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    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
    Elle 
 
      
 
    He was late.  
 
    Elle blew out a frustrated breath and smoothed her palms down her black pencil skirt. It crackled under her fingertips, the fabric thick and luxurious. Her blouse was the exact opposite; cream water silk. She’d discarded her bra so that her nipples distended through the material. She’d donned the thigh high stockings Jackson liked, with the black line running down the calves, and black pumps—Louboutin knockoffs, complete with the red backing beneath the shoes. 
 
    Aside from her prominent nipples, she wouldn’t have looked out of place in any Melbournian office, but these were Elle’s dress-up clothes—each item bought with the specific purpose of embodying a role. A role that drove her boyfriend rabid with lust. A role she could only fulfill once he got home. 
 
    Unable to help herself, she glanced back up at the clock. Ten minutes late.  
 
    Anxiety always made Elle’s skin itch, and she began scratching her neck. Jackson was always on time, even when he wasn’t anticipating hot sex, it was one of his defining attributes, like being handsome, or knowing a lot about cheese. Was he caught in a traffic jam? Had he been held up at the office by a difficult client? Or was he lying in his car, his neck bent into a ninety degree angle, the airbags deployed all around his magnificent face? 
 
    “Shut up,” Elle said aloud, forcing her hand away from its phantom itch.  
 
    It was quiet in their Docklands apartment, and while she usually relished quiet, she’d forgotten after all these weeks with an unwelcome houseguest, what it felt like to be home alone.  
 
    Although, suppose she wasn’t alone? Suppose Valeraine was hiding in the pantry, plotting to burst out right when Elle and her son were in flagrante delicto.  
 
    “Hello?” she called. “Mrs. Chevalier?” 
 
    There was no response. It seemed despite her personal mission to be as big a ball-ache as possible, Jackson’s mum had gone to the ballet.  
 
    Valeraine had abandoned her oldest son and his father in Australia when Jackson was eleven. Once back in her native France, she remarried within a year, and had three more children with her new husband.  
 
    While she and Jackson had managed to establish and maintain a relatively good relationship in his late teens, Valeraine had stoutly refused to visit him in ‘that horrible place,’ as she referred to all of Australia. She was happy to host Jackson at her château when he flew back to Lyon, but she was done with the Great Southern Land.  
 
    At least that was her story until Jackson went and got himself a bona fide girlfriend.  
 
    Elle didn’t think it was a coincidence that Valeraine had shown up for the first time in literal decades, two months after she and Jackson moved in together. It was her belief that Valeraine Chevalier had been closely monitoring her son’s romantic situation from the other side of the world and had at first dismissed Elle as an anomaly. She was Jackson’s first long-term girlfriend perhaps, but no real threat to her infamously slutty son’s love and loyalty. After all, she was just a classless, flat-chested Australian who had a job working outside of all the unimaginable things. How could her elegant, well-educated and charismatic son possibly settle for such a female? Valeraine had probably assumed Jackson would give her the old heave-ho before they reached their one-year anniversary. 
 
    To be honest, Elle had kind of thought the same thing. She was okay—if you were into blondes and road rage and not touching huge boobs—but Jackson was unbelievably handsome. He could charm the paint off the Sistine Chapel and had a tongue like a washing machine on spin cycle. His father was loaded and his mother owned a château. As much as she loved the guy, and she loved him with every single fibre of her person, she stayed braced for the inevitable end.  
 
    “You’ll change your mind,” she was prone to telling Jackson when she was really, really tanked. “What you feel for me will wear off and you’ll go back to having sex with girls on your face-level.” 
 
    “Ellie,” he would always say in his buttery French accent. “I am yours, I will always be yours, there is no one I find more beautiful than you. You still have doubts, but that’s okay, in time I will prove to you there can never be anyone else. Now please drink this glass of water or you’ll be very unhappy tomorrow.”  
 
    He was right, about the water and about their love. They’d stayed wonderfully, blissfully, effortlessly together. It was stupid really, how happy Elle was. How happy Jackson made her. Entering a room and seeing his smile never failed to take her mood from a three to at least an eight.  
 
    They meshed in ways she never could have anticipated—the small, stupid things that were so incredibly important when you were a couple, like the temperature you liked the apartment kept at and the kind of bread you preferred for toast.  
 
    Elle found herself adoring the weirdest things about her boyfriend; that he grew stray hairs on his back which he plucked, that he said ‘perhaps’ instead of ‘maybe,’ that he helped her overcome her crippling cheese phobia by finding a Dutch edam she now couldn’t live without.  
 
    And Jackson had changed for her too, buying a compost bin and not making constant allusions to his own good looks, telling his mates to knock it off when they said something sexist instead of laughing awkwardly and then feeling guilty later.  
 
    Best of all, Elle had convinced him to start following football, actual Australian Rules football, not stupid soccer, and was gratified to find his love of the Hawks soon outstripped her own. But better than that. The sex.  
 
    Holy fucking shit, the sex was awesome. Not just occasionally awesome, always awesome. She’d been worried that having only one bedmate would grow boring for Jackson, but he’d relished learning what she liked and exactly how to nudge at her boundaries. They both had. Left to their own devices, they’d become experts at fucking one another, causing new worlds of pleasure to open up for both of them. Far from sinking into monotony, Elle regularly had the kind of climaxes that left her so swollen and satisfied it was hard to pee afterward. 
 
    Yes, after two years it was undeniable; she and Jackson had found a priceless black pearl in the shitheap of life. They were meant to be. So Elle had finally done what Jackson had been begging her to do from the moment they started dating; she’d moved into his Docklands apartment.  
 
    Cue Valeraine Chevalier. 
 
    A former model of some renown, Jackson’s mother was the obvious source of her son’s beauty. Her lush figure, dark eyes, and angular cheekbones were coupled with a charm that would have made Stalin blush. Not that Elle had ever experienced said charm. No, from the moment Mrs. Chevalier’s suede boots came tapping into Jackson’s apartment, it was clear his mother hated the ever-loving fuck out of her. And Mrs. Chevalier wasn’t anyone you wanted hating you. That woman knew how to fight dirty. At their very first meal together she refused to speak anything other than French, despite Jackson’s request they stick to a language his partner could understand.  
 
    Whenever Valeraine did deign to speak Elle’s native tongue, it was to make observations like ‘your eyes are veree far apart, why is that?’ and ‘such leetle hips Jacq, how will she ever give you babies with such teensy-tiny hips?’ She refused to call Elle ‘Elle,’ instead using her hated full name: Eloise. ‘I like it betteah, it reminds me of the leetle girl from the stories.’ 
 
    Mrs. Chevalier had refused to ask ‘Eloise’ anything about her job, life, family, and throughout an agonising five course meal, behaved as though someone had placed an inconveniently human-sized origami crane beside her and her glorious son.  
 
    “I don’t know why she's acting like this,” Jackson whispered as they lay cuddling in bed later that night. “Perhaps she and Marius are having trouble? It would be just like him to act like a selfish mule.”  
 
    Marius was Jackson’s wealthy stepfather, whom he hated for reasons Elle never fully understood. Jackson was prone to saying things like “he’s not a bad man, he’s just a *series of incomprehensible French swear words*.”  
 
    “Maybe,” Elle said. “Or maybe your mum’s upset about something else? Are your brothers and sister okay?” 
 
    Elle had spoken to Jackson’s half-siblings a few times on Skype. Unlike their forbearer, they were always friendly, interested in her job, accent, and relationship with their older brother. 
 
    “Yes, as far as I know,” Jackson said, kissing her cheeks and neck. “Amboise is in Hamburg with work, Teddy is still backpacking in South America, and Therese just started university.” 
 
    “Where is she studying again?” 
 
    “ENS, École Normale Supérieure.”  
 
    “Is that in Lyon?” 
 
    “No, Paris. She’s living with one of my cousins, I think.” 
 
    “Hmm.”  
 
    It occurred to Elle that after decades of motherhood, all of Valeraine’s children had just left home. Experience had taught her this was often hard for parents, especially those who didn’t have a lot else going on in their lives. Her best friend Tory’s mum had gone on an insane Paleo diet when Mel, her youngest daughter, moved to Berlin to be an artist’s model. She eventually gave herself IBS and had to go on Valium.  
 
    Elle thought about telling Jackson about her theory, then decided to keep it to herself. Despite her chequered history and obvious faults, Jackson loved his mum, and Elle had seen enough sitcoms to know that openly criticizing a man’s mother was welcoming hell into one’s home and vagina, and she really liked both of those things. She made a decision to, for the first time in her uncompromising rageaholic life, bite her tongue.  
 
    “I don’t mind how your mum acts,” she told Jackson. “It’s only for a week. I can suck it up.” 
 
    But as one week folded into two, and then three, the situation only got worse. Valeraine started openly announcing that Jackson, who’d just opened a boutique consultancy firm, needed a better job. Like one in France working for her husband. And maybe a new car, apartment, and girlfriend to go with it. 
 
    “I like Melbourne, Maman,” Jackson said with ever-increasing exasperation. “I do not wish to live in Lyon, or anywhere else. My friends and business are here, not to mention Papa.” 
 
    The subject of Jackson’s father, if nothing else, shut Valeraine up. But not for long. Elle’s fresh nemesis couldn’t seem to stop mentioning how odd-looking, charmless, and just generally shit she thought Elle was. She mentioned it in French, but Elle could tell from Valeraine’s sidelong looks and Jackson’s scowls what was being discussed. As a feminist, she’d always struggled to criticize women, especially for stereotypical things like cattiness. That Mrs. Chevalier was being such a mother-in-law cliché was a huge source of irritation for her. Why did she even care who her thirty-year-old son was humping, and if that person looked a bit like an albino? It was none of her damn business. Yet, Elle was determined not to ruin true love by going full rage-troll on her boyfriend’s mum. She nodded blandly, she hummed ballads in her head, she ignored the constant bitching, but as the three-week mark came and went and Valeraine showed no signs of booking a flight home, the cracks began to show.   
 
    When she busted an intern referring to her friend Tory as ‘a woggy heifer,’ she shouted at him until he cried.  
 
    Incidents like that were starting to break out like small fires in the forest of her life and she was worried the whole thing was set to blaze to the ground. Tolerance of other people’s cruelty had never been one of her strong points and her legendary temper was only growing worse now that Valeraine—demon that she was—had successfully railroaded Elle’s sex life.  
 
    Elle was a Domme, or a Top, or whatever you wanted to call a woman who liked taking the reins in bed. And because the universe occasionally got things right; Jackson had apparently been terraformed to cater to her needs. He got off on being tied down, punished, teased, and fucked hard. Together they’d managed to channel a lot of her natural aggression into blisteringly hot sex which they’d had pretty much whenever they were alone in a room together.  
 
    Since moving in they’d fallen into a particular routine. Elle arrived home from work first, showered, changed into something sexier than canvas pants and Blundstones, and sat on their bed, planning what she was going to do to Jackson. Then the instant her boyfriend walked through the door, she jumped him. Once their sweat had cooled, they made a lateish dinner, drank wine, talked about their day, snuggled, and then fell asleep, content with the world and their own insignificant roles within it. 
 
    That was not what was happening now.  
 
    These days, Elle arrived home, tired and covered in dirt, to a look of utter contempt from Jackson’s mother. When she got out of the shower, which lasted three times as long as it usually would so she could avoid talking to Valeraine, Jackson would give her a forehead smooch, and he and Mrs. Chevalier would resume babbling away in French.  
 
    The three of them would go out to dinner at one of the trendy waterside restaurants that populated Dockland, so Jackson’s mum wouldn’t be forced to endure an evening at home or—God forbid—eat something Elle cooked. Together they would consume little bits of food on large plates and Elle would drink between four and nine glasses of wine so she wouldn’t leap onto the dining table and start throttling the woman standing between her and all that was good in the world.  
 
    Trying to have sex when you were full of croquettes, alcohol, and bitterness was hard, but she and Jackson managed a speedy, watered down version of their usual play. At least, until the fifth night of Valeraine’s stay, when she’d come into their bedroom and found Elle sitting on her son's face and screamed as though all the bats of hell had flown into her mouth and eyes.  
 
    Credit where credit was due, that had been pretty disturbing. Still, the woman shouldn’t have come barging into their bedroom at eleven o’clock at night. Unless of course, she’d heard sex noises and decided to disturb them on purpose, thus ruining the only pleasure Elle still had in her life.  
 
    Elle generally thought the worst of people, because people were generally the worst. And while Jackson maintained his mother’s night-time visit was an accident, she remained convinced Valeraine was upgrading her attempts to sabotage her and Jackson’s relationship, which was why she refused, point blank, to apologize for subjecting Valeraine to the sight of her hovering naked over her kid’s face. 
 
    “What does she want me to say?” she’d asked Tory as they examined bandicoot crap the next day. “Oh, sorry your adult son was performing a sex act on me behind a closed door in our own fucking house?”  
 
    Tory laughed good-naturedly. “That is pretty messed up but maybe you should say sorry, just to try to keep the peace?”  
 
    “Fuck that.” Elle pulled up her goggles so Tory could see how serious she was. “I’ve tried to play fair. She’s a butthole. The sooner she buggers off back to France to hassle her other kids, the better.”  
 
    Tory did not seem very surprised by this declaration. Then again, she had known Elle since university, a place where she’d gotten into more nightclub punch-ons than most football players. She set aside her tweezers and pulled up her own goggles. “Look man, I get why you’re feeling frustrated, this situations sucks, but are you sure you want to go to war with this woman? From what Ben’s told me, she’s one mental biatch.” 
 
    Ben was Tory’s husband and an old friend of Jacksons. Elle flicked a piece of scat off her thumb. “How would Ben know? This is the first time she’s come to Australia.” 
 
    “He and Jackson were mates when they were kids,” Tory reminded her. “He met her when she and Franco were still married. He also heard her getting shitfaced and screaming about how she wanted to go back to Lyon. She threw an ashtray at him once. Franco that is, not Ben.” 
 
    Elle gaped at her. “And people think I have anger problems, Jesus.” 
 
    “Yeah, apparently it happened all the time. Ben said Jackson used to play in the shed so he could try to ignore them.” 
 
    Elle pictured a young Jackson camping out in a shed, probably getting covered in spiders and fly-crap, and her anger toward Valeraine trebled. “God, I hate her. If she was a great mum and she thought I was a waste of space that would be one thing, but she’s been such a shit mum and she still has the nerve to criticise me literally all of the time. I wish I could point that out and then drop-kick her onto a plane back to France.”  
 
    “Elle,” Tory said in a warning voice. “You can’t.” 
 
    “I know, I’m just saying I have no idea why she hates me. We barely even spoke before she came here and I am—seriously, Tory, I mean it—so nice to her.” 
 
    Her friend tapped the end of her tweezers against her chin. “Wasn’t she pissed off because Jackson didn’t go home to France last year? That was your fault, remember?”  
 
    “Shit! I forgot about that!”  
 
    Ever since he was twelve, Jackson had flown to Lyon every winter to maintain his tan, accent, and relationship with his mother and siblings. But last year, he had stayed home. Elle couldn’t take any time off work, and Jackson had refused to spend six weeks without her as he had in the first year of their relationship. Valeraine had apparently been devastated when he told her he wasn’t coming, something that was a lot easier to not care about when she was safely in France.  
 
