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        Dear Dr. Connagher:

        You don’t know me. To be honest, I didn’t know you before today. I didn’t even know what classes you taught, but I ran down to the Registrar’s Office and enrolled in your only open class anyway.

        Thank God you teach English instead of Calculus, but I’m afraid a senior-level poetry class may make as little sense to me.

        It doesn’t matter. I have to be in your class. I want to be in the front row when you begin roll call on Monday. I want you to know my name, and see me, and maybe, just maybe, you might feel it too.

        I know this is crazy. I’m crazy. You don’t know me at all, and I’m just a student—an accounting student! But I heard your voice, and I knew. You weren’t even speaking to me, or I might have done something thoroughly embarrassing. The thought of speaking to you, with your full attention focused on me, makes my tongue plaster to the roof of my mouth. My stomach quivers, my hands tremble, and so help me God, every muscle in my body clamps down with longing.

        I have to be in your class.

        No, I’ll never send this to you. I don’t want you to think I’m just another crazy stalker student offering sexual favors for a good grade, or screeching about improper behavior to blackmail you or get you fired. On the first, I’m not that kind of girl; on the second, I’m ashamed to say that I’d never complain about your improper behavior.

        To be perfectly honest, I’d welcome your improper behavior. Wholeheartedly.

        I heard your voice, and I knew. I knew I had to be in your class. I knew I had to be…

        Yours.

        ~ Rae Jackson

        

      [image: ]
* * *

      “‘Round the decay/ Of that colossal wreck, boundless and bare,/ The lone and level sands stretch far away.’”1

      The masculine voice froze her in place. Other students bumped into Rae, knocking her aside, impatient in their rush to purchase their books or line up for a coveted class before it filled, but she couldn’t move.

      That voice…

      She turned and saw two men standing outside the dean’s office, obviously professors by their air of respectability, experience, and age. The man quoting poetry in that incredibly sexy voice couldn’t be more than ten years older than her, but it wouldn’t have mattered if he was a doddering old man with a cane. His voice would have affected her the same way.

      He quoted those lovely, haunting words of poetry in a rough, deep rumble that seemed to vibrate on the air with power. Her body thrummed in response, rippling with the subtle resonation.

      If that incredible voice wasn’t enough to send her body into overdrive, his dark good looks and rugged face only increased her attraction. He wore faded, soft denim that hugged his thighs and ass, work boots that had definitely seen the outdoors, and a plain baby blue oxford shirt. He’d rolled the sleeves up to his elbows, and the sight of his corded forearms made her breath hitch in her throat. His hands were large, his forearms lined with muscle and sinew as though he was used to hard physical labor.

      What on earth had the professor been doing to earn the forearms of a warrior? She couldn’t help but wonder if his hands would be rough and calloused to match, as powerful and commanding as his voice.

      He laughed, but the lines remained on his face, deeply grooving his mouth and between his eyes. He looked grim and fierce, his eyes as blue as his shirt but steely, as though a thunderstorm roiled inside him. Staring at him, she ached to earn the right to smooth those grim lines from his face with her lips and tongue.

      Heat seared her face and she jerked her gaze away. She didn’t know this man. If he was a professor, then he was certainly off limits.

      Her stupid body didn’t care. Her mouth felt dry, her eyes hot, her muscles tense and eager. Her instincts demanded that she either flee or rush over and fling herself at his feet, warring back and forth between fierce attraction and downright terror. If a man could turn her on with his voice alone, what would it be like to kiss him? To feel those big hands sliding over her skin? Or better yet, to lie helpless beneath that power, bound for his every whim?

      Get a grip, Rae.

      She’d never had pervy thoughts about a professor before, but once her mind wandered into that territory, she couldn’t seem to clear away the idea of the wicked professor tutoring his teacher’s pet. Or punishing her.

      “Enough, Mason,” he retorted in a low voice that made her shudder. “You have no idea what I need.”

      Her heart stuttered in her chest and she couldn’t catch her breath. Oh, God, but she could all too easily imagine what he might need. What was wrong with her? Why would she suddenly have visions of walking up to this man and begging him to allow her to strip off her clothes for him? She didn’t know anything about him except that voice, and the torturous images he inspired. She didn’t even know—

      “Dr. Connagher, the dean will see you now.”

      He disappeared into the dean’s office. The door shut and Rae felt as though a rubber band inside her had snapped. She stumbled over to rest her shoulder against the cold concrete wall, closing her eyes and concentrating on breathing.

      His name was Dr. Connagher. His friend might not know what he needed, but the darkness in his eyes and the elegant roughness in his voice spoke volumes to her. As soon as she could walk without wavering like she’d just left a frat party, she headed for the Registrar’s Office. She could only hope that Dr. Connagher taught something other than Calculus or Physics, because come Monday morning, she was going to be sitting in the front row of his class.
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        Dear Dr. Connagher:

        So it should have been a clue that if you were quoting poetry… you were probably an English professor. Which didn’t sound too bad, until I found out that your only open class is a senior-level class on the Romantic Period. I admit, I was giddy and relieved, until I actually read the course description.

        Then to make matters worse, my suitemates knew somebody who took your class last year. Thank you very much—now I’m terrified that I’ll fail my first class at Drury. Why did your only open class have to be this one, your pet class, the one you use to “break” English majors too foolish to have changed their major to basket weaving already?

        What hope do I have of surviving your class? Absolutely none whatsoever. Yet the thought of dropping out before I even meet you makes me want to cry.

        You can thank [name redacted to protect the innocent] for warning me that you require all students to contact you in formal letters, which is exactly why I’ve lost my mind enough to write not one but two letters to you already. She also said that you despise the internet, and if anyone even brings up Google, e-mail, or Lord forgive us, cliffnotes.com, then we’d better get a head start for the Registrar’s Office for that withdrawal.

        So while all my friends are out partying one last frantic weekend before having to drag themselves to class with a hangover, I’m settled into bed with a foot-thick tome of poetry, a dictionary, and every resource the librarian could suggest for a dolt who knows absolutely nothing about Shelley beyond Frankenstein. Which I now know, thanks to you, wasn’t even written by the poet listed in the course description, but his wife.

        I’m trying to concentrate on what I’m reading, but I keep picturing you in the hallway. There were deep grooves about your mouth and your eyes were like dark storm clouds. When I close my eyes, I can see your face, and I press kisses to each one of those lines until they fade away, and the only darkness that remains is in your eyes. That darkness gives me cold chills and sends my heart pounding like a jackhammer, but I can’t look away.

        I want your eyes on me. I want your darkness. I want you.

        Now, as I read this poem for the hundredth time, I hear your voice reading it, and I’ve never heard anything sexier in my entire life. Just don’t ask me what the poem actually means, please, until I’ve had time to study a whole lot more.

        Why isn’t it Monday yet? This is so stupid. I’ve done more work for your class than I’ve ever done in my entire life and the semester hasn’t even started!

        Still yours,

        ~ Rae

        P.S. Would it earn me any extra credit if you knew that I’d hunted down that snippet of poetry you quoted in the hall yesterday?

        P.S.S. I guess not—I used Google to find out that you were quoting from Percy Bysshe Shelley’s “Ozymandias.”

        

      [image: ]
* * *

      After preparing all weekend for the big introduction to the professor of her most erotic dreams ever, Rae wanted to scream and throw the ridiculously thick course book out the window. She’d been a nervous wreck last night and couldn’t sleep, so of course, she’d overslept this morning. Whose God-awful idea was it to schedule class at eight o’clock in the morning anyway?

      So instead of looking gorgeously and studiously prepared in her coveted front-row seat as soon as Dr. Connagher walked in the door, she found herself hovering outside the door, frazzled, hair still damp in a frantic braid, and late enough that he’d already begun speaking. The thought of walking into his class, late, with only enough prerequisites by the skin of her teeth—while he spoke in that rumbling purr—made her want to sink into the floor and disappear.

      At least there were only a handful of students to witness her shame.

      Taking a deep breath, she quietly opened the door. It creaked like a hundred-year-old rusted iron hinge on a haunted house, and every single eye focused on her.

      Including two steely blue ones with a deep canyon deep between them.

      Ducking her head before those fierce eyes could lock on hers, she mumbled an apology and rushed toward a seat. Front row, but not center. Heart pounding, she yanked out the poetry anthology and stared at it without blinking until her eyes burned. She could feel his attention like a brand searing her flesh.

      “Well,” he finally said. “I suppose we beat the dean after all. Miss Jackson, I presume?”

      Peeking up at him through her lashes, she nodded.

      “We’re very thankful for your late registration. If you hadn’t joined us, I’m afraid this class would’ve been scratched off the schedule. As it is, this is the last year I’ll be teaching the Romantic Period.”

      His voice growled with suppressed frustration. Now she knew why he’d been outside the dean’s office on Friday.

      “As with so many other niceties from an age gone by, I suppose it was only inevitable that this generation give up on poetry. We’re too busy playing on the computer or watching television to sit down and read any book at all, let alone one that makes us think.”

      His voice had gradually neared until she knew he must be standing right in front of her. She could see the toes of his boots, a different, cleaner pair in black leather than the ones he’d worn on Friday, and although he still wore jeans, these were black too.

      Imagining him topping it off with a black leather jacket made her shudder.

      “However, as grateful as I am for meeting the minimum quota of ten students to hold this class, I think it only fair that I warn you, Miss Jackson.” He paused, waiting for her to meet his gaze.

      Heart pounding, she slipped her trembling hands beneath the desk and gripped them so hard she felt her nails digging into her palms. This was it. Would he feel anything at all when he looked at her? Would he see the effect he had on her? Or would he only see a silly college student drooling over her sexy professor?

      Hoping she didn’t look like a crazed fangirl, she raised her gaze up to his.

      “This is not a class for the faint of heart.”

      Beneath that steely blue intensity, her throat tightened but she managed to sound like a normal, intelligent student. Mostly. “I know this is a senior level class and no, I’m not an English major, I’m actually in Accounting, so I’m going to be behind, but I promise I’ll work very hard.”

      She shut her mouth and swallowed hard to keep from saying, “for you.”

      Long agonizing moments went by, each thud of her heart resounding in her head until it ached. She couldn’t tell what he was thinking, let alone feeling. His eyes had narrowed, deepening the groove between his eyes. Frowning and silent, he stepped closer, forcing her to tilt her head back to keep her gaze on his face.

      Sensing that strain on her neck, he bent down, keeping his attention locked on her. He was close enough that she caught a faint scent of his cologne, something spicy and rich, with a hint of old, treasured leather books with gilded edges and swirling embossed titles. He even smelled like libraries and knowledge.

      She’d never been a fan of the library before, but damned if her mouth didn’t water at the thought of pressing her face against his neck and breathing in that scent hot off his skin.

      “Why are you in my class, Miss Jackson?”

      Husky and low, he kept his voice soft, almost as if they were the only two people in the room. Now she heard the hint of a southern drawl in his voice. She knew from his biography on the campus website that he hailed from Texas. He wasn’t married (or she wouldn’t be here). He’d gotten his degree from Southern Methodist. Or was that where he’d gotten his doctorate?

      Her mind babbled the facts she’d dug up on him because she couldn’t think about his question. She couldn’t answer him.

      Literally, her mind blanked. She couldn’t think of a single plausible excuse other than the truth, which would be too humiliating to admit to him, let alone in front of the rest of the class.

      His previous students had whispered wide-eyed about his stringent requirements. He expected formality and immediate, well-thought-out answers, and if she didn’t answer, he’d kick her out of his class so fast her head would spin. Or she could simply tell him the truth, and later, he’d be laughing while he told his friend all about the crazy student he’d had security escort off campus.

      Silence weighed heavy in the room. None of the other students made a peep, as if they dreaded drawing his formidable attention to them instead. Her pulse was so fast and frantic that she could feel the side of her neck thumping away like a subwoofer. She couldn’t sit here and not answer his question. It was like he’d injected her with a truth serum or something, but the thought of blurting out the truth in front of everyone made him swim in her vision.

      Your voice makes me hot and when I look at you, every bone in my body melts.

      Horrified, she realized her eyes had filled with tears. Abruptly, he returned to the table at the front of the room, picked up an Expo marker, and began writing on the whiteboard. Dutifully, the other students flipped open their notebooks and the busy scratching of pens filled the silence.

      Rae sagged in her seat like a piece of wilted lettuce, relieved that he’d relented before she’d done something stupid. Damp and sweaty, her shirt stuck to her back. Her hands shook, but she managed to shove the book back inside her backpack. Now if she could only slink away quietly…

      “Miss Jackson,” he said in that wicked voice without turning from the board. “I expect you to stop by my office immediately after class to discuss my concerns.”

      Her heart soared at the thought of speaking to him in private, and then plummeted to the depths of hell. She swallowed hard. He wasn’t the sort of man that ever lost a battle, let alone surrendered. In the privacy of his office—his personal domain—he’d want the truth.

      And he’d have it, because she was terribly afraid that there wasn’t anything she wouldn’t give him.

      Miserably, she whispered, “Yes, sir.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      In the privacy of his office with Miss Jackson standing penitent before him, Conn found himself in what his Daddy would have called quite a pickle.

      If he didn’t allow this unknown student to stay in his class, he’d be forced to scratch it completely from the schedule, and the dean had refused to reconsider her decision. The class he’d personally created and taught over the years, his hallmark work at Drury University, would be swallowed by blowing sands. His life’s passion would be forgotten. Instead of advanced poetry, he’d teach more remedial composition classes, because students couldn’t figure out how to write a paper in complete sentences without LOL and BFF and whatever other ridiculous abbreviations they texted on a daily basis.

      But if he were completely honest with himself, the fate of his favorite class was the least of his concerns. Deep down, he feared that if he allowed this frankly highly-unqualified student to remain, he’d do something unforgiveable. He’d never been tempted by a student before, but Miss Jackson spelled Temptation with a capital T and damn it all to hell, this was only the first day of class.

      It was her eyes that did him in. Oh, she had a luscious body, no doubt about that, but he’d never been one to ogle the female students. In fact, his best friend and fellow Drury professor, Mason Wykes, had resorted to calling him Dr. Perfect. Conn had never even felt a twinge of interest in one of his students.

      Until Miss Rae Jackson walked into his class and turned those soul-deep eyes on him.

      Shyly, yet earnestly, she gazed at him, her eyes big and solemn and dark with emotion, and he felt his rigidly polite professional veneer crack. Somehow, she’d managed to pick up on his hidden dominant side. Some secret signal that he’d unconsciously broadcasted had drawn her like a moth to a flame, and she fluttered toward mortal danger, fully aware he would singe her wings clean off if she got too close, but still hopelessly unable to flee.

      As soon as he focused on her, she bit her lip, her breath caught, and it was all he could do not to come around the desk, cup her face in his hands, and ask how far she’d let him go.

      The devil on his shoulder whispered that he should test her. Give her a few simple, innocent little requests to see if she would obey as sweetly and quickly as he suspected. He clenched his jaws and flipped the mental bird at the evil bastard. The last thing he needed to get into was an improper relationship with a student.

      Especially one that stared at him so hopefully, innocently, and naturally submissive. Did she even have a clue that she was sending off a “please gobble me up whole” vibe in waves—a vibe that was irresistible to a man like him? Son of a bitch. Mason would laugh his ass off if he ever found out that Dr. Perfect had met his match and then some.

      Conn softened his voice and tried to begin, “Why don’t you sit down—”

      She dropped like a stone into the seat so quickly he couldn’t help but wonder what she would’ve done if there hadn’t been a chair available. Sitting behind his desk made him vaguely uncomfortable, as if he was abusing his position of authority as her professor, so he did something very rare during office consultation: he stood, came around to the front of his desk, and casually sat on its edge. It put him closer to her, making the devil cackle with glee, but hopefully took him out of the authority position.

      “I’m not going to bite, Miss Jackson.”

      Her eyes flared wider and her gaze dropped to his mouth.

      Definitely not an improvement.

      Quickly, before he could dwell on any inappropriate vision of which delicious bite he’d like to sample first, he rushed on. “That is, I’m not an ogre, despite whatever you may have heard. I’m truly concerned about your wellbeing” and my sanity “in my class.”

      A hint of a smile flickered on her lips. “They didn’t call you an ogre, Dr. Connagher.”

      “Troll? Demon? The wicked professor of Pearsons Hall?”

      “You are rather famous,” she admitted, smiling wider and beginning to relax. “Everyone I talked to sincerely enjoys your classes despite your…quirks.”

      “And what do they say about my Romantic Period class?”

      “It’s the hardest class in the entire English department,” she replied sheepishly. “Casual English majors won’t take it because they don’t want to risk lowering their overall GPA.”

      “And since it’s such a difficult class, non-English majors are too intimidated to sign up. That’s exactly the argument Dean Strobel presented to me when I protested her decision to cancel this class.” Sighing, he kept his face and voice equally soft. “So why were you brave enough to sign up, Miss Jackson, Accounting major with barely enough English requirements for your business degree?”

      She ducked her head. “It was your only open class that I haven’t already taken.”

      “It’s very important that you be truthful with me.” He risked reaching out, slipped his fingers beneath her chin, and gently tilted her face back up to his. Risk indeed, because he found that once he had her in his grasp, he didn’t want to let her go. “Why were you looking for my classes in particular? Do you know me from somewhere that I regretfully don’t remember?”

      Uncomfortable, she hesitated, clenching and opening her hands in her lap, torn between fleeing and blurting out the truth. He waited in silence, his gaze steady. I’ll have her answers, however long it takes.

      “No, sir,” she finally whispered, earning a smile and an encouraging nod to continue with her explanation.

      He felt her swallow beneath his fingers and she moistened her lips. The faint glimpse of her tongue made him suck in a breath.

      What the hell was he doing? These little games might seem innocent, but once he accepted this challenge, he’d find it difficult, if not downright impossible, to back off.

      And I need to back off. She’s my student!

      “I heard you, Friday, outside the dean’s office. You quoted poetry, and your voice… I wanted to hear more. Poetry, that is.”

      She winced at the rather lame excuse, betraying herself. She’d definitely wanted to hear more, and it wasn’t because she had a sudden interest in Shelley. She’d responded to the hard edge of anger in Conn’s voice, the desperate need to keep what was his, and she’d been drawn to seek him out in any way she could. Naked attraction shimmered in her eyes, darkened by her response to his voice, his presence, and most of all, his very position of control and authority that he could not violate one iota if he valued his career.

      He forced himself to release her. Too many thoughts crowded his mind. The small challenges she’d unconsciously set for him to master were adding up alarmingly. He already knew that no harsh word would be required to earn the truth from her; his unapproving silence and the strength of his will were enough. He also knew she found it very difficult to prevaricate even slightly. If she ever thought to lie to him, all he’d have to do was look deeply into her eyes to see every truth laid bare before him.

      Now, the fledgling truth he saw burning in her eyes promised that she would be the greatest test of his life. Mastering himself with and for her would be like earning his doctorate all over again and a hell of a lot more pleasurable than slogging through another four years of graduate school.

      Retreating to his chair, he put the desk between them.

      Quickly, he ran through his options. He hadn’t said anything that could be misconstrued later. She could walk out now, find an easier class, and perhaps they’d accidentally on purpose run into each other about campus. It would still be frowned upon for a professor to involve himself with a student, even if she wasn’t in his class, but it wasn’t worthy of reprimand.

      However, if she remained as his student, she’d not only enable the last semester of his favorite class, but she’d also challenge him to keep that control he valued so much. He could test her, and she would test him and not even know it.

      If I can survive such a challenge to my self-control.

      He shifted in his chair, already rather uncomfortable. The longer he looked at her, watching as she tucked an errant strand of chocolate brown hair behind her ear and bit her lip, waiting for his decision, the more he responded in a way that no teacher ever wanted to feel about his student. Too young, too pretty, too damned sweet and innocent for a man like him. Every dominant instinct he possessed urged him to wrap his arms around her and set about finding each and every limit she threw up at him until she was utterly and completely his.

      Irritated that his libido was running amok on the very first day of class, he muttered, “‘The desire of the moth for the star,/ Of the night for the morrow,/ The devotion to something afar/ From the sphere of our sorrow.’”2

      “Oh. Okay. That’s your answer, then?”

      He arched a brow at the quavering despair in her voice. “Do you know what I just quoted?”

      She dropped her gaze to her hands and her shoulders slumped with dejection, but she nodded. “It’s Shelley’s ‘One Word is Too Often Profaned.’”

      At least she didn’t see the shock that must be written all over his face. How on earth had she recognized Shelley, let alone that particular poem? She was an Accounting major with absolutely no English poetry background, for God’s sake. If she knew that much poetry, why were they even discussing her right to remain in his class? “What line in particular did you think was my answer?”

      She jerked her gaze up to his, and the fierce determination blazing in her eyes sent a jolt of unexpected delight through him. Ah, here, too was the rebellion and spirit that he would relish exploring.

      “‘I can give not what men call love.’ Or how about the line which gave its title: ‘One word is too often profaned/ For me to profane it.’ If you’re not interested, Dr. Connagher, all you had to do was say so. Dropping your class will be a hell of a lot easier than studying nonstop all weekend and reading everything about Percy Bysshe Shelley that I could get my hands on simply because everyone says he’s your favorite poet, all before the stupid semester even started!”

      She leaped up out of her chair, whirled, and strode toward the door. Her braid swung dark and heavy down her back, drawing his gaze to the sweetest ass in tight blue jeans that had ever crossed his desk.

      She wanted a chase. Good. He gave it.

      In a heartbeat, he rounded his desk, planted his palms on either side of her flat against the door, and hovered at her back without touching her. Inappropriate, yes, but it wasn’t exactly physical contact. She froze with her hand on the doorknob.

      “Rae,” he purred, savoring her name on a low rumble that made her shiver beneath him. “I never said I wasn’t interested. I’m cursing my own impossible desire as the moth is drawn to the stars.”

      On a low moan, she started to turn to face him.

      “No, don’t. Don’t look at me, not this close, or I’ll likely do something that we’ll both regret.”

      “I won’t regret it,” she whispered, her voice ragged. “I was hoping—”

      “You came to me as a student. My student,” he growled out next to her ear. “You defined the exam the moment you enrolled in my class. If you’re my student, then this is as close as we’ll be for the rest of the semester.”

      “Then I guess I’ll be dropping your class, Dr. Connagher.”

      “Conn,” he whispered, deliberately letting his lips brush her ear. “Right here, and only right now, I’m Conn.”

      “Conn,” she repeated on a low ragged groan. “Are you sure I can’t turn around?”

      “Absolutely sure, and although I know it would be easier for you to drop my class, I hope you don’t.” He chose his words carefully so she wouldn’t feel as though he were demanding she stay in his class, because he feared very much that she’d comply just because he asked. “Instead, I hope you come to class and torment me every single day.”

      “But… but… don’t you…”

      “If you decide to drop my class, leave your number so I can call you as a man and not your professor in a month or two. But—” he hardened his voice, stilling her immediate eager response, “I think a semester of getting to know each other in a controlled environment would be best for both of us. You’re testing my control to the breaking point already, darlin’.”

      “Sorry.” She laughed shakily, although he didn’t think she sounded repentant at all. In fact, she backed that tempting ass so she could rub her back against him like a cat. “When you say darlin’ in that smooth Texas drawl…”

      “Yeah, darlin’? What does that do to you?”

      “It makes me weak in the knees.”

      “Good,” he drawled, rewarding the truth with a quick nibble on her ear. “Now I want you to march that delectable ass out of my office. I’m going to do some serious thinking about the course syllabus and how we can make this class fun and rewarding for you, for all of us, and who knows, in the end, we may come up with something even the dean will approve so I don’t lose my favorite class. Wednesday morning, I’m Dr. Connagher and you’re Miss Jackson. We’ll get to know each other as professor and student. I won’t say inappropriate things—like how much I want to squeeze your ass and haul you into my lap—and you certainly won’t rub said ass against me. And that’s the way we’ll behave until you’ve turned in your final and I’ve turned in your grade.”

      She blew out her breath on a long, mournful sigh that made him chuckle. “I never thought I’d actually look forward to finals week.”

      “You and me both, darlin’.”
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        Dear Dr. Connagher:

        For our first written assignment, you asked us to write you a detailed letter about what we’d like to get out of class. Are you insane?

        Didn’t we already have a little talk in your office about what sort of things were safe to discuss as professor and student?

        Because what I’d really like to get is closer to you.

        You’ve condemned me to a semester of hell. As we agreed, I’ve been coming to your office each week for “tutoring,” all so painfully proper that I want to scream. You leave your door wide open. You call me Miss Jackson and I call you Dr. Connagher and we talk about Shelley and Byron, Blake and Keats, but while you drill me on all the extracurricular reading I’m doing (as you asked), I’m sliding my feet deeper beneath your desk, trying to wrap my legs around yours. Or I’m wondering what you’d do if I got up and very calmly walked over to your door, locked it, and then started taking off my clothes.

        Really, what would you do? Would you send me to the dean’s office? Would you kick me out of class? Or would you tell me to come sit in your lap?

        Please, please, tell me the latter. Or better yet, maybe we could try out that big desk of yours that you so studiously keep between us.

        I’d like to be between it and you for a change, if you know what I mean.

        I can’t stand it, Conn. There, I said your name. I broke your rule. What are you going to do about it?

        I want you so badly that I lie awake at night and ache. This need keeps gnawing away, eating me alive. I need to know the strength of your hands. I need to hear your rumbling voice against my ear while you squeeze my ass like you threatened. I’m doing everything I can to get your attention, to push you over the edge, but you just won’t go, will you?

        I know you won’t. I don’t want you to break, not really. But I’m breaking inside every single day. Each time that you call me Miss Jackson and ignore my every attempt to get even a finger of your incredible body on mine, it feels like a physical wound that I’ll carry as a scar for the rest of my life.

        So tomorrow, I’m going to wait until the very end of the day, and then I’m going to stop by your office right before you leave (yes, I know I’m borderline stalking you because I memorized your entire schedule) to inform you that I’m dropping your class. If I don’t drop out by Friday, then it’ll be too late. You’ll have to give me a grade.

        I don’t want a grade, Conn. I don’t even want an A. All I want is you.

        Yours in agony,

        ~ Rae

        

      [image: ]
* * *

      Rae stared at the closed office door, sighed, and sat down in the small waiting area outside the English professors’ offices. Dr. Connagher was still here, she knew that much, but he’d made his rules about office hours very clear to the entire class from the beginning. When his door was shut, he didn’t want any interruptions.

      Running through the speech she’d rehearsed yet again, she lost track of time.

      “Rae?” Jerked to full alert, she hadn’t even heard him come out of his office. He must have been distracted to slip up and call her by her Christian name, because he was normally a stickler for propriety. “Have you been waiting long? If I’d known you were going to stop by, I would have left my door open.”

      She stood, searching his face to try and decide his mood. He looked tired and harried, glancing at his watch with that deep frown between his eyes. “Sorry, I know it’s late. I just wanted to tell you something.”

      Her voice quivered despite the endless hours which she’d spent practicing exactly how she’d tell him. His eyes narrowed, focusing intently on her face. He never misses a thing, she thought bitterly, except how much I need him.

      “What is it?”

      His voice remained soft but his face lined even more. This was the formidable face of the ogre of Pearsons Hall. Before her bravado waved the white flag, she said in a rush, “I’ve decided to drop your class after all.”

      “I see.”

      His eyes didn’t flicker with emotion. His voice didn’t rise. He certainly didn’t panic and beg her to stay, or shout with elation that they’d finally be free to date. No, he simply watched her, eyes hooded and dark.

      “If I don’t drop out by tomorrow, you’ll have to give me a grade.”

      “Midterms are only a few weeks away.” He nodded slowly, studying her face as though he might find answers written for his every question. “Are you angry? Is something else wrong?”

      “No,” she whispered, fighting back the urge to fly at him and pummel him with her fists until that cold stone façade cracked. “I just don’t want to wait any longer.”

      He glanced at his watch again and cursed beneath his breath, stirring her hopes. He’d only rarely ever lost his temper enough to curse, even in class when they were hopelessly lost. “I apologize, Miss Jackson, but I’m late for an appointment. Walk with me so we can discuss this further.”

      “I don’t think that’s a good idea.” Because you’ll smooth talk me into staying in your class, and then I’ll have another two and a half months of hell to survive.

      “Walk with me,” he repeated, his eyes dark, but he deliberately lightened his voice. “I’ll count it as extra credit.”

      Dread tightened her stomach, but she nodded. Of course she went with him. All he had to do was ask her to jump off a cliff, and she’d leap as high and far as possible, crying out his name all the way down to splatter on the rocks.

      He lead the way downstairs and over to the next building in companionable silence. So why had he asked her to come with him? He didn’t even ask whether she had the drop request prepared. Finally, she couldn’t take his silence any more. “Where are you going?”

      “We have a guest lecturer from Scotland on campus. He’s talking about Robert Burns, which I thought you might enjoy.” Dr. Connagher paused at the auditorium door and peered inside. “Damn, we’re late. They’ve already begun.”

      “But—”

      “Shhh, let’s slip inside. Dean Strobel will nail my hide to the side of Pearsons Hall if she finds out I nearly blew off this lecture.”

      He stepped inside the darkened auditorium, and of course, she followed. She didn’t have anything else planned, other than a quart of her favorite ice cream while she watched television, something she hadn’t had time to do for weeks thanks to his class.

      A man about fifteen years older than Dr. Connagher stood at the podium down in front with a slide projector. The audience was rather modest. Drury was a small private university with an even smaller English department. Despite the abundance of seats, he chose a row close to the back of the massive room and sat, arching a brow up at her in deliberate challenge at her hesitation.

      “Extra credit,” he whispered. “You need it, don’t you?”

      You have no idea what I need, she wanted to blurt out bitterly, but she clamped her mouth shut and sat beside him. What choice did she have? He had to initial the form or she couldn’t escape.

      The closest person sat dozens of rows ahead of them. A head turned, shooting a glare at them for the disruption, and Rae couldn’t suppress a groan when she recognized the dean. Great.

      Heat blazed across her cheeks. Evidently, he’d admitted to Dean Strobel that he had a student in his class for which he didn’t entirely trust himself to be impartial. Therefore, Dean Strobel was grading all of her work to ensure Dr. Connagher wasn’t giving Rae any special treatment. Is that why the dean had given her such a horrid look?

      “Relax,” he whispered way too close to her ear for comfort. “She’s only warning me that I should be on my very best behavior.”

      Rae suddenly noticed that her thigh was practically touching his. The stadium seats had drop-down arm rests, but he hadn’t put the one down between them. In fact, nothing would prevent her from curling against his side like a kitten.

      Nothing except her own damned pride. He’d made it perfectly clear that she couldn’t tempt him. Not that way.

      She turned her attention to the lecturer. His lilting accent was lovely, and although his explanation about why Burns’s difficult, archaic language was so important in today’s study of poetry was rather long-winded, she found the discussion interesting.

      Until she noticed that Dr. Connagher’s thigh pressed fully against hers.

      Between one breath and another, he’d simply taken up more space. She nearly swallowed her tongue with shock. Jerking her head around to search his profile, she hissed out, “What are you doing?”

      The bastard didn’t even look at her. “Shhh. Don’t miss this part.”

      Heat burned alongside her thigh. His spicy leathery scent filled her nose and she whimpered softly.

      “Outside of Shelley, Burns is my favorite poet. What do you think, darlin’?”

      Damn it all to hell, why did he have to go and call her that, too? “It’s too late for this.” So why is my heart galloping in my chest?

      “If you’re going to drop my class, then I don’t have to be so careful.” Oh, God, his mouth hovered at her ear, so close she could feel the moist heat of his breath against her skin. “You don’t like his accent better than mine, do you, darlin’?”

      She couldn’t help but snort, and he chuckled softly.

      “I’m afraid that I have a problem, and I’m going to need your help to fix it.”

      Turning her head toward him, she stared up into his dark eyes, his mouth just inches from hers. “You know I’ll do anything for you.”

      She didn’t expect him to wince. “That’s what I’m afraid of, darlin’. You see, you’ve been doing every single thing I asked you to do as your professor. Don’t pretend that you would’ve worked this hard for any other class.” She shook her head, and he sighed. “Even Dean Strobel has been impressed by the amount of work you’ve been doing. She’s thrilled with the revised syllabus I submitted, and I think with a few more tweaks, she’ll approve a brand-new exciting version of my Romantic Period class next year.”

      Joy swelled within her. “I’m glad, Dr. Connagher. You deserve to keep your class.”

      “Conn,” he whispered solemnly. “I wouldn’t have my class without you, darlin’. I’ve been busy submitting a mountain of paperwork to the dean, preparing for midterms, grading, and then we meet just about every single day, which I love, don’t get me wrong, darlin’. But in all that work, I’m afraid I neglected something that I shouldn’t have let slip so long.”

      His head dipped toward hers and her heart thudded up into her throat. However, all he did was brush his nose ever so lightly against hers and then he turned his attention toward the speaker. The frantic leap of her pulse slowed, leaving her feeling dizzy and lightheaded. Disappointment weighed upon her chest, crushing the breath out of her lungs.

      “I neglected to make sure you realized how much you drive me crazy.”

      She couldn’t help but splutter out, “What?”

      “Do you have any idea how hard it’s been for me to keep the Dr. Connagher mask on for you? I sit there in my office imagining all sorts of highly inappropriate things I’d do if you weren’t my student.”

      “Like what?”

      Staring straight ahead, he whispered, “Do you really want to know?”

      She nodded jerkily, very carefully keeping her eyes locked on the podium, although she couldn’t hear a word of the lecture.

      He eased closer, shoulder to shoulder, and leaned his head against hers. If the dean glanced back at them, it might appear as though they were conferring intently about Robert Burns.

      She hoped.

      “I imagine telling you to do something, just to see if you will. Oh, at first I wouldn’t ask you to do anything too inappropriate. Like I might ask you to wear only jeans, because, darlin’ this little white skirt you’re wearing is dangerous.”

      “How…” she wet her lips, “dangerous?”

      Without warning, his hand clamped on her thigh, his fingers digging into her skin. The sudden force of his grip made her jump. He didn’t hurt her, not exactly, but he’d never touched her so… so… hard. Shock and desire throbbed through her, stealing her breath. It was all she could do not to squirm and widen her thighs in hope he might slide that hand higher.

      She’d wanted to feel the strength in his big hands and yearned to crack his constant control, but in reality, her immediate, fierce response to this hint of force scared her. She’d never had a man hurt her, even a little, yet heat built steadily between her thighs.

      Her stomach felt jumpy, her nerves jittery, but she also wanted him more than ever.

      “Very dangerous,” he growled out low and soft. “It makes me want to slide my palms underneath and find out what sort of panties you’re wearing, or better yet, maybe I’d find none at all. And then I can’t help but wonder when I might get you under my tongue.”

      She made a choked sound and he squeezed warningly. Her quadriceps ached beneath his grip, worsening her desire, a dueling tango of aching need. His heat burned along her left side, yet she shivered, sweating on one side and chilled on the other.

      Worse, bizarre fantasies streaked through her mind. She imagined him rolling her onto his lap and using that powerful hand to grip her wrists behind her back. Or lying beneath him with her arms pinned over her head, the same theme over and over and over.

      His hands, holding her down, strong, so strong, too strong for her to ever escape.

      So why did she let out a low groan and arch her hips, burning for him to do it again, harder, longer?

      He eased his grip but left his hand on her thigh, his fingers rubbing in gentle circles that took away the slight pain he’d given. “So you see why I haven’t allowed myself to remove the professor mask, Miss Jackson.”

      “No,” she retorted, jerking her head around toward him. “Don’t go back to Dr. Connagher, not yet.”

      “I can only give you a taste right now, Rae. Did you honestly think I couldn’t see the need in your eyes? Or that I’d fail to make sure I took care of that need, at least as much is within my power given our situation? You needed me to remind you that I want you as badly as you want me. You needed me to show you how it might be between us as soon as we’re free.

      “Rae, darlin’, I’m burning up every single time I look at you. Not touching you is pure hell every single day, but you and I both know you’re not a quitter. You’re doing well in my class, darlin’. I’m so proud of you, and I swear that I’ll make up for this agony once we’re clear of the final exam.”

      “I can’t keep doing this.” She tried to keep her voice down, yet still convey her desperation to him. “We’re playing games, but then I forget which game we’re playing, or maybe it’s not a game at all anymore and I can’t tell. You’re all tangled up in my head. Dr. Connagher or Conn, which is it? I want to be more than your student, but even now, it feels like you’re still playing the teacher role. You’re still in control. While I… I’m confused. About you, and myself. I don’t know who you are. How much of this is playacting, and how much is real?”

      “This is me,” he whispered, squeezing to emphasize his words. “But I’m the professor, too. The professor would like very much to do all sorts of inappropriate things, too. If you’ll let him.”

      Applause signaled the end of the lecture. The lights slowly rose. People stood and began milling about. Frustration churned in Rae’s stomach, along with unease and nerves, even while her body trembled with need. It was a good thing he hadn’t gone exploring beneath her skirt, for she feared he would’ve found quite a mess.

      “Stay in my class, darlin’. I swear I’ll make it up to you as soon as you turn in your final.”

      “Promise?”

      “Absolutely.” He turned to face her, his eyes smoldering with desire and a great deal of wicked amusement too. Bastard. He knew very well what he’d made her feel, and he thought it was hilarious that she was going up like wildfire and there was absolutely nothing she could do about it. Not in such a public location with the dean just waiting to catch them. “If you want me to sign your withdrawal, I will. However, I’d like to make one more improper comment before we let Dr. Connagher return.”

      He leaned closer, but she averted her face, carefully checking to make sure the dean wasn’t watching them. He pressed his lips to her ear. “If you wear that skirt again, I’m going to bend you over my desk and spank that delectable ass.”

      Her eyes flared, every muscle went rigid, and her mind simply locked up, every gear frozen to a halt. Outraged, she curled her right hand into a fist and thought really hard about punching him in the stomach, even though he’d probably only laugh. And threaten to do something even worse.

      She couldn’t help but remember the strength in his hand, the way he’d gripped her thigh, hard enough to hurt just a little. A subtle warning. Or a promise. What would it be like to have him hold her down on top of his big desk? To feel his hands coming down on her ass? Would he truly spank her? Hard?

      Wouldn’t it be worth it simply to get his hands on her again?

      “Ah, you like that suggestion. Good. I hope you do wear it again.”

      “Oh no I don’t, and if you even think about it, I’ll… I’ll…” She couldn’t even come up with an appropriate threat, not when her mind kept flickering back and forth between his hand on her thigh, and the possibility of his big hand sliding over her backside.

      “If the lecture had lasted another five minutes, we could test the validity of your protests, darlin’. But with the lights on, I don’t dare slide my fingers into your tempting heat to prove my point.”

      She shoved him away and stood, shaking with the need to get away… or hurry him to someplace private. “Don’t threaten me, Dr. Connagher.”

      “No threat, Miss Jackson, but a promise.” He stood, too, and moved to exit their aisle, rudely, she thought, because he started to cut in front of her, but then she realized he’d done it intentionally. He pinned the back of her legs against the seat and used his body to block what he might do from the dean. “I need a promise from you too, darlin’.”

      He cupped her chin in his hand, and his eyes blazed like molten sapphires. His brow was heavily lined, his mouth too close. Hot, hard with muscle, and so demanding, he crowded her, trapping her against the seat.

      She knew she ought to be mad, or afraid at least a little, but all she could do was tremble and stare at his mouth, aching for him to kiss her.

      Kiss me now, even if the dean sees, I don’t care!

      “Always tell me the truth, no matter how awful you think it is, and most especially if you think it’ll piss me off.” His fingers tightened, making her focus back on his eyes. “I need to know then more than ever. Promise me, Rae.”

      Staring into his fierce eyes, she knew a sudden truth of her own. When he held her like this, and he demanded something, anything…

      She’d give it.

      “I promise.” Rising up on her tiptoes she dared a quick brush of her mouth against his. “Dr. Connagher, sir.”
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        Dear Dr. Connagher:

        We made it.

        In less than an hour, I’ll be sitting down for your final exam. I just finished printing out the last page of my essay detailing how I’ll personally use poetry in the future, not just at college but my whole life. Do you know how many versions I had to go through to get something clean enough for the dean to read? Because I want long hours in bed with you, listening to you quote poetry in that rough, ragged voice against my ear.

        Now all I have to do for the actual final is write a letter to you in the blue book about my favorite poem and make suggestions for next year’s class. For extra credit (ha), we can submit an original poem of our own. Even if I’m not quite brave enough for that, you’ve accomplished the impossible, Dr. Connagher. You took a student who knew absolutely nothing about poetry and made me love the rhythm, images, and feelings so wonderfully disguised in a few simple lines, and no, I’m not saying this because of the future I hope to have with you. I’ll always remember this class and your passion for poetry.

        You’re a phenomenal teacher.

        I love you, Dr. Connagher. I know that sounds strange since we’ve not had a single “official” date, but it’s true. You did your worst to me as a professor, and as your student, I survived. I think I even excelled, at least far beyond my personal expectations. But as soon as I turn in your final exam, it’s time for you to leave.

        I want you to remove that professor mask and show me the real Conn underneath.

        However, you made me swear to always tell you the truth, no matter how awful or pissed off I thought you’d be. So here’s the truth, Conn.

        You bruised me that night in the lecture hall. I wore your fingerprints in my thigh for days. Every time I looked at those bruises, I shivered with the memory. I wanted you there with me so you could do it again, and maybe this time, you’d kiss me. Maybe you’d pin me flat on top of your desk and have your wicked way with me.

        When the bruises faded, my first thought was to do something bratty just so you’d have to do it again. Without those marks, I felt empty and lost, as though I didn’t belong to you anymore.

        That’s what scares me. You said you’d give me just a taste of the real you. Are you going to hurt me so badly I’ll have bruises all the time? Will I want those bruises, cry when they fade away, and then beg you to give me more?

        When you pulled off your Dr. Connagher mask, you also pulled off mine, and I have to admit that I don’t know the Rae underneath.

        She’s weak in the knees for you, Conn, vulnerable, scared to death, and so in love with you that she’ll do anything to be with you. I think she’d let you do anything, Conn. Anything at all.

        You gave me fair warning, so I guess I should do the same, although I know you won’t ever read this.

        I’m wearing that white mini-skirt to your final.

        Dangerous, I know, but when I wear that skirt, I feel powerful. I see the darkness in your eyes. I know I’m flirting with danger, and I just can’t help myself. But I also need to know the truth, Conn. I need to know how far you’ll go when you’re not Dr. Connagher, and how far I’ll let you go when I’m not Miss Jackson.

        Are you going to hurt me again? Will I let you hurt me again? How can I protect myself against you when I love you so much?

        I can’t.

        Because what I’m really afraid of is that I might need you to hurt me.

        Yours,

        ~ Rae
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* * *

      Miss Rae Jackson sauntered into Conn’s classroom one last time, wearing that slip of a skirt that bared every inch of her incredible legs to what had to be just below her ass. The top she’d paired with it wasn’t much better: a heart-stopping red fitted tank that hugged her body and lifted her breasts like an offering for him. Everything fit well--it wasn’t too tight, slutty, or slinky—and it was certainly blazing hot outside. It might be only June, but summer had come early with ninety-degree heat and miserable humidity.

      A quick glance confirmed that the other students wore similar clothes. Hell, one student even wore a bikini top which made Rae look overdressed. The other student’s tanned skin already gleamed with oil, making it very clear that as soon as she turned in his final, she was headed to the lake. However, none of them sent a fist of lust tearing through his stomach like Rae.

      She took her seat, crossed her legs demurely at the ankle, and flickered a quick look up at him to judge his reaction. She’d worn her hair loose too, another temptation with all that bare skin. And that damned skirt. She knew very well what it did to him. What he’d promised.

      While his students wrote their final letters into their composition books and turned them in to him at the front of the room, he forced himself to read their papers instead of tormenting himself about what she might have on beneath that skirt. He would not think about it.

      Damn it, I have more control than this!

      An hour crept by until she was the last student remaining. He watched her flip back through what she’d written, absently gnawing on her lip. I’m going to have that lip in my teeth before she leaves this room.

      When Dean Strobel stuck her head in, he very nearly cursed out loud. Rae scribbled a few more lines and then quickly brought him her final. The dean didn’t even let him get a finger on it—she took it directly from Rae’s hand.

      “And her paper,” Dean Strobel demanded. She eyed the impressive stack of pages in Rae’s essay and gave her a considering look. “I’ll have my decision by the end of the day, Dr. Connagher, and then you can read and grade everything to see if we agree. I must admit, young lady, that you surprised me, and him, I dare say. I saw you at the lecture a few months ago, so quote me something from Burns, and it’d better be something other than ‘A Red, Red Rose.’”

      Rae paled, shooting him an imploring look of panic. Neither of them had expected the dean to interrogate her in person. He tried to think of a way to help her, even opened his mouth to start a quote for her, but Dean Strobel silenced him with a fierce look.

      Staring at his mouth, though, Rae must have suddenly remembered a Burns poem, although Conn couldn’t say that he cared for her choice. At all.

      “‘Ae fond kiss, and then we sever!/ Ae farewell, alas for ever!/ Deep in heart-wrung tears I’ll pledge thee/’.” She hesitated, a hint of color darkening her cheeks, but she finished the phrase, granted in a slightly ragged voice. “‘Warring sighs and groans I’ll wage thee!’”4

      Conn let his pride glow in his eyes, and hopefully a hint of the warring sighs and groans he was going to give her as soon as they were able to slip away.

      The dean smiled widely, slapped Conn on the arm with the bundled pages, and headed toward the door. “I can’t wait to read her final essay. Excellent work, you two.”

      He waited until the dean was surely well on her way to her office, and then he leaned in close to Rae. Her eyes locked on his mouth, her teeth flashing against her lip again, and it was all he could do not to haul her beneath him here and now.

      His control felt ragged and frayed, like a rope which she’d been sawing away at day by day. They weren’t safe yet, far from it. He certainly couldn’t kiss her here where anyone could walk by. Until final grades were posted for the class, he’d continue to be under the dean’s scrutiny.

      Grimly, he turned away and began shoving all the blue books and essays into his satchel. He had to have a taste of her, soon, before he lost his mind entirely. “Do you remember what I said I was going to do if you wore that skirt again, Miss Jackson?”

      Wide eyed, she nodded, her breathing loud in the empty room. He cupped her elbow in his hand to get her moving quicker. “Are you... were you… serious?”

      “Hell yeah, darlin’.” He squeezed her arm, watching her eyes darken, her lips part on a soft little sound that sent his blood pumping. “That’s one thing you should know about me already,” he growled out against her ear. “I always keep my promises. Now I expect you to report to my office immediately for the real final exam.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Rae stood in Dr. Connagher’s office, her right arm still hot from where his hand had been. That hint of force had made her tremble again. Her knees felt watery and her heart pounded so hard that she barely heard him shut the door behind them.

      However, the snick of the lock sliding into place nearly made her jump to the ceiling and hang there like a yowling cat straight out of cartoons.

      Breathlessly, she waited for him to make his move. If he picked her up and tossed her on top of his desk, it’d be worth a spanking.

      But he didn’t touch her. Instead, he set his satchel on top of that glossy cherry desk she’d fantasized about all these months and added another stack of blue books into the bag. “Damn. I’m going to be grading for days. How does a week sound to you?”

      Her voice cracked. “A week?”

      “Let me finish grading for the semester, and by next Friday, it ought to be safe for us to date more formally.” He sat in his chair and casually leaned back, his hands behind his head, but he didn’t fool her. His eyes blazed and his arms were corded tight as though he were holding himself back instead of her for a change. “If you still care to see me, that is.”

      The blinds behind his desk were drawn, letting only slender slants of light cut across his face, leaving canyons and hollows she longed to explore. Now, at last, she wasn’t his student. He wasn’t her professor. They were going to date. However, despite his earlier threat, he seemed in no hurry to even touch her.

      A week my ass, she snarled. Two can play his little games. Lifting her chin, she glided over to the desk and trailed her fingers across its glossy surface as she slowly invaded his space.

      On his side of the desk, she hopped up on top and sat before him, hissing a little at the cool surface beneath her nearly bare bottom. “You know I do.”

      Gravely, he merely watched her, his face lined and dark, his mouth a firm slash.

      She couldn’t tell if he was displeased or thrilled at her bravado. “I’ve had a lot of fantasies about this desk.”

      “Like what, darlin’?”

      “Oh, nothing.” She ducked her head a little so she could peep up at him through her lashes. Deliberately, she licked her lips. His forehead creased even more and his eyes locked on her mouth. “Nothing I can admit to you.”

      The chair creaked as he leaned forward. He planted his palms on either side of her hips and fogged up the wood with the heat of his palms, but he still didn’t touch her. “You will if I tell you to.”

      Her heart was beating double time now, that familiar anticipation and the beginning of dread curling through her. Yes, yes, this was Conn, not Dr. Connagher. The mask was slipping enough that he scared her, but she loved it. I love him.

      If she pushed him hard enough, maybe he’d yank that mask clean away and take her right now on top of this big desk like she’d dreamed. “Will I?”

      Heavy lidded and dark, his eyes narrowed. “I’m not in the mood for games, Rae.”

      “That’s good,” she whispered, snuggling close enough to brush her mouth against his. “What sort of mood are you in, then?”

      He made a low ragged sound and snagged her bottom lip in his teeth, gripping hard enough she cried out. The sharp sting sent a wicked curl of heat through her. Shuddering, she opened her mouth more, silently begging for his tongue, but he released her immediately. Undeterred, she slid her palm into the neck of his shirt, relishing the velvet heat of his neck, the crisp hair barely peeking out of the top of his shirt. She even managed to get one button undone before he shackled her wrists and pulled her hands away.

      “Rae, darlin’, I can’t take your hands on me right now. It’s been one damned long semester, all this flirting and promising and teasing. I thought it’d be fun to give you a hot little spanking, but I’m too raw and ragged to pull it off without scaring the hell out of you. If I touch you right now, we’ll have the dean breaking that door down and hauling me off to prison because I’ll kill anyone who tries to keep me from you.”

      “Aw, poor Dr. Connagher. Have I been a very bad student?”

      “Very,” he retorted, squeezing her wrists harder. “Don’t push my buttons, Rae. Not today. You won’t like what you unleash. Give me a week—”

      “No.”

      His eyes flared wide and his mouth fell open with shock.

      She couldn’t help it—she laughed out loud. In fact, she felt downright giddy. After all these months, she’d finally managed to knock him off balance. As his student, she hadn’t dared antagonize him. Now… that will be half the fun. “Do you really think I slaved all semester in your class only to let you put me off again?”

      Lazily, he dragged her wrists behind her, pinning them in the small of her back just as she’d imagined. She couldn’t help but fight and twist, testing him, ensuring he really could hold her.

      I’m trapped, she realized, and at the same time, she felt a surge of wet heat between her legs. And more turned on than ever.

      “Do you really think you can get away with telling me no, Rae?”

      “No,” she purred, wriggling to the very edge of his desk to hug her thighs around him. “Make me yours, Conn.”

      “You don’t have any idea what you’re asking.”

      “I don’t care. I’ll do anything you want, just don’t make me wait another week.”

      A growl trickled out of his lips. Before she could even yelp, he jerked and flipped her around so that she was on her stomach in front of him on top of his desk. He leaned in, pressing his chest against her buttocks to make sure she stayed put. Her arms ached, her wrists still clamped in his hand behind her. “Anything I want, Rae? Are you sure about that?”

      Gasping, she tried to catch her breath, but the edge of the desk dug into her abdomen. When she didn’t answer quickly enough, he pushed her wrists up incrementally, making her shoulders scream with pressure. “No!”

      “No, you’re not sure?” He released her wrists but kept his chest pressed against her, bracing his arms on either side of her on top of the desk, making his body a cage. “Or no to anything I want? Or maybe now you’ll ask me nicely to let you go home to change this skirt.”

      “No.” She brought her hands up beneath her, ready to scramble out from beneath him even if that meant crawling across his desk. “I won’t go home, Dr. Connagher. Not to change. Not for a week. Sir.”
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* * *

      “Well, darlin’,” he drawled, sliding his left hand forward to trap her hair beneath his palm. “I guess I get to give you that final exam after all.”

      With her anchored in place, he casually rolled his chair over to her left side. She was completely free, except for her hair, yet she didn’t dare move a muscle. She barely even breathed.

      “I warned you about what sort of thoughts ran through my mind when you wore this skirt.” His right hand kneaded a path up her hamstring. “I didn’t like sitting there watching you take my final and feeling like a damned pervert for wondering what sort of panties my student was wearing.”

      With a quick flick of his wrist, the white skirt fluttered against her back.

      Choking back her embarrassment, she shivered, imagining his dark eyes blazing, his face lined and grim. With the light-colored skirt, she hadn’t dared wear black or red panties underneath, so she hoped he wasn’t too disappointed by lacy but conservative white.

      “How does it feel, Miss Jackson, to know that your professor is eying your ass like it’s my last meal?” Lightly, he traced the incredibly tender flesh of her cheeks that peeked out of the high-cut legs. The thought of him actually slapping her there made her breath hitch in her throat. “To know that soon, I’m going to strip these panties off so I can find out how wet you are?”

      Her stomach churned, but she couldn’t resist arching her back in silent invitation, begging those sly fingers to explore just a bit deeper. “You are a pervert.”

      “Only for you, darlin’. If you wanted to get my hands on your ass, all you had to do was ask.”

      “Nicely?” she asked in a snide voice. She’d known a spanking would be embarrassing, but this was humiliating. Yet she knew exactly what he’d find when he stripped her bare.

      “Very nicely,” he said with a knowing chuckle that still managed to curl her toes. “When I’m done with you, darlin’, you’ll beg me to do it again.”

      His right hand cupped her bottom and he squeezed gently, far from the force she’d expected. “Here’s question number one on this final exam: have you ever been spanked by a man you’re interested in sexually?”

      “No,” she replied, and then because she couldn’t resist digging her grave deeper, she added, “and I won’t beg you, not now, and certainly not to do it again.”

      “Remember those words later, darlin’.”

      He molded her with his hand, squeezing just a bit harder, up and down the backs of each thigh, the curve of each buttock. It felt incredible, an erotic massage that had her arching her back and raising her hips, pushing into his caress. Slowly, he increased the pressure, turning her into a melted puddle on top of his desk, but he still hadn’t hurt her.

      “Question number two: I like control, Rae.”

      “That’s not a question,” she gasped out.

      He leaned closer so she could feel his heat down her left side, and only then did she realize he was breathing as hard as her.

      Sliding up to the small of her back, his hand trembled on its downward stroke across her backside. He pressed his forehead against her bare arm, and his face was hot and damp with sweat.

      The realization hit her like a two-by-four across the head. He wants me. Badly. He wants this.

      Knowing he was so turned on dialed up the heat as high as her internal boiler would go. On a low groan, she parted her thighs and pressed harder against his seeking hand.

      “But do you know what that means, darlin’? Do you know how hard it is for me to touch you like this when my control is already frayed? Because what I really want to do…”

      “Do it,” she ground out.

      “Rae—”

      “I want to know the truth! I need to know what you want, what you really want. When you take off your professor mask, Conn, what are you going to ask me to do?”

      He tugged the scrap of lace off one hip and then the other. “Step out of them.”

      Heart pounding frantically, she did as he ordered, and he made a low, raw sound like a dying man as he touched her.

      “I’ve dreamed of this, Rae. Dreamed of you quivering and trembling, bare to my touch. I wanted you helpless. I wanted you whimpering for me to hurry up, begging me to take you.”

      In her mind, his whispered fantasies collided with her own.

      She’d ached for his hands, especially since he’d gripped her thigh so hard. She’d daydreamed about him holding her down, pinning her, making her helpless. Knowing that he wanted the same only made her desire worse.

      But now that she had his powerful, demanding hands on her, he wasn’t holding her down at all. She whimpered as he asked, squirming to get his fingers inside her. That’s when he pulled his hand back and smacked her right cheek. The sharp crack made her flinch, but it didn’t hurt. He didn’t smack her that hard.

      She blew out a long, shaking breath, relieved, until he rubbed his palm against her skin, spreading the warmth from his slap. His fingers delved again and she groaned, louder, her back straining to push harder into him.

      “Shhh, darlin’. I doubt many professors are still on campus since our final was so late, but the dean’s surely in her office just down the hall. I wouldn’t care to explain to her why my door was locked with you in here with me, would you?”

      He slapped her again, harder, the sting burning straight through her core. How could he tell her to be quiet and then spank her harder? Fire built with each stroke, sucking her down into an endless black hole of need. He was devouring her, destroying her, turning her into a quivering mass of hunger, and the more she shook and whimpered as quietly as she could, the harder he spanked her.

      “Are you ready to beg me yet?”

      “Bastard,” she retorted, biting back the pleas that boiled in her mind. Please, make me yours.

      “That’s my darlin’,” he purred against her ear. “Let me spank you longer. Harder. How far will you let me go?”

      As far as it takes, she swore. Wound up so tight, she wanted to scream, grind herself against his desk, his thigh, anything to gain relief. As she struggled, the small pain in her scalp blended with the punishing need, the growing fire on her ass, worsening her desire.

      She sobbed, not because he spanked her too hard—but because she needed him too badly.

      Dropping his left forearm between her shoulder blades, he shifted his weight so that he was holding her down in earnest. Immediately, it felt like he’d hit some button in her that managed to winch every muscle in her body to a tight humming pitch. This is what she’d dreamed about. What she’d yearned to feel, and yet dreaded at the same time.

      Helpless, for him.

      Shaking, crying, she begged as he’d threatened. “Please, please, Conn, I can’t stand it!”

      His hand stilled. “What do you want, darlin’? Do you want me to stop?”

      “No, no, don’t stop,” she sobbed. “I want you. Please, Conn!”

      His right hand left her momentarily. The sound of his zipper was loud despite their frantic breathing.

      So primed for him, the thought of him sliding home at last almost pushed her over the edge. However, he didn’t move behind her. He didn’t take her on top of his desk as she’d dreamed all these months. Despite her best efforts, he evidently still possessed enough control to torment her with what she couldn’t have. She threw her head back, a desperate wail threatening to tear from her throat, and he slid his fingers deep inside her.

      “Say my name.”

      She opened her mouth to comply, but every muscle suddenly locked down so fiercely that she nearly screamed. Jamming her right hand against her mouth to make sure she didn’t draw the dean and every police officer in town to knock down his door, she reached, blindly, with her other, hoping to at least touch him. It helped that he was curled over her, using his weight to trap her.

      She grabbed hold of his erection like he was the only lifeline that could keep her from drowning.

      With a harsh, low curse, he pumped in her hand and shuddered against her. The thought of him coming inside her threw her so far out to sea that she didn’t know if she’d ever make it back, but she managed to breathe out, “Conn.”
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* * *

      Conn had just failed the biggest exam of his entire life.

      He crammed the evidence of his failure back into his jeans and pulled Rae into his arms. “Hold on, darlin’. I’ve got you. Can you hear me?”

      She was limp, her face wet with tears, her breathing ragged and wracked with sobs. Dear God, had she tried to tell him to stop? How could she? After his little lesson in telling him no, did he honestly think she’d dare refuse him again?

      Drunk on her sweetness, he’d used her attraction and inherent desire to please him as surely as any rope to bind her, and then he hadn’t given her any sort of safety net. She was the student in this as surely as she’d sat in his poetry class, and he’d abused her trust. He’d punished her without ever explaining the rules, or making sure she understood the game they played. And then like a fucking bastard, he’d compounded his crime by losing the last bit of control and coming like a pimple-faced jerk.

      As a dominant, he’d done the unthinkable: he’d lost control of himself.

      Curling into a tight little ball, she started to shake.

      He held her tighter. “I’m sorry, darlin’, so sorry. I shouldn’t have taken you so far, certainly not on our first… hell, I can’t even call this a date.  It was wrong of me to ask this of you before we ever talked about it. I’ve built up too many fantasies about you here in my office, and once you let me start, I didn’t want to stop.”

      She tucked her face against his neck, but at least she didn’t run wailing for the dean’s office. “I didn’t ask you to stop.”

      That didn’t make him feel any better. “Could you have told me no, Rae? Honestly?” Her silence made his heart thud painfully in his chest. “That’s what I thought.”

      He cupped her cheek tenderly and turned her face up to his, wiping her tears away. “This was my fault, Rae. It won’t happen again until we’ve had a chance to talk long and hard about what you’re comfortable with. I swear it, darlin’.”

      Someone knocked on the door and they both froze. “Dr. Connagher?”

      He stared down into Rae’s pale face, her eyes great dark pools of reproach. All it’d take from her was one cried-out plea to the dean waiting outside his door, and he’d be done teaching. Forever. After what he’d done to this precious student who’d trusted him enough to take the first step toward surrender, he deserved to be fired.

      No. I deserve to rot in hell.

      “Come down to my office in the next ten minutes and you can have your student’s paper and final exam,” Dean Strobel said. “Look them over this weekend and we’ll touch base on Monday.”

      My student. Rae, forgive me.

      “Sure thing, dean,” he forced out. “I’ll be there in a minute.”

      Rae slid off his lap. Shivering, she wrapped her arms around herself. She tried to laugh, but it came out closer to a quiet sob that sliced and diced his heart to ribbons. “It’s a good thing she didn’t ask to come in. I’ll sneak out while you’re in her office.”

      “No,” he ground out, guilt strangling him. She couldn’t even meet his gaze. “I don’t want you sneaking anywhere.”

      She cringed at the roughness in his voice and he thought he would expire on the spot. He couldn’t bear to see her fear. Not like this.

      “Stay here, darlin’, while I change and take care of the dean. If my door is closed, no one will bother you. Then we’ll go somewhere and talk, just you and me, Rae, man and woman, not professor and student. I won’t even think about kinky shit until we talk through what just happened and I make sure you’re okay with it.”

      He eased her down into his chair. She was still shivering, so he grabbed the spare jacket he kept on the back of his door and wrapped her in it. Looking at her so small, huddled and shivering, made him want to put his head through a brick wall. Every instinct told him to sweep her up into his arms and carry her away from here. Once they were alone, he could make her feel safe again.

      He’d lay it all on the line for her.

      How much I love her. How much I need her.

      “I’m okay,” she whispered against her drawn-up knees. “You need to go. I understand.”

      Still, he lingered, even knowing that he only had a few minutes to wash up before going to the dean’s office. “I don’t want to leave you, not like this.” He suddenly thought of the Robert Burns poem she’d quoted earlier, and a worse line came to mind. “‘To spare thee now is past my pow’r,/ Thou bonie gem.’5 Forgive me, Rae. I’ll fix this, no matter what you need. Just wait for me, okay?”

      “In this evil hour, crush my slender stem.6” A ghost of a smile flickered on her lips, but her eyes still struck his heart with guilt. “I’m no mountain daisy, Dr. Connagher.”

      “To see you was to love you.”7 He cupped her face in both hands and lightly brushed his mouth against hers. Not a kiss, exactly, for he feared pushing himself on her too quickly again. Instead, he tried to tell her with his gentleness how much he treasured her. How hard he would work to regain her trust. “I’ll hasten back to you as soon as the dean is finished with me, but I refuse to say farewell. Wait for me, Rae.”

      Later, he’d regret that he hadn’t made her give her word.
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        Dear Dr. Connagher:

        When you first left, I thought I was okay. Wrapped in your coat and your scent, hidden away in your office, I could almost believe everything would be still be fine. Without you there, I started to think. For myself. I couldn’t sit still. I couldn’t stop crying. I couldn’t stop shaking. I just had to get out of there.

        I rushed back to my dorm, stood in the bathroom with the door locked, and stared at my ass. I could still see your handprints in my flesh, red and angry like a fresh brand.

        What have you done to me? Who is this person bawling my eyes out at the thought of losing you, despite the bruises I’ll surely have tomorrow? The exact same person who begged you not to stop.

        Standing there looking at your handiwork, I knew you were right. I would beg you to do it again, if that’s the only way I can have you.

        What the hell is wrong with me?

        Because I’m standing here, checking my ass again in the mirror, and I still want you. I don’t regret letting you spank me. No, my biggest regret is that I couldn’t shake your control enough to get you inside me.

        I’m scared, Conn, of me, not you. How far would I let you go? Will I let you abuse me, hurt me, break me, simply to be with you?

        I need to clear my head. I need to remember who I am. So I’m going home this weekend, and honestly, right now, I don’t know that I can come back to campus. I don’t know that I can bear to come back to you in a week, because deep down, I know the truth.

        I’ll never be able to tell you no again.

        If I were brave enough to stop by your office before leaving town, I’d slide my “extra credit” poem beneath your door. I couldn’t write it before your final final exam. It’s not iambic pentameter. Hell, it doesn’t even rhyme. But it says it all, doesn’t it? So I won’t sign like I have been, because you already know the truth.

        ~ Rae

        

      
        Yours

        

        Wild hearts can’t be broken.

        Wild horses can’t be tamed.

        But I never was wild

        -- except for you --

        and my heart is hand-blown glass.

        

        You never promised to love me.

        You never promised to save me.

        You held my heart

        -- in the palm of your hand –

        and squeezed.

        

        I’m so sorry if I cut you.

        I’m so sorry if I made you bleed.

        When you held me

        -- I was already broken –

        and only shards remain.

        

      

      
        Continue reading about Conn and Rae’s journey in

        Dear Sir, I’m Yours.
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        Dear Dr. Connagher:

        A simple letter probably isn’t the best way to tell you all of this, but I need to write this out as much for myself, as for you. If we talked on the phone, I don’t think I could get it all out—fear, longing, turmoil, and most of all, the agony. Every moment I’m not there with you is torture.

        If I’d met you this past Friday night as we agreed, I couldn’t have sat there on our first real date and told you the truth. It’s not that you’d intimidate me, or scare me, exactly. It’s me. I lose my will when I’m with you.

        I’d do anything to be with you, which scares me to death.

        So this really is for the best. I know it. But it doesn’t make it any easier.

        Daddy was in an accident Friday afternoon at his jobsite and nearly died. I’ve spent the last few days at the hospital, waiting with my family to see if he’ll live, how badly he’ll be handicapped. He’s never going to be the same, and he’ll have years of physical therapy and doctor’s visits. I need to stay here. I need to help Mom, try to find a way to pay his medical bills, and save his business. I don’t know when, if ever, I’ll be returning to Drury University. Finishing my degree is the last thing on my mind right now, even though I only have a few semesters left.

        Every single word of that is true. However, it’s also true that I didn’t have my car loaded to come back to campus before the accident. I hadn’t decided to come back to you.

        Self-preservation, Conn. I have to protect myself. When I’m with you, I want what you want. I don’t even know what I want. You hurt me in your office. You embarrassed me. And yet you made me feel incredible, too. You made me want you to hurt me. How messed up is that?

        Yet I lie awake at night remembering, and it’s all I can do not to jump in my car and drive straight to you.

        I know you’ll never read this. You hate e-mail. It would be better to mail it to your office. But what if someone read it by accident? True, again, but it’s also true that maybe deep down in my dark, scary place only you’ve seen, I really don’t want you to read this at all.

        ~ Rae

        

      Current Day

      The job was perfect, she needed the money badly, and working for a college professor’s elderly grandmother should be a piece of cake. Yet butterflies the size of Texas crashed and burned in Rae’s stomach.

      The little old lady couldn’t possibly know the truth: Five years ago, her grandson had bent Rae over his desk the last day of finals, spanked her, and given her the best orgasm of her life.

      She hadn’t seen him since, although not a single night had gone by that she didn’t remember…and ache for him to do it again.

      Besides, Conn wouldn’t be here—a fifteen-minute drive into the country from campus—in the middle of the semester. He certainly wasn’t the kind of man to live at home with his grandma. The ridiculous thought made her laugh out loud nervously.

      Idling her truck, Rae stared at the dilapidated iron gate and gnawed on her lip. Someone had attempted to put up a shiny new sign that read Healy House but it hung askew, revealing Beulah written in rusted ivy. A nice pile of cash would go a long ways to keep the hospital bills from swallowing her parents’ meager disability income, but the real lure was the promise of restoring a fantastic old house.

      That’s why she hadn’t told the old lady no on the phone as soon as Miss Belle bragged about her college professor grandson. Fixing up houses was Rae’s specialty, the older the better. According to Miss Belle, her house had been built in 1850. Turning a Missouri plantation house into a Bed and Breakfast would be a challenge for “The Fix-It Lady”.

      Driving her rusted-out Ford truck down the oak- and maple-lined driveway, Rae felt her heartbeat speed with anticipation despite the queasy, gnawing pit of nerves in her stomach. The ancient trees would be gorgeous in a couple of weeks once the leaves started to turn color.

      At last the house appeared. Peeling white paint, wide grand front porch, two stories—the house took her breath away. She parked the truck and got out for a better look. The roof needed some work, she thought, noting bubbled-up shingles. Scraped and painted, the porch would look as good as new. With climbing roses running wild all over the railing and up the columns, the air was filled with incredible spice and color.

      Rae wiped her sweaty palms on her jeans, cleared her throat in preparation, and raised her finger toward the doorbell.

      “Coming, dear!”

      Reflexively, she went ahead and rang the doorbell anyway. The old lady must have heard her truck drive up. Beveled glass sparkled in the rich mahogany door, but one pane in the lower right-hand corner must have fallen out. The hole was covered with a brown paper bag and masking tape. A stained-glass panel would look gorgeous framed in the ancient door.

      Moments later, the front door opened and Miss Belle invited her inside. From her floppy, wide-brimmed straw hat tied with a pink scarf to her shirtwaist pink dress and her perfect white heels, Miss Belle was the epitome of a southern lady. Her silvered strawberry hair probably would have clashed dreadfully with the pink dress twenty years ago, before age toned it down. Sharp eyed and smooth skinned, the old lady looked about fifty or sixty instead of the eighty she must be.

      “I’m Rae Jackson, the Fix-It Lady. We talked on the phone?”

      Miss Belle looked her up and down, noting her jeans and boots. She’d probably examine Rae’s fingernails too and sniff with disdain. She hadn’t even bothered to put her hair in a ponytail today.

      “Come in, Miss Jackson, and let’s have a nice long chat. I need to get to know you better before I decide whether to hire you or not.”

      So that’s where Conn had gained the habit of formality with his students. The memory made her cheeks burn. He’d always been a stickler in class, polite and formal with his quiet command of respect. In his office, though…

      Pushing away those painful memories, she glanced about frantically to assure herself he really wasn’t there as the old lady led her deeper into the house. The rooms had already been decorated and refurbished with fresh paint in lovely Victorian colors on the walls and antique furniture. The plush velvet divan and delicately carved chairs with cushions of dusty rose just about made Rae swoon.

      The library was even more fantastic. Built-in shelves from floor to ceiling were loaded down with leather-bound books. Sunlight filtered in through white sheers, casting lacy patterns on a massive cherry desk positioned before the bay window.

      Miss Belle took off her hat and set it on the desk as she sat. “Tell me a little about yourself, Miss Jackson.”

      Rae sat in the sapphire blue wing-back chair before the desk. “I’ve worked on several restorations and can—”

      “No, no.” Miss Belle leaned forward, her pale blue eyes sharp. “I know all about the jobs you’ve done. I want to know about you.”

      Most people wanted extensive references before investing thousands of dollars in an unknown contractor. What kind of checking had Miss Belle done on her? “I was born and raised here in Missouri—”

      “Where?”

      “Outside Bolivar. My—”

      “Does your family still live there?”

      Giving up control of this interview, Rae nodded. “Daddy had a contracting business for years. He was injured some years ago—”

      “When?”

      “Five years. He was electrocuted and nearly died.”

      “Oh dear.” Miss Belle took out a hanky and lightly dabbed her eyes, although Rae didn’t see any evidence of tears. “Five years ago, when you left Drury?”

      “Yes.” Rae shut her mouth, determined not to go into more detail about that last semester of college, let alone that last class with the old lady’s grandson. Daddy’s accident had required she stay home to help take care of him, and that was all Miss Belle needed to know. “He’s still in a wheelchair and can’t speak very well, but he’s doing okay.”

      “And so you took over his business?”

      “Not exactly.” She fought not to drop her gaze from the old lady’s. “I’ve worked with Daddy for years, but ran into difficulties with his business. We were forced to shut it down about a year ago.”

      Wow, that was certainly a vanilla, polite way of saying her ex-husband had run the company—and her—into the ground. Of course, her clients didn’t need to know the gruesome details of a business and marriage gone bad.

      Miss Belle hummed, low and soft, the complete opposite of her eyes. Rae fought not to squirm in her seat like an unruly kid. “And so the Fix-It Lady business is all yours.”

      “Daddy’s motto was to fix it right the first time. That’s what I aim to do.”

      “Fix it right.” Miss Belle smiled, a flash of shark’s teeth. “Your slogan.”

      “Absolutely,” Rae said, leaning forward slightly. “I love old houses, and I know the good sub-contractors thanks to working for Daddy all those years. I don’t do all the work myself—I pick the best people for the job and then babysit them so you don’t have to.”

      “Ah, now, that’s what I want to discuss. I’m looking for more than a general contractor. I want someone on site twenty-four hours a day.”

      Rae blinked and sat back, stunned.

      “I’m opening a Bed and Breakfast here as soon as Beulah Land—” She huffed and slapped her hand on the desk in irritation, making Rae jump in her seat. “As soon as Healy House is in top shape. It’s an old house and I expect little things to come up all the time, plumbing issues, whatever. I want someone here with general fix-it knowledge who can call in the big guns when necessary.”

      Disappointment welled, actually burning her eyes. She definitely needed the money, but she would’ve loved to fix up this old house. “You want a maintenance person, not a contractor.”

      “I want both,” Miss Belle insisted. “I want you.”

      Her stomach pitched, rolled, and sank as rapidly as the Titanic. How much did the old lady know? “Why me?”

      “I’m looking for a property manager who’s able to do light maintenance as well as manage the books down the road. That’s why I must be able to trust the person I hire. That’s why I want you.”

      This got weirder by the minute, but Rae didn’t sense that the old lady knew her personal history with her grandson. So far, she hadn’t even mentioned his name. “I’m a contractor. I don’t know how to keep books.”

      “What did you major in at Drury?”

      Rae’s head spun. Please, please, don’t ask me about his class. “Business Administration.”

      “And Accounting, right?”

      “Well, yeah—”

      “There you have it.” Miss Belle smiled triumphantly.

      No condemnation or the dreaded inquisition she’d feared, but Rae felt manipulated just the same. “I never finished my degree. I’m good with my hands, not books.”

      “Balderdash.” Miss Belle laughed gaily and reached into a drawer for a file folder. When she raised her gaze, Rae flinched at the sudden intensity. “Here’s the most important question, Miss Jackson. Are you a woman of your word? When you make a promise, do you keep it?”

      A trickle of icy cold settled on her neck and Rae shivered. She’d better check for drafts from the cellar. “I can’t tell a lie to save my life, Miss Belle.” Which had gotten her into a heap of trouble, oddly enough. “When I give my word, I do everything in my power to keep it.”

      Including marriage oaths to a jerk well past when a sane woman would kick his ass out.

      The chill disappeared and Miss Belle pulled out a piece of paper. She smiled and slid the paper across the desk. By the hard cold gleam in the old lady’s eyes, Rae picked it up as gingerly as a snake.

      “This is my offer. I had my attorney draft a contract for me.”

      Attorney, shit. Shaking her head, Rae scanned the paper. Her jaw hit the floor.

      A forty-thousand-dollar salary with a two-grand signing bonus. Room and board included. Stipulations for three weeks off the first year. Another stipulation that as soon as she finished her degree, she would automatically be promoted to business manager with a hefty bonus and increase in salary. Tuition reimbursement, of course.

      In addition, a percentage of the profits would make her a part owner in the venture. All with a thirty-day trial and initial commitment period, after which she could break the contract for any reason and still keep the bonus.

      She could work here indefinitely and be handsomely compensated.

      Blinking back tears, she scanned the document again. Did the old lady have any idea what this meant to her and her family? She’d be able to pay off her father’s lingering medical bills and hire a part-time nurse. She’d be able to go back to college.

      It was a dream come true.

      She scanned the document again. Even uniforms and work clothes were covered with a ridiculously large monthly expense allowance. How many pairs of jeans did she need? “What’s the catch?”

      “No catch,” Miss Belle said smugly. “It’s all there in black and white.”

      Rae was tempted to pull out a magnifying glass and scan the edges for secret phrases. “What if the Bed and Breakfast flops? If you can’t get enough people in here to keep the doors open?”

      “Money is not important to me, Miss Jackson. Thanks to Colonel Healy, my dearly departed husband, I have no need to make money on this venture. It’s purely entertainment for me. If we get a few customers per year, then I’ll be happy.”

      “Why me?” Raising her gaze, Rae searched the old woman’s face one last time. She wanted to ask about Conn, but his name choked her. If there was any chance at all that he might come here… Hope and dread, both, twisted her stomach into knots. Why couldn’t she simply forget him? “I’m not qualified—”

      “Bullshit.”

      Rae flinched at the harsh tone and language from the southern belle.

      “Do you honestly think I didn’t thoroughly investigate your background before ever extending an invitation to come for an interview? I already knew you were the one I wanted to hire before you drove onto my property. I just needed to make sure. You had to pass one last test.” Miss Belle grinned and winked suggestively. “Well, two actually.”

      Oh, God, how much does the old lady know? Rae blushed, remembering another test years ago in Conn’s office that could have gotten him fired. She’d been such a naïve idiot! Instead of writing him pathetic letters all these years that she never had the courage to mail, she should have reported him to the dean. Maybe then she wouldn’t still be haunted by the memories of him, his low rough voice at her ear, the glide of his big palm across her back and down her buttocks…

      Swaying slightly, she forced that memory away, but his scent lingered.

      No, not him. The rich scent of old leather books permeated the entire room. Conn had smelled exactly like a library mixed with spice and the dark, subtle scent of a very dangerous man. He’d been far from the long-haired tweed-coat wearing, pipe-smoking English professor she’d expected.

      “Take my offer, Miss Jackson.”

      Until Miss Belle spoke, Rae’d forgotten she was even there. The old lady’s knowing little wink sent another flutter of dread through her stomach.

      “I assure you, this venture will be very profitable for both of us.”

      Biting her lip, Rae scanned the document again, even flipping it over to make sure she hadn’t missed something on the back. Everything was in order. She’d be a fool not to take such a lucrative offer.

      And if I run into Conn again…?

      I’ll kick him in the groin like I should have done the first time he laid hands on me.

      Miss Belle held out a pen with a huge pink feather on the end. Rae took it, scanned the key points again. Her palms were sweaty, but her fingers felt cold. Chills crept down her spine again, hair rising on the back of her neck. Goose bumps raced down her arms. Pressure built behind her eardrums, like she was driving up Pike’s Peak.

      She signed her name.

      Snatching the pen from her numb fingers, Miss Belle quickly scratched her name below Rae’s and her ears suddenly popped. The sudden release made her jump.

      Miss Belle smiled widely. “Welcome to Healy House.”

      Something tinkled rather loudly. Rae glanced up and the crystal chandelier rocked back and forth above the desk, casting rainbows around the room wildly.

      Miss Belle sighed. “Also known as Beulah Land over sixty years ago. Let me give you the grand tour, Rae Lynn.”
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      With the flashlight gripped in her fist, Rae pushed her shoulders through the crawlspace beneath Miss Belle’s back porch. Colonel Healy had designed the addition in honor of their daughter’s birth nearly sixty years ago. Rae cast the light up at the floor boards. Nice solid heavy beams. They didn’t build houses like this anymore. She checked the closest footing, digging dirt away from the concrete.

      “The porch and addition are in good shape, Miss Belle. Let me check the foundation real quick, but I don’t think you’ve got any problems outside the house. It’s good, real good.”

      “Aren’t you afraid of spiders?” Miss Belle demanded. “It’s not natural for a young lady to be crawling around in dark spaces like that. Who knows what kind of creepy-crawlies are in there.”

      In Rae’s experience, the creepy-crawlies weren’t bugs under a porch at all but real live people. “I’m fine, Miss Belle.”

      She wiggled her shoulders deeper beneath the house to get a better look. The dirt was dry but rich, good smelling, not dank with mold or slime. Good stuff. But it was the foundation of the original structure that she most wanted to see.

      She cast the light over the tight stones. This old plantation house put brand new tract homes to shame. “Looks good, Miss Belle. I don’t think you’ll have any leaking problems into your basement for years yet. I—”

      “Why didn’t you call me?” A male voice interrupted. “I want to meet your contractor before you sign anything.”

      Rae’s heart slammed against her ribs. Every feminine instinct screamed a warning. She froze, glad she was mostly under the porch. Except for her lower body. Shit, shit, shit. On her knees, ass in the air, dirt in her hair… And that voice…

      Oh, God. Not him, please. Anybody but him.

      “Don’t be ridiculous, Verrill. I can take care of myself.”

      Relief washed over her and she let her forehead rest against her forearm a minute. She didn’t know any Verrill. Deep breaths, calm—she had no reason to be worried, let alone hopeful, excited, terrified…

      “If you call me that, then I get to call you Grandma.”

      “Oh, Conn,” Miss Belle growled out a laugh. Rae heard the slap on his arm. “I want you to meet someone.”

      Conn.

      She couldn’t breathe. Five years might have passed, but he still possessed the ability to reduce her to a twenty-one-year-old English student again, drooling over her sexy professor. Betrayal choked her. The old lady had set her up. Had he been in on the joke? Furious tears burned her eyes.

      Maybe the fantastic old house would suddenly break apart and bury her in rubble. She’d rather die than face him again.

      He gave a low whistle. “Hello, gorgeous.”

      Her brain skittered with panic, her sudden intake of breath echoing beneath the porch. Great, just great. He was staring at her ass. Heat flared beneath her jeans as if he’d smacked her. Again.

      Maybe he won’t remember me.

      Her heart clenched in agony.

      “The Fix-It Lady has accepted my offer. Rae Lynn, come on out and meet my grandson.”

      Wait a minute, meet? So maybe Miss Belle didn’t know the whole sordid truth.

      “Rae?”

      The sudden intensity of his voice rocked her with panic. She scrambled deeper beneath the porch. He caught her foot, his powerful hands shackling her leg. She kicked back with her other foot, catching him solidly with her boot. Hopefully in the head.

      He grunted but didn’t let go. Weight trapped her lower body, his arms snaking around her legs, hauling her back. She grabbed at the footing, missed, dug in the soft soil for a root, anything to slow him.

      Miss Belle shrieked. If she’d carried a parasol, the old lady would be beating him over the head with it. “What are you doing? Let go of her this minute, Verrill Connagher! Don’t you know how to treat a lady?”

      Grappled inch by inch backwards into the open, Rae wanted to die.

      He flipped her over, his hands locked on her waist. One more tug and—

      “Rae!”

      Blinded by the afternoon sun, she swung her fist at his head, grateful she couldn’t see. She didn’t want to see the face she’d daydreamed about all these years. Those incredible baby blues, changing with his mood from steel gray to brilliant sapphire. One look from those eyes and she’d be lost all over again.

      Her heart pounded, her skull split open, her mouth dried like an old bone. She bucked and fought, trying to kick him again.

      Don’t touch him. Don’t melt into his arms and burst into tears and wail that I wish—

      Pinning her hands on either side of her head, he leaned down over her to block the sun. She squeezed her eyes shut and averted her face. She strained in vain, knowing he was too strong, always too strong, as strong as she remembered.

      “Stop it,” he said gruffly, his voice tight. Anger? Or pain? Had he missed her? Why did the weight of his body against hers have to feel so damned good? “Are you hurt?”

      She laughed, wincing at the ragged edge of pain and regret in her voice. “Get off me, Dr. Connagher.”

      “I take it you two know each other?” Miss Belle sniffed loudly. “Honestly, Verrill, do as she says and get up. You can’t scare her off with your intimidation tactics—she’s the best contractor around!”

      “Look at me,” he whispered fiercely, lowering his face within inches of hers. Steel-clad velvet, his voice reached into her chest and tugged on her heart.

      His panting breath was hot and moist on her cheek, the leathered musk of his cologne achingly familiar. The heat of his body burned into hers, driving her into the ground, and she felt her muscles softening. She arched against him helplessly, but not to escape. Not this time.

      So weak, so miserably weak. She braced herself to bear the intensity of his gaze, the force of his will. I can tell him no. I’ve learned that much in five years. Haven’t I?

      Slowly, she turned her head and opened her eyes.

      All hard angles and shadows, his face had aged, lined and worn but better for that aging. Like fine whiskey and Sean Connery, he merely got better, more distinctive and impressive over the years. His Oxford white shirt had a dirty boot print over his heart. Ironic, that.

      Staring into his eyes, she felt her throat constrict with tears, her eyes filling. No, no, she wouldn’t cry. Not here. Not now.

      The chips of ice glittering in his eyes thawed at whatever he saw in her gaze, but he held her pinned beneath him. “Don’t run out on me again.”

      She nodded jerkily. He knew she wouldn’t refuse him. She couldn’t. That’s why she’d run the first time. Evidently she hadn’t learned a damned thing.

      Immediately, he climbed to his feet and offered her a hand up. Belying the burning fierceness of his gaze, he said lightly, “Rae was a student of mine five years ago.”

      “Oh!” Miss Belle clapped her hands, grinning ear to ear. “So you’re the one he spoke of so often. Fabulous. What a coincidence. I hope he gave you an A, Rae Lynn.”

      Heat seared her face. Oh, he gave her an A all right.

      Talking about coincidence… Suspicious, she glared at the innocent little old lady.

      With a breezy smile, Miss Belle flounced back toward the rear of the house. “I’ll see you for dinner, dear.”

      “Oh no you won’t,” Rae retorted, her stomach twisting into knots. “I’m not coming back.” Not if he’s here.

      Turning slowly to look over her shoulder, Miss Belle arched a brow at her beneath the broad brim of her big straw hat. That look would have scared General Sherman away from Atlanta. “You gave your word, Rae Lynn. You accepted my offer, signed our contract, and I don’t tolerate fools or liars. Besides, remember your slogan.”

      With that, Miss Belle disappeared down the trail skipping like a little girl.

      Fix It Right.

      Clenching her teeth, Rae shook her head. It was too late to make it right with Conn.

      Five years too late.
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      Without meeting Conn’s gaze, Rae turned around and headed for her truck.

      Muttering, he strode after her. “You promised not to run out on me again.”

      “I’m not running.” Yet she didn’t pause her hasty retreat to her truck. She didn’t even drool over his black Mustang parked in the driveway.

      “Rae, please talk to me. Where have you been? What happened to you?”

      “I left you a message,” she said faintly. Almost to the truck. If she didn’t look at him, she might make her escape. She patted her front pockets, trying to remember where she’d stuck her keys. Her back pocket, right, nope, left. Shit. What if they’d fallen out beneath the porch? She’d have to hotwire the truck because she was so not staying here for this conversation.

      “One message, so choked with tears I couldn’t understand half of what you said. It’s been five years, Rae.”

      She reached out for the handle of her truck, but he seized her arm, dragging her around. Her gaze darted to the front seat, the dash, the ground, anywhere but his eyes.

      “Damn it, Rae, five years! Without a word!”

      “I wrote you!” She fumbled her left hand at the door handle, jerked it open, slamming her hip with the door. Trying to tug her arm out of his grasp without showing how panicked she was, she edged closer to escape.

      “When?” He tightened his grip on her arm and stepped closer, which allowed her to sidle closer to her truck.

      She backed toward the seat, still scanning for the keys. There, on the floorboard. She stretched down, hoping her sweaty arm might slide right out of his grip, but no such luck. “I e-mailed you.”

      Which was true. But she also knew beyond a shadow of a doubt that he never read his e-mail.

      “The Internet is the bane of my existence.”

      Despite the frustration and hurt ringing between them, she had to smile. He’d said that often in class, cursing the loss of formal letters and communication written intelligently and politely. He believed letter writing was a lost art. She certainly wouldn’t tell him about the stacks of letters she’d written to him over the years and never mailed.

      With a quick yank, she finally slid free, dove for the keys and climbed into the seat. Conn wedged his shoulders inside so she couldn’t slam the door on him. Ignoring him, she started the truck.

      “Are you even going to look at me?”

      “I can’t,” she whispered, staring at her white-knuckled hands on the steering wheel.

      “Why not?” He slowed his speech to that seductive Texas drawl that always curled her toes. “Truth, Rae. You promised to always tell me the truth.”

      She bit her lip, shaking her head. She couldn’t lie, but she didn’t have to say anything, either.

      “All right,” he sighed. Her shoulders sagged with relief. “But don’t think I’m letting you off the hook entirely. You’re going to tell me why you left one way or the other.”

      Staring straight ahead, eyes hot and burning, she whispered, “Let me go, Conn.”

      “Not on your life, darlin’.” He leaned in, bracing his forearm on the seat beside her. Her heart pounded so hard she swayed, dizzy. “Don’t let Miss Belle down. She needs someone to help her get this old barn into shape by her grand opening, and she obviously likes you. Don’t let our difficulties keep you from helping her.”

      “Do you live here?” She hated her fragile, shaky voice, but she didn’t dare take slow, deep breaths. Not with him so close. If she breathed deeply, she might catch a scent of his cologne. Just thinking about it made her mouth water.

      “No.” He brushed her cheek with the back of his fingers. Shuddering, she closed her eyes, fighting the answering surge of need pulsing through her body. “Take the job, Rae. I won’t interfere, but I do want to see you.” His fingers settled beneath her chin, slowly, inexorably forcing her to meet his gaze.

      A mountain fell on her chest, crushing her. She couldn’t breathe beneath the onslaught, the weight and agony of the memories. His hands, his voice, his eyes. Unforgettable.

      “I have just one question I need answered, and then I’ll let you go. All right?”

      She nodded, tensing for a fight. Too bad she’d climbed behind the steering wheel. She wouldn’t be able to get a good kick at him. I can slug him, though. She curled her right hand into a fist.

      The pad of his thumb slid over her lower lip and every muscle in her lower body clenched. Her fingers uncurled and the urge to punch him melted away. Oh God, not a kiss. How could she fight the very thing she’d dreamed about for five years? She had the insane thought that a single kiss would irreparably seal her to him forever. That she’d never be free of the desire she felt for him, no matter how much heartache he caused her.

      No matter how much he hurt her again.

      He leaned toward her, his lips parting slightly.

      She flinched back as far as the seat let her, merely an inch or two. But it was enough. His face closed down, grooves lined his grim, flat mouth, his shoulders and head drooped, and his eyes shadowed with defeat.

      A small sound escaped her mouth, startling her. Disappointment. Regret. She wasn’t sure. Five years ago he hadn’t kissed her, not really. Now, he’d never kiss her. She’d never know the mastery in his mouth, the texture of his lips, the stroke of his tongue.

      His head whipped up and his gaze locked on her. His eyes slowly heated, his mouth curling. Now he leaned back toward her slowly with smug certainty, holding her gaze. A switch flipped in him, in her, smoldering from his eyes to her body. “Do you want to find out what I taste like?”

      Damn it all to hell, he was arrogant and demanding and she’d never wanted anything more in her entire life than his mouth on hers, right here, right now. Her heart pounded a staccato beat inside her head. Despite the bitter history that lay between them like a wasteland, she still wanted him. Idiot. She croaked out, “Is that your question?”

      Heavy lidded, his gaze settled on her mouth. “No. You already answered the first question.”

      Hovering over her mouth, he reached across her. Her body jerked alive, tingling and trembling at the hope of his hands. Instead, he snagged something from the seat and brought it up where she could see it. Her business card.

      “I’ve been dreaming about how good you’ll taste for five years, darlin’.” He flicked the card and slid it into his shirt pocket. “Go home, wherever that is. Think about how good I’ll taste. Then come back to Beulah Land tonight and help Miss Belle. I—” He stepped back and shut the door for her. “—Will call you this time.”

      Daddy’s beat-up truck didn’t have air conditioning, so the windows were rolled down. Staring at Conn, it was all she could do to put the truck in gear and drive away. But she did. She had to.

      Self preservation. She’d learned that lesson from him first and from her ex-husband second. The driveway curved in front of the house, past the grand if peeling front porch. Miss Belle waved a piece of paper as she drove by. “Dinner’s at six o’clock, dear. Wear a dress!”

      Rae groaned out loud. It was the damned contract she’d signed. Why, oh, why hadn’t she said no?

      

      Conn had never expected to find the student who’d given him a failing grade on the greatest test of his life crawling beneath Miss Belle’s porch. For years, he’d tormented himself about what happened to Rae after that day in his office, so he was fully prepared for the heavy flood of agonizing guilt.

      Yet as soon as he’d seen her, the brutal battle to maintain his self control resumed with a vengeance. Letting her drive away was the hardest thing he’d ever done in his life, with not kissing her senseless in that dusty old truck a close second. Perhaps it’d been a blessing after all when she’d disappeared. He’d already done enough damage.

      His stomach churned with burning shame. She should have kicked him a lot lower than in the chest when he’d dragged her out from beneath the porch. In fact, he should have lain down on the ground and let her stomp him into a bloody pulp instead of scaring her off yet again.

      Standing on the porch with that knowing look that always said his grandma knew exactly what mishaps he’d gotten himself into, Miss Belle arched a brow at him. “She suits you. Strong enough to challenge you yet fragile enough to make you work at tenderness, she has a quiet, natural beauty.”

      Hell, there wasn’t a single thing quiet about Rae Jackson. From her long brown hair gently curling down her back to her big, dark, solemn eyes that windowed the sweetest, most honest soul in the world to her rounded curves framed in jeans, she made him crazy enough to howl at the moon and snarl at anybody who dared look at her. All right, so maybe she was the quiet one and he was the noisy bastard. He’d change that once he got her into his bed.

      Ah, but the acid churned even harder, burning a hole in his gut. She’d never trust him enough to come to his bed. Not after what he’d done. Every semester he’d walked into class after class, hoping to see Rae sitting behind a desk. Another year, another regret, another heartache. “How’d you find her?”

      “Never you mind. What did you do to scare her away for so long?”

      His jaws ached and he clenched his hands into fists at his sides. He’d been a damned fool, that’s what. He’d pushed Rae too hard, too fast, like an eager college boy and not a man ten years older and well used to controlling himself. A semester of polite and proper flirting had taken its toll and that last day…

      That day played in his mind every damned night.

      Miss Belle tsked. “The better question, then: Are you going to do it again?”

      “No, ma’am.” His voice came out as raw and rough as gravel. Grimly, he blocked the vision of Rae bound to his bed and spread out for his attention. Slow. Safe. Gentle. If dominance and submission play terrified her, he’d do missionary the rest of his life and die a happy man. “I won’t hurt her again.”

      “Do I have your word on that?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      Miss Belle smiled and he suddenly felt a great deal of sympathy for Rae. She had no idea what she’d gotten herself into by agreeing to work for his formidable grandmother. After all, he’d learned from the best.

      “If you hurt my property manager again, then Colonel Healy will haunt you instead of me.”

      Conn laughed, shaking his head. Some days Miss Belle really did seem senile—after all, she was nearly ninety years old—but he’d decided a long time ago to play along. Who knew? Maybe the dead Colonel really did talk to her. Or maybe she was just as wickedly clever as always. “Has Grandpa’s ghost been tormenting you again?”

      “Not a day goes by that man doesn’t stick his nose into my life despite being dead half a dozen years now.” Miss Belle huffed and whirled about in a cloud of pink fluff. “Dress up for dinner tonight.”

      His heart leaped, but he tempered that hope with caution and regret. With his control wrecked all to hell, the last thing he wanted to do was scare Rae again. “Do you think she’ll actually come back?”

      Miss Belle replied over her shoulder, “Colonel Healy says you can bet your life on it. Oh, he also suggests reciting poetry.”

      Poetry? Well, after all, it had been a Romantic Period class that had first brought Rae to him. If he remembered correctly, she’d always been partial to Lord Byron. Perhaps—

      Popping her head back out the door, Miss Belle whispered conspiratorially, “Not for her, silly, for you. Poetry will help keep your mind off her unmentionables.” With a wink, she disappeared into the house.

      If that was the case, he’d better start with the first canto of Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage, for it was going to be a very long night.
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        Dear Dr. Connagher:

        Months have gone by. The fall semester has started. Did you walk into class hoping to see my last-minute registration? Or were you relieved not to see me sitting there in that white mini-skirt you hated so much? Do you miss me barging into your weekly office hours, tongue-tied, naïve, and hoping you’ll shut and lock your door again?

        Daddy is doing better every day, but we’ve accepted the fact that he’s never getting out of that wheelchair. When he was electrocuted, the surge of power shorted out parts of his brain. As well as losing a hand and foot, he’s broken inside, where he can never be fixed.

        I’m trying to get over you. I’m lonely, and it’s been so long since I saw you. Since I sat in your class listening to your incredibly sexy voice reading Shelley and Byron. Since I came to your office every week to soak you up like a greedy sponge.

        I’m dating someone, Daddy’s assistant. I’ve known him for years. He’s safe, Conn. I need safety right now.

        But why do I feel so guilty, as though I’m betraying you? You made me promise to always tell you the truth, no matter how terrible and frightening.

        Well, here’s the whole, ugly truth. You shorted me out on your desk that day. I’m in an emotional wheelchair because of you, Conn, and I’m afraid I’m ruined for any kind of relationship ever again. I’m broken, deep inside, where I can never be fixed.

        Except possibly by you.

        Why am I still writing you? Honestly? Because I have no one else to talk to. What, do you think I could just walk up to Daddy and say, “The last day of school, my English professor bent me over his desk, spanked me, and gave me the best orgasm of my life. And then he gave me an A.”

        That’s unfair, I know. You were so terribly careful to make sure my grade was determined by an unbiased third party who had no idea what happened in your office that day. You never gave me the A.

        You gave me a whole different test, didn’t you?

        Truth? I’d let you do it again. Sometimes I want you to do it again so badly I can’t breathe, I can’t think, for needing you. And that scares me more than anything.

        ~ Rae

        

      [image: ]
* * *

      Stepping out on the back porch, Rae quietly shut the door behind her in case Daddy was sleeping. He loved to spend as much time outside as possible in the summer, soaking in the heat. Soon it’d been too cold for him outside, and he’d be imprisoned in the house, dying a little faster each day.

      He turned his head, smiling crookedly, his mouth working hard to say a single word. “Rae.”

      Nobody outside of the family probably would have understood him. Smiling, she hugged him, inwardly crying at his slight body and paper-thin skin. He was so frail, so unlike the Daddy she’d known up until five years ago.

      “Hello, Daddy.” She sat in the rocking chair beside him, holding his hand.

      They sat quietly for awhile, just staring out over the rolling green hills. Fields crisscrossed the horizon like a patchwork quilt of green, yellow, and brown tilled dirt. The neighbor’s horses neighed, whickering back and forth, and somebody’s dog barked.

      “I got a great job offer today.”

      He patted her hand, making low questioning noises.

      Even though she tried to project enthusiasm, she hadn’t fooled him. Fighting back tears, she tried to decide how much to tell him. Maybe if she’d told him her problems five years ago, she wouldn’t have made so many terrible mistakes.

      “Do you remember when I came home from Drury?”

      Daddy nodded, his brown eyes locked on her. At one time, that stern gaze had been enough to curb any disobedience she might think to toss back as an unruly teen. Even crippled, shrunken, and mute in a wheelchair, he projected that same authority.

      “I—I’d met someone. But I was…scared.” Her voice broke, but she kept up the slow, steady rocking. “He was ten years older than me, my English professor, and he was just about as intimidating as you.”

      Daddy laughed, she thought, patting her hand. His brown eyes twinkled.

      “I left Drury not sure I’d go back to see him.”

      Sudden agitation trembled through him, and she jerked her gaze back to his.

      “No, no, Daddy, don’t even think it. I wasn’t sure I’d go back to him even before your accident. I was too much of a coward to face him again. Staying home to help you and Mom was simply my excuse to stay gone. Then Richard—”

      Daddy’s face hardened, his eyes narrowing. Concentrating hard, he forced one word out. “Dick.”

      Rae choked back a laugh. “Yeah, he was. I shouldn’t have married him. You tried to tell me, didn’t you? But I was still running from Conn. I was still afraid, and I thought Richard would be safer. I thought I was protecting myself from a man that scared me spitless.”

      Dropping her gaze, she whispered, “I ran into Conn today.”

      Her free hand trembled in her lap, and she clenched her fingers into a fist to hide it. Daddy squeezed her other hand, making another low, soothing noise.

      “I’m still scared.” She blinked back tears. “He has the power to tear me down to nothing if I let him.” Remembering the ferocity of his steel blue eyes locked on her mouth, she knew he also had the power to rock her world like none other. “You taught me not to be a coward, but I ran from him because I was scared. You taught me not to be a quitter, but I divorced Richard.”

      She took a deep, shuddering breath. “I’ve messed up everything, Daddy. This job opportunity is a dream come true, a miracle, but it puts me in contact with Conn. It puts me under his thumb, since it’s working for his grandmother. I’ll have to see him, deal with him, answer his questions about why I left, and I’m still a coward.”

      Daddy made a sharp noise, leaning toward her, tugging on her hand until she looked into his eyes. Again, it took concentration for his shorted-out brain to form words that she could understand. “Fix. It.”

      Tears streamed down her cheeks. His motto as a general contractor had inspired hers.

      If it ain’t broke, don’t fix it; if it is broke, fix it right the first time.

      “How? How do I fix five years? I ran, and then I married someone else. Conn has no idea.” She choked and closed her eyes. There were some things she just couldn’t bear to tell anyone. Things that he would want—demand—from her, and she’d give, helplessly. The memory of their last day together in his office stung and heated at the same time.

      “Make. Right.”

      Yeah, easier said than done. This was her chance to make it right with Conn after destroying everything five years ago. Nodding, she brushed her tears away. “You’re right, Daddy, as always.”

      She rocked in silence for awhile. Glancing over at him, she noticed he was drifting into sleep. Quietly, she stopped her chair and rose to gently set his hand on his stomach. He looked so small and frail. She didn’t need the doctors to tell her he was slowly slipping away. “I love you, Daddy.”

      He stirred, a soft smile on his face. One eye peeked open. “Love Conn?”

      Crafty as a fox, as usual. Despite her anxiety about dealing with Conn, she laughed shakily and nodded. “Too much, I think. Even now.”

      “Go.”

      Swallowing hard, Rae leaned down and kissed his cheek. “I’m going. I’ll call Mom every day to see how you are.”

      “Fine.” Frustration flickered across his face. He wanted to tell her to live her life, leave him be. Once the strongest man she’d ever known, he hated to be so dependent on others.

      “I know, Daddy, I know. The Fix-It Lady is on the job now.”

      God help her.

      

      Packing took her back five years ago to when she’d stared at the piles on her bed and cried, trying to decide whether to return to Conn or not. Ultimately, she’d decided not to return to campus.

      Now, the piles of clothes were different. No flirty mini-skirts and low-cut, tight shirts, fashionable girly clothes. She’d outgrown such silly outfits a long time ago. Truth be told, she’d never cared much for them, but when one was at college, one dressed the part. Or so she’d thought.

      She had a tall stack of jeans and tee shirts, a few long-sleeved denim and flannel shirts, a pile of plain everyday underwear and socks, all sensible working clothes.

      Yet not suitable for a fix-it mission with the sexiest man she’d ever known.

      Her closet wasn’t much better, containing only several boring church dresses and a few blouses and skirts that looked like they belonged in her mother’s closet. She hated to shop, and it showed.

      Gritting her teeth, she selected a few of her nicest church dresses and tossed them on the bed. If the last five years had taught her anything at all, it was that she couldn’t pretend to be anything but herself and expect to pull it off for long. She might be able to fool herself a month or two, but the truth would shine through eventually.

      If the dresses were nice enough for church, they’d be nice enough for Miss Belle’s dinners. Even though her feminine side longed for some kind of slinky black evening dress to bring Conn panting to her side.

      In the far back of her closet, she found a section of clothing she’d forgotten. In the months after returning home from college when she’d still had Conn on her mind and Richard hadn’t stepped into the picture yet, she’d bought several outfits. One was a long burgundy velveteen skirt, loose, flowing, and stitched with ribbons like a crazy quilt in loops, daisies, and chains. Matched with a frilly, gauzy white blouse, she’d felt like a grown up lady and not an awkward college kid. Richard had hated the outfit, and so she’d stuck it in the back, never to see the light of day again.

      Rae tossed the velveteen skirt on her bed and stuffed the staid church dresses back in the closet. To find a pair of dress shoes, she had to get down on her hands and knees and crawl clear to the back of the closet where she found black patent leather flats. And then she dragged out something else.

      What a dark memory for such a small piece of clothing.

      The simple white cotton mini-skirt in her hand brought that last day of college roaring back. She’d worn it the very last time she’d gone to Dr. Connagher’s office. She’d known he hated the skirt and wore it anyway just to bait him. She might as well have grabbed a tiger by the tail. No wonder she’d tossed it on the floor in the utter depths of her closet.

      She sat on her bed, staring at the skirt in her hand and the useless clothes left in the closet, each a piece of her life, a testament to the storm of changes she’d endured the past five years. She could see the ravages of time and heartache and maturity in those clothes. Leaving the college girl behind; marrying the wrong man; changing herself to try and make him the right man.

      Aching for the first man she’d loved—and lost—so much that she wanted to die.

      Wiping her cheeks, she got up and packed her suitcase. Of course, she grabbed the poetry books she’d kept all these years from Conn’s class and her beat-up college laptop with the journal of letter after letter to him over the last five years that she’d never mailed.

      If only she could write the turmoil of hope and terror, dread and need, pain and desire out of her system. Then maybe she wouldn’t crumple into a needy mess as soon as he touched her. To remind herself of those days, she tossed the white mini-skirt in her suitcase. Then she hugged Daddy and Mom, climbed into her truck, and drove to Beulah Land.

      Wondering all the way what he’d taste like when he kissed her.
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        Dear Dr. Connagher:

        I’m getting married tomorrow. Everyone keeps asking me if I’m excited, and I try to be. I care for Richard. I do.

        But he’s not you. And I can’t have you, can I? I lost you a year ago. A year without any phone call or e-mail from you. I’m not that hard to find. But then again, neither are you, Professor. I saw on the Drury website that you’ve been tenured and were voted most popular teacher in the entire Arts Department. That doesn’t surprise me at all.

        Lord knows I loved you.

        So you might wonder why I told this man yes and not you. Quite honestly, he doesn’t scare me like you did. You looked at me without saying a word and I felt the weight of your will pressing on me. I felt a surge of desperate need to do exactly what you wanted, just to see you smile. Walk across broken glass? Sure. Give up everything I am? Okay. Just touch me, hold me, call me darlin’ in that smooth Texas drawl, and I’m yours, heart and soul.

        Richard doesn’t have that kind of will. He’s safe in a way you never would be.

        It’s hard to tell since Daddy doesn’t talk real well, but I get the impression that he’s not too thrilled about my choice. Odd, considering Richard’s been his assistant for years. I thought he’d approve, but he looks at me and I can hear him repeating his favorite sayings and shaking his head.

        If it ain’t broke, don’t fix it; if it is broke, fix it right the first time.

        That first time would be you, Conn. The first time I loved somebody so much I wanted to die. How can I fix that? How can I make it right between us? I can’t. You crossed a line I didn’t even know existed, and I went, simply because you asked. There’s broke, and there’s broken.

        You and me, well, we ain’t so easy to fix, are we.

        But here’s a little secret just for you, Conn. I’m afraid maybe someday I’ll hate Richard because he’s not you. I think I’ll hate every man who’s not you.

        ~ Rae

        

      [image: ]
* * *

      Smoothing her burgundy skirt one last time, Rae stepped into the formal dining room, and froze as Conn slowly rose from the table, his gaze locked on her.

      He was here.

      When she’d returned to Beulah Land, she’d been relieved that his car was gone. She’d hoped to have some time to stabilize herself before seeing him again. Now, all those thoughts and preparations flew out of her head. Her tongue plastered to the roof of her mouth, her heart squeezing at the brilliance of his eyes, now sapphire thanks to the deep blue dress shirt.

      Dressed in a navy suit and tie, he came around the table. Shock punched her in the stomach like a fist. As his student five years ago, she’d never seen him dressed up. His professor garb had always been casual: jeans, long-sleeved shirts rolled up, no tie, boots.

      Oh my.

      If he’d come to class looking like this, she’d never have made it all the way to his final without antagonizing him out of his careful professor role. Every instinct urged flight—or full frontal attack—but she stood her ground. She’d given her word not to run again.

      His mouth quirked slightly, as though he knew the battle she fought not to turn around and leave as quickly as possible. Could he tell she was just as tempted to launch herself into his arms?

      Taking her clenched hand, he bent, holding her gaze, and brushed his mouth against her knuckles. “‘Ah! Mayst thou ever be what now thou art,/ Nor unbeseem the promise of thy spring.’ Welcome to Beulah Land, Rae.”

      Every muscle in her body seized, locked down, shaking with need. Feeling his mouth on her skin, she suddenly remembered how close he’d come to kissing her earlier. Damn it, now she couldn’t stop staring at his lips.

      “Come sit down, dear,” Miss Belle said from the head of the table. “I’m so pleased to have you here.”

      Knees shaking, Rae let him lead her to her chair and sat down. Conn returned to his seat across from her with her hot, hungry gaze gobbling him up.

      Which was very embarrassing, especially when Rae caught the knowing look on the old lady’s face. She practically beamed. “Is your room satisfactory?”

      “The room is lovely, thank you. Dinner smells delicious. Did you cook it, Miss Belle?”

      Conn choked back laughter. “Whatever you do, Rae, never, under threat of death, should you taste Miss Belle’s cooking.”

      His grandmother snapped her napkin open with a huff and spread it on her lap. “I haven’t killed anybody yet.”

      “What about the time you mixed up the salt and sugar in the cookies?”

      “Balderdash,” she sniffed. “That’s a very common accident. You certainly didn’t die.”

      “Okay,” Conn drawled, winking at Rae. “How about when you scorched the corn meal mush and made me eat it anyway?”

      “You didn’t die then, either.”

      “But you certainly didn’t eat it once you took a bite, did you? Oh, and the best was when you gave our entire family food poisoning at Thanksgiving. Talk about a killer turkey.”

      Miss Belle humphed loudly. “Samantha, we’re ready for service!”

      “Yes, ma’am!” a woman called from the kitchen. “I’ll be right out.”

      The door swung open and a woman rushed over to set a tray of freshly baked bread and a pitcher of tea on the table beside Miss Belle. Studying the cook, Rae was surprised. She had a preconceived notion of an Aunt Bea bustling around the kitchen, not this warm, attractive woman just a few years older than her.

      “Samantha, this is my new property manager, Rae Lynn. She’ll be with us for every meal from now on.”

      A flush of pride blazed across Rae’s cheeks and she wanted to grin like an idiot. Property manager had a very nice ring to it. “Pleased to meet you, Samantha. Everything smells incredible.”

      Smiling, Samantha headed back for the kitchen. “Why, thank you, Rae Lynn. I hope you love good southern cooking. Tonight’s fried chicken, mashed potatoes and gravy.”

      Taking a drink of his tea, Conn sighed happily. “And lots of sweet tea.”

      Rae smiled at the bliss on his face. Catching her silent laughter, he arched a brow at her and shrugged good-naturedly.

      Miss Belle leaned over to loudly whisper, “Conn has the biggest sweet tooth this side of Texas.”

      Slowly raising his glass to his mouth, he gave Rae that smoldering sexy look that should be illegal. “The sweeter the better.”

      Yanking her gaze away, she stared at the stack of homemade bread and her mouth watered. Warm, yeasty wheat filled the air, making her stomach growl so loudly Rae blushed.

      “Conn, will you say grace, please?”

      Miss Belle took Rae’s left hand and his right. He slid his hand across the table toward her, palm up. Pulse slamming in her throat, she met him halfway. His fingers curled around hers, his palm big and strong, swallowing her hand. Exactly how she always felt with him. Swallowed. Overwhelmed.

      “Dear Lord, thank you for this food we are about to receive. Bless every single person in this house.” His fingers tightened on her hand. “Thank you for protecting Rae all these years and bringing her safely to us. Amen.”

      Her eyes burned. Had he been praying for her? Thinking of her? She met his solemn gaze, still holding his hand. Clenching her mouth shut, she fought not to blurt out everything that had happened, the apologies and excuses and entreaties jumping around in her mind. She longed to tell him every truth she’d learned about herself and the many mistakes she’d made. Or would that only drive him away?

      “Try this, Rae Lynn.” Miss Belle offered a slice of bread slathered with pale, creamy butter. “Samantha’s rustic country bread and fresh-churned butter from our local dairy.”

      Slipping her hand from his reluctantly, Rae took a bite and her eyes closed in bliss.

      Conn chuckled. “Wait until you taste Samantha’s hot-out-of-the-oven blueberry muffins for breakfast. Or her blackberry cobbler.”

      “Does she live here, too?”

      “Oh, no,” Miss Belle replied. “She has two children and a rather obnoxious husband. They live in town. Right now, she’s just working part time, trying out new recipes and such until we settle on the right menu. I’m afraid we might have issues with her husband the closer we get to the grand opening.” Leaning toward Rae and keeping a careful eye on the door, she whispered, “He’s a bit abusive, I think, but she never says anything. He’s also very controlling and doesn’t like letting her work out of the house.”

      A flash of rage made Rae tighten her fingers, crushing the soft dough. She knew that sort of man all too well. Deliberately, she concentrated on her slice of bread, refusing to meet Conn’s gaze. Would he be as big a jerk? Controlling every move? Demanding to know everywhere his little woman went?

      “I like control, Rae.”

      His words from five years ago mocked her. She was a fool to think she could ever adjust to his sort of demands.

      “Do you want me to speak to him?” Conn asked. Rae wanted to roll her eyes. Yeah, one control freak to another, he’d probably congratulate him. “Samantha deserves a chance to start her own career. I simply can’t believe her husband would knowingly force her to give up her dreams.”

      “Lots of husbands would disagree with you.” She regretted the words as soon as they came out of her mouth. Flickering her gaze up, she winced at the intensity of his piercing eyes.

      “Do you speak from personal experience?”

      Perhaps it would be best to get his reaction to her marriage and subsequent divorce with witnesses where he wouldn’t be able to put his hands on her. “My very ex-husband was the same kind of jerk.”

      Conn’s eyes narrowed, grooves deepening between his eyes and around his mouth. “How long were you married?”

      “Nearly three years.” The incredible bread turned to sawdust in her mouth and she nearly choked. “He was the second biggest mistake I ever made.”

      His harsh bark of laughter made her flinch. “And I was your first, right?”

      “No,” she whispered, fighting not to cry. She stared down at the table, memorizing the swirls in the lacy cloth. “My worst mistake was leaving you.”

      Oh, God, she couldn’t believe she’d said it. Not so openly to him, in front of his grandmother. He’d always had that effect on her, though. She’d blurt out answers in class, too, any answer at all, because she couldn’t bear to let him down.

      The silence was unbearable. She wanted to squirm. She wanted to jump up and flee the room. She didn’t dare look up at his or his grandmother’s reaction. Her heart thudded painfully, her stomach clenching uneasily on the bread. She reached out for her glass and her fingers trembled so badly she sloshed tea on the pristine tablecloth.

      She’d never seen him angry. Would he yell and rage, punch the wall, call her names, all things her ex-husband had done and worse? Or would Conn punish her with silence? She’d never had much of a will when it came to him.

      His chair scooted out from the table, the squeak of wood against wood loud in the silence. “Miss Belle, if you’ll excuse us for a few minutes, Rae and I need to have a quick private discussion.”
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      Married.

      His Rae had married someone else. Another man had held her, touched her, made love to her for three fucking years and yeah, jealousy blinded him in a thick haze of red.

      But the fear shimmering in her eyes pissed him the hell off.

      What kind of man did she think he was? For five years, he’d been beating himself up for scaring her, afraid maybe he’d done serious damage to her psyche, and the whole time, she’d been with another man. He’d never once contemplated laying a hand on her in anger. Never. He’d sooner take down the claymore displayed on the wall above his sofa and gut himself before he’d ever abuse her.

      If she seriously thought he could ever hurt her like that, then he didn’t have a snowball’s chance in hell of regaining her trust.

      Like a rabbit frozen by headlights, she watched him come around the table at her. He damned near ground his teeth to dust, but he moved slowly and didn’t say a word as he pulled her chair away from the table.

      He wanted to yank her into his arms and hold her to his heart and swear with his last dying breath that he’d never ever hurt her again. And then he’d kiss her until she knew it, until she believed it in her heart and could trust him without a single doubt.

      He despised that fear in her eyes. Fear he’d put there himself. He deserved whatever punishment she meted out and if he had to crawl on his belly over broken glass for years before she ever let him touch her, then by God, that’s what he’d do.

      For now, he simply held the door to the back porch open for her and silently indicated the dirt path leading down to the gazebo.

      Early autumn scents of fresh mown hay and leaves filled his nose. The evening air was crisp but not so chilly that she’d need a coat. He could always give her his suit jacket. Bitterly, he jammed his hand through his hair and paced the circular floorboards. Gallant gestures would never be enough to bridge her fear.

      It was too late. Perhaps it’d always been too late.

      Sitting on the bench and staring down at her small hands clenched in her lap, she looked achingly young, as innocent and fresh as the first day he’d seen her in his classroom. That prim, frilly white blouse should have made her look like an old maid, but instead enhanced her delectable body. They’d lost so many years because of one lousy mistake.

      He must have made some small sound, a breath of remorse, for her gaze slowly rose to his. His heart lurched. Colonel Healy’s ghost could have materialized right beside her in full dress uniform jingling with all his service medals, and Conn wouldn’t have noticed. He was too busy losing himself in her eyes.

      Deep and soulful, her eyes had been the first thing he’d noticed when the shy, unknown student raised her hand during roll call in his class five years ago. His Romantic Period class was senior-level English, so he’d expected to know every single one of his students. Gleefully, he’d prepared to strike terror into the heart of this new student with his rigid classroom structure and demanding syllabus.

      Instead, she’d struck him deaf and mute, then, too, drowning him with her eyes and the clear, sweet, pure glimpse of her heart. Nobody had eyes like hers. All the clichéd phrases of verse over the centuries dedicated to a woman’s eyes were proven in her gaze. Starry climes were just the beginning of what he’d sensed that day.

      Here was a woman who’d never be able to lie to him, to anyone, because her eyes would betray her. He saw her shyness, the undeniable attraction she felt toward him, and the subtle siren call of a natural, thoroughly untrained submissive. From that first moment, he’d wanted to make her his. He’d wanted to be the one to show her how he’d treasure and love her with his control.

      And then he’d stupidly ruined it all by losing that control he’d been so proud of.

      What he saw in her eyes now shook him to the core. Fear and even longing he expected, but not guilt. Not from her. She was innocent in this whole mess. Anger dissolving, he quoted softly, “‘Oh! Let that eye, which, wild as the gazelle’s,/ Now brightly bold or beautifully shy,/ Wins as it wanders, dazzles where it dwells.’”

      “Sounds like Byron,” she whispered hesitantly.

      “Very good, Miss Jackson.” He sighed heavily. He had no idea what her married name was. Married. The thought still made him sick at heart. Mine, she could have been mine. Should have been mine. “I’m sorry. What’s your new name?”

      She twitched with surprise, which almost made him smile. She hadn’t expected him to apologize. “After the divorce, I went back to Jackson.”

      He gave a small nod. “I’m sorry for my reaction. I had a ridiculous preconceived notion that you’d been pining for me all this time, pure and aloof, and certainly not married to someone else.”

      Her chin inched up and her eyes flashed, spirited but still heavily laced with guilt, which hadn’t been his intention. “We never had any commitments. I never—”

      “You’re absolutely right,” he broke in gently. “We didn’t have a formal agreement. It just takes some adjustment in my mind to reconcile you with another man. What was he like?”

      She shifted uneasily, her gaze dropping back to her hands. He waited, not pushing, but letting the weight of his silence drive her to give him the answers he needed. Had that one moment in his office shaken her so utterly that she couldn’t trust any man at all?

      “We obviously didn’t get along very well because we divorced,” she finally answered. “I shouldn’t have married him. I don’t want to talk about him.  Not with you.”

      Ah, but that’s exactly what he needed the most, because something wasn’t adding up in his head. Her fear caused by his initial anger worried him. He’d seen only desire and shyness in her eyes tonight, before he’d found out she’d been married. Dread tightened his throat, but he fought for calmness in his voice. “Did you fight often?”

      “At the end. He…didn’t treat me very well.” She forced a laugh, shrugging, and it broke his heart. He didn’t even know who the bastard was, but he’d break him with his bare hands if he ever ran into him. So many hurts and sorrows darkened her eyes that she tried to hide. “Daddy tried to tell me it was a mistake to marry him. He was right. I knew it was a mistake the day I married him, but…”

      Slowly, he sat down on the bench, not too closely. She didn’t flinch away, which he took as a good sign. He stretched his arm out on the railing and traced the whorls in the wood with his fingers, when what he really wanted to do was feel the softness of her skin in the moonlight.

      “I’d lost you, and I was so lonely.” Her voice was fragile, so low and soft he strained to hear. “By then, I figured you weren’t ever riding up on your white horse and it was too late for me to call you. I thought it’d help if I moved on with my life. I was wrong.”

      Her voice broke and he had to touch her. Gently, he grazed his fingers across her shoulder. Shuddering, she moved, not further away but closer, enough that he could smell the sweet vanilla scent of her hair.

      “Rae, darlin’, it was never too late.”

      She shook her head, her shoulders straining, but she eased closer. If he moved an inch, he’d be able to drape his arm across her back and hold her, but was that what she wanted? He dared not move too quickly.

      Anguished, he asked the questions tearing him up inside. “Did you really miss me? Did you need me? Did you think of me at all?”

      Long moments passed, his heartbeat loud in his head. Barely breathing, he waited for her answer.

      “Always.” Turning in a rush, she buried her face against his chest. “Oh, Conn, I missed you so much I wanted to die.”
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      Conn smelled as good as she remembered, only she’d never been wrapped in his arms like this. Careful and polite, he’d barely touched her that semester long ago until that very last day. She’d taken his final, turned her blue book in, and met him at his office, giddy, silly, and totally unprepared for the real Conn to peek out from behind his civilized professor veneer.

      Of course, it was the dangerous, sexy, demanding man who’d pinned her on top of his desk for a slow, seductive spanking that she’d dreamed about all these years. She didn’t realize she was crying until he stroked his fingers across her cheeks to brush the tears away.

      “Shhh, darlin’, don’t cry. Not a day went by that I didn’t miss you, wondering where you were, what you were doing, if you were all right. Can you ever forgive me?”

      “Me, forgive you?” Confused, Rae lifted her head enough to see his face. So somber and reserved, his brow heavily grooved. “I’m the one who ran away.”

      His eyes widened, one corner of his mouth quirking with startled amusement. “Did you forget what happened in my office?”

      “I didn’t forget.” She swallowed hard. She’d never been able to forget, no matter how hard she’d tried. A hot wave flooded down her face and neck. Embarrassment, yes, but more. He’d revealed something in herself no one had ever seen before. She’d buried it, denied it, married someone else to try and wipe away his memory, but she’d never forget the way Conn had made her feel. “Are you sorry you did it?”

      “I regret many things about that day. I should have made sure you understood what was happening. We should have talked and talked and talked some more before I ever attempted such a thing, so you didn’t feel pressured, unsure, or God forbid, afraid. I should have made sure you felt safe in every way and understood exactly how to tell me to stop. I’m sorry you were scared enough to run, but…”

      His voice lowered, his fingers tightening on her chin. His eyes locked on her, daring her to pull away or deny the truth. “You enjoyed it. You found pleasure in what I did.”

      She tried to answer, cleared her throat, and finally admitted the truth in a choked whisper. “Yes.”

      Slowly, he gave her a smile that curled her toes and wrapped a fist of molten steel around her heart. He stroked his fingers down her cheek, sending goose bumps racing down her arms. “I wanted to be the one to teach you, which is why I made that mistake of rushing you. You were just so innocent and sweet, I couldn’t resist. You would have let me do anything.”

      She squeezed her legs together, trying to quell the memory of his fingers sliding over her skin. Five years, and her body remembered every single moment. “I had no defenses against you.”

      “You never came back to college.” His voice cracked, tight and grim. Although his hands remained gentle, his body tensed against hers. “I was your professor, and I scared you away. You didn’t finish your degree, did you? My greatest fear, my shame all these years.”

      She shook her head. “It wasn’t your fault, honestly. Daddy was in a very bad accident the day I was supposed to come back to campus. He was electrocuted on a jobsite and nearly died. He lost a hand, a foot, and he’s unable to talk properly. With all his medical bills and physical therapy, I couldn’t come back to college, even if I’d wanted to.”

      “I’m sorry to hear about your daddy.” Some of the tension singing in Conn’s body eased. His hand continued to slowly move up and down her face, wandering lower to her jaws and neck. “If you’d wanted to. So you didn’t plan to come back even before the accident?”

      “I—”

      “Truth, Rae. I still hold you to that promise.”

      Her fingers wrapped tightly together in her lap. “I can’t lie anyway.”

      “Everybody lies, darlin’, even if only to themselves, but your eyes always tell me the truth. I just want you to admit it out loud. Were you coming back to me before your daddy’s accident?”

      “I don’t know. I didn’t have my car ready yet, I hadn’t packed up everything. I was…scared.”

      “Of me?”

      She nodded. “And of myself.”

      “So my first order of business is ensuring you’re not scared of me this time around, because I promise you, darlin’, it’s gonna be damned difficult letting you out of my sight again.”

      Despite his arms around her and some of their troubled past honestly discussed between them, she still tensed. She couldn’t help it. With too many demands, restrictions, and controls, he’d stifle her. She’d lose everything she’d gained the past year without her ex-husband all over again.

      “Shhh,” he whispered, smoothing his whole palm against her throat. “Not that way. Not until you’re ready.”

      “I don’t want to be ready. Not if you’re going to control everything I do. Not if I’m going to change to try and make you happy. I can’t go back to that.”

      “Is that how your dickhead of an ex-husband made you feel?”

      Laughter spluttered out of her throat before she could stop it. “Sorry, his name was Richard, and Daddy always called him—”

      “Dick.” Conn nodded, his fingers massaging her shoulder, his breath fanning her face. He wasn’t threatening or loud, but tension still hummed in him. “Is that how he made you feel?”

      Richard had made her feel like dog crap just about every single day. Remember how that felt, she told herself, firming her resolve. Never again will I let someone treat me like garbage. Not even Conn. “He was into control too.”

      Conn made a low humming murmur, soothing and arousing at the same time, his fingers still dancing lightly on her neck. “I don’t control that way, Rae. Another misunderstanding of youth and innocence between us.”

      “I’m not innocent,” she retorted, jerking her gaze up to his. Trouble. Mistake. He was close enough to kiss, and every muscle in her body sobbed for his mouth. “What do you want, then?”

      He leaned closer, his eyes heavy lidded, his mouth tempting and soft. Surely that was the biggest misunderstanding of all, for a man like him would take whatever he wanted, especially a kiss. “You really have no idea what I want, darlin’. That makes you innocent. When I spanked you, which scared you more? That you let me do it, or that you enjoyed it?”

      “Both.” She shuddered, drowning in the magic of his hands and his smooth, low voice. God help her, but what else would she let Conn do? Could she refuse him anything? “What was the question you wanted me to answer today?”

      “Whether you still wanted me or not.”

      Oh. Heat curled inside her. “And do I?”

      He chuckled and drew her tighter against his body. “Oh, yeah. As much as I want you. Did you think about it today, Rae?”

      She knew very well what he meant. “Think about how good I’ll taste.”

      “Because if I was a controlling, abusive jerk like Dick, then I would have kissed you already and selfishly found out another answer for myself. I would have taken my kiss in your truck. Hell, I would have taken it when I had you trapped beneath me after I dragged you out from under the porch.”

      She shuddered, remembering his weight on top of her, her hands pinned, her body controlled by his. “What answer?”

      “How sweet are you going to taste?” he whispered, his hand still slow and gentle on her throat. “Are you going to moan into my mouth and slide your tongue deep? Or are you going to open up and suck me into your mouth?”

      She wanted a kiss, she did, oh, she did. But how far would he take her? Caught in the burning intensity of his gaze, she felt like a twig tossed and drowned in a raging flooding river.

      He didn’t move. If she wanted a kiss, she was going to have to take it herself. “Can I—”

      “Anything you want.”

      How long had she dreamed of his face, all rugged chasms and angled cheekbones? She traced her fingers over the planes of his face like a blind woman. Lightly, she feathered over his mouth, lips full and soft, hot velvet nibbling gently against her fingers. Scrambling onto her knees on the bench, she turned and cupped his face in both hands, stoking her thumbs on either side of his lips.

      His hands left her, one hand gripping the wooden railing, the other fisted on his thigh. Unsure and a little afraid, she hesitated. Didn’t he trust himself? Was he afraid of what he’d do if he was touching her while she kissed him?

      The wood creaked beneath his hand and his entire body flexed against her. There was such power in his big body.

      “Daddy always told me that I’d know the woman I was meant to love by how hard I had to work to control myself when I was with her. You, darlin’, wreck my control with a glance, yet the light in your eyes ties me up in a fragile feather-soft bond I’m unable to break. I don’t want to break it. I want you more than ever, and I’m going to prove to you every moment of every day that you can trust me.”

      She stared at him, struggling to sort through the emotions raging within her. “Did you just say that you—that you—”

      “I loved you then, Rae, and I love you more now. Do your worst to me, darlin’. I can take it.”

      Her heart thundered, frantic, loud and desperate. They’d lost so many years. Regret clogged her throat. She leaned closer, brushing her lips across his.

      “I always loved you.” Her voice broke, tears sliding down her cheeks. “I’m sorry that I was a damned coward.”

      “Shhh, Rae, it’s all right. It was my mistake, my fault. I should have—”

      She pressed her mouth to his. Immediately, he opened his lips on a low purring rumble of satisfaction. Closer, she had to be closer. Straddling him on her knees, she slid her hand behind his head to comb her fingers through his dark hair. Inhaling him, she pushed her tongue into his mouth as he’d taunted to learn his taste.

      Sweet tea, homemade bread, and deeper, just heat and sultry seduction.

      And yes, she moaned into his mouth and she sucked his tongue deep, nibbled on his bottom lip, and tried to tell him how much she’d missed him.

      Breathing hard and still crying, she kissed his cheeks, his nose, both eyes. “I never stopped wanting you.”

      His hands came up to her back, his palms hot through the thin material of her blouse. “You’ve been on my mind and heart ever since you left.”

      She looked into the endless depths of his eyes and started to drown again beneath his intensity. He must have seen the unease growing in her eyes, because he drew her down and simply held her against his chest. His heart beat strong and rapid against her ear, sending a sharp thrust of need straight to her core. He wanted her, this fantastic, wickedly sexy man loved her after all this time, even though she’d left him.

      “What now?”

      “Keep your two promises to me, no matter what. Tell me the truth, and don’t run. I’m bound to scare you again. Hell, I’m scared, too. I’m afraid I’ll screw up again and drive you away. When I start to scare you, we’ll cool it, back off awhile. All right? But you’ve got to tell me.”

      She nodded without raising her head, more than happy to feel his arms around her, his strength cradling her and calming her fears.

      “I’m warning you, darlin’. It’s been five years and I want you even more now than I did that day in my office. I’ve had all this time to fantasize about the many ways I ache to make love to you. We’ve always been in danger of spontaneous combustion.”

      He smelled incredible, all woodsy musk, leather, and man. Such a man. She could lose everything to him, her heart, her pride, her soul. Even knowing the risk, she couldn’t make herself run again. “Just don’t hurt me.”

      Easing her off his lap to stand before him, Conn stared into her eyes, his brow creased. “I didn’t hurt you that day in my office. Did I? I mean, really hurt you?”

      “No.” She swallowed, fighting the urge to drop her gaze. “But the potential was there. I thought you might hurt me, and I wouldn’t even care. Until later.”

      “Trust me, Rae. I’m going to work every single day to prove to you that you can put yourself in my hands, in my life, and never regret it. I will not hurt you.”

      “Not even if I want you to?”

      No shocked horror or recrimination filled his fathomless eyes. “Do you?”

      His voice had lowered, a hint of rumbling growl creeping in to curl her toes and send shivers down her spine. “I don’t know. I never let anyone spank me before, either.”

      “Fair enough. Do you want me to spank you again?”

      Heat flared across her cheeks, down her neck and chest to pool lower. She was suddenly very aware of his hands on her hips, the strength in his arms and body. Her pulse fluttered, her heart kicking into high gear. “If you want to.”

      “That wasn’t the question, Rae. Do you want me to spank you again?”

      “I—I—” Her breathing quickened until panicky little sounds escaped her mouth, but her inner muscles tightened, too, aching with longing. Her breasts felt tight and hot, her nipples painfully stiff against the lace of her bra. While he did nothing but look at her with that heavy darkness spreading in his eyes. “I don’t know.”

      Those lazy, smoldering eyes, his mouth slightly curved with a secretive smile—she wanted to crawl right back into his lap and kiss him again. “If I put my hand beneath your skirt and slipped my fingers beneath your panties, what would I find?”

      Trembling, trapped by the weight of his gaze alone, she squeezed her fingers tighter on his shoulders. Holding him close, or preventing herself from fleeing? She wasn’t sure.

      Intense and concentrated on her, his strength of character dragged the truth from her lips no matter how embarrassing. “Wet.”

      “There’s the answer I was looking for.” Standing, he took her hand. “Let’s go finish our dinner before Miss Belle sends out a search party.”

      Calming her breathing, she struggled to bring her raging hormones under control. “That’s all?”

      Smiling that wicked knowing grin, he winked and drew her closer. “For now.”

      Braced for him to pressure her into spending her first night at Beulah Land in his bed—and the ensuing battle she’d have to wage with herself to refuse—her mind floundered. Everything she’d feared all these years, his demands, his controlling nature, her weakness when it came to him, suddenly seemed ridiculous.

      They climbed the porch stairs in silence, but at the back door, she halted. In the shadows, she couldn’t see his face. “What are we going to tell Miss Belle?”

      “You don’t have to tell me a thing, Rae Lynn,” Miss Belle’s voice echoed in the night from the upstairs balcony. “I say you’ll hold out at least two weeks.”

      Did she have a straight shot down to the gazebo? Where Rae had just crawled all over her grandson? Cringing, she tried to decide whether to burst into hysterical laughter or smack Conn for dragging her outside in the first place. Why had she signed that damned contract to work for the crazy old lady?

      “Colonel Healy says his grandson will have you in his bed within the week.”

      Laughing so hard he sagged against the wall, Conn wrapped his arms around Rae before she punched him. “Colonel Healy’s been dead for years now, Grandma.”

      “I know that, Verrill Connagher, and don’t you dare call me Grandma. The bet’s on.”

      

      Sipping on a cup of coffee, Rae stole another glance at him. Conn cleaned up his second slice of homemade apple pie as if nothing had happened outside. As if she hadn’t reluctantly admitted a spanking wasn’t out of the realm of possibility and his grandmother hadn’t made a bet with her dead husband about how fast their grandson would get Rae into his bed.

      Her heart thudded so loudly, it took her a minute to realize there really was someone pounding on the front door.

      “How rude!” Miss Belle threw her napkin down and stood. “There’s a doorbell right there. Oh.”

      “What?” Conn asked.

      “It’s Mr. Franklin, Samantha’s husband.”

      “How do you know?” Rae listened, trying to hear any voices, but whoever it was just pounded on the door again.

      “Go let him in and chat him up while I get Samantha. Try to keep him calm.”

      They headed for the front door, Rae very much aware of the rising tension. The whole house seemed to shake with emotion. The door rattled in its frame, the heavy hundred-year-old wood creaking.

      Conn gave her a casual, comforting smile and opened the door. “Bill, how—”

      A big, beefy man, a head taller and at least a hundred pounds heavier, Bill Franklin bellowed and charged inside, dragging alcohol fumes with him. “Where is she?”

      “Samantha’s finishing up in the kitchen.” Keeping his voice mild, Conn put his arm around Rae and kept his body between hers and the intruder’s. Gratitude flooded her, turning her heart all warm and gooey, until she thought about the nice cook having to go home with such a jerk. “I apologize if she’s running late.”

      “What are you doing here?” Then he noted Conn’s arm around her, his protectiveness, and some of the man’s belligerence faded. Typical man, showing up all blustering and crazy because a strange male was sniffing around his little woman. He’d come for a pissing contest, to defend his territory.

      Richard had treated her like that a few times. Not because he loved her, or feared for her safety, but because he couldn’t bear for her to have anything else in her life but him. She felt like kicking this jerk in the balls. Why did Samantha put up with it? She didn’t look like a meek, weak woman at all.

      Why did I put up with Dick so long? a sly, insidious voice whispered.

      “My grandmother invited me for dinner,” Conn replied in the same smooth voice, but his body was rock hard against her and ready for battle. “I came to see Miss Jackson.”

      The other man’s attitude went down another notch and he actually smiled like a good ole boy just stopping by for a drink. He ran his gaze down Rae’s figure appreciatively and opened his mouth to make some schoolboy comment, but the look on Conn’s face must have shut him up.

      “Bill!” Samantha rushed into the room, her blue eyes snapping. “How dare you come in here and cause problems? I told you I’d be home a little late tonight.”

      He spread his big, rough hands, shrugging and trying to look sheepish. “I was afraid you were stuck alongside the road somewhere with car problems.”

      Rae rolled her eyes. Sure he did. That’s why he was here trying to beat the door down.

      “Where are the kids? Who’s watching them and getting their dinner?”

      “They’re still playing at the neighbor’s.”

      “It’s nearly eight. They’re probably starving. What have you been doing?” Samantha took a big sniff of him and her face locked down. “Never mind.” She turned to Miss Belle. “I’m so sorry, Miss Belle.”

      The grand old lady kissed her cheek and patted her hands. “Don’t you worry about a thing, Samantha. We’ll see you Friday morning, all right, dear? You go home and take care of those precious children.”

      The couple left, leaving a bitter, sour taste in Rae’s mouth, too. What if she’d had children with Richard—would she have stayed instead of divorcing him? Trapped by her own family, her own kids, in a prison of her own making…her stomach hurt. Thank God she’d escaped before it was too late.

      Miss Belle frowned at the door, worried for her cook’s wellbeing. “Well, that was exciting.”

      “Why does she stay with him?” Rae asked. “I know it’s none of my business and I don’t know her at all, but he seems…”

      The older woman sighed heavily and shook her head. “Children are involved, and they’ve been married nearly ten years. They work out their problems as best as they can. You and I can sit here and look at him and think he’s a worthless brute, but Samantha’s the one who has to live with him. At one time, she loved him. Once love dies, it’s hard to move on.”

      Once love dies. The thought rolled around in the pit of Rae’s stomach like a cold ball of lead. Did she love Conn, really, really love him? She was afraid she did. He’d already said he loved her too. And once loved died… Would she be trapped in a controlling, abusive relationship again?  She pressed her hand to her stomach, vaguely ill at the thought.

      “‘When age chills the blood, when our pleasures are past,’” Conn quoted softly. “‘For years fleet away with the wings of the dove,/ The dearest remembrance will still be the last,/ Our sweetest memorial, the first kiss of love.’”

      First kiss of love. Her heart skipped, heat flooding her at the memory. Whatever happened between them, she’d never forget that kiss. She’d never forget him. He was worth the risk.

      “I’m so glad you’re close, Conn,” Miss Belle said, fondly patting her grandson’s cheek.

      “How close?” Rae squeaked. He didn’t live here; he’d said so. Because if he was here, in this house… She wouldn’t make it a week.

      “I live in the guesthouse on the edge of the property.”

      She wracked her brain, trying to remember a guesthouse. How much land did Miss Belle have here? Was he a mile away, less? The thought both thrilled and scared her to death.

      “If you drive past the house instead of turning in here, the road curves along the outer edge of our property and ends up at my cottage. It’s more secluded and very private.” He leaned down, breathing into her ear. “If you cut across the property, you can be in my bed in five minutes.”

      “Now, now, don’t you threaten my property manager!” Miss Belle laughed, pushing him toward the door. He held on to Rae, drawing her with him. “Why don’t you go on home now and memorize some more Lord Byron. We’ve had enough excitement tonight, and you’re definitely going to need the help to make it two weeks.”

      What did Lord Byron’s poetry have to do with the ridiculous bet? Rae had no idea, and from the smirk on the old lady’s face, she didn’t want to know.

      “Walk me out,” Conn whispered, his eyes heavy and dark. Automatically, her body tightened, heating up all over again, just from the look in his eyes. Her gaze settled on his lips.

      “You know the way, Verrill Connagher.” Miss Belle shooed him outside, holding Rae back when she would have gone with him out the door. “You can show Rae Lynn the shortcut some other day.”

      “Don’t I get a kiss good night?”

      “You had your kiss. I’m not losing this bet to Colonel Healy! Now get!”
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        Dear Dr. Connagher:

        I’ve made a terrible mistake. I’m miserable. And I have no one to blame but myself.

        Writing you like this is my only sanity. You’re the only person I can talk to. What am I going to say to Daddy, once the hardest-working man I know, now confined to a wheelchair and his bed, mute and unable to care for himself?

        You were right, Daddy.

        What do I do now? How can I complain about my marriage to him when he’s lost so much more than me?

        All I lost is you, and it was my own fault. My own choice.

        Sometimes sneaking in here to you, I feel like I’m having an affair. After all these years, you still have the ability to scare me spitless. I’ve taken vows; I made a serious commitment. When I give my word, I keep it. You know that. I gave my word to Richard and I said, “I do.”

        Yet if you walked in here today and crooked your little finger at me, I’d follow you anywhere. No communication beyond my one-sided letters to you in years, and I’d break my word and dishonor my vows simply to be with you.

        Sometimes… I’m crying here. Sometimes I wish you would drive up, roll down your window and turn those powerful blues on me. “Come with me, Rae.” And I would. Without hesitation.

        I thought I was saving myself by leaving you. But now I’m drowning myself day by day. It’s a slow murderous death. Please, Conn, if you cared for me even a little…

        Save me from myself.

        ~ Rae

        

      [image: ]
* * *

      The solid thwack of wood on wood echoed in the arena. Conn absorbed his friend’s strike and used his momentum to spin his practice sword back up in a smooth arc. Mason blocked him effortlessly.

      Before they’d started drilling each Wednesday before class, this arena would have most likely been empty. Oh, a few die-hard rodeo riders might have been up this early to exercise their horses, but for the most part, the college community didn’t get up at six o’clock in the morning, let alone to practice a sword drill. To watch two professors beat each other with swords, though, a weekly crowd ranging from a handful to sometimes dozens of students showed up.

      Mason looked rather rough this morning with bloodshot eyes and shadowed jaws. Yet he pushed Conn just as hard, and he felt another bead of sweat roll down his face.

      Grunting with effort, Mason caught a solid blow on his sword. “You’re awfully chipper this morning.”

      “I ought to be.” Conn parried again, lunging forward to push his friend to the side to avoid backing him into a pile of horse dung, one of the downsides to practicing here. “I found Rae.”

      Mason whistled. “The student who drove Dr. Perfect to—”

      Grimly, Conn slammed several powerful blows, preventing his friend’s jibe. Breathing hard, Mason finally signaled a pause, with a few cheers from the watching crowd. Dripping sweat, Conn retrieved his water bottle and slugged half of it. “She was married.”

      “Ah. I thought you were rather enthusiastic this morning.”

      “Not only was she married, but I think—” Rage pulsed through Conn as strong as ever. It’s a good thing he’d sworn off beating the shit out of people many years ago, because if he ever laid eyes on Rae’s ex-husband, he’d be tempted to put Dick six feet below ground. The hospital was too good for that asshole.

      Not good, not good at all. He couldn’t afford to lose control like this. He’d hoped to burn off some of this tension this morning, but the sword work had hardly put a dent in his rage. “He abused her. I don’t know how much or how bad, but it was enough to make her divorce him. For her, I know what a difficult decision that must have been. Rae’s not a quitter and she takes her word seriously. It must have killed her to finally call it quits.”

      “She quit on you.”

      “No, that’s not fair. She had no relationship with me other than as my student, which I violated. She was right to leave. God only knows what I might have done, how I might have hurt her, if I—” Some things he couldn’t even tell his best friend. He turned away, the guilt as fresh and raw as an open wound. “It was my fault, Mason.”

      “And now that she’s back, what are you going to do? She’s already tying you up in a quantum knot.”

      Conn laughed, jagged and harsh but amused, too. His friend didn’t know the half of it. “That’s what you’re for. I need to drill hard every single day for the next week or so, if you’re up for it.”

      Groaning, Mason flopped down on a bench. “How early?”

      “Early. Unless you’re too hung-over.”

      “Give me a break, Conn. You know what this weekend is.”

      The three-year anniversary of the death of Mason’s state-patrol wife. “Are you holding up okay?”

      Mason shrugged and didn’t meet his gaze. “Sure. Last night I had mid-terms to grade and so I stayed out a bit longer than usual.”

      “No wonder you needed a few drinks. I never understood calculus unless I was three sheets to the wind.”

      His friend laughed, but it sounded forced to Conn’s ears. “So how’d you find your missing student after all these years?”

      “I didn’t. Miss Belle tracked her down.” And boy would there be hell to pay when Rae found out the extent of how she’d been set up.

      “I never want to end up on that lady’s bad side. So where’s your student been hiding out?”

      Conn stuffed their practice swords in a big duffel bag and slung it over his shoulder. Together, they walked out to his car where he stowed the bag in the trunk. “You know, I never found out where she’s been.”

      He’d tried to block out the image of her living with another man, sharing another man’s house and bed. If she’d been living in Springfield all this time with another man, he’d try to gut himself with that dull wooden sword. How many nights had he jerked awake with her name on his lips after dreaming of seeing her on the street, at the grocery store, on campus?

      “Too busy getting into her pants to find out where she lived?”

      Firmly, Conn slammed the door shut on the image of her ass framed in those incredibly tight jeans as she crawled beneath the porch. “Shut up. So are we on for tomorrow?”

      “Sure, but you’re responsible for bringing the coffee.”

      

      Armed with a spiral notebook and several pencils the next morning, Rae took a survey of Beulah Land or Healy House, or whatever the hell Miss Belle was calling the B&B. On one page, she made a list of everything structurally that needed to be fixed, or that she recommended fixing for cosmetic reasons. On another page, she had a list of requests from Miss Belle, like the koi pond down by the gazebo. Then she started making phone calls.

      A roofer would be by tomorrow morning. Of course, the front gate needed work. A landscaper would come help with the pond. She’d noticed some water marks on the attic and second floor ceilings, which would probably be resolved by the roof repairs. Thankfully, those areas of the grand old house hadn’t been renovated yet. Once the roof was sealed, Miss Belle could bring in her finishers to paint the plaster.

      After last night’s craziness, she’d been afraid whether Miss Belle would actually let her work, or if the old lady would hang around second-guessing everything she did. She didn’t seem to be the kind of lady who let things happen without her nose stuck in it. Miracle of miracles, though, the old gal finished breakfast, made sure Rae had everything she needed, and then jumped in her Caddy and drove off to go shopping in Branson. Definitely a crazy old lady to face the tourists and traffic just to shop!

      The best painter she knew was able to stop by since he was in the area. Joe was up on a ladder checking the integrity of the old paint, scraping here and there up under the eaves on each wall to catch any rot that needed to be addressed before the new paint went up.

      Rae’s cell phone rang. She didn’t recognize the number. “This is the Fix-It Lady making your house nightmare right. What can I do for you today?”

      “Pop quiz, darlin’.”

      Broad daylight without a single touch, and her breasts tightened to the point she wished she had a denim shirt on over her tee shirt. “Good morning to you too. Did you sleep well?”

      She moved down the side of the house toward the front porch. She’d been wondering how long it’d take him to call. Checking her watch, she was impressed. He’d almost made it until noon.

      “Hell no, and I had an appointment early this morning, too.” He actually growled, which made her smile. She’d slept terribly too, tossing and turning all night, aching to be in his arms. “Tell me the poet and the choice is yours, dinner out tonight or we’ll eat with Miss Belle again. Extra credit if you can quote some lines of the same poem. Ready?”

      “What’s the extra credit worth, so I’ll know whether I should run upstairs and drag out my anthology from your class.”

      Conn laughed. “No cheating, and I’m not telling you the extra credit until tonight. Just know you won’t be sorry at all to win it.”

      “It’s been a long time, Dr. Connagher. What if I fail this quiz?”

      “Then you’ll have a chance to see how Miss Belle can burn even microwaved leftovers.”

      “Ouch, alright. I’m ready.”

      “‘The everlasting universe of things/ Flows through the mind, and rolls its rapid waves,/ Now dark—now glittering—now reflecting gloom—’”

      “That’s easy. ‘Mont Blanc’ by Percy Bysshe Shelley.”

      “Excellent, Miss Jackson. Can you quote some?”

      She tried to remember what came next but drew a blank other than a snippet of a line from near the end. “‘Mont Blanc yet gleams on high.’ That’s all I remember.”

      “Good enough, that’s worth a little extra credit. So what time can I pick you up tonight?”

      “Where are we going?”

      “A little place I know called Mythos in Joplin.”

      Wow, that was a bit of a drive. Which reminded her of something. “How about six o’clock and a favor?”

      “Anything.”

      That silky seductive voice made shivers slide down her spine. Damn, he’d be good at phone sex. Who was she kidding? From what she’d seen, he was good at anything that had to do with sex. “Can I take your Mustang for a little test drive?”

      “You can drive us tonight if you want.”

      Richard would’ve died before letting her drive his flashy SUV. “Some men don’t like the little woman driving their baby.”

      “Blow the engine up. Run it off a cliff, as long as you’re not in it, of course. I don’t give a rat’s ass about the car, darlin’. You’re my baby and you can drive it anywhere, anyplace, anytime you want.”

      Her throat felt thick and tight, but she tried to laugh it off. “I’m a bit of a speed demon.”

      “Bring it on, darlin’. But I have one request, too.”

      “What?” Anything, her heart screamed.

      “Wear something white, and I’m not talking panties. Actually, I’d prefer you didn’t even have anything on beneath.”

      Remembering that tiny little mini-skirt still in the suitcase stuffed in the guest closet, Rae shuddered. No way in hell, even if the damned thing still fit. “Is that an order?”

      Because she didn’t know if that was the kind of game she wanted to play with him or not. If he truly thought it a game…maybe. But if he was serious, she’d forget her promise and run like hell. She wasn’t changing herself again for any man. Not even him.

      “Do you want it to be?”

      She sharpened her voice to prove she could. “No.”

      “Then I beg most humbly that you torment me with something white and don’t tell me what you’re wearing underneath. Make me work for that knowledge.”

      Another wave of heat washed over her. Yeah, she could do that. “What is it with you and white?”

      “White is virginal innocence, which brings out all my wickedness and debauchery. To a man like me, it’s like waving the white flag of surrender. I see you pure and innocent in white and I can think of nothing else but all the ways I might be able to get that pretty white a bit dirty.”

      Oh. Her face felt like she’d fallen into a campfire. She leaned against a formal column of the front porch, trying to calm her breathing. She wasn’t some fluff-brained twit of a virgin ready to blush and swoon at the slightest thought of sex, but somehow, he had that effect on her. If she was white, he was sinful black.

      “You’re blushing. And that drives me wild, too.”

      He didn’t sound wild at all, but rather terribly calm, promising hours of sensual torment. Her voice was throaty, but at least she found it. “I don’t have a white dress, and I don’t do shopping.”  Not even for you.

      “Wear whatever you’ve got, darlin’. I’ll still want to debauch you.”

      “Nobody says debauch anymore.” A startled curse from the painter sent Rae hurrying back around the house. “I’ve got to go. Something’s up.”

      She hung up and found Joe swiping fresh emerald green paint off his face and hands.  “What happened?”

      “I was going to paint a few test colors for you and Miss Belle to look at and the can just blew up in my face.”

      “Well, you look good in green.” Laughter wiped some of the sheepish anger off the man’s face. She couldn’t afford to lose him—he was one of the best housepainters she’d ever met. Most people would argue anybody could paint a house, but she begged to differ. What Joe did was art, plain and simple. Plus, he knew the right historic colors to use.

      “I guess the house just doesn’t like green.” Joe said, shaking his head. “Look at the wall. Not a drop. In fifteen years I’ve never had a can blow up like that on me. It should have sprayed everywhere.”

      Hair prickled at the base of her neck, a hint of chill creeping down her spine. Something odd was definitely going on in this house. What’d she expect when Miss Belle supposedly talked to her dead husband enough to make that ridiculous bet? “What other colors do you have?”

      “I figured you’d want to stay white on the walls, but some of the trim could use a punch. The black here on the eaves and trim is a little boring. Lots of houses used this hunter green way back when, but it’s a little fresher.”

      “Let’s talk to Miss Belle, but she’ll likely want to stay white and black.” Seemed to be a family theme going here. “What about the front porch columns?”

      Joe picked up a couple of pints and they walked around to the front of the house. “The color’s faded so bad I couldn’t tell what it used to be. Something soft, like a muted pastel.” Gingerly, he set the paint cans down on the ground, keeping an eye on them. “I thought maybe a pale lilac would be nice.”

      One of the paint cans fell over and rolled down the lawn toward the driveway. Rae stared at it, her mouth falling open in shock. She glanced at Joe to see his reaction, and his face was pale and sweaty.

      His voice shook. “Or gray…”

      The can shook, rattling, and the lid bulged like it was going to explode. They both took a wary step back.

      “Or this really soft pale pink,” he said hurriedly. “It’s called Rosebud Blush.”

      The other can stopped shaking.

      Joe licked his lips. “I think the house wants pink. I’m not imagining this, right? You saw it?”

      Rae nodded, her eyes wide. She remembered the weird swinging chandelier in the library when she’d first interviewed. The chills she kept getting. The way Miss Belle knew who was at the door last night before Bill Franklin had ever said a word. “It’s not the house. It’s a…ghost.”

      Colonel Healy’s ghost truly did haunt Beulah Land.

      Her cell phone rang again. Still shaken, she didn’t look at the number but flipped it open. “I don’t have time for another pop quiz.”

      “Rae?” Her mother’s voice was shaky.

      Immediately, her heart clenched with worry. “Is Daddy okay?”

      “He’s fine.”

      “What’s wrong, Mom?”

      “Richard stopped by here today asking questions.”

      Dread roiled in the pit of her stomach. “What’d he want?”

      “He wanted to know where you were. I told him I didn’t know, but you’d gotten a new job. Did I say too much?”

      “No, that’s fine. Listen, if he stops by again, call me immediately. I’m not going to let him bother you and Daddy. I’ll get a restraining order if I have to.”

      “I’m not worried about us, Rae, but you. I always thought he’d give you more problems than he did with the divorce.”

      “Yeah, me too.” As ugly as their last fight had been, she’d been surprised when he’d slunk off without a word after the divorce. Or had he? The thought made her stomach heave. “I’ll keep an eye out for him.”

      “Take care of yourself, Rae.”
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      Miss Belle flopped into a wing-backed chair, surrounded by packages. “What a simply wonderful day!”

      Coming in from the kitchen with a tray, Rae had to smile. Did they even have that many pink outfits in all of Branson? “Would you like a cup of tea, Miss Belle?”

      “Oh, you sweet dear. Thank you.”

      She poured, trying to decide the best way to broach the whole ghost situation. She kept trying to convince herself she’d been mistaken, but the memory of that poor man covered in emerald green paint…

      “You simply must come with me next time, Rae Lynn. I’ve missed shopping for my girls all these years.”

      Shopping for her girls? Eyes narrowed, Rae shot another glance at the bags.

      “I’m usually very good at judging sizes, but I’m afraid I might be slightly out of practice.”

      “You didn’t.”

      “I did,” the old lady replied smugly. “Most of these are yours.”

      “But—” Rae spluttered. “I can’t accept a bunch of clothes!”

      “Of course you can. I specifically included a clothing allowance in your contract. What fun is a female property manager if I can’t shop for you? Now why don’t you try on a few things and model them for me. I want to help you pick out your outfit for your date tonight.”

      Gritting her teeth, she concentrated on not screaming. “Absolutely not.”

      

      Sighing, Conn rubbed his eyes. Maybe a few drinks with Mason would make these composition books easier to wade through. Freshman English essays were always a trial, but this semester he despaired of ever teaching anybody anything. Some of the essays read like a kindergartener had written them.

      Trying to grade right after lunch was probably a mistake, but he’d hoped to at least make a dent in the stack before the evening. An evening with Rae, alone, far from Miss Belle’s ever watching eyes. What he wouldn’t give to have Rae sitting across from him now in that outrageously short skirt.

      Groaning at the thought, he opened the top essay. Maybe it was for the best that she didn’t own a white dress.

      This one was actually written in crayon. Lord Byron is a dead dude who wrote crappy poetry.

      “They don’t pay me enough for this shit,” he muttered, and immediately felt guilty. He’d never signed up to teach for the money. Shuffling the crayon masterpiece to the bottom of the stack, he selected another and braced himself to dig in and search for some glimmer of understanding.

      His office door opened.

      Everyone knew to leave him alone if his door was shut. Frowning, he looked up and his stomach turned to cold, hard lead. He should have locked his door. “Miss Barrak, my office hours are over.”

      Olivia Barrak sidled up to his desk anyway, planted her hands on his polished cherry desk and leaned down to show an ample amount of cleavage. Conn actually feared she might fall out of the ridiculously skimpy bra right into his face. “You had too many students earlier, Dr. Connagher, and I must speak to you about my mid-term.”

      “There’s nothing to discuss, Miss Barrak.” Deliberately, he made his voice hard and cool. He’d been having problems with this student all semester, not only her inappropriate behavior toward him personally, but also her terrible work and now attempted cheating in his class. Even if Drury didn’t have a zero-tolerance policy, he would have failed her. She obviously thought she could get through life on looks alone.

      Chesty and curvy with thick platinum hair artfully styled to frame her heart-shaped face and pouty lips, she reminded him of Marilyn Monroe. Blatant sexuality had never been his type. In fact, the cooing, smoldering look on her face twisted his stomach.

      Another student had come to his office hours regularly five years ago, and he’d looked forward to every single moment with Rae. He’d relished the agony of sitting behind his desk and watching her steal glances at him while he drilled her on poetry. The difference between her and this troublesome student was monumental. Rae had worked her butt off for him. He’d assigned extra reading and assignments, and she’d done them all to the best of her ability. She’d never be a star English student writing comparative essays, but her effort, her spark of enjoyment and desire to learn had more than outweighed her inabilities.

      Olivia Barrak would never be his type, not in a million years, not even if he’d never met Rae.

      He stood and shoved composition books into his leather bag. “You know my policy on cheating, Miss Barrak, as well as the university’s.”

      “But, Dr. Connagher, I wasn’t cheating! Honest!”

      Dean Strobel knocked on his door and stuck her head in.

      Good, Conn thought, mentally relieved. He’d asked the front desk to notify the dean or any present professor if Miss Barrak came to his office again so he could have witnesses. She had the personality of a shark, and if she couldn’t win with her looks, she might attempt to sabotage his career. While he’d justifiably deserved to be fired for what he’d done to Rae behind his locked office door, he’d be damned before he let Olivia Barrak drive him from campus because he dared reject her advances.

      Dean Strobel gave the student her infamous arched eyebrow stare that could whip even the most recalcitrant professor into sitting on yet another committee. “Miss Barrak, you were reported as cheating today on your mid-term.”

      “No, ma’am, I wasn’t cheating. That’s why I came to Dr. Connagher’s office.”

      “So you’re calling Dr. Connagher a liar?”

      Conn kept his mouth shut. The dean knew very well what kind of student this was and could handle her. He didn’t need to be running off at the mouth, no matter how pissed off he was.

      Simpering at him even with a witness to her behavior, Miss Barrak replied, “He’s mistaken.”

      “Well, then, the resolution to this problem is simple. I will re-instate you into Freshman English—”

      Olivia practically cooed and swayed back toward him. “Oh, thank you, Dean, I—”

      “However.” Dean Strobel’s brutally cold voice froze Olivia in place and wiped the sultry smile off her face. “You will transfer to my class.”

      Olivia paled and turned big cow eyes to him as though he would help by fighting for her honor. In all honesty, it was all he could do not to dance in celebration that he’d be free of her. This girl was Trouble which he didn’t need, not with a former student back in his life.

      “Dean, please reconsider! I’m certain that I’ll learn better with Dr. Connagher.”

      “Are you insulting my teaching skills, Miss Barrak?” The girl babbled incoherently, nearly in tears, but Dean Strobel ignored her playacting. “Besides, your current grade with Dr. Connagher is barely above fifty percent. Surely even I can teach you better than that.” Dean Strobel winked at him. “If you’re willing.”

      The dean led the spluttering, whining student to her office to arrange for formal transfer. Conn sagged on a huge sigh of relief. He might have a reputation for toughness in his upper-level classes, but nobody graded as hard and demanding as Dean Strobel. Olivia Barrak had met her match all right. She’d be lucky to come out of the class alive.

      He felt a sudden overwhelming urge to see Rae, to hear her voice and confirm that she was still there. What if she disappeared on him again? Did she honestly still want him? Could they ever find a happy medium ground where they could both be happy, unafraid, and utterly fulfilled?

      He locked his office door and quickly headed for his car. She was his for the night. His. Blood pumping, he tore out of the parking lot and drove to the gym for a long, hard workout. No matter what it takes, I will not scare her away this time.
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      Stiff as a board, Rae stared at herself in the mirror while Miss Belle fussed and cooed, adjusting ribbons.

      Ribbons.

      Lots of fluffy gauzy stuff and silky satin material.

      All white.

      Miss Belle certainly knew her grandson’s taste in women’s clothing. The dress should have made her look like a little girl…but it was cut like a babydoll negligee. The gathered bodice tied with tiny ribbons, sheered gathers skimming down her waist and hips to fall short of her knees. Tiny little straps bared her shoulders, while most of the back was open.

      “I can’t wear this. It looks like a nightgown.” A very sexy nightgown.

      “That’s why the silk sheath is underneath, dear.” Miss Belle stepped back, tilting her head. “It’s perfect. Now for your hair—”

      “I’m not going to fix myself up like a fake Barbie doll. I’m not changing myself for any man!”

      “Balderdash. Getting dressed up is not changing yourself. This is your chance to do something nice for yourself.” Miss Belle yanked the ponytail holder out of her still-damp hair from her earlier shower and Rae yelped as the old lady attacked with a hairbrush. “Don’t stand there and tell me you never in your life wanted to dress up like a princess. This is your chance.”

      “If he wants a princess he can forget it.”

      “He wants you, Rae Lynn.” In moments, Miss Belle had her hair brushed out. A few well-placed pins with crystal heads, and Rae didn’t even recognize herself. “Look at yourself, sweetheart. It is you. You can be the woman you always wanted to be, whatever that means to you, and he’ll embrace you, fully, wholly, without any restrictions.”

      Dabbing at her eyes proudly, Miss Belle beamed at her in the mirror. “And if not, I’ll give you the parasol I used to keep handy to club some sense into Colonel Healy, God rest his soul.”

      Oh, yeah, Rae knew the crazy old lady would have a loaded parasol somewhere.

      The lights flickered.

      “I think I need to call an electrician in.” Forgetting the dreamy vision in the mirror, Rae cast a worried glance up at the light fixture. It was at least fifty years old. “Did you actually hit your husband?”

      “Only a few times. I assure you, he deserved it.” Miss Belle shot a glare over the corner of her shoulder. “Didn’t you, honey?”

      Pipes rattled and groaned in the wall.

      “And a plumber,” Rae whispered. “Um, Miss Belle, I was meaning to talk to you about some very strange things that happened today…”

      “Don’t worry about Colonel Healy. He’s harmless, for the most part. His bark always was worse than his bite.”

      “He’s still around, then? Like a…a…”

      The doorbell rang. Miss Belle cocked her head, listening, and alarm flickered across her face. She whirled and rushed for the stairs, Rae on her heels. They hurried downstairs and Miss Belle threw open the door. “What happened?”

      Sobbing, Samantha threw herself into the old lady’s arms. “Oh, Miss Belle, it’s so awful! Bill is dead and I think…I think I killed him!”

      It took several starts, another pot of tea, and lots of soothing before Samantha got out her story.

      “Last night was terrible. I was angry at him for bothering you, and we fought. He can be so mean and nasty when he wants to be. So today, I was home, of course, and I wanted to try some recipes. He came in all sugar and nice like he could make up for being a jerk, loaded down with presents we can’t afford. You know he hasn’t worked in months, so I have no idea where he got the money.

      “Then he asked me to bake him some of those brownies he loves so much. He’s diabetic, Miss Belle, you know that. I shouldn’t have made them. I know he drinks, he forgets to take his medicine, but I was so tired of our fights. I made them just to shut him up.”

      Her voice sounded so fragile, her eyes huge in her tear-stained face. “I even put extra sugar in them and lots of chocolate. Then I took a whole plateful to him. He sat there eating brownies all afternoon and drinking beer. I left to pick up the kids, and…and…”

      Samantha trembled. “When I came back, he was dead. I called the ambulance but it was too late. I killed him with brownies!” A fervent hardness flickered in her eyes that surprised Rae. “And I’m glad.” Then the cook burst into tears again and buried her face against the old woman’s shoulder. “I didn’t know where else to go!”

      Sick to her stomach, Rae stood in the silly white dress wondering if in a few years, she would have been driven to kill Richard to get rid of him. If she hadn’t finally resorted to divorce, would she have done something as drastic? Yeah, she decided, remembering the rage that had pulsed in her when he’d hit her. If she’d had a gun in the house, she’d have shot him right there in her kitchen.

      What was it about kitchens and domestic disturbances, anyway?

      Miss Belle patted the other woman on the back soothingly. “Of course you’re glad, Samantha. He saved you the trouble of having to divorce his ass by croaking.” She tilted the woman’s face up to her and wiped her tears. “Now you go home to those precious children. Don’t say a word. If the police question you, tell the truth. You made brownies, left to get the children, came home, and found him.”

      “That’s all?”

      “That’s the truth, isn’t it?” Miss Belle smiled that shark smile again that gave Rae chills. “You did not kill your husband, Samantha, not knowingly with deliberate malice. Colonel Healy assures me someone else is the culprit.”

      “But—”

      “Go home and take care of your children,” Miss Belle repeated. “Don’t come here again until after the funeral. I have some investigations to do. I’ll see you in a few days.”

      Standing on the porch with the old woman, Rae watched Samantha drive away, calmer now that she had allies on her side with a clear plan. The old lady waved and sighed, turning back inside. “Let’s hope I can figure out who really killed him before the grand opening. I refuse to give up the best cook in Missouri to the police, even if she were guilty!”
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        Dear Dr. Connagher:

        Remember how I said in my last letter I felt like I was having an affair with you, even though I haven’t seen you in…two years now? Nearly three. Has it truly been so long?

        I committed adultery with you in my mind last night, and the guilt is eating away at me.

        As you probably suspect—if you were truly reading these letters—my marriage to Richard is rocky at best. We fight a lot. I’m starting to realize there’s a huge difference between “control”

        —as in, “I like control, Rae,” as you said in your office—

        and “controlling”.

        He’s a subtle bastard when he manipulates me. Most of the time I don’t even realize it until later. More guilt. More shame. Why don’t I stand up for myself? If it truly bothers me, why not say something? But it’s the little things that weigh on me. I feel selfish and childish when I complain he doesn’t listen to me: my opinions, my objections, my preferences. Not to mention my preferences in the bedroom.

        The whole reason I left you was my fear that I’d let you do anything you wanted to me, even if it hurt, simply because that’s what you wanted. Yet in nearly two full years of marriage, Richard has never made me feel like you did in your office that day.

        Not once.

        In efforts to “spice things up”, we decided to explore “fantasies”. I agreed to live out his fantasy. I let him tie me up and blindfold me. And do you know what happened next?

        I giggled.

        Seriously, it was funny, like a joke. I wasn’t scared or intimated, let alone turned on. How could he think to pull off some kind of dominant role like that? Did he really think I’d feel trapped, out of control, scared? Of him? Needless to say, the little fantasy scene didn’t go so well after that.

        Lying awake in the darkness, I remembered that day in your office. What it felt like to be held face down on your desk, truly trapped, where whatever happened was totally out of my control. I was powerless against you, and not because of any bonds you used.

        I let myself picture it. Tied up, blindfolded, helpless for you.

        My heart pounded, I broke out in a sweat, blood rushing in my ears, muscles tightening, clenching. Oh, yeah, turned on, definitely, for you, only for you. Despite the years and distance between us, I felt closer to you that moment than my pissed-off husband lying a few feet away. In my mind, I let you do anything, everything you wanted. I loved it. I needed it. I cried and moaned in my sleep, and I cried when I woke up because it was all a dream.

        This morning, Richard left for work without saying a word to me. And here I am, writing you. I’ve come to a terrible realization, Conn. I guess I like control too, but only when you’re the one with the bonds.

        I realized something else, just now as I type this. Richard never asked me what my fantasy was so he could make it happen for me. And that tells it all, doesn’t it.

        He couldn’t give it to me anyway, because my fantasy is you.

        ~ Rae

        

      [image: ]
* * *

      Conn stared at her without saying a word. She tried to read his reaction, but his face was locked down hard. He was gorgeous, as always, dressed all in black. Instead of a suit, though, he’d gone with black jeans, thick black boots, topped with a black leather jacket that made her shiver.

      He looked grim, hard and controlled, even a little threatening.

      Her heartbeat sped up and she licked her lips. “Miss Belle went shopping.”

      His mouth curved slightly. “So I see. Are you ready?”

      His voice was low and soft, not angry. Did he hate this outfit? It was short and sexy, too, just like that mini-skirt he’d spanked her for wearing. She shivered and closed her eyes a moment. How long would it take him to verify whether or not she had anything on beneath this flimsy little dress? “Bye, Miss Belle!”

      “Have a wonderful time, Rae Lynn,” Miss Belle called from the study, where she’d retreated to begin her “investigations”. What the old lady thought she could do for her murdering cook—no matter how justified—Rae had no idea. “Don’t forget the bet!”

      As if she needed another excuse to stay out of Conn’s bed. She stepped outside and his palm settled on her lower back, heat seeping through to her skin. Automatically, she started toward the passenger side of his Mustang, but he stepped ahead and opened the driver’s door for her. “Didn’t you want to drive?”

      Pleased but still unsure of his mood, she slid into the black leather seat. She tossed the new white beaded purse—that Miss Belle insisted she had to carry to complete the outfit—into the back seat. He’d already moved the bucket seat up for her.

      He shut the door while she tinkered with the mirrors and scanned all the equipment. It was a relatively new car, satellite radio, gleaming and polished black everywhere. As soon as he was in and belted, she started the engine, a rumbling purr that brought the car to life. Throwing it into gear, she spun out of the driveway.

      “If you get a speeding ticket, you’re paying for it,” he said mildly.

      “It’ll be worth it.”

      The car was incredible, humming with power as she drove down the one-horse road leading through town. In moments, they were on the freeway heading toward Joplin and she floored it to eighty miles per hour, zipping through light traffic easily. She enjoyed the speed a few minutes but then slowed down to a more reasonable five miles per hour over the posted limit. She really didn’t want him teasing her later about a ticket. “Why Mythos? Joplin’s a good hour away.”

      “It’s my favorite restaurant south of Kansas City and very worth the drive. How was your day?”

      “Strange to say the least.” Did he know about the ghostly events that happened at the house? “We had terrible news this afternoon that Bill Franklin passed away.”

      She filled him in, her stomach clenching with dread. Ugly memories of her own marriage gone bad filled her head.

      “Poor Samantha. Was Dick like that?”

      Staring straight ahead, Rae nodded. “He could be mean, yeah. Sometimes it was the silent treatment, but usually he exploded, hit something, and then he was fine.”

      “Did he hit you?” Conn’s voice suddenly went steely.

      “Once.”

      “And he’s not dead?”

      Surprised, she glanced at him quickly. He was deadly serious. “It was our last big fight, and when he hit me, I kicked him out of the house. I told him if he ever came back, I would shoot him. And I would have,” she whispered harshly, gripping the wheel. “I should have kicked him out years before. Should’ve would’ve could’ve. Shit. I shouldn’t have married him at all.”

      “That’s my darlin’; shoot the bastard on sight.” Conn reached over and put his hand on her thigh, his grip firm but comforting. “I made mistakes, too, Rae. Everybody does. It’s how you fix them that matters. You know that, Fix-It Lady.”

      “What mistakes did you make?”

      “Too many to count.” He sighed and stared out the passenger window, but he didn’t take his hand away. “I learned a lot about myself while you were gone, Rae. I ran through every single thing I’d done with you and realized I should have told you from day one what kind of man I am.”

      What kind of man I am. Wicked, hard, demanding, sexy as hell. She stole another glance at his averted face, wishing she could see the look in his eyes. “I did a little research on my own once I left.”

      That got his attention. He turned, his eyes midnight blue. “Research about what?”

      “About spanking and…stuff. Kinky shit.”

      His mouth quirked, some of the darkness in his eyes turning to heat. “Where did you research kinky shit, darlin’? This is the Bible Belt.”

      “Google is my friend.”

      He made a disgusted sound and she laughed out loud.

      “I know, I know, you hate the Internet. But if I’d taken the time to do a little research beforehand, maybe I wouldn’t have freaked out so much after what happened in your office.”

      He slid closer, turning to face her and switching to his right hand, sliding his palm from her knee up to cup her inner thigh beneath the dress. “What scares you the most, right now, right this minute?”

      “Having an accident because you’re driving me nuts.”

      Laughing, he kissed her shoulder and didn’t move his hand up any higher. “I’ll be good, darlin’. No panty exploration yet. What about me scares you the most?”

      “The most?” Her breathing sounded loud and ragged to her ears. “I’m afraid I won’t be able to tell you no.”

      “And that’s bad, why?”

      She arched a brow at him.

      “I’m serious. If you trust me to take care of you, then you shouldn’t ever be afraid I’d hurt you. It’d kill me to hurt you, really hurt you.”

      “I don’t have any willpower when I’m with you. I don’t even know what I want. I’m afraid—”

      He kissed her shoulder again, just the slow, lazy brush of his mouth, but everything south went on high alert.

      “—that I’ll lose myself.”

      “Lose yourself in me, darlin’, because I’m safe.”

      She laughed with a hard, wry edge to her voice. “I married Richard because I thought he was safe. He was completely opposite you. You’re dangerous, Verrill Connagher. Very dangerous indeed.”

      “Now that’s definitely worth a spanking. I hate my real name. Why do you think I’m dangerous?”

      “You look at me—”

      He nuzzled her shoulder, still gentle and soft, but it was like cuddling a tiger. When would he show his teeth? “You melt?”

      “I can’t even think. He didn’t affect me that way. But I still lost myself, day by day. I hated it. It’s taken me a year and more to find myself again, and I’m not giving that up. Not even for you.”

      

      He raised his head, staring into her face. She was deadly serious. She honestly thought…

      Irony was a bastard. She’d run from him because she was afraid he’d hurt her, and then she’d married a man who had hurt her more than Conn’s worst nightmare.

      Despite the agony of the last five years, he felt a reluctant relief that she’d run. She had so many misconceptions about what he wanted. If she didn’t have the courage to ask, he might have ended up crushing her spirit without even realizing it.

      The thought made his chest hurt. “I don’t want you to change or give up anything. I would never ask such a thing.”

      “You wouldn’t have to ask me,” she said grimly, tightening her grip on the wheel. “I told you, I was afraid of myself, too. If I thought you wanted me to do something, I’d do it, just to make you happy, whether you actually asked me to or not.”

      “You got me all wrong, darlin’. My number one concern is your happiness, safety, and especially, your pleasure. Quit worrying about what I might want you to do, and decide what you want. It’s my job to see that you get it.”

      She shot a doubtful glance at him and then jerked her attention back to the road. “Really? I thought…” She gnawed on her lip, obviously trying to decide how much to admit to him.

      Settling back in the seat, he smiled. He’d push a little, and not in the way she expected. Then he’d figure out what secret fantasies she’d had of him. “So you read about control and submission?”

      Nodding jerkily, she shifted her sweaty palms on the wheel and very studiously kept her gaze straight ahead.

      “Bondage?”

      Another nod.

      “Masochism?”

      “Some.” Her voice cracked. “I’m not really sure we should be talking about this now.”

      He smiled despite the fire raging in his blood. Sweet and sexy in that white dress, a siren of innocence, Rae tested his control like nobody he’d ever met in his entire life. It was all he could do not to jerk the wheel over to the side of the road so he could haul her over into his lap and remove that dress. “Now is the perfect time. You said you chose Dick because he wasn’t like me. Do you mean that he literally was submissive, or just not as dominant as me?”

      “He wasn’t submissive, but he wasn’t dominant, either.” Her gaze flickered toward him again and her mouth tightened slightly.  I never really thought about it with him.”

      “Tell me.”

      Faintly, she whispered, “I really can’t talk about that right now.”

      “Just drive, darlin’, and tell me. It’ll be easier this way; you won’t even have to look at me. Pretend I’m not even here in person. In fact, pretend like you’re writing me a letter.”

      “I did,” she said quickly, then winced.

      Ah, she hadn’t meant to tell him that, either. “I never received any letter from you.”

      “That’s because I never mailed them,” she muttered. “After that first one where I explained why I wasn’t coming back to Drury, I found myself thinking about you and writing you all the time.”

      He wanted to read those letters so badly that he tightened his grip on the door and his thigh to keep from putting his hands to use for wooing and coercing. Forcing lightness to his voice, he asked, “Are you going to let me read them?”

      Again, she bit her lip, and her voice was trembly when she finally spoke. “Maybe.”

      Those letters were obviously very honest and raw if she was so reluctant to share them, which only made him want them more. He wanted to get inside her head, read about her fears and dreams and longings all those years. Pushing to read them would be like salt in a wound, so he backed off. “We’ll negotiate that later, then. Tell me whatever you thought of when I asked you about Dick. How was he in bed?”

      The thought of discussing sex with another man—with him—must have been mortifying. A tremor shook her shoulders and she bit her lip. Mentally preparing himself, he forced his hand off the door and breathed deeply and easily. He didn’t relish hearing about her sex life with another man, but there were too many red flags in her past that he had to understand.

      She’d feared him enough to run for five years. He had to know how much worse the bastard had made those fears.

      The silence weighed heavier in the car with each passing minute, but he didn’t say anything. He didn’t push her, but he knew her well. She’d never been able to sit quietly in his class when he asked a question if no one else responded. It was part of her innate desire to please him, which he would have to be careful not to abuse.

      When he was going to sigh defeat and change the subject, she finally answered. “Not bad, but not…explosive. Not like I think it will be with you.”

      Now that definitely stroked his male ego. She didn’t know the half of what he wanted to do to her. “Did you want him to do kinky shit with you?”

      She clutched the wheel hard, shifting her hands on the leather until it creaked. “The one time he tried…” She fell silent, her jaws grinding, her lips a slash. “It wasn’t the same.”

      “The same as…in my office?” He couldn’t help the purring rumble in his voice; he was too turned on. “You mean it wasn’t as good as what I did on my desk? What did he do?”

      “He wanted to tie me up, blindfold me. It was…boring. Silly.”

      “So you weren’t turned on. You didn’t enjoy it.”

      She shook her head vigorously and swallowed hard. “Not until… I… I thought of… you. Dreams, that night, and—”

      If he touched her right now, he’d likely embarrass himself. He’d have to ask her to turn around and drive home so he could change his pants. “You came in your dreams thinking about me? Hell, darlin’, I lost count of the wet dreams I had thinking of you.”

      Guilt thickened her voice with unshed tears. “Yeah, but I committed adultery with you.”

      His heart hurt for her again. She’d stayed in that unhappy marriage because she’d given her word. For years, all she’d had were dreams of him, which in turn, brought her closer to breaking her solemn oath. He’d been absent from her life for five years, but he’d still indirectly wrought her divorce. God help him, he was glad. Glad that she’d divorced that other man, glad that she was here, now.

      “If Dick had satisfied you, you wouldn’t have thought of me. But I’m glad he was a pussy in bed with you, darlin’. I’m glad you dreamed about me.” Wicked satisfaction curled in the pit of his stomach, helping him control the vicious need thundering in his body. “So, in these dreams, what did you let me do?”

      Rae shrugged, glanced at the road sign, and frowned. He still had plenty of time to hear some of her forbidden fantasies before they reached Joplin.

      “Did you let me tie you up?” She started to look at him, eyes wide, mouth falling open, but he reminded her to drive. “Blindfold you? I did, didn’t I? And you liked it. It drove you wild. There was nothing you could do but scream and beg and cry. And come again and again and again.”

      Her foot eased off the accelerator, her hands slackening on the wheel. He reached over and steadied the car, keeping them in their lane.

      “Is that what you dreamed, darlin’?”

      “Are you—” She gulped. “Are you going to do that? For real?”

      “Hell yeah, and about a million other things I’ve dreamed about for five years. Whatever you’ll enjoy. That’s the most important thing to remember, Rae. If you’re not enjoying it, then we don’t do it. Period.”

      “Promise?”

      The slightest tremble in her voice sliced his heart to ribbons. “On Miss Belle’s Beulah Land, I swear it. The minute you’re not having a good time, tell me. We’ll pick a word that’s safe for you, and everything stops the minute you say it. Nothing, absolutely nothing happens that you don’t enjoy.”

      Lightly, he settled his hand on her thigh. She still jolted, jerking the wheel reflexively.

      “Shhh, darlin’. We’re talking play. Fun. When it’s not play, we stop.”

      He kept his touch light and didn’t slide beneath her skirt or torment her. After a few moments, she relaxed and loosened her death grip on the wheel.

      When she finally spoke, her firm, hard voice surprised him. “For five years, I was afraid to think about what happened that day. I denied it. I didn’t want to think about what it meant. I thought letting you touch me like that made me weak, vulnerable, and worst of all, stupid. My mind made up all sorts of excuses. How surely you picked a silly naïve student every semester to ‘break in’ like that. It wasn’t just me. It couldn’t have been me, what I wanted.”

      Turning off the freeway, she braked at the red light and turned her attention to him. Eyes flashing and luminous, lips soft and full, her face scared but determined, she made him fall in love with her all over again. “Nobody has ever made me feel what you did that day. I want you to teach me.”

      He had to be perfectly clear. She still might not fully understand what he wanted. “Teach you what, darlin’?”

      “Everything.” She wet her lips, her gaze locking on his mouth. “I want you to teach me how to…submit, but only with you.”

      He dared not move for fear of losing control. His greatest test loomed before him. She was the one, the one who would make him into the dominant he could be, or turn him away in shame because he handled her wrong. She was as delicate as spun glass right now. If he screwed up again, he could break her spirit and hurt her worse than Dick ever thought about.

      It would kill him to fail again.

      “Only me, darlin’.”
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        Dear Dr. Connagher:

        We all wear masks, whether to protect ourselves or others. Sometimes the mask slips, and it’s a very frightening thing when the beast is revealed beneath the pleasant exterior.

        Richard has so many masks that I can’t keep track of them all. He has the supervisor role he plays with the contractors, the good ole boy role with his buddies, the dutiful son-in-law with my father. All of them are fake—I just never noticed it before. One by one, those masks slipped enough for me to see the truth.

        Last night, he looked at my poor crippled father in that wheelchair with contempt, and I wanted to leap on Richard and beat him to death with my own fists.

        To be honest, it never occurred to me that he was only pretending, even with me. Especially with me. Oh, Conn, he can be so terribly mean. Of course, only at home where no one can see his mask pulled aside. It sounds ridiculously immature to whine about someone being mean, but I always thought that someone who loved me, really loved me, would never be able to speak to me so harshly.

        Like I’m stupid. Worthless. Dog manure to wipe off his boots.

        Later, he apologized, but the damage had been done. I saw, I heard, and I can’t forget. The man I thought I loved and loved me in return is no longer there. I suspect he never was.

        Whether in class or the hallway, you treated everyone the same, from lowly non-English students, to returning students you mentored year after year, to fellow professors. You never acted differently, until it was just you and me behind your locked office door.

        That’s when the real Conn peeked out.

        I loved him as much as the professor, even if you scared me half to death.

        I wear a mask now, putting on an “everything’s okay” face as soon as I get out of bed in the morning. I hate that damned mask. I hate pretending, losing myself a little more each day.

        I’m scared, Conn. I’m scared that I’ll forget who I am until I am the mask. You’re the only man who ever saw the real me. I hold on to her, but I feel her slipping a little more each day beneath this cold, numbing mask.

        The night I stop dreaming about you will be the morning I don’t have to put the mask on any longer. I’ll be a zombie, then, a ghost, the girl you knew dead and buried beneath a false façade of vapid smiles and broken dreams.

        I wish you could bend me back over your desk and spank me until I feel again. Help me, Conn. Help me remember who I am.

        ~ Rae

        

      [image: ]
* * *

      Sitting down at their table in the semi-private darkened alcove of Mythos, Rae glanced about the restaurant. Greek statues, arches, carved cherubs, even mosaics decorated the elegant restaurant, but she didn’t pay much attention to them.

      Everybody in the restaurant was staring at them.

      Conn scooted her chair in and she snagged his arm, drawing him down to whisper in his ear. “Why’s everybody staring at us?”

      Chuckling softly, he kissed her cheek and moved to sit beside her. “Because you’re gorgeous, darlin’.”

      Her heart skipped a beat and shot off to the races. “The dress isn’t too much?”

      “Oh, it’s too much all right. But you look gorgeous in it, Rae. You’re giving off a divine mixture of innocence and seductress that’s driving every poor man in this restaurant insane.”

      “What about you?”

      “Well, darlin’, I’m imagining turning you over my knee.”

      Heat scalded her cheeks and she quickly buried her face in the menu, hoping to hide. “I knew you’d hate this dress. I tried to tell Miss Belle—”

      “I don’t hate it, Rae.” He slid his hand beneath the table and stroked her thigh beneath the skirt. “I love it. It’s perfect and she knew it. And I still want to spank your delectable ass while I find out whether you wore anything beneath it or not.”

      Heat pounded through her, heart racing, palms—and other areas—dampening. Sparing a furtive glance at the other patrons, she hesitated. She needed answers, especially about what had happened in his office that day. Perhaps in public would be for the best, as long as they whispered. No one sat close enough to overhear, and at least he couldn’t actually act on what they were talking about. “Did you spank other students?”

      “Now that’s a very interesting question.” Conn laid the menu down. “These past years, I’ve worked harder at understanding myself, what makes me tick. I learned how I should have proceeded with a woman like you.”

      Tired of scanning the menu, she laid hers down and took a sip of water. Not sure she really wanted to know, she asked, “Like me?”

      “Eager to please, untrained and unsure, afraid of and attracted to a big bad man like me.” He laughed softly at the look on her face, whatever it was, and took her hand in his. “I took a few trips for conferences these past years and made connections with people who could help me.”

      She frowned, trying to imagine him asking for help. “With what?”

      He leaned closer and whispered, “Kinky shit.”

      The waiter came over. Blood was pounding and rushing in her ears too loudly for her to hear what Conn told him. Nodding, the waiter left them alone once more.

      “I needed help figuring out how to break you in, so to speak, if I ever tracked you down again. I needed help reining myself in, the proper things I should do to ensure you’re safe and unafraid. The right way to build a long-term committed relationship and not just a night playing. It’s a huge difference, Rae, and even five years ago, I intended to play for keeps.

      “So that’s the long answer of saying I did spank a few other women—who knew what they were and what I was. It was playing. Did I ever spank any other student? Absolutely not; I never had any relationship at all with a student before or after you. Did I ever fall for any other woman? No. Not like this.”

      He waited until she met his gaze. Fingers trembling, she gripped his hand harder.

      “I loved you then, Rae, and I love you more now. I’m not losing you again.”

      “But—”

      “We’ll work out every single objection you have as they come up. I won’t push, rush, or bully you into anything, but I’m not letting you run. You run, and I will follow, come hell or high water, and you can bet I’ll spank your ass fire-engine red when I catch you.” He leaned over and kissed her shoulder, her ear. “And then I’m going to make love to you so hard and long you won’t ever be able to run again.”

      Her stomach tightened, that familiar knot of nerves insisting she should run or fight, anything but stay. But his deep blue eyes locked on her, smoldering with intensity, and she couldn’t run, not even for the fun of the chase. She didn’t want to.

      The waiter returned and poured two glasses of red wine. Rae took a hesitant sip, braced to not like it. But it was sweet and warm, thick, very, very good. Sip by sip, it flowed through her spreading heat. By the darkness in Conn’s eyes, it affected him the same way.

      “What is this?”

      “Black Opal Shiraz. I typically drink Merlot but I thought you might like this better. It’s sweeter than I usually drink.”

      “So you don’t always want the sweetest?”

      “Ah, now, darlin’, that’s a loaded question.” He stretched out his arm along the back of her chair, his fingers trailing over her arm. “I want my wine red and strong with a kick. The only problem is it really heats my blood. I’ll only drink one glass tonight, or I won’t be driving us home. I’ll be too busy making you mine in the backseat of my car. My libido doesn’t need any assistance right now in running amok.”

      With trembling fingers, she took another sip while he talked up the waiter. Evidently they knew him enough to recommend a new dish they thought he’d enjoy. He asked what she wanted, and she let him choose. It was probably a very submissive thing to do, but she really didn’t care, as long as it made his eyes darken. At a restaurant like this, they wouldn’t serve a single bad dish. She was bound to get something good.

      Nothing as good and wicked as Conn. “So tell me about you.”

      “What do you want to know, darlin’?”

      “Everything.”

      He talked about his family living in Texas, his mama, Miss Belle’s first-born daughter. He had an older brother, Victor, and a younger sister, Vicki, all hell-bent and trouble according to him.

      “If your mama is anything like Miss Belle, then I’m really not sure I want to meet her.”

      Conn laughed, his fingers making lazy circles on her arm. “As a matter of fact, Mama is worse than Miss Belle. She inherited many of Colonel Healy’s more obnoxious bossy traits.”

      Rae shuddered, thankful her possible in-laws lived so far away. “You’re still teaching at Drury, aren’t you?”

      “Sure am. I’d like to be here until the day I die.”

      “What are you doing this weekend?”

      “A little fencing with a friend of mine. We make the Ren Faire circuit.”

      “You fence? Like with swords?”

      “It’s a hobby of mine.” He turned quiet, somber, the grooves in his face pronounced. They ate quietly, Rae trying to enjoy the chicken despite the capers. “What’s wrong with your dish?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Rae, you’ve got to tell me if you’re not happy with something. Every time you take a bite, you frown. How can I take care of you if I don’t even know what you need?”

      Her brain retorted that she didn’t need anybody to take care of her, but her heart melted. “I don’t like capers. I should have read the menu closer.”

      “My fault, darlin’. You let me order, remember? What else don’t you like?”

      They talked about food while enjoying the incredible dinner, but tension wound higher, subtle at first, but more and more pronounced. She kept jumping every time he moved or spoke, unsure why she was so tense. Her nerves jangled, sensitive to the least signal from him. Pushing his plate away, he stretched out his legs beneath the table, deliberately wide and sprawled so his thigh rubbed hers.

      She moaned softly before she could silence it. The tension mounted, thick and oppressive, matching the darkening storm in his eyes.

      Finally, he leaned over and breathed into her ear. “I think it’s time to give you that extra credit.”

      Startled, she glanced around the restaurant, but nobody sat close enough to hear. The alcove was dark and made for lovers. Surely he wouldn’t— “What, here?”

      “Yes, here.”

      The waiter brought a thick slice of death-by-chocolate layered cake. Conn loaded the fork and fed her bite by bite, his eyes locked on her mouth. Every few bites, he put the empty fork in his mouth and licked it clean. His eyes blazed. From the chocolate? Or her taste?

      She tried to quell the heat spreading through her. “Don’t I get to feed you?”

      One corner of his mouth quirked. “I thought you’d never ask.”

      Leaning down, he licked her neck, his teeth grazing her collarbone. Just a nibble, but she jolted with surprise just the same. He slid his arm behind her, his palm sliding hot down her right arm. His body heat seared her left side, back, and thigh. Sitting in public, she felt covered by him, possessed by his little touches and potent stares. It was odd, terrifying, and thrilling at the same time.

