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Chapter One

Piper Harlen navigated the bustling halls of Silver Lakes retirement home, where she had worked as an assistant to the elderly for the last five years of her life. Her pale green work scrubs hung loose on her petite frame, the small stains and tears indicative of her labor, as well as the ineptitude of the business to replace their work uniforms in a timely manner. Her mousey hair was pulled back into a messy claw clip, though it did little to hold back the wild strands that poked out around her face.

Antiseptic spray, freshly brewed coffee, and the caustic scent of cheap floor cleaner stung her nostrils as she walked down the halls. There was something charming about the faded tan wall paint and chipped white tile floors, something about the wear and tear of her uniform and the building that flooded her with countless memories of her time spent working for Silver Lakes.

Silver Lakes was a retirement home for not just the elderly who couldn’t care for themselves any longer, but for those who had no one left in the world. Men and women who no longer had spouses, who’s children and grandchildren were either gone or had long stopped caring to stop by. Entire families that had disappeared or passed away. Piper had long ago made it her mission to comfort the residents, to bring them joy and happiness in their final years. If their families weren’t around then she would take over that role. She would provide the family and love and support that they lacked. And she loved every second of it.

Piper knew what deep loss felt like, the endless string of grief and despair that could eat away at your soul, and if she could do anything with her life, it was to make sure that no one else ever felt the same way.

But her romanticism of what she could do with her time for the residents of Silver Lakes was often pushed to the wayside. The realities of working for a business often meant that there was no time to spend chatting and connecting. Rather, her days were meant to be spent with a million errands, however necessary. Medication schedules, phone calls to distributors and insurance companies, endless paperwork that would only become a formidable mountain if she didn’t keep constantly working away at it.

But she did what she could and she took every opportunity she got to make relationships with the residents and spend as much time with them as she possibly could.

With a tired smile Piper went into the drawing room, a long hall with small tables and benches where the residents could relax in front of a wall of windows that looked out onto the home’s gardens.

“Piper, honey!” An elderly woman was quick to wave her over to the table she sat at.

“Trixie, how are you?” Piper greeted as she went and sat down. “I hope you don’t mind if I join you for a few minutes?”

“I wouldn’t have it any other way, sweetpea,” Trixie was grinning, her gray hair swept in fashionable curls around her cheeks.

Trixie was one of the residents Piper had become closest to over the years. She had come to live at Silver Lakes only three months after she had started working there, and they had created an inseparable bond almost immediately. Trixie was a sharp-shooter, with a keen eye for fashion and glamor that she was determined to keep a hold on despite her age or that she lived at a retirement home.

She sipped her tea out of a small porcelain cup and eyed Piper, waiting for the gossip of the day. She was too much of a lady to ask out right, but Piper knew exactly what that mischievous glance meant.

“How are you today, Trix?” Piper asked. “I’ve got to say the office feels like a tornado went through it with all the paperwork that needs to get done. Sometimes it feels like I’m the only one that works here.”

Trixie’s face softened, the wrinkles around her eyes shifting as she gave Piper an understanding nod. “Honey, you work yourself to the bone around here. Don’t forget to take a little time for yourself now and again. We all see it.” She placed her hand on Piper’s and gave a compassionate squeeze. “And we all appreciate you so much.”

Piper could feel the tension in her body ease as Trixie consoled her.

“The two most beautiful ladies in the building are together without me, huh?” A voice broke over her shoulder as another resident approached their table.

Roy Cortney, the resident Don Juan. His hair was slicked back stylishly and he looked dapper in his tweed suit and purple bowtie. He was the perfect mirror of Trixie; a charming lady’s man who had never lost his flirtatious, youthful spirit.

Trixie’s face lit up and she brushed her hand through the air. “Oh Roy, you old flirt.”

Piper grinned as she looked back and forth between the pair. She had secretly been holding out the hope that Trixie and Roy might find love again in one another. They were magnetic together, two wild energies constantly pulled together, and they could light up any room when they were together. Their interactions had always been left as casually flirtatious, never pushing past that boundary wall. But Piper was still waiting for that day to arrive, that secret spark to ignite.

Roy flourished one hand from behind his back and offered a butterscotch pudding cup forward to Trixie. “I come bearing gifts,” he grinned. “You wouldn’t dare turn me away now, would you?”

Trixie clutched at her chest and laughed. “For me, Mr. Cortney?”

“But who else, my darling?” Roy grinned.

Trixie took the pudding cup eagerly and set it down in front of her. “Who told you this was my favorite flavor?”

Roy winked at Piper and gave a playfully ignorant shrug. “A lucky guess, I suppose.”

Piper watched the two flirt, her heart brimming with joy. As much as Roy liked to charm the socks off any woman who would listen to him, she had never seen him offer any gifts, much less a prized pudding cup which were only offered at Silver Lakes once every week.

Roy leaned in closer, whispering playful nothings to Trixie, his hand balancing delicately on the woman’s shoulder while she shamelessly laughed against his cheek.

This was the exact reason why Piper had started working for Silver Lakes. It was these moments that she never wanted to miss, that she wanted to help curate whenever possible. All she wanted was to bring joy to the lives of those who the rest of society had deemed unimportant and brushed to the wayside.

Roy whispered one last chuckle into Trixie’s ear, patted her shoulder affectionately, and gave a flourish of his hand to Piper. “Lovely chatting with you ladies,” he bid farewell.

Unable to contain her curiosity, Piper turned to Trixie. “Trix, you’ve got to tell me the truth. Surely there’s something there with Roy, isn’t there?” She pressed, her eyes lighting up. “You two can’t even keep away from each other.”

Trixie’s eyes softened. “Love is a mystery, Piper. But Roy and I have both led full lives, had families of our own. I had my moment to get swept away by love in my younger years, and trust me, I took full advantage of those moments. But that’s part of the story, darling. We both know what young love is like. We don’t need to rush, we don’t need to push. We simply enjoy the time we have. And I think that’s enough.”

“You make it seem so easy,” Piper sighed. “Effortless.”

Trixie shook her head and laughed gently. “Like I said, I had my time. I’ve had years and years of practice at all this. You get wise with the years, honey. You don’t need to have it all figured out at your age.”

Piper let the words sink into her brain, trying to register their truth. She knew that Trixie was wise from the experiences of her lifetime, and that any advice she gave her could be trusted to the heart. But still, it would be nice to have the answers laid out in front of her. Answers for what life was to bring. Answers for when and where love might show up for her.

It had been so long since Piper had met anyone who might spark an interest in her. Years since Piper had even considered going on a date, or having a tiny crush. She was starting to believe that love just wasn’t in the cards for her.

That she was made to give love to others, but never receive it herself.

***

Piper returned home an hour later than she had meant to.

“Grandma?” She called out as she slipped out of her worn work shoes and made her way down the hall. “Sorry I’m late coming home, there was a mountain of work to get done today.”

She found her grandmother sitting in the faded brown recliner in the living room, her eyes fixed on the glow of the old television set. Edna hardly moved from that same spot, where she spent her mornings watching her game shows and her evenings watching the local news.

“Don’t you worry,” Edna tossed her hand in her grand-daughter’s direction. “I’ve been busier than a bee today.”

Piper rolled her eyes behind her grandmother’s back with a smile. Busy watching tv, no doubt.

“I hope you’re hungry,” Piper said. She sat a plastic tupperware of chicken noodle soup on the stand next to the recliner. “This was all that was left in the dining room tonight. I don’t think it tastes too bad, though.”

Edna grabbed the bowl and brought it to her stomach, opening the container and taking a long sniff. “It smells good, anyway.”

Piper laughed. “I’ll take your recommendations to the chef tomorrow if you don’t like it.”

“The day they start taking my steak and potato order is the day I’ll start giving my recommendations,” Edna shook her head. “Until then, I’m more than happy with the free offerings we can get.”

Piper settled into the couch beside Edna, her gaze shifting to the television screen. "So, Grandma, what’s been keeping you so busy today? Any exciting news?”

“Do you remember Romano’s?” Edna asked.

“The old Italian place down the street? Yeah, I remember it.”

Edna sighed. “It closed its doors this evening for the last time. An end of an era, truly. We used to eat there with your Grandpa all the time.”

Piper frowned. “That’s heartbreaking,” she said.

“Those were the days,” Edna murmured with the haze of wistful nostalgia crossing her face.

Piper pointed to the plastic container in her grandmother’s hand. “It’s almost like you forgot I brought you home reheated chicken noodle soup,” she teased.

“Nearly as good as Romano’s, you’re right,” Edna chuckled.

“Maybe it’s just time for a fresh start,” Piper offered. “A new restaurant in the neighborhood might not be so bad. A change of pace could be good for everyone around here.” If she couldn’t have her own miracles, her own change of pace, at least she could hope for it in other ways.

Edna’s eyes sparkled, “You’re absolutely right. We can always make new memories and keep our old ones held close.”

Piper leaned back into the couch cushions as her grandmother turned her attention back to the nightly news. She worked diligently to keep her grandmother happy and content, but secrets of their harsh reality kept an uncomfortable home deep in Piper’s thoughts.

The last few months had become a war on her emotions, not just because of the endless work hours but because of something much more sinister. A notice had arrived in the mail from their landlord, informing them that their rent was once again increasing. Piper couldn’t tell her grandmother that information without worrying her to death, so she had spent her nights away from work trying to devise a plan to bring in more income.

Without more income there was a good chance that they wouldn’t be able to keep their home. The home that she had grown up in since she was five years old. The home Edna had always lived in ever since she had married her husband all those years ago.

What made it worse was that she knew her grandmother would refuse to leave. A place like Silver Springs was not an alternative. Her grandmother was convinced retirement homes were a graveyard where the elderly went to die.

Which meant one thing. Piper had to find a solution.

But time was quickly running out.

“I think it’s time for bed, dear,” Edna finally broke the silence. “You need to get some rest too. You’ve been looking so tired lately.”

Piper frowned. “I’ll go to bed soon, Grandma.”

Edna laughed and leaned forward out of her recliner. “Don’t worry - you still look beautiful. I just fear you’re going to get worry lines much earlier than you’re meant to. Goodnight.”

Piper watched her grandmother shuffle slowly off to her bedroom. She was right, unfortunately. Sleep was something that she sorely lacked. But with the stresses of work, and her newfound fears of losing their home unless she came up with a solution, she could barely afford to sleep at all.

The dim light of Piper’s bedroom cast a soft yellow glow across the small space. An old vanity, a twin-size mattress, and a dresser in the corner. Furniture she had had since her childhood.

She sat at her vanity and looked at a letter that she had tucked neatly against the mirror. The paper was old, worn away at the edges and faded to a dull yellow. She plucked it up and studied the familiar lines of the handwriting. It was a habit that she had done for the last twenty years of her life. A letter from her mother.

Dear Piper, the letter began, and even as she read it she imagined her mother’s voice in her head as if she were in the room talking to her.

How I wish I could hold you close tonight. Mommy and Daddy miss you more than you can even imagine. We’re counting down the days until we get to come home and see you again.

Guess what?

When we come home we’re going to take you on a special day just for you! We’ll go to the zoo and see all your favorite animals. We can sit and watch the giraffes all day, just like you like to do. And after that we’ll go get your favorite dinner. How does spaghetti and ice cream sound?

You’ve been such a good girl for your grandma all summer, and I am so proud of you.

Mommy and Daddy can’t wait to see you soon, sweetheart, and we’re sending you all the kisses and hugs.

The warmth of her mother’s words swelled around her in an embrace, comforting her even though Piper knew the promised day would never come. Her parents would never return, she would never sit and watch the giraffes with them all day, and they would never get that spaghetti and ice cream.

Piper cherished her mother’s letter more than anything. It made her feel like maybe they weren’t gone. Each time she read the letter she imagined her mother in the room with her. And it was like she was five years old again.

A cold ache clutched around her heart as she remembered the reality of everything. Her parents wouldn’t be coming back. Her landlord still needed more money. She still had no answers for anything.

She climbed into bed with the weight of grief and responsibilities hanging heavy on her heart. Thoughts raced through her mind, hoping that the solution to all her problems would pop up like magic. That with the blink of an eye, she could fix everything.

But as her mind raced the weariness of the day settled into her bones and her eyes grew heavy with much needed sleep.

The answers would come. She just needed to believe.

She needed a little bit of magic.


Chapter Two

The air was buzzing with excitement and electricity in the backstage of the runway where Maven’s fashion show was about to start. She stood in the middle of the space, her eyes wavering across the chaos with stern observation, calculating every motion, every adjustment, every final detail of her models. Each and every detail needed to be perfect. Exact.

This was her vision.

Maven's eyes narrowed as she spotted a makeup artist fumbling with a brush, applying the wrong shade of lipstick to a model's lips. Her voice, sharp and commanding, cut through the chaos like a whip crack. "What shade do you think cherry red is? Surely you aren't colorblind? Fix it, now!"

The worker flinched under Maven’s command, scrambling to correct the mistake with trembling hands. Maven’s standards were exacting, and nothing would go unnoticed by her attention to detail. She was still an up-and-coming designer in Eden, and there was no room for mistakes or imperfections. She was here to prove herself as a powerhouse, that she would not be moved, and that she was here to stay.

There would be no forgiveness for mistakes and missteps. Everything would be double and triple checked. And anyone who couldn’t handle her expectations for perfection were free to leave if they couldn’t handle the pressure.

With swift and purposeful steps, Maven walked to the nearest model and eyed the red dress she wore. She ran her fingers down the bodice, stopping at a part of the seam that had frayed, a tiny delicate thread that hung loose.

She motioned for the nearest worker, who came to her side quickly. Maven grabbed a needle and thread from her, swiftly fixing the small mistake on the dress until the fabric was no longer out of place. Until everything was as perfect as it should be. She patted the model’s back when she finished and handed the needle and thread back to the worker.

Just as she was about to walk to the next model in line, Maven’s assistant appeared at her shoulder. Darcy’s short red bob bounced as she moved, swaying in the constant motion she maneuvered with. She was the perfect assistant. Always present, always ready, and always armed with the right answer and things Maven needed to hear.

“Maven,” she stated curtly. “It’s time.”

Maven’s red-painted lips curled into a confident smile. There was no apprehension for the looming final minute, the fear that would strike most people down did not exist for her. Instead her entire body was alight with the thrill, the anticipation for watching her designs walk down the runway, the oohs and ahhs of the audience fuel to her fire. She craved the pressure, thrived in a world where excellence was the only option.

The air around her stilled, the bustle and commotion suddenly silencing as she held her breath, savoring the moment before greatness.

“Check me,” she ordered.

Darcy stood directly in front of her, looking up and down and very closely at Maven’s makeup. “Everything is perfect. You’re ready.”

“Thank you,” Maven said. “I am.”

She gave a final nod and stepped to the side of the stage, waiting for Darcy’s signal to walk out into the blinding lights.

Applause erupted as she walked out onto the stage. Her face lit up with an exuberant smile, waving from one side of the room to the other.

“Ladies and gentleman,” she announced, her head held high and her voice regal with power. “I welcome you to my newest show. Please enjoy.”

Sweet and simple was the way she liked to keep it. Why speak for her designs when the designs could speak for themselves?

Maven gave a short bow to another round of applause and quickly left the stage, the heat of the lights and the brightness of their glow still burning against her skin as she stepped back into the darkness behind the curtains.

This was her favorite moment of every show, where she watched the models walk from cameras behind the scenes. From this viewpoint she could see each reaction in the crowd. She could get their true perception of her clothes with a single glance. Would they love it? Would they hate it? She would know in an instant.

The models were perfect as they trailed down the runway, their walks powerful, their makeup and hair perfectly crafted, the dresses and designs shown perfectly beneath the bright lights. A sense of immense pride swelled within her as she watched what had once been nothing but mere thoughts in her mind were suddenly alive and in motion.

The minutes blurred into seconds, the adrenaline that had been building within her since morning now guiding her through each passing moment.

As the final model walked off the runway she waited and watched the monitors. The crowd stood, their hands clapping, a few people whistling. Everyone looked pleased.

Maven’s heart swelled. This was everything she lived for. This exact moment.

Darcy was standing at her side. “You’ve done it, Maven. Another hit.”

“It was perfect, don’t you think?” Maven asked.

“Not a single thing wrong,” Darcy agreed. “We have reporters waiting right outside for a quick interview with you. Are you ready? I’ll take you straight to them. And afterwards, we have an afterparty scheduled.” She was reading down the clipboard in her arms, making sure she had each detail exact. “A lot of big names have already RSVP’d.”

“Very well,” Maven nodded. “Let’s get this over with quickly, shall we?”

The one thing she hated was interviews. Too many questions all at once, and answers she knew were well-rehearsed by having already practiced with her team so she would have perfectly crafted responses for the reporters. She much preferred to let her work do the talking. Everything else felt disingenuous, and all too-chaotic. And if there was anything Maven did not like it was uncontrollable energy. She was not the type of woman who liked to let things go on a whim.

She wanted a plan for everything, at every second.

And she could never have that in an interview room.

Together the pair walked through the backstage halls until they reached a separate room. Darcy stopped at the closed door. “Are you ready?”

“As I’ll ever be,” Maven took a deep breath.

The room was filled with a sea of reporters, buzzing with endless overlapping chatter and the constant shutter clicks of cameras. Maven walked to a podium set up for her, brushing her long dark hair over her shoulder and staring out at the expectant faces. She inhaled slowly, grounding herself, bracing her nerves for the onslaught of questions and shouting.

It would only be a few minutes, she reminded herself. And then Darcy would come and grab her and tell everyone that was all the questions for now, and thank them for coming, and then she would be whisked away to a glamorous after party where she could drink and shmooze until the entire moment was forgotten about completely.

Maven lifted a pointed finger to the first reporter, signaling the start of the process.

“What were you doing prior to Eden, Ms. Vexx?” the first reporter asked.

Maven answered quickly, the rehearsals and practice for this very question coming to the forefront of her mind quickly. “I’ve always been drawn to design, but it wasn’t until coming to Eden that I saw my creations come to fruition. This city inspires me deeply, more than anything from my past could.”

The reporter’s eyebrows furrowed and she frowned, clearly unsatisfied with the response. Before another journalist could interrupt her she shouted out her next question. “So the professional endeavors of your past didn’t inspire this line? They have nothing to do with who you are today?”

Maven’s dark eyes narrowed on the face of the expectant reporter, wondering why she was pressing so insistently on where she had been before Eden. She ran her tongue along her lips thoughtfully, calming the tension brewing within her. “As an artist, it would be horribly amiss for me to not credit my past for who I am today. But my focus remains on my present and my future.”

“Ms. Vexx, everyone is so curious about you,” the reporter persisted. “You just appeared out of thin air and took over the fashion industry in the blink of an eye. We want to know where you came from, above all else. Unless, perhaps, there’s something you’re hiding?”

A flicker of frustration danced across Maven’s face. She knew that her guarded life might be something of intrigue, but she had not expected such scrutiny and intrusiveness. She tightened her hands around the rim of the podium, digging the wood corner into the soft flesh of her fingers, fighting to keep her composure.

“I would prefer if we kept our focus on tonight’s show. Thank you,” she spoke with finality through clenched teeth. Steely determination flashed through her eyes as she stared at the reporter, silently warning her to back off with her questions. She was ready to move on. To talk about anything other than her past.

The reporter stepped forward, her blonde hair bouncing against her shoulders. Her voice was loud, grating, and aggressive as she shouted overtop the voices of the other journalists who were trying to get their questions in. “Does the name Shepherd ring any bells, Ms. Vexx?”

In the flash of an instant Maven’s patience hit a breaking point and her entire world turned to a flood of blinding red light. Moving without thinking, she stepped forward and pointed a finger at the reporter threateningly. “It does not. Now if you’ll excuse me, I have other obligations to attend to.”

Without looking back Maven turned towards the door, her stride powerful and purposeful. Ready to carry her away from this mess of an interview. But the reporter darted around her shoulder, blocking the exit as she pressed harder.

“It seems that name triggered something,” she said, accusation dripping like venom through her words.

Maven’s vision blurred once more, red flares popping like firecrackers. Her fist was flying before she could stop herself, her knuckles hitting squarely against the reporter’s jaw before she could even register what was happening.

Gasps filled the room as bodies rushed to help the fallen journalist, the cameras clicking with frenzy and recording as they all piled in. Maven fled through the doorway in the chaos without looking back. Her heart was pounding her chest, the rage of frustration flying through her body in searing hot waves.

“Maven!” Darcy’s voice called from behind her. She could hear her assistant’s heels clicking against the floor as she chased after her. But she didn’t stop or slow down. She needed to get out of the building, away from the reporters, away from the mess she had just made in the other room.

A mess that had been entirely caught on film.

She was a whirlwind of emotions, her thoughts passing through her mind too quickly to even focus on any one thing. She knew her backstory was something that might come up one day, but she hadn’t been ready for it now. She knew she would never be ready for it.

Darcy finally caught up to her, disappointment and concern scrunching her face. “Maven, please, stop,” she breathed.

Maven took a deep breath and threw her hands on her hips, trying to breath steadily.

“What just happened?” Darcy asked.

“I…I don’t know,” Maven stammered.

“What you just did back there,” Darcy sighed, running her hand across her forehead. “It’s going to be a nightmare to fix this. I don’t even know if I can fix this.”

The confident high that she had just been feasting off of moments ago was entirely gone from her body, replaced now by uncertainty and fear. Maven walked to the nearest wall and pressed her head against it, trying to settle the rampant beating of her heart. Trying to settle the waves of nausea tearing through her stomach.

“I’m going to try,” Darcy was quick to offer what reassurance she could. “We just have to act fast.”

Maven’s heart sank. Everything she had worked for tirelessly was now under threat of falling apart entirely. All because she had lost her composure in one split second. She could feel her entire world crumbling through her fingertips.

She closed her eyes and tried to slow her breathing, tried to keep her head above the wave of regret that was threatening to consume her. Because with regret came something much worse: self-doubt.

Darcy’s voice cut through the silence, “We’ll do everything we can. The team is already working together to find a solution. I can’t promise you a miracle, but we will have an answer for you. We just need to do some damage control. A little bit of time and no one will even remember this happened.”

Maven choked back the lump forming in her throat, the threat of her dreams dissolving making her mouth dry.

There was no simple answer for this. But if anyone could figure something out, it would be Darcy.

Maven pushed herself away from the wall and turned to face her assistant. The weight of her actions sank into her shoulders, and she rubbed her clammy palms against the front of her trouser pants. She just wanted to disappear.

She would do anything to protect her past. To keep it hidden from curious, greedy reporters and the perverse judgment of strangers. She wouldn’t apologize for protecting herself.

But was she ready to do what it took to preserve her future?


Chapter Three

Piper stood in the cramped closet that served as their home’s laundry room, the scent of lavender laundry detergent rising in the air as she pulled piles of freshly cleaned clothes from the dryer. She was surrounded by a sea of already folded clothing that needed to be put away. The mountain of work truly never ended, whether she was at work or at home.

She tuned out the negative thoughts as she mindlessly worked, her hands methodically folding each shirt and pair of pants with mechanical precision. Eventually she had folded the last shirt, which she placed on the precarious stack that was threatening to topple at any second.

With her first chore of morning done it was hard to keep the thoughts of reality at bay. The reality of income, and how she didn’t make enough at Silver Lakes to afford all of their bills on top of their recently increased rent price.

Piper grabbed her cellphone out of her pocket and opened the screen. A job search site was the first thing that stared back at her, the last thing she had been looking at before she had fallen asleep. She scrolled down the page. Job listing after job listing, all of which were either not enough money, or she lacked the necessary qualifications, or were an obvious scam. She sighed as she browsed, willing the perfect opportunity to show up with each passing scroll.

Her heart was sinking as the weight of her burdens settled into her shoulders. She would have to do whatever it took to keep their home, to keep the secrets she knew away from her grandmother. But the likelihood of being able to do so grew dimmer and dimmer with each passing second. There were only so many extra hours in her day where she wasn’t helping out at home or working at the retirement center. She needed something practical, and she needed it fast.

Her mind slipped through the pros and cons of each potential job offer. A dishwasher, a semi-truck hauler, a hostess at a nightclub. They either sounded entirely impractical, or like they would be a nightmare for her schedule.

However bad the jobs may seem, Piper knew wouldn’t matter. Not when faced with the crushing weight of what needed to be done. She would have to suck it up and work a grueling job if she needed to. No opportunity could be left on the table. Not when the situation was this dire.

“Still folding clothes?” Edna’s voice traveled to her from the living room.

Piper’s heart lurched into her throat as she was brought back to the real world. She quickly closed her phone and shoved it back into her pocket. Even if her grandmother wasn’t in the room with her, the fear that she might somehow find out about what Piper was doing sent a chill of fear down her spine. She couldn’t let that happen.

“Just finished!” Piper called back. “I’m coming.”

She left the cramped laundry closet and walked down the hall to the living room where Edna was, as always, hunched in her favorite recliner, her eyes fixed on the news.

“Anything interesting this morning?” she asked.

“Apparently they’re re-doing the park,” Edna answered with a shrug. “Nothing exciting yet. But that probably means it’s been a good morning for everyone.”

“No news is good news?” Piper teased.

“Something like that,” Edna chuckled. “Though it does make my morning a little dull.” Her eyes fixed on the television suddenly. “Oh wait, what’s this about?” She turned the volume up on the remote.

The news anchor’s voice filled the room and Piper made her way to the couch to sit down, convinced that whatever it was wouldn’t be that interesting to her, but she could at least appease her grandmother. Yet the scenes unfolding on the screen caught her immediate attention and she became instantly fixated.

A beautiful woman with long dark hair, her face flushed red with rage. The footage was chaotic and loud, bodies moving in every direction, but the focus was on that one woman. Suddenly, she punched a blonde woman in front of her and the sound of shocked gasps and yells echoed from the television set.

Piper was transfixed, watching the moment of the punch play on repeat. With each punch thrown she could feel the pressure of her own pent up frustration being released. She wasn’t a violent person, but something about watching the moment play over and over again was cathartic to her nerves.

“What the hell is this?” Piper exhaled.

“You haven’t heard anything about Maven Vexx?” Edna asked. “She’s been incredibly prolific in Eden for a year now. Some hoighty-toighty fashion designer. Obviously thinks she can just do whatever she wants. The rich really are horrible.”

Piper narrowed her eyes on her grandmother.

“What?” Edna dug into her opinion. “They think they can get away with anything. Like they’re some sort of gods or something, while the rest of us are mere play-things for their entertainment. It’s about time they get hit with reality.”

Piper tuned out her grandmother as she stared at the television. Something about the woman on the screen was pulling her in, begging for her attention. Even throwing a mean right-hook the woman was beautiful, poised, each motion she made fluid and perfect. She couldn’t stop staring.

She couldn’t disagree more with her grandmother’s musings. Maybe the wealthy elite did look down on the rest of the world from their mountains of money, but it was a world that Piper dreamt of joining. Life would be so much easier if she had even a fraction of that wealth. She wouldn’t judge them for having more than she did. Not when she secretly wished to be one of them.

But they were separate worlds, and that woman on the screen would never enter into a world like Piper’s, much less Piper enter hers.

The room fell silent as the news segment ended for a commercial break. Desire and intrigue was blossoming within her chest, making her crave for a world she had never known, and would never experience. A world where she could have whatever she wanted. Where she could do whatever she wanted.

Piper leaned her head back against the couch and sighed, closing her eyes. Maven Vexx’s face was burned into her mind.

“Well,” she finally spoke, trying to rid her mind of the thoughts of the unobtainable. “It doesn’t really affect us, does it?”

Edna leaned back in her chair and folded her hands across her chest thoughtfully. “It may not affect us directly, but it does bring me some morning entertainment,” she chuckled. “What could be better than watching the filthy rich get knocked back down to reality? Maybe she’ll realize what the real world is like.”

Piper frowned at her grandmother’s pessimistic world view, knowing there would be no way to shake her loose from her own opinions. There was no point in arguing, but for some reason an itching sensation to defend the mystery woman clawed at the back of her mind.

“Don’t you feel even a little bit bad for her?” Piper protested. “We don’t know the whole story.”

“I don’t think I need any more of the story,” Edna said. “She did what she did, and now she’ll have to face the consequences of her own actions. Though I do doubt there will be much backlash. She probably has enough money to make people forget all about this.”

Piper’s thoughts raced, the intrigue of the situation creating a deep desire for understanding in her. There had to be more to the story. And for whatever inexplicable reason, she wanted to hear what that woman’s side of things was. It was no surprise she had apparently captivated the entirety of Eden and become a local celebrity. Piper hadn’t even met her and she already couldn’t stop thinking about her.

Maybe it was the tenacity, the fierceness, that drew her in. An attitude of fighting back that Piper had always wished she had. A resilience that she wanted to mirror.

“How about salmon for lunch?” Piper asked, trying to get her grandmother to cheer up while simultaneously finding a way to get her own mind off of the news story. She needed to get that woman’s face out of her mind.

Edna patted the armrests of her chair. “That sounds good to me. I think we need a break from the news for this morning.”

“You don’t say?” Piper teased as she stood up. “Sometimes I worry about how often you watch the news, Grandma.”

“What else is an old woman meant to do with her time?” Edna scoffed.

“I don’t know,” Piper mused. “Knit?”

Edna chortled. “Don’t tease your Grandmother.”

Piper walked into the small kitchen which was just to the side of the living room. As she pulled ingredients for lunch out of the fridge and cupboards she couldn’t stop her mind from wandering back to the woman on the news. The dangerous glint in her dark eyes as she threw that punch, the way her hair had cascaded around her shoulder in one fluid motion. Maybe she was the one who needed to avoid the news.

“Oh, come on,” Piper chimed back, trying to keep her thoughts off of the mystery woman. “Think of all the fun things you could make.”

“I’ll start knitting once I have some little kiddos to knit for,” Edna taunted back.

Piper sighed. “Don’t start planning anything too soon, then.”

“Honey,” Edna pressed. “When are you finally going to find someone to settle down with, seriously? I’m sure you’re getting tired of living with your old grandma.”

Piper’s heart sank. It was more than just failing to find love at every step in her life, it was the weight of her responsibilities to take care of her grandmother that kept her from chasing after relationships. It wasn’t like it was something she could just walk away from.

“I’m happy with how things are right now,” she said. “I’m too busy to worry about dating.”

“Time flies faster than you can imagine,” Edna mused wistfully. “You need to find some balance. I worry about you, you know. That you take on too much, and forget to look out for your own life adventures.”

Piper stared down at the salmon on the counter, her hands gripping the handle on a cupboard. It had been years since her last relationship, years since had she even felt the inkling of a spark for someone else. Her life was consumed by her work, by her grandmother, by the endless stack of chores and responsibilities that wouldn’t get done if she didn’t take care of them. There was no time to chase after the thought of love. She didn’t need it. She was happy.

“I enjoy taking care of you,” she answered back. “I enjoy working at Silver Lakes. I don’t need any adventures, Grandma. I promise.”

Or at least, that’s what she told herself.


Chapter Four

Maven sat at a long, dark oak table in the middle of the boardroom, the length of chairs around her empty save one seat where Darcy was furiously typing away on her cellphone. She tapped her nails against the sleek wood and took a long sip of her water, trying to satiate the sandpaper feeling on her tongue and the rasp in her throat. The white walls of the room felt like they were closing in on her, threatening to swallow her whole. Her entire future was hanging on this one moment.

Darcy’s phone continued to ding with new texts and emails. Each new ding sent a pang down Maven’s back, the weight of the reality hitting her in waves with each passing second. She kept her eyes fixed on her assistant, waiting silently for an update.

“We have to prepare ourselves for all possible outcomes,” Darcy finally murmured. “The team is doing everything they can to soften the blow back but you need to prepare yourself, Maven. There is a very real chance of legal action.”