    “Fuck,” Elle whispered. “I broke an eighteen-year tradition.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Tory turned an unusually hard piece of bandicoot crap over in her gloved hands. “You’re a huge threat to their relationship. You have real influence over Jackson’s behavior, and you’re his top priority. Plus, if you guys get married and have kids, he’ll never emigrate back to France, which I bet is what Mrs. Chevalier always wanted—what?”  
 
    Elle made a face. “Just, you know…marriage and kids. Seems so fucked up.” 
 
    “What’s fucked up about it? You and Jackson are living together, surely you’ve discussed getting engaged?” 
 
    Elle gave another involuntary grimace. “I dunno. We joke about it sometimes, but the idea of actually doing it. Of having to like, wear a diamond ring, and be all ‘neeeeeh I’m engaaaaged. Have you met my fiaaaancé?’ It makes me wanna die.”  
 
    Tory rolled her eyes. “You know you don’t have to act like a pretentious twat when you get engaged, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s what they all say and yet I never see evidence to the contrary.” Elle shook her head. “Anyway, we’re not talking about me, we’re talking about Jackson’s mum and why I should throw water in her face and see if she dissolves.” 
 
    Tory sighed. “You know, maybe, instead of waterboarding her, you could just ask her to leave?”  
 
    Elle laughed and even to her own ears it sounded like the laughter of the damned. “Good luck with that. When Jackson hinted she was staying longer than she said she would, the woman cried for three freaking hours. No. If I want any time alone with Jackson I’m going to have to stoop down to her level.” 
 
    Tory’s eyebrows drew together. “Elle. Seriously. Flying ashtrays. Hitting you in the temple and killing you.” 
 
    Elle stared at her friend in disgust. “Do you even know who you’re talking to, Tory?” 
 
    “A person slowly going insane through lack of sex?”  
 
    “No,” Elle said hotly. “A woman who was once thrown out of a Violent Soho gig for shoving too hard in the mosh pit. Do you know what that means? I’m not afraid of anything. Not flying ashtrays, not climate change, and not some ex-model trying to ruin my relationship with a son she abandoned so she could chill on the other side of the world for eighteen fucking years.”  
 
    “Elle—” 
 
    “Because I’ve had enough. I’ve had enough cockblocking and nit-picking and general horribleness about the way I look—” 
 
    “Elle?” 
 
    “My eyes are not that far apart, Tory!” Elle slammed her fist onto the desk, making bandicoot crap leap into the air. “Jackson happens to think I look like a seraph!” 
 
    “Um, okay,” Tory said. “But do me a favor? Lay off the Red Bull?” 
 
    Elle, who’d already planned on returning to the vending machine, didn’t answer.  
 
    That afternoon Elle came home and she and Jackson went down to the shops ‘to get milk.’ Instead, they had a fight, one of the first real fights of their relationship that wasn’t about cheese. Elle told him his mum wanted to break them up, Jackson said she was being paranoid, his mother was leaving soon, and they just needed to be patient a little longer.  
 
    Finally, they agreed to disagree and concluded that if Jackson couldn’t get rid of his mother in the next three hours, they needed more alone time. STAT. So Jackson purchased Valeraine and a friend from her ashtray-throwing days tickets to the ballet, followed by a cocktail-tasting event. After first expressing her surprise that Melbourne exhibited anything more sophisticated than kangaroo fights, Valeraine agreed to go, and Elle and Jackson began planning their own evening of indulgence, which wouldn’t be the least bit sophisticated.  
 
    Except now that Elle was all gussied up and waiting for the pièce de résistance—Jackson’s cock—its owner was missing in action and was now seventeen minutes late.  
 
    Undistracted by sensual pleasures, Elle realized her roleplaying pumps made her feet sweat, a decidedly unsexy sensation. 
 
    She kicked them off, sat down at the dining table and studied the shining wooden surface. Upon it, she’d placed a spiral bound exercise book, two pens, and a long metal ruler. It was in perfect mimicry of how she used to do up her desk at school, except on the front page of the exercise book, she’d written two lines.  
 
      
 
    ‘I will behave in class.’  
 
    Please repeat one thousand times.  
 
      
 
    She stared at the words, so lovingly crafted to begin one of her and Jackson’s favorite scenes. Another glance at the clock told her Valeraine would be home in three hours. Dear God, she hoped Jackson arrived soon. 


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jackson 
 
      
 
    If there had not been people sitting in the lobby doing their usual pervy spying business, Jackson would have run to the elevator. He was late. He was never late. That was one of his things, like having excellent dress sense and immaculate hair. And to be late tonight of all nights, when he owed it to Elle to be on time… 
 
    He re-gripped his bouquet of native flowers and power walked toward the elevator. If she can forgive me, and I hope to God she can, this time tomorrow I might be a completely different man.  
 
    The thought made him dizzy.  
 
    “Evening, Jackson,” the elderly man whose name Jackson could never quite remember, called from the bench nearest to the elevator. “Are those for Elle?” 
 
    “Yes,” he said tightly, pounding the elevator button.  
 
    “Hmm, thought they might be for your lovely mother. I saw she went out tonight, all dressed up, she was.” The old man (was it Gary? Greg? Clegg?) eyed Jackson accusingly. “Where did she go?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Jackson lied, pounding the elevator button again. “She’s my mother, I’m not hers.”  
 
    His throat was beginning to feel tight from stress. This was their chance, his and Elle’s, to be intimate for the first time in weeks, and he’d been late. He had a very, very good reason for being late, but he couldn’t tell Elle that. Not until he’d figured out the perfect time. The perfect moment to show her what he’d done— 
 
    “Is something wrong?” Clegg or whoever asked.  
 
    “With what?”  
 
    “With your wrist? Why’s it all red like that?”  
 
    Jackson swore and re-adjusted his watch strap. The guy had told him it needed to stay bandaged, but if Elle saw white gauze peeking out from the leather she’d be suspicious. He’d just have to tolerate the pain. He was good at that.  
 
    “There is nothing wrong with my wrist,” he told the old man. “Insect bite.” 
 
    “Ah, annoying little buggers, aren’t they? Anyway, do you know when your mum gets back? I have some home-grown garlic she might like. She was talking about making Coq Au Vin and I thought it might help with the flavour.”  
 
    “I don’t know when she’ll return,” Jackson said flatly. Coq Au Vin indeed. He’d never seen his mother cook anything more complicated than a Pisco Sour. And when had she found the time to twist this old geezer around her little finger? How did she consistently earn the favor of every man she met when she couldn’t spare a single scrap of kindness for the love of his life?  
 
    The elevator arrived, and Jackson stepped into it gratefully. “Have a lovely evening,” he called out to his mother’s admirer.  
 
    “You too.” Greg/Clegg looked dejected and Jackson felt a little guilty. The old coot couldn’t help having a crush on his mother. Few people could. He still had to punch his friends for calling her a MILF. 
 
    “I’m sure Mère would love some garlic,” he told the old man. “If you bring it up tomorrow morning, she should be home.” 
 
    Greg/Clegg perked right up. “I’ll see you then. Night, Jax.” 
 
    Jackson cringed a little at the nickname, but let it ride. Many people were surprised, French as he was, that he was called Jackson. But there was no mystery behind that. His father was a great admirer of the paintings of Jackson Pollock. As names went it was easy to say in French and English. Jackson’s parents, and all his former countrymen pronounced the word as ‘Jacqusonne.’ Elle teased him about it sometimes, calling him Jacquie-Boy.  
 
    Elle. She had been a dream during the waking nightmare of the past few weeks. If he had not witnessed her patience toward his mother with his own eyes, he would have thought it impossible. Elle didn’t take shit from anyone, but she’d taken it from his mother, day in and day out, without complaining. Sure, she’d developed some fairly paranoid theories about his mother trying to ruin their relationship, but she didn’t know Valeraine enough to know that was just how she behaved around other women. There was no legitimate malice behind her meanness. That aside, there was no denying his mother had been horrible to her and his little warrior had accepted it with grace. She’d given up her home comforts, her sex life and her right to speak her mind to keep his mother happy. To keep him happy. What man could ask for more?  
 
    Jackson had been thinking about proposing for a long time. Too long, considering they had only been together a couple of years, but that was the nature of his love for Elle. She made him feel as though for the first time in his life, things were finally as they were meant to be. That sense had galvanized, rather than faded, with time. Then a moment had come three nights ago when he knew he needed to act. It wasn’t a spectacular evening. He and Elle had been at Bohemian with his mother, drinking Tempranillo and he had looked at Ellie, exhausted from work, in a dress and heels when he knew she would have given anything to be in her tracksuit pants on the couch, watching Planet Earth. But she was there with him and his mother, who kept quoting articles about how underfed women were more prone to breast cancer. And, as Jackson stared at Ellie, thinking how wonderful she was, she met his gaze, and instead of glaring at him the way he’d expected, her mismatched eyes saying ‘fuck you, pretty boy, I knew this relationship was going to be nothing but trouble,’ she smiled and winked at him, as though this was one big game they were playing together. And Jackson had known, all the way down to his bones, that he would marry her. Had to marry her.  
 
    It wasn’t an easy proposition, Elle had many legitimate qualms about marriage, her hatred of weddings not the least of them. So he’d done something he hoped would give him a chance of persuading her to be his bride. But before he showed her, before they did anything else, dear lord, they needed to fuck. Jackson didn’t think his mother was conspiring to separate them, but her constant presence in their apartment had been as erotic as a blow to the testicles. He and Elle hadn’t been intimate in weeks, the longest instance of celibacy they’d had to endure since he went to Lyon alone two years ago. The pent-up energy coming from his little warrior was palpable, she always grew edgy when she had to go without sex. Jackson would fuck her soundly first and then he’d consider his proposal.  
 
    “Come on, come on,” he muttered, tapping his foot in the elevator. “Hurry, hurry, hurry.”  
 
    Elle wasn’t the only one who was pent-up, his cock was already semi-hard against his thigh. What would she have in store for him? Bondage, role-play, or was she simply so horny she’d tear his clothes off and ride him like the hellion she was? He could barely wait to find out. The elevator pinged, and he ran, actually ran toward their door, eager as a child on Christmas morning. He opened the lock, swung the door open, and was on the brink of calling out to his love when two words stopped him in his tracks.  
 
    “You’re late.” 
 
    Elle was standing by the dining table, her hands braced on the back of one of the wooden chairs. Her clothes were the kind he liked best on her, a tight black skirt and a transparent blouse, simple and chic, displaying her elfin beauty to perfection. She’d pulled her silvery blonde hair into a chignon and applied red lipstick to her perfect bow mouth. She looked both elegant and unattainably sexual. Jackson knew at once who she was pretending to be; a teacher who never needed to shout to control her class. A teacher who was very disappointed with his behaviour. He’d told her to set the scene for their rendevous tonight, and she’d gone and picked his favorite one, his ultimate fantasy. His cock, so long deprived of these games, was now fully engorged. 
 
    “I’m so sorry, Miss, but—”  
 
    “I don’t want to hear any pathetic excuses.” Elle pointed a red-tipped finger to the floor. “Put your bag down and sit at the desk before I lose my temper.”  
 
    When they played this game, Jackson could obey her demands like a good boy, or he could push back, force her to take a harder hand in getting him to do what she wanted. It had been so long since they’d been alone together, all he wanted to do was comply, but considering he’d been late, playing the pig-headed rebel was the obvious choice.  
 
    Deliberately eyeing Elle’s nipples, he gave her the smile she swore used to make her want to punch him dead in the face. “I’m sorry, Miss Sahlstrom, I got stuck talking to a friend, but I brought you these.” He held up the flowers. “Does that make it better?” 
 
    Elle’s expression betrayed none of her usual delight in receiving bouquets of prickly native flowers. “No, it doesn’t. You can leave them by the door with your bag. Hurry up and do what I asked.” 
 
    Slowly, so she knew he was being obstinate, Jackson placed the flowers on the floor and removed his leather messenger bag, letting it thump down onto the wood panelling. Though she hadn’t asked him to, he removed his suit jacket and tossed that on the ground and began rolling up his sleeves.  
 
    “What was the next thing you wanted, Miss?” he said, adjusting the cuffs.  
 
    Elle strode forward, her pumps—fuck, she had to be wearing thigh high stockings—clicking authoritatively on the floor. “I wanted you here half an hour ago, and now you are here, your uniform looks even more disgusting than it usually does.” 
 
    Jackson looked down at himself. It had been a hot afternoon, and with his shirt sleeves rolled up and his tie askew, he really did look like a wayward schoolboy. “I’m sorry, Miss.” 
 
    Elle pursed her blood-red lips. “Jackson, do you know what happens when you’re late for detention and then you show up looking like a complete mess?” 
 
    Jackson stared at her. Her beautiful eyes, one blue and one hazel, were lined with black, and appeared twice as large as usual, and bright with barely restrained anger. It was a look Jackson knew well, it meant his girlfriend was going to hurt him. Strange how the thought made him hard to the point of throbbing. “What happens when I show up looking like a complete mess?” he asked, stroking a casual palm over his erection. Elle followed his hand and her gaze grew even sharper. “You make it worse. Sit.”  
 
    Grinning, Jackson swaggered over to the dining table, making the chair scrape loudly across the floor as he pulled it out, sitting down with his legs wide so Elle could see his cock straining through his slacks. “Now what?” 
 
    Elle came strutting back toward him, her small breasts bouncing inside her silk blouse. Jackson wanted to suck her nipples through the cloth. Hard.  
 
    “I should have thought that was obvious,” she said. “You’re here to write lines.” 
 
    She leaned over the dining table and tapped the open exercise book in front of him. Jackson looked down and saw she’d written: ‘I will behave in class.’ Please repeat one thousand times.  
 
    “A thousand times?” he moaned in genuine horror. “That’ll take me forever, Miss!” 
 
    “Good, you deserve it.” 
 
    “But I didn’t even do anything!” 
 
    Elle’s nostrils flared. “Oh, and Mr. Hiscott’s a liar, is he?” 
 
    “Probably. What am I supposed to have done?” 
 
    “I think you know the answer to that.” Elle bent even lower across the table. Jackson could see down her top, see the pale peaks of her breasts dangling inside her blouse. His cock pulsed against his thigh. This was like being a teenager, feeling so horny it hurt, needing pussy so fucking badly it was an obsession. He wanted to look away for his own sanity, but he was playing a belligerent shithead kid, not a pent-up man, so he kept his eyes on her tits. “I really don’t know what I’m supposed to have done, Miss Sahlstrom. Can you please tell me?” 
 
    Elle’s small pink tongue slid out to wet her lips. “Okay, Proveaux, I will. You, filthy little animal that you are, were caught with your hand up Elizabeth Montgomery’s skirt on school property.” 
 
    Oh. That was a good one. Jackson shot his girlfriend his most shit-eating grin. “Right, I forgot about that. But there was a good reason, Miss, she said she was hurting between her legs and she asked me if I could—” 
 
    Slap! Elle brought her palm down on the table so hard Jackson started. “I thought I told you I didn’t give a damn about your excuses, Proveaux. Enough talking, pick up your pen and write your lines.”  
 
