
  
    
      
    
  


  
    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    BOTH OF HER


    


    


    


    


    


    By Alisa Mullen & KATHY COOPMANS


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    

  


  


  


  
    Copyright 2015 ALISA MULLEN & KATHY COOPMANS


    [image: C:\Users\TORAY\Downloads\cclogo.png]


    
      This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-Noncommercial-No Derivative Works 3.0 Unported License.


      


      Attribution — You must attribute the work in the manner specified by the author or licensor (but not in any way that suggests that they endorse you or your use of the work).


      Noncommercial — You may not use this work for commercial purposes.


      No Derivative Works — You may not alter, transform, or build upon this work.


      


      Inquiries about additional permissions


      should be directed to: alimullenbooks@gmail.com

    


    


    


    Cover Design by Dana Lamothe


    Edited by Rose David


    


    


    This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, brands, media, and incidents are either the product of the author's imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to similarly named places or to persons living or deceased is unintentional.


    


    ISBN-13:978-1517589387


    ISBN-10:151758938X

  


  
    


    BOTH OF US THANKS:


    


    


    -First off, we have to thank Kimberly Russell Shaw for bringing the top mind fuck novelists of 2015 together for this collaboration. We had a blast working together. What a ride!


    -Thanks to our step-children, Helena and Melanie. We adore you.


    -Thank you Amy Gamache with Rose David Editing for being flexible with our different writing styles.


    -Thank you to Heather from Panty Dropping Book Blog for everything. You are amazing.


    -To Dana Leah who jumped on board and created the perfect cover.


    -Tessi and Dustin, thank you for creating the perfect cover for Both of Her. The moment our eyes hit this photo we knew it was the one.


    -We both would like to thank our family and friends. A lot of time is taken away from our loved ones when we write. More time was taken away when we decided to write this book together on top of continuing our own separate stories. We thank you for continuing to support us and allowing us to live our dreams, fulfill our passion, while standing by our sides.


    -For all the blogs who helped us spread the word. You all amaze us with your continued support and the awesome things you do.


    -To you the reader – you allow us to enter your life while reading our words. How can the two of us put into words our thanks to you? With so many books to choose from. You choose ours as one to read. Thank you from the deepest part of our hearts.


    


    A note from Kathy – I would like to thank Alisa for bringing the idea of Luca to my mind and collaborating with me on a story of one woman trying to find her true identity. It’s funny sometimes how you can find that certain person who you click with. You and I do. I look forward to our journey together!


    


    To Kathy’s Kinky Krew – we have never seen a group of women so dedicated like you. You all are simply THE BEST.


    


    A note from Alisa – I would like to also thank Kathy for helping to bring Luca to life. Without you I’m not sure Both of Her would have developed into the story that it is. You have been amazing through it all. I look forward to what the future holds for us.


    


    To my Boston Babes – What can I say about my girls? I love you all so much and appreciate everything you do for me. (Donkeys Rock – Et!) There you go! XOXO


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    

  


  
    



    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    PROLOGUE


    


    


    How ‘Both of Her’ Started


    It is officially official. According to the black and white school uniformed clock in the mathematics lecture hall, Christmas break will start in less than eighteen minutes. I only have to listen to my Economics professor talk about the effect that holiday shopping has on the United States economy. I couldn’t care less, because I am broke. My family will be receiving coupons for free car washes from yours truly while I’m home on break. Actually, maybe I will mix it up this year, and bake some cookies to place under the tree in little gift bags.


    As my professor drones on, I imagine my mom’s smile and my father’s words, as they open the gifts I plan to give them. “Luca, it is the thought that counts, honey. We are always so proud of you.”


    They should be proud of me. Although I told myself I would never become a Yankee, I moved from sunny Jacksonville, Florida to take a spot as a third seat flutist at New York University on a full ride. I still have to pay for books and food, so I have a job at the little pizza shop right around the corner from my tiny apartment. Even while working, I still bust my butt off to maintain the GPA that NYU expects from me. I’m not stupid. I know that playing the flute will not be my only passion in life, so I am studying for a double major in business. I might be in college forever, but for now, I am living moment to moment and loving it. I don’t know who I will become, but I know I hate being broke. I also know the long lecture that takes up the mind numbing last minutes of the semester has absolutely zero to do with me. If it was me, I would succeed through all days of the year - whether it was Christmas or Valentine’s Day. When I start to work, like with my flute practicing, I will give it more than one hundred percent.


    As if an angel had fallen from the sky and landed on my professor’s shoulder, he clears his throat to announce that we should all enjoy our time off, before releasing us a few minutes early. With my final papers in hand, I do an inward high five when I see the ninety-three on the top of my page. It is a glorious Christmas present.


    As I walk out of class, I power up my phone to let my parents know that I am heading back to my place, grabbing my bags, and setting off to John F. Kennedy Airport to catch my six o’clock flight to Florida. I will deplane in Florida, wearing flip flops, no matter the temperature. It has to be warmer than the city that never sleeps. It is also the city that is so cold during the winter months that it actually kills the elderly. People don’t mention that part and they really need to. People require heat. Florida was where it was at. I don’t think anyone, but the obvious Floridians, have gotten the lifesaving memo.


    I actually feel bad for New Yorkers, notice that I don’t consider myself one, nor do I ever plan to. Despite that, the city and the surrounding New England states were expecting a large Nor’easter winter storm in the next day with temperatures expecting to drop below zero. I breathe a sigh of relief when I hear that I will be missing that shit storm by mere hours. By the time the blast of winter hits the city, I will be well over the clouds and storm alike, as I read the first of many romance novels I piled up. The poor things have been waiting for this vacation.


    Freshman year at the prestigious New York University was difficult to adjust to at first. I think about home and warmth often, which makes me miss palm trees and grass year round. I know I am an adult now, finding my way through a different experience and yes, New York City is an experience, but I am also a firm believer in the saying, “nothing is forever”. This southern girl will land a job as close to the equator as soon as she flips her graduation cap up into the air.


    A quick glance to the alarm clock on my roommate’s desk in our dorm shows that I am running behind schedule. I start jamming anything I see into a red duffle bag and dial a taxi at the same time. I’m always running late and it shows. I will end up in Florida with no toothbrush and thirty pairs of panties for a five day trip. The night before I’d been working nonstop on my final papers that I was confident I would be able to pack everything I need in the hour lag time between economics and when I need to be at the airport.


    It wasn’t. I am screwed in so many more ways than one.


    ***


    My mouth is full of cotton from being exposed to the dry air of the airport. It also doesn’t help that it has been gaped wide open for at least ten minutes. My eyes toggle from the snow flurries outside and the departure screen that announces all flights out of John F. Kennedy Airport are cancelled.


    Cancelled.


    Not delayed, not hold on, not we will get you on the next flight sometime or somehow. Nope. Nothing to help us figure out what the hell to do. They are all just cancelled. I can’t wrap my mind around spending the indefinite future at this airport with thousands of other irritated people, waiting to take off for the holiday. This has never happened to me before and well, what do people do? Do they just stand here like idiots? I look out the windows and back to the monitors.


    “But it isn’t even snowing!” I scream at the monitors. “You all are a bunch of pussies! This is what you’re trained for!”


    I hear a low chuckle behind me. I whip around to find a tall blond guy in what appears to be in a pilot uniform.


    “Please. Tell me what you really think,” he bemuses, crossing his arms over his chest.


    He is hot, yes. The whole pilot thing is really doing it for him, but fuck – this is the last person I want to find attractive right now.


    “Why?” I whine.


    “Why were they cancelled?” he asks, flicking his eyes up to the screens.


    I nod, giving him a “duh” look. “Yes, why they all are cancelled. You’re the expert.” Okay, I feel a little brazen and maybe a bit petulant.


    “Well, New York may not be in storm trouble right now, but there are two very large storms coming this way, one heading up from the south, the other heading from the west. Any flight that goes out today won’t be able to stop unless they are headed south of Costa Rica. It’s actually the worst weather I have seen in years.” His facial expression turns grim as he appears to think about something.


    “What? Sad you won’t be making your paycheck tonight? Some of us have families to get to, cities to flee from. Gah! This is so fucking ridiculous,” I yell out into the crowds of people who look like they want to scream an Amen of agreement.


    I am beyond confused. No one has an answer. No one knows what to do. I am stuck. I am stuck in New York with no one.


    “You know what would make you feel a whole lot better about this?” the hot pilot asks me under his breath. Did he just read my fucking mind? Did I just say that out loud?


    I lift my chin up to look him in the eyes. At the same time, his eyes travel up and down my body, which causes my eyes to widen in shock. Sure, I am a blond haired, skinny Floridian. I have a constant tan and big enough tits for three girls. But hell, this guy is too obvious.


    “Not interested?” he asks, his eyebrows lift and his thick, wet tongue slowly moves out to lick his lips in the most seductive manner.


    I nearly choke on my saliva that is pooling on my own tongue.


    “How…how often do you proposition young, distressed women in need?” I ask, crossing my arms over my chest. He murmurs something about my “lucky arms” as he watches them move across my breasts.


    “Nope,” he answers with a wicked grin on his face. “You just look like you haven’t – haven’t been pleasured in a while. It would make you feel a lot better. I could make you forget where you are for a solid two hours if you let me.”


    “Confident much? You must be ten years older than me,” I acknowledge. Not that my curiosity isn’t sparked. No one has ever come on so strong or so confidently in my life. It is different and I like it. There aren’t any foreplay games. There aren’t any commitments to worry about. It is what it is and it is sexy.


    Not to mention, but I will anyway that it has been a while and my own hand has become more mechanical than pleasurable. I haven’t felt this uncomfortable ache between my legs since my high school boyfriend. That boy was seriously sexy when he was shirtless and sweaty.


    “Age is just a number; it’s the moments that count,” he replies with the most serious expression across his face.


    I stare at him for long moments, gauging his expectations and his determination. I am the only woman he sees in this mess of angry and irritated people. He sees sex and fun where everyone else sees boredom and insanity. I choose his way of thinking.


    Yes, I think, nodding once to him. His pleased expression is fucking beautiful and I feel ten times lighter now, knowing I am not going to be alone. No, I am going to be with a pilot. Oh, hell yes.


    I follow my pilot up an escalator and through many unmarked doors to a lounge area where pilots, stewardesses, and other airline personnel are congregating. Most of them are glued to the television with the obvious hopes that the weather will suddenly evaporate into outer space. Others talk and laugh loudly by a high countered mahogany bar. They don’t seem one bit phased by the weather. Again, I choose that crowd. There is nothing anyone can really do.


    No one notices us as we sit in two comfortable plush chairs that are facing each other next to the one sided window out to the terminal down below.


    “What would you like to drink…um, shit, what’s your name?” he asks, his voice rising in surprise. I am a bit taken back too. We never exchanged our names between his pickup line and his follow through. Does that make me a slut? A hooker? A freak?


    I never have random hook ups. This is not me. I suddenly feel the need to keep my real self out of the equation. I smile and answer anyway.


    “I would love a chocolate martini and my name is Lucia,” I answer in a purr like manner, outstretching my hand to shake his.


    Instead of shaking my hand, my pilot turns it over, and his wet, full lips find the back of it. He watches me as his tongue slips out to give my hand a full on open mouthed kiss. The ache increases and I am on board. I am doing this.


    “Lucia is such a beautiful name. I’m Camden.” His voice is sandpaper and silk together in a beautiful combination of lust.


    I blush at his open public display of affection, no matter how small it is, and nod in acknowledgment of his name and the kiss. Camden, the pilot, is a sweet distraction from my controlling nature of well… nature. Fuck the snow. I officially hate New York and I will demand a transfer to any college south of Atlanta by next summer. I am sick of the troubles it brings to me. Full scholarship to NYU be damned. I will study harder in the spring so I can get out of New York with an even better scholarship to a school in the south.


    I watch Camden as he saunters up to the bar – the bar that I am not legally allowed to be served at. I look around and wonder why I haven’t felt nervous especially when I first walked in here. Something inside me knows that no matter where I go with Camden, I will be welcomed – respected. I smile at him with a grateful look of reprieve and add a little bit of wanting desire into my expression, so that he will remain interested in me. He speaks softly with the female bartender, quickly throws down some money, and walks back to me. My martini, which I’ve never ordered before today, is in one hand and a bottle of beer claims the other. His eyes don’t leave mine as he walks back to sit with me.


    As he comes close to me to place the martini down on a napkin provided by the club, he softly grazes my cheek with his lips.


    “Are you old enough to order that drink for yourself, Lucia?” he whispers into my ear, before running the tip of his tongue along my ear lobe.


    I inhale sharply and shake my head without hesitation. He blows out a large breath and takes his seat immediately to my left, essentially keeping me disguised from the rest of the club. The only other focal point, besides himself, Camden has given me is the window that displays frantic families, pissed off wives or husbands, seasoned business people, and clueless elderly transported back and forth on the airport caddies. Everyone looks so lost. I suddenly feel found.


    I briefly wonder how many students are stuck in the airport. Do they get a hot pilot to warm up with, too? I decide to ignore all of my thoughts of those people in the airport, other students, and my troubles of getting home. I let Camden in.


    “Does my age bother you?” I ask, taking a small sip off the martini, which I decide that I do, indeed, like.


    “Yes,” he says huskily. “It bothers me very much.”


    Camden rests back in his chair and takes a long pull off of his beer.


    I look at the martini, pick it up, down it, and start to collect my things. I will not be a nuisance on the day of all nuisances. I have a few books to read, texts to respond to, and people to call. This guy isn’t worth anymore of my time if I am not the appropriate age for his attention. Fuck it. I can dream about the idea of this later. His firm grip on my wrist startles me back to the current moment. I look up to him with a questioning expression.


    “I am bothered, Lucia. My dick is so bothered by your age that I’m not sure I can put up the pretense of dinner and drinks before I take you from behind,” he firmly states, his teeth clenching as tight as a vice grip and his Adam’s apple bobbing up and down. The guy can’t even swallow properly he is so turned on.


    “What made you think I want dinner and drinks before? You only proposed one thing, Camden. I didn’t have any other expectations when I came with you.” The smile I want to unleash stays hidden behind my pretense of being calm and untouchable.


    He stares at me, searching for the answer that I’ve already given him. I won’t tell him again that I want to have sex with him. I nod back in the terminal. I came with him to this lounge area. I’ve answered all of his questions. Now, he has to understand through my body language, the obvious declaration of my desire. A lengthy silence passes between us until I can’t take it any longer.


    “I would like another martini, Camden. If you plan to have me from behind, I would like at least one more martini,” I say. I feel like a slut. I must be a slut. One thing is for sure – no one will ever know about this. Never.


    His nod is accompanied by a beautiful, sexual smile, as he finally realizes where I will allow the night to go.


    ***


    That was the Christmas I became two people. New York was snowed in for days and days. There were no airplanes, no busses, and no traveling for all of those stuck in the city. Camden and I were just two people out of millions that didn’t get the pleasure of spending Christmas with their families.


    Despite being snowed in, I received the best Christmas presents I’ve ever been given. After three nights of fucking like teenagers who just lost their virginity and having no idea what the word satiated means, I take advantage of all the luxuries the Waldorf Astoria provided.


    Each morning, I awake to Camden’s mouth on my generous breasts and the heat of his pleasure captivated by my thighs. He bathes me, feeds me a delicious breakfast, and then makes all the necessary arrangements we need every day. Not once did he complain about the obvious thousands of dollars he was spending on our time together. I thank him multiple times with both my words and the mouth the words came out of. He has a smile on his face every time he looks at me.


    It was a beautiful time together, something I would never forget. I grew to love New York over our time together. Somehow, Camden shows me everything I was missing about New York. We never offer up much information about one another, but I do suspect that he has a girlfriend or someone that he is seeing from the few times I happen to walk by while he talks on the phone. He never lowers his voice or offers me bull shit. We both know that when our planes take off to different locations, we will never see each other again.


    The last afternoon we have together, he prepares a light dinner, arranges for a couple’s massage in the suite, and surprises me with a beautiful Tiffany diamond ring. When I told them it was too much and I couldn’t accept it, he places his palm over mine and says he wants a part of himself to always be with me.


    Camden taught me a lot about my body, about light bondage, and about what pleases a man to no end. He taught me that if I were to open myself to up to men, I would be well taken care of. When I was finally able to get on a plane to Florida, in first class, thanks to Camden, I thought about our time together and what I want for my future.


    We decide on a quick goodbye, and even thought I know I will never see him again, I know that not only do I want to be the best I can be at the flute and in business, but I will need to live the fantasy world that Camden introduced me to. I promise myself that no matter how accomplished, popular, or wealthy I become in the future, I would want days like those spent with Camden to be a part of my lifestyle as well.


    It took me many years to finally find myself in that happy abyss of diamonds, first class, and luxury. Sure, I could afford it on my own with my own thriving, multi-billion dollar company I was the CEO of, but it was much more meaningful coming from beautiful, wealthy men who saw true physical beauty in me. It was so refreshing to have both lives. I could be two people.


    Luca and Lucia were both me.


    Both of her.


    It never hurt anyone until one day when it nearly destroys everything.


    


    

  


  
    ONE


    


    


    Ten Years Later


    


    If you asked me ten years ago if I would be living in one of the coldest regions in the United States, my eighteen year old self probably would’ve bet you one thousand dollars - a lot of money for me at that time - that I’d decide on sunny Florida or Georgia. My life, in those innocent, barely adult eyes, catered to my future mid-level business and marketing position, my doting husband, and my adorable twins. One boy and one girl, of course.


    Now that I am twenty-eight years old, I would be out one thousand dollars, a lovely husband, and the two rug rats, because today, I am trying to beat the low temperature of fifteen degrees Fahrenheit by asking my driver, Colin, to get the Lincoln ready an extra half hour early for my half mile commute to work. I am such a sucker for wealth.


    My Louis Vuitton clad feet take the mere fifteen steps from the car to the front entrance of the Willis Tower, better known as the Sears Tower to most of America – damn buy outs – in downtown Chicago, but fuck it, if those weren’t the worst fifteen steps of my day.


    Despite the gray day, and Colin’s announcement that snow was predicted later in the evening, I still wear my dark sunglasses through the beautifully luxurious lobby of the Willis and while I ride the elevator straight up eighty-five floors to my office.


    Warm, sandy beaches, I think of as I start to pull off my Italian leather gloves and hand them to Annie, my personal assistant. She’s oblivious that I’m mentally checked out as she begins talking my ear off about her upcoming weekend – something I could have done without that morning. I wasn’t ready to work. I hated to work when it was this dreary outside.


    Divider Marketing, Inc. had gone public last week and as it stood, my personal net worth sits at a cool three point two million dollars, having almost fifty-five percent of the shares in my family’s name. Does my family know? Of course they know I set money aside for them, but do they know how much? No fucking way. My mom and dad, blue collar, all-American citizens in Jacksonville, Florida, were always supportive of my success starting from a very young age. They sent me to a private flutist throughout my childhood when they realized my love of the instrument. Eventually, they invested more in those private lessons, so it could grace me with a scholarship to college. Wherever that college was they didn’t care. Never in their wildest dreams did they think I would get a full ride to New York University, where I worked my ass off to obtain a double major in business, because let’s face it – flutist don’t make actual money. Actual money was what I had in stocks, bonds, art, homes, diamonds, and written all over my face. Nevertheless, playing the flute is still where I find my calm. Well, except for my getaway weekends. Those are my most favorite past time… hands down. Hands all over me, actually. Hot, soothing hands with whispered intents make my stomach jump a little.


    I live the good life and it is my secret alone. Apart from Annie, I have two people that work side by side with me at Divider. Leo and Mitch are two guys that I had a bulk of my courses with at NYU, and to this day, have never been able to understand what the draw to a keg party was. They tend to stay out of the nightlife and focus on numbers, allocations, financial trends, and most importantly, coding for software.


    When Apple came out with the Application Store, the three of us spent hours talking and researching applications that would best help people in the new millennium. We own nearly twenty percent of the largest applications that are sold through the Application Store so every few days, over a box of Dunkin Donuts coffee, and equipped with jelly donuts, the three of us brainstorm at least another three to five applications that would find themselves on the App Store by the following week. We use this brand of marketing to start helping smaller companies get with the twenty-first century. The almost daily meetings are imperative to Divider. Leo and Mitch are the brains and I’m the beauty behind Divider. While I enjoy that part of the business very much, I hate the nitty-gritty details of meeting with people that have ideas to give us, trying to take a piece of the pie. Sure, sometimes it is necessary to bring them on to help as a consultant, but even those meetings piss me off because since college, I believe Leo and Mitch to be two of the smartest men that have ever lived. They, in turn, love that I took all my blood, sweat, and tears and got us up and off the ground years ago. I remember the sleepless nights and the painstaking accounts that no one wanted in this industry. I started off pinching a form of Ramen Noodles through an interactive application on a smart phone. We’ve been pinching hundred dollar bills instead of pennies ever since.


    A year into our endeavor; they sat me down and asked me how and why I believed in the company and where I could get the startup capital. Those questions never had real answers. I looked at both of them and gave my most fantastic grin. After I swooped in with a most cuddly hug for both of them, I told them never to worry about money again. I wasn’t worried, but something about those two nerds from college made my heart sing and still does to this day. They may never know my penchant for dirty sex and lavish gifts, but I like to think that if they ever knew, they’d ignore that side of me. I can’t imagine them being too angry. Well, I hope they might find some compassion for my addiction.


    I knew then I had enough jewelry in my safe to get us started and let’s just say, an anonymous donor got us up and running. After many demands to know, I just said, “Girls need to have some secrets, boys.” I playfully squealed at our new office, kissed them both on the cheek, and begged off to all the staff interviews that week. I hated meeting with people even back then so they’d let it slide.


    Now, I come in for our powwows and my love of prettying up campaigns. I meet up with Annie and she goes over the social events that Divider is expected to be a part of now that we were in the top five most lucrative firms in Chicago. The boys, as I call them, have absolutely no idea how to hold a champagne flute, give a succinct toast, a riveting speech, or talk money shop with potential investors. It’s so cliché, but yes, I’m the walking, talking poster for Divider and I play it well knowing they are huddled in conference rooms, being the brains they are. I like to believe that we all knew our roles and the three of us are quite comfortable in them.


    After the business had been flourishing for a year, Mitch was growing tired of being a guinea pig, so I threw two assistants at him, both graduates of MIT. One of them accepted his daily intellectual challenges and threw it back into his face. Rachel became more to Mitch. Much more. Now Mitch is married to his Rachel, with two kids. He hardly ever complained about another thing again, except how she challenges him at home. All men need challenges every now and again.


    Leo’s a different story. He’s so damn pigheaded that he picks apart every transaction and person until there is nothing left. The guy is always unhappy and since it is money and the business that made him unhappy, I had a friend do a small favor and pay him a visit every Friday evening around ten. Since that first weekend, Leo has been as chill as a surfer dude in Hawaii.


    If those two are happy, they don’t question why I’m not sitting in on important meetings or why I wear my sunglasses unless I’m alone with only certain people or behind closed doors. They’ll never understand that as much as I love the life Divider has provided me, the pride it gave me – to do this on my own and to know I would always be secure financially is not where my happiness stems from.


    “Mark would like to know if you’d like to meet for dinner at Palo’s tonight,” Annie begins to say. This is the time where she chirps off my social calendar for the rest of the week, and normally, I listen with great interest to the gentlemen that want to have dinner with me. Today, I just want out of this fucking awful weathered city.


    “Annie, I’m going to take tomorrow and Friday off to look into a business down south,” I say as I whirl around, lower my sunglasses, and wink at her. A small smirk flashes across her face before she straightens and looks around to be sure we didn’t draw any attention.


    “Of course, Luca. Shall I tell them you would like a rain check then?” she asks as we continue down the hall to my two thousand square foot office that includes a sitting room, a bathroom, and okay, a closet with an automatic runner. Sweet dreams are made from money and I have the sweetest dreams.


    “Don’t you mean snow check? Ugh, when will this filthy weather give up already?” I ask rhetorically.


    Annie knows she doesn’t have to answer, so instead goes on to ask what services she can provide in my absence.


    “I’ll call you tomorrow at eleven to check in. Mitch, Leo, and I will do our hour following your updates. You all know the drill. If there are any problems, I’ll be sure to update everyone’s calendar.”


    I open the door to my toasty warm office and find the boys have already made themselves comfortable in my sitting area. I walk around to look at the forms on my desk.


    “Do you need me to sign all of these now?” I ask taking off my glasses just as Annie clicks the door shut.


    She nods and I take a seat to start signing the twenty or so papers.


    “Well, hi Luca. Nice to see you, too,” Mitch starts.


    I look up to him and blow a kiss. Leo pretends to catch it and then the two of them are instantly in some sort of boy like wrestling session.


    “How old are you two?” I question.


    “Luca, I can answer that question if I could be frank, “Annie states.


    I looked up to her, amused. I nod for her to continue.


    “They are smarter than any two men I know, but I’m not sure that they ever got rid of their Batman underwear.”


    Both men stop wrestling and look at Annie in shock. I bust out in laughter and high five her. Annie is simply fabulous. If I had a best friend, she would be it. I think she knows it, too. However, my life is too busy for a best friend to grab martinis or eat ice cream with. I have places to go and people to meet. She and I occasionally get these few moments at work to act like the twenty something chicks we are, but outside of this building, she would never be able to understand my life style choice.


    “Annie, Mitch, Leo – I’m going to Georgia for the rest of the week to do some business exploration down there.”


    “Bull shit,” Mitch spits out. “You hate the weather and you’re making an excuse to get out of it.”


    No one says anything. He is right, but I will drum up business there and everyone knows it. I finish signing the papers on my desk and hand them to Annie with an eye roll. No one understands me here and the more I try to explain myself, the more I feel like this place is a fucking prison of butch women, wanting their way with me in the bathroom.


    “Tell Colin to have Margie get me packed and ready to go in an hour,” I state without a glance in either of my partners’ direction.


    “But we will really miss you,” Leo whines like a little child. Annie snickers as she makes her way out my door and presumably down to her office.


    “Luca, your assistant is so fucking hot,” Leo announces. I look up to find him slack jawed, eyes trailing Annie’s movements down the hall through the little slice of window that exposes me to the rest of the office. I should cover that up, I think, until the horror of what Leo has said completely registers.


    With our jaws dropped, both Mitch and I stare at him. “Since when?” Mitch asks as I exclaim, “That is disgusting! She’s my assistant!”


    Leo shrugs like it’s no big deal but for Leo – he gets off on computers and brand new BIC pens. He color codes his socks, as I once confirmed during our senior year at NYU. I wasn’t sure if he ever thought about women unless they were in his lap. Stretching his arms, Leo hugs the back of the couch with a small smirk. Was he holding out on us? Of course, I couldn’t be too mad. If these boys knew what I really did in my spare time, well…I pray we would still be friends.


    No one actually knows who I am. Hell, sometimes I forget, and think I’m an actress living a privileged life. The closest I come to being my true self is around these boys. They are NYU geeks and I related to their club better than any other group on campus. Equations and formulas were my thing until I started living my other life. I quickly stand up and go to sit in the middle of them.


    “Yeah, well – you are too out of her league, Leo. What happened to that lovely brunette who you’re banging?” I ask, putting my arms around both my boys’ shoulders.


    “We still bang.” No emotion accompanies that statement. Leo is stating a fact in Leo style.


    The three of us sit there in an awkward silence for a while until I clear my throat.


    “Did you just say bang?” I ask looking at him with a grin.


    Leo, in the true boring conversationalist form, shrugs again. Ugh, yes I am the most like myself with these guys, but holy shit we are so fucking boring.


    “So what’s on your calendar for the rest of the week?” I ask, moving to return back to my desk.


    “We have two engineering meetings. You know nothing that you would ever care about,” Mitch states.


    I look up and sigh, placing a manicured hand on my pin stripped suited hip. “Oh cut the shit, Mitch. You know I don’t understand all that mumbo jumbo. Give me numbers and I’ll make them look any way you want them to, but shit, engineering? What is the program?”


    “Something to do with another GPS tracking application because Lord knows we can’t have enough of those,” Leo says, rolling his eyes.


    “I thought we did well with our map application. Mapperz is cool.” I purse my lips and scrunch up my nose to think about why people feel the need to compare one program’s directions to ten others. They all get you to the same place. Mapperz comes equipped with police and accident trackers, and it will cost us more to make a new app, but if people want to buy it, it might not kill us to spend the week, making it happen. I mean, it won’t kill Leo and Mitch. They can bitch all they want, but this is their game, their passion. I am along for the ride because we are as tight now as we were in college and well, it was the three of us coming up with the company on napkins at a coffee shop in our last semester in college.


    Despite all of that, I don’t feel bad about getting out of the snow for a few days. They knew me, the Florida girl with perpetual cold feet. They knew I drummed up business anywhere and everywhere I went. Nevertheless, Luca and winter are not friends but no matter what happens, I will never permanently leave Chicago. I am owned by Divider and these geeks so in return, I own them. I can’t disrespect that by permanently moving anywhere else. That didn’t mean I wasn’t willing to travel to get what I really want every weekend.


    What I really want is just a matter of a few phone calls away to my dearest acquaintance, Carl. Carl is my token gay friend who has a penchant for hooking me up with what people might call one night stands. Except they aren’t really “one night” and there is a lot more to the “stand” than sex. No, I wasn’t paid for sex or my time. That would make me a hooker and excuse me, but I have more money than most women my age or any age for that matter. No, I enjoy the men, the flowers, the gowns, the envious looks from other men and women, the jewelry, and finally, the mindless orgasms each and every one of those men gives to me. Whether I have to teach them or they come fully trained, I am always richer in experience after the nights with my secret men.


    A low burn starts between my legs as I begin to think about the diamond tear drop earrings I recently saw at Tiffany’s. A quick pang to my stomach flashes as I think of my body in a satin gown with a glass of champagne in my hand. A hot flash comes over me as I ponder those earrings and that gown discarded as I take in a strong and wealthy man that meets all of my needs.


    Shit. I need a fix. All I have to do is get through this day and find my next man.


    


    

  


  
    


    TWO


    


    


    “Oh look, her limousine awaits! Must be nice to have a driver take you to the airport.” Leo’s high pitched squeal that sounds like a little girl who just saw a puppy startles the shit out of me as we exit the building after a non-stop day of phone calls. My mouth has been running all day answering questions to our newest client, Evan Myers about how we’re going to pitch his campaign for his financial company to the investors he has lined up for next week. The man is a genius at the age of twenty-five, with a face that leaves a stain on my chair from my panties getting soaked every time he leaves, but at the same time, the man is starting to get on my last nerve. I may sound like a bitch at times, I assure you I’m not. I’m fun, energetic, and willing to try anything once. Except drugs. Drugs are way too dangerous, addictive, and not to mention, they mess with your mind. I need to be in control of my mind at all times, especially on the weekends where I leave town to become the desirable Lucia Westwood. But I swear to god, if he doesn’t let me do my job, which I do extremely well, I’m going to throttle him and it will not be in the way I have fantasized about many times before.


    “Hello? Sex in heels?” Colin snaps his fingers in front of my face.


    “What?” I bite back.


    “You zoned out there for a second. Your luxury chariot awaits.” The dork stands with the back passenger door to the limo wide open, and swipes his hand for me to enter.


    “You know you can use the company car for anything you want, don’t you?” For some reason, I suddenly feel a slight bit terrible I use it all the time for my personal use.


    “Nah, this isn’t for me. I’d rather pick up chicks with my dick, instead of picking them up in a Lincoln.”


    I stand there observing the little puffs of carbon dioxide coming out of his mouth, only noticeable due to the freezing cold air. I wonder what kind of girls find Colin attractive. He is like a little brother to me, although I know he is my age. We’ve never really discussed our extracurricular activities and I cringe at the thought of his.


    “You’re such an ass.” I roll my eyes for the second time that day, before smiling at the thought of the comfortable relationship I have with my driver. Colin must know something happens when I go out of town, seeing as I come home with double the luggage every single time. He always has this real smug look on his face when he places the extra bags in the trunk and smacks my ass like the flirt he is.


    “Get in so I can get you out of town,” he growls as he practically shoves me in the back.


    “Have a good weekend, and for Christ sake, bring some of that warm weather home with you. This shit is making my dick shrivel up.” He leans in, placing a kiss on my cheek, before he slams the door closed. Propping my head back on the headrest, I laugh at how crass he is. I laugh even harder because he has no idea, what so ever, exactly how warm I will be staying all weekend. Warm in bed, with a new man, who I plan on fucking until both of us feel like we’re sweating half to death.


    “Thanks for taking me to the airport, Colin. I know how nerving this rush hour traffic is.” Slipping my Jimmy Choo’s off, I prop my legs sideways on the seat, settling in comfortably for the ride to the airport.


    “You pay me to do this, Luca,” Colin says, glancing at me in the rear view mirror. One of the things I ask of all my employees is to call me by my first name. Miss so and so sounds too uptight to me. Besides I consider them my friends.


    “That I do. However, we both know Chicago sucks when it comes to driving. Anyway, I have a file to look at. I’m going to put the divider up. Let me know when were close?” I’m eager to take a look at the man Carl hooked me up with for the weekend, that I barely register Colin’s comment about all work and no play. If he only knew what kind of play I’m about to get into this weekend, those small lines starting to form at the crease of his eyes would spread to his hairline faster than my legs plan on doing tonight.


    Taking off my sunglasses, I toss them in my bag, before running my fingers through my shoulder length blonde hair. I open up the file Carl sent me of the man I will be spending the weekend with.


    “Holy fuck,” I blurt out to myself when my eyes come to rest on the photo of Heath Landon. Twenty-five years old. Sandy blonde hair. Dark brown chocolate eyes. Square chiseled jaw. Heat instantly pools in my core like a thousand angry volcanos ready to erupt, causing me to shift in the seat.


    “If he fucks like he looks, this is going to be one hell of a weekend.” I look down to my pussy as if to make sure she heard me. Flipping through the rest of the pages, I make sure everything I always ask Carl for is intact. He has never failed me before, yet I always try to know as much about the men I spend the weekend with before I meet them. That means a health screening check, a marital status check, and a criminal background check. Those three things are a must for me. They must be cleared of any diseases, not married, have a girlfriend, or any type of criminal record. Safety is a must. I always demand the use of a condom even if they ask for a blowjob. As far as asking for a criminal check background goes, that pretty much speaks for itself. No way in hell will I put myself in jeopardy the way some women do. These men I spend my time with have to be free of all three of these first and foremost. I may like to fuck a complete stranger, but I will never put my life in danger. I trust Carl with the men he hooks me up with. It’s them I don’t trust. How can you fully trust someone you really don’t know? You can’t. That’s why this is a two way street. All this information they provide me with I provide them with as well.


    “I wonder what he does for a living. Please be something exciting.” My body explodes in elation when I skim to the last page and see he is a chef. Jesus Christ the ideas I have running through my mind right now. Will he want to fuck me on his counter where he chops up all his food? Will he use some of those handy triple X kitchen gadgets that are utensils and sex toys all in one?


    Closing up the folder, my body is on fire. There’s no way I’m going to make this two and a half hour flight to Savannah, Georgia without relieving myself.


    Tucking the file firmly back in place in my Louis Vuitton travel bag, I stretch my legs in front of me, planting my feet firmly on the floor. My ass seems to lift off the seat on its own, as I try to unzip my tight fitting skirt by gliding down the side zipper. Relief hits me in a big whoosh the minute I shimmy my skirt up past my stockings and garter belt exposing my naked thighs. Instantly, I’m thankful for going sans panties this morning the moment my fingers reach my aching bare sex; smooth to the touch from my recent waxing.


    “Oh god,” I moan. Sensation courses its way from the tips of my toes to the top of my mound when my finger glides easily through my slick heat. No need to worry about how cold it is outside anymore, because it’s scorching in here. Hotter than the lava from those thousands of volcanoes I was just thinking about.


    Closing my eyes, I start fantasizing about the different things Heath and I could do this weekend. The way his fingers will caress me, the same way he would stroke the smooth end of his favorite knife. Or how he will palm my ass with his strong hands while he drives his large cock into me from behind.


