’t watched since college, and that was a long time ago.”

			Hammer turned a considering gaze on her and inclined his head. She’d learn once and for all if Jackson was really just a voyeur. Or if her handsome Angel really had a secret need to be exposed and vulnerable himself.

			“Let’s all get comfortable then and watch the show.”

			The other guests rose and joined them, polite introductions quickly making the rounds. When the man wearing the old-fashioned purple tux took Hammer’s hand, Jackson cast a wide-eyed look of surprise at her. They all moved through a doorway into the next room, where soft cushions were tossed on the floor in a circle. The floor inside the seating area was covered with soft, fluffy furs. Shelves and recessed niches in the walls all held candles, giving the room an intimate, romantic atmosphere.

			Hammer and his partner went to stand by the largest cushion and waited while everyone else spread out to the other seats. The three subs that had sat by them at the card table knelt in front of them on the furs, waiting until everyone else was seated. Diana led Jackson to the cushions opposite their hosts.

			“We’re extremely honored to have special guests tonight.” Hammer tapped the black sub on the shoulder. “Choose your partner, Knightly, and gift us with your exquisite skills.”

			Jackson leaned in close to her and whispered, “I thought he was a Dominant.”

			“Hammer?” He nodded. “He is, except when it comes to his partner, Comte. Together, they’re Masters over their submissives.”

			Knightly chose one of the submissives who’d been kneeling on Hammer’s side of the table. The red-haired beauty gave him an impish smile and took his hand, letting him draw her into the center of the circle. The unchosen woman sat between Hammer and Comte’s feet, leaning back against their cushion. Hammer stroked her hair, but she leaned against the other man’s knees.

			The couple in the center began to kiss. They stroked each other, letting passion build. The flickering candlelight made their skin glow, casting dancing shadows across the room. It was hauntingly beautiful. They gave each other little touches, his palm sliding up her back to cup her nape, her fingers stroking his throat and face. It was clear they cared for each other and had probably done this many times before.

			But the way they carefully positioned themselves in front of the guests made it clear this was also a performance. The woman faced Jackson while the man unzipped her gown. She let it slide artfully down her body, revealing her breasts and beautifully shaved pussy. She hung her head, letting her hair fall over her breasts, but still managed to peek at Jackson flirtatiously from beneath her lashes.

			The other man guided her down onto her knees, gliding his hands over her hips and back. He plunged into her hard and fast, drawing a gasping cry from her pouty lips.

			Diana watched Jackson’s reaction carefully. He didn’t respond to the other woman’s nudity. His breathing was a little fast, but it’d been rapid since the whole scene started. His eyes weren’t dilated. His hands were still on his thighs and he didn’t visually struggle to contain himself. He watched with interest, but wasn’t aroused.

			The other Domme in the room whispered something to her sub and he went to his knees before her, his head disappearing up her gown. Jackson watched them a moment, but then he turned to Diana. “Do I get to do that for you?”

			“I thought you wanted to watch.”

			He traced his fingers along the lace band of her stockings, but didn’t push his way higher. “I do. But if I have the opportunity to touch you, I’d rather do that.”

			“There’s plenty of time for that,” she said lightly.

			The couple on the floor was louder, the woman’s moans rising in intensity, but Jackson didn’t seem to be affected. He still sported wood, but nothing like earlier on the dance floor. It’s time to up the ante. Push a little, see what he does.

			Reaching into her purse, she found the small controller and turned it to its lowest setting. He jumped beside her, his eyes widening.

			“A little surprise.” She turned and leaned against his arm, lifting her thigh slightly across his knee so her skirt rode up a bit more. “Do you like it?”

			“It’s…different.” His breathing caught, his hand immediately reaching to the hint of thigh above the stocking. He looked up into her face, checking for permission, and when she didn’t stop him, he stroked her leg more confidently. He turned toward her, rubbing his face into her hair and along her neck, breathing in her scent. His hand roamed higher, his fingers tracing the line of her panties. “Let me give you pleasure.”

			She pulled back and signaled the liveried man guarding the door. Immediately, the man came close and leaned down. “Could I have some rope, please?”

			“Of course, madam.”

			In a few moments, the man returned with a hank of light cotton rope. She twisted it around each of Jackson’s wrists, crossed his arms in front of him, and then looped the rope around his back and around to his chest, effectively pinning his arms against him. “Remember your safeword, Angel. If at any time you’re not comfortable with what we’re doing, I expect you to stop me.”

			The woman on her knees cried out as orgasm took her. Her partner pounded into her, making her cries louder, rising to a high keening scream that echoed in the room.

			Yet Jackson didn’t even look at them. His eyes were locked on Diana.

			Pleased, she dialed the vibrator up another notch.

			“Yes, Priestess.”

			Tiny pulses vibrated through his gut. At first it was just strange, as strange as walking with the plug inside him, or sitting with a group of strangers while a couple had sex for entertainment. For his entertainment. He’d tried to focus on them, but it just didn’t do anything for him. Not like all those years ago when he’d hidden in the shared bathroom and watched Donovan have sex with his date. That’d been so hot, so crazy, his heart thundering up in his throat for fear he’d get caught. Maybe it hadn’t been the sex itself he’d found so exciting, but the threat. Because once his roommate caught him, he’d thumped him hard enough he’d had a black eye for a week.

			So he’d switched gears. Instead of watching the couple sweating and groaning together on the fur, he’d pictured Donovan and Lilly making love. He could almost hear her whispering dirty words to her lover, taking her pleasure, like that other couple. But that only made Jackson ache to taste Diana’s desire, to feel her thighs clamping tight around his head, her fingers pulling on his hair, bringing him in closer as she rode wave after wave of pleasure.

			The plug vibrated harder, sending his heart rate up another notch. He shifted against the cushion, trying to find a more comfortable position. His erection was quickly becoming uncomfortable. The ache intensified and he twisted his hands, wishing he could reach down and unzip his pants, witnesses be damned.

			And Diana, his wicked Mistress, just sat there watching him. She didn’t even touch him any longer. She sat beside him, but slightly facing him, her eyes dark and mysterious. Watching. Only watching. Waiting for him to…

			The hell if I know.

			Sweat trickled down his back. His entire lower body throbbed and ached, swollen and so damned tight. He clenched his jaws, fighting back the sounds threatening to escape. I won’t groan. Damned if I’ll beg. No way.

			He tried to distract himself by looking around the room. The couple on the ground cuddled together, kissing softly. The other Mistress stroked her sub’s hair as he continued to lick her, her eyes heavy and lazy. Watching Jackson. Not her own sub.

			He jerked his attention away, his gaze falling on the two men opposite them. The woman had unzipped the slim man’s pants, her head bobbing, but he, too, watched Jackson with an intensity that made him shiver, even though his body felt like he’d fallen into a furnace. The other man, Hammer, also looked at him, even though he had his arm around his partner.

			They’re watching me.

			His cock surged so hard that he couldn’t hold back the grunt of discomfort any longer. He twisted his hands against the ropes, desperate to get some relief.

			“Maybe you don’t want to watch, Angel,” Diana said softly, trailing her fingertips lightly up his thigh. “Maybe you’d like people to watch you.”

			He wanted to scoff, but he couldn’t deny the possibility. If his hands were free, he’d probably be pumping his cock, even if they all watched him. He’d never felt this out of control, this frantic, and yet entirely unable to lift a finger to ease his raging need. He’d been on display before. He’d endured punishment at the lake house easily. But that had been different. She’d planned to do a scene with another man. That hadn’t been his own desire.

			This was. And it was killing him.

			“What do you think, Angel?” Her fingers walked playfully across the straining front of his trousers. He sucked in his breath, trying not to arch into that faint caress, but it was a losing battle. “Would you like to give them a little show? Maybe we could show them how I earned my title as the Blow Job Queen.”

			Groaning, he shook his head. That name had such negative connotation for her. Surely the last thing she’d want to do was give him a blow job, to think about that awful nickname with him. Even if his dick nearly exploded at the thought of her lush mouth simply hovering over him.

			She ground the heel of her hand firmly against the ridge in his pants. “Please, Angel? I’d love to torment you. You let me paddle your backside last time. Why wouldn’t you let me torture that glorious cock of yours?” She leaned closer, rubbing her lips against his ear. “You know I won’t take it easy on you. I’ll make you earn that release. It’ll be the best blow job you’ve ever had in your entire life.”

			He had to be crazy. The plug buzzed, revving his lust up another notch. Her warm, moist breath against his ear only made him shudder with longing at the thought of her blowing on his cock. Bound, helpless, while this beautiful woman tortured him with her mouth while other people witnessed his shame. It should have been humiliating, a quick deflation of the erection threatening to tear out of his pants. Instead, he found himself nodding.

			“Give me the words, Angel. I don’t want any misunderstandings between us.”

			“Please.” He cleared his throat, struggling to make his brain communicate with his mouth. “Priestess. Please.”

			The words sounded garbled and harsh to him, but she must have understood him. She gave him a brilliant smile and pressed a quick kiss to his cheek. Sliding off the cushion, she knelt on the floor beside him. Lightly, she tapped his knee. “Open wide, Angel.”

			Dull heat flooded his face but he did as she commanded. It felt ridiculous to sit sprawled with his legs spread wide. On display, he glanced around the room, watching everyone sit up, lean forward, their attention locked on him. Flames licked through his veins as she slowly opened his pants. She made it a show, the sound of the zipper loud in the silence. With a playful jerk, she popped open his fly. The head of his cock poked up the waistband of his boxers, twitching with every soft brush of her fingers against him.

			“My, my, what a big cock you have, Angel.” She smoothed her thumb over the glistening slit and he jerked upright, straining up off the cushion. “No, no, lie back, sweet boy. If you don’t lie back and still for me, I’ll stop.”