    He did what she asked, selecting a blue biro and putting it to the page. He read that number—one thousand—again and winced. Sometimes when they played this game, Elle really did make him do homework. Trying to concentrate on maths problems while she strutted around, showing off her ass and tits was a special kind of torture and not one he was sure he could endure tonight. Especially not for a thousand lines. He raised his hand. “Miss, can’t I do half or something? My wrist already hurts from writing too much.”  
 
    Elle gave him an appraising smile. “I know exactly what boys are like, Jackson, and I very much doubt writing’s what’s making your wrist hurt. Now be quiet and start your lines.”  
 
    He obliged, at least he made sure it looked that way. Elle chose to sit on the dining table in front of him. He heard the swish of material and looked up to see she’d tugged up her skirt to examine her stockings, he could see between her legs and noted with a moan, that she was in fact wearing thigh highs. Her palm hit the table again. “Jackson! Concentrate!” 
 
    He returned to his lines, keeping his expression sulky, as though she had denied him what was rightfully his. He could feel Elle watching him, examining him, his chest, his face, his hands. In his mind she was studying him as though she really was a teacher, sorely tempted by her troublesome student, trying to decide what she could get away with.  
 
    We’re all alone, he imagined her thinking. Would he tell anyone? Would it be worth the risk? I’m so wet, I need something. He’s had sex, that much is clear, could he give me what I need? 
 
    He shook his head, trying to bring his mind back to the present. If his cock got any harder, it was going to bruise. He’d had teacher fantasies for most of his life, and having them enacted like this was always a turn on but, combined with weeks without sex it was making his head spin. As he wrote, Jackson prayed Elle would approach him, say something, do something so he could rebel. Rebel and gain some access to her body.  
 
    To his delight, Elle got off the table, smoothing her skirt down. “How are your lines coming along?” 
 
    “I’m doing them,” Jackson said mulishly. “What are you doing, Miss?” 
 
    “Would you like to add another hundred lines to your quota, Mr. Proveaux?” 
 
    “No,” Jackson said at once. 
 
    “Then don’t be a little shit.” She strode over to him, and paused behind his chair, out of his line of sight. “For the record, I was looking at you and wondering why it is your peers can’t stop throwing themselves at you.”  
 
    Jackson shrugged. “They think I’m good looking.”  
 
    “Oh, I’m sure they do.” Elle smoothed her hands lightly across his shoulders, making his flesh prickle and his penis throb. The taboo of being touched like this by his ‘teacher’ felt only a shade away from authentic. It never ceased to amaze Jackson how real they could make role-play feel, even in their own home, on the dining table where they ate baked camembert and discussed the evening news. Elle’s hands met at his neck and she seized the back of it firmly.  
 
    “Miss, uh, what are you doing?” he forced out. 
 
    “This is detention,” Elle said sweetly, increasing the pressure on his neck. “I ask the questions here, Proveaux, and I want to know if you like making girls chase you around?” 
 
    He closed his eyes, imagining the violation this alone would be if they really were teacher and student. “Yes.” 
 
    The pressure on his neck increased further. Elle was a tiny slip of a thing, but she worked outdoors, and she was much stronger than she looked. “Yes, what?” 
 
    “Yes, I like it, Miss Sahlstrom. I like making girls want me.” 
 
    “Of course you do, you filthy boy.” Her breath tickled his left ear and he smelled her citrusy perfume. “Miss…” 
 
    “Don’t interrupt me. Does it make you feel like a big man using their bodies however you like and then turning them away again?” 
 
    Elle was referring to the character he was playing, his sleazy reason for getting ‘detention,’ but they were touching on the truth here. Once upon a time Jackson’s favorite hobby had been to drive girls out of their minds. With his looks and charm he learned early on that it was easy to enchant them, gain their trust. He gave girls whatever they wanted, be it sweet words or rough sex, and then—when he knew they were thoroughly attached to him—he ended things, taking perverse enjoyment in their tears, their demands to know what happened. He’d tried that trick on Elle when they’d first met, and she’d thrown a drink in his face. She was the first one to see him for what he was; a lowlife who got off on giving pleasure and then taking it away because he felt empty inside. He’d almost lost her trust forever. Almost lost the heart of the most incredible woman in the world. The mark he’d had drilled into his left wrist burned, and his erection softened against his thigh.  
 
    “Jackson?” Elle’s voice was dangerously soft, her hand tight around his neck. “You came here for punishment and punishment is exactly what you’ll get if you don’t answer my question.”  
 
    He shook his head. He needed to keep his mind on their game.  
 
    “Yes,” he said, with an attempt at another smug grin. “I like how they chase me. I like how excited they get over me.”  
 
    Elle let go of him, coming to sit on the table on his right side. “I know you do, because you’re vain and self-absorbed, but those girls can’t give you what you need, can they?” 
 
    No, Jackson thought, but you can. You always could. You knew what I needed from the moment we met. A firm hand, standards to live up to, loyalty, and love. You loved me, Ellie, even when you said you hated me, you loved me. I could feel it.  
 
    But that wasn’t what Miss Sahlstrom wanted to hear. He rubbed his watch, the pain of his freshly tattooed skin pulling him back into focus. “The girls here do give me what I need, Miss.”  
 
    “And what’s that?” 
 
    Jackson and his throbbing cock decided to go large in the hope she’d punish him. “Sex.”  
 
    Elle looked amused. “You think what you’re doing with your little girlfriends is sex?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “It isn’t. It’s just pumping yourself inside some poor girl who thinks you’ll take her to the year twelve formal.” 
 
    “I don’t know, they seem to like it, Miss,” he said, eyeing her legs. “I could show you if you like?”  
 
    Elle stood up. “Get back to work, Proveaux.”  
 
    She strode away from him, toward the kitchen, her pert ass swishing in her pencil skirt. Jackson’s hand tightened on his biro, hard enough to snap it. He couldn’t wait any longer, this needed escalation, and he had just the thing to do it. Leaning back in his chair, so that his erection was prominent, he said, “Don’t you want to see what I’ve written, Miss?” 
 
    Elle walked back to him, and while she resolutely ignored his hard-on, he could see her cheeks were pink. She was as aroused as he was, she just had better willpower than he did. Fortunately he knew how to dissolve it. She glanced down at what he’d written and sucked in an outraged breath. Jackson smirked. He was quite proud of his handiwork. On the page in his neat loopy writing were lines like: 
 
      
 
    Miss Sahlstrom has nice tits. 
 
      
 
    Miss Sahlstrom is a prick-tease who wears slutty clothes to school on purpose. 
 
      
 
    Miss Sahlstrom wants my cock. 
 
      
 
    I bet Miss Sahlstrom has a tight blonde pussy. One of these days I’m gonna put my dick in it.  
 
      
 
    “Jackson,” Elle said with frosty calm.  
 
    “Yes, Miss?” 
 
    “Look at me.” 
 
    He turned his face up so he could see into her eyes. Elle stared at him, her red mouth set with fury and Jackson felt a small stab of fear. That was the thing about submission, it came laced with genuine emotional distress; fear, pain, frustration and humiliation. Elle wasn’t physically intimidating in the way he would be if their roles were reversed, but she possessed a white-hot bellicosity, an aura of toughness that even in her daily activities screamed ‘fuck with me and pay the price.’ Whenever that anger blared out at him single-pointedly, it was very unnerving.  
 
    “You think I want your silly, schoolboy cock, is that right?” she asked.  
 
    “Yeah,” Jackson said, leaning back even further in his chair. “I think you do. Why else would you be dressed like that?” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    Jackson looked her up and down, taking in every inch of her body. “Like you want dick.”  
 
    Elle looked down at his swollen crotch and smiled icily. “Take it out then.” 
 
    “M-miss?” 
 
    “If you think I want it,” she said, her voice growing colder by the second. “Then why don’t you take it out and show it to me?”  
 
    “I…I will.” Jackson let his chair slam back down onto four legs and fumbled with his fly, his hands as clumsy as though this was all real. He allowed himself a teenage thought; I hope she sucks it. He yanked down his briefs and produced his cock, clenching the base and holding it up for her inspection. “You like it, Miss?” 
 
    Elle bent forward, her lace top gaping so he could see her tits again. “That’s it, is it?”  
 
    “Yes,” Jackson said, unable to keep the indignation out of his voice. He was rather well-hung, and right now, having gone weeks without Elle’s cunt, his cock was blood dark and leaking at the tip. He could scarcely recall looking bigger.  
 
    Elle reached forward, slicking the drop of pre-cum at his swollen head with her palm. He grunted at the contact. “Miss. Miss—”  
 
    “That thing might impress the schoolgirls you run around with,” Elle whispered, rubbing her palm in tight circles around his cock. “But I’m a woman. When I want my itches scratched, I find a man who can last more than five minutes in the back of his mother’s Toyota Camry.”  
 
    Jackson knew she was improvising, but he grew hot with jealousy at the thought of some other guy touching her fine white skin. “I can last hours, Miss, ask anyone I’ve fucked.”  
 
    Elle smiled. “That’s what all men say, Jackson. All boys too, for that matter. How old are you?” 
 
    “I’ll be eighteen in December.”  
 
    “Then you’re just a child.” Elle’s hand slipped down to jack his shaft. She knew exactly how he liked it, tight and hard, and it felt so good he had to grit his teeth to keep from crying out.  
 
    “You’re a boy,” Elle said delicately. “A big boy who thinks he’s special because he’s had a few women sit on his dick.” 
 
    “I’m a man,” he snarled, forgetting that was objectively true.  
 
    “No, you’re not,” Elle said, still pumping his shaft. “You don’t become a man by aging a few months and getting a new photo ID.”  
 
    “Then how…?”  
 
    “By knowing how to treat a woman.” 
 
    Jackson licked his dry lips. “And how…how do you want to be treated, Miss?” 
 
    Elle smiled indulgently at him. “Now that’s the right question, Jackson. Good boy.” 
 
    She let go of his cock and he moaned his disappointment.  
 
    “Oh shut up,” she said, perching on the dining table again. “Take off your tie and give it to me.” 
 
    Excess arousal had his fingers feeling as fat and unworkable as sausages. After a few frustrating seconds he managed to strip off his tie and hand it to her.  
 
    “Thank you,” Elle said lazily. She shifted across the table so that she was right in front of him, her ass on his exercise book, her high heels coming to rest lightly on his thighs. 
 
    She looped his tie around his neck and pulled him closer. His eyes were level with her nipples but, though he longed to touch her, he kept his hands where they were. His cock was still hanging out of his pants weeping a constant stream of pre-come. He was going to have to get his suit dry-cleaned. 
 
    “Now…” Elle mused. “What am I going to do with you, Proveaux?” 
 
    “I—” 
 
    “That wasn’t a question.” 
 
    Elle tugged the tie harder. “You think I’m pretty, don’t you?”  
 
    “Yes, Miss Sahlstrom.” 
 
    “You think about putting your big dumb cock in me, don’t you? Making me scream?” 
 
    Jackson nodded, unable to say the words out loud in case he grew even harder.  
 
    Elle smirked, digging her heels ever so slightly into his thighs. “Cat got your tongue, big boy?” 
 
    Jackson swallowed. “Miss, I-I can do that for you if you like? Fuck you?”  
 
    “That won’t be necessary.” Gripping both ends of the tie with one hand, she reached back and released her hair so it fell around her shoulders in a silvery wave. Jackson had a thing about Elle’s hair, touching it, playing with it, feeling it pool in his lap as she sucked his cock. He felt another droplet of his arousal soak into his pants. “Miss, can I please touch you?” 
 
    “Why would I let you do that?” Elle slipped a hand between her own legs, reaching under her skirt and stroking herself. Jackson was willing to bet his life she wasn’t wearing underwear. “Miss, please—” 
 
    “Be quiet.” Elle’s heels dug even deeper into his thighs, and the kiss of pain took Jackson’s need to breaking point.  
 
    “Miss, I-I want to touch you,” he blurted out. “Anywhere, anyhow. If you want that too, maybe we could…?”  
 
    She offered him a flat, condescending smile, the kind a bank teller gives a man who comes in with bags of loose change and dumps them all over the counter. “You’re too young, Proveaux. Too inexperienced.” 
 
    Jackson felt his cheeks heat, as though he really was an adolescent, as though he really was new to sex. “I’m not too young, just fucking let me do it. I can make it feel good, I promise. You can’t just sit here in front of me and not let me touch you!” 
 
    There was an edge of hysteria in his voice now. Elle removed her hands from under her skirt and placed a cold fingertip under his chin. He could smell her cunt on her fingers, and the warm musky scent made his blood boil. Kill me, he thought. This is going to kill me.  
 
    “Proveaux,” Elle said sweetly. “Do you know how to eat pussy?” 
 
    Jackson nodded, his heart beating fast. “Yes, Miss, I promise.”  
 
    She tilted his head up higher, her mouth inches from his own. “And if I grant you the monumental gift of touching me, will you tell anyone about it?”   
 
    Jackson swallowed. He wasn’t a born submissive, at least he didn’t think so, but one of the best things about Ellie’s kinks was that her commitment to dominating him was one hundred percent. When these games took place, she didn’t play at being a cruel teacher, or an unethical boss, she became whatever character she had chosen. She came alive within the role, her pussy creaming, her domineering nature blaring out of her in all directions. Feeding off her energy made it a thousand times easier for him to comply, lose his self-consciousness and utter things that would have been tough otherwise. Things like, “please let me do it, Miss. I-I promise it’ll be good and I won’t tell anyone.” 
 
    Elle ran a hand through his hair, ruffling it as though he was a puppy. Then she removed her heels from his thighs. “Kneel in front of me.” 
 
    It hurt, kneeling on the floor, but Jackson found it easy to ignore the pain in his knees as well as the pain in his left wrist when he looked between her legs and saw her bare, swollen cunt. “Oh Miss, you’ve got to let me lick it.”  
 
    She smirked at him, moving closer to the edge of the table, tugging her skirt up her thighs. “Go on then, bad boy, show me what you can do.”  
 
    Savouring the view for a split second longer, Jackson all but dove between Elle’s legs, his mouth filling with saliva. This place was like home to him, a sweet warm space he knew as well as he knew anything. Eagerness made an amateur out of him and he found himself licking and lapping without any finesse, but perhaps Elle was on edge too, because instead of admonishing him as she usually would, she threw back her head and moaned. When he fastened his mouth over her clit and began to suck, he swore he heard her cry out to god. 
 
    “You can touch yourself while you do it,” she gasped at him. “But if you finish before I come, you won’t lay a hand on me again.”  
 
    It was a challenge, Elle thought he was too far gone for stimulation, even by his own hand. Determined to prove her wrong Jackson reached down, gripped his cock, and began to stroke. He’d make her come, then he’d rail her pussy until she cried out for mercy. At least that was the plan.  
 