    Sloping down further into the seat, I begin to knead my breast through my coat. Why the hell didn’t I take it off? I make quick work of unbuttoning the top two buttons, before sliding my hand under my silk shirt and bra. Grasping ahold of my already perked nipple, I pinch it to the point of eliciting the pain I love so much. There’s nothing in this world as tender as my nipples. I love having them sucked so deep into a man’s mouth that the pain shoots pleasure to every erogenous zone in my entire body. It’s Heath’s mouth I see in my mind's eye nipping and licking my breast; pressing them together, while sliding his cock in between.


    “Get there, Luca. Fuck yourself,” I moan. Thankful for the blackened out shield separating Colin and me right now, because I’m going to shoot off like the grand finale of fireworks over Lake Michigan on the fourth of July.


    I find my clit. Already a tender hard nub, protruding and eager for my touch. Rubbing in quick, hard circles over and over while lapping up my wetness from my folds. My pussy screaming for any type of penetration.


    Spreading my legs as wide as they will go, my finger easily slides down my walls. The sensation is overwhelmingly powerful once I begin to move in and out. The sounds of my slickness bounce off the small interior of the limo.


    “More I need more,” I pant. Inserting a second finger, I hooking them both back toward myself the best I can, trying to reach that sensitive spot to push me over the edge. “Fuck yes.” I pump in and out in quick successions. Foreign noises escape my mouth as I push myself closer to the edge.


    I feel it burning inside of me, begging to release itself from my body. Squeezing my eyes shut tighter, I imagine what Heath’s cock will look like, what his lips will taste like, how they will feel when they lick up my center. In my mind he is devouring me like he tastes his greatest creation. I explode like those volcanos. My orgasm rips through me. Hot and wet onto my fingers. With one last pinch of my nipple, I remove my hand from inside my shirt. Exhaling loudly, I pull my soaked fingers from my greedy pussy. Quickly, I clean myself up with the package of tissues I always carry with me when I travel. I correct my clothes back in their proper place and I lay my head back, watching the Chicago skyline fade away in the distance. A smile graces my face after my release. “Carl,” I say to myself, “I do believe you’ve done it again, my friend.”


    ***


    “Shit. It’s freezing out,” I roughly tell Colin, as he hands me my bag out of the trunk of the limo. “It’s the first of March for god’s sake. Shouldn’t it be spring?”


    Colin laughs beside me. “It will be soon, Luca. In the meantime, you’re about to spend two days in Savannah, Georgia.”


    “I know. I looked up the weather last night while watching television. It’s in the mid-seventies down there. Which means, if you don’t see me walking out of the terminal Sunday afternoon, I’m not coming back,” I tell him jokingly.


    “Whatever, Luca. Enjoy your flight. Get inside before you catch a cold and can’t enjoy yourself,” Colin says, chastising me like a child. He’s been my driver for two years now and was just like the brother I never had. Being an only child could be lonely at times. My parents were attentive, always supportive; I couldn’t have asked for a better set of parents if I handpicked them myself. Yet I always desired to have a sibling to share everything with. I sound selfish. My parents are good people.


    You miss them, I tell myself, and I do, too. I miss them terribly. If they knew I was going to be so close to them this weekend, they would be pissed at me. I should call them, and tell them I’m attending a business meeting all weekend in case they try to call. My mother fills my voicemail up whenever she can’t get ahold of me, which is often. As soon as I get checked in, I’ll call them while I lap up the luxuries the Delta Sky Club lounge has for me. The club is one of the many perks of flying first class as much as I do. I fly not only for pleasure, but business as well.


    My reputation in business speaks for itself. I did not become a millionaire by strictly keeping my talents in Chicago. Over the years I’ve branched out and have clients all over the world, just about on every continent.


    After telling Colin goodbye, I hoist the handle of my bag up making my way into the airport. I’m able to check in without any effort at all, since all I have is my carry-on, purse, and an extra bag. Once I’m through security, I walk to the closet sky lounge. With my head held high and my shoulders back, I enter the lounge and quickly relax into the soft cushions of a leather chair tucked in the corner.


    “Hi, mom.” I speak enthusiastically into my phone after the waitress hands me a glass of Trimbach Riesling, my absolute favorite.


    “Hi, honey. How are you?” she ask in her sweet southern voice. My mother was born and raised in Nashville, Tennessee. She met my father on a family vacation at the age of sixteen in Florida. They spent the entire week together, laughing and soaking up the sun. When the week came to an end, they promised each other they would write or call as often as they could. They kept this up for two years until they graduated high school. During those two years, they fell deeply in love with each other. My father was extremely impatient when it came to seeing my mom again, so he drove to Tennessee, proposed to my mother, securing her as his wife. They were married months later at nineteen, and now almost thirty years later, are still happily married, living off my father’s salary as a foreman for a construction company. Material things mean nothing to them. That’s the one thing the three of us have never seen eye to eye on. I may be the combination of the two of them, but I’m nothing like them at all when it comes to money.


    I want luxurious things. No, I take that back, I need them. I may not wear them like I should, as all the gowns I receive hang in tightly sealed bags in a separate closet in my apartment. All of my favorite jewels are locked away in a secret safe in my bedroom. On the snowy and dreary rainy days, I bring them out. Taking them into my private bathroom, I place the diamonds and emeralds around my neck to watch them sparkle and glisten from the lights up above. My favorite piece is a royal beauty. It’s the most innovative ring I have ever seen in my life. It was given to me ten years ago by a pilot I met. God, he was the best sex I’ve ever had and the man who showed me this life style. The ring was an unexpected surprise, a complete bonus after the sex he gave me. It’s set in an unusual 14K pink and platinum gold band, with pink and white diamonds encrust the entire way around the band. In the center sits a 2.0 Karat princess cut diamond, surrounded by small diamonds in the square setting. This is the only piece I wear in public and I wear it daily on my right hand. It’s the closest ring to a wedding band that will ever grace my fingers. I’m a woman fated to be alone, left to drown in my own selfishness. Not that I’m extremely selfish, except for when it comes to myself. I donate to charities and attend events when I can. The question I’ve asked myself, and others have asked at least a million times, is why won’t I settle down with just one man. The simple answer is I can’t. Both of these lives I lead are an addiction. I have to have the men and the adventure they provide. It’s like a drug flowing freely through my every vein, pumping fiercely to keep me alive. That is why I will be alone, always relying on nobody but myself.


    The sound of my mother’s voice brings me out of my thoughts. It also reminds me of how much I miss them. “You better come see us before it gets to hot down here,” her sunshine voice begging.

    “I will, mom, I promise. I have to go now. I need to walk to my gate. I wanted to touch base with you in case you tried to call. I’ll be in business meetings all weekend.” I lie.


    “Good luck. We’re proud of you,” she coos.


    “Are you?” I ask my glass of wine before downing the rest of it.


    First class has many perks, however today my perks are not perky at all. I’m stuck next to a woman who is crocheting a fucking sweater. Good god, please choke me now, and not in the sexual way I love so much either. In spite of the fact I have a blanket wrapped around me and I’m sipping on a delicious hot cup of coffee with baileys in it, I’m stuck next to Grandma Jones go on and on about her dog and the sweater she’s making to help keep him warm in the snow.


    Now don’t get me wrong, I adore pets. I would love to have one of my own. A big yellow lab, to be precise, to cuddle up with at night, to keep my feet warm when I crawl in bed by myself. But there again comes in my selfishness comes in. I would never be able to have a dog for the mere fact I will never give up being an escort.


    


    

  


  
    


    THREE


    


    


    I have a maid that comes to my high rise apartment every few days, but there’s something absolutely breathtaking about a penthouse suite at a luxury hotel. Everything is crisp, vivid, and obviously fresh. I walk in as a marketing professional and once I’ve seen the four rooms of pure wealth, I feel like a woman. A real woman with needs, wants, and the man, Heath, or whomever I’m set up with, to take care of me. Just me.


    “Has he scheduled my spa time for the morning?” I briskly ask the maître d’.


    “Yes, Ms. Westwood. Your massage begins at 9 a.m. sharp, followed by the complete spa package. It’s the best for our best.” He smiles softly with a nod.


    I pull out some cash to tip him and he refuses. “He has already secured my extra personal tips for you. Please, here is my direct extension that reaches me twenty-four hours a day. I am at your service for anything you need, Miss.”


    I smile at Heath’s generosity and his forethought. I already like him so much.


    “That sounds simply divine,” I say with a little flair of my pretend southern charm. I only lived in Jacksonville until I was eighteen, so I don’t really have an accent, but when I get into character, it comes naturally to me. How perfect is that.


    “Now, before I let you off the hook for the rest of the evening, be a dear and call up some cheese and vegetable spread. I am simply famished after that long travel. If you don’t mind, please have Heath…” I clear my throat. “Please have Mr. Landon call me at his earliest convenience.”


    I don’t have my client’s phone numbers and they don’t have mine. I keep all that nitty gritty stuff up to Carl. I made the mistake once of giving my phone number to a man who was delayed by a severe weather storm in San Diego. I was going to meet him in Phoenix, but he was days late so, I just sat around the hotel with my hand down my pants, charging direct movies, and expensive champagne to his hotel bill. When he called a week later to reschedule the date, I had a bad feeling that I shouldn’t have given my number out. Six weeks later and about sixty stalking phone calls for him to get his money’s worth from what I spent in Phoenix, I had to change my number. I was a fool. I try to tell the men I prefer not to know their numbers in case I enjoy how much they pleasure me, as I tend to be a bit stalker-ish when I’ve enjoyed myself. That appeases them somewhat, but still – I think most of them would prefer if I did keep them in my call log. No such luck for them. Repeat dates are very rare and when they are permitted, it has to take place in a different city. I don’t ever want to feel like I am doing the same man twice.


    “Of course, Miss Westwood.”


    “Oh, please, call me Lucia.” I wave him away and head for the bubble bath I know is already set up for me. These men must hang on every demand Carl gives them.


    Thirty minutes later, as my fingers begin to prune, the phone begins to ring right as someone begins knocking at the hotel door.


    “Gees. I suppose I should have specified,” I say to myself, as I roll my eyes at my lack of forethought.


    I throw the white, silk robe over my drenched body as I tip toe across the bathroom for the bedroom phone. Just as it starts to ring once again, I pick it up with a flourish.


    “Hello,” I say demurely.


    “Lucia,” a deep, throaty voice comes over the line and instant goosebumps attack my soaked skin.


    “Heath,” I purr. “Would you hold on for just a minute, love? I believe room service is at the door with my late night snacks.”


    I hear a low rumble of chuckles as I place the phone down on the bed to jog to the room door. Opening it with a flourish, I beckon the maître d’ to the kitchen table and hold up my finger. “Mr. Landon is on the line, so I must chat. Leave the spread and I’ll talk to you tomorrow.”


    Getting back to the phone, I can feel the goosebumps start to attack my skin again just thinking of Heath’s luscious voice in my ear once again.


    “I’m back,” I moan. “But, I’m a little sad knowing I won’t see you until tomorrow afternoon.” I pretend to pout a little, slightly serious that his voice really makes me want to masturbate. I planned to take the night off and wait for some serious mind-blowing orgasms, but it won’t work. I can’t wait.


    “How are you enjoying Savannah, Lucia?” Fuck me solid. His voice is just…it’s just sex. How does he talk to regular people? By that, I mean people he doesn’t want to fuck, because by the way he’s talking to me, I don’t know if I could ever listen to him and not think sex.


    “Oh, well, I just arrived about an hour ago, but it’s just as beautiful as I remember,” I reply, looking over to the main room to make sure my little go-to man has left. “Are you thinking about me?” I lower my voice to my purr.


    “I am,” he groans back. “Ever since Carl showed me your photo and arranged this, I haven’t been able to stop thinking about you.”


    He is sweet. Real sweet, but I need dirty.


    “What sorts of things are you thinking about, Heath?”


    He is silent for a moment and I can hear his breath falter a bit. He probably didn’t think I wanted to talk sex when I asked him to call, but really, what else are we doing here? Does he want a fucking tourist report on Savannah, Georgia? I’ll be lucky if I see more than the eight hundred count sheets all weekend.


    “I need to feel those perky breasts of yours. They look eatable in the picture he showed me. You were in a red bikini, and fuck, I’ve wanted to rip off your top and eat them ever since.”


    A slow burn begins between my thighs and I start feeling the familiar heat that accompanies my lust. Hello, lust, it’s been days.


    “I didn’t get to see the backside of you, but I plan to hold on tight to your ass as you slide between my tits,” I say with the evident heat in my voice.


    He goes silent again. Then he coughs.


    “Wow, Lucia. Maybe I should try to get a red eye out to you tonight.”


    I laugh and immediately I know by the tone of his voice that he just might do that, ruining my pre-game rituals of a good night’s sleep, spa morning, and of course, the jewelry presentation of the weekend.


    “Believe me,” I say. “You want me to be fully prepared for you so let’s stick to the plan.”


    “Oh, Lucia, I will take you unprepared any day. Believe me.”


    And I did. I believe him more than he knows. Most men take me any way they want and I look forward to letting Heath do that very thing.


    “See you tomorrow, lover,” I purr before quietly placing the phone on its cradle. I skip toward the dining room and try my hardest to calm my horny.


    The next morning, I awake to the beautiful sounds of birds chirping and the ocean’s waves. It is the best part of waking in a hotel this amazing. The alarm clock was set to my favorite sounds of nature, just like Carl knows I like.


    I pad into the bathroom and attempt my morning ritual, only to be interrupted by the hotel phone.


    “This is your wake up and a reminder for the spa appointment. We have you penciled in with Neil at 9 a.m.” The pen in penciled sounds more like pin and I fight to stifle back my laugh. Lord help me, there’s something about a good ole southern drawl that gets me every damn time.


    “I wouldn’t miss it. Thank you so much,” I say, plastering on my best New York slang. I can only imagine if I love their accent, then they must feel the same about mine. I check the notifications on my cell phone and see Carl called. I won’t have time to call him back later, so I opt for a quick call back now. With a smile, I tap on his name.


    “Well good morning, love.” Carl sounds out of breath answering his phone.


    “Good morning indeed. Did I catch you at a bad time?” I snort loudly. My mind going to places I really don’t want it to go when I think of him being out of breath.


    “Never, when it comes to you. Actually, I just walked in the door from my morning run.”


    “Ugh. I hate you right now. It’s so damn cold back home, I have to run on my treadmill.” I wait for what’s to come next out of his mouth, because it always does.


    “Bitch, please. You live in a sky rise penthouse in downtown Chicago. You never run outside. Who the hell are do you think you’re talking to?” His raspy voice exhales loudly.


    “I’ll have you know, I signed up for a 5K this spring. Which will be outside, dickhead.”


    “I do have a dick, Lucia, and it does have a head,” he shouts into the phone.


    “I’m not even going to touch that one, Carl.” We both laugh.


    “I’m assuming your accommodations are up to par?” he asks, knowing damn well they are.


    “Yes, thank you, but that’s not why I’m calling. I miss you. I thought maybe since I’m here we could meet up before I leave.”


    He falters before responding. My shoulders sag, knowing his answer before it leaves his mouth. “I’m sorry, sweetheart. I have to leave tonight for a business trip. You know I love you.”


    I do know he loves me. I have friends back home, but no one compares to the relationship I have with Carl. We understand each other better than anyone else. We’ve never judged the other’s lifestyle, the things we do, or the people we see. Carl’s father disowned him when he told him he was gay. His mother tried to reason with his father, but he wouldn’t listen. It’s been over twelve years since Carl has spoken to his father. It’s heartless for a parent to not love their child and accept them for who they are. I think of my parents again. How detached I keep them from the second life I lead. There isn’t a doubt in my mind they wouldn’t understand. They might be disappointed in me, but I know they would never cut me out of their lives.


    “Carl,” I say with eagerness. “You have to promise me you’ll come and see me soon. You know I won’t be back here for god knows how long.”


    “I promise, Lucia. I really am sorry, but I have to go when work calls me. I’ve been trying to get this company to let my firm take over every aspect of their accounting, not just the payroll, for some time now.” He does really sound saddened that we can’t get together.


    “It’s alright,” I say. “And Carl, thank you again for everything you do for me. I’m really looking forward to this weekend with Heath.”


    “Oh, Lucia. I believe you are in for a real treat with him tonight. I only wish it was me spending the night with him and not you,” he jokes, although knowing him, he more than likely means it.


    “I have to go, my massage awaits. I love you. Be safe.”


    “Always am. Love you more,” he replies.


    I sigh deeply, leaning my head back on the cool black leather couch. My eyes skim across the stunning Savannah historical district out the window. The little I saw of the city on my ride from the airport left me breathless, to say the least. I need a break. I desperately need to see my family and Carl. As I reach forward, taking the last sip of my coffee, I vow to myself, I will schedule a trip to see my parents as well as to see Carl as soon as I get home. Carl would love for a vacation – just the two of us in the Caribbean. Right now, though it’s all about me and all about my needs. I grab my keycard, slide it into my purse, and slip my feel into the only pair of tennis shoes I own. It’s time to get ready for my date.


    


    

  


  
    


    FOUR


    


    


    The date preparation was simply divine and now that I am back in my room, I have to say, I’m a bit nervous for the jewelry portion of the evening. I don’t get paid in money, right? Yet, this is the part of the whole process I might feel slightly guilty about because it is diamonds or emeralds or whatever the guy has a fancy for that I am paid in. All my keepsake jewelry is kept in a custom made safe in my dressing room at home. It opens up like a jewelry box and you have to be wearing a pair of shades to take it in at first glance. It’s fucking off the charts stimulating.


    Jewelry is my one deal breaker. I find that once the guy has seen a few photos of me and talked with me over the phone the night before, he gets a sense of what he likes on me. I pray they will pick things I’ll wear again. I know the few fuckers that had their secretaries pick the jewelry for them. They were the same few I had to teach to give proper oral.


    A knock comes to the door just as I am about to pull the baby blue Valentino off the rod of dresses for me to choose from. I look at the door dumbstruck. The jewelry is here. Oh…fuck. I close my eyes tight and start to chant. “You are not a whore. You like pretty things. You are not a whore. You like pretty things.”


    My eyes start to tear up and I shake my head a bit to get my stupid conscience under control. Opening the door, I see an older man in a suit with two women behind him.


    Oh fuck, I think to myself. This piece is going to be fucking expensive.


    I don’t have a minimum purchase price for their staying with me. I only ask that whatever they choose to give me, the stones are genuine. They can get me a small half carat diamond necklace from Kay Jewelers for ninety nine bucks if they desire. As long as the stones are real, it’s all that matters.


    By the look of the three people with tight smiling faces at my suite door, I have a feeling Heath did not go to Kay Jewelers.


    “Ms. Westwood, may we come in?”


    I don’t remember much after that question. I think I may have fainted. The string of diamonds that now sit on my ankle tells me a little bit about Heath. I am going to be in for some serious kink tonight if he wants to admire his prize on my foot.


    I’m ready and waiting. He’s not late, but for the first time, I’m early. That almost never happens, because I get fickle with my hair, but from the looks of the dress and jewels he picked for me, I won’t have to worry much about what my hair looks like. I leave it down and slightly curled. It’s classy and I feel beautiful.


    The clock reads six and he should have gotten here hours ago. The hotel arranged for a separate room for him to get ready in, and while we are out for dinner, they will bring his things in for him. Butterflies begin fluttering in my stomach and the knowledge that everything is just as it is supposed to be settles into my brain. I am beyond excited for another two days of sex and romance.


    The knock comes exactly at six-thirty and I take a deep breath. Holding my head up high, I make sure my cleavage is showing but not to a ridiculous level. I am wearing a very expensive anklet for a reason. If I were a hooker, the money left on the dresser at the end of the night would say everything. Not me. I’m an unconventional escort that enjoys noncommittal sex and lots of lavish things.


    The breath leaves my stiffened chest when I open the door to find Heath Landon standing on the other side. He is…well, I am speechless as to what he is. For one thing, he isn’t my type, per se, because he is a man in a category all by himself. Tall with blazing eyes and a pretty smile. Wow. I might be shaking a bit, which is not really normal for me at all.


    “Lucia,” he growls out, as he peruses my body from bottom to top. “You are a masterpiece in red. Somehow I knew you would choose the red dress.”


    The moment I laid my eyes on this dress, I knew it was the one. With the low cut neckline and the open back, I felt drawn to it. He reaches out to take hold of my hand, gracefully lifting it to place a tender kiss in the center. He’s charming.


    “Heath.” My voice feels like it slipped from my mouth. He’s a vision in his black suit, crisp white shirt, and black tie.


    “Shall we?” He places my arm through his.


    “I hope you don’t mind, I changed our plans slightly.” His declaration is filled with authority. “We won’t be staying here tonight. I acquired us another room for the evening. Then we will go to my place for the remaining of your stay with me.”


    I look at him questioningly. “Oh,” I respond, feeling somewhat disappointed. “It’s a good thing I packed lightly then, isn’t it? Let me grab my bag,” I say. I feel his electric gaze on my ass when I turn to retrieve my belongings from the bed. Once again, I’m thankful for the way this form-fitting dress clings to my ass.


    “Your bags will be brought down to my car. We’re having dinner at my restaurant across the street.” Taking the handle of my bag from my hand, he trails his index finger up the length of my arm. I feel chills. Those chills dissipate as quickly as they surfaced, and heat replaces them, combining with the need to be laid bare for this unknown man who screams sex. Great sex. More sex, explicit sex, has me wanting to skip dinner, to stay here where we both can gorge out on each other.


     I gasp when he pulls me into his chest, cupping my neck. The pad of his thumb grazes across my lower lip. “In my private dining room. Alone.”


    The way he says alone sends a welcoming shiver up my spine. My breast tingle. My pussy aches. “Are you cooking for me too?” I ask, my voice drenched with desire.


    “I did,” he answers, pulling the door shut. His hand skims the naked flesh low on my back. We make our way to the elevator in silence. Havoc has webbed its way through my mind on how quickly this route of sexual attraction has taken between us. In the matter of five minutes, I’m ready to let him do anything he wants to me, take me any way he wants, please me anyway he wants.


    I sigh when he drops his hand from my back and presses the elevator button. The door opens almost instantly and I reach down to link my hand with his once we enter the elevator. The ride is quick and silent.


    The click clack of my matching red Manolo Blahnik shoes echo off the walls of the corridor. I feel beautiful, alive, and adorningly pampered. Which reminds me, I almost forgot. “Thank you for the ankle bracelet. I love it.” I bend my knee slightly so he can see the jewels around the base of my leg.


    “You’re welcome,” he hisses almost painfully.


    “What?” I say, completely confused.


    “Believe me when I tell you this, Lucia. I’ve never seen a pair of legs like yours. For fucks sake, those are long, curved, and painful as hell to look at.”


    I swallow.


    While this handsome stranger leisurely trails his eyes from the sparkly diamond bracelet wrapped around my ankle, to the top of the side slit on my dress, they become hooded, darker, and dangerously sexy. “Come on before I march us back upstairs, tie you to the bed, and fuck every hole in that sinful body of yours.”


    ***


    “That was incredible,” I moan, my stomach beyond stuffed. Heath and I had entered the back of the restaurant, where he led me straight to a private dining room. The quaint, dimly lit room adjoins his office, separated by glass. It’s stunning with dark wood floors, a solid brick wall on one side, while the other wall has four perfectly square windows aligned down the center. It gives off just enough light to embrace the long rectangular table in the middle.


    During dinner, Heath told me how he always loved to cook, travel, and enjoy the company of a beautiful woman. Not once did he break the rules of the contract about asking anything personal about me or my life outside of tonight. Nor did he ask me why I do what I do, which surprised me. Most men ask, they wonder why gifts instead of money. The mere mention of money makes me feel like a whore and that’s not what I am. It is never what I want them to perceive me as. I’m a woman with needs. My needs just happen to be materialistic and sexual. I give them the same answer they give me. I’m not into being committed to anyone and the truth that I love nice things. I love the feel of being taken care of, if only for a night or a weekend.


    There’s more to Heath then he’s willing to disclose, which is the way it should be. There’s more to me as well. As I sit here and study his profile, the way he holds his wine glass, the way he slouches somewhat in his chair, it appears he is slightly out of his element. This is normally not the type of thing this man does. He’s dark and mysterious in a sexy way. A seed firmly plants itself in the center of my core. This man is used to being in control just as I am. I don’t like giving up control and yet, here I sit with a stranger who has had my very center throbbing for him to take his control and do anything he wants.


    “I would love to see your restaurant,” I tell him. He assured me I would, but not then. He explained that we entered thought the back because his guests would acknowledge him if he walked through the restaurant. He didn’t want that to detain us from our time together. Thanking him for that, I remind myself he deserves a much needed reward.


    “I’m glad you loved dinner. The Boursin stuffed chicken is my specialty. It’s a favorite dish here, along with my dessert, of course.”


    My god, I cannot possibly eat another bite, although, I was not raised to be rude. Especially after he bought me here, cooked for me, gave me this dress, my bracelet, and the delightful shoes.


    “And what’s for dessert?” I ask, taking the last sip of my wine. Even though I was beyond full, I knew we would most definitely work off the food later.


    “For me, it’s you,” he says rather brusquely.


    “Really?” My brows lift. I shift in my seat so my legs are facing him. He has absolutely no idea that I can play at his game and win. I cross my legs. The slit falls open, exposing bare skin all the way up to my thigh. The longer his gaze remains on my legs, the more sexually interesting I know he finds me. He runs his tongue across his top lip.


    “Tell me, Lucia. What did you have in mind for the next two days? Because I assure you, it is nothing compared to what I’m actually going to do to you. Take it off,” he demands. His eyes as dark as the night sky glaring through the windows.


    “Take what off? This?” My fingers grasp the side zipper. The only sound in the room is the slow seductive wisp of the zipper going down. I loop my fingers under the strap of the dress on one of my shoulders, letting if fall just enough to expose the top of one my breast. Then slowly I do the same to the other side.


    “Let it drop.”


    I let go without blinking. My naked breasts exposed to him. My nipples are hard, eagerly waiting for his mouth.


    “I do recall you tempting me on the phone with those tits of yours, and what great tits they are.” He bends forward enough to trace around both of my nipples with his index finger. I quiver as my arousal intensifies the more he moves in circles, not once touching my nipples.


    “Tell me what you want?” I say seductively.


    “You, Lucia. I want you.” I feel it and gasp an excruciating painful delight when he pinches both my nipples. “Fuck,” he growls. Sliding his chair back, he grasp ahold of one of my nipples with his mouth while the one hand palms my breast. I arch my back as far as it will go in the chair, clinging to his shoulders as he takes me deep into his mouth. “Do you want me to fuck these beautiful breasts?” he growls, before moving to give my other one the same attention with his mouth.


    “Yes,” I pant.


    I whimper when he releases his hold on my breast, but instantly delighted when he lifts me up, the red dress falling into a pool around my feet, leaving me bare to him. I’m left with nothing except my shoes and the beautiful bracelet wrapped around my ankle. Heath lays me down on the table. My chest is heaving and my heart pounding. I watch him bend and pick up my dress, placing it across the back of the chair.


    “Don’t move.” He’s out of my sight for a moment before returning with a small bottle. His jacket is off and his shirt halfway undone. “Christ, Lucia.” His southern accent becomes more accentuated the more excited he gets. “You’re fucking beautiful. Feel this?”


    He’s rough when he grabs my hand, placing it on his granite hard cock. Fuck me also. He’s thick. God I hope he uses that blessed cock to fuck me until I join the god damn stars in the sky.


    Running my palm up and down his shaft, his breathing becomes heavier and heavier the more I stroke. “Take your pants off, I want to see it.” I instruct him to do exactly as he asked of me. He wastes no time tearing his shirt away from his sculpted body, tossing it on the chair that holds my dress. I hear his shoes hit the floor, before my hand slips away from him, and he undoes his pants. And sweet mother of god, when I see his cock, I’m thankful I’m the one he’s with tonight. I’m the one he’s going to split apart. I’m the one who’s going to ride him. Before he drops his pants to the floor, he pulls a condom out of his pocket.


    The sturdy table doesn’t move when he climbs on top of it, his legs straddling my waist. His erection lays on my stomach and I’m not full anymore. The sudden desire to take him into my mouth and taste him has me reaching for his dick. “No,” he demands. Leave them here. Twining our hands together, he stretches them over my head.


    I watch in awe when he reaches for the bottle and the smell of coconut plummets the air. Inhaling deeply, I breathe in the refreshing scent.


    I squirm. He smirks. “If you don’t touch me, I swear I will touch myself and it will be the biggest turn on you have ever seen, because I’ll spread myself wide, right here on this table, damn it,” I bite out.


    “No one is touching themselves but me, Lucia.” His oil covered hand starts to glide up and down his length. Heath gets up on his knees, giving me one hell of a view of his dick. He works himself, making my mouth dry and my tongue heavy. I want him there, in my mouth, between my breast, and mostly, in my hot wet pussy.


    “Now, push those gorgeous breast together.” My anxious hands make quick work of doing what I’m told. From the moment he glides his cock between my breasts, to the way his eyes stay glued onto his precise slow thrusting movements, I feel myself ready lose all control. I surrender myself to this sex god. He could ask me to do anything right now and I will gladly do it. “Fuck yeah. Tell me, Lucia, tell me this feels good. Tell me you want my dick in your mouth. In your cunt. In your ass. Tell me,” he grunts, pumping several times. He coats me with the oil, as I feel his fingers plunge into me. I gasp and cry out, my hips bucking off of the table. I’m so transfixed on watching him fuck me, his cock mere inches from my mouth, I didn’t realize he had let go of himself.


    “Fuck, come for me, Lucia. You want it. You know you want to come on my fingers before you come all over my cock.”


    The sound of my slick heat is all I hear until my orgasm hits me. I thrash my head back and forth, as I climax, I’m harshly flipped over, my orgasm still rippling through me. Gripped by the back of my hair, I fall on my hands and knees. I hear the sound of a condom packet being torn open, a glorious hiss escaping Heath’s mouth, as his thick cock slams into my pussy. I’m clenching my walls, clawing at the shiny surface of the table as my body gives in. He’s fucking me hard. Relentlessly. Powerfully. He’s giving it to me dirty, raw, and savagely good. I haven’t been fucked carnally like this in a long time. I meet each one of his demanding thrusts, welcome him calling my name, until he stops. Glancing back at him, he’s staring at my not quite thoroughly fucked pussy as if it’s a treasure.


    “You demand pleasure, Lucia. I’m going to please you with everything I have. Come here.” He beckons me up with his hand. My weak legs barely able to stand when he sets me on the floor. “Up against the glass,” he demands.


    “God damn, you are sinfully sexy.” He presses me up against the glass. The cold is welcomed by my overheated skin. “I haven’t even properly kissed you yet.” Slowly, he dips his head, capturing my mouth in his. Our tongues ravishing the taste of each other. He’s smooth everywhere, his tongue, his chest, his face. I can’t keep my hands off of him. I touch every part of him I can reach. He lifts me, my legs wrap around him.


    “Fuck me,” I say into his mouth.


    “All weekend long, Lucia. I’m going to fuck you all weekend long.”


    And he does. He fucks me up against this glass. He fucks me on top of his bar in his restaurant. In his bed and on every available surface in his house. It’s not until he drives me to the airport, do I realize, for the first time in the ten years that I’ve been doing this that I wasn’t the one in control. He was. The entire flight home all I can think about is, why him?


    


    

  


  
    


    FIVE


    


    


    I am starting to think I might only work four days a week when I have my weekend getaways. This Monday morning shit is for the birds and certainly not Luca West. This particular Monday, I am not ready for the office, not one bit. Heath was so impossibly fantastic that quite possibly a small tear came to my eye when the plane lifted off the ground back to my home – a city that Heath certainly did not know I lived in.


    Colin is quiet on the drive to the office because he knows. I mean, he doesn’t really know, but it probably doesn’t escape him that every time I return from a trip, I’m gloomy. He might think it has to do with the weather, but hell, it happens during the summer months, too. I ask him to repeat sad songs on his playlist. Right now, Radiohead sings about being plastic and I can’t help but wonder if what I do in my wonderful spare time is fake and stupid. I’ll be honest, I was utterly smitten by Heath. Carl got it just right this time, and damn if I didn’t wish I had picked up his cell right before we left the room to call myself. The damn thing was locked up, of course.


    Eighty-five floors up to Divider Marketing isn’t a long enough elevator ride so I purposely take an extra moment before I step off the lift. Immediately, Annie’s radiant Monday morning smile welcomes me back. Before I hold up my hand to tell her I need at least two cups of coffee and thirty minutes, she produces a tall cup of Starbucks coffee from behind the receptionist desk and hands it to me.


    “I know you need your coffee and requisite time to settle, but Mitch and Leo got a call from the owner of Steel Charter this weekend. He asked for a meeting for tomorrow afternoon. Those two are going nuts with the planning team and well, it isn’t pretty,” she exhales deeply, a frown replacing he smile.


    I stare at her blankly and again ponder asking for a four day work week instead of this faux emergency bull shit. Everyone should know by now that Divider Marketing will blow the socks off prospective clients whether we have five months or five minutes preparation time. It’s a standard presentation. We formulated and perfected the proverbial thirty second elevator speech back when we started.


    “Have they pulled up the template on the initial consult meeting?” I ask, as I look through the pile of envelopes she hands me. We walk through the hall toward my office and I hear the guys either bouncing a basketball or a fucking rock against a wall somewhere in the office. “Will they ever fucking grow up?” I bark out.


    “Never,” she deadpans. I look over at her with a small grin. At least I have Annie. She is sometimes the only one who understands my frustration in regards to working with two nerdy, yet stuck up children. What am I saying? She’s always there to keep me from pulling my hair out, and I love my hair.


    So did Heath. I picture him smiling softly at me as he raked his fingers through my strands the morning before. His low humming reminded me of a sexy Eddie Vedder and when I asked him to sing a few bars of what he was humming, I wasn’t surprised that a cross between Eddie and Sting came effortlessly from his vocal cords.


    “Luca? You okay?” Annie looks at me with concern etched into her pretty features.


    I nod. “Oh, yeah. I just had a long plane ride last night. I could’ve used a few more hours of sleep.” I half lie. I hardly slept all damn weekend. I am utterly worn out.


    She nods in agreement as if she knows exactly what I’m feeling. Yeah, honey, I love you and all, but I doubt you know what two nights of continuous fucking hard and fast feels like. I give her an appeasing smile, because I am not going to argue my point for obvious reasons.


    Mitch and Leo are like two attention starved puppies as they ramble their way down the hall to meet me right outside of my office. I swear their tongues are even hanging out. I force myself not to roll my eyes, but dammit, I really want to.


    “Luca, thank God you’re back. We have a big, big, big presentation tomorrow. Steel Charter is going to be a massive ten year campaign and they need us to have go to applications as soon as possible,” Mitch nearly pants out. Good Lord, maybe I need to rename my co-workers to go along with their personalities. Dog names, of course.


    “Yes, Mitchell, I heard,” I say in my borderline formal, with a touch of sarcasm tone. Annie stifles a laugh and Leo throws up his hands without saying a word. “Good morning, by the way. My weekend was fabulous and yours?”


    Hey, I try. If I am going to be in the office, putting out their imaginary fires, I need to feel like I am appreciated for more than my ability to fucking calm these people down. It’s like they’ve never had a first meeting before.


    “Annie, since these guys aren’t going to chill out, please print off the master template for first meetings with the application addendum. Also, we will need conference room one for two hours,” I say in a brisk no nonsense voice.


    “You got it.”


    “Oh, and we need chocolate. Muffins, bread, whatever.” I dismiss her with a wave of my hand.


    She gives me a tight smile and nods curtly. What the fuck was that? They put me in this dictatorial position. They need to at least appreciate that my head was able to get into the game before checking my morning emails. Heath may have found me somehow and wanted to profess his undying love for me. I sigh. I’m a joke.


