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To Rome with Lust
KD Grace
The adventure that Rita Holly began in The Mount in London and Nick Chase took up in Vegas continues when a sizzling encounter on a flight to Rome has journalist, Liza Calendar, and perfumer, Paulo ‘The Nose’ Delacour, in sexy olfactory heaven.
The heir apparent of Martelli Fragrance, Paulo wants Liza’s magnificently sensitive nose to help develop Martelli’s controversial new line. Paulo has a secret weapon; Martelli Fragrance is the front for the original Mount, an ancient sex cult of which he is a part, and Paulo plans to use the scent of sex to enhance Martelli’s Innuendo line.
As Liza and Paulo sniff out the scent of seduction, they become their own best lab rats. But when someone steals the perfume formulas and lays the blame at Liza’s feet, she and Paulo must sniff out the culprit and prove Liza’s innocence before more is exposed than just secret formulas.
Available at: Amazon UK Amazon.com
Amazon AU Amazon CA KD Grace website
Praise for The Initiation of Ms Holly, 1st book in the trilogy:
"Skillfully written to provide a provocative blend of kinky sex with subtle mystery. Simply put, this book is a page-turner for the erotic reader." ~ The Romance Reviews
"The Initiation of Ms. Holly is so hot I am still tingling a day after I finished reading this novel. This spicy number will heat you up and keep you fully charged for days to come."
~ Coffee Time Romance
"This story had an exciting plot with some twists and turns, a cast of very colorful characters, some angst, a plethora of amazing and erotic sex and lastly a beautiful love story. Rita and Edward went through all kinds of kinky hell to get where they wanted to be….and I loved being on this journey with them! A great first read for me by K.D. Grace. Can not wait to get my hands on the next book in The Mount series, Fulfilling the Contract." ~ Violet Blue
Chapter One
Liza thought she had only dreamed such an exquisite scent. She’d certainly never smelled anything so sexy while she was awake. It was all very strange. Her dreams had always been the only part of her life that was olfactory-free. She sat in the business lounge at JFK airport dozing, blocking out the noise and the smell of the busy shuffle. But this smell was different. This smell was just too delicious to ignore. It intensified, then faded, and she snuffled and inhaled and shifted in her seat.
Delays due to heavy thunderstorms meant the place was packed with passengers awaiting a spate of flights going out at nearly the same time. Luckily, her flight wasn’t delayed. She was just there early, thanks to Carl. After an unplanned night alone in a hotel room, she couldn’t get out of New York City fast enough – not after what she’d seen … and smelled. But she didn’t want to think about Carl. Time to move forward.
She had just slipped back into that space between wakefulness and sleep when the scent wafted over her again. There was no denying it was the primal smell of male. It was the smell of desert lightning, of sage and juniper and thick, dark night. It was the smell of sex – or at least the intimations of sex or what sex might be like with a man who smelled so irresistible.
Jesus, was she really going to have sexy dreams right here in the airport? What next? Would she be rubbing herself against the sofa while all the businessmen and the tourists pretended not to notice? Surely it was only because of the sex she’d expected to get last night, but didn’t. Surely it was just her angry unconscious inventing an olfactory fantasy, but God, the man smelled good – better than anyone she’d ever smelled, and she smelled everyone! She inhaled again and her deep intake of scent came out sounding like a sigh. Her lips parted just enough to take in the fullness of the experience. She could almost taste that hypnotic smell of masculinity. Her nipples chafed against her bra until they dominated the front of her sweater with an achy tetchy fullness that matched the tightening she felt between her thighs. It was as though the man stood right over her. She could smell expensive fabric weighted and warmed with the heat of his flesh. His crotch, where the delicious scent was purest, was so close that her mouth watered. The scent was heavy, thickening, male – driven by passion. Letting the dream take control, Liza shifted, uncrossed her legs, and leaned forward to draw in his scent, wanting nothing so much as to touch, to caress, to experiment on ways to arouse from her dream man more of that delicious scent.
There was a soft grunt, a startled gasp, and a large hand came down heavily on her shoulder. There was a desperate clearing of a throat and a slightly accented ‘Pardon me.’
She opened her eyes and found herself nose to crotch with a very expensive suit not quite able to disguise a very nice package. Her fingers were fisted in the edges of the front trouser pockets, reeling their wearer ever closer and closer to her salivating mouth. She yelped and practically shoved the guy, who might have fallen if not for the hand resting on her shoulder. ‘Oh my God! I’m sorry, I’m so sorry,’ she gasped. ‘I was dreaming.’ Her face burned and her pulse did a drumroll in her ears as she raised her eyes up and up and up the length of the well filled-out charcoal suit to meet rich caramel eyes looking down at her from beneath thick midnight lashes. The scent hit her in waves, making her giddy, making her want to sniff like a dog in heat, making her feel wrong-footed and out of focus.
‘Must have been some dream.’ His eyes sparkled and he offered her a half-smile. His warm hands fell to cover hers and disengage them from his pockets. ‘I can’t tell you how sorry I am that I woke you, but I’d really hate it if your dream got us both kicked out of the lounge.’ His thumbs brushed over the backs of her knuckles before he released her. ‘Is it all right if I share your sofa? The lounge is really crowded.’
‘Yes! Of course, please.’ She shifted and rearranged herself, resisting the urge to fold her arms across her perky nipples. It was even harder to resist the urge to pant and sniff. My God, if an aphrodisiac could be inhaled, his scent would so be that aphrodisiac. She felt moist and swollen, splayed in the crotch of her panties, too tender for the weight of her body against the sofa.
‘Are you all right?’ The man’s eyes had darkened with concern. ‘You seem in distress.’
‘Fine! I’m fine,’ she said with enthusiasm that made her sound like a dork. ‘Just outrageously embarrassed.’
‘Don’t be. You made my morning and gave me something I’ll smile about for what’ll be a very long, very tedious flight. You sure you’re all right?’
‘You smell amazing,’ she blurted out before she could stop herself, then she felt the flash-fire burn rise to her cheeks again. Jeez! Could she sound any more stupid?
He raised an eyebrow and cocked his head. ‘Thanks. Eau d’generic hotel soap,’ he said.
‘No, it’s not the soap, I mean I can smell that too, but …’ What the fuck was it with her? She practically attacks the guy – who handled an embarrassing situation very graciously all things considered – and now she informs him she’s been sniffing? ‘Never mind. I … like I said, I was dreaming.’
He leaned forward in a wave of scent that made her dizzy with lust. ‘No, please, don’t be embarrassed. I’m very interested in all things olfactory. And I’m really flattered that you like the way I smell.’
‘I’m sorry. I have a sensitive nose.’ She forced a laugh. ‘I guess maybe I’m a little closer to my animal roots than most people. I … I pick up on scent … way more than most people do. Bit of an evolutionary throw-back, I’m afraid.’
His smile was practically edible. ‘Humans are mammals. Mammals live through their sense of smell. We’ve just gotten lazy and forgotten how to do that. Real scent is hard to come by in a world that’s been deodorized, sanitized, and scrubbed. Apparently you remember.’
Oh, she remembered all right. She remembered so much more than she wished she did at times. She could feel his dark, rich gaze against her, feel his scent bearing down on her, now spiked with the cinnamon nip of curiosity. She knew what was coming. She waited for it.
‘So,’ he leaned still closer and everything in her felt giddy and humid. ‘Tell me what you smell?’
God, she knew he was going to ask that. She should have kept her damned mouth shut. To ask her to describe his scent was like asking her to describe what she thought sex with him would be like, and with a scent like his, she could imagine it would be pretty fucking amazing. On the other hand, if he stayed leaning close like this, she’d have a few more seconds to sniff and enjoy before he suspected her of total nutterdom.
‘Don’t be embarrassed. As I said, the sense of smell and the way we humans use it is of special interest to me.’
She leaned in and inhaled deeply through her nose. After all he had given her permission to sniff. ‘You smell like summer lightning … at high altitude.’ She inhaled again and closed her eyes, hearing the catch of his breath. ‘Beneath that, you smell like evergreen and the earth around tree roots.’ His breathing accelerated. She leaned still closer, and the slip and slide of fabric on fabric informed her that he’d done the same until they were nearly touching. She inhaled again. ‘You smell like a rainstorm on the wind just before it arrives, but that’s because you’re skeptical, and I don’t blame you.’
For both of them, simply breathing had become a challenge. Her belly muscles trembled and tensed way down low; in her panties, the clench and release, clench and release had left her swollen and pouty. She opened her eyes just a slit, then closed them again, but there was no mistaking the shape of his growing erection. Her own scent spiked all honey-butter and nutmeg.
‘What else?’ he breathed. ‘Is there more?’
‘Your curiosity smells of cinnamon and there’s a bit of irritation – tart, tangy, almost like lemon.’ Her eyes fluttered open at the same moment his did.
‘Oh it’s not you,’ he said quickly. ‘I mean I’m not irritated with you. It’s this trip. I didn’t plan to take it and now I find out … wait a minute. You can smell emotions?’
‘Kind of,’ she said, trying not to look at his erection, as he shifted to rearrange himself a little less conspicuously. Then she couldn’t resist. ‘What about me? Can you smell me?’ Jesus! Why did she ask such a loaded question?
He squirmed again, which did nothing to hide his needy package. A blush rose to his cheeks. ‘Maybe … Possibly.’ He inhaled a shaky breath through his nose like he was afraid of what he might smell. ‘The more we talk … the more I smell.’ His eyes fluttered shut again. ‘You’re … not wearing perfume.’
‘I never do.’ She eased herself closer, resisting the urge to rest a hand on his thigh. ‘It interferes with other smells.’
He nodded, as though he completely understood. ‘You smell like the sea, but you also smell like honey and butter melting over hot bread.’
Did she just whimper? Oh God, please say she didn’t just whimper and shift her bottom against the sofa. Surely she didn’t do that.
This time he inhaled boldly, pushing forward on the sofa, his eyes closed, suddenly making no attempt to cover the heavy strain against the front of his trousers. The cinnamon scent of him spiked and became more peppery. ‘Jesus, I can’t believe we’re doing this.’ His voice was little more than a whisper between parted lips, lips that Liza would only have to lean into to touch with her own. ‘I can’t believe I can smell all that. I’m probably imagining it.’
‘No you’re not. You’re not imagining it,’ she whispered back.
He was suddenly breathing as though he’d just ran a marathon, each breath through his nose, each breath followed by a gulp, almost as though he were eating the scent of her.
‘People are looking. We should stop.’ She barely got the words out before he leaned in just a tiny bit further and, in his enthusiasm, his lips brushed hers. Everything spiked in a sharp stab of scent that went straight to her pussy, as they both gasped and sat back, eyes wide, fingers pressed to lips.
The delayed flight to Paris was called over the intercom immediately after one to Frankfurt and, in the jostling and shifting and gathering of belongings, no one paid any attention to them. She wasn’t sure it would have made any difference even if they’d suddenly been centre stage. Their gaze locked on each other, cheeks flushed, chests heaving, they sat caught in a moment so tight, so full that its breaking apart was inevitable. It was ridiculous. She was seconds away from coming, and his cock was about to burst his trousers. And his lips, God his lips, she could think of so many places on her body she wanted those lips.
‘I have to know,’ he gasped. ‘Surely you want to know too.’ Then he did the unthinkable. He curled his fingers into the back of her hair and pulled her to him. This time their mouths met with a clash and a gasped swallow of oxygen that transitioned into parted lips and darting tongues and an absolute explosion of scent. If he had smelled amazing by himself, if his scent had sharpened hers to the cutting edge of orgasm, then the mixing and blending that happened when they touched, when those two scents came together was shattering. ‘I’ve never smelled anything like it,’ she breathed.
‘Me neither.’ He bit her lower lip and tugged and their blended scent became darker, spicier, with tones of earth and sea, pepper and honey, and God the guy could kiss!
She came first with a guttural grunt of an orgasm that began deep in her pussy and washed over her like a riptide. She tried desperately to hide it, but he knew it. He felt it, she even thought he smelled it, and he tightened his fist in her hair, breathing her into his open mouth. Both his hands then slid to her shoulders in a grip that was almost painful as he pulled back. His eyes locked on hers, and his whole body convulsed, and again, and again, his deep mocha gaze holding her tight as pupils dilated and eyelids shuddered.
For a moment they sat stunned, staring at each other, struggling to catch their breath. He looked shell-shocked, and she must have looked the same. ‘I’m sorry,’ they both said at the same time as they mirrored each other in a nervous laugh.
Then the intercom called the flight to Rome. ‘That’s my flight,’ she gasped, awash in a wave of embarrassment. She babbled something about duty free and gifts, sounding like a total idiot. She grabbed her bag and her laptop and fled, feeling certain everyone was watching, feeling certain everyone knew exactly what they had done. It didn’t matter though, at the end of the day, she’d never see the man again. And she’d never smell him again. That saddened her.
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Roll Against Trust
Allyson Lindt
Tasha’s not looking for love, but she doesn’t mind just looking… and maybe a little fantasizing. Her two best friends and weekend AD& D buddies, Seth and Ryan, are the perfect guest stars in her fantasies. When a late night gaming session with the three goes from silly to verbally scorching in an instant, Tasha wonders if her imagination is enough to keep her satisfied long term.
Then her ex’s money mismanagement catches up to her in the form of draining her bank account, her job is threatened by a mistake that points to Ryan, and Seth takes his side. If Tasha can’t move past her trust issues long enough to uncover the truth—both with herself and the men she’s falling for—she’ll wind up broken-hearted and just plain broke.
Available at: Amazon
Praise:
"An absolutely smexy story of discovering love right under your noses – and the smokin’ hot scenes between the three are to tri-die for!" ~ Snarky Mom Reads
"Ms. Lindt is becoming my go-to author when I want realistic, emotional stories about 'geeks'…. Ms. Lindt writes emotional stories about characters that you care about. Geeks or not. She is not to be missed." ~ Harlie’s Books
"I have been waiting eagerly for [Roll Against Trust] to finally hit the shelves, so that everyone has a chance to lust over it." ~ Sofia Grey
Chapter One
“I’m not sharing a cramped inn room with two orcs, a halfling thief who keeps stealing my panties, and a sweaty paladin. He hasn’t taken off that armor in a freaking month.”
Ryan draped himself across the couch to lay his head in my lap. Brown eyes so dark they were almost black crinkled at the corners when he laughed up at me. “C’mon, Tash, join me in the bath. We’d save water at the same time, and that kind of conservationism should do something for your druid sensibilities, right?”
“My character’s name is Ardra,” I corrected him out of habit, not irritation. It had only taken me a couple of weeks of campaigning with him to realize he was just going to use my real name, regardless of whom I was role-playing as. I made a half-hearted attempt to push him upright. “And aren’t you supposed to be celibate?”
“Absolutely not. As of now, I serve a god of orgies and wine. Dionysus, maybe?”
Seth looked up from behind his dungeon master screen, eyebrows raised. “He’s not in our pantheon.” His mouth twisted in thought. “Then again, sure, why the hell not? Roll against your charisma.”
