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    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
    Elle 
 
      
 
    “I hate weddings.” 
 
    Elle Sahlstrom banged her forehead on the bar. The motion made a surprisingly loud clunk. Perhaps her mother was right, her skull was made of cement.  
 
    Tory reached across and rubbed the nape of Elle’s neck soothingly. “That’s why you drank eight beers before I told you about it.” 
 
    Elle glared at her best friend. “You lied to me. You lured me to this pub under false pretense.” 
 
    “Can you blame me?”  
 
    Nope, Elle didn’t blame her; her history of hating weddings was long and well documented. “Where’s this hellish joining of souls going down then?” 
 
    Tory smiled benignly. “Bali.” 
 
    “Bali as in the island? In Indonesia?” 
 
    “I don’t think there’s another place called Bali.” 
 
    “So on top of making me go to a wedding, you’re also making me fly on a plane?” 
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    Elle stared at her in horror. “You’re joking.” 
 
    “No, I’m not. It’s an eight-day destination wedding. Also, my mum’s making me have a bridal registry, so you’ll need to sign up and buy some silver egg cups or whatever before all the cheap shit is already gone.” Tory was speaking very quickly, as though ripping off a verbal band-aid. It wasn’t doing much to assuage Elle’s pain. She lifted her head up from the bar and dropped it again with a loud thud.  
 
    “There’s more.”  
 
    “Tory, do you literally want me to die?”  
 
    “We’re almost done. There’s going to be a bachelorette party.”  
 
    “Paintball and tequila?” Elle asked hopefully.  
 
    Tory flinched. “More like penis hats and toilet paper wedding dresses…?” 
 
    “Jesus.” Elle seized her beer and downed the remaining liquid in one. “You told me if you ever had a bachelorette party, there’d be no penises. You promised.” 
 
    “I know. I’m sorry, but Mel’s already planned everything, and on that note, there will be strippers.” 
 
    “More beers,” Elle shouted at the empty bar. “Alcohol!”  
 
    “You don’t have to be a bridesmaid,” Tory wheedled. “Aren’t you at least happy about that?” 
 
    She made a face. “I guess.”  
 
    Elle knew the situation was bizarre. Any other best friend would be squealing or googling Magic Mike impersonators right now, but she wasn’t like a lot of other best friends. Or people. On the list of things Eloise Sahlstrom didn’t like, weddings ranked somewhere between seal clubbing and people who threw lit cigarettes out of their cars during fire season. She was thrilled Ben and Tory were tying the knot, there had never been a better or more well-suited couple, but she’d been to enough weddings to know she hated them. Twenty-three in total. Twenty-three terrible chicken dinners, groping uncles, champagne corks to the head, and a case of salmonella so bad she’d spent days puking.  
 
    “Are you thinking about that time you got food poisoning at a wedding?” Tory asked with mild disapproval.  
 
    “How’d you know?” Elle said, impressed.  
 
    “You have that prawn-vomity look on your face. Stop dwelling on it.” 
 
    “I can’t. It’s burned into my sense memory.” 
 
    “Poor baby.” Tory rubbed the back of Elle’s neck again. “Do you really want another beer?”  
 
    “Um hello? I just found out I’m going to an eight-day wedding. I want two beers.”  
 
    Tory signaled to the bartender, a guy with a scruffy mustache, vaguely familiar from so many drunken outings. “Three more pints of pale ale, please.” 
 
    “Sure thing, gorgeous.” 
 
    Tory turned to Elle. “Can you please take your head off the bar? You’re mashing breadcrumbs into your hair.” 
 
    “I think they’re chips.”  
 
    “Still, though.” 
 
    Elle raised herself up slowly, feeling like her brain had gained five pounds. “I am happy for you and Ben, I promise.” 
 
    “I know you are,” her best friend said breezily. “I also knew this was going to happen. Don’t stress.” 
 
    Elle gave her a grateful smile. “You’re the best friend a severely drunk lady could ever have.” 
 
    Tory bit her lip. “You might want to hold your appreciation until I give you the rest of the news.” 
 
    “What news?” 
 
    “Don’t worry, you don’t have to be a bridesmaid, you don’t have to wear a penis hat, and you don’t have to catch the bouquet—” 
 
    “I’d like to see someone try to make me.” 
 
    “—but there is something Ben and I want you to do.” 
 
    “Assassinate your dad before he gets hammered at your reception and starts singing old Italian songs?” Elle straightened the lapels on her imaginary jacket. “Done.” 
 
    “Har-har. No, but you’re close. We want you to sing at the reception.” 
 
    Elle’s smile faded. “Do you mean for the first dance?” 
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    Hmm. On the one hand it wasn’t as bad as being a bridesmaid. On the other she’d be participating in a wedding, something she disavowed after the double cork to the head nightmare of 2006. Still, Tory was her best mate, and she owed her about a million favors. Elle sighed. “Fine, I’ll sing one song.” 
 
    “Ten songs.” 
 
    “One song and an interlude.” 
 
    Tory folded her arms across her substantial bosom. “Three songs.” 
 
    “Deal.”  
 
    She clapped her hands together. “Hooray! I promise you won’t regret this.” 
 
    “I doubt that, but whatever, you guys only just got engaged. I’ll use cognitive dissonance to forget about it until later.” 
 
    Tory’s gaze darted towards the pub’s only exit.  
 
    “What?” Elle said tersely.  
 
    “We’ve set a date,” Tory said in a quiet voice. 
 
    Elle’s heart stopped. “Please tell me you mean a date for the dentist?” 
 
    “Our wedding. It’s on September fourteenth. This year.” 
 
    Elle almost toppled backward off her barstool. “That’s six months away! What’s your hurry?”  
 
    Tory smiled at her aquamarine engagement ring. “Ben and I want to make everything official. You know how our parents are. Everything will be easier once we’re married.”  
 
    Elle sat back in her chair utterly dumbfounded. “Six months?” 
 
    “Yup. You better book your flights.” 
 
    “Please don’t remind me about the flights. By the way, where is this ceremony? Besides not on the continent in which we live.” 
 
    Tory’s eyes lit up. “Dad booked this gorgeous five-star resort. Just think, white beaches, clear blue water, fresh seafood…” 
 
    “We have all of those things already.” Elle waved her hand around the pub. “See?”  
 
    “This is a beer-hall.”  
 
    “Exactly. Why can’t you and Ben get married here? We won’t have to pay for parking, and look…” Elle pointed at the stage where a particularly beardy folk band was setting up. “They already have a place for me to sing.” 
 
    “Uh huh. Sure.” 
 
    Elle slapped her palms on the bartop. “Okay, this is how it goes down. You walk down the aisle, or between the tables or whatever, a celebrant declares you and Ben husband and wife. I sing “When a Man Loves a Woman.” Done. Over. You’ll be married in a tight fifteen. Drinks afterward are on me.” 
 
    Tory looked remarkably unconvinced. “Ben and I are getting married in Bali, and I’m glad you’ve resigned yourself to singing because you need to practice. We want you to sing the Adele version of “Make You Feel My Love”. Can you do that?” 
 
    Elle returned her forehead on the bartop. “Yes. Wait did you say ‘five-star resort’? We can’t afford that shit, we’re environmentalists, not…” Elle looked around for an appropriate career choice. “Sex workers.”  
 
    Tory’s smile didn’t falter. “My dad’s paying for everyone’s flights and accommodation.” 
 
    That was enough to get Elle’s head off the bar. She knew Italians were well into opulence, especially when it involved weddings, but what the fuck? “Tory, be honest, is this a tax evasion scam?”  
 
    “No! The ceremony is so much cheaper in Bali, Dad thinks it’s the right thing to do. Besides they’re just so relieved I’m getting married they want to rub it in everyone’s faces.” 
 
    Elle scowled. “Your family’s a bunch of pricks.” 
 
    “Yes,” Tory said serenely. “Now agree to come to my wedding.” 
 
    “I’m twenty-six! I can’t accept your dad’s pity money.” 
 
    “You weren’t so self-righteous when he was paying our electricity bill.” 
 
    “That was different. I was happy not using the heater. He was the one who insisted we live at room temperature.”  
 
    “And now he’s insisting you come to my wedding. C’mon, woman, when was the last time you had a holiday?”  
 
    “I went to that numbat conference last year.” 
 
    Tory made a face. “My wedding will make that numbat conference look like…a fucking numbat conference. This is a proper holiday. Besides, I’m not getting married in a church! No priests! No incense! Doesn’t that count for something?”  
 
    “Meh,” Elle said grumpily. “Hang on, is Ben’s family okay with this Bali thing?” 
 
    The Sastrys had wanted their son to be married in a traditional Hindu ceremony. The Gaucis, hard-core Roman Catholics, had petitioned for Ben to get baptized. A secular wedding was the only way her friends could avoid a religious war breaking out over the hors d’oeuvres.  
 
    “They were a little upset at first,” Tory said with typical agreeableness. “But they’re fine now. Probably because my dad’s bankrolling the whole thing.” 
 
    “I’ll say this for your dad, he knows how to splash the cash. I should be grateful I’m not performing in the fucking Vatican.”  
 
    “So you’re coming?” Tory asked hopefully.  
 
    Elle rolled her empty pint glass on the bar, biding time until she had to give her answer. She wanted to be there for her friends, but so many of her fears came into play at this one event—weddings, flying, being trapped on an island with Tory’s nutbag family, penis hats…  
 
    “Please?” Tory begged. “You’re my best friend. I don’t want to make you feel guilty, but I just can’t imagine getting married without you. Who’ll make me laugh?” 
 
    “Your sister’s hair is kinda funny,” Elle pointed out. 
 
    “Who’ll call my dad an obnoxious arsehole?” 
 
    “Anyone who’s ever met him?” 
 
    Tory pressed a hand to her chest, and to Elle’s horror, her big brown eyes were filling with tears. “Who’ll lose their shit if any of my cousins tell me I’m too fat for my wedding dress?” 
 
    Elle’s heart wrenched. “I will, Tory. I’ll lose my shit.” 
 
    Tory let out an ear-splitting squeal and threw her arms around Elle’s shoulders, almost knocking her off her barstool. “Thank you! Thank you so much! I love you.”  
 
    Elle, smashed between Tory’s boobs, nodded dutifully. As much as she loved Tory, she struggled to actually say the words to anything that had two legs and human cognitive faculties.  
 
    The tall, black haired bartender came over, balancing three pints of ale. “Did you tell her?”  
 
    “I did!” Tory exclaimed. “She’s coming to my wedding!”  
 
    Elle extracted herself from Tory’s boobs. “You told the bartender?”  
 
    “He asked. He could tell I was nervous before you got here.”  
 
    The guy nodded. “I thought she was going to break up with you or something.”  
 
    Elle smirked. Their dusty park ranger uniforms, heavy work boots, and apparently intimate friendship meant she and Tory were often mistaken for lesbians. Tory was bisexual but Elle, despite her anger management issues and penchant for Doc Martens, was utterly straight. That, in her opinion, was a damn shame as being with women would solve many of her heterosexual compatibility problems.  
 
    “Do you want to come and have a drink with us to celebrate?” Tory asked the bartender.  
 
    He grinned. “I’ve gotta get back behind the bar. Maybe later?” 
 
    “Totally. Elle’s single, by the way.”  
 
    Elle kicked her under the table. “Cheers, Tory, very smooth.”  
 
    The bartender chuckled. “It’s okay, I’m used to friends making ‘helpful suggestions.’”  
 
    “I swear, some people.” Elle shot Tory an evil look. “They think being single is a disease.” 
 
    “I feel your pain.” His gaze trailed over her face like a magnifying glass. “Your eyes are amazing.” 
 
    Elle blinked reflexively. “Heterochromia iridum. It’s a genetic mutation.”  
 
    “Funny, you don’t look like a mutant.” 
 
    “You haven’t seen my back. That’s where the gills are.” 
 
    He laughed and Elle tried her best to relax. She knew she wasn’t unattractive, but her white blonde hair and her far-apart eyes, one blue, one hazel, were extremely odd. The words ‘alien’ and ‘albino’ had been thrown around enough when she was a kid that compliments still made her uneasy. The bartender swung in closer, his gaze locked on her mouth. “Would you like to—”  
 
    “Oi, mate, can we get another extension cord?” One of the guys from the band rapped on the wooden bar. “Like now?”  
 
    “Shit, duty calls.” Their beverage dispenser stepped away. “Talk later?” 
 
    “Sure thing,” Tory chirped. 
 
    “Excellent, sit tight!” 
 
    Elle glared at Tory, who’d donned an expression of confused innocence. “What?” 
 
    “Hurry up and drink so we can get out of here, that’s what.”  
 
    Tory’s feigned naiveté instantly dissolved. “Would it kill you to flirt with someone?” 
 
    “Hello? Have you forgotten about Douglas?” 
 
    Tory rolled her eyes. “You’re still talking to that arsehole?” 
 
    “Yes, I am. What’s your problem?” 
 
    “There’s something about him I don’t trust…”  
 
    Elle snorted. “Okay, Colombo.” 
 
    “I mean it,” Tory said, her usual jovial expression severe. “He seems dodgy. Why doesn’t he ever want you to see his place? And why is he always calling you during the day and never at night?” 
 
    Elle snorted. “Um, I don’t care? He’s a hot, friendly guy who gets me.”  
 
    “Maybe if you flirted with the bartender, he’d get you too.” 
 
    “I doubt it.” Elle took a big swallow of beer and felt her stomach protest. Maybe she shouldn’t have asked for two drinks. “Look, when you’re into what I’m into, you don’t look a gift horse like Douglas in the mouth. Or any kind of horse.” 
 
    “And as I’ve said a million times, you’re selling yourself short. You don’t have to settle for any old dude who lets you beat him up.” 
 
    “Shut up!” Elle hissed, scanning the bar for overeager patrons. 
 
    “Can’t you at least get the bartender’s number?” Tory pleaded. “For me?” 
 
    “Why are you so invested in me fucking this bartender? He’s not even giving us free drinks.”  
 
    “I want you to fall in love with him and invite him to the wedding.” 
 
    Elle took another look at the bartender, who was in the middle of a spirited argument with the folk band. He was nice looking, in a skinny, hipster kind of way, but she could tell he wasn’t kinky in the slightest. At least not in the way it mattered. “Meh. Maybe I’ll pick someone up once I’m in Bali. Which of his mates is Ben—” 
 
    Elle’s stomach clenched tighter than a hangman’s noose. No, it couldn’t be, she couldn’t have forgotten… “He’s going to be there.” 
 
    Tory, who’d been mid-sip, choked on her beer. “What-what are you talking about?” 
 
    Elle pointed an accusing finger at her friend’s face. “Don’t you play dumb with me, Vittoria Gauci! You know exactly what and who I’m talking about.” 
 
    Her best friend flinched. “I…maybe we shouldn’t talk about this now.”  
 
    “Tell me the truth or I start poking you,” Elle demanded, moving her finger from Tory’s face to her side. “You have until the count of now.” 
 
    Tory held up her hands. “Okay, okay. He’s coming.” 
 
    Elle stood so fast she almost toppled over. “Then I’m not. I’m not going to your wedding. I renege every promise I just made.”  
 
    “You can’t!” 
 
    “Oh yes I can. I refuse to be in the same room as that…thing.” 
 
    “Ben and I have kept the two of you apart for as long as humanly possible,” Tory said, donning the half pleading, half exasperated air she always assumed when this subject was raised. “But this is my wedding! Surely you can bury the hatchet long enough to watch me get married?” 
 
    “You mean watch through a telescope from a hundred miles away?” Elle took a too-large swallow of beer, amber liquid splashed out of the corners of her mouth. “Done.” 
 
    Tory pressed a hand to her forehead. “Oh my god, I love you, but this needs to stop!” 
 
    “It will never stop! Not while that vile, so-called human still breathes the same air as I do.” Elle tried to place her pint on the bar and missed. 
 
    Tory seized her glass. “Here.” 
 
    “Thank you. And also screw you! Jackson Proveaux besmirched me, and he will know nothing but my contempt until the happy day when I finally piss all over his grave.” 
 
    “Besmirched? 
 
    “Yes. Besmirched. And why are you always defending him?” Elle said, feeling nettled. “Not only did he fuck with your best friend, AKA me, but he also porked your sister at your twenty-sixth birthday dinner.” 
 
    Tory looked a little put out by that reminder but quickly resumed her magnanimous air. “What he did with Mel is none of our business.” 
 
    “Fine, it’s none of my business. I still hate him.” 
 
    “You haven’t seen him in years, maybe he’s changed.” 
 
    Elle scoffed. “Guys like that don’t change, they just go moldy, like old bread.” 
 
    “You don’t know that.” Tory attempted to coax Elle back on her barstool, but she stumbled away. “I can’t believe this is happening. First an extended edition wedding bombshell, and now Jackson fucking Proveaux.” 
 
    Even saying his name sent shards of anger into her brain. In the sweepstakes of life, Jackson had claimed more than his fair share. He was wealthy, good looking, tall, intelligent, French, and worst of all, he had a shamanistic charisma that caused everyone who crossed his path to want to bone him. Even, and it burned to admit it after all he’d done, her. Elle drained her pint and picked up her second. “I’m not coming to the wedding.” 
 
    “There’s no reason you can’t come,” Tory said in a let’s-be-reasonable tone. “You don’t have to talk to Jackson or spend any time with him, and you’ve got yourself under control these days, haven’t you? Finished your program and everything?” 
 
    Tory was referring to the long and incredibly boring anger management course Elle had been forced to complete after committing a workplace health and safety violation. You threw one brick at an animal abuser’s car and it was all ‘anger problem this’ and ‘violent temper that.’ 
 
    “Of course I’ve got myself under control,” Elle lied. “What about Jackson? Is he going to bang all your bridesmaids in a big sweaty pile while he drinks prosecco and huffs glue?” 
 
    A shadow seemed to pass over Tory’s face. “He’s not like that.” 
 
    Elle laughed loud enough to draw the ire of several other drinkers. “Yes, he is, and I’m telling you right now if he talks to me at this wedding, I’m going to push him into the ocean.” 
 
    “Elle—” 
 
    “I mean it. That guy sucks. If he was just an obnoxious pussy hound it would be annoying, but the fact that he’s a layabout, pretty boy, corporate dickhole who wouldn’t know hard work if it—” 
 
    Tory slapped her. Not hard, but firm. The shock made the million insults jostling for attention in Elle’s brain stop dead. She rubbed her cheek. “Ow.” 
 
    “Take a deep breath. Right now, please.” 
 
    “Tor―” 
 
    “Right now. You know the drill.” 
 
    Elle forced her nostrils to expand and draw in air. The sharp drag of oxygen pulsed in her chest, expanding her shriveled lungs and pushing out her ribs.  
 
    “Another one.” 
 
    She obliged, the deep inhalations forcing away a tightness in her chest that she hadn’t even been aware of when she started shouting. Tory patted her hand. “You’re getting better, you stopped straight away this time.” 
 
    Elle didn’t trust herself to answer. She took another deep breath, cursing mandatory anger counseling. 
 
    Tory rubbed her arm in soothing circles. “Well, at least now all the bad news is out of the way.” 
 
    “You sure? You’re not planning on harvesting my kidneys as well?” 
 
    “Only if you threaten not to come to my wedding,” Tory said cheerfully. “Buck up, you have six months to get used to the idea of seeing Jackson again.” 
 
    Elle looked gloomily about the pub. “Maybe he’ll get run over by a tram.” 
 
    Tory whacked her arm. “Don’t say that.” 
 
    “Fine, I’ll just think it.” 
 
    Tory sighed irritably and muttered something about irrationally angry people and their futile grudges. Elle ignored her and was contemplating suicide shots when her phone buzzed against her thigh. Instinctively she knew it was Douglas messaging to ask if he could come over. That was a good idea; a little angry sex would help get her head straight. A thrilling idea occurred to her. “If things work out with Douglas, do you think I could bring him to the wedding?” 
 
    Tory shifted uncomfortably in her seat. “I guess.” 
 
    “Brilliant.” Showing up with a hot guy would wipe the smirk off Jackson Proveaux’s stupid face. 
 
    Tory placed a warm hand on her shoulder. “I’m just spit-balling because I don’t think you can get any angrier, and I’m a bit drunk, but are you sure you want to come to my wedding with a date?” 
 
    Elle narrowed her eyes. “Why?” 
 
    Tory seemed to choose her next words very carefully. “I mean…you and Jackson do have a weird connection.” 
 
    Elle recalled the pressure of Jackson’s lips, the way his thick hair felt between her fingers, the scent of his warm woodsy cologne and her traitorous lady parts squeezed. “You mean a horrible, poisonous connection that is most likely a gypsy curse?” 
 
    Tory sighed. “Did you ever wonder if maybe you’re just attracted to each other?” 
 
    “Did you ever wonder that the best way to kill someone and make it look like an accident would be to do it on holiday?” 
 
    “Okay, let’s stop talking about this,” Tory said, looking alarmed. “One of your eyes is actually ticcing.” 
 
    “That’s how it always is.” Elle took another almighty swallow of beer. “So six months until D-day, huh? I should try and get my hands on some peyote.” 
 
    “Please don’t get arrested for trying to smuggle drugs into Indonesia. Just focus on the free food. And the open bar.” 
 
    Elle pulled out her wallet. “I’ll try. Can we get going? Douglas wants to bone down.” 
 
    “Urgh, stop saying that.” 
 
    “Fine. Douglas wants to make sweet and benevolent love to me. Let’s get out of here.” 
 
    She and Tory struggled to reclaim the bartender’s attention and pay their tab. Elle fought the urge to jam her fingers in her mouth and whistle. She was now counting the minutes until she could have her nails in Douglas’ back, and relieve some of this pent-up tension. The anger management program taught her to exercise better judgment and deep breathing, but in her heart Elle knew she’d never really change. She was an angry kind of girl, and anger could only be channeled into productive activities. Running was good, kickboxing was better, sex was the best. Furious lovemaking with guys who were into pain was the only place where her inbuilt aggression could really roam free. Where she was truly herself. It didn’t make for great relationships, but it was a fuck of a lot more fun than sitting at a bar, hating stuff.  
 
    “I bet you and Jackson are going to get along great at my wedding,” Tory announced as Brandon finally ambled over and accepted her outstretched credit card. “He asks about you all the time.” 
 
    “Does he smirk like a total dick while he does it?” 
 
    Tory became very interested in her beer coaster. 
 
    Elle scowled. “I knew it.”  
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
    Elle 
 
      
 
    “Shit, shit, shit.” Elle sprinted through the airport, knocking over wheelie bags and the elderly with abandon. Much like that rabbit from that story, she was late. She’d been at the Conservation Centre until three in the morning feeding Prickles, the baby echidna, and forgotten to set a crucial alarm. 
 
    “I’m here,” she panted to the fussy-looking man behind the Air Indonesia counter. “Eloise Sahlstrom I’m flying to Bali. I’m here.” 
 
    “You’re late. I was just about to make an announcement.” 
 
    The man’s badge said he was Bernie. Elle had never seen a more appropriate name-to-grumpy personality ratio. “I know, but—” 
 
    His gaze lingered on her sweaty face and exercise leggings. “Sleep in, did you?” 
 
    “Well yeah, but—” 
 
    “Of course.” Bernie clicked furiously away at his computer. “Passport?” 
 
    Elle gingerly placed her passport on the table and Bernie snatched it up. “You’re on the eleven fifteen flight to Bali?” 
 
    “Yup.” 
 
    He cast her another dark look. Elle willed herself not to take it personally. She was late and people, particularly men, had a habit of seeing long blonde hair and assuming its owner was an entitled brat. 
 
    “You know you should arrive at the airport at least three hours before an international flight?” Bernie asked.  
 
    Elle felt her temper bubble threateningly and inhaled. “I do know that, yes.” 
 
    Bernie made a noise that sounded like ‘harrumph.’ “You’ll also have to check your guitar separately, which means an additional fee.” 
 
    “Fine,” Elle snapped, willing their encounter to end.  
 
    She wasn’t even supposed to be bringing her guitar to Bali, but hey, plans changed and guys who you’d been dating for months turned out to be cheating jerks. 
 
    “Place your luggage on the conveyor belt and step backward,” Bernie said huffily. “You know you’re lucky we’re even open twenty minutes from departure.” 
 
    It was the suggestion that she was in any way lucky that snapped Elle’s last nerve. She threw her backpack on the conveyor belt with a loud thump. “Look, mate, I’ve been dreading this trip for months, I hate flying, I hate weddings, I hate a guy who’s going to be at the wedding, and my boyfriend who was meant to be coming with me turned out to be someone else’s boyfriend.” 
 
    Bernie’s grey-blue eyes went wide.  
 
    “Yeah,” Elle snarled. “On top of that I stayed up all night feeding a baby echidna. It’s the cutest goddamn thing in the world. If you saw it you’d be late for your stupid flight too. Now chuck my shit on the plane so we can both get on with our lives.” 
 
    “Er…of course, ma’am.” 
 
    Elle watched Bernie print off her luggage tags, feeling slightly guilty. Would she ever live to be someone who didn’t shout at airport employees?  
 
    Bernie clacked away on his computer and then blinked at her. “I…er…” 
 
    “Is everything okay?” Elle asked nervously. “My friend booked the flights, I was just meant to show up.” 
 
    Bernie beamed at her, a huge plastic smile that was more unnerving than his rudeness. “Everything’s fine. Here’s your ticket, please proceed through the double doors and have an excellent flight.” 
 
    “Ah thanks? Do you…need anything else?” 
 
    Bernie’s evil clown smile got wider. “Not at all. Have a lovely flight.” 
 
    “I will…” Thoroughly confused, Elle proceeded through the glass doors, half convinced Bernie had had one of those personality-altering strokes. She gave her ticket to the attractive Balinese woman waiting at the entrance of the plane. “Ms. Sahlstrom, you’re in first class, seat Five A.” 
 
    “I’m where?” 
 
    “You’re in first class.” The woman beamed. “Didn’t you know?” 
 
    “No, my best friend booked the flight, I’m going to her wedding.” 
 
    “Oh, isn’t that lovely. Where are you—” 
 
    The man behind Elle cleared his throat loudly. “You’ll have to tell me later. Please head inside, your seat is on the left.” 
 
    Elle hustled onto the plane. First class? Would she get one of those big capsule beds? Would there be salmon? Would the experience be enough to forget she was sailing through infinite space with no means of escape? At least this explained Bernie’s abrupt attitude change; he thought she was the kind of wealthy bitch who could get him sacked if she complained. She sniggered to herself; maybe this trip wouldn’t be so shitty after al—. 
 
    “Hello Ellie.”  
 
    She stopped dead in the aisle. There was no mistaking that smokey, accented voice. Still, she tried. “You’ve gotta be fucking joking.” 
 
    A dark chuckle. “No. It’s me.” 
 
    A quick glance to the right confirmed it. Reclining in his seat like some combination of oil sheik and Elvis, was Jackson fucking Proveaux. Elle’s stomach plummeted. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    He smirked. “Nice to see you too.” 
 
    When she wanted to list his many faults to strangers, Elle found it difficult to describe her nemesis. You could list his individual features—liquid brown eyes, dark curly hair, tanned skin, the kind of brick shithouse body that should be in a museum of Greek statues, not propping up some poncy, obnoxious Frenchman, but you could never explain the overall effect. Encountering Jackson Proveaux was like witnessing a solar eclipse, it was rare and beautiful and a threat to your eyeballs. It was sickening how hot he was. 
 
    Jackson patted the seat beside him “C’mon, sit down. Plane’s about to take off.” 
 
    “We are not sitting together.” 
 
    “We are.” 
 
    Yearning and revulsion tumbled in Elle’s chest. She closed her eyes. “I knew this trip was going to be a nightmare. I just didn’t know it was starting so soon.” 
 
    “Well, you planning on surfing the plane all the way to Bali to avoid me? Or are you going to sit down?” 
 
    She opened her mouth to say she’d rather sit next to Stalin when the beefy guy behind her nudged her in the back. “Hurry up, lady.” 
 
    Before she could react, Jackson was on his feet. “Get your hands off her.” 
 
    “Sorry, mate,” the big guy said sheepishly. “It’s just…I want to get to my seat.” 
 
    “It’s a plane to Bali, not the last spot on the Enterprise,” Elle snapped. “How about you calm down?” 
 
    A different flight attendant came over, wearing a concerned expression, and in Elle’s opinion, way too much lavender Eau de Toilette. “Is everything okay?” 
 
    “Everything’s fine.” Elle stalked over to the window seat and threw herself into it. “I’m sitting down, see?” 
 
    “Okay then, I’ll let you get settled,” the flight attendant chirped. “We’re going to have a lovely flight.” 
 
    “Yeah, I seriously doubt that.”  
 
    “Cheer up, Ellie. It’ll be fine.” Jackson yawned and ran a hand through his perfectly tousled hair. He looked as at home in first class as he did in his crisp white shirt and burgundy chinos. Forget ‘not her type,’ he was like a whole other species of human. All of Elle’s ex-boyfriends were blue collar guys like her father and brother, the men Jackson called when his sink clogged up or his BMW wouldn’t start.  
 
    Still, it wasn’t like she was his brand of human female, either. A quick scan of his social media accounts revealed a penchant for tall, dark-haired glamazons. As a short, blonde rage-troll, she was exactly none of those things. In the dank recesses of his soul Jackson was probably as baffled by their hate-lust as she was, but while Elle was happy to ignore it, he insisted on prodding it. Like an arsehole. 
 
    “You’re such an arsehole,” she announced. 
 
    “Yes, you mentioned that earlier, Ellie.” 
 
    She could feel Jackson’s eyes on her, searing into her skin like a red hot brand. She wondered if he was noting her too-pink cheeks, her lack of makeup, or her rumpled as fuck hair. “Shouldn’t you be getting your cock smoked in the toilet or something?” 
 
    “Why? Are you offering?” 
 
    Elle supposed she’d walked right into that one. “Piss off.”  
 
    Jackson laughed. He let his long manicured fingers venture dangerously close to her armrest. “It’s been such a long time, I kind of hoped you’d forgiven me.” 
 
    Elle looked down at her own hands. Her fingernails were filthy as usual, bitten down to the quick, thanks to nerves about flying and the wedding. “There isn’t enough time in the ever-expanding universe for me to have forgiven you.” 
 
    “I don’t know if that makes sense. Scientifically.” 
 
    “Shut up.” 
 
    Jackson tapped an immaculately polished wingtip. “Your hair’s longer, it suits you.”  
 
    She sighed, a loud expulsion of air that fell short of her intended mindful breathing. “Please don’t start this bullshit. We haven’t even left the tarmac.” 
 
    “What bullshit? I want to talk to you. I haven’t seen you since Tory’s birthday.” 
 
    “And you think that’s a coincidence?” Elle shot back. “I know what you did in that toilet.” 
 
    Jackson, for all his infinite faults, had the wisdom to look guilty.  
 
    A year and a half ago they’d collided in the hallway of Delegrante’s Italian restaurant, where Tory’s birthday party was being held. They’d endured a long crackling pause, and then, for reasons Elle still didn’t understand, she and Jackson started making out against the hatstand. It had taken all of her strength to shove him away, but she had. She’d pleaded a stomach virus to Tory, gone to a dive bar, and drank herself stupid. Meanwhile Jackson had sought an end to his frustration by screwing Tory’s sister Mel in the Delegrante’s handicapped bathroom. Say what you will about their quote unquote ‘bond,’ she and Jackson certainly didn’t bring out each other’s classy sides. 
 
    The plane’s engines rattled to life and Elle leaned back in her seat, breathing hard. This was so profoundly unfair. She’d had a plan for seeing Jackson again. It involved swanning up to him, champagne in hand, Douglas at her side, and saying something cutting like, “hello, Jason. How’s being the world’s biggest twat-factory working out for you?”  
 
    Instead she was single, sweating like a horse, and about to confront one of her biggest fears. As though sensing her fears, the plane rattled even more loudly. 
 
    “This is such garbage,” Elle moaned.  
 
    “What is?” Jackson enquired. 
 
    “The way you smell. It’s like Giorgio Armani’s having sex with paint thinner.” 
 
    “My mother bought me this cologne,” he said mildly. 
 
    “Well, tell her other people have to exist in the same ozone as you.” 
 
    “Forgive me if I don’t pass that message along, Ellie.” 
 
    “Can you stop saying my name? I don’t know if it’s a pickup tactic or you’re trying to hypnotize me, but it’s very annoying.” 
 
    Jackson grinned. “I thought you were forced to put a lid on your anger management issues? Something about hitting a man with a brick?” 
 
    Elle glared at him. She was going to have a word to Tory about what she told her fiancée’s nosy, arsehole friends. “It was his car. And shut up, I don’t have anger management issues.” 
 
    “Oh you do,” Jackson said, grinning. “But I don’t mind. I’ve always thought your attitude was the sexiest thing about you. The way you look at me when you’re angry…” He gave an obnoxious fake shudder.  
 
    Elle forced herself to laugh. “That’s funny, I’ve always thought that if I strangled someone on a plane, they’d have a minuscule chance of getting necessary medical attention before we landed.” 
 
    Jackson grinned. “Can you sit on my lap while you choke me? If I’m going to die, I want some auto-erotic elements brought to it.” 
 
    The flight attendant came down the aisle, checking seatbelts and inspecting overhead compartments. Jackson shoved his sunglasses into the side pocket of his chair and she tutted. “Let me take those for you, Mr. Proveaux.” 
 
    She plucked the eyewear from his fingers, her cheeks slightly pink. 
 
    “Michelle, please call me Jackson.” 
 
    Elle snorted. The flight attendant glanced nervously at her, as though she was doing something illegal. “I should…I’m going to go. I’ll be back to take your drink order soon.”  
 
    “Glad to hear it.” 
 
    Michelle sashayed away, and Jackson turned to her. “What are you cackling about?” 
 
    Elle clasped her hands to her chest. “Oh, Mister Proveaux, you’re so charming.” 
 
    She tucked her chin into her neck and made her accent obnoxiously French. “Call me Jacqusonne, sweet-cheeks. I own zis airline and I think you’re verre sex-ehy.” 
 
    He smirked at her. “Jealous?” 
 
    “You wish.” 
 
    “You know, if you want my undivided attention, all you have to do is ask.”  
 
    Elle started to tell Jackson she wanted him to fall down a well, but realized she was playing right into his hands by paying attention to him. She turned and stared out of the window. “I have nothing to say to you, feel free to say nothing to me in return.” 
 
    He tapped her shoulder. “Where’s the man you’re seeing?” 
 
    Elle immediately turned back towards him. Resistance had never been her strong suit. “Don’t ask me questions. And we split up.” 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “Your mum happened.” 
 
    He rolled his dark eyes. “Very mature. How’s work? Are all your bandicoots alive and well?” 
 
    “More alive than you’ll be if you don’t shut your mouth.” 
 
    Jackson’s grin displayed his dimples to a disgusting degree. “It’s impossible to sit next to someone as delightful as you and not talk to them, Ellie.” 
 
    Bone-deep lust clanged through her, like a tin can down an empty mineshaft. She pinched her arm hard enough to burst a blood vessel. It relaxed her temper enough to say, “Shut up pretty boy.” 
 
    Still, if she kept resorting to pinches to curb her lust, she’d be black and blue come the wedding. It was typical of her stupid cursed brain to negotiate excuses to interact with Jackson. It happened every time they were together and the only way to prevent it was to avoid him. She just had to be strong for the rest of the flight. Then she would escape to her hotel room, get really, really paralytically drunk, keep herself that way for eight days and then it would all be over. Piece of cake. 
 
    There was a loud crackle and the captain’s voice came through the speakers. “Attention, ladies and gentlemen, the eleven fifteen flight to Bali will be taking off momentarily. Thank you for flying Air Indonesia, please relax and enjoy your journey.” 
 
    Elle gripped both armrests tight enough to break them. “Oh god.” 
 
    “I don’t know why you’re so stressed out,” Jackson said lazily. “It’s far more likely that you’ll be killed in a car crash.” 
 
    She glared at him. “I don’t know why people say that like it’s even comparable. In a car I could always leap out at the last second. If this plane goes down, we’re all dead on impact.” 
 
    “That’s a lovely attitude you have, Ellie.” He extended a hand towards her. “I can offer you some moral support if you’d like?”  
 
    “Fuck off. Actually, wait!” 
 
    Jackson’s eyes lit up. “You want me to hold your hand?” 
 
    “Hell no. Give me whatever flying drugs you’re on.” 
 
    He frowned. “I haven’t got any.” 
 
    “Rubbish.” Elle searched his face for signs he was high. “You don’t do anything sober, least of all fly. Ben told me that story about you mixing your malaria pills and Xanax in Thailand and going apeshit in the airport.” 
 
    “People change, Ellie.” 
 
    “What did I say about saying my name?” 
 
    “Sorry, Blondie.” Jackson folded his arms across his chest. “How about instead of getting pilled up, we talk about each other’s lives and you don’t say hurtful things in response.” 
 
    “I don’t want to hear about you getting a new strain of super herpes Proveaux, take your verbal memoirs elsewhere.” 
 
    Elle barely had time to enjoy her perfectly executed burn when the plane lurched forwards with the supernatural speed of take-off. She buried her face in her hands. “This never gets any easier. Why? Why?” 
 
    “Are you rethinking my hand holding offer?” 
 
    Elle was too occupied by the fact she was peeling away from the surface of the earth to respond. She moaned as waves of nausea roiled through her. 
 
    “Are you going to be sick?” Jackson asked interestedly. “Should I ask Michelle for a little baggie?” 
 
    “Shut up.” 
 
    “I have officially lost track of how many times you’ve told me to shut up.” 
 
    “So why aren’t you doing it?” 
 
    Elle pressed her palms even harder against her eyes. Logically she knew this probably wasn’t going to result in a fiery death, but like all rage-heads she had control issues, and you didn’t get more out of control than dangling in outer space completely at the mercy of science and fate. She hadn’t flown since her gap year in Stockholm, and she’d been hoping to keep her feet on Australian soil for at least another forty years. Stupid international wedding. 
 
    A hand gently caressed her sweaty back. “Are you okay? Do you want me to call someone?” 
 
    The tenderness in his voice was sincere, which only irritated her more. She shook him off, flailing her arms more than was necessary. “I’m fine. I just need a drink. Or nine.” 
 
    Jackson gestured for Michelle, and she came gliding over, a vision in blue and red polyester. “What would you like?” 
 
    “White wine, please.” 
 
    “What kind of white wine?” Michelle asked. 
 
    “Sauvignon blanc, please.” 
 
    “Tomich Hill, Claro, or Sébastien Riffault?” 
 
    “I don’t know what that means.” 
 
    Michelle laughed. “Would you like your wine to be Australian, Chilean, or French?” 
 
    Okay, there was fancy and then there was too fancy. There were only so many choices Elle could contemplate before she got pissed off.  
 
    Jackson laid a hand on her wrist. “I think the Claro would suit Elle best.” 
 
    “I agree,” Michelle said warmly. “And for you, Mr. Prove―Jackson?” 
 
    “I’ll have a pot of green tea with jasmine, please.” 
 
    “Perfect. I’ll be back soon.” 
 
    Elle shook off Jackson’s hand. “What’s with the tea? Are you hungover or something?” 
 
    “No. I just don’t feel like getting drunk on a plane.” 
 
    Elle rolled her eyes. Michelle returned with their drinks almost instantly. Her wine came in a real glass, not a plastic tumbler, and she stared and wondered if the airline thought rich people were less likely to smash stemware and turn it into weapons. She thought it better not to ask. 
 
    Jackson extended his cup towards her. “Toast?” 
 
    Elle was caught full force by the depth in his eyes, the richness of his hair. She swallowed. “To what?” 
 
    His smile implied a million things. To money, to good looks, to the fact that you’re already eyeing off my chest in this shirt and wondering how my cock would feel buried deep inside you. Two years and you’re as hot for me as you ever were, Ellie. Cheers. 
 
    “To Ben and Tory,” Jackson declared.  
 
    Elle sighed. She wasn’t going to refuse that. She and Jackson clinked glasses and drank. Light, fresh wine ran down her parched throat and she bit back a moan. It was good. Like, ridiculously good. 
 
    She found Jackson watching her. “You like it?” 
 
    “It’s all right,” she said, putting down her glass. 
 
    Jackson smiled softly. “I’ll have to try harder next time.” 
 
    He blew on his tea, sending sweet, fragrant steam curling towards her. Elle watched his lips as he took a sip, trying to remember how they felt pressed against hers. He had a beautiful mouth, full but firm. It wasn’t a trait people valued in men, but you only had to kiss a guy with loose, rubbery lips to know it mattered. 
 
    “See something you like?” Jackson asked.  
 
    Elle internally slapped herself. “I see a man in overpriced clothes being a pain in my arsehole.” 
 
    Jackson arched a thick, perfectly shaped eyebrow. “I see.” 
 
    Wishing she’d hadn’t mentioned her arsehole, Elle took another huge swallow of wine. “You’re very thirsty, Blondie.” 
 
    “When I told you to stop saying my name, I didn’t mean ‘start giving me stupid nicknames.’ Why don’t you stop messing with me, put on your noise-cancelling headphones, and watch Entourage, or whatever show douchebag metrosexuals are into these days.” 
 
    “I think it’s Suits.” 
 
    “So watch Suits.” 
 
    “I’m up to date on Suits. What I’m not up to date on is you.” He raised his cup in her direction and drank. “I know you told me to shut up about your boyfriend, but I’m curious, what does a man have to do to get dumped by his date right before a wedding?” 
 
    Elle didn’t answer. A week ago she had gotten a call from an unknown number. It was Douglas’ real girlfriend Alana, wanting to know if Elle was actually his friend from work, or as she suspected, something more. Alana hadn’t been angry, she didn’t even cry. She just said she’d found a picture of Elle on Douglas’ phone and suspected the worst. After the most awkward five minute conversation of her life, Elle had tried to call Douglas and rip him to shreds, but his phone was off. She went around to his work but he’d called in sick. A week later he sent her an email saying he was trying to work things out with Alana, that he was sorry and that he wasn’t coming to the wedding. Fucking coward.  
 
    Elle’s delicious wine soured in her stomach.  
 
    “Did you get bored with him?” Jackson asked. 
 
    “You’re the expert at that, not me.” 
 
    Jackson pretended to look offended. “Where did you get that idea?” 
 
    “Please, Tory told me you changed your gym three times because your exes keep hassling you on the rowing machine.” 
 
    “That was ages—” 
 
    “Don’t know, don’t care.” She gestured to Michelle. “Could I have another wine, please?” 
 
    “Coming right up,” Michelle replied with the non-judgemental smoothness of someone who served a lot of drunk passengers. Elle could deeply appreciate that. That and the quality of the TV screen in front of her. She reached for her headphones and Jackson grabbed her wrist. “Hang on, Blondie, I’ve got something to tell you.” 
 
    “Stop calling me Blondie.” 
 
    “Sure thing, Sweet-Cheeks.” He said it in the same exaggerated French accent as she had earlier and only Michelle’s return stopped Elle from whapping him in the face. 
 
    “Okay, seriously now,” Jackson said, once the flight attendant had departed. “I need to tell you something you might not like.” 
 
    Elle gulped her new wine. “Trust me, nothing can make me feel worse.” 
 
    Jackson’s expression said he very much doubted that. “We’re playing together at the wedding, you and I.” 
 
    Elle’s first thought was of playing in the sexual sense. Her brain jammed on a hundred different images of their bodies intertwined on soft hotel sheets, of Jackson’s lips tracing her neck, of his big body braced beneath hers…Then she returned to reality. “We’re not having sex.” 
 
    For a moment Jackson stared at her, confusion marring his handsome features, then he threw his head back and laughed. He laughed and laughed until his whole body shook. The people around them smiled, clearly under the impression they were sharing a humorous moment. Elle sank into her chair, sincerely wishing she could vanish. “So you didn’t mean it like that, huh?” 
 
    “No.” Jackson wiped his eyes. “Talk about having your mind in the gutter.” 
 
    Elle bit back a growl. “If you don’t mean sex, what the fuck are you talking about?” 
 
    “I’m playing the guitar with you at the wedding,” Jackson explained, his dark brown eyes still full of amusement. “When Tory and Ben found out your special friend wasn’t able to accompany you, they asked me to take his place. I said yes.” 
 
    Elle’s eyes stretched far beyond their usual capacity. “No way.” 
 
    Jackson nodded serenely. “Way.” 
 
    “Tory wouldn’t do that to me. She knows how much I—” 
 
    “Hate me?” Jackson straightened up in his seat. “Well, sorry, but they want the songs done properly, and apparently you can’t play and sing at the same time.” 
 
    It was true, she’d never mastered that particular skill, but surely a clunky, embarrassing performance was better than a mid-wedding murder? 
 
    “I’m not playing with you,” she said, crossing her arms over her chest. “I’ll tell them as soon as we land.” 
 
    “You’d ruin Ben and Tory’s first dance because of your feelings towards me?” 
 
    Elle’s neck stiffened. “Of course not.” 
 
    “Good. Then we should probably aim to practice together a couple of times before the ceremony. We’ll sort everything out when we’re at the resort.” 
 
    “Or you could fuck off and I’ll find someone else to play the guitar.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    As far as alternative options went, Elle wasn’t seeing a lot of potential. “Fine,” she hissed. “We’ll play the stupid songs together. But I have something to say to you.” 
 
    Jackson tucked his hands behind his head and closed his eyes, a picture of male tranquillity. “Fire away.” 
 
    “I will practice the songs with you, I will perform with you, and if we cross paths while we’re in Bali I will be polite, but I have not forgotten what you did to me and you are not forgiven.” 
 
    Jackson opened his eyes. “What about that kiss at the restaurant?” 
 
    “A product of a noxious curse and nothing else.” 
 
    “Noxious curse? It was a kiss.” He grinned. “A really good one.” 
 
    Elle sighed. They could banter back and forth all day and not get anywhere. “Look, I do think you’re hot.” 
 
    Jackson smiled beatifically.  
 
    “But I don’t like you. Not at all.” 
 
    His smile vanished.  
 
    “You’ve got charisma,” Elle continued. “The kind that got Charles Manson laid, and as much as I wish I were immune to it, I’m not. Now we’re both attending this bullshit wedding, and because we love Ben and Tory, I’m going to ask you nicely to back off. You had your chance with me and you blew it.”  
 
    “I blew it?” 
 
    “Like a bald tire.” 
 
    “And the way you keep staring at my body? That’s a sign of complete disinterest?” 
 
    Elle scowled. “Are you not listening to me? The fact that I still want to…” fuck you silly, ride your face like a bicycle seat, suck your cock so hard I get spinal fluid in my mouth… 
 
    “…that I’m still attracted to you doesn’t give you the right to sleaze on me for the next eight days.” 
 
    “I am not sleazy.” 
 
    “Yes, you are, and I know you’re like that with everyone because you’re French, but I’m asking you to make an exception.” 
 
    Jackson’s chin jutted out. “Really? You want me to leave you alone?” 
 
    Elle’s stomach hardened. The last thing the curse wanted was for Jackson to leave her alone. As soon as he was gone, whatever fuck-me hormones he sent filtering into her blood would deplete, leaving her flatter than roadkill. It was a junkie’s dilemma, stop now and suffer, or delay the pain for as long as you could, knowing it compounded with each and every dose. Elle looked at Jackson’s chocolate brown eyes, the soft swell of his lower lip, and imagined him kissing someone else. The thought was like a knife running through her, spilling guts and bone and useless desire. 
 
    “I really do want you to leave me alone,” she said, pleased to hear her voice was void of any romantic misgivings. “You and I are not friends, and we are not spending time together on this forced vacation.” 
 
    Jackson opened his mouth and closed it again. Then he smiled, a beautiful, relaxed infuriating smile. “Whatever you say, Ellie.” 
 
    He yanked his headphones off the screen in front of him and placed them over his ears. 
 
    Elle felt the loss of his attention instantly. Her whole body cooled like the sun had gone behind a cloud. But that was good. She was no goddamn junkie. 
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    After what felt like an eternity, the captain announced the plane was landing. The descent never felt as bad as lift off; somehow it felt more natural to be crashing back to earth than rising out of it. Elle packed her headphones away, ears ringing from hours of non-stop listening. She hadn’t spoken or even looked at Jackson for hours, but his presence had been like radioactive waves washing over her, making her breasts ache and inner thighs tingle. She’d watched a documentary on global warming, hoping to squash her libido, but she’d only wound up turned on and depressed, which wasn’t a great combo. 
 
    The real beauty of first class was that you got out first. The instant the door was unsealed, Elle legged it down the metal stairs and across the blacktop without so much as a backward glance. She’d been to Bali as a kid, and Ngurah Rai Airport was exactly as she remembered, muggy and crowded with an abundance of palm trees. She stopped at duty-free to exchange some money, threw a couple of bottles of Bombay Sapphire Gin into her backpack for good luck, and headed for the baggage carousel. There, also waiting for their luggage, she found not one, not two, but five of Tory’s cousins. Mina, Jess, Olivia, Bianca, and Betty all greeted her with much hugging and cheek kisses, and Betty insisted Elle take a seat on the minibus they’d hired to take them to the resort. As they hustled her towards a small, beat up white van, Elle realized she’d made a horrible mistake. Already leaning against the van, his leather bound luggage in tow, was… 
 
    “Jackson!” Betty rushed forward and kissed him on both cheeks. “You found us!” 
 
    “Sure did,” he said smoothly. “Hey ladies.” 
 
    “Hi,” the girls chorused, making the word sound about eight ‘i’s long. 
 
    “How was your flight?” he asked the group at large. 
 
    “It was so good,” Betty gushed. From her smile it was clear she couldn’t be more turned on if Jackson had his hand down her pants. In fact, all five cousins were tossing their heads and shifting their feet like mares in heat. Elle had witnessed the effect Jackson had on women before, but it always made her hate herself for her own attraction to the bastard. She slunk around the back of the van, trying to stay out of sight but Betty grabbed her arm. “Jackson, this is Elle, Tory’s best friend.” 
 
    Jackson inclined his head. “We meet again.” 
 
    He leaned forward and kissed her cheek. The spot burned as though he’d touched a brand to Elle’s face and when he pulled away, all five cousins were glaring at her.  
 
    “How was your flight Jackson?” Jess asked pointedly, turning her back on Elle. 
 
    “Lovely.” Jackson’s gaze stayed locked on Elle. “I had a beautiful view.” 
 
    Elle scowled at him. He hadn’t heeded her warning at all, he’d just been resting his skeeze on the plane, waiting for another chance to strike. 
 
    “I was stuck next to a whinging baby the whole time,” she announced to no one in particular, then clambered onto the van before Jackson could respond. 
 
    Before the plane trip, Elle would have said there was nothing worse than being trapped in mid-air with Jackson Proveaux. Now she knew better, there was traveling in a hot, dusty van with Jackson Proveaux and five other women, all eagerly competing for his cock.  
 
    Elle didn’t blame Tory’s cousins for their fascination with Jackson, but she could blame them for asking him endless questions about his work, his friends, his life goals, his car, his dumb cat, and his apartment. It was relentless. A girl could only take so much. She curled into a ball and attempted to sleep, but the minivan didn’t appear to have suspension or air conditioning, and the driver, apparently unhindered by any road laws, gunned it over pothole after pothole until Elle had a pretty good idea of what scrambled eggs felt like. Within minutes she was a sweating, stinking mess and she wasn’t the only one. Tory’s cousins, who’d sooner be seen tarred and feathered than without flawless makeup, were not impressed. 
 
    “My foundation’s running off!” Jess said, swiping a palm across her forehead. 
 
    “Me too,” Olivia moaned. 
 
    Bianca passed around a small bottle of misting spray and soon the entire minibus stank like bergamot toilet water. Jackson excused himself from being repeatedly hit on to check the ten billion texts and emails he’d gotten during the flight, and the conversation turned to the old Gauci standby―feminine stuff. 
 
    Elle had been interacting with Tory’s relatives for close to ten years and knew there was no health food product, hair trend, nail trend, fashion trend, nor celebrity relationship they could not dissect to within an inch of its life. She didn’t mind at all, but none of those topics were things she knew or cared about, and experience told her she would soon be called upon to give her opinion on ombre hair dye or red kale smoothies and then she would be screwed. 
 
    She’d always been uncomfortable in groups of women. She had no sisters and her mum embodied every stereotype of the cold, unfeeling Swede there was. Tory was her first real female friend, and Tory, with her hairy underarms, bisexuality, and combat boots, wasn’t exactly a beacon of traditional womanhood. Her cousins, on the other hand, were perfect specimens of conventional femininity. Every one of them had long shiny hair, manicured nails, and immaculately made up faces. They worked in offices, eschewed carbs, and couldn’t wait to get married. Elle didn’t feel like she was better than Tory’s cousins for being different but her ability to fake enthusiasm was about as good as her ability to fake calm and she really didn’t want to make a dick of herself this soon. 
 
    “Mel’s been cleansing for the last three weeks,” Betty announced as she somehow managed to dab concealer under her eyes on a moving bus. “She’s going to look amazing at the wedding.” 
 
    “I know,” Jess chirped. “She’s so hot. Elle, have you ever done a cleanse?” 
 
    “Uhh.” Elle racked her brain for relevant memories. “I got food poisoning once. I lost like four kilos. That was mostly stomach lining, though.” 
 
    Tory’s cousins stared at her blankly. Elle heard Jackson chuckle from the back of the bus and mentally cursed his entire family. 
 
    “Oh,” Jess murmured, as though she hadn’t realized Elle was mentally challenged. “Are you, um, looking forward to the resort spa?” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    Truthfully she wasn’t looking forward to the spa. So-called ‘skin treatments’ always turned her flesh violent shades of aubergine and massages typically ended with her kicking the masseuse in a fit of don’t-touch-me-itis. 
 
    “What about the bachelorette party?” Betty pressed. “Are you mad that you weren’t the maid of honor?” 
 
    Oh no. This wasn’t going well. Elle shifted uncomfortably in her seat, trying and failing to think of ways to smoothly change the subject. “Tory asked,” she admitted. “But I didn’t want the gig.” 
 
    “That’s not what Mel said.” Olivia leaned closer, displaying her impressively tanned cleavage. “She said Tory asked her first.” 
 
    “Well, Mel’s lying,” Elle said shortly. She had little patience for Tory’s grandstanding, pain in the arse sister and her never-ceasing attempts to stir up shit.  
 
    The cousins exchanged significant glances. 
 
    “I’m happy she got the job though,” Elle said, attempting to soften the shock. “Sounds like she’s done great work, and Christ knows I didn’t want to do it.”  
 
    “Why wouldn’t you want to be the maid of honor?” Jess asked. 
 
    Warning! Warning! Shut your fucking mouth, woman! “I…I’m not really big on weddings,” Elle stammered.  
 
    Mistake. All five of the cousins looked as though she’d just pulled a knife. 
 
    “You don’t like weddings?” Olivia said nervously. “Why?” 
 
    “I just…there’s a bunch of reasons.” 
 
    “Like what?” Betty demanded. 
 
    In her mind’s eye, Elle could see herself wandering up to a barely frozen lake and placing a toe on the delicate layer of ice. She wasn’t going to go skating. She wasn’t. It wasn’t safe. 
 
    “I find the whole thing a bit overdone,” her mouth said, entirely independent of her brain. “I mean, what does love have to do with spending thousands of dollars on bad chicken and a dress you only wear once?” 
 
    The speech was so ingrained, words continued to flow, like a bad idea river draining toward the ocean of poor boundaries. “I mean, Tory would still love Ben if they got married in a KFC. I don’t know why we have to stand around watching her put on a fake virgin dress and get handballed down the aisle by her dad like this is fricken’ 1902.” 
 
    “Um…yeah,” Mina said, sending a panicky glance around the bus. 
 
    “So you don’t want to be a part of her special day?” Betty asked, both eyebrows unnaturally high.  
 
    “Hey, I’m glad Tory and Ben are getting married,” Elle said. “I just think weddings are a capitalist enterprise designed to squeeze hard-earned dollars out of suckers who think an overpriced DJ and a fuckload of white roses have anything to do with love.” 
 
    A ringing silence greeted the end of her speech. A silence weighed down with the threat of hair pulling. Elle stared into the brown eyes of Tory’s cousins and understood they were about to slash her throat and bathe in her blood for its oxidizing and skin firming benefits. She closed her eyes and bid them to do their worst. 
 
    “I think what Ellie’s trying to say is that she’s not romantic like us.” 
 
    As one, Tory’s cousins turned to look at Jackson.  
 
    “You’re a romantic?” Bianca asked. 
 
    “Oh yes. To my bones.” Jackson put his heels on the seat in front of him and reclined in what Elle thought was a decidedly knob-like manner.  
 
    “Do you want to get married?” Betty asked, shooting Elle a nasty look. 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Soon or…?” Olivia’s voice trailed away delicately. 
 
    “Have to find the right girl first, but I know she’s out there.” 
 
    Elle distinctly heard five pairs of panties moistening.  
 
    “That’s so cute,” Mina said, beaming at Jackson, as though he’d just cured cancer. 
 
    Jackson winked at her. “Thanks. Anyway, I understand how Elle feels about weddings. My mother was the exact same way. She and my father got married in a park in Lyon and went out for coffee afterwards.” 
 
    “Really?” Elle asked before she could stop herself. 
 
    Jackson grinned at her. “Really. My father wanted a big church wedding but he always gave my mother whatever she wanted. Couldn’t help himself.” 
 
    Elle bit her tongue, refusing to ask Jackson more. 
 
    Jess wound a chestnut lock around her finger. “Do you have any idea of what the right girl for you looks like? Or how she acts or whatever?” 
 
    “I’ll know when I meet her.” 
 
    Elle rolled her eyes. He was talking complete shit. The right girl for him was whoever felt like taking their bra off at the end of the night. The van pulled into a dirt road in which an unnaturally white sign announced the Delias Nysa Resort was a kilometre away. “What does Delias Nysa mean?” Betty asked. 
 
    Elle couldn’t help herself. “It’s Latin for a breed of butterfly. Its garden name is ‘Yellow Jezebel.’” 
 
    This pronouncement was met with five blank faces. She’d been expecting as much following her Das Kapital wedding rant, but it didn’t exactly lift her spirits. More than anything, this was why she wanted Douglas at the wedding. A friendly face who doubled as a hiking and sex partner would have been beyond convenient. It also would have gone a long way towards Tory’s family seeing her as something other than Tory’s weird, vaguely communist, possibly lesbian friend. 
 
    The resort was incredible, more of a palace than anything Elle had been picturing—huge cream colored buildings, tropical plants, and towering bronze fountains. Elle spotted Tory’s father in the driveway and winced. Like much of Tory’s family, she and Mr. Gauci had a chequered history. In this case it stemmed from the fact that he once thought it was funny to call Tory a fat little piggy for having two servings of Italian continental cake, and Elle did not think it was funny. And she’d told him she didn’t think it was funny, and it was pretty much all downhill from there. Antonio Gauci had paid for Elle’s trip to Bali, but with the greatest reluctance, and he’d begged Tory to let Mina sing at the ceremony instead. Elle was not looking forward to seeing him. 
 
    The driver braked hard, sending Elle’s backpack to the floor for the hundredth time. When she rose from picking it up, she found Jackson’s face inches from hers. “What the fuck are you doing?” 
 
    He moved backward. “Better?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    He rolled his eyes. “Forget about hating me for ten seconds, we have a mutual objective.” He pointed to the window. “You wanna avoid Tory’s dad?” 
 
    “Always.” 
 
    “Good. Let’s make a break for it when the Kardashians swarm him.” 
 
    Elle was sure she’d heard him wrong. “Huh?” 
 
    “Tory’s cousins. When they get out and start hugging him, let’s grab our shit and run. We’ll move quicker with two people shifting the bags.” 
 
    “Won’t he see us?” 
 
    “Doubt it. He looks shitfaced.” 
 
    A quick peek through the window confirmed it. Tory’s father was reeling where he stood and his nose was red enough to start a fire. Elle weighed her reluctance to agree to anything Jackson said against her desire to never be within a metre of Tory’s dad. “Fine.” 
 
    Jackson gave the seat in front of him a quick drumroll. “Great. Let’s do this.” 
 
    “Hang on,” Elle hissed. “I don’t know where my room is. I’ll have to go past him to reception.” 
 
    Jackson shook his head. “I’ve stayed here before, I know where they put up the guests for weddings, just follow me.” 
 
    “Why don’t I just go without you at all? Tory’s dad hates me, but I didn’t fuck his daughter in a toilet. You’re a liability.” 
 
    Jackson leaned closer, enveloping her in his ‘I-heart-your-pussy-girl’ scent. “You’re really going to play me like that after I helped you with Tory’s cousins? Stopped them from burning you at the stake for what you said about weddings.” 
 
    “I was handling it,” Elle lied.  
 
    Jackson laughed. “They were going to yank your hair out. What were you thinking, insulting weddings in front of those women? You’d have more luck preaching tolerance to neo-Nazi’s.” 
 
    “I was trying to be honest,” Elle muttered. “Just shut up and let’s go.” 
 