    I huff out a breath and just as the two doggies looking for a bone start to yap more at me, I shut the door to my office for a short respite.


    “Thank God I didn’t put my coffee down,” I say out loud to no one. I take a long gulp from the cup and let out a sigh of relief. Popping off the closed door, I head to my computer and boot it up. Flashes of Heath above, below, and all around me are like strobe lights in my mind. When was the last time I thought of a man this much after a mindless weekend of sex?


    My mind went to Camden, the first man who ever taught me about this unconventional life. He was an older man by at least ten years, although I never truly got his age. It took quite a few months for me to quit looking him up and well, looking for him everywhere. That might have been the last time I was truly obsessed with a man. Heath was a lot like him in some ways. The way they were both so focused on me one hundred percent of the time. Not all the men I’d met on the weekends cared fully about my pleasure. Men tried to be considerate, of course, but once the jewelry and spa arrangements were made, it was no secret that I was in their domain, and that was something I thought about often. If there was a way that I might gain some control, even with the perks they afforded me, I had yet to figure it out. There I go with the word control again. It both scared and thrilled me at the same time.


    The truth is, I enjoyed every moment of my time with Heath. Begging him when he asked me to. Letting him tie my arms to his bed, while sliding a vibrator into my pussy before he fucked my mouth. I came more times this past weekend than I could count. I thought heavily on the plane trip home, deciding the only place I need to regain and be in control is in my boardroom. If a man can do to me the things Heath did, then control will no longer be mine in the bedroom.


    Camden wasn’t like that. Heath wasn’t like that either. They needed to know what else they could do to make sure I was in heaven.


    Heaven.


    I was in heaven all weekend and now, I was in a place of limbo. Fuck, I need to get my ass to work. After perusing my emails to find nothing from Heath or even Carl about a feedback session, a small knock came to my door. Annie popped her head in.


    “Everything you requested is all set up and the guys are already in the conference room. If you want a chocolate chip scone, you might want to hurry.” She smiled. That was more like it.


    “Okay, let’s do this,” I say, standing and flattening my skirt with my hands.


    I walk into the conference room and close the door to the rest of the office and the rest of my world. I sit down with my two oldest friends and begin to listen to every element of Steel Charter that we can market. Quickly, I become Luca, the multi-millionaire co-founder of Divider Marketing. After all is said and done, I love my job and these guys. I can’t imagine working any place else or doing anything else.


    Mitch begins to outline the tactics we will take the next afternoon when we met with Mr. C.I. Steel. Not recognizing his name, I grab my iPad from my briefcase and type in Steel Charter. A smiling photo of an older man in a bomber jacket looks back at me. He looks so familiar, I think to myself. I tap the screen and zoom in on the photo, trying to place his face. A lover perhaps? He didn’t look like any of the men I had been with in the past few months.


    As I reach for my Starbucks coffee, the floor falls out from underneath me as it finally hits me. C.I. Steel.


    Camden. Older, more attractive, and obviously wealthy now.


    Camden. The man looking back at me on the iPad screen was the person who made me who I am today.


    Fuck. My. Life.


    


    

  


  
    


    SIX


    


    


    My quick exit from the conference room didn’t even registered with Mitch and Leo, who kept on talking like my life wasn’t on a cliff about to be tossed over to its ugly demise. I try for a full breath and fail.


    Annie is sitting at her colleague’s desk when I make my way out of the conference room, and it looks as if they are having a little office gossip powwow. This only makes me feel sicker since I can’t tell my friend about Camden. She knows nothing, I think to myself. None of them know anything about the real person I am. She would never understand my panic if I tried to explain it to her.


    No one will, except for Lola.


    That weekend I spent with Camden was so damn beautiful, I couldn’t help telling someone about it when I got back to NYU. Lola had a few courses with me and people always got our names mixed up in class. We helped them along by becoming tight friends. It had been months since I talked to Lola, because she has been busy with her up and coming fashion business in Manhattan. It was nothing like Divider by any means when it comes to the levels we work on. Financially, they were in completely different leagues, but Lola’s family wealth helped her keep her business afloat and probably would for as long as she wanted.


    After sending Annie an exasperated smile, I head to the ladies restroom, and pull my phone out of my coat pocket.


    “Answer the damn phone, L,” I growl out.


    “Hey bitch. What has it been – like fucking months?” Lola’s boisterous voice comes over the line.


    “Months. Fucking months,” I shoot back. “I need you, Lola.”


    I hear the phone rustling and the background noise that was there when I first called goes completely silent as Lola takes a deep breath.


    “Speak to me.” Her tone is no bullshit, exactly what I need.


    “Camden has an appointment with the guys and me tomorrow, L. Camden, the beautiful pilot that turned my life upside down. You remember him, right?” I am grasping into the past, hoping she remembers.


    “Jesus, girl, how could I forget? You were obsessed with planes and airports for years. But wow, he’s actually going to be in your office?”


    “Yes,” I hiss out. I place my palm on my forehead and wonder for a moment if I am coming down with a virus. Everything feels so hot and uncomfortable. I can’t get out of my own damn skin but I know the one thing that will help.


    Heath’s face flashes through my mind and I am momentarily struck into some awareness of missing him again. But fuck, Camden is coming.


    “Well, what do you want from him? Do you want to meander down memory lane with the guy?”


    I think about the days I spent in bed with Camden and my mind flashes back to the things he did to my body, all brand new techniques to me at the time. He was simply incredible.


    “I don’t know. I don’t even want to be in the meeting, Lola. I want to wear a wig, bottle cap glasses, and maybe some dentures.” I am flailing and I need a fucking grip.


    Lola’s laughter bellows through the phone and I roll my eyes. Fucking great. I am having a freaking meltdown and my professional manhandling friend wants to make me her favorite comedian.


    “I’m not laughing,” I maddeningly say.


    “Right,” she coughs and clears her throat. “Of course you aren’t. Okay, so I think the whole dentures thing is quite frankly…a little diva dramatic. Don’t get me wrong, it’s an excellent story to tell the grandkids one day, but I’m imagining from your statement that you don’t want Camden to know who you are.”


    I think about that for a few moments and decide that she is right. I don’t want him to recognize me. Not only would it be totally embarrassing to my geeky partners, but what if he asks me out, and I end up having to do that whole dating thing like normal people do.


    From what everyone in this world knows about me, Luca West is not normal.


    “I concur. Do you think he will recognize me?”


    “Not if you do something subtle to your appearance. Wear man’s clothes. Don’t do your hair like normal. Be a butch.”


    “Act like a lesbian?” My mouth is gaping open and I can feel it becoming drier with each passing second.


    “Yes.” Lola enunciates the Y and the S like it is the answer that all kneeling men in the world pray for when they are holding up that engagement ring box.


    “Okay.” I draw the word out. “Butch clothes. Like lesbian fashion?”


    “Exactly,” she says so quickly, it sounds like a one syllable word. “Except, I know a lot of chicks who play for our side and are very attractive. You can do this, Luca. It’s so easy.” She is completely excited and for some reason, it feels like this story will be the one I will tell the grandkids. Well, not that I am having any grandkids, let alone kids. It’s that proverbial thing people do to act all philosophical and shit.


    As I start to think more about it, I feel the absurd trembling start to calm and notice my brain is actively thinking about what I will need to pull off the type of outfit Lola is telling me to wear.


    “I really think that might work. I’ll be disguised just enough for Camden, yet not over the top. The office will think I have a hangover or went temporarily blind,” I say, tapping my freshly manicured finger to my chin. “The question is, what will I wear and where the hell do I get the outfit?”


    “Two words. Good. Will.” Lola is totally serious as she waits for my reply. I stop to think about her sentence and again, I feel my eyes rolling.


    I decide to let her Goodwill idea puncture my brain and immediately it fires back out. “There’s no fucking way I’m going to Goodwill to buy my outfit. I mean, Jesus. Are we even talking about the same place? I can be frumpy, but damn, I don’t want to be church.”


    Lola snorts on the other line. “Did you just say church?”


    “Yeah,” I draw out. “Haven’t you ever heard the expression ‘it’s church’ in relation to an outfit? Sometimes I wonder which one of us is in the fashion industry.”


    “Oh please, girl. I know the saying. It’s just funny to hear it coming from you, but I suppose you having a personal shopper does help a lady of your lifestyle needs.”


    Burn.


    Did she just insult me?


    “Okay, I think I want to cut a bitch. I’m so glad I called good ole Lola. Remind me to print a picture of you, so I can tack it on to my dart board.”


    Lola is laughing. Shit, does this girl ever not laugh? I am smiling, wide and bright thinking of Lola, because when all is said and done, I miss my friend. She really knows me and while this is our first talk in months, it feels like just yesterday we were doing body shots in Manhattan with a male stripper and his friend, the porn star. Don’t even ask what we were doing that particular night.


    “Say, how’s that guy you were dating back when I came to Manhattan last?” I ask, remembering the whole reason for the outrageous events of that evening.


    “Simon? Um… we’re still seeing each other.” Lola’s tone is dull and has zero enthusiasm.


    “Sounds…promising.” It doesn’t. She sounds like she is telling me what type of food she gave to her fish this morning. Boring, bland, and without thought.


    “Excuse me, Ms. Lucia for not having the balls to follow in my college bestie’s footsteps and date wealthy men for great sex and shit.” She snorts again and it reminds me of why I’ve never given Carl her name. She snorts and well, the end.


    “So, I have to get back to the meeting or the boys will think I left town again. Before I go, what should I do about the clothes?”


    I can practically hear Lola thinking through the phone. She is the kind of girl that actually buzzes when she is thinking. I wait for her reply and can’t help but roll my eyes at this situation once more.


    Camden, the pilot, will be in my office in twenty-four hours and I will be wearing…what?


    “Oh! I’ve got it. Go down a few floors to the law offices of like insurance law or something boring. The old ladies working there are probably still dressing for the eighties. Take pictures incognito and send them over. I’ll overnight you clothes as long as you get them to me by two o’clock.”


    “Really? You will?”


    “Yeah, I can’t let you do frumpy without me, but I must have a picture of their styles. I’m sure I can wrestle some homeless women up here for their clothes.” She snorts again.


    “You’re the best. I promise to take you to the best fondue dinner in the entire world when I see you next,” I croon out.


    “Ooh, yes please. I need photos and I’ll get clothes to you by nine tomorrow morning.”


    “You fucking rock,” I say with a sigh.


    “I know. Who wants to cut a bitch now?” she asks.


    I hang up on her and head straight for the elevator to take my pictures without offering a reply.


    


    

  


  
    


    SEVEN


    


    


    Lola is a fashion genius. Well, that’s debatable seeing as she had to outfit me in the ugliest clothes ever, but yeah, she nailed it. After finding several women to model their fantastically frumpy outfits yesterday, I sent over at least twenty photos to Lola. She had them thirty minutes after I ended our phone call and she promised me to get right to work at finding me the best ugly outfit ever. I went back to the conference room to find the guys hadn’t even fucking noticed I was gone. I proceeded to take charge of their stupid disagreement about fonts on the actual application worksheet, and pretty much designed the entire presentation with little help from them.


    I love these guys and they are priceless when it comes to implantation, but the marketing presentations are my babies. Yes, as the parents, they have to sit in with me, but I am their sole care provider. Too much metaphor? Who cares? I am tired and look like I am swimming in plaid wool.


    I boot up my computer, trying to forget the looks from everyone I encountered on my way in, starting with Colin and ending with Annie. I was throwing everyone off and wasn’t allowed to say one single word. I didn’t have time to explain to people that there was a possibility that my personal life may be made public today. Camden is my ticket to fucking up my professional image.


    A knock startles me out of my reverie and I look up to see Annie in my doorway.


    “What’s with the grandmother outfit today?” she asks¸ a little teasing in her eyes.


    “Call it a social experiment and that’s all.” I punctuate my response with a look that says don’t fuck with me. I don’t want anyone bringing up the fact that I look different in front of Camden Steel.


    “Right. Well, here are a few phone messages from this morning. Also, the guys are in the conference room already, preparing their presentation for the meeting at one this afternoon.”


    I place my hands over my stomach, I am going to puke. How the fuck am I going to sit through this meeting without staring at Camden like a dog or pretending he isn’t there at all? I have to find a balance between the two, without making eye contact and everyone knows if you avoid eye contact there is no way you will seal a business deal. People watch eyes for trust and confidence and I was lacking both today, granted, no one else was privy to that. Just me. In my own personal hell.


    I am distracted as I return phone calls and write up the company memo about the upcoming in house conferences we provide for our team. Leo and Mitch were all about team building activities, so every spring we hold a week long faux holiday for our employees. Lunch, activities, and half days are provided for them. Do to our company structure, our turnover rate is nearly perfect. Our employees will be here for the long haul, with the exception of birth and death. I briefly wonder if I will lose my job when people realize I’m a high quality hooker.


    No, I’m not a hooker. I don’t take money. I don’t take money.


    The phone on my desk rings twice and I know what it is. My lunch hour is over and it’s time to face Camden


    Here goes nothing, I say to myself as I leave my office. I think of my mother’s quote about women being like fish. If I keep my damn mouth shut, I won’t get in trouble. That’s exactly what I’ll do. I’ll be a fucking fish.


    I arrive at the door of the conference room, take the biggest breath I’ve ever taken, and pull the door open. Three sets of eyes look up to me. I plaster a smile on my face and quickly make eye contact with my two friends and then the old friend that I spent an incredible few days with many years ago. I do a double take to see he is walking toward me with a hand outstretched.


    He is much older than he was the last time I saw him, and while he is still attractive, I feel nothing as he comes closer to me. Every time I spent thinking about this very moment was a waste because there’s no chemistry. Not anymore and not for me. Part of me is relieved and I instantly know that I can do this. I can pull off this meeting as Luca, not Lucia, and he will never know a frigging thing.


    “Ms. West, I presume,” Camden says as he approaches me. No, he doesn’t recognize me. He looks at my clothes and dismisses me. I have an awkward look on my face, almost like I am constipated but smiling at him with excitement; like a full on geek, nerd, socially inept wannabee CEO of the biggest freak club in Chicago. It’s great. He has no idea who I am, and since I am about to fake a bad coughing fit to leave these two idiots to finish the meeting, there won’t be much more to this little reunion…ever…again.


    “Hello Mr. Steel. Good to meet you. I hope you like coffee and donuts,” I say flippantly and walk to my seat, far, far away from pilot man. As I grab a croissant, I catch the guys looking at me and while I see them looking off kilter most days, it takes me a moment to observe their complete lack for words, expressions, or anything else as they take me in. Surely, they think they just saw a ghost.


    “Yes, thank you,” Camden says, pulling me out of my quick staring match with Mitch and Leo. I’m so going to be up to my eyeballs in explaining. I assure myself that after I leave this office, Lola will be getting a long phone call to help me with the story I’ll tell my friends about my wardrobe change. We never discussed that the day before and I am losing steam on creativity right now. I’m even disappointing myself on this. Normally, I am such a great actress. It seems I can only tap into my naughty side. I sigh at the thought.


    So be it.


    “So, gentlemen. Should we begin?” I raise my eyebrows at Mitch and Leo. I quickly flash my eyes over to Camden, who is already looking through the print outs, totally oblivious to the alternate universe we are living in at this moment.


    “Right. Yes, Mr. Steel, my partners and I came up with a top marketing strategy that’s both in line with your company’s needs as well as the twenty-first century.”


    Mitch is quite interesting to listen to. Why haven’t I ever really paid attention to his marketing pitches before? Oh yeah, because I was always dreaming about jewelry and fucking. I feel like a completely inadequate friend. Then, I think back to Heath and warmth spreads through the apex of my legs and I’m fully aroused just thinking of my time with him. Fuck me. I’m finally reconnected with the man that made me the girl I am, trying to play now you see me, now you don’t at the same time, and I want another man who I will absolutely never, not once, see again.


    “Luca?” Leo says my name and I quickly look up. “You’re going to talk to us about the smart phone application for Steel Charter clients.”


    I know what the fuck I am going to talk about. Jesus.


    “Of course I am.” I smile. “Mr. Steel, I believe that we went over the statistics of smart phone usage over the last week globally in section A of this proposal. There was a reason for that, because people love their smart phones. When questioned, some people said that if their tablet or device was ever lost, they would consider suicide.” I hold up my hands as he chuckles. “Their words, not mine,” I say.


    And now is the time in this little game I like to call, choke the ever- loving fuck out of myself.


    I quickly take a sip of coffee, purposely inhaling an itty bitty portion of it, and it begins. Boy, I play it up. I am quite possibly the most wretched, loud choker that ever lived. I am red and splotchy, bending myself over in the chair. All three men are up, trying to help but I won’t let them anywhere near me. I feel the cough leaving me and damn, time to go.


    I put my hand over my mouth and plead with Leo, water starting to flow from my eyes right before I book it for the conference room door. I’m safe. Oh God, I’m safe. Thank God. I am so brilliant. I am so God damn brilliant.


    I make my way to my office, shut the door and lock it, before lying down on my love seat.


    I am safe. No more Camden. No more ugly outfits. No more losing my shit over nothing.


    I ignore every single knock and phone call for the rest of the day. They are probably all thinking I’m having a meltdown for totally botching that presentation, but whatever. Steel Charter was never going to become our client.


    ***


    My office phone reads six o’clock. I quietly close up my computer and make my way to my door. Just as I am closing it behind me, Mitch comes around the corner, looking happier than I’ve ever seen him and I really don’t get it. He should be completely pissed at me, but no, he is in pep rally mode and I am confused.


    “I was just about to break down the door to get to you. We got the contract, Luca!” He is beaming as he tells me this. I can’t help but smile before I realize just exactly what he is talking about.


    “He picked Divider?” I ask as the astonishment and fright claim every single molecule in my body. Everything is shutting down and I am becoming numb.


    “Hell yeah, he did! One caveat, though. His partner wasn’t able to make it this morning. I guess he owns another business and could only get an afternoon flight to Chicago. We are signing the papers over dinner. Come on, they are waiting for us in the conference room.”


    My feet won’t move and I can’t breathe. What the mother fucking god damn shit ton of stupid bull shit is he talking about?


    “Why didn’t anyone tell me?” I ask, completely horrified.


    He rolls his eyes precisely the way I always do, throwing a little shoulder action in.


    “You’ve been in a hole all day, remember? I finally realized I had an extra key to your office when you came out. Come on, they’re waiting.”


    My stomach is in my throat as I follow Mitch like a little puppy dog. I try to think of all the ways to get out of here without any bodily harm to myself. I can’t think. I can’t breathe. I can’t…


    I can’t believe what I am seeing as we round the corner. In my receptionist area, my eyes fall on the man that gave me days of exquisite love making, mind blowing orgasms, and dreams of being every day since our separating. I am speechless and sick and excited and about to scream.


    “Luca, meet Heath Landon. He’s my business partner. Heath, this is the lovely Luca West,” Camden introduces us and immediately steps back for us to do our obligatory greeting.


    No one moves as Heath and I stare at each other with an undeniable shock. The shock that the man I was dreaming about all day long is Camden’s partner has me stuttering in all that I am and do.


    This is not my real life. No, this is a god damn comedy film starring Luca West as “Lucia – what the fuck do I do now? – Westwood.” However no is laughing at this funny movie. No one is even smiling.


    Every set of eyes in the room are trained on me. I am a professional woman, who for the first time in my career, is left speechless, unable to form a sentence. This is not me. None of this is.


    “It’s a pleasure to meet you.” Heath tenderly takes hold of my shaky hand. I’m stunned. He kisses my hand the exact same way as he did when we met days earlier. That same dynamism of stimulation migrates south just as it had the first time.


    “You as well.” Awareness sneaks up on me, telling me to get my shit together. I will have to wait and freak the hell out later. I’ll book a sudden trip to see my parents, take the trip with Carl, and dump this entire account on the guys. Yes! Brilliant idea, they can take it over. I will find a way to make that happen and both men disappear. Mitch, Leo, and Annie will understand when I tell them the truth. My non-judgmental friends will dig me out of the mud hole I have dug for myself.


    “Luca, are you alright?” Annie leans into me while the four men leisurely stroll down the hall to negotiate a contract. I’m left dumbstruck. No one, and I mean no one, decides as quickly as these two did about putting his dream so quickly in someone else’s hands. Does Camden know who I am? My stomach plummets into my throat before dropping straight to my toes. Up and down repeatedly. There’s no way these two men would actually conduct business this way.


    This coincidence with Camden and Heath is no coincidence at all. I’m suddenly sick. I dart to my bathroom without answering Annie. I brace myself over the toilet, hyperventilating. My body shakes from the inside out.


    “Oh my fucking god, this cannot be happening. They know each other.”


    I lean over the toilet, dry heaving until my eyes water. The word control is now consuming my mind. I’ve lost it, I have no control left. Not even in the only place I ever felt safe. My office. My company.


    “Luca. What the fuck is going on?” Mitch pounds on the bathroom door. “Let me in right now, god damn it.”


    “Mitch, I can’t do this,” I manage to croak out.


    “For god’s sake, unlock this door.” Every single limb of my body is unstable as I try to stand, but I know he won’t leave my office until I tell him something. My reaction to the situation is completely unlike me. I’m never caught off guard. I’m never unprofessional. Twisting the knob, I open the door to my friend and colleague looking at me with concern all over his face. “Jesus fucking Christ,” he says as soon as he sees me before pulling me into his arms, wrapping them tightly around me.


    “Oh hell, Mitch. I… I’m so sorry. This is a chaos. A mess, and I…” His hands slide up and down my back in a soothing motion.


    “Luca, what are you going on about? You haven’t been yourself since you returned home. You need to start talking.”


    “I’m not sure if I can.” I begin to cry, my tears soaking into his shirt.


    “Sweetheart, what is it? I can’t help you if you don’t tell me what is going on?”


    Mitch guides me to my loveseat, where he pulls me into his lap, letting me curl into him like a small child. The two of us sit there in silence with him soothing me. How can I tell him? Where do I even start?


    He beats me to it when he starts to talk. His words precise and to the point. “You know one of them, don’t you?”


    “I know them both,” I whisper, clinging strongly to his now wrinkled shirt.


    “Christ, Luca. Business or pleasure?” he questions. And here comes the moment of truth. The moment when the wheels will fall off of my life and I’ll be left clinging onto the brittle fragments that are left, or hopefully where my friend can help me find some sort of tiny shred of hope. The small trace of security and dignity that, up until a few moments ago, consumed me were gone.


    For two long hours, I tell Mitch everything, leaving nothing about the last ten years of my life out.


    He listens.


    He asks several questions about things that he is curious about. He laughs when he thinks I have said something funny, then holds me close when I break down and cry.


    When I finally get to the weekend prior and the time I spent with Heath, he tells me we will get through this as a team, a family. There is no disapproving tone in his voice, no bitterness, no pity. There is only concrete phrases of reassurance.


    The soft sound of Mitch’s secretary, Renee’s, voice interrupts us through the intercom on my desk. I’m surprised someone hasn’t come in to check on us before this.


    “Yes, Renee?” I find my strength, bringing my voice back into a professional mode.


    “I’m so sorry to interrupt,” she says, sounding somewhat timid.


    “It’s perfectly fine. I’m sorry I had to leave you like that. I had a pressing matter to take care of and Luca has been helping.” Mitch lies to her.


    “I understand.” She doesn’t though. Not a damn person knows what I’m going through. What I’ve done. The position I have put my friends and our company in. She must think I’m crazy the way I ran down the hallway, past the three assistant desk, landing myself right where I am now.


    “Luca, Mr. Steel would like to speak with you before he leaves,” she states rather abruptly.


    I whip my head toward Mitch, unsure of what to do. He closes his eyes and I see a look of resolve shadow over his face. Finally, he looks at me and mouths. “You can do this.”


    “Okay, send him to my office in ten minutes. Oh, and Renee?”


    “Yes?”


    “Thank you.” I state calmly.


    “You’re welcome, Luca. I hope everything is alright?” Her voice full of concern.


    “Everything is fine. Thank you.” This time I lie instead of Mitch. I’m not fine. I may never be fine again.


    I am undeniably, unequivocally pitiful looking, both inside and out. A disastrous mess. With nothing more to do with my appearance, I fidget in my chair, waiting for Camden. I glance down at the ring that graces my finger. It’s the only piece of jewelry I wear on a daily basis, from all the pieces I have, and it’s from him. Camden. The man who changed my life. I’ve always felt a pang of love for that man. He made me fall in love with my night life and with sex. Camden taught me so much in the little time we spent together. Did notice the ring still rested on my finger where he placed it all those years ago?


    I glance down at the ankle bracelet I decided to keep on. This is some fucked up shit. The two men I’ve had the best time with, out of all of them, know each other. The rip roaring fuck of it all is that I slept with both of them.


    

  


  
    


    EIGHT


    


    


    “Luca.”


    I hear my name every day, but hearing the sound of it coming from his mouth has my heart pounding clear out of the cavity that it is nestled in. I’m sitting in my chair, staring out at Lake Michigan, trying to focus so damn hard to see where the ice ends and the deep dark waters begin. That’s the best way to describe my life right now. Where does one of me begin and the other one end?


    “Look at me, Luca. Please?” Camden’s deep gravelly voice sends me back so many years.


    “I can’t,” I whisper.


    It’s quiet, so very eerily quiet. I know he’s still here, I can smell him. He smells the exact same as he did a decade ago. Natural. Pure male with no strong odor of cologne. When I shook his hand a few hours earlier I felt nothing. And now, alone with him in my office, I feel it all. The undeniable chemistry is there, surrounding me until he is all I can see and feel.


    “Hide away from anyone else, Luca, but not me. Never hide from me. And for Christ sakes, do not deny me the honor of being able to look at you.” I’m suddenly spun around in my chair, both of his strong masculine arms cage me in. God, he is undeniably handsome. With a slight amount of graying at his temples and slight specks of gray mixed in with his dark hair, he looks even more handsome than he did a decade ago. He has age lines that surround his eyes, yet his intense look still pierces deep into me. His body still calls to me. He is still toned and clearly still takes amazing care of himself in such a way that makes Heath look like a boy. There is no other way to put it, he’s an older gentleman who is drop dead sexy.


    “You’ve been crying?” A finger gently swipes, skimming under my eye. My makeup is long gone, cried during my time with Mitch. Something about the way he’s looking at me makes me not care about appearance.


    “I have but I’m fine now,” I simply say.


    “Are you?” He stands tall, questioning what I say.


    “Yes,” I lie.


    “Well, at least one of us is fine then,” he replies, crossing his arms over his wide chest. Like the woman I am, I cannot help myself but to reach out and take a trip down memory lane, touching every inch of his body. His chest is solid, muscles hidden under the white dress shirt he is wearing. My hands continue their exploration until they land on his dick that seems to be rock solid. I inhale in a ragged breath as I run my hand against his hardness, straining against the softness of his suit.


    “Yes, you still make me hard just by looking at you,” he rasps out.


    I merely whimper, squirming in my seat by his abrasiveness. “But, no games, Camden. This is my life, my business that we are going to discuss. Strictly business.” It’s obvious that I want my words bitter and angry, but at who? Him? No, I can’t be angry at him, not at all. He’s so big. So much larger everywhere than I remember. Especially the muscle in his body I know the best. God, I’m a mess. I’m a wicked, hopeless mess to even think about sex right now when my business could be tossed into the middle of the great lake outside my window.


    “It’s a start, Luca, but you and I both know we will be discussing a hell of a lot more than business.” He turns, giving me a fine view of his rock hard, muscular ass.


    Visions of my business sinking is all I can see.


    “How did you find me?” I ask, straining to hold myself together and not fall apart from fear and worry.


    He steps away, going to sit in the chair on the other side of my desk. I rotate my chair so I’m again facing him and place my folded hands on the table, trying to remain professional.


    Whether he’s pondering my question or trying to come up with a lie, I have no idea until he answers with the last thing I ever would have thought about.


    “Do you know how much of a coincidence it was, six months ago, when I happened to have the cockpit door open on my plane and I looked out to see the most beautiful woman who has graced so many of my dreams over the past ten years sitting in the very front seat of first class?” He raised his brow, looking at me, gauging my reaction.


    “A coincidence indeed,” I say.


    “There you were… after all these years, in the flesh. It wasn’t too hard from there to find out more about you. Your name right was right in front of me on the passenger list. Google is a splendid thing, Luca. I will say this, I’m very proud of you.” Camden winks at me.


    God, how much does he know? Does he know everything? Does he only know about Heath? Does he even know about Heath or any of it? He can’t possibly know about my escorting. There isn’t a damn thing about me on google when it comes to that. It’s all kept very private for a reason.


    “What do you mean?” I ask, tamping down my incredulity and curiosity that are getting the best of me.


    “You’ve done exceptionally well for yourself. You’ve accomplished all of your dreams, haven’t you?” Somehow his proclamation doesn’t sound like he only means my billion dollar company. He knows about more that Heath. God damn it.


    “I have, Camden. I’m still happily chasing my dreams. I never want them to end.” For some reason, I want to also say, there take that, fucker, but I don’t.


    “Perhaps your resume and marketing strategy aren’t showing you in your best light, Luca.”


    “Alright, Camden, damn it, enough. Spit it out. Just say what you want to say. Cut the bullshit.” I’m done with his beating around.


    “You’re done with your weekend activities,” he says slowly, his voice low, almost a growl. His words send a jolt of absolute seriousness though my body making my spine lurch. Something is very wrong with this man and this situation.


    “What the fuck did you just say?” I stand up, running my hands thought my hair which is already in complete disarray. Who the hell does this man think he is?


    “You fucking heard me, Luca. You are done!”


    His fierce bolt of control does not sit well with me at all. We’re standing, leaning slightly over the desk, both showing our assertion. Our mouths are so close to one another’s. It would take nothing for either one of us to fuse them together.


    “So this is why you’re really here? It has absolutely nothing to do with business, with you wanting to use my firm. How dare you, Camden? You spent one weekend with me, ten years ago I might add, and now you think you have the right to storm into my office and tell me I have to give up what you so eloquently helped me achieve. Well, fuck you straight back to the land of fucking Oz, because there’s no way in hell I’ll give up what I love to do. Not for you or anyone else. Now get the hell out of my office.”


    This man is insane. He needs a psychiatrist if he thinks he has the right to tell me what to do.


    We study each other in silence for minutes, neither one budging.


    “Camden, leave,” I whisper. “I’m none of your business.”


    “What if I want to make you my business, Luca? What if I want to be the man I believe you need?” He paused for a moment, before continuing, his words softer, “And what if I want you to be the woman I’ve been searching for the last ten damn years.”


    My stomach stirred to life with his admission. Dear god, what exactly is he saying? He wants to get to know me? Date me? Has he hit a mid-life crisis and suddenly realizes he could wind up alone for the rest of his life? I don’t understand. None of this makes any kind of sense to me at all.


    “What are you saying, Camden? And how do you know I’m who you want?” Frozen stiff for a moment, I search deep into his eyes. My God, he’s serious.


    “I know that when I spent time with you all those years ago that I never should have let you go. That’s all you need to know, Luca.”


    All of my defense mechanisms tell me to slap him, hard, across the face.


    “I want you and not in the way all those other men have wanted you. I want you to be mine. I want to show you the world and, by god woman, I want you to let me completely devour you. This?” He grabs my hand, shoving the ring he gave me in between the two of us. The diamond is glistening in the overhead light just as much as my unshed tears. “Means something to you. You wear it. Out of everything I know you have, you choose to wear the ring I gave you. If you can honestly stand here and tell me you haven’t thought of me every single time you’ve looked at this ring, I will walk.”


    Camden’s pushing me. He knows he has me backed into a corner, yet he keeps pushing. I feel as if I’m plastered against the hard surface of a brick wall, unable to move.


    “You can’t, can you?”


    I merely shake my head. I’m scared of so many things. He cannot expect me to give it all up, can he? And what about this past weekend? Surely he knows about me being with his business partner if he knows about all the other men


    “You’re thinking too hard. Have you forgotten the one thing I told you?”


    “No.” My voice cracks.


    “I told you to feel. Don’t think, just feel.” I try to maintain my calm. To hold on to any type of control, if only for my own sanity’s sake, but I can’t. This is all too overwhelming, too much to handle. I need time. I need to think. I haven’t been able to think straight for days. I don’t even know who the hell I really am anymore.


    Maybe I’ve never known.


    My lips begin to quiver and a whimper escapes from my mouth. I’m not sure if he takes it as a sign of weakness or a sign that I’m interested. I have no idea what he’s thinking or have time to think about it. His mouth descends upon mine almost the same moment the sound falls from my lips. His mouth is familiar in more ways than I ever thought possible. How can this feel so right yet be so very wrong?


    When you move like lightning, you crash like thunder, and this is what happens when he wraps his arms around me and pulls me toward him, lifting me to the top of my desk. Papers fly all over the floor, as I scurry my body across the top of the glossy hard wood, tugging onto his tie, drawing him into me. On my knees, our mouths fuse together.


    My sense of feeling erupts at his tender touch. The way he owns my tongue, twining it with his.


    My sense of hearing awakens when our moans try to outdo one another’s.


    My sense of taste comes deliciously alive, as he sexually lures me inside of his mouth when he sucks on my tongue.


    My sense of touch explodes when he threads his big hands through my hair, cupping the back of my head.


    And oh god, my sense of sight is the one that combines them all, because when I open my eyes to look at the man before me, Camden Steel is looking back at me. His eyes are speaking everything I feel, hear, taste, and touch. He wants me. He means what he says. Kissing is such an intimate act, one I have done so many times without a second thought, but this kiss is so much more.


    “You are so beautiful, Luca. Don’t deny us this. Come away with me. Stay here in Chicago with me. I really don’t care. Just don’t turn me away.” Silence falls between us and his deep blue eyes hold mine in place.


    “Alright.” My answer finally comes, startling myself even more than I think it does him.


    “I have to fly someone to New York tonight, but I’ll be back to take you to dinner tomorrow,” he huffs out through a ragged breath.


    “Let me cook for you.” What the hell is that? I never cook. I never stay in.


    “Then I’ll be there at seven.” Camden takes an enquiring look around us. Papers are scattered all over the floor. His papers. His marketing portfolio. Releasing me from the hold he has me in, he presses one last kiss to my lips. I watch him in awe as he picks up every single piece off of the floor.


    “I’m here for all of you, Luca. That includes your firm. I’ve done my research on every aspect of your life.”


    I sink into myself as he walks out the door, leaving me to wonder where in hell I go from here. My thoughts are all cluster-fucked together, I jump when I hear Annie call my name through the open door.


    “Are you alright?” She’s looking at me as if seeing a stranger.


    “Yes, no,” I answer, completely unsure. I’m not ready to share any of this with her.


    “Are you going to tell me who he is to you or do I have to guess?” She crosses her arms over her plump chest. Jesus Christ, enough already.


    “He’s an old friend,” I say with a wave of my hand.


    “An old friend who placed you on top of your desk? A leaving you with your face all flush like you’ve just been thoroughly fucked kind of friend?”


    “I didn’t fuck him. God, Annie. I may have had my mind elsewhere these past few days, but give me some credit here.” Sliding down off of my desk, I straighten myself out the best I can.


    “I’m sorry,” she says contritely.


    “It’s ok. I would definitely think the same thing if I walked in on you with someone like that.”


    “Well, I can tell you’re not into sharing any information, so I’m going to take off. I only wanted to tell you that Heath Landon has called three times in the past hour. That man sure is persistent. I mean, I kept telling him you were in a meeting with Mr. Steel and you would call him back,” she huffs, handing me a piece of paper with his number on it. God, how I wanted this number in a bad way the other day, and now that I have it, staring back at me, I don’t want it anymore.

  


  
    

    NINE


    


    


    My god, what have I done? How could I have given into Camden so easily? A few days ago, my life was perfectly fine and now, well now, I’m slipping into a pile of quicksand full of despair and desperation. I agreed to scale back my life for him, come to a grinding halt. I’ve worked too hard for all of this. I love my life and now I’m walking blindfolded on a very thin tightrope.