I laughed in disbelief. “I’m not taking a bath with him, water conservation or not.” Even as the protest passed my lips, my imagination crept in to taunt me. My druid character might prefer the plague over rubbing skin with his paladin, but I wouldn’t mind watching Ryan strip down. Or Seth, for that matter.
They were as different in personality as appearance. Ryan was one of the few guys I’d ever met taller than my five-eleven, and he was as thin as a blade. His short hair was the same shade as his almost-black eyes, and his deep voice always sent shivers down my spine.
Seth, on the other hand, was only an inch or so shorter than me. He kept his blond hair in a ponytail, his broad shoulders reflected how dedicated he was to his gym time, and his attention to detail was why we always let him run our Advanced Dungeons & Dragons campaigns.
The two of them lived together—Seth rented a room from Ryan. All three of us had become quick friends when I’d started working for the same company as them about two years earlier. I’d gotten over my crushes on both early in our friendship.
A decision made easier by the fact I’d married and divorced in my early twenties, and learned from the experience not to trust myself or my partner in a long-term relationship. I was that bad at reading myself and the people around me. But that didn’t mean I had a problem with looking. Or, on occasion, letting fantasy run rampant through my thoughts when I was alone and wanted more than just batteries to help the vibrator do its job.
Dice clattered against the table, and Seth let out a sharp, “Ha!” He looked at Ryan. “You’ve failed to seduce the fair maiden.”
“Not even possible.” Ryan sat up, frowning at the dice. “I want a re-roll.”
“Nope.” Seth shook his head. “No mulligans. Pick up a bar wench, or you’ll have to hit the sack alone tonight.”
If I squinted, I could make out the red letters on the microwave in the kitchen. Almost two a.m. This had become a ritual for the three of us at our weekly role-playing sessions. Even after everyone else threw in the towel and headed home, we’d stay up long into Saturday morning, waiting to see who would fold first and either fall asleep or call it quits. Tonight we’d been sillier than usual, so we’d be here a while longer. I was fine with that. I was enjoying the evening too much to be the person who tapped out.
“I’m not tired,” Ryan announced. “So, after my bath, I’m going for a walk in the woods.”
Seth looked up at me, pale eyes hauntingly captivating in the dimly lit living room. “Are you going with him, my lady?”
“Forget that. The bath is free. I’m rinsing off the grime.”
“Boring!” Ryan winked at me, no malice in his tone. He gestured to himself. “You could have had all this if you hadn’t waited.”
My gaze traveled over his lithe frame—the way his T-shirt hugged his torso, the jeans with as many tears as fabric. A throb nagged between my legs, accompanied by a brief flash of letting him strip me down and joining him in an actual bath. I nudged the daydream aside to save for later, trying to keep my expression neutral. “I’ll live. I’m sure.”
“All right, mister ‘bath time is boring now’.” Seth tapped his pencil against the table. “What are you doing in the forest that’s more interesting?”
Ryan shrugged. “I’m alone for the first time in a month. I’ve left all my mates in the inn room or bath. I’m jerking off.”
Heat flooded my skin thanks to the enticing mental image of freeing Ryan’s erection from his torn jeans and stroking his shaft, and I was grateful it was dark in the room.
Seth snorted with laughter. “Roll against your stealth.”
Ryan was so screwed. He hadn’t put any points into dexterity. Said there was no reason for finesse when he could kill anything with his massive sword.
“What? Why? I left my armor in the room,” Ryan protested.
“And you’re a klutz even without it. Roll.”
Ryan tossed the dice and groaned at the result. “Damn it.”
Seth shot me a look I couldn’t interpret, and scribbled some notes on the pad in front of him. “You find a nice, empty clearing in the forest, and start to beat one out. Our lovely druid, Ardra, is almost done with her bath when she hears a disconcerting noise outside. She grabs her dressing gown, and races to investigate.”
“I don’t get dressed first?”
Seth smirked. “No. And you don’t hide, or check for traps, or anything else. The only thing out there is the mighty paladin, Galahad.”
If there had been anyone else still around, or I hadn’t been silly tired and a little turned on, I might have argued that if I already knew who was out there, I wouldn’t need to go investigate. But giddiness, and the daydream-induced dampness between my legs, let boldness have its reign. “All right, I’ll go investigate.”
“You rush through the small patch of woods behind the inn, dressing gown threatening to tear free on the wild growth, and stumble to a stop at the edge of a small clearing, agape at what you see.”
I made a flash of decision and rushed forward with my response before I could talk myself out if it. If we were going to role-play this ridiculous scenario, and neither of them was going to balk, I wanted details. “Which is…?”
When Ryan met my gaze this time, something dangerous laced his teasing expression. “Just because I couldn’t have you in the bath doesn’t mean I’m not fantasizing about it. I’m leaning against a nearby tree, breeches around my ankles, and cock in my hand.”
I liked this. Dampness grew in my panties. “And I’m properly impressed. The paladin is well hung.”
“Roll against getting caught.” Seth’s command blended into the delicious tension in the room instead of destroying it.
My ability to move silently through the forest was higher than Ryan’s charisma. There was no way I was risking staying hidden in the shadows. I let my impulse continue to drive. “No need. I’m so shocked and compelled by what I see, I gasp and step into the clearing for a better look.”
A wicked smile tugged up the corner of Ryan’s mouth, and I swore he looked like a big bad wolf about to devour me. In the most delicious and ravenous way possible. “Your appearance catches me off guard, but I’ve never minded putting on a show. I slow down when I realize your gown has fallen open. It drapes off your tits, and shows me a perfect patch of red fuzz hiding in the V between your legs.”
A teeny tiny part of me said I should correct him. I hated my copper-colored hair, so my character was blonde. I wasn’t interrupting this, though. In the dim room, with just our voices and his captivating eyes, I could slip into the fantasy we were painting, and it had me wet. “I stare as you stroke up and down. I’ve never seen such an impressive man before.”
“I don’t have to be doing this alone, you know.” He licked his bottom lip. “You’re welcome to join me. I bet the trees you usually fuck don’t spread you open the way I would.”
There were times when Ryan’s direct comments embarrassed me. Now wasn’t one of them. “I’m too dumbstruck to leave. I can’t stop thinking about letting you have your way with me.”
“I close the distance between us in just a few steps, and nudge your robe farther to the side, exposing one fleshy, soft breast. I glide my hand up your ribs, cupping the mound, and dragging a callused thumb over your already rock-hard nipple.”
My own nubs twinged in response, aching under my bra as the phantom touch flicked over one. “I let out a soft moan and step closer until your…” I fumbled for a moment. Could I actually talk like this out loud? In the context of the game, yes. “Until your manhood presses into my leg.”
His dark stare held me captive now. Watching his lips move as he painted his character’s desires. Hearing his seductive voice. “I squeeze and pinch at the pink temptation in my hand, and you squirm under the attention. I trace my mouth down your chest, dropping to my knees as I move to your stomach. My fingers part your pussy. My gods you’re wet. I flick my tongue out, and groan at your incredible taste.”
Oh gods was right. My thighs squeezed together at the thought of him buried between my legs, licking. “I whimper and tangle my fingers in your hair. This sensation is new and incredible.”
“I trace ancient runes over your clit with my tongue as I slide two fingers inside you. You’re tight, but slippery. I want you wrapped around my cock before the end of the night. I lick and suck, letting your gasps guide me while I finger fuck you.”
This was the single most erotic fantasy I’d ever delved into, and I knew it was because it was all vocal and shared. Something was even more arousing about the fact Seth was still listening to us, and not interrupting. I wanted to be riding Ryan by the end of the night, too. Err, my character did. “You’re good at this. Apparently there’s some truth to the rumors the village girls spread between each town.”
He smirked. “They spread more than rumors. But none of them taste as incredible as you do. You’re intoxicating. I devour your pussy, nipping with my teeth as you get more vocal. I want you to come.”
I might just from his words. Not really, but maybe. “I’m so close. You hit a spot inside and pleasure explodes through me. I clench around your fingers until my legs are weak and everything is too sensitive to touch. But I want more.”
“I help you sink to your knees and sit on the ground in front of you, dick harder than it’s ever been and standing at attention. I wonder what your perfect, full lips would feel like wrapped around my cock, but I can’t wait for that. I know how soaked you are and I need you riding me. Your pale skin is flushed as you straddle me. With one hand on your hips and the other on my rod, I guide you into place. I want to take this bit slow, but your heat is too tempting. I thrust up, plunging inside you.”
I almost arched my back at the thought of him impaling me. My panties were soaked, and I was going to see this through. Wanted him—his paladin, whatever—to come hard because of me. “You’re so big it hurts, and I love it. I try and measure your pace by rocking up and down slowly against you.”
“I want to stretch this moment out. I glide my hands up your chest, cupping your perfect tits and thumbing your nipples. Your skin is gorgeous in the full moon.”
A new voice interrupted the conversation, but Seth’s smooth tone wasn’t jarring. It added to the dreamlike quality of the entire moment. “The two of you have made too much noise and the innkeeper is coming to check and make sure everything is all right. He hesitates at the edge of the clearing, dumbstruck and amazed at the scene before him. He’s instantly hard at the sight of two bodies intertwined with each other, panting and glistening.”
Available at: Amazon
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Anterograde
Kallysten
When Calden wakes up – every time he wakes up – the last thing he can recall is a debilitating headache that even his medical background failed to identify as anything more serious than a regular headache. He also remembers his decision to ignore the fact that his best friend Eli is married and to tell him about his long-standing feelings for him. He remembers June second.
But it is not June second anymore. The tattoos on his arm and chest prove it. They also tell him why he doesn’t remember anything past June second… and why Eli sleeps in his bed now.
When Calden wakes up – every time he wakes up – he gets to discover Eli is in love with him for the first time all over again.
Available at: Amazon Barnes and Noble All Romance eBooks
Praise:
"I’ve put off writing this review because I was quite sure how to do it. The books we love are always the hardest to review. (…) These two characters touched me and they are beautifully written. Kallysten is a talented author." ~ Sharon, 5 Sheep on I Smell Sheep
"Calden is a arrogant butthead. Of course he is a brilliant surgeon which explains his arrogance. Nevertheless, to see such a proud, powerful character stumble along struggling in his new life is jaw dropping. I kept trying to put myself in his shoes and I just couldn’t. As for Eli. That man is practically a SAINT! There were moments when I wondered WHY Eli would put up with Calden’s shenanigans. But then it hit me…what a person will do for the one he loves." ~ Jacque, 5 stars on The Jeep Diva
"To watch these two men fall in love with each other day in and day out is such a lovely experience, and even though it's bittersweet (you wish sometimes that Calden could just REMEMBER, damn it!), it's a beautiful love story." ~ 5 stars review on Barnes & Noble
Chapter One
Calden wakes up in the middle of a heart attack.
Or at least, that’s what it feels like. His chest is constricted, his body uncomfortably warm.
It is not, as such, an unfamiliar feeling. He felt this way before, after his sister Riley’s death, when he helped himself to the hospital’s supply of opiates. That night, he ended up knocking on death’s door, though he didn’t actually pass the threshold. That was how his mother described it in a rare use of metaphors that has somehow resisted all attempts from Calden to forget the whole ordeal.
Calden’s memory is a strange thing. He can recall that metaphor, he can recall his previous overdose, but he absolutely cannot recall the high that must have caused the overwhelming tightness in his chest.
Although…
As his grip on consciousness solidifies, he opens his eyes to find himself in his bed—he doesn’t remember getting in it—and with a possessive arm thrown across his chest. The owner of that arm, rather unexpectedly, is Eli. When or why Eli climbed into Calden’s bed, Calden cannot fathom.
Why they both appear to be nude is just as much of a mystery.
Calden isn’t opposed at all to those developments, but they are rather startling when he has no recollection of what led to this. And that lack of memories, as much as the tightness of Eli’s arm, quickly becomes too much to bear.
Pulling away, he sits on the edge of the bed, his feet firmly on the floor but his mind still unsteady. A quick look at the clock tells him it’s almost eight in the morning. His last memory is of lying on the sofa in the early afternoon with a splitting headache severe enough that Eli was concerned. Clearly things have happened since then. One of those things was sexual in nature, judging from a trace of discomfort so minimal Calden wouldn’t have noticed it if he wasn’t taking stock of his body. It explains why he and Eli are naked in bed, but by God how did they get from friends to lovers in just a day?
“Bathroom,” Eli mumbles behind him, and the word feels like an electric shock. Calden nearly jumps to his feet.
“What?” he asks despite his suddenly dry throat.
Eli’s eyes are still closed, but he responds readily after a wide yawn.
“Go into the bathroom. Look at your arm. Then at your chest in the mirror. Then come back to bed ‘cause it’s too damn early to be up.”
He’s not making any sense, and Calden is about to say so when he sees something on the inside of his left arm. With only the glow of the alarm clock for light, he can’t make out more than a large stain, dark on his fair skin. Frowning, he stands and crosses the hallway to the bathroom. He has to blink a few times against the bright lights, but soon he looks down at his arm and sees that the stain is a tattoo.
His first thought is that this is appalling. Of all the ridiculous things to do to his body…
His second thought is that the tattoo is healed. There’s no redness, no swelling. It’s been there for a while. But how can that be? He didn’t have a tattoo earlier today.
The next thing he notices is that this is his handwriting. He couldn’t not recognize it. Slanted and untidy, it is as distinct to him as his own face. Which means he must have written the words and given them to a tattoo artist to ink exactly as they were.
The last thing he takes in is the words themselves. Or maybe he did read them first and shove their meaning back, too unsettled to consider them right away. But he can’t ignore them. Not when they are the beginning of an explanation as to what is going on.
The tattoo on his arm says: Diagnosis: anterograde amnesia.
He runs a finger over the words at the same time as he accesses the library in his memory palace. The library is exactly where it should be, as is everything else he can see, but there’s something out of place, nothing he can quite identify and yet the feeling of wrongness is like a pinprick right at the base of his skull, where he feels much too vulnerable.
He ignores the feeling the best he can and finds the definition for anterograde amnesia. He knows already what it is, but he needs the words, needs to contain this, to make it medical data rather than fear. He also needs to make sure it’s only anterograde amnesia, and not more than that.
Anterograde amnesia is defined by the inability to create new memories, leading to the failure to recall the recent past. Long-term memories from before the inciting event remain unaffected.
His recall of that medical text is perfect, he’s relieved to realize. He thinks of another topic, the first thing that crosses his mind—the bones of the hand—and names them to himself, one after the other, the fingers of his right hand brushing against the left as he enumerates them. He is still listing the last few bones when a different topic comes to mind.
Lumbar puncture. His eyes now half-closed, he reviews the process step by step, the same way he learned it and practiced it, dozens of times.
Five more textbook pages. Five more random pieces of knowledge. It’s hardly proof of anything, but it does tend to indicate that his long term memory is intact. His breathing calms down a little. He looks at his arm again.
Diagnosis: anterograde amnesia.
His message to himself, since that’s clearly what it is, appears to be accurate.
Remembering what Eli said—how long ago was that? At least five minutes. Some people with anterograde amnesia forget events practically as soon as they happen, but Calden can remember waking up with Eli’s arm around him, can remember what he said. How long until he forgets?—Calden glances down at his chest. There’s another tattoo there, but the letters are reversed.
