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			A billionaire for Christmas…tied up in a bow.

			Billionaires in Bondage, Book 3

			The Recluse: Ever since his parents died in a holiday car accident, Harvey Caine has shut himself away with his lingering injuries and his guilt, hating Christmas more with each passing year. Clinging to the one obsession that keeps him alive—wrest control of Caine Enterprises from his aunt.

			When his longtime friend mentions a niece who needs a job and a roof over her head for a few days, Harvey agrees, figuring his mansion is large enough to ignore her.

			The Maid: Professional BDSM Mistress Kelsey Marley doesn’t do “ignored”. She’s been hired to do what she does best—push the billionaire’s buttons until his defenses crack. The paycheck will buy her dream of owning her own bar.

			The Figgy Pudding Thickens: As Kelsey administers the discipline Harvey needs to release his pain, she realizes too late they’re getting too close, too fast. If he finds out she’s been bought and paid for, this holiday might go down in his ledger as a big fat loss for them both.

			Warning: Contains a wounded hero who never backs down from a challenge, and a badass mistress who doesn’t flinch from his scars, laughs in the face of his temper tantrums, and has no problem administering a much-needed spanking. 
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			Chapter One

			Harvey Caine stared into the flickering flames. They were old friends now. He had the scars to prove it. It was easy to believe that fire still hungered for him, longing for the day when he would be consumed. As it’d consumed his parents, though they’d already been dead when fire took them.

			Why didn’t you take me too?

			The fire had no answer that he could understand.

			“Harvey.” The firm voice finally broke through his trance, as if Maxwell had been calling out to him for quite some time.

			“Yes?”

			Maxwell didn’t answer, making Harvey drag his gaze away from the hypnotic fireplace to look at his old friend. Actually, his father’s friend and longtime employee, although Maxwell worked for him now. His hair was entirely white and his face was lined as if he bore a tremendous burden. At seventy, Maxwell should be sunning himself on a beach or puttering around in his cottage garden rather than working through the miserable Minnesota winters for the ruined, spoiled son of his former friend.

			“Dinner’s ready. Would you—”

			“Bring it in here,” Harvey broke in, turning his gaze back to the fireplace so he wouldn’t have to see the man’s disappointment. “I don’t feel like a formal affair.”

			“How could dinner with just the two of us at the table be a formal affair?” Maxwell stepped away briefly but returned with a cart laden with his creations. No one cooked like Gordon Maxwell, as long as you didn’t mind a Scottish twist. Why he hadn’t left the Caines’ service and opened his own European restaurant decades ago had always been a mystery to Harvey. “How about we turn on some lights?”

			Harvey tried to smile but he feared it was more a twisted grimace. The muscles and skin on the right side of his face pulled uncomfortably. “No, thank you. I like the atmosphere.”

			Maxwell placed a tray across Harvey’s lap and despite Harvey’s request, flipped on a small lamp on the side table. “Ms. Gyles called this evening and asked me to give you a message.”

			Dropping his head to the cushioned back of his chair, Harvey closed his eyes a moment. He’d told his attorney not to call until she had the final contract in place. That’s why she hadn’t dared call him directly until everything was inked and finalized. It’d taken her a week longer than he’d allowed in his schedule to convince Barstill’s Group to sell the last of their Caine Enterprises stock to him. Well, not to him directly, or the gig would be up and his evil aunt would shut him down before he could wrestle control of the company away from her.

			“Don’t you want to know what this deal will cost you?”

			“I don’t care,” he muttered, opening his eyes. He hadn’t had much of an appetite for bangers, but now that his victory was near, he was ravenous. He speared two of Maxwell’s handmade sausages. “Those shares are priceless to me.”

			“I’ve been looking at the preliminary numbers she provided, and to free up enough cash for the deal, you’re going to have to cancel your parents’ favorite charities, especially the more expensive research grants.”

			“So?”

			Maxwell’s bushy eyebrows rose along with his voice. “So? It’s almost Christmas. The food banks and homeless shelters depend on those grants to stay open. And without your funding at the Rehabilitation Research Institute, soldiers who risked their lives for their country will go home without a cutting-edge prosthetic.”

			Christmas. Harvey didn’t even try to hide his sneer this time. “Look around, Maxwell. Does it look like I give a damn about Christmas? No tree, no lights, no presents, and the first carolers who come to my house will run in terror if I open the door. I won’t even have time to tell them to get the hell off my lawn.”

			“Your parents always believed it was their responsibility to help those with so little because they had so much. They took joy in that. They wouldn’t—”

			“My parents are dead.” Harvey said it cold and even, and the older man flinched as if he’d stabbed him. “They’re dead and I’m here and I’m doing the best I can to avenge them.”

			“There’s nothing to avenge. It was a car accident. You were there, Harvey. You’re lucky to be alive.”

			Lucky? Rage pulsed through him so viciously that he tossed the tray aside, ignoring the crash of cutlery. He pushed to his feet and strode out into the hallway up to the front door. He put his hand on the knob. He would do it this time. A simple walk outside in the freezing air would calm his anger.

			He stretched out his hand toward the door and cold sweat beaded on his forehead. His fingers shook. His chest seized tight, as if his ribs were determined to crush his heart forever.

			Clenching his hand into a fist, he whirled away. Maxwell stood in the doorway, so he ducked his head, avoiding the other man’s compassionate gaze.

			“You don’t have to leave the house to get help. With a few phone calls, I can have an entire team here dedicated to helping you get better. I hate to see you turn your family’s beloved house into a prison.”

			“I’ll leave this fucking house when I can go to Aunt Lauren’s party on Christmas Eve and inform her that control of Caine Enterprises has rightfully returned to me.”

			He started up the grand old staircase, but Maxwell laid a hand on his arm, stalling his retreat. “You’re destroying yourself. If you go through with this takeover, you’ll rip the company apart. Is that what you want? The board voted Mrs. St. John as CEO after the accident, so for you to force her out will alienate many of them. It’s been nearly three years and she’s done a good job managing such a large company. There’s no need for you to make this a war.”

			“She made this a war when she took control of my family’s company. My father…” His voice broke so he disguised it with a growl of rage. “She’s always hated me. When I came back to St. Paul to join Dad, she said he’d made a terrible mistake by giving me any responsibility. And because I was an idiot, I screwed up and proved her right. There’s no way in hell she wants me anywhere near the company and you know it.”

			“When the board made the decision to give her control, you were in the hospital on life support and we had no idea if you’d live through the night. What choice did they have?”

			“Where were they when I finally left the hospital? When I was going through physical therapy? Huh? As you said, it’s almost been three years. I’ve given them plenty of time to make things right.”

			“You refused Mrs. St. John access to the house every single time she tried to visit. And I’ll be completely honest, your irrational behavior regarding her supposedly evil takeover only reinforces their fear that you’re not ready to take the helm.”

			“Irrational?” Harvey roared. “She went behind my back and stole my family’s company from me while I lay in a hospital bed!”

			Maxwell gentled his voice even more. “You’re her only living relative left. She sends an invitation for her holiday dinner party every year, begging you to come. It’s Christmas, Harvey. Miracles happen. Old wounds heal. It’s time to put this rage aside and talk to her. If you—”

			“I don’t believe in miracles.” Harvey jerked his arm away and stomped up the stairs. “Fuck Christmas. Fuck it all.”

			* * * * *

			Once upon a time, Dmitri’s had been St. Paul’s best-kept secret as one of the area’s most fantastic restaurants. Lilly Harrison looked around the packed dining room and sighed. Her old stomping grounds were going to be too busy today for a private meeting that required delicate handling.

			“Right this way, Miss Harrison.” Gillian, one of the younger servers, smiled back over her shoulder as she wove through the crowded room. Yes, Lilly came here often enough that she knew all of the waitstaff by name, and no, she didn’t give a damn if they gossiped about how often she ate here. Admittedly, she’d been here much less often with her obscenely wealthy fiancé’s staff at her beck and call. She’d starve if left to her own devices. “Dmitri has a surprise for you.”

			Rather than her usual table Dmitri had permanently reserved in her name, they continued through the swinging door to the kitchen. She’d only been back here once while making a quick getaway from a reporter, and she hadn’t taken the time to look around. Kitchens made her rather uneasy since she was so inept inside one. The staff bustled back and forth like busy ants and barely looked up as they entered.

			“Dmitri’s been doing some renovations back here,” Gillian said. “His office was huge and a waste of space, according to him, and we weren’t using the storage rooms effectively. Moving a few walls let us set up a new private dining room.”

			The first door was marked “Office” and the next, “Lilly’s Room”. Her name in simple gold letters made her heart swell with affection.

			Gillian tapped lightly on the door and her old friend, Dmitri, answered. “Yes?”

			“Miss Harrison is here, sir.”

			Dmitri swept the door open and bowed. “What do you think, my lady?”

			He knew her well enough to grandstand so she wouldn’t get too emotional. With a rich businessman in her life, she certainly had plenty of opportunities to watch snooty people, so she tried to play along. She took a slow, measured walk about the room, trailing her fingers over the furniture and decor.

			Playing to the small size of the room, he’d kept the atmosphere intimate, with vibrant art and rich, warm colors. During the day, the room provided a lush, gorgeous retreat; at night, with a few candles, it would become a romantic escape. The square table was the same size as her favorite table out in the main dining room, complete with white linens and what looked to be an intercom.

			“You can come and go through the back at will. Most of the kitchen staff have met you at some point, but I’ve hired half a dozen new people in the past two months, so you might get a few wide-eyed looks at first,” Dmitri said. “You can use the intercom to call for service with a press of a button. That way we’re not constantly hovering, but you’re not waiting either. We also put up a little extra soundproofing so the kitchen noises wouldn’t be too disruptive.”

			Lilly threw her arms around his neck and hugged him hard enough that he grunted. “I can’t believe you did all of this. You shouldn’t have gone to such trouble for me.”

			“Are you kidding? You’re my best and oldest customer. Even before you started dating the billionaire, you brought me business all the time. Now all your rich friends, and their rich friends, are coming to see us. Plus you’ve opened up catering opportunities I hadn’t even dreamed of yet. We’re booked for weeks in advance now and I’ve had to turn people away.”

			Stepping back, she wiped her eyes and laughed. “Ah, so the real reason is that you need my table.”

			“But of course. Besides, the matchmaker of billionaires should have her own private dining room.”

			She snorted. “Matchmaker? Don’t be ridiculous.”

			Dmitri pulled out a chair for her and she sat at her new table. She patted the table beside her so that he would sit too, though he probably wouldn’t be able to visit long with a full restaurant. “Think about it. Why else are you here today?”

			Before Donovan had come into her life, she’d been a professional Mistress for hire. That was how he’d tracked her down in the first place, but she didn’t take clients any longer. This was a fluke, a trusted old client referring his friend, Maxwell, who knew someone who needed help. Desperately. “It’s complicated.”

			“Of course it is. When you deal with high-profile clients who need privacy, it’s always complicated.”

			“I’m not in the business any longer. For one thing, Donovan would kill me.”

			Dmitri laughed. “That man loves you too much to even think about it, though I’m sure that would make him extremely jealous and he’d probably sue the pants off me and anyone else who even thought about sending a client your way. So you’re a matchmaker now, rather than a Mistress for hire. But aren’t you still helping submissives find a Mistress, even if you’re not the one laying down the law?”

			A bit stunned at how quickly he’d leaped to that conclusion, she stared at him, trying to find a way to deflect any possible attention. These people were more personal than clients. They were friends, or friends of friends. They didn’t deserve any gossip. One thing she’d always feared had been bringing any embarrassment to Donovan. He was an extremely proud man, and protecting his privacy was more important to her than helping anyone else. If other people leaped to the same conclusions, and realized that just last month she’d met with Donovan’s personal lawyer to set him up with a Mistress…

			“Relax, sweetheart. No one else knows, and no one else will.”

			“But—”

			“That’s one of the reasons I wanted to give you a private room. That way you can come and go, meet your friends in privacy, and set them up with a hot date without anyone being the wiser.” Laughing at the disgruntled look on her face, Dmitri stood and squeezed her shoulder. “You keep bringing in the filthy-rich friends, and I’ll keep serving the impeccable food. Even if your matchmaking doesn’t pan out, at least I’ll have hooked a new patron of my own. Gillian’ll take care of you today and bring your guest as soon as he arrives.”

			“She, not he.” Lilly winked. “I already met with the he. I’ve got to see if she will suit the situation.”

			“So today’s a job interview, then.” Dmitri headed for the door. “Does she know what she’s getting into?”

			“Of course not. Or she probably wouldn’t have agreed to meet me for lunch, even for your divine creations.”

			* * * * *

			Thankfully the bus stop was only a block away from the restaurant. Kelsey Marley jogged carefully up the icy sidewalk, grateful for Doc Marten traction. It was too damned cold to walk. Her breath plumed in great white clouds, her nose so cold it felt like the inside tissues had frozen solid. Too bad she’d forgotten a scarf.

			She pushed the restaurant’s door open and quickly ducked to the side at the first glance of its interior. Oh hell no.

			The maître d’ wore a suit and every table gleamed with a candle and white linens. The dining room was packed with people so perfectly dressed they looked like they’d stepped out of a fashion magazine. Even the waitresses weaving in and out of the tables were better dressed than her.

			Horribly aware of her faded jeans and threadbare ancient wool coat, Kelsey squared her shoulders and marched up to the gleaming mahogany counter. “Kelsey Marley for Lilly Harrison.”

			“Of course, Miss Marley, right this way.”

			Hesitating a moment, she had to hurry after him. She was surprised the man hadn’t refused her entry to such a high-end restaurant. A few people glanced at her with disdain, but she kept her head high and ignored them. She’d dealt with plenty worse.

			When he led her into the kitchen, she swore under her breath.

			The maître d’ glanced back at her, “Ma’am?”

			“Maybe there’s a servants’ entrance you’d rather I use next time?” She sounded like a street punk and she didn’t care. “Keep me from the nice folks, right? If you wanted me to leave, you could have told me so.”

			The man paled and rushed to explain. “Oh, no, not at all, Miss Marley. We just renovated a new private dining room back here. Truly, I meant no disrespect. I’m horrified you would think so.” Looking like he might actually cry, he rapped on the door. “Miss Harrison, your guest is here.”

			Still suspicious, Kelsey fought not to slouch into her tough-girl persona. The one that said stay back or I’ll cut you as soon as look at you.

			The door opened to a smiling woman in her thirties in a snug dress that made her look like a pinup girl from the fifties. Lilly Harrison had the curves of a woman with a healthy appetite and natural confidence that screamed Domme with a capital D. Even if Kelsey had never seen her in action, she recognized that core of steel. The immediate sense of kinship was strong. Another woman who wasn’t ashamed of her curvaceous body or her sexuality.

			The woman smiled and held out her hand. “Kelsey?”

			“Nice to meet you.” Kelsey took her hand, a little surprised that she wanted to shake hands. Lilly didn’t shake, but drew her into the room before letting her hand go.

			“Thank you, Ryan. Could you let Gillian know to stop by in twenty minutes? Thanks.” Lilly sat down and then indicated the chair beside her. “Please, have a seat. Thank you so much for agreeing to see me.”

			Kelsey sat where indicated and tried to look around without gawking like a peasant. She’d never eaten at a restaurant with real linen tablecloths. Or candles. Hell, most of the time she ate out of a takeout box or fast-food bag. “I’m sorry I didn’t dress up more. I had no idea—”

			“Don’t worry about it,” Lilly broke in. “I should have warned you, but honestly, Dmitri’s has gone a little more upscale than it used to be. I’ve worn jeans here plenty of times myself. I’m only dressed up today because I’m meeting my fiancé at five to go over some wedding details and I didn’t know how long we’d need to chat.”

			“Congratulations,” Kelsey said. “When’s the date?”

			“I haven’t let him set the date yet, but I’m trying to put him off until the first of the year. I have some work to finish first. We’re putting the final touches on the project now, so I guess I’m running out of reasons to delay.”

			Kelsey tried not to frown, but that didn’t sound good. At all.

			“It’s become a joke between us,” Lilly went on to explain. “Neither of us want a huge affair and I’d rather let the holidays be over before we make it official. I’m just happy to be with him, you know?”

			She envied such easy happiness. It didn’t come cheap. “So how did you get my name and why do you want to see me?”

			Lilly smiled. “You’re direct. I like that.” She poured herself a glass of wine and offered Kelsey some. Ugh. Every wine she’d ever tried had been sweet, fruity crap. She shook her head. “As I said on the phone, I got your name from Diana Temple, who used to be pretty active in the local scene. I haven’t been to a club in years, and my circle of dominants are too old for what I need.”

			“Circle of dominants.” Kelsey cracked a smile. “Sounds like a killer circus act.”

			Lilly laughed. “Sometimes it is a circus act! This time, I’m specifically looking for a younger but still mature and strong Domme for a particular client. You fit the bill.”

			“Client? So this is someone who wants to hire me.”

			“Indirectly, yes. Before I found Donovan, I was a professional Mistress. One of my old clients reached out to me for one of his friends, and once I heard the name, I knew immediately who he was talking about.” Lilly paused, her gaze locked on Kelsey’s face. “Before I tell you, I need to have your promise of discretion.”

			“Of course. I’ve been camming for over a year now. I know how touchy most clients are about keeping their secrets, even when I’m just the girl on the opposite end of their laptop camera.”

			“Another reason your name was given to me as someone who might be open to this situation.” Lilly still hesitated, as if she didn’t trust her.

			Kelsey’s hackles started to rise. This woman didn’t know her. She couldn’t possibly know what Kelsey had been through. If she gave her word…

			Lilly let out a sigh. “I’m sorry, you think I doubt you, but that’s not it at all. I’m just nostalgic.” She gave herself a little shake and looked Kelsey directly in the eyes. “The client is Gordon Maxwell. You probably don’t know that name, but he works for the Caine family.”

			The name sounded familiar, but Kelsey couldn’t pinpoint from where. She shook her head a little and Lilly gave her a sad, wistful smile.

			“When I first joined the scene seven years ago, the biggest BDSM party of the year was the New Year’s Eve Masquerade at the Depot.”

			“Oh, yeah, I’ve heard about those parties, though I never went to one. I only moved to St. Paul two years ago.”

			“They ended three years ago because their sponsors passed away in a car accident the day before the masquerade. Nathan and Melissa Caine. Their son, Harvey, was also in the accident and almost died too. Evidently it’s taken him several years to recover physically, but Mr. Maxwell’s afraid he still needs to recover emotionally from what happened.”

			“And what does that have to do with a Mistress?”

			“Honestly, we’re not sure. Mr. Maxwell says that Harvey never attended any of those parties and probably didn’t even know his parents were in the lifestyle, but he’s seen some behaviors that make him think Harvey could potentially be submissive. When I discreetly asked around about him, people described him as a spoiled, rich playboy.”

			“Ugh.” Kelsey grimaced. “So he’s used to getting his own way, partying with a new girl every night, no sense of commitment…”

			“Probably. He’s definitely wealthy since he inherited the Caine fortune, but since the accident, he’s locked himself in the family mansion. He hasn’t left the house in over a year. He won’t see anyone but the occasional doctor, but he refuses to get the final surgeries needed to minimize some of the scarring from the accident.”

			“So if he never leaves and never sees anyone, you think he’ll talk to me online?”

			“No.” Lilly smiled and that look made Kelsey sit up a little straighter, her muscles automatically tensing for excitement. That smile was secretive and wickedly amused. “We’re thinking the situation calls for something a little more devious.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Lilly passed a heavy gold-lettered menu to Kelsey, but didn’t open hers. “I’m hoping you’d be open to meeting Harvey in person.”

			Kelsey quickly scanned the menu and breathed out a sigh of relief that at least it was English. Mostly. She had no idea what foie gras was but she’d eat pretty much anything. It couldn’t be worse than the crap she ate most days. “What if he’s dominant? I can play a switch online, but in person, I can’t get the submissive energy right with a real partner. It’s obvious I’m faking.”

			“Mr. Maxwell is under the impression that not only will Harvey enjoy a Mistress’s firm hand but he’ll also appreciate a heavy one. Diana said she’s seen you in action at the club and you’re not squeamish in that regard. Would you be open to something like that?”

			“Sure, as long as my safety’s ensured and the price is right. I never meet my online clients in person, but with Mr. Maxwell and you in the loop, I’m sure we can cover the safety bases. But you said devious, so what else do you have up your sleeve?”

			“I can assure you that the price will be more than adequate and all safety concerns will be carefully considered. Mr. Maxwell has already offered fifty thousand dollars if you’ll try to help him.”

			“Holy shit!” Fifty thousand dollars. It was a dream come true. With that much cash added to the savings she’d already managed to stash away, she could purchase the bar she’d had her eyes on, fully renovate as needed, and still have plenty of capital to start the business right. Her eyes burned and she stared fiercely at the menu, refusing to show any emotion. That much money might be a drop in the bucket for bigwigs like the Caines, but for a nobody like her, it would buy her a way out of the hard life she was used to. After growing up so poor she’d often only had a hot breakfast and lunch if school was in session, owning her own business would be an impossible dream come true.

			“Exactly,” Lilly said, shaking her head. “These billionaires are pretty crazy with their money, although this is coming out of Mr. Maxwell’s pocket. I don’t think he’s as well off as the Caines, but he’s not hurting for money either. He loves Harvey like a son and is determined to help him. It’s important that you understand that Harvey is scarred. Will that bother you?”

			“I don’t think so, but until I see how bad it is, I guess I can’t be sure. Generally disfigurements don’t bother me. I’m not going to stare or be rude about it.”

			“Harvey’s become a recluse. No one goes in and no one goes out, except for Mr. Maxwell. So we’re going to have to be creative in order to even get you into the mansion. How would you feel about a little playacting?”

			Kelsey set the menu aside and leaned back in her chair. Now this, she was entirely comfortable with. “Oh, I don’t know. I’ve only got about a hundred different kinds of costumes put together for my online sessions.”

			“If you have a maid costume, we’re set.”

			“French maid costume complete with a frilly little apron and flirty skirt? Check.”

			Lilly laughed and clapped her hands delightedly. “Perfect. Mr. Maxwell insists on meeting you first. I took the liberty of asking him to stop by in half an hour for dessert. We’ll finalize the last few details and you can discuss payment arrangements with him. Does that work for you?”

			The waitress tapped at the door and came in to take their orders.

			“I’ll have my usual,” Lilly said, handing her menu to the young woman.

			“And I’ll have the same.” Kelsey gave a smug look at Lilly. “If it’s nasty, then the deal’s off.”

			Lilly quirked her lips and settled back in her chair with the wineglass. “Oh, I don’t think that’ll be a problem. Dmitri would die if he ever served anything ‘nasty’.”

			“So if this guy’s a recluse, how are you going to get me inside?”

			“Right through the front door.”

			The meal was as incredible, as Lilly had promised. Kelsey had never had such decadent food, even though it looked deceptively simple. Just pasta and sautéed spinach with a white sauce, topped with medium rare beef tenderloin. But the simple white sauce blended with the sharp, earthy bite of blue cheese, drizzled with a balsamic reduction that elevated the dish to the best thing she’d ever eaten in her entire life. She forced herself to slow down and enjoy every single bite, rather than wolf it down for fear someone might take her plate away before she was full.

			“Dessert is even better,” Lilly promised, and Kelsey nearly wept with bliss at the thought.

			While they were waiting on Mr. Maxwell to arrive, Kelsey asked the waitress what whiskeys the restaurant had.

			“American, Irish, Scotch… Pretty much whatever you want.”

			American whiskey would probably be the cheapest, but if she was getting the biggest job of her life… “I’ll take a Scotch.”

			“We have some very nice Macallan, twelve and twenty-five years.”

			She had no idea how much a single glass would cost, but the older stuff would definitely be more expensive. She opened her mouth but a man spoke from behind her.

			“Let’s have the twenty-five-year-old Macallan. Three glasses, please.”

			“Only two,” Lilly replied quickly, starting to push her chair back so she could stand. “I don’t drink the hard stuff.”

			“Please, stay seated, ladies. Miss Harrison, thank you for the invitation.” The man took Lilly’s hand and bowed low, kissing the back of her hand.

			“A pleasure as always, Mr. Maxwell. This is my friend, Kelsey Marley.”

			He straightened and met her gaze. He had the kind of dark, intent eyes that never seemed to miss a thing. For his age, he was incredibly fit, with a dapper tweed suit that screamed genteel European manor house, aided by the faint burr of an accent still in his voice. She offered her hand and he ducked his head to press a kiss to her hand too, his fingers cradling hers but not squeezing or taking control. A very submissive gesture, as if he was well used to dealing with a powerful Mistress. Maybe that’s how he’d come to the decision to hire a professional for Harvey. “Miss Marley, thank you for meeting with me.”

			“What can I do for you, Mr. Maxwell?”

			“Gordon, please, or even just Maxwell, as the young Mr. Caine calls me. It’s for him that I’ve come.” He took the seat across from Kelsey and waited while the waitress served their drinks.

			“Would you like dessert now, Miss Harrison?”

			“Give us some time to talk first,” Lilly replied. The young woman nodded and quietly pulled the door shut behind her.

			Gordon looked approvingly around the private room. “I like your setup here, Miss Harrison.”

			“Please, call me Lilly. There’s no formality here between friends.”

			He glanced at Kelsey as if asking her permission too, so she nodded. It was all very pretentious and proper, which made her want to say something highly inappropriate like fuck yeah, Gordie. She bit her lip to stop herself from blurting out a curse word or a sexual innuendo just to see him jump.

			“I’ve explained the basic situation for Kelsey,” Lilly said. “But if you have some additional background, I’m sure it’d be helpful.”

			He swirled the amber liquid in his glass and lifted it so he could breathe in the fumes before taking a small sip. “I’ve known Harvey all his life. I joined the Caines when I was younger than he is now, so losing them was a blow from which I still haven’t recovered.”

			Maybe it was the expensive Scotch and not emotion that made his voice thicken, but Kelsey suspected it was the latter. Although she held a sip on her tongue, letting the flavors fill her mouth, and it was all she could do not to shudder with pleasure. Sunshine and smoke, a warm golden day of perfection with apple trees in the background and sweet hay and flowers. When she finally opened her own bar, she’d have to invest in a bottle of this stuff no matter how much it cost.

			“He’s always been impossible.” Gordon met Kelsey’s gaze in challenge. “It’s very hard to refuse him anything he wants.”

			She arched a brow and shared an amused look with Lilly. “Then he’s never dealt with a Mistress.”

			“No, he hasn’t, at least to my knowledge. He went away to school at only fourteen. When he was home, they crammed in every trip and special event they could. He never wanted for anything, and as he got older, he did have some problems drinking and partying too much. He’s extremely intelligent, so things have always come easily to him. The only thing he ever really worked at was sailing, and he did that because he loved it.”

			Kelsey couldn’t comprehend that lifestyle. To have so much money, a family who loved and indulged him. To never be hungry or cold or alone. Then to hear he’d done nothing but party and sail his entire life. It was hard to feel sorry for the poor little rich boy who’d had a charmed life.

			“The accident changed everything.”

			Guilt twinged. Losing parents was a hard thing for anyone to endure, no matter their age and affluence.

			“He’s always been searching for something,” Gordon continued with a wistful, sad smile. “I think, deep down, he’s always been trying to find the one person who wouldn’t care about his money. Who’d care about him instead. He’s never had that outside of his parents and me.”

			“If he’s used to people only wanting him for his money, then how do you think he’s going to react when he realizes you hired me for him?”

			His bushy eyebrows rose with surprise. “I don’t intend to tell him about our arrangement at all, and I certainly don’t expect our bargain to be a happily ever after, Miss Marley. Show him what I believe to be a dormant, incomplete side of his life. That’s all I want. If he knows, then he can do something about it. I just want him to start living again.”

			She sighed. This isn’t Pretty Woman and he’s no knight in shining armor. It’s a job. Take the money and buy the bar you’ve always dreamed of.

			It’d never bothered her to take men’s money to pretend to be their secret fantasy come to life. But they’d been fully aware of what she was and what they wanted. It’d certainly never been live, face-to-face action.

			When the man in question had no idea that money had exchanged hands.

			Kelsey cupped the tulip glass in her hands, staring down at the table so she could gather her thoughts. She couldn’t take the money, do the job and run. Even if it hurt to see her dreams going up in smoke. Resigned, she raised her gaze back to Gordon’s. “It’s not right. A submissive’s first BDSM experience can be life changing.”

			“I know. That’s what I’m hoping.”

			“But for him not to be aware of who I am, why I’m there… It borders on non-consensual because he can’t choose for himself. It’s a lie, and I don’t want to be a part of deceiving him.”

			“There’s no other way,” Gordon replied hoarsely, turning to Lilly as if she could help change Kelsey’s mind. “I’d love to bring him to a club or introduce you formally at dinner, but he can’t. He won’t leave the house; he won’t talk to anyone. I’ve tried for years. This is my last hope to try to bring him some peace.”

			“I agree, the setup is problematic at best.” Lilly met her gaze, and Kelsey breathed a sigh of relief. Lilly got it and wasn’t going to try to strong-arm her into a situation that didn’t make her feel comfortable. Kelsey wouldn’t have fallen for that, but she’d hate to lose a possible friendship with another Mistress over something like this. She had too few friends in this world. “Maybe if she doesn’t have to keep up the masquerade the entire time? Just a flirt, a test, and if it goes well…”

			Gordon shook his head and sighed heavily, leaning back in his chair. “We’ll lose him if we reveal the truth too quickly, but I do understand your concerns. Honestly, I like you much better as a result, even if your reluctance complicates things. I just don’t see how I can get you into the house without complete subterfuge.”

			“How long were you wanting to hire me?”

			“Ten days, starting tomorrow if possible. The holidays are very difficult for him, and he’s planning something that I think he’ll regret. I’d hoped to provide him with a distraction.”

			“I’m definitely good at distraction and I can start tomorrow pretty easily.”

			“If we can get around the consent dilemma,” Lilly said slowly, drumming her fingers on the table. “Why can’t you tell him the truth, without telling the truth?”

			“How’s that?” Kelsey asked.

			Lilly jumped up and paced back and forth a few moments, and then whirled and leaned down over Kelsey. “You use whatever cover story Gordon’s cooked up to get in the door. Do a little flirt and tease, get him interested. Then tell him you’re a Mistress. Make him agree to your personal terms before you take it any further. Would that work?”

			“I feel like it’s important that he knows I’m a professional. That I do what I do for money. Because if that bothers him, I won’t be able to rock his world with a scene anyway.”

			Gordon knocked back the rest of his Scotch and leaned forward for the bottle. “I can certainly agree to those terms, and if he offers you more money on top of my fee, you’re welcome to it.”

			Kelsey polished off her glass and slid it across the table so he could pour her some too. “So how do you plan on getting me into the house without him kicking me out before we can test your theory?”

			Gordon poured them both another shot and lifted his glass in salute. “You’re my long-lost niece who needs a place to stay and a job. Just for the holidays.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			It was amazing how many things could be accomplished with merely an Internet connection. Harvey could sell off a minor hotel chain in the Caribbean, consolidate overseas bank accounts, and filter that money through several different bogus corporate shells to steal his own company away from his aunt. All without ever leaving the privacy of his home.

			Drained, both emotionally and financially, he saved and closed the spreadsheets tallying his resources. He was still wealthy, no doubt, but most of his easily liquidated assets were now gone. As Maxwell had threatened, he’d been forced to cancel several traditional Caine holiday charities that would have amounted to over a million dollars. His parents had certainly taken care of the community. Of everyone, especially him. Right up to the bitter end.

			Thinking about the accident and his parents always made the pain come back. It would build and build until he’d be even more of a bastard to Maxwell and start drinking before lunch. It’s why he refused to put up any reminders of the season and a large part of why he’d stayed in the mansion in the beginning. He’d been hiding from the media, but even more, the sights and sounds of Christmas.

			The holiday when his own selfish actions had caused the death of the two people who loved him most in this world. How did people get over something like that? He might as well have taken a shotgun and blown their brains out. So yeah, no way in hell was he going to put up a damned Christmas tree and buy presents no one really wanted or needed. An already severely commercialized holiday had now become his own personal hell.

			A knock at the door broke his grim reverie. “Yes?”

			Maxwell opened the door and entered the room a few steps. “I’m sorry to interrupt, but I have a favor to ask.”

			A favor? Gordon Maxwell didn’t need favors. Generally he did whatever needed to be done, even if Harvey bitched about it later, though most of the time, Maxwell was right. All right, Maxwell was always right, but that didn’t mean Harvey couldn’t gripe about not being informed or asked his opinion first.

			“I’d like you to meet…”

			Harvey’s head jerked up but he didn’t turn around.

			Someone was inside his house. His sanctuary. Without permission.

			Someone who might gawk or spread horror stories to the media, who were always eager to print the latest rubbish for their gossip columns they tried to pass off as news.

			“My niece, Kelsey Marley,” Maxwell continued, as if he hadn’t stabbed Harvey in the back. “Kelsey, this is Harvey Caine, my employer, and the son of my longtime employers and friends, Melissa and Nathan Caine.”

			“You’re fired,” Harvey ground out, his hands clenching the arms of the office chair.

			Maxwell laughed. “A long-standing joke. He’s only fired me ten times this month.”

			“I mean it this time.”

			Approaching footsteps made him tense, every muscle straining to flee or kill, he wasn’t sure. Damaged skin stretched taut across his cheekbone and he involuntarily shook his overgrown hair down over that side of his face.

			“I’m sorry,” Maxwell whispered urgently. “She had nowhere else to go. It’s only a few days until she can move into permanent lodging the first of the year. She’s family. I couldn’t turn her away.”

			Harvey wanted to scream, I thought I was your family! How could you do this to me? But with a stranger in the room, he locked his jaws shut and refused to speak.

			“I promised a job to help her out with her finances while she’s visiting. I’ll keep her so busy you won’t even know she’s here.”

			He shook with effort to contain his fury. It strangled and choked him, a crushing weight on his chest that threatened to kill him at last. Maxwell was the only person he’d ever trusted completely, other than his parents. He’d taken care of his family through childhood illnesses, teenage rebellion, and grueling physical therapy and slow recovery since the accident. He’d joked that Maxwell would always be there, even by his graveside, because the old man would refuse to die himself until his charge was taken care of.

			So how could he do this? How could he bring someone in without a single thought or consideration for how that’d make Harvey feel? It was bad enough Maxwell had to look at him and deal with his unstable emotions, but a stranger? Let alone a woman.

			“Mr. Caine.” She spoke behind him, too close, as if she’d entered the room and neared his desk, though he hadn’t heard her steps. “Thank you so much for letting me stay. I’ve never had the chance to get to know Uncle Gordon.”

			His jaws throbbed, his teeth aching from strain as if they’d shatter. He managed to lift a hand, a careless, casual wave that they must have taken for acceptance. Maxwell turned and practically ran for the door as if he knew exactly how close Harvey was to exploding in a rage of epic portions. “I’ll go ready your room, dear. Upstairs, first door on your left.”

			“I won’t be a bother, sir.” Laughter lightened her voice with a hint of amusement that almost made him turn around, with a weird emphasis on sir as if she thought it was a joke. What did she find so funny? Him? A hand touched his shoulder and he flinched so hard he almost fell out of the chair. She dared to touch him?

			A low rumbling growl tore from his throat, a warning surely even she would understand.

			“Oh my. What a big, mean growl you have.” She chuckled, close to his ear as if she’d leaned down over him. He trembled, fighting the urge to leap to his feet. Whether to flee, or seize her by her shoulders so he could shake some sense into her, he wasn’t sure. “I’m not scared so easily, Mr. Caine.”

			“Who are you?” His voice sounded raw, each word rasping in his throat. “Really?”

			“I’m Gordon’s niece, sir.”

			“I’ve known him all of my life and he’s never said a word about having a niece in the States.”

			She squeezed his shoulder, so close he felt the hint of breath on his ear. “Surprise.”

			Damn her, and damn Maxwell. They made him do this. Hardening his determination, he slowly turned the chair toward her. He even shook his hair back off his face. She might as well get the full effect. He forced a smile, knowing the scars would pull his lips into an ugly grimace. His stomach quivered, a foul oil slick that made him want to heave. “I hate surprises. I especially hate uninvited guests.”

			He watched her carefully, waiting for the moment when her teasing smile would slip to horror. When she’d pale and take a faltering step backward. She looked nothing like her supposed uncle. Dark auburn hair fell to her shoulders in a messy pile. She wore a Notre Dame sweatshirt and a ratty pair of jeans that Maxwell wouldn’t deign to use as a rag, without an ounce of his style and flair.

			Her eyes held him though. Such a fragile jade shouldn’t have such weight, but somehow she managed to hold his stare until he looked away first.

			“Well, it’s a good thing I’m not uninvited, then. Nice to meet you, sir.” She did it again, that odd little hint of laughter behind what should have been a respectful title. She paused at the door and looked back at him, a twinkle in her eyes. “I like that wild mane of yours but you could really use a haircut to tame the beast a little.”

			He opened his mouth to retort something, anything, but for once in his life, Harvey Caine found himself at a loss for words.

			Kelsey closed the door behind her and leaned against it a moment with her eyes closed. She breathed deeply, trying to steady her nerves. Her pulse jumped around like a frightened rabbit. It’d gone well though. At least as well as could be expected, considering she’d barged in on a self-proclaimed hermit who refused to leave his house. He’d been angry, but she couldn’t fault him for that. He’d also been…scared. Afraid to reveal himself to her, for fear of her reaction. That fear tugged on her heartstrings and made her want to help him. He might not be submissive, but he could learn that a woman could meet him for the first time and not fall into hysterics.

			She hadn’t been prepared for him to be so attractive. His height was average and he was much too slim, but his eyes burned with an incredible fire that promised quite a challenge. So dark as to be almost black, his eyes were compelling, laden with dark secrets waiting for her to unbury.

			The left side of his face bore burn scars. It’d been ugly to look at—because she could only imagine how painful it’d been. How much more of his body bore scars like that? The pain must have been horrendous.

			He lived in a dark, stuffy mausoleum. From the outside, the house screamed old-world money with gray flagstones, brick and carefully manicured bushes. Inside, dark old wood gleamed with the beeswax of a hundred years, so still and quiet that each step rang like a gong. His office had been thick with shadows, heavy curtains closed against the sunlight and only a lamp on his desk. Unshaven, his hair thick and unkempt, his likely expensive clothes wrinkled beyond hope, as if he’d worn them for days. To live in this gorgeous, grand old house with more money than she could comprehend…and make it a grim, dead prison. Worse, he’d done it to himself. He’d locked himself up without any hope, lightness, pleasure or simple comforts, as if he was punishing himself.

			Punishing himself for still being alive.

			Maybe if she gave him a little real punishment, some real pain to distract him from the emotional trauma tearing him up inside, he could find a way to live a normal life again. Instead of beating himself up with guilt, he could have his ass beaten until he couldn’t sit down. He needed to stop dwelling on all the internal agony that twisted him into hiding from the world.

			No wonder Gordon had been so desperate and determined to help him.

			Remembering the way Harvey’s mouth had sagged open when she told him he needed a haircut, she decided to make this job as fun as possible. He needed to laugh and cry, to shout and beg and scream out all the frustration and grief he’d been carrying so long. He’d repressed his emotions for so long that it was going to be one hell of an explosion when she unlocked everything he was trying to hide.

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			Harvey would have stayed in his office for the duration of his unwanted guest’s stay, but hunger drove him out after a matter of hours. He’d lost many things over the years, including the ability to sleep much or to leave his house, but he still had a large appetite. On Fridays, Maxwell usually made a large batch of Scotch eggs that Harvey snacked on throughout the week. His stomach grumbled and complained as if he’d starved himself for a week, rather than skipping breakfast after the woman had rattled him so badly.

			He felt like a damned thief skulking through his own house, tiptoeing around corners and ducking into shadows. Pausing outside the kitchen door, he listened for voices or rattling pans, but heard only silence. The kitchen was Maxwell’s domain, his favorite place in the house. Surely he wouldn’t relinquish control to the stranger. Harvey pushed open the door and breathed a sigh of relief at its emptiness. He rummaged in the fridge, popping an egg in his mouth and another egg in each hand. That should tide him over until later.

			Going through the other door to exit into the back of the house, he hurried up the narrow staircase meant for servants. He rounded the landing and slowed as he neared the second level to gape.

			The young woman Maxwell had brought into the house had evidently decided to take his job offer seriously.

			Dressed in a black and white maid outfit, she was up on a low ladder. Dusting.