    Unfortunately, Elle was a demon, and demons were smart. As minutes passed and his whole body began to shake, she didn’t get any closer to climax. Jackson was sure she was thinking about football, or the Great Barrier Reef dying, or whatever she thought about to make sure his efforts to get her off were in vain. Eventually, he had to stop jerking and grip his balls to keep from coming, but soon even that became too much.  
 
    Come on, he thought as he lapped at her cunt. Release me. Let me fuck you again, baby, we both need it. Please.  
 
    Finally, finally, Elle pushed on his shoulders. “Very nice, Proveaux, but I need more. Stand up.” 
 
    “Wh-what?” Jackson said, so dizzy and come-dumb he sounded convincingly stupid.  
 
    “You wanted to fuck me, didn’t you?” Elle hiked her pencil skirt higher so it barely framed her cunt. “Fuck me, Jackson. Give me your cock, right here, right on this table.” 
 
    “But Miss…” 
 
    Elle seized a handful of his hair and yanked him upward. Her eyes were wild, her cheeks and nipples flushed. She looked cruel and gorgeous. A seraph sent to punish him for his sins. “Now. Or detention is over and you can go make your wrist hurt the old fashioned way.” 
 
    Jackson stood between her outstretched legs and hesitantly rubbed his cock as though he wasn’t sure this was a good idea. Elle gripped his ass and yanked him closer. “Having second thoughts?” 
 
    “No, I just…you’re my teacher. You’re not meant to do this.” 
 
    A wicked smile. “I know that. I like that. But if it’ll make you feel better…” 
 
    She picked up his discarded tie. “Hands behind your back.” 
 
    Jackson obliged. “What are you…?” 
 
    “This is still a punishment for you,” Elle said, winding his tie around his wrists and pulling the knot tight. “You’ll use your whole weight to fuck me, your whole body, and you won’t get to lay a hand on my tits or my ass. If you make me come, I’ll release you. If you don’t, I’ll cane your pretty boy ass before I send you on your way. Do I make myself clear?” 
 
    Jackson nodded. “Yes, Miss. I promise.” 
 
    “Good.” Elle reached between them and guided his cock toward her entrance. She was wetter than he could ever remember her being. “What about a condom?” he panted. He and Elle hadn’t used them for ages, but it always turned him on to hear her say… 
 
    “You’re not wearing a condom today, baby.” 
 
    “But…” He groaned as Elle eased him inside her hot, slippery pussy. “Miss…we got taught we should always wear a—” 
 
    “I want to feel your come inside me.” Elle dug her fingers into his hair. “I want to feel you bare. That way I’ll know if you finish too soon.” 
 
    “I won’t.”  
 
    “We’ll see, pretty boy.” She raked her nails down his scalp. “Now move.”  
 
    And so he fucked her, hard and fast and graceless as a teenager, trying to keep his balance with his hands tied behind his back, trying even harder not to blow his load within seconds. Elle wrapped her arms around his back, binding him to her, her pussy contracting, soft moans escaping her mouth. 
 
    “Do you like it, Miss Sahlstrom?” he asked. “Do you like what I’m doing to you?” 
 
    She fisted his hair, tight enough to sting. “Don’t be needy, Proveaux. Just give me what I want.”  
 
    Jackson snarled like an animal as he pounded inside her. He knew he couldn’t maintain the speed for long, but mercifully her cunt had him in a stranglehold. She was going to go over and so fucking fast too. She must have been needing this even worse than he had. He pressed his face into her hair and gave her what he knew she needed to come.  
 
    “Please, Miss, say we can do this again,” he begged. “I’ll do anything for it, I promise. I’ll get detention every day if that’s what it takes.” 
 
    Elle’s teeth grazed his neck. “Don’t worry Jackson Proveaux, you’re gonna get in a lot of trouble with me. Now fuck me faster, make me come all over that fat cock.”  
 
    “Anything you want, Miss. Anything.” 
 
    He hammered into her, blind and deaf and dumb to anything that wasn’t Elle’s impending orgasm…and then it all seemed to happen at once.  
 
    The front door swung open, his mother shouted, “Jackson! Que faites-vous, Jackson?” And Elle, still writhing against his cock, still poised on the edge of climax, screamed, actually screamed in frustration. She sounded like she was being murdered. “What the fuck are you doing here? You’re meant to be out until midnight!” 
 
    “Maman,” Jackson’s body went taut with shock. His mother was here. His mother. His mother was watching him fuck his girlfriend with his hands tied behind his back. Fucking his girlfriend, who was dressed as a slutty schoolteacher, and who still had a fistful of his hair. “Maman, what—” 
 
    Elle cut him off. “Get out of here, you crazy bitch! Let us stop without you staring at us!” 
 
    “Non,” his mother shrieked. “What are you doing to my son, you sale petite pute?”  
 
    Elle clearly didn’t have to speak French to understand what she was being called, her nails dug into Jackson’s shoulder. “Get out of here! Now!” 
 
    “Non!” his mother shouted. “Dès que je suis arrivé dans cette maison, on m'a fait sentir comme un intrus—” 
 
    “Jackson,” Elle hissed. “She’s your mum, do something! Calm her down!”  
 
    Numb with fear, Jackson tugged uselessly at his bonds. “Ellie, I…can’t, I can’t move, I can’t think…”  
 
    “Oh, for fuck’s sake!” Elle wriggled backward, separating their bodies and tugging her skirt down her thighs. She slid off the table, reached behind him, and tugged at the tie, somehow unravelling the mass of intricate knots in one swift pull, freeing his hands. Then she turned, blocking Jackson’s bare cock from his mother’s view. “Look, Valeraine, what are you doing here? The ballet should still be on.” 
 
    “I was sick,” his mother said with a contemptuous sneer. “And apparently I’m not the only one who is sick.” 
 
    “What the fuck’s that supposed to mean?” Elle snapped.  
 
    “You tell me, you’re the one who tied up my son!” 
 
    Elle’s upper lip curled. “Which you wouldn’t know about if you respected our boundaries like a normal human being.” 
 
    “I was sick.”  
 
    “The only place you’re sick is in the fuckin’ head! You came home on purpose to catch us together, didn’t you?” 
 
    “Non!”  
 
    “You’re lying.” Elle pointed a furious finger at his mother. “You’re a liar. The only reason you came to Australia was to fuck with me. From day one you’ve tried to break us up.”  
 
    “I am not! I would never—” 
 
    “Bullshit!” Elle was red in the face, her slender body radiating anger. “You’re bullshitting both of us.”  
 
    “I am not bullshitting!” 
 
    His mother’s voice had taken on the sharp mania that in Jackson’s youth, had always preceded flying ashtrays. The horrific realization that his mother was more than capable of escalating shouting matches into violence and that his girlfriend had never backed down from a fight in her life, snapped him into action. He tucked away his cock—still slick with Elle’s excitement—and zipped up.  
 
    “Ellie, calm down,” he said, taking her arm. “Everything is fine.” 
 
    “It’s not fine,” she shouted, wrenching her arm away. “Stop saying that! Can’t you see what she’s doing? Can’t you see she’s fucking with us on purpose?” 
 
    “She isn’t,” Jackson said in his most soothing voice. “She’s just upset she saw us…wouldn’t you be?” 
 
    “No!” Elle screamed. “And I also wouldn’t have been here, I’d have been at the fucking ballet! Actually, I’d be in fucking France where I belong! The only reason she came here is because she hates me!” 
 
    Before Jackson could correct her, his mother gave a great loud laugh. “I do hate you, Eloise Sahlstrom. You’re a rude, nasty, little girl, and Jacque deserves better.” 
 
    Jackson’s mouth fell open. “Maman! You don’t mean that!” 
 
    “Yes, she does.” Elle whirled around and seized him by his shirt collar. “She fucking means it. I’ve been trying to tell you that from the start. Why won’t you listen to me? Why don’t you believe me?”  
 
    “Ellie,” Jackson said, feeling as though he was losing his grip on reality. “My mother’s drunk, she’s upset that she saw us. Please be reasonable and—” 
 
    “Be reasonable?” Elle interrupted. “You want me to be reasonable?”  
 
    “Yes! Just stop being crazy for one second and think about the facts!” 
 
    It was the wrong thing to say, he knew it as soon as it left his mouth. Elle’s face went blank, a chalkboard wiped clean. “Right. Okay, then.” 
 
    She walked over to the kitchen bench and picked up her handbag.  
 
    “Ellie,” Jackson groaned. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Being reasonable. I’m out of here.” 
 
    His mother’s smile could have been a template for the Miss Universe pageant style-guide. “Brava,” she said. “Be on your way, Eloise.”  
 
    “I am, you cantankerous moll,” Elle said. She stalked toward the door, and, for all her bravado, his mother backed away remarkably quickly.  
 
    “Ellie, please…where do you think you’re going?”  
 
    “Away.” She freed the deadbolt and opened the door. “I’ll come home when you decide which pussy means more to you, mine or the one you came out of.”  
 
    “Mon Dieu!” his mother shrieked, but Elle merely raised a middle finger and walked away, the front door snapping shut behind her. 
 
    “Fuck!” Jackson said, and in a hot burst of rage, he kicked the dining chair he’d sat on to write his ‘lines.’ It hit the floor and splintered. “Fuck!” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
    Elle 
 
      
 
    Elle knew what it was like to have a sucky family. Her feelings about her jerk father, repressed mother, and sexist dumb-butt brother varied between tepid and neutral. Her teen years had been the slow but ultimately happy process of realizing she didn’t need to be near those people if she didn’t want to be. Instead, she moved out and made her own family with Tory and Ben, and people from work and uni. She learned to care for herself and not assume that everyone needed a white picket fence and a nuclear family, or that such a notion was even healthy.  
 
    Now, eight years after she’d left her family home and all its yelling, tension, and endless drama, she’d been thrust back into the volatile landscape of Family Issues.  
 
    Jackson had called her minutes after she left his apartment begging her to come home but she’d refused.  
 
    “I’m going to stay with Tory,” she told him. “This isn’t a fucking power move, Jackson. I need space, and you need to talk to your mother without me there. It’s been over three weeks. You need to find out what she wants.” 
 
    “I can’t!” he said. “She’s too drunk to talk now!” 
 
    “Then speak with her tomorrow,” Elle said as she walked toward Southern Cross Station, shivering slightly in the cold. If only she’d thought to grab a jacket before she stormed out, not to mention a bra. Power walking around without one was no fun whatsoever.  
 
    “I will speak with Maman tomorrow.” Jackson’s voice was soft and velvety, the way she loved it most. “Ellie, please come home. I love you.” 
 
    “I love you too,” she said. “But I can’t be where your mother is. At least not until things get sorted out.” 
 
    Little did Elle know that in making that statement, she was condemning herself to spend the week on Tory’s couch. It seemed that once Jackson and his mother started talking, there was an awful lot to say.  
 
    First Valeraine announced that she wanted to divorce Marius and live in Melbourne. Then, that she wanted Jackson to take over Marius’ business in Lyon. Then, that she wanted him to spend a summer in France and make sure he really wanted to be with Elle.  
 
    Every evening Jackson called and relayed the latest conversations to her as though they all carried equal weight. As though he was just as inclined to cut off all contact with his mother as he was to move away to France.  
 
    “The problem is, if I tell her to leave and not come back, she’ll never forgive me,” he told her. “I wouldn’t mind that so much, but she’ll try to stop me from seeing my siblings. I just…I don’t know what to do, Ellie.” 
 
    She wanted to tell him what to do more than she wanted air, but the past month with Valeraine had taught her that her opinions carried very little weight with her boyfriend, at least on this subject. So she said nothing besides, “Take all the time you need,” and, “I’ll be waiting.” 
 
    He never apologized for calling her crazy, and though the memory of it burned like fire, she refused to bring it up. In the face of a family breakdown, it seemed insignificant, and besides, talking about it hurt too much. All her life she’d been called crazy. She was loud, prone to anger, and she liked being in charge; all qualities society found deeply unattractive in women. Since witch burning was no longer an option, she got labelled crazy. When she tried to join her brother’s football team, she was crazy. When she punched the school captain for grabbing her tit, she was crazy. When she got the highest grade in her metalwork class, it was because she sucked off the teacher. Also she was crazy.  
 
    It Never. Fucking. Stopped.  
 
    When she left her parents’ house, Elle had made herself a promise; people would probably always say she was crazy, but she would never tolerate hearing that word from those who were supposed to love her. Being tough and liking atypically masculine things didn’t make her crazy or a bitch or a freak or a slut. She was a good person with a bad temper and she liked being outside, that’s all there was to it.  
 
    That night on Jackson’s dining table she realized her promise didn’t hold a lot of water when it came to her boyfriend. He’d always defended her right to be who and what she was, and then he’d let his mother run roughshod over both of them for a month. He’d let Valeraine call her names and mock her body, and job, and accent, and everything. And when she pointed out that the woman clearly hated her and was trying to mess up their relationship, he called her that fucking word. 
 
    What did that mean for their relationship? Was it over?  
 
    Elle loved Jackson and she understood that his feelings toward his mother were complicated, but if they had any future as a couple, he couldn’t just sit idly by while she took potshots from his relatives. He would have to draw a line in the sand and say, ‘Maman, Ellie is the woman I love, and you will learn to respect her or you will not be welcome in our home. Now, please leave. Elle is coming over so I can eat her pussy for one hundred hours in order to apologize for being such a dick.’ 
 
    At least that’s what Elle hoped he would do. As the days passed without any resolution, it began to feel as though her lover was bracing himself to end things between them.  
 
    “You’re wrong,” Tory said as they walked down High Street a week and a half after Elle had left his apartment. “Jackson loves you. You guys are meant to be together. You’re soul mates.” 
 
    Elle didn’t reply. Tory was her best friend, and while they agreed on almost everything—animal rights, socialism, banana being the best flavor of Nesquik—Tory had a hearts-for-eyes approach to love that didn’t jive with Elle’s lived reality. Or any reality. If she and Jackson really were soul mates, they wouldn’t be about to split up over a fight with his fucking mum.  
 
    Elle pulled her hoodie tighter around her face. “Can we go get a coffee?” 
 
    “We just had a coffee.” 
 
    “I want another one,” she said, steering them toward Galvano’s café. “We haven’t tried here yet! It’s meant to be great!” 
 
    A hazelnut latte later and Elle’s hands were pleasantly tingly. This was how she’d been coping through the past week; drinking so much caffeine, she was essentially an alien life form steering a meat sack. It kept her up most of the night, but she wasn’t sleeping so well, anyway. She just played games on her phone and looked at Jackson’s Instagram feed, admiring his golden skin and easy smile, the way you could see the sweetness radiating out of his dark brown eyes.  
 
    Stalking him—was it stalking if you were technically still a couple?—felt very prophetic. Once her only contact with Jackson had been scanning his social media accounts late at night, alternately full of hate and longing. They’d been enemies then, at least as far as Elle was concerned. What would happen if they broke up? Would they become enemies again? Would she return to the single life broken and alone, her only contact with Jackson via screens? 
 
    “Elle,” Tory said, grabbing her hand and holding it tightly. “Everything’s going to be okay, you know that, right?” 
 
    Elle swallowed. “Um, yeah?” 
 
    “That doesn’t sound very convincing.” 
 