    Jackson’s plan worked better than she expected. Mr. Gauci didn’t see them slip out of the bus and Elle handed the driver ten bucks to let them get their luggage out first. 
 
    “There’s a path over by the palm trees,” Jackson whispered, extracting her humongous canvas backpack from his gleaming leather-bound luggage. “They’ll have an assistant waiting to give us our keys.” 
 
    Elle yanked her guitar case out with one good pull. “Got it.” 
 
    She hoisted her backpack higher on her shoulders and began moving towards the trees in a way she hoped was stealthy. 
 
    “Hang on, wait for me!” 
 
    Elle turned. “Remember when you almost ran me over with a minivan?” 
 
    Jackson looked uncomfortable. “Yeah.” 
 
    “Consider this a belated ‘fuck you.’” 
 
    She gave him a double bird and booked it towards the path, feeling more light-hearted than she had for hours. A young Balinese girl dressed in a neat hotel uniform was waiting there. “You are with the Gauci-Sastry wedding party?” she asked.  
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “Follow me, please.” 
 
    Elle followed the girl past deceptively rustic looking cabins, noting the resort was surrounded by forestry perfect for hiking. 
 
    “You have beautiful hair,” her guide said suddenly. “Like moonlight. Is it yours?” 
 
    Elle assumed she meant ‘is the color yours?’ It was a question she got a lot. “Yeah, it is.” 
 
    The girl beamed. “I thought so, your brows are the same.” 
 
    Light as a whisper, she ran her finger over one. To Elle’s surprise, she didn’t mind. “Do you live around here?”  
 
    “No, I live in Tegalalang with my family. My name is Nengah.” 
 
    “I’m Elle. Are there any nature trails around here?” 
 
    They passed the rest of the walk amicably discussing hiking trails and stupid tourists. Nengah might be sixteen and Balinese, but loving nature and putting up with arseholes was a universal language. Eventually they stopped in front of a large building Elle assumed was a fancy jungle restaurant. 
 
    “This is yours,” Nengah announced. 
 
    “No fucking way.” 
 
    “Yes, it is yours,” Nengah said with the utmost seriousness. “I will show you inside.” 
 
    It was incredible. Elle had a spa, a kitchen, and huge double bed. The bedroom backed directly onto a deck where the turquoise ocean beckoned. The building wasn’t all hers, it was a duplex split between two guests, but still, it was bigger than her flat in Fairfield, and that housed three people. Nengah dismissed herself, and the instant she was gone, Elle tore off her sweaty clothes and flung herself onto the bed. She couldn’t touch both sides with her feet no matter how wide she spread her legs. Trying to do so made her horny, an utterly pointless endeavor before dinner, so she decided to go for a swim. She located her bikini, seized one of the fluffy white hotel towels probably not meant for outdoor swimming, and strolled onto the deck. Throwing her towel down on the chair, she stretched out her arms and smiled. The sun was setting over the ocean, her wine headache was gone, and she was alone, the next best thing to being with someone tolerable and sexy. The thought took some of the wind out of her sails as she moved closer to the water. Those two words, tolerable and sexy, were proving a tough combo to find. Elle tried her best not to have unrealistic expectations about men, but since turning twenty-six, she was aware of a growing need for more. Not a fuck buddy or an okay-but-not-really boyfriend, but something good. A sweet, handsome guy to curl up with on rainy days, who knew how she liked her tea and pizza and eggs. Who could be strong when she needed him to be strong and kneel when she needed him to kneel. A unicorn, in other words. A fantasy. In reality she surrounded herself with the worst men imaginable. Mick the arsehole. Harley the compulsive liar. Douglas the cheater, whom she’d only been keeping around because of the pending wedding. Even her fascination to Jackson was a farce. A nuclear bomb site had more LTR potential. Maybe Tory was right and she did need to get on eHarmony and make an actual effort before she was impregnated by one of these fools and trapped forever.  
 
    “Hey Blondie.” 
 
    Elle almost jumped out of her skin. Her hands flew over her breasts as she turned to face the intruder. “What the shit?” 
 
    “Don’t worry, you’re not naked.” 
 
    Jackson was shirtless and barefoot, grinning his same careless grin. Two things occurred to Elle simultaneously. They were neighbours, and goddamn. He looked like he should be in a gladiator ring, splattered with another man’s blood. Thankfully, she managed to summon a third line of thought. “You are not staying next to me.” 
 
    “I am.” He pointed to the suite beside hers. “See? Thanks for ditching me, by the way. Tory’s father almost put me in a headlock.” 
 
    “And whose fault is that, daughter-defiler?” 
 
    Jackson sighed handsomely and threw himself onto one of the green and white striped deckchairs, his implausibly defined abs flexing in the setting sun. Blistering little packets of serotonin surged into her blood. He’s here! The exquisite torture continues!  
 
    No. Never. Not today. Not tomorrow. Never. 
 
    “Go to reception and change rooms,” she demanded. 
 
    Jackson closed his eyes and turned his face to the sun. “Nope. I already put my shit down.” 
 
    Dammit, that was her exact reason for not wanting to leave. “Did you arrange this?” 
 
    He yawned. “No.” 
 
    “You forced me to sit next to you on the plane. You’re forcing me to sing with you, and now you’re here, in the suite next to mine…” 
 
    “Trust me, I wouldn’t have bothered.” His eyes raked along her bikini-clad form. “You still doing kickboxing? You’re in great shape.” 
 
    “Keep your eyes off my shape. I can’t believe this.” 
 
    How was she meant to sleep knowing Jackson was in the next room boozing it up and ploughing his way through every available woman in Bali? More to the point, how was she supposed to stop herself from making a play for him? She was a drug addict who’d just been told there was a motherload of free narcotics next door. 
 
    Face it, Ellie, you might as well take off your bikini and get on his dick now. 
 
    “No,” she said aloud. “Never.” 
 
    Then she turned and jumped into the ocean. The warm rush of saltwater was just what the doctor ordered. It rushed into her nose and ears and between each strand of her hair, cleansing everything as it went. She let her body sink down to the sand and sat there, cross-legged, releasing small streams of bubbles. It was only for eight days. She could stay drunk most of the time. She could endure this. And if she couldn’t? If she snapped and slashed somebody’s tires out of repressed sex rage? Well, then no one would invite her to a wedding ever again. Unbidden, her mind played a short gif of herself climbing onto Jackson’s big sweaty body, pressing her hips down on the bulge she could see through his board shorts and making him swallow his smug, shit-eating grin whole. 
 
    Fuck. Elle pinched her arm, letting the pain anchor her back to reality. She waited until her brain was screaming for oxygen before resurfacing. She found Jackson standing over her.  
 
    “You want a cup of tea?” 
 
    “Do you mean hash tea?” 
 
    “I mean regular, non-narcotic tea. I think there’s a lemongrass blend in my room.” 
 
    Elle swept her damp hair off her face. “Are you joking with all this tea business?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    She checked her imaginary watch. “It’s five thirty on a Saturday night. On a tropical island. Shouldn’t you be slamming tequila?” 
 
    “Do you think I’m some kind of alcoholic?” 
 
    “No, it’s just…” Elle paused. Did she really want him to know his sobriety was noteworthy? 
 
    “Fine, I’ll have some stupid tea.” 
 
    “Excellent. Stay right there.” He placed his palms on his heavily muscled thighs and stood up, groaning softly. Elle watched his incredibly defined back disappear into his suite and groaned. He was like MDMA. You took it and got a great buzz and then it wore off and you were left with nothing but unease. Better to never have it. Better to have not known you could get so high. She dived into the water again, thinking hard. The smart thing to do right now would be to have a fling. Hook up with one of Ben’s cousins or friends, or even a local guy and distract herself until this whole nightmare was over. By the time Jackson returned with tea, Elle was floating on her back, contemplating whether condoms worked in the ocean. 
 
    “No need to get out, little mermaid,” he said, handing her a cup. 
 
    “Thanks.” Elle sipped her tea. Jackson must have added cold water, because it was the perfect drinking temperature. She gulped the entire cup in seconds. 
 
    “Want more?” Jackson gestured to the ornate teapot at his side. 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    He sat on the deck, legs dangling in the water, and topped her up. Elle prickled at his closeness, but could hardly tell him to piss off now that she’d accepted his tea, which she knew was his plan all along. Cunning bastard. They drank their tea and looked out at the setting sun. 
 
    “Pretty, isn’t it?” Jackson said, gesturing to the horizon. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “I came here with my parents when I was ten. It was the best holiday of my life.” He smiled, the corners of his dark eyes crinkling. “That’s why I told Ben and Tory they should get married here. It’s got good karma.” 
 
    Elle felt a strange squeezing sensation in her chest, like a particularly fat koala was sitting on it. 
 
    “You okay, Blondie? You have a weird look on your face.” 
 
    “I’m fine. We need to talk.” 
 
    Jackson’s expression stayed mellow. “About what?” 
 
    “I’ve resigned myself to the fact that we’re neighbours and bandmates, but we need to establish some boundaries.” 
 
    He frowned. “Like what?” 
 
    “When you bring girls back to your room, can you play music so I can pretend the repetitive banging noises are drums?” 
 
    He raised his exceptionally well-groomed eyebrows. “You mean if I get laid, you want me to play music loud enough so you don’t hear it?” 
 
    “Exactly. Except it’s more a ‘when’ than an ‘if.’” 
 
    Creases formed in the corners of Jackson’s mouth. “You think I’m a slut, don’t you?” 
 
    She didn’t want to say yes but… 
 
    “You do! You think I’m a whore!” 
 
    “Okay, yes, I think you’re a whore, but come on…” Elle twirled an imaginary mustache. 
 
    “I don’t have a mustache!” Jackson said indignantly.  
 
    She grinned. “Maybe you should. It might suit you.” 
 
    Jackson scowled. “What do you have against sex?” 
 
    Elle noticed the way the sunlight was staining his dark brown eyes caramel and fought the urge to move closer. “Nothing, I love sex. Sex for everyone, I just don’t want to hear the screaming and whimpering and ‘Mister Proveaux-ing’ for the next week.” 
 
    Just like that, Jackson’s expression changed from one of outrage to mischief. “You’ve thought about me having sex?” 
 
    Elle heaved a palmful of water at him. 
 
    “Hey!” Jackson spluttered. “What was that for?” 
 
    “You know. Don’t make me hose you down like a dog, man, just agree to play music when you have sex and let me go on living my life.” 
 
    He scowled, wiping the water from his broad chest. “Would you like a particular genre, or should I just hit shuffle?” 
 
    “I don’t care. Do we have a deal?” 
 
    Jackson looked her over so thoroughly Elle could feel his gaze on her skin. Her body heated and she scolded herself. 
 
    “Sure, whatever,” he said, glancing at the ocean as though he hadn’t just x-rayed her with his eyes. “I bring a girl back here to fuck, I’ll play music.” 
 
    Elle felt a lurch of arousal and pinched her wrist under water. “Glad to hear it.”  
 
    She swam closer and extended a hand. “Shake.” 
 
    Jackson set his mug aside and clasped his surprisingly rough hand in hers. Zing. The shock rippled up Elle’s arm so perceptibly she was surprised she didn’t get electrocuted. She pulled away, splashing him in her haste to put distance between their bodies. “That’s some grasp you’ve got there. Water polo?” 
 
    Jackson’s mouth quirked. “Rock climbing.” 
 
    Elle pictured him hanging off the side of a mountain, his gorgeous face straining with concentration and another, shallower zing passed through her. “Well, it’s working for you. You’ll be inundated with bridesmaids.” 
 
    Jackson made a face. “Probably.” 
 
    Hating the ripple of jealousy twisting through her blood, Elle sank down deep under the water and let it fill her ears and nose and mouth, purging her of all her irrational impulses. When she resurfaced, Jackson was draining his mug, a world-weary expression on his face. “You really do hate me, don’t you?” 
 
    Elle stared at him, confused. “When did I not make that abundantly clear?” 
 
    Jackson stood up, picked up the jug of tea, and turned away. “Dinner’s soon. You might want to get dressed.” 
 
    He walked back toward his suite, the mirror image of her own, and slammed the screen door shut.


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jackson 
 
      
 
    Behind the large chrome bar fat liquor bottles gleamed. Enough drinks for an entire football team to get plastered every night for a year. There was gin, whiskey, vodka, tequila, bourbon, fruit liquors…all perfect, all unavailable. In the world of non-alcoholic beverages, a man had a very limited choice. Jackson hated soft drinks, was morally bound not to drink coffee, tea, or juice with dinner, and that left…mineral water.  
 
    “Hooray,” he muttered to himself as he took another bland swallow.  
 
    Eight months ago he’d cut down on his drinking. He could have one or two per night during the week and a maximum of four drinks per night on weekends. The regimen worked, he never got too loose and he could still enjoy alcohol in moderation but the regimen also had an exception—no booze at events. In a bar or restaurant or at home Jackson could have a couple of whiskeys and stop. At events with fully stocked bars and ever-encouraging friends he got shitfaced. Without question. Every single time. And the last thing he needed to do at any event was get shitfaced. He’d learned that lesson the hard way.  
 
    He drank some more soda water and grimaced. Tonight was the introductory dinner, tomorrow was the bachelor party, then there was golfing, banquets, poolside bars followed by the wedding and a going-away barbecue. He’d never faced so many events in which drinking was practically mandatory in his life. It was going to be a long, long eight days.  
 
    For the millionth time his gaze flicked over to Elle. She’d changed into a long blue dress that made her skin look almost white and her hair pale platinum. She always reminded him of an elfin queen, ethereal and not quite human. The intense glare she always had on her face when she looked at him was gone, her forehead was smooth, her mouth relaxed. Jackson put that down to the wine in her hand. He watched as she took a sip and wondered how it would taste on her tongue. Ripe, clean, sweet? Not that he was likely to find out. He’d been in her company for almost ten hours now and one thing had been made abundantly clear, Eloise Sahlstrom, the object of his fascination and desire, despised him. She despised him more than she had when they’d first met, which he hadn’t even thought possible.  
 
    Oh she still wanted him physically, he knew those signs well enough, but that didn’t count for anything. When she wasn’t side-eyeing his body, there was nothing but loathing in her hazel-and-blue eyes and he had no idea what to do about that except sit in the corner and drink mineral water. 
 
    “Oh my god, Jackson? How are you?” 
 
    This can’t be good…  
 
    Standing in front of him wearing a red dress and a look of feigned surprise was Melanie Gauci. He’d been expecting this but it didn’t make the experience any less awkward. “Hello, Melanie, how are things?” 
 
    “Great!” She moved to sit down beside him and he held up a hand. “Maybe we shouldn’t—” 
 
    “Oh, don’t worry about Dad, he’s smoking cigars on the deck with my Zio Matteau.” 
 
    Jackson winced. He’d hoped mentioning Mel’s insane father would offset this situation. He cast his mind around for an innocuous line of conversation. “What are you up to these days?” 
 
    “I’m back at Uni studying nursing,” Mel said. “I don’t get a sexy outfit though, at least not one I can wear to work.”  
 
    Jackson, unsure what else to do, forced a laugh. That seemed to be all the encouragement Mel needed. She looked at him through lowered lashes. “Do you want to go to the other bar and have a drink?” 
 
    “Sure, but maybe some other time,” he lied. “I’m kind of jetlagged.” 
 
    Mel slid a palm along his thigh. “I can wake you up.”  
 
    “Whoa!” Jackson recoiled in his chair. “What are you doing?” 
 
    Mel laughed, her hand still dangerously close to his dick. “Touching you. Why?” 
 
    “We’re in public. Your parents are around.” 
 
    Ben’s future sister-in-law cuddled up to his side. “You didn’t care about them when we hooked up the first time.” 
 
    “Well, I had no idea your father was going to try and choke me to death in front of a bistro. Mel, seriously, we can’t—” 
 
    At that moment Elle caught his eye. With a smirk that cut like a knife, her eyes lingered on Mel and then she turned away, dismissing them both. Jackson felt a small, stabbing ache in his gut and resisted the urge to shout “this isn’t what it looks like” with great difficulty.  
 
    He’d hooked up with Mel more than a year ago. It had been a drunken fumble on the tail end of his Very Bad Period. Tory had been pissed, Ben disgusted, and Mr. Gauci had wrestled him to the ground but knowing it sealed Elle’s perception of him as a sleazy bastard, made him regret the encounter more than ever. 
 
    “Jackson.” Mel’s mouth was hot against his ear. “I want you inside me. Tonight.” 
 
    He stared down at her seemingly bottomless cleavage and winced. “Mel, you’re beautiful, but we can’t do this.” 
 
    “Come onnnnn?” She popped out her lower lip. “Just one more time?” 
 
    Jesus. Mel was in her mid-twenties, but when she acted like this Jackson thought he should be locked up for having sex with a minor. “You don’t understand—” 
 
    There was a loud thump to his left and he turned to see Ben glare at his future sister-in-law. “Mel, I think Tory and the other bridesmaids are looking for you.” 
 
    “I…are you sure?” 
 
    “Yep, you should go find them.” 
 
    Ben was the most relaxed, light-hearted guy Jackson knew, but when he got stern, it was scary. Mel jumped up, licking her lips. “I’ll talk to you later?” 
 
    “Sure.” Not if I can fucking help it.  
 
    She swished away, her high heels clicking on the slate floor. Jackson turned to his mate. “Thanks for that.” 
 
    “No problem,” Ben said easily. “How are you feeling?” 
 
    “Fine. I promise I wasn’t trying to seduce Mel.” 
 
    “I know you weren’t,” Ben sighed. “She’s been talking about you for weeks. You need to be careful. Her dad’s still out for your blood.” 
 
    Jackson nodded glumly. Forget the fact that Mel had been twenty-two and a veteran cocksucker when they hooked up, Mr. Gauci was still convinced he’d taken his daughter’s virginity. “Miserable old goat.” 
 
    “You got that in one.” Ben took a long draught from his beer. “How’s things going with Elle?” 
 
    “Terrible.” 
 
    “You’re exaggerating.” 
 
    Jackson held up a hand and began checking off reasons why he was not exaggerating. “So far she’s ignored me, insulted me, abandoned me, and told me to play music when I get laid so she doesn’t have to hear me fucking.” 
 
    Ben laughed. “Classic Elle.” 
 
    “Yeah, classic Elle,” Jackson grumbled, glowering at the table. 
 
    “She agreed to perform with you,” Ben pointed out. “That’s something.” 
 
    “I told her she’d ruin your wedding if she didn’t.” 
 
    Ben’s eyebrows went up. “That was a mistake.” 
 
    “I know it was. It’s just whenever we’re together I start goading her like a nine-year-old.” 
 
    “Aww, Jackson’s got a big boy crush.” 
 
    “Stop smirking at me, you dick.” 
 
    “No.” Ben stretched his arms over his head and yawned. “Don’t act like I haven’t tried to help you. We sat you at the same table tonight.” 
 
    “Elle swapped with one of your cousins.” 
 
    “That’s your fault. You kept staring at her like a creep.” 
 
    “I did not,” Jackson said, glaring at Elle as she took another sip from her wine glass. Why did she keep talking to Darius? In the years Jackson had known him, he’d never heard the man say anything remotely interesting.  
 
    “You’re staring at her right now,” Ben said. “Your eyes are following her around the room like a portrait in a haunted house.” 
 
    Jackson glared at his friend. “Did you come here just to give me shit? Or is there an actual purpose for your visit?” 
 
    “There is,” Ben said lightly. “I was wondering how long you’re going to watch Elle get chatted up before you chew through your own tongue.” 
 
    “She’s not getting chatted up.” 
 
    Ben gave him a skeptical look. “Darius loves blondes.” 
 
    “Then he’ll love the nurse I’ll hire to help him recuperate once I put him in the hospital.” 
 
    “Jackson,” Ben said sharply. “You can’t just sulk in the corner because Elle hasn’t mysteriously forgotten about all the shit you did to her.” 
 
    “I know. I know. It’s just complicated. I mean, look at her, she’s too good for me.” 
 
    Ben raised an eyebrow. “She’s on workplace probation for smashing someone’s car with a brick.” 
 
    Jackson snorted. “He deserved it. What did he do again? Kick a kangaroo?” 
 
    “He shot it with a crossbow.” 
 
    “Exactly. What a prick.” 
 
    Ben’s face went solemn again. “The guy was armed. He’d been drinking. Tory only just managed to get Elle away before he reloaded.” 
 
    “Yeah, she’s a hothead.” 
 
    “She’s reckless as fuck,” Ben countered. “I love her and Tory loves her, but she’s volatile. Unstable. Are you sure you can handle her?” 
 
    A familiar fantasy flashed across his mind, Elle on top of him, her nails digging into his shoulders as she rode him fit to kill them both. “Maybe I want her to handle me.” 
 
    Ben stared at him. “Have you been drinking?” 
 
    “No. I just think it’s a hot idea.” 
 
    “Seriously?” 
 
    “Yes, seriously. What? You wouldn’t want to be a beautiful woman’s plaything? Have her use you exactly the way she wants it?” 
 
    Ben looked slightly disgusted. “You’re telling me way too much about your sex life right now, but we’re not talking about sex, we’re talking about Elle’s anger issues and the likelihood she’ll direct them towards you even if you manage to win her over.” 
 
    Jackson shrugged. “I know what I’m getting myself into. I’ve always found hotheads sexy. Besides, the way she looks at me, like she doesn’t know if she wants to fuck me or kill me…” He sighed wistfully.  
 
    “I had my doubts, but you two really might be perfect for each other,” Ben admitted.  
 
    “I know. I just have to convince Elle that.” 
 
    Ben clapped him on the shoulder. “Then as a successfully married man, allow me to give you some advice.” 
 
    “Almost married. There’s still time for me to work my magic on Tory.” 
 
    Ben scowled. “Okay, here’s what you do—grab one of Elle’s tits. Try and do it when there are bricks around.” 
 
    “Don’t talk about Elle’s tits. What’s your actual advice?” 
 
    Ben sighed. “You need to think about this situation differently.” 
 
    Jackson snorted into his mineral water. “That’s almost as bad as telling me to grab Elle’s tits.” 
 
    “I’m serious. You need to stop being so sloppy and jealous and get creative. Elle plays it tough, she is tough but she has needs like everyone else.” 
 
    “You mean womanly needs?” 
 
    Ben stood up. “I’m leaving.” 
 
    Jackson seized his sleeve. “Joking! Joking! Park your behind and explain yourself.” 
 
    With a look of intense irritation, Ben obliged. “Jackson, how long have we known each other?” 
 
    “Sixteen years.” 
 
    “And in those sixteen years, have you ever had trouble getting a woman’s attention? I’ll answer that for you; no. Do you know why?” 
 
    “Marlon Brandoesque good looks?” 
 
    Ben rolled his eyes. “You’re charismatic. The problem is Elle’s already been burned by your smooth operator act. Every time you try to win her over it just reinforces everything she already despises about you.” 
 
    “Please, keep telling me how much Elle hates my guts, it’s very helpful.” 
 
    Ben tilted his beer towards his wife-to-be. “I think Tory said it best when she called you a one trick pony. Take charm off the table and you’re reduced to sulking in the corner like a little bitch.” 
 
    The insult stung all the more for being true. “What are you and Tory suggesting? That I start being as rude to Elle as she is to me?” 
 
    “You sell shit for a living, you know how to adapt a pitch to suit your audience. Come at Elle from a different angle. Make this situation work to your advantage.” 
 
    Jackson stared blankly at the bar. Maybe he had been relying on his charm to smooth things over with Elle, but that aside, how on earth was he meant to make her forgive him? 
 
    “Good advice, right?” 
 
    Jackson made a noncommittal noise. “Needs some thought put into it. I’m going back to my room.” 
 
    “You sure?” 
 
    “Yeah, Mel’s still floating around and I’m tired as fuck.” 
 
    “See you tomorrow?” 
 
    Jackson nodded. “Have a good night, mate. Not long till now.” 
 
    “Seven sleeps.” Ben grinned like a little kid. “I can’t wait.” 
 
    “I’m getting out of here before the soppiness becomes infectious,” Jackson said, trying and failing to suppress his own smile. 
 
    He left the dining marquee without drawing any attention to himself and headed back to his suite. As he walked he recalled the way Elle looked with torchlight shining in her long blonde hair, as she drank and laughed at other men’s jokes. Ben was right, until he thought of a better way to approach her, he was only going to make things worse. When he got to his hotel room, Jackson realized he didn’t feel like being indoors. He brewed a batch of green gunpowder tea and sat on the deck, drinking as he stared out at the inky water, thinking about Elle. It had taken him two years to realize his crush on Elle wasn’t typical. The fact that he thought about her constantly and often dreamed of her should have been a tip-off, but he was stubborn and he hadn’t wanted it to be true. He’d been too immature, too unwilling to give up his life chasing flings and cheap thrills and chemical highs.  
 
    Now he was ready for something real and Elle didn’t want a bar of him. Jackson honestly couldn’t blame her. The way he acted towards her was shitty, even by his past self’s very low standards and Elle was as familiar with forgiveness as he was with celibacy. He threw a small pebble into the water, watching the ripples spread. There was a loud smashing sound, like a boulder being rolled down a forested hill. 
 
    “Who’s there?” His voice sounded strange in the quiet. “Hello?” 
 
    “Arsehole? Is that you?” 
 
    It was Elle, and judging by the quaver in her voice, she was drunk. Jackson shot to his feet. “Do you want me to come get you?” 
 
    “No.” Elle burst onto the dimly lit deck. She was carrying her shoes and there were leaves in her hair. “Why are you sitting here in the dark, you weirdo?” 
 
    “Why are you scrub-bashing through the trees barefoot?” 
 
    Elle pointed a shoe at him. “I’m drunk. This is what people do when they’re drunk.” 
 
    “Right.” Jackson’s heart was pounding hard against his ribcage. Even wasted and carrying her shoes she was so fucking fierce. It made him want to kiss her. “How was your night?” 
 
    “Good.” She pulled the elastic from her hair, making it tumble around her shoulders in a long, silvery stream. “Huh, that feels better.” 
 
    Jackson shoved his hands in his chino pockets and tried not to look like he had a hard-on. Elle had the prettiest hair he’d ever seen. Sometimes he dreamed about it sifting through his fingers, the idea as erotic as imagining her lips around his cock. 
 
    Elle suppressed a yawn. “I saw you with Mel. Are you guys going to make it all the way to a bedroom this time around? Or should I start knocking before I walk into toilets?” 
 
    Jackson felt his neck burn. “I’m not interested in Mel.”  
 
    Elle wrapped her hair around her shoulders like a scarf. “You’re not interested in someone who wants to fuck you? Are you feeling okay?” 
 
    Jesus Christ, she really did hate him. Jackson clenched his jaw. “No, I’m sick. What other reason would I have for turning down a cheap screw?” He walked towards his door. “Have a good night, Elle.” 
 
    She threw out an arm and stopped him. “Sorry, that was rude.” 
 
    Jackson could hardly believe his ears. “Did you just apologize?” 
 
    “I did. I’m trying not to insult people with the same ferocity I once did. Anger management and whatnot.” 
 
    “That’s…okay?” Jackson said, still a little taken aback.  
 
    Elle scowled. “Why do people always look like they’ve been struck with the good fairy’s wand whenever I apologize to them?” 
 
    “Because it feels about the same?” 
 
    “Hmm.” Elle turned away from him, staring out at the dark water. “Want to go for a swim?” 
 
    “I…what?” 
 
    “Swimming. I was worried about drowning at sea, but now that you’re here…” She eyed him up and down. “You can give me mouth to mouth.” 
 
    She unzipped the back of her dress, the material sagging against her elbows. Jackson was at a complete loss as to what was happening. How was this the same girl who’d told him she never wanted to speak to him again? Was she actually stripping off in front of him? 
 
    “Er, maybe you should sit down?” he suggested.  
 
    “I’m tired of sitting down.” The blue material of her dress tumbled down, revealing a pair of tiny black panties and a strapless bra. Jackson almost swallowed his tongue. “Elle, I don’t think you’ve thought this through…” 
 
    “I’m sick of thinking.” She reached behind herself and released the hooks of her bra, holding the cups to her chest. “You want to see?” 
 
    “Well yeah, but—” 
 
    She raised her hands over her head and her bra peeled away with exquisite slowness.  
 
    Fucking hell her tits were perfect, pert and high with pale pink nipples. His palms itched to cup her, to suck those pretty tips until they were wet and flushed with blood. 
 
    “They’re not big,” she whispered, palming her breasts. “But they’re very sensitive, which I feel brings a lot to the table, boob-wise.” 
 
    “Why are you doing this to me?” he asked weakly. 
 
    “Because I want to,” she said, her eyes bright with wine and excitement. “Want to see my pussy?” 
 
    Jackson couldn’t speak, he couldn’t move, he had no idea what to do next. Thankfully, his hesitance seemed to spur Elle to action. She moved forward, putting her hands on his shoulders and walking him back to the deckchair. “Sit down.” 
 
    Instantly his body was resting on the green and white striped chair. 
 
    “Good.” Elle tucked both thumbs into the thin material of her panties and pulled them away from her body. She wasn’t waxed and a fine cloud of white-gold hair covered her pubic mound. Jackson moaned, gripping his cock through his pants.  
 
    “Come here,” he begged, but Elle just smiled.  
 
    “I was thinking about this today.” 
 
    “About…” He cleared his throat. “About what?” 
 
    Elle ran a hand along his thigh and unlike when Mel had done it, his whole body tensed, his cock swelling hard against his thigh. “About straddling you on this seat, rubbing myself against you.” 
 
    “You can do it if you want to.” 
 
    “Put your hands on the armrests,” Elle said. It wasn’t a question, it was a command. Iron wrapped in silky white-blonde hair.  
 
    Jackson obeyed, his heart pumping hard enough to burst through his ribcage. The seat was low and deep and tilted his hips towards her. Even in the dim light his erection was obvious. Elle studied him, a smirk curling her small, pink lips. Jackson felt objectified. He was used to women eying him off but not like this. Elle was examining him like he was a thick slab of meat. His cock throbbed, heavy with blood, and he knew he’d let her tear him apart if that was what she wanted. 
 
    “Stay still, pretty boy.” Light as a feather, she climbed onto him, her knees on either side of his thighs, her weight pressing against his aching cock. 
 
    “Goddamn.” 
 
    Elle pressed a palm to his lips. “I said no talking.” 
 
    Jackson bit down on the inside of his cheeks, physically holding back all the things he wanted to say to her. Things along the lines of I can’t believe this is happening, please tell me I’m not dreaming… 
 
    Elle’s hand slid around his neck and she tilted her hips against him, pressing down right on his dick. 
 
    He made a noise like a wounded bull and Elle laughed. “Torturing you is fun.” 
 
    “Then keep going,” he panted, forgetting she’d asked him to stay quiet. “I can take it.” 
 
    She bit his earlobe, making goose bumps break out along his spine. “We’ll see.” 
 
    There was a lilt to her voice, a slur that was not there before. He remembered she was drunk and hated himself for enjoying this so much. “Ellie…” 
 
    She pressed a kiss to his throat, her hips rocking gently against his swollen dick. “You make me so wet.” 
 
    Jackson could barely hear what she was saying he was so fucking turned on. “Do-do I?” 
 
    “Uh huh, I want you to take me inside your room, lay me down on your bed, and fuck me until I scream.”  
 
    He swore. “You can’t…you don’t mean that.” 
 
    “I do. My pussy hurts. It aches and I want you to make it better.” 
 
    Jackson let his head roll back on his neck. These were dream words, spoken by a dream girl, too good to be real, but it was real, as real as Elle’s tongue tracing the length of his neck. 
 
    “You’re so handsome,” she whispered. “Like…properly handsome.” 
 
    “I…thanks.” 
 
    Her hands ran down his chest, pausing on his abs. “Are you good in bed? Will you make me come?” 
 
    “Baby…” Jackson suddenly coughed, choking on his own eagerness.  
 
    “Are you okay?” Elle said, looking alarmed.  
 
    “Yes.” He took her face in his hands. “Ellie, if it takes me all night, both hands, and my mouth, I’ll make you come.” 
 
    “Mmm.” Elle pressed herself hard against his cock. “That sounds nice.” 
 
    “It’ll be better than nice. It’ll be the best you’ve ever had.” 
 
    “Bragger.” 
 
    “I’m not bragging. I’m saying I’ll do whatever it takes to be the best.” 
 
    She bit his lower lip, dragging her teeth against the sensitive flesh. “Good.” 
 
    Then she kissed him. Elle was the first person he’d so much as pecked on the lips in months and the feel of her lips was almost as surreal as the weight of her body. For a long moment Jackson felt overwhelmed, almost suffocated with desire, and then, like a champagne cork bursting free, the lust he felt began to flow. He plunged his hands in her hair and kissed her back. It was even better than he remembered, than he imagined. When she pulled away, Jackson didn’t know when he’d ever been so fucking hard. 
 
    “You’re such a good kisser,” she whispered, tracing a finger over his upper lip. 
 
    Jackson let a handful of her hair trickle through his fingers and felt two halves in his chest click together. “You’re a daydream come to life, Ellie.” 
 
    “Sweet talker,” she accused. 
 
    “Guilty as charged.” 
 
    Elle ground her hips against his dick. “Frustrated?” 
 
    “You’re naked and on top of me, if any more blood goes to my dick, I’ll black out.” 
 
    “Good.” Her lips brushed his neck. “I’m glad you’re into this. I want it to be worth it.” 
 
    Jackson’s insides compressed tight enough to turn guts to coal. “What do you mean, ‘worth it’?” 
 
    Elle gave a light, tinkling laugh. “Oh you’re horrible. Obviously. And I’m going to feel like shit once this is over, but I don’t care. Right now…” She tapped his chest. “I don’t care.” 
 
    Elle’s words clanged through Jackson’s head like church bells. He seized her hands and yanked them away from him. “Get off me.” 
 
    “What the hell?” Elle demanded.  
 
    “We’re not doing this.” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed. “You don’t want me?” 
 
    If Jackson had a particle of humor left inside his body, he would have laughed. “This isn’t about me wanting you. I’m not going to let you do something you regret.” 
 
    “I was being dramatic. I won’t really regret it.” 
 
    “Look me in the eyes and say that.” 
 
    She hesitated, then met his gaze. In her pretty eyes, one of them so much noticeably darker than the other, Jackson saw the same burning resentment mixed with unwilling lust that had been there from the start. 
 
    “I am such a fucking fool. You haven’t forgiven me, you hate me even when you’re trying to get me inside you.” 
 
    Elle wriggled off his lap. “This was a mistake.” 
 
    Jackson’s body immediately wanted her back where she belonged, but he let Elle go, forcing his overeager eyes to look at the ground, keeping his hands firmly in his lap. 
 
    Elle picked up her dress and her bra and stalked over to her door. Jackson swallowed a moan at the sight of her pale, perky ass. 
 
    She opened the door. “Don’t tell anyone about this. Especially Tory.” 
 
    “I won’t, Blondie.” 
 
    “Don’t call me that.” She walked into her suite and slammed the door behind her.  
 
    Jackson fought the urge to throw the deck chair into the ocean. How could he have let this happen? He’d known she was drunk, known she was using him for his body, but he didn’t believe she was capable of fucking someone she actively hated. 
 
    Maybe that’s why she was torturing me. Payback.  
 
    No, in his bones he knew that wasn’t true. There was nothing manipulative about the way she’d seduced him. She liked making him suffer sexually, and not because she was out for revenge but because— 
 
    Jackson stopped dead as an idea hit him like a bolt of lightning. Ben was right, he’d been looking at this all wrong. Shift his perspective just a little and he had the perfect way to win her over. He looked at Elle’s closed hotel room door. It was just a shame it had taken him so long to figure it out.  
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
    Elle 
 
      
 
    Elle awoke naked, sunlight dazzling her too-sensitive corneas. She couldn’t place where she was or how she’d gotten there, but instinctively knew she wasn’t home. She rubbed a hand across her face. Bali, wedding, white wine…  
 
    She clapped a hand to her mouth. Holy fuck, she’d tried to seduce Jackson. 
 
    And then he’d sent her packing like a feral cat with rabies.  
 
    Elle groaned and rolled onto her back, her boobs sore from lying on them all night. She wanted to lie to herself. Say she had no idea why she’d done it, but the fact was she had. She’d seen Jackson brooding by the water like Heathcliff on the moors and thought “you know what? I don’t care how much it sucks. I want that.” 
 
    And sure it felt good at the time, his hands in her hair, his hard body pressed up against hers, but it was a pipe dream, a mistake brought on by infatuation and alcohol. And it probably wasn’t even that good. If she’d actually brought him to her bed, he’d have had erectile dysfunction or tried to put it in without a condom. He’d have let her down like every other bad-news lay she’d dragged into her life. 
 
    Elle became aware her hips were circling slowly, pressing back against the mattress as though a man were on top of her guiding the motions. Clearly her pussy still had ulterior motives. Jackson-shaped ulterior motives. 
 
    “Fuck this,” she muttered. She wasn’t going to stay in bed all day feverishly masturbating. She sat up, letting the pale yellow sheets fall down to her hips. “I’m not going to fuck Jackson. Not on my fucking life.”  
 
    “That’s a shame.” 
 
    Elle screamed.  
 
    Jackson stood in front of her sliding door, his arms folded across his chest. “Hello, Blondie.” 
 
    She yanked the sheets up over her breasts. “How many times are you gonna make me say ‘What the fuck?’”  
 
    “You left the door unlocked.” 
 
    “As if that matters! Why are you in my room?” 
 
    “Checking on you. You were pretty drunk last night.” 
 
    “As if! You’re here because you think I’m gonna shag you.”  
 
    Jackson didn’t look even mildly abashed. “You know I can see your nipples through that sheet?” 
 
    Elle yanked up the covers. “Hope you looked your fill, because I’m telling you right now last night was a one-time, wine-drunk offer.” 
 
    “It’s not about that.” 
 
    He strode forward. 
 
    “Don’t sit on my bed!”  
 
    Jackson perched on the foot of her mattress, in direct violation of her commands. “It’ll just be for a second. Spare a few minutes of your time?” 
 
    Elle gave him her best strangle-someone-with-the-Force glare. “What are you, a Jehovah’s Witness now? Bugger off.”  
 
    He grinned at her like she’d offered him frozen yogurt. “Just hear me out.” 
 
    She raised the sheets to her mouth and made a small screaming noise. “What do I have to do to make you scared of me? Drown a bucket of kittens?”  
 
    “You’d never hurt a kitten.” 
 
    “I could make an exception. Several exceptions.” 
 
    Jackson laughed. “You know last night Ben called you volatile? I think that’s a good superhero name for you. Volatile.” 
 
    Elle felt her insides squirm. That was a fairly awesome superhero name. “And this is relevant how?”  
 
    Jackson rubbed a hand over his thickly stubbled chin. He was clearly the kind of guy who could grow a beard in a week and Elle found herself wondering how said stubble would feel against her skin. Soft? Scratchy? She imagined the dark hairs rasping her inner thighs and pressed her legs together beneath her sheets. Damn him. 
 
    “Do you want to fuck me?” Jackson asked in the tone usually reserved for “what’s the time?”  
 
    Elle felt her cheeks grow hot. “Yes. Unfortunately.” 
 
    Jackson grinned. “Just to be specific—you, Elle, want me, Jackson, to fuck you?” 
 
    Elle whipped a pillow from behind her back and chucked it at him. “I’ll say it again; bugger off.” 
 
    “One second. I have a proposal for you.”  
 
    “Can you propose it after I’ve put on clothes?” 
 
    “Why? Nothing I haven’t seen before.” 
 
    Elle thought back to the night before. “You haven’t seen my twat. At least not all of it.” 
 
    Jackson laughed, his torso flexing in all kinds of interesting ways. Elle wanted to run her hands over the ridges, test the firmness with her fingertips. “Are you offering?” 
 
    “Are you sure you’d want to see it? You’re the one who sent me packing last night.” 
 
    The laughter died on Jackson’s lips. “I hoped you wouldn’t take it like that.” 
 
    “Like what? A complete repeat of what happened two years ago?” 
 
    He looked pained. “Last night was completely different. You were drunk and—” 
 
    “You didn’t want to ‘take advantage?’” Elle struggled to make sarcastic air quotes while keeping the sheet tucked over her boobs.  
 
    “No. Because you would have regretted it.”  
 
    “I would not have regretted it!”  
 
    Jackson clutched his pecs. “Oh Jackson, you’re such a bastard, and if I didn’t want to sit on your cock, there’s no way I’d even talk to you, but oh well, hurry up and make me come,” he said in a high, irritating falsetto. 
 
    “I do not talk like that.” 
 
    “Maybe not, but you definitely feel like that.”  
 
    Elle rolled her eyes. “I apologize for hurting your precious feelings.” 
 
    “I don’t care about my fucking feelings.” Jackson looked disgusted that she’d even suggest such a thing. “I want to make everything okay between us.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    He blew out an exasperated breath. “For someone so smart you really are dense.”  
 
    “For someone so good at manipulating women you really have the emotional intelligence of road kill.” 
 
    Jackson’s expression grew steely. “Fine. I have a plan for how to make this all better between us.” 
 
    “Murder/suicide?” 
 
    “I’m going to convince you I’m trustworthy again.” 
 
    Elle wrinkled her nose. “Honestly, I think you should invest the time and energy it would take to do that into something else. Like establishing a colony on Mars.” 
 
    Jackson sighed. “Just listen to my proposal, in full and I promise the next time you tell me to bugger off, I’ll actually do it.” 
 
    Elle settled back against the headboard, sick of arguing, but also amused by the way his accent made the word ‘bugger’ sound like ‘boogiea’. “Fine, tell me your big dumb idea.” 
 
    Jackson opened his mouth and closed it again.  
 
    “What?” Elle demanded. 
 
    He shook his head ruefully. “You’re so lovely.” 
 
    The comment was so far left of center Elle forgot to be bitchy. “I…what?” 
 
    “You look so lovely all wrapped up in your sheets with the sunlight in your hair…” He gave her another apologetic smile. “It’s very unsettling.”  
 
    Elle shut her eyes. “Tick tock, Frenchie. Your proposal?” 
 
    She could feel him continuing to stare at her, his gaze lingering on her hair and mouth. “My proposal is that for the next eight days and seven nights, I’ll do anything you want me to do.” 
 
    Elle opened her eyes. “I’m sorry? What?” 
 
    “Well, I won’t walk into the ocean, or kill anyone,” Jackson admitted. “But anything else. Rub your feet, carry your bags, perform karaoke…” 
 
    Elle scrunched up her face. “So basically your offer is to be my slave for a week?” 
 
    “Plus seven nights.” 
 
    “And you think, you really think, that’ll change my mind about you?” 
 
    Jackson’s smile was slow and sticky as honey. “Yes, I do.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Truthfully?” 
 
    She tucked the sheet tighter around herself. “I love the truth.” 
 
    “I know that’s what you like. Feeling like you own me.” 
 
    ‘Mortification’ wasn’t a word Elle thought about very often, but right then it flashed through her head in fifty-foot neon letters. Her body turned sticky beneath her sheet and she was having trouble drawing in deep enough breaths. “I do not want to own you. I want you to fuck the fuck off.” 
 
    Jackson held up both hands. “You don’t need to get embarrassed. It’s just something I…felt as soon as I met you.” 
 
    This was Elle’s worst nightmare coming to life. She knew her preferences were unusual at best, and a deal breaker at worst, which was why she kept her fucking secrets to herself. The thought of Jackson having that kind of power over her was enough to make her scream. “You’re making that up.” 
 
    “I’m not,” Jackson murmured. “Ellie, you don’t have to lie to me.” 
 
    She pressed a hand to her chest, willing her heart to stop racing so she could attempt to scare him. “If you tell anyone about this, anyone, I will come into your room while you’re asleep and drop a brick on your face. Understood?” 
 
    Jackson pressed a hand to his chest, his brown eyes somber. “I won’t tell a soul.” 
 
    The sincerity in his eyes allowed her to take her first deep breath in minutes. “Okay. I’m still not into you being my slave for a week though.” 
 
    Jackson dropped the ‘respectful mourner’ act like a hot potato. “Are you sure? Because the second I mentioned it your pupils got all big and your nipples are swelling underneath the sheet.” 
 
    Elle pressed her legs together so tightly they threatened to merge into one. “They’re always like that.” 
 
    “No, they’re not.” He eyed her breasts longingly. “I could suck them for you if you like?” 
 
    Elle pictured Jackson leaning forward to lick her and her pussy clenched hard enough to crush diamonds. “I can’t think about this stuff right now,” she said, turning away. “You just reached into my chest and ripped out a big hunk of my soul. I need some space.” 
 
    “Do you? Or do you need me to show you what a good little slave I can be?” 
 
    Elle’s body tensed. “I don’t…this seems very dicey.” 
 
    Jackson gave her a Gallic shrug, shoulders raised, mouth turned down at the corners. “I’m making myself vulnerable here too, you know. I’m giving you all the ammunition you’d need to humiliate me. Why would I do that if I had bad intentions, Blondie?” 
 
    “Stop calling me Blondie.” 
 
    Jackson grinned. “Ordinarily I wouldn’t, but if you took my deal, I’d be forced to obey you, wouldn’t I?” 
 
    Elle wished he’d stop using words like ‘forced’ and ‘obey’…they were very incendiary where she was concerned. “If I agree to your deal, can I command you to leave me alone?” 
 
    Jackson’s smile faded. “I thought we could use this week to get to know each other better.” 
 
    “Then no deal.” 
 
    “I thought you’d say that, but listen. For the next few days you and I hang out, and if, by the end of our stay here, I haven’t changed your mind about me, I’ll leave you alone. Forever.” 
 
    Elle froze. A week getting high on Jackson’s presence, and possibly his face, and then never having to see the bastard again? That was a tempting offer, even if it didn’t make any fucking sense. “Why would you agree to that? In fact why do you even care that I hate you?” 
 
    Jackson huffed out a little laugh. “Isn’t it obvious?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Like I said, hard to believe someone so smart can be so blind. Well, I’ll just say this, I’m very attracted to you and I’m sick of you acting like having sex with me is on par with diving into a shark tank. So do you want me or not?” 
 
    Elle stared at Jackson. At his broad gorgeous body, flawless face and suspiciously large bulge in the front of his chinos. Her pussy made a captain’s call. “Okay. You’ve got a deal.” 
 
    Jackson punched the air. “Excellent. Let’s make it official.” 
 
    “Blood pact?”  
 
    “Too messy.” He extended a hand. “Do you, Eloise May Sahlstrom, take me, Jackson Ermenegilde Pro—” 
 
    “I’m sorry, what?” 
 
    He made a face. “It’s a family name. Anyway, do you accept my offer to be your slave for a week with the understanding that you will forgive me for what I did to you, or else never see me again?” 
 
    She hesitated, years of resentment battling with desire. Then she leaned forward and grabbed his hand. “Fine. I do, or whatever.” 
 
    Jackson’s eyes went wide. “Fucking hell.” 
 
    “What? Oh.”  
 
    She’d let go of the sheet to shake his hand, exposing herself to the morning sunlight. “I thought you’d said you’d seen it all before.” 
 
    “Not in broad daylight.” 
 
    Elle wished she could bottle the longing in his voice. She threw her shoulders back. “How about now?” 
 
    “Christ.” Jackson ran a hand over his mouth. “Ellie, anything you want from me for the next seven days, all you have to do is ask.” He paused. “Except I’m not going to come.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, what?” 
 
    “Whatever we do; fuck, go down on each other, I’m not going to finish.” 
 
    Elle was gobsmacked. “Why?” 
 
    “Your pleasure, mostly. But also because once you understand that this isn’t about me getting my cock wet, you’ll realize that I’m being sincere.” 
 
    “How do I know you just can’t get it up?” 
 
    Jackson gripped his cock, displaying the thick ridge through his trousers. “Say the word, and you can have this for as long as you want.” 
 
    Elle swallowed. There was something about seeing a man’s arousal trapped beneath fabric that did something to her. “What if I tell you to finish?” 
 
    “I won’t listen.” 
 
    “What if I tie up your wrists and ankles and suck on you until you’re begging for mercy?” 
 
    Jackson’s eyes went glassy. “I’ll take my chances. Don’t worry, you can make me as frustrated and pathetic as you like. I can take it.” 
 
    “I…why would I want to do that?” 
 
    He lay back on her bed, his cock still jutting stubbornly upward from his pants. “You’ll feel powerful getting to control my cock and I know feeling powerful is a big part of what turns you on.” 
 
    His voice was butter soft, so low it was almost a whisper. It was arousing Elle more than she thought possible, which was why she panicked. “When you say you won’t come does that mean you won’t…?” She made her fist a cylinder and pumped it in the air. 
 
    Jackson chuckled. “Wouldn’t be much of a sacrifice if I denied you just to wank five times a day, would it? I told you I’m willing to suffer.” 
 
    “Yeah, but for a week? Won’t your balls explode?” 
 
    “I guess we’ll find out.” 
 
    Jackson moved closer. She could smell his cologne, the fresh linen of his shirt and the coconut scent of whatever product was in his hair. The idea that she owned this man was too ridiculous to be real. Like someone had just handed her a cheque for five billion trillion dollars. 
 
    Jackson ran a palm down his chest, the fine material of his shirt crackling beneath his fingers. “Trust me, Ellie, whatever you want to do, you can do.” 
 
    Her external self was shutting down, allowing the prowling creature she hid within herself to flex its claws. “Straddle me, pretty boy.”  
 
    In an instant Jackson’s knees were on either side of her legs, his hands pressed against the headboard. “Like this?” 
 
    She didn’t answer. “Take your shirt off.” 
 
    He unbuttoned his clothes like a dirty dream come to life, slowly revealing his broad chest, his taut abdomen, the trail of dark wiry hair. Once he tugged his arms from his sleeves and threw his shirt aside, he didn’t move, didn’t flex, or make some cheesy comment, he just stared at her, head bowed, brown eyes slightly downcast. 
 
    He can do this. He understands it too.  
 
    “Say something,” Elle demanded. “Something you think I want to hear.” 
 
    Jackson licked his full lips, apparently thinking hard. “I jerked myself last night thinking about you.” 
 
    All the air seemed to whoosh out of her lungs. “What…what did you think about?” 
 
    “Your body.” Jackson kept his eyes lowered but against her stomach she felt his cock swell. “Your nipples are the same color as your lips. Pale rosy pink. I think your pussy’s that color too, and I imagined licking it. Using my tongue on you until everything was swollen and scarlet, and then sliding my cock inside.” 
 
    Elle’s mouth was dry. “How did you touch yourself?” 
 
    “On my back with both hands. I was so wound up I wanted to come straight away, but I couldn’t. I just lay there torturing myself, wondering if you were touching yourself too.” 
 
    “I was too drunk,” Elle admitted. “I fell asleep.” I wanted to though.  
 
    Jackson eyes burned like hot coals. “So make me do it. Tell me to make you come.” 
 
    The idea was beyond tempting but she knew it was too soon. There were too many boundaries yet untested. Elle threw the sheet off, exposing her naked body. “You want to prove you can follow orders? Come here and kiss me.” 
 
    Jackson’s eyes grazed down to her cunt. His mouth was slack. “Nothing else?” 
 
    “Nothing else, just kiss me. Your pants stay on. Your hands keep to themselves.” 
 
    He licked his full lips. “Whatever you want, but don’t be surprised if you can’t stop at kissing.” 
 
    Elle couldn’t help but laugh. “You’re so obnoxious.” 
 
    “And doesn’t that turn you on? Just a little?” 
 
    “Shut up.” She beckoned him closer. “Come here and use your idiot mouth for something useful.” 
 
    He smirked. “Of course.” 
 
    When his lips met hers, it felt like a needle pushing into her arm, injecting amphetamines into her bloodstream. Every particle of her body electrified, her mouth tingling with numbing sweetness. He was so rich and dark and hers, hers, hers. She tried to move deeper, but Jackson pulled away, his lips pressing softly against hers. Elle moaned, desperate for more contact, and then she recalled the terms of their agreement. Pulling away, she seized a handful of his hair. “Kiss me harder. Use your tongue.” 
 
    “Yes, Ellie,” Jackson replied. He kissed her harder, wet and firm with the perfect amount of tongue. He likes it. He likes me telling him what to do. “Press your hips down, rock into me like you’re trying to do me through your pants.” 
 
    Hastily Jackson dropped his body on top of hers and she felt his gorgeously thick, gorgeously hard cock rub against her. 
 
    “Fuck,” they said at the same time and the tortured note in Jackson’s voice sent shivers down Elle’s back. “How do you want me to do it?” he whispered. 
 
    “However you want. However you wish you could fuck me.” 
 
    Within seconds he was humping against her like a horny teenager. Rubbing his entire length against her pussy with the sweetest, most excited gasps and moans she’d ever heard in her life. It shouldn’t have been sexy, but Jesus Christ it was. 
 
    “Just kissing,” she whispered. “This is all you get.” 
 
    “I know,” he panted. “I just didn’t think I’d want it this bad.” 
 
    And he did want it bad. He was rutting against her so hard Elle wouldn’t be surprised if he started a fire. She moaned, partly because she knew it would drive him crazy, mostly because it felt so right. This beautiful obnoxious man’s body was working uselessly against her. Stroking her with blunt, relentless force, desperate to get her off. She withdrew from his mouth, placing kisses down the long column of his neck. “Are you big, Jackson? You feel big.” 
 
    “Find out,” he said huskily. 
 
    She reached down and cupped him, eliciting a low groan. “I always knew there was no way you could be that cocky and not have the gear to back it up.” 
 
    “You want to see me?” he asked hopefully.  
 
    “I want to kiss you again.” 
 
    He lowered himself back along her body, grinding his cock against her. “Are you sure? I can do a lot more with it when I’m not wearing pants.” 
 
    Elle slowly stroked the thick swell of his cock. “I like your pants. I like knowing you can’t do anything except rub against me, and if you get too excited, you’ll come inside them.”  
 
    Jackson shifted against her so the panel of his zipper lay directly against her clit. She threw her head back, overwhelmed by the sensations. Yesterday she would have laughed at the idea that dry humping could give enough stimulation to get her off. Now she felt the truth building within her own overheated flesh.  
 
    “You’re so horny,” Jackson said, nuzzling her jawline. “Why don’t you let me take care of it? Rub that sweet spot ‘til you come. Or better yet, lick it.” 
 
    She shook her head.  
 
    His mouth moved to her neck, sucking at her pulse points with calculating pressure. “I bet you taste so good, Ellie. I bet I could eat you for hours and never get tired of it.” 
 
    “Jackson…”  
 
    “When I go down on you, I’m going to start slow, so slow you feel every taste bud on my tongue. I’m gonna lick you that way until you’re thrashing and screaming and begging for more. Then I’ll press my lips to your clit and suck until you scream.” 
 
    Her pussy spasmed against his pants. “Stop trying to change my mind.” 
 
    “You want your mind changed, Ellie. Just say the words. Say ‘lick my tight, little blonde pussy, Jackson. Make me come all over your face.’” 
 
    It was on the tip of Elle’s tongue to say it but the truth stung too hard. He was stealing her power. She seized a handful of curly hair and yanked on it. “Stop.” 
 
    Jackson moved away, flushed and panting. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “We’re done here.” Elle rolled off the bed, struggling to stand on her shuddering legs. “I’m going to shower, you can leave.” 
 
    “Wh-what?” 
 
    She picked up her towel from the floor and wrapped it around herself. “I’m finished.” 
 
    “No, we’re not.” 
 
    He pointed at his crotch. At first Elle thought he was displaying his erection then she realized there was a wet patch the size of an apple where she’d rubbed herself against him. “Oh god.” 
 
    Jackson smirked “Yeah, you’re wetter than hell. So don’t lie, you want this as much as I do.” 
 
    Her body ached, telling her she was a fool, but Elle wasn’t going to let it make any more stupid decisions. He was trying to control the situation from the bottom. Convince her to do what he wanted to with his stupid, passive-aggressive charm. A huge pang of withdrawal rippled through her but she managed to turn her back on him.  
 
    “Leave or it’s all over.” 
 
    “Fine,” Jackson said, his tone more resigned than sulky.  
 
    “You can beat off if you want to. I don’t give a shit.” 
 
    “I’m not going to do that.” 
 
    “I don’t care.” Elle turned her back on him and walked towards the shower. “You better not be here when I get out.”  
 
    Jackson moved towards the door. “You don’t trust me yet, and that’s fine, but by the end of this week, you will.” 
 
    Elle stepped into the shower and turned the tap, allowing ice-cold water to hit her at approximately the speed of bullets. Not bloody likely.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
    Elle 
 
      
 
    Elle yanked a sports bra and leggings out of her suitcase. She was late, late for breakfast, late for her entire day. She’d hoped the shower would ease the low ache in her stomach, but it hadn’t worked. She was throbbing deep inside, the way she did when her period was close and the hormones turned her rabid. When she got like this, only a man helped. A substantial body on hers, a cock filling her up. Her reptile brain was wide awake and yowling about its need for seed. Even the pressure of spandex against her pussy was uncomfortably arousing. It felt like he was cupping her there, whispering nasty things in her ear. She ground her teeth, letting her frustration turn, as it always did, to anger. Anger at him and anger at the way she was. 
 
    In her hometown growing up, football was A Big Deal. Like every other straight girl in Victoria, her first crushes were on big handsome forwards and strapping full-backs. Unlike every other straight girl in Victoria, she’d didn’t want to kiss them, didn’t want some vague idea of sex with them. She knew exactly what she wanted to do to Brenthill’s black-haired captain. She wanted to tie him to her bed.  
 
    The idea came to her at night, kept her twisting in her sheets, dreaming of the day she’d be able to make it come true. Sometimes she stole hardware catalogs out of the mail and poured over the rope section, wondering which she’d buy when she finally got a boyfriend. When she was fifteen and started having actual sexual encounters, one thing became abundantly clear; boys didn’t want to be tied up. They didn’t want to be tied up and they didn’t want to be toyed with either, doing that was called cockteasing and made you a bitch. The unpleasant discovery didn’t stop Elle from wanting kinky experiences, but it took a lot of the shine off. Still, she told herself wanting to tie someone up must be something you had to explain to a proper boyfriend. One you really cared about.  
 
    That illusion was snatched away soon enough.  
 
    She’d been at her boyfriend Harry’s house watching a shitty movie with some of his mates. In it the main character’s friend had hired a stripper who tied him up and beat him silly with a riding crop. The woman wore black shiny looking leather and was called a dominatrix. Elle’s skin had almost melted away. This was a thing? Her thing was a thing? People paid women to do this to them? For one joyous moment it felt like a key turning in a long-jammed lock, then reality put her right back on her arse.  
 
    “Would you let a chick do that to you?” Brendan had asked Harry.  
 
    Harry almost choked on his beer. “No fucking way.”  
 
    “Why?” Elle asked as carelessly as she could. 
 
    “Only a pussy would let a girl do that shit to them. Or a gay boy.” 
 
    Elle stayed quiet for the rest of the night, her head full of that word: dominatrix. Later, as she was riding Harry, imagining he was strapped down to the bed and pleading for release, she decided she was a dominatrix, though she didn’t really like the word, and that she would never, ever tell anyone what she really was. A notion she should have maintained to this very day. Every time she indulged in her fantasies, things seemed to get a little worse for everything except her vagina.  
 
    Vowing for the hundredth millionth time to never tell anyone who she really was, Elle yanked on her leggings and decided Jackson Proveaux and his deal could go fuck each other. She was going to breakfast and then she was going for a hike. Hikes were nature’s libido killer; any of her exes could confirm that. She grabbed her hat and her camera bag and headed out the door. 
 
    “Hey Ellie.” 
 
    For the second time that morning she almost jumped out of her skin. Jackson was sitting in a chair reading, a mug of what appeared to be more fucking tea at his side. “Are you stalking me?” 
 
    Jackson bent the corner of a page and closed his book. “Hanging out on our shared deck is hardly stalking. Breakfast?” 
 
    Elle’s stomach growled at the very word. “I’ve already eaten.” 
 
    “Oh yeah? What?” 
 
    “I have protein bars in my bag.” 
 
    Jackson raised an eyebrow. “You’re going on a hike after eating a protein bar?”  
 
    “Who says I’m going on a hike?”  
 
    He pointed at her chest. “The camera? The hat? The hiking boots?” 
 
    “This is what I always wear to breakfast.” 
 
    “So you are coming to breakfast? Cool. I’ll join you.” 
 
    He yawned, stretching his ridiculously well-defined arms over his head. He looked utterly relaxed. There was no way in hell the guy hadn’t jerked off.  
 
    “Decided to take matters into your own hands after all, huh?” Elle asked.  
 
    “Thought you didn’t give a shit?” Jackson said, quirking an eyebrow. 
 
    “I don’t.” 
 
    He laughed. “And maybe one day you’ll be able to say it with an ounce of conviction. Don’t worry, I didn’t clear the pipe.” He held up his book. “It’s great, but it’s a boner killer.” 
 
    It was The Handmaiden’s Tale by Margaret Atwood. Elle, who had been expecting something along the lines of Richard Branson’s biography, gaped at him. “Do you have a Playboy stuffed between the pages?” 
 