Maven’s jaw clenched as the words hit her. She knew there would be consequences for her actions, yet she held no remorse for what she had done. That reporter had pushed her too far, and had struck a chord within her that needed to be unleashed. A momentary scandal was worth more than letting her past come to light. She wouldn’t be made a fool of by some meaningless journalist.

She wouldn’t allow it.

“I won’t apologize,” Maven answered, the frustration seeping through her voice. “There are boundaries for reporters, and that woman crossed it.”

Darcy set her phone down and leaned forward, her face stoic. “I understand that you’re upset, Maven, but we have a lot of work to do to keep the public’s favor. You can’t become an enemy of the people if you want to keep your career afloat. And we don’t have the luxury of being stubborn right now. Everything we do must be done swiftly. Whatever we need to do to remedy this situation.”

A heavy silence fell over the boardroom. The future of her brand, her clothing, her image, all hung in a delicate balance. Every decision she made now would dictate her future and the trajectory of her career.

Maven took a deep breath. Darcy was right. She didn’t have time to be stubborn. She didn’t have time to argue. Her pride couldn’t stand in the way of her recovery, and each move she made needed to be carefully calculated. But calculation and control was what she did best.

She straightened in her chair. “Do we have any options yet? Any strategy for how to move forward?”

Darcy nodded and returned to her phone. “The team will be here in a few minutes to go over all of this. We just need to build our path forward and execute. This will all be over before you know it.”

“As long as we make the right moves,” Maven added.

“We will,” Darcy reassured. “This won’t be the end, Maven.”

The threat of defeat settled onto her tongue with a sour sting. Failure wasn’t an option. Maven took another sip of her water and tried to settle her mind and her nerves.

It was difficult to remove the doubt that crept into the back of her thoughts, that sickly voice that whispered she had ruined everything, that she would never be able to come back from this. In the end she would do anything to keep the secrets of her life guarded. If the end of everything came down to saving her career or saving her reputation, she knew which one she would choose. It made her nauseous to think about.

She pressed her eyes closed, willing the voice of doubt to silence.

The heavy door to the board room swung open and a team of six business men and women filed in quickly, their hands full of envelopes and binders.

At the front of the group was the leader of her team, Vianna. She was a commanding presence, her dark hair slicked back into a high ponytail, her blazer perfectly tailored to her slender body. She was an extension of Maven’s own unshakeable confidence, chosen for the job because she demanded excellence and would accept nothing less. If she didn’t have a strategy for how to help Maven out of this mess she had made, no one would.

“Good afternoon,” Vianna said with the confident serenity that oozed off of her so naturally. She sat at the head of the board table, opposite Maven. “The team has been in contact with our lawyers as well as the reporter’s lawyers. Obviously, we want to keep this situation out of the court.”

Maven nodded and listened intently.

“We have made great progress,” Vianna said. “But there is a cost. A settlement.”

Maven’s brow furrowed, frustration and anger bubbling within her just under the surface. “What kind of settlement?”

Vianna took a sharp inhale through her teeth. “A substantial amount.”

Maven’s lips curled in disdain. “Are they toying with us?”

“Not at all,” Vianna shook her head. “But it is enough to keep your name out of a lengthy legal process, which would likewise be costly. This is the best move for us to make. Your smartest move.”

Maven’s hand squeezed around her water glass, her knuckles turning white under the pressure. She had become nothing more than a financial transaction. A clear indicator that the reporter wasn’t after good journalism, but rather, a fat paycheck.

“She did this on purpose,” Maven muttered through clenched teeth. “That woman just wants money.”

“That may be the case,” Vianna said. “But we’re between a rock and a hard place. The only way forward is paved in money. And we can either settle this quietly, or jump into a very public and very expensive legal pursuit.”

Maven tapped her fingers.

“A legal pursuit that you would almost certainly lose,” Vianna added firmly.

A wave of helplessness washed over Maven. She could feel her independence slipping through her fingers, her ability to have control disappearing. She was chained to the plans her team made for her, bound to follow their rules. Or face a backlash of consequences she wasn’t prepared for.

“So what’s next?” She asked.

“Besides the settlement price there are additional steps that need to be taken,” Vianna continued, her voice serious. “We need to regain the public’s trust, and this was an addendum made by the reporter’s lawyers. As part of the settlement agreement.”

“What is it?”

“Community service,” Vianna stated.

Maven’s fist clenched. “What?”

“They’ve asked that you provide community service hours. We don’t think it’s a bad idea, Ms. Vexx. It would help repair the city’s trust in you, if they see you helping the people.”

“Surely we could just provide a donation?” Maven argued. “I don’t have time to be doing meaningless jobs.”

Vianna’s lips straightened into a thin line, her stare resolute. “A donation won’t be good enough, I’m afraid. It was an important stipulation of our arrangement.”

Maven’s mind swirled, rushing her through frustration and rage and disbelief and back again. The room closed in around her, the eyes of her team all honing in on her as they waited for her to speak.

“You really think this will help?” She finally asked. “And there are no ways around it?”

“We think this is our best strategy moving forward,” Vianna nodded. “We’ve already found a perfect opportunity for your service hours. I understand this is frustrating for you, but the best thing for you to do is get it over with quickly. The faster you respond, and put your face out there doing positive work for the community, the faster the public forgets about this little…mishap.”

Maven leaned back in her chair, Vianna’s words slowly twisting their way through her mind. If there was any other alternative her team would have already found it. If Vianna truly thought this was the best way to go forward, then she needed to trust it. But the thought of it all made her stomach clench and filled her with a bright, burning rage. It felt like her entire life was being conducted by a total stranger.

“We’ve worked too hard to get me to where I am today,” Maven’s voice was dark, but laced with a determination to get past her current struggles. “If you think this is what’s best, then I believe you.” She leaned forward, her eyes narrowing in on Vianna. “You think this will work?”

Vianna pursed her lips and nodded. “I do.”

Maven took a deep breath, trying to force herself into letting go of her firm grip on control. “And what’s our plan going forward then?”

“We’ve found a local retirement center,” Vianna opened a black folder and slid it across the table to Maven. “They seem particularly low on staffing and funding, but all of their beds are occupied by the elderly.”

“A retirement home?” Maven’s face scrunched as she looked through the papers in the folder. Photos of the building, paperwork on the details.

“It’s a good fit,” Vianna nodded. “The quickest way into the public’s heart is to help out animals or the elderly. Silver Lakes will be the perfect photo opportunity.”

“What exactly will I be doing? I’m not going to change diapers or clean bed pots.”

“We’ve already been in contact with the business owner,” Vianna shook her head. “She understands the situation. You won’t be taken advantage of, or forced into any work you don’t want to do.”

“And she’s fine with that?” Maven asked.

“She understands the power of media attention,” Vianna mused. “You doing community service at her center will only give them more limelight. More opportunities for donors, more dollars in her pocket. This is a win-win for Silver Lakes.”

Maven took a deep breath and tried calming her agitated nerves. “When do we start?”

“Tomorrow morning,” Vianna said.

“Tomorrow?” Maven gasped. “Does it have to be so immediate? I have things to do, Vianna. Things much more important than this community service stunt.”

“It needs to be immediate,” Vianna pressed. “Your work won’t hardly seem quite so important if no one wants to see your designs. Our first, and most important, step is to get your image repaired. Without the support of the public and the media the rest of this doesn’t matter.”

Maven suddenly felt very small, trapped like a mouse in a cage, where everyone else was watching her, examining her, dictating her every move and decision. And all she could do was follow the directions given to her like some marionette puppet on strings, or claw her way out.

But Vianna was right. If Eden thought she was a monster she would lose everything she had worked so tirelessly to build. Her entire empire could crumble beneath her if she didn’t at least try to make amends.

“How long does this little stunt have to last?” she asked.

“We think only a few weeks,” Vianna answered. “Hopefully less. Maybe more. It all depends on the feedback we receive while you’re there. Don’t worry, Ms. Vexx. You won’t be alone. Assistants and cameras will be there every step of the way. You won’t have to do this for any longer than what is necessary.”

“And that’s the entire settlement? A payment and some community service hours?” When she phrased it like that it seemed ever so slightly less daunting. She could write a check and give a handful of hours of her time if it meant she kept her image and status. If it meant she could continue designing, and people would keep supporting her.

“That’s the arrangement,” Vianna nodded. “Do you have any other questions for us?”

Maven took a deep breath, “Not at the moment.”

Vianna stood, the rest of the team standing in obedient, silent unison. “Then we’ll be in touch again this evening to finalize tomorrow’s agenda.” She rested her hand on the door to the board room and turned to face Maven solemnly. “This is going to work.”

It had to work.


Chapter Five

Silver Lakes was bustling with activity in the early morning, workers frantically moving down the corridors while residents were gathering in the dining hall for the breakfasts. Warm, yellow sunlight streamed into the room, making the yellowing wallpaper and fading beige carpet seem inviting. The scent of freshly brewed coffee and cooked eggs sifted through everything.

Piper found herself, as usual, overwhelmed with her workload. Despite the mountain of paperwork in her office she needed to sort through, she had been called to help with breakfast chores. Tending to guests for drink refills, wiping down tables, taking dirty dishes back to the dishwashers. Her feet were screaming protest in pain and she had only been at work for one hour.

But morning breakfast was one her favorite times of day. The residents were always cheerful, and she loved the way they gathered at the small tables with their friends, chatting and gossiping over their tea and coffee and toast.

She moved gracefully amongst the chaos, a stack of dirty plates carefully perched in one arm as she side-stepped the chairs and tables. But one unexpected misstep sent her entire life hurtling towards a series of events she would have never anticipated.

Her worn sneaker accidentally stepped into a spilled dollop of mashed potatoes, and Piper immediately felt the plates falling from her arms as she lost her balance and crashed to the ground. Silverware flew everywhere, the remnants of leftover food coating the carpet, and her uniform, ketchup splashing onto her shirt and face. Piper laid on the ground, blinking back her shock at the fall, the realization of the mess she would now have to clean up.

“Oh, sugar! Are you alright?” the nearest resident asked from where she sat as she shifted to stand.

“Don’t worry about me,” Piper motioned for the resident to sit back down. “I’m alright. Nothing broke at least. I’m okay.”

She blinked back her embarrassment and knelt onto her hands and knees, re-stacking the pile of dishes and silverware. She grabbed napkins from the closest table and started dabbing the spots on the carpet where food had landed. “Shit,” she murmured under her breath, realizing that these would all be new stains.

“What happened here?” Piper looked up to see her boss, Patricia, looming over her. The older woman’s face was flushed red with anger, her hands on her round hips, her black pixie-cut making her look like an archnemesis from a superhero cartoon.

“It was an accident,” Piper admitted, still collecting fallen silverware into a neat pile. “I slipped.”

Patricia’s breathing came in ragged huffs as she glared down at her.

“Nothing broke,” Piper added quickly, hoping to ease the incoming reprimand.

“Get someone else to take care of this. Now.” Patricia was looking around for the nearest employee, her squinty eyes roving like black beacons. “I need to see you in my office. Immediately.”

Piper set the newly stacked plates on the closest empty table and motioned for her coworker to come help her. She was trying to steady her breathing and calm her mind, but the thoughts of what would happen to her if she lost her job kept teasing at the back of her mind. Dark threats played out in nightmare scenarios. She would lose everything. Her grandmother’s home. Everything.

She stepped into Patricia’s office chewing on the inside of her lip, trying to keep the blooming anxiety as far away as possible. Now wasn’t the time for a panic attack.

“Sit down, Piper. We need to talk,” Patricia barked.

Piper sat down quickly in the chair opposite Patricia’s desk. “What’s going on? Is everything okay?”

“Something rather unexpected has come up,” Patricia folded her pudgy fingers together and stared across her desk. “I believe you’re the right person to step up and help out with it.”

The weight of losing her job slid out of her body in a single cold wave, relief swelling her lungs as she let out a sigh. “What is it?” Anything was better than being fired.

“We have a local celebrity coming in for community service. I want you to be the one responsible for walking her through things. Help her do some easy tasks, show her around, make her feel comfortable and welcome.”

“What celebrity?” Piper breathed.

“Maven Vexx. What I hear is she’s some fashion designer who got herself into some hot water lately. Caused a bit of a scandal. And she wants to use Silver Lakes to help spruce up her image.”

Piper’s eyes widened and her jaw dropped. “Why me?” Her mind was struggling to process the information. She was a mess of confusion and apprehension and, strangely, excitement.

Patricia leaned forward. “Because you’re young. Because you’re a great employee and you know our residents well. It’s important for us to give Ms. Vexx a wonderful experience here.”

Piper was shaking her head. “I don’t think I’m cut out for this, Patricia. I’m good at my job, but what you’re asking me to do is something else entirely.”

“This isn’t up for debate,” Patricia was resolute. “Ms. Vexx will have cameras on her, and this is a golden opportunity to get more public attention brought in for Silver Lakes.”

Piper wrung her hands together in her lap. “My job is to take care of the residents. Not help strategize a PR stunt. I’m sorry, but I really don’t think I’m the right person for this.”

“This attitude is exactly what makes you the perfect candidate,” Patricia said. “You have the strongest relationships with our residents, which is perfect for this arrangement. You can get Ms. Vexx in on some quality one-on-one interactions. Her team wants plenty of interaction with the residents. No one knows them better than you.”

“I don’t want to take advantage of them,” Piper muttered, feeling her resolve start to crumble beneath her boss’s stare. It was starting to sound like there was no way out of this.

“This is my final decision,” Patricia added. “Think about the greater good of the facility. Think of the publicity this will bring for us. No doubt we will get new donors, on top of whatever funding Ms. Vexx decides to share with us after her service hours are up. This is a golden opportunity. It’s going to be good for the residents.”

Piper’s shoulders fell. “I guess if I don’t have a say then I’ll have to do it. I can introduce her to the residents, but I won’t let her use them. As soon as anything starts to feel uncomfortable I expect you to find someone else to take my place.”

Patricia was nodding, though Piper knew her threat was going unnoticed. Patricia wasn’t the sort of woman to change her mind about anything. There was no one else who would be taking her place, no matter how uncomfortable she got or how much she might protest.

“Just keep Silver Lakes in mind,” Patricia said. “Remember the good that will come. And always keep in mind that the better you do at this job, the more money we get to help upgrade our facilities. We have a real chance to improve our resident’s lives here, Piper.”

“When will this start?” Piper asked.

“Ms. Vexx and her team should be arriving here shortly.”

Piper’s heart leapt in her chest, pounding fiercely. “So soon?”

Patricia shrugged and waved Piper out of her office. “I know you can handle it.”

Piper left the office feeling like a freight train had struck her in the stomach. She wanted to cry and throw up all at the same time. It felt like there was a time-bomb sitting on her heart, ticking furiously closer and closer towards its detonation.

How could it even be possible that Maven Vexx was on her way to Silver Lakes? She had convinced herself they lived in two separate worlds, that there was no way she would ever get close to the likes of a woman like that. Yet she was mere minutes away from their worlds colliding.

She wiped her palms on the front of her work uniform, trying to keep the cold sweat off of her skin. Of course today was the day that she would get ketchup and mustard stains on her shirt and dried potatoes on her chin, her hair in a wild unkempt mess atop her head. There was no time to fix any of that, though. As she made her way towards the front desk reception area of Silver Lakes, the front doors were already being held open for an ensemble of people in expensive suits to file in.

Maven Vexx waltzed in through the front doors, her black hair slicked back into a high ponytail, the curves of her body accentuated by the sharp angles of a sleek black blazer and skin-tight pencil skirt. She wore impossibly tall, impossibly thin black heels that clicked with power across the linoleum with each purposeful stride she made.

Piper felt the air leave her lungs as she stared at the woman entering, her breath completely stolen. It was as if all the air had left the room, and the passing of time had stopped entirely. Nothing else existed. Nothing except her.

The woman was surrounded by assistants, and workers standing by with cameras catching every angle. No doubt already building a repertoire of footage to use to make the public fall in love with her again.

Patricia appeared next to Piper, waving encouragingly at the entourage. “Welcome, welcome! We’re so happy to have you here at Silver Lakes.”

The short woman at Maven’s side was the first one to speak, a clipboard in her hand that she thumbed through while talking. “It is such a pleasure for us to be here. Ms. Vexx is so thrilled to be spending time with your lovely community.”

Piper kept her gaze trained on Maven. The other woman’s face seemed sour, her dark eyes flashing from side to side, her full, red lips pursed into a thin line.

“Let me introduce you to Piper,” Patricia waved her hand. “She’ll be your guide and helper through your stay here.”

Piper held out her hand, determined to make a good first impression, but convinced this was all one giant mistake.

Maven’s eyes took in Piper up and down, and a coldness seeped into her skin beneath the cold, calculating stare. The tension between them was thick, their energies clashing off one another. “Does everyone who works here have food on their uniforms?”

Piper’s jaw tightened. “It’s not always a glamorous occupation.”

As they stared at one another Piper couldn’t help but be taken aback by the power of the other woman. It was not just the wealth that made her untouchable. She exuded raw power, a carnal strength that commanded the energy of everyone around her, and it made Piper feel somehow small, frail. Weak.

“Well it seems like we’re stuck with each other,” Maven’s voice was thick with skepticism. “Let’s not waste any more time, shall we?”

Piper swallowed, trying to remain calm. Trying to pretend like she had even an inkling of the other woman’s confidence. She needed Maven to know that she wasn’t about to risk the lives of her residents. This wasn’t a publicity stunt for her, or for them. She wasn’t going to be taken advantage of. “I better warn you that you might go home with potatoes on your shirt.”

A dark eyebrow lifted on the other woman’s face, the glimmer of challenge lighting across her face. “I’m sure I can dodge the spills on the tour.”

Piper nodded and bit at her lip, forcing herself not to come back at her with some snarky retort. All she needed was to get through this. All she needed was to remind herself of the good that could come for the residents. The extra money that would no doubt come at the end. It would be worth it. Even if she had to be miserable for a little while.

“I’ll take you through the gardens first,” Piper held out her hand and took a step back. “Right this way.”

They walked side by side in near silence. Maven was barely looking at their surroundings as they made their way through the rows of hydrangea bushes and willow trees, warm sunlight beaming down on them. Piper’s skin felt cold and clammy, still in a state of disbelief that she was standing right next to the very same woman she had been so captivated by on the news just a few days ago.

The hurried footsteps of Maven’s assistants, and the frequent clicks of cameras capturing their every move, it was nearly impossible for Piper’s nerves to settle. There was nothing natural about any of this. She didn’t know how to hold a conversation with the other woman, let alone even try starting one.

Maven broke the silence first. “How long have you been working here?”

“Years,” Piper answered, her voice squeaking out. Was Maven actually trying to get to know her, or was this all just for the publicity stunt? She couldn’t help but keep her guard up, her walls closed. There was no point in letting her know anything about her life. This would all be over soon enough, and then they would never see each other again.

Maven didn’t press further. They fell back into their uncomfortable silence as the tour continued.

The tour ended back where it had begun. “And that’s Silver Lakes.”

“I think we’re going to have so much fun together,” Maven’s voice was laced with forced enthusiasm.

“Fun?” Piper started. “This isn’t a game. This is a job. A job where we take care of real people. People who don’t have anyone else. Fun isn’t what this is about.”

From the corner of her eye she could see one of Maven’s assistants, the one with the clipboard, waving her hands at the cameras to shut them off. “Maven,” the woman said and motioned for her.

Maven’s body turned rigid, her dark eyes drilling holes in Piper’s gaze. She took a step forward, her voice a dark, hushed whisper for only them to hear.

“This won’t last long,” she hissed. “And once it ends it will be like I was never even here. You’ll forget you even met me.” Her gaze narrowed coldly. “And I promise to do the same.”

“I won’t let you take advantage of my residents,” Piper whispered back, defiance broiling under her skin. “They deserve more than that.”

Maven’s red lips curled into a bemused smirk. “Don’t get things twisted, Piper,” her voice was low and dangerous. “I always get my way.” She took a step back and glanced Piper up and down once more. “You’d do well to remember that.”

The challenge was interrupted by Maven’s assistant stepping in. “Ms. Vexx, we have appointments to get to. The car is waiting.”

“I’ll see you soon,” Maven gave one final glance to Piper, her face full of warning and contempt. She was daring her.

Piper stood in stunned silence as Maven and her entourage filed out the front doors just as quickly as they had arrived.

She felt sick to her stomach, uncomfortably aware that Maven Vexx had suddenly taken total control of her life. And she was right. She was in full control.

There was nothing Piper could do to change that.


Chapter Six

Maven walked out of Silver Lakes Retirement Home with Darcy frantically keeping stride next to her. Her skin was flushed, and she felt like a rash was taking over, making her entire body itch from head to toe. But she knew what it was.

It was that damn woman. That pesky little woman with the mustard stain on her shirt and the dried flakes of potato in the curly mess of her hair. Who did she think she was talking back to like that? As if she had any real power over her. Over anything at all. She was just a nobody. An annoying little gnat sent to pester her.

This entire venture was going to be a nightmare.

“Maven, we need to talk about this,” Darcy finally chirped up. “This entire experience is going to be a complete waste of all of our time if you can’t keep your cool. We need footage. Good footage. Moments that make you look soft and considerate.”

“I get it Darcy,” Maven waved her hand in the air in frustration. “I know.”

“Well you sure didn’t act like it,” Darcy pressed. “You practically got into a fight with the staff on the very first day. Half of what we got today won’t even be usable.”

“What?” Maven feigned ignorance. “That little chat at the end? That was nothing.”

Darcy stopped in her tracks, folding her arms across her chest. “Maven. I know you. Everyone in the room could practically feel you holding yourself back from tearing that poor girl’s eyes out. What even happened?”

She sighed and stared down at her feet. “I don’t know,” she said. “She tried telling some nonsense about how she was in charge. And I let her know the truth. Is that really so bad?”

Darcy’s jaw dropped. “You can’t just cool it for one day? This plan won’t work if you don’t even try to make it work. At least a little bit.”

“If I have to go through with this then I need to draw the line in the sand from the start. I’m not going to be bossed around, Darcy.”

“I just need you to try,” her assistant implored. “We can make this really simple and get it over with, or you can stretch it out further by being obstinate.”

Maven shifted her weight from one foot to the other uncomfortably. “I didn’t mean to be harsh,” she finally admitted. “This whole thing is just so overwhelming. I don’t need some unbearable woman making my life harder or trying to be the boss of me.”

“I know this is hard,” Darcy said. “But we are here to do a job. Simple as that.” She looked behind her at the closed doors of the retirement home. “I’m sure that girl just wanted to make sure she keeps everyone safe. I’m sure she’s not thrilled there’s a total stranger in her space with a bunch of cameras on her all of a sudden. Is that really so bad?”

Maven’s eyes closed and she took a deep breath. “I know,” she nodded. “I’m sorry.”

“I just really need you to try putting your best foot forward. I can only pick up so many pieces at once. You have a golden opportunity right here in front of you, Maven. A chance to fix everything,” Darcy pressed. “I need you to take full advantage of it, okay?”

“I’m going to try harder,” Maven placed her hand on her assistant’s shoulder. “You’re right. I’m sorry. You know I appreciate everything you do for me, right?”

“I know,” Darcy nodded with a soft smile.

“I’ll make it right with her, okay?” Maven offered. “The next time we’re here I’ll apologize.”

“That’s a good idea.”

“The more I smile through it, the faster we get this over with, right?”

Darcy laughed. “Exactly.”

“How much longer exactly?”

“A few weeks,” Darcy grimaced. “As long as everything goes according to plan.”

Maven rolled her eyes and started walking back towards their vehicle. “This is going to be the longest few weeks of my life.”

“I know what might be able to help,” Darcy said.

“I’ll take anything at this point.”

“Well,” Darcy said timidly. “I think you should go back in and apologize now.”

“Darcy!” Maven looked stunned. “Are you serious?”

“I think it would really help,” she insisted. “Just wipe the slate clean so when we come back we all have a fresh start.”

Maven sighed and pressed her hands into her hips. “You really think it will help?”

“Yes. I do.”

She nodded and looked back up at the retirement home. “I’ll be right back. Five minutes.”

“Thank you, Maven,” Darcy called after her.

Maven went back into Silver Lakes and up to the receptionist desk. “Excuse me, do you know where Piper is?”

The receptionist looked down the hall and pointed. “I believe she’s in the cleaning closet, honey. Right down thataway.”

Maven pressed her lips into a thin line and strode down the hall, her steps long and quick. She wanted to get this over with. The faster the better.

At the cleaning closet door she knocked her knuckles against the wood. “Piper?”

“Yeah?” A voice called back.

Maven opened the door carefully, peeking inside. “Can I speak with you for a moment?”

Piper nearly dropped the bottle of floor cleaner and towels in her hands, jumping back against the shelf. “Oh, uhm, sure?”

She stepped into the closet and closed the door behind her. They were cramped together, nearly touching in the confined space.

“I just want to apologize about earlier,” Maven said, her eyes scanning Piper’s shocked face. “This is all very unfamiliar to me, and I don’t want you to get the wrong impression. I’m just a little stressed.”

Piper’s face hardened. She wasn’t going to believe her lies quite that easily, it seemed. “You may be stressed but that hardly changes the reality of what’s going on here,” she said, though her voice lacked any strength in her conviction.

Maven’s eyes narrowed, she felt her confidence surging within her, as if she was growing too large for the confines of the closet, looming over Piper like the other woman was her prey and she was hunting her down. All of Darcy’s advice was floating out of her mind. She was going to take control. She was hungry for it. She needed it.

There was no way that some random retirement home worker was going to take charge.

“I think we both know what the reality is here,” Maven hissed.

“I’m not going to let you use these residents as a publicity stunt,” Piper tried to argue but her voice was quivering.

“You’re not going to let me?” Maven repeated, her voice dangerous. “Are you sure about that?”

“This isn’t your world, Maven,” Piper tried to argue but she was backed against the wall, her shoulders shaking, her face flushed a rosy, nervous pink.

Maven lifted her chin and stared down at the other woman. “Piper,” she breathed. “You know that you’re not the boss of me, don’t you?”

This was her chance to make the rules clear. This was her game, and she was in charge. Maybe it wasn’t the exact apology Darcy had wanted her to make, but she was determined to walk out of the closet with a clear path moving forward. She was going to ensure that her time at Silver Lakes was as brief as it could be. As easy as it could be. And Piper would play along for the whole thing.

Maven stepped forward, closing the distance between them. She lifted her pointer finger and softly touched it against Piper’s lips. “Hush,” she whispered.

Piper was motionless, her bright eyes widened like small saucers, shimmering beneath the light threat of tears pooling in the corners.

“You know money owns everything, don’t you?” Maven asked. “I own everywhere that I walk into. I own everything around me. Do you understand?”

Piper silently nodded.

“Do you know what that means?”

Piper shook her head.

“It means that for the next few weeks, I own you.” Maven’s voice was venomous, but she felt the surge of her adrenaline, the return of her power igniting within her like a wildfire that could not be contained. “If I wanted you fired I could have it happen in a heartbeat.”

“Why…why would you do that?” Piper whispered, her voice meek and trembling.

“I don’t want to,” Maven’s eyes narrowed. “But I need you to know that I can.”

She took a step back and watched Piper as she took a deep breath, struggling to contain her emotions from tumbling up from beneath the surface. She had her right where she wanted her.

“For these next few weeks we are going to play pretend,” Maven said. “We’re going to be the best of friends. Smiling. Laughing.” She paused. “But you won’t be giving me a single command. I don’t want you to forget the truth of who’s really in charge of who.”

Piper remained motionless against the wall, her fingers squeezing the cleaning towels in her hands.

“Do you understand?” Maven asked.

“I do.”

“That’s what I thought,” Maven purred. She placed her hand on the doorknob behind her and gave one last glance to Piper.

“I’m relieved we’ve come to an understanding,” she whispered victoriously as she closed the door behind her. “See you soon.”


Chapter Seven

The towels slipped out of her fingers and fell to her feet the moment the closet door was closed. Piper took a deep breath, resting her head against the wall behind her, pressing her eyes closed to shove the threatening tears back down inside her. She had felt so small and vulnerable, completely incapable of standing up for herself in that moment with Maven.

The other woman had had control of everything. And she knew it. She had weaponized it against her, forcing her to become small. To accept the fate that was laid out for her.

And still, there was the faintest electric buzz coursing through her body. Pulling her towards Maven’s enigmatic power with a deep desire to obey. Despite the tense confrontation that had just happened in the claustrophobic confines of the cleaning closet, Piper didn’t feel fear. Instead, there was a growing need to put herself in Maven’s warpath. To do exactly as she was told. To let that woman take complete control.

Maven Vexx could destroy her life in a heartbeat. Everything she had warned Piper about was true. She could get her fired if she wanted. Patricia was far too concerned with getting as much money in her pockets as she could that if Maven made a single command, her boss was guaranteed to listen.

The last thing she needed right now was to lose her only source of income.

But still, she couldn’t stop fantasizing about the last few minutes of her life. The closet still held the sweet scent of Maven’s perfume. The heat that had been radiating off of her body still lingered in the cramped space. It made Piper weak. But the danger of losing her job was more important than the carnal desires seeping through her thoughts. She had to make a choice.

Piper opened the door to her boss’s office with a weak knock. “Patricia, can I talk to you?”

Patricia waved her in but didn’t even lift her eyes up from the paperwork on her desk.

She took a single step into the office, a deep breath to calm her nerves, and then she blurted out, “I don’t think I’m the right person for this job. I need you to find someone else.”

Patricia leaned back in her chair, unamused. “We already talked about this Piper.”

“I just don’t think our personalities mesh,” Piper stammered. “I’m worried I’m going to mess this up,” she lied, hoping that at the very least she could scare Patricia into changing the arrangement.

“That’s interesting,” Patricia pursed her lips. “Because Ms. Vexx just spoke with me on her way out. She told me that she’s excited to work with you.” Her beady eyes narrowed on Piper’s face. “In fact, she specifically requested that you be the one that helps her during her time here.”

Piper swallowed. “She requested me?”

“She said you two had really hit it off this morning,” her boss nodded.

Piper felt all of her confidence leaving her body. Her muscles felt like jello, her mind gone totally blank. Of course Maven had been one step ahead of her. And now she was trapped.

She wanted to shake Patricia to make her understand the truth. To show her that Maven was just using all of them for her own personal interests. But there was no amount of shaking that would get her boss to forget about the money waiting for them at the end of all of this.

This was a game of chess, and Maven had already put her in check.

“Listen,” Patricia leaned forward. “You have what it takes to make this work. And you’re going to do everything in your power to make sure this goes well. You’re going to make her smile. You’re going to make her happy. You’re going to do any damn thing she asks of you. Do you understand?”

“Because of the money,” Piper noted.

Patricia lifted her arms. “It’s always because of the money.”

Piper felt her shoulders sink. Everything Maven had threatened her with was true. Money controlled everything. Which meant Maven controlled everything. As trapped as it all made her feel there was also a strange allure that Piper couldn’t seem to get rid of. Maven was everything that she wasn’t. She had everything that she wanted. It was hard to resist the magnetic pull towards her.

“I think you’re scaring yourself,” Patricia softened slightly. “Ms. Vexx asked for you. You made a good impression. Don’t worry yourself so much.”

Piper chewed at the inside of her lip, wishing she could figure out the right words to say that could get her out of this. But she couldn’t. This was it. “I’ll do my best,” she finally said.

“Go home and get some sleep,” Patricia said. “Tomorrow’s a new day.”

Piper left the office with nothing but defeat and confusion on her mind. Tomorrow might be a new day, but it was a new day of the same nightmare. Maven’s presence was unavoidable, her power unshakeable. She had no choice but to do what she was told.