			Panting, he made himself lie back, sinking further into the cushion. She nudged his legs again, making him open wider, drawing his hips closer to the edge. The angle sent a new wave of vibrations against something inside him that made him quiver. A sound escaped his throat, a whimper.

			“Ah, very clever, Priestess.” Hammer chuckled, his low voice laced with dark humor that still managed to convey a hint of a threat. He was a big man, topping Jackson by a foot, with wide, impressive shoulders. It was hard to imagine him playing bottom for his partner, whatever Diana knew about the couple. “It sounds like you’ve given him a toy that’s keeping him humming along quite nicely.”

			“Indeed.” Bracing her hands on his lower stomach, she applied a little force, leaning down on him. It ground the toy inside him and he couldn’t stop the bucking of his hips, the involuntary thrust and tilt to both increase the delicious buzz and also relieve the tension humming through him. “I couldn’t help myself when I found out that this sweet ass is untouched.”

			“A virgin ass.” The Comte spoke for the first time, his voice a rich baritone so deep it seemed to increase the rumble throbbing inside Jackson. “Now this will be a fine show indeed. He’s never come before for an audience?”

			“Not to my knowledge. I’ve paddled him, but that’s it. This will be our first public demonstration. What do you think so far, Angel? Will this be our last show? Or will you let me do this again?”

			He rolled his head back and forth against the cushion, trying to still the jerky, involuntarily twitch of his hips. “You can do anything you want to me. Anytime. Anywhere.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Three

			She’d brought Jackson here to test him, to find out exactly where he landed on the voyeurism/exhibition scale. It should have been a light, fun, feel-good experience for them both. It wasn’t supposed to be so intense that it became downright scary.

			But on her knees, hovering over his straining cock, the intensity of her feelings for this man shook her to her core. His trust rocked the foundations of her heart and cracked the thick walls of the tower she’d built a long time ago to protect herself. She hadn’t given a man a blow job in years. Hadn’t wanted to. She’d learned her power a long time ago, and once she’d stepped into the Priestess role, she’d learned other ways to torment submissives. It wasn’t that she had bad memories from high school or anything like that. She’d just put that skill away. Maybe unconsciously, she’d been saving it for someone special.

			Someone like Jackson.

			Most men thought a woman sucking his cock was all about his desire, his pleasure. That a woman couldn’t possibly get much out of it other than a sore jaw and a crick in her neck. For the most part, her younger self would have agreed with that assumption. It’d been a tool she’d used to defeat her enemies, and in later years, her pride in compelling submissives to do her will. The toughest and most stubborn submissive broke down to a begging, sobbing mess after she edged him with her mouth awhile.

			Staring down at him, for the first time in a very long time, she simply wanted to taste him. Sure, she’d torment him slowly and deliciously…but she wanted to please him just as much. She wanted to make the top of his head explode with the force of his release. She wanted to make this an event he would never, ever forget for the rest of his life, regardless of whether they managed to work out a long-term relationship or not.

			Half lying across his lap, she lightly licked the delicate pink of his cock peeking out from beneath his boxers. A rough groan tore out of his chest and he shuddered beneath her. Lifting her head, she smacked her lips, making him shudder again. “You taste so good, Angel. Are you going to be able to hold all that come inside until I’m done with you?”

			“I’ll die trying.”

			She let her hair and the soft heat of her breath increase the torment, brushing her cheek against the silk covering him. She kissed the trembling skin of his belly, lightly nipping the tender skin above his waistband. Using only her lips, she nibbled the head of his cock, and then nudged the material down slightly with her tongue.

			His hands twisted in the rope, probably making his skin raw, fingers opening and closing back into fists. His neck strained, his back bowing off the cushion. His breathing was loud, ragged, urging her to put them both out of their misery. Finally, she fisted both hands in his boxers and jerked with all her strength. His hips lifted on a deep cry and then the silk tore with a wicked ripping sound that made everyone in the room sigh.

			“There’s nothing like the sound of tearing silk,” Comte murmured.

			Hammer chuckled. “That’s why I refuse to wear anything else.”

			She leaned back, making sure she wasn’t blocking anyone’s view. “What do you think of my Angel?”

			“He’s gorgeous,” the other Domme said in a reverent voice. Diana didn’t know her name, only that she was a friend of Hammer’s. The other Dominants murmured in agreement. “Quite spectacular. You’d best get him collared soon, Priestess. You wouldn’t want a crafty Mistress to slip in and claim that beautiful cock as her own.”

			“Yes,” Jackson rasped.

			Diana jerked her gaze up to his face. His eyes blazed, his cheeks were flushed, and his lips were puffy and red where he’d bitten back sounds of his need.

			“Collar me, Priestess.”

			She had to concentrate on breathing, deep and slow in a measured rhythm so her control didn’t slip. The last thing she wanted was to fall apart in front of arguably two of the most well-known Masters in the country. Holding his gaze, she opened her mouth and slid down over his straining cock. He held her gaze as long as possible, his eyes so bright, his mouth falling open on a shaking sigh of bliss. When she tightened her lips, his eyes rolled back in his head and he fell back on the cushions.

			Taking him deeply into her mouth, she gripped him like a glove. His thighs shook and he pushed up, unable to stop himself from driving deeper. She pulled back, letting his cock slide out of her mouth with an audible pop. She smacked her lips and licked across the broad head. His cock bobbed and bumped against her lips, as if fighting to find its way inside her. But she tilted her head and ran nibbling, soft kisses down the shaft. She reached into his pants and cupped his balls, tightening her fingers around that delicate skin in a subtle threat.

			She worked his balls, tugging on them firmly, rolling them together in her hand. Some men got a little squeamish when she turned her attention to their dangly bits, their scrotums drawing up tight to try and protect them. Jackson groaned and opened his thighs even more, almost sliding off the cushion in his efforts to give her as much of his body as she wanted to take. Holding his balls in her fist, she leaned back down and took just the tip of his cock into her mouth. She worked the ridges with her lips, circling her tongue at the same time. His breathing came faster, his chest heaving with effort. A hint of teeth made him cry out, his back arching up and then slamming him back down.

			Breathing hard herself, she lifted her head and simply looked at him. Sprawled out on the cushions, his hair mussed, his expensive suit torn apart to bare his cock to the room. His fine silk boxers shredded open. His balls clutched in her hand. He was at his most vulnerable, completely at her mercy. He trembled and shook, fighting back the orgasm threatening to tear out of him. She hadn’t given him permission to come and he tried valiantly to hold himself back.

			When he finally calmed enough to open his eyes, he looked up at her, completely defenseless. Eyes big, dark, and totally open. No holding back. No hesitation. He didn’t have to say a word because his body screamed the truth. Yours, only yours, do with me what you will.

			She’d never seen anything more beautiful in her entire life.

			Lowering her head, she took him back into her mouth, swirling her tongue around the head. She could taste the saltiness, feeling the shuddering tension building, swelling, aching to boil up out of him. His breath hissed out, his jaws tight, his knuckles white with strain.

			She pulled back enough to let her hair caress him. “Let me taste you, Angel. No holding back this time. Show them how much you want me.”

			Despite her words, he still tried to contain himself. Tendons stood out on his throat, his shoulders bunching beneath the white linen. But he couldn’t deny her.

			She clamped her mouth firmly around him and he let out a wordless roar. Hot come filled her mouth, but she didn’t let go, sucking him as hard and tight as she could, giving him no quarter. He bucked so hard he almost dislodged her, the gown too slippery for her to keep her balance. She grabbed a handful of his shirt and held on, riding him through the spasms shaking his body.

			Even when his cock softened, she kept him in her mouth, pushing down to hold as much of him as possible inside her. She didn’t want it to end, this connection. She’d meant to rock his world, but she was the one keeping her eyes closed so he wouldn’t see the shimmer betraying her emotion. I can’t lose you, Jackson. I can’t bear it.

			Hammer and Comte came to her assistance, one man cutting Jackson’s bonds and the other offering tissues for cleanup. On her knees, she was still draped across his thigh, unwilling to get up yet. As soon as he could move his arms, Jackson reached down to stroke her hair, his hands tugging on her to come back up beside him.

			“I’m supposed to be on my knees for you,” he whispered hoarsely, searching her face.

			Smiling, she cupped his cheek. “You were, metaphorically. Thank you, Angel. That was beautiful.”

			Solemnly, he tipped his forehead down to hers. “My pleasure, Your Majesty, is yours alone.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Four

			The ride back into downtown was quiet, but not strained. She didn’t push him to talk about what had happened, which he greatly appreciated. He wasn’t sure if he could talk about it, without humiliating himself. Not out of shame, but fear he’d scare her to death by dropping to his knees, burying his face against her stomach and sobbing for her to never ever leave.

			Yet she would leave. She’d be on a plane tomorrow, headed back to her life. Leaving him to his.

			She’d asked to see his condo rather than go back to the hotel, even though she’d left her overnight bag there. Hopefully he had toiletries and such. He honestly couldn’t remember. He was more at home in his office than the condo. Maybe he should take her there instead.

			She gave him a sideways look when he stopped at the guard desk and asked for his key. He’d started leaving a spare with the desk, just because he never carried keys. He didn’t drive. He was at the office so much there wasn’t much of a need to lock his desk. So on the rare occasions he had come “home”, he’d been locked out because he’d forgotten his key in his desk anyway. Luckily the guard recognized him, even though it’d been days since he’d been by.

			They took an elevator up to the top floor. He tried to make small talk, growing more nervous as they got closer to his door. “This area was pretty run down a decade ago. One of my clients bought the property for a steal, tore everything down to the ground, and started over fresh. All concrete, steel and glass, supposedly the most modern and spacious condominiums in town, claiming, literally, a million-dollar view of the lake.”