    “No. If I want to look at tits, I can just google them. Or wait for you to summon me back to your bed.” 
 
    Elle cheeks burned. “Well done. Don’t kill yourself trying to be a gentleman or anything.” 
 
    Jackson pulled an indigo t-shirt off the back of his chair and tugged it on. “I won’t. Come on, let’s go to breakfast.” 
 
    “Don’t tell me what to do.” 
 
    “I officially withdraw my request.” Jackson flashed her a cocky smile. “See? Isn’t having power over me fun?” 
 
    “Shut up.” 
 
    “As you wish.” 
 
    “See, you say that, and then you keep talking.”  
 
    Jackson pressed his lips together and wiggled his eyebrows with a pointed look.  
 
    “Smartass,” Elle muttered. Already feeling the prickle of sunlight on her papery skin, she crammed her hat onto her head. “Don’t quote The Princess Bride at me.” 
 
    “You’d make an excellent Buttercup,” Jackson said, breaking his twenty second vow of silence. 
 
    “I’m not some sad sack who decides to kill herself when men don’t love her.”  
 
    Jackson sighed. “Trust you to take a compliment about being a beautiful princess badly.” 
 
    Elle stared at Jackson, sure she was about to see The Look. The ‘what a bitch’ look that meant she’d finally pushed it too far and he was going to be on his way.  
 
    Dominatrix, her mind whispered petulantly. Only a pussy would let a girl do that shit to them. Or a gay boy. 
 
    Jackson blinked, his handsome face as relaxed as it ever. “Is your calculated silence a sign I should bring you more wine?” 
 
    Or maybe everything she said would just roll off him like water on a duck’s back. Elle couldn’t help but smile. “Let’s just go to breakfast, okay?” 
 
    Jackson’s grin was hers to the power of ten. “Okay.” 
 
    They started off down the path to the dining hall with Jackson whistling nonchalantly, and Elle thinking hard. Clearly being sent from her bedroom with a throbbing hard-on hadn’t deterred him from pursuing their deal. Unless it was a trap. She side eyed him, looking for signs he was about to yell ‘gotcha, Blondie! I hate Margaret Atwood, show me where you piss from!’ 
 
    “So you read Margaret Atwood too?” he asked. 
 
    She twitched a little in surprise. “Yeah.” 
 
    “She’s good, isn’t she? I really liked Oryx and Crake.” 
 
    “You’ve read Margaret Atwood’s back catalog?” 
 
    “Yeah…although I couldn’t get through The Edible Woman. A girl at work says I should try Claire Vaye Watkins next.” 
 
    “I…” loved Gold Fame Citrus? Had no idea you had such good taste? Am worried a tiny colony of aliens have overtaken your body and are making you read feminist literature? “…think you should,” Elle choked out. Jesus, maybe Tory was right, maybe Jackson had changed. She decided to compromise a personal vow and delve deeper. “Where are you working these days?”  
 
    He held open a wooden gate for her. “Didn’t you listen to me talk about it on the van yesterday? Ad nauseum?” 
 
    “I was inwardly humming My Sharona during that entire journey.” 
 
    Jackson smirked. “I work at Belroy and Miles.” 
 
    “I don’t know what that is.”  
 
    “Ad firm. We do work for Electric Juice, G.S Grains, Natural Love—” 
 
    “That shitty health food company?”  
 
    Elle had recently signed a petition for one of Natural Love’s commercials to be banned. It featured a number of scantily-clad women smooshing bananas into themselves because…nutrition?  
 
    “Hey, I had nothing to do with that fuck-me banana ad,” Jackson said, apparently reading her mind.  
 
    “Yeah, I’m sure you and the rest of the office bros were just outraged. Besides, aren’t you the top sales guy? Wouldn’t you have had to pitch that proposal?” 
 
    Jackson shifted guilty. “I wasn’t the one who designed it, though.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, you were just following orders. Where have I heard that before?” 
 
    “Are you comparing a sexist ad to Nazi Germany?” 
 
    Elle stopped and stared at him. “Yes. Yes, I suppose I am.” 
 
    “Well, you’ll be happy to know I’m planning on opening my own consulting company next year. I’ll be able to self-select jobs, be my own boss, and not be associated with women violating fruit.”  
 
    It was something, but it wasn’t even halfway close to being good enough. “I want to call off the deal,” Elle said.  
 
    Jackson seemed to have been expecting this. He gave her a very condescending smirk. “Oh yeah? Is this about the banana ad?” 
 
    “Yes and no,” Elle said, and when he raised his eyebrows, she sighed. “Come on, man, we’re just so different. I’m never going to look at your smug face or think about your smug life and not want to punch it.” 
 
    Jackson didn’t reply. They walked in silence for a few paces and Elle wondered if she’d finally succeeded in pushing him away.  
 
    “I’m gonna use this week to prove you wrong about me,” he said suddenly. “I’m a kind, well-read, extremely good looking man who likes tea and I can make you come so hard you forget how to speak English.” 
 
    Elle groaned but it was more good-natured than she liked. “You have to admit this is stupid.” 
 
    “You want out of the deal? Fine.” Jackson tapped his chest. “Enjoy seeing this face at every birthday, group dinner, and minor life achievement Ben or Tory has until one of us dies.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t!” 
 
    “I would. I really would. Unless you accept the deal.”  
 
    Elle believed him. His eyes held a steely glint of what she could only assume was madness. “I could just kill you and end this whole charade.” 
 
    “Alternatively we can hang out, have a few laughs, I can make you orgasm until you see the central paradigms of space. What do you think?” 
 
    “I think you sound like you’re selling sham-wows on late night TV.” 
 
    “Stop brushing me off and admit you want this.” 
 
    They were almost at the dining hall. Elle tilted her head down so Jackson couldn’t see her face. “I’ll think about it. Don’t say anything to anyone.” 
 
    Jackson grinned. “Your wish. My command. Etcetera.” 
 
    “Urgh,” Elle said and stomped inside the dining hall. It was nothing like the faux rustic hotel suites, this was balls-out luxury. There was a huge gold ceiling, marble pillars and indoor water features trickling merrily. To one side a white linen buffet table was groaning under the world’s most extravagant breakfast. There were thick fluffy pancakes, golden waffles, bowls of fresh berries, pork and fennel sausages, bacon and eggs, mushrooms, hash browns, thinly sliced steak, and what looked like black pudding. There were baskets of iced doughnuts and glazed doughnuts, platters of croissants and fruit tarts and little iced cakes. There was more fucking breakfast than an army could consume in a week.  
 
    “Holy shit,” Elle whispered. “This is obscene.” 
 
    “It’s the reason my dad wanted to stay here.” Tory materialized out of nowhere and gave Elle a massive hug. “Don’t worry, they give the leftovers to a homeless shelter. I checked.” 
 
    “That’s a relief.” Elle hugged her friend. “How are you, how did you sleep last night?” 
 
    “Good. Ben and I are in separate suites, though.” Tory rolled her eyes. “We have to text each other goodnight like teenagers. It sucks. Hey, Jackson.” 
 
    “Hey, how are you, gorgeous?” 
 
    “Good.” Tory blinked at him. “Did you come up here together? Without prompting? Or causing each other any bodily harm?” 
 
    “Sure did,” Jackson said cheerfully. “Ellie and I are getting along great.” 
 
    Elle gave him a look that should have made his balls freeze off. “We’re staying next to each other. It was unintentional.” 
 
    “Oh. Well, in any case, I’m glad you’ve buried the hatchet,” Tory said. 
 
    “It’s sweet, isn’t it?” Jackson kissed Elle on the cheek.  
 
    “Don’t touch me,” she said automatically.  
 
    Jackson laughed. “I’m gonna go get some breakfast. I’ll save you a seat.” 
 
    Before Elle could kick him he’d swaggered off like the arrogant jerk-bucket he was. 
 
    “Okay, what in god’s name is happening?” Tory asked. 
 
    “I’ll fill you in after food,” Elle said, rolling her eyes. “I can’t talk about that knob-skin on an empty stomach.”  
 
    Tory winced. “I’m so sorry, I have to go. Mum’s having a problem with the place settings.” 
 
    “No stress, I’ll fill you in tonight at your dumb bachelorette party.” 
 
    Tory’s lower lip popped out. “I feel terrible abandoning you.” 
 
    “You’re already spending time with your mum. That’s punishment enough.” 
 
    “True. Are you going to hang out with Jackson today?” 
 
    Elle laughed. “Fuck no. I’m ditching that bastard and going for a hike.” 
 
    Tory glanced over at Jackson piling a plate with saturated fats. “Does he know that?” 
 
    “No, that’s why I’m whispering.” 
 
    Tory gave her a concerned, almost motherly look. “You will tell me what’s going on between the two of you.” 
 
    “Tonight,” Elle assured her. “When I’m too drunk to function.” 
 
    With a final hug, Tory left, and Elle went to the buffet and got herself a bowl of porridge with strawberries and a glass of juice. With all the lust and confusion pinging around her insides, she had no appetite. Jackson had seated himself at a huge table of Tory’s aunts and cousins. He was deep in conversation with Tory’s Zia Isabella and everyone else was hanging off his every word. She looked around for somewhere she could eat alone but Jackson spotted her. “Ellie, over here!”  
 
    Elle hesitated, then knowing it would look suspicious if she threw her breakfast and ran, deposited herself beside Jackson, much to the ire of every other woman at the table. She said hello to them and got a lot of glares in return. Clearly word about her ‘I hate weddings’ rant had spread.  
 
    She grinned weakly and began shoveling down porridge as fast as she could, hoping to escape further notice. Jackson, on the other hand, was totally in his element, flirting outrageously with Tory’s aunties, speaking kindly but not patronizingly to her teenage cousins. He knew how to make everyone feel at ease, feel special. At least for a little while. 
 
    His words from before echoed through Elle’s mind. “Whatever you want from me for the next seven days, all you have to do is ask.” 
 
    Her declaration at fifteen, to hide all her dominant tendencies forever didn’t last. None of her attempts to wish herself vanilla ever did. Her kinks were woven into her sexual identity, she couldn’t get rid of her domme-ness any more than she could make her eyes the same color. When she was a little older, seventeen or so, she introduced it to boyfriends in a roundabout way. “You know what would be fun? If I tied your hands to the bed and gave you a blowjob. Want to try it?” 
 
    It worked for a while. Until it didn’t. When she finally admitted that she needed BDSM elements for a relationship to work, Elle began her search for a unicorn. That is, an attractive, mentally sound, straight man who both liked and was attracted to her and was into getting beat down by a girl.  
 
    They were unsurprisingly rare.  
 
    Elle had a few short-term relationships with men she met through kink sites, but the guys all shared a common flaw. They were deeply, profoundly, embarrassed about being submissive. Harry, her first boyfriend, might have been a dickhead and a premature ejaculator, but he tapped into the heart of what scared straight men about submission—that it made them weak, gay, and pathetic. Her lovers craved and hated being dominated, and eventually they seemed to crave and hate her. Who needed that shit? Elle was just trying to live a good, sexually fulfilling life, impossible as it seemed. She was happy to be equals with a guy all the way up to the bedroom door, but submissive men were often so weighed down in their own psyches, the possibility of a love connection wilted before it ever had the chance to blossom.  
 
    Elle looked at Jackson, laughing at something Tory’s cousin Maria was saying. He was a guy who thrived on unconventional masculinity, effortlessly shirking the alpha dog bullshit that was as much a part of Australian culture as beaches and bushfires. He dressed well and liked art and wasn’t embarrassed by how much he liked women. Could he handle submitting to her? And if she didn’t seize the opportunity to find out, would she regret it forever?  
 
    “Jackson!” Maria gestured at her son, who was gurgling happily in her lap. “Do you want to hold Lukas?” 
 
    “It’s okay, he looks happy where he is,” Jackson said with a smile.  
 
    “Oh, but he loves cuddles. Especially from men.” 
 
    Every woman at the table sat up very, very straight. “Do it,” Betty said, pressing a hand to her chest. “Do. It.”  
 
    “Hold him,” Maria begged. 
 
    “Oh my god, hold him.” 
 
    Jackson hesitated, then gave an easy smile. “Why not?” 
 
    There was a collective squeal of delight. 
 
    “This is gonna be adorable.” 
 
    “Let me get a picture.” 
 
    As Liza brought Lukas to Jackson, Elle’s heart was beating very fast. He knew exactly how to cradle the newborn to his chest, gently cupping his delicate head. Lukas’ face curled up like raw veal and Elle braced herself for an almighty scream, but then Jackson bent forward. “Salut bébé comment ca va ce matin? Bien? Es-ce que tu vas m’aider a conquerir le coeur d’une jolie fille?”  
 
    Lukas’s face unscrunched and he wriggled back into his newly made cradle, an awed look on his tiny face. Elle’s ovaries ached, really truly ached. She scraped the last of her porridge into her spoon and brought it to her mouth. The act felt so artificial she might as well be smearing it on her feet. Don’t think about babies, stop thinking about babies… 
 
    “You’re so good with him,” Marie whispered, but she wasn’t looking at her son, her gaze was locked on Jackson. What was it about hot guys holding infants that just turned your reproductive organs into smush? 
 
    Jackson nudged her softly. “Look, Ellie, he likes me.” 
 
    Lukas was indeed beaming up at Jackson with unabashed adoration. Elle’s chest contracted and she stared down at her near-empty bowl. Must…resist…uterus…“Cool, man. Well, I’m off. I hope everyone enjoys their day.” 
 
    No one responded. Elle didn’t blame them.  
 
    “What about hanging out?” Jackson said, trying to get his necklace out of Lukas’ mouth. “We can meet up this afternoon for practice,” Elle said. 
 
    “Ah no, you can’t.” Mel tore her eyes off Jackson’s forearms long enough to shoot Elle a filthy look. “The bachelorette party starts at two and you need to be there on time.” 
 
    “Fine, so no practice. I’m gonna go. See ya, everyone.” 
 
    Jackson looked suddenly alarmed. “Elle, wait—” 
 
    She strode away, safe in the knowledge that Jackson wouldn’t throw a baby to come after her. She slipped out into the bright, tropical sunshine, breathing hard. She liked tiny things as much as the next human, but she’d never had such a visceral reaction to an infant before. Also how did a sleazy advertising exec look so fucking wholesome holding a kid?  
 
    “Oi, Blondie!” 
 
    She turned to see Jackson jogging towards her, his thick brown hair shining in the sunlight. She blinked at him. “You didn’t throw that kid, did you?” 
 
    “No, I gave him back to his mother. Where we hiking to?”  
 
    Elle, frustrated beyond all belief, stamped her foot like a six-year-old. “Jackson, I told you this is too weird.”  
 
    The same look of gentle concern that surfaced when Lukas threatened to cry reappeared. “Is this about what I said in front of Tory? I’m sorry. I was just teasing.” 
 
    Elle almost laughed. Jackson Proveaux was now offering apologies as freely as he offered his dick. He was a new age, baby-holding, panty-destroying man. “This isn’t about that. You just make me feel…uncomfortable.” 
 
    The puppy dog look intensified. “I don’t mean to.” 
 
    “I know, but it’s the sexual tension or something. It’s too much.”  
 
    “Okay.” Jackson bounced from foot to foot. “What about we go for a walk as friends?” 
 
    “Friends?”  
 
    “Yeah. I’ll help you carry your bag, you tell me all the names of plants and animals and whatnot. No funny business.”  
 
    She hesitated. 
 
    “Come on, it’ll be fun. You can’t tell me you don’t want company. Especially before Tory’s party.” 
 
    Elle groaned at the mere thought of all the penis-themed kitsch she’d be forced to endure. Company would be nice, but…but…but… 
 
    “I kind of…okay,” she said before she could stop herself.  
 
    Jackson beamed. “Let’s hike. Gimme your backpack, that way you’ll have more arm room for photos.” 
 
    Elle shrugged off her backpack and handed it to him. He slung it over his broad shoulders. “So where we headed?” 
 
    “According to Nengah, there’s a trail behind the back gate that leads to a waterfall.” 
 
    “Excellent. Let’s go.” 
 
    Her heart gave a strange pang. Less than twenty-four hours ago, Jackson was part stranger, part lust object, and all enemy. Now they were apparently hiking buddies and kind of lovers. He read the same books she did and was good with babies and backpacks. She didn’t know how to feel about that. At all.  
 
    “Are you coming?” Jackson asked. “Or am I meant to carry you too?” 
 
    Elle squashed her disturbing thoughts and focused on putting one foot in front of the other. “Shut up.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jackson 
 
      
 
    As he stumped up the humid mountainside trail with what he was pretty sure were two sockfuls of blood, Jackson assessed his performance.  
 
    Pro: He and Elle were getting along.  
 
    Con: She regarded his every attempt to be close to her as suspicious. 
 
    Pro: He’d gotten her three-quarters of the way to an orgasm with nothing but the front of his pants. 
 
    Con: His balls felt like they had radiation poisoning.  
 
    Overall, he was screwing this up.  
 
    He adjusted the backpack, hoisting the weight higher on his shoulders. Elle just needed more time. He’d spooked her at breakfast holding Maria’s kid and basically going, ‘Huh? Huh? You think I look good holding a baby? You wanna have a baby?’  
 
    Who wouldn’t get scared by that shit? He couldn’t help it, though. When Lukas had gone for his necklace, he’d seen Elle’s lower lip tremble and he’d just melted. She was such a ball-buster that any sign of her susceptibility to cute things had always slain him. There had been a picture of her hugging a potoroo on Facebook a couple of years ago and he’d screenshotted it and stared at it with embarrassing frequency. And now he knew she liked babies. Maybe even him holding babies.  
 
    He watched Elle marching ahead of him on the path. She moved with such purpose, like she was perpetually on her way to kick someone’s head in. He studied her legs and imagined they belonged to his wife. His loyal, passionate, hot blonde wife. He grinned up at the sky, feeling dopey as hell.  
 
    “If you’re not going to keep up spaz-lord, I’m going to push you into a ravine.” 
 
    “Shit.” Jackson lengthened his stride until he was walking alongside her again. “Hey Blondie, did I ever tell you about the time Ben and I went to gold class drunk?” 
 
    “No. And don’t call me that.”  
 
    “Okay so, we’d been at a conference all day, so we were pretty shitfaced—” 
 
    Elle snorted. “Of course you were.” 
 
    Jackson studied her expression and knew he wasn’t actually pissing her off. “It was an open bar, you would have done the same. Anyway, we paid for our tickets, ordered food, and went and sat in the cinema. Turns out it was the wrong cinema.”  
 
    Elle glanced at him, her curiosity clearly piqued. “What did you end up seeing?” 
 
    “Up.” Jackson smiled at the memory. “We knew we were in the wrong place but we were too drunk to care. Anyway, five minutes in and it’s the montage of the old guy’s wife dying and I start tearing up.” 
 
    Elle’s eyes grew wide. “Seriously?” 
 
    “I was drunk and it was fucking sad. She dies and leaves him all alone with nothing but balloons…” He let out an exaggerated breath.  
 
    Elle stopped dead on the path. “What happened next?”  
 
    “Ben tried to comfort me. He was patting me on the back all, ‘it’s okay, mate, everything’s going to be fine,’ then the waiter comes out with Ben’s burger and he sees me, a grown man crying at a cartoon, and he just freezes. For about thirty seconds we’re all just looking at each other, no one knows what to do, and then Ben blurts out, ‘he’s my kid.’” 
 
    Elle smiled so wide he could see all her teeth. He drank down the sight like it was top shelf tequila. 
 
    “Is that why you call Ben dad?” 
 
    “Yeah, he’s my big Indian father.” 
 
    “Tory’s like my mum, she’s just so lovely and huggable.” 
 
    “They’re a great couple.” 
 
    “Made for each other,” Elle agreed. “Hey, when they get married, does that mean we’ll be stepsiblings?” 
 
    Jackson made a face. “I hope not.” 
 
    “It would make what we did this morning pretty gross, huh?” Elle’s mischievous smile sent his heart into overdrive.  
 
    He’d promised himself he wouldn’t bring up sex, but here she was, talking about the fact he’d almost made her come. “Nothing on earth could make that gross. Not even us being stepsiblings.” 
 
    Elle almost choked on her tongue. “Yuck, I don’t think that’s true.” 
 
    In the interest of quitting while he was still ahead, Jackson shut up. They walked in silence through the jungle, stopping every now and again so Elle could take pictures. Halfway to the waterfall, she suggested they take a break, so they stopped to sit on a flat rock and share a bottle of water. Jackson slung off the backpack and collapsed beside Elle. “Are we close to this waterfall?” 
 
    “Just a little bit further.” She dug a protein bar out of her pack. “Want some?” 
 
    “That’s an insult to food you’re waving in my face.” 
 
    “Suit yourself.” She bit into her bar. “Mmm, chemicals.” 
 
    “And I thought you had taste…” He tugged off his shoes to reveal his gray socks, now stained burgundy with blood. “Damn, no wonder my feet hurt.” 
 
    Elle recoiled. “Jesus! Why didn’t you say anything? You should go back to the resort.” 
 
    And lose the chance to spend the day with her? Not if he needed a double amputation. “It’s just a little blood. I’ll be fine.” Gingerly he slid his right shoe back on. “Fuck, that’s tight.” 
 
    “Jackson…” 
 
    “Leave it, okay? I’m happy to suffer for you.” 
 
    “I’m not!” 
 
    “Are you sure? Didn’t seem that way in bed this morning.” 
 
    Elle’s face was a study in conflicting emotions; lust, discomfort, anger. He waited for her to say something cutting, to call him a pretty boy or point out he’d been every bit as turned on serving her as she’d been giving him the orders. She said nothing. Just stared up at the treetops as a flush worked its way down her neck and Jackson knew he’d fucked up. Badly. Elle never, not once, backed down from friendly banter. Or not-so-friendly banter. Or anything. The fact that she’d clammed up said he’d stepped into a minefield. A fucking big one. 
 
    “I’m sorry. I promised myself I wasn’t going to be sleazy on this hike.”  
 
    Elle shot him a wry smile. “Isn’t asking you not to be sleazy like asking fire not to be hot?” 
 
    “Maybe, but like I said, I’m trying.” 
 
    “I guess that’s all you can do. Come on, let’s get going.” Elle crumpled up her protein bar wrapper and got to her feet. “It’s only a few hours until I’m due at the bachelorette party.” 
 
    Her expression implied she was going to a particularly grim funeral. “You’re really not looking forward to it, huh?” 
 
    “I’m looking forward to being drunk.” 
 
    “Is that it?” he said, struggling to get his left shoe back on. 
 
    “Promise you won’t say anything to Tory?” Elle said, looking around the jungle, half expecting to see eavesdroppers. Jackson drew a knuckle across his lips, twisted it, and mimed throwing away a key.  
 
    “Aside from the garish penis-heavy décor and stupid games and male strippers, the thought of being near her cousins at a bachelorette party puts me on edge.”  
 
    “Why? I mean, they’re a bit vapid, but they seem pretty friendly.” 
 
    “That’s because you’re a hot, eligible bachelor! I’m just Tory’s weird mate. And on top of that, Mel hates me.” 
 
    “Why?” Jackson asked. Please don’t say because of me, please don’t say because of me. 
 
    “We’ve never really gotten along, we’re so fucking different, but then Tory wanted me to be her maid of honor. I turned her down and she went to Mel instead, so of course Mel thinks she got the consolation prize, and now she keeps bitching at me.”  
 
    Jackson grinned. “Isn’t that the plot of Bridesmaids?” 
 
    “Almost. Except I’m not the actual maid of honor, I’ve never hooked up with John Hamm, and this isn’t hilarious.”  
 
    “You want me to have a word with her?” 
 
    A line appeared between Elle eyebrows. “You don’t need to do that, it’s just a childish feud.” 
 
    “Well, I am your slave for the next seven days, I’m here to help. Plus I’m excellent at conflict resolution. I once stopped one of our marketing guys from stabbing a bartender with a biro.” 
 
    “I’m not worried Mel’s going to stab me with a biro,” Elle snapped. “I’m worried about me losing my shit on her.” 
 
    “I thought you had to do anger management and stuff? Don’t you have your temper under control?” 
 
    “In the sense that I don’t attack random animal abusers anymore. I’ll always be angry, it’s my nature. I like being pissed off too much.” 
 
    “What do you like about it?” 
 
    “It’s such an insane high.” Elle’s eyes were dreamy. “Your heart races and your head pounds and your attention narrows down to one single thing. It reminds me of sex.” 
 
    Jackson recalled his well-worn fantasy of Elle, her face alight with fury, riding his cock like she was going hell for leather. No surprises that she was turned on by getting angry. “Does it feel as good as sex?”  
 
    “Not really,” Elle said, her expression suddenly gloomy. “It’s a law of diminishing returns. After a while the same thing doesn’t get you off like it used to.” 
 
    “You think it’s a brain chemistry thing?” 
 
    “I guess. Then again I’ve been this way for as long as I can remember. Maybe it’s genetic or something.” She stopped and tilted her head to the side. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I can hear the river, we’re really close.” 
 
    Jackson strained his ears but couldn’t decipher a single sound. “If someone told me when I was eighteen that spending a hundred plus hours in clubs would make me deaf before I was thirty…” 
 
    “You would have ignored them and gone anyway?” 
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    Ten minutes later they pushed back a curtain of fern fronds and were staring down at the Tegenungan Waterfall, a long silvery stream running towards a turquoise pool, deep and perfectly clear.  
 
    “It’s beautiful,” Jackson said, wishing he was holding Elle’s hand.  
 
    “Want to climb down?” 
 
    “Hell yeah.” 
 
    They clambered towards the water, Elle agile as a baby goat, him and his blistered feet gimping it up behind her. Once they reached solid ground, he set the backpack aside, pulled off his shoes, and shoved his feet, socks and all, into the water. “Fuck me, this feels amazing.” 
 
    Elle looked up from the purple flower she was examining. “You should really buy some hiking shoes. Or not hike.” 
 
    “It was worth it.” 
 
    An idea occurred to him. He yanked his t-shirt over his head. “We’re going swimming.” 
 
    Elle’s eyes went straight to his chest. “We can’t. You’ll…get your clothes wet.”  
 
    He grinned. “I’m not planning on wearing clothes.” 
 
    “Are you serious?” 
 
    “Last night you were all for skinny dipping.” 
 
    “I was drunk!” 
 
    “Yeah well, I don’t get drunk anymore, but I’m still not giving up my right to swim nude.” Jackson unbuckled his belt and shoved down his chinos. “If you don’t want to see my penis, you should look away.” 
 
    “What if someone else comes up here?” Elle said, looking all around. 
 
    “Then they’ll see my penis. Lucky them. Come on, beautiful, where’s your sense of adventure?” 
 
    Elle teetered towards him as though drawn by some invisible thread. “I’ll be late for the bachelorette party.” 
 
    Jackson paused in the process of kicking off his pants. “You’d leave swimming in a tropical paradise to play Pin the Dick on the Porn Star?” 
 
    Elle groaned. “God, bachelorette parties are heinous.” 
 
    “So come swimming with me instead. I’m not heinous.” He crossed his arms and flexed a little. “See?” 
 
    Elle’s eyes went a little glassy. She tugged up the hem of her bright blue t-shirt and let it fall down again. “Nope, I can’t, the sunlight is too bright.”  
 
    “It’s overcast, you won’t get burned.” 
 
    She bit her lower lip. “It’s not that…I’m basically transparent.” 
 
    He stared at her. “This better not be some kind of body image thing. Not after stripping down on the deck last night.” 
 
    Elle’s cheeks were scarlet. “Shut up. I’m sober and this is broad daylight and…shut up.”  
 
    He walked over to her so quickly he almost slipped on wet rock. “I’m gonna stop you there.” 
 
    “Jackson…” 
 
    He seized her hand. “No, you listen to me. You’re beautiful.” 
 
    Elle made a face. “I’m attractive in a pale, extra-terrestrial kind of way, and I accept that. But you? You’re all golden brown and French and your face? It’s just…annoying.” 
 
    “You find my face annoying?” 
 
    “You’re prettier than me and you’re a dude. Why wouldn’t I find that annoying?” 
 
    Jackson pressed a finger to her lips and she bit it. “You see? That’s the real you; not giving a fuck. All angry and proud with pale skin and perfect tits and gorgeous hair.”  
 
    She moved closer to him, just the tiniest bit. “When it comes to hair, I think you’ve got everyone beat.” 
 
    Jackson fought to keep a cocky, shit-eating grin from surfacing. “Well, for this week you own my pretty boy ass, Blondie. So tell me what to do. Take over.” 
 
    For a moment, Elle hesitated, then she gently pushed his chest. “Take off your briefs and get in the water.” 
 
    Jackson stepped backwards, peeling off his underwear. “You coming?” 
 
    “Stop asking questions.” 
 
    Jackson bit back a smile. He stripped off, letting his hard-on spring free.  
 
    “Stand up straight,” Elle said in the same velvety voice she’d used on the deck. He straightened his spine and folded his arms across his chest. Elle’s eyes roamed his body greedily. “Have you been working out?”  
 
    “I told you, rock climbing. Low impact, good for tone.” 
 
    Elle’s lip curled. “I can see that. Can I touch you?” 
 
    “You can have anything you want,” Jackson said, struggling to keep his excitement out of his voice. His cock was throbbing, and in the broad sunlight there was no mistaking the dark purple of its head, the bead of wetness collecting at the tip. When Elle went to her knees in front of him Jackson had to close his eyes or risk arriving way, way too early. She examined his cock as delicately as she had the flowers surrounding the waterfall, the light caresses making him swell to painful proportions. 
 
    “Uncircumcised, huh?” She reached lower and cupped his balls. “Interesting.”  
 
    Jackson almost came in her hand. “Ellie, you can’t, I’m too wound up.” 
 
    Elle tugged gently at his sac. “I thought I could have anything I want?” 
 
    “Yeah,” he panted. “Yeah, I did say that, didn’t I?” 
 
    “Have you changed your mind?” 
 
    “No, just…fuck. I don’t want to embarrass myself.” 
 
    Elle’s smile was pure evil as she ran a soft palm over his dick. “Could I put my mouth on you? If I wanted to?” 
 
    Just the thought of her lips around his dick put him within a hair’s breadth of coming. “Please don’t. I wanted this to be about you.” 
 
    “This is about me.” Warm lips pressed themselves to the head of his cock and Jackson had to hold his breath to keep from coming.  
 
    “Gorgeous…baby…please don’t make me come like this. I’m fucking begging you.” 
 
    Her tongue lathed his slit, collecting the precome that welled there. Jackson clenched his fists hard enough to break his own hand. “Ellie…Ellie…fuck. No.” 
 
    “Watch me.” 
 
    “Can’t…” 
 
    “Watch me suck your cock, Jackson.” 
 
    It was an order, steel wrapped in a silky tone. Deliriously, he tilted his head down and watched his fat, swollen dick disappear between Elle’s lips. She released him, spreading the slickness to the base of his shaft and took him down, further down, then— 
 
    “Holy fucking Christ.” 
 
    His far from modest cock had vanished. He was in her throat. “You can…you’re…” 
 
    Elle’s mismatched eyes gleamed up at him. She sucked him hard and his knees went weak like some damsel in a black and white movie. “Ellie, Elle. Fuck.” 
 
    She released him with a slick pop. “No gag reflex. Makes trying to have a tactical spew when you’re drunk a pain in the hole.” 
 
    Jackson didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. Then she slid her mouth around him again and he knew the answer for sure—cry. He was seconds, an instant away from coming when Elle pulled away, swiping a hand across her swollen mouth. “Get in the water.” 
 
    Jackson’s hands clenched at his sides. “Are you sure you don’t want to…?” 
 
    “What did I just tell you?” 
 
    She was evil. She was going to kill him. And he was so going to enjoy being dead. Jackson cannonballed into the water. The shock of falling and the cold water took some much needed blood out of his dick. He surfaced to find Elle glaring at him. “You fuckwit! You could have broken your neck!” 
 
    Jackson swept his hair out of his eyes. “I took a risk and it paid off. And it distracted me from my incredibly painful erection.” 
 
    In one swift motion Elle was shirtless, her black sports bra falling to the ground. “How does your hard-on feel now?” 
 
    Jackson stared at the firm swells of her breasts. “Please get in here with me.” 
 
    She kicked off her shoes and unbuttoned her cargo pants. “How badly do you want it?” 
 
    He squeezed the base of his cock. “Bad.” 
 
    “What if I want you to close your eyes?” 
 
    Jackson ground his teeth together. This woman. “Fine.” 
 
    He forced his eyelids down as she peeled off her cargo pants and slid into the water, picturing the way she’d flinch when the water touched her overheated pussy… 
 
    “Jackson?” 
 
    He opened his eyes to find Elle neck deep in the water. Her blonde hair was slick against her skull and her eyes, large by ordinary standards, were like twin worlds staring back at him. “Fuck, you’re lovely.”  
 
    She smiled, swimming back over to the edge of the pool and raising her arms. “Come over here.” 
 
    “Why? You want to get kissed?”  
 
    She nodded, suddenly shy. Jackson swam over, grinning like an idiot, and grasped her shoulders, cool and smooth as stone. His dick brushed against her pussy and they both gasped.  
 
    “Sorry,” he said, cupping himself. “I forgot we were nake—” 
 
    Elle grabbed the back of his head and kissed him. Instantly he forgot everything except kissing her back. Was there anything on earth like the feel of Elle’s lips? The slowly rising heat of their bodies? It felt too good to be real. “I should spend the rest of my life kissing you in warm, waist-deep water.”  
 
    Elle bit his bottom lip. “You really should.” 
 
    They kissed again, her nipples brushing his chest, his cock wedged firmly between her thighs. It was taking everything Jackson had not to rut against her like an animal. He was hard. Embarrassingly hard. Shoot a load in a tropical pool hard. His hands found her breasts and he massaged them roughly.  
 
    Elle gave a sharp little cry. Fuck. He pulled away, breathing hard. “Sorry, I know I don’t have permission to touch you like that.” 
 
    Elle spread her arms out on the rocky wall and arched her back. “Do it again.” 
 
    He groaned and reached for her nipples, but she pushed his hand away. “With your mouth.” 
 
    “Jesus, lay back.” 
 
    She arched against the wall and let him suckle her, drawing on one damp nipple and then the other. Whenever he found the will to stop sucking, he leaned forward and took another pull off her beautiful mouth. He felt spoiled for choice just between those two motions. Fuck knows what he’d do if she told him to eat her pussy. From the way she was moaning, he knew if he could just get a finger inside her she’d come, but that was her call to make, he didn’t want to repeat this morning. He continued to pleasure her breasts and her mouth, sucking with enthusiasm that bordered on frenzy.  
 
    “Your tongue feels so good,” Elle breathed. “It makes me wanna come so badly.” 
 
    “You can have it,” he grunted, giving in to the urge to rock against her. “Just say the word.” 
 
    “Not yet.” 
 
    He moaned. She was loving this, reducing him to but an eager, aching cock, desperate to please. Well, he wasn’t above begging. “Elle, I’m dying here. I need to feel you finish.” 
 
    Her mouth met his neck, teasing him with light kisses and tiny nibbles. “Hmm, really? What will you do for it?” 
 
    Jackson’s head was hot and swollen, he could barely think in words. “Anything. Fucking anything.” 
 
    “Clean my room on your knees?” 
 
    “Done.” 
 
    “Give me your guitar?” 
 
    “It’s yours.” 
 
    “Steal a Mercedes?” 
 
    He choked out a laugh. “Would you like a black one or a red one?” 
 
    Elle pressed her mouth against his and they lost one another in their kissing. When she pulled away, Jackson was about ready to slam his head against the rock wall. Then Elle’s mouth was by his ear. “Do it, Jackson.” 
 
    She didn’t need to tell him twice. His fingers found her hot slit and slid inside. She bucked against him, pressing down on his fingertips.  
 
    “Eager, baby? Wore yourself out resisting me?” 
 
    She bit his neck hard enough to break the skin. “Shut up.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” Jackson hooked his fingers inside her, making Elle gasp and grip his shoulders. He extended a thumb, stroking her swollen clit with practised motions. Elle gripped a fistful of his hair. “Talk to me Jackson.” 
 
    “I thought I was shutting up?” 
 
    “You never listen to me, anyway.” 
 
    Jackson spread his fingers, working himself deeper inside her. “What do you want to hear, beautiful?” 
 
    “How it feels.” 
 
    Fuck, how was he supposed to talk dirty to the girl of his dreams with a painful two-day erection and his fingers in her pussy? Jackson swallowed. “Your cunt is so hot and tight, all I want to do is—” 
 
    Elle’s teeth dug into his shoulder. “No, not that. I want to know how it feels for you. To want me this bad and not be able to have it.” 
 
    Come-drunk as he was, Jackson couldn’t help smirking. “You like me on the knife-edge of crazy, huh?” 
 
    She nodded, her pussy contracting tightly around him. Jackson willed himself not to blow his load. “This is fucking torture, Ellie. Wanting you this badly is making me insane. My dick hurts, my balls ache, and all I can think about is slamming my cock inside you bare, making you take every single inch of me.” 
 
    Elle’s hips rocked frantically against his hand. “More, more.” 
 
    “I wanna rut on you. I want to come inside you and leave my jizz running down your legs so you know exactly who you belong to.” 
 
    “But you can’t.” Elle’s usually pale mouth was flushed crimson with blood. “I won’t let you.” 
 
    “I know,” he snarled. “All I’m allowed to do is suck your tits and kiss your mouth and make you come.” 
 
    Elle’s pussy bloomed around his hand like a flower. She was close. She was right fucking there. “This is all you get from me. Say it.” 
 
    “This is all I get from you,” he said hoarsely. “Your pussy and a little of your time. That’s all I deserve.” 
 
    He only wanted to turn her on, but somewhere inside him he knew it was true. Until he proved himself to her, this really was all he deserved. He worked his hand even harder, determined to make her happy, to earn his keep. A whimper escaped Elle’s mouth and then she went rigid. “Oh god…Jackson.” 
 
    His arm was close to falling off due to the extra pressure of the water, but somehow he found the strength to go harder, to keep stroking that firm bundle of nerves until she was sobbing with release, scraping her nails down his back. “Again, again. Jackson, I’m gonna do it again.” 
 
    He worked even faster, his fingers slick, his arm burning from exertion. Elle’s nails were like razor blades against his skin, and when she came again she screamed against his shoulder, thrashing hard enough to drown them both. Dimly Jackson wondered if he was going to die fingering Elle in a tropical rainforest in Bali and decided it would be a good way to go.  
 
    Then Elle pushed his hand away, panting and shaking from head to foot. “Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.”  
 
    He stumbled away. “Did I hurt you?” 
 
    “No.” She threw her head back and laughed. “Fuck!” 
 
    Reassured and about ready to pass out, Jackson did something he didn’t want to do at all…he pulled away from Elle’s glorious naked body and recalled the way his father looked when his mother left, the ashen face, the blank brown eyes, the nick on his cheek from shaving. Instantly his dick wilted. “Works every time,” he muttered. 
 
    “What was that?”  
 
    “Nothing. Just…trying to calm down.” 
 
    Elle touched his shoulder. “I could just return the favour.”  
 
    Jackson’s dick stiffened and he turned away. “I’m a man of my word. Now please go away, my cock and I need a little alone time.”  
 
    “But—” 
 
    “Blondie, do you want me to have an aneurysm? Do you want to explain to my mother how I drowned naked in a waterfall?”  
 
    Elle was silent. 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    Jackson gripped his balls and thought about his parents’ divorce until he was only semi-hard. At least he was until he turned and saw Elle lying against the rock wall, her eyes closed in post-coital bliss. “Sort your dick out?” she asked lazily.  
 
    “Mostly. Although this naked mermaid thing really isn’t helping,” Jackson said, giving himself another firm squeeze.  
 
    “Sorry.” 
 
    “You’re not sorry.” 
 
    She smiled up at the sky. “I’m really not. What time is it?”  
 
    He checked his Seamaster. It was two in the afternoon. “Shit.” 
 
    Elle’s eyes snapped open. “Are we late?” 
 
    “Like really fucking late.” 
 
    They clambered out of the pool as fast as they could, dressing quickly and exchanging shifty grins. Jackson felt like a teenager who just finished fucking in a parent’s car. 
 
    Pro: He’d gotten Elle off. Twice. 
 
    Pro: He’d seen her naked in a tropical pool. 
 
    Pro: She trusted him enough to let him give her pleasure. 
 
    Pro: Deep throating. Deep throating. Deep. Throating. 
 
    And now he was painfully erect. Again. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
    Elle 
 
      
 
    Tory readjusted her plastic penis veil, a nervous look on her face. “You and Jackson went on a hike? Without killing each other?”  
 
    “We did. We also hooked up under a waterfall. Well, not under a waterfall, but near one.” 
 
    Elle took a sip out of her giant sparkly pink cup that said ‘Bride’s Bitch.’ She hated it almost as much as she hated the peach daiquiri inside it, but since they were helping her get drunk she didn’t care. “Did you know Jackson’s tongue is basically another arm?”  
 
    Tory looked as sickened as someone in a penis veil could look. “I can’t believe this is happening. Do you not remember your heartfelt pledge to punch Jackson in the voice box? How are you hooking up with him?” 
 
    Elle sighed. “I know I’m a hypocrite, but I can’t help it. He has magical fuck-me vibes.” 
 
    “Fuck-me vibes?” 
 
    “Yeah, I see him and I want to straddle his face. If I’m being honest, there was a ninety percent chance I was going to bang him on this holiday.” 
 
    Tory rolled her eyes. “Well, I’m pleased you’re not pining after Douglas.” 
 
    Elle shuddered at the mention of her so-called ex. “I’ve barely thought about him at all, I should give Jackson a medal.” 
 
    “Hmm,” Tory said. “And you’re sure sleeping with him for the next six days won’t, say, end in a fiery explosion that kills you both?” 
 
    Elle laughed. “I thought you’d be happy we’re getting along.” 
 
    “You’re not just ‘getting along,’ you’re—” 
 
    “Getting it on? Don’t worry, we haven’t had…intercourse yet.”  
 
    “How come?” 
 
    “Jackson wants us to pace ourselves, and I for one am enjoying the hand and mouth stage of our sexual engagement.”  
 
    Tory opened her mouth, possibly to make gagging noises, but Mel chose that exact moment to appear. “Selfie?” she asked with false sweetness. 
 
    “No thanks,” Elle replied. She looked terrible in selfies, all round-chinned and red eyed, like something that should be lurking just out of sight on The X-files.  
 
    “Well then, at least put on a hat silly!” 
 
    Before Elle could respond, Mel dumped a hot pink, penis covered Stetson on her head and raised her phone skywards. “Smile!” 
 
    The lens flared and Elle caught a glimpse of the resulting shot; Mel looked gorgeous, Tory surprised, and she resembled a feral cat that had been caught on a night-vision security video. Knowing there was no way she could get Mel to delete it, Elle yanked off the hat. “I said no pictures.” 
 
    Mel’s narrowed her heavily lashed eyes. “It’s done now. You’re not going to sulk, are you?”  
 
    “Mel,” Tory said, in a warning voice. “You better not post that photo.” 
 
    “God, sorry.” Mel snatched up the hat and strode off. Elle watched her weave her way through a gang of Ben’s cousins and deposit the hat onto another hapless bystander’s head. 
 
    Elle groaned. “I’m pretty sure your sister’s going to choke me with a dick-apron. And she’s definitely posting that photo.” 
 
    Tory sighed. “I know, I’m sorry. She’s been stressed about the wedding for ages.” 
 
    “Bullshit, she’s after Jackson. She wants a repeat of their onetime toilet hook-up and she’s hacked off that I’m taking up all his time.” 
 
    Tory went pale. “She can’t be that stupid. If my dad finds out, he’ll throw him through my wedding cake.” 
 
    “I know, but I swear the Romeo/Juliet forbidden love angle is making her want it more.” 
 
    Tory downed the last of her daiquiri. “Why is my family insane?” 
 
    “Everybody’s family is insane.”  
 
    “Yeah, but yours are cold-blooded narcissists, they never start scenes or throw food. I’d swap families in a second. I swear my dad’s itching to fight Jackson. Some macho horseshit.”  
 
    “I wouldn’t worry about Jackson. Guy’s shredded as fuck.” 
 
    “I thought he looked bigger,” Tory said interestedly. “What’s he been doing?”  
 
    “Rock climbing. His arms are like slabs of granite.”  
 
    “Hmm, I can see why you let him have his way with you.” 
 
    “More like I had my way with him.” Elle recalled how he’d looked, panting and breathless as he watched her climax, his powerful body gleaming wet in the sunlight. Very soon she was going to make him fuck her. The thought of him laboring hard, trying desperately not to come was making her whole body flush. She licked the rim of her glass, letting the sugar crystals rub against her still swollen lips.  
 
    “What do you mean, ‘having your way with him’?” Tory asked. “Are you two…getting kinky?” 
 
    “We made a deal that definitely falls under the category of kinky.” 
 
    “What kind of deal?”  
 
    “Are you sure you want to know?” 
 
    Tory snatched Elle’s daiquiri glass and drained that too. “Tell me. Someone should be keeping an eye out.” 
 
    “For this entire trip I own him,” Elle said, unable to repress her glee. “Whatever I want, whenever I want it, and he’s not allowed to come.”  
 
    Tory’s eyes grew wide. “Jackson agreed to that?”  
 
    “He suggested it. He wants to suffer so I’ll forgive him for being such a knob-on when we met.” 
 
    Tory stuffed a penis covered cupcake in her mouth, like she was willing the sugar to comfort her. “I knew this was a disaster waiting to happen.” 
 
    “What disaster? Jackson and I will hang out, perform an awesome set at your wedding, and once this trip is over, we’ll either have made up or returned to our separate lives, never to bother each other again.”  
 
    “You’ve got it all figured out,” Tory said thickly, chewing on her cupcake. “Except for one thing…”  
 
    She stared at Elle accusingly.  
 
    “So talk. We can’t stand around discussing Jackson in this chamber of penises forever.”  
 
    Tory sighed. “Do you think you can forgive him for what he did? Really forgive him?” 
 
    Elle looked over at the daiquiri machine. “I think I’m gonna get another drink.” 
 
    “Oh no, you don’t, Skinny. Not until you answer my question.”  
 
    Elle tried to move away but Tory grabbed her arm. “Why does it even matter?” 
 
    “It’s cruel to accept Jackson’s offer knowing there’s nothing he can do to make you actually forgive him.” 
 
    “I don’t know if I could forgive him or not! I figured we could at least see how things go.” 
 
    Tory seized her other arm and pulled her so they were face to face. “Ellie, he’s Ben’s best friend, he’s a human being! He doesn’t deserve to be used as a fucktoy and tossed aside when you’re ready to start hating him again.” 
 
    If she wasn’t so drunk, she might have tried to explain herself, but she was drunk, so she gathered a handful of dick-glitter from the nearby snack table, flung it into the air, and screamed, “My best friend’s getting married!”  
 
    Her fellow partygoers cheered and began also bombing Tory with fistfuls of penis glitter. In the sparkling confusion, Elle managed to slip away. Tory didn’t understand what was between her and Jackson. The only casual sex she’d ever had was with Ben, and she was marrying the bastard.  
 
    For the next hour, Elle managed to avoid Tory as she and the rest of the increasingly drunk bachelorettes played novelty games and downed frozen drinks as quickly as they would pour out of the machine. At dusk, Mel informed everyone they were going to eat a slice and head down to the beach. Elle was attempting to tie up her strappy sandals when a distraction arrived in the form of someone she’d been trying very hard not to think about. Jackson looked even more handsome than usual in a burgundy shirt he’d rolled up to his elbows.  
 
    “Hey ladies, sorry to interrupt.” 
 
    A ripple went through the room as women began whispering behind their palms. Elle bent down lower and hoped he wouldn’t see her.  
 
    “Has anyone seen Elle? I need to have a word with her.” 
 
    Elle felt a hundred angry eyes lock on her like heat-seeking missiles. So much for not being seen. “Ah, what about?”  
 
    Jackson beamed when he spotted her. “Hey there, I wanted to talk about the music for the wedding.”  
 
    Of course. The music for the stupid wedding. “Let’s go into the hallway,” she said, unwilling to continue getting side-eye from every corner of the room. 
 
    “No need,” Tory said brightly. “We were all just about to leave. Come on, everyone, let’s move out.”  
 
    “I’ll come with you,” Elle said quickly. 
 
    “No, stay here and talk to Jackson.” Tory kissed Elle on the cheek, muttered “be kind,” and began shepherding her friends and family from the room. As they were all drunk, and drunk people are incredibly hard to coordinate, it was more than ten minutes before she and Jackson were alone. Ten minutes in which Elle became extremely aware of all the penises in their presence. The suite was covered in penis streamers, penis balloons, penis banners, even the abandoned daiquiri cups were embossed with a trinity of pink sparkly cocks. It was all a bit…suggestive. 
 
    Jackson inspected a trail of wang-shaped fairy lights. “Mel’s done a good job. I’ve never seen so many penises.”  
 
    “We both know that’s not true.” 
 
    He smirked at her. “Ha-ha. You know all these cocks look like white guy cocks. Considering Ben’s Indian, you think the theme would look a little different.” 
 
    “I think what you’re suggesting might be considered super racist.” 
 
    “Fair point.” Jackson shoved his hands back into his pockets. His chinos were charcoal black tonight and Elle wondered how many pairs he actually owned. “So what about the music?”  
 
    He smiled mischievously. “Nothing. I came to see how you were doing. You haven’t punched anyone in a fit of anti-wedding rage, have you?” 
 
    “Just the mother of the bride and three witnesses.”  
 
    “Any broken bones?” 
 
    “Nine or so, give or take.” 
 
    “Glad to hear it.” Jackson moved closer, his golden skin gleaming under the pastel colored penis lamps. Fuck, he was handsome. Elle thought about what Tory said and felt a surge of guilt. She bent down to continue strapping up her sandals. “Well, since my good behavior is confirmed, you should get back to the bucks night. I’m sure there’s plenty of banter to be had.”  
 
    “Jesus Christ,” Jackson said and before Elle could respond, he’d knelt before her and taken the leather straps in his hand. “You’re going to cut off your circulation if you keep doing it like that.”  
 
    He began weaving the thin leather straps around her calves with a deftness she couldn’t have replicated. His shoulders flexed under his shirt and Elle had the strangest urge to kneel on them, test their sturdiness.  
 
    “So how are you feeling, Blondie? Really?”  
 
    His fingers brushed her calf and Elle shivered. The sight of his dark head moving back and forth between her legs was making her body taut, her skin extra-sensitive. “I’m all right.” 
 
    Jackson finished one shoe and moved to the other, lacing her with the same dexterous motions. “What are your plans for tonight?” 
 
    “Get drunk, avoid being in any photos where I’m holding a penis. What about yourself?” 
 
    “Hadn’t really thought further than coming to see you.”  
 
    Sparks whirred up Elle’s thighs, collecting in that hot aching space in her stomach. 
 
    Jackson tied her left shoe just below her knee, his hand trailing leisurely down her shin. “There you go. Perfect.”  
 
    “We…we should get going.” 
 
    Jackson didn’t answer. Slowly, so slowly it hurt, he ran both hands up her legs, past her knees, and beyond the hem of her pink dress. He didn’t have the hands of a professional man, his palms were rough as sandpaper, every centimeter making her body crackle. “Jackson…”  
 
    “Ellie.” He pressed his mouth against her thigh, just above her knee. “If I don’t get a taste of you I’m gonna die.”  
 
    “What if someone comes back?” 
 
    He pressed his mouth to her other thigh. “They won’t. C’mon, I know you’re wet, I can smell it. Let me make it better.” 
 
    “I’ll be late again. Everyone’ll be mad at me.”  
 
    Elle didn’t know why she was protesting, she wanted Jackson’s mouth between her legs as much as she wanted all feral cats to instantly drop dead. More. But protesting means he has to beg, and god, he sounds so good when he begs… 
 
    Jackson’s fingertips brushed the sides of her thong. “Just let me get my tongue on you. If I can’t make you come in five minutes, I’ll pay for a taxi.” 
 
    “It’s a five-minute walk…”  
 
    Jackson’s teeth traced her pussy through her thong. “I swear if I don’t eat you, I’ll die a broken man. Lemme have it. Tell me I can.”  
 
    It was that soft little request that destroyed her resistance. “Make me come, Jackson.”  
 
    With a groan of satisfaction he sucked her clit through her thong, making her entire body tense. Elle quivered on her heels. “Maybe I should sit down…”  
 
    His nose nudged her thong aside. “No. Stand.” 
 
    “What if I fall?” 
 
    “Grab my hair.”  
 
    “I-I don’t want to hurt you.” 
 
    His tongue slicked expertly between her folds and Elle seized two fistfuls of thick curly hair and ground her clit against his mouth. “Fuck! Jackson!” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s it,” he groaned. “Make me do it.” 
 
    It was like no head she’d ever had before. She was used to getting it on her back, her legs spread wide. This way everything was so tight, contained between the arrow of her legs. Jackson had to force his tongue through her folds to get to her clit, licking her outer lips and stimulating nerves she hadn’t known existed. He was greedy, determined to coat every inch of her with his tongue and moaning as he worked, so her pussy vibrated. After less than a minute she could feel the ripples surging in her core, growing tighter as he sucked furiously at her clit. She tugged at Jackson’s hair, steadying herself on his nose and chin, and when he moaned something like “fuck yeah” into her pussy she came, gushing into his waiting mouth. It was like being drowned in fire, pleasure so all-consuming it stole air from her lungs. Helplessly she rubbed herself against Jackson’s lips, too aroused to worry that she was suffocating him or moaning too loud. He didn’t protest, just buried his tongue deeper between her legs, lapping until the pleasure turned to pain.  
 
    “Fucking hell.” Elle forced his forehead away and leaned back against the buffet table for support. “Jesus.” 
 
    Jackson wiped his mouth. “Glad you liked it.”  
 
    He stood and gripped his cock through his pants, his expression one of deepest pain. 
 
    Even through her post-orgasm haze, Elle felt a stab of guilt. “Jackson, please just jerk off.” 
 
    He shook his head stubbornly. “I’m fine.” 
 
    “Tell that to your cock.” 
 
    “I don’t need to tell my cock anything.” He walked towards her and Elle became aware of how tall he was, even in her stilettos he topped her by about six inches and thirty kilograms of rock-climbing muscle. A wave of intimidation swept over her, and as she tried to move away, she pressed her hand into a penis cupcake. “Urgh, gross.”  
 
    “Here, lemme help.” 
 
    She expected him to find a napkin, but instead once again he knelt before her, seized her hand, and licked the frosting away. Two days ago, if asked to explain her kink, Elle would have told the asker to fuck off. If promised several million dollars for her honesty, she would have said she liked pain, torment, and delayed gratification—for her partners, not her. But as she felt Jackson’s tongue against her palm, a new little widget had curved into her sexuality. Being serviced. She closed her eyes. “You and your mouth…” 
 
    “Are you still horny? Do you want another go on my mouth?” 
 
    Elle’s chest panged. It’s too soon, too much. “I want you to stop.” 
 
    “Sure.” Jackson got to his feet and smiled a soft sort of smile. “You have glitter in your hair.”  
 
    “Shit,” Elle said uncomfortably. “Where?”  
 
    He brushed a hand against her scalp and several sparkly, phallic objects fell into his palm. “Dick-glitter. Nice.” 
 
    “It is a bachelorette party. So, are you going to the bucks now?” 
 
    “I guess, maybe I’ll…hang on a sec…”  
 
    He coughed, dug around in his mouth, and extracted what was unmistakably a blonde pubic hair. Elle’s body went from cool to scorching in under three seconds flat. “Oh my fucking god.” 
 
    Jackson threw the hair on the floor. “Don’t worry about it.” 
 
    “I…Jesus fucking Christ.” 
 
    “What’s wrong?”  
 
    Elle felt like all her ribs were squeezing together. She turned her back on Jackson and pressed her hands to her face. “Oh my god, don’t talk to me.” 
 
    Jackson tugged at her shoulders. “Don’t stress. I don’t care. I mean yeah, if I eat someone’s pubes at McDonald’s, I’m gonna get pissed—” 
 
    Elle moaned in horror. 
 
    “—but if I swallow one when I’ve got my face buried in your gorgeous pussy, I won’t complain. It’s an occupational hazard.”  
 
    “I should have shaved.” 
 
    Jackson hugged her from behind, pressing his warm chest into her back. “No you shouldn’t have. Your pussy’s beautiful. I’ve never seen anything like it.”  
 
    “Are you trying to say I have a freak vagina?” 
 
    Jackson chuckled and hugged her tighter. “No, I mean natural blondes are few and far between.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “Yeah ‘Oh.’ You’ve got the prettiest little blonde pussy I’ve ever seen.” He kissed her neck once, twice, three times. “I want to marry it, Ellie.”  
 
    Elle wanted to be angry or uncomfortable or point out that she wasn’t just some walking blonde gash for him to propose to, but instead she just felt kind of flattered. Flattered and safe and happy.  
 
    At least she was until Jackson pulled away from her and said, “Can I tell you something?” 
 
    He had the strangest expression on his face, like he’d forgotten his pin number after waiting ten minutes for the ATM and was desperately trying to remember what it was. Elle’s stomach plummeted and she knew she didn’t want to hear whatever he had to say. “Um, can you save it for later?” 
 
    Jackson’s face fell. “Are you sure? It won’t take long.” 
 
    “Yeah, I really should get going.” She turned around and busied herself with her purse, wishing she’d just gone to the beach with the rest of the bachelorettes.  
 
    “Walk you down?” he offered.  
 
    “No thanks, I don’t want you to miss the strippers.” 
 
    He made a face. “I’m not really into strippers.”  
 
    “So you’ve never been to a strip club? Gotten a lap dance?”  
 
    “I didn’t say that.” 
 
    Some mean little part of her smelled blood in the water. She straightened up, meeting his gaze with her this-is-gonna-hurt smile. “Have you ever had sex with a stripper?”  
 
    Jackson shifted uncomfortably, the answer written all over his handsome face. 
 
    “Interesting…” Elle’s heart raced, churning jealousy, anger, and arousal through her system. She greeted the ugly sensations. They were so much safer than…whatever that other feeling was. An evil, brilliant idea occurred to her. “I have a mission for you Proveaux.” 
 
    “What?” Jackson looked wary as Elle opened her clutch and pulled out twenty dollars. “Get a lap dance tonight.” 
 
    Jackson’s jaw was set. “No.” 
 
    “Don’t be such a baby. I got a lap dance before. It was fun.” 
 
    A muscle in his cheek ticked. “You let another man touch you?” 
 
    “Yeah, I did,” she lied. “Why do you care?” 
 
    Jackson poked himself in the chest. “We had a deal. I take care of you on this trip. If what I did to you at the waterfall wasn’t enough, you should have said something. I could have laid you out and made you come another six times before this goddamn party.” 
 
    Elle ignored the brief, hysterical urge to throw in her newly formulated plan and take Jackson up on his offer. This wasn’t a game, her very sanity was on the line here. So she decided to lie again. “Maybe I need more than what you can give me.” 
 
    His brown eyes flashed with obvious jealousy. “Is that right?” 
 
    “It is and I know you feel the same way, so go and get a lap dance. It’ll be fun.”  
 
    Actually it would be hell, a dirty, painful, emotional-attachment-destroying hell, but it was better than feeling all sad and confused.  
 
    “I won’t do it.” Jackson backed away from her extended twenty dollar note. “I won’t.” 
 
    “Then our deal’s off,” Elle said bluntly. “This is my game we’re playing. I make the rules.” 
 
    “I don’t want another woman putting her hands on me.” 
 
    Elle felt the bile rise in her stomach. “That’s weird, because I remember a time when you didn’t mind. You liked it so much you did it right in front of me, remember?” 
 
    Jackson’s expression was stony. “So this is about Golden Age?”  
 
    “This is about me doing whatever I want,” she said, lying a third time. “Go and get a lap dance. And bring me proof.” 
 
    “Proof?” 
 
    “I want pictures, otherwise you’ll just lie and say you did it when you really didn’t. Have one of Ben’s mates take it.”  
 
    The corners of Jackson’s mouth turned down. “Anything else you want? A scrapbook? A PowerPoint presentation?” 
 
    Elle kept her face smooth. “A video would be good. And if you don’t finish with her on top of you, I hereby give you my permission to jerk off afterward.” 
 
    “Fine,” Jackson said, snatching the money out of her hands. “If you want me to do it so bad, I’ll get a fucking lap dance and I’ll take a damn picture while I do it.” 
 
    “Good.” A video of Jackson covered in naked stripper would be all the torture she’d ever need to forget this stupid crush. “I should go. Tory and the others will be at the beach by now.” 
 
    Jackson shoved his hands back in his pockets. “Sure. Whatever you want.” 
 
    Whatever she wanted. Wasn’t that perfect? Ignoring the ache in her chest, Elle walked towards the door. “I’ll see you later. Good luck.” 
 
    “Elle, look at me.” 
 
    She didn’t want to, but she did. Jackson stood straight-backed, his right hand pressed against his chest, looking solemn and dignified even surrounded by plastic penises. “You’re being cruel as fuck, you know that?”  
 