Her mind whirled as she walked into the parking lot towards her car, wondering if maybe there was something that she could do to protect herself. Was there any move that Maven hadn’t already predicted? Unlikely.

The air outside was chilly against her skin. She shivered, wrapping her arms around herself.

She had fought too long and too hard to let her entire life turn her into a pawn in someone else’s scheme. Maven Vexx or not, Piper was her own person. She had her own life. She would control her own journey.

She just had to learn how to play the game.


Chapter Eight

Maven and her entourage arrived at Silver Lakes the next morning, right on time. Darcy had fought with Maven about following a strict schedule and showing some professionalism. She had to remind her that the world moved on schedules, and it would make Maven look good if she was willing to follow the same rules as everyone else.

They stood at the front doors, Darcy moving through the checklist in her hand with rapid speed, ticking little boxes as she moved her pen down the page.

“Listen, Maven, I have one more thing to tell you about today,” Darcy said.

“What?”

“I’m going to leave you alone today,” Darcy said, her eyes trained to the clipboard in her hands.

“What are you talking about?” Maven hissed under her breath. “No way are you leaving me here on my own.”

“Maven,” Darcy said firmly, her voice crisp but quiet. “If your personal assistant is with you it’s going to look like I’m forcing you to do things.”

“You are forcing me to do things.”

“Right,” Darcy said. “But this needs to look like it’s your idea. Like you’re doing this out of the goodness of your heart.” She paused. “You need to do this on your own.”

Maven frowned and crossed her arms, but knew Darcy was firm in her opinion. And she knew she was right. This had to look as honest and sincere as possible, and it wouldn’t help if she had assistants buzzing around her every second.

“I’ll be just a phone call away, okay?” Darcy lifted her cellphone. “But you’re going to get through this day just fine. Remember everything we’ve talked about, okay?”

Maven felt like a school child being dropped off for the first day of the school year. It was time to get it together.

“Have a good day,” Darcy teased gently.

“You keep your phone on you,” Maven warned, unamused.

As Darcy and the other assistants walked back to the company vehicle Maven walked inside. There were still a few cameramen following her, but they were paid not to interact or engage. Their only job was to capture the moments.

Maven was alone.

“Good morning Ms. Vexx!” Patricia appeared around the corner, waving her hand. “I hope you’re ready for another fun day at Silver Lakes.”

She swallowed her pride and fought to bring out the forced pleasantries. Just get it over with. “Good morning,” Maven said. “Where’s-”

“Piper?” Patricia interjected. “She’ll be meeting up with you shortly. She had to take care of some of the…messier morning duties. I was certain you wouldn’t want to partake in all that.”

Maven forced a smile. “Thank you.”

“Why don’t you grab yourself some breakfast? Maybe a glass of coffee? Our breakfast was just served in the dining hall.” Patricia pointed in the direction of the dining area. “I have to get back to my office. Piper will find you soon.”

Maven wanted to argue but Patricia was already hustling back off down the hall. Great.

She walked slowly towards the dining area. The room was filled with roving bodies. Elderly people getting their trays of food, a handful of bodies already sitting at tables enjoying their meals or coffee.

Discomfort tickled the back of her throat as she moved toward the food line. Anything to keep herself moving. She needed to look natural, and she also didn’t want anyone to bother her. She put a small scoop of freshly cut fruit into a bowl and made her way to the nearest empty table.

She sat alone, surrounded by chitter-chatter and the sounds of forks hitting plates. Silently, she eyed the room and all of the people. It didn’t matter who they were. They would never remember her. She would forget all about them. There was no point in having conversations.

The cellphone in her pocket felt like a lead weight. A constant reminder that Darcy was only a phone call away.

“Good morning,” a voice followed an older man sitting down in the seat next to her. “Do you mind if I join you?”

Maven looked up to see a man in a plum-purple suit and lemon-yellow bowtie. He was grinning as he sat down, a small cup of tea in his hand.

“I’m Roy Courtney,” he said. “You look a little young to be a resident here.”

Maven felt a small smile tug at her lips, despite herself. She couldn’t help but be drawn into his charisma and gentle affection. “Maven Vexx,” she introduced herself. “Not a resident. I’m just…helping out, for a little while.”

“Well it seems the rumors about you are true,” Roy chuckled.

Maven quirked a dark brow. “Rumors?”

“Oh, we do like to gossip around here,” Roy said. “We’ve all heard about you coming. Everyone who caught a glimpse of you yesterday said you captivate the entire room.”

Her face flushed, shocked but genuinely charmed.

“You know, everyone has been a little scared to come and say hi to you,” Roy whispered. “But I’ve never been scared of a beautiful woman.”

Maven let out an unexpected laugh. “I believe it, Mr. Courtney.”

“It’s refreshing to have a new face around here,” Roy said. “This place could use some new energy.”

“And what kind of energy do you think I bring?”

His eyes narrowed to thin slits as he examined her and thought to himself with a thoughtful hum. “A powerful one, most certainly. But also…nervous?” He placed his fingers on his lips. “It may be too early to tell. No one quite knows what to expect from you, but I dare say you’re a tad more charming than the news lets on.”

Maven’s face dropped. “You don’t say.”

Apparently everyone knew about her little incident.

Roy chuckled and patted Maven’s hand. “Don’t you worry, darling. We’re all excited to have you here.”

“I appreciate that,” Maven murmured.

“The news never does quite get the full story, does it?” Roy continued.

“Not often,” she said. “Though I doubt you want to hear about any of that.” Or at least, she hoped he didn’t.

Roy leaned forward. “I’m an old man, Ms. Vexx. I do love my gossip. How do you think I keep all the ladies interested?”

Maven’s face lit up as she laughed softly. “It’s not nearly as exciting as you might think.”

“Oh, won’t you indulge an old man?” Roy asked.

She felt her body stiffen, a cold wave rushing down her spine. This was exactly what she had been trying to avoid. She didn’t know how to shut down the conversation in a way that would satisfy his curiosity and also not come across as cruel. What she wanted to do was tell him to shove it, that it was none of his business, and walk away.

But Darcy’s words were a constant in the back of her mind. She had to put on a front. She had to play a part. The better she did now the faster she would get out of here forever.

“I promise it’s really not that interesting,” she started to say, speaking slowly as her brain searched for a perfect excuse to get herself out of this.

“Well it didn’t take you long to flirt with our newest guest,” a voice interrupted behind her.

Maven shifted to look over her shoulder. Piper was standing there, one hand on her hip, her bright eyes teasingly staring at Roy.

“Oh, Piper,” Roy laughed. “Just making sure she’s comfortable is all.” He winked at Maven.

“Ready to get to work?” Piper’s eyes shifted to Maven.

There were a million things she would rather do, but at the same time, taking Piper’s lead was nothing short of a miracle. She’d shown up at the exact right moment, unknowingly removing her from an uncomfortable situation.

“It was nice meeting you,” Maven said to Roy as she stood up.

Roy tipped his flat-brimmed hat with a grin. “I’m sure we’ll chat again, Ms. Vexx.”

“Come with me,” Piper spoke quickly, turning on her heel and walking out of the dining hall.

Maven felt her skin prickle with unspoken tension, but followed as requested. Just do what needs to be done, she kept telling herself.

Piper led them into a small office room. “We need to get you into an appropriate uniform.” She pointed to the small table in the room where a sea-foam green shirt and pair of scrub pants sat folded and waiting. On the floor was a set of tan work shoes, clearly worn and used by someone else previously.

Maven’s lips twisted. “I don’t really think that will be necessary.”

Piper sighed and placed her hands on her hips. “You can’t get any work done in heels like that.” She pointed to Maven’s feet and the black stiletto heels she was wearing. “I promise you’ll regret it.”

Maven shifted, debating if it was too early to test the waters. It was a little early in the morning to be starting wars with Piper already. “You don’t have anything…unused?”

Piper rolled her eyes and snatched the uniform off the table, holding them out to Maven. “Just put them on. Please?”

“Fine,” Maven hissed and grabbed for the clothing. Her fingers brushed against Piper’s for a fleeting moment. A shiver ran down her spine, her eyes locking with Piper’s in surprise at the electric spark that had jumped between their fingers.

Piper turned quickly, her cheeks flushing a bright, soft pink. “I can give you a moment,” she blurted out.

“It’s fine,” Maven said quickly. She was already unzipping her skirt, letting the black fabric fall down to her ankles as she stepped out of her heels.

She kept her eyes trained on Piper as the other woman stammered, glancing quickly from the floor, to Maven’s exposed waist, the line of her black underwear, the ceiling. Anywhere and everywhere all at once.

“I don’t mind,” Maven said coolly as she changed into the work uniform.

It was a subtle chance to shift the power dynamic back into her favor. But still, she couldn’t help but keep her eyes trained on Piper’s back as she changed. Her stare fixated on the gentle slope of her neck, the way her hands were tensing uncomfortably at her sides, digging her fingernails into her palms. Maven ran her tongue across her lips, savoring the intensely private moment between them. Even with Piper’s back turned, Maven could feel the magnetic pull between them, the smoldering energy simmering in the small room.

Once she was dressed she cleared her throat and took a step towards the other woman. “Piper?”

Piper’s shoulders lifted in reaction to her voice, and she turned to glance over her shoulder. “Yes?” Her voice was timid.

“I have a proposition for you,” the words left her lips before she even knew what she was saying.

Piper lifted a hand in the air between them. “I don’t need another rundown of your rules, Ms. Vexx. I get it. You’re the one in charge.”

Maven reached forward and wrapped her fingers around Piper’s hand, squeezing gently. “It’s not that. And please, call me Maven.”

She was having an out-of-body experience, watching herself step closer to Piper, watching herself become somehow warm and comforting. Soft. Watching herself speak. This wasn’t the plan. She needed to stop.

But she didn’t want to.

“What’s the proposition?” Piper asked.

“I want you to help make my time here as simple and painless as possible,” Maven’s voice was a low whisper. “You understand why I’m here, don’t you? This whole scheme is just to help me fix my reputation after an…an incident from a few nights ago.”

Piper raised an eyebrow. “And how exactly am I supposed to help with that? Why would I?”

“You’re my key into Silver Lakes,” Maven said. “I need to capture footage of perfect moments with your residents. I know you can make that happen.”

Piper shifted her feet, her face full of skepticism.

Maven took another small step forward, the gap between their bodies dwindled down to mere inches. “In return I can offer you something extraordinary,” her voice purred.

“And what would that be?”

“You know what I do, don’t you?” Maven asked. “Have you ever thought about modeling, Piper? I can get you down that runway in my next show. The final star. In the best dress. You’ll get spotlight, attention,” Maven paused, her dark eyes scanning Piper’s face intently. “Money.”

“Why me?” Piper choked out. “I’m not a model.”

Maven lifted a shoulder coolly. “Because I run the fashion industry in Eden. I can put you on that stage with a snap of my fingers. And it’s the perfect trade for you helping to make my life easier while I’m forced to be here.”

“What kind of money are we talking about?”

Maven’s lips slipped into a curled smile, delighted that she had cracked open the door with her invitation. She already had Piper under her thumb, but now the other woman was going to make her community service hours a breeze. This would be over in no time.

“More money than you’ve ever seen,” Maven answered.

Piper’s round eyes shifted from Maven’s face to the floor and back again. The silence between them stretched until finally Piper nodded. “As long as you know this goes both ways. I’ll help you, but I won’t let you take advantage of my residents.”

Maven nodded, her eyes soaking in Piper’s features now that they were standing so close. Her sweet eyes and the freckles spread across the small bridge of her nose. The soft pout of her pink lips. A small fire ignited within her, coiling itself around her insides.

“You can trust me, Piper,” Maven’s voice pooled like honey. “Do we have a deal?”

The woman in front of her nodded. “We have a deal.”

Maven held out her hand and as Piper grasped her hand to shake a bolt of electricity surged through her, traveling up her arm and soaking into her core. As their fingers touched Maven was filled with euphoric desire, and she stared at the other woman with longing anticipation. For a fraction of a second the world around them went dark. It was just them, their hands together, their eyes locked.

She wanted to explore every inch of her skin, open her legs, taste her warmth. The space between her thighs throbbed with carnal craving, an overwhelming need to take control and make Piper hers. Hers in every way.

Their hands separated with a sharp tug from Piper but the magnetic pull was still there. The heat was still eating her alive from the inside out. Maven ran the tip of her tongue across her lips, doing everything she could to resist the urge to reach out and grab Piper around the waist, pull her into an embrace, taste her lips on hers.

“We’ll make a great team,” she finally said, breaking the threads of her dark, erotic thoughts.

But as she turned to leave the small office room she couldn’t help but notice that her hand was still burning, still set alight by lingering electricity.


Chapter Nine

Piper’s bedroom was a shitstorm of chaos as she fumbled around, haphazardly throwing some belongings into a worn black duffel bag. A hairbrush, toothpaste, deodorant. Several pairs of underwear. She had no idea what she was supposed to bring with her. There had been no directions for her except pack a bag.

What the hell did that even mean?

Maven’s assistant had called the house phone twenty minutes ago and she had rambled off a list of instructions for Piper to follow. To pack a bag. That a car would be outside of her place within ten minutes to take her to her first dress fitting. And then the phone call had ended, leaving Piper entirely bewildered.

The only thing she could think was that making a deal with Maven Vexx was going to be the biggest mistake she had ever made.

“Where are you jetting off to in such a hurry?” Edna appeared in the bedroom doorway, looking concerned.

Piper paused, caught off guard by her grandmother’s sudden appearance. She hadn’t even thought about a lie or an excuse. There had been no time. But she knew one thing was certain. Her grandmother was going to freak out.

“I’ve got a meeting with Maven Vexx,” Piper quietly admitted. She waited with baited breath, waiting for her grandmother to unleash a flurry of swear words and bad wishes.

Edna’s eyes bulged and her jaw dropped. “What the hell are you on about?”

“I know, I know,” Piper spoke over her. She didn’t have time to get into an argument.

“What could you possibly have a meeting with that woman for?” Edna asked, bracing herself against the door frame with rage splotching up in red patches on her wrinkled face.

“Please don’t freak out, Grandma.”

“I’ll promise no such thing.”

Piper sighed. “Okay. Listen.” She lifted her hands as if she could soften the blow she was about to land. “She wants me in her next fashion show. I need to go to a dress fitting.”

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” Edna guffawed. “A fashion show? Since when have you ever thought about doing something like that? What the hell is going on?”

She took a deep breath and closed her eyes, praying to any silent gods to please help her find her way out of this mess. The clock was ticking. “She offered and I thought it was a good opportunity, Grandma.” There was no way she could divulge the whole truth. The whole story. The deal she had made with Maven was strictly private. Even if she explained the money she was going to make, her grandmother had no idea about the financial struggles going on. Telling her one piece of the puzzle would make the plan collapse in an instant.

Piper shifted her feet nervously, counting each long second of silence that stretched between them as her grandmother mulled over the words.

“She’s a rotten person, Piper. You know that,” she started.

Piper’s cell phone chimed in her pocket.

Your ride is waiting outside.

She grabbed the duffel bag off her bed and swung it over her shoulder. “I have to go, Grandma,” Piper said quickly, squeezing to get past her. “We can talk about this later, okay? I promise.”

Before she could argue with her Piper was out the front door.

Waiting at the curb was a sleek black SUV with tinted windows. A man in a black suit was standing at the rear passenger door. “Good afternoon, Miss,” he said as he opened the car door for her.

“Uhm, thank you,” Piper stammered as she climbed into the SUV. Everything seemed so surreal.

Her heart raced as the engine hummed into life and they pulled into the street. There was an unopened bottle of champagne tucket into a bucket of ice and a champagne flute glass in the seat next to her. She thought about opening it, but reconsidered almost immediately. Now wasn’t the time to be drinking. She wanted to be clear and level-headed for whatever she was about to walk into.

The uncertainty of it all ate away at her nerves and as the SUV drove further into the bustling streets of downtown Eden, Piper picked at her fingernails.

The SUV pulled to a slow stop outside of a luxury high-rise. Piper stared out the window, mesmerized. She couldn’t even see the top of the towering building.

“Follow me, miss,” the driver opened her door and held out a hand.

“Thank you,” Piper murmured.

She was led through giant, polished glass doors and into a marble-floor lobby where a receptionist greeted them with a curt smile. The room was empty save the emerald green and gold-plated front doors of an elevator. The driver entered a code into the pad on the wall and with a chime the doors slid open for them.

Piper stepped into the elevator and turned just to realize she was going alone. The driver remained outside the doors, his large hands clasped together and a solemn look on his face.

“Ms. Vexx is awaiting your arrival,” the man in the suit said.

Before she could say anything the doors slid closed.

Her breath caught in her throat as the elevator shifted, taking her up and up and up. She counted the numbers flying by on the screen and wondered how it was even possible to live in a place like this. And just as quickly as it had started her ride was over.

The doors made another sweet chime and slid open to a room that was larger than her entire home. The walls were a bright, clean white with wooden beams that ran up to the exposed wood of the vaulted ceiling. On one wall ran floor-to-ceiling windows that showed off the landscape of the city bustling far below their feet.

Piper couldn’t help but wander into the space. Sketches and colored drawings of clothing designs were hung all over the walls. Fashion mannequins were everywhere, some draped with various fabrics and patterns, some with nearly completed garments hung on them. Long work tables stretched across the length of the room and were covered with measuring tapes, scissors, bolts of cloth, and more and more drawings.

It was an endless sprawl of creativity and design.

She crossed the room to a mannequin that was draped with an emerald green gown. It was gorgeous, and with shaking hands she reached forward to touch the rich fabric. She wanted to immerse herself in the new world surrounding her. There was nothing but rich, luxurious beauty everywhere her eyes traveled. It was inspirational.

The idea of who Maven Vexx was as a woman was beginning to shift and alter in her mind. It was impossible for this room to belong to the same woman she had met at Silver Lakes. There was more to the story. More to who Maven Vexx truly was.

“You made it,” Maven’s voice curled over her shoulder like fingers, making her nearly jump out of her skin as she spun around.

“Sorry!” Piper immediately squeaked back. “I shouldn’t touch these, should I?”

Maven gave a soft laugh. “Of course you can,” she said. “Just don’t move any of the pins.”

Maven stepped forward, her heels clicking against the hardwood floor. Her dark hair fell in thick, voluminous curls over one shoulder. “How was your ride here? Comfortable, I hope?”

“Yes,” Piper stammered. “Thanks for the champagne.”

Maven’s dark eyes narrowed as studied Piper’s face. Without saying so, it was clear that she knew Piper hadn’t even touched the bottle. “I’m glad it was comfortable. I like to make sure my guests are taken care of.”

She crossed the room to a table and slid her fingers across a swatch of black fabric. “Are you ready for your fitting?”

“I think so?” Piper wrung her hands together, unsure of where to stand, what to do, how to move. She was entirely out of place.

“First things first,” Maven turned to stare. “You’ll need to strip down.”

Piper’s heart raced and a wave of heat sent blossoms of red embarrassment to her cheeks. “Strip down?”

“You can keep your panties on,” Maven’s voice was low as her eyes trailed down Piper’s body. “Whenever you’re ready.”

Piper glanced down at her feet and awkwardly slid out of her dirty tennis shoes and socks. The wood floor was cold against the bottoms of her feet. She didn’t know why this felt so sudden, shouldn’t she have expected something like this for a dress fitting? It was just a logistical process. Nothing more. Maven’s eyes weren’t hungry, the way she thought they might be. She was just doing her job.

She had to remind herself this was nothing but professional as her hands unbuttoned her jeans and she stepped out of her pants. She had to remind herself that there was no tension in the suddenly cramped room as she slid her shirt off and over her head.

Anything else was just her own imagination running wild.

Maven didn’t want her. Not like that.

In nothing but her bra and underwear Piper finally shifted her eyes up to Maven. And everything she had just been telling herself flew out the window. The other woman’s dark eyes were full of a shaking intensity as they traced down the length of her exposed body. She crossed her arms in front of her chest.

“Is this okay?” she asked, trying desperately to end the lucrative thoughts trailing through her mind.

Maven walked towards her slowly, circling around her like a vulture honing in on their prey. “Can you drop your hands to your sides?”

Piper bit at the inside of her lip and did as she was told.

It’s just professional. She’s just doing her job.

She could feel the heat rolling off of Maven’s body as she stepped up behind her. Maven’s fingertip ran down her side, from the line of her bra to the top of her hip bone.

“You have an exquisite figure, Piper,” she purred the words out and over Piper’s shoulder and she shivered at the sensation of the warmth of the other woman’s breath.

Her ears were pounding with the drumming of her heart, her entire body clenching in on itself.

“Do you remember who’s in charge here?” Maven asked as she stepped around to the front of Piper’s body.

As their eyes locked a swell of desire gripped itself deep in Piper’s stomach, hitching her breath as she fought to find words.

“I remember,” she whispered.

Maven’s red lips curled and she took a step closer, closing the distance between them as she leaned forward, her cheek brushing against her own. “And would you do anything I asked of you?” she purred and pulled back. “Would you submit to me?”

“What would you have me do?”

A dangerous smile flashed across Maven’s face. “I want to show you my world, Piper. But I need to know that you’ll listen to me. To my every word. My every desire.” She paused, searching Piper’s face. “And I promise I will fulfill yours.”

The thrill of anticipation sent goosebumps up her arms. She bit at her lip to stop herself from reaching out and touching Maven. She wanted the other woman to touch her. To finally feel her skin. She wanted it so bad she was ready to beg.

“All I have to do is submit?” she asked.

“All you have to do is trust me,” Maven said. “Trust in me and follow my orders. Can you do that for me?”

A rattling breath ripped through her body, tearing her apart down the middle and her words fell out in a hushed whimper. “I can do that.”

She wanted to do it. Needed to do it. Hunger was gnawing away at her, sending her thoughts into a furious storm of urge and desire.

Maven reached out and ran her fingers down Piper’s exposed stomach, running across the lip of her panties. “Your skin is so soft,” she purred. “Like silk.”

Piper held her breath. It felt like a hot iron had just been dragged down the line where Maven had touched her. Searing. Desperate.

“Remember that word,” Maven said. “Silk.”

“Silk?” Piper asked.

“That’s going to be your safe word,” Maven answered. “If you ever need me to stop what I’m doing you just need to say that one word. And I’ll stop.”

“Silk,” Piper repeated, savoring the word on her tongue. “I’ll remember.”

“I have a feeling you won’t need to use it,” Maven whispered. “Do you want me to touch you?”

Piper’s lips fell open in immediate answer, “I do.” More than she had ever wanted anything.

“I just need one more thing from you. One more thing before I give you everything you could ever want.”

Maven’s eyes drew a long trail from Piper’s eyes to her lips, down her body, and back up again. “I need you to refer to me as Mistress from now on.”

"Okay," Piper nodded, her entire body aching to have Maven's touch, eager to do anything Maven asked of her; it meant the mounting pressure and heat rising between her legs would be stilled. "Mistress."


Chapter Ten

Maven stared at Piper with hungry intention. The other woman was beautiful and bold, standing so still and gentle in nothing but her bra and panties. She hadn't expected this level of courage from her, hadn't expected to so quickly be drawn into a fury of brazen desire for the woman in front of her. But ever since meeting her Piper had been a challenge, something she needed to overcome, something she needed to control.

"Stay where you are," she ordered as she slowly dropped down to her knees, her hands reaching out to Piper's thighs, slowly sliding her fingernails across the other woman's skin.

She could feel Piper's flesh twitch at her touch, trembling beneath her. "Tell me how hot you are right now."

"I'm burning," Piper answered in a breathy whisper, her legs still shaking as Maven ran her fingers up and down the front of her thighs.

"You're burning, what?" Maven's voice grew dark as she suddenly pulled away and looked up to Piper's face.

"I'm burning, Mistress," Piper corrected herself.

"That's much better," Maven purred and leaned forward, pressing her lips in small sweet kisses across the front of Piper's belly. "Good girls get rewarded."

Maven's fingers slowly slipped past the edge of Piper's underwear, tugging at them gently until they slipped past her hips and rolled down to her ankles. She stared up at Piper's face as she slowly slid a finger between Piper's thighs, delicately rubbing back and forth in long, tantalizing strokes.

Piper's hands were trembling at her sides and Maven whispered, "Tell me what you want."

"I want to touch you," Piper's voice cracked, her lips shaking as she released each word off her tongue. "I want to touch you, Mistress," she corrected herself quickly.

"Put your hands in my hair," Maven instructed. "I want you to show me what you like, okay? Using just your hands. Don't speak until I give you permission."

Piper nodded and reached her anxious hands forward, her fingers sliding between the silk black fibers of Maven's hair.

"Spread your legs for me," Maven instructed as she leaned forward, her fingers slipping between the wet folds of Piper's body with an urgency that made Piper's legs shake as she slowly widened her stance.

Maven dipped her head forward and pressed her lips against the other woman's tender nub, kissing sweetly before the tip of her tongue flicked out, riding small circles against that sweet mound. She felt Piper's fingers tighten in her hair, pressing against her scalp as a small moan escaped her lips.

Her tongue began to roll in frantic circles, teasing against Piper's flesh, and in tandem motion she slipped her finger into Piper's entrance, her finger instantly wrapped within heat and the sweet, sticky wet of the woman's pleasure. Her fingers moved with precision, darting in and out of Piper's interior, rubbing at her interior walls in calculated time with the motion of her tongue which rode against her mound, first vertically, then horizontally, teasing out Piper's enjoyment.

Piper let out a small squeak of a moan, her head tilted back, her fingers still wrapped within Maven's hair, tugging gently in a back and forth motion, mimicking the waves of ecstasy that tore through her body.

"Do you want me to make you cum," Maven whispered with a dangerous thrill coating her vocals.

"Yes, Mistress," Piper's voice shook, barely strong enough to be audible. "Please."

Maven wrapped her free hand behind Piper's thigh, pulling the other woman closer to her, stabilizing her while simultaneously making sure Piper couldn't back away from her touch. She wanted to bring Piper to ultimate satisfaction, to taste her juice in her mouth and feel her heat on her fingers.

She slipped another finger into Piper's warmth, quickly but gently darting her fingers in and out and in and out until she could feel Piper's muscles tightening, tensing in response to her touch. Piper's hips slowly bucked back and forth in return, craving to feel the release of her pleasure as Maven's tongue ran across her bud, sucking at the tender spot to heighten the pleasure and the craving running through the other woman's body.

Piper's hands clenched around Maven's head, tightening their squeeze as a small moan tore through her body.

"Cum for me," Maven instructed, and as she moved her fingers out of Piper's entrance she quickly replaced it with her tongue, moaning as she tasted the other woman's honey juices. Her thumb traveled up to the peak of Piper's swollen nub, rubbing fast circles back and forth over that delicate flower as she sucked and licked at her interior.

Piper's body tensed, her hands dropping to Maven's shoulders for support as the pleasure and ecstasy ripped through her body in climactic release. Her body shook in waves, trembling even as she remained standing. Maven dipped her fingers inside once more, pulling back and staring up into the other woman's eyes that were glossed over by the height of her pleasure.

As Piper stared at her with clouded eyes Maven slowly licked the tips of her fingers, sucking the juice off with a tantalizing smile. "You taste like sugar," she purred. "Sit down."

Piper followed her instructions, slowly sliding down until she was on her knees across from Maven, her hair sticking to her cheeks from where the heat had transpired into a thin layer of sweat.

Maven reached forward and cupped Piper's hand in her cheek, her thumb rolling across Piper's lips gently. "Suck on me," she ordered as she slipped the tip of her thumb past the other's lips. Piper's lips cupped around her finger, sucking gently at first, and then with a thirst that sent an ecstasy-fueled fire ripping through Maven's core. She kept her gaze fixed on Piper's eyes, and they watched each other, unflinching, as Maven spread her legs, raising her skirt above her hips and revealing that she was completely exposed beneath.

With her free hand she reached down between her legs, her fingers opening her lips and sliding between them with slow laps.

"Do you want to taste me?" Maven whispered, her voice low and smokey.

Piper nodded, her lips still wrapped around Maven's thumb, her tongue wrapping small coils around her finger.

Maven's fingers slid inside herself, pulsing in and out, spreading moisture down her hand as she arched her back and moaned, never losing eye-contact with Piper. With her thumb she slid over her tender center in frantic back and forth waves, vigorously rubbing her own clit, rocking her hips back and forth against her own hand as the pleasure mounted within her. Her stomach clenched as the orgrasm threatened to rip through her, "Tell me what you want," she ordered, slipping her thumb out from Piper's lips.

"I want you to cum, Mistress," Piper breathed, her eyes flashing from Maven's gaze to between her spread legs, watching Maven pleasure herself.

"Kiss me," Maven ordered.

Piper leaned forward and pressed her lips against Maven as was told, their lips passionately locking, their tongues slipping together. Maven threw her head back with a loud moan as the climax tore through her center like a wave, her thighs shaking and her walls throbbing against her fingers in the release.

"Can I have a taste?" Piper asked, her voice nervous but her eyes full of a dark hunger that only made Maven more allured.

"You deserve it," Maven obliged, her hand reaching up.

Piper grabbed Maven's hand in her own and slowly licked her tongue across her fingers, sucking the sweetness off the fingertips like candy.

"If you continue to behave, I will continue to reward you," Maven whispered, pushing a loose strand of hair behind Piper's ear. "For now, let's finish what we came here to do."


Chapter Eleven

Piper had been measured once and then twice, her body soaking up the pleasure of their moment together even as Maven adjusted from sensual to professional.

“Put this on and make yourself comfortable,” Maven said as she passed her a plush white robe.

She did as she was told, wrapping the robe around her body tightly. It was strangely comforting, her body suddenly at ease in the unfamiliar room of Maven’s studio. Everything about her life had been flipped upside down in an instant. She was in a topsy-turvy world, but the warmth of the robe stilled her nerves and made her believe that everything that had just happened was real.

This wasn’t a dream.

“I need to make a quick phone call,” Maven said. “Wait here.”

While she was alone in the cavernous room Piper began to wander again, her eyes scanning the hundreds of designs surrounding her. Everything was beautiful. And everything about what she thought she knew about Maven Vexx was totally wrong.

Lost in her thoughts she continued to explore the room until the muffled sound of voices echoed down a short hallway. She stared down the dark hall, curiosity getting the better of her. With silent footsteps she followed the sound of the voices until she had made her way up a small flight of stairs.

It was more than one voice. Piper leaned her ear against the door, trying to hear more. She recognized the second voice as the short assistant who was always glued to Maven’s hip. Darcy.

Their exchange was heated. Angry, almost.

“You can’t keep avoiding this issue,” Darcy’s voice urged. “The rumors are spreading. The press isn’t going to just let this go.”

“I’ve already told you I’m not open to having this discussion,” Maven’s voice shouted. “It’s a done deal. I won’t have it. And I’m tired of having to explain this to you over and over again. I thought we had an understanding.”

Piper’s heart was racing as she leaned against the door, straining to catch each word.

“This is only going to get worse,” Darcy’s voice said. “If we don’t take control of this narrative it’s going to spiral out of control.”

“I said no,” Maven said. “I’m not going to give them the satisfaction of my attention. They can try and scare me. It won’t work. I’m not going to give them what they want. And that’s final.”

The sound of footsteps drew close to the door and with a jump Piper pulled away, terrified she was going to be caught. But the frantic motion threw her off balance and before she could right herself she was falling forward, her hands reaching out to catch herself. But instead she fell into the door and it swung wide open, Piper tumbling onto the open floor.

She landed with a thud on her hands. Embarrassment sent shockwaves through her core as she tried to stand up quickly.

The conversation between Maven and Darcy was quickly ended as they both stared in shock at Piper.

“I’m so sorry,” Piper stammered. “I…I was just trying to find the bathroom.”