			He unlocked the door and let her go in ahead of him. Moonlight shone through the floor-to-ceiling windows, illuminating the room enough that she could easily make her way to the windows. “You paid a million dollars for this?”

			“Of course not, though that’s how much he sold similar units for to everyone else.” He stood beside her, looking out at the twinkling lights of Lake Shore Drive. “It was a fantastic investment. I’ve easily doubled my money since I bought in.”

			She turned to face him, a seriousness on her face that he couldn’t decipher. “I’m hungry.”

			His stomach did a nervous flip-flop. He had absolutely no idea what food might be in the cupboards. Hopefully Louisa, his cleaning lady, had done some shopping. He turned on the lights, leaving Diana to explore while he dug around in the fridge. Louisa had done a fantastic job, stocking the fridge with several cheeses, salami and olives, so he could make an antipasto plate. Maybe she’d had some psychic sixth sense that he might have a guest, because a fresh loaf of crusty Italian bread waited on the counter.

			“I don’t have any scotch here,” he called to her, watching as she roamed around the living room. “But I do have a bottle of Glenlivet in my office. I can run out if you don’t want a glass of wine.”

			She worked her way over to the bar and sat down, watching him work. “Wine’s fine.”

			He had to open several drawers before he found a corkscrew. “Red or white?”

			“Either, as long as it’s not sweet and bubbly.”

			He checked the labels in the well-stocked wine fridge, not sure which to pick. He couldn’t remember trying any of them. Finally he just pulled one out and hoped for the best.

			“You really don’t live here.”

			It wasn’t a question, but he shook his head anyway. “I honestly can’t remember the last time I slept here.”

			“Or ate. Or opened a bottle of wine. I’m surprised you had any edible food in the house.”

			“Louisa takes good care of me. If I’m ever here while she’s cleaning, she lectures me about eating. For the first few months, she’d leave a casserole in the fridge for me to eat, but I never did. She finally quit trying. She’ll be ecstatic to actually have a few dishes to wash on Monday.”

			“Did you furnish the place yourself?”

			He looked around at the artwork and furniture. “No. None of this is mine. I mean, I paid the bill, but I hired an interior designer to decorate the place after I bought it.”

			“It’s beautiful.”

			He poured two glasses of wine, hoping his hand didn’t betray him by trembling. “But it’s not me. It’s not…real.”

			She smiled and reached over to take his hand. He clutched her fingers, trying to keep his face blank and empty of emotion, even though his stomach ached, like a mighty fist twisted his guts. “It’s beautiful and obviously expensive, but there’s nothing of you here.”

			Her thumb rubbed gently across the back of his hand and he lost it. He tried not to blubber like a baby, but he was terribly afraid he failed.

			He’d failed so badly. At everything. This expensive condo and his impeccable record at the firm and his large bank accounts, all worthless. He’d focused so intensely on winning the management position for Ellen that he’d lost track of everything, especially himself. He’d succumbed to drugs. Again. Worked himself to exhaustion. Again. To win.

			In the end, he was just like his father. The man he hated the most.

			He buried his face against his arm, clutching her hand like a lifeline. She came around the bar and held him, stroking his back, whispering words he couldn’t understand. Or maybe she hummed. Her low, resonant voice flowed over him, soothing and gentle.

			He wasn’t sure how long he cried, but her hand and voice never ceased. He rubbed his face on his sleeve and took a deep, shuddering breath, gathering his courage to lift his head and face her.

			He shouldn’t have worried, because as soon as he looked up, she pulled him against her, cradling his head on breast. “I’m so proud of you, Jackson. What you did tonight was no easy or small thing. Don’t be hard on yourself. It’s common to break down after an intense scene, sometimes even days later. Come to bed and let me hold you.”

			Numbly, he let her lead him to his bedroom. She undressed him, her hands gentle as she pressed kisses to his chest and throat. In bed, she drew him against her and pillowed his head on her chest, her hand stroking slowly through his hair. Her skin felt like silk against his, lush and curvy but so strong. So much stronger than I’ll ever be.

			“Tell me something about yourself,” she whispered. “Something no one else knows. Something important, that defines who you are today.”

			He flattened his palm over her stomach, picturing the way the flowers and skulls curled around her side and up her ribs. He could almost feel them under his fingers.

			She wanted to know about him. The real him. The loser he tried so hard to bury and forget. It was only appropriate to tell her about his father, then. “Dad raised me, while Ellen worked at the firm to get her name on the door. I grew up playing baseball, and I was actually pretty good. I hadn’t even graduated from high school yet and I had scouts asking about me.”

			“I’ve never dated a baseball player before.”

			“Dad was a hard man to please. He believed in me wholeheartedly, but he rode me all the time. Baseball wasn’t my hobby or my sport. It was my job. He was training a major leaguer from the beginning and he never let me forget it.”

			“Was he a baseball player too?”

			“Yeah, though he never made it out of the minor league. I guess I was his second chance at the big league. I’ve always been competitive, but he took competition to a whole other level. I had to win. Losing wasn’t acceptable. He hadn’t raised a loser, only a winner, and I couldn’t ever forget it. As I got closer to college, he started teaching me some of his less savory tactics. Everyone needed an edge, and he knew some creative supplements and tricks to get a better turn on the pitch. Of course most people called that cheating. Dad called it winning.

			“I almost got kicked off the team my senior year for using uppers and steroids to improve performance. It was a big scandal for the team and Dad was banned from coming to any further games, though with our money, they managed to keep it a secret so my college prospects weren’t damaged. My coach called Ellen directly to make sure she understood what had been going on. She was horrified and so guilty. If she’d been around more, maybe she would’ve known he was teaching his underage son to use chemicals to improve his performance. They divorced and I continued playing, but I’d learned those lessons well. Too well. It’s probably a very good thing I got hurt. I wasn’t even playing—I was driving home for the holidays, high as a kite and running on no sleep after finals week. Hit a patch of ice and spun out. My car slid off down into some trees so they didn’t find me until daylight. By then, the drugs had worn off, thank God, but my knee was twisted up in the accident pretty bad. I never played again.”

			“When did you decide to become a lawyer like your mother?”

			“After I lost baseball. It was a wake-up call for me, so I thought. I didn’t want to end up like Dad, where winning was everything and if a little sneaky dirty pool was necessary, so be it. Given that most people associate attorneys with sharks, I guess I probably picked the wrong profession. I turned all of my competitive nature onto law. I killed myself to get my grades back up and managed to get into Harvard Law. Passed the bar exam on my first shot and turned down every offer to join Ellen’s firm here in Chicago. At last, I was going to spend time with my mother and really get to know her.”

			He laughed wryly and swallowed to clear the lump out of his throat. “Everything and nothing changed. I saw her, sure, but I never really got to know her any more than I already did. I always knew she loved me, that she’d do anything for me. She’d show up for as many games as possible and cheer as loudly as any other mom, but she might also have to get up and find a quiet spot to have a business conversation. She worked long hours and didn’t do any of the normal mom things. We didn’t do bake sales or PTA meetings and Dad did the cooking. We hired out everything else. But she was there for me, you know? I never worried about telling her anything, except when it came to Dad. I hid how mean he was, because I didn’t want her to feel bad for leaving me with him so much.”

			“You love her very much.” Her fingers combed through his hair, lulling him toward sleep. “I understand why you’ve been working so hard to ensure she wins the vote.”

			He fought to keep his eyes open and tried to lift his head. She’d seen to his need, but he hadn’t taken care of hers.

			Her fingers tightened in his hair, keeping his head pinned down to her chest. “There’s plenty of time for that after you take a nap.”

			“Promise?”

			“You got it. Now let me hold you while you get a little sleep.”

			He wanted to protest and insist that he at least make her climax once, but it was incredibly nice to have her there taking care of him. To fall asleep in her arms, to not be alone. He’d fallen apart and she still cared. She hadn’t turned away from him in disgust. The handful of people who’d stood by him even when he screwed up was extremely small. Yet maybe he could add her name to that list.

			The bed was ridiculously fluffy, lifting him toward sleep. He laughed groggily. “Damn, this bed is heavenly. Like a cloud. Can’t believe I never slept in it before.”

			His words slurred together, but he was pretty sure she understood because she laughed too. “Ride your cloud to sleep, Angel.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Five

			Jackson might not have had much food in the kitchen, but he did have a coffee pot. Actually, he had two, but one was a complicated espresso machine that she’d probably need a foot-thick manual in order to operate. Diana opened the cabinet above the regular coffee pot and found a brand new can of coffee. She didn’t recognize the brand—evidently even coffee had designer brand names—but it smelled good and was already ground. “God bless you, Louisa.”

			While the coffee brewed, she looked in the fridge. A whole carton of eggs, goat cheese, and in the freezer, English muffins. Whatever he was paying Louisa, he ought to double it.

			The last thing she expected was a quiet knock on the door at seven in the morning. There wasn’t a peephole but with the guard desk downstairs, she was fairly confident they wouldn’t have let a complete stranger come up to his door. She’d grabbed his dress shirt from last night and put on her panties, but that’s it. Her hair was a mess and her makeup had smeared, but she’d found a brand new toothbrush in the cabinet. Hopefully she wouldn’t scare off an important guest.

			As soon as she opened the door, she recognized Ellen, Jackson’s mother. She had his golden good looks, and despite the early hour, wore an impeccable shell-pink suit that must have cost a mint. Dismay swept over her in a swift rush, followed quickly by resignation. She wasn’t at her best. But it probably wouldn’t matter anyway.

			“I’m Ellen Montgomery, Jackson’s mother. I hope I didn’t disturb you, but I didn’t have the opportunity to meet you last night.”