He steps in front of the mirror and peers in. It’s his handwriting again. Three lines of text. The last one appears to be newer than the other two, the edges still slightly raised and a little red. Without thinking, he touches Eli’s name, inked right over his heart. His breathing returns completely to normal.
He commits the words to memory in the same way he learned endless lists of ailments, symptoms and cures. Closing his eyes, he visualizes himself in the library because it’s his most visited room and the easiest to access. From there, he walks on over to the koi pond in the yard, where he stores information and memories that relate to Eli. He visualizes three new stepping stones on the pond, interlocked like puzzle pieces, and assigns one tattoo sentence to each.
It’s useless, really, if the diagnosis is correct, but that’s what he has done with important information for more than half his life. The method of loci, this memory technique his father taught him and Riley when they were teens, has been his default way to remember things since he mastered it, and he can’t just stop now.
The house he uses as his focus is his grandparents’, the home where his happiest memories took place, and every familiar object is a visual cue associated with something Calden wants or needs to recall. A lot of it is medical information, but that’s not all he keeps in there. One room—the room he and Riley shared as kids—is full of memories of her he never wants to forget. The small office in the back is for memories of his father. He doesn’t have a specific room for his mother, only a few cues, here and there.
When the stones feel as strong, as solid in his mind as though they’ve always been there, he opens his eyes again and takes a good look at himself, seeking more tattoos, more messages. He finds nothing. Next, he touches his skull with his fingertips, methodically examining every inch, seeking scars or depressions. Nothing either.
Feeling cold from standing naked in the bathroom for so long, he steps into the shower and shivers under the cold spray for a few seconds before the water warms up. He just stands there, head bowed, sifting through his memories again.
The first cause of amnesia is traumatic brain injury, but he hasn’t found any evidence that anything happened to him. Shock or a strong emotional disturbance can also be to blame, but Calden refuses to think he’d let emotions wreak havoc on his brain, not anymore. That part of his life is over. A far less common cause for anterograde amnesia, although not unheard of, is encephalitis.
And the last thing he remembers with some clarity is that headache. It’d plagued him, on and off, for a couple of weeks, but that day it was simply debilitating. He had a fever, too, he thinks.
Getting out of the shower, he towels himself dry and pulls on the robe hanging behind the door. He strides back into the bedroom and turns on the lights before approaching the bed. Eli makes a noise of protest and draws a pillow over his head.
“Eli,” Calden says sharply. “Did I have encephalitis? Is that how it happened? When was it?”
But Eli doesn’t answer.
Calden tugs the pillow off Eli’s head and takes hold of his arm, remembering too late that it still hurts at sudden movements. At Eli’s groan of pain, he slides his hand and grabs Eli’s wrist, tugging gently until he rolls onto his back.
“Eli. Wake up. I need you to tell me…”
Calden forgets what he was about to ask when he sees the three lines of text on Eli’s chest, each an answer to the lines on his own. They’re not inverted. Not meant to be read in a mirror. Meant for Calden.
The first two are tattooed in a typewriter-style font. The last one is slightly smudged. Permanent marker rather than tattoo. Eli’s hand. They say:
I do.
You did.
I won’t.
Calden’s hand falls away from Eli’s wrist and he touches those simple declarations instead. One of Eli’s hands comes up and covers his, pressing it tight over Eli’s heart.
“You’ve got questions,” Eli says in a tired voice, his eyes narrowed against the light, “but we’ve had barely more than three hours of sleep and that’s not nearly enough for me to function. Your diary’s on the sofa. Let me have a couple more hours before we have that talk again, all right?”
Calden nods numbly. He tries to pull his hand back, but Eli holds on to it and leads it to his mouth. He presses a kiss into the center of Calden’s palm before releasing him. The touch is both foreign and strangely familiar, and it makes Calden want to get back into bed, makes him want to ask questions that have little to do with amnesia. He doesn’t and instead picks up the pajama pants on the floor and leaves the room, turning off the lights again and almost tripping over his own feet when Eli mumbles, “Thanks, love.”
He can’t remember anyone calling him that with quite that meaning. He never imagined how nice it’d be.
The diary Eli mentioned is a blue notebook, unremarkable except for the words written in large letters on the cover. Calden’s hand, again. Read me.
Calden sits down and opens the notebook to the first page. The first sentence answers the very questions he asked Eli.
I was diagnosed with acute encephalitis on June 2nd.
He keeps reading about the hospital, the treatment, but gets distracted by a note in the margin. It’s still his handwriting, but the ink is blue rather than black.
DO NOT discuss illness with Eli. He experiences residual guilt for not identifying the illness sooner and blames himself for the outcome. 6/29
Another margin note a few lines lower says, Tried to point out it’s not his fault. Poorly received. 7/20
And lower still, Attempted again. Eli still unreasonable. 8/14
All in all, the notes in the margins tell Calden as much as the diary itself. His illness, treatment and recovery take two pages and seven notes. Then there’s a brief explanation of when he can expect to lose his short term memory.
The metaphor is imperfect but still workable. Looking at my long term memory as a hard drive, we can label my short term memory as RAM. The hard drive became read-only following the illness. New information is stored in RAM and can be used while I remain awake. Going to sleep—‘turning off’—wipes the RAM, returning the system to what it was prior to the illness.
A margin note indicates that Calden went as long as nine days without sleep in August. Another note warns that Eli threatened to forcibly sedate him if he ever tries to stay awake longer than two days. The next note announces negotiations were made and when the hospital needs Calden, Eli will allow up to four days provided that he is allowed to monitor Calden’s vitals and told of any hallucination or paranoia symptoms as soon as they occur. Also, if Calden has been awake for longer than forty-eight hours, the hospital will not let him hold a scalpel, only observe and supervise.
There’s no explanation as to why the hospital would even take the risk of allowing Calden to operate, but then such an explanation is unneeded: they’re simply desperate. Under normal circumstances, Calden is sure he’d never have set foot into an operating room again, but the circumstances are anything but normal. This is war. The city is, in effect, under siege. For years, strange creatures the press nicknamed demons have been appearing all over the world and attacking, wave after wave, battle after battle. If not for the fortifications and the soldiers defending them, there would be nothing left of the city. All medical professionals are precious commodities, and a gifted surgeon like Calden even more so.
Another page of the diary is about music, and how Calden has composed two pieces on the piano since the illness, one of which over a span of several weeks. That is a surprisingly soothing bit of information, even if Calden can’t remember either of these compositions.
The next few pages talk about how the people in Calden’s life are reacting to his condition and limitations, with advice as to what to say or not say in order to avoid looks of pity and words of commiseration. Petters, apparently, apologized to him for their years of conflict; that sentence gives him pause.
After that, the notebook is more like the diary Eli called it, describing Calden’s work at the hospital and his most interesting patients. Calden skims through a few of them before flipping further back into the notebook. Many blank pages still wait to be filled, but there is one set of information glaringly missing. Other than margin notes, there isn’t anything in the notebook about Eli, and certainly nothing to explain his presence in Calden’s bed, the tattoos on Calden’s chest, or the ones on Eli’s. There must be a reason for that lack of information. A good one, since Calden has been continuously adding to the diary. The last medical case is dated November fourteenth. Spying his phone on the table, Calden goes to pick it up and checks the date.
November fifteenth.
He wrote that last entry mere hours ago, it seems. And yet, when he goes back to it, nothing whatsoever comes to mind as he reads intently his own descriptions of the last surgery he performed, reattaching a severed hand, or the back surgery he supervised, or the intracranial bleeding he discussed with Caroline after that.
Lying down on the sofa, he rests the notebook on his chest and takes a closer look at his phone. An icon on the main screen is labeled ‘EMERGENCY.’ Opening it reveals a short message.
IMPORTANT. If you just woke up and Eli isn’t with you, call him immediately. If he doesn’t answer, call Lana. Don’t text. CALL.
HS
The signature gives him pause. ‘HS’ was what Riley used to call him. A private joke no one ever knew about. HS, for ‘Hot Stuff,’ a nickname she’d come up with after some idiot girl at school started spreading rumors about ‘Cold Calden’ being gay. Which was true, but at that point in his life the only person he’d told was his twin sister, and when the rumor spread he was so mortified that he faked an illness to stay home, only returning after a pep talk from Riley.
Calden has never told anyone about the nickname, nor does he plan to ever do so. He never talks about Riley; it hurts too much. He wrote this note, he’s sure of it, the same way he is sure he wrote the tattoos on his body.
Closing the file, Calden looks at his text messages. They look normal enough. His conversations with his mother are as biting and confrontational as ever, and about silly, unimportant things—thank God. His messages to Eli are infrequent, and Calden guesses that’s because, more often than not, Eli is with him. Scrolling back, he finds three instances in which he sent Eli a single word. Twice, it’s ‘Hallucinations.’ Once, ‘Sleepy.’ Every time, Eli’s answer is immediate. ‘On my way,’ or ‘Wait for me.’
Setting the phone and notebook aside, Calden links his fingers over his stomach and tries to relax, taking in deep breaths through his nose and closing his eyes, the same way he always does before surgery. Earlier in the bathroom he did a quick check of his memories, accessing them without referencing any cues, taking shortcuts. Now, he approaches from the outside and mentally walks up to the front steps of his grandparents’ home, then inside from room to room, checking that each and every visual cue is where it belongs.
On his way, he mentally steps out into the backyard and stands by the pond. The three new stones he created earlier are still there, their meaning easily accessible, like every other cue’s. Reaching for his phone again, he creates a new note for himself.
11/15. Added 3 new step stones to koi pond. Are they still there?
Putting the phone away, he closes his eyes again and returns to his memory. One room after the other, he continues to tour the home, taking inventory, vaguely aware after some time has passed that there is noise around him.
Water running in the bathroom upstairs. Steps down the staircase. Coffee maker. Porcelain on wood. All of it is unfamiliar; it’s been years since he lived with anyone. Still, those quiet sounds don’t draw him out of his mind. Eli’s voice, on the other hand, does. Or maybe it’s not so much his voice as the fingers gently running through Calden’s hair.
“Coffee?”
“Busy,” Calden replies, mindlessly tilting his head out of Eli’s reach. He likes the contact, but it’s too distracting. “I’m—”
“Checking your memory palace, yes,” Eli says with a small sigh. “Would you believe me if I said you’re not going to find anything out of place?”
Unvoiced is the corollary. You never do.
Part of Calden wants to object that he won’t know for sure until he does it. But that’s the point Eli is making, isn’t it? Calden has done this before. Probably repeatedly, since it was his first instinct. The result is unlikely to be any different now than previously, and if he’d found something wrong, then Eli would surely know.
“Yes, coffee,” he says, opening his eyes to look at Eli.
He’s wrapped in a terrycloth robe, the front drawn tightly over his chest. Calden wishes he could see the words on his skin again.
With a small smile, Eli nods and returns to the kitchen. He comes back with two mugs. Calden sits up to take his and watches, slightly bemused, as Eli sits at the other end of the sofa, briefly lifting Calden’s feet to reposition them on his lap. His fingers remain curled around Calden’s right ankle, as possessive as his arm when Calden woke up.
After taking a sip of coffee, Eli says, “Go ahead. I know you’ve got questions, and it always annoys you when I answer before you ask.”
He’s looking straight ahead of him rather than at Calden. Why? Not something he’ll ask, but definitely to ponder.
“Why is there nothing about you in my diary?”
Eli nods as though he expected the question.
“My request. I don’t think you ought to learn about us from words on a page. I’d rather tell you myself.”
Us. The word rolls easily on Eli’s tongue. Why it makes Calden’s insides feel like they’re dancing a jig is another question that will remain unvoiced.
“How long have we been ‘us’?” he asks instead.
A small smile curls Eli’s mouth. He hides it in his mug before answering.
“September fifth.”
Thinking back of what he read in the notebook, Calden makes two connections. That was the day he worked on a heart transplant and wasn’t allowed to take part in the aftercare, or even wait for the patient to wake up. Also the day when he noted that Eli had changed his mind and would allow up to four days of wakefulness. How these things are all linked, however, he cannot guess.
“Is that when…” He doesn’t know how to word it. He doesn’t care much for grand declarations as a rule, but something within him aches at the thought that those words were said and he can’t recall the moment. Absently, he touches his chest and the sentences inked there. The movement draws Eli’s eyes to him.
“That’s when I said it, yes,” Eli says quietly, but not so quietly that Calden can’t hear the hitch in his voice.
Calden absolutely hates that he needs to ask, “And what happened?”
Eli’s face takes an amused expression. “What happened was that you ran out. You were gone for three hours. Scared the hell out of me. I had to call your mother to ask her to track you down. In the end, you came back before her people found you. And you had this—” Letting go of Calden’s ankle, he reaches out and traces two fingers along the first two lines on Calden’s skin. “—on your chest. You said you wanted it there because that was information as important as your diagnosis and something you should never question.”
Still shivering from Eli’s brief touch, Calden looks down at the words. The explanation sounds like something Calden would say; something he can easily believe.
“So… you said… you said this. And I ran out right away? So I didn’t actually say it back?”
Eli smiles a little wider. “It didn’t occur to you at the time that I might actually want to hear it rather than watch you run away. Jerk.”
How many times has Eli recalled this story? Does he always end it by calling Calden ‘jerk’? It’s frustrating not to know. It’s also frustrating not to know what Eli’s voice sounds like when he says it, or the way his lips curl around the words, or whether his eyes tighten a little at the corners, the way they always did when he talked about—
“What about Bryce?”
Calden regrets the question as soon as it passes his lips—as soon as Eli’s smile fades into a pained line. Waiting for Eli to answer, Calden makes a mental note. Before he goes to sleep, he needs to write in the diary.
Do not bring up Bryce.
“We split up,” Eli says quietly, now staring into his coffee mug. “We were already shaky, and then…”
In his tense shrug, Calden reads a word. Illness. He’s the reason ‘shaky’ turned into ‘over.’ He feels like maybe an apology would be warranted, but it’d also be disingenuous. He never liked Bryce, never liked how little time his mere existence left for Calden’s friendship with Eli—and he’s fairly certain the dislike was mutual. Eli forgave him for past missteps, but Bryce always found a reason to bring them up again.
“I’d like to hear you say the words,” Calden says abruptly, sitting upright and folding his legs in front of him. “I can’t imagine what they sound like in your voice, and it’s annoying.”
Eli’s smile returns, a little crooked, a little softer than before. He turns sideways on the sofa, one foot still on the floor, the other folded under him as he faces Calden fully.
“Nope. That’s not how it works. I learned my lesson. You only get to hear it if you say it first.”
Calden’s eyes widen in outrage. “Are you blackmailing me?”
Eli chuckles. “Is it blackmail when you have the truth tattooed across your chest?”
Glancing down at his chest again, Calden touches the second line, running his fingers along the words from left to right as he says them.
“I told Eli I love him.” His cheeks feel awfully warm when he looks up and meets Eli’s eyes. “I’ve never… never told anyone that.”
He never wanted to, not until Eli, but even then he missed his chance to say it. Or at least, he thought he had.