Maven’s face contorted from surprise to quiet anger. “I’m going out. Help her, won’t you Darcy?” With a tense sigh she spun on her heels and left the room.

Piper stared in bewilderment at the silent emptiness where Maven had just been standing.

“Why don’t you come with me?” Darcy whispered, placing her hand gently on Piper’s shoulder. “Let’s head back to the studio.”

Piper nodded as she was silently led back into the studio space. She couldn’t help but feel that she had just interrupted something very important. Something that she wasn’t supposed to know anything about. But something that kept Maven shrouded in secrecy. There was an entire world about her that she didn’t understand. That she wasn’t privy to. And she wasn’t sure if she should be terrified or not.

“What was that all about?” Piper finally asked, hoping that maybe Darcy would shed some light on the mysteries surrounding Maven Vexx.

“Look, Piper, you need to understand something,” Darcy sighed. “There are some things that you need to stay away from when it comes to Maven.”

Piper stared in confusion. “What do you mean?”

“There are things…things about her past that she doesn’t share with anyone. I shouldn’t even be telling you this, but I think you need to know that you should steer clear of this mess. We’re riding a thin line, and it won't take much more pressure until it breaks.”

“Why is it so secret?”

“We don’t know,” Darcy whispered. “But I think they’re really bad. Dark stuff. Why else would she fight so hard to hide it? I just think you should know before you get wrapped up in anything that you don’t understand. I work with her, and for her, so I’m as involved as I can be,” she breathed and set a soft hand on Piper’s arm. “I don’t want you to get wrapped up in any of this. It wouldn’t be fair.”

“I’m not getting wrapped up in anything,” Piper said.

Darcy gave her a glowering, knowing stare. “Please. You don’t need to lie to me. Your secret is safe with me.”

Piper shifted uncomfortably. “You know?”

“I’ve been working for Maven for a long time,” Darcy said. “I’m not surprised by anything anymore. And I don’t care. What goes on privately between you two is for you two to know alone. But I thought I should warn you about what’s going on in the background. You should avoid it, if you can.”

“So that reporter?”

“Yes. That was the start of all of this.”

“Maven hit her because she was trying to dig into her past?”

“Exactly,” Darcy nodded. “I still don’t know what exactly Maven is trying to hide. Or what that reporter thinks she uncovered. But I know well enough to know that it isn’t good.”

Piper’s curiosity was eating away at her. “But what could possibly be so bad?”

“I’ve already told you more than I should,” Darcy sighed. “I can’t answer your questions. All I know is that Maven has a past she would do anything to keep hidden. And I think you should do everything you can to stay out of it.”

“Well it’s a little late for that, don’t you think?” She was frustrated that she didn’t understand anything about what Darcy was trying to tell her. It was just one mystery after another.

“Don’t go digging, Piper,” Darcy warned. “Keep your nose out of this mess. For your own good.”

Darcy pulled her cellphone out of her pocket and checked the screen. “You should go home,” she said. “And don’t tell Maven I told you any of this.”

Piper nodded as Darcy disappeared back down the hallway and left her alone in the studio. The room felt so much different now that everything had changed. The warmth had dissipated and in its place was left a cold uncertainty.

She had told Maven she would trust her. That she would succumb to her commands. And she wanted to do whatever she was asked. All she wanted was to listen to orders, to fulfill her mistress’s every carnal urge and desire.

The pleasure she had felt beneath Maven’s touch was unlike anything she had experienced before. She wasn’t willing to give it up. Which meant she would have to accept whatever dark truths hid in the confines of Maven’s past.

She would have to trust that whatever secrets existed wouldn’t turn around and haunt her. That Maven would deal with her own issues on her own, and that Piper would be protected from the stuff that didn’t even involve her. Stuff that she didn’t even know about.

What if Darcy was right? What if she should just run as far away from Maven as possible?

Piper started changing back into her clothes, her mind racing over the last hour of her life. She thought about Maven, the other woman’s mouth on her lips, the feeling of her tongue running across her skin. It didn’t matter what Darcy said. That was a feeling that she wasn’t ready to let go of.

She wanted more.

But what if her hunger for Maven was too much? What if this was all one grave mistake?

Piper was done being scared. She was ready to start living her life. The life she wanted. The life she deserved.

She liked her life so much more with Maven in it.


Chapter Twelve

It had been three days since the fitting with Piper. Three days without any contact. Three days spent daydreaming about the way their bodies had collided and she had experienced a connection that she hadn’t felt in a lifetime. She couldn’t stop thinking about the other woman. The scent of her hair, the taste of her skin, the heat of her body.

She had been tirelessly working on the designs for her next show. Sketch after sketch, some she had held onto to use, most she had crumpled or thrown into the trash or onto the floor. The studio was cluttered with wasted ideas. But she couldn’t focus. Not when her thoughts kept running back to her moment with Piper.

Maven sat hunched at a worktable, a pencil in hand, but the paper in front of her was blank. The inspiration was within her but it was stuck, trapped behind a wall and she couldn’t get to it. There was nothing she could do to focus her mind on the work at hand. At least not for longer than a few minutes at a time.

A shrill bell rang through the workroom, making her jump in her chair.

The doorbell.

She wasn’t expecting anyone. She had canceled all of her upcoming appointments and told Darcy to let her work in peace. A break from it all was what she needed. No one telling her what she needed to do. No one telling her that she had messed up. She couldn’t handle any more pressure from her team or the press or the threat of the lawsuit looming over her.

Maven wiped her hands on her work apron and stood up, ready to yell at whoever was standing at her door.

Yet when she opened the door a cold wave hit her square in the chest, silencing the shout that had been forming in her throat.

Kirsten. The reporter she had punched.

Maven’s eyes widened in shock as reality settled in.

“Surprised to see me again?” Kirsten asked with a sardonic twinkle in her eyes.

Cold rage broiled within her. “I see makeup can’t quite cover up that bruise,” she answered.

Kirsten lifted a finger to her face, where the hollow beneath her eye was still painted a splotchy, unattractive shade of eggplant and mustard.

“Aren’t you going to invite your guest in? It might be a good start to an apology for this,” Kirsten said.

Maven crossed her arms in front of her chest, unmoving. “Why are you here? You do realize you showing up here could cause a shit storm for our little legal arrangement, don’t you? I’m not so sure harassment is looked on too fondly.”

Kirsten’s gaze was unwavering. “I’m not here to start any trouble.”

“Then why are you here, exactly?”

“Do you have any water?” Kirsten asked, peeking over Maven’s shoulder. “I’m parched.”

Maven sighed and took a small side-step so she was against the wall, making room for Kirsten to walk past. “Fine. You can have five minutes of my time. And then I want you out of my home.”

Kirsten’s lips peeled into a menacing smile. “Thank you so much.” She stepped past Maven. “I promise this won’t be a waste of your time.”

They walked into the kitchen and Maven immediately made her way to the sink. She filled a glass with water from the tap, blatantly ignoring the filtered water that she could grab from the fridge. She wasn’t about to go out of her way for the same reporter who had turned her life into an absolute dumpster fire.

She set the full glass on the white marble countertop. “Here.”

Kirsten took the glass and slowly sipped, her eyes never leaving Maven’s face.

“What are you here for?” Maven asked. She wasn’t in the mood for games.

“I thought you might like to hear a proposition,” Kirsten clicked her tongue and looked around at the kitchen. “

Maven scoffed. “A proposition? Don’t you think you’ve tried making enough demands out of me by now?”

“Oh, come on,” Kirsten mused. “You don’t even want to hear me out?”

“I think you’ve wasted more than enough of my time,” Maven spat through clenched teeth. “I suggest you get to a point.”

“Tsk-tsk,” she waved her finger in the air. “Not threatening me again, already, are we?”

Maven’s eyes narrowed.

“I just think we might both benefit from a new arrangement,” Kirsten continued.

“I doubt you have any idea what I would benefit from,” Maven countered, her hands resting against her hips. She wasn’t about to offer Kirsten anything. Not even a glance into what she might be interested in. Not when anything she said would probably be used against her later on. Kirsten was a snake. And she needed to remember that.

“I hear you’re working on your next fashion line,” Kirsten pressed. “I suppose that shouldn’t come as a surprise. And yet, I wonder how much publicity you’re going to draw in? What with all the fanfare going on at the moment. I wonder how many people are really interested in going to support your work.”

Maven’s face flushed red with anger. “I’m sure my next show will do just fine. What’s going on now is nothing but a minor setback. One that you created.”

“And one that I could stop,” Kirsten interjected. “If I wanted to.”

“What are you talking about?”

Kirsten leaned in closer, her eyes flashing. “I know the kind of power you have when you’re a woman in success, Ms. Vexx. And I know what kind of price tag comes along with that success. But we both know that I play a part in your future. It’s my hand on the big red button. Whether or not we go to court. Whether or not any more drama gets leaked to the press. Or whether or not this all just…goes away.” She flipped her hand in the air.

A cold wave crept down Maven’s spine. Kirsten was nothing but a snake. Disgusting. Vile. Ready to do or say anything to put herself ahead. And yet, a small whisper of doubt wriggled at the back of her brain.

It wasn’t like the idea of having all of this go away wasn’t alluring. It was the opposite. It was everything that Maven could hope for. An end to the gossip and the paparazzi and the tabloids saying that she was some kind of monster. An end to the community service and the charades.

But making any sort of proposition with Kirsten would just give the woman more power.

“I don’t need you to do anything for me,” Maven hissed. “My fashion show will be a success regardless of the nightmare you’ve created for me.”

“But I was only getting started,” Kirsten looked down at her fingernails nonchalantly. “It would only take a single phone call to make this so much worse for you.”

Maven leaned forward. “Why would you do that?”

“Because, Maven, we can either work together. Or, you can tell me to get lost. And I’ll make everything so much worse for you.” Kirsten shrugged. “I suggest you hear me out. I promise I don’t have a lot of demands.”

“So what are they?” Maven asked. She felt like she had tiny bugs crawling all over her skin. Like she was trapped inside of a nightmare and she just couldn’t get out. “You can tell me your demands, and I’ll tell you exactly what you can do with them.”

“We both know money is everything,” Kirsten answered. “And if I help you keep your fashion show as successful as it can be, I would expect some compensation in return.” She smiled unpleasantly. “After all, without my help, where would you be?”

“Without you my life wouldn’t be the mess that it currently is,” Maven snapped.

“Well unfortunately we can’t undo the past,” Kirsten shrugged. “I’m only trying to offer you a solution for your future. No reason to get upset.”

“What’s the matter, Kirsten? Is the settlement arrangement not enough money for you?”

“It’s more than enough,” she paused. “But it could be so much more. If we work together, that is.”

“Besides trying to swindle me, what exactly are you expecting here?” Maven asked.

“Like I said, if we can agree on a percentage then I can make sure the news stops spreading any negative press on you. No more stories.” Kirsten sipped her water. “And if you don’t agree then I would guess the stories will become a little worse.”

“You’ll keep going, you mean.”

“I barely scratched the surface with this gossip,” Kirsten mused. “You don’t want to know the amount of dirt I’ve got in my back pocket on you. And like I said, I’m really only chasing dollar bills at this point. Gotta follow the money, you know. And if the paycheck looks like it may be fatter if I help you out, well then so be it.”

“How much?” Maven asked, against her better judgment. “What percentage are we talking about?”

“Thirty sounds quite handsome, doesn’t it?” Kirsten asked.

“It sounds quite overboard to me.”

“You can have it your way,” Kirsten hummed as she turned back to the front door. “I’ll let you choose. A percentage. Or I start releasing more stories.” She flipped her hair. “You pick.”

The walls of the kitchen grew dark as Maven’s eyes clouded over with rage. She was completely trapped between two horrible choices. Neither of which she wanted to agree to. But what other choices were there? Kirsten had control of everything. She had no idea how much information Kirsten had on her past, or if any of it was even real, but the fear that might be was enough to make Maven feel like her world was falling apart around her.

She couldn’t let Kirsten spread those stories. No amount of money was too much to stop her.

“Fine,” Maven spat out. “Thirty percent.”

“I’m so happy we’ve come to an agreement,” Kirsten grinned. “Pleasure doing business with you.”

Maven stood in stunned silence as Kirsten left her apartment, totally bewildered on how any of that had just happened. But she knew one thing was certain.

She had just made a deal with the devil.


Chapter Thirteen

Piper was tucked away in the break room at work, avoiding her work duties as well as her coworkers. She hadn’t heard from Maven in days, and had decided in her absence that she had done something wrong. That Maven regretted ever having her over. That their moment together in the studio was nothing more than a fluke. A one-time-only thing.

A lukewarm cup of coffee sat on the table in front of her and she swirled the contents with a spoon absentmindedly. The fluorescent overhead bulbs had all half-burnt out, making the room dimmer than it was meant to be. But she liked the way it made the space feel small. She felt cradled. And comfort was what she needed most right now.

The conversation she’d had with Darcy had run through her head on repeat. She recounted all the things she had said. All the things Darcy had said. She had searched and scanned for a reason why Maven hadn’t reached out to her. Anything that she might have done wrong. She had played countless scenarios in her head of doing things differently. Of never having barged past the door, or eavesdropped on their private conversation.

There were a million things she had done that she now worried were the number one mistake. The reason why Maven didn’t want anything to do with her now.

Her cell phone started buzzing in her pocket. She pulled it out and stared at the screen, hoping for one name and one name only to be there.

Landlord

Her heart sank.

“Hello?”

“Piper. It’s your landlord,” came the gruff voice on the other end.

“Yes, hi,” Piper said, trying to remain composed. Trying to sound nonchalant. But her insides were squirming like a pile of worms and she was terrified of what was coming next. Any news from her landlord was never good news.

“You are aware that your rent is past due?” His words crashed on her like a hammer.

“Oh, yeah, I-” Piper stammered, feeling her hand clench around her coffee mug. The payment was late. She didn’t even have a good excuse. The truth was she just didn’t have the money to cover it, despite the scrupulous way she had been trying to save every penny from her checks.

“It’s late by three days,” he interrupted her. “Again.”

“I know, I know. I’m so sorry,” the words came out almost faster than she could say them, the apology trying to outweigh her fault in not paying on time. What was she supposed to say? She just needed more time. “It’s just been a really difficult month.”

“I’m sorry to hear that, but I run a business here Piper. I can’t keep having late payments every month. That’s not how rent works, I’m sure you know.” The voice on the other end took a deep, thoughtful breath. “This is the last time I’m going to extend this courtesy to you. If I don’t have the rent payment in full within two weeks I’ll have no choice but to start the eviction process.”

Her throat tightened at the words. All the moisture left her mouth and she tried to speak but no sound would come out. She needed water. She needed to breathe. It felt like her head was going to pop.

“Hello?” he asked.

“I’ll have the money by next weekend,” she blurted before she could think. “Please. It won’t happen again.” There was no way she would have the money by next weekend.

“Like I said,” he sighed. “You have two weeks. This is your last chance.”

“Yes, yes. I understand. Thank you so much. It won’t happen again.” She was lying to her landlord and lying to herself.

She didn’t have the money, and she didn’t know how she was going to get it in time. It was an impossible task. But it was also the most important thing in the world. Her life and her grandmother’s life depended on it.

“See that it doesn’t,” he answered and ended the call.

Piper let out a long sigh and dropped her phone on the table. Her greatest fears were coming to life. She didn’t have enough time to fix anything. There wasn’t enough money to take care of the bills and the rent increase. And she had no idea what she was supposed to do in order to have the money within two weeks. It was impossible.

Her head into her arms as she struggled to catch her breath. The tiny room was spinning, the stains on the carpet were swirling and morphing beneath her feet. Tiny dots of light were popping in her vision, making everything blur. She wanted to throw up.

Instead her entire body heaved and a sob escaped. Tears started rolling down her cheeks, unexpectedly, and she couldn’t stop them.

Everything was finally catching up to her. The pressure. The stress. The fear of having to tell her grandmother that they were going to get evicted.

It was too much.

“Piper,” a worried voice broke through the haze of her distress, pulling her out of the doom and gloom by a thread. “Piper, what’s going on?”

She lifted her head to see Maven knelt on the ground next to her. “I…I…,” she started to speak before a new wave of sobs unleashed themselves and she dropped her head into her hands once more.

Maven placed a gentle hand on the small of her back and rubbed back and forth. “Take a deep breath.”

Piper’s sobs started to slow, her breathing returning to normal as Maven comforted her.

“Talk to me,” Maven whispered against her shoulder. “What’s going on?”

“I can’t,” Piper groaned. How was the same woman who hadn’t talked to her in days suddenly next to her, comforting her, trying to offer her help? Where had she been since that day in the studio? She couldn’t feel safe talking to her. Not when it was apparently so easy for Maven to disappear.

Maven grabbed a tissue off the table and pressed one corner gingerly against Piper’s cheek. “Why not?”

“I don’t know,” Piper sighed through the tears.

Maven smiled softly. “Dry your eyes and talk to me,” she whispered. “Neither one of us are moving until you do.”

Piper eyed Maven.

“That’s an order,” Maven added in a hushed voice.

Piper’s eyes lit up for a second at the words. So she hadn’t forgotten about their time together. It wasn’t just a one-time thing. It had meant something to Maven. Just as it did to her.

She took a deep breath, trying to stop herself from shaking. Maven grabbed her hand and squeezed.

“I owe money that I don’t have to my landlord. I can’t afford to keep up with the bills and the rent anymore and no matter what I do I can’t figure out a solution. We’re going to get evicted. Me and my grandmother. She has no idea we can’t afford it and I don’t know how to tell her. She’s lived there for nearly her entire life. She won’t leave.” All the words spilled out of her and with each new sentence Piper could feel a weight lifting off her shoulders. Comfort in spilling all of the secrets she had been keeping buried for so long.

“I can’t tell anyone about any of this,” Piper sniffled. “I feel like I’m drowning.”

Maven shifted from one knee to the other and scooped Piper’s hands into her own. “Then you’re going to let me help you with this.”

“No. No, I could never ask for that. That’s not what I even meant by telling you.”

Maven lifted a finger. “Hush,” she silenced her. “You didn’t ask. And I don’t need you to. I’m going to help you. And that’s final.”

“I really can’t let you do that,” Piper’s voice was weak as she shook her head. She didn’t want to be a charity case. “These are my problems.”

Maven shook her head. “And I can help you with them,” she said firmly. “Consider it taken care of. Please.”

There was no use resisting. It was clear that Maven wasn’t going to budge. Piper’s eyes fell to the ground and she shook her head in disbelief. She hadn’t meant to start all of this. As desperately as she had wanted to see Maven again, she hadn’t wanted it to go like this. With her looking weak. Stupid. Needing help.

“I don’t know what to say,” she whispered. “Thank you.”

“You don’t need to say anything,” Maven made a soft laugh and squeezed Piper’s knee.

Warmth swelled within Piper’s chest as she looked down at Maven. What had she done to deserve any of this?

“What do you say we do something special?” Maven asked. “Something to get your mind off of all of this?”

Piper looked around at the break room and laughed. “Do you see where we are?”

“Not here,” Maven rolled her eyes. “A surprise.”

“What kind of surprise?”

Maven smirked. “I can’t tell you,” she teased. “But I think you’re really going to like it.” She lifted her hands in the air at her sides. “Anything has to be better than this, right?”

“A break from all of this would be nice,” Piper wiped her eyes once more and sniffled. “Crying in the office break room does feel a little bit like rock bottom.”

She held out her hand to Piper and smiled. “Then let’s go.”


Chapter Fourteen

She led them out of Silver Lakes with a quick step, hoping that if they walked quickly enough Piper wouldn’t be consumed by the same grief that had been eating her alive in the breakroom. A distraction was all she needed. Something to get her mind off of her landlord and the rent. Something to get her mind off of apologizing.

It was nothing for Maven to take care of the payment. She wanted to do it. Helping Piper felt like the one good thing she had done in months. In the whirlwind of news reports and legal threats she had made mistake after mistake. It was a reprieve to finally do some good in the world. To help out someone who needed it. Who deserved it.

Maven waved her fingertips in the air and the same black SUV who had once picked Piper up at her house pulled up next to them.

The driver got out and made a small smile to them. “You’re ready?” He pulled open the back door to let them in.

Maven motioned for Piper to get in first, and followed behind her.

“Where are we going?” Piper asked as she settled into the warm leather seat.

“I can’t spoil the surprise so early,” Maven said.

The SUV pulled away from the curb and at the exit took an irregular turn. Rather than heading back into the heart of the city they were traveling towards the highway. Out of town. Piper stared out the window, her eyes finally dry, a small smile replacing the previous sadness.

“You know,” Maven said. “When I moved to Eden I wanted to get away from the busy life.”

Piper turned to look at her.

“Life gets so busy,” she continued. “It’s easy to forget to slow down and enjoy things. That’s why I chose Eden. It seemed like it would be slower. Better.”

“Did it work? Did things slow down like you expected?”

Maven let out a small sigh. “Not exactly.”

“So do you regret moving here?”

“Not at all,” she looked out the window as the terrain slowly shifted from buildings to nothing but beautiful scenery. Low hills covered in wildflowers and trees that gave way to towering mountains in the distance.

“I just realized that I’m the one who doesn’t slow down,” Maven breathed. “I let the little moments pass me by because I get so caught up in the bigger picture and looking ahead.”

“It can’t be so bad to worry about your future like that.”

Maven shrugged. “I don’t regret the life I’ve built for myself. I just need to remind myself to slow down sometimes, is all.” She looked outside the window again as the SUV drove ever closer to the mountains. “Are you a fan of the mountains?”

“I honestly forget they’re there,” Piper sighed. “They’re beautiful, but they’re always just out of reach. They’ve become more like a backdrop to the city than a place I can go and enjoy.”

“They are beautiful,” Maven said as she reached across the seat and gently grasped Piper’s hand. “They’re the perfect solution to stopping time.”

“What do you mean?”

“It’s like the world stops moving when you’re in the mountains,” Maven breathed. “There’s nothing but nature. Wildlife. The moon and stars. Nothing else really matters.”

Piper swallowed and leaned closer to Maven, excitement shaking through her stare. “Are you taking me to the mountains? Is that the surprise?”

Maven’s lips curled into a smile and she tilted her head, playing coy. “I don’t want to spoil the surprise.”

Piper’s eyes lit up. “I can’t believe I’m this lucky,” she whispered as she glanced back out the window, staring up at the cliffs now surrounding them.

“I want to stop time with you,” Maven whispered as she watched the other woman stare out the window.

They rode the rest of the way in comfortable silence, Piper staring in awe as the landscape around them changed and grew more magnificent. The road became winding as they looped further up and up the mountainside. The sky was a pale lavender when they arrived, the remaining light of day slowly fading to dusk.

The SUV slowed and Piper stared out at a log-built cabin tucked neatly in the pine trees.

Maven got out and led Piper through a small walkway in the snow up to the wood steps that led into her cabin.

“This is my private space,” Maven said as they looked around together. “I wanted a spot where I could relax and breathe. Just me and my thoughts. It does wonder for the mind.” She paused and held the front door open. “You’re the first person I’ve ever brought up here.”

Piper’s eyes widened. “You really didn’t have to do all of this,” she breathed. “I don’t know how to thank you. It’s too much.”

“It’s exactly what you need,” Maven said and closed the door behind them.

The space was rustic and warm, an open-floor plan that showed off the small industrial kitchen in one corner and the expanse of the living room where a brick wall fireplace sat. The wall next to it was one giant sliding glass door that looked out into the mountains. Nothing but perfect, untouched snow and pine trees. It was beautiful.

“Thank you so much,” Piper breathed as she looked around in awe.

Maven made her way to the fireplace and after arranging the logs and kindling she started a fire. The crackles filled the room with small pops and a warm, amber glow as the flames licked up against the brick.

“Do you want to sit by the fire? Get warm?” She asked.

Piper rubbed her hands together and nodded. She joined Maven on the couch in front of the fireplace and stared into the fire, letting the warmth wash across her face, taking in a deep breath of the cold mountain air. Everything was slowly releasing.

This side of Piper was what had drawn Maven in from the beginning. Soft and gentle. Too pure for the world’s nightmares. Maven stared at the other woman as she closed her eyes and slowed her breathing. Every second that passed seemed to wash away the worry in her face.

The sight of her, so gentle and calm, made her insatiably hungry with desire. She wanted to reach out and touch her. Absorb her warmth. Her serenity.

“Tell me, do you remember your safe word?” Maven’s voice was a soft hum, barely audible beneath the crackle of the fireplace.

Piper nodded, “Silk.”

“Good,” Maven reached forward and ran her fingers through Piper’s hair. “I want to tie your wrists together.” She watched as Piper’s eyes widened. “I want to have full control over you. What do you say to that?”

“Yes, Mistress.”

“Good girl,” Maven purred and reached for a small black bag tucked next to the fireplace. She unzipped it and slowly pulled out two black velvet straps. “Get on the floor,” she instructed.

Piper slid from the hearth of the fireplace onto the wooden floor, watching Maven with quiet curiosity.

“Lay flat on your back, with your arms stretched out above your head,” Maven crept to Piper with the straps in her hands. As Piper flattened out and lifted her arms Maven straddled herself on top of her and grabbed her wrists with delicate expertise, weaving the velvet straps around them until they were bound together.

“Are you comfortable, my pet?” Maven asked.

“I’m comfortable, Mistress,” Piper answered obediently.

“I want you motionless,” Maven said. “You’re going to resist touching me, do you understand? And you’re going to want to touch me.”

Piper’s face flushed a fiery carnation red, but she nodded in response. “What happens if I touch you?”

Maven’s full lips spread into a dangerous, alluring smirk. “You’ll be punished for being a bad girl.”

“I understand, Mistress,” Piper’s voice trembled, but there was no fear in her gaze as she stared up at the other woman. Only a tense, burning desire.

“Would you like me to touch you?” Maven slid her body down Piper’s legs until she was knelt at her feet.

“Yes, Mistress.”

“Then let’s get you out of these clothes,” Maven’s voice turned husky, hungry for the taste of Piper’s skin, needing to feel her heat between her hands. She undid the elastic tie holding Piper’s scrub pants and slowly rolled the fabric over the other woman’s hips, tugging both pants and panties off in one fluid motion.

Her breath hitched at the sight of Piper’s porcelain skin lying bare against the wood floor, the other woman’s arms still raised and bound above her head. Piper was watching her, sucking on her lip in a way that created a ravenous pit in Maven’s stomach, a fire of desire consuming her body entirely.

“I’m going to find where you’re hot,” Maven asked while running a fingertip up the length of Piper’s leg in a slow sweep.

“Warm,” she whispered.

She leaned her body forward, arching her back over Piper’s body while her hand swept across the other woman’s stomach, hovering atop her belly button. “Warmer.”

Piper’s hips made a sharp hitch, and Maven clicked her teeth in curious protest, “Am I getting close?”

“Yes, Mistress.”

Maven slid her palm across Piper’s skin from belly button to the center between her legs, one finger sliding between the other woman’s folds.. She was met with immediate moisture and heat.

“I think I’ve found hot,” Maven breathed. “Do you burn for me?”

Piper sucked at her lower lip and nodded, her back arching against the wood, yearning for more of Maven’s touch.

Maven pulled her hand away. “Answer me when I ask you a question,” she commanded.

“I burn for your touch, Mistress,” Piper moaned. “I beg of you.”

“Then open up to me,” Maven purred and knelt forward, brushing the tip of her tongue between the other woman’s slit.

Piper’s hips buckled beneath her hands, her arms tensing in their binds in reaction to Maven’s touch.

“Stay as still as you can,” Maven said. “This is a test to see how well you can obey my instructions. To see how good of my pet you can be for me.”

“Yes, Mistress,” Piper answered.

“If you’re a very good girl, your Mistress will have a present for you,” Maven said. “Would you like a treat?”

“Yes, Mistress.”

Maven’s thumb trailed slow circles over Piper’s bud as she eyed the other woman’s face from between her legs. “Then don’t forget to do as you’re told.”

She could feel Piper’s muscles tensing, could see the strained labor of her carefully controlled breathing, and the sight of her obedience made Maven’s stomach tighten, heat wrapping around her body in firm coils that released pulses of intense pleasure within her. She was filled with a burning desire to touch the other woman’s wet center, to bring her to climax from just her tongue alone.

Her tongue slipped between the other woman’s warm folds, sliding with quick, intense flicks over Piper’s mound. Around and around until she could feel Piper fighting to keep herself from thrusting her hips in waves of pleasure. But she was doing exactly as she was told. Remaining as still as possible. Just for her Mistress.

Maven’s lips circled around Piper’s tingling center, kissing with slow, gentle sucks until she heard a tiny gasp from the other woman. With sudden intensity she began to suck in fast, rhythmic pulses while she slipped her finger inside Piper’s opening, her finger immediately met with hot moisture.

She didn’t stop this time, not pausing to give Piper a moment to settle herself. Piper’s legs were just barely sliding against the floor beneath her, her bare legs covered in a wave of goosebumps.

As Maven’s tongue rolled over and across her clit, Piper let out a stiff moaning yelp, “Mistress! May I?”

“Come for me,” Maven ordered quickly, immediately returning her frantically teasing tongue back between Piper’s center. Her finger rolled in and out, in and out, sliding in unison with the circling motion of her tongue.

Piper’s body stiffened and quivered in an instant, a long sigh whispering between her damp lips.

Maven sat back, admiring her work, admiring the other woman’s body as she breathed deeply, lingering in the release of her climax. “Are you ready for your treat?”


Chapter Fifteen

Piper could barely concentrate on the words floating towards her.

Are you ready for your treat?

She fought through the haze of her orgasm, the pleasure rising and falling like waves down her body, to fix her gaze on the other woman who was crouched at her feet like a warrior huntress, staring down at her prize catch. She shivered beneath the gaze that penetrated into her nerves, feeling vulnerable and exposed. And she liked it.

“What is it, Mistress?” she asked in a breathless whisper. Her body was still floating, ecstasy cradling her naked skin like a cocoon of warm bliss.

She had already been taken to a luxurious mountain cabin. She had already found herself buckling with released desire beneath Maven’s touch.

What else could there possibly be?

“Let me untie you first,” Maven answered as she crept forward to undo the satin ribbons. “But you deserve a reward for being such a good girl.”

The ribbons slid apart and fell to the ground. Piper flexed her wrists as they were freed, the blood rushing back to her fingertips as she propped herself up into a sitting position. She stared at the spot where they had once been restraining her. She missed it. The force of being contained. The way her urges had been suppressed and forced her to only receive. To feel every movement Maven had made against her body.

“I don’t know what could possibly be better than what just happened,” she said.

Maven stood up from the floor and crossed the room to a black storage chest tucked behind the couch. “That’s where you're mistaken,” she smiled. “What’s better than dessert?”

Piper squinted through the shadows of the dimly lit room to see what Maven was pulling out of the chest. It was a black velvet bag. Maven undid the tie fastening it closed and set it back down inside the chest. And when she stood back up there was an object in each hand.

She stared harder, trying to make out the items. In one of Maven’s hands was a small glass jar with a label that she couldn’t read. What was in her other hand made Piper release a small gasp, her mouth opening in surprise. It was long, thick, and black.

A shiver ran down her spine as she stared at Maven who came closer with a dangerous smile and hungry eyes. Was that what she thought it was?

“Because you were such a good girl,” Maven spoke as she walked back across the room towards her, “I’ll let you choose which one you want first.” She stopped in front of Piper’s feet and held out her hands.

The label on the glass jar was in decorative french scrawl. Expensive looking chocolate syrup. And in the other hand rested a large black strap-on.

Piper inhaled stiffly at the sight, her lower stomach tensing with the anticipation of what either gift meant. “Which one do I want first? You mean, I’ll get both?”

“I think you deserve both, don’t you?” Maven smiled. “Call it a reward for us both.”