    I immediately chastise myself even more than I already had been, when my hands pick up my phone, before setting it back down again; with this faceless new feeling of fear like I’ve never known before staring back at me. Heath, I have to call him. What do I say? Oh hey, by the way, I had a great time this past weekend, but I’m giving it all up for your partner. Would you like your anklet back?


    “Lucia.” I immediately jump at the sound of hearing my name, my other name. A name coming out of the very same man’s mouth who, just days before, had it all over my body. The same man who gave me pleasure like no man before him did. Except for one. His business partner.


    “Heath, how did you get in here?” I’m trying to pull my wits together, find myself. Even though I’m in my office, I’m not sure if I’m Luca or Lucia right now. With the way Heath is looking at me, it gives me the answer I need. He’s holding me in his gaze like he wants to spread me across my desk, whip out his glorious cock, and fuck me. No, I cannot let this happen. Even though every part of my body comes alive in his presence, craving nothing more than a release, if only from the tension my body holds.


    “I never left. I’ve been with Mitch and Leo this whole time, while you’ve been hiding out in here with Camden. Care to explain how you know my partner? Was he one of your many conquests? It’s quite ironic, don’t you think?” He slams the door behind him, stalking my way. In an instant, his features change from lust to anger.


    “You have no idea what you’re talking about,” I respond sarcastically.


    “Don’t I? Because watching you run away and lock yourself up in this office did not come from just seeing me. No, it came from seeing the both of us together. What the fuck are you hiding?”


    I retreat back into my chair, seeking safety. This isn’t the same sweet man from the weekend who worshipped me. This man speaks danger. My heart stutters and it becomes difficult to breathe, the air in the room turning ice cold.


    “I don’t owe you anything, Heath.”


    He comes closer to me. I try and observe his face, examining the death glare penetrating through me. Jesus, he looks like he wants to kill me. Suddenly, I am not so excited about this man the way I was earlier. No, he looks like a ravage animal waiting to fuck with his lunch. When I was with him, I thought he was the nicest and sweetest man I’d ever met, but obviously I can’t trust anything I think anymore. This whole situation is a twisted up game of “see Luca run” and “I need to get the hell out of here now”. Two Alpha males are in my professional world trying to dictate who I am.


    It is true that things can switch without any notice. I am living proof.


    “You need to leave or I’m calling security,” I demand.


    “You won’t call anyone or I’ll expose you for who you really are. Nothing but a god damned whore.” I’m horrified as he locks his arms around me, caging me in like a trapped animal, but beyond furious that he called me a whore.


    “I’m not a whore. You bastard!” I look up, meeting his harsh eyes.


    “No? Then what are you?” he questions.


    “I’m a business woman. A very good one.” My temper was quickly elevating.


    “Yes you are a very good one. The best Lucia. You suck cock like no one else.” His hand grabs ahold of my chin painfully hard. I cry out from the pain he is inflicting on me.


    “Camden has been researching over a year for a marketing firm for us. What I want to know is, why you? Why would he want a fraud like this company? And with you, a slut, for its marketing director?” He laughs.


    “Leave. I don’t need you or your business,” I say through gritted teeth. This is the first time in the last decade anyone has made me feel like a whore and I’m not stopping him. I’m letting him continue his verbal assault on me. I’m disgusted with myself. I want to go home and scrub my body raw, to erase Heath from my memory. This man is not the man I spent those wonderful moments with in Georgia. He is a gross, disgusting person, who gets his kicks by beating other people down. No wonder he couldn’t find a woman for the weekend. I smile on the inside. I don’t want him to know that I am finding this amusing in any way.


    “But you needed my cock, didn’t you? Perhaps you need it again.” Keeping his hold firmly on my face, he moves his other hand down to cup my center, fondling me through my clothes. His touch instantly taints the memories of my weekend with his filth, and then shame, as he moves his fingers up and down my folds, pushing my panties up inside of me. I feel sick.


    “I’m going to find out whatever it is you’re hiding and when I do, trust me, I’m going to destroy you.” With that, he lets me go, staring down at me with even more disgust than before.


    Fuck him. He isn’t any better than I am. I bend down and yank the chain off of my ankle. It’s difficult to break at first. I tug until it releases. As soon as I feel it break free, I clutch it in my hand, before heaving it at him, hitting him in the chest.


    “Fuck you. You lowlife son of a bitch, don’t you ever touch me again. Now get out.” I feel like I’m on repeat with these men, only this time I mean what I’m saying. I want this scum gone from my life. I need to rid my body and my mind of him. He bends at his waist, picking up the anklet, tossing it in the air with a cocky smirk on his face. He circles in the opposite direction of my door, dropping the bracelet in the garbage can on the side of my desk. The clink of the gold, along with all those stunning diamonds has me closing my eyes. No more words are exchanged as he leaves me trembling and wondering if both he and Camden are not the ones who are playing me. And if they are, what the hell do they want?


    ***


    “Twice in one week? Only this time I’m seeing your… What the hell happened?” Lola screeches. I skyped her the moment I walked through the door into my home. The minute Heath left, I called Mitch and Leo into my office, filling Leo in on everything. He made a few wise ass remarks about my escorting that had me laughing, until I told them both about Heath threatening me. The three of us agreed we do not need their business. However, we still need to tread lightly, even with Camden. I tried to explain to both of them I trust Camden; that this is not only my life, but theirs as well and I will not let it go to hell. They both have been faithful, loyal friends for years – I will not do anything to betray them. Then, I called Colin, giving him the night off after Leo demanded he was driving me home.


    And now, here I am, crying out of control at the mess my life has become.


    “Luca, what happened?” I drop my head with a heavy sigh, trying to regain my composure.


    “Lola, for the first time in years I feel like I don’t know who I am. Like a ghost has awakened inside of me. One I had no clue was even there. I’m tired, frustrated, scared, and helpless.”


    “Talk to me. What happened?”


    And I do. I fill her in on the day’s events. I even tell her all about Heath and I mean all of it. “Well, damn, Luca,” she mutters when I finish my story. After a pause, she continues, “Listen, the Luca I know would never let a man control her. You need to own this shit. Own yourself with both of these men. Camden is right about you and that ring. You know it as well as I do.


    “Now, I don’t know him at all, but I do know you and there is no way in hell you would give up anything for anyone if you didn’t trust them. So, you keep your mouth shut about Heath. You let Mitch and Leo deal with him. You know they can handle him. You take some time off of work for you, and I don’t mean time off like those weekend trips you take. I mean time off to get out and have some fun. If you have tons of great sex, great, call it an added bonus. But do something different, damn it. No contracts. No strings. Let loose and soar. Camden’s a pilot with his own plane. Go somewhere together. Your team can take care of Divider. Hell, as organized as you are the damn company could run itself.” Maybe she’s right. The thought of leaving all this behind even for a few days might be what I need.


    “Your right,” I say on a whim.


    “Repeat, please?” Lola croons in a poorly fake English accent, making me smile rather easily.


    “You heard me.”


    “Yeah, what the fuck ever. Seriously though, Luca. Your nice little tidy life is on one of those roller coasters that feels like it will never end, but so what. Fuck ‘em, girl. And I don’t mean literally. Take that cold iron heart of yours and make it the hot melting point of your body. Open the damn thing up and let yourself be suffocated with other things besides jewelry and designer dresses and shoes.” Her head is bobbing up and down as if she has all the answers in the world, and in this moment, she does. She has my answers.


    I cannot promise her I will be able to take my mind off of the things I’m so used to receiving. I can however try. That’s what I do after I disconnect my session with her. I will try. I just pray to god my gut is steering me right, because if Camden is out to destroy me like my intuition is telling me Heath is, I may never recover. I only hope that during these few days I take off the guys can figure out what exactly Heath has up his sleeve, while playing nice with their charismatic wit and charm. The man is way too smart for his own good. Any slip up and he will be onto them, but I trust them to be able to fix this.


    I need to stop thinking about the cluster that is Heath and focus on Camden and what he expects out of me, except, nothing will feel right again until I know why Heath is so dead set on destroying me.


    ***


    “Oh, Annie. What would I ever do without you? I owe you big.” I’m not even the slightest bit embarrassed that I called her in a pinch about what to make for dinner tonight. Thank god Annie is full of ideas when it comes to cooking, unlike me.


    “Not a problem, but could you tell me why Mitch and Leo are huddled in the boardroom like two dumb ass wanna-be football players?” I look down at my phone, resting on my counter, just to make sure it really is Annie I’m talking to. She sounds distraught. My dear friend feels left out.


    “I’m sure they are going over all the contracts, on top of taking over my schedule for the rest of the week, Annie. Or who knows with those two. Maybe they really are strategically planning out their fantasy football thing-a-ma-jig they do,” I tell her, trying to make her laugh or at least smile.


    “Whatever you say, Luca It’s your company.”


    Her abruptness stops me mid-step in my kitchen. “I’m sorry, Annie. What is it you would like to know?” Annie is one of my best friends. I understand completely where she is coming from. I would feel the same way as she does, but she doesn’t have to act like a bitch about it.


    “You can fill me in when you return. Enjoy your pizza.” She hangs up before I can say anything else.


    I feel so guilty. I should explain everything to her. I just don’t want to do it over the damn phone and she was so abrupt in leaving yesterday. I sigh, bringing down the second wine glass I was reaching for. My thoughts are trained on Camden and the fact that he should be here within the hour. My stomach grumbles when I think of the Chicago style pizzeria right up the street. Perfect for a night in.


    I look down at the jeans I have on, my APO custom designed fit dark wash. The most comfortable pair of jeans I own. Ones I very rarely wear. In fact, I have dozens of pairs of jeans I never wear. Dozens of old sweatshirts too, just like the NYU one I have on now. It’s the very first one I bought, the same one I had on when I met Camden.


    “Oh shit.” I scramble around the island in my kitchen toward my bedroom. I don’t want to wear this. What if he remembers? I cease halfway to my room when the doorbell rings. My head swinging back and forth, trying to decide if I should make a run for it to change or answer the door. When it rings again, I have no choice but to run to the door. When I open it, I’m winded from the small run, plus the anxiety that creeps its way back into my mind – the same anxiety I had the night before. I had tossed and turned from a restless night’s sleep, picking at my fingernails which I had to go and have redone earlier in the day. All of that worry squanders away when I see the man standing at my door, holding a small bouquet of tiny white and pink roses.


    “Luca.” Camden graciously looks me up and down, his gaze giving away his underlying sexual goals. He wants me…bad. For a moment, I feel that anticipation I had years ago in the Waldorf Astoria. I remember the way he made me feel and man, I want that again. He’s in his pilot outfit and fuck me, have I been flown to heaven, because my god, he is hot. I don’t know what happened to me in that conference room when I decided there wasn’t anything between us. May it was his admission to finding me. Maybe it’s the fact that I am allowing myself to slowly drink him in. Whatever happened between then and now, there isn’t a doubt in my mind that I want this man. Need this man. Ache for this man. Tonight I’m not only Lucia and I am not only Luca. Tonight, I’m both of her, and for once, I am ready for both sides to meet. Just for this man.


    


    

  


  
    


    TEN


    


    


    “You’ve never had deep crust pizza before?” I grip for anything to say as my willpower to not jump across the table and straddle him is barely hanging on by a thread.


    “Never. It was very good, and this wine is great.” Well that’s a lie. The part about the wine, I mean. He’s not a wine drinker. I knew that. God I’m a fool.


    “Did you ever think about me?” he asks.


    “Wh… what? Of course I thought about you. Didn’t we establish that yesterday?” I respond, holding up my ring playfully.


    He keeps watching me, studying me like I’m a problem he’s trying to solve. Suddenly, very uncomfortable, I move out of my chair with the almost empty pizza box, tossing it onto the counter. I take the few steps to the fridge where I know there is a few Heineken’s from Leo still lingering deep in the back. I’m sure Camden would prefer a beer over the wine.


    “Don’t.” The single word has me pausing. His hot breath is suddenly on the back of my neck. His hand wisps to the side and shuts the refrigerator door. He slides the bottle of beer out of my hand, setting it on the counter before both of his arms come gently, but firmly around my middle, outlining across my stomach. I’ve never relaxed into a man as much as I melt into him, forming myself up against the plains of his powerfully built frame.


    “Do you know the things I want to do to you right now, Luca?”


    I inhale sharply. “Tell me.” My eyelids struggle to stay open. I’m in a trance from his simple touch.


    “I want to press my lips up against your cheek, just to feel your skin. I want to hold you close, tracing the curve of your jaw with my tongue all the way to your delicate neck. I’ll tell you between every lick, every suck, and every taste how much just looking at your beauty turns me on. You don’t even have to touch me and I already want to be buried so deep inside you that you will never want anyone else but me. Tell me you want me. One simple word and I’ll take you to your bedroom and love you until the sun comes up, Luca.”


    Jesus God. No one has ever spoken to me like that before. Every man I’ve ever been with has fucked me because, theoretically in one way or another, he was paying for it. But not Camden. Not even when we were together before. Did he fuck me? Yes. Did he worship me, all weekend long? Did he end up paying me somehow? Yes again. But not until later, when our time together was up. He didn’t have to give me anything more than he already had at that point. Am I crazy for thinking someone could actually love me? And I don’t mean falling in love with me. I mean, wanting to be with me because they want to. Because they desire me, for me, not for what they gave me and I give to them in return.


    “Yes, Camden, I want you.”


    “Where’s the bedroom?” Slipping one arm under my knee and the other firmly under my back, he carries me down the long hallway toward my room. The soft dim of the light gives off just enough for me to see his eyes, a blueish black, hard and full of passion.


    “Stay.” His deep voice rumbles, demanding when he places me down on top of my bed. The rich softness of the deep rose blanket is comforting as I run my nervous hands across the top. Camden looks upon me as if I’m a gift.


    “You are beautiful, and yet that doesn’t feel like an adequate enough word for you, Luca.” he moans, trailing a finger down my cheek until he’s cupping the side of my face. I hear the button pop open on my jeans. The zipper going down. Then the touch of his long fingers sliding across the top of my pubic bone. I swallow, as his hand leaves my cheek.


    “What?” I ask, unsure what I’m asking for.


    “Shh, no talking. Let me show you. Feel, remember?” He taps my rear, indicating for me to lift. I do and my jeans and lace panties are yanked off, tossed over his shoulder. One leg is drawn up toward his face, his hands skimming up and down.


    “So soft,” he whispers. “Do you feel this? How you deserved to be caressed, then devoured.”


    “Mmhmm,” I state through my foggy haze.


    His hands feel rough against my delicate skin. They are controlled and sensual. He startles me when he brings my toes in his mouth, nipping and sucking them. A divine sensation shoots from my toes to my very center. He hasn’t even touched me where I want him, yet all I want to do is slide my own hand down to relieve the pressure building inside of me. I lie still, letting him move from one leg to the other.


    Fingers gliding, hands kneading into my flesh.


    “Fuck, you’re just as sweet smelling as I remember.”


    I’m in such a state of euphoria. I had no idea he had dropped to his knees on the floor, my legs over his shoulders and his mouth inches away from my bare pussy.


    “Oh god, Camden,” I choke out when his tongue swipes up my center.


    “Not a word, Luca. All I want to hear are the sounds of when you come.”


    His glorious tongue enters me, moving slow lazy circles against my inner walls, scratching an itch I never knew I had. As I release a moan, he removes his tongue and I holler out and whimper at the loss, but it’s quickly replaced with a finger. His mouth moves to my clit, biting the hard bud. It’s zero degrees outside, but here in my apartment it feels like a hundred. Sweat forms between my breasts and across my brow.


    One finger starts to pump in and out, while his mouth works my clit. His tongue is licking and sucking, then he stops and blows a breath across my hypersensitive nub, before repeating the process all over again. I feel his other hand squeezing one cheek of my ass, moving closer to the small puckered hole. He gives me no warning before sliding a finger inside my backside. I arch my back at the arousal this causes me. The sensation of him sinking one finger in my pussy and the other in my ass, while his mouth is on my clit takes me to a state of sexual euphoria I have never felt before. It’s a feeling I cannot even begin to describe. I let myself feel and I feel like I’m building up to float freely in the air. My muscles clamp down around his finger in my pussy. I moan and I nearly come out of my skin when my orgasm seizes me by surprise, in speeds as fast as my racing heart is beating. He’s relentless and I pray to the sex gods above for him to never stop his venerations on my pussy, because holy hell, he’s an exceptional idolizer of my body. He does stop though, but only to grab me by my limp arms, hoist me up, and disrobe me of my shirt and bra.


    “I need to touch you.” I reach out to him.


    “You will, but not yet, baby. The minute I have my cock inside of you, that’s when you can touch me all you want,” he says, starting to unbutton his shirt. When he sheds it and pulls his t-shirt over his chest, I gawk, my mouth watering at the thought of licking those abs. He’s beautiful. I mean, if a muscle can grow over the top of another muscle, then his do. Holy Christ. My fingers clench in anticipation to slide over them, my mouth drier than the sandy beaches of Lake Michigan, eager to suck his nipples and trail my fingers down that line of hair to his cock. His pants and boxers go, leaving Camden Steel, the man who has entered my thoughts so many times over the past ten years, a man I never thought I would see again, standing gloriously naked in front of me. “Lay back, Luca.” His voice sounds just as edgy as I feel.


    I move to the center of my bed. Camden grabs all my throw pillows off, two at a time. He yanks my covers out from under me until I’m bared before him on top of my silk sheets.


    Never in my life have I seen a look so predatory, so full of want and need as the look on his face when he climbs on top of me, locking his eyes with mine. “You may not understand this and we can talk more about it later, but I’m telling you know, I will not take you, Luca, until you tell me you will be mine. Until you tell me Lucia is dead. She can no longer exist.” This ultimatum sounds so absurd. Ridiculous even. We haven’t seen each other in years. Hell, we don’t even know each other, yet I can’t help but wonder what it would be like to belong to someone and have them belong to me. Do I really want this? Does he?


    “I… I can let her go.” Words I never thought I would say stumble out of my mouth. Where I can’t believe what I just said, I know that I did say it and mean it. I also know we will talk, because I need to know why – why he wants me.


    Dipping his head, he takes my mouth in his, controlling and owning it. I taste my essence on his tongue and lips. He growls like a madman, plunging his magical tongue in my mouth, twisting my insides into a knot. In this moment, Camden consumes me. All that matters is him.


    “Oh god,” I groan into his mouth when the tip of his dick slides across my over sensitive clit. He chuckles, grinding against me more. He leaves my mouth hanging wide open, panting, as he pulls one of my nipples into his mouth, tweaking the other with his free hand. He spends minutes on each one, driving me to the verge of another orgasm.


    “I need you,” I say.


    “I want you,” he says, right before he guides himself into me. He’s so big. So thick. I’m stretched to capacity. Indulging in a sexual, carnal bliss when he slowly begins to move. This isn’t about fucking or an instant orgasm. This is about how we both make each other feel. I feel safe, secure, willing to lose myself in this emotional moment.


    My hands run down his spine, navigating to cup his firm ass, pulling him deeper into me. His strokes long and slow. My eyes are closed from allowing myself to feel, but when they flutter open, he’s gazing down upon me, watching me intently with his piercing eyes. He thrusts into me hard and I gasp, my hips moving up to meet his.


    “Fuck, babe, I’ve dreamt of this moment forever, never once thinking it would happen. Never did I think I would see the woman who captivated me and never left my mind all those years ago.”


    I’m speechless. Unsure how to respond, I bring a hand up to cup his square jaw. He never forgot me either; his words uncovering memories of pleasure only the two of us share.


    Our movements synchronized from slow and steady to fast and hard. Grinding, groaning, and centering on each other’s pleasure. I’m on the cusp of coming when he picks up his speed. Tilting my pelvis higher to increase the friction, I explode at the same time Camden Steel spills himself inside of me.


    ***


    “I remember this sweatshirt. I wanted to bring it up when I first walked in last night, but your ass in those jeans distracted me.” He lifts a catchy brow. He tosses the sweater at me after his appraisal, knocking me off guard. We both fell asleep shortly after I wound my legs around his waist as he took me hard and fast, while he sat straight up against the headboard of my bed. I rode him just as hard, pulling up and crashing back down repeatedly until it felt like our bodies were somehow joined together in an unending way.


    “I remember it too,” I say, folding it neatly across my lap. I’m happily sore in all the right places, but my mind is sullen, not from regret over what happened between the two of us, but more over the fact that I feel like I gave in too easy. I told him I would give up one of the things I cherish most. It’s not giving up the sex with other men I’m concerned about. I know Camden can fulfill every fantasy and carnal act I can conjure up. It’s the thrill of it that I’ll miss. The idea of someone catering to my every need. The touch of silk sliding across my body as I slip into a gown bought for me. To trace my neck with my fingers, admiring the way an emerald necklace lays perfectly at the base of my throat. It’s a craving like any drug; I need it. I want it and unquestionably desire it. To give in is so unlike the woman I am. I feel lost this morning, like I don’t even know who I am and that outweighs the attentiveness of Camden Steel.


    


    

  


  
    


    ELEVEN


    


    


    “It’s snowing and blowing hard out there. How in the hell can you stand it here?” he scowls, lifting his hands in the air. I twist my lips at him and he looks back out the window.


    “I can’t,” I strike back harshly. Those are the first words I’ve really spoken to him since I stepped out of the shower an hour ago. I’ve been avoiding him the best I could by making coffee, before excusing myself by going into my home office stating I needed a little time to make a few phone calls.


    I collapsed against my door, dropping to the floor, and made a single call to Carl telling him everything. I told him I can’t do this, I can’t do what I promised the night before. I cannot fly out on a whim and expect to have a relationship with a man I barely even know. A man I only spent a few days with ten years ago. It’s ludicrous. I’m not a fly by the seat of your pants woman. I like order. I need purpose. I need both of her. Not a man. And what did my best and oldest friend in the world tell me? The opposite of what I expected him to say. He told me this was a sign. I laughed at that one and then repeated his words back to him.


    “A sign for what exactly?”


    “A sign that you need to stop. For some unknown reason the two of you have found each other again. Don’t you find that to be a coincidence?” he questioned.


    For fifteen minutes we bantered back and forth, me coming up with excuses why I should tell Camden to leave and due to our current circumstances, I don’t feel comfortable helping him market his business, but I would be more than happy to refer him to another firm. Then Carl pulled my feet right out from under me when he said for me to give it a week before thinking I’m not meant to be with Camden, so now, here I stand in my kitchen in another snow storm feeling like I’ve been struck by the Deja vu goddess.


    “You’ve been avoiding me, Luca.” Camden slinks up beside me. He’s close, but not close enough to touch me. He’s in a pair of dark jeans, a black sweater, and black socks. He looks so cozy, like this is his comfort zone. Even though seconds ago he basically stated he hated the cold.


    “Yes, no. I don’t know.” I shrug.


    “Hmm.” He cages me in again. This seems to be a habit, this caging me in so I feel the need to either swallow my pride and surrender or stiffen my spine and put a stop to it.


    “I did have to make a call. It’s done,” I say blankly.


    “What’s done?” He runs his hand down my cheek. God damn it, when he does sweet things like that, I lose focus. I shiver, not from the cold, but from his touch. I need away from him if we are going to talk about this. I duck under his long lean arm like a slinky sneaky cat. With an unladylike snort, I dodge from his grasp, twirling around, my hands held up in surrender. “Listen please.” I beg mercifully.


    “Alright.” He mocks me by holding up his hands in surrender as well.


    Taking a deep breath, I say, “You have to know how hard this is for me to walk away from a life I enjoy, Camden.” Instantly, his face turns pale. Camden looks like I’ve just struck him in the chest. I think of how my words must have sounded to him. He thinks I mean the sex and that truly isn’t it at all. Day one and I’ve already fucked it all up.


    I sigh. “It’s not what you’re thinking. It’s just, it’s all I know. She’s a part of me, Camden, and I feel like I’m grieving. I’m swallowing her for a man I barely know.” He gazes between me and the floor, remorse written all over his handsome face.


    “The life you lead is entirely my fault. I’m the one who showed you, told you about all the finer things a woman deserves in her life. I just never knew you would really take me up on it.” He scowls before continuing, “You deserve everything I told you a stunning woman like you should have, but not this way, Luca. Somewhere along the way you’ve lost yourself. The true you, the “carefree, I don’t give a shit about the way I look” Luca. The woman who stole my heart when I laid next to her peacefully sleeping in my arms. The woman I can give those things to. Me. Not someone else.”


    I pinch my brows together. I’m so damn confused. So exhausted, I don’t know what to think about anything anymore, except god I want to try. With him. “How old are you?” I probe, cocking my head to the side.


    “Old enough?” he smirks.


    “Seriously. Come on?”


    “I’m thirty-seven.”


    Thinking about our age difference, I wonder what the hell he’s been doing for the past ten years.


    “What is it?” he asks. “Why do you look like you are trying to come up with the answers to all of life’s questions?”


    I smile softly at Camden. It’s not something I want to think about. For some reason, it feels like we just picked up where we left off a decade ago, but that can’t be. I have to know what he’s done with his life. In an instant, he proved to me that I should stop my life as Lucia, for now, to see where this goes and yet, I know nothing about his life.


    “Who have you been with all this time? You couldn’t have been waiting for me all alone.” I urge him to talk with a little nudge to his side.


    He looks chagrined and I can’t help but cringe on the inside.


    “My life hasn’t been all roses, Luca. It’s been hard. I was a total playboy before I first met you. I didn’t care how many women I had been with. Then, that weekend with you was something I’d never experienced before. I felt powerful and in control. I felt like I meant something to someone. It was a trip that I’ll never forgot.” He sighs and I look at him with expectation.


    “So,” I say. “What did you do after we went our separate ways?”


    He rubs his chin with his palm and looks at me like he is a little boy.


    “I dated again. I went out with women, but for at least a year, I couldn’t…you know,” he trails off.


    “Couldn’t what?” I ask with a devious smile on my face. He grabs a comb off the table nearby and throws it at my chest. I laugh and his eyes melt onto mine. He loves me. I can feel it.


    “I never came with any of those women. I don’t know what you did to me, but after that, I stopped having sex with them once they were satisfied. When I realized there was no way I would get off, I found a reason to leave.”


    “Wow,” I say, my eyes wide and heart pounding from his admission.


    “After that, I met with women who only resembled you while I started to semi-seriously look for you. Sometimes, I called out your name during sex and sometimes those women didn’t really care when I did it. It wasn’t a life that I am proud of.”


    “You did that for ten years?” I ask in shock.


    He shook his head with an intense scowl on his face. “No way. I think my junk might have fell off if I did.”


    We both laugh.


    “I met a woman named Francis about three years after meeting you. She was amazing, but I fell in love with her for all the wrong reasons. She was a student, nearly fifteen years younger than me. She was a lot like you. Driven, sensual, and loved to have things that I provided for her. We were together for four years. We traveled and I even met her parents. It took a long time to warm up to those two.” He shrugs and I feel…jealous. So fucking jealous that I want to find this Francis girl and rip every hair out of her perfect head. He was mine first.


    “She was killed in a car accident about three years ago. She was traveling to see me in California and a semi clipped the front of her car and sent it into a tail spin.”


    My breath left my lungs as shock overtakes me. I feel like throwing up. Senseless and stupid I am for being jealous of a dead woman. How shallow am I really? What kind of fucking life have I been living? I feel like such a fucking bitch and there isn’t anything I can do to redeem myself.


    “What? How? Are you ok?” I stammer out my reply. I am lost in thought of whatever he must’ve felt at losing her, as he watches me with intensity, causing a stir of emotions like nothing I’ve felt from a man…ever.


    “I’m okay now. The first year was really tough. Her parents blamed me for her death, because if I wasn’t trying to start Steel Charter, I might’ve gone to her that weekend. We were living with one another, but we still kept separate places due to my company traveling. When I traveled, I didn’t always take her along, but once I was back in San Francisco, I stayed with her most of the time. That weekend I took a meeting in Los Angeles and instead of flying, she decided to drive to meet me. I have to believe she wanted some time to think on the drive. She loved quiet, alone time. She was an introvert in some ways, but her brain was magnificent. She really worked hard to be independent.”


    I slowly approach Camden, lying my hand on his chest, and placing my lips to his chin. “I’m so sorry, Camden.”


    He wraps his arms around me and snuggles his face into the nook of my neck. He inhales and exhales over and over, relaxing into me. We hug for long, long moments and I feel his warmth flowing into my body. It was the thing I felt the most from him when I was younger. It was his willingness to take me into his arms and protect me. He loved on me in the short time we had together and made me feel like I was special. That never went away as his hold on me shows, and my God, if he is back here for me so he can provide that to me, then I am ready to be protected, loved, and cherished. In the same way, I want to protect him to and make him feel the things he makes me feel. Show him our love and commitment is a two way street.


    “Are you ready to be with me now?” he asks into the warmth of my neck.


    I nod.


    “Thank God,” he whispers, pulling me up into his arms and carrying me back to my bed, where we stay entwined in one another until long after the snow ends. The indescribable feelings I have for Camden are strong and for the first time in years, I am happy to finally stay put with one person for as long as he’ll have me.


    


    

  


  
    


    TWELVE


    


    


    Camden is reluctant to let me go back to work, but I know he is busy with Steel Charter and he knows I’m equally as busy. He says that his next step is to relocate the headquarters from San Francisco to Chicago, to be closer to me. He says he needs to be near me, wherever that is.


    When I open my eyes Monday morning, I find a cup of coffee on my nightstand and a wet, naked man coming out of a steamy shower.


    “Damn, Camden,” I groan. “Don’t you know I have to go work on numbers and projections all day? How will I be able to get the vision of you out of my head to get anything done?”


    “Aw, baby,” he croons as he starts to towel himself off. “I feel the same way. If I touch any part of you right now, we won’t be going anywhere today. I still have to fuck you up against the window in your family room. Watch those perfects tits of yours bounce up against the cold glass, your mouth open, screaming for my cock while I make that addicting pussy or delectable ass mine again.”


    Our eyes illustrate to one another the passion we both deem impossible to ignore when were around each other. I would love nothing more than to please him, to let him take me. My nipples extend into pointy bullets that shoot straight to my core. Damn it. Why couldn’t we be stuck here in a fucking Illinois lake effect blizzard? I sigh, thinking about how truly blessed I am to someday be able to wake up every morning to this man.


    “That’s the best thing you’ve said all weekend,” I laugh. I don’t know what has come over me. I feel so playful with Camden, like he transported me back to my college days when life was much easier and all I cared about what having a fantastic time. He knows me. I don’t know how or what he did, but ten years later, he knew exactly how to remove the pipe up my ass that everyone else sees. When I am with him, life is a big amusement park with games and thrill rides.


    He snaps his towel in my general direction and laughs. My body breaks out in chills at his playfulness. I need him both physically and emotionally. He is showing me what it feels like to be happy, and that’s something I’m not sure I’ve felt since I last saw him. At least not truly.


    “Get up and don’t touch me. Drink your coffee like the princess you are, or fuck work. You’ll be bound, gagged and, overly fucked. I make no threats about you not being able to walk. It’s a damn promise. Hell, you might not even be able to crawl for that matter,” he says, laughter ringing through his words.


    “Bossy.” I stick my tongue out at him. The thought of crawling on my knees with my hands bound behind my back leaves a brooding ache between my legs.


    He comes to me, a serious face in place, and frames my face with his large, soft hands. “Kiss me, princess. That’s all I need to get through these next few hours without you.”


    We melt into one another for a long moment and once he knows I feel the evidence of his arousal against me, he jerks back. “No, no, no. Work is the only thing we are doing this morning. We have to get going. I can’t keep you locked up all morning. You have to get to work and make those millions I am banking on.” His chortle tells me he is joking, but somewhere deep down I wonder if he knows exactly how much I’ve accumulated over the last ten years. Does he plan to use me for my money? A sudden chill rakes down my back and I shudder at the thought. He makes enough of his own, there is no way he would disrupt my life for money.


    I pretend pout, snatching up my coffee to take a sip as I watch the man of my past dreams and future hopes begin to assemble his three piece suit. I push those dark unwarranted thoughts from my mind and watch him. It is a sight and I am enjoying in it.


    Twenty minutes later, Camden leaves. I take my time seeing him off, before indulging in a fabulous shower. Once I am dried off, I retrieve my phone to call Colin. It’s been days since I called him and I need to make sure he is ready to get me for work. I am completely scatterbrained. No one has ever been more confused about anything in the history of the world before today. I feel like I deserve my own therapeutic term. Lucafucksic. BiLuca Disorder. Yes, that one is perfect. The two people I’ve been living as have come down to one, they are both of me. The both of her.


    Camden. Steel Charter. Heath. Camden.


    This past week needs a place on a daytime television and I’m the first one to admit it. Now, I have to perform some sort of miracle and look like my life is as normal as it was one week ago. Colin will figure something out, of that I am sure. Shit, he’ll probably drive Camden and me to dinner tonight. I plant my palm on my forehead and think of ways to talk to Colin about Camden. I’ve never had a man in my life like this. Colin will be cool about it I’m sure. He’ll make fun of me before asking me when the wedding is. I’ll tell him to go fuck himself. It will be easy. It’s just like every other day.


    “Well, I wondered if you were still breathing,” Colin jokes into my ear, right as he picked up.


    “Aw, that is so sweet, ass hat. Come get me. I need a ride to Divider,” I bark out with love, of course. He has to sense the smile behind my words. He knows me almost as much as the boys do. I think he adores me as much, too.


    “Yes, ma’am. I’m nearly there, so come down when you’re ready,” he says in a slight sarcastic tone I could live without right now. Nevertheless, the banter continues to make me smile.


    “I still have to get dressed but I should be quick,” I bark just before hanging up. I head into my dressing room and notice that the ugly dresses I never wanted to see again are scattered on the floor.


    “What the hell?” I think out loud. Pulling the dresses back to see the safe completely, I gasp in horror. My safe’s door is wide the fuck open and the whole thing is cleaned out.


    “Oh my God,” I shriek, fumbling with the phone that is still in my hands and dial 9-1-1.


    “My jewelry,” I yell. “My jewels are all gone. Over a million dollars of jewels! Gone!” The woman can’t get a word in edgewise as I tell her the address, the apartment number, and when I start to list all of my pieces, the oxygen from my brain diminishes.


    “Ma’am, the officers will be there shortly, but can you tell me if anything else in the house was tampered with? Perhaps the front door? Where were you when you were robbed?”


    I go completely still. I think of Camden. I think of spending everyday this weekend in the bed, not even twenty feet from the safe. He had access to all my jewelry. He had that have taken it all? Oh my God. He fucking stole everything from right under my nose.


    “This can’t be happening to me,” I breathe out. “He robbed me of all my jewelry.”


    I think about his hatred for my lifestyle. Why would he actually go to all this trouble, just to erase everything I’d done before this weekend? I’m nauseous and crying. Nothing makes any fucking sense.


    “Who?” the mechanical sounding woman on the phone asks. “Who robbed you of all your jewelry?”


    I take a deep breath and look at the safe again. I can’t believe it is all gone. All of those weekends. All of those times I was presented with a piece of jewelry so the man could ravage me. I wore each piece of jewelry with pride and thought how about lucky I was to have those men in my life, even if it was for a brief weekend.


    How could I be so god damn stupid? How did I not see Camden’s intentions before letting him into my place so he could rob me of it all? Not only did he take away my future as an escort, but he took away the past, too. How blind was I to let it all happen in a matter of minutes?


    “His name is Camden Steel. He is my lover,” I say. He is my ex-lover now, I think to myself. “He was with me in my apartment all weekend and he must’ve stole all of it while I was sleeping in my bed twenty fucking feet away. How could I be so goddamn stupid?” I ask, knowing the operator won’t answer.


    I hear the police car sirens coming closer and tell the woman I can hear them. I hang up on the woman that just witnessed my complete and total breakdown. I’m still in just a towel, water dripping down me, so I lift off the ground in a twirl to grab my robe before I head toward the front door of my apartment. My phone rings in my hand and I look down to find a text from Camden.


    Princess, I miss you so much already. Let’s have lunch.


