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    Chapter One


    Morning shift sucked, and not in the good way. Covering Morgan’s maternity leave at the salon was proving more difficult than Everly had anticipated. It wasn’t just the double shifts that made her feet ache and loathe heels for life. The worst part was having to drag her sorry ass out of bed early to open the hair salon.


    As a hairdresser, she was expected to look her best—full makeup, hair styled, cute shoes, etc. Getting dolled up at eight a.m. sucked major monkey balls. Maybe eight in the morning wasn’t early for most people in the working world, but she really, really wasn’t a morning person.


    The bells above the door jingled at ten o’clock sharp, signaling her first client was here. Who made a hair appointment at ten in the morning, other than a senior citizen? From the back of the salon, she spotted the guy.


    He was no senior citizen.


    His frame filled the doorway, making him look like he was there to conquer the salon and enslave its women. Under his fitted shirt, muscles bulged. From this distance, she couldn’t make out his facial features, but his body was enough to either scare her or send her libido into overdrive. Sometimes the line between the two blurred.


    She moved up to the desk and glanced down at the appointment book. Ambrose Langly. Interesting name. Not common around here. It sounded foreign and exotic. Almost too dignified for the thuggish guy making his way to the desk.


    Ugh. If he was another one of the university snobs, she’d pass him off to Willow after this appointment. But even from a distance, he didn’t look like he belonged in a university. Maybe a WWE wrestling ring. Or prison.


    Shaking off a shiver of fear, she put on her best cheerful expression, reminding herself that appointments meant money. Then she walked out from behind the desk to greet him. Mama needs a new pair of fuck-me boots.


    “Ambrose?”


    His forehead creased when he caught sight of her. “Yes.”


    “Hi! I’m Everly.” She stuck out her hand, noticing the purple polish was chipping. She made a mental note to touch it up later. It matched the streaks in her hair.


    Ambrose took her hand and politely shook it but frowned. “Nice to meet you.” He peered around the salon briefly then sighed. “Let’s get this over with.”


    Okay, then. Maybe he wasn’t a morning person either. “Sure. Come on back.” She waved him to her station, and he followed. “What can I do for you?”


    “I’m a groomsman in a wedding,” he mumbled behind her. “The bride will kill me if I don’t look presentable.” He almost sounded sulky.


    She chuckled then gestured to her chair. He sank into it, dwarfing the standard hairdressing chair.


    Standing behind him, she hit the foot pedal and brought the chair down so she could actually reach his head. “What is it about weddings that make people so crazy?”


    “I have no idea. The groom, who’s my best friend, has even started his own Pinterest account. It’s like I don’t even know him anymore.”


    She swung the cape around his neck. “I’m guessing you don’t want your favorite sports team logo shaved into the back, then?”


    He laughed. “No. Not my style anyway. Just trim it, nice and neat.”


    The man had a beautiful head. What would it look like if he grew his hair out long? Even at the short length, she could tell it was a light shade of blond, which matched his light complexion. Combined with his size, she wondered if he had Viking heritage. She chuckled inwardly, picturing him sweaty, holding a sword, an army behind him ready to obey his commands. Vikings would make good Doms. And this guy looked like he could give a mean Dom-eye.


    Good Lord. Since when did clients make her imagination run so wild? The combination of not getting laid in a while, ovulating, and her biological clock ticking shot her sex drive through the roof. Maybe she’d hit the dungeon tonight and see if she could find a play partner. It’d been a while—there might be fresh meat she hadn’t scared off yet.


    After plugging in her clippers, she made her way back behind him. “So do you have to wear a tux and everything?” By the casual look of his jeans and T-shirt, and the Roman numerals tattooed on his thickly muscled forearms, he didn’t seem like the type who liked to dress up.


    “Yup.”


    “I’ll bet you clean up nice.”


    His answering smile was sinful.


    Her cheeks heated. Why had she said that? Flirting with certain customers was normal, and brought better tips, but flirting with this guy seemed... dangerous. “I mean, you don’t seem like the suit-and-tie type.” She paused to readjust the clippers.