      How far would he go? How far would she let him go? In public?

      As she lifted the fork to his mouth, her hand shook. She put the empty fork in her mouth as he’d done, and he rumbled with approval. “Do you taste me, darlin’?”

      Maybe it was her imagination, but she did taste just a hint of that sultry darkness of the mastery of his mouth. Shivers took hold deep in the pit of her stomach. Tightening her thighs together, she closed her eyes, trying to calm the roaring desire.

      “Put the fork down.” He whispered the words against her ear, but she recognized it as an order. Silverware clattered against the dessert plate. He breathed deeply against her ear, his breath warm and moist. With his left hand, he slowly turned her head toward him.

      Wildly, her gaze flickered about the room. Was anyone watching? Did she care?

      Smoldering with heat, he stared deeply into her eyes, drowning her with his will, his control. Tension mounted, his gaze a physical touch sliding down to her mouth. Lazily, he let his gaze drop lower, and her breasts burned to feel his touch, to feel the heat of his mouth, the stroke of his tongue. Trembling, she made a soft noise, desperate and needy yet so afraid she’d embarrass herself.

      His gaze worked back up to her mouth. Her lips fell open; she couldn’t help it. She couldn’t stop her tongue from wetting her lips in invitation, either. He lifted his gaze to hers and she sucked in a deep breath, bracing for attack.

      Tilting her head just so, he slanted his mouth across hers. His tongue slid deep, conquering and claiming every inch of her. This was no little torment or play; this was total domination. His mouth took hers, his tongue thrusting like his body would, not fast, not unsure, but deep and steady, demanding thrusts which left her no defense. One, two, and she quivered, crying out softly into his mouth as climax roared through her. Her hands scrambled on the table, her body shaking against his. She finally got one hand under the table, her left, and reached for his groin.

      He made a rough sound against her lips, his hips jerking, thrusting his erection firmly into her palm. God, he was big and hard, swelled against those black jeans. Her body tightened down all over again, aching to feel him sliding inside, claiming her as his mouth had just done.

      Releasing her mouth, he bent his head and lightly kissed her shoulder. The waiter approached with their ticket, so Conn gently peeled her hand off him, placing a kiss in her palm. She could only sit there, panting quietly, trying not to rub herself all over him. She’d just climaxed in the middle of a busy restaurant. From a kiss. Had anybody noticed? Torn between embarrassment and need, she kept her gaze down.

      Her hard nipples were very, very prominent against the thin white of the dress. She crossed her arms, hoping the waiter didn’t get an eyeful. Noticing her discomfort, Conn slipped his leather jacket around her shoulders. The coat was heavy around her, smelling incredibly of leather and him. Wrapped in that coat, she fought not to rub her face against it and see if she could come again.

      

      She was going to burn him to a cinder, but he’d die a very happy man.

      Dazed by his “extra credit”, Rae let him take her arm and guide her out of the restaurant. It wasn’t wine that made her sway and cling to him, dizzy and weak-kneed. Just as it wasn’t wine that made him bend her back against the Mustang beneath his hips while he kissed her again, deep and hard, as deep and hard as he wanted to be inside her.

      Conn pulled back despite her clutching hands and moan of desperation. Her body was soft and yielding as she arched into him. So turned on, she’d forgotten about their very public location on the busiest street in Joplin. Not too fast, he reminded himself. He had to give her a taste and back off. Let her think about it. Discuss her fears. He couldn’t barge his way into her body and mind and soul all in one day, no matter how much he wanted her.

      Opening the passenger door, he helped her slide into the seat. She was shivering but he’d wager not from the cold. As soon as he sat down in the driver’s seat, she reached for him, half crawling over the console.

      “I’m not taking you in my car, darlin’, no matter how much I want you right now. In fact, I’m taking you straight home to Miss Belle’s tonight.”

      She moaned, shaking her head. “I want you too badly.”

      He backed the car out and pulled into traffic before he drew her against his shoulder. “I’m not rushing you, Rae.”

      “How can you kiss me like that, and then take me home?”

      Growling a curse beneath his breath, he shifted in the seat, uncomfortable in his jeans. “It’s damned hard, darlin’, but I’m looking toward the long haul. Once you come into my bed, you’re not leaving it. Do you understand? I’m not a one night stand. Speaking of which, we need to discuss birth control before we’re hot and heavy and get stupid.”

      “I’m on the pill. I always have been.” She shuddered against him. “Thank God I didn’t have kids with Richard. I don’t think I would’ve had the courage to escape him.”

      Tightening his jaws, Conn fought the urge to swerve over to the shoulder and give her a punishingly deep kiss of possession again. “I’m going to want kids, darlin’. A whole passel of them.”

      Her silence just about killed him. Raising her head, she pressed her mouth to his ear and whispered, “With you, it’s different. I don’t want kids right off, but in a couple of years, absolutely.”

      “I’m clean.” His voice sounded thick and tight to his own ears. “I was tested after my last relationship two years ago and I haven’t been with anyone since.”

      “The first thing I did after I kicked Richard out was go to the doctor. I’m clean too.” She breathed out slowly, tormenting him with the warmth and heat of her mouth. Her breasts pressed against his arm, and it was all he could do to keep from sliding his hand up beneath that sexy dress. “I don’t need you to use condoms, unless you just want to.”

      Breathing hard, he forced his foot to ease off the accelerator before he broke a hundred miles an hour. He laughed raggedly. “I want nothing between us but skin, darlin’, but I’ll do whatever you want.”

      “I want you. Preferably right now.”

      She surprised and delighted him, a mixture of innocence and seduction, confident one moment and shy and vulnerable the next. “We have to deal with all your fears before I can drag you into such a commitment, darlin’.”

      “Miss Belle’s contract had a thirty-day commitment.” She drew back, searching his face. “We’re not waiting thirty days, are we?”

      Conn groaned roughly. “Hell, I hope not. Are you trying to kill me? Thirty days? My brain would shut down from lack of blood by then. I’m not sure I’ll make it the week of Miss Belle’s bet.”

      She laughed and settled back against his shoulder, her hand slowly wandering higher up his thigh. “I’d come home with you just so Miss Belle doesn’t win.”

      “That might be her exact goal, darlin’. If there’s anything you should know about Miss Belle, she knows everything and she’s always right.” He captured Rae’s hand in his and very firmly tightened the reins on his control. “These next few days are like finals week. You’re going to put me through every test you can imagine, and I’m going to pass every single one for you. Whatever you need me to prove, do, or show, I will. However long it takes. I didn’t wait five years for nothing. I waited for you.”

      She turned her face into his shoulder again, shaking. “I’m sorry.”

      Damn, he hadn’t meant to imply any anger that she hadn’t waited for him. He didn’t want to punish her with guilt. “Shhh, Rae, I didn’t mean it like that. I dated too. I’ve been far from a monogamous saint these past years—that’s why I had myself tested. Nobody challenges and moves me like you. Nobody threatened to dissolve my control into frantic need on top of my desk like you. You’re worth the wait, however long it takes.” He kissed the top of her head, wry humor in his voice. “Just don’t take too long.”

      

      The return trip passed much too quickly for Rae.

      “Before I forget, I have a faculty thing tomorrow night. Actually, I’m getting an award. Miss Belle is attending, and I’d be honored to have you as my date, darlin’.”

      “I’d love to.”

      He turned into Beulah Land’s driveway, and she wanted to cry. “You might change your mind when you see how boring the evening will be. A bunch of English professors getting together to talk Shakespeare and Shelley isn’t exactly a blockbuster movie, you know.”

      She didn’t care. She’d sit and watch the paint dry, if he was there and asked her. Burrowing deeper against his chest, she breathed in his scent, soaked in his heat, and cursed herself for being a coward. If she wasn’t afraid, then she could be in his bed tonight and every night.

      Pulling over, he turned off the headlights and the engine. “Come here, darlin’.”

      She went, crawling into his lap, straddling him in the bucket seat. It was tight in the car, too tight, which saved her. Even knowing it, she cursed the confines.

      “Such language,” Conn laughed, his voice husky. “Whatever would Miss Belle say?”

      “She’d probably say I deserved a spanking.”

      His eyes gleamed in the darkness, his hands sliding up her hips beneath the dress. “Would she, now? Not in my car, though. There’s not enough room for me to do it justice. I want you spread out on my lap, my hands on this gorgeous ass, and I want to see you, Rae. I want to watch the red spread across your skin. I want plenty of room to stroke you at the same time.”

      Her heart pounded so loudly he surely must hear it. She squirmed on his lap. Feeling his erection beneath her only increased the torment.

      “I’m going to find out what you’ve got under this dress, and then you’re going up to your room and I’m going home. To take a long cold shower. Where I’ll jerk off with the vision of you held across my lap and…” His fingers found the scrap of a thong she wore beneath the short, white dress. “These tiny panties down around your ankles.”

      He stroked the thin strip running between her cheeks. “White?”

      She nodded, her face burning, even while she felt the growing moisture between her thighs. “Compromise.”

      “Indeed. Did you wear these for Dick?”

      She shook her head, her face buried against his neck. “They came free in a pack and I never wore them. Until you.”

      “Thank God. I don’t know which would bother me the most: knowing Miss Belle bought them for you to wear for me, or that Dick had seen you in them. Tell you what. How about I deliver a little package for you tomorrow?”

      Laughing shakily, Rae nodded. Had Miss Belle bought sexy negligees or panties for her? She hadn’t had time earlier to check all the bags. The crazy old lady would try her best to get her in them. Probably pink. Shuddering, she wiggled closer to him, her breath catching in her throat at the bulge in his jeans. His breath was hot on her neck, his fingers stroking and kneading her bared cheeks. She pressed her mouth to his ear, sucking on the lobe, and squirmed closer. Maybe the car wasn’t so small…

      Somebody tapped on the window. Pulse slamming in her throat, she jerked upright. His hands were still beneath her dress; she was in his lap; the windows were so fogged up she couldn’t even see who was there.

      Sick with dread, she thought she knew exactly who was there.

      Muttering beneath his breath, Conn turned the key so he could lower the window. “How’d you know we were here?”

      Miss Belle humphed. “Do you think I wasn’t young and in love once, Verrill? Your mama was conceived right here in Colonel Healy’s Model T.” She jerked the door open and Rae half tumbled out. Miss Belle yanked her the rest of the way. “Come along, Rae Lynn, it’s time for bed, your bed, all alone. Good night, Verrill.”

      “Good night. Grandma.”
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        Dear Dr. Connagher:

        I keep dreaming the same thing, over and over, and I don’t need Freud to distill its meaning for me.

        In the dream, I’m dressed in that white mini-skirt you hated and nothing else, gripping your poetry anthology tightly across my chest, not to hide my nakedness, but to gain passage from the fierce-eyed dragon guarding your door. (I was always a little afraid of the dean’s secretary.)

        However, your door is closed. Defeated, I lean against the wood and close my eyes. I know you’re inside, but the closed door means no interruptions. I know better than to knock.

        I don’t make a sound, but you know I’m there.

        “Come in, Miss Jackson.”

        Shivering with trepidation and longing, I open the door barely wide enough to slip inside your office. The blinds are shut in the window behind your desk, casting your face in shadow. Gathering my nerve, I shut the door behind me. The sound of the lock clicking into place is shockingly loud.

        I’m braced for you to tell me to leave or to order me to the dean’s office for interrupting, but you remain silent. It’s a test: You wait in that silence for my answer. As always, I feel this burning panic to blurt out the first thing that comes to my head, but this time, I know.

        I know exactly how to ace this examination and I don’t need a blue book for my answer.

        Giddy with confidence, I saunter over and set my book on top of your desk. The top is bare of clutter, shining and polished even in the gloom. Staring at that desk, I feel remembered fire spreading across my ass. I remember how cold the wood felt when you pressed me across it. But I’m not here for that this time. This time, I want something more.

        Or rather, you want something more.

        Even when I fumble your belt open and unzip your jeans, you remain silent. You’re hot steel in my hand, too thick for my fingers to meet, and even writing this now, I feel… It’s embarrassing, what you do to me. I’ve never enjoyed oral sex much in real life, but in this dream…with you…I hunger. I want you in my mouth, sliding down my throat deep enough to choke me. I tremble and ache with need, my lips wet with saliva, yet I can’t do it. Somehow, it’s not right for me to simply lean down and take what I want.

        Heat floods my face and it’s not desire this time. Fear claws at my throat; tears burn in my eyes. I suddenly feel as panicked as if I’d walked into your class and learned you were giving an exam and I’d totally forgotten to study. All the confidence I’d felt earlier disappears and I want to wail, run from your office, and never see you again.

        Then your hand settles on my head, heavy, your fingers tightening in my hair. It’s a subtle pain, just the faintest tug on my scalp, yet my anxiety simply melts away. Surety fills me again. You jerk me closer and I smell your scent of spiced leather, and deeper, musk and man, and I’m smiling when you fist your other hand in my hair, too.

        The rest of the dream…well, you can imagine. It’s not very politically correct. I should feel…degraded. Shouldn’t I be mad at you, even though it’s just a dream?

        But it’s my dream, so shouldn’t I be mad at myself? How can I, when I wake up in tears because I know it was just a dream? Every morning I lose you all over again.

        During the day, I’ll be talking with a contractor or touching up some paint, and I’ll remember. I’ll remember what it felt like to be on my knees in your office with your hands fisted in my hair, demanding pleasure, taking what you want…

        It’s only a dream, but the memory is enough to make me come again.

        ~ Rae

        

      [image: ]
* * *

      Walking into a faculty award ceremony on Conn’s arm was surreal. The tree-lined, old-world atmosphere of Drury campus welcomed Rae back. The tightening in her throat surprised her. She’d love to come back here and finish her degree. Someday.

      Of course she’d wondered what it would be like if they were free to be a couple instead of professor and student. The first semester after she’d been in his class, they still would’ve had to be careful, she’d imagined, to ensure that no rumors or nastiness were ever attached to his career.

      But eventually, she’d be able to openly date him. She’d be able to cheer for him when he won the favorite professor award again, nod at all his colleagues, and brag about what a great teacher he was.

      If they only knew the half of it.

      Miss Belle targeted the dean while Conn introduced her to his fellow professors. They were all kind, teasing him about bringing someone they didn’t know, asking how long they’d been dating—the nosy yet honest questions of friends. Her chest felt heavy and she tightened her grip on his arm. Would she ever fit in with his colleagues? How could she? Returning to campus, she sank to the level of a tongue-tied student not a sophisticated woman who could help further his career.

      Lord help her if they started talking shop. The only English class she’d taken outside the requirements to graduate was Conn’s.

      They wandered through the reception, Conn introducing her as they went. No one shouted, “Student! Scandal!” In fact, everyone was perfectly welcoming.

      Until she bumped into one of his current students.

      Conn left to get them each a cup of coffee, and as soon as he was gone, the young woman approached. She was obviously a student, at least several years younger than Rae, and beautiful in a ripe, floozy sort of way. Okay, maybe that was rather harsh. Rae didn’t even know her yet and already felt an instant dislike.

      Not exactly jealousy, because she didn’t think this girl would ever draw Conn’s eye, but she walked with intent, evil intent, right up to Rae.

      “Who are you?” All righteous fury and indignant hurt, her attitude was rather ridiculous. As though Conn had some claim on her affections. Again, Rae’s instincts said no. She couldn’t imagine him being attracted to this girl. It didn’t make sense.

      Not when he was so obviously and openly attracted to her.

      A warm, thick rush flooded her at the thought. He did want her, crazy or not, and this other woman was night and day different. She decided to keep it simple and polite. For all she knew, this girl was the dean’s daughter. “I’m Rae Jackson.” She couldn’t resist adding, “I’m with Dr. Connagher.”

      “Oh, I know who you’re with. What I want to know is when you were his student.”

      Rae arched a brow at the girl and didn’t volunteer anything.

      “He always hooks up with a female student each semester. Everybody knows it. So what year were you?”

      “I haven’t been on campus in years,” Rae replied stiffly. She didn’t believe it. She’d already asked Conn about his relationship with other students. She was the only student he’d been involved with, she knew it. She trusted him. This girl was just being nasty. But the worry nagged. What if people found out she’d been his student years ago? Would that hurt his reputation even more?

      “No wonder he had me transferred to another class.” The girl sniffed with disdain and fluffed herself. “He had to get rid of me before he could bring you in.”

      Rae wasn’t going to stand here and let this lying little cat smear his name. “You have a thing going with Dr. Connagher, do you?”

      “Oh, yes. I’m his teacher’s pet this year, if you know what I mean.” She gushed, smiling prettily so a dimple appeared in her cheek. “We only had to wait another month or so, but you know him. He never keeps his girls after the semester is over.”

      Rae felt ill. I don’t believe it—but what if other people do? “Does he contact you often outside of class?”

      The girl leaned closer to whisper. “Every day. I’ve got his e-mails saved. Just in case, you know, I need the protection later.”

      She trilled a metallic laugh that made Rae want to punch her. However, the knots in her stomach untangled. She laughed, too, hard and mean, not nice at all, but she couldn’t help it. “You really don’t know much about him, do you?”

      “What do you mean?” The girl turned her attention behind Rae and paled, her gaze darting side to side for escape. Rae edged closer, keeping her backed into the wall.

      “If you really knew Dr. Connagher, then you wouldn’t have said anything about e-mail. Take your story to the dean and she’ll laugh, too.”

      “Is there a problem here?” Conn’s voice echoed with menace. He wrapped his arm around Rae’s shoulders, a sign of possession that even the silly twit would recognize.

      “No, no,” she babbled, backing away.

      “You’re not supposed to be at this event, Miss Barrak. Perhaps we need to speak to Dean Strobel again. I’m sure she could assign you some extra credit if you don’t have enough work to keep you busy.”

      The girl whirled and ran away.

      Conn sighed heavily, his mouth against Rae’s ear. “I need to see you in my office, Miss Jackson. Immediately.”

      Chills crept down her spine. His voice was heavy, his hands hard, taking command as he led her out of the reception. Her heart pounded.

      His office. He was taking her to his office. Her knees trembled so badly she could hardly manage the stairs.

      “Don’t make me throw you over my shoulder, Rae.”
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      His office looked exactly like she remembered. Books lined the walls and were even stacked on the floor because the bookcases were overflowing. Despite the clutter everywhere else, the glossy cherry top of his desk was completely bare.

      She remembered the cold press of that wood against her cheek, his arm heavy across her back, the sting of his palm…

      Heart hammering, she twined her cold fingers together. She didn’t trust her voice. Did he think she believed that silly twit of a girl? Was he upset? Even though he wasn’t touching her, she could feel the heat and silent menace of his body behind her.

      He shut the door. Frozen in place, she waited, blood rushing in her ears.

      At the ominous click of the lock, she jumped like she’d been shot. Or slapped.

      A sound escaped her throat that sounded rather distressingly like a squeak.

      Still without touching her, he sat down behind his desk. Dear Lord above, he looked incredible: his dark suit somber against the crisp white shirt, his face chasmed with grooves between his eyes and the stark angles of his cheeks. She’d always loved his distinctive face and had stared endlessly during class, aching to map that unknown territory with her fingers and lips.

      “Come here, darlin’.”

      Surely it was a good sign that he wasn’t using formalities. Legs trembling, she edged around his desk, still gripping her hands together to hide the tremors. The long black skirt of the velvet dress Miss Belle had picked out for her clung to her legs, threatening to trip her, but she went. She couldn’t have refused him even if she wanted to.

      “Are you afraid?”

      Truth, always the truth with him. “A little.”

      His voice remained easy, a low, soft rumble. Leaning back in his chair, he winked. “Turned on, too, I dare say.”

      Her fingertips were numb with cold, but sweat trickled down her back. If he’d touch her and kiss her like last night, then all the nerves would dissolve, but this reserved silence unnerved her. It was too much like those dreams that had tormented her for years.

      She bit her lip, trying to decide whether she had to answer or not. She’d been tempted not to wear anything beneath the long dress so she could torment him about it, but in the end, she hadn’t had the courage. It’s a good thing, because she couldn’t imagine walking around so messy with no panties.

      Silence stretched out. She hated it when he did that, waiting for her to answer. Stubbornly, she clenched her teeth and refused to answer just to spite him, even though heat flared through her entire body. It was all she could do to stand still.

      “I apologize for that nasty scene downstairs.”

      She twitched with surprise, jerking her gaze up to his face. Only then did she realize she’d been staring at the black material stretched across his groin.

      “Like what you see, darlin’?” His voice purred through her, his mouth quirking with amusement even while his eyes darkened. He reached out and fingered the flowing skirt that draped her hips. “I sure like what I see. All of this material covering your body makes me wonder what you might have on beneath.”

      His breath sighed out and he leaned forward, slowly slipping his arms around her waist in a loose hug. “That student caused me so many problems that I didn’t get the chance to go shopping for you yet. I will tomorrow, darlin’, I promise.”

      Unsure of his mood, she ran her fingers through the short dark hair at the base of his neck. He made another low noise, this one of pleasure. Drawing her closer, he pressed his cheek against the bodice of her dress and just held her.

      It dawned on her that he was upset, tormenting himself about that student. She was suddenly furious at that girl for causing him such distress. “She’s not worth it.”

      “I know, but I hate to fail, darlin’, even with students like her who couldn’t give a rat’s ass about learning something. I always have the hope that maybe I can show them something new that will grab their attention and change their opinion. I want to spark their motivation to do more than drink and party.”

      His breath was hot and moist, soaking through the material to torment her breasts. While she hadn’t been brave enough to go commando, she couldn’t wear a bra with the low-cut back of this gown. “Was she right about the rumors?”

      He pulled back enough to look up at her, his brow creased. “What rumors?”

      “Am I going to cause problems for you because I was your student?”

      “Darlin’, that was five years ago. Damn that little hussy for worrying you. The most important people I care about on campus already know I was tempted by you while you were in my class, and I protected us both as well as I could. Dean Strobel double-graded your work herself as a result to make sure I was completely fair in my treatment of you, and she didn’t have a single concern about our conduct. There aren’t going to be any rumors or problems about us, and Miss Barrak is already in a world of hurt with the dean. My colleagues have dealt with students like her before, and I’ve been very careful to make sure she can’t hurt me.”

      “Do they—” She swallowed hard, searching his gaze. “Do they know what happened in here?”

      “Of course not. You and I are the only ones who know what I did to you on my desk. What I’m going to do to you now.”

      

      Conn watched her reaction. Her gaze flickered down to his mouth briefly, and her eyes widened with anxiety. Her pulse thumped in her neck so strongly he could see it, and her body stiffened against him. Her nipples poked at the bodice of the dress, but she nearly took a step away from him.

      Afraid, but aroused, and damned if the combination didn’t kill him. He liked a hint of fear—if it was a fun sort of fear that knew deep down he’d never hurt her. He wanted her to respect his control and wonder exactly how far he’d go, because he was going to push and take as much as she’d give.

      As long as she trusted him.

      He tightened his hands slowly, watching her for any indication of real fear. “Miss Belle is a bloody genius.”

      A startled laugh escaped Rae’s throat, breaking the rising tension in her trembling body. “Why do you say that?”

      “I can’t imagine two entirely different dresses than this black one and the white one you wore last night, but I honestly can’t tell which one I like better.” He molded his hands down her hips, following the fall of crushed velvet, then slowly smoothed his hands up the curves of her waist. “From the front, it’s very modest yet attractive, drawing my attention to the way the velvet hugs your body. It makes me want to drape my body over yours just like this dress.”

      He allowed his voice to roughen on the last, although he waggled his eyebrows a little to make her laugh again.

      “Then you turn around…” Tightening his grip on her hips, he told her to turn with the silent command of his body. After what happened the last time he’d turned her away from him right here before his desk, this was a tough test.

      Braced for her refusal, he would release her immediately.

      Stiffly, she let him turn her around but he could hear her breath rasping in the room.

      “You turn around, and I see the expanse of your lovely back, bare, vulnerable, and open.” Lightly, he walked his fingertips up her spine. “You hair is pulled up to make sure every naked inch is visible, tormenting me with the thought of kissing every bump of your spine.”

      He leaned forward and pressed a soft kiss to her skin. She shivered, her breath still shaky and loud, but the sharper edge of fear softened. Kissing a slow, wet path down her back, he applied gentle pressure to her shoulders, urging her to lie down on his desk.

      Her face touched the wood and she cried out, tension trembling through her.

      “Shhh, darlin’. I’m going to make sure you never dread coming to my office again. I’m going to give you a new dream to keep you up at night, a dream right here on my desk.”

      Without lifting his mouth, he scooted his chair closer. He was extremely careful not to hold her down this time. If she wanted to get up, she could.

      Her skin felt like rose petals, the sweet feminine taste of her as delicate. He lingered in the hollow of her back with long, lazy swipes of his tongue, while he tormented himself with the vision of her fully naked and stretched out on top of his desk. She could put her whole luscious body on the cherry top and he could roll his chair from head to toe and taste every inch.

      “Conn?”

      He smiled against her. “Darlin’?”

      “Can I make a request?”

      Ah, she had his full attention. “Absolutely. What do you want, darlin’?”

      “I didn’t know,” she whispered, her voice achingly shy, “if you would let me ask for things…” She shrugged her shoulders, tucking her face against her biceps.

      Sitting back up, he rolled her over and sat her on the edge of his desk so he could see her face. This conversation was too important for there to be any misunderstandings later. “Rae, if you want me to do something, ask. I love you, darlin’. I want to make you happy no matter what it is. I especially want to know your deepest darkest fantasies and how best to turn you on. I want you shivering and crying out your pleasure, not silent and afraid to make a request.”

      She searched his face, her eyes solemn, her fingers aimlessly plucking at the lapels of his tuxedo. “You said you liked control. I thought that meant…control.” She frowned and gave a frustrated jerk of her head. “What does that mean, really? What do you expect of me? When can I—”

      “Let me make myself very clear.” He leaned forward, holding her gaze. “I’m arrogant and just a tad bossy.”

      Her mouth quirked.

      “There will be times when you want to smack me. Do so. Then we’ll have fun wrestling and I might get to smack your bottom myself. There will definitely be times when we make love quick and hard and furious, because I swear, darlin’, I’m gonna die if I don’t get inside you soon. But sometimes I’ll simply lie on my back and let you do whatever you wish to your little heart’s desire. And yes, someday I want to tie you to my bed and torment you until you beg and scream, and I want to turn you over my knee and fire up your ass, too.”

      She sucked in a shaky breath, her hands tightening on his coat. Her eyes gleamed, luminous and dark, her mouth soft with desire. Slowly, he leaned in closer until his lips hovered over hers.

      “Whatever we’re doing, I promise I’ll stop the moment you tell me to, and if you ever need me to do something else, I’ll do it. Immediately. Because I want to be everything you could possibly need. So tell me, darlin’, what were you going to ask me to do?”

      She smiled wobbily. “I was going to ask if you could hold me down a little without spanking me, but I kind of like being up here, too, where I can see you.”

      “Hell yeah, I can do that, darlin’,” he drawled, dropping his gaze to the swell of her breasts modestly covered by the gown. “We’ll start with a little light bondage to make sure you like it, but I think being tied up will drive you wild. God knows the thought is driving me wild.”

      “Okay,” she whispered. “I’m just—I’m not sure about the other.”

      “No rush, darlin’.” He trailed his fingers across her cheek and down her neck. “I have something else in mind you might like.”

      Her voice caught on a moan as he tugged at the long sleeves of the dress. “It’s not that I don’t think I’ll like it…”

      Bit by bit, he worked the velvet lower until the edge slipped off her shoulders and dropped past her breasts. “I know, darlin’. You’re afraid you’ll like it too much.”

      The sight of her perfect breasts sent a knife thrust of need through his belly. He took a firm grip on himself, lightly stroking his fingers up and down her neck and shoulders, breathing deeply, until he could trust himself to remain fully in control.

      Speaking of which—

      He slid his palms down her arms and took her hands down to the desk. Leaning forward, he pinned her hands firmly beneath his while he breathed on her swollen nipple. She shifted her fingers, lifting against his hold to test his grip.

      She moaned low and deep in her throat, a purr of pleasure that made him smile. He hadn’t touched her intimately yet; it was his control, the act of being held down, that turned her on. Flicking his tongue out, he grazed a wet circle about her areola. She jerked harder beneath his hands, unable to stop the helpless little struggles.

      Every jerk and cry aroused him more.

      Leaning back, she offered her breasts for more attention. Licking and sucking, he nibbled from one to the other, even grazing with his teeth. The rougher he got, the more she cried out, squirming against him, working her thighs around his waist to grip him close. Carefully, he gripped the full curve of her breast with his teeth and slowly tightened his jaws. Small pain only, enough to flavor the pleasure of his touch, while she ground against him.

      She strained harder, a dam swelling against a cresting flood, and then she gave, trembling with the force of her climax.

      Releasing her breast, he licked the indentations his teeth had left in her tender flesh. “Shhh, darlin’. I don’t think anybody’s up here, but we need to be careful.”

      “Please,” she gasped, arching against him.

      “What do you want?”

      “I want to take you into my mouth.”

      Locking down hard on the violent surge pulsing in him, Conn let go of her hands and sat back. Eager, she slid off the desk into his lap, her hands sliding down his chest.

      “No.” Her fingers brushed the front of his trousers, and he quickly snagged her hand and jerked it away. “Not yet.”

      “Why not?” Breathing hard, she searched his face. “You’ve given me pleasure. I want to touch you, too. Aren’t you…hurting?”

      “Yeah.” Jaws tight, he ran a hand through his hair. Hurting wasn’t enough to describe the heavy ache burning like a fist of fire against his spine. “But you’re not ready to go there yet.”

      Her gaze dropped and she slid off his lap, tugging up the bodice of her dress.

      Damn it, he hadn’t meant to hurt her or make her feel rejected. He caught her right hand and kissed her knuckles and the tips of her fingers until she lifted her gaze back to his.

      “A blow job is my trigger, my ultimate act of domination. It’s like a switch that gets flipped in me, like what happens to you when I hold you down. Did you feel that change as soon as I took away your freedom? It’s the same for me when I think about you putting your mouth on me. I don’t want you to expect vanilla oral play and I suddenly become extremely dominant, scaring you worse than I did before.”

      He touched her lips lightly and allowed his voice to rumble with the aggression he felt. “I’ve fantasized about your luscious mouth for years. I want you more than I can ever say, in every way possible, but thrusting into your mouth with your full submission is my ultimate fantasy. But not until you’re absolutely ready and trust me without question. That’s a very intimate, vulnerable position, and if you don’t understand what I’m doing, and what you’re feeling, then it’ll be a nightmare and not pleasure, for both of us. You can’t give me what I want if you’re afraid.”

      “I’m not afraid of touching you. I want to give you pleasure.”

      “I know, darlin’, but there’s a huge difference between you sucking me off while I sit here passively, and what I really want to do.”

      “What do you really want to do?”

      He hesitated, searching her gaze. She was confused, but not afraid. If he admitted this fantasy, would it only scare her more? Wrapping his hands tightly on the arms of his chair, he growled out, “I don’t want you to give me pleasure; I want to take it. I want to fist my hands in your hair, push you to your knees on the floor, and thrust into your mouth, hard and deep until…”

      He shuddered and closed his eyes, fighting the raging desire threatening to weaken his control. “If you’re not prepared, if you don’t want the same level of force, it could be very bad, darlin’. You may welcome a little force, like when I held you down just now, but I don’t want to ever force you into doing something you don’t want to do. I’d rather never live out that dream than scare you again.”

      Silence stretched out, leaving him furious at himself and this vicious need. Why couldn’t he play safe, like Dick? Safe…and a fucking bore of a moron. He couldn’t help what he was, but he wanted to rage and pound the walls to rubble at the thought of losing her.

      Lightly, her hands cupped his cheeks. Startled, he jerked his eyes open. She leaned over him, so lovely and innocent he wanted to roar his pain like a mindless beast.

      “I’ve dreamed about it too, many times. I’d go on my knees for you.”

      The fist threatened to bust its way through his gut, matching the fierce surge of relief in his heart. He breathed deeply, slowly, waiting for the pulse to ease. “We’ve got plenty of time. I refuse to rush you, darlin’, not with this.”

      His body protested, but he forced himself to help her fix the bodice of her dress, when what he really wanted to do was throw her onto his desk and bury himself between her thighs. Every muscle in his body strummed with need. “I’ll be honest, Rae. I’m walking a fine line right now. I’ve never been so close to losing control. I still want you to push me. Test me as hard as you can, whatever you need. I don’t have any regrets. But damn it all to hell, this is killing me.”

      A slow, sexy smile curved her lips. “Five years ago, I thought your final was going to kill me.”

      “Payback’s a bitch.”
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      Enthusiastic clapping followed Conn’s speech. Dean Strobel presented his award as Drury’s favorite professor for the fourth year in a row. His colleagues crowded around him, slapping him on the back, laughing, snapping pictures.

      Miss Belle dabbed a hanky delicately at her eyes. “I’m so proud.”

      Blinking back tears herself, Rae smiled and let the old lady take her hand. Conn made his way to them. Joy bubbled up inside her as his eyes locked on hers, heating and sparking.

      “Congratulations,” she whispered, unsure how much celebration he’d think appropriate. He surprised her by gathering her close and planting a big noisy kiss on her mouth.

      Dean Strobel made a rueful sound as she joined them. “Miss Belle, I do believe your grandson is finally settling down.”

      Conn kept his arm around her waist, drawing her against the heat of his body. “Dean Strobel, let me introduce you to Rae Jackson.”

      From her memories of her college years, Rae braced for a grim and reserved welcome. The dean shocked her with a warm smile, actually taking her hand between both of hers. “I’m so glad to finally meet you, Rae.” She tugged Rae closer, bending down to whisper loudly in her ear. “You made him work harder than any student here at Drury, so keep him on his toes.”

      “I wager our boy worked her just as hard.” Miss Belle arched her brow at Conn, a wicked smile curving her lips. “Nothing would make me prouder right now except a dozen grandchildren running around.”

      Heat seared Rae’s cheeks.

      “He’s got it bad,” Dean Strobel agreed, releasing Rae. “I watched you both like a hawk.”

      Rae resisted the urge to bury her face in Conn’s chest. What if the dean had caught them that last day of finals? Or just now? What if she asked why Rae had left college, or worse, why it had taken so long for her to come back? Her head pounded until she felt sick.

      “We were both very good, Dean.” Conn laughed and tightened his arm around her. “Very good indeed.”

      Rae dug her thumb into his side, grating on a rib hard enough he grunted softly.

      “Knowing you, Verrill, I seriously doubt that,” Miss Belle sniffed loudly. “You obviously did something horrific to scare her away for so long.”

      Rae turned toward him, clutching a handful of his shirt beneath the coat. Her face felt crisped to a cinder. How much did they know?

      “Yes, horrific.” Conn’s voice softened and he wrapped his other arm around her so he held her protectively. “Don’t worry, though, Miss Belle—she’s definitely making me suffer for my indiscretion.”

      “Ha,” Miss Belle said. “She needs my parasol to do it justice. It’ll be my wedding present to the both of you.”

      Wrapped tight against him, Rae felt the vibration of his cell phone. She stepped back and Conn pulled it out to check the number. The furrow between his eyes warned her immediately that something might be wrong. “Excuse me a moment.”

      He stepped aside, his voice low. All she caught was, “Stay there. I’m coming to get you.”

      “Mason?” Dean Strobel asked softly, her brown eyes concerned.

      “Yeah. You know what tonight is.”

      “Oh dear. That poor man.” Miss Belle dabbed at her eyes with the hanky, and this time, Rae thought she might have actually seen a little suspicious moisture.

      “Sorry to have to take my award and run,” Conn started to apologize, but Dean Strobel waved him toward the exit. “I’ll make sure he gets to class tomorrow.”

      “You’re a good friend, Conn.”

      They left quickly, Conn’s face still grim.

      “Conn, you drive. Rae Lynn, take the front. I’ll sit in the back so I can talk with your friend.”

      “He’s not going to want to talk about it.” He slid behind the wheel, his voice short and clipped. “Frankly, he’s scared of you. After he sobers up, he’ll be embarrassed that you saw him this way.”

      “So he should,” Miss Belle replied tartly. “Why don’t you tell us what you know so I can help him.”

      Conn reached over and took Rae’s hand, his thumb brushing back and forth on her knuckles. “Mason teaches mathematics and while he’s a little nerdy,” he arched a brow at her, daring her to say he was, too, “he’s been my best friend since I moved here from Texas. He married the love of his life shortly after I moved here, and I was his best man. Julie worked for the state patrol, cruising I-44 mainly to catch the drug trade moving up to St. Louis. It’s a dangerous line of work, and Mason wanted her to quit. He made a comfortable living, he loved her, and he wanted her to be Mrs. Susie Housewife with a passel of children. But Julie loved her job, and she felt a calling to serve the community.

      “They fought about it a lot: Mason pressured her; Julie felt defensive. I stayed out of it but listened to them both. They’d certainly been there for me when I went through a rough patch.”

      Rae knew exactly what he meant. He’d gone to them for comfort after she’d left college and never returned. Her heart ached. She’d hurt him, but she’d been hurt too, and she hadn’t had anyone to talk to. That’s why she’d written him so many letters.

      “Right before Julie left for work one night, they had a particularly nasty fight. Just a few hours later, she was killed on a routine traffic stop. She’d stopped to help a family in a stalled vehicle, and a passing car struck her.” His voice tightened along with his fingers. “Mason fell apart. His worst fear had happened, and I think he felt guilty. Their last moments had been an ugly fight, and he could never take back the hurtful words.”

      Conn parked the car in front of Dooley’s, an old-fashioned pub where graduate students and professors usually hung out. “I’ll be right back.”

      Sitting in the dark, Rae thought she heard whispering from the back seat. She shifted in the leather seat as quietly as possible. Miss Belle leaned to the side, whispering quietly as though she had someone sitting right beside her.

      Chills raced down Rae’s spine. She opened her mouth to ask if the old lady was okay, but the back car door opened.

      “It’s going to be okay, Mason. I’ll take you home and you can sleep it off.”

      “Oh. I didn’t know you had company. I wondered why you weren’t in your Mustang.” Looking from Miss Belle to Rae in the front, the man straightened, visibly trying to bring himself together for the ladies in the car. “Oh hell, that’s why you’re dressed up. I forgot about the award! Damn it, Conn, why didn’t you tell me to buzz off when I called?”

      His voice was slurred and thick, but Rae suspected he was more upset than drunk, although the fumes of alcohol definitely wafted into the car.

      “You’re more important than an award. Of course I came when you called.”

      “I shouldn’t have called,” Mason muttered, swiping a hand across his face wearily. He let Conn help him into the back seat. “You’re too good a friend.”

      “You should always call. That’s what friends are for.” Conn hurried around the car and slid into the driver’s seat. “Don’t you remember how many times I called you in the middle of the night, and what did you always tell me?”

      “It’s going to get better,” he whispered. His gaze locked on Rae, sharpening with interest despite his condition. Then his eyes swam with tears and he shuddered, closing his eyes. “But your love didn’t die.”

      “Mason Wykes.” Even Rae flinched at the intensity in Miss Belle’s voice. Reluctantly, Mason looked up at the old lady beside him. “Your love has been very patient with you, but now it’s time to let her go.”

      The hair on the back of Rae’s neck stood straight up. The old lady’s voice was hollow and distant, and the temperature inside the car plummeted at least ten degrees.

      “Why are you being so selfish?”

      Mason spluttered, but Miss Belle pushed onward with the strength and determination of a cavalry charge.

      “She’s waiting for you to accept her death before she can leave. She lingers with you, unable to move on, mourning your grief. She hates what you’re doing to yourself. She rails at you, but you can’t hear. You’re blind and deaf to everything but yourself. Until you fix the breach in your heart and accept her passing, she cannot rest in peace.”

      Despite the harsh reality in the old lady’s words, her eyes were kind and she patted Mason’s shaking hand.

      “She’s here with us, right this very moment, and she says she needs you to forgive yourself. Her death was not your fault.”

      Shoulders shaking and hands fisted, Mason made a low growling moan through clenched teeth. “It is my fault. We argued all the time about her job, and that night… She said she was leaving me.”

      Conn shifted, drawing Rae’s attention. The muscles in his cheeks flexed, but his fingers were gentle on hers. He must not have known the extent of his friend’s marital problems.

      “She’s laughing. She said to tell you that not even your mumblings about Runge Kutta could make her leave, whatever that means.”

      Mason choked back a laugh and tears ran freely down his cheeks. “A joke she always made. My doctorate thesis was on different methods of numerical analysis. She’s here? Truly?”

      “Yes,” Miss Belle answered softly. “She says she would never have left you in a million years. Those words were spoken in anger. Even now, she’s still here with you, waiting until you can say goodbye. Don’t you want her to have the peace she deserves? She’ll wait for you on the other side, but you’ve got to let her go.”

      “How?” Mason’s voice broke. “How do I say goodbye to someone when losing her ripped my heart out of my chest?”

      “What’s the number one thing you want to say to her?”

      Pressure built in the car, the air thick and cold. Shivering, Rae, held onto Conn’s hand and tried to tell herself nothing odd was happening. He turned off the tree-lined side street into a driveway of a modest-sized family home, and parked. Nobody moved.

      “Tell her, Mason,” Miss Belle urged. “Now’s the time to say what you didn’t say to her that night. This is your last chance to make things right.”

      Chills erupted down Rae’s arms at the words of her motto. What if Conn had died in an accident before she’d ever had the chance to explain why she’d run? If she’d never had the chance to kiss him and feel his strength wrapped around her? Her throat hurt and tears burned her eyes.

      “I’ll always love you, Julie,” Mason whispered. “I’m sorry, baby. I’m sorry about everything.”

      “She loves you, too, and she wants you to let her go. She wants you to live. Put away your grief, especially your guilt, and live again, Mason.”

      “Julie,” Mason whispered, his ragged voice shaking in the silence. “I love you, baby. Goodbye.”

      The last word hung on the air, vibrating, and the tension suddenly popped. Rae jumped, and Conn’s hand tightened convulsively on hers.

      Miss Belle’s voice sounded tired. “Help him to bed, Conn.”

      

      Muttering and crying, although he’d surely deny it later, Mason proved to be a handful for Conn to wrestle out of the car. His friend was never going to forget that people had seen him like this, falling down drunk and morose. Conn finally got him up out of the car and headed for the house. Mason stumbled into him and they both nearly went down in a heap.

      Rae appeared, taking Mason’s other arm and hauling some of his weight up across her shoulders.

      “Thank you, kind lady.” Mason stared at her like he’d never seen her before. “You’re Conn’s Rae, right?”

      She shot a wry glance at Conn. “Yeah, I guess so.”

      Conn’s Rae. He liked the sound of that.

      Huffing and puffing, they struggled to get him up the steps. Conn propped his friend up against the wall and dug in his coat pockets to find his keys.

      Mason squealed like a little girl and squirmed against her. “Sorry, ticklish,” he gasped out, laughing. “Don’t bother. It’s not locked.”

      Conn tested the door handle. “Son of a bitch. Why not hang a ‘Come on in’ sign for all the burglars in the neighborhood?”

      He pushed the door open and heaved Mason back up from the wall.

      “Nothing to steal. Anyway, I don’t care.” His voice caught and a shudder went through him. “I haven’t cared in a long time, have I?”

      “You care about a lot of things, buddy. You care about your students, and you certainly care about me.”

      “I don’t give a damn about you,” Mason muttered, but he rubbed his eyes and sagged against him.

      “The hell you don’t. Why else do you drag yourself out of bed at six a.m. to bang swords with me?”

      “Because I’m a geek who loves the Renaissance Period almost as much as differential equations.”

      Instead of dragging him up the flight of stairs, Conn chose the couch in the den. He knew Mason often slept there because he couldn’t bear the memories. He’d threatened to light up the whole place and burn it to the ground, but Conn knew the memories would still eat him up.

      “Speaking of the Renaissance, did you know that only the Bible has more editions than Euclid’s Elements? I love the simplicity of his geometry.”

      Laughing, Conn tugged Mason’s shoes off. “Did you finish grading your midterms, Dr. Wykes?”

      “Oh God, no. I should have the grades ready for the students tomorrow, too.”

      With a groan, Conn shot a rueful gaze at Rae. He’d hoped to ask her to the cottage after dinner tonight, but if he had to grade calculus midterms, he’d be up half the night. “How many do you have left to grade?”

      “Just a few, probably twenty or so. You don’t have to grade them, Conn, really. I’ll get up early in the morning and finish.”

      By his muddled words, Mason was already half asleep. “You’re going to be lucky to make it to class at all in the morning. What time’s your first class?”

      “Mmm, nine o’clock. Plenty of time. I’ll just—” A snore escaped.

      “I’ll call you, okay? Just to make sure you’re up.”

      The lucky bastard didn’t make a response other than deeper breathing. It was going to take Conn at least three times as long to finish those blasted tests, assuming he understood the answer key. Digging around on  the cluttered coffee table, he found the stack of tests.

      Shit, twenty my ass. Aloud, he muttered, “I’m going to be up all night.”

      Mason stirred and tried to lift his head but fell back against the cushion. “You’re a good friend.” Then he lapsed back into la-la-land.

      “You are a good friend,” Rae whispered.

      Raising his gaze to her face, he felt his heart stutter and die in his chest. He loved her more than he’d ever thought possible. She’d only been back in his life for a few days, but it didn’t matter. He wanted her more than anything he’d ever wanted in his entire life. If he lost her…

      Mason was an oak compared to how he’d react if he lost her again.

      “I wish—” She sighed, turning her face aside.

      No hiding, not from him. He strode over and gently turned her face back to him. He kept his fingers on her face, gentle but firm, stroking over her cheek until she spoke again.

      “I wish I’d called you. I mean, before, when I was scared. I was afraid to hear your voice, afraid you’d talk me into doing something I wasn’t ready for, but now…”  Her delicate face strained beneath his fingers with regret.

      “Anyplace, anytime, you call me, Rae. I’ll be there for you. I swear it.” He drew her against him, offering the shelter of his body and the strength of his embrace. “I won’t ever coerce you into something. If you’re in doubt, scared, or in trouble, call me. I’d do anything for Mason, but for you…”

      His voice trembled with emotion. She wrapped her arms tighter around his waist and tried to lighten the mood. “Slay dragons? Endure torture? Walk the plank?”

      Keeping his face somber, he said, “I’d even surf the net.”

      “My God,” Mason said, pushing up on his elbows. “You do love her. You won’t even read my e-mail.”

      “No, but I’ll grade your calculus tests, so we’re even.”

      “Get out of here and let me get some sleep.”

      “You’ve been asleep twice already.”

      Mason grouched, rolling over onto his side and throwing his arm up over his head. “If you two love birds would leave me alone, I’d stay asleep. Call me around eight a.m.”

      “Will do.” Conn headed for the door, his arm around Rae.

      “Conn?”

      He paused, looking back over his shoulder, but Mason hadn’t raised up again.

      “Thanks.”

      “Anytime, Mason. Anytime.”
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        Dear Dr. Connagher:

        I’m feeling rather beaten down today. So of course I felt like I should write to you.

        On our first anniversary, Richard gave me a puppy, a cute little miniature poodle mix I named Buddy. I adored the little dog. He went everywhere with me during the day, hanging around at Daddy’s office, riding in the truck with me to jobsites. He was always perfectly mannered for me.

        Until Richard came home.

        Buddy recognized what kind of man he was, much quicker than I did. He growled at Richard whenever he raised his voice. He chewed on only Richard’s shoes. He started marking the house. I think Buddy was trying to protect me, but Richard saw only the mess. He took everything so personally, and his temper…

        I started to fear for Buddy’s life. I couldn’t protect him twenty-four/seven. I put him in the kennel more when Richard was home, but that’s no life for a dog. I couldn’t put him outside—he’s an indoor dog. He wanted to be with me, his family.

        We fought over Buddy more and more. Richard couldn’t stand that I loved a dog more than him.

        This shames me, Conn, but I let Buddy go. I let Richard take him to the local vet clinic and they found a new home for him. I tried to tell myself it was the best thing all around for Buddy, and I’m sure he is happy. He’s safe. Safe from Richard. Safer than me.

        I should have fought for my dog. But how could I, when I don’t fight for myself?

        If Richard only knew…how much more I loved you.

        ~ Rae

        

      [image: ]
* * *

      Rae ripped up another section of shingle and tossed it to the bin below. The crew was making good time, but of course, she never called in anyone but the best. Randy swore he’d get the roof done today, as long as they didn’t find rotted plywood underneath. So far, so good. In fact, the shingles were in excellent shape.

      She gripped the asphalt tile in both gloved hands and twisted it. Still very strong, barely a few years old, she guessed. Strong winds likely pulled them up, and rather recently since there wasn’t any water damage.

      “Oh, yeah, we’ll be done by lunch, Rae.” Randy walked across the slanted roof as easily as a monkey in a tree. “The only damage is here on the front of the house.”

      “Right where we’d see it.” Rae mused. She had a nasty feeling that maybe a ghostly wind had done this damage. Was that possible? After last night… Goose bumps crawled down her arms despite the sweat dampening her brow. “Do you know if there were any bad storms in the last few weeks?”

      “I’ve been on Taneycomo fishing every single day I wasn’t on a roof.”

      “Let me know if you find any bigger issues, and I guess I’ll be thankful the job is small.”

      She climbed down the ladder and went in search of the electrician. She found Don in the basement putting his tools away. “Done already?”

      “Sorry to disappoint you.” The man laughed. “For an old house, the wires are in excellent shape. Most old houses are shot all to hell and are on the verge of burning themselves down, but this old gal is in tiptop shape. Somebody good came through here ten or twenty years ago and cleaned all the old wiring up.”

      “I saw lights dimming and flickering upstairs.”

      Don shrugged. “Might have been a power surge. Honestly, Rae, as much as I’d love to hand you a five- or ten-grand bill, there’s absolutely nothing wrong with your wiring.”

      “Okay, thanks, Don.” She shook his hand, her mind whirling. The house was in tiptop shape with no electric problems and only minor roofing issues. So had the old lady gotten a bee in her bonnet and decided to spend forty grand a year on a fricking koi pond?

      Or had Miss Belle known exactly who she was when she called about a restoration job?

      Grim-faced, Rae went outside and around the house to track down the plumber. He was loading up his truck in the driveway. “Don’t tell me. Not a thing wrong?”

      “Nope. The toilets don’t even run too long, and not a single faucet leaks.”

      “The pipes groaned and rattled in the walls.”

      “Maybe it was a ghost.” The plumber laughed but straightened up when he saw the look on her face. “Sorry, but I gave the pipes a thorough check. I expected asbestos problems on the old lead pipes in the basement, or a leak, or something. But the house was completely renovated…oh…”

      “Ten or twenty years ago?”

      “Sure enough. The pipes have definitely seen some action, but they’re in fine shape.”

      Rae waved as he drove off, but her jaws ached from grinding her teeth. Damn that old biddy. She’d been duped, trapped, bought and paid for, long before she’d driven onto Beulah Land. Anger pulsed through her, but no matter how irritated and betrayed Rae felt, she couldn’t stay mad at the old lady.

      Not when Miss Belle had brought her back to Conn.

      That didn’t mean Rae wasn’t going to give the crazy old harridan a piece of her mind as soon as she tracked her down. She headed for the house and saw Conn pulling his sleek black car around in front. She walked over to the driver’s side as he rolled down the window.

      “I saw the plumber on the way out. Was his estimate that bad?”

      “What estimates? There’s nothing to be done. Nothing! The house is in perfect shape. A major renovation was done ten to twenty years ago. Other than a few cosmetic things, Miss Belle doesn’t need me here. She certainly doesn’t need to pay me such a ridiculous salary and hire me as a property manager.”

      “She loves me, Rae.” Understanding gleamed in his eyes. “Don’t let her fool you one minute into believing she’s just a crackpot. Miss Belle is one formidable lady, and when she makes up her mind to do something, she does it, come hell or high water.”

      She certainly knew where Conn got that attitude from. Lord help her if his mama was even worse as he said. The scope of what Miss Belle had pulled off was astounding. Did she really intend to open a B&B just to lure her grandson’s long-lost love home? The thought both appalled her and made her want to burst into tears and hug the old lady. “Why did she track me down five years after the fact?”

      “A few months ago, I had a job offer to move back to Texas. They offered me a nice position at Rice University in Houston. Mama was really pressuring me to come home.”

      “Why didn’t you go?”

      “I like it here.” He shrugged, a sheepish gesture that tugged at her heart. “And honestly, I still hoped I would find you. When I admitted as much to Miss Belle, she must have taken matters into her own hands. Don’t be angry, darlin’. Be thankful you weren’t an astronaut because then she’d have set out to run NASA single-handedly.”

      Laughing softly, Rae stroked his cheek. “You didn’t shave today.”

      “Thanks to Mason’s calculus exams he forgot to grade, I didn’t get a wink of sleep until dawn this morning. Since I wanted to get some shopping done before tackling my own grading stacks, I skipped it.”

      He rubbed his grizzly face against her hand, darkness creeping into his eyes. The shadow on his cheeks gave him an even more dangerous appeal. Rough abrading whiskers, still oddly soft against her palm, made her think of other sensations, other locations…

      “Put your thumb in my mouth.”

      Clenching her thighs together at the thought, she slowly did as he ordered. The wet heat of his mouth closed around her thumb, while her fingers stroked over the rough texture of his cheek. Eyes blazing, he sucked and licked and nibbled her thumb until she was on the verge of climaxing again.

      With a seductive little slurp, he let her go. “I’m going to do that between your thighs tonight.”

      She gripped the car door to keep from melting into a heap on the driveway. “You think so?”

      “I know so, darlin’. Assuming we can escape Miss Belle. Pop quiz.”

      Groaning, Rae leaned down and braced her arms on the door. If she was close, maybe she’d get a kiss before he left. “Mercy, Dr. Connagher! I haven’t had time to study yet.”

      “This one’s easy.” He retrieved a flat white box marked Victoria’s Secret, let her get a good look at it, but didn’t hand it to her. Then he tossed her white purse on top of the box. “You forgot something in my car the other night, too.”

      Stupid purse. That’s why she never carried one. She hadn’t even realized it was gone.

      She thought about him walking into that famous store, racks and racks of slinky sexy bras and underwear. What on earth might he have picked out? Had his eyes darkened, the grooves between his eyes deepened, while he pictured her in each one?

      “Tell me what color these items in the box are, and you can have dinner at my place tonight. I swear I’m a better cook than Miss Belle. Otherwise, we’ll dine a la charred with her and you have to give me the letters you said you wrote to me.”

      Rolling her eyes, Rae replied, “White.”

      “Wrong.” He pushed the box into her hands so she had to stand up. Winking, he put the Mustang into gear and drove away.

      No kiss. No dinner at his place. And then it hit her. The letters.

      Bastard. He’d deliberately set her up.

      She trudged inside and up to her guest room. Flopping onto the bed, she set the purse beside her and opened the box, her stomach fluttering with anxiety. Exactly what did he expect her to wear?

      The box was stuffed with scraps of silk and lace in all colors. At the very bottom, she found the white she’d dreaded. She knew this was the pair he’d deliberately gone to get for her.

      At first glance, they weren’t too risqué: hipsters nearly cut like boxer shorts. However, they were made of lace, and she suddenly realized they didn’t have a crotch. Red faced, she noticed a note at the bottom of the box.

      
        Rae:

        The only correct answer would be your favorite color. Since I didn’t know what that was, you got everything that caught my eye. My message to you: It’s not all about my preferences. I want to make you happy. Wear your favorite color tonight and bring the letters.

        ~ Conn.

        

      Damn it. Now she was crying, too.

      Grabbing a tissue, she wiped her face and dragged out her old school laptop. The thing was a dinosaur, but it still ran fine as long as she stayed off the internet. She couldn’t print the letters; she couldn’t e-mail them to him, even if he would deign to read them online. Digging through the box, she found an old flash drive. Crossing her fingers it would still work—it did—she copied every letter she’d written to him without re-reading them. She didn’t have to.

      Those words were engraved on her heart.

      They told of every miserable moment, mistake, and guilty confession of erotic dreams she’d committed with him. Smiling through the tears, she decided he probably wouldn’t get much sleep tonight, either.

      She slid the memory stick into the purse and hoped she remembered to take it tonight.
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      As soon as Conn stepped inside Beulah Land, the stench nearly knocked him down. He didn’t have to ask what the horrid smell was. His stomach heaved.

      Miss Belle was cooking.

      Rae shut the door behind him and then stepped into his arms to bury her face against his chest. A hug, or did she merely need to block out the smell? “She won’t let me help.”

      He pressed his face against her shoulder bared by the spaghetti straps of the simple silk sheath dress. “Good Lord. Do you think she’ll let me sit like this at the table?”

      Laughing softly, she tightened her fingers at the base of his neck. “Your hair is still damp.”

      Had she noticed that he’d deliberately neglected to shave as well? He had a promise to uphold after all. “After grading Mason’s exams all night, I had to finish up mine this afternoon. I barely had time to shower before driving over.”

      “You smell good, but I wouldn’t have minded either way.”

      He straightened and took her hand, leading her to the stairs. “Did I show you my old room yet?”

      “You had a room here?” A loud clang from the kitchen drew her gaze, and Miss Belle’s sharp muttering drifted out. “I really think she needs some help.”

      “Trust me, darlin’, you don’t want to be in there with her right now without a Haz-Mat suit. I used to come up and stay for weeks at a time in the summer. All us kids did. Come on, I’ll show you.”

      They tiptoed upstairs like guilty teenagers, wincing at each loud squeak of the stairs.

      He led her down the hall and up the stairs leading to the attic. “Miss Belle knew I loved to read and my brother teased me about it, so she let me claim this room as my secret hideout. I’d hide up here for hours without anyone the wiser, reading Shelley, Shakespeare, Dickens, you name it.”

      The attic was dusty and crowded with furniture covered with sheets. His brother had only rarely come up here because the dust worsened his allergies. Allergies led to an asthma attack, something star athlete Victor would try to avoid at any cost.

      A small door led to Conn’s secret room. “Back in the old days, this was probably the nursery. On the other end of the storage area is the old servants’ quarters.”

      “Did they ever have slaves here?”

      “Not a one.” He opened the door for her and stepped back in time. Even as a kid, this room had been small, perched on the top of the grand house like a nest on a tree. The ceilings were so low that even Rae had to stoop to look out the window. “Great-Grandpa Healy came over from Ireland where he’d worked a scrap of land for the manor lord. He always said that was as close to slavery as anyone in his family would ever get.”

      A desk stood between the two dormer windows, and over in the corner was a twin-sized bed. The rest of the room contained shelves and shelves of books. The walls were covered with posters of knights, swords, and dragons. Smiling softly, she explored the room, trailing her fingers over his childhood treasures.

      She might as well have reached inside his chest and stroked his heart. Her eyes gleamed, a sweet nostalgia on her face. “I loved King Arthur too.”

      “Victor always teased me unmercifully, joking that King Arthur would have to teach me to defend myself.”

      A fierceness tightened her face. “Did kids tease you in school?”

      “Not for long.” Conn shook his head wryly. Victor might have teased him unmercifully at home, but if anyone messed with Conn at school, they had to deal with his big brother in a hurry. “I always tried wit first, but sometimes only a fist would stop the taunting. By high school, they knew well enough to let me alone. Besides, Victor and I played football, and we were soon heroes, even me, the geeky one who took a book on the bus to the games.”

      “What position did you play?”

      “Victor was the quarterback, and I was his receiver. We made quite a duo, took our school to the state champions Victor’s senior year. Texas is big on football, you know.”

      “What happened after Victor left?”

      Conn stretched out on his childhood bed, remembering the many nights he’d lain on this bed wishing he was as good as his brother, pushing himself harder so he wouldn’t be left behind. What he’d never realized until years later was that Victor would never have abandoned him or his family, even if it’d meant losing. Mama had certainly named him true: Victor had the heart of a champion. “He went on to college and played at Texas A&M. Victor made quite a name for himself before he blew out his knee. People projected them to win it all that year if he’d been able to play.”

      She turned from checking out the shelves. “What about you?”

      “I could play the game, but it wasn’t my passion, not like Victor. He was devastated when he couldn’t play any longer. It was like breaking Mozart’s hands so he couldn’t compose any longer, or blinding Monet.” Conn still remembered the look on Daddy’s face when the doctor had broken the news. Gut-wrenching grief. Not because his son couldn’t be the star quarterback any longer, but because he knew the blow it would be to Victor’s champion heart. “He lived and breathed football and he had a talent burning bright.”

      “‘Tyger! Tyger! burning bright,/ in the forests of the night.’”

      Conn smiled but sadness still weighed him down. Victor had used his drive to succeed, whether on or off the field. He’d bought a small television station barely keeping its head above water in Dallas, and now his station ran some of the most popular—and risqué—cable shows in all of Texas. Yet Conn still wondered if his brother had ever truly recovered from losing his dream.

      Rae knelt on the floor beside him and took his hand in hers, her fingers lightly stroking over his knuckles, easing the sadness in his heart.

      “I never burned as brightly as him, not unless I talked about literature. My senior year, I really felt torn. I knew what I wanted to do, and I knew what Daddy and Victor expected of me, or so I thought. I’d won titles, too, broke records. I was fast and tall, and I had good hands.”

      She made a sound that made him laugh and roll over onto his side.

      “You like my hands, darlin’?”

      “Nobody’s got hands like you.”

      He couldn’t help but give her a very lecherous wink. “That’s what Victor said, too.”

      Lips quirked with amusement, she replied, “For very different reasons, obviously.”

      Nodding, he continued the story. “The big college decision came closer and closer, and I became quieter and more worried by the minute. I wanted to go to Southern Methodist and study English, reading to my heart’s content. But they have a shitty football program, and Texas A&M was already courting me. Hell, even University of Texas came calling, and Daddy and Victor both would have killed me before they let me join the Horns. Still, in my mind, I decided they’d rather I play there than not at all.”

      Even years later, he remembered the heart-wrenching decision he’d made after agonizing many a sleepless night, wrestling with his heart’s desire and his imagined duty. “Finally, I decided to go to Texas A&M and play ball with Victor. I put away my treasured books, and it was like cutting my heart out. I mourned, silently, or so I thought. I sat out on the porch with my tattered copy of Shakespeare’s sonnets, rocking in the porch swing for hours. Daddy came out and stood on the porch.”

      Conn smiled at the memory: his father standing tall and strong, a black mountain backlit by the homestead’s warm glow. Even on the verge of manhood himself, he’d imagined his father invincible. “Now Daddy was a hard, extremely quiet man. He never raised his voice and very rarely ever had to spank us when we were little, because he had that look, you know?”

      “My daddy has that same look, even in a wheelchair.” Nodding, she arched a brow at him, a teasing look sparking in her eyes. “You’ve got that look too, when you want to.”

      “Strikes fear into you, does it?” Despite the light joking tone, he watched her face carefully to see if he truly scared her. Playfully, she slugged him in the chest, easing his tension. “Well, I’ve got nothing like my daddy’s look. He’d won Colonel Healy’s approval to marry his daughter, and let me tell you, Colonel Healy was one tough bird. He took shit off nobody, not even Miss Belle, although she got away with more than most. That night, Daddy said:

      “‘I miss those days you and Victor played catch all night in the yard. He loved playing ball, but he loved playing with you more. He loved it more than he wanted to breathe.’ He turned and gave me that heavy stare that was enough to send me running to do whatever chore I’d neglected. ‘Son, what do you want to do more than breathe?’

      “Now this took every ounce of my courage, but I stood up, clutching that precious book in my hands, and I blurted out the truth. ‘I want to study English. I want to teach. I love it, Daddy, and I don’t love football. But I love Victor and you, and if you want me to play, I will.’

      “‘You do what you love, son. You go read your books. Life’s too short not to spend every waking moment doing something you love.’

      “He was one amazing man,” Conn whispered, his chest tightening with love and grief, both. “He died right after I got my bachelor’s degree. He came to SMU and cheered for me as hard as he did Victor, in his quiet way, of course. I never knew he was sick when I moved off to Duke to get my doctorate. Mama called me home just in time to say goodbye. I’ll never forget how scared I was, though, heading off to the college of my choice, living my dream, afraid I’d fail, or worse.”

      Rae stirred beside him, drawing his attention to her. Her lovely face was strained, her eyes glimmering with tears. “Why is it so scary to do what you want so much?”

      He cupped her cheek in the palm of his hand. Did she understand that he loved her more than life itself? “Because when you love something more than breathing, a part of you will die if it doesn’t work out.”

      “That part of you dies anyway if you don’t risk it.” Darkness filled her eyes, hurts and disappointments, love betrayed and innocence lost. He only knew bits and pieces of these last five years, but she knew the cost of sacrificing a dream as well as he. “Actually, more of you dies, I think. It rots inside you like a cancer.”

      “No more cancer, darlin’.” Part of him wanted to turn back time and spare her those hurts, but would she have run from him again? Had those years of sadness been necessary to bring them together here and now? He couldn’t do anything to wipe the darkness from her memory, but he could certainly give her new dreams. New memories to warm her heart for the rest of their lives. “We’ve got the cure right here, right now, if you want to take it.”
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      Rae sat back on her heels, measuring the tiny bed with her eyes. “There’s not room for you, let alone both of us.”

      Sitting up, he reached out, grasped her hands, and drew her to him. “You think so, darlin’?” Hands closing around her waist, he lifted her onto his lap. Then he lay back on the bed, shifting deliberately beneath her until she felt his erection nestled hard between her legs. As a result, the silk sheath rode up high on her hips.

      Concentrating on breathing slowly and evenly, and not ripping his shirt open, she could hardly recognize her thick, raspy voice. “I never imagined you’d let me be on top.”

      “Darlin’, I’ll let you take any position you want as long as I’m inside you.” He feathered his fingertips over the curves of her breasts bared by the low-cut black silk bodice. “You look amazing. Is black your favorite color?”

      “Nope.”

      His mouth quirked, eyes darkening. Sliding his hands down, he hooked his thumbs beneath the hem of the dress. “Are you going to let me see which ones you picked?”

      Her breath caught in her throat, her stomach fluttering. I’d let you do damned near anything you want. Afraid she’d said it aloud, she flushed, searching his gaze for any flicker of response.

      “Just a peek, darlin’. Give me a glimpse of heaven to distract me from the hell of Miss Belle’s cooking.” His fingers stroked higher on her hips, silk gliding higher. “Have you thought of your word yet?”

      She blinked stupidly. How could she think when she straddled him like this? “Word?”

      “I want you to pick a word that makes you feel safe and protected when you’re with me.”

      Safe, yeah, right. Staring down into his face shadowed by a day’s growth, she decided he looked nothing like safety. Midnight eyes flashing with wicked intent, he looked like sin.

      “It should be meaningful and unusual, not something you’d say to me under any normal situation. That way, I know immediately that you need me to stop.”

      Shelley was his favorite poet, and she knew he’d studied Prometheus Unbound in his doctorate thesis. He’d commented on it often in class. “How about… Prometheus?”

      She wasn’t prepared for him to laugh with amusement. “I have a dog named Prometheus, and one named Manfred.”

      Oh. She wracked her brain, trying to remember some other name from their poetry class. Not Byron or Shelley—those were too easy, and he’d likely quiz her on them directly. “How about Ozymandias?”

      “‘My name is Ozymandias, King of Kings:/ Look on my works ye Mighty, and despair!’ Are you sure you can say it in the throes of passion? Perhaps we should test it out.”

      That didn’t sound good. Well, it did, but—

      He raised her up and scooted lower, wiggling her up onto his stomach. His chest.

      “What are you doing?”

      With another heave, he worked her knees up over his shoulders, putting his face inches away from the vee of her thighs. “I want to see what your favorite color is.”

      Involuntarily, she closed her thighs against invasion, his bristly face rough on the tender skin.

      He pushed her dress up around her waist and made an appreciative sound. “Cherry red, very nice.” He breathed deeply and his chest vibrated against her legs. “You smell like spice and musk, velvet and satiny rose petals. I’m hungry, darlin’, hungry for you. I want to savor a taste of you before Miss Belle’s cooking kills my tastebuds.”

      Breathing shallow and fast, she thought her heart might pound right out of her chest. She cast a wary glance at the door. It was shut, but Miss Belle was right downstairs. The threat of exposure made her feel like a teenager making out in the backseat of his car in the middle of the night in the park. “Here?”

      “Give me a taste of heaven while I blow your mind.”

      He splayed his left hand on her buttock, urging her closer, while he worked his right hand down by his face to lightly stroke over the red silk. “Oh, yeah, you’ve already dampened these sexy little panties. Lean back and brace yourself on my stomach. I’d rather taste you skin to skin without the barrier, but I don’t have time to do you full justice this first time. Later tonight, I’ll strip these off, spread you wide, and lick until you beg for mercy.”

      Moaning at the thought, she leaned back, tilting her pelvis up for him. Hot and wet, his tongue slid up the crotch of her panties. She dug her fingers into the flat planes of his stomach hard enough he grunted. Even through the silk, the pressure of his tongue, the heat of his breath, was amazing.

      He hooked a finger beneath her panties, unerringly sliding deep into her. His tongue curled, pressing silk inside. His teeth closed carefully around that bud of flesh, his finger stroking slow and firm. Pleasure hummed inside her, swelling, and she bit her lip to keep from crying out.

      “Oh no you don’t, darlin’. I want to hear you. Don’t keep anything back from me.”

      A ragged moan escaped, and she clenched her hands tighter.

      Somebody knocked on the door. “Dinner’s ready.”

      “Conn!” Rae panted, jerking against his grip. Miss Belle had already caught them once, in a much less compromising position. She’d die of embarrassment if the old bat walked in now. “Let me go!”

      “Not yet, darlin’. Not until you come.”

      Her voice went up another notch. “What if she comes in?”

      “Then she sees me eating my cherry dessert early. Or you can use your word and I’ll stop immediately.”

      The door handle wiggled, jangling, and she spasmed, her heart nearly leaping out of her chest.

      “Why is this door locked? Verrill Connagher, open this door right now!”

      “I didn’t lock it,” he whispered. “Come or give me your word, darlin’. Colonel Healy can’t hold her off for long.”

      Through the silk, he sucked harder, his tongue stroking firm. She clenched, groaning desperately when he got another finger inside her. But the door rattled, Miss Belle pounding, shouting.

      She couldn’t do it. Any minute, the crazy old lady would barge in. “Ozy—”

      The rest of the safe word was lost in a rush of pleasure. Groaning, he rubbed his face harder against her, drawing out every tremor. Then he lifted her off, set her on her feet and smoothed her dress down just as the door flew open hard enough to hit the wall.

      Rae swayed, grateful for his hands on her waist. She hunched her shoulders against the daggers the old lady must be shooting at her back.

      “What’s going on in here?” Miss Belle retorted. “Didn’t you hear me knocking?”

      Using Rae’s body to block his grandmother’s view, he slipped his fingers into his mouth and sucked them clean, growling softly. Fresh moisture flooded between her trembling legs, and his eyes darkened, his nostrils flaring as if he scented her desire.

      “Sorry, Miss Belle. You know that old door always used to stick.” Conn winked at Rae and stood up, drawing her into his arms. Face hot, she buried her face against his shirt and prayed the old lady wouldn’t take one look at her and know the truth. “What’s for dinner?”

      “Meatloaf.”

      Conn flinched. She glanced up at his face, and he was actually rather pale. He squeezed her reassuringly, but his coloring worsened as they headed downstairs. The closer they got to the dining room table, the smell grew worse. Rotting cabbage and eggs was the closest description Rae could come up with. The black dress was too low cut for her to stick her nose down in her shirt, so she leaned into him and breathed in his scent as long as possible.

      A brown log was on the table, along with a bowlful of something that she thought was supposed to be mashed potatoes, but it looked rather like glue, and another bowl of green beans so shriveled up they looked like dirty green pipe cleaners. Rae shared a mute, pleading look with Conn, and his arm tightened. He looked to the door, as if he might bolt, but then pulled her chair out.

      Sitting down at the head of the table, Miss Belle frowned. “Be a dear and slice the meatloaf, Conn.”

      Staring at the brown log doubtfully, he picked up a serrated knife and tapped the loaf. It thunked. “Did you put concrete in it?”

      “Balderdash.” Miss Belle sniffed, which made her cough into her hanky. “Oh dear. It doesn’t smell like this when Samantha makes it.”

      “Nothing smells like this but sewage,” Conn muttered. “Maybe a medieval battlefield full of rotting bodies. Certainly not anything I want to put in my mouth.”

      Eyes watering, Rae tried not to laugh, because then she’d have to take a deeper breath of the putrid meatloaf. God help her if the old lady actually expected her to eat it.

      He tried to slice it but ended up using both hands on the hilt and sawing it apart. Green and red bits fell out. Conn turned his head and coughed, eyes streaming.

      Even Miss Belle looked rather green around the gills. “Perhaps I shouldn’t have tried stuffing it.”

      “Stuff it with what?”

      “Anchovies, capers, red pimento, all sorts of elegant things I found in the cupboard. Even some pickled quail eggs.”

      “Are quail eggs supposed to be green?”

      Rae gagged. “I’m sorry, Miss Belle, but capers make me ill.”

      “Oh, dear. Well.” Miss Belle blinked, eyes watering, and dabbed at them with her napkin. “Me too. Let’s have dinner in town.”

      

      Rae had never been so happy to sit down at a greasy spoon for a hamburger and fries. Sitting tight against Conn’s side with her face on his shoulder, she thought she might eventually get the stench of Miss Belle’s deadly meatloaf out of her nose. Someday. In the meantime, she didn’t care if the old lady approved of such public affection or not.

      He leaned forward just enough for her to wedge in behind his shoulder. His left arm ran down the front of her body. What Miss Belle didn’t know was that his hand cupped her beneath the dress and she’d wrapped her thighs tight around his forearm to keep it there.

      Good thing he could eat one handed.

      “Who’s that man at the counter?” Miss Belle asked, daintily dabbing at her lips. She’d already finished her bacon cheeseburger and was eyeing Rae’s Susie Q’s. The old lady ate like a horse.

      Conn glanced at the man sitting on the old-fashioned round barstool and gave him a hard glare that sent cold chills down Rae’s spine. Every man in the place—including Conn—was dressed in jeans except for him. He wore a suit and sat like the king of the world surveying his domain. Mid thirties, she thought, rather attractive in a slick used-car-salesman sort of way. Not her type.

      Especially when the man sitting beside her took her breath away.

      “Jared Kent, vice president of the bank.” Conn gave a little squeeze, drawing a soft moan out of her. As if he needed to remind her where her eyes should be. Irritated, she sat up straighter, ready to push him away, but he winked at her over his shoulder. She bit him in the back, lightly at first in a warning nip, and then harder because she liked the feel of him in her mouth.

      His voice was thicker when he continued. “His family’s well off, nearly owned the whole town until the Healys marched in and set up camp. His daddy runs the bank, while his uncle runs the town council. His grandfather was the county seat judge for decades.”

      “I thought so.” The gleam in Miss Belle’s eyes grew brighter. “He looks rather familiar. His granddaddy and Colonel Healy fought for my hand.”

      Miss Belle’s glass of Cherry Coke quivered and slid toward the edge of the table. Rae gasped, gripping Conn’s arm tighter, her mouth dry. The old lady caught the glass and calmly took a sip before setting it back in front of her. “You know that’s the truth, honey. You also know I never looked at him after you declared your intentions.”

      A breeze ruffled Miss Belle’s bangs and she giggled.

      Damned if she didn’t blush, too. The old lady leered across the table at Rae. “Healy men are rather arrogant, Rae Lynn, but they’re worth the trouble. Just remember my pink parasol is at your disposal if you ever need to beat some sense into my grandson.”

      Conn leaned back to whisper into her ear. “If you whack me with something, then I get to turn you over my knee.”

      Miss Belle winked and slid out of the booth. “Don’t keep her out too late, Conn, or I’ll come looking for you again. I’m going to stop at Pearsons for a drink first.”

      “Pearsons?” Conn frowned. “That’s a pretty rough bar, Miss Belle. Are you sure—”

      “Colonel Healy assures me some very interesting goings-on have occurred there. I’m going to see for myself.” Bending down, she patted him on the shoulder and whispered loudly. “Just a few more days and I’ll win the bet. So be a gentleman and take your hand out from under the dear girl’s dress.”

      With another wink, the old lady headed outside, jumped in her white Caddy, and flew down the blacktop.

      Ears roaring and face burning, Rae eased her leg-grip on his hand.

      “Do you want anything else?” His voice was husky with laughter and desire. “Because I’m ready for dessert, and I don’t mean an ice cream shake. Although I’ll take the cherry on top.”

      

      Turning a delightful shade of pink that would do Miss Belle proud, Rae slugged him in the shoulder and pushed his hand free. Laughing softly, Conn dropped a few bills on the table and drew her out of the booth. She turned to leave, and he caught a glimpse of white on the booth. Why she kept carrying the purse when she obviously cared so little about it was beyond him. He bent over to retrieve it.

      As he straightened, he noticed the slick-suited man at the counter staring at her legs with a salacious twist to his lips that made Conn ache to pound him to a pulp.

      Smoothing the dress back down over her hips, she noticed the man ogling her, too, and sent a tight, concerned glance at Conn. He smiled reassuringly and dropped his black leather coat around her shoulders. Evidently, Dick had hassled her if other men dared look at her. Idiot. Pressing the forgotten purse into her hand, he drew her close and whispered, “I know who you’re going home with, darlin’, and you certainly don’t look at him like you look at me.”

      The worry eased on her face. “Am I going home with you?”

      He took her hand, drawing her close to his side. While outwardly he remained unconcerned, he kept one eye on Jared Kent, who slid off his barstool as they approached. “I certainly hope so, at least for awhile.”

      “I don’t think I’ve had the pleasure,” Kent said. “Connagher, isn’t it?”

      Conn knew exactly what kind of man Mr. Slick was, and he’d lay a hand on Rae over Conn’s dead body. “And you won’t.”

      “You didn’t go to school around here, did you?”

      “Nope.”

      The man frowned, trying to place him. Did the bastard forget the worst beating of his life? “Have you lived here long?”

      “Only eight years,” Conn replied wryly, shaking his head.

      He headed for the door, but the moron stepped in front of him. Conn knew the type; he just couldn’t let something go. Like a little yapper, he had to be top dog, even if the new dog on the block was a pit bull. He was too stupid and full of himself to see the teeth. “Come on, Connagher, introduce me to the girl.”

      Rae wrapped both hands around his biceps, pressing closer to him, both seeking protection as well as proclaiming her loyalties. Or was she afraid she might have to hold him back? He looked down at her, letting a slow smile spread across his face. “Darlin’, he’s not worth it.”

      “Do you know who I am?” the man retorted, puffing himself up.

      Hard and grim, Conn knew the predator flashed in his eyes. The man finally realized his family name and wealth meant absolutely nothing at all to him. “Don’t you remember me, Kent? Fifteen years ago I rescued a girl out of your car who wasn’t too happy with your overzealous affections. Even if she hadn’t been my baby sister, I would have given you a beating. As it was…well, you’re lucky to still be breathing. Don’t make me regret my merciful decision.”

      The other man paled, glanced about the room, his hands clenching at his sides.

      “What? Nobody knows the truth about you? You were able to buy them all off? Amazing.” Conn let his voice echo with menace. “Tell him who you are, darlin’.”

      She raised her chin and said, “I’m his.”

      “That’s right.” He lowered his voice to a rumble, and she shivered against his arm, her fingers tightening. “Lay a finger on her and lose it. Ogle her again, and I’ll rip your eyes out of your fucking skull. Now get out of my way.”

      Sweat trickled down the man’s face and he glanced about the restaurant, desperately looking for a buddy to stand up with him. Shaking his head, Conn drew her around the man and walked out without another glance.

      Adrenaline pumped in his veins, sending a throbbing drumbeat straight to his groin that made him grind his teeth with frustration. He’d planned to encourage Rae to test him tonight, but he was so jacked up…

      “Did he really hurt your sister?”

      “Vicki was only fifteen, but she’d blacked his eye and split his lip by the time I tracked them down. We’d taught her how to defend herself well. But she was scared and it took her a long time to go out on dates with guys she didn’t know very well again.” Meeting Rae’s serious eyes gleaming in the parking lot lights, he forced himself to admit the whole story. “I nearly killed him. I dragged him out of the car and laid into him, fists flying. Vicki ended up having to save him from me. Kent’s family tried to cause problems with the local sheriff, but Miss Belle marched downtown and threats of arresting me quickly disappeared. I did go home early, though, and I had the talk of my life with Daddy.”

      “Surely he wasn’t angry with you for protecting your sister.”

      “No, but he wasn’t pleased that I’d lost control. He said there’s two kind of men in this world: men who can control themselves, and men who can’t. Obviously Kent is a man who has absolutely no desire to control himself. He sees something he wants; he takes it. He treats women like dirt because they’re nothing to him but a quick lay in the backseat of his car. Daddy asked did I want to be that kind of man? If not, then I’d better learn to control myself.”

      “There are gray areas,” Rae protested, letting her hands settle on his waist. “I’m glad you taught that man a lesson for hurting your sister.”

      “But he didn’t learn a thing, darlin’, don’t you see? He’s still the same jerk. Dick is the same jerk. They’ll always be jerks. Daddy didn’t believe in gray areas. He would have said be black, or be white, but quit moseying back and forth over the line. If you’re going to cross a line, step over it boldly. Years later, he admitted he was glad I’d beaten that punk within an inch of his life, because if Daddy had caught him hurting his baby girl…Well. A shotgun is simply a waste of lead on a man like Jared Kent.”

      “Your Daddy sounds like…a very hard man.”

      “He was.” Conn smiled with remembrance. “He taught me a hell of lot. Now I’m going to ask if you trust me not to cross the line tonight if I take you home with me.”

      She licked her lips, her gaze dropping to his mouth. “Is this the final exam?”

      “I’m ready for anything you throw at me.”

      “What if I throw myself at you?”

      He drew her into his arms, cradling her against him. God, she felt so small and fragile in his arms. It was all he could do not to crush her between him and the Mustang. “I’ll catch you. Are you really mine, darlin’?”

      She must have heard the catch in his voice, for she gripped him harder, tucking her body tight against him. “I never could refuse you. I’m certainly not going to start now.”

      Cupping her cheek, he tilted her mouth up to his so he could whisper against her lips. “I’m going to take you home with me for awhile, but I swear I’ll take you back to Beulah Land as soon as you ask. I also swear that we will not have sex tonight. It’s too soon. We might practice your safe word a little, if you’re up for it. I need to know what your limits are before we get too committed.”

      He felt her heart thud slow and heavy. Her eyes were dark, her pupils large, liquid and shining like wet ink. She took a deep breath and a tremor shimmered through her. “I’m scared.”

      “That’s exactly why you’re not coming to my bed yet. We’ll go slow and easy, Rae. I swear it.”

      She gave him a little nod, her mouth trembling. Kissing her gently, he helped her into the car, hurried to his seat, and pulled out with a squeal of tires that likely left black marks on the street.

      He’d dreamed of taking her home with him for five long, agonizing years. She might think his final exam would be him trying to get into her pants, but that wouldn’t even be close.

      The hardest thing he’d ever do in his entire life would be allowing her to leave his house once she’d stepped foot inside.
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        Dear Dr. Connagher:

        Last night, I let my husband hurt me.

        After leaving you for that very reason, I let him hurt me. Not because I wanted to please him, as I did you. Oh no. With you, it was like a test, a final, and I wanted desperately to pass. You remember that final you gave me, there in your office on your desk, don’t you?

        My reasoning last night went like this: If I really loved Richard, then I would do what he wanted. I would do anything to make him happy.

        But the morning-after Rae whispers that it was merely guilt, because I still dream about you. Deep down, maybe I think that letting him hurt me was only the punishment I deserved.

        He loved it. I cried with my face in the pillow. I felt nothing but pain. I wasn’t even glad he enjoyed it. I just felt used, broken. He didn’t care that it hurt. He didn’t even hold me while I cried.

        At least you held me.

        I thought I understood humiliation that day in your office when you bent me over your desk and heated my backside while I moaned and cried out your name. But I was wrong. Humiliation is knowing you should stand up for yourself, but you don’t. Humiliation is knowing it’s only going to hurt, and you let someone hurt you anyway. You stay, and you stay, and it just goes on and on. That’s humiliation. I’ve got it in spades.

        And the worst part? If he keeps asking me, I’ll probably let him do it again.

        Why? I wish I knew. I wish I could just say no and mean it, and he’d understand that. I wish I’d said no when he asked me to marry him. No, no, no. Why is that so hard?

        What would you have done if I’d told you no that day in your office? If you wanted to hurt me like he did, would I have been able to tell you no? That’s why we’re not together. I’m more afraid of you than Richard, because you…

        I was afraid you would make me want it, and then hurt me. I would have asked you for it. Shit, who am I kidding? I wanted you so badly, I would have begged you to do it again.

        ~ Rae
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* * *

      She should have known that the English professor would live in a cottage fit for Shakespeare. In the darkening dusk, it was hard to tell the exact scope of the riotous gardens surrounding the house, but the heady scent of late-blooming flowers filled the air. It must be gorgeous in full summer.

      Dogs barked, welcoming the master home. Conn took her hand, his grip firm on her chilly fingers. Like he knew she might bolt. Stepping into his territory, with no allies like Miss Belle ready to distract him and rescue her, was a limit she wasn’t sure she wanted to explore.

      She had to trust him, and herself. Neither was very reassuring, but the latter was especially troubling. How could she trust herself when she’d left him the first time and married another man? A man she despised, who hurt her, who belittled her?

      “This is Manfred.” Conn stroked the massive head of a chocolate brown elephant of a mastiff. Regal and slow, the dog sniffed her hand, allowing her to pet him. Then he promptly lay down and rolled over for her to scratch his belly. “And this little scallywag is Prometheus.”

      The scruffiest little dog she’d ever seen ran around Conn’s feet, yapping and dancing with excitement. He jumped up and put his front paws on her to lick her face. Tears burned her eyes and she picked him up. He was the happiest, most excited dog she’d ever seen, barking and licking and leaping out of her arms to run around Conn again.

      “He was a stray, just showed up here one day. Manfred adopted him. Make yourself at home while I take them out back.”

      Watching him with his dogs and their devoted adoration for him, she smiled. Dogs knew more than people, and they loved their master. He must take very good care of them. They certainly didn’t cringe away from him or crouch down in fear. Not like her dog had done whenever Richard came home.

      She didn’t like that memory. Another small battle she’d lost in the scope of their marriage.

      She walked deeper into Conn’s domain. The house smelled like leather and old books, a deep visceral reminder of him. A lovely burgundy leather sofa set against the wall, brass nail heads and all, long enough she bet even he could lay on it without his feet hanging off. A sword hung above it, curved steel gleaming. It looked very real and very deadly.

      Hardwood floors, wood chair rails, topped with old-fashioned white-washed plaster. One whole room was dedicated to a gleaming black baby grand piano. Did he play? She wished she knew.

      Books were stacked everywhere. Neat piles, but piles just the same. On the floor, on every table, on shelves lining the walls. Leather-bound, paperback, non-fiction, biographies and collections of letters and correspondence to the latest genre favorites. His reading tastes were wide and varied.

      What would he think of her letters? Lightly, she touched the small purse hanging off her shoulder. They were so…raw. Giving him these letters would be like ripping her heart out and offering it on a plate.

      Yet she’d brought them, as he asked.

      Irritated at herself, she tossed the purse on the counter in the kitchen. Maybe he’d forget to ask for them. Slipping off his coat, she buried her face in the leather. So good. Just smelling him, with all the sensual torment he’d been giving her… She was ready, right here, right now. He could throw her over his shoulder and carry her to bed and she’d probably climax on the way. Shit. Who was she kidding? She could climax now. If he walked in, backed her up against the wall, pressed his hard, impressive body against hers…

      She’d explode.

      Conn came back through the kitchen door, smelling of enthusiastic dogs and honeysuckle. “What do you think?”

      “It’s lovely. Your very own Stratford-upon-Avon.”

      He rolled up his sleeves and washed his hands. Those big, powerful hands, rubbing together, water cascading over his fingers, the cords in his forearms working. She was bad off if watching him wash his hands was erotic.

      “I was going to rent an apartment in Springfield closer to Drury, but Miss Belle offered this place to me as long as I wanted it. When she moved back to the States, she liked having me close. So we made it official, and she ceded me the guesthouse and forty acres early.”

      “She was out of the country?”

      “Miss Belle has led a very colorful life, darlin’. Ask her about her years as an actress when you have a year or two to spend watching old black and whites with her.”

      “Really?” Stunned, Rae could easily imagine Miss Belle as an actress, sweeping grandly through a story on the silver screen. She certainly had the presence and grace to pull it off. “What did she do abroad?”

      “She and Colonel Healy lived in Ireland for years, but I have no idea what they actually did. They knew some very important people, though, and traveled extensively as long as his health allowed. After he passed away, she moved back here. That was about four years ago, I think. I wasn’t sure if I could actually live so close to her without her driving me crazy, but it’s worked out well for us both. I like having someone to take care of, and she likes having me around to attempt to boss around.”

      “Um, about Colonel Healy…” Why was it so hard to say it? “Is he a…ghost?”

      “So she says.” Laughing softly, Conn took her hand and drew her toward the inviting leather couch. He sat down and drew her to stand between his knees, his arms coming around her waist loosely. “I’ve seen some incredibly bizarre things in the past few years, so I tend to believe her.”

      “Like the glass tonight.”

      He nodded. “And the stuck door. But Miss Belle can also lie like you wouldn’t believe. She’ll talk to the Colonel like he’s right there, and only she knows if she’s doing it on purpose to manipulate us or truly speaking to him.”

      He kept his voice light and gentle, but darkness spread in his eyes. Her heart rate accelerated, her pulse jumping frantically in her throat.

      “Now, darlin’, I want you to test me. Put me through my paces. Make me sweat. Torment me. Whatever you want.”

      Startled, she searched his gaze. She’d expected him to press the advantage, to manipulate the situation, using the need he knew must be straining in her. “You’re giving me control?”

      “You’ve always got the control, Rae. Don’t you understand that yet? Until you do, you’re going to be afraid, and I hate seeing that fear in your eyes. The control is yours in everything we do. If you don’t want to do something, tell me. Give me the word. I’ll stop, no questions asked.”

      Swallowing hard, she gripped his shoulders, trying to calm her breathing. She was aroused, true, still hovering on the edge of orgasm, but she was scared too. He knew it, his hands still and gentle on her, his voice soft. But he couldn’t control the need darkening his eyes. Need to dominate her? Or need to touch her? Did it matter?

      “Richard couldn’t take no.”

      “Dick can go fuck himself. I will not whine, wheedle, or browbeat you into anything, darlin’. Your pleasure and safety are my utmost concerns.”

      “What if—” Her mouth was dry, her heart still racing. She licked her lips, fighting the urge to drop her gaze from his. Fought to keep her hands on him, her feet still, instead of backing away. “What if I’m…boring? In bed? I mean, if I don’t want you to…to…”

      “You, boring in bed?” He leaned back against the couch and dropped his hands to his thighs. Knees splayed, body vibrating with tension, he reeked of domination and control, his eyes blazing. “I’ve never wanted anyone as much as I want you. If you don’t want kinky shit, we don’t do kinky shit. End of story. And I still want you.”

      “I don’t want to disappoint you. I can’t—”

      “You have this image of me controlling your every move, your every thought, bending you to my will alone.” His eyelids were heavy, the grooves in his forehead and down either side of his mouth telling her how serious he was. How turned on. Yet he maintained control of his body, not even touching her. “Demanding and controlling your pleasure, forcing you to pleasure me, tying you up, making you helpless. And yeah, the thought of doing those things to you makes me damned near blow a gasket simply sitting here while I look at you.”

      He shifted a little against the leather, just a subtle movement, but it told her how tightly he reined himself in. His palms gripped his thighs harder, as though he fought with all his will not to haul her into his lap and overwhelm her hesitation.

      “But if you want vanilla missionary then I’ll do that too, just as wildly and passionately, over and over, as many times as you’ll let me. Because it’s you beneath me, Rae. I love you. I want to please you in every way you desire and half a million you haven’t even thought of yet. I’ll give you exactly what you need, every single time.”

      Closing her eyes, she swayed, shaking, her breathing coming fast and shallow. Imagining him on top of her, crushing her into his bed, his hands on her, his tongue gliding between her lips as hard and deep as his body.

      He leaned forward, still keeping his hands off her, but his breath fanned across her breasts, already hot and tight and aching. His eyes blazed sapphire, shadows hollowing his face into chasms of mystery. “Absolutely anything you need, darlin’. So if you need me to bend you over my desk again, spank your delectable ass as cherry red as your panties, and then make love to you until you can’t walk, then I can and will do that, too.”

      Her nipples were so hard they hurt, brushing against the silk bodice of her dress. Aching hot and clenched so tight a simple stroke of his fingers would send a climax exploding through her, she stood there trembling, trying to remind herself why she had to say no. Why she couldn’t let him put her in such a vulnerable position again. “No.”

      She got the word out. She’d done it. Relief surged inside her. I can tell him no and mean it.

      She refused to let the memory of his big palms sliding over her backside sway her.

      “Good.” Mouth curving in that arrogant, confident smile, he whispered, “Test me, Rae, fully safe in your ability to tell me no. My jeans are staying on tonight no matter what happens. Let me give you any pleasure you desire, as long as it only involves my hands and tongue. No other part of my body will enter yours tonight.”

      “What if I want your jeans off?”

      “Nope, not tonight. You’re testing me, remember? If you get in my pants, I’ll come in your hand in a second. If I take a release tonight, it’ll be ultimate failure. I’m not failing this test, Rae. I’m not failing you. So tell me what you want me to do first.”

      “Take off your shirt.”
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      Smiling slow and lazy, Conn tugged his shirt out of his jeans and began unbuttoning it. Evidently too slowly, because she reached out, grabbed a handful of material in each hand, and yanked until something tore. Buttons tinged on the wood floor.

      He let his head fall back against the couch and laughed huskily. “Impatient, darlin’?”

      She stroked her hands over his shoulders, biceps, down his chest, tormenting him with trailing fingertips up and down his midsection. Despite every urge pounding in his blood, he kept his hands locked on his thighs. He didn’t need her little moan of frustration to tell him she wanted, needed, so much more. It was all he could do not to drag her onto his lap. “If you need something, tell me.”

      “Hold me?”

      He wrapped his arms around her, drawing her close to the heat of his body. “Absolutely.”

      She rubbed her face against his neck, her breath hot on his skin. She pressed her lips to his throat and her hands locked on his shoulders. Delightful torture, surely, but she didn’t touch him easily. On a delicious shudder, she flicked her tongue lightly and then backed off. Her fingers dug into him, not to hold him close, but as though she fought something.

      A need she didn’t want him to know.

      She ducked her head so he wouldn’t see the darkness in her eyes.

      “Oh, no you don’t, darlin’.”

      Startled, she risked a quick glance up at his face, her eyes tight, mouth tense.

      “I won’t allow you to hide from me.”

      Her gaze skittered away. “I’m not hiding.”

      “I won’t allow you to lie to me either,” he drawled out, forcing his hands away from her hips and back to his own thighs. He wouldn’t use his hands to persuade her to share. This time.

      Silence stretched out while she fidgeted between his knees, her fingers clasped tight on his shoulders. He didn’t say a word, waiting for her to decide how to tell him whatever was bothering her.

      Instead, she reached behind her to the zipper of her dress and let the silk slide down her body to puddle on the floor. Interesting choice, he decided, suppressing the instantaneous urge to suck in a deep breath and bury his face between her bare breasts.

      Shimmering hot velvet in his arms, she crowded close and cried out softly as though he’d burned her. Locking his own desire down hard, he held himself firmly in check. If she thought she could make him forget this difficulty, whatever it was, in a rush of lust, she would be sorely disappointed.

      She went down to her knees on the floor and wedged her head up beneath his chin. Trembling, she clung to him, every muscle screaming at him for comfort, understanding, mercy. Refusing her now was harder than resisting her glorious breasts.

      When she finally spoke, the soft, fragile quality of her voice broke his heart.

      “At the diner…do you remember…when I bit…your shoulder?”

      He reached up and cradled her head to him, his touch a soothing reward. “Yes, I remember.”

      “Did you…mind?”

      That’s it? He hesitated, wondering why on earth she’d think he’d refuse a little teeth. He tilted her face up to his. “I want to know every single thing you need, no matter how much it scares you. Trust me to take care of you, whatever it is. I certainly won’t mind a love bite.”

      She tried to drop her gaze, tugging slightly to free her chin, but he held her steady. She let out a miserable groan. “I don’t want you to say yes just to—”

      “To get in your pants?” He laughed, burying his fingers in her hair so he could gently guide her face back to his neck. If she was tempted to bite a hunk out of him, he’d at least make it easy for her. “I’m getting in your pants one way or another, darlin’. Go ahead and tell me all about this dark, horrible need you have. What do you want to do to me?”

      “I want—” He could feel the torching heat of her face against his flesh, burning with embarrassment and reluctance. Encouragingly, he massaged the back of her skull, letting the slight motion move her mouth against his skin. His heartbeat quickened in anticipation. Whispering so softly he nearly couldn’t hear her, she admitted the truth. “I want to bite you again.”

      “How hard?” Anticipating her attempt at withdrawal, he kept his hand firm on her head, refusing to allow her to pull away. “Hard enough to leave the mark of your teeth in me? Hard enough to make me shake and curse beneath you? Hard enough to taste my skin in your mouth, to test the strength and depth of my will? Because if that’s what you want, then my answer is hell yeah.”

      She twisted her mouth off his skin, her lips tight and closed as though she feared getting her teeth anywhere near him. “Richard didn’t like it. He said it hurt.”

      Blistering rage poured through Conn and he hauled in a deep breath, held it, and slowly let it out before he trusted himself to respond without obscenities. “I think we’ve already covered my negative opinion of Dick. Bite me all you want.” He tucked her head deeper into the cradle of his shoulder and neck. “I mean it, Rae. When you bit me at the diner, I loved it. I wanted to haul you into my lap just like this and strip off my clothes so you could bite me anywhere you wanted. Now’s your chance.”

      “That was…nothing.” Her voice was muffled against his throat, trembling with need. Every brush of her lips was torture. “Just a nibble.”

      “Good.” He let his tone turn vicious. The thought of her suffering some secret shame because of that dick of an ex-husband made him want to grab the claymore, jump in the Mustang, and hunt the bastard down. The beating he’d given Jared Kent years ago was nothing to what he’d do to Dick if he ever laid eyes on him. “I’m more than man enough to see to your needs, Rae. There’s absolutely nothing you could ever want that will fail to turn me on.”

      She tried to retreat one last time, jerking against his firm grip on her head. Finally she sagged against him, her face fully against his throat. “You can’t want me to hurt you.”

      Ah. Confused and worried about her own pain-pleasure line, she didn’t expect him, as the dominant, to lean toward an enjoyment of small pain too. He gripped her hand and pressed her palm against the erection straining inside his jeans. “The hell I don’t. Did it hurt when I spanked you?”

      Rubbing him through the jeans, she spoke with a thickened voice husky with rising desire. “Yes, some.”

      Deliberately, he moved her hand back up to his upper body. If he didn’t get inside her soon, he was going to embarrass himself and earn a big fat F the first time she graded him in bed, but he wasn’t breaking his word tonight. “That’s exactly why you liked it. You want it to hurt, just a little, just enough to make it feel good, damned good.”

      She shuddered. “Yes.”

      “I’ll let you hurt me just enough to feel damned good.” He released her head, forcing her to make the choice for herself. She might duck out on this test tonight, but he’d certainly reschedule a make-up exam again, and again, until she’d wiped the memory of Dick’s refusal from her mind. “Trust me to know my own limits and help you stay within them.”

      Rubbing her face against his throat slowly back and forth, she finally opened her mouth against his neck. He exhaled, long and slow, letting some of the tension out of his shoulders. The first battle was done, with likely many more to go, exactly why he relished her challenge. He turned his head slightly to give her better access, silently urging her to test him.

      Test this boundary with me. Let me show you my control.

      She scraped her teeth carefully down the column of his throat. He let a groan escape, settling his hands on her hips.  “How does that make you feel, darlin’?”

      “Hungry.” Losing some of her hesitation, she gripped him tighter in her mouth, working her teeth on his neck and the top of his shoulder. “I want to eat you up.”

      “Good,” he whispered, reaching up to cup her breast. “I like you hungry, hungry for me.”

      She pushed insistently against his hand, so he rolled her nipple between his fingers, lightly at first but pinching harder until she moaned her appreciation against his skin. He tested her just as she tested him, seeking how hard she needed his hands to stroke.

      Squirming on his braced thighs, she bit him harder, moaning deep in her throat. More, more, her body quaked, so he answered by jerking the lace of her underwear aside. Lord have mercy, she was so wet, so hot, pushing herself on his fingers. She gripped the ridge of his shoulder in her teeth, shuddered, and cried out around a mouthful of muscle.

      Eyes closed, he pumped his fingers through every contraction. The thought of her teeth teasing his throat while he thrust inside her punched through his stomach. Need pulverizing his control, he panted and sweated until he could remember his name again.

      Drawing back, she made a low sound of regret. Hesitantly, she reached out shaking fingers to trace the deep indentations her teeth had left in him. “Did I hurt you too much?”

      Chuckling—albeit rather raggedly—he laid her flat on the couch and tugged those cherry-red panties down her legs. “My new mission in life is to make you come so hard that you draw blood. I loved it.”

      He stared down at her, and he couldn’t help the rising darkness that must be blazing in his eyes. He ached to fill his palms with her breasts, to taste every secret hollow of her body, wallowing in her pleasure until she begged him to stop. “This time, darlin’, I want you to scream my name.”
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      Smiling wickedly, Conn leaned back over the arm to pull something out of the end table drawer. “But first—”

      Scarves. Sheer and soft, white, so if he blindfolded her… At least she’d be able to see.

      Her mouth went dry, heart hammering frantically.

      “Give me your hands, darlin’.”

      He said it quietly, gently, but the order was implicit in his body language and the heat in his eyes. Fisting her hands to hide her trembling fingers, she held out her arms.

      “As soon as you want it off, give me the word. I won’t tie you to anything. I just want to see what you think of some light bondage.”

      He looped the scarf around each wrist and then tied them together loosely. The ends trailed over her breasts and stomach, making her tremble.

      “Rae?” He touched her cheek, his brow creased. “You’re breathing fast, darlin’. If you don’t like it, I’ll take it off.”

      Was she? Yeah, her chest was heaving on shallow, frantic breaths. She wasn’t scared though, not exactly. Shaking with anticipation, perhaps. How many years had she dreamed of him doing exactly this? “It’s okay.”

      “Okay?” He leaned down over her, his eyes heavy lidded and dark with desire. He tugged on the scarf, drawing her hands up over the side of the couch, pinning her against the cushioned side. “I’m not the sort of man to be satisfied with merely okay.”

      Arching into him, she moaned. “Conn.”

      “That’s better. Remember your safe word. When you’ve had enough, use it. For now, I want you to keep your hands right there, even if I’m not holding you down. Understand?”

      “What if—” She took a deep breath, trying to calm her racing heart. “What if I don’t?”

      He smiled slowly, his eyes gleaming. “Then I get to make you.”

      He adjusted her legs, his hands firm as he positioned her exactly where he wanted: thighs spread, arms draped over the side of the chair. He even tugged her ass closer toward him. For an eternity, he didn’t touch her, but merely looked at her, caressing her breasts with his eyes until they were tight and hot, aching for his touch.

      His gaze dropped from her stomach to her sex. Legs sprawled inelegantly, she felt heat creeping down her face to her chest. It took all her self control to keep from closing her legs and hiding from his intimate stare.

      His voice was rough when he finally spoke. “I’ve dreamed of this for years, Rae. The only thing that could possibly make this better is if you were tied to my headboard.”

      The image filled her mind, tied spread-eagled to his bed, helpless for whatever he wanted. Her body gave a little jerk, an involuntary reflex that she couldn’t hide. When he made a low sound of approval, she was glad she hadn’t been able to control it.

      Lightly, he stroked his finger around the outer edges, as softly as air. “Quote me some poetry, Miss Jackson. Any poet. Whatever you remember from my class.”

      Talk about pressure. Her mind went as blank as a clean chalkboard. How could she think with him looking and touching her like this?

      Leaning down, he slid a finger inside slowly, drawing ragged moans from her lips. He looked up at her, his eyes dark with desire. “If you want my mouth here, you’ll quote something.”

      “Maybe I don’t want your mouth there.”

      “The cream pouring out of you says otherwise, so I’ll call that bluff and raise you.” He lowered his mouth toward her breast. Hot breath moistened her nipple, but he didn’t take it in his mouth. Instead, he brushed his bristled jaws over the curve, rasping back and forth.

      Sweet agony. She arched her back, aching to feel his mouth, his tongue, not those damned whiskers abrading her flesh. She started to move her hands down to grab his head and drag him close, but he growled warningly.

      “Poetry, Rae.” He gave a little twist with his finger, stirring the pot of need bubbling inside her. “And keep those hands put. What was your favorite poem? I’ll help you with it.”

      “‘She walks in beauty like the night.’”As soon as she started quoting, he opened his mouth and took her breast deep, tongue swirling. When she stopped… He did too. Desperate, she lurched into the next line.

      “‘Of cloudless climes and starry skies;/ And all that’s best of dark and… and…’”

      Her voice shook. Why couldn’t she remember?

      He released her breast and rubbed his cheek against her stomach. “‘Bright/ Meets in her aspect and her eyes:/ Thus mellow’d to that tender light/ Which heaven to gaudy day denies.’”

      Sucking lightly at her stomach, he waited to see if she could remember the next line.

      “‘One shade the more, one ray the less,/ Had half impair’d the nameless grace/ Which waves in every raven tress/ Or soft…’ Something. I can’t remember!”

      He slid off the couch to his knees on the floor, picking up her leg to kiss and lick behind her knee. He murmured the next stanza against her skin, slowly moving his way up. “‘Or softly lightens o’er her face;/ Where thoughts serenely sweet express/ How pure, how dear their dwelling place.’ This is my dwelling place, darlin’, right here between your thighs.”

      When she hesitated, he nipped at her inner thigh hard enough she gasped. “You like to bite, so I thought you’d like a little payback. Was I wrong?”

      She swirled her hips, her breathing coming faster. So close. If he thrust just a little harder—

      Instead, he completely removed his finger, returning to soft nibbles up the curve of her thigh to tickle his tongue in the crease. “Finish the poem, darlin’, and I’ll finish you.”

      Need pounded like a jackhammer in her head, her heart thundering. “I can’t… remember… Help. Start it.”

      She felt him smile against her skin and his fingers traced the curve of her buttock. “‘And on that cheek’”

      “‘And o’er that brow,/ So soft, so calm, so eloquent,/ The smiles that win—’”

      He set his mouth on her. Her hips jerked, words forgotten in the immediate surge of pleasure swelling within her. He backed off a little, lightly swirling his tongue deeper, replacing his finger.

      Neck straining back over the armrest, she cried out. “Conn, I need to touch you, please…”

      “Finish it and you can put your hands on me. ‘The tints that glow,/ but tell of days in goodness spent,’”

      “‘A mind at peace,’” she panted harder, twisting her hips, trying to find the release hovering just beyond her sight. Like a magical golden veil seen from the corner of her eyes, so close, so visible, but only if she held her head just so… “‘With all below,/ a heart whose love is innocent!’”

      “Excellent,” he whispered, humming approval against her. He flattened his tongue harder against her, his finger sliding deep, and the golden veil tore in her mind.

      Quivering, she tried to catch her breath. Her hands— Good, she’d kept them where he’d told her. She started to sit up, but he growled again, raising his head.

      “I’m not through with you, Rae. I didn’t hear you scream my name. I didn’t hear you beg for mercy. I certainly didn’t hear your safe word.”

      His head dipped again, his tongue sliding the full length of her, dragging through every sensitive inch.

      Legs trembling, she gripped her hands together so hard her fingernails dug into her palms. Shit, she’d been lucky to climax once per session with Richard. How many times had Conn made her come today already? “You can’t honestly expect me to come again.”

      “Twice isn’t near enough, darlin’.” He took another long swipe, drawing tremors through her so deep even the arches in her feet hurt. “You taste too good for me to stop now. This is where you learn the truth about what I want. Have you figured it out yet?”

      “Evidently not,” she retorted. Her hips jerked, straining to get away from the constant torment. It felt incredible, yet it almost hurt, too. The pleasure was too great. Muscles ached in her thighs, strained wide by his shoulders, his hands gripping just below her buttocks, pushing her knees up.

      “Every time you come for me, you submit. You surrender to me. Every time I don’t come, I master myself. I master my self control by claiming your surrender. It’s not about controlling you, Rae. It’s about controlling myself to give you maximum pleasure, to gain your maximum submission. Now do you understand?”

      She jerked harder on her legs, trying to get out of his grasp, but he was too strong, easily holding her spread. “You’re controlling me right now.”

      “No. I’m controlling myself to drag out your pleasure as long as possible. I want your ultimate trust, that you can give me your surrender over and over and over, and you’ll feel nothing but pleasure in my arms. It’s my job to test your boundaries, to take you places you wouldn’t go on your own, while controlling myself so you’re safe. If you trust me, really trust me, you’ll go to that boundary. You’ll trust me to pull you back to safety every single time, knowing the power is yours, always yours. Only you can give me what I want.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Trust me with your surrender. I’m going to make you come again and again, darlin’, until you give me your safe word. I need to know you can say it when you’re ready for me to stop.”

      He brought his left arm up over her stomach to better pin her hips for him, his fingers sliding down to spread her folds apart. Light and soft, he stroked his tongue everywhere, until her legs wouldn’t stop trembling, her stomach muscles quivered beneath his hand. She couldn’t recognize the sounds coming out of her mouth, desperate gibberish. She’d never made such noise in bed before for any man, but the louder she got, the more he seemed to enjoy it.

      She felt the orgasm building, an inexorable wave cresting deep inside her, black and monstrous, a category-five storm she didn’t know that she’d survive. Each orgasm had been more powerful, more devastating.

      This one would tear her apart.

      “You can put your hands on me if that’ll help.”

      Immediately, she dropped her bound hands down to his head, her fingers twisting in his short, dark hair, gliding over his forehead, his eyes. She pulled him closer, ignoring the prickle of his jawline. Murmuring against her, he buried a finger inside her again, holding deep, swirling, and tension mounted in her, humming higher, winding every muscle tighter.

      “It’s not enough,” she cried. Emptiness gnawed at her, her muscles clenched like a vise. “I need you inside me!”

      Adjusting his hand, he pressed harder, another finger. Sweat dripped in her eyes and her lungs locked. She felt it, the first tremor inside, growing, ripping her apart. “Conn, please!”

      Her head slammed back, her body lost in the storm.

      With his fingers still buried inside her, his thumb pressed against her tight anal opening.

      A sheet of ice ripped down the back of her head and spine. She remembered her face buried in the pillow, Richard behind her, coming inside her like that. Pain had ripped through her. She’d cried, begged him to stop, that it hurt, and he’d never cared. He’d do it again, despite knowing she felt nothing but pain.

      “No!” Scrambling, bucking, she fought in earnest. Great sobs ripping from her chest, it took her a moment to remember who she was with. Conn’s head jerked up, his gaze intense, all penetration stopped.

      Conn.

      “Ozymandias,” she gasped. “Ozy—”

      He came up over her, his arms wrapping around her. “Shhh, darlin’. It’s all right. I’m here.”

      But she didn’t want his arms. She didn’t want him to hold her and soothe away the fear screaming through her. He might coax her further next time. And for him, for Conn, she would go. She’d let him hurt her like Richard had, and then… She’d hate herself. And eventually him, as much as she hated her ex-husband.

      “Let me up.”

      “Rae—”

      “You promised! I want to leave right now!”

      

      What the hell had happened?

      Teeth clenched tight, Conn let her get up, but every instinct bellowed at him to wrap her up tight against his chest and hold her until she told him what he’d done wrong. Obviously something horrific in her mind, because she twisted her wrists hard, ignoring the burn of silk.

      He closed his hands over hers and softened his voice. “Shhh, hold on, darlin’. I’ll free you. Don’t hurt yourself.”

      She held herself stiffly, her gaze averted, her body trembling. Her mouth was flat, her lips compressed, her cheeks splotched with dripping tears. Guilt and fear both churned in his gut. She couldn’t even look at him.

      As soon as the scarf fell off, she dived for her dress and slid it over her head with trembling hands. If she walked out on him now…

      He had a sinking feeling in the pit of his stomach that he might never see her again. “We have to talk about this, Rae. I need you to tell me—”

      “I don’t care what you need,” she retorted. Shaking her head, she frantically searched for her shoes. “This isn’t about you. This is about me. I have to protect myself.”

      “You don’t have to protect yourself from me, Rae.”

      Her sobs came louder. Bending down, she fished one of her shoes out from beneath the couch and laughed raggedly. “I don’t even remember taking them off. What else will I forget?”

      His chest hurt so badly he couldn’t breathe. He reached for her, but she jerked back so hard she stumbled. If she’d only look him in the eye, he’d see the truth, whatever it was. She’d never been able to lie to him. Yet for the first time since he’d found her again, he was reluctant to know the truth.

      If I lose her again…

      Could he survive watching her run from him again? Could he bear to let her go if that’s what she wanted?

      Cursing beneath his breath, he stood, holding his hands out at his side, fingers open, palms out, soothingly. “Rae, darlin’, look at me.”

      She ran for the door. “No questions.”

      Rushing after her, he slammed his palm on the door to keep it shut.

      “I want to go!”

      “Let me drive you. It’s dark.” Gently, he touched her back and she flinched, hunching away from him, even though all he did was help her zip the dress. She feared his touch. He’d lost all ground he’d gained in these past days. He’d failed the most important test of his life, and he didn’t even know the question which had sealed his fate. Despair made his voice rougher than he intended. “I’ll take you to Miss Belle’s. I need to make sure you’re safe.”

      If only she would look at me!

      Desperate, he eased closer, sliding his hand down her arm to pull her into his arms, but she skittered away. Shivering, she wrapped her arms tight around herself. She truly felt like she needed to protect herself. From him.

      Fighting to keep his manner gentle and soft, he grabbed his black leather coat and dropped it over her shoulders. He murmured nonsense words to her, pleading with her to listen. If she’d close her eyes and feel the love in his voice, he could bring her back, but she refused to listen.

      In her mind and heart, she’d already run.

      He couldn’t survive another day without her, let alone an agonized stretch of years, wondering where she was, if she was all right, if he’d ever see her again.

      As soon as he opened the door, she dashed for the car. She jumped inside and shut the door, her gaze locked away from his, her body rigid. One look, that’s all he needed. His fingers ached with the need to grab her and haul her against him. He knew she wanted him, needed his touch. She’d found pleasure in his arms.

      How could they go from the hazed oblivion of pleasure to heartache so quickly?

      Sliding into the driver’s seat, he turned to her. Silence had always worked before. Eventually, she’d break. She’d tell him what was wrong. Staring at her face so pale and fragile in the moonlight, he couldn’t do it. He couldn’t break her will, not this time. Vibrating with tension, she would shatter if he pushed her. If he violated his promise to ask no questions, to take her home when she’d asked, he would lose her forever. The proof was carved in her face wet with tears.

      His eyes burned and his hands trembled on the steering wheel, but he forced himself to turn away and look straight ahead. “We will talk about this, but later. When you’re ready. I said I wouldn’t push you, and I won’t. You’re more afraid than ever, which makes me sorrier than I can ever say. Rae, please, whatever it is, I’ll work it out. I’ll do whatever you need me to do.”

      She huddled lower in the seat, refusing to answer.

      She needed space. She needed time. He’d sworn to give her whatever she needed, but damn it all to hell, he’d never thought it would be this hard. He never thought she’d truly want to leave. He slammed the Mustang into gear and drove. “Fuck.”

      Even worse than her silence was that nagging sense of brittleness in her. Every dominant instinct he possessed told him to drag her back inside. He’d tie her to his bed. He’d torment her with pleasure until she begged to tell him what he’d done wrong. He could break this resistance, of that he was sure, but she might never recover.

      In many ways, this was the harshest, grimmest test she could ever give him.

      Could he truly let her walk away if that’s what she needed? If that’s what she wanted?

      The few minutes to Beulah Land stretched in a painful eternal silence. Every second tested his control to the breaking point. If she might shatter, he would explode with worry, fear, and rage at himself that he’d scared her yet again.

      She kept her hand on the door handle. As he rolled to a stop in front of the old house, she shook off his coat and jumped out, not waiting for him to park.

      “Rae!”

      Without looking back, she ran up the stairs to safety.

      She ran from him.
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        Dear Dr. Connagher:

        I finally learned how to say two very important things.

        No, and fuck you.

        I found my courage.

        I told Richard no, and I meant it. I told him I wanted a divorce, and I meant that, too. I told him to get the hell out of my house, and he did. I told him I’d shoot him if he came back, and I will.

        I will, Conn. I swear to God I’ll kill him if he comes back.

        I finally realized I had let Richard ruin my life. I let him control me to the point that I don’t even know who I am any longer. I finally realized that nobody’s going to stand up for me but me. Nobody’s responsible for me but me.

        Of course, now, it’s too late.

        The signs were there all along, written here on the computer screen in countless letters to you.

        The little bursts of violence, the temper, the grudges. It was the little things, things I didn’t even notice as I gave them up one by one. He didn’t like my TV show, so I quit watching it. He wanted to watch baseball all the time, so now we watch baseball. He didn’t like my dress—sound familiar?—and so I changed.

        I changed for him, killing myself a little bit every single day, and I didn’t even realize it. I’ve been mad for so long, at him, myself, even at you all these years. It kept building up inside me, I guess, and this time, I exploded, and it was over the stupidest thing.

        I don’t even remember what started it. But it finally dawned on me exactly how much I’ve given up over the years for him. I’ve let him run me and Daddy’s business both into the ground. The financial stress combined with Daddy’s medical bills has been killing me, literally. I’m afraid I’ll give myself an ulcer worrying about it all, killing myself taking extra jobs to finance Richard’s latest toys.

        I finally saw it all, all the years of control and manipulation. I told him no. For the first time in our marriage. And I meant it.

        It felt damned good.

        As every argument we’ve shared in the past year, this one disintegrated to sex, and I told him no again. No, I don’t feel desire for him any longer. No, I don’t feel pleasure when we have sex. NO, I’m not going to let him hurt me anymore. I hate it.

        I HATE YOU, I told him.

        I couldn’t stop myself, just like that day in your office. I pushed his buttons, deliberately. I pushed him over the edge. But he doesn’t have your formidable self control, Conn. You gave me a final over your desk and the best orgasm of my life.

        Richard hit me.

        No play acting, no seductive play, this was anger. I’ve got the bruises to prove it. He plowed his fist into my face and knocked me on my ass in the middle of my kitchen floor. All my weakness just disappeared. I jumped up and tore into him. I kicked his ass out of my house. I told him to go fuck himself, because he certainly wasn’t going to fuck me any longer.

        Then I called the locksmith to come change the locks. I bagged his stuff and set it out on the porch. I called Mama and Uncle Frank and told them not to let Richard into Daddy’s office. And then I came in here and wrote to you.

        I did it, Conn. I stood up for myself and said no. Now, I feel like crying, because out of all the people I’ve known in my entire life, it’s you I wanted to talk to. It’s your approval I want to earn.

        It’s too late in many ways. It’s too late to save Daddy’s company. It’s too late to save myself. I’m ashamed how far I’ve fallen, all because I couldn’t say no.

        Never again, Conn. I will never put myself in this kind of sinkhole again. I will never give up control of my life to another person.

        Not even you.

        ~ Rae
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* * *

      She shut the bedroom door and leaned against it, shaking. Her face was wet, her neck, tears still dripping. At least that horrid whimpering sound didn’t come out of her throat any longer. She hated feeling weak.

      “Are you hurt, Rae Lynn?”

      Jerking her gaze up, she realized Miss Belle sat on her bed. Her faded strawberry hair was loose, hanging down her shoulders. Wrapped in an old-fashioned dressing gown, the old lady looked like she’d walked off the set of a Western or historical movie. She opened her arms.

      Rae fell into them, sobbing.

      Rocking gently, Miss Belle held her, humming softly under her breath. As her tears quieted, Rae listened to the lilting tune. Very Irish, she thought, about fairy rings and the Winter Queen.

      “Better now?”

      Nodding, Rae sat up, swiping her damp cheeks. “Thank you, Miss Belle. I’m sorry that I worried you.”

      “Did he hurt you?” The old lady’s voice wasn’t hard or accusing, merely inquisitive. “Think about it, Rae Lynn, whatever scared you. Did he really hurt you?”

      She closed her eyes, shivering. She remembered his mouth devastating her, his fingers gliding deep. Her inner thighs were rubbed tender by his unshaven cheeks, but nothing hurt. Even when he’d—

      A wave of heat flooded her face, hot shame, even while ice dripped down her spine again. She shivered harder. “He didn’t hurt me. This time.”

      “But you’re afraid he will next time?”

      She nodded, staring down at her clenched hands in her lap. The old lady’s hand came under her chin, urging her gaze up.

      “Someone hurt you. Badly. Yes?” When Rae nodded, the old lady’s eyes flashed and delicate jaws firmed. “Did Conn know you’d been hurt?”

      She shook her head, trying to drop her gaze, but the old lady was insistent. “I hadn’t told him yet.”

      “Why not?”

      She swallowed hard, her eyes hot and burning. “I was ashamed.”

      “Oh, my poor dear, why on earth would you be ashamed?” Miss Belle pulled her back against her breast, rocking her gently. “It’s not your fault someone hurt you.”

      “It was my fault. I should have told him no.”

      “Conn?”

      “No.” Her voice was muffled against the old lady, but she didn’t sit up. She needed the comforting, even while she longed for Conn’s arms around her, his chest against her face, his heart beating beneath her cheek. “My ex-husband. I should have told him no. But I was too weak.”

      Miss Belle made a low, harsh sound that drew Rae upright. “In my day, men who violated a woman’s trust were horsewhipped.”

      A smile twitched on her lips. “Richard deserves it.”

      “You’re far from weak, Rae Lynn, and you certainly deserve better than a cowardly bastard who abuses your trust.” Miss Belle locked her gaze on hers, refusing to let her hide. “My grandson would never hurt you like that, or so help me, God, I’d take a horsewhip to him myself. And then Colonel Healy would set up residence in his house to torment him until he crawled on hands and knees to kiss your feet and beg your forgiveness.”

      Rae laughed shakily, picturing it.

      Miss Belle patted her shoulder. “So it’s not really Conn you’re afraid of. It’s yourself.”

      Her laughter shut off, her throat strangled. Rae nodded jerkily. “I love him too much, Miss Belle. I’d let him do anything he wanted. Worse than Richard ever thought about doing.”

      “But Rae Lynn, dear, think about it. Would Conn ever ask you to do such a thing? Would he want to hurt you like that?”

      His face rose in her mind, his brow deeply grooved, his eyes hard, his mouth grim. He hadn’t been angry at her; he’d been angry at himself. Because she was afraid. He’d stopped, immediately, and tried to hold her. In a heartbeat, he’d gone from a smoldering, masterful lover to a concerned, apologetic man furious at himself for scaring her.

      As soon as she’d given him the safe word, he’d stopped.

      No. Before that. She remembered.

      She’d told him no. And he’d stopped. Immediately.

      I did it.

      Remembering the look on his face, twisted with agony, regret, and self recrimination, she knew something else.

      Hurting me is the last thing he wants to do.

      Wide eyed, she stared at Miss Belle. “Oh.”

      “Did you think a man like him would pine for five years over a chance encounter? He loves you more than breathing, more than the lovely poetry he’s studied nearly all his life. He would never knowingly hurt or scare you.”

      Her stomach knotted and her lips trembled. The one thing he wanted most of all—her trust—she’d denied him by doubting him. He was probably worried as hell. “I should call him. No, I’ll go to him. I—”

      “No.” Miss Belle stood up, her eyes gleaming dangerously. A small smile curved her lips. “Tomorrow’s Saturday, your day off. I want you to go home bright and early to visit your family. I’m going to be busy with Samantha all day, poor dear, although I learned something very interesting last night at the bar. Make sure your daddy is okay. Give them your signing bonus check which I put on your dresser tonight.”

      “Miss Belle. Do you really think I’m going to take your money after you set me up?”

      The old lady smiled that wide shark smile, her eyes gleaming with amusement and determination. “Absolutely. You’re my project manager, Rae Lynn, and I’m opening this Bed and Breakfast, even when you and Conn get married and have a dozen babies. You’re still my employee. And I say my employee should take the weekend off as contracted. Give Conn a day or two to cool his heels.”

      “Why?”

      “Trust me, Rae Lynn.” Miss Belle glided toward the door, her smile dazzling. “Healy men are insufferably arrogant. A little consternation will do him a world of good. Besides, I need to win this bet.”

      “Nobody said anything about marriage and babies,” Rae called after the disappearing old lady.

      Miss Belle’s voice floated to her as ethereal as her dead husband’s ghost. “Don’t be so sure, dear.”
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      Rae woke up, listening. Faint light came through the window, barely dawn. She heard a car in the distance. Maybe that had awakened her. Six o’clock was much earlier than she planned to leave, but she wasn’t one for wasting time. Shrugging, she got up and showered. Fingering the skimpy pieces of underwear Conn had bought for her, she closed her eyes, remembering his passion again. The stroke of his hands and tongue, the command of his body.

      She’d come home without underwear again. That was the second pair of hers he’d claimed.

      Full of regret and need to see him, to explain about last night, she chose somber black panties, a faded black Drury sweatshirt, and jeans. She grabbed a few spares of everything and tossed them into her suitcase. Miss Belle wanted her to stay the weekend, but she didn’t think she’d make it that long.

      She wanted Conn’s arms. She wanted to bury her face against his chest and tell him the truth. Why she’d been scared. Why she wasn’t scared of him any longer. She trusted him. She really did. And she’d like nothing better than to run across the property and climb into his bed to tell him.

      Sighing, she went to the dresser and stared down at the check for two thousand dollars. Her family really did need it. She had done work for the old lady. After the way Miss Belle had comforted her last night, could she really be angry at the old gal for hunting her down and bringing her to Conn?

      She folded the check and jammed it into her jeans pocket along with her keys. The purse Miss Belle made her carry—where was it? She remembered having it at Conn’s house. She must have left it there. Luckily it didn’t have much in it other than chapstick. And her cell phone. Shit.

      And those letters.

      Now she was more tempted than ever to stop by his house. But the dogs would bark, and Miss Belle would bark the loudest. She was determined not to lose that stupid bet with her husband’s ghost.

      And if Rae ended up at Conn’s house after last night… She couldn’t guarantee she wouldn’t end up in his bed.

      Tiptoeing downstairs and outside to her truck, she shoved the suitcase across the seat. Brrr. It was definitely colder this morning. The trees would be changing color soon, pumpkins on the porch, corn stalks and hay bales in people’s yards. She couldn’t wait.

      Something caught her eye. A sheet of paper lay on the floorboard. Picking it up, she scanned it.

      Only one word was written on it.

      Whore.

      Hand shaking, she looked around wildly. The sound of a car driving away—who would have been up here? It had to be Richard. It was just the sort of mean, nasty thing she’d expected from him when she kicked him out. Why now?

      The only reason she could think of was Conn. She hadn’t dated anyone until now.

      What a dick. Let him show up. If she didn’t shoot him, maybe Conn would hack him up with his sword.

      

      “I need your help.” Conn gripped the phone between his chin and shoulder, ignoring Mason’s sleepy groans and mumbles. Yeah, it was early Saturday morning, but they were supposed to drive to Joplin for a Renaissance Festival later today anyway. “Tell me how to get into my campus e-mail.”

      “Who’s dead?” Mason shouted and something crashed so loudly that Conn winced. “Is Miss Belle alright? You know the ambulance can find that old barn without you risking the apocalypse by dipping a toe in the Internet, right?”

      He swallowed hard, fighting for control. His eyes burned from reading all night. He would’ve been riveted to Rae’s letters any day, but as soon as he’d found the flash drive in the purse that she’d left behind once again, he’d done nothing but read with a growing sense of dread. He’d cursed so loudly he’d scared the dogs, laughed a few times, and yeah, he’d shed a few tears, too, although he’d never admit it to anyone but her.

      If he ever found her again. “Rae left. The last time she ran, she e-mailed me and I never knew.”

      “Oh, no, I’m sorry. I thought…” Mason cleared his throat. “I would have given you two a very high probability of living happily ever after. What happened?”

      Again, nothing he could admit to anyone but her. “Can you help me?”

      Of course, Mason, mathematician and numerical analysis programmer, could and did assist even the most computer-illiterate professor at Drury onto the Internet, to no avail. She hadn’t e-mailed.

      “Did you ever learn where she’d been?” Mason asked.

      Conn flipped open his wallet and took out her business card. He’d already called her cell, but she’d left it in her purse here. That’s how he’d found the dainty white bag in the first place. That purse was so unlike her, so utterly un-Rae. He should’ve insisted she toss the thing in the garbage and pick out her own purse instead of carrying around Miss Belle’s suggestion.

      If he ever saw her again, he’d burn the damned thing himself. He’d burn that flash drive, too,  and he’d hold her against his heart until every single dark memory had finally been blazed away by his love.

      “I have her company name and phone number. I’ll start by finding out where her office is and backtrack.”

      “Miss Belle—”

      “I already asked her before I called you, but she was too busy rushing off to help her cook through her husband’s funeral today.”

      In fact, Miss Belle had tartly told him he’d gotten exactly what he deserved, and then she’d shoved a pink parasol into his hands and demanded he give it to Rae and beg her to beat some sense into him.

      He’d do so willingly, if she’d come back.

      “You really do love her.” Mason didn’t sound pleased, though, not at all. His voice quivered, and if Conn didn’t know better, he’d swear his friend was gearing up for a monumental display of ire. The slow-burners were always the loudest when they exploded, as his father had testified. “I hate what she’s doing to you. You don’t deserve this, Conn. She’s got you running endless laps on a Mobius strip! You’ll never get to the other side, don’t you see?”

      “I deserve it,” Conn said flatly. “I scared her. I hurt her. She was fully justified in running both times. But I refuse to wait another five years before begging her forgiveness. Checking my e-mail is only the first of my penance.”

      “I’ll be damned. I never thought the great Dr. Connagher who bemoaned the loss of true poetry in this weary world would ever join the twenty-first century. I’ll help you find her just to see if she can convince you to start a Romantic Poetry blog.”

      “Balderdash,” Conn retorted, stealing Miss Belle’s favorite word. “By the way, I’ll have to cancel our demonstration today. So how do I find her?”

      “Have you ever heard of Google?”

      “I was afraid you’d say that.”
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      Sitting on the deck with her family, Rae tried to keep her mind in the present, but she’d been on the same page of the book for at least an hour. Daddy sat beside her wrapped in a quilt, Mom beside him working a crossword puzzle. Uncle Frank and his entire family were coming for dinner in another hour or so, and the delicious smell of pot roast filled the air.

      She smiled, remembering Miss Belle’s meatloaf.

      Which only made her think of Conn.

      Daddy’s hand settled on her arm, clutching her. “Dick.”

      She jumped up to retrieve the shotgun in the house, but the approaching car froze her in place. She had no idea whether Richard still had his flashy SUV or not, but it was a black Mustang pulling into the drive.

      She smiled reassuringly at Daddy. “It’s Conn.”

      Jumping down off the deck, she raced around the side of the house.

      Already parked, he pushed open the car door and stood, his gaze locked on her. He wore dark sunglasses so she couldn’t see his eyes, but his face looked rather grim. The groove between his eyes was heavily pronounced. Yet she didn’t stop. She ran straight toward him and slammed into his arms.

      He clutched her hard against him, his arms squeezing off her air, but she didn’t care.

      “Rae.” His voice was rough, his breathing ragged. “Darlin’.”

      “How’d you know where I was?”

      He set her down, firmly disengaging her arms from around his neck. Then he went to his knees in front of her and buried his face against her chest, wrapping his arms around her. “Forgive me, please. I won’t touch you again until there’s not a hint of fear in you, I swear it. I won’t even kiss you. Just come back. Give me a chance.”

      Stunned, she stroked her fingers through his hair. It tore her up to hear the emotion shredding his voice. Regret, agony, guilt. For a man like him to beg…

      Then it hit her. He thought she’d run. Again.

      “Conn, I love you.”

      He made an agonized sound against her, his fingers digging into her back.

      “I didn’t break my promise to you.”

      Slowly, his head came up. She took the dark glasses away so she could see the thunderstorm brewing in his gaze. His face was so hard, lines and chasms put there by her.

      Tears burning in her eyes, she stroked her fingers over his face, trying to smooth away the hurt. “I didn’t run.”

      “You’re not at Beulah Land. You’re not in my bed.”

      “Miss Belle told me to take the weekend off.”

      Irritation flashed across his face. “The old battleaxe wouldn’t tell me a word. I finally had to call Mason and brave Google to find your address.” Shaking his head, he smiled. “You were coming back?”

      “Of course.” She smiled back wobbily. “You actually got on the Internet?”

      “I even checked my e-mail,” he replied, his tone flat with disgust and self-deprecatory humor. Then his manner turned solemn once more. “What about last night?”

      “I had a talk with her, and she helped me see things in a different light. I’m not afraid of you anymore.”

      His face softened. “I found your purse when I called your cell phone. I wouldn’t normally go through your things, but I was desperate. I read your letters.”

      “Oh.” Flushing, she dropped her gaze and swallowed hard. He knew everything, then. Which was good, really, but she’d rather he didn’t know the truth. “I was afraid I’d be too weak to tell you no.”

      “You won’t have to tell me no.” His fingers settled beneath her chin, lifting her gaze to his. “I will never hurt you like that. I won’t allow you to slip there, darlin’. I’ll hold you safe and unhurt, I swear it.”

      “You don’t…regret it? That I can’t—”

      “Absolutely not. The only reason I even tried it was because you needed to be filled up, tight, and well, that was the quickest way I could meet that need without breaking my word and opening my pants. I know better now.”

      “Richard liked it.” Her voice was fragile, but she had to make sure. “If you—”

      “I don’t need it. I don’t even want it. I want you, Rae, however you’ll take me.”

      She frowned, worrying her lip. “I don’t like being afraid of anything, not even with you. Especially with you.”

      His hands dipped lower, gently kneading her backside. His mouth curved in that seductive little smile that said he was bad, so very bad. “As long as you don’t object to fondling,” he gripped her ass harder, pulling her pelvis tighter against him, “and the occasional spanking, I won’t ever touch you like that again. I won’t ever take you to that limit again unless we’ve discussed it thoroughly beforehand, outside of bed.”

      She played with the collar of his white Oxford shirt, tempted to undo another button so she could kiss his chest. “I can live with that.”

      His voice lowered to the slow, rumbling drawl. “However, if you decide someday that you want to rid yourself entirely of that fear, I’ll help you, slowly and carefully. With time and a great deal of care, I can make it not hurt, darlin’.”

      Staring into his smoldering eyes, she thought maybe, just maybe, he might be right. She leaned down and lightly brushed her mouth across his. “So you were tempted to break your word, huh?”

      “Hell yeah. I wanted to be inside you so bad I hurt. To hear you ask for me—” He shuddered, his hands convulsing on her butt again. “When you told me to take you to Beulah Land, it was all I could do not to drag you tight against me and hold you until you changed your mind.”

      “Thank you,” she whispered. “I needed the time.”

      “I know, darlin’.” He stood up and hugged her. “Take all the time you need. So Miss Belle knew all along that you’d worked things out in your mind, and she still led me around like a bull with a ring in my…er…nose. If she wasn’t my grandma, I’d be pissed. She even made me promise to give you this and beg you to use it on me.”

      Forcing a solemn look on her face, Rae took the parasol and hefted it, testing its weight. “Indeed. So if I whack you a few times with it—”

      He bent back down to retrieve her stupid white purse she’d gone off and forgotten again. “Just remember my promise to you, darlin’.”

      Very deliberately, she slapped him on the ass with it. “I’m counting on it.”

      Whirling around with a growl, he seized her hand raising the parasol for another strike. “Miss Jackson, I expect you to report to my office as soon as we get home.”

      “Yes, sir, Dr. Connagher.”

      Yanking the handle out of her hand, he threw the parasol into the back seat of his car. Eyes narrowed, he stepped in closer, holding her gaze while he slammed the car door shut.

      She bit her lip, wishing she had a big mouthful of his muscled chest gripped in her teeth about now. “My, my, Dr. Connagher, you’re looking quite dangerous. Are you sure you want to meet my parents?”

      “That depends.” In a flash, he picked her up, turned, and leaned her back against the car. His thigh crept up between hers, higher, harder, until he pressed firmly into the vee of her thighs. “Are you going to come for me?”

      “Right now? Here?”

      He nodded, his eyes dark. His rock-hard thigh ground against her and her eyes rolled back into her head. Burying one hand in her hair, he bent her harder against the car and kissed her, tongue sliding deep, commanding her response.

      And she gave it, willingly. It poured up out of her, sweet pleasure rolling through her, crashing like waves on the shoreline. He rumbled appreciatively and drew her up off the car. Her legs trembled, so he wrapped his arm around her waist to help her walk.

      “I still get to spank you.”

      “That was the general plan,” she admitted, her cheeks flushing.

      They walked up the front steps together, but Conn hesitated at the door. He leaned against the wall for a minute, dropping his head back. He let go of her completely and breathed deeply, eyes closed. “Give me a minute, darlin’. I don’t want to meet your father with a hard-on. If you love me, I could use a distraction.”

      “Mom’s a much better cook than Miss Belle. We’re having pot roast, potatoes, and carrots. I’m not as good a cook as her, far from Samantha’s caliber, but I wouldn’t starve. I even made a cobbler.”

      Uh-oh. Probably not the best topic. She rushed ahead. “Uncle Frank is coming with my aunt and younger cousin, Kari. She’s looking at colleges and I’ve been trying to get her to visit Drury. Maybe you can intrigue her into applying.”

      “I’ll be happy to speak to her. What kind of cobbler did you make, darlin’?”

      She winced. “Cherry.”

      “Shit.”

      

      Rae’s father might be a crippled invalid, but Conn recognized the hard gleam in the man’s eyes. His own father had possessed that iron inner core until the day he died.

      She led Conn across the deck where both her parents sat. “Daddy, Mom, this is Dr. Verrill Connagher, my English professor from Drury.”

      Bending down, Conn took the older man’s trembling outstretched hand. “Pleased to meet you, Mr. Jackson.” He looked back over his shoulder and winked at her. He couldn’t resist a little teasing, especially since she’d told them his hated first name. “I’m afraid I’m a rather demanding taskmaster, but she did well in my class. Rae is an excellent student. In many ways.”

      She blushed so red she actually swayed. Her mother made a small noise—laughter, Conn thought, noting the brightness of the woman’s eyes—and covered her mouth with her hand.

      Daddy squeezed his hand but didn’t let go. In fact, he tugged Conn down to look into his eyes. “Conn.”

      He nodded solemnly.

      “Love Rae?”

      He let all the emotion blaze in his eyes. “More than life itself.”

      In response, Daddy’s eyes hardened and he frowned. Conn felt a twinge of worry, until he realized the older man was simply concentrating very hard, struggling to speak. “Dick. Hurt. Her.”

      Conn let a smile twist his mouth that he knew betrayed his nice polite professor mask that he typically wore in public. “If Dick ever tries to lay a hand on her again, I’ll kill him.”

      By the low, flat threat of menace in his voice and the hardness in his eyes, he knew both her parents understood that he meant it. Rae’s mother visibly relaxed, her eyes shining suspiciously. He could only imagine how much they’d worried that their asshole ex-son-in-law might try to hurt her again, and there was nothing they could do to protect her.

      Daddy let go of his hand and patted his shoulder. “Good.”

      “He’s back,” Rae whispered.

      Conn jerked upright, turning to search her face. She wrapped her arms around herself, shivering a little, so he quickly drew her close, offering the heat and protection of his body.

      “He’s been harassing my parents, and this morning, I found a nasty note in my truck. I don’t have proof that it was him, but who else would bother me?”

      “It’s him,” Conn agreed grimly. It sounded like he’d get his chance to teach the bastard a lesson in how to treat a woman after all. “Did you date anyone else after you divorced him?”

      “No.”

      He smiled at the adamant refusal in her voice and face. He’d read her letters; he knew who she’d been thinking and dreaming about all those years, which eased some of the vicious ache he’d carried in his heart. “That’s why he’s back. Don’t worry about Rae, Mr. Jackson. I’ll take care of the little p—”

      He hesitated out of respect for her family.

      Fortunately, Daddy knew exactly what to say. “Pussy.”

      Conn choked back a laugh. “Well, I was going to say prick, but that’ll do.”
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        Dear Dr. Connagher:

        My divorce was final today. It’s four years to the date since I was supposed to meet you. Ironic, isn’t it?

        Four years since I took your class, since I studied so hard for you. I can’t read poetry without remembering you. Four years since I tempted you to break that sacred student-professor relationship. But you didn’t, did you? Not you. You had too much self control to succumb to a twenty-one-year-old silly girl with a crush.

        Four years since I took your final. Four years since that last day in your office. What would my life be like now if we’d met the next week like you planned? Would I be happy, knowing what kind of man you are, knowing what I know now? Would I sip coffee with you in the morning, smiling and kissing you goodbye, reading poetry to you at night—only to let you hurt and humiliate me in your bed?

        Fearing you’d turn me into a happy little mindless slave, I escaped you, only to end up bitter and angry, trapped in marriage to someone as controlling as you. He hurt me, too, Conn, both physically and mentally. But he didn’t hurt me nearly as good as you.

        Nobody has ever made me feel like you did that day. God help me, I still want you. I still need you.

        Do you even remember me? I wish I could remember me. The blushing girl who came into your office that last day of the semester to flirt with you in a white mini-skirt. I’m going to try and find that girl again, but deep down in my heart, I know the truth. Richard killed her, and that Rae is long gone.

        Grieve for her, Conn, because she died loving you. The biggest regret of her life was leaving you.

        ~ Rae
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* * *

      Stirring, Rae stretched, wincing at the kink in her side from lying over the console. It was worth it, though, to get her face on his chest.

      “We’re almost there.”

      She turned into his embrace, rubbing her face back and forth across his shirt. “You made quite an impression on my family, Dr. Connagher. Kari took one look at you at dinner and leaned over to ask me if you really were a professor. I think she’ll be searching for her very own hunky English professor very soon.”

      His chest rumbled beneath her ear. “Hunky?”

      “You’re far from the normal everyday sort of English professor. No tweed jacket. No pipe.”

      “I do burst into poetry at the most inopportune moments.”

      Yeah. Like when he was licking up the side of her thigh. “Otherwise, I’d never know you were an English professor.”

      “No? Maybe you should see me sitting for hours wading through terrible Freshmen papers slaughtering poor Mr. Shakespeare.”

      “I’d love to.” She tried to keep her voice light, but her heart felt swollen, filling her chest with longing.

      “Well, Miss Jackson, I just happen to have some composition books stacked up on my desk. After I spank you for hitting me with that damned parasol, you can watch me torture myself to your heart’s content.”

      He made the final turn toward Beulah Land, slowing the car.

      “Keep going,” she whispered.

      “Rae—”

      “Take me home, Conn.”

      He stopped in the middle of the narrow road, idling the Mustang before the iron gates. Turning toward her, he cupped her face in both hands, staring into her eyes. “If you come home with me, I’m taking you to bed, and if I take you to bed, you’re staying with me. Miss Belle will have to find someone else to sleep in her guestroom because you’ll be sleeping with me every night.”

      “Promise?”

      His fingers tightened on her face, his eyes shadowed and dark. “Are you sure? Because if you’re sleeping with me, I’m going to want you to marry me, too.”

      “I’ll have to think about that.” The narrowing of his eyes, the grim slant of his mouth made her laugh. “I don’t want to have to meet your mother.”

      “Ah, darlin’, you just mention how many of my babies you want to have and Mama will turn to putty in your hands.”

      “Miss Belle said something about a dozen last night, and that’d be a deal breaker for me.”

      “We can get Mama and Miss Belle off my back later. Right now, darlin’, all I want is you. I want years of waking up with you beside me, beneath me, on top of me, wrapped around me.”

      Her heart kicked harder in her chest. “Sounds good.”

      He kissed her, a hard, quick claiming that left her breathless. Then he stepped on the gas and tore off toward the guesthouse. Silent, vibrating with tension, he drove through the night. A heavy, restless ache settled between her thighs. The closer they got to his house, the more frantic her pulse jumped.

      She started to put her hand on his thigh, but he growled at her.

      “Don’t touch me, darlin’, or I won’t make it to my bed. This first time, I’m coming inside of you if it kills me.”

      He slammed the gear into park and was out of the car, jerking her door open, hauling her out into his arms. She wrapped her arms and legs around him, kissing his neck, licking his ear, as he threw open the front door and strode toward the back of the house.

      She heard the dogs barking, but they must have been outside.

      Pulling her free of him, he tossed her on the bed. “Don’t move.” She started to sit up so she could take her shirt off, but he hissed a warning. “I mean it. Don’t. Move. A muscle. Not one.”

      She could hear his breathing, deep and ragged in the room. He clicked on a lamp and continued to pace, running his right hand repeatedly through his hair.

      It suddenly occurred to her how close he was to losing control. While she wanted him so badly she could cry, every instinct screaming at her to deliberately draw him close, she couldn’t break him like that. He’d never forget that the first time he’d made love to her, he’d lost control. For a man like him…

      If you love me, I could use a distraction.

      Now she knew why he made her quote poetry so often.

      “‘Tyger! Tyger! burning bright/ In the forests of the night/ What immortal hand or eye/ Could frame thy fearful symmetry?’”

      Halted in the middle of the room, his head fell back, eyes closed, and his breathing steadied. His hands were still clenched into fists, but she thought it was working. As long as she could remember more of the poem…

      “‘In what distant deeps or skies/ Burnt the fire of thine eyes?’ You know I’ve always loved the fire burning in your eyes.”

      “Do you, now.” His voice was low, calmer, not vibrating to the point of shattering. “‘On what wings dare he aspire?/ What the hand dare seize the fire?’ Do you dare seize my fire, darlin’?”

      “‘And what shoulder, and what art,/ Could twist the sinews of thy heart?’” Her voice broke, shaking a moment. “You’ve twisted the sinews of my heart, Conn. I’ve loved you since that first day I saw you in the hall, saw the fire in your eyes, and I immediately ran to the Registrar’s Office and enrolled in your class. I loved you in class, your voice so sure, full of passion as you quoted Byron, Shelley, Blake. I’d never heard anything lovelier.”

      “And in my office, darlin’.” Slowly, he unbuttoned his shirt, his gaze locked on her. “What did you think about me in my office?”

      “I loved you there, too, so much I was terrified. Terrified that I’d let you tie me up on your desk and spank me to your heart’s content. Terrified I’d strip my clothes off in class just to see the fire blazing in your eyes. I’d do anything you asked of me, or die trying. Even if that meant memorizing poem after poem so I could torment you tonight.”

      Shrugging his shirt off, he tackled his jeans. “Torment me some more.”

      “‘And when thy heart began to beat,/ What dread hand? and what dread feet?’”

      He laughed roughly. “You certainly don’t dread my hands.”

      He bent over to untie his boots and kicked them off. She could hardly breathe for waiting to see him naked.

      Finally, he eased his jeans and boxers down his thighs. Everything in her froze, locked down hard in a wave of raw lust. He was incredibly thick, and long, so long. Her fingers convulsed on the quilt covering his bed, aching to try and measure the girth and width of him. Taking him in her mouth would make her jaws ache, and oh, to feel him sliding inside her, filling her up, tight and hard and thick—

      Her heart exploded into frantic pounding, aching need pulsing through her. He made Richard look like a weenie. Literally. An odd little sound escaped her throat.

      “Rae?”

      She dragged her gaze up to his face, blinking to focus on his expression. Poor Conn. He actually looked worried. She choked again, trying not to laugh.

      The canyon between his eyes deepened. “A man doesn’t like to hear a woman laughing the first time she sees him naked, darlin’.”

      “Oh. Well. I was just—” She finally just let the laughter out. The more she laughed, the harder he frowned, which just made the giggles worse.

      Growling, he stalked toward the bed, his eyes as cold as a winter sky.

      It took all her will to remain still on the bed. Not because she was scared of him. No, she wanted to sit up, wrap her hand around him, and drag him down to her.

      He seized her foot and jerked at the laces of her work boots. “Well? Do you care to explain your unexpected case of the giggles?”

      “Is it impolite to compare you to an ex-lover?”

      He gave her a rather cocky grin, which made her giggle again. “Not when I’m bigger.”

      “Let’s just say seeing you made me think of Richard as a weenie.”

      Conn laughed and moved to her other boot. “So I get to call him pencil dick now.”

      “Pencil is too generous.”

      Taking both of her ankles, he rolled her over, spread her legs wide, and jerked her down closer to him.

      Staring up at him rising up over her, his thighs between hers, she made a low, ragged sound and clenched her hands into fists to keep from touching him.

      “Good, darlin’. Don’t give me a reason to tie you up. As soon as I’m inside you all the way, you can touch me. I want you to, I need you to. Just not yet.” He reached down and undid the button on her jeans. “Quote me some more Blake while you take that sweatshirt off.”

      Her stomach fluttered, her breathing coming faster as she squirmed to get the sweatshirt up over her shoulders and head. “‘When the stars threw down their spears/ And water’d heaven with their tears/, Did he smile his work to see?’”

      “I’ll smile if I get these jeans off and find you ready for me. Are you wet and hot, aching to feel me deep inside you? Cause if Dick was a pencil, you’re going to be tight for me. I need you slick and open.”

      His words sank into her as surely as his fingers had tormented her. As surely as his tongue had stroked her. She raised her knees, lifted her butt, helping him all she could to get the denim off. She felt swollen and hot, restless and crazed. Every breath sounded loud in her head, echoing with a ragged moan.

      He dragged her panties off with the jeans. “Get that bra off, darlin’. I don’t want anything between you and me but skin.”

      With her thighs gripped in his hands, his body hard and muscled between her legs, she couldn’t get raised up enough to get both hands behind her back. Desperate little moans escaped her throat, her fingers frantic. Finally, she rolled over as far as she could and let him undo the hook for her.

      Dragging her closer to the edge, he bent her knees back toward the bed, spreading her open wide. His jaws clenched tight, sweat beading on his chest, he let go of her thigh with one hand to guide himself to her.

      “‘Swift as a spirit hastening to his task,’” he whispered, his voice thick. He pressed into her, inch by inch. Her back bowed, her hands clawing at the sheet. Thick and wide, he stretched her impossibly, nearly painfully, but so damned good her breath sobbed out. He slipped his fingers down to help spread her outer lips apart better, his palm pressing against her to keep her flat on the bed. “Almost there, darlin’. I need to know your limit, whether you can take me all or not. How does that feel?”

      She made a sound, strangled and desperate.

      “That good.” He laughed roughly, shifting more of his weight onto the bed. “You are so tight. Shit. Don’t you dare come yet.”

      Rae sucked in a breath, another, trying to ease the fullness straining through her. He hadn’t touched her at all, but climax did hover within her. Which shocked her. She’d never managed to climax with intercourse only. He hadn’t even moved within her yet. When he did—

      Slipping a palm beneath her buttock, he lifted her hips, sliding to the hilt with a low groan. “Put your arms around me and hang on for dear life.”

      She held on to his shoulders, wrapping her legs about his waist as he shifted them further into his bed. Every flex and pull of his body against hers was agony, delicious torture.

      Easing them both back to the mattress, he simply lay with his full weight stretched out on top of her. She ran her hands up and down his back, his shoulders, burying her face against his chest to breathe in his scent. Leather mixed with musk and sweat. Heaven. “What are you waiting for?”

      “For you to adjust to having something bigger than a pencil shoved inside you. I’ve nearly finished the first stanza of Shelley’s ‘The Triumph of Life’.”

      “Trust me, I’ve adjusted.” Opening her mouth, she closed her teeth around a hunk of his pectoral, bit down until he growled and thudded deep inside her. Quivering, she released him. “You’re not going to quote the whole thing, are you? If I remember correctly, it’s hundreds of lines long.”

      “I’ve waited five years to be right here, darlin’. I’m not rushing it.” He cupped her face in both hands, tilting her mouth up toward his. “I’m not going to last long this first time. If you hadn’t helped me earlier, we’d be done already.” His thumbs stroked over her skin, his eyes swallowed in darkness. “Rae, I love you. I know I can be an insufferable bastard on occasion. I know I’ll irritate you, scare you, infuriate you. You’re going to want to run again, darlin’. As long as you run to me, I’ll meet you right here and fix whatever I’ve screwed up every single time. For you, I’ll make it right. Whatever it takes.”

      Smiling, she trailed her fingers down his sides, stroking the delicate skin at the crook of his hips. “I thought I was the Fix-It Lady.”

      “I’ll be Dr. Fix-It then.” He gave a little swirl with his hips that rubbed his full length inside her. Digging her fingers into his back, she shuddered, her breath catching on a moan. His mouth came down to nibble at hers, and he slid his hands down her face, neck, shoulders, his grip firm as he pushed her arms up over her head.

      Pinned flat, crushed beneath his weight, she felt the switch flip in her again. The switch that loved his control and welcomed his commands, every muscle melting in surrender. Clenched tight, she ached with need. “Please, please—”

      “Not yet.” From the dark rumble of satisfaction in his voice, he knew very well why she begged. Maybe it was her imagination, but he felt harder and longer inside her at her words. He ground his hips against her, thrusting a bit deeper to brush up against something inside her that nearly made her shriek with surprise.

      Gasping, she arched her back, not sure if she liked that sensation or not.

      “Ah, bet you’ve never had that sweet spot touched, huh?”

      He slid his tongue into her mouth, light and shallow, teasing as he ground his hips in that slow swirl again. Electric shocks sparked through her core, tightening her down on him even more.

      She jerked her arms, shivering and squirming beneath him. She needed more: harder, faster, deeper solid thrusts impaling her to the bed. Instead, she got that agonizing stroke. Extreme sensation shot through her.

      Using his own strength pinning her arms for leverage, she bucked harder beneath him. She really couldn’t move more than an inch or two, not with his weight flattened against her. But her little struggles excited him. He kissed her harder, his tongue plunging deeper, his breath panting into her mouth.

      Shoulders rising above her, he shifted to his knees, a slow withdrawal that had her whimpering and babbling as inch after inch slid out of her. “Are you ready, darlin’?” His voice was guttural, sweat glistening on his chest. “I’m going to let go of you. When you come, I want either your teeth in me or you screaming my name, whichever you prefer. Don’t take too long to choose, though.”

      He let go of her hands and buried his fingers in her hair on either side of her face. Thumbs beneath her chin, he tilted her head back and pressed his mouth to her neck, his tongue wet, his teeth scraping.

      Frantic, she slid her palms down his neck, his shoulders, reveling in his sheer power. Muscles bunching, he thrust deeply.

      “Conn,” she cried raggedly.

      He filled her up, slammed deep, over and over, splitting her apart, devastating her, remaking her with every stroke. He threw his head back, muscles straining in his neck and shoulders. A shudder wracked his body against her. “Teeth. Now.”

      Arching up, she gripped his throat in her teeth. She intended to be gentle, but he slammed home again and the dam broke. She bit harder, moaning around his skin, her fingers convulsing in his back as he pumped into her.

      Five years. Five years of longing and lust. Five years of regrets and heartache. Five years of love. Shuddering, he collapsed against her. She wrapped her arms around his head and cried.

      

      He’d thought nothing could scare him more than when she’d run up the stairs into Beulah Land without a backward glance, until he saw fresh tears on her face while he was still inside her. “Did I hurt you?”

      She rubbed her face against his neck and chest. “No, no, I’m fine. I’m just thinking that this was five years too late.”

      Relieved, he eased his weight off to the side and drew her against him, trailing his fingers gently over her flank. “Who knows what would have happened if you’d come to me that next week. You were so young, and I didn’t know what I was doing. I might have broken your trust in such a way that you’d never recover. I thought I might have already done such damage. I hated every day that you were gone, but it taught me to hone my self control.”

      Curling against him, she pressed her mouth to his skin, trailing her tongue in wet little swipes across his chest that sent hot ripples skating through his body. “You certainly know what you’re doing now. You knew then, too.”

      Laughing softly, he buried his fingers in her hair and massaged her skull, holding her close. “What is it that I do that you like so much, darlin’?”

      She propped her elbow on his chest and stared into his face, melting his heart all over again with the earnest seriousness gleaming in her eyes. “Every time you touch me it’s wonderful. I want to be with you. But when you hold me down and force me…” She shuddered, her eyes darkening. “You’re not making me do anything I don’t already want to do, but…” Her voice caught. “Oh, Conn, when you make me…”

      He couldn’t help the rumble in his voice or the stirring in his groin. “I love making you, darlin’, as long as you remember the ultimate control is yours. You never have to tell me no; just give me your word if I’m thinking about something you don’t want to do. I will never force you into something you’re not comfortable with. Trust me, yes, but I’ve got to be able to count on you to tell me when to stop.”

      Rubbing her chin against his chest, she stared into his eyes, the lamp sparking the fire in her gaze. “I will.”

      A fine tremor shimmied through her and she swallowed. He wasn’t the only one ready for round two. He smiled slowly, letting his eyes blaze with heat. “After a shower, are you up for that spanking I promised you?”

      Her eyes fluttered shut and she shivered harder. “When you’re done…”

      Her tongue flicked across her lower lip, and it was all he could do not to drag her mouth to his so he could suck on both her lip and tongue. “Tell me, darlin’. What are you dreaming about in your mind?”

      “I want…to take you…into my mouth.”

      Clenching his jaws, he fought down the immediate surge of lust grinding his control to dust. He sat up, taking her with him, mentally repeating all the reasons she surely wasn’t ready to cross that bridge with him yet. He’d taken the edge off his aggression, sure, but—

      She opened her eyes, heavy-lidded and dark with her need. “I want you to make me.”

      Sliding his palm down her back, he gripped her ass firmly to make sure she knew what she’d asked for. He could not stop staring at her mouth, those luscious lips and wicked tongue he’d dreamed about for five years, along with the sweet curve of her buttocks. Spanking her ass fire-engine red, dragging her mouth to him…

      He was not strong enough to refuse such temptation. Not when he’d dreamed of doing exactly that for five long years, and he’d read those same dreams in her letters.

      Her back arched a little, pushing deeper into his caress. She draped her arms around his shoulders and pressed her mouth to his ear, tormenting him with her tongue. “Consider it your extra credit.”
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      Normally she enjoyed a nice long hot shower. She’d certainly dreamed about soaping up Conn’s magnificent body while his hands teased and tormented. Sex in the shower was a fantasy she’d like to explore. Someday.

      But not with his threatening promise of what was coming afterward humming inside her.

      Luckily, he wasn’t willing to linger too long in the shower, either. He was all business, the grim slant to his mouth and the grooves lining his face becoming more pronounced with each passing minute. She made the mistake of noticing his growing erection, and she spent the rest of the shower propped up against the wall, trembling, while he finished rinsing her off.

      Hair dripping, she grasped the white fluffy towel with shaking fingers. She tried to keep her traitorous eyes from his body and calm her racing heart instead of panting like a runner in the final mile.

      He took the towel from her, dried her off, and squeezed the excess moisture out of her hair. The gentle pulling at her scalp shot another surge of wetness through her core. Moaning, she closed her eyes. He slid his hand into her hair, fisting, tightening until she moaned again.

      “Do you want to be over my desk in the study, or over my lap?”

      “Lap,” she gasped. Just thinking about feeling him beneath her, rock hard and strong while he spanked her…

      He laughed darkly and backed toward his bedroom, still gripping her hair. “I thought so.”

      He flipped on the overhead light so he could see everything. Still gripping her hair, he led her to a large bay window containing a comfortable-looking chaise and small table. He sat down, dragging her hair so she went to the floor in front of him. Small pains, nothing more, but each little pull of her hair sent her heart racing ever faster. Her thighs were shaking, her inner muscles clenching desperately. What was the burning smack of his palm against her ass going to do to her this time?

      Opening a drawer, he took out a scarf and released her hair. “Put your hands behind your back and lie down across my thighs. Touch me and I’ll give you more swats before I let you come.”

      Staring up at him, she contemplated ignoring him. Seriously. If she leaned up and took him in her mouth right now, would he object? How could he?

      He touched her cheek, drawing her attention from the sleek iron-hard curve up to his eyes. She trembled.

      Storm-gray, his eyes blazed, his face heavily lined, his voice severe and hard. “Don’t even think about it, Rae.”

      She scrambled to her feet and put her hands behind her back. Edging closer to him took courage, courage she didn’t think she’d have. If he’d smiled or winked teasingly, she wouldn’t have doubted him, but he remained fierce and silent. Quite honestly, he scared her, just a little.

      Which sent another wicked surge of need pulsing through her.

      Shaking, she awkwardly leaned down over his thighs, trying to hold her hands behind her back without losing her balance. Legs like granite beneath her, his erection digging into her stomach, oh, God, it was torture, agony. So close, but so far away. She wanted to turn and slide to the floor between his knees and take him deep into her mouth, bite his thigh, something. Anything except lie across his legs so obediently.

      He wrapped the scarf around one wrist and then the other, winding the silk up her forearms until her shoulders strained. Not pain, exactly, but she definitely wouldn’t forget that she was bound. He gave a little jerk on the scarf, lifting her arms just a bit higher so she flinched and squirmed.

      “If you weren’t afraid of me, darlin’, you wouldn’t be so turned on. You respect and believe in my power over you. Remember when Dick wanted to tie you up? Were you scared of him?”

      “No.”

      “You laughed, didn’t you? Did you think he’d spank you to climax when he had you tied up?”

      “I didn’t come at all that night.”

      “Until you dreamed about me.” He purred in that rumbling gravelly voice that sent shivers down her spine. “Power, darlin’. I have the power to control you completely. Why? Because you’ve given it to me.”

      Without warning, he slapped his palm against her ass, catching both cheeks at the same time. Her breath whooshed out and she thrashed awkwardly. With a little tug on that scarf, though, he immediately stilled her. Another slap, this time centered on one cheek, then the other. Firm and strong and sharp.

      Arms aching, she blinked, trying to focus her watering eyes. Last time, he hadn’t started nearly this fast. This confidently. As though—

      As though he knows this is what I want.

      Which was exactly true. He’d been a lot gentler with the shy, unsure student bent over his desk.

      Her ass burned, heat flaring deep inside to parts he hadn’t even touched yet. She felt the moisture gathering, the aching burn spreading, demanding his attention.

      “Do you feel that tingling between your thighs, darlin’?” He gave her the sharpest crack yet, and her buttock stung fiercely. She squirmed harder, tears escaping, even while she throbbed with need. His palm slid over her skin, soothing the burn, and she moaned out loud. “Are you going to hit me with that damned parasol again?”

      I can’t lie…

      He slapped her, both cheeks, again, in rapid succession. “I asked you a question, Rae.”

      “Yes! Yes, I’ll hit you again! If you gave it to me right this minute, I’d beat you over the head with it!”

      Chuckling, he slid his fingers between her folds, trailing teasingly along the edges of her sex. Her legs fell open on a ragged groan, but he didn’t stroke her to relief. “That’s what I was hoping you’d say. That ensures I’ll get to spank you again.”

      Arm rising and falling, he spanked her until she sobbed.. Until her backside was a welt of heat that stabbed deeply through her core in an aching frenzy of need. Until she bit her lip and moaned and kicked, not caring about the pain in her shoulders.

      “It’s okay to yell at me, darlin’. I like it when you struggle.”

      “Bastard, dirty son of a bitch, Verrill! I’ve had enough!”

      His hand crashed down at the very curve of her cheek where her ass met thigh. She lurched up, gasping, and his forearm ground between her shoulder blades. “Now, now, darlin’. When you’ve had enough, you know exactly what to say, and it certainly isn’t Verrill.”

      “Conn, please,” she whispered, shaking from head to toe.

      “That’s real sweet, darlin’. I like to hear you beg, too.” His hand descended again to the other curve. “Your ass is almost cherry red, so pretty. Maybe later tonight you’ll let me lick and soothe all that sting away.”

      “Please,” she whimpered, shifting on his thigh to try and grind herself against him. “Please, Conn, please!”

      “What do you need, darlin’?”

      “I need you. Please!” His erection throbbed against her stomach and she wailed, throwing her head back and struggling in earnest.

      He plunged two fingers into her but didn’t thrust, swirling his fingers against her inner lining. Twisting his hand, searching for exactly the right spot, he stroked until she twitched.

      “Ah, there it is.”

      He repeated that deliberate stroking, fingers gliding gently over that spot deep inside.

      Clenched tight, humming with need, she couldn’t breathe. Her lungs shut down, her ears buzzed with static, her heartbeat thundered in her head.

      “You know what I want you to say.”

      His voice sounded far away, soft and gentle, flowing on a breeze. A vicious cramp seized her, and she tried to escape it. Too much, too hard, it would kill her. Grind her to nothing. Leave her tossed and helpless to drown in an ocean of need.

      “It’s okay, darlin’. Let go. I’ve got you.”

      So gentle, so safe, so full of love. She heard it in the magical tones of his voice, low and vibrating deep inside her. She let herself go limp, completely surrendered to whatever he did. Orgasm swelled within her, larger, darker, a swelling wave that seized her, dragged her down to the depths of the ocean and pinned her there. Crushed beneath that onslaught, she whispered, at least in her mind. “Conn.”

      

      “Rae?” His hands worked at her wrists, unwinding the silk. Her fingers tingled. The scarf came off and her arm fell. She felt it brush his knee, a torturous caress, and then her fingers dangled in her vision. She was upside down, which confused her. Until she realized her face was within breathing distance of his calf. Just a little shift, and she could get her mouth on him. She leaned—

      He hauled her upright, cradling her against his chest. “Rae? Come on, darlin’. I need you to speak to me.”

      “Mmmm.”

      He tilted her face up, his brow creased. “There’s my darlin’. You went a long ways away, didn’t you?”

      She tried to smile, but her face sagged, terribly tired. Lassitude rocked gently back and forth inside her, warm lapping waves tickling through her body. She was still a long ways away, she thought. Some distant shore she’d never been to. A forbidden paradise island, with her dark-eyed fierce warrior, naked and erect, striding toward her through the wilderness.

      He must have seen that shore in her eyes, because his mouth firmed into a hard slant. He fisted his right hand back in her hair and pushed her to the floor between his knees. The only thing holding her up was his hands, one in her hair, one cupping her face.

      “Open your mouth.”

      On a low groan, she did so, her eyes dropping to his cock as he drew her near. He rubbed the head lightly against her mouth, circling her lips.

      “Wider, darlin’. I’m bigger than Dick, remember?”

      Stretching her mouth open wide, she let him pull her mouth forward. It was like swallowing down a sword fresh from the forge, hot and sizzling from the flames. In this distant fuzzy paradise, she had no defenses against him. As big as he was, she wouldn’t be able to breathe if he thrust too deeply. He could slap her, beat her, turn her around and sodomize her like her ex-husband had done, and nothing would hurt.

      Not until tomorrow.

      And she wasn’t afraid.

      By the darkness in his eyes and grooves in his face, he knew it. He relished the control, her helplessness, her trust in this moment of utter vulnerability that he wouldn’t hurt her. This was his ultimate fantasy, to take her mouth, testing his control and her trust that he wouldn’t go too far.

      He tasted like soap, so clean, and just a hint of salty musk at the tip. She couldn’t move her arms, but she could damned well move her tongue. Watching his face, she swirled her tongue against him, tracing the slit, sliding underneath the crown. He paused to let her torment him, his face darkening, his eyes blazing sapphire.

      She felt a wicked spark through the haze of pleasure he’d fogged through her mind. Boundaries, he always talked of boundaries. This was his boundary, his test, his trigger point. If it was his job to test her limits, shouldn’t she test his, too?

      Could she make him lose that fierce control?

      Tightening her lips around him, she sucked and licked until a muscle in his cheek ticked. Pressing deeper, slowly, he breathed out heavily as she sucked him down, tightening her mouth until her jaws ached. She scraped her teeth lightly as he drew back, and his breath exploded out, his fingers digging into her face. He quickened the pace, his chest heaving, mouth parted on each breath.

      Rock-hard satin in her mouth, she tried to tell him with her eyes what she wanted.

      Make me. Make me go all the way. Don’t pull me back. Make me.

      His arms corded, tendons standing out in his neck and shoulders. He groaned her name and thrust deeper, arching his hips. Almost too much, too deep, closing her throat off one second, two, and then he pulled back enough to let her breathe. Even in his release, he kept his eyes open, watching her face, making sure she was okay. He never violated that boundary.

      She took him, drank him down, shuddering with every pulse of his body.

      Drawing away, he pulled her up into his arms. “Damn, Rae, that was the hottest thing I’ve ever done in my entire life.”

      She nuzzled deeper into his neck, but her arms were still too lazy and limp to wrap around him. Flipping the lights off, he settled into bed with her tucked against him, pulled a blanket up over her, and pressed soft, gentle kisses across her face.

      “Were you thinking what I think you were?”

      Sleep sucked her down, but she managed to whisper, “Make me.”
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        Dear Dr. Connagher:

        I’ve never been one to share my darkest secrets with anybody, yet I can’t stop writing you these letters. I’ve told you things I’ve never told anyone.

        Maybe it’s because you saw me like nobody’s ever seen me before. Without removing a single item of my clothing, you tore me down to bare naked emotions. You saw me, really saw me, didn’t you? I couldn’t hide anything from you.

        I certainly couldn’t hide how much I needed you.

        When I lost you, I felt broken inside. I mourned for you. I thought I’d never be whole again. I forced myself to date Richard in a stupid vain hope to fill that emptiness. I needed to not feel alone, even if he wasn’t you. I thought we could make it work.

        Yet that was my greatest mistake of all. I never needed him like I still need you.

        After all these years, this need gnaws in the back of my mind, every day, swallowing me like a great black hole. It’s a monstrous, consuming need. Here I am, years after that day in your office, still writing you. Still needing you.

        I’m messed up, Conn, I know it. I’m terrified of losing these dreams, because it’s all I have left.

        I think about contacting you. I even pick up the phone and begin to dial your office number (yes, I still remember it by heart), and alarm bells start going off in my mind. What if I’ve simply built up my memory of you to impossible heights? What if it was all in my head, embellished and fabricated over the years? Surely I couldn’t have felt so much that day on your desk. Surely I didn’t need you so badly.

        What if you don’t even remember me? What if you’ve moved on, as I tried to do?

        What if…you never needed me at all?

        It would destroy me to see you again and learn that all these letters, all these years of missing you, had been a complete and utter waste. If you thought that day in your office was a mistake. If you looked at me with those incredible blue eyes, saw how much I ache to be consumed by you, and turned away.

        I don’t want to be nothing but a needy, weak burden for you to bear.

        And so I hang up the phone.

        ~ Rae

        

      [image: ]
* * *

      Two warriors were trying to beat each other to death with swords, and Rae couldn’t tear her gaze away.

      All right, so the “two warriors” were actually Conn and his friend Mason, tricked out in leather pants and white linen shirts hanging open with laces at the collar, but the swords were real. The incredibly loud clang of metal on metal was real, too. She didn’t know how sharp the blades were, but Conn’s sword was so heavy she’d barely been able to lift it. She couldn’t imagine how much they must have practiced in order to be able to swing the swords around so long and hard.

      Despite the hint of fall color in the leaves, the day had warmed to a lovely Indian Summer golden haze, so both men dripped sweat. When they finally stopped the demonstration and bowed to the crowd, the watchers clapped enthusiastically. Even the Queen of the Fair inclined her head with approval.

      Beer and wine flowed freely, and some of the people were rather unsteady on their feet. Not good when one rather large woman in a tightly laced—bulging—corset nearly toppled onto the Queen’s Joker. Snickering, Rae turned away. She couldn’t believe some of the costumes these people dared to wear. Maybe she could talk Conn into those extremely tight tights and cod-piece next time.

      Nah. He looked too good as the barbarian warrior on the rampage.

      He and Mason made their way over to Rae, grateful for the cold water bottles she’d picked up at the concession stand.

      Swiping his mouth with the back of his hand, Conn asked, “What’d you think?”

      “Impressive, Dr. Connagher. Very impressive.”

      “You should see him with the katana instead of the claymore.” Mason slapped him on the back grinning ear to ear. “He’s poetry in motion.”

      Conn snorted. “Dr. Poetry in Motion is sweating like a pig in these leather pants. Excuse me a moment while I change.”

      Leaning closer, she inhaled his scent, all dark sweaty warrior. She made a low sound of approval in his ear. “Need some help?”

      He winked at her and slung the duffel bag strap over his shoulder. “I don’t want to get kicked out of the fair for tossing innocent bystanders over my shoulder. Try to keep Mason out of trouble for a few minutes.”

      Conn walked off to find an empty restroom stall, leaving Rae standing rather awkwardly with his best friend. Mason cleared his throat, apparently just as uncomfortable. With a little smile, she moved over to the nearby stall of goods. Most of the crafts were nice, but not really her thing, although she’d already spent a nice chunk of cash on an incredible hand-made leather purse she’d seen earlier. As roomy and large as a saddle bag, maybe she’d stop forgetting it.

      This vendor was selling stained glass, everything from butterfly plant-pokes to incredible window inserts grand enough for a cathedral.

      Or a front door at Beulah Land? “Do you accept commissions?”

      Smiling, the man nodded. “Sure do. We also have classes here in Joplin and in Springfield. We have a beginners’ class starting up in two weeks.”

      A class in stained glass. She never would have considered it, but now…it seemed right. She’d love making something to fix Miss Belle’s front door. In fact, she knew exactly what elements to include in the design. She picked up a class schedule and dropped it into her new purse.

      She’d ask Miss Belle first, but she couldn’t wait to start.

      Mason had trailed after her rather sheepishly. Trying to put him at ease, Rae asked, “How many students do you have at Drury?”

      His mouth turned down morosely. “They gave me four sessions of Calculus I this year, so over two hundred.”

      Inwardly, Rae shuddered. She’d only taken college algebra and that had been hard enough. “Is that bad?”

      “It means I have a great many freshmen this year, very young and very foolish.” He nodded his head in the direction of a group of rowdy drinkers. “The most important things on their minds are beer and laws of attraction with the other sex.”

      “I thought calculus was rather advanced.”

      “It depends on the major. We have a lot of architecture students at Drury, and calculus is required very early in their program. In some ways, we use it to weed them out. Sad but true.”

      He looked at her a moment, cocking his head slightly. “I must admit, when Conn told me years ago that he was interested in a student, I could hardly comprehend it. Most semesters he has as many Freshmen Composition classes as my calculus sessions, which means young and immature students. I didn’t think a first or second-year student would be able to hold his interest, but I was wrong.”

      Rae felt a blush creeping over her cheeks, and her stomach knotted uncomfortably. She’d always felt like a shy, naïve idiot in his class, especially when she’d learned she’d stumbled into a senior-level English class, although she could certainly use the credits. “I didn’t mean to cause him any problems on campus.”

      “Oh, no, no problems. I teased him unmercifully about being Dr. Perfect, so a little temptation to walk on the dark side was good for him. I’d never seen him fall for any woman, let alone a student. I thought he was a mess five years ago, but when he called me yesterday morning because you were gone…”

      Mason gave her a hard look that oddly made her like him more. He’d been Conn’s friend much longer than she’d known him, and Mason obviously cared for him a great deal. “I didn’t run out on him again.”

      Mason nodded. “He said it was a misunderstanding, but I realized something, Rae. I realized he loved you as much as I loved Julie. Losing you would destroy him.”

      Unsure what to say, Rae moved slowly to the next stall of jewelry. Neither Conn nor Mason had commented about that night they’d picked him up from the bar and Miss Belle had played medium. The memory of that otherworldly feeling in the car still gave Rae chills.

      “Actually, I’m very glad you’re back in his life, Rae. It’s too easy to get bogged down in exams and office hours, grading endlessly, preparing lectures, spending all our time with students. Every year it seems we must do more, teaching just one more class to help the college meet its needs. It’s easy for even caring deans like Strobel to take advantage of dedicated professors like Conn. He needs a life away from campus and the constant demands of teaching. You’ll be good for him.”

      She tried to smile, but a nagging doubt bothered her. In many ways, Conn was still the teacher and she was his student, his teacher’s pet as that hateful Miss Barrak had accused. What if their entire relationship was skewed because she’d started as his student? Would she have ever considered letting him spank her if he hadn’t been her teacher first, or vice versa?

      She didn’t know. She couldn’t imagine him any other way. She couldn’t imagine feeling any other way about him, ever needing him less. As much as she’d struggled to deny it, she needed his dominance, his control and strength of will. Her ass was still tender from his attentions and she’d felt an odd sort of pride walking about today, the tight denim a constant reminder of what he’d done last night.

      How much she’d enjoyed it.

      But what if he tired of playing that teacher role with her? Dread tightened her throat and her stomach churned. No matter what Mason said, she was suddenly very afraid she’d never be more than Dr. Connagher’s pet.

      “You even got him on the Internet, an impossible feat to be sure.” Mason laughed and leaned closer to whisper in her ear. “If you really want to tease him, ask him to set up a poetry blog. I can’t wait to see his reaction.”

      Rae forced a smile for Conn as he joined them, but she couldn’t push the seed of fear away. In fact, that seed sprouted and grew with each passing moment. From the very beginning five years ago, she’d feared needing him too much. She’d been afraid she wouldn’t be able to tell him no. She’d killed herself studying for his class, desperate to please him. A bad grade from him would have devastated her. Failing his class hadn’t been an option, no matter how much she had to study.

      Now, though, she faced a test for which there was no study guide. What if he graded her and found her lacking?

      

      “You’re awfully quiet,” Conn said, glancing at her quickly and turning his attention back to the road. “Did you have a good time?”

      “It was a blast,” she replied softly, her throat constricted with worry. The grooves in his face deepened and he shot another look at her, this one sharper. “I have something I need to ask you. Something serious.”

      “Okay.”

      “Are you…sure? About me?”

      He laughed. “Every time I think about last night, I’m sure.” He glanced at her, and he wiped the amusement off his face. Grimly, he pulled over to the side of the freeway, slammed the Mustang into park, turned his hazards on, and then turned fully to face her. “What happened, Rae? Did someone say something to upset you? Why on God’s green earth would you doubt us now? So soon?”

      She forced a laugh, fighting not to cry, and twisted the strap of her new hand-sewn leather purse in her hands, tracing the laces. “Oh, nothing. I was just thinking about last night, and wondering…” She shrugged, tightening her grip on the leather. “I mean, that was pretty extreme. You’re not going to want to…to…every night.”

      “The hell I won’t. If you need me to spank you every fucking night I will. Gladly.” His voice growled out, and he cupped her chin none too gently, jerking her face around. He held her, squeezing tighter until she met his blazing eyes. So blue, so fierce. “Is that what you need, Rae? You need me to spank you here and now?”

      “It’s not about that at all.” His grip was brutal, so she pushed her heartache to anger. Anger was much easier to deal with. “You can’t spank me and take me to bed and think everything’s going to be okay.”

      “Let’s see, shall we?”

      “No.” After worrying for so long that she couldn’t refuse him, she felt a grim, cold lake spreading within her as soon as she said it. He didn’t release her, so she pushed across that lake, slipping and sliding toward an endless maw of dread. “Ozymandias.”

      He jerked his hand away as though her face seared the flesh off his fingers. Her heart splintered, shards of ice piercing throughout her body. He’d done exactly as he promised. So why did she feel like she was dying inside?

      “I can’t…” Her voice quivered, but she kept a tight grip on her face and hands. She would not cry. She would not throw herself into his arms. She wouldn’t dissolve into a needy immature mess that he had to mop up on his way to the university. “I can’t do this.”

      His face sagged. His breath rushed out on a sigh as though a linebacker had blind-sided him and pile-drove him to the ground. “Rae. Darlin’. I don’t understand. If you’re afraid again…”

      “I’m not afraid.” Of anything but turning into a co-dependent addict in your bed.

      “Then what?” He looked so bewildered and tragic that she couldn’t help bursting into tears. Still, she kept her hands clutched on that purse, refusing to touch him. “I’ll do anything, Rae. If you need to stay with Miss Belle for awhile, I understand. We’re moving fast, I know. I just… I love you, Rae. I want you so bad I can’t see straight.”

      “You…deserve…better.” She gulped in a deep breath and jumped headlong into the icy dark water turmoiled in her heart. “I’m a mess, Conn. I’ve never done this before. I don’t know what I’m doing. I’m falling apart our very first weekend together and I’m afraid I’ll drag you down.”

      He made a low growl of protest, so she threw her hand up to silence him. If he interrupted her, she might never get it all out.

      “I am dragging you down. I need too much. I’m a basket case already and you shouldn’t have to…to…babysit me each and every night because I need this or that and I don’t even know why!”

      She gulped hard, trying to dislodge the boulder crushing her chest. “You’ll get bored eventually. Right now it’s a game, playing teacher’s pet, but you’re going to get tired of dealing with my insecurities and fears. You’re too much of a man to be stuck with a whiny wimp like me. I’m a doormat, Conn, and I always will be. I’ll always need—”

      “God, I hope so.” His low voice thrummed in the tight confines of the car, tight with intent but not angry. Silence thickened, driving her to meet his gaze. His face had softened from the tight chasms of worry. He didn’t touch her, but he looked at her with such emotion, raw and honest and fervent, with so much love it took her breath away. “I hope you’ll always need me, Rae. Is that what you truly think of yourself? Do you think that needing me makes you weak?”

      She shook her head. “Needing you to…control me. Taking command, dominating me, spanking me, whatever you want. That makes me weak. I’ve never had a will when it comes to you.”

      He closed his eyes a moment, a fine tremor in his shoulders. When he spoke again, his voice had thickened, telling her his pulse had skyrocketed with her words. She was trying to warn him off, and she’d merely succeeded in arousing him. Fiercely, judging by the blaze in his eyes.

      “You couldn’t be further from the truth, darlin’. Don’t you know that you make me the man I am? You challenge me to grow into the man I can be, always pushing, always exploring new boundaries. Not just yours, but mine. You trust me to take care of you, to take you to the limits of what you can comfortably endure, always trusting me to take you back safe and sound. Do you think just anyone could trust me like that? Can anyone else test me like you?

      “For years, I dated ‘normal’ women and tried to hide what I was, but it never worked out. I was miserable, living a lie and pretending that I was happy, when inside this great yawning pit of need grew and grew and grew. You fill that pit, Rae, you fill me to bursting. I don’t have to hide from you. You’ve already seen my worst, and even more amazing and wonderful to me, you enjoyed it. For the first time in my life, I don’t resent my needs. Truth is, if I were anyone else, safe and boring like Dick, then you wouldn’t need me so much. You need to equal my need, darlin’. We’re matched in that regard. So if you’re a needy doormat, then I’m a needy asshole who’s going to cry like a baby if you send me packing.”

      She searched his face, struggling to contain the hope bubbling up inside her chest. “But—”

      “I need you, Rae, exactly the way you are. If that means spanking or cuddling, yelling or wrestling, going to bed or simply holding hands on a walk, we’ll do it. Because meeting your need fulfills my need. Loving you fulfills me completely. If you don’t let me take care of you, my own need will just eat me from the inside out like a black hole.” Gently, he cupped her cheek in his palm and brushed his thumb feather-soft over her lips. “Need me, darlin’. The more you need me, the happier I’ll be.”

      She gave him a shaky smile and let him brush her tears away. “Then you must be one happy man because I need you so much I can’t breathe, I can’t think, for wanting you.”

      “The happiest man alive,” he agreed solemnly.

      Burrowing into his arms, she clutched his shirt and breathed his scent until the fear of losing him subsided. “I’m afraid I’ll fail you, Conn. I won’t be enough to keep you interested.”

      He choked back a laugh and smoothed her hair. “Darlin’, I’m so interested I feel like a stallion breaking down his stall to get to the mare in heat.”

      “The sex is great, yeah, but what about everything else? Your job, my job, our lives… I don’t want to only be your teacher’s pet.”

      “I want to be in your life no matter what that means, and this teacher wants to pet you all over, forever, the rest of our lives. If that means quitting Drury so I can shingle a roof with you all day, then I’m there.”

      “That’s not what I mean,” she protested miserably.

      “I know, darlin’.” He tipped her face up to his but he didn’t kiss her. They shared the same air, breathing in each other’s exhale until she felt dizzy. Without stripping a single item of clothing, he was inside her, penetrating her, possessing her. “As long as we’re together, I don’t care what happens. We may live here forever, keeping Miss Belle out of trouble. I hope you’ll finish your degree at the college of your choosing. We’ve got the rest of our lives to decide what we’re going to do. We’re in this together, no matter what lies ahead. Who knows, maybe we’ll move back to Texas.”

      “Oh, no, don’t even go there.” Rae pulled back, letting mock horror—that wasn’t so fake when she thought about living anywhere near his mother—fill her face.

      He smiled but didn’t laugh, sliding his hand down to grip the back of her neck and hold her close. “Are we okay, then?”

      “Yeah.”

      The last bit of tension bled out of him. “Good Lord, Rae, you nearly gave me a heart attack. You’ve given me the most priceless gift of all. As long as you trust me not to hurt you…”

      “I do trust you. Completely.” A thought flickered across his face, and although he didn’t speak of it, the muscle in his cheek ticked. She knew exactly what he was thinking. “Yes.”

      Shaking his head, he turned the key in the ignition and the Mustang’s powerful motor purred to life. “You don’t even know what I was thinking about, darlin’.”

      “You were wondering if I trust you enough to let you tie me to your bed.”

      “How did…” His hands opened and closed hard repeatedly on the steering wheel. “Are you sure?”

      “The night we made out on your couch, you said the only thing that could make it better was if I was tied to your headboard. I just ask—”

      “Anything,” he replied immediately, whipping his head around to search her face.

      “Don’t make me laugh like Richard did.”

      A slow smile curved Conn’s lips, a heavy-lidded arrogance and barely veiled aggression that sent chills down her back and moistness between her legs. “If you laugh, darlin’, it’ll be because I told you to.”
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      “If you get a ticket—”

      “It’ll be worth it.” Gripping the steering wheel so hard he feared it might crack, Conn concentrated on regulating his breathing. When his voice wasn’t rumbling with aggression, he continued. “We need to set some ground rules. First, I want you to know that I will never tie you up and then leave you. Never, not for any reason, will I leave the room when you’re helpless. At any time, give me your safe word and I’ll get you out of whatever I’ve used.”

      “Okay.”

      The tremor in her voice was faint, but enough to send his blood pumping harder. “I have a box under my bed that I’ve been accumulating the last few years. It—”

      “Did you use those things on other women?”

      Arching a brow at the surprisingly vicious tone in her low voice, he glanced over at her. She met his gaze without looking away, although her cheeks did color slightly. Her eyes flashed and she bristled with jealousy and righteous determination. She was more than willing to go to battle over using hand-me-downs of any sort.

      He let his mouth quirk with approval. Finding her limits intrigued him, and he’d just found one. “Anything I used with other partners was given to them a long time ago.  Every once in a while, I’d stumble across something that made me think of you, and I bought it for the box. Then I’d lie awake night after night dreaming what it’d be like if I ever had the chance to play with you.”

      She gulped. “What…what kind of things?”

      He smiled wider, letting his eyes burn with heat. “All sorts of things. However, I don’t want you to freak out. We’ll always talk about any new items in advance to make sure you’re never surprised or afraid. Some items are not for play, like the knife. I’m not into cutting or threats of real danger like that at all. The knife is purely for safety, and I’ll set it on the nightstand by the bed. If there’s an emergency, you have a panic attack, anything that tells me you need out of your bindings urgently, I’ll cut you free. That’s the only use the knife has.”

      “Okay.” She swallowed hard, her eyes rather wide. “What sort of ties are you going to use?”

      “What’d Dick use that time?”

      Her mouth flattened, twisting like she’d eaten something bitter. “Dog collars and cables some people use to chain their dogs up.”

      Bastard. If there’d been an emergency, how could he have cut her free of metal? “How’d you feel about that, darlin’?”

      She turned and stared out the window. “I hated it. It was cheap, stupid crap he picked up at the hardware store on the way home. He didn’t put any thought into it. He didn’t really care about what it felt like. How I’d feel, staked out like a dog, especially when I know how much he hates them.”

      From her letters, Conn knew the heartache and guilt she’d felt when she’d given up her dog. Wishing he could beat her inconsiderate ex into a pulp, he purred, “How do you feel about silk?”

      “Scarves?”

      “We already did scarves, but if you’re comfortable with those, yeah, we’ll use them again. I’m thinking something a little firmer. I bought some silken rope a year ago. Elegant, comfortable, yet incredibly strong and soft.”

      “That sounds nice.”

      He didn’t say anything about the quiver in her voice. Hell, he was so turned on just thinking about using the ropes he was going to have an accident, and not necessarily one that involved driving the car off the side of the road. “Speaking of collars…”

      Her lips tightened but she didn’t refuse him immediately.

      “I’m not into Master-slave play. I mean, we can play those roles occasionally if you’re curious, but I’m not a full-time Master, not like my brother. I don’t want you to wear a collar of ownership. But some submissives don’t feel truly bound unless their necks are controlled in some way, even if it’s just a scarf or the dominant’s hand. I don’t want to choke you, but I do want you to feel utterly at my mercy.”

      Her hands trembled in her lap, but her voice was sure. “I hated the dog collar. I don’t want to feel stupid or worthless.”

      “I know, darlin’. I’m not into humiliation play either. However, I do know you like to feel my control, to feel held down and helpless. Something special on your throat might add to that feeling, and I saw something today…” He let his voice fall off and shrugged. “It’s just a thought.”

      “For you, Conn, I’ll try anything, at least once.”

      He made the final turn into town and used the turns and slowdowns to gather his control. “Thank you, darlin’. That means the world to me. I’ll show it to you, and if you don’t like it, tell me, okay?”

      “Okay.”

      He parked in front of the cottage instead of pulling the car into the side carport. “I’ll unload the car and see to the dogs if you want to take a shower.”

      She blinked, as though surprised he wasn’t hauling her out of the car and tying her to the bed immediately. In fact, she looked rather disappointed. With a low chuckle, he drew her close and brushed his mouth across her lips. “You’ve got fifteen minutes to be naked and flat on your back in the middle of my bed, or I get to spank you first.”

      A soft sound escaped her lips, her eyes widening.

      “Starting now.”

      She jumped out of the car and raced for the house. She paused at the door, though, watching him open the trunk. “Promise?”

      He dragged his gaze from her jeans-encased ass to her face. “Absolutely.”

      As she ducked inside, his cell phone rang. “Missing me already?”

      “Like a high-degree polynomial skewing my interpolation,” Mason retorted. Conn didn’t know what the hell that was, exactly, but it sounded bad. “I need to tell you something. It might be nothing, but…”

      “What’s up?”

      “I was talking to Rae earlier today and she got that look.”

      Ah, now Conn knew who’d upset her. “What look is that?”

      “The look that says the woman’s thinking too much. At the time, I didn’t know what I’d said to put that look on her face, but now… “

      “What’d you say?”

      “Oh, I don’t remember exactly, but something along us both needing activities away from teaching. I meant our fencing, but she got a really strange look on her face. Earlier, I’d admitted that when I found out you wanted to date a student that I wasn’t the most supportive because I was afraid she’d be too immature to hold your interest. I told her I was wrong, but… Damn it, Conn, I’m sorry. I hope I didn’t say anything stupid to upset her. You’ve got a good thing going with her.”

      “We’re fine, Mason. We talked about it on the way home.”

      “Are you sure? I’d feel like crap if I messed you two up after you’d pined for her so long.”

      “I’m sure.” Conn heard soft music in the background and the clink of a wine glass. “Did you drive straight home?”