			Diana shook her offered hand and stepped back, opening the door wider so the woman could enter. “I’m Diana Temple. Jackson’s still in bed. Would you like for me to wake him?”

			“No, no, please don’t.” Ellen looked around as if she’d never seen his condo. Maybe she hadn’t. She saw the fresh steaming cup of coffee Diana had just poured. “May I have a cup? I’d love to just have a quiet talk with you.”

			Of course, I’d love to sit down bright and early on a Saturday morning with my boyfriend’s mother who I’ve never met and have a chat. While I’m wearing his shirt and little else.

			She poured another cup and brought it to the small cafe-style table. As if she wore an equally beautiful suit, she sat across from his mother and sipped from the delicate bone china cup. The humor of the situation made her mouth quirk. At least it couldn’t get much worse, right?

			“I’m sorry to barge in on you like this, but Jackson’s never brought a date to the company party. That told me you were something special.”

			Pleased but still not sure what his mother really wanted, Diana smiled over her cup. “It’s fine, though it’ll totally freak him out if he wakes up and stumbles in here.”

			Ellen smiled back. “He’s happy?”

			Her smile faltered a little, not because she thought he wasn’t happy, but from the sadness of the situation. They worked at the same firm day in and day out, yet his mother was reduced to asking a complete stranger if her son was happy. Diana decided to push a little, to see how much Ellen knew about his addiction. How hard he’d been pushing himself for her. “He will be, if I have anything to do with it.”

			Ellen dropped her gaze and sighed. “It’s been a rough few months. I’ve hardly seen him and I know he’s running himself into the ground trying to make the impossible happen.”

			“Do you?” Diana sharpened her voice. “Do you honestly know the lengths he’s gone to trying to win this vote for you? And for what? So he can work even longer hours in the future? How long has he owned this condo?”

			Jackson had definitely inherited his haughty pride from her. “I… Honestly, I have no idea.”

			Softening her voice, Diana said, “Last night was the first night he’s slept in his bed.”

			Ellen’s defensive stance melted away and her eyes pooled with tears. “He’s using again.”

			“Was. He’s clean now and seeing a therapist again.”

			“Your work?”

			Diana didn’t answer, sipping her coffee with a steady gaze.

			“Thank you,” Ellen whispered. “I should have noticed. I should have realized how hard he was pushing himself.”

			They sat together for several moments, drinking coffee and watching the sky brighten. Diana got up and retrieved the coffee carafe to fill both of their cups. “He needs to talk to you about something that happened last night. I don’t know if he’ll bring it up if you don’t ask.”

			Ellen sighed. “I’ve been waiting for Larsen to bring out the dirty laundry. He’s that kind of fighter.”

			“What happens if he wins?”

			Ellen set her cup down and stared out the window for several long moments. “Nothing. We go on as before.”

			“So the female associates keep getting told to bring coffee to the important menfolk and generally given the shaft?”

			Ellen choked back a laugh. “A very apt description of the current testosterone-laden atmosphere at the firm, yes. I’ll keep working to change things for the rest of women in the firm, but change will come at the speed of a glacier. We’ll lose some fine people, both men and women, because Geoffrey doesn’t have the same skill that his father had. We’ll lose clients. But the cream will continue to rise to the top and we will go on.”

			Diana wrapped both hands around her cup, tracing her fingers over the delicate, fine lines of the china. “Would everything still go on if Jackson wasn’t there?”

			Ellen turned a sharp look on her, but Diana didn’t react in any way. “Does he want to leave?”

			She shrugged nonchalantly. “No idea. Just asking.”

			Ellen’s fierce gaze softened. “I was so thrilled when he chose to come to our firm. He could have gone anywhere.” She grimaced, dropping her gaze to her cup. “Probably should have, honestly. He would have made partner already without the constant stress of trying to prove himself to me.”

			“He’s not trying to prove himself to you.” Ellen lifted her head, searching her face for the truth. “He joined the firm to spend more time with you.”

			She laughed, even though tears dripped down her cheeks. “That dear, sweet, stupid boy. Working together, we barely even have time to say hello as we pass in the hallway. I can’t remember the last time we sat down to dinner, just the two of us.”

			“Sounds like a date tonight, then, just the two of you.”

			“You’re not staying?”

			Diana smiled apologetically. “I’d love to, but I can’t. I have to check on Mama every day. She’s in a nursing home and our time is limited.”

			Ellen opened her mouth but the bedroom door opened. Jackson froze in the doorway, looking from one woman to the other with growing horror on his face. His mother covered her mouth, but Diana laughed outright. At least he’d pulled on some boxers…and not the torn-up pair from last night.

			“Good morning, sleepyhead. If you want coffee, you’ll have to make another pot. We just finished this one.”

			He couldn’t imagine a much worse situation than waking up to find his lover and mother sitting at the table talking. He checked his watch, unable to remember what day it was. “Did I miss a meeting? I need to shower but I can head in…”

			Ellen shook her head. “It’s Saturday, Jackson. Everyone but you and I is probably so hungover and miserable that no one will show up until noon on Monday.”

			He ran a hand through his hair, trying to figure out why she was here. He couldn’t remember even giving her his address. Had she ever come to see his condo? He couldn’t remember.

			She kissed his cheek, making him jump. “You and I are having dinner tonight after Diana goes home.”

			“Okay,” he answered slowly, still mentally reeling at the sight of them sitting together. Ellen was a formidable opponent. Had she decided to try and scare Diana off? Because that would only happen over his dead body. If his mother thought to try and intimidate Diana in any way… Then her words sank in and he jerked his attention to Diana. “Wait, you’re leaving? So soon?”

			“This afternoon. I have to get back to check on Mama.”

			“I could go with you and then fly back tomorrow.”

			But she was already shaking her head. “You have a dinner date with your mom tonight. You need to strategize.”

			“But—”

			“No, Jackson.” Her voice was still gentle, but an undercurrent of steel made her intent clear. The Priestess had spoken and would not be swayed.

			“I have some errands to run.” Ellen’s eyes sparkled with curiosity but thankfully she didn’t push for embarrassing answers. She headed for the door. “Thank you for the coffee, Diana. I’m so pleased to meet you.”

			“Me too.” She stood and joined Jackson. His cheeks flooded with heat at how little she was wearing in front of his mother, no less, but he was also thankful that Diana stood in front of him, so his immediate interest wasn’t visible. “Thanks for stopping by.”

			Ellen saw herself out none too soon, because he gripped Diana’s hips and drew her back against him. Nuzzling her neck, he whispered, “Come back to bed.”

			“We need to talk first.”

			He groaned and ducked his head closer to her, wrapping his arms around her. “No more talking. If you’re leaving soon, then I want to spend every precious moment skin to skin with you.”

			She turned in his arms, her lips twitching toward a smile. “Compromise. We’ll shower together, and then we’ll talk. Deal?”

			“You drive a hard bargain. Maybe I should start calling you Judge instead of Priestess.”

			Showered and fed and, more importantly, not alone, he couldn’t help but sigh with contentment. This was how it was meant to be. Laughing in the kitchen with her, trying to find an omelet pan in his own cabinets that were as foreign to him as a complete stranger’s. Drinking coffee side by side with the sexiest woman he knew. In the summer, they could sit out on his balcony and watch the lake come to life. Today, it was too cold and blustery. Heavy clouds filled the sky and the temperature dropped, promising a brutal storm. But with her by his side, it didn’t matter. Nothing else mattered.

			“By the looks of those clouds, I should head to the airport early today.” Her voice was subdued, as if she didn’t want to leave him any more than he wanted to let her go. He wrapped his arm around her waist and drew her closer, sharing the warmth of his body. “I can’t risk getting stranded by a snowstorm or stuck in traffic. Mama might not remember exactly who I am every day, but she sure expects a visitor.”

			“There are some wonderful homes for the elderly here in Chicago. I’m sure we could find one that specializes in care for Alzheimer’s patients.”

			She shook her head. “She’s not well enough to make the trip. Her mental state is very fragile. If I took away all of her familiar surroundings, she’d just fall into a catatonic-like state. She knows the home she’s at now, because we went to visit Grandma there. In fact, she keeps asking for Grandma, so she remembers the place well. I can’t move her. I can’t leave St. Paul.”

			“I understand.” If Ellen were in the same condition, he’d do anything for her, even stay in Chicago when the woman he loved…

			His breathing stilled, his mind shattered by that thought. Do I love Diana? Is it possible to fall so fast, so hard, in such a short amount of time?

			“You’re not going to like this.” She set the cup down, her voice flat and resolute. “But I have to say it. It’s time.”

			He tried to get his mind to shift back into gear, but he was frozen in place, still reeling.

			“I can’t go on like this. I want a life with you, Jackson, a real life. But this isn’t the kind of life I want.”

			He blinked rapidly, trying to get his mind to work, but everything inside him was stalled out, broken, unable to function.

			“What we’ve had the past few weeks was nice. I’ve loved every minute of our time together, showing you the ropes, breaking you in to the lifestyle. I’ll always remember the way you trusted me to take care of you. But a few phone calls and frantic hours together here and there aren’t enough for me. I can’t go for weeks at time, waiting for you to have time to pencil me in for a quickie call from your office for a little phone sex. You can’t keep running on empty like this, flying back and forth to see me instead of fueling up your reserves. Not with the kind of lifestyle you lead. This is nice, Jackson, but it’s not enough. I want more.”

			She stepped closer and laid her hand over his heart. “I want to take care of you. I want to hold you every single night. I want to know that you’re safe and rested and fed, not high on speed so you can run to the next client and the next and the next. I want you to have a wonderful, rewarding life, not this crazed impossible pace that is slowly killing you. I care about you too much to watch you destroy yourself like this. I can’t bear it. You’re killing yourself for your firm and you don’t even realize it.”