    Not as cruel as you were to me, Elle thought and she turned her back and started down the path to the beach, her chest hard and hollow. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
    Elle 
 
      
 
    Two Years Earlier 
 
      
 
    “Hey everyone, my name’s Elle, and this is Tory. We’ll be your team leaders at the Conservation Centre today.” 
 
    Elle stared at the crowd of blank faces and sighed. It was always the same shit with these people. “Before we get started, does anyone have any questions?”  
 
    “Is that your real hair color?” The question came from a guy in a too-tight V-neck. Elle rolled her eyes. She’d done a magenta rinse a few weeks ago and it had faded to the color of fairy floss. 
 
    “Yeah, it is. My mum’s a My Little Pony. Now if you could shut your trap and listen, that’d be great.” 
 
    The small crowd sniggered and Inappropriate T-Shirt Man looked pleasingly demoralized.  
 
    “Brilliant,” Elle continued. “Now, today you’re gonna help us cut down some of the Cootamundra wattles behind you. They’re only young, so you’re gonna use handheld saws. Once you’ve cut the trunk, you’ll swab the stump with bleach to prevent regrowth—” 
 
    “Um, excuse me?” a woman in a tight pink t-shirt raised a hand. “I thought we were here to save trees?”  
 
    “I know it sounds strange, but the reservation needs to stay a grassland for the bandicoots to survive,” Elle explained. “Trees, even native trees like the wattles, would compromise—” 
 
    “So why don’t we dig up the trees and replant them somewhere else?”  
 
    Elle stared at the woman. She had immaculate blonde hair, long acrylic nails, and had probably never heard of the Eastern Barred Bandicoot before her stupid company dumped its workers at the centre. “It’s not easy to—” 
 
    “Well, I think you should, it’s just really wasteful otherwise.”  
 
    Elle opened her mouth to tell Witch Nails if she wanted to dig up a fuckload of prickly wattles and replant them all by herself, she was perfectly free to do so, but Tory, no doubt sensing the vitriol boiling up inside her, shoved Elle aside. “Has anyone ever seen an Eastern Barred Bandicoot before?”  
 
    There was a loud chorus of “no’s.” 
 
    “Well, here you go,” Tory said brightly, handing a large poster to Inappropriate T-Shirt Man. The fifteen or so volunteers hustled around the poster and Tory seized Elle’s elbow. “Woman, you know arguing with these people is pointless.” 
 
    “But they suck so hard,” Elle moaned. “Look at what they’re wearing.”  
 
    She pointed to the reps, who were all in their late twenties and thirties, the men sporting designer stubble and designer chinos and the women resplendent in skin tight leggings and stage makeup.  
 
    “Every fucking course we tell them boots and jeans, boots and jeans, and then they show up in this bullshit,” Elle said. “They’re gonna stab themselves silly on the wattles.” 
 
    “They’re vain,” Tory replied. “What else is new?”  
 
    “If they see a bandicoot, I bet they crush it trying to take a selfie.” Elle didn’t bother to keep her voice down, the newbs were too busy examining the poster to listen.  
 
    “I don’t know why the centre even bothers with these retreats,” Tory whispered, her eyes fixed on a woman in a midriff baring baby tee. “We could do more work if we spent the day out here ourselves.” 
 
    “You know exactly why Marv lets them come here. Money.”  
 
    A year ago the Big Boss began promoting corporate retreats to Melbourne businesses. They were pitched as a way to promote environmental awareness and get valuable work done around the centre. In reality, they were as helpful as a blow to the head. Something about being outside made even the blandest suits go all Tom Hanks in Castaway. More often than not they acted like a bunch of nine-year-olds on a school excursion to the zoo.  
 
    Everyone at the centre hated running the retreats, and as the youngest employees, she and Tory were always the ones who got stuck doing it. Elle watched as a guy in an American style flat brim cap snatched the bandicoot poster off Witch-Nails. It tore down the middle and the group hooted with laughter.  
 
    Tory blanched. “Oh god.”  
 
    “These stupid fucking people and their stupid fucking faces,” Elle snapped. “I could murder all of them, no questions asked.” 
 
    “Don’t.” Tory tapped her foot nervously. “When’s the second bus getting here?” 
 
    “Can’t be long. I say we make these bastards start work before they find other ways to entertain themselves.”  
 
    “Good idea. I’ll take them over to the wattles, you stay and watch for the other bus.”  
 
    Tory strode away, chivvying the volunteers forward like a flock of unruly chickens. She was better at the gig than Elle, more personable and less impatient. Still, when someone needed to get the shit yelled out of them for throwing a saw, Tory was more than happy to have her on hand. It was what made them a great team.  
 
    A second mini-bus came barrelling up the dirt track towards the reservation. It was moving way too fast, spraying rocks and silt everywhere. Instead of slowing down, it swung around so quickly that it was almost a doughnut and a loud screeching noise sliced through the lazy afternoon.  
 
    “What the fuck?” Elle screamed. 
 
    The bus didn’t answer, it straightened up and came barrelling towards her at roughly the speed of light. For a second Elle saw herself disappearing under the wheels before instinct clicked into gear and she ran as fast as she could to the right. Her body, all floppy with adrenaline, wasn’t agile enough, and she tripped on an exposed gumtree root and sprawled out in the dirt. “Fuck! Ow!” 
 
    The bus came to a screaming halt exactly where Elle had been standing ten seconds earlier. The engine turned off and the door swung open to reveal more inappropriately dressed corporate types.  
 
    “You fucking mental case, Proveaux,” a tall blond guy groaned as he staggered off the minibus. “You can’t drive at all.”  
 
    “You need your licence looked at,” a woman with a short red bob agreed.  
 
    “You need your head looked at.” 
 
    “Fucking maniac.”  
 
    The weird thing was that, nobody actually seemed pissed, though. In fact, they looked highly amused, all except a tall Indian guy who entered Elle’s line of vision. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Yeah man,” she said, inhaling a noseful of dust. “I’m great, that’s why I’m lying in the fucking dirt.” 
 
    “I am so sorry about that.” The guy extended a hand. He was wearing heavy canvas pants and, miracle of all miracles, workman’s boots. 
 
    “What the hell just happened?” Elle said, allowing him to pull her up. “Who’d you hire to drive? Mr. Bean?” 
 
    The man winced. “We uh, didn’t hire anyone. One of our sales guys wanted to drive…” 
 
    “Right,” Elle said, anger dripping hot and fast into her blood. “One of your sales guys wanted to drive huh? Into my fucking torso. Which sales guy, out of curiosity?” 
 
    “Uh, maybe you should let me speak to him. I’m Ben, by the way, Ben Sastry. I helped set this retreat up—” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s great. Tell me who the driver is.” 
 
    “He’s…uh, just getting off the bus now.” 
 
    “Brilliant.” Elle dusted off the front of her Conservation Centre t-shirt. “This should be good.”  
 
    The dead man walking leapt out of the minibus with the sprightliness of a Broadway hero. He was tall and dark haired, wearing a green checked shirt and tawny chinos. Elle squared her shoulders.  
 
    “Maybe I should handle this,” Ben said nervously.  
 
    He sprinted towards the tall guy, who grinned and clapped a hand to his shoulder. “Bennie! There you are! Let’s go plant some fucking trees, hey?” 
 
    Ben scowled. “You need to apologize to our tour guide.” 
 
    “That’s cool,” Elle’s potential murderer said easily. “Where is he? And what for?” 
 
    That was as good a cue as any. Elle marched up towards him. “Hey fuckwit!”  
 
    The man turned towards her and Elle’s brain rusted shut. The guy who almost killed her was stunning. Deliriously, unfathomably stunning. Chocolate brown eyes, thick curly hair, he was Orlando Bloom by Leonardo Da Vinci. Like how angels were meant to look before their unearthly beauty melted your face off. 
 
    And then the bastard smiled. He smiled and Elle was sure it was what ascending into heaven felt like.  
 
    “Hello there, can I help you?”  
 
    He had an accent. An Accent. A beautiful, beautiful accent. 
 
    Elle opened her mouth and nothing came out. Nothing at all. The incomprehensibly attractive man laughed merrily at her. “If I’d known the girl running this thing was so beautiful, I’d have gotten here faster.” 
 
    “You…you drive like a fucking idiot,” Elle spluttered, trying desperately to regain her focus. 
 
    The guy looked apologetic. “I know, I’m sorry. I like your hair.” 
 
    Elle ran a hand through her alleged hair. “Th-thanks?” 
 
    He reached out and collected a strand, twisting it between his fingers. “Not a lot of girls can pull off pink. You look like an elf queen, although that might be your eyes…”  
 
    He leaned closer, staring straight into her irises. “They’re stunning. I’ve never seen anything like them.” 
 
    Elle’s mouth opened and closed like a goldfish. She wanted the man who’d almost run her over to kiss her. Right now. In front of everyone. She inched closer, her lips tilting up. The man smirked before bending down, his lips drawing closer to hers, her hair still wound around his finger… 
 
    “Jackson!” Ben’s voice cut through the haze clouding Elle’s brain.  
 
    “Okay, okay.” Jackson smirked at her as he backed away. “I’d say that’s apology accepted. What now, boss?” 
 
    Feeling brain dead, Elle forced herself to walk backward. “You-you all need to get down the hill so we can get started.” 
 
    Grumbling slightly, the accountants and lawyers and advertising people followed. Elle could hear them playfully chiding Jackson about his shitty driving. Her hands balled at her sides, humiliation mixing with a fury that frightened her. Who the hell was that guy? He’d almost killed her and then he’d touched her hair and she hadn’t said anything. Not a single thing. Was he a witch? A demon in human form? Had she accidentally eaten space cakes for lunch?  
 
    Once they were in the field, Elle turned and faced her followers. “Okay, people, as you can see we’re cutting down trees. Everyone grab a handsaw and a bleach bottle…” 
 
    There was a loud giggle from the back of the group. Jackson had his arm around the redheaded bob lady’s waist and he appeared to be tickling her.  
 
    “Hey butthole, would you mind shutting the fuck up?” Elle snapped. It was unprofessional even by her already low standards, but something told her Jackson wouldn’t be making any formal complaints. Not if he didn’t want to get charged with vehicular manslaughter.  
 
    “Sorry, Pinkie,” Jackson called and the redhead giggled even louder. 
 
    Hatred the likes of which Elle had never known surged up inside her. If she’d been in possession of a handsaw, she’d have chucked it at his head.  
 
    “Anyway,” she snarled, struggling to keep the fury from her voice. “Get a saw and start sawing, people. It’s not hard.”  
 
    The group, perhaps frightened of the undiluted anger shooting out of her eyes, quickly moved to join their colleagues in the wattle bushes. Elle spotted Tory showing a guy in a purple crew neck the right way to hold a handsaw. “Second bus is here.”  
 
    “Good, but why do you look ready to stab out someone’s eyes?”  
 
    “I’ll tell you later. Let’s get this over with.”  
 
    There was a lot to supervise—guys snagging themselves on prickles, women breaking nails and catching their hair on the bushes, handsaws being used backward, bleach getting slicked over open wounds as well as the bane of all conservation retreats—general fuckery. As much as she pretended otherwise, Elle spent a lot of time watching Jackson and noticed he didn’t so much as lift a saw, just stood around chatting and throwing prickles at the redhead, who shrieked in faux-disapproval. 
 
    He was clearly popular. He was definitely the most handsome person Elle had ever seen. Arsehole.  
 
    After an hour and a half of mayhem, Tory announced it was time for a break. She and Elle walked the volunteers back to the company Ute, where they served tea and cheap biscuits. While everyone nibbled Assorted Crèmes, Tory gave a short presentation about the work they did when they weren’t babysitting newbs. Jackson stayed on his phone the entire time. He didn’t look up once. When Tory was done, he walked away from the group, pulling something from his waistband. At first Elle thought it was a bigger phone, but then she realized it was a stainless steel flask. He and a few other guys huddled in the shadows of the second bus, taking long swallows in turn. This wasn’t the first time Elle had seen something like this, suits were nothing if not borderline alcoholics, but it was pretty goddamn annoying, not to mention disrespectful. Still, she wasn’t going to interrupt their lame attempt to party in the middle of the bush on a Friday morning, she wasn’t a mall-cop.  
 
    Once the flask was drained, everyone in the group hi-fived each other and dispersed. Jackson threw the empty canister into the minivan and pulled a pack of cigarettes from his breast pocket. That, Elle couldn’t let fly, not during bushfire season. She strode up to him. “If one speck of ash touches the ground, I’m gonna make you eat it.” 
 
    Jackson raised a perfectly shaped eyebrow. “You’re going to make me eat it?” 
 
    She flushed. “Just…fucking shut up.” 
 
    “If you like,” he said nonchalantly. “I’ll be done in a minute.”  
 
    Elle walked away, hating the way her pulse was hammering in her throat. She found Tory talking to the Indian guy and walked over. “Hey, can I have a word with my friend?”  
 
    “What is it?” Tory asked when he moved away. “He’s really cute.”  
 
    “I need your help.”  
 
    Elle explained about Jackson and the flask and the near death experience, somehow overridden by his insane beauty. “And the worst part is…I still think he’s gorgeous. What’s wrong with me? Am I going insane? Am I losing my shit?” 
 
    “Shh.” Tory cupped her cheek. “This just happens sometimes. I used to have a crush on a guy at school who called me Moby Dick.” 
 
    “That’s horrible. What he said, and the fact Moby Dick was the boat, not the whale.” 
 
    “I know, but something about the fact that he was such an arsehole turned me on.” 
 
    Elle felt another rush of panic. “I can’t start liking arseholes. I’m an arsehole! There’s not enough room for two arseholes in one relationship.” 
 
    She and Tory looked at one another.  
 
    “Forget I said that,” Elle demanded. “What should I do?” 
 
    “Just hang on,” Tory said, in a would-be soothing voice. “One more hour and we’re out of here. Do you think you can make it?”  
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    “Well, go grab the extra bleach bottles from the Ute and I’ll take the group back to the wattles. Delay you seeing him again.” 
 
    “Deal.” Taking a series of steadying breaths, Elle walked over to the Ute, and in another horrible twist of fate, discovered Jackson and Witch-Nails chest to chest. 
 
    “Why are you ignoring me?” Witch-Nails was gripping Jackson’s shirt collar hard enough to choke him. “Why won’t you talk to me?”  
 
    Jackson attempted to detangle himself with little success. “We can’t do this here.” 
 
    “Why are you hanging out with Stephanie? Are you guys hooking up?” 
 
    “She likes me. You know how it is.” Jackson shrugged as though he was a beachside pier with no control over the waves of pussy that came crashing onto him. Elle gave a small, inaudible growl.  
 
    “Are you still coming to mine tomorrow night?” Witch-Nails asked.  
 
    “Maybe.” Jackson’s smile looked extremely noncommittal to Elle but Witch-Nails seemed reassured. She gave him a quick kiss on the mouth and dashed away. 
 
    Jackson pulled the packet of cigarettes from his pocket and extracted one. “See anything interesting, Little Miss Spy?”  
 
    Elle’s temper bubbled and she rattled the bleach bottles in front of her. “I wasn’t spying, I was getting these.”  
 
    “Sure.”  
 
    “Can’t help it if you’re having a lover’s quarrel where I need to be.” 
 
    “She’s not my lover,” Jackson said matter-of-factly. “She’s a fuck buddy.” 
 
    Elle must have been hard up for sex, because merely hearing the guy say ‘fuck buddy’ sent heat spiraling through her.  
 
    “Well, she’s one of them,” Jackson added, lighting the end of his cigarette. 
 
    A huge glut of adrenaline flooded Elle’s veins. “Well, congratulations on being a bullshit driver, an alcoholic, and a massive slut.” 
 
    Jackson just chuckled like it was the funniest thing he’d ever heard. “Are you a natural blonde?” 
 
    Elle’s tongue seemed to have sealed itself to the roof of her mouth. She nodded.  
 
    “Thought so.” He blew out a cloud of silvery smoke with careless finesse and Elle finally understood why tobacco companies used to pay celebrities millions to burn up their brands. Looking at him, she wanted a fucking cigarette.  
 
    “Would you like to go out for a drink after this?” Jackson said, as carelessly as he exhaled his cancer causing smoke. “A group of us are going to a bar.”  
 
    “No thanks,” she said, ignoring the way her belly tingled with excitement.  
 
    “Oh come on. From the looks of things, my friend is interested in your friend…” He snapped his fingers. “Jenny.” 
 
    “Tory.”  
 
    “Yes, Tory. So come out and Ben and I will show you both a good time.”  
 
    Elle glared at him. “Why would I want to be shown a good time by someone who’s been hitting on two different woman right in front of me?”  
 
    Jackson looked thoughtful. “Well, you might wonder what makes women throw themselves at me and you might decide that it’s something you want to experience for yourself.” 
 
    Elle tried to pour all her scorn into a single look but found she couldn’t get her eyebrows close together enough. “You really are a knob, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Yes.” Jackson swaggered forward, all loose-hipped confidence. “Do you have a boyfriend?” 
 
    “No. Are you French?” 
 
    “Yes.” That heaven ascending smile again. “Why don’t you come out with me, what do you have to lose?” 
 
    “A clean bill of health?” 
 
    Again Jackson didn’t show any signs of offense at her insult. He only laughed. “I can assure you I’m not dirty. What’s your name again?”  
 
    “Eloise,” she said, for reasons she didn’t understand. “Elle.”  
 
    “Elle,” he said slowly, as though savoring the letters. “Very nice to meet you.”  
 
    He extended a long fingered hand but she ignored it. “I’m not going out with you.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “You suck. And your hotness doesn’t erase that.” 
 
    Jackson looked utterly unfazed. “Okay. Suit yourself.” 
 
    “I will, and if you try and drive that bus back to your work, I’ll call the cops.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, Ben said he’d do it.” 
 
    He exhaled another cloud of fragrant smoke before butting his cigarette out on the sole of his fancy leather shoe. “You change your mind and we could have a lot of fun together,” he said, tucking the butt into his pocket.  
 
    “I doubt that.” 
 
    “I don’t.” Their gaze met again, a happy numbing feeling sweeping her from top to toe. 
 
    “You’re clearly a woman who knows what she likes, and I’m a man who can very much appreciate that.”  
 
    With another cocky, shit-eating smile, he left her to stew on that incredibly inflammatory sentence.  
 
    When Elle returned to the wattles, she found Tory sitting on a mound of grass watching the volunteers play kick to kick with a football they had appeared to have produced from nowhere.  
 
    “Wow,” Elle said, sitting down beside her. “This is the worst retreat yet.” 
 
    “At least they’ve stopped stabbing themselves.”  
 
    “True. Send them packing in fifteen? If we beat the traffic we can be at the beer hall for happy hour.”  
 
    “Elle…” Tory expression suggested she’d just trodden on something sharp. “Ben asked me if I wanted to meet up with him and the rest of the volunteers for a drink…” 
 
    “So you’re ditching me?” 
 
    “No, I thought maybe you’d want to come?”  
 
    Elle imagined the look on Jackson’s face if she rocked up at a bar where he just so happened to be. “I can’t.”  
 
    Tory’s expression was pleading. “Come on, I’ll owe you forever if you do. I haven’t met anyone as nice as Ben for ages.” 
 
    Elle watched as Jackson was lifted into the air and spun around by one of the bigger guys. He was laughing, his longish brown hair falling into his hypnotic eyes. “Fine,” she heard herself say. “I’ll go.”  
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
    Elle’s apartment felt like it was pressing in around her. It didn’t help that she was pacing so much her roommate had officially declared her a nuisance. She was studying for a big veterinary science exam and didn’t appreciate the sound of heels slapping the linoleum floor. But Elle couldn’t help but pace, she kept reliving the retreat, her near collision with the bus, the way Jackson had looked smoking in the afternoon sun. He was going to be at the bar tonight, she knew it, and if given half a chance, she’d go home with him. The proof was in the extra condoms she’d tucked into her purse. She took extra care dressing too, applying liquid eyeliner in sharp black wings, and curling her fairy floss hair. Her dress was the same one she’d worn to her twenty-first birthday, a tight black number that showed off the extent of her limited cleavage.  
 
    Tory arrived at nine, looking even more wound up than Elle felt. She was wearing a purple top, a gold lamѐ skirt, and her hair was twisted around her head in a braided crown. Elle privately thought the look was a little loud, but there was no way she was telling Tory that. She looked ready to puke at the slightest sign of trouble. 
 
    They would be meeting the volunteer group at a place called Golden Age, which a quick Google search revealed to be a heinously expensive cocktail bar. Elle downed a couple of tequilas before they left and shoved a flask of whiskey into her purse so she’d have a decent buzz without going broke. Tory declined, too nervous to open her mouth. 
 
    They didn’t speak much on the Uber ride into the city. Elle was thinking about sex and Tory was staring out of the window like a PTSD victim. She hadn’t been on a date since her bananas ex-girlfriend, and Elle guessed she was feeling some reasonably justified nerves. She patted her friend’s arm. “You know everything’s going to be fine, right?” 
 
    Tory gripped her hand hard enough to bruise. “You mean it?” 
 
    “Relax, Ben asked you out, remember?” Elle said as she pried herself away from Tory’s death grip. “He’s probably waiting at the bar, all nervous and excited.”  
 
    Tory’s face contorted. “You don’t think he asked me out as a joke?” 
 
    “Dude, don’t even think things like that…of course he fucking didn’t. And if he did, he’s basically Satan.”  
 
    Tory smiled. “You’re right. Well, what about you and Mr. Perfect Hair?” 
 
    “I’m gonna screw him.” From the grim note in her voice Elle thought it sounded more like she was about to storm a battlefield, armed only with a coathanger.  
 
    “Are-are you sure that’s a good idea?” Tory asked.  
 
    “Yep,” Elle said as the Uber pulled up to the curb. “It’s the only way to get rid of this…itching sensation. C’mon, let’s go.” 
 
    In a typical Melbourne fashion it was raining lightly, and Elle and Tory ran towards Golden Age laughing, more out of pent-up nerves and tequila than anything else. The building was even fancier than it looked online. The entrance sign gleamed gold and they were greeted by a man in a tuxedo who made them wait while he seated someone else. He also kept glaring at Elle’s hair and Tory’s cleavage.  
 
    Tory looked mortified. “We’re so out of place.”  
 
    “Bullshit, we’re dressed up. Don’t let that dickhead intimidate you.”  
 
    Mr. Tuxedo attempted to eighty-six them for not having a booking, but thankfully Ben had put their names on the list. After about ten minutes, they were finally escorted into the luxurious bosom of Golden Age. It was a far cry from their usual watering hole in Fitzroy. The walls were painted deep crimson and the dark floor was so shiny it resembled a two-way mirror. Considering her skimpy underwear, Elle sincerely hoped it wasn’t one. The bar catered to a slightly older crowd and a very intimidating one at that, all lush hair and clothes fit for a wedding. She and Tory stood awkwardly in the middle of the room, unsure whether to head to the bar or get their own table when Ben approached. He’d changed into a black dress shirt and the sharp smell of his cologne hit Elle right in the nose. “Tory, you came!” he exclaimed, kissing her friend on the cheek. Both of them went bright red. Naww.  
 
    “You remember Elle?” Tory asked.  
 
    “Sure.” Ben barely glanced at her. “Do you want a drink? I’ve got a table in the corner.” 
 
    He pointed to it. It was about the size of a dictionary and only had two chairs. Elle foresaw a problem and was determined not to cockblock. “You guys go ahead I’m gonna go to the bar.” 
 
    “Oh no. You should stay…” Tory said, blushing furiously.  
 
    “It’s fine I’ll catch you later.” Elle waved at them both and wandered off. She scanned the room and spotted a few volunteers, looking even more glamorous in their night attire. Jackson was nowhere to be seen. Suppressing her disappointment, she approached the bar. She had no idea what to order. The only cocktail she knew was a piña colada from that song about piña coladas, and something told her that was an incredibly dorky request. She examined the shelves of glossy liquor bottles, stacked ten feet high. Why are there so many flavors? It all gets you drunk, what’s the point?  
 
    A familiar looking blonde on her left was giving her side-eye. It was Witch-Nails, she who wanted to replant all the wattles and have sex with Jackson.  
 
    “Hello,” Elle said, deciding she might as well be polite.  
 
    Witch-Nails blinked rapidly. “Have we met?” 
 
    It took all of Elle’s willpower not to roll her eyes. “I was your guide today, at the Conservation Centre?” 
 
    The blonde squinted at her as though she was very far away. “Oh yeah. I didn’t recognize you.” 
 
    “I have pink hair,” Elle pointed out. “And my eyes are different colors. And we met like four hours ago.”  
 
    But Witch-Nails wasn’t listening, she seized her drink and staggered towards one of the other guys from the retreat. He pulled her into his lap and she reclined there, giggling.  
 
    “Well, that was good,” Elle muttered. “Fucking people.”  
 
    “Hey there, can I get you a drink?” The bartender, a broad, looking redhead with a beard grinned at her. “You look like you could use one.” 
 
    “That’s just my face,” Elle said. “Beer, please.”  
 
    “Any particular kind?” 
 
    “The cheapest.”  
 
    The bartender’s grin grew wider. “A woman after my own heart.” 
 
    Elle relaxed enough to grin. “I’m not trying to be rude or anything but this bar is way pretentious.”  
 
    He slid her a bottle of domestic draught. “It sure is. Not big on cocktails?”  
 
    Elle took a grateful gulp of beer. “I know literally nothing about them. Would you have laughed if I’d ordered a piña colada?”  
 
    The redhead chuckled. “You could order anything and I won’t bat an eye. You wouldn’t believe what kind of weird shit people drink here.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “I once had a guy come in and demand four different whiskeys in one glass. It was like a hundred bucks worth of liquor and then…” The bartender paused dramatically. “He wanted it set on fire.” 
 
    Elle gasped. “No way.” 
 
    “Way. To his credit, he drank the whole thing.”  
 
    “That’s disgusting!” 
 
    “That’s what I thought. So what brought you to this place if not the overpriced booze?”  
 
    “My friend’s trying to hook up. I’m just here for emotional support.” 
 
    “Of course.” His eyes scanned the crowd behind Elle. “Purple top? Sitting with the Indian bloke?”  
 
    Elle nodded. “Very impressive.”  
 
    “You get a feel for it after a while. I’m Craig, by the way.” 
 
    “Elle.”  
 
    They shook hands and Elle wondered if she should make some excuse and leave. Craig had a very interested gleam in his eyes, one she didn’t want to encourage. He was attractive, but she knew from whatever vibe people emitted, that he was no kinkier than the chair beneath her. It was a hard lesson learned, but Elle finally knew better than to flirt with vanilla types and pray they had a submissive streak buried somewhere deep within their souls. 
 
    Craig poured himself a glass of water. “So, what are you doing after this?” 
 
    Elle opened her mouth to say she was going to a socialist/crazy-cat-lady leather bar when a delicious scent filled the air, cologne and man and polished leather. “Hey Ellie.” 
 
    Her kink radar, silent throughout her interaction with Craig, went into hyperdrive. He’s here, he’s here, he’s here. 
 
    She turned and Jackson kissed her cheek. He was wearing a white shirt patterned with tiny green horseshoes and a burgundy blazer.  
 
    “You came,” she said dumbly, wondering how the hell anyone could look so insanely good in a burgundy blazer. 
 
    “You think I’d miss the chance to see you again?”  
 
    Every cell in Elle’s body seemed to ignite. Yes. We’re having sex tonight. Oh yes. “I haven’t forgiven you for running me down.” 
 
    Jackson laughed, his thick mop of curls falling into his eyes. “Then I’d best get apologizing, hadn’t I?” 
 
    With a cocky smile he turned to Craig. “Can I get some drinks?”  
 
    “What would you like, mate?” The bartender spoke politely enough, but he seemed larger than before, as though he’d expanded his shoulders, broadened his chest. Elle swallowed the last of her beer, her insides squirming. Craig was nice and he had a beard, but next to Jackson he was as noticeable as a bollard. 
 
    “I’ll have a whiskey smash. Ellie, what would you like?” 
 
    “She doesn’t like cocktails,” Craig said promptly.  
 
    Elle resented being told what she didn’t like, but she didn’t get a chance to say so. Jackson gave her a long, searching look that all but sucked all the air out of her lungs. “Then could you please make my drink while I find a few things out about my beautiful date?” 
 
    With an expression that said he wished Jackson an agonizing death, Craig backed away.  
 
    “This isn’t a date,” Elle said.  
 
    Jackson leaned against the bar. “Are you sure?” 
 
    No, she wasn’t sure. Jackson wasn’t like anyone she’d ever met, and not just because his face was freakishly symmetrical. He had this…energy. Masculine but elegant, confident and utterly relaxed at the same time. It should have made him an alpha, a guy who called all the shots, but from the way her inner domme was prowling and purring… 
 
    “Are you of Nordic decent?” he asked suddenly.  
 
    “My parents are from Stockholm.”  
 
    “I thought so, and you were drinking beer before?” 
 
    “Yeah.”  
 
    He eyed her up and down again, lingering on her mouth. “You’ve got a savoury palate. That doesn’t surprise me.” 
 
    “Why?”  
 
    “Because you’re not sweet at all.” 
 
    “If this is about the way I swore at you when you almost killed me…” 
 
    Jackson laughed. “I don’t mean it as an insult. I’m a man who can appreciate something…” 
 
    “Spicy?”  
 
    “Not exactly,” he tilted his head to the side. “Gin and tonic, I think, with elderflower.”  
 
    “No offense, but that sounds gross.” 
 
    “Do you trust me?” he said, quirking a thick eyebrow.  
 
    About as far as I could throw you. “To get me a drink? Sure.”  
 
    He leaned closer, his dark brown eyes full of mischief. “I’m a trustworthy guy.” 
 
    Elle snorted. “Everyone thinks that. No one walks around saying ‘I’m an irresponsible arsehole and no one should leave me alone with their pets.’”  
 
    Jackson’s smile threatened to melt her where she sat. “A beautiful cynic. That’s not something you see every day.” 
 
    Craig returned with his drink. Jackson took a deep swallow and nodded. “It’s excellent, thank you. Can I also have a gin and tonic with elderflower?” 
 
    “Cucumber gin?” Craig asked, his heavy jaw jutting slightly.  
 
    “Hendrick’s. Make it a double.”  
 
    “Sure.”  
 
    Jackson tugged her seat closer with surprisingly strong forearms. His knees framed hers, his thighs so much thicker than her own. Was it strange all she wanted to do was bite them?  
 
    “Where’s Benji and your friend?” he asked. 
 
    Elle pointed to the corner where Tory and Ben were engaged in close conversation. 
 
    “Excellent. He’s been bitching about wanting to meet a nice girl for ages.”  
 
    “Girls don’t come nicer than Tory.” 
 
    Jackson’s lips curved into a flirtatious smile. “What about you? Are you nice?” 
 
    “What do you think?” Elle brushed her hair over one shoulder, letting it cascade into her cleavage.  
 
    Jackson smirked. “I think you’re about the furthest thing from nice I’ve ever seen.” 
 
    Elle’s heart hammered in her throat. “So I’m not sweet and I’m not nice. I’m beginning to wonder why you were so happy to see me.”  
 
    Jackson’s thigh brushed her leg, sending sparks rushing towards her pussy. “Sweetness is overrated. I like women with fire.” 
 
    “Fire can be painful,” Elle said, her tongue drier than the Gobi desert.  
 
    Jackson continued toying with her skin, brushing softly. “Perhaps I like pain?” 
 
    Elle’s mind snapped to the long, thin box beneath her bed. The black leather riding crop she’d never used, but had to have because it made her feel a hundred thousand things, all of them sexy. She stared at Jackson, willing his eyes to reveal he was the one she could use it on. Confide in.  
 
    “Ellie…” Jackson’s voice was husky. “I meant what I said before. I’m trustworthy.” 
 
    “Considering how we met, I’m having trouble believing you.” 
 
    Jackson took her hand in his, the move as natural as exhalation. “Would you believe I was nervous? That I’m not used to going about my business and stumbling across breathtakingly girls who look at me the way you do?”  
 
    “And how do I look at you?” 
 
    He pressed his palm against his chest. “Like you can see right through me.”  
 
    Elle swallowed hard. She wanted to laugh at the showiness of his words but she couldn’t, they were just too fucking sincere. “I’m not used to this either.” 
 
    “To what?” 
 
    She seized his hand and examined the nails. As she suspected, they were too smooth and perfect not to be manicured. “To men who dress well and order me drinks and say charming, well-articulated things.”  
 
    “You should be. It’s exactly what you deserve, to have someone take care of you.”  
 
    “I take care of me.” 
 
    He shifted closer, his scent enveloping her again. Cologne, leather, and the faint musk of tobacco and sweat. Tory claimed you could know everything about a man from the way he smelled. What did it say about Jackson that his scent made her want to mount him on the bar? 
 
    “I’m not talking about paying bills and doing laundry. I mean take care of you.”  
 
    Elle’s mind went back to the riding crop. A week’s pay and it had never left the box, just waited under her bed for the man she could trust enough to use it on. She stared at Jackson and he stared at her and the tension between them grew thick enough to drown in. In her mind, Elle saw him tied face down on her bed, saw herself running the crop down his spine. Beneath her dress she was growing damp. How would those long, elegant fingers feel inside her, pressed against her clit, tugging on her nipples? 
 
    The moment shattered as Craig plunked a glass full of clear liquid and purple berries beside her elbow. “Gin and tonic.” 
 
    He shot Elle a nasty look and she gave him one back. Dick. Since when did talking to someone for ten seconds make you their property? 
 
    “Thanks very much,” Jackson said coldly. “That’ll be all.”  
 
    Craig vanished and their gaze met again, this time a little shy. To distract herself Elle sipped it her drink. It was crisp and fragrant. Delightful.  
 
    “You like it?” Jackson asked.  
 
    She shrugged.  
 
    “You’re hard to impress,” he said with a smile. 
 
    “You’re hard to deter.” 
 
    “If you had any idea how attractive you were, you’d know why.” He took a generous swallow of whiskey, almost emptying the glass. “Try mine and see what you think.” 
 
    Again Elle was surprised to find she liked it. The whiskey was potent, harsh and mellow-sweet at once. “Maybe there’s a point to alcohol having a flavor after all.” 
 
    Jackson laughed. “We’ll make a convert of you after all.”  
 
    “Let’s not get too carried away. How do you know all this stuff?”  
 
    “What stuff?” 
 
    “About cocktails and clothes and talking. You know this is Australia, right? A land where people still consider playing tennis a bit gay.”  
 
    Jackson’s brown eyes gleamed. “I think it’s the European influence.” 
 
    “Of course. Um, where in France are you from?” Elle asked. 
 
    “I lived in Lyon until I was eleven. I still summer there every year.” 
 
    “So you speak French?” Elle asked stupidly, too distracted by the cut-glass line of his jaw.  
 
    Jackson grinned. “Oui je vais t’aider, cela te fais mouiller jolie fille?” 
 
    Elle snapped back into focus. “Did you just say something dirty?” 
 
    “Would it offend you if I did?” 
 
    Elle shook her head. Imagining him speaking those liquid sounding phrases to her in bed only they meant: Harder, sweetheart, ride me harder, make it hurt…she shivered delicately.  
 
    “I have a theory,” Jackson said suddenly. “Well, not so much a theory as a little story. Would you like to hear it?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “Fair warning, if you like it I’m going to kiss you.”  
 
    Elle’s finger shook but she managed to keep a firm hold on her glass. “Okay.” 
 
    Jackson leaned in closer so the velvety lapels of his blazer brushed against her cleavage. “When I first saw you I had this image of myself on my back. You were naked and on top of me, your hair spilling all over my chest. You were clawing at me, urging me to go faster, and if I didn’t, you’d hurt me. As it was you hurt me, you dragged your nails across my chest and gripped my hair so tightly it felt like you were punishing me.” 
 
    Elle felt her temperature rise. “Is that what you want me to do?” 
 
    “That’s what I think you want me to do.” He leaned closer, his lips inches from hers. “I bet you’re wild in bed Ellie. The kind of girl that leaves scratch marks and bite marks and doesn’t stop until you’re begging for mercy.” 
 
    “Maybe,” Elle breathed. “Maybe not.”  
 
    His eyes were dark pools, drawing her in. “Maybe I’ll find out tonight?” 
 
    “Maybe.” She licked her lower lip. “Probably.”  
 
    Jackson’s hand slipped behind her head and he kissed her. Elle was no fan of making out in public, but she honestly forgot she was in public. The noise from the bar vanished, everything vanished. There was just her and Jackson. He kissed the way he flirted, with a careless perfection. Elle’s tongue brushed his as she ran her hands down his chest. It was hard and lean with muscle and all she wanted to do was feel it in its entirety.  
 
    Craig cleared his throat loudly. “Excuse me, we have a no PDA policy.” 
 
    Fucking Craig. 
 
    “He’s talking shit,” Elle whispered to Jackson, unable to feel anything but irritation at their interruption.   
 
    “He’s jealous, and why wouldn’t he be?” Jackson said, completely ignoring the bartender. “Let’s leave. You will come back to my place, I’ll fuck you all night, use my tongue on you for as long as you need.” 
 
    Elle nodded like a bobble-head doll. “Yeah let’s…do that.” 
 
    “So you’ll come? You’ll come home with me?” 
 
    “Hell yeah. Just let me go to the bathroom and we can leave.”  
 
    A strange look passed over Jackson’s face.  
 
    “Is everything okay?” Elle asked.  
 
    “Sure.” He pulled a slim leather wallet from his blazer. “Go. I’ll be right here waiting for you.” 
 
    Elle hesitated, then dashed away before she could second guess herself any further. 
 
    She performed her ablutions in Golden Age’s overly fancy toilets and splashed her cheeks with cold water, smirking at her reflection. A unicorn. She’d found and seduced a unicorn. She was a fucking wizard. She was Gandalf. She could hardly stop picturing what she and Jackson would do tonight and she climbed the stairs to the bar, excitement a hot fist in her stomach. She’d text Tory on the way to his place, she didn’t want to wait another second to— 
 
    What the fuck? 
 
    Elle felt like she was falling down the stairs she’d just climbed. Jackson was with a woman, Witch-Nails. She was curled into his chest and he was kissing her, kissing her with the same slow efficiency that had set Elle on fire. It was a mistake, a mirage, an operator error. It had to be.  
 
    Over Witch Nail’s shoulder, Jackson’s eyes were alight with laughter. Motherfucker.  
 
    Elle walked towards him, fury oozing out of her in great toxic waves.  
 
    Jackson pulled out of the kiss seconds before they were face to face. “Ellie, I think you know Jasmine?”  
 
    Witch-Nails shrieked and leapt off Jackson’s lap like it was on fire. “I’m sorry…I didn’t mean to…”  
 
    Elle ignored her. She seized Jackson’s collar and jerked him forward. “What the fuck are you playing at, pretty boy?”  
 
    He had the audacity to try and look surprised. “I have no idea—” 
 
    “Felt like fucking with my head, huh? Seeing how I’d react?” 
 
    “Jasmine and I—” 
 
    “Liar,” she hissed. “You. Are. A. Fucking. Liar.” 
 
    She shook him with every word, making his head jerk back and forth. She was so angry she didn’t know what to do except that she needed to hurt him. Needed to make every droplet of hate in her blood seep through to his. 
 
    Jackson stood, yanking his blazer from her grip. “Ellie, people are staring.” 
 
    “I don’t give a flying fuck if people are staring.” And she didn’t. She felt galvanised by the fact that Jackson was embarrassed. Embarrassed in a way he hadn’t been when he was day-drinking or ignoring Tory’s speech, or tongue fucking another woman in front of her. 
 
    She turned to the middle-aged guy sitting next to Jackson. “Hey man, would you say it’s a dick move to ask a woman to come home with you then make out with someone else while she’s in the toilet?” 
 
    The guy looked extremely uncomfortable. “Ah…I don’t know?” 
 
    “You’re no fucking help.” Elle turned to his date. “What about you? What d’you think?” 
 
    “That’s really rude,” the blonde whispered.  
 
    “You’re right, it is really rude. Especially if the guy already tried to run you over.” 
 
    The blonde gasped. “He tried to run you over?” 
 
    “Not intentionally, he was drunk-driving a minivan because he doesn’t give a fuck about anyone except himself.”  
 
    Jackson grabbed her arm. “Let’s go outside and talk about this.”  
 
    She shook him off. “Touch me again and the next thing you say will be ‘does my private healthcare cover a complete facial reconstruction?”  
 
    The tuxedoed guy from the waiting room appeared out of nowhere. “Mr. Proveaux, what’s going on?” 
 
    Jackson moved between her and the bouncer. “Everything’s fine, Elle’s just had too much to drink.” 
 
    “I’ve barely touched my drink you fuckhead,” Elle snapped, and before she could process what she was doing, she snatched up her three-quarters full gin and tonic and upended the entire thing on Jackson’s head.  
 
    The other patrons applauded. Tuxedo man swore, seized her arm, and began dragging her away. Elle watched Jackson wipe berries and alcohol from his eyes. He didn’t look angry, he didn’t look apologetic, he just looked…numb. It hadn’t worked.  
 
    Elle shook off the tuxedo guy’s grip and pointed at him. “I don’t know why you did that to me, but guess what? You’re a horrible fucking person and if you ever come near me again I’ll claw your eyes right out of your arsehole head.” 
 
    Jackson had no response. Then Elle spotted Craig talking to another bartender, pointing at her and twirling a finger around his ear. Another gnarled flash of anger touched down on her soul. “Hey Ginger?” When Craig looked at her she flipped him off. “Your beard looks shit.” 
 
    He flushed and a few people laughed and applauded again. Knowing she wouldn’t get a better exit, and knowing tuxedo guy was seconds away from calling the cops, she stalked out of the bar feeling righteous as hell. Later, when the alcohol wore off, she’d realize she made a scene over a guy she barely knew. She’d cringe and wonder what was wrong with her. Then she’d remember the press of Jackson Proveaux’s mouth and be struck with a craving strong enough to twist her in half. But not just yet.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jackson 
 
      
 
    Present Day 
 
      
 
    “No. No way.” Ben thumped Jackson on the back, harder than Jackson felt was necessary. “You can’t do it. If you get a lap dance, it’ll be all over between you and Elle.” 
 
    “I know that but I have to! If I don’t, I’ll break our agreement.” 
 
    “Does that matter?” 
 
    “I promised if I break our agreement she’d never see me again.” 
 
    “Oh. That was stupid.” 
 
    Jackson downed the last of his mineral water. “You think?”  
 
    He stared around the dim interior of the strip club, wishing he was literally anywhere else. For the past eight months he’d been drilling new, less intoxicating habits into his brain. Tea instead of whiskey, rock-climbing instead of bars, early mornings for late nights. With his newfound sobriety, he now knew his work buddies were idiots, kebabs were too garlicky, and strip clubs were disgusting. It was bad enough watching beautiful young women grinding up against chubby, sunburned tourists, but he hadn’t counted on the smell—linoleum, body spray, whatever they greased up the poles with, and undertones of vomit and urine.  
 
    Two hours ago he’d been having the hottest sex of his life. It was blasphemy to be sitting in a place where everything was a cheap facsimile of the erotic. There were bare breasts, and that was fun, but there was nothing authentic about the smiles on the girls’ faces. Their eyes were glazed and behind the showy friendliness it was evident they were bored, bored and in need of cash. He remembered Elle standing above him, pressing his mouth against her pussy, whimpering for him to lick deeper and shuddered. He’d rather go without sex for the rest of the year than follow up that experience with a half-hearted grind from one of these women.  
 
    “Jesus, would you look at Tory’s dad?” Ben groaned. 
 
    Jackson stared at where Mr. Gauci was attempting to get two dancers to sit on him at once and looked away, nauseous. “Can you not make me look at things like that? I’ve got enough problems.” 
 
    “Oh yeah. Sorry.” 
 
    Jackson glared at his best friend. “Why are we here again?” 
 
    “Tory’s dad wanted to come here, and I’m in love with his daughter, so I agreed.” 
 
    “Idiot move.”  
 
    “Yeah, but at least I don’t have to touch any more strippers.” 
 
    Ben had already endured a lap dance. The look on his face implied he was facing a dentist’s drill the entire time. Thankfully most of the guys were interested in pursuing their own dicks rather than bullying Ben into a repeat performance, so he, Jackson, and a couple of the other boys who had girlfriends, or found the entire experience gross, had pulled up a table in the far corner. The hour was growing late and the threat of Elle’s command weighed on him more heavily with each passing minute. Do it and risk losing Elle’s respect. Don’t do it and risk the end of their deal. The very definition of a double-edged sword.  
 
    “Hey man, is everything okay?” It was Darius. He’d downed three shots in the last hour and was looking a little worse for wear.  
 
    “I’m fine,” Jackson said. “Just tired.”  
 
    “No, he isn’t,” Ben said, thumping him on the back again. “He’s got woman troubles.” 
 
    Ben’s cousin Rishi stopped peeling the label off his beer bottle and stared at him with interest. “Who’s the woman?” 
 
    “It doesn’t matte—” 
 
    “Her name’s Elle, she’s got long blonde hair. She’s Tory’s best friend,” Ben said.  
 
    Rishi smiled. “I know who she is. She’s very pretty and pale.” 
 
    Jackson glared at him.  
 
    “Oh, do not worry,” Rishi said, holding up both hands. “I’m a homosexual.”  
 
    “Really?” Jackson and Darius said in unison.  
 
    “Truly,” Rishi grinned. “Although I keep it to myself.” 
 
    “You’re not out yet?” Jackson couldn’t imagine being in the closet in this day and age. “How come?”  
 
    Ben almost choked on his beer. “Are you kidding, man? My parents have lived in Australia for decades and they almost died when Tory and I moved in together. Rishi’s family only got permanent residency eighteen months ago. Being gay is illegal in India, man. They’d burn Rish alive.” 
 
    “Yes, they would,” Rishi said conversationally. “And I need to stay alive and finish university.” 
 
    “That’s bullshit.” 
 
    Rishi smiled sadly. “That’s Indian parents. So there are no boyfriends for me for a while but tell me about Elle.”  
 
    Jackson hesitated. On one hand it was no one’s business. On the other, it wasn’t as bad as being crucified for being gay and it would take his mind off the dank strip club surroundings. “Elle and I like each other but we’re having…issues.” 
 
    “Are you a couple?” Rishi asked.  
 
    Ben snorted. “He wishes.”  
 
    “No, I wish you’d stop drinking.”  
 
    “It’s my bucks night!”  
 
    “Then go get another lap dance and stop gossiping about Elle and me.”  
 
    Ben shuddered. “No thanks. Anyway Rish, he’s in love with Elle, but she thinks he’s a shit-bag.” 
 
    “Why? He is very good looking.” Rishi turned to him. “You are very good looking.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Jackson said smugly.  
 
    Ben snorted. “Jackson’s face won’t get him out of this. Elle’s not someone who forgives and forgets.” 
 
    “What did you do?” Darius asked eagerly.  
 
    “None of your business.” 
 
    Ben yawned. “He humiliated her in front of a whole bunch of people at a cocktail bar.” 
 
    If Jackson glared at his friend any harder, the man was going to go up in flames. “Shut up.”  
 
    “Oh come on, they’re good at relationship stuff. Well, Rishi is, anyway. They could help you!” 
 
    Everyone nodded rapidly. Jackson groaned. “I don’t think I could get the story out without…I don’t know, weeping maybe.” 
 
    “Then I’ll tell everyone. Is that okay?” 
 
    “Fine, you’re gonna do it anyway.”  
 
    Ben launched into the story of how they’d met Elle and Tory at a volunteer retreat, how he had nearly run Elle over in the minibus he shouldn’t have been driving, how he’d gotten busted drinking out of the flask and trying to negotiate his fuck buddy relationships with Jasmine and Stephanie while chatting up Elle. 
 
    Rishi nodded thoughtfully “So she hates you because you were rude to her in her place of work.” 
 
    “Nope,” Ben said cheerfully. “That was just the beginning.”  
 
    “The beginning?” 
 
    He explained how he’d approached Elle at the bar, hustling off the stupid ginger bartender, buying her a drink, and asking her to come home with him. Jackson felt the guys tense in anticipation of his inevitable fuck-up and closed his eyes. It was going to sound so bad spelled out like this.  
 
    “…so while Elle was in the bathroom, Jasmine went over to him and said she was jealous and Jackson asked her what she was going to do about it—” 
 
    Darius whistled. “He fucking didn’t.” 
 
    “He did. So anyway, when Elle came back up the stairs, she saw Jackson making out with another girl, and when she came storming up, he introduced her to Jasmine.” 
 
    Silence rang out around the table. Or it would have been silent if techno music wasn’t blasting.  
 
    Jackson decided to be a man and take his hands away from his ears. He glanced up to find all five of his drinking buddies staring him down.  
 
    “Why the fuck did you do that?” Darius’s pale eyes were narrowed. “You had to know you were gonna get caught.” 
 
    Jackson stared down at his hands. There were bullshit answers to that question ‘Jasmine was all over me,’ ‘I didn’t owe Elle anything’ but they were bullshit. “I was fucked up back then, okay?”  
 
    “What d’you mean?” 
 
    Jackson glanced at Ben, begging for an assist. There was no way he was digging into his skeleton closet with a bunch of strangers in a strip club. 
 
    “Doesn’t matter,” Ben said hastily. “The point is that Jackson really likes Elle―which he only realized after he acted like a complete dickhead and lost her trust forever.” 
 
    “Thanks Ben,” Jackson said gloomily. “I feel much better.” 
 
    “What did she do after you tried to introduce her to your…other friend?” Rishi asked. 
 
    The question felt like someone was reaching through his ribcage and trying to rip out his spleen. “She dumped a drink on my head and told me if she ever saw me again she’d rip my eyes out.”  
 
    “Wow,” Darius said.  
 
    “Pretty much.” 
 
    “But she did not rip your eyes out.” Rishi smiled. “She likes you.” 
 
    “No, she doesn’t. She’s still attracted to me, I guess, but she hates me.” 
 
    “Jackson wants to make her his girlfriend,” Ben announced.  
 
    “No fucking chance.” Paul’s eyes were wide. “No woman could forgive something like that.” 
 
    Jackson grasped his empty bottle of mineral water and wondered how this night could get any worse. He’d hurt a lot of women with his childish shit, but no one that stung as badly as Elle. The look on her face when she’d seen him kissing Jasmine…honest to god it haunted him. “Thanks man, that’s really helpful.” 
 
    “It’s the truth. Who does stuff like that? Did you have emotional problems or something?” 
 
    Jackson peeled a strip off his bottle. Yes, back then he did have emotional problems or something and he hadn’t even known it was there. After the craziness of Mel and the toilet debacle, he’d finally hit bottom and done something many past lovers had suggested he do. He’d sought professional help. His therapist, a plump, no-nonsense woman in her sixties, told him he got off on making girls want him and then turning them away. It wasn’t about sex, she said, and it certainly wasn’t about fun, he was angry at his mother for leaving him and his father and he was hurting other women in the misguided hope that it would hurt her.  
 
    Such a fucking cliché. Couldn’t have been something original like wanting to start a polygamous harem. Nope, it was good old abandonment issues, so easily forged, so hard to unlearn. He’d done it though, he wasn’t that same arsehole anymore, but that didn’t change the past and it didn’t mean Elle was any closer to forgiving him. 
 
    “Jackson.” Rishi patted his hand. “Perhaps it would be better if you moved on? Elle is just one woman.” 
 
    “You don’t understand. I know we’d be great together.” 
 
    He’d known it at Golden Age. He’d been sitting at that bar, Elle’s legs between his and the thought came through, clear as a bell, she’d never leave anyone she cared about.  
 
    He saw Elle was a little warrior, someone who cared, actually cared, about right and wrong and would die for the people she loved. He also saw that his bullshit wouldn’t work on her. That if they embarked on something together, Elle would hold him to a higher standard, would demand honesty, effort and attention. It was that, more than anything that had driven him to fuck it all up. In the space of a few hours she’d managed to scare him with her insight and her promise of a meaningful connection. He hadn’t been ready to be good or kind. He didn’t want someone demanding anything from him other than another drink and a fuck. He wasn’t the man Elle deserved that night at Golden Age. But he was now, he’d made sure of that.  
 
    “I know we’d be great together,” he repeated. “I can feel it.” 
 
    “Jackson’s right.” Ben patted him on the back. “He and Elle have got that thing…you know that science thing?” 
 
    “Chemistry?” Rishi suggested.  
 
    “Exactly. Watch them next time they’re together, you can feel the waves coming off them and they’ve been hooking up.” 
 
    “Well, that is something,” Rishi said excitedly.  
 
    “Doesn’t matter,” Jackson said. “All she does is fuck and run. It completely sucks.” 
 
    Darius made a loud farting sound with his mouth. They all turned to look at him. “What? Sorry if I don’t feel sorry for the guy getting his dick sucked by a hot blonde.” 
 
    Jackson stood up, his chair scraping backward across the floor. “What did you just say?”  
 
    Darius paled. “I just meant there are worse things in life than getting used for sex by a girl like Elle. Sorry, man, I wasn’t trying to disrespect you or her.” 
 
    “Good. Don’t ever say anything like that again.” Jackson’s anger deflated and he sat down again. “Besides, we’re not having sex, not properly.”  
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “I’m…looking after her,” he admitted. “I’m trying to prove this isn’t about my dick.”  
 
    Which hadn’t accomplished anything but make his balls feel like they had lead poisoning, but he was going to keep that fact safely filed away in the old brain cabinet.  
 
    Paul shook his head. “That’s admirable. So why are you getting a lap dance in all this?” 
 
    “She dared him,” Ben explained. 
 
    “She dared him?”  
 
    “They made a stupid deal where he has to do whatever Elle wants and she told him to get a lap dance.” 
 
    “No way.”  
 
    The boys all looked at him and Jackson grimaced. “She gave me a twenty. Said she wants pictures.” 
 
    Everyone stared at him for a long moment then burst out laughing. Jackson placed his forehead on the table and immediately regretted it. It was damp with stale beer and fuck knows what else. He sat up and scrubbing his forehead with his sleeves, which only made everyone laugh harder. “Thank you everyone.” 
 
    “Sorry, mate,” Paul said, wiping his eyes. “But this is a pretty stupid situation you’ve gotten yourself in.” 
 
    “You’re telling me.”  
 
    “Obviously you can’t get a lap dance though, it’s a trap.” 
 
    “Yeah, I think it is,” he said gloomily. “She’s pushing me away. Reminding herself what a prick I am so she doesn’t get too close to me.” 
 
    “So what will you do?”  
 
    “He has no idea,” interrupted Ben. “That’s why he’s sitting here making cry-face.” 
 
    Jackson punched him in the arm. 
 
    “I’ve got an idea, mate.” Paul tipped his rum and Coke towards Jackson. “You take the stripper money and buy her flowers.” 
 
    “You don’t know Elle. That would just piss her off.” 
 
    “So what does she like?”  
 
    “Plants, animals, beer, but it’s pointless, because she won’t keep seeing me unless I get some photos taken of me getting my dick ground on.” 
 
    “How’d you even get in this situation, man?” Paul asked. “Ben said you can talk your way out of anything.”  
 
    “Elle’s bullshit proof, and even if she wasn’t, the trick to being charming is to not give a fuck about the outcome. You need to be confident and have no real investment in the outcome. Isn’t that right, Ben?” 
 
    Ben nodded solemnly. 
 
    “So, what’s your point?” Darius asked.  
 
    “My point is that I’m so invested in Elle it’s ridiculous. I care about her thinking I’m a sleazebag. I care about her never wanting to talk to me again. I want her approval, her time, her fucking attention, and it is sinking me the way that iceberg sunk the Titanic.”  
 
    Mr. Gauci slapped a stripper on the ass hard enough that it made a noise like a gunshot and their whole table gave a collective shudder.  
 
    “This Elle,” Rishi asked suddenly. “Is she funny? Does she have a good sense of humor?” 
 
    “Yeah, unless it involves animal abuse.” 
 
    Rishi smiled. “Well, then I think I have an idea.”  
 
    Hope kindled in Jackson’s stomach. “Tell me.” 
 
    “How comfortable are you in your sexuality?” 
 
    “Uhh…” Jackson had no problem with gay people and his ability to match pants and shoes had caused plenty of assumptions over the years, but he was completely straight. “Fairly comfortable. Why do you ask?” 
 
    “This solution might involve testing some boundaries. Are you willing?” 
 
    “To stop Elle hating me? I’ll do anything.” 
 
    “Good.” Rishi’s smile was beatific. “There’s a place not too far from here…” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jackson 
 
      
 
    Jackson scrambled over the beach dunes looking for Elle. He could see Tory and her cousins playing volleyball. The number of empty beer cans and vodka mixers lying around told him the bachelorettes had been doing some serious drinking. He scanned the heads of the women around him and saw nothing but brunettes. Beside him, Ben was stomping around, calling out Tory’s name. Suddenly he gasped. “No…”  
 
    Jackson banged him on the shoulder. “What? What is it?” 
 
    “It’s Tory! Tory!”  
 
    Tory dropped the volleyball she was holding. “Ben? Benjiiiiii!” 
 
    They sprinted towards one another and collapsed in each other’s arms, losing their footing and rolling across the sand. 
 
    “That’s nice,” Darius said thickly, his half full beer dripping into the sand.  
 
    “Mmm.” Jackson hadn’t caught two taxis and endured a lap dance to watch Ben and Tory go at it on the beach.  
 
    “Hey! What are you guys doing here?” It was one of Tory’s friends, J-something. She was glaring at them, hands on her hips. “This is a private lady party.” 
 
    “Yeah, sorry,” Jackson said quickly. “Do you know where Elle is?” 
 
    “No, but piss off!” 
 
    A hand caressed Jackson’s backside and he jumped about a mile.  
 
    “Hello,” Mel slurred, her long eyelashes fluttering. “I’m so glad you’re here.” 
 
    Fucking hell, the last thing he wanted to do was get on Mel’s radar. He thought fast. “Hey Mel, have you met Darius?” 
 
    Mel shot him a confused look. “Yeah, whatever. Why don’t you and I—” 
 
    “Darius, get over here. Meet Mel,” Jackson half-shouted.  
 
    “Hey, I’m Darius.” Darius extended a hand towards Mel; unfortunately it was the one with the beer in it. Warm fluid sprayed everywhere, Mel shrieked, and in the confusion, Jackson slipped away. He was starting to get seriously worried. What if Elle had gone swimming? What if she drowned? What if someone had taken her like in that movie about girls getting taken? The partygoers he asked weren’t any help, they were drunk as hell and barely aware of their own surroundings. He spotted a hill and began climbing, hoping for a better view.  
 
    He walked up the slope, sand funneling into his oxfords, and with a rush of relief realized he’d found her. She was lying flat on her back with her eyes closed, the hem of her pink dress yanked over her shins in what was clearly a drunken attempt to stay warm. There was a bottle of vodka in her hand and it was almost entirely empty. He sprinted towards her the way Ben had run to Tory. 
 
    “Elle! Ellie, are you okay?” 
 
    She rolled to face him, her pale eyes glazed. “Who dares disturb my slumber?” 
 
    Jackson dropped to his knees beside her. “Ellie, why’d you come up here by yourself?”  
 
    “I was…who are you?” She tucked her knees closer to her body and pulled the hem of her dress down as far as it would go. “I’m so fucking cold.”  
 
    He pulled off his blazer. “Put this on.” 
 
    Elle gaze flicked from the jacket to his face. “Jackson? Why are you here?”  
 
    “I came looking for you.” He bundled her arms into the blazer, she was icy to the touch. “I can’t believe you did this. Are you fucking crazy?”  
 
    She snuggled into the blazer like a kitten. “I dunno. Probably. Mmm, this is really warm.” 
 
    “It’s got a wool lining. Can I sit with you?” 
 
    Elle smiled absently. “First you must answer me these questions three.” 
 
    “Go on then.” 
 
    “Shit, I can’t think of them…what are the questions from Holy Grail again?” 
 
    He shook his head, unable to stop himself from smiling. “My name’s Jackson Proveaux; my quest was finding you, and my favorite color is burgundy.” 
 
    “Oh yeah.” Elle wrapped herself up tighter in his blazer. “Why not the manlier greens or blues?”  
 
    “Because I don’t give a shit about what people think is manly.” 
 
    “Cool. Cool, cool, cool.” She worked herself against his side, burying her icy nose against his shoulder. Jackson wrapped an arm around her shoulder and rubbed it. Was it bad that he liked her like this? A little helpless, a little…unravelled? Probably.  
 
    “Why are you up here all by yourself, beautiful?” 
 
    She yawned. “I was looking up at the stars wondering if I’d ruined everything.” 
 
    “Ruined everything?”  
 
    Elle traced invisible patterns in his jacket. “I told you to go and hook up with a stripper when I really wanted to tell you…hang on. Did you do it? Did you do what I asked?”  
 
    Elle’s tone was accusatory, but in her eyes he saw fear. Jackson was so fucking relieved he almost laughed. “Baby, I did it. I couldn’t risk not seeing you again.” 
 