Piper’s eyes darted from chocolate sauce to the thick strap-on, knowing that one would be more gentle and the other would be a brand new experience for her. But rather than nerves, all Piper felt inside her was thrill. She had never felt a strap-on before, but the thought of Maven taking control of her like that made her tense up with lust. She imagined Maven behind her, on top of her, thrusting in and out. Gripping her hands around her waist while she pumped inside of her, filling her up.

Her tongue ran across her lips. “I’ll pick the chocolate first, then,” she said.

“A wonderful choice to get us started,” Maven set both the chocolate and the strap-on down on the floor next to her feet. She slowly began to remove her clothing, piece by piece, starting with her blouse and bra.

Piper stared as the other woman stripped down to nothing, running the tip of her tongue over her lips with greedy anticipation. She wanted to taste Maven’s skin, tug at her nipples with her teeth. To feel her urgent desire. To make her need her touch.

Maven slowly dropped her pants to reveal that she had no panties on underneath. Instead, there was already the black straps of a harness fastened across her hips. The leather was nestled tight against her skin, silver buckles holding everything in place. She looked powerful. Like she could take on the world. Like she could overpower her, control her. Ride her.

“Take your shirt and bra off,” Maven ordered. “Things are about to get messy.”

Piper did as she was told quickly, her hands furiously ripping her work shirt off over her head, popping the clasp on her bra with a swift flick of her fingers. She was hungry for the dessert Maven had promised her, ready to reach a state of ecstasy that she knew only the other woman could give to her. There was no fear in her vulnerability. She wanted to do anything that Maven asked of her. And she wanted her reward.

As her naked body sat exposed she could feel Maven’s eyes soaking up the sight of her. Her skin felt like it was burning, alight with the desire radiating from the other woman.

“Get on the couch and lie down,” Maven ordered.

Piper did as she was told, moving quickly. She didn’t want to spoil her surprise. She would do anything to keep being a good pet. Anything to get her reward.

“Your skin is perfect,” Maven breathed as she moved to stand next to her. “You’re flawless.”

Maven opened the jar of chocolate and spun her finger through it. “May I eat this chocolate off your body? Would you like that?”

“Yes, Mistress,” Piper said.

Piper remained motionless as Maven spread a line of chocolate over her nipples. The sauce was cold against her skin, making her skin prickle with goosebumps, her nipples hardening into stiff pricks in response.

Maven gently hoisted herself onto the couch, straddling Piper’s waist with fluid grace. She leaned forward, her dark hair cascading over her face. It tickled across Piper’s skin, igniting her with waves of dancing electricity.

Piper’s body softened beneath Maven’s touch, her breath shaking in bated anticipation for what was to come, for the other woman to put her lips against her body, to lick the chocolate from her skin.

Maven’s breath was warm as her face hovered over Piper’s breasts until finally she ran her tongue through the chocolate, darting her mouth from one breast to the next until her lips finally closed around Piper’s nipple, sucking gently. Piper’s back arched, her breath finally releasing in a wave of ecstasy.

“You’ve been such a good girl for me,” Maven purred. “Are you ready for your real treat?”

Piper nodded, her heart racing a thousand miles a minute in her chest.

“I’m going to fill you up. I want to feel you come,” Maven’s voice thickened with desire as she slid her hand between her legs.

Piper felt the soft rubber of the strap-on slip between her legs, the round tip rubbing gently between her lower lips and slipping down to her entrance. She had never felt a strap-on before, but she was aching to have Maven inside her.

“You’re so wet,” Maven whispered.

She slid inside Piper with a slow, gentle thrust. Piper’s back arched in response, her hands gripping against the couch cushions to brace herself. Maven’s hips rocked back with gentle care, her eyes staring down at Piper with furious, but curious hunger. “Do you like it when I’m inside you?”

“Yes, Mistress,” Piper said, her tongue sliding against her lips. “I can’t get enough of you.”

Maven braced herself with one hand on Piper’s stomach, reaching up with her other hand to caress her own breasts, her fingers softly pinching at her nipples. Her full lips parted into a soft moan as her hips began to rock back and forth with increased speed.

A wave of pleasure tore through Piper’s body, releasing in a loud moan. Maven didn’t slow her pace, but rather tightened her thighs and increased the rhythm of her hips, slipping in and out of Piper’s center with a force that collided their bodies together with each forward motion.

Piper wrapped her legs around Maven’s hips, pulling the other woman in as close as she could. She wanted to feel as much of Maven inside her as possible, wanted to open herself to the core, to feel each grunting buck deep within herself.

She could feel her climax taking hold of her body, tightening her muscles and sending her brain into a foggy haze of bliss, but she fought off her release with a quick bite to her lip. She wanted this moment to linger. She wanted to feel Maven for eternity.

Maven’s hand dropped from her breasts to the ridge of her swollen clit. She began to touch herself while riding in and out of Piper’s frame, using the friction of their rocking to pleasure herself. Maven’s head dropped back, exposing the soft white flesh of her neck in a beautiful arch as her mouth dropped open.

“Come with me,” Maven ordered. “Come with me now.”

Piper let herself go, the mountain of pleasure that she had been holding back falling down on her like an avalanche, washing her entire body in a haze of burning ecstasy. Her thighs tightened in uncontrolled tension as her orgasm took control of her body, pulling Maven’s body against her.

Maven let out a guttural moan, her body trembling as she draped over Piper, their chests rising and falling together in unison.

Piper’s breath slowed as her climax slipped into the ether, and she ran her fingers through Maven’s hair, brushing the long, dark strands behind the other woman’s ear.

Her reward had been more than she could have ever expected. Her reward had been finding ecstasy in time and rhythm with Maven’s own release. To join Maven in a bond that she had never felt before. To let herself bend to the wills of her mistress. To let herself be vulnerable. To be felt by the hands of another.

Her reward was Maven.


Chapter Sixteen

“Piper?” Maven whispered, running her fingers against the other woman's cheek while she slept.

The morning had come too soon. Warm yellow sunlight filtered in through the bedroom window, shining down on the bed where Piper was nestled serenely in a plush white comforter, her messy hair falling in a pool around her head on the pillow. She didn’t want to wake her. She wanted to keep her in the safe cocoon that she was in. Let her rest.

But she had to get back to the city and back to work.

The mountain cabin was a place that she came whenever she needed to clear her mind. Whenever she needed inspiration, or peace away from the bustle of life in the city. But it was so much better sharing it with someone else. She didn’t want the experience to end.

It had been years since Maven had broken down her walls and let someone in. Years since she had let someone close enough to see the real her. The true her.

Staring down at Piper, she realized how isolated she had been from the world. How lonely she had made her own life by forcing everyone to stay an arm’s length away from her. It was all to protect herself. To protect everyone else. But Piper was the exception. The key that had opened the lock.

She didn’t want to hide anymore. She didn’t want to be alone anymore.

Piper slowly moved her head and mumbled as her eyes peeked open. “Do I have to?”

Maven smiled and laughed. “Unfortunately, yes. I have to get back for some meetings.”

Piper groaned and shifted onto her back, looking up at Maven groggily. “You’re sure we can’t just stay here?”

“I wish we could,” Maven leaned down and pressed her lips on Piper’s forehead. “I really do.”

“Thank you for bringing me here,” Piper said. “This was exactly what I needed.”

“It won’t be our last time,” Maven answered. “I promise.”

***

“Would you like to come inside for a little while?” Piper asked as their ride pulled up to her house. She started to open the car door, her other hand gently tugging at Maven’s hand for her to follow, but as soon as she had one foot on the sidewalk the backseat of the vehicle was flooded with the flashing lights of a camera.

Maven reeled, shielding her face with one hand. As soon as the blinding lights started to fade from her eyes the first face she saw was Kirsten, smirking from behind the camera in her hands. Piper was on the sidewalk, her jaw dropped, completely stunned into silence.

“Piper!” Maven shouted. “Go inside. Don’t say anything.”

Piper stared at her from the sidewalk, fear and uncertainty shaking across her face.

“Go!” Maven yelled firmly.

She nodded and without saying a word hurried into her house, looking over her shoulder while she went. Maven’s heart chilled at the sight of her looking so shocked, so scared. And all because of the same cockroach who just wouldn’t disappear.

Kirsten.

She waited until Piper was completely inside before she stepped out of the vehicle. “What the hell are you doing?” she growled.

Kirsten waved her camera in a shrug. “Just thought you might want pictures of your secret rendezvous. Are you into scrapbooking?”

Maven winced. “I thought we had a deal.”

“I thought a little more collateral wouldn’t hurt my case,” Kirsten smirked. “After all, community service looks a little weird when you’re fucking the employees.”

“There’s no reason to bring her into this. She has nothing to do with any of this.”

“Maybe not,” Kirsten mused. “But I know I can’t trust you. I thought maybe I’d get a little more glue on our arrangement. I want to make sure you know just how much dirt I have on you. You know, in case you decide to mess up our little deal. I would hate for you to go back on your word.”

“We already made our deal,” Maven said firmly, her voice a low whisper. She didn’t need Piper to hear any of this conversation. She didn’t want to scare her away with all this nonsense. Nonsense that she just wanted to be done with. “But I’m not going to follow through with it if you keep trying to disrupt my life every chance you get. At some point you need to back off.”

“I just want you to know how serious this all is,” Kirsten retorted. “I think it’s important we both know who has the upperhand here.”

“She doesn’t have anything to do with what happened between us,” Maven hissed. “Or anything to do with my past. There’s no reason to drag her into it.”

Kirsten stared down at her camera. “I don’t know, I think the tabloids might enjoy the gossip. Don’t you? What’s her name, again? Piper?”

“You really don’t know when to back off.” She stepped towards the car door, her hand clasped around the handle.

“I’m just doing my job.”

“There’s a line that can’t be crossed. I won’t let you.” Maven’s eyes narrowed into thin slits as she stared at her. “Undoing my life is one thing. I’m not going to let you ruin hers.”

Kirsten pursed her lips and gave a thoughtful hum. It made Maven want to scratch her eyes out. She was just toying with her. Trying to rile her up. Doing whatever she could for her next story.

Maybe she was right. Maybe she did have the upperhand. Maven was going to have to be careful with how she handled this. It wasn’t going to be as easy as agreeing to a shady deal or writing out a check. This was quickly turning into a game of cat and mouse. But the cat was a snake.

“What if I make you an even better deal?” She asked.

Kirsten’s brows shot up, intrigued. “My ears are open.”

“An interview,” Maven said. She felt like she was signing her life away with those words. “An exclusive. Just with you. Before the next fashion show. You can ask me whatever questions you want.”

Kirsten’s eyes lit up. “And you promise not to hit me?”

“This isn’t a joke. I want you out of my life,” Maven hissed. “You can have your interview but only if I get what I want in return.”

“And what exactly do you want?”

“I want you to leave Piper alone. Delete those photos from your camera. Stop showing up at our houses. No more ambushes. No more intrusions.” Maven was staring at Kirsten, watching her face for any sign of understanding. All she wanted to do was protect Piper from this insidious woman. And if Kirsten gave her the slightest hint that she was going to go back on her word she was going to call the entire plan off.

Kirsten raised her camera to Maven’s face and deleted the pictures she had just taken. “That work for you?”

“I’m serious,” Maven warned. “Leave Piper alone.”

“I leave her alone and I get access to a full interview with you?” Kirsten said.

“You do. But the second you go back on your side of these terms it’s over. No interview. No money. No anything.” Maven’s eyes darkened. “I don’t care if we have to go to court. You won’t scare me into submission.”

Kirsten’s lips twisted into a sneer. “Are you sure about that?”

Rage broiled within her, but she ignored the question. “Do we have a deal?”

Kirsten nodded and held out her hand. “We do.”

Maven shook it firmly, her skin crawling as their hands met. This was a nightmare come to life. It only got worse and worse with each passing day. More threats, more invasion. It didn’t end. But the final straw was pulling Piper into the chaos and the madness. She didn’t deserve to be scrutinized by someone like Kirsten, let alone the rest of the public. Tabloid gossip was insidious, but she had learned over the years how to shield herself from that pain. Piper was a different story. She had no idea what that side of life was like.

“I’ll go prepare my questions,” Kirsten snided. “Pleasure doing business with you, as usual.”

She watched as Kirsten walked down the sidewalk, staring until she disappeared into a pinprick in the distance. It was like she had never been here.

And yet, she had ruined everything in a second.

The last twenty-four hours had gone from the best night of bliss she had ever experienced and transformed into something sinister. They should have never come back into the city. They should have stayed in the cabin together, their bodies intertwined. Peaceful. Alone.

Maven turned to look up at Piper’s house. She thought about knocking on the door and trying to explain, but what would she even say? If she was going to protect Piper then she needed to keep her away from all of this. And that included keeping the details secret.

There was no reason Piper needed to know about the deal. It would only scare her. And she needed, more than anything, to keep Piper close. She would do anything to keep her.

This would all end with a final interview. Kirsten wouldn’t be bothering Piper again if she wanted to have her moment of spotlight and fame. That was what mattered. Maven could figure out how to deal with the interview when that time came. Darcy could help her. It was nothing to be scared of.

She hadn’t told Kirsten she would tell her the truth. She didn’t have to answer any questions she didn’t want to. She didn’t have to share any information that she wanted to keep private. Her history could remain untouched. And Piper would remain safe.

It all came down to who could stay one step ahead of the other.

She wasn’t scared to play with fire.


Chapter Seventeen

“Sweetpea, what’s on your mind?” Trixie leaned across the table and set her hand on Piper’s. “You look like you’ve got the weight of the whole world pressing down on you.”

Piper put her hand on Trixie’s and sighed. It was impossible to keep her emotions hidden. She wasn’t the sort of person who hid how she was feeling, let alone with the residents who knew her best. And she had been absentmindedly staring out the windows in the sunroom for at least ten minutes, her mind a whirlwind. Stress. Fear. Doubt.

It was all creeping in on her ever since Maven had dropped her off at her house the other day. Ever since that reporter had taken her pictures and Maven had yelled at her to go inside. That moment played in her head on repeat. It made her skin feel cold and her heart beat violently in her chest. It was the uncertainty. What was going on? Maven hadn’t explained anything to her. Other than telling her she didn’t need to worry about that.

But how was she supposed to live her life knowing there was a reporter out there who wanted to capture every private moment of her life? She had been swept into the chaos of Maven’s life in an instant, and she didn’t know that she was ready for it. At least not without an explanation.

“Something weird happened the other day, Trix,” she finally said. Maybe at least some wisdom could help her get through this. Help her understand.

“Well why don’t you lay it on me,” Trixie’s bright voice chirped back. “I’ll see if I can’t help you out.”

She hesitated for a moment, but as soon as her lips parted the words tumbled out. “This reporter showed up out of nowhere. She was taking pictures of me with Maven. I…I have no idea why. Maven told me not to worry about it. That it won’t happen again.” Piper took a quick breath and spat out even more word vomit. “But I can’t help that I’m scared, Trix. It’s just all so strange. And I have no explanation for anything. It’s hard not to think that Maven’s hiding something. Maybe…maybe there is something about her past that she doesn’t want anyone to know about.”

She looked out the window, her eyes watering at the corners. “What if I’m getting involved in something I shouldn’t?”

Trixie squeezed her hand and nodded. “Honey, everyone has a past. That’s just an unavoidable truth about life.” She waved her hand. “About all of us. But that doesn’t mean you need to be scared of it. The truth always comes out with time.”

“I don’t think it’s the truth that scares me,” Piper murmured. “It’s the fact that I don’t think that Maven trusts me that bothers me the most. What if that means I can’t trust her?”

“You have to make that call on your own, honey. Do you really think you need to be trusted in order to give trust back?” Trixie pursed her lips. “You know better than that.”

“I just don’t want to get in over my head,” Piper breathed. “It all seems so messy. I don’t know if I’m equipped to handle all of it.”

“Of course you are,” Trixie said. “You deal with all of us on a daily basis,” she laughed. “You are more than capable of knowing what you can and can’t handle. You just need to remind yourself that life can be a little scary sometimes. You just need to be brave. And trust your heart. Trust yourself. Nothing else matters.”

Piper leaned forward. “How do I get her to talk to me? And trust me.”

“You can’t make her trust you, sugar. That comes with time.” Trixie pointed her finger. “But the rest? That’s just old-fashioned communication. Communication is the key to everything. All you need to do is try. Be honest with her.”

All this time Piper had been on her own. Years without a partner, or even the hint of a crush. And she had been fine with it. She had accepted that her life was too busy for a relationship. There were too many things going on, too many other people to worry about, to let herself get caught up and distracted by another person.

The thought of settling down and marriage had been pushed to the back of her mind. It wasn’t for her.

But the door had been cracked open. The life she had been avoiding for so long had been shown to her. What it was like to care about someone else. What it was like to fantasize about a life with them.

Without warning, Maven was a part of her every daydream. The first person she thought about when she woke up in the morning, and the last face she pictured when she went to sleep at night.

It wasn’t going to be as easy and turning the other cheek. She couldn’t just walk away.

And she didn’t want to.

“You’re right,” Piper said with resolution. “I just need to talk to her. What’s the worst that could happen?”

Trixie grinned. “Why don’t we go test it out?” Her eyes flickered over Piper’s shoulder.

Piper turned in her chair, expecting Maven to be right behind her. But instead, Maven was sitting at a table with other residents. They were all engrossed in a game of dominoes. She watched as Maven threw her head back in laughter.

When had she become so invested in the residents? This wasn’t the same woman she had met at Silver Lakes. This woman wanted to be here. Was choosing to engage, rather than being forced to do something she didn’t want to do.

“Don’t forget, honey,” Trixie murmured. “Fear is a dangerous thing. It can blind us to the truth. Don’t let yourself confuse Maven with someone she isn’t. I think she’s going to surprise you.”

“How long has she been over there?” Piper asked quietly. She couldn’t take her eyes off the table, off of Maven. She was having genuine fun with the residents.

Maybe there wasn’t anything to be scared of after all. She just needed to talk to her.

“Why don’t you go over there?” Trixie asked. “You know what’s more powerful than fear, don’t you?”

“What?” Piper turned back around to look at the elderly woman.

“True love, of course,” Trixie smiled. “And once you got a hold of something special, you better never let it go.”

Piper shifted in her seat, musing over Trixie’s words. Against everything she had ever told herself about finding love, she knew that Trixie was right. She couldn’t let fear take control of her and dictate her life. She couldn’t be afraid of something real. Or she would end up all alone.

A flutter of excitement swirled through her body, Trixie’s words building up her confidence in how to go forward. She stood up from her chair and squeezed the old woman’s hand with a smile.

“Thank you so much, Trix,” she whispered. “You always know exactly what to say.”

Trixie waved her hand in the air. “Don’t be silly. You always knew what to do. You just need to trust yourself a little more, darling.”

Piper approached the domino table slowly, not wanting to interrupt, her mind whirling with all of the potential things she could say to Maven. All the things she needed to say. Where did she even start?

“Piper!” Maven was pushing a new pile of dominoes into the middle of the table. “Did you know that Ray over here is the biggest domino cheater in Silver Lakes?” She grinned.

Ray shook his finger over the table. “You’re just a sore loser,” he chuckled.

Piper looked down at the table and smiled. “Ray does have a bit of a reputation.”

Ray looked incredulous for a brief second before everyone started laughing and pulling out new tiles.

“You all play this round without me,” Maven said as she stood up from the table. She stepped over to Piper and pulled her away from the table gently. “Do you have a minute?”

Piper swallowed, wondering what Maven had in store. But she needed to talk to her. To get all of her thoughts off her chest. To make sure that Maven wasn’t someone she should be scared of.

“Yes,” was all she managed to say, the thrill of wanting to let Maven go first taking over.

“I have a little adventure in mind,” Maven whispered under her breath. “Would you like to join me?”

“An adventure?” Piper asked skeptically. “It’s ten in the morning. We have things we need to get done.”

Maven’s face scrunched in disapproval and disappointment. “Can’t you spare a few extra minutes for me?” She made a small pout. “And then we’ll get through the work. I promise.”

Her heart was racing as she stared into Maven’s imploring gaze. It was impossible to resist her. The adventure. The excitement. Maven brought all the things she had been missing for so long into her life. Saying no was the furthest thing from her mind. For the first time in a long time, all Piper wanted to do was have fun.

“What’s this adventure?” She asked.

Maven’s lips pulled into a grin. “Come with me.”


Chapter Eighteen

“Where are you taking me?” Piper asked as Maven walked with hurried steps down the hallway of the resident’s home.

“Somewhere special,” Maven laughed as she neared the storage closet door and stopped.

She turned to Piper and placed a hand on her hip, motioning to the door with the other. “Your surprise awaits.”

Piper stopped dead in her tracks, eyeing first Maven and then the door to the storage closet. “My surprise is in the closet?”

“Well don’t make it sound so dull,” Maven teased. “Come on.” She opened the door and slipped inside without waiting for Piper to follow.

Piper chewed at her lip and glanced behind her. The hallway was empty. At least no one would see them scurrying inside together. Taking a deep breath she followed after Maven.

As soon as she was inside the door closed behind her. She nearly jumped out of her skin, whipping around to see Maven standing there. “What are you doing, Maven? We’re at work.”

Maven narrowed her eyes. “What are you so nervous about? I thought it would be fun for us to come back here. It’s the first place we ever really talked, don’t you remember?”

Piper let out a sigh and glanced around the cramped, dark closet. “I thought I hated you that day.”

“And that’s why I brought you back,” Maven stepped forward and brushed a strand of Piper’s hair back behind her ear. “I want to apologize.”

“You know I don’t hold any of that against you. Neither one of us knew what we were getting into, did we?”

“I want to apologize for more than just that, Piper. I want to apologize about…the other day.”

“The reporter?”

“Yes. I don’t want you to be worried. That woman is nothing but a troublesome fly, she won’t be around much longer.”

“Are you saying you’re getting rid of her?” Piper took a step back.

Maven threw her head back with a shocked laugh. “What?! Of course not. But her interest in me will fade, and she’ll be chasing the next juicy story that shows up.”

“Oh, thank god,” Piper laughed, half-embarrassed.

“I don’t want you to think life with me is nothing but nosey journalists and flashing cameras,” Maven stepped forward and grabbed Piper’s hand. “I know how scary it must look, and I…well I just didn’t want that to scare you away.”

“What exactly is she after, though? There must be more to this if she’s still trailing after you.”

Maven shook her head and placed a fingertip on Piper’s lips. “Now isn’t the time for that story. I’ve missed you.”

Maven slid her hand around Piper’s back and pulled her into an embrace, their lips locking with an intensity that made Piper feel weak. She wrapped her arms instinctively around Maven’s shoulders, pulling the other woman’s face in closer as they kissed.

They consumed each other as Maven forced Piper’s body back against the storage shelf behind them, her hands dancing across her body, first clutching at her back, next shifting across her breasts. She wanted to touch every inch of the other woman’s body, devouring her flesh with her fingertips, and feeling her muscles quiver beneath her ravenous touch.

“I haven’t stopped thinking about you,” Maven breathed into Piper’s shoulder, dragging her tongue up the slope of her neck until she gently sucked at her earlobe. “I can’t stop thinking about the way you taste.”

Piper exhaled sharply, her fingers swept into Maven’s hair, pulling gently as her body shook beneath the other woman’s touch. “I need you,” she gasped.

Maven slipped her hand inside Piper’s pants, her finger running gently across her lower lips.

“Will you unravel at my touch?” Maven breathed. “Will you come undone for me?”

“I’m all yours,” Piper breathed out, overtaken by the heat of their bodies colliding, the taste of Maven’s lips lingering on her tongue.

Maven drew her fingers in slow circles across Piper’s clit, pressing her body against the other woman, matching the slow cascade of her breathing as Piper sucked the air between her teeth. Maven measured Piper’s pleasure with her hand, could feel the surge of swell and heat throbbing through her body.

Piper ran her hands down Maven’s back, her fingers digging into the fabric of her shirt for purchase as her body trembled against the shelves behind her.

“Please,” Piper moaned.

Maven slid her hand further down, slipping her fingers inside of her. Piper’s legs quivered and spread further apart, her body opening up and begging Maven for more. Maven worked her fingers in fluid circles, matching her pace with Piper’s staggered breathing, savoring the way the other woman’s moist lips were parted, gasping with pleasure as her fingers rolled against her pleasure spot. Her other hand roved across Piper’s body, stabilizing her hips, her ass, her shoulders.

She could feel the other woman crumbling beneath her touch, her body unwinding with each passionate stroke, the rise of the oncoming orgasm a crescendo tearing through her. Beads of light sweat lined Piper’s upper lip, the hollow of her neck, and Maven ran her tongue across Piper’s skin, savoring her flavor.

Maven’s fingers delved deeper, sliding through the heat and sweet moisture as Piper’s body trembled against her.

Piper’s body tensed, her hips thrusting forward into Maven’s embrace as the orgasm tore through her. Maven slipped her thumb past Piper’s lips as the other woman threw her head back, ready to cry out in ecstasy, muffling the scream that would have torn through the storage closet.

“Get on your knees,” Maven’s voice was thick with hunger, the desire swirling through her bright eyes.

Piper lowered down slowly, her legs feeling weak from the still-lingering tremble of her climax. From her spot on the ground she stared up at Maven, patiently waiting for her next command. She wanted to please her mistress, do exactly what she asked for. She wanted the endless euphoria of her pleasure to be shared, felt by the other woman. And she wanted to be the reason for Maven’s undoing.

Maven’s hands tugged expertly at the string on her work pants until they slipped down her hips and crumbled onto the floor at her feet. Without hesitation she removed her panties and ran her fingers through Piper’s hair.

“Taste me,” Maven said. “Make me yours.”

Piper’s ears were throbbing with the pressure of her temperature, the boiling pressure of her blood, the danger of their precarious situation in the storage closet, the heat in her body rising as she knelt before her mistress. But what she wanted more than anything was to bring Maven the satisfaction she craved.

She leaned forward and pressed her tongue against the other woman’s lower lips, rolling across her swollen clit. Maven’s hands reached forward to brace against the shelf behind them, a slow moan escaping her.

Piper’s tongue slowly darted across her slit. She wrapped her arms around Maven’s thighs, pulling the other woman closer to her, breathing in her scent, inhaling her warmth and letting her mind be consumed with Maven’s every move, the rapid rise and fall of her breathing, the tremble shaking down her legs.

Her lips kissed at Maven’s center, her tongue making frantic circles across the other woman’s nub, teasing it and toying it and savoring it all at once. She tugged Maven closer to her, making her presence inescapable, the tip of her tongue lapping at her sweet core with urgency and velvet pressure, rolling over and across her swollen bud.

Maven’s breathing intensified until her entire body convulsed with the tremor of her orgasm, her thighs clenching and her hands squeezing against the shelf to keep herself from cascading to the floor. She bit her lip to avoid the explosive moan begging to escape her.

Finally, her breathing slowed, the haze of her pleasure still clouding her eyes as she slid to her knees and placed her hands on either side of Piper’s face. Her gaze was gentle as she stared into the other woman’s eyes.

Without speaking, Maven leaned forward and embraced Piper in a deep, lingering kiss, pulling away only when she needed to breathe.

Her forehead pressed against Pipers, their bodies still ignited with the burning heat of their desires, the warmth between them smoldering the small room they knelt within.

“Piper, I just want to tell you that I-”

Suddenly, a knock at the storage closet door shook through the room.

Maven jumped up, pulling her pants and underwear up quickly.

Piper, startled, made a small cough and then said cracked the door open just enough to peek through. “Yes?”

“I thought I saw you go in there. What’s taking you so long? Didn’t you hear the call for a cleanup in Room 214? We need that mop, Piper. Hurry up.”

Maven could hear the dissipating echo of footsteps travel off down the hall.

“Tell me that wasn’t the boss,” Maven whispered in horror.

“Patricia doesn’t know anything,” Piper muttered. She was struggling to convince herself, let alone Maven.

“I’ll stay in here a little longer. Maybe no one will notice,” Maven said. “I don’t want to get you in trouble, Piper.”

Piper shook her head as she walked to the corner of the small room and began struggling with the mop bucket. “I don’t think she saw you. I’m not worried about her.”

“You’re sure?” Maven ran her hand down Piper’s back, trying to be supportive. The need to protect and comfort Piper was swelling within her like an insatiable fire.

“I’ll just go get this mess cleaned up,” Piper didn’t turn to look at Maven as she filled the mop bucket.

Maven couldn’t help but think that Piper was upset, or scared, and it filled her with an unease that ate away at her nerves. This whole thing was all her fault - they would never have been in the storage closet if she hadn’t dragged them both here. If anything happened to Piper, it would be all her fault.

Piper wheeled the mop bucket to the door, her eyes fixated on the floor, avoiding any contact with Maven at all. “I’ll see you later, okay?”

Maven didn’t have time to answer as Piper pushed past the door with the mop and disappeared.

She fell back against the closet shelf, a long sigh falling past her lips. This wasn’t how she expected this moment to go. How had they gone from such an incredible high to such a crushing low within seconds?

Maven took a deep breath and brushed her fingers through her hair, making sure she was put together again. She couldn’t be the reason for Piper’s pain. She wouldn’t disappoint her like that.

As she left the storage closet and began wandering back towards the dining hall, the spark of an idea formed in her mind, followed by a fierce determination to make sure everything was okay.

Piper was her focus. Her one and only.


Chapter Nineteen

Piper stared at the mess on the floor outside of Room 214. Something orange and sticky, sour smelling. A mystery goo. Staring at it only made the weight of disappointment sink more steadily in her stomach. A lead weight that made her feel nauseous.

Her time with Maven was a dream, a fairy tale. But that was exactly the problem. It was only make-believe. Maven’s world would always be too far away, just out of reach. Impossible.

Piper didn’t belong in that world and never would. The spill congealing on the floor was her stark reminder of that truth.

The storage closet had been a slice of heaven, a level of ecstasy that Piper had never experienced before. But Patricia had reminded her of the real-world, her responsibilities, how fragile everything really was. She didn’t have the luxury of losing her job, of playing games in closets and risking everything for a singular moment of pleasure.

She was torn between two truths: the real world and the one she shared with Maven. She had been carried away into a fantasy by the other woman, and while her heart panged at the thought of leaving that behind, what choice did she really have? It would end, as things always did. She would be left alone, and with a mountain of trouble and debt and problems she would never be able to gain control of again if she didn’t bring her priorities back into line.

Her stomach rumbled and rippled, groaning loudly as she clutched it. But she knew the nausea wasn’t caused by the spill staring back up at her. It was from the threat of heartache that she knew would tear her apart if she said goodbye to Maven.

Trixie’s advice floated through her mind. Don’t be afraid of true love, darling.

Was this love that she felt? Was she just being afraid to get hurt?

Piper squeezed excess water from the mophead and plopped it straight down into the mystery mess on the floor. If only she could make her problems disappear as easily. Her head felt like it was threatening to explode with all the thoughts swirling through her mind. There were two separate paths dividing her, splitting her in half. Her head and her heart.

She had no idea which one she should choose.

“Piper?”

She jumped, Maven’s voice breaking through the fog of her distraction and plopping her right back down in the present with jarring finality.

“Oh, hey,” she muttered, the words feeling like sludge as they traveled from her brain to her mouth.

Maven crossed her arms in front of her chest and eyed the mess on the floor. For the first time since Piper had met her she seemed nervous, scared. Piper ran the mophead back and forth across the mess, trying not to focus on the woman in front of her. Trying not to let her heart break at the sight of Maven’s distress.

She couldn’t comfort her right now. Not when her brain was such a messed up pile of trying to understand what she was meant to do going forward. Whether she should focus on the life she had always known, or risk everything by following Maven into the unknown. She didn’t know how to clear the wreckage of her thoughts, and until she figured it out, she couldn’t let herself get caught up in the moment.