      “Well, actually…” He didn’t have to see his best friend to know Mason had turned beet red. “I’m still in Joplin. I ran into Dr. Radcliff from Missouri Southern and she asked me about the new computer program I’ve been working on, and well… One thing led to another, and we decided to have dinner. She specializes in splines, you know.”

      “Oooh, sounds sexy,” Conn said, smiling. “Good for you. It’s about time.”

      “It’s just dinner with a colleague.”

      “It’s a start. You need prettier friends than me to entertain you every once in a while.”

      Mason laughed. “Especially someone whose eyes don’t glaze over when I start talking about interpolation.”

      “Huh? What’d you say? Sorry, I zoned out. Maybe I’ll start quoting Lord Byron for you too.”

      With a wicked chuckle, Mason said, “So she likes you to quote poetry, huh? It must be a match made in heaven, then.”

      Suddenly solemn, Conn whispered, “Perfect.”

      “I’m glad, buddy. Really. Now I’m getting that look from Dr. Radcliff—”

      In the background, Conn heard her say, “Tess,” insistently.

      “That says she’s tired of waiting politely to tell me what I’ve done wrong in my system analysis, so I’d better go.”

      “Have a good time, and let’s sleep in on Monday.”

      “You got it.”

      

      A box waited on the bed for her. Wrapped in a towel, Rae climbed into his bed with three minutes to spare.

      “Go ahead,” Conn said, pulling his shirt over his head. “Take a look and think about it while I’m in the shower.”

      The trail of dark hair running down his abdomen drew her gaze lower to his jeans. “Too bad you don’t still have your warrior garb on. Those leather pants were hot.”

      “In more ways than one.” He grimaced, even while she remembered the thrill of seeing him fight, sword in hand, sweat dripping off him. There was something so utterly masculine and aggressive about a man with a sword who knew how to use it. “We’ll play barbarian and maiden some other time. Right now, I’m going to take the world’s shortest shower, while you take a look at what I picked up today and see if you like it.”

      With a wink, he headed for the bathroom. The box was plain white cardboard without any trademark or design. When had he picked it out?

      She opened the lid and pulled back the white tissue paper.

      Leather. Deep, dark red, trimmed in black, studded with silver. Immediately, she recognized the design and craftsmanship. She’d purchased her purse from the same lady today. As much as she’d paid for the purse…

      He’d spent a fortune.

      She pulled out a choker with a heavy silver heart that would be centered on her throat, and her hands trembled. So lovely, so perfect. More pieces, longer than cuffs and made to lace up, likely for her wrists and ankles. Then she found a corset on the bottom. All made from the same butter-soft leather and intricate designs.

      Stark naked and glistening with water, Conn leaned down over her shoulder. “What do you think?”

      “Gorgeous,” she whispered.

      “Not as gorgeous as you’ll be wearing it.” He placed the choker around her throat, carefully adjusting the snap enclosure until it fit snugly without binding or choking her in any way. “I’ve long admired Donna’s work and had sketched out a few ideas for her last year. I would have purchased most of this even if I hadn’t found you, but I swear, darlin’, I would have never given them to anyone else, even if you’d never come to help Miss Belle. I saw these in my mind on you, only you.”

      His words alone were enough to make her breath hitch in her chest. The feel of the leather—his leather—tight on her throat sent a wave of weakness through her body. Literally, she felt lightheaded, her strength simply leaking away. He eased her down to the pillows, hands gentle and eyes sharp, watching her carefully.

      “How do you feel? Rae?”

      His words came as slow and thick as molasses to her ears. She smiled, although it felt like it took several long seconds for her lips to move.

      “That good, huh? Will it be all right for me to add the vambraces and half-greaves? They’ll help protect your wrists and ankles from the ropes.”

      “Sure,” she finally forced out.

      He slipped the wide leather cuffs on her wrists and laced them snugly, followed by the long cuffs on her ankles. Conversationally, he said, “These are inspired by medieval armor. I asked Donna to use laces instead of buckles, and to use silver only as a design element. These are only half-greaves; normally they’d go up over the thigh to help protect the knee, but I didn’t think your legs would bend well. I like bendy.”

      He waggled his eyebrows, which made her laugh.

      With an over-exaggerated glare, he growled. “I didn’t tell you to laugh yet. And what’s this? I told you to be naked, and you’re wrapped up in a towel.” He gave her a wicked smile that would do any cartoon villain proud. With a hard jerk on the corner, he rolled her out of the towel, tossed it aside, and smacked her backside hard enough she squealed.

      Only one swat, combined with his manner, told her he was playing. She’d never imagined laughing so much with him, let alone in his bed.

      “Now you’ve done it.”

      Still laughing, she rolled over onto her back and noticed that he’d slid off the bed to his knees. Despite his playfulness, her heartbeat sped up as he pulled out the infamous box. Out came the pocket knife onto the nightstand, and she was sincerely thankful he’d warned her about it beforehand.

      Next, he pulled out a length of rope. Of course it was white. “Hold out your hands, darlin’.”

      Confused, because the rope appeared to be rather long, she did so. He looped the rope over each wrist and then together, dragging the ends over her chest and stomach in the process. It was as soft as he’d promised, and she barely felt the bindings on top of the leather cuffs. He moved down her body and worked on her ankles, tying her hands to her feet, but with enough slack in the rope down her front that she could still easily lie flat.

      “We’re going to play a game.” He leaned over her, whispering conspiratorially. “Make me earn these swats on your delectable ass. The bed is yours. I have to stay on the floor. Go!”

      Still waiting for the fierce, dominant Conn to peek out, she felt him try to turn her over, so she rolled away toward the center of the bed. Sensation ripped through her. Startled, she jerked to a halt.

      The rope. It rubbed between her legs, not enough to make her sore, but she definitely knew it was there. He lunged toward her, leaning down with a wicked grin on his face, forcing her to roll further away. The kick of her legs tightened the rope.

      Conn laughed and got her backside again. “Come on, darlin’, you’re faster than that.”

      Shuddering, she tried to brace her hands on the mattress to push off, but that tightened the rope just as much. A smart smack on her ass sent her jerking the other direction automatically. Every wiggle and kick and struggle sent that silk gliding against her. If she was too slow, he swatted her. If she was too quick, the rope’s caress stoked the fire burning between her legs. It was a lose-lose battle…

      Or a win-win.

      She couldn’t stop rolling and kicking, not with his taunts, both verbal and physical, spurring her. She couldn’t stop the moan from rolling out of her mouth, either, long and ragged as the rope sent another wave of fire rolling up from her groin. She couldn’t stop herself from hesitating longer, flat on her stomach, when she knew he was going to smack her backside. She knew he’d swat her again, and again, as long as she let him, and she let him. Because she didn’t want to move.

      She didn’t need to move.

      She needed to stay, right there, while he did as he pleased.

      

      He knew the moment she surrendered. Arms folded beneath her stomach, she arched her back and waited for the next strike to fall. The slight movement was enough to tighten the carefully placed rope, which made her shiver, her legs shifting, which tightened the rope more. He’d put her in a vicious cycle of need, without ever once taking the upper hand.

      Conn dropped his hand on the back of her neck, heavily, and she moaned louder, her hips rising in invitation. “Do you feel like laughing now, darlin’?”

      She shuddered. “No.”

      “If I tell you to laugh, are you going to?”

      “I’ll try,” she gulped for air. “Might sound more like begging.”

      He smoothed his other palm down her back firmly, following the shape of her spine and the swelling curve of her buttock. “Now what could you possibly beg for, darlin’?”

      She arched her back again, pushing up into his palm. A ragged moan tore out of her throat. “More.”

      “More of…this?” He swatted her ass firmly, bringing a faint blush of pink to her skin. Then he caught her foot and drew her bound ankles back to her knees. “Or this?”

      Crying out, she squirmed against his hold, which only increased the friction of silken torture. “Conn, please!”

      He gripped her ankles firmly. “Please what, darlin’? Which will it be?”

      “Both,” she ground out.

      He laughed, low and wicked, and brought his hand down sharply on her ass. “That’s what I thought. After you come, I’ll tie you to the headboard and have my way with you in earnest. How many strokes do you think it’ll take, darlin’? I’m betting on less than ten.”

      Tension strained through her. Good. She was going to challenge him on the bet. He wasn’t sure if she would or not. Deliberately, he let her ankles slip down, giving her a little slack in the rope, and dropped several swats back and forth across her ass.

      He could almost hear her mentally counting.

      On four, he gave a small but firm jerk on her ankles. She cried out, pitching and heaving in his grip. By her rapid pants, he knew she was close and fighting not just the hovering climax but his control with everything she had.

      “‘But their rage would be subdued,’” he quoted softly through the next strokes, keeping beat with the poetry. Pushing her legs back to the mattress, he pinned her ankles, letting her feel his control, his power, while he continued, “‘By that clime divine—’”

      Her back arched, her breath whooshing out on a scream of pleasure that drowned his voice. Shaking, she gasped, “Count?”

      “Nine.” Voice purring with satisfaction, he yanked the knot loose on her ankles, flipped her over, and used her bound wrists to heave her up to the pillows.

      “Did you want me to win or lose?”

      Despite the need pounding like a jackhammer in his skull, he couldn’t help but laugh. “I think you won either way, darlin’, but I always like a challenge.”

      He lashed her wrists to the center support in the headboard, grateful he’d chosen a mission-style plantation hybrid instead of the solid oak panel so he wasn’t limited to tying her to a corner poster. Then he stepped back and simply looked at her.

      Stormy eyes, flushed cheeks, her hair wild and tangled about her face from rolling and laughing so much, she lay lush and wanting, adorned with his leather, tied to his bed, helpless…

      A sound trickled out of his mouth rather like a low warning growl of a lion warding off a competitor from its kill.

      “I dreamed…” He paused, clearing his throat in an effort to tone down the rising beast. “I dreamed of this, Rae. I saw you like this every time I stepped into this room at night, and I wanted to throw my head back and rage at the top of my lungs that I’d lost you.”

      Fisting his hands to hide his trembling fingers, he breathed deeply, fighting down the urge to simply fall on her, bury his face against her heart, and beg her to marry him now, right now, before she could change her mind.

      Solemnly, Rae whispered, “’Many a green isle needs must be,/ In the deep wide sea of Misery.’ I dreamed of you every night, Conn, in misery because I’d lost you.”

      Her voice soaked into him like a balm, and it took him a moment to realize she’d recognized the poem enough to quote it back to him. “How did you recognize such an obscure line from ‘Lines Written Among the Euganean Hills’?”

      She smiled with such love and trust that his chest cracked open and his heart fell on the floor at his feet. “I had a very good teacher.”

      Swallowing the lump in his throat, he crawled onto the bed and jerked her ankles open wide. “Describe him for me; maybe I know him.”

      “Oh…” She sighed, trying to breezy, but with him sliding his palms from her ankles up past her knees, she sounded rather more like she’d just run a marathon. “He’s a sexy sword-wielding English professor who likes his teacher’s pet to wear short white mini-skirts so he can spank her, while he quizzes her on Shelley and Byron.”

      “Hmmm,” Conn hummed against her thigh. “Nobody I know.” She made a low, choked sound rather like a muffled laugh, and he shot a darkly smug look up her body to her face. “If he’s so great, you should be able to quote more of that poem.”

      While I do this, he thought, nuzzling higher. Silence followed, so he gripped her inner thigh with his teeth, pressing firmly without truly biting.

      “I’m thinking!” Rae retorted, her voice high and strained. “Something about a voyage, ‘Drifting on his weary way.’”

      “I want to love you over and over until we’re both so weary we can’t move. ‘Where for me, and those I love,/ May a windless bower be built.’”

      She lifted her head to meet his gaze. “’Far from passion, pain and guilt?’”

      “Never far from passion, darlin’. I look at you and I feel passion and love so fiercely I must agree with Shakespeare: ‘That then I scorn to change my state with kings.’”

      “’Love which heals all strife.’” She twisted her wrists aimlessly against the ropes and whispered an agonized cry, “Conn.”

      “Darlin’?”

      “I need to touch you.”

      Abandoning his plan of long hours of torment, he moved up over her, giving her his body. She fought the ropes harder, twisting beneath him in invitation, her breathing a rising crescendo that drove him mercilessly. Jerking the slipknot loose, he thrust deeply, welcoming her frantic hands, her face wet with tears, her body hungry and tight.

      She nipped his ear and whispered, “Say it.”

      He knew exactly what she wanted—needed—to hear. Fisting his hand in her hair, he pulled her head back, straining her neck in an arc. Deliberately, he stared at his heart on her throat, and then lifted his gaze to hers. “You’re mine.”

      “’Day and night, and night and day.’”
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      Dogs barked, no, howled. Rae jerked upright, disoriented. Conn’s bed. What time was it?

      He stood beside the bed, jerking on jeans. “The dogs got out of the backyard and they’re really upset. I think someone’s out there.”

      Scrambling out of bed, she scooped up his long-sleeved white shirt and pulled it on, hastily buttoning it. Then she shoved her legs into her jeans, not bothering to try and find her underwear.

      They hurried through the house and he grabbed the sword on the wall above the couch. Muffled curses echoed in the night, and Conn charged out the front door, sword high above his head.

      Shivering, Rae halted at the door, her mind frantic. Her cell phone. Where was it? She glanced inside at the kitchen counters. Where’d she put that brand new purse? She should call for help. His car. She must have left her stuff in the car again. She rushed outside.

      The big Mastiff had a man down on the ground, his front paws planted in his back while he growled like a mad dog. The little dog raced around yapping at the man’s kicking feet, nipping his calves hard enough he cursed.

      Conn stood over the prone man, sword cocked. “Who are you?”

      The man froze, covering his head with his hands and trying to kick Prometheus away. An ostentatious gold ring flashed on the intruder’s hand.

      Her stomach pitched queasily. “It’s Richard.”

      “Surprise, surprise,” Conn drawled. He leaned down and jammed the point of the sword into the other man’s neck. He must have poked fairly hard, because Richard squealed like a stuck pig. “I’m rather disgusted to finally make your acquaintance, Pencil Dick. You like to take your anger out on women, dogs, and—” He growled. “My car.”

      She jerked her gaze to the black Mustang. The yard light illuminated enough for her to see slashed tires and deep grooves down the passenger side door. Tears burned her eyes. Oh, no! She loved that car.

      In a low rumble, Conn cursed. “I ought to—”

      A police car rolled up. The officer took one look at the little scene and turned his lights on. Even weirder, Miss Belle got out of the front seat. She marched toward the two men, and Rae had this ridiculous urge to giggle. Too bad she didn’t have that parasol.

      “I knew it. Colonel Healy slunk off to keep tabs on you and came back in a rush to tell us you were having trouble down here. He let your dogs out for you since you were otherwise occupied.”

      “What are you doing with the police?”

      “Oh, the nice sheriff arrested me tonight.” At the shock on Conn’s face, she smiled and patted his arm. “Don’t worry, we’ve worked it all out. I had a plan, you see. So, this is the snake who hurt our Rae Lynn. Officer Landon, do you still horsewhip men in prison?”

      “No, ma’am.” Sheriff Landon had a dazed look in his eyes that Rae recognized well. Anyone who spent much time at all in Miss Belle’s presence soon looked like that. “What’s the problem here, Dr. Connagher?”

      “This intruder keyed my car and slashed the tires. We caught him in the act. He’s my fiancée’s ex-husband and I want a restraining order put on him.”

      “Rae!” Richard whined. “I wouldn’t hurt you!”

      Taking out his handcuffs, Sheriff Landon put a knee in Richard’s back and latched one wrist. “Did he hurt you, ma’am?”

      Reluctantly, Conn took the sword out of Richard’s neck and joined her, slipping an arm around her waist. “Not tonight.”

      “But he has hurt you before?”

      “Yes. He hit me and I divorced his ass.”

      “Good girl,” Miss Belle said, nodding so hard she almost lost her big straw hat. “So, Officer Landon, that’s your…third arrest tonight, isn’t it?”

      The sheriff heaved a huge sigh and drew Richard upright, his hands locked behind his back. Again, Rae had the urge to giggle. She’d been tied up herself just a few hours ago. Only she bet she’d had a much better time than him.

      “Miss Belle, I appreciate your help, honestly. But you really shouldn’t be solving murders all by yourself. It’s dangerous.”

      “Please, Rae, give me another chance,” Richard babbled. “This is all just a big misunderstanding. Why don’t you arrest the bastard with the sword? He cut me! I’m bleeding!”

      Staring at her ex-husband, she felt a surge of anger. God, he was such a miserable excuse for a man. Why had she been so stupid?

      “I should have cut his throat,” Conn muttered.

      “Dr. Connagher, bring your fiancée down to the station first thing in the morning—”

      “Fiancée.” Richard sneered. “I know what kind of jerk Dr. Connagher is, and if you think—”

      Conn tensed beside her, his hand tightening into a fist. Shrugging off his arm, she sauntered over to stand in front of Richard. “You think he’s a jerk? He’s a hundred times the man you are.”

      “You’re nothing but a whore.”

      With a wide smile, Rae kneed him as hard as she could in the balls.

      Gagging and crying, Richard sagged in the sheriff’s grip, his arms wrenched behind his back.

      “Shit. Ma’am, please go back over there by Dr. Connagher. Come down to the station in the morning and file a statement. We’ll keep him at least overnight. If you change your mind about the restraining order or you don’t want to press charges, we’ll release him around lunch.”

      “We’ll be there,” Rae said, her voice ringing. Conn wrapped his arms around her and drew her close to his chest, his chin settling on her head. “I never want to see him again.”

      Walking back inside the cottage, Conn flipped on the kitchen light and put a kettle on the stove. Miss Belle opened a cupboard door and took down a teapot, three cups, and what Rae hoped was herbal, non-caffeinated tea. Glancing at her watch, she was shocked to see it was only a little after ten o’clock. It felt like two o’clock in the morning.

      It was nice watching Conn and his grandmother doing something together so domestic. They worked quietly, seamlessly, as if they shared a pot of tea quite often in the dead of night. In a few minutes, Rae was curled up against Conn’s side on the leather sofa, a cup of chamomile in her hand.

      Miss Belle sat in the other chair. “So that’s why Colonel Healy’s been so smug.”

      “Why’s that?” Conn asked.

      “I’ve lost the bet.”

      Rae choked on the tea, but Conn merely smiled. “Absolutely. What’s he going to require from you this time?”

      “Oh, we hadn’t declared any terms.” Miss Belle smiled breezily. “You see, we were both winners either way. Wait until your mama hears the news. Have you set a date yet?”

      Rae stiffened, her mind whirling. Yeah, she was in Conn’s bed, but marriage? Already? She wanted more time. She’d only been back with him…what…a week? He’d warned her, though, so she shouldn’t be surprised.

      Smoothing his hand up and down her arm, Conn chuckled. “No date. The more you ask us, the longer off it’ll be.”

      Miss Belle sniffed. “We’ll see about that.”

      “So why were you arrested tonight?”

      “I went back to Pearsons. The murderer was there, and I caused a disturbance so the police would come. It only took an hour or two to sort things out.”

      “What murderer?”

      “The man who killed Bill Franklin.” Miss Belle rolled her eyes like she was dealing with two blockheads. “Jared Kent.”

      “The vice president of the bank? Why?”

      Smiling her infamous shark grin, Miss Belle explained the whole thing. “Samantha said that Bill came home that night bearing presents they couldn’t afford because he hadn’t worked for months. Yet he occasionally had money, money enough to drink every single night at Pearsons. The first night I went for a drink, Jared Kent arrived looking rather flustered I must say, and sat at the bar schmoozing with the bartender, a very attractive young lady named Sasha. It wasn’t long before Sasha and Kent disappeared into the back.”

      “Kent’s married.”

      “Exactly. Bill Franklin saw something he shouldn’t have. Kent was paying him off, but Bill got greedy, and as a drunk, he wasn’t trustworthy. Kent had to get rid of him before he blabbed the secret all over town.”

      “So how was Bill murdered?”

      Draining the last of her cup, she set the saucer on the table and stood up. “Poison in the beer that Kent delivered to his ‘good buddy’ personally that afternoon. It had absolutely nothing to do with Samantha’s brownies, but now she’s completely cleared and my Bed and Breakfast will have the best cook in the state.”

      The old lady’s piercing gaze settled on Rae, who tensed despite the smile. “And the best project manager. Will Healy House be ready to open in another month?”

      A wind rushed through the room and the stack of books on the end table fell over.

      “Honestly, honey, I’m changing the blasted name of the house. I hate Beulah.”

      “Grandma, Beulah is your real name,” Conn said gently. “Belle was your stage name.”

      “I know that, Verrill. Why do you think I began using Belle in the first place?” The invisible wind swirled around the old lady, shaking her hat, rustling beneath her dress until she giggled. “Oh, all right. Beulah Land it remains.”
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        Dear Dr. Connagher:

        I love watching you sleep. Your face is soft and open, so relaxed and completely at rest. It ought to be. You certainly had a very good workout last night.

        I love watching you breathe. Listening to your heart beat beneath my cheek, I feel like I’m in the safest place in the entire world.

        I love you when you hold me, when you put your powerful arms around me and draw me next to your heart. I love you when you read poetry to me. Even your pop quizzes. I love you when your turn those blazing sapphire eyes on me, the lines deep around your mouth and between your eyes. Your will is a tangible force compelling me as ceaselessly as the moon draws the tide.

        I love you when you tie me to your bed and torment me with your incredible body. I love you when you take me over your knee and transform me into a quivering, crying, aching mess of need.

        God, I love you.

        But I’m not giving that pink parasol back. Not until you give me the two pairs of panties of mine you still have.

        Oh, and in case you need some incentive? I still have that white mini-skirt. I tried it on. It still fits, for the most part, but it’s rather shorter now than it was five years ago.

        ~ Rae

        P.S. If Miss Belle asks me when we’re getting married one more time, I’m going to use that pink parasol on her.

        P.P.S. I’m going to Alaska when your mama comes to visit.

        

      [image: ]
* * *

      The brand new iron gate looked incredible, Beulah written in ivy, just as before. The trees lining the drive were at the height of color, gorgeous flaming red and pumpkin orange, and although Rae couldn’t see the house from here, she knew what a grand impression it would make on their first guests scheduled to arrive for a weekend stay tomorrow afternoon. Those pink pillars would frame an impressive stained glass window of pink roses and an odd—yet striking—mosaic of black and white tiles.

      Assuming she had time to finish her project.

      A car approached. She turned around, smiling as Conn’s black Mustang slowed. Luckily he knew a very good repairman, and the paint job looked as good as new.

      The passenger window rolled down. “Yeah, she’s right here. I know, Mama, but—”

      Good Lord. Rae backed away, waving her hands frantically.

      Conn smiled, arching an eyebrow at her. “We can’t get down there until the semester’s over. If you want to meet her, you’re going to have to come up here. How about a family Thanksgiving? Miss Belle has a new cook, so I don’t think she’ll poison us this time. You want to talk to Rae? Okay, hold on. Darlin’—”

      She turned around and ran up the driveway.

      “Sorry, Mama, she’s run off to handle an unexpected emergency.”

      Breathing deeply, Rae paused at the line of trees and looked back over her shoulder at him. He stood half out of the Mustang, leaning against the top of the car to glare at her. Steely blue, his eyes flashed, the groove between them deepening with his frown.

      “Call me at my house in say…thirty minutes,” he said loudly, his voice carrying to her easily. “She’ll be ready to talk to you then. No, better make it an hour. This is a rather troubling emergency. It may require a pink parasol.”

      Laughing, Rae cut across the lawn and ran harder toward her English professor’s cottage.
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        Dear Blogland:

        The last thing the Internet needs is yet another anonymous sexy blog detailing a submissive’s journey to complete and utter surrender to her Master, but I promise you, this blog will be different.

        For one thing, my Master doesn’t know He’s mine.

        For another, He’s my boss. Yeah, cringe at the political-incorrectness inherent in my situation. Now compound my insane attraction with the fact that I’m not only a submissive but also a masochist.

        I don’t just want my boss; I want Him to hurt me. I want Him to hurt me real good.

        Oh, don’t worry for my sake. I’m not going to do something stupid like stalk Him at work or strip in His office…although if He were to ask, I’d do it in a heartbeat. I’d do anything He wanted. If He asks, my answer will always, unequivocally, be yes.

        Yes, Master V. Please make me yours.

        I want to tie a big red bow around my waist and deliver myself to Him like a present, so that’s why this blog is titled “V’s Gift”.

        

      [image: ]
* * *

      “We have a spy,” Victor Connagher said in a professional, measured tone. Despite the betrayal roiling inside him, the CEO of Dallas cable channel VCONN kept his emotions masked, when what he really wanted to do was slam his fist on the sleek table.

      He paused the show playing on the large flat-screen television hung on the wall behind him. Secret Fantasies blazed in neon across the screen with the tagline “On the Internet, any secret fantasy can be a dream come true”.

      “It’s certainly no coincidence that KDSX is running a spot announcing a new show remarkably like our new fall lineup, down to the same idea of secret identities and baring all secrets online. What’s the name of our show still in production?”

      “Internet Secrets.” Malinda Kannes bit off each word. Victor knew she’d take the news the hardest as the show’s producer. “I’m sorry, Victor. We’ve kept the show very quiet, even inside VCONN. It had to be someone on my production staff or the show itself.”

      He leaned back in his chair and steepled his fingers. Inside, though, he burned. He’d built VCONN up from a third-rate cable channel running Grandma’s Cooking and Bob the Garage Guy to a smoldering, risqué adult channel that everyone in Dallas tittered about—and tuned in eagerly each night to be shocked, appalled, and yes, aroused. Internet Secrets was supposed to be their premier fall show to conquer KDSX, their number one copycat competitor.

      Evidently copycat wasn’t good enough for them any longer; they had to steal his shows outright.

      “Internet Secrets is scrapped,” Victor announced.

      Mal didn’t argue, although two red blotches blazed on her cheeks.

      He leaned forward and pinned each of his employees with his gaze one by one. Mal met his gaze evenly, but the others paled and dropped their gazes after just a few seconds of his intensity. Out of guilt? Or simple respect to the years of power he’d built here as CEO? He couldn’t be sure.

      “We need a new show,” he said softly. “Only a handful of people will work on it. That way it’ll be very easy for me to identify our spy.” He couldn’t help but smile then, even though he knew it betrayed the consummate businessman mask he wore. He’d relish punishing their leak with his own hands. “And we need this new show in production today.”

      “Luckily,” Mal drawled, some of her ire at losing her pet project fading, “I have someone waiting outside to pitch her latest idea. I thought it was pretty hot myself, and the timing couldn’t be better.”

      “Excellent. The rest of you are dismissed.”

      Unspoken, his distrust hung in the close, tight air of the conference room like a discordant note. VCONN was a small but prosperous company, and he hated not being able to trust his own employees. His gut protested that his management team was solid, but at this point, he couldn’t risk it. He refused to throw away their fall season, even if he must hurt a few kind souls who were innocent.

      However, his resolve weakened as soon as he saw the person who’d come to pitch the new show idea.

      Shiloh Holmes shook Mal’s hand and with a bright smile, turned to him. He felt the impact like a quarterback sacked from his blind spot. She was one of those people who managed to brighten up the room as soon as she entered. Literally, it felt as though someone had yanked open the blinds and let the Texas sun come pouring into the darkened, cavernous room.

      From her very first interview at VCONN nearly a year ago, she’d reminded him of a purring, tawny kitten winding around his ankles. A kitten that simply begged him to pick her up by the scruff of her neck and carry her home. Meeting his gaze head on with a saucy little grin that tightened his groin, she took his hand and it was all he could do not to squeeze his fingers incrementally until she cried out.

      I have a feeling it wouldn’t be a whimper of pain, either—but a welcoming purr of desire.

      He forced himself to release her and shot a dark gaze at Mal, who wore a particularly smug little smile. Frustrated, he reached back and jerked the ponytail holding his shoulder-length hair tighter. The CEO of the company could not come on to one of his employees without opening himself up for sexual harassment charges, let alone a boss with his particular proclivities.

      Watching Shiloh set up her storyboards, he tried to pinpoint exactly what attracted him so strongly. It was more than her honey-brown hair that curled and bounced about her face, her dark chocolate eyes, and her lush, curvy body. She was attractive, yes, but he’d known or worked with many other beautiful women who’d never tempted him like she did.

      No, it was the way she managed to meet his gaze directly, even with her head tilted slightly in come-hither shyness—or a position of unconscious surrender. Her bubbly personality was warm, open and charming, yet she also managed to throw down an unspoken challenge at him.

      Try to break me. I can take whatever you give me.

      Surrender and challenge at the same time—a dichotomy that compelled him to investigate. Clenching his jaws, he breathed deeply, forcing that thought away. She couldn’t possibly know…

      He read the title of her proposed show and caught himself tapping his fingers on his right thigh. Maybe she did know after all.

      America’s Next Top sub: Submit to the Master.

      

      “Thank you so much for the opportunity, Mr. Connagher.” Nerves made Shiloh talk faster than usual. “I’ve been working on this idea for months.”

      For you.

      Standing at the head of the conference table—just inches from Victor Connagher, the man she’d been fantasizing about for months—she found herself practically babbling. From a distance, he commanded an aura of impressive power. Up close and personal, she felt his presence like a thunderstorm tearing the sky with constant lightning.

      With his sleek suit and ostentatious cowboy boots, he played the part of the wealthy Texan CEO impeccably. Yet no matter how hard he tried to appear civilized and suave, there was something barbarous hidden behind his corporate shields. His hair was rebellious, falling in a glossy black mane. He kept it pulled back tightly, accentuating the harsh planes of his face, but her fingers itched to tug that hair loose and muss it up.

      She wanted to muss him up.

      Her instincts insisted that the expensive suit and business-like demeanor were merely a front. Beneath his calm, controlled façade hid the star quarterback she he’d been years ago before an injury forced him to quit. That man liked to be sweaty, dirty and just a bit bloody as he battled toward the end zone.

      Now if he only likes his sex the same way.

      As their sexy lineup implied, everyone at VCONN was open in their sexuality. Everyone except the CEO. His incredible charisma and sex appeal screamed make-you-whimper Dominant, but she couldn’t be sure. It wasn’t like she could simply walk up before her boss’s desk, strip off her clothes, and—

      Shuddering, she pushed that favorite night-time fantasy into the back corner of her mind and concentrated on her pitch. “VCONN has already established a reputation for envelope-pushing programming about sexuality, while managing to portray alternative sexual practices in a positive and healthy light. It’s a fine line between edgy sex and porn, but VCONN has succeeded.” Deliberately, she paused and met his hooded gaze. “For the most part.”

      His left eyebrow shot up but otherwise he remained implacable.

      She’d used the past months to study Victor Connagher with the single-minded dedication of the most besotted submissive. It only took one glance at the trophy case in the lobby displaying all his awards and championships to realize that he hated to lose. She needed to bait him into accepting her challenge—without squashing her like a bug.

      “One area where VCONN could stand to improve is education. Obviously, no one wants to watch a sex ed class, but with some high-interest reality TV and titillating challenges to balance the educational information about BDSM, I think America’s Next Top sub could take VCONN to the next level.”

      “Reality TV’s been done to death.” He dusted invisible lint off his trousers in a careless, slapping swipe of his palm that made every muscle in her body go on high alert. He had big, powerful hands that would torture—or please—exquisitely. With those magnificent hands, he could break her into little pieces like kindling and she’d go with a smile on her face.

      “Not a BDSM reality show. Nobody’s risked it.”

      “It’s a hot idea.” Ms. Kannes’s rich, smooth-as-chocolate voice matched her dark skin perfectly.

      Shiloh hadn’t needed to see Malinda’s pictures all over the local bondage club to recognize a formidable Mistress. With her unusual amber eyes that pierced to the bone, she could make anyone, man or woman, scurry to do her will. Anyone but Victor Connagher, the Master himself.

      “My worry is getting contestants in quickly enough,” Ms. Kannes continued. “And what about the set? We’re on an extremely tight timeframe. To be frank, the only reason you’re getting a shot at this season at all is because we had a last-minute cancellation.”

      “I’ve already worked through the contestant angle,” Shiloh replied. “Part of my research and planning stage was to meet with the local BDSM club’s director. We could easily make use of Silken’s facilities and their more experienced staff, as well as ours.”

      Mr. Connagher’s eyebrow climbed even higher, at odds with the subtle rumble of intensity building in his voice. “Do you mean we should ask VCONN employees to participate as contestants?”

      “Reality show is a misnomer,” Shiloh replied calmly, even though every nerve in her body was humming. She had his attention. The hook was baited and he was nibbling. She couldn’t haul him in too quickly or she’d lose him entirely. “Even long-running reality shows control their settings and select their contestants very carefully. We know our goal is positive education combined with the entertainment factor of a reality show, so we pick contestants we already know portray the right attitudes and knowledge about BDSM. It’ll be much easier if we take volunteers from your staff.”

      “You’re suggesting we stack the deck.” Ms. Kannes was unable to hide the gleam of interest in her eyes, but Mr. Connagher was impossible to read. His eyes were too dark, solemn and intent—the better to see her every weakness. “I’m assuming you’ll have some sort of prize for the winning contestant. How do we keep everyone happy when only one person wins?”

      “It’s a BDSM show.” Shiloh let a sultry smile curve her lips, but she didn’t look directly at him. She didn’t trust herself not to plop down into his lap. “If we set up the correct challenges, everyone will go home extremely happy regardless of who wins.”

      He checked his watch, warning that his patience was almost gone. “Either this is a reality show or it’s not. There has to be a winner, and I won’t stand for cheating among my own employees.”

      “It’s a dual competition.” Shiloh fought not to blurt out her response in a desperation plea. “We’ll have submissives competing to win the Dominants’ favor, but also a single Dominant could win the title of Master, if he selects the correct submissive to win it all.”

      Ms. Kannes laughed. “By God, Victor, it’s brilliant. I could compete as one of the Dominants, with my submissive as one of the contestants. Patrick could compete too, and that would give us another two or three submissives, depending on who’s in his stable right now. If we can get another couple from Silken, then we’d have an interesting mix of newbies and experienced players. The experienced ones would be teaching the rest, as well as having a little friendly competition among us all.”

      Frowning, Mr. Connagher shook his head. “There’s not going to be much drama between you and Patrick. You’re too evenly matched and know each other too well.”

      Shiloh let out her breath and took a step closer to him, waiting until his gaze swung to her. “That’s why you should compete, sir.”

      His eyes narrowed to slits, his mouth flattened into a hard slant, and his shoulders squared, chest broad and muscular in a universal signal of male dominance that his suit couldn’t conceal.

      Her heart froze a moment and then exploded into a rapid, thunderous pace that made her ears roar. He didn’t refuse outright, though, which gave her the courage to continue. “The show needs a Master with a capital M. Someone who’ll really bring the competition to a peak. Based on our demographics, it should be a male, and preferably, his submissive should be female. It will be even more exciting if he’s unattached, so the unowned submissives all feel like they have a chance of winning his attention. The ultimate prize, then, will be the Master’s collar, not money like the typical reality show.”

      Evidently he didn’t like that idea at all. Silence stretched out, painful and heavy, his midnight eyes locked on her. Her mouth went dry and her heart hammered, but she stood her ground without blinking or flinching in the wake of his intensity. She didn’t even dare breathe.

      “You presume, then, that I’m not only a Dominant, but also a man who’d be interested in a giggling, immature submissive who’s incapable of any sort of serious play.” He blew out his breath in a low snort and turned to the other woman. “As though I’d give my collar to someone just because they thought they’d won a show that we set up from the very beginning.”

      Sucking in a deep breath, Shiloh squeezed her hands together so hard she felt her nails digging into her skin. She fought to hide the fierce elation burning through her. He might be dismissive, but she’d been right all along. He did have a collar, he was Dominant, and if she played this right, it’d be impossible for him to back out. The competitor in him demanded excellence in all things, even a reality show.

      Feigning indifference, she shrugged and turned away from the table. “Then perhaps you can recommend another Master.”

      Shuffling through her carefully researched boards, she moved the most important one to the front. Her best friend and roommate—who just happened to be a graphic design artist—had helped with the artwork. A masked man stood on a dais, dressed like an English riding master with a wicked-looking whip in his right hand. Despite the costume, the man bore a marked resemblance to VCONN’s CEO.

      Contestants knelt in an arc before him, all in submissive positions, head down, some stretched out prostrate before him. Two others stood on the steps to the dais but lower than him, a man and woman, also in Victorian riding wear. Despite their higher position than the contestants, they inclined their heads to the man above.

      In bold letters across the top, the board read: One Master to rule them all.

      “V,” Ms. Kannes breathed out, her eyes bright. “You’re perfect!”

      “I don’t want to do it.” Yet he stared at the board, his right hand opening and closing into a fist, as though he ached to reach out and grab that whip. “There’s no way in hell I’m unleashing that side of me on a bunch of—”

      Shiloh pulled out the next storyboard and his voice fell off. In this sketch, a woman knelt at the Master’s feet and leaned against his legs. One hand was wrapped around his thigh; her other fisted in his shirt as though she was trying to climb his body. Her face was pressed against him with her hair pulled aside to bare her back. Long red stripes marked her skin and the Master’s whip curled around her vulnerable body with the heading: One sub to please the Master—in any way he wishes.

      He ground out, “It’s all wrong.”

      Shiloh’s heart plummeted and her shoulders slumped with defeat. She’d gambled everything on this show. If he didn’t like it, then she’d totally misunderstood every single signal she’d picked up from him. She’d even had her friend stylize the winner after her, a deliberate message to him, if only he were paying attention.

      She’d planned this show down to the smallest detail, dreaming about winning it all. Wrapping herself around him. Learning to please him in every single possible way he’d ever dreamed. Winning him.

      Her eyes felt hot and dry, and her bottom lip trembled. It was ridiculous to be heartbroken over a man who’d never touched her. Never looked into her eyes and burned with need. Never taken her on a long, hard ride to a sweetly painful submission they’d never forget.

      “You came very close, Ms. Holmes.”

      She whipped her head up.

      Victor Connagher gave her a hard smile of teeth and dominance that wound her heart into knots and sent icy chills dripping down her spine. “I can live with the English riding style.” He kicked back in his chair and propped his limited-edition Lucchese boots on the edge of the conference table. “But this Master only uses a riding crop.”
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      Mal waited until the other woman left the room as asked, carefully pulling the door shut behind her. “Did you see the look on her face when you said you prefer the crop?”

      Victor took a moment to respond. He’d definitely seen the flare of darkness in Shiloh’s eyes, the softening of her luscious mouth, and the pink flash of her tongue across those tempting lips. She hadn’t been repulsed by his admission, not at all. When he’d regained control of his voice, he answered, “Yes.”

      “And did you notice her likeness in the—”

      “Of course I did,” he snapped, jerking his legs down off the table so he could pace.

      “So what’s the problem?”

      “It’s complicated.”

      “She wasn’t on my staff for Internet Secrets, so it’s highly unlikely that she’s your spy. Her entire body screams submission when she looks at you. She’s perky, creative and well liked by everyone on her team. Her instincts are dead on and she’s developed an incredible show that’s perfect for you and VCONN. If you snapped your fingers and ordered her to heel, she’d be at your feet in a heartbeat.”

      He made himself halt in front of the window and jerked the blinds open. Blindly, he stared out at downtown Dallas, blinking his eyes against the light. “That’s not what I want.”

      “I’m worried about you.” Mal joined him at the window but he couldn’t bear to see the sympathy in her gaze, so he pretended extreme interest in the skyline. “You haven’t been serious about anyone in years.”

      Since Kimberly, echoed in the silence. Despite his best friend’s care not to mention his ex-fiancée’s name, he still winced. “I’ve dated.”

      “You’ve taken women to charity events,” Mal said in a flat, careful voice. “You may have even taken them to your bed. But you haven’t taken a woman who knows your true needs and makes damned sure you’re satisfied.”

      He couldn’t help the twitch of his mouth into a grim, sad smile that matched the emotions he kept buried in his heart. “No one can satisfy me.”

      With a growl, she thumped him on the back. “Don’t give me that crap. You and I share many of those darker urges and you know I’m more than happy with Andy. He needs me as much as I need him. He likes me mean and nasty with a flail in my hands.”

      “Kimberly knew what kind of man I am.” Each word sliced Victor’s throat like razorblades. “We met at Silken. She still couldn’t deal with the truth.”

      “She liked you well enough to accept your engagement ring and enjoy your money for months.” Mal didn’t bother keeping the disdain out of her voice. “She used you. She wanted a top who would tie her up and dedicate hours to her enjoyment, without demanding anything from her in return. She acted like it was a privilege for you to devote hours to her pleasure. She never took care of you. She never loved you.”

      “That’s unfair. I know she loved me.” Victor closed his eyes. Kimberly’s delicate face blazed in his mind, an image from the night she’d left him. Tears streaked her face, her eyes wide, white, rolling with terror while she babbled her safeword over and over, a litany to save her from the nightmare. She’d sobbed in his arms for an hour before leaving for good, and he’d never forget her parting accusation. You hurt me. “She couldn’t handle heavy edge play.”

      And I’m always on the edge. He shook his head ruefully. The sad fact was that the longer he denied himself, the sharper and more vicious that edge became.

      “She couldn’t have loved you, not the way you deserve,” Mal insisted. “Not if she couldn’t handle your kink. You’re punishing yourself, V, and I hate it. I hate seeing you close yourself behind prison bars just because one sub couldn’t deal with the full Master.”

      “It’s not just one and you know it. I’ve trained dozens of bottoms over the years, introduced them to the scene, and time after time, they leave me and move on to another top. Someone safer. And I can’t say that I blame them.”

      He finally met his friend’s gaze and let all the disappointments and failures of his thirty-six years weigh in his gaze. “I’m tired, Mal. I’m tired of breaking in the young ones while knowing full well that they’ll never be able to handle my kind of needs. I’m too old for this shit.”

      “You’re burned out.”

      “No. Far from it.” Victor smiled and even the strongest, proudest Mistress in Dallas flinched and dropped her gaze. It took constant control to keep that vicious clawing need buried deeply enough for him to function like a normal human being. “I’m a sadist in the truest sense of the word. Why do you think I didn’t make a play for Shiloh months ago? My brief meet-and-greet interview with her after she was hired almost set my desk on fire. It’s been pure hell to know she’s been under my power here at VCONN this entire time, close, available, as attracted to me as I am to her, but there’s absolutely nothing I can do about it. All it takes is one phone call to the police, one trip to the hospital, and I won’t have to worry about this season’s ratings. I’ll be in prison.”

      “I know the risks all too well, but that’s why it’s important not to shut yourself off from the people who understand. You quit going to Silken—”

      “For good reason,” Victor said dryly. “My ex-fiancée married the owner.”

      “Which is why I started hosting my own parties, but you always refuse to come. You can’t just turn off being a Master no matter how much you want to. Why else do you think Shiloh picked up on your vibe? You can’t help broadcasting your power, and she’s not afraid of you.”

      “Yet.” He destroyed the small hope that threatened to sprout. “The green ones always start out interested, but a little bondage and spanking are typically all they want. Anything heavier sends them running for the hills. I can’t do the light stuff anymore and pretend that’s enough. I just can’t. I need…”

      He jerked his ponytail tight enough his eyes watered. He relished the small pain. It sharpened him, woke him up, made him feel alive and in control. He needed pain, and if he couldn’t give it to somebody else, then he’d at least give it to himself.

      “In her storyboards, did that whip in your hand look like a toy? What about those stripes on her back? She knows, V. She’s offering you a blatant invitation to try her out under the guise of this show. This is your chance to approach her in a safe, controlled environment.”

      “If she freaks out, the show is ruined and the season goes down the shitter.”

      “We can do nothing and the season still goes down the shitter. Or,” Mal drawled out, “Master V and his new sub melt everyone’s socks off and the show is the biggest hit in Dallas history.”

      He took a deep breath and let the big picture form in his mind. He’d always had the ability to scan the field of play in an instant, evaluate the defense and guess which receiver was most likely going to break free for the big play. His competitive senses vibrated with excitement. Win it all and go home with the trophy, or lose and cry in the mud, at least he’d never been afraid to play the game.

      He’d been The Victor, the leader who took his team to victory, no matter the cost.

      This was the biggest game he’d ever played in his life. This game was for his heart, and he always played to win. If Shiloh Holmes had wanted the Master’s attention, she had him brutally focused. On her.

      “Well then. I guess we have ourselves a new show.”

      

      Victor schooled his face back to the stern CEO mask, took his seat and nodded to Mal at the door. She opened it and gestured for Shiloh to return to the room, then took her seat across the table from him.

      Head high, eyes bright, Shiloh stood at the front of the room, her nerves betrayed only by the tight clenching of her hands together at her waist. She wasn’t afraid but excited, her eyes sparkling with energy. She might be a submissive in the bedroom, but she displayed no cowering wallflower tendencies, even though she stood before the two most powerful executives of the company whom she knew were both Dominants.

      Victor tried to remember her exact age from her file, but when he’d first met her, he’d been too entranced by her personality. She was older than he’d first thought, closer to thirty than twenty, not so much younger than him that he’d feel like a dirty old pervert.

      Is she experienced—or is she going to need slow, careful hand-holding?

      He glanced at the storyboard with the woman wrapped around the Master’s legs, her back striped red from his attentions. No, she wasn’t going to need hand-holding. She just needed a strong, skilled hand when it came to the whip, or in his case, the crop.

      He shifted slightly, working down the desire threatening to burst free. “Why don’t you tell us what you envision for the pilot?”

      He’d thought it impossible for her to light up any more, but she flashed a bright smile, her eyes as warm as molten chocolate, and turned to her storyboards.

      “Typically, a reality show begins with tryouts.” She shuffled forward a board that showed three Dominants seated at a table with a hopeful contestant standing before them. This time, the bottom was a man with spiky red hair and slim shoulders and hips who looked exactly like Andy, Mal’s current live-in submissive, dressed in normal street clothes. “People who can’t carry a note in a bucket try out for American Idol; people who have two left feet try out for So You Think You Can Dance; so we need a few people who absolutely freak out or become hysterical when the judges begin their evaluation. Tryouts are all about the drama.”

      “So we should test them in some way,” Mal said, her voice huskier than usual.

      Victor hid a smile. Even a simple storyboard image of her boyfriend affected her. He watched Shiloh and noted the tiny quirk of her mouth. She’d noticed too, and was pleased by the Mistress’s reaction. More, he guessed Shiloh had deliberately started with Andy’s image to ensure Mal was interested. Just as she deliberately challenged me to win the title of the Master.

      “Absolutely,” Shiloh continued. “It can be something small or more meaningful. An order to remove an item of clothing or to serve one of the judges in some small way. We should show both sides: rude, desperate bottoms who cling and make nuisances of themselves, as well as the polite, trained ones who know exactly what to do when approaching a Dominant for the first time, trying to garner interest on the scene.”

      Shiloh pulled another board forward. In this one, a contestant sat in a comfortable chair with another woman. The contestant wore a simple white shift and corset, while the other lady was dressed in a vintage—but not riding—gown. They were faceless behind elaborate masks.

      “We need a host for the show whose main job is to interview the contestants and talk the audience through the judges’ expectations. This scene should highlight the importance of the questionnaire about what the sub wants to do, is willing to try, and the absolutely-do-not-want-to-do list. Since our underlying concern is education, we should also touch on the contestant’s medical history and make it very clear that the scene should always be safe, sane and consensual. To keep it interesting, we should highlight the emotions, making it arousing or even comedic, depending on the final contestants. The host should be unafraid to touch on the emotional or sensitive topics but still have a great sense of humor.”

      “I think Georgia would be perfect for this,” Mal said. “That would certainly take some of the sting out of losing her star role on Internet Secrets. Her Southern charm will appeal to the audience.”

      “Agreed.” Victor had to admit he was impressed with the way Shiloh had managed to weave basic, solid good sense of the scene with interesting, dramatic show content. “One question, though. Why the Victorian wear?”

      “I thought the corsets and strict morality of the era made a nice contrast to the openly sexual tone of the show.” Shiloh gave a little shrug, her cheeks touched with an endearing blush. For the first time, her gaze slipped away, giving him the cue that she was personally affected by such clothing. “Plus we had all the costumes on hand thanks to the Victorian Country House Party spoof VCONN did three years ago.”

      “Creativity and frugality,” he drawled out, letting his voice heat. “I like it. Plus, corsets are damned hot. Don’t you agree, Mal?”

      “Oh, absolutely,” Mal purred out a laugh that had been known to send male submissives into a helpless squirming heap at her feet. “It might be fun to give it a modern twist, though, so it’s not obvious that we’re recycling old costumes. How about we mix in some steampunk elements? Something a bit futuristic with wings, goggles and weird machines. I bet Andy could concoct a fantastic steampunk contraption that will blow the subs’ minds.”

      Smiling, Victor stood and reached out to take Shiloh’s hand. “You’ve sold us, Ms. Holmes. Mal and I will co-produce the show, but I’d like for you to be the show runner.”

      Her eyes gleamed, shimmering with unshed tears. “Thank you so much, Mr. Connagher. It’s an honor to work with you.”

      He didn’t release her hand and she made no move to pull away. “Mal, get to work on the contracts for our in-house people. For sure, lock Georgia into the host position if she’s interested. We need to be taping by the end of the week. Preferably tomorrow if we can swing the set. Make sure every single person down to the lowest gaffer on set signs the confidentiality agreement. I don’t want a single word of this leaking before we’re ready.”

      “I’m on it.” Mal gave Shiloh a knowing smile and headed for the door. “Welcome to the team, Ms. Holmes.”

      “Just Shiloh, please,” she said, smiling.

      The door shut. Victor watched the emotions flaring in her eyes and across her face: pure, sunny excitement, lip-biting anticipation, growing warmth in her eyes the longer she stared back at him. Slowly, he tightened his fingers. Her breathing caught, quickened, and her eyes turned smoky and heavy-lidded without a single hint of fear.

      “If I must be one of the judges competing for the title of Master, then you must be a,” barely, he managed to avoid saying my, “submissive for the show.”

      She rolled her bottom lip between her teeth and it was all he could do not to lean down and place his own teeth on that tender flesh. “I hope it’s not too presumptuous of me to admit that’s exactly what I planned.”

      He squeezed harder, waiting for that little gasp of pain that said he’d gone far enough…so he could go just a little bit further. “There were easier ways to approach me than to devise an entire show to lure yourself into my clutches.”

      She laughed, a low groan that was music to his ears. God, it had been entirely too long since he’d worked a responsive sub over and enjoyed that symphony of pain and pleasure. “It wouldn’t have been very professional of me to prance into your office stark naked.”

      “Not professional,” he agreed, drawing her closer. “But a damned pretty sight. Are you going to be able to handle show runner duties as well as putting up with me on set?”

      “Of course.” She blinked away some of the haze darkening her eyes. “I’ve dreamed of nothing else for months. I can do it, Mr. Connagher.”

      He squeezed harder, his grip brutal, he knew, crushing her delicate hand in his big palm that could still throw a football in a perfect spiral at fifty yards. Greedy, starved, he felt as crazed as an addict who’d fallen off the wagon after years of abstinence.

      She whimpered, a cry that sliced his heart into ribbons even while lighting a fire in his blood that wanted her writhing and screaming, begging him to stop.

      It’s better to know now, he tried to console himself, waiting for her to jerk away. Maybe she’d slap him and stomp out of VCONN entirely. It would be the best for both of them. Certainly safer than putting herself into his hands, hoping he’d have the mercy and decency to control himself without committing serious harm.

      Knees crumpling, she fell against him, sliding down his legs so she knelt at his feet. Rubbing her cheek against his stomach, she twisted her head so she could look up at him. “What may I call you, sir?”

      

      Hauled up and tossed into a chair, Shiloh sat shaken and confused, staring at Mr. Connagher as he paced back and forth. She cradled her throbbing hand in her lap. Each thud of her heart spread that pain like a pulse through her body, melting her bones and priming her for his full attention.

      What did I do wrong?

      “When we’re alone, then you can call me Victor, a mean sonofabitch, or a low-down dirty bastard, anything you want.” He jerked to a halt and whirled to face her, his eyes blazing. “But we need to take care that you’re alone with me as little as possible.”

      “I don’t understand,” she said carefully. “Are you not…available?”

      He jerked his hair tighter, and she winced in sympathy for his tortured scalp. He must have one hell of a headache. “I’m so available I’m about to tear the seams in my pants.”

      Studying his hair kept her gaze from wandering lower to see just how available he might be. He hadn’t made any outright claims on her, so she didn’t feel like she had the right to ogle him. Yet.

      “It will be safer for us both if we limit our interaction to the show, at least until I’ve been able to take some of the edge off.”

      He looked so glum, that she started to rise so she could wrap her arms around him. Throwing up his hand to ward her off, he resumed his furious pacing while he slapped his right thigh. Her skin heated, tingling with longing. She wanted those slaps on her body, not his.

      The longer he paced, the more he began to favor his left knee, until his limp was pronounced. Victor Connagher had been a college football star on the verge of the NFL when he’d blown his knee in a championship game. Pictures from his glory days were in the case downstairs. By all accounts, he would have been a star for any professional team.

      Tears burned her eyes. Until now, she’d never seen him display any weakness, any hint that the old injury still pained him.

      Finally he growled out, “I don’t want to go too fast for you.”

      “Too fast?” She laughed, but it came out harsh to her ears. “I’ve been planning this show for months, hoping, praying you might…”

      That you might need me as badly as I need you.

      Although she’d often seen him around VCONN Tower, she didn’t know how to approach him while at work. It was just too sleazy for her to come on to him as she’d joked. She’d even gone to a mixer hosted by the bondage club to get an introduction, but the frenzied feeding-ground atmosphere just wasn’t her style. Besides, he hadn’t even been there. During her research, she’d scanned Silken’s current membership roster, but it hadn’t included his name, which didn’t really surprise her. Many prominent members would rather keep their names secret or at least low key, which was one of the reasons she’d devised a show where everyone could wear masks.

      Fantasizing about him had only made her attraction worse. Nothing could touch the aching black hole that expanded day by day deep in her belly. Nothing but him. The pain in her hand only served to wake up that miserable, ravenous monster. She wanted him with that riding crop he’d mentioned in his hand, wicked and hard and wild. After he’d put that image in her mind, nothing else would do.

      “How else was I supposed to introduce myself as an interested submissive? A f—” self-censoring in mid-word, she changed to, “freaking letter?”

      He gripped her chin and tilted her face back up to him. A smile softened his face, but not his grip. “I’d much rather have this show than a letter. I’m pleased, Shiloh, more than I can say.” Shadowed desire flickered in his eyes despite his encouragement and his fingers dug into her cheeks. Even in trying to comfort her, he wasn’t—couldn’t be—gentle. “I am available, I promise you, and so attracted that I don’t trust myself right now. It’s been a long time since I did a scene, and I never…”

      His jaws worked back and forth as though it took all his concentration to soften his grip on her face. Sighing, he released her and turned away. “I don’t want to seriously hurt you.”

      Incredulous, she stared at him, her mind whirling in a frenzy.

      Victor Connagher, the fiercest, most incredible Master she’d ever hoped to meet in her life…was afraid.
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      “Um, you do know that I would love for you to hurt me, right?”

      Victor sucked in his breath and demanded his body remain calm and controlled like the Dominant he was, not a rampant horny puppy.

      “Do you want proof?”

      “Absolutely not.” Her voice was so sultry he was afraid the windows of the conference room might fog over. Just the thought of sliding his hand beneath her proper business skirt to see how wet she was made him shudder. Maybe he’d strip those dampened panties off and slip them into his pocket. Then he’d make her walk around the set bare, needy, ready for him…

      He deliberately shifted his weight to his bad knee, enduring the ache until his mind cleared.

      “I would if you told me to,” she said in a solemn, gentle voice that made his blood pump harder. “Just tell me what you want, and I’ll do it without question.”

      “What I want,” he growled out, turning to face her with his most intimidating glare, “is for you to quit playing with me.”

      He cursed his poor word choice as soon as they left his lips.

      Laughing softly, she stood and began to gather up her presentation. “I haven’t even begun playing with you yet.”

      Damn it all to hell, she gave him her back. To him! Uncaring, unafraid, with a little flirty glance over her shoulder, she walked toward the door with her storyboards tucked under her arm.

      He pounced, seized her in unforgiving hands, and slammed her against the wall. He pinned her with his body, using every inch of his taller, stronger, muscled frame to punish her for such audacity, grinding her against the wall. Storyboards tumbled to the floor.

      And the little saucy wench arched into him with a welcoming sigh.

      Dropping his forehead against hers, he sucked in a breath and held it for a count of ten, tightening the reins of his control. “Save it for the show or I’m going to drag you off to my dungeon and torture you to my heart’s content.”

      “Promises, promises.”

      He couldn’t help but laugh then. God, her spirit was unflappable. “You don’t know what kind of player I am. I’m on the edge, baby, and as heavy as you can take it. And then, since I’m a selfish, cruel bastard, I’m going to take you even further.” He swallowed hard and forced the words out. “I want to hurt you real bad.”

      “Good,” she purred.

      “Damn it, don’t you know the difference between sensual pain and downright injured? Give me some space and time to—”

      “Yes, sir.”

      He pulled back enough to look into her eyes. Had he been away from serious play for so long that he’d forgotten the most basic elements of a scene? Of course she’d rather have his orders. “On the show, I’m Master V.” She nodded, staring at him intently. “Your Master.”

      Her body sagged against him and she buried her face against his neck. “Thank you, sir.”

      “Off the show, I’m Victor, your boss and the producer of our show. No playing, no taunting, all business.”

      “And after the show?”

      Reluctantly, he backed away, keeping his hands on her until he was sure she was steady on her feet. She looked up at him with such hope and longing in her eyes that his throat closed and for a moment, he couldn’t breathe. It’d been so long since a woman had looked at him like that, as though he were her entire world. As though she’d die if she failed to please him.

      “If I haven’t scared you away yet,” he replied, his voice gruff with emotion, “then, God help you, you’re mine.”

      Bending down to pick up her scattered boards, she flashed a smile that melted his heart. The curve of her slim spine and the rounded swell of her buttocks outlined by her skirt made his hand clench in longing for his crop. “I don’t scare easily, Mr. Connagher.”

      “You don’t know me yet, Ms. Holmes. Now make your escape before I change my mind.”

      “If nothing else, you’ve certainly given me incentive to make sure we’re taping as soon as possible. Don’t be surprised if you get a call to begin this afternoon.”

      “Tomorrow is soon enough for taping. Use Mal to help you get the resources you need, and if either of you have problems, call me. A few scenes at Silken will be fine, but see if Mal can get creative with a set here. I’d prefer to spend as little time at the club as possible.”

      “All right. Anything else?”

      “Stop by this evening around seven o’clock and fill me in on where everything is. I live here in the penthouse, and I’ll tell Léon to let you in.”

      He could see the conflicting thoughts flickering in her eyes: a rush of raw lust that she might get him alone in his home warred against uncertainty about another man. He didn’t fault her for being wary—she couldn’t possibly know his sexual preferences. Something he hoped to correct very, very soon. “Léon is my personal assistant and chef. He’s a friend and employee, nothing more.”

      “Sorry, I don’t have any right to question you.”

      “Yes, you do. I have no intention of sharing you, Shiloh, not with another man, not with another Dominant, no one. I warned you I was a selfish bastard.”

      Relaxing, she laughed. “That kind of selfishness I approve of.”

      She paused at the door, her teasing laughter fading to something much more serious. In a slow, sensuous perusal, she ran her gaze over him. He could feel the passing of her chocolate eyes like a flaming physical touch, lingering on his throat, shoulders, biceps, and hands. He knew exactly what she was doing: assessing the strength of his arm, his ability to deliver a blow exactly where he wanted it, and the formidable might of his will. He squared his shoulders, widening his stance and shifting his weight back on his heels so the heavy bulge in his pants was prominent and obvious.

      With her eyes locked on his groin, she asked in a husky voice, “What if I don’t win top sub for you?”

      “You will, or I’m no Master.”

      She jerked her gaze up to his face, her eyes smoldering, her lips as soft and full as though she’d been kissed thoroughly—or had put her mouth to good use. “To the Victor belong the spoils.”
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        V’s Gift Blog:

        Do you know what it’s like to be a young, attractive, single woman who walks into a BDSM club looking for a new male Dominant? It reminds me of those shark specials on channels like Animal Planet where the scientists toss bloody, chunky soup into the ocean and the water simply roils with the Great White’s feeding frenzy.

        I guess some women think that kind of attention is flattering, but there are too many weirdos in this world for me to risk it. Of course, there’s that little quirk of mine I mentioned that makes my situation even more complicated. I want a man to hurt me, sure—but I also want to walk away.

        So I can ask him to do it again.

        People never understand how a seemingly normal woman could be so fucked up. How can I possibly explain this need hiding inside me? It’s like a massive beast curled up in the pit of my stomach. Day by day, it sinks its claws deeper into my spine, twisting and burning hotter, more desperate.

        I need a man who’s not afraid of that need. He needs to stand toe-to-toe with this horrible starved creature and beat it into submission. Take everything I’ve got and demand even more. Wring every emotion, hatred and rage, fear and need, and yes, love, until finally the relief is complete and utter surrender takes me.

        I look at Master V and I see His strength and incredible body, and yes, I feel pure physical attraction. I want Him. Badly.

        But I also see the strength in His arms, His wide shoulders, His large hands, and all I can think about is what it would be like to have that strength turned against me.

        Could He whip me into surrender? For once in my life, could He force me into complete submission? My body says yes every single time I look at Him.

        Yes!

        Please, Master V. Use Your whip, Your flail, whatever Your weapon of choice may be, and conquer me. Force me into submission, and I’ll be Yours forevermore.

        

      [image: ]
* * *

      At first glance, Silken looked like a normal dance club, especially in daylight hours. But then Shiloh started to note the mirrors on the ceilings and the small alcoves tucked in the shadows. Heavy velvet curtains could be dropped down for privacy, or left wide open for the voyeuristic patrons. In each alcove, a large black-and-white picture hung on the wall, all depicting a common bondage or torture scene. Her co-worker was in many of them.

      Mal photographed beautifully, her high cheekbones and large eyes a striking combination with her voluptuous figure. In one picture, her black hair had been pulled back tightly, accentuating her long, graceful neck and the sharp planes of her face. Her eyes screamed at the camera, wild and ferocious and hungry, magnificent with her booted foot propped on a kneeling sub’s back.

      The first time Shiloh had come to the club, she’d scanned each picture, hoping against hope to find Victor Connagher’s distinctive face, but if he’d ever participated in the club, she hadn’t found any proof. Although she’d never seen the rooms upstairs or the basement, the club boasted a full-fledged dungeon containing every sort of torture device, spanking bench, or even a plain old bed, outfitted, of course, with chains.

      Mal led the way toward the office off the bar. “I’ve known the owner, Ryan, for a long time. I bet he jumped at the chance to get some publicity for his club.”

      “He was very cooperative when I spoke to him.”

      “Did you meet his wife?”

      “Kimberly, right? She was in both of my meetings with him.”

      “What’d you think of her?”

      Shiloh studied the other woman, trying to decide how honest she ought to be. Mal was one of Victor’s best friends and most trusted partners at VCONN. She certainly didn’t want to get a reputation of lying to his friends and associates, and Mal must have some sort of agenda behind such a question.

      Lowering her voice, Shiloh replied, “Beautiful woman, but she seemed…fragile, like a delicate china angel. Her husband obviously dotes on her.”

      Mal nodded. “She wanted someone to treasure her, to take care of her every need. I always thought she was too weak and timid for Victor, but they were engaged for a few months.”

      Shiloh felt like someone had just slammed a sledgehammer against her skull. Unbidden, she pictured Kimberly standing beside Victor, her hand on his arm, his ring on her finger. They would have made a beautiful couple with Victor’s tall, dark good looks and her slender, ethereal grace.

      He’d given her a fucking engagement ring. Had he given her his collar too?

      Ruefully, Mal patted Shiloh on the back. “Sorry, but I thought you should know before you come to any sort of understanding with V. If you ever figure out what he saw in her, fill me in, because for the life of me, I never got it.”

      Shiloh ground her teeth together and thought really hard about marching back into VCONN and punching the smug bastard square on the nose. He had to have known she’d end up coming over to Silken today, and he’d never once thought to warn her about his past relationship. Okay, so that was pretty immature. She knew she had no claim on him. Yet. But knowing he’d been engaged to this woman put her in an entirely different and highly uncomfortable light. “Are my eyes green right now?”

      Mal laughed and gave her an admiring smile. “Why yes they are, girlfriend, and your fingernails are positively claws. Do you want me to handle this?”

      “No.” She took a deep breath, held it until her chest hurt, and then let it out in a slow, controlled exhale. “For all I know, this is one of his tests.”

      “I’d certainly do something low and dirty like that,” Mal admitted, “but not V. He’s not into mind games. Honestly, he probably thought nothing of it, because she doesn’t mean anything to him any longer. He might be too proud to admit it to you up front, but Kimberly broke up with him. I doubt he could have gone through with the wedding, but I know he took it hard when she dumped him.”

      Shiloh’s mouth fell open and she laughed more easily. “Thanks, Ms. Kannes, seriously. I’m not jealous at all now, not after hearing about such blatant stupidity.”

      “Call me Mal. Everyone does.”

      Ryan came down the stairs with a huge grin on his face, his wife behind him. “Mal! I haven’t seen you in ages!”

      They made the casual small talk of acquaintances that hadn’t seen each other in quite some time as they settled into comfortable chairs in the office. To avoid glaring too hard at Victor’s old girlfriend, Shiloh looked about the large room. They sat in a cozy conversational area with a large stone fireplace dominating the wall. On the opposite side of the room was the true office area, complete with desk, bookshelves, and filing cabinets.

      Along with a massive picture of Master V.

      He wore jeans with the pant legs tucked into his trademark boots and a simple light-colored shirt unbuttoned to his waist so it hung open, baring the bulge of his pectorals sprinkled with dark hair. Long sleeves were rolled up to his elbows, giving her a good look at his muscled forearms. Even from ten feet away, she could see the lines of tendons and veins beneath his skin, the promise of strength and skill with the long crop in his right hand. Oh, God, his hands, those broad palms, long, graceful fingers, explosive power in every inch—they drew her eyes like magnets.

      He stood with his right foot up in a chair, his right elbow braced on his knee, the crop held casually—but prominently—in his hand. He wore a black hat with a silver band. An old-fashioned gun belt rode low on his hips with ornate pistols holstered on each side. In his left hand, he held a coiled lasso. He was prepared to wrestle a steer into submission, hang a horse rustler…or whip a sub within an inch of her life.

      Dark hollows beneath his eyes carved out the harsh planes of his face, giving him a wicked, grim look that made her tummy quiver. His eyes burned with hunger, an unquenchable need that would never be satisfied. That look promised harsh punishment, no tenderness, no softness whatsoever.

      Why did I ever picture him dressed as an English lord?

      If she’d seen this photograph before devising the show, she would have done the whole damned thing as a Western so he could keep his boots.

      “Ah, you’ve noticed our most prized possession,” Ryan said. “Isn’t it fantastic?”

      Not trusting herself to speak, Shiloh nodded. She couldn’t tear her gaze away from that picture. Her heart raced, her throat tight with tears. That look on his face made her want to throw herself at his feet and beg. Not for him to stop, not for mercy, but to use that vicious crop on her until that hunger blazing in his eyes was finally satisfied.

      “Without V’s help, I wouldn’t have been able to open Silken, let alone keep it open all these years. He used his resources at VCONN to give us good press and educate the general public. He hosted company parties here and made sure he recommended us when anyone contacted him with questions.”

      “We owe him a lot,” Kimberly said in a bedroom-soft voice that jerked Shiloh’s head around. Ryan took his wife’s hand and kissed the back of her knuckles. “If there’s anything we can do to help with this new show, we want to do it. Gladly.”

      Mal gave Shiloh a searching gaze, asking one more time if she wanted her to take over. She shook her head slightly and forced a smile as she pulled out the storyboards for America’s Next Top sub. “We’re going to do a mock reality show, and we’re under a severe time crunch. We need to be taping tomorrow, so we don’t have time for extensive casting. If you can recommend some skilled practitioners who’d be willing to help us out under such tight dates, we’ll be grateful.

      “We’re looking for submissives who fit a certain stereotype. It can be their true personalities, or an act, we don’t care, as long as it’s believable. You’re familiar with the tone and quality of VCONN programming, so you know we’re going to make the show as sexy as possible while remaining tasteful.”

      She showed them a storyboard with an aloof Dominant and a clinging, crying young woman on her knees. “The first one we need is a contestant who may be submissive but doesn’t know or simply doesn’t follow the correct way to express interest in a Dominant. They’re the ones who make a general nuisance of themselves, can’t accept no, and try to insinuate themselves into a group or party with an invitation.”

      “Ruby,” Ryan and Kimberly both said at the same time. They looked at each other and laughed. Ryan continued, “She’d be perfect for it, and she has gorgeous flaming hair. She’d look great on TV and I’m pretty sure she’d leap at the chance.”

      Mal groaned out a laugh. “I knew you’d throw her into the mix. She even came on to me the last time I made an appearance here. You’re right, though, she’ll look fabulous on TV.”

      “Great.” Shiloh pulled out the next storyboard. This one showed a man with his hands fisted at his sides and a scowl on his face. He hovered between a proud stance and softened knees, as though he wanted to kneel but couldn’t quite bring himself to do it. “We’d like another submissive, male or female but I think a male would be more believable, who fails the most basic submissive tasks. Wounded pride, ego, or maybe he wants to play but just doesn’t know how. Maybe he’s not quite dominant enough to be a fierce player, but he’s not submissive either.”

      “Honey, that sounds like you to a T,” Kimberly said.

      Surprised, Shiloh watched the woman’s husband, but he wasn’t insulted. Laughing good-naturedly, he dropped his arm around Kimberly’s shoulders and gave her a squeeze.

      “I love the scene, obviously, or I wouldn’t own this club, but I’m far from a formidable Dominant. I could easily play a man who was desperate to join the scene, but just didn’t have what it takes to be a submissive.”

      “You’re Dominant enough for me,” his wife whispered, dropping her head to his shoulder.

      It was touchingly sweet—and sickeningly irritating at the same time. Shiloh averted her gaze. How had that woman ever looked into Victor’s smoldering eyes, felt the crippling power in his big hands, and ever thought she belonged with him?

      “Who’s next?” Mal asked in a sharp, impatient voice.

      Grateful for the prodding, Shiloh brought out the last storyboard. “We need a submissive who’s well trained and knowledgeable. She knows her limits and is solid in her ability to stop the scene when the play is getting too heavy. This sub needs to be able to participate in several shows, but when it comes down to the final competition, she must bow out. The level of punishment at this point of the competition will just be too much for her.”

      “And that sounds like you to a T,” Ryan said to his wife.

      “I would love to be on the show with you,” Kimberly cooed in that sweet fragile voice. “We’ll have so much fun!”

      An avalanche crashed through Shiloh, stifling her. The last thing she wanted was Victor’s old girlfriend on her show. Ironically, Kimberly was right. She’d be absolutely perfect for the part.

      “That’s a horrible idea,” Mal retorted. “Victor is playing the Master of the show.”

      Kimberly blanched—or at least Shiloh thought she paled a little. It was hard to tell with her porcelain complexion. “Then it’s even more appropriate that I fail to win the show.”

      “Why would you even think he’d want you anywhere near his set?”

      “I owe him.” Kimberly bowed her head, her lips quivering. Tears dripped on her hand clasped in her husband’s. “He’s too much the gentleman to be offended, and I can help. You need me.”

      Fighting to keep her face smooth, Shiloh rubbed her palms on her skirt. Her stomach roiled. She’d planned this show every waking moment, and then dreamed about it every single night. Not once had she ever imagined having Victor’s ex-fiancée competing for his affections. How would he feel to see her again?

      If both his past and his hopeful future girlfriends were kneeling before him, who would he choose?

      Mal said something about getting Victor’s approval first, with polite goodbyes and excitement from club’s owners at the thought of being on the show. Numbly, Shiloh shook the couple’s hands, unable to stop comparing herself to the other woman.

      Her competition. Literally.

      Mal was blind if she couldn’t see why Victor had wanted the elegant, fragile woman. With her pale, translucent skin, delicate bone structure and willowy figure, he would have been badly tempted to try and break her. A harsh word would make her beauty crumple like a trampled flower; his crop would mar her perfect skin.

      She was just too fragile for a man like him to resist.

      Shiloh had never had a poor body image or lacked for self-confidence, but standing face to face with Kimberly, she knew she was the woman’s opposite in many ways. If Victor had once planned to marry this woman, how could he ever feel the same way about her?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            5

          

        

      

    

    
      Victor broke the water’s surface and settled in for a long swim, but his mind was occupied elsewhere.

      On Shiloh.

      He’d already worked out on the weights, pushing harder than his physical therapist liked, but he needed to wear himself out, even if his knee hurt like a bitch later. If he wasn’t handicapped by his knee, then he’d be out pounding the pavement for miles, or better yet, letting a defensive end pound him into the turf. Swimming in his infinity pool was about all the aerobic activity he could manage and still walk unassisted the next day.

      His cell phone began ringing. With a frustrated sigh, he levered himself out of the pool. He couldn’t concentrate anyway. If it were a work call, he’d ignore it, but his brother—

      “Conn! I haven’t talked to you in ages.”

      “What’s up, big brother?”

      “Nothing much.” Victor tried to laugh, but it sounded forced to his ears. “Working non-stop as usual since the fall season is just around the corner.”

      “No, I’m serious,” Conn said, concern echoing in his voice. “Is something wrong?”

      “Why do you ask?”

      “Miss Belle insisted that you needed me to call, now, before I even got home. I’m driving up and down the hills so might lose you.”

      Miss Belle was their eccentric—some may say crazy—grandmother who insisted that she could talk to ghosts, or at least their dead grandfather.

      “I’m fine, really,” Victor replied, shaking his head. He’d never been able to get anything past Miss Belle—even though she now lived six hundred miles away. God help him if Mama got wind of anything unusual; she could be knocking on his door in thirty minutes.

      “Miss Belle said that if you didn’t want to talk to me, she’d be calling Mama next.”

      “Can’t I meet someone without my entire family sticking their noses in my business?” Setting his phone to speaker so he could scowl at his brother, Victor toweled off. There’d be no more swimming today. “Next Vicki will just happen to stop by too.”

      “So you met someone. That’s wonderful.” Silence stretched out for several seconds. “Isn’t it?”

      “Yes and no.” Victor blew out his breath, trying to find the way to get some of the turmoil off his chest. “Do you remember when you visited a certain club with me?”

      “Ah, I certainly do remember. You and your friend Mal taught me everything I know there. Did you meet her at Silken?”

      “No, but she knows, Conn. She knows what I am.”

      “So what’s the problem?”

      Victor sat down on the bench and stared down at the phone in his hand. Absently, he rubbed his bad knee, stretching his leg out before him to take some of the pressure off the strained tendons that never seemed to heal completely. “Mama said you’re dating someone. That it’s serious.”

      “If you can keep a secret, I’ll admit that we’re engaged, although I don’t plan to announce it formally until everyone comes up for Thanksgiving. You are coming, aren’t you?”

      “Congratulations! Yeah, I’ll keep it secret, but you know I’m tempted to tell Mama just so she’ll get off my back about grandbabies. I can’t wait to meet your girlfriend, but I’ll have to see how the season is going before I can commit.” Victor sighed and leaned his head back against the wall. “Does your fiancée know what you are?”

      “Of course. She’s my old student I told you about. I finally found her again. It took us a while to work through all our issues, but we’re happy, V, in large part thanks to you. If you and Mal hadn’t taught me so much, I might have…”

      Victor heard the lump in his brother’s throat. “You might have hurt her.”

      His brother made a low sound of regret.

      “That’s the difference between you and me, bro.” He tried to keep his voice light despite the heaviness pressing on his chest. “You’re reluctant to hurt the woman you love. Me, I can’t wait. And that’s why I’ve got a problem.”

      “Hold on a minute. I’m going to pull off the freeway. This talk is too serious for me to concentrate on driving.”

      Victor waited, contemplating just hanging up. His little brother might be Dominant, but he didn’t have the same kind of single-minded aggression. If someone Victor wanted to talk to hung up on him, he wouldn’t call back; he’d be sitting in their living room before they got home. Even if Conn did leave him alone, Miss Belle would certainly uphold her threat, and hands down, he’d rather talk to his brother than his mother about sadomasochism.

      “Still there?”

      Mouth quirked, he replied, “Yep.”

      “I was afraid you’d hang up on me.”

      “I thought about it.”

      His brother laughed, but then turned serious. “I have to admit that I don’t get the pain aspect. I mean, I know it hurts when I spank Rae, but I don’t start out with the intention of causing pain. I don’t try to hurt her, and by the time it does start to hurt, she’s feeling too good to care.”

      Victor caught himself nodding even though his brother couldn’t see him. “You’re both into sensual spanking. You don’t spank her to hurt her; you spank to get her off and you work off some of your aggression in the process.”

      “If I ever hurt her, I mean, really hurt her…” Conn growled out a curse beneath his breath. “It’d tear me up inside.”

      “It tears me up too,” Victor admitted softly, remembering the suffocating guilt he’d felt when he’d frightened Kimberly so badly that she dumped him. “I don’t want to like it, but I do. Nothing gets me off like pain, even if I feel bad about it later.”

      “Pain you feel, or someone else?”

      “Both. I like the feel of pain myself—it makes me appreciate what I’m doing for my partner. I know exactly what it feels like. I used the crop on myself long before I ever thought to use it on someone else.”

      “I thought you were a sadist,” Conn said carefully.

      “I am. I like to think of myself as a connoisseur of pain. I just like pain, even my own.”

      “If your new girlfriend likes pain…”

      “She does.”

      “Then…are you worried you’ll go too far?”

      Victor closed his eyes. “I know I will. I can’t help but go too far.”

      “You’ve been with subs before. I saw you do a scene at Silken and you were completely in control. Your partner was happy as far as I could see.”

      “She was,” Victor agreed, shame churning in his stomach. That woman had been Kimberly. He’d worked so very hard at controlling himself for her, denying that darkness that threatened to bubble up every single time he stepped into a scene. She didn’t want the Master in him, let alone his crop. “But I wasn’t.”

      “It looked to me like you were having a good time.”

      Victor ground out a harsh laugh. “That’s because I’m a damned good actor.” He pulled the ponytail holder out and rubbed his hand through his wet hair. He’d had his hair pulled back so long that his scalp was tender. “That was kindergarten shit for me. It wasn’t serious. It sure as hell didn’t get me off.”

      Not until he’d gone home and jacked off while hitting his thighs so hard with his crop that he’d been bruised the next day. He hadn’t had a choice. The only way he could come to Kimberly and love her the way she wanted was if he punished himself first.

      “Sorry if this is too personal, but can you get off without pain?”

      “Sure. It’s just not as good. It hasn’t been good in a long, long time.”

      “The first time Rae and I were finally together, I was damned close to losing control, but I made it through by the skin of my teeth. After that, I trusted myself more.”

      “I’m not worried about losing my control during sex. Not exactly.” Victor kneaded his scalp. The soreness didn’t do much for his erection that hadn’t faded since Shiloh’s presentation. “It’s the scene where I’ll go too far.”

      “So don’t do a scene with her, not until you can control it.”

      Victor shook his head. “Won’t help, bro. I’ve already established what I want from her, and it’s not just sex. She’s not a submissive who’s going to be happy with a little light bondage or pleasant sex, not for long, and neither am I. Pain is sex for us, the best kind of all, and I’m afraid…”

      He closed his eyes and forced himself to admit the truth. “If it’s just me, I can control myself, but she’s not just a submissive. She’s a masochist, and she’s far from afraid of me, which is dangerous. She’s going to push and taunt me into crossing the line, and I’ve barely even touched her. She’ll let me go too far.”

      “If she knows how to stop you…”

      “She’ll know how to tell me to stop, definitely. But I’m afraid she won’t. She wants me to hurt her as badly as I want to hurt her. I tried to scare her today and she laughed and deliberately antagonized me. What if I can’t control us both? What if I get lost in the pain and take her too far? Once it’s done, what kind of damage will I have caused her? Will she hate me, then? God, Conn, I don’t want to seriously hurt her!”

      “‘Tragedy delights by affording a shadow of the pleasure that exists in pain.’”

      “Don’t quote poetry at me,” Victor groaned. “You know I never understand it.”

      “You’ll understand this one: ‘Ah, me! Alas, pain, pain ever, forever!’”

      Yeah, he certainly did. Pain was always with him, and something he couldn’t help but seek. “What happened to us, Conn? I mean, seriously, I’m more messed up than you, but neither of us is exactly normal.”

      “I don’t know, V. I wish I could help more than just listen to you.”

      “Miss Belle was right to have you call me, but don’t tell her so. It helped just to talk about it.”

      “Do you think we got these urges from her? Or maybe—”

      Victor let out a laughing groan. “Don’t even go there. I can’t even begin to wonder if Mama or Daddy gave us these needs. Are you trying to give me nightmares?”

      “So what are you going to do?”

      “Hell if I know.” Victor sighed. “What makes this all even more hilarious is both Shiloh and I are going to be doing a reality BDSM show for VCONN’s new season.”

      His brother blew out his breath in a low whistle. “You’re coming out of the closet, so to speak?”

      He hadn’t thought of that. How many Dallas citizens would recognize him? “We’ll be wearing masks and costumes.”

      “You know Mama wouldn’t miss a single show from your station, right?”

      Great, that was exactly what he wanted to hear. Not only did he have to worry about protecting Shiloh from himself, but now he’d have to deal with his mother’s fury if she witnessed him seriously hurting a woman. It’d been one thing to know he ran a sexy cable show; how would she feel to know he was participating? As the Master?

      “I didn’t think about that,” he admitted. “I guess I should warn her.”

      “Too busy thinking about getting into your new woman’s pants, huh,” Conn joked.

      But Victor didn’t laugh as they said goodbye. He’d been too busy thinking about how long she’d go before giving her safeword and fleeing him for good.
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      Freshly showered, Victor limped back to the poolside bench to fetch his phone. He was going to have to ice his knee tonight if he had any hope of skipping the brace for tomorrow’s taping, assuming Shiloh and Mal had made enough progress. He checked his watch. He ought to know within the next hour how the day had gone.

      His phone rang, and his stomach tightened with the irrational fear that it might be Shiloh calling to say she’d changed her mind. That she didn’t want to see him at all, let alone risk coming into his home. Stupid, he knew, because he’d been too careless to make sure she had his personal number so she could reach him. He’d told her to call if she had problems, but like an arrogant ass, hadn’t provided her with his line.

      “Hey, Mal. How’d the day go?”

      “We made amazing progress. Shiloh’s a fireball of boundless energy, and she had most of the details already thought out. She even has sketches for the hosted segments, including interview questions, which Georgia is eating up. It was just a matter of making a few final decisions now that Shiloh has our backing to proceed. You’ve made quite an acquisition in her, V, for yourself and VCONN.”

      He knew Mal too well not to recognize the tightness in her voice. “But?”

      “You should have warned her about Kimberly before we went to Silken.”

      He ran his hand through his damp hair and muttered a curse. “You’re right. I never thought about it. How’d that go over?”

      “Shiloh handled herself with class,” Mal admitted. “But there’s been a development that affects the show, and I’m not sure what you’ll think about it.” She hesitated, and Victor bit back the urge to reach through the phone and throttle her. “Kimberly wants a role on the show as a contestant.”

      Silently, he let possible outcomes play through his mind. He didn’t care one way or the other. After two years and the hope he’d found in Shiloh, he didn’t give a damn whether he saw Kimberly again, married or not. But how would Shiloh feel to have his ex on her show, competing for his affections? “This is a mess.”

      “You’re going to have to be very careful. On the surface, Shiloh is unsinkable and as gracious as a lady, but I saw the turmoil and doubt on her face when she looked at Kimberly. She sees her as competition, your not-too-distant past, and how can she possibly measure up?”

      “Shiloh is night and day different from her.”

      “Exactly,” Mal said. “So if you wanted to marry Kimberly, how can you possibly have serious affections for Shiloh?”

      “Fuck.”

      “That’s exactly what she’s going to think. That you only want her for the scene and what she can give you.”

      “What can I do to make sure she knows I’m serious?”

      Mal snorted. “You’re asking me? I don’t have any patience for hysterics and drama that some women seem to relish. Shiloh may be different, but I never understood why you wanted Kimberly, so I honestly can’t tell what you think about this new girl.”

      What did he feel for Shiloh? Temptation, certainly, and hope that she might not be afraid of his darker sides, but he hadn’t allowed himself to think beyond the possible scene they might play. Despite the initial attraction months ago, he’d only let himself contemplate claiming her today. He’d refused to even let the thought enter his mind, because once he decided that he wanted her, he’d be driven to win her at any cost by his competitive nature and his own damned pride.

      Deep down, he knew he’d spoken the truth when he’d told her she was his after the show, assuming she hadn’t bailed on him. It was too late for Shiloh to back out now; the Master had his entire will focused on her.

      “I might have given Kimberly a ring, but I never gave her my heart. I couldn’t risk letting her in that far without her seeing all my darkest most horrible secrets at the same time. She never knew the monstrosity I carry in me, Mal. I pretended for her.”

      “Why?” The shocked softness in his friend’s voice told him she was bewildered. “Why her?”

      His chest felt heavy and constricted. “I wanted to try and be the kind of man she wanted. Someone safer, gentler, kinder. I thought it would make me a better man to control and eliminate my darker urges. But I was wrong, so wrong. I’m worse now than I ever thought I could be. I want…” He growled out a curse and swiped his hand through his hair, deliberately tugging it hard. “The things I want to do… Shiloh ought to run like hell.”

      The door slammed behind him. He whirled around, forgetting about his bad knee. Pain shot up his thigh and the knee gave, throwing him off balance.

      Shiloh glared at him, her mouth tight with fury, her shoulders stiff. She marched close and shoved him hard enough in the chest that he collapsed to the bench behind him. “You’re an incredible man, Victor Connagher, and you’re sure as hell not getting rid of me that easily.”

      

      Shiloh didn’t stop to think about what she was doing. While he was off balance—mentally and physically—she knelt and pulled his foot into her lap so she could exam his knee. He only wore a pair of black sport shorts and his hair was still wet. Shirtless, hair loose about his shoulders, and his muscular body practically bare, he didn’t seem as intimidating…just drop dead gorgeous.

      It was much easier to concentrate on the surgical scars than soak in his bare chest. Gently, she probed his knee with her fingers, noting the swelling and soreness each time he tensed. She risked a glance up at his face.

      A muscle ticked in his jaw. “Mal, I’ll talk to you later.” He hung up and set the phone on the bench beside him.

      Before he could interrogate her, she asked in her most professional voice, “ACL and MCL tears, right? How many surgeries did you have?”

      “Two, with a third on the horizon if things don’t improve.”

      She wrapped her hands around his upper thigh and firmly drew his leg through her fingers, over his knee and down his calf.

      On a low groan, he dropped his head back against the wall.

      “Too much?”

      “Hell, no. I can stand it harder if your hands are up to it.”

      She repeated the long strokes, concentrating on the deep tissues above and below his knee to work out all the knots that had built up over time. Think of him as a patient, not as a man you’ve dreamed about for months.

      After a good fifteen minutes, he asked, “Where did you learn how to do this?”

      His voice sounded thick and mellow, his muscles melting beneath her hands. What she wouldn’t give to give him a full body massage. “I took a sports injury class at a highly recommended massage school.”

      “My knee has never hurt this good before. You’ve got magic hands, baby. I don’t remember anything on your resume about certification.”

      She felt her cheeks heating, so she concentrated on her work. “I never worked as a massage therapist. Just a hobby, I guess.”

      He leaned forward and grabbed her chin, tilting her face up to his. His fingers were gentler than when he’d touched earlier. Even his eyes were softer, and hot enough to melt her into a puddle. “You took that class for me.”

      “A hunch,” she admitted. “If you lie down I can do a better job.”

      He studied her for long seconds while her heart lodged somewhere in her throat. With a wide, startling smile, he set his phone on the floor and stretched out on the bench, shifting to get his long frame comfortable. She didn’t fail to note that he kept the towel he’d used on his hair strategically placed across his lap. “Well, then, I’d better think real hard about the best way to thank you.”

      Swallowing the lump in her throat, she stood and moved to the foot of the bench. “Getting my hands on your body is reward enough, sir.”

      “V,” he replied in an easy voice. “Or Victor, I don’t care which. I might be a Master, but I really don’t care for all the formalities. I’m not interested in a slave relationship.”

      With firm, deep strokes, she rubbed her thumbs down the top of his knee to the back on both sides, using cross friction against those sore tendons. “What are you interested in?”

      “You, whatever that means.”

      Ducking her head a little, she concentrated on his knee. After meeting his ex-girlfriend, she had her doubts.

      As though he read her mind, he said, “I apologize for not telling you about Kimberly. She means nothing to me.”

      She worked her hands up higher, kneading his quadriceps. “She wants to be on the show with us, along with Ryan.”

      “I couldn’t care less. If you don’t want her there, tell them both to forget it with my blessing.”

      “Why me?” She bit her lip and flicked her gaze up to his face to check his reaction. He had closed his eyes and his mouth was soft, his lips barely parted. She’d never seen his face so fully relaxed before. He could almost be asleep. Good, maybe he didn’t hear my insecurities blurted out like a teenager.

      “Did you see my picture at Silken?”

      She shuddered at the memory. Not asleep, then. “Yes.”

      “I should have demanded they give it to me instead of letting them keep it in their office like some sort of holy display.” He blew out a disgusted breath that made her lips twitch. “Which Victor was in that picture: the CEO of a sexy cable channel or the sadist?”

      His thigh was heavily muscled from the years of physical therapy he’d invested to rehabilitate his knee. Dark hair sprinkled across his skin, matching the thin line of hair that led up his ridged abs to the darker patch on his chest. She licked her lips and thought about pressing her face between his pectorals. Would he allow her to breathe in his scent and rub her face on him? “You were all Master V.”

      Softly, he whispered, “What did you see in my eyes?”

      She clenched her thighs, trying to calm the need burning through her body. She ached, desire humming in her so loudly she was surprised he didn’t hear it like a siren call luring a ship to its doom. “Hunger.”

      “That’s why you’re here with me now. Ryan and Kimberly think that picture is just a sexy photograph done as an old-time Western. They don’t see the real me in that picture.” He paused, waiting until she looked back into his face. His eyes bored into her. Even lying flat on his back with a swelling knee, he possessed the commanding presence of an emperor. “They don’t see the man who aches to use that crop on you until you beg me to stop.”

      “I won’t,” she choked.

      His eyes narrowed and he tensed beneath her hands. His breathing rasped loud in the silence. Blistering coldness flooded over her, along with a sense of his withdrawal.

      Quickly, she explained. “I won’t beg you to stop.”

      The tension bled out of him, but he closed his eyes, and his voice was gruff. “You will, baby. You will.”

      “You don’t know me well enough to make that judgment.” Leaving his knee, she moved to the opposite end of the bench. She sank trembling fingers into his hair, seeking his scalp. He made a low purring sound and tipped his head back into her caress, so she swirled her fingertips along his temples. She drew her fingers back in firm strokes, as though she could pull out every last bit of tension and pain that lingered in his magnificent body.

      “Every time I go home, Mama threatens to have my brother hogtie me so they can give me a proper hair cut.”

      “Don’t you dare,” she growled out.

      He arched a brow at her but didn’t open his eyes. Afraid she’d overstepped her bounds with him, she changed the subject. “You should ice your knee tonight to keep the swelling down.”

      “Hand me my cell. I’m lucky I didn’t fumble it when you tackled me.”

      Blushing furiously, she handed him his phone. “I did not tackle you. I pushed you to get you off your knee. You’d already strained it enough.”

      He leaned up on his right elbow and typed in a text message. “I’ll ask Léon to bring up some ice packs and bandages, if you’ll be so kind as to help me wrap it.”

      “Of course.”

      He set the phone aside and stretched back out on the bench. His eyes smoldered, but a faint smile played about his lips. “Now you have approximately five minutes to kiss me before we’re interrupted. This is your chance to taste me without me trying to bite a hunk out of you.”

      

      If she thought it amusingly fair to keep him off balance, then the least he could do was surprise her in return. Unbelievably mellow after her strong, deep massage, he hadn’t felt this relaxed in years.

      Shiloh Holmes had accomplished the unthinkable: she’d wrung lighthearted teasing out of the sadist.

      She eased around to his side and trailed her fingers across his face to lightly stroke his lips. “Maybe I’d like for you to bite a hunk out of me.”

      “Promises, promises.” He quirked his lips into a wide smile the likes of which his face hadn’t seen in years. He’d forgotten how much fun sensual teasing could be. He was usually too aggressive to even think about a joke. “Time’s a ticking. Léon is most efficient in his duties. The only thing that may delay him is whatever concoction he has bubbling on the stove for dinner.”

      She leaned down to hover over his mouth. Her warm breath sighed out against his face. He smelled the sweetness of her scent, no heavy cloying perfume but a hint of sage that made her smell as green and fresh as the outdoors. Their lips just inches apart, his heartbeat thudding like a bass drum inside his skull, he waited for her to close the distance.

      He knew she expected the Master to reach out and take control. He was curious how she’d react if he made her close the distance between them. Would she suspect him of some trick? Or would she be too shy to take what she wanted from him? Too hesitant because of her natural submissive inclinations?

      She locked her mouth over his. She inhaled his lips, her hunger as great as his own. He felt her desperation, the endless ache swelling within her. Emptiness, loneliness, and yes, the deep, raw need to wallow in pain, to let its molten heat blaze through her.

      A need that would lure him to the dark side.

      He opened his lips and she surged deeper, groaning against him. Her thumbs tugged at the corners of his mouth, urging him wider, trying to prod him into taking control. Fisting his hands, he fought down the urge to do exactly that. He wanted to give her a nice, safe kiss while he was able. They’d never have another first kiss, and he didn’t want her memory of it to be pain and darkness.

      Sucking on her tongue, he drew her deeper. God, he could drink her down, drain her dry, and still crave her taste. He raked his teeth over her tongue, reminding her of his threat, and it took every ounce of control not to sink his teeth harder and punish that tongue for daring to invade his mouth—so he could suck her deep again.

      Sliding her hands down his neck, she gripped his shoulders and pulled him closer, silently begging him. She made a little sound that sounded suspiciously like a sob. And then her teeth sank into his bottom lip.

      Growling, he clamped his left hand on the back of her neck and jerked her down so she fell against his chest. Yet she didn’t let go of his lip. Splinters of pain fired through his veins, pumping blood harder, faster through his body. She knew exactly what she was doing to him, too, because she gnawed harder, rubbing her teeth against that tender flesh while her tongue teased from the other side.

      He shifted his head and used his tongue to trap her upper lip in his own teeth. Now they were like two snarling dogs fighting over a bone, only to realize they’d latched on to each other instead. He rolled to his side and jerked her down, forcing her head lower than his, her body low to the floor.

      A knock at the door froze him. Breathing hard, he released her lip, and she let him pull his free. He tucked her face up against his shoulder, holding her close. “Thank you, Léon. Just leave them there. Shiloh will assist me.”

      “Certainly, sir. Dinner is ready when you are. I need to leave by seven thirty tonight.”

      “Understood.” Disappointment warred with relief. He’d planned to ask Shiloh to stay and eat with him, but if his assistant needed to leave, he didn’t want her here alone with him tonight. Not after that kiss. He didn’t trust himself not to chain her to his bed, the world—his cable channel’s season and her show—be damned. He joked to keep the mood light, “Watch out Dallas, Léon has a hot date.”

      “I wish.” His assistant laughed, his voice fading as he returned down the hallway. “Feel free to send a hot young man my way!”

      She clutched Victor’s neck, shaking against him. “I’m sorry,” she whispered. “I know you meant to be careful, but it wasn’t enough.”

      “You’re not going to make this easy on me, are you?”

      She shook her head and burrowed lower, sliding her nose deeper into his chest. “I can’t.”

      He laughed ruefully and sat up, drawing her with him. “I wouldn’t want you nearly as badly if you did. You’re quite the challenge, Shiloh.”

      Sitting back on her heels, she regarded him intently. “Is that a good or bad thing?”

      He smiled again to let her know how very much he appreciated the challenge. “It’s a terrible thing for my sanity. It’s going to give me very little sleep, lots of cold showers and long, exhausting workouts. Otherwise, it’s an excellent thing. I wouldn’t have you any other way.”

      She dipped her head and peeked up through her lashes in a very submissive posture that still managed to convey audacity. Evidently she’d seen through his thin attempt to politely screen his erection because she eyed the towel with interest. “I could help you with some of that.”

      Groaning, he averted his gaze from her tempting mouth. “Gather up the supplies outside the door so I can get you out of here intact.”

      Immediately she stood, went to the door and returned with a stack of ice packs and elastic bandages. “And then what?”

      “You’re going to ice my knee and allow Léon to escort you to your car or whatever transportation you use to go home.” She opened her mouth to object so he gave her the Master’s look that silenced her. “If he could stay awhile, I’d let him act as your chaperone so we could eat together, if you were free.”

      Her tongue flickered up to touch her upper lip that still bore red indentations from his teeth. “For you, I’m free.”
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        V’s Gift Blog:

        Call me crazy, but I think I finally have an answer to my dilemma.

        After months of my boss treating me exactly like every other employee, I’ve decided that I need a way to approach Him and express my interest—without Him calling security or having me committed to the insane asylum.

        Finally, it came to me. Without giving away too many details—after all, this is an anonymous blog—His company deals with television shows. So…what better way to approach Him than through television?

        Think about it. Reality shows are all the rage. Why not have a BDSM reality show? Surely in this big wide sexy world there are other similar shows so I could still hide behind my anonymity. It would be the perfect way for me to say, “Are you interested in playing with me?” Of course, I’m hoping He’ll say something like, “That depends, baby, on how hard you like to be whipped.”

        I don’t know if He uses a whip or a crop, chains or latex or other dungeon shit. I don’t care. I’ll try anything He’s into. This show would give me the perfect opportunity to not only advance my career but approach Him in a safe and non-threatening way.

        There’s just one problem: I’ll have to devise a show that He’ll actually want to participate in. No, that He feels compelled to win, and I intend to be His prize. After all, I’m V’s Gift.

        

      [image: ]
* * *

      On their brand-new set for America’s Next Top sub, Shiloh had never felt sexier. The outfit wasn’t exactly historically accurate, but from the darkness burning in Victor’s eyes, she’d accomplished her purpose. She wore a short muslin shift barely more than a tank top with a white corset over the top, lifting her breasts and pushing out her booty. To make the scene as sexy as possible, she wore white lacy high-cut panties that disappeared beneath the corset. Without any skirt or petticoat, her ass was barely covered enough for cable TV.

      Delicate pink stockings encased her legs to mid-thigh, tied with white ribbons, and she wore heels elaborately covered in sparkling crystals. Sweeping white feathers formed her mask, swan wings to frame her face and conceal most of her hair. She didn’t think her own mother would recognize her.

      Victor wore tall gleaming riding boots and black jodhpurs that concealed the protective brace on his knee. His shirt was plain white linen, loose and open at the neck with billowing sleeves tied at his wrists. She hadn’t dared ask, but he’d opted to leave his hair loose, glossy black and tousled about his shoulders. Black wings covered his face except for his mouth and eyes, sweeping tight to his head and down to his shoulders.

      Of course, the Master’s look was completed with his crop.

      She stared at that crop and her stomach turned to cold, hard lead, even while a rush of liquid warmth flooded her veins.

      “What’s the set up?”

      The distant, reserved tone of his voice helped her focus on the show, and not the Master. “This is the opening shot that will play at the beginning of every single episode. We didn’t want to associate our show with Silken every single time, so we chose a basic neutral shot here.”

      “Good.” He gave a curt nod, barely meeting her gaze. “Where do you want me?”

      It felt strange to give him orders, but he’d made her show runner. This was her idea. She wanted it to succeed on multiple levels, not the least of which was her career.

      She directed him to sit in a simple wooden chair with the crop in his lap. “The scene opens with you cleaning and preparing your equipment. The light will be focused on you, casting the rest of the area in shadows. When you’re satisfied with the gleam on the leather, stand up. The lighting will slowly brighten to show me at your feet, waiting for your attention. We need a few minutes of Master/slave play.” Her throat tightened, making her voice gruff. “Your choice.”

      “Excellent.” He smiled, and it was far from the mellow ease last night as he groaned beneath her hands. This man couldn’t wait to bring that crop down on her flesh. “I always thought we should eroticize the cleaning and care of our tools.”

      Mal snorted. “I think your tool gets plenty of care, V.”

      Chuckling, he spread his knees wider and picked up an oiled cloth. “Not yet.”

      He met Shiloh’s gaze and her nerves zinged as though she’d been electrocuted. He pointed the crop at the floor to his right. He didn’t have to say a word. From the tip of his smallest finger to the soles of his boots, the Master commanded her to kneel at his feet.

      That quickly, she slipped fully into the role of his submissive. The show meant nothing. This was their first scene, her chance to give him exactly what she’d been dreaming about. As gracefully as possible, she knelt where indicated and pressed her face to the floor six inches from his boot.

      

      Cameras rolled, lights blazed into his eyes, but Victor had one thought only: the woman waiting at his feet. He’d never enacted a scene for one of his shows before, although he was no stranger to performances. Sometimes it was hard to ignore the crowd; other times, the audience fed off the scene’s energy and multiplied it, frenzied as though they could feel his lust and power. That’s exactly what he wanted this scene, this entire show, to bring to Dallas.

      With slow, deliberate intent, he stroked the cloth over the leather, lovingly caring for the weapon that could bring so much pain. He’d carried it for years, and although he’d tried various other tools of the trade, he always came back to this crop. It fit his hand perfectly, flexible but stout with a wide tip that combined to make a wickedly vicious whoosh.

      “That’s good, V,” Mal called from the side. “It looks like you’re making love to the crop. Prepare for the lights to brighten.”

      He gripped the crop in both hands at either end and stood, letting the camera focus solely on the Master’s weapon. He wanted the viewers to lean toward the screen, breathless with anticipation about what he intended to do with it. Light flooded the floor, and someone off to the left gasped, even though they’d all known Shiloh was there.

      He raised both arms overhead and turned his body slightly, giving his profile to the camera. Poised, he waited what seemed like an eternity, and then he jerked his left hand down toward his thigh. The crop whistled through the air. Leather smacked against his thigh in a satisfying crack. The stinging cut of the crop heightened his senses, focusing his mind and body on one thing only.

      Dominion.

      Shiloh’s hand crept out to touch his boot, begging for the next blow.

      He waited until she wrapped her hand around his ankle, and then he reached down, seized a handful of her hair at her nape, and hauled her up to her knees. Bending down, he glared into her eyes. “Why are you here?”

      He chose to say those words because that’s how he always opened a serious scene, and while this scene might be taped for a show, it was real, serious, heavy shit, to him at least. He wanted to make sure she had committed to it as much as he did. Unscripted, her responses would reveal her true intentions. What did she expect to get out of a scene with him?

      “To submit to you, Master.”

      He straightened slightly, widening his stance, his left arm held out and back to the side, keeping the crop visible for the shot. “What may I do to you?”

      “Anything you want, Master.”

      Ah, yes, she couldn’t have given him a more perfect response.

      He drew her closer, deliberately lifting her face toward his crotch. She made it look pretty instead of vulgar, her back arched, her gorgeous ass lifted to tempt him. Even if they were alone, he wouldn’t have let her touch him. He merely wanted to torment her with what she couldn’t have. Not until she’d satisfied his other urges.

      Her lips were soft, open, her face hauntingly beautiful with the stark lights blaring down on her and feathers curled about her cheeks. She resisted his grip, pulling her own hair in order to lean closer, trying to get her mouth on him.

      The lights dimmed, breaking the moment.

      “Hold on just a minute,” Mal said to him, then louder, “Bring up the backlights. This next part we want only their silhouette. Okay, good. When you’re ready, V.”

      “Ready for what?” Someone asked in a loud whisper.

      He whipped the crop over his head and brought it crashing down on Shiloh’s buttocks.

      She let out a low, throaty moan that tore at his control. He knew the blistering fire that had exploded on her skin, the deep throbbing pain despite his care to control his arm. He never started as heavy as he would end. Even as a sadist, he took care to begin with a sensual blow and not a cutting one backed by his full strength.

      However, after denying his darker urges for so long, he was close to coming from that blissful sound of her cry alone. To reward her, he let her rub her face high on his thigh.

      Shocked silence hung over the set for several long seconds, and then his crew erupted into cheers.

      “Bring the lights up,” Mal said. “Let’s see the whole thing from the beginning and see if we need to re-shoot.”

      Victor clenched his fist on the crop, grinding his teeth with fury. He did not want to stop. He did not want to sit down and watch the tape. He wanted—

      Shiloh stared up at him, her eyes wide, glistening with tears, pleading. “Please.”

      Don’t stop.

      

      People talked and moved about the room, babbling words she couldn’t seem to understand. The lights hurt her eyes. Her ass stung, the sweet burn of his single blow a mere taste to whet her appetite for more.

      But I’m not getting more any time soon.

      The thought made her eyes fill up with tears.

      Victor loosened his grip on her hair and straightened, breaking the fierce bond he’d formed as the Master. Cut free so suddenly, she wavered, dizzy and sick, too deep into the mental zone he’d already created.

      She ducked her head and gripped her thighs, digging her fingers into her flesh as hard as possible. She couldn’t function for the show like this.

      “Come here, baby.” Hands gentler than she expected, he gripped her upper arms and pulled her up to sit in his lap. She clung to him, hiding her face against his throat. His skin was hot, his pulse thudding as hard as hers. “Give us a minute. She’s all right,” he said to someone. “She’s still deep in the scene. It’s hard to shift her mind back from the game and focus on business.”

      His left hand stroked her buttock, unerringly locating the stripe he’d given her. His fingers danced along the welt and her breath caught in her throat.

      “What’s your safeword, Shiloh? That might help bring you back to the present a little quicker.”

      “I don’t know,” she mumbled against his neck.

      His fingers stilled, and she felt his sudden intensity in the tensing of his thighs beneath her. “How can you not have a safeword?”

      Talking helped return her clarity. She sat up straighter, curious to see why he was so annoyed—or alarmed?—by her answer. “I haven’t needed one.”

      His eyes were smoldering midnight coals in the harsh planes of his face. “You’ve done a scene before. You’re too well trained and comfortable with play to not know the basics. Every sub has a safeword, Shiloh, or they shouldn’t play. No Dominant who gives a damn would even consider playing with a sub who couldn’t tell them when to stop.”

      “I know the rules,” she replied defensively, stiffening her shoulders. “I was taught by a very caring Dominant years ago.”

      “And he never gave you a word to stop him?” Victor made a disgusted sound. “Then he wasn’t so very caring.”

      Her cheeks heated. She glanced about to ensure most of the crew had stepped aside, giving them a little space as he’d requested. “I had a word with him but we never used it. There was no need. Besides, I don’t want to use the same word with you. It’d be like wearing another woman’s engagement ring.”

      A muscle ticked in his jaw at her deliberate jibe. “Why did you have no need for the most basic beginning rule of the scene?”

      “He couldn’t hurt me enough to make me use it.”

      His fingers prodded the sore spot on her buttock. “Couldn’t, or wouldn’t?”

      “Couldn’t. That’s why we mutually agreed to part ways. Besides, he was much older. We never planned to have a future together. He was merely teaching me what I needed to know to protect myself.”

      Victor muttered beneath his breath. “From men like me.”

      She jerked away and stood up, staring him in the eye proudly. “I don’t need protection from you, Victor Connagher. I can take whatever you dish out.”

      With menacing grace, he stood, towering over her with a fierce scowl on his face. “You will have a safeword.”

      “Fine,” she snapped, whirling away only to jerk to a halt.

      Sweet and pure like an angel, Kimberly stared, her perfect bow mouth falling open into a delicate O.

      Tears clogged Shiloh’s throat, but she kept her head high. If he wanted to hear her whining and crying out a safeword like the white flag of surrender, then maybe he really would prefer to have the fragile woman. She’d certainly beg and sob prettily.

      Deliberately cocking her hips in a blatant dare, Shiloh paused and glanced back over her shoulder at him. She reached back to lightly stroke the fading welt he’d given her. Her eyes burned and her lips trembled, because the pain was already gone. His mark was fading, and now he wanted something that she feared she wouldn’t be able to give.

      With a little jerk of her chin, she marched off set. “My safeword is chutzpah.”
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      Changing into her jeans, Shiloh struggled to regain her balance. Even though Victor was obviously interested, she hadn’t expected it to be easy. No Master of his ilk would ever make it easy to win his heart.

      She could scream and plead with the best of them once the whipping began. That she was begging for more, harder, faster…well, she’d have to see what he thought. As soon as she stepped out of the dressing room, however, her hard-won confidence was immediately rattled.

      “Hi,” Kimberly said in that sweet voice that grated on Shiloh’s nerves. “Could we talk a moment?”

      The last thing she wanted to do was talk to Victor’s ex-fiancée, but her mother had raised her to be more than a bitch. Mostly. “Sure.”

      “When we talked yesterday at Silken, I had no idea that you were dating Victor.”

      “I’m not exactly dating him.” Shiloh fought to keep her face smooth and not bare her teeth at the woman. “I didn’t know you’d been engaged to him, either.”

      “That makes us even, then.”

      Barely, Shiloh bit back her frustration and jealousy. Hell no, that didn’t make them even, not by a long shot. He’d planned to give her his name.

      The woman stepped closer and lowered her voice. “We don’t know each other yet, so I’m sorry to ask such a personal question, but I really need to know. May I?”

      Whatever her past with Victor, Kimberly was polite and gracious. The least Shiloh could do was talk to her. Maybe she’d learn something that would help her figure out his hang-ups about her safeword. “As long as it stays between you and me.”

      Kimberly’s eyes were big and dark in her creamy face, her voice serious. “When he used his crop just now, did it hurt?”

      Shiloh shrugged. “Of course.”

      “And that didn’t bother you?”

      “I liked it.”

      Kimberly’s lips curved into a startlingly beautiful smile. “I’m glad, then. I’m so happy for you.”

      Shiloh shut her mouth and tried not to gulp like a fish. “What?”

      The other woman linked arms with her and laughed softly. “I felt horrible when I learned the truth.” She lowered her voice, so Shiloh leaned closer, listening intently. “I had no idea he struggled to keep that side of him hidden from me, not until we were already engaged. I just couldn’t take it, Shiloh. I couldn’t take his crop.” Her voice caught, breaking with emotion. “I hated the pain, but more, I hated failing him.”

      Shiloh wasn’t surprised to see tears in the woman’s eyes. What did surprise her was the compassion she felt. Her own lips wobbled in sympathy. She knew exactly how wretched it felt to fail to please the Master, especially when she wanted to so very badly. “You didn’t do a scene with him beforehand?”

      “Of course we did. Before we were a couple, I even saw him with other women. But he was always so calm and controlled. Even when he did a heavier scene, I always assumed he was only acting out what the sub wanted. It never occurred to me that’s what he wanted. What he needed. And I couldn’t give him that. I know it hurt him when I broke up with him, but I couldn’t have made him happy. Not like he deserved.”

      “You really did love him.”

      Wiping her tears away, Kimberly nodded and tried to laugh, but it came out more like a hiccupped sob. “I did. But he deserves more than a half-life with someone who can’t meet his needs. He deserves you.”

      

      “Now that’s got to be a sight that makes your blood run cold.” Mal nodded her head toward the two women returning to the set. Shiloh walked arm in arm with his ex-fiancée and they had their heads very close together. “At least they’re not clawing each other’s eyes out.”

      It did indeed. Victor’s heart weighed heavy as though the blood had pooled and frozen there, unable to flow. He could only imagine the horror stories Kimberly was sharing with her.

      Watching Shiloh, he heard the madness whispering again in the back of his mind: No safeword. She has no safeword. No limit. No need for protection and safety. Until me.

      He knew he should be worried, if not downright terrified, but lust had unfurled sharp claws deep in his stomach. He ached to test her. He burned to find her limit and stake his territory there as brutally as only a sadist could.

      His fucked-up pride insisted that he find a way to force her into surrendering her safeword. Only to me.

      He averted his gaze. “Shiloh wouldn’t stoop to that.”

      “The hell she wouldn’t.” Mal arched a brow at him. “If she thought she could win you that way, she’d shred that woman into ribbons. But if she thinks you’d rather have Kimberly…” His friend shook her head as though she couldn’t bring herself to believe he’d be that stupid and blind. “Well, Shiloh certainly has the class to walk away.”

      He gritted his teeth and fisted his hand tighter on his crop. “I won’t let her go.”

      “Does she know that?” Mal asked. “Because I didn’t get the impression she was too happy with you when she walked away earlier.”

      He breathed in deeply and concentrated on relaxing each muscle in his body until he stood loose and comfortable instead of vibrating on the edge of violence. “She challenged me.”

      Laughing with not nearly enough sympathy in his opinion, Mal took her seat at the end of the plain office table they’d set up for judging. “The worst thing a sub can do is dangle a challenge before a Dominant, let alone Master V.”

      The man on the opposite end of the table joined in the amusement at his expense. “That’s like waltzing into the bull’s pen and whacking him on the nose.”

      “I’m reminded why I never liked you much.” Victor had to take the middle chair, which only served to irritate him more. “You’re too dainty to be a Dominant.”

      Although Patrick was shorter than Mal, the female submissives at Silken had always flocked to his Hollywood good looks. They took one look at Victor with the crop in his hand…and fled in the opposite direction.

      “If you didn’t snort fire, blast thunderbolts from your eyes and trample anyone who even thinks about approaching you for a scene, then maybe I wouldn’t call you a bull.”

      “At least bulls are well hung.”

      “Now, now, we don’t need to get into a measuring contest,” Mal broke in. “We’ve got a show to tape.”

      Patrick slapped him on the back good-naturedly. Victor thought really hard about breaking his arm. “Let’s get this show going. I could use another pony or two in my stable.”

      “You guys are off to a great start.”

      Mal’s smirk sent Victor’s suspicions to high alert. He glanced over at the cameras. Hell, red light. Tape was rolling. Grudgingly, he had to admit that was well done of her. The bantering between him and Patrick—half friendly, half serious—wouldn’t have happened if they knew they were being filmed, and it was personal elements like that which would make or break the show.

      “Let’s see the first contestant before the Dominants begin pounding each other to relieve some of their aggression.”

      Two hours of head-bashing frustration and laugh-out-loud hilarity followed. Victor had no idea where Mal and Shiloh had scrounged up so many contestants. They covered the range of everything from “I want to be on TV—wait, what if Mom sees this?”—with which Victor certainly sympathized—to “Oh my God, this guy’s crazy—call the police.”

      If the contestant had even a somewhat sane personality, the judges took turns giving them little commands. Patrick asked one woman to remove her panties. She did so…and tossed them in his face. He tilted his head back, dangling the scrap of silk from his nose. “She’s a keeper.”

      Mal tried the same thing, only to have the male contestant moon the panel and stomp off set indignantly.

      Victor had to admit that he hadn’t had such fun in years. Dallas viewers were going to eat this up and beg for more. So far, they’d managed to include the best and worst of reality TV, yet Shiloh still managed to convey the more somber realities of alternative lifestyles.

      A young man in his early twenties walked in and went to his knees before the table with no prompting from the judges. His identity was masked by a metal helmet that made him look like some kind of alien bug, emphasized by skintight lime green pants and matching shirt. Despite the contestant’s costume, Victor had no trouble recognizing Brandon, VCONN’s most talented computer effects programmer.

      In her best Mistress voice, Mal asked, “Why do you want to be America’s Next Top sub?”

      “I’ve been trying to find a Master for years.” Really getting into his part, Brandon wrung his hands with desperation and his eyes glistened in the stage lights. “I’m tired of hanging out in bars trying to find a man who knows exactly what I like. Without…” The young man bowed his head and sobbed loudly.

      Victor didn’t need him to complete his sentence. Without injuring me.

      Gay male submissives abounded with few trained Dominants available to take care of them. All too often, they went home with someone a little too edgy without a steady Dominant’s control, and they ended up hurt. Or dead.

      Victor knew Brandon was gay, but he’d never seen him at Silken before he quit going. He hoped the young man was merely acting, because he hated to hear about this kind of story, especially from one of his employees.

      “I’m sorry,” Patrick said gently. “I’m not homosexual.”

      The young man peered up at Victor and gulped, his Adam’s apple bobbing nervously.

      “Nor I,” he said, and before asked, “and no, we can’t pretend just to help you get off. Domination and submission are sex for us.”

      Brandon’s blush rushed down his neck, clearly visible despite the helmet mask covering his head. “I know, sir. That’s why I need it.” He looked to Mal and his shoulders slumped with defeat. “You neither I suppose.”

      “Next round, we’ll have a homosexual Dominant,” Victor promised, meeting Shiloh’s gaze to make sure she heard. She gave him a little nod and jotted a note in her planner. “Try back then.” He made a mental note to ask her and Mal privately if Brandon was a plant—or if he seriously needed help. Victor would make sure he got it.

      The next contestant was Ryan. He stood before the judges, eyes lowered like a proper submissive, but any Mistress worth her salt would recognize the defiance in him. His shoulders were tight, and he kept wiping his palms on his pants. Mal asked him a few questions, and he kept licking his lips and tugging on his ear, both signs of nervousness. If a woman gave Victor those signals, she’d be a definite no, no matter how physically attractive he found her.

      “Kneel,” Mal ordered in a deceptively pleasant voice.

      Ryan did so immediately and kept his gaze down, good, typical submissive behavior, but his shoulders were still too stiff.

      Mal left her chair and walked around him in a circle, casually looking him over like he was a horse for sale at the fairgrounds. “On your face.”

      His shoulders vibrated briefly and then he leaned forward to do as she ordered. That slight hesitation was a failing grade. Victor would have struck him a sharp blow across the shoulders with the crop if this were his scene, and then walked off in disgust.

      “Kiss my feet.”

      Ryan jerked his head forward and gave a quick peck to the toe of her Jimmy Choo’s.

      Turning away smoothly, Mal returned to her seat and didn’t spare him another glance. “No.”

      Ryan stumbled to his feet. “What? Why? What’d I do wrong?”

      “Everything. I wouldn’t let you rub my feet, let alone warm my bed.” Mal planted both hands on the table and glared at the trembling man. “If a Mistress tells you to kiss her feet, you make love to her feet. You shine her shoes with your breath and wash them with your saliva. If she’s barefoot, you lick each toe until she tells you to stop. You’d never survive as my submissive, and you’re certainly not fit to be on this show.”

      Clenching his hands at his side, Ryan trembled, his face red but sincere. “Please, Mistress, let me try again. I can do better. I didn’t know what you wanted. Train me! I’d be perfect! Give me another chance!”

      With a small jerk of her head toward Victor, she silently asked him to make a statement. Letting his cruelest Master smile twist his mouth, he slammed the crop down on the table in a loud crash. The other man paled, gulped, and raced for the door.

      Another contestant stepped forward, and his amusement at Ryan’s retreat faded. Kimberly stood before the table, demure and pretty in a baby blue dress that displayed her figure to perfection.

      Sitting back down, Mal gave him her sweetest—and most alarming, for anyone who truly knew her—smile. “This one’s all yours, V.”
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      From the sidelines, Shiloh willed herself to view the scene as the show runner and not as a competitor for Master V’s affections. They needed a woman who was a terrific sub but had a very low tolerance for pain. Beautiful, graceful and well trained, Kimberly was perfect.

      However, watching him rise from his chair and approach his ex-fiancée with that small smile flickering on his lips was like a knife in the heart.

      “Why do you want to be on America’s Next Top sub?”

      Jealousy burned in Shiloh’s gut. Had he ever used that silky voice for her? Even when he called her baby it came out with barbs and hooks to dig into her psyche.

      “I want to serve,” Kimberly whispered. God, she even made trembling look fantastic.

      “Do you want to serve me?”

      “If that is your will, sir.”

      He walked around her, lightly tapping the tip of his crop on his boot. Arching his brow, he released a pleased little sound at her rear view.

      For the camera’s sake, Shiloh retorted silently. He’s putting on a good show. Nothing else. Right?

      He sauntered back around to stand in front of Kimberly. Leaning down, he whispered in her ear, but loudly enough for the cameras to pick it up. “I think you’re afraid of me.”

      “A little,” she replied in a tremulous voice.

      Staring over her shoulder directly into Shiloh’s eyes, he smirked. “More than a little, I’d say. I can hear your teeth chattering.”

      “I’m sorry, sir. I can’t help it.”

      “I didn’t say it was a problem.” He straightened and winked at the camera. “I like my sub to be afraid of me and worry about what I might do with this crop. How hard will I strike? Where? For how long? Will my arm tire? Will my will fade? How long can you endure the pain simply because I want you to? Or will you crumple at the first blow and give me your safeword? You do have a safeword, right?”

      Shiloh fisted her hands and clenched her jaws, fighting to remain calm and unmoved by his taunting. So much of what he was saying to Kimberly, he was also saying to her. Warning her.

      “Yes, sir, of course.”

      “You’re afraid of my crop.” Lightly, he stroked the tip over Kimberly’s bare arm, his voice gentle and sure. “You already hate it.”

      She flinched and hung her head. “Yes, sir.”

      “Good. You should always fear the Master.” Victor returned to his seat. “You may remain until you fail me.”

      Keeping her head down and avoiding the camera, Kimberly rushed off the set. She saw Shiloh watching and hesitated. Her mascara had run in black pools down her lovely face. Her nose was red, her eyes accusing, See what kind of man he is? Averting her face, she pushed by the remaining contestants, bumping them out of her way to make her escape.

      In that moment, Shiloh hated him, just a little.

      He knew full well how much Kimberly had cared for him. She’d been shocked and scared when the darker side of the Master had been revealed after he’d taken such pains to conceal the sadist for so long. After their talk earlier, Shiloh couldn’t help but like the woman, even though the thought of her with Victor—making love to him, his tenderness, his exquisite care not to alarm her for months—drove her insane with jealousy.

      He hurt Kimberly deliberately, and not just for the sake of the show. Those harsh words from the man she’d once loved had devastated her gentle soul. She knew she’d failed him, and nothing hurt a submissive as much as disappointing her Dominant, especially when in a committed relationship.

      He locked gazes with Shiloh again, his mouth still twisted with brutal intent. Shadows had swallowed his blue eyes, clouding them over like a thunderstorm. He stroked the crop, running his fingers over it lovingly, and she knew what he was thinking. Despite—or rather, because of—Kimberly’s fear, he yearned to bring that leather down on her tender flesh just so she would scream out her safeword and quit.

      Pitiless, he radiated his need to raze and ravage and punish.

      He hurt her because he enjoyed it. And he’s going to hurt me too.

      

      Impatient, Victor checked his watch for the hundredth time. They’d been taping for hours with very few breaks. A thirty minute lunch of cold cuts ordered in from the deli down the street had come and gone ages ago. Sitting here watching Mal coo and torment her sub like she hadn’t played with every single part of his body a thousand times and more made Victor want to throw up.

      His frustration simmered hotter, flashing toward ignition. Shiloh hadn’t even looked at him for at least an hour. He knew, because he could sense her attention like a quarterback blitz from his blind side, and he hadn’t felt that tingle since Kimberly had raced off the set in tears.

      Damn it all to hell, what did Shiloh want from him? If he’d been nice to his ex-girlfriend, she would have been even more pissed at him. So he’d been mean, all sadist, getting a few digs in to help salve his wounded pride—she had dumped him, remember?—and now Shiloh refused to look at him.

      At the last break, he’d jerked his hair back into a ponytail. He hadn’t intended to leave it loose for so long anyway. When he’d seen that the morning’s taping order listed a scene with just the two of them, he’d tried to send her a subtle message. Evidently a fucking waste of time.

      God, he ached so badly he wanted to toss the table aside and beat the shit out of anybody who stood between him and Shiloh. Maybe he’d just throw her across the table and give her his crop for the camera. She wanted it. He knew she’d enjoyed the single stroke he’d given her this morning. She sure as hell wouldn’t flinch away when he touched her with it. She’d arch her back and beg him for more.

      Merciless hunger gnawed in the pit of his stomach until his fingers ached on the crop’s handle and his breathing rasped too loud. “Enough,” he broke in. “Tell him to stay or get the hell out of here, I don’t care. How many more contestants remain?”

      Mal managed to look a bit guilty as she returned to her seat. Andy swaggered off the set with a knowing little smirk that made Victor grind his teeth together. There was something about that young man that jarred his instincts. He definitely liked Mal’s type of scene; he gleefully took whatever his Mistress saw fit to give him. But for a sub, he seemed to hold something back.

      It wasn’t his body. He displayed none of the hesitations that Ryan had so skillfully demonstrated as the prideful sub. Andy had secrets, and Victor was fairly certain that his friend was too besotted with her young man to care. Perhaps it was no coincidence that it had been Mal’s show that was leaked to KDSX.

      “Only one,” Mal replied.

      One. That meant Shiloh. He closed his eyes and pulled his hair tighter, giving himself a mental shake. Control, V. You can do this without crossing the line. Remember the cameras. Remember the show. Focus on the end zone.

      Patrick stood. “I’ll handle this one.”

      Victor’s eyes flew open. He planted his palms on the table and started to rise. Fury pulsed in him, so ugly and vicious that he made himself stop. Sit down. Release his death grip on the crop.

      Shiloh halted a few feet from the table and gave him a pleading, panicked look that made him feel a bit better. He managed to give her a little nod of encouragement, and then narrowed his gaze on the other Dominant.

      Nobody was going to lay a finger on her. Nobody was going to hurt her. Nobody but him.

      

      The Master had given her the nod. He wanted her to do this scene. Whatever that entailed.

      She shouldn’t feel betrayed. After all, Victor hadn’t laid formal claim to her. She wasn’t truly his sub. She wasn’t really dating him. The most she could say was that she worked for his company, and now they were doing a reality show together.

      Absently, she rubbed at her breastbone and tried to slow her frantic pulse.

      “You don’t look like top sub material to me.” The Dominant named Patrick made the same lazy circle about her that they others had done around their interested subs. “Are you sure you’re in the right place, honey?”

      “If this is America’s Next Top sub, then yes, I’m in the right place.”

      Patrick tsked and paused off to the side, gripping his chin in contemplation. His fingers were long and graceful, an artist’s, or perhaps a pianist’s. She couldn’t see him lifting a weapon with any real force. “That’s what I mean, honey. You don’t have the right attitude. The other contestants have all been smart enough to say sir, ma’am, or even Master or Mistress. They’ve ducked their heads and shown the proper respect.”

      “I haven’t agreed to play with any of you, so why should I kneel?” Shiloh kept her voice pleasant and made direct eye contact. “Until we come to some sort of agreement, I’m a person, not a submissive.”

      “Very good,” Patrick purred, giving her an appreciative nod. “Smart and spirited, a formidable combination. The spirited fillies are always the most fun to break, wouldn’t you agree, V?”

      “Ponies aren’t my kink, Pat.”

      Evidently Master V didn’t need his crop to land a perfectly placed blow, because the other man’s face reddened. “Oh, I don’t know. I think this little filly would look quite fetching in a bridle. Would you like to play with me, honey? I’ll teach you to whinny real pretty.”

      Shiloh didn’t try to stop the laughter that burst out of her lips. “Um, no thanks. That’s not my kink, neither.”

      Still and coiled like a poisonous viper, Patrick stared at her much too intently for her liking. “What is your kink?”

      Stupid, she knew, to irritate a Dominant, especially on this show. She’d have to interact with him and Mal to succeed in the challenges, but she just couldn’t help herself. “I don’t feel inclined to share that information with you at this time.”

      “Would you be inclined to share with Master V?”

      She couldn’t help but look at Victor. He gripped his crop, his eyes heavy lidded and snapping with fire. Her knees went weak. “Yes.”

      She was too absorbed in staring at him to notice that Patrick had circled behind her, until he whispered in her ear. “So fierce. So mean and cruel and hard. Aren’t you afraid of that crop, honey?”

      Swallowing her saliva, she shook her head, not trusting her voice.

      “Ah,” Patrick breathed out, making her shudder. His breath on her made her skin crawl. “So pain is your kink. I neglected to tell you that I can do things with a long-tailed whip that my friend here can only dream about. Would you like me to bring out my favorite toy, honey?”

      Before she’d met Victor, she might have been tempted. She didn’t feel any attraction whatsoever when she looked at Patrick. He didn’t turn her on. His whip might have…before she’d seen the crop in Victor’s hand.

      “My whip can kiss your body as gently as an angel’s wings.” Patrick leaned in and nibbled on her ear. “Or I can split your back wide open. How do you like it, honey?”

      She jerked her head away but didn’t back down or lower her gaze in surrender. She had nothing to fear from him. She owed him nothing. “Not interested. Sorry.”

      Laughing softly, Patrick bowed deeply to her. “Don’t cry later and claim that I didn’t try to save you.” He returned to his seat, oblivious to the daggers stabbing out of the other Dominant’s eyes. “Who do you want to play with, honey?”

      “I want the Master,” she rasped out, “with the riding crop.”

      

      “This ought to be good,” Mal said with a laugh. “Test her thoroughly, V.”

      Focused entirely on Shiloh, Victor barely heard her. He controlled each movement, forcing himself to move with slow, deliberate care. He even managed a friendly pat to Patrick’s back that didn’t knock the man unconscious.

      He halted in front of Shiloh and simply looked at her, unblinking and intent.

      Bowing her head, she whispered, “Master.”

      “Do you want to play with me?”

      “Very much, Master.”

      After endless hours of taping, this is what he’d been waiting for. He’d been waiting for this since yesterday when she’d first looked into his eyes and let him squeeze her hand until her knees gave out.

      No. He’d been waiting for this moment his whole life.

      He stepped off to her side, keeping the camera in sight. Landing a single, teasingly light tap to her outer thigh, he asked, “Are you sure?”

      He was sure the camera had zoomed in to catch the moan that escaped her lips, the heaving of her breasts as she struggled to breathe. “Yes, Master, please!”

      He flicked the crop out again. She sucked in her breath and quivered, but she didn’t cry out. There was no need. Even Kimberly could have borne that much pain, if she wasn’t so terrified of him.

      “Are you into punishment?”

      “No, sir.”

      That surprised him. “You haven’t been a very naughty girl? You haven’t had any dirty thoughts you want to be spanked for?”

      “No, sir.” Although she arched a brow back at him and gave him that saucy grin that made him want to crush her mouth beneath his. “I admit that I’ve certainly had dirty thoughts ever since I came onto this set, but would you rather play silly games to decide that I needed punishing? Or simply have your sub come on out and ask you for what she wanted?”

      “That depends.” He smiled, all punishing teeth and domination. “On what you want.”

      “I want you to whip me until you can’t lift your arm.”

      Drums reverberated in his head. The show. Make it hot for the show. Don’t scare her away. Not yet.

      “As a sadist, I admit that I don’t hear that request very often.” Somehow, he managed to laugh instead of drag her upstairs to do exactly that. He assumed she’d come up with some pseudonym for the show to hide her identity. “What may I call you other than mine?”

      “Gift.”

      “Gift,” he drawled out thoughtfully. He stepped closer so they were face to face, well into her personal space. Reaching behind her, he gave her a harder blow to the back of her leg. “That’s a nice name. Why do you think you should be V’s Gift?”

      She swayed slightly but didn’t press closer or fall against him. “I can take whatever you give me, Master.”

      “Despite the generosity of your name, you’ve got this all wrong, Gift. You’re not taking anything.” He brought the crop down slightly harder, but if she enjoyed pain as much as she said, this was nothing but teasing for her. “You’re going to give me everything.”

      Staring up into his eyes, she whispered fervently, “Take everything I’ve got, Master.”

      “Cut,” Mal called out. “Whew, V, I was right about you two. I’m surprised you haven’t melted the cameras yet.”

      Staring down into Shiloh’s eyes, he fought for control. Her crisp, fresh scent of sage filled his nose, so much better than the cloyingly sweet powder scent that Kimberly wore. Shiloh’s eyes were dilated and dark with arousal. Her breathing came in soft, frantic pants. Sweat dampened her upper lip, and it was all he could do not to lick and bite that lip as he’d done last night.

      He dropped a hand to her waist to steady her, but stepped back out of her space. She took a deep breath and smiled tremulously, but she hadn’t gone as deep as their first scene.

      Because I gave her a sharper blow this morning.

      God help him, she might really be a full-blown masochist, the rare breed of submissive who relished all the punishment a top could dish out. The kind of sub he could injure dreadfully and not realize it until later.

      Shame pulsed in him, as dark and raw as the need to lay her down across his bed and use his crop on her until they both came. He buried that need, chaining away the beast that snarled and clawed, ravenous for her pain, her cries and the unmistakable sound of leather striking her lush body.

      He turned away and slapped the CEO mask back onto his face. Another lock, another barrier to hide the wretched lust blazing inside him. “That’s a wrap for taping today, but I want our editors burning the midnight oil and ready to show me the first cut for the premiere at eight o’clock tomorrow morning. Taping begins at nine.”

      Shiloh moved to exit with the rest of the crew, but he caught her arm and smiled as softly as he could manage, drawing her back to stand beside him. “Mal, can you join us for dinner? I’d like to talk through what the next episode will entail.”

      “For Léon’s masterpieces, absolutely.” Mal couldn’t hide the incredulity flashing in her eyes. “I was going to be alone for dinner tonight anyway.”

      He knew his friend must be busting at the seams with questions. Sure, he hated the idea of company during his first semi-date with Shiloh off the set. However, he needed someone present to make sure he didn’t do something unforgivable, both for her sake and the show’s. If he damaged her too badly to continue taping, or frightened her so badly she quit, then VCONN’s season would truly end up in the shitter.

      He leaned down and brushed his mouth against her ear. “Are you free?”

      “I already told you,” she said in an even, flat voice. “For you, I’m free.”

      He regretted the disappointment flattening her mouth and dulling the fire in her eyes. Tightening his fingers on her arm, he tried to put some of that molten heat back into her gaze. “Then consider yourself claimed.”

      Her eyes narrowed. “Do I get to spend the night?”

      A rush of lust hammered him to the ground and threatened to tear down every single control he’d managed to lock into place. “No,” he growled out. “I’ll drive you home.”

      Why did it sound like he was trying to convince himself?
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      Standing outside the penthouse entry, Shiloh thought really hard about turning around and heading back downstairs. Yesterday, Léon had directed her back down one level to the fitness area, so she hadn’t glimpsed much of Victor’s home. From the expensive, tasteful décor of VCONN Tower, she could only assume his private apartment would be as sumptuous as the man himself.

      And here I am dressed in jeans and a T-shirt.

      He wanted to see storyboards for tomorrow’s taping, so she hadn’t had time to run home and change into something less comfortable and sexier to tempt the Master. Why bother if they were going to have company and then he was going to drive her straight home? It wouldn’t matter that she was exhausted, less than fresh and gritty-eyed from long hours at work.

      Within seconds of ringing the doorbell, Léon welcomed her inside. “Come in, Ms. Holmes, welcome. It’s so good to see you again.”

      After meeting him, she’d known her original assumption that he might have a sexual relationship with Victor was highly unlikely. Trim and wiry with a wide, easy smile, Léon might be gay, but he gave off a very obvious Dominant vibe to anyone used to paying attention. Nothing menacing like Victor, but Léon was definitely a man who would be in control of the relationship. “Thank you, Léon. Is Mr. Connagher home?”

      “He’s waiting for you with Ms. Kannes. Right this way.”

      The two biggest executives of the company were waiting for her. Not the Master and the Mistress. Nervous, she followed Léon down the hallway, running every detail of the show through her mind. However, the room where they waited was relaxed and comfortable. Victor lounged on red silk cushions at a low Japanese-style teak table with Mal across from him. The wine bottle had been open long enough for Mal to have a little extra smoke in her voice, while Victor…

      Eyes blazing like molten sapphires, he reached up to lay claim to her arm and drew her down to sit beside him. “Thank you, Léon. Give us a half hour before serving. She needs to catch us up on what tomorrow holds.”

      With a knowing wink, the young man bowed and shut the door.

      “What’s your pleasure, red or white? Or Léon can bring you something from the bar.”

      Her pleasure would be red, all red, her ass on fire. Somehow she managed to say, “Whatever you’re having,” around the tightness in her throat.

      A muscle ticked in Victor’s cheek as though he’d heard her thoughts. He poured her a glass from the open bottle and then leaned back and dropped his arm around her.

      His heat and scent enveloped her. He’d showered and changed, so unfair, and he smelled like soap and cotton hot from the dryer. Dressed in loose black drawstring pants and a matching tunic, he could almost be wearing pajamas. The Master almost managed to be as relaxed as he’d been after her massage last night.

      “So are you heading down to Texas A&M for the big game this year?” Mal asked.

      Casually, he rubbed the pads of his fingers over Shiloh’s bare arm. “I doubt it. Mama’s heading north for Thanksgiving this year with her mother, Miss Belle, to meet my little brother’s new girlfriend. She’s already nagging me to come with her.” He brushed his mouth against her cheek and she could barely keep back the sigh that threatened to escape. “What are you doing for Thanksgiving?”

      “My mom remarried and lives in California. She always invites me, and I always refuse to go.”

      Mal swirled her glass. “Family issues, or simply the long travel time?” Shiloh hesitated, and the other woman smiled apologetically. “Sorry, didn’t mean to get too personal. Although Mama despises my choice in men and V bitches and moans about how much his Mama nags him to get married and churn out those grandbabies, we’re both very close to our mothers. It saddens me when my friends are having family issues.”

      She might have only really known these two for a few days, but the demands of running the show and its intense subject matter made Shiloh feel like they had the beginnings of friendship. Real friendship—the kind where people talked about old hurts that shadowed the soul. “My Dad passed away about fifteen years ago and he left a huge void in Mom’s life. She’d never lived on her own. She had no idea what their finances were like, how to pay bills, how much life insurance he had. Luckily Dad had seen to everything for her, but she just couldn’t bear to be alone. She needed a man to take care of things for her, and for her to cook and coddle.

      “Randall fits the bill and he’s a nice enough guy. He has a huge extended family and she adores them all. I went out a few years ago and I didn’t know anybody. I felt really uncomfortable, and ever since…” Shiloh’s throat suddenly closed off. Horrified, she realized she’d almost told them her darkest secret, the thing she was most ashamed of.

      The sadist in Victor perked up, hungry for pain and embarrassment, even if he hadn’t caused it. He shifted beside her and tilted her face up to his with his right hand. He didn’t have to order her to tell the rest; she couldn’t refuse the intensity burning in his eyes.

      “The mentor I mentioned was actually one of Mom’s friends before she remarried. They’d had coffee a few times, but he was more interested in me.” She forced out a laugh, trying to blow off the guilt churning in her stomach. She’d never forget the look on her mother’s face when she’d stopped over unexpectedly and caught her daughter bent over her friend’s lap while he used his belt on her ass. “Needless to say, Mom’s never been real comfortable when I’m around Randall, just in case I have designs on him too. She’d rather come see me. At least that would give us the chance to do things just the two of us. If she ever comes.”

      Eyes softening, Victor pulled her closer so she nestled into his side. “Do you talk often?”

      She pressed her face against his chest, breathed his scent, and some of the pain that had been lodged in her heart all these years fluttered away, disappearing as though he’d truly devoured that old shame. “Oh, every month or so, sure. We’re not feuding or anything.”

      “Sometimes I wish Mama would get remarried and move a few hours—days—away,” Victor said with a rueful laugh. “Maybe our mothers can all move out to California and leave us in peace. A phone call a month would be nice, wouldn’t it? At least then I wouldn’t have to worry about her watching our show this season.”

      “At least she’s not threatening to disown you for dating outside your race.” Mal reached across the table and clinked her glass with Victor’s. “Besides, your Mama might like to see her baby boy stepping out in style with a crop in his hand. Maybe the apple didn’t fall far from the tree.”

      “First my little brother and now you.” He shuddered. “Why don’t you show us those storyboards, Shiloh. I think I need the distraction.” Automatically sliding into presentation mode, she started to stand, but he said quickly, “Nothing formal. Just tell us what you’re thinking about for tomorrow’s session.”

      She leaned back to retrieve the storyboards she’d propped against the wall. “In the morning, we’ll be taping interviews, covering the basic preferences questionnaire and going over medical history and blood work. Meanwhile, you three Dominants can be preparing for the first challenge.”

      She propped the first storyboard on the table, angling it so both Victor and Mal could see it. “This first challenge will deal with the basics of bondage. Each of you will have a small cubicle set up where you can array bondage equipment that you prefer to use. Anything from simple clothesline to exotic custom-made chain jewelry—whatever you’d like to see and you think will make an impact on the show. Each one should be slightly different and unique according to the Master or Mistress’s taste.”

      Mal made a disgusted sound. “So Patrick is going to drag out all his pony crap. Those fake tails give me the creeps.”

      Shiloh agreed wholeheartedly. “There are several possibilities for the challenge itself. You could tell us to fetch the cheapest at-home bondage equipment, or the most dangerous equipment for beginners. For the final stage, you should instruct us to find the one type of bond that you specifically wished to use. Of course, we could not easily know what that was unless you give deliberate cues.”

      “Or we could be very devious and not give any clues at all,” Mal drawled. “I like it. Then we can reward—and punish—at will.”

      “Exactly. You each will play with your contestants and choose one to eliminate. Who goes is up to you.”

      Victor’s fingers had stilled on her arm. She felt his muscles tensing along her side, his arm tightening across her shoulders. Unaware of his growing tension, Mal continued to expound on the many ways she’d punish her contestants.

      While the most important person at the table remained ominously silent.

      

      Léon’s food was as delicious as usual, sending Mal into joyous bliss. Victor thought that Shiloh enjoyed her food, but she didn’t say much. She was too keyed in to his emotions.

      He ached to have a long, open talk with her. He wanted to know her preferences, but more importantly, he needed to make sure she wasn’t suppressing her own needs in deference to his. If she’d developed the first challenge with him in mind, then she’d be sorely disappointed.

      “Well, the food was as fabulous as ever, but I’d best be getting on home.” Mal swallowed the last bite and sighed happily. “I want to be back before Andy.”

      Victor took Shiloh’s hand and helped her up from the table. She smiled her thanks but said nothing. Her reticence tightened his gut. He couldn’t bear to lose her so quickly. “Where’s he at tonight?”

      “Guys’ night out,” Mal replied. “He meets his old college buddies once a week for poker and beer.”

      “Isn’t he too old for that shit?”

      Mal laughed. “Which is why he does it, so I can punish him for making me wait.”

      He walked them toward the front door, but Shiloh saw the guest restroom in the hallway. “Excuse me a moment.”

      “See you tomorrow, Shiloh. I can’t wait for another day of fun on tape!”

      At the door, Mal leaned against the wall instead of grabbing her bag. Inwardly, he groaned. She wanted to talk. Great.

      “I like her, V. She’s perfect for you.”

      “I like her too.” He tried to keep the intensity out of his voice, but his friend knew him too well. “Let’s see how long I can go before scaring her away.”

      “You’re not giving her enough credit. She’s made of sterner stuff than Kimberly. She’s not going to fold on you.”

      He dropped his gaze to his hands, so big and calloused, made to punish. “I know.”

      “You’re worried about hurting her.”

      She paused, waiting for his response. Deliberately, he kept his gaze away from hers and let his silence say it all.

      “Don’t you feel how much she wants you to do exactly that?”

      He fisted his hands, fighting to keep the need from roughening his voice. “Don’t you feel how much I want her?” Barely, he kept back that he wanted to hurt her as much as he wanted her in his bed, but Mal knew the truth better than anybody.

      “Hell, I’d have to be blind and dumb not to feel you two. You’re both walking orgasms waiting to happen. The sexual tension is only going to worsen your Master instincts. Why don’t you ease a little of that desire with her tonight?”

      “It’s not that easy. She wants the Master.” Sighing, he pulled his hair tighter, letting the pain feed the need rising within him, buying him a little control. “I don’t know that she wants the man.”

      “Are you crazy? Of course she wants the man. It’s the man who makes the Master and vice versa. She wants you, V. She needs whatever you’ll give her.”

      Kimberly had loved the man but feared the Master. What if the man didn’t satisfy Shiloh at all? She might be so into the scene that she wasn’t interested if he didn’t have the crop in his hand, and right now, he was too raw and ragged to even think about bringing his weapon of choice into his bed.

      “Do you want to play a few scenes with her? Have a good time and then go on your merry way? Or do you want a relationship?”

      Shiloh blazed in the darkness of his mind like a supernova. If he had her to brighten up his life, heat up his bed, and smile that saucy little grin, he could die a very happy man. “I want it all. I want her.”

      “Not even you can be a Master one hundred percent of the time. You need down time to rest and restore, and she can help you fill that well. If you’re empty and dead inside, you won’t have anything to give her in the scene. Give her a chance to know and love the man. Or…” Mal paused, waiting for him to meet her gaze. Challenge sparked in her eyes. “You can hide. You can keep secrets like you did with Kimberly. How’d that work out for you?”

      He ground his jaws and bit back the curse. “It sucked.”

      “Give Shiloh the crop for the show. You already know she’ll love it.” Mal gave him a hug and headed out the door. “Tonight, give her the man, and I think you’ll find she loves him too.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            11

          

        

      

    

    
      Following the music, Shiloh found him in a large, darkly lit living room, flipping through stations on his Bose. A leather sectional was arranged before a massive flat-screen television on the wall above a gas fireplace, with more seating scattered throughout the room. He could invite his entire production team over to watch the big game.

      “What’s your pleasure?” He glanced over his shoulder, mouth quirked. “For dancing.”

      Suddenly as shy and awkward as a teenager on a first date, she listened to the different songs, even while it felt like she was sinking into quicksand. Here was another facet of Victor Connagher that she’d never seen before. It wasn’t the CEO of VCONN who grimaced at rap and tipped an imaginary cowboy hat at the oldie but goody Johnny Cash song on the country station. Every little element of his personality that he let peek out only made her want him all the more.

      When he flipped over to Golden Rock, she said, “There, that’s good.”

      He walked toward her. “I agree.”

      Flickering firelight cast shadows across his face. Her tummy flipped and whirled as he took her into his arms. This certainly wasn’t the Master gliding to the music, holding her safe and warm against his heart.

      Or maybe it is, she thought, sighing as his fingers rubbed the nape of her neck. The strength in his hands was still there, and he used that controlled power with deliberate intent. His other palm spread heat through her shirt in the small of her back, his fingers wide, holding her close to his body.

      “For the challenge tomorrow,” he murmured against her cheek, “pick whatever you like. I don’t care.”

      She tilted her face up and searched his eyes. “For the final ‘Master’s choice’ bondage round?”

      “I don’t care,” he repeated, his brow furrowed. “I’d rather see what kind of bondage you’re into, all right?”

      She wrapped her arms tighter around his neck and laid her head against his chest. “Even if I pick one of Patrick’s bridles?”

      Victor blew out his breath loudly in a snort and shook himself in a very horse-like move. “I suppose I can teach you to whinny, but I refuse to get one of those butt-plug tails anywhere near you.”

      Laughing, she rubbed her face deeper into his shirt. Chest hair tickled her nose. Breathing his scent made her heart tremble in her chest, her breathing catch and hunger unfurl. Her amusement faded, leaving her near tears.

      She’d dreamed of being in Victor’s arms, but the reality couldn’t compare with those foggy, nebulous longings. She’d never thought he would joke and laugh, or that he’d hold her like this, swaying gently to mellow rock music.

      “You know how I said earlier that you weren’t spending the night?”

      She jerked her head back even while clutching him tighter about the neck. Her heart pounded so hard with hope that she swayed. “Yeah?”

      “I was wondering…” He hesitated and his fingers tightened on her back, as though he was afraid she might bolt. “If I asked you as a man and not a Master, how would you feel about that?”

      Confused, she searched his face, trying to figure out what he meant. Victor, the man, the Master, the CEO, he was all the same to her, facets of the man she ached to please. If he didn’t want to play out a scene first, that was fine, as long as he was willing to take care of that need eventually. Soon, please God, soon.

      “Or we can just save it all for the show.” He shrugged nonchalantly, but his brow remained creased and it felt like his body heat doubled.

      “I’m not afraid of the Master or his crop,” she said slowly, noting the flicker of doubt in his eyes, the tightening of his mouth. “I’m not afraid of you.”

      “I know, but you haven’t seen the reality, baby. You haven’t seen me let all that darkness and ugliness come boiling out. I haven’t played Master in too long, and I don’t…” His hands spasmed on her back. “I don’t know how far I’ll go. The crop can make you bleed. I could split your skin open, just like Patrick threatened, and God help me, I’d enjoy every moment of it.”

      She shivered but not with fear. “I don’t need the crop to love you, Victor.” She bit her lip, then, afraid she’d said too much. She didn’t believe in love at first sight, and there were certainly lots of things they needed to work out yet, but she had recognized a man that she could love from the very first minute she’d been introduced to him. “You’re a Master whether you have the crop in your hand or not.”

      “When I’m the Master, at heart, I’m a sadist.” His voice lowered to a threatening growl that curled her toes and sent her heart thudding heavily with anticipation. His fingers closed on her right nipple and she trembled, her eyes falling shut. He pinched firmly, his fingers strong and sure, tugging on her mercilessly. “The sadist in me will relish hurting you while I love you. I can’t do one without the other.”

      Heated pain bloomed in her breast—and shot straight to her core. It felt like he’d pinched her clit in his fingers, inexorably dragging her closer and closer to orgasm.

      Over the years, she’d dated so many men who were tentative and too damned polite. Even her last serious boyfriend had never touched her with such assurance. As though he knew exactly what she liked, exactly how much to hurt her.

      Exactly as Victor touched her.

      Wet, hot, tight, she ached to fall to her knees and open his pants.

      The thought pushed her over the edge. Letting out a laughing purr of pleasure, she sagged against him, nuzzling his neck as he scooped her up into his arms. “I can’t do one without the other either.”

      “That’s why you have my word that I won’t bring the crop to bed, and I’m going to lock the sadist—and the Master—up as much as possible.”

      She bit back her protests and let him carry her through his house. She didn’t need him to keep the sadist at bay. But Victor did. He thought he could lock away that side of him and pretend it didn’t exist. Jailed inside prison walls of his own creation, the sadist—the Master—the man—would simply wither up and die.

      Luckily, she was pretty sure she had the key to those prison doors.
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      Victor carried Shiloh to his bedroom, mentally reviewing his old college playbook to give his body time to cool off. She was like molten fire in his arms, pure and hot and unafraid. She ought to be afraid. The first intimate caress he’d given her had been too hard, punishing.

      Yet she’d quivered with pleasure.

      She bit at his neck, nibbled his ear, and she might as well have been tearing a hunk out of his control.

      The man, he reminded himself, gritting his teeth as she pulled her shirt over her head. Give her the man, not the Master, certainly not the sadist.

      Shimmying out of her jeans, she gave him that impish grin, her mouth lush and soft. “First one out of her clothes gets to undress you.”

      The thought of her hands sliding into his pants… Growling out a curse, he yanked his shirt over his head but promptly stalled. Unhooking her bra with her hair tumbled down in her face, she suddenly looked shy and vulnerable, not the confident saucy little wench daring him to undress faster.

      Biting her lower lip, she peeked at him, dropped the scrap of silk, and slid her hands down toward her panties.

      “Stop,” he barked out. He jerked his hair tighter, giving himself a moment to find his center. Get a grip, V.

      She froze immediately, waiting with eyes down and demure like a good submissive. When had they switched from man and woman to Dominant and submissive? As soon as you started yelling commands, he reminded himself. He stepped closer and tilted her face up to his. “You’re not the Master’s slave tonight, remember?”

      Relaxing, she laughed softly. “So when you start giving orders, I should just ignore you?”

      “Absolutely.” He dropped his gaze to her breasts and felt his control slipping all over again. Damn it all to hell, he never should have waited so long to date her. He shouldn’t have waited for her to devise an entire show just to get close to him. Lightly, he traced the rounded outer curve of her breast with his fingers, trying to make up for the force he’d used earlier. “Tell me to fuck off. This is about you and me, not the Master.”

      “But what if I want the Master to fuck me?”

      He shuddered, his fingers locking her breast in a vise. Breathing hard and deep, he fought to loosen his grip instead of dragging her the few steps to his bed and doing just that.

      “Sorry,” she whispered, hanging her head. “I have a bit of a potty mouth in the bedroom. If you don’t like me to talk dirty, order me to shut up.”

      “I love it.” He finally managed to form a coherent thought. “It’s just not good for my control right now. If you have a truck driver’s mouth, I want to hear it.”

      No, I want to kiss it. He devoured her mouth, crowding her backwards toward his bed. Too fast, too hard, his tongue deep in her mouth but he couldn’t slow down. She deserved leisurely loving, a sweet and tender induction that she would remember fondly for the rest of their lives, not this hurried, frantic pawing.

      The thin strip of lace about her hips tore in his urgency. Without the Master’s control, he couldn’t seem to control the man, and he dared not let the Master step forward for fear the sadist would rear his ugly head too.

      Somehow he found himself on the edge of the bed first. Shiloh had managed not only to whirl him around but had also discarded his pants. Her fingers searched the ponytail at the base of his neck, trying to find the holder without pulling his hair. “It’s so tight. How do you stand it that way?”

      “Leave it.” His voice sounded raw to his own ears, as though he’d been chewing rocks for days. She planted a knee beside his hips to join him on the mattress, but he gathered his wits enough to point at the bedside table. “Condom.”

      She gave him a long look with her head cocked slightly, as though she saw through the thin veil of decency he managed to keep between her and the monster shrieking inside him. “I know your medical history for the show, and you have access to mine. There’s no need—”

      “I insist.”

      How could he explain that he needed the barrier? A reminder that she wasn’t his to possess and ravish at will? He always used a condom during a scene. Always. Slipping a rubber on for Kimberly had helped him keep the sadist completely hidden away, the small ritual a mental reminder of control. He needed to make sure he took care of Shiloh the same way.

      Her mouth quirked and a suspiciously devilish gleam sparked in her chocolate eyes that made his balls ache even more. She fished a packet out of the drawer, tore it open, and calmly went to her knees before him.

      “We’re not playing Master/slave tonight,” he insisted.

      “So this isn’t the Master’s cock.” Wrapping her left hand around him, she leaned forward, deliberately breathing on him. It was all he could do not to fist his hands in her hair. “I shouldn’t worship it with my mouth first like a good little slave before you fuck me.”

      Good God Almighty, it was so fucking hot to hear those dirty words coming out of her sweet mouth, to know exactly what thoughts were tumbling around in her mind. He’d never had a woman talk dirty to him before. Breathing hard, he finally managed to get out, “There’s no need.”

      She smiled wickedly. Dreading—and anticipating—what she might do, he groaned. “I shouldn’t lick every magnificent inch? I shouldn’t make sure it’s nice and wet before I slide this rubber on?”

      A threatening growl trickled out of his mouth. He palmed the back of her head and pulled her closer, letting her see the growing darkness in his eyes. “Do it.”

      “Is that an order?” She licked the head, traced the slit underneath, and then used her lips to nibble her way gently down his shaft. “Because if this isn’t the Master’s cock, maybe it’s the sadist’s.”

      She squeezed harder and slowly drew his full length through her fist. His legs trembled and he tightened his fingers in her hair hard enough she cried out. Finally, thank God, she took him in her mouth, swirling her tongue around his tip before pulling back.

      “Definitely the sadist’s,” she whispered huskily. “So big, so thick, you’re going to hurt me with this lovely cock, aren’t you, V?”

      “No, baby,” he panted, even though the thought of slamming into her body as hard and deep as he could wormed through his blood-starved brain. “I won’t hurt you. I swear it.”

      “That’s too bad.” With agonizing care, she rolled the condom down his length, licking and kissing before encasing his flesh. “I hoped you would jam deep into my throat, pressing so deeply that I can’t breathe without your permission. I hoped you wouldn’t have any mercy at all. Just the way I like it.”

      The words barely came out of her mouth and he had both hands in her hair with his cock buried deep in the back of her throat, just as she’d suggested. Horrified at how quickly he’d lost control, he tried to draw back. Swallowing to work those muscles on him, she pushed deeper and groaned out a pleading cry around him.

      An iron fist hammered against his spine. Fire tore through his body, leaving him trembling, sweating, arching into her mouth on a ragged shout of release.

      He’d thought the worst thing he would do was injure her with his darker lust, but he’d been wrong. Shame churned his gut with acid. Instead, he’d absolutely lost control. He’d performed no better than a high-school nerd in the back of his daddy’s car, getting to first base for the first time in his life.

      She slipped the soiled condom off and threw it in the small wastebasket. Flashing a sultry smile over her shoulder, she fished another condom out of the drawer. “Now for round two. I hope you have quite a stash in the drawer.”

      

      Round two started with her slammed flat on her back and Victor glaring down into her eyes. “Do you have any idea how long it’s been since I lost control like that?”

      She blinked up at him innocently. “You said you wanted to make love to me as the man, not the Master. I thought that meant you didn’t want your control.”

      “Damn it, Shiloh, I can’t lose control. Don’t count on any sort of normal, moral instinct to protect the female to stop me. Don’t you understand that I could hurt you? Badly?”

      “Don’t you understand that I want you to hurt me? Badly?”

      Groaning and cursing beneath his breath, he dropped his forehead against hers. “What am I going to do with you?”

      “Love me.” When he didn’t move, she pressed her mouth to his ear. “Fuck me real hard, V. You know I’ll love it.”

      Cursing louder, he wrenched away and sat up. He jerked at his hair, over and over, while she knew what he really wanted to do was use those big hands to punish her.

      Shivering with longing, she sat up and hugged him, pressing against his back. She kissed his shoulder. “I’m sorry, Victor. I’m terrible, I know. I’ll be good. I won’t say another dirty thing. I promise.”

      He gripped her arms, holding her tighter against him. Raggedly, he laughed. “Look at me, the big bad Master, afraid to lay a finger on the sexiest woman I’ve ever met. You are a dream come true, Shiloh Holmes, and here I sit trembling in my boots.”

      “You have your boots on?” She made a big show of peering over his shoulder. “I don’t see any boots, but I see that someone is very eager and happy to begin round two. As eager as I am.”

      He turned back to her and slipped his arms around her waist. “Someday, when I’m old and gray and too decrepit to swat a fly, then you can tease me about this.” He dropped his head to her shoulder and clutched her hard. “I’m such a fool, Shiloh. I wanted this night to be special for you, to make up for how vicious I’ll be on the show.”

      Tears burned her eyes. Swallowing the lump in her throat, she opened her thighs and shifted so she could wrap her legs around his waist and her arms around his shoulders. She held him, soaking in his heat, without trying to instigate more intimate contact. “That sounds incredibly sweet, but I have to be honest. Vicious turns me on just as much as tender. Either way, I want you. I need you so much I hurt, and that, too, is turning me on.”

      He eased her back to the mattress, settling his weight between her thighs. “Where does it hurt, baby? I’ll bite it and make it hurt better.”

      Payback’s a bitch, she realized, for his words made her entire body stand up and scream for attention. She felt swollen and feverish, like her eyes blazed fire. “So now you’re going to tease me?”

      “But of course.” He grinned, winking down at her. “Wherever should I start?”

      She clamped her mouth shut to keep from blurting out exactly where he could start. No more dirty talk.

      He nibbled at her lips, soft and gentle. He sucked her bottom lip into his mouth and stroked his tongue with hers, and all she could think about was getting that wicked tongue to head a bit further south.

      The sharp sting of his teeth on her bottom lip made her jolt. “Does that hurt better?”

      She wanted to beg and plead with an entire laundry list of places he could bite. Instead, she whispered, “Yes.”

      “That’s it?” The big bad Master pouted, startling a laugh out of her. She cupped his face and sucked his bottom lip into her mouth for some teeth appreciation. All too quickly, her hunger raged out of control. She pushed at his chest, determined to roll him over so she could finish round two before he even got that condom on.

      Instead, he slithered lower and snagged her left nipple in his teeth.

      “Oh, yes, harder, V.”

      He tilted his head so he could watch her reaction, working his tongue over her captured flesh. He grated his teeth back and forth and then released her to teasingly lick just the tip.

      “You would look fantastic in a custom set of nipple clamps.” He gave the other breast the same treatment, until she was sure her nipples were huge and as hard as marble. “Is that the bondage you’ll pick for tomorrow?”

      “If you want it, it’s yours.”

      Without answering, he wandered lower on her body, planting small, sharp bites on her tummy that had her hips arcing off the bed. “You never told me where it hurt, Shiloh. You never told me where you most wanted me to bite.”

      “I promised!”

      He skipped her groin entirely and she ground her teeth in frustration. Opening his mouth wide, he gripped her inner thigh in his teeth, not biting, exactly, but applying pressure to the muscle underneath. He ran those powerful jaw-gripping bites down to her knee and switched to the other leg, working his way back up.

      She took the opportunity to snag his ponytail, giving him a hard yank that must have hurt like a bitch because he wore it so tight. “Please!”

      “Promises are made to be broken,” he purred against her inner thigh.

      “No, they aren’t,” she growled out.

      “Tell me what you want.”

      “I want you to lick and bite me until I beg you to stop!”

      He started to move back down her thigh, trailing his tongue in a wet path toward her knee. “Isn’t that what I’m doing?”

      With a quick twist of her wrist, she wrapped her hand in his hair and tugged him back where she wanted him.

      “Oh, here,” he whispered, letting his breath puff out against her. “Pull my hair harder, baby. I think I’m starting to understand what you want.”

      “Please, Victor, please.” She twisted another length of his hair in her hand. Babbling, she knew she was babbling, “Oh, God, yes, there, please!”

      With agonizing delicacy, he nibbled a path of fire around her sex. “I’ve been hungering for a taste of you, Shiloh. Dying to get my mouth on you. Burning to get inside you. Is that what you’re trying to tell me? Is that what you want?”

      She let out a shaking groan. Clean, smoking hot, but not dirty. “I want to be under your tongue.”

      He flattened his tongue against her and she moaned and whimpered and likely ripped a bald spot in his hair, and just when she thought she’d die, he sucked her clit into his mouth, gripping her with his teeth in such exquisite, delicate pain. No mercy, no quarter, he worked her with his tongue and teeth until she trembled from head to toe and begged him to stop.

      Just as she’d asked.

      When he finally settled his weight against her and slid inside, she could only cling to him and stare up into his eyes and cry at how tender and sweet the Master proved to be. He calmed her with his body, his thrusts slow and deep and druggingly tender. He slid his big palms up and down her arms, flanks and down her legs, pulling her higher against him. His fingers were strong and sure, massaging her as thoroughly as she’d done his knee the previous night.

      Kissing his throat, she worked on that holder, determined to free his hair. She’d already pulled it horribly, so she didn’t try to be gentle this time. She yanked the rubber band out and tossed it as far as she could. Cupping his head between her hands, she rubbed his head and combed his hair through her fingers.

      He groaned, deep in his throat. For any other man, she might have eased the pressure, but for Victor, she pressed her fingers harder against his scalp. She felt the subtle answering shift in his body. Instead of stroking her so carefully, he shifted to his elbows and thrust deeper, harder, grinding his pelvis against hers. He cupped her face in his big hands, stroking her cheeks with his thumbs while he took her mouth, his tongue as deep inside her as his cock.

      Even tender, even sweet, he demanded her pleasure, the ultimate surrender of her will and body to his. Shuddering, she sucked on his tongue, clamped down tight on him with every muscle in her body, taking him as deep as she could until he came too.

      Cradling her beneath him, he kissed her softly, still cupping her face. “Did I hurt you?”

      “No,” she whispered, combing his hair with her fingers.

      The last bit of tension bled from his body. Shifting his weight off to the side, he drew her close so she cuddled against him. Stroking her back, he sighed heavily. “I will.”

      She couldn’t help but shiver with anticipation.
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        V’s Gift Blog

        So it happened. The Master took me to His bed.

        Why am I not jumping up and down, squealing with excitement? Because it was nothing like I expected. No crop. No punishment. No games. It was incredibly sweet. Just a man and one desperately horny woman pushing him to give me everything He needs to give.

        And He refused. It was like making love to a man who wears a mask. Every time I tried to peek beneath it and see the real V, he slammed another brick wall into place.

        I hate it when He holds back on me. When He hides what I most need to see.

        Don’t get me wrong—Master V is an incredible lover and man. He blew my mind. Even sitting here bright and early before work, remembering last night, makes me sweat and moan, squirming in my chair. I can’t help but wonder what it’ll be like to see Him as my boss and not my lover, my Master. Will everyone know, just by looking at me, that I’m His?

        God, I hope so.

        Most of all, I hope He looks at me and sees his V plastered all over me. I know it sounds crazy, but I’d let Him brand me like a steer. I want Him burned into my flesh, claiming me as His for anyone to see.

        But I don’t know if that’s what He wants. Oh, sure, I know what the sadist needs—because I am the fuel for His fire—but I don’t know that He’ll ever allow that beast its freedom.

        Even though my heart is howling His name, begging Him to come subdue me.

        

      [image: ]
* * *

      “So…?”

      Victor avoided meeting Mal’s gleaming gaze. Even Patrick’s table of pony gear was more tolerable than his friend’s curiosity. With a busy morning of going through tape and too many witnesses around to overhear, she hadn’t been able to interrogate him yet. Maybe he could diffuse her interest by stroking her ego. “You were right.”

      “Mistress M is always right.” She preened a moment, twirling a lock of hair about her finger. “I saw her this morning. She didn’t bear any horrible wounds or bruises.”

      “No.” Somehow, he managed to sound insulted, even though that had been his fear.

      “You’re more relaxed today, so I’m assuming…”

      “Give me a break, Mal. Do you want a play by play?”

      “You know that’s not my kink.” She brought a paper bag over to his table and dumped out its contents. She’d known without asking that he would need help; his table was glaringly bare of bondage equipment. “Are you happy with how it went?”

      “Sure. It was great.”

      “But…?”

      Sighing, he threw himself down in the folding chair. After a few more finishing touches to his worthless table of trinkets, Mal sat down beside him. She waited, calm and steady, persistent without harassing him, giving him time to find the words. “She’s fantastic, sexy, daring, everything I ever wanted or hoped she would be. We had a good time, don’t get me wrong. But the whole time, I felt like I was fighting her.”

      “Or fighting yourself?” Mal asked softly.

      “You told me to take her as the man and not the Master.” Even to his own ears, he sounded accusatory. He tried to take down his intensity a notch. “It was all I could do to touch her without hurting her, and she kept pushing me. Mal, you have no idea how fearless she is. She pushed every button I have, including a few I didn’t even know existed.”

      “Sounds hot.” Chuckling at his groan, Mal sat down beside him. “The best submissives are the ones who push us to our limits too. You wouldn’t be as interested if she didn’t challenge you.”

      In his mind, he heard Shiloh’s sultry voice again, begging him to fuck her hard, real hard, just the way she liked it, and he had to shift into a more comfortable spot. “A smart submissive knows her Master’s limits, though. She doesn’t push him beyond safety or sanity. It’s like she knows the absolute worst thing to say or ask for.”

      “Or the best.” She raised her hand to halt his retort. “Name one submissive you’ve played with in the past five—even ten—years who truly pushed you. Who made you work at being a Master and controlling your instincts? You were bored to tears at Silken. I think that’s why you hooked up with Kimberly. At least you had a new challenge then. You had to pretend like you were normal.”

      “Well, it sure as hell won’t be boring with Shiloh around.”

      “And you’re just getting started.”

      He couldn’t help but grimace, even though his heart rate accelerated at the thought of seeing her today, working through this staged game, and then, the best part of all—taking her home with him again. “She’s going to end up hurt and I’ll never forgive myself.”

      “Sweet Baby Jesus in a manger!” Mal surged to her feet and leaned down into his face. Her index finger suddenly became a dangerous weapon and her New Orleans accent—that she’d worked so hard all these years to smooth—slurred her words. “I’m tired of hearing how bad you got it, you mean, miserable Master with a brand new submissive panting at your feet who wants exactly the kind of punishment you deal out. Get over yourself. You would never plow your fist into her face for disrespecting you, uncaring whether you broke her nose or jaw. You would never beat the shit out of her just because you felt like it. You wouldn’t sell her on the street just to see the humiliation on her face, or carve her up because she’s too pretty and some other man might look at her, or get her hooked on drugs so she’s trapped and completely under your control. You are not a bad man!”

      “No,” he said, keeping his voice cool. “I would simply take my crop to her back, buttocks and thighs until she bore the scars for the rest of her life.”

      Calmer, Mal refused to back down. “If she got off while you did it, more power to the both of you.”

      Shaken, he stared up at his friend, his throat as raw as though he’d swallowed a belly-full of gravel. “Bruises won’t stop me.”

      “In our world, bruises are badges of honor when given lovingly during a scene,” she replied gently, dropping her hand on his shoulder.

      His stomach churned with bile. “Blood won’t stop me.”

      “Blood’s a bitch to get off leather.” She squeezed his shoulder, refusing to leave him wallowing in self-hatred. “I think you’ve got more control than you give yourself credit for. I know you, V. If you care about this woman and she’s not enjoying what you’re doing, you will stop.”

      “How do you know?” But what rang in his head was How can I know?

      “You stopped for Kimberly, didn’t you? And don’t tell me that she moved you like Shiloh moves you.”

      “No one has ever moved me like Shiloh. That’s why…” He swallowed to clear the rasp out of his throat. “I don’t want to lose her. If I hurt her, really injured her badly, Mal, I don’t know what I’d do.”

      “She trusts you.”

      He couldn’t help but wince then, as though his friend had stabbed him through the heart.

      “She’s going to love you, if not already. If you don’t trust yourself, you will either lose her or kill that spirit that compels you to lay claim to her body and soul. You’ll force her to pretend, as you pretended for Kimberly. Is that what you want? Fake, safe sex that hides what you both really need, no matter how violent and dirty you think it may be?”

      “No,” he ground out. “I felt like I was dying inside a little more each day. I don’t want that for Shiloh. She’s too bright, too free and happy to die that way.”

      “Go slow, trust your instincts, and give it time. You’ve found the rare combination we all dream about. You’ve found someone who needs your kink as much as you need to give it, and will love and honor you at the same time. She’s a treasure, V. Don’t push her away.”

      Now it was Victor’s turn to narrow his gaze on his friend’s face, searching for telltale signs of unhappiness. “You don’t think you’ve found the same treasure in Andy?”

      “He loves my kink.” Mal forced a laugh, and yes, it was forced. Straightening, she averted her face. “I never fooled myself into thinking he loves me too. Enjoy it while it lasts, V, because there are no guarantees. Besides, you know my Mama will never forgive me if I marry a white boy five years younger than me.”

      Victor stood and wrapped his arm around her waist. “Tell me again—why are we both so screwed up?”

      “Because normal is boring.” She slipped her arm around his waist too. Together, they walked down the hall to current taping session. “We have to be screwed up to get along with each other. God only knows why I’ve put up with you so long.”

      “You’re fired.”

      Mal laughed. “You can’t fire me. I own a quarter of your company and sit on your Board of Directors. You’re stuck with me like a shrew of a wife you can’t divorce.”

      On set, the host of the show was interviewing Shiloh. Victor felt his hunger blaze to life just looking at her. She wore the corset and stockings again from their very first taping, but this time she wore layers of white petticoats and a more proper shift that covered her shoulders. The vintage underclothing made her look vulnerable and delicate. Beneath the garish mask of large bug-eyed brass goggles and jumbled gears that formed a helmet, her lips were full and soft and pink.

      It seemed impossible that such a sweet mouth had whispered raw, dirty words to him last night.

      He listened in.

      “So have you always dated within the scene?” Georgia asked.

      Shiloh shook her head. “No, far from it. Public display isn’t really my thing.”

      Silently, Victor had to agree with her. He could do the performance to a point. Onlookers certainly helped him remain fully in control, fully the Master. But for her, he didn’t want public. He wanted private, dark, secure. Where the only person to witness what came out of him might not run screaming.

      “So this show’s going to be a blast for you.” Georgia laughed. “How many Dominants have you dated, then?”

      “Only one before this show.”

      How many years ago had she dated that mentor she’d mentioned? Victor had the impression of years. Maybe it’d been a long time since she’d done a scene too. No wonder they were both shaking and needy like an addict desperate for a hit.

      “Only one!” Georgia gasped and swirled a ridiculous peacock and ivory fan before her face like she might swoon. “Have you dated men who weren’t into the scene, or are you practically a virgin?”

      Shiloh’s mouth tightened but her voice remained calm. “I’ve dated for years.”

      Georgia leaned closer and lowered her voice, letting the fan flutter up by their faces as though they were alone in an intimate conversation. “Vanilla sex can be so boring. Did you ever try to get a boyfriend to cross over to the Kinky Side with you?”

      “I tried.”

      Sensing the juicy details just below the surface, Georgia made a low, encouraging coo and raised the fan higher, giving Shiloh a modicum of fake privacy. Victor willed his muscles to relax and shook out his cramped fingers. She’d known the interview would get personal. It was those raw, painful elements that would make the show believable and keep people watching. But by the way his proud, confident submissive stared down at her fingers clenched desperately in the white linen, he didn’t think he was going to like what he heard.

      “With who?” Georgia purred.

      “My college boyfriend. We’d dated through our last two years of college and were close to graduating.” Shiloh shrugged, forcing a half smile. “We’d talked marriage after we both had jobs, but we weren’t actually engaged.”

      “How did you tell him?”

      “I just came right out and asked him.”

      “For what?” Georgia’s sultry voice was perfect for this deep, intimate conversation, purring on the camera. Victor had known she’d sound luscious. Dallas viewers would be enthralled with this tiny glimpse into someone’s personal pain, but damn it, he didn’t like Shiloh bearing her pain. Not for anyone but him. “What did you ask him for?”

      “I wanted him to hurt me,” Shiloh whispered. “At first, he was horrified. He thought I hadn’t been enjoying our sex life at all. I told him no, it was fine. I just needed…more.”

      “You needed pain.”

      Victor could hear his own loud, deep pants, as though he’d just run a mile at top speed back in the day. In so many ways, they were polar opposites and yet cut from exactly the same warped cloth. She’d pretended to be vanilla for her boyfriend; he’d pretended for Kimberly. Am I going to force her to pretend for me, too, just to keep her safe?

      “Yes,” Shiloh breathed out. “I asked him to use his belt on me.”

      “Did he do it?”

      Silently, she nodded and a tremor shook her shoulders.

      Georgia reached over to clasp the other woman’s hand. “What happened?”

      “It wasn’t enough.” A tear trickled down beneath Shiloh’s mask and Victor had to rip his hair tighter to keep from charging in there and hauling her off stage. “He tried, he really did, but he couldn’t bear to hurt me. My dad had spanked me harder than that as a kid. It certainly wasn’t enough to…”

      She paused and took a deep breath, calming herself. “It hurt him, in a bad way that I absolutely hated. I couldn’t ask him to do that. I like pain, yes, but I want to enjoy it, and know that the man giving me that pain enjoys it too. If he’s not getting off on it, then I won’t either. My boyfriend hated it. He hated hurting me. I knew he was going to end up hating me too.”

      “So what happened?”

      “We tried to go back to just loving each other. Normal, vanilla sex, you know? But it was too late. He couldn’t forget I had this need inside of me he could never meet. He knew he wasn’t enough for me, and no amount of caring and respect and love could overcome that lack.”

      Shiloh raised her gaze from her hands and saw Victor in the shadows. She stared at him a moment, her eyes wild, her body trembling as though she’d flee.

      “Did she make that shit up as a message to you?” Mal whispered at his side. “A threat?”

      He considered the thought and dismissed it as impossible with a slight shake of his head. The emotion shimmering in Shiloh’s eyes was real heartache. Real terror, that resonated inside him too. It took a horrendous amount of courage to bare one’s soul like that, even to a lover. Especially to a lover. Because it left one open, vulnerable, naked of any sort of protection.

      With a word, he could shred her wide open. With a cold glance—or a cold shoulder—he could strip her of any affection she may have stored up for him. He could hurt her more by rejecting her now than he’d ever dreamed to do with his crop.

      “It’s obvious from your tryout that you’ve set your cap for Master V.” Georgia, too, had noticed who watched on the sidelines. “What happens if you don’t win the title of America’s Next Top sub?”

      Lifting her chin, Shiloh turned back to the woman interviewing her. “I don’t care about the show. If Master V chooses me to compete for the title, I’ll endure whatever he asks of me to ensure he wins.”

      “What if he dismisses you from the show?”

      Shiloh’s hands trembled in her lap but she met Victor’s gaze unflinchingly. “Then I will walk away from him, this show, everything. He won’t have to tell me twice to leave.”
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      Standing in line with the other eleven contestants, Shiloh gripped her petticoats, hiding her trembling hands in frothy linen. Her stomach churned with anxiety. She didn’t want to see Victor’s reaction to her interview. It’d been hard enough to bare her soul like that, without looking up to find him watching and listening to every word.

      If he thought she was dropping hints about last night…

      I don’t have to have the pain to love him, as long as he takes that fucking mask off!

      Ironically, sitting on the set grim and silent in his black mask with the crop on the judging table before him, he was more familiar to her than the man who’d made love to her last night.

      Georgia stood before the Dominants’ table, putting on the show for the cameras. “Contestants, let’s begin our first challenge. This challenge has three phases. After each phase, the Dominants will judge how well you responded to the task. At least one contestant will be eliminated who didn’t quite make the mark. For the last phase, each Dominant will select his or her top contestant and pit them against the others to determine today’s overall challenge winner. At the end of this challenge, each Dominant will dismiss one contestant from the competition. Contestants, Master P will provide your first task.”

      Patrick stood and gave his thousand-watt smile to the camera. “Each Dominant has prepared a table of possible bondage equipment. Fetch an everyday item that can be found in most people’s homes that is also safe for beginning bondage play.”

      “On your mark,” Georgia drawled, her eyes sparking with excitement. “Go!”

      Shiloh rushed toward Victor’s table, jostling shoulders with Kimberly. The other three women quickly grabbed their items—a roll of duct tape, a silken scarf, and a length of chain—leaving Shiloh still scanning the contents on the table. None of this looked like him, the man who was afraid he’d hurt her too much. The items were bland and boring, the same old thing any bondage kit might contain. Somehow, she’d expected more of the sadist.

      Or perhaps less, she decided, as she snagged a length of clothesline.

      She rushed back to her place in line just before Georgia called time. “Contestants, present to your Masters!”

      Shiloh dropped to her knees, lowered her head, and raised her hands up as high as possible. Eyes down, arms burning with effort, she waited, barely breathing. Chairs scooted out from the table and footfalls announced the Dominants’ approach. One Master, though, made his presence known with a light tapping of leather against leather.

      The crop.

      Sweat trickled between her breasts, her breathing short and frantic thanks to the ridiculous corset. No wonder women had been considered so helpless centuries ago—this contraption would suffocate her!

      Further down the line, she could hear Mistress Mal quizzing her contestants. Then Patrick. Thank God, her arms were trembling with strain, her neck and shoulders aching. Finally, Victor spoke, and Shiloh heard the disgust in his voice. “Chains are never a good choice. You’re out.” He moved further down the line, addressing the red-haired woman. “What is your name, submissive?”

      “Ruby.” Perhaps the eager submissive wasn’t so eager when the Master carried a crop, because her voice sounded as timid as Kimberly’s. She hurriedly tacked on, “Master!”

      “Why would you think a silk scarf would be ideal for bondage?”

      “They’re pretty and soft,” the woman babbled. “I have dozens in my drawer at home. Everybody does. I—”

      Victor slapped the crop loudly on his thigh and she clamped her mouth shut. “Gift and Willow, you may lower your selections to the floor. They are acceptable. Hold out your arms, Ruby, and I’ll show you the problem with your choice.”

      The stage name Willow fit slender and graceful Kimberly perfectly. Shiloh stole a glance at Victor’s ex-fiancée to see how she fared. Kimberly smiled at her shakily, her hands balled into fists on her thighs. Every time Victor tapped the crop on his boot, a tremor shook her shoulders and her eyes flared.

      She’ll never make it through the punishment round.

      Shiloh felt no glee at that prospect. In fact, she felt guilty. She’d purposely designed the punishment round to show Victor what she could tolerate, without any consideration for a non-masochist submissive. Few of the contestants would endure much punishment, let alone a showdown deliberately centered on Victor’s sadistic side.

      Would he dare let her see beneath that mask even while wearing the Master’s mask for the show?

      Ruby cried out, jerking Shiloh’s attention back. Victor had wound the silk tightly around her wrists and gave a firm tug on the ends. “Twist your hands like you’re trying to free yourself.”

      Ruby did as ordered, twisting her wrists back and forth. The camera man eased closer, zooming in on her hands.

      “See how the silk is twisting over on itself? It will get tighter and tighter, until it’s impossible to untie and begin to cut into your flesh. If you don’t have extremely sharp scissors handy, you might experience loss of circulation and damage your fingers.”

      He snapped his fingers and a bare-chested male attendant with an impressive six-pack—for the female viewers’ appreciation—snipped the silk scarf off her hands. “You, too, are dismissed from this challenge.”

      Mal walked up and down the line, eying the remaining contestants like they were at a slave market. “Use the bondage equipment you retrieved to show us an incorrect and unsafe bondage position as a lesson of what not to do for our viewers at home.”

      Shiloh didn’t have to think very hard: She wrapped the clothesline around her throat. Victor walked behind her, sending her nerves screeching with delicious alarm. He held his hand over her shoulder expectantly, so she gave him the ends of her rope.

      Again, the Dominants went down the line, explaining why wrists should never be tied flat against each other or else risk tendon damage, why nothing like rags or tape should cover the mouth in case of aspiration, until the camera homed in on Shiloh, kneeling at her Master’s feet with a noose about her neck.

      “This is very bad for obvious reasons.” Victor tightened the rope on her throat. She didn’t fight him; panic would only make the strangulation worse. Besides, he only tightened the rope a moment for dramatic effect, and then loosened the clothesline with his fingers. “Never put ropes or scarves around even the most willing submissive’s neck. Air deprivation is serious on-the-edge play and reserved only for experts.”

      She hauled in as deep a breath as the corset allowed and studied his face. His eyes were narrowed on her, watching her for trouble or panic, but he didn’t seem affected by her reaction. His eyes weren’t blazing with heat, his nostrils didn’t flare, and the crop was still against his thigh. Nothing told her that he was aroused by this kink, even though he’d warned her he was on the edge. She could endure a demonstration for the show, but she’d not care for such risky play in the bedroom. Hopefully he didn’t care for it either.

      Still gripping the rope in his hands—but not drawing it tight—Victor gave a dismissive jerk of his head to Kimberly. Relieved, the other woman quickly joined the other disqualified submissives, leaving Shiloh at his feet, Andy at Mal’s feet, and a very cute and bubbling blonde at Patrick’s.

      The camera zoomed back to Georgia, who began prattling about the final “Master’s Choice” phase of the bondage round. Leaning down, Victor pulled the rope off Shiloh’s throat and whispered, “Remember, this one’s for you.”

      Then he gave her a sharp blow on her hip.

      

      Eyes dark, mouth soft and open, her breathing rapid and much too shallow because of her clothing, Shiloh gazed up at him. Victor read hope and confusion both in her eyes, a wild tumult of longing that she tried to hold back. She didn’t want him to see how much the blow affected her…for fear he would feel pressured to give her more.

      When that’s exactly what he longed to do.

      With her eyes locked on him, she stood with the other two submissives. Georgia gave the go, and the two submissives raced for the table, but Shiloh stayed before him.

      “Go!” Georgia rushed over, a tense smile on her face for the camera. “Gift, this is it! The final challenge!”

      “I know.”

      “But you’re supposed to pick the Master’s Choice!”

      Shiloh smiled. “I am. I hope.”

      Deliberately, he kept his face smooth and hoped the fires were banked in his eyes. He felt a quickening in his heart, a leap of joy and excitement that he hadn’t felt in…forever. He’d punished a lot of subs over the years, but never one who truly relished every blow he dealt. Who stared back at him with such naked eagerness.

      This woman is going to be the death of me…but what a way to go.

      The other submissives raced back into line with Shiloh and the alarm ended the challenge. Flustered, Georgia turned to the other two submissives and asked them about their choices first. Naturally, Andy had brought back a cock cage, while Patrick’s bubbly blonde had brought back a pony tail.

      Victor grimaced and shook his head. How could they possibly expect to display such equipment on TV?

      Evidently, that had been the point, because both Dominants ordered their submissives to prepare for punishment. Eager attendants rushed onto set and bound the protesting—but pantingly aroused—submissives for their Dominants’ pleasure. While Shiloh stared at him, waiting for his reaction.

      He let his meanest, most dreadful smile twist his mouth. “Nearly every scene will include punishment at the Master’s discretion. A top submissive will accept such punishment as a reward, willingly enduring discomfort, pain, and humiliation simply because her Master wishes it.”

      He walked a slow circle about Shiloh, tapping the crop against his boot ominously. “Would you like an attendant to bind you for your punishment and reward, Gift?”

      “If that is your desire, Master.”

      To the camera, he said, “Most submissives like bondage during discipline. As odd as it may sound to you, being bound can make one feel very safe. A sub can simply lie back into her bonds and absorb the pain, instead of tensing her own muscles to hold position and remain upright. Accepting punishment without any restraints at all can actually be quite difficult. Are you sure you can endure, Gift?”

      “For you, Master, I’ll endure anything.”

      “Remove your corset.”

      “Cut!” Mal stalked toward them with a scowl on her face. “Are you sure about this?”

      Ignoring the Mistress’s concerns, Shiloh turned to Kimberly and asked her to untie the strings in the back.

      “Sure,” Victor replied easily. “Why not?”

      “Can you keep it clean enough for TV?”

      He studied his crop, flexing it between his hands. “Can you keep cock cages and pony tails clean for TV?”

      Mal snorted. “Point taken.”

      He snapped the crop hard against his thigh, priming himself and letting the sound of it prime Shiloh too. Unfortunately, Kimberly’s hands began shaking so much that she couldn’t get the strings untied. Curtly, he jerked his head at her and attended Shiloh himself. He pulled the strings free and stepped closer, pressing his body against her back and thighs. Into her ear, he whispered, “Are you up for this?”

      She hauled in a deep breath without the corset and pushed back harder against him, her breath catching on a low moan at the feel of his erection digging into her. “I’ve been up for this for months.”

      “So is chutzpah really what you want to use for your safeword?”

      “I don’t—”

      He dropped his chin to her shoulder and hugged her. “Humor me.”

      She sighed. “How about Christmas?”

      Laughing, he released her and gestured for her to join the bound and waiting submissives. “My Christmas Gift. Now that is perfect indeed.”
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      It took half an hour for Mal to direct the lighting and camera crew for the next part of the show. They needed enough light to titillate the audience, but still allow the submissives a modicum of privacy. Sweaty and unable to stand still, Shiloh tried not to think about how far the scene might go.

      Dominance and discipline were sex for both of them. Could she actually go through with a live taping of what would basically be sex? Knowing that all of Dallas would see it?

      “Darker,” Victor ordered, pacing the set. “We need more privacy for this or no one’s going to relax enough to enjoy it. Mal, Patrick, get your subs ready with their equipment. We want to spare the audience all the gory details.”

      “I beg your pardon,” Patrick sniffed dramatically. “If anyone’s going to be gory, it’ll be you and that vicious crop.”

      Shiloh clutched the linen shift closer, feeling exposed and more vulnerable than if she were naked. Both the shift and the petticoats were practically see-through, and someone had gotten a bright idea of not wearing any pantaloons beneath.

      What made her feel ever more vulnerable, though, was the need pounding in her veins. She knew she was soaking wet and so tight and achy with need that Victor would barely have to touch her to make her explode. Could she do it with the cameras and lights and people all around? But what choice did she have?

      She could bail right now. Call the whole thing off. Victor would probably understand as far as their relationship went, but what about her job? The entire show was her idea. She’d known full well what she was getting into; hell, she’d deliberately planned it this way. She’d planned to get Victor in the spotlight, punishing her for the camera.

      I can do this…for him.

      On her right, Andy was down on the floor, and if she weren’t mistaken, he was completely naked, although he’d drawn one knee up to strategically conceal the cage of metal about his penis. Decked out in a black velvet riding habit and a stylish hat with a long black veil floating over her face, Mal stood behind him with a flail, chatting easily while an attendant bound Andy’s hands.

      On her left, the pony girl wore a corset with plenty of room for her tail to show to advantage. She, too, was on her hands and knees, hobbled with leather and wearing a fake bridle on her head. Patrick warmed up with several long, easy strokes of the whip. The sound of the leather snaking over the floor made Shiloh’s breath catch in her throat. He cracked the whip above his girl’s head, and it was Shiloh who let out a shaking moan.

      “You haven’t changed your mind, have you?” Victor stepped closer, his voice low. “Surely you’re not thinking about his whip instead of my crop.”

      “Of course not!”

      He untied the neck of her shift. “Are you nervous?”

      Her skin felt cold and clammy and her heart rate galloped about ninety miles an hour, but she simply said, “A little.”

      His mouth twitched. He knew very well how she was feeling, but he didn’t call her on the small lie. “Have you ever performed a scene with an audience before?”

      “No.”

      He turned her away from him so he stood at her back. “I am your Master for this scene. I am your whole world. If you look away from me or lose your concentration, I will bring you back into the headspace I want the quickest way I know how, so you know what that means.” He punctuated his promise by stroking the crop along her bare arm. “Perform for me and me alone. Can you do that for me?”

      Her pulse throbbed in her neck and her teeth chattered with nerves, but her skin felt alive and achy, more than ready for his strokes. “Yes, Master V.”

      “That’s my girl,” he purred against her ear. “I’m going to let Patrick and Mal go first. Listen to them, baby, and know that I’m going to make you scream louder and come harder.”

      Standing there with the cameras rolling, she shivered and burned, sweat freezing on her skin. Her sex felt swollen and tight. Each snap of leather and gasp of pain only worsened her rising need.

      Mal and Patrick worked in tandem as though they’d been doing shows like this for years. Maybe they had performed something like this at Silken, because they had their swings down to a perfect back-and-forth rhythm that made Shiloh’s blood pound and dance with longing. Each crack of the whip and duller thud of the flail winched her muscles tighter.

      Andy cried out, groaning beneath his Mistress’s flail. With a cocky grin, Mal planted a high-heeled boot on her sub’s back and posed for the camera. “What a greedy boy.”

      Patrick pouted for the camera and gave a playful tug on his sub’s tail that made her groan. “Are you top sub material or not? You know what I need from you, Peppi.”

      Another sharp crack of the whip brought a high keening cry from his submissive’s lips and he got exactly what he was working toward. She wasn’t quiet in her pleasure, either.

      Cheeks hot, Shiloh stared at the floor and tried not to notice that the camera had swung toward her.

      Victor strolled to her left, stopping slightly in front of her but not blocking the camera’s view. The crop snapped against her thigh sharply enough that she sucked in her breath and jerked her gaze up to his face.

      “That’s better,” he purred. “Did you hear how noisy those other subs were, Gift? I want our viewers to know precisely what you’re feeling while I punish you. If you cry out, you’d better be giving your safeword or coming. Otherwise, I want you silent. Do you understand?”

      Instead of answering, she nodded, careful to obey him to the letter.

      He lifted the crop toward her face and someone gasped, but she instinctively knew he wouldn’t strike her in such a vulnerable location. Gently, he stroked the leather beneath her chin, making sure she kept her face up, and then he passed the tip against her mouth, a caress. A promise of what was to come.

      He flicked another casual blow to her left thigh, watching her carefully even though he spoke to the camera. “The crop is not for beginners. It delivers a sharp, cutting blow that can be way too much for the submissive who’s not very far down the masochist scale. At home, start with something softer, either a paddle or flail, and work up to the crop if possible.” To Shiloh, he asked, “Do you need me to switch down?” as he delivered a harder blow.

      Gritting her teeth to keep the moan from escaping, she shook her head. The pain was sharp and intense, yes, but such a relief after all the teasing and yearning. She’d had the softer Victor last night. This side of him only made her want him more.