    “I know it’s just…look!” Elle pointed to a gorgeous boutique store across the road. “That looks amazing. Want to check it out?” 
 
    Tory sighed. “I know what you’re doing, but fine.”  
 
    The conversation was mercifully derailed as she and Tory crossed the street and approached the store. Aptly named Longing, the window was full of the most stunning lingerie Elle had ever seen. Sheer lace panties embroidered with forget-me-nots, raw silk camisoles, intricate lace bisque’s and, Elle’s heart began to hammer at the very sight of it, latex. Not the cheap blends sold in chain stores, but authentic latex, taut and shiny and malleable. Call her a cliché, but she fucking loved latex. She had a bra and panty set that she’d bought on her twenty-fifth birthday that she’d worn over a hundred times.  
 
    “It's so beautiful,” Tory moaned, pressing her hands to the glass.  
 
    Elle looked over to see the display reflected twice in her friend’s big brown eyes. “Should we go in?” 
 
    “I don’t know, man.” Tory looked understandably nervous. Longing was a place where a woman could fall into a lingerie haze and emerge four thousand dollars lighter without breaking a sweat. But Elle spotted a red latex catsuit and her mouth filled with spit. “We could just go inside and look…?” 
 
    “I…Ben and I…we can’t afford…I really shouldn’t.” 
 
    This time Elle seized Tory’s hand. “Come on, friend. You know you want to.”  
 
    Inside it was better, and worse, than they could have imagined. The air was warm and scented with vanilla and frankincense, the crystal chandelier cast a flattering light over everything, and the red velvet carpet was almost disturbingly plush. It was all Elle could do to not pull out her wallet and just start chucking cash into the air.  
 
    Margaret, the burlesque model-looking woman behind the counter was delightful, appearing to take actual pleasure in finding lingerie that suited them. She quickly located a peacock blue corset for Tory and, once she confirmed it matched her skin perfectly, paired it with gold knickers, stockings and Elizabethan-style heels, transforming her from someone who’d just been walking down the street in tracksuit pants, into a vision of full-figured beauty.  
 
    While Tory traipsed around the dressing room, talking herself into buying the outfit, Margaret turned her attention to Elle. “What do you like? What suits you?”  
 
    “Latex,” Elle said. “Sharp lines. Bold colors. Nothing frilly.” 
 
    Margaret nodded. “We’ll find you something amazing.”  
 
    She began presenting Elle with items of latex lingerie; basques, and catsuits, and a tiny red dress that clung to her body like cold toffee. 
 
    “You have the perfect figure for latex,” Margaret said, as Elle modeled a small girdle skirt.  
 
    “No tits?”  
 
    “Petite,” she corrected. “You have the right attitude for latex too. Some women get too nervous about their squishy parts showing, they don’t have the confidence you need to pull it off.” 
 
    That would be her sexual dominance, but Elle didn’t feel like telling Margaret that. She didn’t feel like blowing a fortnight’s pay on a sex-outfit either. As much as she liked the pieces, a nagging voice kept telling her she might need her money for the first and last on a new flat. Jesus, if she had to move out, it would be bye-bye waterfront apartment, hello again outer-city sharehouses with moldy shower curtains. The thought was like a lead weight in Elle’s gut. Suddenly the warm latex skirt was stifling. Thanking Margaret for her help she moved back into her changeroom and tugged it off, cursing as it snagged on her skin.  
 
    “Jackson,” she muttered as she kicked the skirt away. “What the hell are we doing?”  
 
    “Okay, I know I haven’t sold you on anything yet, but what about this!” Margaret burst into the curtained cubicle holding a hanger high above her head like a flag. “Ta dah!”  
 
    The item hanging off it looked like a wet black leotard with sections strategically cut out. Aside from Jackson on the brink of orgasm, it was the most beautiful thing Elle had ever seen. She stared at it like a woman possessed. “It’s…” 
 
    “Perfect,” Margaret agreed. “It’s Atsuko Kudo. A bodysuit in a cage-cut design. Stunning, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Stunning isn’t the fucking half of it,” Elle whispered. If I was wearing that I could get Jackson to do anything. Anything in the world. She shook her head. “I know Atsuko Kudo and I so can’t afford it.” 
 
    “Try it on,” the sales assistant begged. “For me.”  
 
    Elle resisted for a full ten seconds before agreeing. Once the bodysuit was on she felt like a woman transformed. Looking in the mirror she could see her Domme self staring out of her usual self, her eyes sharp, her lips plump with blood.  
 
    “Wow.” Margaret’s cheeks were slightly pink. “You look awesome. Wait here a moment.”  
 
    She returned with black spike heels, a latex choker, and perhaps most tellingly of all, a horsewhip. Like someone in a dream, Elle watched rather than felt herself donning the heels and choker, taking the horsewhip in hand. When she stood, straight-backed, and met her own gaze she wanted to gasp. Stripped of all her other roles, the woman in the mirror was primal, powerful, and yeah, beautiful. The kind of woman who could have a boyfriend like Jackson and no one would bat an eyelid.  
 
    “Stunning,” Margaret said, and this time Elle knew she wasn’t talking about the latex. “Can I say something?” 
 
    “Uh, sure?” Elle said, anticipating a sales pitch. 
 
    “There’s a party tonight at…do you know Blushfire?” 
 
    Elle raised an eyebrow. She’d heard of Blushfire, a cooperative that organized high-end BDSM play parties, but she’d never met anyone who’d actually attended an event. They were uber-secret, twice a year deals for kinky models and glitterati types. “Ah, yeah, I have heard of them, why?” 
 
    Margaret’s shifty expression grew shiftier. “How’d you like to come to a party tonight?” 
 
    Elle stared at her. “Um, I’m a little low rent for that, don’t you think?” 
 
    “Not at all!” Margaret looked shocked. “You’re gorgeous, and a Domme…I mean, you are a Domme, aren’t you?” 
 
    Elle glanced around as though someone else might be hiding in the changing room. “Yeah, uh, pretty much.” 
 
    “Well, hot young Dommes are so in demand. I could introduce you to like, fifty kinky guys who want a Mistress and they would crawl over broken glass to get to you. You have an amazing energy.” 
 
    Elle grinned. After weeks of being treated like a fungal infection, it was nice to be referred to as young and hot and energized. And to be invited to a secret Eyes Wide Shut party. “Thanks.” 
 
    “So will you come? You could wear the bodysuit!” 
 
    “Oh um, no thanks,” Elle said. “I’m…” 
 
    She took a second to consider her answer. What was she? Besides embedded in a feud with her boyfriend’s mum? “…seeing someone.” Someone who thinks I’m crazy.  
 
    “Is he like us?” Margaret said eagerly. “You could bring him.” 
 
    Yeah, that’s what she and Jackson needed, to see each other for the first time in almost a fortnight at a kinky sex party. “I don’t think so. I’ll get out of this outfit now.”  
 
    “Are you sure? It looks like it was made for you.” Margaret pursed her big burgundy lips. “I’ll tell you what, I’ll give you twenty percent off.” 
 
    Elle hesitated. With the discount she could afford it—barely—but the money would be better spent on a million other things. She thought of Valeraine with her Prada coat and constant hints that Elle was a dirty commoner, and came perilously close to saying, ‘sure, I’ll take it,’ but pulled herself back from the brink. “I just can’t afford it.” 
 
    Margaret looked heartbroken. “Okay, if you’re sure. I’ll let you get changed.” 
 
    She left in a swish of velvet curtain and Elle slumped against the wall, letting her belly expand. “It’s for the best,” she told her reflection. “You know it is.” 
 
    Delaying the moment when she would have to take the bodysuit off, she checked her phone. With a pang of excitement, she saw a message from Jackson, a video recording. He sometimes sent her clips of himself cooking food she liked or a song that reminded him of her. Her belly squirmed pleasurably. Maybe this was the moment when things started to get better. She pressed play. The video didn’t seem to have been taken on purpose, it was of Jackson’s foot—she recognized his brown leather oxfords—and he was saying something from a distance. She held her phone to her ear. 
 
    “…I don’t know what to do,” her boyfriend said to an unknown person. “You know how stubborn Ellie is. I don’t think she’ll accept it, she’ll just get angry and set the apartment on fire or something.” Jackson sighed. “Things are terrible right now, and I just can’t see them getting any better. Maman thinks I should fly home for a bit just to get away from everything. I’m seriously thinking about—”  
 
    The recording ended abruptly and not a moment too soon. Elle’s blood had turned to ice. She felt like she was going to pass out. Jackson was going to dump her. He was going to end things between them and all he was worried about was her going all Hulk-smash on his stupid, fucking apartment. And instead of telling her that himself, the idiot, the absolute fucking fool, had been dumb enough to accidentally record himself talking on speaker phone and then text it to her. Probably because he refused to use his touchpad, preferring to let Siri fuck up his life.  
 
    Sheer undiluted rage blended with the ten thousand milligrams of caffeine in her blood, and much to her surprise, everything went quiet inside. Suddenly she knew exactly what to do. Exactly how to react. She opened the voice notes app and hit record.  
 
    “Hello, Jackson,” she said, in a cheerful voice that was terrifying even to her own ears. “I’m going to make this really fucking easy for you. You’re dumped. We’re over. Fly wherever the fuck you want and take your stupid mum with you, because as of this text message, you are officially single, and so am I. Fuck you for calling me crazy. Also, you wish I loved you enough to burn down your flat, you narcissistic piece of shit. I am never coming near you or your flat ever again. As of now, you are less than nothing to me. Good fucking bye.” 
 
    Fingers trembling, she saved the recording and texted it to Jackson’s number.  
 
    “Elle?” Tory called from somewhere beyond the curtain. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “I’m fine,” Elle lied. She stuck her head out from behind the curtain and spotted Margaret adjusting a rack of nipple tassels. “Excuse me, do you have a bathroom?” 
 
    “Out the back.” 
 
    “Great.” Elle stepped out of the changeroom, her borrowed heels sinking into the carpet. “Back in a sec.” 
 
    “Um, we share a bathroom with the washing machine repair shop next door,” Margaret said, her blue eyes wide. “You might want to, um, change first.” 
 
    Elle felt herself grin. “I’ll just be a second.”  
 
    “But…” 
 
    “It’s fine. Let me do it.” 
 
    Margaret straightened up and said, “Okay.” 
 
    Elle felt her smile grow wider. She still knew a submissive when she smelled one, that boded well for her single life. “Thanks, babe.”  
 
    She shot Tory, who was looking deeply disturbed, a smile, and stalked out to the bathroom in nothing but latex, a choker, and heels.  
 
    Like a lot of old buildings in Brunswick, Longings’ toilet was located in a cement courtyard out back. It wasn’t a fraction as charming as the store. Broken glass and plastic littered the yard, the remains of old washing machines, Elle assumed.  
 
    “Well, fuck it, what’s a little more scrap for the heap?” she asked no one. Taking a deep breath, she raised her arm and hurled her phone at the ground.  
 
    The screen shattered at once, blistering into a thousand tiny pieces. The rest separated into sheets, like a wafer biscuit. Elle picked it up and threw it down again, splintering everything that remained into big, ugly chunks. She plucked up some of the larger pieces and hurled them at the concrete again, dividing them into bits that could never be used to contact or be contacted by another human being. 
 
    “Good,” she whispered. “It’s done.”  
 
    She went into the bathroom to wash her hands and when she looked in the mirror she saw she looked truly crazy. Beautiful but unhinged. It didn’t matter, she told herself, she was single. She was alone. She would never have Jackson again. But unlike her phone, she wasn’t broken.  
 
    With that in mind, she re-entered the store. Margaret and Tory turned around to look at her, their eyes wary and admiring.  
 
    “Are you okay?” Tory asked.  
 
    “I’m great.” Elle gestured down at her latex clad form. “Margaret? I will take this. Also, what time is this party?”  
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jackson 
 
      
 
    He had experienced pain before. When he left his homeland to move to a too-hot country halfway around the world. When his parents separated in a blaze of resentment, and he was sure he was responsible. When he was twenty-seven and realized he’d become the kind of sleazy asshole who got punched by the hero in a romantic comedy.  
 
    Those things had hurt him deeply, but they were nothing, nothing, compared to the white-hot panic he was feeling now.  
 
    He’d woken up with a red wine hangover. Negotiations with his mother the night before—trying to get her to acknowledge Elle’s humanity and leave for France in the understanding that he was going to marry and, god willing, have many angry children with her—had gone badly.  
 
    “I know what’s best for you, Jacque,” his mother insisted as they drained yet another bottle of merlot into the decanter. “That girl is rude and presumptuous, and nothing good will come of you two being together.” 
 
    “But it is already good! Maman, I have never been so happy.” 
 
    His mother sniffed. “You’re deluding yourself. She doesn’t care for you and she’s not worthy of you. If you’re at all intelligent, you’ll realize that before things go too far.” 
 
    But they had already gone too far. The tattoo hidden under his watch strap was proof of that. He gave up on negotiations and focused on getting drunk. Considering the state of his stress levels and what the Americans had so helpfully dubbed ‘blue balls,’ it was surprising he hadn’t picked up the decanter and just started pouring fermented grapes straight down his throat. He missed his Ellie, he missed her smile, her body, her mouth, and her pussy. He’d gone to bed horny and miserable and woken up feeling even worse.  
 
    Unwilling to recommence negotiations with his mother in such a sorry state, Jackson had gone down to the apartment swimming pool and worked out some of his frustration in the water. He’d returned two hours later to a blissfully empty apartment, his mother having gone out for a manicure. Feeling ridiculously optimistic about the day ahead, he showered off the chlorine, made himself a late breakfast, and sat down to continue reading The Kindness of Enemies. Then he saw he had a voicemail from Elle. Still feeling ridiculously optimistic, he’d played it. When he heard what she said, it almost stopped his heart. He’d tried to call her, his fingers fumbling with the buttons, but he couldn’t connect. Panic hit him like a freight train as he realized she’d probably blocked his number. He’d then tried Tory, but she didn’t answer either. He tried Ben, but all Ben could tell him was that Elle and Tory had gone out for coffee a few hours earlier and hadn’t yet returned.  
 
    “I’ll call Tory and get her to ring you,” Ben assured him. “We’ll work this out, mate. Don’t panic.” 
 
    “That’s very easy for you to say,” Jackson shouted. “The love of your life didn’t just call you ‘a narcissistic piece of shit.’”  
 
    Ben made a noise that might have been a snort.  
 
    “What are you laughing at?” Jackson demanded.  
 
    “Nothing,” Ben said quickly. “We’ll find her man, don’t worry.”  
 
    “Again, that’s very easy for you to say!” 
 
    They hung up and Jackson paced his apartment, his brain a whirl of bright chaos. When Tory called, he snatched up his phone so fast he almost flung it across the room. “Do you know where she is?” 
 
    “Hey Jackson.” Tory’s voice was light. Cautious. “Ben, um, said she broke up with you?” 
 
    Pain blared through his brain. Jackson pressed a hand to his forehead. “Don't say that, Tory. It has to be a misunderstanding. What does she think I’ve done?”  
 
    “I don’t know. She wouldn’t talk to me.”  
 
    “Can you put her on the phone?”  
 