			“What…?” He licked his lips and cleared his throat, trying to make his mouth work. “What are you saying? We’re done?”

			“Of course not. But I want to be with you, really with you. Not just for a weekend fling, or brief, hurried phone calls or texts as you run to the next meeting or hop on the next plane. I want you, by my side, connected to me and plugged in, wholly present and committed to our life together. I want you, Jackson, all of you, every day and every night, for the rest of our lives.” Her eyes shimmered with tears and her lips trembled as she pressed a kiss to his mouth. “Your mother’s here. I know that. But I can’t help but want you with me. I’m a selfish bitch that way.” She laughed wryly and picked up her bag. “You’ll always know where to find me. Maybe someday you’ll come to stay.”

			That quickly, she was gone. She walked out the door to catch her plane, leaving him standing in the center of his million-dollar condo completely bereft and empty. All of this wealth and status, his high-powered job, his investments, all the plans and deals he’d made over the year to advance to this spot, right here, and it meant absolutely nothing. Not if she wasn’t with him.

			He looked around at his sterile, lifeless condo and couldn’t argue with her. This wasn’t a life. He didn’t have any pictures on the walls. No plants, no pets, nothing alive but him, and that was doubtful. Louisa probably spent more time in this place than he did. He could walk out that door and no one would ever know he’d lived here.

			There’s nothing of me in this place.

			It began snowing, the sky gray and suffocating.

			Unless that’s all I am too. An empty, sterile lifeless thing, cold and alone.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Six

			Despite living and working beside his mother these past thirteen years, he’d never just shown up at her house and knocked on her door. Even though she only lived a few minutes away by car. She preferred the older, more elegant townhouses closer to downtown, rather than the ultramodern flashy buildings like his. This building of stone and rich, polished wood spoke of an older time of elegance and class. Perfect for Ellen Montgomery.

			She opened the door and gasped at his condition. He’d walked over from his condo. Just a few blocks, he’d thought, but it’d taken almost an hour. He might live in Chicago, but he’d never participated in Chicago. He lived in buildings and cars and planes, never outside in the wintry mess. He didn’t own a single pair of shoes that weren’t appropriate for court, and very little casual clothing. He’d finally found a dingy pair of sweatpants from his college days and a threadbare T-shirt, which looked absolutely ridiculous with his wool overcoat and Stemar oxfords.

			Ellen seized his arm and pulled him inside. “Are you crazy? It’s been snowing for hours and you don’t even have a hat or gloves! Your hands are like ice.”

			He shrugged out of the heavy, damp coat and kicked off his shoes. They were probably ruined. He didn’t care. “She left.”

			“I know, she mentioned she was flying back this afternoon.”

			“She…” He swallowed hard, his hands shaking. “I didn’t want her to go.”

			Ellen hustled him over to the couch and pushed him down to sit. She disappeared into one of the back rooms and returned with a blanket that she wrapped around him. Her condo had a real fireplace, not one of those heatless gas things for decoration like his. The crackle of wood and flickering flames had a mesmerizing effect. He stared into the fire and slowly calmed his breathing.

			Diana. She’d knocked him off balance and sent him spinning out of control, and without her calm confidence, he couldn’t seem to bring everything back into focus. Or maybe for the first time in years, he was finally seeing reality rather than his made-up fantasy world where he didn’t need sleep or food to function. Where he could pop more and more speed without suffering any consequences. That mentality had caused him to crash and burn at Donovan’s in the first place.

			Ellen brought him a glass, scotch from the smell and color. He couldn’t hold back the sound of pain. He’d failed to get Diana any. What if he never had the opportunity to watch her swirl a glass of amber whiskey and close her eyes as she breathed in its aroma? Or to hear how the smooth whiskey would make her voice even more husky and sexy?

			“Sorry to just drop in on you like this.” He sneezed and groaned because it felt like his head was going to explode. The last thing he needed was a cold.

			“Don’t be silly. I’m glad you came here. Why…?” She sat down beside him and sighed. “Why didn’t we do this before?”

			“Too busy. I joined the firm and hit the ground at full speed, because I was going to be the number one associate from the beginning.”

			“You were too.” She smiled, nodding. “You outperformed everyone that first year and never looked back. I’m proud of you, son. So proud. I’m sorry that I never said it before.”

			He shrugged, uncomfortable with the praise but also pleased. “I always knew that you were. But you wouldn’t be so proud if you knew how I accomplished so much the past few months.”

			“I shouldn’t have put so much on your plate. I took advantage of your dedication to me and the firm. I’m sorry, son. I pushed you too far and you did the only thing you could to stay afloat. Diana said you’ve gotten help.”

			So they’d talked about his drug use this morning. Some of the weight he’d been carrying around on his shoulders suddenly slid away. He’d been unable to ask for help or to tell her he had a problem. Diana had done that for him. “Yeah. No more speed. Never again.”

			“So Diana left.”

			His throat closed off but he managed to nod.

			He took a sip of the scotch, letting it burn down his throat and hopefully clear away the cobwebs. “She doesn’t want to see me kill myself for the firm. She can’t move here thanks to her mother’s illness. I can’t leave here because of the firm. She didn’t call things off, but…” He sighed. “She deserves more than a few hours of my time when I can squeeze her in. Watching her walk out my door killed me. Because I could all too easily picture never seeing her again.”

			“I’ve been so busy myself that I neglected you. I should have known you were pushing yourself too hard.”

			“I know a way to win the vote.” He changed the subject so he wouldn’t break down all over again. “Larsen made me an offer last night.”

			“Whatever it is, no,” Ellen said firmly. “We don’t deal with him or we’ll owe him forever. I’ll win this on my own merit, not because he gave me any concession. I refuse to have to walk into the boardroom every day and feel the weight of my supposed debt to him that’ll never be repaid.”

			On the miserable walk over, he’d been thinking about Larsen’s offer. Even if he couldn’t have Diana, he’d never settle for Sophia, not in a million years. As he’d stumbled through the blowing snow, a solution had finally come to him. Larsen might just have given them the door they needed to force him out. “What do you think Sophia would do if I told her that her father had tried to marry her off to me in exchange for backing out of the managing partner fight?”

			Ellen growled beneath her breath. “That’s what he offered? What a Neanderthal. That’s exactly why we can’t let him take his father’s chair. I could excuse Sinclair’s misogynistic attitude because he’s from the generation where women didn’t work at all. Geoffrey doesn’t have an excuse.” Turning her head, she waited until he met her gaze and then smiled, her eyes dancing with excitement. “She’s going to be pissed.”

			Jackson nodded. “Yeah. Royally. She’ll go to her mom, and Ruth’ll be pissed too. And then both of them will go to Livvy…”

			“The power of generations of Larsen women. Geoffrey won’t know what hit him.”

			“Exactly.”

			“It’s over, then,” she said softly, searching his gaze. “I’ll win the vote.”

			He nodded, unable to look away. In so many ways, he’d been waiting for this moment his entire adult life. For his mother to really see him, to know his worth, and to be thankful for his help. It was ridiculous for a nearly forty-year-old man to want his mother’s approval, to be so desperate for her love and gratitude. But that desire had been his driving force for a very long time.

			“You made this possible, son. This was your fight as much as it was mine.”

			He smiled but it was wobbly. To hide how much her words meant to him, he turned away and took another drink. “My pleasure. Mom.”

			Laughing, she rolled her eyes. “I’ve never been much of a mom to you. I never did mom things. I can’t cook. I never stayed home with you. You must look back on your childhood and hate me.”

			She tried to make light of the tremor in her voice by laughing again, but he heard it. He suddenly understood why there’d always been such a distance between them. She loved him, he’d known that without question. But she hadn’t known that he loved her, that he didn’t resent her for never being the mom other kids had. “What I remember most is how you came in every night to tuck me in. Even when I was a teenager, you still always poked your head in my door to check on me and say goodnight.”

			She smiled at the memory. “When you were little, you’d always con me into reading a couple of books.”

			“Do you remember when we lost the Little League Championship?”

			“You were twelve or so, weren’t you?”

			“Yeah. We had to win to go on to the World Series. One game away from heading to Florida. All we needed was one more out. I’d been pitching all week and my arm was shot, but Dad didn’t let Coach pull me. He said I could do it. I had one more play in me. So I threw a fastball with all the juice I had left. The batter got just a piece of it, enough to send it right back at me. I’d thrown that last pitch with every ounce of strength left in me and I was off balance. I stumbled over the mound just enough to miss what should have been an easy out. The batter was safe at first and the tie run made it home. Coach benched me and put in a fresh arm, but it was too late. We lost in the extra inning.”

			It’d been decades ago, but he could still remember that overwhelming, crushing weight of failure. Sitting on the bench while someone else relieved him. Then to lose the game, all because of his error. Dad had ranted all the way home, but his silence later that evening was worse. Bedtime came and went and Dad didn’t come to check on him. He’d lain in bed, crying, and hating himself for being so weak.

			“Dad was so mad at me for losing the game that he didn’t say goodnight to me. He sent me to bed without dinner and refused to speak to me again.”

			“Oh, Jackson, I—”

			“He was a prick,” he broke in, slinging his arm around her in a hug. “We both know that. But what I remember most is that you came in to see me that night. I heard your voices so I knew he’d told you what a loser I was. Yet that didn’t matter to you. You came in like nothing had happened and read me a book, just like old times. I knew then that you would always love me no matter how much I screwed up, but Dad would only love me if I won.”

			She laid her head on his shoulder and cried softly. They sat there in front of the fire while the wind howled outside and snow piled up on the streets, and Jackson finally knew what he was going to do. He didn’t have to ask for her thoughts or explain himself. Not to her.

			“All I’ve ever wanted was for you to be happy, Jackson. You’ve made your decision, haven’t you? You’re leaving.”