      Heat snaked through her skin, the burn only intensifying her desire. So tight, agony, waiting for the next teasing blow to fall. Would it be her thigh? Her arm? Her back?

      Everything faded into a misty haze except him, the crop kissing her skin with fire, and the blazing heat rising within her. Dimly, she heard him directing the camera around for a better shot. He pressed against her back and rubbed the crop against her neck, between her breasts, and down her stomach.

      Quivering, she fought back the pleading sounds threatening to tumble out of her mouth. If he would touch her, just a stroke, she would climax so hard she’d probably break a camera lens with her yells.

      “Hold the shift against your breasts,” he whispered in her ear. His breath was hot, as heavy as hers, and only served to make her desire worse. He was aroused, too, and the thought made her drop her head back against his shoulder and arch harder into his arms. He rewarded her with a harsher blow across the front of her thighs, but then slipped away, leaving her trembling and blowing hard, her lips clamped tight.

      Please, please, Victor, give me more. Please!

      He grabbed the neckline of her shift in both hands and ripped it down the back. Shivering, she clutched the sagging linen to her breasts as he’d ordered. He’d been careful to leave a few inches above the hem intact, so she didn’t think her ass was bared to Dallas. His big palm wrapped around the base of her neck and then glided down her back, hot and broad and strong enough to melt the bones in her body.

      Gritting her teeth, she widened her stance, forcing her trembling thighs to hold her weight.

      “Now this is where the real test begins. Now we shall see if Gift can endure without the benefit of bonds. Are you my submissive, Gift? Are you my top sub?”

      The crop whistled through the air for what seemed like an eternity, warning her that this one was going to take her breath. Searing white blinded her, an explosion of sensation that picked her up and slammed her back to earth. She hunched her back slightly, giving him a better, wider canvas for his blows and could only hope she was still standing.

      A blaze of fire curled along her shoulder blades, one then the other in quick succession. Breathing hard, it took her several blows to visualize what he was doing, and the knowledge made her knees sag.

      Like the legends of Zorro, Victor was leaving his mark on her body in the form of Vs.

      She must have closed her eyes, or maybe the lights had burned out. Maybe she had fallen. Because she felt disconnected, from the show, from her mind, from everything except Victor and his crop inching down her back. The tip curled slightly over her ribcage and her breath hissed between her teeth. Color blossomed in the darkness, great blobs of white, marked with red, his image cut into her back.

      Wetness trickled down her thighs, liquid pain searing her body. The agony wasn’t from his blows, but from the relentless ache in her sex. Her body remembered every detail of those precious hours in his bed. The way his teeth had played and teased. How he’d cupped her face in his hands and kissed her so tenderly while his body had claimed hers.

      The exquisite pain blended with that sweetness, an agony of need that twisted her mind and clawed her heart to ribbons. For the first time in her life, she thought seriously about blurting out her safeword.

      Not to stop the pain…but to get him inside me.

      

      Victor regretted giving her the order to be silent. He regretted the cameras and crew hovering on the fringes. Most of all, he regretted that he hadn’t been strong enough to bring his crop into his bed last night, because this…

      This was hotter and infinitely more fulfilling than the careful, deliberate lovemaking he’d given her last night. This was real, brutally honest, and the ugliest truth he’d borne alone in the darkest corners of his mind all these years.

      And she accepted him without question.

      Stripes glared red and lovely on her back, his trademark V welted into her flesh. He could have done this last night. He could have stretched her flat on his bed and put these slashes on the backs of her thighs, marking the path to where he most wanted to be.

      Instead, he’d been a coward, and now, he had to pay for that weakness by sharing this priceless moment with half a dozen witnesses on set and God only knew how many viewers.

      Maybe it was all these years of punishing himself when the need became too great to bear, but he felt the burn of his strokes on his own body. He felt the fire coursing through her skin, burning through her veins. He knew the throbbing clench of desire that waited for him to slide home and ease that vicious ache. There was a secret place outside himself that he’d only been to a handful of times when he’d taken himself to a painful climax, but he found that hazy haven now, without a single blow to his own body.

      She’d taken him there, because that’s where she’d flown as soon as he began giving her pain.

      Tremors shook her shoulders and her legs trembled, making the petticoats froth about her legs. He read the tension in her body, the agony of need on her face, and decided she’d—they’d—had enough torture. At least one of them would feel a release.

      He wrapped his arms around her, tucking her quivering body back against his strength. She sagged, immediately, as though her body simply couldn’t hold itself upright any longer. On cue, Mal waved the lights even lower, giving them even more privacy so he could complete the scene.

      He hauled Shiloh’s skirts up with his left hand until he could slide his palm underneath and cup her. Hot and so wet, proof that she’d relished every moment of his punishment. She bowed in his arms, trembling on the verge of climax. His heart hammered and his lungs burned as though he’d run a marathon.

      The show, he reminded himself, crawling back from the tide of lust threatening to drag him under. He buried his fingers in her wet heat, slammed the crop down in a final blow to her outer thigh, and held her through the resulting climax that scoured his mind. It wasn’t his release, but she managed to wipe away all the years of grime and guilt he’d been carrying. She made him feel clean and light in a way that he hadn’t felt in years.

      She let out a cry of pleasure that tightened his throat and made his heart swell in his chest until he couldn’t breathe. She made something he’d feared and hated suddenly so beautiful that he felt his eyes burning with emotion.

      Mal ended the scene. He heard the voices rising, the cheers and comments flying about them. But he didn’t want to share this moment with anyone but Shiloh. Irrational, perhaps, but he had the crazy thought that the lights might blaze away this sweet haze. It might reveal the ugliness he’d been hiding from for so long, like the sun burning away the morning fog. He swept her up into his arms and marched off set.

      Alone. He had to get her alone. He had to make sure she understood what this had meant to him. What she meant to him.

      He threw open the door to the women’s dressing room, thankfully empty. He kicked the door shut behind him.

      “Please,” she moaned. “Victor—”

      “I’ve got you, baby.” He hadn’t felt this desperate, this crazed with need, in years. He set her down, determined to slow down and find his control again, but Shiloh took matters into her own hands.

      She jerked her skirts off, let the shredded shift fall to the ground, and stumbled over to the couch. When she leaned over the back and grabbed the cushions for leverage, he knew what she wanted, and he wasn’t strong enough to refuse her.

      Not when he wanted it as badly as she did.

      He struck the sweet curves of her ass with his crop, too hard, he feared, surely too much. “Shiloh,” he panted. “Tell me what you want.”

      “You, I want you! Please, V, as wild and hard as you want.”

      She arched into his blows, raising her hips, and he couldn’t wait any longer. He jerked his trousers open and surged inside her. “Where’s all those dirty words, baby?”

      She twisted her hands, tearing at the cushions. “I’m trying not to horrify you with my potty mouth.”

      “Tell me exactly what you want.”

      “Use your crop while you fuck me so hard I can’t walk back on set.”

      Her words sent his heart thudding so hard, so loud, he thought his head might explode. He thrust deep, slamming her into the couch, while he brought the crop down on her outer thighs, swinging the blows from side to side in a whistling arc.

      She screamed, and guilt tore through his pleasure. Too much, he’d hurt her too much…

      No, she clamped down on him in another orgasm. Shifting his grip, he brought the crop down on his own thigh and let the release take him too.

      Sweaty and curiously relaxed, fully replete and at ease within himself for the first time in countless years, he laid his head against her back and kissed every single lingering mark he’d left. Only then did he realize that he hadn’t used a condom.

      She’d already told him he didn’t need to use protection, and he’d certainly gone over her medical records. There truly hadn’t been a need to use prevention, other than his own determination to keep her safe.

      He’d lost control. Again.

      His control was unraveling, fraying like a rope against a sharp rock. Another string broke, another link in the chain crumbled, and eventually, his cruelty would be free to ravage her to the ground.

      She pushed up and turned in his arms, nuzzling against him like a kitten. “Don’t start feeling guilty. You felt how much I loved that, didn’t you?”

      “Yes,” he whispered against her hair, cradling her head tighter to his throat.

      “I’m not going to break, Victor.” Her words were muffled against him, but he heard the steel ringing in her voice and felt the fierce determination in her grip, her hands sliding up his back to hold him close. “You can’t scare me.”

      He closed his eyes and held her harder, unable to say the words strangled in his throat. Be afraid, baby, because I’m scaring the hell out of myself.
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        V’s Gift Blog:

        Finally, Master V let me see beneath the mask. He gave me a taste of His crop, right there on set for our show. I swear on a stack of Bibles that I’ve never come so hard in my life. It was a wonderful, glorious, sweaty session, except for the camera crew, of course. I couldn’t help but give Him everything, even though so many people watched.

        The sad truth is, I’d do anything for Him. Anything at all. I have no pride, no modesty, no sense of shame, not when it comes to Him.

        I can’t even pretend to have any resistance. I don’t want to shut Him down or play hard to get. I just want Him. Whatever that means, whatever He wants.

        I’m His.

        

      [image: ]
* * *

      “What’re you writing?”

      Shiloh nearly jumped out of her skin. She whirled around and tried not to look guilty, but it was too late. Andy leaned over her shoulder and read the screen of her private blog.

      Shit! Why did I ever start this stupid blog?

      Grinning, he waggled his finger. “Oh, Shiloh, what were you thinking? Didn’t you sign a confidentiality agreement?”

      “I haven’t broken my agreement.” So why are my hands shaking? She turned back to the computer and shut the browser, but the damage had been done. “I’ve never mentioned the show, VCONN, or anyone by name.”

      “Master V. Your cute little name for the show, Gift. Don’t you think people will figure it out? I read enough to know you are talking about a BDSM reality show. How many other shows like this do you think there are?”

      “I’ve had this blog for months, and I’ve never given away any particulars of the show.”

      “Do you think Mr. Connagher will give a shit whether you mention him by name or not?”

      Her head thumped and she didn’t feel like her knees would hold her if she tried to stand up. Victor would understand. Wouldn’t he? What else had she had of him for all these months? She’d had to write out her emotions or go crazy.

      “Are you…” She swallowed the choking lump in her throat and looked Andy in the eyes.

      He flashed a wicked smile and headed for the door. “Don’t worry, Gift. Your secret’s safe with me…as long as you allow me to win top sub.”

      “What?”

      “I don’t care if you make it to the final round. That’s totally cool. But you’d better bail on that final challenge and let me take the title. Mistress Mal must be the top top,” he winked, “or I’ll be having a little chat with Mr. Connagher and you, dear Gift, will be looking for a new job and a new Master.”

      Sick at heart, she took a deep breath and wracked her brain. She could fix this. She wasn’t going to let Andy win the show, her show, not after everything she’d gone through to get here. She’d fight tooth and claw to win this show.

      “By the way,” Andy said, sticking his head back in the door. “I almost forgot the reason I stopped by. You have a crisis on your hands. Kimberly is hysterical, sobbing her eyes out, and swears she’s quitting the show.”

      Great, just great. Not only did she face losing Victor because of her stupid tell-all-the-dirty-thoughts-I’ve-had-about-my-boss blog, she had to hand-hold his ex-fiancée to keep her from quitting the show.

      She caught Kimberly on her way out at the large glass doors of VCONN Tower. Pale but calm after whatever hysterics Andy had witnessed, Kimberly saw Shiloh coming and kept right on walking. “I won’t do it.”

      “Do what?” Shiloh walked with her down the sidewalk. “Nobody will make you do something you’re uncomfortable with.”

      “I read tomorrow’s sketch and I can’t do it. I won’t.”

      The next day’s taping was titled “The Master’s Hand.” Shiloh had planned to have all the remaining contestants blindfolded and bound, while the Dominants then teased and played with them. The contestants would have to recognize their Dominant’s hand, even if a different weapon was used.

      “What if we only have the other two Dominants test you?”

      Kimberly jerked to a halt and faced her. “You just don’t get it, do you.”

      Taken aback, Shiloh floundered at the sudden antagonism. Despite the woman’s past with Victor, Kimberly had seemed like a nice person. She’d cared about Victor’s welfare. So why the sudden one-eighty?

      “It’s not Victor I mind. I told you, I loved him. I was devastated when I realized I couldn’t be the kind of woman he needed. It’s his crop that’s a problem. But I’m going to have the same problem if it’s Mal’s flail or Patrick’s whip, or a paddle, a belt, a cane… I cannot handle pain. Not at all.”

      “I know,” Shiloh mumbled, suddenly near tears herself. She could handle the pain, needed the pain, and was on the verge of helping Victor get over his hang-ups too, only now everything was falling apart. She’d gotten closer than ever to him, only to feel like she was falling out an airplane. “I thought just a little would be okay. Just enough for the challenge.”

      “It would look fake and forced,” Kimberly said, relaxing back into the gentle demeanor Shiloh was more familiar with. “Just the thought of a blow, even a warm-up, makes me sick to my stomach. I’m sorry, but I learned a long time ago what my limits are. Pain is not a threshold I can play with.”

      “I understand.” Shiloh stared across the street at the park, trying to make her brain function. Did she really have to have this challenge? Could she come up with something else at the last minute? But why bother, if Victor would be forced to fire her for breaking her confidentiality agreement?

      A couple walked hand-in-hand in the park, laughing. Another family played Frisbee. She’d almost begun letting herself imagine a future like that with Victor.

      “Shiloh? Are you okay?”

      The marks on her back burned faintly, a reminder of what he’d done just hours ago. She’d hoped it would be a beginning, not an ending.

      Her eyes burned, hot and dry.

      Kimberly laced her arm with hers and led the way into a shop. Numbly, Shiloh went with her, fighting back the tears. “Sit. I’ll be right back.”

      The dark, rich smell of coffee filled the air. Grateful, Shiloh sank into a chair in the corner. In a few minutes, Kimberly handed her a latte. Wrapping her hands around the hot cup, Shiloh breathed in and decided that the world could go to hell in a hand basket, as long as she had a cup of coffee along the way.

      Kimberly sipped her drink. “Do you want to talk about it?”

      “I’m afraid Victor might fire me.”

      Elegant, classy Kimberly snorted, an indelicate sound that made Shiloh smile at least a little. “After what I saw today, honey, Victor won’t let you out of his sight. I’m surprised you managed to escape VCONN without the Master chasing after you with his crop.”

      Despite the joke, she shivered. Her body responded to the idea, more than willing to be run down by the Master and dragged back to his lair.

      “You’re serious, aren’t you?” Kimberly reached over and squeezed her hand. “Is it something about the show?” Shiloh nodded, fighting back tears. “Oh, no, and here I am threatening to walk out on you! Is it something you can talk about with me?”

      “I did something stupid and someone found out. Now they’re trying to blackmail me into throwing the show even more than we already rigged it.”

      Kimberly narrowed her gaze. “Does this someone have red hair? That bastard. I never liked him. You know the best way to deal with blackmail, right?”

      “Sure.” Shiloh drained the rest of her coffee. Maybe the caffeine buzz would help her face the Master’s fury. “Tell the one person I really don’t want to tell.”

      “He loves you.”

      Startled, she thumped down her cup harder than she intended. “You don’t know that.”

      “Not officially, maybe, but he does care for you, Shiloh. I’ve known him a long time, and it’s obvious.”

      She really didn’t want to think about exactly how well this other woman knew him. Certainly in the biblical sense, which made her grip the cup harder and contemplate bashing her over the head.

      “It’s as obvious to me that you are falling in love with him too.”

      “I’m that transparent?”

      “Well, the screaming and moaning from the locked dressing room kind of clued me in.”

      Great, now her cheeks picked that moment to flood with color.

      Laughing, Kimberly hugged her. “Oh, honey, sorry, I couldn’t resist. So what are you going to do?”

      “March straight back to VCONN and ask to speak to him. That’s where I was headed before the same little prick who’s threatening me said you were walking off the show.”

      Kimberly’s amusement faded and her hands trembled enough that the cup clattered on the table. “I’m really sorry, Shiloh. I just can’t do it.”

      “I understand. I’m sorry I didn’t think things through better beforehand.” Shiloh hugged her back and then stood. “Thanks for the coffee. I think I have the courage to face the Master in his lair now.”

      “Anytime. Are you going to be okay?”

      My career? Sure, I can always find another job. My heart? Probably not. But Shiloh forced a smile. “Tell you what. If you want to know how everything unfolds, come back to the set tomorrow afternoon. That’ll give me time to rework the challenge, or at least stage it where the non-masochists can exit gracefully and set up the next stage. I won’t ask you to do anything that even begins to make you feel uncomfortable.”

      “Are you sure? I mean, I know the amount of work that goes into setting up the scenes and arranging the cameras. Plus, you have to write up at least a few lines for Georgia. Can you pull off a change this late in the game?”

      “Worst case we delay taping until the next day.” No, worst case was the show was scrapped altogether, but she refused to even consider that option. “Let me talk to Victor and Mal, but we’ll go over everything after lunch tomorrow. Hopefully we can get something taped in the evening and not fall too far behind.”

      “Good luck, and remember, he does love you, Shiloh. Even if he doesn’t know it yet.”

      Which only made the thought of losing him all the more painful.

      

      “Ms. Holmes is here to see you, sir.”

      Victor pressed the intercom button and said, “Send her straight in,” to his secretary. He’d hoped to drag her away from work early tonight, but she hadn’t been in her office, and then he’d made the mistake of stopping by his own before going upstairs. If he didn’t show up in the next half hour, Léon would be thoroughly insulted.

      Shiloh stepped inside and the ground fell out from beneath his feet. She was pale, tense, and couldn’t meet his gaze. Instead of stepping into his arms eagerly, she hesitated close to the door.

      As though she’s afraid of me.

      His stomach felt as heavy and cold as though he’d swallowed his weight in lead. He’d seen the morning-after remorse hit a Dominant countless times, not just himself. Take a date home, show them a good time, a really good time, and then in the morning, they suddenly began thinking about exactly what happened. In the heat of the moment, the scene was hot and acceptable, but later, in the cold of the dawn, some submissives were suddenly horrified by what they’d done. Maybe they were ashamed of exactly how far they’d let the Dominant go. Or maybe they were just afraid.

      He schooled his face to the calm, disinterested mask of the CEO, even while inside he panicked and thought very hard about throwing her over his shoulder and rushing her upstairs to his bed before she could escape.

      It’s too soon for me to feel this afraid of losing her. Isn’t it?

      His hand trembled as he tightened his ponytail.

      “I need to speak to you as my producer and boss, not as my Master.”

      He breathed in deeply and held it several seconds. “All right.”

      She raised her gaze to his face and his heart slammed against his ribcage. Tears gleamed in her eyes, her lips trembled, and that was the end of his careful attempt as disinterest. He drew her into his arms, tucking her tightly against him. “What is it, baby?”

      “I need to tell you something about the show, and I’m afraid…” His heart thudded so hard he almost groaned out loud. “You might fire me.”

      Cautious relief slowed his heartbeat down a bit. She didn’t jerk away from him. She wasn’t afraid of him in particular, and he didn’t get the impression that she’d changed her mind after what had happened on the show. No, something else was bothering her, and the relief almost had him sinking to the floor on his knees and praising the Lord.

      He kept his arm around her but drew her over to sit before his desk. Sitting on the edge of his desk, he planted both hands on the arms of her chair and leaned down to kiss her. Her mouth trembled beneath his and he felt her breath hitch in her throat. “Why would I fire the one brilliant woman who brought the perfect show to me?”

      Who made me face the darkness inside and showed me the light on the other side? Who isn’t afraid of me—when I am?

      “I have a private blog that I’ve been keeping for months. It’s always been a habit of mine to keep a journal. It just helps me figure stuff out.” She searched his eyes, begging him to understand. “I started it right after I met you. I know it was stupid to put it on the Internet, but carrying around a diary made me feel like a horny teenager.”

      “Hmm,” he murmured against her cheek. “I was feeling rather like a horny teenager myself today.”

      “I swear that I never mentioned you or the company by name. I never gave details that would help anyone figure out who either of us are. Mostly, it was stupid stuff, like I saw you on the way to my office one morning, so I had to stop off at the bathroom and…”

      She ducked her head, her shoulders tight, so he could very well imagine what she’d done. “So you had to get yourself off before you could face me? And then you wrote about it in this blog?”

      “Yes,” she whispered, tightening her shoulders even more, making herself as small as possible. Out of fear, or guilt? “I’m sorry.”

      He dropped his mouth lower to her ear. “Dare I hope that you occasionally used the same dirty words that you whispered in my ear last night?”

      A small moan escaped and goose bumps jumped up on her arms. “Yes. Sometimes. I just never thought anyone would find out, and what if they did? How could they know it was me or you?”

      “What did you name this dirty little blog?”

      “V’s Gift.”

      Ah. He’d wondered how she’d chosen that name for the show. “So you’re afraid that with the show coming out that some very clever Dallas viewer may track it down? And then somehow figure out who you are, or who I am?”

      “Someone has.” She lifted her chin, her eyes hard. “Someone threatened to tell you and ensure I was fired for breaking my confidentiality agreement, unless I let him win top sub.”

      Victor knew exactly who’d threatened her. He sat back and blew out his breath. “Damn. Mal is going to be heartbroken. She loves that scrawny little runt.”

      Shiloh made a small noise, and he smiled at the disgruntled look on her face. “Here I thought you might not believe me, but you don’t sound surprised.”

      “I suspected that Andy was my mole that caused us to scrap Internet Secrets. I just didn’t have any proof.” Scowling, he leaned back down close. “And I will always believe you, baby.”

      “You don’t think I’m capable of lying to you? Not that I will, but—”

      “You’re capable,” he agreed, nibbling at her lips. “And I’m more than capable of making you tell me the truth, no matter how awful you think it might be.”

      The last of the tension eased from her shoulders. Leaning into his embrace, she wrapped her arms around his neck. “I swear on your crop that I will never lie to you. I never mentioned you, VCONN, my real name or the name of our show on the blog. Just all sorts of inappropriate fantasies I’ve been having about my boss and an unnamed reality show I created to…how did you put it? Lure myself into your clutches.”

      “I should still punish you.”

      She hummed out a low sigh against his cheek. “Yes, please do.”

      “You’re incorrigible. I thought I would punish you by having you read some of these inappropriate fantasies to me out loud.”

      “I can do that.” Her arms tightened around his neck. “Andy might be a prick but I don’t know that he was leaking show details. What are you going to do?”

      Gently, he stood, removing himself from her embrace. “Let’s continue this conversation upstairs, if you’re free for dinner?”

      She stood, too, one hip cocked daringly, her chin up and high, her eyes bright and confident. “I already told you, if you’re asking, I’m free.”

      Turning back to his desk, he made himself keep the tone of the conversation light. “Then I’m asking you to spend the night with me.” What he really wanted to do was clamp his collar on her neck, his ring on her finger, his name on hers and drag her away somewhere just the two of them.

      Before she can change her mind like Kimberly did.

      “Let me run home and get a change of clothes for tomorrow so I don’t have to rush off like I did this morning.”

      He nodded and forced a smile. “I’ll see you in an hour, then?”

      Shiloh headed for the door. “We have another issue brewing on our hands too, so I need to rethink tomorrow’s taping. I’ll bring all my notes and storyboards. Maybe you’ll have a brilliant idea.”

      “The first trailers are running on VCONN tonight too.”

      “Then it’s too late for your mole to leak the show’s details—we’re going to be baring it all ourselves.” She paused, her eyes sparkling mischievously. “You did call and warn your mom, right?”

      Victor groaned. “I’ll call Mama right now. God help me.”
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      With a glass of wine at hand, her belly full of delicious French food and the sexiest man alive ensconced beside her on a cozy leather couch, Shiloh thought she’d died and gone to heaven. He’d even flicked the switch so the gas fireplace cast a lovely intimate glow in the room.

      “All we really need to do is delay the punishment round for the finale,” Victor said. “Then we can eliminate Kimberly and any other submissive not interested in the pain round.”

      “So we need a new challenge that portrays the lifestyle in a positive manner and with which someone like Kimberly would be comfortable. In the end, most of our viewers are going to be happier with a scene like that too, right? So we’ve done bondage, and we’re going to do punishment. What else?”

      “That’s obvious.” She turned in his arms so she could search his face. “Service.”

      “Remember, this has to be clean enough for TV.”

      “I don’t mean sexual service.” But his arm tightened about her shoulder, pressing her tighter against the side of his body. “Some Dominants love the sight of a bound submissive fetching useless things or performing small tasks.” Evidently her distaste was obvious because he chuckled. “I take it you aren’t into that kind of play.”

      “Would you rather have me on my knees servicing you or trying to pick up a drink in my teeth because my hands are tied behind my back?”

      “Hmmm,” he hummed against her hair. “Let me think about that.”

      She elbowed him in the ribs hard enough that he grunted. “If you have to think about it, then I guess I won’t do either of them.”

      “You won’t?” He slid his hand up her back to palm the back of her head. “Even if I tell you very nicely?”

      She resisted his grip, stiffening her neck and shoulders. “I would rather you tell me meanly.”

      “Would you, now.” His fingers tightened in her hair, making her eyes water. His arm weighed heavy on her shoulders. A simple flex of his arm forced her head into his lap. “You can use your hands to pass me my wine but from then on, all mouth, baby.”

      Sliding to the floor, she reached behind her toward the coffee table, blindly feeling for his glass. He hadn’t released her hair, so she couldn’t turn her head. In fact, he held her tighter, closer, his fingers digging into her skull, making her pull her own hair to do as he’d ordered.

      Which fired her blood and made her heart pound with anticipation. Phantom marks stung down her back, her skin remembering how just hours ago he’d put his mark on her body and then claimed her so forcefully. Her fingers dipped into the glass and she almost spilled it in her haste to begin. Finally, she retrieved the glass and lifted it, slowly rotating her shoulder and lifting her elbow to avoid spilling the red wine all over the carpet.

      He took the glass from her and snagged her hand so he could lick the wine from her fingers. “Give me your other hand too.”

      Rubbing her face against the growing bulge in his pants, she lifted her left hand. He gripped her wrists, straining her shoulders and making her work against his grip to get her mouth on him. She lipped the zipper into her teeth and tugged it down so she could feel the hard ridge of his erection encased in his silk boxers. Tugging her arms harder, he shifted beneath her, making it easier for her to work him free.

      Maybe the wine had taken the edge off her need, but she thought it more likely that the scene with the crop earlier this afternoon had given her the self-control to hold him gently in her mouth. She was as tender and slow as he’d been last night, making delicious love to his cock. Even his release was a low, deep groan of pleasure. No frantic need, no sharp agony twisting their muscles into a frenzy.

      She rubbed her face against his thigh, lulled by his pleasure and the steady stroking of his fingers through her hair. She watched him take a long drink, and then he lowered his glass, turning it so she could put her mouth in the same spot.

      She didn’t make any move to return to the couch; it felt too good to wrap herself around his thigh. “Didn’t you say Léon wants to open his own restaurant?”

      “Yes, and I’ve already convinced him to let me provide his financing for a share of the business. All he’s waiting for now is to finish college and save enough to purchase his building.”

      “Do you think he’d be open to serving a fantastic dinner for our Dominants?”

      “I’m sure he’d be thrilled. What are you thinking?”

      “We set up a nice dining table and you three order complicated, fantastic food that he’ll prepare. Throughout the dinner, you could give each of us small tasks to perform, service, as you said. Then at the end, you can quiz us on what you ordered.”

      “So I would ask you questions, or would all the Dominants quiz you?”

      “It’ll be better if you all quiz each of us, but I know I’ll do poorly for everyone but you.” She rubbed her face against his thigh. “For some reason, I just can’t take my eyes off you.”

      He drew her up into his lap. “Me neither, baby, but are you going to be able to let someone else win?”

      Especially her, Kimberly, his ex-fiancée, who would certainly do well in this sort of challenge and look beautiful while doing it. Shiloh swallowed her jealousy. “This is the best way to let her and the other non-masochists save face. They win, and when the Dominants offer reward—which will really be punishment—they can bow out with whatever token reward you decide to offer.”

      “My jeweler called today and said the prizes are ready.” He paused, giving her a heavy-lidded gaze that sent chills racing down her spine. “I had some work done on my collar so it would make more of a statement for the show.”

      Questions whirled and shrieked in her mind like hurricane gusts. Did you give her your collar? Did she please you like I do? Are you ever going to love me like you loved her?

      He trailed his fingers across her throat, light and soft. “It’ll look fantastic on your throat.”

      “I know it’s just for the show.” The narrowing of his gaze made her bite her lip. “I mean, you don’t have to—”

      He surged up out of the couch, his hands brutal on her hips as he held her against him. Without a word, he strode to his bedroom, set her on her feet, and began removing her clothes. He wasn’t angry, but the grim set of his mouth and his silence unnerved her. “What about Andy?”

      “What about him?”

      Victor shoved his pants down his thighs and her heartbeat sped into the fast lane and kept right on going. She climbed into bed and hoped that he didn’t plan to simply cuddle and go to sleep. “What if he’s the spy?”

      “I’ll give him enough rope to hang himself once and for all.” Victor turned off the overhead light but left the bedside lamp on. He stretched out beside her, propped up on his elbow so he could look down into her face. “Remember today when you put that rope around your neck and handed it to me?”

      She nodded, searching his face for clues to what he was thinking. Shadows chased across his eyes, darkening his face, the grim face of the Master, but he wasn’t giving pain or making demands. Nor was he trying so painfully hard to be the tender, gentle lover from last night.

      “You trusted me. Even with a noose around your neck.”

      “You wouldn’t have hurt me,” she protested. “Even if we were doing a real scene instead of the show, I knew you wouldn’t risk my life or try to scare me like that.”

      “There’s no way in hell Kimberly would have done that. She didn’t have that trust in me, because she knew I was hiding. She knew there was darkness below the surface, and she had no way of knowing exactly how deeply it went.” He wrapped his palm around her throat, letting her feel the strength in his hand even though he didn’t hurt her. “Ask the question that’s tearing you up inside, baby.”

      “You asked her to marry you. Did you give her your collar too?”

      “She was a good submissive: obedient, kind, graceful, beautiful with a gentle soul. Everyone at the club liked her, except Mal, but in this, I ignored her instincts despite the ten years of friendship. I had already hit thirty and realized my life was slipping through my fingers. I wanted to get married. I wanted to give Mama the grandbabies she’s been hounding me about, and Kimberly was the kind of woman I thought she’d approve of.

      “I was a fool, Shiloh. I thought I was being mature and responsible, while day by day, I died a little bit more inside. I hated what I was becoming and I didn’t know how to stop it. Desperate and frantic, even if I couldn’t show it, I took Kimberly home with me to the family ranch, and Mama was barely civil to her. Incensed, I told Kimberly we were leaving and had the argument with Mama that Mal had been trying to tell me for months.”

      Shiloh stroked her fingers over his lips. “What did she say?”

      “She told me if I was stupid enough to marry a dishrag, then I deserved to drown in my own misery.” He let out a self-depreciating laugh that tore at her heart. She tightened her arms around his neck, trying to pull him down for a kiss, but he wasn’t finished yet. “I couldn’t be a Master as long as I was with her. I couldn’t show her what I really was. I couldn’t ask her to respect me, because I didn’t respect myself. I couldn’t ask her to trust me, because I didn’t trust myself.”

      He tightened his fingers on Shiloh’s throat hard enough she could feel her pulse reverberating against his palm. “How could I give her my collar when I couldn’t give her the Master? You trust me even though I haven’t completely found my way back to trusting myself, and that’s why I’ll give you my collar, if you choose to wear it.”

      

      He couldn’t seem to breathe while waiting for her response. He wasn’t even sure that his heart was beating. Eyes large and wet in the faint light, she drew him closer, rolling toward him and hooking her heel behind his knee. That was an invitation he could not resist, so he pushed inside her, melding their bodies together as closely as he could. He held her, skin to skin, heart to heart, breathing in perfect synchronization.

      Kissing his shoulder, his neck, his ear, she finally whispered, “I’ll wear your collar. Proudly.”

      His heart exploded into a frantic flurry of joyous determination. It was all he could do not to drag her to the jeweler’s and bang on the door until he opened the shop and let Victor have his collar so he could lock it on her neck.

      She pushed against his chest, and he willingly rolled to his back so she could ride him at her pace. God, she was gorgeous, her eyes shining, her heart in her eyes. “I want to be yours, V. I want to do everything you’ve ever dreamed about, even the darkest most secret things you’ve never told anybody. That’s why I called the blog V’s Gift: I wanted to gift myself to you, body and heart and soul. Own me, take me, use me. I’m yours.”

      Despite the warmth flooding his heart and tightening his throat, he kept his hand on her neck so she wouldn’t forget the trust she’d put in him. “Tell me what you wrote in that blog. You said you saw me, and you had to go into the ladies’ restroom. What did you do?”

      “I went into the stall farthest from the door,” she whispered, her breathing ragged. “And I looked beneath the doors to make sure no one else was in there. I thought I’d just take a few minutes to breathe and calm myself down, but I couldn’t stop thinking about you.”

      “What did you think about, baby? All the things I wanted to do to you? All the things you’d let me do?”

      “I kept thinking that maybe someday you’d just look at me, snap your fingers and order me to follow you. And I would, Victor. I’d follow you anywhere. I’d do anything you told me to do.”

      “What if I told you to come into my office, lock the door and remove your clothes?”

      “I’ll do it, as long as you let me open your pants.”

      If she hadn’t sucked him dry earlier, he would’ve come right then at her words. He fought down the urge to simply throw his head back and pour into her. “So there in that bathroom stall, did you pull down your panties or simply slip your fingers inside?”

      She shuddered with a soft little cry. “I pulled them down.”

      He drew her down closer, changing the angle so she could grind harder against him. “How wet were you?”

      “Sopping,” she whispered. “I couldn’t stop thinking about you. I wondered if you really were as Dominant as I suspected. And I was afraid.”

      “Of what, baby?”

      “That you wouldn’t like me, because I needed too much.”

      He let out a laughing groan that hopefully conveyed exactly how much he was liking her. “What do you need, baby?”

      “You,” she whispered against his mouth. “Hard, mean, tender, gentle, you. I want all of you, but especially the horrible stuff you don’t want me to see, because I have horrible stuff too.”

      He’d meant to embarrass her—a mild punishment—by making her tell him all the dirty things she’d written on her blog, but she turned him inside out, just as she’d done last night. Was there anything she’d ever try to hide from him? Or would she blurt out her most secret thoughts and fears without a single hesitation if he asked?

      Sliding his hand down her throat, he tugged firmly on her nipple, pinching and rolling her breast. Hard, too hard, unless she truly liked pain, and damn, did she ever. She threw her head back, her neck and chest flooding with a fresh wave of color as she climaxed.

      He didn’t try to delay his own release. How could he, when he wanted her so badly? When he wanted to reward her for her trust, generous spirit, and her tolerance for the very pain he needed to give?

      Breathing hard, he untangled from her embrace enough to turn out the light and then cuddled her close. With her face buried against his neck, she whispered, “I’m falling in love with you.”

      That quickly, she turned him inside out all over again. He wanted her love, he wanted her trust, but the thought scared the shit out of him. If she loved him, she might let him go further than she was comfortable with, just as Kimberly had done. Then he’d horrify her, scare her, hurt her too much, and he’d lose her. Losing Kimberly had been a blow to his pride.

      Losing Shiloh would rip his heart out of his chest and leave him gasping his last breath on the floor.

      He clutched her hard against him, listening to her breathe, feeling her heart beat against his chest. If he could hold her like this—and not bring out the crop—then he could keep her forever. Stomach churning, he laid there, sweating, agonizing, for hours, unable to sleep, because he knew the truth.

      She wanted his crop. As much as he did. And it was inevitable that someday he’d cross the line.
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      The phones were ringing off the hook. Shiloh had Victor and Mal cornered in his office, trying to plot out the best way to attack the afternoon’s taping, but his secretary kept interrupting every five minutes with another Very Important Phone Call.

      The smug bastard took every single one. Kicked back in his chair with his boots propped on his desk, he listened to every shocked complaint, giggled congratulations, and lawsuit threat with a smile on his face that grew wider with every call.

      Shiloh gave a disgusted sigh and set the script aside again until he was done. “Why is he so happy with all the complaints?”

      “We haven’t had a response like this since VCONN first opened its doors,” Mal replied. “Trust me, this kind of buzz means our ratings will go through the roof. The more controversy, the better. The newspaper and the local news stations already want interviews, and all they’ve seen is the trailer. If the mayor calls, V will treat the entire staff to the finest steak dinner with an open bar.”

      “Sorry about that.” Victor joined Shiloh on the loveseat, wrapping his arm around her. He leaned over and gave her a lingering, soft kiss, stroking his tongue inside her mouth until Mal made a disgusted noise. “Where were we?”

      The intercom buzzed again. “Mr. Connagher, the mayor is on line one.”

      Chuckling, Victor stood and headed back to his desk. “Why don’t you two make a list of all the filler things we can tape this afternoon, particularly the judging sessions. I want to be in a position to view the pilot from start to finish tomorrow.”

      Mal grimaced. “Guess I’ll be stuck with the film editors all day, then.”

      “Suck it up.” Winking, Victor sat down at his desk. “We’re going live Friday night.”

      Walking out with Mal, Shiloh paused at the door to see if he had anything to say to her. Anything private, or at least personal after last night. Why had she told him that she loved him? Because he treated it like a matter of fact, like it was his due, and that totally pissed her off.

      She’d give him anything he wanted, but damn it, she wanted him to acknowledge her gift. She wanted him to treasure her and her love. He didn’t have to be so damned ecstatic about the controversy, not if that meant he was too busy to be on set, too busy to work out the measly details that would make the show a hit, too busy to play a scene again.

      Too busy for me.

      She knew it was silly and immature, but damn it all to hell, she’d told him that she loved him and he’d said nothing.

      Nothing.

      Not even a fucking thank you.

      “Mayor Reynolds,” Victor said into the phone in that wicked, smooth voice of his. He gave a dismissive wave in Shiloh’s direction. “What can I do for you today?”

      Grinding her teeth, she shut the door as firmly as she dared.

      Mal arched a brow at her. “So V said we were going to switch things up with the next challenge, but he didn’t give me any details. Do you know what’s going on?”

      “We’re introducing another layer of submission.” Shiloh headed down the hallway and filled her mind with the mile-long list of to-dos instead of worrying about Victor. “Some of the contestants aren’t into pain and didn’t want to jump right to the punishment round.”

      “Some contestants being Kimberly.” Mal blew out her breath in disgust. “So he’s bending over for her? Again?”

      “It was my idea.”

      “Damn.”

      That tone made Shiloh jerk to a halt and faced the other woman. “What?”

      “You already love him that much?”

      Shaking her head, Shiloh resumed walking without answering.

      “What does he think about that? Surely he didn’t ask you to take it easy on her.”

      “He doesn’t care one way or the other.” About me or her, she bit back. “As long as we make a good episode and get another phone call from the mayor.”

      “You don’t have to do this, you know.”

      “Do what? The whole show is my stupid idea. I’m not going to back out now.”

      “Love will only make it hurt more.”

      Shiloh laughed wryly. “You know me, I’m a glutton for punishment.”

      “No, I meant V,” Mal replied softly. “If he knows you love him, and then he hurts you, it’ll only bother him more. He’ll blame himself for using that love against you.”

      Tears burned Shiloh’s eyes, which only made her madder, at herself, for letting him get to her so quickly, and of course, at Victor. “Why does he hate it so much?”

      “Oh, hon, I don’t know. He was brought up to be a gentleman who took care of the womenfolk, though once you meet Mama Connagher, you’ll wonder what kind of man would ever presume that she needed anyone to protect her.”

      “I don’t want or need him to protect me.”

      “He thinks he’s protecting you from himself.”

      Shiloh groaned out a laugh—to keep from bursting into tears. “When that’s what I want most of all.”

      Mal gave her a quick hug. “If it’s any consolation, you’re scaring him to death. You’re pushing his buttons and forcing him to deal with what he’s been hiding for so long.”

      “Should I back off a little? Quit pushing him so hard?”

      “Speaking with the purely selfish reason that I enjoy watching the great Master squirm, I say no. You’re challenging him like he’s never been challenged before. If he needs you to back off a bit, he’ll tell you.”

      Shiloh couldn’t help but wonder if maybe that was exactly what he was trying to tell her. She’d assumed that he’d be more than eager to hear her declaration of love, just as much as he’d wanted to hear her submission. She wanted to please him, whatever that meant, whatever that required.

      So if he didn’t want her love…did she want to keep giving him her submission? Did it really mean anything at all to him? How could she not doubt it when he refused to give her that dark, secret side of him for which she’d been made?

      “If you really want to make your point…” Mal shut her mouth and shook her head. “Never mind.”

      “What? Come on, Mal. You know how much I care about him.”

      “V is very possessive. Most of us are. If you’re setting up this next round for Kimberly to win, then you’re going to lose, right? What if you had yourself punished by me and Patrick?”

      “What would that prove?”

      “Well, for one, it’ll drive him insane with jealousy. No Master likes to see another Dominant playing with his sub unless he ordered it. But if you can take what we dole out, safe and clean enough for the show, of course, then maybe he’ll realize it’s not just him. It’ll be a risky play, though, hon. Don’t enjoy what we do too much, because you know what that’ll do to him. You want to show that you enjoy him more, but that you can take pain when it’s not just him.”

      Shiloh’s heartbeat quickened and her stomach tightened with dread and anticipation. He would surely be furious if another Dominant laid a hand on her; he’d told her he intended to share her with no one. But Mal had a point.

      I can endure anything, for him.

      “Let’s do it.”
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      Victor stared down at the platinum chain studded with diamonds. Front and center, he’d placed a large V made of more sparkling gems. Tracing his finger along his symbol, he imagined the collar lying tight on Shiloh’s neck. The image of red welts slanting down her back immediately came to mind from yesterday.

      She’ll wear my V on her throat and on her back.

      The thought sent a fierce pulse of lust through him, but his stomach churned at the same time. Despite a terrible night of sleep, he’d woken up first and had plenty of time to survey the lines of bruises down her back. She didn’t seem bothered by them, but the thought niggled in the back of his mind. Would she always bear his bruises? Was that the price she’d have to pay for his love? How could he ask such a thing?

      Will I always be so savagely turned on at the sight of my bruises on her flesh?

      Hand trembling, he covered the jewelry stand with black velvet. Patrick and Mal each had a stand on either side of his, and a flat tray held the individual necklaces they’d give each episode. For the pilot, he’d elected to use gold chains with a simple but elegant emerald heart for the ladies and gold cuff links for Andy, although rewarding the little prick would gall him to no end.

      “If the Dominants are ready, we’ll start with taping the judging ceremony for the pilot.” Shiloh paused with an expectant look at Victor, so he gave her a smile and a nod despite the misgivings boiling in his gut. “Then we’ll tape ‘Serving the Master’, followed by its ceremony, and then wait until after the pilot airs before taping the rest.”

      The contestants knelt in an arc before a low circular riser, while Victor and the other dominants took their positions on the top level behind the velvet-draped displays. Dressed in a gorgeous blue velvet riding habit, Georgia sauntered onto the set amidst brassy music that was quickly going to give him a headache.

      “Our hopeful submissives have endured the Dominants’ first challenge, learning about bondage dos and don’ts in the process. Unfortunately, three submissives will be sent home tonight. But first, let’s see what the contestants are playing for.”

      Georgia twirled around so her skirts fluttered about her and swept her arm grandly toward the Dominants. All lights suddenly went out except for a spotlight on the hostess as she gracefully took the short steps to the top. “First, we have Master P’s collar. If you would, show our viewers what your contestants are playing for.”

      With a flashing smile, Patrick jerked the velvet away like a magician to reveal a complicated bridle-collar combination mounted on a Styrofoam head. A blonde plume stuck up from the top and hung down the back, mimicking a horse’s mane, and silver chains hung at the cheeks that the submissive would supposedly take into her mouth like a bit.

      Georgia gave a delicate shudder for the camera and raised her hand up to her throat. “My, my, Master P, that looks positively frightful. Are you sure your top sub will actually want to wear it?”

      “Absolutely,” Patrick said with another smug smile. “Or else she won’t be my pony girl.”

      Georgia skipped over to Mal’s display. “Mistress M, are you hiding tack under your cover?”

      “Of course not,” Mal drawled out as she flicked the velvet away to reveal a spiked leather collar. “I train dogs, not horses. My top sub will heel like a good boy.”

      Georgia smiled for the camera and reached out to lay her fingers on Victor’s velvet cloth. “Oh, folks, just wait until you see what Master V has hidden beneath this cover. It’s so gorgeous! I’d almost try out his crop just to have the opportunity to wear it. May I?”

      He inclined his head and let her pull the velvet aside. The camera panned in to get the full effect of the large glittering diamond V.

      Georgia fluttered her hand out toward the diamonds. “How many carats?”

      He smacked the crop down an inch from her hand and she snatched her fingers back, her eyes snapping with outrage. “Enough.”

      She drew herself up and turned a haughty smile toward the camera. “That crop is a rather steep price to pay, so hopefully your top sub will think there’s enough diamonds to justify the pain.”

      Clenching his teeth to keep the retort back, he saluted with his crop. Nothing would justify the amount of pain he’d end up giving Shiloh. That Georgia even implied he’d give diamonds simply to buy off his sub’s affections made him want to tie the woman up and give her a few sharp blows from his crop, while dangling diamonds before her.

      “Contestants, these are the collars you are fighting for. These are the Dominants who may claim you.” Georgia walked over to the kneeling submissives, bringing them into the shot. “If you please them enough.”

      

      Watching Victor, Shiloh knew he was angry. His jaws were tight and he reached back to yank his hair in that merciless ponytail. His eyes bored into her, waiting for her reaction to the collar displayed before him, but she couldn’t take her eyes off him. When he was upset and needed to release his emotions, he would always draw her attention, not a glittering necklace collar. No matter how much she wanted everyone to see that collar on her neck and know that she belonged to him.

      The music rose to a crashing crescendo, signaling the submissives to kowtow before the dais. Shiloh leaned forward and planted her face on the floor inside the diamond made by her fingers.

      “First, we’ll hear from Master P,” Georgia said.

      Four submissives on Shiloh’s left rose gracefully and stepped forward to the bottom step, where they went back to their knees.

      Blood pounded in Shiloh’s head. The corset made such a position difficult to breathe. She listened to Patrick’s voice droning on and on, but she didn’t really hear his words. She didn’t care. Georgia called Mistress Mal’s submissives forward, and the same judging was repeated, but Shiloh kept running last night through her mind.

      One minute he was all Dominant, all Master, ordering her to his pleasure with confidence and a heavy hand, just like she’d dreamed about. But the next, he was achingly tender and filled with guilt. Tender she loved. The guilt she could do without. It made her feel too much like the last time she’d dated seriously. Michael had tried so very hard to learn enough of the BDSM lifestyle to satisfy her, but he’d hated every moment of it. In the end, his guilt and reluctance had killed his love for her and damaged hers beyond repair.

      Will that happen with Victor? No matter how much he cares for me, will his guilt destroy our relationship?

      “Lastly, we’ll hear from Master V. Will the remaining submissives please come forward?”

      Shiloh pushed up carefully, making sure she didn’t topple over backward after kneeling for so long. It’d been a long time since she’d actually played this sort of game, so her knees and back ached with strain. Kimberly, of course, moved with that innate willowy grace that made Shiloh grind her teeth and bile churn in her stomach.

      The four women knelt at the bottom step and kowtowed again, face to the floor, ass in the air, with enough room that Victor could walk among them if he so desired. Evidently he did, even though the other Dominants had made the submissives come up the dais to them. He walked down the steps, tap tap tapping that crop on his boot. Forget the stiffness and the long wait—it was all Shiloh could do not to arch her back more and lift her ass in invitation for the first blow.

      In silence except for the tapping of his crop, he walked around each of them and then halted directly in front of Shiloh. She could reach out and touch his boot—if he allowed it.

      “At ease.”

      The submissives leaned back on their knees, rising so he could see their faces. He gazed at each of them equally. Shiloh searched his eyes, hoping to see a gleam of tenderness or even a flash of irritation, but the Master mask was fully in place. He slapped his thigh hard enough with the crop that they all jumped, Shiloh with delicious anticipation, although Kimberly made a soft sound of distress.

      He turned to the submissive at the end of the line. Shiloh couldn’t remember her stage name off hand, but she was the one who’d brought chain in the first phase of the challenge. The grim slant to his mouth and the hardness in his eyes made even Shiloh squirm. “You failed the bondage challenge. You will not wear my collar.”

      The woman ducked her head, wisely shutting her mouth rather than risk his ire if she begged or pleaded.

      “Ruby, you survived this challenge but I won’t reward you.”

      The red-haired submissive inched backward out of the spotlight without lifting her face from the floor.

      He moved back to stand with one foot before Shiloh and one before Kimberly. From a pocket inside his jacket, he removed a golden chain from which dangled a sweet emerald heart.

      He hooked the necklace on the end of his crop and lowered it toward Kimberly’s face. “Willow, you did well in the bondage challenge.”

      Swallowing her fear, Kimberly reached out and took the chain off his crop. “Thank you, Master V.”

      His eyes narrowed and his mouth tightened. Kimberly paled, ducked low and backed away from him, leaving only Shiloh in the spotlight with him.

      I won’t make such a mistake, Shiloh swore. She deliberately licked her lips.

      He pulled out another necklace and draped it on the crop. “You won the bondage challenge, Gift, pleasing me greatly.”

      Her mouth was watering, which was silly. He wasn’t going to let her get too crazy with the camera rolling, but she knew the best way to turn him on. A good submissive would always lick or kiss the Master’s chosen tool, and Kimberly should never have used her hands to receive his gift.

      Shiloh made herself wait until the crop was an inch from her mouth, and then she leaned forward slightly, turning her face so she could rub her cheek along the leather. She couldn’t help but let out a small moan of appreciation, remembering how that leather had caressed—and cut—her flesh. Working her mouth up the shaft, she licked the chain into her mouth and delicately removed it from his crop.

      He stroked the crop along her cheek and down her neck. Gripping the necklace in her mouth, she didn’t dare beg, but he knew what she wanted. He’d always know. He fisted his hand in her hair and jerked her against his thigh. Just like the original storyboard she’d shown him, she wrapped her body around him and buried her face against his hip.

      “This week, our top sub is Gift, and the top sub’s reward is…”

      The overhead lights dropped so they were backlit, their bodies shadowed for the camera.

      She fisted her left hand in his shirt, her muscles shaking with anticipation. From the corner of her eye, she saw his arm lift. The crop whistled through the air to slice across her buttocks.

      Throwing her head back in ecstasy, Shiloh whispered, “Master V.”
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      Bored to tears, Shiloh blinked and made herself concentrate on Victor. The three Dominants sat at a dining table they’d set up at Silken—to take advantage of their kitchen and more elegant setting—chatting and eating like the old friends they were. Other VCONN and Silken staff handled the serving, including the young man, Brandon, who had been so desperate at the tryouts. If she’d known he was so vulnerable, she wouldn’t have brought him on set, although she had to admit his breakdown was just the kind of emotional impact they needed to make it real and believable.

      The episode was titled “Serving the Master,” but the contestants knelt off to the side and weren’t actually participating in the serving of the food at all. That would surely have been at least amusing, especially if they’d been bound as he’d teased last night. The more she thought about it, the better that idea sounded.

      Maybe he’d accidentally on purpose drop his fork beneath the table and make me fetch it…which would put my mouth very close to a certain tasty part of his anatomy, which I could service while hidden beneath the tablecloth…

      “Remember our deal,” Andy—Beau for the show—whispered beside her.

      “No deal,” she hissed out beneath her breath. “He already knows everything. I told him the truth. You can’t hurt me.”

      By the curl of his upper lip and the wrinkle in his nose, Andy totally disagreed with her statement, but Georgia turned to them for the next segment.

      “Contestants,” Georgia said, “Prepare for the quizzes.”

      Shit. She was going to suck at this. She might not even get Victor’s questions correct. She wiped her sweaty palms on the petticoat and picked up the marker and pad of paper before her.

      “These questions are for all contestants, regardless of which Dominant has taken interest in you. The contestant with the most correct answers will win this challenge. At each Dominant’s discretion, the contestant with the worst performance may be punished.”

      Uh oh. By the narrowing of Victor’s eyes boring into her, he didn’t like that idea at all. Shiloh tried to keep the hopeful glee off her face and turned her attention to Georgia.

      “The first question: How did Master P order his steak prepared?”

      They had steak? Shaking her head, Shiloh scribbled “well done”. Patrick was such a fastidious dandy that he surely wouldn’t eat bleeding meat.

      “Contestants, show your answers.”

      Shiloh turned her pad around and Victor’s eyes narrowed to slits. His jaws worked as though he were still eating and his right hand was clenched on the table.

      The prick beside her snickered beneath his breath.

      “I’m sorry, Gift, everyone got the answer correct except you. Maybe you’ll have better luck with this next question. Did Mistress M drink sweet or regular iced tea?”

      The sound of busy scribbling filled Shiloh’s ears, winching her anxiety higher. She had no idea. Mal was a Southern girl, so surely she’d selected sweet tea. Right? But was it a trick question?

      Georgia actually tittered this time as she read Shiloh’s answer. “The correct answer is regular tea.”

      A loud crash jerked Shiloh’s attention to the Dominants’ table. Victor had slammed the crop down on the top so hard that the dessert coffee cups had fallen over. Face dark and mouth a flat, grim slant, a thunderstorm brewed on his face.

      She ducked her head and waited for the next question.

      “What did Master V drink with his dinner?”

      I know this one! She wrote down red wine and waited until Georgia gave the signal to reveal their answers.

      “The correct answer is Francis Coppola’s Reserve Cabernet Sauvignon.”

      Fuck, Shiloh growled in her mind, risking a quick peep at Victor’s face to see how angry he was. He was tapping his thigh—hard—with the crop.

      “Master V, will you accept Gift’s answer of ‘red wine’?”

      He gave a short jerk of a nod, but he slapped his thigh so hard his eyes and nostrils flared with pain.

      “We have a tie between Willow and Beau, so this last question is only between them to determine who is tonight’s top sub. If your Dominant were to order dessert, what do you think he or she would be most likely to select?”

      Although she didn’t have to answer, Shiloh burned to know what Victor would select. Brownies? Crème brulee? Strawberry shortcake? She had no idea.

      “Display your answers. Master V, is ‘ice cream’ the correct answer?”

      “No.”

      Kimberly’s shoulders sagged with dismay, while Shiloh wanted to scribble madly on her pad, flipping page after page until he finally admitted what he would have ordered.

      “Is ‘hazelnut chocolates’ the correct answer, Mistress M?”

      “Mmmmm,” Mal drawled out in her sexiest voice. “I love me some Rocher.”

      Shiloh shared a miserable glance with the woman beside her. Victor had lost tonight because of her. She hadn’t expected to do well, but she’d hoped Kimberly would be able to pull off a win for him. His competitive nature would not be pleased, not at all.

      “Now for the catch to this challenge,” Georgia practically purred. Damn the woman; she didn’t have to sound so pleased that Shiloh was going to get punished. “Master P, do you wish to punish Peppi?” He shook his head. “Fancy?” Again, negative. By now, Shiloh’s stomach felt like she’d swallowed a gallon of Pepto Bismol. “Gift?”

      He gave the perfect Hollywood smile and leaned over to slap Victor on the shoulder. “Absolutely. I’ve been dying to get my whip on that fine little pony.”

      Shiloh swore she could hear Victor’s teeth grinding even though he sat at least ten feet away.

      Mal agreed to punish all of the losing contestants, but Shiloh wasn’t fooled. She knew the formidable Mistress would save the worst for her.

      “Master V, do you wish to punish Gift for failing you tonight?”

      Shame burned Shiloh’s cheeks. She had failed him, not deliberately, but she was goading him, and that was a serious offense worthy of punishment.

      “No,” he said in a cold, hard voice that made her cringe. “It sounds as though Gift has finagled enough punishment for one night.”

      

      What the fuck is she doing?

      Fuming, Victor glared at Shiloh, willing her to meet his gaze and explain herself. Mal had called a filming break in order to set up the punishments. The crew bustled around, talking excitedly, but Shiloh kept her head down, refusing to look at him. Had she planned this whole thing just to get back at him for suggesting a service round? Or was she trying to make a different point? That perhaps other Dominants would be willing to give her the pain she craved if he wouldn’t?

      Either way, he was royally pissed.

      Damn it all to hell, the last thing he wanted to endure was the sight of Patrick uncurling his whip and contemplating which luscious inch of her back to mark.

      Her back is mine to mark, mine to bruise, mine to cut with leather, and not just any leather, but my crop.

      “Put the cross here,” Mal said in an entirely too bright and cheery voice. She stood directly in front of the table, ensuring he’d have a perfect view of his sub getting punished by another Dominant. “For this one, we definitely want to make sure she’s bound.”

      Rage pulsed so dark and ugly through him that he trembled. He’d never bound her, and now another would do it and make him watch. He closed his eyes and concentrated on breathing, instead of ripping that damned contraption apart with his bare hands and dragging Shiloh upstairs where he would bind her, punish her within an inch of her life, and then make savage love to her until she never again even thought to invite another Dominant to lay a hand on her.

      Something touched his knee and he flinched, his eyes flying open. Shiloh huddled at his feet, her forehead pressed to his leg. “Forgive me, Master V. Give me the order and I’ll refuse. We’ll re-film the entire episode, and I’ll endeavor to watch everyone’s food selections instead of daydreaming about what I could do under the table with the tablecloth to hide me.”

      Some of the turmoil shredding his gut faded. He heard the sincerity in her voice. By the catch in her throat, she might actually be near tears. Silently, he laid his hand on her head, rubbing his fingers against her scalp.

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you.”

      “Yes, you did.” He sighed out a long breath but kept his fingers gentle on her head. “I’m assuming Mal helped you plan this out?”

      “She said it would be risky,” Shiloh admitted, twisting her head so she could look up at his face. “Are you very angry?”

      “Yes. And I’m going to be much angrier after I have to sit here and watch Patrick ogle my sub while he whips you.”

      Her eyes were dark and solemn. “Am I yours?”

      He tightened his fingers on her hair slightly, a subtle signal to draw her tighter to him. “I told you I’d give you my collar, didn’t I?”

      “For the show.”

      Gripping her chin none too gently, he forced her up off his knee and leaned down to glare into her face. Her eyes glittered with unshed tears. Damn it, why would she cry about his collar? He’d already said he’d give it to her. “Is that it? You want a commitment from me off the show? You want my collar now? I’ll give it to you.”

      “All I want is you.” She kept her voice soft but she jerked out of his grip and stood, moving away to a safer distance. “You don’t understand this part of the challenge at all, do you? I’m not trying to make you jealous, V, because nobody could possibly hurt me as good as you.”

      “You get off on pain, Gift, so you’re going to have sex with another Dominant in front of me, after I told you I was a selfish bastard who refused to share you with anyone. I’d say that gives me the right to be pretty fucking jealous.”

      She shook her head, turned her back, and walked away. “I’m not going to feel pleasure in this, because the whip and the flail won’t be in your hand. If you don’t believe me, watch. See if I come. I’m telling you I won’t. I’ll endure it, no matter how badly they hurt me, simply because I failed you and I’m trying to make a point to you.”

      “What?”

      She threw back over her shoulder, “Exactly what I told you last night.”

      Last night, she’d said she was falling in love with him. Words that had both thrilled and terrified him. Today, he’d tried to pretend he hadn’t heard those words, that he didn’t hope and pray for her love with every fiber of his being, because in the end, he was bound to hurt her. He was bound to scare her.

      I’m bound to lose her.
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      They strapped Shiloh face down on a St. Andrews cross. There wasn’t anything to rest her head on, and they made sure she could see Victor. So she would be forced to watch his reaction. That was the real punishment, not whatever they’d do to her back.

      Mal had suggested that she strip down to the shift and pantaloons to make sure the corset didn’t bite into her. Plus it would make it easier for her to breathe through the pain if she could actually expand her lungs. She knew they weren’t going to spare their blows for the show.

      They were going to punish her, for real.

      There would be no sensual arousal to help balance the pain. No petting and stroking, no soft words of encouragement from a loving Dominant. No, this was pain and lots of it.

      Her stomach felt curdled and tight to her spine. Her pulse beat so frantically she couldn’t hear whatever Georgia was saying for the camera. It would be so much easier to bear if it were Victor dispensing the pain. Just the thought of him lifting a flail—it didn’t have to be his crop—and bringing it down on her flesh was enough to turn her on. It wouldn’t matter how much it hurt. The more the better. In her mind, the pain would blend with the need she felt for him and become something overwhelmingly and frighteningly orgasmic.

      She closed her eyes and concentrated on breathing deeply until her panic quieted. Opening her eyes, she met his gaze. He could make this so much easier without even lifting a weapon. If he’d made a direct order that she should endure whatever they did, then she would still be able to find pleasure in the punishment. She’d have a purpose for letting them hurt her. But he was tense, his face dark, his eyes hard. She knew he didn’t relish this at all.

      Maybe he’ll punish me himself later.

      Patrick blocked her view, drawing her gaze up to his face. “How much can you take, Gift?”

      “That depends, sir.” She tried to be polite and not snide, but she couldn’t pretend that he frightened her, let alone turned her on. “How strong is your arm?”

      “Strong enough that my subs can usually only take a handful of strokes before they’re crying out their safeword, and they have the benefit of play before and after. You’re getting nothing but punishment, honey.”

      “If they can take five, then give me ten.”

      His eyebrows climbed. Shiloh was particularly grateful that she couldn’t see Victor’s reaction. “Are you sure? I don’t intend to do damage, Gift, but the whip is a precision weapon with a great deal of cut. I won’t allow the leather to break your skin, but I’m not going to start gently, either.”

      “Ten, sir.” She dropped her gaze and tried to show sincere regret. Thinking about Victor’s reaction to this display helped dramatically. “I deserve punishment for failing the quizzes.”

      Patrick stretched his arms, opening his chest and warming up his muscles as he stepped behind her.

      “Her safeword,” Victor said in a voice that made cold chills race down her spine, “is Christmas. I expect you to use it if you need to, Gift. That’s an order.”

      She kept her head down for him, giving him the respect even though he wasn’t participating in the scene. “Yes, Master.”

      “Christmas,” Patrick drawled out. “Very well. Count them out, Gift, so I’m not forced to start over at the beginning.”

      The long leather tail snaked on the floor, rasping against the wooden planks, promising agony. He gave a trial snap that made her flinch, but the whip didn’t touch her. Not yet.

      He laughed softly. “Ready?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      She heard the sharp crack of the lash before she felt the cut of his blow on her left shoulder. Her breath rushed out and she twisted her wrists in the bonds, but she didn’t cry out. Damn, that hurt. He must have managed to hit one of Victor’s bruises. “One.”

      If it’d been Victor delivering punishment in a formal scene, she would have thanked him for it, but not Patrick. Not unless her Master ordered it.

      Panting, she opened her mind to the pain. She didn’t fight it or tense her muscles. In fact, she relaxed everything. Her knees sagged, but the bonds kept her upright. She fought her eyes back open and sought Victor.

      Don’t you understand I’m doing this for you? This is nothing compared to what I want—need—you to do.

      He gave a slight nod of his head but his face remained stiff and remote. An order, or encouragement? She couldn’t tell. His face was too hard, his eyes too dark.

      As a consummate showman, Patrick trailed the leather across the floor, drawing out both her tension and the viewers’. When her breathing had steadied, he pulled his arm back and sent the whip whistling through the air again. Pain bloomed on her opposite shoulder.

      She sucked in her breath and clenched her jaws to keep from crying out. She wouldn’t make a sound for him. Screams and moans were rewards for the Master wielding the weapon, and she refused to reward anyone but Victor.

      When she trusted her voice, she whispered, “Two.”

      “I’m impressed, Gift. I thought surely you would be whimpering by now. Maybe you’ll endure ten strokes after all.”

      Her back burned so fiercely she did want to whimper, but she looked at Victor—his hand clenched about the crop that was laid in his lap, his other hand wrapped around his wineglass so tightly she thought it might shatter—and she clamped her mouth shut.

      Blowing out a shaking exhale, she drew in another long breath, filling her lungs in a slow, controlled breath. She didn’t want to hyperventilate and pass out. Patrick would be insufferable, and she couldn’t bear to hear him teasing Victor about it later. He threw back his head, drained the glass and signaled Brandon to fill it again.

      She’d known this would be difficult for Victor to watch. Did he yearn to punish her himself? Would he see that pain didn’t scare her? Could he see the difference in how she felt while Patrick did this, and how she’d react if it were Victor delivering the blows? Because just the thought of him standing and striding over to deliver a single blow with his crop was enough to make her suck in her breath and fight back arousal.

      It would be so easy to let the pain melt into something else; hot, molten need coursing through her veins. But only if she had Victor at the other end of this punishment. For Patrick and Mal, it had to remain pain. She didn’t trust them like she trusted Victor.

      She didn’t need—let alone love—them like him.

      The blows continued, one by one. She had to admit that Patrick was a skilled Master. He timed each blow so that she anticipated it. She had plenty of time to think about it and know that the next blow was going to hurt more than the last. He never hit the same spot twice, so by blow seven her entire back felt blistered and charred with pain.

      With her eyes clenched shut, colors burst behind her eyelids, whirling and dizzying fireworks. Pain became red and orange, the fire of the sun blazing on her unprotected flesh. The ice-blue of flame. The dark purple of a fresh bruise.

      Sweat dripped in her eyes, her muscles quivered up and down her back like a twitchy horse tormented by flies. Her jaws ached from the strain, but she refused to release a single scream, even though it would make her feel better. Fuck, it hurt. It felt like he was peeling her flesh off her bones strip by strip.

      If Victor were behind her, she’d know she was pleasing him. He’d be punishing her with his body, tormenting her with what she couldn’t have until he decided she’d had enough. And bliss, he’d touch her. He’d speak to her. His voice alone right now could send her screaming into release.

      For this Master, all she felt was the vicious strokes with no relief, no pleasure in sight.

      “Ten,” she gasped.

      And now Mal gets to do the same thing. A soft sound escaped her lips. Not a moan, thank God, but a small crazed laugh. This has to be the stupidest thing I’ve ever done.

      “Very impressive.” Patrick circled her so she could see his face. “You’ve fully satisfied your punishment, Gift.”

      She’d been creeped out by him and his pony shit, and there was obvious tension between him and Victor, but for the first time, she really appreciated his skill and dedication. The whip had been like an extension of his hand, and he’d timed and placed each blow exquisitely.

      She tried to smile but her muscles were jumping and trembling too much.

      Georgia stepped in front of her, fluttering a fan frantically before her face. “Our viewers certainly know not to fail such a challenge when playing with one of our Masters. Well done, Master P.”

      “Cut.” Victor pushed up from his chair, his voice as harsh as though he’d shattered that goblet and swallowed the shards of glass. “Mal.”

      The Mistress became producer in a heartbeat. “Let’s get Shiloh out of these bonds and continue filming with Peppi on the cross while Shiloh takes a break.”

      As Victor approached, the other Dominant inclined his head and stepped back with a grand flourish. Without another word, Victor loosened a cuff and caught her against him effortlessly, supporting her weight while he unbuckled the other.

      Now, she moaned. Yes, her back was on fire and his touch made those marks sting, but the torment came from his body, his nearness, and most of all, his control.

      He locked his hands on her arms and swept her off her feet. She couldn’t help but moan again. She clutched his shirt and buried her face against his neck. Just the scent of his skin and the heat of his body were enough to feed the pain blazing on her back, twisting it toward pleasure.

      Yet he still didn’t speak. Despite the fact that they were both dressed in period clothing, he strode out of Silken, tossed her in the front seat of a red sports car so quickly she didn’t even see its make, and tore out into traffic.

      “Victor—”

      “No,” he growled. “Don’t you dare speak to me right now.”

      Shame flooded her face and hitched her heart in her chest. Was he that angry? Tears dripped down her cheeks, where she hadn’t cried while being whipped. She’d endured that pain for him.

      I would endure anything for him.

      He jerked the wheel sharply and pulled into the underground parking beneath VCONN Tower. In moments, he hustled her out of the car and into the elevator, still grim and silent, his fingers locked about her arm so hard she’d have bruises tomorrow.

      More bruises that would ultimately torment him with more guilt.

      He dragged her down short hallway to his private penthouse, threw open the door, and marched her straight into his bedroom where he threw her flat on her stomach across the edge of his bed. Planting his forearm on her neck, he pinned her, his breath rasping in her ear.

      “So you want to be punished? Let me show you what I think about your little display with Pat. Maybe next time you should put on a bridle for him.”

      The crop cracked against her ass so hard, so fast, she couldn’t help but scream. All the pain she’d taken from the other Dominant’s whip suddenly boiled back to life. She remembered every stroke, every whistling blow, and now Victor augmented that pain with his own. The pent up need she’d kept bottled deep inside exploded out of her. Shuddering, she came so hard she bit her lip and tasted blood.

      The crop lashed her again and again, building that fire until she sobbed and moaned his name, fighting his grip. “Please, V, God, please!”

      “What do you want, Gift?”

      “Please, fuck me, Master. Fuck me so hard that I can’t think, I can’t breathe, I can’t move without remembering you inside me.”

      He ripped and tore his way through her clothing and slammed inside so hard that he stole her breath. Her vision wavered and pain speared through her. He wasn’t a small man, not at all, and he took no care to ensure her pleasure. This wasn’t about her. This was about the Master taking what was his, imprinting himself on her psyche so deeply that she couldn’t imagine ever having sex with another man ever again.

      The crop came down again on her hip and outer thigh, the pain a red-hot brand to tie her to him forever.

      Nobody will ever hurt me as good as Victor.

      Her mind felt fuzzy, disconnected from her trembling, wracked body. She cast herself higher, giving him the screams he needed to hear, the pain he needed to know she felt and enjoyed, and yes, the pleasure that shattered her mind and left her sinking into warm, velvety darkness.

      She made herself a gift and gave her heart and soul to him.
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        V’s Gift Blog

        I’ve been thinking a lot about V’s desk. It’s a shiny black monstrosity nearly as wide and long as a king-size bed. Now if you’re thinking that I’m fantasizing about stretching out on top of that desk, then you don’t know me very well at all. No, my fantasy would be to hide beneath the desk.

        Can’t you just see some snooty high-society lady droning on and on about whatever fundraiser she wants Him to support, while I unzip His pants with my teeth?

        As a Master, He’ll be able to control Himself for a very, very long time, and I’m a damned good submissive. I can play for a very long time.

        I love His cock, every inch of it. I’ll lick it, kiss it, simply put my face on it and breathe His scent. Only when He puts His hand in my hair and shoves deep into my throat will I start to suck.

        I’m terrible, I know, but it makes me laugh every time I think about it. If you’re ever lucky enough to enter V’s office and He doesn’t rise to shake your hand, maybe my fantasy just came true.

        

      [image: ]
* * *

      The crop lay on the mattress, mocking him. He’d broken his promise and brought the damned thing into his bed. Furious, he slung the crop across the room, unable to bear the sight of it.

      Curled around her protectively, Victor held her in his arms, waiting for her to awaken. He listened to her breathing and watched her face for any wincing or indication of pain. Dear God above, what had he done? The great Master had so little control that he couldn’t bear to see his sub play with another Dominant?

      Patrick had played cleanly. He hadn’t copped a feel or made any inappropriate comments, but jealousy still ate a hole in Victor’s gut every time he thought about that damned whip.

      Her face had twisted in pain, straining, he knew, not to cry out. Not to indicate any passion behind those blows. Had that pain been the sick, hurtful kind of pain, like pulled muscles and torn tendons? Or was it the damned good kind of pain that heated her blood and made her wet?

      Damn it, he knew the answer, and that’s why his belly burned with acid.

      He’d never been so possessive of a sub before. Even after they’d become engaged, Kimberly had often done scenes at Silken with other Dominants, and he’d thought nothing of it. Maybe it was the pain aspect, which he himself associated with arousal and sex. The kind of pain one received in a scene was the kind that got him off. No Dominant had ever gotten Kimberly off while he watched, at least not that he knew about.

      Murmuring beneath her breath, Shiloh turned in his arms and nuzzled deeper into his chest. “That was fantastic.”

      “I didn’t hurt you?”

      “Mmmmm,” she nibbled and kissed his throat. “You hurt me so good.”

      He squeezed her tighter, fighting to keep his voice calm and even. “You weren’t scared?”

      She drew back so she could look up into his face. “Are you kidding? Hell no, I wasn’t scared. I loved it.” She bit her lip, searching his gaze, and then blurted, “I love you. I trust you. Don’t you know that?”

      “How…” He swallowed the ragged edge in his voice. “How can you trust me?”

      Shadows flickered through her eyes that he couldn’t name. Doubt? Concern? Anger? “Are you saying I shouldn’t?”

      Releasing her, he stretched out on his back and stared up at the ceiling. “I don’t know. I don’t know how far I’ll go. I don’t know what my limit is, and if I don’t know mine, how can you trust me not to cross yours?”

      “I don’t know what my limits are either.” She laid her head on his chest and stroked her fingers up and down in lazy swirls, teasingly giving a light pull on his chest hairs. “Are you scared of me?”

      “Hell, yes, I’m scared of you. Baby, you push me so hard I’m afraid I’ll drag us both off the cliff.”

      “Well, as long as we go together, I don’t care.”

      She said it so lightly, as though she really didn’t care, while the very thought made him ill. How could he love and protect her if he was the one who’d hurt her the worst?

      “I suppose we ought to get back. Mal still needs to punish me.”

      Stiffening, he fought for a calm and reasonable tone of voice. “I really don’t like another Dominant to punish you, even for the show.”

      She propped her elbow on his chest so she could stare down into his eyes. In a somber, gentle voice, she said, “You know you’re the only one who can ever truly punish me, don’t you? What Patrick did was just a show. It didn’t mean anything.”

      “It meant a big fucking deal to me to sit there and watch him hurt you.” When I wanted to hurt you myself.

      “It hurt, sure, but it certainly wasn’t as glorious as what you just did. I’d much rather have you hurt me.” She shrugged, so nonchalant that he wanted to shake her. “It’s sort of like prostitution.”

      He blinked, trying to follow her reasoning. “You’re not a whore.”

      “That’s not what I meant.” Nibbling on his ear, she whispered, “But I’d be your whore, your slut, yours to take however you want. There’s absolutely nothing I won’t do for you.”

      Lust speared through him so fiercely he thought seriously about rolling her over and beginning all over again. Mal could handle the afternoon’s taping. Hell, why not the whole evening?

      “What I meant is that when a whore has sex for money, she might enjoy it sometimes, but it’s work. It’s a job. If she gets any pleasure out it, that’s a bonus.”

      “I still don’t see how that applies to what you did with Patrick today.”

      “It was a job. I didn’t take pleasure in it. It hurt, but I didn’t let it become pleasure, not like I would have if you were at the other end of that whip. Does that make sense?”

      “Pain is pain, and for us, that means pleasure.”

      She made a disgusted noise and sat up, sliding to the side of the bed. “Don’t be obtuse. You know that’s not true, or else why don’t you come every time your knee hurts? Patrick whipped me today. It was like your knee surgery. It was necessary. I felt no enjoyment in it.”

      Snagging her arm, he squeezed until she turned and looked at him. “I don’t like it.”

      She leaned down and brushed her lips against his. “After Mal’s done with me, drag me off set, slip your fingers under my petticoat, and see how much I liked it. Okay? And then, Master V, you should definitely punish me yourself.”
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      Mal met him at the door to Silken. “All hell’s breaking loose.”

      Sighing, Victor reached back and tightened his ponytail. All hell’s breaking loose inside me too. “What’s up?”

      She gave a hard look at Shiloh that made him wrap his arm around her, instinctively drawing her closer. “You may not want her to hear the details.”

      “She hears everything, especially if it’s about the show.”

      Mal flipped on the television above the bar. “Oh, it’s about the show all right.”

      As soon as he saw KDSX sleazeball, Frank Firkuss, Victor knew it was bad news. They employed only the worst kind of backstabbing, vicious mudslingers and dirt-mongers.

      “After a titillating preview of VCONN’s upcoming show last night, we are thrilled to have stumbled across a blog created by one of America’s Next Top sub’s contestants. According to our information, this contestant is the exact same woman in the trailer released by VCONN.”

      Shiloh started to pull away, but Victor kept his arm locked about her. She wasn’t getting away from him that easily.

      “Even juicier, the contestant works at VCONN. Shiloh Holmes is an Associate Producer at VCONN, but reportedly began dating President and CEO, Victor Connagher, and suddenly found herself the show runner for Top sub.” Firkuss pointed to the screen behind him to their silhouette from the trailer. He let out a slick, fake laugh. “Perhaps dating isn’t exactly the right word. Now who does this look like to you?”

      He held up a picture of Victor in profile from a recent charity event, his longer hair clearly visible. It wouldn’t take much imagination for the viewers to see the resemblance.

      Reeling, he felt like the rug had been jerked out from beneath his feet. He hadn’t minded people within the BDSM community knowing his identity, but this… He and Shiloh had just come out of the closet in a very big way. Everyone in Dallas would know the kinky shit they were into, and the gossip and rumors would get worse with each and every episode.

      Do I dare proceed with the show? If it drags Shiloh’s name through the mud and airs all our dirty laundry to the entire city?

      “I don’t know how she got details on Internet Secrets,” Mal said in a clipped, tight voice, “but she’s been your spy all along. She’s only trying to get closer to you to leak more information.”

      Shiloh jerked away from his arm and stepped toward Mal, her eyes flashing. “I would never do such a thing! I didn’t even know about your show, so how could I have possibly leaked any of the details? Do you think I would leak my own name like that? Everybody in Dallas thinks I’m doing my boss just to get a promotion and spot on a sleazy show.”

      “Aren’t you?”

      “Enough,” Victor retorted. He took Shiloh’s hand and drew her back to him. “She didn’t do it, Mal. I know about the blog. She told me herself.”

      “So? That doesn’t mean she didn’t call up Firkuss and tell him all about it too.”

      “Why would I do that? Do you have any idea what I put on that blog? How many times I wanted to approach Victor but I didn’t know how, all the secret fantasies? Oh, God…” She turned and buried her face against his chest. “I’m so sorry. Everybody will read those things. They’ll know it’s you, won’t they? It’s so obvious. They’ll read all the horrible language I used, see all the secret things I’ve thought about doing with you. I can’t bear it. Why was I so stupid?”

      Victor wrapped his arms around her and dropped his chin on top of her head. He’d taken the time to read several months’ archives of her blog, and he suddenly found the whole situation rather amusing. He even started to chuckle. “Next time I invite someone into my office and I don’t get up to shake their hand, they’re going to assume you’re under my desk giving me a blowjob.”

      She made a high-pitched wail that only made him laugh harder.

      “You think this is funny?” Mal stared at him like he’d suddenly sprouted another head. “Everybody in Dallas is speculating that Victor Connagher is the meanest Master in town.”

      “Aren’t I?”

      “Well, yeah, sure, but do you want everyone to know it? Right now, we can bluster with threats of a lawsuit to shut KDSX up, but if you continue to tape the show, more and more people are going to assume Master V is you. They can’t help but make that connection, no matter what kind of mask you wear.”

      “I know.” His mind leaped ahead, imagining the fallout. After the pilot, the speculation would only get worse. Or better, he thought, allowing a wicked grin to twist his mouth. “Our ratings are going to shoot through the roof. Everyone will watch just to see if they can tell for sure it’s me.”

      “And that doesn’t bother you?” Mal asked incredulously. “You know what kind of Master you’re showing yourself to be on the show, right? This isn’t nice, safe Dominant play like what you did with Kimberly all those months. This is the real shit, V. People are going to know you’re a sadist.”

      Despite his growing excitement for the show’s success, he couldn’t deny a kernel of uneasiness. “We’re keeping it clean enough for TV.” As long as Shiloh doesn’t push me over the line. “We’re not doing latex, ball gags or dungeon shit.”

      “Yet.”

      He arched a brow and looked down at Shiloh’s head. “Are you planning a dungeon scene?”

      “Not exactly.” Her words were muffled against his shirt. “There is a punishment round coming up, though. I don’t know how far we’ll end up going. It might get rather intense.”

      “We can pretty it up for Dallas.” He tried to keep his voice light, but Mal’s eyes narrowed. She’d caught the unease in his voice. If only he could pretty himself up for Shiloh and ensure her safety. If he could keep his mind clean, his crop in control and his need for brutality under wraps…

      “If she didn’t leak this blog, who did?”

      Victor met Mal’s gaze and made his voice as soft and gentle as possible. “Andy.”

      She snorted and whirled away, striding rapidly in the opposite direction. He and Shiloh followed her into Silken’s office. “I don’t believe it.”

      “He’s the only other person at VCONN who knew about my blog,” Shiloh said. “He threatened to tell Victor if I didn’t let him win Top sub.”

      “That doesn’t mean he called up KDSX and leaked the show or the blog.”

      “I told him earlier today that he couldn’t blackmail me because Victor already knew everything. I told him all about the blog and honestly, I expected him to fire me.” She peeked up at his face to judge his reaction. “I especially expect him to fire me now that his cover is blown.”

      “I’ve been hiding a long time,” he said softly, leaning down to kiss her. “Maybe it’s time to stop hiding Master V behind the mask of the CEO.”

      He didn’t realize how tense she’d been until she melted against his chest. Tears glittered in her eyes. “I didn’t mean for this to happen. I tried to keep everyone’s identity a secret with the masks. If I hadn’t started that stupid blog…”

      “I love your blog. In fact, I want you to write another entry. Right now.”

      “What?” She spluttered as he pushed her toward Ryan’s computer. “I should delete the whole damned thing before they have the chance to spread it all over Dallas.”

      “Don’t you dare.” He gave her his most intimidating glare. “I’m going to talk with Mal awhile about Andy, and I want you to write a juicy new entry. Make it as scandalous as you can imagine. Drop a hint about the leak—that you can’t wait to see what happens once I get my hands on him. And then write about what we taped just now, and what happened afterward.”

      “You want me to say that…” Her eyes were wide, her mouth soft and so lush it was all he could do not to smash her against him for a long, deep kiss that would curl her toes.

      “I was so incensed after watching another Dominant punish you that I had to drag you off set and fuck your brains out.” He winked at the choked sound that escaped her mouth. “Or whatever inappropriate language you can think of. You’re so much better in that arena than I am.”

      

      Victor sat with Mal before the fireplace while Shiloh typed up her blog entry. Crew came and went, cleaning up from the dinner and checking in for their next duties. When he noticed Léon and Brandon together, he couldn’t help a small, smug smile.

      Sniffing and wiping her eyes, Mal stared into space. “I just can’t believe it. Why would Andy do something like this?”

      “I had a friend do a little digging, and it seems as though Andy has gotten himself into trouble with gambling. He and a bunch of his college buddies are playing poker pretty heavily.”

      “Gambling? But he never…” Mal met his gaze and he reached out to squeeze her hand. “How could he hide something like that? From me?”

      He suddenly had an inkling of what Kimberly must have felt after dating him for months—and agreeing to marry him—before he’d finally shown her the real Victor beneath the calm, safe, controlled mask he’d been hiding behind. A BDSM relationship revolved around trust, and to keep such a secret from a Dominant or a submissive, broke that trust. It shattered every illusion of safety in a caring but politically incorrect relationship.

      “I’ve whipped that boy to climax. I’ve tortured him with need until he begged me to come. He’s licked my feet, slept on the floor, and even wore women’s panties to class because I told him to. But now… It’s like I don’t even know who he is. I had no idea he was gambling so heavily he’d feel so desperate that he’d betray us. If he needed money, I would have helped him.”

      Giving Andy the benefit of doubt, Victor tried to think of something more positive to say than he was a lying dirty cheat. “Maybe he was too ashamed to ask for help.”

      “No.” Mal shook her head. “He’s asked me for help before. I’ve even given him an advance on his salary—out of my pocket, not VCONN’s—because he said he needed to fly home to see his parents. I wonder if he ever did. Maybe that was just a lie. Maybe everything’s a lie.”

      “What he had with you wasn’t a lie.”

      “Wasn’t it?” Mal laughed, a raw sound closer to a sob. “I’ve been preparing mentally for the war with Mama if I bring Andy home and introduce him as my live-in lover and possibly my someday husband, only now to find out he might have been using me all along. He’s been stabbing VCONN in the back, and instead of submitting to me, he’s been fucking me over this whole time.”

      “We don’t know how deeply he’s in this, Mal. I know you’re hurt, and I have to admit that I think he’s a prick for how he tried to blackmail Shiloh, but you’re jumping to conclusions about your relationship. He might be the most committed sub—”

      “No man could truly submit to me while withholding such secrets,” Mal said in a flat, hard voice. “I’m done. He’s getting out of my house tonight.”

      “I think we should play this smart. Let him dig himself deeper. If you question him, he’ll only be defensive and try to lie his way out of trouble. Let him entrap himself, and, if we’re very lucky and good, which you know we both are, we’ll make laughingstocks of KDSX, Firkuss and Andy.”

      “How?”

      “We let Andy leak information—but we choose what he leaks, and we play the show.”

      Mal released a low rumbling growl that she usually saved for the scene. “In this mood, I’m afraid I’ll rip his dick off.”

      Smiling, Victor shrugged. “Keep it clean enough for TV.”
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      Georgia resumed her hostess duties as though nothing had happened. “Mistress M, would you like to punish Gift for failing to answer your questions correctly?”

      Shiloh tensed instinctively. She’d seen the emotions tearing up the other woman’s face. If Mal chose to punish her while she was so angry, Victor would end up being very pissed indeed.

      “Not at this time.” Mal gave a hard smile for the camera, but Shiloh knew she was thinking about saving all that rage and hurt for Andy. “Although I reserve the right to punish her if she fails the next challenge.”

      Georgia inclined her head and turned to the camera. “Very well. Let’s begin the judging.”

      Pressing her forehead to the cold floor, Shiloh waited in the shadows while Patrick kicked off another submissive and rewarded Peppi with her necklace. Victor had chosen rubies this time, one of Shiloh’s favorite stones, which made losing this round hurt even more.

      Mal went next, and she was terse with Andy even though she declared him winner. He dared to slip his hands up her thigh beneath her riding habit, giving her a cocky grin that had surely won him much favor in the past.

      This time, Mistress M planted her boot on his chest and shoved him backwards to sprawl on the floor. “Remember who your Mistress is, boy.”

      Disgraced, Andy remained prone, face pressed to the floor.

      “And now, let us hear from Master V,” Georgia said.

      Instead of coming toward them, Victor stayed on the dais while the contestants rocked back to their knees.

      He began in a severe voice that could have blistered paint off the walls. “Gift, you failed to answer a single question correctly for both Mistress M and Master P. Service is a crucial skill for any top sub, and while you serviced me to the best of your ability, you failed to please the other Dominants. You brought shame upon your Master.”

      Shiloh dropped back to the formal kowtow position. Yeah, this was all a show, but his critique still stung as fiercely as any blow he could hope to deliver. She could have done better for the other Dominants, but her best would always go to Victor.

      “Willow, you answered the most questions successfully tonight out of all the submissives competing for my collar, and so you win this challenge.” Canned applause filled the silence, but Victor looked far from pleased with his forehead furrowed and the short, impatient taps of the crop against his hip. He walked toward Kimberly, continuing to slap his thigh repeatedly, and his face went even grimmer with each flinch she gave. “However, I have significant doubts about our compatibility.”

      He gave one last loud strike against his thigh, and Kimberly kowtowed before him, shaking. “I can’t do it, Master. I’m so sorry. Please dismiss me instead of Ruby.”

      Her words melted even Shiloh’s heart. His face softened and he bent down, his hand gentle as he lifted Kimberly up to stand before him. Sincere tears dripped down her cheeks, her face twisted with grief.

      “I’m sorry.” Gently, he latched the necklace around her neck for her. “I cannot change who I am, and neither can you. You’ll make a less edgy Dominant very happy indeed.”

      Taking Kimberly’s hand, he bowed and kissed her knuckles, keeping with the tone of the show. Head high, she walked off set, leaving Shiloh and the other contestant before Victor. “Return to the line.”

      Georgia stepped forward and patted him on the arm. “I’m afraid you’re not the top Master tonight.”

      He gave her a look that made her pale and jerk her hand back. She forced a shaking smile for the camera while the Dominants arranged themselves on the dais. Victor and Patrick stood on the lower ring and Mal took the top, although she looked none too happy about it.

      “Tonight, our top Dominant is Mistress M, with her submissive, Beau, at her feet.”

      Victor’s jaws were tight and his fingers white on the crop. Shiloh swallowed a heavy lump of guilt in her throat. It stung his pride to lose a single game. In the end, though, this loss would give the show more drama. He couldn’t win every single challenge effortlessly, or their Dallas viewers would cry foul.

      In her opinion, of course, he’d already won top Dominant.

      After the earlier refresher course on humility, Andy crawled up the steps and pressed his face against Mal’s boots. If she hadn’t been so upset about his likely betrayal, she might have stretched out the performance for the camera, but she merely called, “Cut!”

      The lights came up and the crew milled about, a little surprised at how quickly she’d ended the scene. Andy actually looked a little scared. He didn’t get up immediately, and when Mal moved away, he clung to her ankle, earning another sharp kick to free herself.

      “Mistress, what’s wrong? Have I offended you?”

      Her jaws worked, her eyes dark with reproach. Victor came to her aid. “Sorry, Andy, she’s upset with me. I need all my editors working through the night to make sure the pilot is ready. Do you have friends you can hang out with tonight? I thought I’d just have Mal sleep over in my guest room so I could work her as late as possible.”

      “Oh, sure, I was going to meet some friends after work tonight anyway. Are you going to have an opening night party, Mr. Connagher?”

      “Of course,” Victor smiled, and Shiloh couldn’t help but shiver. Was Andy really that stupid? Couldn’t he see the shark swimming beneath the surface, mighty jaws at the ready to swallow him whole? “It’s tradition, isn’t it? My place, Friday night. We’ll watch the pilot together.”

      

      Hours and days flew by in a blur of frantic work. Shiloh, Mal and Victor worked long into the night managing the thousands of details that would make or break the show. Victor fielded all the countless phone calls and public relations. Mal proved to be a godsend in the editing room, and she was more than willing to spend every waking moment at work so she wouldn’t think too much about Andy.

      Shiloh worked herself into a stupor each day and then fell into Victor’s bed for another kind of blissful stupor. They made love each night, sweet and slow or hard and passionate, but they didn’t play BDSM games. She didn’t feel any lack, and evidently his needs had been met—at least temporarily—on the show.

      Watching the pilot was surreal. She didn’t recognize herself masked and in costume, kneeling at the fierce masked man’s feet. She’d known Victor would be incredibly hot on the screen, but watching him and seeing the tightening of his eyes and mouth, the darkness flickering in his eyes, the quick, hard tug on his hair, all signaled how much he wanted her. How much the little scenes they played out turned him on.

      She became so unbearably aroused that she felt swollen and achy, as though they hadn’t had sex for months. Years.

      She suddenly understood why some people got off on voyeurism. Watching the trailer was enough to make her tremble and break out in a sweat. If he brought out his crop and smacked her with it, she’d come right here in the middle of thirty or more chatting guests. They couldn’t leave soon enough. They all applauded wildly after the credits rolled, and Shiloh’s eyes filled up with tears.

      Her name, listed as creator and show runner. He’d given her full credit. She couldn’t imagine what KDSX would do with that little tidbit. Would people leap to all sorts of conclusions about her relationship with Victor? Could the gossip be any worse than it already was? Although those words printed out in black and white on the screen were proof that she was real, that the blog was real, and so her relationship with Victor Connaghter, CEO of VCONN, must also be real.

      Grueling hours at the office had taken a toll on Victor’s knee. Grimacing, he rubbed it while he talked with Mal. Everyone else had left, but Shiloh couldn’t begrudge the other woman his time. Not with the difficulties she was experiencing with Andy.

      “How am I supposed to pretend like nothing’s going on? Like I don’t know what he’s up to?”

      Victor’s upper lip curled slightly as though he smelled something bad. “Pretend. Use your anger and hurt to punish him better than ever. That’s all he’ll care about.” He let out a short, harsh laugh. “You have the opposite problem I experienced with Kimberly. I don’t know if it’ll be easier to pretend you don’t need to punish him, or to pretend you’re punishing him with love and not real rage.”

      As unobtrusively as possible, Shiloh knelt before him and began rubbing his knee. With a grateful smile, he stretched his leg out, making it easier for her massage. She kept her touch light and gentle on those sore muscles, slowly building up intensity.

      “I don’t know how you did it for so long,” Mal said, shaking her head. “At first, I admired your ability to keep the dark side under lock and key.”

      “And then?”

      “Then I wanted to beat the shit out of you because I knew you couldn’t possibly hide forever, and Kimberly wasn’t the kind of woman who could deal with the Master.”

      Shiloh bit her tongue to keep from blurting out, I can deal with the Master. I’ll deal him all day, all night, any way he wants.

      She ran her fingers down the sides of his bad knee, stretching those tendons with firm, long strokes of her fingers. His eyes fluttered, his breathing caught, just a slight hesitation, but she heard it. Keeping her head down, she made herself concentrate on her work and not what he might be feeling. Fears and doubts raced and tumbled in her mind like a frantic hamster running on its wheel.

      Does he love me? Will he accept our relationship, both the normal sex and the darker side of pain we both crave? Or will he keep pushing that need away? Will we have to run season after season of America’s Next Top sub to get the relief we both need? Will he ever see his handiwork and feel as much pride in those bruises as I do?

      As long as he kept the crop under lock and key, she knew she’d never have his full heart.

      “I can see myself out,” Mal said as she stood. “Thanks for listening to me bitch and moan about Andy.”

      “You’ve certainly listened to me often enough.”

      Silent, Shiloh kept her head down and her fingers busy on Victor’s knee. His voice had lowered to a silky rumbling timbre that spoke of arousal and long hours of pleasure.

      Or pain.

      Mal laughed softly and gave her a friendly squeeze to her shoulder. “You’ve got magic hands, Shiloh. I haven’t seen the Master this relaxed in years.”

      “I may not need surgery after all.”

      At that compliment, she couldn’t help but jerk her gaze up to his face. “Really? It’s helping that much?”

      His mouth quirked. “You’re helping all sorts of things. VCONN’s ratings. A shitty season with our front runner forced to cancel at the last minute. My bum knee.”

      “A Master with a crop and no sub to enjoy it,” Mal added, with a slight emphasis on enjoy. “I’ll see you two Monday morning at eight o’clock and not a moment earlier than that, okay?”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Victor retorted in a voice that made his friend snort. They both knew who would top the other if they were ever forced to play together.

      Shiloh moved her hands up slightly higher and gripped his thigh, drawing her fingers firmly down the long lines of muscle to his knee. He let out a groan and dropped his head against the back of his chair. Listening to Mal’s departing footsteps, the door shutting, his breathing deepening, Shiloh bit back the words and tears threatening to bubble up. Her heart ached in her chest, yearning to please him in all ways, even those he was too reluctant to bare. The same need gnawed deep inside her, sharp and relentless. Making love with him was wondrous, but sometimes…

      Sometimes I need you to whip me with that wicked crop until I scream and beg and cry. I need you to hurt me, so good, so very, very good.

      She couldn’t ask him, though. Not when it was so difficult for him.

      She pulled her fingers down the upper curve of his calf, but his boot interfered. She gripped the heel of the cowboy boot and pulled it off, then the other, and he made no protest. Now she could work his calf and the tight tendons running down to his ankle. Every muscle and tendon would be strained to compensate for the weakened ones at his knee, even if they didn’t consciously hurt him.

      When his leg was completely relaxed and putty in her hands, she leaned forward and pressed light, reverent kisses where she knew he bore the surgical scars. She rubbed her face on his thigh and trailed her fingers lightly up and down his calf, simply worshiping his strength and muscled power.

      He dropped his hand to her head and rubbed her scalp gently. With silence in the house and the Master fully at ease before a romantic, dancing fire, she could cry for being so happy. So quickly, he’d become home to her. Family. This is where she belonged, and if he ever sent her away…

      Her throat tightened and her eyes burned.

      “What can I now do for you, baby?”

      His voice sounded thick with sleep…or sex, although as relaxed as he felt beneath her hands and cheek, he was surely just tired. His fingers didn’t tighten in her hair. He made no move to drag her mouth to better use.

      Tightening her arms around his leg, she hugged his thigh and relished the feel of muscle beneath her cheek. She hadn’t worked so hard to relax him, only now to ask for something that would make him tense and worry about how far she might push him. “Love me?”

      He reached down and pulled her up into his lap. She tried to burrow into his neck—so he wouldn’t see the darkness in her eyes—but he wouldn’t let her hide. No, the Master could hide all he wanted, but he would never tolerate such dishonesty in his submissive.

      She tried to make herself angry with him, but it didn’t work.

      He kept his hands gentle, but she knew he had to see the truth written in her eyes. If he doesn’t…then he can’t be my Master, no matter how much I want him to be.

      The thought made her want to throw her head back and screech with grief at the top of her lungs.

      “I do love you, baby. I know I haven’t said it out loud, but I’ve been trying to show you.”

      His words only made her agony worse. Show me how much you love me by bringing that crop into your bed. Rip the mask away and give me the real you, all you, all night, all weekend, the rest of our lives.

      She smiled tremulously and fought to keep the stream of pleas dammed in her mind instead of reflected in her eyes. He was the Master, she the slave, at least in this. It wasn’t about what she needed; she wanted to please him. She wanted to keep the lines of pain smoothed from his face, his knee loose and comfortable, and the shadows of guilt out of his eyes.

      “You have shown me.” Every time you lift that crop. “I love you, Victor.”

      He pulled her against his chest and nuzzled his face against her hair, his breath warm on her ear. “Do you know where I keep my crop?”

      Tension rippled through her body. Of course she’d noticed where he put the crop after each taping. It hung on a hook inside his closet door. She’d wanted to ask him whether he’d always kept it there, for surely Kimberly would have noticed it. A good submissive would have taken careful note of where the Master kept his tools so they could be fetched at a moment’s notice. How could the crop on the inside of his closet not have signaled what kind of Master he was?

      “Yes, of course. Shall I get it and your cleaning supplies?”

      “I’ll clean it,” he breathed heavily in her ear, his hand sliding up her back with enough pressure to send her heart galloping faster. “After I whip you while you suck my cock.”
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      The flare of hope in her eyes made his heart hurt in his chest. Intolerable, he thought as she leaped from his lap to do his bidding, for a woman I care about so very much to feel like she’s unable to express her need for fear of upsetting me.

      A caring, attentive Dominant would never neglect his submissive’s needs, not unless making a deliberate point or lesson in discipline. She would not ask for what she needed, for she knew all too well his struggles to keep the sadist at bay.

      When it was the sadist she needed most of all.

      I’m falling in love with an incredible submissive who knows what I need and want better than I do. I can—and want—to do this.

      He couldn’t deny the heavy thud of his heart, the coiling need building in his groin, or the fierce joy he felt at the sight awaiting him in his bedroom. Shiloh knelt beside his bed, nude, with his crop laid on the edge of the bed. Her eyes were large and dark with her need, the same shadows he knew must be reflected back at her as he raked his gaze over her body.

      Stepping closer, he began undressing, forcing himself to go slowly and methodically. She didn’t say a word but he noticed the tenseness in her shoulders and arms, as though she fought against her natural instincts to reach out and speed him out of his clothes. When he picked up the crop, she let out a sighing exhale, and that tension in her upper body simply melted away.

      He pointed at the foot of the bed. “All fours, facing me.”

      “Yes, Master.” She did as he ordered, making sure she kept close to the edge of the king-size bed so he had easy access to whatever body part he might wish to torment first. Without being told, she kept her legs parted, her back arched to show her breasts and ass to the best of her ability. She made an offering of herself, her eyes silently pleading with him to feast upon every inch.

      Instead of fisting a hand in her hair and setting to work immediately, he forced himself to walk about the mattress and take a good, long, appreciative look at her from all angles.

      Of course, he slapped the crop against his thigh, a stinging rhythm that made him hard and eager to mark her flesh. Her, too, if the gleam of moisture on her upper thighs was any indication.

      “Let’s get one thing very clear, Shiloh. If I’m failing to meet a need that you have, you must tell me. Even if you think it’s something I don’t want to hear.”

      She hung her head. “Yes, Master.”

      “So tell me all about that darkness I’ve noticed in your eyes tonight.”

      “I need you to hurt me, Master. Hurt me real good.”

      A red-hot iron poker jabbed through his spine and stirred his innards into a steaming, boiling pot ready to explode. Before he even realized his arm had cocked back over his shoulder, he landed a blow on her ass hard enough that she quivered and cried out with surprise.

      Red bloomed on her skin, a hypnotic, addictive sight. He burned to lay Vs up and down her body, imprinting his will on every inch of her heart and soul until she was his.

      He wanted his diamond V on her throat and red Vs of pain on her body.

      Breathing too fast, he took a deep breath and held it for a long count of ten before he trusted himself to speak. “Too hard?”

      “Never, Master.” Her voice was as sultry as a Texas summer night and she bent her elbows so she could arch her ass higher in invitation. “Thank you, sir. Shall I count out loud?”

      “No.”

      He hated “thank you, sir, may I have another” formal shit. It was too much like Patrick’s demonstration, which ratcheted his lust up exponentially. He wanted her screaming and begging and crying for release, not calmly and coolly counting out his strokes. With that thought, he landed another blow on her other cheek.

      She sucked in her breath and rocked back on her knees to meet the next blow.

      He whipped her until her ass was hot, red and swollen, until he feared she might not be able to sit down for a week, and yet she lifted into every single stroke. Her moans of pained appreciation urged him onward, to strike harder, sharper, compelling him to give more pain. She’d buried her face in his bed, her cries muffled against the blankets, so he strode back around and jerked her head up by a handful of hair.

      “Oh no you don’t, baby. I want to hear every single cry you make. I want every response, everything you’re feeling. Have I taken you high enough yet?”

      “Please,” she moaned, fighting against his grip. “No.”

      His gut twisted with a sharp thrust of fear that absolutely did not feel good. In fact, he thought he might actually puke on the carpet. “Shiloh, do you need me to stop?”

      “Please don’t stop! I meant no, you haven’t taken me high enough yet. I can take more, V. I can take everything you need to give me.”

      She knows I’m still holding back.

      The thought terrified him, even while lust exploded through him so hard and violent he felt like the top of his head had blown off. He thrust into her mouth, forcing her to take him all or choke, while he brought the crop down on her back.

      Careful, he tried to remind himself. Ribs. Spine. Not too low. Protect her kidneys.

      While demons shrieked and lit hellfire through his veins.

      He kept the blows to her shoulders, slanting the crop so he could see the red Vs forming on her upper body. He drove into her mouth, his back arching with an orgasm that ripped out of his body, sandblasting every thought and doubt and fear from his mind.

      Shaking, his bad knee weakened. He leaned against the bed, grateful for her steadying hands. She licked and sucked until he thought he might expire on the spot. Or come again, he wasn’t sure. Laughing raggedly, he forced his eyes open and his amusement died.

      Blood dripped from a deep slice of the crop, trickling down her lovely back.

      

      “Lie down on your stomach,” he ordered in a voice that froze her heart with dread. “I’ll get the first-aid kit.”

      His face was hard, a statue of granite and guilt. She hated the way he averted his gaze. One minute, he was all Master, all sadist, taking his pleasure and sending her soaring into the ether, and the next, he buried her in a six-foot-deep hole in a tiny box that would suffocate them both.

      She did as he ordered and tucked her face in the crook of her arm, trying to decide what to say. She still felt too good and high on endorphins to really feel any pain, but it must be bad. Why else would he clam up like that so quickly?

      Nothing extraordinary or edgy had happened. Nothing had made her uncomfortable. She hadn’t been afraid or in doubt one moment. In fact, she’d thought she was finally seeing the real Victor, the real Master, the real sadist. Exactly who she wanted. Exactly who she needed.

      But the man who sat on the edge of the bed and carefully touched a gauze pad to her back was a cool, reserved stranger. He dabbed antiseptic on the cut and she sucked in her breath at the sting.

      He made a low sound of regret that made her eyes burn with tears. “Victor—”

      “Be still,” he replied in a rough voice unlike anything she’d heard from him before.

      “I’m not injured.”

      She felt the tremble in his fingers. “You’re bleeding.”

      “That happens sometimes.” She cocked her head back, twisting her shoulders so she could see his face. Pale, sweaty, and breathing short and fast, he looked like he might faint. “Are you all right?”

      He let out a choked sound. “No. No, I’m not. I hurt you.”

      She scooted closer and laid her head on his thigh. “I bet that’s when I came so hard I nearly passed out.”

      The stinging slashes were beginning to cut through the blissful haze, and she wanted nothing more than his arms around her. Maybe a soothing massage, his hands easing the pain he’d lovingly given her. A long soak in the Jacuzzi, cradled between his thighs.

      The muscle beneath her cheek quivered with tension and his silence weighed heavily in the air. Maybe she could lighten his mood. On that thought, she lightly bit his thigh.

      He jerked away and stood up to pace. Tightening his hair, limping on that knee, he radiated pain and guilt. His right hand slapped against his hip, and then his mouth twisted into a grimace of self hatred.

      Throat aching, she sat up and crossed her arms over her chest. Her backside throbbed and it felt like it’d swollen to twice its size. It hurt too badly to sit, but she didn’t want to stand here naked and hurting, aching for some cuddling, if he was only interested in punishing himself for hurting her.

      When that’s exactly what I wanted. What I needed. What he needed.

      She pulled on her pants, not bothering with underwear. She had a feeling the elastic bands would hurt like a bitch. Same with her bra, so she simply jerked her T-shirt over her head.

      “Where are you going?”

      “Home.” She grabbed her shoes and sat on the foot of the chaise. “And before you start in on your guilt trip, it’s not because of my back. You hurt me, Victor, but not with your crop.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “I wanted this to happen. I asked you to bring your crop into your bed and show me what you could do with it when it’s just you and me. I loved every minute. Don’t you understand? I wasn’t scared. I wasn’t anywhere near begging you to stop. You were my Master, exactly what I wanted and needed you to be. So for you to shut down like this hurts me more than anything you could do with the crop in your hand.”

      “I hurt you too much.”

      “Not until I needed you to hold me and you pulled away.”

      He stared at her, his jaws grinding and the column of his throat working. “I didn’t want to push myself on you after I’d just hurt you.”

      She snorted and jerked the laces of her shoes tight. “That’s what I needed most of all, Victor. I needed you to hold me, and you were too busy feeling sorry for yourself.”

      His eyes flared with indignant surprise. “I wasn’t—”

      “Yes, you were. Every time I think I’m finally seeing the real you, you decide to flail yourself with guilt instead of my ass with your crop. Maybe you’re a bigger masochist than I am. Admit it. You’re sickened by what we just did.”

      He opened his mouth but no words would come. Eyes wide and dark, face pale, he looked stricken, as though she’d just announced his entire family had all been killed.

      Swiping angrily at her tears, she turned away and scanned the room for the rest of her things. “I can see the guilt on your face, and I don’t need that. I don’t need you, not if you can’t—”

      Her voice broke, but it was her heart shattering into a million pieces. She’d sworn she wouldn’t ever ask a man she cared about to hurt her if he couldn’t stomach it. “I thought you needed the same thing, or I never would have asked.”

      “Shiloh, baby, don’t leave. I swear I won’t hurt you like that again.”

      She closed her eyes and struggled to draw in a breath against the crushing grief dragging her down to the depths of the ocean. “And that’s exactly why I have to leave. I want you to hurt me like that again. I need it. When you take me to that dark, sharp place of pain, then that’s where I find myself. I’m free there, freed by the pain and the pleasure it brings. I thought I’d found you there, too, but you hate it, don’t you? You’re always burying that side of you away, hiding it from me, and I can’t stand it. Nobody hurts me as good as you, Victor, but I can’t stand to see the guilt on your face. The shame. You’ll hate me eventually, and I refuse to ask you to do something you hate so much.”

      Stumbling through the tears, she headed for the door, and he made no move to stop her. He didn’t call out for her to stay. He didn’t chase after her. And that told her more than anything that he must be relieved he wouldn’t have to keep fighting her to hide the truth.

      She paused at the door and looked back at him, memorizing the harsh lines of his face. Dark hunger still blazed in his eyes, stark and raw despite his reluctance to bare the Master. Every time she closed her eyes, she’d see him like this: naked, angry and desperate, but so fucking relieved to see her go.

      “By the way,” she ground out, determined to ease some of the guilt on his face. “Don’t ever worry that you won’t be able to stop in the middle of a scene. I was never once tempted to give you my safeword tonight, and yet you still had the control to pull back and make sure I was okay. No, if anything, you can’t go far enough for a pain slut like me.”
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      Driving up to the Connagher ranch was like stepping back in time. Victor parked his Corvette beneath the mighty maple he’d planted with Daddy and his younger brother. Mama loved all sorts of plants, but especially roses. They’d dug so many holes over the years they’d begun to joke they’d run out of acreage, which was hardly a possibility with Daddy’s thousand-acre spread.

      He’d built the house with his own two hands, determined to make his own way and provide for the woman he loved who could have purchased the finest mansion in Dallas. A busted-up cowboy who’d ridden his first bronc before he could read, Tyrell Connagher had been a man of few words, hard hands and a heart as big as Texas itself.

      Virginia Connagher waited on the wraparound porch as though she’d known her son was coming home, even though he hadn’t made the hour drive up from Dallas in months. She wore the same thing she always did; riding jodhpurs, English riding boots and a spotless white shirt, even though her hands and knees were dirty from digging in her garden. Her black hair was sprinkled with a bit more gray, her face lined with a few more wrinkles, but her eyes still snapped with the fiery spirit that had captured Tyrell Connagher’s heart forty years ago.

      “Hi, Mama.”

      “Son.” She looked him up and down and he couldn’t help but straighten his shoulders and widen his stance. He braced for her to begin questioning him, but instead, she smiled. “Come on down to the stables and see the new foals.”

      Relieved, although he tried not to show it, Victor walked with her down the red-dirt road to the long horse barns behind the house. Proudly, she showed off the new stud she’d shipped in from Ireland and the yearlings in the paddock, and bit by bit, he managed to relax. The smells of sweet hay, feed and horse were as familiar to him as the two-story farmhouse where he’d grown up. He’d worked with Mama in the show ring and Daddy in the fields, rounding up the cattle and shipping them to market. He’d ridden every inch of their acreage and spent hours with Conn down at the creek fishing and swimming.

      Standing at the fence and watching a sleek bay mare with her spindle-legged foal, he felt the last stone of guilt fall away. Here, he knew exactly who he was. He was the Victor, the oldest Connagher son, football champion and proud of his hard-working parents. Maybe he could convince Shiloh to drive out here with him. If she saw him here, the real Victor, then maybe…

      “I saw your show last night,” Mama said, her voice too careful for him to tell what she’d really thought about it.

      He propped a boot up on the bottom rail but didn’t turn to look at her. “What’d you think?”

      “I was wishing your Daddy could watch it with me so we could recreate a few of those challenges ourselves.”

      Victor practically choked on his tongue.

      Mama chuckled at the look on his face. “Surely you wondered where you got such an inclination. Did you think I’d be horrified at the thought of my boy with a crop in his hand?”

      “Yeah, I did,” he admitted sheepishly. “I guess I should have known better when Conn called me a few years ago for help.”

      Nodding, Mama leaned against the fence and turned that steely blue gaze on him. “He’s not as hard as you. He never was.”

      “Not as mean, neither.”

      “Oh, Victor, is that what you think? That you’re mean?”

      He ground his teeth and averted his gaze. I’m one mean sonofabitch, Mama. I like to hurt people. Especially the woman I love.

      “I suppose you think I’m mean, then.”

      That made him jerk his gaze back to hers. Just a few inches over five feet tall, she possessed the kind of quiet, commanding presence that made people snap to attention whenever she walked into a room. No one would claim she was a ravishing beauty, but once someone met Virginia Connagher, it was hard to take their eyes off her.

      Reluctantly, he had to admit it was the same kind of power he’d always had. People listened to him. He never had to raise his voice, and if he did, he scared the shit out of people. He’d always assumed he’d inherited that top-dog attitude from Daddy.

      Thinking back over his childhood, he tried to remember a time when Mama had ever overruled Daddy. They’d always worked like a team, smooth and well-oiled. Daddy wasn’t a big talker, but he’d always handled the discipline. A look from him could strike terror into the most recalcitrant boy’s heart, so he’d never gotten into much trouble beyond the normal boyhood scrapes. They’d both been there for him, through heartache and disappointments, like when he’d blown his knee and kissed his future goodbye.

      They’d seen him at the lowest point of his life. His dreams turned to shame, his love lost, his victor’s heart broken by the biggest loss in his life.

      His gaze fell on the old barn in the distance. Worn gray wood still stood, lost and forgotten amidst the shiny redwood and white fences of the newer horse barns. When his last hope of returning as a pro-quality quarterback had died, he’d retreated to that old barn, too ashamed to come home and face Daddy. Too heartbroken to risk his pity.

      “As soon as I noticed my old crop was missing from the barn, I should have had a talk with you.” Mama’s voice was as gentle as the hand she dropped onto his forearm braced on the fence. “But you’d been through so much already, and you didn’t ask any questions. I watched, I waited, and you seemed to move on with your life. When Conn went to you for help, I thought you were settled and comfortable with your needs, but maybe I was wrong. Maybe I should have talked more openly with you.”

      “This isn’t the kind of thing a man wants to discuss with his mother.”

      She laughed again, shaking her head. “You could have asked your Daddy, but he could have only helped you understand the other side.”

      That made him whip his head back to her face. “Daddy was a submissive?”

      She snorted. “There wasn’t a submissive bone in your Daddy’s body. He never wanted to be conquered or tied up. He wasn’t into that kind of game and neither was I.”

      Dreading her answer, Victor asked, “What were you into?”

      “Pain,” she answered simply. “I used to joke that a bronc rider would have to be a masochist to get back on after getting trampled a few times.”

      Victor tried to think of something to say, but he couldn’t. He couldn’t imagine his weathered father submitting to the sting of a lash, let alone asking for it. The man had worked from sunup to sundown every day of his life, raised three God-fearing respectful children and died loving only one woman his entire life. Victor had always thought him the strongest man in the world, fearless on a horse, even the wildest, rawest green broke mare. He just couldn’t imagine the same man asking someone—a woman, his wife, no less—to whip him.

      “Do you think I liked knowing that I yearned to hurt your Daddy?” Mama asked sharply, her fingers tightening on his arm. For a woman, she had a fearsome grip. He’d always assumed her strength came from a lifetime of training show horses, but now he wasn’t so sure. “Do you think it made him feel like a man in our day and age? To lock the door of our bedroom, strip off his shirt, grip the bedpost and ask me to whip him within an inch of my life? I had to, son. He had to. The need was there, eating away at him constantly. He needed the pain as much as I needed to give it.”

      She turned away, but not before Victor saw the sheen of tears in her eyes. “He said once that he wished I were a man so my arm didn’t give out quite so quickly. He’d meant it as a joke, but it hurt, son. He could have taken much more than I could ever give him. For years, I worked out with the whip and crop, training my arms and body to make sure I met his need to the best of my ability. So don’t you look down on yourself, Victor Connagher, or you’re looking down on me and his memory.”

      Victor hung his head. “I don’t want to hurt anyone, least of all someone I love.”

      “The young lady on the show?” He nodded, so Mama asked, “When do I get to meet her?”

      “Maybe never. She left me.”

      “I saw the way she looked at you, son. Even on TV, I could see that woman would give her heart and soul just to see you smile. So why would she leave you?”

      “She needs more than I can give.”

      “Can, or will?”

      He growled deep in his throat and jerked his hair tighter, but the pain didn’t help. Not this time. Nothing would east the raw, aching need burning in his gut. Nothing but Shiloh.

      “It’s got to be difficult for a woman to find the right man when she needs to be hurt. Women in our society have fought tooth and nail to get to the place where they can demand what they want in bed, but pain is a different beast all together. It’s not politically correct for a woman to play the submissive, but it’s somehow even more horrible if she needs pain too. If someone had dared hurt Ty in a way he wasn’t interested in, he would’ve plowed his fist into the bastard’s face. What’s your woman supposed to do, son? Walk up to a stranger and ask him to hurt her? How’s she going to be able to get him to stop when she’s had enough?”

      Rage exploded in Victor at the thought of another man laying a hand on Shiloh. He wanted to hold her, love her, and yes, hurt her. Exactly the way she needed it.

      “If she needs to be hurt, then it’s better done by someone who loves and cares for her well-being than an arrogant fool with a whip who doesn’t give a damn about anything but putting on a show. Do you love her?”

      Victor clenched his jaws and nodded. God, yes, he loved her. He hadn’t been able to sleep last night, tormenting himself with the memory of the pleasure she’d given him, mixed with the guilt of the cut on her back. He’d lain there all night, hating himself but rock hard and aching with the need to do it all over again. All I could think about was how fucking good it’d felt to hurt her.

      “Give it up, then.” At the flat, cold tone of Mama’s voice, he jerked his gaze up to search her stern face. “If you hate that crop so much, then leave it here and go back to her without it.”

      His right hand flexed and clenched, aching to wrap around the leathered hilt. Could he give up the crop he’d carried all these years? Then what would he do in the dark hours of the night when need hammered inside his skull and vicious claws shredded at his control? When he couldn’t bear it any longer? If he didn’t have the crop to satisfy those urges…

      Stunned, he realized that even without the crop he’d still have this need to hurt and ravage and punish. He’d always be on the cutting edge of pain, whether he wanted to admit it or not, whether he abandoned the crop here at the ranch, hid it in a drawer, or left it hanging in his closet so he could order his submissive—Shiloh, the only submissive for him—to fetch it and prepare for punishment.

      Which she needs as much as I need to give.

      “You can’t deny this side of you, son. You’re only lying to yourself.” Mama reached out and gripped his upper arms, leaning closer so she could stare up into his eyes. He might be a foot taller, but she made him feel like a little boy again. “We didn’t raise you to be a liar or a quitter. You might have lost a game, but everything’s on the line now. This is the biggest game of your life. You’ve searched your whole life for a woman who could love you and accept the pain you need to give. Are you going to let her get away?”

      He smiled, not the nice, gentle smile a son would give his mother, but the grin of a confident conqueror bent on razing his enemy to the ground. Even—especially—my own stupid hang-ups. “No, ma’am.”

      “You go get her, son, and you bring her home this very night. I want to meet the woman who finally claimed my Victor’s heart.”

      “Soon,” he promised, leaning down to kiss her cheek. “But not tonight. We have to finish taping the show first.”

      “Then you’ll bring her to the ranch?”

      “If she’ll come, yes.”

      “Remember, give her the pain you both need, son, but hurt her with love and hold her when you’re done.” Mama smiled back and Victor felt a chill inch down his spine. “And don’t worry, she’ll come, or I’ll fetch her myself.”
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      Throughout the weekend, Shiloh’s finger had hovered over the delete key of her blog a hundred times, but she couldn’t bring herself to do it. Those filthy words and secret fantasies were all that she had left of him. She’d turned off the comment feature, but not before her in box was stuffed with responses from people she didn’t know.

      She stared at a blank post, trying to think of something, anything to say, but she felt frozen and numb. She’d lost him, and now hundreds of thousands of people would witness her misery.

      She’d never considered herself a coward, but walking back into VCONN Tower Monday morning took considerably more courage than she possessed. After a weekend of lying around the apartment feeling sorry for herself with an ice pack on her ass, she didn’t want to see Victor Connagher ever again.

      No, really. She’d just pack up her office and sneak out the back door before he even knew she was in the building. She could move to California, live with her mother’s stepchildren, and keep far, far away from her stepfather so Mom wouldn’t bring up the past. Maybe they could use a BDSM reality show in Hollywood.

      Who am I kidding? I want nothing and nobody else but Victor.

      Lifting her chin, she marched into the building as though she owned the place. No one would ever take Victor’s place in her heart, even though it felt like a herd of horses had trampled said heart and crushed it beyond repair. She’d waited all weekend for the phone to ring, or for Victor to drive up and beg forgiveness. She’d dreamed that he would come for her, dragging her kicking and screaming back to his penthouse and whipping her with his crop until she swore to never leave his bed again.

      But that hope had died long before Monday morning. She’d loved him for so long that she’d never really thought about what her life would be like without him. Working with him would be pure hell. Acting out a scene with the Master, impossible. Yet her own stupid, aching heart refused to give up so easily. At least on set, he wore the mask of the Master. If that’s all she could have of him, she’d take it, and hopefully those sweet moments of pain would last her the rest of her life.

      She scanned the hallways as she made her way to her office, praying she wouldn’t run into him until they were on set and their roles defined. There, she knew what he expected of her. They’d film the last few scenes and be done.

      Her heart shriveled in her chest and died all over again at the thought of losing him. Never seeing him again. Never feeling the strength of his hands, the commanding way he gave pain, knowing she would take whatever he chose to give, without question or hesitation.

      No, the hesitation was on his side, waiting like a starving wolf to devour him.

      She made it to her office without incident, which ironically pissed her the hell off. The bastard couldn’t even bring himself to come down to her office and say a few words to her before the most crucial scenes of the show. What if she’d chosen to blow him and America’s Next Top sub off? Oh, but he’d known she’d never do that. This show was her baby, even if she couldn’t be his.

      She’d managed to work herself into full-blown rage by the time she changed into the corset and thicker petticoats—to hide the vibrant bruises on her ass and thighs. Fury was easier to handle than hurt. She’d rather punch him in the mouth and bloody his lip than let him see her crying or upset.

      Somebody knocked on her door and her heart galloped up into her throat. “Yes?”

      Andy stuck his head inside and she had to clench her hands at her sides to keep from ripping his head off. “V wants us to report to his office first and go over the next segment together.”

      She clamped her mouth shut and forced herself to count to ten…twenty…before she could respond without venom. “I’ll be there in a few minutes.”

      Andy arched an eyebrow at her and propped his shoulder against the door. “Anything going on that I should know about?”

      “Why would you say that?”

      “Oh, no reason, other than Mal acted strange all weekend, and now you’re fuming. Did Mal and V get into a fight over the weekend?”

      “How should I know? I haven’t seen Mr. Connagher since Friday night’s premiere.”

      Andy snickered. “Of course. Like you didn’t spend the entire weekend with him.”

      “I didn’t.” She grabbed the storyboards she’d prepared days ago—when she’d been so sure of earning Victor’s collar—and stomped toward the elevator. “Like I said, I haven’t seen him since Friday night.”

      “Wow, you’re telling the truth.” Andy rushed after her. “Did you two get into a fight or something?”

      “It’s really none of your business.”

      “Oh, come on, Shiloh, give me a break. Mal kept snapping at me all weekend and punished me for no damned good reason other than she was in a pissy mood. I thought she was mad at me, although I have no idea why.”

      Shiloh rolled her eyes. Yeah, of course he had no idea that his Mistress knew he was a lying sneak of a submissive who had betrayed her confidence and leaked details of her show.

      “Is she mad because I cut out early from the party?”

      She punched the button again and wished the elevator would hurry up. “I honestly don’t know.”

      “So what’s up with you and V?”

      “Again, that’s none of your business.” Thank God, the elevator opened and she stepped inside. Too bad the door wouldn’t zip shut and leave the nosy bastard behind.

      “Did the Master finally freak you out? I’ve heard the rumors, you know. V’s pretty nasty when he wants to be. Even Mal’s afraid of him, although she won’t admit it.”

      Shiloh turned and jabbed her finger into Andy’s chest. “I’m not afraid of him, he didn’t freak me out, and I like him nasty, all right? Now back off and leave me the hell alone.” By the end of her tirade, she was yelling loudly enough to hurt her own ears.

      “Sheesh, fine. Give a guy a break.” Andy’s eyes flared wide and he let out a little squeak. He squeezed past her and darted out of the elevator. “Sorry we’re late. She had to get a few things from her office.”

      Slowly, Shiloh turned around. Victor stood outside the elevator, his big palm blocking the door from shutting. With the fierce glint in his eyes and the furrow on his brow, she couldn’t tell whether he’d heard her entire tirade or not.

      “You didn’t blog this weekend.”

      She narrowed her eyes and cocked her head. “Is that right? So the Master wants Dallas to read about how his submissive walked out on him?”

      “I want Dallas to hang on your every word.”

      Not an apology, no explanation, just a casual mention of a disagreement that had left her devastated and alone. Hurt, rage and betrayal roiled in her chest and she couldn’t draw a breath. She couldn’t look away from his face. Only now did she notice he’d left his hair loose about his shoulders. What did that mean?

      Finally, she forced out, “Is that an order?” In a deliberately snide voice, she added, “Master?”

      He locked his fingers around her upper arm and marched her toward his office. “Yes, it is. Blog about every nasty, dirty detail. Then you’re going to read it aloud to me each and every morning before we tape. Start with how I whipped you so hard that I cut your back and then you walked out on me for the entire weekend. But here you are, baby, right where I want you, and everybody knows whose bed you’ll be in tonight.”

      She sat where he put her, her cheeks burning with shame. Patrick, Mal and Andy stared at her with their mouths open, hanging on every word.

      “Now that that’s settled, let’s start with what we’re taping for this episode.”

      Her mind felt as empty and clean as a washed chalkboard on the first day of school. Her throat ached like she’d been strangled, her eyes hot and burning, but no one knew the next episode, not like she did. I’m the show runner, and I’m not going to let him ruin my show, no matter how big a dick he is.

      Or has.

      She swallowed the lump trying to choke her. Staring down at her neat storyboards, she began. “Today’s taping is to show how a submissive can recognize the Master’s hand, not just by weapon but by weight and technique. Each Dominant should test the remaining submissives and try to trick us by switching their favorite weapons around. At the end of this episode, we should have the three final submissives you wish to see compete for top sub.”

      Victor sat behind his desk and propped his boots on the edge. “Patrick, which sub are you taking through to the final?”

      “Peppi.”

      “And you’re taking Andy.”

      “Of course.” Mal smiled and even managed a wink at her submissive. “I wouldn’t miss the chance to come down to the final punishment round against you, V. I’m going to try and hang with you stroke for stroke.”

      Andy paled even more and gulped in a shaking breath. Even though Shiloh didn’t like him at all, she knew exactly what he was feeling. “See you in the finals, Shiloh.”

      “I don’t think so,” Victor drawled out, tipping his chair back even further. “I don’t want a top sub who walks out on me. I’ll be taking Ruby to the final.”
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      Shiloh kept her head down until she was fairly certain her eyes weren’t spitting hateful flames any longer. She’d known he would relish hurting her, but she hadn’t counted on such blatant humiliation games. Mal said mind games weren’t his thing, but maybe that all changed when I called him on his bullshit. Everything changed.

      “I need a couple of hours before I can begin taping, so let’s take the morning to get through as much editing and production work as possible. New taping won’t happen until this afternoon.”

      The CEO and Master had made his decree, so everyone stood up to leave. Shiloh followed, determined to escape without saying a word. He was waiting, judging every little look and word, but she refused to give him the pleasure of forcing a reaction from her.

      “I’m not finished with you, Shiloh. I certainly didn’t give you permission to leave.”

      A red-hot sheet of rage tore through her, but she held her breath and kept her mouth shut. Mal walked by and squeezed her shoulder, shooting a dark look at V. Even after the door shut, Shiloh didn’t say a word.

      His chair squeaked as he pulled his feet down off the desk. Idiot, risking scratches to such a lovely desk just to show off those ridiculous boots.

      “Come here, baby.”

      “Fuck you,” she retorted, jerking her head up with a snarl. “We’re not in a scene and this isn’t the show.”

      “Then I’ll come to you.”

      “The hell you will. You come over here and I’m going to punch you.”

      He sat on the desk in front of her. “Go ahead. I deserve it.”

      She didn’t have to be told twice. She stood up, reared back, and slammed her fist into his stomach as hard as she could. “Bastard. To sit there and humiliate me like that!” She punched him again, hard enough he grunted and his breath wheezed out. “You’re the biggest dick I’ve ever met in my entire life, and if you think I’m going to let you treat me like this, well, come at me again, asshole. I’ll rip that fucking crop out of your hand and lay into you instead.”

      “That could be interesting,” he gasped out. “If you want to try the crop on me, I’m willing. It’s in the top right-hand drawer.”

      “Yeah,” she said slowly. “Yeah, I think I do.”

      She stomped around his desk, yanked the drawer open and wrapped her fingers around the hilt of his crop. It was heavier than she expected, a nice solid weight in her hand. A little too long and unwieldy for her, but she could make do with it.

      Holding it in her hand, she felt a raw surge of power. Victor’s eyes were dark, his breathing short and fast, his erection obvious in his pants. He rolled over and stretched out across his desk. “Go ahead, baby. Let’s see how much arm you’ve got.”

      She stepped behind him and leaned against his thighs, rubbing herself against him. “Are you sure? You’re the sadist, not the masochist.”

      “I like pain either way. I’d prefer to give it to you, but I’ll take it, especially from your hand.”

      “Don’t give me that shit.” She backed away and brought the crop down across his buttocks. His breath caught but he didn’t groan. She hadn’t hit him hard enough for that. “You don’t want to give me pain. We’ve already been over that.”

      “Give me more, baby. I can take it.”

      Gritting her teeth, she brought the crop down with all her strength. “That’s my line.”

      “And a fine one it is.” He hauled in a deep breath, air hissing between his teeth. “Do you really think you can take everything I want to give you?”

      She gripped the crop in both hands and brought it down again on his back instead of the luscious muscle of his ass. He definitely let out a groan this time, but no joy filled her. She didn’t relish hurting him. The whistling crack of the crop made her sweat and her body clench tight, but hurting him only made her stomach churn.

      Stepping back, she couldn’t keep the anguish from escaping her lips. He rose and sat back down on the desk, wincing a little. She knew that feeling all too well, which helped take away some of her regret. Slowly, he reached out and took her hand holding the crop, drawing her closer. “I will never strike you in anger.”

      “I’m sorry,” she whispered, blinking away tears. “You hurt me, and I didn’t know how else to hurt you back.”

      “I didn’t mind.” Chuckling, he adjusted himself so the erection wasn’t so painful. “I enjoyed it, but you didn’t. That’s the difference.”

      His arm slid around her shoulders, drawing her down against his chest. God help her, she went. His powerful arms locked around her, his scent filled her nose, and all the agony and grief she’d been struggling to bear just slid away.

      “I’m sorry, baby. You’re right. I should have held you like this Friday night, all weekend, whatever it takes to make you feel safe and secure with me.”

      Tears filled her eyes, but she refused to cry. Not yet. She didn’t want to give him all her hurt and emotion, not so easily. A few words, that’s all he’d given her. No promises, no hope they could actually be together without making each other miserable.

      “Everything I just said in our meeting was a trap for Andy. You know no other sub will ever please me like you. I needed your reaction to be authentic and convincing, and I’ll make sure Patrick and Mal are filled in before we actually start taping. From the look on her face as she left, Mal is seriously contemplating trying out her flail on me.”

      More of Shiloh’s anger melted away. Of course, it made sense. That’s why no one else had been present. Victor would trust Mal and Patrick. A fight between Victor and his new sub would be irresistible to the media hounds, and if news of it broke, it’d prove once and for all that Andy was their leak. “Then we’d better go ahead and get the final taped too, before we lose him.”

      “Excellent plan,” he murmured against her ear. “What else should we discuss?”

      She pulled back and searched his gaze. “You have to trust me as much as you want me to trust you. I have a responsibility to tell you if I’m uncomfortable or scared or near my limit. If I get hurt because I fail to meet that responsibility, it’s my fault, not yours. I have no doubt that you’ll stop if I need you to. That’s never been something I worry about.”

      He didn’t avert his gaze, letting her see the fear darkening his eyes and the tightness of his lips. “I never want you to look at me like Kimberly did when I hurt her. After we’d made love countless times, she suddenly looked at me like I was Jack the Ripper. I’d rather lose you than ever see that fear and loathing in your eyes, even though losing you will kill me.”

      She cupped his face in both hands and leaned closer so he would feel her breath on his lips. “I don’t know what my limits are. I guess if you bring knives into a scene or something scary like that, then I might freak out. But I know how to stop you, Victor, and I’m not afraid of you. Do you want to use knives on me?”

      “No,” he whispered hoarsely. “Just my crop. I don’t even want a flail or paddle to touch you.”

      “A crop delivers a cutting blow. I may occasionally bleed. And I’m okay with that.”

      A tremor shook his shoulders. “I’m not.”

      She brushed her lips against his. “Come on, now, V, tell me the truth. You didn’t like knowing that you’d whipped me so hard you’d cut my skin open? Even a little? And I still got off on it? Not to mention the impressive load you blew in my mouth.”

      His big palms clenched on her hips repeatedly before he finally nodded. “You don’t mind?”

      “I’ll bleed for you, V. When it comes to you, my answer is always going to be yes.”

      “That’s exactly what I’m afraid of, baby. I don’t want you to commit to something just because you think I want it.”

      “If you’re seriously into something, then my answer is yes. No doubt, no hesitation. I won’t refuse you outright and I’ll always at least try it. I’m willing to do that for you, but you have to be willing to trust that I’ll stop you when I’ve had enough.”

      “How can I know you’ll stop me when you didn’t even have a safeword?”

      She draped her arms around his shoulders and gave him a wicked grin. “I have one now, don’t I? I guess you’ll just have to wait and see if you can make me use it or not.”

      “Now that is a challenge no Master can refuse.”
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      Blindfolded and bound to a St. Andrew’s cross, Shiloh concentrated on breathing deeply and slowly despite her nerves. She was pretty sure she’d recognize Victor’s touch, even if he chose to use something other than his crop, but she’d encouraged them to be tricky. She had no idea how Mal would approach her or whether Patrick would use his whip or not. Per the rules of the challenge, the Dominants weren’t allowed to talk to the submissive once they entered the room nor to touch them with their bare hands.

      If I screw up and claim Patrick’s or Mal’s hand instead of Victor’s, I’ll die of shame. Who’s stupid idea was this anyway?

      “Gift, are you ready?” Georgia asked.

      “Yes.” She strained her senses, listening for footsteps, anything that clue her to who approached. The small private room at Silken had carpeting, which made it practically impossible to tell what kind of shoes the Dominant might be wearing.

      “For your first test, you must tell us which weapon the Dominant is using. Each Dominant will test you. If you answer all three correctly, you’ll continue to the next round. Do you understand?”

      “Yes.” She tried not to sound impatient, but she really just wanted this over.

      “Dominant number one, please begin.”

      Muscles straining and rigid, Shiloh couldn’t help but brace for the blow. Shoulders, back, buttocks, thighs…?

      The whisper-soft strike totally blew her mind. With not even a hint of pain, the blow had been so gentle that it could have been an accidental touch without the challenge. She concentrated on her skin and the delicate sensations that had brushed against her. Some submissives were perfectly happy with such a weapon in her Dominant’s hand, but as far as she was concerned, Victor might as well use a feather to tickle her for all the arousal such a touch would give her. “Velvet flail.”

      “Very good, Gift, that’s correct. Dominant number two, proceed.”

      This blow was sharp enough to make her suck in a breath. The double thud was unmistakable, the flexibility in the bamboo making it rebound against her buttock. A few blows from that weapon would likely push her to her nebulous limits, if Victor ever cared to pick up a “Cane.”

      “Excellent, Gift. Now for Dominant number three.”

      She braced, but the blow never came. Instead, something seared her right biceps. She flinched, instinctively reaching to swipe the pain away, but they’d bound her wrists to the cross bar. Heat pooled on her skin, spreading into a molten circle that made her twitch and moan. For once, it wasn’t the kind of pain she liked. Not at all.

      “Get it off,” she gasped out, twisting her wrists.

      “Answer the question, Gift.”

      She hated the uncomfortable sensation sticking to her skin, trapping heat that only grew in intensity. When they peeled it off, would it take a layer of skin too? Logically, she knew it wasn’t really that hot. It probably wouldn’t even leave burn marks. But it hurt and it creeped her out. “Wax! Hot wax! Now please, get it off!”

      A cool, wet cloth wiped the wax away. Victor whispered in her ear. “I believe we just found an unexpected limit, didn’t we?”

      Grateful for the blindfold—so he wouldn’t see the tears that pooled in her eyes—she gave a little nod, unsure whether the cameras still rolled or not. She hadn’t prepared a list of allowable torture items, never once thinking the Dominants might want to use something other than the standard hand-held weapons.

      “Do you know what that does to me, baby? It makes me want to do it again and again, just to see how long you’ll endure, simply because I ask it of you.”

      The thought made her tremble, her stomach fluttering with dread. Here, then, was the real sadist coming out, and yes, the real masochist, because she knew she’d endure a hell of a lot simply because he asked, even the kind of pain that brought her no pleasure at all. And to think, I begged him to take the mask off and show me what he was capable of.

      He lifted a bottle to her mouth, giving her a drink of cool water. They must have moved on to filming the next contestant. He’d have to leave soon, but she savored the way he took care of her. Water had never tasted as good as that offered by his hand. It would taste even sweeter after he’d tortured her for awhile. She trembled harder, and there was nothing she could do about it.

      One last touch to her cheek, and then he was gone, leaving her blinded and trembling, waiting for the next phase. Would he use the crop? Would his pride allow him to hand it off to someone else for the purpose of the show? The dime-sized burn on her arm stung, reminding her of his words.

      Now, the pain began to bleed into arousal, because she knew what that pain would mean for him. For the first time in her life, she felt pain for a Master that didn’t give her pleasure but still managed to turn her on. The realization that she’d let him drop wax all over her body, burning her, giving her more of this kind of pain, just to please him, sent a rush of sensation through her. It felt like thousands of fire ants raced up and down her spine, nerve endings stinging, on fire. The top of her head crawled, her neck prickled, and worst of all, she felt a trickle down her inner thigh that confirmed she was aroused. So aroused, and so helpless, which only turned her on more.

      Finally, Georgia returned for the next phase. Still nervous and afraid, at least Shiloh knew the challenge was almost over. This endless stewing and fantasizing about her wicked Master with a tub of hot wax in his hand would soon end.

      “For this phase, Gift, you must correctly identify the Dominant behind the weapon. If you mistake your Dominant for someone else, you will be automatically disqualified from this challenge and you will not proceed to the final top sub round. Do you understand?”

      Nodding, she didn’t even try to speak—her teeth were chattering too hard.

      “Each Dominant will punish you until you either call out your safeword or you identify Master P, Mistress M or Master V. If you do use your safeword, you will still be given the opportunity to identify the Dominant behind the weapon. No penalty will be given in this case. Don’t assume the Dominants will proceed in the same order for this round, either. Do you understand the rules of this challenge?”

      Shiloh nodded again impatiently.

      “Dominant number one, please begin.”

      When she heard the sharp crack, she knew immediately which weapon it was. Leather licked her back, a delicate, precise stroke. Only a true Master with the bullwhip could give such a loud snap and gentle touch, but she waited another few strokes to make sure before calling out, “Master P.”

      “Very good, Gift,” he replied.

      Her heart pounded harder. Only two left. She had a fifty-fifty chance of getting this wrong. Would Victor go next to confuse her—or last despite going last before?

      “Dominant number two, you may begin.”

      Someone neared, and the hair prickled on the back of her neck. This Dominant came much closer than Patrick. Shorter weapon? Or merely a trick?

      A sharp blow landed on her buttocks. Crop, definitely. She’d know its biting cut anywhere. But was it Victor’s hand? Would he hand his trusty weapon of choice over to Mal, arguably his best friend?

      Another blow landed, setting a slow but steady pattern, all to her buttocks. Victor certainly liked her ass, as the bruises testified. The blows weren’t as hard as what he typically gave, but he could be remembering the lingering soreness on her backside.

      However, her body didn’t seem to recognize him. She didn’t feel especially aroused by the blows, even though the thought of Victor with that wicked crop in his hand, standing behind her bound and helpless body would normally have sent her into the stratosphere. The strokes felt shorter, less confident, less…Victor. He might try to fool her by tightening his grip on the hilt of the crop, forcing a shorter blow, but still, the rhythm seemed wrong.

      The sense of command and power she sensed when he stepped into a room just wasn’t there. It has to be Mal.

      When the Dominant shifted to Shiloh’s left, moving a bit closer, she knew without a doubt that the Dominant was Mal—unless Victor had started wearing perfume. “Mistress M.”

      The blows stopped at once and Georgia applauded. “Very good, Gift. You correctly identified two of the three Dominants. By the process of elimination, Master V is the only Dominant left, so there’s no need to continue. You are indeed Master V’s Gift. But will you be top sub?”

      Canned applause filled the room. Shiloh let her muscles relax, her head drooping. She’d done it. She hadn’t made a stupid mistake. Victor hadn’t been able to pull the wool over her eyes. She couldn’t help but smile with relief. She’d made it. She’d done everything possible to show him how much she loved him. She’d managed to yank his mask away and find the real Victor hidden beneath.

      After he freed her from the bonds, they’d talk about the final round and make their plans. He’d need to punish her as long as possible, while Mal and Patrick tortured their subs. The last sub standing would be the winner, and she had no doubt whatsoever that she’d win it. She’d win it for him.

      “Leave her bound like this.” Victor cupped her chin, his fingers hard on her face despite the hint of amusement in his voice. “We’re going to tape the final punishment round. Now.”

      

      Victor paced while the other two submissives were bound as their Dominants wished for the final round. He slapped his thigh with the crop and made damned sure Shiloh heard every single blow, even though he had no intention of using the crop much at all for this round. No, that would be too easy. Too safe. He already knew how much she could endure, and that wouldn’t be a test at all. It certainly wasn’t top-sub worthy. Even though this show was their creation and set up from the beginning, his pride demanded that it be a true test.

      He couldn’t call himself the Master of America’s Next Top sub if he knew deep down that he hadn’t tested her within an inch of her life.

      The best test would be something that she wouldn’t ordinarily enjoy at all. When he’d decided to try a little hot wax in the last challenge, he hadn’t expected such a reaction from her; he’d just wanted to do something a little different. Would she understand the test, though, and forgive him later for using his newfound knowledge against her?

      He squatted down before her and kept his voice low. It wasn’t a private conversation, but it was the best he could do under the circumstances. “Do you trust me?”

      “It’s a little late to ask that question, isn’t it?”

      He heard the faint tremor in her voice and noted the rapid thump of the pulse in her neck. She was nervous, definitely, and trying not to show it. She knew he wasn’t into bondage, so leaving her bound like this would throw her for a loop. The first loop. The next one would be a doozey.

      “Can I trust you?” Solemnly, he brushed a damp strand of hair off her face. “Will you give me your safeword when you can’t bear any more, even if it means we don’t win?”

      Her bottom lip trembled. “What are you going to do?”

      “That’s for the Master to know. You’ll find out soon enough.”

      “Victor, what are you going to do?” Her voice rose slightly, her pulse thumping frantically. “I created this whole show for you. Don’t you want to win it?”

      “Of course I do.” He untied the blindfold. For this, there was no reason to keep her blind. He needed to be able to see her eyes so he could gauge her true level of pain and fear so he’d know whether he should continue or not. “But I’m going to win it honestly, and that means pushing you to your limit. You set this show up to prove to me that you could take whatever I choose to give you, right?”

      She nodded, a short jerk of her head, and her gaze fell on the equipment set up beside him. Low-heat wax candles made an attractive Gothic decoration…and a very effective pain device.

      “The title of top sub means nothing to me if you don’t go to the very limits of your endurance for my sake.”

      “You have to tell me,” she whispered in a ragged voice. “Tell me you want me to do this for you as my Master. Ask me to suffer for you. Because I love you, I will.”

      “I want to hurt you, baby. I want to see the fear in your eyes. I want to see how far you’ll really let me go, even if you’re afraid. But most of all, I need to know that I’ve done something for you that no other Dominant has ever done. I need to take you to your limits and hear your safeword given in ultimate trust that I’ll stop, even though I’m enjoying every single tear and pleading cry.”

      “Yes, Master.”

      A fierce surge of pride welled within him. She’d do this for him and him alone. Even something that made her tremble with dread at the thought. He pressed a quick, hard kiss to her mouth and then stood, taking his position at her side.

      Mal had Andy in a similar cross, dressed in the rough trousers of a laborer and naked from the waist up. By the hard glint in her eyes, she was going to exact every single wretched lie from him, every single penny he’d cost VCONN by forcing them to scrap the show.

      Patrick’s submissive knelt on all fours, complete in pony gear. With her reins looped about his left forearm, he stood several paces behind her, giving him plenty of room to work with his long-tailed whip. His pony girl shook her head and stomped her right hoof—hand.

      Victor met Mal’s gaze and shook his head, a bemused smile on his face. He didn’t get that kink, but then again, he didn’t get Mal’s either. She liked treating Andy like a dog or a slave. She’d often made him sleep on the floor or eat from a dog bowl, and he’d obeyed without question.

      All I want to do is make my submissive suffer for loving me. How sick is that?

      But looking at Shiloh, he didn’t feel sick at all. For the first time in his adult life as a sadist, he felt…glad. She had a need that only he could meet, and he knew without a doubt that she was the only submissive that would ever meet his need. She loved him enough to endure pain and fear simply because he asked it.

      Hopefully the cameras didn’t shoot too low, or his massive erection would be viewed all over Dallas. With the crop in his right hand, he waited for the signal to begin.

      “Dominants, this is the final round. You’ve chosen your submissive after rigorous tests and challenges. They’ve proved their willingness to submit to your will alone. Now, one of you will prove your skill to Dallas and name one of these contestants as America’s Next Top sub, the submissive most willing to give his or her heart and soul simply to please the Master. Are you ready?”

      All three Dominants inclined their heads.

      “Name your top subs and ask them if they’re ready and willing to being this final test.”

      Patrick gave a little jerk on his pony girl’s reins. “Peppi, are you ready for the final challenge?”

      The girl whinnied and nodded her head in a very horsey manner, which made Victor choke back a laugh. Mal wasn’t so lucky and actually snorted out loud.

      “Are you ready for me to beat you like the dog you are, Beau?”

      “Yes, Mistress.”

      Victor stepped closer to Shiloh and used the tip of his crop to push her chin up higher, straining her neck, forcing her to meet his gaze even though she was bound. “What are you going to give me, Gift?”

      “Everything I’ve got, Master.”

      He took the ponytail holder out of his pocket and pulled his hair tight. He needed the familiar pain to focus him and keep him in control.

      “Let the final challenge begin!” Georgia cried out triumphantly.

      Mal and Patrick had performed together often enough that they had a back-and-forth, give-and-take rhythm. She landed a blow to Andy’s back, and then waited for the sharp crack of the whip against Patrick’s sub before giving hers another. Victor provided syncopation, beginning with the crop and using enough force to make an impression on the audience. These blows were foreplay, warm up for the main endurance test. He wanted Shiloh feeling good and flying as high as possible before he turned to the real fear he intended to wield against her.

      He kept the blows concentrated to her ass and the backs of her thighs, determined not to cut the more tender and vulnerable skin of her back. No, this time he intended to leave a mark of a different sort on her flesh.

      Patrick’s whip whistled through the air and made an impressive crack. His pony girl squealed and reared beneath his stroke, and like any skilled horse master, he used his voice and soothing touch to steady her. Andy was moaning and mumbling beneath his breath, but Mal had no kind words for him. In fact, by the whites showing in his eyes and the frantic babbling, she’d begun confronting him about where he spent his nights and how much he’d gotten for selling her show. Of course he’d deny it, but Victor had a feeling they’d know by the evening news for sure.

      Tension coiled in the room. He knew cameras were rolling, capturing every whispered curse and grunting cry, every grimace, every tear, every plea. The lights made them all sweat even worse, and his shirt was already sticking to him. He swore he could smell the musky scent of Shiloh’s desire, her need growing with every single blow.

      She needed to please him, even if it meant pain or fear or humiliation. Him, not Patrick or her old mentor or any other Dominant.

      Flicking his gaze over her, noting her breathing, her skin color, and the way she kept her back arched and hips lifted for his blows, he judged it time to take her to the next level. He slipped the crop through his belt and tore open the simple linen shift to bare her back.

      Georgia gasped. If the camera guy was paying attention, he’d zoomed in for a good shot. Bruises covered Shiloh’s back. His marks, her badges of honor. Let everyone in Dallas see how much she loves me.

      He picked up a lit candle with melted wax pooled around the wick. Looking at the camera, he smiled, a heavy-lidded grin of anticipation as he slowly tipped the candle and allowed wax to drip onto her left shoulder.

      Her breath hissed and she jerked, arcing up against the bonds and fighting like she’d never done before. Her breathing was loud in the room despite the rising sounds of weapons hitting flesh and the deeper guttural cries of submissives in the throes of punishment.

      “Give me your pain, baby. Give it all to me.” Shaking, she let out a moan that winched him to a fevered pitch. The sharp edge of fear and true pain fed his lust like nothing else. “Remember what I want. It’s my will to hear your safeword tonight, but first, I want you to endure as long as possible.”

      He dribbled a thin trail of hot wax down toward the small of her back, spacing each drop, each pain, with deliberate precision. Not too much wax—he didn’t want to hurt her too much, too quickly. But he built the pain into a simmering volcano.

      She shook, she sweated, she cried, and yes, she screamed, but she didn’t beg him to stop.

      Not his Gift.

      “Mistress!” Andy howled in a shrill, high voice. “Forgive me! I’m innocent!”

      Mal only whipped him harder, sliding her blows lower against the back of his legs. “If you’re innocent, then why do you need forgiveness, boy?”

      Evidently he didn’t enjoy strikes to the backs of his knees at all. He bellowed out a word—red, Victor thought, but it was too guttural for him to know for sure. Mal lowered her arm and turned her back on him.

      “Mistress M, your sub has surrendered,” Georgia said. “He will not be top sub.”

      Mal bowed to the cameras and took her place on the lowest step of the dais.

      Patrick commanded his pony girl to her feet, and she ran around him like a horse on a lunge line. He flashed a challenging grin toward Victor. “Are you willing to trade blow for blow?”

      “Sure, as long as I can count pain as a blow.”

      “Works for me.”

      Victor stepped around in front of Shiloh and ran a critical eye over her. The slight pause had let her catch her breath. Her eyes had a glazed fuzziness of a pain-induced trance. He stroked her cheek and whispered her stage name until she focused on him. “Are you ready for round two?”

      “Did you finish the V?”

      He couldn’t help but smile. She’d known exactly what mark he was putting into her back, even though she couldn’t see it.

      Her voice sounded hoarse, so he gave her another drink of water. Patrick took the opportunity to do the same, although he’d made his submissive kneel and drink out of a plastic bucket that Mama would have thrown out of her stables in disgust. “Not yet. I’ll do the second half now, mixed heavily with the crop. I’m going blow for blow with Master P, if you’re up for that.”

      Sharply, she said, “I haven’t asked you to stop yet, have I?”

      He saw through her bravado. Her chin trembled, her eyes rolled white, and her pulse thumped frantically in her throat. “I’m proud of you, baby. You’re so fucking hot I can’t stand it. I’d give anything to be far away from these cameras right about now.”

      She lowered her voice. “So you’re enjoying it?”

      Smiling, he pressed against her thigh, letting her feel exactly how turned on he was. She groaned out a deep pleading sigh that fisted around his heart and tugged so hard he couldn’t breathe.

      “Will you do one thing for me?”

      “Anything,” he said intently.

      “Take out the ponytail.”

      She knew very well what that pain in his scalp meant. It was a barrier, a reminder for him to keep his control, a lock he’d often placed on his darker urges. No wonder she’d want him to take it out, in this, their greatest challenge yet. Leaning over her, he pulled the holder out so she could feel his hair tumbling down against her cheek. “I expect to hear your safeword very soon, Gift.”

      

      Why did he have to bring her down from the haze just to tell her what the next nightmare would be? Shiloh knew all too well. He wanted her aware. He wanted her to let him do this with full knowledge of the pain that was going to come. Her left shoulder blade felt like a blanket of molten lava had coated it, melting her skin and bones, her body just slipping away, falling off her like a hunk of meat. She knew the burns weren’t that bad—they just felt like she’d fallen into a stew pot.

      Patrick tapped his pony girl on the shoulder and she went to all fours before him. Eyes bright with excitement, he called over to Victor. “Ready?”

      “Are you ready, baby?” He slid his hand down her unmarred shoulder. At her nod, he whispered, “I want your safeword, baby. I want it so bad I can taste it.”

      The crop descended on her sore backside, immediately shooting her body with endorphins. Instead of the vicious bite of the crop, she felt a buzzing heat that sent her soaring. Distantly, she heard him talking with Patrick, egging each other on. The sharp crack of the whip, followed by the slash of fire across her backside, back and forth, until she could swear that she felt both weapons. She remembered the feel of Patrick’s whip dancing along her back, licking at Victor’s bruises.

      Fire puddled on her right shoulder, a searing glow of heat that blazed in the darkness of her mind. That fire tried to tug her back down, coiling around her like a molten snake of flame. Pain intruded, jagged glass slicing at her mind. Another blow thudded on her buttocks, warring against the wax on her shoulder, but the burn was winning.

      The crop descended again and she could hear Victor’s breathing, deep and labored. She smelled his raw heat, the masculine scent of a warrior after battle. No, the muddy, battered quarterback leading his team to victory. Only she was the one who felt battered.

      Merciless, he drove her closer to that end zone, the place he wanted her to be. A place of endless pain. A place where she needed him to simply stop. To make all the pain, all the darkness go away with just a gentle touch of his hand.

      And, oh, God, it felt so good. Too good. She hurt all over, the soles of her feet, the strands of her hair. She couldn’t take any more.

      She didn’t want it to stop.

      “Give it to me,” Victor growled, punctuating the words with another glob of wax at the base of her spine.

      His V had branded her, seared into her flesh. His. He’d made her his and it didn’t take a collar. It didn’t take a ring. All it took was the pain surging through her, tying her to him forever. He’d branded her with pain, addicted her with his crop, possessed her with his body. If she lost him now, she’d simply wither up and die. She wouldn’t know how to breathe.

      “I’m your Master, Gift, and I want you to give me everything. Give it to me!”

      She sank into the red-hot core of pain and let it dissolve her into nothing.

      He gripped her chin, his fingers drilling into her skull. “Give it to me now!”

      She let the last of the air spill from her lungs on the word he wanted to hear. “Christmas.”
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      Shiloh didn’t have to open her eyes to know she was in Victor’s arms. His chest cradled her, his arms solid and safe about her, his body snug at her back. She was aware enough to know that she ought to hurt, but all she felt was heat. Perhaps because he held her, acting as a sort of soothing drug.

      “You shouldn’t hold her like that,” Mal said in a low voice, tight and shaking. With worry? Still fogged in that secret world he’d taken her, Shiloh couldn’t understand why. “At least put some ice on her back.”

      “I promised I would hold her.”

      Shiloh fought to open her eyes, peeling back the layers of exhaustion. Moving her head hurt, but she craned her neck, trying to see his face. “No, you didn’t.”

      “I promised Mama.” He cupped her face and eased her away from his chest. Air hit her back and her eyes flared open wide. She felt blistered from her neck to her ass. Quickly, he brought her down to lie on her stomach across his lap.

      Mal dropped cool cloths and ice packs on her back, but Shiloh still fought back tears. Her breath hissed between her teeth on a long, shaking, “Shit.”

      “I’m so sorry, baby.” Victor smoothed her hair, probably the only body part that wasn’t swollen and sore. His voice roughened, his thighs tensing beneath her, transmitting his anguish to her. She knew he had to have enjoyed the scene as much as she had, but just as she was suffering with the after effects, so was he, only his was internal guilt. “Do you regret it?”

      “That depends.”

      His hand stilled, heavy on her head and unmoving. He didn’t breathe, waiting for her answer.

      “Did we win?”

      “Girl, do you honestly have to ask that question?” Mal snorted. “Of course the Victor won the challenge. He always wins.” She stood and headed for the door. “I’m sending everyone home. We can tape the final award session later.”

      “Actually, hold that thought,” Victor ordered. “Keep everyone on hand until KDSX news runs. Gather everyone in the main room to watch and keep Andy close.”

      “Oh, he’ll be close all right. Beneath my boot.”

      The door shut. Victor shifted the ice packs so he could examine her back. Somber, he traced the V he’d burned into her skin.

      She felt his fingers trembling. “Don’t start—”

      “I’m not,” he broke in. “I don’t have a single regret. You were incredible, Shiloh. You took everything I dished out and kept begging for more. You should have seen Patrick limping off set, his arm practically dragging the ground and his pony girl with her tail between her legs.”

      She had to see his face. Sitting up carefully, she shifted on his lap and draped her arms around his shoulders. “You were incredible. No one has ever been able to make me phase out like that. You kept me high on pain with the crop, and then balanced it with the wax, dragging me back down enough where it hurt and I knew it hurt and I still didn’t want it to stop. I admit, though, if you hadn’t kept using your crop, I wouldn’t have been able to endure the whole V.”

      A slow, toe-curling smile curved his lips. “Now that is something I never dreamed to hear. Are you honestly saying my crop kept you from giving your safeword earlier?”

      She nodded with a sheepish shrug. “After protesting that I didn’t need one at all, I certainly learned the value of a safeword tonight. I can take your crop as long as you want to give it, but wax…” She shuddered and pressed closer to him. Every little movement made her skin scream with pain, but she didn’t care. She needed to be close to him, feel him, touch him. He’d given the pain. Only he could take it away. “It was hard, V. Harder than I expected.”

      He cupped the back of her head, mindful of the tender skin on her back. “And that’s why it meant so much to me.”

      She shifted her weight to her knees so her ass didn’t throb. She didn’t think about the implications, until she felt one of his hands settle on her backside while the other…

      “Mmm, you’re still wet. Were you this wet while I was whipping you?”

      “No,” she whispered against his mouth. “I was wetter.”

      He slid a finger inside her, while his other hand lightly danced across the welts still burning in her flesh. Her muscles clamped down on him so savagely and suddenly that she cried out against his mouth, her fingers clutching at his shoulders.

      Jerking his pants open, he pushed inside and clamped his hands on her hips, bringing her solidly against his thighs. Bliss to be filled, agony to press her swollen backside against his rock-hard body, and the two together sent her pleasure cascading higher in intensity, fed by his own explosive climax.

      “Two in less than five minutes,” he purred against her lips. “I would’ve tried for a dozen if we didn’t have a whole roomful of people waiting on us.”

      Now her face blazed as hot as her bruised ass. She couldn’t remember exactly how loudly she might have cried out. From the smugness on his face, she’d done just a bit more than cry out.

      If they were all just outside the door…

      Chuckling, Victor gave one last tender squeeze to her ass and helped her stand. Mal had left a new shift and the dreaded corset. The thought of that torturous contraption biting into her sore back made her shiver.

      So of course he slipped it over her head, although he took some pity on her and didn’t lace it tightly. “One of the hazards—and rewards—of a really good scene is the making up part after the fact. Nobody will be surprised that I needed to be inside you or else die on the spot.” He laced his fingers with hers and drew her close to his side. “Though they may be surprised that I was able to make you scream that loud without my crop.”

      He threw open the door and their production crew burst into cheers.

      

      Leaning against the bar with Shiloh tucked against his side and the large television playing above and behind his head on the wall, Victor watched Andy waver between shame, guilt and downright terror. Mal stood beside her lover, stiff and cold, her gaze averted from the KDSX announcer.

      “According to our source, Master V had a massive falling out with Ms. Holmes this weekend and has rejected her as his top sub choice,” Frank Firkuss said in that oil-slick voice that made Victor grit his teeth. “Ironic, isn’t it, when she created the whole show to gain his interest?”

      His co-anchor, a chesty blonde, smiled. “Maybe we should offer her a job at KDSX. I’m sure she’ll have all sorts of interesting insights into VCONN’s CEO. She might not be America’s Next Top sub, but she could make a name for herself as the Master’s discarded trash.”

      Fury made a vein throb in Victor’s forehead, but he kept his touch light and easy on Shiloh. He hadn’t expected them to drag her name through the gutter like this or he never would have given Andy the rope to hang himself. He should have just fired the little prick and been done with him, instead of letting his ego get in the way.

      She leaned up on her tiptoes and whispered into his ear. “I don’t give a damn what they say, as long as you’re my Master.”

      “I am your Master,” he said louder, leveling a cutting glare on the other man. “And you will never be my discarded trash.”

      Pale with fear, Andy bolted toward the door. Mal reached out and snagged a handful of his shirt, whirled him around and forced him to his knees. If Victor had tried such a stunt, he might have enjoyed more of a struggle, but Andy was used to obeying Mal. He knew her touch and instinctively obeyed his Mistress.

      Victor paced a slow, deliberate circle about the kneeling man. “Let’s do a little math, shall we? There were three people in my office this morning, other than Shiloh and myself. Only three people who heard that Shiloh and I had a disagreement over the weekend. Only three people heard me say I was going to take a different sub to the final round. Which we just taped, coincidentally, and I did indeed choose Shiloh. I will always choose her. Mal and Patrick both knew that I had only said otherwise in my office to see if we could ferret out the leak. So who do you think our leak is, Andy?”

      “I’m sorry.” He bowed his head and wrung his hands. “I needed the money, and KDSX was willing to pay. I was desperate, sir.”

      “Desperate enough to give up my submissive’s name to the media hounds? Desperate enough to spread malicious gossip about our private life? Desperate enough to announce to all of Dallas that Victor Connagher is the meanest sadist in Dallas?”

      “All of Texas,” Mal corrected.

      “No, in America.” Moving to stand beside him, Shiloh smiled and squeezed his arm. “We should have named the show America’s Only Top Master.”

      Pride swelled his heart until he felt like his ribcage would simply bust open. How could I ever be conflicted about who or what I am, when I’m her Master?

      Andy looked from him to Mal and back with a flinch. “What are you going to do to me?”

      “I’m going to fire you,” Victor replied calmly. “What Mal chooses to do with you is up to her.”

      “Mistress…”

      “How can you possibly call me that when you’ve done nothing but lie to me?” Mal fisted her hands at her sides, her jaws tight and her voice thick with emotion. “I loved you, Andy. We shared more than I ever thought possible, and then I found out you’ve kept this kind of secret from me? That you betrayed me? My show was ruined. You seriously damaged my career as well as endangered VCONN’s season. All for a little poker money?”

      “I love you, Mistress.” He sobbed and pressed his face to the floor, his hand stretching out toward her ankles, but she sidestepped out of reach. “Forgive me. I never meant to hurt you.”

      “Get help, Andy, from someone other than me. You can’t be my submissive any longer. I expect your things to be gone by the time I get home tonight.”

      Victor leaned down to whisper against Shiloh’s ear. “Do you mind if she stays with us tonight?”

      “It’s your home.”

      “And I want it to be yours too.”

      Her eyes went wide and dark, her mouth soft and open on a little sound of surprise that drew him like a moth to a flame. He kissed her, a gentle persuasion of lips and tongue that insisted she belonged with him. Forever.

      He felt a sudden, fierce desire to see his collar on her throat. “Let’s film the final awards.”

      “Now?” Mal brushed surreptitiously at her cheeks. “Can’t we do it tomorrow?”

      He looped his arm around her waist and drew both her and Shiloh with him toward the dais. “It’ll just take a few minutes and then we can all sleep in tomorrow. Besides, we’re all here. We might as well take advantage of it. Let’s get the proof of this season’s success on film so we can sit back and laugh at KDSX and their erroneous stories.”

      Raising his voice, Victor called over two of the dungeon assistants and motioned them toward Andy. “Bring him over to the bottom step.”

      Patrick and his pony girl took the second dais, looking frankly battered and worse for wear. The submissive was still sweaty and shaky, like a horse rode hard and put away in the stable still wet.

      Victor led Shiloh to the top of the platform and helped her with her mask. Dropping to her knees, she still looked dazed from his casual announcement that he wanted her to move in with him. So the rest of what I intend will totally blow her mind.

      As soon as the cameras started rolling, Mal planted her stiletto on Andy’s back and pinned him face down to the floor. “You are no longer my submissive. Find a new Mistress, slave.” She gave a little twist with her heel, digging into his flesh, and then she turned and stepped off the dais, walking away without a backward glance.

      Patrick stroked his pony girl’s cheek and smiled at the cameras. “We didn’t win top sub this time, but we’ll be back for next season.”

      From the whites rolling in the submissive’s eyes, Victor didn’t think it too likely that she’d ever consider coming back to the show.

      The music rose to a crescendo and the lights dropped so that a single beam focused on him. He lightly tugged on Shiloh’s hair so she rocked back and lifted her gaze to his. “Gift, you have pleased me beyond my wildest dreams. You are indeed America’s Next Top sub.”

      He waited while the crew and other contestants cheered.

      “Do you want to be V’s Gift?”

      She smiled tremulously. “More than anything, Master.”

      Georgia brought the black-velvet tray up the dais as grandly as any empress’s royal jewels. She even inclined her head to Gift and then backed down a step, still in the shot but lower than the stars of the show.

      He picked up his collar and held up the necklace for the cameras. “The Master’s collar is not worn lightly. It’s a symbol of ownership, yes, but also the most solemn commitment. I hereby commit myself to Gift. I commit to taking care of her needs, ensuring that she receives the pleasure, and yes, the pain, that she needs. I commit to improving my skills so that I can continually rise to the challenges she presents me. Most of all, I commit my heart to her. Gift, I love you and only you. Will you be my submissive?”

      She smiled with such joy that his heart thudded, sore and wounded by her love. “Yes, with all my heart.”

      He bent down and latched the collar about her neck. It looked like high-end jewelry, but the latch was actually a tiny lock, ensuring the only hand that would remove the collar was his. He didn’t intend her to wear it all the time by any means, but the commitment and permanence were important to him, and to her, by the shining tears in her eyes.

      Victor drew Shiloh to her feet and sealed his mouth over hers in a fierce kiss of possession, dangling the crop prominently down her back.

      Georgia applauded. “America’s Next Top sub is Master V’s Gift!”
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        V’s Gift Blog

        Waking up in V’s bed, I always feel like a kid walking into the world’s largest, most fantastic candy shop. I hope I never lose that sense of wonder.

        But this morning is even more wondrous, because I wake up with His crop beneath my cheek. Yes, He brought it to bed last night, without me asking. What’s funny is that we didn’t even use it. There was no need. Just the act of Him trusting Himself—and me—enough to bring it to bed and have that wicked crop at hand meant the world to me.

        By the smoldering fire in His eyes, He’s been awake for quite some time. “Good morning, sleepy head.”

        I glance at the clock and it’s only nine, surely not late enough for that comment…but then I realize it’s a work day. I shoot up like someone goosed me with that crop, but He snags my wrist and tumbles me back down beside Him. “Your boss decided you weren’t working today. Neither of us.”

        I can talk like a phone-sex worker and beg Him to whip me within an inch of my life, but the innuendo inherent in my very inappropriate relationship with my boss, my Master, still makes me blush.

        Which He thinks is hilarious. By the time He stops laughing at me, I’m far from the mood to cuddle beneath the blankets. I start to get up, but He’s still got my wrist trapped in His big hand.

        He’s got the most powerful, punishing grip. “You’re not going anywhere.”

        I can’t help but notice as He picks up the crop with his other hand, and my body goes into instant meltdown. I try not to let my voice shake. “I’m not?”

        “I need something, baby. I need it so badly I’ve been watching you sleep for the last hour and thinking about nothing else. What do you think that might be, hmmm?”

        I rise up on my hands and knees. “Hurt me, V. Hurt me so good.”

        

      [image: ]
* * *

      Filled with so much pride and love he felt like his heart might burst, Victor pressed a kiss to Shiloh’s neck and trailed his fingers down the deep-cut back of her gown. “You look fantastic.”

      Arm in arm, he escorted her toward the exclusive cocktail reception to benefit a Dallas children’s charity group. Mal and Patrick walked just ahead of them, but what really made Victor smile was the two young men making eyes at each other. Léon and Brandon had really hit it off. “Is this one of my sister’s designs?”

      “She insisted that I pick out a formal gown for tonight and mention to everyone where I got it.”

      The dress was made from brazen red silk that hugged her body to perfection, but in his opinion, what made the gown so mouth-wateringly gorgeous was the deeply slashed back. He knew that the barest width of silk covered the marks he’d left in her flesh. His brand, his V of bruises, lay there, barely hidden.

      She was proud of every single one of those bruises. She admired them in the mirror each and every morning, so he couldn’t be guilty. Not when she met his gaze, her eyes as warm as molten chocolate and full of aching love.

      Cameras flashed all about them, and KDSX anchor Frank Firkuss shoved a microphone in his face. “Mr. Connagher, are you really a sadist?”

      Victor gave his meanest smile. “Did you hear that I fired an employee this week who admitted to leaking confidential information about VCONN’s highest rated new show, America’s Next Top sub?”

      “Indeed? Who was he?”

      “I think you know his name all too well. Maybe he can go from the Mistress’s top sub to KDSX’s trashy spy.”

      “Ms. Malinda Kannes has been more than open about her sexuality, and we all know she’s your friend and partner at VCONN.” Firkuss leaned closer. “Does Ms. Holmes really let you whip her with a riding crop? Is she really Gift? Or is this all a promotional scam to fool Dallas viewers into watching your show?”

      Ignoring the clamor of flashing cameras and those annoying but amusing questions, Victor leaned down to kiss her neck again and noticed the sleeve of her gown had slipped a little. He nudged it with his mouth so the bruise beneath was revealed.

      Eyes heavy lidded, he smiled into the camera and ran his mouth over the bruise. Shivering, Shiloh turned toward him. Her eyes were dilated, her mouth open and soft, and yes, her nipples were hard against the silk. Her hand fluttered up to touch the glittering diamond V at her throat, unconsciously displaying the large engagement ring on her hand.

      “Watch the show and see if you can decide.”
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      It didn’t snow very often in Dallas, Texas, but when it did, everything came to a halt. Vicki Connagher paused at the deserted intersection. Shivering, she drew her coat tighter with her free hand. What a stupid idea. Since the store was only three blocks away, she’d thought she could get back with a few groceries before the storm hit. In just a matter of minutes, though, the sidewalks were already coated with ice.

      Just one more block, she told herself, trudging across the slushy road. Snow still fell, thick and wet, dulling the usual noises of the city. Hot cocoa was going to taste especially good tonight. She’d bundle up on the couch in her favorite quilt and stay up all night watching cheesy horror movies. Sounds like a blast, if I wasn’t alone.

      But she was miserably alone. She’d end up working downstairs all night to avoid the emptiness of her apartment. Besides, she still had to come up with one more evening gown design before the gala. Since her mood was about as cheery as the Black Plague, she was going to need all the time she could get.

      Her foot slid out and she fell with a curse. Getting wetter and colder by the minute, she muttered, “Not even chocolate is worth getting out in a freak Texas blizzard.”

      “Are you all right?”

      The male voice startled her. Her heart slammed up into her throat and she whirled around, fumbling to get her keys gripped like claws between her fingers.

      Hovering a safe distance away, the man held up both his hands in a non-threatening manner. With the streetlight shining down on his face, she recognized Jesse, a street artist she’d gotten to know during her law office days at Wagner & Leeman.

      Seeing him brought back all the turmoil and grief that had driven her to quit her dream job.

      It’d started innocently enough. Every time she was over by the park for lunch, she’d stop by his favorite bench beneath the largest tree. Handsome despite the grime, he always managed to make her smile, and she loved his work. She’d bought several of his charcoals and dropped a few bucks in his hat. Over the next few months, they’d talked, at first casually, but then as the stress of her job started to get to her, she found herself talking to him almost every day. She couldn’t get through a day at court if she didn’t take a lunch in the park. With Jesse.

      Even her friends at the office had taken note of her “sponsorship” of the handsome young artist. It shamed her to remember how their jokes had embarrassed her. She’d cut back on those trips to the park, although she’d never been able to stay away for long. When she heard the horrible news that one of her clients had gunned down a policeman, she’d run to the park. Jesse had been there for her in a way that no one else had ever been in her entire life.

      Jesse was the only person who’d ever seen her completely break down. Sobbing and sick with grief, she’d gone to him for comfort, and then to her great shame, she’d never gone back to see him again. She’d been too embarrassed that she’d let him in so deeply, a man she barely knew. A homeless man.

      Cut to the core by her shallowness, she met his gaze and hoped he didn’t hate her. “I’m fine. Nothing hurt but my pride. How are you, Jesse?”

      “Good.” He flashed a smile—revealing killer dimples—and helped her pick up the canned beans that had escaped her bag. “Haven’t seen you around the park in a while.”

      Not even his ragged clothes could detract from that wholesome, down-to-earth smile and face. It’d been impossible not to like him from the start. “I quit my job and started my own business. Corporate life got to be too much for me.”

      He handed her the last can and then shyly pulled a small square out of his bag. “I made something for you.”

      When he didn’t bring up that awful day in the park that had driven her to quit her job, she wanted to hug him. He didn’t question or press her for answers. No, he made me something, instead of accusing me of turning my back on him like so many other people must have.

      Blinking back tears because she hated to cry more than anything else, she held the folded paper up to the streetlight. On the front, he’d used watercolors to paint dozens of butterflies, laid on top of each other in carefully detailed layers so the entire page was covered in wings. Inside, he’d written a simple message: Happy birthday, Vicki.

      “Sorry, I know your birthday was months ago, but I didn’t know where you’d gone.”

      She tried to swallow the lump in her throat. “Oh, Jesse, thank you. How did you know?”

      Shrugging self-consciously, he shifted the strap of his bag higher on his shoulder. “One of the last few times you stopped by, I overheard you tell your friend that you were planning a special dinner with your family for your birthday. I didn’t mean to eavesdrop. Anyway, I’ve got a few new pieces you might like. Come over to the park when you get the chance.”

      “I will.” She stared down at the card, thinking about how many weeks he’d carried it in his bag, protecting it from getting torn or dirty, hoping to see her. He’d made her a card, when some of her best friends hadn’t remembered her birthday at all. She’d lost more than her career. “Thank you, Jesse. This really means a lot to me.”

      He tipped his battered, lopsided straw hat, gave her another gorgeous smile that seemed so out of place on a homeless man’s face, and turned to head down the street. Alone. His skinny shoulders hunched against the cold.

      Vicki had built in her mind all sorts of reasons of why he was on the streets, but she’d never had the courage to ask him. He only had on a jean jacket, no gloves, and the knapsack tossed over his shoulder, exactly how she’d seen him countless times. Everything he owned in the world must be in that bag.

      “Jesse?”

      Immediately, he turned around and came back toward her, his eyes wide and hopeful. It was too dark to make out the remarkable turquoise shade of his eyes, but she remembered. “Yes, ma’am?”

      “Do you have someplace to go?”

      “Oh, sure.” He nodded, but she didn’t like the way he ducked his head. “Don’t worry about me. Come over to the park when you get the chance. I miss seeing you.”

      She took the last few steps toward her building, her mind screaming all the reasons it would be stupid to ask him inside. She was alone. He was a man, bigger and stronger than her even if she had a few years on him. She had a damned good security system on both the shop and her apartment upstairs, but if he chose to overpower her, she wouldn’t have a chance to call for help.

      She didn’t really know him at all. A few lunches in the park, a couple of hours of casual talking, and one time she’d needed a non-judgmental friend. He was homeless, for God’s sake, and had probably seen more crime and violence than she’d even dreamed of despite working all those years as a defense attorney. But there was something undeniable in his eyes, a deep, soul-piercing light that she couldn’t forget. Without saying a word, he managed to reach inside her and tug, hard, amplifying her guilt and worry.

      It wasn’t her fault that he was homeless, but it would be her fault if he froze to death tonight. I refuse to turn my back on him ever again.

      Putting on her best formidable, cast-iron face that had intimidated many a shady character into providing better testimony, she turned and faced him squarely. “If you promise to behave yourself, you can come home with me tonight.”

      His eyes flared with horror and he recoiled a step, which instantly made her feel better about asking him. His mouth opened, but it took him several times before he could say anything. “Oh, no, ma’am. That wouldn’t be right. I just wanted to make sure you were okay—it didn’t even occur to me that you might… No, please, I couldn’t.”

      “I couldn’t sleep a wink if you were freezing out here all night.” She opened the door to the shop and flipped on the light. He hovered behind her, staring at the warmth and shelter longingly. “I’m making a huge batch of chili and cornbread.”

      His shoulders shook, but he didn’t move closer.

      “What I really wanted was hot cocoa. That’s why I went out tonight before the weather got too horrible. Not cocoa from a mix or powder—I want the real thing. I’m going to make some first.”

      “With real milk?” His voice sounded hoarse. He took a step closer, but kept his shoulders down, hunched, as though he were trying to make himself smaller and less threatening. “And marshmallows?”

      “Real milk, real chocolate,” she promised. “But I don’t have marshmallows. I think they’re disgusting. Come on in, Jesse. I’m not the world’s greatest cook, but I can make a mean pot of beans.”

      He hung his head, one hand gripping the strap of his bag so hard his knuckles were white. “I’ve been in trouble before, ma’am, but I haven’t been arrested in more than five years, and I’ve been clean since. Call one of your old contacts in the police department and check up on me.”

      She was surprised at his willingness to share his unsavory past—and a little disconcerted that he knew so much about her. “I can do that. I should also warn you that my very mean and much bigger, older brother could be here in minutes.”

      Leading the way through the long tables stacked with fabrics and trim, she flipped on another light. Now I know why my security guy insisted I have a separate system for my upstairs apartment. “I set up this place so that my seamstress could sleep over when we’re on a time crunch. There’s a bed, clean linen and a full-sized bathroom.”

      Jesse risked a quick glance at the room but otherwise kept his head down, his shoulders so tight that he was as short as her, when he was actually several inches taller. Lightly, she touched his arm. He flinched, but at least his head came up. She was struck again by the intensity of his eyes, so clear and honest despite the harshness of his life.

      “Are you sure?” His voice shook. “I didn’t mean—”

      “I’m sure.” She smiled, gently squeezing his arm. He was so thin, just bones and tight, wiry muscle lay over the top. “Look around on the shelves in the closet—I think I stuck some of my brother’s old clothes in there. Take a shower and come upstairs when you’re done. I’ll have the cocoa ready in no time.”

      “My full name is Jesse Dean Inglemarre and I’m twenty-five. Check me out. If you’re not comfortable, tell me to leave. I swear on a stack of Bibles that I’ll leave immediately, no questions asked. I won’t ever bother you again.”

      He was several years older than she’d guessed, although still several years younger than her. She smiled to put him at ease. It felt right, so very, very right, to help him. “You’re not bothering me.”

      Solemnly, he stared into her eyes, searching her face, even though he didn’t ask, Why me? Why are you doing this?

      How could she explain it? Sometimes after a particularly bad trial, the only bright spot in her day had been walking through the park to see what new drawing he might be working on. Once he’d smiled at her, she’d found the courage to trudge back to work. On this cold, lonely night he was a welcome surprise. “There’s something about you, Jesse.”

      

      Oh, there’s something about me all right, Jesse thought sadly, waiting until she shut the door before looking about the room. Simple, spartan, and the most glorious thing he’d seen in years, until he found a stack of clean clothes on the shelf. Even musty from storage, they smelled like heaven. Then he saw the shampoo and soap in the bathroom, and he found himself crying beneath the steaming hot water.

      God, so incredible. People didn’t know what a luxury it could be simply to be clean. To have a spare set of clean clothes. To be in a safe enough place to risk taking off his filthy clothes and washing completely. Bliss. Pure bliss.

      It all came from the most gorgeous, unforgettable woman he’d ever met. He had no pride left, or surely he’d be ashamed that he’d come to her like this and she’d taken him in like an abandoned puppy. He’d depended on seeing her every day, but then she’d quit coming to the park. She’d given him one taste of heaven and then disappeared off the face of the earth.

      He hadn’t even known her full name or where she worked. One of the women he’d seen her with occasionally had dropped the fact that Vicki had left the firm to start her own business down by Oak Lawn. So he’d started hanging out in this neighborhood, hoping to find her.

      Never in a million years had he thought she’d let him inside her home. All he’d wanted to do was see her again, find her place, and maybe stop by once a week or so, just to talk. Just to see her smile at his latest work.

      I know where to find her now. He scrubbed his hair a second time. I can’t stay long. She’s sheltering me from the cold, that’s all.

      She has no idea that I’m hopelessly in love with her.

      

      Vicki dialed the number and laid the phone down on the counter in speaker mode. Chopping chocolate, she counted the rings. Mentally, she rearranged her questions in the most logical order that would lead to the best possible outcome with the least amount of suspicion.

      “Reyes.”

      By the sharp bark of Elias’s voice, she knew he was already frustrated. Hell, he was always frustrated. Working on a narcotics task force overwhelmed by the Mexican drug cartels tended to frustrate even the most patient of men. A lot could be said about Elias Reyes, but he wasn’t exactly patient.

      She decided to be professional and not friendly. He hadn’t been by in months, and she couldn’t remember the last time they’d had sex. Okay, that was a lie; she’d never forget a moment with Elias, even though they’d fought constantly about their jobs. Then his partner had been killed by one of her old clients in a drug bust gone bad. He still hadn’t forgiven her, and she’d found herself sobbing in the arms of a homeless man in the park instead of her lover’s.

      Now that she’d started her own business, she was still too busy, and he certainly hadn’t bothered to come by. “I need you to run a name through your database.”

      “Vik,” he drawled out his nickname for her in that low, sexy voice that always made her want to throw her head back and moan deep in her throat. “I thought you quit defending assholes I put away.”

      “I did.” She refused to allow her tone to sharpen defensively. “I need a background run on somebody and you’re the only person in the Dallas PD who’ll still take my calls.”

      He let out a low grunt of agreement. “What’s the name?”

      “Jesse Dean Inglemarre.”

      “What exactly are you looking for?”

      She heard him typing. He must be at work and already looking up the data for her. Who was she kidding—Elias was always at work. “Any warrants, recent arrests, known gang affiliation. Standard stuff.”

      “Got a soc?”

      “Nope, but I know he’s twenty-five years old.”

      A few moments went by. She didn’t hear any voices. Usually his office was loud and rowdy at any hour. The war on drugs never slept.

      “Looks like your boy last got in trouble five years ago, but nothing recent. No known address. How do you know him?”

      “He’s a street artist.” She tried to keep her tone casual and strictly to the truth. Elias could sniff out a lie quicker than a bloodhound. “I used to see him when I worked at Wagner & Leeman. Thanks, Elias. I hope you’re not out in this snow tonight.”

      “Not so fast, Vik.”

      Mentally, she groaned. He always was too damned smart for his own good, which meant he was a fine cop who always suspected the worst in people. Unfortunately, he was almost always right.

      “Why the sudden interest in a homeless street artist in the middle of a snow storm? Surely you’re not thinking about letting this punk into your home.”

      “Thanks,” she said firmly. “I’ll talk to you later.”

      “Fuck.” In her mind, she could see him at his desk, jumping to his feet and raking his hand through his hair. “You did. You invited this asshole into your home. Are you insane? He’s a druggie. A scumbag. You know they can never come clean. Give them a ten and they’ll buy a hit instead of food.”

      “He’s not like that.” She used her softest voice, trying to calm him down before he decided to get on his white horse and charge over here like a knight in shining armor. “He just needs a little help.”

      “Jesus, Vik, does he have any weapons? Did he bring drugs into your house?”

      “No!” Although I didn’t think to check. “I can handle this, Reyes.” Deliberately, she emphasized his cop name, the cold and formal relationship they’d used at their jobs even when they shared a bed once in a while. “I don’t want you to interfere.”

      “You should have thought of that before you invited a homeless junkie to spend the night!”

      “I have my phone right here and you’re on speed dial. I promise I’ll call you if I get even a hint of a weird vibe from him, but he’s barely more than a kid, Elias. He’s not going to hurt me.”

      “You’re damned right he’s not.”

      “What the hell does that mean?”

      “He’s not a kid, Vik, even if he looks helpless and innocent to you. He hasn’t been a kid in a long time. One of his raps was for prostitution when he was barely sixteen. Yeah, he must be a real pretty boy, huh? I’m surprised he came on to you. Seems like a rich queer is more up his alley.”

      The thought of Jesse’s brilliant eyes scrunched up with pain or staring up at a jerk forcing him to give a blowjob made her knees quiver hard enough that she had to sit on a barstool. She’d known he must have had a hard life, but the reality made her stomach heave. “He didn’t come on to me.”

      “Maybe he’ll come on to me, then.”

      “He’s not like that.” Her voice quivered, betraying her. She clenched her jaws a moment, concentrating on retrieving that calm, cool exterior she’d learned as a defense attorney. “I saw him in the snow and cold—he was helping me because I fell on the ice!—and I couldn’t leave him out there.”

      “If you used to see him over at the park near Wagner & Leeman, then why the hell was he way out by your place? He was staking you out, Vik. He knew exactly what he was doing when he just happened to walk by. I bet he seemed real shocked to find you, didn’t he? They’re damned good actors when they need to be.”

      Torn between outrage and concern, she tried to remember if she’d ever told Jesse where she lived. Would he really come dozens of blocks in the cold to give her a birthday card? Surely, he couldn’t have pretended that much surprise when she asked him to come inside. She was a good judge of character. She’d seen more than her share of bad guys willing to sell their mamas if it would get them out of prison.

      “Jesse’s not like that. He’s not one of the bad guys, Elias. I can see it in his eyes. He needs someone to give him a break.”

      Wheels screeched on the street below so loudly that she jumped up and ran to the window. Elias jumped out of his truck and stormed up to the door of her building. “I’ll give him a break. I’ll break his fucking arm if he even lays a finger on you.”

      She glared down at him, whether he could actually see her or not. “I told you I could handle this!”

      “Let me in, Vik, or I’m going to owe you a new door.”
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      Elias heard her shouting at him as she ran down the stairs, but he didn’t stop. He threw open the door to the rear living quarters, grabbed the invader, and slammed him face-first against the wall with a satisfying crunch.

      The kid didn’t put up a fight. Man, Elias reminded himself. Not a kid, no matter how scrawny and slender he was, not at twenty-five years of age.

      Vicki screamed, a high, shrill wail like nothing he’d ever heard from her. “Jesse!”

      Her terrified voice pierced through Elias’s rage. As a kid huddled in a narrow bed with his younger brothers and sisters while his crazy father beat the shit out of his mother, he’d sworn to never make a woman scream like that. He slapped cuffs on the man and forced himself to ease off. He had to be the cop in this, not the enraged, jealous, overprotective—and almost always absent—lover.

      The junkie stayed against the wall, legs automatically spread. He knew the drill all too well.

      “You don’t smell like a bum, so I guess you’ve already taken advantage of your hostess’s hot water. Do you have anything stashed in these nice clean pockets?”

      “No, sir.”

      Damn it, he even sounded like a kid, his voice breathless and shaking with fear. Elias twisted his lips into a furious snarl. The punk was afraid of being caught. Afraid of being thrown in jail instead of enjoying a nice cushy night under Vicki’s roof, stealing everything not locked down while she slept.

      She stepped between them, her face white and her mouth tight with strain. “I gave him those pants. How dare you come in here and throw him around like this? He’s hurt! Look at him, Elias, he’s bleeding!”

      Crying, she cradled the jerk’s face in her hands and wiped the blood from his split lip with a tissue snatched from the bedside table. “Jesse, I’m so sorry. I didn’t know he’d come over like this. I didn’t know he’d hurt you.”

      “It’s okay. He’s protecting you. I’ve had much worse done to me.”

      The nicer he acted—pretended to be!—the worse Elias felt, which pissed him off even more. He grabbed the ratty duffel bag lying at the foot of the bed and dumped it out, using an ink pen to separate items so he didn’t get poked by a dirty needle. “Any weapons? Drugs? Paraphernalia?”

      “No, sir. Just my straight-edge razor. I have used it as protection a few times, but no knives or guns. I haven’t touched drugs in five years. I’ll take a drug test right this minute if you order it.”

      Elias flipped open a small wooden case, but all it contained was tiny whittled down pencils and precious little nubs of chalk, so used up that a normal person—with money—would have thrown them out and replaced them long ago. Feeling more and more like a heel, he methodically emptied the pockets of everything. Wadded up small bills littered the bed. A five in each denim pocket, a twenty in the threadbare shirt, several more bills tucked into the rolled socks, but certainly no nice wad of cash that a dealer would carry. Spreading the bills out across the meager belongings would make it more difficult to steal his precious savings.

      “I have a hundred dollar bill in each boot hidden beneath the insole.” Jesse leaned against the wall as though the entire building would crumble around them without his weight propping it up. The pants sagged low on his slim hips, and he didn’t have on a shirt. Bones moved beneath his skin in sharp, painful relief. The kid was half-starved and malnourished. In despair, he hung his head, his streaked golden-brown hair falling down to hide his face. “Took me a year to save that much because the punks on the street keep stealing it. They know I don’t have a weapon.”

      Elias knew the answer, but he wanted to see how many lies the kid might weave. “How do you know Vicki?”

      “She used to come to Highland Park where I hang out. When she quit coming, I asked one of her friends what had happened. I missed her, and I wanted to make sure she was okay. She was always nice to me, but I never thought she’d help me like this.”

      “Get these cuffs off him,” Vicki said in a deceptively pleasant voice that sent shards of ice skittering down his spine. This was the defense attorney, not a woman who’d called him to check out a friend. “He answered your questions satisfactorily and you have nothing to charge him with. He’s not trespassing and he’s not a danger to me or himself.”

      When he hesitated, she narrowed those glittering dark eyes on him and lowered her chin, preparing for the charge. “I might not work for Leeman any longer, but I’ll have him crawling in every orifice you’ve got unless you release Jesse immediately.”
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      Uneasy and tense with the other man sitting beside him at the breakfast bar, Jesse took a sip of the cocoa she’d made and all his nerves simply melted away. Vicki hid a smile behind her cup.

      Even Elias’s mood seemed to sweeten with each sip of chocolaty warm goodness, although he grumbled as she poured fresh coffee into her mug. “Why you insist on ruining good hot chocolate with coffee is beyond me.”

      “I don’t understand how you can work twenty-hour days without spiking your drink with extra caffeine every chance you get. If you two can enjoy your cocoa without killing each other, I need to start the cornbread.”

      Jesse peeked up at her, a quick, furtive glance through his tumbled hair. He’d always worn it pulled back in a ponytail. She’d never realized that his hair was more blond than brown. All tumbled and loose about his face, his hair set his stunning turquoise eyes off to perfection. With his full, luscious lips and strong jaw, he could have been a GQ model, not a homeless junkie selling himself on the street corner.

      What happened to you, Jesse?

      Blinking back tears, she retrieved the eggs and milk from the fridge and the corn meal from the pantry. When she lugged out the iron skillet and melted butter, Elias dared a question. “Don’t you use a mix?”

      “Hell no,” she retorted in mock outrage. “No Southerner worth her salt would serve cornbread made out of a box or cook it in anything but an iron skillet. You can’t get the nice crusty edges without it, and the box mixes are too sweet.”

      “I suppose you don’t put ketchup in your chili either.”

      She pressed her hand to her heart and pretended faintness. “Never. Surely I’ve made chili for you before, haven’t I? Good Texas chili should be more meat than beans, with a beer thrown in for good measure.”

      Shutting the oven door on the batter-filled skillet, she straightened and caught a look on Jesse’s face that knocked her back on her heels. A bit of accusation, followed by resignation. Maybe she hadn’t been hard enough on Elias after he’d busted in like a crazed jerk. Or maybe my young friend harbors feelings for me that I never allowed myself to consider.

      She swallowed hard at the memory of Jesse’s arms around her, his low murmurs in her ear while she’d sobbed like a baby.

      Jesse studied the bottom of his cup like he was surprised he’d found it so quickly. “How long have you known each other?”

      Taking the hint, she poured him another cup of cocoa. “Oh, let’s see. I worked at Wagner & Leeman about seven years, counting my time as an intern. How long have you been on the DPD, Detective Reyes?”

      “Fifteen years,” Elias replied, his mouth down turned in a frown. “Long, hard years, especially when dealing with an annoyingly talented defense attorney who managed to get off just about every drug dealer in the city.”

      She turned back to the stove and kept her mouth shut. She refused to give him the pleasure of arguing yet again, but she dumped in more—a lot more—cayenne pepper. She loved spicy chili, but Elias would probably be up all night moaning about his stomach.

      “I still didn’t really know Vik until the last year or so. Some weeks she tolerates me more than others.”