    “I can’t. She’s not with me anymore. After we left the shops she went off on her own—” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    Tory sighed. “I think she got a hotel room somewhere.” 
 
    “What? Why?”  
 
    If Jackson had to predict where Elle would go in a crisis, it would be to the Conservation Centre where she worked, to be with the animals. Or she’d crash with friends who’d let her drink herself into oblivion without asking questions. Or she’d pack up her tent and go camping in the middle of the bush. Getting a hotel room was entirely out of character. 
 
    “Jackson…” Tory’s voice was low and urgent. “I think…look, Elle and I went to a lingerie shop this morning, and while we were trying on stuff she got invited to a party by the girl who works there.”  
 
    Jackson’s brain throbbed. “What kind of party?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Tory admitted. “But I think it was for…you know, kinky people.” 
 
    Jackson swore. This was so much worse than he thought. “Look, Tory, can you get in contact with Ellie? Can you tell her to call me?” 
 
    “I can’t. I think she smashed her phone.”  
 
    “What?” 
 
    “She was angry, Jackson, I’ve never seen her so angry. She was shaking all over. She’s gone off on her own, and the only thing we can do is wait for her to calm down.” 
 
    “And if she fucks fifty guys at this party because she’s mad at me? What then?” Jackson shouted into the phone.  
 
    “Relax,” Tory said, with the practiced calm of someone whose family threw biannual tantrums. “Elle would never do that to you. Whatever you’ve done—” 
 
    “I’ve done nothing!” 
 
    “Whatever she thinks you’ve done,” Tory continued calmly. “She’ll get over it and come back to you. That aside, I’ve been meaning to have a word with you, anyway.” 
 
    “About what?” 
 
    “I know you think of Elle as this immoveable alpha female, but she’s a human being, Jackson. It hasn’t been easy having your mother around calling her names and telling her she’s not good enough for you. She’s tough as nails, but it would be hard for anyone to withstand that kind of criticism long term, and having you there, refusing to take her side, refusing to tell your mother to shut up…it hurt her.” 
 
    “Ellie told you this?” 
 
    Tory gave a small laugh. “No, but I’m her best friend, I know how she thinks, and I’ll deny it if you ever tell her I said this, but a small part of her does think she’s not good enough for you.” 
 
    “Why on earth would she think that?”  
 
    Tory exhaled, as though he were a petulant child demanding to know where the sun went at night. “How can you even ask that? Are you seriously that unobservant?” 
 
    “Please,” he said, feeling as though he would very much like to burst into tears. “Please tell me.” 
 
    “Fine, well you make more money than her, you come from more money than her, you own your place, you’ve traveled more, you have more friends, your job is fancier, you’re more conventionally good looking, that time you went to a rope tying workshop together and the demonstrator chose you as her demo model and kept rubbing herself all over your body—”  
 
    “Okay, okay, okay,” Jackson said. “I get it, I understand what you’re saying, just…what does that have to do with dumping me to go to a sex party?” 
 
    “We don’t know it’s a sex party,” Tory said reasonably. “And I don’t think Elle’s going to try and get laid even if it is.” 
 
    “Then why would she go at all?” 
 
    Tory sighed. “You know the assistant at the lingerie shop could tell what Elle was straight away.” 
 
    Jackson shifted his weight from foot to foot. Though they both knew what Elle was, he and Tory rarely discussed it, for obvious reasons. “A Domme, you mean?”  
 
    “Yeah. Margaret, the woman, was, I dunno, taken with her. Elle was hurting and feeling unworthy and then this stranger tells her she’s beautiful and invites her to some fancy party. It’s flattering. Maybe she just wants to go out and feel like she’s worth something.”  
 
    “She left my house!” Jackson said, unable to keep his resentment at bay any longer. “She left, I never asked her to leave.” 
 
    “But you didn’t ask her to stay either.” Tory’s usually amiable voice was sharp. “Not in front of your mum, anyway. And you called Elle crazy.” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “So maybe you don’t deserve to have Elle back if you can’t realise how fucking disheartening it is to have men call you crazy whenever you point out something they don’t like,” Tory snarled. “Growing up that was all Elle heard, that she was a crazy unstable bitch who needed to get a grip and start acting like a normal girl. You don’t know what it did to her to have you throw that word in her face like her parents used to. It cut her up inside, I know it did. She endured so fucking much from you and your mother this past month, Jackson, but she wasn’t going to endure that.”  
 
    Jackson swallowed, his throat tightening, the backs of his eyes starting to burn. “I’m sorry. I didn’t think…I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Hey,” Tory said quietly. “It’s okay. You just need to apologise and everything will be fine.” 
 
    “How can I apologize when I don’t know where she is?” He blinked and a hot drop of water ran down his face. Cursing himself, he swiped a wrist over his cheek. “Does she hate me, Tory?” 
 
    “No. She could never, even when she wanted to. She’ll come back to you, Jackson, I promise. She loves you.”   
 
    “And I love her, more than I’ve ever loved anyone.” Jackson pulled off his watch and stared down at the tattoo he’d gotten as an engagement ring. The intricate pattern looked like an ornate handcuff around his wrist. Hidden within the spirals and whorls was the word ‘Ellie.’ His lover preferred rope bondage, but the first time she’d topped him and made him hers they’d used handcuffs. That was only one element of the design. As Elle’s submissive, Jackson liked the idea of a permanent mark of his devotion on his body. The handcuff also suggested he was chained to her, bound in love. He thought Elle would like him wearing the engagement ring, since she’d told him she wouldn’t accept a ring of her own. “Your inner Frenchman will force you to get something really expensive, and I’ll just lose it in bandicoot crap within a month and feel stupid for the rest of my life. If you really liked me, you wouldn’t make me go through that.”  
 
    “I understand, my little love,” Jackson had told her. “No diamond rings.”  
 
    “Jackson.” Tory’s voice was quiet. “Are you okay?” 
 
    He rubbed away another tear. “How can she…? She owns me, Tory. I’m hers. Not in a fucking sappy romance way. She’s…she’s everything. I can’t imagine life without her, and now she’s going to a fuck party without me…it can’t really be over. It just can’t be.” 
 
    “It’s not,” Tory assured him. “Give her some time. She’ll come back. I know she will. Everything will be okay. You guys are gonna be together forever, and one day all four of us will laugh about this over cheese.” 
 
    Jackson appreciated Tory’s attempts to console him, but he didn’t want platitudes about how it would all work out in the end. He wanted his Ellie at home and safe in his bed. 
 
    “Where was the shop you went to?” he demanded. “I’ll go there, I’ll ask the girl where she’s meeting Elle, then I’ll—”  
 
    “Jackson,” Tory said, cutting him off. “Don’t crash the party, man, just let it be. I know you want to find her, but trust me, you’ll only make it worse. Just stay home and try to relax, okay?” 
 
    “Okay,” Jackson lied and they hung up. In a state of complete mental absence, he made himself a pot of green tea with jasmine, sat down on his couch and listened to Elle’s recording again. 
 
    You’re dumped.  
 
    We’re over.  
 
    You are less than nothing to me.  
 
    He listened to it again. Then again. After about the tenth listen-through, something started to bother him. Most specifically the way she said ‘You wish I loved you enough to burn down your flat, you narcissistic piece of shit.’ Everything else could be understood out of context but that line implied he’d said something specific, and Elle had overheard it, or been told about it.  
 
    But that didn’t make any sense. He hadn’t been gossiping to anyone about their love life. The last thing he wanted was to discuss his troubles with his colleagues or casual friends. But then who would have told Elle he thought she would burn his flat down?  
 
    Well, he thought. Who has a motive? 
 
    The answer was obvious; his mother, but if she had called Elle and told her it was over between her and her son, Elle would have laughed in her face. She didn’t trust his mother any further than she could throw her. But nothing else made sense. He sat back on his couch, drumming his forehead and trying to recall that line about ‘whatever seems impossible, however improbable, is possible…or something.’ 
 
    Then an idea came to him. He collected his laptop, opened it on the coffee table, and hit the Rescue app. The recent files synched from his phone, filtering through the air, and displaying themselves on his laptop. He scrolled through the day’s activities and there it was; a record showing he had texted Elle a video this morning when he was face down in the pool. The record also showed the message had been deleted a minute after it was sent. With trembling fingers, he hit the recovery button, and with a small pop, the video was reloaded and ready to play.  
 
    He clicked it, and his own voice filled the air. “I don’t know what to do. You know how stubborn Ellie is. I don’t think she’ll accept it. I swear she’ll just get angry and set the apartment on fire or something—” 
 
    Jackson paused the message, bile pooling in his mouth. He recognized the recording at once. He had been on the phone to Ben three nights ago, asking if he should propose to Elle. He’d been worried that if he did it, Elle would see it as an attempt to ‘grand gesture’ himself out of the doghouse. He and Ben had decided a proposal was better suited for when his mother finally left. They’d hung up and that was all there was to it. Or so he’d fucking thought.  
 
    Jackson stood up, clipping his laptop with his wrist and knocking it to the floor. “She…” he said to the empty living room. “She did this…” 
 
    If the voicemail had been left on his phone, Jackson could have believed it was a strange technical glitch, but the fact that it had been deleted pointed to only one thing. His mother had sent Elle the recording. She had done it while he was swimming, then removed the evidence afterward.  
 
    To do that, she must have installed spyware on his phone, recorded him, and edited the file so his conversation with Ben sounded completely different. Then she’d waited for him to leave the apartment without his phone, uploaded the video to his device, and sent it to Elle, making it seem as though he’d mistakenly recorded himself saying he wanted to dump her. 
 
    “Good lord,” he muttered. “She’s an evil fucking genius.” 
 
    He knew his mother was smart, smarter than anyone ever gave her credit for, but this was some America Lifetime TV, ‘my mom killed my girlfriend then buried her under the flowers and said she went on holiday’ bullshit.  
 
    But then where do you think those stories come from? he asked himself. Some people do that kind of crazy shit, and when the truth comes out, all anyone says is, ‘I can’t believe she did that!’  
 
    He collapsed onto the couch again, his hand pressed to his forehead. How was he going to fix this? What was he going to do?  
 
    What you have to do, came the answer, clear and calm. What you should have done weeks ago. 
 
    His mother returned three hours later to find him sitting at the dining table dressed as though headed into work. His best suit was freshly pressed, his oxfords gleamed, and his tie was perfectly knotted. “Jacqueson?” she said, eyeing him up and down. “Où allons-nous?” 
 
    “We are not going anywhere. You are leaving this apartment now, today.” 
 
    His mother blanched, but Jackson noticed her eyes narrow slightly. “Qu'est-ce qui ne va pas?” 
 
    He held up his phone. “Did you use one of Amboise’s spyware programs to record me and then send the message to Elle?” 
 
    His mother placed her handbag on the floor, delaying her answer. Jackson watched her closely and swore he could see her consider lying, tears, and denial in turn. “Maman,” he said. “Answer me.”  
 
    His mother looked up, scanning her face for what he knew were signs of receptivity to manipulation. “What do you want me to say, Jacque? What do you wish to blame me for now?”  
 
    Jackson felt like he was looking at a stranger, a woman who wore helplessness as she wore Giorgio Armani foundation, spreading thin layers of vulnerability and victimhood over herself so she was always shielded by her perceived weakness.  
 
    In a flash it was so clear to him why she hated Elle. Elle who wielded fury like a longsword, and shouted ‘bullshit!’ whenever she saw it. Of course his mother felt threatened by her, exposed around her. Jackson set his jaw. “It doesn’t matter if you deny it. I know you sent Elle the message. I used a recovery program on my computer. I want to know why you did it.” 
 
    His mother winced, but continued to stand her ground. “I did it for you,” she said with a martyr’s smile. “I wanted to help you, Jacque.” 
 
    “No,” Jackson said. “You did it for yourself. You lied to me, and you hurt the person I love. Not unintentionally, out of ignorance, but maliciously, to suit yourself.” 
 
    His mother stamped her lambskin boot on the tiles. “I did it for you! All I care about is you!”  
 
    “Ellie was right, you are a liar.” Jackson stood up. “I have nothing more to say to you. Pack your belongings and leave this evening. If you refuse, I will call Papa and have him help me remove you by force.” 
 
    His mother went white. “You would do this to me?” 
 
    “Yes. I’ve given you too many chances to prove your goodness already.”  
 
    “Non!” She rushed forward, seizing his arm. “Jacque, she hurts you! She-she degrades you. I saw in your messages, what she calls you, the way she treats you! It’s unnatural. It’s not right.” 
 
    Jackson’s insides crawled. So she knew about their sex play, that was fucking uncomfortable. He shook off her clutching hand. “Maman, leaving aside that you have been spying on me, what Ellie and I do in bed has nothing to do with our love. It is a game, we play it for our own pleasure.” 
 
    “Liar,” his mother spat. “You are a man, and she should treat you like one! Not parade around as though she is the one with a cock!” 
 
    He cringed. “Maman, you don’t know what you’re talking about—” 
 
    “Yes I do, I’ve seen your filthy tattoo.” 
 
    “Oh, you mean this?” Jackson held up a forearm. He hadn’t put his watch back on after his shower, there was nothing to conceal the symbol he’d gotten inked into his skin.  
 
    His mother let out a melodramatic shriek, backing away as though she were a vampire and he’d thrust garlic into her face. “Yes, that. I cannot believe you would mar your beautiful body for a woman like her.” 
 
    “I didn’t do this for Elle, I did it for me,” Jackson said quietly. “It reminds me where and to whom I belong.” 
 
    “Non.” His mother’s eyes, the exact shape and colour of his own began to shine with tears. “It’s degrading, the mark of a weak man, a slave.”  
 
    “It’s a symbol of commitment. Much like the ring you used to wear to show the world you were my father’s wife before you decided to leave him in this country all alone.”  
 
    His mother covered her ears, blocking out all talk of his father. “I do not wish to discuss this. Not when this girl has so unmanned you.” 
 
    Jackson shook his head. “Ellie has taught me more about being a man than anyone. Do you know what being a man is, Maman? Owning your mistakes, apologizing when you’ve done wrong. Being mature enough to accept criticism, not abandoning the people you love when things get hard. She taught me that.” 
 
    He swallowed, feeling close to tears again. “You can’t see what she brings to my life. I knew that from the start, and yet I hoped you would change your mind. I should not have been so foolish. I should have forced you to leave before it destroyed my relationship.” 
 
    “She doesn’t respect you—” 
 
    “No, you don’t respect me!” Jackson shouted. “Ellie loves me. She fucking loves me, she makes me feel safe and whole. And yes, sometimes she ties me up, and beats me, and treats me as her inferior in bed, and do you know what? I love it. I love being beaten and degraded. Sometimes I take it up the ass for her too. What do you think of that?”  
 
    His mother’s mouth went slack with shock. “Jackson!” 
 
    “It means nothing,” he continued. “Less than nothing to me that Ellie likes to do those things to me. I am a fucking man. I will always be a man, but you? You will no longer be my mother.” 
 
    He pointed at the door. “Leave. Gather up your things and leave.” 
 