“Have you heard from Patricia?” Maven broke the silence.

“I haven’t seen her,” Piper answered, still fixated on the spill on the ground and the dirty mophead sliding back and forth across the tiles.

“Listen, Piper-” Maven started.

“It’s okay,” Piper interrupted. “Really. It’s not your fault.”

She took a step towards Maven, her voice lowered in a hushed whisper. “She might not even know we were both in there.”

Piper plopped the mop back into the bucket and took a few steps down the hall, brushing past Maven. Every second made her heart clench with searing pain, every moment she struggled to put a wall up between them made her want to cry out in horror. It didn’t feel right.

The only thing that felt real, the only thing that felt right, was Maven.

“I have an idea,” Maven called after her.

Piper stopped in her tracks, unable to keep up with the struggle of distancing herself from the other woman. “What do you mean?” She turned around, mop in hand, eyes curious as she glanced at her.

“An idea for the both of us,” Maven smiled. “We’ll give you all the credit. I’ll just take the photo opportunity for good measure,” she teased.

“What are you talking about?”

“A fashion show,” Maven stepped forward and grabbed Piper’s hand, an eagerness filling her eyes and spreading her full lips into a large grin. “With the residents, Piper. Do you think they’d like it?”

Piper chewed at her lip and thought for a second. “When?”

“Now,” Maven urged. “Why wait? I’ll get Darcy to bring down outfits. Anyone who wants to play dress up will be able to. And you can call it a practice run for your big debut,” Maven grinned. “And get into Patricia’s good graces, just in case.”

Piper smiled, unable to contain her joy in seeing Maven excited to do something fun for the residents. “I think that actually sounds really nice.”

“So let’s get set up in the banquet room!” Maven tugged at Piper’s hand. “They’re going to have so much fun, Piper. And I really think it’s going to cheer you up.”

***

It had only taken one hour for everything to happen. One hour to set up chairs for the residents to watch the show. One hour for Darcy to arrive with helpers dragging in rack after rack of dresses and suits. One hour for Piper to forget about her reservations and fears and be reminded of the reasons why Maven set her heart on fire.

One hour for everything to change.

“How are you feeling?” Maven rushed up to her, her cheeks flushed from her frantic job of getting the residents into their outfits and ready for the fashion show.

“Nervous,” Piper admitted with a shy smile. “I just want everyone to have fun.”

“Look around,” Maven said.

Piper glanced around them, Maven’s assistants all rushing in different directions, styling hair and adding makeup and fixing any outfits that needed a tug here or there. The residents were all laughing and smiling together, some admiring themselves in mirrors Darcy had brought.

“They’re having an amazing time,” Maven said. “There’s nothing left to be nervous about.”

She was right. Everyone was already having a wonderful time. Piper took a deep breath and nodded. “Thank you for doing this, Maven. It really was such a good idea.”

“Would you like to start the show?” Maven asked.

“What? No! I could never - I’d have no idea what to say.” Piper waved her hands furiously in front of her face. “This is your area of expertise. You do it.”

Maven laughed gently and squeezed Piper’s hands. “You can do this. You should do this.”

“What do I say?” Piper asked, nervous.

“Whatever feels right,” Maven said. “Just take a deep breath, and follow your heart. You’ll know exactly what to say.”

“Maven, we’re ready,” Darcy appeared at her side and motioned to the makeshift stage of just a red-carpet and a long curtain to separate the audience from the resident models.

“Piper’s going to take the lead,” Maven smiled, her eyes never leaving Piper’s face. “Go right ahead.” She leaned forward and whispered quietly, “I’ll be right here the whole time.”

Piper took a deep breath and nodded with newfound determination. “Okay. Let’s go.”

She followed Darcy to the curtain and waited as Darcy quietly but quickly spoke through her headset. The lights in the banquet room dimmed, the crowd silenced, and despite the rampant beating of her heart threatening to burst from her chest, Piper stepped past the curtain once she was motioned to go forward.

The residents all cooed and cheered with happy applause as Piper stepped forward on the makeshift runway. A warmth immediately flooded her, body and soul, as she remembered there was nothing to be afraid of at all. So many of the people she loved most in this world were right here in this room, and she was at the forefront of bringing them a night of joy like they hadn’t been able to experience in years.

“Good evening everyone,” Piper started, waving to the familiar faces in the rows of chairs before here. “I’m glad to see you could make it,” she teased.

“We wouldn’t be anywhere else, honey!” An elderly woman called back to her.

“Welcome to Silver Lakes’ very first fashion show! We are so happy to be able to do this with you all. And I don’t want to spoil the show, but let me tell you that everyone looks amazing. You all mean the world to me, and I hope this little night brings some magic into all of your lives.”

Everyone started clapping and Piper made a quick, small bow, uncertain if she had done everything she needed to do in the way she was supposed to do it, but feeling confident that she would remember this night for the rest of her life.

As she stepped back behind the curtain Maven grabbed her and pulled her in for a warm hug.

“How did it feel?” She asked.

“Hopefully good enough to keep your job,” Patricia’s voice broke the joy of the moment like an ax.

Piper’s heart leapt into her throat as she took two small steps away from Maven, immediately trying to distance herself to show her boss that there was nothing inappropriate going on.

Maven eyes narrowed, the hurt flashing through them only briefly, before she pushed her dark hair behind her ear and turned to Patricia.

“You could never fire someone like Piper,” Maven said. “She’s the star of your entire operation here at Silver Lakes. I’m so fortunate that you paired me with her for my time here.”

“Oh, I’m sure you are,” Patricia’s glare swapped from Piper to Maven without hesitation. “In case you didn’t know Ms. Vexx, I take great pride in my establishment.”

“Of course I’m aware,” Maven answered quickly. “Which is why I’d like to make a donation to Silver Lakes. I’ve grown quite fond of the residents in my time volunteering here. I’d like to help out in any way I can, if you understand.”

Patricia’s thin lips peeled back into her usual greedy grin. “A donation?”

“For the residents,” Maven nodded.

“For my silence,” Patricia hissed between her teeth.

“I’m sure my money is good for both,” Maven’s eyes narrowed. “Wouldn’t you agree?”

Patricia stilled herself and glanced between the two women in front of her. “I won’t let you make a mockery out of my business here, Ms. Vexx. This better be the last time I find either of you in an…unfortunate circumstance.”

Piper and Maven stood in silence together as Patricia sauntered away from them and out of the banquet hall. Everyone was bustling around them, Darcy helping to coordinate the residents as they slowly walked past the carpet and went down the fake runway to the laughter and cheer of the spectators.

In the bustle of everything, Piper knew one thing was certain. She wanted Maven next to her. To bring her happiness, to bring her comfort, to help her through all the challenges and to laugh with her through all of their victories.

What Trixie had told her was true, and it was time to get over her fears and uncertainties.

“Maven?” Piper asked.

Maven turned and looked at Piper with expressive eyes, “Piper I’m so sorry about Patricia, but you don’t need to worry. I’m going to-” she was hushed by Piper’s fingers pressing gently against her lips.

“Maven,” Piper repeated herself. “Would you like to come home with me?”


Chapter Twenty

Maven parked her car in front of Piper's house, and Piper turned to her from the passenger seat. “Are you sure you're ready? My grandmother is going to throw a million questions at you, I’m just sure of it.”

She laughed and shut the car off. “I’ve never been one to be afraid of interviews, didn’t you know?”

Piper’s shoulders lowered as she let out a soft sigh of relief. “I’m really happy you’re here.”

“I’m really happy you invited me,” Maven answered. She leaned across the center console and pulled Piper’s face to her own, locking their lips in a gentle kiss.

“Are you ready?” Piper asked.

They entered the cozy home together, and Edna was waiting in the living room, her eyes lighting up as she saw Piper with Maven.

"Piper, dear, you didn't tell me you were bringing a guest!" Edna exclaimed, her voice filled with warmth.

Piper chuckled. "It was a bit of a spontaneous decision, Grandma. This is Maven Vexx."

Edna shook her hand in the air, waving Piper off. “Now, now. Maven doesn’t need any introductions, does she?”

She shuffled across the living room and embraced Maven in a sudden hug. “It’s so nice to meet you. I’m Edna.”

Maven let herself be braced in the warmth of Edna’s hug. "It's a pleasure to finally meet you, Edna. Piper has spoken so highly of you."

Edna shook her hand and gestured for them to sit down. "Well, it's lovely to have you both here. Dinner will be ready soon. Make yourselves comfortable."

Piper was glancing nervously between their surroundings and Maven.

“What’s wrong?” Maven asked in a hushed voice.

“I just,” Piper stammered at first. “I hope you don’t think our home is silly and stupid. I know it’s so different from what you’re used to.”

Maven reached across the table and squeezed Piper’s hand. “There is nothing to be embarrassed about, Piper. You have something here that I haven’t had in a long, long time.”

“What do you mean?”

“A lot of love. A family,” Maven whispered, her lips tugging into a saddened frown. “Money doesn’t provide everything.”

“I hope you’re hungry,” Edna interrupted as she walked back into the room with a casserole dish in her hands. “Chicken rice casserole. It’s Piper’s favorite.”

Maven grinned. “I can’t wait to try it.”

As they finished their meal, Edna leaned over to Maven with a warm smile. "I must say, Maven, you've brought a wonderful guest tonight. It's been a pleasure meeting you."

Maven smiled. "Thank you, Edna. The pleasure is all mine. Piper is a really wonderful person, and I'm grateful to know her."

“Well if you’ll excuse me,” Edna leaned back in her chair. “I think this old woman is off to bed.”

“Goodnight, Grandma,” Piper said.

Maven dotted her mouth with a napkin. “Goodnight. Thank you again for the dinner. I can see why it’s Piper’s favorite.”

As Edna wandered off to her bedroom Maven looked at Piper with devious curiosity lighting her face.

“When do I get to see your room?” She asked.

“You promise you won’t judge me,” Piper feigned humility. “It’s basically the same room I’ve had ever since I was a little girl.”

Maven stood up. “That makes it even better. I’m dying to see it.”

Piper stood and quietly led Maven down the narrow hallway to her bedroom. Maven eyed the photographs lining the hallway walls. Pictures of Piper as a young girl with what she recognized as a much younger Edna, and presumably her husband.

Curiosity piqued, Maven wandered after Piper until they were standing in the room. It was a small rectangle with barely enough room to maneuver past the old bed frame, the vanity and the dresser, but it was filled with warmth and personality. Maven couldn't help but take in the details, from the soft colors of the walls to the framed artwork adorning them. On the vanity stand, she noticed a letter, and her curiosity got the better of her.

She picked up the letter and examined it briefly. It was addressed to Piper from her mother. Feeling guilty for intruding on something so personal, but also wanting to know more about Piper, Maven gently set the letter back down.

Maven turned to Piper, who was standing in stunned silence behind her, her eyes fixated on the letter she had just set back down. In that moment Maven understood she had opened a locked door to the secrets of Piper’s past. Her heart shattered to see Piper looking so frail in that instance.

"Piper," she began tentatively, "I hope it’s okay that I just saw that. I didn’t mean to be nosy. I didn’t realize…I didn’t realize what it was."

Piper hesitated for a moment, her gaze drifting to the floor. "It's okay," she finally replied softly. "My parents... They got into a car accident when I was little. Both of them passed away. That’s the last letter my mom wrote to me."

Maven's heart ached for Piper as she listened to her story. "I'm so sorry to hear that, Piper," she said sincerely. "That must have been incredibly difficult."

Piper nodded, her eyes glistening with unshed tears. "It was. But my grandmother was there to take care of me. I have her to thank for everything. She’s the reason I do everything that I do."

Maven reached out to gently squeeze Piper's hand in a gesture of support. "Your grandmother seems really incredible, Piper. I can only imagine if she helped raise someone like you."

Piper managed a small smile, appreciating Maven's kind words.

“What about your family? What were they like?”

Maven's expression shifted, becoming more solemn. "Well, my family... it's a bit complicated. I don't really have much of one either, not in the traditional sense."

Piper looked at her, curious and compassionate. "What happened?"

Maven hesitated for a moment before deciding to share. "My family had its fair share of issues—addiction, legal troubles, you name it. My parents, my siblings... it was a difficult environment to grow up in. I left home when I was seventeen, trying to escape all of that. I was vulnerable then, and went down a dark path for a few years, before I left it all behind and came to Eden."

Piper listened intently, her gaze filled with understanding. "I'm so sorry, Maven."

Maven offered a grateful smile. "Thank you, Piper. But you know, I've come to realize that family isn't just about blood. It's about the people who stand by you, support you, and love you unconditionally. And in that sense, I feel like I'm starting to find my family again."

Piper's eyes softened with warmth. “I’m glad you’re here.”

“There’s nowhere else I would rather be.”


Chapter Twenty One

Piper turned in bed, the sunlight of the morning shining down on her face through the window as her eyes sleepily peered open. Her hand instinctively reached out for Maven’s body and warmth, but there was nothing but an empty mattress next to her.

She sat with a start, confusion clouding her eyes as she wiped at her face. Had last night just been a dream?

There was a hand written note on the pillow where Maven’s head had been. Piper slowly lifted it to her face, nervous about what it said, fearful of where Maven had gone. She couldn’t handle a goodbye. Not now that she had gotten so close to the other woman and finally let the last of her walls crumble down.

Good morning.

I want to thank you for our wonderful evening. I want you to know how much you mean to me.

Call the number on this note when you’re ready to leave.

Xoxo, Maven

Piper turned the paper over but there was no more information. But she knew Maven well enough that the surprise would be elaborate and worth every second. Her heart started racing in her chest as her mind wandered through all the possible outcomes.

Ultimately, it didn’t matter what they were going to do or where they were going to do it. All that she wanted was to be with Maven. Near her, with her, inside of her. Thoughts of her were all-consuming, they infiltrated her mind like a fog, taking over everything. And still, Piper wanted more.

She had finally let go of the doubt and the fear, and Maven had become everything to her.

Piper reached for her phone on the nightstand and called the number from the note. There was only one ring.

“Hello?” Piper asked.

“Your ride is outside, madame.”

Piper scurried to her bedroom window and peaked past the blinds. A black SUV was parked on the curb, the windows tinted. Maven always did like secrecy, didn’t she?

“I’ll be down in a moment,” Piper said.

The phone clicked, ending the call.

She threw her hair into a messy ponytail and slipped into her sneakers, not even considering that she should wear something more appropriate for a secret rendezvous.

“Grandma, I’ll be back later!” Piper yelled down the hall as she made her way to the front door of their home.

Her heart was beating a million miles an hour, the thrill of having a secret car waiting for her and the mystery of where she was going to be taken was sending her into a frenzy. A frenzy she was excited for.

The driver of the SUV was already waiting at the back door when Piper came outside.

“Madame,” he said, opening the door for her with a curt bow of his head.

“Thank you,” Piper breathed as she climbed into the car.

The driver got into the front seat and started pulling the vehicle away from the curb. “Our ride will take a few hours.”

“Where are we going?” Piper glanced at her phone. A few hours?

“Ms. Vexx says you like her cabin, no?”

“The cabin?” Piper inhaled, her skin rising in excited goosebumps.

“Yes, ma’am.”

***

Piper was awoken by a cold rush of air hitting her face as the driver opened the door next to her.

“We’ve arrived,” his gruff voice broke through the fog of her sleep.

She took a deep breath and glanced out at the surroundings. The cabin was nestled in perfect, untouched snow and all she could see beyond was blue sky and the vibrant green of conifer trees standing tall and serene.

“Thank you so much,” Piper said to the driver as she got out of the car.

She shivered, wrapping her arms around her body to brace herself against the cold mountain air. She certainly hadn’t prepared herself for this.

The driver extended his hand towards the door and made another curt dip of his head before going back to the SUV.

The mysterious air still lingered. There were no traces of Maven anywhere. Just the silence of the mountains embracing her, the cabin beckoning her with its warmth and promise of what was to come. The cabin was a symbol of her relationship with Maven, secret but calming and comfortable.

She took a deep breath and went inside.

The fireplace in the living room was crackling, the red and orange glow illuminating the room as she walked in. And still, there were no signs of Maven.

Except for a large pink box on the dining room table, a red bow settled neatly on the top.

Piper smiled and walked to the package. A note was tucked neatly under the bow.

Put this on and meet me in the bedroom.

She took in a deep breath and opened the present slowly. Nestled neatly within the box was a white silk slip, and as Piper pulled it out it felt like the most expensive fabric she had ever touched.

What lay beneath the slip made Piper gasp. A necklace was tucked in the organza lining, a giant diamond shining up at her.

“Oh my god,” Piper breathed as she stared down at it.

She looked around the cabin, half expecting to see Maven peering at her from behind a corner but there was nothing but the empty room and the crackle of the fireplace.

Her feet were sliding out of her shoes before she realized what she was doing, her mind subconsciously carrying her towards the final surprise that lay in store. One more thing and she would be with Maven. She just needed to change.

The slip felt like a second skin whispering over her body, delicate and softer than anything she had ever felt before. Her hands were shaking as she reached down for the diamond necklace, terrified that she would somehow shatter it into a million tiny pieces.

She trembled as she fastened the clasp around her neck. The weight of the diamond lay against her chest like a constant reminder. A constant reminder of how expensive it was, but also a constant reminder of Maven, and everything she gave to her. Security, comfort, and affection. It still didn’t feel real that she would be here. That they would be together.

Piper took a deep breath and started walking down the hall to the closed bedroom door. Her heart was beating rampant against her chest, stirring against the weight of the diamond necklace.

When she opened the door the lights were dimmed save the flickering amber glow of candles placed along the walls. There was a four-poster bed in the middle of the room, and standing before it was Maven.

She was wearing a black sheer gown, red lace details cinching in at her waist, but beneath the nearly invisible fabric Piper could see the full curves of her body. Her dark hair fell in long cascades over one shoulder, and in her hands rested a flogger, the black and red strips of leather resting down against the side of her leg.

Maven’s dark lips curled into a hungry smile as her eyes traveled up and down Piper’s body.

“That necklace suits you,” Maven purred.

Piper’s hand instinctively reached up to the necklace, her fingers touching the smooth gemstone. “I’ve never seen anything like it.”

Maven strode forward, hips swaying against the sweeping motion of the flogger straps. She ran her fingers from the necklace down Piper’s torso, eying the other woman intently.

“You’re beautiful,” she said. “You deserve to wear nothing but the best.”

“Thank you,” Piper breathed. She wanted to reach out and grab the other woman, embrace her in an endless kiss, their bodies colliding and igniting. But she held herself back, waiting for her first instruction from her mistress.

“The slip is beautiful on you, but I want you in nothing but that necklace,” Maven breathed. “Now.”

“Yes, Mistress.” Piper quickly lifted the slip over her head and let the silk fabric fall to the floor at her feet.

Maven took a deep inhale as Piper stood before her, entirely exposed.

“Get into bed,” Maven said. “Stay on your hands and knees.”

Piper crossed the room and crawled onto the bed wordlessly. The hum of anticipation was starting to burn its way deep in her belly, making her crave the commands from her mistress, waiting to be touched.

Giving up all of her power to the other woman made her feel unexpectedly safe.

She could hear the soft footfalls of Maven crossing the room to the bed. Suddenly, the silky caress of the long tendrils from the flogger ran down the length of her back, sliding gently down between her legs and tickling against her inner thighs.

“Have you ever felt a flogger before?” Maven asked.

“No, Mistress,” Piper answered. She shifted her weight on her knees, waiting for more. Needing more.

“Pretend like each strand is an extension of my hand,” Maven said. “Feeling every piece of you at once.”

Suddenly, the soft leathery fabric struck against her ass, stinging the skin at first glance but immediately the heat was replaced by a burning cold. Her skin ached to be touched again, to be ignited once more.

“Did you like that?” Maven asked.

Before Piper could answer the flogger stung her once more. Piper leaned forward against the mattress, the air rushing out of her lungs with a shock that thrilled her entire body. The fire in her stomach was raging, burning for more.

“Answer me when I ask you a question,” Maven commanded, her voice thick with lustful power.

“Yes, Mistress,” Piper said. “I like it.”

The tendrils of the flogger slid up her back once more, and Piper inhaled sharply. Each caress sang against her skin, whispering soft comfort while the promise of their future sting sank at the back of her mind. The lingering threat of both pain and pleasure was all-consuming, driving her to the brink of madness as she braced herself for the crack of the leather.

It came suddenly, the flogger whips striking against the back of her thighs. And again, without waiting for Piper’s nerves to calm, the leather struck her. Again, harder. And harder. The slap of smooth fabric against her skin set her on fire. The straps slipped between her legs in cool licks as Maven moved the flogger from side to side.

Her ass was struck again and Piper caved, a moan of pleasure ripping through her body as she dug her face into the soft blanket beneath her. She had been taken to a pivotal high, her body set on fire by the cracking velvet lashes. She needed release.

Maven dropped the flogger to the floor. “Crawl forward,” she ordered.

Piper’s legs trembled as she moved forward along the bed, the sting of her skin still burning in hot waves from her ass cheeks to the backs of her legs. The air felt like a cold kiss where the flogger straps had struck her.

Maven’s hands firmly grasped her around the hips from behind, stabilizing her body.

“I want to taste you,” Maven’s voice whispered.

Maven’s breath trailed across her skin as the other woman leaned down behind her and without hesitation ran her tongue against her slit. A wave of pleasure snaked through Piper’s body, the gentle caress of Maven’s tongue a welcome sensation after the rapid stings of the flogger.

Piper’s legs spread, inviting Maven into her. She moaned as Maven’s tongue delved deeper, stroking in rhythmic licks up and down her center.

As she trailed her tongue to the swollen peak of her clit, Maven’s hand slid down from Piper’s ass to her entrance, snaking one finger inside of her while her tongue swept back and forth.

Piper’s body hitched, swaying back and forth with frantic desire, needing the pressure of Maven’s fingers inside her, the velvet licks of her tongue against her.

Maven only worked harder, her free hand gripping around Piper’s thigh and keeping her prone so she could work the other woman’s pleasure as she pleased. Her tongue flicked in a flurry of circles and her finger curled deep within Piper’s core, rubbing against that special zone until she could feel the pressure within her tighten every inch of her muscle and core.

Piper’s moans loudened into a crescendo as she reached her climax, the orgasm tearing through her in a convulsive wave and sending her forward into the mattress uncontrollably, her fingers clenching the blanket beneath her.

Maven released her hold on Piper’s body, arching back onto her knees as she stared down at her, hungry eyes devouring the sight of the other woman riding through the pleasured haze of her orgasm.

Piper rolled slowly to her back, her eyes clouded with bliss as she stared up at Maven.

Maven’s full, dark lips teased into a coy smile. “Are you ready for dessert?”


Chapter Twenty Two

Piper’s eyes widened as she stared up at Maven knelt in front of her. The haze of her climax was still gently humming through her body, but the new lingering promise of more was enticing.

“Dessert?” She asked.

“I’m famished,” Maven said. “I think it’s time for you to feed me, don’t you?”

“What would you have me do, Mistress?”

Maven’s gaze flashed from Piper’s face to the shelf of candles near the bed.

“I like a little bit of pain with my pleasure,” she said. “Do you think you can help me with that?”

“Wax? I don’t know if that’s such a good idea,” Piper answered nervously. “What if I hurt you?”

Maven made a small laugh and shook her head. “I promise you won’t hurt me. I’ll talk you through it.”

She leaned forward, her hands bracing herself on either side of Piper’s head. Slowly, she planted a sweet kiss on the other woman’s mouth, her lips gently pressing against Piper’s lips, savoring the moment.

“Don’t you want to make your mistress happy?” She whispered against Piper’s cheek.

She moved her head down Piper’s neck, trailing kisses along her collarbone until she reached the other woman’s breast. Her lips gently folded around Piper’s nipple, teasingly sucking.

Piper’s back arched beneath her, her hands wrapping into Maven’s hair.

“What would you have me do?” Piper asked.

“I want you to trail hot wax down my body,” Maven said. Her hands deftly moved to pull the sheer black nightgown over her head, tossing it over the side of the bed. “And I’m going to lie here while you do it.”

Piper shifted her body to the edge of the bed and eyed the burning candles.

“Blow one out,” Maven said. “But you’ll have to be quick after that. This won’t be any fun if the wax has time to cool down.”

Piper stood and moved to the candles, blowing one out as she’d been instructed to do. When she got back to the bed, candle in hand, Maven was lying on her back, her body bare and expectant.

“Where do I begin?” Piper asked.

Maven stared up at Piper from where her head rested on the pillows. “My stomach.” She ran her fingers across her navel, her eyes never leaving Piper’s face. “Right here.”

Piper swallowed and stared down at Maven’s form, a nervous twitch shaking at the corners of her lips.

“Go slowly. Just a little drop at a time,” Maven said reassuringly. “You won’t hurt me, Piper. I trust you.”

Piper leaned forward and very carefully tilted the candle in her hand so that one droplet fell down onto Maven’s skin, just above her belly button.

Maven’s body recoiled back against the mattress, a small fast escaping her lips. But the sudden smile that washed across her face was one of fevered passion, a hunger that Piper recognized all too well. Maven wanted this. Enjoyed this. Her pleasure and pain dancing together to form a perfect union. And Piper was eager to feed her more of what she wanted. She wanted to watch her mistress unravel before her.

“Use your instincts,” Maven breathed. Her hands trailed along her body, up her stomach to her full breasts. She ran her nails across her hardened nipples. “Let me feel it. All of it.”

Piper moved with more certainty, letting red wax fall gently over the melted lip of the candle and down onto Maven’s stomach. She trailed the wax up and up her torso, mimicking the pattern the other woman had made with her hand.

Maven sucked air in through her teeth, her hands clenching against the fabric of the blanket beneath her. Her eyes closed tightly and her back arched in answer to the sting of the hot wax hitting her skin.

The heat was instant, a trail of fire weaving from her belly button up to the top of her stomach. But it felt so good, the burn of the heat as the wax landed that was almost immediately replaced by a cool hum against her skin. The buzz of the warmth traveled through her core, reaching down inside her until she was left hungry and aching for more.

She reached down between her legs, her fingers slipping between her lower lips with a fast stroke. Slowly, she ran her forefinger across her bud, her breathing hiking into a determined crescendo.

“Don’t stop, Piper. I need you to keep going until I tell you to stop. Do you understand?”

“I understand, Mistress,” Piper answered.

“Keep me burning,” Maven whispered in a breathless moan.

Her thighs shifted, parting across the mattress to allow more access as her fingers continued stroking herself in slow, tantalizing circles. She would hold out, make herself wait, for Piper to tease her more. She wanted to be led into her pleasure, driven to the point of climax by her obedient pet. She wouldn’t rush things. These were still her rules.

Maven ran her free hand across her breast, motioning to the empty canvas of her body to Piper.

Piper understood the silent directions and slowly poured more candle wax across Maven’s breast, circling around and around until the wax dripped onto her nipple. Maven’s body tensed and she made a small hiss as the wax stung her skin, the wax cooling and stiffening against her hardened nipple.

“Yes,” Maven moaned into the air, her back arching against the bed, her hips bucking forward as her hand began to move with more pressure and intensity between her thighs.

Waves of pleasure rippled through her body as she delved her fingers inside of herself, thumbing at her swollen clit and rubbing with deep pressure against her hot core.

“I want your mouth on my lips,” Maven ordered with breathless intensity.

Piper set the candle down next to the bed and leaned over her mistress before Maven lifted a hand to stop her.

“No,” Maven said. “Put your tongue inside of me. Taste your dessert. I’m ready for you.”

“Yes, Mistress,” Piper breathed. She slid down the mattress until her head was hovering between the other woman’s legs.

Maven slid her fingers into the other woman’s hair, gently pulling her head closer to her, craving the release of her tension. Piper’s tongue slid between her lips, rolling up and down in swift strokes, following the rhythm of Maven’s hips as her ass shifted back and forth against the bed, her desires taking control of her muscles.

A bolt of heat tore through Maven’s body, igniting her at the core. “Harder. Make me come,” she moaned, her fingers wrapping tightly into Piper’s hair.

Piper followed the command with hunger. Her tongue darted inside of Maven’s body, tasting her from the inside, the heat sweltering against her mouth as she explored her body. She could feel Maven’s body tensing beneath her, the muscles tightening to each stroke of her flickering tongue. She knew the pleasure was threatening to release. That Maven was right on the edge of coming undone.

Piper slipped her tongue up to the other woman’s tender rosebud, darting across that velvet skin with rapid licks. She lapped back and forth and from side to side, changing her frequency with each rumbling moan that whispered past Maven’s teeth. But as the other woman’s breathing intensified she adjusted her pressure, her lips sucking at her swollen clit, her tongue ravaging in rampant circles.

Suddenly, Maven’s thighs tightened against the sides of her head, an earth-shattering moan escaping her body as her back arched in release. The pleasure exploded, sliding through her body in waves that crashed from her head to toe, lifting her into the clouds of a euphoric high. Her entire body quivered and then fell back into the mattress. Breathless. Weightless.

Maven exhaled deeply, her muscles settling as the orgasm slipped away from her, leaving her dizzy in its wake.

“You do something otherworldly to me,” Maven said. She sat up, drawing Piper’s face up to hers in one swooping motion.

Piper leaned forward to meet Maven’s kiss, their lips gentle and still in their touch, the electricity of their longing buzzing between them.

“Would you like this to be your life, Piper?” Maven asked.

“My life? I mean, I can’t just ignore everything back home. As much as I would like to.”

“And if you could?” Maven asked. “If you could surrender just a little bit of the life you’ve always known, and be with me, would you?”

Piper stared into Maven’s eyes, reminded of the constant battle between two worlds. Her head versus her heart. The lingering silence brought a frown to Maven’s face.

She slid a stray hand of Piper’s hair behind her ear. “Nothing has to change, if you don’t want it to. I just want to offer you the world, Piper.”

Piper nodded, resting her forehead against the other woman’s chin with a small, defeated sigh. “I wish it were that easy. I wish I could walk away from everything. But I can’t just leave everyone behind. They need me.”

Maven wrapped her arms around Piper’s shoulders, pulling her into a comfortable embrace. “I’m sorry, let’s not think about that anymore. I didn’t mean to upset you.”

She placed a small kiss on the top of Piper’s head and closed her eyes, trying to keep the newly blossoming sadness at bay. But the coldness was creeping through the pit of her stomach, threatening to consume all the hope that had been growing within her.

What if her life wasn’t what Piper wanted? What if they could never actually merge their worlds together?

But she knew she would keep trying. It had been too many years since Maven had last had a reason to fight for something. To fight for love. And now that it was just within arm’s reach, she had no intentions of letting it go.


Chapter Twenty Three

The ride home seemed to stretch for endless hours. Piper sat quietly in the backseat of the luxury SUV, her mind racing over the events of the previous night. The car ride was lonely. Maven had arranged for separate trips back to the city because she had work for the fashion show she needed to get to.

So all Piper could do was sit alone with her thoughts, torturing herself over the what-ifs and maybes. She had been right on the edge of changing her life forever. Changing her life for the better. And still, she had hesitated. But why? A life with Maven would be everything she had ever dreamed of. A life of comfort. A life of love. No more being scared for her future, or the futures of the people around her.

The SUV pulled to a stop outside of her house. The air felt cold and unwelcoming as Piper stepped out, causing goosebumps to travel up her arms. As she made her way to the front door a voice called from behind her.

"Well, well, look who it is," Kirsten greeted Piper with a smirk, her eyes glinting with the promise of an imminent confrontation. "I hope you don't mind sparing a moment for a quick chat."

Piper's jaw clenched instinctively, her unease palpable. "Are you stalking me?" she asked, trying to maintain a composed facade despite the tension simmering beneath her skin.