Eli takes the mug from Calden’s hands, and sets it and his own on the floor. Then, he shifts a little closer, and slides a hand to the back of Calden’s neck. He’s never done it before as far as Calden can recall, and yet it feels oddly familiar. Comfortable, even.
“You’ve said it plenty of times,” Eli says. “Heard it just as often. But because you’re a lucky bastard, you get to hear it again like it’s brand new. Ready?”
Calden’s throat tightens, and he nods. Eli leans a little closer still, until he can murmur right against Calden’s lips.
“I love you.”
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Chapter One
Damien LaRue slowly, somewhat reluctantly, descended the wide stairway of his antebellum home. From the sounds of it, the mating ceremony between the latest of his brethren lucky enough to have found his mate had already begun. It wasn’t because he begrudged his friend and comrade his happiness that he had put off making an appearance tonight, it was simply a desire to save himself the stark reminder that he would not claim his own mate or the pleasure he knew he could find with her. Hushed voices and soft cries greeted him as he stopped at the double wide doorway that led into what used to be a grand ballroom. The huge, ornate room with its wall of French doors, glittering chandeliers and old world elegance had once hosted cotillions and balls for the wealthy and elite of Louisiana, had held election parties for political candidates whose influence and legislation still lived on even though it has been decades since their passing. The Civil War put an end to that era as assuredly as Isabelle had put an end to his life the way he remembered it.
Shoving aside his melancholy, he leaned against the doorway and watched the end of the mating ceremony between Beau and his mate, Emma, taking place on the small raised platform at the front of the room. It was only at gatherings like this that the ballroom got used anymore and right now the comfortable seating groups around the dais were taken by the members of his brethren that were mated. Having a penchant for bondage, Beau had Emma strapped down on a padded bench, her bare body glistening with oil, her nipples standing erect, her legs splayed for all to see how much Beau excited her. Her denuded labia already sported the telltale gold loop piercing that labeled her taken and off limits to any brethren who was still unmated. Of the fifteen of them who bore a crescent shaped, red birthmark on their right palm labeling them one of a chosen few who could survive the transformation from human to vampire without eventually going mad, there were only five who haven’t claimed that one woman who not only bore a similar mark somewhere on her body but whose mark responded to the nearness of her mate as only those destined to be together did.
Damien watched Beau step between Emma’s legs, stroke her soft flesh from her neck down over her quivering breasts then underneath her to cup her buttocks. Lifting her, he sank his cock into her pussy in one smooth stroke, her welcoming cry getting drowned out by the congratulatory applause that erupted in the large room.
Damien joined in, smiling at his long time friend’s pleasure and good luck. The now ten mated couples all knew first hand not only the exalted pleasure that could be found with one’s true mate, but the males finally knew the pleasure of coming into their full strength and power, enabling them to take on even more challenges against their fight against evil. He hoped Jacob, Mason and the twins, Jon and Luc, were all lucky enough to find their mates soon, thus completing their circle. Even though his own body had found and welcomed his mate years ago, Damien had no intention of claiming her. Once the remaining four come into their full power, he would seek the dawn as his final atonement for his sins. After all, if it hadn’t been for his cowardice and his lack of control, these men would not have been sought out and changed by Isabelle and the horrendous death of an innocent woman would not be on his conscience even now, almost two hundred years later.
“Damien! Quit scowling and join us,” Luc called out from where he sat at a table with his brother, Jon, and Jacob.
Damien took a seat, smiling in actual pleasure when Beau increased his thrusts, making Emma cry out in climax. “It’s a good match,” he said as he leaned back in his chair and tried to ignore the decidedly noticeable lack of strength in his body. If he didn’t pay a visit to Marie soon, he would be of no help to his brethren when out on patrol. Since their strength and power was enhanced by sex, twofold if it was with one’s mate, they fucked frequently. He, on the other hand, tended to wait until his body was almost depleted before seeking out Marie, a longtime acquaintance who has been seeing to his needs for almost thirty years. He knew some of his brethren liked variety before finding their mate, but ever since discovering three years ago that Abrielle was his mate, he has been reluctant to seek his pleasure with anyone except Marie, and he now sought her out only when he absolutely had to.
“If you’re happy for them, why don’t you show it?” Jacob eyed his best friend with worry clouding his green eyes. He noticed the signs of Damien’s depleted state, the slower movements and drawn look, and knew he was going to have to browbeat him into going to Marie again soon. They all knew Abrielle was his mate, yet none of them knew why Damien refused to bond with her. Jacob has seen the differences in both of them the past few years and it was obvious that she not only wanted Damien, she knew what he was and had no problems with the fact the man she was so attracted to was a vampire. For himself, Jacob would give anything to find his other half, the one woman who could make the endless years ahead of him worth sticking around for.
“Sorry, I’m just tired. Didn’t sleep well,” he drawled. Since they slept like the dead, literally, they laughed and relaxed, letting him slide by once more without explanation. “Mason’s a no show again tonight?”
“Yeah. That son of a bitch sure has been elusive since moving into town. Still don’t get why he wanted to leave the estate before he hooked up with a mate,” Jon said, smiling when Emma shouted out with yet another climax, this time Beau joining her as he culminated their fucking with a few hard thrusts, his head thrown back as he erupted in pleasure so intense they who haven’t had the experience with a mate could only imagine.
“I’ll have a talk with him, see if there’s something going on I need to know about or can help with.” As their leader, the one who had inadvertently put each of them in Isabelle’s path but who had also rescued them from her powerful hold, it was Damien they usually sought out when struggling with the problems that arose from their long existence or need for blood to survive.
When he and Jacob had arrived too late to save the twins from being converted by Isabelle, they had taken advantage of her bloodsucking distraction, coming at her from opposite sides, wielding their titanium, eight inch blades with precision and strategically aimed cuts. Jacob had only been turned a year and he was still grieving for his past life, grief that fueled his rage and lent an added viciousness to his attack. By the time she was lying helpless on the ground in the yard of Jon and Luc’s Texas ranch, she was bleeding out from numerous severed major arteries. Neither one of them was of a mind to be merciful, so, knowing she was too weak to teleport or dematerialize, they left her to perish by the hellish heat from the rising sun, an appropriate sentence for one who was so evil.
For the last one hundred and forty-eight years Damien has been able to focus his energies on uniting the fifteen men who bore the mark that told Isabelle they could survive being turned without going mad within a year of conversion. After celebrating her death, they had sworn a pact to do good with the gifts being undead gave them, their goal to make amends for all the evil Isabelle had unleashed during her long reign of terror. Most of them have scattered, taken their mates and made their homes in places that suited them, moving every twenty or thirty years to avoid any suspicions when they didn’t age. There remained only the four of them and Mason who still resided in Louisiana. Jacob and the twins still lived with Damien on his private plantation nestled deep in the marshes of the bayou that has been his family home since he and his parents fled France in 1789 in fear of their lives. Being of the aristocracy, they knew it was either give up their homeland or give up their lives.
As Beau released Emma, everyone started to get up and mingle. “You up for patrol tonight?” Jacob asked as the twins, Jon and Luc, went to offer their congratulations to the couple.
“I’m fine,” Damien replied tersely, hating the way the others hovered over him.
Jacob didn’t flinch from the anger in Damien’s dark brown eyes. “Don’t snap my head off. You know Mardi Gras always brings out the crazies. We’re going to have to be on our toes for the next week.”
Decades ago, they all had agreed to do what they could to keep their cities safe. It seemed the best way to not only keep in touch as they slowly scattered, but to put to good use the special abilities their transformation gave them. Longevity gave them the time to amass wealth, so none of them were in need of money.
“Yeah, I know,” Damien answered on a sigh, knowing he was going to have to make a stop at Marie’s so he could ‘tank up’, as they jokingly referred to it when they were in need of sex to boost both their energy and powers. “You still fucking those two best friends?”
“I was there all last night.”
“You don’t sound happy about it.” A lot of his brethren, Jacob included, had families when Isabelle made sure they didn’t survive whatever had befallen them. Families they had to watch age and die, families they could no longer be a part of, interact with or even be seen by. Jacob had been engaged and now wanted nothing more than to settle down with his chosen mate.
“They scratch an itch, provide a necessary service, that’s all. There’s no…connection.”
Both of them eyed the couples congratulating Beau and Emma, noted how the men constantly touched their mates, all of whom were either naked or barely clothed, making that necessary skin to skin contact easier. The pleasure that could be seen reflected on their faces went beyond the physical, sexual stimulation that kept their strength and powers elevated and it was that deep commitment that Jacob craved more than anything else, which was why he didn’t understand Damien’s refusal to take what was given to him and run with it.
“You’ll find her,” Damien told him even though he had no idea if that was true. According to the book he had found while tearing apart Isabelle’s chamber in a fit of rage, they would each find their mate when the time was right.
“Yeah, so the prophecy says, but when?” The one hundred and fifty year anniversary of his ‘death’ was coming up, and it had been a long century and a half for Jacob who had spent his first decade as a vampire mourning the loss of his fiance and the promise of their future together.
“I don’t know, Jacob, but until then let’s both congratulate Beau and Emma.”
They were halfway across the room when Damien was stopped by Gideon, his mate Ava at his side, her pierced nipples prominent pinpoints, the gold loop piercing her labia clearly visible through a sheer, gauzy skirt, the only garment she wore. “Got a minute, Damien? It’s important.”
“Sure. Let’s step outside.” Turning to Jacob, he added, “Tell Beau I’ll visit with him in a few minutes.”
Damien opened the nearest French door that led out to a tiled veranda that overlooked the large two acre lawn. The full moon lent enough light to see the well maintained gardens and to make out the distinct shape of the Spanish moss covered trees that decorated the banks of a large pond at the far end of the property. Beyond that, the night sounds of the bayou echoed in the sultry, spring night air. The musical cadence of birds, crickets and frogs could be heard over the soft sound of rushing, gurgling water. Damien smiled when a roar that could have only come from Tasha, one of his beloved Bengal tigers, rent the air and drowned out all other sounds for several seconds.
“She’s mad about something,” Gideon remarked as he pulled Ava in front of him and set her hands on the wrought iron rail separating the veranda from the grass.
“Micah must be encroaching on her territory. They’ll work it out.” Damien had spent a lot of time with the large cats during his five year hiatus in the rain forests after first fleeing from Isabelle’s fortress. Discovering one of the perks of being a vampire was a special rapport with tigers, he became fond of the species and when he heard of two tigers who were being sorely mistreated in a small traveling circus, he had wasted no time rescuing Tasha and Micah and making sure their owners were too scared of him and the threat of what he was to ever replace them. His original intention, after nursing them both back to health, had been to find a sanctuary or zoo for them to live out the remainder of their lives, but they had settled in to the bayou, enjoyed the close proximity to water, the sufficient cover and trees they required and the abundance of prey that wandered onto his property.
Damien watched without qualm as Gideon absently ran his hands up Ava’s waist to cup her breasts, his thumbs grazing her turgid nipples in an absent minded caress that nonetheless had Ava shifting against him. “What’s bothering you, Gid?” He always knew when something was troubling one of his brethren, and Gideon had a very troubled look on his face.
“This is what I miss about your place, Damien, the peacefulness away from the chaos.”
“It’s Mardi Gras. We’ll have more chaos in the next few days than you’ll see all year in Columbus,” he returned dryly as he waited for Gideon to tell him what was bothering him.
Chuckling dryly, Gideon conceded the point. “True.” Turning his gaze away from the moonlit scenery, he couldn’t disguise the worry in his eyes or his voice as he said, “Last week there was a murder of a young college girl. Her body was found in an alley, drained of blood and mutilated. Just like….”
Damien held up a forestalling hand. “She’s dead, Gideon. Jacob and I left her in a pool of blood and the sun peaking on the horizon. There was no way she had the strength to teleport or even dematerialize before the sun turned her to ash.”
For centuries Isabelle Sartre had terrorized Europe by turning rogues loose at night to wreak havoc and murder amid the countryside. The only time she ventured from her stone fortress in the Carpathian Mountains was to find more victims to turn into mindless, bloodsucking rogues eager to do her bidding, fuck her as often as she wanted until the madness started to take them over. Once a rogue showed signs of insanity, she simply staked them, watched them turn to dust and replaced them with a new victim. Until she had turned Damien at the Battle of New Orleans in 1815.
“I saw the body, Damien. That poor girl looked just like victims of rogues. I know, I know,” he admitted when Damien started to argue again, “she’s dead and there’s never been any sign or indication that there are any more master vampires, but I can’t help but be concerned. I’ve, we all, have a lot to lose.” Bending his head, he kissed Ava’s cheek, his hands kneading her soft breasts, breasts he never got tired of touching, even after more than twenty years together.
“Do you need me, Gideon?” Ava asked softly, turning her head to look up at him. She knew how worried he has been since that murder last week.
“Always. You know that.”
Ignoring the small twist of envy churning in his gut at their shared look of intimacy, Damien said, “I’ll check with the others, see if anyone else has heard of a similar death in their area. If so, we’ll get to the bottom of it.”
Nodding, Gideon replied simply, “Thanks.”
Shutting the door behind him as Damien returned to the ballroom, he saw Gideon bending Ava over the rail, lifting her flimsy skirt and sinking his cock into her swollen pussy. Ava’s cry heralded her climax, but he knew she’d have several more before Gideon found his own release. He couldn’t help but picture himself in a similar position, Abrielle in front of him, her soft, wet pussy clutching his cock in spasmodic release, couldn’t help but imagine the pleasure he knew awaited him in her willing body, couldn’t help but long to hear her voice crying out in orgasm; just as he couldn’t prevent the picture of a young peasant girl lying dead under him, her body drained of blood, her face slack with the pleasure she had achieved before he had killed her. He would never forget the malicious, gloating look on Isabelle’s beautiful face or the knowledge that she had set him up. Isabelle was dead, she had to be dead, because if she wasn’t there was no way in hell he was meeting the dawn until she was.
New Orleans, with its colorful history of death by fire, torture, suicide, murder, disease and execution, was the perfect city for the undead. At least Damien has thought so ever since he had made his home near the Big Easy after his own death. The Battle of New Orleans may have been the grand finale in the war with Great Britain and America’s greatest land victory of that war, but it had been far from his last battle. As he and Jacob made their nightly patrol along the dark and dangerous back streets of the French Quarter, doing what they could to keep the ignorant, but innocent mortal citizens safe, he knew they would never win the war against evil.
The hordes of people that flocked to the Quarter every night quadrupled during Mardi Gras and here on Bourbon Street was where the most decadent of the debauchery took place, as well as where the most assaults occurred during this festival time. People barely noticed them as they walked among them every night, never knew they were there to keep them safe from those mortals bent on causing them harm. The history and architecture of the city’s oldest neighborhood drew residents and tourists alike, people who were so immersed in the sight of charming lacy galleries with their cast iron balconies and the ivied walled courtyards of private residences and others who were there for the decadence of the sinful nightlife, partaking of the pleasures to be had in the cabaret/burlesque clubs and various bars, that they were oblivious to the dangers that lurked around every corner.