    His mother must have read sincerity in his face, because the tears that had been welling in her eyes began to fall. “Jacque, no! Please no! Don’t do that. I’m sorry for what I said.”  
 
    Jackson looked away, unwilling to be swayed by her crying. “It’s too late for apologies, Maman. You violated my trust, and you hurt the woman I love. That I will not forgive you for. You will leave, tonight.”  
 
    His mother dropped the tortured nun act in a heartbeat. “And go where?” she snapped. “Are you throwing me out on the street?” 
 
    “No,” Jackson said. “You can go to a hotel, then you can book a flight home to Lyon. You are happier there, we both know that.” 
 
    “Will you come with—” 
 
    “No,” he said. “I will not be returning with you. It was stupid of you to even try to get me to leave this country.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “There will be no buts. I forgave you for leaving Papa in Australia, I have looked past your insecurities, and made excuses for your spitefulness, but there is no excusing what you have done to Ellie. You will leave, now.” 
 
    “But Jacque, you don’t understand. You don’t know what it’s like…” 
 
    He headed toward the door, checking his pockets for his keys, wallet, and phone. “I will not speak about this anymore. We have been talking for weeks and weeks, and nothing has changed.” 
 
    “Where are you going?” his mother asked, the desperation in her voice tangible. 
 
    “To a lingerie store to find where a sex party is being held. I’ll expect you gone when I return.” 
 
    She grasped his wrist, the one without the handcuff tattoo. “But I…I don’t know how to book the flights. At least help me with that?” 
 
    Jackson shook his head. “If you can figure out how to record me and send it in a message to my wife, you can book your own flight home, Maman.” 
 
    But his mother had only heard one word. “Wife? That girl is not your wife.” 
 
    “She will be,” Jackson said, opening his front door. “Take care of yourself, Valeraine.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jackson 
 
      
 
    He’d been expecting something that was a combination of dungeon and film location for The Queen of the Damned, but the townhouse Margaret directed him to was anything but. The manicured garden, cream-colored walls, and high ceilings screamed money, and ‘screamed’ was the operative word. The minute he stepped over the threshold he could hear a woman begging for mercy, clearly in the middle of getting her brains screwed out. 
 
    As a straight man, the noise might have ordinarily turned him on, but all Jackson could think was ‘not Ellie. Please, not Ellie.’  
 
    Though he knew Elle would die a grim death before she ever begged a man for mercy, he couldn’t dissuade his brain from telling him it might already be too late. The speed with which people had started engaging in sex unnerved him. The party had only been going for forty minutes and there were already naked couples humping all over everything. 
 
    He’d planned on arriving at ten on the dot, but he’d been delayed by his quest to find a mask. The party was masquerade themed, which Jackson thought a little trite, but then he wasn’t the one who’d organized it. After finding Margaret and convincing her to invite him to the party, the hour had grown late. He eventually gave up on the various department stores that were still open and stopped by Ben and Tory’s place to pick up Ben’s Zorro mask. It was a last resort, because Jackson was ninety percent sure his best friend had engaged in Zorro-related sex play with Tory, but desperate times called for desperate measures. Now he was here, at one of Blushfire’s biannual play parties, wearing his best suit and a no-doubt contaminated mask, looking for the love of his life.  
 
    The townhouse was absolutely packed. He could see at least a hundred attendees in the main room, some drinking and flirting, others openly fucking on the red velvet couches. Jackson could only assume they had been placed there for such a purpose. He hoped they were very thoroughly dry cleaned after each event. 
 
    Everyone in attendance appeared to be young and beautiful. Many of the women wore fetishwear; corsets and harnesses and body stockings. Others were done up like burlesque dancers or risqué versions of Disney princesses. The men, Jackson was relieved to see, were mostly wearing suits like himself, although some of them were shirtless, displaying broad shoulders, tattoos, and six packs. 
 
    For a moment Jackson allowed himself to imagine if he and Elle had come to this party together. If they’d arrived hand-in-hand to drink and watch other people play, to touch one another on the red velvet couches and have a hundred admiring eyes watch. The idea didn’t arouse his possessiveness in the slightest. He was no natural born submissive, but he was more than capable of meeting Elle’s sexual needs. Having her take him in front of everyone would only prove that. Besides, he was a bit of a narcissist and the idea of seeing the jealousy on other men’s faces as he fucked the most beautiful woman in the world was undeniably hot.  
 
    Still, he couldn’t enjoy those imaginings for long, not without thinking about his lover screwing another man tonight, riding him or beating him, fulfilling her needs on him. The idea hurt so much Jackson could scarcely breathe.  
 
    He could forgive Elle for sleeping with someone else, but he knew she would never forgive herself. If she fucked someone out of anger, it would be over. She would section off her heart and insist that she didn’t want him anymore, using the man she’d touched as evidence. He needed to stop her before that happened, no easy task in a crowded dimly lit room.  
 
    He squinted around at the hordes of people, looking for pale blonde hair.  
 
    A beautiful Aboriginal woman in a pink mask and matching corset stepped into his line of vision. “Hello, I’ve never seen you here before!” 
 
    “It’s my first time,” Jackson said, realizing a second too late that he’d left himself wide open for double entendre.  
 
    “A virgin!” The woman’s smile grew wider. “And what a lovely accent!”  
 
    Jackson forced himself to smile, still scanning the room for signs of Elle.  
 
    “Did you come here with someone?” the woman asked. “You must have! No single men allowed!”  
 
    Jackson had, in fact, given Margaret two hundred dollars to sign him up as her date. The tactic had made him feel a little sick. For all the sales assistant knew, he was a dangerous stalker, but like the Zorro mask, he felt it had been a necessary risk.  
 
    “Yes, I came with someone,” he said. “My partner, Ellie.” 
 
    “How lovely. Well, would the two of you like to have a drink with my husband and me?” She gestured to the tall Italian-looking man behind her. “We’re very friendly, I promise.” 
 
    Jackson blinked. He’d arrived at the party with one purpose; finding Elle and making everything right again. Ducking couples looking to swing hadn’t been on his agenda at all.  
 
    “Um, I’m sorry,” he managed. “I’m, uh…not right now.” 
 
    The woman’s smile didn’t dim an iota. “Not a problem. You take your time settling in. I’m Roslyn, by the way, and he’s Marc, if you’d like to find us later.”  
 
    They shook hands and Jackson realized he was wasting an opportunity. This woman had clearly been here before, she might have seen Elle.  
 
    “Excuse me?” he asked. “Before you go; have you seen a pale blonde woman? She’s about this high.” Jackson held a palm to his chest. “She’s got big eyes and uh…” She’s the most stunningly capable woman in the world, he wanted to say, but that wouldn’t be helpful. “She’s a Domme?” 
 
    Roslyn shook her head. “I couldn’t say I’ve seen her for sure. You might want to try upstairs. That’s where all the good stuff is.” 
 
    “Right, thank you,” Jackson said, half-relieved, half-terrified at the thought of ‘the good stuff.’ “I’ll head up there now.” 
 
    “Good luck,” Roslyn said, looking a little disappointed. “I hope your girlfriend likes her. Are you and the Domme going to top her together?” 
 
    It was a mistake, Jackson was sure, many would make, though it was funny how assumptions about gender and sexuality could find you, even in a free-for-all fuckfest like this. Ellie assumed to be submissive, him thought to be dominant, the Domme he was seeking, a kinky novelty to add to their usual BDSM play. There was a time when Jackson might have let Roslyn’s assumptions slide, if only for convenience. But not tonight. “My girlfriend is the Domme.” 
 
    Roslyn’s brown eyes widened. “Oh, so you’re a…?” She hesitated, as though it might be an insult to his masculinity to say the word aloud. 
 
    “A submissive?” Jackson said cheerfully. “Not really, at least I don’t think so, but I am for her.” He held up his wrist. “See?” 
 
    Roslyn looked gratifyingly astonished. He flashed her his best grin. “See you around.” 
 
    “I hope so,” Roslyn called after him. “I’d love to meet your girlfriend!” 
 
    Upstairs proved to be as much of a minefield as downstairs. It was not one big open space, but several large rooms, all decorated differently. Jackson walked through a chamber done up like a Middle Eastern fantasy with large four poster beds covered in sheer scarves and brightly colored pillows. He saw five men and three women moving on a large, coverless mattress, touching one another indiscriminately, but mercifully none of them were Elle. The next location resembled an old fashioned doctor’s surgery, except that any doctor who attempted to do what was happening on the antique examination tables would be sued within an inch of their life.  
 
    He couldn’t enter the third room he found, though he could determine from the floor to ceiling windows that there was nothing inside it except a redheaded woman riding a vibrating saddle.  
 
    The townhouse was larger than it seemed from outside, and after long minutes of aimless wandering in which Jackson tried to look calm and not like he was judging anyone, he found another huge living space. Aside from the outfits, it looked like nothing kinkier than a boutique bar.  
 
    It appeared to be a place where people who weren’t ready to play could drink and flirt. He drifted toward the bar, deciding he’d drink a large scotch before he resumed his quest, and then, with a jolt of excitement he saw her. His Ellie.  
 
    She looked absolutely stunning. Her slender figure was clad in a black cage of latex, displaying her pert breasts and beautiful snowy skin. Her heels were six inch spikes and her blonde hair had been teased into a bright silver cloud. Leaning against the bar, looking both lovely and bored, she resembled an evil elf queen, gazing out over her subjects. By her side was a muscular young Latino guy wearing only tight black pants and a hopeful smile. He looked younger than them, maybe twenty-one, and he was talking to her with clear-eyed infatuation, while she sipped at what he knew was a Hendricks gin martini.  
 
    Jackson’s fists balled at his sides. Her obvious disinterest in the boy did nothing to dissuade the jealousy boiling inside him. Especially when the younger man brushed a finger across his girlfriend’s wrist. He wasn’t aggressive at all, he kept his eyes downcast and his touch light. He was a submissive, Jackson realized, someone who embodied that label a hell of a lot more than he did. Who could see exactly what Elle was and wanted her for it. He watched as the kid leaned forward and whispered something in Elle’s ear.  
 
    Elle studied him flatly, not as some Domme act of detached interest, more as though she was debating whether she could screw him without throwing up. Jackson’s brain filled with images of Elle doing the things they did with this twatface, and without making the conscious decision to do so, began moving toward her. He was large enough that the crowd parted quickly around him and as he drew closer, he had the sense to wonder what he would do when he arrived in front of her. If he punched the unfortunate submissive in the face the way he wanted to, he’d be thrown out of the party, and Elle would be furious. Hardly a good introduction point. Perhaps he could just sidle up to her and— 
 
    “Jackson?” He looked up to see Elle’s gaze locked on him. Her eyelids were ringed with glittering gray and black eyeshadow, and dimly, Jackson wondered who had painted her so beautifully. Elle was, by her own admission, terrible with makeup. “Yes, um, hello. You recognized me.” 
 
    Elle raised herself up to her full height, which in her heels was impressively high. “Of course I did.”  
 
    Utterly unprepared, Jackson pointed to his mask. “H-how?” 
 
    “Because I know how tall you are, and what your hair looks like, and I was with you when you bought that suit.” 
 
    “Oh,” Jackson said dumbly. “Yes, of course. How…how is your night going?”  
 
    Elle looked at him as though he were insane, and Jackson didn’t blame her. What was wrong with him? Why at this most crucial of moments couldn’t he be suave and charming?  
 
    “Is there a problem here?” the boy-man asked, his dark eyes darting between them.  
 
    “No, Emilio,” Elle said, beating Jackson’s response of ‘fuck off, junior.’ “My ex-boyfriend was just leaving.”  
 
    Emilio shot him a threatening look. “Do you want me to help him leave?” 
 
    Jackson ignored him, stepping closer to Elle. “I’m your ex-boyfriend, am I?” 
 
    “Yes!” Elle poked him in the chest. “I can’t believe you followed me here, you dillhole.” 
 
    Jackson stared into Elle’s face. Her pale lashes were inky black, making her round eyes seem huge, but for once, Jackson wasn’t staring at her mismatched blue and hazel irises, he was staring at her inflamed red waterlines, the puffiness of her eye-sockets. Elle had been crying. Elle never cried.  
 
    Jackson felt as though his heart was being wrung out like an old dish towel.  
 
    “Ellie,” he said, taking her hand. “Beautiful girl, I’m so sorry. I’m so sorry I didn’t take your side. I’m sorry I left you all alone and I called you crazy. You’re not crazy, you’re the most incredible woman I’ve ever met.” 
 
    Elle shook him off with icy contempt. “Go. Away.” 
 
    “Mate, she asked you to leave,” Emilio said, but Jackson had no thoughts to spare for him, nothing mattered except Elle.  
 
    “My little love, please listen to me.” He reached for Elle’s hand again and felt her skin tremble, even as she slapped it away.  
 
    “Don’t,” she said, her voice breaking slightly. “Don’t do that.”  
 
    Jackson bowed his head, letting his hands fall back to his sides. “I love you, Ellie. More than the whole world and everything in it. I’m sorry for not defending you, I’m sorry I let my mother walk all over us both. That recording? I didn’t send it, my mother did. And I wasn’t talking about dumping you, I was talking about something else—”  
 
    “I don’t care,” Elle snapped. “We’re over. What part of that don’t you understand? We were never going to fucking work, Jackson. I told you that from the start.” 
 
    But she didn’t meet his gaze.  
 
    He touched her collarbone lightly. “Ellie, look at me. Look at me and say you don’t love me anymore. Say that and I swear I’ll go and we’ll be done.”  
 
    “I will,” Elle said, not looking at him.  
 
    “Well, come on then. You’re the bravest woman I know, don’t tell me you’re scared to look at me?” 
 
    She looked up, and it was even more evident to him that she’d been crying. His chest compressed like an old tin can. Perhaps all week she’d slept alone on Tory’s couch, wishing he’d come to her and say he’d made the smart decision. Why hadn’t he gone to get her? Why had he waited so long to propose? Why hadn’t he made her understand she was the most important thing in the world to him? He reached out and brushed the hair from her eyes. “Beautiful girl. My beautiful, brave Ellie.” 
 
    She cracked. “I-I…Jackson.” 
 
    The way she said his name was all he needed to hear. He swept her into his arms and pressed his face into her neck, needing to hold her as close as she could be held. Relief surged over him, warm and thick.  
 
    “I’ve missed you so much,” Elle whispered. “I didn’t want to leave you, I thought I would die without you.” 
 
    Her head nestled against him and the scent of her peach shampoo filled his nose. Jackson felt as though he’d come home from a long, long journey. “You’ll never be without me, Ellie.” 
 
    Someone cleared their throat behind him. “So you’re still together then?” Emilio asked.  
 
    Jackson glared at him. “Yes. Fuck off.”  
 
    Elle laughed into his shoulder. “Sorry, Em, that’s my fault.” 
 
    “No, it isn’t,” Jackson said. “It’s mine. I should have made sure you knew where we stood a long time ago.”  
 
    He stepped away from Elle and got to one knee on the hardwood floor. Several people gasped and pointed, causing even more partygoers to stare at them.  
 
    “Jackson,” Elle said in a warning voice. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “What I should have done the minute you agreed to live with me.” He took her hand, and to his relief she didn’t try to pull away.  
 