      Which was a piss-poor way of saying they were off again, on again lovers, whenever he could drag himself away from those drug dealers he blamed her for being back out on the street. Even though she’d quit the firm months ago.

      “How long have you been on the street?”

      She couldn’t help but stiffen with interest and alarm both, although she didn’t turn around to see how Jesse took the other man’s question. Long moments went by before he answered.

      “I left home when I was fifteen, a proud, stupid kid who thought I knew better than my old man. He was a washed-up, wannabe country singer doing bars in Nashville, trying to catch a break, and I thought he was a mean bastard. I hung with the wrong crowd, made some bad decisions, dropped out of school, got arrested for shoplifting, drugs, you name it.”

      Vicki turned so she could see his face. He smiled, a strange, beautiful twist of his mouth that made her want to cry for him.

      He dropped his gaze to his hands wrapped around his cup. “When you’re young and stupid, you don’t think the bad stuff could ever possibly happen to you. You can drink and drive and not get caught, certainly never wreck your car or hurt anyone else. You can go to class or your job high and no one will ever know. You can walk out on your old man, call him every name in the book, and laugh when you find out the mean SOB died of a heart attack. Then you realize that you were the only one stupid enough to buy your bullshit, and the only person left in the whole world who ever cared about you is gone.”

      She couldn’t help but take his trembling hand in hers. He clung to her but didn’t look up.

      “I’ve done bad things. I’ve seen and lived worse. I’ve tried to leave those things behind, but they aren’t as easy to wash off as the dirt.”

      “There are shelters…” Elias began in a gentle voice, but Jesse only shook his head on a harsh laugh.

      “I’d rather go back to prison. At least then I’d know the man raping me would protect me in the yard tomorrow.” He raised his head, his eyes pleading for understanding. “When I got out of prison, I was clean and I’d earned my GED while behind bars. I had two minimum-wage jobs and I gladly worked my ass off. I had an apartment—wasn’t much and I paid by the week, but it was mine. I could lock the door and sleep almost through the night without waking up, terrified that someone was coming in.

      “But then I got sick. Just the flu, but as soon as I missed a day of work, they fired me. I didn’t have much money saved, and I lost my apartment as soon as I missed the first week’s rent. I didn’t have any place to go, no family left, no one to take me in but the drug dealers I’d known before jail.

      “I could have gone back to running drugs for them, selling on the corners and in the schools, but I didn’t. It would have been a hell of a lot easier. I live on what I earn with my art, drug-free and legal, but once you lose everything, it’s hard to get people to see you. If I walk in for an interview in the only decent pair of jeans I’ve got left, it won’t matter if I shaved or if my fingernails are clean, because I still stink of the streets.”

      Vicki didn’t realize she was crying until Elias slipped an arm around her shoulders and drew her against him. Jesse loosened his fingers on her hand, but she gripped him tighter, refusing to let him go. “See?” She buried her face against Elias’s shirt, hating for anyone to see her so vulnerable. “See why I had to help him?”

      “I know,” he whispered, rocking her gently. “You were right. I apologize, Jesse, for slamming you up against the wall like that. I should have trusted her judgment.”

      “You saw me. Me,” Jesse whispered, but his voice rang with intent. “You’ve already given me a chance to get a real job by letting me take a shower. I look like a normal, decent person, someone who can get a job, and for that, I can’t thank you enough.”

      “You’re going to stay here.” Wiping her eyes, Vicki straightened and shot a firm glare at Elias, silencing whatever arguments he might throw at her. “I’ll help you find a job and get back on your feet. No matter how long it takes, you won’t end up on the street again. Do you hear me?”

      A ghost of a smile flickered on Jesse’s lips and he ducked his head, as though tipping his hat to her. “Yes’m.”

      “If something happens to you again, if you’re ever out there, lost, alone, then you call me.” Her voice broke but she didn’t soften her stance. She leaned across the counter, squeezing his hand to make sure he met her gaze. “Call me. Anytime. Anywhere. Reverse the charges. Mail me a letter. Whatever it takes. I’ll come get you and bring you home. You can count on me to be there for you.”

      His eyes gleamed with unshed tears, crystal jewels in spring water. “You…I…” He bowed his head, shoulders shaking. His tears fell on the back of her hand still gripping his. Raggedly, he whispered, “I’ve never had a real home.”

      “You can always come home to me.”

      

      Elias had never seen Vicki’s nurturing side, not like this. Bemused, he watched her stuff the kid full of chili and cornbread until he could barely keep his eyes open. She practically tucked him into bed, making sure he had a dozen blankets before sending him downstairs. “If you need anything, just buzz the door. I’m going to arm the security system on the entire building before I head to bed.”

      Mumbling his thanks, Jesse headed down the stairs to the lower apartment. When he paused and looked back up at her like she was the most beautiful angel he’d ever seen in his life, Elias put his arm around her and drew her into his side.

      “Good night, Jesse,” he said firmly, staking his claim on her. “We’ll see you in the morning.”

      Shrugging off his arm, she pulled away and shut the door. “That was cruel.”

      “He needs to know that you’re taken.”

      “By who?” She marched into the kitchen and attacked the dishes like they’d shot her mama. Elias had met Mrs. Connagher, and that would be a feat indeed. “I haven’t seen you in at least three months. If I hadn’t called you tonight…”

      “I was on my way over.” He refused to admit just how many nights he’d been sitting outside her apartment, keeping watch, supposedly, but mostly trying to convince his pride to bend just a little. “That’s why I got here so fast.”

      “So now you’re psychic? You felt the subtle forces of the universe warning that another male was encroaching on your territory?”

      He loaded the dishwasher for her, although she kept rearranging things to her satisfaction. “You know how crazy my job is. I haven’t slept in a week.”

      “I know,” she said quietly, but her eyes snapped with dark fire. “I know that you have an important, demanding, extremely dangerous job on which this entire city depends. I’ve never bitched about you being a cop and you know it.”

      “But—”

      She threw up a hand holding a sudsy ladle and shook it at him like a weapon. “There’s a difference between being dedicated to your job and totally neglecting the people who care about you. You haven’t been here, spiritually or mentally, let alone physically, in months. You haven’t called me. You haven’t stopped by for a five-minute cup of coffee. You haven’t given me a hug and kiss on your way downtown. You didn’t even send me a card on my birthday.”

      He winced. Damn, I knew I forgot something.

      “I’ve been going through a major life-changing event alone without even a warm body to hold on to at night, a trusted ear to whisper my fears and doubts, a shoulder to cry on. I quit my job, left all my friends and my career, to open up my own business. I’m putting in as many hours as you so I can launch my line next month. You can’t be bothered to even stop by for a quickie in between jailing bad guys, but a homeless guy who barely knows my name worried enough about me to track me down simply to say hello in the worst storm in years. Oh, and he had a birthday card for me, one he’d made with his own hands. And what do you do? You bust open his mouth and threaten to break his arm.”

      “He could have hurt you, Vik. I was perfectly justified in searching his things.”

      “Sure.” She nodded pleasantly and walked toward the bedroom, flipping off lights as she went except for a lamp in the living room. “But you didn’t have to hurt him to make your point. It makes me sick to think about how many people have physically hurt him over the years, and the man I care about is now one of them.”

      Elias didn’t want to piss her off, but he was determined to get the truth laid out. “He thinks he loves you. I saw the way he looked at you. Now that you’re so determined to save him, he’ll only love you more.”

      She rummaged in her closet and pulled out a stack of blankets and a pillow. “Why on earth would you think that?”

      How many fucking blankets did the kid need? Damn it, seeing her bed, remembering the last time he’d held her, made him as hard as a rock. He’d been aching ever since he’d laid eyes on her tonight. Watching her pet that kid’s hand and take such good care of him had only reminded him how long it’d been since he’d been on the receiving end of her affection.

      “Are your spidey, super-cop senses blaring again? Because he still doesn’t even know my full name. How could he possibly love me?”

      “You’re gorgeous, Vik, and too tenderhearted for your own good, even when you try to act mean and tough. How could he not love you?”

      Facing him, she curved her lips into a slow, wide smile that made him think uncomfortably of sharks. “So if I’m following your argument, you must love me too. Right? Do you love me, Elias?”

      His mouth went dry, his tongue swelled into a thick wad of cotton, and his stomach churned on that brutal chili she’d made. God, he hated it when she did that—leading him right into the trap she’d laid for him, just like he was on the stand and she needed to disprove his credibility.

      His hackles rose. “Are you sure you don’t have ice water running in your veins? No wonder those bastards at your law office loved you so much. Vicki Connagher can get anybody out of jail, no questions asked.”

      She shoved the blankets into his arms and slammed the bedroom door in his face. “I love you too, Elias.”

      

      You can always come home to me.

      Jesse had never dared let the dream play out in his mind, that she might take him into her home, family and life. That she’d fight for him, stand up to her boyfriend for his sake, or drop whatever she was doing and come help him, no matter where he might be. He’d thought it impossible for him to ever belong anywhere, let alone with—and to—her.

      It wasn’t her house or possessions that made him want to fall on his knees with thanksgiving. It was Vicki. She’d always been the center of his meager existence. Now, she’d taken him off the streets and protected him. She’d held his hand and sworn to help him.

      That made her his home.

      Staring up at the ceiling, he tried not to picture her lying in her bed with her boyfriend, but it was a losing battle. Maybe her bedroom was right above. If so, he’d be able to hear them making love. He’d hear her pleasure. The thought made him unbearably hard, his cock throbbing in the borrowed cotton pants, but he did nothing about it.

      All his arousal was for her, if she wanted it. If she needed it. In his mind, he imagined her giving him the order not to touch himself. No pleasure unless she gave it.

      She didn’t wear a ring, so he didn’t think she was that serious about the cop, but they’d obviously known each other a long time. They had a way of working together, even when they spat and clawed at each other like alley cats. Reyes made it painfully obvious that he’d claimed her. He wouldn’t hesitate to throw anyone dumb enough to challenge him up against the wall again to protect what was his.

      Jesse didn’t care if the cop had primary claim on her, not really, as long as she claimed him. He’d do anything she wanted. Hell, he’d beg the cop to do him if that’s what it took to stay close and eventually find his way to her—their—bed.

      Claim me as yours, even if that means I have to be his.
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      Vicki opened the door with a huge smile that was as much a wondrous luxury as the soft bed and warm blankets. “Morning, Jesse. How’d you sleep?”

      “Great, thank you so much. I can’t remember the last time I slept like that. Did I sleep too late?”

      “Of course not. I don’t plan to let you do anything but sleep and eat all day. You need the rest. Besides, the snow’s so bad that everything’s closed today. Elias called and said he barely made it downtown.”

      Relieved that the other man was long gone, Jesse stepped inside, enjoying the sweet smell of something baking and the welcoming, natural warmth of her home. He noted the folded blankets and pillow on the couch. She’d headed toward the kitchen, so she didn’t see his fierce, glad smile at the thought of the cop stuck on the couch last night.

      Good for her. Good for me.

      “How do you take your coffee?” she called, her voice drawing him like the ceaseless power of the moon over the tides. “Take a seat. Breakfast’s almost ready.”

      “Hot. Leaded. Anything else is a bonus.”

      She set a steaming mug in front of him along with a carton of cream. “There’s sugar in the bowl if you want it.”

      “Can I help you with something?”

      “Later,” she promised as if she knew that he burned to pay her back in whatever way possible. “Let’s figure out a game plan first. Like my oldest brother always says, you can’t expect to win the game if you don’t plan to win.” Smiling softly, she cocked a hip against the bar and watched him spoon in sugar and cream. “You said last night that you have your GED. I know you’re a talented artist. What else do you like to do? What can you do?”

      He took a sip of coffee, reveling in the rich, strong taste on his tongue, while he carefully considered how best to respond. He’d never lie to her, but she might not accept—or believe—the truth, at least not before getting to know him better. “I’ll do anything. Shovel manure. Load trucks. Wash dishes.”

      Let your cop slam me up against the wall again.

      She frowned, and he was afraid he’d said that last bit out loud. “Maybe the better question would be, what do you want to avoid? You’re too talented an artist to be stuck doing manual labor all your life.”

      “I don’t mind. I’ll always do the art in my free time.”

      “I’ll call my brother and see if he has any positions open at VCONN. I trust him to take good care of you.” The oven dinged, so she removed the pan of muffins. “Hope you like blueberries.”

      If this brother was the big, mean one she’d mentioned last night—and even half as powerful and charismatic as his sister—Jesse could only hope to survive the interview intact. “I’ll eat anything.”

      She slid a saucer in front of him bearing a piping hot muffin that made his mouth water. His stomach rumbled like he’d never eaten a crumb of food in his life. Flushing, he dropped his gaze. It was all he could do not to fall on the food like a starving wolf.

      Her hands closed over his and he jumped in his seat, jerking his gaze up to hers. She bowed her head. “Dear Father in heaven, thank you for bringing Jesse to me. Help me find him a good job, and forgive me for keeping this prayer short because I’m starving too. Amen.”

      She started to pull her hands back, but he couldn’t help but twist his hands in her grip so he could clutch her fingers a moment. Staring into her dark chocolate eyes, he tried to convey his feelings without saying a word. Maybe it worked, because her eyes sparked and her fingers convulsed.

      Gently, she pulled free. “More coffee?”

      “No thank you, ma’am.”

      “Please don’t call me that. You make me feel as old as my mother. My name is Vicki.” Grimacing, she refilled her cup. “Well, that’s not actually my real name. My oldest brother’s name is Victor. When I was little, I couldn’t say his name, but I could say V, and I liked him to call me Little V. Eventually, my family settled on calling me Vicki, much to my relief. My middle brother always told me I was lucky—at least they hadn’t given me his name, Verrill.”

      Two brothers he’d have to deal with, on top of the cop. “Sounds like your family has a weird thing for names that begin with V.”

      “Oh, yeah, you could say that. Mama’s name is Virginia, so my parents decided to name us all with V names. My real name’s Beulah Virginia, after my Grandma too, but if you ever call me that, I’ll be tempted to hogtie you.”

      His heart pounded, his palms sweated, and he swayed. Struggling to regain control, he willed the image away. Bound, helpless, for her. God, he could die a very happy man if that ever happened.

      “Jesse? Are you okay?”

      Trying to hide how much she affected him, he took a mouthful of muffin. So sweet, so good, but not as good as that little fantasy she’d unintentionally given him. “I’m fine. Just hungry, ma’am.”

      “Vicki.” She arched a brow at him in challenge. “And my last name is Connagher.”

      “Vicki.” What a rush to be given her real name, along with the permission to use it. Luckily, she put another muffin on his plate. Eating seconds bought him enough time for his hard-on to ease.

      

      Hours passed in companionable, comfortable silence. Jesse had a way of being present and close without being intrusive. When she headed downstairs to work on her designs, he automatically slipped into “work” mode and let her think without making her feel like she needed to entertain him.

      However, her nagging problem wouldn’t let her get any work done. She couldn’t figure out what was wrong with her line and she was running out of time. “Something’s missing.”

      He looked up from his own art. “Would it help to talk through your ideas?”

      “Actually, it might. If you don’t mind.”

      He’d already set his paper aside and stood to join her. “I’ll never mind anything you ask.”

      The way he said it—his voice all low and fervent—made things tighten in her body that hadn’t been interested in anybody but Elias in a very long time.

      Maybe he’s right to be jealous.

      Shaken, she busied herself with shifting the racks to display each outfit clearly. She hadn’t come to any sort of permanent relationship or agreement with him, but she cared for him. When she wasn’t totally infuriated, she could admit that she loved him. Even though he’d been absent for three months, that didn’t give her any reason to feel attracted to Jesse. He was so grateful for her help, God only knew how far he’d go out of a sense of obligation.

      The thought made her hands tremble, that she could be capable of abusing him like that, one of countless people who’d hurt and used him.

      I’m not going to take advantage of him just because I’m lonely and pissed at my boyfriend. He—and Elias too—deserves better than that.

      “I need ten solid outfits for the show next month.” Her voice quivered, but he didn’t seem to notice. “They should all fit together seamlessly and tell a story. They don’t have to use exactly the same colors or fabrics, but there should be a cohesiveness that brings the line together. Since I worked in a law office, I want to target professional women who need to move from the courtroom or office to an evening out with the least amount of fuss, with the occasional special outfit for big events.”

      She turned the first rack containing a red gown around so he could see the low-cut back. “Understated, but sexy. I designed this one for my soon-to-be sister-in-law. She’s already worn it once to a charity event, but I’m still going to use it to open the show.”

      “I don’t know much about fashion.” Jesse fingered the silk, lifted the hem, and admired the way the skirt fluttered down. “The back is unique, low cut, but narrower than I would expect. Is that deliberate?”

      She couldn’t help the slow burn heating her cheeks. How to put it nicely without embarrassing herself? “The V-cut back is significant to her and my brother, and I had to make it narrower than usual to hide…er…the…marks. The bruises.”

      Jesse’s eyes flared and he made a tiny noise.

      “The bruises come from mutual agreement and enjoyment for them both, okay? My brother’s a Master, a sadist, actually, and she loves him exactly the way he is. For that, I love her too, and I wanted to give her a gown that made a statement, that proclaimed her as belonging to him, but also provide them privacy because not everybody will understand. She wore it to a charity event last month and was absolutely stunning. She even wore his collar publicly. It was a huge step for my brother too.”

      “Do you understand?” Now it was Jesse’s turn for his voice to quiver. Eyes soft as though he daydreamed, he stroked his fingers unconsciously on his throat. “I mean, you must, or you wouldn’t have created such a meaningful gown just for her.”

      “I do, but I guess I try not to think about it.” Vicki studied the dress, because that was easier than staring into his piercing eyes and feeling that pull again. She’d been afraid that he’d be creeped out by her family skeletons in the closet, but instead she might have accidentally turned him on. “My brother is heavily involved in the S&M community, and he invited me to come to events before. I don’t know why he’s expecting me to come, so I laugh and blow him off. God, I can’t believe I’m telling you all this.”

      Instead of being offended, Jesse laughed softly. “I’m glad, Vicki. Everybody needs someone to talk to. Sometimes I missed that more than a roof over my head.”

      Lying awake at night, worrying about Elias out on the streets, getting shot at by drug runners, she’d known the horrors of loneliness. “I can,” she whispered on a soft sigh. “These past few months have been hard, much harder than I imagined. I can’t tell you how nice it is to have someone to bounce ideas off.”

      “So tell me about this one.” Jesse shifted the conversation back to safer ground, for which she was extremely grateful.

      She walked him through all the completed outfits, ranging in color from the red-silk gown to a sleek black pantsuit and a zebra-striped dress that she absolutely adored. Paired with a conservative black cashmere jacket, she would have worn it to the office without hesitation, but without the coat, it would have been perfect for dinner at any five-star restaurant.

      “I think I see the problem.” He stepped back to look at the outfits together. “Speaking as an artist, there’s no softness in your color palette. You have brilliant red, pure white, and somber black. You have a few pieces in gray to help relieve the bolder colors, but overall it’s so…so…”

      “Conservative.” She blew out her breath. “Yeah, I think I see what you mean.”

      “You need an accent, something that’s a surprise. It doesn’t have to be much. Just a touch of softness in an unexpected color.”

      “A new color.” She mused out loud, tapping her finger against her lips. “Then I make the final signature piece in the new color, with small touches to tie it all together. I think I can make it work.”

      She led the way to the storage area. Long, tall shelves lined the wall, deep enough to hold bolts of fabric. Some she’d bought because they were a good price, others because she’d liked the pattern or color. Long before she’d ever thought to quit her job and start her own line, she’d been collecting fabric. She’d bought this building years ago because it was big enough to house her collection. A harmless hobby, she’d told herself as she bought yet another bolt of material. Yet every day she’d gone to work, something small and fragile in her heart had ached to burst into flight.

      “If it’s the signature piece, then you’ll be wearing it. Does that help you choose a color?”

      Surprised, she paused a moment. Colors swirled in her mind’s eye, all shades, all hues, dizzying and overwhelming. “I never thought about what I would wear.”

      “You’re the most important one! You should wear the signature piece. It’s a formal event, right?”

      “A gala fundraiser hosted by the City of Dallas, with a fashion show featuring a total of five designers. Each of us is donating pieces to auction off. I don’t expect my pieces to bring much for the fundraiser—I’m just hoping to get some buzz about my new line.” The more she thought about it, the more she couldn’t believe she’d been so stupid. She’d never once thought about what she would wear, the designer, the billboard for her line. “Okay, okay, you’ve saved me from making a horrible mistake. I need an evening gown, definitely, and it needs to be the showstopper.”

      Her stomach churned and a stress headache threatened. “I don’t have much time to pull this off, because now I need two new pieces, not one. I don’t even have the design yet, or the fabric, and Miriam still has to hem…”

      Stepping up behind her, he closed his palms on her arms, which stilled her frantic thoughts. He didn’t press against her, but his closeness made the nerves hum up and down her spine. “First, color. Something unexpected, but you can still mix with the others.”

      “It has to be a color that I’ll look decent in.”

      He let out a low, husky laugh against her ear that sent the southern half of her body on full alert. Oh God, now it was her turn to feel ashamed at her ravenous hunger. She was lucky her stomach didn’t rumble as loudly as his had at breakfast. Starved and so damned needy, it took all her willpower not to turn around and haul his mouth down to hers.

      “You’ll look gorgeous in any color. Do you have a favorite color, something that’s meaningful to you?”

      She had to clear her throat. “No.”

      “Any color will go with black, white and gray. How about green to complement the red?”

      Closing her eyes, she fought not to lean back and rub her entire body against him. She hadn’t been held, touched, in months. That’s all this is. A night with Elias, and I’ll forget this insane need. “Too Christmassy.”

      “The colors you’ve chosen so far are hard and dramatic, a bit like you and Reyes.” Jesse mused aloud. “He’s harsh and grim. As a cop, everything is black and white. Right or wrong, law and order or utter chaos. I bet he despises the gray. Gray is where people begin to tell lies. All too soon, gray leads to black. There can be no middle ground, no compromise, or black wins every time. Everything has to be in its proper place, right or wrong, and he’s always right.”

      His analysis was spot-on, but then again, Elias wasn’t that hard to read. She wasn’t too concerned, until Jesse began analyzing her.

      “You’re definitely red: passionate, uncontrolled wildfire. You clash with black all the time and you never give up without a fight.”

      His gentle voice didn’t sound aggressive or inflammatory, but he dared a soft brush of his lips against her ear that damned near made her knees buckle.

      “Maybe you need a buffer between you and him. Someone softer, gentler, who can absorb all the dramatics without falling apart, who would never try to set one against the other, and will always do exactly as you say, when you say, how you say, no questions asked. Someone who’d love getting burned by your sparks, and isn’t afraid of the harder black, either. In fact, you just might like someone who can take it hard, real hard, as hard as you want.”

      She knew, then, that she was in serious trouble. Street-smart and worldly in ways she couldn’t even comprehend, Jesse had voiced the crux of her relationship problems with Elias. In the great war of passion between them, Jesse offered himself as Switzerland.

      What he didn’t get at all was that Elias would go all shock-and-awe on them both if she even thought about it.

      So why am I thinking about it?

      She couldn’t tell Jesse that he was wrong, because he wasn’t, and she couldn’t refuse him, because he had to know how fast her heart was pounding. She couldn’t seem to catch her breath.

      Ironically, now she knew exactly which color to use in her line.

      Without saying a word or turning toward him, she stepped away. He let her go without trying to hold her back. Trailing her fingers along the fabrics, she walked down to the opposite end of the shelving, straining up high to reach a shimmering bolt of blue-lagoon silk.

      It’d been an impulse buy, rather embarrassing, actually, because she’d never thought she’d end up using it, and it had cost her a small fortune. The color was too bright, too jewel-toned for business wear, and too seasonally restrictive for all-year wear. Or so she’d thought as she’d shoved it on the highest shelf out of her way.

      Bracing herself mentally, she raised her gaze to his face as she walked toward him. His eyes, so bright, so hot and intense, were made darker and richer by the silk in her hands. Her chest constricted with an answering surge of attraction, deeper and more compelling every time she looked at him. If he’d stop looking at her like that, begging her with his eyes to devour him whole, then maybe she could pretend nothing had changed.

      He was just a good guy who’d fallen on hard times.

      She was just a good Samaritan.

      He didn’t have to get in the middle of her romantic mess.

      Her cheeks burned at the thought. The image of him and Elias both touching her seared her mind, burning her to ash. She’d never once thought about such a thing, but now…

      She draped the silk over the center rack and stepped back to look at her entire collection. If she made a simple turquoise shell to wear with the black pantsuit, and maybe something with gray and turquoise mixed together, it might work. However, she needed to settle on the signature piece for herself.

      “What do you think?” She didn’t turn to look at him, afraid that he’d see the growing need in her eyes and take the next step himself. “Is it too much?”

      “Nothing’s too much for you.”

      A lump crowded her throat, making it impossible to breathe. “Jesse—”

      “Hear me out, please.” He stepped closer, hovering behind and to the side without touching her. “Keep your cop. I don’t care. Just keep me too.”

      “You know I can’t do that.”

      “Why not?”

      “You’re my guest. I’m gladly helping you and I want nothing in return.”

      “You think I want you only because you helped me?” He dropped his forehead against her shoulder. She let out a soft sigh. If he’d put his hands on her, she could have taken him to task for touching her, but his head was such a tender gesture that she couldn’t be upset. “Why do you think I made you that card? Why did I carry it all these weeks, hoping beyond hope to find you again? When you get the chance, look closer at the card. See my message to you. If you’d simply thanked me for the card and sent me on my way last night, I would have gone, happy to have only seen your face, and loving you as much as I do now.”

      Her breath seized up in her throat. She’d dated Elias off and on for months and he’d never told her his feelings. He’d never show such vulnerability. He couldn’t let down his guard long enough.

      “I came to find you because I couldn’t face life without seeing your smile at least every once in a while.” He rubbed his mouth on her shoulder. “I’m not offering myself to pay you back. I just need to be with you, whatever that means.”

      She let go of the silk, afraid her sweaty palms would ruin it before she could ever implement a design. Swaying, she fought to keep her head and remain calm, untouched. “You don’t know me, Jesse. Not really.”

      “Yes, I do.” He whispered in her ear. “I know your heart. No one else has even considered helping me in five years. That’s proof of what kind of woman you are, and I want to belong to you. I’m yours to take, Vicki, if you want me.”

      So close, so tempting, if she turned her head just a little, she could touch him. She could kiss him. She knew he wouldn’t make the move himself. No, he wanted—needed—her to take him, as he’d said.

      His hair tickled her cheek and she couldn’t resist him any longer. She turned and pushed her mouth to his. Groaning deep in his throat, he opened his mouth and melted into her. He surrendered completely, giving everything to her, no hesitation, wide open and eager. Taller and bigger, he still managed to drape himself on her, making himself vulnerable. Even though she knew he could have put her in the wall like Elias had done him last night, she was the one slamming Jesse backward.

      His back hit the wall and he made a low, whimpering sound that wasn’t pain, but a plea, as if he were saying, Drink me down, possess me, use me, take me hard.

      And God help her, that’s exactly what she did.

      

      He spread his arms out against the wall to resist the temptation of touching her and silently begged with every muscle in his body for her to take every inch of him. Gripping his hair in both hands, she inhaled his mouth. She gnawed on his bottom lip, pressing the sore spot from his introduction to her cop last night until he groaned and arched into her, pleading for more.

      Finally, her tongue sank into his mouth as deeply as he wanted to be buried in her. So ravenous, she took his mouth, her fingers twisting his hair until he couldn’t help but moan out his enjoyment.

      She tore her mouth from his on a soft cry of regret.

      He realized, then, that she was ashamed of that desperation, as he’d felt this morning when his stomach had betrayed him so loudly.

      With her eyes squeezed shut, she whispered, “I’m so sorry.”

      “Why? I’m begging you to kiss me again, every day, all day, just like that, please.” He tucked his cheek against hers. He had to squeeze his hands into fists to resist the urge to clutch her, desperate to keep her from withdrawing. “That was the best kiss I’ve ever had. I’ve never had a woman do me like this, like I need.”

      She didn’t pull away, not yet, as though she couldn’t bear to let him see the lust and shame on her face. “You’d rather have a man?”

      “Hell, no. I think I’m bi, though I’ve never had a relationship with a man. Just… transactions. A lot of men like my looks. I did what I needed to survive.” He was proud that his voice didn’t quiver. Hopefully she had no idea how much he’d hated selling himself. The degradation, the shame of servicing a man, often against his will, to keep from getting the shit beat of him or worse. He didn’t want that part of his life to touch her, not if he could help it. “I like my partner to be in control, but I want a woman to take me. I want you.”

      She groaned against his ear, turned on, he hoped, but she shuddered, a slight withdrawal that had him leaning into her, trying to entice her with his body to stay.

      Desperately, he whispered his fantasies into her ear. “I like sex rough, hard, sweaty, up against a wall, frantic, wherever you’ll take me. I love you in control, taking what you want, demanding I give it up, everything, for you.”

      “I can’t take advantage of you like this. It’s wrong. You trusted me—”

      He couldn’t help but laugh and shift his hips forward, pressing his erection into her stomach. “How could something that feels this good be wrong?”

      She slid her right hand down his back and wrapped her fingers around the waistband of his pants, hauling him tighter against her. “I’m going to hell for this.”

      “Then you might as well enjoy me fully.”

      Laughing raggedly, she buried her face against his neck. “Hold me, Jesse. Just hold me. It’s been so long.”

      Wrapping his arms around her as tightly as she held him, he didn’t ask any questions. The last thing he wanted was for her to feel like he was pushing her to choose him over her cop. But if that son of a bitch had been neglecting her, then Jesse would be more than happy to fulfill her every need.

      “I’m going to go upstairs and make some calls, so feel free to help yourself to the laundry, take a nap, whatever you’d like. First thing tomorrow, I want you to see a doctor. Then we’ll go shopping so your baggy pants don’t make me think about how easily they’d fall down, and we’ll go by VCONN and you can meet my brother. Right now, I need…to think. About all this.”

      She must be seriously considering taking him to her bed if she wanted him to get checked out, but at the same time, she wanted space. She needed to slow down. He understood that. He wasn’t her whole world, not like she was for him. “I’ll do whatever you want, Vicki. I’ll stay down here until you call me.”

      “I…” Pulling back, she blew out her breath. “You don’t have to stay down here or wait for me to call you. I want this to be your home.”

      “It is, as long as you’re here.”
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      Sitting on the edge of her bed with the door shut, Vicki stared down at Jesse’s birthday card. Her hand trembled, making the butterfly wings blur, but she already knew his subtle message to her. At first glance, the black lines had merely seemed to be outlines to emphasize the soft watercolors. But the longer she’d stared at the card, she realized the lines were actually curves—no, letters—long, graceful cursive to spell out his message over and over.

      I love you.

      Her phone rang, making her jump. Elias. Sick at heart, she hit the button. “Please don’t tell me that you can’t make it tonight.”

      “What’s wrong, Vik? Is your houseguest starting to scare you?” He laughed, telling her he wasn’t really serious.

      “You were right, Elias,” she whispered, fighting back the tears. “You were right, and I’m in trouble.”

      “Trouble like you need me to come over and bust his mouth open again?” His hard cop voice echoed over the line. “I can be there in twenty minutes. If you’re in danger, then I’ll send the closest squad car to pick him up.”

      “No, no, I’m not in danger. He is. I’m scaring myself.”

      “Hold on a minute, Vik. Let me find a private room.”

      She heard the chatter of the office and finally the door shut, sealing off all noises.

      “Okay, spill. What has you so freaked out?”

      “He does love me. He told me. Even the birthday card—that he made months ago—says that he loves me.”

      “Yeah,” Elias said slowly, drawing the word out. “How’d you react to that earth-shattering news?”

      She squeezed her eyes shut and held the phone away from her ear in case he started yelling at her. “I kissed him.”

      It took her a minute to realize the muffled sounds coming from his phone weren’t curses, but might actually be laughter.

      “You aren’t laughing at me, are you? I kissed him. No, I slammed him up against the wall like you did last night, only instead of splitting his lip open, I damned near bit it off.”

      Elias laughed harder. “Did he thank you for it?”

      “Yeah, yeah he did. In fact, he begged me to do it again. Why aren’t you pissed?”

      “Oh, Vik, I don’t know. It’s not like I have any right to be pissed at you for kissing another man when I haven’t been around in months. Besides, you’re too upset for me to be mad, and he’s not a bad kid. No, he’s a real good-looking kid, a nice tender morsel.” He laughed harder, like one of his buddies had told him the most hilarious joke he’d ever heard. “Making love to you has always been like wrestling a hungry crocodile. Did you shock the hell out of him?”

      Stricken, she could barely breathe through the tightness in her chest. “I’m that bad?”

      “Aw hell, no, Vicki, you’re that good.” His voice was as tender as she’d ever heard him. “You’re the hottest, sexiest, most passionate woman I’ve ever had the pleasure to meet. But you’re not a soft, passive woman in bed, far from it. Half the fun is wrestling you for dominance, and the other half is making sure you enjoy the consolation prize as much as I am. Any smarter man would never have left you simmering all these months. It’s as much my fault as yours that you’re so attracted to Jesse.”

      “So you’ll come over tonight? Please?”

      He let out a wicked, low laugh that made her blood smolder. “Oh, I don’t know, Vik. Your couch isn’t that comfortable. Besides, you’ve got that hot cabana boy to tend to you now. Why do you need me?”

      “I won’t make you sleep on the couch tonight. I swear.”

      “We’re going to be loud, babe,” he purred, drawing a rough groan from her. “I’m going to make you scream. We’re going to hit every surface of your bedroom, hell, your whole apartment, and your boy’s going to hear every whimper, thud, curse and shout of release. Are you sure you’re up for that?”

      Her nipples were so hard the lace of her bra felt like sandpaper. “Can you come home now?”

      Now it was his turn to groan. “I wish I could, but I’ve got a meeting with the lieutenant in five minutes. I expect we’ll go out on a tip this afternoon, so don’t hold dinner for me.”

      “Elias, please, you have to come tonight.”

      “I will,” he promised. “It might be late, but as soon as we’re done with the bust, I’ll drive straight to you.” He hesitated, an edge coming to his voice. “You know he’s probably loaded with STDs or worse. God only knows what he’s been exposed to in prison, let alone the streets.”

      “I know,” she whispered, lying back on her bed. “I’m taking him to the clinic tomorrow. I already made an appointment.”

      “You’re serious, then. Jesus, Vik.”

      “I know.” She closed her eyes and rubbed her temple with her free hand. “What does this mean for us?”

      “Hell if I know. I’d say I should simply take the hint and get the hell out of Dodge, but you’re begging me to come over tonight.”

      “I’ve missed you.” Her voice broke but she refused to bitch and moan about the past. Elias had chosen to bail on her. He’d played both judge and jury and blamed her for everything that had gone wrong, but she couldn’t stop loving him. Even when he’s an uncompromising ass. “I don’t want to lose you all over again.”

      “But you want him too.”

      Her relationship with Elias had always had a lot of failings, but one thing she’d never done was lie to him. “Yeah, I do.”

      “Well, fuck.”

      “Yeah, I want that too.”

      Laughter exploded out of him, startling them both. “Don’t do anything rash, Vik. I don’t want you to get burned.”

      “You either. He’s not a threat to you, so don’t let your macho ego get in the way of this.”

      “This?” He drawled out, making her toes curl. “What exactly are you offering me, Vik? Sharing you with that young pup? I’m a junkyard Rottie named Spike and I guarantee my bite is just as mean as my bark. I don’t tolerate cream-puff poodles around my woman.”

      “You know you’re my top dog. Jesse…well…I guess I’m his top dog.” At least Elias hadn’t cursed her out or driven over to break Jesse’s arm as he’d threatened last night. Definitely an improvement. “You don’t bite, do you, Spike?”

      He snorted. “You know I do, babe.”

      “Yeah, me too.” Her neck throbbed right below her ear, his favorite place to grip her with his teeth while they made love. Her voice had gone sultry and thick, but she didn’t care. “Just to be clear, babe, you don’t have to worry about my cream-puff poodle biting you. That’ll be all me with my crocodile teeth.”
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      Watching Jesse come up the stairs toward her apartment, Vicki tried to swallow around her heart that felt like it’d lodged in her throat. His freshly washed jeans were comfortably worn, threadbare and ragged in spots, which was all the rage anyway. He’d pulled his hair back in a ponytail, tight in contrast to the simple cotton T-shirt and jeans.

      He’d left his shoes and socks off too. Barefoot and vulnerable, he made her heart ache. He trusted her to take care of and protect him. In the cold on the streets, he’d never walk around without his shoes for fear someone worse off might take them.

      To break the intensity, she asked, “Hungry?”

      He stared at her mouth, pausing several steps below so his head remained lower than hers. “Starving.”

      Blood pounded a vicious tempo in her ears. Slowly, she reached out to lightly brush her fingers across his jaw to the ponytail holder. “May I?”

      “You can do anything you want to me.”

      She worked the rubber band loose, trying not to pull his hair, but his eyes darkened like a mysterious lagoon. Experimentally, she wrapped her hand in his hair and tugged, mesmerized by the way his mouth softened, opened. His tongue darted out, his eyes falling shut. “What do you like?”

      “Anything you want.”

      “I’m serious.”

      “So am I. I’m up for anything you tell me to do. You said your brother was a sadist, so if pain runs in the blood, try me. I can take a lot of punishment.”

      She blew out her breath, frustrated and scared spitless. Maybe I should have gone with Victor a few times so I’d know what the hell I’m getting into. “I don’t want to punish you. I want you to feel safe and secure with me. I’m not going to let anyone hurt you.”

      “Not even your cop?”

      He didn’t say it like an accusation, but dread still made her stomach queasy. She owed Elias her allegiance first and foremost. He was a good man, an excellent cop and a fabulous lover. But when it came to his pride, he could be a loose cannon. In the end, aren’t I cheating on him with another man? How can I ask him to allow this?

      “Because if you want him to fuck me, I’ll accept him gladly.”

      Blood drained from her face. She cupped his cheeks in both hands and leaned down with her sternest look. “I will never ask you to do such a thing. If you don’t want to do something, I need to know. No one’s going to use you against your will ever again, so don’t make that kind of offer to me. It’s not necessary. In fact, it’s repulsive to me, and to Elias, that you’d think we’d require such services from you in order for you to stay. You have to tell me the truth or I can’t protect you.”

      His eyes shimmered and his mouth trembled. “I’ll do anything, Vicki. Please don’t send me away.”

      “I’m not going to send you away, but we have to take this slowly. I don’t know what the hell I’m doing. I don’t want to lose Elias just to have you, but the thought of losing you…” Letting out a rough growl, she pulled Jesse into her arms. Eagerly, he went to his knees, pressing as close to her as possible. “I’m going to get help for you, for me, whatever it takes. You’ve been abused, and I don’t want to screw this up out of ignorance.”

      He hugged with his entire body, arms locked around her hips. “I’ve never had a choice. I don’t know what I like, not really, but when you touch me, even a hug, it’s like angels start singing and my bones melt and my blood boils in my veins. It’s you. Whatever you want. I trust you not to hurt me.”

      Hands trembling, she held him, smoothing her hands over his back and shoulders. Such responsibility. God help me. She couldn’t stop touching him, though, like she couldn’t watch him walk away into the snow and cold. She wanted to make him feel safe and loved like he’d never been before.

      “Just having you touch me…” Muffled against her stomach, his words burrowed into her. “I’m starved for affection and physical contact as much as anything else.”

      “Let’s go eat dinner.” Soothingly, she ran her fingers through his hair. “Then if you can stand to watch cheesy horror movies, we’ll cuddle on the couch for awhile.”

      Reluctantly, he released her and stood. “If you’ll let me hold your hand, I’ll even watch ballet.”

      She offered her hand, and he clasped her fingers between his palms, bending down to kiss her knuckles. His caressed her with his lips, making what should have been a polite gesture into something so erotic it could have been X-rated.

      And then he got his tongue involved.

      He nudged her knuckle firmly, lips closing around the small bump to suck and work, silently demonstrating what he’d eagerly do between her thighs if she gave him the chance. His teeth grazed her skin, making her groan out loud and pull her hand away, although she kept his fingers gripped in hers.

      “Give me any part of your body,” he said, his voice breathless, “and I’ll worship it with only my lips, tongue and teeth.”

      Unsteady, she had to brace herself against the door frame before trusting her balance. “Good Lord, Jesse, will you stop tempting me like this?”

      He shook his head, tumbling his hair down to veil his stunning eyes. “You asked me what I’d enjoy. I’m just being honest. I’d love to have you spread out naked with the order that I’m only to touch you with my mouth.”

      Now that she’d fueled his confidence where he felt safe enough to flirt and entice, this dangerous attraction was only getting worse by the moment. Floundering between consuming need and embarrassment—at how easily and fiercely he’d managed to turn her on—she forced herself to turn away and shut the door. She even tried squeezing her eyes shut so she couldn’t see the tempting invitation blazing in his.

      But that didn’t stop him. “I think I could come just from sucking on your finger. I know I would if you kissed me right now.”

      “We are so not going there. We can’t. I want to give you time—”

      “I’ve had time on the streets. I’ve done time in prison. I don’t need time to know that I love you.”

      “I need time. I can’t say that I want to protect you, and then take advantage of you.” In desperation, she added, “Elias is spending the night, and this time, he won’t be on the couch.”

      Jesse’s eyes only darkened more and he edged closer. “Can I watch?”

      “No!” She shuddered at the thought. Elias would probably bust a vein in his forehead if she’d even thought to ask him. “Absolutely not.”

      Groaning, Jesse dropped his head to her shoulder. “Please, Vicki, I’m dying. Give me something. Anything. Can I at least come when you do?”

      She opened her mouth to retort that he could come whenever the hell he wanted, but she couldn’t say it. She stood there, mouth open, eyes wide, dumbstruck by the surge of pure power and primal lust that crashed through her. She liked the idea of controlling his release. Making him wait. Giving him a word, a simple caress, and watching his mouth fall open, his eyes blaze, while he pumped at her command.

      “Oh,” he breathed out in a soft whisper, raising his head to search her face, his eyes as wide as hers. “You like that idea. While he’s inside you, think of me downstairs, tangled in the sheets, sweating and rock-hard while I listen, begging to hear your cry of release. No matter how much I hurt, I won’t touch myself. All it’ll take is your voice, your scream, and I’ll explode. Yes? Please?”

      She swallowed hard and tried to slow down her breathing before she hyperventilated. “On one condition.”

      “Anything.”

      “You back down on the flirting until I get my head wrapped around this. Okay?”

      “Wrapped around you and me?”

      “And me and Elias.”

      “Yes’m.” Jesse smiled and tipped his head in a nod. “Is he a good lover?”

      She remembered Elias’s threat-promise: We’re going to be loud, babe. “Oh, yeah. It might get rather…rowdy.”

      “Good.” Jesse’s eyes burned sultry. “I can’t wait for him to arrive.”

      

      Elias quietly slipped his seldom-used key into her locked door and eased it open. It made him feel sneaky and mean, hoping to catch her in a compromising position, and also sick to his stomach at the thought. He didn’t know if he could really face that reality. He could talk about it, even joke about it, but if he saw her having sex with another man, it might be the last breath that bastard would ever take.

      Even if that man was Jesse, who managed to give off that helpless victim vibe that must have drawn the vilest perps in Dallas.

      Elias had no right to claim her sole affections, not after abandoning her these past months. Frustrated rage at his job had simmered over into his personal life. When Donnie had been killed, Elias could only picture himself lying dead in the street. He’d like to think that maybe he’d wanted to protect her from ever ending up a sobbing widow leaning over his coffin, but he couldn’t lie to himself.

      Her client had blown his partner away.

      She’d only being doing her job, which merely happened to run counter to his. But she didn’t have to do it so fucking well.

      So he’d taken his rage out on her, even though he knew it was stupid. He’d been a prick. She was a strong woman and she could carry a hell of a lot, but that didn’t make it right for him to dump the blame on her shoulders. Especially when I carry Donnie’s death on my back too.

      It would serve him right if she’d moved on and found another man. A man who didn’t work himself to death in case a drug dealer didn’t get to him first. Or a kid who worships the ground she walks on because she saved him.

      The lights were off but the television was playing one of those ridiculous black-and-white zombie movies she loved so much. Two heads were visible above the couch, although Jesse’s was low and tucked into her neck more than Elias cared to see. Nothing suspicious was going on—they were only watching a movie.

      Doubt ate away at him. She’d been so upset, so desperate earlier when they’d talked on the phone. Maybe they’d already done the deed hours ago. Instead of serving dinner, maybe she’d taken Jesse on top of the table.

      Elias knew full well that she was a passionate woman. The kid was so eager and desperate to belong to her, that God only knew how far he’d pushed her. Elias couldn’t even bring himself to blame him. He’d do a hell of a lot to keep her himself, even if the last few months hadn’t proven how much he cared about her.

      He shut the door quietly, but her head whipped around. Her eyes met his, and he knew, beyond a shadow of a doubt, that she hadn’t found release in anyone else’s arms. Not by the fire in her eyes. He swore the temperature in the room spiked twenty degrees.

      Beside her, Jesse uncurled, stretching like a sleepy cat.

      Elias forced himself to move slowly instead of falling on her like a starving wolf. Methodically, he stashed his gun and badge in the bolted-down safe he’d installed in her coat closet once they got serious. Shutting the door, he turned and raked his eyes over her as she stood. She wore jeans and a soft sweater instead of a slinky gown or low-cut blouse, but it was all he could do not to bury his hands in that cotton and rip his way into her lush body.

      She stalked toward him, her eyes glittering, her body simmering that siren call of need. Need for him. Eyes only for him. Despite the handsome younger man hovering warily at her back.

      Trying not to be an asshole, at least this time, he said in a gruff voice, “Get your butt downstairs, Jesse.”

      The kid shot toward the door like zombies had started crawling out of the TV.

      Not a moment too soon, because she slammed into Elias and attacked his shirt. He’d left his tie and jacket in the truck, but he couldn’t remember if he had any spare clothes here. Jerking at the button on her jeans, he bit her bottom lip so hard her breath hissed out, spurring her to yank harder.

      “Watch the shirt, babe. I have to show up for work tomorrow without looking like I was mugged.”

      A button pinged on the wall. “I’ll make you a new one.”

      He jammed his hand down the front of her jeans, wincing at the zipper digging into his skin, but he couldn’t slow down. He had to stroke her, see how turned on she was, how quickly she came at his touch. It’d tell him a lot about how much she’d missed him.

      She rolled her hips, squirming against him, helping him work his fingers deeper, past the satin, hooking his finger beneath…

      “Yes,” he growled out against her ear. “You’re so wet and hot you’re going to come…now,” he finished, a bit surprised. He hadn’t meant it as a command, but she shuddered, groaning deep in her throat.

      Her cry of pleasure rose in intensity, her hunger flaming higher. Tightening her arms around his neck, she hopped up against him, forcing him to catch her with his free arm while she wrapped her legs around his waist.

      “Hurry.” She moaned, but then she stiffened in his arms a moment, and he wondered if she was going to come again so quickly. He buried a finger inside her and she shuddered, her voice rising, wild and desperate. “Elias, please!”

      He started for her bedroom, but a soft noise made him hesitate. It sounded like a low moan. He whipped his head around as the door snicked shut. Damn that punk. If he’d thought to watch the show…

      “I need you now,” she whispered, thrusting and stroking her tongue in his ear, her breath hot and frantic, and Elias forgot to care.

      

      Leaning against the wall with his eyes closed, Jesse struggled to calm his breathing. She’d looked at him over the cop’s shoulder. She’d seen him standing there, jeans gaping open to ease the misery, cock out and hard and jerking in climax. If the cop had turned around and seen him indecently exposed, he’d probably be a gelding.

      His legs trembled, so he didn’t try to maneuver down the stairs yet. He’d kept his promise to her, no hands other than to catch as much of the load as possible, although he’d still have to sneak back up here to clean the landing.

      A muffled thump, a low, hard voice, and his groin stirred all over again. He stumbled down the stairs, washed his hands, and cleaned up the mess as quickly as possible. Then he stripped naked, stretched out on the bed she’d given him, and stared up at the ceiling.

      The thumps were louder. Yes, he’d been right. Her bedroom was directly above. He closed his eyes and imagined how the cop was making love to her. Not the bed, not yet. They’d been too urgent to make it that far.

      Jesse scrambled to his knees and planted his hands on the wall above the headboard. Yes, against the wall, vibrating with their passion. Braced on his knees, he imagined her pressed against his back, stroking his chest and stomach, lingering, playing low on his belly while she laughed huskily in his ear.

      When she screamed, he would be the one rocking the bed.
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      Elias set her down long enough for him to shuck his pants, while she shed her clothes in record time. She burned, worse than she’d ever ached for him. Yet Jesse’s image hovered in the background of her mind, stirring her lust to heights she’d never even thought about before. So hot, to see him standing there, climaxing in secret behind Elias’s back. Only because she was climaxing, which had made her come harder, a weird synchronicity that lit her nerves on fire.

      Oh, the power. What a rush.

      Yet her stomach twisted with anxiety, because if Elias had turned around a moment too soon, what would he have done? Would he have broken Jesse’s arm as he’d threatened that first night? Or worse?

      Elias slammed her up against the wall so hard the whole house shook. By the quirk of his mouth and the wicked glint in his eyes, he knew damned well how that must have sounded to the younger man downstairs. He wasn’t pissed because he was the top dog. They all knew it. Only he would be in her bed tonight.

      Dare I hope for something even better than jealous violence if he’d seen what was happening behind him?

      “Condom?”

      Breathless, she narrowed her eyes, tempted to tell him yes just to piss him off. She was on the pill, but they’d been broken up for more months than she cared to count. “Have you been with anyone else?”

      “No.” Somehow, he managed to sound insulted. “I’m not the one with the hot cabana boy downstairs listening to our every groan.”

      “I’m not the one who walked out on us, and no, if you’re curious, I haven’t been with anyone else either.”

      She pushed the shirt the rest of the way off his shoulders, reveling in the sheer strength in his body. He wasn’t a big man, but he carried a wallop of power in his lean, six-foot-tall frame. He’d trained for years, more than capable of running down a druggie or taking out a burglar with his bare hands. He knew exactly how to use every muscle. His neck and shoulders corded and flexed, effortlessly shifting her higher on the wall.

      “No condom,” she whispered, winding her fingers in the short, dark hair at the base of his neck. “Just you, Spike.”

      Half in play but also deadly serious, he snarled and snapped his teeth at her ear. He gripped her shoulder in his jaws, biting this side of pain, and she couldn’t suppress the delicious shiver that rocked her body against his. With a brutal thrust, he shoved inside her so hard that a cry tore out of her throat.

      He knew exactly what she liked, how much she could take. He certainly knew how slick and wet she was for him. The only problem—it’d been too long for him too. After a few thrusts, he shuddered and poured into her.

      Panic made her pulse flutter like a butterfly trapped in a glass. Need pounded inside her as strong as his thrusts, demanding, hammering for attention. Her skin was raw and tender like she’d rolled around in broken glass. Swollen and so damned tight, she wanted to scream at him for finishing so quickly.

      “Damn you.” She clawed his back hard enough he grunted and thudded inside her on another pulse. “God, I need you so bad. What am I supposed to do now?”

      He actually had the audacity to laugh. “You’re insatiable, Vik.”

      Furious, desperate emotion tore through her like a hurricane. He’d said she was like a hungry crocodile. Maybe he was tired of trying to keep her satisfied. Maybe that’s why she suddenly found herself attracted to two men. Need and shame twisted inside her, ugly and painful. She shoved at his chest and threw her elbow at his throat. The more he tried to contain her struggles, the harder she fought him.

      In a smooth move they must teach at the police academy, he flipped her over and used his weight to pin her against the wall. Awkwardly, she flailed back at him with both arms, but he snagged first one wrist and then the other in the small of her back. The more she squirmed, the higher he pushed her arms until her muscles quivered and her shoulders burned with pain.

      “I’ve got you, babe,” he whispered in a devilishly relaxed—fully satiated—voice. “You know I’ll take good, long, hard care of you.”

      Panting, she pushed out her hips and arched her back, grinding herself against him, but he’d chosen this position deliberately. He had full access to her body, but she couldn’t bring herself much pleasure against him. “Seems like your long, hard care is over already.”

      “You know long and hard will be back soon enough.” He scattered feather-light caresses on her ear, cheek, neck, and shoulder, a torment. “I had your boy slammed up against the wall like this last night. When you kissed him, did you trap him like this? Did you hold him down?”

      “No, I kissed him, that’s all.”

      “That’s all.” He shifted his grip on her wrists to his left hand, freeing his right. “Then you didn’t take as good care of him as I’m going to give to you.”

      Dread and anticipation coiled in her stomach. She was primed and loaded for bear, more than ready to detonate. A ticking bomb throbbed and hummed inside her. In this mood, he might torment her a long, long time before he gave her what she wanted.

      Lightly, he traced his fingertips over her right breast, tickling her skin, driving her insane. Growling beneath her breath, she twisted in his grip. “I’m trying to take good care of him.” Which is exactly why I haven’t taken him yet.

      Elias breathed a low rumbling growl into her ear. “You’d better be taking good care of me, babe. I don’t give a rat’s ass about Jesse.”

      But I do. Guilt and fury swamped her, stirring her fighting instincts. She kicked backward and caught his shin hard enough he cursed. “I think I saw to you already.”

      “Nah, that was just the appetizer.” He swiped his tongue along the curve of her ear. “We’re going to take a long, sweaty ride while you buck for all you’re worth. You want to fight me. You want me to conquer you, tame you to my hands and my body like a green-broke mare. Every time we fuck each other into a stupor, you make me prove I’m man enough for you. So buck. Fight. Or better yet…”

      He leaned in, shoving with his body hard enough that her breath rushed out on a groan, but he released her hands. “Try to drag me into a death roll at the bottom of the river.”

      His fingers locked on her nipple in a fierce pinch that sent shockwaves tearing through her. Where he’d teased before, he punished now. Every alarm and button in her body went on high alert. He’d deliberately let go of her hands—so she could struggle more, harder, and work him to a fevered pitch. She jammed her elbows back into his ribs, kicked him, threw her head back at his face, even raked her nails down his forearm braced beside her.

      He didn’t duck or try to stop her blows, but he kept her tight to the wall. It took all her strength, throwing her body like a weapon and using the wall for leverage, to gain an inch against him, while his fingers rolled and tugged her breast. His teeth sank into her shoulder, working closer and closer to her nape.

      His hardened cock pressed against her buttocks, and she redoubled her efforts. To get him inside me.

      Their panting echoed in the room, the dull thuds of flesh on flesh echoing, promising more, so much more. She could only imagine what it sounded like to Jesse downstairs.

      As if Elias knew she’d thought of the other man, he growled in her ear. “Can he take you like this, Vik? Can he make you groan and sweat facedown against the wall? Can he ride you at your worst, no matter how bad you buck and kick?”

      “No,” she wheezed out, her cheek smashed so hard against the wall it was hard to talk. “But I bet he’ll give me a good ride.”

      Elias let out a vicious growl against her ear, jerked her hips back, and surged inside her.

      

      Damn her and those torturous images she’d managed to lodge in his mind. All too easily, he could see her working the kid over as hard as he was taking her now. In fact, if she had him flat against the wall beneath her, Elias could be taking them both without even laying a finger on the man.

      He shuddered.

      The thought should have disgusted him. He’d never once considered having another man anywhere near him while he made love to a woman. But for Vicki…

      “Don’t you dare,” she retorted, shoving harder against him. “I’m not done with you yet.”

      Weaving his fingers with hers, he held her hands against the wall and eased his attack. She arched and rubbed against him like a cat, purring against his cheek. Vicki hot and wild, or smoldering tenderness, God, he’d missed her. “What are you doing to me, babe?”

      She choked out a laugh. “You really don’t know?”

      He tried to find the words. How sorry he was that he’d run out on her when things got too complicated. How much he valued her strength, intelligence, and dedication to her job. How sorry he was that Donnie had died, and how terrified he’d been at the thought of leaving her like that.

      It could happen any moment. The cartels were stronger than ever. More drugs hit the streets every single day, no matter how hard his team worked. They’d never keep the streets clean.

      “Vicki…”

      “I know,” she whispered, twisting her mouth back toward his. “I still love you, Elias.”

      She kissed him, not giving him time to answer. Because she didn’t want him to feel obligated to voice emotions she knew he hated to admit.

      She knows me all too well.

      To make up for being such a heartless asshole, he gave her exactly what she wanted. Long, powerful thrusts, his breath ragged in her ear, his body punishing, loving, tormenting, until she writhed against him.

      “Please, Elias. Please!”

      He buried his fingers between her thighs, kept her breast tight in his other hand, and gripped the back of her neck in his teeth like a mama cat carrying her babies while he thrust harder, veins pumping, muscles straining to bursting.

      She let out a wordless, hoarse scream that rattled the windows. Deliberately, he made his own groan rough and deep, a primal growl of the alpha taking his mate for the young pup downstairs. Sagging against her, he concentrated on catching his breath. His pulse thundered in his skull and his thighs ached like he’d run a marathon.

      He was totally unprepared for her to slither around, hook her heel behind his knee, and sling him around so he was on his back against the wall.

      Letting out a laughing groan, he dropped his head back against the wall and tried not to wheeze.

      “That’s better,” she purred against his throat.

      She nuzzled and rubbed her face on his chest, while she ran her hands over his shoulders and arms. No hesitant, gentle touches, not from his Vicki. She had the powerful hands of a masseuse. Even if she hadn’t made him blow his mind twice in the span of less than an hour, she could turn him into a puddle with those incredible hands. God help him when she decided to involve that luscious mouth of hers.

      “Don’t you want to hit your bed at least once, babe?”

      “Sure.” She bit his nipple, making him clench his hands into fists at his sides. “But it’s so rare for me to have you like this.”

      He narrowed his gaze, searching her face. “Like what?”

      “Passive. Calm. Worn out.” She smiled against his chest and slid her hands down his flanks and around to his buttocks. She gripped his ass firmly, tilting his hips closer to hers. “Mine to take.”

      His stomach tightened uneasily. That must be why she found Jesse so appealing. She could take him anytime she wanted, instead of wrestling and challenging him into exhaustion first. “Is that what you want, really? Because I can lie back and take one for the team, anytime, anywhere, Vik. If you want to take me, I’m yours.”

      Eyes dark and mysterious, she cocked her head and simply looked at him, her mouth quirked in a smug little half smile that miraculously made his cock stir all over again.

      “Do you want a shower now or later?”

      “I definitely need a shower before I stink up your bed.”

      Laughing with a sultry timbre to her voice, she released him and headed for the bathroom. “I hope I don’t drown you.”
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      Groggy and deliciously sore in places she hadn’t been in months, Vicki stirred when the bed dipped. She’d vaguely heard the shower running, but hadn’t managed to do much more than pull a pillow over her head. Bleary-eyed, she rolled over on her back and cracked open an eye.

      “Morning, Vik.”

      Elias’s husky voice in the early morning made her want to arch her back and purr an invitation. But she knew all too well that he had to get to work. “What time is it?”

      “Six thirty.” He leaned down and kissed her. “Thanks for last night.”

      “Thank you.” She wrapped her arms around his neck. His hair was still damp at his nape, and he smelled so clean and fresh she could only think about making him sweaty all over again. “I see you found your stash of clothes. Are you coming back tonight?” Every night?

      His fingers cupped her nape, kneading gently. “Do you want me to?”

      Cases of argument flashed through her mind. Would it be better to pretend disinterest, so she didn’t appear too desperate? Would the truth only drive him away? She’d told him she still loved him last night. So why would he ask if she wanted him to come back?

      Some of her anxiety must have transmitted through the tightness of her arms, because he drew her against his chest and buried his face in her neck. “If you’re offering another home run like last night, then my answer is hell yeah.”

      Relaxing, she laughed and nibbled on his ear. “You mean you’re willing to take another blowjob in the shower?”

      “For the team,” he replied solemnly.

      She pulled back so he could see her face and the truth reflected in her eyes. “I want you every night, Detective Reyes.”

      “Then I’d best restock my supply of shirts.” He gave her another kiss and then stood to slip on his suit jacket. “By the way, Jesse met me at the stairs as soon as I stuck my head out and begged me to let him come in and cook breakfast for you.”

      That explained Elias’s sudden doubt attack and the clatter she heard.

      “He also asked me to give you this. Call me if you have any issues today.”

      She mumbled a reply and managed a smile at his back, but the watercolor artwork held her attention. Jesse had painted on heavy stock paper again, but it wasn’t folded like a card. There wasn’t a message on the back. No, the message was part of the design, like the birthday card he’d made.

      This time he’d painted sunflowers, bright and golden summer with a gorgeous azure sky and bluebonnets sprinkled along the bottom edge. In that heavy, graceful outline of curls and hidden words, he’d written:

      I came three times for you.

      Elias stuck his head back in the door. “Rise and shine, babe, or Jesse’s going to deliver your breakfast in bed.”

      She slung off the blankets and shot toward the bathroom, chased by Elias’s laughter.

      

      Vicki parked her red Mini in the department store lot and turned to Jesse. He didn’t meet her gaze and his shoulders were tight and hunched, reminding her of the first night she’d seen him. “Ready?”

      “Sure.” But he didn’t look up. Every muscle in his thin, wiry body screamed reluctance. The man had given at least a gallon of blood at the clinic and endured God only knew how many invasive exams, but paled at the prospect of shopping.

      “You’re not going to give me trouble, are you?” She kept her voice light, trying to tease him out of his mood. “I’ve bought or made Elias a dozen shirts and he refuses to wear them all.”

      Speaking of her lover brought Jesse’s head up. “I’ll gladly wear whatever you give me. I just…” His hands trembled in his lap, so she reached over and laced her fingers with his. “I’m so grateful, Vicki. I’ll pay you back. Every dime.”

      “Look at me, Jesse.” The shimmer in his turquoise eyes twisted her heart into knots. Gently, she cupped his cheek in her palm. “I want to help you, no strings attached. I love to shop and you’re gorgeous. It’s going to be fun, and I never want you to pay back a single dime.”

      He opened his mouth to protest, so she arched a brow at him and chose her words deliberately. “Would you deny me the pleasure of picking out a few outfits for you?”

      As she intended, his eyes sparked. “I’ll give you any pleasure you want.”

      She leaned in and whispered the words against his lips. “Then let me take you shopping.”

      His breath fluttered fast and frantic, his soft lips soft falling open in invitation. “Take me anywhere. Even shopping.”

      So far, he hadn’t pushed the flirting or temptation, even after the wild night she’d had with Elias. Curious how far he’d keep to the “no flirting” agreement, she didn’t kiss him. Pulling back, she dropped the keys and her cellphone in her purse. As she shut the car door, she glanced at Jesse and smiled at the decidedly pouted bottom lip. Which only made her think about sucking that lip into her mouth and gripping it in her teeth.

      Now who needs to remember the no flirting rule?

      In less than an hour, she had him trapped in the dressing room while she tossed outfits over the door for him to try on. Since he was still underweight, she tried to give him room to fill back out without endangering his modesty and her sanity. She started with casual clothes and moved toward business casual. Until she knew what kind of job he got, a few basics would be enough.

      She watched him twist and turn before the mirror. Even in basic chinos and a plain white dress shirt, he looked stunning. She ran her hands over his shoulders and chest, smoothing the fabric and checking the fit. “You really could be a model, you know.”

      “Never thought about it, I guess.” Jesse tried to catch her gaze in the mirror, but she determinedly concentrated on his clothes and not him. “I’m too old now.”

      She made a disgusted mock growl. “Don’t talk about old when you’re still under thirty. You really need a custom-fitted shirt to emphasize your trim waist.”

      He shrugged. “This is fine. Looks good to me.”

      She stepped back and studied him, tilting her head. An idea was starting to form in her mind, that old familiar itch promising a burst of creative energy. She could see him in a fancy shirt made out of the turquoise silk. Not a normal dress shirt—no, that would be too conservative. Something that suited his masculine yet delicate features. Maybe a gentleman’s shirt from the eighteenth or nineteenth centuries. Or an artist’s, something with a bit of lace or ruffle at the sleeve. Not too feminine, but long enough to hang out of his coat sleeves.

      A gray cashmere suit with an antique, custom shirt to match his eyes beneath. Yes.

      “How would you feel about participating in the show with me next month? Honestly. I totally understand if that’s not something you’d feel comfortable with. If I asked Elias, he’d probably arrest me.”

      Jesse’s eyes lit up even more than usual. “Really? I’d love to! The thought of wearing something you made with your own hands…” He let out a delicious little groan that made her nipples peak and sent a pulse of liquid heat through her groin. “Definitely, yes.”

      “I have an idea.” She had to clear her throat but her voice still sounded husky. “When we get back home tonight, I’ll sketch it out, see what you think.”

      To make him feel better about how much she was going to spend, she headed to the women’s department. Unfortunately, nothing really caught her fancy. That’s the downside of trying to launch my own line—nothing but my own designs will do.

      She turned around, looking for Jesse, and found him mesmerized by a white fluffy negligee a few rows back in the lingerie department. She walked back toward him, trying to figure out why he found the silly thing so interesting. It was innocent and frilly, totally not her style. He’d already said she was red, passion and fire. Not meek and insipid white, let alone such a feminine, helpless looking outfit.

      Her hackles rose looking at the damned thing, but she tried to keep the bite out of her voice. “You’re not picturing me in that, are you?”

      His cheeks flushed but he met her gaze with a sheepish shrug of his shoulders. “So sue me, I’m a guy. You’d be hot in it.”

      “In this?” Incredulity rang in her voice and he smiled wider. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”

      “Remember the surprise factor.”

      That took her aback. When choosing colors and patterns only by her personal preference, she’d created a solid but boringly conservative line, which was far from what she’d hoped to accomplish.

      “I already knew you were strong, kind, gorgeous, and that once you make up your mind to do something, you do it one hundred percent all the way.” His dropped his voice to a rough whisper. “I heard enough last night to know that you’re also uninhibited and sexy as hell.”

      Now it was her turn to blush. He’d finally gotten in a dig about what all he’d heard last night. “What’s your point?”

      “If you were to deliberately pick out something to wear for Reyes, I bet you’d choose red or black, right? This is totally unexpected. It screams innocence and shyness, a direct contradiction to your personality. If you were to slip this little baby on for your cop, I guarantee he’ll swallow his tongue in surprise, and then blow a gasket trying to get you out of it.”

      Doubtfully, she took the hanger off the rack to examine the negligee closer. She tried to picture herself in it and failed. Just thinking about it made her feel awkward, shy and stupid, none of which she typically felt, especially around Elias. He brought out the vixen—rather, the crocodile—in her. Not the blushing virgin.

      Maybe that’s exactly Jesse’s point.

      He stepped close enough to whisper. “Hold it up to you. Let me imagine you wearing it.” For me.

      He didn’t say the last words out loud, but she heard the longing in his voice and read the intensity in his body. Could he be right? Would Elias like her in such a feminine, innocent-looking nightgown?

      She held the negligee beneath her chin and watched Jesse’s eyes flare wider, darken to the mysterious lost-lagoon depths.

      “If you think it’s too…”

      “Virginal,” she said wryly.

      His mouth quirked and he dipped his head. “Then wear something brazen beneath, like a see-through thong. Or better yet, nothing at all.”

      She arched a brow at him in warning but he only grinned wider. “That reminds me. You need underwear and socks. Hmmm, I wonder what size you are?”

      Since he was so close, it was easy enough to reach around his waist and slide her fingers down the back of his saggy jeans in search of the waistband tag.

      Mistake. Huge. Because instead of cotton, her fingers met only bare skin.

      “Jesse. You’re not wearing any underwear.”

      A muffled gasp drew her attention. A blushing, wide-eyed saleslady stared at them.

      “No, ma’am.” Whispering, he dropped his head and allowed his shoulders to droop, that automatic, innate signal of surrender she recognized despite her refusals to ever consider learning more about the BDSM lifestyle as her brother urged. “Extras were a luxury, and I don’t mind going without.”

      Glaring at the ogling saleslady, Vicki shoved her hand down farther. Her index finger lodged between his cheeks, the rest of her hand cupping his buttock. Jesse quivered beneath her grip but otherwise didn’t move a muscle, while the saleslady flushed even darker and finally whirled to disappear down a side aisle.

      She tried to keep her voice firm instead of sultry, but her voice sounded like she’d slugged a flask of Jack Daniels. “I thought we agreed to no flirting.”

      “Um, it’s your hand down my pants, Ma’am.”

      She couldn’t help leaning into him, squeezing firmly, letting him feel how strong her hands were. She’d grown up on a ranch and although she had two older brothers, her parents had always believed in hard work for every single person in the family. “What did I tell you to call me?”

      “I can’t.” He breathed short and fast. “If I say your name while you’re touching me like this, I might not be able to control myself.”

      His erection throbbed against her stomach. Closing her eyes, she fought off the urge to slide her hand around to the front of his pants instead. Not here, not now. Get a grip, Vik.

      She gave him one last squeeze and slowly pulled her hand up out of his jeans, but she slid her palm higher, up beneath his shirt along his back, stroking less private skin. “I can’t seem to stop touching you.”

      “I’m not complaining.”

      Of course her continued stroking did nothing to ease his discomfort, and they certainly couldn’t walk around the store like this. Reluctantly, she pulled away to give him some space. “Let’s get out of here. I need to see Victor right now.”

      “Your brother? But I’m not ready for an interview. I should change—”

      “Not your interview.” Her mind whirled, as unsettled as her stomach. Jesse needed her to be in control, but that’s the last thing she was thinking about right now. I have to get help before I do serious damage to him out of ignorance. “This is for me.”
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      From the moment Jesse walked into the plush offices of VCONN Tower, the power and presence of the company’s CEO bore down on him like a semi-truck barreling down the freeway at top speed. Vicki paused at the trophy case and fondly recounted some of her brother’s great football moments. The pictures revealed a dark-haired man with stark, harsh features. His cheekbones were sharp and unforgiving. His eyes burned with the fierce light of desire to beat any and all competition.

      The oppressive weight of the CEO’s power only increased the higher they went toward his office. By the time she chatted briefly with the secretary and asked if her brother was busy, Jesse was lightheaded. The man’s presence was suffocating him. How could he possibly meet him and expect to work here? Especially if Vicki wasn’t here.

      I want to be where she is, not here.

      The shiny black door swung open and the man himself strode out with a large smile on his face that did little to diminish the rolling wave of power that swept before him.

      Jesse fought to keep himself calm and unaffected, but damn, the man was a walking explosion of danger just waiting to happen. He didn’t want to embarrass her by fainting because he was terrified of the Master. Even if she hadn’t told him her brother was a sadist, Jesse would have known. Victor Connagher was a sleek predator, a man who delighted in exploiting his opponent’s defensive weaknesses, whether on or off the field.

      Like a predator, he caught a whiff of Jesse’s fear and  a threatening growl rumbled from his chest. It was all Jesse could do not to drop to his knees and wrap his arms around Vicki’s legs, pleading for her protection.

      “V!” Vicki hugged her brother, oblivious—or immune—to the danger. “Rachel said you were busy. You didn’t have to drop everything to see me.”

      “You know I’ll drop everything for you, Little V. You’re always welcome at VCONN, and I’ve been meaning to call you anyway. Shiloh has come up with some great ideas to help launch your fashion line.”

      Little V. Jesse shuddered. Yes, she carried the same power as her brother, whether she knew it or not. Maybe she wasn’t a sadist. Maybe she wouldn’t delight in his pain. But she would love to conquer him. If she’d only let herself begin, she’d raze him to the ground in a heartbeat.

      I can’t wait.

      “Who’s this?”

      Jesse didn’t look up to meet the man’s questioning gaze. He was too afraid his knees wouldn’t hold.

      She reached toward him, and he seized her fingers, moving closer to her side now that she’d made the first move. “This is my friend, Jesse. Jesse, this is my oldest brother, Victor. Our middle brother, Conn, lives in Missouri.”

      Now Jesse dared to lift his head and look into her brother’s face. Victor’s eyebrow shot up, a thousand questions burning in his dark gaze, but he shook Jesse’s hand, a firm grip but not punishing. No, that was for Vicki, if she ever wanted it.

      Her brother knew exactly what he was looking at. Victim. Prey. He had to wonder exactly what Jesse was doing with his precious sister. Why she’d stoop to touch a guy like him. Especially when she had a man like Reyes at her beck and call.

      

      Vicki wasn’t one to beat around the bush once she’d made up her mind. “I need your help.”

      “So I see.” Victor sat down behind his desk. “Where’d you meet Jesse?”

      “It’s a long story.”

      Victor kicked back in his chair and propped his ridiculously ostentatious cowboy boots on his desk. “I’m all ears.”

      She filled him in on Jesse’s background, how she knew him, and the snowstorm that had brought him into her house. “Honestly, I had no intentions of letting him stay with me for more than the night. I wasn’t thinking about taking him in permanently, not at all. It just…happened. I couldn’t leave him on the streets, and now that he’s safe, I can’t stand the thought of letting him go back.”

      “Wait a minute. You said permanently. Are you thinking about keeping him?”

      “You make him sound like a pet,” she grumbled. “All I meant to do was get him a job, help him get on his feet and then go on my merry way.”

      “And now?”

      “He’s only been at my house two nights, and I can’t…” She dropped her gaze to her hands. Her knuckles were white, her fingers turning red from the fierce grip she kept on her emotions.

      “You can’t what, Sis?”

      Her cheeks burned. “You’re my brother, V. The last thing I want to do is tell you all the things running around in my mind every single time I look at him. You’ll probably beat him up or something.”

      “Nah,” he drawled. “That’s Conn’s department, not mine. Mama might horsewhip him though.”

      Vicki jerked her head up and glared at him. “Nobody’s going to lay a finger on him, do you hear me?”

      “Protective, aren’t we?” He gave her a sardonic smirk that made her grind her teeth. “What do you want me to do, Sis? Give him a job? It’s done.”

      She blew out her breath in a loud huff. He knew damned well what was eating her, and he was going to enjoy every minute of it. He was playing games with her, just like he’d done when they were kids. Part of the fun would always be making her ask. “I thought that’s all I wanted you to do, but things have changed. Now that he’s in my house, I want him.” When her brother’s eyebrow shot up higher, she quickly added, “To stay. I want him to be safe.”

      “And you want him.” She opened her mouth to deny it, but he put his feet down and leaned forward, all teasing gone. “You came to me for help because I’m a Master, not because I’m your brother.”

      Miserably, she nodded. Tears burned her eyes. “It’s so complicated. I didn’t know it would be this hard. Once I saw him, I couldn’t leave him, and now, I don’t want him to leave. I’m afraid I’m going to lose Elias, but I want to take care of Jesse too. Mostly, I’m scared that I’ll end up taking advantage of the situation.”

      Victor came around before his desk, sat on the edge, and took her hands. “I suspected for a long time, Sis, but I didn’t know for sure. Is Jesse the first man who made you feel this way?”

      She nodded, determined to get all her angst out before she thought too hard about what she was telling her brother. The same person who’d made it impossible for her to date anyone as long as he’d lived at home because all the boys were scared to death of him. “He’s been abused and he’s had a terribly hard life. He came to me for help, and I don’t want to make it worse for him, but I can’t stop touching him. The last thing I want to do is screw him up even more.”

      “Don’t make the mistake of thinking Jesse is submissive because of his life on the streets. I’m not a sadist because I was tortured or because Mama and Daddy had a private version of the Texas Chainsaw Massacre at the ranch. That’s a load of crap and it always pisses me off when people assume we must have been abused or ‘ruined’. I was born this way. You were born this way. Jesse is a born, natural submissive, and he proved himself to be a survivor. He can certainly survive you. In fact, he’d like nothing better than to survive whatever you can do to him.”

      “Who’ll protect him from me?”

      “You will.” Victor gave her hands an encouraging squeeze. “You’ve already protected him by seeking help. I’ve been waiting all these years, afraid to push you, afraid to ask too many questions, but I knew when it was time, you’d know where to go.”

      “Did you have this talk with Conn?”

      “Sure did. And he had this talk with me when I first met Shiloh.” He hesitated, his eyes narrowing on her face. “I had this talk with Mama too. You really ought to be talking to her and not me.”

      But Vicki was already shaking her head. “Are you insane? I can’t get Mama to agree with me that the sky is blue. What am I going to do, call her and say, ‘Oh, Mama, by the way, I took in a homeless man and I’m going to keep him.’”

      “Sure.”

      The thought made her stomach churn. “Never in a million years. I’d rather talk to you. Why not Mal too?”

      His producer and friend, Malindra Kannes, had created several risqué shows for VCONN, and as a result, was known as the Mistress of Dallas. “Mal would be glad to help you, especially if you think you might be into punishment.”

      Pulling her hands away, Vicki covered her eyes and tried to calm the fire blazing across her cheeks. “I have no idea. I don’t know why it’s happening. Why now and not years ago?”

      “Because you found him. All his life, he’s been searching for the place where he’d belong, exactly as he is. He wants to belong to you.”

      “You could tell that from meeting him?”

      Victor ticked the signs off one by one. “He couldn’t meet my gaze until you took his hand.”

      “He was nervous—”

      “He stepped as close to you as he dared.” Victor ignored her interruption. “He silently begged for your protection while also sending a message to me that he was taken. You told him to wait for you, and he sat where indicated without a single hesitation, eyes only for you, his body tuned to you. I bet that when you touch him, however innocently, he sinks immediately into submissive invitation. Eyes down, shoulders and body relaxed, eager and willing to do whatever you tell him, and I mean anything.”

      “How did you know?” Her voice sounded hoarse to her ears. “Is it that obvious?”

      He laughed softly. “Yes, to me, to anyone who knows how to read the signals. What does Elias have to say about this?”

      “He’s tolerant, but also jealous. I don’t know how we’re going to work things out. We’d sort of broken up, but he’s back in my life now that Jesse is with me. I called him to run a background check the first night, and he went ballistic.”

      “I imagine so. Look, Sis, I’m the last person who’ll ever judge you. If you want to keep both of them, you’ll figure out a way. You said yourself that bringing Jesse home brought Elias back. Maybe it’s meant to be.”

      Mentally, she had to pick her jaw up off the floor. “I never thought you’d tell me to… I mean, it’s two men, V. Two. I can’t get my own mind around the logistics. Elias and I talked every once in a while about marriage, but he’s a cop. You know how dangerous his job is and the shitty hours he puts in. He’s already been through one divorce. I know he loves me, and I love him, but I don’t know that we could actually get married and not kill each other, even if the drug dealers don’t shoot him down on the street.”

      “I will never say a word against Elias or Jesse or both. However, I will admit that I was worried about you each time I saw you and Elias together. You’re both so hard and fierce, so Dominant, whether you play any sort of games in the bedroom or not. You’re too much alike, and neither one of you will back down from the challenge or argument. I suppose that’s why you two broke up?”

      She nodded, trying to swallow the lump in her throat. “You don’t think I’ll ever be able to work out a long-term relationship with him?”

      “I never said that. In fact, you may have the answer sitting outside in my waiting room, if you can get Elias to accept him. First, though, you need to take care of Jesse. In his mind, he’s already given himself to you. It’s up to you to protect him, even from Elias, and especially from yourself.”

      “That’s what scares me to death.” She blew out a shaky breath. “I don’t want him to feel like he has to get a job and leave, but I don’t want him to feel beholden to me, either. I don’t want him to stay and put up with me and Elias’s shit because I helped him.”

      “I can recommend a therapist who specializes in complicated BDSM relationships. You should both see her, immediately, before you get involved in an intimate relationship. Elias too. If he’s serious and committed to working out a life with you, then he’ll go.”

      “Definitely. I’ll do whatever I need to do to make sure I don’t mess this up. Elias…” She shrugged. “I don’t know. When I feel better myself, I’ll have a talk with him and we’ll go from there.”

      Smiling, her brother leaned down and hugged her. “You’re quite a woman, Beulah Virginia Connagher.”

      “Why’d you have to go and call me that? I thought you were going to help me!”

      Victor laughed. “You can always call me, Sis. You can call Conn too, although his advice usually involves a poetry quotation. I hope you paid more attention in English than I did.”

      “I’m surprised you didn’t use any football metaphors.”

      “Ah, I’ve been remiss. Let’s see, Jesse is on your team. You have to call the plays and lead the team. He depends on you to tell him exactly what to do, but he’ll run anywhere on the field, just because you told him to go. Your whole season is on the line, and if you call the wrong play, somebody might get hurt. Jesse will run for you until he drops, and if you can get the ball to him, he’ll sacrifice his own body to the defenders in order to catch it. He’d rather die than let you down.”

      She groaned. “Is Elias on the field too?”

      “Of course. He’s the linebacker trying to sack you for a safety.”

      “I’ve been tackled once—even though we were playing flag football—and it wasn’t pretty. I don’t think I like this game, V.”

      “Yeah, I remember when that punk slammed you to the ground, even though the ball wasn’t anywhere near you. What happened to him on the next play, Sis?”

      “You and Conn both smoked his ass.”

      Victor smiled and goose bumps raced down her arms. She suddenly wondered if that was the toothy smile that Elias saw on her face. “If you ever need help tackling Elias, call me. I’ll leave Jesse up to you.”
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      As soon as she stepped outside into the waiting room, Jesse shot to his feet. He rushed toward her, hovering close but hesitating. As though I might rebuke him. She wrapped her arm around his waist, and he collapsed against her, his shoulders shaking.

      She rubbed his back in gentle circles. “What’s wrong?”

      “Please don’t send me away!”

      “Of course not. That’s why we’re here. Victor’s going to help me so I can take better care of you.”

      “He didn’t tell you to get rid of me?”

      Victor let out a low, rumbling chuckle. “I expected you to know Vicki better than that, Jesse. If you tell her to do something she doesn’t want to do, you’d better have a good head start on her.”

      Clutching her tighter, Jesse didn’t laugh. Throat aching, Vicki pressed her cheek to his. “Nobody’s going to take you away from me unless you want to go.”

      He drew tighter, vibrating with tension, pressing his body against hers desperately, because Victor had stepped closer. Victor reached out and gripped Jesse’s chin, forcing his head up to met his gaze. She had to bite her lip to keep from jerking Jesse away protectively. Victor knew exactly what he was doing, not fumbling around in the dark like a scared novice.

      “My family is the most important thing in the world to me. If you’re hers, then that makes you mine too.” Smiling at the stunned look on Jesse’s face, Victor released him. “She’ll protect you, and I’ll protect her. There’s no reason to be afraid of me, because she’ll tack my hide to the side of VCONN if I even think about hurting you. Welcome to the Connagher family, Jesse.”

      He straightened, his eyes flaring with surprise. “What?”

      “She told you to call her if you needed help. So now you can call me too.” Victor offered a business card. Hesitantly, Jesse reached out to take it, as though he thought her brother might snap his head off. “That’s my personal number. Tomorrow, we’ll sit down and talk about what kind of job you may want, although…”

      Dark eyes gleaming, Victor turned to Vicki and she groaned out loud. “I know that look, V. What are you thinking?”

      “Let’s go upstairs and talk to Shiloh. I think we might be able to do something very interesting indeed to launch your line.”

      “I don’t even know what I’m going to call it yet.” She kept her arm around Jesse’s waist as they walked out of Victor’s office and headed for the elevator. Nobody looked at her strangely, least of all her brother. It simply felt so good to touch Jesse, to feel him against her side and see the light in his eyes every time he looked at her. “I still need to design the signature gown. I had a new idea for Jesse today, but I never planned to include men’s wear.”

      Victor opened the door to his penthouse suite and waved them inside. “That actually fits into what we’ve been talking about.”

      “What have we been talking about?” Shiloh Holmes—soon to be Connagher—rose as they entered the main living room.

      It was impossible not to smile when Shiloh entered a room. She brightened the area around her and lightened everyone’s spirits, but most of all, Victor’s. The hard edge of gloom in his eyes that had made Vicki worry for him so much had softened into the same kind of glow that came into Mama’s eyes anytime she talked about Daddy, even though he’d been gone for years.

      “Your idea for building interest in Vicki’s line.”

      Victor took his fiancée in his arms and kissed her with so much passion that Vicki had to turn away for a moment. Unfortunately, she turned toward Jesse. As though he felt the power of her gaze, he whipped his head around. His eyes gleamed, deep, inviting pools of blue-green. She started to drown in conflicting emotions. Desire. Worry. Fear. Her heartbeat thudded in her ears and she swayed, unconsciously pulling him closer.

      At Mal’s booming hello from the hallway, Vicki jerked back, her cheeks heating. She couldn’t even seem to control herself in front of other people. Meanwhile, Jesse took one look at the statuesque black woman and darted behind Vicki. His palm burned through her shirt, heating her back.

      Mal took one look at the man hovering at Vicki’s back and a huge smile broke across her face. “I knew it.” She hugged Vicki and gave him a slap on the shoulder. “Good for you, hon. If you need help housebreaking him, you give me a call.”

      He muttered beneath his breath. “I’m not a dog.”

      With a low, wicked laugh, Mal stepped around her and leaned in close to Jesse. “If I tell you to heel, you will.”

      He tipped his chin up and broadened his stance, but he didn’t take his hand off Vicki’s back. “No, I won’t. Not for you.”

      A sharp thrust of emotion tore through her. Rage, jealousy, she wasn’t sure. All she knew was that she didn’t want Mal touching him, or Jesse doing anything for her. She moved closer to Jesse, putting her body between them. “He’s mine.”

      “Of course he is, hon,” Mal drawled, not at all fazed by the sharpness in her voice. “But do you know what he likes? Can you take care of his needs, whatever they are?”

      She started to open her mouth, but Mal cut her off.

      “If he needs you to put a collar on him, strip him naked, and force him to sleep on the floor at your bedside, can you do it? If he needs you to pick up a paddle and whip him until he can’t sit down, will you do it? And that’s just getting started.”

      Vicki felt him hovering at her back, nervous, yes, but terribly eager, his muscles tight, his heat rising until her own shirt stuck to her skin. Her stomach churned with anxiety. Her mind felt jammed full of images: Jesse naked, bound, begging, helpless, crying, screaming…for me.

      A shudder wracked her shoulders. “Do you need stuff like that?”

      He pressed his face against her neck, burying his nose in her hair. “I don’t know.”

      But his erection burned like a steel rod against her ass.

      She lifted her gaze to Mal’s face, thoroughly prepared for a smug I-told-you-so look, but the other woman only nodded solemnly. “People think it’s all fun and games being a Dominant, but it’s not. We have a huge responsibility not only to keep the submissive safe but to also learn what they need and then, we have to provide it, no matter what that need requires. It’s your job to help him find out what he needs. You have to push his limits, explore his fears and his desires, and those desires will not always coincide with yours. If you care about him, you’ll make sure he gets those needs met. Your boy claims he doesn’t know what he wants, but I guarantee he’s got a few things in mind that will knock you reeling, and you haven’t even gotten started yet.”

      Shaken, Vicki turned her attention to her brother, checking to see his reaction. He nodded as solemnly as his friend, his eyes dark and grim. “When I first met Shiloh, she scared me shitless.”

      “Aw, poor baby.” Shiloh turned away from her glowering Master and offering a hand to Jesse. “Let’s all get comfy before we scare the big bad Dominants too much. By the way, are you a model?”

      He took a hesitant step toward the other woman, but stopped to check Vicki’s reaction. “No, I’m not a model.”

      She tried to smile for him, but her lips felt too tight and cold. He sat beside Shiloh, who pulled Victor down on the sectional beside her. Jesse nodded and answered whatever questions they asked him, but he kept an eye on Vicki. She had a feeling that if she tried to sneak out of the room, he’d throw himself in her path and wrap his arms around her legs.

      What the hell have I gotten myself into?

      “More fun than you can possibly know right now,” Mal said. At the look on Vicki’s face—she hadn’t meant to say anything out loud—Mal laughed. “You’re scared right now and rightfully so. We’ve all been there. But the way that boy looks at you… Honey, you’re going to have a wonderful time exploring each other’s limits. He’d cut off his own dick if you told him it offended you.”

      “I don’t want that kind of responsibility.”

      “Too bad,” she replied in a breezy voice, locking arms with Vicki to lead her over to the couch. “You’ve got responsibility in spades now. I’ve got a package of literature I’ve been saving up in case you ever called. We can stop by my office on the way out. Besides, you’ve got nothing to worry about, not with the best Mistress and Master of Dallas sitting here ready and willing to answer any question you can possibly throw at us.”

      “Later.” Shiloh sat forward, her eyes bright with excitement. “Jesse’s agreed to do a commercial for you on VCONN.”

      “What?” Vicki narrowed her gaze on him. “I don’t like that idea.”

      He paled, but Shiloh snorted, unworried about her hesitation. “He’s gorgeous, Vicki. Why on earth wouldn’t you use him?”

      “That’s exactly why. I don’t want to use him.”

      Everybody looked at each other for a few seconds and then burst into laughter.

      Victor fought to contain the grin twisting his mouth. “That’s sort of the point, Sis.”

      “Use me.” Jesse ground out, his voice harsher than usual. His eyes glowed with heat and Vicki forced her gaze to remain locked on his face and not wander lower. “I’d love to help you in any way I can. Shiloh has a great idea to promote your line, and it’s something I can do for you. I want to do this so bad. Please, Vicki, use me. Please.”

      When he begged like that, a warm ripple of desire crested inside her. She took a deep breath and concentrated on pushing that need away. “I haven’t even heard the details yet.”

      “I’ve received at least three calls a day—and up to as many as ten or more—since I wore your gown at our premiere of America’s Next Top sub. So, build on that interest. Build on the success of our show and create a very hot commercial in that theme.”

      “My line is for professional business women. You know, stuff we could wear to the office, not…”

      “Latex and leather?” Shiloh smiled, not offended. “Look, I get what you’re saying. I don’t wear BDSM to work, either, and I work for the sexiest cable channel in Texas with the meanest Master at its helm. Think about that dress you created, though. How sexy it was without being blatant. Nobody knew that the unusual back had been designed specifically because Victor likes to leave his V on my back. Nobody knew his marks were hidden beneath the material, until he chose to give them a peek.”

      “And look at yourself, hon,” Mal said. “Ever since I’ve known you, you dressed like a lawyer. Conservative and stylish, but with a little flare that said nobody had better take you for granted. Nobody at your firm suspected you might be a Dominant, but we did.”

      “I still don’t know why you could see it and I had no idea.”

      “Didn’t you?” Victor kept his voice soft, but his eyes drilled into her, demanding the truth in that annoyingly protective—and right—big brother way of his. “You never felt like something was lacking? You weren’t bored by the standard dating scene? Even with Elias, didn’t you wonder why you two had to fight so much, even in the bedroom? Because don’t tell me you two were slow and tender lovers.”

      She tried to be nonchalant, but she was afraid her emotions were as transparent as a window sheer. “I can be tender.”

      “So can I, but it’s usually after I’ve used my riding crop on Shiloh. What do you need before you can be tender, Sis?”

      Vicki stared at him and hoped she didn’t look as stricken as she felt. Her heart hammered and sweat tickled between her breasts. Making love to you has always been like wrestling a hungry crocodile.

      “That’s for her and Jesse to figure out, later,” Shiloh said firmly. “Right now, we need to define the angle for the commercial. Do the other items in your line have a sexy or BDSM component that we can flirt with?”

      “I don’t know. I never thought about it with your dress. It just… was. I knew it was for you.” Vicki rubbed her temple to ease the pressure. Stress headaches were a bitch, and right now she had so many worries and ideas crowded inside it felt like her skull was going to explode. “The gowns are all sexy, and even the business wear is stylish with a twist, but BDSM? I wasn’t thinking about that angle at all. Sort of like my life, I guess. I was too busy being a professional business woman to think about anything else.”

      Gentle hands closed on her shoulders. Jesse had slipped off the couch to stand behind her. His long fingers kneaded carefully yet with enough power to remove the kinks from her muscles winching tighter as her blood pressure mounted from the stress.

      She closed her eyes and sank into the exquisite feeling of having someone take care of her. Elias wasn’t a touchy-feely kind of guy. Giving back rubs or holding hands while watching a zombie movie weren’t things that would even occur to him. Touch by touch, Jesse was insinuating himself into her life, making himself indispensable. Necessary.

      The thought probably should have scared her to death, but it felt too damned good to worry. She hadn’t had to ask. She’d never have to ask for Jesse to do something like this, some small deed to take care of her and ease her burden, because he’d known, and he hadn’t waited for permission.

      Relaxing in the feel of this man’s hands gliding over her shoulders, she saw Jesse dressed in the elegantly old-fashioned formal shirt with full sleeves and large cuffs. Remembering the way his eyes had gone dreamy when she’d mentioned her brother’s collar, she mentally corrected the design by adding an elaborate cloth about his neck. Not a tie, but a cravat. One that she could take off.

      One that I can tie him up with.

      Her eyes flew open. “I’ve got it! Do you have a scarf I can borrow a minute?”

      Shiloh disappeared into the bedroom and returned with a ladies scarf. “It’s silk, which isn’t ideal for bondage, if that’s what you’re thinking of.”

      Accepting the scarf, Vicki stood up and turned around. She didn’t have to tell Jesse to come to her. He saw the invitation—the order—in her eyes. Immediately, he came around the couch and halted in front of her, his eyes bright.

      “Earlier today, I had an idea for a shirt for Jesse. He’s masculine enough to carry off a more delicate, fitted shirt in an antique style. At the time, I was thinking about a bit of lacy ruffle at the neck and wrists, with full, billowing sleeves, something like what a gentleman would have worn to a ball in the nineteenth century.”

      She turned up the collar of his denim shirt and wrapped the scarf around his throat and back around, pulling the ends back to the front and crossing them in a loose knot. “I’ll look up some period knots and do something a little more creative than this, but you get the idea.” Standing to his side, she gripped the material at his waist tighter against his body. “I’ll take his measurements to ensure I give him a modern, fitted look—almost as if he were wearing a waistcoat instead of the loose, billowing linen shirts the gentlemen wore. I wasn’t going to do men’s pieces, but if I limit myself to shirts only, it may work.”

      Victor’s eyes were narrowed and he drummed his fingers on his thigh. “Sorry, Sis, but I don’t get it. Do you think straight men will actually wear shirts like this?”

      Without saying a word, she pulled the scarf from Jesse’s neck and started wrapping it around his left wrist. Eagerly, he offered his other arm, letting her bind his hands behind his back.

      “A male Dominant could use the cravat to bind his submissive.” Shiloh’s voice had gone as sultry as a Texas summer day. “I’m not much into bondage, but I like this idea. You wouldn’t wear something like that, V? For me?”

      “For you, absolutely,” Victor growled out in a rough voice that made her shudder. “Besides, I know how much you like vintage clothing.”

      “Whoa,” Mal whispered. “Please tell me you have a dress I could wear with something like this built into it? Although I don’t have a boy as pretty as yours to tie up right now.”

      The black-and-white zebra dress hovered in Vicki’s mind. A little bit of red and black, braided together and then wrapped around the waist. “Yeah, I think I do.”

      “So we have your theme: professional day wear that conceals kinkier bondage,” Shiloh said, her eyes bright with excitement. “Does that give you an idea for the name of your line, then?”

      Vicki stared down at Jesse’s hands. His breath came in short, fast pants, his head down and turned slightly, so he could see her reaction over his shoulder. She imagined him naked, his hair loose and tumbled in his eyes, his skin slick with sweat, bound to her bed so she could tease and play with him at will. The sight of the silk wrapped around his wrists sent a surge of visceral lust through her.

      She wanted her ties on him, not a borrowed scarf. She wanted him… “Bound.”

      “Yes,” Jesse ground out.

      “By Vicki doesn’t sound right.” Deep in thought, Shiloh drummed her fingers on Victor’s thigh. “It doesn’t have enough power behind it. What do you call her other than her name, Jesse?”

      “Ma’am.”

      “That’s fine and dandy for you two, but that’s not enough for this,” Mal said. “I don’t suppose you see yourself as Mistress Vicki or even just Mistress V?”

      “Not really,” Vicki replied. “No offense, I just never thought of myself that way.”

      “Why not Bound by Madame V?” Victor leaned forward, drawing her attention to him. “That gives it a little more class. But you’ll really have to think about this, Sis. Once you come out of the closet, you’re going to get a lot of questions. Everybody will think they know your sex life, which can get downright hilarious sometimes.”

      She leaned against Jesse, dropping her head against his back to hide her face so she could think. This was all so new, strange and crazy. All she’d wanted to do was start her own fashion line, finally realizing a teenaged dream she’d given up ages ago. Instead of vague ideas about fashion, she’d committed to what she thought of as a real, grown-up career. It’d been crazy to work her ass off in college and fight her way up the ladder at the firm rung by rung, on the verge of a partnership…

      Only to turn around and walk away from it all.

      Whether she and Elias managed to work out things or not, she hadn’t been able to bear standing on the opposite side of the justice system from him. She’d found the courage to just walk away from years of college and hard work and she’d never felt better, despite the stress and anxiety of starting her own business.

      Then she’d decided to keep Jesse, even if that caused more problems with Elias.

      Do I have the courage to go on television and show my face at fashion shows across the country as Madame V?

      Jesse shifted slightly. His shoulder muscles moved beneath her cheek, a subtle reminder. He waited for her to decide what to do with him. She had this gorgeous man tied up, more than willing to do whatever she wanted. Could she turn her back on him? Leave him on the street standing in the snow, because she was too embarrassed to reveal the truth?

      She pushed her face firmer against him, breathing in his warm scent. He smelled like coconut—the shampoo she’d left in the guest bathroom downstairs. She’d never thought it would smell good on a man, but breathing his scent made her mouth water.

      Straightening, she ran her hands down his arms, lingering over his forearms and bound hands. “Let’s do it. I like Bound by Madame as the line’s name, and then I’ll use the V from my name in my label. I want Jesse protected by contract, though. Can you set us up something, V? I want to make sure he gets paid whatever makes sense, at least VCONN’s going rates, and he can walk away whenever he wants.”

      Jesse turned around to face her, his eyes glowing with intensity. “Me walking away from you is as likely as a blizzard in hell.”

      Smiling, she unwound the scarf from his hands. “Be careful, Jesse. After all, it was a Texan blizzard that brought you to me.”
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      What the hell is she up to?

      Elias shifted on her bed, trying to figure out what was taking her so long in the bathroom. Last night, they’d been too frantic to even make it to the bed for the first three or four times, and now she wanted him to sit here and wait while she primped.

      God, I need a drink. A couple of shots of whiskey would take the edge off, mellow him out so he didn’t fall on her like a raving lunatic. That’s the only way he’d survived three whole months without her. And of course driving by like a love-sick fool to make sure her place was secure. Sometimes he’d even sat outside in the wee hours of the morning in his truck, just watching, remembering.

      If he’d used his key and come to her one of those dark nights, would she have forgiven him for walking out? If he’d called, just once, instead of sitting in his empty apartment staring at the phone all fucking night?

      Or did it take a half-starved, homeless kid to bring us back together?

      The bathroom door opened, and Elias damned near choked to death because his heart tried to crawl up his throat. He couldn’t breathe as Vicki came near her bed.

      She wore a filmy, white negligee that tied beneath her breasts and fluttered about her hips, oddly demure but so damned sexy he couldn’t remember his own name. Her dark hair fell loose and soft about her shoulders and her molten chocolate eyes shimmered in the candlelight. She picked up an opened bottle of wine on the bedside table and calmly poured two glasses of red. Still silent, she handed him a glass and sipped hers, watching him with those dark, mysterious eyes.

      He tipped his head back and drained the whole thing, even though he hated wine.

      “What do you think?”

      It had to be a trick question. Narrowing his eyes, he tried to make a joke. “Did we get married and I forgot about it?”

      Her eyes caught fire and she slammed the fragile wineglass down so hard he feared it might shatter. “I told him this was a stupid idea.”

      “Jesse?” Elias fought to keep an even voice. “What the hell does he have to do with…with…?” He swept his hand at her negligee, fighting not to fist his fingers in that transparent material and rip it off her.

      “He swore you’d like it.”

      “So what, now you’re letting your cabana boy pick out sleazy underwear and babydolls? For me?”

      “At least I’m not wearing it for him.” She whirled away. “Forget it, Reyes.”

      Jumping up, he whipped out his arms and caught her, drawing her back toward the bed so he could sit back down. She jerked away and fought his grip, but he wrapped his arms around her and held on until her ire faded.

      When he saw the tears on her cheeks, he cursed beneath his breath and held her tighter. He’d forgotten that sometimes anger from her hid her true emotion: hurt.

      “I never should have worn this thing. I hate it.” She sniffed, a tiny little sigh of her breath, which in another woman would have been full-blown wailing and sobs. He tucked his head close to hers, even if she skull-slammed him. “I told him it was a stupid idea. Just forget it.”

      “How could you hate this babydoll when I’d like nothing better than to rip it off you and ravish you senseless?”

      She shook her head, so he drew her harder into the cradle of his thighs, pressing her against his erection. “That doesn’t mean anything. I bet you had a hard-on as soon as you walked into my bedroom.”

      “It wasn’t this big, babe, this hard, this painful.” He lowered his voice and nuzzled her neck. “I’d like to think that you might say ‘I do’ to me someday.”

      “You’d have to ask me first,” she retorted.

      She had him there. He’d thought about it, sure, even when she was still an attorney. Even if she had to stand between the law and the very criminals he was putting away. But then his bigger head had started working again and he’d remembered how quickly a marriage could go down the shitter when he worked his kind of hours. “I can’t stop being a cop.”

      “And I can’t give up Jesse.” She whispered, but her voice rang like steel. “If you love me at all, don’t ask me.”

      Not even for me? The words thundered in Elias’s head, but he refused to voice them. He did love her, and he’d had his chance. He’d fucked it up and walked out three months ago. That she’d let him back in this far was more than he deserved. He had no right to demand her whole heart for himself.

      God forgive him, she’d already given up her career. Maybe not for him, not in so many words, but he couldn’t ask for anything else. It was his turn to sacrifice to be with her, and the only damned thing he had was his own fool pride.

      His stomach churned like he’d swallowed a fist full of razor blades, but he said nothing.

      Nothing at all.

      

      Why couldn’t he give just an inch? Would it kill him to say that he loved her?

      Her heart thudded so heavily in her chest that she couldn’t breathe. She wanted to double over and wrap her arms around herself and moan in agony. Why did she let him tie her up in knots like this?

      Loosening his grip, he sat back on the bed, giving her space to withdraw. She curled her hand into a fist, aching to turn around and just belt him in the chin. But that’s what she always did. When they argued, she fought, challenging, refusing to back down. Wasn’t that their greatest difficulty?

      Slowly, she uncurled her fingers. She wouldn’t give him a fight. Not this time. But I won’t retreat either.

      He smoothed his palms up and down her arms, hesitantly at first as though he, too, expected her to whirl around and sock him a good one. His lips brushed her shoulder, his breath warm and moist on her skin. Her spine arched and her head fell back. They’d made love countless times, but she couldn’t remember him ever being so gentle. So hesitant and unsure of his claim on her affections and her body.

      Just as carefully, she turned in his arms to face him. Any other time, she probably would have shoved him flat on his back and attacked him, but she was on a roll tonight for trying the unusual. It felt strange to stand there between his knees and let him stroke her, the barest glide of his fingertips and mouth over her skin. Her entire body hummed, vibrating with sweet tension and arousal.

      He slid his hand up her thigh beneath the filmy negligee and he groaned against her mouth. She’d taken Jesse’s advice and gone commando. Nothing kept Elias from feeling her heat and desire.

      “Here you are wearing this nightie he picked out for me. That’s pretty fucked up, Vik. What does your boy get out this?”

      Her cheeks flooded with color and his eyebrows climbed higher. He let out a rough, low laugh, sliding both hands up to her waist to lift her astride his hips. Still torturously slow, he slid inside her body, drawing a desperate moan from her throat. She wanted fast, hard, no thoughts, no talking, because she didn’t want the truth to come between them.

      Damn Elias’s bloodhound cop senses, but that’s exactly what he wanted. Truth. And the best way to get it was to drive her insane with need.

      “Is he listening, imagining that you’re riding him instead of me? Is he down there beneath us, jacking off?”

      She shook her head wildly. “No, he’s not.”

      “He’s not imagining his cock is in you instead of mine?”

      Air, she needed air. She opened her mouth and sucked in a lungful, but her face still felt hot and tight. “He’s not jacking off.”

      “How do you know, Vik?”

      “Because I told him not to.”

      She felt the slight jerk in his thrust, that telltale little hesitation that said she’d surprised him. Judging by the size of his erection filling her up until she couldn’t think, he didn’t seem mad. She dug at his shoulders, grinding her pelvis against his, trying to drive him harder.

      Sweat slickened his chest, his breath rasping in his throat, but he didn’t lose that fierce control. “What do you mean, you told him not to?”

      “He…” This was so wrong, so weird, to be talking about Jesse like this, but she was going to explode into a million pieces. “He’s listening. Waiting for me to come. But he won’t touch himself.”

      “Why?” Elias growled, arcing up off the bed to push deeper into her without giving her that long glide that would push her over the edge. “Why won’t he touch himself, Vik?”

      “I won’t allow it.”

      “So when he hears you scream…”

      So close, she was shaking, trembling with the spiraling need. When Elias clamped his hand over her mouth and rolled her beneath him, she was too shocked to struggle. Especially when he slammed so deep she saw a thousand stars burning in her mind. Screaming beneath his palm, she shook with the force of her climax, but all she heard was a muted, strangled sound mixing with his deep grunt of release.

      He shifted them both up deeper into her bed and she made no protest. Her mind was reeling. She’d told him about her little “arrangement” with the other man and he wasn’t bellowing at the top of his lungs. He wasn’t storming down to his truck and peeling away from the curb. In fact, he tucked her face into the curve of his neck and simply held her.

      He smiled against her forehead, a smug curve of satisfaction that also echoed in his voice. “We’ll give your boy something to hear in a bit. That one was for me alone.”
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      Days and weeks blended together in a blur as Vicki worked to get her line ready for the commercial and the upcoming show. She lost count of the long hours she and her seamstress spent on the signature gown and the new men’s shirts, but through it all, Jesse was there.

      Not constantly, thank goodness—for she would have lost her sanity and succumbed to temptation long ago. Long sessions with the therapist Victor had recommended kept Jesse out of sight, and the work helped keep him out of her mind. She went once a week herself, even though she couldn’t really spare the time with the show only weeks away. Some of the questions were hitting too close to home.

      Why don’t you like to talk about your relationship with your mother? What’s keeping you from a committed relationship with Elias?

      She knew on both accounts. She just didn’t like to talk about it, which evidently was the whole point.

      Speaking of Elias, she hadn’t seen him in several nights because of a major drug case he was working on. He didn’t even have time to stop by for a quickie or a shower, but he did make a point to call every day. Although absent, he was connected, unlike their previous separation, but his solid presence wasn’t there to keep her attention occupied. His body wasn’t there to keep her distracted, and her libido was set on a constant rumbling roar.

      Even the work, while frantic and stressful, was welcome, because it kept her hands busy with something other than Jesse.

      He stood still and quiet as she buttoned the fitted turquoise shirt up his chest, helpfully tilting his head back so she could fasten the high collar. Even while she tied the neck cloth about his throat, she didn’t really let herself see him. When she finally stepped back and let her gaze take him in, she couldn’t tear her eyes off him.

      His eyes glowed like living jewels, perfectly set off by the color of the shirt. With his hair tumbled about his shoulders and the tight black breeches she’d borrowed from VCONN’s costume department, he looked like a young well-to-do lord from the nineteenth century. Nipped in tight at his waist but long and full in the sleeves, the shirt managed to give him elegance and old-world charm without making him look too feminine.

      And his eyes. Damn it. She couldn’t escape his eyes.

      He said nothing. He didn’t have to. The results from his first trip to the doctor had been clean except for some kind of intestinal parasite he’d picked up, combined with general anemia and malnutrition. He’d gone back after a round of antibiotics, and he’d put on twenty pounds and cleaned up his stomach.

      Nothing would keep her from taking him.

      Nothing but sheer desperation to keep him at arm’s length as long as possible.

      She heard the therapist’s calm, clinical voice in her head. Jesse is fully committed to you and he articulates very clearly what he wants and needs from your relationship. He’s not conflicted. You are.

      Swallowing hard, she stepped to the side and waved a hand at the full-length mirror. “What do you think?”

      He laughed softly. “I don’t even recognize myself. I never thought I’d wear silk let alone something handmade by the most…”

      He allowed the words to trail off and didn’t finish the sentence. He must have seen the ragged tension in her body language, reflected back a thousand-fold in the mirror. Dark and solemn, his eyes said what he couldn’t voice. They spoke of need, agonizing need. Elias hadn’t spent the night in nearly a week, but it wouldn’t have made a difference for either of them.

      Jesse needed something her lover wouldn’t…couldn’t…give either of them.

      Shame knotted her stomach. If she wasn’t such a coward, she’d be meeting his needs. He depended on her for housing and his job as her model, despite the five-thousand-dollar check she’d put into a bank account for him with the promise of a percentage of the shop’s earnings going forward. More, though, he depended on her for his physical needs. Needs that no one else understood, let alone could actually satisfy.

      No one but me.

      She knew it. He knew it. Hell, even Elias knew it. Ignoring the vicious ache of need clenching every muscle in her body when she looked at him wasn’t fooling anyone.

      Least of all myself.

      She turned away from those haunting eyes and pretended interest in the sketches he’d done for her on the high worktable. In the mirror, she watched his shoulders droop with disappointment. “Take off your clothes except for my shirt.”

      In a second, he snapped from despondency to desperate, boundless hope. Without a single question or hesitation, he stripped off the tight pants, taking whatever underwear he might have worn along with them. It took all her self-control not to turn around and gobble him up with her eyes. Instead, she clutched a pen in her hand so hard her fingers hurt. She still wasn’t exactly sure what she was doing.

      What she was going to ask…no…tell him to do.

      That’s what he needs most of all.

      “Slowly…” She cleared her throat to loosen the tightness that was trying to strangle her. Still clutching that pen like a talisman, she sat in her wheeled office chair and faced him. Luckily, the shirt was long enough to give her a moment to collect her thoughts, because she had the feeling that once she saw him naked she was going to have a hard time remembering her own name. “Unbutton the shirt, starting from the top.”

      His chest rose and fell so rapidly she could see each fluttering breath. He lifted shaking hands to the turquoise silk. Leaving the tight, high collar bound at his throat, he worked the tiny buttons loose, each one making her breath come faster, her pulse thundering in her head. He peeked at her from the curtain of tumbled hair hanging in his face, and his eyes cut her to the bone. So much hope. So much love. And terror, yes, because he was so afraid that she’d come to her senses and run like hell.

      She wanted to, oh, she did. She wanted to flee. She wanted to throw him up against a wall. Or fist her hand in his hair and drag him down to torment her with his tongue.

      Clutching the arm of her chair with her left hand, she forced herself to watch the show he was giving her. Inch by inch, he bared his chest, the flat planes of his stomach, the line of slightly darker hair down his belly drawing her gaze inevitably to his groin. Framed in the turquoise silk tails of his shirt, his cock rose hard and painfully aroused.

      He’d waited so damned long for this, and so had she. But staring at his obvious need, she still wasn’t sure what to do. Her mind felt frozen. Her eyes burned, not with sadness or regret, but such need, her heart so heavy in her chest that it felt like boulders crushed her ribcage.

      She jerked her gaze up to his face, seeking a clue, a hint to what he expected her to do. If he wanted humiliation or pain, she’d probably crack or burst into tears. Mal had said something about dogs, collars, leashes, whips and flails.

      Some Mistress I’m making. God, if that’s what he wants, I don’t think I can go through with this.

      Seeing the panic in her eyes, he dropped to his knees in front of her and pressed his forehead against her thighs. “Let me touch you, just a little.” His whispered voice shook as badly as her hands. “Please, Vicki, please. You don’t have to do anything. Just seeing the way you look at me is enough.”

      “No,” she forced out. The roughness of her voice shocked her and made him cringe harder against her legs. Desperate, he clutched her, wrapping his arms around her thighs like she was his last hope. “No, it’s not enough. You need more than me looking at you.”

      She released her death grip on the pen, letting it fall to the floor so she could fist her hand in his hair. None too gently, she jerked his head up. “And so do I.”

      

      Jesse closed his eyes a moment, trying to hold back the flood of emotion and need. He didn’t want to terrify her with demands and hopes and fears, not so soon. She’d taken that first step, and he knew what it’d cost her. He knew she was scared. Odd, but he’d never expected he’d be the calm, confident one when it came down to their relationship. Not as the bottom.

      It was liberating, though. He’d always been forced, the victim whether unwilling or not. He’d never had the opportunity to think about what he’d ask for, how he’d guide someone into getting what he needed while still taking the bottom, but that’s exactly what Vicki gave him. It was like finding the pot of gold at the end of the rainbow, only to discover it also held every single hope and dream he’d ever had in his entire life.

      “Can I ask for things, m—” He caught himself saying ma’am and changed it to, “Madame?”

      Some of the rigid tension tightening her body against his eased. “Yes, please, absolutely. What do you need, Jesse?”

      Fuck me, hard, right here, now, push me down on the floor and take me as many times as you want.

      Shuddering, Jesse pushed those thoughts away. Soon, dear God, soon, but for now, he simply said, “Can I touch your breasts?”

      She let out a low, choking laugh that nearly made him release right then and there. “That’s all you want?”

      He smiled, deliberately quirking his mouth to give her the dimples she found so tempting. “With my mouth? Madame?”

      “Just Vicki.” She gently ran her fingers through his hair. “Unless you like calling me that.”

      “Vicki.” He leaned up closer, hovering over her breasts while his gaze flickered up to gauge her reaction. “Can I lick and kiss your breasts until I come?”

      “Make sure the door’s locked and the blinds are down. I should have checked before getting started.”

      Since it was almost ten o’clock at night, he was pretty sure no one would be stopping by other than her cop, but he jumped up and checked the door and windows anyway. He made sure to do it quickly, with enough energy and enthusiasm to cause the shirt to flip up and expose as much of his ass and groin as possible. He headed back to her but jerked to a halt, spellbound.

      Vicki pulled her sweater over her head, tossed it on the floor, and then reached behind her to undo her bra. It wasn’t anything fancy—black, a little lace, but not racy—but he’d never seen anything sexier in his life. He dropped back to his knees before her and closed his hands over hers. “Let me, please?”

      Giving him a nod, she opened her jean-clad thighs to him, letting him slide into her embrace. He pressed his face against her chest, listening to the pounding of her heart. Breathing her scent. She held him, too, her hands gliding over his chest, sliding beneath the silk to rub his back and shoulders, but she stayed away from temptation.

      Let me see how long it takes for her to grab my cock.

      He knew as soon as she did, he’d be done. Just thinking about her hand on him was enough to make him jerk and throb, so close to release. Instead, he concentrated on her. The silken skin inviting his mouth, the sweet, sexy curve of her breasts beneath the scrap of bra, her lush, hot scent. It wasn’t perfume, just her, warm, clean, slightly spicy, better than homemade apple pie. Home.

      Burying her hands in his hair, she held him close and let her head fall back. A low hum of pleasure vibrated her chest beneath his mouth. He unhooked the bra but didn’t remove it with his hands. He used his mouth, nibbling and gumming the lace over her nipple, dampening the material before letting it slip away to reveal her flesh. The feel of her hard nipple in his mouth made him groan.

      Arching against him, she tightened her grip in his hair, driving him to take more of her into his mouth. He closed his teeth carefully, listening for the slightest sound of pain or hesitation from her. He liked his sex rough and dirty and tip-toeing down the line of pain and pleasure, but she might not.

      He had his answer when she yanked him away by his hair…and dragged his mouth to the other side. He rubbed his stubbled jaw against her, then his lips, soft, his teeth, hard, his tongue wet, winding about her. He sucked her breast into his mouth, straining to take as much of her as possible.

      Pushing against him, she forced more of her flesh into his mouth, thrusting like a man, and it felt like his bones were melting. Like she was inhaling him instead of the other way around, and he’d just puddle on the floor while she drained him dry.

      She pulled his head back to let him breathe. Eyes wide and dark, she stared down into his eyes, shaken, aroused, he hoped. She wrapped her thighs around him, dragging him so close her jeans rubbed against him—rough, raw, heaven. If she’d taken him into her body, he would have died for sure.

      “How close are you?”

      A tremor rocked his body but he held his breath a count of five, ten, waiting for the surge to ebb enough for him to talk. “Very.”

      She flashed a wide smile, dragged his mouth up to hers, and wrapped her hand around his cock. Her tongue thrust into his mouth, claiming him. He shuddered, groaning on a climax that scoured his brain with sand. He couldn’t stop. Another spasm rocked his body, another, until he was shaking, his face wet, and she held him in the shelter of her body, rocking him like a baby.

      He thought he’d shamed himself by crying like a virgin, but then he realized she was crying too. The pit of his stomach sank to the floor.

      He’d never ever forget that day in the park when she’d come to him, pale as a ghost, shaking and sick. He might not have known her full name or where she lived then, but he’d known that she was a formidable woman with a steel core and a heart as big as Texas. She didn’t break down. She didn’t cry and cling. She took names and whipped anybody’s ass who was too stupid to get out of her way.

      But for that one sweet afternoon, she’d let him hold her. She’d sobbed on his shoulder and told him about her cop’s partner. Her terrible guilt, her fear that it could have been the man she cared about. Even though she loved someone else, Jesse couldn’t forget that he’d been the one to hold her that day. He’d allowed himself to hope. Not that she’d take him in, nothing that grand. Just that she’d care for him too. He wouldn’t have minded the streets for the rest of his life if she came to him every day.

      But then she’d disappeared. It was like she’d given him a glimpse of heaven in her arms, and then she’d wiped his existence from her mind. In the cold lonely months that followed, he’d finally realized why.

      She’d been ashamed of breaking down like that with him. For her, it hadn’t been a tender moment of shared compassion and simple human need, a dream come true. It’d been a weak, stupid moment that she wanted to forget.

      Now Jesse barely managed to stifle the agonized pleading threatening to bubble up out of his throat. If she regretted taking him tonight, he’d die. He couldn’t breathe, terror shutting down his lungs, his will, his mind. Please, dear God, don’t let her send me away. Don’t let her be sorry for giving me the best release I’ve ever had in my life…

      Combing her fingers through his hair, she let out a ragged sound that he finally realized was laughter. Not regret, and not even amusement, but a sound of joy that made his heart swell in his chest.

      She bit her lip, and the flash of her teeth made his cock stir to life all over again. “I have a little problem.”

      Was that a blush stealing across her cheeks? Her eyes were tight, her lips compressed, and her pulse thumped in her neck. A quick glance down and he noted her nipples were still rock hard and swollen. She squirmed a little against him and he suddenly understood perfectly.

      Relieved, he grinned and licked his lips invitingly. “I think I can fix that problem if you remove your jeans.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            13

          

        

      

    

    
      As if he knew she might hesitate if he didn’t use some sweet persuasion, he rubbed his cheek against her breast. Already abraded and fully aroused, her nipples ached so hard she shivered. Currents of electricity burned through her body, tying her breasts to something else that throbbed unmercifully. She jerked open her jeans and he groaned.

      “Yes, yes, let me taste you, Vicki, please. I’m going to die if you don’t let me taste you.”

      Hot and wet, his mouth pressed against her stomach in an open, tongue-swirling kiss that had her squirming and lifting in the chair to shove her jeans down. Backing away enough to help her get the tight denim down her legs, he lifted each foot and untied her tennis shoes, handling her like a priceless museum artifact. She hooked her fingers in the waistband of her panties, but he gently nudged her hands away.

      “Allow me. Please.”

      He looked up at her with those eyes gleaming like bottomless pools of sparkling water, and she knew he wanted more, so much more. He wanted an order, an affirmation that she accepted this pleasure from him. No, that she demanded it. Swallowing hard, she leaned back and clamped her hands on the adjustable arms. Too bad she’d chosen such an uncomfortable chair.

      My bed would be much better…and way more temptation. More temptation than I’m ready for right now.

      Clearing her throat, she managed to get out the words, “No hands.”

      “Yes’m.” He grinned, a slow, welcoming curve of his lips that made her heart thump harder. “Might I suggest you stand long enough for me to work those panties off with my teeth?”

      “I’m starting to regret wearing my usual, boring clothes.” She grumbled, her cheeks heating. Somehow she’d never pictured getting hot and heavy with Jesse in socks and basic briefs. “You deserve stilettos and a babydoll like the one you picked out.”

      Sitting back on his heels as she stood, he simply gazed up at her with his heart shining in his eyes. “You’re perfect just the way you are. I wouldn’t have you take me any other way. This is real, Vicki. The real you and the real me. Finally, this is what I’ve ached for all my life but couldn’t have.”

      He stared up at her, completely vulnerable, his eyes dark with need. She cupped his cheek, smoothing her thumb over his lips. She couldn’t help but wonder how many times he’d knelt like this before a man, forced to service him against his will. Her hand shook, faltering. I don’t want to hurt him.

      “Make me give you what you want,” he whispered raggedly. “Drag me exactly where you need me. You can’t possibly take me too hard or scare me in any way, I promise.”

      His eyes fluttered shut and his mouth opened in invitation, his lips soft against her thumb. So she pushed her thumb into his mouth, gripping his jaw with her fingers. Harder. He said he wanted…

      Shuddering, he moaned and clamped his mouth down on her like he’d suck her whole hand down and swallow her whole. His tongue worked the sensitive pad of her thumb, his teeth gripping her firmly. She started to pull back but he bit harder, pushing her deeper into his mouth.

      Opening his eyes, he begged silently. Take me. Use me. Please.

      She fisted her left hand in his hair and jerked his head back, tipping his chin up so high his neck must ache fiercely. Pulling her thumb out of his mouth, she leaned down and showed him her breasts without touching him more than her hand in his hair. He strained forward, pulling his own hair, but she refused to let him get his mouth on her. “That’s not where I want your mouth right now.”

      He growled a little, showing he wasn’t completely passive. He welcomed the pain on his scalp, just as he welcomed her show of force. She twisted her hand deeper until she gripped the back of his skull, and then she pulled his face into her groin.

      Nuzzling her with his whole face, he simply breathed, heating flesh that was already so hot her legs shook. Teasingly, he gripped the material in his teeth and tugged, up, not down, adding pressure instead of relieving the hammering need.

      “If you don’t get to it soon, I’ll be done.” She panted, barely able to speak. “And you won’t get a taste after all.”

      Immediately, he moved his mouth up on her hip, seized a mouthful of cotton, and jerked so hard something ripped. The sound zinged through her, and she had to help, shoving the material down with her free hand, twisting her hips against his grip. Aching, so hot, she had to blink her eyes to focus on him. He waited, again, looking up at the flesh he’d revealed.

      “Show yourself to me.” His roughened voice abraded her sensitive nerves as badly as his whiskered jaws had rubbed her breasts, but he still managed to make it sound like pleading. “Torment me with what I can’t have until you give it to me.”

      Her heart was beating too fast, but a deliciously wicked pulse of lust shot through her. She’d started this for Jesse, never realizing how much it would turn her on, too. Widening her stance, she propped one foot on the office chair, opening herself wide. “What, this? Is this what you want, Jesse?”

      He nodded so hard his hair whipped her thigh.

      She let her hand rest on her tummy, low enough her fingers teased the dark curls. “Maybe I should just see to this myself.”

      “No! No, please.” He leaned closer, letting her feel his breath hot and frantic on her skin. “I’ll make it good for you. So good.”

      It was all she could do not to drag him in and grind against his mouth. He’d enjoy it, sure, but he’d enjoy it more if she made him wait. So will I. If it doesn’t kill me.

      Dipping her fingers lower, she parted her outer lips, fighting to keep from stroking herself to bliss. So wet, it was embarrassing. Just the way he looked at her, waiting, kneeling, it was enough to make her quiver on the edge. He shuddered, breathing deeply. His mouth fell open in silent plea, so she gave him her fingers. He hummed out a low cry, the pressure of his mouth unbearable.

      She couldn’t wait any longer. Neither could he, evidently. Maybe he saw the climax rising in her eyes. He didn’t wait for her wet fingers to tangle in his hair before burying his face against her. He nudged her so hard she almost toppled over. Grabbing at his shoulders, she held on to him and tried not to fall apart.

      Climax rocked through her but he didn’t stop and she wasn’t inclined to push him away. Not when he traced her so gently with his tongue, learning every fold and curve. He didn’t use just his tongue, though—he used his whole face. His lips slid over her flesh in nibbling, soft bites. His breath was a light caress, his stubble a rough one that made her clutch his head harder. He nosed deeper, like he was trying to rub her scent all over him, like he didn’t care if he never breathed again.

      Trembling, she fought to stay upright, gripping his hair, his shoulder, even throwing her leg over his shoulder instead of the using the chair. He kept his promise, no hands, but he still managed to take her weight gently down to the chair without ever lifting his mouth.

      Breathing hard, she sprawled awkwardly in the chair but she couldn’t find the will to move a muscle. Spasms still rocked her, fed by his mouth. He lapped at her delicately, groaning beneath his breath as though he savored every last drop.

      Loosening her fierce grip on his hair, she stroked his face, silently trying to tell him he could stop. He looked up at her through his tumbled hair, eyes smoldering, as if to say, Now that you let me here, I’ll never leave.

      Still looking up at her, he latched onto her clit, sucking it into the heat of his mouth, firm, hard, and she exploded again. Panting, she finally gained enough sense to realize she was probably killing him. Her thighs were clamped around his head, one hand tangled in his hair, the other clawing his shoulder. She loosened her thighs’ death grip and hauled him up for air.

      “God, yes,” he purred, draped against her thigh and her abused office chair’s arm. “I could do that for hours, days, and never get enough.”

      She let out a shaky laugh and managed to get her watery limbs to cooperate enough to hug him. He nestled into her arms like a happy,  adoring puppy. But all she could think about was Elias, which blasted through her pleasured haze with brutal intensity, leaving her stomach churning.

      How am I going to tell him about this?
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      “Hey, babe.” Elias dropped his head back against his seat. “What’s up?”

      “You sound tired.” The tone of her voice instantly set his senses on high alert. His Vik never sounded so timid and forlorn. “Bad day?”

      “You have no idea.” His gut burned like he’d swallowed acid. This was it. She was going to tell him not to come back—she’d settled her mind on Jesse. “That drug bust we’ve been working on all month went sour.”

      “Anyone hurt?”

      “Not this time.” He let the silence build, listening to her breathe. If he closed his eyes, he could see her beneath him, her eyes burning with desire. How could she want him so badly, but take the kid over him?

      “Are you alone? Where we can talk a minute?”

      He wanted to tell her he was busy, that his entire squad was hanging on his every word, but he couldn’t lie. Not to her. He let out a heavy sigh. “I’m sitting in my truck in the 7-11 parking lot, trying to fuel up on enough caffeine to go finish my report on why we failed to nab our target. My new partner, Colby, is still in the office and I’m all alone, so you can tell me that you fucked Jesse and give me my walking papers.”

      “No!” She made a sound like a gasp. “That’s not why I’m calling. Not exactly.”

      Narrowing his eyes, he wished he could see her face and body language. “What do you mean, not exactly?”

      “I’m not giving you walking papers. That’s the last thing on my mind.” Her voice quivered, a slight break that made it hard for him to breathe for the ache in his chest. “I didn’t fuck him. Not…exactly.”

      She paused, like she was trying to gauge his reaction. So he remained silent. Sometimes saying nothing was the best interrogation tactic of all.

      “You know I’m working on a few new pieces for the show and he’s going to model them for me. We talked about it, remember? That I’m sort of flirting with bondage and dominance elements? I asked if you were okay with that, because people are going to wonder what I’m into if I’m designing that kind of clothing.”

      Despite his heartache, he had to smile. Vicki never babbled. “Yeah,” he drawled out. “I can hear the jokes at HQ now about how much you must like my handcuffs. But you know I don’t care about that shit.” All I care about is you. “You decide to try him out today?”

      “Sort of.” He heard a rustle, like she paged through papers, restless and nervous. “I finished his shirt and it looked incredible on him. Are you sure I can’t make one for you?”

      “Just tell me what happened, Vik. Did he come on to you?”

      “He didn’t say anything,” she whispered so low he strained to hear. “He just looked at me. Like I was his whole world. Like he’d die if I didn’t give him something, anything. A look. A touch.”

      Yeah, he knew the kid had that gobble-me-up-whole look that she found so irresistible. In all honesty, it shocked the hell out of him that she’d managed to put Jesse off this long.

      “I had to give him something, Elias. It’s been weeks since he moved in, days since you came over.”

      He shifted against the leather, growing uncomfortable in his pants. “Don’t remind me, babe.”

      “I was so scared.” Her voice trembled. If he’d been there with her, he would have drawn her into his arms, even though she was telling him what she’d done with another man. “He’s so…so…”

      “Needy.”

      “Yes. He needs so much. I didn’t know how far he’d push me.”

      Elias hadn’t smoked in more than five years, but he suddenly wanted a cigarette so badly he could taste the ash on his tongue. “So you asked him what he wanted. What he needed. What’d he ask for?”

      “All he wanted was to touch my…breasts.”

      “That’s all?” He forced out a laugh, despite the knife twisting in his gut. “Well, you do have mighty fine breasts, Vik. Did you strip him first? Of course you did. He needs to feel vulnerable, naked for you. What’d you think of his size, babe? Is he as big as me?”

      “Thanks for the compliment.” Now her voice would have stripped paint off the walls. Ah, there was the fiery steel core that he admired so much. “Yes, he was naked except for the shirt I made him. No, he’s not as big as you. But you already knew that, didn’t you.”

      “So I’m still your top dog, babe?”

      “You know you are.”

      “Did he touch you, Vik? Did he suck those delectable tits?”

      “Elias!”

      He laughed at her shocked gasp. “Come on, Miss Priss, tell me all about it. How long did it take him to figure out how hard you like a man to bite and chew on those nipples?”

      “Not long. Not long at all.”

      His balls ached and his erection threatened to bust his zipper. Loosening his pants, he sighed with relief. “I bet he didn’t last five minutes.”

      “He lasted longer than you did that first night you came over.”

      Elias grunted a gruff acknowledgment. “I wasn’t at my best because you made me sleep on the couch the night before.” Unfortunately, he then remembered how turned on she’d been that night, how mad she’d been at him for finishing too quickly. Wondering what she’d done to get her own release, he felt his cock swell another couple of inches. “Did you take him to your bed?”

      “No.” She laughed, a dry, mirthless chuckle. “My office chair will never be the same.”

      Elias tried to laugh too but it sounded more like a growl. “Did you take him into your body?”

      “No. Even when he was kissing my breasts; it was so weird, Elias. It was like I was inside him. I was possessing him. I owned him. I started wondering what it feels like for you to be inside me.”

      He swallowed to get some moisture back in his mouth and slipped his hand down to squeeze himself. “It feels damned good, babe. I like conquering you first and then sliding into you, staking my territory.”

      “Yes, that’s what it felt like. Like I was making him take me inside, even if it was only his mouth. I wanted to be inside him, demanding and taking. I almost wished I were a man so I could take him for real.”

      He couldn’t believe he was saying this, but he was so hard he’d surely lost half his brain cells. “There are ways, babe. You could get a dildo and use it on him.”

      He could almost hear her shudder. “No, nothing fake. For him, I want it real. I want to feel him.”

      He fisted himself, pulling his length through his hand, imagining how she would’ve pushed into Jesse’s mouth, gripping his hair like he was giving her a blowjob on her breast. Christ, he almost lost it right there. “How’d you get off when he was done, babe? If he didn’t come inside you, then I’m guessing you must have let him eat you out.”

      She made a low, strangled sound that he took for assent.

      “How was his technique?”

      “Good,” she retorted in a rough voice. “Damned good. It’s like he worshipped me, not licking or even kissing. He used his whole face, like he didn’t care if he ever breathed again. Like his last wish was to die with my scent on him.”

      Immediately, Elias smelled her as though he’d rubbed his face between her thighs for hours. Remembering the way her body trembled and vibrated with her cries, her fingers tight in his hair, dragging him in to suffocate on that sweet, rich cream.

      She let out a soft little tell-tale moan that made Elias’s back arch off the seat. “Shit, get your fingers out of your panties, Vik. Are you trying to kill me?”

      “Then stuff your dick back in your pants, Reyes. If you’re going to come, then so am I.”

      Sitting up straighter, he turned the key in the ignition and backed out of the parking spot, but he didn’t zip up his pants. “There’s no way in hell this erection is fitting back inside my pants until I come inside you, babe. I’m on my way.”

      “You’re too far away!” It came out as a wail, which made him smile as he gunned his truck down the road.

      “Ten minutes, babe. I’ll be inside you in ten minutes.”

      “I thought you had paperwork to do. Besides, HQ is at least twenty minutes away.”

      “Fuck the paperwork—it’ll still be there tomorrow. Your neighborhood’s 7-11 has the best coffee, so I always come here.” He’d simply gotten in the habit of always coming to check on her first, and then stopping by 7-11 to sit and feel sorry for himself awhile before heading back to work. “Keep that engine purring for me, babe.”

      He could hear her breathing rasping louder, the hitch in her throat. “I don’t know that I’ll make it that long.”

      He floored it. “Five minutes, then. Are you going to take me to your bed, babe? Are you going to take my cock inside you?”

      “Yes,” she groaned out. “As soon as you hit the door.”

      “And when I come inside you, whose name is going to be on your lips?”

      “Elias.”
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      Vicki glanced uneasily between the men on either side of her as they walked into the VCONN Tower. After the office chair incident, she wasn’t sure what to expect when Elias had insisted on driving them today for her commercial. So far, he’d been civil to Jesse, although not exactly warm and friendly. If she hadn’t told him about what she’d done with Jesse, then she’d be dealing with wretched guilt, but for a second, she wondered if that might be better than this uneasy silent tension.

      I’ve never lied to Elias. I’m certainly not going to start now.

      Butterflies flocked crazily in her stomach. Shiloh had insisted that they should all personally be in the commercial. Especially Vicki. However, she’d never done any acting. Compound the BDSM flirting they were supposed to be doing with the possibility that Elias might be watching her play with Jesse on camera, and she was an utter mess.

      “What time is Colby going to pick you up?”

      Elias gave her a sardonic wink and even managed a smug look for Jesse over her shoulder. “About an hour, although he sounded like he was running late.”

      An hour. God. How much trouble could she get into in an hour? Way too much with Jesse at her beck and call.

      She forgot her nerves once she started helping everyone pick out their clothes. Elias and Jesse went with Victor—she knew her brother was more than up for the task of keeping the two men from killing each other—while she took Shiloh and Mal into the ladies’ dressing room. Just hearing the women squeal and ooh over their gowns made her glow with pride. However, she quickly noticed that her brother’s fiancée wasn’t her usual perky self.

      Shiloh tried to laugh off her concern. “Oh, I’m just worried about meeting your Mama. We’re supposed to take her to dinner tonight.”

      Vicki made a face like she’d just smelled something rotten. Note to self: don’t answer my phone or the door tonight. Vicki is looooong gone. “Good luck with that.”

      “Oh, now, don’t scare her to death,” Mal said. “Between V’s horror stories and now your obvious lack of enthusiasm, she’s going to be thrilled to meet her monster-in-law.”

      “Sorry.” Vicki shrugged uncomfortably. “I rarely talk to her.”

      Looking sumptuous in her red-silk gown, Shiloh laid her hand on Vicki’s arm. “I’m sorry, hon. Did you have a falling out?”

      “Not exactly.” Vicki blew out a heavy sigh. Only every single time I try to talk to her. “V says we’re too much alike. She has her way, I have mine, and we can’t see eye to eye. I gave up discussing anything with her years ago, and I’m certainly never going to please her. The more I try to make her proud…” Throat tight, she shrugged and managed a lop-sided smile. “You know how mothers and daughters can be.”

      “I was close to my mom when I was younger—it’s only in my adult years that I’ve drifted away.”

      “We were very close when I was a kid,” Vicki replied. “She was a terrific mother. In fact, I’d decided before I hit high school that I was never going to have kids because there’s no way I could be as good a mother as her when I grew up. Then…” She swallowed the flood of tears threatening to embarrass her. She always cried when Mama was involved.

      “Don’t feel bad, hon.” Mal smoothed the zebra-print dress over her hips and gave a low whistle to her reflection in the mirror. “Most teenagers are pretty hard to live with. My Mama said I went from the sweetest child to the most obstinate, independent, wrong-headed fool on the planet.”

      Vicki nodded along with Shiloh, half listening to their stories about the trials and tribulations of their teen years, but she didn’t join in. The memory was too painful to share, too raw to drag out like dirty laundry for her friends to cluck over.

      The past is the past, she tried to tell herself, but she couldn’t get over it. In a heartbeat, Mama had gone from trusted confidante and friend to betrayal, and she couldn’t forget it.

      

      Maybe this wasn’t such a bright idea.

      Elias watched Jesse slip into his fine duds Vicki had made with such loving care. The poor kid kept peeking at Victor in the mirror and each time, edged closer to Elias. As though he’d protect him.

      There’d always been tension between him and her brother. Part of it was the natural aggression between two very domineering sort of men. It’d be easy to get into a pissing contest, even though they might be family some day. Deep down, Elias had always suspected her brother really didn’t like him much at all. Vicki’s older, protective brother surely hated the fact that Elias was banging his sister without a ring on her hand. To compound his crimes, they’d split up, and he’d abandoned her when she’d needed him the most.

      Or maybe that’s my own guilt talking.

      Between the junkyard Rottweiler and the sleek Doberman, the cream-puff poodle didn’t have a chance. If Victor bared his teeth at the kid, Jesse would be under the chair, shivering.

      “I’m surprised you’re not going to be in the commercial with us,” Victor said in a casual voice that didn’t fool Elias one bit. Her brother might lord and master it over his employees but if he thought to bark orders at Elias, he’d find out that his bite was just as mean. “Vicki sent several extra shirts—hoping, I think, that I might convince you otherwise.”

      Elias snorted. “She knows better than that. I’m only here for moral support. Once she gets started, she’ll be fine.”

      “Oh, I’m not worried about the commercial.” Victor tilted his chin up and began winding the cloth about his neck that was supposed to be the bondage element. “Mama’s going to stop by.”

      “What?” Elias shot to his feet and began to pace. “Does Vicki know?”

      “Of course not,” Victor drawled, shooting a smug look at Elias through the mirror. “Wild horses wouldn’t have dragged her here if she knew Mama was coming too.”

      Worried, Jesse looked between the two men. “What’s wrong?”

      Elias rolled his eyes and blew out a disgusted breath. “Vicki doesn’t exactly get along with her mother. It’s like tossing two starving alley cats into a burlap sack when those two are in the room.”

      “So, what are you going to do?”

      Surprised at the low, intent tone of Jesse’s voice, Elias studied him. For the first time today, he met Elias’s gaze steadily without flushing, cringing, or dropping his gaze to the ground. He even narrowed his gaze and lifted his chin, his eyes challenging, as if to say, Take care of her. Or I’ll be more than happy to step into your place.

      Interesting. If Vicki’s well-being was in question, Jesse would apparently rise to the occasion.

      It was like a cattle prod shoved directly up Elias’s ass. He’d assumed the kid was a total pushover, a little lapdog who’d yip his head off and then run the opposite direction when threatened, but he couldn’t have been more wrong. He hated it when people made stupid assumptions and he’d just made a colossal one.

      Tipping his head back, he laughed but without rancor. Maybe hell had frozen over, because damned if he wasn’t starting to like this kid, even though every time he looked at Jesse he imagined that blond head between Vicki’s thighs.

      “What’s so funny?” Jesse took a step closer, his hands clenched into fists. “I’ll tell Vicki that her mother’s on her way and we’ll be gone in a heartbeat.”

      Elias gave him a friendly slap on the shoulder. “Thanks for reminding me that I can be an asshole.”

      Doubtfully, Jesse watched him like that friendly pat was going to turn into a right hook. “Doesn’t Vicki remind you of that often enough?”

      “Every chance she gets.”

      “So, what are we going to do? She’s already so nervous about the commercial and the gala just around the corner, not to mention…”

      Me. You. Us.

      She had to figure out what she was going to do about them. Whether they could work out some sort of illicit arrangement without anyone getting hurt, especially her.

      “I’ll handle Mrs. Connagher if she arrives while you’re filming the commercial.” Although he found himself wishing he’d grabbed his bullet-proof vest out of the trunk of his car. “You help Vicki get this done as quickly as possible and maybe we’ll be gone before Mrs. Connagher arrives. Otherwise, be prepared. She’s never in a good mood after dealing with her Mama. She’s likely going to rip our heads off if she even gets a hint that we knew her mother was anywhere inside the city limits and we didn’t warn her.”

      Jesse pulled his hair back into a rubber band. “I feel like we’re betraying her if we don’t tell her now.”

      “I’m the one who called Mama.” Until Victor spoke, Elias had forgotten her brother was even in the room. “Vicki needs her whether she knows it or not, and this stalemate of theirs has gone on way too long. They’re both too proud to come together on their own.”

      Staring into the other man’s dark eyes made even more alarming by the mask he wore, Elias suddenly realized he’d been very coolly and deliberately manipulated. Not only had Victor taken it upon himself to bring their mother into the picture to hopefully mend whatever rift was between her and Vicki, but he’d also managed to get Elias and Jesse working together like a team.

      Well done, V. But damned if I’ll ever tell him so.

      Watching Victor and his girlfriend tape their brief interlude for the commercial made Elias feel like a damned pervert. They performed as though the cameras and people simply disappeared, and they were alone in their bedroom. In a smooth, unscripted twenty seconds, Shiloh deliberately antagonized her Master and let him tie her hands together with his cravat. Then he bent her over a desk. The red dress displayed her bare back perfectly.

      The short vignette ended with a well-placed blow from his crop. They both wore masks, but everyone in Dallas who’d watched VCONN’s hit show, America’s Next Top sub, already knew that the CEO was a sadist. The masks would make the audience remember that thrilling first season and all the drama about Master V’s identity.

      Elias had never been a voyeur nor into S&M, but with Vicki standing beside him, he had to wonder. What was she going to do with Jesse? What sort of inclinations did she possess that she’d never told him? Had he been failing her in more ways than one this entire time?

      Gripping her chin, he turned her head up to him. In typical Vicki style, she growled beneath her breath and tried to jerk away, but he held her hard enough his fingers dug into her skin. He searched her eyes, trying to delve for secret needs and desires, but all he saw was anxiety. “Show me what you want to do to him.”

      She tried to look away but he held her firm, making her meet his gaze. “I can’t…”

      “You can do this, babe.” He planted a hard, quick kiss on her mouth. “Do it for me.”

      Jesse threaded his fingers through hers. Meeting his gaze, Elias gave him a subtle nod and the other man led her off for her final primping. Pale and halting, Vicki looked like they were taking her to the guillotine.

      “Whoa, what sort of place have you brought me to?”

      Elias turned as his partner joined him. “Hey, you’re early. I’m not ready yet.”

      “That’s cool.” Younger and taller, Colby had the hard, mean edge to him that a man only gained in active military duty for his country. Two tours in Afghanistan made him tougher and leaner than most rookies. Just two years older than Jesse, Colby had him beaten hands down in experience and confidence. In a fight or shoot out, Elias would never doubt that his partner had his back. “So, what’s going on?”

      “Vicki’s working on a commercial for her new fashion line. You might want to wait in the car—it’s going to get rather steamy in here.”

      Colby’s eyes narrowed with speculation. “Vicki’s your girl and she’s doing a steamy commercial with another guy. Why aren’t you out there?”

      Forcing a laugh, Elias shrugged. “She needs a pretty face for this. Besides, Jesse…” What could he say that wouldn’t make him look whipped for allowing another man to play with his woman? Eyes tight and hard, Colby waited for his response, and he wasn’t going to lie to his partner. “She’s mine, but Jesse’s hers.”

      Colby shrugged. “Whatever floats your boat, man.”

      Elias hadn’t been paired with his new partner long, but after that comment, he wouldn’t have traded him in for anyone else. He owed Colby big time. Which reminded him of one way he planned to pay his partner back. “Are we still on for Friday night?”

      “I don’t know.” Colby sighed. “Wilson backed out. He claims his old lady won’t let him play poker anymore, but I think he’s just too afraid of pissing Rodgers off even more.”

      Rodgers had been a pain in Elias’s backside for months. As a long-time veteran of the force, the man’s transfer to their department should have helped with their backlog, not stirred up animosity and racial tensions. The only reason the guy hadn’t been fired already was his seniority. In a few more months, Rodgers would retire. Until then, he took special delight in tormenting the youngest members of the force, which meant Colby had been on the receiving end of Rodgers’s shit for months. Colby wasn’t a tattletale sort of guy, so they’d decided to handle the man’s venom with a not-so-friendly game of cards.

      Rodgers had already been bragging how much he planned to fleece the “snot-nosed kid”. But if they couldn’t get at least one more neutral player, then even he might realize he’d been set up from the beginning. Unless… Surely Jesse has learned a few tricks or two on the streets.

      “I think I’ve got our fourth player. I’ll call you if he can’t make it, but assume we’re on.”

      “I don’t think we’ve met,” Mal drawled out in a whiskey dark voice that made Elias arch a brow in speculation. Damned if the cast-iron Mistress didn’t sound like a purring kitty eyeing its favorite toy. “I’m Malinda Kannes, Executive Producer here at VCONN.”

      “Pleased to meet you, ma’am. I’m Colby Wade, Detective Reyes’s partner.”

      “Oh, so you’re a detective too. You used to be a soldier if that haircut’s any indication. Have you ever done any acting?”

      “No, ma’am.” He gave Elias a look that said what the fuck is going on?

      She squeezed Colby’s biceps like she was measuring his arm for manacles. “So polite.”

      For all Elias knew, that’s exactly what she was doing. I hope she doesn’t decide to measure his other equipment.

      “How would you like to be my partner for just a little while?”

      Elias shook his head, trying to wave Colby off without drawing Mal’s attention, but she knew what he was doing.

      “Oh, don’t pay any attention to him. He doesn’t have any idea what kind of fun—” she squeezed Colby’s arm again, hard enough that his eyes flared, “—we’ll have.”

      Fuck being polite—Elias had to save him from doing something stupid. “If by fun you mean whips and shit. She’s a Domme, Colby. A Mistress. She’ll eat you for lunch.”

      “And what a delightful lunch that would be.” The fierce woman somehow managed to pout playfully. “I don’t have a partner for my portion of the commercial.” She gave Elias a knowing smirk. “Miss Vicki is so attached to her young man that I doubt she’ll share. It’s only for the commercial, Detective Wade. You wouldn’t leave a lady alone and desperate, would you?”

      “That depends, ma’am.” Colby’s voice remained even and calm, but he stiffened, like a soldier braced for bad news. “What exactly do you need me to do?”

      “Only this,” she whispered, losing some of her playfulness. “Stand tall, defiant, insurmountable and tempt me to crack that firm resolve.”

      Elias had thought her fierce voice was scary, but this softness made his blood run cold. His partner stared at her for several long moments without replying. Surely he wasn’t actually considering it. God only knew what kind of torture equipment Mal liked to use. Colby was too nice a guy to tell her to fuck off, especially on tape. He couldn’t…

      Colby gave her a thousand-watt smile of pure cockiness. “Sure. No problem.”
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      Jesse wasn’t used to people fussing over him. With a stylist yanking his hair and another powdering his face, he finally pushed up out of his chair and walked out of the room. She hadn’t told him to stay, and he was sick of the waiting.

      Vicki was going to play with him. In front of Elias. In front of the entire city. I can’t wait for everyone to see that I’m hers. Especially her cop.

      On set, he scanned the knots of people but Vicki must still be in the makeup room. Elias stood off to one side and by the tight, cold look on his face, he wasn’t happy. Jesse hesitated, trying to decide whether he wanted to face that displeasure. Victor and Shiloh were on set with a man he didn’t know, coaching him on his part with Mal.

      Shuddering, Jesse moved over to stand with Elias. He definitely felt safer there than anywhere near the Mistress. Vicki didn’t scare him, not at all, but Mal made him sweat and not in a good way.

      “Christ, I can’t believe he’s going to go through with this,” Elias muttered, sparing Jesse a glance. “Would you go out there? With Mal?”

      “Hell no. Who is that?”

      “My partner.”

      Shit. No wonder they were shoving a mask down over the guy’s face. Thanks to VCONN’s infamous shows, everybody knew Mal was the Mistress of Dallas. If a detective on the DPD was doing a scene with a Domme…on television…

      “Take your shirt off,” Mal said in a rich, smooth voice that sent cold chills down Jesse’s spine. She wasn’t speaking to him or even trying to command, but the steel echoed in her voice. When she spoke, she was heard, and even an innocent request became a demand.

      Colby simply arched a brow at her, either oblivious to that seductive power or so supremely confident that he bordered on stupidity. He didn’t seem to have a submissive bone in his body. Why did Mal want to play with a lean and mean cop?

      “What’s the harm? You’ll still have your pants.” Smooth and rich, her voice teased with just enough daring and not enough command to send the cop running in the opposite direction. “Besides, in that button-up shirt and tie, you look like a detective or an office employee. That’s not sexy enough for what we’re doing here.”

      Colby glanced back at his partner and Elias shook his head. “Don’t do it, man.”

      With a shrug, he loosened his tie and unbuttoned his shirt. “I’ll strip down to my T-shirt but no further. I’ve got too many tats for people to recognize.”

      Mal’s eyes smoldered even hotter and she wet her lips. “Nice. I hope you’ll show them to me someday.”

      “Ready on set,” Shiloh called out. “We just need a few seconds’ worth, guys. Your set up is a dance club. Colby, all we need you to do is be reluctant but intrigued. Mal will do a little flirting and convince you to leave with her. We need the belt involved, Mal. Remember the dress and the message we’re trying to get out. Fun, spur of the moment bondage, nothing serious. Right?”

      “Right.” Mal smiled like she was harmless. “Hit the music and let the cameras roll.”

      Slow rock with a heavy, pulsing bass began playing and someone flipped on a disco ball to cast sparkling lights across the set. Letting her body sway to the music, she turned away from the man watching her so warily. She danced alone, unafraid, not needing a partner on the floor, moving with a raw sensuality that had him staring at her with a growing hunger.

      Even Jesse felt that subtle pull. Mal’s sexual energy was magnetic, hypnotic, yes. But would it be enough to snag a man confident in his own sexual prowess?

      Playing along, Colby stepped up behind her and settled his hands on her hips. They moved together, just a couple flirting on the dance floor. Mal didn’t turn to him or try to take command of the dance. When his hands flexed on her hips, she agreeably turned in his embrace. She even snuggled her head up beneath his chin, letting him rock her body against his in time to the music.

      From the sidelines, Jesse couldn’t take his eyes off them. His muscles were tense, his heart pounding in anticipation. She’d make her move, he was sure of it, but when? How? So far she hadn’t given any indication that she was a Domme strong enough to command even the most virile man in her bed. He’d bet every dollar he’d managed to save on the streets that Colby wasn’t submissive. The man wouldn’t take kindly to being made to look like a fool, especially by a woman. In front of his partner, no less.

      He jerked hard enough that the swirling lights and shadows didn’t obscure his movement. It was hard to tell what happened, but Jesse thought she’d probably bitten the man’s neck. Hard, too, by the way he’d almost stepped out of her arms. Yet his hands dug harder into her lower back, pulling her tighter. Mal ran her hands down his arms, a slow rake of her nails that made Colby’s nostrils and eyes flare with surprise.

      Or growing lust.

      He growled, low and rough. “What are you doing to me?”

      She let out a husky laugh that made him tighten his hands threateningly. “Tempting you to walk on the dark side with me.”

      “You can’t handle my dark side, honey.”

      Her mouth quirked and she reached up to cup his cheek in her palm. “Try me. You might be surprised at the darkness I’ll find and how I’ll handle it. How I’ll handle you.”

      Holding his gaze, Mal took a step back and pulled the long braided red and black belt from her waist. She held it in both hands, lifting it so he could see it, still swaying her hips back and forth in time to the music. Teasingly, she reached up to drape it behind his neck. She pulled on it, bringing him down so she could brush her lips against his.

      Jesse watched, breathless, sure that any minute Colby was going to refuse, laugh and walk away, or maybe even flatten her. His body vibrated with that kind of violence. Or maybe he was simply fighting himself. He palmed the back of her head and clamped his mouth down on hers, kissing her brutally in an extreme show of strength.

      Mal even encouraged him, although she took his hand in hers.

      So she could wrap the belt around his wrist.

      He didn’t pull away or raise his mouth, even as she tied his hands together in front of him. His shoulders bunched and corded. It was obvious that he could refuse if he wanted. He could have jerked his hand out of her grip or shoved her away, but he allowed it. Raising his head, he glared down into her face, eyes glittering, face dark, but he didn’t walk away.

      That’s when Jesse understood what Mal had seen in the other man. She saw the challenge. Colby was a man who could physically and mentally refuse to bend to her will. If he chose to bend knee for her, it would be because he wanted to do so for her alone—not because he had to.

      Some submissives melt at their Dominant’s touch. Others fight because they want to be conquered. Mal would relish the battle of breaking Colby to her will.

      She turned and walked off set without a single glance back. Hesitating a few moments, Colby jerked his shoulders back, head high, and strode after her with the intent of a man ready to do some serious damage.

      Evidently he’ll relish the battle too.

      Elias cleared his throat. “Are you free Friday night?”

      “Um, sure,” Jesse replied, watching the man’s reactions carefully. The cop’s eyes were tight and guarded, but he didn’t seem threatening. Surely he wasn’t going to put a bullet in his skull and drop him off in the woods somewhere. “What’s up?”

      “Can you play five-card stud?”

      Jesse let a slow smile spread across his face. “That’s like asking a wino if he knows where the cheapest bottle can be found. I could play before I left home. Living on the streets, I learned to play for food. If I didn’t win, I starved. Why?”

      “Colby needs my help.” Elias hesitated, his face as hard as stone. His throat worked, as though he fought to get the words out. “And I need your help to pull it off.”

      An olive branch, of sorts. A man like Elias wouldn’t ask for help lightly, especially from the competition. But he wouldn’t want a big deal made about it, either. Keeping his face smooth, Jesse shrugged. “Sure, no problem.”

      Who knows? Maybe I can actually prove to him that I’m not completely worthless.
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      “Oh, Vicki,” Shiloh said, her eyes bright. “Your gown is incredible! It’s going to look wonderful on screen.”

      Fighting back nerves after what seemed like hours in the chair while professionals styled her hair and face, Vicki gave a little twirl so the heavier floor-length turquoise skirt fluttered, revealing the sheer red layers underneath. A matching long red scarf wound around her neck, crossed over the turquoise halter-style bodice and wrapped around her waist to tie in a loose bow in the small of her back. She could use the scarf for bondage in the commercial, or the neck cloth on Jesse’s shirt.

      Assuming I don’t hyperventilate first and pass out. “Thanks. It’s not my usual style, but it’s certainly eye catching.”

      “It’s perfect for a fancy party, which is the set up for your commercial. We’ve got well-dressed extras scattered throughout the room with a bar we borrowed from another set. For this first shot, you’re at the bar and Jesse will come up to you. You think he’s hot, but blow him off and leave out the right-hand door. Don’t worry about your lines—we’ll add a voice-over after we’re done.”

      “That’s it?” She tried not to sound surprised…certainly not disappointed. So far, this was a rather clean shoot, nothing to do with BDSM or risky wear. “Seems rather tame for what I thought we were going to do.”

      Shiloh gave her a knowing grin. “It’s the set up for what happens when he follows you. Don’t worry—we won’t be spending much time on this. Just look gorgeous and cold. Leave. Then we’ll set up for the next shot.”

      Cold and untouchable she could definitely do. She sat down at the bar while Shiloh lowered the lights. Music played and the quiet murmur of voices started. Taking a deep breath, Vicki gave the bartender a nod. It was easy to pretend that she was back at the firm, the reserved, cold-hearted attorney just off a case, out for a drink or two.

      Jesse walked up to the bar at her left elbow. Despite the cameras she knew were running and Elias watching in the wings, a surge of what could only be called lust blasted through her. Even in the darkened setting, his eyes glowed, the silk shimmered, and the low light glanced off his bound hair. He gave her a wide, hopeful smile. “Could I buy you a drink?”

      She arched a brow at him and openly let her gaze run down his body. “No thanks.”

      Ignoring her words, he eased closer, ducking his head down closer so his breath fluttered over her bare shoulder, his lips a faint caress. “Are you sure? I’m up for anything you’d care to try.”

      His body heated her arm and the subtle touch of his mouth made her want to arch against him and purr. Her skin sparked to life, remembering every single lick and nibble of that delicious mouth. She lifted her mouth tantalizingly close to his and allowed a smug little smile curve her lips. “I’m sure.”

      Slipping off her seat, she turned away and glided toward the door, head high. With a sinking feeling in her stomach, she noted that Elias had left.

      “Great job, guys!” Shiloh led them down the hall, talking over her shoulder. “This next part we’re going to film in the parking garage. V said we could use his car.”

      Turmoil roiled in Vicki’s mind, worry and nerves eating her alive. Elias had planned to stay through the filming. He’d taken half the day off just so he could be here this morning. Had an emergency come up? Or was it something else? Was he jealous? Had he been unable to watch her with Jesse? But they hadn’t even done anything on camera yet, which only made her more worried.

      Jesse took her arm, gently pulling her against his side. “What’s wrong?”

      Silently, she shook her head. It wasn’t something she wanted to discuss in front of Shiloh. Besides, nothing may be wrong. He could have been called to HQ early.

      “Elias’s partner did a scene with Mal and she’s got him cornered off set,” Shiloh said over her shoulder. “I hope he knows what he’s getting into. Mal looked like she would gleefully eat him alive.”

      So Elias hadn’t left for downtown, not if Colby was still here. That pit in Vicki’s stomach weighed heavier. By the time they made it to the basement garage, every butterfly she’d managed to forget had multiplied. She had to force herself to listen to the other woman’s words.

      “In this scene, you’re getting ready to go home, and Jesse catches you. He’s persistent, which annoys you. You decide to show him a little of what he’s asking for, hoping to scare him off.”

      Vicki’s palms were damp and her heart pounded so hard she started to get a headache. “Like what?”

      “Anything you want.” Shiloh winked, like surely Vicki had a hundred dirty ideas raring to go. “Just make sure you end up using your scarf or his cravat. Jesse, you come over here by me. We’ll open with a shot of her by the car. Wait a minute.”

      That didn’t sound good. Vicki turned around, half expecting to see Elias with his gun drawn or something equally dire, but the other woman merely frowned at her and V’s red Camaro.

      “The reds clash. V’s car isn’t going to work at all.”

      “We could use mine,” Vicki said.

      Shiloh winced. “I don’t think a Mini Cooper is going to be dramatic enough, hon. I mean, look at you. You’re not dressed for a Mini. You’re dressed for an expensive, high-end night on the town.”

      “I meant my Jag. I’ve been keeping it here in VCONN’s garage.”

      She led the way a few spots over to her silver Jaguar she hadn’t driven in months. She’d lived that status-seeking, high-stress performance lifestyle for far too long. That’s a phase of my life that’s thankfully gone forever. “It’s a leftover from my attorney days. It’s too good an investment to ditch the car—I just didn’t want to drive it around town any longer.”

      Shiloh whistled beneath her breath. “Perfect. Okay, give us a few minutes to set up over here and we’ll get started.”

      She marched off to move the camera and lighting crew, leaving Vicki alone with Jesse, who immediately took advantage of privacy. “Are you worried about Elias?”

      She nodded. “Did you notice when he left the set?”

      “No. But don’t worry about him. I know he’s not mad or anything.”

      Arching a brow, she twined her fingers in Jesse’s and pulled him closer. “How do you know?” He looked extremely guilty, which almost made her laugh. “Ah, you must have had a little man-to-man talk in the dressing room.”

      “You could say that. He wasn’t upset at all, not like I expected. I think it’s going to be fine, as long as you’re fine with it.” He let out a soft chuckle, but it sounded forced to her ears. “I mean, you can hardly look at me today, so I’m more worried about you than your cop.”

      She had to fight to keep from turning away from his steady, clear sea eyes. “You’re right. It’s just…awkward. I keep waiting for Elias to blow a gasket. I feel like I’m walking around on eggshells, which I hate.”

      Jesse leaned down so he could press his forehead against hers. “I know. I’m trying really hard to be patient and not push for more.”

      “But you want more,” she whispered. “So much more.”

      A tremor shook his body. “Yes. But I’ll wait until you’re ready. I’ll wait as long as it takes.”

      “What do you want? Exactly?”

      “I’ll show you.”

      

      Elias couldn’t explain his sudden urge to be on set with them. One minute he was watching the relatively tame scene at the bar, and the next, he was in the dressing room, slipping on the black shirt she’d made. He didn’t bother tying the neck piece, but left the shirt hanging open with the cloth loose like a scarf. He didn’t know how to tie the damned thing anyway.

      He caught a glimpse of himself in the mirror and hesitated. Everybody in Dallas would recognize him as the cop who’d done a sleazy commercial. He didn’t care for his own reputation, but he didn’t want to bring dishonor to the squad or his profession. Luckily, Victor had left a spare mask beside the shirt. Grimacing at the man’s arrogance, Elias pulled on a mask and hoped her brother didn’t gloat too much at how his grand plan had played out so well.

      It took him a few minutes to figure out where they’d gone to film the next section. He caught Shiloh’s eye so she knew his intention of joining the act, and then turned his attention to Vicki.

      Shoulders stiff and hands clenched at her sides, she was struggling and far from the relaxed, confident woman she could be. The cameras and attention made what should have been a private moment at home all the more stressful. However, the stiffness did help sell her act as a cold, reserved woman.

      It’s always been my job to help her release that hot-blooded side.

      Jesse came up to her as she unlocked the car. “If you’re leaving, take me with you.”

      “Get lost.” Her voice had frosted over, brittle as ice. “Look, kid, I’m trying to protect you.”

      Ignoring her words, he leaned down and kissed her shoulder boldly, daring a light nip if the jolt of her shoulders was any indication. “I don’t need any protection from you, ma’am.”

      She stared up at him like she didn’t recognize him, and Elias had to admit, he was surprised too. He’d never seen this calm, confident side of Jesse before. The heat in his eyes said he wasn’t going to stop until he got what he wanted. If he hadn’t ever pushed her before, he was about to get a shock of his own.

      Vicki’s eyes sparked. She shoved him back against the car so hard his breath rushed out. She grabbed his ponytail and jerked his head back, pinning him against the car like a bug, and he melted. His body went pliant, boneless, like she was the only thing holding him up. The only thing still making him breathe. That dependence and ultimate trust was complete and final, a very heavy responsibility.

      Vicki saw it too, and she faltered. Before she could stop the scene, Elias stepped up into the shot. She raised her head, her eyes wide and dark with guilt, desire and fear.

      Keeping his manner loose, he leaned down so his mouth hovered over hers. “I told you to show me what you want. I meant it.”

      He kissed her, taking immediate control of her mouth. He smashed her lips beneath his until her teeth dug into that tender flesh. Inhaling her mouth, claiming her breath, he left no doubt in her mind that he wanted her like no one else. Silently, he challenged her. Fight me. Make me conquer you, while you conquer him.

      When he broke the kiss, she tried to joke, but her voice trembled. “No shock and awe?”

      He let out a low, wicked chuckle. “Not unless that’s what you want, babe.”

      Jesse remained motionless against the driver’s side door, but his body wasn’t soft any longer. In fact, he looked like a gazelle about to leap into flight.

      Noting the camera position, Elias shifted slightly so they’d get a good shot of her gown and what he intended to do with it. After all, the clothes were the commercial—not this awkward yet intensely hot threesome they were trying to work out. He pulled on the red bow tied in the small of her back and dragged the red scarf free. “Do you want him?”

      Her chin lifted incrementally and her eyebrows rose in challenge. “Yes.”

      He captured one of Jesse’s wrists and looped the scarf around it, then the other wrist so eagerly offered. Elias had no idea what he was doing. Handcuff, yes. Frisk, absolutely. But this bondage shit? Hell no. So he put a big bow in the scarf for show, just like she’d been wearing.

      Despite his stick-up-the-ass conservatism, he was starting to think he really could get off on this. “Then I give him to you.”

      “Blindfold me,” Jesse whispered, his voice thick and slow. “Use my shirt. Make me totally helpless.”

      Elias had never seen anyone so willing to do absolutely anything for another person without a single reservation. He didn’t give her Jesse—he gave himself wholeheartedly, whether Elias approved or not.

      With trembling fingers, she pulled the turquoise cravat loose and wrapped it around Jesse’s head. Before she could start thinking about the cameras and what his reaction might be, Elias pushed against her, using his body to trap her against Jesse. While the other man shuddered with bliss beneath her, Elias bit her neck in that tender spot that always made her hot. He held her firmly with his teeth, running his left palm down her flank and hip.

      When she began unbuttoning Jesse’s shirt, Elias tugged her skirt up. He moved his mouth to her ear, biting her lobe hard enough she jerked against him with surprise.

      “I could take you like this while you play with him.” He heard the violence rumbling in his voice and he didn’t care. Neither did she, by the way she arched and rubbed against him like a cat. “Would you like that? Kissing him while I fuck you? Then maybe when I’m done, you might still have something left for him.”

      “Hell yeah,” she growled out against Jesse’s mouth. “Would you like that?”

      “God, yes. Do me now.”

      “Cut,” Shiloh called from the sideline.

      Biting back a curse, Elias tightened his grip on Vicki and buried his face against her neck. “If I had my service weapon, I think I’d have to shoot her.”

      She laughed raggedly. Jesse buried his face against her chest. She held him, running her fingers through his hair, but Elias couldn’t work himself up to jealousy. Not with her tempting ass tucked against his groin.

      “Shiloh, I hope you got enough for the commercial,” Vicki said, “because I don’t think we’ll survive another round.”

      “At least not in public,” Elias whispered against her ear.

      She stilled, tilting her head slightly so she could see him out of the corner of her eyes. “Are you serious?”

      “Maybe.” He blew out his breath in a gruff sigh. “Hell, Vik, you’re making me crazy, but I can’t seem to make myself care.”

      “Well, well, well.”

      Vicki went rigid in his arms. Shit, he’d gotten so caught up in the sensual playing for the commercial that he’d totally forgotten that Mrs. Connagher was going to stop by. So much for cutting the old hag off at the pass.

      Ripping off his blindfold, Jesse hopped up off the car like it’d suddenly roasted his ass and joined Elias. Side by side, they turned and faced her with Vicki behind them. She wasn’t one to cower or hide…unless the threat was her mother.

      The formidable matriarch of the Connagher family wasn’t a tall woman physically, nor exceptionally beautiful or stunning by typical beauty standards. She radiated confidence and power, though, and it only took one look into her dark eyes to see where her children had inherited their steely core. Mr. Connagher had passed away before Elias had the chance to meet him, but he’d have given his right arm to meet the man who’d managed to tame her long enough to sire three children. By Vicki’s stories, her parents had truly loved one another.

      Mrs. Connagher smiled and chills dripped down Elias’s spine. “Here I despaired of you ever settling your mind on one man and now I see two. Does that mean double the grandbabies?”
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      Vicki wanted a bottomless pit to open up and swallow her. Her stomach quivered so tight and uneasy that all she wanted to do was whirl away and run off set like demons chased her. What a nightmare. She’d taken great pains over the last few years to make sure Mama only saw her at her best, and they’d still blown up at each other. What the hell would this be like?

      Caught panting between Elias and Jesse in risqué clothing. God, please, just kill me now.

      Mama hugged Victor and for the time being, took delight in tormenting his fiancée. That gave Vicki enough time to smooth her dress and find her confidence. She’d faced down mean old judges with the power to throw her in jail if he didn’t like her blouse. She could certainly deal with Mama.

      “Vicki.” Mama smiled and held out her arms. Vicki’s face felt frozen and brittle, but she hugged Mama and gave her a dutiful peck on the cheek. “How’s my girl?”

      “Fine, Mama.” She knew Mama wanted an introduction or at least an excuse about what was going on, but Vicki refused to give an inch. Make her ask. That keeps the advantage with me.

      It worked at least a little, because Mama’s jaws tightened and her eyes narrowed. She turned to Elias and held out her hand. “Detective Reyes.”

      “Ma’am.”

      “I thought you were out of the picture.”

      His neck turned red, which was almost enough to make Vicki laugh out loud and relax. Almost, but not quite, because she was more worried about the other man standing on her right.

      “I’m Jesse Inglemarre, ma’am.”

      Mama took his hand, squeezing hard evidently, because Vicki noted the way his face tensed a moment before relaxing. His shoulders dropped, his body easing into the fierce grip like he did when she touched him. Suddenly she was so pissed, so mindless with jealousy and fury, that she couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t move. She wanted to strike out with violence, even against her mother.

      “Ah,” Mama breathed out and released him. “So the apple doesn’t fall far from the tree after all. When you picked Reyes, I honestly started to wonder. I thought maybe I’d been wrong.”

      “You’re never wrong, Mama.” Vicki didn’t even try to keep the bitterness out of her voice. At least that was better than violence. “I learned that a long time ago. Just another way I’ve let you down, right?”

      “Is that what you think?”

      Unperturbed by Mama’s unusually quiet voice, Vicki wrapped her arm around Jesse’s waist and pulled him against her. With Elias on her other side, she’d be shielded from the fiery darts Mama would lob at her. “I know it. First I quit my job at the firm after years of grad school and grueling overtime to try and make partner, all on a lark—to start my own clothing line. Now I’m dating two men at the same time. You’ve despaired of me ever getting married and settling down.”

      “Quitting that law firm was the best thing you’ve ever done.”

      Braced for an I-told-you-so tirade, it took Vicki several moments to realize that was actually a compliment. Stunned, she could only stare at Mama, searching those dark eyes so like her own for the truth. What she saw horrified her.

      A tear streaked down her mother’s face. “So that could only be your self-doubt, honey, if you think I’m disappointed in you. Same with Reyes. I knew you two were fire and oil, too explosive together. You’d kill each other before you’d ever work out enough of a truce for marriage, but that’s exactly what you wanted. In a way, you were punishing me by picking an upstanding man I had to like but you never intended marriage. Don’t look at me like that, Beulah Virginia.”

      Gaping, Vicki flinched at both the use of her real name and the sharper tone of voice, even while Mama dashed her tears away impatiently.

      “Don’t stand there so innocently shocked. If you’d really wanted Reyes, then you would have demanded he marry you or get the hell out. Forget this polite ‘dating’ and sometimes sleeping together crap. Either you love him or you don’t. Make up your damned mind and quit punishing me.”

      “I’m not…”

      “Aren’t you?” Mama cut in, taking a step closer to glare into her face. “You want to play pity party because you think you’ve let me down, but in reality, I’m the one who let you down, right?”

      Vicki backed away but ran into a hard body. At first she thought it was Elias, but he would have protected her from this confrontation. Her brother wouldn’t. Victor’s hands settled on her shoulders to hold her in place and comfort her at the same time. “Don’t run from this conversation, Little V. It’s beyond time that you two aired your grievances.”

      “This is your doing,” she whispered, blinking back tears. “You brought her here.”

      “Yes. Because I love you both and I can’t stand seeing you hurt each other any longer.”

      “You’re still mad about something that happened almost fifteen years ago.” Mama sighed and dropped her gaze to the floor. Vicki couldn’t hold back the tears, then, because her mother looked so dejected. “I let you down and you can’t forgive me. Every choice you’ve made since then was a deliberate act of punishment and rebellion.”

      Elias pressed closer to her side and whispered in her ear. “What happened?”

      She shook her head, but that didn’t stop Mama. Nothing would ever stop her. “A smooth-talking devil tried to take advantage of her while she was up north visiting my mother.”

      The cop in Elias made him tense. Vicki knew he was assuming the worst. “He regretted his mistake pretty quickly when I kneed him in the groin and broke his nose before he could do much but rip my shirt.”

      Victor laughed. “Then Conn got his hands on the little runt.”

      “My poor taste in boys nearly got my brother arrested. Strike one for me, right, Mama?” Vicki couldn’t keep the sharpness out of her voice, even though her mother winced. “You never trusted me to go up to Miss Belle’s alone after that.”

      Mama’s eyes flared with surprise. “That’s why you quit going, isn’t it? Honey, I had no idea you wanted to go again. We thought you might be scared to go back and deal with the gossip.”

      She laughed, but the sound hurt her ears. “Right. Have to worry about those gossipers. It was all my fault anyway.”

      “I never…”

      “Yes, you did.” Each word rang like a sledgehammer in her head. “You said I should have had better taste than that. You said you were disappointed. In me. Not the asshole trying to rip off my shirt. Me.”

      “Honey, I was out of my mind with worry. As God is my witness, that boy was lucky he had Conn to deal with instead of your Daddy. By the time we drove up to Missouri—and knew you were all right—he’d calmed down, but I’d listened to him rant and rave for six hundred miles. Add that to my own rage, and it was all I could do not to horsewhip that fool, no matter how rich and important his family.

      “I was not at my best. I apologize. I said the wrong thing. I know it. I never once blamed you for what happened. Never. But you refused to ever let me tell you how sorry I truly am. I love you more than anything in the world, honey. Don’t you know that? I’ll say it again. I’m sorry. I was wrong to make you feel badly after such a traumatic event.”

      Vicki had to touch her mouth to make sure she wasn’t gaping like a beached fish. She’d never heard her mother apologize or admit that was wrong. Not once in thirty years.

      “However,” Mama said slowly, drawing the word out.

      Vicki groaned out loud. I should have known an apology was too easy.

      “You had no business dating a boy like that. Yes, his family was rich and influential, but he was all show, no heart. He was like a sleek, flashy horse prancing in the arena, but as soon as you ask him to run a mile, he ends up winded and lame because he’s not built to run. You were too concerned with status, fitting in, making the right sort of friends, and that had me worried. I’ve been worried for a long time, but I couldn’t get you to stand in the same room without arguing about something ridiculous.”

      “I don’t care about status.”

      “The hell you don’t. Take a look at that fancy car behind you. Why did you become a defense attorney? Why did you take the job at Wagner & Leeman’s in the first place?”

      Vicki opened her mouth to retort, but Mama cut her off with a sharp gesture.

      “Don’t get me wrong. I’m not slamming attorneys. Our justice system needs them. But you didn’t help the truly innocent people who need a good defense. You were getting drug dealers and money launderers out of jail when that’s exactly where they should have been rotting. It only took meeting your boss one time for me to know he was the worst sort of bottom feeder, every bad cliché and joke about lawyers wrapped up into one. Yet you slaved for him, determined to make partner. And for what? A flashy Jaguar? A high-priced downtown condo?

      “And here you are again, pussyfooting around, tied up in knots about your men. Not because they’re not willing to work something out for you. Not because you don’t love them both, because I can see it as clear as the nose on your face. No, you’re afraid of what people will think. You’re afraid to follow your heart instead of worrying about climbing some societal ladder that only you care about. You’re going to be in the public eye for this fashion show, and you’re frozen with indecision because people might talk. There might be scandal.”

      Vicki didn’t know what to say. Her mind felt numb, cold and shaken. Was that true? Did she care too much about what everyone else thought and expected, instead of just following her heart?

      “Everybody lets people down no matter how they try not to,” Mama said in a dull, heavy voice as she turned to leave. “I’m sorry, Vicki. I let you down. I hope someday you can forgive me.”
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      Bundled up in a quilt—made by Mama—on the couch, Vicki snuggled deeper into Elias’s side. He had his arm around her shoulders, while Jesse stretched out on her other side with his head in her lap. She ran her fingers over and over through his hair and tried to think about what Mama had said, but she was hollow inside.

      Crying always did that to her.

      Elias had managed to come back tonight instead of working late, and her tears had shockingly not driven him off. His fingers made slow, gentle circles on her upper arm. “Why didn’t you ever tell me about that jerk?”

      “Because.” She shrugged, trying to be nonchalant, but Elias let out a low growl. “It’s not something I’m very proud of.”

      “Hell, Vik, you busted the asshole’s nose. I’d be pretty damned proud of that.”

      “I didn’t have a crush on him or anything, but I did like the way people treated me when they thought we were dating. Usually my brothers and I showed up for a few weeks and everybody treated us like we had the plague. Once I started dating Jared, everybody wanted to talk to me. I was invited to go to the lake, shopping, everything. A group of us drove up to Springfield and hung out at the mall. That’s when I first became interested in clothes and fashion, because I’d never gone to a mall with Mama. She’s not a big shopper, and we usually bought all our clothes in town instead of driving down to Dallas.”

      “When did you decide to become a lawyer?”

      A wry smile twisted Vicki’s lips. “When my brother was almost thrown in jail for beating Jared up. I’d already broken his nose, but Conn just about killed him. I had to pull him off, and if anyone other than Miss Belle had been there, I’m sure they would have thrown him in prison. It would have been my fault, and I was determined to find a way to get him—and others like him—out of prison. Somewhere along the way, I lost sight of that.”

      She swallowed hard and forced herself to broach the painful subject they’d been avoiding—but still stewing about—for so long. “When Donnie was killed by one of our clients, I was sick. I mean it, Elias. I threw up in the women’s restroom, over and over, on my knees, clinging to the toilet and wishing I’d taken the bullet instead of him. I’d been lying to myself for so long, pretending that I was happy with my job, that I was doing the right thing. When he died, all I could think about was: what if that had been you shot dead? By my client. I’ll never forgive myself that Donnie’s gone, but God, Elias, if it’d been you…I would have killed myself.”

      “Ah, babe.” He held her, pressing his mouth to her temple. “I felt guilty too. I kept thinking that bullet should have had my name on it, not his. I didn’t have kids who’d have to grow up without a daddy. I didn’t have a wife who’d cry herself to sleep for years. But I finally convinced myself it wasn’t my fault. Shit happens, bad shit, I know, but there wasn’t anything I could do about it. There wasn’t anything you could do about it either. Even dirtbags have rights. I didn’t like it, but you were only doing your job.”

      “I left my office that day and went to the park.”

      Elias tensed slightly against her. She’d managed to surprise him after all. “Even then, you went to Jesse.”

      “I was too ashamed to call you. I was afraid you’d curse me out, or worse, just blow me off. God, Elias, if I’d called you and you refused to talk to me, I don’t know what I would’ve done. I was so out of my mind I had to see someone. Someone…safe.” She curled her hand around Jesse’s cheek and his lips brushed her fingers. “Deep down, I knew he’d be there for me. He wouldn’t question or judge me, because I knew Mama was right. Leeman is absolutely a bottom feeder, but when he walks into a courtroom, everyone pales. I guess I wanted people to quiver with fear when I walked into the courtroom too.”

      “You make me quiver every time I see you. You’re one hell of a woman, Vicki Connagher. I’m glad you and your brother beat that punk up. I’m glad you’re a strong, powerful woman who’s willing to go up against anyone and anything to make sure the law is followed. You were one hell of an attorney, and if I were ever on the wrong side of the law, there’s no one else in the world I’d want defending me.”

      Cupping her cheek, Elias kissed her so tenderly her eyes burned again. Tenderness from him—or her—was as rare as her phone calls to Mama in the last few years.

      Jesse sat up, a sheepish look on his face. He scooted away and began to stand up, but she turned and reached for his hand. “Where are you going?”

      “It’s late. I ought to leave you two alone.”

      “Not without a kiss goodnight.” Elias’s voice sounded normal, but when she searched his face, she noted that his jaw was tight. “I might be a mean son of a bitch, but I’m not cruel. We did a lot of tormenting and play today. He’s going to need a little more from you than a peck on the cheek.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “I need to see how I’m going to feel when I see you touching him.” He ran his hand through his hair and ground his teeth. “I’ll be honest, Vik. It’s going to be damned hard for me to watch. But we need to start somewhere.”

      Jesse slipped off the couch and moved over to kneel in front of her. The sight of him waiting on his knees made her heart thud heavy and hard. Her pulse jumped, her blood hot and sweet, rushing through her veins. The light in his eyes was intoxicating. Touching him, even her fingers stroking his cheeks, increased that feeling of rising desire.

      She kissed him, trying to keep it fairly clean for Elias’s sake. She didn’t want him to see her gobbling up another man, but the way Jesse melted against her made her crazy. Boneless, he sank into her embrace, soft, open, and willing for anything she needed. All too quickly, she found herself gripping his bottom lip in her teeth. She dug her fingers into his buttocks, pressing him as close to her as possible.

      Breaking the kiss, she dropped her head to his shoulder and concentrated on breathing. Damn it, what had happened to her control? Her desire to protect Elias as much as possible? Another few minutes and she would have shoved her hands down Jesse’s jeans.

      “Are you okay?” She didn’t dare lift her head to seek Elias’s reaction. Jesse didn’t answer—he knew who she was asking.

      “Yeah,” Elias replied in a graveled voice that made her shiver. “I’ve never seen anyone go so limp and eager like that. It’s like he’s giving you every single thing he’s got. His breath. His will. God, no wonder he makes you so hot, Vik. He’s begging you to ravish him.” He must have leaned close because his hot breath moistened her ear. “Show me some more.”

      

      Elias had never thought of himself as a Peeping Tom, but he couldn’t deny that he was rock-hard and throbbing at the sight of his woman kissing another man. It wasn’t any man, though. If it were anyone but Jesse in her arms, he’d probably be dead. The kid wasn’t a threat to him. Vicki wanted him, but she gave Elias no doubts about how much she wanted him too.

      She released Jesse’s ass to jerk his T-shirt over his head. Using the soft cotton, she tied his hands together in the small of his back. She’d been feeding him well, because he wasn’t as painfully thin as when she’d first taken him in. “What do you want?”

      “Rough me up a little,” he gasped. “Pull my hair or bite me. God, I’d love it if you’d bite me hard enough to bruise.”

      She wound her fingers in his hair and gave his head an experimental jerk. “Like that?”

      “Harder. Force me to bend to your will.”

      Elias made himself hold his breath for a count of ten and then let it out slowly. Damned if he was going to embarrass himself by hyperventilating…or coming in his pants like a pimply-faced teenager.

      She pulled Jesse’s head back, forcing him to arch his neck and upper body away from her. She had strong hands, so Elias knew she was pulling hard, giving him what he’d asked for. With her other hand, she began unbuttoning Jesse’s jeans. His breathing was loud, rasping through his strained throat.

      “Make me wait,” he ground out. “Don’t let me come without your permission.”

      “Okay.” She twisted her fingers tighter in his hair and pressed her mouth to his neck.

      By the way he jerked and groaned, she wasn’t kissing him. There was a reason Elias joked that she was like a shark or a crocodile—she’d always loved biting, and the neck and shoulder were her favorite targets. She ran her mouth down Jesse’s neck to his shoulder, leaving bites as she went, harder, really working the underlying muscle. He moaned louder, his breath panting, his skin a sheen of sweat.

      Finally, she got his jeans unbuttoned. His shoulders bunched, tendons standing out in his neck.

      “Not yet.” She let out a husky laugh, tracing his ear with her tongue. “You said to make you wait.”

      “I’m going to die.”

      “Good,” she purred. “Elias loves it when I do this to him.”

      “The hell I do.” He did, though, and she loved it too, because he gave as good as he got. “Why don’t you dig those claws into him? He’ll really like that.”

      She cupped Jesse’s balls, using her nails to grip that fragile skin. His eyes fluttered shut. Completely surrendered to her, his body hummed and vibrated like a delicate instrument in her hands. It was all Elias could do not to jerk open his own pants. Then she could have a cock in each hand. Maybe even have a contest over who could last the longest when she started using her mouth.

      Christ, all the blood must have leaked out of my skull for me to even think about such a thing.

      Shifting around to Jesse’s side so he was between them, Vicki stared over his shoulder at Elias. Her eyes were dark, gleaming pools of need. She tightened her hands, drawing a louder cry from Jesse. Defenseless, eager, softly pained male, it was a sound that Elias never thought he’d hear, let alone one that would turn him on. But it did. Because the woman he loved had drawn out that sound from the other man’s throat.

      Still holding his gaze, she bit Jesse’s left shoulder, gripping the top muscle in her teeth firmly like a pit bull. He arched in a trembling, straining bow, his cock rising hard and desperate to rub against her, but she only bit him harder. “Please!”

      She released him enough to speak. “Say my name.”

      He shuddered, as though she’d told him to stick his finger in a light socket. “I can’t. I’ll come, I swear it.”

      “Then come.” She jerked his head to the side and sank her teeth into his straining neck.

      “Vicki.” Just a whisper that Elias barely heard, but Jesse’s body erupted, shaking and twisting in her arms. She held him firmly, unwavering in her strength, and it was so damned moving that Elias couldn’t look away.

      He could imagine exactly how desperate and wretched Jesse’s life must have been on the street. How many times had someone hurt, used and then discarded him? When had anyone cared about his welfare? Had he been able to trust anyone at all to take care of him?

      Yet nothing but absolute trust and love gleamed in his eyes when he looked at Vicki. She deserved that trust and that love. Her strength would never falter.

      Unlike mine. Shame pierced Elias to the core. He’d abandoned her when she’d needed him the most. He hadn’t held her like this when she’d been alone. I failed her.

      Trembling in the aftermath, Jesse sagged against her. She held him, smoothing her hands over his chest, shoulders, and arms. She kissed the marks she’d left in his throat and whispered something in his ear that made him smile, a slow, heavy-lidded sensual curve of his lips.

      Fed by his own guilt, Elias’s jealousy suddenly hit the flash point. His stomach churned like he’d eaten nothing but her killer chili for days. Nothing could change his mistakes or roll back the past. If part of his atonement meant he had to share her with another man, then by God he’d swallow his pride and let her have him.

      How am I going to keep my sanity when she decides to fuck him for real?

      After she jerked the makeshift cotton bindings off his wrists, Jesse pulled up his jeans and stood. He cleared his throat, shifting his feet, and finally muttered, “Good night”, in Elias’s direction. All he could manage was a curt nod, but that seemed to satisfy the kid.

      Unable to meet his gaze, she leaned back against him. He wrapped his arms around her and she whirled around to burrow deep into his embrace. “Sorry. I know that had to be hard.”

      He didn’t say anything, but he couldn’t help the involuntary spasm of his arms, clutching her tighter as though he could rip her away from the other man entirely. To reassure her, he kissed the top of her head.

      “I know we’ve talked about the possibilities, but the reality is going to be difficult, embarrassing and emotional. For all of us. I don’t want to hurt you, Elias.”

      “I’m all right, babe.” So why did his voice sound like he’d swallowed broken glass? He forced himself to continue without clearing his throat like a hapless fool. “It was actually rather hot. You know I love your passion.”

      She pulled back enough to look into his eyes. He tried to smile, but it was lopsided and he could only hope agony didn’t glint in his eyes like tears. “What can I do to make it up to you?”

      “That’s easy.” He nuzzled her neck, sliding his hand down to knead her ass. “I’m as cheap as a two-dollar whore when it comes to you.”

      Solemnly, she stood and turned to face him, refusing—or unable—to joke and help him push his emotion away. Holding his gaze, she undressed, not making it a show at all, but a slow, deliberate gift. She looked at him with those dark eyes, so deep and naked with longing for things he didn’t know he could give her let alone voice. Had he ever told her that he loved her, really loved her? How could he admit that part of him wanted to murder Jesse, even though he knew that would hurt her?

      She slid onto his lap, unbuttoned his shirt and pushed it off, running her hands over him lovingly as she’d done to the kid just a few minutes ago. No matter his turmoil, his erection hadn’t faded at all. She took him into her body but it was different. She moved slowly, giving instead of taking, staring endlessly into his eyes, and she was too damned beautiful to bear.

      She was tying him in knots and ripping open scabs from wounds he didn’t even know he possessed. “What are you doing to me, babe?”

      “Loving you.” She cupped his face in her hands and pressed soft, gentle kisses over his face. Angel’s wings. “What are you doing to me?”

      “Loving you.” He clutched her, his grip too hard and painful, but he couldn’t help it. He found her ear and whispered raggedly, “I do. Always have.”

      “I know.”

      Yet shame choked him. She deserved all the words, his heart laid bare. She deserved a ring on her finger, his name, every goddamned thing he possessed. Why did he hold back and reserve judgment, protecting himself with that cold, rigid logic that swore she couldn’t handle him or his job?

      Despite his turmoil, he couldn’t hold back his lust. Desire roared through him, consuming him. In seconds, he climaxed, too quickly for her. Shuddering like Jesse had moaned in her arms, he tried to calm his breathing and find his mental faculties again, but all he could do was clutch her. “I don’t want to lose you.”

      “You’re not losing me, Elias. Look at me.” She pulled his face up and the stern, strong woman who’d marched into courtrooms for battle glared down into his eyes. “You’re not losing me. I love you more than ever.”

      “But I left you. I was out of the picture, as Mama put it so elegantly. I screwed up, babe.”

      She tucked his face against her breasts and ran those strong, powerful fingers down the back of his skull, kneading his neck gently to help ease the tension vibrating his body. “You’re back now. Just don’t leave me again.”
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      The silence in the truck was deafening, but Jesse didn’t feel inclined to talk. Trapped in a vehicle with Vicki’s other man in rush-hour traffic—it had to be a new circle of hell. Let him break the ice. See if he has anything nice to say for once.

      “Here’s the deal.” Elias finally spoke but didn’t glance away from the bumper-to-bumper traffic. “Rodgers is a big-mouthed braggart who thinks he has the biggest dick on the squad. He’s been giving everybody a bad time, but especially Colby because he’s the youngest detective in our division. We’re hoping to teach him a lesson tonight that’ll convince him to back off before one of us busts his mouth.”

      “So you’re going to let him think he’s the greatest card shark in Dallas until he’s in deep and then take him for everything but the shirt on his back.”

      “No.” Elias spared a quick glance at Jesse, his mouth quirked with a dark glint in his eyes. “I want his shirt too. This asshole has been riding my partner hard, and Colby’s taken everything Rodgers dished without complaint. But enough is enough. That’s where you come in.”

      “You want me to help you play him, get him to bet larger.”

      “If Colby or I start winning, then he’ll know he’s being played and he’ll jump ship before we can teach him a lesson. He doesn’t know you. Nobody on the force knows you. If you play some cat and mouse with him, really get him to playing along and betting heavier, he’ll never see it coming.”

      Jesse turned his head and stared unseeing out the window. “I can do that, sure. Just pretend you don’t know me. I’m assuming you can spot me enough cash to lure him into heavier betting?”

      “I’ve got you covered. Besides, it’ll be pretty obvious I know you since I’m bringing you to the game. I’ll just say you’re Vicki’s friend.”

      Friend. That word burned a hole in Jesse’s heart.

      Elias drove in silence a few minutes. When he started to speak again, he had to clear his throat. “Look, Rodgers is a real ass. I can’t vouch for his manners, if you know what I mean.”

      The cop almost managed to be magnanimous. Jesse grinned at him. “Watch out, Detective Reyes, I might start to think you care about what happens to me.”

      Elias snorted. “Vicki’ll kick my ass if I let anything happen to you.”

      When they walked up to a dingy, tiny apartment, Jesse had no idea it was Elias’s until he used his key to open the door. Inside wasn’t much better, just more beige. No pictures on the wall or any color softened the room. The only bright spot was a picture of him with Vicki. Elias was decked out in his dress uniform, and Vicki wore a gorgeous but simple black dress. The smile on her face warmed the room as much it touched Jesse’s heart.

      “Pretty shitty, I know.” Elias tossed his keys on the counter and jerked his head toward the table in the corner where he’d set up the game. “That picture’s from the Policeman’s Ball two years ago. I didn’t go last year.”

      His last partner’s death hung in the silence. For some reason, Jesse felt compelled to say something in her defense. “She cried that day. She kept asking herself over and over what she’d do if that’d been you.”

      Elias let out a noncommittal grunt, gruff and brash as usual, but Jesse noted the man kept his back to him as he pulled beers out of the fridge.

      “If anything ever happened to you, she’d be devastated,” Jesse added softly. “But she’s proud of what you do.”