    I read the text twice to be sure that what I’m reading is actually fucking real. What an absolute mother fucker. Does he actually think I haven’t noticed the empty safe? How stupid does he think I am?


    I hit reply.


    Bring back my jewelry and maybe I’ll let you go fuck yourself.


    The phone starts ringing right after I hit send, but I have no time to answer it. The door is shaking with the knocking on it, and I hear Colin’s voice coming through the crowd of people assembled outside my door.


    “Ma’am, you called in a robbery?” The first officer I see looks like he is a teenager, but he’s wearing a Chicago PD badge and has a gun strapped to his belt, so whatever. That’s all I need when that mother fucker gets back here.


    I whirl around and race toward my dressing room. I stop short when I see a pair of diamond tear drop earrings on top of my armoire. Next to it is a photograph of me with Heath and we are… oh fuck, we are naked. I quickly toss the photo and earrings in my drawer and turn around just in time to see the lot of the policemen and Colin coming through my bedroom door. I point to the dressing room and with all the strength I can muster, I say, “The safe was cleaned out. I didn’t realize it until this morning, after I showered and was starting to dress.”


    Colin comes over to me and pulls me into a hug. I’ve never been so overwhelmed to have someone’s arms around me. Colin is safe. He knows me like a brother knows his little sister. He feels right. He is the right person to hold me right now. The rest of the people in my life? I’m not so sure anymore. I’m not sure of anything anymore.


    Why would he do this to me? It’s not like he needs money. He owns Steel Charter and it is worth quite a bit of money. Maybe they are having money issues. I’ll have to look into their file when I get into work. And if he needs money, he could’ve asked me; he knows I’m with him for the long haul. If he needs my jewelry so badly, it has to be for a reason, but stealing it wasn’t the best way to go about it. Then to plan to see me again – why would I want to invite him back if he’s a thief.


    Nevertheless, the facts are all plain as day. He was the only person in my apartment all weekend long. He was the only one with access, and very intimate access, I might add, to my personal belongings. Only Lola has been this far into my apartment and that was for her to sleep off her drunk.


    Before I see the sick bastard that did this to me, I can feel his presence throughout every part of my body. He has a way of melting me now that we spent all those glorious moments between the sheets.


    “Luca, baby. What the hell happened here? What was with that text?” Camden looks sincerely concerned and I don’t know exactly how to play this one off. Does he honestly think he can get away with taking all of my jewelry, only to leave a photo of me and Heath together? If he has known where I’ve been since he got my name off the passenger list, then he easily could have followed me to Savannah where I spent a weekend with his…God fucking damn it, son of a bitch, mother fucker – he lied. Everything he said to me was nothing but lies and betrayal. And for what?


    I look over to Colin who is sizing Camden up and down with some weird look I’ve never seen on his face before. I get up to stop him. I need one of my best friends by my side, not locked up in a damn jail cell for murder.


    “Officers, this is the man that was with me the entire weekend. He was the only one with access to my safe. I believe this is the man you’ll want to question.” I stare deeply into Camden’s eyes with a rage in my heart that I can’t believe I have in me.


    “If you’ll excuse me, Mr. Steel, the officers will escort you the fuck off my property now.” I look down quickly so he doesn’t see the disappointment or the single tear that just formed in my eye, ready to trail its way down my cheek.


    I quickly wipe my eye, pushing the tear away and turn to Colin. I flash five fingers to him, letting him know I’ll be five minutes. Colin imperceptivity nods at me. He looks fierce like he wants to actually dress me now, refusing to let me out of his sight. Oh, holy hell. I’ve had enough alpha men in my life forever.


    I think about having told Carl I am done with the lifestyle and even though things with Camden will not be working out since he is the biggest mother fucking bastard cocky son of a bitch I’ve ever met, I still feel good about that decision… My life needs to slow down. I need to find a happy balance between work and Chicago’s nightlife. Perhaps, this was full circle. I started and ended with Camden Steel. I am over it.


    

  


  
    


    THIRTEEN


    


    


    Colin is trying to do everything possible to cheer me up. He stops at Starbucks on the way to the office and grabs me a coffee without my asking. He puts the radio on my favorite station, in hopes I will get lost in the music. He’s being overly attentive as well.


    I don’t cheer up, I refuse to. I walk like a mummy through the lobby and into the elevator. Holding my cup of coffee, I replay the look on Camden’s face over and over. My heart is breaking at the loss of him, yet to think before last week, I was adamant that I didn’t even have a heart.


    Annie is standing next to my door as I approach and she still looks pissed off at me from Friday. What the fuck did I do to her?


    “What is it, Ann?” I ask, using her real name for the first time ever that I can recall. “Please, tell me what I can possibly do for you since you’re supposed to be my assistant.”


    Her gasp is audible. Hell, the front desk clerk probably heard it. I wince and slide by only to slam my door in her face.


    “Well, that’s the beautiful Luca we all love,” Leo laughs from my love seat. Mitch is sitting next to him, open jawed.


    “Damn, Luca. That was harsh.” Mitch can hardly look at me.


    “That mother fucker I trusted ten years ago and again only ten fucking minutes ago robbed me. Everything in my safe is cleaned out.” Again, I am shaking at the thought of those beautiful pearls. Strands and strands of them. I think about the fact that I will never see them again. No, I will see them again, because the police will search Camden’s property, wherever that is, and find them.


    “What?” they both bellow out with fury and dismay.


    I nod in reply before losing my calm. I crumble to the ground in sobs. My two friends run to my side and carry me to the loveseat, where both of them try to appease me with soft back rubs and soothing words. I love these guys. They are so innocent and sweet. They’d never hurt me.


    Leo pulls back from rubbing my shoulders and looks like he just came up with the idea of the century. Even though I didn’t think I had it in me, I giggle at his face. He is so pure and wonderful. Why didn’t I ever find boring to be enough for me? I mean, really, if I’d never met Camden, would I be the one with the family and the house in the suburbs, wondering which soccer practice was my turn for snack?


    “Come to Miami with me,” he exclaims. “We have that client, Evan Meyers, down there. He needs us to do an in-house sweep of their presentation. It will give you a few days to chill out, get some sun, and do what you do best in the office. They won’t know what hit them.”


    I think about it. I have to call the police and find out what else they need from me. I need to be sure that my apartment is completely secure, so that no one can get in. I need to figure out what Camden is up to.


    I shake my head. I can’t do it. With longing in my eyes, I refuse.


    “I’m sorry. It’s the best idea you ever had, but I can’t leave right now. They will need me close if they find my belongings.”


    We all sit in silence for a few moments while I try to think of ways I can go to Florida. I’d do just about anything to see my parents right now, to sleep in my childhood room of pink and fluffy things, as well. There is no sweeter place in this world than that twin bed.


    “Nevertheless, you will need someone with you, and seeing as we aren’t getting along for some unknown reason I have yet to understand, please take Annie. She looks like she could use a little sun.”


    Leo’s eyes perk up. “Annie? Really? You guys wouldn’t mind?” By the looks of it, he had the same idea, but didn’t have the nerve to ask himself.


    “Yep,” I say with a finality in my voice. “Go. Take my assistant and make her work her ass off.”


    I stand up from our little powwow and head over to my desk to boot up my computer. “Also, can one of you get me the Steel Charter file?”


    “Um, Luca, we aren’t taking that account, remember?” Mitch asks hesitantly.


    “Yeah, I know. I just want to look over their financials again. Something about Camden isn’t adding up.” I look up to Mitch and give him a tight smile. “Please, I just need one more look through.”


    He nods and as they leave, I open my pencil drawer and gasp in immediate horror. Sitting on top of everything in my drawer is a string of pearls, all broken and loose. It’s one of the first strands of pearls I ever got and I can’t believe they are ruined like this. But that isn’t what causes me to shake. I pull the picture out from underneath the pearls to find another poised picture of Heath and me. He is kissing my neck, in the process of undressing me. I remember this moment. All you can see in the picture is my back and his arms and head, but it’s us. It’s me, getting my picture taken during sexual relations with a man…without knowing.


    I close my eyes against everything that is happening and focus on the hotel room in Savannah. How the hell was someone taking a photo from that side of us? Yes, these pictures are blurry, so they have been cropped, but they couldn’t have been taken from too much of a distance. I think about the picture I received at my apartment. I only looked at it briefly, but it is ingrained in my brain nonetheless. From the angle of that picture, someone was either taking photos from the entrance of the bathroom or the French doors leading to the small patio balcony. The room was too high up for someone to be perched in the trees, so they had to be there, in the room. I open my eyes and look at the photo I just found in my desk. This one is him undressing me and I’m wearing the destroyed pearls. I didn’t wear them that first night, so it was the next day when I switched out my jewelry, always leaving the anklet on. That poor fucking anklet.


    “Stupid, son of a bitch,” I think out loud. Looking back to the picture, whoever snapped this had to be somewhere in the room.


    Then it hits me. It doesn’t hit me like a gasp or a little “oh no” in my head. No, this one is a grand slammer that knocks all of the wind that has ever passed through my chest, straight out of the room, into the cold air of Chicago. I literally feel myself turning blue with the stunned feeling of not breathing.


    Breathing would mean that I’d have to admit that I must be the absolute stupidest, selfish, most pitiful, asshole that has ever lived. How did I not even think of this back at my place? With the tunnel vision that I pride myself on not having, which I should probably revisit that with my therapist, I only thought Camden had access to my apartment, but what if it was Heath that got into my place and took all of that jewelry. He would have had to be quick. Or maybe he had been there all weekend. It wasn’t like I hadn’t been completely distracted with Camden the whole time.


    All of a sudden, I feel sick from not breathing, or blinking, and processing a million pieces of information at once.


    A sudden knock comes to my door and Leo steps in.


    “Okay, so I am heading back to the house to pack. All systems are a go for Miami. I’ll be back by Thursday, so please, take care of yourself this week. I’m worried about you, but I know having a few less people here at the office will let you get some work done. Mitch and Annie cleared our weekly office meetings and you just have a conference call with Mapperz on Wednesday, which is not a big deal. In fact, let me have Mitch take that one. It’s probably their new sales guy asking all the dumb questions anyway.”


    He’s talking. I’m listening. I’m nodding. I’m smiling where I need to, but I’m fucking shaking like a goddamn leaf and there isn’t anything he can do about it. It’s official. Lucia’s world came flying into this one and now, I’m getting the royal fuck me up the ass treatment I deserve from a frigging prick who likes to play sick and twisted games.


    Leo looks down to a folder underneath his armpit. “Oh right. Here’s the Steel Charter file. Annie got it for me. Apparently, we have a small file drawer that holds the rejected accounts. She mentioned there were only eight or so. That’s good, right?”


    “Uh-huh,” I say, not knowing exactly what he is getting at. Leo can talk about sand getting in between your toes just to fill the silence when someone he loves is having a hard time. He does it to try and get your mind off the problem.


    Standing up, I walk to him and take the file from his hand. Before walking away from him, I grab onto him and hug as hard as I can. He hurumphs and then softly chuckles at my outgoing affection as he wraps his arms around me, hugging me back.


    “You are a great friend.” I softly squeeze him a little harder, before releasing him and backing up.


    He looks down at me with sincerity. “Please take care of yourself while we are gone, okay?” he asks in a pleading tone.


    I nod and give him one last smile, because that is all I have in me. I can’t appease anyone anymore today. I have to think about Heath and all that he has done since we met. I need to get in touch with Carl and find out what other sorts of extracurricular activities our Mr. Landon has. I must talk to Camden and find out anything he knows about Heath, without talking to the police about him just yet. I need to get to Heath. I need to catch him in the act of leaving another piece of jewelry, ripped up or not, and take this god damn stapler and shove it up his ass. I grab the stapler off my desk and hold it in my hands, a fierce grip around it.


    Annie takes Leo’s place in the doorway and I want to hurl the stapler at her self-satisfying smile to find some form of release.


    “It looks like you couldn’t make this trip,” she says with a little smirk.


    “I know. That is why I told Leo to take you,” I explain to her slowly like she is a toddler that doesn’t understand her words yet.


    Her face falls a little. I sigh.


    “Listen, I don’t know what I did to piss you off but I figured you needed a little sun and fun for a few nights. So, please, do that. Have a good time. Order room service. Don’t sit inside with your e-reader and don’t clean the hotel room. There are maids for that. I know you. You’re probably experiencing cabin fever a little harder this season, so get out into the sun.”


    She smiles wide and bright. “I’ve been such a bitch. I’m sorry. I watch you go away and have fun vacations. You always look so rested and well, last week you came home and you were in such a bad mood all week.” She pauses for a moment, before continuing, “You forgot my birthday on Tuesday and you never forget. You’re the one that reminds everyone around here. I thought I did something and well, I guess you were just having a shitty week because of that ex-boyfriend of yours. I wish I had known before I took it all out on you.”


    My head drops down into my hands. I forgot her birthday. Fuck me. I never forget any of my co-workers birthdays. I feel like such a selfish bitch.


    “I am so sorry, Annie. Please. Forgive me. I’ll never let that happen again. Go and have a wonderful trip. In fact, I’ll tell Leo to extend your stay through the weekend, so you can really enjoy your birthday in style. Belated style,” I cringe.


    She flashes a fantastic smile and I know I’ve made up in a good way. At least I hope I’ve made it up, because right now, I don’t have the time to really think about birthdays or Miami.


    Ten minutes later, I can already feel the absence of Leo and Annie and somehow it feels really good. No one is going to be knocking on my door every half an hour to see if I need anything or tell me that someone else needs something from me. It’s heaven. I pull out the pearls from my desk and retrieve my makeup bag from purse. Grabbing a smaller little pouch I hold Tylenol in, I start picking up the pearls that are strewn all over the drawer. It takes a good while to make sure I’ve gotten every single one. The time lets me think.


    If Camden wasn’t the one that took the jewelry, there are only two other people who have access to my apartment in case of an emergency. Colin and Annie. Normally, I wouldn’t let Annie anywhere near my personal space, but there was this one time when I was going away on vacation and realized, just as I made it to the airport, that I forgot my carry-on bag which held all my necessary documents. That was a brilliant moment in the life of Lucia Westwood. Seeing as Annie was right near my apartment, I had the security guy let her in. I made sure she was on the list and had a key card to my place, but until that moment, she didn’t have the alarm passcode.


    Colin knows all of the passcodes and has access to everything. I trust him because I pay him for his trust. If he does anything to fuck up that trust, he will go to jail and I will sue his car service business for every single dollar they have.


    So, who else managed to get their way in? I pick up my phone and call Danny, the security guard at my apartment building.


    “Danny, it’s Luca in 11A. I have a question. Is there any way I can watch the security tapes from Friday morning through this morning when I get home from work tonight?” I ask.


    “Ms. West, funny you should ask. I’m watching them right now. I see you had a robbery this weekend and it’s building policy for me to look out for any suspicious activity on the tapes. As you know, I watch them all day from my seat here in the security room, but as you also know, I have to eat and sleep, so I want to make sure nothing happened during those times. Our building is secure, Ms. West. We’ve never had a robbery or break in before now. I pride myself on the sensors and alarm systems we currently have. They are all up to date, so I don’t know how this could have happened, unless you walked the person in the apartment yourself,” he goes on and on.


    “Shit,” I say. “I know. Well, maybe after you are done watching, I could still take a look?”


    “No problem, but remember, there are three full days of tape. You can skip through time periods, but anytime there is activity, you have to stop and watch. I’ve been doing this for three hours and I’m only at Friday afternoon. I’ll be here through tomorrow, I imagine.”


    “Thanks so much for doing that, Danny,” I say.


    “Don’t really have a choice. Police are going to ask for it soon anyway, I’m sure,” he sounds put off and pissed and I don’t blame him one bit.


    “Alright well, I will stop in when I get home and see where you’re at. In the meantime, if you come across anything weird, please call my cell phone,” I say.


    “Sure thing,” he answers. Before I can thank him again, he hangs up. That guy is total blue collar. I wonder if he secretly hates my guts, because I live in that elegant apartment building. One of those people who hates other people just because they have money. Those people are the fucking best. I wasn’t always rich or well off. I still remember being poor, living with my parents, so I can relate. Nevertheless, Danny doesn’t know that and I’m not about to give him my life story. Sometimes, it’s better to let people think what they want to about me. I can’t keep up with other people’s opinions anymore. Now that my secret is out to my partners, I feel somewhat relieved.


    Until I think about Camden. Camden, the beautiful man that got on his hands and knees to please the hell out of me. The man who stole my jewelry. If he was the one that took everything then why the fuck are there pearls in my office drawer? When would he have had time to get to my office this morning before being arrested, and if he had been there, someone would have seen him. I think about Annie and how she is on her way to the airport. Maybe she saw something.


    


    

  


  
    


    FOURTEEN


    


    


    I pick up the phone and quickly call her, hoping she hasn’t shut off her phone yet. On the third ring, she picks up, practically screaming “hello” over the airport noise.


    “Annie, did you see Camden at the office this morning?” I ask without any niceties.


    Silence.


    “Annie?”


    Still nothing.


    Just as I am about to take her silence as a confirmation that Camden was, in fact, at my office, she replies, “I wasn’t going to say anything, but Heath came by this morning. He said he left something in your office,” she says in a hurry.


    “What?” I shout.


    “He said he left his watch in your office. At first I didn’t believe him, but he was adamant, Luca. I am so sorry. I watched him go into your office. He checked your top drawer and I made sure he didn’t take anything. He was out in only a few minutes.”


    “Well?” I ask.


    “Well, what?”


    “Did he find his watch?” I demand.


    Silence.


    “Annie, I don’t have time for this. You have to tell me everything.”


    “No, okay. I know I fucked up by letting him in your office. Whatever happened last week between you two was obviously bad, but he’s kind of a dick face and wouldn’t leave until I let him in.”


    So, I was wrong about Camden. Unless, he is working with Heath to fuck me over. And if that’s true, I don’t understand why. Why would Heath barge into my office, abuse me, both physically and verbally, before accusing me of the very same thing the two of them could possibly be doing to me? What do I have that they don’t? What have I done to make all of this happen?


    I realize I still have my phone to my ear and Annie is still on the line. “Have a good trip, Annie. Don’t worry about anything. Just get some sun and relax, okay?” I try to sound nice, even though if she were here, I’d strangle every last breath out of her for letting that sick mother fucker in my office.


    Right as I hang up my office phone, my cell rings. Not recognizing the phone number, I let it ring twice before I decide to answer.


    “This is Luca West,” I answer curtly.


    ***


    The police officer who called thirty minutes ago had much to share with me. Camden Steel passed the polygraph tests and his finger prints were nowhere near the safe in my dressing room. They still had him in a holding cell, but they can’t keep him for much longer without any more evidence that he actually has the jewelry. I asked that they keep him until I can get down there to pick him up.


    I admit to the police officer that I believe Heath Landon is the person who took the jewels from my home. I also let him know Heath was in my office this morning. He decides to send a unit out this afternoon to comb my office for fingerprints. He asked me not to touch anymore jewels that are returned to me, no matter where they are.


    I feel sick to my stomach. I have absolutely no idea what to say to Camden. A small part of me still believes that he has something to do with my missing jewelry but everything points to Heath being the thief. Did Camden let Heath in this morning? I called Danny right after I hung up with the officer to see if he saw anything yet. I ask him to fast forward to this morning, roughly around seven, when Camden left and I got into the shower. It had to have happened then. I just know it.


    My mind bounces out of control with so many questions, most of which make no sense. Why did I automatically think it was Camden this morning? He left and texted me almost right away, wanting to see me again. That’s not something a guilty man does. Why did I immediately blame him when we were so intimate this weekend? Was there something more to me automatically blaming him? Was it because he wants me to leave my life as Lucia? Did I let my fear over take my rational thoughts? Am I scared to be with a man that wants me to change everything about my life just to be with him?


    He makes me question everything I am once again. He is the only man that marks me inside and out. I feel sexy, smart, and intensely wanted in his presence. I’ve never experienced that raw intensity with any of the men I escorted. So, why did I impulsively throw him to the wolves? I am such a bitch.


    I feel a migraine coming on and the pressure in my chest is killing me. I pick up the file for Steel Charter, the file I couldn’t find a damn thing wrong with, and make my way down to Mitch’s office. He is on the phone, looking out at his view of the snowy city. He is genuinely laughing and I’m jealous. That guy doesn’t have a care in the world. He goes to work, goes home to his family, hits repeat five times, before spending the weekends on family outings. The photos that line his walls prove that he is a social and loving human.


    I realize that despite all the social calls I made in my past, I am not social. I am not loving. I’m a stone cold bitch.


    He whirls around on his chair and looks at me with a wide smile. We are friends and I feel that even after all that has happened.


    “What’s up, little Luca?” he asks, referring to my petite size and well, my naïve nature I had in college. This man knows the right things to say.


    “Camden didn’t take anything. He passed the polygraph and there were no fingerprints on the safe matching his.”


    Mitch furrows his brow. “Did they find any other fingerprints on it?”


    I shrug. “I am supposed to head down there to talk with the police and get Camden. What the hell am I supposed to do? Someone out there took my jewelry while I was in the next room, Mitch. I am freaking out. I don’t want to go back to my apartment. And how do I possibly apologize to Camden after all I’ve accused him off?”


    “Woah, woah. Wait a minute, Luca. He’s a guy and he really likes you. He isn’t going to hold this against you. From what you said, he was the only other person there. It was a clear assumption that it was him and I’m frankly surprised it wasn’t. Let him talk and then try to explain what you were thinking and feeling when it all happened. As far as a place, don’t go back there. Camden must be staying in the city, so figure out if you can bunk with him for a few days. If not, stay with me. My door is always open.”


    A slow tear makes its way down my cheek and I feel like a lost, little girl. He rises to his feet and comes to pull me into a hug. He sways us back and forth and kisses my forehead.


    “Go do what you need to do. Talk to the police. Talk to Camden and then when you find yourself somewhere tonight, check your email. There is a possibility I just landed Runner Run Magazine. I need you on this next account. And do not go anywhere without Colin. I mean it, Luca.” Mitch can be such a goof, but damn he is stern when he is dead serious.


    “Yes, sir. Work, work, work.” I smile.


    “You got that right, babe,” Mitch flashes a wide grin at me. “We have to beat our quota this year and a little ex-boyfriend and robbery action isn’t bringing Divider down.”


    That makes me feel better. No matter what happens, I have a fantastic job with two extremely driven guys. I can’t begin to tell him what it means that he wants my head in the game, even after everything they know about me.


    I practically skip back to my office, feeling rejuvenated from my little pep talk with Mitch. I see my voicemail light blinking and I hit the speaker button, retrieving my message.


    A scratchy man’s voice comes over the phone, slow and deliberate. “Well, hello, Lucia. You look ravishing in your purple suit today. Were you missing some pearls? I made sure to drop them by this morning.” The voice cuts off and I hear me screaming out Camden’s name. We are fucking. This was recorded over the weekend.


    The voice comes back over the line and I gasp at his venomous tone. “Fuck him again and you won’t see another piece of your jewelry. Understand me, Luca?” He chuckles until the phone beeps and the automated woman asks if I want to delete it. I press five to save the message. I don’t know what the hell is going on. Who the hell is doing this, or why, but god damn it, I will not let them get to me. I will not become a coward and hide away, letting whoever this is run my life, control my every breath, and every move. That fucker or those fuckers have no idea who the hell they are messing with. I believe it wasn’t Camden. He cares too much for me. I can feel it deep into my bones that I’m the one for him and he is the one for me no matter what. I’ll be letting the police listen to this message when I go pick up Camden.


    Ten minutes later, Colin is opening the back door to the car with a shy, scared look. Shit, I was such a wreck this morning. I place my hand on his shoulder.


    “You alright, Luca?” he asks. The sincerity is killing me.


    “I’m okay. Things are just pretty fucked right now. I have some business with the Chicago PD, so let’s head down to headquarters,” I say as I slide into the back seat.


    “You got it, woman.” His smirk makes me breathe out a sigh of relief. I am so fucking glad I have people in my life that let me have my privacy, even in the mist of all of this mess. I think of Lola and the fact that I have to call her. She is probably wondering if I’m still alive. I send her a quick text telling her I am thinking of her and will call as soon as possible.


    Colin parks on the side of the road in front of the large building. As I start to get out, I realize Colin is trying to jump over a monster snow bank to get to me.


    “No, Colin. Don’t worry. I’ll call when I’m ready to get picked up. I have a feeling I’m going to be in here a while.”


    He doesn’t look pleased with me going in alone and I understand his reasoning. I think Mitch would have offered to join me, if he wasn’t the last standing partner at Divider. Once everything has calmed the fuck down in my life, I’m sending those two off for two weeks of enjoyment, so I can be the one to hold down the fort and they can have a break. But first, I have to get passed Colin to start getting things fixed in my life. I give him a look like he really shouldn’t fuck with me and he nods in acquiescence.


    Before I get two steps away, he grabs my arm. “Luca, wait.”


    I look back at him with impatience. “Yeah?”


    “Do you think your life is in danger?” he asks. “I saw the way you were this morning. You were…really fucked up. I mean, are they going to be able to tell you what happened?”


    “I don’t know, Colin. I’m trying to take everything one step at a time.” I exhale. “No, I don’t think my life is in danger. I think a greedy fucker wanted my stash of jewels and to fuck with me. I’ll be okay, but right now, I need to see Camden.”


    He releases his hold on me and nods again with a small smile. “There’s never a boring day with you around, Ms. West.”


    I scoff at him. “Shit, Colin. You need to go get laid. I can’t be more boring.”


    He laughs out loud and I shake my head at our familiar banter. “I’ll call later,” I yell out behind me, as I make my way up the steps. The police headquarters is a busy place with people waiting, being hauled in, and victoriously walking out. I have absolutely no idea where the hell I am going.


    I walk down a long hall to a bunch of doors. When I get to the first door, I open it and notice it is for the filing clerk. I walk to the next door and before I can open it, the door flies open and I run straight into Camden. He looks shocked to see me.


    “Luca? Jesus, are you alright? Baby, I’ve been so worried about you all day.” He hugs me harder than I’ve ever been hugged by another human being and I start to cry.


    “Fuck,” he mutters out. “What happened? Tell me everything.”


    I shake my head and feel so damn stupid. “I feel so terrible for thinking it was you. I didn’t know what to think, Camden. Then when I got to work and found the pearls, I knew it wasn’t you.”


    “What?” He looks like he is homicidal. “Someone was in your office at work?”


    I nod. “I need to go talk to the police investigator on my case. There’s so much more going on then you know about right now. Will you come and listen to me?” I ask, feeling very naïve and hopeless.


    “Of course. I was coming to find you. I am here to protect you. We can talk about all that other bullshit later.”


    Why is he being so good to me? I don’t deserve this. I don’t deserve his kindness.


    Then again, maybe I deserve everything I am getting right now and Camden is just a small consolation prize. I give him a small smile and take his hand in mine as we head into the office.


    I recognize the first officer I see as one from the scene of my disastrous dressing room this morning. He smiles up at me and quirks his head to the side, showing me which room we will be going into. Camden starts to follow behind me and the officer clears his throat. When we both look up, he shakes his head at Camden. My face falls.


    “Okay, baby. I will be right out here waiting for you. Please, tell him everything you know. Don’t leave anything out, because we are going to find this guy and I am going to fucking…”


    I cut him off with a soft kiss to his lips. “I don’t think it’s such a good idea to say such things in a police station.”


    He chuckles.


    “But Camden? What if the guy that’s after me is someone very close to you?” I ask, pleading with my eyes for him to understand.


    He shakes his head in confusion.


    “I think we are looking for a man named Heath Landon.”


    He goes rigid as I pat his chest, before turning around and heading straight into the investigator’s office.


    ***


    “I’m sorry if this inconveniences you in any way, ma’am, but this is an investigation, at this point everyone is a suspect.” I struggle to breathe. The sudden need to have Camden, Colin, or anyone who I trust in this room with me, as Detective Watts instructs me I cannot go home and I have to close the doors of Divider, until they do an entire sweep of my residence and my office has my nerves worked up.


    “I understand.”


    These days of lethal injections into my system are more than I can take. I am going out of my ever loving mind. It’s gone, drowning at the bottom of the lake in an undercurrent so cold and deep, I’m toiling with the will to survive. I stand my appearance on the outside resilient to this devious plan of someone out to destroy my sanity or quite possibly my life. On the inside, I’m dreadfully frightened of who this could be. I would bet every dime I own it’s not Mitch or Leo. No god damn way. Those men are just as much a part of my family as I am theirs. Annie and I have had a rough week, but no, she wouldn’t have the resources to invoke this upon me. The gut wrenching urge to break down and cry strikes me hard. I need to get out of here and find somewhere to stay. I will not show my weakness in front of anyone. I can’t. I refuse.


    “Jesus, what is going on? I’ve been pacing…” I shut Camden up with a soft kiss to his perfect mouth. The way his arms wrap around me, holding me against him make me feel safe – at home. The steady rhythm of his heart pounding quickly in his chest when I place my hand over it, my palm spread just to feel, to know this man is real.


    “I’m so…”


    “Shh. No. Not one word. Not here. I have a cab waiting for us. We are leaving. Going where no one can find us, then we will talk.”


    Camden totes me behind him, his hand firmly grasping mine, his body protecting me as we make swift, precise movements down the hall and out the door of the police station. For the first time since I’ve moved to Chicago, the blast of the cold air feels good on my overheated skin. I was suffocating in the Police Department.


    “Colin, what happened?” I ask, coming to a halt at the bottom of the steps. I hadn’t expected him to still be here.


    “I couldn’t leave. I’m your driver and your friend. It isn’t in my job description, as either, to leave you alone. Did you get any answers when you were in there?” he asks, looking pained.


    I shake my head in defeat. I can’t remember feeling so out of control about my life ever before.


    “Okay, well then, get in the car.” His eyes gaze to the door he is opening for me. While I’m not sure he trusts Camden too much after what he saw that morning in my apartment, he lets him pass.


    Of course, the two men size each up like their anchors on a game of tug of war.


    “Camden, this is my friend and driver, Colin. I trust him. He can take us wherever we need to go,” I offer up, doing my best to break up this nice little duo of piss meet vinegar on the streets of Chicago.


    “I told you, we need to go where no one knows where we are,” Camden whispers in my ear.


    “Will be right there, Colin. Thanks for being the true friend I know you are and waiting for me while I was in there.”


    Giving Camden my undivided attention, I seek his warmth, wrapping my arms around him. I look into his eyes and see concern. I look back at him, trying to express I will be okay and letting him know I appreciate him, as well. I convey this with a kiss to his cheek, my hands rubbing up and down the stubble on his face. He looks tired and worried. It’s my turn to go into protective mode for everyone; especially Colin. He’s always been there to support me. I won’t have Camden thinking he is any type of threat to us. “I’ve known Colin for years. He would never do anything to hurt me. I trust him with my life, Camden.”


    His tone edged with resentment, he replies, “He’s the only one, Luca. No one else can know where we will be.”


    Well, I don’t know about that, but I don’t tell him this. I’ll eventually need to tell Mitch, Leo, and Annie. The cold that felt so good moments earlier, has now frozen my ass. After the day I’ve had, all I want to do is go lay in a nice warm tub, erase the grim of today from my body, and call Mitch, Leo, and Annie to let them know whatever work has to be done we must be done from home


    “That’s fine,” I concede, releasing his handsome face. His firm hold on my neck shows his possessiveness right along with a hint of jealousy, I presume, as he helps me into the back of the car.


    “Where are you staying, by the way?” I grumble under my breath. I decide to ignore the continuing pissing match between the two men. I’ve had too much for one damn day to deal with between these two.


    “The Blackstone,” Camden replies dryly. “We won’t be staying there though,” he adds rather abrupt.


    “The Blackstone is a wonderful place. Not too far from my office. I would love to stay there with you,” I reply, rather pleased knowing how close he’s staying from the tall building, holding my office. An office I cannot go back to for several days.


    “Yes, it’s nice. However, you cannot stay at your apartment. I’m going to assume you cannot go to your office, so we are getting the hell out of Chicago.”


    “Where are we going?” I ask, not entirely peachy with any of this. There we go again, another time with no control.


    “I’ll tell you on the way.”


    I pout at his response, staring out the window, watching the Chicago traffic zoom by while Colin navigates through the traffic. Camden’s voice is polite on the phone. Colin’s not saying a word. His pissed off glare, directed at Camden, catching me every time our eyes connect in the rear view mirror. I scowl at him.


    “I’ll be just a minute,” Camden states, when the car comes to a stop outside The Blackstone. Camden steps out of the car for all of ten seconds, just enough time for Colin to finally speak.


    “I hope you trust this guy, Luca, because I sure as hell don’t have a good feeling about him.”


    I straighten my spine. “Jesus Christ, Colin. Would you stop? You know I appreciate your opinion and I get where it is coming from, okay? I get it all, but I do trust him. As a matter of fact, I feel myself falling.”


    “All set,” Camden states, climbing back in.


    “No bags?” I say, thankful for the interruption. I was about ready to say I’m in love. I must totally be losing my mind to even think such a thing.


    “In the trunk.”


    I shake my head, my brain rattled beyond comprehension.


    “Take us to The Ritz Carlton, please, Colin.” Camden’s politeness is back in full swing.


    This is absurd. Although the idea of staying at the Ritz is exciting, it’s unnecessary. It’s a nice, high class hotel that I’ve set up several of my prospective customers at, as well stayed in a few myself back when I escorted, which feels like an eternity ago, now that Camden is back. I hate this – all of it. Whoever is doing this to me has inconvenienced everyone I care about. Their hatred has absorbed its way into every aspect of my life, including my company. Here I sit, in the back of my car, wondering what I’ve done to anyone to have them coerce their way into my life; into the lives of my friends. Tears sting my eyes at my thoughts. I’m so afraid this person will not give up until they have obliterated me until I’m left with nothing. Maybe even until they end my life.
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    “Stunning,” I immediately say when we walk into the grand reception area of the Ritz. Marble floors decked out in the most intricate earth tone colors, a decorative water foundation in the center as the main focal point. Luxury at its finest. Colin never said one word when he dropped us off and I’m worried. I know our brother and sister relationship will never be broken, but he’s hurting at my hurt, that much I’m sure of. I love him even more for being so protective, as he’s always been. While Camden checks us in, I back away, digging my phone out of my purse and call Colin. Suddenly at ease when I hear his voice on the other end.


    “Need me to turn around?” he clips, answering my call.


    “Funny,” I say, all smart ass like, in hopes to bring back our normal banter. Instead there is nothing but silence from his end. I grovel my way through the conversation with him. His attitude lightens when I promise him he will be the first person I call if I need anything or if the police find out who’s doing this.


    “I appreciate you, Colin,” I say, keeping my eyes glued to Camden’s back. I don’t want him to get the wrong impression from the call.


    “I know, Luca. I’m worried about you, that’s all.”


    I toss back a small laugh, although there is nothing remotely funny about any of this. It’s just here I am, staying at the Ritz, miles from my home and office, realizing I have no clothes, no toiletries, nothing. Colin is so used to my aloof behavior he ignores my laugh.


    My thoughts wash away as Colin responds, “I sure as hell hope you know what you’re doing with this gut of yours, Luca. If he so much as gives you a papercut, I swear to you I’ll gut him, granted, I’m too busy to come back now, if you know what I mean.” I can hear the smile behind his words.


    “Colin, I’ve had a day from hell, and trust me, there’s no one else who I’d rather end this shit day with. I care about him and he cares about me. I trust him.” I turn my attention back to Camden, who is now smiling at me. “I have to go now.”


    I mouth Colin to Camden so he knows I’m not disclosing our location to anyone else. Camden rolls his eyes. I know neither of these two men can fully decipher what the other one really means to me.


    “Ready?” Camden holds out his hand.


    “Yes and thank you for this.” I take his hand into mine, relaxing to his touch. It’s not until we ascend up in the elevator that I begin to shake, wondering if this time with Camden will be cut short. I really have to tell him all about how I know Heath.