			The black skirt was much too short for serious work. Since she was up high, and he was down low, coming up the stairs… He couldn’t help but look. She wore an old-fashioned garter and black stockings with delicate white lace panties. The stockings had a tiny white bow on the backs of her shapely thighs. He forced his gaze up, taking in her generous curves. She’d pinned her thick hair into a bun with a frilly white cap on her head. It should have looked ridiculous. No one dressed so extravagantly to dust.

			But on her…

			Her plain, ragged clothing had disguised her lush body.

			His steps slowed and he almost whirled to dash back down the stairs, but it was too late. She’d already noticed him. She came down off the ladder. Head down, he tried to slide past but she stepped in front of him. The bodice of her outfit was cut so low he could see the white lace of her bra and the pale swell of her breasts.

			“How dare you,” she whispered furiously.

			Startled, he jerked his gaze up to her face, his cheeks heating. Yeah, he’d been staring. What man wouldn’t?

			“He’s too old to take care of this monstrous house all by himself.”

			Harvey blinked, trying to get his sluggish mind to shift gears. “Maxwell?” He finally managed to say around the egg in his mouth.

			“Yes, Uncle Gordon. You’ve sent everyone else away, right? So he’s got this whole house to take care of, plus cooking for you, I see. What do you do around the house to help him? He can’t climb ladders any longer and he shouldn’t be slaving away day in and day out doing such menial work. It’s bad enough he has to cook and keep the kitchen tidy at his age, but the entire house? It’s selfish and mean of you. He ought to have a dozen helpers. Instead, all he has is me, and only for a few days. You need to fix this, Mr. Caine.”

			His throat tightened with dread, guilt and shock that someone had finally dared to call him on it. Maxwell was too busy handling him with kid gloves for fear he’d go off the deep end.

			He’d fired everyone but Maxwell, because he didn’t trust anyone else not to whisper about his scars when he’d first come home from the hospital. They’d shut off most of the house, including his parents’ rooms. Maxwell had told him they’d go through his parents’ things when he felt better, but he’d never been able to face such a monumental task. As far as he knew, his parents’ rooms were exactly the way they’d left them that night when they’d braved icy roads and blizzard conditions to fetch their wayward son from a drunken party.

			She sauntered closer with a sway in her hips that fluttered the skirt about her and made his tongue stick to the roof of his mouth. “If I were a man, I’d ask you outside so I could beat the tar out of you.”

			In a way, that would make him feel better. It’d be ever so much more painful for another person to hurt him. Really hurt him. Maybe then he’d be able to stop striking out at the only person who still cared whether he lived or died.

			“I’m not a man, obviously, but I am a Domme, if you know what that is.” She let out a deep, husky chuckle that made him suck in a deep breath, almost choking himself on the half-eaten Scotch egg he still stupidly gripped in his mouth. “I ought to bend you over that big shiny desk of yours and beat your ass until you can’t sit down for a month.” She waved her fingers at him in a careless shoo gesture. “Go make yourself useful someplace. I have work to do. Sir.”

			He stood shell-shocked in the hall with an egg half dangling out of his mouth. If nothing else, she’d certainly managed to rattle his cage.

			Headed down the hallway, Kelsey glanced back at him to be sure her words had registered. She let her amusement curve her lips and winked at him. She gathered up the ladder and dust cloths she’d been using and moved to the next station: a display case that contained a full suit of armor. Without looking at him, she set up the ladder and climbed up to dust the top of the case. Thick dust plumed in the air and she couldn’t help but sneeze.

			Footsteps neared but she didn’t look down from her work. With him still watching, though, she made sure to stretch and stick her booty out to show off her curves. And of course to make the skirt ride up as high as possible.

			Harvey cleared his throat. Hopefully he hadn’t swallowed that egg whole. “What was your name again?”

			She swept the cloth along the back, dislodging clumps of dust that danced in the air. “Kelsey.”

			He was silent a few moments, so she continued to work without pausing to look at him. Hopefully he wasn’t standing close enough to wear all the dust she’d dislodged.

			“And you’re Maxwell’s niece.”

			He obviously sucked at trying to come up with polite conversation. “Yes,” she drew the word out. “Several times removed and I’d never heard of him until recently.” She finished the top of the case, so she faced him and planted a hand on her hip, giving him a challenging look. “Is there something you wanted, Mr. Caine?”

			Averting his gaze, he shook his head so that his long hair fell forward over the damaged side of his face. He probably wasn’t even aware that he did that unconscious gesture of hiding. It touched her, but if he were hers, she’d make him stop flinching away from her and make him stand up tall and proud.

			“You don’t mind?” he whispered softly.

			She knew very well what he meant, but decided to deliberately pretend otherwise. “I don’t mind Uncle Gordon at all. He’s been nicer to me than most of my family.” True statement, though she didn’t have much family to speak of. Only a deadbeat father who’d run off and left her mother to scrimp and starve with a baby on the way.

			“I meant…” He let out a ragged sigh and dragged a hand through his wild-man hair.

			She climbed down from the ladder and laid a gentle hand on his arm. He still flinched. “I don’t mind you either. But then again, you haven’t really let me see the whole picture, have you? You enjoy hiding, even in broad daylight. Every curtain and blind is closed tight against the world and you don’t let anyone in.”

			His arm trembled beneath her hand, his breathing ragged and shallow, but he turned his face back to hers and met her gaze. His hair still hung down in his face, disguising the burns. Wire thin, he burned with barely contained energy, making him seem bigger than life, a perfect storm brewing, waiting for the right moment to detonate.

			Lightening her voice, she reached up and tugged on the forelock hanging down in his eyes. “Like I said, you need a haircut. A good shave and some clean clothes would elevate you from backwoodsman to something a little more civilized. But you aren’t half bad, Mr. Caine.”

			He stared at her, as if he still couldn’t decide if he ought to be offended by her blunt attitude, or relieved that she didn’t find his scars repulsive. “That’s why it sounds like a joke when you call me ‘sir’.”

			She cocked her head, trying to backtrack through their conversation to connect the reference.

			“Domme. You said…”

			“Oh, yeah, I’m a Dominatrix for hire in my free time, but I’ll be respectful while I’m working here for you and Uncle Gordon. I guess I’m so used to people ma’am-ing me all the time that I didn’t realize I was secretly laughing about it. I’ll be a good girl and call you Mr. Caine to be safe.”

			She deliberately used provocative language, trying to pinpoint whether he’d respond in any way. She didn’t have to wait long.

			“Aren’t you supposed to tell me to be a good boy, or you’ll… What did you threaten me with earlier?”

			Lowering her lashes, she let out a husky laugh. “I said I ought to bend you over your desk and beat your ass.”

			“That’s what you’d do to a bad boy?”

			She didn’t know him well enough to decide if he was fishing for a play invitation, or merely trying to use her own words against her. “I guess that depends.”

			“On what?”

			“Whether I’m hired to tell a man when he’s a bad boy. Or if I’m only playing for myself.”

			“There’s a difference?”

			She folded up the ladder and looped her forearm beneath the top step to make it easy to carry. “Definitely.”

			As she headed for the front set of stairs, he scrambled after her. “Well?”

			She didn’t slow her step. “Well what?”

			“Aren’t you going to tell me the difference?”

			She turned toward him so quickly that his eyes flashed white and he almost leaped a step back. Planting a hand on his chest, she gave him a push to see how easily he went where she suggested. He swayed a little, but didn’t step back. In fact, his eyes narrowed and he tensed for a fight.

			Good. She liked an energetic chase.

			“I’ll tell you the difference—if you clean yourself up. Pull yourself together. Let some light in. And for God’s sake, get poor Uncle Gordon a little help around this monstrosity of a house.”

			He lowered his head and glared into her eyes. “You think you can walk in here and tell me what to do? You don’t know me, Kelsey. You don’t know me at all.”

			She stepped closer, letting her energy rise, but she kept herself calm and assertive, not erratic and angry like him. “I didn’t give you permission to use my name, Mr. Caine.”

			“So?” His eyes glittered with challenge, his chin jutting out. He didn’t put his hands on her, but every muscle in his body screamed, Prove it. Prove your power over me.

			“Bad, bad boy,” she purred playfully and turned away. “I might work here for a few days, but you don’t own me, Mr. Caine. I’ve got work to do.”

			Breathing hard, Harvey stared after her, but didn’t follow this time. He needed space. Mental space. His spacious sanctuary had suddenly dwindled in size until it mentally felt like a tiny one-room apartment in Manhattan. She sucked up all the breathable oxygen in the room, leaving him floundering.

			Unused to dealing with people, he felt completely out of his element. She teased. She held firm on what she wanted. She didn’t run screaming when he looked at her. She certainly didn’t back down from a challenge, nor cave and give him what he wanted just because he asked. Most strange of all, he was inclined to do as she asked and get himself pulled together.

			As Maxwell had been begging him to do for years.

			Why deny his longtime family friend, who obviously cared for him, and immediately want to give up all pretense of his self-hatred at the drop of a hat because a woman asked him to?

			His stomach complained, not nearly satisfied with the Scotch egg he’d finally wolfed down so he didn’t look like an imbecile with it dangling out of his mouth. He’d stuffed the others in his pockets. Maxwell would be so thrilled to find the greasy stains. Not that it bothered Harvey in the slightest. No one saw his clothes…

			She would. The intruder.

			He headed to his room on the third floor, his body on autopilot while his mind raced. He refused to do as she asked. He didn’t owe her anything. He was the employer, after all. At least technically. His trust paid Maxwell, who must have offered a token amount to his niece to help her through whatever bind she was in. Harvey didn’t have to do a single thing she wanted. In a few days, she’d be gone. His house would be silent again, empty and cold and dark. Exactly the way he liked it.

			Let some light in.

			The air in his room was heavy and thick. By rote, he flipped on a lamp he’d placed by the door, typically the only light he allowed in here. Stacks and piles littered the floor and the bed. He never slept in here. He couldn’t sleep much anyway nowadays, and he certainly wouldn’t treat himself to a cushy soft bed. Not when his parents…

			He pushed the thought away with effort, rolling it like a heavy boulder into the endless depths of blackness in his mind. Weaving his way through the clutter, he entered the attached bathroom. This time, he had to turn on the light, and the harsh glare made him wince and cover his eyes until they adjusted.

			Staring at himself in the mirror, he looked at what she’d seen without flinching. Overgrown bushy hair. Uneven beard, one side thick and wild like his hair, the other sparse because of the scars. He’d thought he could hide the majority of them, but the hair refused to grow much on that side of his face. Bloodshot, glassy eyes, as if he were high or at least wired after days of little sleep and rough partying.

			Once upon a time, he’d taken great pride in dressing nicely and grooming himself well. He’d worn only the very best and been an asshole on more than one occasion if his tailoring wasn’t perfect. Who was he kidding? He’d generally been an asshole all the time, about everything from his clothes to his food to his boats. He’d been a spoiled, careless, thoughtless snob who’d never hesitated from taking a vicious bite out of someone who hadn’t met his impossible expectations.

			He’d been so stupid. So completely spoiled by everyone around him. His mother would get rather sheepish when people noted his behavior. It was her fault, she’d say, because she’d indulged him as a child. She’d endured several years of trying to get pregnant only to fail, even with the best medical care that their billions could buy. They’d spoiled him, not only with material items, but their love. They’d doted on him. Their every waking moment had been spent ensuring his safety and happiness.

			And he’d taken complete and utter advantage of that love. He’d broken their hearts with his carelessness. As an adult, he’d traveled the world in his beloved boats, caring more for the sea than his family. Skipping holidays with only the occasional call, over and over, without thought or regret, until it was too late.

			He loved them, he knew that. But who wanted that kind of love? I’m a user. A taker. And always will be.

			Even now, he was using Maxwell’s lifelong devotion to his parents to keep him as trapped and helpless in this house as Harvey. Without Maxwell, he’d be lost, rudderless and abandoned at sea. Yet he paid him back by constantly refusing Maxwell’s attempts at helping him get his life back. Why?

			I don’t deserve to get my life back.

			But Maxwell couldn’t have a life either. He doomed two people to hell. Four if he counted his parents.

			With a sigh, Harvey turned on the shower. He’d get cleaned up. Not for her, but for Maxwell, although, yes, he did want her to tell him what the difference would be between a client paying her and what she wanted for herself. He’d get through the holidays and act well enough that he could finally send Maxwell off to a long-overdue retirement. He had the perfect place in mind.

		

	
		
			Chapter Five

			What on earth did one wear to a casual dinner with a billionaire recluse?

			He probably wouldn’t even show up. He’d probably had plenty of her mouth for the day, especially since he’d only seen Gordon for months.

			Sighing, Kelsey pulled on her nicest jeans and a thick wool sweater. Far from provocative and not remotely appropriate for a fancy dinner, but it was the best she could do considering that Gordon would be present too. The last thing she wanted to do was wear one of her racier costumes and give the poor old guy a heart attack.

			The room he’d given her was bigger than her entire apartment, though not grand to the point that she felt uncomfortable. Her bed would fit in the closet with room to spare and she could practically swim laps in the divine soaking tub. Yet the furnishings didn’t scream ultra-rich. A simple chenille cotton comforter in a soft aqua matched the soothing color on the walls, with fresh white sheets. A deep-blue chair sat in the corner by the window—the perfect reading nook. The colors reminded her of a beach house in the Caribbean, not a Minnesota mansion.

			Shutting the door behind her, she headed downstairs to find Gordon.

			“How’d your first day go?” he asked as she stepped into the kitchen. “He hasn’t scared you away yet, has he?”

			“Hardly.” She tried not to drool but whatever he was making smelled fantastic. “He’s not that bad. All growl but no bite.”

			“I love him dearly, but he can bite when cornered. He’s certainly been gnawing hunks out of me these past few years.”

			“Is there anything I can do to help?”

			“You can grab the salad out of the fridge, though I doubt he’ll eat much of it. These steaks are almost ready. I’m going to broil them a bit longer so they don’t bleed all over our plates. Unless you like yours rare?”

			“I’ll eat it however. I’m not picky.” She opened the fridge and almost wept with bliss. Every shelf was lined with food, all perfectly organized and fresh. Such a difference from her childhood. It’d been nothing to open the door and find only ketchup and stiff, dried-out Jell-O to get them by until next month’s food stamps came in. She still couldn’t look at a bag of ramen noodles without her stomach instantly clenching with hunger, like she hadn’t eaten in a week. Fresh greens and fruits were Christmas. Literally, the church Mama dragged her to each year always gave out fruit baskets. A sweet orange or apple was a rare treat. Why buy a pound of expensive fruit that would only last a few days, when they could get boxes of ramen and mac and cheese for the entire week for the same price?

			Salad. Steaks. She’d won the lottery. Even more unbelievable, she was getting paid to eat like this. Paid very well indeed.

			Her stomach rumbled so loudly that Gordon laughed. “I’ll take that as a compliment. Hopefully you’ll have room for dessert too.”

			“I’ve always got room for dessert. Will Harvey actually come down for dinner?”

			“Eventually, yes. He’s always been ruled by his stomach. The worst punishment he could receive as a kid was getting sent to bed without dinner. It certainly didn’t happen very often.”

			Kelsey couldn’t think of anything to say. She’d gone to bed hungry so many times that it’d taken years for her to get used to the feeling of a full stomach while falling asleep. She’d been cold and hungry and tired, and yeah, sometimes pretty much homeless, though Mama had always managed to find a roof for them somewhere, even if it was a friend’s garage. But the absolute worst was lying awake all night and crying because her stomach ached so badly for even a few bites of something nutritious.

			“Were you able to interact with him any today?”

			Giving herself a little shake, she took the salad bowl and followed Gordon into the next room. “Some. He did talk to me a little. Enough to let me yank his chain a few times.”

			“Good. He needs to be rattled a little. Set the bowl here.”

			The room was dark enough that she couldn’t get a feel for its size. Two long, elegant candles flickered on the table, providing enough light to reveal the neat stack of plates and silverware. The table had the weight and style of a massive dining room table that would seat a crowd, but he’d managed to take enough leaves out to make a cozy seating for three.

			“Harvey doesn’t like a lot of light, especially for dinner. I hope that doesn’t bother you.”

			She shrugged. She could eat in the dark, blindfolded if she had to. “No biggie.”

			“Usually I make him a plate and take it to him in the sitting room. We haven’t eaten in here for years. But we haven’t had a guest in a long time, either, so I’m hoping he’ll agree to join us. That’s why I lit so few candles. I think he’ll be more comfortable that way.”

			“Nothing will make me more comfortable.” Harvey’s low voice sent Gordon whirling around, his face lit up with such a hopeful smile that it hurt her heart. The poor man only wanted the young man he’d practically raised to be happy. “But I’m so hungry that I don’t care.”

			He’d taken her request—she didn’t dare say order yet—to clean up at least a little. He’d shaved, showered and changed his clothes. The dark pants and sweater must have been something he’d worn years ago, because they hung on his slight frame. He still needed a haircut, but at least he’d combed and slicked back the wild mane to hang smoothly to his shoulders. He still stood slightly off center, his left shoulder back and his face carefully turned to hide the worst of the scars. It had to make him feel incredibly vulnerable and exposed to let a stranger see the full extent of the damage, at least on his face.

			He gave her a sardonic smile and sketched out a slight bow in her direction.

			“Very nice.” She let her voice rumble with a hint of laughter. “I hardly recognize you, Mr. Caine.”

			“And I hardly recognize you without that scandalous maid uniform, Miss Marley.”

			Gordon started to laugh but managed to turn it into a cough. “I never said you had to wear a uniform.”

			“But I like it.” She winked at Harvey, as if daring him to admit he’d liked it too.

			“Let’s eat, shall we?” Gordon said brightly, taking the middle seat on the side nearest him. The other two places were set at the head and foot of the table, forcing Harvey to look at her. Slipping into her seat, she dropped her gaze to the table, determined to give Harvey space to get settled without feeling like they were all hovering or staring. Inevitably, her gaze locked on the steak and her mouth filled up with drool. She dragged the napkin into her lap and shot a quick glance at Gordon. He picked up his steak knife, so at least he wasn’t going to stare in horror if she started eating before someone said grace.

			She cut a bite of steak off and immediately lifted it to her mouth. So good. Perfectly seasoned, moist and tender without being too squishy or rare. Another bite, another, and she made herself put her knife and fork down. If she wasn’t careful, she’d have the whole plate polished off while they were still cutting their steaks up.

			“Could I offer you some wine?” Gordon asked. “I’ve opened a bottle of Cabernet that should pair nicely with the steak, but if you’d rather have something else…”

			“Thank you, yes. Cabernet will be fine.” The darker wines were more suited to her taste than the light bubbly stuff Lilly had offered. She slid her wineglass closer to make it easy for him to pour and risked a glance in Harvey’s direction. Head down, he plowed through his steak like she dearly wished to do herself, cutting and chewing as if he hadn’t eaten in a week. She turned back to Gordon and smiled her thanks. “I haven’t tasted anything so good in years, except for that lunch we had at Dmitri’s.”

			“I’m no chef like him, but there are certain meals I can prepare well enough to keep Harvey from blowing away. Simple, hearty foods mostly. Do you cook?”

			“Me? No. Not really, beyond opening a can or popping a frozen dinner in the microwave.”

			Gordon shuddered. “If you’d like to learn any of my dishes while you’re staying with us, I’d be happy to teach you.”

			“I’d like that. Mama…” Her throat suddenly closed off and she paused to sip some of the dark wine. Rich and potent, it heated her face and stomach. She didn’t drink wine often, but this was really good. Paired with the steak, it was divine. She cut up the rest of her steak, making herself wait rather than shoveling the rest into her mouth to blend with the delicious wine. “Mama wasn’t home much and I usually fended for myself. We did easy stuff a kid could manage after school, without burning the apartment down.”

			Harvey didn’t look up, but his hand slowed on its path from his plate to his mouth, making her think he was at least listening.

			“I didn’t know your mother well and I’m afraid I lost touch with that entire side of the family,” Gordon said, keeping up their ruse. “Where did you grow up?”

			“Everywhere. We moved a lot. Mama worked her ass off, usually double shifts between a diner and whatever other job she could find. In the summers when I was out of school, we cleaned offices together at night and sometimes houses during the day.”

			“And your father?”

			Even at nearly twenty-eight years old, it was all she could do not to ball her hand into a fist and punch something. “Not in the picture. I never knew him.”

			Not for trying. At first, it’d been a name, only learned from Mama after years of begging. Then she’d hunted him down on the Internet and found out he was actually famous, even though Mama had met him at a local bar, a dive where only has-beens and wannabes would bother. When she’d finally saved up enough to visit him, she’d been young enough to think he might be glad to hear from his long-lost daughter. Instead, he’d turned his back on her. Again.

			A loud thump caused the dishes to clatter. Kelsey jumped in her seat and jerked her gaze to the end of the table.

			Pushing away from the table, Harvey sneered at her. “I can’t believe you two actually thought you could pull it off.”

			It took all her self-control not to flinch, and a quick glance at Gordon confirmed he looked guilty as hell.

			“Did you think your sob story would actually make me feel better? Make me appreciate what I had?” With each word, Harvey’s face twisted harder, growing darker, the tendons standing out in his throat. “I had great parents. I had money. I get it. You didn’t have that. My life is a piece of cake, right? But you can’t possibly understand what I’ve been through.” He slammed his fist down on the table again, and her glass tipped over, spilling wine all over the pristine tablecloth. “What I lost! So don’t tell me I had it so good, because I lost everything that ever mattered to me.”

			He swept his hand across the table, grabbing the linen and dragging it toward the edge. She grabbed her plate, and Gordon made a dash for the candles, but he could only reach one before the other tumbled off onto the floor along with the dishes. The bottle of wine rolled around on the wood floor, and all she could think about was a fire. This grand old mansion would probably go up like a dried-out Christmas tree. She set her plate off to the side and scrambled out of her chair to help Gordon. The candle in his hand sputtered as he swung it about wildly. The fallen candle caught the tablecloth on fire. She grabbed a fallen vase that hadn’t shattered, still half full of water and flowers, and dumped it all on the flame.

			“Harvey!” Gordon roared. “You could have burned the whole house down!”

			Harvey stared at the mess, but in the darkness, she couldn’t see his face. Was he ashamed at the show of temper? Embarrassed? Moved to tears at his own grief? He stepped closer and leaned down to glare into her face.

			The surviving candle cast flame and shadows eerily across his ravaged face. His hair fell across his forehead, a wild mane once more. He might have smiled, but with the scar tissue tightening his face, it could have been a scowl. “Next time, let the whole fucking thing burn to the ground. Preferably with me in it.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Six

			Panting with the effort of containing his rage, Harvey sat in his father’s office by the bay window looking out toward Summit Avenue. Usually he kept the heavy curtains pulled shut, but tonight he’d opened them enough to stare out at all the life happening outside his house.

			His prison.

			A group of people wearing Santa hats walked up the street to hit the condominium building across from his home. Even through the thick glass, bits of “O Holy Night” reached him. He wanted to shatter the glass with his bare hands and scream at them until they ran down the street like a pack of hellhounds were on their heels. They taunted him with his mother’s favorite song. The song she’d never hear again.

			He pressed his face against the window pane, the glass chilling his fevered cheeks. If only he could ice over inside, rather than rage with this infernal fire that gave him no peace. Ever since the accident, he’d carried that fire inside him, heating his veins and burning everything inside him to ash. He couldn’t rest. He couldn’t keep on any weight.

			His phone buzzed in his pocket. Without lifting his face from the cool glass, he answered the call. He didn’t bother looking at the number. The only person who ever called him, at any hour of the day or night, was his attorney. Finally, a bit of good news.

			“Good evening, Mr. Caine,” Stephanie Gyles said with the painfully cheerful voice that told him he’d been gravely mistaken. She was calling with something truly horrendous.

			“What is it?”

			“I have some troubling news.”

			Mentally, he counted to three, biting his lip to keep from screaming at her. He couldn’t afford to start over again with a new attorney, not this late in the game.

			“The agent we enlisted to bid on Holly Park called me this evening. He informed me that he’d been in contact with the caretaker and Mrs. St. John directly and he was unable to procure the property.”

			Harvey squeezed his eyes shut, swallowing down the volcano threatening to erupt. Of course his aunt had been called. The cottage had been a sore point between them for years. Nearly two hundred years old and probably not worth the constant drain of its upkeep, that cottage was more priceless to them both than the billions tied up in Caine Enterprises. His father and aunt had spent summers with Gram in that cottage. Then Harvey had done the same for years, until Great-Gram Holly had passed away.

			Unfortunately, the little cottage of family memories had not been listed in Nathan’s will when he passed away, leaving Harvey to fight his aunt for both it and the company. That little stone cottage high on the cliffs of Whitsand Bay had been like a visit to fairyland for him. He’d sworn Gram was a witch, or at least half-fey, and her garden had been a place of endless adventures. He’d looked forward to spending his honeymoon there someday, as his parents had done. And then sending his children to spend magical summers there too. Before the accident, of course. Now, he’d hoped to leave it to Maxwell. At least someone in the family should live there, and while not the Scotland of his birth, hopefully Maxwell would live many carefree years at the little cottage, staring out at the ocean and walking the beach.

			But Aunt Lauren saw fit to fight him for the cottage as well as steal the company out from beneath him.

			“Tell him to double his offer.”

			“I did,” Stephanie replied. “I told him money was no object. But Mrs. St. John could not be moved. She informed him to tell his buyers that Holly Park wasn’t for sale at any price.”

			At any price. Oh the irony. Everything had a price. Even a worthless old family cottage with its roof falling in.

			“I must have that cottage. I’ll see it willed to someone who’ll love it and treasure it as my father did. Not the…” His voice trembled and he paused, grinding his teeth so hard his jaw ached. “My aunt can’t keep this property from me.”

			“I’m sorry, Mr. Caine, but there’s nothing I can do. This is the second agent in as many years that we’ve sent to her with offers, and she’s rejected every single one. She holds the physical deed to the property.”

			“She must know I’m the only fool in the world who’d even care about the damned place. She’s deliberately denying this property out of spite.”

			“That may be, Mr. Caine, but unless she will accept an offer to buy outright, you have no legal recourse. The property was left to both your father and your aunt with the stipulation that it would not be split between them. Since your father didn’t specify otherwise, the property passed fully to your aunt.”

			He hung up without saying goodbye. His attorney was used to his eccentricities, aka rudeness, because he paid her extremely well to ignore them.

			He banged his head on the window pane hard enough he saw stars. Maybe he’d bust a pane and the splintered glass would put him out of his misery. Even if he successfully took control of Caine Enterprises, he needed Holly Park for Maxwell. He couldn’t trust that his aunt wouldn’t destroy the place out of revenge when she realized she’d lost control of the company, and that cottage was meant to be loved. As his parents had loved it.

			His skull throbbed. The carolers crossed the street toward his house and for a moment, his heart clenched with dread. He didn’t want them knocking on his door. No carol would put him in the holiday spirit. Nothing ever would again. Laughing among themselves, the group walked past his window and he drew back in the shadows, watching them. They were a mix of old and young people, even a couple of children. A man carried a young boy, who couldn’t be older than three or four years old. The man tickled him and the child cackled with glee.

			Harvey winced. That sound was like razorblades on metal to his ears.

			“Let me pick the song, Daddy.”

			The man tossed the boy up in the air and he squealed again. “All right, son. What’s our next song?”

			“I want to hear the Grinch song!”

			Laughing, the carolers agreed to sing the requested song at the next house. They hesitated a moment at the sidewalk leading up to the Caine house, but no lights were on. Certainly no holiday lights gleamed in the windows or in the shrubbery. The carolers took the hint and headed on down the sidewalk.

			Truth be told, that was probably the only Christmas song Harvey wouldn’t have minded hearing.

		

	
		
			Chapter Seven

			On her hands and knees, Kelsey scrubbed at the darkened spot on the hardwood floors damaged by the toppled candle last night. Gordon couldn’t get down on his knees, so if she couldn’t get the spot up, they’d have to bring in a repairman. Evidently the only thing worse than a repairman was a guest. An unwanted, uninvited guest like her.

			Simple soap and water had helped diminish the blackened spot, but the eraser sponge worked a miracle and wiped the rest away.

			Footsteps behind her alerted her to Harvey’s presence. She knew it was him, because she’d warned Gordon to stay away from this area of the house. If she was going to be down on all fours, in the scandalous maid uniform, as Harvey had called it, she sure didn’t want the older man discovering what color of underwear she wore today.

			Even though the spot was almost entirely gone, she put more effort into the scrubbing, making sure to wiggle her backside and arch her back.

			Harvey cleared his throat so hard his voice was raspy when he spoke. “Excuse me, Miss Marley.”

			“No, I won’t,” she replied in a cool, even voice without looking at him.

			“Wha…what?”

			“I won’t excuse you. Sir.” She deliberately sneered.

			“Um… Okay. I guess I should have just said by the way, lovely red panties you’re wearing today.”

			She flashed a smile at him over his shoulder. “I know. How naughty of you to notice.”

			“In my defense, I doubt any breathing male would fail to notice such a splendid display.”

			She pushed back to sit on her heels, waiting on him to decide whether he was going to continue the conversation. All he had to do was turn around and leave the same way he’d come in.

			Instead, he came around in front of her. A no less impressive view in her opinion. She wore a matching red plunge bra beneath her thin white blouse, which was only half buttoned in the first place. His eyes widened and he jerked his gaze away, audibly swallowing. “I wanted to apologize for last night.”

			“So apologize.”

			His unscarred cheek reddened and he ran a hand through his overgrown hair. He wore the same clothes as last night and his eyes were bloodshot. She guessed he hadn’t slept at all.

			“I’m very sorry about last night.”

			“Not good enough.” He jumped as if she’d whacked him across the backs of his knees with a cane and shot her another wide-eyed look. Maybe he thought a Domme couldn’t be masterful on her knees. Maybe a Domme had to be tottering around on six-inch heels in a latex catsuit and whip in hand.

			Or maybe it’d been a very long time since someone had called him on his bullshit.

			“Be specific. What actions that you committed have caused you to feel regret this morning?”

			“I ruined our dinner and tossed it on the floor. Which I see you’re cleaning up today.”

			“If I wasn’t here, who’d be cleaning this up today?”

			He ducked his head and mumbled, “Maxwell.”

			“And how old is Mr. Maxwell now?”

			“He’ll be seventy this year.”

			“And how old are you, Mr. Caine?”

			“Twenty-nine. Wait, no, thirty. I forgot my birthday was in October.”

			“You forgot your own birthday?” She shook her head, somehow unsurprised. “Have you apologized to Uncle Gordon for ruining the dinner he prepared for you?”

			“Not yet. I found you first on my way to the kitchen.”

			“He deserves your utmost respect, not only because of his age, but also because of his dedication to you and your family. Go see him first and then come find me.”

			His stared at her intently, eyes narrowed. “For what?”

			She started to climb to her feet, surprised when he stepped closer and offered her a hand. She let him pull her up but didn’t release his hand. Drawing him closer, she lowered her voice to a silky purr. If he knew her better, he’d be sweating with dread and anticipation. “Are you flirting with me, Mr. Caine?”

			“I…” He gulped, reflexively tugging on his hand, but she tightened her grip, keeping him close.

			“Seems to me like you might be fishing for something more than forgiveness for your childish behavior last night.”

			“No, not at all.” He breathed rapidly, his eyes wide and dark. The pink, tight skin across his cheek still looked tender, as if it still hadn’t healed. Smooth and almost purple in spots. At least it hadn’t taken his eye, but from the trail of scars disappearing into his collar, she suspected he might have burns on at least his upper body as well.

			She released his hand and took a step back. His shoulders drooped with relief, but as soon as she stepped aside to return to the kitchen, he slid over to block her path. Arching a brow at him, she waited to see what he’d say.

			“I just want to talk to you. If that’s all right. I’m curious. About your other job,” he said hurriedly, dragging a hand through his hair. “Not… Yeah. The job. Just curious. Besides, you promised, remember? You said you’d tell me the difference between when you’re hired, and when you’re playing for yourself.”

			“So I did.” She laughed lightly and reached up to pat his face, making sure to touch the scarred cheek so he’d know it didn’t bother her. “You’re adorable when you’re nervous. I’ll be cleaning the library for a while. Come see me for a little demonstration. If you dare.”

			* * * * *

			One of his fondest childhood memories wasn’t of his parents at all, but of coming home from school and running into the kitchen.

			To Maxwell.

			The kitchen was always warm and full of good-smelling treats. Cookies, scones, a spice cake, brownies, mingling with the savory dinner smells already in preparation. Maxwell would have died before serving a store-bought snack.

			Harvey’s parents were nearly always at work—Dad at the corporate office, and Mom at her prosthetic clinic—so Maxwell was his after-school ride to practice and homework assistant until he’d left for prep school. When Harvey had girl problems, Maxwell gave the first advice. Not that his parents weren’t there, because they were. But Maxwell was first. In many ways, Harvey had three parents. Three people who loved him as their son. Maxwell had never let him down, even through Harvey’s careless stupidity and reckless rebellion.

			And now, his hopeless rage.

			Maxwell stood at the stove, stirring something in a pot while humming a lilting tune beneath his breath.

			Unsure what to say, Harvey sat down at the bar, the same as he’d done when waiting for an after-school snack.

			“Good morning,” Maxwell said without turning around. “Hungry?”

			“Always.”

			Maxwell pulled a covered plate out of the oven and set it before him. “Biscuits, scrambled eggs and bacon.”

			Scrambled eggs sounded so mundane, but nothing could be further from the truth. Maxwell’s secret ingredient—cream cheese—made an otherwise boring breakfast staple an indulgent gourmet treat. And these biscuits had certainly never come from a can. Crispy on the outside, soft and flaky on the inside, they made the perfect breakfast sandwich. Harvey spread a layer of eggs topped with bacon on each biscuit half. Closing his eyes, he savored every bite.

			A soft clink made him open his eyes. Maxwell turned away from the steaming cup of tea he’d placed in front of Harvey and returned to stirring the pot. China, of course—his mother’s simple but elegant ivory with a delicate gold band at the edge. Tea always tasted better in a china teacup. Licking the crumbs off his fingers before picking up the cup, Harvey took a sip. Even laced with cream and sugar, the tea was stout and bold. Exactly the way he liked it.

			Maxwell took care of him in a hundred different ways. Which made him feel like a complete and utter jerk.

			“Have you heard from Ms. Gyles yet?” Maxwell asked.

			It seemed like a simple, innocent question, but Harvey read between the lines easily enough. Maxwell wouldn’t endlessly debate over his plans to steal the company out from under his aunt’s nose. He wouldn’t say I told you so if the deal went bad. But he still managed to make his disapproval known, even if Maxwell had no idea of the depths and layers to Harvey’s plans. “I tried to buy Holly Park.”

			Maxwell faced him, his brow creased. “I had no idea you were interested in the cottage.”

			I’m not. It’s not for me. “Twice, actually. Both times Aunt Lauren refused to consider my agent’s offer.”

			“Did she know the offer came from you?”

			Harvey snorted. “Not directly.”

			“Yet you’re holding her refusal to sell her grandmother’s property against her.”

			“You bet I am. She had to know the offer came from me. No one else in their right mind would pay as much as I offered for that old, leaky shack.”

			“Of course not,” Maxwell said in a light, wry voice that made Harvey’s hackles rise. “No developer in his right mind would want that lovely piece of land on the famous cliffs. Certainly tourists wouldn’t be interested in holidays in such a terribly picturesque location.”

			“A developer? You can’t be serious. What would they build there? It’s only an acre or two, isn’t it? Or whatever units of measure they use in England.”

			“This is another example of how your brilliant mind entraps you without you even realizing it.” Maxwell’s voice didn’t rise, but he turned back to his pot and the spoon clanked loudly against the sides of the pot with his vigorous stirring. “Oh the tangled webs you weave.”

			“What’s that supposed to mean?”

			“When your great-grandmother passed away, do you know the first thing your father did? He researched all of the adjacent properties, and then one by one, over the next two decades, he bought them as they became available, up and down that portion of Whitsand Bay. The last I knew, he’d added over a hundred acres to the cottage’s tract when he bought a dairy farm that had gone out of business.”

			“I didn’t make an offer for all that,” Harvey retorted. “Only the cottage. How could I know he’d bought up all the surrounding properties?”

			“You could have asked me. Or Mrs. St. John. Instead, you tried to be clever and sneaky, without knowing the whole picture.”

			Harvey set the fragile teacup down before he crushed it against his own forehead. “Or, you know, someone could have mentioned that little fact in the last ten or twenty years.”

			“If you’d indicated an interest in the property, I would certainly have done so. As I’m doing now.”

			“What do you want from me?”

			Maxwell’s eyes widened. “Me, want from you? Nothing.”

			“I came in here to apologize for last night, but I’m too angry now to even think about it.”

			Maxwell smiled slightly. “I know. Never mind. It’s forgotten and done.”

			Which only served to send Harvey’s blood pressure rocketing higher. “How dare you be so…so…”

			“Understanding? Forgiving? Amiable?”

			“Argh!” Harvey pushed to his feet. Maxwell was all those things and more, which only irritated him more. It was impossible to compare the thing he’d become to the shining example Maxwell set and not be angry. At himself for screwing up so badly. Not once, but over and over his entire life. “I’m sorry for the way I behaved last night.” He got the words out, but his jaws ached with the effort of containing all the hurtful, raw words that threatened to explode. Why didn’t I die too? Why do you allow me to treat you so horribly? Why can’t I move on? Why didn’t you die instead of them? That last one hurt the most. He didn’t mean it. Not really. But he couldn’t help the errant thought that burned in the dark fury he lived with every day, and the guilt burned like acid. “My temper got the better of me.”

			“As it often does. Apology accepted. Why don’t you go apologize to my dear niece now? She was most upset that you nearly threw her steak onto the floor.”

			Harvey spluttered out a denial even though that’s exactly what he intended to do. “Her? You’re kidding. I didn’t ask her here.”

			“She’s our guest.”

			“Not my guest,” Harvey retorted.

			“What would your mother want you to do?”

			“Fuck you.” He pushed out of the chair and slammed it up against the bar. “You’re fired, too.”

			“Splendid. I look forward to days of ease on a nice, sunny beach somewhere.” Chuckling, Maxwell didn’t even turn around. “Grumble all you want, but I know you like her.”

			Harvey sighed and headed for the library. That’s what I’m afraid of.

		

	
		
			Chapter Eight

			Harvey lifted his hand to knock on the heavy old door to the library, but hesitated. It was his library. His house. Why should he knock on the door, as if begging permission to enter his own damned room?

			Maxwell’s words played through his mind. What would your mother want you to do?

			Melissa Caine had been the epitome of grace and class. She was a brilliant doctor, a loving mother and wife, and a respected member of society who believed in giving back to the community. She’d been on dozens of charity organizations’ boards and fundraisers, both because of her connections but also her personality. She sparkled, easily chatting with everyone from low to high. People were people to her, whether they were homeless, recovering veterans waiting on a new limb, or a snooty millionaire wanting to make a name for himself with his donation, rather than giving from the heart.

			Or a wretchedly spoiled son who’d been a disappointment time and again.

			She’d never been rude a day in her life.

			With a sigh, he compromised by rapping on the door once, and then entering, without waiting for Kelsey to respond. He stepped inside the old, familiar room but jerked to a halt. It was so bright that it took him a moment to even make sense of what he saw. She threw open another heavy set of curtains and he raised his forearm to shield his eyes. “What the hell are you doing?”

			“Letting some light in.” She coughed but continued to tug the curtain aside. With both floor-to-ceiling windows uncovered, the room was so bright his eyes watered. “This room could use a good dusting too. Don’t you ever use it?”

			“Not really. I’ve never cared for books much.”

			She turned around and leveled a dark look on him that almost made him take a step back. Almost. “Well, that’s the most ridiculous thing I’ve heard in my life. But there’s only so many problems I can help you with at a time. We’ll take care of your wrong-headed thinking about these lovely old books another time. Today, you’ve asked me to demonstrate a few things for you because you’re curious. Curiosity is a good thing, one I’m happy to oblige. Come in and make yourself comfortable.”

			He didn’t remember what it was like to be comfortable in his surroundings, let alone in his own skin. He settled for sitting in one of the ancient wingback chairs in front of the fireplace that hadn’t been lit in years. She sat in the matching chair opposite his. Much too close, just a few feet away. If they each leaned forward, they’d be able to touch. The thought sent a cold chill rippling down his spine, followed by stinging hot irons that dug around in his gut. He hadn’t touched a woman, or been touched by one, since the accident. His heart raced so badly he swayed, dizzied by his thundering pulse. His palms were sweating, but his fingertips were icy. A strange feeling, hot and cold mixed together.