    “Oh.” Elle turned away from him. “I understand. Was it nice?” 
 
    “I think it would be better if I showed you.” 
 
    He tugged his phone from inside his pocket and opened up the photo app. “Have a look at this.” 
 
    Elle leaned forward as though she was stepping into a snowstorm, her lips drawn tight, her eyes half shut. Then she saw the picture and clapped her hands to her mouth. “What the…Jackson, who is that?”  
 
    “That is Wayan. He works at a bar down on Main Street.” 
 
    Elle snatched up his phone, practically pressing it to her eyeballs. “I can’t believe you did this!”  
 
    “I had to find a loophole somehow, didn’t I? I did what you asked and no other woman touched me.” Jackson grinned, still impressed by Rishi’s brilliance. “Keep swiping, I think you’ll like the other ones.” 
 
    The next few pictures were of Wayan showing him how to climb the poles fixed on the bar stage. Paul, Ben, and Rishi were there too, laughing themselves stupid as they tried, and mostly failed, to do the same. 
 
    Elle began giggling furiously. “You know how to pole dance?” 
 
    “I do now. It’s not as hard as it looks. There’s just one more thing I want to show you.” 
 
    He took the phone and opened the video he’d recorded for Elle. A Kylie Minogue song pumped through the speakers and Wayan in his glittery eyeshadow and pink lipstick addressed the camera. “Elle, Jackson thinks you are the most beautiful girl in Bali, and he wants to know if you would like a dance from him?” 
 
    Jackson’s own face appeared on-screen. “What do you say, Elle? You wanna see more of this?”  
 
    The camera ran down the length of his shirtless body and Elle had to admit he looked pretty fucking good.  
 
    Elle burst into another fit of giggles. “I can’t believe this.”  
 
    “So did I complete your mission?”  
 
    She flung her arms around his neck and kissed him with her cold lips. “Yes. Yes, you did.” 
 
    Jackson beamed. “Awesome.” 
 
    “I can’t believe you went to a gay bar. How’d you find out about it?”  
 
    “Ben’s cousin’s gay. The whole thing was his idea. He thought a little reminder of what my body looks like might convince you to change your mind.” 
 
    Actually, Rishi had thought seeing him attempt to strip would make Elle laugh, but it turned out he was a natural. Rock climbing had given him good core strength and he wasn’t a bad dancer. Turns out that was all you needed to work a pole. Something to keep in mind for the future.  
 
    Elle’s cool fingers brushed his cheek. “Are you really going to dance for me?” 
 
    “I will if you want me to. I was hoping to find you sooner so we could go back to the club…” 
 
    Elle seized his collar. “No. I want you here, under the stars.” 
 
    Before Jackson could protest, she’d tumbled herself onto his chest, pressing his body back against the grass. “I can’t believe you did that for me.”  
 
    Jackson brushed her hair from his eyes. “I’d do anything for you.” 
 
    “Because of our deal?”  
 
    He stared into her eyes, wishing he could just fucking tell her the truth. “Sure, beautiful, because of our deal.”  
 
    “Hmm, I like our deal.” Elle’s grasped the front of his chinos, her fingers closing around his cock and Jackson jerked back as though he’d been electrocuted. “Ellie, no.” 
 
    She caressed his shaft, making him swell against her palm. “But I’m so turned on…” 
 
    So was he. After two days of sexual torment his cock was on a hair trigger, but that didn’t mean he wanted a wristy on a hilltop. “Baby, you’re drunk…” 
 
    “I don’t care. I don’t want to wait anymore.” 
 
    He groaned as she stroked a thumb over the head of his prick, then somehow mustered the strength to pull her hand away. “Not tonight.”  
 
    “Yes tonight.” Elle’s tongue traced his ear. “I wanna ride it, Jackson. I want you to fill me up.” 
 
    He groaned, pressing his head hard against the sandy dirt. “Anyone could see us.”  
 
    “Let them watch. Let everyone know you’re mine.”  
 
    The idea was such a fucking turn on Jackson didn’t dismiss it as quickly as he should have. Elle took advantage of his muteness and kissed him. He tasted alcohol on her tongue, tasted her urgency as she ground her body against his. Would it really be so bad? To make love to her for the first time under the stars? A few hours ago he’d thought he’d lost her, but here she was undoing his belt, tugging down his pants, sliding a cool hand into his briefs…  
 
    “Fucking hell,” he spluttered. “That feels…ungh…fuck, keep going.”  
 
    How did her fingers feel a thousand times better than his? She went softer and lighter than he would ever touch himself and yet it was making him throb. He was way, way too close. He reached down and gently pulled her hand away once more. “Ellie, you need to stop or I won’t last.”  
 
    She traced the thick vein below the head and smiled at him wickedly. “But I like it all hard like this.” 
 
    “Then get on it,” he said, too wound up to resist any longer. “Sit on my cock before I lose my fucking mind.” 
 
    Elle made as though to straddle him and he blanched. “No condoms.” 
 
    “Don’t worry. I’ve got one.” 
 
    Jackson stared at her filmy pink dress, her lack of a purse. “Where?” 
 
    “Hang on.” She tugged down her spaghetti straps, revealing a pale, strapless bra. Within seconds it was unhooked and tumbling onto his face. He yanked it off him and blinked up at what he thought was Elle’s bizarre nipple jewelry. Then he realized it was two gold condom packets plastered to her breasts. “Jesus, you came prepared.” 
 
    Elle threw her hair over her shoulder and modeled her odd lingerie. “You couldn’t see them through the padding. I figured it was better to be safe than sorry.” 
 
    “Smart.”  
 
    On the beach there was a loud bang and the crowd cheered. Jackson sat up, making Elle’s breasts jiggle. “What the fuck was that?” 
 
    “Hey.” Elle plucked a dislodged condom off his chest. “I was wearing that.”  
 
    There was another loud bang and a burst of red sparks. Fireworks. The bachelorettes were setting off fireworks. The noise and the possibility of third-degree burns were enough to pull Jackson’s attention away from his cock. He seized Elle’s arms. “We are not doing this here. Not when people are setting off fireworks and not while you’re drunk.” 
 
    “I’m not drunk!” Elle protested. “At least not drunk enough to know that I don’t want to fuck you. Or do I want to fuck you? Either way. I’m not that drunk and we should have sex.” 
 
    Jackson closed his eyes. “God, I’m such a piece of shit. Get off me.”  
 
    “Make me.” 
 
    “Fine.” 
 
    He seized Elle by her hips and hoisted her off him. She thrashed like a cod being reeled in. “Screw you, Proveaux! My ride wasn’t done.” 
 
    “Oh yes it was. Jackson’s Dick Park is closed for the evening.” 
 
    Elle cupped her breasts and gave him a seductive smirk. “What about a private rental?” Jackson cock throbbed angrily as he pulled up his briefs and buttoned his pants. “No. We’re leaving.” 
 
    “Fat fucking chance!” Elle snorted. “If you’re not going to let me ride you, I’m going back to the party.” 
 
    He stood, adjusting himself for the hundredth time in two days. “You weren’t at the party. You were drinking alone on top of a hill.” 
 
    “I’m getting a second wind, look.” Elle stood and immediately wobbled sideways. “Whoa!” 
 
    Jackson rushed forward to grip her arm. “You okay?”  
 
    “I might be drunker than I initially thought. You go on without me. Tell Tory I tried my best to survive her wedding but I just couldn’t hack it.” 
 
    Jackson pinched the base of his nose. “Why does everything with us have to be so hard?” 
 
    “Because…hey what are you doing?” 
 
    Jackson had bent his knees and scooped her up, tucking her against his chest like a child. “I’m carrying you home.” 
 
    She pounded a tiny fist against his shoulder. “Put me down, butt chicken.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “I am your lord and master. You can’t do this!” 
 
    “Yes I can. In the event you get so drunk you can’t walk, I automatically receive the authority to save you from yourself.” 
 
    Elle nipped at his neck. “What if I do this?” 
 
    “Honestly, that’s just giving me a hard-on, so by all means keep going.”  
 
    Elle growled, lapsing into what she clearly thought was dignified silence as he set off down the hill. The resort was only ten minutes away and Elle weighed as much as a dandelion stalk, so they were making decent time. If he was lucky she’d fall asleep in his arms and he’d tuck her into bed, drink a third of a bottle of scotch and jerk himself senseless. Nope, he couldn’t do that. He’d have to settle for an ice cold shower.  
 
    Elle moaned a little and he squeezed her leg. “How’re you feeling?”  
 
    “Pretty damn drunk.”  
 
    “Two nights in a row? You’re really hitting the sauce on this vacation, huh?” 
 
    Elle groaned. “Please tell me you’re not one of those obnoxious sober people who give drunk people shit for drinking?” 
 
    “Considering the things I’ve done? Not likely.” But it did feel pretty nice to be the reliable sober one for once, especially for Elle. “I didn’t realize sleeping in and going on hikes was so stressful you needed to self-medicate.”  
 
    “It’s a wedding,” Elle grumbled. “How am I meant to endure a wedding without getting drunk?” 
 
    “Oh yeah, I forgot you hate love.” 
 
    Her teeth sank into his neck, making his skin prickle. “I love love, I just don’t like weddings.” 
 
    “You love love? Tell me, Tiny Vampire, have you ever been in love?”  
 
    “Maybe. I’m not sure.” Elle nibbled on his neck in a contemplative kind of way. “You know when wanting someone’s dick gets all tangled up with their personality and you think you have feelings for them but really you just want to fuck them until you can’t walk properly?” 
 
    Jackson swore under his breath. Whose idiot idea was it to ask Elle that question? “No, I can’t say I know that feeling.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, you wouldn’t.”  
 
    They walked in silence for a few steps and then Elle groaned.  
 
    “What? What is it? Are you sick?”  
 
    “I just realized we haven’t practiced our songs once on this whole trip.” 
 
    Jackson was so relieved he laughed. “That’s no problem. We’ll get onto it tomorrow.” 
 
    “That’s too late! I’m going to suck so hard it ruins Tory’s nuptials.” 
 
    Jackson hoisted Elle in his arms. “That won’t happen. From what everyone’s told me, you sing like an angel.”  
 
    She made a happy noise into his neck. “You don’t think I’ll fuck up the wedding?”  
 
    “You couldn’t if you tried. But even if you did, it’s just a wedding.” 
 
    Elle pressed her lips against his pulse point. “I think that was the sexiest thing anyone’s ever said to me.”  
 
    “I’ve got more if you want to hear it?” Jackson blustered, desperate to keep her touching him, kissing him, happy with him. 
 
    He felt, rather than saw Elle smile. “Sure,” she said. 
 
    He racked his brain for more bad wedding propaganda. “Okay, so the introduction of engagement rings were a ploy to make the middle class buy diamonds.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Yup. Diamond companies gave celebrities rings to propose to each other with so the trend would kick off.” 
 
    Elle kissed his neck again. “More. More.” 
 
    “The average budget for a wedding in 1940 was the cost of a plate of sandwiches and a fruit cake. Tory’s father spent four grand on entrees.” 
 
    He kept going until they were at the gate to the resort, telling Elle about how much the flowers cost, how Ben wasn’t allowed to have goat on the menu because it was ‘poor person meat.’ Then he started listing all the wedding disasters he could think of—the affairs, the unexpected fires, how his cousin Jerome had fallen down drunk and punched a hole in the eight hundred dollar cake. Elle kept giggling in and kissing his ear and it would have been all so adorable if his cock wasn’t steel against his thigh. Get her home, tuck her in, take a freezing shower. Come on, you’re so close. 
 
    They passed a couple of Ben’s aunties and Jackson smiled broadly and waved, hoping they thought he and Elle were being delightful, not that she was too drunk to walk. When they reached her suite, he gently deposited her on her feet.  
 
    “Jackson…?” Elle reached up and tugged his mouth towards hers, kissing him hard. A numbing bliss spread through his body. God, he could do this forever, and if she weren’t drunk, he would. Just lay her on her bed and kiss her for fucking hours. He pulled away gently. “Wait, honey, wait until we get into your room.” 
 
    “Promise?” 
 
    Jackson crossed his fingers behind his back. “Sure. Where’s your keycard?” 
 
    Elle tapped her forehead. “I hid it…but where? And for what reason?”  
 
    Jackson spent ten minutes, longer than the walk from the beach, trying to find the card until Elle remembered she’d put it under the doormat. Vowing to never let her leave her suite without notifying him again, he scanned the card and let them in.  
 
    Elle wandered over to her bed, humming absently as Jackson grabbed them both glasses of water. When he returned, he found her standing in the middle of the room naked but for a pale skin colored thong. “Ellie, what are you—” 
 
    “About this sex thing?” she demanded. “Can we do it now?”  
 
    “I can’t…” 
 
    She fixed him with a stare that made his chest hurt, a sweet, drunk version of her dominatrix sneer. “Get on the bed, Proveaux.”  
 
    Jackson closed his eyes and wondered what crime against nature he’d committed in a past life. “I’m not letting our first time happen when you’re drunk.” 
 
    The ice queen act melted away as she popped out her lower lip. “But I’m consenting and stuff.” 
 
    “And I promise if you’re still consenting tomorrow, I’ll fuck you senseless.” If you manage to stay sober for more than four hours.  
 
    For a second he thought Elle would stomp her feet in protest, but then she sighed and flopped backward on her bed, her breasts bouncing. “Fine. Please leave so I can get myself off.” 
 
    Jackson almost dropped the glasses of water. “What?” 
 
    She shimmied out of her underwear, kicking them down her legs and onto the floor. “I have womanly sex needs, Proveaux, and if you won’t fulfill them, I’ll do it myself. Can you hand me my vibrator on your way out? It’s inside my bag. Front pocket. Shaped like a dick.”  
 
    Jackson stood stock still. He wasn’t going to fuck Elle so she was just going to replace him with a piece of plastic? He wasn’t going to stand for that shit. “Lay back, sweetheart, and spread your legs.”  
 
    Elle sat up, a hopeful smile on her face. “Sex?” 
 
    “Not sex. But something just as good. Better, some say.” 
 
    She groaned and fell back on the bed. “No more pussy eating.” 
 
    “I can do things with my mouth that no vibrator can and you know it.” 
 
    “But sex…” 
 
    “It’s me eating you out or it’s nothing. Don’t push me on this, Ellie.”  
 
    She rolled her eyes. “Fine. Just hurry up. I’m dying of suppressed urges here.” 
 
    Jackson kicked off his shoes. “I made you come like three hours ag—Jesus Christ.” 
 
    She’d spread her legs wide, exposing her pale pink folds. Jackson fisted his cock through his pants. “You’ve got such a gorgeous cunt Ellie. Like a peach.”  
 
    “So why aren’t you licking it already?”  
 
    Jackson smirked. This bullied sex-slave thing was doing it for him. “Tell you what, we’ll make this a little hotter for you. Why don’t you tell me what you’d do to me if you had the time and the tools?” And you weren’t drunker than a boiled owl.  
 
    Elle raised an eyebrow. “Why would I want to talk about what I can’t have?” 
 
    He knelt on the bed and took a small white foot between his hands and squeezed. Elle’s eyes rolled back in her head. “God, that feels nice.”  
 
    “You like torturing me, huh? That’s what the strip club dare was about?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    He massaged her foot gently. “Then what would torture me more than having to listen to all your filthy daydreams while I go down on you? Having your taste on my tongue, feeling your pleasure and not being able to do a thing except hump the mattress and dream of the day you’ll let me have you.” 
 
    Elle smiled blissfully. “That does sound pretty nice.” 
 
    “Good.” Jackson released her foot and settled himself between her legs. “Get started.” 
 
    What followed were indeed the most torturous forty minutes of his life. Elle told him about her desire to handcuff him to her bed and sit on his face. She described in great detail wanting to lick his cock for an hour, playing with him and jerking him off so that when he came all over himself she could punish him. She told him about the riding crop she kept under her bed, the one she’d never used, and how she wanted to make him kneel in front of her, hands tied behind his back, and hurt him with it.  
 
    As she talked he ate her slowly, with gentle strokes of his tongue. He didn’t penetrate, just laved, servicing until she was sopping wet and barely able to articulate her perverted thoughts. And while he did it, he did in fact hump the mattress just to feel some of the friction her pussy promised. She came with exquisite slowness, grinding herself against his lips and nose. Once she was done he was so hard, so ready, he could hardly breathe without wanting to come. He had to think about his father dying in a car crash before he could get up and ask, “Did that feel good, baby?” 
 
    Elle nodded into the pillow, her eyes already closed tight. Jackson’s chest spasmed and he knew he couldn’t leave. This was his girl, his woman. He’d just pleasured her little pussy and now he needed to stay with her, make sure she slept well. But how to convince Elle of that? 
 
    “Jackson…” Her hand found his shoulder. “Can you stay with me and make sure I don’t puke in my sleep and die like Jimi Hendricks?”  
 
    Jackson grinned. “Sure. I can do that.” 
 
    “Cool.”  
 
    He took off his shirt but decided to leave his pants on for extra protection in case Elle got frisky in the night. As he curled his body around hers, Elle wriggled back against him, tugged his arm tightly around her. A peace stole over him that he’d never felt before. Like he was in exactly the right place, with the right person at the right time. At least until Elle muttered, “You’re such a curse, Jackson Proveaux.” 
 
    He pulled her even tighter, so her fine blonde hair tickled his chin. “What if I’m not? What if we’re just good together?” 
 
    Elle squirmed deeper into the pillows. “You’re so weird.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
      
 
    Elle 
 
      
 
    She woke up fused to her pillow. Her mascara had melted, gluing her eyelashes to the silk cover. A battle between face and pillow ensued, and by the time she achieved separation she’d realised exactly how hungover she was. Her head, once so healthy, was throbbing like an open wound. Her mouth, once so flavorless, tasted like a wet bar rag. Her eyes ached and she was shivery and raw all over, an oyster dumped from its shell. She’d done her share of drinking in her teens and early twenties, but she’d thought she’d finally learned her limits. Apparently fucking not. She was lucky she hadn’t choked on her vomit and died like Hendrix. As she ran a tongue over her filthy teeth, she realised the phrase was familiar. Had she talked about Hendrix to som— 
 
    Jackson.  
 
    Memories lit up her brain like camera flares. Jackson on the hill. He’d carried her, they’d been laughing. Then he’d brought her here. Then his dark, curly head had been between her thighs. Elle felt Jackson’s tongue ghost over her pussy, and a pang of arousal racked her overcooked body.  
 
    She looked around wildly, as though she might have missed a six foot dude out of the corner of her eye. Obviously he wasn’t there, but she swore she’d felt his arm tucked around her as she slept. Moving faster than her hangover was willing to forgive, she snatched up the pillow next to hers and inhaled. The scent of coconut hair product was unmistakable. Her stomach fell. He’d slept beside her and then left without a word. She flopped onto her back, angry but unsure who to be mad at. Herself probably. How many times did a person have to get sloppy-drunk before they permanently repulsed a lover? She’d done it twice in two days.  
 
    The weather outside reflected her mood perfectly, dark despite the early hour, wild and windy. Her door and windows were rattling and as she watched a fork of lightning split the sky. 
 
    “Perfect,” she muttered.  
 
    Knowing she’d feel worse the longer she sat in her own filth, Elle got up. She refused to even look in the mirror as she took four painkillers and got in the shower. Once inside she scrubbed herself from head to foot, washing her hair and brushing her teeth. Sufficiently cleansed, she put on flats and a blue maxi dress and had every intention of going to breakfast when somehow she found herself back in bed. She decided it had nothing to do with Jackson. She was just tired and liable to slap someone for breathing too loudly. She was drifting in and out of consciousness when her front door slammed open, making her yelp.  
 
    “Hello, Ellie.”  
 
    Elle sat up too fast and almost fell sideways. “Jackson?” 
 
    Sure enough he was there, leaning against her doorframe with his a navy polo shirt and sexy three-day beard, too handsome for human eyes. “This is like Groundhog Day with more cunnilingus,” she said, her voice croaky from disuse and alcohol.  
 
    “If you ask me, Groundhog Day needed more cunnilingus.”  
 
    Jackson strode in, depositing a fruit platter and what looked like a metal milkshake cup on her bedside table. “How’re you feeling?  
 
    “Seedy.”  
 
    “I’m not surprised. That’s why I’ve brought you the ultimate hangover cure.” 
 
    “I’m not doing any cocaine.” 
 
    His boisterous laughter hurt Elle’s ears. “I haven’t got coke, I brought you a smoothie.” 
 
    Wait a second, the food was for her? How? Why? Elle had a horrible vision of herself drunkenly demanding smoothies. “Did…did I make you do that?” 
 
    Jackson handed her the metal cup. “Nope. I was just anticipating your needs.”  
 
    “Oh. Cheers.” Elle took a sip of her drink. It was like cool, sweet liquid was hugging her overcooked brain. “It’s so nice.” 
 
    “Banana and coconut.” 
 
    She swallowed another fruity mouthful, feeling vitality surge back into her body. “I might cry.” 
 
    “I promise I’ll look away.”  
 
    She smiled. Despite the apocalypse-style rain, Jackson looked disturbingly well-groomed and relaxed. Not at all like he was horrified by her Janis Joplin impression. “So about last night…?” Elle ventured.  
 
    Jackson reclined on the bed, stretching out his long, chino covered legs. “What do you remember?” 
 
    “The hill, missing my keycard. You…going down on me.”  
 
    He chuckled. “Yeah, you were gagging for it.” 
 
    Elle had a brief vision of herself standing topless in the middle of the room demanding Jackson have sex with her. She pressed a hand to her forehead. “I’m sorry about trying to coerce you into fucking me.”  
 
    “Which time?” 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    Jackson’s smile grew wider. “Which time, Blondie? You didn’t give up after the first go.” 
 
    “How…when?” 
 
    Jackson held up a finger. “Once on top of the hill, you almost got me with, but I managed to convince you to let me go free. Once when we got back here and you took your dress off, that’s when I ate you out—” 
 
    “So twice?” 
 
    “Not so fast. After that you slept for about an hour, then you woke up and climbed on top of me—” 
 
    “I tried to mount you?” Elle said, aghast. “Like a succubus?”  
 
    Jackson lay back on the bed and laughed. “It wasn’t like that. You were all sleepy and demanding, stroking my cock and telling me you had to have me. It was sweet…”  
 
    He stared up at the ceiling and sighed contentedly. “Anyway, I managed to talk you onto your back again. You remember? You had your ankles behind my head?” 
 
    Yes. She’d had one hand on the headboard, the other fisted in Jackson’s hair as she ground against his mouth. She remembered coming sharp and rough, remembered the guttural moans he’d made as he drank her down… 
 
    “Yeah…” Jackson’s eyes were half-lidded. “It was fucking hot that second time.”  
 
    Elle took a big, reassuring gulp of smoothie. “So…um three times total?”  
 
    “You woke me up again at four. I was only semi-conscious, but we made it work.”  
 
    It took everything Elle had to not bury her face in the pillows. “You went down on me four times in one night?” 
 
    “I sure did.” He massaged his jaw. “And not to complain, but my spinal column is all fucked up. If we keep doing this I should probably take up yoga.” 
 
    “Jesus,” Elle said, wrinkling her nose. “I was that rough?”  
 
    “Not rough exactly, but you were rubbing up against me like a cat in heat, and you’re a big fan of yanking hair.” He ran a hand through his chestnut tresses.  
 
    “You’re not traumatized, are you?” 
 
    “Why? Because a beautiful girl rode my face all night? Yes, I am, actually. Ring triple zero and tell them to send an ambulance. There’s a straight man getting too much pussy over here.”  
 
    Elle slapped him on the arm. “What about me being all drunk and grabby? Doesn’t that bother you?” 
 
    “I didn’t think it was smart for us to have sex while you were drunk, but I figured head was all right.” Jackson’s face sagged. “Do you think I took advantage of you?” 
 
    “No. Christ no! I wanted it. I remember wanting it.” I still want it now.  
 
    “So no harm done, huh?” 
 
    “I guess not.” 
 
    Elle finished her smoothie and picked up a slice of pineapple.  
 
    “So was that a once-off or should I get used to being woken up three times a night for sex?” Jackson said, his eyes gleaming mischievously.  
 
    Elle’s hangover seemed to come back in force. “I…don’t…can we talk about this later?” 
 
    Jackson’s fingertips brushed her wrist. “Come on, Ellie, we’re lovers now, you know that.” 
 
    “Yeah but…” Her voice trailed off to nothingness. 
 
    Jackson made a face. His mouth curved down as his eyebrows went up so he looked interested and bemused at once. It was a very French expression. “Go on?” 
 
    “I get this feeling sometimes when only being filled up does it for me. I can touch my clit and come but I’m not satisfied unless…” 
 
    “…unless you’re getting fucked?”  
 
    All amusement was gone from Jackson’s face, he had a very determined look on his face.  
 
    “Um. Yeah.” 
 
    “So do you think you’d like to get fucked this morning?”  
 
    She nibbled her pineapple, it felt wrong in her mouth. Her body was trying to get aroused, not absorb nutrients. “I don’t…would you come?” 
 
    “No.” Jackson’s fingers found her shin and rubbed it with slow, deliberate strokes. “But this isn’t about me coming, you know that. I just want to be inside you.” 
 
    Her pussy flexed, begging her to take him up on his offer. Why was she fighting this so hard? 
 
    Because you know your urges are a lot harder to tamp down when you’re having sex. Case in point, what you did to Jackson’s hair last night.  
 
    I can have vanilla sex. I’ve done it before.  
 
    Yeah, when you were sixteen and you let clumsy idiots penetrate you with the finesse of an unlubricated jackhammer. That wasn’t sex. That was being a stand-in for someone’s right hand. We don’t do that anymore.  
 
    Jackson wouldn’t fuck me like I was his right hand.  
 
    Elle imagined him beneath her, gleaming with sweat, an eager yet pained expression on his face. He thrust upwards, faster and deeper, his hands pulling against the rope around his wrists— 
 
    See? You can’t even have normal sex in your head. What if he finds out what you’re really like and runs away screaming? Or worse, tells someone.  
 
    “Ellie?” Jackson enquired. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Yeah, uh…I’m thinking about what you said.”  
 
    “Okay.” Jackson yawned like a lounging panther. “Take your time, Blondie.”  
 
    “Don’t call me that!” she snapped, her voice hot with anger.  
 
    Jackson blinked. “Of course. Sorry.”  
 
    She sighed. “I’m sorry too. I didn’t mean to bite your head off but I need to tell you something…it’s personal.” 
 
    “Elle, I don’t judge.” 
 
    As much as she didn’t entirely trust Jackson, she believed him in this instance. The man had a lot of faults, but he never talked trash about anyone.  
 
    “I have these…” Her mouth snapped shut like a mousetrap. “I want…”  
 
    This was so much harder to do in real life than type to someone on the internet.  
 
    Jackson cupped her cheek. “Come on, sweetheart. Just say it.”  
 
    Something in his eyes, the way they were warm and brimming with trust, took her right back to Golden Age. She’d been so sure he was her unicorn and he’d thrown it in her face, humiliated her in front of all those people. “I can’t do this,” she whispered. 
 
    His eyebrows drew together. “Because of me?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    He grimaced. “Because of Golden Age?” 
 
    Elle sat back so he was no longer touching her. “I’m not trying to rake you over the coals. I get that you’re different now from how you were then, but I look at you and I see the same face, the same eyes, and I just feel so vulnerable.”  
 
    She spat the word out, hating that it so accurately summed up how she felt.  
 
    Jackson’s shoulders slumped. “I understand.” 
 
    “Maybe we were stupid making this deal. Maybe we should just forget it before we make things even worse.” 
 
    He laughed hollowly. “How could we possibly make things worse between us? Before this trip you refused to be in the same room as me.”  
 
    “I don’t know,” Elle said. “But pushing forward like this just seems like a mistake.” 
 
    Jackson sat bolt upright. “You know what we should do?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    He seized the end of the duvet and threw it over both of their heads, swaddling them in darkness.  
 
    “What the fuck?” Elle pressed against the blanket trying to whip it off. “Stop smothering me!”  
 
    “No, this is a good idea. Tell me what you wanted to say about us sleeping together.” 
 
    “Take off this duvet, you clown!” she said, thrashing against the covers.  
 
    “You said it was looking at me made you feel vulnerable,” Jackson panted, breathing hard under the apparent strain of keeping covers pinned over their heads. 
 
    “Now I’m pissed off because I’m suffocating in a dickheads’ blanket cave!” 
 
    “Good, use your anger to be honest with me.” A cool hand seized her own. “We’re safe in here, Ellie, just me and you. It’s dark and quiet and we’re all alone.”  
 
    That was certainly true and it did help not to be looking him in the eyes. Elle sighed. “I’ll get you back for this pretty boy.” “Go ahead, do what you like. Just tell me what you couldn’t say before.” 
 
    She ran a tongue over her dehydrated lips. “It’s just…when it comes to sex I don’t think we’ll be very…compatible. At least not when it comes down to what I really like.” 
 
    “You mean because you’re a domme?” 
 
    Had she not been imprisoned under the blankets, Elle would have gotten up and ran. “You…shut up!” 
 
    “I’m not accusing you of anything, I just know it’s true.”  
 
    “How do you know it’s true?” 
 
    Silence. Elle rummaged around until she felt skin and pinched.  
 
    “Ow! Okay fine. You talked dirty to me last night. Told me what you’d do to me if you had the chance. You were pretty…descriptive.” 
 
    Elle didn’t know if it was the lack of oxygen or Jackson’s confession, but her head was spinning. “What did I tell you?”  
 
    “Nothing I couldn’t have guessed. Rope. Latex, for you not me, that is. Giving orders.” He hesitated. “There was some mention of a riding crop.” 
 
    Elle stopped listening. She picked up a pillow, pressed it into her face, and screamed. He knew, he knew everything. Jackson’s hand found the back of her neck. “Ellie, don’t freak out. I don’t mind.”  
 
    “I mind. This is so embarrassing.” 
 
    “That’s why we’re under the blanket,” he said brightly.  
 
    “Fuck the covers,” Elle snarled. “I don’t want to talk about this, I don’t even know why I told you those things last night. I never tell anyone stuff like that! At least not in real life.” 
 
    Another short silence. “It might have been my suggestion,” Jackson said. “I, uh, told you to talk about things that turned you on while I went down on you.”  
 
    Elle had heard enough, she began pinching every inch of Jackson she could get her hands on.  
 
    “Ow. Ow. Stop it!” 
 
    “You tricked me!” 
 
    “I was just trying to get you off!” 
 
    “You were not, you lying dickhole.” With Jackson writhing on his back, Elle finally managed to overthrow the blanket. She blinked in the now harsh sunlight of her room. “You took advantage of me emotionally, which is the worst kind of taking advantage.”  
 
    Jackson gave her a pointed look. 
 
    “Fine! Maybe not the worst kind of taking advantage, but still pretty bad!”  
 
    He straightened up the collar of his polo shirt, looking nonplussed. “Sue me for wanting to know more about you, Ellie.” 
 
    “You could have just asked!” 
 
    “We both know you wouldn’t have told me shit. I bet you don’t even really care that I know about you. You’re just scared and looking for reasons to deny yourself. We’ve got awesome chemistry and I’m up for anything, but in order to make anything happen I have to know what it is first.” 
 
    Elle froze in the act of seizing a pillow to throw at him. “You don’t think it’s weird?” 
 
    Jackson laughed long and hard. “Fuck no. It’s hot. I always knew you were aggressive in bed, now I know you’re more than that. A domme or a top or whatever you want to call yourself. It doesn’t matter to me at all.” 
 
    Was it really that simple for him? An aggressive lover upgraded to a dominatrix? “Most guys can’t handle me.” 
 
    He gave her his cockiest smile. “I’m better than most guys.”  
 
    “Smug prick.” 
 
    “It’s the truth. You were plenty demanding last night and I handled it just fine.”  
 
    Elle avoided his eyes. “It’s not about your willingness. It’s that…look, you don’t understand.” 
 
    “Good Lord.” Jackson ran a hand through his hair, making it effortlessly fall into place. “Ellie, don’t you get it by now? I’m into all of this too. It turns me on.” 
 
    “Isn’t that just for our deal?”  
 
    “There’s not a man on earth who’d withstand days of sexual torture to win a bet. Not unless there was something in it for him. You’ve got your turn ons, I’ve got mine, and I’d tell you about them if you’d give me half a goddamn chance.” 
 
    Elle stared at him. “It’s weird seeing you angry. It doesn’t look right.” 
 
    His smile was sad and kind and painful. “I’m sorry for raising my voice. I just…I care about you. I want you to trust me, but you’re so damn hard to get through to.”  
 
    “I know,” she whispered. “That’s just how I am. A bitch, I mean.” 
 
    “I don’t think you’re a bitch,” Jackson said, his tone heavy. “When you let your guard down, you’re as good-hearted and kind as you are angry, you just don’t want me to see that side of you.” 
 
    He stood up. “I’m going to go. Sorry for what I said.”  
 
    Elle’s heart wrenched in her chest. She knelt on the bed. “Jackson…can you come back?” 
 
    He didn’t hesitate. Within seconds his body was on hers, his arms around her waist. They rolled on the bed, squeezing each other tighter than was physically sound, and Jackson kissed every patch of skin he could get his lips on. “You’re perfect,” he muttered between each kiss. “Perfect and good and sexy.”  
 
    Delirious from the hangover and asphyxiation and everything, all Elle could do was laugh. Laugh and touch his hair, stroking it from roots to ends, revelling in its softness, its luxuriousness. Jackson lay them against the mattress side by side and they stared at one another. The boy and girl. The dominatrix and her unicorn.  
 
    “Ellie?”  
 
    “Yeah?”  
 
    “It’s raining. We don’t have anywhere to be. How about we stay in bed all day? You tell me about your fantasies and I’ll tell you about mine and we see how things go?”  
 
    Elle leaned forward, tilted up his head, and kissed him right on his beautiful unicorn mouth.


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
      
 
    Elle 
 
      
 
    “So when did it all start?”  
 
    “When did what start?” Elle said, playing dumb.  
 
    Jackson kissed her nose. “Hang on, I have an idea.” 
 
    He leapt up from the bed and put his phone down in the MP3 dock near the bed. “What do you want to listen to? Wait, I know.” 
 
    He pressed a few buttons and soft indie music began playing. “Feel like a beer?” 
 
    “It’s eleven in the morning.” 
 
    “We’re on holiday and Tory’s dad’s covering the mini bar bill.”  
 
    “Good point. Beer me.” 
 
    Jackson pulled a couple of Coronas from the fridge and unscrewed the tops using one beer as a lever for the other. It was oddly impressive.  
 
    “Am I doing a walrus here or are you having one too?” she asked.  
 
    Jackson’s eyebrows drew together. “What the hell do you mean?” 
 
    “I mean ‘am I drinking from two bottles at the same time so it looks like I have tusks or are you having a beer?’” 
 
    He looked relieved. “Oh, at school doing a walrus meant sucking two cocks at the same time.” 
 
    Elle almost choked on her own tongue. “How did that even come up?” 
 
    “It was an all-boys school, lots of horny teenagers making up things about sex.” 
 
    “Well, that explains a lot.” Elle held up a hand for her beer. “Are you drinking or not?” 
 
    “I’m having one. One is my limit though, before you get ideas about getting me drunk and taking advantage.”  
 
    “I don’t need to get you drunk to take advantage.” 
 
    He grinned. “True.” 
 
    “What inspired this new lifestyle change, by the way?”  
 
    He made a face. “I just didn’t want to be such an asshole anymore. I like knowing my limits.”  
 
    She accepted her beer. “Must be nice. I clearly don’t.” 
 
    “You’re just blowing off steam. You weren’t rattling around shitfaced six nights out of seven like I was.” 
 
    Elle gaped at him. “You were that bad?” 
 
    Jackson popped the cap on his beer on the corner of the bedside table. “It’s marketing. As clichéd as it sounds, everyone drinks that way. Parties that hard. It’s the long hours, the late nights. Give it a year and you don’t know how to have fun without pot, a couple of lines, and twelve shots of whiskey.” 
 
    Elle whistled. “I guess I’m lucky the conservation centre doesn’t have much in the way of night life. If you give the bandicoots ecstasy, they just get super horny.”  
 
    Jackson laughed. “I guess it’s a different kind of scene.”  
 
    “So you don’t go hard anymore?” 
 
    “I have my moments, but it’s under control now. The trick is to never go to a second location with your colleagues on a weeknight.”  
 
    “But you still drink?” 
 
    Jackson held up his beer. “Within reason. If I didn’t have wine with dinner, my father would disown me.” 
 
    His father. It was strange imagining Jackson interacting with parents. Whenever Elle pictured him in a domestic setting, he was reclining in a leather armchair, drinking scotch, and getting a blowjob from some anonymous woman. “Do you have brothers or sisters?”  
 
    Jackson paused, his expression suddenly cold. It was a point to how jovial he usually was that it made Elle feel rather shivery and alone. “You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to.”  
 
    “It’s okay,” Jackson said. He rearranged his face into a more relaxed expression with apparent difficulty. “I have two half-brothers and a half-sister.”  
 
    “Half?” 
 
    “My mother…” He took a long draught of beer. “My mother left my father when I was young. She went back to Lyon and remarried. She has three other children.” 
 
    “Oh.” Elle didn’t know what to say. “That sucks.” 
 
    He waved a hand. “Don’t mention it. My stepfather’s an asshole, but my siblings are very sweet. I see them every year when I fly home.” 
 
    “And your dad? Does he have anyone else?” 
 
    That icy expression flashed at her again. “No, he’s single. I don’t think he’ll ever remarry.” 
 
    Something in his voice made Elle want to back away slowly. “Maybe we should talk about something else?” 
 
    Instantly his harsh act melted. “I’m so sorry, we’re supposed to be talking about sex.” 
 
    He set his beer down and peeled his shirt over his head.  
 
    “Um, what are you doing?” Elle asked. 
 
    “Taking my clothes off.” He reached for his belt and unbuckled it, pulling it from his chinos in a one sleek movement that made her think of stripteases. Not the tacky ones that had been bestowed upon Tory and the other bridesmaids the night before, but the ones she saw in her mind right before she went to sleep. Men trying to please her. Trying to make her want them. Jackson’s pants fell to the floor, exposing dark briefs wrapped around a highly impressive bulge.  
 
    “Ellie?” Jackson’s voice was buttery soft. “Do you want me to keep going?”  
 
    “No. That’s…fine.”  
 
    The bed creaked as Jackson clambered back onto it, spreading his big body across the sheets. Before she could say anything, he’d rolled her over and tumbled his body onto hers, burying his face in her neck and making a growling noise. She pushed him away, but with no actual intent. “What are you doing?”  
 
    “Climbing on you,” he said, covering her cheeks and collarbones with kisses. Elle could have stopped him with one knee to the groin but she didn’t want to. She’d forgotten that it sometimes felt like this with lovers; playful, as though you were exempt from pretending to be grown up and dignified and could just enjoy the feel of someone’s skin, the silliness of roughhousing.  
 
    Jackson pinned her down, nibbling on her neck. His thick cock brushed over her hip and he froze. “We should stop before absolutely no talking gets done.”  
 
    “Probably, but can we wait before I have to talk about my…things? I’m not sure I’m ready yet.” 
 
    Jackson brushed a hand against hers. “Actually, I was thinking you might like to hear one of my fantasies?” 
 
    Elle felt her eyes grow wide. “Yes. A thousand times yes.”  
 
    Even if his fantasies were painfully unrealistic and proved they had nothing in common sexually, she wanted to know.  
 
    Jackson kissed her hand. “Just one question before I start, have you always known what you are? Sexually, I mean?” 
 
    Elle thought about all the Ken dolls she’d tied up when she was a kid. “Pretty much. I only really got that it was a sex thing when I was about thirteen or so, though.” 
 
    Jackson lay flat on his back. “You were so much more developed than me. I lost my virginity when I was fourteen, but I had no idea about any of this stuff until I was almost eighteen.” 
 
    “But you knew about walruses and stuff.” 
 
    Jackson laughed. “That’s not the same thing. I didn’t know anything about my own preferences except ‘be with as many women possible.’” 
 
    “Nice. So what changed?” 
 
    “I got a crush on my social sciences teacher.” 
 
    Elle felt a pang of jealousy at the dreamy note in Jackson’s voice and shoved it aside. “Was she pretty?” 
 
    “She wasn’t the most attractive woman in the world but she had something about her. And again, it was an all-boys’ school.” 
 
    Elle smiled in spite of herself. “Talent was thin on the ground?” 
 
    “Pretty much. Anyway, Miss Beckett, that was her name, I got the feeling she liked me. I messed around a lot in her class and she used to tell me off. Stern but kind of playful at the same time—” 
 
    Elle recoiled. “Let’s get it out there right now―did you fuck your teacher?” 
 
    Jackson sat bolt upright. “No. God no.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Trust me, this isn’t a predator story, I promise.” 
 
    Elle relaxed. She really hadn’t wanted to ruin Jackson’s fantasy by snatching up the nearest phone and trying to get some forty-plus-year-old teacher fired. “So what went down?”  
 
    “I could tell there was a weird attraction between us, you know when you just feel it? She was always really strict with me. She used to make me stay back, give me detention, make me read stuff out loud.” Jackson’s dreamy smile resurfaced. “I was very obnoxious to her, and I got the feeling she was trying to stamp it out of me. Teach me how to behave.”  
 
    Elle bit her lip. She could see Jackson, seventeen and beautiful, on the cusp of true manhood and she could see an older woman, attractive and confident. In her mind’s eye the woman was her. Twenty six, older and wiser. The taboo of it all ran through her in a hot gush. 
 
    Jackson’s smile said he knew exactly what she was thinking. “So even though nothing happened, my horny teenage imagination ran away with me and I started…imagining things.” 
 
    “Like what?”  
 
    Jackson’s hand twitched as though he longed to touch her but he kept his palms flat against his abdomen. “Miss Beckett making me carry her things, get her coffee, take her jacket off for her, then the things she made me do got dirtier.” 
 
    Elle’s nipples were beginning to chafe against her lace bra. “Dirtier how?” 
 
    Jackson skirted the question. “She was this tiny little woman, I was at least a foot taller than her and twice as wide. I could have thrown her over my shoulder like a rug, but for some reason the thought of having to do whatever she said while she ignored me turned me on like nothing else. For about eight months I touched myself to thoughts of nothing else.”  
 
    Elle traced a finger over Jackson’s collarbone. “What did you imagine doing for Miss Beckett?” 
 
    His Adam’s apple bobbed. “I imagined her telling me to get on my knees underneath her desk and rub her legs,” he mumbled. “Touch her while she did her paperwork.” 
 
    “Did you do it?” 
 
    Jackson glanced up, his smile shy and filthy at once. “Of course I did. I didn’t want to get in trouble.” 
 
    Elle’s whole body felt like a bright, throbbing nerve ending. Control. Control yourself and make it better for both of you. “So if you did get in trouble, what came next?” 
 
    “Ms. Beckett would tell me to go higher, to push her skirt up and rub her thighs, brush the edges of her panties. I’d do it for so long my hands would get sore.” 
 
    “And then?” 
 
    Jackson’s mouth quirked. “She had me use my mouth instead. She’d make me kneel in front of her with my head up her skirt and lick her until she was satisfied.” 
 
    Hidden by the folds of her dress, Elle pushed a hand between her legs. “And…did you like it?” 
 
    “I loved it. I’d gone down on girls before, but the thought of giving her what she wanted for as long as she wanted it and not being able to get myself off at the same time…it changed the way I gave head forever.” 
 
    Elle remembered the way he’d eaten her last night, lapping at her like he was born to do it. Like it was all he needed. “And here was me thinking it was a generosity thing.”  
 
    Jackson ducked his head. “Is that a problem?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Would you like me to go down on you now?” 
 
    No. Elle wanted to drag her nails across his back, mark him, claim him. Make him do to her all the things he’d wanted from his teacher. “I want you to tell me what Miss Beckett made you do next. She did make you do something next didn’t she?” 
 
    He nodded. “She…well…after she came she was instantly bored with me. She sent me away.” 
 
    “But did she just send you away?” Elle asked. Her voice was husky, projecting sex as effectively as her overstimulated body.  
 
    Jackson avoided her gaze. “No.” 
 
    “Tell me,” she said, putting a little bite into her words. 
 
    “She told me to go into the bathrooms and finish myself off,” he muttered. “She’d tell me to think about her, smell her on my hands, and remember that I couldn’t ever have her.” 
 
    Pleasure spiralled through Elle’s middle. “But you did have her, didn’t you?”  
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    Elle could see Jackson’s cock hard and heavy in his briefs, distorting the material but he was also squirming. This story turned him on, but he wasn’t entirely comfortable that it did. He needed to be pushed. She laid a hand on his shoulder and squeezed. “Tell me what happened next.”  
 
    “A-after a while, she’d make me fuck her. She’d bend over her desk, pull up her skirt, and tell me to make her come with my cock.” 
 
    “Did you do it? Were you a good boy?”  
 
    He shuddered, a small damp patch appeared in the seat of his briefs. “Yes, I fucked her. I knew it was wrong, but she told me I had to.”  
 
    “Were you allowed to touch her?” Elle let her fingers run across the seam of Jackson’s briefs. “Were you allowed to hold her hips as you gave her what she wanted? Or was she cruel and made you keep your hands to yourself?”  
 
    “Ellie.” 
 
    She removed her hand from his cock. “Keep telling the story.” 
 
    Jackson inhaled and she watched him attempt to collect his thoughts with obvious difficulty. “She let me touch her,” he said. “But the second she came on my cock, she’d make me pull out. She was done with me. And if I tried to keep going, to finish…” 
 
    “More punishment.” 
 
    He closed his eyes and nodded. Elle smiled. “I would have tied your arms behind your back, I wouldn’t have let you put your big clumsy hands on me.” 
 
    He moaned. “I promise I won’t touch you if you don’t want me to Ellie.” 
 
    “Good. I don’t. I’d bend over my desk and read reports while you fucked me. I wouldn’t pay you the slightest fucking bit of attention.”  
 
    She reached down and flattened a palm over his cock. Jackson grunted like a wounded bull. “Ellie, please.”  
 
    “You’d have to keep going, fast and hard as I wanted. Slow too. I’d make you take a minute to pull in and out. Make you feel every inch of me.” 
 
    Jackson bared his teeth, thrusting his cock into her palm. “I’d do it. Whatever you want me to do, I can do it.” 
 
    Elle kissed his jaw, a patronising little gesture. “Take off your briefs.” 
 
    They were gone in seconds, Jackson’s thick cock lying back on his stomach, thick and proud, weeping at the tip.  
 
    The time for fucking around, for swapping stories and laughing was over. Elle’s need to control was emerging and that need was deadly fucking serious. “Kiss me,” she demanded.  
 
    Jackson cupped her jaw, pulling her in for a furious kiss.  
 
    Satisfied he was ready to obey her, Elle circled his wrists and tugged him roughly forward. He didn’t protest, rolling his body on top of hers as he slid his tongue into her mouth. His thick cock slipped between her legs to rub against her dress, her aching pussy. Elle was hyperaware of his every movement, the soft brush of his hair, the damp air clinging to her skin, the rain pounding on the windows and roof. Jackson’s mouth moved to her neck, kissing the sensitive skin, the coconut scent of his hair filling her nose.  
 
    “Stand up,” she said, wary of falling into a vanilla haze and fucking him there and then. 
 
    In other circumstances it would have been funny how quickly he obeyed her, but not just then. As he stood by the bed, his brown eyes lowered, all Elle could think was perfect. He was a perfect, perfect unicorn man. 
 
    She studied him with a stranger’s eyes, admiring the thick bands of muscle, taut abdomen, and angular face. All hers to command. She sat up, running a hand across his chest and her lover shuddered. His cock was long and heavy before her, but she ignored it the way she imagined his fantasy teacher would have ignored it. Unnecessary for the time being. She tugged up her long, ocean-blue dress, exposing her pink cotton briefs. Jackson’s eyes locked on her pussy like it was a heat-seeking missile. “Please let me taste you.” 
 
    “Take off my underwear first.”  
 
    He reached forward.  
 
    “Not with your hands.” 
 
    His jaw clenched once, twice, and then he lowered his hands. Impudence and longing painted across every millimetre of his face. “Please don’t.” 
 
    He was lying. He wanted this as much as she did. “Do what I told you to do. Hurry up.” 
 
    Jackson’s expression darkened as he knelt on the bed facing her. He leaned down and placed his mouth on the cotton directly over her clit.  
 
    She bit down on her tongue, refusing to let the sound escape. “I didn’t tell you to eat my pussy. Take my underwear down. Now.” 
 
    Jackson paused, long enough for her to know he was being wilfully disobedient, and then he bit down on the edge of the thong and began to tug. It wasn’t a slick execution, he had to yank one side and then the other, struggling to pull it over her knees and ankles. When he finally succeeded in tearing the material away from her body, he was shaking with frustration. Elle remained deliberately still, bottling her tension, fermenting it into disdain.  
 
    “Can I…” he began, then thought better of it. “What would you like me to do?” 
 
    “Kiss my pussy,” Elle said carelessly. “Lick it the way I know you’ve been dying to.” 
 
    Jackson glared at her but was clearly too overcome to protest. He crawled between her legs, nuzzling her folds. “Fuck, you’re so wet—”  
 
    She gripped his hair and forced him deeper. “Stop talking.” Immediately his tongue wrapped around her clit and he lapped greedily in rapid fluttering licks, exactly the way she liked it.  
 
    “Good boy,” she crooned, her tone light and patronizing. “Fast learner.” 
 
    He moaned into her pussy, the vibrations making her tingle. She couldn’t come yet or he’d get a big head. She closed her eyes and thought of football, the recipe for plum jam, the correct way to handle a sugar glider. She let him service her and think he was failing to get her close. It turned him wild. He abandoned his lapping technique to suckle at her clit with firm little pumps that made her toes curl. She could only endure it for seconds before yanking on his hair. “Come and lie on top of me.” 
 
    “Should I get a condom?” he asked eagerly.  
 
    “I don’t think so.”  
 
    His face fell. “Then how…?” 
 
    “Get on top of me. I’ll show you.”  
 
    Jackson did as she asked and she arranged their bodies so that his cock was resting between her folds, brushing everything, penetrating nothing.  
 
    “Rub against me,” she said, aiming to sound as disinterested as possible. “I want to come like this.” 
 
    Jackson rutted experimentally and groaned, his dark eyes rolling back in his head. “I can’t. I’ll finish too soon.” 
 
    “If you want this to ever happen again, you better not.” 
 
    “Can I please just get a condom? I don’t want to come all over you.” 
 
    Elle dug her nails into his side. “Then concentrate on making me feel good and stop thinking about your selfish dick. Understood?” 
 
    He nodded, his jaw set. 
 
    “Now move.”  
 
    Jackson rocked forward, pumping his dick against her too-slick folds. His eyes curled closed. “Fuck no, there’s no way I can handle this. Please let me keep going down on you?”  
 
    Elle dug her nails in deeper. “Keep going.” 
 
    “Let me lick you. Let me touch your nipples. I’m too close.”  
 
    “I don’t care, keep going.” 
 
    He was protesting but it had to be an act, his hips were moving steadily, the velvet heat of his cock stroking her with restless fluidity. She moaned, tilting her hips back as he stroked her. 
 
    “At least take off your dress?” Jackson begged, the tendons on his neck and shoulders rigid with the strength of holding himself above her. “You’re all covered and I’m fucking naked.”  
 
    His voice broke a little and Elle knew the fact he was naked and she was fully dressed was getting him very, very hot. She arched her back and let him stroke into her, luxuriating in the frustrated noises he made.  
 
    “Ellie…” 
 
    “Shhh.” She reached up and toyed with a thick brown curl, as though she was so bored she needed additional entertainment.  
 
    “But Elle—” 
 
    “Maybe if we do this again I’ll have a long metal ruler on hand so I can hurt stubborn, useless men who don’t know how to give me what I want,” Elle said sweetly.  
 
    Jackson immediately ceased his protesting. 
 
    “Good boy. Now. Move. Faster.”  
 
    With a sound near to agony, he obliged, rocking faster against her in a way that made feigning indifference almost impossible. She sighed and tilted her hips. “Tell me what you’re thinking about.” 
 
    “How good you feel,” Jackson grunted. “So wet and warm. You’re so wet for me, Ellie. Tell me you’re gonna let me fuck you.” 
 
    Those two words ‘let me’ opened up a trapdoor in her erotic imagination. She whimpered and bucked against Jackson’s naked cock, her lubrication slicking them both, her nipples so stiff and heavy against her bra she had to reach down and pinch them.  
 
    “Maybe I’ll let you fuck me. Now tell me something else while you try and keep yourself from coming.” 
 
    “Oh fuck.” Jackson rutted against her even harder, the slick sounds of their not-quite-sex filling the room. “Oh fuck, Elle, I wish I was inside you.” 
 
    She tugged on her nipples. “Keep wishing. Now make me come.”  
 
    His brows drew together and she could see sweat beading his forehead. She stared at the ceiling, trying to distract herself from orgasm, unwilling to let him fulfil his duties too soon. She could feel herself growing into this role as surely as if she was expanding. It was so fucking easy to play like this, everything instinctual and in tune. It was as though they had been made for one another. 
 
    “Elle,” Jackson panted. “Ellie, I’m gonna finish, please let me come, please.” 
 
    With those magic words, thick ripples of orgasm rocked through Elle. The pleasure was so intense, so slippery and hot, it was almost painful. It felt like shocks of violent electricity rushing through her cunt. She bit down on Jackson’s shoulder as she worked furiously against him, half wondering if she was going to pass out, and though he was playing the perfect submissive, she was sure she heard Jackson say ‘good girl, come on that big cock.’  
 
    She came down from her orgasm high to find Jackson grinding against her with renewed pressure. His face and shoulders were shining with exertion and his mouth was a furious line. “Lemme finish,” he panted. “Please?” 
 
    Elle gave an exaggerated yawn. “No. Get off me.”  
 
    Jackson shook his head violently, spraying her with sweat. “Please…no. I need to come.”  
 
    “You should have thought about that before we started,” she said, injecting her voice with a cruel sweetness. “I’m bored. Get your big sweaty body off me.” 
 
    Actually the slick friction of his cock was jolting her violently towards round-two land, but she doubted Jackson’s dick could withstand the challenge, glorious though it was.  
 
    “Please, please, Ellie, I’ll be quick. I’ll clean you up after…” 
 
    She pushed his slippery chest. “Are you serious? You think you’re going to finish on me like an animal? Get off.”  
 
    With a moan like a dying man, he wrenched himself away, his elegant features feral with lust. “What should I do with this?” His cock was huge and almost purple with wanting. It actually looked like an eggplant emoji.  
 
    Elle smoothed her dress back down her legs. “There’s a bathroom right there. Go take care of it.” 
 
    For a second something close to ecstasy consumed Jackson’s face, the next he was staggering to the bathroom, his cursing could make a sailor blush. Elle laughed loudly enough so that he’d hear it.  
 
    If his fantasy wasn’t to be resigned to the bathroom to jack off, she’d have adored making him come all over her. She sat up, listening for sounds that implied he was pumping his dick, but couldn’t hear anything over the music. Then Jackson came out of the bathroom again, bowlegged and furious. “Thinking about my father dying isn’t helping. I need you to distract me.” 
 
    Elle’s ice queen routine instantly melted. “Jackson, I’m really impressed, truly I am, but maybe you should re-think this forced celibacy. I really don’t want to be responsible for your balls exploding.” 
 
    “I’m. Fine,” he said through gritted teeth. 
 
    Elle scoffed. “And people think I’m unreasonable.” 
 
    “Just help me get my mind off this? Talk to me about something. Anything?” 
 
    “Erm…” She cast her mind around for a subject. “I know the teacher never touched you, but have you ever acted out your fantasies with anyone?” 
 
    Jackson rubbed a hand over his forehead, wiping away sweat. “I’ve never been with a woman I thought could do that fantasy justice. At least until now.” 
 
    Elle’s heart gave a tiny pitter-patter. “Um, I know the feeling. How’s your dick?” 
 
    “Please don’t pay any attention to my dick.” Jackson closed his eyes. “Did that feel good for you? What we just did?” 
 
    “Are you kidding? It was fucking awesome.”  
 
    His face broke into a gorgeous smile. “That’s great.” 
 
    “That was some fantasy, pretty boy.” 
 
    Jackson’s cheeks went red behind the stubble. “Yeah, it’s a good one. You know I thought about that whole thing, the teacher/punishment thing, when we first met?”  
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Yeah, the minute I saw your stern little face glaring at me I got a huge rush of whatever I used to feel when Miss Beckett put me in detention.”  
 
    Elle was wildly, unreasonably flattered, and tried to cover it with indignation. “That explains a lot about why you’re attracted to me.” 
 
    Jackson laughed. “Consider it a compliment, Ellie. What about you? Last night you told me you never used that riding crop under your bed. Am I the first man you’ve ever done this with?” 
 
    Elle bit her lip. She didn’t remember dropping that particular bombshell, all the more because it wasn’t true. She must have been thinking about the night they met in Golden Age, when she was only beginning her kinky sex life, when she hadn’t used the riding crop and was dreaming that Jackson would be the first. 
 
    “Elle? Is everything okay?” he asked, his face tight with concern.  
 
    “Yeah it’s just…I didn’t mean that thing about the riding crop. I’ve…used it on people before. A few people, actually.” 
 
    Jackson froze, one knee on the duvet. “What do you mean?” 
 
    She shrugged, swallowing the feminine urge to lie, to placate his obvious jealousy with fabrications about him being the best. The only. He had a past and so did she. It was nothing to be ashamed of.  
 
    “This is my thing,” she explained. “Topping, pain, all that stuff. It’s the sex I like. It’s pretty much the only sex I like. So I date guys on the basis of whether they’re willing to do those things with me.” 
 
    “So your ex, the one who was meant to come to the wedding…?” 
 
    “He’s a…sub, I guess you’d say,” Elle said uncomfortably. “We met on one of those kinky singles websites.”  
 
    “Huh.” Jackson’s expression was unreadable. “So he liked…what we just did?” 
 
    “Not exactly. Douglas was into pain. Whenever we…did stuff, he wanted me to beat on him first.” 
 
    “Huh,” Jackson said again, and climbed off the bed. Elle hesitated, then gave in to the ridiculous urge to console him. “I promise this is better than it’s ever been with anyone else. When we’re together, it’s so, so intense.”  
 
    “Yeah sure.” Jackson pulled on his polo shirt, fiddling needlessly with the collar. “If you and Douglas were such a match, why’d you break up with him?” 
 
    Elle was suspicious as to why he was asking all these questions but figured she’d dug the grave, she might as well lie in it. “He had a girlfriend. He couldn’t share that side of himself with a nice, proper girlfriend, so he found himself a side piece. I promise I wasn’t like, in love with him or anything. I haven’t thought of him the entire time we’ve been together.” 
 
    He gave her a mock bow. “Glad to be of service.” 
 
    Elle’s stomach churned a warning. “Jackson—” 
 
    He smiled at her, his eyes cold. “You ever put Douglas in a dog collar and leather panties?”  
 
    The image was so unappealing, so unerotic, Elle recoiled. “I’m not interested in that.” 
 
    “You sure?” 
 
    She just stared at him, the way his mouth had become a cruel, twisted line. “Why are you being such a dick?” 
 
    Another shiny photocopy of a smile. “I’m just curious. I’ve never fucked a dominatrix before.” 
 
    Elle leapt off the bed and marched towards the bathroom. 
 
    “Come on, don’t be like that,” he called after her. “I just want to know if this ends with you walking me on a leash.” 
 
    Elle whipped around and came face to face with the man who’d rejected her at Golden Age. Cruel and beautiful and unkind. Aware of exactly where to push to make the pain well up like pus. Seeing her old enemy smirking at her like that was like cutting through a birthday cake and finding it full of maggots and head lice and hairy brown spiders. Fury blared through her. Visceral. Supernatural “I cannot believe…you fucking…you absolute…” 
 
    Elle was so angry she couldn’t speak, all her words were jamming up inside her. She walked over to the door and yanked it open. “Get out.”  
 
    Jackson’s face fell. He looked genuinely alarmed. “Ellie, I didn’t mean—” 
 
    She jabbed a finger in his chest. “You tried to pull that ‘who me?’ bullshit at Golden Age, remember? Don’t fucking try it again, arsehole.” 
 
    Jackson banged a fist into his forehead. “Elle, I’m sorry. I was jealous and wound up. I shouldn’t have said that.” 
 
    “Too late.” She pointed to the door. “You’re not a nice guy with a mean side, you’re a dick with a nice veneer, and I’m sick of being stupid enough to think you’ve changed. Now piss off.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jackson 
 
      
 
    Jackson had quit smoking six months ago with surprising ease. He hardly ever thought about them in day-to-day life, and unless he smelled someone smoking in front of him, he rarely craved a taste for himself. Now however, he was reaching for his imaginary pack every six seconds. He couldn’t remember ever being so agitated or miserable.  
 
    “Jackson, it’s your turn!” Mel called. 
 