    “Eloise Sahlstrom,” he said, the words floating and surreal after so many hours of internal rehearsals. “I love you. I will never be able to say how much I love you. A year ago you told me I was the only man you could ever see yourself marrying. I come to you tonight in the hope that this is still true.”  
 
    Elle blinked down at him, her mismatched eyes overbright. “Jackson…” 
 
    “Is that still true?” 
 
    “I…yes. Of course.” 
 
    “Excellent.” He pulled back the sleeve of his shirt. “I know how you feel about engagement rings, so I decided to get one myself.”  
 
    She let out a little scream. “Are you serious? You got a tattoo of a—? Of a…?” 
 
    “A handcuff?” Jackson suggested. “Yes.” 
 
    Elle’s expression verged on wonder as her fingertips traced the ornate design. “It’s beautiful. Is it…tell me it’s not for me?”  
 
    He turned over his wrist so she could see her name embedded in his skin.  
 
    She screamed again and pressed a hand to her mouth to muffle it. Many people were watching now, he could hear them muttering, talking about what was happening but Jackson ignored them. To him it was as though he and Elle were alone.  
 
    “Babe,” she said through her fingers. “Babe, how long have you…?” 
 
    “A week and a half,” Jackson said. “I never doubted us. Now, will you give me the honor of being your husband? Will you marry me?”  
 
    Though there were still tears of joy in her eyes, she gave him a look that wouldn’t have been out of place when she still claimed to despise him. “What about your mother?” 
 
    “Gone, as of this evening,” Jackson said promptly. 
 
    “And the next time someone tells you that I’m trash?” 
 
    “I’ll defend your honour my love, I promise.” Jackson crossed a fingertip over his heart. 
 
    “What about changing your phone password to something that isn’t your birthday?”  
 
    “Already done.” 
 
    “Calling me crazy?” 
 
    “Never, ever again.” 
 
    Elle pursed her lips. “If we get married, we’ll have a wedding with no more than fifty people, no white dress, no shit flowers, no photographers, and no asparagus.”  
 
    Hope kindled in Jackson’s heart like the Olympic flame. “Whatever you like, my little love, now will you please just give me an answer? My knee hurts and people are starting to stare.” 
 
    Elle smiled, and it was like the sun emerging from behind a storm cloud. “Okay, pretty boy, I’ll marry you.” 
 
    “You mean it?” 
 
    She smiled at him, her eyes crinkling so that a single tear leaked from each one. “Yes, I mean it.”  
 
    Jackson leapt to his feet and kissed her. All the perverts around them clapped, including, and he felt kind of sorry for telling the guy to fuck off now, Emilio. 
 
    “Holy shit,” Elle whispered in his ear. “We’re engaged.” 
 
    “I know, it’s so sexy.” He kissed her again. 
 
    When they finally broke apart, a stunning number of people came up to offer congratulations and to share their own engagement stories. A few asked to see his tattoo, which Jackson showed them, gladly accepting conspiratorial winks from men and women alike. While he was sure his friends and colleagues would get the message he was trying to convey, it felt like the people here understood his commitment tattoo better than anyone else would.  
 
    As they talked and drank with the other party attendees, Jackson kept his hand tight around Elle’s. There was so much to do now. He had to call Ben and tell him and Tory everything was okay, he had to call his father and tell him he was engaged, he wanted to eat for the first time in hours, take a nice hot shower and sleep curled around Elle’s body like a bear.  
 
    But first, he wanted to explore his fiancée's tight little body beneath that latex. Have her ride him in nothing but her spike heels and black collar. Feel rope or metal wrapped around his tattooed wrist, pulling him taut for her pleasure. He needed to fuck her, cement their bond in blood and semen like the pagan worshippers of old. And, because he and Elle were a match made in heaven, she turned to him once they were done talking to curious partygoers, and pressed her mouth to his ear. “There’s a bondage room somewhere around here. Want to go and play?” 
 
    Jackson licked his lips. “I’d love to, but would you mind? I mean, people might watch. I wouldn’t want you to feel violated or scared.” 
 
    “I know,” she said, running a possessive hand over his chest. “But I think it might be fun to show off my gorgeous fiancé. Plus nothing could be scarier than the fact that I have a fucking fiancé.”  
 
    Jackson beamed down at her. “You have no idea how much I love you.” 
 
    “We’ll see.” Elle tugged him toward the back of the room, an evil grin lighting up her face. “They have real shackles in here, you know?”  
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
    Elle 
 
      
 
    It was your idea to come here, Elle reminded herself as she stared up at the Grant Hyatt Hotel. You’re the one who wanted to work things out.  
 
    Two days had passed since she and Jackson had gotten engaged at a sex party. They’d spent most of that time in their apartment; screwing, cuddling, discussing the future, making up for lost time. As they settled back into themselves again, or rather the new engaged versions of themselves, Elle decided she didn’t want to leave her relationship with Valeraine the way it was. Jackson said he was happy to never talk to his mother again, but Elle knew the toll separation put on a family. Jackson was too warm-hearted to ever be comfortable living a life estranged from his mother and her other children, and Elle wasn’t willing to be the thing that severed ties between them. She called Valeraine, who she knew from Instagram was yet to leave the country, and asked if she could see her. They didn’t have to be best friends, but if there was a chance they could be civil to one another, it would mean a world of difference for Jackson.  
 
    She’d been proud of herself for her decision but that was before she was standing in the lobby of one of Melbourne’s swankiest hotels in her all-purpose Christmas/conference/funeral clothes. 
 
    “God, I hope this is a good idea.” 
 
    Jackson kissed her cheek. “I don’t know my love, it sounded like a good idea when you suggested it to me. Do you want me to come to her room with you?”  
 
    Elle shook her head. “I should go up by myself. If things get weird, I promise I’ll come right back out. She does know I’m coming, yeah?” 
 
    “She texted me to that effect, yes.” Jackson studied her, his expression grim. “You don’t have to go through with this, my love. I won’t think any less of you.” 
 
    Elle forced herself to smile. “Don’t be so dramatic, pretty boy. What’s the worst thing that could happen?” 
 
    Jackson’s dark brows rose, but thankfully he said nothing.  
 
    Valeraine was staying in one of the grand king suites, which meant riding the elevator for twenty-two stories. Elle’s fear of elevators wasn’t nearly as bad as her fear of flying, but she was still a sticky ball of nerves when she staggered out of the metal box. Breathing through her nose, she strode over to Valeraine’s door, and after a full two minutes, in which she considered running far, far away, she knocked. It opened almost at once. 
 
    “Hello, Eloise.” Valeraine looked even more glamorous than usual, her long hair loose around her shoulders, the emerald green of her tunic bringing out the gold tones in her skin and eyes. Elle was sure Jackson’s mother had dressed as deliberately as she had, in clothes designed to impress and intimidate. Valeraine was much better at it than she was.  
 
    If only I could have worn the bodysuit, she thought miserably. Then I’d feel sexy and impressive. 
 
    She forced herself to smile. “Hi. Can I come in?” 
 
    “But of course.” 
 
    The suite was even nicer than Elle had imagined, all warm gold-coloured walls and arty decorations, more akin to a museum than a place where people had affairs and slept off cocaine binges.  
 
    Valeraine gestured to her liquor cabinet. “Would you like a drink?”  
 
    “No thanks,” Elle said. “I won’t stay long.” 
 
    That seemed to relax the room some. Valeraine picked up her highball, sat in a blue and white striped armchair, and gestured for Elle to sit in the one opposite her. “What did you want to talk to me about?” 
 
    Elle inhaled deeply. One conversation and then it’s over. “I would like to ask your permission to marry Jackson.” 
 
    Valeraine had not been expecting that. She wrinkled her forehead. “What?” 
 
    “I would like to ask for your blessing so that Jackson and I can get married.” 
 
    Valeraine continued studying her with suspicion, as though she thought this might be a hoax. “You are a very strange girl.” 
 
    “Yes,” Elle agreed. “Will you give me your blessing?”  
 
    Valeraine flicked a lint ball off the arm of her chair. “You are not pretty enough for him.” 
 
    It was a fact so oft thought by Elle herself that it barely stung. “Maybe not, but beauty fades. Jackson’s not always going to look the way he does now, either.” 
 
    Valeraine seemed put out by her lack of anger. She pointed a green lacquered nail at her. “You think you are a man, you act like a man.” 
 
    Elle shook her head. “No. I’m just a woman who’s strong and confident, and Jackson is secure enough in himself that he likes that about me.”  
 
    Valeraine huffed. “You think that now, but your harshness, your disrespect, will drive my son into the arms of another woman. Just you wait and see.” 
 
    Elle looked at the human being in front of her, the beauty, the slyness, the conviction that everyone would eventually fuck everyone else over if their needs were not being exactly met. She was surprised to find that she actually felt sorry for Mrs. Valeraine Chevalier. Her neuroses were such a clear product of her own bad decisions.  
 
    “I disagree,” Elle said. “Will you give us your blessing?” 
 
    Colour was rising in Valeraine’s cheeks now, dark pink blotches. “You are rude, classless, you have a bad temper, and a weak disposition.” 
 
    “Yes,” Elle said, her anger rising. “And your son can be vain, self-absorbed, and snobby. He wipes fingerprints off the wall and checks out his hair in every window he passes, but I love him, and he loves me, and he’s mine. So will you give us your blessing or not?” 
 
    Valeraine took a huge swallow of her drink. “Non.” 
 
    “I see.” Elle leaned forward, her hands clasped between her knees. “I thought you would say that. So I have one last thing to say…” 
 
    Valeraine gave her a smug smile. “Say whatever you like, darling.”  
 
    Elle grinned. “I know you think the sun shines out of his arse, but your firstborn is not a flawless specimen of humanity. In fact, before we got together he was a huge knob, and as far as I can tell, you had a lot to do with that. Ditching him and trying to guilt him for wanting to stay in Australia with his dad. You gave him a lot of fucked-up ideas about love and women.” 
 
    Valeraine sneered at her. “Is that what you think?” 
 
    “Yes, and so did Jackson’s shrink,” Elle said. “The one he decided to see on his own because he couldn’t stop drinking and doing coke and hurting the women he slept with.”  
 
    Valeraine’s smile vanished. 
 
    “He did the work to get better, and on the other side of all that shit, he found he was a good kind man who was capable of loving me. Now we’re together,” Elle continued. “And he’s the most important person in the world to me, and whether you like it or not, we are engaged. We’re going to get married.” 
 
    Valeraine clenched her crystal tumbler. “If that is so, then why would you come here and ask for my permission?” 
 
    “It’s a formality. A sign of respect. You don’t actually get to veto our love, it’s not the fucking eighteenth century. Now here are some facts for you; I’m Australian, and I fucking hate flying. Consequently, Jackson’s little months-long jaunts to Lyon are a thing of the past. Not because I’m ‘making him’ stay in Melbourne, but because he wants to be with me. Because he likes me more than he likes France.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    Elle held up a hand. “We will get married here, live here, and when we have children, I will decide what your relationship to those children will be. And I’ve gotta tell you, considering the absolute shit-show you’ve been hosting for the last four weeks, you’re looking at getting a Facebook photo every twelve months.” 
 
    Valeraine’s upper lip curled. “You couldn’t keep me from—” 
 
    “Those kids come out of my cunt, they’re my business,” Elle snarled. “You won’t visit them, you won’t talk to them, and you won’t fill their heads with lies about how their father could have done better than me. Until you learn to treat me with respect, it’s a no-go zone. Understood?” 
 
    Valeraine sipped her drink. She seemed to be absorbing what she’d heard, digesting how it made her feel. In any case she wasn’t shouting anymore.  
 
    Elle decided to throw all her weight behind her declaration. “Jackson doesn’t need you anymore. None of your children do. Being a good parent means making yourself redundant. I know that must suck, to feel like you don’t matter to them as much as you used to, but trying to guilt adults into depending on you the way they did when they were kids is pointless. Jackson’s a grown man with his own tastes and attitude. The only real relationship you can have with him has to be about friendship and respect. Otherwise, he won’t want to be near you anymore. That’s the only way it can be.”  
 
    Valeraine stared at her, saying nothing, doing nothing.  
 
    “Okay,” Elle said. “That’s all I wanted to talk about. I’m gonna go.” 
 
    She was halfway to the front door when Valeraine spoke. “My son hates me, doesn’t he?” 
 
    Elle turned to see Valeraine’s eyes were sparkling with tears. She sighed. “He could never hate you. But he loves me, and he wants you to respect me.” 
 
    “But I don’t like you,” Valeraine said with a sob. “I think you’re awful.” 
 
    Elle fought the irrational urge to grin. “I know, but if you just keep that to yourself even a little bit, everything will be different. You can come to our wedding, visit with us, we’ll talk to you all the time. Hell, maybe we can come see you in Lyon sometime.”  
 
    Valeraine looked up, a perfect glistening tear tracking down her cheek. “Really?” 
 
    “Really,” Elle promised. If I can get my hands on a massive Percocet scrip. “So, what do you say, can we try and be civil?” 
 
    She walked back over to the couches and held out her hand. 
 
    Valeraine stared at it, noting, Elle was sure, the calluses and short, unvarnished nails. For a moment Elle was sure she was going to refuse. Then she placed her hand in Elle’s chapped one. “I give you my permission to marry my son.” 
 
    Relief saturated through her every pore. “Thank you. This will mean a lot to Jackson. He really cares about you.” 
 
    Valeraine beamed at her, actually beamed. “Not as much as he cares about you. And you know, Eloise, when you smile, you really are quite lovely.” 
 
    For the first time, Elle could appreciate that this was a woman famed for her charm. She dropped Valeraine’s hand, feeling a little dizzy. “I…thank you.”  
 
    A trace of slyness returned to her future mother-in-law’s face. “Would you consider being wed in Lyon?” 
 
    “No,” Elle said cheerfully. “Besides, it’s too soon to think about the wedding. Jackson promised me a long engagement.” 
 
    “Hmm,” Valeraine said, but she added nothing else. It was progress, Elle realized, a tiny blossoming flower of achievement. “I know you’re flying out tomorrow, but would you like to have lunch with us? Jackson and I would really appreciate it.”  
 
    Valeraine flashed her rare smile again. “I would like that very much.” 
 
    “Great,” Elle said with relief. “Jackson’s waiting for us downstairs.” 
 
    “Allow me to just collect my purse, and we will go.”  
 
    And that was how she and Valeraine found themselves side by side in the elevator, chatting about the weather and the upcoming Australian Open.  
 
    When they got out at the lobby Elle saw Jackson standing tall and handsome by the front desk, and when he smiled at her, his grin turned her insides to yogurt the way it always did. ‘You did it, Ellie,’ that smile said. ‘You are so wonderful.’  
 
    I am wonderful, Elle thought as they walked outside into the crisp Melbourne air. She and Jackson were engaged, his mother was happy and later, once they were alone, Elle was going to ride her son’s face to orgasm while she stared at the tattoo he’d gotten to document his love for her.  
 
    Who could ever ask for more than that?  
 
      
 
      
 
    The End 
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