			“You’re having a panic attack.” Her voice was low, gentle and soothing, as if she was talking to a wounded animal. “Keep breathing, Harvey. It’ll pass. The anxiety will rise like a wave, crest, and then fall.”

			“Why?” He managed to gasp out.

			“Why a panic attack? Only your body knows, but I’m guessing it’s my presence. I’ve disrupted your normal lifestyle, for which I sincerely apologize. If this is too difficult for you, I’ll speak to Uncle Gordon—”

			“No,” he retorted, squeezing the arms of the chair. “I can do this. I need to do this, so I can make it to Aunt Lauren’s Christmas party.”

			“Why do you need to be at that party? Talk to me. It might help distract your mind until your body calms down.”

			He counted a deep breath in and out, making sure he wasn’t going to hyperventilate. His heart felt too large for his ribcage, pressing uncomfortably against his lungs and organs. “Revenge. Maxwell doesn’t approve.”

			“Revenge for what?”

			He closed his eyes and concentrated on her voice. It was strange hearing another person’s voice in the house, let alone a woman who wasn’t his mother. The library had always been her favorite room in the house. Once, in a blizzard, the power had gone out. They’d built up a roaring fire and had a picnic on the floor with Dad and Maxwell. Using the fireplace for light, they’d lounged on the floor and played card games all night, all four of them. One of his favorite memories.

			“You’re smiling,” she whispered. “What are you thinking about?”

			“Something I’d forgotten. A picnic in the middle of a blizzard, here before the fire. I was ten I think.”

			“Sounds nice. You must have lots of memories like that here in this gorgeous house.”

			He nodded, concentrating on letting each muscle relax. “This was always a safe place.”

			“Good. Concentrate on that feeling of safety and warmth. Nothing bad will happen here. Do you believe that?”

			Silently, he nodded again. Bad things happened outside. That’s why he hadn’t left the house in years.

			“Maybe we should save the demonstration for another day.”

			He jerked his gaze up to her face. “No, please, I could use the distraction.”

			A wry smile twisted her mouth. “No Mistress likes to be relegated to merely a distraction, but I’ll see what I can do.”

			Since he was pale and sweaty, a sexy tease was probably the last thing on his mind. In fact, he looked like he might vomit. Guess I should take it easy on him.

			“The first thing I make any sub do, whether a paying client or my personal date, is pick a safeword. Whatever’s going on, once I hear that word, all play stops. What’s the first word that pops into your mind?”

			He scowled. “I’m not a sub.”

			She flashed a wide smile at him. “We’ll see. Just pretend for me so I can get through this demonstration. I’m a Domme, but I can play a switch if the money’s right.”

			“What’s a switch?”

			“Someone who can be both submissive and dominant.”

			Turning his attention to the empty fireplace, he traced his fingers across the wooden arms of the chair. At least he wasn’t trying to rip it apart with his bare hands any longer. Finally, he spoke. “I guess I can’t really say. My ego assures me I wouldn’t be submissive, but until you found your way into my house, I’ve never discussed such a thing before.”

			“Most people don’t. Maybe they’re curious, or would be curious if they were given good information, but I’m afraid most people aren’t lucky enough to know someone reliable in the lifestyle to talk to.”

			“You’re in the lifestyle?”

			“Solidly, yes. I’ve known since the beginning, even if I didn’t know the terms. I’m in control at all times. I need it that way.”

			“But you said you could be both.”

			“Only if the money’s right, which means it’s the professional taking the job, not for me alone.”

			“So that’s the difference.” His voice sounded vaguely disappointed, as though he’d expected her to give him a really deep or exciting explanation. “In the end, it comes down to money. I guess I shouldn’t be surprised.”

			“Everybody’s got to have money to make it in this world. You got yours from your parents. I happen to make a living doing something I’m damned good at. How about instead of judging me, you see what I’m capable of first.”

			“I’m not—”

			“You weren’t thinking, ‘Geez, what a slut’?”

			He glanced at her, eyes wide and cheeks flushing. “No, not at all.”

			“Your embarrassment says otherwise. First lesson, Harvey. Most professionals I know don’t actually agree to have sex with their clients. It’s generally much simpler—and more complicated—than that.”

			“What does that mean?”

			“Second lesson. My bread and butter is camming. Do you know what that is?”

			“Sure, using a cam on a computer, uploading to a server where clients pay for a session.”

			“Would it surprise you that most men who pay me for a session don’t want to have sex with me?”

			“What do they want from you, then?”

			She smiled. “They want me to tell them what to do.”

			“That’s it?”

			“Yep.”

			“And how’s that different when it’s just you and your…date? Sub? Whatever you call it.”

			She grinned wider, watching his muscles tense with wariness. “It’s not. I still tell them what to do. But the punishments and rewards are decidedly different.”

			His eyes narrowed and he stood enough to twist his chair around to face hers fully rather than angled toward the fireplace. “Show me.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Nine

			“We’re going to play a little game, Harvey.”

			He watched her warily, waiting for the panic to surge back. So far so good—he was more intrigued than worried.

			“But you still need to give me a word we can use to stop the action. Did you think of one yet?” When he stared at her blankly, she prompted him with a few ideas. “It should be something you wouldn’t normally say to me. Some people use red. How about that?”

			He shook his head. “No. Red reminds me of Christmas.”

			“What do you have against Christmas?”

			He tried to relax and uncoil his body against the back cushion. “Everything.”

			“Okay, another conversation for later. For now, I guess I have to let you be a Christmas hater. You’re worse than Scrooge.”

			“Humbug,” he said quickly. “Can we use that as a safeword?”

			She laughed softly. “Now that’s a new one. Sure. You say humbug, no matter what we’re doing, even if we’re just talking, and it’s over. Of course, me being a Domme and all, I’m going to demand later that you explain why you stopped the action, but I give you my word that it’ll never involve punishment, as long as you’re honest with me. In the end, that’s all I really need. A willing submissive who’s honest. I can do a lot with pure honesty.”

			It took all his will not to look away. Sweat actually beaded on his forehead. “I’m not very good at honesty.”

			“Well, at least you’re honest about it.” She laughed again, and he couldn’t remember the last time someone had laughed in this room. This house. Once it’d been one of his favorite rooms. Now it stank of dust and old books and broken memories. “Let your body talk to me, Harvey. It’ll be way more honest than you want it to be. Shall we begin?”

			She waited for him to acknowledge his acceptance, and he wanted to shake his head and walk away. It was too much. Too much interaction, too much exposure, too much honesty, even if he tried to lie. Because he was damned sure that she was as good at reading body language as she threatened.

			But what was his alternative? For all his plans to wreak his revenge on Aunt Lauren, right now, he wasn’t even one hundred percent sure that he could leave the house. He thought that when the time came, he’d be able to pull it off. He’d been working for it so long. But what if he couldn’t? What if this was as good as his life would ever be, and he was cursed to live trapped in this empty tomb of a house with the ghosts of his parents?

			If nothing else, Kelsey was at least entertaining. She kept his mind off the accident and the wasted years he’d been struggling to find a reason to live again.

			He gave her a jerky nod.

			“All right. Pretend that you’re just an average horny guy surfing the web, hoping to hook up for a little entertainment. You see me interacting with fans on the company forum, and you think, wow, I really like her. Maybe you don’t know why, but you sense something in me that you need. What do you do?”

			“Give you my platinum credit card number?”

			“Well that was a given as soon as you joined the company website. You ask me to take you to a private room.”

			“Okay. Do you refuse sometimes?”

			“Sure. The first thing I do is check your previous interactions. The website tracks all user names—even guests’ IDs—and shows me every reply and post you’ve made. Maybe you’re a complete douchebag. Or you were rude to one of my friends for no good reason. Or maybe in reading your talks on the forums I don’t get a good vibe from you. We’re not suited.”

			“So you don’t accept and get at least a little of my money? I mean there must be an initial amount charged regardless of how long I stay.”

			“Of course, there’s a flat fee to enter a private chat. But that’s not my style. I’m sure some pros do that, but I don’t. I only want people who really want me, and I can build up whatever fantasy they’ve got in their head. And that’s lesson three, Harvey. Most of what I do is helping a client live out a fantasy in a safe and harmless way. It’s a head game, a place you’ve always wanted to visit, a person you’ve always wanted to be, and I help make that happen.”

			“You’re telling me these shmucks line up to give you their credit card numbers so they can tell you their fantasies?”

			She leaned back in her chair, but despite her casual pose, something about her demeanor changed enough that the hair prickled on the back of his neck. “They don’t just tell me. I make it happen.”

			“How?”

			She crossed her legs and the flirty skirt rode up higher, treating him to a glimpse of the creamy skin of her thigh. It took him a second to realize that she wore stockings. The silk made her skin gleam in the sunlight. Raw, bare skin. His fingers suddenly burned to touch that skin, to see if it was as soft as her stockings.

			Shaken, he curled his wayward fingers into a fist and dragged his gaze toward her face. Unfortunately, her fingers distracted him, snagging his attention as they played with the top button of her blouse.

			“I’m so glad you asked to talk to me privately, Harvey.”

			He jerked in his seat, surprised by the purring heat in her voice. Rumbling with wickedness and promising decadent sin he hadn’t even imagined yet, her voice was worth a fortune. No wonder she’d never used that voice on him before. It ought to require some kind of deadly force license.

			“What would you like to see?”

			He could only stare at her, afraid to see where she went with this—but surprisingly excited too. His heart pounded, but not with anxiety this time.

			“I bet you’ve got all kinds of deliciously wicked ideas in your head. Like…” When he leaned forward slightly, her lips curved with a knowing smirk. “Maybe you’d like to watch me touch myself. I get so wet when I touch myself. I can’t help but groan with need. It feels incredible.”

			He gulped. Shuddered. And realized that yeah, now that she’d put that thought into his head, he was going to have a devil of a time getting it out.

			“Or maybe you’d like me to watch you touch yourself. Have you ever jacked off for a woman before, Harvey? When’s the last time you touched yourself?”

			His face burned as if the fireplace had been lit up with a blazing bonfire. God. He’d never had a woman talk so bluntly before. It wasn’t even dirty talk, just…

			“Come on,” she whispered, her voice husky velvet. “You can tell me. I’m dying to know. Please, Harvey.”

			“I don’t…” A button popped loose on her blouse and he lost his train of thought.

			“Have you come since the accident?”

			A shudder ripped through him. “No.”

			“Don’t fucking lie to me, Harvey.”

			The steely core of her voice made him suck in a deep breath. From velvet to steel in a heartbeat.

			“You can’t tell me that you haven’t come in three years.” She softened her voice enough to take the edge out. “You’re too healthy for that, unless you have some health issues you haven’t told me about.”

			“I haven’t told you anything about my condition or health.”

			She grinned sheepishly. “Uncle Gordon told me a little. I had to know if you were healthy enough for this demonstration.”

			Harvey scowled and stood up, whirling toward the door. “That son of a bitch. How could he—”

			“Harvey.” She didn’t raise her voice, but a thread of what could only be called menace wove through her voice, stilling his movements. “I didn’t excuse you.”

			“But—”

			“Sit. Down.”

			Every muscle in his body rebelled. He didn’t take kindly to anyone telling him what to do. Let alone her. People gave him what he wanted. Eagerly. Sure, ninety percent of the time they were merely hoping he’d give them money. Okay, okay, one hundred percent of the time. People always came to him with one hand out, and the other tucked behind their backs with a knife.

			“Or leave,” she continued, lightening her voice enough that he stole a peek at her. She didn’t even look at him now, but studied her manicure as if she had a million things she’d rather be doing. “But if you leave, I won’t indulge your curiosity again. If you’re going to leave, at least give me the courtesy of delivering your safeword first. That’s an excellent habit to get into if you have any interest in the lifestyle.”

			“I don’t,” he replied automatically, but for the first time in his life, he wondered. Maybe there was a reason he’d always felt so empty. He’d had sex with some very beautiful women, and it’d left him feeling…

			Numb. Empty. Sex was good in the moment, but he’d never felt completely satisfied. He’d lie there with his partner, stare at the ceiling, and wonder what was wrong with him, while the empty hunger gnawed deep in his belly.

			“I don’t know,” he finally said, gruffly.

			“Then sit down, watch and learn.”

			He turned to his seat, but her hand snaked out and gripped his forearm hard enough a small noise escaped his throat.

			“Don’t get up again without either giving your safeword or asking my permission. Or I will punish you, Harvey.”

			“Okay.”

			“That’s not the appropriate response, but I’ll excuse your ignorance this one time. Say ‘Yes, Mistress’ or ‘No, Mistress’.”

			He sat down and scrubbed his sweaty palms on his pants. He wanted to ask a thousand questions. He wanted to run screaming from the room and fire Maxwell again for even thinking about bringing this woman into his home. He didn’t ask anyone’s permission to do anything. Even Maxwell had learned a long time ago it was better to let him make his own mistakes, even if they took twice as long to clean up, than to step in and try to tell him how to do something. Even his parents…

			He flinched from that thought.

			“Are you all right? Do you need to stop?”

			“No,” he said hoarsely. “May I ask a question? Mistress?” The word felt strange in his mouth, but once it came out, it sounded and felt right.

			“Yes.”

			“How would you punish me?”

			A slow smile spread across her face. She uncrossed her legs and somehow her skirt rode even higher, almost letting him see the color of her panties again. He’d never dared look up a woman’s skirt before. The thought hadn’t even occurred to him.

			“That depends, Harvey.”

			“On what?”

			She leaned forward and dropped her hand on his knee. Surprised, he jumped as if she’d goosed him. He expected her to say his pain tolerance, which was quite high after all the surgeries and rehabilitation he’d endured over the years.

			“On what you’d enjoy.”

			“Huh?” He sounded like an idiot but he couldn’t bring himself to care. Not with her hand on his thigh. An innocent, simple touch. She didn’t stroke him, or threaten to glide her hand up his thigh to see if he had an erection. That would be silly, of course. A useless, wasted effort on her part, because he never…

			His cock twitched, as if it was laughing at him.

			“There are all kinds of punishment. Sometimes I truly need to correct you, and will do so with a loving but firm hand. Sometimes I need to hurt you, for our mutual enjoyment, even through the pain. And sometimes I want to discipline you to see you take what I give out simply because I told you to.”

			He suddenly wondered if they were still playacting. That sounded too personal. Too real.

			“What kind of punishment would you enjoy, Harvey?”

			Her voice stroked over him, urging him to throw caution to the wind, seducing him to the dark side. Her dark side? Or his? He wasn’t sure. “I don’t know.”

			“That’s okay,” she whispered, giving his knee a gentle squeeze and then removing her hand. He could still feel the heat of her palm through his pants and suddenly he couldn’t feel anything else. Only her handprint, searing his thigh. “It’s actually more fun for me when I can try all sorts of naughty things to see if you like them. For now, I want you to tell me the last time you came.”

			His brain stuttered, huge blank spots that he couldn’t remember. Days, years, weeks, he wasn’t sure. He tried to remember the last time he’d felt…good. Not in pain. Not worried about the pain or the scars. Not consumed by his grand plans of revenge.

			“Think back,” she prodded. “Were you lying in bed?”

			A memory flickered, jerking awake on a gasp as his dick spurted into the twisted, sweaty sheets. “Yeah.”

			“Were you alone? Or with someone?”

			“It was a dream.”

			“So you woke up coming, but you were alone in bed. Do you remember the dream? Try, Harvey. It’s important. It’ll give me a clue about your fantasies.”

			“I—” He shook his head. “I’m sorry. I don’t really remember.”

			“Close your eyes.” He did so, without arguing this time, at least with himself, about why he shouldn’t do what she asked. “You’re in bed, asleep, relaxed, safe.”

			He shook his head again but didn’t open his eyes. “It wasn’t like that. I don’t think I was safe.”

			“Why do you say that?”

			“The sheets were damp and twisted like I’d been rolling and wrestling in my sleep. It didn’t feel…restful.”

			“Maybe an especially energetic dream?”

			He could hear the smile in her voice, though he didn’t open his eyes. “No. I feel…” He took a breath and released it on a long sigh. “Shame. It wasn’t a pleasant dream.”

			She made a low, soothing hum that was almost a lullaby. “Can you tell me about it?”

			“I’m young. Maybe fifteen? Mom and Dad had come out for one of those endless boring charity dinners that I hated, and a friend offered to give me a ride back to their hotel early. A girl my age.” With his eyes closed, he could see her. Angela of the three P’s: pretty, popular, princess. He’d been surprised that she said anything to him at all, let alone offered to be nice. Sure they were both of the same social circles, but that was it. Though by the way people smiled and whispered, everyone thought they made an adorable and expected couple. “She told me the limo was parked out front and she’d be there in a minute. I told my parents good night and went outside. The limo was there as she’d said, so I opened the door and slid inside. That was my first mistake.”

			“Someone else was there?”

			Even now, all these years later, he remembered the way his heart had tried to pound a hole through his ribcage. Mrs. Willingham had smiled at him, but it wasn’t a nice smile at all. In fact, she’d watched him like a cobra, her entire focus locked on him.

			“Mrs. Willingham, Angela’s mother. She slid across the seat toward me. I didn’t know what she intended to do, until she leaned across me and locked the door.” He’d been stunned by the deliberate rub of her breasts against him. Too shocked to find his voice, even when she unzipped his pants. “She was my first, so it only lasted a few minutes. I was so ashamed, but she laughed and said I’d given her exactly what she wanted. Later I found out she’d done the same thing to most of her daughter’s friends. Angela knew. So that meant all her girlfriends knew. They’d laugh about it, though the guys never said a word.”

			“Oh, Harvey.” Kelsey laid her hand on his that clenched the armrest. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to dredge up such a bad memory with my innocent little demonstration. You don’t have to tell me any more if you don’t want to.”

			Her touch didn’t startle him this time. In fact, the skin-on-skin contact was nice. As soothing as her low voice. “It’s all right. Though the more you talk to me, the more you’ll realize how screwed up I am.”

			“We’re all screwed up. That’s one thing I learned a long time ago. In all seriousness, though, a person with your issues really needs to be in therapy.”

			“You really have been talking to Maxwell then,” he grumbled, but his heart wasn’t in it. They were right, but he’d never found someone he really wanted to tell all those deep dark secrets to. He didn’t want to bare his soul and expose all the ugliness he carried inside. Bad enough that he had to live with it every day.

			“There’s only so much a professional Mistress can help you with, if your curiosity leads you down that path. I’ve helped a lot of people face things from their past, but—”

			He opened his eyes and gave her wry smile. “I’ve got a lot of baggage.”

			“That’s one way to put it.”

			Meeting her gaze was a mistake. At least while she touched him. It made it real. All of it. This stranger, here, so close, probing all his soul-deep sore spots. Worst of all, though, she had no idea how deep his problems went.

			A few bad memories: that was just the tip of the iceberg.

			Kelsey almost ended the scene. Every word she’d said about everybody being screwed up was true—especially with regards to herself. But Harvey’s issues were so many, and so layered, that she could only waver with doubt at the thought of attempting to give him his first exposure to BDSM. The risk that she would accidentally trigger him was too great. She didn’t know him well enough to even think about trying this.

			Ten days. Nine, now. That wasn’t nearly long enough to wade through all the past trauma that haunted him like chain-rattling ghosts, and they hadn’t even gotten to the accident yet. That was surely a life-defining, all-changing situation in his life that he still hadn’t fully faced.

			The prospect of helping him into a submissive role was daunting to say the least.

			“It’s disgusting,” Harvey muttered darkly, turning to look back into the fireplace, even though it wasn’t lit. “I can’t believe that memory would be the one to make me come in my sleep.”

			“Our minds are more complicated than we can imagine, mixing memories and fantasies and fears together. It could be that your mind was trying to reclaim that old memory and make it something more pleasant for you.”

			“They laughed at me,” he whispered hoarsely. “In the dream, at least. Angela and a bunch of other girls. Like that scene in Carrie. I was sitting on the floor, huddled and scared and embarrassed, and they stood over me, laughing and taunting. I got so hard. The more shame I felt, the harder I got, until I came. They roared with laughter, practically falling down with hysterical giggles.”

			“If embarrassment turned you on, you might like some controlled humiliation from a Mistress. Or maybe it was the exposure that turned you on in the dream. You won’t know until you try a few things, but experimenting can be fun.”

			“Humiliation, fun?” he retorted, clutching the arm of the chair so hard his knuckles turned white. “I’ve got enough shit in my life to deal with. Sex is supposed to be a release, a fun, pleasurable relationship. Not so twisted and disgusting…”

			“Harvey,” she broke in, firmly. He breathed hard and didn’t turn to meet her gaze, but at least he stopped talking. “Don’t beat yourself up over this. People have all sorts of needs that might be disgusting to others. They can’t help it. Are you going to shame someone who has a foot fetish? I mean, if you love feet, great, but what if you think stinky, sweaty toes are the foulest thing on earth? Are you going to think less of the person who wants to cradle those toes against his face? Are you going to laugh at him?”

			“Maybe,” he finally admitted. “I would have. Before.”

			“Because you didn’t understand and had nothing to be ashamed of yourself, right? But now you’re starting to get it. People are turned on by all sorts of things, and it might be embarrassing, and that might turn them on even more. If you’re an adult and you consent, then who cares?”

			“I care.” He turned and glared at her. “I don’t want a shameful memory like that in my head becoming a fantasy. Can’t you do something about it?”

			Her eyebrows rose and she couldn’t help the amused smile curving her lips, even though it made him grind his teeth. “Me? What would you like me to do about something that happened to you fifteen years ago?”

			He whipped his head back around, his voice raw. “Figures. I should have known you wouldn’t be any different.”

			“I can’t help you if you don’t help me understand exactly what you’re looking for.”

			“I want…” He breathed hard again, his hands twisting and working on the wooden arms of the chair. “I want you to give me something else to think about next time. A new memory. A new fantasy. Can you do that?”

			Bingo. There it was. Every client came to her needing something, even if they didn’t know exactly what it was. Once she figured out that secret need, she had them hook, line and sinker. “A new memory.” She deliberately turned her sex-kitten voice back on, one she’d cultivated for months to get right for camming. “Something to run through in your mind the next time you masturbate. Is that what you want?”

			He nodded, but that wasn’t good enough for her, not now that she had him admitting to what he needed. “Then ask me for it.”

			His cheeks flushed, his jaw working as if he chewed on gravel. Finally, he gritted out, “I want…”

			“No,” she broke in. “When you’re asking a Mistress to give you something, you should show respect.”

			“Mistress,” he growled. “Could you give me a new fantasy to wipe out that other one?” His voice roughened with each word, until he practically roared, “Please?”

			“Very good, Harvey,” she purred. “Of course. I accept your request.”

			A muscle ticked in his jaw and his hands ached from gripping the chair so hard, but he couldn’t calm the fury rumbling through him. He didn’t even understand why he was so angry. Maybe it wasn’t her, poking and laughing at him like the girls in his dream. Because she didn’t make him feel shame, not like that old memory of Mrs. Willingham. Kelsey didn’t laugh at him. It was almost like she whispered a dirty joke to him, for his ears alone, and laughed about it. With him. Not at him. Although he wasn’t able to laugh yet. She was a stranger, but extremely easy to talk to. He’d never see her again after this, so if she knew a few dark secrets about him, who cared? She did this sort of thing for a living. It made it easier to admit what he wanted.

			Even if he didn’t completely understand what that might be.

			“So angry,” she said in that sultry voice that sank into him like a caress. “What angers you, Harvey?”

			“Life in general.” He tried to hold on to his fury, stir it up and feed it, keep that furnace roaring, but her voice alone banked some of the flames. “Losing my parents. Losing my company. Losing my face. Isn’t that enough to earn me a little rage?”

			“Sure, but I don’t think that’s it. Not really. But you didn’t ask me to help you with your anger. You asked me to give you a new fantasy. Before we begin, we have to agree on payment.”

			His lips curled in a sneer. “Of course, Mistress.”

			Her voice cooled at his disdain. “Not money. If I give you a new fantasy, I want you to promise that you’ll use it tonight to jack off.”

			He could feel his face heating again. “Excuse me?”

			“You heard me. I want you to promise that when you’re lying in bed tonight, you’ll picture this fantasy in your mind and let it play out until you climax.”

			“Sure.”

			He must have said it too quickly, because her eyes narrowed. “Even if you don’t normally lie down in your bed. Even if you don’t sleep. I want you to use this fantasy tonight to give yourself a release. Before I see you tomorrow morning, it’ll be done.”

			“And if I don’t, you’ll what, punish me?”

			“Not the way you think. I’m not in a Mistress-sub relationship with you. I’m not going to commit to breaking your bad habits or teaching you a thing or two, only to have you bail on me and find some other Mistress to play with. My punishment will be much simpler: I won’t indulge your curiosity again. Ever.”

			So if he didn’t do what she wanted…she wouldn’t talk to him again. “I can live with that.”

			“All right. That’s our scene, then. I’ll describe a fantasy for you that you can play in your mind anytime you want, that will hopefully remove or at least lessen the unwanted memory you mentioned. In exchange, you’re going to use it and hopefully not be a grouch tomorrow because for once, you’ll be pleasantly relaxed and satisfied.”

			“Don’t you mean a humbug?”

			She laughed softly. “Are you giving me your safeword already?”

			“No,” he said quickly, risking a quick glance at her. Her eyes gleamed like emeralds, her hair glinting with sparkles of fire in the weak December sunlight that still managed to make his eyes water. Her lips were full and soft, curved with genuine laughter. Nothing snide or cruel in her face. Though he’d heard enough to know she could be hard when she chose. She was so unlike anyone he’d ever known. Laughing and light, but serious and knowledgeable for her age. Younger than him, but more open and accepting than anyone he’d ever met. In that way, she did remind him of Maxwell, although she looked nothing like him. He looked more like the man than his own niece.

			“If this gets to be too much for you, say your safeword. I won’t make you keep your promise then, all right? Once you’re ready to go outside the house again, I’d love to re-create a positive, sexy scene in your limo to replace that old memory you hate so much.”

			He nodded and took a deep breath, trying to relax, but his muscles were all keyed up. Faint tremors shook him from being so tight, so alert, for so long. When was the last time he’d actually relaxed without plotting his aunt’s demise? Let alone actually slept. Dozing in a chair didn’t count.

			“Close your eyes,” she whispered. “I won’t touch you. I give you my word. I’m going to build a scene in your mind. That’s all. A mini movie that you can pull out later and watch again. It’ll be all yours, Harvey. Are you ready?”

			He rolled his neck and shoulders, settling back in the chair. Too bad he hadn’t selected his father’s old leather recliner in front of the window. It would have been much more comfortable. “Yes.”

			“Picture this room in your mind. Floor-to-ceiling shelves, filled with books of all kinds. Old leather bindings, some red, some brown. Some have gold letters. See the titles if you want. Run your fingers over the spines. Smell the leather. When the fireplace is lit, it’s warm in here. Maybe a bit of smoke, enough to make you think of a campfire in the wilderness. The flames dance and sway, calling your name, flickering with your breath. The fire’s low, a gentle, soothing heat. Do you feel it on your face?”

			Her voice cast a spell on him, throwing him back in time. When he was younger, his parents were alive, and he hadn’t screwed up so badly. He remembered that picnic dinner in front of the fire, with candles lighting the dark room. Snow piled up against the windows, the wind howling outside, but this room was warm and cozy and safe. Mom and Dad were here, with Maxwell. The years pulled back like a scab, but a blissful weight slid off his shoulders. He could actually breathe without feeling that continuous dragging weight of grief.

			“Are you there?”

			“Yes,” he whispered.

			“It’s only you and me. I’m here beside you, watching the fire. But I’m a little chilly. I throw another log on the fire and use the poker to move it. The flames are hungry. They’re already gobbling up that new piece of wood. It’s hotter in here. Your face is flushed and damp. So hot. You unbutton your shirt, but it’s still too hot. You look over at me, and I’m pulling my sweater over my head.”

			He sucked in a deep breath and squeezed his eyes shut tighter, just in case she really was stripping off her clothes. But then he remembered that she wasn’t wearing a sweater. She had on that scandalous maid uniform. He still couldn’t believe stuffy old Maxwell let his niece wear such a thing.

			“The fire is so pretty. I stretch out on the rug and bask in the heat and the dancing light. I kick off my shoes. Tug my jeans down. I’m not cold any longer, not with the fire blazing. Certainly not with you looking at me, dressed only in my bra and panties. Do you like my panties, Harvey?”

			He could see it so clearly. Her skin, those full, delicious curves outlined in firelight, the heat. Not just from the fire, but her. He could almost feel her body heat against his. Her skin. He hadn’t felt a woman against him in years. “The red ones.”

			“Yes, the red lace thong and the matching bra that’s made of lace, so sheer you can see my nipples through the material. They’re hard, aching, needing to be touched. I can’t help but push the lace out of the way and roll my aching nipples between my fingers. Soft, gentle touches are nice, but I really like a good, firm pinch, a tug, a twist. So good. I like to wear nipple clamps too. That first clamp feels incredible, sending a surge of need and want straight to my pussy. The pressure builds, higher than the blazing fireplace. I’m aching. So wet. I can’t stand it. What are you doing while I’m pinching my nipples?”

			It’d been so long since he’d sported wood that it took a moment for his brain to register the heavy ache in his groin as something good, not a new pain to catalog. A new scar to despise. Without touching him with anything but her sultry voice, she’d managed to give him an erection. A massive one, evidently, because his pants were miserably tight. “I want to unzip my pants. They’re too tight.”

			“Good, that’s good. So I’m lying on the rug, pinching my nipples and moaning because it feels so good. And you unzip your pants, pulling out the most gorgeous cock I’ve ever seen. I bet you’re big and thick, aren’t you, Harvey?”

			He didn’t know how to answer. Women had been happy enough with his size in the past. Hadn’t they? He really couldn’t remember. All he could think about was Kelsey lying in front of the fireplace, her hair falling loose and free, her fingers dancing over her skin. Or maybe his hands. Would he have the courage to trace the swells of her breasts and pinch her nipples? Would he dare push his fingers into the thin slip of lace over her crotch to see if she was wet?

			“I am, Harvey. I’m so wet.”

			Did he say that out loud? He couldn’t remember. His chest heaved and sweat trickled down his spine.

			“I’m not shaved. Does that bother you? Or do you like the tickle of my pubic hair on your face?”

			His brain leaped to that image. Her legs spread wide, the pink lips of her sex open and moist, soft beneath his mouth. He could almost taste the salty heat of her pussy. Feel her fingers tangled in his hair. Hear her low, desperate cries. Her skin would smell so good, spicy and sweet. Her scent made him ravenous. Like he’d walked into the kitchen and found hot cookies fresh from the oven.

			“Because I want you to taste me. I pull your face in and hold you close, wrapping my legs around your shoulders. Your tongue feels so good. You know what I like, how hard to suck. It doesn’t take you long to push me over the edge.” Her voice roughened, as if she really was on the edge of a climax. “Oh God, it feels so good. I’m shaking, crying, the climax doesn’t seem to end. You’re so hard, but you can’t come. You’re dying to come. Why can’t you come, Harvey?”

			He couldn’t answer. He was as hard as she said, panting on the very edge of release.

			“Your tongue keeps tormenting me, pushing me higher and I come again.” She gave a ragged moan that drew an echoing sound from his throat. God, he’d never been so turned on, yet so frustrated at the same time. Sweat trickled down his chest and his cock ached so bad he had to get relief. She hadn’t said he couldn’t touch himself. Had she? Did it matter?

			Somehow, it did.

			“I fist my hand in your hair and jerk your head up so you look into my face.” Her breathing was as loud and rapid as his now. “You’re waiting, poised, dying to hear me give you the word. Dying for me to give you permission. Come, Harvey. Come for me.”

			Someone cried out. It took him a second to realize it was him. He shuddered, the first climax in months, maybe years, scouring his brain.

			Panting, he forced his eyes open. He sprawled in the uncomfortable chair, his head lolling over his shoulder. Every muscle relaxed. It was incredible. For one blissful moment, nothing in his body hurt. Not even his heart.

			“Harvey.” Her low voice rolled over him, laden with satisfaction and something else. Like she wanted to lean close and whisper a secret into his ear. “How do you feel?”

			He managed to make a ragged sound somewhere between a groan and a sigh.

			She laughed again, but it was the good laugh. Sweet, light honey that soothed instead of shamed. “Good. That was my goal. You’ve been wound so tight, for so long, that you’d forgotten how to relax.”

			He stayed put, letting his breathing even out before he tried to get up. Strange. He would have expected to be embarrassed. After all, he’d just climaxed because a woman he’d only known a day told him a sexy story. Maybe he’d feel stupid later, but right now, the golden haze was too good to worry. “So that’s what you do for your clients?”

			“I try. Some really do want to see me masturbating using a variety of toys. Some want to see my breasts. But the majority really just want me to tell them how they’re going to come. I’ve made that my specialty.”

			“So what’s the difference?”

			Her head tipped sideways. “Between that, and what it would be like to be my dedicated sub?”

			He lifted his head and straightened so he could focus on her. “Yeah. That was my original question.”

			“That scene was for you. It was your fantasy. Your pleasure. In the end, my client has to be so happy he wants to come back, right? So I make sure each one is as relaxed and satisfied as you are right now.”

			She stood, and his heart skipped a step, but she didn’t approach him. He wasn’t sure if it was relief, or regret, that she hadn’t touched him. He’d had a weird feeling that she’d plop down in his lap and kiss him. Must be the endorphins messing with his brain.

			“If I played a scene with my sub, it’d be about my pleasure. Not necessarily sex, because most scenes don’t even need sex to provide a satisfying power exchange. I want to give an order, and have it fulfilled. Not because the sub knows I’m going to help him climax before we’re done. But because he’s mine. His greatest desire is to give me exactly what I want. Even if that means I lock his aching cock in a chastity cage and refuse him release for a month, while making him eat me out morning and night.”

			His eyes flared and he opened his mouth, but he couldn’t think of anything to say but “Wow.”

			She headed for the door, but paused and looked back over her shoulder with a sexy smirk. “Yeah, I know. I’d tell you more but I don’t want to give you nightmares.”

			“Wouldn’t be a nightmare,” he muttered. Shocked at his own rambling thought, he checked to see if she’d heard, but she kept walking out the door. Where had that crazy idea come from? “Not enough blood to my brain. That’s all.”

			The lie rang hollowly in his head.

		

	
		
			Chapter Ten

			Lying sucked ass.

			Determined to make herself as useful as possible—while working off some of her self-directed anger—Kelsey grabbed a dust mop and vigorously wiped down every wood floor she came across. In a house this old and this large, there was a ton of wooden flooring. With each swipe of the mop back and forth across the floor, she replayed the scene in the library. Over and over and over.

			And felt worse with each passing moment.

			She was used to making men come. That was her job, after all. But they sought her out with that intent. They were clear in what they wanted and why. This time, her client had paid for her services for someone else, who had absolutely no idea who she was and why she was here.

			High up on the third floor of the house in a quiet, dark hallway, she paused her work and leaned against the wall. She’d worked up a sweat and her breathing was faster than normal. Her back and arms burned from the exercise. But she still couldn’t forget the way he’d closed his eyes and trusted her to lead him through a good fantasy. Not the horrible memory of his friend’s mom raping him in the backseat of her limo. Yes, it’d been rape in her opinion. He hadn’t known what was happening until it was too late. Most fifteen-year-old boys might have leaped at the chance to bag a MILF but the lack of full and knowledgeable consent really bothered her. How could a kid that age really consent to a woman in her thirties or even forties? It was disgraceful.

			About as disgraceful as pretending to be a maid and luring the master of the house into a lurid fantasy.

			Would he have been so willing to close his eyes and trust her if he’d known that Gordon had hired her for the deliberate purpose of finding out if he might be into BDSM? Without his knowledge?

			Plus the sheer depth of Harvey’s issues was daunting. He was probably still suffering from PTSD after the accident. He’d certainly avoided the grief of losing both of his parents and his own guilt, whether real or assumed, in their death. He was agoraphobic, physically scarred from the accident, and likely still dealing with pain and changes to his abilities. Not to mention old past trauma that he’d never dealt with. Whether he was submissive seemed trivial in the face of all his issues and needs.

			Although understanding the core of his needs would definitely help in his full recovery.

			“Argh!” She pushed away from the wall and grabbed the mop.

			“I know,” Gordon said, startling her. She hadn’t even heard him come up the stairs. “He does that to me too.”

			Squaring her shoulders, she met his gaze and braced for his reaction. “I just made him come without touching him and I feel like crap for lying about why I’m here.”

			Gordon’s eyes flared and he choked back a laugh. “So that’s why he changed his clothes again. Twice in two days is a new record, I think.”

			“We need to tell him why I’m here before things get out of hand.”

			“Not yet,” Gordon said quickly. He stepped closer and laid a hand on her arm. “He needs more time.”

			“I can’t keep lying to him.”

			“I know. Believe me, I don’t like hiding this from him either, but it’s our only shot. Have you seen enough to point him down the path to finding his own Domme?”

			“He’s interested and curious, but submissive? I don’t know yet. He was thrown off guard by my little demonstration, but it’s been long enough for him that it wouldn’t take much, you know? I can’t use that one scene to tell you he’s definitely submissive and he needs to be learning more about the lifestyle.” Kelsey sighed. “He’ll forgive you for just about anything, but he’s had enough bad experiences with women. I don’t want to be yet another memory that haunts him.”

			Gordon’s eyes narrowed. “What bad experiences?”

			“He didn’t tell you about Mrs. Willingham?”

			“Who?”

			“He was fifteen. The woman was the mother of a friend of his at school.”

			Gordon shook his head. “I vaguely remember the Willinghams but they moved ages ago. What happened?”

			“I don’t want to betray his confidence, but the experience still haunts him.”

			“So you’re afraid he’ll hate you forever because you misled him a few days?” Gordon laughed. “If anything, he’ll be pissed at me, not you.”

			“But he loves you.” Gordon’s laughter faded and he looked at her with a more calculated focus. Maybe she’d had a tiny bit of wistfulness in her voice, because no one but Mom had ever loved her. But she sure didn’t need Gordon getting ideas about her and Harvey. He looked at her now as if he were moving her from one square on the board to another, another pawn at his disposal if that made Harvey happy. That pissed her off, because no one played with her or used her. No one. “A submissive can form a very strong attachment to his first Mistress. You ought to know that.”

			She’d managed to knock him off balance a little. He straightened and tugged on his sleeve, his fingers running over the gold cufflinks on his perfectly pressed white linen dress shirt. “Me? Why would you say that?”

			“She gave those cufflinks to you.” She nodded at his hands and he quickly folded his hands together to still his movements. “I’m not sure who she was, but I’m guessing you had a thing for Mrs. Caine.”

			Gordon bowed his head, a tower collapsing in on itself. All his defenses came down and his shoulders shook. Kelsey stepped closer and laid her hand on his shoulder soothingly. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to upset you.”

			“Not at all.” He pulled out a monogrammed kerchief and wiped his eyes. She only caught a glimpse of it, but she was pretty sure it was a fancy C. “It’s just…” His voice broke and he cleared his throat. “Losing them was like losing half my soul, but I couldn’t grieve. I had to take care of Harvey. He needed me more than ever, and if I fell apart, who was going to keep him from giving up entirely? You’re wrong though.”

			He laughed self-consciously and rubbed his thumb over the embroidery. “I had a thing for Mr. Caine, at least initially. Over the years, it became something much more.”

			Oh wow. Suddenly Kelsey could hear soap opera music playing in her head. This was way more complicated than she’d even begun to imagine. Gordon and Mr. Caine… Harvey’s father? And if Melissa had been the dominant… “She became your Domme too.”

			Gordon nodded. “And then much more over the years. I loved them both. Harvey never suspected a thing to my knowledge. We were very discreet.” He sucked in a deep, shaking breath. “She was my first and only Domme, so I do get what you’re saying.”

			Wow, Harvey didn’t know that his parents had been involved in a ménage with Gordon? For years? Decades even? That seemed…far-fetched. Either Harvey was completely oblivious to everything around him, or he simply hadn’t wanted to know. “How would you have felt if you’d started to trust her as a dominant to guide and direct you, only to find out everything you knew about her was a lie?”

			“What have you told him that’s a lie?”

			She pulled away so she could pace back and forth in the hallway. “Other than the fact that I’m not your niece? Just lies by omission. I’ve tried to be very honest with him in all other aspects. I don’t know him that well, but he seems to think everyone’s only after his money. If he finds out you’re paying me to be here…”

			“I think you’re worrying needlessly. You’re only here for a few short days. If anything, I think he’ll be deeply relieved once you’re gone, and then over the following months, I’m hoping he’ll think about what you’ve shown him and he’ll take action himself. He doesn’t form attachments easily, even friendships, because yes, everyone in the end has only cared about his money, except for his parents and me, of course.”