“I just happened to be in the neighborhood,” Kirsten answered, one hand on her hip, the other holding a small black recorder.

Piper eyed the red light on the box and bit her lip to keep herself from shouting. “What do you want?”

Kirsten stepped closer, her gaze intense and probing. "Just a little update on your relationship with Ms. Vexx," she replied, her tone loaded with insinuation. "How's it going, dear Piper? Still enchanting, I presume? No problems with you two?"

Piper felt her guard rising, her defenses flaring. What were the secrets of Maven’s past that kept this reporter coming back time and time again? She didn’t have any information to share. Nothing she even wanted to say. She just wanted this nightmare to end. And unfortunately, Maven wasn’t here this time to protect her.

"We're managing just fine," she responded, her voice laced with caution. "Is there something specific you're looking for?"

Kirsten's grin widened, revealing a glint of triumph. “You’re the one who should be looking for answers. I have a handful of stories about your darling Maven’s past. Stories that would just make your skin crawl. Horrors that she’s done quite a great job of keeping hidden.”

Piper's heart lurched at Kirsten's insidious insinuations, and she found herself bristling in defense of Maven.

"I don't believe a word of what you're saying," she retorted, her voice edged with defiance. "Do you think you can scare me into giving you gossip? I have no interest in playing these games with you. You’re grasping at straws for a gimmick headline and a paycheck. Please leave.”

Kirsten chuckled, a sound that sent shivers down Piper's spine. “Oh, love can be so blinding, can’t it?” She tapped her fingers on her hip. “Are you sure you don’t want to hear about the truth? What makes you think you can trust her over me? You know her about as much as you know me.”

Piper's emotions churned, torn between her loyalty to Maven and the disconcerting doubts that Kirsten was planting in her mind. She clenched her fists, fighting to maintain her composure. "I don't know what your game is, Kirsten, but I won't let you manipulate my feelings or my judgment. If you have something to say, say it clearly."

Kirsten took a step closer, her eyes locking onto Piper's with a relentless intensity. "Very well, Piper. Let me share a little tidbit. Did you know that Maven has a history of taking advantage of vulnerable people? I’ve been in touch with one such person for quite a while now. Her past is dark, Piper. I have no doubts she’s coming after you next."

Piper's heart sank as Kirsten's words landed like a heavy blow. Her mind raced to everything she knew about Maven, to all of their experiences together. Had there been anything that she should be wary of? She couldn’t think of anything beyond that initial video of Maven punching Kirsten. A moment that felt like it had happened years ago. A moment that felt like a different woman entirely. That wasn’t the Maven she knew. The Maven she was falling for.

And yet, maybe that was part of the problem. Maybe she didn’t really know the real Maven at all.

"Even if there were mistakes or regrets in her past," Piper countered, her voice shaking, "We all have those. She wouldn’t do anything to hurt me. You’re wasting my time. And yours.”

Kirsten nodded, her tone still dripping with insinuation. "I can appreciate you thinking the best of her, Piper. You’re a good person. But I think that’s exactly why you should be scared. You’d be so easy to take advantage of, don’t you think?”

Kirsten stepped forward, her voice lowering. “Have you ever talked about her past? Or is it something that she’s kept guarded from you. Doesn’t it make you wonder?”

Piper stepped closer to her door, ready to vanish into her home and forget this exchange had ever happened.

But Kirsten pressed, “What is she hiding, and why is she hiding it?"

Piper's brow furrowed as she grappled with the unsettling questions Kirsten had raised. Her relationship with Maven had become a source of happiness and hope, and the last thing she wanted was for it to crumble under the weight of suspicion and doubt.

"I don't have all the answers," Piper admitted, her voice softer now. "But I'm not about to let you scare me into believing you over her. If Maven has her secrets, there must be a reason. I'm going to trust her."

Kirsten's probing gaze didn't waver, but there was a glint of frustration in her eyes. "You're determined, Piper. I'll give you that. Just remember that not everything is as it seems. You would do well to protect yourself. Before it’s too late.”

She tucked the black recorder into her pocket and pulled out a small business card. “If you’re ever wanting to uncover a little more of the truth, I think you should give me a call.”

Piper stared between the card and Kirsten’s face, her cheeks flushing as she realized what she was considering. Even grabbing the card meant that she had lingering doubts. But without realizing what she was doing, Piper reached out and grabbed the card from the other woman.

“Don’t expect a call,” Piper said through clenched teeth.

Kirsten smirked and gave a small roll of her shoulders. “Just know that I’m around, if you need me.”

Piper stiffened, every muscle in her body tensing at the insinuation. It was too late to tell Kirsten that she wouldn’t be needed in the future, or ever. She had taken the card. That had been the only evidence needed that the seed of doubt had been planted firmly in her mind. That Kirsten was in fact wearing her down, and making her question the truth of Maven’s past.

“Are we done here?” Piper asked.

“For now,” Kirsten answered with a sly grin as she started walking down the sidewalk. “Until next time.”

Piper watched as Kirsten disappeared into the distance. The business card felt like it was burning into the palm of her hand, etching a hollow space of doubt and distrust.

“What have I done?” Piper whispered to herself, frozen in place outside her front door.

The weight of all of her realizations was crashing down on her, chilling her to the core and eating away at the thoughts racing through her mind. Kirsten had finally won. And she wasn’t sure if she was going to be able to look at Maven the same way again.

It was finally time for her to get the truth. To the bottom of everything. She wanted to believe that Maven was a good person, the person she had spent the last few months with. The woman she had opened up her heart to.

But one thing was certain: there were secrets that Maven was hiding. The image of Maven punching Kirsten in that interview so long ago kept flashing through her mind. These were secrets that were perhaps dark enough they were worth destroying her entire career to keep hidden.

Piper couldn’t run from it any longer. Maven had a secret.

And she needed answers.


Chapter Twenty Four

Maven was in her studio, working diligently over the designs for her next show. The space was humming with creative energy, the gentle lull of classic music drifting through the room from an old record player, several lamps glowing in various corners and hanging from the ceiling.

Sketches were plastered everywhere - strewn across the tables and taped to the walls, all concepts that were in various states of completion. Fabric samples were pinned to model bodices, bolts of fabric stacked across racks and tossed out across the workspaces. Every inch of the room was in a state of design.

She was fully engrossed in her work, hunched over her sketchbook, her eyes focused on the intricate details of her latest design. Her black hair cascaded around her shoulders in loose waves, and she wore a tailored black blazer over a vibrant red blouse. Even at work she was entirely composed, put together from head to toe.

The room was heavy with anticipation, the thought of her next pursuit, and she felt entirely alive. There was no place more natural to her than her work-room, where she had full freedom and control over every inch of time and space.

The doorbell's persistent ring shattered her concentration, and she frowned, puzzled about who could be visiting at this late hour. She hadn't expected any guests, and her finely tuned routine had been disrupted. It was late evening, and her studio usually became a sanctuary during these hours, a place where she could focus entirely on her work.

Hurrying to the front door, she swung it open, ready to tell whoever was bothering her that now as not the time. To come back another day, another hour. With an appointment, of course. How she hated surprises.

However, her visitor caught her completely off guard. Her heart skipped into her throat and the words that had been on the tip of her tongue suddenly froze in place.

Piper stood at the threshold, her face contorted with anger. The typical shyness of Piper’s quiet demeanor was nowhere to be found, replaced instead by an energy that burned the space between them. There was no warmth in those eyes that Maven had grown so fond of staring into. There was only frustration and pain.

“Piper?” Maven asked, uncertainty welling within her stomach with vice-like fingertips, clutching at her nerves. “What’s wrong?”

Piper’s face shifted, contorting with a pain that Maven had never seen on her before, but instead of speaking she brushed past her and entered the studio. "We need to talk."

Maven couldn't contain the anxiety that gnawed at her, her composure rapidly crumbling as she watched Piper's agitated movements. Her heart was sinking as the uncertainty ate away at her. Nothing about this moment was making any sense. Just hours ago they had been wrapped in each other’s arms, sleeping into the golden hours of morning.

"What's going on?" Maven closed the door and took a deep breath, her eyes closing, willing this moment to come to an end. Nothing felt real. This had to be a nightmare.

She turned to Piper, wanting to reach out, comfort her, get to the bottom of whatever the hell was going on. But she was frozen in place, scared that if she pushed too hard that Piper might break. That their perfect world they had constructed would crumble with a single touch.

Piper turned to face Maven, her expression a hardened, twisted blend of frustration, confusion, and hurt. Her unkempt hair framed her face, and her eyes, usually so full of warmth, now burned with indignation.

"Everything, Maven. Everything is wrong," Piper replied, her voice trembling with emotion. The floodgates of her anger had been opened. There was no turning back.

Piper's voice quivered as she continued, her eyes locked onto Maven's. "I want the truth, Maven."

Maven's heart dropped as she realized there was no more room for evasion. The time had come to reveal her past, to disclose the secrets that had lingered in the shadows. She was no longer in control of the narrative, and it was clear that Piper's patience had worn thin.

Maven took a deep breath, her eyes locking onto Piper's with a mix of fear and determination. Everything could break apart with one wrong word. A single misunderstanding in this moment could shatter everything they had built together.

But she owed Piper the honesty she had been seeking.

"What do you want to know?" Maven asked, her voice a soft, vulnerable whisper, as she braced herself for the storm that was about to come.

“I want to know everything, Maven,” Piper’s voice hissed out in cold determination. “I want to know what you’re hiding. I want to know the truth. Why that reporter keeps showing up at my house. Telling me that you're hiding things. Telling me that you’re going to hurt me.”

Piper threw her hands up in the air. “I just want to know the truth.”

"Listen, Piper,” Maven breathed, bracing herself. “Kirsten is a liar. She’s just trying to get under your skin.” Her eyes pleaded with Piper to see the truth beneath the deceptions.

Piper's gaze bore into Maven's, searching for the truth in her words. The tension in the room was palpable as Maven's darkest secrets teetered on the edge of revelation.

“But there is something, isn’t there?” Piper asked. “I don’t think her accusations are baseless. Why would she fight so hard for something that’s complete make-believe?” She bit at her lip, staring expectantly into Maven’s face, her eyes searching for answers. “Please, Maven. Tell me what’s going on. Talk to me.”

Maven stepped forward and reached her hand out to Piper, but the other woman pulled away sharply.

“There are secrets,” Maven sighed. “But they’re all part of the past. A version of myself that doesn’t exist anymore. I closed that door a long time ago, and promised myself that it would never be opened again.”

Piper shook her head. “That’s not good enough, Maven.”

“What would you have me do?” Maven threw her hands up, the pain and frustration of the moment reaching its breaking point. “I promise whatever stories she’s filled your head with are far from the truth. Nothing that existed back then can hurt you now.”

“And if it does?” Piper pressed further. “What if it ruins everything for me? Don’t you think I deserve to know what’s going on?”

Maven sighed. "Piper, I've made mistakes in the past," she continued, her voice filled with remorse, "but I've changed. I promise you, I'm not the person she's making me out to be. Please, just give me a chance, a chance to show you the truth."

Piper's brow furrowed, and her heart wrestled with the conflicting narratives. She wanted to believe in Maven, to trust the connection they had formed, but doubt had been sown, and it was taking root.

"I want to believe you, Maven," Piper finally admitted, her voice trembling, "but I need the truth. I can't build something real on lies, no matter how much I care about you."

Maven felt her heart break at the realization that her past could destroy her future. Their future.

As the silence stretched between them, Piper's eyes welled up with tears.

"Why can't you just tell me the truth, Maven?" Piper's voice quivered, the pain of uncertainty and betrayal etched across her face. "Why all the secrets? Why can’t you just talk to me? This would all be over if you could just tell me the truth. What? Do you think you’re going to scare me away or something?"

Maven could feel the fragile threads of their connection slipping through her fingers. She was desperate to protect what they had, but she couldn't keep hiding her past, her true self, any longer. Everything she had tried so hard to bury deep behind her had no place in her life now, and yet she had no idea how to make Piper understand that.

And she wasn’t ready to bare herself completely. She didn’t want to re-open old scars, the pain of a life before Eden. Before Piper.

"Piper, you have to trust me," Maven implored, her voice breaking as she reached out to hold Piper's hand once more, her own eyes filling with stinging tears. "I can't tell you everything right now, but I promise you, there are reasons. Good reasons. Please, just give me some time."

Piper wiped away a tear that had fallen down her cheek, her heart heavy with disappointment and confusion. She had put all of her faith and hope into a love with a woman who couldn’t show her everything.

Maven could see the turmoil in Piper's eyes, the struggle within her, and she was filled with regret. She watched as Piper paced back and forth, shooting glances between her feet and Maven as if she couldn’t quite make up her mind on what to believe.

“Piper,” Maven started, but her voice faltered at the look of anger that swept across the other woman’s face. She had to stop prodding. She needed to just believe that Piper would wait. That Piper would trust her, and give her the time she needed.

"I can't keep going like this, Maven," Piper admitted, her voice a whisper, but her decision was loud and final. "If you can't be honest with me, then I can't do this anymore."

Maven felt the air rush out of her lungs, her entire body shaking with the wave of an icy chill. This couldn’t be happening. Not like this.

Piper shook her head, tears rolling down her cheeks in an endless stream. All Maven wanted to do was wipe them away, but Piper felt lightyears away in that moment. Entirely unreachable.

“I’m sorry,” Piper breathed. “I just can’t.”

With hurried steps Piper brushed past Maven and out the door.

The metal clang of the door latching sent a new chill down Maven’s spine. The entryway of her home seemed stretched too thin, like the walls were closing in on her. The air slipped out of her lungs as quickly as the hope for her future did, and Maven collapsed to her knees, her arms shaking as she tried to hold herself up.

A million thoughts were racing through her mind. She wanted to chase after Piper, to tell her everything all at once, to explain the truth and help Piper realize that there was nothing to be afraid of. And yet the walls were still in place, that carefully guarded fortress in which she had locked the secrets of her past within.

Her entire world had just shattered into a million tiny fragments and all she wanted to do was pick up the pieces. But there was only one way to repair what had just broken.

Was she willing to confront her past in order to protect her future?


Chapter Twenty Five

It had been a few days since Piper had last seen Maven. Since she had ended things. Nothing about life had felt the same since she had uttered those fateful words.

”I can’t do this anymore.”

The moment haunted her, both in her sleep and each second she was awake.

Regret ate away at her nerves, her resolve, constantly forcing her to replay the entire day over and over again in her head. From the moment Kirsten had shown up outside of her home, to the moment she left Maven behind in the entryway. She had played out the scenario so many times, wondering about the million different what-ifs and could-have-beens.

What if Maven had told her everything?

What if she had never given Kirsten the chance to speak to her?

What if she hadn’t let the doubt consume her to the point of breaking the entire relationship apart?

But the what-ifs didn’t matter. Nothing changed, no matter how many times she replayed the different scenarios through her mind. At the end of the day she had still said the basic truth out loud. And no matter how much she wished things were different, her final sentiment was still true.

If Maven couldn’t tell her the truth, then she couldn’t do it anymore.

Piper stared at herself in the mirror of her vanity, feeling unable to move. She had been glued to the same chair for more than an hour, staring at her reflection, willing for something to change. But everything remained the same. She was still alone. The pain still lingered.

A knock at her bedroom door shattered her concentration. “Piper?”

Her grandmother slowly opened the door and peeked into the room.

“Yes?” Piper asked, her throat feeling scratchy from disuse and crying.

Edna came into the room and sat on the bed, her wrinkled hands rubbing at her knees. “Would you like some dinner, dear?”

“Sure, grandma, whatever you would like is fine with me,” Piper answered without any interest.

“Are you going to talk to me about what’s going on?”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, honey, you’ve been cooped up in here for a few nights now.” Edna’s eyes cast a worried look across her granddaughter. “I don’t want to pry, but I know well enough to know that something is wrong.”

A small sob burst from Piper’s chest, and she dropped her head into hands. She couldn’t talk about it. She couldn’t even think about it without crying. “I ruined it all,” Piper cried.

Edna reached over and grabbed Piper’s shoulder. “Talk to me, Piper. Tell me what’s going on.”

“I told her I couldn’t do it anymore,” Piper finally admitted. “And I just left her there. I didn’t even give her a chance to explain.”

“Explain what?”

“Whatever her secret is,” Piper waved her arms in the air helplessly. “This big mysterious thing that she won’t tell anyone about. I demanded to know about it, and she couldn’t give me an answer then and there.”

She shifted around in her stool to face her grandmother. “I pushed her too hard. And now it’s all over,” she cried.

Edna shifted her weight and studied her hands, giving Piper the time she needed to cry and catch her breath. There was no use talking her up into a frenzy. Timing was everything, a careful hand would be the only thing that could guide her through this.

“I feel so foolish, Grandma,” Piper said between crying breaths. “I let that stupid reporter get into my head and no matter what I do I can’t just forget about what she’s said to me. All I want to do is forget about this stupid mess, but I know I’ll be haunted by whatever this secret of Maven’s is. I can’t just pretend it doesn’t exist.”

Edna nodded. “You can’t build a relationship on the backbone of a secret. But what makes you so sure it’s this serious?”

“I don’t,” Piper grasped at the air, wishing she could pluck the answers to her problems out of thin air. “But what else can I do? If Maven doesn’t want to explain things to me, what other choice do I really have?”

“And you’re certain she doesn’t want to explain things to you?” Edna pried cautiously.

Piper exhaled defeat. “No. I’m not certain.”

“But you ended things?”

“She wouldn’t give me an answer then and there. She just kept saying she needed more time. But how much more time am I supposed to give her? It’s hard not to feel like this is a deep, terrible secret if she can’t just let me in, you know? And what if she drags me into something I don’t want to be a part of?”

Edna took a deep breath and reached forward to place her hand on Piper’s knee, squeezing gently. “I know it feels like it’s all falling apart right now, darling. But you need to give yourselves both the time you need to deal with this. She may need time to explain things, but you need time to sort through your own thoughts about this. You’re all over the place. How is she supposed to trust that whatever she tells you won’t just immediately scare you off?”

Piper blinked through her tears, fixating her gaze on Edna’s, searching for answers and comfort. Her breathing slowed, the sobs no longer shaking through her. “I can’t think about anything else, though. My mind keeps playing it all back over and over again, pointing out all the places I went wrong. All the mistakes I made.”

Edna nodded. “Well, that’s a big deal, don’t you think?”

“What do you mean?”

“If your brain is telling you that you’ve made a mistake here and a mistake there,” Edna spoke slowly, “Then perhaps even your brain knows what you really want. That figuring things out with Maven, as scary as things may seem, is still where you want to end up. And isn’t this what you’ve wanted all along? For your brain to match up with what your heart wants?”

Piper wiped the tear streaks from her cheeks. “Maybe you’re right. But I don’t know how to fix any of this.”

Edna shook her head. “You don’t need to fix anything right now, darling. Not everything needs to be immediate. Both of you girls just need some more time to get your thoughts straight.”

“What do I do then, Grandma? Do I go to her first?” Piper leaned forward, imploring for answers as she searched her grandmother’s face.

“I think you take a few days,” Edna answered. “Don’t you have that fashion show coming up soon?”

Piper’s eyes widened. She’d forgotten all about the fashion show. The initial reason she had ever started spending time with Maven outside of the retirement home. But would Maven still want her there after all this?

“You think I should still go to that?” Piper asked.

Edna nodded. “You don’t walk away from your commitments, Piper. You know that. And you’ve got more than one commitment to go back to, don’t you think?”

A small smile lifted Piper’s lips. “Yes, I’d say so.”

“Then that’s what you do, darling. Take these next few days to gather your thoughts. And then you go to that show, and you lay it all out on the line for her. You don’t leave out a single thing. And you wait for her to do the same. You need honesty, but you also need patience.”

Piper nodded, absorbing her grandmother’s advice. And as always, it was exactly what she needed. “I didn’t have any patience the last time I saw her,” she revealed in a quiet voice, finally understanding the root of where she had gone wrong.

“There’s a reason we old people like to say patience is a virtue,” Edna chuckled. “Everything will work out exactly as it is meant to, darling.”

“Thank you, Grandma,” Piper leaned forward and gave Edna a hug. “I don’t know what I would do without you.”

Edna reached up and squeezed her granddaughter’s hand with a smile. “You know I’m always here for you. Whenever you need me.”

Slowly, she stood up from the bedside. “Now, I’m going to go make us some dinner. You come out soon, okay?”

“I promise,” Piper said.

She watched as her grandmother shifted slowly out of her bedroom door and closed it behind her. The weight of everything seemed suddenly lifted from her shoulders. There was finally air rushing into her lungs. She could breathe again.

All it had taken was advice from her grandma. She should have known. Edna made everything better, safer, more perfect. And she knew Piper better than anyone. Of course she knew exactly what to do to fix her broken heart.

And what Edna’s advice was slowly forming itself into a plan in her head. She would go to the fashion show and meet with Maven once more. She would still ask for her answers, explanations for the secrets that were threatening to tear them apart. But the difference would be patience. Patience to give the other woman time to explain herself. Patience to let her share a guarded piece of her heart with her.

Piper still needed answers, but she wasn’t ready to let Maven go.


Chapter Twenty Six

Maven stood on Piper's doorstep, her heart thudding like an erratic drumbeat, each beat echoing the intensity of her emotions. She had come with hope, though that glow was quickly fading as the desperation of the situation, the reality of everything, stared down at her.

She needed to talk to Piper. There were explanations to be made, secrets to unravel, and a past that she had locked away so privately needed to become exposed. She was willing to do it all for Piper, if it meant that she could win her back. If it meant she could keep her heart.

But when Edna opened the door, her eyes held a mixture of surprise and concern, and Maven's hope faltered.

"Hello, Edna," Maven greeted, her voice tinged with uncertainty as she stood on the threshold.

Edna scrutinized Maven for a moment, her gaze sharp and discerning. Though she knew Piper would never choose a woman to love that wouldn’t be perfect for her, she couldn’t help the doubt from creeping in. Protective instinct over the woman she had raised from a young girl.

“Maven,” she said, her voice more cold than she had meant. But until she knew the reason for this sudden arrival, she couldn’t but help but feel guarded. A mother bear protecting her den.

Maven felt small beneath Edna’s calculating gaze, all the power typically emboldening her was vanished. She had come to the house knowing that her walls needed to be put down, in order to share her truths with Piper. But now that she was standing in front of someone else, Maven felt the chill of vulnerability. A new sensation that she wasn’t quite sure she was ready for.

"Why don’t you come in?" Edna said, finally making room for Maven to enter. "Would you like some tea?"

Maven nodded gratefully, her heart a tempest of emotions. She followed Edna into the cozy living room. The same space that Piper had once been so nervous to share with her. But even without Piper with them, Maven understood the connection of family this house held nurtured within its walls. Rich or poor didn’t matter here. What thrived was love.

As they settled into plush chairs, Edna brewed tea, and the fragrant aroma filled the room, offering solace amidst the palpable unease. Maven cleared her throat, the silence pressing on her chest like a heavy weight.

"Thank you for inviting me in, Edna," Maven began. "I came here to see Piper, to talk to her. I have some explaining that I need to do. I’m sure she’s told you something about that?"

“I do believe I know a little bit,” Edna said softly. She didn’t want to share too much, to give away Piper’s intentions without her granddaughter being there to speak for herself. “But I’ll let all of that stay between you two.”

“I understand,” Maven nodded, her hands folding around themselves, wringing uncomfortably as she felt herself testing the waters. Maybe this had been a mistake. Maybe Piper didn’t want her here, after all, and there would be no room for her to apologize.

Edna could sense Maven’s uncertainty. “I’m afraid Piper isn’t home at the moment, dear. She’s at work.”

“Oh, of course,” Maven sighed. “I should have known.”

The silence between them stretched. Maven’s skin felt raw and exposed and she wanted to run, to hide back to the comfort of the world she had crafted for herself. The space where she was in charge of everything. Where she controlled every outcome.

“I hope she’s doing okay,” Maven finally breathed, hoping for even the slightest bit of insight into what had been happening since the evening Piper had left her home.

Edna shuffled around the kitchen, preparing the tea. “She’s a strong young woman, my granddaughter. She’s been through a lot. She’s suffered quite a bit more than any young person should have to.”

Maven nodded in understanding. "I know, and I don't want to add to her burdens. I deeply care for her, Edna. I never meant to hurt her."

Edna handed Maven a cup of tea and took a sip from her own. "Piper's wounds run deep," she said gently. "She's hurting right now, and what’s going on with her won’t be quite so easy to mend."

Maven's shoulders slumped slightly, weighed down by her own remorse. "I understand," she admitted. “I know that I’m the cause of it all, but I want to fix it. If I could just explain things to her I think I could make this all go away. I don’t know what that damn reporter said to her, but I’m positive that things were taken out of context. That woman wants me to be a monster. But that couldn’t be farther from the truth.”

Edna offered a reassuring smile. "I have no idea what’s been told to my granddaughter," she said. "But I know her. Piper will find her way back to trust in her own time. Just be patient with her. Know that she’s hurting.”

“We both are,” Maven said. “I just want to fix that.”

Maven took a sip of her tea, a glimmer of hope rekindling in her heart. She understood that rebuilding what had been shattered would be a long and challenging journey, but Edna's presence and wisdom were beacons in the darkness, reminding her that she was not alone in her journey.

It was no wonder Piper was exactly the woman she had fallen for, if she had been raised by the guidance of a woman like Edna.

"Piper has been on her own for years," Edna said. “Losing her parents took away a part of her that she could never get back. She’s been guarded her whole life. Until she met you.”

Maven's eyes brimmed with tears, and she blinked them away. “I never meant to betray that trust,” she said, her voice quivering. “I never would have asked her to do anything that she didn’t want to do. I’m not trying to break her trust, and I just know it would all make more sense to her if I could just talk to her. Everything has gotten so confusing, and I just need to tell her the truth.”

Edna reached out and rested a gentle hand on Maven's, an act of understanding and solidarity.

“I’ve been waiting my entire life for her,” Maven whispered. “I would never hurt her.”

Edna's eyes softened with compassion as she provided Maven's hand with a reassuring squeeze. “Then I have one piece of advice to offer you.”

“I’ll take it,” Maven made a small laugh, the weight of her fears lifting with the help of Edna’s softness.

“Be gentle with her,” Edna spoke. “But be honest. That girl can tell a lie from a mile away, and even the slightest hint of betrayal will send her running for the hills. For good.”

Maven swallowed hard, “I’ll tell her everything.” She took a deep breath. “I want you to know that I have nothing to hide. I’m just…scared.”

“What are you scared of, dear?” Edna pressed.

“I left my old life behind me a long time ago. There are things from those years that I…well, that I don’t like to think about. It’s a history that I prefer to keep buried.” Maven ran her thumb along the rim of her tea glass. “But I’ll reopen the past for Piper. If it means fixing all of this.”

Edna beamed, her eyes glinting with a warmth that made Maven feel a little less small, a little less scared. “That’s all I could ask of you. That’s all that I believe Piper wants. If you truly believe there’s nothing from your past that will hurt her, then I don’t think you have anything to be scared of. Don’t let your history ruin what’s in front of you two.”

Maven let the silence sink between them, the weight of the conversation weighing heavy on her shoulders. The realization was clear: if she wanted to fix things with Piper there was only one forward. Her fear didn’t trump her desire to mend things. It was time to let her past free.

She drew in a deep breath, her voice unsteady with remorse.

"Edna, I can't fully express how deeply sorry I am for the pain I've caused Piper," Maven began, her eyes filled with genuine regret. "My past clouded my judgment. I put up a wall between my history and Piper. I pushed her away when all she needed was the truth. I intend to fix things with her. At the very least, I want to fix the hurt I’ve caused her."

Edna nodded, her expression a blend of understanding and empathy. “I think she’s just scared to lose you, my dear. Honesty and patience will work wonders. Just give it some time, won’t you? I promise you’ll know when the moment is right.”

Maven nodded and took a sip of her tea, her nerves burning from the intensity of their conversation and her trepidation of what was to come. She wanted answers immediately, but she needed to follow Edna’s advice. She needed to have some patience.

It was time to let go of control.

Maven reached into her bag and pulled out a plain white envelope. She held it out in the space between them, her eyes shaking as she implored. "Please, Edna, would you give this to Piper for me?" she implored. “She can take her time to read it, but I think it will be a good head start in the right direction. I just need her to know that I’m thinking of her.”

Edna grasped the envelope and pulled it into her lap. “If you think this letter is what’s best for the time being, then I’ll see that she gets it. But I have to let my granddaughter make her own decisions about what to do next. You understand?”

“Of course,” Maven nodded, the warmth of Edna’s generosity flooding through her. “I wouldn’t want it any other way.”

“Thank you for coming over today,” Edna shifted in her chair. “I want what’s best for both of you. I won’t mince words when I say that I think you’re good for my granddaughter. I haven’t seen her as happy as she has been these past few weeks in a very long time.”

“Thank you, Edna.” Maven stood from her seat. “And thank you again for the tea. Hopefully I’ll be seeing you again soon.”

“Good luck, darling,” Edna answered.

Maven made her way out of the house, her mind whirling with a thousand thoughts. It wasn’t the visit she had expected, but it was everything she needed to continue forward. There was still hope for her relationship with Piper. She just needed to have trust in that. Trust that she could relinquish full control, and that Piper would give her another chance. Another chance to explain herself.

She would do whatever she needed to do.

She was going to fix everything with the woman who had captured her heart.


Chapter Twenty Seven

Piper got home that same evening, exhausted from work but even further exhausted by the emotional turmoil she was in. Even knowing that she needed time and that she needed patience, the burden of her situation sat heavy and sour on her soul.

It didn’t help that she had a deadline and a possible end in her sight. It didn’t matter that she knew that she would see Maven in just a few days at the fashion show. The unease of being away from the woman she had fallen for was constantly etching away at her soul, her happiness. It made daily life unbearable and empty. She felt devoid of purpose.

Piper went inside, hoping to go straight to her bedroom and fall asleep, but Edna called at her from the living room. “Piper, dear?”

She sighed under her breath. “Yes, Grandma?”

“Come here for a minute, won’t you?”

“Sure, Grandma,” Piper slipped out of her shoes and shuffled down the hall to the living room, trying to devise a quick excuse that could get her out of a long conversation or a dinner that she had no interest in eating.

“Come sit with me,” Edna motioned to the couch next to her reclining chair.

“Okay, but I’m very tired,” Piper tried spouting out an immediate excuse. “I just want to go to bed. It’s been a long day.”

She sat on the couch, her arms in her lap, impatiently waiting for her grandmother to say whatever she needed to.

“I have something for you,” Edna started. “Maven was here earlier this afternoon.”

Piper’s heart lurched into her throat and she leaned forward. “What? What do you mean she was here? What did she want?”

Edna lifted her hand, “Before you ask me a million questions, she left this for you.” She lifted the blank white envelope in the air between them.

Piper swallowed, her eyes staring intently. A letter? She had received a million letters from Maven at this point, usually paired with some secret getaway or expensive piece of jewelry for her to try on. The thought of her memories with Maven made her heart ache.

“Should I read it?” Piper asked, wanting permission. She wasn’t sure if she was ready to open herself up to Maven’s words, even if they were only in written form.

“I can’t tell you what to do, sweetheart,” Edna answered gently. “Only you know the answer to that question.”

Piper’s heart sank. She wanted help. Guidance. A command.

“I don’t know if I’m ready for it,” Piper revealed, her eyes dropping. “What if it’s bad?”

Edna shook her head. “So what if it is? And what if it isn’t? My darling, you cannot keep playing these guessing games with yourself. All that truly matters is what’s real.”

“I’m scared, Grandma,” Piper said. “I’m just so scared.”

Edna reached forward and put her hand on Piper’s knee and the envelope in her granddaughter’s lap. “It’s okay to be scared. That means your heart is open.”