      Elias was saved from having to answer by the doorbell. Colby walked in with another man, but it was clear from their body language that they were far from friends. Rodgers was a meaty, balding man with the reddish nose and cheeks of a hard-core alcoholic. He set those bloodshot eyes on Jesse and guffawed. “I never thought you’d find a more useless excuse for a man than Wade here, but I do believe you’ve achieved the impossible. Who’s this little cream puff?”

      “Jesse, meet Detective Frank Rodgers. Frank, this is Jesse Inglemarre, a friend of Vicki’s.”

      Rodgers took a seat directly across from Jesse and helped himself to a beer. “You marry that broad yet? Wait, I know that answer. By the looks of this dump, you haven’t.”

      Colby smiled, just a good-old boy innocent grin that didn’t fool Jesse one minute. This man had killed in the line of duty and burned to do it again. “Isn’t that why we’re not at your place, Frank?”

      Rodgers harrumphed beneath his breath. “Are you going to hand over this month’s pay to me or what?”

      As they started playing, Jesse concentrated on simply watching, quiet and unassuming. Elias and Colby joked about people at work and their various cases, but Rodgers had nothing positive to say whatsoever. For the first three hands, no one even spoke to Jesse. However, he didn’t miss the surreptitious looks from Rodgers, slow and reluctant, as though he hated looking but couldn’t help himself.

      With each look, the man’s eyes burned darker with ugly emotion, and Jesse felt himself shrinking moment by moment, hiding, trying to disappear as he’d done on the streets. Lost, dirty, weak, feelings he’d thought he’d left outside of Vicki’s home.

      Unfortunately, he knew this sort of man all too well.

      Rodgers was the kind of man who’d beat the crap of out him…while raping him.

      Never again. He closed his eyes and took a deep breath, held it, and then relaxed it slow and easy. He already knew he could survive just about anything, but this time, he had friends. No one was going to hurt him. As Elias had said earlier, Vicki would tear a new hole for anyone who even thought about it. I don’t have to take anyone’s shit anymore simply to survive.

      Just thinking about the way her eyes would spark, her body tight and controlled as she stomped over to plow her fist into Rodgers’s meaty gut made Jesse smile.

      He caught Rodgers’s glance again. The man didn’t like that smile for all the wrong reasons. So Jesse smiled more. He deliberately made his bottom lip pouty. Thinking about Vicki, he let his eyes smolder. Just let this asshole try something.

      The more he smiled, the heavier Rodgers bet. And the more he lost.

      When Elias’s phone rang, he called a pause to the game so he could take the work call in the other room. Jesse took the opportunity to slip into the dark galley kitchen. Breathing rapidly, he rested his head against the fridge and concentrated on deepening each breath. He almost felt high, his brain buzzing, his muscles so loose he didn’t know if he could stand for long.

      He wanted to laugh. He wanted to call Vicki right now and tell her how afraid he’d been, but how she’d helped him get over it without even being here.

      The memory of her scent washed over him, hot and spicy, her hands strong as she held him, her reluctant passion that blasted them both. She made him feel confident, powerful in a way he’d never known before. She gave him the safety to ask for exactly what he wanted and needed, without fear or shame.

      How could he ever be afraid again?

      A hard hand seized his shoulder and whirled him around. Rodgers loomed over him, trapping him in the dark shadowed corner, his breath sour with beer. “Exactly who are you, boy?”

      His life on the streets flashed through his mind. Trapped in a dark alley, hard hands forcing him to his knees, the reek of fear and rotting trash and old whiskey in his nose. The sick pit in his stomach as a stranger jerked open his pants and grabbed his head.

      Instead of fear, rage bubbled up inside him. He shoved Rodgers hard enough the man reeled and cracked his head on the cabinet behind him. “Don’t touch me!”

      Deadly fury twisted Rodgers’s face.

      Time slowed. Jesse saw the fist coming, but fear didn’t cripple him. He ducked enough that the meaty fist only grazed his mouth, while he jerked his knee up into the cop’s crotch. It might be a girly move, but nothing disabled a man faster than a hard knee to the family jewels.

      Rodgers let out a guttural roar. His face blazed red, his fists ready to pound Jesse into a pulp, but for once in his life, he didn’t back down. He even managed to smile at the man despite his sore lip, deliberately emphasizing his dimples. “Come at me again, you son of a bitch, and I’ll—”

      Suddenly Elias slipped in front of him so fast that one minute Jesse was glaring at the belligerent cop and the next he could only see Elias’s broad back. He lunged and Rodgers crashed against the table. Chips clattered to the floor. “What the fuck is going on in here?”

      

      Rage pulsed in Elias so thick and dark he couldn’t breathe. He’d neglected to protect an innocent person, let alone a friend, in his own home. Worse, he was the one who’d brought Jesse into harm’s way. He’d known exactly what sort of asshole Rodgers could be. Anyone stupid enough to hassle Colby—a former Marine with combat experience—would chew Jesse up and spit him out.

      “Hey!” Jesse tugged on his arm, trying to pull him away from the other cop. “I don’t need your help.”

      Elias turned enough to look into Jesse’s face and his blood ran cold. “You’re hurt. That son of a bitch hit you!” Whirling around, he seized a handful of Rodgers’s shirt and jerked him up on his toes, shoving his face down toward the other man’s. “How dare you come into my house and put your hands on my guest?”

      “The fucking pansy came on to me!”

      Jesse surged forward, fists clenched at his sides. Now it was Colby’s turn to hold him back. “That’s a lie!”

      “He was flirting with me! You both saw it, unless you’re as blind as a bat.”

      “So that explains it,” Colby drawled.

      “What?” Rodgers retorted.

      “Why you lost so much.” Colby winked at Elias and gave Jesse a friendly slug on the arm. “You were too busy making eyes at our good-looking friend to pay attention to your cards.”

      Reining his temper back was like holding on to a snarling rabid pit bull with a single strand of thread, but Elias forced out a hard laugh. He eased back on the intimidation factor and released Rodgers. “I can’t wait to tell the boys downtown. We finally know Frank’s weakness.”

      Rodgers flushed so dark that his cheeks were a vivid purple. “Not a word, Reyes, or you’ll both regret it.”

      Elias burned to simply snarl and bite a hunk out of the bastard. “Everybody knows you’re just driving a desk until you can take your pension. Don’t fuck it up by pissing in my territory again, Frank. You leave my friends alone, whether we’re on the job or not.”

      “This little—”

      Elias could see the slur forming in the man’s eyes. Before he could say it, Elias stepped back into the man’s space, chin jutting, fist aching to slam into the man’s mouth to shut him for good. “Don’t even think about it, Frank.”

      “I’ve got pull with the lieutenant. I can get you thrown back on a beat over in Fort Worth with a snap of my fingers.”

      So much for his plans to keep this away from office politics as much as possible. It was all Elias could do not to drag his fingers through his hair and curse. He shouldn’t have put Jesse in harm’s way. Then he’d compounded that mistake by losing his temper and putting his hands on Rodgers.

      Son of a bitch. I fucked myself into a corner.

      “Oh, now, detectives, we don’t have to get nasty, do we?” Jesse drawled in a buttery purr that made Elias’s eyebrows rise. With a coy little pout, he sidled up to Rodgers and playfully walked his fingers down the man’s chest. “You like it rough, huh? How many times has someone noted that you roughed up a witness, just a little? I bet they’ll all believe me when I admit that you bloodied my mouth before trying to force me into sucking you off.”

      Rodgers sagged against the wall. “Never. They’d never believe it.”

      “He has witnesses.” Colby looked over at Elias. “Don’t you have a camera handy so we can take a picture of the evidence?”

      “You didn’t see a thing!”

      “It was so dark in that kitchen,” Colby replied, his voice going hard and mean. He’d been chomping at the bit to get back at Rodgers for too long. He sure wasn’t missing out on his chance now. “I’m not sure what all I saw but it won’t look good for you.”

      Elias could see through Rodgers’s bluster. His eyes darted toward the door and sweat poured down his meaty face. If the bastard didn’t get his blood pressure calmed down, he’d probably have a coronary before he got home.

      All he wants to do is get out of here and forget it ever happened.

      “I’ll tell you what,” Jesse said in an even, calm voice that still echoed with an undercurrent of power. Elias had to do a double take, because he’d never heard the kid talk in such a confident, nearly aggressive way. “You lay off my friends, and I’ll forget about getting backed into a dark corner in the kitchen. Deal?”

      Rodgers straightened and ran a hand over his balding head to smooth back his comb-over. He studiously avoided meeting any of their gazes as he headed for the door and walked out.

      “And I was never here,” Colby said in a dramatic voice, breaking the ice.

      Laughing, Elias started to clear off the table. The other two men helped in companionable silence. A new sense of equal footing echoed between them. Jesse had managed to surprise him yet again, confidently dealing with Rodgers’s violence and hatred without falling apart. He must have seen a lot of crap like that on the street. Yet he’d managed to clean himself up and had stayed drug free. He’d gotten his life back on track. Yes, Vicki had provided the opportunity, but Jesse was doing the work himself. He’d even managed to help Elias out the nightmare he’d created by losing his temper.

      “Hey, thanks,” Jesse said quietly once Colby had moved into the kitchen.

      “For what?” Bringing you here to deal with an asshole and getting your lip busted open?

      “For protecting me. That means a lot to me.”

      “No sweat,” Elias replied in a gruff voice that made Jesse roll his eyes and laugh. Good. The kid was beginning to figure out he wasn’t all bite after all.

      Colby tossed an ice pack to Jesse. “Yeah, we’ve got your back, Jesse. But you might want to take care of that lip before you get home, or Vicki’ll rip poor Elias limb from limb. I’m out of here.” He shook hands with both of them. “I’ve got a hot date.”

      Elias groaned. “You’re not going out with Mal, are you?”

      Colby winked at Jesse. “Maybe.”

      Elias called after him. “Then you’ll be the one ripped limb from limb!”

      Surely he was mistaken, because he thought Colby muttered, “God, I hope so.”
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      The phone would not stop ringing. Harried and stressed with last minute preparations for the fashion show, Vicki finally turned the phone off until she could hire a secretary. The ad had been running on VCONN all week and boy, was it paying off. Shiloh’s idea had generated hundreds of orders already.

      How am I ever going to keep up? Vicki stared at the stack of forms and despaired. It was a wonderful problem to have, definitely. More hiring is in my future.

      After this damned show.

      She stared at herself in the bathroom mirror, twisting so she could see the sides and back of the gown she’d crafted. Pride brought tears to her eyes. After all these years, she’d finally made something she was proud of. It made her feel beautiful, powerful, invincible, everything she’d need to get through the clamor and glitz tonight. Victor had warned that the media attention would be fierce and the questions might get too personal.

      What could she expect after starring in the ad? She could stand there and protest it didn’t mean anything, it was just an ad. Or she could smile mysteriously and lead her two men inside.

      At least that’s what I intend to do. If Elias shows, that is.

      He’d promised to escort her to the show, claiming he wanted nothing less than to sit beside her and cheer as her designs came down the runway, but her mind came up with dozens of reasons he’d surely rather absent himself. Not the least of which was his reputation as a Dallas police officer. She understood, which only made her doubt worse. She wouldn’t blame him at all for skipping.

      She could only pray he wouldn’t.

      Jesse called from the front room. “Vicki?”

      “In here. Come on in.”

      She checked her makeup one last time and turned back toward the bedroom. With a low whistle of appreciation, he stepped into the bedroom, while she lost her breath as though someone had steamrolled her to the ground. She couldn’t tear her gaze away. His eyes commanded her attention, emphasized by the turquoise of his shirt. He’d slicked his hair back in a ponytail, accentuating the lean lines of his cheekbones and his chiseled jaw.

      “Wow,” she finally managed to say. They’d seen each other in these outfits already, but never alone, without the demands of the set and cameras. This was personal. Especially with my bed so close.

      He blushed, which only made her want him more. Pulling her gaze away, she turned to dig in the closet for an evening bag that would match the gown better than her normal saddlebag, as Elias sometimes joked. “Are you ready?”

      “I need help tying the cravat.”

      “Ah. Not exactly a common requirement any longer.” She tried to chuckle but her throat was too tight. She pulled out a satin clutch that would look nice with her gown, but she lingered in the walk-in closet. So dumb, but part of her was afraid to look too much at him. He was too gorgeous, too tempting for words.

      It’s just nerves. Her excuse rang falsely in her head.

      Gathering her courage, she stepped back into the bedroom but immediately faltered again. Jesse stared at her bed like a starving man.

      A tremor sent the gown swishing about her legs. He’d never been this deep into her house. The look on his face made her weak in the knees and so embarrassingly wet she considered going back into the bathroom to change her panties again.

      “Which side do you sleep on?”

      His voice was deep and low, strumming her spine with desire. She indicated the side closest to the bathroom. “Elias likes to be between me and the door. It’s a cop thing.”

      “Can I…” Jesse was having a hard time breathing too, and when he looked at her, she trembled, scorched by the heat in his eyes. “Smell your pillow?”

      Wordlessly, she nodded. She never expected him to stretch out on her side of the bed and bury his whole face where she slept. She took a step closer, opening her mouth to stop him, but it was too late, and she was too close to temptation.

      If I touch him while he’s in my bed, Elias might come home to a nasty surprise.

      Jesse rubbed his face in her pillow, sliding his hands beneath it to lift it up and around him like he was suffocating himself. The memory of him between her thighs, rubbing his face just like that, made her tremble again. Another surge of desire rocked her foundations and she took another involuntary step closer to him. Almost close enough to touch his shoulder. Or to grip that ponytail and yank his head back so she could kiss him.

      “You smell so good,” he groaned, his voice muffled. He ground his hips into the bed, and she couldn’t help but picture him moving between her thighs while she stared up into those stunning eyes. “I could come right now, if you gave me permission.”

      Too caught up in the image he was weaving for her, she made no answer. He peeked up at her, his lips soft with invitation. “I suppose that would ruin my clothing for the show.”

      She cleared her throat, but when she spoke, her voice was still ragged. “Definitely. If you sit up, I’ll tie your cravat.”

      Control yourself, Vik. She watched him sit on the edge of the bed, tilting his head back as she neared. You can do this without losing your mind.

      She tied the cloth around his neck, even while her mind conjured images of her tying his hands behind his back, or wrapping the silk around his cock and tying it in a huge bow. So I can untie it with my teeth.

      Groaning out loud, she pushed that image away and changed the subject to the one most likely to keep her hands—and mouth—to herself. “Is Elias here yet?”

      Jesse’s eyes narrowed and he searched her face. Evidently she wasn’t so good at hiding her doubts after all. “No.”

      This kind of event certainly wasn’t Elias’s favorite thing to do. If he wasn’t there, the questions might be less, because people wouldn’t recognize him. But if she showed up with two men on her arm, after there had been two men in the commercial—one of which was easily identified since Jesse hadn’t worn any mask—then the gossip would spread like wildfire.

      Here I go again, worrying about what everyone else will think. She scowled at herself, which made Jesse arch his brows with surprise. She forced a laugh and let her hands settle on his shoulders. Much safer than playing and tugging on that tempting ponytail. “Sorry, I’m hearing Mama’s voice in my head. Either way, we’ll be fine.”

      “Do you think he’ll make it?”

      She hesitated. There could be a million and one very justifiable reasons Elias might be delayed. If he got a big break in a case, or there was an accident on the freeway, or a murder in his district…

      “I made it.”

      They both jumped at his voice, guiltily, like he’d caught them doing more than talking about him. Leaning against the door jamb, he gave her a sardonic wink. He’d already dressed for the evening. Dark to Jesse’s light, hard to soft, grim to demanding to light and giving, he, too, managed to take her breath away.

      He lifted his chin and pointed at the neck cloth of the black silk. “Did I tie it fancy enough?”

      She walked over and ran her hands over his chest, checking the fit, she told herself, but she already knew it fit him perfectly. She hadn’t had time to make him an entire suit—and he wasn’t in the fashion show—so he’d paired her shirt with a black pin-striped suit. The thin silver stripes in the coat helped relieve the unrelenting black, but the color definitely suited him. “You look great. Are you sure you want to come tonight?”

      “Wouldn’t miss it, babe.” He kissed her, but she sensed him watching Jesse over her shoulder. Always the cop, he was carefully cataloguing the other man’s reaction, and of course, reaffirming his claim on her in this room. His mouth wasn’t demanding or hard, so she couldn’t tell if he was jealous or not to see Jesse here with her, no matter how innocently. “I just hope the job cooperates long enough for me to stay the entire night.”

      “It’s the thought that counts. Making the appearance with me.” Her lips wobbled, so she simply skipped ahead to, “Thank you.”

      

      Watching Vicki come into her own made Elias so proud that his chest ached. Cameras flashed in all directions. A glitzy crowd clamored and pressed closer, sending his blood pressure rising higher. This kind of event was a cop’s nightmare. He scanned the crushing crowd constantly, watching for anyone acting strangely, who seemed fixated on Vicki or any of the other guests.

      He gripped her elbow and kept her close, but she didn’t seem to mind. In fact, every time she turned her face up to him she beamed. Her eyes glowed like starbursts had exploded in those dark depths and her cheeks were flushed.

      She’s never looked more beautiful.

      He had a sudden vision of her walking down a church aisle toward him. Would she glow as much? Could she possibly look more beautiful in a white wedding dress? Only if you have the balls to ask her.

      Surely part of that warm glow was due to the handsome young man on her other arm. Jesse cleaned up real good, too good, Elias admitted. The kid looked like a cover model for a fashion magazine. Women’s heads were turning left and right as Jesse walked by, but he had eyes only for Vicki. Hell, Elias couldn’t even blame him, because he was having a hard time looking anywhere but her direction, too. This was her night, a dream come true. So by God, he was going to smile until his face broke, clap until his hands hurt, and cheer until he lost his voice as her designs came down the runway.

      And then his phone buzzed.

      Cursing silently, he pulled the phone out of his inside jacket pocket. Shit. He met her gaze and that glorious smile faltered. It damned near broke his heart.

      Ducking his head, he backed away a few steps to answer the call. “Somebody’d better be dead.”

      “Several, in fact,” Colby replied. “Looks like we’re on the verge of a cartel war.”

      Elias sighed, but he couldn’t bring himself to look at her yet. He couldn’t bear to see the disappointment on her face. Someday, she’s going to hate me. That’s why I should have done the noble thing and left her to enjoy Jesse.

      Wincing, he rubbed his chest absently. “Pick me up—”

      “Already outside,” Colby broke in. “I gave you as long as possible.”

      “Thanks, man. I’ll be out in a few.”

      Elias stared down at the phone, trying to think of an easy way to break the news. Either she’d be pissed as hell or so hurt she might cry, and if the latter, then he was going to ask his partner to shoot him. If she were only pissed, then he’d have to remember to order flowers. Lots of flowers. And he’d better be nicer to the kid.

      Hell, who was he kidding? He’d already bent over backward for them. He’d watched them together and not committed murder. It was a start, right?

      Grow some stones, he growled at himself. Whirling around, he put on his best badass cop face, but immediately felt that mask slip off because Vicki stood just a foot away. By the resignation in her eyes, she knew he was leaving. Guilt tightened around his throat like a noose, but at least she wasn’t crying, thank God.

      “We’ve got trouble. I’ve got to go.”

      Smoothing the lapels of his jacket, she gave him a tiny nod. “I know. Do what you do best, Detective Reyes.”

      “Babe…”

      She smiled and he could only picture her as a kid giving a brave little smile to her rough and tumble older brothers. “It’s okay, Elias. I know you have to go and I understand. It means the world to me that you came tonight.”

      Still, he hesitated. He felt like crap for leaving, like it was his last, only chance to prove how much he cared for her. Jesse wasn’t leaving her big event. A dozen drug dealers wouldn’t be able to pry the former druggie away from her side.

      “I’m not mad.” She gave him a firmer tug on his lapels, her eyes sparking with that familiar Vicki flare he loved so much. “Disappointed, yes. Pissed, no. I understand. Go. Save people. And remember—” she leaned up on her tip-toes and brushed her mouth against his, “—that I love you.”

      

      It was surreal to walk down a runway. Just a few weeks ago, Jesse had been walking down the street with every precious scrap of possessions he owned on his back. Now he wore brand-new clothes he had no hope of ever affording, cameras flashed, and people applauded. None of it was real except the light in Vicki’s eyes.

      God, she was so gorgeous. She glowed with happiness. Her designs were on his back, so it was easy to saunter with pride down the runway. She made him forget the hopelessness and years of hunger and suffering. She made him forget everything.

      Afterward, they stood together drinking champagne that probably cost more than a year at his cheap shack of an apartment. Countless people came up to them, smiling, shaking hands, like he was somebody. They looked him in the eye instead of ducking their heads and quickening their steps, hoping he wouldn’t beg.

      “Is this who I think it is?”

      At the woman’s snotty voice, he stiffened. All the shame and desperation of a life on the streets came roaring back. Filth, stench, shame, he’d never be able to wash it off, no matter how many showers Vicki let him take.

      “Yes, it is.” She tightened her grip on his arm and leaned against him. Her touch gave him the courage to lift his head and meet the other woman’s incredulous stare. “Susan, this is Jesse. Jesse, this is Susan Tolbert. Are you still an attorney for Leeman & Wagner?”

      “Yes, partner now.” The woman looked Jesse up and down, as though she just couldn’t believe her eyes. “This is your artist we teased you about?”

      “He sure is.” Vicki looked up at him and smiled. It was like a cloudy sky suddenly opened up and a powerful bolt of pure sunshine beamed down on him, washing away all those bad days on the streets. “And he’s mine, all mine. I always knew he was special.”

      It was all he could do not to fall at her feet and throw his arms around her legs.

      Take me now. Please, please, make me yours.

      On the way back to her home, he kept a firm grip on his emotions. She’d claimed him in public, even to her old friends. She’d claimed him on television with Elias at her back. The only thing that remained was her bed.

      He couldn’t stand the wait, the agony, the endless need, but he had no choice. In truth, he wouldn’t have it any other way, but that sure as hell didn’t make the need any less. She’d given him everything. The least he could do was wait until she was ready.

      Silently, he resolved over and over not to say a word tonight. Yes, Elias had left and would probably not come home tonight. It’d be the perfect time for Jesse to put a move on her and hope she would take him all the way this time. But he couldn’t do that to her.

      He walked her upstairs but stood in the door without entering her apartment. She talked nonstop, giddy over how much her design she’d donated had gone for at auction and how much buzz the commercials had generated. Jesse just watched, drinking in her joy and energy, while every muscle ached.

      She finally noticed that he still stood in the door. “Come in, silly. Let’s celebrate. Do you want a beer? A glass of wine?”

      Whatever weak determination she might have seen on his face was lost as soon as she took his hand. He followed her inside like a lamb to slaughter. “Whatever you’re having would be great.”

      She laughed softly and stepped closer, inviting his arms to come around her while her own wound around his neck. She dropped her head against his shoulder and his heart skipped, stumbling along to a rapid thunder of hope and dread, both. So close. If she turned him away again…

      “I already had two glasses of champagne at the party. I don’t want any more alcohol.”

      “Okay,” he murmured, trying not to let his voice thrum with need.

      “I just want…” Slowly, she lifted her head and gazed into his eyes. “You.”

      Every muscle in his body went ramrod straight. He shook with tension. Surely he hadn’t heard her correctly. “Are you drunk?”

      Laughter spluttered out of her and she tightened her arms around his neck. “No. Just ridiculously happy. I’m tired of being miserable and doubting myself, Jesse. I know what I want, and that’s you, tonight, in my bed.”

      “Elias—”

      She arched a brow at him as if to say, Do you honestly want to talk about him right now? “He knows, Jesse. I’ll deal with the fallout. I’ve been nothing but honest with you both. I waited to be sure, and I know. I know in my heart that I need you. I need you now, tonight, every night. My only question is what do you need?”

      “You,” he replied immediately, swallowing back the tumbling words of desperation and hope and love tearing his stomach apart. “Whatever you want.”

      “No. This isn’t about me. This is about you. The only thing I need is to know exactly what you need tonight.”

      He closed his eyes, trying to hold back the emotion and desperation tearing him up. She’d be horrified if she saw that ragged, dark need in his eyes, an endless black hole that could never be satisfied. Not for long, he feared. She might take the edge off, but he’d always need more, need her to go further, take him harder, longer.

      I can’t ask for too much—she might send me away. I’ll die if she sends me away.

      “Jesse,” she whispered, stroking his cheeks with her fingers. Her breath fluttered on his throat. Her body heat radiated against him, solid and warm after the coldness of the street. But it was the light in her eyes that drew his heart toward her. “Don’t be afraid to tell me what you need.”

      His eyes burned with hot guilt and shame. He trembled but couldn’t utter a word. This gentle side of hers moved him as much as the commanding, confident side. Perhaps more, because it was so precious and rare.

      “I can take it. Whatever you want, I promise I won’t let you down. I’ll see that you get it. Don’t you trust me?”

      “I do.” He panted, trying to hold back the fierce surge of need threatening to bare his soul. “I trust you. I love you, Vicki.”

      “Then trust me to take care of you.” She cupped his face in both hands firmly, digging her fingers into his cheeks to make sure he met her gaze. “Tell me what you need most of all. When you lie downstairs in your bed and think about me, what do you want me to do? Do you want me to tie you up?”

      “No, not really. It’s fine if you want—”

      She squeezed harder, a warning. “Do you need me to hurt you? I don’t have any equipment. I can call Mal if there’s something specific you think we need.”

      “No! God, no, don’t, please. I just…” He took a deep breath and squeezed his eyes shut so he wouldn’t have to see her reaction. “Fuck me, use me, take me over and over whether I want it or not. I do, I promise, but I don’t want to have a choice. Make me raw, make me groan and beg, make me plead for you to stop even when I don’t want you to. Make me climax so hard I pass out. I don’t care. Just fuck me. Please.”

      Trembling, he waited, dreading every moment of silence and hating himself for his cowardice. He should have kept his eyes open. He should have seen the fleeting emotions in her eyes so he’d be prepared, instead of standing here dumb and blind. I’d know if I should leave tonight or sneak away tomorrow morning.

      She gripped his ponytail hard, jerking him slightly up on his toes. Hair pulled, bringing tears to his eyes, and she yanked the holder out. “When you’re in my bed, I want your hair loose and you naked.”

      His ears roared and he swayed slightly, settling back down on his heels. Words, questions tumbled in his head and he finally pried his eyes open. She smiled, a hard, cold, smile of gleaming teeth that made the hair crawl at the base of his neck even while his erection surged against his pants.

      “Get busy.”

      He jerked his pants open and his fingers flew over the buttons of his shirt. “Yes, ma’am.”
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      She tried to wait until he was actually in her bed. The sight of his gorgeous ass hurrying before her toward her bedroom, compounded by the fire in his eyes every time he looked back over his shoulder at her, made her tight and swollen with need. She’d been denying them so long, too long, ridiculously afraid, and of what? Wanting him too much? Loving him too much?

      He had to pause his headlong rush toward her bedroom to bend down and work his shoe out of the jumbled material of his pants. As soon as he straightened, she slammed him against the bedroom wall just as Elias had done to him that first night. Jesse went eagerly, even though he outweighed her. He could have pushed her off or told her to stop, but she knew he wouldn’t. That was his appeal…and his danger.

      He’ll never tell me to stop.

      He wanted to be taken however she wanted without her stopping to get his consent. That’s what he wanted most of all. The weight of responsibility settled around her heart so thickly that she couldn’t breathe. He’d never tell her no, even if she was hurting him. In fact, he wanted to be hurt, if she was the one doing it.

      Sensing her hesitation, he whispered, “I know you won’t really hurt me.”

      She pressed her face against his back and tightened her arms around him. “I hope so.”

      “If I’m ever really scared, I’ll tell you.”

      Would he? He said he wanted to beg. He wanted her to use him coldly and selfishly to please herself.

      “How about I call you ‘Beulah Virginia’ when I need you to stop?”

      She couldn’t help the startled snort that escaped her. “Yeah, that would work. I’ll jump up and look around for Mama.”

      “Your Mama scares the shit out of me.”

      Her throat tightened, but she refused to let that old regret and pain tarnish this moment with Jesse. “Yeah, me too.”

      “Mal scares the shit out of me too. But you don’t, Vicki.”

      An odd sort of peace flowed over her, as though someone had wrapped her up in a warm, cozy blanket and tucked her into bed with a fairytale. He wanted her to do her worst to him, yet he wasn’t afraid of her. Blinking suddenly hot eyes, she wrapped her hand around his cock and nuzzled his neck. “Let’s see what we can do about that, then.”

      She licked and bit his neck until he sagged against the wall. His breathing was loud in the silence between them. The harder she bit him, the more he slipped and shivered against her. She went to her knees and gripped his ass cheeks, squeezing and kneading. His thighs trembled and he groaned at the feel of her breath against his skin. The hard, rounded muscle filled her hands and refused to yield to her teeth, giving her a nice mouthful to grip and torment.

      “Vicki, please!”

      She released the bite and leaned back to trace the indentation of her teeth with her fingers. “Maybe you want to roll over then.”

      He did, immediately, which shocked the hell out of her despite everything she’d learned and done with him already. She’d never known a man who’d offer his private bits to a bite-hungry woman, even if she was on her knees. Elias would only let her have her way with him once they’d both burned off some of the fire.

      Jesse pressed his back against the wall and widened his stance like he’d need to brace himself for whatever she’d do, but by God, he was going to take it. And enjoy it. Even if it killed him.

      Holding her breath, she leaned in close and brushed her cheek against the satin steel of his erection. He let out a shaking sigh and instinctively rocked his hips toward her. She gripped his thighs above his knees, his muscles trembling. Such a turn on. Yet she lingered, making herself wait. She rubbed her hair against him and brushed her mouth against his inner thigh, but she didn’t bite.

      His breathing grew louder, more labored, his thighs shaking beneath her hands. He could have gripped her head and thrust himself deep into her mouth, but he didn’t. Not Jesse. It wasn’t in him to take what he wanted.

      He wanted to be taken.

      She turned her head and snagged his cock in her mouth lengthwise. Gripping him in her teeth firmly, she let a low growl rumble her lips and gave him a little shake like a dog with a bone in its mouth. Releasing him, she looked up at his face. His mouth hung open, sweat streaked his cheeks, and his eyes were closed, but his entire body was loose and relaxed against the wall, barely holding his weight upright.

      So beautiful. It hurt her heart to look at him, so open, willing, and honest, ready to do whatever she asked. She’d never felt this out of control and yet solemn at the same time. He hadn’t touched her, but she was hot and slick, more than ready to feel him thrusting deep. Her nipples were so hard her breasts ached.

      The thought of his mouth on her made her shudder. She’d explode.

      She licked just the tip and he jolted, his eyes flying open to latch onto hers. “Whose cock is this?”

      “Yours,” he replied without hesitation.

      She stood, fighting back her own desire. She wanted to drag him down to the floor and ride him until he screamed. Turning away, she closed her eyes and took a deep breath. Another. They’d never have another first time together. She wanted to make it last as long as possible, to give him everything she could possibly give. After the way he’d nearly come just from smelling her pillow, he deserved better than the floor.

      Still, it felt so strange to leave him standing against the wall. She’d put him there and hadn’t told him to follow or join her, so he waited. His entire body seemed tuned to her, listening with more than his ears, waiting, hoping, praying for her next command.

      Jumpy and needy, her skin felt like it was going to crawl off her body. Making herself wait, though, seemed to help calm the ravenous beast down a little. She slipped out of the dress and carefully draped it over a chair. It’d wait a few hours to hang properly.

      At the edge of her bed, she turned to face him and slowly removed her panties and hose. She’d gone all out and picked up some lace-edged thigh-highs. When she’d ordered them online, she’d pictured tormenting Elias, but the heat in Jesse’s eyes made her glad. Glad that she’d bought them, glad that he was here. She missed Elias and she didn’t want to lose him again, but Jesse deserved a night with her full, undivided attention. What they worked out long term would include both men. I hope.

      Scooting back on the mattress, she fluffed up her pillow and reclined back against the headboard. Still braced against the wall, Jesse looked like he was ready to pounce, instead of melting into a steaming puddle on the floor. Letting a smile curve her lips, she trailed her fingers over her belly, watching him. His eyes flared and he licked his lips, but he didn’t leave his spot.

      “Is there something here you want?”

      He gave her a jerky nod.

      “Something’s missing.” She trailed her fingers lower, teasing herself as much as him. God, she was sopping wet. “I need something right here.” She let her head tilt back and opened her legs wider, giving him a good view. “I need you.”

      Before she could draw another breath, he was there, sliding up between her thighs, his mouth finding her fingers. He sucked them into his mouth and groaned, stroking with his tongue until she pulled her hand away and threaded her fingers in his hair. Watching his face, she tightened her grip until his eyelids fluttered. His pulse beat frantically in the side of his neck and his breath panted against her heated skin.

      “I’m going to show you exactly where I want you.” She gave a firm tug, drawing another groan from his lips. “Nothing but your mouth can touch me right now. Understand?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      With a twist of her wrist, she jerked his head to the side. “Vicki.”

      He shuddered. “Vicki, yes, please.”

      When she’d first brought him here, she’d envisioned the slow, torturous glide of his tongue, but now, it was too late. Too much playing for them both, too much waiting, too much needing. Without another word, she dragged his head down and lifted her hips, grinding against his mouth, his chin, using the stubble on his cheeks to send herself spiraling. He still managed to sink his tongue into her and she cried out, pressing him harder against her.

      The climax rocked through her, winding muscles tighter until her bones ached, her toes curled, and her heart thudded so hard she could hear the thunder of her pulse echoing in her head. Endless pleasure coursed through her, sending her higher, longer, until she couldn’t stand it. She tried to pull his mouth away, but he resisted, digging his tongue deeper into her until she screamed his name. Only then did he rise up and gasp for air. “That’s what I needed to hear.”

      She dragged him up her body, wrapping her arms and legs around him. He slid inside effortlessly, without fumbling or hesitation, and she locked him against her heart. He simply lay against her, his only movement the slight shifting as he breathed and the tremor in his shoulders. Only when she felt the dampness on her cheeks did she realize he was crying.

      “Jesse?” Horrified, she cupped his cheeks, lifting his face so she could search his eyes. “Are you okay? Did I do something wrong?”

      “I’m home,” he whispered, and the smile he gave her turned her heart inside out. “I’ve never had a home until you.”

      “I don’t want you to leave. Ever.”

      He smiled again, boyish and sweet but also sensual. The heat blazing in his eyes had nothing of innocence. “Is that an order, ma’am?”

      “Yes.” She pulled him down so she could brush her mouth over his lips, nibbling softly. “And my next order…” She hesitated, loving the way his eyes sparked. His muscles tensed, ready and willing to do whatever she told him. She’d never known such power, nor felt such tenderness welling in her heart. “Make love to me.”

      He braced his elbows on either side of her and shifted his weight. Not exactly a thrust, but he moved inside her, stroking ever so slightly, but it was enough to make her moan. He moved again, his mouth caressing hers. When he cried out her name, this time she was the one crying.
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      After seeing a body—in tonight’s case, three victims—lying in the street, Elias always thought about Donnie, his partner in justice for almost ten years. He’d always envied Donnie’s family. When the cases were horrible and the violence and antipathy bore down too hard, Donnie had gone home to his wife. She’d always known when he’d had an especially bad night. Without saying a word, she’d simply wrapped her arms around him and held him tight.

      Elias had imagined she’d guided her husband up to their bed and they’d simply lain there in the night, holding each other. In the months since he’d broken up with Vicki, he’d ached to come home to her and wrap her up in his arms. God, he’d ached to just hold her and feel her hold him back. To know that someone outside of the police force cared whether he came home or not.

      He wasn’t surprised to find her apartment silent when he unlocked her door at six o’clock in the morning. She’d never been a morning person, and he figured she hadn’t gotten home until late after the gala anyway. At that thought, he winced. He’d meant to pick up some flowers or something to make up for having to leave before her show, but he’d totally forgotten. All he’d wanted to do was come home, slip into bed beside her…

      Frozen, he stared at the rumpled sheets. Her bare thigh entwined with two muscular legs. Her hand cupped a buttock, holding another man close.

      Another man. Jesse. She’d done it.

      Dizzy, Elias listed to the side and half fell against the door jamb. He propped himself up and tried to think. To calm down the predator side of him rearing up and showing those ugly teeth. He’d known this day would come. She’d warned him. He’d warned himself every time he saw the way she looked at the kid. Yet he couldn’t help but wonder if she’d decided to punish him for leaving early last night. It made perfect sense in a cold-hearted, vengeful sort of way. He’d bailed on her once again, and to pay him back, she’d come home and dragged her cabana boy into her bed.

      Rage bubbled and sizzled in his mind, eating away at his control like acid. His right hand automatically reached for his weapon on his hip, like he’d just pulled over a known drug lord for speeding. His fingers itched to pull the trigger. On her. On Jesse. Hell, on himself. Thank God he’d already locked his gun in the safe from habit.

      Payback’s a bitch.

      His hand hurt, forcing him to shake out the fist aching to pound that handsome young face into a bloody pulp. He must have made a noise or maybe it was just her sense of self-preservation that woke her up. Sleepy-eyed, hair tousled, she looked so damned gorgeous he wanted to slam her flat on her back and fuck her senseless, even though she’d taken another man into her bed.

      “Elias,” she whispered.

      Her eyes went wide. She carefully untangled her limbs from the greedy little bastard lying beside her. Damned idiot should have been dead already. How had he’d ever survived the streets by sleeping through the worst few seconds of danger he could have ever faced?

      A snarl twisted Elias’s face.

      Hers crumpled. She looked like someone had just torn one of her beloved brothers limb from limb.

      “How dare you look at me like that,” he retorted in a low, mean voice that he hated. God, he hated sounding like his mean father who’d thought nothing of beating his family into submission. “You’re the one fucking another man.”

      “Not any man. Only Jesse. You know—”

      The kid shot upright and grabbed at the blankets like some shy little virgin.

      “Only Jesse,” he mocked. “Only the homeless druggie. Only a kid five years younger than you who’s fucked more men than women in the last ten years of his life. Is that what you want, Vik? You want to see me with a guy?”

      “Shut up! Don’t you dare say things like that about him!”

      She took a defensive position between him and the bed, like she’d take him down to protect Jesse. Again, she’s choosing him over me.

      “He’s mine.” Tears pooled in her eyes, but she didn’t back down. She didn’t even reach out to him, like she knew he’d probably snap and bite like a rabid dog. “I love you, Elias, but I won’t let you hurt him. I love him too and he’s mine to protect now, even from you.”

      “Damn it, don’t you dare cry.” Whirling, he tore through her house toward the front door. “Don’t stand there and expect me to pretend like I didn’t come home and find you in bed with another man. I’m not a fool, Vik. Hate me for leaving you last night, fine, but don’t punish me with another man.”

      “Elias, just listen for a minute.” He paused in the door but didn’t turn around. He couldn’t bear to see the hurt and desperation in her eyes. “For what it’s worth, I didn’t sleep with him last night to punish you. It was just…time. I wanted him, not to punish you, but to love him. I’ve never lied to you about how I felt about him.”

      “So you took him. I got it. I understand perfectly.”

      “I still love you more than ever.”

      He couldn’t help the derisive snort that escaped his mouth. “Yeah, babe, somehow I have a hard time believing that.”

      

      The door slammed in her face. Elias was gone. Vicki stared after him, replaying his parting words over and over in her mind. The look on his face. Such rage, hatred, disgust. He looked at her like she was the most revolting excuse for human skin he’d ever seen in his life. How could he look at her like that after everything they’d been through?

      They’d talked about this so many times. It’d been incredibly hot to call him up and whisper all the naughty things she’d done with Jesse. She’d never hidden anything from Elias, but the reality had been too much for him to deal with.

      Behind her, the rustle of sheets told her Jesse had gotten up. She brushed the tears away and turned to face him. He stood beside the bed, tugging on his pants. His hair hung down in his eyes and his shoulders were slumped and small, like he was trying to make himself appear harmless and defenseless against the big bad cop.

      “So you’re leaving me too?”

      He straightened a bit and shook his head enough to get the hair out of his eyes. Even now the bright color of his eyes pierced her to the bone. Another flood of tears trickled down her cheeks. “I’m sorry, Vicki. I never meant for this to happen.”

      “I know. Me neither.”

      He hesitated, watching her like he might have to make a run for safety, one leg in his pants and the other still bare. He looked lost, already assuming that invisible persona of the streets, trying to blend in and hide.

      She choked back a sob and swiped the tears off her cheeks with both hands. “You said I was your home.”

      Finally, he was there, wrapping her tight against him. She sobbed into his chest while he murmured in her ear and rocked her gently back and forth. Just like that day in the park when she’d found out that Donnie was dead.

      Now I’ve lost Elias too.

      “Do you regret taking me last night?”

      She breathed in Jesse’s sweet coconut scent. “No, never. I’m glad, Jesse, even if you decide to follow him out the door.”

      “It might be for the best.”

      She raised her head and searched his eyes, clutching him tighter. “Absolutely not. I’ve never been happier than these past weeks with you. You’ve helped my dreams come true. Those dreams will die without you.”

      “It was never my intention to come between you and Elias.”

      “I know, and I love you for it. Please don’t leave unless that’s really what you want.”

      “That’s the last thing I want, Vicki.” He dropped his forehead against hers and wrapped his body around hers. More than a hug—he used his whole body and being to hold her. “I can’t breathe at the thought of leaving you. But if you ask me to leave, I will.”

      She tightened her arms around his neck and hopped up to wrap her legs around his waist. He gathered her closer, shifting her higher in his arms. “Come to bed and hold me.”

      Cuddled in his arms, she tried to relax. She tried to remember all the wonderful things that had happened to her in the past twenty-four hours. Her line had been a success. Her donation had sold for an incredible amount of money to benefit charity. She had an attentive, sexy lover in her bed.

      Yet she couldn’t forget that her back was cold and Elias’s spot between her and the door was empty.
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      Cradling the phone with her shoulder, Vicki stirred chopped chocolate into the brownie batter. She’d probably gain ten pounds waiting and hoping that Elias would come back. The phone rang and rang until finally rolling to his voicemail. Dread choked her but she didn’t cry any more. She’d run out of tears while Jesse held her.

      Even at his worst just after his partner had been killed, Elias had always answered her calls. Yeah, he’d been short with her. A few times he’d refused to talk to her, using the job as an excuse, but he’d always at least answered. Now he wouldn’t even take her calls.

      Her fingers trembled but she dialed another number. She didn’t think about it for fear she’d just hang up. As soon as she heard the click she didn’t wait for anyone to speak. “Mama?”

      “Vicki, honey, what’s wrong?”

      Okay, so maybe she wasn’t out of tears after all. She swallowed hard, trying not to blubber like a little kid. She’d lost countless boyfriends over the years and she would’ve rather cut off her arm than discuss it with her mother, but Elias was different. Losing him made her feel like someone had cut out her heart.

      “Are you hurt?” Mama’s voice sharpened, but she wasn’t one for hysterics. “Where are you?”

      “Elias left.” Vicki finally made her voice work. “He came home and found me with Jesse.”

      Several moments of silence made her stomach tighten. What had she been thinking to call Mama of all people? She’d probably been rehearsing a lecture since last week when she’d seen Vicki with both men. Hell, she’d been telling her “I told you so” for years.

      “Oh, honey, I’m so sorry. After what I saw the other day, I thought you had an understanding with him.”

      Relief made her shoulders droop but unfortunately cranked up the waterworks even more. “So did I. He knew everything, Mama. I never lied or hid from him. But he came home and saw me….”

      “And he walked out.”

      “Yeah. Now he won’t return my calls.”

      Mama sighed. “Come home, honey. We’ll make your favorite brownies. You can bring the young man too. I know you won’t want to leave him behind.”

      Closing her burning eyes, Vicki couldn’t breathe for a minute. It meant the world to hear the acceptance in her mother’s voice. Yeah, she wouldn’t want to leave Jesse behind, even if that meant she lost Elias forever. Mama got that without even hearing the details of Jesse’s life before he came to her. “I’ve got a batch of brownies already started.”

      “Somehow I already knew that. It’s a good thing you didn’t take after your grandma. She would’ve poisoned your cop.”

      She managed to smile and even laugh a little. “Yeah, Miss Belle could make a batch of brownies and wipe out the entire Dallas police force.” My cop. Her throat and head ached, and all she wanted to do was crawl back into bed. The business line had been ringing off the hook all day. This should have been one of the highest days of victory in her entire life. Her line had been a success. People were calling to place orders.

      And all she wanted to do was drive home and let her Mama spoil her with brownies.

      “Give him time, honey,” Mama said in a gentle voice she’d only rarely ever heard. “No alpha wolf is going to welcome another male pissing in his territory, let alone sniffing around his mate. His pride is stinging. Give him enough time to let the pain in his heart override his hurt pride and he’ll come home. Who knows, if you play him right, you might even get him to grovel.”

      Vicki shook her head. “Elias doesn’t grovel.”

      “Oh, I imagine you and your young man might be able to come up with something that will make even your cop come begging.”

      Her face burned like she’d just stuck her whole head in the hot oven. “Um, thanks, Mama. Really, I mean it. I was afraid you’d lecture me or tell me good riddance or something.”

      “Just promise me one thing, honey. When your cop slinks back home and grovels enough to win an Academy Award, I want to see a ring on your finger the next time you come home to the ranch.”

      “A ring? Oh, Mama, I don’t know…”

      “Honey, any man who loves you enough to share you despite his pride is worth marrying and keeping forever.”

      “I don’t think he wants to get married again. He had a rough time with his first wife. She hated that he was a cop and was constantly trying to get him to quit and find a safer job.” Besides, I don’t know that he loves me enough. He’s not here, is he?

      “Do you want him to quit the force?”

      “No.”

      “Then marry him.”

      “But…”

      “I didn’t raise a doormat, Beulah Virginia.” Vicki winced at her Mama’s raised voice and held the phone away from her ear. “If you want this man, you tell him to marry you or get the hell out. I love you. Come home as soon as you can.”

      “I love you too, Mama.”

      Jesse came to the doorway. The paleness of his face rocked her off her feet, the world crumbling beneath her into an abyss. “Something’s up—I’ve got to go.”

      “Call me, honey.”

      “I will. Bye.” She went to Jesse and he took both her hands in his even though she still held the phone. “What’s wrong?”

      “Did you ever reach Elias?”

      She shook her head. Her heart pounded, her head so light it was going to float away like a balloon. Her knees trembled. “What’s wrong? What happened?”

      “I just heard the news. A cop…” Jesse hesitated and he gripped her hands so hard the plastic casing on the phone popped. “They were clearing out a known drug house and a cop was shot. He…died.”

      “Oh dear Jesus.” She jerked her hands free and dialed Elias’s number again. Her fingers were so cold and numb that she got it wrong and had to cancel the call, cursing the whole time. “Damn it, Elias, you’d better answer the phone. Answer it, damn it!”

      Tears blurred her vision. His voicemail. Again. She squeezed the phone, fighting back the hysterics. Sobbing and wailing wouldn’t help anyone, least of all Elias. He’s not dead. He’s fine. He’s just pissed off at me.

      But he’d never let her calls roll to voicemail like this.

      Biting her lip so hard she tasted blood, she raced over to the fridge and found his partner’s number. The phone rang twice, three times, and she was crying, her shoulders shaking. She nearly sank to the floor, but Jesse was there, holding her, keeping her on her feet. Dear God, Elias. He couldn’t be gone.

      “Hello.” Colby finally answered. By the wariness in his voice, he knew exactly who’d called.

      “Is Elias dead?”

      “What? No. Of course not.”

      “We heard the news. A cop died on a drug bust, and he won’t answer the phone. Colby, don’t lie to me. I need to know if he’s okay.”

      “Vicki, no, I wouldn’t lie to you. Hold on.”

      She heard low voices and the static of the radio. Was that Elias’s voice? She couldn’t be sure. It was too muffled. That son of a bitch. If he was sitting there, too afraid to get on the phone and deal with her himself…

      She yelled into the phone. “Is Elias dead? Damn it, he’d better be dead if he won’t answer his phone. He’d better be lying dead in the street with a crater blown in his skull to scare me like this. I’ve been calling him all day and then hear that a cop is dead and he won’t answer his fucking phone?”

      “Vicki, it’s me. I’m fine.”

      Elias. She dropped her head against the fridge and sank farther into Jesse’s embrace, letting him take all her weight. “I thought you were dead. I thought they killed you.”

      “I’m sorry, babe. I didn’t know the news had broken already or I would have answered. I just didn’t think.”

      “You didn’t want to talk to me,” she replied in a flat, dead voice. “Fine. I get it. You don’t have the balls to talk to me. You don’t love me enough to work things out. That’s okay. I was wrong, I guess. I was wrong about everything.”

      He started to say something but she disconnected the call and let the phone drop to the floor. It hit so hard the back popped off and the battery skidded across the floor, but she left it. She didn’t care.

      Jesse tucked his face close to hers. “What can I do? How can I help?”

      She straightened, squared her shoulders, lifted her chin, and grabbed a tissue to blow her nose. Then she smiled at him, although it was a weary one tinged in sadness. “Put those brownies in the oven for me?”

      “You got it.”

      “Then we’re going to watch every zombie movie known to man.”

      “Sign me up for that too.” Jesse scraped the batter into the greased pan and slid the brownies into the oven. “I’m always up for a good zombie flick.”

      “Good is debatable, but I love them anyway.”

      He came to her, his hair loose about his face, his gorgeous eyes somber. Her heart hurt just looking at him, but it was a good pain. He was wearing his ratty old jeans again. If she checked his pockets, she’d probably find small bills crumbled up in each one, and the rest spread out in his bag, which she’d noticed at the door this morning. In case he had to make a run for it. She knew without checking that she’d find all the clothes she’d bought for him downstairs in the closet.

      He’d gained back his normal weight, but his jeans still rode low on his hips, especially with his hands shoved down in the pockets. He didn’t say anything, but she read his doubt in the way his shoulders hunched and he kept his eyes downcast. He still couldn’t believe she hadn’t kicked him out to bring Elias home.

      She reached around him, sliding her hand around his waist and down into his jeans to grip his buttock, digging her fingers into his flesh like he…she…enjoyed the most. “You’re mine, Jesse. Nobody is taking you away from me. Not even Elias.”
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      At three a.m. Elias sat outside Vicki’s apartment in his truck, took another swig of Jack straight from the bottle, and called himself a pussy. He’d been sitting out here drinking for half an hour, and still hadn’t found the nerve to go up and see if she’d let him in. Oh, sure, he could use his key, but that would feel too much like sneaking.

      Maybe she’d changed the locks. She’d been pissed enough to do something like that, and for good reason.

      He’d never been so petty to hurt a woman he cared about like that before. Thinking about how scared she must have been to hear about a dead cop and then get his voicemail made him feel like dog crap. He’s sworn to his first wife that he’d always answer the phone. Even if he was in the middle of handcuffing some dirtbag, he’d plant a knee in the perp’s back and take her call. She’d still divorced his ass.

      What the hell will Vicki do to me?

      Rightfully so, too. He deserved the biggest ass-chewing she’d ever thought about giving him. He’d left her. Again. He’d hurt her. Again. Then he’d scared ten years off her life. Now he sat out here too scared to go up and face the music.

      No, that wasn’t true. He’d always been able to deal with her temper. In fact, nothing turned him on more than watching her rip into him, teeth, fists, words, it didn’t matter. He loved it.

      No, what scared the shit out of him was the thought of finding her in bed with Jesse. Maybe this time they wouldn’t be asleep. He’d catch them in the act and he’d…he’d…

      What, blow the kid’s brains out? She loved Jesse. It wasn’t his fault. It wasn’t even her fault. Elias saw the way she looked at the kid, because he looked at her the same way. He’d do anything to be with her, wouldn’t he?

      Even join them?

      Yeah, that’s what made his stomach churn uneasily. Whiskey burned a hole in his stomach. He just didn’t know if he could do it. What it would entail. How would it feel to see her with another man, the passion on her face, and know it wasn’t for him? That’s what it came down to, wasn’t it? His pride. His fear that maybe she secretly wanted Jesse more. Maybe he pleased her more. Hell, he hadn’t even known that she might like the kinkier shit.

      Maybe someday she’d decide she didn’t really need Elias after all.

      Much safer to walk now than to want and need her so bad and know he wasn’t enough.

      He reached for the keys to turn the engine on, but let his hand fall back into his lap. He’d sat here too long with the bottle to even think about driving. That’s the last thing he needed. He could see the headlines now: Drunk cop runs down helpless old lady in the street.

      He wasn’t drunk, not by a long shot. Because if he was drunk, maybe he wouldn’t care if she screamed the same way for Jesse that she did when he was inside her.

      A flicker of movement drew his gaze up to the window. Her face, her hands pressed against the glass. Instinctively he scrunched back in his seat, but she couldn’t see his truck, let alone him. He’d always been careful to park in the shadows, untouched by the streetlights when he came to stand watch outside her door.

      She looked up and down the street and turned away. Warmth spread in his gut that absolutely nothing to do with whiskey. She’d been looking for him. Hoping that maybe he’d come, even though they’d such a horrible argument. Even though she’d hung up on him and refused to answer his calls the rest of the day. She had a good-looking, young cabana boy in her bed more than willing to do absolutely anything she asked.

      Yet she was looking for me.

      He got out of the truck and shut the door as quietly as possible. He still felt like a slinking hyena as he crept up the stairs and silently unlocked her door, but he held that vision of her at the window in his mind. All the lights were off but she’d left the television on. Blankets were tumbled about on the couch. She must have spent the day watching movies. Hopefully she hadn’t been daydreaming about slicing him up like those killer zombies.

      He kicked off his shoes and tiptoed toward her bedroom. The door was open. She wasn’t trying to hide anything. She hadn’t placed homemade tripwires or secretly moved any furniture into his path, hoping the crash would alert her of his approach. Still, he hesitated at the door, just to the side of the blackness within, gathering his courage. He didn’t hear anything. No low moans, no sweet whispers, no thudding of flesh on flesh. No matter what he saw in her bed, he silently resolved not to leave. Not this time.

      I’ll take my punishment like a man.

      Boldly, he stepped into her bedroom and stood in the dim moonlight leaking through the blinds on the window. Jesse was flat on his stomach, asleep, his face buried in Vicki’s pillow. Elias’s pillow was twisted sideways, a dented, misshapen lump that looked like she’d been using it to beat somebody. But his side of the bed was empty.

      He whipped his head around just in time to catch a glimpse of her flying out of the bathroom. She crashed into him and wrapped her arms so tightly he couldn’t breathe. He didn’t need to breathe. Not with her in his arms.

      “Elias,” she whispered in between fervent kisses over his face and throat. “Elias. I thought I’d lost you.”

      “I’m here, babe, and I’m not going anywhere this time.”

      She jerked open his pants. “Prove it.”

      Ah, his Vik, always the brash and bold one. He scooped her up in his arms and carried her to his side of the bed. He laid them both down as gently as possible, because the last thing he wanted right now was to deal with her other man.

      Now that he had her beneath him, he could only stare down into her face, her large eyes, luminescent in the moonlight. “I’m sorry, babe. So sorry. I thought I could deal with it, no problem, but I was wrong.”

      “You need time. I understand.” She unbuttoned his shirt and pushed her hands beneath to stroke his back, pulling him closer into the cradle of her thighs. “I’m asking a lot of you. Maybe too much.”

      “No. Not too much. Because…” He looked into her eyes, letting her see the depth of his need, how stark raving mad it had made him to think of losing her. “I love you, Vicki Connagher.”

      She smiled tremulously, but there was nothing hesitant about her hand slipping inside his pants as she worked his cock free. “Then make love to me, Detective Reyes.”

      He stole a sideways glance at the other man beside them. “I’ve never seen a street person sleep like he does. It’s a miracle he lived long enough to find you, babe.”

      Jesse lifted his head and met his gaze warily, like a doe stepping into rush-hour traffic on the freeway. “You never sleep on the street, not really. But here…”

      The kid’s gaze said it all: She makes me feel safe.

      Elias nodded. “Yeah, she does that to me too.”

      “She—” Vicki dug her nails into his back and squirmed against him, trying to get him to slide home. “Has no idea what you’re talking about, but I’m pretty sure she needs you very badly.”

      In a low, small voice, Jesse asked, “Do you want me to leave?”

      Elias glanced back at him and then down into Vicki’s face. She didn’t answer. She waited for his response. Yeah, he’d like to kick the kid out of her bed, house and life. But that wasn’t happening, because she’d have a hole in her heart the same size as the hole she’d leave in Elias’s heart if he lost her.

      “No,” he finally said in a rough voice. The tips of his ears burned so hot he was sure his entire body had burst into flame. “But I’m not into men, okay?”

      Jesse managed to make himself even smaller in the bed, withdrawing to the very edge. “Okay.”

      Vicki wrapped her legs around Elias’s waist and pressed her lips to his ear. “Thank you.”

      He thrust deep and closed his eyes, simply feeling the heat and warmth of her wrapped around him. This was home. Not the force, not his partner, not his dump of an apartment he’d called home for the last ten years.

      Vicki made everything else in his life bearable. She brought light into the filth and horror he saw on the streets every single day. He could imagine all too well the foulness that Jesse had lived through to come home.

      Home to her. To us.
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      Afraid to move and draw the cop’s attention back to him, Jesse lay flat on his stomach and tried to ignore the uncomfortable throb of his erection smashed against the mattress. He did keep his head turned so he could watch. The cop hadn’t forbidden watching.

      For awhile, Elias simply lay on top of Vicki, giving her his full weight, pressing her deep enough into the mattress that it would have been really easy for Jesse to accidentally on purpose tumble against them. He gripped the fitted sheet harder, both to resist temptation and to give his hands something to do besides reach down and stroke himself. She hadn’t told him what to do, whether he could enjoy her pleasure or not. Could he listen to her cries and not come? He didn’t think so, but he was terrified of what the cop might do to him.

      It was one thing to make love to her while Jesse watched. Elias surely wouldn’t care to see him come all over her sheets.

      Damn, the cop had big hands. He stroked those big palms up and down Vicki’s arms, her sides, up her hip to shift her wider for him. She loved those hands too, arching and purring at his touch. Elias wasn’t a big man, no bigger than Jesse in fact, but he carried himself like a giant. When he thrust deep, she arched her back and groaned, and Jesse had to bite down on his lip to keep from groaning with her. Elias shifted up on his knees slightly, giving himself better leverage, and he began to hammer inside her like he was determined to break her open and look for candy.

      She raked her nails down his back hard enough Jesse could see the lines in the man’s flesh. His own skin prickled, aching for her to do that to him. Maybe once the cop was more comfortable with him around, he could ask her to scratch him like that while the cop made love to her.

      Elias let out a low chuckle and grabbed her wrists, tugging her arms over her head so she couldn’t scratch him. Oh, damn, she must hate that and love it at the same time, because she snarled at him, fighting to get her hands free. It was all Jesse could do not to open his mouth and beg for her to hold him down like that.

      Gripping her hands above her head with his left hand, Elias slipped his other hand down to squeeze her breast. Jesse could almost feel the hardness of her nipple, the tempting softness of her flesh. He wanted to suck and lick, first one and then the other, endlessly. He could worship her for hours that way. Better yet…

      Elias’s hand moved down between her thighs and Jesse had to bite his lip harder yet, but he couldn’t entirely stifle his moan.

      Both of their heads turned toward him, one set of eyes smoldering with passion, the other’s dark with rising fury. Jesse could see the shimmering tension in her body. Even though he’d accidentally interrupted them, she was still close to coming. Looking at him wasn’t helping, and she’d never forgive him if he ruined this make-up moment with Elias.

      “No,” she said, her voice ringing with command.

      Jesse squeezed his eyes shut and nodded. Damn, damn, he had to hold it. Fire burned and licked in his groin, need rumbling closer to eruption, but he had to contain it.

      “What the hell was that all about?” Elias asked.

      “I told him not to come.”

      The cop’s eyes flared wide and he let out a low rumbling chuckle that made Jesse burn to plant his razor between Elias’s ribs. “Oh, yeah, I remember you telling me about that little arrangement. This is going to be fun, then.” He sat back on his heels, kneeling between her thighs. “Roll over, babe.”

      For once, Vicki actually looked a little scared. “No, Elias, not that, really…”

      “Come on, babe. Let’s give him a damn good show.” Suddenly magnanimous, he even managed to wink at Jesse. “You know he’ll love it.”

      She shuddered and let out a delicious moan that made a drop of fluid leak from Jesse’s aching cock. Without a word, she rolled over, rose up on her knees, and buried her face in the crook of her arm.

      Elias slid back inside, calm and easy. Confused, Jesse watched, braced for fireworks but nothing happened. What did she have against basic doggie-style?

      Tugging her hips back farther, Elias subtly changed his thrust, pushing up higher, lifting her despite the resistance of his grip on her thighs. She tossed her head, moaning into her arm, and Jesse leaned closer, straining to see in the darkness.

      Lowering his chest against her back, Elias gave her more weight, beginning to hold her down. Penning her. “Come on, Vik. I know you want to buck. Don’t make me dig my spurs into you.”

      She said something that was muffled into the pillow. Or maybe she cursed. “Don’t do this to him. It’s not fair. You can be a cruel bastard, Reyes.”

      The cop smiled and winked at Jesse again, smugness and yeah, a bit of edgy cruelty shadowing his face. He gave her a long, deep thrust that made her claw the mattress.

      “Elias, God, please.”

      “Feel me deep, babe. Feel me so deep inside that you can taste me.” He thrust again, a sinuous, lifting drive that made her groan rise to a howl. “There’s that spot you like so much. You love to feel me there, don’t you, babe? Let’s see if I can touch it again.”

      He dropped more of his weight against her, using his left forearm to trap her upper body, his hand fisted in her hair. She stared across the expanse of the mattress at Jesse. He had a moment to see the heat in her eyes, and then Elias slammed deep again and her eyes rolled back. Her mouth fell open, her hands tearing at the sheets, her voice rising as the climax went on and on. Elias pushed deeper, not even thrusting, but stroking deep inside. She erupted, flailing in the throes of her climax.

      Jesse couldn’t watch. Listening was bad enough. His whole body hurt with the need to simply explode, but she’d told him no. In agony, he felt like flailing and wailing right along with her. God above, he’d never heard that sound come from her lips before. She screamed like Elias was killing her. She was furious, crazed, and so far gone with passion that it was the most glorious, beautiful sound Jesse had ever heard in his entire life. She pleaded, begged, cursed at Elias to stop, and he just laughed and did it again.

      And again. Perhaps there was a bit of sadist in the cop after all.

      When Elias finally roared out his own release, Jesse was as sweaty and sore as if he’d run a marathon. Every muscle in his body ached from fighting back his own release. If she even looked at him, he’d probably explode, the cop and her order be damned.

      Draped on top of her, Elias brushed damp hair from her face and kissed her neck tenderly. “You okay, babe?” She groaned wretchedly, making him laugh. “That good, huh. How about you show me what you like to do with your boy for round two.”

      Jesse stiffened from head to foot, his ears ringing. He squeezed his eyes and mouth shut, refusing to say a word or give her any indication how badly he wanted her to do anything to him. Anything at all. Let the cop watch. Let him beat him within an inch of his life, he didn’t care, as long as she gave him release.

      The bed dipped as she rolled to the middle of the bed. It was all he could do not to arch his back and try to drill a hole through the mattress with his cock.

      “Are you sure?”

      Yes, yes, please, Jesse babbled in his mind. He was going to suffocate himself on this pillow, trying to keep from blurting out her name.

      “I have something in mind.”

      Jesse jolted like someone had dumped ice-cold water on him. What the hell did that mean?

      “If you don’t have anything handy to tie him up, I’ll offer my handcuffs.”

      This time Jesse whimpered and he didn’t care who heard.
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      Vicki checked the scarf from her dress around Jesse’s wrists one last time. He was breathing so fast she was afraid he’d hyperventilate. “Are you sure you’re okay?”

      “Please, Vicki, hurry. I hurt so bad. I can’t stand it.”

      She stole a glance at Elias, still unsure of his motives. He lay on his side watching her. Yesterday, he’d walked out on her. Now he wanted her tie her cabana boy up and torment him. While Elias watched. After they’d just…

      Her face caught fire at the memory. When he held her down like that and went so deep he bumped her cervix, she always went nuts. Mama had told her to make him grovel, but she really had no idea how to bring Elias to his knees while she was playing with another man. She brushed damp hair off Jesse’s forehead and he lifted his face, twisting up to get her fingers into his mouth.

      He sucked her fingers, stroking frantically with his tongue, and she let her eyes flutter shut. This was all she needed to worry about. Pleasing him while pleasing herself, and indirectly, pleasing Elias too. She opened her eyes and checked his reaction. His eyes were dark, locked on her, but he wasn’t tense or angry. Instead, his lips were parted and she could hear his breathing. He might not be comfortable with their situation yet, but he was turned on.

      Let’s see how far he’ll let me go.

      She pulled her fingers out of Jesse’s mouth and bent down to kiss him. He raised his head off the pillow eagerly, inhaling her lips like a dying man. She threaded her fingers through his hair and pulled his head back down to the bed. He breathed hard, his eyes blazing.

      “What do you want?”

      “Anything. Everything. Just don’t touch me down south until you’re absolutely ready to lose me.”

      She stroked her palms in slow, gentle circles across his chest. He didn’t really react much until she let her fingernails rake lightly over his skin. Especially his nipples. He hissed beneath his breath and arched his back, pushing harder so she dug into his skin. “Yes, please, harder, Vicki. I saw what you did to his back. I’d love that.”

      Leaning over him, she pressed her fingernails harder, deliberately leaving furrows in his skin as he’d asked. “Of course, I should kiss the sting away.”

      He groaned in agreement.

      She didn’t kiss those scratches, though. She licked them with long swipes of her tongue. He shifted beneath her, silently asking for her mouth on his nipples. Teasingly, she drew wet circles around them, ignoring his pleading cries. He twisted his hands, tugging at the scarves, and his legs shifted restlessly against the sheets. When he managed to brush up against her, he groaned and lifted his leg higher, redoubling his efforts to get her closer.

      “Guess you should have tied his ankles up too, babe.” Elias said it like a joke, but the low, ragged timbre of his voice thrummed her spine. “Maybe you should sit on those legs to hold him still.”

      “Did you hear him, Jesse?” She purred against his chest, pausing to scrape her teeth across his left nipple. “If you promise to lie still, I’ll do it. I’ll sit on your knees. But you can’t move and make me touch you by accident before I’m ready.”

      “Okay.” He panted, dragging his legs together. “I’ll be good.”

      “Not his knees.” Elias moved closer too, his gaze intent. “You’ll need to be higher.”

      “Okay,” she said slowly, unsure what he wanted. She’d assumed he wouldn’t want to be involved at the same time.

      When she settled herself across Jesse’s thighs, he shuddered beneath her. “Oh, God, you’re so wet. I wish you would rub yourself all over me.”

      It was a mistake to close her eyes, because that made it easier for her to imagine sliding up his body, smearing him with her desire. Or she could make him lick her while he was tied and helpless. He’d love it.

      I’d love it, too, she admitted to herself. But would Elias?

      She felt him behind her. She froze, waiting to see what he’d do. He, too, straddled the other man’s legs, pressing close enough to her that she could feel his returned erection brushing the small of her back. He didn’t touch Jesse, exactly, but he was definitely closer to the danger zone than Vicki had ever thought he’d get.

      “Someday,” Jesse gasped out, “I’d love you to sit on my face while he takes you from behind again. I’d drown in you and die a happy man.”

      Her ears roared and she swayed slightly. Elias steadied her by cupping her shoulders, but the warm moist heat of his breath at her ear did little to calm the sudden flood of desire. “Would you like that, Vik?”

      Her body was on fire, crisped and burned beyond recognition, but she managed to nod. She rose on up on her knees instead of sitting on Jesse’s thighs and pressed back against Elias. His heat against her back brought her body back to the edge of a screaming, clawing climax.

      “Maybe some other night. Right now, I need to face my worst fear. I need to see you take him all the way. Take him inside your body and ride him to climax.” He smoothed his right hand down the curve of her buttock and dipped his fingers in the desire that slickened her folds. “Ah, babe, I’m a selfish bastard. I’m going to have to touch you while you do it. I can’t bear to know he’s inside you if I’m not touching you too.”

      He was trying so hard. If he’d made a snide remark about his jealousy, she would have wanted to punch him, but he was being too honest for her temper to even think about coming forward. Elias had made himself vulnerable. He was willingly accepting a blow to his pride to accommodate her wishes.

      He let out a husky laugh against her ear and his fingers roamed higher along the valley between her buttocks. He probed, ever so gently. She stiffened, but her entire body flooded with heat, a tell-tale trickle slipping down her thigh. They’d never played with anal before.

      But then again, she’d never had another man in her bed, either.

      “Trust me, babe. I won’t go all the way this time. I don’t want to hurt you. I just want you to think about it. Think about me coming inside you at the same time. Jesse, you’re going to have to make this good for her. Make it last.”

      Jesse’s breathing was labored. “I’ll try.”

      “Take him,” Elias growled in her ear. “But your ass is mine.”

      It was incredibly easy to rise up and slide over Jesse. It wasn’t easy to keep from throwing her head back and letting loose like a bucking bronco. So good. Elias hot against her back, Jesse moaning and shaking beneath her. Another dream come true.

      Elias’s breath came hot and heavy against her ear. His other hand gripped her breast, holding her close to him. He rocked his body with hers, guiding her in a slow rolling ride, pushing her down on the other man, even while he pushed his finger deeper into her.

      So full. She couldn’t stand it. Pressure built with each incremental thrust. She couldn’t stop thinking about his cock sliding into her. Surely he’d be too big. His finger alone was too much.

      She cried out, instinctively trying to withdraw, but pulling away from him only put her in harder contact with Jesse. She ground her hips against him, seeking relief, and suddenly he was the one bucking, his back rising off the mattress, his hips thrusting up, hard, driving Elias deeper, and she lost it. Stars detonated in her head. Elias held her, his body rock-hard and steady against her. Her protector. Always at her back.

      She was falling again, the world simply tumbling away, but he caught her. He tucked her tightly against him, drawing her into the shelter of his arms with his body curled against her back. Eventually, their breathing steadied, enough for her to realize that Jesse lay shivering beside her, his hands still bound to the headboard.

      Guilt made her eyes burn. How long had she left him like that? She rose up and tugged on the scarf, struggling to get the tightened knots out. Not the smartest choice. She should have listened to Shiloh weeks ago. The scarf had bitten into his skin.

      “That was incredible,” he whispered, struggling to keep his eyes open. “You can tie me up any time you want, Vicki. Especially if that’s the outcome.”

      “I shouldn’t have used the silk. I’m sorry, Jesse. Can you still feel your fingers?”

      She finally got it loosened enough for him to pull his hands free. Shaking his hands, he grinned up at her. “I’m good, but I won’t be opposed to handcuffs next time.”

      Next time. She suddenly couldn’t meet either man’s gaze. Could Elias do it again? Or would he just walk out one day, never to return?

      “Why don’t you go take a shower,” Elias suggested to Jesse. Without a word, the younger man slid out of her bed. Even in the darkness with another man lying behind her, she couldn’t tear her gaze away from his ass. Her own backside burned, remembering the stretching pressure of Elias filling her up.

      “Your ass is prettier than his,” Elias whispered in her ear, drawing her back against him. “I don’t feel anything when I look at him, until I look at you and see the heat in your eyes.”

      “Does it bother you?”

      “I thought it would.” He admitted, dropping his chin to her shoulder. “I thought…” He swallowed hard. “I thought you might want him more than me. That it’d be different between us now.”

      “Elias—” Her voice broke.

      “Hear me out, babe. It is different now. I didn’t think it possible to improve on our sex life, but it’s better. Touching you like that… Damn, Vicki, it was so hot I came without even needing to be inside you. It’s going to get even better as we get more comfortable with each other. I see how much you want him, and it’s okay. It’s okay because you still look at me and want me too.”

      She rolled over in his arms so she could see his face. She stroked her fingers over his brow, the grim line of his jaw. “I’ll always want you.”

      His lips quirked, giving a nudge with his hips that showed her somebody was hard yet again. “Prove it.”

      She pushed him flat on his back. “It’ll be my pleasure.”
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      The kitchen was dark except for the light radiating out of the fridge as she scrounged for something to eat. After such a rousing night, she needed some protein after all those brownies.

      “I made something for you,” Jesse said in that shy way that made her want to push him up against a wall and sink her teeth into his full bottom lip. He offered a heavy, thick sheet of paper.

      “Turn on the light.”

      He did so, illuminating an ornate tree spreading across the page. Long, curling branches filled the sky, dotted with blue-green leaves and curls. The trunk was a deep, rich blood red, solid but gently curving in feminine hourglass. The base of the tree spread out into dark, thick roots reaching deep into the soil.

      The colors were bright and vivid, not his usual chalks. Turquoise, red, black. “My colors!”

      He grinned and reached across her shoulder to trail his finger along the tree’s trunk. “This is you.”

      She cocked her head and she could make out her name written in the swirling bark. Tiny, detailed, elegantly curved letters became part of the pattern. His name floated in the leaves that matched the color of his eyes. Elias was dark, earthy, his name written in the soil and the foundation of the tree.

      “You connect us. You’re the trunk holding everything together. Without you, the leaves will dry up and crumble away.”

      Her throat ached. “Yet without the roots, the tree can’t live either.”

      “Exactly.”

      “Thank you.” She pulled him into her arms and brushed her lips against his. “It’s perfect. I’m going to get it framed and hang it over the mantle.” Staring into his eyes, she whispered, “I’m going to ask Elias something very important tonight.”

      Jesse let his breath out in a long exhale, as though preparing for the worst. “Okay.”

      “You know how much you mean to me, don’t you?”

      He smiled but his bottom lip trembled. “I’m yours to take, if you want me.”

      “You know I do. In fact, I want to keep you forever. If you want to stay with me, that is.”

      He blinked at her and opened his mouth, but no words came out.

      “I love you, Jesse, and I want you to always be here, but I love Elias too. I don’t want you to feel like a hand-me-down, or like I might ever change my mind and kick you out some day. I’d never do that, okay? You’re part of my family now, so I want to give you something that is special, so that you know…”

      “That I’m home? I already know that, Vicki. Even if you marry Elias, there’s no place I’d rather be than with you.”

      She reached into her purse and pulled out the flat velvet box that Victor had helped her pick out. Her fingers trembled as much as her voice. “This isn’t something I ever imagined doing, let alone offering to anyone, before I met you.”

      Holding the box in front of her, she flipped it open to reveal the collar inside. On a heavy, masculine platinum chain, turquoise sapphires the same color as Jesse’s eyes formed the elaborate V of her label.

      He stared at the jewelry, his eyes going wider and wider, but he barely breathed. She couldn’t tell if he liked the idea or not. They’d never talked about the significance of a collar, her collar, because she’d never known herself. Maybe she’d guessed absolutely wrong. “If you don’t like it…”

      “Vicki,” he breathed out her name like a prayer. Finally, he raised his gaze to hers, and his eyes shone brighter than the stones. “You got this for me?”

      “Only for you. I want you to know that you belong with me, as long as you choose to stay.”

      He stepped closer so he could press his forehead to hers. “I never dared dream that you’d want me, let alone that you’d understand the rest. I’d love to wear your collar, Vicki. Whenever and however you want me, I’m yours.”

      She slipped the box back into her purse so she could hug him close. “I thought we could go somewhere, just you and me. Like a ceremony or something. Would you like that?”

      “Our park,” he whispered. “Where you first found me.”

      “You’ve got it.”

      “Hey, do you have anything to eat in here?” Elias strode in still wet from the shower and as naked as a jaybird. “I thought I smelled chocolate when I came in. I’m starving. Hey, that reminds me, Jesse.  Are you free for another poker game this week? Colby’s not the new guy on the force anymore, and we’re breaking in the newest recruit. I swear no one will try to bust your face this time, unless you win too much.”

      “Sure thing.” Jesse grinned, his relief and happiness at being included twisting her heart in a very good way. “You know it’s a really good game when someone bleeds.”

      Elias saw the half-devoured pan of brownies still out on the stove and moved to dive right in, but she smacked the back of his hand.

      “Ouch! What the hell was that for?”

      “Those are my pity-party brownies. The ones I made because I was heartbroken and lonely. You can’t eat them.”

      “Aw, babe, come on. I already apologized.” He reached around her, sinking his fingers into the pan, but she shoved him aside before he could get more than a bite of the gooey batter. She hated dry, overcooked brownies. They’d eaten her brownies with a spoon. “We’ve had make-up sex, more sex, even shower sex. This man needs sustenance. He needs brownies!”

      “Not yet. I’ve got something to say to you.” She planted her hands on her hips and gave him her most determined courtroom glare. “I want a ring.”

      “Sure, babe.” He laughed and reached for the pan again, but she punched him hard enough in the solar plexus that he grunted and took a step back.

      “Not just any ring. An engagement ring. If you want me.”

      He narrowed his eyes and gave her his own belligerent, bad-cop glare. “I think I just proved pretty damn well that I want you, Vik.”

      “You did.” She kept her voice pleasant and she smiled, the wide, toothy one that always made him blanch. “But if you want to prove it ever again, Detective Reyes, then I want a ring. I want to be your wife. I want you to answer your phone every single time I call you. I want you to come home every single night and eat all my brownies without me wondering if you’re ever going to come home again.”

      He jerked his chin at the other man hovering off to the side. “What about him?”

      She glanced at Jesse and gave him the same formidable smile. The difference with him: his knees went weak and his eyes smoldered like molten jewels. “I’m going to buy him a ring as proof of my solemn promise and commitment that he will always have a place in my house, my heart and my bed.”

      Elias took a growling, threatening step closer. “So I get to give you my name and he gets everything else?”

      “No, babe,” she drawled, lifting a handful of gooey chocolate from the pan. “You get my name, my house, my bed and my heart. I’ll even give you my brownies.” She reached out and wrapped her chocolate-covered hand around his cock. “If you let me eat some off you at the same time.”

      With a wicked grin, Jesse headed for the shower, leaving Elias to suffer her brownie punishment alone.

      He groaned and leaned back against the counter. Reaching around him with her free hand, she scooped up more brownies, letting him eat off her fingers.

      “You make the best brownies in the world. Vicki Connagher, will you do me the honor of becoming my wife?”

      “Yes,” she whispered, smearing his lips with chocolate. Then she went to her knees before him. She licked just the tip of him and he trembled, gripping the counter like it was the only thing holding him up.

      “Uh, babe? I think I’m the one who’s supposed to be on their knees for this question.”

      She smiled up at him. “You will be. Soon.” She licked him again and the counter creaked in sympathy. “I’m going to make you grovel.”

      Before she got back to the pan for another brownie, he did.
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      Rocking in her chair on the front porch, Virginia Connagher watched the sun set as she’d done every night for nearly forty years, ever since she and Tyrell had first bought this ranch. It’d been a rough mess of two hundred acres and a tiny, barely livable shack, with falling down fences and more weeds and cactus than pasture. A lifetime of sweat, tears and blood had turned this land into her dream—one of the finest stables in all of Texas. Her show horses were well sought after and one had won a gold in the Olympics just last year. And it didn’t mean a damned thing.

      Not without him.

      Pink darkened to violet and stars dotted the velvet canvas. A whippoorwill called from one of the black gum trees he’d planted alongside the driveway when they’d first moved out here. She loved the birds’ calls…and yet hated them too. He’d always loved those damned noisy birds.

      “This always was your favorite time of day.”

      She turned her head, shocked to see him sitting beside her in the matched mate to her chair. Dusty, stained cowboy hat tipped back on his head, sun-lined face, eyes so blue and brilliant it hurt to look into them, and big Texas mustache. He wore faded denim from head to toe and worn boots that had seen better days, the same thing he’d worn just about every single day of his life. She could even smell his Stetson cologne, the only thing he’d ever worn, along with the ever-present scent of leather that hung about him. “What are you doing here?”

      “Just visiting.” His slow, easy drawl made her throat tighten, her eyes filling up with tears. “Thought it was past time.”

      “You died twelve years ago.”

      He tipped his hat back farther and gave her a solemn nod. “I sure did, Princess.”

      He hadn’t called her that in…she couldn’t even remember how long. Early in their courtship he’d called her a snooty princess and the name had stuck. She’d called him a rodeo bum. Then they’d married and had a wonderful life together. Until it all ended. “You never came to see me before.”

      “You wouldn’t let me. You’re a hard woman, Virginia. Besides, you didn’t need me then.”

      She stared at him, gripping the arms of her chair so hard her fingers ached. He’d always done this. Infuriated her to the point she wanted to lay into him with her fists, her hairbrush, a crop, anything she had at hand. “I didn’t need you,” she repeated slowly, carefully enunciating each word. “When you left me alone to raise our children. When I had to organize your funeral. When I’ve been alone all these years. Yet now you decide to mosey back into my life? What on earth for?”

      He reached up and pulled a hand-rolled cigarette out of his hatband. He didn’t light it, only held it in his mouth. Somehow over the years, she’d learned to understand him just as clearly even though he was talking around the cigarette butt in his mouth. He’d never smoked inside the house. Only here, on the porch, or out on the range once or twice a day. Yet lung cancer had still mowed him down in his prime. “You’ve been alone too long.”

      She let out a harsh laugh that jarred her ears. “Don’t tell me you’ve come back from the grave to tell me I need to move on and find a new man.”

      “You’re too much woman to be alone. It ain’t right.”

      “No, I’ll tell you what ain’t right. You leaving us. Me having to bury you in your wedding suit.” The memory of how fake and stiff he’d looked in his coffin made her bury her face in her hands. “It wasn’t right, Ty. I should have buried you in jeans like the boys wanted. But I just wasn’t myself and Miss Belle said you didn’t care one way or the other. I hated seeing you in that suit. It should have had only good memories.”

      He gently pried her fingers away from her face and lifted her right hand to his mouth. The cigarette was gone, probably tucked back in his hat for safekeeping. Funny, she’d forgotten how much his mustache tickled. She’d cursed that thing, complained how the whiskers had poked her nose when he kissed her, but now… I’d give anything to feel those damned whiskers against my cheek again.

      “Miss Belle’s always right, don’t you know that yet? I didn’t care one way or the other. All I want you to remember about me is this.”

      His palm on hers, big and strong and rough. He’d worked as a ranch hand all his life, when he wasn’t rodeoing. He’d busted just about every bone in his body, including his skull, and tore up his hands doing hard work under the unforgiving Texan sun. She gripped his calloused hand tighter, desperate to keep him with her. “How could I ever find another man who moved me like you still do?”

      “He’s there. You just have to open your eyes.”

      “I don’t want no one else.”

      He brushed his mouth against her knuckles again, deliberately tickling her skin with a wicked, knowing glint in his eyes. “You will, if you let yourself think about it. I know you too well, Virginia Connagher. If you set your mind against a thing, you’ll never surrender the fight, come hell or high water. I hate seeing my woman so down on love when I know exactly how warm and loving you can be. How passionate.”

      “You said I’m a hard woman, and you’re right. I don’t think I could ever let anyone in again. I never wanted anyone like I wanted you.”

      He nodded solemnly. “That’s why I’ve come to help you see the way. I love you too much to watch you hurt alone any longer.”

      Hurt alone. Those words stung, sinking deep beneath her skin to pierce her heart. She wanted to avert her face and keep the desperation and hunger hidden away, but she couldn’t take her eyes off him. He might fade away and she’d never see him again, not until she met St. Peter at the pearly gates. “There’s no other way, Ty, and you know—”

      “I know,” he broke in, his deep voice rumbling like distant thunder. “You’ve been hurting alone. I don’t like it. Not at all. Virginia Connagher shouldn’t ever hurt alone.” He squeezed her hand hard enough that the fine bones began to grind together. It made her blood thicken with the sweet memory of their shared secrets. How he’d been able to feed that hungry side of her that feasted on pain. “Not my Princess.”

      “I don’t want to forget you.” It came out plaintive, making her wince, because she hated nothing more than being weak.

      He laughed, a dark chuckle, his breath hot and moist in her ear. “You’ll never forget me, Princess. But that don’t mean you can’t take another man in my absence.”

      Something shook her whole body. Lightning arced through her mind, making her twitch uncontrollably.

      “Ty…”

      Darkness swallowed her. She lost the sensation of his hand on hers. She couldn’t see him any longer, though the scent of leather was so strong she could almost swear she’d buried her face against his chest. “I won’t let you down, darlin’, even in this. I’ll always love you. Now it’s time to give another man the chance to love you too.”

      Voices crashed and rattled inside her. Lights streamed by, like she was flying. So fast.

      “Female, fifty-six years old, broken arm, severe concussion.” Hands probed her stomach, sending her gasping up in an arching cry. “Probable internal injuries.”

      She opened her mouth to ask what had happened, but her brain didn’t want to work. Nothing hurt, not really. That was probably a very bad sign. The scent of leather still lingered. She closed her eyes, trying to hold on to him, but already his image had faded in her mind. The brightness of his eyes had dimmed, the edges fuzzed and softened by time. She started crying and she didn’t care who saw. “Ty.”

      “Mama!” Her daughter, Vicki, suddenly appeared, her face white, her eyes huge and dark with fear. “What happened?”

      “We lost her pulse for a minute or so, but she’s back with us now.” One of the nurses grabbed Vicki’s arm, holding her back from following into the next room. Lights blazed everywhere, too bright, too painful.

      “Mama!” Vicki cried out. “Victor’s on his way! I’ll call Conn too. Don’t worry about a thing!”

      Virginia tried to turn and see her daughter, to find out what had happened, but someone put something over her mouth and she slid into nothingness where not even a sweet dream of Ty could find her.

      One week later

      Virginia paused at the bottom of the porch steps and looked up at the front door. It might as well be ten miles away. “Whose idiotic idea was it to put in so many steps?”

      “That would be yours,” her oldest son, Victor, said with a smile. “You wanted to have a good view. Remember?”

      “Of course I remember,” she snapped. “I’ve got a busted-up arm and some stitches, but I didn’t lose my ever-loving mind. Just my spleen.”

      “Well you did have a concussion.” He wasn’t intimidated by her temper, because he had the same biting disposition. “I’m just checking to make sure.”

      She sighed and leaned on him harder. “I’m sorry, son. I don’t mean to bark at you like a mean old junkyard dog.”

      He wrapped his arm gingerly around her waist, mindful of her stitches. “I know, Mama. If you’d take the pain medication…”

      “I hate feeling like my head’s stuffed with cotton.” She managed the first two steps and then had to pause a minute. Her head swam and her knees trembled. “Damn my fool pride. All right, son…”

      She didn’t have to finish the sentence because he was already sweeping her up against his chest. Luckily he didn’t say I told you so.

      Vicki rushed ahead, shifting an armload of flowers around so she could open the door. “Mama, how many times do we have to tell you to lock the door? It isn’t safe way out here in the country.”

      “I never…”

      “If she’d locked the door, then I would have had to break it down.”

      At that voice, Virginia groaned and pressed her face against her son’s shoulder. “Who called Miss Belle?”

      “Nobody had to call me, silly girl. Bring her into her bedroom. We’ve gotten everything ready.”

      “But—”

      Virginia might have been matriarch of the Texas Connaghers, but Miss Belle ruled them all even from six hundred miles north. Trying not to grumble at people who obviously loved her, Virginia let them tuck her into bed instead of the couch. At least they propped her up with pillows so she could visit a while. Vicki hovered, Victor and Conn hugged and pounded each other on the back like they were trying to kill each other, while Miss Belle sat at Virginia’s dressing table like a queen. Or at least a movie star from the fifties, which she was. But Miss Belle was also her mother, which she usually seemed to deliberately forget.

      She’d never liked to be called anything but Miss Belle.

      She wore a gorgeous cream-colored dress covered with delicate pink roses, either a retro hourglass style or, more likely, something she really had worn forty or fifty years ago. When Virginia had been a child, Miss Belle’s hair had been a vibrant red, but it’d softened over the years to pinkish peaches and cream. Of course Miss Belle wore a wide-brimmed straw hat dotted with pink and cream roses to match her dress.

      A proper lady would sooner go without underwear, which is probably why Miss Belle had despaired of ever turning her daughter into a proper lady.

      Conn finally quit hugging on his brother long enough to give his mama a proper kiss. She didn’t see him nearly as often as she wanted now that he was a professor in Missouri, but at least he was close enough to keep an eye on Miss Belle, who was nearly eighty. “We would have been down sooner but Vicki assured us you were out of danger and that you’d rather see us at home instead of the hospital.”

      “Definitely.” She patted his cheek, pleased at the soft light in his eyes. Conn had always been her poet son, and emotion and angst sometimes hit him hard. Finding the love of his life had taken the hard edges out of his eyes. He can be hard when he needs to be, but he’ll never be mean like Victor. Or me. “By us do you mean you brought Rae too?”

      “I sure did, even though I had to threaten to tie her up so she didn’t try to jump out of the car as we got close to the Texas line.” Conn laughed and from the glint in his eye, she thought he might very well mean it. “She’s in the kitchen with Shiloh.”

      “Thank God,” Virginia muttered. “I’d rather go back to the hospital than eat Miss Belle’s cooking.”

      “Miss Belle’s cooking would put us all in the hospital,” Conn joked.

      “I’ve taught Rae Lynn everything she knows about cooking.” Miss Belle sniffed and removed her hat, then her pretty lace gloves. “She just happens to execute better than I.”

      Conn snickered and ran his finger across his neck in the universal death gesture. Victor laughed and even Miss Belle had to smile at their antics. It was hard to believe her sons were both well into their thirties. Seeing them laughing and so happy made tears pool in Virginia’s eyes.

      Good God, I’m turning into a weepy sap. She busied herself adjusting the sling supporting her left arm, propping up the heavy cast with a pillow. She still didn’t remember much about the accident, but they’d told her a drunk driver had T-boned her car on the way to the grocery store. At least when she drank too much she had the common sense to stay the hell home. She’d been real lucky. Her arm had been pinned in the wreckage and she’d almost lost it.

      At least it wasn’t my right arm. I can still write and I won’t have to depend on grueling physical therapy to bring my strength back.

      Her mind flinched away from that nugget, refusing to dwell on the reason she needed strength in her right arm. She hadn’t had a reason to keep her shoulder and arm loose and strong for quite some time.

      Thinking about that only brought her back to Ty and that incredible dream. It’d been so real. His scent of leather, the roughness of his palm, even the tickling of his mustache. Could she make up little details like that in a dream?

      “You know that wasn’t any old dream,” Miss Belle said in a low voice as she sat on the edge of the bed. “He’s been worried about you a long time.”

      Virginia concentrated on the cast, absently scratching her fingers beneath the edge. Miss Belle swore she still talked to Colonel Healy, her husband who’d been dead nigh on thirty years. She’d always thought her mother was crazy—everybody did. But now I’m talking to my dead husband too.

      “He said you’re always right.”

      Miss Belle laughed and it sounded genuine, not girly and deliberately silly like she usually did to fool people into thinking she had a few screws loose. She wanted people to think she was just a crazy old lady. Forty years ago, she’d pretended to be an airhead actress without a thought in her pretty little head. Whether she was playing poker or dabbling in politics or playing amateur sleuth, she managed to fool most people so well that they never knew what hit them while she skipped off into the sunset.

      But that laugh… That was real, the rare and special Miss Belle she only shared with her beloved family.

      “Tyrell always was too smart for his own good. Stubborn as a mule, slow and silent and careful until he was sure, he never backed down from a fight, which is exactly what you needed the most. He was definitely the man God must have created just for you.”

      Virginia had to swallow to keep the tears locked away. Before he’d died, she could have counted the number of times she’d cried as an adult on one hand. Twelve years might have passed, but his loss haunted her like a phantom limb. “I figured you were going to side with him.”

      “I am.” Miss Belle patted her leg gently.

      “But you just said…”

      “Do you really think there was never any other man for me other than your father?”

      Luckily her children had disappeared into the kitchen to help the girls with dinner. “Mother! I so do not want to hear about how many men you might have loved and left over the years. I certainly don’t want to know that you cheated on Daddy too.”

      Miss Belle smacked her thigh, whether for slipping on her name or for the affair comment, she wasn’t sure. “Who said anything about cheating? We had a one-of-a-kind love, the kind that lasts down through the years of children and grief, victory and defeat, war and sickness and eventually death. It was wonderful. But he wasn’t the only man I loved. I don’t believe we were put on this earth to love only once and then die. Else couples would always die together, wouldn’t they? What kind of God would join two hearts and then leave one cold and alone the rest of her days without a single hug or kiss or affectionate word ever again?”

      The kind of God who took Tyrell and left me alone all these years. Though Virginia didn’t say it aloud.

      “Besides, I’ve got the perfect solution.”

      She opened her mouth to protest, but Miss Belle was already shouting.

      “Girls! I need your help!”

      The three young women came running, probably terrified that Virginia had suffered a seizure or something by the volume of Miss Belle’s voice.

      Dark haired and fiery like all the Connaghers, Vicki was a lot like her mama. Maybe too much. It’d taken her years to find the right man and in fact, she’d settled on two. She needed the explosive fireworks with Elias—the same as her parents—but Vicki also needed the softer, gentler side of her submissive, Jesse. There was something about that young man that made all the ice and iron in Vicki’s heart melt.

      Rae and Shiloh would soon be her daughters-in-law. Each head over heels in love with her Connagher boy, both submissive, but yet so entirely different. Rae was shy and too timid for Virginia’s patience. It was all she could do not to bark at the girl to buck up and put some starch in her spine. But that wide-eyed-doe look appealed to Conn’s protective side. There had to be more spunk to the girl than was on the surface, because she’d managed to evade Conn for over five years, definitely giving him a run for his money before surrendering the fight. And of course, Rae not only survived living with Miss Belle, but she also seemed to actually enjoy the woman’s company. No small feat, because God knew Virginia would probably be ready to murder her mother before she finally went back to Missouri.

      Shiloh was completely opposite Rae: bright and cheerful and bold. Yet when the oldest Connagher son touched her—even a simple arm around her shoulders or an innocent touch of his palm in the small of her back—she went on complete and wholly dedicated alert. If Victor told her to jump off a cliff, she’d do it or die trying, even while cursing at him all the way down.

      We done well with our boys. Virginia closed her eyes a moment and tried to bring up Tyrell’s image in her mind as fresh and vibrant as that vision, but he was still hazy and softened by the passing of years. You’d be proud of them, Ty. You’d like these girls too.

      “Girls,” Miss Belle declared, “I’m charging you with a most solemn duty. You must find a man for your mama.”

      Virginia jerked so hard she couldn’t stifle a moan at the grating pain in her busted arm. “What? Are you insane?”

      Ignoring her, Miss Belle continued. “It’s high time Virginia starts dating again. I’m sure between the three of you brilliant young ladies you know a handsome, courageous man dumb enough to come wrestle with her.”

      A speculative gleam shone in Vicki’s eyes.

      “No,” Virginia said firmly. “Dating is something young people do. I’ve had my time.”

      “Now who’s the fool?” Miss Belle snapped. “You’ve got half your life ahead of you still. It’s high time you start living it.”

      Virginia could only stare at her mother, both moved and amused by her concern. Most people had feared her father, Colonel Healy, and yes, he’d been a tough old Marine who didn’t take shit off anyone. But it only took one look from Miss Belle and that man would have taken San Juan Hill singlehandedly or died trying. Miss Belle wore big hats and frivolous pink dresses, but when push came to shove, she was the one who ran the family with a gay laugh and her wickedly keen mind. She used to joke that God had known exactly what He was doing when He’d put her in a small female body, because if He’d made her a big strapping man, she’d have been one mean bully.

      “I bet Mal will know someone,” Vicki said.

      Virginia groaned. “Don’t get the Mistress of Dallas involved or I’ll never have any peace. You know very well what kind of man that woman would try to set me up with.”

      Vicki laughed, a knowing chuckle that spoke volumes. “A good-looking boy willing to do anything you say for a chance to kiss your toes? What’s the harm in that? Although I suspect she’s involved with someone herself right now. I don’t know if she’s still got her finger on the pulse of Dallas’s submissive male scene or not.”

      Rae stared at Virginia a moment with those big, startled eyes. “Oh. Oh.”

      “Where do you think Victor and Conn got their hard side, Rae Lynn?” Miss Belle said.

      “But that doesn’t mean I want some boy running around my house saying, ‘Yes, Mistress, how may I serve, Mistress?’” Virginia didn’t try to keep the disgust from her voice. “Good lord. I’ve got boys older than Mal. I sure don’t want her to set me up with anyone of that age.”

      “Cougar,” Vicki said teasingly.

      Virginia growled in response. “Grizzly bear is more like it, mean and nasty after getting woke up too early from hibernation.”

      “And hungry,” her daughter replied, still teasing, but with a growing understanding in her eyes that made Virginia look away.

      Hungry. They have no idea. She didn’t want them to know exactly how lonely she’d been. How many nights she’d paced and practiced with the whip or crop just to exhaust herself, or drank herself into a stupor just to find a few hours of peace.

      “What do you want in a man?” Shiloh asked.

      I want Tyrell. Virginia made herself shut the mental door on what she couldn’t have any longer, the fuzzy memories she’d clung to all these years. “If I were to date again, and that’s a big IF, he’d have to be older, more my age. A man my age would already be mature and confident. He’d know exactly what he wanted with the rest of his life and he’d do anything to get it. The same as me. He wouldn’t need coddling or teaching or patience, which I don’t have patience for! A man used to hard work, who’s probably already seen and done more than you children ever dreamed about. Someone who can stand up to me and tell me when I’m being a fool—” she said that with a smile for Miss Belle, “—and won’t get his ego bruised when I tell him the same.”

      “Now that will be the challenge.” Laughing, Miss Belle stood and started herding everyone toward the door. “Even Tyrell got his ego bruised on occasion.”

      “All men do.”

      “Let’s finish up dinner so our patient can get some rest. I’ll see what we can do about your man, Virginia. You’ve placed a tall order.”

      Virginia settled down deeper into the pillows, her eyes already heavy. She’d done hardly anything but sleep at the hospital, but there wasn’t anything like coming home to her own bed. Tall, she sighed, slipping into sleep. He should definitely be tall.
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      According to her fashionable mother, nineteen-year-old Virginia should have been interested in college, shopping and boys, not show horses. But horses were her life. She’d rather spend a whole day sweating in the ring with a stubborn horse than talk for five minutes with most of the humans of her acquaintance.

      The recently hired tall, lanky handyman was one exception. For one thing, he hardly ever spoke. When he did, he revealed a surprisingly sharp wit that as often as not infuriated her even while she had to grudgingly admit he was right. Daddy had admitted over dinner one night shortly after hiring him that the man was a wanderer, roaming the country chasing rodeos. When he ran out of money, he paused in some town and got a job, working just long enough to earn enough cash to put a little more gas in his old beat-up Ford and haul his roping horse to the next dusty, falling-down arena.

      She still couldn’t quite believe her hardcore by-the-book father had hired such a bum, but Tyrell Connagher did more than his fair share of work on the ranch and he never stuck his nose up at a job. Even when she deliberately sent him to do something disgusting or petty, just to see if she could get a rise out of him.

      Instead, he’d push his sweat-stained straw hat back on his head and look up at her with that leathered tanned face and say, “Yes’m.” The last few times, she’d sworn there was a twinkle in his eyes. Deep blue eyes the color of the ocean on a perfect sunny day.

      She pushed such a ridiculous thought away as she led Dancer out of his stall. It was pitch dark outside and the ranch was silent. Miss Belle and Daddy had gone out to some charity ball, both acting like it was the crime of the century for their only daughter to refuse to go. They knew she hated such fancy events. All of the major families of the area would be there, the doctors and lawyers, the politicians. Ugh. All fake smiles and sparkling gowns and expensive perfumes while they plopped down a couple thousand bucks for some charity none of them really cared about.

      Then Miss Belle had dared say that Dr. Garrett’s son expected her to be there, even though he’d gone away to college while she’d been in Ireland after graduation. Like Jebadiah had bothered to ask her on a date or even spoken to her about the event. Everyone assumed they were a “thing” when nothing could be further from the truth. Before he’d left for college, everyone had kept checking her finger like they expected him to pop the question any day. When he came home for holidays or family occasions, it was even worse. Those snide smiles as if they knew he’d only come home to see her. Thankfully, she’d been able to avoid all those awkward whispers and rumors the past year while visiting Miss Belle’s family.

      They weren’t even dating. They’d never dated. They’d just happened to attend a hundred charity balls over the years because the Healys and Garretts were friends.

      Great, just great. I’m engaged and the man’s never even asked me out.

      She turned around and ran into a solid wall of muscle. She jumped back with a squeak that made her blush, even while she tipped her chin up. “Get out of my way.”

      “Now hold on, Princess,” Tyrell drawled out. “Surely you aren’t thinking about heading out in the middle of the night.”

      Princess? She couldn’t help but snort. “What I do is none of your business.”

      He pushed his hat farther back on his head. In the moonlight, his eyes were dark and intent on her face. “It is my business when I know for a fact your folks are gone and most of the other hands have the night off. So if you get lost or hurt out there in the dark, I’m the only one here to make sure you get what you need.”

      His words made her shiver, as if he meant something else entirely. She was suddenly aware of his size. The fact that he was more hobo than respectable man. He’d only been working for them a few weeks. Nobody knew what kind of man he was, not really. For all they knew, he was wanted in a dozen states for petty crimes. Or worse.

      And here I am alone with him.

      Fear curdled in her stomach, which only served to piss her off. She hated to be afraid. When she’d stared at her first triple-pole jump, her stomach a sick pit of dread, she’d marched over to her horse and jumped it a dozen times until she’d conquered the fear. She refused to ever let fear cripple her. As Daddy always said, it was time to saddle up and ride on anyway.

      Dancer snorted and pranced sideways, picking up on her anxiety. He almost tugged the lead out of her hand, but she couldn’t spare a glance at him, not with this danger threatening her. She clutched the crop in her left hand, glad she’d snagged it out of habit. “I told you to get out of my way.”

      “No’m. I’m sorry but I can’t.”

      Ignoring him, she led Dancer forward, planning to use the horse to push him out of the way, but he was on to her and stepped across the aisle, closer to her. She started to turn, swinging Dancer his direction, but her horse was too polite to step on a human, even if the man might cause her harm.

      His fingers closed around hers in a punishing grip, trying to yank Dancer’s rope free.

      Panic flared but her anger burned hotter. None of the help ever laid a hand on her. They were too respectful—and too scared of her Marine father. If she said boo, every man she’d ever met jumped. Even Jebadiah Garrett, the boy she’d watched turn into a man who was too damned polite to even ask her on a date away from their parents. Before she could stop to think, she brought the crop down in a sharp crack on Tyrell’s left shoulder. “Get your filthy hands off me!”

      Instead of letting her go, he clamped his hands on both of her shoulders and hauled her up against the long, lean lines of his body. God, he was so tall, a tower of strength that sent her pulse hammering frantically. She brought the crop down again, swinging awkwardly against his back, but he didn’t let her go. In fact, he bent down and slanted his mouth over hers.

      He was hungry, hard, his lips and mouth melting away the fear into something else that was wild and reckless and still pissed. She swung her arm up toward his head, the crop handle clubbing him against his temple and knocking his hat off. She wrenched out of his grip and stomped away. “Pack your bags and be gone before Daddy gets home or he’ll shoot your rangy hide.”

      She didn’t pause, couldn’t hear his response if he had one, not over the thundering of her pulse. The stable door slammed behind her and she broke into a run. She wasn’t even sure what she was running from. Him? All he’d done was kiss her. Safely away, she could admit that he hadn’t hurt her. The misguided fool had only been trying to protect her. Then she’d beaten him with her crop. Pausing on the wraparound porch, she ducked into the shadows and watched the stable door, but he didn’t attempt to follow. Panting, she leaned her back against the wall of the house and tried to gather her thoughts.

      Why on earth had he kissed her? She’d barely talked to him. Sure, she’d noticed the bright blue of his eyes. She’d caught him staring at her from beneath the shadowed brim of his hat several times. They’d exchanged a few “good morning’s” and pleasant smiles. She’d even tried to take a few bites out of his calm, silent demeanor but he hadn’t risen to the bait. That’s it. Certainly nothing like the years of polite social events she’d attended with Jebadiah. They’d danced together countless times, her hand in his, his other hand on the small of her back. But her pulse hadn’t ever hammered like this, her breathing coming fast and frantic. It hadn’t just been fear. The long lines of his body had been nice. Extremely nice. And his mouth. She’d dreamed about kissing and it’d never been like that. His mustache had poked her lips and tickled her nose and somehow she hadn’t cared one bit.

      She caught herself absently stroking her fingers over her lips while she stared back at the stable. She wanted to go back and give him a piece of her mind. Maybe he’d try to steal another kiss. But was it safe? Perhaps she ought to wait until someone was around to hear her scream. Just in case.

      Fool. The last thing she wanted was to end up hurt and possibly dead. For one thing, Miss Belle would never let her lie in her grave peacefully, but would harass her until she herself passed just for having the audacity to die first.

      Virginia dropped her hand to the door handle but froze. Dancer. She’d left him out of his stall. That sealed it. She had to make sure her prized jumper got put away safely. Head up, refusing to look left and right like she was scared of her own shadow, she marched back to the stable and opened the door without trying to be quiet.

      The aisle light was off and no horse seemed to be running around looking for a treat. Keeping her steps light and soft, she walked down to Dancer’s stall and found him settled in for the night, his lead rope curled up neatly on the hook just as she would have left it if she’d been in her right mind. At least Tyrell had the good sense to care about the welfare of a horse. She’d give him that. But where had he gone? He could have gone out the back door, but that seemed a little cowardly for the man who boldly stood up to the boss’s only daughter just to make sure she didn’t break her neck riding her horse in the dark.

      The light was on in the small lavatory at the rear of the stable, the door barely cracked. She’d never used it herself, for fear one of the hands would amble by and decide to test the door’s rusted lock. Creeping closer, she tried to see if he was in there. What he might be doing. She could see a shadow moving slightly through the crack, but not much else. He was in there, but what he was doing, she couldn’t say. Not without pushing the door open. She debated with herself as she drew closer, but surely he wasn’t doing anything too private if he hadn’t bothered to shut and lock the door.

      Then she heard a low, muffled sound. A cry, though she’d never heard a big, strapping man make such a sound before. Could she have hurt him? Seriously? She’d thumped him in the head pretty hard.

      Quietly, she pushed the door open farther and froze.

      Tyrell Connagher stood over the toilet, one hand braced on the wall as if he was using the facility. He’d taken off his shirt for some reason and the angry red welts she’d left on his back struck her to her core. Sucking in a deep breath, she opened her mouth to apologize when she finally noticed his jeans were jerked open. He ran his cock through his fist, the muscles in his forearm, biceps and back flexing deliciously beneath the tanned planes of his lean body. She couldn’t look away. Didn’t want to look away. Until he spoke.

      “I had to see the marks you left. Then I couldn’t stop.”

      Trembling, she jerked her gaze up and away from her first tantalizing view of a man’s private parts. She met his gaze in the cracked, streaked mirror, sure she was blushing but unable to stop herself. A knot swelled on the side of his head, but the only thing burning in his eyes was hunger. Not pain. Certainly not delirium.

      “If you’ll hit me again, Princess, then I’ll be able to finish quicker.”

      He wanted her to hit him? Again?

      Numbly, she glanced down at her left hand to find the crop still gripped in her white-knuckled fist. She was surprised she hadn’t dropped it in her frantic retreat. She looked back at his shoulder and tried to imagine striking him again, not in anger this time, not some mindless reaction to frustration at so many things in her life that she couldn’t control. But deliberately. At his request. She’d never hit another person like that. Sweat trickled down her spine, making her shiver, but her body blazed with heat. Embarrassment, yes, but something else. Something that made her transfer the crop to her right hand so she could lay a better blow on his back. If that’s what she decided to do.

      She checked his face in the mirror again, half convinced he had to be yanking her chain. His blue eyes were darker like the midnight sky, the skin tight across his cheeks, his lips tight. No teasing. No. Rather, he looked like he was on the verge of something that would change their lives forever.

      “I dare you, Princess. Hit me again.”

      God, for a man who’d only spoken to her a handful of times, he knew exactly what to say to get what he wanted. What they both wanted, evidently, because she moved farther into the room, shifting so she could get a better blow across his back with her right hand. The first sharp crack made her flinch as hard as he did at the impact. Tears filled her eyes and her throat ached like he’d wrapped his fist around her neck. She almost dropped the crop, her fingers numb and cold.

      “Don’t you dare stop,” he growled out. “Give me another good one. Just one more, Princess. That’s all I’ll need.”

      His head dropped back, his body arching, his hips surging forward. His hand pumped harder, his face dark and taut. She swallowed hard and brought the crop down again on his broad shoulder. He let out a gut-wrenching sound, like she’d jammed her hand down his throat and grabbed a fistful of his belly to drag back out. Spasms shook his lean frame as he spent himself, pulse after pulse that left her trembling and aching as if she’d taken a nasty fall off her horse. And the red marks on his back. She wanted to sob at what she’d done even though he’d found pleasure in it.

      His bracing arm bent so he could use his entire forearm and not just his hand, as if his strength had given out. He dropped his head against his arm and drew a shaking breath. “Come here, darlin’.”

      He didn’t turn around or reach for her, which made her glad. She didn’t want to see his face right now, nor him hers. It was too much. Too intimate and personal. Instead, she buried her face against the velvet heat of his back.

      “Don’t cry. Please don’t regret what you gave me.”

      She didn’t realize she was crying, but he must have felt the wetness of her tears against his back. She lifted her face and impatiently wiped her eyes, but the sight of the welts she’d given him made a fresh wave of tears flood her eyes and she couldn’t stifle the pitiful little cry.

      “Ah, Princess.” He sighed and lifted away from the wall, pressing back against her. “Let me wash up so I can hold you.”

      Awkward and shy like she’d never felt in her entire life, she stepped back and watched as he washed and dried his hands. At least he’d tucked himself back into his pants, though his jeans still hung loose and open about his hips, only staying up thanks to an old cracked leather belt. He’d undone the buckle and loosened it a few notches, but it held enough to keep his pants up. She couldn’t help but run her gaze over the lean lines of his body, even though she didn’t have to look in the mirror to know she was fire-engine red. He had the body of a man who’d worked hard his entire life. Not an ounce of fat or softness on that wiry frame, and so damned tall she’d get a crick in her neck every time she had to glare at him. He had a surprising number of scars too. Had he been in knife fights or something? God, what kind of man was he, really? She didn’t have any idea.

      He caught her looking in the mirror and let out a low laugh. “You’re thinking I look like I’ve been in a war or two? You’d be right, as long as you’re assuming the thing I battled was a rodeo.”

      “You got all those scars in rodeos?”

      Nodding, he turned around to face her, leaning back on the sink as if he was trying to make himself less tall and possibly threatening in the enclosed space. “Sure did. Mostly bull riding, but I busted my left arm and three ribs last time I rode a bronc.” He touched the torn-up skin on the inside of his left forearm. “Bone poked through. It was a mess. Took months to heal and it still pains me some.”

      “That’s why…” Her tongue quit working but he caught her meaning and smiled slightly.

      “That’s why I had to end up bracing my whole arm against the wall, rather than my palm. The pressure on the bone started to hurt too much for me to concentrate on the other hurt. The good hurt.” He kept his gaze steady on her face. “The hurt you gave me.”

      A thousand questions jammed together in her brain, but she could only voice one. “Why?”

      He shrugged and dropped his gaze to his palms, studying his hands like he’d never seen them before. They were broad and large, rough and torn and calloused from a lifetime of wrangling critters, fixing fence, shoveling manure, and whatever else the job required. “I don’t rightly know. I just know that I’ve only rarely ever been able to come like that. You might not believe me given all the ladies chasing cowboys at the rodeos, but that wasn’t ever for me. I couldn’t enjoy it, not like a normal man. I always need some kind of pain, and to find a woman who can understand that need and help me with it…” He sighed again and fisted his hands, pushing up to his full height. Though he didn’t dare look back into her face. “I can’t thank you enough, but you ain’t for me, Princess.”

      She didn’t understand the panic that roared through her. Instead of crying like a virgin, now she wanted to wail like a banshee at the thought of him walking away, even though she still didn’t know him. Don’t I, though? Don’t I know him better than most women, if I was able to do for him what others couldn’t? “What? Why?”

      “I’m a rodeo bum.” He said it hard, baldly, his teeth grinding on each word like he was chewing on rocks. “You’re a princess, the rich boss’s daughter who rides a horse worth more than everything I own in this world a hundred times over. A thousand.”

      “So?”

      He laughed harshly and ran a hand through his sweaty hair. It was odd to see him without his hat. A permanent dent was worn into his dark hair from where it set on his head. He’d cropped his hair short with just a little fullness on top, barely enough to even need a comb. “So? You said Colonel Healy would put a bullet in me for laying a hand on you. What the hell is he going to do if he ever finds out what else we did?”

      “That was different.” Deliberately, she said it primly, which drew a snort from him. “That was when I didn’t want you. If I do want you, then Daddy couldn’t care less.”

      Tyrell stilled, his sudden intensity searing her brain to ash. “And do you want me? Now? Knowing what kind of man I am?”

      Boldly, she ran her gaze over him from head to toe, taking in the narrowness of his hips and waist, the sagging jeans just barely keeping his modesty. “Hmmm,” she hummed out as if deep in thought. “Maybe.”

      He growled and took a single step toward her before catching himself. “Maybe?”

      “Maybe,” she repeated. “I’ll have to have another kiss or two to be sure. Maybe more.”

      “Then I guess you’ll just have to sample me again,” he drawled, his voice low and deep. It did crazy things to her insides, melting them into a puddle. “Run me through my paces. See if I have the staying power for a woman like you. I promise you that I have the endurance and the heart to last until my breath stills forever and they put me in the ground.”

      She took his invitation, stepping close enough to feel the heat rising off his body like a furnace. He smelled like leather, buttery soft and fine. Funny how his boots were dried and caked in muck, his belt cracked, but she’d never seen a better cared for saddle and bridle than when he rode by. She’d taken to asking him to polish her tack because no one else could get the same shine. Not even her. “A woman like me?”

      “Most of the time, you’re going to take what you want and pity the fool who don’t get out of your way fast enough. Other times, though, you want someone to reach out and risk everything he has just to feel the softness of your skin and smell the sweetness of your hair. Even though it’ll rile you up and you’ll lay into him like an angry polecat. Luckily that’s exactly what I want.”

      Holding her breath, she laid her head on his chest. His arms came around her, cocooning her in his strength and warmth. With a shudder, she let out a sigh and relaxed into his embrace, letting him hold her as he’d promised. He didn’t press the advantage, sensing her need for comfort and reassurance that he’d no more hate her for hurting him than she could hate him for needing it.

      “Are you spoken for? Promised to anyone?”

      She didn’t lift her head. Should she tell him about Jebadiah? But why? So she’d known him her whole life. So the whole town assumed they were a couple. The man had never kissed her. Never held her like this. Even the few times they’d been alone, nothing had happened. Which is probably why Daddy trusted him to escort me. She pushed the twinge of guilt away. “Why?”

      “Just figuring out who I need to wrangle for the right to court you properly.”

      “Nobody but Daddy and I’ll take care of him.”

      “No, you won’t. That’s my job.”

      She tipped her head back so she could see if he was just joking, but his face was solemn. “You’re serious? You’re going to talk to Daddy and tell him…what?”

      “That I’m done with rodeos for good. That I’ll do any job he wants as long as he lets me stay on. That I love you with all my heart and soul and I’ll do anything to make you happy. I’ll work night and day until I can provide what you want.”

      Her heart soared, even though it was crazy. He couldn’t possibly love her already. Could he? Could she love him? Sure, she’d kissed him. She’d done more with him than she’d ever done with any man in her entire life. But… “Daddy—”

      “Nope,” he cut in. “I’d have to be an idiot not to know your daddy’s loaded with this fine ranch sprawling out in all directions as far as I’d care to ride. I won’t take a dime of his money. You tell me what you want and I’ll get it.”

      “I want you.” It surprised her, but as soon as she said it, she knew it was the truth. No one else had the courage to step up and risk her fury—and her parents’—to find out what kind of man she wanted. And now she knew that the kind of man she wanted was standing right here.

      “And? What else?” he insisted, though he tightened his arms around her. “What will make you happy? What’s your dream? Not your daddy’s dream, not your pretty movie-star mother’s. What’s yours?”

      She didn’t have to think about it. “I want enough land to raise and train my own show horses. A barn and corral. Enough equipment to travel properly to the shows until I make a big enough name that people will come find me instead.”

      “Where?”

      “Nowhere but Texas.”

      “You got it.” He pulled away and reached for his hat and shirt tossed in the corner, as if he were going to go out right now in the middle of the night and start looking for that land they’d make their own. But she dug her fingers into his waist hard enough he turned back and looked down into her face, eyes narrowed.

      “Didn’t you forget something?”

      A slow smile softened the hard lines of his face. “Yes’m, I imagine I did.”

      One of those big, broad palms cupped the back of her head and he bent down to kiss her once more. She pressed up against him, rising up on her tiptoes to get as much of him as she could. Assured of her choice, he let his hands roam up and down her back. He molded the curve of her hips, the dip of her waist, and finally, at last, he cupped her breasts in both hands. His thumbs rubbed her nipples through her shirt and the ache she’d felt watching him earlier came back a thousand fold, spreading fiery heat all through her veins.

      When he lifted his head, she moaned. The knowing twinkle in his eyes made her want to punch him.

      “I’d be pleased and honored to return the favor if your folks are going to be gone awhile.”

      As if Miss Belle had picked up on the disturbance and threat to her daughter’s virginity, a car pulled up the driveway. The sound made Virginia moan louder.

      With a laugh, Tyrell released her and grabbed his shirt, tugging it quickly over his head so he could fasten his jeans. “That’s what I was afraid of. I might as well go speak to Colonel Healy now.”

      For a moment, she actually felt a sliver of dread stab through her, worried that her proud, hard father might reject her suitor. “Now?”

      “No time like the present. Don’t you worry none, Princess.” Tyrell jammed his hat on his head and took her hand firmly in his. “I know exactly what to say. I won’t let you down. I’ll never let you down.”

      She didn’t want to admit to worry. Or fear. Or that she just might burst into tears if Daddy refused them. Or if she woke up the next morning and Tyrell’s rusted-out truck was long gone. Instead of voicing her fears, all she said was, “Your mustache tickles.”

      Without pausing a step, he threw open the barn door and dragged her toward the house where her parents waited on the front steps. “Want me to shave it off?”

      “Don’t you dare.”
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      Driving out to the old Connagher place took Jebadiah Garrett back forty years. Once upon a time, he’d been Virginia Healy’s best friend and accomplice in all her scrapes. When she needed someone to help her with something risky and no doubt stupid, she’d known exactly who to call. Most everybody had expected them to get married. Including him. But he’d been dead wrong.

      He’d managed to keep the friendship, though. He’d even asked Tyrell Connagher to stand up for him at his own wedding years later. Jeb and Sharon had moved to California and that should have been the end of his unrequited love affair with his best friend. They were both married. Happily. At least, he tried to be happy. Sharon wasn’t Virginia, but she was a good woman. He cared deeply for her and he put all his effort and will into building a life with her far from Texas.

      More than a decade passed before Jeb ever heard from Virginia again, when she’d called to tell him her husband had died. Of course he’d dropped everything right away to comfort his grieving friend. Something for which his now ex-wife had never forgiven him.

      Jeb slowed his truck to a crawl. He hadn’t seen Virginia since the funeral. He hadn’t even called to check on her all these years. He couldn’t because he’d been too busy trying to save his own marriage in California. But it’d been too late. It’d always been too late. It’d only been his own stubbornness that made him try so hard to stay and do the right thing by his wife.

      Now here he was, fifty-seven years old and starting out all over again. No wife. No family. A rented condo. No job.

      Well that wasn’t exactly true. He’d owned his own veterinarian practice for years and had finally sold it in the divorce proceedings. Now he had time to do all the things he’d put off because of work or his marriage, and the only thing he could think about was an old flame who didn’t even know she’d burned in his memory all these years.

      As he neared the house, he saw her sitting on the porch in a rocking chair. Virginia Healy Connagher, the legend herself. The years had been kind to her. She looked as good as she had twenty years ago and more. Her dark, wavy hair was pulled back at her ears to fall loose and soft at her shoulders, emphasizing her high, angular cheekbones and the dark fire of her eyes. Sure, there was a little gray sprinkled into that hair and some creases around her eyes and mouth as she smiled a pleased welcome, but she looked damned good.

      He parked, but before he got out, he reached over and popped open the dash. The small ring box was still there. In some fashion or another, he’d carried it with him for nigh on forty years.

      Calling himself a sentimental fool, he shut the dash, slid out of the truck and walked up toward the porch, smiling back but not saying anything. Not yet. What could he say? What would she want to hear? He planted a boot on the bottom step but just leaned against the railing, sucking in her presence. Even injured and fresh out of a hospital bed, she made the air sharper, the colors brighter. She was too alive herself to let anything stagnate around her.

      She started to get up, struggling with the sling. “Jebadiah Garrett, you old dog. I bet it’s been ten years or more since I saw you last. What brings you out here?”

      He strode up the last few steps and took her hand, hopefully discouraging her from trying to stand. “You.”

      She snorted. “You heard about a car accident all the way out in California?”

      “I’m not in California any longer.”

      She tipped her head back, squinting against the sun to try and read his face. He kept that cheesy grin in place, too happy to see her to worry about looking like an idiot. “Well, why don’t you sit down and tell me about it so I don’t break my fool neck trying to look at you.”

      She was still letting him hold her hand, so he sat down right where he was on the top step. “I sold the practice a year ago and moved back here last month.”

      Her eyes narrowed. “You did? And you never bothered to stop by and let me know you were back in town?”

      He reached up and took his hat off, giving him something to do with his free hand. “I had some things to work out first.”

      “Typical man. Act first without taking time to socialize. That’s a mighty fine hat, by the way. Is it a Serratelli?”

      “Sure is.” He passed it up to her, although that meant she let go of his hand so she could turn the black fur felt hat around and examine it from all angles. He was ridiculously proud of that hat. It was the first thing he’d bought that was solely and wholly his. The sterling silver band had cost a mint too. Back when he’d been married, Sharon would have had a fit that he’d spent over a thousand dollars on a hat. Let alone where the money had come from.

      “It’s almost too pretty to wear. You said I’m not in California. Not we.”

      He looked out across the front yard, not really seeing the parallel lines of trees along the driveway or the white-railed fenced pastures of horses. “No, ma’am. Sharon and I divorced almost a year ago.”

      “Oh, Jeb, I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be. It’d been over for a long time but we kept going through the motions. It was time for both of us to move on.” He smiled but didn’t turn back to look at her. “She’s already remarried and is quite happy from what I hear.”

      “And you?”

      He shrugged. “I’m starting over. Moving back here was the first step.”

      “Are you going to start a new practice?”

      “I might.” He hedged a little, turning back to see her face. “I’ve been helping Cap Winston out here and there, although he’s already hired on a new young man to take over.”

      Virginia harrumphed under her breath. “Yeah, he’s been out here a few times to see the stock. Not sure I trust someone so wet behind the ears.”

      “He’s young, but he’s good. I’ve seen him work through some pretty sticky situations.”

      She nodded. “Well, if you’re going to be helping out, then I’ll definitely call him instead of trying to find a bigger vet out of Dallas.”

      The screen door banged open behind them. Catching a glimpse of pink skirts, Jeb jumped to his feet and started backing down the stairs. Virginia’s mother still sometimes popped into his nightmares, not the gun-wielding Marine father he’d dreamed of someday asking for his daughter’s hand.

      “You’re just in time for supper, Jebadiah.” Miss Belle flounced over to grab his hand and tug him back on the porch. “Boys, come and help your mama.”

      He’d much rather help Virginia inside than escort Miss Belle on his arm, but evidently he didn’t have a choice. She might have been a petite eighty-year-old grandmother but she dragged him right inside as easily as if he were a toddler and not almost two feet taller than her. On their way out to help their mama, her two boys paused long enough to shake Jeb’s hand. He hadn’t seen either of them since the funeral, both big, strapping young men though they couldn’t match him for height. Both of them were successful and well mannered—as if Virginia and Ty would have allowed them to grow up rude or shiftless. Ty must be beaming with pride at them both.

      “So that’s why you insisted we set an extra plate.” Virginia’s only daughter smiled at him. “Welcome, Mr. Garrett. If you need to wash up, come on into the kitchen.”

      Sharon hadn’t wanted kids. At the time, he’d regretted the decision, always hungering for the chance to be a father. But after their ugly split, he was relieved they hadn’t had children in the mix, even though they would have been adults by then. He hadn’t expected all of Virginia’s children to be home, but knowing the family, he shouldn’t have been surprised. Of course they’d all rally around her after the accident, even though Conn and Miss Belle lived in Missouri.

      They all know me. I’m just an old family friend.

      Which was true, but as Jeb washed his hands and prepared to sit down at the Connagher table, he had a feeling he ought to be upfront with at least Virginia’s boys.

      How are they going to take the idea of me courting their mama?

      

      Virginia’s sons helped her settle into her chair at the head of the massive table. The girls had outdone themselves. Ham and roast beef with mashed potatoes and creamy mac and cheese, green beans and two kinds of salad. It all smelled and looked appetizing, which confirmed that the young women had done the cooking, not her own mother.

      Miss Belle could open a can of green beans and turn it into something even the dog wouldn’t eat.

      All her children were laughing and gathering around the table. Victor and his girlfriend sat by Conn and his. On the opposite side of the table, Vicki sat between her two men, Jesse and Elias. There were two open seats remaining: the opposite head of the table and the one immediately to her right. Staring down at the far end, her throat suddenly clogged with emotion. Ty’s seat. How he’d love to come tromping in from the fields, plop his filthy, dusty butt into his chair and grin down at everyone gathered around his table. Airs and pretense hadn’t been his way. He’d have washed his hands, sure, but his old boots would have been caked with mud and God knows what else, his jeans faded and stained, his shirt streaked with sweat and dirt, and he wouldn’t have cared.

      A big hand touched her right arm, startling her. She turned her face up, surprised to see concern on Jeb’s face. “Are you all right, Ginny?”

      “Fine,” she muttered, grabbing the sling with her right hand to adjust her injured arm, pretending it was paining her and not her lonely heart.

      He moved around to her other side and adjusted the pillow they’d used against the arm of the chair to provide support. “Better?”

      “Yes, thank you.” She glanced down the table and noticed everyone staring at her. “What?”

      “I’ve never heard anyone call you Ginny before.” Vicki had a speculative look on her face that instantly sent Virginia’s hackles up.

      “Of course you haven’t,” she said tartly. “You weren’t in school with me about forty years ago. Everyone knew me as Ginny growing up.”

      “You went to school with Mr. Garrett?”

      “Jeb,” he said in a low agreeable voice. “She sure did, though I was a year ahead.”

      “Did you ever date?”

      “Beulah Virginia Connagher, that’s none of your business,” Virginia retorted, trying to put a halt to this conversation with the lowest blow she could manage in front of company. Vicki hated her real name. “But no, we never dated.”

      “Not for trying,” Jeb replied again in that agreeable voice.

      Stunned, she couldn’t even muster a glare. He’d never tried to date her. Sure, they’d been friends her whole childhood. Everybody had assumed they were an item. But they’d never ever actually dated. “We. Never. Dated.”

      There’d been that one time…but that hadn’t been a date. And she’d put the whole nightmare incident out of her mind. Evidently he hadn’t.

      Despite the ice in her voice, he merely smiled. Well, mere wasn’t the appropriate word. When he smiled, his whole face crinkled up, deep lines around his eyes and mouth that said he was a man who’d smiled often through the years. His mustache wasn’t as big as Ty’s had always been and he wore a neatly trimmed goatee that framed his mouth, making his amusement and pleasure all the more obvious.

      “You see,” he continued, “The Garretts and Healys were friends from the beginning, so I was always escorting Ginny to various dances and parties, along with our parents of course. I almost asked her before I left for college, but I wanted to have my degree and be settled into a practice before I committed anything, so I waited until she got back from a yearlong trip to Ireland. Meanwhile, Tyrell moved into town, started working as a farm hand at the Healys’, and the next time I came home, I realized it was too late. I’d waited too damned long, and he’d won her hand before I could even ask.”

      She wasn’t surprised that Conn’s romantic heart had been snagged by the tale, a bemused smile on his face. But even her hard son, Victor, seemed interested in hearing more about his mother’s nonexistent love life. “That’s not how it went at all.”

      “We all managed to stay friends, though.” Jeb went on as though she hadn’t said a word. “Ty had a way about him that wouldn’t let people hold grudges. We even went out on a double date together years later, me with Sharon—my ex—and Ty and Ginny. So in that regard, we did date.”

      “Why don’t we say grace?” Virginia tried to change the subject, uncomfortable in a way that surprised her. She’d known Jeb had fancied her all those years ago. How hard had it been for him to see her married to someone else? For them to go out on a double date? She’d already been married by then, but he’d asked her to accompany him and Sharon as if he needed her approval of his bride first.

      Had he really pined for her? Surely not. The man had been married to the same woman for at least twenty, twenty-five years.

      Everyone reached out their hands. Which meant she had to slip her right hand into Jeb’s big palm, while her son gently laid his hand over her left hand in the cast. She hadn’t held a man’s hand in a coon’s age, even for something as innocent as prayer. His fingers were strong, gripping her firmly as though she might try to yank her hand away and he wanted to hold on. It brought out latent urges in her. She wanted to clamp her hand harder around his, to punish those fingers for touching her before she’d given explicit permission. Only so she could invite his touch again.

      Conn began the prayer before Victor could, which made her want to curse in a most un-Christian-like way. Dr. English Professor went on and on, leaving her hand pressed against Jeb’s for far too long. Long enough that the shared heat made her palm sweat just a little. The promise of so much more.

      The rattle of silverware made her jerk back to attention. Jeb tightened his fingers even more, keeping her hand pressed to his. She met his gaze and then couldn’t look away. Molten dark chocolate eyes locked onto hers, narrowed with intense concentration. It was like he was silently trying to tell her something. No, yelling at her, without saying a word, demanding some reaction from her.

      He’d moved her. The fact shook her to her core. No man had ever moved her except Ty.

      That’s a lie.

      A lie I can’t face.

      She firmly pulled her hand from his and looked down at the table. She put a bright smile on her face. “I’m so glad you’re all here, even if the circumstances aren’t the best. Thank you all for coming.” And then she endeavored to not even look at Jebadiah Garrett again.
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      Unbelievable. Jeb tried to eat and smile as the family chatted around him but he couldn’t taste the food and each bite tried to choke him. She doesn’t even remember. Or worse, she doesn’t want to remember.

      He’d tried to put her out of his mind too. After all, he’d been married for nearly twenty years and had dated Sharon for years before that. Once he’d committed himself to her, he’d stayed loyal and true. Oh, sure, he’d daydreamed about the various ways Ty and Virginia might split up over some ridiculous fight, and then beat himself up with guilt that he’d wished such heartache on his best friend and secret love. After his own marriage, he put such traitorous thoughts behind him. He’d tried his best to be the husband Sharon wanted, and for the most part, he’d succeeded for years.

      Even while he died a little more each day.

      Being her husband required that he slowly kill off the real man hidden away inside him. His hopes and dreams withered away and crumbled to dust. He’d lost his passion for just about everything, even his practice. After Ty died, he’d redoubled his dedication to Sharon, determined to prove once and for all that he loved her and only her. Not that it’d helped.

      The man who’d once loved Virginia had died a long time ago and only a shell of him remained.

      Luckily, a tiny seed of the old Jebadiah was still buried deep within him. A seed that had finally sprouted and that he learned to nurture and shelter ruthlessly. In the end, he’d lost his wife, but he’d found himself again. He’d hoped to find Virginia, too, and rekindle that teenage love.

      But she didn’t even remember the few precious moments of stolen passion that had kept him going all these years.

      “What do you think, Miss Belle?” Vicki said with a mischievous smile on her face. “Do you think he’d do?”

      Beside him, Virginia made a choking sound that had Victor rising up out of his chair ready to perform the Heimlich maneuver until she waved him off curtly.

      “I do believe we’ve found the perfect specimen.” Miss Belle winked at Jeb and he dropped his fork with a clatter. “What do you say, Jebadiah?”

      “To what?” He carefully avoided Virginia’s gaze. He had a feeling she’d be frantically waving him off.

      “Don’t you even say it, Mother.” Virginia’s low voice rang in the room, causing everyone to cease their talking and look down at her. She flushed but didn’t back down. “You have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      Miss Belle laughed gaily and rose from her chair. “Balderdash.” She turned and sashayed down the table straight for Jeb, swishing her skirts like a young girl. “I know exactly what I’m talking about.”

      He wasn’t fooled one bit and kept a wary eye on her. He might have even flinched when she laid a hand on his shoulder. “I dare you.”

      “Dare me to what, ma’am?”

      “It’s high time that you officially ask my daughter out on a date.”

      Virginia turned a cutting look on him that he felt keenly even though he refused to look at her. “Don’t you dare, Jebadiah. Don’t let her trick you into anything.”

      He could play it several different ways. He could be the jovial bumbling idiot and pretend he’d been bamboozled by the wacky yet deadly sharp Miss Belle. Or, he could play it cool and pretend that he had absolutely no interest whatsoever in the prickly woman.

      Or, I could admit the truth.

      He turned and met Virginia’s furious scowl with a wide, easy smile. “How could I be tricked into anything when that was my plan from the moment I drove onto the Connagher ranch? How about it, Ginny? Will you do me the honor of joining me for dinner one night?”

      It was a curious thing to watch her face transform. For a moment, her lips parted slightly and she sucked in a deep breath. Her eyes widened. She didn’t say anything right away, but stared at him like she’d never seen him before.

      But then her face hardened and before his eyes, she turned into a different woman. Her lips tightened, firm and unforgiving. The light in her eyes died down to a flat coldness. She looked at him like she’d just found a rattler threatening one of her prize foals.

      “Oh, Mama, please do!” Vicki gushed, ignoring the look on her mother’s face. “It’ll be fun to talk about old times.”

      Old times. Like when she’d set her mind on another man and never once looked back at her best friend. Well, that wasn’t exactly true. She’d looked back once, but she didn’t even remember it.

      “I couldn’t possibly.” Virginia picked up her fork and turned her attention to her plate. She didn’t spare him another glance. “My arm, remember? I can’t even find a T-shirt that’s not a bear to put on by myself, let alone anything appropriate to wear out.”

      “Good thing your daughter’s a designer,” Vicki replied, winking at Jeb. “I’ve got just the thing for you. How about next Saturday, Mr. Garrett? That way she’ll have another week to recuperate.”

      Miss Belle patted him on the shoulder and then skipped toward the kitchen to retrieve dessert. “After a few days with me, she’ll be itching to escape anywhere.”

      “Even a date.” Virginia sneered the last word. “But she’s right. In a few days, I’ll do anything to get out of the house. So I guess it’s a date, Mr. Garrett.”

      She said it mockingly, ignoring the happy squeals of her daughter. For a moment, she met his gaze again, and Jeb didn’t even recognize her. He’d known Virginia had a steely inner core. That’s what had always attracted him the most. She was a woman who knew what she wanted and went after it until she got it, whether it was a fine horse ranch or the lanky cowboy she’d set her heart on. But this woman…

      She looks at me like she can’t bear the sight of me. When I first arrived, she’d been glad to see me. Now she despises me. Why the change? And how can we possibly have a few hours alone without her trying to gut me?
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      March 1974

      Sitting in a “restaurant” that just happened to also have a hopping bar oblivious to drinking age laws wasn’t Virginia’s idea of a good time, although Sissy sure was eating it up. Jeb’s sister—two years her junior—had pleaded and begged her to come along to the open house at Texas A&M for any interested incoming freshmen, and she hadn’t been able to tell her no.

      After returning from a long trip to Ireland, she’d been avoiding Jeb and all the old crew that had hung out together after school. Guilt churned in her stomach every time she thought about him, which only ticked her off more. I don’t owe him anything. I certainly don’t owe him an explanation. I’m engaged. End of story.

      Except she didn’t have a ring. All she had was Ty’s promise. That was enough for her. But would it be enough for Jeb? Why would he even care anyway?

      When he walked into the bar with a handful of existing students determined to show all the giggling silly girls how fun college boys could be, she knew she’d been set up. Jeb had been behind this crazy trip the whole time. His sister suddenly disappeared with the group, headed across the room to the bar, leaving her alone with him in a darkened corner of the restaurant.

      “It’s good to see you, Ginny.”

      She fought to keep a civil tone of voice, even though she was chomping for a fight. She’d been chomping for a fight for years. “I shouldn’t be surprised you’re part of the welcoming committee. You always have a winning smile ready to bring people over to your side. How many idiotic drunk high school girls have you taken home lately?”

      His brow arched. “Jealous?”

      She snorted. “Hardly.”

      “I am.”

      She spluttered. “You? About what?” He leaned across the table, searching her face for so long she figured he wasn’t going to reply. “I see news travels fast. Sissy always did have a big mouth. Yeah, I’m engaged to Tyrell Connagher. Why that should—”

      “I’m still a virgin,” Jeb broke in. “I guess you can’t say the same any longer.”

      She could feel the blood draining from her face so fast that she swayed, suddenly dizzy. Was it so obvious? She’d been so careful, tiptoeing around Miss Belle and Daddy just in case. Stupid. Even if Miss Belle hadn’t sensed the change with her extrasensory abilities, then she evidently would have seen it written all over her daughter’s face.

      Shaken, she didn’t even protest when Jeb took her arm and led her outside. The patio tables were empty even though the parking lot was full. Everybody was too busy partying at the bar to enjoy the stars.

      “It’s okay, Ginny. I’m not mad. I just… I can’t…”

      Stiffening, she shook her head. “You’re not mad? Well that’s a grand how-do-you-do. Why on earth should you have any right to be mad that I’m engaged?”

      “I still remember the first time I saw you.” He didn’t sit down, but kept hold of her arm, standing in the shadow of the wall. “I was in the first grade and you’d just started kindergarten. We were outside at recess the first day of school and Bobby Wagner tried to cut in front of you in the line for the tallest slide. I was surprised you got in that line. Most of the little kids were too scared of it because it was twice as tall as the others, but that’s the first thing you headed for. When you pushed him back, he knocked you down. I ran toward you but before I could help, you stood up and smacked him in the mouth. You said, ‘You got my dress dirty. I hate this ugly thing but it’s Mama’s favorite. If this stain doesn’t come out, I’m going to smack you again.’ And even though Bobby was three years older than you and could have beat the crap out of me, he hightailed it out of there lickety-split.”

      “Mrs. Baker came over to ask what had happened. Why Bobby’s mouth was bloody. And you said you’d hit him because he pushed me. Why’d you lie for me?”

      “You burst into tears. I thought it was because you were afraid of getting in trouble, so I took the blame. Later you told me it was because you were afraid Miss Belle would think you got the dress dirty on purpose because you hated it so much.”

      Virginia laughed. “Yeah, I hated to wear dresses. She finally gave up and let me wear whatever I wanted after that.”

      “We’ve been best friends ever since.”

      Her smile slipped. She still had her arm tucked in his and it felt so natural to drop her head against his shoulder and just look up at the sky. The city lights muted most of the stars, but she could barely make out Orion’s Belt. “Yeah.”

      “You used to tell me everything. If you were in trouble, you came to me. If you needed help with homework, we did it together. When Miss Belle upset you, you called me. If you needed a ride, an ear to listen, anything. Yet you’re suddenly engaged and I had no idea until my sister told me in passing.”

      She turned and pressed her face against his arm. “I didn’t know how to tell you.”

      “You didn’t even tell me you were dating anyone. You were gone so long, and I haven’t even spoken to you since you came home.”

      He said it softly, his voice echoing with regret and pain, not recrimination, but she still winced. “We didn’t date, exactly. One minute I was smacking him and the next we’re engaged.”

      “Yeah.” He blew out a deep breath. “Knowing you, I can see how that would happen.” His voice became wistful and younger, like a kid asking for a bedtime story. “I can see you love him. I just didn’t expect it to happen. Not like that. I thought…” He sighed again and leaned back against the wall. The movement drew her with him, shifting so she almost faced him. “What about me, Ginny?”

      She pulled back to look into his face. Illuminated by the streetlight, he gave her a stricken look as if she’d just kicked a dog for no good reason. “What about you?”

      He raked his hand through his hair, dragging it down over his forehead and roughing it up as if he’d been out on a bender all night. “Yeah. What about me. I guess that says it all.”

      “Jeb…”

      “No, no, you’re right. I’m just your best friend.” He tried to pull away, but she pressed her hand on his chest, and that easily, she kept him pinned instead of letting him escape. “I just… I can’t…”

      “What? What are you trying to tell me?”

      He looked down at her, his eyes wild, his hair tumbled, and suddenly his mouth was on hers. As soon as his lips touched hers, he froze, his eyes flaring wide as he stared down at her.

      Shock fissured through her. After so many years of waiting and wondering and calling herself an idiot, Jebadiah was finally kissing her.

      His lips trembled against hers, soft and hesitant, but when she didn’t immediately pull away, he clutched her close and opened his mouth against hers on a long sigh.

      Automatically, she hooked her arm around his neck. She turned her head slightly, rubbing her lips softly against his. Gently. Coaxing. He held his breath, shaking with intensity, like a green-broke colt feeling the saddle on his back for the first time. Jeb said he was still a virgin. Did that mean he hadn’t kissed anyone either? She found that hard to believe. He’d been one of the most popular boys in school, tall—though not as tall as Ty—dark haired, dark eyed, all-state running back and valedictorian to boot. Certainly gorgeous enough to draw any of the college girls’ eyes and his dad was a well-off respected doctor. Surely…

      “Ginny,” he whispered, letting the words rub his lips against hers. “Please.”

      “You’ve had how many years, now, to kiss me, yet you wait until I’m engaged to someone else to make your move? Why? You didn’t want me until someone else showed interest, is that it?”

      “No, God, no,” he breathed out, his eyes flaring with hurt. “I’ve always wanted you.”

      “I don’t believe you. I can’t, not when—”

      He sealed his mouth over hers like wanted to swallow her doubt. He tasted like alcohol, as if he’d had to take a drink or two to get up the courage to approach her. Ridiculous. Because Jeb was her friend, her best friend in the whole world, and he’d never…

      She settled against him and whatever she’d been thinking flew out of her head. His erection pressed against her belly, so thick and wide that she caught her breath and had to do a mental double take. Yep, that was him, all him.

      He groaned, deep and rough in her mouth, yet he still didn’t touch her. He was braced against the wall like it was going to fall down if he didn’t hold it up. Pulling back, she could only stare at him, stunned. He suddenly wasn’t Jeb her friend any longer. The friend who’d danced with her countless times and taken her on rides in his car whenever she fancied ice cream down the road or needed a ride to school. Jeb her friend had never had a massive erection. For her.

      Or had he?

      She’d never touched him like this before. She’d never looked at his crotch to see if he was aroused, let alone checked him out to measure his size. They’d even gone swimming in their skivvies together last year. Had he been interested in her then? Could she have stripped out of her shirt and jeans if she’d known he was looking at her bra and wondering what her breasts would look like bare?

      In all the innocent daydreams she’d had about him, she’d never imagined she’d be the experienced one. That she’d be the one pressing him flat against the wall to kiss him again. That’d she’d love the sounds he made. That she’d be tempted to unzip his pants and see for herself how big and thick he was, just to see if he’d let her out here in the open with a street just feet away.

      Suddenly she could see herself taking him all the way. She could imagine the way his eyes would burn when he was inside her. How he’d move. The sounds he’d make. She jerked his shirt open so she could stroke the muscled planes of his chest. He was hairier than Ty, more heavily muscled, his thighs thicker and broader, the quadriceps built up over years of training to be one of the best running backs in the state.

      Oh God. Ty.

      “No.” A harsh cry wrenched out of Jeb and he clutched her closer. “Don’t stop, Ginny. Please. I’ve wanted this for so long.”

      Shaking her head mutely, she took a step away, shame and guilt tearing her in half. How could she? She was cheating on Ty with another man. He’d never forgive her. Granted it’d just been a kiss, this time. But could she ever look at Jeb again and not remember this?

      Jeb wrapped his arms around her and slid down her body, pressing his head to her chest. “Please, Ginny. Don’t walk away. Don’t leave me.”

      He was one of the best men she knew. Kind. Generous. Polite. Handsome. Smart. Strong. Not a mean bone in his body.

      And he was on his knees. Clutching her. Begging her.

      “Jeb, get up. You don’t have to do this.”

      “Please.” He pressed harder against her, banding her tightly with his arms. “Don’t stop.”

      “I have to.” She tried to say it gently, but he still flinched as if she’d laid his skin wide open. “I love him.”

      “I know. I don’t care.”

      “I care. God knows he’ll care. We can’t—”

      “Ginny,” he ground out, his voice breaking.

      She closed her eyes, blocking out the sight of this big strong man clinging to her on his knees. God. She’d never be able to get the image out of her mind, though. Every time she thought about him, she’d see him like this. “Get up. I said get up, Jebadiah Garrett!” She used her voice like a weapon, deliberately making it harsh and sharp. “Get your hands off me!”

      He did it. Exactly as she said. She had a feeling if he’d been holding a pistol in his hand, she could have told him to blow his brains out and he would have done it without hesitation. The thought made her sick. Because she wanted to push him. She wanted to tell him to open up his pants. She wanted to take him beneath her, feel his mouth on her while she climaxed.

      “Don’t ever touch me again. Don’t touch me, don’t kiss me, hell, don’t even call me. If I want to talk to you, I’ll call you. But don’t hold your breath. Do you hear me?”

      “Yes,” he whispered, his voice a broken, wounded thing that made tears pour down her cheeks.

      God, what a mess. What had she done? She’d lost her best friend in the world and likely her fiancé at the same time. The only man she’d ever loved.

      The only man…

      She whirled away, blindly walking down the street, trying to remember where Sissy had parked the car. One of the guest lots. She couldn’t leave Sissy stranded nearly three hours away from home, but she couldn’t stay here another minute. She had to get away. Clear her head. Try to figure out how she was going to save her relationship with Ty.

      Hearing footsteps behind her, she turned and saw Jeb following her, his shoulders slumped, head down. If he’d been a dog, he’d have been slinking on his belly like his beloved master had just taken him out to the woods and abandoned him for good. “Get away from me!”

      “I have to make sure you’re safe. Don’t worry about Sissy. I’ll make sure she gets home. Let me walk you to the car. It’s not safe to wander around this part of town and you might get lost.”

      In truth, she was already lost. So lost. Everything she wanted was gone, turned upside down and off kilter. She swiped angrily at her tears, so furious she wanted to hit something. She wanted to pound with her fists. Scream and kick and wail at the unfairness of it all. Ty would have loved letting her beat on him, but he wasn’t here. He’d probably never see her again once she told him what she’d done.

      Jeb walked her to the car. He even gave her the key off his ring, because they’d driven Sissy’s car. An ancient boat of a Cadillac that she hated so much she’d let Virginia drive the whole way. “Did you have anything to drink? Because I can drive you…”

      “No,” she whispered, though the single word cut her throat like broken glass. She fisted her hands, refusing to look at him. She fought to keep her body still. Her words locked away. Her heart…

      “You’re shaking. I’m sorry, Ginny. The last thing I wanted to do was scare you.”

      A sound escaped her throat, breaking fresh tears loose. “I’m not scared. I’m mad. I’m so mad I could break the windshield with my bare hands.”

      He was silent a few moments as if mulling her words over. “That’s what he gives you. He gives you a way to release the anger.”

      She averted her face, so ashamed and yet so desperate. So furious. Her jaw ached from clenching her teeth. Her muscles cramped, tight with strain.

      “Hit me, Ginny. It’s okay. I can take it. Hell, I’ll probably like it as much as he does.”

      It broke her heart to hear such a thing from him, her noble, loyal friend who’d already humiliated himself by going to his knees for her. So many times he’d taken the blame for whatever scrape she’d gotten them into. Even this mess. “I don’t…”

      “You’re not going to lie to me, are you? Give it to me. I want anything you’ll give me. I can take whatever you need to dish out.” And then, because he was Jeb and he was always there for her, he did what she needed so she could have an excuse. He touched her, drawing her back into his arms even though she’d ordered him to never touch her again.

      She slammed her fist down on his chest, pounding out her frustration, grief, guilt. Her terror that she’d ruined everything, both with him and with Ty. How was she ever going to face her fiancé? He’d take one look at her face and know. He’d see the guilt. She thumped her fists on Jeb’s chest until her arms were too tired to lift her hands and then she simply laid her head against him and bawled her eyes out. While he held her. Her friend. Her rock.

      For the very last time.
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      Virginia stared at the woman in the mirror. It took all her self-control not to smash her fist into the glass.

      “Oh, Mama,” Vicki said softly, clapping her hands. “I thought I could pull it off, but wow. You look fantastic!”

      She fussed at the material, smoothing invisible wrinkles from the deep crimson fabric that hugged the hard lines of Virginia’s body. Life on the ranch had always been more hard work than a dozen men could do on any given day. She didn’t have the time let alone the inclination to go to the gym for Zumba and if she wanted to eat nothing but bacon and biscuits for breakfast, by God, that’s what she was going to have, because she’d work it off in an hour. Time had taken its toll, sure, but a good bra did wonders.

      “I swear you don’t look a day older than thirty.”

      I don’t look like me. Virginia tried to think of something positive to say. She especially didn’t want to hurt her daughter’s feelings, and she’d gone above and beyond to design a dress that was easy to slip on over her cast. She’d been able to get it on by herself, with an easy to reach side zipper she could manage with her one good arm. It wasn’t too tight or provocative. It was appropriate for a woman of her age. The gauzy sleeves even helped disguise the sling.

      But not for me.

      “What do you think?”

      She tried not to sigh, and even managed a tremulous smile. “You do fine work, honey.”

      “But…?”

      Virginia met her daughter’s eyes in the mirror, trying to gauge how truthful she ought to be. “Don’t you think this is a bit…much? For me?”

      “Nothing’s too much for you.” Vicki smiled, her eyes softening. “That’s what Jesse said to me once. I didn’t really believe him at the time, and I can tell by the look on your face, even though you’re trying to be nice, that you don’t believe me either.”

      “I knew I liked your young man for a reason.” Virginia smiled back, trying not to look stony and furious. It wasn’t her daughter’s fault that she saw a foreign woman in the mirror. “You’re young. You have your whole life ahead of you. Of course you ought to dress up and go out for a night on the town looking your best.”

      “And you shouldn’t? Don’t be ridiculous, Mama.”

      “My time is done.”

      “You’re not dead yet,” Vicki retorted, “so don’t stop living.”

      Virginia flinched, the words cutting her as sharply as a vicious slap to the face.

      “I’m sorry, Mama.” Vicki reached out a shaking hand but didn’t touch her, as though afraid she might retaliate. “We almost lost you in that accident, but we didn’t. You’re still alive. You’re healthy except for your arm. A few weeks of physical therapy and you’re going to be as good as new. But don’t you wonder if it wasn’t a sign? A wake-up call?”

      “For what? That I’m alone?”

      Her words sounded bitter to her ears. Harsh and strident and angry.

      Yeah, I’m angry. I’ve been angry for twelve years.

      “You don’t have to be. Look at yourself, Mama. You’re beautiful and Mr. Garrett is a nice, attractive man. He’s not younger than you. He’s someone you know. Weren’t those your requirements?”

      Virginia stared at herself in the mirror, her eyes burning hot and dry. “I wish to hell I didn’t know him. That I’d never known him.”

      “Why? Mama, please, talk to me. You helped me so much when Elias and I were going through hell. Why can’t I help you now?”

      “You have no idea what it’s like.”

      “What, Mama? I know you’ve been lonely all these years—anyone would be. I just didn’t know why. I mean, when I was younger I would have been jealous and upset if you’d started dating soon after Daddy’s death, but there’s no reason for you not to have some enjoyment in life. You deserve a good man who’ll take care of you and make sure you’re happy.”

      Virginia closed her eyes a minute, trying to decide whether she dared tell anyone the truth. Let alone her daughter. No one knew. Except Jebadiah Garrett. Well, Miss Belle would claim that her supposed psychic ability had revealed the truth to her, when in reality she’d probably been spying on her teenaged daughter all those years ago.

      “It was a long time ago.” She waited, hoping Vicki would say something, or at least demand an answer that she could take as a challenge or twist into an argument. Maybe Vicki had finally grown up, though, because she waited in silence with a painful look of encouragement on her face. Virginia sighed heavily and turned away from the burning image in the mirror. “In all the years I was in a relationship with your father, including the years before we were officially married, I was never unfaithful in any way, except once.”

      Vicki gasped. “With Mr. Garrett?”

      “Like I said, it was a long time ago and before I even married your daddy. We were engaged except for the ring. Ty wouldn’t put a ring on my finger until he had the ranch I wanted and he was working himself nigh to death to raise the money as quickly as possible. I was helping him any way I could, but his pride was a treacherous thing. He wouldn’t take any money from me or Daddy, but I could use our connections in town to make sure he got the best pay for his side jobs and the lowest prices on everything else. Jeb was away most of the time at Texas A&M and I don’t even know for sure how he found out about it. He got his sister to promise I’d come to the Texas A&M orientation that spring break, even though I’d already decided I wasn’t going to college. It wasn’t even a huge secret—I told Ty right away. Yet the very next day, they were both marked and bruised as if they’d beaten the tar out of each other.”

      “Who won?”

      “Who do you think? Though Jeb must have put up a pretty good fight. I expected them to avoid each other like the plague, but they continued to be friendly for the most part. Ty never said a negative word about Jeb to me. He even told me to go to Texas A&M if I wanted. That an extra four years would be good for both of us. So we’d be sure. But I wasn’t having any of that. We never mentioned it again, not in all the years we were married. In fact, Ty stood up for Jeb at his wedding. Isn’t that strange?”

      “I think it just showed how much Daddy loved you, and how much he valued Mr. Garrett as well. I used to love all of Miss Belle’s stories about the shenanigans you used to get into together. So what happened between you two?”

      “We kissed. Once. That’s it.”

      Vicki let out a low whistle. “One kiss and they beat the tar out of each other? That must have been one hell of a kiss.”

      Virginia busied herself sorting through the top drawer of the vanity to pick a lipstick that wouldn’t clash with the rich red of the gown. “Oh I don’t really remember,” she managed to reply breezily. “It was a long time ago. I’d be surprised if Jeb even remembers.”

      “Oh he remembers all right. I could see it on his face that night at dinner.”

      By the slightly smug tone of her voice, her daughter must have noticed the very careful way Virginia was avoiding her gaze. She selected a nude lipstick and leaned closer to the mirror to apply it, irritated that the skin of her throat was starting to color. She didn’t blush like most people. Her cheeks didn’t betray her until later. First, her throat and chest darkened with splotches of red.

      “Even better, he wants to remember a great deal more, if you’ll let him.”

      “I have only just begun even thinking about dating another man, but it can’t be Jeb Garrett. This is only old friends reconnecting, nothing more.”

      Vicki made a low choking sound that almost drew Virginia’s gaze up to her face. Almost, but not quite. “Why on earth not? The man obviously adores you. Just think about him pining away all these years—”

      “Don’t be ridiculous,” Virgina broke in. “We were both happily married.”

      “That’s it, isn’t it,” Vicki said slowly. “You think that it’d be cheating on Daddy again if you start things up with Jeb.”

      Virginia flinched before she could hide the reaction. She didn’t have an answer.

      “Oh, Mama,” Vicki breathed out. “You do have feelings for him, or you wouldn’t feel guilty.”

      “I never said that.”

      “You didn’t have to,” Vicki said tartly. “Now you listen to me. Don’t you think Daddy forgave and forgot that kiss about a million years ago? So why can’t you enjoy rekindling that old flame now?”

      “I’m not rekindling anything!”

      “You must have felt something. He must have meant something to you or you wouldn’t be so reluctant to talk about it.”

      “He means nothing to me.” Yet her words rang with untruth, a heavy ugly jarring note that set her teeth on edge. “He was my best friend until I was married. Nothing else.”

      “And your husband’s been in heaven for twelve years.” Vicki said it gently, her hands settling on Virginia’s shoulders. A firm, steadying weight. “If he were here, what would he say?”

      She knew, thanks to the vision she’d had after the accident. You’ve been alone too long.

      “It doesn’t have to be him. It shouldn’t be.”

      “What better man could Daddy recommend than your best friend?”

      The very idea made Virginia groan and cover her face with her hands.

      “Mama, give Mr. Garrett a chance. I think Daddy would approve. For all you know, he’s using his angel status to bring Mr. Garrett straight to you.”

      Her eyes burned but she made herself snort. “You think your daddy was an angel? Honey, you’ve got no idea.”

      “Only a saint could have put up with you all those years,” Vicki retorted, her tone lightened by the sparkle in her eyes.

      “Ain’t that the truth.” Virginia stood and faced the mirror one last time. The stranger looked back at her, eyes dark and eager. Did Jeb have any idea what kind of pain and darkness lurked inside her? He’d only had a small taste of how hard and demanding she could be.

      In the end, that was the rub. Her first kiss with Tyrell had determined exactly what kind of relationship they were going to have, and until that kiss, she hadn’t even known she could find pleasure in hurting him. That such a thing was even possible.

      That long ago kiss with Jeb… What had it told her? That he’d been too damned afraid to make a move until someone else threatened to take her away? That wasn’t fair. Jeb was a lot of things, but not afraid.

      Nope. I’m the one who’s afraid. It’d be my luck to regain the best friend I ever had outside of marriage, only to lose him when he realizes how wide my cruel streak is.
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      Her stomach twisted into knots, Virginia shot to her feet as soon as she heard Ty’s slow, measured pace down the aisle. She figured the best place to lose him would be the first place she’d found him. In the stable, her true home. So she’d camped out here all night so she wouldn’t miss his predawn arrival. Daddy was willing to let him start work at five a.m., and most days he worked until six p.m., or later, before going to a second or third odd job around town. It’s a wonder he hadn’t killed himself yet.

      He’s doing it all for me. For us. And I had to go and ruin everything.

      It took all her courage to step out of Dancer’s stall and face him.

      “Mornin’, Princess.” He tipped his hat back and smiled, but it wasn’t the same easy grin she’d become accustomed to. Tyrell Connagher was no dummy. She didn’t sleep in the barn and she hadn’t called him last night.

      “I need to talk to you.”

      “Figured as much. You know you can tell me anything, right? Anything at all. Ain’t nothing but death going to change how I feel for you, darlin’, and even then, I’ll be waiting in heaven until you finally show up so I can love you some more.”

      She had to blink the tears away, determined to get the whole ugly truth out before she broke down. “So you say. Wait until you hear it all first.”

      He pulled a small pouch of tobacco out of his shirt pocket. With practiced ease, he took out a paper and rolled a thin cigarette by hand. He didn’t smoke it, but simply held it in his mouth. He’d light it later as he rode out to check the fence line or count calves or whatever else the boss told him to do. “I’m listening.”

      “I made a mistake last night. You know how I said I was going to go to Texas A&M with Sissy Garrett? She’d been nagging me to go because she didn’t want to drive alone that far, and she’s just dying to get to college and out of Crystal Springs as fast as she can. So I agreed to drive her. And there was a party. I didn’t drink or anything. But…” She took a deep breath and said the rest in a rush. “I kissed her brother.”

      “Hmm.” Ty made a noncommittal sound, rolling the cigarette over to the other side of his mouth.

      “Jebadiah Garrett. We’ve been friends forever. I guess he got to thinking that maybe it was too late and all, and he kissed me. That’s it.”

      “He got to thinking it was too late? Or you?”

      She swallowed hard. “Well, he’s my best friend. I guess… Some people thought we were a couple.”

      Ty removed his hat and tucked the cigarette into the band. “I asked if you were promised to anyone.”

      “I wasn’t. I’m not. No one but you. I never dated him. I never even kissed him or anything, not until last night.”

      “And?”

      She searched his face, wondering how he could be so calm about it all. Wasn’t he jealous? If he loved her like he said, wouldn’t he need to rant and rave and beat the shit out of something?

      Or is that just me?

      “How was it?”

      She could feel the dull heat spreading across her chest, the telltale red crawling up her throat toward her face. That’s why she’d worn a sweater and a pretty scarf. Somehow she managed to shrug. “Honestly, I don’t think he’s kissed much at all.”

      “You had to break him in some. Gentle him to your touch.”

      She squeezed her eyes shut a moment, trying to forget. Then she opened her eyes and glared at Ty as mean as she could. “Don’t talk about your fiancée that way.”

      “Why not?”

      “It’s not right.”

      Ty snorted and shoved the hat back on his head. “Now there’s the prim and proper snooty princess coming out to play. So old Jeb laid one on you and you felt the need to wait out here all night to tell me that. All right. What’s the problem?”

      “Aren’t you mad?” She sounded bewildered, but she couldn’t help it. Nothing was making sense to her. Here she’d thought she’d lose him entirely, and he wasn’t even angry. “Don’t you want to yell at me? Make me feel bad?”

      “Darlin’, I can tell by the redness of your eyes that you already feel bad enough. Why would I want to hurt you more?”

      “I want you to make me feel badly for what I did, though I’m already miserable.”

      “I can see that.” He strode over and tugged her close, though he didn’t let her hide her face against him. He used his knuckles to keep her face tipped up to his. “That might make you feel better for a while, but that ain’t what you need, darlin’. Not really. After kissing him, do you still want me?”

      She nodded, sniffing to keep the tears at bay. “More than ever. I thought I’d lost you and I couldn’t bear it.”

      “You’ll never lose me.” He held her steady, his eyes locked on her face. “What about Jebadiah? Do you want him?”

      She blinked rapidly, afraid to move, afraid to think for fear that her face would betray her.

      “You’re a lot of woman, Princess. I know exactly why he wants you. Any man in his right mind would like what he saw when you sashay by. But the only question I care about is whether or not you want him.”

      “He’s my friend. My best friend.”

      “Uh-huh. You’ve known him your whole life. Everyone saw you two hooking up one day, yeah?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Including him. Maybe including you. Until I showed up. So tell me true, Virginia soon-to-be Connagher, ’cause I’m marrying you one way or the other assuming you’re still willing. I’m only going to ask you this one time, and I’ll never mention it again unless you do. Do you want Jebadiah Garrett?”

      Usually she could think things through, see how scenarios would play out in her mind, but this time, everything was a tangled mess. If she said yes, then Ty’s next question would be whether she wanted him more than Jeb, and then she’d be back to possibly losing them both. She’d have to choose one over the other and someone was going to end up terribly hurt. If she said no, then she’d still have Ty, hopefully, but she’d lose her best friend. I’ve already lost him. We crossed a line that we can’t ever go back across again.

      She lifted her chin, steeled her heart and pushed the memory of Jeb on his knees deep into the darkest, most secret pit of her soul. “No.”

      Ty held her a long moment, studying her face, but she couldn’t tell what he was thinking. He wasn’t mad. He wasn’t disappointed in her. Not like she’d expected. He rubbed his knuckles underneath her chin lightly and stroked his fingers down her neck. “Nice scarf. All right then, if that’s the way you want it. Dawn’s coming so I’d best get to work. You want to grab a bite of dinner tonight? It’ll be late. Probably eight before I’m free.”

      “Sure,” she replied slowly, her mind completely hollowed out. “That’s it?”

      “Yep, that’s it. Except for this.” In a rush, he backed her against the stable wall and planted his mouth on hers. He kissed her like he was trying to find the other side of her and sail right on into oblivion. When he finally lifted his head, she could only stare up at him, panting. “I swore I won’t ever let you down, and I meant it.”

      “I love you, Tyrell. I’m sorry. It won’t happen again.”

      He released her and gave her a playful shove back toward the house. “And I love you, Princess. Now get that cute butt to bed before I lose my better judgment and risk Colonel Healy’s wrath by dragging his sassy daughter off to wrestle in a hay pile.”

      He fetched his rangy bay and started to saddle up.

      She hesitated, biting her lip. “What about Jeb?”

      “Don’t you worry about him none.” Ty led his saddled horse outside and she closed the stable door for him. “He’s a man of his word and so am I.”

      “What does that mean?”

      Ty stepped up on his horse and gave her a heavy-lidded look that made her nipples pebble against her shirt. “I’ll let him down real gentle like.” His horse broke into a lope, but she heard his parting words clearly. “As gentle as you broke him in last night.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            8

          

        

      

    

    
      Standing outside the front door, Jeb straightened his tie one last time and slipped his right hand into his coat, checking the inner pocket. The box was still there, tucked away and out of sight. Just feeling it there gave him hope that someday she might say yes, even if it was months or years away yet. Assuming, of course, that I ever find the courage to broach the question.

      He raised his hand to knock on the door, but when he saw his fingers shaking, he lowered his hand. His stomach was even worse. There wasn’t any way he was going to be able to eat a single bite of food at dinner.

      In fact, he even started to turn away and head for his car, but the door swung open so hard it almost knocked him flat on his ass.

      “Goodbye, Mother.” Virginia’s voice was even and calm, but he knew her too well. Even if she hadn’t practically knocked him out with the door, she only called Miss Belle that when she was so furious she wanted to curse. “Jeb.” She strode toward his waiting car without even sparing a glance at him. “Nice Caddy.”

      Through the still open door, he called, “Good evening, Miss Belle. I’ll have her home early.”

      “Don’t you dare, son,” Miss Belle said with a wink as she closed the door.

      Son. Now that was a first. Shaking his head, he started to follow Virginia, but then he took a good look at what she was wearing.

      Good God Almighty. That designer daughter of hers ought to have her own shop on Fifth Avenue in New York City. The silk flowed and hugged Virginia’s body perfectly, managing to be provocative and sexy without the skirt cut too high or the bodice too low. She’d even managed to disguise the cast Virginia had been so worried about with a cascade of thin, gauzy material down to her wrists. Deep, rich red against the evening sunset, glowing brighter than the fireball slipping into slumber for the evening. “Wow.”

      She paused at the passenger door and looked back at him. She’d pulled her hair back with a simple clip at the base of her neck with a few waves free about her face to soften the angular lines of her cheekbones. Her eyes were hard, her mouth tight with whatever argument she’d had with her mother, but in his head, he might as well have been taking her to her senior prom. Just a few decades later than he’d expected.

      “Are you coming or not?”

      “First you didn’t want to go to dinner with me, and now I’m taking too long.” Deliberately, he kept his pace to a leisurely amble instead of flying to her side and flinging the door open like the anxious, overeager teenager inside him thought he should do. He opened the door for her, trying not to show how much it affected him to see her sliding into his car. To know that she was his for the evening. Finally. After too many years to count. “Thank you.”

      Eyes narrowed suspiciously, she searched his face. “For what?”

      More emotion echoed in his words than he’d planned, so he gave her a big smile. For giving me a chance, no matter how slim. “You said you liked the car.”

      She relaxed back into the seat and the barest of grins cracked her stony demeanor. “I always did like a Cadillac, even though they’re pretentious enough that’s all Miss Belle ever drives.”

      He shut the door and walked around to his side. That’s exactly why I bought this beast as soon as I set my mind on coming back to find you.

      He buckled his seat belt and then noticed she was having a hard time buckling hers with one hand. Not that Virginia Connagher would ever deign to ask for help. He leaned over and pulled the belt for her. “Do you remember the first time you drove a Caddy?”

      As he hoped, the question distracted her long enough that he was able to get her buckled in safely without her biting his head off. “Not really. Miss Belle’s was off limits and she was too damned psychic. If I even thought about touching the door handle, she’d march up and wallop me with that deadly parasol she used to carry around to protect her precious porcelain skin from the Texas sun.”

      He drove down the driveway to the main blacktop into town. It shouldn’t have surprised him that she didn’t remember. He’d treasured so many precious little moments, while she’d apparently blocked everything from her memory. “You were going crazy that you couldn’t drive Miss Belle’s car when you liked it so much. So one day I borrowed Dad’s car while he was seeing patients and took you for a ride.”

      “Borrowed? Weren’t we pulled over and practically arrested?”

      “I was practically arrested. Until the new deputy called Dad to the scene and he realized I’d taken the car.”

      “But wasn’t I driving?” She frowned, as if she was only just letting the scene play through her mind after all these years. “I didn’t even have my license yet. Good God, Jeb, why the hell would you do such a fool thing? What if I’d wrecked that car? Daddy would have—”

      “Paid to have Dad’s car fixed,” Jeb broke in gently. “Miss Belle would have grounded you for a century, or so she would have claimed, but deep down, they would have really just been relieved that you were okay.”

      “Didn’t you get in trouble?”

      “Sure did. I was grounded for two months and had to clean Dad’s clinic every night after dinner. Plus I lost my driving privileges.”

      “You rode your bike to school,” she said softly. “Why on earth did you do such a thing?”

      He glanced over at her, catching her gaze for just a moment. She honestly doesn’t know. He sighed and turned his attention to the road. For not the first time in his life, he wished Tyrell hadn’t bought land so far out in the middle of nowhere. “I did it for you.”

      “But why? I mean, honestly, I never asked you to steal a car and risk so much trouble for both of us. Though I guess you sure didn’t have to twist my arm to get me behind the wheel.”

      “Nope,” he replied, smiling at the memory of how her eyes had lit up with excitement. She’d even thrown her arms around his neck in a quick hug before hopping behind the wheel. “Just like I didn’t have to twist your arm when we got caught sneaking into Mr. Tolson’s orchard and stealing peaches. Or when a bunch of us skipped school to go to the beach.”

      “Oh, man, I remember that. None of us had suits but that sure didn’t stop us from stripping down to our skivvies and jumping in. We were crazy fools, weren’t we?”

      “Indeed.” He didn’t dare look at her again because he’d be remembering what she’d looked like in her simple bra and panties. Or how he’d worried that his interest would be too visible in his boxers. Thank God it’d been chilly that day and they’d barely been able to last an hour in the water. “I don’t think Miss Belle ever figured that one out, did she?”

      “Not that I know of. It was senior skip day anyway.”

      He chuckled. “Yeah, but you weren’t a senior, Ginny. Not that one year slowed you down any. You hopped in my car with everyone else and away we went.”

      “Jebadiah Garrett, why on earth did you let me do such a thing?”

      He snorted and shook his head. “Like anything could have stopped you? Besides, you asked me to go. I never could tell you no.”

      She shifted her cast restlessly. “If my arm wasn’t busted, I’d reach over and punch you.”

      He had to swallow to try and get some moisture back in his mouth. “A fate worse than death, surely.”

      “If I’d told you to jump off a cliff I guess you would have just broken your fool neck.”

      He couldn’t help but grin. “Yes ma’am.”

      “With a smile on your face,” she muttered, shaking her head. “What am I going to do with you? Are you still that gullible?”

      Oh I have only a million or so suggestions. He shifted uncomfortably in his seat, wondering if he could reach down and adjust himself without her noticing. “Probably. You ought to tell me to do something stupid and see if I’ll actually do it.”

      “You’d do it all right.” She sighed but her lips were soft, the hard, guarded lines of her face erased by the walk down memory lane. “Can I ask you something?”

      “Anything.” He said it too quickly, ardently, but he couldn’t help it. He wanted her questions as much as he wanted her orders, her deliberate commands, her touch.

      “Was I ever…?” She sighed again, her right hand opening and clenching in her lap. It made him want to reach over and take her hand, but he didn’t want to risk hurting her injured arm. “What I’m trying to say is that I’m sorry if I ever took advantage of our friendship. I got you in a lot of trouble and I know people talked. About us.” She laughed, but it sounded forced and uncomfortable. “Like we were a couple.”

      It was almost a question. Could she really not know how he’d felt about her all those years? He wasn’t sure how to respond. The Westwood Inn appeared ahead and though he’d regretted the long drive before, now he wished he had another half hour or so in the car with her. It felt like they were on the verge of a breakthrough where she might finally understand what she’d meant to him. What she still meant to him.

      He parked the car and turned off the ignition, but didn’t immediately open the door. “I would have asked you to my senior prom. In fact, I’d already worked out how I was going to make it a joke, a dare, to make sure you’d go with me, because I sure knew Virginia Healy wouldn’t ever back down from a challenge. But then you made it into the jumping finals in Dallas the same weekend.”

      “I didn’t know,” she said softly, her voice quivering, but she didn’t lift her head. “I didn’t—”

      “I bought a ring,” he said in a rush, determined to get it all out in the open. He started to touch the box again, but he made himself squeeze the wheel instead. It’s too early. You ask her now and you’ll blow everything. “I know it was stupid. How was I going to ask you to marry me when I couldn’t seem to even ask you on a real date? But I had it all planned in my head. Every weekend I came home, I was going to ask you, but somehow always managed to go back to College Station banging my fist on the steering wheel all the way to the dorm. I finally decided I’d come back for your senior prom and ask you, but then Sissy told me you were dating Tyrell. I’d missed my chance.”

      She finally turned and faced him but he didn’t have the courage to meet her gaze. “Why? Why didn’t you ever ask me? Tell me? Give me any kind of hint that…”

      “That I loved you,” he whispered harshly, gripping the wheel hard to keep from reaching out to her. “Because you were my best friend, Ginny. I didn’t want to mess that up. I didn’t want to risk losing you. I thought that maybe someday if I was always there for you that you’d look at me and see not just a friend, but a man. A man that you might care for. Even love. Then you met Ty and it was all over. All I had to do was look into your eyes and I knew you loved him. You never looked at me with that kind of longing. You never wanted me like that.”

      His voice broke but he couldn’t stop. Now that the dam had opened, he couldn’t stop spilling out the words he’d been dying to tell her his entire life. “Until that night you came to Texas A&M. That’s the only time you ever looked at me as a man and not your friend. Don’t you remember, Ginny? How it was between us? But it wasn’t enough, because you went right back to Ty and told him everything.”

      “I had to. I loved him. I wouldn’t… I couldn’t…”

      “I know,” he replied hoarsely, finally turning his head so she could see the agony that must have been grooved into his face. “But you loved him more than me. Even after all those years we’d spent growing up together. You couldn’t even bear to look at me after that. You refused to talk to me. So in the end, I lost you, just as I feared, but it was worse than I ever imagined after you showed me what it could have been like for us. I lost you and I wanted to die.”

      

      Virginia’s throat ached worse than her broken arm. All she could do was stare at Jeb and try to find something to say that could undo the hurt she’d done to him. God, she’d been so stupid. So blind and selfish and foolish. “I’m so sorry. Jeb, I had no idea.”

      “I hunted Sissy down, dragged her to my car, and drove like a demon to catch you, following you back to Crystal Springs that night. I had to make sure you got there safely. Then I went to see Tyrell.”

      Her eyes flared with surprise. “You did? You…”

      “I talked to him before you did. I told him everything. I told him it was my fault, that I’d tricked you into coming to College Station so I could make one last attempt to steal you away from him.”

      She shook her head. “Even then, you were still trying to protect me.”

      “He wasn’t even mad. He sure wasn’t surprised.”

      She opened her mouth, but couldn’t seem to find anything to say. Ty wasn’t surprised that she’d kissed another man? “But I saw the bruises on you both. You were in a fight.”

      “Later. After you talked to him. That night, though, he told me it was up to you.”

      She couldn’t wrap her mind around what Jeb was telling her. All those years, Ty hadn’t said a word. He’d never told her he had this talk with Jeb before she’d ever found him to tell him the truth. “What was up to me?”

      “He said, and I quote, ‘I promised her she’d get exactly what she wants. If she wants you, she’ll tell me. And if she don’t, then I’m going to beat the ever-lovin’ shit out of you.’”

      Her mouth fell open again. Closed. Opened. But she could only stare at Jeb.

      “So when Ty showed up alone at the house the next evening and asked me outside, I knew the truth. You didn’t want me.”

      “He… And you…” She closed her eyes, trying to seal out the truth, but it was too late.

      Ty had known the truth before she’d ever even admitted it to herself. And he’d never said a word. She’d looked him in the eye and told him she didn’t have any feelings whatsoever for Jeb. A sound escaped her lips, a half-strangled hiccupping laugh of shame.

      “Ginny?”

      “I lied.” She looked up into his dark, concerned gaze and fought not to burst into tears. “I never thought I could do it, but I did. He knew it too, but he never called me on it. He let me lie to his face. I can’t believe the bastard let me go on and on like a half-brained twit and never said a word. Damn it all to hell, if he wasn’t dead already I’d be tempted to beat him within an inch of his life. But then he’d only enjoy it.”

      “Ginny,” Jeb repeated, louder.

      “Did he tell you about that too? Did he tell you that the first time he kissed me, it was because I beat him with my crop and the damned fool enjoyed it? Worse, so did I. And that was only the beginning.”

      Jeb averted his face and spoke so softly she had to strain to hear him. “Did you tell him that when I kissed you, I ended up on my knees?”

      “No,” she whispered gently. “That was only for you and me to know. There are so many things you don’t know about me, Jeb. Dark things. Hard things. I’m not a soft and easy woman to know, even in bed. Especially in bed.”

      “Good.” His voice deepened. He let go of the steering wheel and gripped his thighs, as though he was fighting to keep his hands from reaching toward her. “There are things you don’t know about me too, Ginny. Dark things. Hard things. Not even Sharon knew, not until the end.”

      “Is that why you’re divorced?”

      “Partly. But mostly because I finally decided I had to start living. Really living. And that meant I had to find a way back to you.”

      Regret swelled in her chest, strangling her. All those years, those wasted, lonely years. It broke her heart all over again. She’d been so alone since Ty’s death. Jeb hadn’t been alone, but he’d been unhappy. All because of a silly, too-proud girl who’d been too afraid to admit to her fiancé that she also had feelings for her best friend.

      Feelings. That was the understatement of the century. Because staring at the chiseled lines of his face, his broad shoulders straining at the exquisitely cut suit coat, his hands, so determinedly held in place by will alone…

      “What?” Jeb turned his head toward her, but kept his body determinedly frozen in place. His shoulders were tense, his jaw firm, his fingers still locked to hold himself back. “What are you thinking?”

      She kept her voice light. “I’m wishing I didn’t have this busted arm, and that we were twenty years younger, and then I’d be half climbing over the console to see for myself.”

      “See what?” He took the implied invitation, though, turning toward her and moving closer to make it easy for her to reach him. Jeb would always make it easy for her. Even if that made it hell for him all these years.

      Gently, she reached up and combed her fingers through his hair at his crown, dragging and twisting her fingers into the fullness and completely messing up the hair he’d carefully smoothed back. “If this hair is still yours. Still real. I hardly recognized you without the hair tumbling down across your forehead.”

      “It’s mine, just a little thinner I guess.”

      “Still as wavy and thick as I remembered. Grayer, but then mine is too.” She watched him, the way his eyes never left hers. He didn’t push to take any advantage, even after her admission that she’d lied all those years ago. He didn’t even try to lean in and get a kiss. “I always thought you were too damned polite, but that wasn’t it at all. Before Ty showed up, I kept daydreaming about how you might kiss me. One day, you’d just lean into me and catch me by surprise. I kept waiting, like it was a game, and then I got pissed that you wouldn’t do it. I thought it was our upbringing, the years our families had been friends. But that wasn’t it at all. You’re not just polite. You’re submissive.”

      The tension straining across his shoulders bled away. “It went against every bone in my body to start that kiss. I felt like I was forcing myself on you, but I had to try. I had to make sure you knew how I felt. I didn’t know what I was, not then. Not for years.”

      “Ty was into pain. What are you into?”

      Jeb’s eyes were larger, dark and shining, reflecting the moonlight like deep, secret wells. “Anything. Everything. You.”

      “I’m serious.”

      “So am I. You tell me to do something, and I’ll do it, no questions asked. No hesitation. No doubt. If you need something, I’ll give it. Gladly.”

      Once, Ty had said something like that. Hoarsely, she repeated what her husband had said the first time they’d kissed. “You’ll never let me down.”

      “Exactly.”

      She had to look away a moment, fighting down the tumultuous emotions whirling through her. Grief, loss, relief, joy, regret, hope…and yes, love. Gratitude that despite how she’d hurt him nearly forty years ago, he was still willing to give everything he had just to love her the way he’d always wanted. “How can you forgive me after what I put you through?”

      “I just want to love you, Ginny. No matter what that means.”

      “I don’t deserve you. I don’t deserve a second chance. Not when I lied to us all.”

      “Right before I went back to Texas A&M for good, I ran into Miss Belle. She said something that I didn’t understand until later.”

      “Oh, good Lord, what did she say?”

      Jeb smiled. “She said that sometimes we don’t get what we want the most because we’re not able to handle it yet. If we got it then, we’d just lose it, because we weren’t ready. But some things are meant to be and they’d come back when it was time. When I was ready. When you were ready.”

      “She said that about me?”

      “Not in so many words, but it makes sense to me now. Think about it, Ginny. I didn’t know what it meant to be submissive back then. You weren’t ready either. If we’d tried to marry, we probably would have messed each other up so bad we’d have ended up divorced in a heartbeat, both of us frustrated and confused because we couldn’t get what we needed so desperately. I never was going to be the kind of man you were looking for then. But now…”

      He let the question hang in the air between them, waiting for her answer.

      She tightened her fingers in his hair and pulled him down to her, making him come to her instead of leaning across the console. And he came, eagerly and gladly, ready to be put where she wanted him. “Now you’re exactly what I’m looking for. What I need.”

      She didn’t take his mouth gently. After so long, so many years, she couldn’t. She shoved her tongue deep into his mouth and he opened, groaning, letting her go as far as she wanted.

      Dangerous, so dangerous. She made herself pull back, softening to something less an assault and more a kiss. And just like that night in College Station all those years ago, Jeb sagged into her embrace and would have gone to his knees if they weren’t already sitting in his shiny expensive car.

      Her skin throbbed, every inch desperate for a touch, for the warmth and weight of his hands. God, it’d been so long since she’d been touched. So long since she’d been held. Since she’d heard a man’s gasp and grunt and groan as she wrung every ounce of pleasure out of his magnificent body that she could. She tried to press up against him, using the cast for leverage, but pain broke through her need. Not the good pain, as Ty would have said, but the grinding broken bone pain that made sweat bead on her lip and her stomach heave.

      She broke the kiss, falling back against her seat with her eyes closed, breathing deeply to avoid throwing up.

      “Ginny? What’s wrong? What can I do?”

      “It’s all right,” she panted, shifting her broken arm off the console and into her lap. “I tried to use my arm a little too much. I’ll just have to be more careful when you take me home to your place after dinner.”

      “That’s the plan, then?” His voice rumbled deep and low, his fingers lightly brushing her cheek in a gentle caress. “You don’t want to go back to your place?”

      She groaned. “Not as long as Miss Belle’s in town.” He didn’t laugh like she expected, so she cracked open her eyes and searched his face. His hair tumbled down over his forehead, his lips were soft and delicious, but the look in his eyes was guarded. As if he was braced for a blow. “You think I don’t want you in the house where Ty and I lived together all those years.”

      “I’m guessing it’ll be uncomfortable for us both. His house. His bed. His wife.”

      She swallowed hard but didn’t look away. Jeb deserved every ounce of her honesty. Even if it was forty years late. “Yeah. It’ll be hard. I never could get rid of his things. I couldn’t let go. But it’s time I moved on. He’d want this. In fact, he’d probably laugh and say ‘It’s about damned time, Princess’.”

      Jeb’s mouth quirked. “That’s what he called you?”

      “Mostly when he wanted to get a rise out of me. I haven’t been with anyone else, Jeb. Ever.”

      “Not even since he passed?”

      Slowly, she shook her head. His eyes widened, which made her laugh. “Yeah. So it’s going to be a hard ride the first few times.”

      A faint shudder rocked his shoulders, his nostrils flaring. “Can we skip dinner and go straight to my place?”

      “No.” She laughed though and gave a nod at his door. “We’ve still got some talking to do. I’m going to need wine to loosen your tongue.”

      “I’m more of a whiskey man, but if my lady wants me to drink wine, I suppose I can gag it down.”

      He took her cue, opening his door and climbing out of the car. She waited for him to come around and open hers, glad he was of the older generation who’d been taught to open and close doors for their womenfolk. If I’d let Vicki set me up with one of Mal’s boys, I’d probably have had to train him in all this nonsense instead of moving on to the good stuff.

      Her amusement faded at the solemn look on his face as he offered his hand. She took a deep breath and slipped her palm into his, letting him help her up out of his car. He shut the door and kept her hand.

      And she let him.
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      After the emotional upheaval simply driving to the restaurant, Jeb was grateful they had an easy hour of light and friendly conversation while they ordered their meal and waited for their food. Virginia had a glass of wine and insisted he order Glenlivet, even though he had to drive. Granted it was only another five minutes into town to his rented condo, but he was too old to be stupid. As long as they had a nice, long dinner with even longer conversation, he ought to be fine if he stuck to a single drink.

      Settling back in her chair, she looked about the room. The rear wall was a massive stone fireplace reaching all the way to the ceiling. Heavy wood rafters marched across the ceiling, giving the room an old world, intimate feel, as though they were merely pulled up in the corner of someone’s ancient European kitchen. The restaurant even had decent food, though this time of year, they had the place mostly to themselves.

      “Oh, I remember this place. Didn’t we eat here together when you were dating Sharon?”

      He nodded, wrapping both hands around his glass, though he didn’t take another sip. He wanted it to last as long as possible, plus it gave him something to do with his hands. “Our only double date.”

      “I’m glad you let me meet her, though it was a little strange watching you with her. Probably as strange as it was for you to watch me and Ty.”

      He smiled sheepishly. “It was indeed. Thought not as strange as when I watched you marry him.”

      “I always wondered why you stood as his best man. If that was…hard.”

      He risked another sip, letting the velvet smoke roll on his tongue. “It was damned hard, but Ty made a good argument. He didn’t have anyone he’d care to have up there for himself, but I was your best friend, and that was good enough for him. He said there was no one he’d rather have stand by him.”

      Her eyes glimmered in the candlelight, so damned soft and tender at the fond memory of her husband. The kind of look he ached to see on her face for him. “Why were you so adamant that we meet her? Were you looking for approval?”

      “Not really. I actually hoped you’d hate her.” He smiled again, resisting the urge to throw back the Scotch in one hard gulp. “Petty, I know, but there you go. Mostly, I wanted to see how I felt about her if you were there. If I’d still feel the same way for you.”

      “And?”

      To hell with it. He slammed back the last of the Glenlivet. “It was like holding a candle in front of the sun.” She reached across the table and squeezed his hand, but she didn’t say anything, sensing his need to just talk. “I took my time settling my mind on her. We dated casually for years, and seriously for that long again. She steadied me in a lot of ways and had a great head for business. Honestly, I don’t think my practice would have done so well so quickly without her. So on paper, we were a good match.”

      “But you didn’t have any passion. You were…”

      “Acquaintances. Not lovers.” He sighed, aimlessly turning the empty glass in his hands. “That was her major complaint from the beginning of our marriage. We were roommates. Business partners. But I never had that deeper connection, that sense of knowing what she needed before she needed it, and wanting to give it to her before she could ask.” Not like with you.

      It might have been decades since that first kiss, but deep inside, he vibrated with the need to touch her, see her, smell her. Watch the way her face changed as she climaxed. He could watch that all night and never come himself and he’d be perfectly happy.

      “You never had kids.”

      He shook his head. “She didn’t want a family. It would ruin her figure and she had a minor acting career. Plus, she just wasn’t a motherly kind of woman. The first ten to fifteen years we just worked hard building our careers. Things were lackluster, but not horrible.”

      “Did she know about…me?”

      “She picked up on it during our date here and questioned me thoroughly about it later. She was relieved to see how much you loved Ty, and even more pleased when I told her you had two boys and a third baby on the way.”

      “That’s right. I was pregnant with Vicki when we were here. But I didn’t say anything and it was still early. We’d just found out a few weeks before. How’d you know?”

      The waiter delivered their main course. Jeb nearly cursed because that meant she released his hand to make room for the plates. “I have my ways. I kept tabs on you through my family.”

      “They must have all hated me dreadfully when I married Ty.”

      “Not at all. Everybody loved Ty. He was too hard a worker, too much of a straight shooter to ever have anyone talk badly about him.”

      “Don’t you dare lie to me, Jebadiah Garrett. I ran into Sissy one day in Crystal Springs when I went over to handle some paperwork with Miss Belle’s property manager and she refused to even speak to me. I swear she crossed the street just to get away from me.”

      He cleared his throat, trying to turn the laughter into a cough. “Uh, yeah, sorry about that. Sissy never really forgave you. But Mom and Dad still love you like a daughter and were more than willing to pass along all the old gossip from home, including the Healys’ and Connaghers’ dealings.” He didn’t tell her that he still subscribed to the Crystal Springs Courier just to keep up on all the hometown gossip on the slight chance that her name might come up in the news, even though the Connagher ranch was nearly an hour away from their old stomping grounds. Sharon had always sneered at the ridiculous write-ups about who visited whom and told him it was morbid to keep up on who’d died over the years. Deep down, he’d wanted to be sure that he had a chance to come back to Virginia, at least as long as she was still alive.

      She lowered her voice, careful to make sure the waiter wasn’t approaching to refill their water glasses. “Did she know that you were submissive?”

      “Not in the beginning, because I didn’t know either. As the years went by and things didn’t get better between us, we talked with a marriage counselor. That’s when I started to suspect the truth. She gave me some material to study, lots of questionnaires, that sort of thing, and it all started to make sense. But that’s also when things started to unravel with Sharon.”

      “Despite the counseling?”

      “Because of the counseling.” He picked at his mashed potatoes, stirring them around with his fork but not really tasting anything. “The more I understood about myself, the less she wanted me. In the beginning, she tried to accommodate my burgeoning needs, and at first, things turned around. More passion than we’d ever had sparked. It was new, exciting, and I was relieved that finally I understood why I’d made so many decisions throughout my life, or really, why I’d been unable to make certain decisions. Why I hadn’t been able to force the issue with you. Why I hadn’t been able to push harder. It just wasn’t in me.”

      Virginia quietly ate her steak, letting him talk. He’d known exactly how to order it for her without having to ask. Medium. She wanted it pink but not bleeding on her potatoes. Her only preference he hadn’t known was her wine choice. They’d been too young back then to gain much familiarity with alcohol. He took note of the label for next time. If there is a next time. Might as well get it all out before we go too far and she changes her mind. Because I’ll surely end up in my grave this time if I lose her again.

      “We started going to a few clubs.” He cleared his throat and took another drink of water, wishing he dared order another Scotch. “BDSM clubs. Sharon went with me at first at our therapist’s urging. Exploration was good for us, she said, so Sharon went, even though she had no interest in it. She learned a few basics, but it really didn’t do anything for her. We agreed that I could visit a professional Mistress once a month or so, as long as I was discreet. The last thing Sharon wanted was for our friends to find out, and I’m sure it wouldn’t have helped my practice any, either. I eventually quit even that, though. I’m grateful I had the opportunity to learn, but in the end, I did most of my exploration elsewhere. In fiction.”

      He forced himself to pause and eat some of his own steak, though it tasted like ashes. Virginia pushed her plate away and sat back, watching him, her eyes dark and intent, not missing a thing. He’d ached to have her focused on him, but now, telling this story… It was hard to look at her.

      “You’re a writer?”

      He nodded and swallowed the bite, willing it to stay down in his stomach. “It was a lark at first. The famous ‘what if’. I started writing about what I wanted, what I’d dreamed about, testing the waters, so to speak. It made me research various techniques, and then I practiced and explored with my characters. Sharon thought it was a cute hobby. Until I started publishing.”

      Virginia smiled, her eyes lighting up with what he dared to think might be pride. “That’s quite an accomplishment, Jeb. My middle son’s an English professor, so I know a little about how difficult a job writing can be. Congratulations.”

      He nodded, fighting the lump in his throat. It felt like the steak was trying to crawl back up his craw. “Thank you, but I’m really not that well known. I make enough to buy that fancy hat but I wouldn’t be able to live on royalties alone without the sale from my practice. That’s okay—it was always for me, not to become famous or anything. But as I did slowly gain confidence along with my readership, Sharon pulled further and further away. She…” He took a drink again, trying to keep his stomach settled.