			“You’re sure? He’s not going to fall hard and fast for me because he’s never had what I’m showing him?”

			Gordon took her hand and squeezed with a fond smile. “I love that you’re so worried about him. That tells me that you’ll take good care of him. And if he does by some miracle form an attachment for you, I’ll get down on my knees before you myself, because I’ve been waiting decades for him to fall in love. I’m all he has right now, and let’s be frank. I’m not a spring chicken any longer. I need to know that he’s settled and happy and well-loved. I’ve honestly nearly given up hope that he’d ever feel enough for anyone to marry.”

			She gave him a fierce mock glare. “Don’t you get any ideas into that ancient head of yours. I’m here for nine more days. That’s it.”

			He lifted her hand and kissed her knuckles. “So you say, Mistress Kelsey. Let’s see what Harvey has to say about that.”

			* * * * *

			Harvey couldn’t get her out of his mind.

			Maybe not Kelsey the maid, but the fantasy she’d given him, the sensual woman in the library letting him touch her. Had she only been playacting the entire time? Or was there an element of truth in that fantasy?

			Did she really like her nipples rolled and pinched hard?

			Would she really clamp her thighs around his head firmly and grind against his tongue when she came?

			Fuck. He reached down and adjusted himself, surprised that he had another erection. Actually, that wasn’t true. The first one she’d given him hadn’t ever completely gone away, even with the release.

			His first release in months. Maybe a year. He couldn’t remember exactly how long it’d been, and after the way he’d come last time from that horrid dream, he hadn’t been eager to try again. At least that part of his body still functioned correctly. He’d pretty much given up hope because his sex drive had been nonexistent since the accident.

			The accident. Always, everything came back to it.

			Maybe it was the exercise, but he’d been hungry enough to risk another kitchen run. As he’d feared, he’d run into Maxwell putting something into the oven, but he hadn’t said a word. If anything, Maxwell tried to get him to eat more, even though it already felt like Harvey ate constantly. Dr. Fainway had said the huge appetite would eventually go away once his body had enough energy to heal itself, but after three years, it’d only gotten worse, even while he’d gotten thinner and leaner. The doctor claimed his anxiety sped up his metabolism, but the meds he’d prescribed had only made him more depressed, to the point of suicidal thoughts. It certainly hadn’t helped curb his appetite or lessen that constant nagging dread that rolled in his stomach every waking moment.

			Which was pretty much twenty-two hours a day, because he simply couldn’t sleep much at all. Not with his mind running a thousand miles a second.

			He could go over the numbers for the millionth time, but everything was in place for the takeover. He ought to get the final call soon. Maybe even tonight. Just in time for the big party. After years of plotting, he was so close to taking back what was his…

			But staring at spreadsheets and rows of balances wouldn’t make it happen any faster.

			His mind wandered back to Kelsey, lying on the rug in front of the fireplace. His dick throbbed and he sighed. He might as well get his part of the bargain out of the way. Once he jacked off as he’d promised, he’d be able to focus on something else.

			It only took a few minutes to make his way to his room. He thought about locking the door to be safe, but with such an uncomfortable erection, it wasn’t going to take long.

			His bed was a tangle of messy, stale bedding and haphazardly tossed pillows. Maxwell would have brought in an entire team to clean everything in a heartbeat if Harvey would only let him. A stack of books, old magazines and newspapers slid to the floor as he sat on the mattress, and he had to push a stack of rumpled clothes out of the way to lie down. He hadn’t actually lain on the bed in ages. Why bother when he couldn’t sleep?

			He opened his pants and fisted his cock, pumping hard a few times. It felt good, but not incredible. Not like the library. His clothes bothered him, constricting too tightly. Too hot. Grumbling beneath his breath, he sat up and tugged the sweater over his head, and then worked his pants and boxers off. Jacking off wasn’t enough to satisfy the bargain he’d made with her. He had to use the fantasy she’d given him. So when he lay back this time, he closed his eyes and built the scene in his head until he could smell the old leather books instead of his dusty sheets. He imagined himself on the rug beside the roaring fire. Close to her, so he could trail his fingers over her skin and smell her spicy sweet scent.

			Squeezing hard, he slowly pumped himself while he nuzzled her breasts in his mind. They’d be so soft, while her nipples were hard, begging for his lips. If she liked hard pinches, then he’d risk biting her nipples, or at least holding them in his teeth. He could almost feel the swollen nub on his tongue.

			Gasping, he arched off the mattress in another climax. The second in less than an hour. A hard one too, because he still couldn’t catch his breath. He hadn’t even lasted long enough in the fantasy to eat her out as she’d teased him in the library.

			He stared up at the ceiling until his breathing slowed. The room was too dark to actually see much, but he’d counted every single board of the timber detail his parents had used on the ceiling, supposedly to make his room look like the inside of a yacht. Once upon a time, he’d loved boats. He’d spent half his life racing them, buying them, partying on them. He’d even left home at the tender age of fourteen to attend Hotchkiss School, always with the mind of joining Yale’s sailing team. He’d lived on the water as much as possible for the next ten years. His most-treasured gift was the gorgeous old-fashioned monohull yacht Knightmare that his parents had given him. They’d bought it for his twenty-first birthday and he’d raced with it for years.

			Always alone, his preferred way to sail. Only him and the sea, the wind and waves and salt. He’d risked his life more times than he cared to admit in the single-hand races, especially the Vendée Globe. He’d had to quit the race when he’d nearly capsized in a storm off the coast of South America. If he dared ask Maxwell about it, the Knightmare was probably still stored somewhere on the East Coast, in the hopes that he’d someday return to the sea.

			Why had he quit sailing? He’d loved it. The challenge of surviving alone, making his own way. So unlike his real life at home. He’d never had to struggle at anything. His parents had the money and social position to ensure he had every opportunity he’d ever want. Plus Maxwell always following in his wake on clean-up mode. Out on the sea, no one was going to clean up after him unless he was dead. He either made it to his destination, on his own, or he died on his own.

			He dragged a pillow over his face and curled on his side, refusing to cry like a baby. He was too fucking old to feel sorry for himself and sob about his poor dead parents. For all he knew, they’d been planning to cut him off that night when they’d come to get him instead of Maxwell. He’d been drinking too much, partying too much, and generally wasting time. Precious time that he could have used to tell them how much he cared.

			Time he could have used to do something important with his life. While he’d still had a life.

			* * * * *

			“Harvey?” Someone shook him. “Are you all right? Harvey?”

			He lifted his head and squinted, trying to see against the bedside lamp. “What?”

			Maxwell’s face was pale and his hands trembled. He sat down on the side of the bed and put his head in his hands. “Thank God.”

			“What’s wrong?”

			“Do you know what time it is?” His voice was muffled but Harvey didn’t lift his head. “Nearly ten.”

			He rolled over, trying to clear his head. It’d been nine or so when he’d hit the kitchen, after his session in the library with Kelsey. “I guess I dozed off. An hour isn’t bad.”

			Maxwell lifted his head, his brow arched. “In the evening.”

			“I’ve been asleep…” He paused a moment to do the math. Hard on a foggy brain.

			“Twelve hours,” Maxwell said for him. “I couldn’t find you for lunch, so I checked on you then. I was surprised you were asleep, but glad, so I left you alone. I figured you’d be up for dinner, but the later it got, the more worried I became. You haven’t been able to sleep at all, so I know you’re long overdue, but I couldn’t wake you. I was afraid…”

			He didn’t elaborate, but Harvey knew exactly what he’d been afraid of. Something he’d been tempted to do only once or twice a day for years.

			“It’s just sleep.” He sat up and dragged the sheet up over himself. Stupid to fall asleep naked. “I guess my body’s finally cooperating.”

			“That’s great. Did you do something different?”

			His cheeks burned and he would have gotten up to disappear into the bathroom, if only he’d been wearing a stitch of clothing. “No, nothing. Guess it was time.”

			Maxwell gave him that enigmatic smile that said he knew exactly what Harvey was hiding and found it amusing. “It has nothing to do with Kelsey, of course.”

			“Of course not. I’ve barely even spoken to her.”

			Maxwell stood up and cast a disgusted look about the room. “It’s a good thing you’re not interested in my dear niece, because this room’s a pigpen.”

			“Well, if you were doing your job and taking care of my laundry, it wouldn’t be so nasty,” Harvey retorted, even though he knew perfectly well that he’d banned Maxwell from ever stepping into his room long before the accident. “How about you wash the bedding once in a year or two?”

			Maxwell snorted. “I’d be happy to, Master Caine. If you hadn’t fired me already.”

			“Maybe you should look into hiring one or two people to help out.” Harvey tugged the sheet free and wrapped it around his waist so he could hide in the bathroom. Avoiding Maxwell’s gaze, he headed across the obstacle course of his room. “What’s for dinner? I’m starving.”

			“I put it away already. Kitchen’s closed.” Maxwell’s tone was flippant, but contained an undercurrent of emotion. Harvey didn’t have to turn around to look at his face in order to understand what had affected him. He’d made Maxwell fire everyone years ago and refused to let anyone inside. First Kelsey, and now he’d actually given the go-ahead for a few helpers. Maxwell needed assistance. She’d been absolutely right that it was unfair and unkind to make the poor man take care of everything in the house alone, and it certainly wasn’t as if Harvey couldn’t afford more help.

			He’d just chosen to avoid anyone looking at him. “Yeah right, old man. Did you forget that I own this entire fucking house?”

			“Of course not, Master Caine. Please fire me so I can retire already. And then you can get the stew out of the fridge. Of course, you’ll die of hunger after you’ve eaten all the leftovers.”

			“I guess I’ll keep you around another day or two then.” Harvey hesitated at the bathroom door, trying to find words to express how much he needed Maxwell. How much he appreciated him. No one else had stuck with him. Sometimes he’d even thought his own parents might shut the door on him. But Maxwell had always been there. Worrying about him, taking care of him, feeding him. Without him…

			“Cover up that bare butt before you come downstairs. I wouldn’t want you to scare Kelsey away.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Eleven

			Sitting at the breakfast table with Gordon, Kelsey sipped her coffee and tried not to look up every single time she heard a small noise outside the kitchen. Harvey had finally agreed to let some outside cleaners inside the house, taking the load off poor Gordon. She was glad, definitely, but the noise was distracting to say the least. She could only imagine how much it’d affected Harvey’s anxiety to have strangers in the house again.

			“After eating a late dinner, Harvey actually went back to bed last night.” Gordon stirred cream into his cup. The real stuff—no powdered corn syrup and milk solids at his table. “It’s a huge step. Very exciting. He hasn’t been able to sleep for more than an hour or two since the accident.”

			“That’s great,” Kelsey replied, trying to be casual but also upbeat. “So he’s still asleep this morning?”

			“I peeked in at six and he was still asleep. I can’t imagine he’d still be asleep with all the banging and vacuuming going on, but you never know. He has a lot of catching up to do.”

			She’d had a rough night herself, tossing and turning. When she finally did get to sleep, it was to dream about the library again. Only it’d been so damned real she could feel his fingers on her skin. She’d even smelled his hair, clean from the shower he’d finally taken at her urging. Something clean and fresh like the sea. It’d been so real that she could still smell him even after she woke up. Then she’d lain wide awake, wondering if he’d kept his part of the bargain. If he’d used the fantasy she’d given him.

			He had so many layers. So many issues. He’d be the greatest challenge of her life. If she could help him, even a little…

			But the risk was great. If she pushed too hard, she could cause him irreparable harm. “He really needs to be in therapy,” she said abruptly. “His anxiety is as bad as his depression.”

			“I know, trust me. But getting him to cooperate has been a challenge. A therapist stopped by daily while he was still in the hospital, and he allowed her to come to the house for the first few months. Eventually, though, he decided it wasn’t helping him any longer.”

			“What about medication?”

			“He’s been on a veritable cocktail of antidepressants and mood enhancers off and on. Without them, we wouldn’t have survived the first year. Year two was rough. The doctor tweaked them several times, and things got worse. That’s when Harvey had enough and canceled appointments all together. I can’t say I blamed him, not as bad as it got. The drugs were only making his depression worse. We tried a couple of different therapists who were willing to come here, but he shut down. The last few months have been…” Gordon sighed heavily. “Let’s just say, they were bad enough I was willing to do anything to help him. So thank you.”

			“I didn’t—”

			“You did,” Gordon broke in. “You’ve made a difference already. You’re helping get him out of his head. You’ve reminded him what it’s like to be alive. He’s already made more strides in a few days than I’d hoped for your entire stay. Just keep doing what you’re doing.”

			They settled into quiet contemplation as they drank coffee. She’d run the gambit from confident to overwhelmed to giddy to terrified in these few days. “I don’t want to hurt him,” she finally whispered. “Everyone has hurt him. Everyone has stabbed him in the back at some point, at least people outside the family.”

			“No, even we betrayed him.” Gordon stared down into his nearly empty cup and his voice broke. “His parents stabbed him in the back by dying and leaving him alone. And I betrayed him by keeping him alive when all he wanted most in the world was to join them.”

			“That’s so sad. You’ve only dedicated your whole life to him and his family.”

			“Deep down, he knows that. I know he loves me as much as I love him. But it’s been very hard to deal with his parents’ deaths. For both of us.”

			“I can’t imagine what you’ve been through.”

			“Your parents are still alive?”

			“No.” She grimaced and shrugged her shoulders. “Well, technically the man who fathered me is still alive, but I never knew him. Mama did her best for me, but we were alone and it was hard.”

			Hard didn’t even come close to describing the years of scraping by, struggling, starving, shivering in the winter because the gas had been turned off.

			“How old were you when your mother passed away?”

			“Sixteen. I was old enough to make it on my own.”

			Gordon searched her face, sympathy etched deeply in his face. “No one’s old enough to live alone at sixteen. I’m sorry, Kelsey.”

			She wasn’t used to people’s sympathy. People hadn’t given a damn about the poor grubby kid who got into too many fights, never had the right school supplies, and always got the free lunches. She’d almost dropped out of school, but then Mr. Kauffman had taken her under his wing her sophomore year. Without his help and encouragement, she would’ve dropped out. It’d been hard working twenty to thirty hours a week and putting herself through school, but she’d learned hard work from Mama. She knew Mama’d been smiling down from heaven on her graduation day.

			“You can’t hide all day,” Gordon said without turning to look at the door behind him. It wasn’t even cracked, but he must have heard a squeak or footstep, though she hadn’t heard a thing with the other noise going on. “I know you’re starving, probably more than usual since you missed so many meals yesterday. Don’t let us keep you from trying to fill that bottomless pit.”

			The door slammed open, hitting the wall, and Harvey stomped inside without pausing to look at either of them. “Fine. Just don’t look at me.”

			Kelsey met Gordon’s gaze and they shared a smile. Using her most cheerful voice, she said, “Good morning, cupcake.”

			Harvey’s growl echoed inside the fridge and glasses clanked together. “Don’t talk to me either.”

			Gordon ignored him. “Wow. You’d think that getting so much sleep would put someone in a good mood.”

			“Among other things.” Kelsey smothered a laugh at the increased volume of Harvey’s grumbling.

			He slammed the fridge door shut and strode over to the table. “Don’t even think about it.”

			“Think about what?” She widened her eyes and pretended surprise. “I was going to tell Uncle Gordon about that delightful conversation we had yesterday in the library.”

			Harvey lowered his head even more to glare into her eyes. “Don’t.”

			She laughed and glanced over at Gordon, as if Harvey’s threatening posture meant absolutely nothing to her. Because it didn’t. “It sounds like he actually thinks he can tell me what to do. Is that what I’m hearing?”

			“I can tell you what to do,” Harvey gritted out. “I’m the employer of you both.”

			“Actually, that’s far from the truth,” Gordon replied. “You personally haven’t paid me a dime. Ever. The Caine trust takes care of my salary for the rest of my—”

			“Abnormally long life,” Harvey butted in.

			“Absolutely,” Gordon continued, unfazed. “And you’re not paying Kelsey a dime either. So don’t come into my kitchen and pretend to lord it over me or my niece.”

			“How many idiots did you hire to tear up my house?” Harvey retorted, starting to straighten. “They’re giving me a splitting headache.”

			Kelsey snagged a handful of his shirt and pulled him back down so she could whisper in his ear. “Did you keep your promise?” He hesitated a moment and nodded, unable to meet her gaze. “Good,” she lowered her voice playfully. “Maybe I’ll give you a new fantasy today. If you’re interested.”

			He jerked upright. “Why did you call me cupcake?”

			“Because you’re so damned sweet.”

			He bared his teeth and snarled, making her laugh.

			“The cleaning service remembered us.” Gordon pretended to ignore their secretive interaction. “Plus, it’s been quite a few years since we called for their services. So they sent a team over.”

			“A team,” Harvey said slowly. “I said one or two. Not—”

			“Ten.” Gordon grinned. “Now that you finally emerged from your cave, I’m sure at least half of them are attacking your room as we speak.”

			“Fuck you,” Harvey retorted. “My room is always off limits!”

			“Language, Master Caine. Don’t speak like that front of my niece.”

			“Oh, that’s all right, Uncle Gordon.” She let a little of the sex kitten purr into her voice and Harvey’s eyes flared. “I actually like bad language. Isn’t that right, Harvey?”

			Averting his gaze, he headed for the door. “There will be no more cursing in this house.”

			Gordon laughed delightedly. “It didn’t occur to me that I ought to be worried about her corrupting you.”

			“You have no idea,” Harvey muttered, giving her a dark look that only made her laugh, too. “You’re both fired!”

			Gordon threw his head back, laughing harder. “Now you’ve gone and done it, dear. Whatever shall we do?”

			“Pack,” Harvey growled, but he gripped the older man’s shoulder in a fond squeeze, betraying himself in that moment. All his harping and yelling and bossing everyone around was actually the way he showed affection, at least for Gordon.

			“Actually, I thought since the house was so clean, we’d unpack something.”

			Harvey narrowed a glare on Gordon but didn’t say anything.

			“The Christmas—”

			“No.” Compared to his loud posturing before, he whispered this time, but his tone vibrated with intent. Low, deliberate and closer to real emotion. “Absolutely no Christmas decorations. Period.”

			Waiting until Harvey left, Gordon turned to Kelsey with a conspiratorial smile. “How do you feel about doing a little decorating?”

			“Are you sure? He seemed pretty adamant about no Christmas decorations and it wasn’t his normal blustering.”

			Gordon picked up his tea cup and drained it. “Absolutely. He said no Christmas decorations. We’re going to decorate for winter.”

			She had no idea what that meant, but the old guy grinned, rubbing his hands together, and she couldn’t deny him. “Sure thing. Where do we start?”

			“Outside in the backyard. And if we have any luck at all, maybe we’ll finally get him out of the house.”

			Chapter Twelve

			For a late-December Sunday morning in Minnesota, it was a beautiful day. The sun was shining and the snow on the ground was pristine, at least in the backyard of the Caine mansion. With huge evergreens sparkling with ice and snow, the yard looked like a photograph.

			The house sat alone on the block, with park-like lawns even in winter. While the interior of the house had suffered with its owner’s phobias, the exterior had been well maintained. Evidently Harvey hadn’t minded people working outside, as long as he could hide away from prying eyes. A large stone fountain lay dormant, topped by a stone angel. Her face was lovely and serene, but years of outdoor wear had given her darker tears and shadows that gave her a haunted sadness. Entirely appropriate for this particular house.

			“So what did you have in mind?” Kelsey asked, tugging on her gloves. The mature trees sheltered the yard, keeping the wind chill to a minimum. With the sun, she could almost leave her coat unbuttoned.

			“I’d like to get some greenery for the mantel,” Gordon replied. “Even Harvey surely can’t complain about some pine branches.”

			“You never know.” She followed him to a behemoth pine, loaded with pine cones nearly as big as her head. “Wow, this tree would be at home in Rockefeller Center.”

			“Once upon a time, we had every tree loaded with lights. The front yard, always clear, with red velvet bows and candles in the windows. But the backyard was reserved for the family, and Harvey always liked the multicolored lights and the tackiest lawn ornaments we could find. After dinner at Mrs. St. Johns’s with the entire family, we’d come home and drink hot cocoa around the fountain, which was always lit up with so many lights and tinsel that we didn’t even care about the cold.” Gordon hefted the pruning shears and started snipping from the lower branches. “Even after he left for prep school, when he came home for the holidays, we celebrated as if he were still five years old.”

			Kelsey stacked the branches as he cut them. The pungent smell of pine filled her nose, and it was all she could do not to spread the branches out on the snow and roll in them. “So he went away to school?”

			“When he was six or so, we took him sailing in the Caribbean on vacation. He became obsessed with all things sailing. I’m not talking toy boats in the bathtub, but studying nonfiction books and blueprints. He begged us to take him out on the lake every free moment we had, and of course we took him to the ocean when school wasn’t in session as often as we could. It was the damnedest thing, but when he was ten, he’d already made his top five list of colleges based on their sailing teams.” Gordon chuckled, shaking his head. “Yale, Harvard, Boston College for sure. I can’t remember the other two. Nathan went to Yale, so Harvey was pretty sure that’s where he’d go. Nathan arranged a friendly outing with one of the coaches of the sailing team, and when they saw him in action, they started recruiting him hard. Once he committed in his mind to Yale, Hotchkiss was the natural choice, even though it was so far away.”

			Kelsey had never really heard of anyone who went to prep or boarding school. She’d thought it was a myth of the rich and famous on TV. “Where…?”

			“Connecticut.”

			“Wow. How old was he when he went away?”

			“Fourteen. Melissa took it hard, though she never showed how much it broke her heart to see him leave. She’d never have stepped between him and his dream.”

			Kelsey gathered up an armload of branches and carried them to the back door. A slight motion drew her gaze to the window, but she didn’t turn her head. Hopefully Harvey was watching. Maybe they’d come up with something fun to entice him outside. She dumped that load and went back to get the rest. “He doesn’t sail anymore?”

			Gordon stood upright and arched his back with his hands on his hips, stretching out the kinks. “No, not for years, even before the accident. He had a pretty bad scare navigating Cape Horn and almost capsized. I think that rattled him enough that he decided the one-man races weren’t for him any longer.”

			“He sailed alone?”

			“Once he got his own yacht, absolutely. He loved the solitude.”

			She didn’t know Harvey all that well yet, but she could sense that deep need to be alone. Unfortunately, he’d taken it to extremes, by shutting himself off from the world. “Wasn’t he known as a party guy though, at least in the years leading up to the accident?”

			“He never really wanted to talk about it, but I think partying was his way of trying to compensate for his introversion and his natural fear after nearly dying on the ocean alone. He came home a stranger and tried to fit in the best way he knew how. Most of the young people his age were as careless and thoughtless as he was, and they partied hard.” Gordon bent down and rolled a snowball between his gloved palms. Without looking up, he whispered, “Don’t look now, but I’m pretty sure he’s watching.”

			She squatted down to stack the branches, keeping her back to the window and her hands low, hidden from Gordon behind the pile of pine. She quickly rolled a snowball. “Yeah, I saw him peeking out. You think a snowball fight might draw him out?”

			“Only one way to find out. If you’re game.”

			She launched her snowball at Gordon and hit him square in the chest. “Game on.”

			When was the last time this ancient old house had heard laughter?

			Hidden behind the drapes and blinds he always kept closed tight against the world, Harvey peeked out into the backyard and watched the snow-war unfold. Since they couldn’t see him, he let the smile widen into a shadow of his former carefree self. The one person left in this world whom he loved without question…and a new person who had wormed her way into his life in a matter of hours. He couldn’t believe she’d only been here days, rather than months or years. The time before Kelsey felt like a hundred years ago.

			How was that possible? He didn’t know anything about her. Her family, her past. For the life of him, he couldn’t even remember her last name. That scene in the library yesterday had made her permanently Kelsey in his mind.

			If he closed his eyes, he could smell her skin. Even though she’d barely touched him.

			Her peal of laughter drew his attention back to their game. They were trying to lure him outside. It wouldn’t work. Maxwell ought to know that. Harvey hated to lose any challenge or game, and while the man might be more than twice his age, Maxwell was damned spry for his age. He’d always had killer aim.

			Kelsey ducked and the snowball sailed over her head to slam against the house so close to the window that Harvey instinctively flinched. “Missed me!” She pressed against the house, using the shrubbery as a screen while she rolled another snowball.

			“Stick your head out and I won’t miss you a second time,” Maxwell called back.

			Keeping low, she scuttled behind the shrubs toward the corner of the house, passing in front of Harvey’s hiding place. So close. He pressed his forehead to the glass and breathed deeply, even though he knew he wouldn’t be able to smell her through the window. He’d finally gone off his rocker. The depression and anxiety had pushed him over the edge. To be mooning over a woman he barely knew…

			She leapt up out of the bushes and ran toward the side of the house. Harvey’s eyes flew open. The gutter. It was always icy on the south corner of the house. “Watch out,” he roared, banging on the window. She disappeared from his sight, so he raced around the desk to the door that led out to the patio. Something thudded against the house and she cried out, but then nothing.

			Heart pounding, he threw open the door and raced outside, plunging through the snow drifted against the house. “Kelsey? Are you all right?”

			She didn’t answer. He pushed through the thick yews and found her flat on her stomach on a solid sheet of ice. Gingerly, he made his way across the ice toward her. “Kelsey?”

			Lifting her head slightly, she let out a little groan, and then wheezed, as if she couldn’t breathe. He dropped to his hands and knees and crawled closer. Pushing her hair out of her eyes, he looked for blood or a bump that might mean concussion. “Are you okay?”

			“Ice,” she wheezed.

			“Yeah.” He carefully rolled her over so he could see her face better. “I yelled to warn you, but I guess you didn’t hear. I busted my ass in the exact same spot when I was a kid. Only Maxwell still managed to bean me in the face before I disappeared into that prickly bush over there.”

			Breathing hard, Maxwell rushed over to the edge of the ice. “Is she all right? Did she hit her head?”

			“I’m fine,” she gasped out. “Just knocked the wind out of me.”

			Each breath caved in her ribcage, as if her body was fighting a massive battle. Harvey scanned her again, looking for blood, cuts, his hands hovering over her. Afraid to hurt her more.

			“Harvey. Look at me. I’m okay.”

			He looked into her face and she smiled up at him. “Are you sure?”

			“Need—” she sucked in another shallow breath that still made her chest heave, “—more air. It’s better though.” She lifted her mittened hand and he automatically took it between both of his. “Look at you.” She coughed, but still managed to smile. “You’re outside.”

			It took a moment for her words to register. He lifted his head and met Maxwell’s teary gaze. The older man gave him a glad, proud smile that hit him straight in the gut.

			The snow and ice were cold, seeping through his pants and sweater. The air smelled incredible though. Almost as good as the ocean. Clean and fresh, rather than the recycled air of the house. Crushed pine, crisp snow. Amazing.

			Amazing that he’d denied himself every basic freedom, to the point that outside clean air seemed like a luxury.

			“It’s fucking December, there’s a foot of snow on the ground, and I’m not wearing a coat.” He tried for his nastiest voice but his hands trembled. He averted his gaze, careful not to look at Maxwell again. Or her, for that matter, at least directly in the eyes. “It’s fucking cold outside.”

			“So it is,” Maxwell said briskly. Bless the man, but he knew a show of kindness would only make Harvey embarrass himself. “If you’ll help her up, we’ll get inside and start a fire.”

			Harvey scooted closer to the edge of ice, gently tugging her with him. Maxwell came to take her other hand, and together they pulled her up to her feet safely in the tromped-down snow. She leaned against Harvey and it seemed like a different person slipped his arm around her waist to support her. It certainly wasn’t him. The shut-in grouch who hated everything and everyone except Maxwell.

			And evidently this woman. Pressing his face against her hair, he breathed deeply of her spicy scent. Just as he remembered from the fantasy. His subconscious must have latched on to her shampoo scent and buried it deep in his mind, only to be tapped when he started to let the fantasy unfold. His stomach quivered and his pulse skyrocketed enough that he felt lightheaded himself. He’d metaphorically slid across ice and slammed into a stone wall too. Inside, shattered bits of his being rattled around inside him, broken free of the protections he’d encased around his heart and mind all these years. She’d broken him. With a single fantasy.

			Laughter. Light.

			Her light.

			Shaken, he tried to find solid ground again. “If you hadn’t been out here gathering Christmas decorations—which I expressly forbade…”

			Maxwell snorted. “I don’t see any Christmas decorations. Do you, Kelsey?”

			“Not at all.” She winked at Harvey and slipped her arm around his waist. It put her body closer to his. Nothing lewd, but the intimacy of a human being so close inside his personal bubble made him suck in a hard breath. “We’re just bringing a bit of the lovely winter season inside the house. I love the smell of pine. Don’t you, Mr. Humbug?”

			“I despise it.” The words came automatically, but without the bite and sting they usually carried.

			They knew it too, by the smug smiles they shared.

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirteen

			Sipping hot cocoa in front of a roaring fire, the master of the house sat in the corner, brooding like a Gothic romance hero. Kelsey hid a smile behind her book.

			“We should play a game.” Breaking the silence in the room, Gordon stood and moved to a round game table in the corner. “It’ll be like old times.”

			“Sure,” Harvey said in a voice laced with sarcasm. “Except we don’t have four, so none of the games we played are actually possible.”

			“Nonsense.” Gordon scanned the shelves. “There’s no rule that we have to have four to play five card stud or hearts…”

			Harvey let out a low growl. “I’m not playing.”

			Kelsey joined Gordon at the shelves loaded with all kinds of board games, many of which she’d never heard of. “Wow. I’ve never seen so many games outside of a toy store.”

			“Mr. Caine loved strategy games, especially Monopoly.” Gordon’s wistful smile made her heart ache for both him and Harvey. “The hardest part was always ending the game, because neither Harvey nor Nathan would leave the table until one of them won. What was the record for the longest game, Harvey? Do you remember?”

			“Twenty hours,” Harvey replied in a flat, cold voice. “Mom made us quit and stumble off to bed. It was the only draw we ever had.”

			“Never again.” Gordon shook his head. “One of them had Boardwalk, and the other Park Place, and the rest of the properties on the table were balanced. Without owning both properties, neither could sound the death knell and put the other out of his misery. And of course neither was willing to make a deal, because he knew it’d be the game.”

			“Sounds fun.” Kelsey kept her voice light, trying not to let envy twist her words. She’d never played games like that. It’d only been her and Mama, and Mama had either been working herself to death, or trying to get a few hours of sleep. That’s the way it was and there wasn’t anything either of them could have done about it. “The only game like that I can remember playing is at McDonald’s.”

			Gordon gasped with mock horror. “Oh, honey, we’ll have to do something about that. You’ve never lived until you’ve lost your shirt to Harvey because he owns half the board.”

			She opened her mouth but couldn’t think of anything to say, not with losing her shirt to Harvey playing in her mind. It was dangerously close to the fantasy she’d given him yesterday. She made the mistake of glancing over at him and collided with his dark, intent gaze. By the heat burning in his eyes, he was remembering too. “Maybe he’ll lose his shirt to me.”

			“Hardly,” Harvey retorted.

			“Challenge accepted.” Holding his gaze, she quirked her lips with amusement heavily laced with promise. “Problem is, I always win.”

			His mouth fell open, his eyes going wide, and the grumpy billionaire playboy image he tried so hard to portray wavered in her mind to something much more dangerous. An attractive man who had just realized there might be a fledgling submissive inside of him. The knowledge shone in his eyes, open and vulnerable and very much surprised.

			She pulled her gaze away, giving him a chance to recover. It’d only been a minor power demonstration, and certainly not deliberate, but sometimes she found herself playing with the power dynamics before she realized it. Harmless flirtation, or in this case, a little teasing, had suddenly slipped into deep, dark water, catching them both unawares.

			“Have you ever played gin rummy?” Gordon asked. “I can teach you the basics and it’s perfect for two.”

			“Sure, sounds good.”

			They sat down at the table and Kelsey deliberately gave her back to Harvey so he wouldn’t accidentally catch his gaze again. Gordon shuffled the cards and dealt, explaining the rules, but she only half heard.

			She loved all aspects of a BDSM scene, even the discussion up front about the setup and gaining consent. Especially the play itself. But the chase before the scene was her favorite part. The flirtations, him dropping his gaze and blushing a little, or stammering, or his hand shaking when he brought her a drink. The first whispered, “Yes, Mistress.” She’d never had a full-time committed submissive of her own, and she’d dreamed of the moment when she’d know. She’d see the one submissive who would rock her world and lead her on the best chase of her life. It was the hunt she’d looked forward to, as much as the ultimate cornering and collaring.

			I can’t think of him that way. She moved the cards around in her hand, trying to concentrate on the suits, but it was a losing battle. He’s not mine. He’s too…

			Emotional, damaged, grouchy, arrogant, bullheaded, gorgeous, complicated…

			She sighed heavily.

			In short, perfect.

			Harvey slipped away while they were bent over their cards. He couldn’t stay in that room. With her. Not feeling this way.

			With such clammy skin, he ought to feel chilled, but his body burned, every inch of him lighting up like a million volts raced through his nerves. The last thing he wanted to do was put on a coat, but he needed some space, and to prove something to himself at the same time. He’d made it outside to make sure she was okay today. Had it been her? Or could he really go out on his own? Had it only been the back door, the protected yard of his childhood? Or could he sit on the front steps and watch the street in front of the house? What if he saw someone, a neighbor? Would he be able to speak to them…or flee back to the house with his tail between his legs?

			Aunt Lauren’s party was in four days.

			I have to know.

			Of course the coat rack at the front door was practically bare. He hadn’t been out in years, so Maxwell had put his coat away. Harvey tugged on the other man’s long wool coat without bothering to button it up. He didn’t intend to be out for long. If he made it that far.

			The rich scent of tobacco made him tug the collar up around his nose so he could breathe deeply. Maxwell didn’t have many vices: a glass or two of Scotch on Friday night, and his favorite pipe. Mom had constantly nagged him to give up smoking altogether, and it’d surprised Harvey when Maxwell refused. He’d never seen anyone refuse his mother anything. She had a way about her that…

			He froze with his hand on the doorknob. She had the same calm confidence about her that Kelsey had. The same ability to take a simple look and give it weight and iron that made a man sit up and take notice. Mom hadn’t used it often on him, but he’d known when to wheedle his way out of something, and when to shut his mouth and do exactly as he’d been told. No one else had been able to do that. Was Mom a Domme? Like Kelsey?

			He couldn’t wrap his mind around it.

			Holding his breath, he twisted the doorknob and waited for the floor to fall out from beneath him. Frigid air stung his face. His heart did pound, but not with terror. Even as he took a single step outside.

			I’m out. I’m free.

			He quietly shut the door behind him and sat down on the front steps of his family home. A few cars drove up and down the street. Christmas lights still colored the snow a multitude of colors, but no carolers or dog walkers, thank God. Just him and the chilly night air.

			Why hadn’t he been able to do this before?

			His head ached. Wind cut through the night, making him gather the open edges of the coat and tug it up around his nose. Tobacco smoke and wool enfolded him, almost as good as a hug, and he fought himself. He made himself look where he didn’t want to see the truth.

			I didn’t go out. Because I was punishing myself. I was afraid…

			He sucked in a breath and held the cold air in his lungs, hoping it’d frost his tissues and he’d freeze into a statue, unfeeling and unseeing.

			The door creaked and he stiffened, hurriedly wiping the tears from his cheeks. Huddled in the coat, he pretended he didn’t hear the soft footsteps. Or feel the hand on his shoulder.

			“Are you all right?” Kelsey asked. Not the challenging voice of the Mistress he’d glimpsed in the library, only the soft, sweet-smelling woman.

			He didn’t say anything, but shrugged his shoulder under her hand. Maybe she’d go away.

			No such luck, because she sat down beside him on the step. “You had to see if you could do it again. Have you figured out why you couldn’t leave the house yet?”

			His shoulders shook and he tried to make himself smaller. Arms tight around his knees, head down, huddled in Maxwell’s coat, he could be a kid again. A kid with his parents still alive and not so many fucking mistakes. Stupid mistakes. Careless, selfish—

			“You’re punishing yourself. You’re denying yourself. I’m surprised you haven’t cut Gordon out of your life too.” She paused a moment, not touching him, but sharing that step, his space, his mind. Because she was right, not that he’d admit it. “Or have you? I’m guessing you’ve got some grand scheme to get him away from you too.”

			He didn’t move or speak, but his breath caught in his throat and she made a low hum.

			“I see. You were going to send him away. The only person left in this world who loves you. Why, Harvey?”

			“He deserves it,” he finally answered, his throat raw. “He shouldn’t be here taking care of me.”

			“But he loves you. He’s always taken care of you. But you don’t feel like you deserve it, do you?”

			His throat squeezed shut on his inhale, choking him. He couldn’t breathe. Shuddering. He tried to shake it loose, but maybe his wish had come true. Everything inside him felt iced over.

			She wrapped her arm around his shoulders and drew him close. She didn’t say anything, but hummed something under her breath, a song he didn’t recognize. The tune was simple, but even without words, it carried bittersweet melancholy. The comfort of her body and her song cracked the ice threatening to destroy him, enough to find his voice again.

			“I planned to send him to Holly Park. It’s a cottage my family’s owned in England for years. My parents honeymooned there, and I spent many holidays walking on the cliffs overlooking the beach. At least until I went to prep school.”

			“It sounds nice,” she murmured, her lips brushing his hair. Such a small touch, but it rang through his body like a sledgehammer.

			“My aunt…” His voice cracked, making him pause to swallow the rage and frustration that flared to life. “She refused to sell it to me. I guess that shouldn’t surprise me since she stole Caine Enterprises out from under me while I was unconscious in a hospital bed.”

			“It hurts,” Kelsey said softly, “when family betrays you.”

			The pain in her voice drew his head up out of the coat and he turned slightly toward her so he could see her face. “Who betrayed you?”

			“My father. He knocked my mom up and then left us. When she died, I tried to track him down, but he wouldn’t even see me. Said he didn’t think I was really his.” She sighed and gave herself a little shake, as if she could make all the heartache and disappointment simply fall off like dust. “That’s all right. I didn’t need him anyway.”

			Her voice rang with surety, as if she didn’t need anything or anyone. Certainly a man.

			“I know loss, Harvey. My mom died when I was sixteen and she was all I had. They put me in a foster home until I could graduate from high school, and then I was on my own. That pain never completely goes away. It fades over time, but then it can stab you in the heart unexpectedly, killing you all over again with the slightest memory of the ones who’re gone. I get it.”

			“But?” His voice rang in the night louder than he intended. He gripped the coat tighter, because what he really wanted to do was punch something. “Don’t tell me it was better to have loved and lost them than to have never known how great I had it, because I’ve heard that a thousand times. It doesn’t make getting over their deaths any easier.”

			“I know,” she said evenly, refusing to be moved by his anger. “Some punk told me that at school and I got in-school suspension for punching him in the face. If anything, it sucks more because you only know how much you need that love and support once it’s gone. But they wouldn’t want you to live like this. You know that, right?”

			He averted his face and started to draw back.

			“No,” she whispered, but that single word carried all her will behind it. It struck him like a whip and he sucked in a surprised breath. “Don’t withdraw. Face this. As you’ve faced coming outside for the first time in years. They wouldn’t want you to live like this. Right?”

			He closed his eyes and nodded. If they could see him like this, locked up in the house and miserable…

			It’d be the same look on their faces as the night they’d come to pick him up, falling-down drunk and abandoned on the street by his friends.

			“So what are you going to do about it?”

			“Sit on the front step until I freeze my balls off?”

			A startled laugh escaped her lips. “I don’t think they’d want that for you either.”

			“No, probably not.”

			“So what are you going to do about it?”

			He breathed in deeply, enjoying the ache from the cold air burning in his lungs. “I’m going to get my company back. I’m going to take care of Maxwell. They’d want that.”

			“Yeah,” she said softly. “They would.”

			Something in her tone made him look back into her face, searching for a hint. “He was practically part of the family.”

			Her head tipped to the side and she searched his face as carefully. “You don’t know?”

			A whooshing sound buzzed in his ears and his pulse quickened. “Know what?”

			“Oh boy.” She shook her head, pulling back. “I don’t think—”

			“Please.” He seized her hand tightly. “What are you saying?”

			“I like hearing that word from your lips.” It took him a moment to track back, and when he realized what she meant, he could feel his cheeks burning. And it wasn’t from the brisk wind. “I don’t know that I’m the right person to tell you this. You ought to ask him.”

			“I want to hear it from you.”