			“I know, Mom.” He kissed the top of her head. “I won’t leave until we win.”

			“That’s not necessary. If you love her that much, go to her now.”

			“I want to leave the firm on a high note. Besides, I have a few things I need to take care of first.” His mind was already making a massive list of things he had to do, including calling Donovan to make sure the offer of a job still stood. He’d also call Ann and ask her to go with him. Put his condo on the market.

			“Son?”

			By the tone of her voice, she’d been trying to get his attention for a while. “Yeah?”

			“Make sure you put snow boots on your to-do list. I don’t think that Italian leather will ever recover from your hike over here, and it snows just as much in Minnesota as it does here.”

			He laughed and hugged her against him. “Better yet, maybe I should just buy a car. Can you reteach me how to drive, Mom?”

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Seven

			Don’t get your hopes up had been Diana’s mantra the past few weeks. The vote had come and gone. Christmas was just around the corner. Yet she hadn’t heard a word from Jackson. He’d been busy. He’d always be busy.

			She’d tried to make sure he understood how much she wanted to be with him, but also how unsatisfactory she found their current status quo. Things had to change eventually. Whether he’d be willing and able to make that change remained to be seen. The longer she went without hearing from him, the less likely a life with him seemed.

			Not if he couldn’t even tear himself away from his precious firm for a fucking phone call.

			She did receive an invitation to attend a party at Morgan Industries where the massive stained glass project would be formally unveiled. Lilly had finally finished it, and before Christmas, as she’d hoped. Diana suspected the next invitation would be to a small, intimate wedding. She could only hope that Jackson would come too, at least to the ceremony. But if he couldn’t see that he was killing himself for the firm, and do something about it, she wasn’t sure that she could bear to look at his handsome face, his piercing bright eyes, or the golden tumble of hair across his forehead, and know that he was lost to her forever.

			The party tonight was a black-tie affair. Luckily, someone had been kind enough to pack up the things she’d left behind in the hotel room and send them to her. She suspected Ann, because surely Jackson would have written a brief note to send along. Wouldn’t he? Or maybe she’d been fooling herself all along. She’d given him what he needed and opened his eyes to a whole new world. A world that he could find in Chicago easily enough, and keep his high-rolling lifestyle too.

			Wearing the red gown he’d picked out, she stepped out of the car that Morgan Industries had sent for her. Teeth chattering, she tightened Grandma’s shawl around her shoulders, wishing it were heavier and warmer, and hurried inside the brightly lit building. A string quartet and a baby grand piano provided Christmas carols and the ground floor of the building was packed with guests. Waitstaff wove in and out of the crowd, offering tall glasses of champagne and appetizers. For once, she was thankful that she’d worn three-inch heels, because she was tall enough to see over everyone. Lilly and Donovan stood beneath the massive wall of glass, arm in arm. Behind them, her artwork spanned two full stories. Awed, Diana stepped over to the sidewall provided by the elevator bank so she could study the glass without being in everyone’s way.

			She couldn’t believe that much detail could be created in glass. Boats lined the wall, from huge ocean liners loaded with shipping packets to smaller fishing boats. Salmon and crab, ropes and anchors, every chain link in perfect clarity, followed by waves in gorgeous blues and whites so real she could almost hear the roar of the ocean and smell its brine. It was absolutely gorgeous, and the scale of it took her breath away.

			“Ms. Temple?”

			She turned her attention from the stained glass to the young woman dressed in the black and white of the waitstaff. She held a silver tray bearing a blue box. It wasn’t wrapped like a present, but she wasn’t sure what it was. “Yes?”

			“This is for you.” The woman smiled, offering the tray. “I’ll hold it steady so you can pour.”

			Pour? Confused, she took the lid off the box and tears filled her eyes. She looked up and quickly scanned the crowd, but she didn’t see anyone familiar. Certainly not his golden hair.

			A crystal bottle of blue-label Johnnie Walker scotch lay inside the box, along with two tulip-shaped tumblers. Fingers shaking, she pulled the glasses out and carefully poured the dark amber whiskey into both.

			“I’ll be nearby when you need a refill,” the young woman said. “If you don’t see me, ask any of the staff for Angela. I’ll find you.”

			Diana took a glass in each hand and nodded her thanks. Angela backed away and winked at someone behind her before disappearing into the crowd.

			Not turning around, Diana waited for him to speak first. She swirled the glass, watching the way the scotch coated the sides. It smelled incredible, like sunshine and flowers, with a hint of smoky peat. Or at least what she imagined smoky peat would smell like.

			“I’ve been waiting to see that look on your face for a long time.” Jackson kissed her left shoulder, a faint brush of his mouth that made her tremble. “Take a drink so I can taste it from your lips, like you did mine at the party.”

			She took a small sip and rolled the whiskey over her tongue. God, it was so smooth, so deep and complex. She’d never tasted anything like it.

			Until he pressed his mouth to hers, his lips soft and open, his tongue sliding into her mouth to sample it with her. She couldn’t drag him close thanks to the tumblers in both hands. Probably for the best. She didn’t want to make a spectacle of herself at Lilly’s big celebration. He lifted his head and gave her a lazy, smug smile.

			“You’re pretty pleased with yourself.”

			“Mmmm, yes, I am.” He took one of the glasses from her so he could link arms with her. Turning around, he led her into the waiting elevator and pushed the button for the top floor. “I missed you.”

			Her throat ached but she managed to smile. “I missed you too. How’d the vote go?”

			“Well, I’m not Mr. Sophia Larsen if that’s what you’re worried about. Mom kicked his ass, like I knew she would.”

			“Mom, not Ellen?”

			His mouth quirked, revealing a killer dimple. How on earth had she not noticed it before? All she wanted to do was lick the slight indention. And then make him laugh and smile for the rest of his life. “We worked some things out. Since I’m not at the firm any longer, I don’t have to worry about being so proper all the time.”

			Not at the firm any longer. Her hand trembled enough that some of the whiskey sloshed out on her hand. Without thinking, she lifted it to her mouth and licked it off. She caught his smoldering gaze and snorted. “I’m not going to waste it. How much does this stuff cost anyway?”

			“Do you really want to know?”

			The door slid open and they stepped out into a dimly lit office space. Morgan Industries was emblazoned across the front of the receptionist’s counter. Dark wood paneling and marble floors screamed money and lots of it.

			He pointed to the door behind the desk. “Donovan’s office.” Turning them both around to the right, he paused in front of a wall of glass. Behind the glass, another receptionist desk waited, less formal but no less expensive looking, and another paneled office. It took her a minute for her eyes to make sense of the golden lettering on the wall.

			Jackson Montgomery Warring.

			“If I’d known what a hard-ass boss Donovan would end up being, I’d never have agreed to come work for him. Can you believe that the man refuses to let me start until after the first of the year? He thinks I need a long vacation. Buy a house, he says. Take long naps. Go for walks. As if I’d want to walk around in a blizzard.” Jackson stepped up and wrapped his arms around her, pulling her back against his chest. “But one piece of advice he gave me I can totally get behind.”

			She sniffed, trying not to cry. Or worse, squeal with excitement and throw her arms around him, spilling expensive scotch all over them both. “Yeah?”

			“He said marry your Mistress as quickly as you can convince her to put a collar on your neck.”

			Glad he couldn’t see her face, she leaned against him, fighting to keep control. She’d hoped and yearned with every fiber of her being that he’d give up everything to come to her, but deep down, she hadn’t really thought he’d do it. It was too much to ask of a man like him.

			Something on his wrist caught her attention. The skin was red and a hint of what looked like ink curled beneath his cuff. Keeping his arms around her, he twisted his hand so the shirtsleeve rode up more, revealing fresh ink on the inside of his wrist.

			“I hope it doesn’t offend you that I had a different artist do some work for me.” He dropped his chin to her shoulder, waiting for her reaction. “I figured you’d want to do the major work yourself, but this is just a small gesture. Something to show my willingness to be yours, Priestess. For as long as you’ll have me.”

			A thin band was inked into his skin, intricate links of chain all the way around his wrist. It looked like an old-fashioned ID bracelet, with a nameplate on the inside of his wrist. But instead of his name, he’d had My Priestess inked on his skin. A blatant sign of ownership.

			Trembling, she lifted his wrist to her mouth and gently kissed it. “I don’t mind. It’s good work.”

			“I called your shop and talked to Arlene. I wanted her to do the work, but she said she was leaving for China. She gave me the name of a shop in Chicago, so that was easier anyway.”

			She tossed back the last of the whiskey and set the tumbler on a side table, so she’d have both hands free. Turning in his arms, she reached up and cradled his face in both hands. “I can’t believe you did it. You really did it. You came.”

			“I want nothing else than to be with you, whatever that means. Collar me, ink every inch of my body, I don’t care. I’m yours, Diana.” Holding her gaze, he turned his mouth enough to kiss the tattoo on her wrist. She knew it wasn’t an accident that he kissed the one that said forever. “You’re my dream and I’m going to dream the rest of my life with you. I want to give you anything and everything you want.”

			“All I want is you, Angel. Well, eventually I’d like to give you those wings we talked about too.”

			He pressed his forehead to hers. “You already did.”

		

	
		
			About the Author

			Joely Sue Burkhart has always loved heroes who hide behind a mask, the darker and more dangerous the better. Whether cool, sophisticated billionaire, brutal bloodthirsty assassin, or simply a man tortured by his own needs, they all wear masks to protect themselves. Once they finally give you a peek into the passionate, twisted secrets they’re hiding, they always fall hard and fast. Dare to look beneath the mask with delicious BDSM in a wide variety of genres with Joely on her website, www.joelysueburkhart.com. If you’d like to know when her next book is available, you can sign up for her newsletter.