There was a time, long ago, when Damien and his brethren had made it their sole mission in life to keep his city safe from the insanity driven rogues Isabella sent to wreak havoc among the innocent in constant retaliation for him escaping the imprisoned life she thought he should be grateful for and for rescuing his brethren from suffering the same fate. It had taken him over fifty years, but thankfully he and Jacob had managed to rid the world of her evil reign in 1865. After checking Jon and Luc for the telltale mark that labeled them among the few men who could survive as a vampire longer than a year without going mad and committing suicide and finding the crescent shaped wine colored mark on both brothers right palm, he and Jacob brought them to the plantation to heal and help them through their transition as well as celebrate Isabelle’s demise with the rest of his brethren.
“This madness never ceases to amaze me,” Jacob said as they maneuvered through the throng of party goers, the majority of them dressed in the carnival’s colors of purple, gold and green. A young woman, no more than eighteen or nineteen, flashed her bare breasts and received a string of beads for her exhibitionism, a common sight during the revelry even though thinking this act was based on tradition was a complete misconception. “A week from now those pretty breasts are going to be splashed on the internet and she will have had plenty of time to sober up.”
Damien shrugged as he glared at a drunken would be pickpocket and sent him scurrying away empty handed. “She’s young, but old enough to know what she’s doing. Except for the embarrassment, it’s harmless fun.”
“Do you think there’s anything we need to worry about concerning the murder in Columbus?”
Damien had passed on Gideon’s concern to the rest of the brethren before they all departed but was still positive the murder in Columbus was the result of an evil mortal with a twisted mind and had nothing to do with them. “No, but we’ll keep an eye out anyway. I told Gideon to let me know if he discovered who killed that girl and any one of us would be happy to help mete out justice”.
“I’ll second that.” Living as long as they have, fighting in several bloody wars as well as trying to rid the world of evil whenever they could, it wasn’t anywhere near the worst atrocity they had dealt with nor would it be the last, but such a brutal death, especially for one so young and innocent, was hard to ignore. “It’s quiet tonight, as far as crime goes.”
“It won’t stay that way.” No sooner were the words out of Damien’s mouth than a terrified scream rent the humid night air. If it wasn’t for the gift of their preternatural hearing, they never would have heard that cry for help or been able to detect the alley from which it came from. Moving in a blur of speed too fast for humans to see, both men sped down the alley from where they could hear the now muffled cries.
Spotting a young woman struggling on the dirty, garbage strewn ground against two thugs intent on rape, Damien let loose with the rage that always consumed him when he came across a woman being brutalized. While Jacob grabbed for the punk who was laughing as he held her down, Damien gripped the man intent on ripping her clothes off by the neck and lifted him effortlessly before slamming him against the brick side of a building.
“Get out of here. Now,” he instructed the woman who had gained her feet and stood staring with wide-eyed surprise and relief at her two rescuers. Waiting until he saw her safely exit the alley, Damien then turned his attention to his struggling captive. When the high as a kite thug kicked him in the shin, he barely felt it. Smiling, he allowed him to see his pointed incisors, let the rage filling him turn his dark brown eyes eerily red.
“Wh…what the fuck are you?” he gasped as his red face paled.
“Your worst fucking nightmare.” Damien lowered his head and sank his teeth into the neck he held so casually, not bothering to shield his victim’s mind or ease the pain of his bite. Rarely did he feed from such scum, and when he did, he made sure they weren’t filled with drugs. But he was hell bent on teaching this young man a lesson, and, as far as he was concerned, the more painful the better. When he had taken enough to weaken him but not cause any significant harm, he lifted his head and slowly licked his lips, glaring down at the pale faced, petrified would be rapist. “How does it feel to have someone invade your body against your will, take something from you you’re not willing to give?” he asked him with soft menace.
“I..I’m sorry, let me go, please. I swear I won’t tell anyone….”
Damien laughed before saying, “Who would believe you? Mardi Gras, the city with a heritage of voodoo beliefs, cemeteries reported to be haunted, need I go on to all the reasons why no one would heed a word you might say?”
Knowing he was right, his fear doubled and the doped up thug lost control of his bladder, certain he was facing death. “Please..” he whispered tremulously.
Tossing him aside, Damien sneered, “You disgust me, mortal. Remember this, I can find you anywhere, anytime. Make sure you give me no reason to teach you another lesson.”
Damien watched him flee the dirty, dark alley along with his cohort before the last of his strength gave out and he leaned wearily against the brick building.
“Damn it, Damien,” Jacob cursed him as he put an arm around Damien’s shoulders and let him lean on him. “That was a mild skirmish for us and a small tax on our power of speed and yet look at you, barely able to stand. Hold on, I’ll get you to Marie, even though we both know she’s not who you want or need.”
“Don’t go there, Jacob,” Damien warned him. “Just leave me at Marie’s and hook up with Jon and Luc for the rest of the night. It’s not smart to patrol alone.”
“Look who’s giving instructions on what’s smart,” Jacob snorted as he teleported both of them to the courtyard of Marie’s small Creole townhouse.
The door was answered by an attractive woman in her middle fifties wearing a satin robe belted at her trim waist. Her dark brown hair was pulled back into a tight chignon and her green eyes were cloudy with worry as she stepped back, saying, “Take him to the parlor, Jacob.”
Damien cursed himself for his weakness then cursed Isabelle for making him this way as he collapsed in the wide, comfortable arm chair he had spent many evenings sitting in. “I’m sorry, cherie. You know I wouldn’t impose on you this way if I had a choice.”
“I know, Damien,” Marie said sadly. There was a time, long ago when she had been young and naïve, that she had fancied herself in love with her handsome, dashing, mysterious paramour, but with age came knowledge as well as wisdom, and as the years passed and she grew older yet her benefactor did not, she realized there could never be more between them than friendship and sex. Being a voodoo priestess, she had not questioned his immortal state nor did she label him vampire with all the negative and misguided connotations that came with the name. She had come to know, and care deeply for the man he was and saw the goodness in him where others would judge and condemn him for some of the things he had done on behalf of their well-being.
Damien nodded at Jacob in thanks before he shimmered and left them alone. “I didn’t ask, are you alone, Marie?”
“I am not entertaining tonight. Perhaps I sensed you would have need of me.”
Damien never questioned her ability to know when she would be called upon to help someone. Whether it was a patron who came into her shop to buy a charm or amulet for protection or magical powder for healing or whether it was a client who was lucky enough to get into her bed, she always seemed to know when her services would be needed. With a resigned sigh, he watched Marie sink to her knees in front of him and unerringly release his straining cock into her soft hands before looking up at his face. “I do need you, but not just for sex. I hope you know how much I value your friendship.”
Coal black hair framed his handsome face, his cheeks were lean and deeply grooved, his nose as straight as his aristocratic heritage and he had a mouth that delivered on its sensuous promise. Marie felt her heart turn over as she gave him a small smile and sultry look. “It is not friendship you need tonight, ma paramour. I am not who you want, but I will give you what you need.” Bending her head, she slowly took his rigid hardness into her mouth, wrapping one hand around the base of his cock when she had taken him as deep as she could. Her long-time lover had a thick, long cock and not in all the years he had been visiting her had she ever tired of it and the pleasure he gave her.
Damien leaned over her bent head and released her hair, watching the dark brown waves cascade down her back before resting one hand on her crown as he leaned his head back, the pleasure of her mouth already noticeably increasing his strength. He tightened his hand as her moist tongue curled around his girth, stroked his length up and down, her fist tight around his base. When her free hand cupped his sac and rolled his balls as she pulled back until she could stroke over his seeping slit, it was a struggle to maintain control.
Straining, he lifted into her descending mouth, groaning in pleasure then frustration when she brought him to peak only to release him completely and look up at him with a teasing glint in her eyes, her hand continuing where her mouth left off. “Damn it, Marie, now’s not the time to toy with me. I’m too close to the edge.” An edge he lived in constant fear of being pushed over again.
“Oh, I beg to differ. If ever a man needed toying with it would be you,” she said as she stroked his cock slowly with her hand, covering his bulbous head and letting his seepage coat her palm before spreading it on his shaft as she moved back down. Marie shivered with arousal when he narrowed those dark chocolate eyes and his lips parted just enough for her to catch a glimpse of his sharp incisors. Her pussy wept and her nipples beaded into taut buds as she recalled the ecstasy to be found from his bite. Unfortunately, he rarely bestowed that pleasure on her, and never during sex, for reasons she had never been able to get out of him.
“Suck me, Marie,” he demanded in a guttural tone as he pushed her head back down over his straining, seeping erection. “Then it’ll be my turn to toy with you.”
With an erotic threatening promise like that for incentive, Marie could do naught else but comply. Engulfing him, she sucked voraciously on his hardness, bobbing her head up and down, stroking him over and over, licking the sensitive underside of his head, loving the way he jerked in her mouth, the way his come tasted as he spewed down her throat.
His body shook with his release, pleasure erupting from his balls to explode out of his cock, strength returning in spades to his weakened muscles with each stroke of her tongue. The tight suction of her mouth drew every ounce of pleasure from his body until every drop was spent. As soon as she released his still semi-erect cock, he grabbed her waist and lifted her onto his lap as if she weighed no more than a feather.
“Thank you, mon ami.” Kissing her swollen lips, Damien untied her robe and spread it open, revealing her lush, naked body. “You are as beautiful as the day I met you,” he complimented her as his hand cupped her full breast and lifted it to his descending mouth, suckling strongly on her tight nipple.
Most women would be offended by being referred to as ‘my friend’ after having a man’s cock in her mouth until his come slid down her throat, but Marie had had years to come to terms with the fact that she’d never be more to Damien than a much cherished friend. And, she thought as she lifted her hips into his searching hand, she was content with that. She had more in the way of friendship accompanied with casual sex with him than most women she knew had with their spouses.
“Touch me, Damien,” she moaned when he did nothing but lightly caress her plump folds just enough to ratchet her arousal without igniting it into the fiery pleasure she craved. “Please.”
Releasing her nipple with a plop, he grinned wickedly down into her frustrated face. “It’s different when you’re on the receiving end of being toyed with, isn’t it?”
“You always have to get the last word, don’t you?” she grumbled as she spread her legs wider and leaned back further over his arm, thrusting her breasts up even more.
“Always.” Damien answered her silent invitation by once more lowering his head and nibbling on her other nipple before clamping his lips around it. With a deftness that spoke of experience, he parted her damp folds and slid two fingers into her tight sheath, unerringly rooting out her clit as her damp, silky walls instantly closed around them in an effort to keep him there. Chuckling around her nipple, he slowly pulled back, gliding his middle finger over the swollen, protruding bud, the light contact eliciting a gush of moisture.
Marie had a full figured body, all soft curves and lush fullness, a body that never failed to harden his cock despite the now twenty year gap in their ages. Even though Damien has been on this earth for two hundred and thirty five years, he had never reached his thirty-sixth birthday. Watching people he cared about grow old and die was one of the hardest things about his never-ending existence.
Refusing to dwell on what couldn’t be changed, he thrust his fingers back into her pussy, stroking her warm, slick walls as his thumb teased and tormented her clit until she was writhing on his lap with uncontrollable lust. “Come for me, Marie,” he demanded, his gaze hot as they both looked down where he was finger fucking her with now hard, deep plunges, the dampness coating his fingers evidence of her arousal.
Marie threw her head back and cried out as she splintered apart, grinding her hips up against his palm, her hands clasping his midnight head as he once again bent to her breasts. Yes, she swore over and over as pleasure rippled up from her pussy to encompass her whole body.
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After that night, Marley does her best to put all thought of him behind her, using the huge payday he provided to get on her feet again and start over… until James knocks on her door and walks right back into her life. He makes her a simple offer: if she will live with him and submit to him whenever he wishes, he will provide for her every desire.
Even before she accepts his offer, Marley knows that what she truly wants is not money or clothing or even a fancy new car. What she longs for is a daddy who will give his little girl what she really needs… a daddy who will spank her bare bottom when she is naughty, tie her up and take her any way he pleases, and then cuddle her until she falls asleep in his arms. Can she dare to hope that James will be that daddy?
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Chapter One
Sitting on the barstool, Marley crossed her fingers and legs for luck. She tried, but couldn’t quite get her toes to cross in high-heeled shoes. Dear God, please let this be the right place for a score.
In a flirtatious gesture, she tossed her jet-black hair over her shoulder and glanced around the swanky hotel bar for prospects. The sophisticated low lighting and the rich mahogany furnishings gave the place a cozy, yet elegant feel. Elaborate sconces dotted the walls. Exotic plants warmed the metallic, modern tables and the sleek bar at which she sat.
The other patrons were lost in conversation. No loners. No potential johns. Marley sighed deeply. With only enough money for one cocktail, she realized her time was limited. She couldn’t nurse the same drink all night.
“What the hell,” she thought and took a slug of her mojito.
She was about to ask the bartender if he knew where she could find some action when a nervous-looking gentleman carrying a briefcase walked into the lounge. He scanned the room like someone who had just realized he lost his wallet and was returning to the place where he hoped to God he’d find it.
Marley looked at him with interest. This guy had potential. The man glanced up, meeting her gaze. Relief washed over his face, and he stalked straight toward her.
“Um, may I help you?” Marley asked.
“Oh, I hope so. May I sit down?” He indicated the bar stool next to hers.
Upon further inspection he didn’t look like her usual clients—businessmen far from home—but you never knew and she was desperate not to have to spend the night in the shelter again tonight. “Suit yourself.” She shrugged.
He sat down heavily, mopping his brow with a napkin from a stack atop the bar. His head was shiny, bald as a cue ball, and he wore glasses with thick, black frames. Nerdy. Harmless.
Marley waited.
Finally, he stage-whispered, “Please don’t throw a drink on me or anything, but you wouldn’t happen to be a working girl, would you?”
The corners of her mouth turned up. She had the choice of being insulted or taking this question as a compliment. Marley chose to take it as a compliment. Nobody approached ugly, nasty girls in hotel bars and asked them such things. Did they?
She gave him her best come-hither look. “Who wants to know?” she asked in a sultry voice.
“I do. I mean, not for me. See, I was supposed to arrange a date for my boss, and she didn’t show up. Oh my God, he’s going to kill me.” He jiggled his leg as he talked. The man was a bundle of nerves.
“Wait, what?” A boss. He had a boss. Now she was getting somewhere. Placing her hand on his shaking leg, she turned the charm up to max volume, purring, “Why don’t you tell me all about it… and maybe you should have a drink.”
He took a deep breath and ordered a scotch on the rocks.
“Okay, my employer.” He cleared his throat and took a long draw on his drink before continuing. “He has certain tastes and my job, well, one of my jobs, is to occasionally procure a woman for him who can meet his needs.”
“Interesting. And what needs might those be?” Marley had no doubt she could meet the man’s needs, whatever they were. For a warm bed for the night and some cash, she would do just about anything. Had done just about anything.
When people get desperate enough, they’ll surprise even themselves as to what they would do. She could attest to that.
“Do you know what a dom is?” he asked.
“Of course.”
“Well, that’s what he is. Doesn’t usually like to play with the same girl twice. You’ll have to sign a non-disclosure agreement, a contract, the works. But he pays well.”
Never the same girl twice. That sucks. So much for finding Daddy Warbucks.