    “The Presidential Suite.” Camden’s breath brushes against my ear, the heat from his body radiating through my coat. I lean against him, burying my back into him. I memorize the feel of his body against mine, hoping it won’t be the last. I’m going to hurt him when I completely come clean. The man has his been hurt enough and now I’m sure to break him. For him to find out about his partner and me may send him away from me for good.


    I need him.


    I want him.


    Losing him would destroy every bit of sanity I have left, which isn’t much, but I have to be honest with him. I close my eyes, listening to the light click of the door as it opens. When I open them, the view in front of me takes what bit of oxygen I have left in my lungs.


    “My god.” I spin around in the huge foyer.


    “Christ,” Camden mutters.


    “I thought my view of the lake was impeccable, but this, this is a dream, Camden.” I frown and spin in his direction. “You really didn’t have to do this.”


    Our eyes meet, he diverts them to the view of the partially iced over lake. What’s left of the late afternoon sun seems to be trying to decipher whether it wants to stay buried under the gloomy winter clouds or peak its way through any opening it can find.


    “I did it for the both of us. I did it to keep you safe. Besides, we both need to work and there’s plenty of space here.”


    My excitement diminishes with his gloomy attitude. “What’s wrong?” I grimace at the way he’s standing away from me. His shoulders are slumped forward, hands burrowing deep into his pockets.


    “At the station you mentioned Heath’s name,” he states. I laugh to myself. There is absolutely no humor in the conversation we are embarking into. What I find funny is how well the two of us are able to read the other. It’s like the ten years apart never existed between us. Ironic really.


    “I did,” I respond, wishing I could avoid this conversation all together. As much as I would prefer to spend a quiet evening with him, this needs to be done.


    “And?” he prompts.


    “I slept with him.” On impulse, the words stumble out of my mouth. How badly I wish I could shove them back, take them back, to make them not true.


    “I know.” He sounds diverse somehow from just a moment ago, relieved almost.


    “How do you know?” Boggled up inside at how this man seems to know my every move.


    “I told you. I’ve kept tabs on you, Luca.” He suddenly turns to face me. His eyes are full of so many emotions. Remorse. Hurt. Confusion. The one thing that’s not there is anger. Granted, he shouldn’t be angry with me. Humiliated yes. Angry No. What happened before he walked back into my life is none of his or anyone’s business.


    “I don’t know what to say.” My heart is thrumming so hard it physically hurts as I take a step toward him.


    “Say anything you want. Just spare me the details, please. It’s all I ask.”


    I nod my head. “Of course.” I only have one question to ask him and then I would love for nothing more than to put that sordid life behind me and move forward with Camden. To move past the life that I thought I couldn’t live without before he came back. That is assuming he still wants me.


    “Why didn’t you stop me if you knew?” My voice barely audible for my own ears.


    “I didn’t know it was you at first, not until Heath said your name. I was furious at him. He of course, didn’t know the real reason why. He thought it was because I had been investigating your firm. The whole, do not mix pleasure with business, before it even got started.”


    Guilt and shame rush through me. All of the pain I caused this man. I cannot lay emphasis on this. Not today, maybe not ever. I don’t owe him an apology, but I will still give him one and mean every word of it. I never again want to be the cause of any pain to him. All I want from this moment forward is to make him happy, to be the woman he wants, even if I don’t think I am her.


    “I’m sorry,” I express truthfully.


    “I’m sorry, too. I would have come for you and stopped it if I hadn’t been across the country. That’s why I called and made an appointment with your office right away. I’m also sorry you were so uncomfortable when Heath showed up. I’m sorry I didn’t tell you right away that I knew. I just… I wanted to know if you truly wanted me. If we could make this work between the two of us.”


    He pauses and I take full advantage of it. I will say what he cannot. “You wanted to know if you could trust me. You wanted me to tell you first.”


    “Yes,” he replies without hesitation. For the first time since I heard the word trust, I finally knew what the meaning behind it meant. To trust someone with your heart.


    And I trust Camden Steel.


    ***


    “Where in the hell is Heath?” Camden throws his phone down on the bed, where I’m resting up against the headboard. I just got done calling Mitch, letting him know the office is closed while the police investigate. In attempt to lighten the situation, Mitch jokes about the fact we cannot go to the office, which gives him days to spend fucking his wife. I swear, the man has no filter.


    “He’s still not answering.” And eerie silence falls between us. Do I finally tell him about my suspicions of Heath? Throw everything out there all at once. Get it done and over with so we can move on with our personal life together.


    “I called his restaurant and they haven’t heard from him since he left to come here days ago.”


    “What?” I ask in shock, sitting up straight in bed.


    “I’m worried. This isn’t like him. I mean what the hell? Where could he be?”


    Hiding out, destroying my life is what I think and want to say. I don’t though. I tread carefully with my next choice of words.


    “Come here.” I pat the spot next to me on the bed. He graciously accepts, plopping down with a weary thud. “Look, obviously you know Heath better than I do. Have you given any thought to the fact it could be Heath who’s behind all of this?” Seriousness cast a shadow over his gaze. I swallow hard, my own words stifling in the air, casting their own gloomy shadow.


    “I have, but I’ve also suspected everyone else in your life and I will continue to do so until they find out who it is. But Heath? He has no reason to do this, Luca. What could he possibly gain by trying to demolish you? To taint your reputation.” His voice low and raw.


    “I don’t know what anyone has to gain from this, Camden. What I do know is if someone has their own reasoning for doing this, I have no clue as to why. My co-workers are my family, they would never do anything like this. And I don’t let anyone else in.” I close my eyes to feel his presence and warmth before turning back to face him. His features are so torn, yet he’s still the most handsome man I’ve ever set my eyes on. He’s mine and I want him to stay that way. I want him to want to stay that way.


    “Do the police know about your extra-curricular activities?”


    I look away from him at the question, embarrassment flooding my face. Shame courses its way through the thickness of my blood in my veins for some of the things I have done. I shouldn’t feel this way; I enjoyed every second of it, even my time spent with Heath, yet here I sit ashamed of the things I’ve done. The only thing about me I never want my parents to find out about is this. And if this was to become public, they surely find out. I would never be able to forgive myself if I hurt them. They wouldn’t understand the lifestyle choices I’ve made in my past.


    “No,” I say softly. They don’t even know your business partner threatened me or touched me, either. Too many questions will arise that I would much rather not answer. I would be financially ruined. And not only me, but those I care about would go down for my escorting.


    “You need to tell them, sweetheart. It could be one of those men. This is something the police need to know.” His words play on repeat in my mind. I can’t tell them. I won’t.


    “Those men, none of them know my real name, where I’m from, or anything else. Nothing. That’s a life that doesn’t exist to anyone outside of Carl and myself. The only way you found out was by following me that day after you recognized me on the plane.” I inhale deeply, trying to find my baring.


    “I’m glad I did.” He brushes the wayward hair out of my face.


    “Everything is buried so deep. The contracts, all of it. And Carl would die before he would leak any information to anyone. I can gamble my own life on that.”


    I hear him sigh next to me. Unable to look at him yet, I stare out the window to the lake. The dark night seeps its way into my dark soul. “If you trust him then I do too, Luca.”


    “I do.” A cold chill cradles me tightly as exhaustion overtakes me. I need to call Leo and Annie and let them know about the office. The urge to order a bottle of champagne and soak in the giant tub in this grand suite to wash away the dirty events from today outweighs the desire to make the call.


    “Well, I trust Heath just as you do your friends and business partners.” Camden lifts my chin, turning and embracing me in his stare.


    “Then I will, too.” If I expect him to trust those I trust, I need to offer the same to him, even though Heath doesn’t deserve my trust. The instant we come to an agreement, there is a huge weight lifted between the two of us.


    “Let me order up some dinner,” he suggests


    “Something light for me please. I’m not really hungry. I would much rather drink.” Sarcasm is good for the soul and all that, so I lace my words with it.


    “Champagne or wine?” he asks, leaving me to decide.


    “Champagne, please.”


    “Done,” he says, as he places a light kiss to my lips. Swinging his legs around the bed, he extricates his glorious body from beside me. I all but whimper at the loss of his warmth. My eyes stay glued to his tight ass and I jitter all over the place when he twists around, his arms flexing, his jaw ticking. His eyes are producing a sex filled stare that could make me come on the damn spot.


    “Since I can’t fuck that tight ass up against your apartment window, be prepared for me to take you here, Luca. I’m claiming your ass, I’m claiming your mouth, and I’m claiming your pussy.” He winks at me before heading away to order dinner.


    After those heated parting words, I can’t concentrate on calling Leo, Annie, or taking my planned bath. The only thing I’m about to work out in my cognizance is that I’m about to be royally fucked – in a good way. Everyone else can wait.


    “You do realize the only clothes I have with me are the ones on my back.” Camden and I lay flush against each other on the couch in the living room. A fire blazes in the gas fireplace behind me. My stomach is full from the spread of appetizers ranging from fruit to chicken wings Camden ordered for us.


    Resting my head against his chest, I let the relief of being able to overcome all of the hurdles we’ve already have, before really beginning, wash over me. So much of this could have easily broke us, yet it didn’t and that reality engulfs me with complete bliss. It’s a sign that we’re starting this right by opening up to each other. All of our secrets bared. All but one, Luca. You need to tell him Heath threatened you! You need to tell him that he very well could be dangerous. I want to bat those crazy voices talking in my head away, no matter the truth they tell.


    “Yeah, well, the things we will be doing tonight don’t require clothes. Tomorrow we will worry about getting you clothes, along with everything else you need.” Camden doesn’t seem to have an ounce of care whether I have clothes on or not. And those voices. Gone. Poof, just like that.


    This insanely sexy man’s face grows more mischievous with each passing second.


    “Mmm,” I moan.


    The taste of his lips linger on mine from his kiss. I let my lips roam down his bare chest. His chest rises and falls under my touch, groans escape his mouth. As my lips and teeth peruse his chest and stomach, my fingers undo his belt, unbutton his slacks, and ease the zipper down to free his already enlarged erection. God, I want him in my mouth. I dance my lips south with more kisses, until my tongue swirls across the head.


    “Fuck,” he growls.


    “You did say you wanted to fuck my mouth.”


    He stills himself, then without any forewarning at all, he grabs a handful of my hair, jerking my head up to look at him. “I’m not in the mood for gentle.”


    My muscles tense. “I’m not either.” Fisting the base of his cock, I watch him watch me take him into my mouth, sucking as much as I can. My hair is pulled tight in his hold. His hips thrust up and down, fucking me wildly in my mouth.


    “Fuck me. I want nothing more than to come in your mouth right now. But not yet. There’s plenty of time for that.” Letting go of my hair, he sits straight up, his cock angry when it’s removed from my mouth.


    I’m panting like a bitch; eager for him to fuck me anywhere and everywhere he wants.


    “Strip and make it fast,” he demands.


    I go to undo the top button, and again without any warning at all, he grabs my silk shirt and rips it wide open. The small pea like buttons go flying.


    “God damn, Luca, you are the most stunning woman I’ve ever seen.” He licks a trail from the center of my breast to the tip of my ear where he growls. “Take off the rest and when I come back, you better be naked and that gorgeous face of yours better be plastered against the window with your ass waiting for me.”


    I bite my lips and tug at my clothes, relentlessly stripping myself until I’m left naked and wanting.


    The cold window does nothing for my blistering pussy. My breasts are achingly sore.


    “Touch them,” he calls out behind me. “Touch those tits and stroke your pussy. Make yourself enticingly wet.” I do exactly as I’m told. I’m not bashful at all when it comes to taking matters in my own hands. I swiftly glide my hand down my stomach, seeking relief when my finger starts to rub my clit. I’m already wet for him. I just want to come. My nipples perk up even more when I pinch their points.


    “Enough.” Damn. I love the demanding side of Camden. I’m so turned on and ready to tumble over the edge. It’s maddening.


    “The fact that you can wear anything from a pair of jeans and a sweatshirt to a tight skirt makes you amazingly stunning. When I visualize your ass in my head, the thought has me harder than I’ve ever been in my entire life. But you wearing absolutely nothing, standing there, waiting for me makes you absolutely pure fucking perfection, Luca.”


    Jesus Christ. He’s there, right behind me. Stroking my sex, biting my shoulder, and kneading one cheek of my ass. His long digits travel to the tight hole in my backside from my pussy, coating me in my own wetness. He’s using it as lube to loosen me up, to prepare me for him. I’m so miserable, in a good way, ready to explode from the ministrations of his fingers. “Oh Camden.” Taking full advantage, he presses a finger inside of my ass. The intrusion a threat for what’s to come.


    I cry out.


    Moan.


    Flex my ass high.


    Needing more than what he is giving me.


    He senses it.


    His finger sliding in and out.


    Torturing me in preparation of his cock.


    How he manages to do it, I will never know, but while his finger is stretching me, his cock is rubbing up and down my smooth dripping heat. Then his cock is gone, as is his finger. The tip of his cock is perfectly lined up with my ass, his free hand digs into my hip.


    “Fuck,” he roars, slipping just the head of his cock into my ass.


    God the pain. The pain is almost too much. I’m pulled back to him, my face flat against the cold glass. I want to scream when he moves farther into me. I’m struggling to breathe from the intensity.


    “You okay?” Camden’s raspy, deep voice filters in my ear.


    “Yes. Please move. God, move.”


    He buries himself all the way in. The force from his hips slamming into me has me screaming again.


    “Fucking hell,” I scream.


    He pulls out, slams back in again and again, pumping furiously into me. His cock expanding, pulsing, and twitching in and out of me. I’m shaking uncontrollably. My pussy screaming for more attention. I tug my clit between two fingers and rub my nub until I’m coming. At the same time, he’s coming. Our breathing is erratic as we both fall from our climatic high.


    Camden Steel has managed to strip me bare.


    Fuck me into oblivion and rendered me speechless.


    


    

  


  
    


    SIXTEEN


    


    


    I wake to the bleep of a voicemail from my phone. Ignoring it, I stretch and yawn, trying to wake up my overly exerted body. Camden was right, I’m sore everywhere. The way he can channel an untamed vibe inside of both of us and fuck me until our options are practically endless. Then the next time, love me so sensually he magnifies every one of my senses, just as he did last night in the bathtub. Squeezing the warm water over my sensitive nipples, then turning around and lavishing it up. Both of us massaging each other’s feet, until he tugged me to his end of the tub and had me riding him slow.


    I smile when I smell coffee. Flashing my eyes open, I see the Starbucks cup next to my phone. I smell caramel. Oh, that’s heaven.


    I see my disheveled reflection in the mirror, across from me when I sit up, reaching for the coffee to inhale the rich aroma of my double shot caramel latte. I don’t even cringe at my current appearance. Make-up still on my face, my hair could easily double for a real life bird’s nest. I sip my coffee, taking in the sweetness; not only from the taste of my java, but from the things this wonderfully giving man does for me.


    This over the top place to stay, the coffee, and the ring he gave me ten years ago. The ring that glistens so intricately in the sun, shining through the window. It’s way too soon to even think, but I wonder if the ring would look and feel the same on my other hand. I don’t get the chance to try it out before my phone starts to blare a ringtone I don’t recognize.


    “What the hell is that?” Right as I sit the cup down, my phone stops ringing. I don’t even check to see who called. I go straight to my settings after swiping my screen, holding my thumb down to access entrance.


    “Crazy Bitch by Buckcherry?” I ask to no one. My hearts begins to skip, beat after beat, and I can’t take a breath. Someone has access to my phone now? How the hell can this be? I drop the electronic to my lap, as if it’s burning my skin. I’m being violated in every way.


    It rings again and I jump. Lola’s name flashes across the screen. Oh god, Lola.


    “I’m in Chicago, god damn it, and you better fucking be alive, so I can kill you myself,” she belts into the phone.


    “What? You’re here?” I pull my legs up to my chest, grabbing my coffee to take a sip.


    “I’ve been going out of my damned mind, Luca. No answer at the office most of the day yesterday and when there was an answer, you weren’t there. Then, you never returned any of my messages I so politely left on your cell phone. I mean, what the fuck?”


    “Calm your ass down. I’ll explain everything. But first, let me say how happy I am that you’re here. God I need you more than you know.” I settle back into bed, telling her everything that happened while she walks through the corridors of O’Hare airport.


    With my coffee gone and my friend on the way, I hang up just in time to see a freshly showered Camden enter the bedroom. With his jeans slung low on his hips, a ball cap backward on his head, and a tight V-neck black sweater straining against his chest and arms, his appearance screams dangerous. He looks even more vicious when his eyes catch mine.


    “What happened?” we simultaneously ask each other.


    He gestures with his hand for me to go first, so I do. I show him the newly added ringtone on my phone.


    “You have to turn that in to the police,” he says, taking the phone out of my hand.


    “I need my phone, Camden.”


    “And I need you.” He bends down to brush his lips gently across mine.


    “This is all starting to piss me off more than it’s scaring me.” I cross my arms over my chest, the sheet slipping down to expose my nudity.


    “Fuck. If the police weren’t on their way I would fuck those tits and smear my come all over them.”


    Completely ignoring his sexual innuendo, I head straight for the comment about the police. “Why are they coming here? Did they catch whoever did this?” My entire body perks up. “Please tell me yes.”


    “No,” he says dryly. “I., shit, I found something in my briefcase. Something so horrible. I don’t think I will ever get that image out of my head.”


    “Wh… what is it?” Suddenly, I feel like recoiling back into bed, becoming a permanent fixture. God no. What did he find? Please say it wasn’t more pictures of me?


    “Son of a bitch.” Camden pounds his fist on top of the dresser, his entire body shakes, a shudder ripping wide through him just as there is a knock on the door.


    “That’s the police. Stay here.” He points his finger at me.


    Fuck that shit, I’m not staying in this bed. Whatever he found in his briefcase has him so distraught he’s not thinking straight. This is about me and not him. And now… Oh no. What if it is about him? What if it’s not about me at all? What is someone is coming after him to get to me?


    I slump to the floor, frantically searching for my clothes. “Where are they?” I holler out, as if someone is there to help me. “Damn it. They have to still be in the living room. Shit.” I tug the sheet off the bed and wrap it securely around my shaking body. Taking two steps, see my clothes are folded neatly on the chair in the corner. There he goes again, doing something so sweet for me when our lives are so fucking tangled in a web of deceit and danger.


    In two minutes, I’m dressed, dashing down one side of the double staircase, trying to throw my silk robe over the ripped shirt from the night before. Deep voices echo from one of the two bedrooms down the hall. Taking a deep breath, I slow my run right outside the door. I recognize Detective Watts’s voice as one of the two officers firing question after question to Camden, not giving him ample time to answer one before they shoot off another. Idiots.


    “Baby, please go. You don’t need to see this,” Camden says the moment he notices me standing in the doorway. The officers turn my way. Compassion, futile vulnerability, and an uneasiness I cannot explain is etched on all of their faces.


    “What did you find?” Somewhere from deep within me, I manage to skate my way across the floor, before my knees begin to buckle. My body convulses and I scream at the sight.


    “Who would do this? Oh dear god.” I cover my hands over my face. The sight of his suitcase will be forever ingrained in my memory. Blood, so much blood, all over all of his clothes, and there in the middle of it all, sits the diamond anklet I received from Heath.


    ***


    I wake in the middle of the bed, remembering nothing of how I got there. I try and think back, but my mind goes to the bloody suitcase and I decide I must have passed out from the sight. I look around and see Lola, her big brown eyes are staring down at me, tears raining down her stunning face.


    “Oh, honey.” She cradles me in her arms and I cry. I cry for a long time. It’s hitting me hard and I don’t know what to do, what to feel, or what to even think. She rubs my back, holding me and soothing me like only a best friend can. I’ve never been afraid for my life before. Not once, but now the fear is real. All types of circumstances set up in my head, playing out my potential murder. Waking used to be so fun and adventurous, now all I want to do is succumb to sleep and dream of anything, but what I saw today. The reality of it is too much. Someone wants me dead!


    “The police are gone, honey,” Lola whispers into my hair.


    “And Camden?” I squeak out through a fit of tears.


    “He was in here a few minutes ago. I think he’s still trying to find Heath.”


    I bolt up in bed, shaking my head violently. “It’s him. I know it is. It’s Heath. Camden wants me to trust him, but I know it’s him. He wants me dead, Lola. He hates me for some reason and he’s going to drive me crazy before he kills me. I know it. You… you have to help me! Get me out of here.” I start to hyperventilate, my chest squeezing tightly.


    “Luca, stop this right the fuck now.”


    I swallow from her harsh sound. My head continuing to shake. I can’t stop. It’s true. He wants me dead.


    “The man you claim to be falling in love with is down there freaking out just as much as you are. He’s worried sick over you. He’s put out an APB on his friend, whom he’s also worried about. They are running the blood to see if it matches anyone in the system. Pull your shit together and fight, god damn it. Whoever is doing this to you will not win unless you let them. I cannot begin to imagine what it feels like to be you right now, but what I do know is YOU.”


    She taps my chest with her bony little finger. “You are one of the strongest women I know. Whoever is doing this is a weak fucker. Their head has been dislodged from their inhuman body. The Luca I know has every right to be scared and freaked out, but sweetheart, if you don’t get a damn grip, then I’m walking down to the drugstore and buying you a pair of those big girl panties and putting those fuckers on you.” Lola Anderson’s face is blotched red, raw from her tears. I’ve never heard nor seen her say anything short of funny in all the years I’ve known her, yet here she is, trying to keep me afloat. Granted, she did add on the panties bit to the end of her big girl speech, which lowers her level of seriousness. If my life wasn’t so fucking whacked out, I would most likely be rolling on the floor laughing my ass off right now at her comment.


    “You’re right,” I concede.


    “Oh, I know I’m right. The two of you need each other. I need you. Mitch and Leo need you. Colin needs you and even though you feel like shit about Annie right now, she needs you too. Which reminds me, you haven’t told your mom and dad about this, have you?” Her face screwing into a fretted gape.


    “God no,” I say through the last bit of tears. If they knew, they would be up here in a heartbeat. If they were here, they would get all the details. That can never happen. Ever.”


    “Thank Christ,” she whispers.


    “Hey. How you feeling?” Camden asks, leaning against the door frame.


    I’ve never been in love before. I never thought I needed it until this beautiful, caring man re-entered my fucked up life. Now that he’s standing in the doorway of this room, with a sheepish troublesome expression on his face, I realize I love him. At twenty-eight years old, my life was complete the minute I heard his voice again. I don’t want to be without him. I want to hear that incredible voice every morning when we wake. I want to love this man with the heart I know I have. This amazing man is mine, and for him I will fight whoever is trying to do away with me and do everything I can to make sure they don’t destroy Camden in the process.


    


    

  


  
    


    SEVENTEEN


    


    


    


    My sweet man is slumped over his computer with a tumbler of dark liquid in his hand. He makes no movement. Just his deep, brooding dark stare at his screen. Heath’s piercing eyes cryptically penetrating through the screen. The smile on his face is genuine, with his arm casually slung over Camden’s shoulder; the two of them standing in front of the building housing Heath’s restaurant.


    Camden looks happy, proud even. Not today though. Today I can feel his pain radiating off of him, smacking me hard right in the face. This is all my fault for reasons I don’t quite understand.


    I spent more time in the shower assessing this entire catastrophic turn of events after seeing the bracelet Heath gave me coated in blood, than I did trying to scrub the filth and disgust from my weekend with that deranged man off of my body. When Camden came to check on me, I could see in every characteristic of his handsome features that he now believes Heath is behind this. It broke my heart and shredded me to the point I wanted to chase all of these demons away, to tell him Heath would be caught. My ability to speak flew out the window when Camden apologized, blaming himself for Heath’s actions. The words were on the tip of my tongue, ready to tell him it’s not his fault, it’s mine. Instead, I stood there rendered speechless, like I’d been punched in my throat when the reality that we both blame ourselves for this, yet it’s neither of our faults.


    “Hey.” I place my hand on his back. He turns and greets me with a diluted smile that kills me to see. Even still, he’s so outrageously handsome with his unruly hair and his face unshaven.


    “Hey gorgeous.” He pulls me into him and kisses me. “Feeling better?”


    “Somewhat.” Unstable on my own two feet, I sit myself in his lap. “You smell so good.” He runs his fingers through my semi-dry hair.


    Thankfully to Lola went shopping for me while I was passed out buying all of my favorite things, including clothes and my favorite brown sugar body polish.


    Treading lightly I say, “I take it there is no word on his whereabouts?” I lift my chin toward the computer, letting him know I am referring to Heath.


    “None. I’ve called every contact I can think of. Every employee. No one has heard from him at all. This isn’t the Heath I know.” His gaze travels to the floor.


    “Tell me about him? How did the two of you meet?” I hope that by asking, I can help him latch onto something good, to put a true smile on his face.


    “That seems like a lifetime ago.” If the memories of the Heath he knows brings the happy man back to me, even for a little while, I will feel as though I’ve protected him in some small way. I know it makes no sense, because after her tells me, all of our problems will still linger. We will still have reality to face. I look at Camden, here with me. He’s chosen to be with me, in spite of the fact it really is my fault. None of this would be happening if I wouldn’t have spent that weekend with Heath, pretending to be another woman. Both of me I despise right now. Especially my true self.


    “He and his mother moved in next door to us when I was fifteen. He was three at the time. An absolute little shit.” Camden chuckles. “He grew on me right away. When I turned sixteen, my parents bought me a car and Heath was this little terror who use to zoom around on his ninja bike, up and down the sidewalk, constantly smashing into the side of my car. I couldn’t wait to have that car. A dark blue Camaro decked out with badass speakers and a killer stereo. I thought for sure it was the coolest chick magnet car around.”


    “And was it?” The thought of a young high school Camden driving a muscle car around was developing in my mind. I wished I had known him then.


    “Oh it definitely was. Especially when I went to open the door for those chicks and had to explain every single time about the big dent in the side of the door.” He chuckles. “The same dent I didn’t have the heart to fix because my little buddy the terror put it there. He looked up to me, Luca. This little boy whose dad took off on his mother the moment he found out she was pregnant. We became close. Even when I left for college, I always found the time to let Heath know how much he meant to me. I would write him and even though he could barely read, I knew his mom, Maggie, would read it to him. The first thing I did, whenever I came home, was to go get him and see how much he had grown while I was gone. I adored that kid. We never steered away from the bond the two of us had. I even invested in his restaurant. I helped him make his dreams come true and when it took off like I knew it would, he paid me back every penny within two years. And now? Fuck.” He rakes his hands through his hair. He needs answers from Heath. Maybe more so than I do.


    “I’m so sorry, baby.” My shaky hands curl around his neck.


    “I’m sorry too, Luca. I really am. You’re the only thing that’s holding me together.”


    “His mom?” Is all I say, hoping he picks up on what I’m trying to ask.


    “She’s married and lives in California still and no, I haven’t called her. Heath’s not there. He may be behind all of this, but he loves her. There’s no way in hell would he drag her into it. I won’t worry her unless I absolutely have to.” I wonder what he means by that, but I don’t ask. I’m so tired. I just want to curl up in bed next to him and sleep this horrible day away to start fresh tomorrow. I still have to call my co-workers and explain the latest news to them. Hell, unless Mitch has talked to Leo and Annie, they still don’t know they cannot go to the office when they return home the day after tomorrow. The cops have my phone, so no one can reach me. Mitch knows where I am, even though Camden told me not to tell him, I did.


    “Are you hungry? You haven’t ate a thing all day.”


    I shake my head. Currently the thought of food was making me cringe. “Let’s go to bed. Lola’s already in one of the rooms down the hall.”


    He gifts me with a true Camden smile in response. We stand together, heading toward the bedroom. “I’m going to shower and then I’ll join you,” he tells me as we retreat down the hall.


    I slip out of my jeans and shirt, placing them on the chair where Camden left my clothes earlier. I tear off the tags of the silk camisole Lola bought me and climb into the king size bed. Rolling over onto my side of the bed, the darkness seeps in through the floor to ceiling windows. I try to stay awake so I can fall asleep in his arms, but my eyelids flutter. It’s no use. I’m out not even two minutes after my head lays on the pillow.


    I’m freezing. It’s cold, dark, damp, and that smell is rancid. What is that pungent over-powering smell? I try screaming for help, but I can’t. Something is holding me back. My throat is dry.


    “Help.” My voice is muffled. Oh god no. I’m gagged. Somehow, someone has taken me. I’ve been kidnapped. Camden? Where is he? What have they done with him? He was in the shower. And Lola, where is she? The vomit comes up, spewing out of the corners of my mouth. I’m going to drown in it, dying in this place.


    I have to get out of here. I try to move my hands and legs, but they won’t budge. Tears fall freely from my eyes. I tug against the restraints that have my arms lifted above my head. The clinking of chains rattle. I will not give up. I won’t. I have to fight. It’s so dark. I’m unable to see a thing.


    And oh god, my legs. I can barely feel them. The only thing I can sense is how I feel like I’m being split in two. Slowly being ripped in half starting from the pain radiating from my core.


    My cries are muffled through the gag in my mouth. No one can hear me. I’m being strung up and torn apart. God, please help me. It’s so cold. My body is numb. Even though I cannot see my breath, I know the air expiring from my lungs trundles through the frosty air in small little puffs.


    Will I perish to my death from these cold temps and not the other torture? The blasting of freezing cold air whispers across my bare flesh. I’m naked. I can tell as the air hits me. Every part of me is strung up tightly. Freezing right down to my bones, I’m scared. I don’t want to die. Not like this. I have to believe with everything in me; the love, the history that Heath and Camden share that my man is still alive, searching with everything he has to find me. I know Heath has me. I feel him near.


    I hear the click of a lock being turned, followed by the creak of a door opening before a blinding light in my eyes stings and alerts me all at once. My head snaps to the sound of shoes tapping across the floor.


    “You’re awake I see.” Heath appears before me, his eyes viciously iced over. My eyes bug out of my head, watching him stand there in front of me. I try to talk, my words incomprehensible. “What was that?” He pulls the gag out of my mouth, before placing his hand up against his ear. Vomit drips down my face. I’m dry heaving from the smell of my own puke combined with the intense smell of the room.


    I don’t speak, instead I look around and scream when I notice I’m being held in a freezer. Dead chickens are everywhere, hanging from the ceiling. Their beady little eyes watching me. Their little necks broken, hanging on hooks. Hundreds of them staring, gaping in shocked horror.


    “What?” He hold his hands out wide. “You loved my chicken the night I fucked you on my table. Or was that a lie? Like every other word that came out of that pretty mouth of yours?” He grips me by my chin, forcing me to look at him. “You answer me when I ask you a question. It’s the polite thing to do, Lucia.”


    I shake my head and spit in his face. “My name is Luca, you bastard.”


    That remark gets me a back hand across my face.


    “No. You’re Lucia. Take a look at yourself. Isn’t this the kind of games you like to play?”


    Again, I don’t speak. I look down to the pain ripping my body in half, blood dripping on the floor. I really am being spilt in half. My legs are spread wide in a sex swing. I’m strung out so tight it’s slashing me apart.


    “That’s right,” he says maliciously. “Your slowly going to bleed to death right from the part of your body that has used so many men, taunting us all with how wet and tight your pussy is, before leaving us wanting and begging for more. You’re nothing but a selfish whore. You think by taking jewels and gowns that doesn’t make a whore? News flash, sweetheart, it makes you worse than a whore. It makes you a heartless cunt. A bitch so into herself. There’s one more thing you need to know before I leave you here to die.” He walks to the other side of the room. Slipping off his shoes, he unbuckles his belt, before the loud sound of his zipper coming down has me crying. Is he going to rape me? Oh god no.


    Heath turns, holding his heavy cock in his hands. Stroking it rapidly. The sound of his hand slamming away as he sucks in a deep breath is the only thing I can hear. His devil like eyes bore holes into mine.


    He lifts a hand and pushes a button on the wall. My body starts to descend inch by excruciating inch, my legs spreading wider. I scream from the pain, as bones snap from where my legs connect to my pelvis.


    “What are you doing?” I yell out in agony. Tears are streaming down my face, but I refuse to take my eyes off of him, until he moves to stand behind me and I can no longer see him.


    “I’m going to fuck you in your ass, Lucia. Raw and hard.” His fingers dig into my sides.


    “You’ve become the queen of manipulation, deceit, and disgust. You’ve dug your claws into my best friend, my brother. And you will not take him away from me. He deserves better than you. He had it before. He had the sweet love of a beautiful woman until some drunk fucker took her away from him. And now he’s obsessed with a god damned whoring slut, who spreads her legs for gold and silver, making them want more, before disappearing back to her sweet little home in Chicago. Her life of a bitch in heels. Luca is the fake women, not Lucia. No, Lucia is very much real. She’s the woman you were meant to be. You’re filth. Tainted. And I’m the man who is going to drain every bit of that dirty, soiled filth out of you. I’ll watch you bleed to death, your heart slowly disintegrating, working hard to keep the blood in your body. You’re going to die today, Lucia.


    “Why are you doing this, Heath? What have you done to Camden and Lola? Where are they?” I’m shaking in fear, anger, and from the cold. “Answer me, god damn it. Where are they?” I don’t give a shit what he does to me anymore. I am a whore. I’m everything he says I am, but one thing I’m not is heartless. I love people. I love Camden, Mitch, Leo, and Annie. I love my dear friend, Colin. My best friend, Lola. My parents. I love them all!


    “Answer me. Are Camden and Lola alive?” I feel my body giving up, becoming weaker by the second. I feel every rip, every tear. My legs feel like they are being torn from my body.


    “They’re fucking dead.” He brings one of the hooks used for hanging chickens around my neck, blood drips off the tip.


    I scream just as I feel that dreaded hook scrape across the base of my throat.


    “Jesus Christ, Luca wake up.”


    I lash out, hitting something hard. Sweat drips down my face.


    Camden looks down at me and sighs, his hands clasped together behind his neck. His face is etched with worry.


    “Camden,” I whisper, sitting up in bed.


    “God baby, you scared the fucking hell out of me when I heard you screaming. I walked out here and you were thrashing around in the bed. All you kept saying was my name.” The bed dips when he sits next to me, pulling me onto his lap, into his arms. His warm, still alive arms.


    “It was horrible. The worst nightmare. I all felt so real.” Squeezing my eyes shut, I can’t seem to get the look of Heath’s tormented face out of my head. The sight of all those dead chickens. Sadistic and twisted.


    “Do you want to talk about it?” he asks, reassurance enunciating from his lips.


    “No. God no. I just want you to make it go away. Make this all go away,” I cry out.


    “I’m trying, sweetheart. God, I’m trying so fucking hard. I know you don’t want to talk about it, but you were dreaming about him, weren’t you?”


    He caresses my back and massages my neck, and reins kisses all across the top of my head trying to calm me. I feel myself relaxing in the safety of his arms, but the memory is still there.


    “He was hurting me,” is all I can manage to say. The thought of reliving my nightmare has me turning cold. He must feel me shiver, because the next thing I know, he has me wrapped up in the comforting warmth and the delicious smell that only he is capable of providing.


    “You’re not alone in this, Luca. I’m here. I will always be here and when I tell you I’m not going anywhere, I mean it,” he says quietly.


    “Do you think I’m a whore?” My eyes start to prickle with tears. My heart is so full of love for this man, yet so full of the pain I’m causing him, it’s nearly gutting me.


    “No, I don’t. I’ve never thought, nor have I looked at you as anything other than the woman I love.” Love. He said he loves me. I lose my grasp on any ounce of strength I have left. I cry again. Only this time they are tears of happiness. I’ve never had a man tell me he loved me before. It’s more gratifying than any piece of jewelry or designer gown. It’s by far the best words I have ever heard in my entire life.


    “Say it again?” I request through heaving breaths of crying mixed with delightful laughter.


    “Say what?” I hear the amusement in his tone. “That I love you?” Taking me off of his lap, gracefully as if I weigh nothing, he lays me back down on the bed. His strong fingers run through my hair. His eyes soft.


    “I do love you, Luca. I’ve loved you for so long.”


    “I love you, too,” I whisper into the face of my protector.