		

	
		
			Look for these titles by Joely Sue Burkhart:

			Now Available:

			The Connaghers

			Dear Sir, I’m Yours

			Hurt Me So Good

			Yours to Take

			Never Let You Down

			Billionaires in Bondage

			The Billionaire Submissive

			A Jane Austen Space Opera

			Lady Doctor Wyre

			Her Grace’s Stable

			Lord Regret’s Price

		

	
		
			A devilish alliance, sparked by imperial blood…

			Lord Regret’s Price

			© 2013 Joely Sue Burkhart

			A Jane Austen Space Opera, Book 3

			After weeks of travel, Lord Sigmund Regret’s nerves are frayed. He’s gone too long without a mark, but that’s not the only thing making him edgy. Once the reality of his profession sinks in, he wonders how his Lady Charlotte Wyre will feel when he comes to her bed with fresh blood on his hands.

			Of course, the other man in her life adds more stress to an already complicated relationship. Gilead Masters’s needs are so…normal…compared to Sig’s, which leaves Charlotte turning to him to explore her darkening fantasies. Bondage is one thing. But pain? That’s too close to his bloodline’s violent weakness for Sig’s comfort

			Charlotte can feel Sig pulling away, but there is no time to heal the rift before they land in Zijin, where she is immediately attacked. Britannia’s reach is long, and Queen Majel’s reach is even deeper—and more deadly. As Imperial politics come to a dangerous boil, Charlotte must risk everything to keep her beloved assassin alive, free, and at her side

			Even as he searches for his next mark.

			Warning: Ladies in positions of power, a dragon alien, and a BDSM ménage à trois featuring a duchess on the run, a gentlemanly assassin, and a rough-and-tumble sheriff willing to gun down anyone who gets between him and his lady.

			Enjoy the following excerpt for Lord Regret’s Price:

			He stripped off his coat and hat and returned to her room. If there wasn’t a rush to escape Zijin space, she’d likely want to do more shopping. He tapped lightly at the door but didn’t hear a reply. It was early for dinner. She surely would have rung for him to join them if they’d gone downstairs.

			Intrigued, he opened the door with his key and slipped inside. The main parlor room was just as he’d left it not even half an hour before. The lights were still on.

			Charlie had spread several devices across the table, which he had to admit was odd. She usually put her things away under lock and key, afraid that her research would be stolen and misused once more. Along with the things she’d taken from the assassin, he saw two small, plain gift boxes, opened and empty. The boxes had no markings, no indication of where she’d bought the items or what they’d contained.

			Instinctively, he carefully tiptoed toward her bedchamber door using every assassin skill he possessed. A similar box lay on the floor outside her door, wrapped in twine. For him? He must assume so since it wasn’t addressed. He picked up the box and untied the twine to find a strange, three-looped ring inside. It weighed fairly heavy on his palm. While he was mulling over what she’d meant it for, he opened the door and every thought he had leaked out of his ears.

			As though she’d heard him, even though he’d made no sound, Charlie had turned toward the door, dressed in barely anything at all. Pink silk stockings, her favorite. A corset, not shocking, though it wasn’t the iron maiden she’d pretended to be wearing earlier today when he’d been so testy. She’d loosened the top of her chemise so her breasts were bare, lifted like a sacrificial offering by the corset. Delicate chains hung from her nipples. Berry-red and swollen, they were clamped into the jewelry.

			She posed a moment, shoulders thrown back and chin high. “What do you think?”

			He opened his mouth but no words would come out, just a rough growl that didn’t even sound like a man.

			She laughed. “Good. Now let me help you get your gift into place.”

			Relieved that Sig also found her jewelry captivating, Charlotte stepped up to him. His gaze was locked on her breasts. As she neared, he stretched out a finger and lightly touched one clamped nipple. Already engorged and tender, her breast throbbed at the small touch. She groaned out a sound very much like the raw growl he’d made a moment ago.

			The pain—and, yes, it was more pain than pleasure—sent a surge of hot tidal need flooding through her body. Her nipples felt like they were on fire, as large as grapefruit and painfully sensitive.

			How could such a minor caress put her senses on full overload? She moaned again, unable to suppress the extreme sensations pulsing through her. It felt like live wires were attached to her breasts. An electrical current was charging her system higher, into red-alert territory.

			And Sig had done nothing but lightly touch her trapped nipple.

			Being an extremely clever and attentive lover, he immediately leaped to give her more of that exquisite pleasure. He dipped his head and captured her other nipple in his mouth.

			Her reaction shocked them all.

			Her knees collapsed. She clutched desperately at his shoulders, her cry rising to embarrassing decibels. Big hands caught her from behind, or she likely would have hit the floor. Gil supported her against his chest.

			Or did he trap her for the other man’s ministrations?

			Because she pushed back, desperate to escape the incredible yet extreme sensations, and he didn’t budge. In fact, he lifted her off her feet, holding her higher, making it easier for Sig’s torment.

			She gasped for air. She even kicked out with one dangling foot, hoping to hit Sig in the shin. He took the opportunity to capture her leg and lift her thigh around his waist.

			“Stop,” she finally managed to get a coherent word to come out of her mouth.

			Sig lifted his head quizzically, his lips quirked in a wicked grin of dark amusement. “My lady?”

			“This is… I can’t… Oh for heaven’s sake.”

			Gil laughed softly against her ear, but there was a strange vibration in his tone that skittered across her nerves. He didn’t sound like himself. His laugh was almost…cruel. A lot could be said against a man who’d hidden his true identity from her for over a year in order to win her cooperation, but he’d never been cruel.

			“You must be doing something right, Sig. She can’t finish a complete sentence.”

			Sig trailed a fingertip down the valley between her breasts, but he thankfully avoided the torturously swollen tips. “I see you found some interesting toys at that shop, Charlie. I never expected you to be the victim of experimentation.”

			“I’m no victim,” she retorted, seizing a handful of his hair in her fist. She jerked his head back, hard, enjoying the way his eyes tightened with warning, even while his nostrils flared wide. “The intensity of this experiment merely caught me unawares.”

			“You’re feeling pretty damn aware to me, Charlie.” Gil growled against her ear, his breath a hot torment. His palm edged up her rib cage, rough, calloused fingers inching toward her breasts. The thought of his big hand wrapping around her breast made her squirm helplessly, twisting in his grip—whether to flee or urge him to hurry, she didn’t know.

			And the sounds…

			Majel help her, she’d never made such ridiculous sounds before for a man. Never.

			“If you truly want us to stop, you must tell us now.” Sig’s voice was rough, losing his normal genteel persona. Ignoring the fierce grip on his hair, he bent his head back toward her breasts. The very brush of his breath made her cry out again. “Do you like this? Do you want this? Or is it too much?”

			Panting, she had to think and categorize her own reactions, because she honestly didn’t know. Her breasts hurt. Every slight touch made her want to whimper and plead and beg.

			And I never beg.

		

	
		
			Control is her kink…and she’s losing it.

			The Christmas She Rules

			© 2009 Jennifer Leeland

			It’s another gloomy Christmas for Pamela Dane. Not only is it the anniversary of a dark period in her life, but all her friends had the nerve to hook up. It’s not easy for a female Domme to find a playmate. Maybe The Cage in San Francisco will be the perfect place to escape—and find a willing man to chase away the memories.

			Christian Nolan is at the BDSM club for the hell of it. Yet the minute Mistress Dane takes control of him, she not only stuns him with her talent, he stuns himself with his willingness to surrender. Her offer to meet him there for another night is intriguing—and frightening.

			Pamela’s session with Chris shakes her to the core, resurrecting memories she’s afraid to face. But Chris isn’t willing to let her past haunt her…even if it leaves his heart in tatters. 

			Warning: Hot, strong man on his knees, which will bring you to yours. Strap-on action, anal play, lots of leather and tons of tension. Alpha male who likes to do whatever the right woman tells him to do, including another woman.

			Enjoy the following excerpt for The Christmas She Rules:

			Lights flickered as The Cage Club maintained the illusion of candlelight with electric bulbs. Pamela’s gaze darted over the patrons. Not too many Dominants and several submissives. Those were odds she liked. On the counter was a small Christmas tree about two feet high. Amusingly, the ornaments were tiny little whips and handcuffs.

			She made a beeline for the club owner. She’d met Dominique years earlier through David and now that acquaintance was paying off. She’d been given a free pass for the Christmas holidays and access to private rooms. New members were often restricted, but she was welcomed because of David’s word. Her leather corset tightened unbearably as she bent down to wipe the rain off her black boots. Her tight pants, black wig and heavy makeup were her costume, her disguise. She dressed the part so no submissive would mistake her for something else. She was Mistress Dane in this world and every inch of her screamed that fact.

			In the center of the club was a large area surrounded by wrought iron bars. A huge sign above the entrance said “The Cage” and within the confines were several groupings of people, some standing, some on all fours. Whips, canes and crops were wielded with expertise. Dominique followed her gaze, her blue eyes lit with anticipation. “Did David tell you about our cage?”

			“No, he didn’t.”

			“It’s usually the first step for newcomers. Here they can practice, play, discover each other under the watchful—and lustful—gaze of others.” Dominique’s voice was smoky. “The sounds and the smells are the most memorable part of my club.”

			It was much rawer, coarser and less controlled than David’s dungeon. Pamela smiled. Perhaps this was what she needed. Dominique pointed to an area near the right side of the cage. “Those four over there match your questionnaire. I asked them to wait.”

			“What did you tell them?”

			“Only that you are a visiting Domme and would like to play.” Dominique gazed at her. “They are all…unattached.”