“What is well? And how rough does he get?” It was sad that she asked about the money before the safety issue, but there you were.
“I’ve never seen any of the girls hurt to look at ‘em afterwards, and I always arrange for their transportation home. Depending on how pleased he is with you… most nights he pays five grand.”
Marley’s eyes widened in spite of herself. “Did you say five grand?”
“Yeah. You interested?” The glow of hope radiated from him, and he grabbed her delicate hands in his clammy paws.
Marley had to remind herself to blink. With five grand she could buy herself a place to stay for months. She could get back on her feet. Maybe even get a regular job. No more men with stinky breath laboring over her. No more blowjobs in strangers’ cars.
Wow, had she hit the jackpot or what? “I am.”
“I usually hire from a service, but the one who was supposed to come tonight came down with food poisoning or something, and Miss Jay’s has no staff available. All booked up for a senator’s yacht party or something.”
Marley made a mental note to self, Miss Jay’s. If she did have to stay in this life, she’d rather do it on a yacht than in a dirty alley.
“So you’re supposed to be vetted and all that. He can’t know that I dropped the ball on this, so can you just play along like you’re the girl from Miss Jay’s?”
“Sure. How about you buy me a drink?”
“Oh, he won’t want you to be drunk. How much have you had to drink, anyway?” he frowned.
She raised her eyebrows. “Really? I don’t think you’re in a position to be so demanding. I mean, I am doing you a favor,” she said with a tilt of her shoulder. “What’s your name, anyway?”
“Milton. Milton Barnes.” He took a deep breath and asked the bartender to refill her glass.
“What about your boss? What’s his name?”
He gulped down the last of his scotch. “That’s not anything you need to know. Nondisclosure and all that.” He opened the briefcase at his side and pulled out some papers. “Here, I need your John Hancock on these.”
Boy, the rich really are different. A written contract for sex.
Marley perused the long paragraphs. All the words ran together, none of them making much sense to her. “What does it say?”
“Basically, that you aren’t going to sue him or call the cops if he hits you, and that you will never tell anyone what transpires between you two.”
“And what if I do?” “He’ll sue you.”
Marley laughed so hard she almost fell off her barstool. “He will sue me? I haven’t got anything.”
Milton flashed a fake smile. “I don’t care. Please, just sign it.”
Shaking her head, she took the pen he offered her and signed her name at the bottom of the pages marked with an ‘x.’ “Happy?” she asked.
“Deliriously.” He quickly put the papers away and gave her a onceover.
“What? Don’t I look okay?” Marley had spent her last twenty at the thrift shop on the heels and glittery emerald green cocktail shift she wore. She thought it was mighty classy for twenty dollars. She might have been broke, but she had style and she cleaned up nice. A chameleon, Marley prided herself on being able to fit in anywhere.
“It’s not that. We need hair ties or something.”
Marley found a few elastic bands in her purse. “Like these?”
“Yeah. Go in the bathroom and put your hair in pigtails and meet me outside. It’s almost showtime,” he said, looking at his watch.
“Pigtails? You’re kidding me.”
“No. He likes little girls. Just do it.”
“Wait. He’s a pedophile? You never said anything about that.” Her voice wavered.
“No, no. He’s not a pedophile. He’s just that kind of dom. Likes to be a daddy to little girls. It’s all fantasy. He’s never been with a kid. He’s not into that kind of thing. You know, he probably likes the Catholic schoolgirl thing. I don’t know.” Exasperated, he shooed her off her stool and toward the bathroom.
She marched ahead of him to the lobby, calling over her shoulder, “If you say so…”
“Don’t worry. Just remember five grand.”
“Five grand. Five grand,” she repeated to herself. Milton was right. Heck, she could put her hair up in pigtails for that kind of coin.
“What about downstairs?” Milton pointed at her crotch, a spray of scarlet coloring his cheeks. “What kind of, um, haircut do you have?”
“Brazilian—with a landing strip,” she said matter-of-factly.
“Let’s get you a razor. It all needs to come off.” He popped into the gift shop and purchased a package of disposable razors. “Think little girl,” he whispered.
“Whatever you say.” Marley rolled her eyes and ducked into the ladies’ room to take care of her new client’s special requests.
She returned moments later with twin ponytails, one on each side of her neck. The kind on the sides of her head looked ridiculous so she settled for these. She didn’t want to draw any more attention to herself than was necessary in the lobby of the swanky hotel. Being asked to leave the premises was one of her fears.
“Where will I meet Daddy Morebucks?”
“In the penthouse suite. Come on, let’s go.” He took her by the elbow and guided her into the elevator. Once inside, he inserted his key before pressing the button for ‘PH.’
Marley shifted her weight from one foot to the other. “When do I get paid?”
“I’ll pay you after he calls me to arrange to have you transported home.”
Home. She didn’t have a home. Would she tell the driver to take her to the homeless shelter? No. She couldn’t do that. Miss Jay’s girls didn’t live there, and neither would she once she had five G’s in her hot little hand.
Her head began to pound. Forget it. She’d worry about where to go later.
Marley batted her eyelashes at Milton. “I usually get paid up front.”
Milton snorted. “You have to be one of Miss Jay’s girls. Or I’m done for. You too. And they get paid afterwards. That’s how it’s done.”
“Okay, okay.” She knew when not to push, but she felt uneasy not having the cash in hand.
The elevator car stopped and they stepped out into a small hallway.
Milton visibly gathered himself and checked his watch for the umpteenth time. “You ready?”
“Ready as I’ll ever be.”
He nodded at her and tapped on the door.
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Chapter One
Sienna’s feet were killing her, her stomach was rumbling and all she wanted to do was sleep. The evening had been more taxing than she’d prepared herself for. The Apple Tree Grille hadn’t provided enough wait staff for an event as large as the Aquamarine fundraiser had turned out to be. She’d been on her feet for hours, and she was tired of smiling. With all those projection scenes and people milling about, she felt as if she’d just swum the ocean.
She’d certainly been swimming with sharks.
She winced as she reached the top of the second flight of stairs and let herself into her apartment. She kicked off her shoes and flexed her toes.
“Ah.” That felt so much better.
“Ahhhhhhh,” came an echo from down the hallway.
Her spine stiffened in surprise. More murmurs followed, and heat filled her cheeks. Apparently, that felt better, too.
Her arms dropped limply to her sides, and she sent a woeful look to the heavens. Margo had company.
Tiredly, Sienna dropped her keys in the bowl by the door. Her roommate had recently started dating the drummer in her band, and they were still in the hot-and-heavy stage of their relationship.
Trying to block out the explicit sounds, Sienna headed to the kitchen. She transferred the leftovers she’d brought home in a doggy bag to a plate. She cocked her head as she evaluated the meal. Good enough for a bachelorette’s dinner. She grabbed a bottled water and waited for the hors d’oeuvres to heat. Unfortunately, the panting coming from the bedroom was louder than the whir of the microwave. When the bell finally dinged, it coincided perfectly with an excited cry. Sienna swept up her plate and made a beeline for her bedroom.
It wasn’t that she was a prude. She understood sex. She appreciated how good it could feel and how it let one express feelings for a significant other. She just didn’t care to be drawn into someone else’s bad porno movie.
A voyeur she was not.
Unfortunately, this apartment didn’t allow for much privacy. Her Logan Circle neighborhood had seen a bit of revitalization in recent years. Unfortunately, the row house she rented hadn’t seen any of that remodeling. The walls were thin, the floors creaked and, frankly, Margo wasn’t quiet.
Her roommate let out another moan just as Sienna was passing the occupied bedroom. The sound was enough to make her eyes widen and her sore feet pick up their pace. She closed her own bedroom door behind her, but the sounds of pleasure seeped through the wall separating the rooms.
Tiredness suddenly assailed her. As if tonight hadn’t been challenging enough, now she had to listen to sex sounds all night long? This close, she could hear the mattress squeaking and the headboard thumping.
That drummer really did know how to set the rhythm.
Face flaring, Sienna determinedly set about doing her own thing. She put her dinner beside the bed and began to get comfortable. The shoes had been a good beginning, but her hair was starting to weigh down its up-do and the clip was pulling. She removed the pins that kept her hair contained and ran her fingers through it.
The sigh she let out had nearly as much contentment as the ones coming from next door.
She was starting to feel better, but this had not been the night she’d planned.
Reaching back, she caught the zipper of her dress and released it. As work clothes went, the dress wasn’t bad. In fact, she rather liked it. She evaluated the uniform as she hung it on a hanger. At least it had been comfortable. Not too tight, revealing or hot.
Fall had arrived in the nation’s capital, but in the past few days DC had regressed to more summer-like temperatures. Sliding into a slip chemise, she tried to find the coolness that the air-conditioning in the place was not providing.
“Oh, baby. Harder.”
Sienna turned away. The heat she felt had nothing to do with the activity going on next door. Nothing.
Still, she plugged in her ear buds and turned on her MP3 player.
Finally comfortable, she settled on the bed, stretching her legs out in front of her. A salmon puff or two helped ease the gnawing in her stomach, and she pulled out her laptop.
She checked her email first to see if she’d had any responses to the on-line applications she’d submitted. Her nose crinkled when all she found was spam sent out by the stores she frequented and a message from her mother.
Four months.
It had been four months since she’d graduated with her master’s degree, and she’d yet to get more than a nibble at full-time employment – and it wasn’t as if she’d waited to start her search until she had her diploma.
She ran a hand through her hair, flipping it over to the side. The advancement of technology hadn’t been a friend to jobseekers. Résumés seemingly fell into a black hole, never once reaching human eyes, and companies were so rude these days. She’d applied to nearly a hundred places, but only a handful of businesses had set up an automatic reply to let her know they’d received her materials. The ones who’d actually interviewed her hadn’t followed up, even though she’d sent thank-you notes and polite inquiries on the status of the job openings. Her recruiter said that businesses were simply fearful of lawsuits.
Sienna blamed it all on abysmal business etiquette.
She had a master’s in corporate communications, after all. She’d learned that sort of thing.
Closing her eyes, she tried to slow her breaths. The all too familiar sense of panic and helplessness was back.
And jealousy.
Moans from the next room made her turn up the volume on her music. She nibbled on a shrimp quiche and opened the email from her mom.
Her jaw set when she read it.
She knew her mother was trying to be helpful, but she hadn’t even sent along an encouraging message this time. She’d simply forwarded the job posting.
Customer Success Associate.
Code for call center.
Sienna sank back onto the pillow she’d propped up behind her. She hadn’t won an advanced degree in order to take a minimum-wage job. She could hear her mother even now, though, arguing that the job was at least in communications.
Sienna rubbed her temple and nearly groaned along with the couple coupling in the next room.
Was she being too picky? Too snobbish?
The green fish dress glinted at her from across the room. She didn’t think so. She was making more from waitressing, and she got tips. Tips that she needed. Living in DC wasn’t cheap, even on the outskirts.
The panic started to flare again. Should she start looking outside the capital area? She’d sent résumés up and down the East Coast. Should she start applying out west? She didn’t know anybody out that way, but she’d lived in places across the world. She could adjust.
Shaking her head, she closed the email and switched over to social media. She might as well. It wasn’t as if it was quiet enough for her to consider sleeping.
“Yeah, baby. Just like that . . .” A shiver shot down the back of her neck.
OK, that had been kind of hot. And dominant . . .
She bit her lip and tried to focus. Scrolling down the board, she read about what her friends were doing. There were photographs from parties and vacations. One classmate was touring Europe before settling down. Her best friend, Erin, had posted pictures of three different place settings and was asking for votes on which to put on her wedding list.
Sienna sighed. She was happy for Erin, but she couldn’t help feeling that they were losing common ground. Erin and Marty had been a couple since high school, and her best friend planned to be a stay-at-home wife. She really didn’t understand the pressures of being single and supporting oneself, which was Sienna’s life these days.
Kyle had never understood the pressure either. Her ex-boyfriend had received a GPA that had been barely passing, yet he’d secured a prime job as a reporter for one of the major sports television networks in New York. All he’d had to do was be captain of their college lacrosse team and drink beer with the right alumni.
It had all been so easy for him, the lowlife slacker.
Sienna tore the headphones out of her ears and lurched off the bed. He’d called her stuck-up and prissy when he’d broken up with her.
The dress caught her eye.
A cold fish.
Excited cries reached a crescendo next door, and her head dropped back. It wasn’t fair. She’d followed all the rules. She’d received excellent grades, she’d volunteered and she’d interned at two prestigious marketing firms.
Where was her job offer?
Where was her significant other?
Shouts of completion next door finally hit their peak. The cries drifted down from their highs to lower murmurs of satisfaction.
The heat Sienna was feeling was quickly followed by a cool chill.
Why was she having to fight for everything while others had things handed to them on a silver platter? It just wasn’t fair.
She began to pace back and forth in the small space between the bed and the dresser. It just . . . wasn’t . . . fair.
The headache settled again at the base of her skull. She raised her hand and rubbed at the tension. The Aquamarine fundraiser had turned out to be stressful on more than one level. Seeing all those successful people . . . Knowing that a hundred-dollar tip to them was pocket change, while for her it meant groceries for a month . . .
Her bank account was running frighteningly low, and rent was almost due. Something had to pop up soon. Otherwise, she didn’t know what she was going to do. She supposed she could ask Erin for a loan, although with a wedding coming up –
Oh, who was she kidding? The Fosters would be paying for that. Erin’s parents had bought her everything she’d ever wanted.
Sienna clicked her nails as she stared out the window of her apartment at the street. She dreaded the thought of going to her parents for help. Her family was well-off. They travelled in all the right circles, but they wanted her to make her own way. They’d been so insistent on her finding a job and supporting herself.
They’d wanted her to work her way up, but they seemed embarrassed by her job at the Apple Tree. Was it too ground-level? They hadn’t invited her along on their trip to the summer house. Had they not come to the event tonight because they’d known she’d be waitressing?
She ran her finger along the edge of the curtain. She had to admit, she was glad they hadn’t attended. It had been awkward enough with Mr. Stahl, although that woman he’d been talking to had tried to smooth things over.
“Oh!” Sienna gasped. She touched her forehead in self-rebuke. The business card.
She opened her purse on the dresser and began to search. She found the card she’d tucked away in a pocket. The name Nina Lockwood was spelled in crisp gold gilt. The stiff, heavyweight card was jet black with matching gold edging. There was a number, but no address.
She turned the card over. Luxxor Limited.
Sienna shook her head. She’d never heard of it, and she’d been scouring the DC business scene for months. She ran her thumb over the raised lettering. It was a classy calling card, but it gave little information. There wasn’t a website or even a QR code she could scan.
Frowning, she slid one leg beneath her and sat down on the bed again. She pulled the laptop closer and did a quick search for the company.
Nothing.
She hooked her hair behind her ear. That was strange. She scrolled down and even went through three pages of results. There were no links to a company with the name Luxxor, at least not in the DC area.
She leaned back against the pillows. Were they a defense contractor? It was DC, after all. Many of those companies liked to keep a low profile.
She tried variations on the spelling and even did a search under Nina Lockwood’s name.
She became even more puzzled when that came up null.