			She adjusted her fingers in his hand so that she held his hand, not the other way around. It was a subtle movement, a simple twist of her hand, a position change, but he had that strange feeling deep inside again, as if something moved inside him to adjust to her too. “Gordon wasn’t only your parents’ employee or friend. He was their lover.”

			Harvey held himself very still as her words replayed in his head over and over. Not his mother’s lover. But their lover. Theirs.

			“You never knew?”

			Wordlessly, he shook his head and tightened his grip on her hand. Everything was slipping away, crumbling and falling apart. The only solid thing was her fingers wrapped around his.

			“He loved them,” she said gently. “I’m pretty sure the feeling was mutual.”

			“Not—” His voice cracked again but he didn’t care. “An affair? But—”

			“They were in a committed ménage.”

			He blinked rapidly, trying to make sense of it. On one hand, the idea of Maxwell and his parents squicked him out and seemed laughable. But on the other… He replayed his favorite childhood memories, and always, Maxwell was there. He wasn’t with them as an employee, a butler or personal assistant or nanny. He was in the kitchen, but then sitting down with them at the table. Playing games, all four of them. Going on vacation together. Maxwell was as solidly in his childhood as his parents, if not more so, because they were busy with their jobs and social work, while Maxwell…

			Maxwell had always been dedicated to him and their home. Their family.

			“Shit.”

			She squeezed his hand and laughed. “Yeah. I’m surprised you never knew, but he said they were very discreet, and that you left home early.”

			“Why the fuck didn’t they ever tell me? Why…?” He shook his head, rage bubbling back up, mostly at himself. Typical. On a good day, he’d treated Maxwell as a family friend. On a bad day…as an employee. A lowly employee. Spoiled brat playboy Harvey had lots of bad days. Scarred shut-in Harvey…

			“Fuck.” He pushed up to his feet and tried to let go of her hand, but she kept a firm grip, even when he tried to shake her hand off. “I’ve got to talk to him. How could he not tell me? All these years? And after the accident… Fuck!”

			“Harvey,” she said in that low, vibrating voice that cut through his rage and self-loathing enough that he could stop and look at her. “Think about it. Your parents never told you. What if they asked him not to tell you too? You can’t be mad at him for keeping a promise to them, can you?”

			“Yes, yes, I can.”

			Uh-oh. She hadn’t come out here intending to give up Gordon’s secret. She’d only wanted to make sure Harvey was okay. Gordon said they’d been discreet, but deep down, she’d thought that surely Harvey had at least suspected something. Even if he’d been away at school for months at a time. Gordon had lived with his family his entire life. No, been his family, especially through the healing process after the accident. How could Harvey not know?

			He whirled toward the door so he could no doubt go and berate the poor man. She had to distract him. Fast.

			“So when are you going to admit to being submissive?”

			He jerked to a halt but didn’t turn around. “Excuse me?”

			“Earlier tonight, when we were trying to decide on a game to play. You looked at me and you felt something. Something you’ve never felt before.” He took another hurried step to the door so she pushed a little harder with a well-aimed low blow. “Do you always run away from a challenge?”

			He whirled back and charged toward her. She loved the slow, careful hunt of her chosen prey. But sometimes, an explosive standoff was the answer, even if she hadn’t planned it. Keeping her body loose with a casual smile, she didn’t rise to his level of energy. She kept hers low and calm, her eyes steady on his.

			“I never run from a challenge,” he retorted, bending down into her space.

			“Good.” She didn’t bother stepping up so they were more level. She didn’t need her head above his to reinforce her position. “You remember the challenge I issued in the library, don’t you?”

			He faltered a moment, unsure which library scene she might mean.

			“Where I said you’d lose your shirt to me?”

			His lips curled into a sneer. “I never lose.”

			Laughing softly, she reached up and patted his cheek. “Who said you’d be losing, cupcake?” His eyes flared, making her laughter melt into something much closer to tenderness, if she dared think about it. “This is all very new and strange for you. You don’t have to have it all figured out already. You know that, right? There’s a reason we live to be seventy something on average. We need that long to figure out why we were put on this earth.”

			“You have no idea how strange this is.” His lips tightened into a firm slant. “How wrong you are.”

			“Am I?” She kept her energy focused and carefully contained. Calm, steady, assertive, but not overbearing. “You didn’t suddenly wonder what it’d be like to lose to me? What it might mean when I claim the spoils of my victory?”

			“No one beats me.”

			“Because if you think you might lose, you don’t play at all.”

			“You don’t know me.” Still trying to loom over her with his height and injured male ego, he didn’t dare back down. But she’d managed to rattle him a little. He kept trying to make eye contact with her, but breaking away, unable to hold her gaze. Or he might have been afraid she’d snag his gaze again, and this time, she wouldn’t let him go until she was good and ready. “You don’t know how I feel.”

			She leaned closer, so her lips were inches from his. “If you were mine, I’d tell you to strip off all your clothes, not just your shirt, and you’d do it in a heartbeat. You’d go down on your knees in front of me and stare up at me with only one word on your lips.”

			His eyes gleamed like dark pools in the moonlight. “I’m not yours.”

			“That’s three words,” she whispered, letting her breath tickle his lips. “I’d stroke every inch of you. I’d kiss every scar on your body. I’d make you tremble and shake with need. But I wouldn’t let you come. Not yet. Not until you’ve tasted me enough to send me flying with a flick of your tongue. Even then, I’m still waiting for that one word.”

			He quivered, the pulse thumping in his neck so hard she could see the vein beneath his skin.

			“But you’re a very stubborn submissive.” She chuckled lightly, tipping her head so her lips almost touched his. Almost. “You need some convincing first. I like that. I like it a lot.”

			He swallowed hard. “What does convincing involve?”

			She let her eyes grow heavy with her will. Her demand that he yield to her, and her alone. “Doesn’t matter, because you’re not a submissive, right?” She moved around him to the top of the stoop and headed for the door. “You’re certainly not mine.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Fourteen

			Whether she’d intended it or not, she’d given Harvey a new fantasy to play in his mind. The image of being naked on his knees before her wormed deeper into his brain, refusing to be banished. Combined with the stress of waiting for his attorney to call with the final deal, he’d been up all fucking night in his freshly cleaned room. He only had four days left to buy enough shares to stage the takeover, if he wanted to make the announcement at Aunt Lauren’s Christmas Eve party. All the board would be there, so that’s definitely where he wanted to break the news to her.

			On cue, his phone rang. “Tell me the good news.”

			“We have a deal on the table for the final shares,” Stephanie Gyles said calmly. “But you might not be willing to accept the terms.”

			His heart thudded painfully fast. He sat in his desk chair and took a deep breath, willing his body to calm down. “Go.”

			“The only board member who was willing to budge on their number of personal shares was Roger Mallory, and only after I admitted you were the buyer as a last resort.”

			“I always knew he was a bastard,” Harvey muttered. At least the other board members were loyal to Caine Enterprises, even if indirectly, that meant to his aunt rather than him, the true heir to the company.

			“He’s willing to sell off one percent of his shares, giving you the final cut at fifty-one percent for one ninety a share.”

			Harvey jotted the numbers down on a piece of paper. “That doesn’t make sense. That’s the going market rate anyway. Why wouldn’t I like this deal? Hell, I’d be willing to pay double to get those damned shares.”

			“He’ll sell at the market rate if…” The first crack in her calm facade splintered through her voice. “If you sign the Knightmare over to him.”

			Harvey fell back in his chair. His chest banded with pain and for a moment he couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t think. Of course the bastard would make it hurt. He’d known exactly how to dig the knife into him. The value of the yacht more than made up for the cheap market rate of the shares, but more, it’d rip out his heart at the same time.

			“You still have the yacht, don’t you?”

			He opened his mouth, but had to clear his throat roughly to make any words come out. “I believe so.”

			“Are you willing and able to part with the boat? He seemed to think that you wouldn’t. He even laughed about it, like he’d asked the impossible.”

			“Fucking son of a bitch.” Harvey gripped the arms of the chair, trying not to rip it apart with his bare hands. He needed to destroy something. Beat something up. Or better, numb himself into oblivion. He’d spent most of his adult life numbing himself, dulling down the sharp edges of his personality so that he could fit in a little better with his peers. “He knows my parents gave that boat to me as my graduation present from Yale. I won the Europe Star in it.”

			“That’s his offer,” Stephanie said. “I couldn’t get any of the other board members to bite. He was interested in talking before I admitted you were the buyer. Then he was downright gleeful.”

			“Of course he was,” Harvey replied dully. “Tell him I accept his offer.”

			“Are you sure?”

			“I’ll bring the deed to my aunt’s Christmas party and give it to him then. Will that suffice?”

			“I’ll have all the other paperwork processed, with the deed transfer the final requirement.” Stephanie paused a moment, as if gathering her courage. “Sir, I—”

			“Tell him it’s a go,” he broke in. “I need those shares at any cost.” Then before she could press for more personal details that he wasn’t prepared to share, he disconnected the call. Numb inside, he lifted his head. His gaze immediately locked onto the display case opposite his desk, where all his trophies were stored. Everything he’d ever won had been crammed into that case, from a first-place ribbon at a ten-years-old-and-under rowing event, to the Europe Star cup. That win had been his crowning achievement. He’d sailed singlehandedly across the Atlantic and taken the monohull division in Knightmare.

			But as so typical in his life, that wasn’t enough for him. He’d wanted something bigger and better, and had signed up to participate in the Vendée Globe as well. That race had nearly killed him. Shaken, he’d come home to try to make the most of his life, but he’d screwed that up too. Then the accident had ended his hopes and dreams for good.

			He pushed up out of the chair and strode over to the cabinet. Threw open the glass doors. Picked up the heavy gold cup. And then slammed the cup down onto the shelves. Wood splintered and the cheaper trophies broke. He swiped everything onto the floor and shattered both glass doors. Then he threw the cup against the wall, which put a dent in both.

			Breathing hard, he stared at the destruction but couldn’t bring himself to care. Hands fisted, he fought not to lay into the few remaining pieces to tear them apart with his bare hands. Rage burned so hot that he couldn’t think. All he wanted to do was destroy. Or hurt something.

			“Harvey?”

			Maxwell spoke at the closed door. Thank God he’d locked it. “Go away.”

			“Are you all right?”

			“Yes,” he replied, trying to keep from screaming and banging his own head against the wall. “I’m fine.”

			“What’s wrong?”

			“I need something.”

			“Of course, what is it?”

			Harvey closed his eyes and breathed deeply, smoothing out his voice. “I need the deed to the Knightmare. Whatever paperwork you have on it.”

			Silence on the other side of the door made him tighten his fists even more. He needed a fight. He needed to hurt and shred and pummel, and now that Maxwell was here, his rage wanted to maim the only person left who cared about him at all. All he wanted to do was strike out and hurt Maxwell. As badly as he’d been hurt. “I know about you and Mom and Dad. Kelsey told me. I don’t want to see you. Or talk to you.”

			“Harvey.” Maxwell’s voice shook, thick with emotion. “Let me explain—”

			“I don’t want to hear your explanations about how you lied to me all these years. I want the deed to the yacht and that’s it.”

			Maxwell gasped as if in pain. “I’d never lie to you.”

			“You lied by not telling me! All these years, I never knew!” He breathed hard, trying to leash his rage, but it bucked and fought inside him like a wild thing mindless in its pain. Tears rolled down his cheeks, but he didn’t care, not as long as Maxwell couldn’t see the evidence of his regret. “Get the fucking deed and send Kelsey in here with it. I don’t want to see you ever again!”

			* * * * *

			Now that so many helpers were whipping the house into shape, Kelsey really had very little to do. Plus it was Christmas, and she missed the tree and decorations. With the heavy snow and cold, and no brightness inside, she’d actually started to feel a little blue. Even at their poorest, Mama had managed to at least hang some lights and put up a few cheap Santa cards on the walls, even if they didn’t have a tree. So she’d run out to her apartment early this morning and grabbed a couple of strings of lights to hang around her bed. It made her feel more hopeful, and with Harvey spewing his gloom and anger, she needed all the hope she could get.

			When she’d gotten back, she’d found a note and a check for fifty thousand dollars on the dresser.

			Kelsey, you’ve been a Godsend. Thank you for your help. GM

			She couldn’t keep it. Not now. The thought of taking money for helping Harvey made her physically ill. He meant too much to her. She folded the check and tucked its corner up under the lamp so she wouldn’t accidentally lose it before she could give it back to Gordon.

			To keep up the ruse that she was actually being paid to help out around the house, she decided to check the kitchen to see if there was anything she could do with limited cooking skills. Gordon had left a few dishes in the sink ready to be washed, so she scrubbed and dried them, but left them out on the counter for him to put away. She didn’t want to stick his favorite pot in a back corner where it took him forever to find it again.

			Spreading out the cloth on the granite to dry, she jumped when someone said her name behind her. She turned around and gasped. Gordon’s eyes were red and swollen, his face pale, and his hands shook. “What happened? Are you all right?”

			“He knows.”

			She winced and rushed over to hug him. “I’m so sorry. It just slipped out last night.”

			“No, no, I told you on purpose, hoping you would tell him. It’s all right. I hoped…”

			She lifted her head but kept her arms around him. He seemed so frail, as if the years had suddenly turned into boulders on his stooped shoulders. “You promised them, didn’t you?”

			He nodded. “Years ago, before it mattered to me that he know. I honored that promise after they passed, because I didn’t know how to tell him. I didn’t know if he’d even believe me without their confirmation. So I remained silent, even though it killed me. I told you on purpose, hoping you would tell him when the time was right.”

			Relieved he wasn’t angry with her, she hugged him again. “He didn’t take it well?”

			“He said he never wants to see me again.”

			“Oh.” She squeezed him harder, even while mentally cursing Harvey for hurting the man who loved him so much. “You know how he is. His bark is worse than his bite.”

			“Not this time, I’m afraid. Usually when he’s angry, he comes to me and yells, curses, paces, whatever he needs to do to release the anger. I think deep down he knows I’ll help him process whatever’s bothering him. But this time, he locked his door and wouldn’t let me in. He wouldn’t let me help him release his anger. Something crashed in his room, but he wouldn’t…” Gordon drew a deep, shaking breath. “He wouldn’t let me in.”

			“Give him time. I think he’ll come around. He didn’t seem all that upset last night when I told him. Surprised, and thrown for a loop, but deep down, I think he sensed something a long time ago.”

			“I hope you’re right.”

			“I’m sure he’s just overreacting. Maybe if I talked to him, he’ll come around.”

			“He asked for you.”

			Her eyes widened. “Me? Why?”

			“I don’t know. He asked that you bring these papers to him.” He held out a manila envelope, so she released him and took it without opening it. “Something must have happened. He asked for the deed to his yacht.”

			“He mentioned it to me, how much he’d loved sailing. Isn’t that a good thing? Maybe he’s decided to take the boat out again.”

			Gordon shook his head. “He doesn’t need the deed for that, and he never asked me where the boat was stored, only the ownership papers. I’m afraid his attorney has called with the final deal needed for him to gain the majority vote, and he’s having to firesale everything he cares about to raise the money. I warned him this crazy revenge scheme of his would destroy everything he cared about.”

			She glanced around at the fine old house with its modern kitchen and ultra-top-of-the-line appliances. “He’s short on money?”

			“Not really, no. But he’s tight on cash. I’m afraid he might have to sell the yacht, and it’ll kill him. Even if he doesn’t think so now. His parents gave him that boat. I can’t imagine that he’d sell it, but why else ask for the deed?”

			She tucked the folder under her arm. “I’ll find out. Don’t worry about him.”

			“He’s very angry. More than usual. I’m sure he tore up something with all that noise. Be careful. I’d never forgive myself if he hurt you accidentally.”

			She patted him on the shoulder and headed for the door. “Don’t worry about me. If he wants to throw a temper tantrum with me, I’ll punish him like a recalcitrant toddler.”

			Gordon’s brow furrowed but he didn’t say anything. Maybe he thought she wouldn’t be able to pull it off. Or that Harvey wouldn’t accept that kind of treatment by a woman, let alone that he’d actually need it.

			But she had a pretty good feeling that maybe a little punishment was exactly what her grouchy billionaire recluse needed.

		

	
		
			Chapter Fifteen

			Pausing outside Harvey’s bedroom door, Kelsey closed her eyes and took deep, even breaths. She cleared her mind by imagining a single candle deep inside her. One by one, she dropped her fears and doubts into that small flame and watched them disintegrate. She had no room for self-doubt. Not when facing any scene, but especially one with such a damaged and untried submissive. Everything hinged on the upcoming interaction with him. If she lost her temper, wavered in her confidence, or gave him a single crack of doubt, he’d be all over it in a heartbeat. He didn’t want to know one way or the other. He’d rather live in ignorance.

			Even if that meant he had no life at all. In fact, that’s what he’d already decided. He didn’t believe he deserved a full, rich life. She had to crack through that wall he’d thrown up and prove to him once and for all that he deserved more than this shut-in life of darkness and grief and self-torture.

			She opened her eyes and gave a firm rap on the door. “I have some papers for you.”

			Movement on the other side of the door told her he’d been waiting for her. He might have even been listening at the door, wondering why she’d stopped outside. The lock snicked and he opened the door, stepping aside to let her in.

			Without looking at him, she strode into his bedroom. She’d intended not to look around and gawk at whatever he kept in his private space, but the shattered wood and glass on the floor gave her pause. Slowly, she turned and faced him but didn’t comment on the mess other than to arch a brow at him with a disapproving frown.

			“Lost my temper,” he muttered, averting his face. “I’ll clean it up. I won’t make Maxwell do it.”

			“Damned straight. It’s about fucking time you started cleaning up your own messes.”

			He whipped his head back around, eyes narrowed. “Nobody talks to me like that.”

			“Then maybe someone should. Someone has to tell you when you’ve fucked up if you can’t figure it out for yourself.”

			Stiffly, he stepped closer to her, his face darkening. “You don’t even know the half of it.”

			“Try me.”

			After last night’s mini-confrontation on the steps, she didn’t think he’d push back too hard, but he strode right up into her personal space again. “You have no idea how badly I’ve fucked up my entire life.”

			She kept her shoulders loose and her voice light. “Yes, I do, actually. You’re behaving like a snot-nosed kid who’s mad because he can’t have the shiny new toy he wanted.”

			“I’ll be the first to admit I’m a selfish son of a bitch, but this time, it has nothing to do with me.”

			She waved the file folder at him. “No? You didn’t yell at Gordon to bring you the deed for this shiny toy?”

			“It’s not for me!” Harvey roared. “I’m giving it away.”

			Keeping her voice soothingly soft, she asked, “Why?”

			If she’d shouted back at him, he could have escalated, feeding the fury rising in him. But her gentle tone made his anger dissipate. His shoulders slumped, his voice so soft she had to lean in to hear him. “To win my company back. I have to have fifty-one percent of the shares, and the last one percent will be ensured with that boat.”

			“So you’re selling it? What, is the billionaire short on cash?”

			His lips twitched in a mockery of a smile. “Hardly. It’s basically the knife in the back. The low blow. The one thing Mallory probably thought I’d never give up. But I will and am. I’ll do anything to win my company back.”

			“Even hurt Gordon.”

			He sucked in a breath and nodded. “Yes. The more I hurt him now…”

			“The quicker he’ll leave, is that it?” She shook her head. “Then you don’t know him very well.”

			“I’ve known him my entire life.”

			“Not very well evidently. As you will do anything to secure your company, he’ll give anything to ensure your happiness. He’d certainly never leave you.” She couldn’t help the hint of bitterness that laced her voice. He had no idea what it was like to be abandoned as a child.

			“Like your father left you?”

			“Touché. You’re angry that your parents left you—”

			“I’m not! I’m not mad at them.”

			She searched his face, but he seemed to honestly believe he didn’t harbor any anger at them. “Mama died when I was sixteen years old. I was furious with her for the next two years. I could barely speak about her without grinding my teeth to dust and cursing. Only the kindness of one of my teachers kept me in school long enough to graduate. I was too angry, too wound up, and I hated everything and everyone. Any sideways look or half-sneered orphan comment and I was all over the smart-mouthed jerk like a berserker.”

			“Why were you angry with her?”

			“Because she left me to finish school on my own. Because she let some random guy she didn’t know knock her up and ruin her life. Because she was gone all the time and worked herself literally to death. Because we never had anything of our own, even though she did the best she could. But mostly because I loved her, and she left me.”

			“Yeah.” He swallowed hard and looked into her eyes. “I get that.”

			“You have a lot of pent-up anger inside of you. Sometimes you let it out on property.” She tipped her head at the destroyed cabinet. “That’s not the best way to release the anger, but at least no one was hurt. What’s not okay is when you use that anger to hurt the people around you, especially the ones who love you the most.”

			“It has to go somewhere or it tears me up inside even worse than I already am.”

			She nodded and dared lay a hand on his arm. “Absolutely. Release the anger. But I think I might know a better way to help you do that.”

			“What does it involve?”

			“Honestly?” She waited until he looked fully into her eyes, his arm tensing beneath her fingers. “Pain.”

			“Does the thought of pain scare you?”

			Kelsey watched him, her intent gaze missing nothing. Every twitch or inhale or gasp. The harder he tried to keep her out, the deeper she bored into him. You scare me. How deeply you’ve already reached in my life. “You wouldn’t ask that question if you knew how much pain I’ve been in since the accident.”

			“You’ve experienced pain from a trauma, but pain can be a good thing. It can tell you that you’re still alive. It can save your life, by telling you to move away from whatever’s hurting you. Used for discipline, it can also teach you not to do something again.”

			He snorted and shook his head. “I hardly believe beating me is going to make things better.”

			“How do you know?”

			He stared at her incredulously. “No one wants to be hurt. Or beaten.”

			“Wrong.” She smiled, as if she had a dirty little secret she couldn’t wait to whisper to him. “Some people need that pain to feel alive. Some people get off on pain better than any foreplay or full-on sex. I think you could use pain to release your anger and find some peace.”

			Peace. He ducked his head, shaking his hair down into his face. Not to hide the scars this time, but to hide his eyes so she wouldn’t see how much she’d affected him. He could afford private islands, jets, dozens of mansions and the most ostentatious diamonds in the world, but he couldn’t buy a moment of peace from the turmoil shredding his mind. He couldn’t remember what it was like to have stillness inside. To not have the pressure of doubts and fears and regrets and rage thundering inside him.

			“If you’re interested in trying it out, come to my room tonight after ten o’clock. We’ll use the same rules before.”

			“Humbug,” he whispered, risking a furtive glance at her through his hair.

			“You be the grouchy billionaire who hates Christmas.” Her eyes were so deep, piercing him to the bone, and her voice changed. Not the light, gentle or amused young woman any longer, but the heavy, thinly veiled threat of the Mistress. He couldn’t help but gasp at the intensity. He’d never seen someone be able to flip a switch like that and suddenly become more. More intense, more powerful, more compelling. “And I’ll be the Mistress. If you knock on my door, be prepared to give me the respect as a dominant, and I’ll give you all the pain you can take. Regardless, clean up that mess before Gordon sees it.”

			Kelsey quietly shut the door behind her. With a sigh, Harvey let his defenses down, relaxing his muscles. He ached, stiff and sore as if she’d already beaten him.

			Shaking his head, he went in search of a broom. She’d already beaten him—mentally. What kind of moron would he be to go traipsing down to her room tonight and pound on the door? Asking to be whipped or spanked or whatever the fuck she might be planning. Crazy. Stupid.

			No way in hell.

		

	
		
			Chapter Sixteen

			Kelsey sat on her bed and attempted to read—but not even her favorite author could hold her interest. Every other sentence, she’d pause and gaze at the door, listening hard for a footstep outside. Honestly, she had no idea if Harvey would come to her room. She’d tried to prick his ego enough that he might take her invitation as a dare, without deliberately misleading him. Balancing the job Gordon had hired her to do with her personal feelings was getting harder each time she talked to Harvey.

			He’d been through so much already. The last thing she wanted to do was hurt him.

			Alone in her room, she analyzed everything she’d said and done with him already. If she were completely honest with herself, she felt far more emotional attachment than appropriate for a client. Even Gordon felt more like the father she never had instead of a “client”. The way he loved Harvey so much touched her heart. She might be on the outside of their family dynamic, but Harvey clearly loved him just as much.

			But she had a feeling he was doing his darnedest to screw that up too.

			Bad things happened when the client and professional Domme got too emotionally attached. She’d seen it happen before, herself included. The last thing she needed was a crazy stalker with the wealth and privilege to make her life extremely uncomfortable.

			Although her heart kept whispering that Lilly had found her billionaire submissive, and planned to marry him.

			Muttering a curse, she tossed the eReader aside and got ready for bed. At nearly eleven o’clock, he wasn’t going to come. She should have known. For all his blustering and dramatics, at heart he was still a scared little boy. Some men never grew up, and she sure wasn’t going to play mommy for a spoiled little brat. Not my kink. Not my turn-on.

			She flipped off the overhead light but left the old-fashioned Christmas lights on for a colorful night light. She hadn’t dressed for a full-blown scene. Hell, she hadn’t even tried for remotely sexy. In flannel pajama bottoms and a black tank, she climbed into bed. Mentally and physically prepared for a scene, she’d have to work to get her adrenaline levels down enough to sleep. She closed her eyes and concentrated on tensing and relaxing each muscle group one by one. Keeping her eyes closed, she deliberately slowed her breathing, measuring each inhale and exhale to a steady count.

			But with her eyes closed, all she could see was his beautiful ravaged face, his eyes flaring with surprise or narrowed with his fury. He raged from high to low and back with brutal ferocity. Would his passion burn as high? Had he enjoyed the fantasy she’d given him—or had he merely gone through the motions to complete their bargain? If he could turn all that rage into burning passion…

			Groaning, she rolled over and pressed her hot cheeks against the cold cotton pillowcase.

			She almost didn’t hear the light tap at the door. Her eyes flew open and she lifted her head, but she didn’t immediately call out. One. Two. Three. “Yes?”

			“It’s me,” Harvey snapped in a surly tone. “Mistress.”

			She didn’t take offense. Whether he knew it or not, this was a survival tactic for him. He was scared and unsure. He didn’t want to look foolish or reveal how afraid he was, so he came in with guns blazing for no other reason than to be sure he got off the first shot.

			She lay back down on her stomach. “You’re late. I’m already in bed.”

			“You said after ten.” A hint of panic sharpened his voice at the thought she might simply send him away. “You didn’t specify a cut-off time.”

			She waited, letting the silence build until he remembered.

			“Mistress?”

			“You’re right. I never gave you a distinct cut-off time. You may come in, Harvey.”

			He pushed the door open and strode into the room like a junkyard dog looking for a fight, but drew up short and stared at her bed. Normally an open-mouthed stare meant she’d blown the client’s mind with a fantastic outfit, but that couldn’t be what made Harvey jerk to a halt. She didn’t even have any of the toys laid out on the bed like she normally did before a scene. She hadn’t wanted to scare him off too quickly.

			“What’s wrong?”

			He finally managed to avert his face, but he came no closer to her. “I hate Christmas decorations.”

			“Oh.” She waited a few moments, reading his body language. He tugged at the neck of his sweater, his face flushed. No doubt he was boiling in that wool, but he kept it on. Why? For propriety’s sake, or did he have scars to hide on his torso as well? He was interested enough in what she offered to risk embarrassment by coming to her room, but that was only the first step of a million. “Consider it part of the punishment, then.”

			He whipped his head up to meet her gaze. “You won’t turn them off?”

			“Why should I? They provide a colorful night light. Plus it reminds me of my childhood. It’s romantic. When I was a teenager, I always dreamed about lying on the floor with my boyfriend and staring up from underneath the tree to see the dancing lights. Of course we never had a full-sized tree and I certainly didn’t have a regular boyfriend, but I still think about that girlie dream sometimes.”

			He tipped his head to the side, studying her. “Are you sharing little sentimental bits of your life to make me like you more? Is that part of your plan?”

			Coolly, she climbed out of bed and walked over to the duffel bag she’d set out on the chair in the reading nook before the window. She reached into the bag and pulled out a crop, studying it like she was surprised to find it there. “Excuse me for offering a bit of mutual human compassion and sharing. I won’t gift you with insight to my personality or past again unless you beg me.”

			“I…” She didn’t look at him, but sensed his intensity arrowing in on what she held in her hand. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to insult you.”

			Still not looking at him, she delved back into the bag and rummaged around, making a show of it. “When you apologize to a dominant, it’s nice to give them their title.”

			“I’m sorry, Mistress.”

			His voice was still strangled, but he managed to get the words out without choking on them. She pulled out a foot-long paddle, thick and wide and heavy in her hand. It was her favorite toy for its up-close-and-personal aspect combined with its pain deliverance. With the toys in either hand, she turned and faced him, keeping her manner detached and calm. “Which do you think you deserve the most?”

			“Uh.” Wide-eyed, he looked from one to the other. “Neither.”

			She arched a brow at him. “Then why did you come to my room tonight? You must have made an accidental detour on your way to the kitchen.” She started to put the toys back in the bag. “Be on your way then, and I’ll go back to bed.”

			“Wait.” She paused, keeping her face neutral so she didn’t sway him one way or the other. “Do you…” He growled beneath his breath and dragged a hand through his shaggy hair. “Do you really think it’ll help me?”

			“I’ve seen it help others,” she replied gently. “If it does nothing for you, say your safeword and we’re over and done. At least you’ll know.”

			“At least I’ll know,” he repeated softly. He sighed and then focused on her, his face hardening with determination. “Which one will hurt the most?”

			“I can hurt you really good with either,” Kelsey said, with the closest thing he’d seen to a wicked smirk on her face. “But I’d have to say the paddle is my favorite. It gives a nice, heavy thud with deep impact. The crop stings and cuts without the thud.”

			His heart pounded heavily, a slow, ponderous beat rather than the overly excited frantic pitter-patter. Would she strike him slow, a rhythmic beating? He could almost hear the huge bass drum in his head, timed to those swats. “The paddle.”

			She nodded slowly. “And what do you want me to do with it?”

			Evidently she wasn’t going to make this easy for him. He opened his mouth, but couldn’t make his mouth work.

			“I’m all about formal consent, Harvey. I’m never going to do something a sub isn’t into.”

			“I’m not a sub.” Even to his ears it sounded unsure. “I’m curious. That’s all. If you can help me…”

			“I can.” She gazed at him levelly, radiating a confidence he found fascinating. He’d known all kinds of women in his life, but so few of them were unforgettable. When Kelsey left his house and went on to school or wherever Maxwell had said she was going, Harvey would still see her face and hear her voice in this house. “But you have to ask me.”

			“I want—”

			She cleared her throat in a low rumble, almost a growl.

			“Mistress,” he said hurriedly, and she nodded, “I want you to…to hurt me,” he said in a rush. “So I can see if it helps with everything else.” She waited, not moving or even breathing that he could see. What else did she want? Probably something polite and appropriately “submissive”, even though the word stuck in his craw. “Please.”

			She turned away and he almost cursed out loud, but she merely sat on the edge of her bed with the paddle across her lap. “Online scenes are easy, but physical scenes are more difficult to set up. I usually have a potential sub fill out a list of dos and don’ts. Things you will do, eagerly in fact, or things you’re interested in but a little scared, and things you absolutely will not attempt. Do you have a problem taking off your clothes?”

			He shrugged. “As long as you don’t have a problem with scars.”

			“I don’t.”

			She waited, the silence growing heavy. Finally he realized she waited for him to act without her having to tell him. He grabbed the bottom of his sweater, but hesitated, checking her face. No one but doctors, nurses and Maxwell had seen the extent of his mementos of the fiery crash. It could be much worse, but it sure wasn’t pretty either. But if she couldn’t stomach a few ugly scars, then she wasn’t going to be able to deal with the rest of his issues. With a heavy sigh, he tugged the sweater over his head and tossed it on the nearby chair.

			The scars on his left cheek were only the tip of the iceberg. The angry red tissue ran like a river down his neck and shoulder, and his biceps had received enough damage that it was actually smaller than his other. “I’m lucky to have kept the arm.” He held it up, twisting it side to side so she got the full view. “It was trapped in the burning wreckage. By some miracle, they finally got me out. Almost lost the arm on site, and then the extensive burns got infected. I don’t think Maxwell left the hospital for days at a time until we knew one way or the other.”

			“So much pain,” she whispered. He might have been mistaken, but the confident Mistress’s voice quivered. “No wonder you’re still battling so much anxiety.”

			“And depression and PTSD and my complete inability to process grief.” He forced a cheerful voice despite the laundry list of his faults. “But I still have my arm and the scars are a badge of honor that I survived, right? Yeah, they spun that bullshit yarn for me at the hospital. Didn’t work then either. Nothing has worked to help me get over…this.” He waved his hand at the scars, but also his head and his chest. The whole package.

			“We’ll see what we can do about that. Take off whatever you’re comfortable with. I love punishing a naked sub, but you don’t have to strip down to your skin if you’re not comfortable.”

			He shrugged like it didn’t matter to him one way or another, but his fingers trembled as he unzipped his pants. He didn’t have scars on his lower body, so that wasn’t bothering him. He dropped his pants, trying to figure out why his heart thudded louder and heavier. He toed off his shoes and kicked off his pants. Then it hit him. A half-stiff cock filled his briefs.

			It took him a moment to register what that meant. She hasn’t laid a finger on me or even undressed, and I’m aroused.

			Embarrassed, he left his underwear on. No need to draw attention to his condition. Let alone think about the scene she’d given him in the library. Fuck. That damned cotton was going to tear soon if he wasn’t careful.

			“That’s enough.” A hint of amusement made him tense up, but her smile was appreciative and she ran her gaze over him. “How can you be so thin when you eat like a racehorse?”

			Absently, he ran a hand over his ribs, feeling each individual bump. “The doctors say it’s a temporary metabolic response to my high levels of anxiety. I don’t typically sleep much either.”

			“Unless you imagine you’re in the library, right?” Her tone rumbled with sensual velvet notes that made his dick give an eager twitch. “You slept very well indeed after that little fantasy.”

			His face burned and she laughed delightedly. Usually laughter set his teeth on edge and the rage boil to the explosion point, but with Kelsey, it was different. Maybe it was her smile, the way her eyes still lingered on his body with appreciation, not disgust or ridicule. She dragged her gaze back up to his face, her voice husky. “I’ve always liked a man with a lot of body hair. You’ve got a nice mat on your chest, and I love that fur on your thighs. I could have all kinds of fun tugging on that hair.”

			He opened his mouth, but didn’t know what to say. He couldn’t help but picture her lying beside him, her hand wandering where she willed as she lightly tugged on his hairs.

			Or maybe not so lightly.

			“Come lie across the bed on your stomach,” she said, patting the pillow she’d set beside her.

			And for some stupid reason, he went.

		

	
		
			Chapter Seventeen

			Warmth pooled in her abdomen as she watched him lie down at her direction. A blushing, willing submissive, strong enough to protest and pretend that he had no interest whatsoever in the lifestyle she offered, but was unable to resist. For all his glares and yelling, he was incredibly trusting and open to at least experimentation. There were so many things she could teach him. The joy of submitting, fully and whole-heartedly, on his knees and head bowed. The tender care she’d give after he’d accepted whatever punishment she deemed necessary.

			“This feels ridiculous,” he mumbled against the sheet, keeping his face down. He squirmed against the pillow, trying to get comfortable. “It’s too high.”

			“Of course it is.” She shifted around to face him, tucking her left leg up but keeping her right foot down on the floor. “I need that scrawny ass nice and high if I’m going to spank it.”

			He growled against the sheet, making her smile. “I still don’t see…”

			She popped his buttocks with the paddle.

			“OW!” He rose up on his elbows to glare at her.

			“I’m just getting started, cupcake. That wasn’t enough to swat a fly.” She dropped another blow in the same spot. “Do you want to give your safeword so quickly? Great, I could use the sleep.”

			He snarled and dropped his head back down on his forearms. “You’d like me to give up so easily.”

			She leaned down and whispered against his ear. “No, cupcake, I’d like it if you make me paddle you for hours, until my arm is rubber and I’m drenched with sweat. That’ll be a real workout. For both of us.”

			“Don’t call me that.”

			Sitting back up, she hit him again. “The Mistress can call you anything she likes. Would you rather I call you pet? Boy? Slave?” He growled again, so she added, “I know. I’ll call you grizzly. Or mad dog. I think you’re frothing at the mouth.”

			He kept his head down and didn’t complain any more, letting her settle into a rhythm. She didn’t increase the force of the blows, but started walking the paddle down the backs of his thighs. The tendons corded in the backs of his knees and he rocked back on his feet a little, as if he wanted to get up, but then thought better of it.

			“This is only our first real session, so I’m going to keep my hands to myself. But I do admit that I love watching the muscles work on your back and shoulders. Soft gentle fingertips down your spine while I beat your ass can be a delicious torment.”

			“I’d like that,” he whispered, tipping his head so he could peek at her through his thick hair. “Mistress.”

			If he hadn’t added the title, she wouldn’t have indulged him. But that single word, said without a sneer this time, rang through her sweet and clear. She lightly stroked her left hand across his shoulder. “I won’t touch you sexually.”

			“I wouldn’t mind that either,” he replied with a sheepish grin that twisted and squeezed her heart. That grin belonged to a much younger Harvey. A boy who’d grown up with doting parents who’d never had anything bad happen to him. “Not after that scene you gave me in the library. I’ll never be able to read a book in there again without getting a woody.”

			Laughing, she ran her fingers down his spine, watching him shiver. “How are you feeling so far?”

			“Fine.”

			“No bad emotions? No anxiety or panic?”

			“Nope.” His eyes closed, showing exactly how unafraid he was, though his back muscles were still coiled tight beneath her hand. “Do you think I’ll have a panic attack?”

			“Punishment can be very freeing for some subs. It’s not only a release of energy, but of their pent-up emotions too. Things they’ve denied or buried deep. When they slip into subspace, things start to bubble up to the surface. It’s very normal and I’m not going to freak out or get emotional because you hurt my feelings or anything. I want your emotions, whatever they are. We’re here to give you a release of the things you keep bottled up inside, so that you can have some peace in your head. Are you ready to go a bit further?”

			He nodded and turned his head back the other way so he wasn’t looking at her.

			“Don’t hold anything back, Harvey. I want it all. I want your anger, your hurt, your hatred, whatever’s tearing you up inside. Don’t be afraid to let it out. I can deal with it. I promise.”

			Eyes closed, body braced, he waited for her to begin again. So far, the paddle stung, definitely, but it was far from real pain. Would she actually have the stomach to hurt him like that? He still couldn’t fathom that people enjoyed hurting others, and more, that people actually liked the pain.

			The paddle thunked harder than ever flat across both cheeks and he bit his lip to keep from yelling ow again. Without pause, she struck him again, again, settling into a rhythm that somehow matched his heartbeat. Or maybe his heartbeat sped up to match the blows. It didn’t hurt, exactly—but his ass felt like he was sitting way too close to a fire.

			She worked the blows lower, spreading the flames down his hamstrings.

			Sweating, he twisted his hands deeper into the sheet. He wanted to roll to his feet and run for his room. He wanted Maxwell to knock on the door. He wanted—

			The paddle slammed into his right buttock only and he arched up off the bed with a growl.

			“There’s my grouchy grizzly bear.” She hit him again, the same cheek, and the fire poured through his entire body, not just his butt. “Don’t hold anything back. I want your groans. I want your curses. If it hurts, tell me. Curse me. Just don’t give me silence.”

			She hit his other cheek and his breath rushed out on a groan. He couldn’t hold it in.

			“Yes.” Another blow, slightly harder, he thought, but it was getting hard to tell. “Look at you lying here, letting me paddle you. Letting me hurt you. I haven’t tied you up. I couldn’t stop you from leaving if you wanted to go. Why are you here, Harvey? Why did you lie down and allow me to hurt you?”

			Something was wrong. The pain wasn’t as sharp, even though he felt the heavy thud against his body. It should hurt. It should hurt badly. But it wasn’t pain, exactly. Something swelled inside him, a feeling unlike anything he’d ever known before. It scared him, huge and overwhelming, a dark leviathan slowly surfacing inside his head.

			“Harvey, talk to me. At least tell me how you’re feeling. Green for go, yellow for slow down, or give me your safeword.”

			The darkness spread inside him, a black ice that twisted inside him, so cold it burned. He couldn’t feel his ass separately from his body any longer, because all his nerves were lit up and screaming with sensation.

			“Harvey,” she insisted, pausing the blows.

			His head was too heavy to move. Lightning slashed across the darkness in his mind. Something had changed.

			“Do you need me to stop?”

			“No,” he finally said. At least he thought he got the word out. His tongue didn’t seem connected to his body any longer.