Piper clenched her fists, tears welling up in her eyes. She wished to be angry, to hold onto her resentment, but there was a part of her that still cared, that still yearned for answers.

She picked up the envelope and laid it flat in her hands. It felt impossibly heavy, weighed down by the prospect of everything it could entail. But she would never know the truth if she didn’t read it. Her fingers trembled, and with a small sigh she let the envelope fall back into her lap.

The room felt suffocating. The walls felt like they were closing in on her, and the air felt stiff, warm against her throat as she swallowed for air. Her entire life had become a whirlwind the second she had laid eyes on Maven. The impossible had suddenly become real.

But that fragile reality had shattered, and she didn’t know how to pick up the pieces.

As Piper sat on the couch, the unopened envelope a lead weight in her lap, Edna wrestled with the television remote, flipping through the channels until she landed on the local news.

“You just need to remember to breathe, dear,” Edna whispered as she settled back in her recliner. “Everything that is meant to happen will be. All in due time.”

The news anchor’s voice filled the room with two very unexpected words. “Maven Vexx.”

Piper’s chest lurched as she stared at the screen. Just as had happened so many nights ago, Maven’s face was on the screen.

“What is this?” She asked.

Edna gasped and turned the volume up. “Hush, hush. I have no idea.”

“In tonight’s local news we have explosive revelations about Eden’s fashion mogul, Maven Vexx,” the reporter said. “Ms. Vexx became the focus of Eden’s fashion scene some months ago when she assaulted a reporter. And tonight we have the inside scoop on why exactly that violent outbreak took place.”

The screen flashed to reveal a dual screen: the reporter, and a talking head of Kirsten. Piper’s blood raged to a quick boil at the sight of the woman. She was the catalyst of all of her turmoil, all of the tension that had severed her relationship with Maven in two.

“What the hell,” Piper breathed.

“We have with us tonight Kirsten Rockledge, the reporter who was struck by Ms. Vexx at the designer’s last fashion show,” the reporter introduced. “Welcome, Ms. Rockledge. It’s a pleasure to have you with us tonight.”

“It’s a pleasure to be here,” Kirsten’s voice was as skin-crawling on television as it was in person. Piper had to fight the urge to throw something at the screen.

“I take it you have some interesting news for us tonight regarding Ms. Vexx’s sordid past,” the reporter prodded.

“I do,” Kirsten nodded, that same snake smirk crossing her face. “I’ve been investigating Ms. Vexx for some time now after receiving news contributions from a citizen of her hometown who was concerned about her repeating her past. Ms. Vexx comes from a family history of crime. There’s an entire web of unlawful activities she’s been working very diligently to hide. And I’m here to shed light on the truth.”

Edna's grip on the remote control intensified as the report continued, delving into Maven's turbulent family background. Piper's heart raced, apprehension building with each uttered word.

"And if that were not enough," Kirsten persisted, "my sources have disclosed that before her entrance into the fashion world, Maven Vexx led a different life as a well-known adult entertainer in Chicago. This was the pinnacle of her corruption and greed. And she left a trail of victims in her wake."

The news fell on Piper’s lap like an atomic bomb, shattering her to the core. Her complexion paled, her eyes fixed on the television screen, unable to blink, unable to move. The account was unfathomable.

This was the secret past Maven had been keeping hidden?

Piper gasped for air, her fingers tightening around the envelope on her lap. What could she have possibly written down to prepare her for this news?

“Turn it off,” Piper’s voice was a hoarse whisper.

Edna shut the television off quickly, rocking forward in her chair.

“No wonder she didn’t want to tell me,” Piper said. “She probably needed time to come up with a good story. How could she ever tell me that and expect me to be okay?”

Edna shifted. “Perhaps we don’t know the whole story, Piper.”

“Does it even matter?” Piper almost shouted. “Does anything even matter anymore?”

“Maybe that letter will give you some perspective,” Edna motioned to the envelope. “Don’t let that reporter skew things for you until you hear everything.”

“Grandma, please,” Piper breathed, exasperated. “I don’t need anymore story. I’ve had enough. To think that I almost gave her a chance to explain herself. How foolish of me!”

Piper sat there, letting the shockwaves of the news report ripple through her. Thoughts raced through her mind, a million new questions popping up.

And then a totally new question hit her.

What about the court arrangement? Maven had only come to the retirement home for one reason in the beginning: to make herself look better to the press. To appease Kirsten and her lawyers. To provide damage control.

So what had happened between Piper taking Kirsten’s business card and Kirsten taking her story to the press?

Piper stared at the envelope in her lap, realizing suddenly that perhaps the answers had been right in front of her the whole time.

With quivering hands, Piper cautiously unfolded the letter from Maven. Inside, she discovered a check written out for an amount greater than what they had initially agreed upon for her runway appearance. The original proposal between them that had started all of this.

“Oh my god,” she breathed.

Accompanying the check was a handwritten letter, and Piper hesitated for a moment before pulling it out and unfolding it. She took a deep breath and began reading.

Dear Piper,

This letter is not an easy one to write, but I owe you some explanations. Explanations that I fear you would never give me the chance to share with you in person.

I want to say that my past is something that I’ve kept guarded and protected for years. This was not done out of deceit, or in a measure to trick you. Rather, it was out of fear. Fear that information of where I came from, and who I used to be, would send you running.

My parents dealt with their own hardships, as I told you once before. When I left home I was young and desperate, and I didn’t have many options. I did a lot of things I’m not proud of back then. I want to make this as clear to you as I can. I want to be as honest with you as I can.

No more secrets.

I worked for a club when I was eighteen. The woman who ran that business took me under her wing. Made sure I had a bed to sleep in at night. I did a lot of basic chores back then, cleaning and running errands.

When I turned twenty-one I became one of the “mistresses” at this club. Women who provided services to the club’s clients. All sorts of services.

For a long time I never thought I would leave. I was suddenly surrounded by the sort of wealth I had only ever dreamt of. But one of my clients was a bad man, Piper. He wanted to keep me. To buy me from the club and make me his own. He wanted me to have his children, though he had plenty of his own with his wife.

I ran. I took the money I had saved and I left that entire world behind me. I created a new name for myself, and never told anyone about the secrets of my past. Because I never wanted that man to find me.

Keeping all of this information from you was selfish of me. I should have explained it all a long time ago. I hope you can understand now why I didn’t. I never intended to hurt you.

I have one more part of the story. I ended my legal arrangements with Kirsten. All that I have done has been in an effort to keep her from sharing my past to the media. She threatened that she would do as much, if I did not continue playing by her rules. But I won’t be held back any longer.

I am certain she will take things to the news as soon as she can. I hope you read this letter before that happens.

But I couldn’t keep letting her threaten not just my life and happiness, but yours as well.

The money enclosed is my way of ensuring that you have the security and comfort you rightfully deserve, irrespective of what transpires next.

I understand if you never wish to see me again. But I hope you know that my feelings for you remain unchanged.

Take care, Piper.

Yours truly,

Maven

Piper looked up at Edna after reading the letter aloud, her eyes moist with tears. The air around her seemed to be settling, allowing her to breathe at last now that all the secrets had been revealed.

She returned the letter and the check into the envelope and took a slow breath. “I think maybe I had everything all wrong, Grandma.”

Edna reached out and tenderly clasped Piper's hand. She gave it a comforting squeeze, “Piper, darling, as I’ve told you before, true love is nothing to be scared of. Don’t run away from it. We all have our pasts and regrets. What matters is what we do in the present. What we do for our futures.”

Piper clutched her grandmother’s hand tightly. It was time to release the burden of fear, to stop pushing Maven away because of a past she didn’t understand. Maven had done her part, shared her story, and then done what she could to protect Piper in the process.

It was her turn to make things right.


Chapter Twenty Eight

Maven stood concealed behind the heavy stage curtain, her heart throbbing with anticipation and trepidation. She had taken all the steps she could think of to repair what she had broken with Piper. But she had one more relationship to look after. Her relationship with the public.

She took a deep breath, trying to calm herself as Darcy stood next to her, whispering orders into a mouthpiece on her shoulder.

“Darcy,” Maven whispered. “Do we have any clue of how they’re going to react out there?”

“Kirsten’s reports dealt a hit on our image,” Darcy said. “But the atmosphere out there is curious, more than anything. Everyone wants to know what you have to say next. What you’re going to do next. This isn’t the shit storm we thought it would be.”

“You think they’ll deal me softballs?” Maven asked.

“Maven,” Darcy straightened her face. “You’ve practiced this speech a million times. We’ve gone over possible questions and answers. You’re ready for this. No matter what they throw at you. The hard part is over.” She placed her hand on Maven’s shoulder. “All you have to do now is be you. The exact same designer they already love.”

Maven nodded. “You’re right. I’m ready for this.”

Darcy gave her a reassuring smile. “Just remember your key talking points: your passion for the fashion industry, your appreciation of this community, and your dedication to your work. You’ve got this. It’s something you’ve done a million times over.”

Maven took one last deep breath, trying to steady her nerves. Darcy held her hand up, slowly dropping her fingers as the countdown for Maven to go out on stage began. She could hear the introduction reporter announcing her, the applause of the audience that took over. Maven let her mind slip into the sound, the magic of the world she loved and was deeply familiar with. This was nothing new. She just had to be herself.

Darcy dropped her hand and motioned to the stage and Maven walked out from behind the curtain, waving to the crowd as she approached the podium. The anticipation in the room was palpable. She cleared her throat and began her speech, her tone professional and poised.

"Ladies and gentlemen,

Thank you for joining me today. It's an honor to be here in Eden, a city that has quickly become my home. The place where my heart is. From the moment I arrived a few years ago, I was struck by the warmth and hospitality of this community.

Today, I'm thrilled to announce a project that is very close to my heart. Over the past few months, I've been working on a new fashion collection that I'm incredibly proud of. I call it Silver Eden.”

A projector wall behind her revealed the title of her next fashion launch in bold letters. The audience clapped.

“This collection has been entirely inspired by my hours of community service at Silver Lakes Retirement Home,” she continued.

“Silver Eden represents the beauty and grace of aging. It's a tribute to the elderly members of our community who have given so much and continue to inspire us every day.

But this project is about more than just fashion. It's about giving back to the community that has embraced me so warmly.

I am thrilled to announce that all proceeds from the Silver Eden collection will be directed towards improving the lives of seniors in our community, with a focus on enhancing the facilities and services in our local retirement homes.”

Maven took a small moment to pause, the audience letting out another wave of applause.

“Tomorrow night, we will unveil Silver Eden, and I invite you all to join us in celebrating this new launch. Let's come together to support our seniors, honor their contributions, and create a brighter future for them.

Thank you for your attention, and I look forward to sharing the collection with you all.”

Maven faced a barrage of questions from the reporters after her speech. They fired inquiries about her fashion collection, the inspiration behind it, and the surprising philanthropic aspect. She gave them all the answers they were looking for, answers that she had practiced in the hours leading up to the press conference.

To her shock, there was not a single question about the news Kirsten had dropped so timely the evening before.

With a final wave to the audience, she stepped away from the podium, giving one final wave before walking off stage.

"You did a fantastic job out there, Maven," Darcy praised, clapping her hands.

Maven let out an exhale, a wave of relief washing over her. “We did it together, Darcy. I couldn’t do any of this without your help.” She looked behind her to the empty stage, her thoughts racing. “Not a single question about the news, though? Don’t you think that’s a little odd?”

Darcy shrugged her shoulders, “Maybe they know better, Maven, then to put their trust in a random woman on the news. They’ve been following you for a long time. You have a relationship with them too, you know.”

“I just can’t believe it,” Maven said. “All this time I’ve been so scared of my past coming out, and now that it is, I feel better than I’ve ever felt.”

Maven was whisked through the back halls of the building, Darcy running through a checklist of errands that needed to be dealt with before the fashion show the next night.

“Darcy?” Maven stopped her mid-sentence. “Did you send that invitation to Piper?”

“I did,” Darcy nodded. “But so far there hasn’t been a response.”

Maven's heart sank at the news. Piper’s dress was the highlight of the show. And sure, she could use another model if necessary, but she wanted Piper there. For the moment they had talked about sharing together so long ago. The thing that had brought them together for the first time.

"Thank you, Darcy," she replied, her voice tinged with sadness. "Let's focus on tomorrow night then, shall we? I want everything to be perfect."

“That’s my girl,” Darcy laughed.

In truth, she wanted to know that Piper would be there so they could talk. So she could know that Piper had read the letter. She wanted to know her thoughts. Whether she hated her or would forgive her or maybe never talk to her again. Being in the dark, left uncertain, was eating her alive.

The memory of their heated exchange lingered, etching a burning pain deep into the recesses of her heart. She had bared everything to Piper, and now, in the solitary moments that followed, she couldn’t help but realize that maybe it had all been too late.


Chapter Twenty Nine

Piper sat before the worn vanity in her bedroom, her reflection framed by the soft glow of dimmed lamps. In her hands she held a faded letter, worn frail and delicate by the years that had passed since the letter had been written.

With trembling fingers, she traced the faded ink on the fragile parchment, reliving the words written by her mother so long ago.

As she read and reread those cherished lines, Piper's thoughts inevitably turned to Maven. Her emotions, like the whirlwind of a tempest, tugged her in conflicting directions. Her heart ached with the weight of recent revelations, the headlines that had painted Maven in shades of darkness and deception. Doubt gnawed at her, taunting her with questions of whether she could ever trust again, whether her heart could withstand the burden of loving someone at all.

But she couldn’t forget her grandmother’s advice that she should never run away from love. As scary as it may be, it was worth facing head on.

Piper felt a swell of warmth blossom in her chest as the memory of sitting in her bedroom with Maven entered her thoughts. The way Maven had softened as Piper revealed her history to her, the way the other woman had comforted her.

She realized that love did not come without some darkness. Fears of the past, fears of regrets and mistakes, were simply imperfections that existed for everyone. But love was about accepting those imperfections. To accept someone as their whole, true self. Flaws and all.

As Piper re-read the lines from her mother’s letter, a newfound determination spread through her. Maven was not a darkness. Maven was everything bright that had happened to her life in the last few months.

She needed to make things right.

As she carefully folded the letter and placed it back in its drawer, Piper made a silent vow to herself. She would find Maven, she would confront their turmoil head-on and without fear. They could build a future together. A future where nothing mattered anymore but the present.

A knock at the door jolted her back to reality. “Are you ready to leave, dear?”

Piper turned to see her grandmother waiting patiently in the doorway. Edna smiled softly. “Everything is going to be okay, you know.”

Piper nodded and stood up. “I’m ready.”

Edna's eyes sparkled with pride and understanding as she reached out, gently cupping Piper's cheek. "That's my brave girl," she whispered.

***

The grand entrance to the fashion show was a spectacle in itself, bathed in soft, elegant lighting that showcased the intricate architecture of the hallway, the towering ceilings and stained glass windows. The marble floor and delicate beadwork chandeliers that hung from the ceiling.

Piper and Edna entered the ornate hall where throngs of people were spread about, all dressed in glamor and extravagance. Excitement buzzed through the room as people waited for the cue to take their seats. Workers in black suits wandered through the crowds with platters of champagne and hors devours that they offered with white-gloved hands.

Piper no longer felt like she didn’t belong in this world. It was what she had come to know. It was Maven’s world. And she wanted to be in it.

“This is amazing,” Piper breathed.

“Where are our seats, dear?” Edna was more skeptical of the crowd and the luxury, her eyes darting around the room. But beneath the quiet, reserved judgment, Piper could tell her grandmother was awed by the sight. She would warm up to it, eventually.

“Look,” Piper pointed to a reserved chair. “There’s your name. I have to go backstage…I don’t know if she still wants me in the show, but I think I should try.”

Edna squeezed her hand. “I’m so proud of you, Piper.”

“Thank you, Grandma.” Piper kissed her grandmother on the cheek and took off through the crowd, looking around frantically for any familiar faces.

Finally, she saw the familiar red bob of Darcy bouncing through the throngs of people, heading towards a door at the back of the hall.

“Darcy!” Piper shouted and ran over.

“Oh, Piper, you made it!” Darcy’s hands were full as usual. A clipboard, her cellphone, a tablet, and a walkie talkie. “I don’t have a lot of time. Come with me.”

Piper followed her past the door and backstage where models were all being put into their outfits, makeup artists were running around applying final touches, hair stylists were spraying and teasing and curling the hair into their perfect final shapes.

But there was no sight of Maven.

“Here’s your stylist. Get changed quickly. The show is about to start,” Darcy rambled off instructions quickly before disappearing into the bustle of bodies.

Before she even knew what was happening Piper was stripping down out of her shirt and jeans and being helped into a long, emerald gown with an open back. The fabric was perfectly soft as it slipped across her body. A perfect fit.

“Wow,” the assistant mumbled under her breath as she looked Piper over. “This one is special.”

“Here’s the necklace for this piece,” another assistant popped up with a closed box.

Piper opened it. A diamond necklace sat tucked neatly against a black velvet pillow.

Her heart lurched into her throat. This was the same necklace she had worn once, so long ago. At the cabin with Maven. She reached up and set her fingertips against the diamonds, inhaling sharply as the memories flooded her senses.

This was the right thing. She had to fix it.

She looked around the backstage area, hoping to catch a glimpse of Maven. But then the loudspeakers from the front room were playing and she could hear Maven’s voice introducing herself to the audience. Explaining the show.

She had missed her chance, but maybe after the show. She just had to figure out to find her in the madness of the crowds.

“Come right this way, we need to get you in line,” an assistant said as she pulled Piper to the line of models. She was the last one.

“This is going to go by quickly,” the assistant explained as she worked quickly to do Piper’s makeup while another fussed over her hair. “Just walk with confidence. Stop at the end. Come back. It’s easy. Just remember to breathe.”

Piper listened to the instructions but they felt muted as they entered her ears. Her nerves were on fire, her ears pounding like war-drums as her blood pulsed through her body. Everything felt like it was on high-alert.

Hopefully the assistant was right. Hopefully it would go by quickly. She needed it to end. She needed to get to Maven.

Suddenly she was next in line to enter the runway. The lights were blinding as she stepped from the darkness of the backstage area and out into the crowd.

It was like she blacked out the entire next two minutes of her life. She didn’t remember walking down to the end of the runway. Didn’t remember turning around and walking back. She didn’t remember the voices of gasps and chatter of applause as she posed at the end of the stage. It was almost like it had never happened.

And as suddenly as it had begun, she was behind the stage again. An assistant was rubbing her shoulder and whispering in her ear, “You did great. They loved you.”

“Piper?” The voice broke her out of her mindless haze.

Piper turned in slow-motion, feeling her body being tugged by that familiar voice. Her eyes scanned the room frantically, needing her hopes to become reality.

And there she was. Maven.

“You came,” Maven breathed out in a whisper, her dark eyes shaking.

Piper stared at the other woman, everything around them disappearing. “I had to.”

“You look beautiful.”

She looked down at her dress and ran her fingers over the emerald fabric. “It’s a beautiful dress.”

Maven stepped forward. “No,” she breathed. “It’s you.”

Warmth flooded through Piper’s body as she tried to figure out what to say next. She had planned everything out, had practiced an entire speech in her head on the ride here. Yet now that she was standing there, in front of Maven, the words were gone.

“Thank you for coming,” Maven broke the silence first.

“I needed to see you,” Piper finally blurted out. The urge to reach forward and grab Maven’s face, to pull her into a kiss, was tearing through her. She wrapped her hands together, squeezing her fingernails into her palms. “I wanted to talk to you. I didn’t know if I would be able to find you.”

“I’m right here,” Maven said. “I wanted to see you, too. I have so many things I need to say to you.”

“You don’t have to say anything,” Piper shook her head. “I was so wrong. About everything. I should have trusted you from the start.”

“I should have told you everything,” Maven pressed. “I was just so scared to lose you.”

“I’m not going anywhere,” Piper said firmly. “I don’t want a world without you in it.”

Maven smiled. “Will you come with me?”

“Where do you want to go?”

“It’s a surprise,” Maven’s red lips curled into a smile.

A wave of relief flooded her body, the tension and apprehension that had been clutching her insides suddenly disappeared.

Piper reached forward and took Maven’s hand in her own. “I’ll go anywhere with you.”


Chapter Thirty

Maven led Piper by the hand around throngs of people, waving as necessary and murmuring the briefest of excuse me’s as they passed between bodies. She walked until the crowds began to lessen, walked until they were in a long corridor and no one else was around.

She turned quickly, bracing Piper’s body against the wall, sighing as she took in the moment. The heat of the other woman’s body, the vanilla warmth of the perfume from her hair.

“I didn’t think I would ever get this moment again,” she breathed.

Piper smiled softly, her eyes looking up at Maven with expectant urgency. “I’m so sorry I didn’t believe you from the beginning.”

Maven shook her head. “You have nothing to apologize for. I should have been open with you from the start. We would have never gotten so mixed up in this mess if I had.” She pushed a strand of Piper’s hair behind her ear. “Nothing like this will ever happen again.”

She took a breath and stared into Piper’s eyes. “Do you trust me?”

A few seconds of silence slipped between them before Piper nodded her head and smiled. “Forever.”

Maven leaned forward and pressed a passionate kiss against Piper’s lips, locking her in a full embrace. Her body drank up the electricity buzzing between them, the harmony of their souls combining once more. Forever.

“Come with me then,” Maven whispered against Piper’s neck and led her further down the corridor. At the end of the hall she pushed open a door and they stepped into a dark room. “A stock room is as good as any, don’t you think?”

“What are we doing?” Piper laughed as Maven turned on the small overhead light, the door shutting closed behind them.

“I thought we could go back to our beginning, in a sort of way,” Maven mused. “I know it’s not the most romantic, but I think there’s something special about it.”

Piper shook her head, “I love it.”

“Good,” Maven said as her eyes darted up and down Piper’s body. “Because I would love it if you took that dress off for me.”

Maven spun Piper around gently, her hands deftly working to unzip the dress, the expensive emerald fabric slipping down her perfect, smooth shoulders as it loosened. Piper reached up to undo the clasp of the diamond necklace but Maven reached up and stopped her.

“Don’t,” she commanded. “I love to see you in nothing but gemstones.”

“I don’t want it to break,” Piper whispered carefully.

“So what if it does,” Maven purred over her shoulder, planting a soft kiss on the other woman’s smooth skin. “Let it break.”

Piper inhaled as she felt Maven’s lips on her shoulder, her eyes closing at the softness of her touch, the warmth of her breath. “I’ve missed you,” she breathed.

“Who am I?” Maven asked.

“What?”

“Who am I?” she repeated.

“Mistress?” Piper breathed.

“Are you asking me or answering me?” Maven yanked at the fabric of the other woman’s dress so it tugged down her hips and slid to the floor, exposing her flawless curves, the supple curve of the bottom of her ass, the slope of her angular hip bones. Maven’s eyes flew over her figure, staring at every inch, relishing it. She thought she would never see her like this again.

She would never take it for granted.

“You’re my Mistress,” Piper reaffirmed, confidence seeping into her voice even as the clothes fell away from her body and Maven’s stare soaked her up.

“That’s right,” Maven purred. “Are you ready to be my obedient little pet?”

She ran her fingers through Piper’s hair, trailing down the back of her neck and the slight slope of her spine. Once her hand reached her tailbone she gripped Piper’s ass in her hand and squeezed, her fingernails biting into the skin gently.

Piper nodded, a wave of goosebumps covering her arms as the thrill of expectation took over her body. “Please,” she breathed. “I’ll do anything.”

Maven placed her hands on Piper’s shoulders and spun her around to face her, grasping her around the waist and pulling her body against her own. Their lips collided in an explosion of passionate lust. She devoured her as she swept her hands against her body, grazing against her skin until her fingers were intertwined in her hair. The taste of her lips was like honey. She trailed her tongue over her lips, soaking her up.

Heat rose within her core, scrambling against her insides as the desire to tear her apart consumed her entirely. She wanted to take control, take over. To make Piper hers.

“I want to make you mine,” Maven said between gritted teeth, her mouth placing hungry kisses against Piper’s neck as she spoke. “Forever.”

Piper’s hands were grasping around Maven for purchase, her legs shaking as she stood naked and vulnerable before her mistress. Her eyes were sparkling as she stared, quivering with forbidden need. “I am yours.”

Maven slipped her hand down between the other woman’s legs, her fingers quickly finding the soft folds of her skin. She delved between them, sweet moisture coating her fingertips immediately as she found her sweet bud.

“Let me feel it,” she purred against Piper’s cheek. “Show me you belong to me.”

Her fingers moved with teasing slowness over her sweet spot, swirling and stroking against the velvet crest while Piper trembled against her chest. Her breathing quickened, her teeth biting against her lower lip.

“Can’t you feel it?” Piper whispered.

A surge of heat swelled through Maven’s body and she drove her fingers inside of Piper’s core, watching with lustful eyes as the other woman crumbled in her arms, shaking as the pleasure mounted within her.

“I need you,” Piper moaned, her head tilting back. Her eyes closed as Maven stroked her fingers against her walls, running in frenzied circles against her. Pulsating in and out. Mimicking the sway of her hips as she ground her hips against Maven’s torso. She was losing all control. Giving in. Letting Maven take over.

Maven slipped down to her knees, gently coaxing Piper’s legs apart in front of her. Piper let out a trembling breath but her body moved instinctively, allowing her mistress total access to her, opening herself up like a flower.

She leaned her head forward, inhaling the sweet smell of her, her lips placing small but greedy kisses against her inner thighs.

“Do you want to come for me?” Maven whispered up to Piper from her knees.

“Please, Mistress,” Piper gasped. Her entire body was craving the release, everything had built up to an unbearable pressure within her. She was right on the edge, pleasure racing through her like lightning bolts. Every touch was like an explosion against her skin. Every kiss sent shockwaves through her core.

Maven leaned forward and swept the tip of her tongue between Piper’s legs, bracing the other woman’s thighs with her legs as she trembled. She wouldn’t let her back away. She wouldn’t let her fall. She was going to hold onto her as she made her beg for sweet release. She wanted to feel Piper come undone beneath her touch.

Piper’s head slid back to let out a groan as Maven’s tongue trailed along her tender flesh. Maven could feel her pulsing from her touch. Her tongue darted up to her clit, sliding back and forth across the swollen bit, lacing up and down the center and circling around her entrance. Her hands tightened their hold on Piper’s legs, keeping her firmly braced.

“Oh, god,” Piper moaned, her fingers wrapping into Maven’s hair for purchase.

Her hips hitched in time and rhythm to Maven’s tongue, grinding forward with unbridled desire, a desperate need to feel her inside.

Maven slipped one finger inside of her and sucked at her clit as Piper let out a breathy yell of ecstasy. She worked her finger in sync with her tongue, slipping and sliding and diving as deep as she could, soaking up Piper’s heightened pleasure, letting her body rock against her mouth. She was beginning to unravel beneath her. Her tongue worked harder, faster, rushing back and forth in rapid strokes, her fingers diving against her walls, rubbing against that sweet spot deep inside.

Piper rocked back and forth, the pleasure consuming her entire body as she went over the edge. The orgasm tore through her core, releasing in a deep moan of bliss as she threw her head back, her thighs clenching against Maven’s head, her feet trembling to keep hold of her balance. But she didn’t fall. Maven cradled her, held her as she slowly slid down to her knees, her chest heaving with each rushed, hot breath.

Maven ran her hand across Piper’s cheek, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear. She stared at the other woman, devouring the expression of pure bliss, the haze of her climax seeping through her nerves.

“I love you,” she whispered, leaning forward and pressing her lips into Piper’s.

Piper met the kiss breathlessly, her hands shaking as she placed them on Maven’s shoulders. Her bright eyes shook as she stared, savoring the moment.

“I love you, too,” she breathed.

“Are you all mine?” Maven asked.

“Can’t you tell?” Piper made a small laugh, pressing her damp forehead against Maven’s cheek. “Of course I am. I’m all yours, Mistress.”

“Good,” Maven purred. “Because I’m all yours.”


EPILOGUE

“Ladies and gentlemen, she needs no introduction. The new owner of Silver Lakes Retirement Home, Piper Harlen!” Maven waved her hand to the side and Piper stepped forward to a roar of applause from the residents of the care facility.

Everyone was there. Her grandmother, Trixie, Roy, Darcy. Everyone who had played a role in their lives coming together was now standing in the same room. Celebrating Piper’s new promotion and the newest donation to Silver Lakes that was going to allow for a complete remodel of the building and the grounds.

Everything was about to change. For the better.

Trixie and Roy, their hands interlocked, were the first to sweep up to Piper.

“We are so proud of you, sugar,” Trixie said as she hugged her.

“Thank you, Trix,” Piper leaned and whispered into Trixie’s ear, “I couldn’t have done any of this without your help.”

Edna shuffled forward and grinned. “Can you believe it,” she breathed. “My granddaughter.” She placed her wrinkled hands on Piper’s cheeks and beamed down at her. “I couldn’t be more proud of you.”

“Grandma, stop,” Piper blushed but hugged her grandmother. “Thank you.”

The residents all bustled around through the halls, sharing laughter and jokes as they ate the cake that Darcy had brought for the celebration.

Piper looked around her and thought about the great journey that had wound her up here. The night and day difference between the life she had been drowning in and the way Maven had shown up and saved her.

It still didn’t feel real.

She had been so convinced her world was a galaxy away from Maven Vexx. That there was no way she would ever experience a reality like Maven’s. And yet it had come true. Maven had pulled her into a new world. One that was better than anything she had ever experienced.

Piper turned to Maven and grabbed her hands. “Maven,” she breathed. “This is all because of you. You’ve shown me what it means to let love in. I spent so many years being scared of the world. Closed off to everyone. It wasn’t until you that I realized everything I was missing all this time.”

Maven shook her head. “You did this,” she said. “And you deserve it. Everything you’ve ever done for all of us. Everyone here.”

“We wouldn’t want it any other way,” Roy added over Trixie’s shoulder.

“Will you come with me?” Maven asked. She wrapped her fingers in Piper’s hand and led her down the hallway to the sunroom.

They walked in slow silence together, soaking in the joy of the day. There was no fear anymore. No more doubt. They had made it to the other side, and it was everything that Piper had been told it would be.

Life was perfect.

Maven led Piper into the middle of the sunroom before she finally turned and grabbed Piper’s hands in her own. Warm, yellow light filtered in through the windows, the white and purple flowers in full bloom just outside. It was a perfect moment alone.

“I need to talk to you,” Maven said. Her face was flushed a light pink.

“Is everything okay?”

“Everything is more than okay,” Maven laughed. “I just wanted a moment alone with you.”

Piper looked over her shoulder and back at the other woman suspiciously. “I don’t think we can get away with anything in here,” she whispered.

“This isn’t that kind of surprise,” Maven said.

Before Piper could understand what was happening, Maven was dropping down to one knee. She produced a small pink box from behind her back and held it out in front of her.

Piper froze, staring down at Maven wordlessly.

“Before you I was only concerned with one thing and one thing only. Myself. Ever since the day I met you my entire world has changed. For the better. You’ve shown me what it means to truly love someone. To care about other people. You’ve opened up my heart, Piper Harlen.”

Maven took a small breath. “I can’t imagine my life without you. I want to wake up next to you every morning and go to sleep next to you every night. I love you, more than I could ever express.”

She opened the box and revealed a diamond ring inside. “Will you marry me?”

Piper slid down to her knees and placed her hands on Maven’s. “Yes,” she spoke with a shaking voice. “Of course I’ll marry you.”

She watched in wordless amazement as Maven slid the diamond ring over her finger. It was beautiful.

“I love you, Piper,” Maven whispered.

Piper pulled her into an embrace, their lips locking gently, powerfully. “I love you. Forever.”
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