			With a quick nod, Pamela stepped away from the counter. She scanned the submissives Dominique had chosen and spotted one man in the corner. He did not stroke himself, but stared transfixed at the women on their knees. His erection bulged in his slacks and he wore no shirt. He had straight, cropped brown hair and a square jaw. By the length of his legs Pamela could tell he was tall even though he was seated. His eyes riveted her, however. They were a tawny gold that shone in the muted light around him. Something in his manner revealed his preference.

			Cautiously, she stepped across the room. A woman moved away from the wall and presented herself with head bowed, but Pamela only registered she was female before she moved on. She wanted a man tonight. A very specific man. When she reached the man he glanced up and then dropped his gaze immediately. Definitely a submissive.

			“Are you engaged?” she asked formally.

			“No, Mistress.”

			“Do you wish to play?”

			His breath hitched and his hands twisted. “Yes, Mistress.”

			“Come with me.” She turned away and approached the large counter at the entrance. He followed at a respectful distance, tall and quiet.

			“Do you have your own collar?”

			Silence for a heartbeat and then, “No, Mistress.”

			It wasn’t common to collar a sub the first time at play, but Pamela wanted the formality, the illusion of ownership. Just another part of the fantasy. It made it feel less…random.

			She glanced at Dominique who found three and laid them out for Pamela to choose from. One was a dog collar with pretty stones. No, too feminine. Good for a puppy boy, but this submissive might be more of a challenge. The second collar was smooth and sleek. Again, not really his style. Or hers, for that matter. The last one had spikes on the inside that would press against his skin. She lifted it from the counter and turned to the man. “This one.”

			He glanced at it and fire flickered in his gaze. The bulge in his pants strained. Yes, this was the right one to choose

		

	
		
			Sleeping with the colonel’s daughter? Risky. Making her call you Sir? Reckless.

			Own

			© 2014 Katie Porter

			Command Force Alpha, Book 1

			When a mission against the Russian mafia goes south, Colonel Stafford, head of a deep-cover ops team, wrests a hospital-bed promise from his protégé. Although eager to return to the field, Evan Sommers swears to keep the colonel’s daughter, Katsu, safe from retaliation.

			The task isn’t simple for the battle-tested Marine Corps captain. Four years have passed since his secret affair with sweet, compliant Katsu. Now she’s a streetwise pool shark who refuses to obey any command.

			Kat resists the need for Evan’s protective shadow, until deadly threats expose her vulnerability. Her future depends on this hardened soldier, and their sizzling dynamic reveals what Kat’s bland college dating life lacked—a man with the will and desire to tame her.

			Danger creates potent, unexpected scenarios that test their sexual limits, yet a real relationship is impossible. Evan is the warrior who could be her Master, but how can she fully submit? The next mission—even the next knock on the door—could rob Kat of the man she loves.

			Warning: This book contains a reformed playboy Specials Ops stud who knows how to tease, demand and spank what he wants out of a colonel’s unruly pool shark of a daughter. Wait…how is this supposed to be a warning?

			Enjoy the following excerpt for Own:

			Evan swept his hand behind Katsu’s head and pulled her in for a swift, soft, promising kiss. She tasted of deep sweetness that hit him as a straight shot of visceral memory. They were breathless when he backed away. He dropped his hand. Withdrew contact. The way she leaned so slightly into his space was a dead giveaway. God, did she realize how she responded to him, or how he responded to her?

			Four years hadn’t changed a thing. They were still detonator meets plastique.

			“When I look into your eyes, I see need.” He was glad they weren’t touching, because a fine trembling had overtaken his hands. Christ, he’d need to be a lot more restrained if he was going to make her obey. “I see needs that dovetail with mine. You want order. I know you do. Tell me the truth. Some days that apartment of yours bugs the ever-lovin’ fuck out of you.”

			A sheen covered her magnetic eyes. She barely nodded.

			“Then why not do something about it?”

			“I can’t. It’s…it’s overwhelming.” She shook her head and stared through the windowpane. Since when had she taken hold of the door handle? “I don’t know where to start. And there’s no one there… Shit. Never mind. Forget I said anything.”

			“I will not, Katsu. Finish that sentence.”

			The shiver that rippled across her shoulders shouldn’t have turned him on, but it did. His words affected her. His voice and his commands. Goddamn that was sexy.

			“And there’s no one there to tell me I did a good job. It’s fucked up. I should be able to live the way I want to. But I can’t. Mom, so perfectly composed. Dad, Mr. Marine Corps poster boy. The quest for perfection at boarding school, with all its precise rules. Who the fuck gives a damn now?”

			“I do,” he said firmly. He got out of the car and came around to meet her at the passenger side. She was barely a head taller than the roof of the long, squat Oldsmobile. “And you were right, by the way. I won’t tolerate vulgarity from you anymore. If you cuss any more, I will spank you. Bare ass. My hand. Got it?”

			She rolled her eyes, but again, there was the spark of what could only be yes, please, more.

			Rather than kiss her, he grabbed their bags and angled his head for Kat to follow. He trudged down eight steps that led to the basement residence.

			The building also housed a coin-operated laundry, which meant the brick-sided walls were thick with industrial paint. Constant traffic in and out of the small parking lot did well to conceal comings and goings. Soon Evan would duck back out and hide the Oldsmobile around the corner for the night.

			Evan used the thumbprint detector hidden behind a loose brick to open the electrified steel door. From the outside, it looked like old wood in need of some TLC. Kat raised her eyebrows. Funny thing though, the tension in her shoulders loosened. She might be pretending to shrug off Evan’s protective measures, but those same measures seemed to set her at ease.

			He flicked on the light just inside the door then made his way down another six steps. The corridor was narrow and painted stark white. Once Katsu was out of the way and he dropped the bags in the small living room, he went back up to secure the door.

			“It’s technically a fire hazard, isn’t it?” she said, assessing the place. “No windows.”

			He met her in the living room, hands in his pockets. “Some of the best safe houses have views of concrete. Now stay put. I’m going to ditch the car. Then I have another small task to attend.”

			Fifteen minutes later, Kat watched as he moved around the apartment. Her gaze was like a touch as he went from security camera to security camera…and turned all of them off. He needed to smash two. There were eight in all, even one in the bathroom. Normally he’d consider that invasion of privacy a small exchange for the protection afforded him.

			Tonight, however, he didn’t want anyone to witness whatever took place between him and Kat.

			“Privacy?” she asked quietly, still rooted to the avocado-green shag carpet.

			“Yup.”

			“Thank you.”

			“It’s not just for you.” He smiled, and it felt good. “Believe me.”

			“No?”

			“Would you want to go into work in the morning and know everyone had seen what you were up to the night before?”

			“Hell no.”

			“Shall I give you a warning or—” He crossed his arms and fisted his hands beneath his armpits, trying to ignore the painful jump of adrenaline in his chest. “No, fuck it. You got your warning in the car.”

			“You…” She backed up as he advanced. “You can cuss but I can’t,” she said, her words petulant.

			“Don’t take another step away from me.”

			She stopped, dropped her head, exhaled.

			Holy shit.

			Only then did Evan really take in the full extent of her body language. He dug past his damn libido and assessed her with the eyes of a man who read people for a living—among other things. She was exhausted. It showed in the slight pout around her sharp chin and the extra softness of her cheeks. In truth, he was exhausted too, which was probably why he couldn’t stop this runaway train. First, he needed a release. Maybe she did too.

			“Katsu, be honest with me. Right now. This is important. Lift your head and look at me.”

			She did as she was told, but her mysterious eyes were clear of the subservience he craved. She was herself. And she was ready to be serious. “Yes?”

			“You’re tired. You’re scared. None of this is normal.”

			“All true.”

			“Do you want this?”

			“What is…this, exactly?”

			“I intend to own you tonight.”

			She actually covered her throat with one hand, but Evan saw the tight swallow where it shifted her stubborn jaw. She never looked away. “I want this.”

			“Then here’s what we’re going to do. I’m going to give you the spanking you just earned yourself. Then we’re going to go get something to eat.”

			“That simple?”

			It wasn’t that simple, not really. Considering the break-in at Katsu’s apartment, the stakes were obviously escalating. They had to have gotten some sort of information out of Laurie for Katsu to have been found. But she needed something light to cling to. Her eyes were huge and her fingers trembled.

			If Evan could give her this, it would be worth staying carefully on guard. “Do you want it to be complicated? Because I can tell you what to wear if that floats your boat.”

			Her whole body jolted. Her eyes brightened until onyx burned like fire. The pout leached out of her mouth, and her dusky pink lips fell open on a silent gasp.

			Evan was in serious trouble here.

			He did the only thing he could. He took it out on Katsu.

			“Come here,” he said, his tone gratifyingly even. There would be no anger, no roughness. It felt right. The calm of the moment felt so damn right. They were perched on the edge of something life-altering, and he didn’t care. It was like floating.

			Kat walked to where he stood by the couch.

			“Turn, now. Face the armrest. Unzip your jeans and pull them down to your knees.”

			She did, with a quiet whimper. He was going to fucking explode.

			“Your panties too. Down to your knees.” He watched her hands tremble as she complied. “Bend over.”

			With one hand on the too-soft cushion and the other braced on the back of the couch, she leaned over the armrest. Her ass was bare, smooth, pert. The lighting was too harsh, but he could still admire the perfect golden glow of her skin. It wouldn’t be perfect much longer.

			“What did you do to deserve this, Katsu?”

			“I cussed.”

			“That’s right.”

			Without warning, he slammed his hand down on one firm ass cheek. She yelped. Her knuckles went white where she gripped the back of the couch. A bright red palm print the exact size and shape of his hand welled on her skin. It was all he could do to resist sliding his fingers between her folds. Was she as wet as he was hard?

			“Now,” he said, still eerily calm despite his raging arousal. “Panties and jeans up. We’re going to get you dressed.”
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