			“Give me a color so I know whether we’re on the right track or not.”

			He blinked, trying to get his eyes to work. Her words slid away, like sand sliding through his fingertips. Then it hit him. That dark thing filling his mind.

			Silence.

			All the thousand-and-one plots he had spinning in the air to win the company back. His memories of the accident. The horrid months at the hospital, the agonizing healing and physical therapy. The pain, sharp and sickening, his constant companion, until his bones hurt. Everything had gone quiet and still inside him.

			It was so incredible he almost started sobbing like a baby.

			“Harvey?”

			“Go,” he growled out. “Green. Don’t you fucking stop. Please!”

			There were few things sweeter than hearing a big, strong man whimper.

			Kelsey shifted her weight up to her left knee and braced a hand on his shoulder, both to keep him down and to give herself a better angle to drop the blows. Things were getting serious now. Ignoring the sweat stinging her eyes, she dropped the hardest blow yet across the bottom of his cheeks where they joined his thighs. She didn’t get a whimper, but a delightfully loud bellow.

			He tore at the sheets and raised his head to shoot a glare her direction. “Fuck, that hurts.”

			“Good though, yeah?”

			She gave him another blow and his head fell back, his back bowing beneath her. “God, yes. I…” He panted, his entire body shuddering. “Had. No. Idea.”

			“This is what your body feels like. You’ve been ignoring it a long time. Misusing it. Running yourself into the ground with too much stress and not enough sleep.” He ground his hips against the pillow she’d put beneath him, so she asked, “Do you have a hard-on right now?”

			He started to drop his face back down against the mattress, so she grabbed a handful of his hair to keep him up. She rose up and planted a knee on his lower back, bringing her in nice and close. Another reason she preferred the paddle over the crop.

			“Tell me.”

			“Yes.” She dropped several hard, staccato blows to help him remember his respect. “Mistress!”

			She shifted the blows down to the thickest curve of his hamstrings. “Have you figured out why you’re so angry yet?”

			He bucked beneath her, almost managing to shift her off his back. To disrupt and punish him at the same time, she changed to slapping one thigh and then the other, back and forth, and when he started to expect it, she changed to strike only one side several times. Changing it over and over, keeping him guessing, not allowing him to settle into any kind of pattern.

			“Good.” Her breathing labored too, and her arm would probably be sore tomorrow, but it’d be worth it if she could paddle him into a climax. “Fight me. I like a good struggle. I’m going to make you face that anger. You’re going to look it in the eye and figure out what’s bothering you deep inside where you refuse to go.”

			The skin across his thighs mottled red and purple. He’s going to have some gorgeous bruises tomorrow too.

			“No.”

			She paused the blows and leaned down to look into his eyes. “What the fuck did you say to me?”

			“No.” He gulped. “Mistress. Please. I don’t want—”

			“This isn’t about what Harvey wants any longer. This is my scene. If you want to leave my scene, you know what to do.”

			To give him a few moments to think about it, she laid the paddle down across his buttocks and used her freed right hand to stroke him. Up and down his back, down to his poor sore buttocks by the way he gasped. She trailed her fingertips over his skin, tracing the bottom of his briefs along his upper thighs. She released his hair, letting him lie back down, while she stroked the backs of his legs. She tickled his knees and now he whimpered.

			“God, I love that sound. Almost as much as your growling and snarling.” She dug her nails lightly into that tender skin, and then slid her fingers up to tangle in the curly hair on his thighs. She gave a gentle tug and he whimpered again. But more importantly, he pushed his hips against the bed. Aroused. Needy. Good.

			“So? Are you ready for me to quit?”

			“No,” he whispered, his face buried against his arms.

			“Give me what I want, then. Give me the truth.”

			“I can’t—”

			“You can,” she said firmly. “We’re close to the truth now, Harvey. This is something you need to face. If you don’t, it won’t matter whether Gordon stays or leaves, or if you get the company back, or if you ever decide to sail again. Everything hinges on you facing the truth inside you. You already know it, or you wouldn’t be afraid to look.”

			“Help me. Please.”

			She closed her eyes and concentrated on breathing. Those words, so soft, so desperate. They made her want to stretch out on his back and hold him tight. To kiss his trembling lips and stroke his hair out of his eyes so she could see the dark swirl of tears that were probably threatening. “Remember your safeword. There is no failure in trying. If we need to take a break and face it another day, we can.”

			“No,” he said more firmly, though he didn’t lift his head. “I want to do this now. Tonight. I’m running out of time.” She thought he meant the party at his aunt’s and his supposed revenge plot, until he said, “You’re leaving in a few days. I can’t—won’t—do this alone.”

			Her heart ached, swollen and tender as his backside. She wasn’t supposed to get attached to clients. Let alone the billionaire who didn’t even know why she was here in his house. Guilt strangled her throat, but she couldn’t leave him like this. “You’re not alone, Harvey. I’m here. I’m not going to stop until you come or you give your safeword. All right?”

			He nodded, and she picked up the paddle again. She shifted it against her palm until the grip was perfect. Breathing deeply, she centered herself. Then she laid into his ass with the paddle.

			He let out a howling yell and flailed his arms across the mattress, looking for something to hold on to. Another time, she’d tie him to a chair or headboard. Some submissives found it easier if they couldn’t move.

			Her stomach quivered at what she was about to do. “Three years ago, what happened to you?”

			“Car accident,” he gasped as she laid another blow to his opposite cheek. “My parents were killed. Me too, almost.”

			“You can’t leave the house. Why is that?”

			“I… I don’t know.”

			She hit him harder. “Wrong answer. Only you know why.”

			“I don’t, I swear!”

			Thud, thud. He squirmed and rocked beneath her, his head tossing back and forth across the bed. She didn’t say a word, but kept the heavy pounding steady on his backside.

			“Punishing!” He finally wheezed out. “Myself.”

			“Yes. You’re punishing yourself. You’ve locked yourself up inside a place that used to be safe. Now it’s your prison. Why did you do that, Harvey?”

			“I can’t. Live. I shouldn’t.”

			She ran the paddle down his thighs again, each blow harder and heavier than the last. “Life is precious. Why shouldn’t you live?”

			“Because they’re dead!” The paddle slammed across the more tender skin just above his knees and he howled again. “I should be dead! Me. Not them. Me!” His entire body shook and he sobbed against the mattress. “It should have been me. Me! I hate myself. It’s my fault.”

			She slid off beside him and pulled him up against her. He ended up with his head in her lap and his arms locked around her waist, his shoulders heaving with the force of his sobs. She smoothed his hair and whispered to him. “There, that’s what you’ve been keeping hidden from yourself. That guilt. You’re punishing yourself because you’re still alive. That’s why you’re so angry.”

			He pressed his hot, wet cheek to her thigh. “Mom and Dad were in the front. I was in the back. Mom was driving. I’d had too much to drink and I’d already thrown up in the street before they came to get me. I was surprised it was them, instead of Maxwell. They were usually out at some charity dinner or theater show this time of year. Mom was nervous. She kept glancing at me in the mirror, her hands clenched hard on the wheel. Dad kept giving me nervous little smiles over his shoulder. I apologized for the trouble, but they didn’t have anything to say. It was so quiet in the car I could hear Dad breathing and I thought he was going to have a panic attack. I thought they were going to cut me off. Disinherit me. I remember such thick, suffocating shame spreading through me. I’d come home to be with them, to show them how glad I was to be alive after I nearly died in the storm on Knightmare, but I’d screwed that up too. I’d hung out with people who wanted to be my friends, but all they really cared about was the money. That’s all anyone ever cares about in the end. Except for them. And I’d screwed that up too.

			“‘You know we love you,’ Mom said, giving me another nervous look in the mirror. I had time to think, ‘Great, here it comes. They’re going to tell me not to come home again. That I’m on my own.’ Then the car in front of us spun out and we slammed into them. Mom jerked the wheel and we spun out too, hit the ditch. I don’t remember much after that, except it felt like I was on a roller coaster. Up and down, upside down. I couldn’t tell where I was. I couldn’t wake up. Until the fire reached me. The firefighters cut me out of the car, but I remember screaming at them no, they should leave me there. I wanted to be with them.”

			Tears ran down her cheeks too and she didn’t want to say something and stop the flood of truth coming from him. Until he faced it all, he’d never be able to move on and deal with his grief. Sometimes no words were better than saying the wrong thing, so she kept up the steady, comforting touch.

			“When I woke up at the hospital, I couldn’t stop thinking about it. If I hadn’t been trying so hard to fit in, I wouldn’t have drank so much. If I hadn’t drank so much, I wouldn’t have had to call home for a ride. They wouldn’t have been out on the road at all. And then I got mad at Maxwell too, because he was always the one who came to get me. I loved him too, but if I had to lose someone, I would have rather have lost him than both my parents. Then this horrible guilt filled me, that I’d wish someone dead like that. I know he would have understood, and he probably even thought the same thing a time or two. I’m sure he hated me too, because it was my fault they were dead.”

			“He would never hate you.” She combed her fingers through his hair, keeping her touch calm and soothing. “Do you think your parents would want you to punish yourself like this?”

			He rubbed his face back and forth against her thigh. “No. They loved me. They…” He sighed heavily. “They forgave me for everything I ever did.”

			“So the only one who hasn’t forgiven you for having a little too much to drink and doing the smart thing by calling for a ride…is you.”

			“But—”

			“Would it have been better for you to get behind the wheel and try to get home? What if you’d hit another car head-on and killed a family on the way to a Christmas party? You did the responsible thing by calling home.”

			“But if I hadn’t gotten drunk…”

			She tightened her fingers in his hair and gave him a firm tug so he lifted his head and reluctantly met her gaze. “If Mama hadn’t slept with that loser musician, I wouldn’t be here at all. I’m sure at times she wished she hadn’t done it, but she loved me, and she did the best she could for me. You’re human. I’m human. We have moments of weakness where we do things that aren’t necessarily responsible, but it’s not your fault your mom jerked the wheel too hard and spun out, is it? That was the direct cause of the accident. Not anything you specifically did. Why not hate the person in front of your car that spun out first? If they hadn’t been stupid and going too fast on ice, then the accident wouldn’t have happened either.”

			“They died too,” he replied softly. His eyes were red and puffy, but with his hair all tousled and that wide-eyed soft look on his face of a sub who’d had his world rocked for the first time, he made a gorgeously irresistible picture. He bit his lip and looked away, and she couldn’t help but flood her panties. “You didn’t keep your promise.”

			“What?” Startled, she took a moment to work her way back through the scene, and then she gave him a slow smile. “I said you were going to come or give your safeword, didn’t I? How about I owe you one. I think it’s more important that you get aftercare and work yourself back into a safe and stable mindset.”

			“What’s aftercare?”

			“This.” She rubbed his shoulder, keeping her voice light. Because it would be no hardship whatsoever to flip him over on his back and see how interested his cock might be in her promise. “Cuddling. Comfort. Do you want to put some clothes back on?”

			“Do you mind me like this?”

			“Absolutely not.”

			He rose up, pulling out of her arms. “If it’s all right, I’d like to lie with you for a while. It’s been a long time since I had anyone hold me.”

			“Of course.” It took them a moment to get the pillows repositioned and the blankets pulled back, but soon she had his head pillowed on her chest, her arm wrapped around his shoulder, his arm around her waist. His hair smelled so good, fresh and salty like the sea. Inch by inch, she felt him relax against her.

			Sleepily, he lifted his head. “It’d be better if you weren’t dressed either.”

			She laughed and raked her nails down his spine, making him shiver. “Maybe another time.”

			“I’ll probably fall asleep.” He frowned at her like it was her fault. “I haven’t slept so much in years as I have the last two days.”

			“You need to rest. That’s a good thing.”

			He harrumphed and dropped his head back against her breast. “I’m too busy to sleep.”

			But in moments, his breathing evened out and he was gone.

			She kept stroking him lightly, smelling his hair, playing the scene back through her mind. Gordon had been right. She’d been right. A little hard punishment had been able to break through the walls he’d built up over the years and the tumult had finally spilled free. He wasn’t healed completely by any means, but it was an encouraging start. He’d trusted her to help him.

			Which only made her feel worse. I’m here because of a lie. How can I ever convince him that I’m not a complete fraud?

		

	
		
			Chapter Eighteen

			Waking up to a hot, hungry kiss was no hardship. Until she realized who kissed her.

			Kelsey tore her mouth aside. Harvey leaned over her, his hair wild and mussed, his eyes dark and sultry. “I’m ready for more aftercare.”

			He leaned back down toward her, so she grabbed a handful of his hair to keep him back. “No. That’s not the way this works.”

			He growled beneath his breath. “You promised a release. I’ve been dying since you gave me that fantasy. Dying to see if you’re real. I want you, Kelsey. Mistress. Whatever you want me to call you, I’ll do it.”

			Her throat ached. He pulled harder against her grip, desperate to get to her mouth. She covered his lips with her other hand. “Listen to me. A scene doesn’t involve sex unless we agreed on it beforehand. I promised I wouldn’t touch you sexually.”

			“The scene is over.” He rubbed his mouth against her fingers, letting the words become a caress. “This is something new.”

			Her heart insisted he was right. Somewhere in the last few days, the lines between client and…this…had blurred. She never slept with clients. But she wanted Harvey. She wanted to be the first Mistress to take him to bed. The first to give him the ultimate submissive release.

			Hot temptation pulsed through her. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d been with a man she could actually touch, rather than just an online client. It’d be so easy to shift him closer, arch her back, and take the hard cock she could feel against her thigh inside her. After she had him remove her pajama pants and lick her to a quick, hard climax. His eyes blazed and he pulled harder against her grip on his hair, fighting to kiss her again.

			I have to tell him the truth.

			“Harvey,” she warned, making her voice as hard as steel. “I’m not Gordon’s niece.”

			His eyes flared and he stared at her for several long breaths. Then he shrugged. “I don’t care.”

			“But—”

			“Is this a lie?” He rubbed against her thigh, making her suck in a deep breath. “Was the paddle a lie?”

			“No,” she whispered, blinking back tears. “That was real. Painfully real.”

			“Then I don’t care about why you’re here. You can tell me tomorrow. You’re the only thing I’ve been able to think about for days.”

			“Are you sure this is what you want?”

			“Absolutely.”

			He’d never felt like this, so absolutely sure. This moment was pure perfection. He knew exactly what he wanted and she was lying beneath him.

			Using that paddle, she’d broken him down to nothing, and when he’d woken up in her arms, he’d become a new man. This Harvey wouldn’t make the same mistakes. He wouldn’t keep every dark emotion crammed down inside him, rotting and festering while he slowly went mad. She’d shown him a new way, and he had the bruised ass to prove it.

			“Who do you want?” she asked softly, stroking his scarred cheek with her fingers. “The Mistress? Or just Kelsey?”

			“Aren’t they one and the same?”

			Her eyes gleamed in the darkened room, but the Christmas lights cast soft, colored light across her face and arms. He could only imagine how beautiful she’d be spread out naked with the lights shining down on her. Her old fantasy, he realized. Only instead of lying beneath the Christmas tree, he’d give it to her in this bed.

			“Most of the time, yes, they’re one and the same. Are you sure you’re up for that? Are you ready to admit you’re submissive?”

			“For you, yes. I’ll call you Mistress and kiss your feet if that’s your will.”

			He’d meant it as a joke, but the serious weight in her eyes made him reconsider. She might very well demand such a thing of him. “I’m afraid I’m going to have to test out your commitment to do my will, Harvey. You seem to be a very headstrong and arrogant man who won’t bend his head easily to anyone.”

			Ignoring her grip in his hair, he bent down and pressed his lips back to hers, letting all his hunger pour from him like a molten river of need. She moaned against him and softened her grip on his hair. She ran her hands down over his shoulders, kneading his muscles. He dared to slide his tongue into her mouth, slanting his lips more fully over hers.

			That’s when she clamped his nipples between her fingers.

			He threw his head back. “Ouch!”

			“That’s better.” She laughed softly, still pinching his tender flesh. “I love your eagerness, but you’re taking too many liberties with this Mistress, cupcake. Get up and strip off your underwear. Show me what I get to play with tonight.”

			Rubbing a hand over his aching nipples, he scowled but did as she asked. God help him if she decided his balls needed such fierce attention. What if she put him in that cage she’d mentioned in the library? He tried to imagine walking around in a metal cage, but failed. It’d give a whole new meaning to Jingle Balls.

			For some crazy reason, that only made his cock swell even more. He hissed as he worked his briefs down over his erection and finally kicked them off.

			“Turn around and let me see my handiwork.”

			So far so good. These orders were nothing to complain about. She gave him a light slap on his buttocks, making him jump, but he bit his lip. Damned if he’d keep crying “ouch” like a baby every time she touched him.

			“You’re already starting to bruise,” she purred, lightly scratching her nails over his skin. “Why don’t you lie down on your stomach and let me kiss some of that sting away?”

			He’d seen enough from her to go warily back to the bed as she’d ordered. “You’re still dressed. Mistress.”

			“So I am.” She straddled the back of his thighs and lightly trailed her fingertips down his spine and over his buttocks. Even the light touch made him shiver, the muscle twinging at the memory of the heavy thud of the paddle. The feather-light strokes slowly increased, until she kneaded his buttocks. He groaned against the mattress. It hurt, yes, but it also felt incredible, like a deep-tissue massage. She squeezed her way down the backs of his thighs, scooting back down on his calves. “You really need to put some weight on. You’re much too thin.”

			“I know. Maxwell’s constantly stuffing me and it doesn’t help.”

			Her breath whispered across one butt cheek and he tensed. He’d never actually had anyone want to kiss that particular part of his anatomy.

			“We’ll get your sleep schedule fixed, and I think that will help calm your metabolism.” She pressed nibbling little kisses across the curve of his left buttock and up to the hollow at the base of his spine. She traced the hollows with her tongue, while still kneading the backs of his thighs. His abused muscles groaned, the ecstasy excruciatingly intense. “Do you have any sexual limits you can tell me about?”

			Sexual limits? He blinked, trying to get his brain to work, but it was impossible with her tongue swirling back down his other cheek. “I don’t know.”

			“So you don’t have that much sexual experience?”

			His pride stung and he lifted his head enough to glare at her over his shoulder. “I’ve had plenty of experience, thank you very much.”

			“Ah. So you’ve had your balls tied up in a leash? You’ve had a plug shoved up that tight little ass?”

			His cheeks burned and she gave him a wicked smile that only made them blaze even more.

			“Maybe you’ve had plenty of vanilla sex, but I’m asking about kink.” Her fingers glided up and down his crack, making him bury his face against the mattress. “Haven’t you ever experimented or been curious before me?”

			“No,” he muttered against the bed. God. His whole body blazed, crisped in a bonfire that she stirred relentlessly higher.

			She bit his butt cheek hard enough he let out a grunt. “Tell me the truth.”

			“I haven’t had that much experience, okay?” he retorted, keeping his face buried against the sheets.

			“The gorgeous billionaire hasn’t slept his way through countless women? The horror! What will people think?”

			He drooped against the bed, relieved in a way that she knew the truth. “I was away at prep school until Yale, and any free minute I had from class, I was on the water. I dated because it was expected. It never… Let’s just say, no one ever really rocked my world and leave it at that, okay?”

			She crawled up his body and lay flat on top of him, rubbing her cheek against his shoulder. “Is it because of what that girl’s mom did to you in the limo?”

			“I don’t know. I don’t think so. I had healthy urges and the desire. I just didn’t desire a specific woman the way I always wanted.” Until you.

			He didn’t say it out loud. He’d only known her a few days. She wouldn’t believe him. He almost didn’t believe it himself. But he couldn’t argue that after almost three years, he’d only started to live again once she’d walked into his home and thrown open the curtains. Let a little light in.

			“The all-consuming desire that makes you almost mad,” she whispered against his ear. “Desire as necessary as breathing. Food. Water.”

			“Yes,” he breathed. “Exactly. I wanted to need someone so much that I wouldn’t be able to live without them. But then my parents died, and I realized how awful and painful that kind of love really is.”

			“It’s not all terrible though. You had many wonderful years with them, didn’t you?”

			“Yes. But it…hurts.”

			“I know.” She gripped his earlobe in her teeth, squeezing gently. “As I will hurt you, if you let me.”

			At her words, he automatically tensed, and his buttocks throbbed, reminding him exactly how she’d hurt him earlier. “You like the pain.”

			“Yes,” she said simply, not trying to sugarcoat it or deny it. “Nothing turns me on more than a whimper or cry of pain from my lover.”

			Her words weren’t shouted or growled, but they carried menace just the same. Making love with her would involve pain. His pain. “The paddling you gave me was foreplay for you, then.”

			“Yes. I’m not all pain and domination though.” She licked his ear, her breath hot. “For every hurt I give you, I’ll give you at least as much pleasure.”

			“And what do I get to give you?”

			She laughed softly. “Anything I order you to give.”

			Stretched out on top of him, Kelsey tried not to let her desire influence him either way. She didn’t rub her rock-hard nipples against his back, or ride his thigh, even though her pussy ached with need. He had to decide if the pain was worth the pleasure, because the paddling she’d given him was only the beginning. To be safe, she even rolled off him to the side, letting him have his own space to think without her rushing him.

			“I assume the safeword still applies? Even in sex?”

			“Always. Unless we’ve agreed beforehand that we’re going to have vanilla sex.”

			“You can do that?”

			She snorted. “Of course. Though I’d much rather incite all my desires and needs, as well as yours. Sometimes it’s nice to cuddle and make love without any power exchange. It’s not completely satisfying to me, but regular sex does have its place.”

			He rolled over to face her, his handsome face solemn. “The sex I’ve had was just that. Regular. Vanilla. Maybe that’s why I never felt like I got what I needed.”

			She kept her face smooth, but she couldn’t help her husky voice. “A lot of people find BDSM because they’re never completely satisfied but they don’t know why.”

			“I think…” He flashed a smile but didn’t reach for her. “I’ve had way too much talking and not enough fucking.”

			Sitting up, she tugged her tank shirt over her head and tossed it on the floor. “Me too. And, by the way, I love a really good dirty talker. Don’t be afraid to speak up and tell me all the horrible things you’re dying for me to do to you.”

			“I want you to make me come so hard I pass out.”

			She slid off the bed and pushed her pajama pants down, snagging her panties at the same time. Pausing, she let him gaze at her body. Men needed the visual stimulation and she had plenty of it to stimulate him with. She’d learned a long time ago that her full breasts and hips were her real moneymakers. When she wore costumes that catered to her curves, her popularity on the cam sites skyrocketed. Harvey looked like he’d swallowed his own tongue.

			“I’ll give you what you want, but that’s not what this scene is about.” She waited until he managed to drag his gaze up to hers. “Your only desire should be to give me whatever I ask, without question or hesitation. If I tell you to slow down, you do it, even though your balls feel like they’re going to burst. Do you understand?”

			His eyes went wide and his lips trembled. In that moment, she knew she had him. He’d surrendered. He’d reached the point where he couldn’t lie to himself any longer.

			“Yes, Mistress.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Nineteen

			So this is what I’ve been missing my entire life.

			Staring at her, waiting on her next order, his entire will focused on her. He’d never felt like this, so wholly certain and calm. That was it, he realized with awe. The peace she’d given him with the paddle still pooled inside him. The constant clamor in his head was gone. All he had to do was wait for her to tell him what to do next.

			It was incredible. He would have expected to feel enslaved, made less, somehow. Instead, he’d never felt freer.

			“This is where it gets real,” she whispered, her voice reverent. “Right here, right now, you’re not my client. You’re my submissive. You remember the difference, right?”

			He nodded, remembering her demonstration in the library. For a client, she performed his fantasy. For her submissive…

			This is all about her.

			“Then I want you up here licking my pussy until I come on your face.”

			He moved toward her before she finished the sentence. Hovering over the tidy strip of hair she’d trimmed to frame her sex, he looked up at her face. She threaded her fingers in his hair, a tender gesture that could turn to force in a heartbeat, and widened her stance to give him better access. She hadn’t told him he could use his hands, so he decided to follow her orders to the letter. He fisted the sheets, determined not to touch her until she gave him permission.

			It felt good. Right. Incredible. He didn’t have to decide. He didn’t have to worry about whether he ought to try to go to third base. Or whether he should go faster to make her come, or deeper and harder, or whether he ought to do something completely different. Because she’ll tell me exactly what she wants.

			All the pressure was off him, allowing him to focus completely on her.

			He dipped lower and traced his tongue over her glistening slit. Her breath caught in her throat and she arched her hips toward him. So it confused the hell out of him when she backed away from the bed. And him.

			“Come down on the floor, on your knees. You’ll be able to get to me better without craning your neck.”

			He’d never been on his knees for a woman, unless thrusting into her from behind. Climbing down off the bed and kneeling before her, he had to admit she was right. The angle was a lot easier on his neck. She grabbed his shoulders and opened her thighs wider, bringing him deeper beneath her. She was so wet, hot and needy. The taste of her made him crazy. So long. It’d been so damned long…

			She fisted one hand in his hair and dragged his mouth lower, grinding her hips against him. Straining to keep his eyes open, he gave her his tongue, his chin, even his nose, using his whole face to pleasure her. Panting, she strained against him, needing more. He didn’t wait for the words, but sank his tongue deep inside her.

			Her hips bucked against his mouth and he groaned, tasting the salty flood of her desire. She rode his face, taking away his ability to breathe, and he couldn’t make himself care. Not with the raw, ragged sounds she made as she came. She clawed at his shoulders and finally collapsed against him. He caught her, holding her up despite her quivering legs.

			He pressed his face against her stomach, feeling the faint tremors still shaking her.

			“That was so good.” She let out a cross between a moan and a laugh. “Damn. Sorry, I didn’t mean to come so quickly.”

			“I loved it.” He kept his mouth on her skin, afraid to break the connection. “And I’m sure I’ll be apologizing for the exact same thing soon.”

			“If I allow you to come,” she said lightly.

			He dropped back on his heels and gazed up at her. “Yes, Mistress.”

			Her eyes softened and she leaned down to plant a kiss on his mouth. She licked his lips and chin, tasting herself on him. “That’s my boy. Now up into bed with you, cupcake.”

			He growled at the nickname but readily lay back on the mattress, proving she hadn’t completely cowed his arrogance out of him yet.

			“Oh, that’s right, you’d rather be the grizzly. Your legs are almost furry enough.”

			He scowled, making her laugh. “You’re not supposed to laugh at me.”

			“But you’re so cute when you’re mad.” She sat on his knees and studied his cock like an artist getting ready to draw him from memory. Tracing a finger lightly around the head, she let her lips twitch when his hips jerked off the mattress. “My, my, someone’s very eager.”

			“Yes, Mistress,” he ground out. “Very eager.”

			She reached down and gathered up his balls in her palm. He tensed but didn’t voice an objection. She squeezed hard enough to make him let out a nervous little squeak. “These are mine now. This big, thick cock is mine too. You don’t touch it unless I say so. You don’t come unless I give you permission. Are you willing to give me that control over your own pleasure?”

			He nodded jerkily, and she gave a tug on his balls that made him yelp with surprise.

			“Words, Harvey. Always words.”

			“Yes,” he bit off, his eyes shooting daggers at her.

			“Very good,” she purred. “Say it all.”

			“This dick is yours.” She arched her brows expectantly until he continued. “Mistress.”

			“So I’m going to take this dick inside me and ride you as hard as possible until I come again. And you’re not going to come. Not until I give you permission.”

			He groaned, his thighs flexing beneath her. “As you say, Mistress.”

			“Serious question now. I haven’t had a partner in over a year, and I was tested before that. I’m on birth control. I—”

			“No condom,” he growled, daring to clamp his hands on her thighs to keep her from getting up. “It’s not necessary.”

			“It’s very soon,” she said gently, letting him keep his hands on her without reprimanding him. “It’s an intimacy that we don’t have to share and I can still give you what you need.”

			“No. I don’t need it, and you don’t either. I don’t even know if I have any condoms, and they’d be years old. I wouldn’t trust it if we truly needed protection.”

			She hadn’t brought any condoms either, because she’d never intended to go this far with a client. Guilt swamped her and she started to pull back. His grip softened, his fingers barely resting on her thighs. She searched his face, waiting for his arguments or excuses, but he merely looked up at her, his eyes bright but oddly calm.

			Accepting.

			Rather than argue with her, he waited for her to decide. A true submissive. Her submissive.

			It’d been a long time for her too. Not three years, and she didn’t have the same emotional and physical trauma to deal with, but her body ached to be filled. The release he’d given her only made her burn to have his cock stretching her, sliding deep inside. She tightened her fingers on his thighs, trying to get a grip on her own desire, or this would all be over as soon as she took him inside.

			He groaned, thrusting his hips up against her weight. She’d accidentally pulled some of his hairs. Untangling her fingers, she rose up over him. “Look at me. Look at me while I claim you as mine. You may keep your hands on me, as long as you don’t try to take control of the speed.”

			Eyes dark with lust, he stared up at her. His lips parted when she took just the tip of his erection inside her. She tightened her muscles and swirled her hips lightly, watching the muscles across his shoulders and chest bunch and strain. Her pussy clenched harder, making her groan too. Her thighs quivered with effort, but she rose back up and let him slide free.

			He whimpered, his fingers convulsing on her thighs but he didn’t try to haul her back down.

			She repositioned him and pushed down hard without pause, taking his full length as deep as she could. His back arched with enough force to lift her up off her knees, but she couldn’t fault him for taking action, because it felt incredible. He filled every inch of her, stretching her wide. It took her lungs a moment to remember how to breathe, and she still sounded strangled. “Good, that’s so good. You passed the first test, even though your eyes are squeezed shut.”

			His eyes flew open. “Sorry, Mistress.”

			Tormented need burned in his eyes.

			She leaned down and brushed her lips over his. “All I want you to do is lie here and take it. Take whatever I give you. Can you do that for me?”

			Before he could answer, she rotated her hips, grinding her clit against his hip bone hard enough she groaned.

			“Are you going to come again?” His voice was raw, as if he’d been screaming for hours. It made her shiver, that barely leashed emotion hanging on by a thread, just because she’d given him an order.

			“Very likely, yes.”

			“Then yeah. I’ll lie here and take whatever you give me. Mistress.”

			She’s killing me. I’m going to die before she’s done.

			Not that he’d complain.

			With her palms planted on his stomach, she rubbed and rocked and ground herself against him. She circled her hips, massaging every inch of his throbbing dick. She was so wet he could feel the moisture running down the crease between his butt cheek and thigh. And oh, God, she had wickedly perfect muscle control. She clenched and released, squeezing and milking his cock until he couldn’t hold back the groans any longer.

			“That’s what I wanted to hear.”

			As a reward, she stopped the vicious circling of her hips. Or maybe it was a punishment, because she lifted herself, letting him feel his cock sliding out of her a slow fraction at a time. He bit his lip, trying not to bellow at the top of his lungs.

			Hovering with him barely inside her, she paused.

			His thighs jumped and quivered with strain. Sweat burned his eyes. His throat was hot and dry from sucking in deep, ragged breaths. Blinking rapidly, he finally focused on her face.

			“There you are.” Her breathing labored like his, her cheeks flushed and hair sticking to her sweaty forehead and neck. Her full breasts tormented him, the soft pale flesh he wanted to kiss and lick and hold, but she hadn’t given permission. Maybe she’d lean down and press her breasts into his face. He’d die a very happy man. “You passed the second test.”

			He couldn’t find the desire to even ask what that test had been. He didn’t care. If she squeezed her muscles on his dick again, he was going to explode.

			As if she’d heard him, she did just that.

			Squeezing his eyes shut, he sucked in his breath and clenched every muscle he had, trying to fight back the urge to release. His balls felt like they’d swollen to the size of basketballs. She slammed down on him, driving him so deep and hard he instinctively tried to back away a little. He didn’t want to damage something inside her. Flat on his back, there wasn’t anything he could do though. She ground herself against him, her head falling back, her arched back lifting her gorgeous breasts. She cried out, shaking against him.

			He made himself let go of her thighs, for fear he’d leave fingerprint bruises in her skin. Clenching his fists, he dug his fingernails into his palms, but it didn’t help. A giant fist burned at the base of his spine, boiling his blood and tearing him apart.

			He didn’t realize she’d grabbed one of his hands until she placed it on her breast. “Pinch. Hard.”

			Her hard, swollen nipple slid between his fingers. He closed his fingers around it, holding her breast in his palm while she shook above him. So beautiful. He couldn’t remember watching a woman come like this before. She held nothing back, her body curving and twisting with sinuous grace to maximize her pleasure. Only hers. In this moment, he meant nothing. He was only the cock inside her, driving her to release.

			“Now,” she groaned deep in her throat. “Harvey. Come now.”

			His body didn’t wait for his mind to register her words. The fist grinding in his spine exploded and thousands of pounds of molten rock heaved inside him. He shuddered as spurt after spurt boiled up out of him, hot plumes that sizzled through his body. She burned him to ash, his mind wiped clean, his body so spent he couldn’t have slid out of bed to save their lives if the old house caught fire.

			Still on top of him, she cuddled his head to her breasts, her arms around his neck. Gasping against her softness, he tried to make his mind connect to his mouth. “Don’t leave.”

			“I’m not,” she murmured, stroking his hair.

			“Ever,” he finally managed to say despite his brain short-circuiting.

			She made a low sound that might have been pain. He fought to open his eyes, to search her face, but his eyelids were too heavy. She slid down beside him and gathered him close. He could smell the spice of her skin. He’d have to ask Maxwell to make some gingerbread cookies again. They’d been his favorite as a kid. Another thing he’d crossed off the list after the accident, another memory of Christmas and everything he’d had—and lost—before.

			“I’ve got you.”

			Forever. Though he wasn’t sure he managed to say it aloud.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty

			Kelsey turned her head but couldn’t see with her hair all down in her face. What time is it? Her stomach rumbled and a man laughed.

			She jerked her head up and swiped her hair out of her face. Harvey grinned as he sat down on the side of the bed with a silver tray loaded with food. “I was hungry too, so I snuck down to the kitchen.”

			“Looks good.” She crossed her legs and propped the pillows up against her back. “Actually, it looks incredible. When I have the late-night munchies, it’s usually a bowl of Captain Crunch.”

			Harvey shook his head. “Cold cereal was a holiday treat around here. Not that I complained, because Maxwell always made hot breakfasts. Scones, eggs, waffles, pancakes. He believed a hot meal was the difference in a letter grade at school.”

			Yeah, she’d totally agree with that belief. When she didn’t have a hot breakfast at school…

			“What?” Harvey asked.

			Damn. She smiled and tried to change the conversation. “So this is a real scone. I’ve never had one before.”

			“They’re better hot from the oven, but yeah. Maxwell’s favorite teatime treat. Did I say something to upset you?”

			She shrugged. “Let’s just say I completely agree with Gordon and leave it at that. Why do you always call him by his last name?”

			Now it was his turn to busy himself buttering his scone and avoiding her gaze. “That’s what Dad always called him. They were Caine and Maxwell. I naturally called him the same. You’re like Mom though. She always called him Gordon. I guess she thought it was more personal that way.”

			“Did you ever…suspect?”

			“Then? No. I left home at fourteen, only to come back for the holidays. We traveled together all the time, but Maxwell helped with everything, so of course he was always there with us. It was natural, you know?”

			The scone melted in her mouth, so buttery and light she couldn’t stop the sigh of bliss. “Yeah, I can see that.”

			“Plus, he’s a damned good cook and I’m always hungry.”

			They sat on top of the bed, naked, bathed in Christmas lights, and talked about silly things. Her first job. His first solo sailing trip. Her screw-ups when she first started camming. Some of the crazy things past clients had wanted.

			“All he wanted to see were your feet?”

			Laughing in between bites of sharp cheddar, she continued the story. “He wanted my nails painted red and he wanted me to cross my ankles, like this.” She stretched out her legs and crossed right ankle over her left. “Every time I dangled my foot, he groaned and pumped his cock. He came in five dangles. Best money I ever made.”

			“Does it bother you to be a sex worker? I mean, morally?”

			She shrugged. “It’s a job and it pays well. It might sound tawdry, but I like helping people. People have all kinds of needs, and sometimes it makes them feel terrible inside. Like they’re less human. It makes me feel good to help them, even if it sometimes gets a little weird. Plus, what other kind of job could I have that makes so much when I don’t have a college degree? I only needed a small investment in equipment to get started. Of course, it took a while to figure out what works best for me, but I’m making a nice income now. I’ll be able to open my bar soon.”

			His eyes lit up. “You’re going to become a businesswoman?”

			“I am a businesswoman.” She gave him a smart rap on the thigh. “I have the business taxes to prove it. But yeah, I’ve always wanted to own my own bar. Camming is the job that’s going to make that happen.” Along with this job. Guilt twinged so hard she glanced at the lamp on the dresser. Not if I give the check back to Gordon as soon as I find him. There’s no way in hell I’m walking into my dream bar and remembering that I slept with a client. That I accepted money for my services, even though I care about him. I care about him so much. I can’t screw this up.

			“Why a bar?”

			“You’re going to think it’s crazy.”

			“Me? I’ve been unable to leave my own house for over a year. It can’t be any crazier than that.”

			“My parents met in a bar. Mom worked days at the diner, and nights at the local tavern. They always had honky-tonk wannabes playing on the weekends, and she hooked up with a long tall Texan. That’s how she described him to me. ‘A long, tall, country-singing Texan.’ She always hoped he’d come wandering back with his guitar, but it was her bad luck that he made it big. I never even met him until I turned twenty-one and decided to find him myself.”

			Harvey shifted backward and winced, making her smile. “Guess I’m going to remember that paddle for a while, aren’t I?”

			“A few days, at least.”

			“So how did it go when you met him?”

			Her smile faded. “He didn’t believe me.”

			“She never told him?”

			“Oh, I’m sure she told him. He just thought she wanted money. He might have even sent her some to shut her up for a while, and we were desperate enough, she probably took it. I do remember one especially nice Christmas where we actually had a turkey dinner. I always thought we’d gotten a food basket from the shelter, since that’s the winter I got the coat too, but it might have been him.”

			Harvey reached over and took her hand, his fingers stroking the back of her hand. “What’s the story about the coat?”

			“The Christmas coat,” she said softly. “It was my favorite Christmas ever. I was in the second grade and we were living in St. Paul. We moved a lot, and were only here that one Christmas. Mom couldn’t take the cold, even for the job we’d moved up here for her to take. She always thought someone from the office where she cleaned did it, but we never knew for sure.”

			He stretched out beside her and used her thigh to pillow his head, still holding her hand. With the Christmas lights glowing on his skin, he looked like an angel. A fallen angel with those dark scars on his upper body, which only made him more beautiful.

			“I had a coat, but it was from the previous winter when we were in St. Louis. It gets cold in Missouri, but nothing like Minnesota. The sleeves were too short by three inches and I couldn’t zip it up because the zipper was broken. Mama made me a scarf, hat and glove set, and that helped a lot. I also wore a sweater underneath it. I tried two, but then the sleeves were too tight and I couldn’t get the coat pulled on all the way. Mama didn’t have a snow coat either, but we made do. We’d always made do.

			“The last day of school before Christmas break, I opened the door to walk to the bus stop, and there was a package on the front step. A huge silver-foiled box with a big red bow. I’d never seen anything like it before. Inside, we found the most gorgeous down coat, the same color green as my eyes. I’d never seen a prettier coat in my life. Mama cried she was so happy.”

			“Wow. And you never learned who sent it to you?”

			“Nope. There was a card addressed to me, but it said ‘from a friend’ and only signed with the letter D. The coat was a little big, but a good fit otherwise, so it had to be someone who knew me. The next Christmas we’d moved to Nashville, so I really didn’t need it. I kept it and used it as a pillow on my bed until it fell apart.”

			She lay back on the pillows, enjoying the way he curled against her. Staring up at the pretty lights dangling from the bed, she blinked back tears. “I worked overtime to save the money for the bus fare, and then tracked my father down based on his tour schedule. Thank God for Google. I had to throw a scene at the show, threatening to go out front and find the first journalist and tell them the whole sordid truth. But in his mind, that only confirmed the real reason I’d come to find him. When he saw me, he recognized me. Or at least my mother. People always said I looked like her. But he shrugged me off and told his manager to give me some money and send me on my way. His manager wrote me a check for ten thousand dollars. I tore it up and threw it in his face. I never tried to see him again.”

			“What’s his name?”

			“Johnny Dalton.”

			“Shit. Even I’ve heard of him and I hate country music.” Harvey grinned sheepishly. “Oops, sorry.”

			She laughed and combed her fingers through his hair. “Hardly. I hate country music too.”