    “Don’t scare me like that ever again. Whatever that nightmare was about, know that I will fight until my last breath to protect you. And baby, I’ve just found you again, I plan on breathing for a very long time.”


    “Hold me?” I ask.


    “Always.”


    


    

  


  
    


    EIGHTEEN


    


    


    “Hey babe, you look like shit.” Lola comes strolling in the kitchen, her makeup perfect with her hair piled on top of her head. Fucking Bitch.


    “I don’t care.” I shrug and blunder my way back to the coffee pot. You would think after being wrapped up in Camden’s arms all night I would’ve been able to sleep. The way he held me, and repeatedly told me how much he loves me should have made me feel content, safe. I don’t. I’ve never felt so threatened in my entire life. I’m a shell of myself, with no grip on reality. My sanity is completely gone.


    “My god, Luca. I know that dream felt real, but honey, it was just a dream. A horrible one, but it wasn’t real, sweetie. Come on. Cheer up.” Slinging her arm around my shoulder, she slightly bumps me with her hip.


    “I’m so scared, Lola. It’s as if I’m a marionette and someone else is pulling the strings, taking control of my life. I can’t focus on work. I can’t leave here for fear I’m going to be taken to that god damn freezer. It’s like the scariest part of a sick psychological movie keeps flashing in my mind every time I close my eyes. And Camden, he’s trying to be so strong, but this is wrenching him apart.” I pause, my shaky hands lifting the coffee cup to my lips for a sip. Even the taste of the caffeine is bitter on my tongue.


    “Jesus, Luca. Like I told you this morning when you and Camden told me about this nightmare, you need to focus on something else.” Moving to stand in front of me, she places both of her hands on my shoulders. “Let’s get massages and try to relax. Staying in this suite comes with a free massage you know.”


    Aw, Christ. I don’t want a massage. The last time I had one was the one Heath provided for me. The one where I gave myself to him and enjoyed it. The thought of having a massage ever again is enough to make me physically ill. You’re a whore. You’re a cunt!


    “Shut up.” I drop the mug of coffee on the floor, the brown liquid splashing all over the tile. My hands move to my hair, gripping at my messy strands. Lola jumps out of the way, dodging the steaming liquid. It dawns on me I could have burned my friend, hurt her. As I look into her glassy eyes, I realize she’s still hurt, even though she dodged the coffee.


    “Shit. I didn’t mean you need to shut up. I’m a fucking mess. His voice won’t leave my head. I’m a whore, Lola. He kept telling me that and I am. I’m no better than the one’s out there on the street who take crack, cocaine, or any drug they can get their hands on as payment for spreading their legs for someone.” My shoulders slump. She pulls me into her arms and I go willingly.


    “You are not a whore,” she softly speaks.


    “No, she’s not and if I ever hear her talk about herself like that again, I’ll break my promise and walk out the door.” I see the hurt on Camden’s face, the pain in his eyes, and the tremble of encouragement in his voice. It’s all there. The man looks just as tired as I feel.


    “I’m sorry,” I say meekly.


    “You have nothing to be sorry about, baby. Don’t ever be ashamed of anything you’ve done in your life. Ever. There isn’t a single person who cares about you who will judge you for a damn thing, so listen to me and quit judging yourself. And another thing, Lola is right. You need something to do. Take my phone, call Leo and Annie and tell them what’s going on, so they can get back here and help maintain Divider. Mitch can’t handle it all alone and you’re not in any state of mind to make rational decisions. Luca, I promised I wouldn’t let anything happen to you and I meant it. I firmly believe Heath will listen to me when he is found.” I stare into his big blue eyes. They shine back a life full of promises, the color so serene and vibrant.


    “Damn, bitch. He’s bossy. I bet he bosses you around in the bedroom, too.” Laughter rings throughout the suite. Pure joyful laughter that I haven’t heard for days, comes out of both our mouths. Leave it to Lola and my bossy man to try and cheer me up. The only problem is my inner mayhem and fear that if Heath wants to hurt me then nobody will stop him. Not even Camden.


    “Are you sure you don’t want a massage?” Lola steps into the kitchen fifteen minutes later with a white robe and pink fuzzy slippers on her feet.


    “No thanks. I really do need to call Leo and Annie.” I try and stifle my laugh. The woman is freaking gorgeous. No one but her could rock a pair of fuzzy slippers and still look like a damn model. Bitch.


    “Well he should be here any minute.” She cocks her cute little hip to the side.


    “He?” I question.


    “Of course he. I don’t want a woman rubbing up all on me. Not that she can’t do a good job, but this body right here, it requires the services of a man.” She takes her hand and waves it down her toned, skinny little frame. Again, Bitch.


    “I’m going to laugh my ass off if he’s not into chicks.” Grabbing Camden’s phone, I start to make my way down the hall to the bedroom.


    “Oh he will most certainly be into this chick. I hope his name is Pierre or Stefan.”


    “Have fun,” I holler back. God, I love her. Even though I feel like I’m dangling on the verge of dying at any time, there’s nothing more satisfying than the support of your best friend.


    Lounging on the bed, I punch in the security number Camden gave me and press the button for Leo’s number. I need to call him first. Annie and I have been on such a rocky edge lately I want to be able to actually talk with her; to tell her how sorry I am for taking my frustrations out on her. She needs to know how much she means to me and I don’t mean how valuable she is at work. I mean personally. I love her.


    “Jesus mother fucking Christ. What?” Leo belts in my ear.


    “Leo?” I draw my brows up. His greeting takes me back. Leo’s the most laid back person I know.


    “Fuck, Luca. Where in the hell are you? I’ve been trying both you and Mitch for two damn days. No one’s answering the phones at the office. I’m in the airport in Miami. I’m coming home, without tying up this deal, because I’m worried out of my damn mind. Fuck!” I’m silent for a long time. The wheels spinning. Poor Leo freaking out over this so far from home.


    “God, Leo. I’m so sorry. It’s been crazy around here. So much has happened and I should’ve called you.”


    I dive right in and tell him everything. I tell him about the office. The bracelet. I leave nothing out, except the nightmare. I cannot relive that again. I even tell him I would bet money on the fact that Mitch has finally turned off his phone, so he can properly fuck his wife like he said he would. That comment earns me my Leo back with his small dick joke about Mitch.


    “Well, fuck. I’m on my way. I’m here for you, Luca. You know that.”


    “I know, and we will get through this. Just stay at home, everything else can wait.”


    He snorts. “Fuck that shit. If Mitch can get some ass while were off, then so am I.”


    I roll my eyes.


    “Seriously, Luca, listen. I’m glad you have Camden and Lola there, but if I find out anything else has happened and you don’t call me right away, I’m going to personally kick your ass.”


    I know he’s teasing, but I promise him none the less.


    “Is Annie there with you? I really need to speak with her too, please.”


    “Huh?” He pulls in a sharp breath which makes me pull in one as well.


    “What is it? Did she stay and try to finish up with the contracts?” I’m hoping she did and he’s just being his asshole self. If she stepped in to help, that would be a huge weight off of all of our shoulders. Hell, that woman can give a speech just as good as the rest of us.


    “Annie’s not here, Luca.” I jump off the bed, the adrenaline already running. “What do you mean she’s not with you? Like she’s not at the airport with you?” I can feel the heat creeping up my skin. Something is wrong. Very, very wrong. “Leo?”


    “Annie didn’t fly down here with me, Luca.”


    “Excuse me? She’s not there?” This entire situation whirls through my head. What if Heath kidnapped her? What if she’s hurt? Or worse, dead.


    “Luca, her phone rang the minute we stepped into O’Hare. She told me it was you and that you’d changed your mind. What the hell is going on?”


    I drop the phone. It crashes against the soft carpet. Leo is screaming my name. It can’t be. No, I don’t believe it. I never called Annie. This entire time I thought she was down south with Leo and she’s not. Does Heath have her? Did he force her to tell Leo I called? Is she not hurt and involved?


    Annie, what have you done? I think, crumbing to the floor. My knees yield to the hopelessness, the heartbreak, and the fact that I’ve underestimated her. My friend. One of my most valued employees. She knows everything. How could this happen? And why? Why would someone I’ve treated and grown to love like a sister set out to destroy me? My eyes are painfully dry, stinging from holding back the tears I refuse to let loose. I’m so damned angry. The signs were all there. Her bitter words. The way she would look at me like she wanted to spit in my face, slap me, strangle me. It was all there and I was lost in my own little world, feeling like a bitch because I treated her poorly, when all this time she’s the one who had been plotting behind my back. Oh fuck no.


    I pick up the phone and run down the hallway toward the den where Camden has been all day still searching for Heath. I holler into the phone to tell Leo to go to Mitch’s house the moment he lands and get to the hotel. Disconnecting before he says anything else, I gasp for air as I run right into Camden just as he is exiting the room.


    “What the fuck, sweetheart? What happened?” He stills me by grabbing my arms. I’m shaking. Another piece of me is dying on the inside.


    “It’s Annie,” I say painfully. “It’s not Heath. It’s Annie”


    “Luca, calm down. What are you talking about?”


    My head shakes, drooping between my shuddering shoulders. My ability to speak has left the building. My heart is bleeding, scabbed over and bruised so badly. I’m terrified if I spit out the words my confused heart, which is already so damaged, will bleed out. God, how could this be?


    “Luca. God damn it. Talk to me.” I’m shaking again, only this time it’s Camden shaking me by my shoulders, snapping me out of this diluted trance.


    “It’s Annie,” I say with bitterness, choking out her name. It leaves a foul taste in my mouth.


    “I don’t understand?” Sorrow routes across his expression.


    “Do you trust me?” My foolish mind travels to my mouth, expelling words I pray are true.


    “Of course.”


    I bury my face in his masculine chest. He grips my waist, sliding his comforting hands around to firmly embrace me. With my ability to speak subdued against his body, my heart tears right down the middle.


    “Call the police, Camden. Annie never left Chicago. It’s her. Heath isn’t out to hurt us. She is.”


    


    

  


  
    


    NINETEEN


    


    


    


    We sit on the couch, waiting patiently for the police to arrive. The howl of the fierce wind rasps for our attention. Another storm is brewing outside. The same viscous cold storm that’s become apparent in between Camden and me.


    For the first time in all the years I’ve known Lola, she remains tenderly quiet, sitting in the chair across from us. I’ve explained to both of them this sixth sense I have that it’s her.


    “Don’t you both find it ironic as hell that both Annie and Heath are missing?” Lola speaks, bringing her knees up to her chest. I smirk, even though not one damn thing about this is funny.


    “I’ve thought of that. They have to be working together. I’m just trying to wrap my brain around how they could move so quickly. It was only a few weeks ago when I first met Heath. For the two of them to work so fast like this is nearly impossible.”


    I blanch when Camden removes his arm from around me and stands. He’s trying to hold himself together, but his temper is soaring. Carefully, I look up to him, praying I don’t see regret or any sign of a mistake for being with me on his handsome face. If the two of them are out to destroy us, then Camden and I need each other more than ever. I refuse to lose him over two selfish, crazed individuals for their fucked up reasons on trying to do away with me.


    “This is going to be a long night. I’m jumping in the shower to wash off the oil from my massage. While I’m in there, think about where Annie could be. I just may kill the psycho bitch.” Lola positions herself into standing, moving past Camden. A tender smile on her lips.


    Blue eyes fasten onto mine, hazed over, glistening with moisture. I jump up, wrap my arms around him, and hold on for dear life. Silence seals around us like an envelope. He feels so right, so comforting in my arms. “I love you.” Three words spoken so rarely over the years from my mouth, but I mean them. My love for him seeps out of every pour. Every vein. Every cell of my entire body.


    “I love you, Luca. I always have.”


    The doorbell rings. Camden release me with a tender kiss to my forehead.


    “You ready?” he asks.


    “As long as you’re by my side when I tell them who Lucia is, then yes, I’m ready.”


    He nods. I watch him advance toward the door, out of my sight. I cringe knowing I have to tell the police all about my life. My reputation of being a savvy business woman will be ruined. Plain and simple, I really don’t care anymore. I’m in love with a man who loves me back. Who wants me regardless of my past, my impulsive decisions and my reckless behavior. Me, he wants me.


    Loud, angry voices have me running in the direction of the door. My feet cease. My bravery comes to an end when my eyes set sight on the situation before me.


    “Well it’s about fucking time, you selfish whore.” He chuckles. His arm is around Camden’s neck. A gun shoved into my loves temple.


    “Baby, go get my gun. It’s in the top drawer of the dresser.” Camden struggles to talk, his face turning red. I didn’t even know he had a gun here.


    “I’ll shoot him, Luca. I swear to fucking god. I’ll blow his god damn brains out all over this sixty-five hundred dollar per night fuck pad of a whorehouse you’re staying at if you even blink your eyes.”


    I shake my head, struggling to breathe. I watch in horror at the man I trusted with my life stands there and squeezes the life out of the man I love.


    “You? It’s been you this whole time? Why? I don’t understand?’


    “Of course you wouldn’t understand. You’ve had your pussy shoved in the face of every man on this planet, except for the one who’s been standing right in front of you the whole mother fucking time. Now shut the fuck up and get your ass over here. I’m not stupid. I know you’ve called the cops.”


    “Screw you. I’m not going anywhere with you.”


    “You’ll never get away with this, asshole. You fucked up man.” Camden rears his elbow back right into our enemies gut. He grunts and Camden spins on him. I take a step backward, ready to go get his gun. The next thing I know a shot is fired. The only man I’ve ever loved crumbles to the floor. I scream for help.


    “Colin! What have you done?”


    Before I can even comprehend the deceit, the true savage nature of the hatred directed at me by the man I’ve trusted with so much of my life, I’m the one being held at gun point.


    “You better move those fine feet of yours or you are next,” Colin growls out in a low tone. He has got to be fucking with me. Yet, when I am shoved toward the door, passed Camden’s still body, I know that I am in big trouble. Nothing has ever felt so damn real until this moment. I feel like I’m walking across hot coals and spiky nails at the same time. Everything in my body hurts. Every single cell screams for me to halt and remain with the man I love.


    The scene replays itself over and over in my head. A dark cloth is placed over my head and I hear Annie’s small giggles behind me as we walk down a corridor. It’s long and I know Colin has passed the elevators. Of course, they won’t take me out of the hotel through the elevators.


    Then it hits me again. Colin, my driver and friend, has been watching me. He followed me to at least Georgia when I met with Heath. Why the fuck is Annie giggling so much?


    “Can you please tell her to shut–” I start to say, but I’m pushed from behind.


    “You can keep your fucking mouth shut for once, Ms. West,” Annie seethes out.


    “Annie, stop. We need to get out of here without notice. Chill out,” Colin barks out in a stage whisper so no one can hear him.


    I stand quietly and try to think of a way to send love and prayers to Camden. I don’t care what they are going to do to me. But if Camden doesn’t live, I will never be able to live on, either.


    Loud metal scraping against metal fills my eardrums as a descending sensation begins underneath my feet. It had to be the service elevator that was locked behind the “employee only” door down the hall. How had Annie and Colin gotten the access to that? I mentally shrug at the thought, listing all of the demonic shit that they had imposed on my life in the past two weeks.


    They stay quiet as I think about the robbery in my apartment. Colin had said he was close by when I called for a ride. Danny probably didn’t even think twice about the fact my driver made his way up to my place that morning while I was in the shower. Colin came over two or three times a day and Danny always waved him through.


    Then, Annie had lied when she said she saw Heath in my office. Somehow, Colin gave her the jewels and the photo to stash in my desk. And like the fucking idiot I am, I sent her packing to Miami with Leo. Once she knew I was onto Heath, she bowed out to Leo and probably has been shacking up with Colin for the weekend, plotting my demise.


    So, again, where the fuck is Heath?


    “I have one question,” I say, a phony relaxed tone soothing the panic attack I am currently suffering through.


    “Shut up, bitch,” Annie spats out. I think I felt spit hit my hand that she is gripping, a grip so tight I’m sure it will leave bruising. If I manage to get free, I’m going to show this little worthless lying skank how much of a bitch I can be.


    “Do not talk to Luca like that, Annie. She’s misunderstood, not a bitch. She needs me now more than ever.”


    Annie’s gasp is louder than my own. What the fuck is he talking about? Misunderstood?


    The hand holding my other wrist loosens a little as I feel fingers lightly feathering my forearms. “Now, Luca, my love, what is your question?”


    His love? Is he fucking serious right now? Does he know how hard Annie’s grip on my other wrist is? Crazy, please meet psychotic bitch. They both have agendas and I am not so sure that they are on the same page with those.


    “I want to know where Heath Landon is,” I say in the best monotone voice I can muster. Even though I can feel the tremble in my voice. Fuck, I need to stay cool and not show them any fear. Colin wants me and loves me. He won’t kill me. Then again, Annie might find no greater joy.


    They both laugh heartedly and my stomach drops to the floor.


    “Funny you should ask that,” Colin says laughingly. “Actually, you’ll be seeing him in a few hours. We thought it would be nice for you to witness his execution. See, I normally take care of your escorts without an audience, but since Annie came on board with me a few weekend trips ago, I find it more pleasurable to engage an audience.”


    “You what?” The morality of what Colin says about taking care of my prior escorts tightens every organ in my body. My breathing becomes so sporadic I’m about to hit the center of hell.


    “Colin, please tell me you did not hurt any of those men?” I don’t even want to think about all those men. Oh god no. They all have families; brothers, sisters and many of them have small children. I shake my head. I feel lifeless. This is all my doing. “No,” I whisper.


    “Yes,” he screams.


    “H…how many?” I choke the question out. This man I loved as a dear friend. I thought I knew him, but I know nothing about Colin at all. It seems I know nothing about anyone anymore.


    “What the fuck does it matter how many of them I killed, Luca? You fuck them and leave them, carrying on with your life. Are you going to tell me you care?” he spits out angrily.


    “I do care.”


    “You fail to forget I know you and the only person you have ever cared about is yourself. Now, shut your fucking mouth and move it. Another word and so help me god, I will fuck you up right here.”


    The excruciating hurt and betrayal from these two people have me dying slowly without them even completing whatever they have planned for me. They could leave me to die right here, internally bleeding to death from my heart at the damage they have already done.


    And he claims to love me? I’ve just learned the true meaning of love and this is so far off base. This is an obsession on his part. A man on a mission to destroy and kill, while he embarks on this journey of a fascination so deep he’s lethal. My misconceptions are askew here about him loving me and not killing me. He may as well pull the trigger, slice me open even farther than he already has.


    The elevator comes to a halt and I choke on the information I’ve just been given. Low whispers and then Colin’s barking demands can’t be heard through the numb I feel now. It’s as if someone wrapped me in bubble wrap and nothing is clear through the plastic.


    Colin takes both of my hands and shoves me face first into the back of what I assume is a limousine. That’s incognito. Not.


    No one knows where I am. If I had my phone, someone could use the tracking on it. Only Camden knows who came and kidnapped me and from the way we left him, he is either still unconscious or… I can’t think of him like that. His warms fingers encircling my face as he moves toward my lips with his. That’s what I need to think of, him warm right now. He is safe. As long as I know that, I can stay in my world of nothing. I may not live to see another day, but I sure as shit better know he will before I take my last breath.


    I hear Annie scrambling in after me and quickly, my hands are being tied tightly behind my back with rope that is not smooth in the least. The car starts and we are moving. Annie is still on my back, working the ropes and Colin is talking to someone and yet, I can’t feel, hear, or see anything. I’m in a cocoon of nothingness, a place of instability, and uncontrolled fear. It is so debilitating that it doesn’t matter if anything ever happens again, because this is all there is. There will never be a point of happiness or a breakdown of pain. I had the chance to do something to save everything, but I lost it all. I am nothing. I am gone.


    Then it fucking hits me.


    Lola was in the shower when they came in, shot Camden, and took me. She’s safe. He is going to be okay. He is going to live. He is probably already in surgery and the police are on our tail. My breath and heart rate kick up and I know everything is going to be okay. I almost want to start laughing at the stupidity of this whole situation. Colin and Annie. Pfft. They are fucking amateurs. I am going to be fine. Camden is going to be fine. Lola will do everything in her power to make this right.


    


    Nevertheless, those thoughts become further and further apart as the drive continues on and on. My total freak out is coming on by rasps of breath I can’t seem to calm, even a little within the confines of this hood. Slowly, I start to fumble with the rope on my wrists, trying to wiggle any part of me free through the tight knots. I need my hands. I need to get out. I have to get out of this hood and this car. I can’t breathe. Oh my God, I am going to suffocate to death. What was the point of trying? Everything is so damn quiet and I am dying of suffocation.


    “Help me,” I scream out, startling even myself. “Help me. Oh my God, I can’t…I can’t fucking breathe. Help.”


    And on and on I yell without anyone coming to my aid. In between deep breaths, I heard a low female chuckle and Colin’s swearing up in the driver’s cabin.


    “Annie! I can’t listen to her like that. Shut her up!” Colin barks to Annie when I start to sob in pure terror. My whole body is full of adrenaline and I can feel myself slowly start to see stars and other shapes in my vision of blackness.


    “I’m going to fucking die. I don’t want to die. I don’t want to die,” I am crying, completely out of control, on the verge of passing out.


    All of a sudden, the car comes to a stop and I hear Colin open and shut the front door. The quiet is all encompassing and I know they are out there, talking. When Annie’s voice pipes up from in front of me, I realize she is still in the car, probably looking out the window at Colin.


    “Oh, you are going to get it, Luca. Time to go beddy-bye,” she sing songs. This is surreal. My hair is being pulled out by the firm grip of this bitch’s hands. She punches me in the gut and rips the hood off with the same hand pulling my hair. God damn that hurts. I whimper, crying some more. The interior light of the car blinds my tear swollen eyes. What is going to happen now? Blinking my blurry eyes until they come into focus, I see Annie, her eyes flaming red at me. She’s the female version of the devil. I glance at Colin who is on the phone, his back to the car. Who is he talking to? Is there someone else in on this?


    “I won’t let him have you?” Annie seethes at me.


    “I… I don’t want him,” I sob.


    “Well he wants you, but don’t underestimate me, Lucia the fucking whore. I will kill you before I let you have him. Do you get me, boss??” She grips my chin firmly, her spittle hitting me once again.


    “I would rather you kill me then have him touch me. But store this in your empty head, you bitch. If I get the chance to kill you first you’ve better bet your no good, lonely, worthless, and pitiful life that I will.” She doesn’t get to respond before the back door opens up and within seconds, a twinge of a needle and a slow burn begins running through my legs, opening a fire on my veins that makes me start to freak out. He is killing me…by injection…and then…one last rush of breath in before everything stops.

  


  
    


    TWENTY


    


    


    My hands are above my head and the hood is gone. I can feel the saliva coming out of the side of my mouth and my tongue darts out to lick the drool away.


    Except, I taste metal and the sweet syrup of blood. My lip is bleeding? Why the fuck?


    My eyes nearly blast open as I take in an old barn. There are stalls all around the one that I’m in and hay stacks cover the areas all around me, but too far away for me to try to stand on one.


    I hear moaning around me as I take in a quick inhale of real oxygen, which makes me want to vomit. The smell of shit and piss is so pungent, I can’t keep my mouth open for more than five seconds.


    “Hello?” I call out and immediately start to gag on the smell again. Did someone cover me in manure? Who?


    Colin and Annie’s faces flash through my mind and I freeze up. They brought me here, to this barn, somewhere that is easily hours away from Chicago to more than likely kill me. I look around and catch a small sliver of another person. I catch a flash of dark hair. Those groans that are continuing on and on are coming from Heath.


    Oh. My. Fucking. God. Heath is in another stall in this barn. I look around the barn as best as I can. There’s old wrought iron equipment that looks hundreds of years old. An old toilet is in the middle of the barn’s floor, but the mold that covers it tells me it isn’t in working order. Horseshoes are tossed everywhere. I’m sure at one point this barn was in good working order. Now, it is molded and empty. It is a great place to hold people hostage. A little sliver of sunlight is showing through a broken slat in the wall, but it does nothing to heat the place up. The sunlight serves as a fucking joke. We aren’t here for sunshine and warmth. We are here to die in a cold and dark abandoned place.


    “Heath?” I cry out in a strangled plea. “Heath, its Luca…Lucia. Are you there? Can you hear me?”


    Another groan fills the cold barn. I hadn’t noticed the absolute frigid temperature until now, but Jesus, if Heath has been in this temperature for long, he has to be close to hyperthermia. I can already feel the blue beginning around my lips.


    A huge rolling sound bellows through the barn. My assumption that it is the barn door is confirmed when a smiling Colin walks in. He is wearing a weird outfit; black jeans, black shirt, and chains everywhere. A choker like band is wrapped around his neck and he looks like a completely different person.


    “Damn, man. You shit yourself again? Damn animal. I’ll get Annie out here to hose you down again,” he yells out. My heart rate picks up when I hear Heath whimpering.


    “No, no. Please no water.” Heath voice doesn’t sound like that. This voice is high like a child’s, full of fear and vulnerability. Heath isn’t the type of man to get scared very easily and yet, that is definitely Heath. If he is this scared, there must be something to be scared of. If he wants to sit in his own shit, the water must be absolutely horrible. These people are torturing Heath. It’s so cold out here I can only imagine what that water must feel like.


    If they’ve done this to him, what are they planning to do to me? Why wouldn’t Heath answer my call just now? Is he in so much pain that he can only speak to beg for mercy? Guilt guides its own cruel way into my already broken down brain. This is all my doing. Heath and Camden are suffering because of me and my actions. I should be the one suffering for this, not them. This destiny of death should be mine and mine alone. Affliction should be put on me for the consequences of my doings, not them.


    This is all wrong. This is so wrong and horrid that if I live through this, I won’t ever trust another person ever again. Shit, there is no way I am going to live through this.


    My teeth start to chatter from the cold as Colin comes into my stall. His expression switches from evil to a softened appreciation. I’ve seen this look on him before. Yes, when he was fucking showing me concern for my well-being. What a mother fucker.


    “Luca. Finally, we’re alone,” he says as he touches the bare skin on my stomach where my shirt has ridden up. I try to squirm away, but he holds on to me. His face turns a faint shade of red as he fumes.


    “Don’t you dare squirm away from me, you fucking slut. I’m going to be the best damn lay you’ve ever had and I promise that when I am done with you, I will be the only man you are ever with again. So before you try to get away from me, you will remember that I am the one holding this.” Colin takes a knife out of his back pocket. “I plan to disfigure this body with my marks. No man will ever want this body again. It’s a shame to really, because this god given sexy mold of a body you have will be so disfigured that even I won’t want to fuck you again. This body was made to drive every man crazy, to have them take one look at you before going home to jack off imagining what it would be like to be inside of you. You see, sweetheart, you’ve been screwing all the wrong men this entire time. And now you’re going to get a big taste of this.” He laughs callously, gripping ahold of his dick. I feel sick, immersed in my own hatred for myself and for this crazy man. I will not show him one morsel of fear.


    “I…I…” I stammer.


    “What’s the matter, baby?” he asks with a twang to his voice.


    Like he really fucking cares, I think. Whatever, I have to tell him I am going to die of the cold. However, the one thing that is not freezing up is my brain. I’ll remember every hateful word he just said.


    “So…so…so cold,” I finally get out. If he cuts me right now, I doubt I’ll even feel it.


    He steps back and crosses his arms. “Right,” he draws out. “We gave your little fuck friend a few blankets, but I forgot you were half dressed in this get up.”


    He turns around in a circle, like he is looking for something on the hay and filth scattered ground. Fucking idiot, I think. He is the biggest fucking idiot.


    “Well,” he holds up a finger with an idea. “We have a warm and toasty room in the farm house. Of course my grandparents haven’t lived here for years, so Annie had to get some things set up before we move you over there. But you being cold is an even better reason to get you over there sooner.”


    He takes out a flip phone I’ve never seen before and presses a button. Holding my gaze, he answers the greeting.


    “My Luca is cold. She might be going numb.” He growls as he touches my stomach again with the tip of the knife’s blade. I want to squirm away, but I can’t. I can’t act like I hate this or he will cut me.


    “Get the basement ready and put a damn fire on down there. I’ll be over with her in five minutes.”


    He walks away from me and says a few more things into the phone that I can’t hear. I struggle to hear what else he is saying, but the groans from Heath have all my attention. Is it true? Does he have blankets around him? Why is he groaning so much?


    My thoughts are all on Heath, as Colin unhooks my hand from a chain hanging from the ceiling. With my hands still in metal cuffs, he pulls on my arms with the chain attached to them. Pulling me out of the stall I was held in like an animal heading to be slaughtered, I hardly make it two steps out before I see Heath’s body slumped over. The smell of shit is horrendous. His face, which is slouched down to one side, is completely unrecognizable. Cuts and bruises cover his face and his eyes are bloody and swollen shut. His body is heaving and he obviously needs medical help.


    “What did you do to him?” I gasp out.


    Colin tugs on my chains and hisses, “Don’t you worry about that fucker. Your days with him are all over, Luca. Your future is with me. We just needed him to play along until we got you. I don’t give a fuck if he suffocates in his own piss now.”


    “But that’s murder, Colin. You…”


    Colin’s laugh cuts me off and a chill settles into my spine as I remember what he said when we were coming here. He has killed before. The men he killed were my clients. They all died because of me.


    Suddenly, I feel totally deserving of everything Colin and Annie are doing. One look back at Heath and I know I deserve to be hurt far worse than he has been. Far worse than Camden. Just as he leads me out of the barn door, I hear Heath say, “Luca, please.”


    One look at Colin and I can tell he hadn’t heard Heath, because I’m not sure what he’d do if he had. Without thinking I tug my arms up to my pony tail. I pretend to have something in my hair.


    “What the fuck do you think you are doing?” Colin barks at me.


    “There is something in my hair, God damn it!” I freak out with as much energy as I can muster.


    “Where?” Colin looks closer at my head.


    “I don’t know, but get it out. Get it out, please.” I am thrashing around, trying to get my hair pulled out of my pony tail, because if there is one thing I can offer, it’s the bobby pins holding my bangs back from my face.


    As Colin goes for my pony tail, I secure two of the four pins in my hands and right as he pulls all of my hair out of the elastic band, I toss the two pins in Heath’s direction.


    My hair is everywhere and Colin is furiously looking through each piece. I try to make eye contact with Heath and when he finally lifts his head just a little, I discreetly take my shaking hands and point at the pins on the floor nearly three feet from him. I nod to him.


    “I don’t see a damn thing, you dramatic bitch,” Colin mutters.


    “I don’t feel anything anymore. I think you got it,” I say robotically.


    “Fine, then. Let’s go. You are going straight to the basement where I can fuck you all night long,” Colin says as he slides his hand down to my ass, firmly grabbing a handful. I wince, but don’t do a thing to get away. As long as Heath can get out of here, I’ll know I did everything I could for him. I just hope it isn’t too late.


    


    

  


  
    


    TWENTY -ONE


    


    


    Annie is standing in the basement with a sponge and a bucket. This is the basement? It smells almost as bad as the barn, but different. My eyes move to the right where there are rocks falling down from the side of the concrete on one of the walls. They look like they have been there a while since there is a disgusting looking cat poking its face into the holes in between the rocks. What the fuck is it looking for? I smell cat piss, but there is a different smell that I can’t seem to place my finger on. The floor looks like animals have been slaughtered in here. Just a few minutes ago, I felt like I was being dragged to a slaughter house and here I am ready for the slaughter. Annie looks down at the floor to inspect it, seeming satisfied with her cleaning duties.


    Annie’s office clothes are long gone. She looks like a little kid in overalls, with a V-neck sweater underneath, and black combat boots on her feet. She matches Colin’s attire in an eerie way. Are they part of some weird underground murder ring or something? How did I not know who they really were all of this time? She stands at attention for Colin to give her the next set of instructions. I can’t help keeping my mouth tight in a firm line because of the wretched smell. I think I’d rather smell Heath’s shit and piss compared to this.


    “Over there?” she asks with her finger pointed. Colin and I look toward a cot with a pillow and chains hanging from the concrete walls.


    “That’s perfect,” Colin gleams. “And the camera is set up?”


    Annie huffs. “Why do you want to tape this? It will be really bad if we ever get caught.”


    Colin shakes his head furiously. “No way. I want my first time with Luca West on video.”


    Annie looks pained as she picks up the bucket and takes it to the sink on the other side of the basement.


    “Why does she look so sad?” I ask, my voice is steel. I could give two fucks about how sad she is. If Lucia were here instead of Luca, I might enjoy screwing this man right in front of her, if only for the satisfaction of seeing her squirm while the man she loves take another. Stupid. Stupid girl.


    Colin pulls me over to the bed and as he starts to chain me to the wall, he rolls his eyes. “She thinks I want to fuck her.” He laughs and looks back at Annie. “She didn’t know she was just a stepping stone to you. She isn’t all that bad in bed and I’ll probably do her again. She likes it rough and up the ass.” He looks her way, his eyes landing on her behind.


    I blanch at his disgusting, vulgar words. Annie’s snickering sounds forced and yet, I imagine that she listens to this type of talk from Colin all the time. I look to find her setting up a tripod and a video camera directed toward me. I am still so damn cold, but don’t know what type of treatment I will receive from Colin if I say so. It is definitely warmer than the barn… where Heath is still tied up and dying. My heart sinks and I remind myself that all those times I took advantage of the men and their jewels were wrong. I should’ve listened to the angel on the right shoulder when it said to be the good girl my parents expected from me.


    I can’t help but start to cry. My parents have absolutely no idea the fucking mess I am in. I hiccup when I think of what they will say at my funeral. Will they be so disgusted when they hear about the life I’ve led for all of these years that they decide against a funeral? Who the hell would go after everything I’ve done to hurt my friends, my business, and my family?


    “She’s crying, Colin,” Annie laughs out. “I think it’s time we give her a little something to really cry about.” She sounds so damn pleased with herself. Doesn’t she know she is committing crime after crime? She never would have gotten a job at Divider with a record, so either she didn’t tell us who she really is or she is changing everything she is for this joker. For a moment, I feel badly for her. She is a promising woman who is mixed up with the wrong type of people.


    The wrong type of person.


    Me.


    I am the key ingredient to all of this. I did this with my lifestyle. I never thought any harm could come to me, and yet, here it was all along.


    Colin looks taken back from the tears streaming down my face. It looks like he is struggling between wanting to reach out and brush the tears away and well…something else. Something much different. I notice the minute his face turns resolute and he’s made his decision.


    Leaning up against the wall with my hands chained taught, I watch as Colin puts his forearms underneath my ass. He pulls down my yoga pants and stares at the tiny white lace thong I have left on. His breathing becomes hard as he pulls out a knife.


    I gasp and scream at the same time, knowing that he wants to cut me. He wants to fucking cut me, all over my body, so I am ugly to all the other men out there. For the first time in my life, I don’t care about how any other man will look at me. I care about Camden, and if by some miracle I do survive this, I know without a doubt he will love me no matter what I look like.


    “Spread your legs,” he growls out. He shucks off his shoes and tosses them to the wall far away from my cot. Turning around, he sees that I haven’t complied with his demands and he grows agitated.


    “Spread those fucking legs, Luca,” he lividly yells, shoving the knife closer to my pussy to make a point.


    “What…what are you going to do?” I struggle to get out. Annie laughs and I throw a look at her to see that she is already recording whatever it is he is going to do.


    “Well, first, I’m going to have some fun with that beautiful pussy of yours. Then, I’m going to cut you in ways that will make you bleed all over, so you’ll remember who was here. You will beg for me to lick your wounds, then I plan to take that ass of yours forever.” He pauses, before saying, “Should I continue with what I’m going to do with you after I eat dinner?”


    I shake my head vigorously. Panic encompasses my whole being. I am filled with such panic that I think I am going to fucking pass out. This is just like my dream I had about Heath, but, fuck, it was Colin all along.


    “Why?” I draw out the word through my gritted teeth.


    Colin pushes my legs apart for me as he slowly rubs his hands up and down the insides of my thighs.


    “So beautiful,” he states, mesmerized.