Sienna picked up the card from the nightstand. Ms. Lockwood had been a very impressive woman. There was something about the way she carried herself. She demanded respect, and everyone at the Smithsonian party had nearly fallen over themselves to give it to her. The woman was beautiful, classy and obviously powerful.
Who was she?
Sienna brushed her thumb over the phone number and an idea occurred to her. She did a reverse-number look-up on the Internet. Her nose scrunched when site after site wanted payment. Finally, she found one that simply said it was an unlisted number.
Did people still do that?
“Call this number in the morning,” the woman had instructed. She’d offered an interview, but for what?
I’m impressed by what I’ve seen here tonight.
Sienna blinked, and her throat tightened when she remembered that statement. She’d been told that by teachers and professors her whole life. Friends’ parents had always approved of her. Yet now that she was out in the real world, all it seemed to want to do was slap her in the face.
She let out a ragged breath and toyed with the ends of her hair.
It wasn’t in her to complain outside the privacy of her bedroom, but she’d worked so hard for so long. She’d done everything her mentors had asked of her. To fail so miserably just out of the starting gate had wrecked her confidence. Hearing those kind words meant more to her than the woman could know.
“Ready for another go around, baby?”
Sienna groaned and threw a glare at the wall when the sexy words seeped through. No, please. Enough, already. She couldn’t take much more of the stereo hijinks.
“Always, you sexy beast.”
There were giggles, and then the discussion dropped mercifully to the point where Sienna couldn’t hear. She was just relaxing into her pillow again when a thud against the wall nearly sent her off the bed.
“Want to join us, Si?” Margo called.
Sienna’s eyes widened and her jaw dropped. She recoiled inside and out. She was trying frantically to come up with a polite excuse when she heard giggles again.
Giggles directed at her.
It was impulsive and totally out of character, but she swept one of her running shoes off the floor and flung it at the wall.
The splat turned the giggles next door into flat-out laughter.
Margo thought Sienna was frigid, a true ice queen, simply because, in the time they’d lived together, she’d never had a guy spend the night.
Sienna flounced on the mattress and jabbed her ear plugs back into her ears. It had only been five months since she and Kyle had broken up.
Five months. It didn’t seem that long, but that was nearly half a year of celibacy. With no intimacy, no connection, no climaxes . . .
She wiped a hand over her brow. The heat and discomfort were back.
She yanked the headphones off and tossed them onto the bedside table. They weren’t working any more, at least not for her needs.
Margo and Drummer Boy had caught their second wind and were going at it full-tilt. The soft pop music coming through the earphones couldn’t cover up the noise. Neither could the classical music she liked so much. The only thing that might work was hard, driving rock ’n’ roll, but wouldn’t that be defeating the purpose?
Giving up, Sienna shut down her laptop and put it back on the nightstand shelf.
She let out a long gust of air as the situation became impossible to ignore. Would it be better in the kitchen? Because that was about as far away as she could get and still be in the apartment. The only other person she knew in the building was Mr. Russell, the building manager, and he was a creepy guy.
“Roll over,” the drummer panted.
The mattress squeaked.
“Like this?” Margo asked.
“No, turn the other way.”
“Oh!” her roomie squeaked. The sound turned into more of a coo. “Oh, my.”
“Come on over, Sienna,” a deep voice prompted. “I’ll help you relax.”
This time, Sienna did jump off the bed. That hadn’t been Margo. She bounded the two steps it took to get to the door and locked it.
She stepped back.
And heard more sounds of pleasure.
Unbidden, her nipples stiffened and she rubbed her hand over the strange sensation building in the pit of her stomach. It wasn’t fear. She didn’t feel threatened, and she knew neither of them would make her do anything she didn’t want to do.
But there had been desire in that male voice. A gruff kind of turn-on.
Her knees weren’t steady when she took another step back and bumped against the bed.
She should go somewhere. Anywhere. This might be her home, but the situation was becoming more than embarrassing. She could sleep on Erin’s sofa. Her BFF had already started packing things for storage after the wedding, but surely she had a sheet and pillow to spare.
Although it was nearly two o’clock in the morning.
Sienna stared at the clock on her nightstand and swept her hand through her hair. She couldn’t wake Erin. It would take the rest of the night to peel her off the ceiling if she called this late.
But God.
The words from next door disintegrated to whispers and sighs. Sienna could hear the creaking of old box springs, the wisp of sheets and the jingle of Margo’s tambourine on the bedpost.
She moved to the window, trying to concentrate on the rain that had started outside. The heaviness in the air had made it feel even warmer, but the humidity was finally squeezing out raindrops. They wetted the street and streamed down the glass in rivulets. Instead of distracting her, though, the low clouds only tamped down the space.
The soft rain increased the intimacy and cocooned her with the lovers in the tiny apartment.
The drummer in the nearby bed let out a guttural sound, and Sienna bit her lip to stop a corresponding moan.
Oh, she missed sex.
She might not be any good at it, according to her ex, but she’d liked the intimacy. She’d liked the surprise and the physicality of it.
She swept her hand down her arm to quiet the goosebumps, but they only perked up harder.
She missed being touched. She wanted to be kissed. She wanted to feel the weight of a man holding her down as he spread her legs wide.
“Mmmmmm,” she whimpered.
She swept her hair off the back of her neck. It was so warm in here, and the rain outside only added to the clamminess. The air-conditioning was fighting a losing battle.
“Come on, babe,” the man next door said urgently.
Sienna’s head fell back. She was not going next door. He wasn’t talking to her any more, and she would never ever engage in a three-way.
Not with her roommate, anyway.
“Give it up, pretty girl. You know you want to.”
Sienna’s toes curled into the carpeting. She couldn’t leave, and she couldn’t get away. The situation was driving her crazy.
She sat down on the edge of the bed, crossed her legs and pressed them together hard, but the silk slip teased her tender skin. It rode high on her thighs. Her core ached, and she gasped when she found herself rubbing back and forth on the firm mattress.
“That’s right. Let me make you feel good.”
Her head dropped back. Need was consuming her.
She flicked away a bead of sweat that had formed between her breasts, but her breath caught at the sensation. Her hand had brushed against her nipple.
She bit her lip. It had felt good. A bit naughty, but safe.
She turned her head away, towards the opposite wall, but the sounds refused to be ignored . . . and her hand slipped lower this time, to cup her breast fully.
She shuddered at the unexpected relief it gave her.
Oh, she really shouldn’t . . . but what if she just . . .
Teeth still worrying her lower lip, she hesitantly looked down. Her hand was cupped fully over her breast, her fingers spread wide. Her nipple felt hard against the middle of her palm, while its twin jutted straight out, tenting the other fragile cup of the camisole.
Giving in, she cupped it, too. Her breath became ragged as she felt herself. If she closed her eyes, she could pretend it wasn’t her hands touching her. She’d never been one for self-gratification. It had always felt too . . . personal. Too embarrassing. Too distasteful.
But this felt good. The warm hold felt confident on her soft flesh, but it wasn’t quite what she wanted. Emboldened by the sex sounds floating in the air and the privacy of her room, she slid her hands under the cups of the camisole and shivered. Oh, that was better.
Skin on skin. Strength against vulnerability. Feeling brave, she carefully explored the swollen tips of her breasts. They were stiffening and reddening and . . .
“Ah!” she cried when she gave them a soft pinch. They were sensitive.
Sienna quickly looked at the wall, scared that the other occupants might have heard her, but their intimate sounds continued uninterrupted. Glancing at the closed door, she impulsively slid the straps of the camisole over her shoulders and pushed it down to her waist. Sliding her hands up her stomach, she felt her warm skin.
She fell back on the bed when her hands settled where she wanted them the most.
Kyle had never spent much time with her breasts and, when he had, he’d been rather ham-handed. He’d sucked at her like a piglet tugging for milk, but, unlike him, she’d never complained.
It had felt too good to be touched. And stroked. And ridden.
“You are so hot, babe. Come on, you know you want it.”
Oh, God, she did. Her erogenous zones were lighting up. Sienna rubbed her thighs together helplessly. Rolling onto her side, she drew her legs to her chest. None of it helped the ache deep in her core.
She slid one of her hands down her stomach. Maybe if she –
She gasped and yanked her hand away. No, she couldn’t do it. She knew others did. Erin talked about masturbating when Marty travelled for his job. Sienna had never been able to work up the nerve.
The feel of her own fingers on her most private place? She gave a shiver. It was just too shocking. She even used a washcloth in the shower – although she’d come to look forward to that part of getting clean a bit too much.
No, she was aroused and needy, but she just couldn’t make herself do it.
“Spread your legs wider, honey. I gotta get inside you.”
Honey, baby, pretty girl. The endearments in that rough voice were getting to her almost as much as the sighs and grunts. Sienna squirmed on the mattress, her legs opening and closing as she tried to find some relief.
She rolled towards the nightstand, intending to turn her alarm-clock radio on to block out the words. Margo’s boyfriend might be talking to his lover, but it was as if he was whispering the rough endearments right into Sienna’s ear. He was making her want him.
No, he was making her want a man.
Her gaze locked on the closed drawer of the nightstand, and an idea occurred to her. A naughty one.
No, she absolutely wasn’t going to do that.
Her hand went to the drawer handle, all the same.
She pulled it open and pushed aside some books. Her fingers brushed against a box and she flinched.
Yet she didn’t close the drawer.
She stared at the gag gift that Margo had given her for her birthday. She’d thought it was so funny, while Sienna had found it unsightly and embarrassing.
And so magnetic right now, she couldn’t look away.
She’d never been the least tempted before.
But she’d never thrown the vibrator away.
She hesitantly pulled the box out of the drawer and rolled onto her back. Her naked breasts rose and fell as she looked through the clear plastic window of the box. The shape of the device was so . . . so suggestive. The thing was a soft pink color, ironic she supposed, because it was meant to be a substitute for a very male organ.
“It’s medium-sized,” she remembered Margo saying eagerly. “I didn’t think you’d want a large, because you’re not very active. I mean, it might have been uncomfortable. I don’t know if you’re into that sort of thing or not, but I wanted you to feel it, so I didn’t go with the small. That all right?”
Was that all right?
“God, you’re hot and wet. I’m gonna slide right in,” the drummer groaned.
Sienna moaned right along with him. Oh, God. She had to do something. Touching herself just felt icky, but maybe with this toy . . .
A very adult toy. Giving in, Sienna undulated on the sheets and stripped off the rest of her clothes. The camisole stuck to her skin, which had become sweaty, and her panties were downright damp.
She was wet and hot down there, too.
So damn hot.
Panting hard, she stared at the ceiling and spread her legs. Reaching down, she tried to align the thick plastic rod with where it was supposed to go.
She gasped when it brushed over her clit.
“Ohhhh.” Her moan wafted through the air.
The device was hard and smooth, but plastic and foreign.
Her hips rolled as she found the notch between her pussy lips. They eagerly kissed the wicked plaything, sucking it into place. Her hips rolled up reflexively, but then jerked back down to the mattress when her conscience gave a yelp.
Sienna covered her face with her hand.
She shouldn’t want to do this. Sex was something meant to be enjoyed between a man and a woman. Or a man and a man, or two women. Or more. She bit her lip. Consenting adults. She wasn’t one to cast judgment. Heck, she lived in Logan Circle. It had one of the largest LGBT populations in the city. This was just a personal hang-up for her.
A hang-up that was causing her considerable grief at the moment.
The air-conditioning finally kicked back in. The cool breeze blew across her nipples, making them pucker tightly. She was so aroused, every nerve ending was tingling.
Oh, damn, but she needed this.
“I’m gonna do you so hard, you naughty girl,” Drummer Boy said gruffly. “I’m gonna fuck you until you beg.”
Sienna’s hips twisted, seeking relief that was only inches away.
Kyle. They were finished and she was still angry with him, but she tried to picture his face and hard body. Her eyes closed tightly as she tried to remember what he’d looked like when he was on top of her.
Her eyes popped open when another man entirely came into her conscience.
She let out a shuddering moan.
She didn’t even know him. He’d just been a guest in the crowd.
Yet she could imagine vividly what his muscled body would look like naked as he crawled atop of her, intending to fuck her into oblivion.
Her neck arched on the pillow.
It didn’t take much to imagine his hot breaths on her neck and his demanding mouth on her nipples.
Her heels slid upwards and dug into the mattress.
“Take it,” the male voice next door growled. “Feel me inside you, my little slut.”
The vibrator slid an inch into her by accident. The rest of it Sienna took on purpose. Her hand simply thrust, and her hips rose as her pussy greedily accepted the penetration.
“Oh, God. Oh, God!” she whimpered.
It felt so good.
He felt so good.
That intense-looking man at the party was suddenly the one inside her, filling her and grinding deep. She pulled the vibrator out a bit and pushed it back in. It slid smoothly through her wetness, even though her body was squeezing tight.
She was glad of the size of the device, eager for its length.
Would he whisper to her as he took her?
Kyle had never wanted to talk, but that hard-looking man? He’d say impossibly dirty things to her as he rode her. He’d be aggressive and in her space.
Sienna pumped the vibrator faster, loving it.
She felt the man’s hands on her breasts, pinching her nipples and licking the pain away. She tasted the champagne that had been on his lips, and she heard his desperate swear words as she ran her fingers down to the base of his spine.
“I’m almost there,” Margo cried. “So close.”
So was Sienna. Her breaths were heaving in her lungs, and her breasts were juddering hard. Her hair stroked across her skin before splaying wildly across the pillow.
Most blatantly, though, her legs were spread wide, knees bent, as she rocked her hips up and down, taking the pink sex toy. She was so consumed, so involved, she didn’t care when her fingers brushed against her distended lips. It was the stranger’s rough fingers stroking her so intimately; it was he who was plucking at her sensitive clit.
Sienna nearly came off the bed when she hit a button she hadn’t known was there. It was the power switch. She hadn’t even had the thing turned on!
Her cry was sharp, and her pussy squeezed spasmodically.
There was a reason it was called a vibrator.
She turned her head and let out another cry of delight into her pillow. She came so hard, every muscle in her body clenched. All she could do was gasp for air and hold on.
And shudder.
And relax.
And feel her thighs clench again.
She sagged against the bed as the orgasm wrung her dry. Obliterated and exhausted, she lay there with the vibrator still trembling inside her.
“Sweet dreams, Sienna,” the drummer called from the next room.
She didn’t even realize that meant they’d heard her. In her head, it was her fantasy man talking to her – the one who’d made her knees go weak with only a look.
Sweet dreams indeed.
Rolling onto her side, she pressed her knees together as the vibrator tickled and played.
She was keeping the thing, and she was keeping him – her secret lover who could be pulled out whenever she felt this way again.
Arm heavy, she clicked off the bedside lamp. She saw the business card just before the lights went out, and she sighed in contentment.
As awkwardly as the night had begun, it was ending well. She’d had a gourmet dinner. A sexy fantasy man had made her orgasm like a spinning color wheel, and she was calling for an interview in the morning.
For what? She didn’t know and she didn’t care.
It was the best night she’d had in months.
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Prologue
“Here’s what we’ll do.” Her cousin Jenny’s aqua blue eyes gleamed with mischief.