    He groaned and seized his heavy bocce ball and heaved it down the lawn without looking. 
 
    Mel cheered. “You won!”  
 
    “Yeah, great.”  
 
    Jackson looked over to where Elle stood talking to Darius. She’d ignored him all afternoon. He’d heard her rehearsing the wedding songs in her hotel suite and stupidly thought it might be a sign she was willing to forgive him. He’d gotten out his guitar and strummed a few chords, but the music had abruptly stopped and a few minutes later Elle’s front door slammed. He’d spent an hour looking around the resort, but he couldn’t find her anywhere. When he finally spotted her at dinner he’d been so distracted he stuck his fork into a lemon wedge and tried to eat it, to the mirth of everyone on his table. 
 
    Throughout the entire meal, Elle had refused to meet his gaze and now, as the whole wedding party played bocce on the back lawn of the resort, she was deliberately avoiding him. She was still wearing the long blue dress she’d worn in bed, her feet bare, her hair loose around her shoulders. She didn’t look like a girl who liked to tie men up and torture them, she looked like a flower child who’d gotten lost on her way to Woodstock. Jackson watched as she hiked up her skirt, the mere sight of her ankle getting him hard. 
 
    He was quite good at bocce, having grown up playing Pétanque, but he honestly had no idea what he had been doing since the heavy silver balls were laid out in front of him. It was hard to think about bocce when your cock was an iron bar against your thigh. The sensible thing would have been to jerk off, but he deserved the endless, pulsing torture. Even if it was making him a bit erratic. And dangerous. After he hit Tory’s Zia Theresa in the thigh with a bocce ball, Ben gripped his arm and dragged him behind a clump of bushes.  
 
    He yanked his arm away. “What are you doing? Find someone else to have a last minute fling with.”  
 
    “What’s happened between you and Elle?” Ben asked coldly.  
 
    “Nothing.” 
 
    “Don’t give me that shit. You’re shaking like a junkie in an ice storm.” 
 
    That would be due to his overburdened testicles, but Jackson doubted Ben wanted to hear about that. He reached for his breast pocket for the umpteenth time, swearing when he found it empty. “Why do you care?”  
 
    “Because the only reason I’ve tolerated your hard-on for Elle is because you promised you wouldn’t fuck up. And yet here I am, watching you fuck up.” 
 
    “How do you know it was me who fucked it up?”  
 
    “The same way I know it was you who porked Milly Hubbert on my desk and broke my ergonomic chair. Because I’m not a fucking idiot. Now why are you shaking? I swear if you brought drugs to my wedding I’ll tell Rishi’s parents you turned him gay.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t that hurt Rish more than me?” 
 
    “Just answer the question,” Ben said, folding his arms across his chest. 
 
    “I’m not on anything. I wouldn’t do that to you.”  
 
    “Then why are you tweaking all over the place?”  
 
    Jackson groaned, all out of the willpower it took to lie. “You’re not gonna want to know this, but maybe I took your idea about impressing Elle, and maybe I told her I wouldn’t jerk off while we were in Bali.” 
 
    Ben recoiled. “Are you insane? Why the hell would you do that?” 
 
    “Elle’s got these…things. You don’t need to know what they are, but you have to understand this isn’t some harebrained scheme I hatched for fun.” 
 
    Realisation dawned on Ben’s face. “Is this about…what she’s like in bed?”  
 
    Jackson stepped forward, blood pounding in his ears. “How do you know what Elle’s like in bed?”  
 
    “Calm down, Rambo. We got drunk at a paintball party once and talked about it. So this was her idea?” 
 
    “No, this was my idea,” Jackson said. “I can’t believe you know about Elle.” 
 
    “She’s like my sister, man, it doesn’t mean anything. So why are you shaking?” 
 
    “You’ll judge me.” 
 
    “When have I ever done that? Apart from the time you stayed at my house and used the t-shirt my grandma sent me from Borneo as a come-rag?”  
 
    The affront of that occasion still annoyed Jackson. “Come on, man, I was thirteen. You didn’t have any tissues in your room, what was that about?” 
 
    “You don’t just take someone else’s brand new t-shirt, you use a sock or something—” Ben held up a hand. “Just tell me why you’re doing this.”  
 
    “Elle doesn’t trust me. I thought knowing whatever sexual stuff we did was about her would help.”  
 
    Ben rolled his eyes heavenward. “So you’re torturing yourself to prove you’re worthy. That’s constructive. How long have you been holding off for?”  
 
    “Three days.” 
 
    Ben looked pained. “But you finish when you’re with Elle, right?” 
 
    “No, that’s part of the deal. I don’t finish.”  
 
    His best friend’s mouth fell open. “You’re insane. You need to beat off. All this pent-up testosterone is going to make you kill someone.” 
 
    “Don’t you think that’s a little extreme?” 
 
    “No. This is exactly why men started burning witches. Backed up jizz.”  
 
    Jackson gave a pained laugh. “It’s not working anyway. Elle still hates me and now she’s never going to talk to me again. I’m doomed.”  
 
    Ben gripped his shoulder. “Stop being so dramatic. Tell me what happened and we’ll fix it.” 
 
    Jackson hesitated, then decided it didn’t matter if he told Ben. He was going to be dead from blue balls soon anyway. “Fine, so this morning we finished hooking up and I asked Elle if she’d ever done things that we did, you know, stuff where she’s in control, with anyone else.” 
 
    Ben sank his hands into his hair and moaned. 
 
    “Yeah, I know. Stupid fucking idea. Anyway, she told me the truth, she’s done it with other guys. A few, from the sounds of things. And I got jealous and acted like an idiot.” 
 
    “You guilted her about her past?” 
 
    “Worse.” Jackson swallowed. “She’s really self-conscious about what she likes and I kind of…threw it in her face.”  
 
    For a moment Ben merely stared at him, then Jackson’s right shoulder exploded in a ball of pain. “Ah, fuck!” he said, rubbing the place where Ben had hit him. “What was that for?” 
 
    “You know why.” Ben drew his fist back and prepared to punch again. “You don’t do that anymore. You promised you wouldn’t do that anymore.” 
 
    Jackson backed away, his hands raised. “I’m sorry, I just lost it. All of this stuff is new to me, the feelings, and the sex…and knowing Elle’s had some other guy do all the things we did together…I just lost it for a moment.” 
 
    “That’s no excuse! You’ve slept with shit-tonnes of women. Do you see Elle bringing them up right after you’ve fucked?” 
 
    “I know,” Jackson said miserably. “I just…I’ve never felt like this. All jealous and-and pathetic. I want to look after her, give her everything she wants. I want this to be as new for her as it is for me, but it’s not. Someone who treated her like shit got to have everything first.”  
 
    “And how does making Elle feel bad about herself change anything?” Ben snarled. “It doesn’t matter what she’s done in the past, it matters that she’s with you now.” 
 
    “That’s easy for you to say!” 
 
    “You think I don’t get jealous?” Ben demanded. “For the first six months that Tory and I dated, her crazy ex used to call every day, begged her to take her back, sent her flowers, told Tory she’d never have anything like they had. She only stopped because Elle threatened to choke her out.” 
 
    “That’s different.” 
 
    “Why? Because her ex was a woman? Listen, I wanted to get angry. I wanted to ask Tory how she could have dated someone so shitty and make her tell me I was better in bed and that she loved me more, but I didn’t. You know why? Because I was the one with her. I had the girl and I knew it was better to keep my jealousy to myself than fuck everything up by being a needy prick. That’s what you need to do.” 
 
    “I know.” Jackson stared down at the ground. “I know I should have handled it differently but now it’s too late. She was fucking furious, threw me out of her room and everything. Now I have no idea how to get her to give me another chance.”  
 
    Ben’s nostrils flared but Jackson could see his better nature re-emerging. “Maybe you should consider not basing everything between you on sex?”  
 
    “I have,” Jackson said indignantly. “I’ve tried hikes and breakfast and shit, but Elle wants to get laid and…” 
 
    “And what?”  
 
    He shoved his hands deeper into his pockets. “And sex is all I have. It’s what I’m good at. I’m pretty sure it’s the only way I’ll get back into her good graces.” 
 
    For a long moment Ben stared at him, then he threw his head back and laughed. A little excessively, in Jackson’s opinion. “What?” 
 
    “I just never thought I’d see the day. You, putting out for love.” 
 
    Jackson stubbed his shoe against a statue of a squat little angel. “Yes, yes, it’s all very funny.”  
 
    Ben sighed contentedly. “Fine. If you’re genuinely sorry, I’ll help you with Elle. Again.” 
 
    Jackson’s heart leapt. “How?” 
 
    “There’s a really nice garden behind the kitchens. Head over there after the bocce game and I’ll make sure she meets you there.” 
 
    “Can you actually do that?”  
 
    Ben nodded. “She’ll listen to me. Besides, if you bring this up later, I’ll deny it, but Elle’s into you, man. Tory knows her better than anyone and she thinks you’ve got a real shot.”  
 
    Jackson grinned. “That’s good to know. Thanks.”  
 
    “Don’t thank me yet. Elle’s a great girl. I don’t want to see her get hurt. You fuck up again and we’re going to have a serious problem.” 
 
    A silence fell between them, full of all the untrustworthy things he’d done.  
 
    “I promise I won’t,” Jackson said with all the sincerity he could muster. “I’ll do everything I can to make this right.” 
 
    Ben clapped a hand to his shoulder. “Okay then. Use your head, be honest, and talk about how you feel, that’s how you feel and not how you think she feels, and everything will be fine.” 
 
    “I appreciate this, Benji.”  
 
    “All good. I’m getting fed up with this lawn bowls crap, anyway. I can’t wait for this wedding to be over.”  
 
    “What about the free prawns?” 
 
    “Fuck the prawns,” Ben said, checking his watch. “It’s been days since Tory and I have been alone together. Our parents keep cock-blocking us.” 
 
    “What about last night? You were all over each other on the beach.” 
 
    “Tory’s mum dragged us apart,” Ben said gloomily. “We’ve lived together for a year, you think they could just accept the fact we have sex. I’m so pent up I wanna die.”  
 
    “So we’re birds of a feather, huh?” 
 
    “No, I’m still jerking off you dumbarse.” 
 
    Jackson glared at him. “I was going to offer to help but now I think you can go fuck yourself. Literally.” 
 
    “Help? How?” 
 
    “I’m not telling you. Not after you insulted my cock.” 
 
    “You’ve screwed half the women in Melbourne, does your cock really need my positive feedback?”  
 
    “That’s what friends do, Benji, they support one another.” 
 
    “You mean like how I’m going to convince Elle to talk to you again? That kind of easily-withdrawn support?” 
 
    Jackson knew when he was being held over a barrel. “Fine, I’ll help you. Now go get Elle and make her like me again.”  
 
    “You’re a wanker.” 
 
    “Not right now I’m not.”  
 
    The disgusted look on Ben’s face as he walked away almost made Jackson feel better. Almost.  
 
    Fifteen minutes later he was pacing in the garden Ben suggested. It was romantic, lush flowers, stone fountain, fairy lights, but he was too nervous to appreciate it. Nervous and turned on, and craving a cigarette worse than ever. Another couple tried to set up shop for a picnic but Jackson slipped them some cash to go away. The last thing he needed when he poured his heart out to Elle were spectators. He paced the perimeter of the garden, wondering how long he’d wait to see if she’d show up. A loud rustling in the bushes made him jump. He wasn’t certain if it was a monkey or not, but guests like Mr. Gauci thought it was funny to watch them fight over profiteroles, so they were always hanging around. 
 
    “Shoo,” he hissed. “I’m trying to charm a woman tonight, not fight a fucking monkey.” 
 
    “Why are you shouting at a bush?” 
 
    He turned to see Elle, still wearing her long blue dress and an expression of complete dispassion. Elation blossomed inside him, as beautiful as the garden had been before, it was multiplied by a thousand with her inside it. Of course he didn’t think to say that, he just pointed to the bush and said. “There might be a monkey in there.”  
 
    Elle’s forehead furrowed. “Shit. Maybe we should call the hotel staff.” 
 
    “No,” Jackson said quickly. “I’m sure I imagined it.” 
 
    He hadn’t waited in a romantic garden for an hour to spend the evening looking for a stupid monkey.  
 
    “Okay,” Elle said, indifferent once more. “Ben told me you had something to say?”  
 
    “I do. I wanted to apologise for what I said. It was insensitive and rude.”  
 
    Elle’s expression was smooth and cold as the surface of a lake. “Okay.” 
 
    Jackson felt like a lead weight had been dropped in his stomach. He’d been preparing himself to respond to Elle’s anger but this bland acceptance was a million times worse. “Ellie, it really isn’t okay. I want to make things up to you.” 
 
    Elle examined a lock of white-blonde hair. “This whole slave for a week deal was about you making it up to me.” 
 
    He grimaced a little at that. “I know, but you’re the first girl I’ve ever done this with and…it’s making me feel a lot of things.”  
 
    “Like insufferability?” 
 
    “I don’t think that’s a…never mind. No, I mean like jealousy.”  
 
    “You’re never been jealous before?” 
 
    “No, I haven’t.”  
 
    “Horseshit.” 
 
    “I’m not lying,” he countered. “I’ve wanted women I couldn’t have, but that was more like…sulking. When I think about your ex doing all the things I do for you, I want to put my hand through a wall.”  
 
    “I can’t help having a past, Jackson! Christ knows you have one!” 
 
    “I know I do,” he said, wearily holding up his hands. “I’m sorry for being rude to you, I just wanted everything to be as new for you as it is for me. I wanted to be your first.” 
 
    “Well, you can’t be. I don’t know what else to say, man, you’re too fucking late. Maybe if Golden Age hadn’t been such a balls up…but that’s over now.”  
 
    “I know it is.”  
 
    Elle scowled at him. Her furious expression comically in contrast with her flowing hair, hippy dress and the shimmering lamp-lit garden. “I’ve said it before and I’ll say it again, you’re an arsehole Proveaux.” 
 
    Jackson smiled wearily. “And you are so beautiful it hurts.” 
 
    “Don’t patronize me.”  
 
    “I’m not trying to patronize you.” He took a step closer. “Ellie, I understand it’s not easy for you because you don’t fit in a neat little box of what people think is feminine, and I know how much I must have hurt you when I tried to joke around about what you like, but you must know I think you’re fascinating.” 
 
    Elle folded her arms tightly across her breasts. “I don’t want to be fascinating. Freaks in a freak show are fascinating.” 
 
    “You’re not a freak, you’re gorgeous and sexy and exciting.”  
 
    “You don’t mean that,” she said, refusing to meet his gaze. “You’re just like everyone else. You think I’m some controlling bitch who pushed her anger issues into the bedroom.” 
 
    “No, I don’t,” Jackson said, almost laughing because of how wrong she was. “You’re a domme and I’m very attracted to you because of it.” 
 
    “Shut up!” Elle looked around, as though terrified someone would overhear them. “Look…” She took a step closer to him. “The novelty of all this turns you on now but pretty soon the idea won’t be all shiny-new anymore and you’ll resent me for making you do all the things we did.” 
 
    “No, I won’t!” 
 
    Her mismatched eyes flashed angrily. “And if people find out that you let a girl top you? If they think that you’re my bitch?” 
 
    He snorted. “I couldn’t give a fuck.”  
 
    “That’s what they all say.” 
 
    “Ellie, I get it,” Jackson said, trying to maintain his air of equanimity when all he wanted to do was scream ‘I will never, ever be ashamed of how we fuck!’ “I understand it must be hard for you to be different from everyone else.” 
 
    “Oh fuck you,” she said, squinting at him as though he was the biggest liar she’d ever seen. “As if you know anything about being different. You’re Captain Popular. The day we met you almost killed everyone on that stupid minivan and all anyone did was laugh and pat you on the back.” 
 
    Jackson sighed. Ben had told him to be honest. If revealing one of the worst experiences of his life would help Elle see him as something other than an infallible asshole, then it was a price would pay. “Do you know how Ben and I met?” 
 
    She looked taken aback by the change in topic. “School.” 
 
    “Yes, and do you know where at school?” 
 
    She shook her head. 
 
    “In a stationery cupboard in the back of our homeroom. I was shoved inside and Ben was already in there.” 
 
    Elle’s defensive expression slipped a little. “What? Why?” 
 
    “Ben was the only Indian boy in our year. Some racist shits jumped him, then they jumped me.”  
 
    “You’re not Indian.” 
 
    “I know I’m not Indian.” 
 
    “Then why…?” 
 
    “They just didn’t like how I looked.” 
 
    Elle’s eyes narrowed. “Rich kids have a prejudice against being ultra handsome or something?”  
 
    Jackson shook his head. “I wasn’t…I was very small for my age, you see? I had long hair, and English was my second language. It was an all-boys school and…” 
 
    “And?”  
 
    “And so everyone thought I was gay,” Jackson said, exasperated. “No, first they thought I was a girl who had mysteriously appeared at an all-boys school. Then they thought I was gay. For weeks, I was referred to as Jessica, the little French Fairy.”  
 
    He was always surprised at how much the memories hurt, but perhaps he shouldn’t have been. The bullying, interwoven with deep longing for Lyon and the breakdown of his parents’ marriage had helped make that year the worst of his existence.  
 
    Elle’s expression softened. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Don’t be, you’re not the one who sent me to a racist, homophobic all-boys school. Besides, after a couple of months it wasn’t so bad. Ben and I got taller and my English improved, eventually everyone moved on. I only told you that story because I want you to know I understand what it’s like to be different. I will never forget the way those boys treated me.”  
 
    Elle stepped forward, her face soft and open, as though she meant to hug him, but then she froze and Jackson knew she was remembering what had brought them to the garden. Sure enough, her lips tightened and she glared at him once again. “I’m sorry that happened to you but getting bagged for having an accent doesn’t give you a blank cheque to treat me how you did this afternoon. Or at Golden Age.”  
 
    Jackson offered her a sad smile. “I know it doesn’t. Like I said, I just wanted to show you that we don’t have to care about what other people think. You are an angry girl, at heart I’m the same fancy French boy who got thrown in a cupboard. We might play little games when we’re around other people, but when we’re alone together, we can do what we like. Be what we like. Together.”  
 
    Unless he was mistaken, Elle’s eyes grew shiny in the dim lighting. “I just…sometimes I kind of hate the way I am. Not because of what it is, but how lonely and unnatural it makes me feel sometimes.”  
 
    Jackson’s chest grew tight. The idea that beneath all that bravado lay so much self-doubt hurt more than he could have anticipated. “Ellie, I loved everything we did together. There’s nothing embarrassing about it.” 
 
    She shook her head. “You know I never want to have vanilla sex? Ever?” 
 
    “What’s so bad about that?”  
 
    “I’m not a switch, Jackson. I can’t ever turn what I like off and let a guy take control.” A tear fell from her right eye and splashed down her cheek. “I’m not normal.” 
 
    “What’s normal?” Jackson desperately wanted to hug her but wasn’t stupid enough to try. “Who decides what’s normal? Boring people you don’t want to fuck. You’re better than normal.” 
 
    She still wouldn’t look at him. Jackson took a deep breath and went down on one knee in front of her. Elle looked rather alarmed.  
 
    He took her hand. “Don’t worry, this isn’t another silly proposal. I told you I’d never really explored my fantasies. The truth is I blocked them out. I didn’t like that they were there and for a long time, I could pretend they weren’t. When I stopped drinking and sleeping around and distracting myself with a hundred different things, all my teenage fantasies came back clear as crystal, and I realised I wanted to make them real with you. Sometimes it feels like I only ever wanted to do these things with you.” 
 
    “What about Miss Beckett?” 
 
    He smiled. “Miss Beckett was a fantasy, you are real, Ellie. You’re the only one I see.”  
 
    “You’re such a fucking charmer,” she said in a watery voice.  
 
    Jackson smiled, his heart thumping against her ribcage. “I don’t feel very charming around you, you know? I feel like a dumb kid.”  
 
    “Why?” 
 
    He licked his lower lip, willing himself to keep going. “You see right through me, and it’s fucking terrifying. Until very recently, being a charming asshole was pretty much all I had.” 
 
    She did it. She finally smiled, and in that smile Jackson saw hope rekindled. He stood up, pressing her palm to his chest. “Eloise Sahlstrom, would you like to go back to my room and have very unnatural sex with me?” 
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    It was quiet as they walked hand-in-hand to their suites. A little too quiet, as old clichés go. Nocturnal birds and insects chirped around them, and laughter floated towards them from the poolside bars, but really, Elle felt like she was trapped in a bubble of silence, a force field with no one else but Jackson. He seemed content to walk beside her in silence, probably not wanting to push his hand-holding luck by talking. After his apology, they’d stood in the garden making out under the glow of the soft yellow lamps. At times Jackson would pull away and run a hand through her hair and tell her how lovely her mouth was. There was no dry humping, no dirty talk, not even a preparatory grope, just sweet kisses and hair stroking. The kind of corny rom-com behavior that real humans never engaged in. Except now she had engaged in it. What the hell did that mean? 
 
    When they reached his suite. Jackson unlocked his door and slipped inside, telling her to wait five minutes. Elle stood on his doorstep, confused and a little shy. When he reappeared, keeping the door shut behind him so that she couldn’t see inside, Elle hesitated, which was laughable considering what they were about to do, but she felt so naked. Then Jackson’s hand was back on the nape of her neck and his mouth against hers, drugging her with his warm, delicious scent. “Coming in, beautiful?” he asked.  
 
    “I want to.”  
 
    Jackson leaned against the doorframe and folded his arms. “So do it. Come inside and take whatever you want from me, Ellie.” 
 
    Her heart gave a sharp little tug. “Why don’t I hate you calling me Ellie? I hate everyone else calling me that, why not you?” 
 
    “Because I’m not everyone else.” 
 
    “But—”  
 
    His warm lips touched hers again and she was done. Sold. Beyond resisting. She pulled away. “Okay. Let me in, Romeo.” 
 
    “As you wish, Juliet.” 
 
    Elle stepped inside and her mouth fell open. The suite, which was already lovely by virtue of it being in a fancy hotel, was awash with soft, golden light. A bottle of wine rested by the bed in a silver ice bucket, and there were petals, many, many rose petals on the bed. 
 
    “Jesus, what is all of this?”  
 
    “Candles,” Jackson said, holding up a lighter. “I got them at reception. Soy ones, too. Fucking near regular candles is like having sex beside a car exhaust.” 
 
    Elle stared around in wonder. “How…how do you know that?” 
 
    “I think one of the girls at work told me. Anyway, do you like it?”  
 
    She wanted to say yes, but she couldn’t. “It looks kind of like a couple of sixteen-year-olds are about lose their virginity.”  
 
    Jackson laughed. “What about the headboard?”  
 
    Two sets of stainless steel handcuffs were clasped there, spread wide enough for a man’s long arms. Elle felt her pussy contract, the sight of restraints as erotic to her as six packs and Chris Hemsworth were to regular straight women.  
 
    Jackson walked over to the wine and uncorked it. “BDSM enough for you?” 
 
    “Where did you get those?”  
 
    “Gay strip club.” He poured the wine into the single glass he’d left beside the ice bucket. “Thought they might come in handy.” 
 
    Elle stared at the twin sets of handcuffs gleaming against the headboard and her stomach squirmed. “You were hopeful, huh?”  
 
    “Eternally.” He handed her the glass of wine.  
 
    Elle accepted it with a twinge of guilt. “You know, you don’t have to do this seduction parade, right?” 
 
    Jackson walked over the speakers and acoustic music began to play. “You know something, Ellie? I like romancing you. You don’t need to think of it as some kind of scam or trick.” 
 
    She gulped the wine, willing it to filter down to her stomach quickly. “Cool. Can we kiss now?”  
 
    Jackson examined her closely. “You treat what’s between us as though we are living in a starvation economy.”  
 
    “Trust a suit to bring up economics.” 
 
    He ignored her. “You’re acting as though my time and affection is this limited commodity.” 
 
    “To be fair, that has been my experience.” 
 
    Jackson pursed his lips. “I guess I deserve that, but for tonight at least, could you just accept there’s no limit to the things I’m willing to do for you?” 
 
    “I…I guess I can try.”  
 
    He smiled, moving closer to brush a palm over her cheek. “All I want is one night. A single evening in which I can kiss you and light candles for you and bring you wine without it being anything other than a sign of affection.” 
 
    “I just don’t know how to handle this very well,” Elle admitted. “It feels so unnatural. Or like you’re fucking with me or something.” 
 
    “I don’t believe you. Your fantasies are all about being catered to.”  
 
    Elle felt her cheek darken. “Yeah, you have no idea.” 
 
    “I would if you could talk to me about it.” He gestured to the bed. “Sit down. Tell me about what you think about.” 
 
    Elle hesitated. “Is there any chance I could tell you in a cleverly worded email?”  
 
    Jackson sat down on his duvet and patted the space beside him. “No. Do I need to create another secret blanket-house so you feel safe enough to tell me?” 
 
    Elle giggled a little. “No.” 
 
    “Then what are you waiting for?”  
 
    A good question. She took another huge swallow of wine and sat down, careful to keep some distance between their bodies.  
 
    “I am ready when you are,” Jackson said, lying down and tucking his hands behind his head. 
 
    Elle appreciated his attempts to make this not feel like an interrogation. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. “Okay, so in my…brain, I guess…I come home from work, and instead of being covered in dust and crap the way I am when I get home from the Conservation Centre, I’m in office clothes. A skirt, nice shoes, stockings. That kind of thing,” 
 
    She cringed a little, uncomfortable enough to want to leave, but instead she forced herself to finish the last of her wine and set the glass on the bedside table. Then she lay down on her back beside Jackson, her skin cool against the covers. Jackson waited patiently, his gaze averted. You can do this, Ellie, she thought. Focus. Be cool. 
 
    “He…my servant…is waiting for me at the door, kneeling where I’ve told him to, his head is down and his hands are clasped behind his back. Some people like to say ‘slaves,’ but I like to think of submissives as servants,” she blustered.  
 
    “What am I wearing?” 
 
    Jackson didn’t bother saying ‘he.’ It was like he knew he’d been the man in those fantasies long before they’d been on speaking terms. Elle suppressed another cringe. He can’t know it, I’ve never told anyone, never said anything… 
 
    “Ellie,” he prompted, stroking her arm. “Keep going.” 
 
    “He’s wearing briefs maybe,” she said quickly. “Or if he wants to impress me, nothing.”  
 
    She could almost picture him kneeling there, his broad back rippling as she affectionately stroked his hair by way of greeting.  
 
    Real life Jackson moved slightly closer to her. “Have you ever had that before? A man kneeling at your door when you come home?” 
 
    He didn’t sound jealous, he sounded intrigued…intrigued and fierce. Elle shook her head. “I have roommates and my flat is all wrong. When I’m imagining this scene, I picture something classy, not a share house that smells like deep heat and microwave popcorn.” 
 
    Jackson’s hand ghosted along her side. “I don’t have any roommates. And my place is classy.” 
 
    Elle ignored him. She couldn’t torture herself with the idea that they could play out this elaborate fantasy back in Melbourne. “Anyway, I stand in front of the man at my door, and I tell him to greet me.”  
 
    Jackson’s fingers dawdled along her wrist, raising fine hairs. “How does he greet you?” 
 
    “He lifts my skirt and kisses between my legs.”  
 
    Unexpectedly, Jackson moved, sliding down the bed, settling himself between her thighs. “Wh-what are you doing?” 
 
    He lifted the hem of her dress. “What I’m told.” 
 
    Oh god. Oh Jesus. Oh other religious figures of cultural significance.  
 
    Jackson slowly pushed her skirt up her thighs, letting the material trail across her skin. “Keep talking, gorgeous. I’ll just be down here licking you—” 
 
    “Jackson…” 
 
    He gave a strangled moan. “I knew you weren’t wearing any panties.” 
 
    “I keep soaking them through,” Elle admitted. “I’ve run out.” 
 
    “Then it’s my duty to assist you in whatever way I can.” He lowered his mouth to her pussy and began lapping with long, slow strokes. Elle arched back into the bed. He was so fucking confident when he did this. He never needed to ask what felt good, if she wanted it soft or hard, he just ate her, exactly how she wanted to be eaten. For a long moment she simply revelled in the feel of him, then she remembered she was supposed to be spinning out her fantasy.  
 
    “So my servant…he’s hard, he’s been waiting for an hour for me to come home. He’s so eager to please me that when I make him kiss my pussy, he wraps his hands around my hips and tries to get me off.” 
 
    Jackson sucked her clit into his mouth, drawing on it with exquisite pressure.  
 
    “…except when he turns my pleasure into some petty need to be acknowledged, he gets in trouble,” Elle said. “So I stop him.”  
 
    She seized a handful of Jackson’s curly hair and pulled his eager mouth away from her. “Then he apologises.” 
 
    “What do I call you when I apologise?” Jackson asked, his full lips damp with her arousal.  
 
    “What do you think you call me?” Elle asked.  
 
    His eyes gleamed. “Miss Sahlstrom.” 
 
    Not Ms. or Mistress or Mademoiselle, Miss like his teacher. The cocktease that was embedded into his teenage fantasies. Elle smirked at him, “I think that could work.”  
 
    Jackson shifted against the bed and Elle was prepared to bet her life savings that he was hard against the mattress. “Keep going and I’ll keep talking to you.” 
 
    He lowered his eyes. “Yes, Miss Sahlstrom.”  
 
    She shivered a little, everything feeling too hot and bright to be real. Then Jackson’s tongue touched her pussy and Elle completely forgot her line of thought. She whimpered, desperately trying to regain her train of thought. I come home, he’s kneeling at the door, eating me out…oh yeah.  
 
    “Once he apologises, I have to make a decision,” she said. “Do I want to punish him straight away…”  
 
    Jackson’s tongue delved deeper, licking her slowly, as though trying to convince her not to punish him. Elle shivered once again. “…or will I take my pleasure now and think of something really cruel later?” 
 
    She raked her nails down his neck and across his shoulders, leaving dull, red lines. “I’m tired from work and I want to relax, so I usually decide to delay his punishment. I tap his shoulder and tell him to follow me to the bedroom.” 
 
    Jackson moaned into her overstimulated pussy. In some ways it was easy to tell this story without him watching her. On the other hand, what he was doing was very fucking distracting.  
 
    “He comes without a word, like a good little servant, and kneels by my bedroom door. I take off my clothes so I’m naked except for my shoes. He doesn’t look at me, he knows he’s not allowed to, but I can tell it’s driving him crazy. I tell him to lie down on the bed and I tie him down in the position I like.”  
 
    Jackson pulled away from her again. “Do you use handcuffs?” 
 
    “Sometimes, but mostly I use rope. It’s more versatile and less damaging on skin.” 
 
    Jackson smirked, his lips still glossy from what he’d been doing to her. “I’ll have to remember that. How would you tie me up?” 
 
    “On your back with the rope around your wrists, chest and ankles,” Elle said promptly. “Or I’d make you lie top of me and I’d tie rope around your shoulders and thighs so you were harnessed to me. I took a shibari course. I’m good with rope.” 
 
    Jackson’s mouth slackened. “You took a…” 
 
    Without another word, he buried his tongue in her pussy and began sucking on her clit with rough rapid strokes. Within seconds she was on the knife’s edge of orgasm. Elle yanked his hair again, knowing to her bones it was time to get the real show started.  
 
    “Stand up,” she commanded. “Take off your clothes.”  
 
    Jackson did so without a word, peeling off the layers that kept his beautiful body from hers. Like the servant in her fantasies, he avoided her eyes. Like the servant he was hard as stone, and when he pulled down his briefs, his cock bobbed upwards, curving towards his ridged belly. He was perfect and Elle was nervous in the face of it, more nervous than she wanted to admit. But she knew in her heart she had to persevere, had to risk that everything could be as perfect as it promised. To let go of the part of herself that thought things could never be this good. 
 
    She pointed to the bed. “Lie down.” 
 
    Jackson looked at the floor. “Yes, Miss Sahlstrom.” 
 
    Fuck, the way he said that, full of lust and longing. Once he was on the bed, he extended his arms and Elle moved forward, seizing the ends of the handcuffs as though in a dream. “I’m going to fuck you, Jackson―you know that, don’t you?” 
 
    “Yes, Miss Sahlstrom.” 
 
    “I’m going to ride you until I come. You’ll be able to last that long, won’t you?”  
 
    A muscle flexed in Jackson’s jaw. “Yes.”  
 
    Elle clasped the end of one cuff to the bedhead. It snapped shut with a satisfying click. “And you won’t look at me while I’m fucking you, will you? You won’t say anything to distract me?” 
 
    Jackson’s eyes clenched shut. “No.” 
 
    “No?” 
 
    “No, I won’t look at you or say anything, Miss Sahlstrom.” 
 
    Elle snapped the cuff around Jackson’s wrist. His skin was warm to the touch and slightly damp, as though he was nervous or excited. “What is your job?” 
 
    “To give you pleasure with my cock.” 
 
    Christ, she loved the way he purred that word. How was she ever meant to fuck anyone who wasn’t French ever again? Elle reached between his legs and fondled the object in question. “That is your job. That’s why I let you live with me; your pretty face and your gorgeous body and this.” 
 
    He moaned, pumping himself into her hand. Elle squeezed him just a little too hard for comfort. “If you want to keep living with me, you’re going to remember why you’re here and not do something stupid, like try to touch me, or rush me or do anything but lie there and take it.” 
 
    Jackson nodded rapidly. “I won’t move, Miss Sahlstrom, I swear.” 
 
    “Good.” Elle crawled up the bed, displaying her cleavage in his face as she bent over him to cuff his other hand to the bed frame. There was a small, metallic click and it was done. He was bound and hers. She leaned back and admired him, the way his skin shone gold in the candlelight, the dark hair that ran from his chest to his groin. He really did resemble a statue of a Greek god, except better because he was warm and she could have sex with him. Elle reached for the back of her dress, unzipping it so it pooled on the floor.  
 
    Jackson eyed her naked body greedily. “What about your shoes, Miss?” 
 
    Elle looked down at her strappy silver heels. “I’m leaving them on, and if you try to fuck me, I’ll stick them in your side like spurs.”  
 
    “Jesus.” Jackson struggled against his bonds, testing their strength. Elle pressed a hand to his broad chest. “If you’ve given up and you want me to stop, what’s the word you say?” 
 
    He thought for a moment. “Hiking.” 
 
    Elle bit back a smile. “So unless you say that word, no amount of begging will stop me.” 
 
    “I understand, Miss Sahlstrom.” 
 
    Elle closed her eyes, plugging into the side of herself she’d only ever found in fantasies―the confident, ice-cold woman with a penchant for pretty men and rough sex. It wasn’t usually so slick, she was typically self-conscious and nervous the first time she was with a lover, but reality couldn’t touch her here in this hotel with Jackson. She felt like a whole other version of herself, sleek and shiny and capable. The best possible domme she could be.  
 
    She climbed back onto the bed and straddled Jackson, careful not to touch his body with any part of hers. His cock jerked against his stomach, but he said nothing.  
 
    Elle leaned over him. “Would you like to kiss my breasts?” 
 
    He nodded, his eyes appropriately downcast.  
 
    “What about my nipples? Do you want to tug on one with your teeth while you fuck me?” 
 
    Another nod.  
 
    She dragged her nails down his chest. “That’s too bad, isn’t it? Seeing as you’re just a useless fucktoy who doesn’t get to do anything aside from what I tell him to do.” 
 
    Jackson moaned softly.  
 
    “Where are your condoms?” 
 
    “Bed-bedside drawer, Miss Sahlstrom.” 
 
    Elle didn’t know if he was putting on the thick, tortured tone or if he was genuinely suffering from days of deprivation, but it was working for her. She leaned over to the drawer and pulled out a condom. “Hmm, extra-large. Aren’t I a lucky girl?” 
 
    A muscle jumped in Jackson’s jaw. In his face she saw the same mixture of lust and nerves she felt pounding in her veins. Our first time, our first fuck. I can’t rush this.  
 
    Tucking the condom into one of her shoe straps, she leaned down and drew the head of his cock into her mouth. Jackson’s body went tauter than piano wire. “No, no, no. Fuck no. Not this.” 
 
    Elle traced the head of his prick with her tongue, tasting the salt-sweet bursts of his need. “You don’t give the orders here. If I want to suck you until you blow in my mouth, that’s my decision.” 
 
    “I’ll come too fast,” he moaned. “I won’t give you pleasure.” 
 
    “What if I want you to do that so you earn twice the punishment?” 
 
    “Then-then you won’t know what it feels like to have me inside you,” Jackson said, swallowing thickly. 
 
    She licked a wet trail down his shaft. “I could always make you fuck me with a toy. At least they’re reliable, unlike you and your impatient cock.”  
 
    Jackson’s whole body had begun to shake, the handcuffs rattling against the headboard. “Please, Miss Sahlstrom, ride me. I promise I can give you what you want.” 
 
    “Then stop talking.”  
 
    She sucked him with a surgical precision, humming as she worked so that his shaft vibrated. When he jerked away, she cupped his balls, massaging them as she sucked. He ground his teeth, desperately trying to resist orgasm and it was only when she took him all the way into her throat that he broke down and begged. “Please, Miss, please don’t do this to me.”  
 
    Satisfied, Elle sat back on her heels and unwrapped the condom and rolled it onto his throbbing dick. Delicately she rose to her knees and shuffled forward so that she was positioned above him. This was it. She and Jackson were going to have sex. She reached down and gripped his shaft. He was beneath her, but true to his role, he avoided her eyes. Something about that didn’t seem right.  
 
    “Look at me,” she demanded. “Look at me while I sit on your cock.” 
 
    His gaze found her, and the dizzying, swooning sensation that always accompanied eye contact with Jackson Proveaux consumed her. That was better. Petrifying, but right. With a deep breath, Elle lowered herself onto him. For a couple of seconds the pleasure, the pressure was so intense she almost came then and there. It was a sensation that was familiar and yet entirely new because it was him. He was thick, more of a man than she’d ever had before, and he was curving inside her in a strange way, putting an unworldly amount of pressure on the aching part of her she always assumed was her g-spot. She rose slightly, slicked her wetness down his shaft, then lowered herself again, whimpering in a way that completely undercut her dominating shtick. “Fuck, you’re so big.” 
 
    She heard Jackson’s teeth snap together and looked down to see his eyes fixed on her breasts, her face, the place where their bodies joined. She took him deeper until he was all the way inside her, his pubic hair rubbing against her clit. Her lover moaned uselessly beneath her, his body still as stone.  
 
    “That turns you on, doesn’t it?” Elle asked. “How wet I am?”  
 
    “Yes…” he ground out.  
 
    She made a satisfied humming noise. “If you fuck me good enough, you’ll be able to feel me dripping down your cock, running down your balls.” 
 
    He bucked underneath her, thrusting deeper. Elle had been waiting for that, without hesitation she slapped him across the face. “What did I tell you?” 
 
    Jackson screwed his eyes shut. His teeth were bared and he looked feral with frustration. Elle pressed a palm against his throat. “What did I tell you?” 
 
    “Not to move,” he snarled, hands jerking against the cuffs.  
 
    “That’s right. This?” She pumped her hips against him. “Is all for me.” 
 
    He nodded.  
 
    “Say it.” 
 
    “It’s all for you,” he growled, his handsome face contorted with lust and pain.  
 
    “What’s all for me?” Elle’s clit was swelling, her inner muscles contracting. She was close. So fucking close. 
 
    “Me. I’m all for you.” 
 
    Elle could taste her orgasm, feel it filtering into her blood like amphetamines. “Fuck up into me,” she demanded. “Give me what I want.” 
 
    Jackson’s hips jerked upwards and suddenly his length was slamming against her, stealing the breath from her lungs. She thought she’d been fucking him but she’d only been tasting what his cock was capable of. With him in control, pleasure came in heaped spoonfuls laced with aggression. She screamed as he pressed inside her, her nails raking down his chest hard enough to draw blood. Jackson seemed immune to the pain, oblivious to anything but fucking her harder, faster. Sweat was beading on his forehead, thick veins protruding in his neck and shoulders and the thought that he was suffering, that he was in pain as he fucked her was what tipped Elle over the edge. “Jackson! Fuck, fuck, fuck.”  
 
    Her orgasm slammed into her deep and violent and hard. She could hear herself moaning, almost grunting, as she worked against him, and couldn’t spare a synapse to be embarrassed. She’d never come like this, not even close. 
 
    When she was done she collapsed on top of Jackson, her damp hair covering his chest. He deliberately pulsed his cock inside her, trying to remind her that the game wasn’t over yet. Elle pressed her face against his damp skin and then sat up again, exhaling loudly. “That was nice. Thank you”  
 
    “Miss,” Jackson moaned. “Please, can I keep going?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Please, I’m begging you.” 
 
    With the endorphins blaring through her body, it took no effort to produce a mean little giggle. “You know, if you were free you could overpower me in a second. Put me on my back and rut against me until you came, but you can’t do anything now. Can you?” 
 
    Jackson shook his head miserably.  
 
    “That’s right.” Elle pulled him from her pussy, trying not to stare at the length or violent purple color of his cock. Her hips ached in a pleasurable sort of way as she crawled up the bed and hit the tabs on his cuffs. “Get up and go do something else.” 
 
    Jackson stood up, bringing his wrists together and rubbing at the marks they’d made. “Please, Miss Sahlstrom, can I finish myself?” 
 
    “Why would I let you do that?” Elle asked, throwing herself back on the bed and closing her eyes.  
 
    “Because…I need it.”  
 
    Elle looked at him. There was very real desperation in his eyes and he was gripping the base of his shaft hard enough to bruise. Denying him would be cruel to the point of abuse. A deliciously evil idea occurred to her. “Kneel beside me.” 
 
    A deliciously tortured look overcame his features. Elle wished she had a camera. “Miss, please can I just go into the bathroom and-and take care of myself?” 
 
    “Are you telling me what to do?” Elle asked, raising an eyebrow.  
 
    “No. Of course not. No. Never.” 
 
    Jackson never babbled, so the fact that he was now told her he was desperate. “Kneel beside me and stroke yourself.” 
 
    “Miss?” 
 
    “I want to watch you come.” 
 
    “Where…how will I?” 
 
    Elle cupped her breasts. “Here.”  
 
    Another tortured moan. “Miss Sahlstrom, I can’t.” 
 
    “Yes, you can. Start right now.” 
 
    A split second’s hesitation was all that was left in him. With a curse, Jackson began jerking himself over her, his grip tight and fast. Elle studied his face, the flex of his abdomen and the motions of his hand with fascination. She loved seeing men do this, knowing it was how they moved when they were alone. A guy might fuck like he was in a porno, talk dirty like bad fan fiction, perform for her or an invisible audience, but when he stroked himself with the intent to come, it was truthful. Truthful and insanely intimate. Within seconds Jackson was close, his balls taut, precum spilling across his head. He gripped himself harder and Elle knew he was holding back, thinking to please her. She arched her torso, presenting her breasts to him. “What are you thinking about?” 
 
    Jackson’s mouth was slack, his eyes black as coal. “How you felt when you fucked me. How tight your cunt is.”  
 
    “Can you taste it?” she asked, tugging at her nipples. “Can you taste my pussy?” 
 
    Jackson closed his eyes and grunted. “Miss, I’m going to come. I’m sorry, I can’t hold back anymore.” 
 
    “So do it, come all over my tits, Jackson.”  
 
    With a strangled moan, he did. His release spurted out in streams, more come than she knew a man could physically hold, splashing down her breasts, across her neck, and onto her stomach.  
 
    “I’m sorry, Miss,” he panted, stroking himself. “I’m so sorry I couldn’t stop.”  
 
    Elle closed her eyes, reveling in the moment, the filth, and the perfection in one. She had done it. She’d fucked Jackson Proveaux, and it was the best thing she’d ever done. 


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
      
 
    Elle 
 
      
 
    “Fucking hell.”  
 
    Sunlight was streaming through the hotel window but Elle knew it was still early. As she became more conscious, the ache between her legs confirmed what her brain had already reminded her. She’d been well and truly fucked last night. Memories flooded her brain and the well-worn patch between her legs began to throb. 
 
    She’d showered last night, so she knew no trace of Jackson remained on her skin, but she swore she could feel him coating her with his sweat and come, gasping apologies as he stroked himself off all over her. It had been the single most erotic moment of her life. Swiftly followed by the next forty-five minutes, in which Jackson discovered he was still hard and proceeding to drill her from behind while the come he’d left on her tits dripped onto the duvet. 
 
    That was pretty fucking hot. 
 
    Elle pressed a hand to her pussy, cupping the sensitive flesh. She was as aroused as she’d been last night, although the man who could assumedly fix it was nowhere to be seen. She spotted a note he’d left by the bed scrawled on hotel stationery.  
 
      
 
    “Haven’t bailed. Gone to get coffee and clean sheets. Do not put bra on. Jackson xxx” 
 
      
 
    “Tosser,” she said with a smile. That was smart of him, about the sheets. When she’d gotten out of the shower last night, Jackson had already stripped the bed. They’d slept on the mattress protector, a spare blanket wrapped around them both. Snug as bugs in rugs.  
 
    Elle flopped onto her back and began replaying what had happened last night from the moment she’d seen Jackson in the garden, his eyes full of fear and hope to the way he’d looked beneath her; lip curled, powerful body jerking against his restraints. It was the closest she’d ever come to experiencing her innermost fantasies in real life. There was no trace of discomfort there, no sexual incompatibility. Jackson had been the perfect mix of obliging and frustrated, treating her like a goddess one minute and like she was a succubus sent to torture him the next, and when he’d come, oh god when he’d come… 
 
    She closed her eyes and smiled up at the ceiling.  
 
    Time would only tell what came next. Jackson had sworn up and down that he had no problem surrendering to her in bed. It wasn’t the first time a man had promised that, but it was the first time Elle had really, sincerely believed it.  
 
    It wasn’t that Jackson was more genuine than the other men she’d been with, many of whom had been earnest and kind, as well as more naturally submissive, but she could tell Jackson wasn’t at war with himself, the way those young, butch Aussie guys had been.  
 
    Her new lover already existed outside the boundaries of stereotypical manhood. He drank tea and cocktails, he wore nice clothes and held babies like it wasn’t anything. He seemed to have very little to prove, not about his dick or his sexuality or his manliness in a culture obsessed with heteronormativity. Maybe it was his European roots. Maybe it was just him. She’d never really thought about it before, but without her hate blinkers on, she could see the secret to Jackson’s universal appeal—he was utterly comfortable in his own skin. How many people could say that? It was probably the thing she loved most about him. 
 
    Elle froze mid-stretch. What was that seventh word she’d just thought? 
 
    “Hello, Ellie.” 
 
    She whirled around to see Jackson standing on the threshold sipping from a white mug, a stack of white sheets under one arm. Her heart performed an African djembe drum solo against her chest. He’s here! He’s so beautiful! What was that seventh word?  
 
    She fixed her face in a look of disapproval. “Are you some kind of cat? How do you keep sneaking up on me?” 
 
    He shrugged. “Slow, deliberate footsteps. How was your sleep-in?” 
 
    Elle looked at the clock on the wall. “It’s only eight in the morning. I wouldn’t classify it as a sleep-in.” 
 
    “I would. Don’t you know the morning’s the most productive time of the day?” 
 
    “Your mum’s the most productive time of the day.” 
 
    Jackson laughed. “I thought the Swedish were supposed to be all punctual and diligent.” 
 
    “I haven’t had a holiday in years. I want to relax.” Elle stretched to demonstrate said relaxing, and also to get him to look at her tits. 
 
    “Yes…relax…” Jackson said absently. “Why aren’t I in bed with you right now?”  
 
    “Because the morning is the most productive time of the day? Thanks for getting new covers, by the way.” 
 
    Jackson looked down at the bundle of sheets as though he’d never seen them before. “Oh yes, no problem, and before I get carried away looking at you, I should say I promised I’d help Ben with something this morning.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “He hasn’t had a moment alone with Tory since we got here, and I promised I’d…” 
 
    Elle stared at him. “Was that meant to be a sentence?” 
 
    “No, but I can see your nipples, and to be honest, it’s hard to concentrate on anything else.” 
 
    Elle covered her breasts with her hands.  
 
    Jackson shook his head as though getting water out of his ears. “Thank you. So Ben and Tory haven’t had sex for days because their parents are circling them like hammerhead sharks. I promised to give them a couple of undistracted hours alone in my room.” 
 
    “How do you plan on doing that? I’ve seen Tory’s itinerary and she’s booked out from dawn to dusk.” 
 
    Jackson made a face. “It’s kind of complicated, but basically after you have breakfast, we will take my guitar, hike back up to the waterfall, and practice our songs.” 
 
    Shit. Elle had forgotten about the songs she’d severely been neglecting. “Sounds good to me. Let’s do it.” 
 
    “Excellent.” Jackson’s grin was a little sheepish. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I really want to kiss you, but I don’t know if I’m allowed.” 
 
    Everything below Elle’s belly button went gooey. “After last night, you think kissing is beyond my limits?” 
 
    “A man doesn’t assume, Ellie.” 
 
    Butterscotch gooey, even worse than it had been in that stupid garden. “Get over here and kiss me, you dork.” 
 
    Jackson dropped the bundle of sheets. He downed the last of his coffee and put the cup on the nearby counter. “You are in for it now, beautiful.” 
 
    “What’s that supposed to—” 
 
    He tackled her at full force, wrestling her back onto the bed and wedging his thigh between her legs as he peppered her cheeks and chin with kisses. Elle squealed. Squealed like some kind of debutante, and when she tried to shove him away, they began making out. He tasted like coffee, and she could smell the cut of his aftershave, the musk of his sweat. Delicious. It was all so fucking delicious.  
 
    With that thought she rolled him on his back, pinning his hands to the mattress. “Do we have time for a pre-breakfast fuck?” 
 
    Jackson smiled up at her, his hands tightening against hers. “It kills me to say this, beautiful, but no. I really do have to help Ben.” 
 
    Elle pressed her face into his neck, grinding against his now-prominent erection. “Are you sure?” 
 
    “I feel like I should say yes.” 
 
    “At least you’re well versed in self-denial now.” 
 
    “Are you kidding me?” Jackson asked. “Now that I’ve had you, I want it more.”  
 
    He reached down and cupped her ass cheeks. “There’s so many things left to do together. So much potential…” 
 
    “Except you have plans with Ben…?” 
 
    Jackson swore and with a moan of longing, released her butt. “C’mon, we need to go before I lose my mind. Also, I need to get the room ready for the newlyweds to commune in.” 
 
    Elle stared at him. “You’re letting Ben and Tory have sex in this room?” 
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    “This room? A room that looks like a sex tornado blew through it?” 
 
    “Oh.” Jackson glanced around his bedroom and appeared to take in the condom wrappers, handcuffs, dried up rose petals, and general muskiness. “Perhaps they could use your room?” 
 
    “That’s probably for the best. They can make their own sex tornado. Only you have to be okay with never hooking up in there afterward.” 
 
    His mouth quirked. “Why?” 
 
    “Tory’s my mum, remember? I can’t have sex in a bed where she’s had sex.” Elle shuddered. “The mere thought is making my vagina feel weird.” 
 
    Jackson kissed her breast. “Well, I don’t want that. You and I will commune in my room for the rest of the trip. We can share a toothbrush and everything.” 
 
    Elle paused. She hadn’t meant that she and Jackson would be basically living together for the rest of the trip. That would just be weird. Wouldn’t it? 
 
    Jackson gave her a knowing look. “Do you want to say something rude to undermine your feelings of vulnerability?”  
 
    “Shut up pretty boy.” 
 
    His lips curled into an equally knowing smile. “Okay, Blondie.”   
 
    Elle was on the verge of saying something rude when she spotted something genuinely disturbing. The two wine-dark rings circling the base of Jackson’s hands. “What the fuck happened to your wrists?” 
 
    Jackson smirked. “Oh. That.”  
 
    “What do you mean ‘Oh? That?’ It looks like a war crime!” 
 
    Jackson examined his forearms. “I don’t know, I kind of like it. Reminds me of last night.” 
 
    Elle head swam sluggishly with thoughts of a thousand mocking grins and whispered mutterings. “We shouldn’t have had the cuffs so tight. We have to cover the marks.” 
 
    “With what? Man-bracelets? Two watches? Fuck it, Ellie, I don’t care. If anyone asks, I’ll tell them I fell down some stairs or something.” 
 
    “You can’t be serious?” 
 
    Jackson grinned. “I meant what I said last night. I’m not ashamed of what we did.” 
 
    “There’s a difference between shame and flaunting.” 
 
    “You threw a brick at someone’s car. You shouted at me in front of an entire cocktail bar and dumped a drink on my head. You can’t actually care if people know you tied me up?” 
 
    Elle’s body tensed, fresh adrenaline squirting into her bloodstream. “That’s different. This doesn’t make me angry, it makes me feel fucking naked.” 
 
    “I understand, but—” 
 
    “You don’t understand.” Elle jabbed him in the chest with her finger. “We talked about this last night and I thought we were on the same page. I told you I was self-conscious about my kinks and now you want to walk around with big fuck-off handcuff marks on your wrists at a family wedding. Clearly, you don’t give a fuck about my feelings.”  
 
    Jackson closed his mouth and a tense silence blossomed between them. Elle’s heart sank like a stone. She’d blown it. Been a bitch. Ruined everything. She pressed her palms into her eye sockets. “Look, I should go.”  
 
    “You should stay.” Jackson rolled down the sleeves of his shirt, buttoning them at the wrist so the marks were covered. “How’s that?”  
 
    Gratitude washed over her, so heady Elle felt like she was floating. “That’s…a lot better.” 
 
    “I’d never want to embarrass you,” Jackson said, kissing her forehead. “You know that, right?”  
 
    “I, um, yeah, I do.” 
 
    “It’s just last night…” He rolled his eyes in mock passion. “You’re so fearless when we’re together, you’re so good at this dynamic I forget you’re sensitive about it.” 
 
    Elle’s heart clenched. “Thanks. I should get dressed.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t mind if you didn’t…but okay.”  
 
    She put on fresh underwear, blue capri pants and a t-shirt as Jackson made the bed with clean sheets. It was all so…domestic, Elle didn’t know whether to point it out and laugh or run away screaming. Then she realized there was a third option—perversion. She moved behind Jackson as he smoothed the duvet over with his hands, pressing her boobs into his back. “You know, just because we have to be discreet doesn’t mean we can’t have fun.” 
 
    Jackson reached behind himself, hugging her to his back. “What do you mean?” 
 
    Elle only allowed herself to enjoy the hug for a second before stepping away. “I think I made some mention of punishment last night.” 
 
    “You know, that does ring a bell.” 
 
    Sexual tension flared between them, the kick of erotic tension flushing out Elle’s nerves. This was so much better than snuggling or making weird coupley-gestures. “Even if it didn’t ring a bell, you still have to do whatever I say.” 
 
    Jackson’s eyes gleamed. “Very true. So what did you have in mind?” 
 
    She knelt beside her luggage and rummaged through the front pocket. “What are your thoughts about extended sexual denial?” 
 
    Jackson smirked. “I think you know the answer to that, Miss Sahlstrom.” 
 
    His use of her bedroom title only emboldened her further. Elle’s fingers touched cold metal and she knew she’d found what she was looking for. She pulled out her stainless steel butt plug and held it up for inspection. She wanted to bottle Jackson’s expression and save it for a rainy day—shock, indignation, and mercifully lust fighting to take precedence of his beautiful features. “Where did you get that?”  
 
    Elle smiled. “I brought it with me. Sometimes I put it in when I play with myself.” 
 
    Jackson’s mouth slackened. “And you want me to…?” 
 
    “Wear it.” She tugged a small bottle of lube from a hidden pouch in her luggage. “Unless you’re opposed to the idea?”  
 
    She doubted it. Last night she’d pressed a finger inside him while he was fucking her and Jackson had been nothing but wildly appreciative. Another plus. There was nothing more annoying than a straight man who thought a girl playing with his butt was gay. Jackson stared at the plug like it was a live grenade about to go off. “I want to and I don’t want to.”  
 
    “It’s sterilized,” Elle assured him. “And it’s small enough to keep in all day, I’ve done it before.” 
 
    Jackson’s eyes flickered to her ass. “That’s not really…how am I supposed to walk around with a hard-on all morning?” 
 
    Elle wanted to throw her arms around him and give him a squeeze. He was playing along, telling her he was turned on but wanted more forceful convincing. That she could do. She put hands on her hips. “You’ve done well enough so far, I don’t see how this is any different.” 
 
    “I’ve never…” Jackson shoved his hands in his pockets and rocked on his heels like a nervous schoolboy.  
 
    “Done something like this?”  
 
    “Yes. Well no, I’ve had fingers there before, but never a…toy.” He stared at the plug. “Why is it metal?” 
 
    “Because the weight feels better.” Elle held it up. “I can promise it feels awesome and I’m a woman. You’re a guy, you have all these nerves back there. Surely you want to know how it feels?”  
 
    Jackson’s tongue traced his lower lip. “I’m not sure.”  
 
    “Okay then, I’ll make you a deal. You wear the plug for a couple of hours. Or…” she let her voice trail off delicately.  
 
    “Or?”  
 
    Jackson’s eyes were hopeful and Elle knew he was hoping she’d say he’d get a beating or head without completion or something he’d actually like. Fat chance. “Or you won’t make me come again for the rest of this trip.” 
 
    He yanked his hands from his pockets in outrage. “You’re joking!” 
 
    “I’m not.” 
 
    “You can’t do that!” 
 
    “Can’t I? Or can I make it even worse and say that you won’t get me off and I’ll give you a blowjob twice a day?”  
 
    Elle smirked at the look of horror on his face. Jackson liked deprivation…for himself. Nothing would drive him crazy like being indulged without pleasing her. Which was exactly why this was perfect. She walked forward, arching her back so he could see her nipples through her t-shirt. “What’ll it be, pretty boy? Plug or endless blowjobs?” 
 
    Jackson’s eyes narrowed. “Give me the fucking plug, Elle.” 
 
    “Excellent choice.” 
 
    He went to the bathroom to insert the toy and Elle brushed her hair and applied mascara with shaking hands. She could have sworn she heard a tiny moan escape the bathroom and tried not to think about what Jackson was doing. His struggle to control himself with something stimulating his prostate would be fifty thousand times hotter. She resisted the urge to squeeze herself with joy. This was just so much fucking fun. When Jackson re-emerged, his expression could only be described as dreamy. “This does feel fucking unreal.” 
 
    “I’m glad. What about your hard-on?” 
 
    He grinned. “Tucked it into my waistband. Should keep it out of trouble for a couple of hours.” 
 
    “Glad to hear it handsome.” 
 
    To Elle’s surprise, Jackson practically stormed over to her, pulling her into his arms. “You’re amazing, do you know that?” 
 
    Elle didn’t know what to say. She traced her hands across Jackson’s burgundy shirt and wondered if she felt more happy, scared, or confused. “So, breakfast?” 
 
    “Yeah.” Jackson looked at his watch. “Shit. We need to hurry. I said I’d meet Ben at the dining hall fifteen minutes ago.” 
 
    He grabbed her hand, picked up his hardcover guitar case, and let her out of the hotel suite. “What would you have done if I said I didn’t want to wear the plug?” he asked. 
 
    “Made you put it inside me,” Elle replied carelessly.  
 
    “You know what? Fuck it, let’s stay here and have sex.”  
 
    Elle laughed and tugged him towards the dining hall. “Come on. Let’s go.” 
 
    They half walked, half jogged towards the main building. Jackson had a very interesting expression on his face, somewhere between bliss and oxygen deprivation. The secret knowledge of what was doing that to him glowed in Elle’s chest like a little golden Easter egg.  
 
    Jackson joined Ben, who was already eating, at a table while she grabbed some pre-hiking toast and tea. Tory was nowhere to be seen, which meant they couldn’t be too late. Elle hesitated, then picked up a second plate and loaded it with croissants for Jackson―cliché or no, the man loved croissants―before heading over to where he and Ben were sitting.  
 
    “Anyway, nice of you to show up,” Ben was saying grumpily.  
 
    “Sorry, I got distracted.”  
 
    “By what?”  
 
    Jackson stole a piece of his bacon. “Never you mind, I’m here now. About this plan—” 
 
    “The fuck?” Ben shoved back Jackson’s shirt sleeve, exposing the deep ridges the handcuffs had pressed into his skin. “What the hell is this?” 
 
    Elle’s stomach bottomed out. Their secret hadn’t even lasted fifteen minutes. 
 
    “You like?” Jackson said, chewing his stolen bacon.  
 
    “What the hell did she do to you?” Ben said, aghast. 
 
    “That’s between Miss Sahlstrom and me, although for the record, she is a fucking demon in the sack.” 
 
    Ben looked torn between shock and amusement. “Clearly.” 
 
    “I’m not bragging. She’s literally draining my life force out through my dick.” 
 
    “Yeah, try and look a bit more smug,” Ben said, rolling his eyes.  
 
    “Truth hurts. At any rate, enough about my dick. Yesterday I sent an email to the entire bridal party saying I hired a professional photographer to take a special picture of all your guests for you and Tory.”  
 
    “Did you?”  
 