			They lay together in companionable silence, full and sated. He’d endured punishment, satisfying her sadist side. He’d given her more than enough pleasure. Then he’d fed her too. Lying here with him, she didn’t want to think about tomorrow or the day after. She could easily make love to him again, a slow, gentle ride this time. But then she’d want to stare into his eyes and stroke his face, and it was too intimate. Too real. With the secrets lying between them.

			“Can we stay here, in this moment?” he whispered against her thigh. “Forever?”

			“Are you going to give up trying to win your company back from your aunt?”

			He pressed his forehead against her thigh. “You know I can’t.”

			“And I still have to tell you why I’m really here.”

			He crawled up so he could seal his mouth over hers. He froze a moment, his eyes flaring wide with surprise, wondering what she might do to punish him for taking such liberties. She gripped his hair harder and held him close, taking possession of his mouth. She kissed him until he had to pull away, gasping for breath.

			“Tomorrow,” he gasped. “I don’t want anything to spoil this.”

			She rolled over onto her back and tucked his face up against her neck. He nuzzled in and relaxed against her. “Is your mind at peace still?”

			“Yes. Completely.”

			“Good. Then go to sleep.” Tomorrow will come soon enough.

			“Kelsey?”

			“Hmmm?”

			Her eyes were already heavy, and his voice slurred. “Thank you.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-One

			Sunlight streamed in through the window, forcing Harvey to wake up much earlier than he’d like. He dragged a pillow over his head and reached for Kelsey, but she was already up.

			Another excellent night of sleep. Well, normal people wouldn’t call a mere five or six hours of sleep a great night, but for him, it was a downright miracle. A few more nights like this, and he might be almost back to a normal schedule.

			Normal. He couldn’t really remember what that felt like.

			Last night would be etched in his memory forever. The shock and reluctant arousal as she’d described what she was going to do. Then his undeniable response. The raw, volatile emotion she’d stirred in him. She’d broken him down to tears, and then built him back up brick by brick into something he could almost recognize as himself again. How could he ever repay that? Thank you, Mistress would never express how grateful he was.

			How much he’d needed her and hadn’t even known it. Suddenly the groveling worship on his knees made complete sense.

			He couldn’t go back. He refused to go back. He’d never be that lonely and hopeless again.

			I’ll win back the company, and then I’ll take her and Maxwell on a trip. I’ll buy a new yacht and we’ll sail to the Caribbean. She won’t have to cam any longer. I’ll buy her that bar she planned to open. Maxwell can retire and play Grandpa if we ever have any kids.

			God. Look at me. Thinking and planning for a future.

			He dragged his head up and blearily looked around the room. The bathroom door was shut and he heard the shower running. He slid his legs off the side of the bed and sat up, groaning at the pain in his butt. Sitting in his office chair was going to be quite the chore today. So why did he have such a stupid smile on his face?

			Shaking his head, he pushed up to his feet and started gathering up his clothes. Maxwell would keel over dead if he saw that Harvey had taken a shower two days in a row. If he was quick, he might even beat Kelsey out of the shower, and he could be back here clean and fresh in her bed. Maybe she’d crawl back into bed and dirty him up again.

			A folded-up piece of paper caught his eye. It looked like a check, with a corner tucked up beneath the lamp to keep it from falling off. A check? He cast a furtive glance at the bathroom door, but the shower was still running. He lifted up the corner of the check to see who’d signed it.

			Gordon Maxwell.

			Stunned, Harvey pulled the check out and unfolded it. He dropped the clothes he’d gathered up and sat down hard on the bed despite his sore backside. Why would Maxwell write Kelsey a check? For fifty thousand dollars?

			If she’d been going through hard times like he’d said, Harvey could see giving her some money, even if she wasn’t his niece. But that much money? Dated yesterday.

			His stomach churned and bile burned his throat. A payoff. Maxwell had bought and paid for the Mistress’s services.

			Don’t jump to conclusions. He clutched the check in his first, rumpling it. Give her a chance to explain.

			And hope to God she hadn’t carved and diced his heart like a hunk of meat on Maxwell’s cutting board.

			Despite the luxurious bathroom, Kelsey took a record-fast shower. She had to see Gordon. Immediately.

			Still towel-drying her hair, she tiptoed back into the bedroom, but drew up short. Harvey sat on the side of the bed, his narrowed eyes locked on her. His face pale, his jaw clenched tight. Nothing like the vulnerable, sexy man she’d taken to bed last night.

			Then she saw the crumpled check in his hand.

			Her stomach crashed to somewhere in the vicinity of her knees but she fought to keep her face even. “It’s not what you think.”

			She braced for an explosion of epic proportions, but he merely replied, “Explain it to me, then.”

			At least she’d had the sense to take her clothes into the bathroom, so she didn’t have to explain this naked. She didn’t sit down or try to evade him, but stepped closer, holding his gaze. “I met Gordon on the seventeenth and he hired me.”

			Harvey’s eyes fluttered and his pulse thumped so hard she could see the pulse in his throat. “He hired you for what?”

			“To see if you might be interested in a Mistress.”

			His face twisted in a grimace that made her wince, but he didn’t explode with fury as she expected. Instead, his shoulders slumped and he stared at the check in his hand. His hands trembled. His shoulders shook though he didn’t make a sound.

			“He suspected you might be a submissive, but you hadn’t a chance to explore the possibility before the accident. Maybe having a Mistress could help you get over your grief and start healing again. He made up the whole niece cover story to get me into the house, because he swore you wouldn’t even talk to me any other way. Neither of us expected that…” Her words trailed off because she wasn’t sure what she felt for him. Last night had been wonderful. He’d touched her heart in many ways, and she his, at least she thought she had. But was that enough to say that she loved him? He was too damaged to fall so quickly, and if he did, it wouldn’t be healthy for him, either.

			“So he didn’t pay you to have sex with me,” Harvey said in a cold, flat voice.

			“No! That was never part of the plan. Harvey, please. I was only supposed to flirt a little as a Mistress. Teach you a few things. Give you the courage to seek out a permanent Mistress on your own.”

			“And last night was…?” He jerked his gaze up to hers and she recoiled. He wasn’t angry. His lip curled in disgust. Like he’d never seen anything more repugnant in his entire life. “What? A bonus? A mistake? A fling? A freebie for the poor, damaged rich boy?”

			“No,” she breathed shakily. “It wasn’t like that at all.”

			He rose slowly, his face darkening. Fists clenched at his side, he strode close so he could glare down into her face. “You really are good. I hoped for another night, but with rates like that, unfortunately, at this moment I’m a little tight on cash, so I guess I’ll have to wait.”

			She couldn’t breathe. Her throat closed off and her words came out choked. “I was going to give it back to him. Today.”

			“Sure you were.” Harvey whirled and strode toward the door without looking back. “And I was going to ask you to quit camming and sail with me. It’s pretty obvious which one of us is a fool.”

			She mustered all her power and control to harden her voice with command. “Harvey. Wait.”

			He paused at the door but didn’t turn around. “Yes, Mistress?”

			She didn’t have to see his face. The ugly sneer echoed in his tone. “Did I give you what you needed the most?”

			“Yes. You’re very good at your job. Now get the hell out of my house.”

			“Harvey—”

			“Keep the check.” He opened the door and stepped out without turning back. “Once I get the company back, I’ll send you twice as much for services rendered above and beyond the call of duty.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Two

			Every bone in his body insisted on going to the kitchen. To Maxwell. It’d always been his safe place, and Maxwell had always been his protector, counselor and confidante.

			Now he was the last person who loved him—who’d also stabbed him in the back. No, the heart. A direct hit.

			So Harvey retreated to his other safe place: his father’s study. He locked the door and cracked the blinds enough so that he could see the front walkway. He sat in the leather-backed chair, winced, and got up to find a pillow. Better. Now he stared unseeing out at the winter white landscape.

			Waiting to see the back of Kelsey Marley.

			Someone knocked on the door. “Go away.”

			“Harvey,” Maxwell said. “Has something happened?”

			“Yes.”

			“What is it? What’s wrong?”

			Pain laced the old man’s voice, but Harvey couldn’t be moved. Not this time. “Let’s just say your whore earned her money real well last night.”

			“Kelsey? How dare you call her that!”

			“So you didn’t pay fifty thousand dollars to your niece?”

			Several long moments passed before Maxwell responded. “She told you?”

			“Only that she wasn’t your niece. Then I found the check you gave her—after I woke up in her bed this morning. I promised her another hundred grand once the company’s mine again.”

			“You slept with her?”

			“Isn’t that what you intended? Oh wait, she told me you only wanted her to try me out, see if I was submissive. Like Dad. Like you, right?”

			Maxwell wheezed on the other side, coughing so hard and so long that Harvey almost opened the door. Almost.

			“Can we all sit down and talk this through?” Maxwell finally managed to speak, though his voice sounded like sandpaper. “I’m sure—”

			“I’m not leaving this room until she’s out of my house.”

			“Harvey—”

			“No!” he roared, pounding his fists on the sleek cherry top of his father’s desk. “You stabbed me in the back! The only person—” His voice broke and he forced the sob to sound something closer to laughter. “I was going to tell you this after the Christmas party, but I want you gone too.”

			Silence hung between them. He’d thought Maxwell would protest, deny, beg, something. Instead, he finally whispered, “As you wish, Master Caine. If you’ll excuse me, I’ll go see Miss Marley out.”

			Harvey deliberately ground his buttocks against the chair seat, but the pain did nothing to minimize the ache in his heart. He’d get Caine Enterprises back, and he’d planned on retiring Maxwell anyway. Nothing had changed. Not really.

			Turning back to the window, he waited until he heard the door open and shut. Low voices that he couldn’t understand. Then Kelsey walked toward the street. Idiot. Why didn’t Maxwell at least send a car for her? Call a taxi? Instead, she turned and walked up the sidewalk, dressed in a shabby old wool coat that looked like it’d served a lifetime as Maxwell’s kitchen rag.

			Harvey closed his eyes, remembering her Christmas coat story. Someone had given her the perfect gift and she remembered it always. While he’d kicked her out of probably the nicest house she’d ever seen days before Christmas in a threadbare coat with snow-laden skies threatening to unload on her bare head.

			“It doesn’t matter,” he growled out loud, trying to block out the image of her walking away. She doesn’t matter.

			But his heart insisted that without her…

			Nothing mattered. Not one fucking thing.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Three

			Christmas done Marley style.

			Kelsey sat on the floor in front of her tiny tree in her equally tiny, crappy apartment. Why have a nice place when she only needed a bed and a microwave? Her only splurge—she’d bought a real spruce instead of fake plastic crap, though it’d been the last one on the lot because it was so scrawny. She used a string of plain white mini-lights, because the thicker old-fashioned ones she preferred would weigh the poor thing down. No ornaments. Only lights and a little silver tinsel. Mama would have liked it.

			She brushed a tear away and turned her attention to the gift box. She folded the child’s coat neatly and laid it inside, along with a book, brand-new crayons and a coloring book. She knew firsthand how special a brand-new box of crayons would be to a needy child who was probably trying to make do with last year’s tiny stubs. This was her Christmas tradition, always donating a coat and a few toys to the Angel Ministries or some similar children’s gift service this time of year. She gave, because someone had given to her when she’d needed it most.

			Her cell phone rang, sending her heart racing into overdrive. Maybe Harvey had already gotten over his anger. Maybe he wanted to see her again, or at least be willing to hear her out. She checked the number but it wasn’t a Twin Cities area code. In fact, she didn’t recognize the number at all.

			Would a telemarketer be calling so close to Christmas? She almost rejected the call, but finally answered it. “Hello?”

			“Is this Kelsey Marley?” a man asked.

			“Yes,” she said slowly, trying to place the voice. It sounded familiar, but she didn’t know that many people, other than clients. But they wouldn’t know her real name and they certainly wouldn’t have her cell phone number. “Who is this?”

			“Johnny Dalton.”

			She opened her mouth but it took her a moment to think of a single word to say. “Is this a joke?”

			“Nope.” His voice lightened. “I bet you get calls from country music stars all the time.”

			“Sure. Hell, the President of the United States left me a message too. If you’re really Johnny Dalton, why are you calling me?”

			“You came to see me about five years ago.”

			“Six years, three months and twenty-three days to be exact.”

			“Yeah. And I guess I was pretty rude to you. My manager too. He told me you wouldn’t accept the money.”

			“I didn’t come see you for money.”

			He sighed. “Yeah, I figured that out when you didn’t come back. I really thought it was all a ploy to get a payout. It happens more than you’d expect if you’re not in the business.”

			“Or maybe it happens because you sleep around with a new groupie in every town.”

			He laughed but it wasn’t a light, happy sound. “I deserve that. Yeah, back in the good ol’ days, I was a hound dog. But even hound dogs grow up eventually.”

			“Or at least get too old to get it up without a little pharmaceutical assistance.”

			“Ouch. I see you got your mama’s witty tongue.”

			“You have no idea.” Suddenly, tears burned her eyes and her chest ached so badly she rubbed her sternum to ease the pain. “What do you want? I have better things to do than listen to your sob story.”

			“Well…” He drew it out as only a Southerner could, making a one-syllable word go on for a mile. “I’d like to see you.”

			She choked on the laughter bubbling up. It had to be laughter. Not sobs. “Hell no.”

			“It’s Christmas.”

			White-hot fury blazed in her and she clenched the phone so hard the plastic case cracked. “Since when do you give a fuck about Christmas? You’ve had twenty-seven Christmases you could have spent with me and you couldn’t even be bothered to call. So what gives you the fucking right to call me now?”

			“I’m dying.” He said it so matter-of-factly that her anger dissolved and she slumped on her knees. “I have stage four colon cancer. It spread to my liver. I’ve had two surgeries already, and they’re hoping they got most of it, but we’ll have to see. The prognosis is pretty grim. I might have a few years left, if I’m careful and the surgeon is as good as he promised.”

			Tears dripped down her cheeks but she didn’t say anything. She didn’t know what to say. All her life, she’d wanted to meet her father and have some kind of relationship with him. In five minutes, he’d shot her from extreme hope to anger to despair. After so long, did she really want to get to know him, if he was going to die in a few months? A year?

			“Sitting in a room with a needle pumping poison into my arm, I decided I had to get my shit together in the time I have left. And if I have a daughter, I want to at least get to know her before it’s too late.” He sighed heavily, almost a groan of pain. “Look, darlin’, I know it was a shitty thing to walk out on your mom. I didn’t know she was pregnant when I left, and when she called me, I couldn’t afford to come back. By the time I could, my willful, stupid pride insisted she was only after me for a little slice of the pie. I don’t deserve a chance to make it up to you. In fact, I know I can’t possibly make up all those years and what you went through growing up without a dad. But let me at least make some kind of difference in your life before I’m gone.”

			She was silent so long he asked, “Kelsey?”

			“I’m thinking.”

			“Do you have a family? Are you spending Christmas with anyone?”

			Pain speared her heart. She’d hoped Harvey might call, but it’d been twenty-four hours. He’d be going to his aunt’s Christmas Eve party tomorrow and executing his grand plan. He wouldn’t have any need of her. “No. But that doesn’t mean I want to see you. I’ve learned to protect myself. Had to. And I don’t want to get hurt all over again.”

			“I understand. I do. I was a class-A asshole when you came to see me. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry I can’t even begin to say it enough. I understand if it’s too painful. If you need to say no, it’s all right. I’ve never been there for you, and it’s not my intention now to cause you more pain.”

			Three or four years from now, would she look back at this decision and be glad? Would she have a few pleasant memories of the man who’d fathered her? Or would she only have gleeful spite, like Harvey’s determination to steal his company out from under his aunt’s nose? Would she beat herself up with guilt that she hadn’t done enough while she had the time?

			Or would she face the pain head-on and see what pleasure she could find in it?

			“Where are you?”

			“I’m staying at the Saint Paul Hotel. I’ll meet anywhere you want.”

			“I’ve always wanted to eat at Mickey’s Dining Car.”

			“Done,” he said quickly. “Can I send a car to get you? It’s snowing like crazy.”

			She laughed and something broke free inside her, a chunk of ice that slowly flowed away. “Welcome to Minnesota. It snows like crazy at least six months out of the year. A car would be great.”

			She gave him a nearby corner intersection a few minutes’ walk away, not her apartment number, just in case he was a complete fraud. She hung up, startled to realize it’d gotten dark while she’d talked to him. Her tree glowed brightly in the dim room, transformed from scrawny to a tiny miracle of hope by a simple phone call.

			I’m going to meet my father today.

			Merry Christmas, Kelsey.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Four

			Harvey ran a finger around the tight collar of his white dress shirt but it didn’t budge. Dressed in a sharp black tuxedo, he almost felt like the old him. The fake one who’d come home from the sea to try to fit in—only to fail miserably. His bowtie could use some work, but he still wasn’t speaking to Maxwell beyond the few necessary words. Have the suit cleaned. Get the car. Time to go to Aunt Lauren’s.

			Between his sweaty palms and his already damp undershirt, he’d probably catch his death of cold the first time he left the house in years for a public event. It’d serve him right.

			Dressed in an old flannel robe, Maxwell waited at the door with his dressy wool coat. He’d always been a spry man despite his white hair, but now his shoulders were heavily stooped and he shuffled like an elderly man at death’s door. He’d aged ten years overnight.

			Guilt and nerves churned in Harvey’s stomach, but he didn’t say anything as Maxwell helped him slip into his coat. When he’d played out the moment of his victory in his mind, Maxwell had always been by his side at the party. His shield and his protector. His hands trembled at the thought of facing the lion’s den alone, but he didn’t ask him to go. He couldn’t. Maxwell had been vehemently against this plan from the start.

			“You look very nice. I’m sure Mrs. St. John will be thrilled to see you.”

			Harvey smoothed the already perfect lapels of his coat. “Right up until I make my announcement.”

			“I guess you’ll see whether your assumptions were correct very soon. I hope you’re not disappointed.”

			“How could I be? Everything’s going according to plan.”

			“Of course.”

			Harvey knew that tone of voice but refused to rise to the challenge of defending his position for the thousandth time. “You’ll see.”

			“Actually, I probably won’t. I’ve got a plane to catch very early in the morning. I’ll try not to wake you since I’m sure you’ll be out celebrating your victory very late.”

			Harvey had to bite his tongue to keep from blurting, You’re leaving? Of course Maxwell was leaving. Harvey had told him to. The Caine trust would provide for him as long as he lived. He’d only stuck around to take care of Harvey.

			I don’t need anyone to take care of me any longer.

			His mind flinched away from a sudden memory of Kelsey soothing him after she’d paddled him into a sobbing mess. His left buttock chose that moment to throb, a phantom memory of the pain she’d given him.

			And the release. The peace. He’d slept like the dead for another full day after she left. He had nothing better to do.

			“Merry Christmas, Harvey.”

			Shaken, he could only nod and mumble, “Have a safe flight,” as he exited the house. The driver opened the back door for him, but he hesitated, turning to look back at his family home. Maxwell lifted a hand in farewell and then stepped inside out of the cold.

			Harvey almost ran back up the steps to fling the door aside and drag him into a crushing hug. Beg him not to leave. He even took a step back, the snow seeping into his expensive leather shoes.

			The plan. Remember the plan. You’ve almost made it.

			He slid into the car and the driver shut the door. Staring up at the dark house, he tried to imagine what it would be like without Maxwell. And he didn’t want to come home ever again.

			* * * * *

			Historic Mickey’s Dining Car was lit up like a Christmas tree with bright neon lights. Kelsey sat in the car a moment, trying to gather her thoughts. She’d expected Johnny to send a taxi for her, not a luxury Town Car with leather seats. She’d never sat in such a nice vehicle before. Staring at the diner, she wiped her sweaty palms on her jeans. No, she hadn’t changed her clothes. She refused to try to impress the man who’d walked out on her mother twenty-eight years ago.

			As a hungry, grubby kid, she’d dreamed about this day. How her famous father would show up in a fancy car and take her and Mama away to live in a shiny palace. As an angry teenager struggling to finish school on her own, she’d dreamed about beating him up so badly that he wouldn’t be able to sing ever again. By the time she’d actually saved up the money and gathered her courage to see him, she’d settled somewhere in between, where he’d be glad to know her, even if nothing really changed.

			When he’d walked out and flippantly told his manager to give the kid some money to shut her up, her last belief in fairytales and happy endings had shriveled up and died.

			So what did she expect when she saw him face to face tonight? A teary reunion? Hardly.

			Taking a deep breath, she opened the car door. “Thanks for the ride.”

			The driver scrambled out and shut the door for her. “I’ll be here to take you back home when you’re ready.”

			Tears burned her eyes and she nodded her thanks. Last time she’d gone to see her father, she’d been too naïve to plan for the trip home alone. She’d ended up stranded in Denver and decided she had a new hometown.

			She walked into the diner and saw him right away. The long, narrow streetcar made it difficult to hide and there were only two customers. Sitting at the bar, he turned as soon as he heard the door and stood up. God, he was tall. Mama had been right about that. He had to be well over six feet and definitely lean. His coloring was a little off, his skin grayish, betraying his illness.

			Even if she hadn’t seen him once before, she knew his face. She’d found him online and stared at his image for years, praying he’d rescue them and then cursing him when he didn’t. His eyes were the same pale blue, but his long ponytail was gone, replaced by a shorter buzz cut of sparse, gray hair. He looked closer to Gordon’s age than fifty.

			She’d expected him to wear something sparkly like one of his show outfits, but in faded jeans and matching denim work shirt, he could have stepped off a ranch. Except for the fancy cowboy boots. She doubted anyone would actually ride a horse in boots like those.

			He took a step toward her and opened his arms, like he was going to hug her.

			Hug me? After twenty-plus years of nothing? Oh hell no.

			Stiffly, she held out her hand. His cheeks burned, but he lowered his arms and took her hand, though he didn’t shake at all. She joined him at the bar and had to pull her hand out of his. Uncomfortable silence hung between them, but she picked up the menu to give herself something to do.

			“So.” He cleared his throat. “You’ve never eaten here?”

			“Nope.”

			“How long have you lived in St. Paul?”

			The waitress came over, so Kelsey ordered a bowl of mulligan stew and coffee with cream. “Two years.”

			“What about Sarah? Where’s she at now?”

			Kelsey held her breath for several long moments, fighting to keep her voice even. “Mama died when I was sixteen.”

			“Oh. I… I didn’t know. I’m sorry, I had no idea. Were you able to stay with family?”

			Kelsey took a sip of the coffee and winced. Gordon’s brew put this to shame. “We had no family.”

			“Where did you live?”

			Is this dickhead for real? She turned and searched his face, but he looked genuinely bewildered. “We’d settled in a shithole town outside of St. Louis in a one-bedroom roach-infested apartment with a huge hole in the roof. When she died, I couldn’t afford to keep even such a dump on my own. I didn’t have any friends. I had nowhere to go but foster care. It’s a miracle I managed to graduate high school.”

			His hands trembled as he wrapped his fingers around his water glass. “Why didn’t you call me?”

			“Gee, I don’t know. I didn’t have your number? I didn’t have any money to come find you? It took me years to save enough to make the trip to California, and then we all know how that turned out. I only had enough cash to make it back to Denver on the bus. So I even lost the crap jobs I’d been working after graduation.”

			“Why didn’t you just take the money?”

			She slammed her fist down on the counter, rattling their glasses. The waitress whirled around and the only other customer, an old guy at the end of the bar, shot her a dirty look. “Sorry. I guess I still have some lingering anger for you.”

			Wary, the waitress plopped her bowl down in front of her, and Johnny’s strawberry milkshake. She took a bite of the thick stew and was pleasantly surprised. A few bites gave her time to settle down and gather her thoughts.

			“I didn’t take your money because I wanted a dad. Not a paycheck. If you didn’t want me, then I sure as hell didn’t want your money.”

			“But it would have made your life easier.”

			“I learned at an early age that life wasn’t going to be easy. I would only have what I worked my hardest to get. At least then it would be mine.”

			He was silent for so long that she glanced at him, and froze when she saw the tears on his cheeks.

			Self-conscious, he swiped at his cheeks. “The damned chemotherapy ruined my appetite and wreaked havoc on my mental state. Every time I see a damned Christmas commercial they put me in tears.”

			She had to laugh a little. “You’re starting to sound like Harvey.”

			“Boyfriend?”

			She tipped her head side to side. “Sort of. Maybe. Though the last time I saw him, he kicked me out of his house.”

			“Need a long-lost dad to pick up a shotgun and go see this guy to ensure he treats his daughter right?”

			“Nah, I got that covered.” Though the idea of Johnny Dalton showing up at the Caine mansion with a shotgun made her smile.

			“You got a job? Are you doing okay financially?”

			“I have a job, but you might not approve of it.”

			He arched one eyebrow. “Oh really? Now we’re getting to the good stuff.”

			Lying awake at night, she’d imagined having all sorts of conversations with her dad. But never quite like this. “I’m a camgirl.”

			His other eyebrow rose up to form a high-rise line of surprise across his forehead. “An online sex worker?”

			“Yep.” She turned her attention to her bowl and ate steadily. She didn’t really care about his opinion. He could voice it, but his approval—or disapproval—wouldn’t affect her one way or the other.

			“That’s fascinating. Is it good money?”

			“In the past year, I’ve managed to save nearly a hundred thousand dollars.”

			“Don’t take this the wrong way, but you must be pretty good at it then.”

			She choked on a lump of meat and he pounded her on the back. “Yeah, I guess. Once I figured out my niche, my income went way up.”

			“And what’s that? If you can tell me.”

			“I’m a Dominatrix, though when the money’s right, I’ll do about anything.”

			She must have winced a little, because he probed a little deeper. “Something that’s bothering you?”

			She blew out a sigh. “I was hired for Harvey. He didn’t like it when he found out.”

			“That’s why he kicked you out.”

			“Yeah.”

			“When we talked on the phone earlier, I admitted I was a bit of a hound dog. It’s such an ego boost to walk off a stage and have a hundred of the prettiest girls in town throwing their panties at you. So yeah, I did sleep with a lot of girls in a lot of cities, but as I got older, I learned something very important. Eventually, the faces blur together. There’s only a few encounters over the years that were real. That I could remember. Faces that I would dream about. Sarah was the only one who really haunted me.”

			Now it was her turn for her eyes to burn, but she’d be damned if she’d cry in front of him.

			“I’m assuming you see a lot of guys online. Most of them don’t mean a thing to you. Was this Harvey guy real?”

			“Yeah.” Just thinking about him made her heart ache. His grouchy complaints and arrogant demands, mixed with his wide-eyed shock when she’d paddled him. His passion once she’d released his anger. “He was the realest I’ve ever known.”

			“Then don’t make my mistake. Don’t let him walk out on you, and don’t you walk out on him.”

			She’d been thinking about what to do about Harvey. It wasn’t like she could call him. Even if she had his number, he’d probably refuse to hear her out. “I know where he lives and he doesn’t get out much. Assuming I can get in the door, I think I can make him hear me out.”

			She ordered a piece of pie and Johnny had another milkshake, claiming it was about the only thing he could stand to eat. Chocolate this time.

			“So I was thinking…” He turned in his seat and faced her, elbows braced on his knees. “I quit the music business when I got the diagnosis. I couldn’t do the crazy tour schedules any longer and I don’t have the strength to get through a two- or three-hour performance, though I still putter around with my guitar. I already bought a house. Well, a condo, here in downtown St. Paul. It’ll be ready after the first of the year. I’m set up with new doctors up here, though I might fly out to California on occasion to see my old doc.

			“I’d like to see you more. If you’re open to that. No expectations or anything like that. I’d just like to get to know you.”

			Her throat tightened but she managed to get the words out. “I’d like that.”

			“I don’t have any idea what I’ll do with myself. I’m starting to get some of my strength back and the boredom is killing me. I can’t do anything physical, but I was thinking about starting some kind of business, or at least making some investments. Now here’s where you can tell me it’s none of my damned business if you want, but what are you saving all that money for?”

			She hesitated a moment, unsure if she wanted to share her hopes and dreams with him. He might laugh. Or he might tell her a thousand reasons it was a stupid idea. He had no right to know her dreams. He’d crushed so many of them without even knowing it.

			But staring into his thin, wan face and his watery eyes still damp in the corners, she couldn’t punish him that way. It might make her feel better to deny him any piece of her heart, but it wouldn’t cost her anything to let him have a little of her true self. He might walk away again and leave her high and dry…

			Or she might actually start to have a father for the first time in her life.

			“I’ve always dreamed about opening my own bar. I found the perfect building just a few blocks away, but it needs some work. I’ve got enough for the down payment and most of the renovations, but I’m not quite ready to make the jump. I want to have plenty of capital to set myself up right to make it a success.”

			“I sure would like to help you with this,” he said slowly, dropping his gaze to his hands. “I know I ain’t got the right, but it would do me proud to help you make this dream come true. I’ve got more money than I rightfully know what to do with, and I need something to occupy my brain before I drive myself nuts. Could you use a business partner?”

			“You would…” She had to swallow, her voice trembling. She fought to keep her hopes tightly under wraps, to protect herself from getting hurt again. “Help? I mean, you would be a part of it? You would stay here? With me?”

			“It’d be my great pleasure to stay and help you as long as you can stomach me. I’m not offering a check, darlin’. I’m offering to be here. For you. As long as I can.”

			She couldn’t hold it back any longer. A sob broke free and she threw her arms around his neck. Shaking, he crushed her against him in a bear hug and they cried together.

			Wiping her eyes, she drew back. “It’s a deal on one condition.”

			“Name it.”

			“Do you think Johnny Dalton might be able to sing a song every once in a while?”

			“I think I might be able to convince him to do that. In fact, I’m pretty sure he’s got an idea for a new song he’s gonna write, and this one is going to be dedicated to his daughter.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Five

			What if I’m wrong? About everything?

			Hands shaking, Harvey closed his eyes and concentrated on breathing. He’d already had a healthy shot—glass—of whiskey to take the edge off his nerves, but he hadn’t managed to step out of the car yet. Every mile from St. Paul to Lake Minnetonka had seemed to fly ever faster, speeding his pulse and his breathing until he was sure he’d pass out.

			I can’t do this. I can’t go in there and see all those people looking like this.

			He touched the scars on his cheek, the visual reminder of the penance he was determined to pay. Now he wished he’d talked to the plastic surgeon years ago. But it was too late to fix his face. It was too late to fix things with Maxwell. Even Kelsey. She hadn’t called.

			How could she? He’d never given her a number or indicated he’d accept a call from her. Closing his eyes, he brought her image up in his mind. Sprawled out on her bed, her skin softly glowing from the Christmas lights. Her tousled hair strewn out on the pillows. Her eyes lazy with wicked intent. She was going to drive him slowly mad and love every moment of it.

			If he concentrated hard enough, he could almost smell her skin again. The scent of her shampoo. Gingerbread spices, warm and spicy from the oven.

			More centered, he signaled the driver, who came around and opened his door. His knees shook but he made it up the brightly lit front steps of Aunt Lauren’s home. Every window and eave blinked and glowed with white Christmas lights, so bright he wanted to shield his eyes. He raised his hand to knock on the door, but a man dressed in a formal tuxedo opened it. Harvey didn’t recognize him. Older than him, but younger than Maxwell, likely a Californian or Floridian by the dark tan.

			“Do you have an invitation, sir?”

			“No.”

			The man arched a brow. “Your name, sir?”

			“Harvey Caine.”

			The man startled and then jerked into a bow. “My pleasure to make your acquaintance, Mr. Caine. Please come in. She’ll be delighted to see you.”

			Stepping into the brightly lit crowded room was a panic attack waiting to happen. The Twin Cities’ cream of the crop was in full force, dressed to the nines and wielding rapier tongues. Already people were whispering and gathering into small groups to gossip about his appearance.

			God, what I wouldn’t give to have Maxwell or Kelsey here with me.

			He turned inward, finding the wide-open empty sea that had been his companion for so many years. Blue, gray, green, the water stretched into infinity, blending into the gray-purple evening sky. He could almost hear the waves thumping his bow and feel the rumble of the motor beneath his feet.

			But that only made him long to be on Knightmare again. Which brought him back to this abominable party. He’d never sail alone again. He’d sworn that when he’d seen the sun rise the next morning and the yacht was still afloat, but damaged overnight by the storm. It was time to let that part of his life go. Along with his parents. And Maxwell. And Kelsey.

			He wasn’t sure which one hurt the most. They all left him gutted and gasping on a deserted sandy beach, battered beyond hope.

			His pulse jumped frantically and he swayed, his vision going gray. He couldn’t breathe.

			“Harvey!” A woman squealed and then enveloped him in a hug. He didn’t mind, because it kept him on his feet. “I’ve been hoping and praying this day would come!” She squeezed him again, and then pulled back, her voice sharpening. “What’s wrong? Your face is sheet-white and clammy. Braden, help me get him into the study.”

			Someone else took his arm and they led him away from the noise and lights into a quiet, dark room that almost made him sob with relief. He sank down into the offered chair and lifted a shaking hand to his head. His heartbeat thudded in his skull so loudly it took a moment for him to hear the question.

			“What do you need? Is there anything I can get you? A drink?”

			“Water, please,” he said hoarsely.

			Someone placed a chilled glass into his hand and he pressed it to his cheeks before taking a sip. He closed his eyes and counted his breathing. Four in. Four out. Until he could open his eyes again.

			Looking at his widowed aunt made a lump swell in his throat. She looked so much like his father. Prettier, obviously, but the same golden hair, streaked with gray, and the same light gray eyes. She didn’t look a day over fifty, though she had to be closer to sixty now. Tears streaked her cheeks but he didn’t know why.

			“Harvey.” She clutched his free hand tightly. “I’ve been so worried about you. I’ve missed you so. Looking at you…” She broke into a sob and lifted his hand to her face. “It’s like seeing Nathan and Melissa all over again. Please, you mustn’t stay away like this. You’re all the family I have left.”

			Bewildered, he didn’t try to reclaim his hand. Was all this emotion sincere? How could it be? She’d robbed him of his birthright. Why wasn’t she terrified that he’d finally come to reclaim what was his?

			“Does this mean you’re ready to come back?”

			He blinked, trying to get his mind to work, but he’d slipped into neutral.

			“Gordon never would give me particulars, no matter how often I called and begged for information.”

			“You called?”

			Her eyes flared wide. “Every week. He didn’t tell you?”

			“I…” He took a sip of water and cleared his throat. “I told him I didn’t want to know. About visitors. Or callers.”

			“You’ve been quite the recluse in that miserable old house. I offered to come stay with you several times, but Gordon said you preferred your privacy.”

			She’d called. She’d wanted to come stay at the house. After she’d stolen the company? Nothing made sense. His head ached too badly. “Do you have something a little stronger?”

			“Of course, young man.” The man who’d answered the door brought him a glass of dark amber. “A little Tennessee whiskey ought to set things right.”

			Set things right. If only that was possible.

			“Sorry, let me introduce you two properly,” Aunt Lauren reached up and took the man’s hand. “Harvey, this is my friend, Braden Douglas. Braden, my dear nephew, Harvey Caine.”

			“I’ve heard nothing but great things about you, Harvey,” Braden said, settling his hand on her shoulder. “Lauren’s been absolutely distraught about your condition, so I’m relieved that you’re finally feeling better.”

			Harvey sipped the whiskey so he didn’t have to say anything.

			“The timing is perfect,” Aunt Lauren said. “The board is here tonight. We’ll finalize the transition plan before you leave.”

			Harvey spluttered on the alcohol, and Braden stepped closer to thump him on the back.

			“Or is it too soon?” Her forehead crinkled with a worried frown. “Take your time by all means, Harvey, but we’re so anxious to have you with us. You need more experience, but I don’t see why you can’t come back immediately as vice president, with the plan to take over as CEO within the year.”

			“Me?” He tried to contain his disbelief, but she looked up at Braden worriedly. “Since when have you wanted me to have anything to do with the company? You were quite vocal when Dad made me vice president in the first place, and you took over as CEO the day of the funeral.”

			She paled as if he’d slapped her. “Someone had to. The stockholders were clamoring for leadership and you were in the hospital. I was the only other Caine left. Is that why you refused to see me for so long? You thought…”

			Clutching Braden’s hand, she turned toward him and wept against his side. The older man narrowed a hard look on Harvey. “You have no idea what she’s been through. First losing her beloved brother and his wife, who was like her sister. Then to lose you too. Because you might as well have died in that car with them when you refused to see her.”

			Harvey had said the same thing to himself too many times to count, but no one had ever said it out loud.

			“I was vocal in the beginning, yes, because you came in with absolutely no experience outside of college. I didn’t want you to take the position lightly, or treat it like a token position in the family business, and you didn’t. We couldn’t be prouder, especially with how you managed the overseas shipping division. I’ve done my best, but I never had the same business acumen as Nathan.” Her voice broke on his name, and Harvey’s eyes filled with tears too. “We need you. Badly. We needed you two years ago, but Gordon said you needed time. I can’t bear that you thought I’d… I’d…stolen the company from you, Harvey. For so long. It breaks my heart all over again. Why didn’t you just talk to me?”

			As Gordon had encouraged him every single time she’d asked to see Harvey. Regret clogged his throat and he let the tears fall. At least she’d believe in his sincerity. “I’m sorry to have caused you such pain. I’ve not been right in the head since the accident. I’ve denied therapy. I’ve denied surgery.” He lifted a hand toward his face but let his fingers fall short. “Maxwell kept telling me I was mistaken, that I was irrational, but I guess… I needed something to focus on that gave me the will to live. I focused everything I had on getting the company back from you. It drove me to get better, to come up with my own plan and execute this grand scheme to prove that I was better. But at the heart of everything, I’ve been punishing myself.”

			“Oh, Harvey, why?”

			His throat ached but he forced the words out. “Because I’m still alive and they’re not.”

			She rose up from her chair and drew him into a hug. “I thank God every day that you were spared, and I know without a single doubt in my mind that your parents are looking down on you and they’re glad too. They never would have wanted you to die with them.”

			He let out a shuddering breath and hugged her back. “I’m sorry. For everything. I came here tonight with the sole purpose of a hostile takeover.”

			He braced for her reaction. He never expected her to laugh. “You brilliant young fool. Watch this. Braden, please ask the board members to join us. We’re going to make this official before some shady conglomerate comes out of nowhere and steals all our stock out from beneath our noses.”

			Head whirling, he took another sip of whiskey. It couldn’t be this easy. Had he been so completely wrong? All the plotting, all the worry and stress… For nothing. “Watch out for Mallory. He’s the one who was going to give me the final one percent of stock. Needless to say, that crappy deal is off.”

			“Then he’ll mess his pants when he sees us standing together.” He jumped when she laid a brown legal-sized envelope in his lap. “I’m glad you finally showed up so I could give your Christmas gift to you. I’ve been saving it for three years.”

			Glancing up at her face gave him no clues, though she did have a rather smug smile. He opened the envelope and pulled out the papers enough to read the top. And his heart stopped beating.

			“Someone’s been trying to buy this from me for quite some time. I wasn’t sure if it was you the first time, but when you kept coming back time after time, I knew. No one else would want that property with such dedication. I decided to hold on to Holly Park until you came and asked me in person.” She smiled, a sad mix of accusation and amusement. “At least then, I reasoned, I would get to see you before I gave it to you.”

			He couldn’t believe it. The deed to Holly Park, here in his hands. The one thing he hadn’t been able to achieve on his own. He swiped his cheeks roughly and glanced up at Aunt Lauren. She captured his face in both hands and bent down close. “I love you, dear nephew, and nothing will ever change that. Now pull yourself together so I can tell the board that our beloved Caine son is ready to take his father’s place.”

			“I…” He gulped hard and tried to express how stupid he’d been. How completely shaken and overwhelmed. How embarrassed…

			She kissed his bad cheek. “I know. So like your father. God, I’ve missed your arrogant, selfish, harebrained self.”

			He laughed and kissed her cheek. “I love you too, Aunt Lauren. It’s good to be back.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Six

			The house was dark, except for a lone light at the front door. Maxwell always left a light on for him.

			Please, please still be here.

			He didn’t think Maxwell would actually leave, at least until he heard the outcome of the party at Aunt Lauren’s, if for no other reason than to see if he’d been right or not. But Harvey had made it very clear over the past few days that he wanted Maxwell gone. While the man had stubbornly refused to listen to a word Harvey’d had to say for years, it was his luck that Maxwell would heed him now and leave on the first plane to Scotland.

			He shouldn’t have worried. Just as if he’d been waiting up on Harvey to make it home from a date, Maxwell sat at the kitchen bar sipping an herbal tea and reading, still dressed in his robe. He didn’t look up when Harvey came in.