Claire giggled, then stopped short. She’d never giggled before. At least, not since she’d left her teen years behind. Oh well, it was a good feeling, a liberating feeling. She couldn’t believe she had come to Jenny in tears earlier this afternoon.
After Claire had poured out her tale of woe in between sobs and sips of brandy—Whew! That was one fiery stuff!—Jenny had patted her back, poured more of the brandy into her glass and told her to drink up. Claire had been in need of comfort, and Jenny had met her needs in doses.
“I want-want to prove the bash-bastard wrong,” Claire had declared. Even her fuzzy mind believed that was the best revenge she could have on her ex.
“That’s the spirit!” Jenny’s eyes had glittered with an idea. “And who better with than hot, eligible, attractive men? I know a few who’ve acquired quite a reputation with the ladies. The women all cried when the men dumped them; they were that good in the sack. Do you want to have sex with one of them?”
Sex. What did sex have to do with revenge?
Oh yes. She’d heard of sex that was supposed to move mountains and cause earthquakes, but she had never experienced it. At least she didn’t think so. Her mind was covered by a fine mist and she couldn’t be sure. Was Jenny proposing to have her experience one?
A glimmer of excitement took seed beneath the layers of liquor clouding her responses. Having earthshaking sex would certainly restore her confidence. Then she’d tell her ex to shove his dick up his ass.
“I’m sure that’s the right medicine to cure what’s wrong with you.” Jenny smoothed Claire’s hair back from her face. “Not that there’s anything wrong with you, love. You just need to find the right man. I hate to see you like this.” Her face closed, taking on an angry expression. “Damn that odious man! If I see him, I’ll—” One hand clenched into a fist that she slammed into the table.
The thud sounded loud in Claire’s ears. She swallowed another sip of the brandy, trying to wet her dry throat. No, she wouldn’t lie to herself. She wanted to occupy her mind with something else so she would forget her ex’s loathsome image.
Why not replace weeks of bad sex with a night of good one? Experienced men seemed just the ticket. Or would that be tickets?
Claire’s heart thundered loud in her ears. “Let’s…” her voice croaked. She tried again. “Let’s go for it.”
“Great!” Jenny’s voice was deep with satisfaction, though she sounded so far away. “This is so exciting! You’ll be safe with them, Claire, any one of them. I promise. The guys I have in mind are my brother’s friends. I know them well and can vouch for their character. I’ll send each an invitation and you get to choose whoever turns up at the beach cottage and…”
Claire didn’t hear anymore as she slid into darkness.
Chapter One
Just go to the cottage this weekend, love, and enjoy!
The text message was from her cousin Jenny, and two days after receipt, Claire still felt a faint reverberation of excitement. The wild plan she had agreed to in her drunken state had come to fruition a week after its conception. Before this, she hadn’t known Jenny possessed such a naughty streak.
Then again, Jenny hadn’t asked the guys to RSVP, so Claire didn’t know if anyone would be there, if at all. Jenny said it would be more fun this way.
Claire snorted. Where was the fun in that? She had agreed to this weekend tryst because she thought good sex would erase her nightmares and cure her battered confidence. But if not one of those hunky man-sluts turned up, how would that serve her?
For a moment, her lips tightened as her mind filled with images of the one man responsible for her condition. She rued the day she met him and wished she could’ve warned her then-self not to accept his invitation for coffee. He was handsome and charming, and she couldn’t have guessed the misery he would make of her life. Appearances truly were deceiving. Damn Robert Coleman to hell and back.
Thank goodness she was free of him.
The worst of it was that he’d left her with scars on her soul, and it was to heal these very scars that Jenny had hit upon the wild and reckless idea.
I have an idea it’s going to be the best weekend of your life.
Claire hoped so.
Hmmm. The second message was a bit suspicious. Did Jenny know something that she was keeping from Claire? The way the message was worded, it seemed Jenny knew somebody would be there.
Maybe somebody had RSVP after all.
Her heartbeat raced in a fast gallop that threatened to steal her breath.
Could it be him?
She had met Frank’s friends on the occasion of his wedding three weeks ago, but the introductions were hurried and there were so many of them that all she could remember was a parade of attractive men. There was one guy there though who had given her the shivers—good ones—and whom she hoped would answer Jenny’s message.
Claire cursed then, remembering. That guy hadn’t shown the remotest interest in her. Although they were seated together during the wedding dinner, he’d been on the phone the entire time with barely a second to eat, let alone talk to her. Someone that busy wouldn’t have the time to spare for a tryst. More to the point, someone that attractive wouldn’t lack for women falling at his feet.
Right. No use thinking about him, so stop.
Due to an emergency at work on this particular weekend, Claire couldn’t get away early in the morning as she’d planned. Therefore, it was already very late at night by the time she reached the end of the narrow dirt road that led to the beach. She slung her handbag onto her shoulder and gathered her overnight bag, got out of the car and slammed the door shut with her hip.
The night was dark and eerie, and only a dim light lit her way, a sliver of light that slipped through the leaves of the trees from the quarter moon overhead. Familiar with the ruts and holes on the dirt road, she walked confidently onward, the fallen leaves crunching under her feet.
Soon, she left the copse of trees behind and stopped short, her heart lurching then speeding uncomfortably fast. She’d guessed right. Lights blazed brightly from the cottage. Someone was in there.
Claire took several deep breaths to fortify herself, then trudged down the well-worn path and slid a little as the sparse grass-decorated ground gave way to soft, shifting sands. The light sea breeze cooled her perspiring forehead and lifted her chest-length hair. Weighted down by her bags, she sank a little into the sand with each step, feeling the irritating grains scuttling about inside her shoes. Damn, she should have remembered to change into her beach slippers. Soon, she reached the familiar door of the cottage. She placed her overnight carrier on the floor with a deep, grateful sigh, then bent and turned out the pebbles in her shoes.
She lifted the knocker and rapped firmly on the door. In line with the rustic appeal of the surroundings, Jenny’s brother Frank had never changed the knocker for the more modern doorbell. She was very thankful though that Frank loved the convenience of electricity and indoor plumbing.
Claire shifted her feet impatiently as raucous men’s laughter drifted out from beneath the closed door. Oh God. Her pulse speeded up and she could hear her heartbeat loud in her ears. There was more than one of them in there.
She wished, oh she wished he would be here—
The door jerked open, and Claire found herself staring into the attractive face of the man she’d seen before at Frank’s wedding, a face that had set her heart beating with unaccustomed rhythm three weeks ago and which was having the same effect on her tonight.
It was him. He had come.
“Yes? You’re the woman Jenny texted us about? We thought you weren’t coming.” He came a step forward and looked at her closely. He snapped his fingers. “You’re Frank’s and Jenny’s cousin, right?”
“You know me?” She was horrified to hear her voice squeak. He knew her from Frank’s wedding? She couldn’t quite credit it. But if not from there, then from what occasion did he identify her? They certainly hadn’t met before, and she knew Jenny hadn’t revealed her identity in the text messages.
Perhaps she had left a little impression on him after all.
“But of course. Claire Gilliard. What red-blooded man wouldn’t remember Frank’s very sexy cousin?”
His voice was too smooth and too charming. That was probably how he enticed women into his bed. Unfortunately for him, its effect on her was the opposite, and she saw past his words to the logic behind.
“All right,” she said wryly. “Let’s cut the crap. I look enough like Frank and Jenny to be their sister, and you have probably heard enough about me from them to remember my name, seeing as I’m his only cousin. I’ll be honest and tell you I’ve seen you at the wedding.”
The understatement of the day. Having her fantasy man appear in front of her had already placed her at a disadvantage, and she wasn’t giving this man more bullets to throw at her.
“But you don’t remember my name.” He finished the thought she deliberately left hanging, because she would’ve been lying if she’d said it. This way, she needn’t confirm or disprove his assumption. His deep-set brown eyes twinkled. “Ouch. My ego’s hurt.”
“I daresay you’ll survive.”
“Michael Lane.”
I know.
She didn’t think he’d bow but he did. “I’ll introduce you to the other guys in a minute. Come in, Miss Gilliard. Allow me to get your bag.” He stooped, picked up her overnight carrier and gestured for her to precede him into the cottage.
She went in, conscious of his presence behind her. She took her time looking around the tiny living room, though the cottage hadn’t changed much since she was here a few months ago. She was buying time for herself, because she didn’t know what to do.
How did one start a one-night stand?
Jenny did say she hoped more than one man would answer the call so that Claire could have several men to choose from. Should she ask Michael to arrange the men to parade in their swim trunks and evening clothes, like those in the beauty pageants, so she could judge and make a decision from among them? On the other hand, why bother when the man she wanted was right there—
The cottage door slammed shut behind her.
She pasted a bright smile on her lips and turned. “Which bedroom should I use?”
He quirked an eyebrow and set down her bag. He walked the few steps toward her with such predatory grace that her heart thudded against her rib cage and her shoulder bag slid to the floor from her nerveless hand, the strap having slipped down her shoulder ages ago. His lazy gaze strayed from her head down to her toes and lingered at some prominent places that had her tingling, something she hadn’t experienced before. He stopped in front of her and stared at her with a faint smile, his hand coming up to caress her cheek. “Maybe you should share mine.”
The supreme male confidence of those words made all her insecurities rise up to overwhelm her. What was she doing here? How could she bear it if another man—this sexy, attractive man—confirmed Robert’s opinion of her? Yet, was that frank male appreciation she saw in Michael’s eyes?
“Sh-should I?” she stammered.
He frowned. “Did I get Jenny’s message wrong somehow? Didn’t you come here for sex?”
Claire wasn’t used to such straight language and she blushed. “Um, ah…”
“I’m sorry.” He laughed softly, taking her hands in his. “I’ve embarrassed you. We’ll take it slow.”
His laughter somehow caused her discomfiture to vanish. “It’s just that when Jenny and I were planning this, it didn’t seem so real then.”
“Why don’t you come and meet the other guys then?”
A reprieve. “Sure.”
He ushered her into the next room, and the sight that greeted her stunned her into immobility. Michael bumped into her and heat emanated from his body, contributing to the rising temperature within her.
Moans, groans, and wet, slurping noises.
A handsome, naked, blond-haired man sat on a chair, and his fingers gripped the dark hair of another naked man, who was on his knees between the blond’s legs. The blond moaned and arched his back as the dark-haired man went down on his cock.
Oh God, the heat. Scorching her, taking away her breath.
“Sam? James? Uh, guys…”
“Sorry, Mike,” the blond replied, his eyes closed as he shook his head from side to side. Amazing, his hair was swept back from his face, as immaculate as though it had just been combed. “You took so long…and we just…just…ah…yes, yes…suck harder. Harder!”
She couldn’t take her eyes off the two men. They were so beautiful together, giving and receiving passion. The color of their hair and bodies also provided contrast and highlighted their individuality—the blond so creamy and fair as though his body hadn’t seen the light of the sun since young, while the dark-haired man was tanned all over. She’d bet even his cock was a deep brown color, even though it was hidden by his thigh all this time.
“Are they…are they always this intense?” she whispered.
“Yes,” Michael whispered back, his hands coming around her waist and pulling her back against him. He nuzzled her throat, kissing and nibbling. “Seeing them made me realize how lonely I am. I’m glad you came. I want you, Claire. Feel this.” He took her nerveless hand and cupped it around his cock, his throbbing, iron-hard cock.
Oh my. Her dream came true. This very attractive man wanted her.
She lost her breath. She shifted her hand up and down his length, and even through his trousers, he seemed to be…huge, so huge that her mouth watered.
“Want to join them?” He sucked on her ear and a pleasurable tingle spiraled through her. She had never known her ear could be so sensitive. “Or do you want to go upstairs to my bedroom?”
Bedroom.
Her hand jerked away from him.
The word brought back all the ugly memories of the time she’d spent in that very room with Robert, fourteen nights of the worst nightmare she’d ever had. It was as though water was thrown on the budding tendrils of desire she was starting to feel, and she shivered, though she remained wrapped in Michael’s arms.
“Claire? What is it?” He turned her around to face him, but she kept her head down until he placed two fingers beneath her chin and forced her to look at him. “Claire?”
She gazed into his deep-set brown eyes, which brimmed with concern and kindness. He touched something within her, and he made her want to confide in him. Somehow, he also imbued her with strength, because she was determined to discover her sexuality and all that entailed tonight. Robert and all that he’d shown her could go hang for all she cared.
But first, Michael had to know what he was dealing with.
“I do have something to tell you before we start.”
“Oh yeah?” He caught her seductive tone, and fire kindled in the depths of his brown eyes. He pressed her lower body against his, and she caught her breath as his hardness rubbed her soft belly. She wanted to tear his trousers open and hold him in her hands. He was making her crazy.
Robert hadn’t been able to make her respond this way.
For a woman who has had her confidence whittled away on a nightly basis, that thought was like a revelation and it sizzled through her.
“Claire?” Michael prompted.
Before she could say a word, the other two guys released furious shouts, and she whirled around, afraid something might have happened to them. She saw frenzied bucking and jerking as the dark-haired guy pumped his cock into the blond man’s ass. Heat traveled up her spine, and Michael pulled her back against him, his cock pushing into her buttocks as he shoved her hair aside and dragged his tongue across her nape.
Oh God, it felt so good. He felt so good, pressed up against her, his heat covering her, surrounding her.
The two guys collapsed on the floor, and the dark-haired man withdrew with a groan. At that moment, the blond guy opened his eyes and saw them. “Hey, Mike, is that the chick?”
She thought she heard Michael mutter “Damn” as he stepped back from her, though his arm remained about her waist. His voice was cheerful though as he introduced them. “Yes, this is Claire Gilliard. Claire, these two—”
The blond guy did a double take. “Gilliard? As in Frank Gilliard?”
“Yes,” Michael answered dryly. “The blond’s Sam Winters, and the other one’s James Farrell.”
“Nice to meet you, Claire,” the dark-haired guy said, then turned to Michael. “I share Sam’s sentiment. Hell Mike, Frank’s…I thought he only has one sister.”
“Claire’s his cousin.” Michael tightened his arm around her and quirked an eyebrow. “So?”
“What will Frank say when he finds out we’ve been doing his cousin?” James Farrell countered.
“I’m known to be an arrogant ass,” Sam Winters lifted a blond eyebrow, “but even I would stop short of fucking a friend’s relative.”
Oh God, they’re right, Claire thought in horror. Of all the things, she and Jenny hadn’t thought of that. They had assumed Frank would never know.
“First, is he going to find out?” Michael’s stare challenged them. “If none of us, not even Jenny, tells him, he isn’t going to know. Second, Claire’s of age. She has the right to choose whatever she wants to do, and if she wants to have a one-night stand tonight with whomever she pleases, she can do so.” He turned to her, his gaze softening as it landed on her face. “Isn’t that right, Claire?”
Her resolve strengthened within her. “Yes, you are so very right, but as I said, I have something to tell you before we start anything.”
“What’s that?”
She took a deep breath. “I may need some serious foreplay before…before…”
“Penetration?” His keen brown eyes assessed her.
She nodded.
“Why’s that?”
“Because I’m frigid.”
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