    A grunt comes from Annie behind him. He whips his head around with a foul look on his face. “Get the fuck out of here, Annie. Your services are no longer needed at this time.”


    She pales as I watch them stand off in a stare down. What the fuck did she think was going to happen?


    “You said you were going to torture her, not make her feel good. You said…” Annie starts.


    “I changed my fucking mind. I’ve wanted Luca since I first met her. She was always meant to be mine, and if there is a tiny chance she will agree to be mine, I plan to have a long, happy life with her. She was always supposed to be mine.” His? I will never be his. I would rather him kill me, cut me until there is nothing left. Never will I be his.


    Annie looks as if she was just punched in the face. “But you said you loved me,” she whimpers to Colin. I want to snort, but I am so damn cold and terrified, I can’t find it in me to sympathize with the fucking bitch.


    “Get the fuck out of here, Annie!” Colin screams out at her.


    Annie scrambles to move toward the stairs. With one look over her shoulder, I see the contempt and hatred she has for me. How can she seriously be in love with this fucker? He is certifiably psychotic and she wants him? Like this? She threatened to kill me, so I couldn’t have him. Why is she walking away? I want to scream at her to come back, to make good on her promise to let me die by her hands. My tortured soul to float away into the red and black depths of hell.


    Turning my head back to Colin, his sinister smile makes me want to throw up. He takes the knife down to the edge of one side of my thong and with a snap, he cuts it off. He slowly moves to the other side with the tip of the knife grazing my stomach. Another snap and my thong is off. His deep inhale tells me he is happy. The erection he grinds against my leg tells me he is about to do things to me that I never imagined.


    “Please, not like this. I don’t want to get pregnant. I don’t want you to…” I try to think of anything that will get him to stop. He has to stop and I have no control over how to get this done.


    Colin begins to chuckle as his tongues starts to lick the line above my pussy where the knife had just skimmed.


    “Please, I don’t feel so good. I think I’m going to be sick. I…I…” Tears are flowing down my face and I feel so damn helpless. He is going to rape me and there is nothing I can do about it.


    “Will you just shut up for a little while? I’m not going to take you on a basement cot. We have lots of time to be with each other. This is the beginning of us, Luca. Don’t you see? We were always meant to be together. When I have you, it will be in a bed, surrounded by candles and you won’t be tied up against your will. You will want me just as much as I want to be with you.”


    Loud stomping and yelling comes from above and I twist out of Colin’s hold on my stomach, only to feel the burning of the blade cut into my skin. Even the cold strumming its way through my body doesn’t stop the sharp pain where he glides his knife through my flesh. He fucking did it. He cut me. But when I look up to his face, he is scowling at the ceiling of the basement, not realizing that he cut me. I look down to see it is about an inch long and it probably wasn’t premeditated. When I moved, he cut me. I shouldn’t have moved. What am I thinking?


    Annie’s loud voice and boots barrel down the stairs. When I finally see her face staring at Colin, I know something is happening and it isn’t good for them.


    “He’s gone,” Annie yells. “The fucker got out of the barn. I followed a trail of blood to the start of the road, but then the blood stops. It’s like he was picked up on the road.”


    Colin swears over and over as he starts to get up. Before he turns to leave me, he swipes the knife straight across my stomach so deep I immediately start to scream in pain. Before I know what he is going to do to next, he and Annie are gone. I am left alone in the basement of this house, bleeding so badly that I can feel the wetness pour all over every inch of my bottom half.

  


  
    

    TWENTy - TWO


    


    


    I know a long time has passed since Colin and Annie were down here with me. I am going in and out of consciousness and the small window that is above the sink slowly goes dark with the encroaching night. How long have I been gone? They drugged me back in Chicago and I woke up in the barn. How long was I out?


    My stomach is aching both inside and out. I scream. I whimper. I groan. My hands can’t find their way to my stomach because they are so tightly attached to the cement wall. I can’t even move to cover up my exposed bottom half. I try to curl up, but when I move the wound that is fighting to clot reopens. The bleeding begins again.


    I want my mom. I want Camden. I am going to bleed to death and no one will be here when I take my last breath. Never in my life have I been so scared of being alone. I call out for Colin, hoping at least he will come down here and stay with me as I die. Then, I think if he comes back down here, he will do other things to me before I take my last breath. I can’t decide which is worse at this point. My mouth is so dry. I close my eyes, thinking of all the things in my life I have taken for granted. The beaches of Lake Michigan. Not visiting my parents as often as I should. The way I’ve lived my life. Using men for my own personal selfishness. I’m a fraud. A disguise, even in my own body. I don’t even know my own true self.


    After what feels like hours, I hear a door upstairs slam shut and I jump. The female crying has to be Annie. She is out of control. She sounds inconsolable. Colin is talking, but I can’t hear what either one of them is saying. It’s like I am in a bubble of plastic again and everything feels so far away from me.


    The words “hand cuffs” and “gone” shrill through Annie’s outburst. So, had Heath done it? Had he gotten out of the handcuffs with my hair pins? If she is still crying out in hysteria, he is obviously gone. If he is gone, then maybe he will go find me some help. I can’t help but remember the last time I saw Heath before today. He was so raging angry at me. He wanted nothing to do with me or Divider. He isn’t on my side. Come to think about it, he’s probably already half way back to his restaurant in Atlanta, not giving a second thought that I am still being held here. If Camden is dead from the gun shot, then he doesn’t have any reason to let anyone know about me.


    “Don’t worry, Annie. We will get him. He will surface somewhere and my contacts will let me know when. I have everything under control.” Colin sounds irritated with Annie, but I don’t care, because they are on their way down to the basement to check on me.


    Annie gasps the moment she sees me covered in blood.


    “Oh Jesus. What did you do?” Annie asks. She’s as phony as I am. Her pouty little smirk tells me she hopes I do bleed to death.


    She looks dirty, like she was out in mud, rolling around in the grass, but what I notice the most is that she looks warm. The flush in her face says that she is sweating. I’d do anything to feel warm.


    “It’s just a surface cut. No big deal. She won’t bleed to death, if that’s what you’re worried about.”


    Colin covers his chin with his hand in an introspective gesture. Annie and I both watch him as he decides what next to do with me.


    “I suppose those cuts will need to be cleaned before I cut her anymore. Go grab the alcohol and gauze I put out in the dining room. I need to get her cleaned up,” Colin says. He still looks like he is thinking about what he is going to do next.


    “Alcohol? Are you crazy, Colin? She will scream bloody murder. We cannot use…”


    “God damn it, Annie. Shut the fuck up. No one can hear her out here. Let her scream. Let the alcohol burn. She needs to feel the pain. The pain she’s caused me for years while I stood around, time and time again, picking her up from the airport, knowing she was with someone who was not ME!” he yells at the top of his lungs. I can’t take any more of this. Destiny is an unpredictable bitch. If Colin would have told me his feelings for me, who knows where our lives would be today? They definitely would not be here and those clients of mine would still be breathing.


    Annie leaps up the stairs. I watch her disappear and within a minute, she is back next to my side with the first aid kit. She starts to take out brown and clear bottles of liquid. As she starts to uncurl my body, I scream in torturous pain. God, help me. I can’t get cut again.


    My thoughts become my words.


    “Please don’t cut me again. Please don’t cut me again. Please, I’ll do anything. Please,” I plead. I have never felt this vulnerable ever. I am so terrified.


    “Colin, these cuts are really deep. She needs stitches,” Annie says in a hesitant tone. I cry out when she roughly swipes across my cut with alcohol. A moment ago she didn’t want to use this form of treatment. She’s afraid of him, scared to disobey his commands.


    In that moment, I know exactly what I have to do. I have to give Colin everything he wants if I want to live another day. I reach down deep for Lucia, the woman that sometimes had to pretend she loved the dresses she is given, or would scream in happy delight over a gaudy piece of jewelry I planned to never wear again, or the woman who would fake an orgasm just to get the weekend over with. Those weekends didn’t happen often; maybe once a year, but Carl always got an ear full after I had to perform the role of my life. Lucia pretended she was someone else. I have to pretend I am her and I want Colin so badly that I would do anything.


    With all my resolve and all my Lucia power in mind, I feel the transition as if I am really sitting in first class and getting into role. It is so seamless. I don’t feel the cold. I don’t smell the mold, the piss, or anything but flowers, gowns, and jewelry.


    “Colin, honey, please. I don’t want to get hurt again. I need to be warm and healthy for you. For our many nights together,” I say smooth and demurely.


    The air in the room transitions the moment I purr out those words and like a subtle earthquake. I immediately see the moment Colin knows exactly what he plans to do next.


    “Honey, I need a bath,” I whine. “Please, baby, I need the good bubbles and a loofa. Get me a warm bath going, would you? You’ll need to scrub my back and tend to my cuts. Did you already plan our dinner? I hope there will be plenty of champagne for us to toast our time together.”


    The words are flowing out of me like a glacier melting in the sunlight. It’s pure and wild. I feel every word and it’s so easy, because when I’m Lucia, everything goes. There are no rules and like it or not, I am prepared to fuck the shit out of Colin if it’s the only thing I have to do to live another day.


    “Wh-what the hell is she talking about?” Annie looks up to Colin with a scowl.


    Colin’s grin is smug. He knows I am ready to play and I am ready to play with him. He rubs his hands together and shoots Annie a look of annoyance.


    “Get upstairs and cook our dinner. We will want it in the master bedroom seating area. Set up the candles, Annie, and make sure the champagne goes on ice immediately.”


    Colin comes to me and begins undoing the chains from my hands. He is so gentle and loving as he touches each of my wrists. He kisses them before lowering them to the sides of my body. Annie wasn’t able to stop the bleeding of the cut, so he picks me up and carries me up the stairs. Colin halts in the kitchen and places me on an old wooden chair that might break from the weight of my foreboding. Fear is creeping up every side of me like vines of a weed that grow, even in the dead of winter. It is impossible to think that this situation will end in anything but disaster.


    Annie is talking and complaining about cooking our dinner and what I am trying to pull, but as Colin and I look in one another’s eyes, he ignores her. I can’t be happier about that. I have him under my spell, just like Lucia never failed to do. Annie won’t penetrate this. No one ever does.


    “Are you actually going to believe that woman? She doesn’t want to have a fucking bubble bath with you. And a loofa? Are you fucking kidding me? She’s playing you, Colin. Don’t be so fucking stupid. She’s playing you so bad that…”


    It all happens so fast. It’s like an old movie reel flying through black and white images of a guy flailing and a woman pointing her finger out at him like she is putting him in her place.


    Except in the old comedy movies, there aren’t any murders. Not real ones, anyway. One minute she is bitching at him, telling him he is a stupid idiot and the next minute, he has her pulled in a choke hold and the one slice across her neck has me screaming at the top of my lungs.


    Annie’s face registers shock in her last second of her life. Colin looks pissed, but as soon as her body drops, his knife is wiped off on his black jeans, his shit eating, smug grin is back in place, and he is delicately taking my hands so we can get to that bath.


    “Hush, baby. It was a long time coming. She was needier than most girls I am with. It was getting pretty annoying,” he says in a tender voice, drawing me into a hug. “She’s in a better place now. She didn’t want me to be with you in the first place. Didn’t you see that? We saved her from that pain.” His voice shows no strain. No emotions from killing Annie. Nothing. His warped mind is focused on me, while I cannot help but pray for Annie’s soul. That somehow she truly is in a much better place than I am. That any of us are for that matter.


    “But you…you killed her. You sliced open her neck,” I say, fighting the urge to throw up. I need to vomit. I need to heave and sob, but if I do anything out of control, he might get tired of me, too. I can’t do that. I have to stay in character. I have to stay strong. It’s the only way I will survive.


    “You don’t have to worry about me, baby. I’ve done that quite a few times and I haven’t been caught yet. We will be together. Now, let me get you into the bath and I will clean this up. Once I am done, I will join you in the tub.”


    He runs down to the basement without notice and immediately I look around for a phone. I know if I went outside right now with this cut and no pants, I wouldn’t make it far. I see a mustard looking phone hanging from the wall and I plow toward it with all my strength.


    Picking up the receiver, two things happen at once – Colin is back up the stairs staring at me with the phone at my ear and I realize the phone is dead. They don’t have a working land line to this property. Of course they don’t.


    “Come on, Luca. Do you think I’m that stupid to have a working phone out here? We had all of that checked before I brought you here. No one knows you are here. No one will ever find you here. Don’t fight it. Just love me and everything will be okay. I get that you’re frightened, that this is a shock to you, but it will be okay,” he says, as he hands me the first aid kit in his hands. He looks like he is disappointed in me. That can’t be good.


    I take the kit with shaking hands and quietly ask where the bathroom is. I can’t be in the same room with Annie’s bleeding body anymore. There is no hope for her. All I can do is tend to my cut and take a bath. Maybe if I pretend to become hysterical, he will inject that medicine in me again so I can sleep.


    The last thing I ever want to do is have sex with Colin, pretending to be Lucia or not.


    I cringe, stifling back my cries after cleaning myself up and stepping into the tub. I laugh uncontrollably. Why? I have no idea. I shouldn’t even be in this tub with a gash so deep. Dear god, put me into some kind of septic shock. End my life now, please.


    “No.” The sweet sound of my mother’s voice embarks my thoughts. “I did not raise a quitter. I raised a strong confident woman who fights for what she wants. Works hard. Your father did not work his fingers to the bone for our daughter to give up. Fake it, Luca. Fake being in pain until you heel.”


    I scramble to sit upright. Water sloshes all over the floor. That’s it. I can fake it. I’ve been faking two different lives for years. Smug. Confident. I can do this. For the last time in my life, I can become two different people. I can become both of her. Only the other woman will not be daydreaming about staying with a man her body demands to have, this time she will be planning his death.


    


    

  


  
    


    TWENTY -THREE


    


    When Annie died that one night, about three weeks ago, I tried to start counting the days I’ve been here at the farm with Colin. I count twenty-three so far. Each day is a bit better and a bit more hopeless. He is mostly good and happy to me, but then he has little tantrums and he will cut some part of my body. My carefully thought out plan about trying to kill Colin has been demolished. I’m trapped. Every time he cuts me I grow weaker. Slowly to begin knocking on the devil’s door, to begin my life in eternal hell.


    We go through a ritual of cleaning and bandaging the wounds. He gives me a bath with classical music, bubbles, and candles. I throw a bit of a hysterical fit and then he has to drug me. It’s all very systematic. This is my new life.


    I have come to realize that I am in Iowa. Colin’s grandparents were dairy farmers and when they died back in the 1990s, no one wanted the farm. It sits on hundreds of acres of land. The kicker is they were his step-grandparents, so they didn’t even share in his last name. No one will be able to trace me here, even if the police find out Colin took me.


    I have absolutely no idea what happened to Heath. My best thought is he made it a mile out into the fields, dropped, and died of the cold and his wounds. If he got anywhere, I know for a fact the police would have asked him about me. I know in my heart he would have said something to them, even if he hates every little inch of me.


    I try not to think about the sex I have with Colin. It never lasts long and where it isn’t the most terrible sex I’ve ever had, it is wretched because I don’t want it, even though I pretend I do. It’s all part of this exhausting play I am preforming for him and God, I don’t know how much longer I can do it. I want my life back. I want my apartment, I want my job, and I want Camden. If by some miracle he is alive, he will never want me again after the things I have done, the sexual fantasies Colin has had me play out with him. I scrub my body nearly raw after each time, trying to rid myself of the experience.


    Dread bubbles up in my chest, because deep down inside, I know Camden is dead. If he was alive, he’d be here, finding me, and saving me. But he isn’t. No one comes for me. Day after day, while Colin goes to the store or out to do something for our life together, I look for televisions, radios, anything I can find in the house to give me a gateway out, but there is nothing. This place might as well be in the middle of the 1800s.


    Days and days go by and my hope dwindles even more as my body continues to heal after each cut Colin gives me. He is proud with his cutting. He sees them as some form of love bites. Love cuts. It’s fucking dysfunctional insanity. I have near constant panic attacks about when he will cut me again rather when he will want to fuck. That just goes to show how fucking awful it is. He’s sick, twisted, distorted, and he’s killing me slowly. My body is marred just like he said he would do. I hate him. But, I hate myself even more.


    My mom and dad have to know everything now. The thought of them suffering in any way haunts me every night when I close my eyes and try to sleep with the smell of unwanted sex lingering in the air. The repulsive taste of Colin’s lips on mine. His scent all over me. Sleep vaguely comes. I drift in and out every night with thoughts of my family and friends. I want to die. To end my life by my own hands as a means to an end.


    Colin has gone to the store once again to get more bandages and alcohol. I’m not sure when I last ate a full meal. I wake up, have sex, he cuts me, he bandages me up, we have sex again, and sometime during the day, I eat noodles and he makes me drink alcohol until I pass out. When he goes to the store, however, I am afforded some time to go a little crazy about how the hell to get the fuck out of here.


    I am staring out the kitchen window at the brown, cold landscape, day dreaming. If I can even call it that. I wonder what he did with Annie’s body. I wonder, again, how far Heath made it before he dropped. Then, like seeing a lake in the middle of a desert, I see a blue sedan flying down the country road toward the house. Colin doesn’t drive a sedan. He drives the farm truck while the limo sits behind the barn. As the car comes closer, I see a little red light streaming on and off, like a siren, but it’s inside on the dashboard of the car.


    As the car comes closer, my breath hitches and I start to freak out. Either this person is here for Colin or they are here for me. I go to the silverware drawer to grab a knife, but there aren’t any. Mother fucker got rid of everything I might use to hurt him. I grab a plastic fork and laugh at how it won’t do a God damn thing to help me live if this guy isn’t here to save me.


    The man jumps out of the car with a clipboard. He is wearing a polka dot tie and a corduroy blazer. He looks like an old English professor. As he walks toward the porch to the front door, I know he isn’t here for Colin or me. This is a random visit from someone looking for something else.


    I don’t waste a moment. Running out the door, I jump on him.


    “Help me. God, fucking help me. He’s keeping me here against my will. He killed two people. Help me. Please,” I scream. I can’t stop. I’m crying. I’m out of control.


    The guy looks at me like he’s just seen a homicide. He slowly backs away from me.


    “No, no, no. Please. Don’t leave. Please. Just let me…let me use your phone. Let me give you a phone number to call. You’ll see. I was kidnapped weeks ago from Chicago. People are looking for me.”


    “Miss, I’m just a Census Bureau worker. I’m here to see if this farm is still in working order. I don’t know anything about your business with your family. I just have some questions about the animals you have here on the farm.”


    Is he fucking serious? Did he not just hear what I said about being a fucking missing person?


    “Fine. I’ll tell you everything you need to know if I can just use your phone,” I say. I try to remain calm, but everything in me is dying. I look up at the road every five seconds to be sure I don’t see the truck coming. “Please, do it quick before he comes back. He will shoot you. He will fucking stab you if he comes. Please. Let me use the phone.”


    The guy looks at me with a dubious expression. “Is this some kind of joke?” he laughs. He pulls out a cell phone and I snatch it out of his hand with all my energy.


    One fucking bar. He barely has any service. I send a quick prayer up to the Gods of cell phone service and start to punch in the numbers.


    It takes forever to connect, but it does. Oh my God. It’s ringing.


    “Hello?” her voice is strained. She sounds so tired and sad.


    “Lola. It’s Luca. Help me. Oh God, please help me.”


    “Luca!” she screams. “Where are you? Where the fuck are you?”


    “God damn it, where am I?” I ask the man.


    He looks at me like I’ve lost my mind. After a pause, he looks down at the clipboard in his hands and points.


    “Off Heritage Road in Holly Oak, Iowa. It’s the only farm on the road. Help me, Lola. Help. Please. He’s hurting me every day. I can’t get away. I’m too weak.”


    That’s when both of us hear the approaching car coming down the road. Everything is again in slow motion. “Please come quick. He’s coming right now and I don’t know what he’s going to do.”


    I give the man back his phone.


    “Act like you never talked to me. Act like there hasn’t been any answer to your knocking. Act dumb. When you get back to a town, please, please send the police.”


    I hurry back inside and head into the bathroom to draw a bath. I quickly undress so it looks like I was in the tub the whole time. I am shaking so badly, I can hardly breathe right.


    I hear Colin outside and he’s arguing with the man. Please, old man, please go away and don’t act like I’m in here. I strip down and look at the body I no longer recognize. It looks like I got caught up in a food processor. The raised cuts all over my stomach and legs make me want to cry and yet, I have to pretend to know nothing right now. What the hell am I going to do when he gets in here?


    Colin slams through the bathroom door just as I am easing into the hot water. I look up with the fakest smile I can muster.


    “Hey, babe. How was town? Did you get that champagne I love?”


    He knows I know something, because he is seething. It is then that I notice he is holding a big knife and it has blood on it. My face drops when I see little bloody droplets bounce onto the linoleum floor of the bathroom.


    “I think you are done with your bath now,” he deadpans. He knows I talked to that man, because I’ve never seen his face like this before. It’s do or die time. That is what his face is telling me and fuck, fuck, fuck, I am going to die.


    I gradually get up from the bath and start to go for a towel when Colin sternly shakes his head. I look up into his eyes and I go so cold. He grabs my arm and forces me out of the bathroom. He walks me through the kitchen and out through the porch, where I see the man lying on the ground, writhing in pain. Oh, thank God, he isn’t dead, but he can’t help me now. The police won’t come anytime soon and if Lola heard me, she won’t be here for hours or know where exactly to send help to.


    I don’t have hours. I have a few minutes. Maybe not even that long.


    I walk completely naked and freezing to the barn. He takes me to a different stall than I’d been in before. There is a cross like structure with chains and leather bands. He pushes me up against it and I start to freak out.


    “No, please, Colin. Please. I’m so cold, please. I don’t want to be out here all alone. Please, don’t do this. I’ll do anything you ask me to do.”


    “Shut up, bitch! You told that man you were here against your will! How could you disappoint me and do that to us? We’ve been so happy these past few weeks! How could you? You’ve broken my heart before, but this? This is unforgivable. It’s time you had your end punishment.” Colin is so enraged; I can’t get a word in. He won’t let me try to talk to him. Like a robot, he chains me up. He bands my ankles, grabbing something from the corner of the stall, and in seconds, I feel a sharp cut across my chest.


    He is whipping me so hard and fast that I can’t take a breath before he whips me again. Tears and blood fall from my body as I cry out each time the whip connects with my wet, naked body.


    Suddenly, everything goes quiet and the abuse stops. I slowly lift my head to see Colin. His face is white, the absolute shocked expression it holds makes me wince.


    I blink a few times to take in what is happening. I see blood coming out of his neck, a knife still piercing his skin. That’s when I see the old man behind him with a strange look on his face. Before I can fully comprehend what happened, both men fall to the ground.


    A few minutes pass before everything around me starts fading in and out. I welcome the blissful blackness.


    


    

  


  
    


    TWENTY - FOUR


    


    


    Camera flashes are everywhere. Coming from all angles, men and women alike are photographing my body. There are people in suits, in uniforms, and then there are people just staring at my body.


    My body.


    It’s whipped, cut, starved, dehydrated, and obviously a crime scene.


    My eyes find Colin on the ground. He is clearly dead. I let out a long exhale before I feel the burning pain again. The blackness takes me under against the stern command to stay awake. It is too hard to live. I’d rather die.


    Oh my god. I’m going to die. I just know it. I need help. Don’t tie me down. Don’t leave me trapped in here. He’s killed two people. I saw them. Dead. Blood.


    I nearly jump out of my skin. It’s a dream. Flashbacks or the horrible scenes imbedded in my mind. Flashing red and white lights twirl round and round in a blizzard of haze. I’m on a stretcher, covered in a white blanket, tied down with black straps. I struggle to get free but can’t.


    “Let me out. I’m not your prisoner. Let me go!” The screams coming from my vocal chords don’t sound familiar. Everything is foreign.


    “It’s okay, ma’am. You’re going to be okay now. Just relax,” a woman’s soothing voice says. I don’t want anything to do with her. I need to hide from Colin. No matter what, he will come find me. Even though every part of me knows he is dead, I still know he will find me and cut me in my dreams. I thrash and almost succeed at getting free by toppling the stretcher over.


    There it is. A needle pricks through my leg and suddenly, everything smooths into a flowing painting of beautiful colors. I let out another large breath and everything goes black.


    ***


    Beep. Beep. Beep. My heart rate sounds good, but I know I look like shit. I know that because I feel like shit. Everything is wrong and I know that no medication, no surgery, no stitches, nothing will take the pain away. I will always be in this place of fear. My only question is where am I and who do I need to pretend to be now?


    My eyes slowly open and I see a head of hair at my left arm. The owner of that head is holding my hand, sleeping on my arm, and holding my hand.


    “Camden,” I rasp out. “Camden?”


    The heart monitor starts to go crazy. He is alive and he is sitting next to me in my hospital room. Oh thank god. I burst out into a river of tears. My shoulders sagging.


    His face immediately flies up and his puffy, red eyes are searching mine with love and fear. I know exactly how he feels. I’m sure I have the same look in my eyes. I am afraid this is just a dream. I’m in love with Camden and only he can bring me back to life. Only he can make me feel like the woman I want to be. Only his love will mend my broken spirit.


    “Oh, baby. Baby, are you okay? Are you in any pain?” His hands fly up to the sides of my face and he strokes my cheeks with adoration. The tears continue to flow. Somehow through it all, I feel him. Every ounce of this man’s strength is seeping from his hands onto my face. Is it possible to feel love through hands, because I feel it. I feel the love he has for me just from his fingertips touching my face.


    I nod my head. “I’m the best I can be because you’re here,” I cry. My whole face scrunches up and I lose it. “Oh, God, Camden. I was in hell. Oh Jesus.”


    I wail and sob. I sob and stutter out words that make no sense. I see the nurses come in and out, but they don’t tear him away from me. We are holding on to one another like we are welded together. If he ever lets me go, I may not be able to stand on my own feet.


    In this moment, there are no real words for what he and I have been through. We hold each other like someone is going to come in and rip us apart again. There are no actions that might come close to what we both need to show one another.


    “I was so scared for you, baby,” Camden tries to begin.


    I nod. “I know. I know. I thought you were dead. I went through the shooting in my head over and over again. Every time, you didn’t live and so…eventually I didn’t want to live either.”


    Camden hugs me so hard I pant out that it’s too tight. He chuckles and attempts to swipe away the wetness on his face. I fall back to the pillows and remember all the damage Colin did to my body.


    I try to say something. I try to explain why I won’t ever be able to be naked with him again. I briefly wonder if he might be interested in a sexual relationship again, because with all the damage done to me, I don’t know if I can be intimate with anyone ever again. But when I look at Camden, I don’t see the lust that always shines on me with his blazing heated eyes. I see a man who wants to take care of me. All of me. Everyone I have always been and anyone I ever might be.


    “How did you find me?” I ask quietly.


    “I think Lola will want the honors of telling you. She, Heath, and your parents are downstairs grabbing coffee.”


    I look up in surprise when he says Heath’s name. And my parents. Oh god help me.


    “He came back to you?” I ask. My questions about my parents saved for when I see them.


    He nods vigorously and winces. “I know you two had a past and believe me, I don’t ever want to see proof of that again, but he is a good man, Luca. Someone found him on the side of the road about a mile from the farmhouse. He made them take him to the police station before anything else. Unfortunately, he passed out on the car ride and was in and out of consciousness for weeks. He still has some liver damage and he can’t feel a few of his toes due to the cold, but he survived.”


    “Wow, I thought for sure he didn’t make it. When I saw him…” I swallow hard and can’t seem to catch my breath. It feels like someone is pouring air down my throat, trying to choke me.


    Camden places his hand on my forearm that obviously has a deep cut under its tight bandages. “It’s okay, sweetheart. It might take a while for you to talk about it and I completely understand. I just want you home with me, so I can protect you for the rest of your life.”


    My eyes begin to water again. There is so much healing for both of us to do. I swear to myself that I will protect him against my past forever. If I have to change my identity, quit my job, or move to a different continent, I won’t allow my previous life to hinder our future together. I try to relay that with my eyes. His radiant smile tells me we don’t need words right now. We don’t need anything but one another.


    It feels like hours before I finally see my parents walk through the door. My mom’s hands fly to her mouth when she sees I’m awake.


    “My baby.” Those beautiful words fall from her quivering lips.


    “Mom.” I begin to cry. Camden backs away from me. My mom hurries to carefully cup my face. Her soothing kisses parading all over my face.


    “I’ll be right outside,” Camden speaks softly, patting my dad on the shoulder.


    “Dad,” I say through my tears.


    “I’m so sorry.” My shoulders sag. God, how disappointed they must be in me.


    “Luca, look at me, honey?” says my father, the man who, up until the day Camden came into my life again, was the only man who ever had my heart. He will always have it, no matter what my future with Camden brings.


    I lift my head, tears of disappointment in myself leak and fall down my face. My mom wipes every single one of them away.


    “A parent’s love for their child is unconditional, Luca. I’ve loved you since they day your mom told me she was pregnant. I will love you beyond the time I take my last breath, but if you don’t take care of that man standing outside and love him for the rest of your life, that will be the only time you will disappoint me. Do you understand what I’m saying?”


    I do understand. I nod my head toward my dad. I will take care of Camden and love him for the rest of my life. If my parents taught me anything it was the ability to love. I just never truly loved myself first. I don’t know if I really can, but with a man like Camden, my parents, Lola, Mitch, Leo, and Carl – all who love me by my side – all I can do is try.


    “I’m so sorry.” I begin crying all over again once Heath and Camden enter my room, followed by Lola, who looks like shit. God how I wish I was in the mood to crack a joke and tell her how bad she looks, but I don’t. She’s a sight for these eyes that have seen more than I care to remember.


    “Luca. Please.” Heath nudges past Camden, his eyes pleading for me not to worry or blame this on myself. It will forever be my fault. A constant rattle in my head won’t let me forget that all of this was my doing.


    My selfish, fucked up life of being both of her.


    Never again.


    Rest assured, my name is Luca.


    The day Camden Steel walked back into my life, Lucia died.


    


    


    

  


  
    EPILOGUE


    Six months later


    


    


    


    


    I sit in the middle of Grant Park in the Central Business District of Chicago. The light fall breeze is refreshing across my skin. Lights from the boats on the water in the distance will soon become a memory. I’m moving away with Camden, starting a fresh life for him and me. I’ve opened a branch of Divider in San Francisco, expanding to the west coast while Mitch and Leo run the branch in Chicago. I take a deep breath, inhaling air into my lungs. Air that six months ago, I counted every breath I took wondering if it would be my last. At the time, hoping it would be.


    In this short period of time I’ve become a different woman. But one I’m truly proud of. Do I fight off demons? Yes I do, every single day. However, I don’t fight them alone. I fight them with the man sitting beside me, holding my hand, while we wait for night to descend upon us and the lights to illuminate the famous Crown Fountain. In all the years I’ve lived here never once did I enter this park. Now we come here as often as possible. The scenery, the people, and the many attractions put a smile on my face.


    I’ve taken so much in my life for granted. Friends, family, and above all else, myself. I thought I needed fancy designer clothes and jewelry. I also thought the only way I could truly get what I wanted was to give my body over to men I knew nothing about. Walking away thinking I was satisfied when deep down I was anything but.


    These past few months in therapy have taught me so much. One thing I’ve learned is that satisfaction is guaranteed, but only you can decide how much of it you want to bring into your life. I want it all, but not in the form of selling my body. All those years I thought if I wasn’t taking money then I could go on and pretend that I wasn’t what society calls a whore. But I was. It’s one of those forgive and forget things. I’ve forgiven myself, but I will never be able to forget the things I’ve done or let others do to me.


    I sigh peacefully, lying my head on Camden’s shoulder to watch the show. The young children around us clap and yell in delight. Such a joyous sound. A sound I welcome so deep in my heart that it excites me. I’m not pregnant, but I hope to be someday soon. A normal life is my wish. Where I may be a changed woman in a lot of ways, I still will never back down from getting what I want.


    “You ready?” Camden stands, reaching out to grab ahold of my hand.


    “I am,” I say. Lifting up on my converse covered toes, I kiss those sensuous lips of his. Oh yes, I have found these sneakers to be my favorite pair of shoes. After a three week stay at the hospital I was finally able to return home to my apartment. The first thing I noticed was every gown and every pair of shoes had disappeared. I know Lola was the backbone behind it all. Her subtle way of telling me my life as Lucia was over. She beat me to the punch by tossing them all away. I never asked her what she did with them and she never offered to tell me. The jewels have all been auctioned off, the money donated to homeless shelters all across the country. That was graciously handled by the man who is now escorting me to his car.


    “Wait,” two deep voices call out just as we approach the car. Those voices I will miss more than anything in this world. One scoops me into his arms, while the other grabs my face and plants a big wet kiss on my mouth.


    “Nasty, Leo.” I jerk out of his hold.


    “That’s not what she said, as a matter of fact she said –”


    “Shut up, asshole,” Mitch grumbles from behind me. He sits me down on the sidewalk. I turn so I’m facing my two dearest friends. The men who have taken such great care of me these past six months while I heal and was able to come to terms with what Colin and Annie did. They nearly killed me. I loved and cared for them both and their betrayal destroyed me. I have permanent scars etched across my entire body to remind me every day of what Colin did to me. The deepest one across my stomach causes me so much heartache when I touch it. The old Luca would have called the world’s greatest surgeon and had surgery to cover these scars, but not the new Luca. Not the woman I was raised to be. A woman who no longer lives in vein. A woman who parades around in grey converse. A woman I’m beginning to love.


    “Well shit, man, she’s leaving. I needed to try and persuade her to stay one last time.” Leo chuckles at his own joke while Camden growls.


    I laugh at them both.


    Three pairs of eyes glisten, staring me down like I’m some kind of clown. All three of them have child-like grins on their faces.


    “What?” I say in confusion.


    “I haven’t heard your carefree laugh since, well, never,” Mitch says, taking a step in my direction.


    “Oh.” I stare back at my friends and my man. We sit in silence for several moments before someone else says anything.


    “She’s going to be okay, guys, you have my word,” Camden says, breaking the silence.


    “We know,” they respond in unison for the second time in five minutes.


    “Don’t you dare get me crying. I’ve cried enough these past six months to last me the rest of my life. Besides,” I swipe out my hand. “It’s not like we won’t be talking every day.”


    Leo laughs, his big eyes boring happily into mine. “Damn right we will. Now, go. Have a safe flight.” I lean in and wrap my arms around him, placing my head on his shoulder. I do the same with Mitch, distraughtly holding back the urge to cry.


    “Those two love you very much.” Camden puts his arms around my waist, pulling me into him as I release my friends. My forehead lands on the center of his chest.


    I laugh as Leo blares his car horn all the way down the street.


    “Honestly, they’re all I’m going to miss about this city. I’m ready for sun, warmth, and a fresh new start with you.” The smell of him surrounds me. If safety, love, and happiness had a smell, it would be Camden.


    My brave man, healed from his gunshot wound. Even though he’s scared from my past, here he is, holding me in his arms.


    Whispering words of promises I know he will keep.


    Telling me he loves me.


    This brave, beautiful man has stood by my side through so much heartache.


    Listening to me tell my therapist all about the things Colin forced me to do.


    Me hating it every single time.


    It doesn’t matter if at the time I tried to convince myself I was Lucia and acting like I wanted him. I didn’t. Not once. How could I when my heart sang loud and clear to me every single time that I was betraying the best thing that ever happened to me. The most precious gift I have been given. I’ve been given Camden.


    The hurt in his eyes was unforgettable when I first stumbled upon those regretful words. I was forced to have sex with Colin. The gut wrenching tears, so uncontrollable pouring down my face shows how much I hate myself. It is the tears leaking from his stunning orbs that tells me how much he loves me. Not once did this amazing man blame me. Not once did he leave me and not once did he complain when it took me four months to be able to make love to him. To me this is only the beginning of what love is all about. We have so much more to learn about the meaning of love, but we are in this together, him and me facing our deepest demons together, forever.


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    THE END
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