      “She didn’t support your writing,” Virginia said softly.

      Jeb shook his head. “The more I loved it, the more she hated it. She claimed she just didn’t want people to know, but I’d used a pseudonym, so it wasn’t common knowledge or anything, and the chances of running into someone we knew in real life who’d also read my work were slim to none. Yet she started pressuring me to give it up. She said things like, ‘What if people figure out what kind of man you really are?’”

      “You were writing about submissive men.”

      He pushed his plate away too, unable to tolerate even the smell of food, not when his life and dreams hung in the balance. “Yes, among other things. Then one of my books was nominated for an award, and instead of being happy for me, she didn’t want me to go and accept the award in person. She said if I went, we were done. Finally the truth started coming out about how she felt about me. I couldn’t be a real man if I was submissive. She said it would have been better if I’d decided I was gay. That was easier for people to understand. But for a big, powerful-looking man like me to claim he was submissive… People couldn’t see a man like me on his knees, begging, obeying, serving his Mistress. It was ridiculous. When I got back from the conference, she’d already moved out and the divorce papers were waiting for me. I signed them gladly.”

      His ex-wife had used more hurtful words than ridiculous. Wouldn’t it humiliate you to have people look at a man like you and snicker at the thought of you on your knees? Why would you even risk people finding out such a thing? Why would you embarrass me like that?

      “A man like you.” Virginia’s low voice drew his gaze up to her face. He was surprised by the hint of what he could only describe as velvet heat in her tone. As soon as he looked up, she leaned closer, dropping her voice to a whisper. “I’m going to have every inch of you sliding into me as soon as we walk into your apartment. Every thick, delicious inch of that big gorgeous cock you tormented me with all those years ago. It’s not going to be easy getting all that in me, but I won’t be gentle. I assure you, Jebadiah, that there’s no doubt in my mind about what kind of man you are. And I can’t fucking wait another minute.” She glanced around the restaurant and the attentive waiter immediately came toward their table. “Check please.”

      Something hammered in his head so loudly he wasn’t sure that he’d heard her correctly. He couldn’t have. For one thing, the Virginia Healy he knew wouldn’t have used coarse language, because Miss Belle would have washed her mouth out with soap.

      “How’s your heart?”

      He shook his head a little, trying to clear out the thundering drums. Finally, he realized it was his heartbeat thudding in his skull. “What?”

      Her lip quirked slightly and she reached for the bill from the waiter. But Jeb wasn’t standing for that. He might be losing his mind altogether, but no way in hell was he letting the love of his life pay for dinner. He had the card ready in his inner pocket, so it was easy to slap it on the bill and send the waiter on his way.

      “Do you have any heart conditions? Are you on any medications?”

      “No, why?”

      “We’re not exactly spring chickens, Jeb. I have to make sure I don’t accidentally kill you.”

      God. He added a healthy tip without bothering with math and scrawled his signature on the slip. She was already standing, ready to go. One look at her face told him she was absolutely serious.

      It all suddenly slammed into perfect clarity. After all these years, she was going home with him. She was going to take him to bed. She’d heard his dark secret and didn’t care. In fact, by the look on her face, she’d actually been…

      Proud. Of him. The submissive man writing trashy, sordid little BDSM stories.

      He swayed a moment, so shaken to his core he almost went to his knees right there in the restaurant.

      She took his arm. “Are you okay to drive? I can call us a cab.”

      He tucked her arm around his and held his other hand over hers, holding on to her for dear life. “No, I’m fine. It’s not the Scotch.”

      “What’s your pseudonym?”

      His ears caught fire and he mumbled, “Chris Waters.”

      She thought a moment and then chuckled as he opened the car door for her. “Crystal Springs, our hometown. I like it.”

      He slid in behind the wheel and backed out, fighting the urge to floor it. That’d get him pulled over in a heartbeat. “My agent liked the idea of having a gender-neutral name like Chris. Since I won that award, we’ve been concentrating on building my brand around the image of big, strong, powerful men who just happen to be submissive. It’s important to me.”

      “I should say so. It’s important to me too.”

      His hands trembled on the steering wheel, his heart thudding heavily again. It was probably a good thing he didn’t have a heart condition, or he would have keeled over before he even got to make love to her.

      “I don’t know if you followed my kids or not, but Victor’s running a cable station in Dallas that promotes healthy BDSM lifestyles. He’d be proud of the work you’ve done too.”

      That surprised him. “Really? He’s out in the open?” And that doesn’t bother you?

      “He’s one mean sadist and even starred on his own reality show called America’s Next Top sub. Vicki’s living with two men, one a submissive. Conn’s a professor in Missouri. I don’t know that it’s common knowledge up there or not, but he’s a Dominant. And no, it doesn’t bother me that they’re living nontraditional lifestyles—like mine with their father—out in the open. I’m proud of them and their courage to live their lives the way they choose regardless of what anyone has to say.”

      He took a deep breath and gathered his own courage. There were so many things he’d wanted to say to her back when they were teenagers. Things he hadn’t had the words or understanding to say. “Tyrell was a masochist, and you’re a sadist.”

      “Yes,” she said simply.

      He let up on the gas, determined not to get a speeding ticket. “What have you been doing for pain since he passed?”

      She was silent so long, he glanced over at her to gauge her reaction. Her right hand was curled into a fist in her lap and she stared down at it fiercely, like her own hand had offended her in some way.

      “I’m not a full masochist,” he said, trying to ease her turmoil. “I can take a lot of punishment, but I don’t get off on the pain itself. It’s the act, my willingness to do it because my Mistress requested it, that gets me off.”

      “I hurt you enough already, Jeb. I don’t want to hurt you again. Like that. Especially if you’re not…”

      “It’s the service I need,” he continued, ignoring her words. “But that’s why I quit going to the professional Mistress. She helped me figure out what I needed, but once I knew, I couldn’t keep going to her. To anyone, really. Because none of them were you. I need to service you. Whatever that is. And if you need me to suffer to ease the need in you, then I need it too. I need to give you exactly what you need because that’s how I’m wired. It has nothing to do with the pain itself, but in satisfying you.”

      “You were always taking care of me,” she whispered. “But not in this. I can’t do that to you.”

      “If you don’t, then I’ll never really know what it means for me to be able to fully submit to a woman. My Mistress, my Domme, whatever title it is you want to hear. I need to take care of you and only you, Ginny.”
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        The Lady Always Gets Her Man by Chris Waters

      

      The stable was silent. Even the few horses boarded for the night were sleeping. He crept down the aisle to examine each horse, looking for the fastest, the strongest, his only shot at getting out of town alive. One didn’t steal every last coin out of the mayor’s personal safe and expect to ride off into the sunset without pursuit. Especially when said mayor was working for one of the deadliest crime lords this country had ever known.

      A pistol poked between his shoulder blades and he froze, slowly lifting his right hand. His left arm hung useless at his side. “I can’t lift my other hand.”

      The person who’d found him didn’t speak, but prodded harder, pushing him down the aisle toward the back room. With a sigh, he went. There’d be a feed or tack room back here, sturdy enough to keep outlaws like him from stealing the valuables. It’d hold him until the sheriff could arrive. If I don’t bleed out first.

      He shuffled along, boots scraping through the straw, letting his captor believe he was in rough shape. He was, honestly, but he’d been in grimmer situations before and figured out a way to escape. Although right now, I’m too tired to think of a way out of this one.

      The small room was dark but he smelled leather and old horse sweat. Tack room, then. A small high window let in just enough moonlight for him to see a cot tucked into the corner. The gun prodded him in that direction. It was all he could do not to fall down face-first on that bedding and sink into oblivion.

      I can’t. I can’t close my eyes for one moment. Not until I’m away. It’s not safe. It’ll never be safe.

      His captor shoved him hard enough he did tumble down onto that cot. Luckily he managed to twist enough to fall on his right side to spare his wounded shoulder. He tried to rise up and at least see who had caught him, but a hard knee ground into his back so he stayed put. It felt good to lie down, even in a narrow, hard cot. In fact, he wasn’t sure if he could fight his way out of here right now anyway.

      “Ransom Savage, you old dog.”

      That rich, husky voice seared his brain to ash. It took him several moments to get his mouth to work. “Miss Raynes.”

      She laughed softly, leaning down to whisper in his ear. “Formality from the most wanted outlaw in the West? I like it.”

      “Victorious…”

      She slapped a handcuff on his right hand and bound him to the bed. “Because I know you so very well, I don’t exactly trust you. You stay put while I check outside and see who’s trailing you, and then maybe I’ll see to your wound.”

      Her tone suggested that she might change her mind and give him other wounds instead. Despite the blaster shot to the shoulder that burned like hell, his cock thudded and turned to stone. To say that he’d had a fiery tempestuous past with the lovely Miss Raynes was like saying it got a tad warm during a Texas summer.

      The cot creaked beneath their dual weight, but he wouldn’t care if the flimsy bed exploded. Not with Victorious Raynes here. She might turn him in. Hell, she might even shoot him herself. But he didn’t think so. Not when her breath came faster against his ear and her hands roamed his back and arms, mindful of the wound. “Did you miss me?”

      A year ago, they’d run into each other in Denver. She’d been making a killing at the poker table because every man there couldn’t keep his eyes off the glorious cleavage barely covered by her low-cut gown. He’d been shocked enough to plop down coin and join the game, because he’d never seen her in a dress before. Growing up in the hills of Missouri, she’d always been more comfortable in boy’s garb. They’d ended up sharing a hotel room for a few blissful days and long sweaty nights.

      There wasn’t a woman as alive and wild and fearless as her. He’d allowed her to do things to him… Hell, he’d begged her.

      Then he’d started having idiotic ideas. Like maybe he could settle down on a farm somewhere. Give up the dashing yet dangerous persona of Ransom Savage, the most cunning outlaw and quickest draw in the West. He could almost see Tori standing in the doorway of a humble log cabin with a baby on her hip. A sweet-cheeked little girl with the same auburn hair and big cat eyes, green and gold and brown, shimmering with love.

      Then one morning, he woke up and she was gone. Without a single word goodbye. Certainly no word on how he could find her again. He’d looked for over a year, chasing every rumor and gossiped whisper about her, but she’d always managed to disappear like fog in the morning.

      Ego stinging, he scoffed. “Honey, I didn’t even realize you were gone.”

      “That’s what I thought.” She nipped his ear hard enough he jumped, groaning at the pain in his shoulder. “You’re losing your touch if you’re slow enough to catch heat. Bullet?”

      “Blaster.”

      She made a low sound of sympathy and rose. He almost begged her to lie down with him, just for a while.

      “I’ve got some salve in my bag. I’ve got to make an appearance tonight or people will wonder where I disappeared to, but I’ll be back in a few hours. Try to rest.” She opened the door, letting moonlight cut across the floor just enough to give him a glimpse of her face and attire.

      She was dressed in a buttoned-up prim and proper lady’s gown more suited for the schoolroom than a saloon or poker table. Her glorious wild tumble of hair was tamed into a staid bun with only one long curl dangling against her throat. She looked…scrubbed and tight and prim. Good God, was that a fucking parasol? Pink and frilly and girlie, hanging from a strap around her wrist.

      The Victorious Raynes he knew would have cut off his nuts with a rusty blade if he’d ever suggested she wear such a thing.

      In short, she looked miserable. Different. And wholly alien to someone who’d given his heart to her while tied up in her bed.

      She smiled, though, so maybe that was just him feeling a rush of panic and confusion at her transformation. “It’s good to see you, Ranse.”

      As soon as she was gone, he carefully worked his injured arm just enough to pull the hairpin out of his mess of hair. He’d inherited the thick, black mane from his Choctaw mama, with a bit of wave thrown in from his father. He deliberately kept his hair long and wild enough that he could hide all sorts of interesting things at his nape or against his scalp. Blinking back sweat from the effort of moving his injured shoulder, he concentrated on the handcuff and freed his hand.

      Victorious shouldn’t have underestimated me. Even injured, I always have a few tricks up my sleeves.

      But that only made him more worried and curious about what she was up to. She had to be pulling a scam herself to be dressed up so neat and tidy. The woman he knew could shoot nigh as good as him, ride a rangy green-broke horse better than any ranch hand, and outdrink every man at the saloon, and then haul off her chosen man for a night of sweat and passion he wouldn’t soon forget.

      I’ll certainly never forget.

      He pocketed the handcuff—you never knew when restraints might come in handy—and gave a cursory search of the small room. She must have known whoever owned the stable to be so quick to stash him here. If he were lucky…

      Grinning, he pulled out the bottle of whiskey and dried meat someone had stashed in a rickety cupboard. No salve, but the whiskey would do just fine. He made short work of the locked door and then returned to examining the horses. The closest stalls held a perky little strawberry roan mare on one side and a lean, rangy gelding with a mean eye. Both were fine horseflesh. He didn’t have to see a bill of ownership or brand to know they must be hers. Both, even the mean-looking gelding. He was probably her primary mount when she wasn’t playing prim and proper lady.

      If she’s playing a game, then I’ll take the gelding and leave her with the sweet little mare. It’ll serve her right for locking me up.

      He didn’t bother stealing a saddle, just a bridle and a blanket. No time to bother with full tack. The gelding came along readily enough despite his temper, though he did try to nip Ransom’s shoulder. He had to stifle a laugh. Just like his mistress.

      Cracking the rear door, he scanned the dark alleyway, watching for any movement. He led the gelding out and quietly shut the door behind him. The mare whickered farewell, but not a strident whinny that might call her mistress back to investigate.

      He crept closer to the main street, hugging the side of the building. The Halltown Saloon was hopping, no surprise even though it was after midnight. Nor was it surprising to see the sheriff riding down the muddy street, pausing to look down each alley. Other men were checking the buildings.

      Ransom hesitated. He ought to slip away now, before they got to this alley. Men were obviously looking for him. Yet he couldn’t leave, not until he knew what game Victorious played.

      She swept out into the muddy street as grandly as a queen. “Sheriff, might I have a word?”

      Ransom didn’t know the sheriff personally but he had a hell of a reputation. As bold as his name, John Brazen had ridden into the badlands straight into Apache territory to single-handedly retrieve a little girl carried off by the savages. Of course he’d been armed with a blaster powerful enough to cut a new Grand Canyon against a handful of warriors armed with bows and arrows, but people didn’t much care to think about that. Nor the fact that the girl hadn’t been carried off at all—but had wandered away and been taken in by the tribe when they found her starving and half dead from exposure. At least Brazen wasn’t the kind of man to blindly kill everyone in camp for even thinking about laying a finger on the girl, but he sure hadn’t tried too hard to correct the legend that sprung up about how he’d faced down hundreds of vicious Apache warriors to retrieve her.

      Sheriff Brazen drew rein and tipped his beat-up hat back on his head, revealing a smile that Ransom didn’t like much. It was far too appreciative and intimate, as though the man knew as many of the lady’s secrets as Ransom did. “How may I be of service, Miss Raynes?”

      Ransom almost choked. She was using her real name? He knew for a fact that there were warrants out for her arrest in at least two states.

      “What’s all the excitement about?”

      “Just a little break in, darlin’. Nothing to worry about.”

      Darlin’. The word blazed through Ransom’s mind. His hands ached, but it took him a minute to understand that it was because he’d fisted them until his nails dug into his palms. He took a step forward, dropping both hands toward the pistols on his hips.

      Pain arced through his shoulder, drawing a groan from his lips. Damnation. Now wasn’t the time, not when he couldn’t lift his left arm, the wound a dead giveaway that he was the low-down dirty thief the mayor’s guard had managed to knick in the wing. I can’t figure out what Victorious is up to—let alone fight for her heart—if I’m behind bars.

      Yet that thought wavered, melting into a river of molten fury, as he watched the sheriff lean down and kiss the smiling lady. Her gloved hand reached up to cup the back of the man’s head and she rose up on her tiptoes to get closer. Never mind that she’d straddled Ransom just a few moments ago in a dingy cot and bitten his ear.

      A scam? The lady lures the sheriff into her net and then makes her escape with the dashing outlaw?

      Or did Victorious really love this man?

      There’s only one way to find out.

      Ransom slid back into the shadows and headed in the opposite direction. Escape first. Healing second. And then he’d ride into Halltown and find out where the lady’s heart lay once and for all.
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      Despite their urgency to leave the restaurant, they both sat silently a moment in the car after Jeb turned the engine off. He’d been so open and honest with her that the least she could do was be the same.

      But it wasn’t going to be pleasant.

      “You asked what I’ve been doing for pain.” She opened her right hand, not surprised to see drops of blood welling from where she’d dug her fingernails into her palm. “I’ve been hurting myself.”

      He saw her hand and jerked off his seat belt so he could dig in the console for a napkin. “Oh, Ginny, no, no.”

      “Yes,” she replied grimly. “It’s the only way I’ve been able to get by. Most sadists probably don’t care to take pain themselves and it’s certainly not nearly as good as hurting Ty was. It helps that I work until I’m so exhausted that it’s all I can do to stumble to bed. And I drink too much. But it’s just me, I clean up after myself and I never go anywhere, so I guess that didn’t matter much either.”

      “It does matter. It matters to me.”

      “Everyone told me to get on with my life. That it’d get easier with time. They didn’t know how much it hurt. Not just his absence. Not just losing his words, his touch, his presence, but I hurt. That need gnawed at me, just like the cancer ate his lungs away, and I begged God to take me so I could be with him again. I begged to be put out of this misery.”

      He cradled her hand in his big palm and gently dabbed at the small cuts. “What else did you do to yourself?”

      Despite his gentleness, his words were hard. It made her smile. Nothing riled Jeb up more than when he thought someone had hurt her, and just like on the playground when she’d been knocked down by a bully, he came running to her rescue. Even though she’d beaten up the bully all by herself. This time, I’ve been bullying myself. “I kept my strength up by practicing with my crop and whip. The crop was easy enough to turn on myself when I was desperate. This is nothing, Jeb. Please don’t—”

      “Nothing?” His volume didn’t increase, but in intensity, he roared. “You hurt yourself. You… Damn it all to hell, you should have been using me. Me. Not you. You will use me. I’ve dreamed of nothing else my entire life. Use me to ease this hurt in you or so help me God, I’ll have Miss Belle conjure Ty back from the grave and we’ll both beat some sense into that thick skull of yours. Of all the stupid, stiff-necked…”

      She pulled her hand free and pressed her fingers to his lips. “You didn’t let me finish.”

      “Finish, then, but make it snappy,” he growled against her fingertips. “My bed is waiting.”

      She curled her fingers around his jaw and rubbed her thumb on his full bottom lip. Such a sweetly fierce protective alpha hiding his inner submissive. And here he was worried she might think him less of him as a man because of what he needed the most. “I’m glad God didn’t answer my prayer. I’m glad that I’m still here so I can be with you at last. I’ll protect you as much as I can. I’ll keep you safe. I won’t—”

      “Shut up, Ginny.” He threw open his door, slammed it, and before she could open her mouth he was at her door, unhooking her belt and hauling her up in his arms.

      “What did you say to me?”

      He juggled her to find his key. “I said to shut up. I don’t need your protection. I don’t need you to keep me safe. My job is to keep you safe. To give you what you need, whatever that is.”

      He kicked the door shut behind him and carried her through the darkened living room without turning on the lights.

      It felt mighty fine to be carried by a big strapping man. Even if he pissed her the hell off. Nobody told her to shut up and remained unscathed. If Ty had said such a thing to her, he would have been deliberately goading her to get the hardest whipping she could manage. He would have wanted to bleed. But Jeb couldn’t know that, not yet. He wouldn’t know how hard and mean she could really be.

      She wanted to jerk open his shirt and work on his tie so she could find some bare skin for her teeth, but with her bum arm she could only simmer and wait until he set her on his bed. Then he stepped back, made sure he had her full attention, and went to his knees in that fancy suit. “Use me any way you want, Ginny. I can take it. I want to take it. For you.”

      All that hot anger surged into a blast of sheer lust that left her sweating and so damned wet she was worried about ruining the dress her daughter had made for her. “Get that suit off. Let me see what I’ve been missing out on all these years.”

      Without rising, he stripped off his coat, tie and shirt in quick succession. He unzipped his pants but looked up at her, as if checking to see if he could stand or not.

      “Let me do it, now that you’ve done the heavy lifting.”

      He pushed up to his feet and kicked his shoes off, letting his trousers fall to the floor. The man might have been pushing sixty, but he’d taken damned good care of himself. His chest and shoulders were powerful, wide, and he’d already proven that he was more than strong enough to pick her up on occasion. A thick mat of hair spread across his chest. When he got close enough, she pressed her face into those dark hairs and simply breathed.

      He didn’t smell like leather. Or Stetson. But smoky woods with just a hint of oranges, subtle and spicy.

      Once upon a time, Miss Belle had been invited to the Paris premiere of one of her movies, and they’d spent the weekend shopping in all those incredible stores. Virginia had found a cologne that caught her fancy and she’d bought a small bottle for her best friend as a Christmas gift.

      “Terre d’Hermes,” she whispered. “You still wear it.”

      “Like I’d ever wear anything else.” He slipped off her heels, his hands trembling on her ankles, her calves, as if he couldn’t quite believe she was here. “Sharon hated it by the way.”

      She opened her thighs, encouraging him to go as far as he wanted. “Good.”

      “You said you typically used a crop or a whip. I don’t have anything like that. Will a belt do? Or—”

      She pushed her good hand down into his boxers and wrapped her fingers around his cock in a firm squeeze. It was just as thick as she’d suspected, making her squirm with anticipation. “Just this.”

      In the long years since Ty’s death, she’d lain awake in the bed she’d shared with her husband for more than twenty years and tried to imagine what it’d be like to take another man. She’d been a virgin with Ty and she’d never had another lover. She’d never wanted anyone as much as she’d wanted him. She couldn’t see herself ever taking another man. Ever.

      Or so she’d told herself.

      Sometimes she’d remember the one night she’d kissed another man outside a bar in College Station and wonder what he was doing. Wonder what if. What if she’d told Ty about him from the beginning? Would she and Ty have still married? Or what if Ty hadn’t ever shown up in her life? Or she hadn’t decided to go riding that night and just happened to take her crop?

      There were so many intersections in her life. Places where things could have gone differently. Not wrong, just…different.

      Because with Jebadiah here before her, she could finally see herself with another man. In fact, she could see what it might have been like if she’d taken that one stolen kiss further. And as much as it pained her to admit it, Miss Belle was right.

      We would have messed each other up so badly back then.

      She hadn’t known her own inner core of strength yet. She hadn’t known that she was Dominant, or a sadist, just that Ty made her feel things she’d never felt before. She could have destroyed Jeb without even realizing what she was doing. Not that Sharon had been much better for him. Although maybe he’d needed those years to find himself, just as she’d needed those years with Ty to develop into the woman that was here, now, looking into Jeb’s dark, hungry eyes and wondering if hers were just as desperate.

      She leaned closer, brushing her mouth gently against his lips. “I want this dick in me. Now.”

      He quivered, shocked by coarse language from the supposedly well-mannered, sweet girl he’d grown up with. But he liked it, yes he did. His hands pushed up beneath her dress, not bothering to unzip it and gently remove the gown to protect it. There wasn’t time. One hand lifted her hips, the other hooked a finger under the edge of her panties so he could drag them off.

      So close. She arched against him, cursing her broken arm. She wanted to roll him flat on his back and shove him as deeply as he could go. She wanted to ride him hard and reckless, slinging them both into oblivion. Aching emptiness gnawed at her, making her writhe closer, her good hand squeezing him too hard, surely, dragging him up on the bed while he worked her higher on the mattress, but she couldn’t stop. She couldn’t help but try and lift her left arm, bumping it awkwardly against his chest hard enough that it made her stomach clench with pain.

      “Your arm,” he whispered against her mouth. “Be careful, Ginny.”

      With a low, vicious growl, she lay back on the bed, gripping his cock so he came down over her. “You’re going to have to hold me down or I’m going to hurt it.”

      He smiled and it was a beautiful thing that eased some of the raw desperation thundering in her veins. “My dick or your arm?”

      “Both,” she retorted, giving him another squeeze before releasing him so she could hook her arm around his neck. “Get this fucking sling off me. I want to feel you. All of you. Damn it, we should have just taken the time to get my dress off too.”

      “Language, Virginia. I hope Miss Belle doesn’t still carry that parasol around.”

      “Oh, she does. Though if she even thinks about whacking me with it, I’ve got a horsewhip I can wield one-handed.”

      Chuckling, he helped her get the sling off. And much to her extreme frustration, he insisted she sit up so he could remove her dress and bra too. Though it was worth her continued discomfort to see the way his hands trembled as he traced the pink scars from her surgery and then hovered over her breasts.

      In that department, she was less than spectacular. That’s one thing she’d envied Sharon when she’d seen her impressive cleavage. “I know there’s not much to brag about in that regard so you can remove that look of awe on your face and get busy.”

      “You’re wrong,” he whispered, reverently burying his face against her chest. She wrapped her good arm tightly around him and let him gently lay her down on her back. “I’ve never seen anything as beautiful as you.”

      His voice broke, and she swore his eyes glimmered suspiciously as he rose up and grabbed a pillow to make sure her arm was cushioned. On his knees between her thighs, he looked down at her.

      “So beautiful. I’ve waited so long for this. I love you, Virginia Healy Connagher. I always have.”

      Eyes burning with emotion, she opened her mouth, but she wasn’t entirely sure what she was going to say. She could admit that she loved him, at least to herself. That she’d probably loved him her whole life, even though she also loved Ty with her whole heart. But she wasn’t sure that she was ready to say it out loud. Somehow he sensed that need for time and took the pressure away by sealing his mouth over hers.

      Then once she felt the weight of his body, his chest hair against her breasts, all she wanted was him. Inside her.

      She reached between them and grabbed his cock, rubbing him against her opening.

      “God, you’re so wet.” He shuddered, groaning as she shifted her hips to position him just right. “But is it enough? I don’t want to hurt you.”

      “Then you’ve not been listening.” She reached around and seized his buttock, using him for leverage to work her hips against him. “I warned you it was going to be a tough fit. That’s one thing I remembered from that first kiss. I might not have seen you, but I certainly felt the evidence. You’re going to fill me to the point of pain.” She let out a shaking breath and lifted her hips, pushing him incrementally deeper. “Mmmm. The good kind of pain. The best.”

      She arched her back, rubbing her breasts against him. The feel of his chest hair against her nipples made her drop her head back and groan deep in her throat. “It’s been too long. I…”

      She meant to warn him, to tell him that she lost her mind sometimes. Her climaxes could be violent, but she couldn’t make her mouth work. He was too big, too wide and thick and so damned good. So good. She wasn’t going to get him in all the way before she came.

      He curled his bracing forearm around the shoulder of her injured arm. “I’ve got you, Ginny.”

      Her muscles seized up. She clutched his buttocks, digging her nails into him. Her back arched, her entire body heaving upward into the pleasure rumbling through her body. Each quiver rose in intensity, lifting her higher, harder, until she roared out a cry that hurt her own ears. He gave her more of his weight, trying to keep her from flailing too much, but that pushed more of him inside her, forcing her to take him deeper.

      She sucked in a deep breath so she could yell again. He had to be bleeding like her palm earlier, but she didn’t dare let go of his ass for fear she’d rake bloody grooves down his back. After what seemed like an eternity, she finally regained enough sense to open her eyes.

      Eyes squeezed shut, neck and shoulders corded with strain, Jeb was braced above her, frozen while she writhed and scratched and screamed beneath him, still hard inside her. Panting, she let go of his buttock so she could cup his cheek. “Jeb. Let go. You don’t have to wait.”

      His jaw clenched, the muscles flinching across his cheek. “Yes, I do. At my age, I’m lucky I don’t have to take Viagra. I’m sure not going to risk being finished for the night when you’ve only just begun. Besides, you didn’t fulfill your threat yet.”

      “What’s that?”

      He cracked an eye open. “You said you were going to take every inch.”
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      It was the hardest thing he’d ever done in his life, but Jeb had somehow managed to keep from blowing the top of his head off while she fought through her first climax in his arms. Fought. Because she was a wildcat, even with one arm in a cast. He had the scratches to prove it. But then he’d known it would be like this with her. Well, at least it’d been like this in his dreams for forty years.

      “You’re right,” she purred. “I said every delicious inch, didn’t I? You’d best get busy shoving that big dick deeper, then.”

      He trembled, fighting the urge to do just that. A man of his size didn’t go around shoving into a woman. Sharon would have needed half a bottle of lube by now. He was used to never getting fully sheathed before she was done. Not that they’d had sex that often in those last few years.

      Virginia raked her fingernails down his sternum hard enough his breath hissed out and he focused on her. “That’s better. You’re going to have to work to get in me all the way, so get busy.”

      “But…”

      She lowered her voice to a hard, vibrating command. “I said work.”

      That tone. It made him swell inside her even more.

      After he finally figured out what he needed in the bedroom, he’d dreamed about what she’d say to him. How she’d order him to please her. Yet in his wildest dreams, it’d never been as good as this.

      He pushed against her, testing how tight she was and how much room he had before he hit her cervix. Sweat trickled down his spine and his balls ached so bad it felt like she’d tied them up and put them in a vise. He rolled his hips, rocking side to side to get her wider and hopefully ease his way inside.

      “Ram home,” she growled. “Don’t be gentle. Don’t be shy. I can take all of you.”

      Pressure rose in his balls, a fireball waiting to tear through him in an explosion that might just kill him. He fisted his left hand in the bedding by her head for leverage and pushed deeper. She groaned, her head rolling back and forth against the mattress. “More. Give me more.”

      Her words were like a whip across his back, goading him. He gave one final heave to seat himself fully. Encased in her hot, tight body, he shuddered and fought the urge to simply climax without a single full thrust. So long. I’ve dreamed of this so long.

      “There.” Her voice was tight, as if he’d filled her up all the way to her throat. “That’s what I wanted to feel. Look at me, Jebadiah.”

      He forced his eyes open, blinking away sweat. His lungs burned, every inch of his body throbbing with the need to come. The look in her eyes made his breath stutter, catching deep in his chest on what he hoped sounded more like a groan than a sob.

      Soft and luminous, she gave him the look. The look that said he meant something to her. Something more than best friend. That maybe…just maybe…

      “Now I want you to fuck me so hard your neighbors call the police.”

      She might as well have flayed open his back with her whip. His entire body heaved against her. He couldn’t control it, and the sweet pull of her flesh on his made him crazy. He hauled backward and she bucked beneath him, only increasing the friction. If she’d yelled before, he could only say she bellowed now, each deep guttural cry lashing him with such pleasure. He wanted to last, to thrust until his muscles burned and cramped but he couldn’t hold back. Not with her nails raking his back and her teeth digging into his shoulder. He shoved deeper, too hard, surely, but he couldn’t stop, even if he drove clear through her to the other side. Spasms shook his body, his weight crushing her, but he couldn’t seem to make his arms work to lift off her. At least she couldn’t hurt her bad arm if she couldn’t lift it.

      He dropped his head beside hers on the pillow, hoping he wasn’t crying but terribly afraid he was.

      Nuzzling into his neck, she finally found his ear, her breath hot and moist. “That was…” She sighed heavily and stroked his ear with her tongue, making him spasm inside her again. “Worth waiting for. Though maybe we could have shaved a few years off to get here quicker.”

      He laughed breathlessly and found enough strength to roll off her. Flat on his back beside her, he looked up at the same ceiling he’d stared at for the past month, trying to summon the courage to go find out if it was too late after all. “You could have called me anytime, Ginny. I would’ve taken the next flight out from wherever I was so I could get to you as quickly as possible.”

      Curling into his side, she shifted her bad arm out of the way so she could trail her fingers through his chest hair. She gave a little pull and damned if his cock didn’t stir. Maybe he wasn’t too old for a second round tonight after all. “You were always there for me. I’m sorry—”

      He gathered her closer. “Shh. We both needed time to find our way back to here. Even if we’d had to wait twenty years. Thirty. I’d have waited as long as it took just to hold you like this.”
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      November 2002

      Tyrell wouldn’t have wanted to die like this, without his hat, boots and horse.

      She despised hospitals. At least the fucking cancer was taking Ty fast enough that he wouldn’t be caged here for long. She’d barely had time to call the boys and bring them home before it was too late.

      He lay flat on his back in a hospital gown, tubes in his nose feeding him enough oxygen to keep him just barely alive, a shell of the man she’d known and loved all these years. His chest moved so slightly that she found herself staring at him, willing him to take another breath. Just one more.

      “Princess?”

      She leaned closer and squeezed his hand, though he didn’t open his eyes. “I’m here.”

      “Call him.”

      “Who?”

      “He’ll take care of you. If you need anything, you call him. He swore he’d come if you called.”

      Bewildered, she could only think of one person he might be talking about. “Jebadiah? But I haven’t seen him since he moved to California. When did you talk to him?”

      “He swore at our wedding.” Ty’s voice was so weak and soft, hazy like he was drifting into sleep. He tried to open his eyes, his shoulders shifting against the bed as if he wanted to sit up, but she knew he wasn’t ever getting up again. He wasn’t ever going to wake up again. “If you ever need anything, call him.”

      “Shh,” she soothed, cupping his face with her free hand. “I’ll call him. Don’t you worry about anything, Ty. I’ll handle everything.”

      “Call him. Promise.”

      “I promise.”

      

      Virginia turned away from the old, painful memory, her eyes hot and dry. She’d cried buckets of tears already. She didn’t have anything left.

      “You should have kept your promise.”

      She wasn’t surprised to smell Stetson and leather in the gray swirling clouds of the dream. “Ty?”

      “You promised you would call him.”

      She turned slowly, searching for him, his voice coming from everywhere. “I did call him. He came to your funeral.”

      “You know what I mean, Princess. I didn’t want you to be alone. Not so long.”

      “He was married, Ty.”

      “So were you.” His voice came against her ear. “Are you going to look me in the eye and lie to me again?”

      “No,” she whispered, leaning back into his warmth. “I want him. As much as I ever wanted you.”

      “That’s my Princess. Don’t you feel guilty, darlin’. I never wanted you to be alone. I never wanted you to suffer so long without me.”

      “I know. I just… I didn’t want to hurt you.”

      “I always loved you, but I loved you even more when you hurt me.”

      Swallowing the lump in her throat, she rubbed the back of her head against his chest. “I was scared to tell you about him. I thought I’d somehow lose you both. What would you have done if I’d told you I wanted him then?”

      Ty’s arms tightened around her, his chin on the top of her head. “I’d have taken you with me when I went to see him and we would have come to an understanding. I wasn’t ever going to leave you as long as you still wanted me, and in many ways, it might have been better for you to marry him instead of me. We wouldn’t have struggled and worked so hard all those years to build our life from nothing.”

      “No. I would have destroyed him and not even known what I was doing. Besides, I never minded those years of hard work and sacrifice. They made us both stronger, and made our kids stronger. I wouldn’t change those years with you for anything in this world.”

      “You would have had me there to help steady you with him. I think we might have managed to work things out. But one way or the other, I never would have made you choose. Not if you wanted us both.” He sighed against her ear. “It’s time for me to go, but I’m always with you, Princess. If you need me, I’m here. Just call.”

      “How?”

      “You’ll know if the time comes. Don’t wait too long before accepting Jeb’s hand, either. You know how delicate the male ego is.”

      She snorted, even though her eyes burned. She’d said much the same thing to her mother days ago. “You think he’s going to finally screw up enough courage to ask me to marry him?”

      “Yes’m, I know it. I know everything. I can even tell you how many grandbabies you’re going to have.”

      Her heart soared, her arms more than ready to cuddle some dark-haired feisty babies again. She whirled in his arms and searched his face. “Who? Vicki? Or is it one of the boys’ girls?”

      “All of the above, but I ain’t telling you nothing else.” Ty chuckled, shaking his head. “You’d best get that house ready for our grandchildren, though.”

      “I will.” She cupped his face with her hands. “We were so blessed.”

      “We sure were. Now God’s gone and blessed you again, Virginia Healy Connagher Garrett. You take what you want and hold on tight.” He pressed his mouth to hers but he was already fading, thin and wispy in her arms like fog. “I dare you.”

      

      She sat up in bed, so disoriented she didn’t know where she was.

      “Ginny? Are you all right?”

      At Jeb’s voice, it all came streaming back to her. No wonder nothing looked familiar. “I’m fine.” She looked about the darkened room, a haunted, hollowed feeling still echoing in her head. “Just had a strange dream.”

      He leaned up on his elbow, his big palm lightly settling on her arm in a soft, gentle stroke. “Nightmare?”

      “No. Not bad. Just…” The feel of his fingers made her lose track of what she was saying. It just felt so damned incredible. Touch. Warmth. Living skin and muscle pressed against her. “Get my sling.”

      She loved that he didn’t ask why—he simply swung up out of bed and went to find where he’d tossed it along with her dress. Even better, he picked up the dress her daughter had made and laid it over a chair so it wouldn’t look as rumpled tomorrow. It’d be awkward enough facing Miss Belle after spending the night out with a new man.

      “Ginny?” His voice was reverent, shaking as he came back to bed. “Did you bring this with you tonight?”

      He laid a thin stick in her hand. No, not a stick. Her fingers trembled and she lifted it up to her nose, smelling the old familiar tobacco. “He always carried one in his hat, ready to smoke. Did he give you one?”

      “No, never.” He knelt down beside her. “Was your dream about him?”

      She nodded, tracing the fragile paper lightly. Ty had never smoked a store-bought cigarette. There was no mistaking it as anything but his. “He’s giving his blessing, so to speak. I guess he felt the need to make sure I believed it really was him and not just a dream. Miss Belle would call this a message from beyond.”

      “So he’s okay with…this. With me.”

      Blinking back tears, she smiled and took the sling. With his help, she got her broken arm safely stashed against her. “I think that’s a safe bet. Now I want you up here flat on your back, Jebadiah.”

      He shot her a narrowed, considering look but did exactly as she ordered. “You think I’m up for another round?”

      She carefully set the cigarette on the nightstand and then crawled up on the bed. Giving a pointed stare down at his stirring cock, she swung a leg across him to straddle his hips. “I think that’s a safe bet too.”

      Spreading out on top of him, she simply rubbed her body against him. Her breasts against his chest, her hands sliding along his arms, rib cage, and hips. In a matter of moments, she was wet enough to start working him inside her. Leaning down, she brushed her mouth against his. “In fact, I think I could get three rounds out of you.”

      His chest rumbled against hers in a laugh that was half growl. “I don’t think so, Ginny. I haven’t climaxed three times in one night since…”

      She shoved her body downward, driving him mercilessly inside her without pause.

      He let out a deep, shaking groan. “Never. Shit, Ginny, how can you do that?”

      “Hold on, cowboy. You’re in for the ride of your life.”
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        The Lady Always Gets Her Man by Chris Waters

      

      Ransom Savage strolled into the Halltown General Store dressed in his finest gentleman gambler’s duds. He’d even slicked back the wild mane of his hair into a queue that almost made him look respectable. By the look on the proprietress’s face, he shouldn’t have bothered with the finery. She still looked like she wanted to kill him.

      In his experience, the back of the store was usually reserved for men to come in and smoke by the fire while trading stories about the crops, the weather and whatever other bullshit they wanted to shoot into the breeze. In typical rebellious fashion, Victorious Raynes had set up a ladies’ tea shop. The best and snootiest members of Halltown were encamped in her store and she watched him as carefully as she would a rattler.

      “This has to be the nicest general store I’ve ever seen. Ladies.” He swept off his hat and gave them a grand bow. They twittered like birds, much more appreciative of his fine coat and tight breeches than his target. “Miss…?”

      He was mighty careful, in case she was using one of her other names for the shop, though evidently the sheriff knew her real name.

      “Raynes,” she said sharply. “How can I help you?”

      Evidently her illustrious past had not yet caught up to Halltown, Texas. “Pleased to meet you, Miss Raynes. What tobacco do you keep on hand?”

      She grimaced but led him toward a counter on the opposite wall. “You can buy cigars and tobacco at the Halltown Saloon, Mr…”

      What the hell. If she could use her real name, so could he. “Ransom Savage at your service, ma’am.” He kept his hat off and inclined his head respectfully, though he didn’t give her the full bow. With his luck, she’d probably pick up the shotgun she no doubt had behind the bar and blow him into next week. “I’m headed to the saloon shortly to see how good the cards are, but I couldn’t resist such a fine store. Why, it must have taken quite a pretty penny to set up. I’m guessing thirty thousand.”

      That’s how much she’d stolen from him when she’d hightailed it out of Denver.

      The lady didn’t wince, stiffen or react in any way. “More, sir, not that it’s any of your business. I carry the finest tobaccos for the gentlemen in town, not the common riffraff.” Her icy tone conveyed exactly into which category he fell. “Are you sure you can afford it?”

      He reached into an inner pocket in his coat and pulled out a roll of bills. “That won’t be a concern, Miss Raynes.”

      “So I see, Mr. Savage. My, I’ve never seen so much money at once, except maybe at the bank. Or in someone’s personal safe.”

      He gave her his widest, most genuine smile. “I’m really good at cards. And other games.”

      She narrowed her gaze, no doubt tapping her toe impatiently beneath that long formal gown. “Hmmm, so I hear.”

      “Tobacco, ma’am?” he said hopefully. “Cherry, preferably.”

      She sniffed and pulled down a wooden chest. “So predictable.”

      “It’s popular in Halltown?” He knew very well it wasn’t, but if the old biddies were listening…

      “It was my father’s favorite, so I always keep some on hand.”

      If they hadn’t had such an audience, he would have retorted, That old son of a bitch? Her slimebag of a father had abandoned his family when she was only six years old, but not before he’d blackened her eye a dozen times and broken her arm. The man had always been as drunk as a skunk, but Ransom hadn’t ever heard that he smoked. No, they both knew very well she’d been holding that tobacco for him in case he finally managed to catch up with her. Though she’d never admit it.

      “Your father…” He started to ask her what story she’d passed around town, but the look on her face wiped the words right out of his head. Dread, dismay, and then a quick look of guilt when her gaze flickered briefly to his face.

      Ransom turned, not surprised to see the sheriff pushing the door open to her shop. Did she think so little of him, then? Could she honestly be afraid he’d betray her in front of her new “friends”?

      “Heard there was a stranger in town,” Sheriff Brazen drawled. Every step jingled the spurs on his boots and rustled the leather chaps he wore over his plain brown trousers. His loose shirt was brown too, and made from the same heavy-duty canvas the cowboys preferred. It protected against everything from thorns to sunburn, wore well and hid most cow and horse shit. But it sure did hurt when it rubbed a wound raw.

      “Sheriff,” Ransom replied in his most agreeable voice and offered his hand. “I’m Ransom Savage.”

      Sheriff Brazen hesitated a moment before taking his hand, just long enough to signal the man had some idea of who he was dealing with. “I’m John Brazen.”

      They didn’t shake hands, exactly, but rather squeezed slowly and took full measure of each other. Brazen was a few inches taller, but lean, where Ransom was broader and more solid. From hand strength alone, they were nearly equal. Brazen’s cold, blue-eyed stare didn’t flicker. Nor did he reach for his gun, even though he had to know Ransom would be armed to the teeth himself. If even half of the legends were true—and Ransom knew they were—he could drop the sheriff before he had any hope of clearing a holster.

      “What are you doing in Halltown, Mr. Savage?”

      “I heard there’s a decent poker table at the saloon.”

      Brazen chuckled. “Sure, we’ve got a moth-eaten table and even a few cowpokes might plop down a penny or two on payday, but there’s no game of your caliber going on in Halltown, Mr. Savage.”

      “So you’ve heard of me.” Ransom smiled wider, rocking back slightly on his heels as he pulled out his pipe.

      With a scowl, Victorious shoved a small packet of tobacco across the counter to him. Taking his time, he tamped the fragrant leaves into the bowl.

      “You’re not going to smoke in here, are you? In front of the ladies?” He might have said plural, but the only lady he was looking at was Victorious.

      Ransom arched his brows with surprise. “There’s no smoking in Halltown?”

      “Well, no, there’s no law against it. But Miss Raynes doesn’t like tobacco smoke.”

      Ransom started to laugh but somehow managed to smother it into a cough. Once upon a time, they’d lain in bed together in tangled sheets and shared a pipe between them. Drowsy and sated, she’d let it slip that she’d come to love the scent of his cherry pipe so much that she was sure the scent alone would arouse her. “Oh, I see. Though perhaps it’s just cigar smoke she doesn’t like. Surely a lady wouldn’t have such a delightful array of quality pipe tobaccos for sale if she truly disliked all smoking.”

      Brazen turned a searching gaze on her. “The man has a point, darlin’.”

      Muttering beneath her breath, she slammed the chest shut and shoved it on the top shelf. “Cigar smoke is vile and disgusting. Plus it gets in my hair and clothes and makes me smell vile and disgusting.”

      Ransom couldn’t gloat at the small victory of revealing her in a minor fib, not with darlin’ still echoing in his skull. Plus, for her hair and clothes to have smelled like the sheriff’s cigar smoke, she had to be up close and personal with him. Real cozy. For hours. When he was off duty and relaxed enough to indulge in a smoke. Say, after a tumble with one wildly passionate auburn-haired lady.

      Victorious gave the sheriff a very sweet smile that turned into daggers as she shifted her gaze to Ransom. “Our visitor has a nice roll of cash on him, Sheriff. He says he’s real good at cards, but I’ve certainly never seen such a fantastic pile of bills on a single person before.”

      “Indeed.” Brazen pushed his beat-up plain hat back further on his head. “I’ll have to come over to the table and watch the play, then. Sounds like we’re in for a real treat. Mrs. Townsend, do you recall what kind of money the mayor had in his safe?”

      One of the ladies stood and gracefully moved to join them. Her hair shone like rich, deep gold. “I believe Mr. Townsend had mostly gold in his safe, Sheriff. Not minted coins, just bullion.”

      Victorious turned the smile on harder, meaner, a cobra ready to strike. “I didn’t see any gold. Yet. Maybe you ought to check his prime blooded gelding’s saddlebags. I bet they’re bulging with goodies.”

      Lord Almighty, that look made him go rock hard in his fancy britches. Oh yeah, that horse had been hers and she was good and pissed. If he was lucky—and he always was—maybe she’d take out some of that anger on him real soon. Ransom smiled widely. “You must be mistaken, Miss Raynes. I rode into town on a big black that’s pissed as hell I took him away from his mares.”

      Her eyes narrowed and she marched around the counter toward the shop windows so she could see what manner of beast he’d parked out front. A black horse stood tied up outside. Well, stood wasn’t quite the right word. The horse shifted and pawed, practically shooting fire out its nostrils and giving everyone who passed a fierce rattling snort. “Oh my.”

      Victorious’s tongue wasn’t often tied, but she definitely liked what she saw. Which was exactly why Ransom had paid handsomely for the vicious beast, even though her horse was still eating his weight in hay on his dime. Nothing turned her on more than a half-wild horse between her knees. Though she’d have a rough time stepping up on the black in those skirts. Maybe she can use that ridiculous parasol to club the beast over the head a few times. “And as you can see, ma’am, my saddlebags certainly aren’t bulging. The sheriff’s more than welcome to risk the grumpy stud’s teeth and hooves, but all he’ll find is a few changes of clothes and my lucky dice.”

      “I thought you said you were into cards,” Sheriff Brazen drawled, coming up to the window behind Ransom.

      His senses went on high alert, but he kept himself loose and smiling. “I don’t need a lucky deck of cards, Sheriff.”

      The man’s hands shot out and gripped both of Ransom’s shoulders in a fierce squeeze, those big, strong hands kneading and punching at his back. Searching for a wound.

      Ransom didn’t flinch or move away. In fact, he held his hands up, well away from his guns, and let the sheriff search for whatever he wanted. Of course, if he were hard pressed and needed to kill the man, he wouldn’t go for the six-shooter anyway, not when the stiletto blade waited tucked underneath his hair.

      The sheriff was wasting his time. No wound would ever make him flinch. Though when those punishing fingers passed over the still-healing blaster marks, he felt his nostrils flare. No doubt his pupils widened too, dark and hungry. A bit of pain, in Victorious’s presence, would always turn him on. She refused to meet his gaze, though. She wouldn’t risk betraying herself in front of her new beau.

      Finished with his search, the sheriff slapped him on the shoulder like they’d known each other for years. “Let me walk you on down to the saloon, Mr. Savage. I’m anxious to see how good you really are.”

      Since there were witnesses—and Victorious wouldn’t want them to see her in all her glorious fury—Ransom took the opportunity to give her the deepest, most regal bow he could manage. “It was my great pleasure to meet you, Miss Raynes.”

      She stomped past him toward the counter, passing so close her skirts tumbled over his thigh. “Bastard,” she whispered furiously beneath her breath.

      “Join me for supper later, Miss Raynes?” the sheriff called after her.

      “Wouldn’t miss it for the world, sweetheart,” she replied back sweetly.

      Another shot straight to the heart.
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      Waving at Jeb, Virginia watched him drive off before she headed inside. To his credit, he’d offered to walk her in and share whatever fallout she’d have from Miss Belle, but she’d sent him on his way. For one thing, her mother wasn’t going to give her what for. Rather, she was going to be in her most annoying full-blown gloating mode. She’d rather take gloating any day than Miss Belle’s secret meddling.

      Virginia stepped inside and shut the door behind her. For a moment, she closed her eyes and just breathed, feeling the house around her.

      She’d lived in this house her entire adult life. Raised three children here. Loved and lost her husband. She closed her eyes and his voice echoed in her mind. What’s for dinner, Princess? The children’s laughter and their endless squabbles as they grew up, first fighting over toys and then over who got to borrow the truck. Turning, she opened her eyes and made herself look at everything. It was like a time capsule, everything stuck in the past more than ten years.

      Ty’s moth-eaten chair that only the dog would lie on. If another spring poked through, even Daisy would abandon it. A pair of his boots were still waiting by the back door, as if she expected him to come in any moment. She’d picked them up and swept underneath them for twelve years instead of donating them to someone who could use them. Although now the leather was dry and so rotted that they needed to just go into the trash.

      Their bedroom was even worse. His clothes were still in his dresser. Well, in the dresser wasn’t exactly right. The man couldn’t be bothered to open a drawer, when he could just stack up his favorite jeans and socks on top. Every year the kids would get him a new, beautiful long-sleeved Western shirt, and he’d hang it up in the closet to admire it. But he’d never wear it. He even wore Carhartt work shirts to church. She picked up the last shirt he’d tossed on the dresser and lifted it to her nose, even though she knew it didn’t smell like him any longer. His beat-up old hat fell off the dresser, so she bent down and picked it up. The band was slightly stretched out where he always stashed his spare cigarette, empty and waiting. As she’d been empty and waiting all these years.

      She heard a light step approach but didn’t turn around. She pulled the cigarette she’d found at Jeb’s house out of her clutch and slipped it into place. “Did you have something to do with this?”

      “You know better than that,” Miss Belle replied. Her solemn tone made Virginia turn to see her face. “I don’t joke or mess around when it comes to the dead.”

      She sat down on the edge of her bed, holding the hat in her hands. “He came to see me again.”

      Miss Belle came over to sit beside her. “I’m glad.”

      Virginia looked about the room, but her eyes were blurred. “Why did you let me mope so long?”

      “Oh honey.” Miss Belle wrapped an arm around her and tipped her head to lay hers against Virginia’s. “I have the ability to sense things that most people never see or understand. Sometimes it’s a gift, but other times it’s a curse. I could see that you were suffering and I knew the cause, but there wasn’t anything I could do to help you through it. All I could do was pray and wait for you to call if you needed me. I knew you were strong enough to make it through, even though your days were black and grim for so long. I knew Jebadiah was in the wings just waiting for the chance to step out on stage and join you, but nothing I could say or do would help you find your way to him any quicker. It had to be you and him, working your way there. I just never thought it would take quite so many years.”

      “I’ve got a lot to make up for.” Virginia blew out a sigh. “A lot of messes to clean up around here.”

      “You do indeed.” Miss Belle sharpened her voice and stood up in a flurry of pink skirts. “You’ve got enough liquor in the cabinet to supply the Colonel’s entire regiment.”

      Virginia rolled her eyes, even though she completely agreed. “I suppose you’re too old to help me clear this place out and prepare for a new start?”

      “I’ll never be too old for anything, dear.” She looked back over her shoulder with a lecherous wink that made Virginia snort. “Besides, you’ve got three daughters and four strapping sons to put to work around here. They’ll be more than happy to cart out your alcohol collection along with some of their daddy’s treasures. In fact, I already started while you were out.”

      Virginia took a deep breath, trying to hold on to her temper. Figures, the one time she asked for help, Miss Belle had just jumped in and tackled the project without her. “What did you do?”

      “Conn and Rae were headed into Dallas to stay a few days with Victor, so I sent them down with a nice wine selection to help them have a good time.”

      That wasn’t too bad. She’d been afraid Miss Belle had hired a Dumpster and a team of a hundred men to haul off all of Ty’s tack or some other atrocity like that. “Next you’ll be sending the mailman off with a bottle of Jack Daniels.”

      “Oh, no, dear old Uncle Jack will be going home with me. The mailman can have that nasty Southern Comfort.” Turning around, she came back toward the bed, reaching into her pocket. “I think you misplaced this. I found it on the floor at the bottom of that nightmare in your closet.”

      She dropped a necklace into Virginia’s hand.

      A shell necklace? She didn’t remember getting it anywhere. It was a simple white shell on a rustic piece of twine. She turned it over and her heart gave a little flutter that took her breath. Inside, someone had scratched V + J.

      About a thousand years ago, she’d skipped school to go with Jeb and a bunch of his friends to Galveston for a day on the shore. They’d found buckets of shells just like this one, and a few days later, he’d given her this shell necklace right before his high school graduation. She’d worn it that day but never looked inside it. Then she’d tossed it in a box of trinkets and forgotten all about it. Even then, he’d been trying to tell her how he felt. She just hadn’t bothered to look.

      She closed her fingers around the shell. Oh, Jeb.

      “You couldn’t even think about sneaking into my beloved Cadillac without me knowing about it, so do you honestly think I didn’t know that you skipped school?” Decades had passed, but Virginia still felt heat flushing her chest. Because if Miss Belle had known about skipping school that day, then she sure didn’t want to think about how much she picked up from last night.

      Laughing, Miss Belle skipped through the door and hollered Colonel Healy’s favorite saying. “You’re wasting daylight!” Then she popped her head back in briefly to whisper, “Well done, my girl. You certainly won that bet handily. You definitely take after me in that regard, if I do say so myself.”

      Virginia buried her blazing face in her hands and groaned. I can’t wait until she goes back to Missouri. At least then I won’t have nightmares about her listening in on my love life.

      Dropping her hands to her lap, the glint of gold on her finger caught and held her gaze. They’d never had much money in the beginning. Well, that wasn’t entirely true. Daddy had given her a hefty wedding present of fifty thousand dollars, but she’d just put it in the bank for the kids’ college educations. Then of course there’d been her inheritance when Colonel Healy passed. Again, it’d just sat in a fund, gaining interest. Tyrell had no interest in acquiring money, beyond making sure he could supply for his family’s wants and needs.

      The wedding ring he’d slipped on her hand was just a simple gold band, the same as the ring she’d given him as she’d sworn to honor and cherish him forever, and probably not much smaller than his. She never took it off, not even when helping a mare deliver a foal. The damned thing might not even slide off now, worn down into a permanent ring in her flesh.

      But it was time for new beginnings. Jeb had bought her a ring once upon a time, and Ty himself had told her Jeb would finally ask for her hand. She couldn’t be wearing her old wedding band if and when he asked.

      She tried to slide the old band off, but it wouldn’t budge over her knuckle, which was always a little swollen from all the banging up she tended to do working around the ranch. She strode into the bathroom and used a little soap and water to finally work the ring off. Her skin was pale and white, dented from decades of wear. Her finger looked misshapen and deformed, like her too-skinny arm.

      She took a deep breath, trying to figure out what she was feeling. Surprisingly, no guilt. Ty had already made sure she didn’t harbor any regrets. No grief, because she’d paid that price in tears and aching loneliness for years. She raised her gaze to her face in the mirror, surprised to see how bright her eyes looked. Not lined and weary with dark bags after a rough night of tossing and turning. Certainly not bloodshot after finishing off another bottle.

      For the first time in a long, long time, she actually felt…

      Hope. Light. Like she’d set aside an incredibly heavy burden after trudging along on the weary road for so long she’d forgotten what it felt like to walk carefree and normal.

      Tears pooled in her eyes, but not from sadness. Not this time.

      Returning to the bedroom, she pressed a gentle kiss to the old ring and then slipped it into the hatband of Ty’s favorite hat, right beside the cigarette. He’ll always keep it safe for me.
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        The Lady Always Gets Her Man by Chris Waters

      

      Reduced to card tricks any circus hack could do with his eyes closed, Ransom sat at the poker table crammed with bystanders—no players—and tried not to grind his teeth to dust. He’d gone through the saloon regulars in an hour, even though he’d let them all win their modest little bets. He wasn’t here for money or the thrill of the game.

      All he wanted was Victorious Raynes.

      She walked into the saloon on the sheriff’s arm. She smiled and let him seat her first, chatting lightly as though she didn’t have a care in the world. To everyone else, she might look fine, but Ransom knew her too well to buy that act. She was scared. Scared real bad. And nothing, absolutely nothing in this world, pissed him off more.

      He’d seen her beaten by her drunken father. Practically starving to death while her mother slaved to keep her and the baby from freezing in their falling down one-room shack. She’d grown up into an incredibly gorgeous wild young thing that had learned to fight dirty at an early age to keep greedy men from taking what wasn’t theirs. She’d gotten on a mustang that had thrown—and killed—its last rider and ridden it to a standstill. She’d stood down stagecoach robbers, lust-crazed drunks and hungry wolves without ever missing a beat.

      But smiling and talking with the sheriff, she couldn’t keep her hands still. Her fingers checked her bun, no doubt making sure the small blade or long hairpin she’d stashed was still there (she’d learned that trick from him). Then she tugged on each sleeve of her gown. Long and tight with lace falling over the backs of her hands, the sleeves likely concealed a blade tucked up each forearm. She twirled the pink parasol that dangled from her wrist, though she didn’t pop it open.

      However, the most glaring tell of all: she lightly touched the hollow at the base of her throat. He knew what was hidden beneath the prim neckline of her gown. A simple silver cross that had been her grandmother’s. The only thing Tori treasured and the one small possession she kept from her previous life like a talisman.

      Was her scam starting to fall apart at the seams? Was she scared the sheriff was going to arrest her? What? What had happened to bring such a confident, deadly woman to such fear?

      Until he stood up and headed toward her table, he didn’t know. Then her wide, dark green eyes latched on to him and he actually stumbled.

      Me. She’s scared of me.

      “Mr. Savage.” Sheriff Brazen didn’t miss much, even if he seemed oblivious to his lady’s unease. “Did you already clear out all those poor saps?”

      “No sir,” he replied automatically, his words flat and dead. How could she even think he’d betray her? They’d sparred at the store, sure, but he’d never put her in harm’s way. Never. He’d let the sheriff haul him off to jail this very moment if that meant she’d ride away free. She had to know that. Surely she wasn’t afraid he’d come for the money she’d stolen out of his saddlebags. Money didn’t mean a damned thing to him. He could recoup his losses in a single high-stakes poker game if the need arose. “Halltown hasn’t been too lucky for me.”

      “That’s a shame.” The sheriff’s wide smile belied his words. “I figured as much. High rollers don’t last long here. Much better games in St. Louis, New Orleans or San Francisco. Now that’s the place to be, so I’ve heard. Money flowing through the streets like water.”

      Ransom nodded, trying not to stare at her, but he felt like a damned fool standing here helpless while she practically quaked with dread. Silently, she sipped a sherry and didn’t even look at him.

      Sherry, for God’s sake. The woman could drink hard liquor better than he could. It was as crazy as seeing her sip tea with a bunch of ladies they would have sneered at and made fun of as teenagers. As crazy as the proper gown she wore that concealed her glorious body.

      “Say,” Sheriff Brazen drawled out even slower than usual, as though putting a great amount of thought and effort into his words. “Since you’re still here, I was meaning to ask you something. If I saw you again.”

      “Yes, Sheriff?”

      “Do you know Miss Raynes from somewhere?”

      She didn’t say a word, didn’t move a muscle. In fact, Ransom was pretty sure she wasn’t even breathing. “Why do you ask?” He stalled for time, trying to read her body language. Had she told a big windy about where she might have run into him? He had no idea how much of her past she’d shared with the sheriff. Surely the man realized she wasn’t completely respectable if she was willing to dine in a saloon. Certainly none of the other ladies would be caught dead in here, even if the floozies weren’t flaunting their wares.

      “Curiosity.” His cold blue eyes studied him, cataloging every move, measuring and weighing his tells. “A feeling in my gut.”

      Careful. This game has the highest stakes of all. “Perhaps you’d better see the doc for that.”

      Sheriff Brazen smiled but his eyes didn’t change, still guarded and intent. “My gut’s rarely wrong.”

      “I don’t rightly recall. Miss Raynes, did I ever make your acquaintance before today?”

      “Not that I recall,” she said dully.

      “There you go,” Ransom said.

      “I want to hear it from you.” Brazen leaned back in his chair, his palms spread out on his thighs. Easy reach for his gun, though he’d never get the pistol pulled in time.

      Holding the sheriff’s gaze, Ransom leaned forward slightly, using every ounce of will and intent to project his words with as much sincerity as possible. “I never made Miss Raynes’s acquaintance.”

      The sheriff nodded slowly. “All right.”

      “Is that all you wanted to know?”

      “When are you leaving town?”

      “I’ve already paid for the hotel’s best room this evening, so unless a game gets interesting, most likely tomorrow.”

      The sheriff reached into his pocket and pulled out a few bills. “Here’s a refund. Why don’t you get on that fiery horse and ride on out of my town this very night.”

      “I see.” Ransom didn’t bother picking up the bills. He risked another glance at Victorious, but she still hadn’t moved other than the slow, steady sipping from her crystal glass. “Is that what you want, Miss Raynes?”

      “Why would you ask her if you didn’t know her?”

      “Curiosity,” Ransom replied, not looking away from her. “I have a soft spot for damsels in distress. If the lady…”

      She turned her head and met his gaze, her eyes flat and cold. “I’m no damsel in distress, Mr. Savage. Please don’t risk the sheriff’s wrath on my account.”

      Ransom inclined his head. “As the lady wishes.”

      Sheriff Brazen stood and offered him his hand. “I appreciate you being so amiable, Mr. Savage.”

      This time their handshake was brief and to the point. The sheriff had already won and he knew it. “I’ve got a great respect for the law, Sheriff.”

      “So where’re you headed?”

      Ransom strode toward the door, fighting the urge to take one last look at Victorious all the way. “I think I’ll head on over to San Antonio. Then I can catch a ride over to New Orleans. I’ve got a mean craving for some good jambalaya.”

      She didn’t even say goodbye. As the door swung shut, he tried not to give up all hope. If Victorious remembered half the things they’d learned and shared together over the years, she’d know exactly where to find him if she needed his help.

      And it sure wasn’t going to be stuffing his face in New Orleans.
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      Once upon a time, Jeb had dreamed of this. Sitting in front of a fireplace all slouched down and comfortable with Virginia tucked into his side. Granted, the gas fireplace was for entertainment only and he’d never expected to be living in a modern, sterile-looking apartment, but he’d take it. He’d sit outside in the dirt if he could have her beside him.

      She sat up and splashed another couple of fingers of Glenlivet into her glass, offering him a refill too.

      “No thanks.” Uneasy tendrils stretched through his stomach, even though she settled back beside him easily. Something’s not right. Not right at all.

      They were starting to settle into a routine. She’d spend time with her family during the day, and sometimes the evening too. He didn’t mind, especially when she called him later before bed. Every few nights, she’d ask him to come get her and she’d spend the night with him, each night as glorious as any of the others. In a matter of a few weeks, he’d probably had more sex than he’d had the last ten years.

      But she never had him over when her family was home. In fact, he hadn’t stepped foot inside her home since that first day he’d eaten with her family. While the sex was fantastic, she had yet to do anything to him but give a few commands, certainly nothing like a sadist who’d lived with an eager masochist for twenty years would be capable of.

      And she’d never had three glasses of Scotch before.

      “Long day with Miss Belle?”

      She winced and laughed wryly. “You have no idea. That woman makes drill sergeants look soft. I’ve cleaned parts of that house I haven’t seen in twenty years.”

      He frowned, worried about her arm. “When do you get the cast off?”

      She shrugged. “I’m supposed to go see my doctor tomorrow and look at getting a lighter cast put on for the last few weeks. Then I’ll have to figure out how I’ll get back and forth to physical therapy.”

      “You know I’ll drive you anytime you need to go.”

      “I know.” She tipped her head against him, giving him an affectionate rub. “I’m going to have to start driving again soon, though I guess that means I’ll have to buy a car first. My Taurus is already a cube of metal somewhere. I think I had that poor old thing nearly fifteen years. No wonder the insurance company sent such a tiny little check.”

      Maybe money was a problem. Ty had never cared much for the almighty dollar. “You could always have my car.” She tipped her head so she could shoot him a don’t-you-dare look. “I use the truck for driving around the country anyway. I only bought the Caddy because I was hoping it would entice you into going for another joyride with me.”

      “It worked.” She laughed softly, lifting the glass to take another sip. The whiskey darkened her voice to a rich, husky vibrato that was doing crazy things to his body, melting his will that insisted he figure out what was bothering her. “But I couldn’t possibly just take your gorgeous luxury car.”

      You could if you married me. What’s mine has always been yours anyway.

      Before he could embarrass himself, she changed the subject. “How’s the writing?”

      She gave him the opening he’d been hoping for, but he wasn’t quite ready to broach the subject with her. Maybe he’d never be ready. He’d been up front with her for the most part, but there were certain aspects to some of his stories that she might find…

      Too close to home.

      Sharon never read his stories—never had any interest in them. But once she saw the latest cover with the bold Victorious title, her eyes had narrowed and she’d pulled that book down off the shelf to read the blurb on the back. And she’d known the truth, even though the woman on the cover didn’t physically resemble Virginia at all.

      Well, Sharon had jumped to some logical conclusions and never gave him a chance to explain. Yes, his current heroine had originally been based on Virginia and her two men, assuming Jeb could ever count himself as one of hers. But only in the beginning. Things had morphed and changed since he’d started, but anyone who knew Virginia would see some of her traits in Victorious.

      Of course, the dedication had been a dead giveaway too. A fatal assumption on his part that his wife would continue to never even pick up one of his books.

      For V, the one true love of my life.

      “I try not to bother you too much during the day so you can work.”

      “You could never be a bother,” he replied. “It’s going well right now. In fact…” He took a deep breath and gathered his courage. “The latest book was nominated for another award.”

      She twisted around and propped her cast on his chest. “Oh, Jeb, that’s wonderful!”

      The smile on her face tore the ground out from beneath his feet and slung him out into the middle of the ocean. She’s actually proud. Of me.

      “Tell me about it.”

      “It’s kind of a Western steampunk romp. Lots of crazy fun with big guns, Wild West drama and, at the end, huge robot dinosaurs. I just went crazy with the worldbuilding.”

      But that wasn’t why the book resonated with people. The worldbuilding had been fun, sure, but what made the book so important to him were the characters. He tried to think of how he’d tell her.

      You see, I based Victorious on you, Ginny. Her sheriff is Ty and her bank robber is me. She loves them both and they love her, to the point where they’d risk anything to keep her safe, and in the end…

      They all live happily ever after. Like you and I and Ty could never do.

      “And the male character is submissive?”

      Her voice drew his gaze up to her face. She set the glass aside and settled on his lap, facing him, her fingers already unbuttoning his shirt. “Yes.”

      “So he likes his heroine to take control.”

      “Always.” Jeb dared push a little more, trying to see if he could find her sadist side. “He likes anything she likes.”

      “Bondage?”

      He shuddered, imagining being completely bound and helpless for her. “Absolutely.”

      “Lean forward.” He did so, helping her pull his shirt loose from his pants. But she didn’t just want his chest bared. She pulled the material over his head, bringing the shirt around to the front so she could bind his arms. It took a minute with her injured arm, but she managed to tangle him up pretty well, though he could free himself in a heartbeat if she started to fall. “Are you okay with this?”

      “Absolutely,” he repeated, putting all his intent and will into that word alone. Use me any way you want, Ginny. Let me take the pain so you don’t have to.

      But evidently pain wasn’t on her mind. Or it was, but she refused to show it to him.

      She’d been wearing skirts each night she stayed with him. Miss Belle might have been tickled pink to finally see her daughter wearing girlie clothes, but Jeb knew she was only wearing things with easy access. Jeans would have been too hard for her to get off with only one arm, and she’d never liked asking for help. It’d be more likely to snow a foot every day in Dallas for a month than for Virginia to ask for assistance with something as mundane as pulling her jeans down. Even though he’d like nothing better than to go to his knees and help her slide the denim down with nothing but his teeth. She stood up just long enough to reach up under her skirts and yank her underwear down. Then she climbed back onto his lap and ground against his erection still trapped in his jeans.

      The denim had to be rough on her tender skin. It made him quiver with frustration, desperately yearning to satisfy her every want and need. He didn’t want her hurting herself. He wanted to bear that pain for her. Gladly.

      He tried another tactic, lifting his arms back over his head to make his body as open and available as possible. Being a submissive had its advantages, because he sure didn’t mind begging. “Please, Ginny.”

      She rose up on her knees and nibbled on his lips. “What do you need?”

      “Hurt me.”

      Her eyes were heavy and dark, her need rising like a hidden demon she refused to show for fear it’d escape. She reached down and worked his jeans free with her good hand, a slow, lazy fumbling that had him panting and sweating before his dick finally sprang free. “Why should I hurt you?”

      “I need it,” he gasped, arching his chest forward, trying to touch her without dropping his arms into the way. “I need you.”

      She rubbed her open mouth against his, using her words as a caress. “You don’t need that, trust me. You don’t want to stir that beast up.”

      “I do. No matter what it is.”

      She laughed but it was a hard, self-deprecating sound that made him wince, even though she rose up and began taking him into her body. “Let me keep you safe from that as long as possible.”

      He wanted to tell her he already saw it. He already loved that beast she was so afraid of. That he’d been dying to embrace her—and all her darkness—for years. Ever since that night Tyrell Connagher had come to his door, showed him the marks on his back, and then beaten the crap out of him for the right to keep all her furious pain to himself. But his brain couldn’t make his mouth respond, not when her tongue was in his mouth and her body engulfed him hungrily.

      Fully seated against him, she pulled back enough to see his eyes. “Look at me.”

      He forced his eyes open and put all his emotion into the look he gave her. Joy, that he’d finally found her. Need, crushing and overwhelming. And yes, desperation, fear, the agonizing worry that he wasn’t enough for her. That she’d never let him in fully.

      “Your eyes, Jeb. God, it’s like looking into the midnight sky out in the middle of nowhere, night as bright as day because there are so many stars burning in the sky. Don’t ask me to hurt you again.”

      

      She couldn’t bear the light shining in his eyes. So open, vulnerable, good and sweet and gentle. How could she risk hurting him and making that light die? If he ever looked at her with fear…

      I should have buried that fucking crop with Ty so I wouldn’t have to bear the temptation.

      It wouldn’t have done any good though. Rocking against him, she had to fight herself not to suck his bottom lip into her mouth and dig her teeth in that tender flesh until he whimpered. The Scotch had taken the edge off her violence, but the beast still rumbled a dull roar inside her. Her good hand gripped his shoulder, her nails pressing into his skin, but that was better than fisting in his hair and jerking his head back flat against the couch. God help him when she had both hands back to full use.

      She ground herself against him, forcing the head of his cock up against her cervix as hard as she could. Most women couldn’t stand such pain, and yeah, it hurt. It hurt like a bitch. Exactly what she needed the most.

      He was too big and thick for her to last long under that kind of delicious torment.

      “Don’t hold back,” she panted against his lips. “I want you to come with me.”

      She made sure to always tell him, because he had the disturbing habit of trying to hold back as long as possible, still not quite trusting in his older body’s ability to keep her sated. She gritted her teeth, fighting to remain in control. No flailing. No maiming. No biting, hitting, squeezing, tearing… She collapsed against his chest, relieved to feel him jerking inside her. Though that tearing sound had been his shirt, because his big palms cupped her buttocks, lifting her up as if he was afraid he was going to damage something inside her.

      “Doesn’t it hurt when you take me that deep?”

      “That’s the point.” She pressed her face up into his neck, breathing in his scent. Smoky woods and oranges, yes, but underneath a sweetness that made her stomach twist with yearning. It was almost like picking up a baby blanket and smelling its sweet soap and lotion, only there wasn’t anything baby-like with Jeb. It was just her urge to protect and hold him, to return some of his care after all the many times he’d raced to her aid or put up with her stupid antics, or worse, suffered because of her selfish choices. “You feel damned good, Jebadiah Garrett.”

      “Not that I’m complaining…” She pulled back and quirked a brow at him. He flushed but continued. “But I am good for more than sex, you know, even fantastic sex.”

      “Are my ears lying, or do I hear a man complaining that he’s being used too much for sex?”

      He flushed darker, his hands gripping her harder, like he was afraid she might decide to leave before he was done. “I said I wasn’t complaining. I never knew it could be so good, or that I’d still be able to do even half the things you’re coaxing out of me.”

      “But…?”

      “I love you, Ginny.”

      Killer shot straight to the heart. In fact, her heart stuttered a moment, as if it’d forgotten how to beat.

      “I want to be a part of your life. Not someone you occasionally spend the night with.”

      “I know,” she whispered, clearing her throat so she didn’t sound so wounded. “That’s what you think? That I don’t care about you at all except for what you’ve got in your pants?”

      He slid his arms up her back, gathering her close, gently, as if she were made of fine china that might explode if he touched her too hard. “Not at all. I just want to be sure we’re clear how much you mean to me. I’m yours, as long as you’ll have me.”

      “I don’t want you to go anywhere.” In fact, she was almost done clearing out her house of all of Ty’s old things. The Salvation Army was coming by this weekend to haul off the last of the donation items. In many ways, her accident had been a blessing in disguise. Since all the kids were in town, it was the perfect opportunity for them to all go through their daddy’s things and pick out the special items they wanted to keep. All she kept was his hat with that precious hand-rolled cigarette and his favorite roping saddle. He’d once joked that he was at home in that saddle more than any place on earth. Until they’d settled on their ranch together.

      Her heart suddenly dropped like a stone into a bottomless pit. Was Jeb homesick for California? Maybe he was thinking about going back for good. He’d never been back to Texas except for Ty’s funeral. “You’re not thinking about moving back to California, are you?”

      “My home’s where you are, as long as you’ll have me. But I do need to go back to L.A. for a few days.”

      Well, that was certainly a relief, though she’d give California a try if that’s what he really wanted. She’d spent a few summers in Ireland with Miss Belle’s family and traveled with her all over the world for various movies, but she’d never lived anywhere but Texas. “When?”

      He made sure her sling was secure, keeping her injured arm against her body, and then he surged up, giving her a little jolt as he shifted her in his grasp. “Tomorrow. I know it’s late notice, but you’re welcome to go with me. I didn’t want to presume too much and ask you to go away with me so soon. Especially with your family in town.”

      Honestly, for such a grown man, he could be incredibly silly. “I’m presuming you pretty openly as far as my family’s concerned. When will you get back?”

      “I’ll fly back in on Sunday.”

      That’d give her through the weekend to have everything ready, the house spruced and cleaned, and hopefully Miss Belle gone back to Missouri. “Maybe next time. Conn’ll be taking Miss Belle home in a day or two and I think a few days of peace and quiet after all the excitement is in order.”

      Without a word of protest or disappointment, Jeb set her on the edge of his bed for what had become a nightly ritual, slowly undressing her with a kiss on every inch of skin he revealed. Burying her fingers in his hair, she smiled.

      It’ll be the perfect time to ask him to move in with me.
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        The Lady Always Gets Her Man by Chris Waters

      

      In a cold camp just thirty minutes’ fast trot out of Halltown, Ransom pulled a blanket tighter around his shoulders, but he didn’t lie down. He wouldn’t be able to sleep. Not until he knew if she’d come or not.

      If a man of questionable character said he was going north, most self-respecting lawmen would assume the outlaw was headed south instead, especially given the close proximity of Mexico. The system he and Victorious had set up long ago was much more complicated. He’d deliberately named two locations. San Antonio was due south. On the clock, that was thirty minutes. New Orleans was just to complicate matters, possibly throw off the sheriff if he tried to over think things. Jambalaya, though, was the most crucial keyword. Food, any food, meant north. Any drink meant south. Clothes meant head east. Anything metal, go west.

      As hour after hour rolled by and no one came, his heart started to go as cold as the stony ground on which he sat.

      I’ve lost her for good.

      After not being able to track her down for so long, he’d already figured she was long gone. Cruel fate had decided to taunt him one last time with the one thing he could never have by letting him see her again.

      She’d looked good. She was clean, fed, warm and relatively well off. She had a respected lawman to protect her. Hopefully he loved her. Really loved her. Even if someone started asking if Miss Victorious Raynes might have ever played the role of Mistress in a flophouse in Omaha. As far as they both knew, there were still warrants out for their arrest in Missouri. Not to mention the bank heist in Denver for which they were both wanted for questioning. She’d been innocent of that one, though her sweet little general store had reaped that crime’s benefits.

      The sun was just threatening to break free and start its climb into the sky when he finally heard a horse carefully picking its way down the trail. He’d deliberately picked a hidden niche off the main road, preferring to be out of sight rather than up high at a vantage point. He could hear most anything coming down either side of the trail, even four-legged critters looking for a meal. The loose stone would betray the most surefooted coyote. Let alone a horse and rider.

      Still, he waited, letting the cottonwoods hide both him and his horse. The signal. Only if the signal…

      Finally he heard the low, husky vibrato of her voice singing “Amazing Grace”. The song her mama had taught her to sing anytime her drunk father staggered through the door. Not that it had ever helped protect her.

      He stood up slowly, making sure his legs would hold him after sitting so long. That trembling had nothing to do with sheer relief. “Here.”

      The hoof beats drew nearer, quickening to a trot, a canter, and then the horse broke through the trees and Victorious threw herself off her mare directly into his arms.

      “Ranse.” She kissed him hard and frantic, her hands fisted in the long fall of his hair.

      “You’re late.” He carried her to the warm nest of blankets and sat down with her on his lap facing him. “I nearly gave up hope.”

      “I couldn’t get away.” She kissed him again, cupping her palms around each side of his face. “I missed you.”

      “Did you? Seems like you’ve got a pretty good setup, now.”

      Her face fell, her glorious eyes clouding with doubt and worry. “Yeah.”

      “You’re not coming with me.”

      He didn’t mean it as a question, but she shook her head anyway as she slid down and tucked her head up beneath his chin. He just held her, waiting for her to find the words in her own time.

      “I came to Halltown for the same reason you did,” she finally said.

      “Follow the gold,” he whispered against her hair. She smelled like fresh strawberries. He could remember so many times when he’d held her like this, shivering through the rain, the snow, hungry, tired, bloody and on the run. At least she was safe this time.

      She nodded. “There’s only one way a town without its own mine and no industry to speak of could have so much gold flowing through it.”

      “So you’re after the Specter too?”

      Nobody knew exactly who was running drugs, guns and worse out of Mexico. New illegal technology kept pouring across the border. Like that blaster that had struck Ransom. Only the Federal Marshals were issued that kind of gun and it sure wasn’t a Marshal that had chased him out of the mayor’s mansion that night. The smaller towns down south even whispered of massive mechanical monsters rumbling across the border in the middle of the night. Where those machines were headed, no one seemed to know, but it couldn’t be good if someone was amassing some kind of man-made army.

      Every time the Marshals or Rangers got close, the kingpin just vanished, easily moving to a new secure location as if he knew the law was coming before they did. Hence the name Specter. Texas, Arizona, New Mexico, it didn’t matter, the Specter controlled the flow back and forth across the border and there was gold aplenty. It was bad enough that the Marshals had even recruited the more nefarious sources to help them track down the ghostly criminal.

      Hence Ransom Savage’s involvement. The Federal Marshals had promised he’d keep whatever spoils he managed to acquire as compensation for his assistance in bringing down the Specter and his record would be completely cleared. Evidently someone had promised the same to her.

      “Yeah. I was. But things changed.”

      “The sheriff.”

      She nodded, even though she buried deeper into Ransom’s embrace. “I like it here. I mean, I really like it. I’ve built a good life. It was all supposed to be just a cover until I could figure out who was dealing with the Specter and follow the trail, but one thing led to another and here I am.” She swallowed hard, her hands clutching him closer. “Sheriff Brazen asked me to marry him a few weeks ago.”

      His heart weighed like a ton of gold, but he tried to keep his voice even. “And you agreed.”

      She jerked away from him, practically throwing herself up to her feet so she could pace in the small clearing among the trees. “Yes, I did. I like him too. He’s a good man.”

      There was something in her voice that made his ears perk up. A tiny hint of doubt, the barest kernel of hope he wasn’t too late after all. “Is he?”

      She didn’t answer but merely paced harder.

      He wanted to ask if the sheriff minded the more dominant side of her disposition. She might be able to keep her darker needs hidden for a while, but after what they’d shared in Denver, he couldn’t imagine her settling down with a man for the rest of her life if he didn’t like to be tied up and abused any damn way the lady cared to hurt him.

      “You took the gold out of the mayor’s safe, right?”

      “Yeah. Cleared it out completely, every document and scrap I could find, just in case there were any clues. I haven’t found anything yet.” He narrowed his eyes, searching her face, but in the darkness, she kept her secrets. “Why’d you wait so long? Why didn’t you hit the safe first if you knew it was there?”

      “I’ve been watching the mayor’s mansion for months, tracking who goes to see him and when. No matter how insignificant or trivial, milkman, veterinarian, whore. Everybody. Then I started ranking them by frequency of visits. Surely Specter’s contacts would be the most common, right?”

      “Seems logical. Let me guess. Brazen is one of the top visitors.”

      Hugging herself, she paused, watching the sun break the horizon and begin climbing into the sky. “Number one visitor. Worse, someone keeps telling Specter when anyone’s close to him. Someone who’s cozy with at least the Federal Marshals and probably the Rangers too.”

      “Which was he?” Ransom asked softly, his heart aching for her. He loved her. He hated that another man had taken his place. Yet she obviously cared for this man, and any hurt to her was a wound he felt just as deeply.

      “Ranger,” she replied hoarsely, turning to face him. “And he has a brother in Washington, D.C. I know, it doesn’t look good. That’s why I haven’t acted. I have to be sure.”

      “And if it’s Brazen…?”

      She tipped her chin up, her back ramrod straight, her hands clenched into fists at her side. God, she was gorgeous. “It’s not. I know him. It can’t be him.”

      “All right.”

      She raised a fist and shook it at him, opening her mouth. “I… What? You believe me?”

      “You know him better than I. If you say he’s innocent, then he is.”

      “He is.” She said it too forcefully, as if trying to convince herself.

      Ransom changed the subject. “Sorry that I messed up your careful surveillance, but that might actually give us an opportunity.”

      A smile curved her lips. “Mr. Townsend needs to refill his coffers.”

      “Exactly. So let’s set up tonight and see who stops by.”

      Her smile slipped and she turned away, gathering up her horse. “You can’t be seen in Halltown and I’ve got to run the store.”

      “You know better than anyone that if I don’t want to be seen, no one will.”

      “But…”

      “Go,” he said more firmly, stepping up to hold her mare while she mounted. Not that she needed any help, but it gave him an excuse to come closer. “Keep up appearances. Do what you need to do.”

      “And if you find out anything?”

      “You’ll be the first to know,” he promised. I just hope Sheriff Brazen doesn’t break your heart.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            19

          

        

      

    

    
      While Conn hauled the mountain of Miss Belle’s bags out to her car for the long drive home, Virginia sat on the brand spanking new leather couch and tried to think of something to say to his timid fiancée that didn’t make her sound like a monster-in-law.

      “I’m glad all this happened so close to spring break so Conn didn’t miss too many classes.”

      “His friend, Dr. Wykes, is covering a few of his freshmen classes this week.” Rae’s voice was so damned soft Virginia almost cracked a joke about needing to crank up her nonexistent hearing aids. “I think the dean is covering his other class on poetry. He didn’t trust anyone else to sub for him without butchering ’Prometheus Unbound’.”

      “He always was a sucker for poetry. I’ve never seen a kid carry so many books around with him at all times, especially a boy. I think the other kids probably would have teased him unmercifully if it hadn’t been for Victor. Between the two of them, I’m afraid they probably beat up just about every bully in Crystal Springs.”

      Rae sucked in a breath and couldn’t hide the shiver at Conn’s older brother’s name. “Yeah, that doesn’t surprise me.”

      Evidently Master V had made quite an impression on the girl. He usually did. He had one of those overwhelmingly intense personalities that most people either instinctively respected or feared…or hated.

      Like me. Virginia studied her son’s girlfriend, more and more afraid the girl was just as terrified of her as she was of Victor. I don’t want her to hate or fear me. I want to be Grandma Ginny, or Granny, or Nana…whatever their young’uns are going to call me. If she hates me…or is too terrified to ever come to visit, I’ll never be able to know my grandbabies like I want. “I’m glad Conn found you, Rae, and I can’t thank you enough for helping him take care of Miss Belle. I know she can be quite the handful.”

      “Actually, it was Miss Belle who found me, not Conn, but I’m glad too.”

      “She’s quite the meddler, but her heart’s in the right place.”

      Rae nodded, absently twisting the engagement ring on her left hand. Conn had good taste. The diamond was appropriately sparkly without completely overwhelming her delicate hand. Staring down at her own hands, Virginia could only sigh. Miss Belle had often said she had the hands of a man and years of hard work and horse training had only contributed to her masculine, powerful fingers, wrists and forearms. She could pack a wallop and had the musculature to prove it. I was made to punish and hurt.

      The doctor had replaced the heavier cast with something much lighter, evidently pleased with her recovery so far. Though her arm looked too much like a fragile little stick now.

      “I know you don’t like me much…”

      Virginia jerked her head up and would have retorted, Why on earth would you say that? But the look on Rae’s face stilled her tongue. The young woman looked miserable and unhappy, despite Conn’s glowing promise on her finger. Gentling her voice, Virginia replied, “You couldn’t be more wrong. I love you like a daughter simply because you make my son smile.”

      Startled, Rae managed a smile. “You do?”

      “Of course I do. I’d have to be a damned idiot not to see how much Conn loves you.”

      Rae sighed wistfully, looking back down at her ring. “I love him too. Sometimes so much that I think he should surely have someone better than me.”

      Virginia scooted closer and took the younger woman’s hands in both of her rough ones. “Now you listen here.” She said it just hard enough that Rae’s eyes popped back up to her face, but Virginia kept her face soft and easy. “You were made for him, and him for you. Don’t let nothing or nobody tell you any different.”

      “It’s my fatal flaw.” Rae pulled a hand away to wipe away her tears, but she still smiled. “I warned him from the beginning I was an emotional basket case. I just want the best for him, and I don’t always see myself as being his best. Not when he’s so strong and confident.”

      “Girl, you’re underestimating yourself. How long have you lived by Miss Belle now?”

      Rae thought a few minutes, doing the math. “Eight months, practically nine, I guess.”

      “She’s been here almost three weeks and I’m trying to decide whether to cut up the body and toss her piece by piece into the Gulf or if I should just drag her out back and let the coyotes do the work for me. The latter is definitely the easiest, but I’m sure I’d get a certain perverse pleasure out of watching sharks eat her. The only reason we’re both still breathing is that she didn’t bring that damned parasol with her.”

      Rae choked back a laugh. “She’s not that bad.”

      “The hell you say. If you’ll marry Conn and take care of her for me, then I’m going to nominate you for sainthood.” When Rae’s laughter died down, Virginia asked, “So what’s got you thinking you’re not good enough for Conn? Because if I ever gave you that impression, I apologize.”

      “No, it’s nothing really. It’s just meeting all of his family, and seeing him in action, so to speak. Seeing his brother and how he acts with him.”

      Feeling her way along, Virginia probed a little. “How does he act with Victor that he doesn’t act at home?”

      “Harder. A little…”

      “Mean,” Virginia finished, nodding. “You have to understand that Victor’s a sadist, pure and simple. Conn’s not that far down the scale though. He never will be.”

      “I just wonder…” Rae sighed heavily, returning to twisting the ring. “If he would be more into the heavy stuff if I was, or if he’s holding himself back because I’m scared.”

      “Honey, a man like him, a Dominant, doesn’t change who he is. It’s impossible. Now he can act a little tougher when he’s with his big mean brother, but he’s never going to get off on being as hard and rough as Master V. It’s just not in him.”

      “I don’t want him to hold back because of me. It makes me worry that I’m not…enough. I’ll never be enough for a man like him.”

      A submissive’s heart could be a fragile, delicate thing. Rae’s words struck a chord in Virginia and she fell silent, her mind whirling with conflicting thoughts. Hadn’t she been holding back on Jeb? Sure, she’d been protecting him, or so she’d thought. She didn’t want to be mean and hard on him. She didn’t want to hurt him.

      Though by holding back…

      That’s exactly what I’m doing. And it isn’t the kind of hurt either one of us could ever enjoy.

      “It makes me wonder if making I’m him less than he could be, and that’d break my heart.”

      So much of a submissive’s self-worth was wrapped up in how well he or she pleased the Dominant. Especially for submissives who were more into the service side of the scale. Like Jeb.

      Every time she refused to satisfy her need on him, she refused him. She refused him the ability to serve to his full capacity. Which made him feel less than complete as her submissive. Less worthy. After everything he’d already been through with his ex and her own rejection when she’d chosen another man over him in the first place.

      Damn it all to hell. I’ve made a right ugly mess of everything. Irritation with herself hardened her voice. “Now that’s ridiculous talk. Nothing could make my son less than he could be, certainly not something or someone he loves so much.” Now I’ve got to make sure Jeb knows I feel the same way about him.

      A crash made them both jump. Suitcase tossed on the floor, Conn stood at the doorway. “Mama!” he roared, planting his hands on his hips with a fierce scowl that did her sadist’s heart proud. “You made her cry! What did you say to her?”

      Rae scrambled to her feet. “We were just talking. Everything’s fine.”

      “Bullshit,” he retorted, stomping over to drag her against him. “Nobody makes you cry, darlin’. No matter how much I love them. Mama, how could you? She’s half terrified of you already, and now—”

      Virginia slowly pushed to her feet, trying not to laugh. “Son, listen to your sweetheart. And next time, maybe a trip to Master V’s favorite club isn’t the best idea for a submissive who’s not into heavy discipline.”

      He flushed so darkly she had to smother her laughter behind her hand. “We didn’t… How did you know about that?”

      “I put two and two together.” Virginia reached out and drew the younger woman into a hug, careful not to bang her with the cast. “Did you two decide on a date yet?”

      “Not yet,” Rae hedged, avoiding her gaze but hugging her back warmly. Lowering her voice, she whispered for Virginia’s ears only. “It might need to be sooner than later. Maybe. He doesn’t know yet.”

      Virginia squeezed her, fighting to suppress the fierce smile of joy threatening to split her face open. A baby. Maybe.

      Oh, Ty. Our first grandbaby. I wish you were here to see him.

      A whisper of leather flickered through the air, making her turn her head. She could swear that someone whispered her in her ear. A little girl? Even better.

      A commotion outside announced more visitors. Victor, Shiloh and Vicki came into the house, passing hugs around, though Victor looked a little grim. His eyes caught Virginia’s gaze and he tipped his head to the side as if he wanted to speak to her privately.

      “Okay, dears, we’re off,” Miss Belle called gaily. She went from person to person planting kisses. “Virginia, I expect to hear the news soon.”

      Rae paled and Shiloh shot a guilty glance at her. Uh oh. Could they both be expecting? Ty had said all of the above in that dream, but surely he didn’t mean…

      “Can’t you keep any secrets, Grandma?” Vicki retorted, though she gave Miss Belle another hug. “You don’t have to go and spoil everyone’s good news.”

      All three of them? Laughing, Virginia didn’t hide her glad tears. “I guess we’re going to be very busy for the next year.” The boys looked at each other uneasily and it made her laugh all the harder, though the girls were beginning to look a little queasy. To give them a little time to share their news in private, she dropped a little bombshell of her own to take the pressure off them. “Just so you aren’t taken completely by surprise, I’m planning to ask Jebadiah to move in with me. Since we’re both as old as dirt, we may or may not decide to make it official with a wedding.”

      More congratulations and hugs were passed around, though Victor looked even grimmer. He jerked his ponytail tighter, pulling his face back in a hard and tight line. He didn’t say anything, though she had a feeling she was going to get an earful once everyone was gone. Finally Miss Belle’s caravan headed out. As soon as they were gone, Virginia turned to her oldest son. “What is it?”

      “You’d better sit down.”

      She did so, with Vicki on one side of her and Shiloh on the other.

      “Did Mr. Garrett tell you about his current profession?”

      Virginia nodded. “He’s a writer now, and becoming something of a success.”

      “But he did he tell you what he wrote?”

      She narrowed her eyes on him, unsure why he was offended. “Yes. He writes BDSM fiction about submissive men. His ex wasn’t very supportive of it, either.”

      Victor let out a hard laugh. “Yeah, I imagine not. Take a look at this.”

      He placed a slim black tablet in her lap and hit a button, bringing up a book cover. The first thing that caught her attention was the woman’s vibrant red hair. It streamed all over the page, long and wild and curly. She was dressed in a corset and a cowboy hat, a somewhat odd mix. Even stranger, though, was the pink parasol in one hand.

      And the crop in her other.

      The title arched across the top in large script: The Lady Always Gets Her Man by Chris Waters.

      She looked up at her son. “So?”

      “That’s you.”

      She laughed. “Don’t be ridiculous. I don’t have red hair, have never owned a corset in my life, and I certainly don’t carry Miss Belle’s parasol.”

      He swiped his finger, bringing up the next page. “Read the blurb.”

      She blew out a sigh and took the electronic reader from him, wishing she had her reading glasses so she didn’t have to hold it quite so far away. Vicki reached over and adjusted the font, which helped considerably.

      The legendary lady always gets her man, whether it takes a pistol, a pretty parasol or a wicked crop. The only question is whether she’ll take the formidable lawman with the need for domination…or the dashing outlaw with the secret need for pain. Or maybe she’ll simply take them both.

      Her gaze flickered up to Victor’s a moment, and then hurriedly she read the rest. She sat back and hoped she didn’t look like someone had clubbed her upside the head, but she wasn’t even sure if her mouth was closed or not.

      “See? It’s you and Mr. Garrett.”

      “And Ty,” she whispered. “How many more did he write?”

      “Ten,” Shiloh said gently. “I downloaded them all on this device if you want to read them, but none of the others seemed as…deliberate…as this one. It’s his most recent release.”

      “How’d you find them?”

      Victor let out a short, hard laugh. “Did you think I’d let my mama date some guy without doing a little background checking of my own?”

      “So you snooped.”

      “Damned straight. I found an article linking hometown Jebadiah Garrett to writer Chris Waters for an award ceremony this weekend in L.A. It was all downhill from there.”

      Virginia tightened her grip on the tablet, refusing to let Shiloh take it. “This weekend?”

      “I thought you knew.”

      “I knew he was going to L.A. and he asked if I wanted to go. I knew he was up for another award but he never said the award ceremony was this weekend.”

      It was just like his prom all over again. She’d made plans first and he wouldn’t want to change or affect her decision, so he hadn’t mentioned the details. Or maybe he didn’t think she’d care. Or worse, that she’d turn her back on him like his ex-wife.

      “Can’t you see why?” Vicki asked. “Remember how it was when I first launched my line? Or when V and Shiloh first made an appearance after their show aired? Everyone leaps to conclusions. Even if half of what’s in that book could be applicable to you or him, then people will assume the whole thing’s true. Especially if you go there in person.”

      “They’ll assume I’m Victorious.”

      “You are,” Victor insisted.

      “No, I’m not. Look at her. Even if you disregard the physical differences, I’d only have a frilly parasol like that if I’d yanked it from Miss Belle’s cold dead hands. Jeb’s certainly no wanted outlaw and he was never into pain. That was Ty’s calling card. And we certainly never had an intimate three-way relationship back then! Though if Ty were still alive…” She let her mind explore that path for the first time and realized yes, she would have been open to such a thing. That’s how much I need Jeb. That’s how much I love him. And he has no idea.

      She surged to her feet. “I have to get to that ceremony.”

      “Mama, didn’t you hear a word I said?” Victor crossed his arms, giving her a glare that probably would have made just about everyone else in the world backpedal in a hurry. But she’d taught it to him in the first place. “You can’t possibly go.”

      “Watch me. His ex-wife was horrible about his writing, and her lack of support was the straw that broke the camel’s back.”

      “Not the fact that he’s dedicated every single erotic novel to the mysterious V, the love of his life,” Victor said dryly.

      Virginia didn’t cross her arms or plant her hands on her hips. She didn’t raise her voice. In fact, she barely spoke above a whisper. But the low whiplike intensity made even her sadist son stand to full attention. “I don’t give a damn what people think. I won’t have him thinking for a moment that I’ve abandoned him, or that I’m ashamed of him for any reason. He’s mine and I’ll be there for him and he’d by God better dedicate another twenty or thirty books to me before we die. I will not let him down!”

      A broad smile cracked the stony facade of her son’s face. “Then what are you still doing here, Mama?”

      Vicki jumped up and hugged her. “Oh, Mama, I’m so happy for you. You deserve a little joy and companionship.”

      Virginia let the giddy smile shine all over her face. “He’s been so good to me. I have to be there for him.”

      “I have an idea.” Shiloh stood too, a little hesitant but with a wicked glint in her eyes. “If everyone’s going to assume you’re Victorious anyway…”

      Virginia laughed and wrapped an arm around both her daughter by blood and her soon-to-be daughter by marriage. “Then I should definitely look the part.”

      “I was hoping you’d say that,” Shiloh said, giving Victor a nod.

      He stepped out and quickly returned with a duffel bag of goodies, along with what looked like Miss Belle’s infamous parasol. “Grandma must have left this behind. I didn’t see it in the hallway when we first came in, but it must be hers—I couldn’t find one that matched it in our costume department, though we packed some other options in case you were open to the idea. Vicki’s already cleared her schedule to go with you and we’ve got two first-class tickets leaving on the next flight out of Dallas.”

      Shaking her head fondly, Virginia took the parasol. A note had been stapled to the fabric. For V.

      Virginia? No. Victorious. “That crafty old bat. How on earth did she…?” Virginia blew out a sigh. “Never mind. By the way, if anyone’s looking for a Christmas or birthday gift for me, you can get me one of those fancy tablets so I can read all of Jeb’s books.”

      Victor came over and planted a big kiss on her forehead. “Happy early birthday, Mama. That’s your brand new tablet.”

      She leaned against him for a moment, relief and gladness and joy bubbling up out of her until she wanted to simply yell. “Thank you, all. For understanding, for helping, for being here. Thank you.”
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        The Lady Always Gets Her Man by Chris Waters

      

      Naturally, the mayor of Halltown lived in the largest house, on a hill overlooking the rest of town. Without any other nearby houses—that might sully the mayor’s view—Ransom had taken cover beneath the stone bridge that carried all town traffic up to the mayor’s abode. Wet and dank and dark, his hiding place was far from comfortable, but at least he was out of sight and the water was low, barely a trickle. So he could easily hear footsteps or riders as they approached.

      The jingle of spurs was unmistakable. Granted, there were probably a dozen other cowboys in town who might wear spurs, but Ransom thought it was a pretty safe bet to guess the sheriff stood on the bridge above him. A waft of cigar smoke told him that Brazen was at least going to stay a few minutes where he could smoke in peace, and more, that Victorious wasn’t with him.

      It wasn’t long before Ransom heard another person approaching, this time following the stream down the hill rather than the road. Grateful for the darkness, he pressed his back against the stone. As long as the watcher hadn’t seen him crawl under the bridge an hour ago, no one would be able to see him now. He hadn’t used the road himself, but had used the trees sprinkled along the banks for cover.

      “You got anything?” Brazen asked in that slow, distinctive drawl.

      “Nope.” Ransom didn’t recognize the other man’s voice. So the sheriff was watching the place. But was it to catch the thief who’d taken the mayor’s money…or was he after the Specter too? “Just the ladies. Mrs. Townsend took the carriage into town earlier, all dressed up in her finery, but Mr. Townsend is still home as far as I know. Tommy’s been watching the back and didn’t signal.”

      “So no one’s gone in, no one’s gone out other than his wife. Who’d she go out with?”

      The other man’s boot scuffed on the stone, as if he was killing time or trying to find a way out. Finally he answered, “Miss Raynes.”

      Ransom stiffed. Why had Victorious been out here without him?

      “No one else.” Brazen said flatly.

      What scam was Victorious up to, then? The woman Ransom knew despised the kind of casual and cruel arrogance so typical of the rich. She sure wouldn’t be calling the mayor’s wife a friend. But then he’d never seen her wear such well-to-do and proper clothes. She said she had a good life now. Did that mean calling on the mayor’s wife for tea and going shopping?

      Shopping? Victorious Raynes?

      “Nope,” the other man replied, even though Brazen’s tone didn’t seem surprised. “You want me to head into town and find where they went?”

      Brazen tossed his cigar butt into the stream. “Nah. You go on back and keep an eye on the house. Mr. Townsend’s still your target.”

      “You did read her file, right?”

      Shit. Evidently using her real name hadn’t been the best idea after all. I’ll have to get her out of town tonight.

      “Yep.”

      “She killed a man in Missouri.” The other man kept his tone careful, but he had to be a friend or close associate to push so hard. “Once a woman’s got blood on her hands…”

      “You got your orders.” Brazen didn’t raise his voice, but the man took the hint and headed back up the stream.

      Ransom didn’t move a muscle, waiting for the sheriff to take off too, but his muscles vibrated with urgency. He had to find out where that carriage went. If he got to her first…

      “You can come on out now, Mr. Savage.”

      His hand automatically settled on his gun. He didn’t want to kill the man, not if Victorious loved him. But he might not have a choice. I have to get her away. Even if she hates me the rest of her life.

      He didn’t hear a gun cock, though. So maybe the sheriff wouldn’t shoot him on sight. Yeah, and maybe he loves Victorious enough he won’t arrest her despite the warrants.

      Somehow that didn’t make him feel better.

      He pushed away from the wall and edged along the bridge, keeping cover as long as possible. He peeked up over the side of the bridge and was vaguely disappointed that the sheriff wasn’t even looking at him. In fact, he was faced away, elbows braced on the rough wood railing as he stared down at his quaint little town.

      Stepping up onto the road, Ransom joined him. “How’d you know I was down there?”

      “I smelled you.”

      Gaping at him, Ransom resisted the urge to smell his pits. Sure, he’d spent the previous night out on the range, but he’d bathed at the hotel before he went to Victorious’s shop. “I beg your pardon, sir, but I take great pride…”

      Brazen looked over at him and started laughing. Not the polite how-do-you chuckle at a pleasant joke, but a deep belly laugh that was too natural and open to get Ransom’s hackles up. “She loves French perfume. Dead giveaway, Mr. Savage.”

      Growing up dirt poor with nothing but the tattered rags on her back, Victorious loved luxurious things, even if they made her feel so guilty that she became physically ill if she splurged more than once in a blue moon. She’d never spend that kind of money on herself…but she could absolutely and happily accept a gift from a loving friend who just so happened to notice her dreamy gaze when she caught her first whiff of good-quality perfume. To make her feel better about the extravagant expenditure, he’d bought the male version for himself as well. Wearing her favorite scent made him feel closer to her, even if he hadn’t seen her in over a year.

      Then an unpleasant thought occurred to him. “When did you first smell me?”

      Brazen’s eyes narrowed, his face hardening. “How long have you been in town?”

      Ransom gave him a small tight smile. “I asked first.”

      “I noticed the similarity in your perfumes at her store.”

      “That’s why you wanted to know if I knew her.”

      Brazen shrugged. “One of the reasons. Are you going to look me in the eye and lie again? Or would you rather help Miss Raynes?”

      “That depends on how you want to help her.” Ransom took up position beside the sheriff and mimicked his pose, staring down at the town. “Are you going to arrest her?”

      “Now why on earth would I want to arrest my fiancée?”

      “Because there are warrants out for her arrest and that’s your job, Sheriff?”

      Brazen gripped the railing so hard his fingers started to turn white. “There are warrants out for your arrest. And, if I’m being completely honest, mine as well. Are you going to turn me in, then, Mr. Savage? Call in the Marshals? One word of my past in Chicago and the goody-two-shoes in Halltown will run me out with pitchforks. Meanwhile, Miss Raynes is attempting to corner the Specter on her own.”

      “You…”

      “Yeah, I know about the Specter. Every lawman in Texas has been hunting for him and just about every gunman with hopes of sterling recommendations and clear records as well. Which is why the delightful lady is here, yes? And you as well? Or are you just here for the gold, Mr. Savage?”

      Ransom turned and faced the sheriff. “I came for the gold, but I stayed for the lady.”

      The other man slowly straightened and turned to him as well. Not many men could look Ransom in the eye for long. For one thing, he was taller than most. Then, of course, there was his deadly reputation.

      Brazen stared back at him levelly, and much to his dissatisfaction, Ransom had to tip his head up slightly to keep his gaze on the other man’s.

      Tipping his hat back, Brazen grinned and offered his hand. Ransom took it, and this time they actually shook hands instead of simply squeezing each other to see who’d flinch first.

      “You know she sent you out here to watch a dead end,” Brazen said as they headed down the road. “Right?”

      “You know she suspects you of working for the Specter, right?”

      The sheriff muttered beneath his breath. “I thought you left town.”

      “I did,” Ransom made his voice as light and cheerful as possible. “But as long as Miss Rayne’s here…”

      “She agreed to marry me.”

      “That was before she knew I was riding into town.”

      “So are you admitting you know her from somewhere?” Brazen strode so hard that his spurs made a constant jingling tune. “Did she leave you, or did you leave her?”

      “Point taken,” Ransom grumbled. “But that doesn’t mean she’s going to marry you either. This…” He waved his hand, encompassing the whole town. “This isn’t her. The shop, the proper dresses, that fucking ugly parasol. Victorious Raynes isn’t…”

      “She’s a lady.” Brazen lowered his voice to a hard growl. “My lady.”

      “I never said she wasn’t. But there’s a side of her that you don’t know. A side that I do. I know it very well.”

      Brazen clamped a hand on his arm and dragged him to a halt. “How well?”

      Ransom looked down at the fingers on his arm and then pointedly back up at the sheriff. When he only squeezed harder, Ransom decided to push back. There was one sure way to warn the man off if she hadn’t revealed her true nature in the bedroom. “She show you her riding crop yet?”

      Brazen’s eyes narrowed. But his nostrils flared.

      Not yet, Ransom decided, but the man wasn’t appalled. Not at all.

      He’s interested.

      Crap.

      He jerked free and strode just as furiously down the street, though he wasn’t sure where they were going yet. “Maybe you’d better bring your handcuffs to bed next time. She’d probably put them to good use.”

      Brazen stepped up beside him. “I’ll keep that in mind. This way.”

      “Where…” Finally it dawned on Ransom where they were headed. “Her store? Why?”

      “Don’t you think it mighty odd that the town’s finest womenfolk want to hang out at the general store, when the proprietress’s past has no doubt been gossiped about all over town?”

      The man had a point. Even he’d thought it rather scandalous for the lady she was trying to play to dine at the saloon, even with the sheriff. “Not when Victorious is there. She has a way with people, even snooty rich ones.”

      “Maybe. Or maybe Mrs. Townsend is using that shop for something underhanded.”

      “Beneath Victorious’s nose? Never.”

      Brazen halted at the corner. The Halltown General Store sat on the opposite side of the street and sure enough a fancy carriage sat outside. “Maybe Miss Raynes is her willing accomplice.”

      Ransom didn’t want to believe it. Couldn’t. But she had sent him to watch the mayor’s house. If she suspected the mayor’s wife was their connection to the Specter…and never told him…

      What if she was playing both men? Convince the gullible sheriff she loved him and would happily marry him. Convince the ex-lover they’d run off into the sunset together completely free and clear, the nation’s heroes after stopping the Specter. While the whole time she had a direct connection with the Specter’s true agent and never said a word.

      He couldn’t help but remember what he’d overheard while Brazen talked with the other man. She killed a man in Missouri.

      She helped me rob a bank and then robbed me blind after fucking me into oblivion. She hid from me so well I couldn’t find her for more than a year. She stayed ahead of the law at every step of the way.

      Exactly like the Specter.

      Could Victorious…?

      Something slammed into his head and he fell to his knees. His vision swam to black, even though he tried to blink. Tried to see who’d struck him down. He collapsed, hitting his head on the wooden planks of the walkway again. Fireworks exploded in his skull, deafening him. But he did manage to make out the footwear of his attacker. Boots. Not delicate little slippers. Or a pink parasol. Sinking into unconsciousness, he couldn’t help but smile with relief. Even if he never woke up again.
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      Standing off to the side of the podium, Jeb tried to look everywhere but the crowd. He’d planned to wear his best suit for the occasion, but his agent had convinced him at the last minute to wear a nice but simple pair of black jeans, an outrageous pair of boots he’d bought in Dallas on the way to the airport, and, of course, the fancy Serratelli hat.

      “Just keep it simple,” he muttered under his breath. “You only need to say a few words.”

      Nerves gnawed away at him like nasty, starving rats. He touched his talisman, the ancient engagement ring he’d been carrying around with him all these years. He’d tucked it in his pocket without the box, unable to face making a speech if he didn’t have it close, where he could touch it and imagine that someday, she might be sitting in the audience clapping for him. While she wore his ring.

      “And the winner in the erotic category: The Lady Always Gets Her Man by Chris Waters!”

      Applause echoed in the large room. He put on his biggest smile and strode up the steps to the podium. Then because he was playing the part of the dashing Ransom Savage, he took the host’s hand, bowed low and kissed her knuckles. Smiling at the audience’s roaring approval, he accepted the award and turned his attention to the crowd.

      In the front row, directly in front of the podium, sat Victorious Raynes, the legend herself.

      He could only stare at Virginia and wonder how she’d gotten there. How she’d known. And she looked…

      She wore a long red wig, the wild mane of curls just like his book cover. A white satin corset hefted her breasts and cinched around her middle so tightly he might be able to span her waist with his hands. A long-sleeved poet’s blouse in soft pink covered her injured arm and made her look soft and feminine without being too frilly. Instead of jeans, she wore black jodhpurs and shiny knee high riding boots with the pink parasol laid across her lap.

      In her right hand, she gripped a riding crop. He could only assume it was the very same one she’d used on Ty for more than twenty years.

      Her eyes were soft and full of longing, shining as brightly as when she’d ever spoken about her husband, while she still managed to give Jeb the hardest, most intent look she’d ever given him. The kind of look that said you’re mine and I’m going to do whatever the hell I want with you and you’re going to love every minute of it.

      The kind of look he’d been aching to see in her eyes his whole life.

      The longer he stared, the more people turned to see what had captured his attention. The whispers rose, spreading across the room, and some savvy cameraman took note and turned the camera on her. As soon as her image appeared on the large screen behind him instead of the book’s cover, applause broke out again, louder and wilder. She smiled at him and it was all he could do not to jump down off the podium, scoop her up and carry her to his room.

      He held up both hands, which only made it look like he was surrendering to her custody. The crowd only laughed and clapped more. Smiling and shaking his head, he kept his hands up. “Thank you, everyone. I’m honored to be here today…”

      “We want Victorious!” someone shouted from the crowd, and they took it up as a chant, calling her name.

      She met his gaze and raised her eyebrow, silently asking if he wanted her to join him, with a little nod to confirm she was willing.

      She’s willing to attach herself to me in public. In the guise of a character from my book. Knowing what people will think. What they’ll know as soon as they see the way I look at her. And she’s willing to do it anyway.

      “Ladies and gentlemen,” he said hoarsely, gripping the edge of the podium to keep from falling to his knees here in front of everyone. “As you’ve noticed, we have a very special guest with us today. My…” He wanted to say fiancée but he didn’t have the right to commit her like that when he hadn’t the balls to ask her yet. Best friend? True, but it didn’t come close to conveying the depth of his feelings for her. His Dominant, yes, but she might not want him to make such an announcement. He could only picture Sharon’s reaction if he’d called his professional Mistress up on the stage and identified her in public.

      Virginia gave him another nod, but more, she lifted the crop slightly and brought it down across her thighs. Not a blow, but a signal. That she was in control. Of him. Of everything.

      His breath sighed out, his anxiety melting away into complete surety. “My Domme in the guise of Victorious Raynes herself.”

      As if it were the most natural thing in the world, Virginia stood. Drawing out the performance, she tucked the crop under her left armpit and switched the parasol to her right. With a flourish, she popped it open and propped it on her shoulder, casually strolling up on stage with him, oblivious to the clapping audience, the shouts, the cameras.

      Oblivious to everything but him.

      He stepped aside from the podium to meet her at the stairs, taking her hand and bending down so he could hear her over the applause.

      “You made me borrow Miss Belle’s parasol.” Smiling for the crowd, she took his arm and let him lead her back to the podium. “For that, I’m going to punish you. Severely.”

      His breath stilled, his mind wiped completely blank. Punishment. Was she finally going to admit her full need to him? And then allow him to satisfy it?

      The crowd finally quieted, but he couldn’t speak. His mouth wouldn’t work. His brain was mush. All he wanted…

      “Such a warm welcome for such a feisty, troublesome heroine!” Virginia adjusted the microphone down to her height. “She’s always getting into trouble, isn’t she? But what I liked most about Victorious is that she never depends on her men to come to her rescue. In fact, she rescues them both, not just from the Specter, but from the dark demons they carry inside. I can’t even begin to convey how honored and excited I am that Chris’s book has won this award. He’s an incredible man. A man who has never turned away from my demons, no matter how dark they are.” She turned to him and began clapping, stepping back to let him speak.

      His fingers were trembling, but he somehow managed to jam his hand down into his jeans pocket. “Forty plus years ago, I fell in love with my best friend. It wasn’t meant to be at the time, and circumstances kept us apart for most of our lives. But I’ve carried this hope with me always, praying that maybe someday I’d be in the position to offer it at last.”

      Turning to Virginia, he pulled the ring out and went down on his knees. Both of them. “Will you marry me, Ginny?”

      Solemnly, she held out her left hand, free of a sling but still encased in a light fiberglass cast. The ring caught on her knuckle, giving him a moment of sheer terror that he’d gotten the size wrong all those years ago, but he finally managed to get it on her finger despite his shaking hands.

      “Is that a yes?” the host asked over the loudspeaker. The crowd was silent, waiting for her answer.

      Virginia tipped his hat backward, letting it tumble off his head to roll around on the stage. She buried her fingers in his hair, roughing it up and dragging the front down into his eyes. Then she stepped up against him and draped her casted arm over his shoulder. “Yes.”

      When she planted her mouth over his, the crowd roared their approval.
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      Virginia had never been to a readers’ conference before. She could certainly see why people would come back year after year, reuniting with old friends, chatting with favorite authors in the casual yet loud and overflowing bars. But not when what she wanted to do most of all was finally get her man alone. Just me and my crop.

      Unfortunately, her little stunt had made Jeb one of the most sought after authors in attendance. Everyone’s eyes were drawn to the stupid parasol she still carried and fans flocked everywhere they went asking for an autograph. Even hers! And the damned fool insisted she sign those books too, with at least a swirly V. Ridiculous. They’re his books. Victorious is his character.

      She lifted her left arm, hooking it over her right to give her weakened muscles a break. Despite the people still clamoring about him, Jeb noticed and started the extraction process.

      “I’ll be at the signing tomorrow. I’m not sure if Victorious will be there or not. She was in a serious car accident recently and needs to rest.”

      She allowed fatigue to show on her face in a tired, pained smile, cradling her arm more openly. It really was holding up quite well without the sling, but she could definitely tell she’d overdone it, and nothing got Jeb moving faster with more determination than when he thought she was hurt.

      Immediately, he wrapped his arm around her and moved away from the crowd more forcefully, still polite but not letting anything distract him from retreating to his room. “Please, excuse us.”

      Finally they made their way onto the elevator and Jeb selected his floor. “How bad’s your arm?”

      “Not bad,” she said lightly, not looking at him for fear she might plaster him up against the wall before they could get to his room. “I’m still getting used to the new cast. Vicki came with me to help with the costume, so I can stop by later and pick up my sling. Her room’s on the twelfth floor.”

      He too stared straight ahead until they could exit on his floor. “Chaperone?”

      “Costume manager. It would have been a lot easier if you’d created a character that didn’t wear a corset.”

      He laughed, reaching into his conference badge to find his room card. “But it provides for such a gorgeous view.”

      Evidently he made the mistake of partaking in that view, because then he fumbled the card and almost dropped it before he could open the door.

      “Gorgeous view my ass.” As soon as the door swung shut, she tossed Miss Belle’s parasol in the corner. “It took her an hour to lace me into this thing and I was afraid I was going to be late.”

      “Well, your ass is a gorgeous view as well, but I definitely do like that corset.” He moved deeper into the room, setting his badge on the desk. He removed his hat. Then he hesitated, his gaze immediately coming to hers so he could decide what she wanted next. Did she want him stripped for punishment? Or sex? Or nothing at all if she was really that tired and hurt?

      That earnest look of need—to figure out what she wanted before she could ask—moved her so much she had to swallow the lump in her throat so she could speak. “I said I was going to punish you for making me carry that damned parasol, but I changed my mind.”

      His face fell and he looked down at the floor. “Yes, ma’am.”

      He didn’t protest. He didn’t argue. It wasn’t in his nature. Keeping her voice soft, she said, “Instead, I’m going to punish you for not telling me how important this weekend was for you.”

      His head jerked up, his eyes lighting up with hope. No anxiety, no worry, no hesitation whatsoever. She had a feeling he wouldn’t protest even if she tried to beat him senseless. Which is exactly my fear.

      “I didn’t know if you would care.”

      She pointedly lifted her left hand, flashing his ring that she wore. “I care. You will tell me everything going on in your life. Your hopes. Your dreams. If you have a need that I can address, no matter how small or seemingly insignificant, you have an obligation to voice it. And if it’s a major event or accomplishment? I have a right to know so that I can be there and celebrate with you.”

      “I have a need that you haven’t yet addressed.”

      Nodding, she sat down on the foot of his bed and laid the crop across her lap. “So do I. The problem is that I wasn’t recognizing how significant that need was becoming until it was too late.”

      His eyes flickered with confusion. “But you said you’d been hurting yourself to get by.”

      “I was. But when it came time to share that need with another, I didn’t know how to approach it. When I was with Ty, he would deliberately antagonize me to the point of fury. Then I’d lay into him with whatever I had at hand. That release of furious violence was exactly what he wanted, and I got used to responding that way. I never had to pick up my crop and tell him I wanted to hurt him. He made me too mad to not hurt him.

      “You, on the other hand, will never deliberately make me that mad. You’re not going to antagonize me to help me realize I need to release the anger. It’s going to be an adjustment for me to consciously think about and accept that need. I need to hurt something. Regularly. For years, it’s been myself. It’s going to take time to shift that need onto someone else without worrying too much about their wellbeing.”

      More confident, he came over to kneel in front of her, dropping his hands to her knees. “I can take it, Ginny. Don’t be afraid of hurting me.”

      “Oh, Jeb, I know you can endure me, but why should I want to hurt you so badly when I love you so very much?”

      The look on his face was priceless. His eyes widened, his mouth fell open, and he gripped her knees fiercely. “Will you repeat that, please?”

      She cupped his cheek and leaned forward to whisper the words against his mouth. “I love you. I’ve loved you in some fashion my whole life, even if I wasn’t able to admit or show it.”

      He didn’t let her kiss him, but dropped his head against her lap and wrapped his arms around her. “God, that sounds so good. I’ve waited so long. I’m going to want you to say it a lot. As often as you can stomach being so sappy and affectionate.”

      She couldn’t help but laugh, though she tried to force some irritation into her voice. “What do you mean? Aren’t I sappy and affectionate all the time?”

      “As cuddly as a grizzly bear.”

      Her laughter eased and she combed her fingers through his hair. Once she’d been as mean and hungry as a bear after hibernating all winter. Only her hibernation had lasted for years and years. “This bear’s damned hungry for you, Jebadiah Garrett. You’d best help me out of this corset so I can feast.”

      

      Of course, Jeb, being the sweet, tender caregiver that he was, refused to let her get busy until he went personally to her daughter’s room and fetched the sling to make sure her weakened arm was fully supported. That gave her time to look around the simple hotel room while she stripped out of the rest of her costume and decided how she was going to punish him.

      Comfort for them both was a priority—that floor looked mighty hard for his older knees—but she also wanted it to be memorable. She didn’t care to use a lot of equipment. A crop, whip, sometimes a rope or whatever could be found in the stable—that had always been Ty’s preference. From the beginning, the stable had been important to them both and it was where they felt the most at home.

      Jeb might have been an animal lover and he’d certainly wrangled plenty of ornery beasts in his lifetime, but he wasn’t a rough and tumble cowboy who liked hay stabbing his privates while she whipped his back. Besides, she wasn’t all that interested in his back.

      Not that he had a bad back, by any means, all broad muscles and manly strength. But as he helped her adjust the sling to hold her injured arm, it was his backside that held her fancy.

      Ty had been a long, tall beanstalk with wide shoulders and narrow, slim hips. She’d joked that he needed a cushion for his cushion because he didn’t have any padding of his own. Whacking his ass would have been like hitting a tree trunk.

      Jeb wasn’t quite as tall, but he was thick and solid. His thighs were particularly muscular, and his buttocks were quite the enjoyable handful.

      Once her arm was secure, she stood up and gave that ass a long, considering look. “I’ve got a hankering for prime beef steak.”

      It made him laugh, even though his cheeks darkened at the same time. “I don’t know about prime, but I’m definitely aged.”

      She pointed at the stack of pillows she’d prepared at the foot of the bed. “Have you ever been whipped with a crop before?”

      He leaned down over the pillows, adjusting them until he was comfortable, supported, with his ass nice and high. “No, ma’am.”

      Just watching him get into position made her palms sweat, her heart accelerating. Yet she frowned and fought down the anticipation threatening to consume her better sense. “The crop has a hard, sharp bite, Jeb. What do you have experience with? It might be best to start with something else, though I don’t—”

      “I want the crop,” he broke in, his voice hard despite his vulnerable position. “You gave it to Ty. Don’t deny me.”

      “Ty was a masochist. You’re not.”

      “Try me before you decide. I want to know, Ginny. I want to feel what you gave him all those years. If it’s not for me, we’ll do something different next time.”

      She blew out a sigh. One time. “If it hurts too much…”

      “Try me,” he repeated, his voice rumbling lower. She couldn’t see the evidence since he was on his belly, but she could hear the growing arousal in his voice.

      “What’s your safe word?”

      “I’ve only ever used red before.”

      Simple and to the point. “All right. Red. I expect you to use it if you need me to stop, Jeb. I mean it. If I can’t trust you to stop me, I won’t ever do this again.”
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      She hadn’t even hit him yet and his skin already tingled. Just from having her look at him with wicked intent.

      His mind still couldn’t quite wrap around the fact that she was here. That all of his dreams were coming true. She’d agreed to marry him. She’d come to see him accept an award and wasn’t upset that once upon a time he’d based a character on her. She’d even read his book. That alone was enough to make him gape like an idiot. His ex-wife had never read a single one of his books in twenty-plus years of marriage.

      Virginia stepped up behind him and gave him a light swat on his buttock with her palm. “Let’s just warm up the skin first, see how you respond.”

      He closed his eyes and sank into the simple pleasure of having her touch him. The gentle slaps heated his skin and made his heartbeat quicken, but it wasn’t alarming in any way. It was embarrassing to be in such an exposed position, but he didn’t mind it for her. That was part of what he needed. He needed her to put him where she wanted him, do what she wanted, take what she needed.

      Gripping one cheek, she gave him a good, hard squeeze that made a small sound escape his mouth. Her hands were so incredibly strong, especially for a woman. Like she’d milked cows by hand her entire life.

      “That sound,” she whispered, squeezing him again. “I’ve missed it.”

      If that was the case, he’d groan himself hoarse, flimsy hotel walls be damned. As long as I can make it a sexy groan and not the oh-holy-shit moan that makes her stop.

      She tickled his back with the crop, trailing the triangular head across his skin. “It’s the sounds you make that will tell me where to linger and when to move on. Do you know where your sweet spot is?”

      “No, ma’am.”

      “I like it better when you call me Ginny. It’s less formal. I don’t want formality between us.”

      “Ginny,” he whispered, arching his back to lift his ass higher. “I don’t know that I have a sweet spot. Discipline was something to be endured. Not enjoyed. But I’ll enjoy your crop just because it’s you.”

      “We’ll see.” A grim edge crept into her voice. “You’d better be honest with me.”

      “I couldn’t lie to you. You’d see it. You’d know it. My face would betray me before I could even get the words out.”

      “Good. Just let your body talk to me.”

      The crop tapped down to his buttocks and over his balls, just a whisper of leather that made him shudder. She stepped to the side, giving herself room to work, and he found himself mesmerized as she warmed up. Even with one arm in a sling, her lean, tight body spoke of the coiled, lethal power of a predator. Muscles glided under her skin, her breasts and the slight curve of her stomach and hips the only softness on her. Except for her eyes when she looked up into his face.

      “Ready?”

      He nodded, unable to trust his words not to sound too desperate. Yes, please, yes, take me, use me, give me everything you’ve got. Please!

      She popped the crop against his right buttock. The snap made him hop, his eyes flaring with the shock of it. Damn, it was loud, louder than he expected. It didn’t hurt, exactly, but it did feel like a bite. She flicked several little bites back and forth across his buttocks and he started to relax into it. The small pains blended together, fading away as quickly as she gave them.

      “I can do this with a whip, too, but it’s pretty intimidating in the beginning. I can dance the tip up and down your back all day and barely make you twitch. But one screw up and you could bleed in a heartbeat.”

      He glanced back over his shoulder at her. “I don’t mind blood.”

      Her jaw tightened, her eyes narrowed, and she almost looked away. She almost hid that secret from him. He kept his gaze steady and open, silently begging. Don’t turn away. Don’t hide. Don’t be afraid to show me everything.

      She must have sensed his silent urging because she blew out a long sigh and took a slightly different swing so the crop landed flatter across his buttock instead of just the tip hitting. The solid crack jolted through him, definitely slicing through his complacency. “I don’t mind blood either. In fact, it can be quite a turn on. Even if the evidence makes me feel bad later.”

      The evidence. Bruises. Welts. Cuts. Things that took days to heal. He closed his eyes and let out a sound that he hoped she didn’t mistake for fear. He wanted her marks more than anything. He wanted to be able to see the evidence of her love on his body. To be able to look at his skin and remember every moment. Bruises would be proof that she had taken complete and utter control of him.

      She rewarded that sound with another cutting blow on his other cheek. Sharp enough he fisted his hands in the sheets. He gritted his teeth, trying to control the sounds. He didn’t want to scare her off. He wasn’t hurt hurt. Not at all. But something about her whipping him made him want to simply throw his head back and groan with the sheer agonizing bliss of it all. Not from the pain, not exactly. But because she was finally embracing what she was with him.

      She moved from one cheek to another, a steady, methodical rhythm and path, over the swell of each cheek, down the bottom of his ass, careful not to strike his balls. Not yet at least. Down his hamstrings. He was sweating now, his muscles tensing up, fighting the urge to quiver and jump at every little blow. Too much flinching and she’d stop. She’d be afraid of hurting him too much.

      “Your body isn’t talking to me, Jeb.” The next blow almost lifted him up off the mattress. She must have changed her grip, the angle, something, because the crop caught him right under the ass cheek and went up toward the ceiling. He actually…yelped. That sounded better than whimpered. “Is that a yes, or a no?”

      She popped his other cheek and he made the sound again. He couldn’t help it.

      “That’s better.” She chuckled, pausing to rub her palm down his back. “Good, you’re sweating now. Are you having to work to stay put? Because next time I can tie you down if that helps.”

      He shuddered, unable to control his reaction.

      “I take that as yes. Good. Tyrell wasn’t ever much into bondage. He just wanted me to whip him. But I think it might be interesting to see how many ways I can make you helpless.”

      He pressed his face against the mattress but she still heard the guttural sound that escaped.

      She came close enough to lean against him, letting him feel the heat of her body against his thigh and flank. To know she was so close… He couldn’t help but start to reach for her.

      The sharp crack of the crop on the tender skin just above the backs of his knees told him to stay put. “Are you starting to figure it out yet, Jeb? Do you finally understand why I delayed this as long as possible?” She leaned down over him, pressing her breasts against his back. “I’m going to hurt you. Really hurt you. And you’re going to let me do it. You’re going to groan, curse, and yeah, you might even cry. But I won’t stop for the simple reason that I fucking like to hear you scream. Is that really what you want me to do? Because you can tell me red right now and this little scene is over.”

      “No,” he gasped out. “Don’t stop.”

      “Then don’t hold back on me. If it hurts, I need to know. I want to know. It’s not going to make me stop. I’m only going to beat you harder.”

      

      Poised against him, she waited to see if he’d bail. She’d given him some pretty hard whacks so far, and if he wasn’t used to punishment, if he wasn’t into pain…

      He let out a growling groan and twisted his hands deeper into the bedding. “Then do it. Beat me harder. Do it!”

      The words tore out of him, his tone rising, echoing with intent and command. Nothing got him more riled up than when she was hurt… Or when I need something that he can give.

      She pushed up off him and brought the crop down in the hardest blow yet. The snap of hard leather itself made him flinch as much as the pain in his flesh, and he didn’t try to hold back the groan this time. His entire body shook with the force of it, his chest rumbling deep and vicious, his hands scrambling in the sheet like he was determined to tear his way down to the coils inside the mattress itself.

      Keeping the angle aimed upward as if she were trying to hit a ball out of the stadium, she gave him another blow. Another. God, the sounds he made. He growled and cursed as she’d threatened, twisting his entire body beneath her blows, but he didn’t give his safe word. Such a big, strong gorgeous man. He could have pushed up off that mattress and jerked the crop from her as easily as taking candy from a baby, but he endured. Simply because she told him to. And it wasn’t just pain for him. He humped the pillows, his buttocks flexing and driving his hips like he was going to plow his way to China.

      Plow me to China. She bit her lip hard, trying to keep her desire in check, but she was so wet she could feel her thighs slipping against each other.

      She wanted him like this, reckless, driven mad by pain and desire until he rammed into her completely out of control.

      So close. She managed another blow, another, watching the way his big body gathered, coiling, higher toward explosion.

      “Ginny!” He roared, pushing his upper body up off the bed though he didn’t completely abandon his position. “If I don’t get in you soon, I’m going to die.”

      “Then get in me.”

      She didn’t have to tell him twice. He rolled off the stacked pillows, seized her around the waist, and fell back on the bed with her on top of him.

      “You,” she panted. “On top.”

      He rolled her flat, hauling her up higher in the bed. But despite the urgency of his words, he slowed down as soon as he started to enter her. Still mindful of his size, even after receiving arguably the hardest whipping of his life, he still fought his own need in order to take care of her.

      Ready for him to start thinking like a gentleman again, she brought the crop down across his back. It wasn’t a good blow from underneath him, but the tip snapped on his swollen ass, reminding him of exactly how hot and sore he was. “Fuck me hard, Jeb. As hard as you can shove that big, glorious dick into me. If you want me to come, you’re going to have to work for it. Slam that cock into me as hard as I just whipped you.”

      He planted his hands on either side of her head and pushed deeper, working his hips so hard he pushed her across the mattress. She hit him again, urging him onward, forcing him to abandon all niceties and politeness until not a shred of civility remained. His face twisted with lust, dark and hard as he slammed into her. His shoulders and neck corded with strain. With every thrust, he let out a deep, growling grunt, louder, driving her mad. She clawed his back and buried her teeth in his shoulder while his muscles bunched and drove him into her.

      Her body shattered. Release scattered everything in her head, exploding like a glass dropped from a twenty-story building.

      It took her awhile to realize there was someone—actually a lot of someones by the noise—cheering outside their door.

      “Victorious! Victorious!”

      Jeb groaned. Spread out on top of her, he tried to lift his head but evidently didn’t have the strength. “Stupid name. Why’d I ever name her that?”

      She wrapped her arms around him, enjoying the way his bristling goatee and mustache stabbed into her throat. “Because she always gets her man.”
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        The Lady Always Gets Her Man by Chris Waters

      

      Waking up bound hand and foot should have been an enjoyable experience. Had been quite the unforgettable experience in Denver, in fact, and something Ransom had vowed to willingly submit to as soon as he caught up with Victorious again.

      He tried to turn his head but his skull felt like a fragile cracked eggshell. Nausea churned his stomach and he had to concentrate hard not to throw up.

      Self-preservation told him to lie as still and quiet as possible until he figured out what was happening. He heard the low murmur of a voice, not close by and not clear enough for him to recognize who spoke, but it was a woman. Not Victorious, he thought, but he couldn’t place it. A man had hit him. He had to assume someone had also taken out the sheriff too or he wouldn’t be here. Unless the sheriff was in on it too and had completely played him.

      I don’t think so. The jealousy was real. The interest in learning more about what I knew about his lady. If I’m here, Brazen must be too.

      So Victorious was on her own in whatever hand she was trying to deal.

      “Oh good, you’re awake.” The woman spoke louder, coming closer. Ransom’s heartbeat accelerated but he held himself completely still. The woman went past him and he fought not to breathe any quicker or deeper for fear of betraying himself. “You’ve sure complicated things, Sheriff. I had no intention of bringing you in so quickly.”

      “Ma’am.” Brazen’s voice sounded funny, like his tongue and lips were too swollen to work correctly. Damn, the man must have put up quite a good fight. Better than I managed.

      “Miss Raynes assured me she could keep you reined in,” the woman continued. “Evidently she underestimated your curiosity. Or perhaps it’s your fault, Mr. Savage.”

      Ransom didn’t move, blink or breathe, even when the woman trailed a finger over his back. Until that moment, he didn’t realize he was naked. Now he felt the breeze on his back and genitals. He was bent over some kind of rough wood with a rounded surface. A barrel, he guessed. Goose bumps broke out across his skin and he couldn’t suppress the shudder, even though it betrayed him. Naked, vulnerable, bound. Usually that was the stuff of his most erotic fantasies.

      But not with any woman other than Victorious. Was the sheriff stripped similarly? That didn’t make him feel better.

      “She seemed to have things well in hand until you rode into town.” The woman must have been smiling, because her tone changed to sly amusement. “Though maybe I made a miscalculation in believing her claim to fame.”

      “I never claimed any fame, Mrs. Townsend.” Victorious didn’t sound appalled or upset to find two men with whom she had intimate carnal knowledge beaten and tied up. “I simply gave you my name.”

      “Victorious Raynes, Mistress of Pain.” Mrs. Townsend didn’t raise her voice, but she dug her nails into Ransom’s shoulder, as if the very title offended her. “Infamous Lady of the Night at the Red Door Saloon in Omaha.”

      Ransom wanted to wince at all her dirty laundry getting hauled out in front of her fiancé. Had she told the sheriff of her past? Sure, he might have known she had a criminal record, but did he know the rest? If she truly loved the man and had hoped to build a life here…

      This bitch was tearing it all down brick by brick.

      “Among other places,” Victorious replied, as casually as if the woman had asked her if she wanted another cup of tea. “I don’t usually claim those years at the Red Door, but that was the best way to gain your attention.”

      “And here we are, my attention wholly focused on you.” Mrs. Townsend released his shoulder and he couldn’t help but suck in a deep breath, relieved she’d ceased touching him. “Two willing slaves bound and ready for your attention. Show me how you gained the title of Mistress of Pain.”

      Victorious laughed. “That’s your test? That’s how you want me to prove my willingness and trustworthiness to join your empire?”

      Ransom hoped his mouth wasn’t hanging open with shock, but he was dreadfully afraid he gaped like a fool. Mrs. Townsend, the mayor’s wife, wasn’t just a lackey…but the Specter? A woman?

      “I don’t doubt your willingness to pocket some extra gold,” Mrs. Townsend replied. “But the people I trust into my most intimate circle are very few indeed. They say you were the Mistress of Pain, so I brought along a variety of implements for your consideration. Impress me, Miss Raynes, and then we’ll talk business. But first, I must know. How did you come to suspect me?”

      Ransom turned his head, even though his skull throbbed, so he could see Victorious. Maybe he could catch her eye and figure out her plan. She had to have a plan.

      She stood just feet away, still dressed in her prim and proper frock. He had no idea where they were. Some kind of storage room, since crates and barrels were stacked to the ceiling. Shelves lined the wall behind her. A high bench against the wall had several items laid out on it, evidently Mrs. Townsend’s “implements”. Lots of metal, heavy chain, leather.

      God, it made him shudder with anticipation.

      Victorious turned to face him with a crop in her hand.

      His heart lurched. The ground fell away when she looked at him. It didn’t matter that he was trapped and helpless in the clutches of the infamous Specter. Not as long as Victorious was here.

      Even more, she chose him. When her fiancé was similarly trapped and bound, she came to her old lover instead.

      “The Specter always disappears as soon as anyone gets too close. That told me it had to be someone smart but also well placed in the community. Someone no one would ever suspect. I started down by the border and visited everywhere the Specter had been rumored to inhabit and just listened to gossip. If you listened hard and long enough, you soon heard about the beautiful golden-haired angel that swept into town, stole someone’s heart, and then broke it when she left for no apparent reason. Typically someone high in the community. Bankers. The only attorney. And yes, mayors. Then, lo and behold, I found out the mayor of Halltown had just taken a brand new pretty wife and I decided to stay and make your acquaintance.”

      “That’s it? Petty gossip is how you found me?” Mrs. Townsend laughed, shaking her head. “Though how did you know to approach me as the infamous Mistress of Pain?”

      Victorious twirled the crop in her hand casually. “It’s amazing how many dead were left behind in the golden-haired angel’s wake. From all the marks and bruises on the bodies, she must have had a very good time indeed.”

      “I must admit surprise at such a clever and supposedly sadistic woman’s choice of implements. Out of all of the wonderful whips, clamps and pincers, you choose a simple crop? Mistress of Pain indeed. Perhaps Mistress of the Riding Stable is more appropriate.”

      Victorious gave her a small, tight smile. “Reserve judgment until you’ve seen me in action. I’m quite effective with the crop, am I not, Mr. Savage?”

      His heart pounded faster, his fingers involuntarily curling into fists. He fought to keep his face smooth and unaffected, but the simple sight of her with that blasted crop in her hand was enough to bring back the hours he’d spent under her care. The exquisite way she delivered blow after blow in a precise pattern, the rhythm timed to the beat of his heart as arousal spread through his body. That crop could take him out of this world and send him to the warmest, safest, most incredible place he’d ever been. A place where she told him when to breathe. And he didn’t need to even think beyond her next command.

      “So I see.” Mrs. Townsend shook her head. “But I don’t want to see you work on him. I want to see what you can do with our good and worthy sheriff.”

      Victorious narrowed her eyes, her mouth tightening with displeasure. “Sheriff Brazen isn’t into pain.”

      “How do you know? Perhaps you simply need to broach the subject with him.”

      “I’ve never played with him. Not like this.”

      “Then it’s a very fitting test, yes? Meanwhile, I’m going to see how well you broke in Mr. Savage here. He’s looking rather fuzzy in the eyes already. Are you ready to play with me, pet?”

      He wanted to say no, but with the game afoot, he kept his mouth shut. No answer was better than rejecting her outright and possibly fouling Victorious’s plan. But damned if he wasn’t dying to have a clue to how she was going to pull this off. Because he trusted her completely. She was going to get him and the sheriff free. Somehow.

      “I prefer a cane myself,” Mrs. Townsend said in a casual, businesslike voice that made his skin crawl. Until he registered her implement of choice, and then his skin felt too tight for his body. He’d never been caned before but he’d heard tales. He could endure it, he had no doubt, but he didn’t want to endure for this woman.

      Only Victorious.

      She looked at him steadily, measuring his anxiety. He had no secrets from her.

      Holding his gaze, she gave him a single nod. Yes. Do it. I want this.

      That easily, she gave him the ability to endure whatever torture Mrs. Townsend would give him. Willingly and gladly. Simply because Victorious gave him the order.

      The first blow made him flinch, his breath catching on a cry before he could stifle it. Bloody hell, it felt like a knife slashed across the backs of his thighs, not a piece of wood.

      “I see Miss Raynes must have babied you,” Mrs. Townsend purred. “I bet she started out nice and soft, heating your skin gently, patiently, until you were squirming and begging for more.” She leaned down and let her breath tickle across his ear and cheek. “I shall not be so easy.”

      He turned his face away and his gaze collided with the other prisoner. The sheriff was nude, similarly bound across a large wine barrel. His face looked like someone had beaten him with an ax handle. Repeatedly. One eye was so swollen he surely couldn’t see out of it, and his lips were torn and misshapen. His other eye was wide, his rapid breathing raising his back in anxious bellows.

      Ransom remembered the first time he’d allowed a woman to make him helpless. The first time a woman had hurt him. That feeling of sheer terror…and desperate yearning that had torn him apart. He’d denied that side of him for years before he let it out. Had Brazen ever had such thoughts? Or was this whole situation just torture to endure until Victorious’s game was played? For the first time, Ransom felt a twinge of sympathy for the man. If he wasn’t into submission…then this could be pure hell. Not only was his fiancée a witness as well as participant in his demise, but one of her old lovers too. A man’s pride could only take so much, and Sheriff Brazen didn’t appear to be the kind of man who’d relish this memory, assuming they managed to escape with their lives.

      “I do like to start out nice and soft,” Victorious said, matching the other woman’s seductive purr. “It’s amazing how much more pain a man can take when it’s mixed up with the pleasure. Have you ever had pain in the bedroom, Sheriff?”

      He gave a slight shake of his head but didn’t take his good eye off Ransom.

      “Then I’ll make sure to mix in lots of pleasure this first time, so that you ask me to do it again and again.” She ran her hands over the man’s back and shoulders, down his arms, back up to and along his flanks. Ransom knew the strength in her hands. She’d test a new horse’s soundness of limb the same way, looking for any flinching of pain or any swelling or tenderness that might tell her where to concentrate her crop…and where to avoid. Surely she hadn’t been a shy and modest little lady in the man’s bed, but from the flare of surprise in Brazen’s good eye, neither had she been as forthcoming about her personal desires. He didn’t dislike a firm touch, though. Far from it, if his restless shifting was any indication.

      Ransom missed what she did to make the man draw in a loud, shaking breath, because Mrs. Townsend laid into him with that cane. Sharp, cutting blows landed down his hamstrings in quick succession, too fast for him to draw breath or brace himself for the next blow. In a matter of seconds, she dropped him. Deep.

      The place he sank—or floated—to was the in between. The place between pain and pleasure, where they were both. She hurt him to the point of pleasure. She gave him pleasure to the point of pain. All of which he endured for Victorious and her alone. Peace unfolded inside him. A heavy calm relaxed his muscles and slowed his heartbeat until he sagged in his bonds.

      “Impressive.” Mrs. Townsend paused her torment, letting him bob on the waves carrying him out to sea. “She did at least train you well.”

      He pried his eyes open. The sheriff still looked at him, not missing a thing despite whatever Victorious had done to him. Judging? Somehow Ransom didn’t think so. His gut insisted there was another reason. Curiosity, perhaps, but there was a darkness in the man’s eyes. A growing tightness in his mouth, his jaw clenched so hard a muscle ticked in his cheek.

      “Let’s move up to something more fun, shall we?”

      Mrs. Townsend’s words drew his attention back to her. For her, more fun would mean more pain. If the woman started with a cane and a heavy hand…

      “I had these custom made by a blacksmith down in Mexico.” She pulled on long, tight black gloves that reached her elbow. “The finest, softest leather imaginable.”

      She trailed the backs of her fingers over his buttock, along his flank and shoulder to dance a gentle path along his arm. His muscles quivered, waiting for the pain, but the leather was indeed exquisitely soft and pliable. Then he saw the palms of the gloves—where tiny silver pins glinted in the lantern light.

      His throat went tight, his belly cold with dread.

      “Soft.” She drew her hand back and landed a swat on his buttock. “Hard.”

      He made a sound, some kind of cry or curse, he wasn’t sure, but it hurt his throat. The pins sank into his skin like hundreds of vicious bees. Not deep, but just enough to send his nerve endings jingling with frantic anticipation. He’d never felt anything quite like it. Not so many small pains all at once.

      She settled in to deliver a firm spanking, making deliberate use of both buttocks. Normally a simple hand spanking wouldn’t have done much for him at all beyond the embarrassment factor, compounded by witnesses watching his debasement. But those gloves made every swat feel like a thousand. He squirmed, sweat burning his eyes, his lungs panting with hot, dry air. He usually refused ties to keep in position for punishment, but his wrists were already burning from fighting the ropes.

      He didn’t think it could get much worse until Brazen’s voice began to echo in the small room.

      “Son of a bitch,” the sheriff growled. “Don’t do this to me.”

      Victorious, the gloriously sadistic witch, only laughed as she delivered another blow. “Do what? Make you beg? I could do that easily. That’s not a challenge worthy of winning my place in the Specter’s court. No, I’m doing something much more daunting.”

      Brazen muttered something incoherently, but Ransom didn’t need to have her explain what she intended. Making a man with a powerful erection beg for release was bad enough, but he’d be able to shrug it off later. A man’s little head talked big when the blood was pumping ripe and rich. However, making a man of Brazen’s macho ego come for the first time under her punishment while an old rival watched and listened was another feat entirely. She was managing to kill two birds with one stone, because Ransom would be forced to acknowledge that the one thing he thought he’d been able to give her better than anyone else…was easily provided by another.

      Definitely a worthy punishment for the Mistress of Pain.

      His own elegant torturess pressed against him, making swollen and pained flesh scream with sensation. Mrs. Townsend nibbled on his ear. “Did she ever fuck you, Mr. Savage?”

      “Sure,” he replied with a flippant shake of his head that tossed his hair back into her face. Victorious loved his wild mane, as she called it. But he hoped Mrs. Townsend choked on it. “Countless times.”

      “Good. So my apparatus won’t shock your delicate sensibilities.”

      He made himself keep up the suave gunslinger confidence with a snort of derision, even though his stomach tightened with unease. Apparatus? If she truly was the Specter, she had more money than the Queen of England and scientists who’d been creating monsters to march into the country under the cover of night. She certainly had an unlimited budget for research and development, even if her tastes ran to the sharper side of erotic. “Honey, I’ve seen it all.”

      She chuckled softly and stood. The rustle of clothing falling to the floor made goose bumps race down his spine. “I don’t think you quite understand my meaning, Mr. Savage. So let me give you a visual.”

      She moved around to his opposite side so she stood between him and Brazen, giving both trapped men a good view. Beneath her fine gown, she’d worn the appropriate lady’s lacy underthings. Around her waist she wore a white leather harness. Ransom hadn’t ever seen its likeness before and he wasn’t quite sure…

      Until she bent down and pulled a long, thick phallus out from beneath the table where she’d stashed her other implements.

      Oh. She meant fuck literally.

      His mind went blank, his bravado gone. He’d never been penetrated before. Never really even thought about it, though he could see why the Specter would do it. It was the ultimate way to conquer someone, to own them and make them yours. And the first time somebody was penetrated, whether woman or man, would be unique and remembered forever.

      Especially if it was against his will.

      I don’t want my first time to be her.

      He tried to hide it. He didn’t want her to know that he was afraid. That she’d managed to rattle him. But she knew. This kind of woman would always know, because everything she did was designed to bring a man to his knees, and his fear and reluctance would only fuel her desire. His throat closed off and he fought not to be sick. His fingertips burned with cold, even though sweat dripped in his eyes. Not her. Please, not her.

      He didn’t dare look at Victorious or make a single plea. She’d given him the signal. She wanted him to play along and submit to whatever the Specter would do in order to buy her enough time to pull off whatever plan she had in mind.

      Something like cold jelly plopped onto his backside, making him whimper. God, the sound horrified him, but he couldn’t help it. I’m going to cry like a baby when she fucks me.

      She stretched out across his back, letting him feel the thing prodding and rubbing at his buttocks. Breathing heavily in his ear, she whispered, “I’m going to fuck you. And then I’m going to kill your beloved Mistress and her pet sheriff and there’s absolutely nothing you can do about it. Because if you whisper a word to warn her, I’ll simply slit your throat while I’m fucking you. I hope you do try to warn her. There’s nothing like the rush of killing a man while you’re breaking him.”

      He forced his eyes open, though he couldn’t stop the betraying tremble of dread in his body. He wanted to warn Victorious now, if for no other reason than this woman might kill him out of sheer rage before she could carry out her dastardly plan. But there was always the small chance that he could help Victorious in some way. Although bound hand and foot, he didn’t know how he could possibly be of assistance when he could barely move a finger. Still, the hope remained. The need to make himself available just in case she needed him. For any reason.

      He swallowed hard and gave a little nod of his head to Mrs. Townsend, confirming he understood and believed her threat.

      She pushed up off him to the side and gripped the phallus in her hand, giving it a showy pump like a man would to ready himself.

      Ransom closed his eyes and released all the tension in his muscles. He still quivered, but he didn’t strain to be free. It would do no good, and would probably only please her more to watch him struggle. Instead, he hummed a few stanzas to “Amazing Grace”, the song Victorious had always sang in the darkest hours of danger when her father threatened her and her mother. In his mind, he was curled up beneath the rickety bed with her, hiding from the drunken enraged man tearing the front room apart.

      “I don’t need your help,” Mrs. Townsend said sharply.

      He opened his eyes. Victorious stood beside him, so close he could have touched her if his hands weren’t bound.

      “I can’t help myself,” she said in a breathy, lush voice, pressing closer so her skirts brushed Ransom’s flank. “It’s so incredibly arousing, watching you break him. You’re so commanding, Mrs. Townsend. Confident, gorgeous, powerful. I can’t resist.”

      He turned his head more, straining his neck so he could see what was happening. Victorious pressed not just against him but also the woman behind him. In fact, she was kissing the other woman.

      Gaping at her, he almost missed the dance of her fingers into his hair. It didn’t take her long to find the thin little blade buried in his black mane. She pressed closer to the other woman, moaning and kissing with sheer abandon, right up to the moment she slammed the short blade into the woman’s throat.

      With a shrill cry, the Specter stumbled back, clasping a hand over the fountain of blood shooting from her throat. “Tanger!”

      The door slammed open and a big beefy man appeared, probably the same thug who’d nearly cracked his skull. The man roared and charged at Victorious.

      She flung herself in a roll across the small room in a flurry of skirts, grabbed the silly pink parasol, and pointed the frivolous thing at the man closing in on her.

      Ransom strained and bucked in the restraints, trying to get free. No weapon, outweighed nearly two to one, Victorious had no hope.

      A gunshot roared out of the end of the umbrella, tearing through the pink material. The man jerked and slowed but didn’t stop.

      Cool as a cucumber, Victorious jerked on the curved handle of the parasol and took another shot. This time the man fell in his tracks.

      She tossed the now blackened and tattered parasol aside and rushed toward Ransom. Her fingers dove back into his hair, searching for another knife.

      “Nape,” he gasped out, telling her where the biggest knife was woven into his heavy hair.

      With a pleased little hum, she found the knife and quickly cut him free, then turned to free the sheriff as well. Ransom rose slowly, making sure he didn’t lose his balance or black out after the head shot. Victorious had to support the sheriff, but they managed to make their way over by the time Ransom made it to his feet. “Help him upstairs.” She handed the other man off to Ransom and turned back to the downed man. “I’m going to grab the thug’s weapon in case there are any more coming.”

      Ransom couldn’t stop shaking. From exhilaration, certainly, but also overwhelming relief. Victorious had won—he’d never doubted her. More than likely, though, her plan had never been to stab the Specter dead without learning more about her operation, not to mention the fame of bringing her to justice. Instead, Victorious had abandoned all the possible fame and rewards to protect him. Yet she’d also given her promise to this man who could barely walk, and she wasn’t the kind of woman to give such a promise lightly.

      “Don’t fancy meeting another guard in this condition,” Brazen muttered as they shuffled toward the door. Hunched over and wheezing, the man had probably broken a couple of ribs. “I’d be worthless in a gunfight right now.”

      Forcing a light tone, Ransom laughed. “I agree, I wouldn’t want to meet another guard while stark naked. We’re quite the sight, Sheriff.”

      The man let out an unintelligible growl that made him smile.

      “I agree.” Victorious caught up to them, and as she passed, she gave Ransom’s buttock a firm squeeze. Wide eyed, Brazen jumped too and then grunted with pain at the jolt to his ribs, so she’d evidently done the same to him. “Quite the remarkable sight, gentlemen. I might have to do something about that once we get to safety.”

      Ransom risked a wary glance at the sheriff’s face to see his reaction.

      Brazen grinned. “The lady always gets what she wants. I’m sure as hell not going to refuse her anything, for fear she’d shoot me.”

      Ransom laughed too but he couldn’t quite believe it. The good and worthy sheriff was going to let his lady drag a disreputable character like him into their relationship? Without kicking up a fuss or at least busting Ransom’s face up to match his?

      “You heard the man,” Victorious retorted in her hardest, meanest tone of voice. Though her eyes sparkled and she winked at him. “Victorious Raynes always gets her man. Er…men. Don’t you dare make me go back for that parasol.”
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      The sound of hoofbeats drew Jeb’s gaze up from the legal pad in his lap.

      Not only had Virginia asked him to move in with her, but she’d also set up the perfect writing space, as if she’d thought she might have to bribe him, when not even wild horses could keep him from her now that she wore his ring. Her front porch still held two rocking chairs, but up in the corner, she’d set up an Adirondack chair with enough cushions that he could sit for hours without his backside falling asleep. He could see the front driveway if he wanted, but more importantly, he could watch the main practice ring where she worked her horses. He could sit out here most of the day right now without getting too hot, though in the summer heat, he’d probably have to retreat during the afternoons.

      So far, he’d managed to almost finish sketching out a general outline of a sequel for Victorious and her men, though he couldn’t claim the new writing nook was his only inspiration. Not with the Mistress of his dreams riding toward him.

      Even if he couldn’t see her face, he’d know it was her by the way she sat her horse. She had a firm, deep seat, her shoulders squared and confident, her head high. She rode close enough along the stout five-railed fence to call up to him. “Do you have time for a ride?”

      He could ride, sure, but he’d not call himself an accomplished rider. That big bay was still snorting fire even after she’d worked him in the ring. “Too much horse for me.”

      She wheeled the horse and trotted away. Dropping his attention back to his work, he read over the last few lines. Pretty solid. He just needed to finalize the ending. And find the courage to see the book all the way through the end.

      Thundering hooves made him jerk his head up in time to see her galloping toward the fence. His heart jumped up into his throat and he started to rise, already running through emergency medical procedures. Most of what he knew was applicable only to animals, but he could stop bleeding until the ambulance arrived. Although way out here in the sticks…

      The bay gathered himself and soared over the fence, clearing it easily. She trotted up to the porch with a smug little smile.

      “Virginia Healy Connagher Garrett…”

      “Not yet,” she interrupted, guiding the horse closer. “If this handsome fella’s going to the Olympics in a few years, he needs to be able to clear fences like that in his sleep.”

      “You are not going to the Olympics,” he said with as much iron in his voice as he could muster. Though with her, all she had to do was give him a look and he’d be putty in her hands. “You hired the best trainers in the country to make sure this horse is ready. There’s no reason to risk taking a nasty fall. What if you re-injure your arm?”

      She chuckled and reached out with that injured arm, hooking around his neck to pull him close. “Nothing’s too much for you.”

      Confused, he had no idea what she meant, until he remembered what she’d said before she jumped the fence. “Well, I suppose I could come along for a ride. With your help, that is.”

      Kneeing the horse, she turned him so that Jeb could easily slide a leg over behind her. He wrapped his arms around her waist and drew her back against him. She set the horse to a nice easy walk, down the tree-lined driveway. Lulled by the rocking of her body against his, he wasn’t prepared for an attack.

      “I wasn’t happy with the way you ended Victorious’s book.”

      “What? Oh. Yeah, sorry about that.” Several readers had complained about the ending, even though at the time he’d thought Victorious’s choice was clear. “The lady gets what she wants.”

      “Yes, I know.” She waited several moments, guiding the horse through the gate and out into the open pasture. “I just wondered what you meant about…me. What you were trying to say.”

      He’d dreaded this conversation, even though he’d hoped that someday he’d have the chance to explain. “Victorious isn’t you. Not exactly. I just… It’s hard to explain. I started with you and me and Ty and what I wished could have been, and made it so. All the things I could have ever wanted with you that I’d never had the chance to explore. That’s how it started. But then the characters took over and became their own people.”

      “That’s exactly why I wasn’t happy with how the story ended, because it’s not clear. How are they going to work things out? Is she really going to choose them both?”

      He dropped his chin against her shoulder and tightened his arms around her. “I guess in my head it was the only way I could be with you and the great love of your life. In the pages of a book. I just wanted to be a part of that, and Victorious gave me that opportunity.”

      She drew the horse to a halt and twisted in the saddle enough to look back at him with a firm, narrow gaze that sent his heart thumping into a full-blown gallop. “I love you as much as I ever loved Ty, so you are the great love of my life, Jebadiah Garrett.”

      His throat tightened, his rib cage too tight to contain his frantic heart. “I’ll never tire of hearing you say that. I just wanted to give you something we couldn’t give you forty years ago.”

      The horse shifted beneath them, making him clutch her harder. She turned back square in the saddle to dedicate her attention to the young animal. “So if I’d told Ty I wanted you, you would have been happy to join us.”

      “Any way you wanted me.”

      “Then I want to read that.”

      His ears burned and his cheeks scorched like the Texas sun had exploded in his face. Part of the reason he’d ended the book there was because he wasn’t entirely sure he had the confidence to take that next step. Not when he’d never been able to tell her exactly how he felt. When he’d never known the fire of her love and felt her full attention turned on him. It was like he didn’t have the right to intrude onto what she might have had with Ty. “But…”

      “Surprise me. I want to read what that wicked, creative mind of yours comes up with.”

      The sky burst into flame as the sun began to slip below the horizon and he couldn’t believe he was here, living her dream, with her. At last.

      And with her words, the ending of his next book suddenly popped into his head and it made him laugh, although his eyes filled up and he had to blink the moisture away.

      “What?”

      “I just figured out the end for Victorious’s next book.” He dropped his chin against her shoulder, enjoying the gentle rocking sway of her body against his. Her absolutely unfailing confidence in her own abilities and strength, to not only take care of herself on such a spirited animal, but a less experienced rider as well. He tightened his arms around her in a silent promise.

      The three rode off into the sunset together and lived happily ever after.

      Her men will just have to take turns riding behind her.
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      It wasn’t often that the Mistress of Dallas went on a vanilla date. But for Colby Wade, a gorgeous cop with a cocky smile, Malinda Kannes decided she’d make an exception.

      Besides, after their little impromptu demonstration earlier this week when they were first introduced, she had to think that maybe he wasn’t as vanilla as he thought. That was true of most people she’d met over the years, and she’d come to believe that everybody had a kink somewhere on the scale.  Though they might not admit it.

      As Executive Producer and part owner of VCONN Enterprises, a cable channel catering to the more adventurous viewers in Dallas, she’d made a name for herself as the Domme in Dallas. Most of the time she could walk around the city without anyone recognizing her unless she wanted them to, so she hoped that would be the case tonight. It wasn’t like she was showing up for this date dressed in a latex corset and five-inch heels, twirling a spiked dog collar around her index finger. Though the thought brought a smile to her lips as she moved through the darkened dining area.

      The look on Colby’s face would no doubt be priceless. Within the hour, their competitor station KDSX would probably have been waiting outside to snap pictures of the narcotics detective and Mistress exiting the restaurant. Way more fame and notoriety than a tight-lipped conservative cop would care to draw. Combined with the tasteful but suggestive commercial he’d helped shoot for their friend’s new designer line, he’d be the talk of the town.

      So instead of blatant Domme attire, she’d worn one of her favorite dresses created by Vicki for her Bound by Madame V label. Classically elegant lines hugged her hourglass figure in a luminous gold. Vicki said she’d chosen the color to bring out the amber highlights in Mal’s eyes; Mal had chosen it tonight because she always felt like a prowling tigress in this dress. Powerful, liquid-gold sunlight barely contained in a feminine svelte package.

      Evidently Colby saw the same thing as she neared the quiet alcove she’d requested for their date. Slowly, he stood, his gaze locked on her. Not afraid at all—but definitely wary and bespelled by the seductive sway of her hips. Tall and lean with close-cropped brown hair and hard cop eyes, his toughness as a former Marine couldn’t be disguised by the navy suit he wore. In fact, the jacket strained at the shoulders and through the biceps, warning that he’d put on even more muscle since he’d bought it.

      He pulled her chair out for her, but it wasn’t a submissive gesture. Just good Southern manners. He had an easy Texan drawl and the way he said “ma’am” was like a lover’s caress, whether he meant it that way or not.

      “I wasn’t sure that you’d still want to meet me.” She kept her voice light, her power under wraps. She didn’t need to make a display or grand gesture. Not here, not yet. They might never get that far for her to test the waters with him that much. Right now, they were just a man and a woman meeting to talk. Casual. The barest of acquaintances.

      He certainly wasn’t applying to be her next submissive.

      He sat back down across from her. “Wild horses couldn’t keep me away.”

      She wanted to ask why her, why now? Why did this intensity blaze in the dark blue of his eyes, shimmering in the candlelight? But the waitress came to take their orders. He ordered a beer and steak, still mooing. She wanted the mushroom risotto, a glass of pinot, and decided to splurge and put her order in for cream brûlée. The last time she’d eaten here, they’d run out of her favorite dessert before she’d placed her order.

      “How well do you know Elias?” Colby asked.

      “I know that he’s your partner and Vicki’s fiancé, but I’ve never met him socially.” She could tell him about body language, which he might actually buy as a cop. Detective Elias Reyes was top dog, alpha, not a submissive bone in his body. Very much like Colby. Though this man tempted her, where she’d never even glanced Reyes’s way, even if he hadn’t been attached.

      Colby took a pull from his long-neck bottle, somehow managing to keep an eye on her the whole time. “He tried to warn me off from this.”

      Of course he’d warn his partner off from a woman like her, though his fiancée was no pushover herself. Mal widened her eyes and let her lips quirk. “From this? A nice, casual dinner date?”

      “From you.”

      He didn’t mince words, which she liked. She also liked that he made his own decisions rather than listen to his buddy’s advice. Though maybe Elias had a point. “Victor tried to warn me off too.”

      “Vicki’s brother? Why would he care?”

      “I don’t know much about how cops work, but I’m guessing there’s a hierarchy, whether it’s understood or formal.”

      Colby nodded. “Sure. I was the new man on the totem pole for quite some time and everybody dumped their shit on me. Now I get to dump my shit on the new guy.”

      “Elias is pretty high up that totem pole, wouldn’t you say?”

      “Sure. He’s got the experience and the track record to make lieutenant.”

      “Is that the top guy in your squad?” When he nodded, she replied, “Then in my world, Victor’s the lieutenant. He’s the Master. Everybody in our world, who plays in this city, knows who he is, if nothing else, by reputation alone.”

      “Your world,” Colby said slowly. “You mean…” He looked around but the waitress was nowhere to be seen. “BDSM. Where do you rank? In that world?”

      She smiled faintly. “I’m number two, second only to him.”

      “So you have to take his orders?”

      She blew out a disgusted breath and picked up her wine glass. “That’s exactly why Victor thought this was a mistake. You know nothing about our world. He doesn’t want either of us to be hurt.”

      “I’d never hurt a woman, Mal. You know that, right?”

      The solemn weight of his voice sank through her body like a stone tossed into a bottomless lake. So sweet. So misguided. “Sugar, it’s not me that Victor’s really worried about.”

      Colby chuckled, blinding her with the sudden intensity of his smile. Good lord almighty, he was a gorgeous, cocky bastard. It would be so much fun to bring him to heel.  “Don’t worry about me. I know how to protect myself.”

      With guns and bullet-proof vests and badges, sure. But he had no defenses against her. He honestly had no clue how easily she could tie him in knots. Literally and figuratively.

      Maybe Victor’s right.

      Colby sensed her subtle withdrawal and reached across the table to take her hand. Another clue that he didn’t know what he was doing. No submissive would have dared touch her without her permission. “Hey, did I say something wrong? If I’m an idiot, tell me. I won’t be offended.”

      “What are you doing here, Colby? For real. Why did you agree to see me? If you’re just curious…”

      He shrugged but didn’t let go of her hand. “About whips and chains and shit? Nah. Not curious. At least, I don’t think I am.”

      “Then why are you on a date with the Mistress of Dallas?”

      “Why are you here on a date with a cop?” He countered.

      “I know exactly why I’m here.” She’d seen so much in him during their little demonstration. His ferocity, his strength, implacable and unmoved, though definitely interested.  He wasn’t intimidated by a woman with power, and that alone intrigued her. Add in his determined will and strength of character, and all she could think about was trying to break him.

      Not his spirit, but his will. Breaking him to her command. Bringing him to his knees. Where he’d do as she asked, not because he had to—but because he wanted nothing more than to please her.

      Bringing a strong, independent man like Colby to a submissive state was like the Holy Grail for a Domme like her.

      “It’s complicated.”

      She sat back in her chair and firmly pulled her hand out from beneath his. “Then explain it to me.”

      

      After two tours of duty in Afghanistan and a full year working narcotics in Dallas, not much could rattle Colby anymore. And that rattled him clean off the Geiger counter. He peeled at the beer label, trying to decide how much to tell her. How to tell her. Something in his gut insisted that she, of anyone, might understand, and if he was extremely lucky, might even be able to help.

      Hell, at this point, just not being so fucking alone with this shit would help.

      He could talk to Reyes, but his partner wasn’t a touchy-feely, let’s talk kind of guy. Come over for beer and poker, sure. Discuss women or emotional issues? Fuck that shit.

      She didn’t say anything. She didn’t press for details. Minutes passed, and she didn’t fiddle with her glass or sigh with impatience. He flicked a quick look up to her face, and she was still watching him. Still waiting, ready, willing to listen.

      “You ordered dessert.”

      Her head cocked slightly but she didn’t act thrown by his comment. “Best cream brûlée in town right here in this restaurant. Though Mama’s is way better.”

      “I like pie, cobblers, anything with fruit and crust.”

      “I can get behind anything with lard or butter in it.”

      “When I was on tour, I’d dream about pie. All food, really, because those MREs taste like crap, but especially pie. God, I could not wait to get home and have a big old slice of warm blackberry cobbler with a huge scoop of ice cream slowly melting on top. I wanted it so badly I could taste it. It was the first thing I ate when I got home. I took Mom’s entire pan, dumped out a half-gallon of vanilla directly onto the cobbler, and ate the whole thing in one sitting out of the pan with the biggest spoon I could find. It was great.”

      “But?”

      “After a few times, it was just food. Honestly, it might as well have been an MRE. It wasn’t as great as I remembered. None of the food was. I mean, it was great to be home. Great to eat real food. Maybe I’d built it up to crazy greatness in my head, but once I was home, it just didn’t seem the same. It was food. I had to eat. God, I’d get so hungry, just like I’d been in the desert, lying there staring up at the little bit of shade I could find while my stomach gnawed a hole clear to my spine. But it wasn’t good. It just… was. It didn’t satisfy my hunger. Nothing did.”

      “You got used to it.”

      He shrugged. “Maybe. I told myself that. But it wasn’t just the food. Everything started to feel the same. Not dark, not bad, but just flat. It’s like the sparkle and excitement has gone out of everything. I’m not ever satisfied. With anything.”

      “When you were overseas, were you on the front lines, in danger? Or were you more in supply and communications?”

      He was impressed she knew even that much about the military. “Front lines, seek and destroy. We were constantly finding and disabling land mines, hunting terrorists, trying to protect the villagers. I thought maybe I was just an adrenaline junkie, so I tried new things like sky diving when I got home, but it didn’t do much for me.”

      “So instead you became a cop.”

      “I figured getting shot at on the streets would be the closest thing to re-enlisting I could do, though I’m sick to death of both to be honest. Then I felt bad, because I know plenty of soldiers have suffered bad PTSD since they got home and had it way worse than me. Some couldn’t get help and they’d rather kill themselves than keep suffering. The last thing I should want to do is go back, and I don’t, not at all. But I’ve got this… this… need. This hunger. To live, to fight, to be on the edge, like I was.”

      “Have you seen a therapist? There are lots of different ways PTSD could manifest, though I’m not an expert. Some guys might be depressed, while others can’t sleep or have nightmares.”

      “I did, for awhile, because I started having some other issues.” He waited, hoping she’d figure it out. The last thing any man wanted to admit to was sexual dysfunction, let alone discuss with a gorgeous woman.

      “Ah. Food was just food, and sex…”

      “A man’s got to eat, supposed to eat, right? But I didn’t have any interest. I burned with need, the same as I got hungry for food, but nothing satisfied me. It just… was. I didn’t feel anything and finally quit trying. I didn’t have any medical issues and medications didn’t seem to help other than take the edge off a bit.”

      “You can’t perform?”

      God, he hated this. Shame thick, suffocating him. “I can. It’s not that. If I’m interested, attracted, aroused. But I’m not. It’s like being ravenous to the point of starving to death, but looking at a table loaded with all the best and favorite foods you can imagine, yet you can’t eat any of it. The thought of putting any of it in my mouth makes me want to hurl.”

      As if on cue, their food arrived. His thick rib eye steak looked perfectly prepared and his stomach growled, ready to eat. He’d skipped lunch today and only grabbed a stale donut off Reyes’s desk this morning. But he was afraid it’d taste like chalk on his tongue, just like everything else.

      He took his time cutting it up into small methodical pieces before risking a bite. “I have all this aggression and energy building inside me. Energy I used to release on the battlefield or in bed. But with that outlet gone, I’m walking a tightrope everyday. Don’t lose my temper. Don’t lose control. Chase the perp, but don’t beat the shit out of him. It’s dangerous in my line of work. There are already too many shitty cops shooting people out of fear or rage. I refuse to be one of them.”

      “Have you tried exercise? Does that help?”

      He stabbed a bite of steak with his fork but didn’t put it in his mouth. “I’ve run the blackberry cobbler off ten times over and added twenty pounds of lean muscle from working out so hard, but I still feel the same. On the edge, yet stuck. Ready to kick some ass, but without an enemy to attack. Ready to—”

      He hesitated, not wanting to offend her.

      She took a bite of creamy risotto and thoroughly licked the spoon as if she’d found the most luscious dessert in the world. Her eyes glowed in the candlelight, warm amber, molten gold, her dark skin luminous, like she’d swallowed the sun and it glowed through her pores. “Ready to fuck yourself into oblivion but unable to get it up.”

      So he’d thought. Until he’d seen her at VCONN the day he’d gone to pick up his partner. Until she’d danced in his arms while the camera rolled. So innocent, just a little playacting. Until her teeth sank into his throat and her belt ended up wrapped around his wrists.

      “I didn’t need to feel your crotch to know that you had a hard on while we played together.” Christ, her voice had dropped an octave, warm, thick honey that made him want to gobble her up. “I also don’t need to slide my foot up into your lap to feel how hard your cock is right now.”

      A fine shudder rocked through him. The thought of her toes sliding up his leg, her heel pressing on his crotch, damned near made him come right here in this restaurant.

      “Yeah, that’s what I thought.” She laughed softly, a warm secret for his ears only that didn’t make him feel shame or embarrassment. Then her voice hardened. “Look at me, Colby.”

      He braced for disgust, embarrassment, amusement, or worse, pity. God, if she pitied him, he’d probably go home and eat a couple of bullets.

      But when he finally dragged his gaze to hers, he couldn’t breathe for the look in her eyes. Without any hesitation, she smiled, her eyes warm and shining with what he could only call interest. The way a hungry predator might watch its unsuspecting prey right before it pounced.

      “Eat your steak.”

      His eyes flared with surprise, and yeah, disappointment. The last thing he’d expected the Mistress of Dallas to command him to do was eat.

      She leaned toward him, and he could almost feel the heat coming off her body. She burned like the sun, a supernova that would blister his skin and burn him to ash, and he’d love every minute of it. His skin actually prickled, as if he could feel the energy rising off her. “Put that fork in your mouth. Eat it. Eat every fucking bite.”

      His hackles rose, his ego flaring with a sudden declaration of masculine independence. He didn’t take orders from anyone but his commanding officers. Certainly not a woman. A Mistress. He wasn’t the kind of man who’d leap to obey, not like Vicki’s other man. He liked Jesse well enough, but deep down, he’d never understand a man being that… Meek. Whipped. It just wasn’t in him.

      Mal stared at him, not moving a muscle, and he couldn’t look away. If he looked away, he’d lose. He knew that much. And losing even something so small to a woman like Mal would be…

      His dick thudded, a complaint because it was trapped in his pants.

      Before he could change his mind, he put the fork in his mouth and chewed.

      Fork tender, juicy steak. Not tasteless chalk. Stunned, he froze, afraid to lose the moment. Afraid of sliding back into that gray nothingness he’d been living in for so long.

      “Good?”

      He swallowed, hard. Stabbed another bite. Still tasted good. Damned good. He shot a dark glare at her, suddenly suspicious. Was she some kind of witch? Not that he believed in that crap, but seriously. He’d been struggling with this for over a year, and now, a few words from a Domme seemed to be the answer to his prayers. “How the fuck did you do that?”

      With a knowing wink, she continued to eat her risotto. “You’re a hardened soldier who needs something to fight. And I’m always up for a good challenge.”

      “What’s the catch?”

      She licked her spoon again and damned if his eyes didn’t roll back in his head. He sucked in a deep breath, holding back the surge of lust that demanded he toss this table aside and fall on her like a starving man. “I get to be the lucky woman to break you.”
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      “What did you say?” Whip hard, his voice cracked and he slammed the fork down on the table.

      Mal arched a brow at him but otherwise ignored his display. His pride didn’t like her choice of words. “You heard me.”

      She ate her risotto, slowly and methodically, even though her date quivered on the edge of violence. She didn’t know him that well, but her instincts said he wouldn’t actually lose his temper. He was too well mannered to treat a woman with disrespect, let alone throw a table and toss her over his shoulder.

      Though by the simmering heat in his eyes, that’s exactly what he wanted to do.

      “I saw your show. I saw what you like.”

      So he’d watched VCONN’s latest hit, America’s Next Top sub. Good. That might make her job a little easier, at least as far as exposing him to her world. She had to admit that she was even more impressed that he’d actually showed tonight. She’d been none too gentle with Andy during the last punishment phase of their show, because she’d discovered that he’d been lying to her and selling VCONN secrets to their competitor, while in her bed and wearing her collar.  Colby had arguably seen her at her worst, and still come to meet her.

      She pushed the bowl away slightly, leaving the last few bites of risotto so she’d have plenty of room for the cream brûlée. “Then you know I’m in the market for a new pet.”

      “I don’t… I won’t. Not that.”

      She let amusement dance in her eyes with a quirk on her lips. “You might like being house trained. Andy sure did.”

      Colby’s shoulders vibrated, his chin jutting out, his jaws working like he chewed on gravel rather than an expensive steak. “Not. Happening.”

      “Good,” she purred, sipping her wine. “Keep on saying that. I like it. I like it a lot.”

      “You’re crazy if you think I’m going to let you treat me like a…a…”

      “Dog?” She said helpfully.

      Colby growled, certainly very much like a mad frothing-at-the-mouth dog. “Fuck that shit.”

      “But not you.” She didn’t change her tone or her manner, just kept casually sipping her wine in between sentences. But she couldn’t look away as emotions crashed across his face. Outrage, pride, desperation, hope, determination, lust. This was the war he needed. His pride, battling her will. And I know exactly who’s going to win. “You want me to fuck you, sugar? Then you’ll do exactly as I say, when I say, how I say.”

      He stared at her a moment and then his shoulders drooped. Not into submission, but despair. Not quite what she was going for. “I’ve seen men break before. It’s not pretty. Sobbing, desperate, willing to do anything to save themselves, even sell out a buddy or run from the field. I like you a lot, Mal. God, I can’t even…”

      He dragged a hand over his buzz-cut hair and squeezed his nape, staring at her with such desperate longing that she almost said something to lighten the moment. To lighten her requirements. Though deep down, she knew that’d be a mistake.

      “A lot. But if that’s what you’re looking for, then I’ll have to walk.”

      The waitress set the custard dish before her and started to clear away Colby’s plate, but Mal stopped her. “Leave it. He’s not finished yet.”

      The woman’s eyes widened and she gave him a sideways glance. “I’m sorry. Will you want any dessert?”

      Colby stared back at her, wordless, terrified, she thought, but so desperate for a taste of affection and hope despite the risk to his pride. “He wants blackberry cobbler with a scoop of vanilla ice cream.”

      She nodded and backed away. “Right away, ma’am.”

      He released his neck and dropped his hand on the table. His fingers trembled, touching even her cold Mistress heart. “What are you doing to me?”

      “Ordering you dessert.”

      “I won’t be able to eat it.”

      She tapped the crystallized sugar crust on the brûlée and then broke through to the creamy custard beneath. Very much like she was trying to do with him. “Of course you can. But you have to finish the steak first.”

      He stared down at his plate like it was covered with worms and beetles. Minutes passed while he contemplated her words without touching the fork or his food. Long enough for the waitress to bring back his dessert, set it on the table beside him, and then flee without a word. Smart woman. She felt the tension singing between them.

      Give, and take. Give him some room to run, and then slowly reel him back in before landing him. A beautiful melody, this dance he’d started. One that she intended to finish.

      “You said you watched the show. Evidently we did a piss-poor explanation of the power balance between a dominant and a submissive.”

      He dared a quick look up at her face, eyes narrowed, mouth hard with resolution. “I think it’s pretty clear who has the power when the dog’s mistress holds the leash.”

      “A casual observer may think so,” she agreed, pausing long enough to let the custard melt on her tongue. “But the dog and his mistress know that he could bite her hand any time he chose and simply run away. He comes when she calls because he wants to. He sits at her feet because he wants to. He accepts her collar and leash…”

      “I get what you’re trying to say.” Disgruntled, he picked up the fork and started on the steak again. By the hesitant way he started to chew, and then more readily, it still tasted good, surprising him. “I’m telling you I don’t want to.” He swallowed, and then flashed her a cocky, challenging grin as he dipped the fork into the blackberry cobbler rather than taking another bite of steak.

      Oh sugar, but you do, so very, very badly. “Tastes good, doesn’t it.”

      His smile slipped but he didn’t throw his guard back up. “Yes, ma’am. It does.”

      She took another bite of her dessert, making sure to let him know how much she enjoyed it. By the time she swallowed another bite, his eyes smoldered hot enough to set the tablecloth on fire. “When it doesn’t taste good, then you walk. Deal?”

      Holding her gaze, he pushed the steak away and dove into the blackberry cobbler like he’d lick it clean or die on the spot. “Deal.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

        

      

    

    
      Following Mal’s black Lexus, Colby almost turned off and went home several times. He had plenty of opportunities to change his mind. He could have left without eating the steak, let alone the cobbler. He could have left the parking lot and headed south, not north. He could have missed the turn off the freeway. But here he was, pulling up behind her car in the driveway. Somehow he’d pictured the formidable Mistress living in a contemporary condo downtown, not a sweet little bungalow painted Caribbean blue.

      Engine still running, he watched her shut her car door and pause, waiting for him with a knowing smile on her luscious lips. One last chance to escape the Mistress’s leash. All he had to do was throw the truck in reverse and drive off. His palms were sweaty, his heart rate up like he’d run all the way here at top speed, and the erection still hadn’t faded.

      He hadn’t had an erection this long in over a year.

      I ate the steak. I ate the cobbler. I’m damned well going to eat her too.

      He turned off the ignition and stepped down out of the cab. Luckily she didn’t tease him. Hanging back while she unlocked the front door with an electronic keypad, he scanned the street. Nice neighborhood. Quiet. No one seemed to have followed them, not that he’d expected it. Still, one could never be too careful.

      “Colby?” He jerked his attention to her. She waited, door open, light turned on. “What are you doing?”

      He shrugged sheepishly and stepped through the open door. “Sorry, habit. I’d feel pretty bad if some perp drove up and shot into your house trying to nail a cop.”

      “I suppose you want to check my house too and make sure no perps are hiding out in the closet.”

      She’d probably meant it as a joke, but he immediately scanned the front room, making sure to look behind the couch and curtains. “You’re a single woman. Can’t be too careful. May I?”

      She frowned at him, and a sudden wash of alarm flooded him. What if she changed her mind about him? “Are you carrying a gun?”

      “No, ma’am. I’m off duty so I deliberately left my service weapon at home.”

      Her frown softened, some of her teasing amusement coming back to glow in her eyes. “I suppose you left the handcuffs at home too.”

      He gave her a look that hopefully said I’m no fool. “Absolutely. No way I’m letting you get around my handcuffs. I’d never hear the end of it.”

      She gave him a look back that said baby, I don’t need no handcuffs to turn you into putty in the palm of my hand and went toward the kitchen. “Make yourself at home. Two bedrooms, but I’m sure you’ll be able to tell which is mine. I’ll get us a drink.”

      Curiosity piqued, he made himself scan through her house slowly rather than race to the Mistress’s dungeon, or bedroom. Looking at her furniture, he couldn’t find anything that pointed to her kink or said she was anything but a single professional woman making a good living in Dallas. Not even a black leather couch—just a tasteful brown-and-turquoise living room set. So what would he find in her bedroom?

      He stuck his head in the first door on the left. Office, with a full-sized bed. Had to be a guest room. Door on the right was a small bathroom. He’d only dabbled in construction work in the past, but the black-and-white hexagon tiles looked original. The last door wasn’t shut. He eased inside, letting his eyes adjust to the darkness. Opening his senses, he listened, feeling for anything amiss, before flipping on the lights. Smallish room, dominated by a king sized bed with a comforter the color of sunflowers. Combined with the gold dress, he had to be a dummy not to realize yellow was her favorite color. The bed frame was a heavy, antique four-poster bed with black iron details, but no manacles hung from the corners. Certainly no ropes dangled from the ceiling. Hard wood floors creaked beneath his boots as he eased deeper into the room, looking for any other doors. He banged his shins on something hard and metal that clanged.

      A large dog crate.

      “Fuck.”

      

      She held out a hard cider but he only glared at her. “If you think I’m going to cram myself into that crate, you’re crazy. Christ, I can’t believe I actually let you talk me into coming home with you. I ought to be committed.”

      Coolly, she arched a brow at him. “I don’t recall talking you into anything, sugar. There’s the door. Leave now. No one’s keeping you here against your will.”

      Ignoring the bottle she offered, he paced back and forth at the foot of her bed. Luckily he was too busy muttering under his breath to hear the soft sigh that escaped at the sight.

      He prowled like an angry caged bear. No, a rangy wolf, lean and mean and fast. Such explosive power in his body. Such anger and need and frustration. She could almost taste it.

      Literally, she was tempted to just stand here and breathe deeply with her mouth open, drawing in the scent of his presence in her space. It’d been a long time since she’d had such an uncontrolled and potentially destructive force loose in her bedroom.

      She’d kicked Andy out months ago. During their relationship, she’d cared for him, even loved him, at least a little. Maybe not the one-in-a-million kind of love that she’d dreamed about, but she had cared for him. Only after she’d learned about his betrayal and done some serious soul-searching had she realized how one-sided their relationship had always been. She’d taken care of him.

      But what had he done to take care of her?

      Oh, the sex had been fine. Great, actually, because she took what she wanted and expected nothing less than ultimate pleasure from her partner. But Andy had always wanted to be used and humiliated. That had been his kink. He’d wanted to sleep on the floor. He’d wanted her to treat him more like a dog than a sub. And like a good dominant who cared about her submissive, she’d adjusted to make sure his needs were met. That was her job.

      Job.

      Not love. Certainly not marriage.

      She watched the cop whirl hard on his heel to stomp in the other direction and she couldn’t help but feel selfish. If she’d dreamed up the perfect challenge for herself, the kind of sub she’d never thought to meet in her life, it was him. Wild, uncontrolled, not submissive in the traditional sense, Colby managed to hit every single one of her buttons and leave her panting for more.

      And she hadn’t even played with him yet. Not really.

      Even more, he needed help. Help only she could give. Unfortunately, that meant he’d probably walk as soon as she’d helped him through his sexual issues, but she’d sure have a grand time helping him find as much satisfaction as he could stand. Because she had no doubts whatsoever that she could satisfy him over, and over, and over. If she’d dared touch him beneath the table tonight, he would have spurted all over the white linen tablecloth.

      He whirled again and strode straight toward her, hands clenched, lips drawn back from his teeth in a vicious snarl. She didn’t move or react, holding her ground and willing him to settle down for her.

      Breathing hard, he stood before her. “What is that crate for? Tell me, damn it.”

      Gently, gently, she reminded herself. When she wanted to seize his lapels and drag him down to drink all that glorious fury from his lips. “That kennel is Pumpkin’s. He wouldn’t take too kindly to anyone else using it.”

      His eyes blazed, his nostrils flaring as he shifted from outraged male ego to straight-up jealousy. “Who the fuck is Pumpkin?”

      Tipping the bottle, she took several long swallows of hard cider, making him wait. Stewing a little would be good for him.

      “Mal…” he growled warningly.

      Which only made her purr. She stepped closer to him, ignoring the hard look in his eyes, the threat of his clenched hands. She leaned up like she wanted to whisper something into his ear, and he automatically leaned down toward her. Such a good boy, though she didn’t say that aloud for fear of riling him up again. “Pumpkin is Mama’s Pomeranian.”
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      Standing there like a damned fool with a size thirteen boot shoved in his mouth, Colby squeezed his eyes shut and hoped the hardwood floor would open up and swallow him whole. He felt off balance, off kilter, tipped wildly off his axis. If she put a finger on his chest and pushed, he’d just topple to the ground. He wasn’t normally a man who jumped to ridiculous conclusions. Not that she’d believe him now.

      “Mama travels a lot now that she’s retired, and I usually keep her dog. Though Pumpkin really doesn’t like me much.”

      He didn’t know what to say, afraid to say something else stupid. He couldn’t imagine anyone not liking her, even a dog. “Maybe he doesn’t like the crate either.”

      Laughing softly, she turned away a moment and set the bottles down on top of a dresser, and then her hands were on his chest, his shoulders, like she was measuring him to see if he’d fit in that little crate. He barely heard the sound of a zipper. “Let’s go ahead and get this out of the way first.”

      It didn’t dawn on him that had been his zipper until her hand slid down the front of his boxers. Her fingers wrapped around his dick and every muscle in his body tensed, vibrating with intensity. His brain short circuited. He heard someone babbling but couldn’t shut himself up to save his life.

      “Christ, fuck, oh shit. Oh fuck. Mal.”

      Her teeth nipped playfully at his throat again and his body detonated. He came so hard he tasted blood. Spasm after spasm rocked him back on his heels. Gasping, he clutched at her blindly, trying to stay on his feet.

      “I’ve got you, sugar.”

      It should have shamed him, a full-grown man trembling and panting, holding onto a woman for dear life. But all he wanted to do was fall down to his knees. Which would have tickled her pink.

      She had no idea what this meant to him. That he could come again… That he could be a man again…

      “When’s the last time you came?”

      He blinked, trying to focus on her. “That hard? Years.” Never. He swallowed hard, searching her face for her reaction. She didn’t seem pissed he’d come so easily and quickly. She didn’t seem to doubt his story that probably seemed pretty far-fetched when a simple caress was enough to make him blow his load. “I’m feeling like I should apologize.”

      Her eyes flared and she laughed, shaking her head. “Sugar, that was the best thing I’ve seen in a long, long time.”

      He couldn’t help but frown with worry. “What if I can’t do it again? I don’t want to let you down in that department.”

      Her eyes gleamed, full of wicked secrets as she untied the sash about her waist. “I’m not worried.”

      “You aren’t?”

      Her left hand cupped his balls and his thighs quivered. Butter soft leather slid beneath his sack and his softened dick, until his junk was tied up in a neat little package. Just snug enough to stay on. Until… if… he managed to get hard again. Then it would be way too tight. Which would be…

      Interesting. To say the least.

      If nothing else, he would feel.

      I can’t wait.

      “What am I supposed to call you?” His voice sounded strange, distant and hesitant. Weak. He didn’t like it. So he put some force into it. “I suppose you want me to call you Mistress.”

      “Mal is fine.” She slid her arms around him, pushing the waistband of his pants out of her way so they started to slide down his thighs. Her hand gripped his buttock hard enough that her nails pricked his skin. It made him jolt against her like a skittish colt. “Still good?”

      His dick stirred and his eyes burned. Joy, hope, relief. Too much to contain. “Yeah,” he said a little too raggedly.

      “When it’s not good, then tell me blackberry. Or red, if that’s easier. Red’s the universal safeword in my world. I’ll stop immediately.”

      He searched her face, relieved that she gave him a graceful way to escape… but also terrified. If he walked away, would he ever feel like a man again? Could any other woman do for him what she’d just done? “I walk, it’s over?”

      “Safewording isn’t walking out the door forever. Safeword just stops today. We can do something else tomorrow. It’s safe, literally. If you don’t feel good, we don’t do it. Any dom who kicks a sub out because they safeword out of a scene ought to be banned from our community for good.”

      He took a deep breath, relieved that it wouldn’t be over if she pushed him too hard out of his comfort zone.

      She stepped back so she could look him over like was a prime cut of beefsteak at the meat counter. Pride made him widen his stance, at least as much as he could with his pants around his ankles.

      “Nice, very nice indeed.” She walked around him, trailing her fingers down his thigh, then back up to cup his buttock again in a very gentle squeeze. Right before she slapped his other butt cheek hard enough to make him jump. He almost fell with his pants tying him up. “Why don’t you show me those tats you mentioned?”

      He’d been unable to take off his shirt for the commercial for fear someone on the force would recognize him. Kicking his pants and boxers off, he shrugged out of the suit coat, careful not to split a seam. He really needed to buy another, but he hated to waste good money on something he rarely wore. “Mal?”

      “Yeah, sugar?”

      Her voice seemed further away, so he turned and watched her sit on her bed, sliding back to lean against the pillows, though propped up like she was ready for a good show. He probably looked ridiculous, pants-less with cowboy boots, a dress shirt, and tie. With a big yellow bow holding his junk. But somehow he couldn’t make himself care. “When do I get to eat you?”

      

      Now that’s what a Mistress liked to hear. She gave him a sultry wink and let her right hand settle on her stomach suggestively. “Let’s get you undressed first.”

      A button popped off in his haste to yank the dress shirt over his head without bothering to unbutton it all the way. He wore a white tee underneath it, and as she’d seen at VCONN, no ink was visible. He stripped the white cotton off and she gasped.

      So much ink. Up and down both shoulders, across his chest, his ribs, both black and color. Then he sat on the edge of the bed to jerk off his boots and socks, and she found more ink on his back. “You’ve got a whole book written on your skin.”

      “Like I said, there’s no mistaking me once you see the tats.” Finally nude, he turned to face her.

      She sat up and traced the eagle wings that trailed down his shoulder, so well done that she could almost feel the feathers. All that ink almost distracted her from the sheer muscle beneath his skin. He was rock hard, lean, not an ounce of fat on him. Plenty of strength to test her.

      Plenty of strength to plow into her as hard as she wanted.

      He dropped a big palm on her knee. She punished him with a sharp dig of her nails into his pecs.

      “Ow.”

      “Rule number one: the Mistress puts her body where she wants it. The sub doesn’t touch her unless explicitly ordered to.”

      “I’m undressed as you asked.”

      “Rule number two: the Mistress doesn’t ask. She orders.”

      His eyes narrowed to slits and he leaned in closer. “So order me already.”

      “Patience, sugar. We’ve got all night to play.”

      “I don’t want to wait all night to get a taste of you.”

      “You will if I tell you to.”