    “Of course not. Now I said the photographer is coming at midday—” 
 
    “Which gives me and Tory, what? Twenty minutes alone before all our friends and relatives realize it’s a scam?” 
 
    Jackson held up a hand. “A little credit, please. I told everyone we’re hiking up to Gemini lagoon where we’ll have a lovely picture taken by the water. Of course the photographer won’t show up, everyone will be confused and angry, and considering the round trip, I’d say you and Tory will have at least three uninterrupted hours.” 
 
    Ben looked grudgingly impressed. “That’s a pretty good plan.”  
 
    “I know it is.” Jackson snatched up Ben’s orange juice and stole a swallow before his friend took it back. “Also, you’re going to have to rendezvous in Elle’s room. Mine’s all messed up.” 
 
    “Do I want to know why?” 
 
    Jackson yawned. “No. Although perhaps you should take my room. Soak up some of my prowess from the sheets or something.” 
 
    Ben punched him in the thigh, making Jackson drop the second piece of bacon he was attempting to steal. Elle decided it was safe to approach. “Hey Benji.” 
 
    Ben’s gaze flicked to Jackson’s wrist and his cheeks went pink. “Hey…um, how’d you sleep?” 
 
    She couldn’t help exchanging a sly smile with Jackson. “Pretty good.” 
 
    Ben’s cheeks grew redder. Time for a subject change. “I can’t believe you’re going to be married in two days,” Elle said, sitting down beside Jackson and giving him his croissants. 
 
    “I know. I can’t wait. Are you two going up to the lagoon for the fake photo shoot?” 
 
    Jackson’s hand found her thigh. “Ellie and I going to Tegenungan Park to rehearse.”  
 
    Ben looked alarmed. “So who’s leading everyone up to the lagoon?” 
 
    “I forgot to tell you! That’s the best part,” Jackson said gleefully. “Tory’s father has completely taken over the entire operation. He’s convinced he’s organized everything and telling everyone it was his idea.”  
 
    Jackson chuckled evilly. “I wish I could see his face when the photographer doesn’t show up.” 
 
    “Are you sure this is smart?” Ben looked worried. “The last thing I need is Tory’s dad finally making good on his pledge to kill you.” 
 
    Elle laughed. “Are you kidding? This is the best idea ever. Tory’s dad hates Jackson and me, so he won’t care that we’re not going, then when it all blows up, he’s the one who’ll look like the idiot.”  
 
    She kissed Jackson on the cheek. “You’re a genius.” 
 
    “Thank you Ellie, and thank you for the food. Your incredible insight is second only to your beauty.” 
 
    Elle punched his thigh. “Shut up.” 
 
    Ben’s eyes moved between her and Jackson. From his expression, you’d guess he was watching an alien burst through her chest. Elle flushed but didn’t move away. Jackson’s hand squeezed her leg tighter.  
 
    “So it’s really happening, huh?” Ben said. “You two have finally thrown down your weapons and declared a ceasefire?” 
 
    Elle took a big bite of her strawberry jam laden toast. “I guess we have.” 
 
    Jackson leaned over and took a chunk out of the corner. “Better late than never, huh?” 
 
    “Sure.” Ben looked nervous, although why, Elle couldn’t say. Personally, she’d never felt better. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
      
 
    Elle 
 
      
 
    Elle plucked a nearby purple flower from a bush. They were hiking up to the waterfall and Jackson had insisted on carrying his guitar and her backpack. She was at a bit of a loss with what to do with her hands. “It sucks Ben and Tory have to resort to quickies in my bed.”  
 
    “To be fair, their parents are crazy.” Jackson pulled his phone from his pocket. “Here, look at this.” 
 
    He showed her a gif of a piglet getting its belly scratched. Elle watched as it rolled around, an expression of sheer joy on its tiny face, and felt like her chest was caving in on itself. She made a small noise of adoration and looked up to see Jackson watching her.  
 
    “Did you like it?” he asked. 
 
    “Yeah. Why’d you show me that?” 
 
    “I dunno, it’s cute. It reminded me of you.” 
 
    What would having you for a boyfriend be like? In the past that dangerous question evoked images of Jackson driving a luxury car while getting road-head as she sat alone in his flat, setting fire to his clothes. Now it made her think of cuddles and weekend hikes, sex games that lasted days or even weeks. He was beside her now, wasn’t he? Showing her cute gifs and suffering prolonged stimulation for her pleasure. Would it be so bad if this charming, well dressed, stupid-handsome man was hers? 
 
    “Almost there,” he said, nudging her side. “Much easier the second time around. Also I’m wearing two pairs of socks this time.” 
 
    Elle laughed and before she could stop herself asked, “What kind of boyfriend are you, Jackson?”  
 
    “Are you thinking about making things serious between us, Miss Sahlstrom?”  
 
    Her cheeks burned. “No, I was just thinking about how I never see that you’re in a relationship on Facebook or anything.” 
 
    Jackson looked decidedly uncomfortable. 
 
    “You don’t have to answer if you don’t want to,” Elle said quickly. “I was just being nosy.”  
 
    “No, it’s fine. It’s just…I’ve never actually had a girlfriend. Not properly. Officially, I mean.” 
 
    “Really? Not one?”  
 
    “Yup.” Jackson raised his arms over his head like he’d just won the Grand Prix. “Almost thirty and not one serious relationship. Hooray.”  
 
    Elle laughed. “It’s not that strange, just…how come?”  
 
    “I guess the answer depends.”  
 
    “On?” 
 
    “On if this is just small talk or if you really want to know?” 
 
    Elle could feel her eyes growing wider and fought to keep further signs of over-interest from showing. “I really want to know.” 
 
    “Well, between my drinking and being the biggest asshole I could manage to be, I wasn’t exactly boyfriend material. You met me a few years ago; can you imagine me with a girlfriend?” 
 
    “Maybe multiple girlfriends. And several side girlfriends.” 
 
    “Exactly. A stable relationship was not in the cards for me. Not the way I was intent on living my life.” 
 
    “Then why haven’t you been with anyone now you’re on the straight and narrow?” Elle bit her tongue as she waited what felt like an unnaturally long time for his response.  
 
    “I dated a few women,” Jackson admitted. “But it’s not easy. I’m not the easiest person to get along with.” 
 
    Elle almost tripped over her own feet. “No. I’m not the easiest person to get along with; you’re like everyone’s best friend.”  
 
    “Yeah, their friend. Not partner or whatever. Trust me, I have a lot of annoying habits.” 
 
    “Like what?”  
 
    “I keep my place spotless. I get pissed off if people don’t use coasters or leave fingerprints on the walls.” 
 
    “That is annoying.” Although I could get used to it, I guess. In exchange for that tongue. “What else?” 
 
    “I like foreign films. Well, they’re not foreign to me because most of them are French.” 
 
    Elle made a face. “Art films. Gross.” 
 
    Jackson smiled but she could see the tension in his eyes and mouth. “Hmm, what else? I couldn’t date a girl who didn’t like cheese.” 
 
    Elle’s heart sank like a stone. “Cheese always feels like it’s getting stuck in my oesophagus.”  
 
    Jackson’s jaw clenched even tighter. “Uh, how do you feel about theatre?”  
 
    “They made us watch Macbeth in high school. That’s pretty much my only experience of theatre.” 
 
    “Jesus.” He looked around wildly. “What about…do you like tennis?”  
 
    “I went to the Australian Open once.” 
 
    He smiled. “That’s good. When?” 
 
    “Uh, 2004. My mum won tickets in a raffle.” And I spent the whole thing reading Riders of The Purple Sage and trying to get my brother to buy me beer. 
 
    “Oh.” Jackson looked uncomfortable once again. Elle winced. She hadn’t wanted to play a speed dating game, but now that they were, she and Jackson were proving themselves as incompatible as chalk and the cheese she couldn’t eat.  
 
    “Do you like the beach?”  
 
    Jackson rubbed the back of his neck. “Yes, but sand gives me a rash.”  
 
    Ouch. “Would you want to be with someone who dresses as classy as you?”  
 
    He made a considering face. “I guess.” 
 
    Strike two. All the dresses she owned had been hand-selected by Tory. “What about football? Who do you barrack for?” 
 
    Jackson smiled apologetically “I don’t follow AFL.”  
 
    Elle made a noise of outrage. “What?” 
 
    “I grew up in France, remember? I support Olympique de Massille.” 
 
    “Soccer?” Elle shuddered.  
 
    “Well, we call it football, but yes.” 
 
    Man, she’d known she and Jackson had their differences, but soccer? A boring-ass game where no one could score and it still wasn’t considered a huge waste of everyone’s time? Her stomach plummeted.  
 
    “Ellie?” Jackson murmured. “You know stuff like that doesn’t really matter, right?” 
 
    Reality slapped her in the face like a wet fish. Of course it didn’t matter, this was temporary. A brief sexual interaction between two former enemies and their genitals. Great. Good.  
 
    “No, I know it doesn’t matter,” she said in a faux, bright voice. “You can make the bed and you eat pussy like a champion. You’ll meet someone cool in no time.” 
 
    He quirked an eyebrow. “You think?” 
 
    Elle cleared her throat, trying to get past the cheese-like lump that formed there. “I’m sure an ultra-clean, well-dressed woman who loves tennis is just around the corner for you. Hey look, we’re so close to the river!” 
 
    She ran towards the waterfall and began climbing down to the water fast enough to skin a knee. How could she have been so stupid? Boyfriend and girlfriend, huh? The fem-domme and the Frenchman? What a fucking joke.  
 
    “Ellie, be careful,” Jackson called. 
 
    She ignored him as she scrambled down to the water. The minute she was on solid ground she began practicing scales. The faster they got their singing over, the faster they could leave so she could contemplate her many shortcomings.  
 
    Jackson hit the ground behind her. “Hey there, speedy.” 
 
    “Hey. Can we start practicing?” 
 
    He looked surprised. “I thought…do you want to look around first? Maybe go for a swim?” 
 
    “No. I’d feel better if we rehearsed.” 
 
    “Sure thing.” Jackson put down his guitar case and shrugged off her backpack. “Whatever you want.” 
 
    Elle ignored the ache in her chest. “You know, you might just be a good man, after all, Proveaux.”  
 
    “Can you say that a bit louder please? Perhaps the people I tricked into going to a fake photo shoot can hear you.” 
 
    Elle laughed, some of the tension easing away. Jackson pulled out his guitar. It was so pale the wood looked almost pink in the sunshine.  
 
    “Nice,” Elle said, gesturing towards it.  
 
    “Cheers. It’s my dad’s. Just let me tune it and we can get started.” 
 
    Elle watched his long fingers work the frets and a hollow sensation that had nothing to do with hunger thrummed in her stomach. Now that they were alone he’d removed his long-sleeved shirt to reveal a forest green cotton tee that was glued to his powerful shoulders. The reddish marks around his wrists contrasted against his golden skin. Elle wanted to run her fingers over them, kiss them, take pictures. Those marks said he was hers, that she owned him. Maybe she didn’t like the theatre, and she sure as fuck wasn’t going to be watching any soccer, but this man had given himself to her in bed and she had made him feel things he’d never felt before. Let’s see some high society theatre broad try and do that.  
 
    Jackson looked up, the sunlight turning his brown eyes to honey. “What do you want to play first?” 
 
    ““Because”. It’s the hardest.” 
 
    They ran through the song without any issues, Jackson knew all the chords and took her suggestions well. They had an easy musical chemistry; he seemed to anticipate her notes and she his timing. As she sang, Elle felt the last dregs of frustration fade away. Singing always did that. It was a shame it was inappropriate to burst into song all the time or she’d have a far easier time managing her anger.  
 
    “You’ve got a great voice,” Jackson said as they paused to swig some water. “Why didn’t you ever try to make something of it? Music?” 
 
    Elle made a non-committal noise. “Didn’t want it enough, I guess and I’ve never been into the idea of fame or being rich. I just like singing when it suits me.”  
 
    “Or when you get blackmailed into performing at weddings?” 
 
    “Exactly. C’mon, let’s keep going.” 
 
    After the sixth run, Elle declared them competent and they moved on to “Make You Feel My Love.” When she was satisfied Bob Dylan and Adele weren’t going to hop a plane and slap her, they started on “Bella.” She deliberately left this one until last. It was Ben and Tory’s first dance and the song she was least comfortable singing. Angus Stone performed it at a pitch that was considerably lower than hers. She wasn’t a soprano, but even a soprano would struggle with the talk-singing lyrics. After three goes she still wasn’t relaxed enough to sing it properly and it was starting to piss her off.  
 
    “Want to take another break?” Jackson suggested.  
 
    “No, I just can’t get the tone right.”  
 
    Jackson put his pick between his teeth. “I don’t think they should have picked “Bella” for the first dance.” 
 
    “It’s a great song!” Elle protested. “And it’s slow enough that you don’t have to do anything except sway in a circle.” 
 
    “Yeah, but it’s about a girl who’s blonde.” 
 
    “Bull.”  
 
    “It is!” He strummed his guitar and began singing the chorus, after a hundred years or so he stopped playing. “You see? Blonde.” 
 
    Elle didn’t give a fuck about who was blonde. Something warm, something impossibly large had bloomed in her chest, wrapping great thick vines around her torso. “You-you can sing?” 
 
    “Well, yeah. Kind of.” Jackson looked embarrassed. “Not as good as you.” 
 
    Elle begged to differ. He had a gorgeous voice, husky and clear. In just two lines he made the song sound better than anything she could manage. “Can you sing the whole thing?”  
 
    “I…maybe?” 
 
    “I’m ordering you to sing the whole thing.” 
 
    He grinned. “Whatever you like, Miss Sahlstrom.” 
 
    As he began playing the opening chords, Elle leaned back against a sun-warmed rock and listened. It was extraordinary. He was extraordinary. When he finished she didn’t applaud, just stared and wondered who the hell the man before her was.  
 
    Jackson looked slightly abashed. “Should I stop or…?” 
 
    “You should come over here.”  
 
    Jackson put down his guitar and walked towards her. He knelt beside the flat rock, his eyes downcast. “What do you want?” 
 
    “For you to kiss me with the mouth that just sang that song.”  
 
    When he kissed her, Elle forgot everything, her anger, her frustration, the fact that they had nothing in common. All that mattered was that Jackson’s hands were on her, his wood-cologne scent in her nose, his lips pressed against hers. The greedy growth inside her was extending its vines, trying to absorb as much as it could.  
 
    His hands slid to her ass, gripping it firmly through her capris. “I want you.” 
 
    She laughed, a crazy, breathless sound. “After singing like that you can have anything you want.”  
 
    “Anything?”  
 
    “Anything,” she said.  
 
    “Can you take your pants off?” 
 
    Elle obliged, tugging the canvas down her hips and kicking them aside. It wasn’t a very slick execution, but Jackson watched her like she was doing some kind of fan dance. When she was done, he seized her by her waist and carried her over to the bench where he’d sat playing the guitar. A flicker of panic went through her as she pictured being laid over it face first and taken from behind. “Don’t bend me over. At least, not straight away.” 
 
    Jackson kissed her ear. “Oh sweetheart, I’m not going to do that, I promise.” 
 
    His fingers found her nipples, stroking them in a light tandem that had her back arching. “Do you want me to take my top off?” she asked breathlessly.  
 
    “I want to make you come so hard you scream. Sit on the bench, facing me.” 
 
    He gently placed her on her feet and Elle did what he asked. She had no idea how Jackson planned on screwing her this way, but she didn’t care, the scalding look in his eyes said she was getting fucked. 
 
    “Good, now spread your legs. Wide enough I can see your pussy.” 
 
    Elle could hardly stand to part her legs, her arousal was so intense. She wanted sex, wanted Jackson’s thick cock inside her and when he knelt before her, fully clothed, Elle felt perfectly entitled to release a little scream of frustration. “No, no, no. Not this shit again.” 
 
    “Yes. This shit. Again.” Jackson’s palms slid up her thighs, making all the blood in Elle’s body rush dizzyingly to her head.  
 
    “I said you could do anything you want.” 
 
    He smirked up at her. “This is what I want. To kiss your gorgeous pink pussy.” 
 
    “I want to get laid!” 
 
    Jackson kissed the inside of her right thigh. “That’s a shame because you’re gonna get my tongue on your clit and you’re going to like it.”  
 
    He placed his mouth on the seat of her panties and inhaled, making her gasp. “You see, Ellie? This pussy wants to be eaten. It’s begging for it.” 
 
    He tugged her panties down, the material tickling her as it left her damp lips. Jackson stowed them in his pocket, leaned forward, and kissed deep between her legs. It wasn’t like before. He didn’t lap, lick, or suck with his usual polished efficiency, instead his mouth fastened over her clit and he…kissed her. A light peck that held a trace of suction. Then he did it again. Then again. Sensation like nothing Elle had ever felt billowed through her. Each time Jackson’s lips released her, it made a small popping noise like he was playing with bubble wrap instead of her swollen clit. It was unworldly. Such a delicate touch, complete with agonizingly long seconds in which Jackson’s lips were not on her clit only served to make everything hotter. Is this what men feel like when they get a blowjob? How do they not go insane? 
 
    Elle clung to the bench, unsure whether to beg for him to stop or ride this sensation towards the soul-destroying orgasm she knew was coming. Jackson appeared to be in no hurry, he suctioned her lightly, making her pleasure circle to dizzying heights. 
 
    “What is this?” she gasped, her knuckles throbbing. “What are you doing to me?” 
 
    He didn’t respond, just kept sucking the pearl of her clit and releasing it with a soft popping noise. Everything inside her swelled, she could have sworn her eyeballs were on the verge of exploding. She was swearing, cursing like she’d never cursed, rocking her hips forward and demanding more. Jackson gave her nothing more, just kept pressing those suckling kisses on her clit. Elle came with the force of an atom bomb. It was mindless, deadening pleasure. She was dimly aware of the fluids gushing from her body as she writhed against the bench, screaming Jackson’s name. 
 
    He knew, somehow, when to pull away, when her body was completely wrung out and on the edge of collapse. He sat back on his heels, wiping his mouth on his shirt sleeve. “You liked that?”  
 
    Elle grabbed his hand. “Need more, feel so empty, touch me, fill me up—oh fucking hell.”  
 
    Before she even finished, Jackson’s fingers were inside her with a roughness she hadn’t expected. Her sopping flesh parted easily but it ached, oh how it ached. 
 
    “Right there, baby? That where you want me?” 
 
    “Yes,” Elle moaned, gripping the bench once more. “Fuck me, Jackson, please?”  
 
    “Not just yet.” He brought his face in close between her legs and the feel of his breath on her aching clit was almost more than she could bear. “No, please, too soon, too soon.” 
 
    Jackson chuckled hoarsely. “Don’t worry, I won’t keep licking you.” He pressed a third finger inside her, working slowly. “I promise you’ll like this just as much.” 
 
    “Whaaa—” 
 
    The rough pads of his fingers curled inside her, stroking with surgical precision. He’d found it, the place she’d only ever managed to touch with a big fat vibrator. Those blunt tips, so talented at pressing down on steel strings and making gorgeous music, were massaging her g-spot.  
 
    “You feel that? You feel me deep in your gorgeous cunt?” 
 
    “Yes,” she gasped. “Yes.” 
 
    “This is what fucking me tonight is gonna feel like. I know you’re in charge, I know I serve you, but if you let me on top of you, I can make my cock work like this, fuck that rough little place inside you.” 
 
    Elle struggled to draw air into her lungs. “I…Jackson.” 
 
    Jackson’s thumb circled her clit. “You’ll like it, I promise. I’ll move inside you until you’re coming all over me, soaking wet like you are now.” 
 
    He was staring at her, his ear and lips flushed, marring his usually smooth cheeks. “You can tie me up, wind a rope around my neck and back like a harness and hold it tight. Let me plough you like an animal.” 
 
    Elle screamed, her whole body jerking uncontrollably. Jackson steadied her with his big body. Protected her from falling off the bench and into the dirt.  
 
    “I can take care of you, Elle,” he said, his voice low and intense. “I can get you off better than any man on earth. I’m going to fuck you until you don’t want to move without feeling me inside you…” 
 
    Elle drifted in and out of focus, partly listening to Jackson’s voice, mostly just focusing on his fingers. He pumped her hot and rough, the sensation almost painful, but for the thick, dull throbs of a building climax. When she came it was nothing like the clitoral orgasm he’d wrung from her with his mouth. This was deeper, more intense, where before she’d been screaming and writhing, now her limbs turned to steel.  
 
    “Fuck,” she expelled. “Fuck, it’s so good. It hurts, but it’s so good.” 
 
    He pressed his lips to her cheek. “Ride it, baby, fuck yourself on my fingers.” 
 
    She did. She bucked against him until she felt like she’d shatter into a million pieces, calling his name and moaning like an idiot.  
 
    The instant her curled toes found the ground again she launched herself at him, yanking the collar of his t-shirt and kissing him hard.  
 
    “Jesus, Ellie,” he grunted.  
 
    She kissed him even more deeply, tasting herself on his tongue. “I want to make you feel good.” 
 
    “You do. Your body, it’s all I can think about. That and this fucking thing inside me.”‘ 
 
    With a flush of pleasure Elle recalled the plug. “Really? You’ve kept quiet about it.” 
 
    He gave her a pained smiled. “I didn’t want to give you the satisfaction, but I’m so fucking hard I almost came in my pants while I was eating you.” 
 
    She snuck a hand between them and felt for herself. He was hard as steel, throbbing through his pants. “Take it out.” 
 
    Jackson fumbled with his belt eagerly. “Do you want to watch again?” 
 
    No, she wanted much, much more. “Sit down on the bench.”  
 
    “We can’t have sex, I don’t have any condoms.” 
 
    “I don’t want to have sex.” She dropped to her knees in front of him. “Last time we were here I showed you what I can do with my throat. It’s about time you had the full experience.”  
 
    He hissed out a breath. “You shouldn’t kneel in the dirt for me Ellie…” 
 
    “Don’t give orders. Just grab your cock and show it to me.” 
 
    With a look that just skated irritation, Jackson presented himself to her. Elle sat back on her heels to observe him. Pretty. It looked so fucking pretty, the swollen purple head, the golden skin of his shaft. She licked down his length, enjoying the sweet-salty taste of him. “I love your dick.” 
 
    “It loves you,” he panted. “But you don’t have to do this—” 
 
    She sucked him into her mouth, then released him just as quickly. “You’re going to come down my throat, Jackson.”  
 
    “Elle, no. Not like this,” he moaned, his eyes shut. 
 
    “Yes, like this. I want you to lose control. I want you to press down on that plug and come until your ears ring.” I want you to feel helpless because you make me helpless in every fucking way but this. 
 
    She lowered her mouth to Jackson’s prick and recalled the way he’d sang. Everything inside her ached but she could ignore it. They only had a few days left together. Mere hours with which to explore every single sexual nuance she could think of. They didn’t have a second to spare. Elle slid him all the way into her throat, listening rapturously to his moans. 
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    Elle 
 
      
 
    Two Days Later 
 
      
 
    “And his dick? I swear it was as thick as a cucumber. Even bigger than one too.”  
 
    Elle slumped in her sticky, fake-leather chair.  
 
    “This is such bullshit,” she muttered, but the sound, like almost every other sound in the shitty nightclub, was swallowed up in whatever forgettable 90’s pop song was blaring over the speakers.  
 
    She was supposed to be spending the night before the wedding with Jackson; instead she was sitting in said shitty nightclub celebrating Tory’s last night of singledom. Except she wasn’t single, she was fucking engaged. As often and as loudly as Elle repeated that fact, as well as the second, but no less relevant, fact that they’d already had a bachelorette party, no one wanted to listen. So here she was, clutching a gin and tonic and listening to Mel describe how the man Elle was having the nicest holiday of her life with, once fucked her in the disabled toilets at a pizza and pasta restaurant.  
 
    “He banged me right up against the wall,” Mel loudly announced. “You know where the hand rail is?” 
 
    “Wow,” Mel’s little sycophant buddy cooed. “He must be strong.”  
 
    “He is, and even though I told him he didn’t need to use a condom because I was on the pill, he said he wanted to make sure I was safe.” 
 
    Elle rolled her eyes. Mel couldn’t see her, but she had a feeling if she stood and told her to shut up, she’d continue out of spite. She’d made it perfectly clear that between the Maid of Honour thing and screwing Jackson Proveaux, she’d stab Elle for frequent flier points.  
 
    Before this evening, Elle didn’t care in the slightest. She was marinading in happiness-hormones. Last night Mr. Gauci deliberately got her name wrong at dinner and she’d laughed. Not laughed and thrown a lobster. Not laughed and cursed bloody revenge. Just kind of giggled and forgot about it. Forgot about it. Apparently Jackson, along with being sexy as fuck and a brilliant guitar player, was dispensing some kind of benzodiazepine via his dick.  
 
    Unfortunately her personal Valium machine wasn’t here right now and Elle could feel her good-hormone vibes slipping away with every word that came out of Melanie Gauci’s mouth. She desperately wanted to get up and leave but Tory asked her to save her seat while she danced.  
 
    “Was he really as big as a cucumber?” Mel’s buddy, whom Elle thought might be called Anna, asked.  
 
    “Seriously, I could hardly walk afterward.”  
 
    Elle could feel her temper bubbling beneath her skin like blisters. This was not the headspace she wanted to be in right before the wedding. She knew it was hypocritical to wish Jackson hadn’t slept with someone after the talk they had, but honestly, the thought of him boning Tory’s irritating, babyish sister was just short of torture.  
 
    “I swear he was the best I’ve ever had. We just connected.” 
 
    Elle took a big swallow of her drink. She was strong. She could listen to Mel reminisce about a one time shag in a toilet. She could take the high road. All the way back to her hotel room where Jackson’s huge cucumber dick was waiting for her. 
 
    “Do you…” Anna hiccoughed. “Are you still going to try and hook up with him?” 
 
    “I’m not going to try,” Mel said. “I am going to hook up with him.” 
 
    Elle bit back a derisive snort. Not on my fucking watch, you’re not, Melanie.  
 
    “I thought he was sleeping with that blonde girl?” 
 
    Exactly. He is sleeping with that blonde girl. Thank you, Anna. 
 
    “He’s just fucking her because my dad hates him,” Mel said dismissively. “Jackson thinks it’s too risky for us to be together.” 
 
    This time she couldn’t help it, she snorted. Too risky? What was this, West Side Story? 
 
    “You’re probably right,” Anna said. “Guys are weird like that.”  
 
    “Yeah, I know he wants me,” Mel sighed. “Whenever I walk in a room he’s always looking at me.”  
 
    “He is, I’ve seen him,” her friend confirmed.  
 
    Fuck you, Anna. 
 
    “Except…he does look pretty happy when he’s with that blonde girl.”  
 
    Anna, I forgive you.  
 
    Mel gave a derisive snigger. “He’s just happy because he can dump his loads inside her. Have you seen her? She’s got like, no tits. Fucking her must be like having sex with a twelve-year-old. Plus her eyes are so far apart she looks like she has Down syndrome.”  
 
    Elle ground her teeth together hard enough to snap them at the roots.  
 
    “You’re way prettier than her,” Anna said obediently.  
 
    “Oh thank you,” Mel simpered, with the insincerity of someone who already knew that to be a fact. “Elle’s crazy too. She almost got fired for hitting some guy with a brick. He was trying to take a selfie with a kangaroo and she attacked him. She’s a fucking psycho. Anyway, Jackson’s only with her because he can’t be with me. I just need to find a way to get myself alone with him.” 
 
    “How are you gonna do that?” Anna asked, echoing Elle’s thoughts.  
 
    “Can you keep a secret?” Mel said in a loud stage whisper.  
 
    Elle could only assume Anna nodded because Mel continued. “I’ve got a card to his hotel room. I’m going there tonight.” 
 
    Elle felt like she’d been struck with a gong. Jackson had given Mel a key? No, that didn’t make any sense. Unless he was planning on springing the world’s worst three-way on her, there was no reason for him to do that. 
 
    “He gave you a key?” Anna asked.  
 
    Mel’s laugh sounded a little hysterical to Elle. “No! I snuck it out of his wallet while he was in the bathroom at dinner!”  
 
    Relief like a shot of novocaine flooded through Elle. Jackson wasn’t a liar. He wasn’t trying to elicit unwelcome group sex from her—  
 
    Wait, what the fuck? Who stole someone’s room key? 
 
    Anna seemed to agree. “Mel! You can’t do that!” 
 
    “It’s what we both want,” Mel said defensively. “He’s just too sweet to make the first move so I’m going to do it for him.” 
 
    “Are you sure—” 
 
    “Yes. I’m going there tonight. I’ve got this really hot lace dressing gown and I’m going to put it on and crawl into bed with him.” 
 
    Elle was surprised her eyes didn’t pop out of her head. Was Mel fucking serious?  
 
    “Um okay,” Anna said. 
 
    “Yeah, and if he sleeps naked, I’m going to just pull back the covers and start sucking his dick, that way when he wakes up he’ll be so turned on he won’t be able to say no.” 
 
    Elle had officially heard enough. “Upgrading from stalking to rape, huh? That is some classy shit, Melanie.” 
 
    Mel squealed. “Who said that?”  
 
    Elle stood up and turned around. The look on Mel’s face when she saw her was almost worth the trash she’d been forced to overhear. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “This is a nightclub, not a locked toilet,” Elle snapped. “I’ve always thought you were bananas, Mel, but congrats, because you’ve just upgraded to ‘absolutely batshit insane.’”  
 
    She held out her hand. “Give me Jackson’s room key.” 
 
    Mel’s eyes darted around the club. “You were listening?” 
 
    “I sure was―unwillingly, I might add. I’ve got better things to do than listen to the utter horsecrap that comes out of your mouth―now give me the room key and nobody has to know you were going to violate Jackson in his sleep.” 
 
    Mel pursed her lips. “Why should I?”  
 
    “Because this whole thing is creepy as fuck. Imagine if you were a man and you stole a girl’s card and broke into her room?” 
 
    “It’s not the same thing!” 
 
    “Yes it is! Just because Jackson’s a guy doesn’t mean you can suck his dick without him knowing about it! Jesus Christ, woman.” 
 
    Mel threw her hair over her shoulder. “You’re just jealous.”  
 
    Right. Tory’s special seat be damned. Elle abandoned the couch, walking around to where Mel was sitting. “Give me Jackson’s room card.” 
 
    “No.” Mel stood up, swaying slightly in her nude heels. Like her sister, she was tall, five eight or nine. Unlike her sister, she was rake-thin from years of juice cleanses and Pilates. Elle was beyond certain she could take her. “Don’t be an arsehole, Mel, just give me the card.” 
 
    “No! Jackson wants me to have it! He wants us to hook up!” 
 
    Elle pulled her phone from her bag. “Sure, if I just call him and ask…?” 
 
    Mel cringed, small cracks forming in the foundation across her forehead. “Don’t. Don’t call him.” 
 
    Elle grinned her victory. “Then give me the card.” 
 
    With a look that said she hoped Elle died a thousand violent deaths, Mel reached into her clutch and slapped a small white square into her hand. “You’re not even pretty.” 
 
    “So I’ve heard,” Elle said grimly. “But at least I’ve never tried to sleep-rape anyone.”  
 
    “Stop saying that!” Mel screamed, her alcohol breath almost burning Elle’s eyeballs out. 
 
    She took a step back, blinking furiously. “God, sober up, you idiot. The wedding’s in twelve hours.”  
 
    “Fuck you, slut.” 
 
    “Fuck you right back.” Elle knew arguing with a drunk person was counterproductive, but she could feel her temper rising like liquid mercury in her blood. 
 
    Mel poked a glossy red fingernail into Elle’s chest. “You’re a mean, lesbian bitch and you stole Jackson from me.” 
 
    Elle stepped closer, alcohol breath be damned. “I didn’t steal shit. Stay away from Jackson and his unconscious dick or you’ll have me to deal with.” 
 
    Anna, whom Elle had entirely forgotten about, stood up. “What are you going to do with the card?”  
 
    “I’m giving it back to Jackson.” She glanced at Mel. “Right after I’m done straddling his face.” 
 
    “You bitch!” Mel shrieked so loudly that a few people at the bar turned around. “You stole him from me!” 
 
    “Oh, wake up,” Elle said, too exasperated to even curse. “You had sex with him in a toilet once. I’ve had sex with him twice today, and I’m just about to go back to his hotel, with a key I didn’t steal, and have sex with him again.”  
 
    “You stupid slut.”  
 
    For someone drunk off her arse, Mel moved quickly, grabbing a handful of Elle’s dress and tearing the thin silver material. “You stay away from him.” 
 
    Elle reacted instinctively, shoving Mel backward onto the couch. “Are you crazy? Do you want to get both of us chucked out?”  
 
    “I want to rip your hair out.”  
 
    Elle pulled herself up to her full height, anger spiraling through her like a kamikaze airplane. “Say one more thing and it’s fucking on, Mel.” 
 
    “Fuck you, whore, let’s do this.”  
 
    Elle smiled, baring all her teeth. “Great. Exactly, how fucked up do you want to look in the wedding photos tomorrow?” 
 
    Even under the strobe lights she could see Mel’s angry expression falter. “I don’t…we shouldn’t…” 
 
    “Oh, you thought it would be one of those fights where girls scream insults at each other and pull some hair?”  
 
    Mel shook her head but her lower lip was quivering.  
 
    Elle laughed. “If you think I’d throw a brick at someone taking a selfie, what do you think I’d do to someone who tried to molest my boyfriend?” 
 
    Instantly Mel regained her fire. “He’s not your boyfriend.” 
 
    Elle froze. Fucking idiot woman. “No, he isn’t, but he’s my friend, and we have a connection you couldn’t even begin to understand because you’re a baby with tits.” 
 
    Smack! Mel’s hand exploded across her jaw, bringing a sharp focus to Elle’s imaginings. She stumbled backward, rubbing her burning cheek. She’d hit her. Tory’s little sister had actually just belted her one.  
 
    “Catfight,” some bright spark by the bar shouted. “Hot girl-on-girl violence!” 
 
    A small crowd clustered around them. A bald man with a thick brown beard entered Elle’s line of vision. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “No.” Bar brawls were so not her thing, and this was some Jerry Springer level bullshit but Elle had gone way past the point of caring about that. She jabbed a finger at Mel. “You. Outside. Now.” 
 
    Mel clapped her hands over her mouth. “I’m so sorry.”  
 
    “I don’t fucking care,” Elle snarled. “Outside.”  
 
    “Whoa, hang on there, girls! Hang on there!” Their self-elected male peacekeeper stood between them, arms extended. “Listen to me, you don’t need to fight!” 
 
    “Get the fuck out of my face, Ned Kelly,” Elle snapped. “Nobody asked for your opinion.”  
 
    Her crazy eyes must have been operating at full force because the guy stepped aside, muttering an apology. Good to know she still had it.  
 
    Elle pointed at Mel. “Get your shit and let’s go.” 
 
    Mel hadn’t moved. She was still wearing the same horrified expression. “Elle, I can’t believe I did that. I don’t want to fight you anymore.” 
 
    “Of course you don’t,” Elle shouted. “You already slapped me, you moll!” 
 
    Mel burst into tears. “I’m so, so sorry.”  
 
    She seized Elle’s hand and smashed it between her boobs. “Please don’t tell Tory? Please?” 
 
    “Jesus Christ,” Elle said, wrenching her hand from Mel’s grip. She was angry enough to spit nails, but of course she wasn’t going to make Mel fight her. She shoved Jackson’s keycard into her bra. “I’m leaving.”  
 
    “You won’t tell Tory what happened, will you?” Mel begged.  
 
    “If you promise to stop stalking Jackson.” 
 
    Amazingly, horribly, Mel’s contrite expression grew stubborn again. “I’m not stalking him, he wants me.” 
 
    Elle ground her teeth together hard enough to crack them. This whole conversation had been fucking pointless. “Fine, be delusional. I’m leaving.” 
 
    She half-turned, then looked back at Mel and decided she wasn’t done head-butting a brick wall. “You’re younger than me, so you don’t know this yet, but when a guy wants you, he moves heaven and earth to fuck you. When he ignores you, it’s because he’s more interested in fucking some skinny blonde with no tits.” 
 
    Knowing that she’d never get a better exit line, Elle turned her back and began to walk away.  
 
    “Bitch!” 
 
    Elle raised her middle fingers and kept on walking.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 20 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jackson 
 
      
 
    For what felt like the millionth time, Jackson scanned his suite looking for something he’d forgotten. He’d cleaned up the condom wrappers and dirty underwear, ensured the temperature was a pleasant twenty-one degrees, dimmed the lights, and made the bed. He’d decided against more rose petals, but he’d placed both sets of handcuffs on the covers and worn his thickest, heaviest belt. He wasn’t sure if Elle would want them, but at least he was prepared. Or over-prepared, as it were.  
 
    He kept glancing in the mirror above the fireplace to check his hair, he’d changed his shirt twice, and after inspecting his torso, which had softened after a week with no rock-climbing and party food, he had gotten on the floor to work through a thousand push ups. Elle would be here soon and he needed to be form-perfect for what he wanted to tell her.  
 
    For the past three days they’d done nothing but fuck, laugh, and cuddle, and yet she hadn’t given him the slightest indication that she wanted to see him once the wedding was over. He had only a few hours to make her see they were perfect for each other.  
 
    He had a plan.  
 
    Jackson knew she would arrive from the nightclub at eleven or so, and when she did, he would make her a cup of tea, and they would discuss her night. After that he would offer to give her a rub down with the coconut oil he was keeping at room temperature on his bedside table. Once Elle was naked, slippery, and completely relaxed, he would make her come. They would have sex, collapse into each other’s arms and then, and only then, he would tell her that he wanted to be her boyfriend.  
 
    It had to be after sex. Out of bed, if he gave her a compliment or touched her too intimately, Elle tended to bristle, but right after sex she was soft and sweet as milk. Yesterday when they were in the shower together and he’d told her she was the most beautiful thing he’d ever seen, she just made a sleepy noise and said “Not as beautiful as you.”  
 
    While the plan in itself was flawless, Jackson was still sweating bullets because he had no idea how to phrase what he wanted to say. Everything he came up with was either too dry, too sappy, or so formal it sounded like he was running for prime minister. How was he supposed to articulate the millions of things he felt for Elle? He knew she was funny and kind, her smile was flawless, her laugh was perfect, and her pussy a gift from heaven above, but knowing and effectively conveying it in a romantic but not cheesy way was another matter.  
 
    Jackson collapsed back on the bed. He could dance around the truth all night, but the fact of the matter was he loved her. And he needed to tell her he loved her and that was petrifying. Love was the force that made his father lonely and sent his mother into the arms of another man. He’d gone his whole life without it and now it had arrived, soft as what he felt for his younger siblings, fierce as his loyalty to Ben, alongside new kinks and whorls and obsessions he had nothing to compare to.  
 
    He wasn’t sure if Elle felt the same way or if it was smart to tell her this soon, but if they both hung back, terrified of rejection, they’d never stand a chance of making it as a couple.  
 
    He checked his watch and decided to find a piece of paper and write down something good. He was halfway on his feet when someone knocked on the door.  
 
    A quick glance through the spy hole said it was Elle. She was early. Checking his hair and collar one last time in the mirror, Jackson took a deep breath and reached for the doorknob. Be calm and remember the plan: drink, talk, massage, sex, confession.  
 
    “Fuuuck.” 
 
    Elle was leaning against the wall naked except for four-inch pink pumps. She wasn’t smiling; in fact, she looked about ready to tear his throat out with her teeth. “Open up.”  
 
    Jackson stumbled aside to make way for her. “How was your night?” 
 
    She turned to face him, her pert breasts bouncing. “Get on the bed.” 
 
    His cock grew heavy against his thigh, sensing from her tone that this was going to be a fuck to remember. He struggled to recall his plan. “I thought…do you want a drink?”  
 
    “I want you to do what I tell you to do.” She put her hands on her hips. “Take your clothes off and get on the bed.” 
 
    Jackson wanted to protest but he was already pulling off his shirt and moving into the position she demanded. Whatever domineering pheromones Elle possessed were pouring out of her in waves, Jackson could barely stand to look at her.  
 
    Do what she says. Make her happy. Serve her. Tell her later.  
 
    He yanked down his trousers and Elle’s eyes grew dark. “Unbuckle your belt and give it to me.”  
 
    Jackson’s skin tightened in anticipation. They’d played around with spanking stuff, Elle striking him on the back or thighs or his ass with the flat of his belt. She didn’t do it hard, just firm enough for a sweet blend of fury, pain, and humiliation to turn him into an overwrought, sex-crazed beast. Tonight would be different, he knew it just from the way she held the belt, lightly, as if she was examining a live grenade. All at once Jackson spotted the raised red mark on her cheek. “Ellie, what happened to your face?” 
 
    She turned away from him. “Get on the bed.” 
 
    He studied her fine-boned back, the curves of her pale behind. So that’s why she’d come to the door naked. So he wouldn’t notice her cheek. He’d fallen for it like a knuckle dragging caveman who’d never seen a pair of tits. “Ellie—” 
 
    “What did you just call me?” 
 
    There was nothing he could do about her cheek now, not this deep into the game. It would have to wait.  
 
    “I’m sorry, Miss Sahlstrom.” He kicked away his briefs. “Do you, um, want me face down on the bed or up?” 
 
    “Jackson,” Elle said in a voice as delicate as blown glass. “You’re going to lie down on the bed face down and I’m going to hit you twenty times. Ask me another question and it’ll be thirty-five.” 
 
    Fast as he could manage, Jackson crawled towards the mattress. It didn’t make sense, he realized, as he settled into his place. Why did the idea of Elle whipping him get him so hot he could hardly breathe? What possible biological or even logical reason could there be for enjoying this? It wasn’t a sexualised response to fear. He was never afraid when Elle came at him, he was so excited it was like Christmas morning. Despite his teacher fantasy, he’d never thought of himself a particularly submissive man. That was especially true when it came to the idea of punishment; he didn’t like pain. And yet, he was growing to love the discomfort of a heel in his side, a belt against his ass, to love the paradox of all that power and pain wrapped up in one little woman. And he loved Elle, of course. That was probably affecting his judgment.  
 
    He lay down flat, the sheets cool against his skin, and waited for Elle to chain him down as she’d done many times before. Seconds ticked by and the sheets grew warm beneath him. “Miss Sahlstrom?” 
 
    There was a loud crack as Elle snapped the belt together, startling him. “Yes?” 
 
    “Are-are you going to tie me down?” 
 
    A cool fingertip traced the length of his spine, raising goose bumps all over his back. “If I tie you down you can pretend I’m forcing you to do this. Tonight I think I’d rather you knew the truth.” 
 
    “The truth?”  
 
    “That doing this will make your cock so hard you’ll hump the mattress, wishing I was beneath you and beating you at the same time. And you wouldn’t stop me, even if you pretended like you wanted me to.” 
 
    Jackson’s jaw clenched. “I’ll serve you in whatever way you like, Miss Sahlstrom.” 
 
    She raked a hand down his back, no doubt leaving four angry red lines. “I know you will. Now brace yourself. Or don’t.” 
 
    Before Jackson could reply, the belt had come down on his ass, right on the underside. He swore and pressed his hips into the bed.  
 
    “That was one,” Elle said lightly. “Nineteen more to go.” 
 
    She caught him on his right thigh…the pain like a little lick of fire. He moaned and flexed against the bed, a sound not even a fool would take for agony.  
 
    “Feel nice?” Elle said, her voice was like honeyed razorblades.  
 
    “Hurts,” he grunted.  
 
    “No, it doesn’t.” She snapped the belt across his back. Elle loved his back, she’d told him two nights ago in the quiet twilight moments after they screwed. She loved the hard muscle, the racks of his ribs, the way everything went taut when he was fucking her. “Looking at it reminds me you’re an animal,” she whispered, rubbing a hand over the gauge marks she’d left in his skin. “I just want to put a saddle on you and ride you.” 
 
    At the time the idea had struck him as hot, if quaint. Now he wanted it to be true. He wanted to feel warm leather on his back, her heels like spurs at his sides. He wanted her to use her crop to sting his hips and ass. To be an animal, a mindless creature whose only purpose was to serve the woman who trained him. 
 
    Elle kept striking him, each blow like a kiss of lightning. When she caught him on both thighs, right below his ass crease, his cock did what it had been threatening to do since they started and released a thin stream of pre-come against his stomach. Elle seemed to know it. She stroked a hand across his smarting buttocks, the gesture beyond patronizing. “Do you want me to stop?” 
 
    “No,” he snarled. “More. Gimme more.” 
 
    “Are you hard, Jackson?” She raked her hand across his ass. “If I keep hitting you, will you come rutting against the mattress?” 
 
    “No. I can handle it.” 
 
    “Are you sure? If I keep going you’ll be black and blue—” 
 
    “Don’t care. Give it to me.” 
 
    The belt cracked across his ass with enough pressure to make him grunt.  
 
    “I give the orders here,” Elle said in a dangerously soft voice. “Lie still and take it or I’ll think of a new, worse, way to punish you.”  
 
    He didn’t dare contradict her. Elle had a brilliant mind when it came to chastisement. He gritted his teeth as she landed the final three strikes all in the same place; layering them one on top of the other in blistering, burning pleasure.  
 
    Elle moved away from the bed. He heard her open the fridge, and from the twist-hiss, assumed she’d opened a bottle of sparkling water.  
 
    “Turn onto your back,” she called. “Arms and legs extended.”  
 
    Anticipation heated his entire body as he lay down, his cock arching up against his stomach, leaving sticky trails wherever it touched. He needed to be careful; he was dangerously close to the edge.  
 
    Again Elle, using whatever dominant senses she possessed, knew it. She returned to his side and began caressing his aching shaft and balls with careless feathery strokes. Jackson closed his eyes and thought about his parents’ divorce. Elle saw his distraction immediately and yanked on his hair. “Stretch your arms up to the bedframe and hold on.” 
 
    Jackson obliged and she snapped the handcuffs over his wrists, the metal finding the now familiar grooves in his skin. It stung but it felt good too. He was owned and shackled by the lovely lithe thing, wearing a dressing gown cord around his ankles, fastening him spread-eagle to his bed. There was a wet rip of plastic as a condom was loosed and smoothed down his cock. Fucking hell, she was all business tonight. Jackson swallowed hard. “Miss Sahlstrom, don’t you want me to go down on you? Get you ready?”  
 
    She laughed softly. “You don’t get to warm me up tonight, pretty boy.” 
 
    “You like it when I eat your pussy.”  
 
    Another derisive laugh. “I tolerate it because you’re too high strung to fuck me long enough.” 
 
    Jackson felt anger twist against his need to serve. She was lying, she’d ridden him to exhaustion a half dozen times, but this wasn’t about the truth. They played around with this idea; Elle treating him like a useless fucktoy, him working himself into a frenzy trying to prove her wrong. “I stay hard for as long as you need me to.” 
 
    Elle ran a hand up his thigh and seized his hard-on. “Barely, and you close your eyes the entire time so you don’t come and ruin everything.” 
 
    She had a point. “I can’t help being so attracted to you.” 
 
    “It has nothing to do with attraction and everything to do with self-control.” She seized his cock, pumping it hard. “If I started sucking on you right now, would you even be able to last a minute?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Even if I made you watch me the whole time?”  
 
    Jackson flinched, his cock throbbing with need. If she started sucking him off, he didn’t know if he’d last ten seconds. He should have beaten off before she arrived but he’d had a strange feeling she would have known. Known and punished him. Elle leaned down to lick along his abdomen. “You like how big you are compared to me.” 
 
    Jackson couldn’t deny that. “I do.”  
 
    She grasped his cock in her smooth hand. “You love that I’ve got a tiny mouth and a tiny pussy and you get to shove your oversized cock inside both of them. Tell me.” 
 
    “I like it,” he gasped. “I like being bigger than you. I like watching my prick go inside your tight little body.” 
 
    Elle squeezed the base of his shaft. “Maybe one day soon you’ll find out how it feels to be inside my tight little ass.” 
 
    Dear fucking god. Jackson bit the inside of his cheek hard enough that he tasted blood. “Oh fuck, Ellie, you can’t talk about letting me do that. I’ll come, you know I’ll come.” 
 
    Elle stroked him with both hands. “Say something filthy to me and I’ll stop.”  
 
    He closed his eyes. “I like serving you, I like you controlling me, I like seeing my dick go into all your tight, wet, little holes and knowing I’m the one giving you pleasure. The only one.”  
 
    Elle moved away. Jackson fought the urge to panic. He hadn’t wanted to say sappy shit while she was giving him a hand job, but he felt like he was losing his mind.  
 
    “Are you going to be difficult tonight, Jackson?” 
 
    “I just want to make you feel good, Miss.” 
 
    Elle knelt on the bed, smiling a sly, cat-like smile. “Do you like my pussy?”  
 
    He didn’t just like it. He wanted to write love songs about it. Not just because it was pussy and pussy was hardwired into the ‘yes’ column of his brain, but because Elle’s cunt was perfect. He loved its shell pink colour, its warmth, its musky scent, the soft blonde hair that covered it, the way it tightened around his cock like it never wanted him to leave— 
 
    “Jackson?” 
 
    “Yes, Miss Sahlstrom, I love your pussy.”  
 
    “Then lie back.” 
 
    He did as she asked, his mouth watering in anticipation of spending more time sucking on her luscious little cunt. He should have known it was a trap. She sat on his face, not facing the wall as he expected, but bent over his torso so she could suck his cock at the same time, filling his mouth with her taste as she sucked his shaft. He moaned helplessly, trying to concentrate on Elle’s clit, the condom the only thing keeping him from coming. He disengaged from his body, letting himself drift in a red haze as he ignored every physical stimulus entering his brain. After a seemingly endless stretch of time, Elle pulled away, releasing his head with a pop. “Do you want me to keep going?” 
 
    He nodded, licking at her clit in response, all the while praying to every god in existence that she would stop. Thankfully one or more must have been listening as Elle clambered off him. “Stubborn pretty boy.” 
 
    “I’m just doing what you asked me to do, Miss Sahlstrom,” he said, unable to keep a trace of arrogance out of his voice. Mistake. Elle seized his balls and gave them a tight little squeeze. “We’ll see.”  
 
    She slipped off the bed and straddled him, forcing him inside her taut opening. Jackson bit back a groan as she worked herself against him, rocking slowly to accommodate his size.  
 
    “Ellie, Miss Sahlstrom, go easy on me?”  
 
    Elle’s eyes glittered. “Why would I do that?” 
 
    “Because you’re so beautiful I can’t control myself.”  
 
    She picked up his belt from the side table, a reversible calfskin his mother had bought for him at fashion week. He’d worn it every day for two years, but in Elle’s hands it looked completely unrecognizable. She snapped it again, the leather pulling taut between her fists. “You’re going to fuck me for as long as I want you, understand?”  
 
    He nodded grimly.  
 
    “And if you lose control and come inside me like some big, overeager teenager banging his sweetheart, I’m going to make you suffer.” Warm leather traced the length of his cheek. “Understand?” 
 
    Jackson’s cock swelled inside her and he gritted his teeth. “Yes, Miss Sahlstrom.”  
 
    Elle raised herself off his cock, leaving only his head inside her. “Good. Lie there and don’t move.” 
 
    She sank down to the hilt without so much as a word of warning. Jackson pulled against his restraints, the bite of metal helping to keep his head and his load. He made his tension an unspoken punishment. You hurt her once, now you sit back and serve. The thought helped him focus as Elle began a steady, rhythmic grind that made his whole body seize. She liked the hair on his groin, swore rubbing against it made her come like nothing else. Whenever they had sex she left white streaks against his pubic hair and it was the hottest fucking thing in the world.  
 
    Elle’s hand shot out and seized his throat. “Stop moving up against me. Your job is to lie there and get fucked.” 
 
    Jackson swore. He hadn’t even known he was doing it, but the minute he tried to stop his balls burned. He kept thrusting, the slickness left by both of them making a wet rushing sound.  
 
    Elle’s hand grew tighter. “Don’t move until I tell you to.” 
 
    “I won’t,” he muttered. “I won’t let you down.”  
 
    “You better not,” she said sweetly. “Because I’ve always wanted to get fucked at a wedding, and if it’s not you, I don’t know who it’ll be.” 
 
    The cuffs rattled as he fisted his hands. “No one’s going to touch you but me.” 
 
    She smiled. “Then prove it. Make me come on that big, fat, pretty-boy dick and maybe, maybe I’ll let you do it again tomorrow.” 
 
    He drove deep, grinding in slow circles that he knew made her ache, pleasurable tendrils unfurled across his hips and chest. His hands were numb within the cuffs, dead from too much straining. He watched her use him, knowing he was hers, built for pleasure, made to serve. He felt her grow unbearably wet around him and thought she was finishing, but as the minutes passed and she remained on the edge of pleasure Jackson knew something was wrong. Her cries of pleasure had become fierce, and she was digging her nails into her own fists.  
 
    He swore. “Ellie, you’re hurting yourself. Hurt me instead.” 
 
    “Don’t want to hurt you that bad,” she panted. “I’m so fucking angry.” 
 
    Jackson pulled against his restraints, angling himself so he was deeper inside her. “Do it. Whatever it is, I can take it.”  
 
    “No. No. No.” 
 
    He jerked his hips up, throwing off her rhythm. Elle’s face hardened with inexpressible rage. “Don’t. Fucking. Move.” 
 
    “Or what?” Jackson taunted, his pulse racing in his throat. “What are you gonna do?”  
 
    Her nails tore into his shoulders. Her hips slapped down on his, taking every inch of his cock. Where before she’d held back, she retained nothing now. She rutted on him like a demon, digging into his skin. The pain was so hot it felt like an exorcism, making his brain and his balls taut enough to snap.  
 
    “Am I hurting you?” Elle gasped, her eyes bright with fury.  
 
    “Why? Do you need me to put you on your back and take care of this?” 
 
    Elle snarled and pulled on his hair hard. “Shut the fuck up and take it.” 
 
    “I will,” he panted. “Come.” 
 
    She did. She came screaming his name, in pleasure or hatred, Jackson wasn’t sure. When she clenched down on his cock hard enough to snap it, he followed her into the abyss, pouring himself into her as she jerked and writhed against him.  
 
    When they were done, it felt like an eternity, Elle slumped into his chest, mewing softly like a tiny kitten.  
 
    He kissed her damp hair and swore for the first time in his life, despite the scratches on his chest and the ache in his arms, he’d made love. “Are you happy, Ellie?” 
 
    “So fucking happy,” she whispered. “Are you?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    She pressed a kiss into his skin and collapsed against him, her whole body limp. The anger and tension that had fuelled her while she was riding him had drained away as though it had never existed at all. She’d stay that way for hours, he knew, sleepy and affectionate as hell. Maybe she’d hate him for thinking this, but he was beginning to think all she needed to control her temper was to get fucked regularly, and take it out on him.  
 
    “You’re so sweet,” she said, kissing his belly. “So sweet and kind.” 
 
    Jackson’s heart surged against his ribs, and then words came tumbling out. “Ellie, I love you.”  
 
    The blissful mood vanished in a puff of smoke. “What the fuck did you just say?” 
 
    Jackson sat bolt upright. “Goddammit, I didn’t mean that. Not that I didn’t mean that, but I didn’t want it to come out that w—”  
 
    “Oh my fucking god.”  
 
    A third voice. A stranger’s. As one, he and Elle turned to the source of the noise, and standing in the doorway in a tight white dress was Mel. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 21 
 
      
 
      
 
    Elle 
 
      
 
    Mel’s presence was like foreign bacteria introduced into a womb. Embarrassment spread throughout the suite like an infection killing everything erotic. Elle froze, incapable of moving an inch. Jackson on the other hand seemed to forget the staying power of handcuffs. “Mel?” Jackson jerked his wrists against the metal bracelets hard enough to break his bones. “What the fuck are you doing here?” 
 
    Mel’s laughter was high and horrible. “I came here to fuck you but apparently Miss Whore beat me to it.” 
 
    The insult rolled off Elle like so much water. He said he loved me? Why would he do that? Is he drunk? Is he lying?  
 
    “Don’t fucking talk to her like that,” Jackson spat. “Baby, you need to get off me.” 
 
    Yes, she was still on top of him, still naked except for her pumps, still impaled on his still-hard cock. “You call her baby?” Mel shrieked. “What the fuck, Jackson?” 
 
    Yeah, what the fuck, Jackson? 
 
    Elle pulled away too quickly, causing both she and Jackson to wince in pain. Stepping back off the bed, she was only dimly aware of her nudity. Only dimly aware of her surroundings. It was like she’d been plunged underwater, everything around her fuzzy, thick and dreamy.  
 
    “How did you get in here?” Jackson demanded of Mel.  
 
    Tory’s sister swayed where she stood, clearly still drunk off her ass. “Elle took my room card at the bar, not yours. I couldn’t get into my suite, so I thought I’d come visit.” 
 
    “What?” Jackson said, as he struggled to flip the safety catch on his cuffs. “How’d you get my card in the first place?” 
 
    “She stole it,” Elle said without turning around.  
 
    “Why?”  
 
    “Because I wanted to see you,” Mel wailed, clutching at her hair. “And instead I find you fucking Elle, you stupid jerk.” 
 
    Her eyes scraped over Jackson and Elle could admit it looked bad. He was still bound and he had deep scratches across his chest and shoulders, some of them bleeding.  
 
    “What were you guys doing? Is this some kind of reverse Fifty Shades thing?” Mel said, sniggering. 
 
    Elle clenched her fists. “No.”  
 
    “Then why do you still have your shoes on? And why is Jackson tied up? Are you a pervert? Was this your idea?” 
 
    She could feel blood pumping in her cheeks and collarbones. “Fuck you. Just leave.”  
 
    It was a shaky defense, and Mel’s instincts for vulnerability were perfectly honed. “Oh my god, it was your idea!”  
 
    She stepped back, as though to examine the scene as a whole. “Is this why he’s fucking you and not me? Are you his dominatrix or something?” 
 
    The word, first heard when she was sixteen, was no less devastating at twenty-six. Elle’s eyes prickled and her throat grew tight and thick. This was her worst nightmare come to life. “Just go away,” she said, her voice cracking like a baby’s.  
 
    Mel laughed like a wicked queen. “You are. This is just so, so good.”  
 
    “Melanie, that’s enough.”  
 
    Jackson had kicked off his foot restraints and dragged himself into a sitting position. Not a trace of his usual good-natured charm lingered in his face. His jaw was clenched and his brown eyes alight with fury.  
 
    “I didn’t mean to—” 
 
    “Stop talking.” He drew in a breath, his chest heaving. “I’m completely disgusted by you. Coming in here to watch us and then having the nerve to try to embarrass us for what we were doing. You’re the one who should be embarrassed.” 
 
    Mel squirmed in her big nude heels. “I didn’t mean to watch. I just…I thought we were going to hook up.” 
 
    “We weren’t.” Jackson pulled harder on his restraints, making his chest flex as he sat up higher. “You’re a spoilt little brat and I’m not interested in you.” 
 
    Mel’s dark eyes grew shiny. “But Jackson—” 
 
    “Get out of here. Now.”  
 
    “But we had sex!” Mel said, her voice thick with drunken tears. “Doesn’t that mean anything to you?”  
 
    “No.” Jackson’s forearms were rigid against his bonds, thick veins extending from his biceps. He reminded Elle of Prometheus, chained to a rock, doomed to endless suffering and pissed as all hell about it. “It was a fuck, and that’s all it ever was. It meant less than nothing to me.” 
 
    Mel began to cry great heavy sobs and Elle, against all the odds, pitied her. She should have felt vindicated but watching her, all balled up and miserable, was making her sick. She knew what wanting Jackson was like. She also knew how much it hurt to get used and rejected by him. Switch the way her brain chemicals worked and she might have been the one weeping in front of him.  
 
    “Jackson, you should apologize,” she said suddenly.  
 
    Both he and Mel stared at her as though she’d lost her mind.  
 
    “Ellie, what are you talking about? Mel broke in here, insulted you, and I’m pretty sure she hit you.”  
 
    Elle raised a hand to her cheek, feeling the welt she’d forgotten about. “I know Mel shouldn’t have come here, but if you’d been honest with her, this never would have happened.”  
 
    Jackson slumped against the bed. “You’re right.”  
 
    He glanced up at Mel. “I’m sorry for what happened between us. I wasn’t explicit about what I wanted when we hooked up.”  
 
    “You were the third guy I ever slept with,” Mel said tearfully. “I thought you really liked me.” 
 
    Jackson licked his lips. “All I can say is that I’m sorry. I was a dick back then and I’m trying to be better now.” 
 
    Mel laughed hollowly. “You mean with Elle? Is she, like, your girlfriend?”  
 
    “Yeah, she is.”  
 
    Mel burst into tears again, angry ones this time, and the thin layer of civility that had coated the scene split like a bad crème brulee. Jackson swore and tried to force his hands from the cuffs, Mel howled like a wounded dog, and Elle just stood there, numb from scalp to toes, thinking, girlfriend, girlfriend, girlfriend.  
 
    “How can she be the one you want?” Mel was sobbing with an ever increasing volume. “I know you like me. I thought it was just because of Ben and Tory and my dad that we couldn’t be together.” 
 