			It’d been a long time since he’d indulged in this particular companionable routine, but old habits were easy to fall back into. He rummaged in the fridge and pulled out salami, his favorite cheese and two kinds of olives. Fresh bread was always a staple in Maxwell’s kitchen, so Harvey sliced off several pieces on the diagonal and arranged an antipasti plate with plenty for two. A late-night snack wouldn’t be the same without a glass of wine either.

			Sitting across from Maxwell, he poured two glasses of red.

			“How was your evening?” Maxwell asked, setting the book aside.

			Just like old times. “Surprising. Exhausting. Illuminating.” He layered the meat and cheese onto the bread and popped an olive in his mouth. “You were right. As always.”

			“Oh? About what?”

			“Everything. But you knew that too.”

			Maxwell took only a slice of bread. He’d nibble on it for hours while Harvey stuffed his face. “Oh?”

			Harvey rolled his eyes. “Aunt Lauren wasn’t scheming to keep the company from me. She actually cried when she realized what I’d suspected.”

			Maxwell swirled his wineglass but didn’t actually take a drink. “How did that make you feel?”

			“Like shit,” Harvey retorted. “Like a fucking moron. She even gave me Holly Park tonight. Said she’d been saving it as my Christmas present. Then she called the board in to officially accept me back as vice president and we’ll start drafting a long-term transition plan after the first of the year.”

			Maxwell smiled. “Congratulations are in order then. You got exactly what you wanted.”

			“Yes and no.” Harvey sighed heavily. “I hurt her. I hurt you. And I hurt Kelsey.”

			Maxwell never got angry or judgmental in these discussions. How he could stay so calm when the world was falling apart, Harvey had no idea. “What are you going to do about it?”

			“I’ve already apologized and made up with Aunt Lauren. She’s coming for Sunday brunch, by the way.”

			“Splendid. Who’s cooking for you?”

			Harvey stared at him, his heart dying a little inside. “I don’t want you to leave.”

			“You made your feelings very clear to me on more than one occasion. Besides, it’s time I retire. I only stayed on so long to ensure that you were recovered from the accident.”

			“You can’t leave.”

			Maxwell picked up his book and opened it on the bar. “I’m terribly sorry, but I’ve already arranged to visit family in Scotland. They’ll be disappointed if I don’t come as promised.”

			“I’ll be terribly disappointed if you leave.” When Maxwell didn’t look up from the page, Harvey snatched it from him and slammed it shut. “I forbid you to leave.”

			Maxwell smiled and started to stand from his seat. “I’ll be heading to bed for a nap before my flight. Good night, Harvey, and thank you for all you’ve done for me.”

			When he turned around and actually headed for the door, Harvey leaped to his feet and threw his arms around him from behind. “You can’t go. I still need you. I’ll always need you.”

			Maxwell wrapped his arms over Harvey’s, but didn’t turn around and didn’t say anything.

			“Without you, I wouldn’t have survived this long. I’m sorry I’m such an asshole to you. You deserve better. Much better. I’ve just been so lost.”

			“I’ve been lost too,” Maxwell said hoarsely, patting his hand. “I love you dearly, Harvey, but I’m afraid I’ve kept you from living your life as you need. It’s time I moved on.”

			“No,” he retorted, squeezing him harder. “It’s time for me to take care of you for a change. You deserve it.”

			“No. I don’t.” Maxwell’s voice broke and his shoulders quivered. “You’ve blamed yourself all these years, and it’s my fault they died. Mine. Not yours!”

			“What? That doesn’t make any sense.”

			Maxwell shook his head, his cheeks wet.

			Horrified that the man was actually crying, Harvey turned him back around and made him sit down. He dumped the wine—which Maxwell never drank—and poured him a glass of chilled water from the fridge. “Talk to me, Maxwell. What’s wrong? Why would you say such a thing?”

			“They made me promise.” He raised beseeching eyes to Harvey’s, his weary, lined face as grief stricken as the day they’d put his parents in the ground. “I wanted to tell you so badly, but I couldn’t break my word.”

			“About your relationship with them? I’m not upset about that, not really. I was just trying to push you away. Now that I know, it explains a lot that I never really understood as a kid.”

			Maxwell shook his head. “No, it’s more than that. They didn’t want me to tell you for a very specific reason. I abided by our agreement for years, but as you got older, I felt like we were lying to you. It ate away at me, and I begged them to tell you the truth. That night, they promised they would.”

			Harvey sat down hard and winced.

			Maxwell choked on a laugh. “That will get better in another day or two.”

			Harvey’s cheeks burned. “You know about that too?”

			“I’m old but I’m not deaf. Of course I know about what goes on under this roof. It’s my job to know.” His amusement quickly faded back to sad resignation though. “Did they say anything to you that night? Before the accident?”

			As a thousand times before, Harvey let the last few moments play through his mind. “They did the whole ‘you know we love you but…’ bit. I honestly thought they were going to disinherit me because of all my partying when I came back home.”

			“They didn’t approve, but they also knew you had to work things out for yourself. They’d never have disinherited you for that. I’m sure your mother would have had quite a lot to say about you letting Kelsey walk away though.”

			Harvey braced his elbows on the table and dropped his forehead into his hands. “Don’t remind me.”

			“They didn’t say anything else?” Maxwell asked softly. “Anything about me?”

			Harvey raised his head and searched the other man’s face. “No.”

			Maxwell dropped his gaze to the granite lying between them and traced his fingers over the speckled patterns. “I fell in love with Nathan first. He’s the reason I stayed in America rather than going home after college. But nothing came of it for many years. He married Melissa and I was happy to work for them just to be close to him. But over time, his feelings deepened for me, and we went to her. God, I was so scared. I remember my knees shaking so badly that I almost couldn’t stand. I was sure she’d fire me on the spot. But she merely smiled and said it was about fucking time.”

			Harvey gasped. “Mom cursed?”

			“She sure did. I guess she’d known of my attachment for quite some time. As Nathan and I became more intimate, I realized there was a side to him I’d never had the privilege of knowing or seeing. He was very dedicated to Melissa, both as her husband and also as her submissive. Slowly, I found myself drawn into their circle more and more, and she accepted me as her submissive too.”

			Harvey covered his ears. “La la la la—I don’t want to hear any specific details about that.”

			Maxwell smiled, but it was a sad echo of all they’d both lost. “They were married fifteen years without children. They went to every doctor in the country and no one could help.”

			Harvey’s stomach flip-flopped. His parents had been older, and he’d begged them for siblings. They’d laughed and said he was more than they could handle.

			“When she invited me to their bed, we didn’t use protection. We never had any tests done. They refused, in fact. But…”

			“You think you’re my biological father.” His voice sounded funny, tinny and hollow. “Not Dad.”

			“He was so afraid you’d think less of him. Not only because he’d had such difficulties fathering a child, but also because of our relationship. So he asked me not to tell you, and I agreed. I didn’t push for a test, because they were right. You were our son. They allowed me to care for you as if you were my own, even encouraged it. It worked with our family dynamics. In my mind, you were my son, whether I had a DNA test to prove it or not. As the years went by, though, it became more and more important to me that we tell you the truth. We saw you struggling with intimacy and relationships, and I suspected knowing some of our history would help you. But my promise sealed my lips. I couldn’t tell you. But they could. They were supposed to tell you that night.”

			Maxwell’s voice cracked and he gripped the countertop with gnarled hands used to cooking and cleaning his entire life. “I lost them. Then I almost lost you too. You were so angry. I could see you punishing yourself day in and day out and it killed me to see you in such pain. I felt like I failed them every single moment of each day, because you weren’t getting any better and I didn’t know what to do to help you. That’s why I searched out a woman like Kelsey. I hoped that seeing a Mistress in action would at least get you to thinking about it and asking questions. If you asked me the right questions, I’d be free to tell you. I didn’t expect you to love her, but I’m glad, Harvey. You need her.”

			Something started to crumble inside Harvey. His body ached all over and his face burned like he had a fever. His entire life was a sham.

			No. Watching the way Maxwell’s shoulders slumped and his regal head sank with regret and heartache, he couldn’t say that his life was a lie. He’d always known that Maxwell loved him as much as his parents had loved him. He’d just never known why.

			Somehow he managed to get out of his chair despite his trembling legs. He stumbled around the bar and wrapped his arms around Maxwell. Breathing hard, Maxwell squeezed him so fiercely he couldn’t breathe. But that was okay, because he squeezed Maxwell as hard.

			“I’m sorry we never told you,” Maxwell cried. “We should have.”

			“It doesn’t matter now.” Harvey breathed in the old familiar scents of pipe smoke and tobacco. “I know now.”

			“Do you want a formal DNA test to prove it one way or the other?”

			“No. I know. I think somehow I’ve always known.” He dropped his head against Maxwell’s shoulder. “Dad.”

			Maxwell clutched him harder and rocked slightly, his shoulders shaking with sobs. “I’m so sorry.”

			“No. Don’t be sorry. You were always there for me. Even when all I wanted to do was die.”

			“What are you going to do now?”

			Harvey pulled away and grabbed a napkin to wipe his face. “I’m going to get Caine Enterprises going strong. I’m going to hire a bunch of new people so you don’t have to work ever again. And then I’m going to figure out a way to convince Kelsey to give me another chance.”

			Maxwell wiped his eyes with an old-fashioned handkerchief. Harvey couldn’t help but notice the embroidered initial before he folded it and put it away. C. “I might have an idea to help with that.”

			“Yeah?”

			Maxwell smiled and looked decades younger. “I think it’s time to reinstate the New Year’s Eve Masquerade Ball.”

			Harvey narrowed a glare on him, which only made him smile wider. “You do realize that tomorrow’s Christmas. How are you going to plan a party in a week?”

			Maxwell smiled mysteriously and started gathering up the dishes. “I know a person who might know a person who’s pretty terrific at organizing parties.”

			Harvey mock-slapped his hands. “Leave the dishes for the help tomorrow and get some rest. I order it.”

			Drawing his robe around him like it was the finest silk in the world, Maxwell replied gravely, “As you wish, Master Caine. Merry Christmas.”

			Harvey slapped him on the back and then raced for the door. “You’re fired.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Seven

			Kelsey stared down at the heavy stationery and then picked up the phone and called Lilly Harrison. “What’s this party all about?”

			Lilly laughed. “Hello to you too, and how was your Christmas?”

			“Sorry,” Kelsey grumbled. “Is there really a party? Or is he scamming me somehow?”

			“Would I allow my name to be put on something that was a scam?”

			Kelsey scanned the invitation again. “So there really is going to be a New Year’s Eve Masquerade Ball, a ‘grand reinstitution of a beloved institution missed by the local BDSM scene, dedicated in memory of Nathan and Melissa Caine’?”

			“Isn’t it exciting? I squeed when Mr. Maxwell called and asked if I had any ideas of how we could pull it off so quickly. I called my friend who’s great at parties and gathered a short list for this year’s ball, but I’m sure we’ll easily be able to double or triple next year’s attendance if Mr. Caine wants. The hardest part was reserving the usual facility on such short notice, but that’s where knowing a few billionaires can be extremely helpful.” Lilly paused a moment. “With Mr. Caine’s blessing, this party will actually serve dual purposes.”

			“How’s that?”

			“Donovan and I will also be celebrating our wedding at the party. We’re getting married in a small, private ceremony that morning.”

			It was hard to be enthusiastic when she kept lying awake staring at the ceiling wondering how Harvey was doing, but she did her best. “Oh, yay! That’s great—congrats! So he’s finally convinced you it’s time?”

			“We unveiled the stained glass windows I’ve been working on, so there’s really nothing else standing in our way…but me, of course. I’m a fucking nervous twit who can’t keep a thing in my head right now. Thank God for Diana. She’s taking over the party setup, and Donovan’s personal assistant is taking care of the actual ceremony, so all I really have to do is show up. I’m still a basket case though.”

			“Do you have a dress?”

			“Yes, supposedly. We’ve been talking about a last-minute, small wedding for a while, so he convinced me to order a dress from a designer in Texas, since she’d need time to finish it. It’s supposed to be here tomorrow.”

			“I can’t wait to see it.”

			“I’ll wear it to the party, plus a mask, of course. We kept the guest list short for this first year, so there’s only going to be twenty to thirty people.”

			“All billionaires?” Kelsey tried to keep the thread of worry out of her voice, but she hated formal events. She hated stressing about what to wear, and if what she had would be nice enough. She didn’t want to show up to prom in an ill-fitting thrift shop find all over again.

			“Hardly. My best friend Marie will be there. Donovan’s attorney is dating Diana, but I’m sure he’ll ask his assistant to come. I don’t even think Ann’s in the lifestyle, but we’re welcoming anyone who’s supportive of BDSM. I’m sure some will be in formal gowns, while others will come in a costume. A few might even wear latex and bring a few fun props, but it’s not required. As long as you have a mask to pay tribute to the masquerade theme, no one will care.”

			“Are you sure? I mean it’s the Caines after all.”

			“You never told me how it went with Harvey,” Lilly said in a sly voice. “I mean, Mr. Caine. Were you able to help him?”

			“Um, yeah. That’s one way to put it.”

			Lilly laughed, a deep, sultry chuckle that would make her a fortune if she ever wanted to sell phone sex. “I thought you two would make a good match. What happened?”

			Kelsey blew out a sigh. It’d be good to talk to someone about it. Especially a former pro. “We were a good match, despite the complications. He needs to be in therapy and he’s still got medical issues that need attention, but I would help him with that. But all bets were off once he found out I’d been bought and paid for by Mr. Maxwell.”

			“Ouch, yeah, these billionaires don’t take any little sting to their massive egos very well at all.”

			“You can say that again. It’s killing me, because I know he had a big meeting with his aunt, this whole grand scheming plot he’d been working on for years, and I have no idea how it turned out.”

			“Then call the man.”

			“I can’t. I don’t want to mess him up more than he already is.”

			“Is that really what you’re worried about? Or is it more than that?”

			Kelsey stood up so she could pace back and forth in the tiny space between the couch and her television stand. “I think a little space would be good for both of us. I was getting too attached, too quickly.”

			“That’s not always a bad thing, you know. Donovan swears he fell in love with me the first time I came into his office. When I let him take me home the first night, life as I’d known it was over. I didn’t spend a night without him after that, and haven’t yet.”

			“But he knew what he wanted. He knew what he needed. Right?”

			“Yes. He came looking for me. He actually wanted to hire me, sort of a mix between a professional Domme and his personal beck-and-call girl. He quickly had a very rude awakening.”

			“But that’s what Harvey thinks I was. He saw the fifty thousand dollars Gordon paid me, coincidentally after we’d had sex and I’d given him his first punishment scene.”

			“And he jumped to conclusions.”

			“No, he actually held his temper better than I expected. He waited for an explanation, and I told him the truth.”

			“And?”

			“The truth is that my services were bought and paid for. Of course I never intended to take him to bed, but it was hard to convince him of that while he waved that check around.”

			“Ha, I bet in his arrogance he demanded he be allowed to pay you as much as a bonus so as not to be outdone by another.”

			“Double.”

			“Of course.” Lilly laughed. “Then he made light of everything that had happened overnight and told you to leave. He never wanted to see you again.”

			“Pretty much. Until I got this invitation.”

			“So that’s his way of telling you he’s gotten over his injured pride.”

			“He couldn’t send flowers and a card?”

			“He’s a billionaire. You’re lucky he isn’t buying the whole building in which to throw the party. Donovan bought a ridiculously huge warehouse just so I could do a stained glass window. They’re so used to having money, and lots of it, that they think with money first. What’s the biggest, most extravagant way for him to apologize for being a dick and ask you back?”

			“Throw a party.” Kelsey shook her head. “I hate parties.”

			“It’s cute in a way. At least he’s making an effort to show you that he’s along for the BDSM ride, while honoring his parents at the same time.”

			She sighed and plopped back down on the couch. “I suppose.”

			“So what are you going to wear to this masquerade?”

			A wicked smile curved her lips. “The maid outfit, of course. And I’ll be bringing the paddle along as a reminder.”

			“That’s my girl.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Eight

			Waiting sucked. Harvey drove everyone mad with his “crazed party planning”, as Maxwell called it, and now that the event was finally here, his stomach rolled and pitched so badly he felt seasick.

			He’d secured a dozen suites at the Depot for any guests who wished to imbibe, either in alcohol or something more physical. According to Maxwell, the annual masquerade had always been famous for a BDSM play or demonstration as entertainment, something tasteful and high-end, but definitely sensual. Since Harvey was completely new to the scene, he had no idea what that entailed. Luckily Maxwell’s contacts had been able to make some recommendations.

			He stared at himself in the mirror of the largest rented suite and wiped his sweaty palms on his pants. He’d wanted to make a statement to Kelsey—if she showed up—but he wasn’t ready to strip nude and walk around in a leash. Evidently that had and might happen tonight. Just thinking about it made him blush like a schoolgirl. Hosting the party openly with his family name was a major coming-out admission to the BDSM community, of which he’d only learned about his parents’ participation. Hell, stepping outside his home was a huge improvement to how he’d been living the past few years.

			But he wanted to make somewhat of a grand gesture for her. Something personal. So he’d wrapped himself in a string of Christmas lights.

			“I still think this is a bad idea,” Maxwell said. “It’s not very safe. No one does bondage with a set of glass bulbs.”

			Harvey adjusted the strand around his throat so the lights in the front were better framed in the neck of his shirt. He’d gone for a simple white dress shirt and black pants, but he’d unbuttoned the shirt to his sternum. That way guests wouldn’t be totally horrified by the scars on his left shoulder and arm. A phantom-style mask hid the bad side of his face. It’d taken some engineering, but he’d finally figured out how to rig a battery pack to power the lights. “I paid extra to ensure these were shatterproof. You could step on a bulb and not break it.”

			He turned to Maxwell and held out his wrists. Maxwell twisted the string around each wrist and then wrapped a couple of loops around both together, effectively tying Harvey’s hands together in front of him. “It’s not stepping on a bulb I’m worried about.”

			“It’s only decoration. I could get out of this in a heartbeat if I needed to.”

			“I just hope you’re not asking me to use a set of tweezers later to pull shards of glass out of your butt.”

			“Very funny.” He glanced in the mirror one last time. “Do you think she’ll come?”

			“For the millionth time, I’m sure of it. Of course, you could have called her, rather than waiting like Rapunzel in your tower to see if she’d come back. Women like her don’t knock on the door and beg forgiveness because your pride took a hit.”

			“I know, I know. They wait for us to come crawling on bended knee begging for another chance.”

			“Exactly. She’s probably stewing in irritation that you couldn’t be bothered to call after you cooled off. Yet you expect her to show up at your party and forgive your sorry ass for trying to make her a prostitute.”

			“I did not!”

			“No? Who offered to pay her a hundred grand for another night in her bed?”

			Harvey stared into the mirror, refusing to meet the other man’s all-too-knowing gaze. “Don’t tell her that I’ll give her ten times as much if she’ll come back and pretend to be your niece again.”

			Maxwell laughed and slapped him on the back. “Your secret’s safe with me. Ready?”

			It only took a few minutes to take the elevator down to the private room they’d secured for the party. Supposedly his parents had always held the annual masquerade here too, though they’d reserved the entire building, not just one room, and Maxwell assured him of the staff’s professionalism and discretion. Dark wood paneling and beams across the ceiling with a large stone fireplace on one wall gave the room an Old World feel. Opposite the fireplace, an old-fashioned bar provided refreshments.

			A very tall woman with flaming-red hair greeted them at the door. “Mr. Maxwell, Mr. Caine, welcome. My name is Diana Temple, and this is my fiancé, Jackson Montgomery.”

			“Ah, Miss Temple, it’s a pleasure to meet you.” Maxwell inclined his head to her and shook the other man’s hand. “Harvey, she’s the mastermind behind this incredible party. Thank you for helping us pull it off so quickly.”

			Harvey tried not to gawk. Diana wore a short leather skirt and tiny bikini. With a bow and arrow in her hand and a sword on her hip, she looked like an Amazonian princess. Jackson wore black dress pants, like his, but instead of a shirt, he wore a black leather harness equipped with black wings so long that feathers dragged the ground. Even more telling, he wore a heavy black leather collar around his throat.

			A submissive. He had to be.

			His mind trembled, even while he shook hands and thanked them for their help. Would Kelsey put a collar on him? To wear in public like this? Granted, the party was exclusive and small, but still. He’d never imagined she’d humiliate him in front of others.

			Would it actually be a humiliation? The question rattled around in his mind while Maxwell took him around and introduced him to the other guests who’d arrived early. Once upon a time, he would have been outraged at the thought of letting a woman paddle him like he was a naughty toddler, but…

			I’d let her do it again in a heartbeat.

			“She’s not here,” he whispered fiercely to Maxwell as they paused a moment at the bar.

			Unruffled, Maxwell ordered a Scotch. “She will be.”

			“She’d better.” Harvey asked for a soda water with lime, though he felt like an idiot drinking it two-handed. No way he’d allow his mind to be slowed or altered in any way until he had things straight with Kelsey. “So who’s that guy? Jackson? Do you know him?”

			“Do you know Donovan Morgan?”

			“Of Morgan Industries? Sure.”

			“Jackson’s his new corporate attorney. They were college friends and Jackson used to be a partner at some big-shot firm in Chicago, but just moved to St. Paul. Lilly, Donovan’s fiancée, told me that Jackson met Diana on a previous business trip and decided to relocate so they could be together.”

			“Wow. So he gave up all that to be with her?”

			Swirling his glass, Maxwell turned back to face the guests. “Wouldn’t you? For Kelsey?”

			Harvey’d been willing to sign over anything he had to regain control of the company—but that determination paled in comparison to how much he wanted to make things right with her. “Yeah. What did you give up to stay with Mom and Dad?”

			“Very little, really. I’d played around with the idea of opening my own restaurant someday, but I found more joy than I ever thought possible in the Caine household.”

			“You have family in Scotland. I remember visiting them once, but you hardly ever see them.”

			“You’re my family. I see them often enough. But I wanted to be with your parents—and you—more.”

			Touched, Harvey had to clear his voice so he didn’t sound like a sap, even though he changed the subject. “Did Mom ever give you anything like that collar?”

			Maxwell turned his right wrist over and showed him the cufflinks. “She gave me these the first Christmas Nathan and I were together. One’s engraved with a C, and the other an M.” Then he reached into the neck of his shirt and pulled out a necklace chain. Harvey had never noticed him wearing it—Maxwell typically dressed very formally—but his father had worn one like it as long as he could remember. “She gave me this when she accepted my service as a submissive.”

			“It doesn’t look like Jackson’s collar.”

			Maxwell kissed the chain and then tucked it back into his shirt. “For us, it was a sign of her ownership. In the end, that’s all a collar really is. Like a wedding ring on a woman’s finger doesn’t have to be a diamond for it to signify a lifetime commitment to each other, there are all kinds of collars.”

			Ownership. The word made him shiver, his pulse quickening. Dread? Or something else?

			A very familiar sexy maid walked into the room, and that something else turned into full-blown lust. He took a step toward her immediately but Maxwell grabbed his arm, holding him for a moment. “Remember two very important things when dealing with a Mistress’s ire.”

			“Yeah?”

			“Breathe.” Maxwell laughed and released his arm. “And grovel.”

			Lilly had been right about the party. Kelsey looked around and relaxed. There might be more money represented in this room than she could even begin to wrap her mind around, but at heart, they were her people.

			The man at the door wore a collar and barely took his eyes off his Mistress long enough to greet her. A few steps in, and she met another couple with a collared female submissive. Most of the guests were dressed fairly tame for a BDSM-themed party, but the vibe was undeniable. Power, give and take. Respect. Trust.

			Lust.

			At least when she caught sight of Harvey weaving his way toward her. She’d tried to convince herself that their affair had been just that. A one-night stand. A brief blaze of glory. She didn’t need to see him again. She most certainly didn’t need to explore any other scenes with him. Or push his buttons so she could watch him lose his shit and then punish him again. Or take him to his doctors and insist he get the care he needed.

			To punish—or hold—him when he needed it.

			All the reasons she’d listed about it being too soon, about how he had too many problems, and how she didn’t need such a deep, complicated relationship right now all went out the window. He looked so damned adorable—and vulnerable—tied up in Christmas lights. She got the sentiment, while she disapproved of the lack of safety concerns. Narrowing her gaze, she lifted the paddle and propped it casually over her shoulder. His nostrils flared and his eyes went heavy and dark. “How is it I see the billionaire who hates Christmas decked out in enough lights to land a plane?”

			“I wanted to be sure you could find me, Mistress.”

			Hardening her voice, she tapped the paddle against her shoulder. “So when I paddle you so hard one of those bulbs shatters and cuts your foolish ass, I’ll have to rush you to the ER before you bleed out.”

			“I’d probably electrocute myself before I’d actually bleed out,” he said lightly, a smile flickering on his lips. “I have a few things to tell you.”

			“I’m listening.”

			He stepped closer, his manner hesitant. As if she might not welcome him. So she reached out with her left hand, gripped his waist firmly, and drew him up nice and close before her so he could whisper in her ear.

			“I made up with my aunt. She wasn’t the villainess I thought. I’m going back to work at Caine Enterprises. I kept the Knightmare, but I’m having some work done on it before we sail her again. I finally saw my plastic surgeon and the first surgery is scheduled for next month. And Maxwell’s probably my father, though neither one of us needs to know for sure.”

			She closed her eyes and took a deep, steadying breath so her voice didn’t quiver and betray her. “That’s a lot to digest, and I’m very proud of you for making such headway in taking better care of yourself, but you haven’t told me what I came to hear.”

			“I thought I would tell you that upstairs, Mistress.”

			She allowed her hand to slide down so she could give his ass a good squeeze. “It’d better be good.”

			A clamor at the door drew their attention. She turned, but kept her arm around his waist, keeping him at her side.

			“I present to you Mr. and Mrs. Morgan,” Diana said loudly. “Congratulations!”

			Radiant in a stunning white gown that hugged her curves tight to her knees and then flared out in an impressive mermaid train, Lilly blew kisses to the cheering crowd. Hovering at her side, Mr. Morgan swept the long train up over his arm so she wouldn’t trip on it. As they greeted each guest personally, he kept her hand tightly in his. A very protective and possessive sub to be sure.

			When they made their way to Kelsey and Harvey, she frowned a little. “Do I know you, Mr. Morgan? You look familiar.”

			Lilly introduced her. “This is my friend, Kelsey Marley. Diana hooked us up a few weeks ago. Kelsey, my beloved, Donovan Morgan.”

			Donovan studied her a moment. “Did you ever go to school in St. Paul?”

			“One year. We moved after our first winter here.”

			“You must have been in first or second grade. I remember your eyes.” He gave a sheepish look at Lilly. “She had the greenest eyes I’d ever seen.”

			“The kids called me Kat Eyes.” Kelsey frowned, trying to place him. “No offense, but you’re several years older than me. I don’t see how we could have been in school together.”

			Donovan nodded. “My senior year. I saw you walking to the bus stop every morning.”

			“You lived on Edgerton?”

			“Still do.” He smiled down at Lilly. “I hated seeing you walk so far to the bus. You were so little some of the drifts were taller than you, and it was one of the coldest winters I can remember. I wanted to drive you to school, but Aunt Bridget said it’d be creepy, unless I knew your family.”

			Tears burned Kelsey’s eyes. “You.” Her voice was thick with emotion. Harvey leaned into her side and took her right hand in both of his. “You gave me the coat.”

			Donovan smiled. “Guilty as charged. I couldn’t stand to see you freezing to death. I followed you home from school one day to be sure of where you lived. Then Aunt Bridget and I did a little shopping. I hope you didn’t mind.”

			Mind? With a soft cry, she pulled away from Harvey and flung her arms around Donovan’s neck, accidentally thumping him in the back with the paddle. “That coat was the nicest thing anyone has ever done for me.”

			He patted her on the back and shot another guilty glance at Lilly. Laughing, Kelsey planted a kiss on his cheek and backed off, holding her hands up. “Sorry, sorry, I guess I shouldn’t be hugging and kissing a man who just got married.”

			Smiling through her tears, Lilly didn’t appear angry. “I knew you were the sweetest, most sentimental, tender-hearted man in the world.”

			Donovan bent down and kissed her, and Lilly reached up to curl her fingers around a snug silver chain he wore around his neck. Lost in their own world, they didn’t notice when Kelsey slipped her hand back between Harvey’s bound hands and backed away.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Nine

			It sucked to be jealous of a newly and very happily married man.

			Keeping a firm grip on his temper, Harvey led the way back upstairs to the suite. He would not throw a temper tantrum and ruin his chance to have a relationship with Kelsey, just because another man had done something nice for her fifteen or twenty years ago. He started to get the key card out of his pocket, but with his hands tied together, he was too clumsy and dropped it.

			“I’ve got it.” She bent down and retrieved the card so she could slide it into the door. “Go ahead. Unload.”

			Clenching his jaws together, he waited until she passed through before following and shutting the door behind him. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

			She gripped the paddle horizontally across the front of her body and lightly tapped her left palm. “Your hands are fisted, your voice is so hard and strangled I can barely understand you, and you can’t stop glaring. You’re mad that I hugged Donovan.”

			“No.” He dropped down into a chair and buried his head in his hands, gripping his hair to keep from pounding his fists on the padded arms. “I’m mad that he did something nice for you. The nicest thing. Ever.”

			She squatted down before him and carefully began unwinding the lights around his wrists. Unfortunately, that put her gorgeous breasts in his direct line of sight and he lost his train of thought completely. “That doesn’t mean you can’t do nice things for me too. It’s not a competition, Harvey.”

			“Isn’t it? Will you ever forget that coat and how he made you feel?”

			“No.” She smiled at the memory, her eyes soft. “But I also won’t forget the first time you let me punish you and how you allowed me to hold you beneath a pretty string of lights that you hated.”

			He lifted his gaze to her face and hoped the misery wasn’t etched on his face. “I’m not a nice man.”

			“I know,” she said in a light, bright voice, as if he’d said the sky was blue. “You’re spoiled, selfish, arrogant and the most short-tempered man I’ve ever met. I’m not here for a nice man. I’m here for you.”

			“But I want to be nice for you. I want to be the person who gives you anything you want, but Maxwell said you wouldn’t keep his check. So I know you won’t take my money either. Or I would have bought that bar for you. Any bar. Hell, I’ll buy every bar in St. Paul if that will make you smile.”

			“Don’t be ridiculous.” Smiling, she leaned forward and kissed his nose. “You’re going to be shocked to hear this, but I talked to my father and we’ve actually met several times. He’s retiring from country music and wants to invest in my bar so we can spend some time together. I never wanted you because you were rich.”

			“I figured that out,” he said with a wry smile. “When I came back from the sea, all my so-called friends wanted to do was go with me anywhere and everywhere I went, as long as I paid the check. I offered you twice what Maxwell had already agreed to pay you, and you wouldn’t take it. I know what you went through as a kid. You know the value of money, how that much money could change your life. But it’s nothing to me. The price of an old yacht. A week’s earnings from one of my hotels. A drop in the bucket compared to all I could give you, but you don’t want any of it, do you?”

			“Nope.”

			“Then why would you possibly want to be with me?” To his shame, his voice broke and he ducked his head, fighting down the tears. Idiot. You already cried once in her arms. She doesn’t want a spoiled jerk of a crybaby either.

			She cupped his chin firmly and dragged his face back up. Her fingers dug into his cheek so hard it shook him out of his despair. “I want you, Harvey Caine, and all your pride and temper, because you make me laugh with your scheming, manipulative ways. I like the challenge of outsmarting you at your own game, and seeing your surprise when you’ve been outmatched. I like to call you on your bullshit.

			“You make me prove how strong I can be when I rein you in. I don’t need any old submissive who’s willing to drop to his knees and wait for my command. I don’t even need a masochist who’s hungry for the taste of pain, any pain, as long as it gets him off. I need you because you’re so damned needy, I can’t help but want to protect you and make sure you get exactly what you need, and punish you so you don’t neglect your own health in a misguided attempt to atone for past mistakes. You especially need someone strong enough to beat some sense into you before you jump off the deep end with your latest Machiavellian plot to prove you’re the smartest billionaire Grinch in town.”

			His chest ached, his heart so swollen and tender it felt like his ribs were going to pop out of place. He didn’t know what to say. He couldn’t find the words to express his overwhelming gratitude that she hadn’t been scared off with his dramatics and his very real depression and anxiety. She’d marched into the deepest, darkest place of his life, and hauled him out kicking and screaming into the sunlight.

			Or at least to the Christmas lights.

			She stood up slowly, drawing his gaze down the wicked sweet curves of her body. “I thought you had something you wanted to say to me in private.”

			He opened his mouth but couldn’t string a whole sentence together. He wanted to say thank you. He wanted to get down on his knees and worship her for coming back. He wanted to beg her never to leave him again, that he’d pledge every dime of his fortune to making her happy. Instead, all he could manage to say was, “Mistress.”

			She grinned and tossed the paddle aside. “That’ll do. Now strip and get that gorgeous ass into bed.”

			The maid outfit was surprisingly hard to take off because it had so many pieces. Harvey beat her by a mile and had time to take the Christmas lights from his costume and drape them over the headboard of the king-sized bed. He lay flat on his back in the center and watched her undress, his cock already at full attention.

			Finally, she got the corset top unlaced enough to pull it over her head. When she climbed into bed and lay on her side facing him, his eyes flickered with surprise. He turned to face her but didn’t touch her.

			Staring into his dark eyes, she had to swallow to ease the emotion tightening her throat. “I wanted to tell you everything that night. I wanted to lie together like this and whisper all my secrets to you. I never meant to make you feel betrayed.”

			He scooted closer, his mouth inches away. “I know. I only offered you money to try to make you feel as badly as me when I was afraid that the only reason you were there was the promise of a big payday.”

			“Money brought me through the door. But after I gave you the fantasy in the library, it was never about money again. I just wanted to help you.”

			“I missed you,” he breathed against her lips, not daring a full kiss yet. “I don’t want you to leave again. Every day without you there to torment me was miserable.”

			“Good. Because I don’t plan to let you escape my wicked clutches any time soon.”

			As she deepened the kiss, his lips trembled against hers. She threaded her fingers into his hair and rolled onto her back. He rose up on his elbow and looked down into her eyes. “The Mistress is going to let me have the dominant position?”

			“Trust me, cupcake, I can dominate you while flat on my back with both hands tied behind my back. Though I think you might enjoy having your hands tied way more than I will.”

			“Prove it.”

			Giving him a slow, confident smile, she lifted her hands up and laced her fingers behind her head. “Get that thick cock inside me. Now.”

			He stared at her a moment, eyes wide.

			“Did you hear what I said, cupcake? I want your cock. Get busy fucking me or get the hell out of my bed.”

			With a low groan, he climbed on top of her but didn’t push inside her. Evidently he thought she needed a little stimulation, because his fingers went searching and found her drenched pussy. Keeping her voice deep and husky, she whispered in his ear. “I’ve been wet since the moment I saw you bound with lights. I don’t need you to eat me out or stroke my tight, hot cunt. I want your cock deep and hard as fast as you can give it to me.”

			He growled out a wordless curse and plunged deep. Moaning, she lifted her legs and locked her thighs around him. “Keep your eyes open while you fuck me.”

			His feverish eyes locked with hers, sweat darkening his hair and slicking his forehead. “I’ve used your fantasy every night since you left,” he panted, straining harder against her. “Sometimes twice. And I still think I’m going to explode too soon.”

			“No. You won’t. You won’t come until I tell you.”

			“Are you sure?”

			She arched her back and tipped her chin up, lifting her breasts. “Positive.”

			Without needing an order, he buried his face against her breasts. He bit down hard on her nipple, sending a hot wave of need straight down to her core. She rocked her hips, adjusting the angle until she had her clit pressed hard against him. “There. Now push deep, as hard as you can, and grind on me. Harder. You’re not going to hurt me.”

			Every swirl of his hips worked her clit, making her tremble and twitch beneath him. The louder she got, the harder he pressed against her. Close, so close, she gripped her fingers tighter, resisting the urge to rake her nails across his back. “Enough foreplay,” she growled out. “Shove that cock into me as hard and fast as you can go.”

			He reared back, making her writhe as he pulled out of her inch by inch. He thrust deep with a grunt, but she shook her head and glared at him. “Shove. That Cock. Hard. Try to crack me apart.”

			Shoulders corded with effort, he thrust so hard she saw stars. “Yes. Fuck. Fuck me, Harvey. Don’t stop until I scream.”

			Closing her eyes, she sank into the feel of him sweating and straining on top of her. Denying his own need, obeying her every command. She clenched down hard on him and let herself go as high as he could send her. The first wave of the climax slammed her down hard like a tsunami wave pounding her into the surf. Her breath whooshed out, and he shoved deep again, making her suck in a deep breath so she could yell. “Now. Harvey. Fuck. Now!”

			He heaved against her and came with a low, vicious cry that made her smile. Panting, he dropped against her, sweaty and gross but she didn’t mind. Much.

			“See? No hands.”

			He laughed out a groan and lifted his head. “Want me to get off you?”

			“No. But I can tell you’ve been resting and eating better. You’re heavy.”

			His eyes flared with mock outrage. “Are you saying I’m fat?”

			“Of course not, cupcake. Shut up and kiss me.”

			He pressed his mouth to hers and she pushed her tongue into his mouth. Groaning, he sucked on her tongue. His cock thudded inside her, more than ready to go again.

			A Christmas carol started playing and a massive tree in the corner lit up, illuminating the entire room. With a low growl, he jerked his head up and covered his eyes. “What the hell?”

			Laughing, she sat up. The tree was gorgeous if rather pretentious with huge gold balls and merrily blinking lights that raced in fancy rippling waves up and down its impressive eight-foot-tall length. “It must be on a timer.”

			“I fucking hate Christmas,” he said in his grouchiest voice. “But I fucking love you.” She jerked her head around and started to shake her head, but he leaned close and pressed his forehead to hers. “Don’t tell me it’s too soon. I damned well know what I want, and I want you. I might not be the nicest man you know, but I’ll be the meanest, baddest Christmas-hater in town just for you.”

			Blinking back tears, she cupped his face in her hands. “You’re certainly the richest. And the sexiest, bossiest, most arrogant…” She stumbled to a halt, her heart demanding that she tell him the truth. “And I guess I fucking love you too.”

			He grinned and gave her a hard, quick kiss. “Will you sail with me?”

			“Anywhere.”
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			Lesson one: She makes the rules. Lesson two: Refer to lesson one.

			Billionaires in Bondage, Book 1

			The Billionaire.

			Donovan Morgan rules his billion-dollar international company with an iron fist. But in the privacy of his bedroom, he hungers for an iron lady to rule his body.

			The Mistress.

			Lilly Harrison helps her clients tame their personal demons by taming them. Lots of men—blue collar to white collar—enjoy female domination. But the ultra-rich and powerful CEO is alpha to the core. In public, that is. The challenge will be to teach him that bossy isn’t always better.

			The Contract.

			Donovan selects his potential Mistress as carefully as a prime investment opportunity, and negotiates a contract as tight and binding as any corporate takeover. He must ensure his privacy at all cost—even if he has to resort to a little blackmail to ensure her full cooperation. 

			His First Lesson.

			When the indomitable Miss Harrison laughs in his face, tears his contract up, and walks out without a backward glance, it seals the deal. Donovan will have her. Even if she makes him crawl to her side.

			Warning:  A billionaire used to buying everything he could possibly want—except in the bedroom; a Mistress determined to bring him to heel with her sexy red stilettos; inappropriate use of cherry pie and silk ties; and a steel-clad contract that will keep him exactly where she wants him.
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			A breath of a second chance can bring a slow-burning flame roaring back to life.

			The Connaghers, Book 4

			Virginia, Matriarch of the Texas Connaghers, has been alone twelve years since the great love of her life passed away. Tyrell loved her sadist’s heavy hand and the hard inner core she’s dared not show anyone since.

			She lives in the past, clinging to all those memories except one. The one she’s determinedly blocked out of her heart and mind for nearly forty years. The one time she was almost unfaithful to her then-fiancé with her best friend, Jebadiah Garrett.

			That was a long time ago. They both married and moved on. She has three adult children settling down with their own families. Besides, it was just a kiss. One kiss.

			One unforgettable kiss that brought Jebadiah to his knees at her feet.

			Now he’s back in town and determined to finally, once and for all, tell her how much he’s loved her all these years. Or, even better, show her by going to his knees once more. If she’ll only give him the chance.

			Warning: Friends to lovers, older characters with a second chance at love, and a hard-as-nails matriarch who finally succumbs to a forty-year-old unrequited love.
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