      He opened his mouth to retort, but at the steady, unflinching way she stared back at him, he must have decided not to risk it. Because as much as she wanted him between her thighs, she’d sure as hell make him wait if he thought to challenge her. His jaws clenched, muscles flinching beneath his cheek, but he didn’t say another word.

      In reward, she lay back on the pillows. “Stay exactly where you are.” When he didn’t answer or acknowledge the command, she arched a brow at him.

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      His tone was more growl than acquiescence but she’d take it. “Good boy.”

      He made another rough grumble, his upper lip curling with disgust. “I’m probably not supposed to growl either.”

      “I never said that. A sub’s sweet groans and cries of ecstasy are like music to my ears.”

      “I’m not a sub.”

      He had a very good point. While he was attracted to her and enjoyed her commands so far, that certainly didn’t mean he’d be willing or even able to fully submit to her. Some light play might be all he could deal with, and that’d disappoint the hell out of her. “We’ll see.”

      “If I’m not, you walk?”

      “When it’s not good for me, I walk. Same as you.” He didn’t like that thought at all, if the grooves deepening across his forehead were any indication. Ignoring him, she stood and headed for the closet to hang up her dress. Partly a test, because she wanted to see what he’d do. Wait and stay… or follow, even though she hadn’t given him an explicit order? Either she’d deal with, but it’d tell her a lot about his personality.

      Of course he followed as if determined to prove exactly how un-submissive he was. “It’ll be good for you, baby.”

      Without looking at him, she unzipped the dress and let it slide off her shoulders and down her back, revealing the matching golden straps of her bra. “Oh, is that so? How’d that work for you with all those other women over the past few years?”

      He made a ragged sound as if she’d punched him in the gut. Or lower.

      She had, in a way. No man liked to be reminded of a weakness, especially when it came to his performance and virility. But he needed to be reminded of exactly why he was here. What he needed from her. It wasn’t sex, exactly. No, what he needed from her was control.

      Letting the silk slide down her hips, she stepped out of the dress, making sure to bend over enough to give him a good long look at her assets. Golden lace, barely there, and certainly light enough that the dampness of her desire would be clearly visible. He made another sound, a quick gulp of air.

      Her skin tingled with the force of his gaze and her instincts told her he was going to reach out and touch her. She could almost feel the trailing of his fingers across her buttock. Or the firm grip on his hands on either hip. Exactly how he’d touch a woman. Any woman not her, not the Mistress. His Mistress. Oh, God, please, someday.

      She took a quick step into the closet and she felt the barest graze of his fingers, the breeze from his fingers sliding by. “If I have to remind you of the rules again, you’ll pay the consequences.”

      “Are you going to punish me?”

      Despite the amusement in his voice, she could hear the underlying tightness of his need. And yes, a slight tremble of anxiety. He didn’t know what the hell he was doing.

      She allowed herself a quick glance at him, drinking in his tall, lean frame propped against her closet door. Trying so hard to be casual and cool, while his eyes smoldered and his cock strained at the sash she’d tied around him. She made sure to look long and hard at his crotch, so he’d be aware of the way his body responded to her.

      “That depends,” she drawled out, slowly raising her gaze back to his. “Are you wanting me to punish you?”
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      The hell if he could think with his dick tied up in a bow. His fingers itched to jerk the sash off, throw her over his shoulder, and haul her off to bed. It wasn’t her threats of punishment that stilled his hand, though. It was fear that he if took charge, as usual, that the blessed erection he’d finally regained would seep away and he’d be right back at the beginning.

      With burning, desperate need—and no ability to satisfy it.

      She didn’t have to warn him that this was her game. Play by her rules, or she’d walk. And if she walked…

      “If it means you’ll take me to bed, then you can punish me any way you want.” He swallowed hard and clenched his fists, fighting down the urge to seize control of the situation. “Ma’am.”

      The slight sting to his ego was immediately salved by the heat of her glowing eyes. “Then you can go lie flat on your back in my bed and wait for me to join you.”

      Relieved, he did as she asked. No, as she told him. I’ve got to get my mind wrapped around it. She orders. I do it. Or she walks.

      “Make yourself good and comfortable,” she called after him. “You’re going to be there for awhile.”

      He ground his teeth but swallowed down the retort. Fuck waiting. Fuck her. Yeah, please, soon. Shit.

      Slamming his fist into a pillow a couple of times in a mockery of fluffing it, he lay down as ordered. Simmering hot, both his mood and his lust. It felt like he was careening down a freeway in the dark with no headlights in his first car. An old 1968 Mustang that was more rust than anything else until he could afford to fix it up piece by piece, leaking gas like a sieve. One tiny spark would have turned him into a fireball, but damned if he’d park that beast and walk or ride his bike to school.

      He lifted his head, moving the pillows until he could see her. She still puttered in her closet, hanging up the dress, putting her shoes away, stripping off her lingerie as if they were priceless artifacts, and then slowly making her way around the room picking up his clothes he’d tossed about. He hadn’t exactly been tidy and by all accounts, Mal appeared to be a neat-freak.

      I won’t leave my crap around for her to pick up again. Not happening on my watch.

      Not that she seemed to mind. In fact, she hummed softly as she walked around the room, fully aware that he tracked her every movement. He’d never known a woman so comfortable in her skin. She didn’t flaunt her body. She just owned that fine ass and sweet tits like a she was a queen and she knew it, just like she knew he was looking and getting harder by the moment. In fact, she loved every moment of his attention if the knowing smile on her lips was any indication.

      Finally, thank God, she came to the side of the bed, but instead of joining him, she rummaged around in the drawer of the nightstand. Condoms he expected. A hank of white cotton rope gave him pause. Thick enough he wouldn’t be able to snap it no matter how hard he tried.

      She gave him a wink. “In case you need some help keeping your hands where I tell you to put them.”

      His heart pounded and sweat broke out on his forehead. Anxiety? He wasn’t sure. “I don’t think I’d like being tied up.” Helpless. A spasm rocked through his body and he still didn’t know if the idea terrified him, pissed him off, or… sent him into overdrive. His dick was still hard, so he wouldn’t complain. Yet.

      She cupped his balls and he hauled in a hissing breath. Fuck, it felt like fire bloomed in his guts. “You didn’t think you’d like that big cock all tied up either, but he’s looking pretty happy.”

      Her fingers roamed higher and it was all he could do to lie there and pant and hope he didn’t come again.

      “Not too tight yet, but I’ll keep an eye on it. You ready for your orders?”

      Blinking hard, he focused on her face. “Ma’am?”

      “It’s simple, really. You know the first rule already.”

      At her lifted brow, he managed to answer, though his mouth felt like it was full of rocks. “Don’t touch you unless you say.”

      She nodded, trailing her fingers up his stomach, so light and teasing it made him hop around like a June bug on hot pavement. Then suddenly she was on top of him, settling down high on his chest, her knees planted on either side of his ribcage. His hands lifted reflexively, but he caught himself just in time and slammed his arms back down hard to the bed.

      But her pussy. It was right there. So close, open and glistening, her musky scent filling his nose. If a drug lord had barged in with guns blazing, Colby doubted he’d have been able to drag his gaze away in time to save them both.

      “Push your hands back a little and grip the bar of the headboard. It’ll be easier for you if you have something to hang on to.”

      It took a few moments for her words to sink in, but then he did as she suggested and wrapped his palms around the cool round metal bar.

      “You ready for the second rule?”

      He figured that she’d want him to look up at her face, some confirmation that he heard and was paying attention, but she edged closer, sliding her knees up over his biceps, giving her some leverage—but also widening up her thighs and bringing heaven closer to him. Opening his mouth, he started to lift his head and get his first taste of her, but she pressed his forehead back down. Refusing him.

      He groaned with frustration and she laughed with a husky catch in her voice. Her folds were so wet. She wanted him, even knowing his problem. Even though he might not be a submissive that suited her style of domination.

      She wants me.

      He growled and pushed his head against her fingers, but Mal was no little cream-puff girl. She rose up, putting more of her weight onto her knees, pinning his arms and his head at the same time, and he couldn’t get his mouth on her. At least not without risking banging her head on the wall or tossing her off the bed if he heaved with all his strength. He couldn’t risk hurting her.

      Somehow, when he’d imagined her thighs wrapped around his head, he hadn’t pictured it quite this way.

      “Don’t come until I tell you. That’s the second rule. Got it?”

      He nodded his head as well as he could under her hand, but that wasn’t good enough for the Mistress of Dallas.

      “Say it. Now. Out loud.”

      “I won’t,” he panted. “Come. Until you say.”

      “Good boy.” But she still didn’t let his head up. “Take all that need, all that frustration, and let it growl in your voice as you say my name.”

      “Mal.”

      

      Rock hard muscle beneath her, pinned, waiting for her command. Fuck. Was there any bigger turn on?

      She lifted her hand from his head and he immediately leaned up and sucked at her flesh like a starving man. Letting her head fall back, she held herself still and allowed herself to simply feel. It’d been too damned long since she’d had a man’s tongue beneath her, and she couldn’t fault his technique or his enthusiasm. He wasn’t afraid to get messy and dove right in, nose deep, tongue flattened against her, eager to explore. It was easy to come. Easy to let the pleasure pour from her lips on a deep purr of satisfaction—especially when his enthusiasm, and yeah, desperation, increased exponentially.

      He worked his face harder against her, putting those neck and shoulder muscles to good use, but he managed to keep his hands locked around the lower bar of the headboard. Even more importantly, he didn’t come. She glanced over her shoulder and checked the condition of his cock. Painfully hard, deep purplish red, still fully engaged in their play. So far so good, though she’d need to get that belt off him soon to avoid compromising blood flow.

      But first…

      With the edge of her desire knocked down a bit, it was time to play, at least a little. She shifted her weight forward, making sure he felt the force of her knees holding him down. She sat deeper on him, pushing his head back down to the pillow, both to give his neck a break, and to make him feel her dominance. The first time had been light, pleasant, fun. Immediate gratification. This time when she came, she was going to detonate his kink cherry. He’d know once and for all that he’d been well and truly dominated.

      His shoulders bucked up beneath her. Testing her strength. If she softened, he’d have his hands on her in a second, likely rolling her beneath him. Everything he’d do with a vanilla woman in the throes of ecstasy. Wrapping her hands around the bars of her bed, she bore down harder on him and began moving on top of him. Riding his face, letting his shoulders rock her. He managed to spear his tongue inside her a few strokes, until she pulled back a moment to make sure he could catch his breath. His chest heaved beneath her, every muscle and ligament standing out in stark relief beneath his taut skin. It took every ounce of his strength and determination to keep his hands where she’d told him.

      It’d be so easy for him to throw her off. Ignore her command and seize her breast in one of those powerful hands. Flip her off to the side. He could be balls-deep in a second. And yeah, she wanted that too—but in her time. Not his.

      He didn’t have to lie beneath her like this. He allowed her to have her way with every inch of his magnificent body. That, more than the friction of his whiskers against her tender skin or his tongue on her clit spiraled her lust higher. He could have refused. He could have fought. He could have denied her.

      But he didn’t. He allowed it.

      So many people thought submission made a man whipped. Weak, emasculated, humiliated. Some men definitely got off on that. But for her, the ultimate submission was exactly this. A strong, powerful man who chose to allow her full access. Who denied himself in order to please her.

      Such an incredible man.

      Shuddering, she came again, grinding her clit harder against his face, even while she managed to reach back and yank the bow loose on his cock.

      He heaved up beneath her, dislodging her back onto his chest.

      “Fuck,” he roared out, rolling his head back and forth on the pillow. “Mal, please, for Christ’s sake.”

      Panting, she worked the belt off. “What do you want, soldier boy?”

      “Let me fuck you.”

      His words sent another wave of lust thundering through her. He didn’t demand his own pleasure. He didn’t make a statement of his needs. Even with blood flooding his restricted cock, he still managed to ask, let me. Not I want.

      “Go for it, sugar.” His eyes popped open, his biceps bulging even more if that was possible. One last desperate grip on the bed in case he was mistaken. “Show me how good you can fuck. Give me all you’ve got.”
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      Panting, Colby flipped her on her back and rose up to his knees. Blood pounded in his skull like a jackhammer. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d been so painfully hard. On the verge of release, trembling with the need to sink deep inside her.

      It should have felt great, but instead, a black pit loomed deep in his belly. Dread. Fear. He’d have rather faced off against a whole squad of terrorists without a single weapon than fail her now. His fingers trembled so hard he barely managed to get the condom on, sweat burning his eyes. Any second now, the erection would fade. He’d feel this terrible, overwhelming need and be completely unable to do anything about it. This gorgeous, sexy woman would look up at him and the fire in her eyes would inevitably fade to disappointment. Pity. Maybe even ridicule. He’d seen it before. He—

      Pain cut through the vicious twirling thoughts. Sharp enough he sucked in a hard breath and bit back a yelp.

      Mal set her nails deeper into his thighs and this time he couldn’t hold back the shocked gasp. Plenty of women had scratched him before, but it’d been in the midst of mindless pleasure. Not with the calculated, deliberate intent to cause pain. It shouldn’t have surprised him, given all he knew about the Mistress of Dallas. Of course she’d like to deal pain. He’d seen the evidence. His brain just hadn’t made that connection to him. How she might use it in bed. She hadn’t brought out the whips and shit, so he’d mistakenly assumed he’d be safe.

      He’d somehow managed to forget that she was the Mistress of Dallas.

      “That’s better.” Her voice was husky, rumbling with the languorous timber of a lioness settling down to feast. “Get that dick into me and get out of your head.”

      His brain stuttered, unable to process her words. Again, he’d had plenty of women talk dirty to him, but not with Mal’s directness. She said what she meant and meant what she said and if you hesitated even a moment in executing her command, she snapped. Not with words or anger. Oh no. This time, she leaned up enough to sink her teeth into the fleshy part of his forearm. And this was no love bite. She bit like a predator determined to bring down her kill. The kind of bite that broke her prey’s spine and sent him crumbling down on top of her. Exactly as she intended.

      Gripping skin and muscle in her jaws, she bit down harder. Bruising him, maybe even breaking the skin. It hurt enough the muscle spasmed and flinched, which only seemed to turn her on even more.

      And him, evidently, because his cock twitched and pulsed against her. Sliding in her wetness. Hungry and seeking her entrance as if it had a mind of its own. Determined to get inside her as she’d ordered. It was easy to slide into her, balls deep. No faltering. No fumbling. No frantic pumping with his own hand trying to maintain enough of an erection to penetrate. It was easy. She was easy.

      No, hard. She bit so hard. Releasing his arm and moving up to his shoulder now that she had him closer. His trapezius burned and throbbed. The side of his neck. She wouldn’t leave hickeys. She left bruised rings of teethmarks. Somehow that pushed him over the edge. He lost his mind, lost control of his body, as if everything inside him detonated without warning. He became one giant muscle quivering with effort, straining so hard that everything went black.

      It took him a few minutes to become aware. To realize he was sprawled out on top of her without any effort to spare her his weight. Sweat burned his eyes. With growing horror, he realized he’d probably come way too quickly—yet again—while sweating like a pig who’d just run a marathon. And then like a pig, he’d collapsed on top of her and smeared that sweat all over her while squishing the breath out of her.

      Yet damned if he could move. He couldn’t even seem to lift his head.

      “It’s all right,” she whispered against his ear. “You’re good. You’re safe.”

      Shame burned through him and he quivered. A strangled sound of desperation rose in his throat. He wanted to throw himself off her and beat the shit out of something. Quick. Before he sobbed like a baby.

      She nuzzled his ear and sucked his earlobe between her teeth. At least a gentle nip this time, not those predator bites. “I feel like I should be apologizing.”

      Hadn’t he said the same thing earlier? She laughed softly and he finally got his brain to communicate with his muscles enough to lift his head. He didn’t dare try to talk, for fear he’d break down into a babbling idiot.

      “I forgot how much I love to bite. I’ve gotten away from it over the years using other toys, but there’s no easier way for me to give pain than teeth and nails.” Her left hand roamed up and down his back, sliding on sweat-slicked skin that probably should have grossed her out, but she looked up at him with a languorous heat in her eyes that he hadn’t been able to inspire in a woman for quite some time. Sated, for the time being—but that heat promised she’d be interested in round two again as soon as he could manage it.

      If I can manage it.

      “You will.” Her lips quirked in a knowing smirk, though he hadn’t said the words aloud. “I have no doubts. Not after that.”

      But… but…

      Maybe he’d actually burst a vein in his head when he’d climaxed so hard, because he couldn’t seem to form a coherent sentence. Even in his own head.

      She leaned up and rubbed her lips against his, drawing his attention back to her. “You did exactly as I wanted. You obeyed to the letter. You were able to climax. So what’s the problem?”

      Was there a problem? He blinked several times, hoping that if he focused his eyes better that his brain would follow suit.

      Mal lowered her lashes and stuck out her lip in a playful pout that seemed shockingly out of place on a feared Mistress—but also so very right. “Didn’t you come hard enough, sugar? Maybe I need to do some more convincing.”

      His head was jerking up and down in a nod before his brain caught up.

      Laughing, she pushed on his chest and rolled him off to the side. He helped as much as he could but his body still seemed to be in shock. He breathed hard, as if he’d been running for miles, and his muscles quivered, exhausted, like he’d done every weight-lifting exercise he knew in a matter of minutes. Maybe I did.

      She propped an elbow on his chest and stared down at him, still grinning. That smile was worth a thousand bites and all these confusing, turbulent emotions. He’d put that smile on her face. He’d made her come. She was pleased—not disappointed—in his performance. Even though it seemed like a very strange way to get him there.

      Her fingers twirled a circle on his shoulder. “Ask me.”

      It took him a moment to realize she was tracing one of the bite marks. “It…” He cleared his throat and tried again. “It was good for you?”

      “No.” Something in him shriveled up and died when she paused. Until she looked up at him and he saw the darkness in her eyes. A need to hurt and conquer and bring him to his knees. “It was great. Was it good for you?”

      He didn’t answer immediately. It was good, yeah. He’d managed to come for the first time in months. Years. But it still didn’t seem… right. It didn’t seem too smart to admit it to her, but he did anyway. “Yes… and no.”

      She nodded, not offended in the slightest. “Some things I try will work, and others won’t. But figuring out what makes you tick is what makes this so fun.”

      Maybe for you. It took all his will not to avert his gaze, afraid she’d see the doubts rumbling around in his head.

      She huffed, not angry or exasperated, exactly. More amused in a wry slightly disgruntled way. “You don’t really want me to know what makes you tick. But you’re not thinking about that when your dick is hard.”

      “It’s not you. Not at all. Evidently I don’t even know what makes me tick. Not any more.”

      “Experiences do change us. You’re going to want different things from different people. Other than the obvious, what do you want from me?”

      Now it was his turn to let out a disgusted grunt. “Evidently I want you to bite the shit out of me.”

      She pressed her fingers a little harder against her bite. Hard enough he felt the tenderness in the muscle beneath his skin. He’d have a few bitchin’ bruises to boast of tomorrow. If he dared show anyone. “If you’d rather I drag out a flogger—”

      “Nope, biting’s cool,” he said quickly, making her snort again. “Totally hot, actually. Bite a hunk out of me anytime.”

      She leaned down and sucked his bottom lip into her mouth. Holding his gaze, she pressed her teeth into that tender flesh. Not too hard—but enough his eyes widened and his heartbeat quickened. And yeah, his dick stirred again. Releasing him, she settled down against his chest as if she didn’t have a care in the world. Certainly not interested in his growing erection. “I’m going to get you to try some of my toys eventually, sugar.”

      He fully expected his erection to flee in terror. He’d never been interested in any kind of kink before. Not even in a wet dream. But with the Mistress of Dallas in his arms…

      She leaned up and deliberately stared down at his fully erect cock. Then with a smug smile, she reached over to flip the lamp off, dropped her head back to his shoulder, and snuggled against him. “That’s what I thought. Go to sleep, sugar. We’re done for the night.”

      Her breathing evened out, but he couldn’t sleep. He never did, at least not for long. It was enough to hold her against him and marvel at what she’d already accomplished. And hope, maybe, just maybe, she could do it again.
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      Walking into the precinct the next day, Colby could only think of John Travolta strutting down the street to Staying Alive. Elias saw him coming and groaned so loudly that everyone in the room looked up. So Colby put a little more swagger into his step.

      “Somebody got laid last night,” Elias said in a morose tone despite his own liberal amounts of laying that he was undoubtedly getting now that he was engaged to Vicki.

      Rather than sitting down at his desk that faced his partner’s, Colby plopped down on the corner of Elias’s desk and snagged half of a sandwich.

      “Hey, I was eating that!”

      He grinned and took another bite. “Vicki’s been feeding you really well.”

      “Yeah, I know. That was leftover from yesterday and was supposed to be my breakfast.”

      Colby winced and made a mental note to be sure and pick up the tab while they were out. Elias hadn’t given him shit about his eating habits, other than a casual, damn, son, why are you dieting so hard? Which he hadn’t been dieting. He just couldn’t eat much. Until Mal set him straight last night.

      “So I see you survived unscathed.”

      Grateful Elias changed the subject, even to something that could get personal real quick, Colby shoved the rest of the sandwich in his mouth and moved over to his chair to sort through the waiting stacks of paperwork. “More or less.”

      He didn’t look up at his partner, but he could almost see Elias’s eyebrows rising with curiosity and speculation. “I figured you’d come in limping not strutting like a cocky rooster.”

      “She’s a…” Colby glanced over to the nearest person and while Brown wasn’t looking at him, the guy was listening very hard. Elias knew what he would have said anyway. Mistress. I’m dating a Mistress. Domme. Dominatrix. What the fuck are you doing? “Not a prize fighter.”

      “You look good considering you went toe-to-toe for twelve rounds.”

      He hadn’t felt this good in… He couldn’t even remember. He’d slept. Actually fucking slept. For almost five hours.

      He couldn’t remember the last time he’d felt this rested. He was ravenous… and he’d been able to eat the sandwich. Even leftover chicken salad with soggy bread tasted like ambrosia.

      His analytical side remained skeptical. Surely one night with a Mistress couldn’t have changed so much. Mal shouldn’t have had such an impact on him. Yet he felt like he’d crashed their police cruiser so hard that it’d flipped half a dozen times. In fact, he could easily imagine hanging upside, trapped in the seatbelt, with the car upside down in the ditch.

      And he felt great anyway. Relaxed. Hungry and rested and ready to go again. Not miserable, injured, or worried about being trapped.

      Elias stood and waved a file at him. “Let’s go. We should’ve left thirty minutes ago.”

      Nodding, Colby opened the bottom drawer of his desk and pulled out one of his spare ties. He’d barely had time to get home and shower this morning. At least he’d still had a clean shirt in the closet. He grabbed the suit jacket draped over the back of his chair and followed his partner outside.

      It wasn’t even April yet and it was fucking hot. He wouldn’t last more than hour before he had to strip the jacket off. Brass really preferred all the detectives to look the part, but most days it was too damned hot in Dallas to wear a suit and a tie all fucking day. He followed Elias into the convenience store next door instead of waiting outside like usual. A super large coffee with cream and sugar, and a giant bear claw would tie him over a bit. Cop jokes about the donut shop aside, he’d really missed the shot of caffeine and sugar that helped with those long hours and little sleep. He waited at the register for Elias to come up with his hot dog loaded with onions and relish and an energy drink. The lady ringing them up didn’t bat an eye at a hot dog for breakfast. She’d been working here next door to the precinct longer than Colby had been in Dallas and already seen it all. Colby paid for everything and they headed down the side road to the parking lot in the rear.

      Elias waited until both car doors were shut and they’d both snapped their seat belts before beginning the interrogation. “What the hell did she do to you?”

      Colby paused with half the donut already shoved in his mouth. “What?”

      Eyes narrowed, Elias watched him eat the rest of the bear claw in a matter of bites. “You heard me.”

      “Nothing, why?”

      “Don’t give me that shit. I haven’t seen you eat in months, and you just demolished a donut the size of a dinner platter in three bites.”

      Colby shrugged, but Elias wasn’t buying it. Unfortunately, his partner had the instincts of a pit bull crossed with a piranha. He smelled blood in the water, and wasn’t letting go.

      “So Mal waved a magic wand and all your issues suddenly disappeared?”

      Colby narrowed a hard gaze on him. “What the hell do you mean by issues?”

      Elias’s eyes widened for a split second and then he laughed like Colby had just told him the dirtiest joke he’d ever heard. He started up the car and drove off the rear lot, merging into light traffic. “Yeah, right. You don’t have issues. My bad.”

      “No, really. I…” Colby started to say, “I’ve been hiding them—pretty damned well, if I do say so myself.” Hadn’t he?

      Elias cast a quick side glance at him. “After riding with me over a year, do you honestly think I’m that blind? You don’t eat. You don’t sleep. You exercise like a mad person. Some of the guys have even muttered about steroids for you to bulk up so much. Doesn’t help that you’re… twitchy. Like you’re on something. And your temper isn’t the best. That’s why you get to play bad cop all the time.”

      Fuck. He’d never done drugs in his life. Never suspected that the people he worked with day in and day out had the slightest suspicion. “Who started that kind of rumor? Rodgers? I’ll fucking kill that bastard.”

      “Oh, yeah, because talk like that helps so much. Look, don’t worry about it. I’ve had your back and always will, but you’ve got to be careful. One bad report from an eye witness, or a roughed up suspect, and both our asses will be on the line. The LT has already told me to keep you on a tight leash.”

      And here he’d thought he’d been doing so great. No one had as many collars as him and Elias. Not even close. Until recently, when his partner had hooked back up with his woman, they’d both worked nonstop. He’d been going places. Elias was going to sit for his lieutenant test soon, and Colby would move up to senior detective in a couple of years. Moving on up in the world, or so he’d thought. Maybe the senseless grind of fighting to keep drugs off the streets would finally lighten up a bit. Or better yet, he’d move on to some new position entirely.

      Only to realize his entire reputation was tarnished by gossip and his very character in doubt.

      “I get it,” Elias said in a low, grim voice. “I’ve seen soldiers with it way worse than you. You’ve been holding it together fine, but I see you all the time. I know how tight a wire you’re walking. Until today. And I want to know what happened last night to snap that wire, so I can be on the look out for any new issues that might crop up.”

      Colby turned his head and stared out the side window to be sure and not meet his partner’s gaze. “I had some… bedroom issues. For a couple of years now.”

      “Ah.” Thank God Elias didn’t ask for all the gruesome details. “And Mal got around those issues?”

      “Piece of cake.”

      “What’d she have to do to eat that cake?”

      Colby choked back a sudden wave of desperate laughter. It was actually a piece of pie, and I ate the whole fucking thing. Instead of trying to explain anything, he simply pulled up his sleeve enough to bare one of the bite marks on his forearm. It’d been the first bite, and arguably the least painful. Yet he had a brilliant bruise of green and purple around still-red marks in his flesh.

      “Fucking hell. Yeah, that’d do it. Vic knows a thing or two about that. She bites like a fucking crocodile.”

      “TMI, dude. I so do not want to know about your habits in the bedroom. Baring my soul is bad enough.”

      Elias drove for a few moments before continuing. “So you’re feeling better now, right? I mean, if she got around the other issue, you won’t be wound so tightly.”

      Colby shrugged, still staring out the window. “Don’t know how long it’ll last though.”

      Elias grunted softly. “So you’ll see her again, then.”

      “Fuck, yeah.” Colby was able to say it without hesitation. Even if his bedroom issues started to come back, he still wanted to see her. He still hoped she’d come up with a new way of helping him battle those demons.

      “She’s that good? Not that I’m interested in details,” Elias said hurriedly with a threatening scowl as he pulled off to park in an nondescript alley. “But I’ve seen enough to know she’s…” He hesitated, as if he didn’t want to insult the woman if Colby liked her. “Dangerous.”

      Colby pushed open the door, swung out, and leaned against the top of the car, waiting for Elias to get out and face him. Then he flashed a huge grin at his partner. “Damn straight she’s dangerous. That’s what makes her so appealing. She’s also sexy as hell.”

      “TMI, TMI,” Elias rolled his eyes. “Just be careful, and keep her on the down low as long as you can. Some asshole still thinks it’s funny to leave spare handcuffs on my desk after that commercial.”

      Colby didn’t say anything, because that asshole was him. If Elias found out…

      He’ll probably start leaving whips and chains for me in our car.

      That made him remember the hank of rope that Mal had laid out last night. His stomach quivered, uneasy, unsettled, but intrigued. He couldn’t lie. Not with a hardening dick.

      Maybe I’ll ask her about that sometime.
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      The first brainstorming sessions leading up to a new season were Mal’s favorite meetings all year. Landing a job at VCONN ten years ago had been a dream come true, and her job had only gotten better over the years. She really felt like they were making a difference, at least in Dallas. The local BDSM club, Silken, had doubled its membership since America’s Next Top sub had aired, and she’d even been recognized as the Mistress of Dallas while in Houston with Mama. Mal had just about fallen out of her chair when Mama had actually been pretty chuffed at her daughter’s recognition. Even as a Domme on a very sexy show.

      Their ratings were great. They’d blown KDSX out of the water. Ad prices were through the roof. All of which made their CEO and her partner, Victor Connagher, beam with pride, even while he moved that bar another notch higher for their upcoming fall season.

      “So.” He looked around the table, meeting each person’s gaze for a moment before moving on. Shiloh Holmes, his fiancée and the original creator of America’s Next Top sub, gave him one of the secretive, dirty smiles that subs were so very good at, promising all sorts of sweaty fun later. Then Georgia, the beautiful host who’d been all too eager to sign a nice contract ensuring her services for the next two seasons. Patrick wasn’t an employee of VCONN, but he’d played one of the dominant contestants, along with Mal and Victor. Ryan and Kimberly, the owners of Silken, were crucial in offering up their club’s play rooms and clientele for potential candidates. “Thank you for coming today to begin brainstorming ideas for continuing Top sub this fall.”

      “I’m surprised you called me, actually.” Despite the business suit, Patrick sat in the chair like a negligent, bored lord of the manor. “I’m sure I was the least favorite dominant in the last show, though I’m certainly interested in continuing, or at least providing input.”

      Shiloh glanced at her fiancé out of the corner of her eyes. “He didn’t tell you?”

      Patrick’s eyes narrowed on the man at the head of the table. They were friendly acquaintances, but not above a dominant pissing match if they weren’t careful. “Tell me what?”

      “I admit that it shocked the hell out of me too.” Victor’s mouth quirked and the tension eased from Patrick’s shoulders. “Your pony girls were a hit.”

      “In fact…” Shiloh waited until he nodded and then stood with a stack of storyboards. The first board displayed a pony girl in all her glory, from bit and head piece to hoof boots and tail. “We’d like to talk to you about a spinoff.”

      Patrick sat back in his chair, his mouth opening and shutting several times before he managed to find his words. “My own show. You’re kidding, right?”

      “We’re thinking it could be set up very much like Top sub, but with all pony themes and challenges. If you’re interested, of course.”

      “Interested? You’d have to horsewhip me to make me leave now. What are you thinking it’ll be called?”

      She moved the next board up. A woman in a Victorian riding habit stood by a man easily recognized as Patrick, dressed in jodhpurs, with his famous whip whirling around the pair like a frame.  “Pony Games.”

      “Thank you.” Patrick cleared his throat and nodded vigorously. “It’s perfect. Yes. Let me know what you need.”

      The man actually looked like he was near tears, and Mal suddenly found herself a little watery too. She knew what it felt like to be accepted, after a lifetime of never feeling like you fit in, that you were different, odd, strange. A twinge of guilt made her wince. She’d teased Patrick about his pony gear on the last show, all in good humor, but she hadn’t realized how important it was to him.

      “You showed us that there’s a strong interest in our viewers for more pony play.” Victor even stood and leaned across the table to offer his hand. “So thank you, Patrick. I’m looking forward to seeing what else you can teach us.”

      Patrick shook his hand sheepishly. “I’m sure that most of those interested viewers are probably more shocked and titillated than truly interested in my stable, but I appreciate the sentiment.”

      Mal leaned closer to him and squeezed his arm lightly. “So what if they are? Most of our viewers start out that way, watching for the shock value. But our shows speak to the silent truths in all humans, and eventually, we start to unbury something they never understood about themselves.”

      Victor sat back down. “You’ve always claimed that everybody is on the kink scale, whether they know it or not.”

      “Like that cop,” Shiloh added. “Nobody would look at him and think submissive.”

      But they hadn’t seen Colby last night. So needy and hungry. He might not think he was a submissive, but he’d sure been starved for a woman with her kind of power. Not ready to talk about him yet with anyone, she shrugged and gave them a hopefully mysterious smile. “What’s our ideas for a new season of Top sub?”

      Victor’s eyes narrowed a moment, not fooled in the least by her changing the subject, but he wouldn’t force a conversation. Especially in front of people outside of their immediate circle. He gave a nod to Shiloh and she set the Pony Games storyboard aside.

      “I promised Brandon that we’d do something for the queer folks in the scene,” he said. “I’d like to invite at least one homosexual dominant for the next season. Anyone have a recommendation?”

      Ryan nodded. “I’ve got several people in mind, though I haven’t approached them yet. I’m assuming you’ll do the same sort of set up with masks and secret identities? This is Texas after all, and you’re going to have a lot of die-hard pissed-off conservatives up in arms if you’re not careful.”

      “Of course,” Shiloh said. “I know all too well how much media attention we drew last season, though V played it up and welcomed it.”

      “We’ll take extra care to protect everybody’s identities,” Victor said. “The point of the show isn’t how gays do BDSM differently. It’s to be inclusive, but not make a big deal about it. We’ll have dominants and submissives who just happen to be attracted to the opposite sex. Everything else on the playing field is the same.”

      “He’s right, though,” Mal added. “How many hate letters did we get last year because I was playing with a white submissive?”

      Just thinking about those nasty letters made her stomach hurt. So much hate in the world. So much misery. What did it matter to anyone who anyone else dated or loved? She’d never understand it.

      “Let them write us.” Victor smiled his grim reaper smile—fully dominant, confident, and welcoming any battle. The kind of look a general would give his hopelessly outnumbered troops as he led them to glorious victory. Everyone at VCONN would charge into the fray with confidence they’d win, just because of his leadership. “Let them call. Or even protest out front. I welcome it. The more attention we bring to issues like this, the better. It’s the fucking twenty first century and people need to get over this petty shit. I want interracial and same-sex couples and we’re going to be in their face doing what we do best. We won’t play to any racial stereotypes or flinch from the truth. This is what we are. Get over it.”

      “Amen,” Patrick said.

      “We do have to be smart and careful, though.” Shiloh set up three story boards: last season’s silhouette of her at Victor’s feet, another with an obviously male-male pair, and the last with two women. “We don’t want to advertise only one or the other, while making it clear at the same time that we are inclusive and there are heterosexual and homosexual couples involved. What I’m thinking is that we start with last season’s for recognition, but then flash through all three.”

      “Maybe with a large question mark and our tag line,” Mal said. “’Who will be this year’s top sub?’”

      “Exactly. That way we’re making it clear before anyone turns on the show that anything’s game.”

      “Sounds good.” Victor leaned back in his chair. “So. Two new shows. We need two producers. Mal, which do you want?”

      With that simple question, he reiterated all over again why she loved working for and with him. It would have been easy for a take-charge boss to simply assign roles to each show as he saw fit. The second season was definitely going to need a confident, strong leader with a clear vision. Someone not afraid to take risks, but also open to others’ advice and sensitive to issues and the needs of people used to being portrayed badly by media. He could have demanded his second-in-charge take the show to be sure it was handled correctly. Or he could have assumed his fiancée was the best choice, because the show was her idea in the first place. Instead, he made no assumptions and fully trusted both of the women employed by him to make the smart, best decisions for their shows.

      Mal deliberately didn’t answer right away. She looked at the three story boards and let ideas for the show bubble up in her mind. It’d be a fun show, for sure. She could participate again if she wanted—though it’d probably be better just to produce the show and concentrate on making sure everyone was well protected and heard as the show progressed. The show had already set records and this season could easily break those viewing records again. There’d be interviews and plenty of opportunities to be in the spotlight and build her career, both on and off the set.

      Pony Games, on the other hand, was brand new and untried. It had difficulties to work through but was an unknown. Lots of opportunities for new games and exploration of new issues. Many of which would be uncomfortable for her personally. She didn’t fully understand the kink and would really need to push herself and widen her boundaries to make sure the show received the best opportunity to succeed.  Which was exactly why she answered, “I’ll take Pony Games.”

      Victor nodded. “Good. I’ll take lead on Top sub with Shiloh as assistant producer. Ryan and Patrick, if you could get us the list of candidates for each show, we’ll start interviewing and prepare contracts. Any questions?”

      Everyone stood and made small talk as they headed out. Shiloh was beaming with excitement and for good reason. Assistant producer was a huge opportunity for her. Some people might snip that she’d only gotten the chance because she was in the boss’s bed, but she’d easily prove them all wrong. She’d done a fantastic job last season and Mal didn’t have any doubts she’d be able to handle the new show. Shiloh paused at the door, unconsciously checking with her dominant to see if he had a command before leaving.

      “That might be her only difficulty,” Mal said softly as the door shut.

      “Yeah. Most of the time it’s not an issue for us, but it does take work to separate out boss/employee from dominant/submissive sometimes.”

      “It’s good work though.”

      She’d tried to keep the wistful tone out of her voice, but by the way his intent gaze settled on her, she hadn’t been successful. “You were supposed to see the cop last night, right? How’d that go?”

      “Good. Great, actually.”

      She knew him well enough to know that he wouldn’t push for details. Though he’d open the door and invite her in if she wanted to go there. “No problems?”

      “Oh he has plenty of problems. That’s why he’s interested. Nothing I can’t handle, though.”

      “Former soldier, now cop. I can imagine he has a lot of baggage.”

      “He’s had a good family life, which helps. I mean he wasn’t abandoned, doesn’t have mommy or daddy issues. But leaving the military has definitely left a void that he hasn’t figured out how to fill yet.”

      “PTSD?”

      She nodded. “Not as bad as it could be, but it’s definitely affecting him.”

      “Don’t try to fix all that shit by yourself. He needs to be seeing a therapist. I don’t have to tell you that those issues can seep out during a scene and turn something sexy into something scary in a hurry.”

      Of course Victor would be protective of her. “He’s been seeing someone and I’ll be careful. Nothing too heavy. Like Shiloh said, he doesn’t seem to be fully submissive.”

      “That’s exactly my worry. At some point, you’re going to tell him to do something and he’s not going to want to do it. If his head’s not right, you could get hurt.”

      “He’d never hurt me or any woman for that matter. I don’t think it’s in him.”

      Grim lines deepened around Victor’s mouth. “You can’t really know one way or the other until it’s too late. If he feels trapped, he might strike out. His training will take over and he’ll lose himself in the battle. He might feel terrible later, but that doesn’t change you hurt, in the hospital, or worse, with his kind of training. I’m pretty sure Elias said he was some kind of Special Forces.”

      “Marines, but I’m really not worried.” That didn’t change the tight, grim lines on Victor’s mouth, so she softly replied, “he needs help, V. He’s desperate for help.”

      “And you were able to help him last night?”

      She let her eyes simmer, her voice going husky. “Oh yeah.”

      Some of the tightness in his shoulders eased and he huffed out a laugh. “The Mistress of Dallas strikes again.”

      “Let’s see if the Mistress of Dallas can get into pony shit now.”

      Victor laughed again as she stood and they moved toward the door. “I was hoping you’d pick Pony Games for that very reason. Maybe you’ll get the cop into one of those tails.”

      She laughed too but his words lingered long after they split ways and headed to their individual offices. For all she knew, Colby might be into pony play. He wouldn’t know either until he saw it. Or he might like humiliation play. Or punishment. Or puppy play. Who the hell knew? That was part of the fun playing with a new-to-the-scene submissive.

      Exploration was the name of the game. As long as he trusted her to lead the way.
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      Standing over a tarp-covered body in the street, all Colby could think about was Mal. If he closed his eyes, he could see the luminous glow of her skin against that golden dress she’d worn. He could smell the perfume of her skin. Feel the strength in her hands, the lush rumble of her voice telling him what to do next. He hadn’t realized what a… comfort that could be. A relief.

      So better than where he was stuck right now.

      “Reyes and Wade just rolled to the scene,” Elias was saying on the phone to dispatch. “Looks like another cartel hit. Yeah. We got it.”

      We got it. Which meant he’d be out all night canvasing the street, trying to find anyone brave enough to describe the car or the gunmen who’d mowed down this poor bastard in broad daylight. He’d lain in the street for hours before anyone had even called 911.  Just when they were getting close. Again. Witness dead in the gutter.

      So instead of heading home for a shower and maybe a late dinner with Mal, he’d be guzzling coffee, eating shit out of a paper bag, and cranking out paperwork most of the night. Great.

      Elias hung up and immediately made another call. “Hey, babe. Yeah, another late one.”

      A surge of jealousy took Colby’s breath away and he actually turned and walked back up the street a ways under the guise of searching through the refuse for clues. He wanted someone to call. Someone who’d worry whether he came home or not. Would Mal want a call from him? Would she be surprised if he called? Or glad?

      Before he could talk himself out of it, he called her number. Daylight was fading fast. Coroner would need the big lights to take the initial pictures.

      “Detective Wade.” The husky timbre of her voice was like a punch in his gut. “I didn’t know if you’d have the balls to call me back or not.”

      Despite the frustration of yet another solid lead against the drug cartel going cold, he had to laugh. “Oh I got the balls all right. Thought I showed you that last night.”

      “You showed me a lot last night, sugar. The question is, whether you’ll let me explore some more.”

      He glanced over his shoulder to check on his partner. Elias was still on the phone, so Colby kept walking, slowly searching through empty beer battles and musty newspapers for anything useful. “Yeah, I’d like that. I’d like that a lot, actually. But I’m going to be working late tonight.”

      “All night?”

      He blew out a sigh. “Yeah, probably.”

      “Is that an often occurrence for you, detective? Working all day, and then all night too?”

      Resignation tightened his throat. He’d seen if often enough with the other cops. Hell, even Elias. Busted relationships, angry wives and girlfriends. The stress and worry gnawing away any love they’d been able to nurture. Better that Mal knew what his life was like now and move on, than be disappointed. “More often than not.”

      “I’m not happy about that, detective.”

      He nodded and blew out a breath. “Figured as much.”

      She was quiet a moment. Long enough that he flashed through memories of last night again. The challenge in her eyes. The light. The insane sense of immediate trust he’d felt with her. He could almost taste that cobbler and ached to hear her tell him to eat every bite again. Not that he needed the command, now. He just wanted to hear it.

      “I guess I can’t punish you for things out of your control.”

      His ears rang a moment and he wasn’t sure if he’d heard her correctly. “Ma’am?”

      She laughed, that husky slide of velvet that made him shiver. “Oh there you go again, detective, talking so sweetly and politely. That’s not fair if you’re not even going to come see me tonight. If I’m going to punish you for something, it’ll be because you deliberately did something to earn it. Not because you had to stay out late for your job.”

      “I guess you’ll never have cause to do that, then.” He deliberately kept his words vague in case Elias was listening with half an ear.

      “I wouldn’t say that at all, sugar. You’d be surprised what a desperate man will do when he needs a little attention.”

      The way she said attention sent shivers running up and down his spine again. The Mistress’s unwavering, intense attention. He could only imagine what a force of nature that would be like.

      “Why are you having to stay out all night, if you can tell me?”

      “Body.” He kept his response vague, but she’d be able to guess enough.

      “Are you safe?” Her voice sharpened.

      He couldn’t answer right away, too moved by the concern in her voice. “No worries. Not tonight.”

      “We’ll have to set up some kind of code word for when you’re going to be in danger. That way I won’t worry about you—until it’s time to worry.”

      He heard footsteps coming behind him, so he smiled and put some cockiness back into his voice. “Don’t you worry about me none, ma’am.”

      “Call me when you’re done. I don’t care what time it is. I want to know when you’re home. That’s an order, detective.”

      “Yes, ma’am, I will.” He hung up and turned to face his partner. In the fading light, he didn’t need to see Elias’s face to know curiosity would be eating him alive. “You want to split up and hit this faster?”

      “Sure,” Elias replied slowly. “You take the north side, I’ll take the south. Thirty minutes. Then meet back here.”

      “You and I both know that we won’t find any witnesses.”

      “But we’ve got to check that box on the report anyway.” Elias hesitated, not walking away to start their work yet. “You called Mal?”

      Colby shrugged, playing it off. “Didn’t want her to think I was blowing her off.”

      Elias patted his pockets until he found a pack of gum. A few months ago, he’d have pulled out a pack of cigarettes, but Vicki had put a stop to that. “What did you tell her you’d do?”

      Colby flashed that cocky grin again and headed for his side of the street of rundown buildings. “None of your business.”

      Elias grunted with disgust. “Thank God.”

      

      It was after four in the morning before Colby was able to climb into his truck, watching while Elias took off in the opposite direction. His eyes were gritty and hot, but he felt wide awake. Just the promise of calling Mal had kept him going through what seemed like an endless losing battle. Junkies too high to know what year it was, terrified immigrants afraid of getting hauled off for deportation, or people too poor to live anywhere else than across the street from a known drug house. None of them had seen a thing. Naturally.

      He held the phone to his ear, counting the rings. She picked up on the third, her voice thick with sleep. “Colby?”

      “Yeah, it’s me. I’m done.”

      Sheets rustled, and he could picture her lying there on her pillows. “You okay?”

      “Sure. Just tired.” In more ways than one.

      “Come over. If you want.”

      “Ah, I’d love to, but I don’t want you to have to get up or anything.”

      “I’ll give you my door code and you can let yourself in. I won’t even get out of bed.”

      “Do you have to work tomorrow?”

      “It’ll be Saturday.”

      “Oh, yeah, right.” Dropping his head back against the seat, he let out a weary laugh. “I forgot what day it is.”

      “Will you have to work?”

      “Maybe, but not right away.”

      “So come over, get some sleep, and I’ll make you breakfast.”

      It sounded nice. Heavenly. But he didn’t know what she’d want from him. Some sexy, light banter had been great, but he felt like an exhausted, strung out junkie. He wasn’t sure what kind of sex he’d be able to give her, whether it’d be worth her time or not.

      “No scene or sex, at least not tonight. Just rest. You need it.”

      “You won’t mind company?”

      She hesitated a minute, and he heard the quaver in her voice. “I’d love it.”

      She needed the companionship as much as he did. Just to have someone beside him, someone to wake up and smile at. “I’ll be there in thirty minutes or so.”

      “Don’t drive home and shower first,” she yawned and the sleepy sound curled his toes. She sounded like a kitten all curled up and sweet—not the ferocious tiger on the prowl. “You can shower here.”

      He started up his truck and turned toward her place. “You sure you want me fumbling around in your bathroom? I thought that was a woman’s sacred space.”

      “Ha, not me. My sacred space is my bed and you’ve already been here.”

      Her words were sweet, but mumbled and slurred. “I’ll be there in fifteen minutes. Now go back to sleep, ma’am.”

      “If I wasn’t so tired I’d probably beat you when you got here for trying to tell me what to do.” She yawned again and sheets rustled, as if she was burrowing back down in her pillows. “Drive safely.”

      “Will do.” He hung up and fought the urge to floor it. At least there wasn’t any traffic this early in the morning, though it felt like he crawled all the way to her house by following the speed limit. Her street was dark, but the porch light was on. Had she gotten up after all? Or did she normally leave it on? Maybe he was reading too much into this. A single woman, living alone, would probably always have a light on. It had nothing to do with the hope that her lover might come to her in the wee hours of the morning. Walking up to her door, he checked his phone, and found her text with the code to her automatic door lock.

      Habit made him pause and scan his surroundings once again, listening and feeling for any sense of anyone watching or following. Not even a dog barked in the neighborhood. His fingers trembled slightly on the keypad but he got the code entered on the first try and quietly shut and locked the door behind him. A night light gleamed in the hallway, leading him to the bathroom. Knowing that she was so close it was all he could do not to slide into bed and take her in his arms, but he wouldn’t come to her smelling of the streets. In fact, he should have taken his shoes off at the door rather than walking through her house. God only knew what he’d contaminated her wood floors with. Next time, he swore to himself. He’d take his shoes off and tiptoe through her house.

      Next time. Would this continue that far? God, I hope so.

      The water barely had time to heat up and he was out, drying off with a towel from the shelf. He looked like hell, all grizzled cheeks and dark circles beneath his eyes, but he didn’t want to rummage around in her drawers to find a razor. A basket on the shelf held a couple of brand new toothbrushes still in the wrapper. Hopefully she wouldn’t mind him using one, because he sure didn’t want to have to remember not to kiss her. He tidied up—hung the towel on a hook on the door, picked up his clothes and stacked them neatly on the floor out of the way—and then slipped on his boxers. He didn’t want to presume too much by sliding into her bed naked when she’d clearly said no scene, no sex. At least not tonight.

      Her room was pitch dark, so he moved slowly, making sure he didn’t crash into that dog kennel or her dresser. Her breathing was deep and even, so she’d been able to get back to sleep after his call. As quietly as possible, he climbed onto the mattress, carefully feeling for her position so he wouldn’t pull her hair or thump her in the head. His fingers found her warmth, the silk of her arm. She wore something too, cotton, it felt like, so he was glad he hadn’t come to her bed naked. He tucked in behind her, spooned against her and she sighed. Nestling her head back against him, she put her hand on his arm and tucked him closer.

      Lying there, listening to her breathe, he couldn’t remember the last time he’d held a woman like this. Not for sex, but just… warmth. Comfort. Company. He smoothed his hand gently up and down her arm, reveling in the silk of her skin, and the simple pleasure of touching her. He buried his nose in her hair and fell like a rock into heavy sleep.
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      It was nice having a man in her space again. Even asleep, Colby’s energy seemed to hum in the air around her, heightening her senses and engaging her mind in the endlessly hot things she could teach him. Sipping coffee, Mal sat down at the small round table she kept in the breakfast nook and stared out the window into her back yard. She wasn’t a master gardener, but she was proud of the small, private oasis she’d built in the middle of the city. It helped that her house was in an older part of Dallas, so the trees were big and gorgeous. Someone had done all the hard work for her decades ago and put in some beautiful roses along the back fence. She loved them, but it was the climbing roses she’d planted on her brand new arbor five years ago that she was most pleased with. In the summer, she loved to sit outside in the evening beneath a golden curtain of flowers and smell their sweet perfume. She’d spent months researching to find exactly the right rose. Fragrant, climber, golden peach and soft white hues. They’d start to bud soon.

      Waking up with him beside her had been glorious. She barely remembered him climbing in behind her, his arms coming around her. He hadn’t made advances, which she appreciated. She’d have had to teach him a lesson in humility that he might not have enjoyed at all, and she’d been too tired to even contemplate a scene. Even a light, fun scene. She’d stayed up too long reading through the information Patrick had given her about pony kink, so she could start sketching out the season.

      Even now, fully rested and wide awake, she wasn’t quite ready to tackle a new scene with Colby. She felt the need to get closer to him, to know him better. Communication. Stories from their past. Sex was good, but she yearned for connection and conversation too.  If he couldn’t open up and share more about his past, his family, or his job, so she really knew him, then she’d have to send him packing, as disappointing as that would be. Another reason Andy had not been the right man for her. He’d never been able to mature beyond hanging out with his old college buddies playing poker. For all she knew, Colby was the same, only hanging out with his cop buddies. She didn’t have a problem with that on the surface—as long as he was willing to dig deeper with her.  She wanted a deep, rich relationship, not a purely sexual relationship that she could satisfy with a one night stand with someone from the club.

      She refilled her cup and poured him one, though she didn’t know if he even liked coffee, let alone how he took a cup. Then she walked into her bedroom. Even dark from the light-blocking shades and curtains, she could feel him. Hot energy, simmering just beneath the ground, like a volcano that could crack open the earth and spew hot lava at any moment. She set their cups on the nightstand and pulled open the heavy curtains. The blinds still filtered the brutal Texas sun out, but the room lightened considerably. Time to see what kind of morning person he was. The first night they’d spent together, he’d woken up and left with a simple kiss goodbye, and she’d let him slip away, knowing he had to work. He might have to report in today, but he’d said not right away. They could have some time together, just the two of them.

      For a moment, she just watched him sleep. His jaws were dark with stubble, the hard, long lines of his body barely relaxed, even in sleep. He’d kicked one leg out from beneath the blanket, so she could see his boxers. He hadn’t come to bed naked. She liked it when a man wasn’t too presumptuous. She sat on the edge of the bed and reached out to trail her fingertips down the long line of his thigh, but she didn’t get the chance. One second he was sound asleep, and the next, she felt the wind of movement perilously close to her face as he whipped across the bed in a flying somersault and landed crouched, facing her, hands lifted like weapons.

      Wide eyed, she could only stare at him mutely. Her mind recognized that she’d escaped a very close call. He’d no doubt meant to strike out a hard kick at whoever threatened him before he cleared the bed, but something had kept him from connecting with her head. A kick or punch from a lethally trained soldier like him would probably put a woman in the hospital.

      Her body was another story entirely. She appreciated the powerful, effortless way he moved. The threat of danger had sent a surge of adrenaline pumping through her veins, calling to her Mistress-hunter side. She loved a challenge, and the feral way he moved, still foggy with sleep, presented an near insurmountable obstacle. Everything in the tensed muscles, coiled strength, and bare-handed combat screamed untamable.

      Yet that was exactly what she most wanted to do. Tame him. Break her to her hand. While still retaining that wild, incomparable heart of the warrior.

      “Fuck!” His eyes flared wide and he scrambled across the floor frantically, slamming his back against a wall. “Fuck!  Are you hurt?”

      His chest heaved, his eyes wild, and she could see him starting to shut down internally. Rapid blinks, quivering muscles forced from a relaxing sleep to all-out war to shock. Guilt darkened his eyes. He raked a hand over his face and dropped his head against his knees. Hiding, gathering himself together.

      Even commanded to stillness beneath her while she’d taken her pleasure, he hadn’t been this vulnerable. This close to crumbling into a thousand pieces.

      Accidentally hurting her was probably worst case for him. As polite and well mannered as he was, hurting a woman would genuinely be one of the worst things he could do. He wouldn’t take a near miss lightly, even though it hadn’t been his fault at all. Yet it was important for her to handle this situation correctly. Baby him, and he would remember later that he’d been weak and vulnerable before her. A man of his training would hate that. That memory would gnaw at him like a cancer, slowly destroying every bit of trust and affection she would have gained. Yet if she handled him too brusquely, not recognizing this vulnerability, he could shut down emotionally and withdraw entirely, which was exactly the opposite of what she wanted from him.

      “I’m fine,” she said, pleased her voice was steady. “Are you all right? I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have approached you like that while you were sleeping.”

      His voice was muffled against his knees but she understood him. “I didn’t hurt you?”

      “Not a hair on my head. Want some coffee? I brought you a cup.”

      He lifted his head, eyes narrowed as if he suspected she was lying. He scanned her face, and she didn’t try to hide from him. She let him see that she was rattled—appropriately warned not to wake him like that again—but definitely not scared out of her mind.

      She reached over and picked up her cup, tipping her head toward his. “I wasn’t sure how you like it. Sugar? Cream? I left it black for now but I have both in the kitchen.”

      He didn’t answer, but silently watched her sip for a few moments. She kept her manner calm and relaxed. Her hand trembled slightly but not enough that she spilled any of the coffee.

      “I should have realized a cop wouldn’t like anyone approaching from his blind side while he was asleep. How should I wake you up next time?”

      “The hell if I know.”

      She quirked her lips in a teasing grin. “Next time I’ll just stand in the kitchen and holler, ‘Come and get it!’ That work?”

      His mood couldn’t be lightened. Turmoil whirled in his eyes, clenching his jaws in a hard line, his hands fisted. As she watched, stone walls went up in his eyes. Brick by brick, he shut himself off. To protect her, she knew, but she couldn’t allow him to keep those walls. Not if she ever wanted him to truly submit. Sitting on her bed dressed only in a nightshirt and robe, she drew herself up like a warrior queen. Building her power, honing her will like a weapon, she snapped, “Freeze, soldier.”

      The combination of familiar cop words and his past, mixed with the harsh tone of her voice, made him hesitate. Eyes hard and grim, he met her gaze unflinchingly, closed and guarded, but not yet withdrawn completely.

      “I’m not done with you yet, Wade. So don’t go shutting down on me. Get that ass over here pronto.” His eyes flickered, hesitating, so she sharpened her voice and used it like a whip. “I gave you a command, soldier. Now!”

      It was a gamble, but it worked. Years of following orders from his commanding officers had honed in him an innate instinct to obey an order, especially in moments of crisis. He stood, stiffly, but did as she told him, this time walking around the bed instead of diving across it. Rigid, as if he might bolt toward the door any moment, he stared down at her.

      Another calculated risk, but she suspected he felt as though he needed to make amends. Holding his gaze, she kept her voice deceptively soft, even while each word thudded with power. “Go to your knees, soldier.”

      He swallowed hard and jerked down to the floor like a rusty robot with stiff joints. But he did it. And he didn’t drop his gaze with shame.

      She leaned toward him, putting herself in harm’s way, a deliberately sign of her trust in him. “This was not your fault.”

      “I could have hurt you, Mal.” His words were raw, as if his throat had turned to sandpaper and gravel. “Real bad.” He shuddered, as if he could see her broken and bloodied body before him.

      “But you didn’t. It was my mistake, not yours.” A muscle ticked in his cheek and his shoulders strained, so she knew he hadn’t accepted her explanation. “I’m from New Orleans.” She deliberately let her accent shape her words, adding to her story. “My uncle ran an alligator farm when I was little, and I was fascinated by his tales. I thought he was exaggerating, but then I finally saw him do a show once at a little county fair, and I never doubted him again. He could handle his gators like they were pets. Put his head in their gaping jaws, just like you hear about at those big gator shows. Never had an ounce of fear. I asked him about it and he said if you knew the gator, you could handle it. But you had to know it like your mama. You had to be able to read its smallest signals and know whether it was sleepy and lazy, the perfect time to handle it for a show, or if it was hungry or interested in a hunt. If you couldn’t tell, then you had no business messing with a gator.”

      Some of the tension eased from Colby’s shoulders, but his eyes were still shuttered and hard. The eyes of a soldier. The eyes of a man who’d go off to war without looking back, even knowing he’d die, because he’d given an oath to protect the people back home. But he was listening, and she could work with that.

      She lifted her hand and held down her pinkie and ring fingers. “I said, ‘But Uncle Robbie, what happened to your hand? Didn’t a gator take your fingers?’  He nodded and smiled, without an ounce of anger or fear. ‘Yep. He got me good, ‘cause I wasn’t listening. My mistake, not his.’”

      “I could have taken your head clean off, not a few fingers,” Colby grumbled, finally dropping his eyes.

      She leaned closer and pressed her forehead to his. “And it would have been my mistake, not yours. When I wrangle with a gator, I have to respect his teeth. That’s the risk that I accept.”

      “I don’t. I can’t. If I hurt you—”

      “Colby,” she interrupted gently. “I was a fool for sneaking up on you like that. I knew you’ve had some issues with PTSD. That alone should have told me to be more careful when waking you up. Plus you’re a detective, who worked most of the night probably on some murder. God only knows what violence and horror you see everyday on the streets. You need your gator teeth just to get through everyday unscathed. It’s my job to respect those teeth, not ignore your signals.”

      His tension bled away from his shoulders and he relaxed against her, though he made no move to put his hands on her. “I still hate that I scared you.”

      “A little excitement is good, and a healthy dose of respect for your training is definitely a good thing. I’m glad I got to see you in action, even for just a second.” She slid her arms down his back and squeezed his buttocks firmly in both hands. That brought his head up in a hurry, the grim icy quickly melting to a sultry smolder. “You’re quite something to look at, Detective Wade. Maybe I should ask to do a ride-along with you and your partner sometime.”

      He choked back a laugh. “Elias would love that.”

      She kneaded his buttocks, watching the way his nostrils flared and the lines of strain and worry slowly eased from around his eyes. So she saw the moment he realized that he’d actually gone to his knees for her. A very submissive thing to do. “If this is all I had to do to get you on your knees in front of me, then I’d do it again in a heartbeat. Even if you kicked me in the head first.”

      He didn’t answer, and she could read the questions and doubt streaming through his eyes. Was he really going to make it this easy for her? Was he really submissive? Half a man (or less) in his eyes? How far would he go if she asked?  All things he was thinking about right now. Guessing he’d need some time to process everything, she released him and stood, easing around him to head back to the kitchen.

      “Let’s eat. I’m starving. So how do you take your coffee?”

      He rose up to follow her, grabbing the cup she’d set on the nightstand for him. He took a drink and let out a pleased sigh as he followed her.  “That depends.”

      She tipped her head to the bar, indicating he could sit there and watch. She wasn’t much of a cook, but she could manage eggs and grits just fine. Mama would have a heart attack if she knew her daughter served somebody frozen biscuits, but anything that required special cooking utensils like pastry blenders was beyond her patience. She could do anything if she set her mind to it. She just would rather have someone else do the baking, especially if she was the one going to eat it.

      Pouring the beaten eggs into the skillet, she glanced over her shoulder at him. “On what?”

      There was that cocky grin she loved so much. “On whether it’s good coffee or bad.  Good, I can drink black.  Or I can doctor it up and make it as good as dessert.  I’m fine with either.  Bad coffee, I have to load up with all the cream and sugar I can stir in, and let me tell you, the precinct goes through a ton of sugar and creamer packets. This coffee has a nice bite to it.”

      “It’s got chicory in it. I buy it from Cafe Du Monde. There’s creamer in the door of the fridge if you need to cut the bitterness a bit.”

      “Nah, this is fine. Great.”

      “Do you cook much?”

      “Not really. Never had the teaching.”

      Stirring the eggs, she waited a moment, hoping the silence would encourage him to keep talking. She wanted to crack open that hard soldier/cop exterior and find something delicate and tasty on the inside.

      “I was too busy in sports and helping with chores on the ranch to do much in the kitchen. Alli was always the one to help Mom.”

      “How many siblings do you have?”

      “Three sisters, all older:  Jessica, Allison, and Rachel. Dad always joked they’d had to keep trying until they had a boy, but Jess was better on a horse than I ever was.”

      Mal split out the eggs, sprinkled with cheese, and grabbed the plate of biscuits to take over to the breakfast nook. Colby didn’t need her request to grab the two plates and bring them for her. What surprised her was that he then took her cup and his, filling both back up with coffee. She sat down, even more pleased when he glanced at her to see if she had anything else to add. “Just a splash of half and half.”

      He set her cup down but hesitated before sitting. “Should I put some pants on first?”

      She chuckled, arching a brow at him. “I like the scenery, unless you’re uncomfortable.”

      “Are you kidding?” He sat down and stared at the plate, practically drooling, but he didn’t pick up his fork until she did. “I’ve eaten an MRE at the bottom of a foxhole, sitting in a foot of rain and mud in forty degree temps. This is not uncomfortable.”

      She cracked open a biscuit and slathered on some orange marmalade. “I didn’t think Afghanistan got that cold.”

      He tucked into the eggs like he hadn’t eaten in days, without any challenges from her like he’d needed that first night. It actually made her throat tighten enough that she had to swallow the bite twice to make sure she didn’t choke. Usually her Mistress games were just that: games. Fun. Entertainment. She didn’t often actually get to help somebody. Let alone someone like Colby. She let her gaze wander across his pecs, reading the stories written into his skin.

      “It does at night, but we didn’t have many foxholes there. That was actually boot camp in San Diego.”

      She didn’t prompt him, hoping instead that he’d keep talking after a few bites. Her patience was rewarded when he reached for his third biscuit.

      “It was mostly dust and heat and miserable sun. During the day, you’d cut off your right arm for a bit of shade. When we had breaks, it was nothing to lie under the vehicles, both for shade and protection. I thought Texas was hot, but it wasn’t anything close. At least here, we have plants that have adapted to long summers and even droughts, but there, it’s just all rock and sand and dust, blowing, so dry and grim. They’ve been bombed for decades, first the Russians and then us, hunting for the elusive terrorist cells. So there’s barely anything left but rubble.”

      He’d already given her a lot to think about.  The youngest with three sisters.  That would explain his politeness and absolute horror at the thought of hurting her. He’d grown up on a ranch too, so he was probably used to doing chores, handling animals. Unless he’d joined the military to escape that life. “I can see you as a cowboy.”

      Actually, now that she’d said it, the image of him in cowboy boots and a big hat made her nipples tighten. His slow Texan drawl, all yes, ma’am, no ma’am, with nothing on but a hat and boots…

      “I never really took to farm life.” He looked away a moment, his jaw clenching.  A bit of old guilt and shame.  If his father had been excited to have a boy after three girls, and then his only son hadn’t been much of a rancher, maybe his dad had made him feel like shit for it. “I wasn’t good at it.”

      “Sugar, I can’t imagine anything physical and outdoorsy that you wouldn’t be good at.”

      He laughed but it was harsh and tight with suppressed rage and angst. “Tell that to Dad. He made it very clear that I was nothing but a disappointment.”

      

      Fighting down those old feelings of childhood failures, Colby pushed his plate away and picked up his coffee cup. He took a few calming sips. He’d left the ranch behind a long time ago, along with a dissatisfied father. Funny how those old arguments and feelings never actually went away. Mal, damn her, didn’t say anything, but watched his every move as diligently as he’d watch a drug dealer on the street approaching a bunch of school kids. Though her eyes gleamed with a soft, golden light that he’d never give to a criminal.

      She wanted those old stories of hurt and anger. She was a Mistress. She dealt in pain.

      She didn’t ask, so he didn’t feel obliged to share those ugly stories of his past. But she waited, and watched, and he couldn’t seem to wire his jaws shut.

      “Maybe it’s not like this anywhere else, but here in Texas, there’s a sort of hierarchy that fathers expect from their sons. First, the land and the work it needs. Second, Friday night football. Third, church and God, although some people claim it should be higher in the list, most people I know always knock it down at least a few notches. Most people have family in there somewhere, and eventually country. I’ve known a few guys who’d put their truck at the top of the list.”

      Mal nodded and settled back in her chair with her cup, quietly sipping. “That’s a pretty good list.”

      “It wasn’t my list.” Even now, his voice sharpened, defiant and hurt that nobody cared more about him than a bunch of cow shit and dust. Adult Colby knew that wasn’t true, but the kid buried deep inside him still hurt. “Even as a kid, I failed the most basic tasks Dad expected of me.”

      He had to pause a moment to keep the old rage contained. He took another sip and almost choked because his throat was too tight and raw to swallow.

      “It was the same for me. I think it’s the same for all kids. I think we all have a moment where we fail to meet our parents’ expectations and suddenly realize that we’re different, unique, and can’t ever follow some parental guidebook.”

      “What was it for you?” He didn’t expect her to answer, but something deep inside of him craved a bit of her soul. Something she hadn’t told anyone else, before he cut open his old wounds for her.

      A sad smile twisted her lips and she turned to look out the window. “Mama gave up on me in the kitchen at an early age. I can only do the most basic recipes. Meanwhile, she’s baking twelve pies for church and opening her own restaurant. She needed my help, but I couldn’t keep up. I made more mistakes, that made more work for her. Eventually she hired someone to help her and replaced me entirely.”

      Gave up. Yeah, that’s exactly what Dad did to me too.

      “Plus she never liked my taste in men.” Mal glanced over at him, a teasing lilt in her voice that didn’t match the sadness in her eyes. “Though I got that taste from her.”

      He could feel her gaze gliding over his chest like hot embers smoking into his skin. “Ex-soldiers with tats?”

      “White men,” Mal clarified. “My daddy was white.”

      “Oh. I guess I never really thought about it.” Which was true. When he looked at Mal, he saw a beautiful woman with a kind of power that drew him like a moth to a flame. Even if he ended up crispy, he couldn’t stay away. Didn’t want to stay away.

      She laughed. “Which is totally a white man thing to say. I’m sure the man who fathered me probably thought the very same thing, right before he went back to his high-class family and blonde girlfriend. I only met him once. He wasn’t ever part of my life and refused to acknowledge me publicly as his daughter. That’s fine. His payoff funded Mama’s first restaurant and that’s all we ever needed after that.”

      It was too early for him to start thinking long-term. Two nights, and one of them sleeping only, sure didn’t count for much. But the thought that her mother might frown on him from the get-go put him on high alert. “I wouldn’t ever do that to you. Or anyone, for that matter.”

      “I know.” She smiled and reached over to pat his thigh. “I wouldn’t let you.”

      The firm stroke of her fingers took away some of the sting to his ego. His brain wanted to object that he’d do what he damn well pleased, but she’d already shown him another way. A way that had his dick tied up in a leash that only she could guide.

      “Surely your daddy wasn’t worse than mine. At least yours stayed around.”

      He saw what she’d done there, but with her hand on his thigh, he couldn’t find it in himself to complain. Even if he flopped around a bit like a catfish on a line. She’d baited and hooked him good. “I let him down, not the other way around. Over and over.” A dam rose up in his throat, old walls he’d built a long time ago to protect himself. She didn’t push for details, but gently kneaded his quadriceps, a silent encouragement with infinite patience. Old memories swirled in those flood waters, a tidal wave slowly building pressure behind the dam in his mind. He tried to hold on, to push those words back, but knowing that Mal wanted them made it impossible to deny her.

      The dam crumbled to dust in his mind and he let out a long, heavy sigh. “The most important thing on a cattle ranch is the herd. You have to protect the herd at all cost. Especially the calves. If the calves die, that’s future profits dying, especially if it’s a heifer that could have had a dozen babies herself. Losses are part of the game, but we survived by minimizing those losses as much as possible.

      “One of my earliest memories is riding a horse. Dad started us early and expected a full day’s work from all of us. We didn’t ride around in a ring for kicks and giggles, or go off to shows. We got up at dawn and rode out to the pastures. Checking fence, counting head, doctoring, in rain, drought, or even snow. Whatever it took. The herd came first.”

      “How old were you when you started riding out like that?”

      “I’m not really sure. Five or so. I started out riding with Dad, and then by eight or nine I had my own route to take every day.”

      “On a full-sized horse?”

      “We didn’t keep Shetland ponies, that’s for sure.”

      “I’ve been on a horse once as an adult and I was terrified. A lot of it for me was the lack of control. Even with a tight grip on the reins, there really wasn’t anything I could do to stop that beast if it decided to run off or buck or simply stop and graze. And it was big. I didn’t like being that far off the ground with so little…”

      “Control,” he finished, repeating the word for her. Yeah, he could see Mal having a problem with situations like that. “Let me guess—you have a manual transmission in your car too.”

      She tipped her chin up. “Wouldn’t have it any other way. You don’t get to be the Mistress of Dallas by letting anything—man or machine or animal—fall to chance.”

      “I wasn’t scared of falling off, or even riding. In the beginning, I loved being out on the range with Dad. We had some of the best talks on those rides.” If he closed his eyes, he could still hear the creak of the saddles and smell the hot sweat of his horse.

      “So what changed?”

      He took another drink of coffee, but the liquid didn’t want to slide down his throat, so he didn’t risk another. “Late one day, we came across a cow that’d fallen down in a ditch and couldn’t get up. It wasn’t that deep, but her head was downhill and she just couldn’t get herself up. She died, but managed to give birth to her calf first. The little heifer was still wet, so she hadn’t been born for long. Of course it was getting pretty late and we were still a good hour ride from home. Dad meant for us to take over the ranch for him, so he was real good about talking things through and explaining his reasons for everything. We could have carried that calf home and bottle fed it, but time was of the essence. She needed to be warm and safe and fed, and a hard bumpy ride might be enough to push her into shock and death. Plus we didn’t have a lot of time on the ranch to bottle feed a calf. We already did chores from dark in the morning until after dark at night and never had a shortage of things that needed doing.

      “On the other hand, we’d just passed a smaller herd and found a yearling heifer with a stillborn calf. If we could get her to adopt the orphan, it’d be the best world for both of them.”

      “Seems reasonable,” Mal said. “What happened?”

      “He left me to guard the new baby and rode off to go rope and haul up that mama. He figured he’d be an hour finding her and dragging her back up to us. It ended up taking him three, because the cows had moved off further than he’d planned.”

      “So it was dark.”

      Colby nodded. “Very dark. Moonless night, I remember that. I had my horse for company but nothing else. Dad always had a shotgun in case we ran into any trouble, but he didn’t think to leave it with me. I probably wouldn’t have used it anyway.”

      “You didn’t know how to shoot it?”

      “Oh, I did. If we weren’t riding and working, we were learning how to shoot and fish and hunt.” Her brow wrinkled as she tried to figure out what had gone so terribly wrong with his story. “I fell asleep.” His fingers ached, and he made himself let go of the coffee cup before he busted it. “We’d been up since four and worked all day. I sat down for fifteen minutes and I was out like a light. I didn’t wake up until I heard hoof beats as Dad rode back to me, but it was too late.”

      Mal squeezed his thigh gently. “What happened?”

      “A coyote, maybe more than one. It’d dragged that baby off and tore her apart not even twenty feet away and I’d slept through it all. Maybe she didn’t put up much of a fight being a newborn calf, but I still to this day can’t believe I didn’t hear a thing. Not a bleat, a yip, a fight as they cleaned up the scraps. Nothing.” All these years later, he still felt a shudder ripple across his shoulders. The sinking pit of shame in his belly. The horror. “Dad didn’t say much. He didn’t have to. The look on his face was enough.”

      “How old were you?”

      “Six. Didn’t matter, though. I knew my job and I didn’t do it.”

      “What could a child have done against a pack of coyotes? You’re lucky you weren’t hurt. You didn’t even have a gun.”

      “Coyotes don’t mess with people much. I’d have to be injured and sick myself before even a pack of them would be tempted to come after me. If I’d stayed awake, I could have chased them off with a few rocks. I could have seen what was going on and brought my horse back up so shield us. She’d wondered off to graze and I hadn’t noticed that, either. I’m lucky she didn’t take off for the hills, because then I’d have had to ride all the way home behind Dad on top of everything else.”

      Mal leaned closer, sharing the heat of her body against him. He closed his eyes, breathing in her scent, her presence. She didn’t have to say anything to make him feel better.

      “It wasn’t ever the same after that,” he whispered. “Dad never could forget that I’d disappointed him, and I never could forget that I’d fallen asleep on the job. I’ve carried that with me all these years, but especially into my tours in Afghanistan. Even when it wasn’t my turn to stand watch, I often stayed awake, unable to sleep, terrified to sleep. Someone might die on my watch if I did. Someone did die. Henderson. Not on my watch, but right beside me. A land mine. Knocked my entire squad flat, but only he died. Somehow I always thought it should have been me, not him. Maybe I’d unconsciously pushed him off track, pushed him into harm’s way, made him walk into the mine that had my name on it, not his.”

      “Is that why you haven’t been sleeping or eating much since you got home?”

      “Maybe. Partly.”

      She kissed his shoulder, a simple brush of her lips that made his knees quiver enough that he was thankful he was sitting down. “You know that if you’re home sleeping in your bed that it’s not your fault if Elias gets shot.”

      “It is if I’m supposed to be there for my partner and I’m not.”

      “You’re human, Colby, not a super hero with infinite powers. You have to sleep. You have to eat. You have to take care of yourself. Or you’re no good to anyone, least of all on such a dangerous job.”

      “My head knows that, but…” He shook his head, as if he could get rid of the thoughts by rattling them loose. “I’d never forgive myself if something happened to Elias on my watch.”

      “Then you shouldn’t be a cop.”

      He jerked with surprise and would have leaped to his feet without the warm press of her body against his.

      “Hear me out. If you can’t accept the risk that either you or your partner might be injured or, God forbid, killed in the line of duty, through no fault of your own, then you shouldn’t be a cop. You shouldn’t have that risk hanging over your head day in and day out. It’ll kill you in the end.”

      “Better me than him.”

      Her voice sharpened. “So you have a death wish, now?”

      “No. But he’s my partner. He’s got a girlfriend. A life.”

      “And what do you have?”

      “Nothing!” The rage in his voice shook him. Wide eyed, he stared at her, shocked by the depth of his emotion and despair. His jealousy. All without even noticing it.

      “You’ve been punishing yourself all this time. Not eating. Not sleeping. Not fucking. Holding yourself to impossible standards, making yourself responsible for everything and everyone, with no hope of upholding those steep expectations forever. You can’t do it any longer.”

      He couldn’t help but recognize the truth in her words because it resonated inside him like a church bell, yet something inside him resisted. Some part of his ego insisted that he could do it all. He could stand guard for Elias, for her, for everyone. He wouldn’t fail this time.

      “You won’t do it any longer.” Mal didn’t move exactly, but her manner changed. Her eyes hardened. Her body wasn’t soft and melted against him and her shoulders squared. She looked him in the eye and it was like she held him captive, entranced, unable to move. “I won’t allow it. If you want to be with me, you will let this monstrous sense of responsibility go.”

      He couldn’t look away. Couldn’t back down. Nobody had ever challenged him like this, let alone a woman. She didn’t raise her voice or threaten him in any way, but he felt the surety rolling off her in waves. She’d regret never seeing him again, but she’d walk away in a heartbeat if he didn’t let this go. What was so stupid was he wanted to let it go. He didn’t want to be tied up in knots all the time.

      Tied up. He couldn’t help but huff out a laugh, breaking the tension of the moment.

      Mal’s determination didn’t soften, but she did allow a ghost of a smile to grace her lips a moment. “What?”

      “You sure do tie me up in knots, Mal.”

      She laughed too, letting her eyes warm with a sensual promise that he hadn’t seen nothing yet. “Now that’s a promise I’d love to follow through with, sugar.”

      His phone rang in the other room and he didn’t try to stifle the groan. “That’ll be Elias, telling me he’s headed in to start the paperwork.”

      She leaned back out of his space, and the air seemed to cool around him that he actually felt a chill on his bare skin. He hadn’t realized how much heat and fire she put out. She’d heated him without a single touch. “Duty calls.”

      Nodding, he stood, but hesitated awkwardly. He couldn’t forget her ultimatum. Standing here in his skivies, eating breakfast with her, in her house… it made him want to stay and damn the rest of the world. He wouldn’t care as long as he had her waiting for him. Though with Mal, he didn’t think she’d be the one waiting. No, it’d be him. Sweating, shaking, trying to hold on until the next command came. Why did that sound so good?

      Turning toward him slightly, she stretched out her legs, letting the robe fall apart enough to reveal the faded t-shirt she wore and a hint of scarlet silk between her thighs. She saw him looking and arched a brow at him. “What, shocked by my ultra sexy babydoll?”

      His tongue felt too thick in his mouth to make words, but he tried anyway. “Looks good. Damned good. But…”

      “You’re wondering about our conversation just now and whether or not you’ll be welcomed back.”

      He dragged his gaze up to her face, determined to face her decision on his feet like a man. “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Thank you.”

      That wasn’t what he expected to hear. “For what?”

      “I can have sex any night I want. All I have to do is go down to the club and see who wants to play. You let me in. You gave me your secrets. Your pain. Your truths that maybe even you didn’t know for yourself. I can’t get that from just anyone. Would it surprise you if I said our little talk just now made me want you even more than when I had you in my bed?”

      His dick liked those words. “Why?”

      “It takes a very confident man to make himself vulnerable. To give up his weaknesses to a woman. It’s encoded in your brains from childhood by society to be tough, not act like a girl, not show your feelings. Which is bull shit. What we had two nights ago was great. I’d do it again if you asked me very nicely and promised to let me try a little rope for round two. See how many knots I really can tie on you. But if that’s all you can offer me, the fun times are just that. Fun. And over before you know it.”

      His tongue stumbled over the words, but he had to say it. “I don’t want this to be over. Not anytime soon.”

      She reached out and took his hand, pressing her lips against his palm in a kiss. “Neither do I, sugar. So you think about what I said earlier. Come back for some fun times. But if you want to take it to the next level, you know what I’m going to expect. Fair warning.”

      All or nothing. No secrets. And she wasn’t going to play around or step around his issues. He liked that. Even if it sucked too. “When can I see you again?”

      She pressed her teeth gently into the thicker pad at the base of his thumb. A promise. “How long are you going to be stuck at the office today?”

      “A few hours.” As long as another gang war didn’t erupt. Then she wouldn’t see hide nor hair of him for days at a time.

      “Then come back tonight, detective.” Releasing his hand, she laughed softly and picked up her coffee cup, giving him a sultry look over the top of the mug. “If you’re brave enough.”
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      “Have you ever had a woman you’re dating lay down an ultimatum?” Elias asked.

      Suspicious, Colby looked up over the top of his computer screen at his partner. How the fuck would he know about Mal’s ultimatum earlier? But Elias didn’t even look at him, instead pretending intent interest in the file folder spread out in front of him. The main room of the precinct was mostly empty, though two cops were in the break room shooting the breeze while waiting on the coffee pot to quit bubbling.

      “I mean, I get it,” Elias continued, still not looking at him. “I get where she’s coming from. What she’s asking isn’t unreasonable. But for some reason my lizard brain just can’t deal with it, and that pisses me off.”

      Yeah, Colby got that exactly. When Mal had told him he shouldn’t be a cop if he couldn’t accept the dangers and risks to both him and his partner, he’d understood her point, and even agreed. But that didn’t mean he liked it, and his knee-jerk reaction was to do the opposite just because someone, a woman, specifically, had told him the truth of it. “I thought you were more Neanderthal than lizard brain.”

      Elias blew out a snort. “’Me man. You woman. You no tell me what to do.’ Then Vic clubs me over the head and drags me into the cave.”

      “Sounds about right.” They laughed a few moments, and then Colby asked. “So what’s she wanting you to do?”

      “Oh, it’s the kid, Jesse.”

      Colby had met Jesse a few times, but he didn’t entirely understand the living arrangements Elias and Vicki had worked out when she took a homeless man into her home. In fact, Elias had been meaner than usual for months before and hadn’t even been seeing her. Then all the sudden, it was the three of them back in the picture, and then shortly after, engagement. “That can’t be… easy.”

      “Not easy, no,” Elias replied quietly. “But she loves him, and I love her, and while she loves me too, sometimes I just want to beat the shit out of him and kick him out of her house for good.”

      “And other times…?”

      Elias didn’t answer right away. Colby glanced back up at him and paused, shocked. In over a year of working with him, Colby had never seen his partner rattled. Let alone…

      He was pretty sure the red splotches on Elias’s cheek bones were embarrassment.

      “I don’t even know.” Elias muttered, followed by a foul string of curse words and a slammed drawer. “It’s her fault anyway. She put me in this position. She made this… possible. And damn it all to hell, I can’t seem to care, which pisses me off even more.”

      Colby couldn’t help but imagine about a thousand scenarios, each more outlandish for the harsh, pit bull cop he knew. It wasn’t his business, but he couldn’t help but wonder how they managed the lovemaking. Did Elias watch her with Jesse, and vice versa? Or did she take them both at the same time? And how the hell did that work? Elias wasn’t a touchy-feely guy. Not by a long shot. Colby couldn’t even remember the last time the man had hugged him, even a friendly pounding or slap on the back. So how would he take touching another man in his woman’s bed? Did he touch Jesse?

      Did he want to touch Jesse?

      Now Colby found himself blushing too and unable to meet his partner’s gaze. Tough, brass-for-balls cops weren’t supposed to think about touching other men. At least in Texas. No wonder Elias was having an identity crisis. If two men loved the same woman, wouldn’t that be a natural progression? Now that he’d thought about it, it wouldn’t surprise him at all. Though maybe it was surprising Elias. Something he’d never counted on.

      Elias wasn’t looking for advice, not really. He’d do what he was going to do one way or the other. He wouldn’t even care if people started gossiping, just like he’d blown off the bondage jokes after he’d filmed that commercial. It was his own response to the situation, his anger, that was frustrating him.

      So maybe hearing a different side of a similar situation would help. “Mal gave me an ultimatum this morning.”

      “Yeah? About what?”

      “Getting my shit together, if I want to keep seeing her. After she dragged out an emotional story from my childhood that I haven’t told anybody else.”

      Elias grunted. “She’s digging her claws into you good.”

      And her teeth. The thought made Colby’s dick stir. “No shit. I felt like I’d taken a fall off my horse straight into a patch of barrel cacti when she was done with me, and she never laid a finger on me. But she made sense. I mean, I want to get my shit together, obviously. But I’m still fighting myself to shut up the automatic hell no.”

      “So we’re both chauvinistic pigs.”

      “And we both picked strong women who aren’t afraid to tell us so.”

      “Sometimes on a daily basis,” Elias grumbled, though he nodded. “Guess I need to hear it that often. I just wish I knew what the hell I was doing.”

      “I don’t know what the hell I’m doing either,” Colby admitted. “I just… like her. I can’t stop thinking about her. I know there are things that she’s going to expect from me, and I don’t know that I’ll be able to do it. That I’ll even want to consider it. But… I can’t make myself care.”

      “You’ll know. When it comes down to it, you’ll know what to do.”

      “Will I?” Colby asked as he met his partner’s gaze. “Will you?”

      Admiration flickered in Elias’s gaze, followed quickly by gratitude. He saw what Colby had done, though it wasn’t in his nature to bring it out and examine it with words. “You’re a stupid motherfucker.”

      “So are you.”

      Elias grinned. “Let’s get this shit done so we can get back to being told what to do at home.”
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      The doorbell rang. Relieved, but also irritated at feeling so relieved, Mal shoved the box of Patrick’s goodies away and went to the open the door. “I gave you the code for a reason.”

      Colby flashed a grin and lifted both hands full of takeout. “Hungry?”

      “You’re forgiven. I hope you got Kung Pao Chicken. I love some spicy Chinese food. Here, we’ll just eat in the living room. What do you want to drink?”

      “I’ll start with just water, and then whatever you’re having. I wasn’t sure what you liked, so I got a variety. I haven’t eaten at this place yet, but Elias swore they have the best Chinese in town.”

      She hit the fridge door for two glasses of water and then the silverware drawer for forks and several large spoons. She set the glasses down on the coffee table, watching as he sorted through the red and gold containers. “I don’t like plastic silverware and I don’t eat with chopsticks.”

      He laughed. “The only thing in my cupboard is plastic crap. I refused to spend good money on kitchen stuff when I’m never home.”

      “I’ve noticed.” She put a little reprimand into her tone. “You can’t keep up this pace for long.”

      Sitting down with his Orange Beef, he sighed. “I know. But putting in all these hours the past year has really helped my career. Elias is feeling the pressure, too, though. Vicki isn’t going to want him working so much either. I think he indulged my frantic work habits just to keep himself busy while they were split up.”

      “You’ve been partners for awhile?”

      “About a year, plus I spent some time as a beat cop. But they promoted me pretty quickly thanks to my military experience. Elias has been a great mentor, but he’s getting ready to move on.”

      She heard a bit of uncertainty in his voice and read the tension in his shoulders. “What will you do?”

      “They’ll give me a new partner.” Colby paused, staring down at the food for a moment. “If I stay.” He looked up at her, taking a deep breath. “That’s the first time I’ve let myself say that, and I’m surprised. It feels good.”

      She couldn’t deny that she liked the idea of him leaving the force, especially if they were going to try and make a relationship out of this. She’d only seen the tip of the iceberg, but her patience and concern with the hours he was working would quickly run thin. But she had to be careful. If he was her submissive, she’d want to be sure he was making a good, well-thought-out decision. Even if it meant that he wouldn’t be in danger and they’d have more time together. If his dream was to be a cop, she’d have to learn to deal with the pressures of his career, even if she didn’t like it much.

      “Elias has been great. If they’d given me some other partner, I don’t know that I would have lasted this long. They probably would have sent me packing already.”

      “I thought you said you two were doing great.”

      “We are. We’ve really hit the cartels and gangs hard this past year. But the harder we hit, the worse the violence on the streets get. It’s a vicious circle. And Elias has been covering for me, helping me. I didn’t even realize it. I guess I wasn’t hiding my symptoms as well as I thought. Now I know why I don’t have any other friends on the force but him, and he’s aiming for a promotion. Sooner than later. So I need to decide what I want to do.”

      “I have to admit that I never really paid attention to the violence on the news until I met you.” And what I hear now chills my blood because I know you’re out there. She didn’t say it aloud though. Not yet. She didn’t feel as though she had the right, because her opinion might sway him toward a decision he wasn’t ready to make.

      “It’s rough out there and getting worse every day. The war on drugs is the stupidest war we’ve ever started. It just escalates, and cartels have infinite resources. It doesn’t take much to buy some illegal guns and give them to desperate men who’d sell their own mothers for their next hit. We shut down one dealer and three more pop up. It’s the same thing we saw in Afghanistan. The real terrorists are never stopped. All we do is bomb the innocent and make their lives more miserable, driving many of them to join the terror cells because they simply have no other choice.”

      “There are other departments, right? You don’t have to work narcotics.”

      “True.” He ate quietly a few moments before continuing. “I’m realizing now that I didn’t join the force for the right reasons, and I’m damned lucky Elias has been covering my back all this time. Without him, I wouldn’t have made it so long.”

      “You’re a good cop. I don’t doubt that.”

      “But I’ve been stupid. As hyped up and out of control as I’ve been, I’m damned lucky I didn’t go off half-cocked and hurt somebody. That’s the last thing I want to do. A cop’s primary goal is protect and serve, not seeking out a new battle to take his mind off all the other shit in his head.”

      She settled back on the couch, pleasantly full and ready for a glass of wine. “I think you’re doing just fine at protection. And you certainly served me dinner just now.”

      He might not think he was submissive, but he was sensitive enough to detect the heat in her voice. The subtle reminder that she was the Mistress, and she was pleased with him so far. “Is there anything else I could serve you, Mal?”

      “For starters, you could grab that bottle of wine on the counter and a glass. Of two, if you like wine. I’ve got a couple of beers in the fridge if that’s more your style.”

      She didn’t ask him to take care of the food, but he’d bought enough for a small army. He grabbed the untouched containers and the two they’d demolished, put the leftovers in the fridge, and paused, looking around for a trash can.

      “Under the sink. The wine glasses are in the cabinet above the dishwasher.”

      “You said the bottle’s open already?”

      “Yeah, a few days. Hopefully it’s still good.”

      Returning, he set the glasses on the coffee table and poured a good amount into both. Then he noticed the box that just happened to have a butt-plug tail prominently on top. If he even recognized the plug for what it was.

      He stilled a moment, and she could almost see the flurry of questions and doubt surging through him. When he turned to hand her a glass, he quirked his lips and arched a brow at her rather than flying off the handle. “I have to admit, I’m wondering what the hell you’re doing with a box full of tack and a fake tail.”

      

      Colby had forgotten how nice it felt to bring home food to someone. To watch her eat what he’d brought, to be satisfied and glad that he’d thought about it in time to stop and pick it up. Even that he’d guessed correctly and gotten her something she enjoyed. It was so much better than going into his crappy run-down apartment by himself and wondering if he had anything in the fridge other than ketchup and beer. Gotta start taking better care of myself. At least I’m eating and sleeping better.

      Thanks to her.

      So if she wanted him to look through a suspiciously crazy box of BDSM garb, then he’d do it. Though he’d be blushing worse than Elias this morning.

      She studied the box a moment, as if trying to decide which toy to use first on him, but then she laughed, shaking her head. “I can’t even pretend I’m into it, sorry. I just don’t get it.”

      He’d never seen the calm, always in control Mistress out of her element, or at least slightly uncomfortable before. Curious, now, he pulled the box toward him. Lifting the tail by the long, silky hairs, he tried not to react to the large black plastic end, but it was obvious where it went, and what people did with it. Unconsciously, his buttocks tightened, as if he needed to protect that tender hole. That plug looked way too big for anyone to want that stuck anywhere, let alone there.

      Mal was watching him, though, and it gave him an opportunity to redeem himself a little. He combed his other hand through the long strands. “Nice tail. Feels like real horse hair.”

      “I wouldn’t know, but it wouldn’t surprise me. Patrick would want the best for his stable.”

      He set the tail on the coffee table and reached back into the box. This time he pulled out a mess of leather straps. It took him a moment to recognize it, since the dimensions were all wrong from what he was used to, though the bit on the end confirmed what it was supposed to be. “Bridle.” He sorted out the leather straps so he could hold the bit in one hand and the headpiece in the other, and then held it up for her.

      “The metal goes in the mouth?”

      “It’s called a bit. That’s what the rider uses to control the horse. This one’s smooth and small, so it’d be pretty easy on the mouth.”

      “For a person? Or a horse?”

      “Either I guess. Horses have sensitive mouths. You can train a horse to use a hackamore, which is a bitless bridle, but you don’t have as much control if the horse isn’t cooperative. The bit presses down on the tender tissues of their mouth, getting their attention in a hurry. The problem is that more spirited animals can toughen up their mouths and still fight you. That’s when you need to change up the bit.”

      “Change it how?”

      “More metal, for starters. You can change the shape inside, giving it a heavier, bigger curve that presses more fully on the tongue. That gives you more leverage on the whole jaw. There are some brutal ones I saw years ago in an old junk store that had spiky bumps on the metal. In the wrong hands, a bit like that would have torn a horse’s mouth to shreds. But a snaffle bit is my favorite.” He gripped the bit in the middle. “It has a joint, here, that lets the bit bend in the mouth. That puts more pressure on the sides of the horse’s mouth, not the tongue or jaw. A feisty horse can still build up resistance to it over time, but it’s much gentler and kinder while still getting the job done.”

      “I knew you’d grown up on a ranch, but hearing you talk about this stuff is amazing.”

      “You should hear Jess, then. She’s the real horse-lover in the family. Me, I could ride, but she made it look like she was part of the animal. I never could pull that off.”

      “I had no idea the bridle was so important. I thought it was all for show.”

      “It’s definitely an item of control, which makes it right up your alley, right?”

      She snorted. “Hardly. Though it does make more sense now why a pony sub would want to wear it, and why Patrick would always use one.”

      He sorted through the rest of the items in the box and held them up one by one. “Chest piece, I think, though I’d call this a martingale on a horse. It’s to help keep the saddle in place. I think this is supposed to be a saddle and girth, but I’ve never seen one shaped like this. It’s definitely for show. And these…” He held up one of the boots, letting out a low whistle when he saw how high the heel was underneath. “Fake hooves, but I don’t know if a woman could actually walk in them without breaking an ankle.”

      “They do. I’ve seen it.”

      “Wow.”

      “So most of it’s for show, would you say?”

      “Except for the bridle.”

      “I thought maybe the chest piece was real, so they could pull a fake carriage. I’ve seen that before and thought we might do something like that this season.”

      “For pulling something behind, even light, you’d need a different kind of harness, at least for horses. That martingale won’t distribute the weight for a tow. But I don’t know as much about that kind of harness. Not much of a need for carriage horses out in southwest Texas.”

      She seemed to be mulling things over, unconsciously nibbling on her lip as she watched him. Unsure what she was thinking, he ran his fingers over the leather. Someone had taken good care of it. Soft, supple, no scratch or scruff marks. He tried to remember Patrick from the show, but only had a vague memory of a man dressed like a Victorian riding master. He hadn’t been able to concentrate on much but Mal.

      She blew out a sigh, drawing his attention back to her. “I just can’t picture what it looks like or how it’s used. Not up close and personal.”

      He wasn’t sure what made him open his mouth. Not the wine, because he hadn’t even tasted it yet. “Do you want a model?”

      She arched a brow at him, head tipping to the side. “You wouldn’t mind? After the dog crate incident…”

      Maybe it was his ego after all. His desire to wipe away that ridiculous conclusion and the way he’d reacted. Because it did still bother him. He didn’t like to make mistakes, especially with people he cared about. “I’m open to it. I mean, I don’t want this stuff, but I wouldn’t mind it. Or rather, I wouldn’t mind you doing it.”
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      Mal couldn’t answer for a moment, for fear of revealing exactly how much his offer touched her. It was no small thing for a man of his pride and strength to be willing to humble, and even potentially embarrass, himself, just to please her. He might not consider himself a submissive, but it was a very thoughtful way he could serve her needs that had nothing to do with his own sexual gratification.

      “Not the tail,” he clarified, his tone stern though his eyes flashed with amusement. “I’ll blackberry right out of that.”

      “No tail,” she agreed, grateful he’d kept to a light tone. If he’d gone all serious or apologetic about the minor incorrect assumption he’d made before, she might have actually teared up. “I just want to see how the bridle actually goes on, and how a dominant would use it to give the submissive a sense of ownership.”

      He loosened the buckles on either side to stretch out the part that went over his head. When he actually did slip the contraption on, her breath caught in her throat.

      “What? That bad?”

      She shook her head and reached out to cup his face, sliding over the cushion closer to him. “Not at all.”

      “You’re not turned on by this, are you?”

      He didn’t say it as an accusation, or with alarm, just more curious. “Not in the way you think.” The metal bit hung down below his chin, but now he couldn’t see to do the buckles. She worked the left side tighter, drawing the bit up to lie against his chin but not in his mouth.

      “You are. I can see it,” he whispered, his voice dropping to a rumble that made her eyelashes flutter. “You’re holding your breath. You like this.”

      “It’s not the pony gear. It’s you. That you were willing to even try this. For me.”

      His eyes widened. “I’d do just about anything for you, Mal.”

      “Don’t say that, not yet. You don’t know what I’ll ask of you.”

      “I mean it, and I don’t say it lightly. I even had a man-to-man talk today with Elias.”

      She laughed, reaching toward the other side of his head. He turned in toward her to make it easier. “How’d that go?”

      “About as good as you’d expect.”

      “What man problems is he having? Or would it break some cop code of silence to tell me?”

      “He didn’t go into details, but mentioned that Vicki had given him an ultimatum. One that his brain knew was a good idea, but—”

      “Because she told him, he didn’t want to do it. Typical.” Mal thought the straps were pretty even. Sitting back, she looked him over. “How does that feel?”

      “Fine.” He shrugged. “Not a problem, but not a turn on.”

      “Would it bother you if I tug a bit on these straps, to see what kind of limitations you have?”

      “They’re called reins, and no, I wouldn’t mind. You won’t have much leverage other than pulling my head around, because the bit isn’t in my mouth.”

      She picked up the reins and stood before him. Giving an experimental tug, she watched his body carefully. She could lift his head a bit, but the bridle almost slipped off his head. “Not tight enough.”

      He cupped the metal bit in his palm and lifted it closer to his mouth. “Go ahead and tighten it. You won’t be able to try much until you do.”

      She frowned. “I don’t think I like the idea of that thing in your mouth. Won’t it taste bad? And you won’t be able to talk.”

      “Pretend I’m gagged. I’ve probably had worse things in my mouth.”

      She arched a brow at him. “Don’t go giving me ideas, detective.” Ah, there was that cocky grin she loved so much. Since he wasn’t bothered in the slightest, she stepped back and tightened each buckle, so the bit fit comfortably into his mouth. He clanged his teeth on the metal, which made her cringe. “It just seems so… barbaric.”

      He laughed, that much she could understand, but when he tried to talk, it was so garbled she couldn’t understand anything. He shook his head and made a sound like a whinny instead, and she ended up laughing so hard that she held on to her stomach.

      “Blackberry,” she groaned, making him set off another round of horse-like laughs. He stood, and with his eyes gleaming and shining with mischief, he was probably going to prance around like a horse. Before he could set off another round of laughter, she gave a tug on the reins. Maybe a bit too hard, because his eyes widened and his head came down toward her, an arch in his back.

      Ah. She liked that stunned look on a man’s face. The look he got when he realized she had the upper hand. “Not so funny now, is it, sugar.”

      He watched her, eyes dark and intense. She stood, letting him straighten back up.Without looking at him, she started to walk about the room, the reins in her hand. He followed, trying to anticipate where she’d go. Evidently he didn’t like the small tugs at all. The reminder that he didn’t go where he chose, that it was her will. So naturally she had to do it some more.

      Turning sharply, she pulled his head around and heard the catch in his breath. Felt the moment of resistance before he followed. Again, a turn for no reason. Catching him off guard. Making him listen and follow by body language and instinct more than his eyes. He was quick enough on his feet that she couldn’t catch him unawares again, but she actually liked that. She liked knowing that he had adjusted to listen and watch so closely.

      She turned and faced him. The bit kept him from shutting his mouth entirely, so he was starting to slobber. Some Mistresses really got off on that. It’d never been her thing—just another natural part of the body that happened when you took a small thing away from a sub. Like the ability to shut his own mouth. Now it affected her, in a huge way.

      “I’m starting to see some of Patrick’s fascination with this,” she said softly, letting her gaze travel slowly across his shoulders, down his chest. Letting her appreciation gleam. He unconsciously widened his stance, tipping his head up as if he didn’t wear anything on his head that might make him uncomfortable. “I like being able to keep you on your toes. To make you listen to my will without saying a word. That’s what true domination is all about.”

      His eyes narrowed, his shoulders tensing. Yeah, his ego was starting to rise up a bit. Good. That gave her something to play with.

      Slowly, she walked back toward him, letting the reins dangle between them. He stayed because he wanted to. Not because she told him. She stepped around him and pressed against his back. Letting her fingers trail up his arms, around his stomach, up his pecs. She lay her cheek against his back, listening to him breathe.

      “You never once reached up to take the bridle off,” she whispered. “Why is that, do you think?”

      He grunted softly, not trying to talk. He knew.

      She separated the reins, drawing them back gently so he’d feel the slightest pressure on his mouth and head. Widening her thighs, she let him feel the press of her legs against his. She tightened up her grip on the reins slightly. Pressed against him, the line of her thighs on the outside of his legs, the reins in her fist. “We’re naked. In bed. And I’m on your back, like this.” She tugged on the bridle, drawing his chin back. “I’d be able to give you one hell of a ride, sugar.”

      His muscles quivered against her. Tensed. Then relaxed. And he still didn’t make a move to rid himself of the contraption on his head. In fact, he pressed back against her, meeting the pressure of her body with his. A hint of strength, the flex of his back, tensing of his thighs. He didn’t have to be able to speak.

      No, Mal, I’d give you one hell of a ride.

      

      He’d never admit it, but when she slipped the bridle off his head, he was almost sorry.

      Having her against his back like that, the smell of leather in his head, her gentle touch on the reins. It’d been… nice. Bringing back good memories of his childhood, while also making him remember their one night together. How she’d sat on him, taking control of his every move, but still satisfying him more than he’d ever imagined. Even now, she held him, pressed against his back, and he wanted to sink into that feeling. Just be. He’d never felt so… Steady. Calm. At peace.

      Was that what being submissive meant? He wasn’t sure. He wasn’t sure of anything any more, other than he wanted to keep feeling this calm and peaceful. The soft thud of his erection startled him, and he felt Mal smile against his back.

      “I think someone is ready for some attention now.”

      He didn’t have to think before replying, “Yes, ma’am.”

      The ma’am rolled off his tongue without him thinking about it. It just felt right. Natural. And that did alarm him. She was burrowing deeper into his skin every time she touched him, subtly changing the way he reacted, without even knowing it. But her hands soothed, stroking circles on his chest, her face still pressed against his back. Her right hand slid lower to palm his dick and he couldn’t hold back the groan of appreciation.

      “Remember the rules. Remember how to stop me.”

      He’d let her put a fucking bridle on him, for Christ’s sake. Would he really want to stop her? Ever? His brain insisted yes, but he couldn’t be sure. Not any longer.

      She worked his fly open with agonizingly slow strokes and pauses, a deliberate caress that just happened to open his pants. When she pulled away from his back, he opened his mouth to ask her not to leave, but bit back the request at the last moment. She hadn’t invited his opinions on what should happen next. Besides, when she tugged his shirt up over his head to bare his skin for her mouth, he no longer wanted to complain that she wasn’t pressed against him. She managed to slide his pants and boxers down while keeping her mouth on his back. Tender brushes of her lips, the warmth of her breath, but no teeth. Not yet. Her mouth paused in the hollow of his back, her hands gliding down to his knees, and he wanted to protest. The Mistress shouldn’t be pleasing him so tenderly. Should she? She had to be on her knees, and that just seemed wrong. So wrong. He should be on his knees for her.

      Without words, she told him when to lift each foot, tugging his boots, pants and socks off until he was nude. Standing in her living room. He checked the windows to be sure the curtains were drawn. Though would he have been able to stop her, even if her entire neighborhood had gathered around to stare at him through the windows? He couldn’t say with any certainty, not with her mouth on his buttock. She pressed her teeth into that muscle, not hard, not in a bite, just the promise, the graze of teeth to remind him of the pain she’d brought before.

      His dick ached, his balls drawn up tight. She fisted him, her touch sure and confident, a hard grip that knew he could take a firm touch. Her teeth gripped his ass harder, her hand working. So strange, to have her behind him, jacking him off, on her knees, biting his ass. Weird, but hot. Too hot. His head fell back and he gritted his teeth, trying to hold back the surge of desire flooding his body. She’d reminded him of the rules on purpose. No coming. Not until she told him to. No touching. He fisted his hands, fighting the urge to reach behind him, find her head, her hair. Maybe that’s why she stayed behind him. It would have been next to impossible for him to keep his hands off her head if she’d gone to her knees in front of him.

      As if she’d heard that indirect challenge, she pulled back. “Turn around, sugar. Let me give that cock the attention he deserves.”

      Torn between eagerness and dread, he turned around stiffly. Don’t touch her. Don’t come. The words a litany in his head.

      Fuck.

      She licked the tip of his dick and the top of his head tried to blow off. His heart pounded so hard and loud he couldn’t hear anything but the thundering pulse in his head. One brush of her lips shouldn’t feel so good. A simple stroke of her tongue. She didn’t even take him into her mouth and suck him. She didn’t have to. And it was over. Climax rolled through him, uncontrolled.

      Shaken, he peeled open his eyes. With mounting horror, he found his hands on her head. His fingers tangled in her hair. His come dribbling down his thigh. At least he hadn’t come on her face. Had he? Her tongue swiped across her lips suggestively, her eyes gleaming like a jaguar, stalking him through a jungle at night.

      “Someone has been a very bad, bad boy.”

      He flushed, his cheeks catching on fire. Not because she called him boy—but because he’d broken every single one of the rules. Worse, he suspected she’d set him up on purpose. She’d wanted him to break her rules, because Mistresses didn’t go to their knees and give blow jobs to their submissives. Unless she’d had a very good reason.

      She wants me to fail. So she can punish me.
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      Caught with his hand in the proverbial cookie jar, Colby stared down at her. His fingers tightened in her hair, rather than jerking away with shock. As if he’d decided he might as well make the most out of his infraction and touch her as long as he could. Maybe he was starting to understand how these games unfolded. Cat and mouse, luring him in, punishment—all, ultimately, to give them both what they wanted.

      Extreme satisfaction. Even for the man who claimed nothing could satisfy him any longer.

      She started to get up, so he released her hair and put those hands to good use and helped her stand.

      “What do you think I should do with you?”

      His complexion had started to fade back to normal, his acute embarrassment fading. “I suppose you’re going to punish me.”

      “What does that mean to you?”

      “The hell if I know.”

      She pursed her lips, as if she had to think very hard about the best way to teach him a lesson. “I’ll be back in a moment. You stand here and think about what you’ve done.”

      She actually meant that. She wanted him to think about putting himself into her hands. Trusting her enough to let her experiment with toys, even ones they already knew they’d discard like the pony gear. Letting her deliberately lure him into release, so that she could explore something new and different with him. Whether he was going to continue to put that trust in her, even if she came back with something potentially scary for a newbie submissive. Let alone a man who might not be a true submissive at all.

      Rummaging around in the bedside drawer, she made a great show of looking for just the right equipment. She even pulled a box out from beneath the bed and sorted through several items. By the time she came back to him, sweat had started to drip down his forehead. Even better…

      His erection had returned. And he knew it. Standing there stark naked in her living room, waiting for her punishment, he’d gotten turned on again.

      The white rope was hopefully not a surprise after their first night. Though this time, she fully intended to put it to good use. “Put your hands behind your back, soldier boy.”

      He widened his stance and put his wrists in the small of his back, almost like he was standing at attention for inspection. That could be fun. Loosening the hank of rope so she had a good amount in either hand, she started with his wrists. Then criss crossed the rope around his waist, up his chest, around his arms and shoulders. She used up the rope, ending with a loose wrap around his neck that did little to restrain or constrict his breathing—but acted as a reminder of exactly what she was doing to him. Then she stepped back and surveyed her work.

      Muscles strained against the rope. Instinctively testing her skill, how firmly he was restrained and exploring his options for escape. A combat soldier had probably been prepped at least in training about what to do if captured. The way he stared at her now, eyes dark, body braced, made her think about all sorts of role playing they could do. “Are you a spy sent to gather intel on me? Or maybe you’re just a poor soldier boy caught on the wrong side of the lines.”

      Refusing to play along, at least for now, he replied back with a question of his own. “What are you going to do to me now that you have me tied up?”

      She sat back down on the couch and picked up her glass of wine. His surprise, and yes, disappointment, made her lips quirk with amusement. “I haven’t decided yet. You’re just too pretty to look at. I want to enjoy the scenery first.”

      He moved his shoulders and arms, testing the rope, trying to decide if he could work himself free. She doubted it. She wasn’t a Shibari expert, but she’d been around bondage most of her adult life. The rope was the perfect weight to be strong yet flexible, soft yet tough enough to hold even a two-hundred-pound veteran in place.  Without his legs bound, he could still think about fleeing, though running away wasn’t in his DNA. She hadn’t wanted to make him feel completely helpless this first time. He needed something to fight, and leaving his legs free would give him the feeling that he had a chance.

      “Next time, I want your hands in front of you.”

      His eyes narrowed. “Next time?”

      She smiled and sipped her wine. “You think I’m going to be satisfied with tying you up only once? I was nice this time. I didn’t even tie your cock up. Looks like he’s missing out on the entertainment.”

      He twisted his wrists and blew out a disgusted breath. “I feel ridiculous standing here like this.”

      She laughed softly. “That’s the point, sugar. Dominants like nothing better than tying up their subs and then making them feel ridiculous. I’ve seen them require a sub to fetch a newspaper and slippers with their teeth because their hands were tied up, just like you are now. Why do you think I left your legs free?”

      “I’ve got better suggestions of things I could do with my mouth than play fetch like a dog.”

      “Do you, now. Hmmm.” She let him stew a bit, as if she truly had to think about it. “I suppose you could try and undress me with your teeth.”

      It was a trap. He had to know it. But he came toward her anyway and gingerly lowered himself to the floor in front of her. On his knees, arms bound, he hesitated. As if only just now realizing exactly where he was. What he was doing. She watched his face, loving the way his eyes darkened. His cock rose up hard and stiff, despite the moment of clarity. Though he wasn’t the kind of man to be lead around by his dick. He could actually stop now. Before he went too far. Before he had to decide how low he’d go for her. Because going on his knees with his hands tied behind his back must be pretty low in his mind.

      She waited patiently, making sure not to hold her breath or try to sway him either way with body language. She didn’t open her thighs to lure him in. Just stared back, evenly, waiting to see what he’d choose. She wanted him to make the conscious decision to play the game with her. Otherwise, it was no game. He might as well go home and delete her number from his phone.

      He looked at her, tracing the lines of her body, lingering on her breasts. She hadn’t dressed up for him, even knowing he’d come back after making an appearance at work. Simple jeans and T-shirt. What she always wore at home. He hadn’t asked to see her in any of the BDSM dress-up outfits she kept for going to the club. This was her. The real her. Take it or leave it.

      Though he sure did make an incredible sight with all that muscle bulging beneath the ropes.

      “May I put my mouth on you, Mal?”

      She pulled her gaze back up to his. “I like that you asked me first, sugar. That’s real sweet. And yeah, I’d love your mouth on me.”

      

      In a million years, he’d never have dreamed that playing with the Mistress of Dallas would be like this. She made it fun, not scary or humiliating. But more, she made it his choice.

      Deep down, he’d assumed she’d trick him into shit he didn’t want to do. Or try and force him. Maybe she’d torture him with desire until he’d do anything she asked just to get some relief. But Mal wasn’t about that. At all.

      No, she just sat there, looking at him, waiting until he decided whether he’d play along or not. And he wanted to play, if that meant he got to put his mouth on her. Got to touch her. Got to stay. Here. With her.

      Even on his knees.

      That was a small price to pay to feel like this again.

      No, that was a lie. He’d never felt like this. He’d slept with plenty of women in his day, but had never been this vulnerable. Raw. Open. Trusting. No one had looked at him with solemn golden-brown eyes and weighed his worth solely by his willingness to allow her to control the pace.

      He took a knee-step closer to her, and now she opened her thighs to him. Sitting back against the cushions of the couch, wine in one hand, her pose casual and relaxed… she might have been settling down for a movie night. Not inviting him to try and get her clothes off with nothing but his teeth.

      Of course he wouldn’t be able to accomplish it. Not completely. Her jeans were painted on with loving detail against every gorgeous curve. Even with his hands, he might have had to gain some assistance from her to shimmy them down. But it would certainly be fun to play along for awhile.

      Bending lower, he kissed her denim-clad knee. She probably couldn’t feel much through her jeans, but he trailed his mouth higher, daring to grip her thigh teasingly with his teeth. Not a bite, exactly, but squeezing and massaging with his jaws as he worked his way up to her crotch. She didn’t shift or move restlessly against the couch, even when he nudged his face firmly against the vee of her thighs. He tried to lick suggestively, but again, the thick denim didn’t allow much friction or saliva to pass through. He crawled closer and nipped at the hem of her shirt, tugging it up a bit. It took some work to get the material to cooperate. Enough that he was starting to sweat, his knees ached, and his back muscles burned. But he didn’t mind. Not when he finally got his lips on the tender skin of her stomach.

      He scooted closer and allowed the weight of his head and shoulders to rest against her lap, taking some of the strain off his back, with his face under her shirt. Her fingers stroked over his forehead, across his skull, and he closed his eyes. He’d thought the Mistress of Dallas would smell like latex, or at least leather. But all he smelled was warm, sweet woman.

      “Giving up already?” she asked lightly.

      “No, ma’am.” He kept his mouth against her skin, letting his lips caress her since his hands could not. “Just drinking you in.”

      She sat up away from the cushion a moment, her hands tugging her shirt up and over her head. “I’ll make it a little easier for you.”

      His breath sighed out. Trailing soft kisses up her belly, between her breasts, he tongued the lacy edge of her bra. “I don’t suppose you’d help me out by taking this off too.”

      “Not yet, soldier boy. At least give it some effort first.”

      He leaned more against her, unable to brace himself on his hands so he could lift himself up. The rope cut into his arms and chest, a constant reminder of his inability to touch her. Because he kept instinctively trying to do so. His fingers burned to trace the swells of her breasts, to flip open the bra so he could lick and suck her nipples. Instead, he had to be satisfied with nuzzling, mouthing her hardened nipples through the lace. And the more prominent her nipples became, the more his inability to touch her goaded.

      He began to hate that material keeping his mouth off her flesh. Twisting his wrists as much as he could, he fought a moment, desperate to get that fucking bra off, and then groaned with frustration.

      “Ah, there’s the sound I was looking for.”

      Mal, damn her, sounded completely amused by his struggle. She would be, naturally. He turned his face up a bit, but without a stiff neck, he couldn’t even glare up at her. Her hands stroked over his head and down his shoulders, feeling the strain, the sweat, and she let out a soft, pleased little sound that almost made him thrash desperately like a fish on the beach trying to fling itself back into the lake.

      That sound should be pouring from her lips while he licked her pussy. Not because he was tied up and unable to do what he wanted.

      As soon as he thought it, he knew why she loved these games. Because it had nothing to do with what he wanted.

      “Are you all tied up in knots yet, sugar?”

      “You know I am.”

      She shifted beneath him and his heart raced with hope. Only to be dashed to bits when she pushed on his chest. He sat back on his heels and glared up at her. Hopefully it was a glare, not a pout. That would kill him. Her eyes gleamed, heavy lidded and hot with desire, but she laughed softly, telling him exactly what kind of look he must have given her.

      Shit. He bit back the words he wanted to say. Please, Mal, give me something.

      “If you ask me nicely, next time I’ll wear my favorite stilettos. That way I can put you where I want you with a little prod of my shoe.”

      The idea should have send alarm zinging through him. There was something so degrading about the idea. A woman stepping on him, maybe. Implying that he was at her feet. But the thought of how terrific Mal’s long legs would look in high heels almost made him drool like a dog.

      “Foot or shoe fetish?”

      He managed to shake his head despite the lust hammering through him. “Just thinking about your legs.”

      She pulled one foot up on the couch and started to untie her shoe. “Darn. I was looking forward to having you kiss my feet.”

      His thoughts tangled up, thick and heavy and slow. Probably because all the blood in his body had headed south. If she was taking her shoes off, maybe her pants would be next.

      “No objection? I figured a big tough cop like you would quake at the thought of kissing a woman’s feet.”

      He managed to shrug, though it made the rope burn across his skin. “As long as I get to make my way up those killer legs I don’t think I’d care.”

      “Good to know. But I’m funny about certain things, likely because I don’t like sweaty or smelly feet much. If I’m fresh out of the bath, I’ll consider it. Feet are just too gross.”

      He stared at her a moment, trying to get his brain to work. She didn’t like feet. But asked about a foot fetish. Did that mean… “What if I did want to suck your toes? Right now?”

      She flashed a grin at him as she tossed her shoe aside and worked on the other. “I’d go take a bath first.”

      That just seemed so… wrong. She was the Mistress. She ought to get whatever the hell she wanted. Certainly not do things she didn’t like. “That’s fucked up. Isn’t it?”

      She tossed that shoe aside and stood, her hands going to the button on her jeans. “Is it? If two people care for each other, don’t they want them taken care of?”

      Hypnotized by the slow movements of her fingers as she opened the fly and began to peel the denim down her thighs, he could barely string two words together. “I take care. Of you. Not the other way around.”

      She stepped out of her jeans but left her panties on. Black lace, matching the bra. “That’s real sweet, sugar, but there’s more to being a Domme than getting my rocks off.”

      Turning, she headed toward her bedroom. Well, he guessed that’s where she was going. She didn’t say and after a few steps, he couldn’t see her any longer. He waited a moment, trying to get his sluggish brain to work. She hadn’t told him to stay or follow. Was this a test? Was he supposed to wait here until she came back? Did he want to be a good soldier boy, as she’d called him? Or a bad, bad boy who broke the rules? What if she came back with something else to try on him? That bridle had been one thing. Fun. Easy. But he’d watched enough of her shows to know that she could bring out contraptions that might make him flee for the door without worrying about his pants.

      “Aren’t you coming to bed, sugar?”

      That made him scramble to his feet. Well, he tried, but it was damned hard to stand up when he couldn’t use his hands for leverage. He finally had to brace his chin on the arm of the couch and push up to his feet. “Fuck.”

      “Yeah, sugar, that’s the general plan.”

      

      She’d been moved many times over the course of her years as a Mistress, but Colby had managed to set off about half a dozen earthquakes tonight alone.

      First, the pony gear. Trusting her enough to try it out, letting her experiment in a safe environment. He could have refused, and then she could have embarrassed herself on the show, not understanding how the most basic equipment would work or look or feel for the sub involved. Then he’d allowed her to take his hands and arms away. For a man used to protecting others, that was no small thing.

      Then he’d been concerned about putting her kink above his. An unselfish lover, after many a previous sub who’d only cared about getting their own rocks off.

      Just when she couldn’t imagine him doing anything more to please her, he’d waited on his knees. Waiting for her command.

      So to reward him, she stripped off her panties and bra and laid down on her bed, thighs parted, making a fine display as he entered the room.

      His eyes locked onto her pussy and he let out a growl. “I thought I was going to strip those panties off with my teeth.”

      “You took too long.” She kept her tone light, but didn’t try to hide her desire. “Do you want the order? Or do you want to get down to business?”

      He immediately came to the side of the bed, but hesitated. “Are you going to untie me first?”

      “Now that’s a silly question, sugar.”

      “Humph.” He stared at her a moment, trying to decide the best way to get into bed without face planting. Even though that’s exactly what she wanted. His face. Planted in her pussy.

      She let out a little sigh, and trailed her fingers down her stomach, letting her eyelids flutter. Though she refused to shut her eyes. She wouldn’t miss a moment of his reaction as she slipped her fingers between her thighs. He quivered, all his senses going on high alert.

      In her experience, nothing hurried a man along quicker than seeing his woman get down to pleasuring herself because he was too slow.

      He mostly fell on her. Unable to catch himself—he evidently decided to plow in head first. To play with him, she pushed on his lips with her fingers, keeping him from getting his tongue fully on her. His rumbling growl of frustrated desire curled her toes.

      Such a fantastic man. She’d never had a submissive so dedicated to service, without wanting anything specific from her. He didn’t want to role play, he wasn’t into any specific kink that she’d identified so far.

      He wanted her. Her control, her touch, and hopefully her love.

      Because she was falling in love with this man. Every single time he humbled himself for her, she fell a little bit harder.

      He splayed his tongue wide and moved his head back and forth, using his whole face to pleasure her. Since he was in such an uncomfortable position, she didn’t hold back. She’d been wet since he walked in the door, and the games they’d played tonight had her engines purring. With both hands, she held his head, making sure he didn’t strain his neck too hard, and let the pleasure pour through her.

      Breathing hard, she pushed him back upright, helping him get his knees under him. His cheat heaved and his skin was damp with sweat. She reached under her pillow and grabbed a condom she’d stashed earlier for easy retrieval. She couldn’t begin to count the number of times she’d slid latex over a hard cock, but tonight, her fingers shook. Maybe it was the need burning in his eyes. The way his shoulders and neck corded, straining to free himself in vain so he could touch her.

      “Mal,” he whispered raggedly. His cock surged in her hand, thick and hard and urgent, as if he hadn’t just come a few minutes ago. “Untie me. Please.”

      “Not on your life, soldier boy.” She settled him back on his heels and rose up to straddle his thighs so she could slide down on his waiting cock. She kept one foot under her for leverage, rocking her hips against his. “This is my ride. But I’ll take you along with me.”

      His head fell back, his back arching, trying to push himself deeper. But he couldn’t move much. Not with her weight on his lap. She wrapped her arm around his neck, giving him more skin, more sensation. Rubbing her breasts against his chest, her hips barely moving beyond a circular rocking motion that kept him seated deeply inside her.

      “Don’t hold back on me.” Her thighs ached with a deep, pleasant burn. She tightened her inner muscles, squeezing him hard. Hovering on the edge of a shattering orgasm, she slid her arm back so she could cup the back of his head. Pulling his mouth down toward hers, she growled out, “Don’t you dare hold back on me.”

      His entire body spasmed so hard it felt like an earthquake was shifting her off her axis. He locked his mouth to hers, not in a kiss, but a shared, bone-deep groan. Rocking together, sweaty and gasping for breath, he came apart in her arms.

      Gently, she lay him on his side and started untying him, stroking her fingers over the lovely print embedded in his skin as she freed him. And bless his heart, as soon as he could move his hands, he reached for her. Not to pull her down or interfere with what she was doing, but as if he simply wanted and needed the connection.

      “That was…” He shook his head, as if he couldn’t find the right word.

      “Yeah.” She lay down beside him, threading her fingers with his.

      “Is it always like this?”

      She had a feeling she knew what he was asking, but she had to make sure. “A BDSM scene?” He nodded, so she replied, “They can be very emotional. Deep. Real. Because there’s no place to hide. This, Detective Wade, has been very, very special to me. Regardless of what happens between us, I’m more grateful than I can say.”

      His eyes flared. “You? Grateful? After what you’ve given me? You didn’t even have to bite me this time.”

      “Yes.” She brushed her mouth against his but didn’t close her eyes. She wanted to see the emotion in his eyes, if he shut down or not. “Because what you’ve given me in exchange is far greater. Trust. It can’t be bought and paid for and it’s easy to lose in a moment of carelessness, but you…” Her voice thickened. “I’m not going to cry, damn it. Just know that I don’t take your trust lightly. It means the world to me.”

      “I’ve never trusted anyone but Elias or my squad to have my back. Even then, I had everybody else’s back. Nobody would fall behind or get hurt on my watch. Thank God I never had the opportunity to see if they actually had my back as good as I had theirs.”

      The thought of him lying wounded, either as a soldier, or now, as a cop, sent a chill through her. She wriggled closer to him and tugged a sheet up over them.

      “I should go shower,” he protested, but he didn’t try to get up yet.

      “I don’t mind.”

      His breathing deepened and she thought he’d drifted off to sleep. Until he cracked his eyes open and looked at her again. “If BDSM is like this… Why doesn’t everybody do it?”

      She choked back a laugh and tucked his face against her throat. “The hell if I know, sugar.”
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      Colby couldn’t get out of the precinct fast enough anymore. Not with Mal waiting.

      He couldn’t believe it’d only been three weeks. He hadn’t even seen her every single night, though he’d wanted to. Two more bodies had shown up—this time on the opposing cartel’s side of town. Another squad was handling it, but he and Elias had coordinated with them since they were pretty sure it was a retaliation hit. Things were about to get ugly in Dallas between two cartels fighting for more street.

      And he couldn’t care less.

      Mentally, he’d already checked out. This job had served its purpose and helped him hang on until he could find Mal, but now he wanted something less stressful, dangerous, and demanding. He wanted to let his mind and body fully heal, both from the tours and from the months he’d fought alone here at home. She’d been completely correct that he had to let go of this terrible sense of responsibility for everybody and everything while running himself into the ground. The decision had been hovering for months once Elias had decided to make a hard push for a promotion. Without him, Colby had no desire to continue on the force, even if Elias continued as his boss. No, it was time for a change. A big change.

      He started up his truck and cracked the windows, but then stepped back out into the evening air while everything cooled down. He pulled out his phone and dialed up an old friend. “Hey, Jack. It’s me, Colby Wade. You got a few minutes to talk?”

      He and Jack had gone to high school together about a hundred years ago, it seemed. Jack had started a construction business focused on tiny homes. He’d had great timing, because demand had exploded in recent years. He’d been posting pictures online for months.

      “Colby Wade, you old dog! What are you up to nowadays? You still in the Army?”

      “Marines, and no. I’ve been back a few years. I’ve been working with the Dallas PD for awhile, but I’m looking to make a change. I saw you posted about needing to hire more people and thought I’d call. See if you’d talk to me.”

      “Damn straight, come on down as soon as you can. You’d be a perfect fit on my crew. We’re small, but the potential is huge.”

      Relief eased tension straining in Colby’s chest that he hadn’t even noticed. “Thanks, man. I haven’t been doing much construction since we took shop all those years ago, but I’m willing to learn. Put me doing all the crappy jobs first.”

      “You know the most important part—your way around tools. Tiny homes are a whole new ball game. Lots of different techniques and things you’d never know from a regular construction job anyway. And don’t worry, I’ve got lots of crappy jobs you can do.”

      “Great.” Colby laughed. “I can’t wait.” No, really, he couldn’t. He already felt lighter, and cleaner, away from the constant stress and danger of the streets. “I need a few weeks to tie up loose ends here. That work for you?”

      “Sure thing. Just get here as soon as you can. I’ve got a hundred orders stacked up.”

      “No kidding?”

      “Nope. I had to stop taking orders until I got caught up. So get here pronto and I’ll put you to work. Gladly.”

      “Hey, thanks, man.”

      Jack laughed. “No, thank you. Really. You’re saving me a lot of time of interviewing and struggling to find somebody I can work with. See you soon.”

      Colby ended that call and pulled Mal’s number up. She hadn’t texted him yet to see what the plan was. They’d been over at the other squad going over files until almost seven, and now it was closer to eight. She’d probably already eaten and that pissed him off. He wanted to eat with her. Every meal he could. Because she’d helped bring back his enjoyment of food again.

      “Detective Wade?”

      He looked up. A blonde woman in navy slacks and jacket walked up to him. If she wasn’t a Fed, he’d let Mal use his handcuffs. “Yeah?”

      She held out her hand. “Special Agent Madison Archer. You got a sec?”

      “Sure. FBI?”

      “ICE,” she corrected.

      He tried not to react and betray his instant dislike. With all the deportations, ICE had gotten a bad name all over Texas and beyond. If they could actually do something about the drug cartels and terrorists, great, but like the senseless war in Afghanistan, deportation usually only punished the innocent people. It sure wasn’t an agency he’d care to work for, even if he wasn’t looking to leave the police force.

      “I’m on a special task force with law enforcement agencies including the FBI and Interpol to investigate human trafficking. We just busted up a Russian mafia ring in the Caribbean.”

      Not bad. Catching bad guys like that actually did some good in the world. “If you know my name, you probably know I’m in narcotics. I don’t deal much with human trafficking.” Thank God. Seeing women and kids abused would probably drive him into a homicidal maniac.

      “But we’ve heard good things about you, and we’re looking to add a few new people to the team. Your military background comes highly recommended. I warn you, though, that we’re not very conventional as far as our team makeup. We take a lot of risks, break a lot of rules, but ultimately get the bad guys.”

      “And hopefully come home every night, right?”

      She smiled and handed him a card. “Naturally. If you’re interested, give me a call.”

      “I’ll be honest, ma’am. I’m not your guy.”

      Her eyebrows rose with surprise. “You’re turning us down already? Why? If I may ask?”

      He shrugged and stepped up into his truck. “I’m getting out of law enforcement entirely. But if I change my mind, I’ll give you a call.”

      She nodded and waved as she turned away. “I appreciate it. Good luck, detective.”

      He reached for the door to shut it, but noticed a black Lexus parked across the street. He checked his phone and had a text from Mal. Thought I’d surprise you.

      Grinning like an idiot, he climbed back out and hurried toward the car. As he neared, her window rolled down, but the look on her face made him hesitate. Eyes tight and narrow, lips hard, and even her voice was wintry cold. “You move fast, detective. Who the hell is she?”

      It took his brain a second to catch up. He hadn’t even registered that Agent Archer had been female, not really. Only that she had to work for the government.

      His knee-jerk reaction was to retort that it didn’t matter who the woman was because he wasn’t interested in anyone else, but something registered in his head that that would be a mistake. Hurt shimmered in Mal’s eyes, not anger. The Mistress of Dallas didn’t succumb to petty jealousy. That was beneath her, he knew that much. No, this went much deeper. Even when he’d almost kicked her in the head on accident, she hadn’t spoken to him so harshly. Her icy voice cut to the quick, but it was brittle. A crack in her formidable exterior. A woman like her wouldn’t like exposing any cracks to him. So he’d better treat that vulnerability with extreme care.

      She hadn’t just “caught” him with another woman. She’d caught him with a white woman. Like her father.

      “Special Agent Archer came to offer me a job.” He leaned down, crossing his forearms on her car door. “But I turned her down flat. I’ve got my hands full with a certain Mistress and don’t have time for anything or anyone else to distract me.”

      Some of that ice thawed in Mal’s eyes, but she remained guarded, watching him very closely. “Figured a man would like to work for a woman with her kind of assets.”

      Colby chuckled, shaking his head. “Truth be told, I didn’t even notice her assets. I was too pissed that I missed dinner with you.”

      She let out a long sigh and closed her eyes a moment. He waited silently, but didn’t withdraw. Finally she sighed again and opened her eyes. “I’m sorry that I leaped to conclusions. I didn’t like the idea that my soldier boy might be panting after a sexy blonde. Not one bit.”

      He deliberately lowered his voice to that drawl she liked so much. “Now, ma’am, surely you must know after I let you put a bridle on me and tie me up that I’d never go panting after anybody but you.”

      “Get in the car.”

      He ducked his head a bit to show that he loved that tone, even though he couldn’t do as she asked at the moment. “My truck’s already started. You want to follow me, or ride with me? I need to stop by home first.”

      “Why?” Though she grabbed her purse and started to roll up the window. He opened the door for her and stepped back, taking her hand as she stepped out. So he could pull her up against him. She glanced around quickly to see if anyone was watching. “I didn’t think you’d want me to come in and find you. Not here.”

      “I want to ditch the gun in my safe at home so you don’t have to worry about it and I don’t have to worry about my truck getting stolen just to get the weapon.” He lowered his head so his mouth hovered near hers, though he didn’t press the advantage. “Why wouldn’t I want you to come in?”

      “You work here.”

      “So?”

      She arched a brow at him. “I’m pretty sure somebody would recognize me as the Mistress of Dallas. Elias sure would and then everybody would talk.”

      “So?”

      She started up at him, eyes wide, lips parting on a soft sound that made him want to sweep her up into his arms and toss her in his truck. Or maybe just kneel right here on the pavement and profess undying love. Or better yet…

      For the first time in his life, he let the idea of buying a ring and asking her to marry him form in his head. Though he wasn’t sure how one proposed to a Mistress. Maybe she did the proposing?

      “That wouldn’t bother you?”

      For one thing, he didn’t plan on sticking around for more than a couple of weeks, but he didn’t admit that out loud. Not yet. He wanted the moment he told her to be special and significant. Not something casual he just blurted on the street. But even if he was staying on the force, people would know eventually. He wanted to marry her, for Christ’s sake. Not hide her. Never. “The Policemen’s Ball is in two weeks. Would you be free to be my date?”

      Her hand locked on his nape, her grip strong and unyielding. He closed his eyes, soaking it in. Peace. Everything would be all right. Everything would work out for the best. Everybody was safe. He could close his eyes and rest. Because his Mistress had him by the neck and wasn’t letting go.

      She leaned up and nipped his earlobe, making him growl. “Wild horses couldn’t keep me away, sugar.”
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      “I warn you—it’s not much to look at,” Colby said as he pulled into his parking spot. “But it’s cheap, and that’s all I cared about when I signed the lease. Then I just never took the time to find a new place.”

      Mal looked around the apartment complex and silently agreed. The outside of the three-story building was ugly and squat, the siding long ago faded into a miserable gray by the brutal Texas heat. Tiny postage-stamp balconies not even big enough for a gas grill—and a few looked so rusted that she’d be afraid to step foot outside for fear it’d collapse. He came around the truck and helped her out, allowing her to lead the way up the poorly lit and badly cracked sidewalk. It looked more like a drug dealer’s crack house than a cop’s home.

      God, the smell. Old, musty, urine. Hopefully pet and not human. Decades of cigarettes had also been smoked on that front stoop.  Worse, he had a basement apartment, so they had to go down a half-flight of steps to his door, increasing the old earthy, damp smell and the sense of claustrophobia. No wonder he always scanned the bushes and shadows. This place was downright creepy.

      The thought that her soldier boy had been living like this, punishing himself for years, damned near broke her heart.

      He bumped into her, crowding her toward the door. Surprised, she glanced back at him. Without looking at her, he pushed his key into her hand.

      “Unlock the door and then go straight through to the bathroom,” he whispered, his voice low but urgent. “Lock the door and call 911.”

      “What? Why?”

      “Go, Mal. Now!”

      She saw it then—a black SUV slowly headed up the road toward them, window sliding downward as she watched. Gun in hand, Colby backed against her, protecting her. Shielding her with his own body.

      Heart pounding, she shoved the key into the lock and threw the door open, fully expecting him to duck inside after her. Instead, he blocked the door, reaching behind him until he could find the handle and yank the door shut. God. She wanted to screech at him to get his butt in here pronto. Where it was safe. Even knowing it was his job, that he took very seriously, it still made her sick to think of him out there facing danger. Protecting her.

      Sobbing, she ran through the dark room, hoping that he didn’t have any weird furniture out in the way, but the hallway was empty. In seconds, she was safe, light on, phone out, and operator asking what her emergency was. “I’m at a cop’s apartment, Detective Colby Wade, and he told me to call for help.”

      Even then, it all seemed so surreal. Until she heard the gunfire.

      “Ma’am? Ma’am? Are you all right?”

      Her hand shook and she almost dropped the phone. Her heart pounded so hard she had to lean against the door a moment, waiting for the black spots to pass from her vision. “Someone’s shooting outside!”

      “Is that the detective or a gunman?”

      “I don’t know.” It came out more of a wail. She detested not knowing what was happening. If he was all right. More gunfire, and then the sound of squealing tires. Was he lying in the street? Bleeding to death? She had to find out. She raced back through the darkened apartment, listened at the door a moment, and heard nothing. No screams or shouts or moans, let alone gunfire. So she opened the door.

      Colby stumbled inside and fell against her. She wrapped her free arm around him, slowing his descent, but she couldn’t keep him on his feet. She went down with him, keeping his head up. Her hand came away with blood and for the first time in her life, she wanted to throw her head back and wail.

      However, when she spoke into the phone, her voice remained calm. He needed her at her best. “He’s been shot. His stomach, I think. He’s conscious, but unable to stand.” She set the phone aside and cradled his head in her lap. “What can I do?”

      “Elias,” he ground out. “Call him.”

      She searched his pockets and found his beat-up ancient flip phone. Thankfully Elias was his number one caller so it was easy to hit redial.

      “Didn’t I tell you to go home?”

      “I need help. Colby’s been shot.” Tears burned her eyes and her voice quivered. “What do I do?”

      “Where are you?”

      “His apartment.” She could hear tires squealing and the sudden roar of an engine. Elias must have been on his way home too.

      “I’m on way. Did you call 911?”

      “Yes. They’re on my phone.”

      “Where’s the wound?”

      “His stomach.” Her voice broke. She could only imagine how many organs were torn up. “He’s bleeding pretty badly.”

      “Put pressure on it. A coat, a shirt, something. Just wad it up and press it hard, as hard as you can.”

      He’d been carrying his suit coat. Feeling around on the floor, she found it, quickly folded it into a pillow, and pressed it against his stomach, clutching the phone against her ear with her shoulder.

      “Harder,” Elias said. “I didn’t hear him groan. Don’t be afraid to hurt him. It’ll take a lot of force to stem internal bleeding.”

      She did as he said, pushing more of her weight on her hands, braced over Colby’s stomach, but he didn’t groan. Not her tough soldier cop. Though his eyes tightened and he sucked in his breath, his lips twisting in a grimace. “How much longer?”

      As if on cue, she heard the roar of an engine outside and a distant siren. Elias raced down the basement steps and crouched down beside her. He immediately checked Colby’s pulse in his throat.

      “Hey, partner.” Colby’s voice was weaker, but he managed a ghost of a smile. “Black Suburban, no license plate, tinted windows. The shooter had a black stocking hat pulled down over his face, white T-shirt, tats on the backs of his hands. Nice rifle. Real fancy, silver stock, custom piece. I returned fire. Got him in the chest. Might have got the driver too.”

      “Good work, buddy. I’ll put out an alert to the hospitals to watch for them. Ambulance is almost here.” Elias took his hand and squeezed. “You did real good.”

      “Mal.”

      “She’s fine,” Elias said, at the same time that Mal said, “I’m here.”

      “Sorry.” Colby’s voice caught and he closed his eyes a moment. “Didn’t want you to see this side.”

      Elias gave her a slight shake of his head, his eyes tight. She wasn’t sure what he was trying to warn her off from saying, and she refused to consider that he might be trying to warn her that Colby’s condition was bad. No way. No how.

      She made herself laugh, a low, wicked threat of all the terrible things she wanted to do to him. His eyes flickered back open and locked onto her face. “You’re not scaring me away so easily, detective. I’ve got plans for you.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Promise.”

      Elias stood and went to the door, calling the EMTs. Two men and a woman were suddenly there, competent, calm hands sliding over hers and taking over. They didn’t have to tell her to make way so they could take better care of him. The woman already had an IV in, and in seconds, they had him on the stretcher and already taking him out the door. She went up the short flight after them but immediately froze.

      Baby Jesus in a manger. Every cop in Dallas had raced toward Colby’s apartment, or so it looked. The street was crammed with police cars, whirling lights, uniformed officers. Elias took her arm and lead her toward his truck. “I’ll drive you. We’ll follow the ambulance. That’ll give them more room to work.”

      Her ears buzzed and the sirens and lights created an eerie landscape that didn’t even seem real. Colby couldn’t be hurt. He couldn’t—

      “He’s going to be okay,” she said aloud. The volume and harsh tone of her own voice made her jump.

      “Yeah,” Elias replied grimly as he started the truck and pulled out after the ambulance.

      “He is,” she said again, firmer and calmer. I will it to be so. I won’t accept any other alternative. Colby’s fine. He’s fine, and he’s mine.
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      She’d never seen so many cops in her life. They lined the hallway and crowded the waiting room, all drinking coffee and quietly talking amongst themselves. A few kept casting curious glances her way, and she heard the whispers. Not disrespectful, but they were definitely talking. Elias sat beside her, fielding questions and deflecting anyone who approached like a guard dog. She was holding it together until Vicki Connagher came racing in with her young man. Without hesitation, Vicki wrapped her arms around her and suddenly Mal couldn’t hold the waterworks in any longer.

      She hated to cry. She couldn’t even recall the last time she’d broken down like this. But the thought of Colby lying hurt and bleeding…

      Her friends crowded closer. Elias, Vicki and Jesse, shielding her from the curious prying eyes of the other cops. Then Victor and Shiloh were there too. Someone passed her a pack of tissues.

      “It’s all right,” Vicki whispered, rubbing soothing circles on her back. “He’s going to be fine.”

      Mal sniffed and wiped her eyes, pulling herself back together enough to talk. “Sorry. You’re right. He’s in good hands. We got him here quickly.”

      “You don’t have to be sorry. This is my worst nightmare.” Vicki shuddered and Elias’s arms came around her, Jesse pressing against her back, offering comfort. “If it was Elias in there, I’d be out here wailing at the top of my lungs.”

      “No, you wouldn’t,” Elias said in a gruff voice, though he squeezed her tighter. “You’d be too busy yelling at me to stop bleeding.”

      “Reyes,” an older man with silvered hair called from several feet away.

      Elias nodded. “Our lieutenant. Excuse me a moment.”

      The two talked quietly and then approached the group.

      “Mal, this is Lieutenant Greaves. He’d like to ask you a few questions while everything’s fresh in your mind.”

      “Sure.”

      Another officer joined them, taking notes as she told them what had happened. Though she couldn’t say much. It’d all happened so quickly. She hadn’t even gotten a good look at the SUV before Colby had shut the door behind her.

      “Do you remember how many shots you heard?”

      She couldn’t help but shudder at the memory. “First there was a lot all fast, together, like Fourth of July fireworks going off at the same time.”

      “AK-47,” Elias said grimly. “Colby said it had a fancy silver stock, likely custom.”

      “Then two, no three shots. Tires squealing, and then nothing. I ran back and found him collapsed against the door.”

      “Did you see anything that might help us track down the shooters?”

      She pictured the SUV in her mind as it rolled up, window slowly sliding down. There had been a man in the window. It was dark, and he’d had on dark clothing. But something… She closed her eyes, letting the image build. A flash of silver, the gun probably. His hand lifting it into position. “A red triangle. On the back of his hand.”

      Opening her eyes, she looked from Elias to the other men. That red triangle was significant. Though they all had that closed-mouth blank cop look on their faces. “That’s bad, isn’t it?”

      Elias met his lieutenant’s gaze. “Guess we hit a little too close to home.”

      “Does that mean you’re in danger too?” Vicki retorted.

      “Thank you, ma’am.” Lieutenant Graves took Mal’s hand in his. “If you need anything, you let us know. Detective Reyes is at your disposal and will contact me at once with any change in Detective Wade’s condition. I’ve already notified his family. Sounds like they’re on their way now but it’ll take them a couple of hours to get here.”

      The two cops walked off, voices low. Others met them at the door, took their orders, and immediately cleared the room, leaving just Elias and her friends.

      “Well?” Vicki planted her fists on her hips and glared at Elias.

      “Let’s just say every cop in the narcotics division just went on high alert.” He waited while Vicki exploded into a fit of cursing and pacing back and forth. “That red triangle belongs to one of the cartels we’ve been investigating. That tells us which one needs to be hit hardest first before this entire city takes a blood bath.”

      “And what about you?”

      He drew her back into his arms, dropping his chin on her head. “Aw, Vic, don’t worry about me, babe. I’m in the safest place in the world, right here by your side.”

      A doctor stepped into the room and everybody immediately turned to him, eager for news. “The detective is stable. He lost a lot of blood, and we’re taking him back for surgery now to repair the damage. I won’t know the extent until we get in there, but I’m suspecting at least some small bowel damage. Nothing we can’t repair though.”

      “So he’s going to be okay?” Mal asked, pleased her voice didn’t shake.

      “It’s early, but I’m sure he’ll have a very good prognosis.”

      Her knees weakened and she sat down quickly before she embarrassed herself. “Thank you, doctor.”

      “Might as well get comfortable,” Victor said. “It’s going to be a long night. Mal, can I get you some coffee?”

      She nodded, suddenly too tired to even speak. She allowed the back of her head to touch the wall.

      Vicki sat beside her and took her hand in hers. “You heard the doctor. Colby’s going to be okay.”

      “I know.” But the sinking feeling in the pit of her stomach didn’t go away. In fact, it grew, a cold ball of lead that would crush the life out of her. This was a cop’s life. Every time he went out the door, he might be shot at, stabbed, killed in a car chase. She’d known he had a dangerous job from the beginning. But the reality…

      Sucked. Big time.

      Because she didn’t want him to be in danger. She wanted him safe. Happy. Whole. Not unable to sleep or eat, killing himself with guilt and responsibility for her, his partner, everybody in the entire fucking city.

      “How do you do this?” She asked Vicki softly, hoping that Elias wouldn’t hear. She didn’t want to appear weak, or make him think she’d try and force Colby to quit with an ultimatum. Even though that was exactly what she wanted to do.

      “I don’t,” Vicki whispered back, squeezing her hand. “I’m terrified. All. The. Time. Once, when we had a fight, he wouldn’t pick up when I called him. Then we heard on the news that a cop had been gunned down. I swear, I lost at least ten years off my life until we got him on the phone and knew he was all right.”

      “Did you kick his ass?”

      Vicki snorted. “More or less. He promised he’d never do that again. If I called, he’d answer. Period. That way I knew when he was in danger, even if he was pissed at me. He promised that once he gets promoted that he’ll ask for a transfer to a less dangerous division. With my luck, he’ll probably end up on some super secret intelligence squad and he won’t be able to tell me anything about where he is or what he’s doing.”

      “Someone offered Colby a job today.”

      “Oh?” Elias overheard that bit and went on full alert. “Who?”

      “I don’t know. Some Special Agent.”

      “Humph. I bet it was someone in the DEA. That’d be a good fit for him.”

      “He turned her down.”

      “Interesting.” Elias gave her a look that she couldn’t decipher. “He hasn’t said what he plans to do next?”

      “Nope.”

      “And you haven’t put the screws to him, trying to make him quit?”

      She gave him a look of disdain that he’d have no difficulty deciphering. “Oh, I’ve put screws to him, but I haven’t said a single word about trying to get him to quit.”

      “You don’t like this.”

      “Well, fuck, no, I don’t, Detective Reyes.” She stood slowly, narrowing her eyes and focusing her will on him. He bristled, jaw jutting out, showing his alpha dog side. “But that doesn’t mean I’d try and make him quit his job if that’s what he wants to do.”

      Jesse, of all people, stepped closer to Elias and put a hand on his shoulder, whispering something to him. Jesse might be one of the most submissive men Mal had ever seen, but he had no fear approaching his Domme’s other lover, even when Elias was starting to show teeth. In fact, Elias immediately acquiesced. He even fucking apologized.

      “I’m sorry, Mal. I’ve got no right to question you. I’m worried about him and snapping at you won’t help anybody, least of all him.”

      “I want him to quit, yeah” she replied quietly. “But I’ll never ask it of him. If he chooses to walk away, it’s on him and him alone.”

      “And you’ll fucking celebrate if he chooses to leave,” Vicki said in a firm, no nonsense voice that made Jesse soften and Elias stiffen, though he nodded. “We’ll all celebrate. Because he’s alive and happy and doing what he wants.”

      “Damn right,” Mal said. Please, let it be soon. Let him be all right.

      A few moments went by and the tension in the room settled a bit. Everyone breathed easier, knowing that Colby was likely going to be okay. But Mal noticed that Jesse still had a hand on Elias’s shoulder, and even more interesting, the cop didn’t seem to mind. She glanced at Vicki, noting the soft look of overwhelming affection in her eyes. “Colby asked me to the Policeman’s Ball.”

      Vicki jerked her attention to Mal, with a brilliant smile to match the dazzle in her eyes. “Oh! A new dress!”

      “Will you have time?”

      She dug into her purse and pulled out a small sketchbook and pencil. “That’s a silly question. This is the perfect way to pass the time. Let’s see…”

      And she was right. The soft scratch of lead on paper, watching a fanciful dress unfold, was the perfect distraction. Mal lost track of time, watching her friend sketch out several dresses, page after page. But one in particular caught her eye. “Go back. Yeah. That one.”

      Vicki gave her a Cheshire cat smile. “I thought you might like it the most.”

      Mal tilted her head a bit, letting the vision unfold in her mind. Vicki’s notes said antique cream with heritage lace. Lace wasn’t usually Mal’s taste, but the long, elegant lines of the dress were enhanced by soft falls of lace. It looked old fashioned, vintage, and yet perfectly her. Except for one thing. “It seems very… bridal.”

      Vicki laughed as she wrapped an arm around Mal’s shoulders and hugged her. “Exactly.”

      Marriage wasn’t something she’d thought about, not for a very long time. The Mistress of Dallas flirted as she wished, breaking submissive hearts left and right. It’d been fun, a long reign of play and casual relationships that had been exactly what she needed as she established her career at VCONN. Whips and chains, latex and collars, the club life had made her into the Mistress she was today. The Mistress who’d been ready and able to help a mentally wounded soldier overcome his issues. The woman who couldn’t wait to take her wounded cop home and help him heal once and for all.

      Whether he wore her collar or not, Colby was hers.
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      The nurses kept telling him that Mal was fine, but he wouldn’t believe them until they finally let him see her. She came and took his hand in both of hers, squeezing firmly as if she wasn’t ever going to let go. Her tears just about killed him. Because he didn’t want to ever give her cause to cry again.

      “They didn’t hurt you? Did they? You’re really all right?”

      “Oh, sugar.” She kissed the back of his hand. “How could they have hurt me when you shielded me with your own body until I was inside?”

      “I’m sorry.” The words choked him, his throat raw. Pain was nothing, danger was nothing. As long as she was safe. He’d put her in harm’s way just by being with him. He wanted to tell her that it’d never happen again, that he’d already gotten a new job. But Elias stepped up and squeezed his other shoulder.

      “Don’t even think it. You did the best you could, and you were right. You got the shooter. Greaves is leading the calvary to wipe the streets on the East side as we speak. I’m just sorry I wasn’t there with you, partner.”

      “What, so you could both get shot?” Mal retorted.

      “Mal’s right.” Colby tried to keep his eyes open, but the happy drugs must be kicking in. “Not your fault. Not anybody’s fault. Can’t be responsible for everybody and everything that happens.”

      Mal kissed his knuckles again, wetting his skin with her tears.

      “He needs to rest now,” the nurse said firmly. Colby managed to peel his eyes open enough to see the firm, I’m-not-leaving look on Mal’s face. The nurse blinked, nodded, and shooed everybody else out.

      Elias scooted a chair over for her, and Mal sat close, holding Colby’s hand with her left, so she could stroke his cheek with her other hand. “I may never let you out of my sight again, sugar.”

      He smiled as he drifted away. That’d be all right by me.

      

      Mal jerked awake when the door opened and three people rushed in. An older man, undeniably Colby’s father, his mother, and a young girl around eight or nine years old, a blonde, blue-eyed cutie. Braced for nastiness, Mal stood, trying not to wince at the kinks in her back. She had no idea how Colby’s family would take him dating an older-than-him black woman, but chances were good that they’d never approve. Another bridge they’d have to cross.

      “Shhh,” Colby’s mother told the other man. “Don’t wake him.” She turned to Mal, a hesitant but polite smile on her face as she whispered, “I don’t think we’ve met.”

      “I’m Malinda Kannes. I’m…” His Mistress? Girlfriend? Fiancée? That’s what she wanted to say, but would he be all right with coming out like that to his family?

      “I’m Sarah, my husband David, and granddaughter, Amelia. Have you talked to the doctor?”

      Mal started to move away from the bed so not to wake Colby, but as soon as she tried to let go of his hand, his eyes opened, and he clung harder to her.

      “Mom, Dad?”

      “Hey, son. Sorry it took us awhile to get here.”

      His father patted him gruffly on the shoulder and his mother burst into tears. She leaned down, hugging him, and he awkwardly tried to hug her back, but the tubes in his other arm caught on the bed rail. “I’m fine, Mom. Really. This is my girlfriend, Mal.”

      The granddaughter’s baby blues widened. David’s mouth fell open. Sarah straightened slowly, giving Mal a long once over. She could almost feel the temperature dipping in the room.

      But then Amelia squealed and launched herself against Mal, practically squeezed the life out of her. “Finally! Mom always says she’s given up on Uncle Colby ever settling down!”

      Colby’s cheeks actually reddened, the flush stark against his pale skin. “No one said anything about settling down.” Though he met Mal’s gaze with a look that she swore meant that he wasn’t going anywhere. Ever.

      David came over and took her hand in his. “No, they haven’t, but we know you, son. You’ve never introduced anyone as your girlfriend to us. Only friend. Even Becky, that girl you dated back in high school for almost a year. You might as well have said fiancée as far as I’m concerned. Mal, welcome to the family.”

      Sarah came over and gripped Mal’s arms, staring into her eyes a moment. Whatever she saw in Mal’s eyes, it made her tear up, and then Mal got a little weepy again too. “Thank you.”

      “I didn’t do anything but call 911.”

      Silent understanding shone in Sarah’s eyes. The look of a mother who’d worried about her son for a long time, but had been unable to help him.

      “If you hadn’t been there, I might have bled out.” Colby squeezed her hand and with a gentle tug, pulled her closer.  “You saved me.”

      His words sliced her heart into ribbons, but this was a good pain. A shared secret that his family would never understand. Because he didn’t mean only the shooting.

      “You’re going to need some time to recuperate,” Sarah said. “Do you want us to clean out your apartment, move you home? It’s too tiny for anyone to stay with you comfortably.”

      “And it’s too nasty and scary,” Amelia retorted. Both grandparents gave her a quelling look. “What? It is. I’m not staying there!”

      Colby looked up at Mal, a silent question asking for permission, though a bit of doubt made him hesitate. Her soldier boy didn’t want to be presumptuous, but there was no place she’d rather him be than with her.

      “He’s staying with me,” she said firmly. “In fact, your assumption earlier wasn’t too far off the mark.” She lightened her voice, watching the emotion flit across his face. “I plan on asking him to marry me. If he’ll have me.”

      If his family thought it strange for the woman to propose to the man, they didn’t object. In fact, his mother started crying and hugged her again, and Amelia started squealing into the phone.

      “No, Mom, really, he’s getting married! For real!”

      “When?” The sister shrieked through the phone.

      Everybody looked at Colby expectantly, and Mal suddenly felt badly for putting him on the spot. They’d only known each other a few weeks. They’d certainly never talked about marriage.

      “I hope you don’t mind, Mom, but I’m thinking Mal and I could elope as soon as I’m on my feet again.”

      Sarah leaned down and kissed his forehead. “We’ve had two big weddings already. You do what you want, son. We’ll be happy either way.”

      Holding his hand while his family grinned and hugged him was wonderful, but she couldn’t fully let go of her reservations.

      There was still one person who might stand against this union. Someone very important to her. It’d kill her go against Mama’s wishes, but she refused to give him up. She couldn’t. Mama would just have to understand. Though she wasn’t too eager to break the news to her.

      All too quickly, the nurses were back trying to shoo people out. Sudden terror gripped Mal. If they made her leave so his real family could stay…

      But no, Colby refused to let go of her hand, and his family crowded around the bed, agreeing to come back in the morning. His father squeezed his shoulder lightly. “Son.” He cleared his throat, his voice gruff. “Your mother and I are very proud of you. So proud. But mostly just glad you’re okay.”

      Colby closed his eyes a moment, his fingers trembling in Mal’s grasp. “Thanks, Dad.”

      “Though we’d love it if you came home for awhile,” Sarah said firmly, wiping her eyes. “Or at least stayed out of harm’s way. You’ve been in danger too long.”

      “No more danger.” He said agreeably, but he looked up at Mal and winked, as if to say, Unless it’s in my Mistress’s bed.
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      The first few days “off” had been great, especially after a few days in the hospital. Colby had mostly slept in Mal’s bed, waking long enough to eat and talk with her awhile. They usually watched television together until he dozed off. She teased him for loving daytime judge shows, while her guilty pleasure was British baking contests. She entertained him with stories about the new show she was putting together for VCONN. She even cooked a bit, just eggs and soup, grilled cheese sandwiches, easy things, but important and special because he knew she didn’t like to cook at all.

      But she never said another word about getting married. He’d started to think maybe he’d dreamed it while drugged up in the hospital.

      He couldn’t wait to get out and shop for her ring. But he couldn’t drive yet, not on painkillers. He could get around better and had started doing a few easy things around the house while she was at work. Laundry. Dishes. He even called Alli and asked her how to make her famous creamy chicken enchiladas, one of his favorite dishes. Elias came by at least every other day and updated him on the cartel situation. Which he didn’t care about in the slightest, though it gave him the opportunity to break his decision to Elias. His partner didn’t seem surprised and agreed to start the discussion with the lieutenant for him.

      Which was great. Exactly what he wanted. But he wanted to be doing these things himself.

      If he didn’t get out of the house soon, he was going to lose his mind.

      The doorbell rang, a welcome distraction. Though the woman waiting at the door was a shock. Holding a fluffy little dog that had to be Pumpkin, Mal’s Mama looked him up and down.

      “Well, well, well, who are you, young man?”

      “Colby Wade, ma’am.” He saw the waiting car, the driver popping the trunk. “Let me get your bags.”

      The driver set her bags out, thankfully, because he wasn’t supposed to lift anything yet. He gave the man a tip and rolled the two bags back up to the porch.  She took one handle from him, leaving the larger bag for him, but luckily there was only one step up. He tugged it up, unobtrusively holding his side.

      “You hurt?”

      He flashed her a smile and she humphed under her breath. Mal got that from her. “I was shot off duty a little over a week ago, but I’m fine, ma’am.”

      Before he could protest, she took the handle from him and shoved the fluffy dog into his arms. “Pumpkin needs to potty. Do you think you can manage that much?”

      “Sure thing, ma’am. Let’s go, Pumpkin.”

      He carried the dog through the back gate and set him down in the yard. The dog danced around his feet, begging to be picked back up, but he finally did his business and Colby took him back inside. He’d noticed a small box of treats on top of the fridge, so he gave the dog one.

      “Ma’am, can I get you a cup of coffee?”

      “Absolutely.” She sat down at the bar, watching him move around the kitchen. “So you’re seeing my daughter.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” He set the cup in front of her. “Cream or sugar?”

      She shook her head and held the cup, warming her hands but only watching him. It unnerved him. This was the most important person in Mal’s life. If her mother ended up hating him…

      “You serious?”

      “Yes, ma’am. I’d do anything for her.”

      “Well, you’re certainly polite enough. Tell me about yourself.”

      He told her about Afghanistan and the years on the force. Enough about his PTSD so that she’d understand how much her daughter had helped him. Then about the shooting and his plans to leave the force. “I still haven’t told her yet. I want it to be a surprise.”

      “Darned fool,” Mama muttered, shaking her head. “Don’t you think she’d rather have a serious talk about your life, especially if you want to make a life with her?”

      She had a point. “We already talked about it indirectly. She told me I had to give up my monstrous sense of responsibility. Her words.”

      “And so you decided to quit your job entirely?”

      “It’s more than that. I don’t need it anymore. I don’t need that constant war, the threat of danger to keep me engaged.” Not when I know I can battle the Mistress of Dallas in her bed as soon as I get home.

      “I see.” She sipped her coffee a few moments. “What are your intentions with respect to my daughter?”

      “I want to marry her, ma’am. If she’ll have me.”

      “Does she know that?”

      “Unless I dreamed it all in the hospital, yes. She actually sort of proposed to me first.”

      Mama laughed. “That’s my girl. If she saw something she wanted, she took it. Even if it was a pie I’d promised to someone else.”

      Speaking of dessert… “Ma’am—”

      “I’m sure she likes you being all polite with her, but I’d rather you just call me Mama, or Alice. Either is fine with me.”

      “Miss Alice, could you teach me how to make your famous cream brûlée?”

      She threw her head back and laughed. “Now I know you’re perfect for each other. That always was her favorite dessert, even if she couldn’t ever make it.” Standing up, she grabbed the cup and came around the bar into the kitchen. “All right, young man, let’s see how well you take instructions.”

      

      Walking into her house and finding Colby in the kitchen was always a nice surprise. Realizing that her mother was in the kitchen too…

      Oh shit. Here it comes.

      She’d been making plans all week for a small, impromptu ceremony with a justice of peace. She didn’t need or want all the fancy ceremony with an overblown reception and massive guest list. She didn’t even care if their friends were actually there for the ceremony. She just wanted him to belong to her.

      But she needed to tell Mama, and she’d been putting it off. Anything else in her life, she would have tackled it head on and already kicked its ass or wrestled it to the ground. But Mama? She didn’t want to lose her, and this might be the very thing to send Mama out of her life for good.

      “There’s my girl.” Mama wiped her hands on a towel and came to give her a hug, kissing both her cheeks.

      “What a nice surprise. Where are you headed, Mama?”

      Mama gave her a knowing look. “I thought I’d stay a few days, and then I’m headed to New York City with Patty and Rhonda. We’ve got tickets to Hamilton.”

      “Nice.” A few days. Crap. It was one thing to arrive at her daughter’s house during the day and find a man. But to see him there day and night… She’d start asking questions. Questions Mal didn’t want to fight over.

      “Sit down, we’ve got everything ready.”

      She had to admit that it was something special to see the two people she loved most in the world sitting at her table. Together. It actually made her throat tighten when he took her hand and they said grace before plowing into fried chicken and mashed potatoes. Mama’s specialty was usually dessert, but no Southern woman would survive long without knowing how to make good fried chicken. “Sure is good, Mama.”

      “Don’t compliment me. Colby made it.”

      He flashed that killer grin at her. “With help. But I think I can make it again.”

      She had no expectation that he slave in the kitchen for her, but that he was making the effort definitely made her cold Mistress heart flood with warmth. Too bad he was in no shape for her to show him exactly how grateful she was that he was willing to do things around the house without her ever having to make the request. Most men expected someone else to take care of the house and food as a matter of privilege, never thinking that he lived there too. That by ignoring the basic everyday chores, he was dumping all that responsibility on his partner. Even as a Mistress, she’d typically had to give the order to clean or cook.

      Colby had taken it upon himself to help. Even injured.

      “You’ll want to save some room for dessert,” Mama said, though no reminder was necessary. With her in the house, dessert was expected and hotly anticipated.

      Colby cleared their plates and returned with small pots of cream brûlée. Now she’d definitely died and gone to heaven. She’d plowed through half of it before sensing his eyes on her. She looked up, meeting his smoky gaze. Ah, he was definitely feeling better. He hadn’t had that look in his eyes since before he’d been shot.

      “How is it?”

      “Perfect.”

      He smiled at Mama and excused himself from the table. “I’m going to take a quick shower, if that’s all right. I didn’t have the chance this earlier.”

      “Of course.”

      It didn’t escape her notice—even with a few delicious bites of custard melting on her tongue—that he washed off their plates and put them in the dishwasher first. Now that was definitely a man she wanted to keep. For good.

      When he went into the bathroom, she braced for the inevitable questions. The anger. The old familiar arguments.

      “You are going to keep him, aren’t you?”

      Shocked, she twitched so hard she almost flipped a spoonful of custard out of her spoon onto the table. She looked at Mama, who smiled back at her.

      “I got eyes, girl. I can see how much he cares for you, how much you care for him. I’m just mad you never told me a peep about him.”

      “I never told you because of the last time I introduced you to my boyfriend.”

      Mama snorted. “That boy was worthless and you know it. Colby, now, he’s something else entirely. You know it. I know it.”

      She did. She’d known from the beginning that he was different than any other man she’d ever dated. Not because she didn’t know if he was submissive, not even because he wasn’t part of her BDSM world. But his personality, the cocky, easy smile, the hardened, seasoned warrior. It took a special kind of man to serve his country, and then his community as a police officer. Risking his life for very little pay or reward.

      “You don’t care that he’s white?”

      “I don’t care if he be brown, red, yellow, white, or black, as long as he loves you. Words are easy to throw around, but actions are harder to fake. His actions say he’s going to take care of you every chance you’ll give him. He’s not the lying, no-good leaving kind of man like your father.” Mama reached over and squeezed her hand. “Don’t make my mistakes, but don’t be afraid to grab what you want with both hands and hold on despite my mistakes, either.”

      Colby came back in, plain jeans and cotton shirt, sticking to his back because he hadn’t dried off very well. Bare foot. His hair was growing out, which she liked. Brown, but hints of gold that would probably lighten if he got much sun.

      “Y’all need a refill?”

      She nodded, not trusting herself to speak yet. He brought the carafe over and topped off her cup, then Mama’s. He started to turn back and she reached out, snagging his hand.

      “Mama, I’ve got something important to tell you.” He paused, caught the serious look in her eyes, and immediately moved closer, taking up a protective stance at her side and setting the carafe down on the table to free his other hand, in case he needed to fight. Even wounded, he’d put his body in front of hers if he thought there was danger or she might face a battle. “I love this man and I plan on marrying him this Friday before the justice of peace, assuming Vicki finishes my dress on time. You got a problem with that?”

      His fingers squeezed hers reflexively and he stared at her, his eyes suddenly raging with emotion. Hope, love, need, hunger. And yeah, satisfaction. She didn’t expect him to go down on his knees right there beside her chair in front of witnesses. Both knees, not the traditional proposal stance. Even more surprising, he pulled a ring box out of his pocket. One that she recognized.

      As a child, she’d been allowed to look inside the red velvet box and dream about her grandma’s vintage wedding ring someday belonging on her finger.

      “I happened to mention that I hadn’t been able to shop for a ring yet, and Miss Alice said there was no need. She had the perfect ring.”

      “How…?”

      Mama smiled, though her eyes shimmered with tears. “I was going through things and something told me I needed to bring it to you sooner than later.”

      He took the silver ring out of the box and moved it to the tip of her finger, but didn’t slip it on just yet. “I’ve got something to tell you first.”

      Mal leveled a hard look on him that made his nostrils flare and his eyes darken. Oh yeah, he was definitely feeling better. “What?”

      “You gave me an ultimatum. You told me if I wanted to be here for long, I had to let go of something.”

      She nodded, remembering that talk they’d had, sitting right here. Him with no shirt, wearing only his boxers. Blue eyes dark and hurt with old pain. Those eyes were dark, still, but not with pain. With desire.

      “I gave notice to my lieutenant and am taking a job with an old high-school friend doing construction, as soon as the doc gives me the okay.”

      She squeezed his hand, relief spilling over her eyes and trickling down her cheeks. “You didn’t have to do that. If you want to be a cop—”

      “I want you,” he broke in. “Being a cop was never my dream. It was something to do that kept me alive and fighting until I could find you.” He bent his head but kept his eyes locked to hers, brushing his lips over her knuckles. “Mal, will you marry me?”

      She deliberately held back her immediate yes. She’d played with a lot of subs over the years, and he was pretty low on the kink scale. Would that be enough for her long term? Would she be too much for him? What if she handled him wrong, pushed him too hard, or required something unreasonable from him? Like his job. She was glad, so very glad, that he wanted to quit. But was that really his decision, and not him making a decision for her approval?

      There really wasn’t any way to be sure, she knew that. But she couldn’t forget the way he responded to her. The trust he’d already placed in her. To go from never exploring kink at all, to making love with a Mistress, was a huge step for a man like him. It gave her so much territory to explore with him. Boundaries to find and test.

      Sliding her left palm around the back of his head, she gripped his nape firmly, letting him feel the strength of her hand in a subtle way that wouldn’t embarrass him in front of Mama. He might never want to wear a collar, but she watched the emotions flickering across his face. Desire, yes, fading to surrender. No expectation, no demands—just a quiet acceptance and appreciation of the strength she gave him.

      “Yes.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            20

          

        

      

    

    
      Who was the idiot who thought that getting married the day of another important formal event was a good idea?

      Disgusted with her own nerves, Mal tried not to explode as Vicki and her assistant fluffed and prodded her into her new gown. It felt like she’d been standing here in Vicki’s workshop for hours.

      “Usually this would be a quick fitting,” Vicki said around a mouthful of sharp pins. “But we’re identifying issues and fixing them in one fell swoop. I’m sorry, I know it must be frustrating to stand here, unable to move without getting poked. Luckily I got pretty close since I’ve sewn for you before.”

      “It’ll be worth it,” Mal grumbled. “My frustration is with myself not you.”

      “I can sympathize.” Vicki stood and stepped back, tilting her head as she walked around Mal, examining the dress from all angles. “I’ve got some news to break and I’m so nervous about it that I’m nauseated.”

      “Oh?” Interested piqued, Mal lasered in on her. Vicki had been back together with Elias for a couple of months now. Not to mention her young man. The ring on her finger promised commitment for all to see. Other news that might be difficult to break… “Could it be the news itself that has you nauseated?”

      Pale, Vicki looked away, avoiding her gaze. “How do you tell someone life altering news that they may not welcome?”

      Mal reached out and pulled the other woman into a hug. “You ask for help. You trust that love is enough.”

      “And if it isn’t?”

      Mal blew out a long breath, answering the question for herself too. “Then it wasn’t the kind of love you need.”

      Vicki hugged her, finally meeting her gaze. “Do you have the kind of love you need with Colby?”

      Mal nodded, her eyes filling with tears at the thought. But it was happy tears. “Baby Jesus in a manger. I hate to cry. So sappy.”

      “You’re a beautiful sap.”

      “Thanks, but it’s your magic. All I’m doing is standing here. So…?” She didn’t ask outright, in case she didn’t want her assistant to know. The woman had stepped over to the machine to sew a finishing hem on the veil.

      Vicki nodded. “I screwed up my pills. It wasn’t planned. At all.”

      Mal hugged her again. “Congrats, honey. I’m sorry for throwing this huge dress project at you with so little notice. I’m sure it’s been overwhelming.”

      “Honestly, it was exactly the distraction I needed. It got me out of my head worrying and kept me busy. I haven’t felt too badly yet, just a little tired. Elias hasn’t even noticed, though Jesse keeps looking at me worriedly and asking if everything’s okay.”

      “I know they’ve been working hard on the cartel thing, and now Colby’s leaving him holding the bag.”

      “Even if he wasn’t working eighty hours a week, I still don’t think he’d notice,” Vicki said, her mouth turning down in a brittle frown. “And don’t you dare worry one second about Colby leaving. Be glad. We are, really. Even Elias. He’s been worried about the kid, as he calls him, a long time.”

      “Then Elias needs to get his head out of his ass and pay attention to what’s going on in his household.”

      Vicki snorted. “I’m tempted not to say anything at all and see how long it takes him to notice. My luck, though, I’d be at the hospital calling him to come get us and bring us home.”

      She laughed, but it quickly turned to tears. Mal drew her back into a hug again, rubbing her back, as she’d done for her that night in the hospital.

      “It’s stupid, but I’m so worried that he’ll hate me and the baby because he won’t be sure it’s his. And we can’t be sure, honestly, not without a DNA test, and then what does that say to Jesse? That his baby might not mean as much to me as Elias’s? Oh, God, Mal, what am I going to do?”

      Mal squeezed her tighter, rocking her gently with her body. “The first thing you need to do is to take care of yourself right now. Stress and worry aren’t good for you. And second, I suspect that Elias may not be as opposed to Jesse as you might think he is.”

      Vicki looked up at her through her tears. “It was really hard for him to accept Jesse from the beginning. We broke up over it for a bit. Hours, maybe, but that’s when we heard the cop was killed and I literally thought he was dead. I thought I’d lost him forever, and he’d left hating my guts.”

      “His pride might have been speaking louder than his heart then. But I saw his heart talking at the hospital. Give him a chance, hon. I think his heart will speak louder than his pride this time around.”

      “And if not?”

      “Then kick his ass out and marry Jesse. He’s fully devoted to you, of that I have no doubt. But honestly, give Elias a chance. I think he’s going to surprise you this time.”

      Sniffing, Vicki wiped her cheeks. “I hope so. Look at me, sobbing all over your lace on your special day.”

      “Sob away, honey. That’s what friends are for.”

      The assistant brought the ridiculously long swath of lacy, airy material back. It didn’t look like much. Just a huge rectangle of material. But with a few pins and twists, they stepped back and Mal could tell by the look on their faces that she looked good. Damned good.

      Holding her breath, she slowly turned around and faced the full-length mirror Vicki had set up in her workroom.

      She hadn’t been too sure about the color at first. It wasn’t white, which was a travesty in the South, and the off-color ecru seemed… Old. Not a good old, but musty and stained by age. But against her skin, the antique color took on a hint of soft yellow that made her skin glow.

      The old fashioned cut hugged her body and then flared out in a gentle fall to the floor. Lace and ruffles and teeny tiny buttons and a bodice so tight and small it looked like she wore a corset. The dress stepped off a late Victorian fashion plate. The veil floated around her head, softening the strength in her broad shoulders and muscular arms that she’d honed over the years as a Mistress. She almost looked…

      Delicate. It would have pissed her off, if she didn’t love it. In a million years, she’d never guessed that she’d feel this kind of magic and hope and wonder from a single dress, even though it was a one-of-a-kind dress that had been for her.

      “Oh my God.”

      “You got that right,” Vicki said, her voice soft with awe. “Colby’s going to have to pick himself up off the floor when he sees you.”

      Now that’d be a sight she’d like to see. Her soldier boy. On the floor. Preferably naked, tied up, waiting for her. Probably not for the actual wedding ceremony though.

      Vicki held out a bouquet of yellow roses. “Ready?”

      Fuck yeah. The Mistress of Dallas is getting hitched.

      

      When she saw him standing in the front of the room waiting for her, Mal was the one that had to pick herself off the floor. Dressed in his navy dress uniform for the Policeman’s Ball tonight, her soldier boy looked good enough to eat. He took one look at her in her dress, and his eyes went fierce. He snatched her hand and pulled her to his side, braced for battle. Like he’d take on every drug cartel in town with his bare hands just to keep her right there beside him.

      Their friends and family stood around them. Victor and Shiloh; Vicki, Elias, and Jesse; Mama; and Colby’s parents, both of his married sisters and their husbands, Amelia, and his other sister.

      They’d asked for a few modifications to the exchange of vows. Mal swore to love and honor Colby, but as he repeated the oath back to her, he slipped in obey, just for her. Even with his family there. Elias smirked and the justice’s eyes went wide as he choked back a laugh. The man had probably married hundreds of couples over the years, but she guessed he’d never had a man swear to obey the woman. The ring went on her finger, his grip on her fingers too hard, but she didn’t mind. Not when his eyes blazed with so much emotion.

      “I pronounce you husband and wife. You,” the justice looked at Mal, his eyes twinkling, “May kiss your husband.”

      So he’d caught the way the wind blew with their oath changes. Smart man. Mal reached up and gripped Colby’s neck, digging her fingers in as hard as he was gripping her hand. Yeah, his eyes went smoky and his shoulders relaxed under her grip. She might get him into a collar yet. But it didn’t matter to her either way, because he was hers, now. They had a lifetime to play Mistress games.

      It was over so quickly. Their lives changed forever in the span of fifteen minutes. Colby kissed his mother’s cheek and promised to come by the ranch as soon as they got back from their honeymoon. She handed him a covered dish. “I thought you might not have a wedding cake, so I made your favorite.”

      Blackberry cobbler. Colby choked back a laugh and gave her another kiss. Oh yeah. They were going to have fun with that later.

      Victor gave Mal a hug and told her to take all the time she wanted. They both knew time was precious with the new season preparations in full swing, but he trusted her to figure out the best way to handle it. Mal gave Vicki a lingering hug and shot a hard look at Elias. “Take care of her.”

      He struggled a moment between surprise and aggression, his shoulders tensing up for a fight, but he wrapped an arm around Vicki’s shoulders and drew her close. “Always.”

      We’ll see about that, Mal thought as the three headed home.

      “Ready?” Colby asked her, still clutching her hand like she’d disappear if he let go.

      At her nod, they walked outside to her car. The sun was setting, the sky a glorious canvas of pink and purple, but it was the man opening the car door for her that took her breath away. The driver’s door. Even now as her new husband, he wasn’t presumptuous. She stepped closer, slipping an arm around his waist as she leaned into the hard shelter of his body. “I love you, Mr. Wade.”

      “I love you, Mrs. Wade.” His pressed his cheek to hers, his breath soft and warm on her skin. “You didn’t have to take my name.”

      “I know. I wanted to.”

      “I’m tempted to ask you to skip the ball so we can head to the shore this very moment.”

      They’d found an out of the way cabin in Galveston for the honeymoon. She couldn’t wait to roll him around in some sand, but he was supposed to get an award tonight after being wounded. “You’re not missing it, so get that gorgeous butt in the car.”

      “Five minutes, and then we’re leaving.”

      “You have to stay longer than that,” she replied after he got in and shut the passenger door. He grimaced, probably envisioning hours of standing around watching people dance, when they could be alone together. “At least ten minutes.”

      He flashed a cocky smile at her. “Deal.”
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      Standing in the bathroom of their honeymoon cabin, Colby stared at himself in the mirror. He didn’t recognize the man staring back at him.

      He stood there, nude, fully erect—even though she hadn’t touched him. Hair growing out from the military buzz cut he’d worn for years. A fresh, tender scar on his abdomen, still held together with medical glue and God only knew how many internal stitches. Out of necessity, he’d been forced to abandon the wedding tradition of carrying his bride over the threshold, for fear he’d tear something open. Mal had promised to let him do it at some point, once she decided he’d healed enough.

      Once she decided. Not him. Not even his doctor. His wife. His Mistress. His sun.

      Because his whole world revolved around her now. Happily.

      She’d told him to go into the bathroom and stay until she called. And he’d gone without a single word of complaint.

      “Come on out, sugar.”

      He gave one last, lingering look at himself in the mirror, searching his face for any trace of indecision or regret, but he saw only a dark gleam of eager hunger shining back at him. Opening the door, he did pause a moment to drink her in. She wore another unexpected gown, this one made of a light, thin white material, still very old fashioned looking, with ribbons and ruffles and buttons, mostly left undone down the front to bare the soft, paler skin of her full breasts. He’d thought Mistresses wore black latex and corsets with thigh-high boots. And yeah, maybe he ought to ask for that, because Mal would look hot in anything. But right now, he couldn’t tear his gaze away from the outline of her curves in that gown.

      “You like?” She asked softly, giving him a slow twirl. “Vicki made it, inspired by Victorian shifts and petticoats.”

      His tongue felt swollen in his mouth, making his voice sound strange. “I didn’t know you liked Victorian clothing.”

      “I didn’t either, until I saw it. Vicki did a million sketches to distract me while you were in surgery. I’m going to ask her to design all the costumes for Pony Games, if she’s up to it. I think it’ll be fun.”

      She came toward him, a slow, sexy stroll that hypnotized him. If he hadn’t already been hard, he’d have probably passed out from the blood rush to his groin. He fisted his hands at his side, resisting the urge to reach out and touch her. His fingers burned to see how far down the buttons ran down the front, and how far he could get before the whole nightgown just slipped right off her body to puddle on the floor.

      “You remember what I told you that first night at the restaurant?”

      Like when she’d given him those first orders, to eat his food. Or when she’d asked him why he was there. But he had the feeling that she meant… “You said you’d get to be the woman to break me.”

      She didn’t reply or move a muscle, but stared back at him, silent and firm and he knew what she wanted.

      The dog sat at his mistress’s feet, because that was where he chose to be. Not because she forced him.

      It was easier than he’d ever dreamed to bend his knees and sink to the floor as he stared up at her. The wood floors were cold beneath him, but her smile warmed him to the core.

      “How do you feel? Truthfully?”

      On his knees, it was harder to mouth back a cocky response full of male ego, which was probably exactly why she’d put him here. He listened to his body, feeling for any internal twinge or pain. “Good. Tender, like I wouldn’t want to take a punch to the stomach. I wouldn’t want to run too far or too hard. Unless you were waiting at the end.”

      She frowned, biting her lip, as if she didn’t think he could take whatever she’d planned. Risking punishment—which alone should be enough to reassure her that he felt fine—he leaned forward and rubbed his face against her stomach. Her arms came around his head, her fingers stroking over his skull and shoulders. “Are you sure? The last thing I want to do is hurt you, let alone put you back in the hospital, on our honeymoon, no less.”

      Rolling his eyes up to see her face, he lipped the thin linen of her gown, playfully tugging at it.

      “Hmmm. I think you should have dessert first.”

      Happily, he muzzled his way toward the vee of her thighs, but evidently that wasn’t what she meant at all.

      “Stand up and come over here, sugar. I’ve got dessert set out for you.”

      She offered a hand to him, which he took as he stood, any excuse to touch her without risking the Mistress’s wrath. He followed her to the kitchen. At the bar, she’d scooted the two stools out of the way and set out the pan of blackberry cobbler.

      “Hands behind your back.”

      He crossed his wrists in the small of his back and she bound his hands. Good. Maybe she was going to feed him. Even better, maybe she’d just scoop a big pile of cobbler onto her pussy and let him eat it off her. Double the dessert.

      She must have read those thoughts on his face because she chuckled softly, shaking her head. “I’m not a fan of food mixed with sexy times. For one thing, someone’s gotta clean up the mess later, and another, I just want to eat my food and enjoy it.”

      “I’d still enjoy the hell out of it.”

      She arched a brow. “Maybe. Until I got an infection because of food where it shouldn’t be.”

      He grimaced. “I didn’t think of that.”

      “A man wouldn’t.” She scooped out a nice helping onto a dish and set it before him. But no silverware. Eyes narrowed, he watched her as she walked away, back toward the bed. She picked up something but kept it behind her back as she returned. “Do you trust me?”

      “With my life.”

      She brought her hand forward, holding what looked to be a medieval flail. Long leather straps cascaded off the end.

      Instinctively, he tensed, but probably not for the reasons she might suspect. He didn’t really think she’d hurt him. But by God, he didn’t want her to use something on him that she’d used with that red-haired submissive on the show. The one who’d punked her.

      “I don’t need this. I’m not a sadist. I don’t need your pain to find satisfaction. But I like to warm up a sub’s skin with a little light punishment. It makes the pleasure all the more explosive when we get to it.”

      “You like it, then you’ll have it.” he growled out. “But answer me one thing first. Did you give this to Andy?”

      Her eyes flared. Holding his gaze, she lifted the flail up to his face. A test of trust? He wasn’t sure. But he could smell the leather, and it brought back that visceral memory of his childhood. Riding horses. Peace. Finding beauty in the sunrises and the gentle lowing from the cattle.

      “To my knowledge, no one’s skin has touched this, other than me petting it. Certainly never Andy. Patrick is a consummate horse master who uses only the best. He had this custom made ages ago but never used it, because he fell in love with his whip.” She trailed the leather straps over his shoulders. “Once I saw how soft the leather is, I couldn’t resist. Usually I’d go for a velvet flail on a beginner, but this is soft enough I think it might break you in real gentle like.”

      The suede was butter soft and smelled so damned good. “I’ll let you do anything you want to me. I mean it. As long as whatever you use is for you and me alone.”

      “Possessive,” she drawled, dragging the straps across his chest to the other shoulder. “I like that in a sub, to a point. So we’re going to play a little game. I want you to eat your cobbler while I lightly and playfully spank your delectable ass. And when you’ve finished your dessert, I’ll untie you and you can have your wicked way with me, any way you choose. Deal?”

      “Deal,” he said immediately.

      “No worries, no hesitation?”

      “None. Not if I get to make love to you when you’re done. I’ll eat it so fast you won’t get more than a handful of strokes in.”

      “Fair warning.” Though she didn’t sound concerned or disappointed at all. “Remember you can always tell me red or blackberry and walk.”

      He waggled his eye brows, making her laugh. “And we still get sexy times?”

      “Of course. But I’d really like you to try.”

      Try? Fuck that shit. He’d conquer anything and everybody for a chance to make her smile. He leaned down, mouth hovering over the cobbler. “I should probably warn you that I was first runner up in the pie eating contest at the county fair two years in a row.”

      She pressed against the backs of his thighs, draping herself over his back so that his bound hands touched her stomach. She leaned harder against him, giving him time to adjust his stance beneath her to take her weight. Leather trailed light over his skin, her fingers over his flanks. The strokes blended together, become one. Leather slid over his dick, making him shudder.

      She let out a husky laugh that made his balls tighten. His dick twitched, already leaking. And she hadn’t even started hitting him yet.

      “I should probably warn you, too.” She shifted to his left side, pressing against him so she could whisper in his ear. “Seeing you bent over like this is putting some very dirty thoughts in my head.”

      “Yeah?” He ground out, squeezing his eyes shut as if that would stop the images from filling his head too. But it was too late. Having her against his back like that…

      She squeezed his ass, the firm grip of her hands, her strength, making his stomach quiver. Leather strands tickled the back of his legs. He couldn’t help but remember the box of pony gear. The tail. Though it wasn’t a fake tail he was thinking about inside him.

      “I’m not biting your hand or running away yet.”

      “Eat your pie, soldier boy.” Her breath hot in his ear, she gave him the first stroke of the flail. He jumped, but it didn’t hurt. He’d just forgotten about it. “But know this. Someday, this ass is going to be mine.”

      

      Every submissive she’d taken over the years, every scene she’d played, paled in comparison to this. Her fierce, protective soldier boy, tied up, willingly planting his face in cobbler while she spanked his ass. After giving her his vow and his name. After going to his knees. For her, and her alone.

      She wrapped her left hand around his cock and gave him another stroke from the flail, slightly harder. Nothing that would truly hurt him, or even make him flinch, for fear of hurting his stomach. Lifting his head, he breathed hard, neck corded with effort of holding back his desire.

      “Same rules as before, sugar. Don’t you dare come before that cobbler’s gone and I’m finished with you.”

      Each time he started to make a dent in the cobbler, she distracted him with a good, hard pump to his cock. Or a slightly harder stroke to his ass. His skin was starting to turn just a hint of pink. New sensations would be flaring through his skin, nerve endings more sensitive and alive than ever. He wasn’t into the pain itself, but the thought that he’d endure it… That he’d allow her to tie him up, bend him over, and stick his ass up for her to play with…

      That he’d be open to letting her peg him…

      It was almost enough to send pleasure cascading through her at the thought alone.

      Then he fucking begged, and she couldn’t find it in her stone-cold Mistress heart to refuse him.

      “Mal, please,” he forced the words out around a mouthful of berries. “I’m this close to blackberrying out just to get inside you.”

      She loosened her grip on his dick a little and glanced at the plate. “You’ve got one bite left, sugar. Surely you can manage that for me.”

      He groaned. “For you.”

      Watching him lick the plate clean, she wanted his mouth licking her as diligently. Her nipples rubbed on the linen, painfully hard. It wouldn’t take more than a few strokes to send her skyrocketing with him, which was exactly as she intended. She didn’t want him thrusting too hard, straining, for fear of injuring himself.

      “Done,” he panted, tilting his head to turn those baby blues to work for him too. “Mal, please.”

      Taking a firm grip on his cock, she put the flail down and jerked the knot loose so the could free his hands. She backed up, literally leading him by the cock, refusing to let go. Because if she did, she had a feeling he’d try to scoop her up in his arms and burst open those fragile scars. Purple juice stained his face, bits of berry globbed on his chin, but she didn’t care. She had no intention of making him wait long enough to wash his face.

      As soon as she bumped into the bed and felt the mattress against the backs of her thighs, she let go of him and started the tug the shift over her head. His hands joined in, urgent, his breathing loud. But instead of tossing the nightgown aside, he buried his face in it.

      She sat back on the mattress and scooted to make room for him. “The real thing smells better than the nightie.”

      When he threw it aside, his face was wiped clean. “I know. But I wasn’t only smelling.”

      He grabbed her knee, hauled her back closer to the edge of the bed, and quickly buried his face between her thighs. Fisting her hands in the sheets, she threw her head back and allowed the stroke of his tongue to carry her into the stratosphere. He came up onto the mattress on his knees, scooting her higher on the bed. That cut through the bliss in a hurry. She gripped his nape and scowled at him. “No lifting.”

      “Just a little.” He sank into her like he was sliding into home plate, head first, all in, and groaned, deep in his throat.

      He shook, already climaxing, and she held him close, stroking his back, her mouth at his ear, whispering nonsense. “That’s it, sugar, let go, I’ve got you. My soldier boy. My husband.”

      Breathing hard, he lay still against her a moment, and then shot up like that fake horse tail had goosed him. “Oh fuck!”

      She sat up too, her fingers immediately seeking out the wound on his stomach to make sure he wasn’t bleeding. “What? Are you hurt?”

      “Condom,” he whispered, his eyes wide. “I forgot.”

      Relieved, she tossed herself back on the bed. “No worries. I’ve been on the pill most of my adult life.”

      He stretched out beside her on his elbow. “I hear accidents can happen, though.”

      Surprised, she searched his face, trying to tell if he knew about Vicki’s news. He didn’t seem to have first-hand knowledge. “It can,” she agreed, watching his reaction. “This is something we probably should have discussed before we got married, but how do you feel about kids?”

      “Bring ‘em on. The more the merrier. Or take ‘em and leave ‘em. I don’t really care.”

      “No really. I want to know if you’re open to having kids, maybe even sooner than later. I’ve got a few years on you, you know.”

      He kissed her, evidently sensing a bit of insecurity in her words. “I honestly don’t care. I love kids, but I’ve got a new baby nephew and Amelia to horse around with already. I want you to be happy. If that means having a baby, then let’s go for it. If that means you want to spend all your days at work and nights torturing me, that’s fine too.”

      His choice of words made her laugh in protest. “I don’t want to torture you.” He flashed her that cocky-bastard grin and she amended her words, “Well, okay, just a little.”

      “That’s what I was hoping you’d say.” He stroked her cheek, his brow drawing up with his own concern. “As long as I’m enough for you, that’s all I care about.”

      “Oh, sugar, why would you even think that? Of course you’re enough for me.”

      “I know you’ve played a lot of Mistress games, but this is all new to me. I don’t know how far you can lure me, even with blackberry cobbler.”

      She laughed and pulled him down to her, tucking his face into her neck. “I have played a lot of Mistress games, and most of the submissives I’ve played with have known exactly what they wanted and needed in the scene. I mean, if they needed punishment, they were bratty and broke the rules on purpose. If they wanted to be humiliated, they’d playact right into being ashamed and naughty. They knew what they wanted from me, and because I’m a damned fine Mistress, I made sure they got what they wanted while figuring out how to pleasure myself too.”

      He hummed out a pleased purr against her skin. “You are a mighty fine Mistress, Mal.”

      She kissed the back of his head. “But you know what I’ve learned? Those submissives were there in the scene to get what they wanted. That was their primary goal. And there’s nothing wrong with that—that’s why the clubs exist. So people can find others who share their secret needs that maybe society frowns upon. But not a single one of those submissives came to me with the sole intention of making sure I got what I wanted. Except you.”

      He lifted his head so he could scowl down at her. Sweet cocky fool. “You’re the Mistress. You’d damned well better get what you need first.”

      “Which is why you made sure I came first tonight, even though I had your cock begging for mercy.”

      “Of course.”

      “And that, soldier boy, is why I love you so much. You can protect and serve me anytime you want.”

      “Marines don’t protect and serve. That’s the police, and I’m not a cop any more.”

      “You know what I mean.”

      He rubbed his lips against hers. “I feel like I ought to be apologizing.”

      She threaded her fingers in the short hairs at his nape, giving a little bit of a tug. His nostrils flared and his cock stirred against her thigh. “Now what?”

      He grinned, sitting up enough to snag her nightgown. “I’m pretty sure I ruined your fancy Victorian nightgown.”

      Blackberry cobbler was smeared all over it. She took it from him and tossed it back on the floor. Then with a very firm hard look in her eyes, she planted her palm on his chest and pushed him toward the mattress, flat on his back. “I think I’ll have to punish you if those stains don’t come out.”

      Eyes heavy lidded, he stared up at her and without her request, slid his hands up over his head, searching for part of the bed frame to hold onto. “Yes, ma’am.”
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