    Jackson abandoned his struggle with the handcuffs. “I just told you I don’t feel that way. Elle, can you help me? The safety’s fucking jammed.” 
 
    Yes, she should move. She shouldn’t just stand there, silently wishing she was somewhere else.  
 
    “Elle,” Jackson’s voice was thick with terror. “Stop her.”  
 
    She turned and saw Mel pulling her phone out from inside her bra. Dumbly, she thought about how she could never do that because her tits were too small. “What are you doing?”  
 
    Mel swiped an arm across her face, leaving a silvery-black trail of snot and mascara on her skin. “I’m making a picture.”  
 
    Elle unglued herself from the floor, moving towards her. “You can’t do that.” 
 
    Mel fumbled with the screen, holding the phone out of Elle’s reach. “Yes, I can, he deserves it. We’ll see how he likes being humiliated.” 
 
    Elle jumped up and down, painfully aware of her bare breasts. “That’s illegal!” 
 
    “I don’t care!” 
 
    Mel had somehow managed to open the camera app one handed. Elle could see blurry flesh-colored images racing across the screen as she and Mel struggled against one another. All Mel had to do was shake her off, press a button, and she’d have a picture.  
 
    “Elle, please…stop her.” Jackson was rattling the cuffs so hard she was sure he was going to rip off the headboard or amputate an arm. 
 
    Elle jumped, wrapping her arm around Mel’s waist. “I can’t, she’s bigger than me!” 
 
    “Let go or I’ll tell everyone you’re a pervert.” Mel’s breath was hot and sour on Elle’s face, redolent with sugar and alcohol. “I’ll tell everyone you’re a freak!”  
 
    Everything went oddly slow after that. Elle drew back a slippery fist and sank it as deep as she could into Mel’s stomach. Tory’s sister doubled over and her phone flew out of her hand. It hit the bedside table. Ignoring Jackson’s shouts, she went after it, dropping to her knees and searching until her fingers closed around the warm plastic. The camera app was open, blindly recording everything. A quick search showed Mel hadn’t managed to take any pictures, so Elle turned it off and attempted to stow it in a pocket before realizing she was naked. She faced Mel clenching the device in her fist. “I’m keeping this until after the wedding.” 
 
    Mel was still on all fours on the carpet, gasping. “You…bitch…you…hit…me.” 
 
    “Yeah, I did,” Elle said. “Just like you hit me. We’re square.” 
 
    “Give me…my phone.”  
 
    “No.”  
 
    “You…can’t do…that.” 
 
    “Do you want me to tell Tory what you did tonight?” Elle demanded. “How you tried to ruin one of her best friends’ lives by taking naked pictures of him and probably putting them on Facebook?” 
 
    “I didn’t mean it,” Mel wailed. “I wouldn’t have posted the pictures.” 
 
    “Too bad.” Elle held up the phone. “I’m keeping this until we’re back in Melbourne, and if you do anything to fuck with Jackson or me again, I’ll throw it in the bin.” 
 
    Mel stood up on shaky legs, her gaze flicked towards the phone, and Elle knew she was thinking about wrestling it away from her.  
 
    She moved towards the foot of the brass bedframe, the phone pinched between her thumb and forefinger. “Move one inch and I’ll smash it. Now leave.” 
 
    Melanie paused, and obviously unable to think of anything she could do to improve her situation, shot Jackson a wounded look and staggered towards the door. “You’re both arseholes and I hate you.” 
 
    “Don’t forget your room key,” Elle said, pointing to the side table. “And leave Jackson’s.” 
 
    Mel slapped Jackson’s card onto a side table and snatched up her own. “Fuck you, whore.” 
 
    Elle didn’t reply. Couldn’t reply. What did you say to someone who behaved like a drunken toddler? 
 
    Mel vanished into the night, slamming the door behind her.  
 
     “Elle,” Jackson said in a strangled voice. “Get me out.” 
 
    Feeling decidedly like she was in a dream, Elle moved towards the dresser and found the tiny set of silver keys. She knelt next to Jackson. She felt funny being near him, like he was highly infectious and she should know better than to be so close. “Hold still.”  
 
    The cuff clicked open and Jackson winced as she pulled the metal away from his skin. The marks on his wrists were deep and already purple with bruises. He’d broken the skin in a few places and there was blood running down his wrists.  
 
    Elle recoiled, hissing in sympathy and fear.   
 
    “Sorry, I got a bit carried away,” Jackson said, trying to catch her eye. “Are you all right?”  
 
    “Sure.” Elle bent over his right hand and began working on the other lock. She was having difficulty saying anything. Her mouth and brain felt like they were full of cotton balls and she kept replaying what had just happened. The sex, Jackson’s declaration, Mel calling her a freak, Mel trying to take his picture… 
 
    Jackson’s hand brushed her cheek and she recoiled. She’d forgotten he could touch her.  
 
    “Ellie…what’s wrong?” 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Elle stared down her hands. “I just assaulted the maid of honor the night before my best friend’s wedding, that’s what’s wrong.” 
 
    His shoulders drooped. “Is that all?” 
 
    She stood up. “You should go get clean. You don’t want an infection from the cuts.” 
 
    Silently, obediently, Jackson rose. He went to the bathroom while Elle sat on the bed staring blankly at Mel’s phone. Painfully crisp images of the time she’d spent with Jackson played through her brain, every one of them captioned ‘Girlfriend.’  
 
    Eventually, Jackson returned wearing briefs and smelling of antiseptic, and not the sweet-musky scent that drove her out of her mind.  
 
    “I’m not your girlfriend,” she said before he’d even sat down. 
 
    Jackson settled himself beside her, careful not to let his thigh brush hers. “I know. It was a mistake.” 
 
    “Was it?” 
 
    He shifted uncomfortably. “Not as much as I think you might be hoping.” 
 
    She knew it. She’d known it the instant the words had fallen from his mouth. “What you’re feeling is bullshit, Jackson. You can’t love someone you’ve spent a week screwing.”  
 
    His jaw tightened. “I’ve known you for years.” 
 
    “Barely.” 
 
    “Look—” Jackson rubbed a hand across his suddenly lined forehead. “I know you feel it too.” 
 
    “Feel what?” 
 
    He tapped his chest. “This.” 
 
    “Of course I can feel my heartbeat or I’d be dead.” 
 
    He closed his eyes, his mouth a thin, flat line. “Elle, please don’t do this.”  
 
    “I’m not doing anything. In case you’ve forgotten, we had a deal to hang out. Now you’ve turned it around and you’re telling people I’m your girlfriend and that you love me.”  
 
    “I do love you and I do want you to be my girlfriend.” 
 
    She leapt off the bed, full of manic energy. “What the fuck?”  
 
    “I don’t care if you don’t want to hear it,” he said, his voice tight with anger. “I think we’re great together and I’ve thought that for a long time.” 
 
    “So what? You came to Bali planning to strongarm me into being your girlfriend?” 
 
    Jackson winced, and the realization that this had been his plan all along hit her at roughly the speed of light. Elle staggered away, clutching her head. “You can’t be serious…” 
 
    “I…would it be so bad if I did?” 
 
    Elle whirled around. “Of course it would! I thought I was imagining this whole creepy feeling of a plan unraveling around me! I convinced myself you came up with our deal on the spur of the moment, but you planned the whole thing didn’t you? Being on the same plane, having adjacent rooms? This was a con job. A fucking scheme.” 
 
    Jackson didn’t meet her eyes. “Ellie, I’ve been interested in you for a long time. I told you that.” 
 
    “Not in so many fucking words. Did you arrange for us to be on the same plane?” 
 
    He rubbed his wrist where the handcuffs had cut deep. “Yes.” 
 
    “Did you arrange for us to have rooms next to one another?” 
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    “So you’ve been grooming me? Trying to convince me to be your girlfriend regardless of how I feel?” 
 
    He cringed. “I was going for ‘romantic.’” 
 
    “Well, it’s fucking creepy. You don’t even know me!” 
 
    “Oh come on, I know you feel something too. Tory said you mention me all the time.” 
 
    The idea that she had been secretly longing for him to pursue her like a weirdo stalker made Elle see red. “Oh well, call a fucking mariachi band, because that must mean I love you! We have a fucked up connection, and that’s it! Before I saw your stupid face on that plane, I was happy hating you.” 
 
    Jackson’s face showed pain she hadn’t seen even when she was drawing his blood. “You don’t mean that.”  
 
    “I do.” She seized his battle-worn wrist. “Do you really want things to be like this forever?”  
 
    “Have you been listening to anything I say? That’s exactly what I want. “ 
 
    Elle grabbed her hair and tugged hard. “You’re too drunk on fuck-hormones to realize sexual compatibility doesn’t equal true love.” 
 
    “Stop it.” Jackson stood up, pulling her hands away. “This is true love, or as true as I’ve ever felt it. You’re the perfect girl for me, Ellie.”  
 
    “We’re not…this isn’t a permanent thing.”  
 
    Jackson did something strange. He dropped to one knee in front of her, like some bizarre unwanted proposal. “Please, I know tonight’s been fucking crazy, and I swear I didn’t mean for everything to happen this way, but don’t dismiss this.” 
 
    She turned to look at him, saw the shining sincerity in his eyes, and her heart ached like a fresh wound. “After all this time, all these girls, you’ve suddenly decided I’m the one for you?” 
 
    “Pretty much.” 
 
    “No,” Elle said, stepping away. “You’re just lonely. You want someone to take care of you.” 
 
    “Nope,” he said with a weary smile. “I’m in love with you. Have been for ages.” 
 
    Elle clapped her hands to her ears as though he’d said an ugly curse word. “Shut up.” 
 
    “No. I love you and I know you at least like me. We have fun together and I think we should date and see if we can turn this into something real.” 
 
    Elle tried to picture it. Her and Jackson. In love. A couple. Together. For an instant it didn’t seem so crazy, then she looked down at his too-beautiful face and the illusion snapped like cold toffee. She tore her hand from his grip. “I’m not doing this. I’m leaving.” 
 
    As she marched towards the door, Jackson called out to her, “What about the wedding? What about our songs?” 
 
    Elle turned. “That’s another thing. You strong-armed Tory and Ben into performing with me, didn’t you?” 
 
    “I…” 
 
    “That’s a yes.” She walked to the door and unchained it. “Tomorrow I’m going to get up and put on my dress. I’m going to take photos and dance and smile and sing the three songs Ben and Tory want me to sing, and once the wedding is over, I am never talking to you again.”


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 22 
 
      
 
      
 
    Elle 
 
      
 
    Elle had no interest in the military. She was a ragehead, but a nihilistic vigilante one. She’d never had any urge to dominate as part of an institution. However, on the morning of Tory’s wedding she knew the only way she’d make it through the day was if she channeled the steely, unblinking determination of a soldier. She wasn’t going to allow thoughts of Jackson to penetrate her brain, she wasn’t going to confront Mel or Mel’s dad, or get drunk or blurt out anything. She was going to be an impenetrable fortress of stoical good judgment. A blank wall.  
 
    At 0900 hours she dressed, applied makeup, and did her hair. At 0910, she forgot she hadn’t shaved her legs and nicked herself in three places by trying to do it dry. By 0920, she stopped swearing, collected her purse, and staggered out of her suite. She didn’t look at Jackson’s door. She didn’t think about Jackson’s door. She did warm up scales all the way up to Tory’s bridal suite, where she was morally required to sit and watch her friend get her hair and makeup done.  
 
    The room in which Tory and her bridesmaids were getting ready smelt like every noxious chemical known to man—nail polish, tanning cream, hair spray, and gallons of perfume combined into a toxic nasal sludge. Instantly light-headed, Elle waved hello to the dozen or so women in the room. A few said hello back, but most were too intent on their beauty preparations to spare her a second glance. Hairdryers were blasting, women were competing for mirror space, and there was a general atmosphere of panic, as pervasive as the smell. Amidst all the chaos, Elle found Tory sitting alone in the corner nursing a mimosa and reading an eBook on her tablet. Unlike everyone around her, she looked utterly relaxed, a calm port in a big old sea of crazy. Elle sat down in the chair beside her. “Hey Tor.” 
 
    “Hey yourself.” Tory smiled. “It’s D-day, huh?” 
 
    “Don’t tell me you’re having doubts?”  
 
    Her friend laughed. “I meant for you. I’m fine.” 
 
    “Good.” Happy for the first time in hours, Elle leaned forward and kissed Tory’s cheek. “Is there anything you want me to do?” 
 
    “Keep me company while everyone runs around like headless chickens?” 
 
    “Deal. Your makeup looks nice.” 
 
    Tory usually kept her face scrubbed clean, but today she boasted a fringe of thick black lashes and golden eyelids. It transformed her wholesome good looks from merely pretty to gorgeous. “Thanks, just make sure I don’t rub it off.” 
 
    “Will do.” 
 
    Elle sat back in her chair and watched as Betty dashed across the room tossing up towels and coats looking for a hair clip. “How was the rest of your night?” 
 
    “I stayed out until midnight and then went to bed. Where’d you disappear to? Wait, why am I asking? How was screwing Jackson’s brains out?” 
 
    Elle’s head throbbed and the billion emotions she was repressing reared up inside her. “I don’t want to talk about him.”  
 
    “Uh oh.” Tory took a deep swallow of her cocktail. “What happened?” 
 
    Be calm, soldier. We don’t have to answer that. “Nothin’.”  
 
    “Do you really think dropping that ‘g’ gave you the casual edge you needed to convince me everything is okay?” 
 
    “No?”  
 
    Tory fixed her with the most motherly expression Elle had ever seen. “Tell me what happened before we both die from chemical inhalation.” 
 
    “You know, we could just go outside…?” 
 
    “Elle.”  
 
    “Do you really want to know the ins and outs of my depraved sex life? On your wedding day?”  
 
    The corners of her best friend’s mouth turned down. “Don’t tell me the condom broke.”  
 
    Elle almost swallowed her own tongue. “No! And even if it did, I’ve got my IUD. This is way worse. Things got complicated. Feelings entered the equation.” 
 
    “Yours or his?” 
 
    “His.”  
 
    Tory raised an immaculately shaped brow. “And your response to that was?” 
 
    An unpleasant crawling sensation fluttered across Elle’s abdomen. “To remind Jackson that this is a fling and that I wasn’t interested.” 
 
    “Oh Elle.”  
 
    “What? I don’t want to be his fucking girlfriend!” 
 
    “Uh-huh.” 
 
    “I don’t!”  
 
    “He really cares about you.”  
 
    Elle scratched her neck where a violent itch had sprung up from nowhere. “God, not this shit again. We’ve been hanging out for less than a week, that’s not long enough to care about anything. Except puppies.” 
 
    Tory sat up straight, adjusting her thick, white dressing gown. “Ben made me swear secrecy, but I can’t deal with this anymore. Jackson’s been interested in you for ages.” 
 
    Elle groaned. “I know that. He told me last night.” 
 
    “Did he tell you he paid for you to fly first class so he could sit next to you?”  
 
    “Yes! He’s been Pretty Woman-ing me this whole time.”  
 
    “That’s not what he was doing! He just wanted to spend time with you and treat you well!” 
 
    “So you approve of all this creepy bullshit?” Elle demanded. 
 
    “You have to admit it’s pretty sweet.” 
 
    “I admit nothing. Besides, you’re going to freak out when I tell you what else he did.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Told me he loved me.” 
 
    Tory’s mouth dropped so wide Elle could see her tonsils. “He didn’t.”  
 
    “He did. Right after he came.”  
 
    Tory winced. “And you said…?” 
 
    “Stop being such a mental patient.’”  
 
    Tory looked aghast. “You didn’t.”  
 
    “I’m paraphrasing, but basically.”  
 
    “Elle!” Color was fast rising in Tory’s cheeks and Elle wondered if she would be held responsible for the bride developing a stress rash. “You two are great together, you stubborn little Swedish headcase!” 
 
    Elle recoiled in her chair. “There is no need to bring the good people of Sweden into this!” 
 
    “Yes there is, if your parents weren’t the most repressed adults on earth, you might actually be able to process what’s happening right in front of your fucking face.” 
 
    Elle hadn’t seen Tory get so angry since someone t-boned her Ford Fiesta. She leaned even further back in her chair. “I can’t help not being in love with Jackson.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “I don’t know! Because we barely know each other? Because he’s a sales-douche? Because you don’t have to fall in love with everyone you have sex with? Pick one.” 
 
    “You’ve been so happy! Do you know how fucking strange it is to see you happy? All the time I’ve known you I thought you were naturally angry, and now I see you’ve had a rage-disease and Jackson’s dick is the cure.”  
 
    Elle looked around nervously. “Shh.” 
 
    “I can’t believe how dense you’re being!” 
 
    “Tory, I’ve been happy because we’re on holiday. No stress, no responsibilities, and if we want to fuck, we don’t have to go further than next door. Can you honestly imagine the two of us together back in Australia?” 
 
    “Yes.” Tory jabbed a pink-tipped finger in her face. “Why can’t you see how much you have in common?”  
 
    “Piss off! The only thing Jackson and I have in common is a mutual love of him eating me out.”  
 
    “You are ridiculous.” Tory shook her hands in Elle’s face in the most Italian gesture she’d ever seen her friend perform. 
 
    “Vittoria, be careful with that manicure,” Tory’s mother snapped from across the room. 
 
    Tory shot her mum such a furious look that for the first time in human existence, Mrs. Gauci turned away and busied herself with Mel’s hair.  
 
    “Whoa,” Elle muttered, beyond impressed.  
 
    “Today I have amazing bride powers,” Tory declared. “And since it is my special day, I insist, no I demand, you stop being in denial.”  
 
    Elle swore under her breath. “I’m not in fucking denial, you’re the one who wanted to talk about this, and I’m giving you the facts. Jackson and I are never going on gondola rides, or wearing matching jumpers, or seeing each other after the wedding. I’m sorry you got this idea that we were going to be some sort of double-couple power group, but it’s Not. Fucking. Happening.” 
 
    Tory’s brown eyes filled with tears and Elle wanted to curl up and die. “Tory, I’m so sorry, I didn’t mean to yell at you. I’m such a bitch.”  
 
    “No, I’m sorry,” Tory mumbled, a large tear splashing down her cheek. “I didn’t mean to push you so hard. This whole morning has just been insane. Apology hug?” 
 
    Without waiting for an answer, Tory enveloped her in her arms and Elle buried her face in the soft white folds of Tory’s dressing gown.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” Tory repeated. “I’m worried about the wedding and Mum is driving me insane and I miss Ben…and I’m sorry.” 
 
    Elle squeezed her friend tighter. “I’m sorry too. I woke up in a bad mood. I’ve hardly gotten any sleep for days.” 
 
    Tory snickered into Elle’s shoulder, making a small warm patch with her breath. “I bet I can guess why.” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s been pretty crazy.” Elle felt a pang of regret and forcibly shoved it aside. “But you have to believe me when I say Jackson and I aren’t meant to be.” 
 
    “Okay,” Tory said. “Let’s talk about something else.” 
 
    She offered her a sip of her mimosa, which Elle gratefully accepted. “I swear we’re going to leave here with a drinking problem.” 
 
    “We can dry out when we’re back at work,” Tory took the glass back and as she tilted it towards her mouth, Elle noticed she’d bitten two of her fingernails down to the quick, her flesh raw and inflamed around her shellac manicure. “Holy shit!” 
 
    Tory hid her hands in her sleeve. “It’s nothing.” 
 
    “You haven’t bitten your fingers like that since we had exams. Is everything okay?” 
 
    Tory’s eyes shone, suddenly overbright once more. “So maybe I’m a little bit nervous.”  
 
    “Fuck.” Elle felt like the world’s worst friend, whining about Jackson while Tory was freaking out. She seized Tory’s gnawed up hand and pressed it to her chest. “You know your wedding is going to be flawless, right?” 
 
    “I just can’t stand all this waiting. I’ve been trapped with my family all week, I’ve barely seen you, Mum’s everywhere. Ben and I should have done what you said and gotten married in the Fitzroy beer hall.” 
 
    “No one should ever do what I say,” Elle said, alarmed at the very suggestion. “Come on, Tor, this is exactly what you wanted, a big white wedding with all your friends and family. Think about all the music and dancing, it’ll be something you’ll remember forever.” 
 
    Tory wiped under her eyes. “I know. I do want this.” 
 
    “So don’t doubt yourself now, you’ll miss out on all the fun.”  
 
    Tory’s hand found hers and squeezed it tight. “I love you.” 
 
    Elle attempted to swallow the lump in her throat. Wasn’t even 1100 hours and she was failing miserably at being a robot soldier. “I…you too. You know what I mean.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know.” Tory stroked the back of her hand with her thumb. “You know, I’ve never seen you smile as much as I have this week.” 
 
    Elle traced her tongue over her lips. “Yeah.” 
 
    “I’ve watched you get your heart torn out by men who haven’t managed to make you half as happy as Jackson has.” 
 
    Elle couldn’t say anything, she felt like her heart was going to rip a hole through her ribs all on its own.  
 
    “Promise me you’ll think about seeing Jackson again once we’re back home?”  
 
    “Okay,” Elle said honestly. “But not today.” 
 
    “Not today,” Tory agreed, sitting back in her chair. “On another note, do you know why Mel is all subdued and nice?” 
 
    Elle grimaced. “Trust me, you don’t want to know. Not today.”  
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 23 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jackson 
 
      
 
    He tugged at his shirt collar, trying to force cool air down his throat. Unfortunately it was still inappropriate to go topless to a wedding, even one held in Bali. The ceremony had taken place by the ocean. It had been sweet and straightforward, there was an exchange of vows, a kiss, and then it was done. His best friends were married. Everyone was happy. The holiday had achieved exactly what Ben and Tory had hoped. Their once bitterly opposed families were on familiar terms. Kids were playing together, adults mingling in spite of the differences in race and religion. Jackson only wished he could take more pleasure in the situation. His eyelids were as heavy as leather boots. He hadn’t slept after Elle left, just lain awake for hours, wondering if he’d could get away with pushing Mel into the ocean. Not that what happened was really her fault. Even before that mother of all cock-ups, he’d blurted out “I love you” directly after ejaculating like a moron. He’d also revealed he’d coerced Elle into hanging out with him. That had been the real nail in the coffin.  
 
    Elle was drifting around the hall talking to Ben’s cousins. Her dress was ice blue, and with her silver armband and loose hair, she looked more like an elf queen than ever. He kept rubbing his thumb over the cuff marks, reminding himself that a few short hours ago she had wanted him.  
 
    More than anything, Jackson wanted to get completely and utterly shitfaced, but he was afraid he’d do something crazy like pick a fight or throw himself at Elle’s feet, so instead he reverted to another bad habit, being overly affectionate.  
 
    Elle wanted to act like he was a palm tree that had mysteriously rooted itself inside? Fine. He’d kiss cheeks and shake hands and hold babies and demand the life history of anyone who would speak to him. For a little while it worked, distracting him from his misery, but eventually the families were called outside for photographs, leaving himself, Elle, and a small collection of Ben and Tory’s friends alone in the hall. Unwilling to join the big group, Jackson sat down alone.  
 
    Twelve hours ago, Elle was riding him like a prize thoroughbred, and now she wouldn’t look at him. Tomorrow he’d fly home and they’d be strangers again. He’d have the memories but really, that didn’t mean shit. He was already losing the details of how Elle’s nails had felt raking his skin, the way she smelled covered in sweat, the exact expression she made when she came. He wanted to preserve every last second of their time together but his brain was dumb organic matter and the memories were already fading.  
 
    “Hey Jackson.” Rishi sat down beside him with a thump. “How are you?”  
 
    “Good, thanks. Photos finished?” 
 
    “Not quite.” Rishi poured himself a glass of what Jackson assumed to be pineapple juice. “Everyone is being quite aggressive with their suggestions. I left before the photographer started crying with despair.” 
 
    Jackson chuckled. His eyes drew irresistibly over to Elle, who was sipping champagne, the sunlight reflecting off her fine blonde hair.  
 
    “Elle looks very pretty today, doesn’t she?”  
 
    If any man but Rishi had pointed that out, Jackson was stressed enough to have throttled them, but instead he just unraveled the crown shaped napkin on his plate and muttered, “Yeah, she does.” 
 
    “You two are not getting along at the moment?” Rishi asked.  
 
    “Why? Are you planning on switching teams and cutting my grass?” 
 
    Rishi pursed his lips “If you would like to be left alone, all you need to do is say so.” 
 
    “Sorry, man,” he mumbled. “I’m not having the best day. I appreciate you sitting with me though.” 
 
    Rishi’s face brightened. “Okay, why don’t you tell me what the problem is and I’ll help you like I did with the strippers.”  
 
    “You don’t want to listen to that shit.” 
 
    “You’re wrong. I enjoy listening to your sorrows.” Rishi’s black eyes twinkled. “Think of me as your…what is the expression? Gay fairy godmother?” 
 
    Jackson burst out laughing. “I don’t think that’s an official expression, but you’re welcome to the gig if you want it. Fuck knows no one else does.” 
 
    Rishi grinned and settled back in his seat. “So what is your issue with Elle?” 
 
    “It’s kind of a long story…” 
 
    “Ben’s mother will be haranguing the photographer for some time yet.” 
 
    “True.” Jackson refilled his water glass and took a long draught. “So you know how I treated Elle like dirt when we first met?”  
 
    “Yes, that’s why you learned how to lap dance for her.”  
 
    Jackson smiled sadly. “Well, last night we were…you know…” He moved his head from side to side, unsure of how to connote to sex.  
 
    “Having intercourse?” Rishi suggested. 
 
    “Something like that,” Jackson said uncomfortably. “And I told her I cared about her while she was on top of me.” 
 
    “Oh,” Rishi looked very surprised. “And do you?”  
 
    “Yes, but that wasn’t the right time. She probably thinks I said it because we were screwing.” 
 
    “I’m sure she will forgive you—” 
 
    “That’s not all. I admitted that I got us on the same flight and booked our hotel rooms so we’d be side by side.”  
 
    “The hotel let you do this?” 
 
    “Yeah, once I sent them some money. Corruption’s a pretty easy thing to navigate in Bali.” 
 
    Rishi nodded gravely. “That is a rather strange thing to admit while having intercourse.” 
 
    “This was afterward, but yeah, it was pretty stupid. Plus I told her I made Ben and Tory let me perform the wedding songs with her so we’d have an excuse to hang out.” 
 
    Rishi tapped his glass of pineapple juice. “That is quite creepy. Please tell me that is all.”  
 
    Jackson laughed hollowly. “I wish. Melanie, you know Tory’s sister? She came into my room last night and saw us…in a compromising position. Elle and I are interested in things…” 
 
    His voice trailed off as he realized it wasn’t his secret to tell. 
 
    “Do these things have to do with the bloody circles on your wrists?”  
 
    Jackson almost snapped his neck turning towards Rishi, and was relieved to see his expression was one of mischief not disdain. “Yeah, it does, although if you mention that to Elle, she will probably stab you.” 
 
    “I won’t. I am your gay godmother, not hers.” 
 
    Jackson smiled mirthlessly. “Right, well, Elle can barely talk to me about what she likes without being three sheets in the wind. Drunk,” he added, noting Rishi’s confused expression. “She was mortified that Mel found out, especially since she threatened to tell everyone.” 
 
    “Why would she do that?” 
 
    “We slept together. A long time ago,” he explained to a still-confused looking Rishi. “And she was hoping we would sleep together on this trip. I told her I didn’t want to and she didn’t take it well.” 
 
    Comprehension seemed to be dawning on Rishi. “So she came to your door and ruined your intercourse?” 
 
    “Pretty much. Then Elle freaked out, and between that and me confessing all my idiot secrets, she never wants to talk to me again.” 
 
    A crease appeared between Rishi’s brows. “And you want her?” 
 
    Jackson leaned back in his chair, pressing his palms into his eyes. “So fucking badly, man.” 
 
    “Why? You’re a good looking boy, you could have anyone.” 
 
    Jackson laughed bitterly. “You know, Elle asked me the same thing. Apparently I’m such a whore, everyone thinks I have another dick where my heart is.” 
 
    Rishi sipped his pineapple juice and stared out at where Elle and the rest of the group were talking. “Forgive me, but from the stories Ben told me, that is your reputation.”  
 
    “Yeah, well, sluts fall in love too, man.” 
 
    Rishi’s eyes widened. “You think you are in love with Elle?” 
 
    “Yeah, I am. That’s what I told her when we were fucking. That I love her.” 
 
    “Oh dear.” Rishi pressed a fingertip to his temple. “That was foolish.” 
 
    “I know.”  
 
    A smiling Balinese man brought around a tray of fresh fruit and Jackson grabbed two fistfuls of rockmelon. “So do you have any advice?”  
 
    “From my observations, Elle is not someone who enjoys affection,” Rishi said, biting into a strawberry. “I think your confession scared her away.” 
 
    Jackson waggled a slice of melon at him. “You’ve got her wrong, man. It wasn’t the right time to drop the L-word, but Elle loves affection, you just have to do it the right way. Trust me, beneath that hard exterior she’s all sweetness, you tap her right and it all comes flowing out.”  
 
    Rishi stared at him in what looked like disgust.  
 
    “Sorry, was that metaphor too sexual?” 
 
    “Yes,” he said, grinning. “But it’s fine now, I’ll ignore it. You and Elle are still performing together today?” 
 
    “Unless she decides to murder me with my guitar, yes.” 
 
    “Well, that is a good sign.”  
 
    Jackson sighed. “No, it isn’t, watch.”  
 
    He caught Elle’s eye and waved. She turned her back on him. “You see, man? A week ago she would have flipped me off. Now? Nothing. I might as well be a dog. No, a statue. A statue of a climate change denier covered in toxic algae and invasive weeds and there’s nothing I can do about it.” 
 
    “You don’t know that.” 
 
    “I really do. I’ve played all my cards, Rish, got her all the way to the finish line and then I told her I loved her right after I came. The only thing dumber would have been if I said it while she was giving me head.” 
 
    Rishi looked thoughtful. “Would you like to know my theory?”  
 
    “Sure.”  
 
    “You have made Elle feel coerced. She suspects that this is all a game to you because in the past you have treated her that way and she does not trust you.” 
 
    Jackson fingered the linen tablecloth. “I know.”  
 
    “But I think—” 
 
    “—more fruit?” interrupted the fruit man.  
 
    He refused, but Rishi took an age to select another handful of berries.  
 
    “You were saying?” Jackson prompted, annoyed that potentially lifesaving advice had to keep breaking for fruit.  
 
    “Ah, yes,” Rishi said, raspberry juice collecting in the corners of his mouth. “I think that what you said is true. Elle does care for you, and she does desire for you to be together.” 
 
    “What makes you say that?” 
 
    Rishi shrugged. “She keeps looking at you when you are not watching.” 
 
    Jackson turned rapidly to stare at Elle, who blushed and looked away.  
 
    “You see?” 
 
    Relief blasted through him, an icy wind on a sweltering summer’s day. “Shit. I might still have a chance. What should I do?” 
 
    “I can’t tell you that. I do not know you or Elle well enough.” 
 
    “Right,” Jackson said glumly. 
 
    “But I will say—why do you think you told Elle you love her while you were having intercourse?” 
 
    Jackson winced. “You know we don’t generally call sex ‘intercourse’ right?” 
 
    “I know. But thinking about men and women having sex is uncomfortable for me so I distance myself by saying intercourse.” 
 
    He grinned. “Fair enough.” 
 
    “Thank you. Now, am I right in thinking Elle is the first woman you have ever loved?” 
 
    Jackson nodded.  
 
    “Then I am thinking physical release gave you the courage to express something you were incapable of saying otherwise. You need to find the strength to demonstrate your love for Elle while you are not having intercourse, in a humble, subtle way.”  
 
    Jackson rubbed his chest. All he could think about were his grand gestures. The roses and candles, his self-imposed chastity. He could do big, he could do showy, but to quietly and sincerely tell Elle he loved her? It was terrifying enough just saying it in his head. “I don’t, man. Elle rejected me once, who’s to say she won’t do it again?”  
 
    Rishi’s smiled gravely. “No one can tell you that, but trust me, a closet is not somewhere you want to be.” 
 
    Jackson winced. “I’m sorry. Considering what you’re dealing with, my problems must seem like such bullshit.” 
 
    “Do not apologize. After the wedding, I am coming out.” 
 
    Jackson stared at him. “Seriously?” 
 
    “Seriously. Lying to my family is such a burden I cannot tell you and no out man is willing to date someone who’s still in the closet. My parents must know the truth.” 
 
    “And if they kick you out of the house?” Jackson asked.  
 
    Rishi shrugged. “Then I will go. I am an adult and I cannot hide who I am any longer.”  
 
    “Well, if you need somewhere to stay, you can come and live with me. I’ve got a spare room at my place.” 
 
    Rishi looked at him, agape. “Really?” 
 
    “Course. You’ve helped me out plenty. I owe you one. Fair warning though, I like cleanliness.”  
 
    Rishi threw his arms around Jackson, knocking the grape from his hands. “Thank you, I can’t tell you what that means to me.” 
 
    “Don’t mention it. I really am a clean freak though, so BYO sheets and towels.” 
 
    Rishi hugged him for so long Jackson’s shirt started sticking to his back, but he didn’t mind. For the first time all day he felt halfway like a human being. An idea burst into his mind and he broke the man-on-man hug. “Rish, I know how I’m gonna tell Elle I love her without involving my junk in any way.”  
 
    His possible roomie grinned. “Except for afterward?” 
 
    “Exactly. But first I need to get my guitar.”  
 
    “Jackson, I do not mean to rain on your parade, but is now the right time for that?”  
 
    “Trust me, it’s gonna be perfect.” 
 
    Rishi didn’t look convinced but Jackson didn’t have time to explain. Someone tapped him on the shoulder lightly and he and Rishi turned to see Mel standing behind him.  
 
    “Um, Jackson, can I talk to you?” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 24 
 
      
 
      
 
    Elle 
 
      
 
    Elle’s palms were sweaty as she watched as Jackson spoke to Mel, her mouth raw from all the times she’d licked it. Here it was, the beginning of the end. A life without Jackson’s smile, without his kisses, and their oh-so-delicious banter. This was what she’d asked for after all, so why did she feel like the world’s biggest fuckwit?  
 
    Jackson had tactfully stayed away from her during the ceremony. He looked beautiful as always, somehow pulling off navy suit pants and a paisley shirt. When she saw him in his formalwear, she indulged in a brief but powerful fantasy of pulling on his tie as he thrust into her from behind and shivered despite the tropical heat. Looking at them side by side, no one would be able to guess they’d been humping like animals all week. He was socializing, utterly in his element, while she was limping around alone, trying to look like she knew what she was doing.  
 
    Elle stepped out of the main hall and into the ladies’ bathroom. She peed, washed her hands, and then, unwilling to return to the party, ran cold water on her wrists. The mirror revealed she looked every bit as distraught as she felt. Her cheeks were bright pink and her mismatched eyes glowed with even more alien energy than usual, there was also a red mark on her neck where she kept scratching the phantom itch. She stared at her reflection, willing her face to return to normal. No dice. And no moisturizer to soothe her ravaged lips.  
 
    “Elle?” 
 
    When she spotted Mel’s reflection in the mirror, she didn’t feel angry or even annoyed, just profoundly weary. “So you’ve officially resumed stalking Jackson, huh?” 
 
    Mel flushed. “I wanted to tell you…I wanted to say that was fucked up. How I slapped you, I mean.”  
 
    “I’m not giving you your phone until we hit the tarmac.”  
 
    “I…this isn’t about my phone.” 
 
    Elle’s hands tightened on the sink basin. “Then go away, I have a lot of depressed musing to do.”  
 
    “I came here to tell you I’m sorry,” Mel mumbled. 
 
    Elle whirled around, convinced she’d read her lips wrong in the mirror. “Did you just say ‘I’m a lorry’?”  
 
    “No, I said I’m sorry.”  
 
    Elle couldn’t believe it. Melanie Gauci didn’t say sorry. Not when she was busted cheating in her English exam, not when she backed Tory’s car into McDonald’s. It was always someone else’s fault, always beyond her control. “Are you serious?” 
 
    Mel stared down at her cherry red toenails. “Yes, I’m sorry for hitting you. I was drunk and I don’t want to ruin Tory’s wedding. I know you guys are close. Can we just forget it happened?”  
 
    It was tempting to rebuff her, but Elle didn’t have the energy. “Sure. I accept your apology, apology accepted, now can you please leave me alone?” 
 
    “There’s something else I want to say.” 
 
    Mel continued to stare down at her shellacked toes.  
 
    “Well?”  
 
    “I’m jealous of you.” 
 
    And just when Elle thought she couldn’t she be more shocked, she was somehow more fucking shocked…“What is happening here, Mel? Blink twice if you’re being held hostage.” 
 
    “I was pissed off at you,” Mel said quickly. “Tory wanted you to be her maid of honor, and Jackson is so obviously into you, and you’re so thin and blonde, and I think your eyes are weird but everyone else really likes them—”  
 
    “Ah thanks,” Elle said. “You can stop—” 
 
    “You don’t even care about being nice,” Mel blurted out. “You just do what you want and everyone lets you because they’re scared of you. I feel like I have to be this perfect, nice girl, the perfect sister and friend, and then I look at you…you’re so rude but Tory loves you, and Jackson wants you, and my parents hate you but they still talk about you like…I don’t know…like they’re impressed or something.”  
 
    Elle couldn’t help but smirk. “It’s called respect.”  
 
    “Yeah, well, they don’t respect me.” 
 
    “That’s because you act like a kid.”  
 
    Mel’s face fell. “See? You say things like that and you don’t even care how it makes me feel!” 
 
    “Did you care about how I felt when you came bursting into Jackson’s hotel room last night shrieking your fool head off? Or when you slapped me in the fucking face?” 
 
    Mel looked guilty. “Not really.”  
 
    “Exactly. You and I can both be selfish and we can both act crazy, but your parents respect me because I own my shit. I don’t pretend to be something I’m not and I don’t tiptoe around so it doesn’t hurt anyone’s precious fee-fees. To a lot of people, that makes me a bitch, and I don’t care.”  
 
    She turned back to the mirror and was relieved to see her color had gone down. This anti-pep talk was making her feel a lot calmer.  
 
    “You say that a lot,” Mel remarked.  
 
    “What, ‘bitch?’” 
 
    “That you don’t care. Do you even care about Jackson?” 
 
    Her cheeks flared bright red, giving the answer away. “I did. Maybe. A bit.” 
 
    She turned on the taps and ran more water over her wrists.  
 
    “What about now?” Mel asked.  
 
    Well, now it feels like my intestines are trying to strangle themselves at the mere mention of his name. Elle turned off the water. “If you’re asking for my blessing to get in his pants, I will flush your phone down the toilet.”  
 
    Mel raised her immaculately manicured hands. “That’s not what I mean, it’s just, he sent me here to tell you something.” 
 
    Elle’s entire body went on red alert. “What?”  
 
    He still loves me and he’s not going to stop trying to win me over until the two of us are living in the suburbs and have two mean babies and one nice one… 
 
    Mel’s mouth twisted in distaste. “He said you look really pretty.” 
 
    “That’s it?”  
 
    “Duh, that’s what I just said.”  
 
    Elle’s heart crumpled into dust and blew away. “Great. That’s just great. The show goes on, huh?”  
 
    “Sure…” Mel lingered near the hand drier. “You do look pretty today.”  
 
    Elle stared, confused by the statement. “Um, cheers, Mel. So do you.” 
 
    With a nod and a trace of a smile, Mel left and Elle returned to glaring at herself in the pristine mirror. “Soldier on, lady. Eighteen hours to go.”  
 
    She returned to the hall to find everyone seated and entrees being served. She was sitting with Darius, Betty, and a few of Ben’s friends. Jackson was on the other side of the hall with the rest of the cast offs and singletons. Or he should have been, Elle couldn’t see him anywhere. Hating herself, she scanned the room for the single women who might have gone off with him. There was another conspicuous absence—Rishi was missing from Ben’s right-hand side. The groom, so wrapped up in his glowing bride, seemed scarcely to notice. Elle, on the other hand, picked through her entrée, a vegetable stack with Persian feta and olives, barely noticing what she tasted. It was a shame, because for the first time in her life she was eating wedding food that didn’t taste like garbage. Wine flowed, voices grew decidedly louder, and mains were served. Elle got roast mushroom tart with crispy eggplant and a peppered Madera jus. It was delicious but she could only manage a bite before passing it off. She was starting to get worried. Where was Jackson? Agonizing jealousy aside, if he made her to perform “Make You Feel My Love” solo, she was going to break his head. When the staff began clearing plates away, Jackson reappeared. His shirt was untucked and his hair was mussy as though someone had run her fingers through it in the throes of an all-too-easy-to-imagine passion. He pulled his rack of lamb towards himself and began to eat as though he’d been starved for days.  
 
    A wave of nausea rose in Elle’s chest. It had happened already. He’d moved on with someone else. She was considering her next move, leave in tears or walk up to the wedding table and slap Jackson in the chops when the emcee, one of Tory’s more exuberant Zios, approached the stage and announced that it was time for speeches.  
 
    “Goddamit all to hell,” she muttered.  
 
    “Whassup?” Darius said, brushing her arm with his greasy lamb-fingers. He’d drank at least a bottle of wine and was getting exceedingly handsy. Elle prodded him with her dessert fork. “Nothing. Go away.” 
 
    As per tradition, Tory’s father gave the first speech, regaling them with excruciating tales of his own wedding night and a timely reminder he wanted a grandson named after him because he had no male children of his own. Elle could see Tory gripping her fork hard enough to bend it and hoped she’d name her firstborn son something super-Indian out of revenge. 
 
    Rishi, who Elle hadn’t seen return to the hall, was next. He did a much better job, telling charming stories about Ben and recalling how his cousin, sweating fit to drown, had first told him he was in love with Tory. He raised a toast and they all drank to the happy couple. Then Ben got up. He talked about how Tory was the love of his life, how they’d supported each other through many hard times and come out the stronger for it. As he spoke, Elle massaged her chest. A strange sensation was building there, like a hot stone was buried under her ribs. She felt weak and miserable and happy and alone at once. It was horrible.  
 
    Tory stood, radiant in her white dress, and thanked everyone for coming to the most important day of her life. She turned and gave her husband, Jesus, they were married now, the warmest look Elle had ever seen. It was indecent how intimate it was.  
 
    “I love you, Ben. I love you more than I can ever say. I’m so happy I found you.” 
 
    Elle’s chest gave a particularly violent throb. She didn’t like this at all. She found Jackson and saw him staring back at her. The feeling intensified until her entire chest was aching. Fucking weddings. Tory’s relatives began tapping their knives against their glasses, the sound like a hundred bells chiming. Ben and Tory got the message at once, leaning closer and kissing. Everyone cheered. The emcee stepped forward to seize the mic, which was dangling loosely from Tory’s hand. “Okay, you two, save something for tonight. It’s time for a performance.” 
 
    Fucking hell.  
 
    Elle’s gaze flicked to the exit sign, shining so lovely and green above the back door. If she sprinted she could still make it…Darius nudged her shoulder. “C’mon, get movin’.” 
 
    Elle closed her eyes. Dear Lord, if you give me the strength to stand beside Jackson Proveaux and sing love songs, I will stop referring to your followers as jumped-up Jesus weirdos. Love your work on the giant Ansellia orchids, Amen.  
 
    Resisting the urge to cross herself, she stood. Her fellow tablemates smiled encouragingly, no doubt mistaking her nausea for nerves about singing in public. She staggered towards the stage, aware of just how many people were watching her walk. Everything from the position of her hands to her stride felt unnatural, as though she really was an alien with only the vaguest notions about how to behave. Jackson fell into line beside her, tall and graceful as ever. “Are you ready?” he asked.  
 
    The stone in Elle’s chest began throwing out waves of iridescent energy, taking her breath away. “Um, as ready as I’ll ever be,” she managed.  
 
    Jackson fetched his guitar from where he’d hidden it beneath the stage and sat down in the designated guitar playing chair. Elle walked over to the microphone, which Tory’s Zio seemed reluctant to let go of.  
 
    “Okay, ladies and gentlemen,” he shouted. “It’s time for a very special performance from Ben and Tory’s friends Eleanor and Jeremy.”  
 
    Behind her she heard Jackson snort.  
 
    “Their first song will be a number we all know from Bob Dylan and then…what comes next, Eleanor?” 
 
    “Mate, just give me the mic,” Elle snapped.  
 
    There was a general ripple of laughter as the emcee handed over the microphone with a look that told her he didn’t appreciate his parade being rained on.  
 
    Elle’s stomach lurched. This was it. Her one real chance to show Ben and Tory how much she loved them. She stared out at the crowd. “Hey, we’re Elle and Jackson, and we’ll be performing for you today. Ben and Tory…congratulations.”  
 
    She shook her shoulders back and closed her eyes, waiting. Jackson began playing the simple refrain for “Make You Feel My Love” and everything seemed to pull sharply into focus. There was so much energy in the room, reverence, excitement, longing. It felt like an emotional charge crashing over her, dumping her again and again in the surf. But when she opened her mouth and began to sing it was like she could finally absorb those feelings and filter them back into the crowd.  
 
    But it was so hard. It was hard to be so exposed to all these people and to the man behind her. She wanted to be angry that it was happening but there was nothing to be angry at, nothing but peace and love and rightness. The stone in her chest pulsed like a strobe light and Elle felt like she was screaming her feelings into the microphone.  
 
    Tearing me up, she kept thinking. This is tearing me up. She reached the end of the song with difficulty, her throat tight and hot.  
 
    Once the applause died down, they started on “Because.” It was even worse. Her voice wasn’t wavering, she sounded better than she’d ever heard herself sound, but inside she felt like her atoms were shaking apart. She remembered Jackson kneeling in front of her, telling her this was true love, or as true as he’d ever felt it, and the crowd in front of her became a mess of shining faces. She wiped the hot tears from her eyes as she sang.  
 
    Fucking weddings. Fucking love.  
 
    The song ended and not a moment too soon. Elle turned away from the applauding crowd, her hair hiding her face.  
 
    “Ellie,” Jackson whispered, and the warmth in his voice made Elle suspect he’d known she was crying, even though her back was to him. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Can you please sing “Bella”?” she asked, not meeting his gaze.  
 
    “Are-are you sure?” 
 
    “Please just do it and then we just…finish this?” 
 
    His hand seized hers, pressed it to his lips. “Of course. You’ll play?” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    Jackson handed her his guitar and headed for the microphone. “It’s time for the first dance, ladies and gentlemen, put your hands together for the newlyweds.” 
 
    Everyone clapped so loudly the whole room seemed to shake. Elle sat, shivering and stripped, in Jackson’s still-warm chair. Ben took Tory’s hand and led her towards the shiny wooden dance floor and she began to play. Ben and Tory began to circle and Jackson started singing, his voice as hauntingly beautiful as it had been beside the waterfall. Elle joined in the harmonies as she played, more tears rolling silently down her face. Eventually couples took to the floor—Tory’s parents, Ben’s mother and father, Mel and Rishi, everyone happy, everyone smiling. When Jackson finished singing, the applause was almost deafening. It was over. She and Jackson were done singing together, the flimsy excuse for their partnership over. Wiping a fingertip under both eyes, she stood. “We should to get going, the band needs to set up.” 
 
    “I have something to do first.” Jackson pointed at the guitar. “Can I have that?” 
 
    Baffled, Elle handed it to him. “Do…do you need my help with anything?” 
 
    “Kind of. Could you sit back down?” 
 
    Elle obliged because she didn’t know what else to do and watched as Jackson leaned into the microphone. “Ladies and gentlemen, I have a final performance for the bride and groom today.” 
 
    There were loud cheers. A man shouted, “Give it to me, Jackson, you sexy bastard.” 
 
    He laughed, the sound low and perfect. “Thanks, Dave, this song is dedicated to falling in love.” 
 
    Elle’s chest squeezed so tightly she couldn’t breathe. She’d heard the song before, “Hold You in My Arms” by Ray LaMontagne, but not the way Jackson sang it. Every word was lit up from the inside. She felt like the only person in the room, the only human being left in the universe. That’s how it had always been with Jackson, an attraction more biological than logical. He’d blown into her life like a hurricane and promptly blown back out again. Now he was here and he was singing for her. He wanted them to make a home in the heart of a storm. Could she? Could they? And would she have a heart attack from feeling so much shit at once? Elle didn’t know, so she sat and listened instead.  
 
    When Jackson was done playing he didn’t stay for the applause, or heed the requests for more, he put down his guitar and extended his hand. Elle took it and they walked outside together. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 25 
 
      
 
      
 
    As they stepped outside into the warm evening air, Elle didn’t know what to say. Articulating her half-baked desires felt like a recipe for humiliation and yet they kept jostling for attention. Whenever she felt like this, anger rushed in to fill the void, but right now the hot little ball in her chest refused to let fury nudge it out. Jackson led her down to the water and turned to face her. “Ellie…” 
 
    She stared down at her silver sandals. “What?”  
 
    “Look at me.” 
 
    She did so with great difficulty. “What’s up?” 
 
    In the light of the setting sun, Jackson’s eyes were a molten brown, his smile as warm as his hugs. “I think you’re fucking perfect.” 
 
    Elle chewed her aching lip. “You’re cool too.” 
 
    “Excellent. Would you like to be my girlfriend?”  
 
    A smile, like a bubble, escaped her and burst. “Sure.” 
 
    “You should know it’s a very demanding job. You’re gonna have to watch a lot of movies, drink a lot of tea, and it goes without saying I’m gonna be going down on you pretty much constantly. You think you can handle that?” 
 
    Elle faked a look of consideration. “I dunno. Maybe?” 
 
    “What if I tell you that I also give excellent massages?” 
 
    Elle rocked her head from side to side. “Ehh?” 
 
    “Well, that’s actually not all, because I also have a cat. You like cats, right? Her name’s Melon.” 
 
    Elle couldn’t take any more of his adorable ramblings. She seized both points of his collar and yanked his face to hers. “Kiss me.” 
 
    He did so without further hesitation, cradling her cheeks as lightly as one would hold a butterfly. Elle’s own fists were sunk deep into his shirt, gripping it in sweaty bunches as she kissed him with all the passion she could muster, angry lust roiling in her belly. It was bitter into sweet and it was perfect.  
 
    A door slammed somewhere not too far away and they pulled apart. 
 
    “That was nice,” Elle admitted. “Sorry if my lips are all chapped, I—”  
 
    Jackson kissed her again. “Don’t you ever apologize for your mouth.”  
 
    Elle couldn’t find the words to reply, so she just gripped his shirt tighter and kissed him again. Would she ever get used to him saying all these romantic things? Perhaps she would if she was his girlfriend. Jesus. She was Jackson Proveaux’s girlfriend. She let the concept wash over her and found that, no, it didn’t make her in the least bit angry. That was good. Jackson pulled away from her, his mouth taut. “I shouldn’t say it again. It’s too fucking crazy.” 
 
    Suddenly Elle’s eyes were hot enough to beam fire. “Do it. Say it.” 
 
    “I love you.” 
 
    The ball in Elle’s chest erupted like a volcano, sending thick, sticky heat to every particle in her body. She’d been told this before, said it herself a few times, but she knew this was the first time. The real time.  
 
    Jackson leaned forward, preparing to kiss her, utterly convinced she wouldn’t say it back. She seized his shirt collar again, needing to anchor herself to his sweetness, his vulnerability. “For some weird reason…I love you too.” 
 
    Jackson’s smile could have split the sky. “Knew it.” 
 
    They stood, entwined in each other’s arms for a long time, until the sky was dark and all the stars had come out. Elle told Jackson some things and he told her a few things in return. Things neither of them had any intention of revealing to anyone. When they finally returned to the hall, Ben and Tory were cutting their cake, an enormous tower of white chocolate and macadamias that even Elle could admit was pretty delicious.  
 
    Then they drank wine, Jackson’s single glass of red to her four glasses of white, and danced. She was terrible and Jackson was flawless, so they managed to conceal her incompetence fairly well. A few women attempted to cut in, wanting a turn with Jackson, but while she was happy to sit a few songs out, Jackson politely turned them away.  
 
    “Tonight is for you and me,” he whispered in her ear. “And, you know, Ben and Tory.”  
 
    Their intimacy didn’t go unnoticed. There was a lot of whispering and pointing. Tory’s cousins shot her dirty looks. Rishi and Ben gave them the thumbs up. Even Tory battled her way through an army of well-wishers to throw her arms around both of their necks and give her unnecessary but appreciated blessing. The night wore on like the best kind of movie, one you mourn even as you watch it because you know you’ll never be able to see it for the first time again.  
 
    Towards the end of the night, Elle and Jackson were tucked into the corner, kissing and touching each other’s backs and legs, waiting for it to be over so they could go to bed. It seemed they weren’t the only ones who were eager. The periods in which Ben and Tory kissed were growing closer together, and Elle watched Ben snag the obviously drunk emcee, and mutter something threatening in his ear. Five minutes later, Tory’s Zio announced the celebrations were drawing to a close, but not before “All the unmarried females come onto the dance floor for the bouquet toss.” 
 
    “Fucking hell.” Elle buried her face in Jackson’s shoulder.  
 
    “You don’t have to go up there.” 
 
    “That’s what you think.”  
 
    Elle could see Mrs. Gauci walking towards her, a steely glint in her eyes. “Look at Tory’s mum, she’s going to skin me if I don’t get up.” 
 
    “Fair enough.” Jackson kissed the top of her head and bounded to his feet. Before Elle could respond, he’d made his way onto the dance floor to tumultuous laughter.  
 
    The emcee gripped the microphone. “Young man, I think there’s been some kind of mistake.” 
 
    “Nope.” Jackson grinned. “My girlfriend’s unwell; I’m stepping in for her.” 
 
    Tory’s uncle looked around nervously; unsure if this was allowed.  
 
    “C’mon, don’t be sexist,” Jackson urged. “I have as much of a right to receive a symbolic marital bouquet as a woman.” 
 
    The emcee looked doubtful, but all the women on the floor and the people watching seemed so taken by the idea. Finally Tory shouted, “Oh, just let him!”  
 
    Not wanting to upset the bride, the emcee conceded. The band played a boisterous tune and Jackson flexed his wrists and shook out his shoulders. Elle took in the determined faces around him and wondered if he was going to get a sports injury. Then she realized the bachelorettes weren’t going to do anything worse than what she had planned on inflicting on Jackson later. Love hurt, particularly where they were concerned.  
 
    Tory turned her back and with the upper body strength gained from years of manual labor, hefted her bouquet of yellow roses backward. Jackson was so tall that really, it was unsurprising that he caught it. There were cheers and a few calls of sabotage, but he didn’t acknowledge them. Instead he turned and winked at her. “Marriage?”  
 
    Elle glared at him. “Not in a million years.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 26 
 
      
 
      
 
    Elle 
 
      
 
    Five Years Later 
 
      
 
    “I fucking hate weddings.” 
 
    Tory, who was struggling to reach Elle’s hem over her pregnant belly, snorted. “This is your own goddamn wedding.” 
 
    “Still though.” 
 
    They were standing in a small tent, the one the Conservation Centre loaned to visitors who wanted to experience outback living on the reserve. It was made of heavy green canvas and it was boiling inside it, a fact that Tory kept reminding her as she attempted to put makeup on Elle’s perspiring face.  
 
    “Who cares about makeup?” Elle had replied. “Jackson already knows what I look like.” 
 
    She was wearing the long ice blue dress that she’d worn to Tory’s wedding. In her hair was a fresh orchid, and her black heels belonged to Tory, whose swollen feet were refusing to accommodate anything more stylish than crocs. That meant Elle had gained borrowed, blue, old, and new without any effort at all. That aside, there was hardly a wedding convention she and Jackson weren’t violating. She wore no engagement ring, she wasn’t changing her last name, the celebrant had been informed that use of phrases like ‘eternal happiness,’ ‘destiny,’ and ‘soul mate’ would result in a bouncing PayPal payment. There were no bouquets, garters, or suits.  
 
    The deed was being done at the Conservation Centre, right next to the water tower, and though her brother offered to walk her down the aisle, he was informed the job had already been taken by Tory. Besides, it wasn’t so much an ‘aisle’ as it was ‘dirt.’  
 
    The ceremony was going to last exactly ten minutes, followed by a taped version of “Hold You in My Arms” and a late lunch. Plastic cups and cutlery waited on a long table with plates of sandwiches, cheese platters, and jam tarts. The only extravagance was a tea station where guests could find a selection of fifteen iced and hot teas. Jackson claimed it was his one chance to have a tea buffet, and Elle didn’t have the heart to deny him. Over the bridal arch hung a sign they’d both made, ‘bad-tempered conservationist marries smug wanker.’ And beneath it, ‘BYOB.’  
 
    That banner and its delightfully obnoxious message had been what convinced Elle she could go through with this day. She’d been angling for an afternoon in the registry but Jackson had been determined—a small ceremony with close friends and family or no marriage. Elle wanted to be Jackson’s wife very badly, but old habits die hard. They’d endured three weeks of negotiations before she’d agreed to the smallest, most low-key wedding possible. 
 
    Knowing it was almost time for the show to start, Elle stuck her head out of the tent and saw Jackson’s father, a short, round, lovely man, chatting happily to Ben. Jackson’s mother couldn’t attend, but she had sent them two thousand dollars, which meant that she had unwittingly bankrolled the entire event. Elle’s mother and brother were standing side by side in overly fancy clothes looking glum. They disapproved of Jackson, a fact that never failed to make Elle want to jump his bones. Looking much happier were their friends; an assortment of workmates, rock climbers, conservationists. Tory wandered outside with the intention of finding fresh air, and Elle sat down on the inflatable mattress, butterflies flickering in her stomach. There was a loud noise as the tent was unzipped and Elle looked up to see her fiancé climbing into her safe hold. He was wearing cream-colored chinos and the burgundy shirt that she’d bought him in Amsterdam because it made his eyes look like bottomless pools of maple syrup.  
 
    “Hey Jackson. You look great.”  
 
    Her husband-to-be grinned. “Cheers, future Ms. Elle Sahlstrom.” 
 
    This had been Jackson’s running joke for their entire engagement, given that her name wasn’t changing. He kissed her sweaty forehead. “Nervous?” 
 
    “A little,” Elle admitted.  
 
    “Don’t be. It’s just a short ceremony, and then we will be bound by all the laws of God and man.” 
 
    Jackson raised both fists in the air in a triumphant gesture. Elle swatted his shoulder. “Thanks.” 
 
    “You’re welcome.” He kissed her lips gently. Elle kept waiting for the day it wouldn’t make her knees feel like butter, but that day seemed destined not to come. She inhaled and asked the question that had been playing on her mind for weeks. “Do you wish you were marrying someone normal?”  
 
    Jackson considered the question. “I only want to marry you, so the suggestion is pointless.” 
 
    She smirked. That was the thing about Jackson. He always knew what to say. He helped her see the lighter side when all she wanted was to punch a great big hole in the universe. “That’s good, babe.” 
 
    “I know. You really do look stunning,” he said, plucking at her dress. 
 
    “You told me to wear this.” 
 
    “I know I did and I was correct to do so because you look gorgeous.” 
 
    Elle smirked. “You think this is good? You wait until you see what I have in my trousseau.” 
 
    Jackson raised his eyebrows. “A hint?” 
 
    “You know the store we like? Turns out they have latex lingerie.”  
 
    It had cost about six times more than the wedding buffet, but it was worth it. Jackson didn’t get hard thinking about asparagus.  
 
    Jackson’s eyes glazed over. “Hmm. What kind of lingerie?” 
 
    “Rose-pink panties and a matching corset.”  
 
    “Why would you tell me about this now?” he moaned, adjusting himself through his chinos. “I can’t get married with a semi.” 
 
    “Of course you can. I’m sure loads of guys do. Especially in the olden days when they’d never gotten laid before.” 
 
    Jackson buried his fingers in her sides and tickled her. “This isn’t the olden days. My father is here.” 
 
    Elle wriggled away from him, gasping and laughing. “Okay, fine. Don’t think about my latex lingerie. Don’t think about it cupping my tits or hugging my ass or how hard it’ll be to pull it down and get at my pussy.” 
 
    “Evil she-demon.” 
 
    He pinned her on the bed, tickling her with a renewed fever. They wrestled there until Tory’s voice came through the canvas walls. “Ah kids, not to interrupt, but you’re supposed to be getting married right now. Not doing…whatever this is.” 
 
    Jackson sat up, his hair effortlessly falling back into place in the way she always hated. “What do you think Ellie? Shall we get married?” 
 
    “Sure, why not?”  
 
    “Excellent. Now let’s go. It is really fucking hot in this tent.” 
 
    He held out a hand, she took it and they clambered out of the tent together.  
 
    Elle knew she was ready to get married to Jackson. She’d known it on the day they got engaged. Jackson had proposed on one knee, not with a diamond, but a ring of his own. He’d gotten a tattoo. Easily hidden under his watchstrap, it was a stunningly accurate representation of a handcuff. Hiding in the intricate band was a single word. Ellie.  
 
      
 
    The End 
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