    “Not really. And being in a suit at the beach should be against the law.”


    “Destination wedding? Those drive me crazy. My friend Nikki got married in Punta Cana six months ago, and she invited me. Who has money to go to Mexico at the last minute?”


    He grunted, and she gathered he didn’t want to say anything disloyal about his friend.


    “She used to have her head on straight, until she started dating a rich guy. It really changed her. Now she’s a typical rich, stuck-up asshole.”


    He opened his mouth then shut it and nodded stiffly. “Yeah. I’ve met my share of those.”


    Smiling, she turned the clippers on and started his haircut. Since he probably couldn’t hear her over the noise, they fell into silence as she worked. A while later, she stopped then turned the chair toward the mirror.


    “What do you think about the length? Is it short enough?”


    He barely glanced at it before he said, “It’s fine. I trust you to make me look good.”


    As if he needed her help with that. But his brush-off gave her pause. “I know you don’t care as much, but what would the bride think?”


    His brows rose and he gave a longer look. “As long as it’s even, I think she’ll be happy.” He shifted in his seat as if ready to dash for the door.


    “Hold up, there, cowboy. Not done yet. I still have to even out the front and sides.” She switched to the smaller clippers then circled around to his front. “Stay still and—”


    “What’s this?” With a smirk, he pointed to the small tattoo she hid under a thick bangle bracelet. “You a kinkster?”


    So he knew the symbol. Most people thought the tattoo was just a pretty filigree design, which was how she’d planned it. It was a very subtle nod to BDSM.


    “None of your business.”


    “Relax,” he said quietly, interest in his eyes. “I am too. You don’t have to be embarrassed.”


    She flipped her hair. “I’m not. You just caught me off guard.”


    An awkward silence hovered over them. She wasn’t in the habit of apologizing or acting ashamed for who she was, but some people didn’t understand BDSM. They thought it was about abuse or sexual perversion—not about emotional connection and, for her, just plain fun.


    “Are you in the scene around here?” Ambrose said, breaking the tension.


    “A little.” She was glad the salon was empty. Having this conversation all hushed in front of nosy coworkers would have spelled trouble. People got fired for less. “I go to The Catacombs once in a while. You?”


    “I haven’t gone in a long time. I don’t remember seeing you.”


    “I’m not very memorable.” She chuckled like it was a joke, but it fell flat. Maybe because there was truth there.


    “No.” He narrowed his eyes, scrutinizing her face. “I would’ve remembered you.”


    She squirmed under his gaze. He was a definitely a Dom. Was he single? Could he handle her? If it was just about size, he could definitely manhandle her plus-size figure easily, but did he have the mental stamina to keep up with her? Most Doms didn’t like brats, but tough shit, because that’s who she was, and she’d sworn back when she broke things off with Scott she’d never change for a man. Or a woman.


    Trying to ignore him and do her job, she turned on the small clippers and leaned down to even out the front of his hair on his forehead. The buzz was quiet enough to talk now, but she wasn’t sure what to say. This whole conversation, here at work, was throwing her off her game. Kink talk happened in the bedroom or the club, not in the salon.


    “Do you know Banner?” he asked.


    When his head wobbled, she held it still with her free hand.


    He kept talking anyway. “He used to play there. Before he settled down with his Kate. That’s who’s getting married the day after tomorrow.”


    “No, I don’t think I know him.” She finished the front then moved to the side to work around his ears.


    “What about Konstantin?”


    That rang a bell. Images popped up of a playboy with dark eyes, a Russian accent, and a girl under each arm. She chuckled. “I’ve heard of him.”


    He smiled. “He’s my other best friend.”


    “Cool. So we must travel in the same circles. Weird we’ve never met.”


    “Yeah. Weird.”


    How could she ask if he was single without sounding desperate? Rejection stung like a bitch, and she wasn’t in the mood to deal with that this early in the morning.


    “So, who are you bringing to the wedding? Do you have a date?” Fuck. She could’ve kicked herself. Way to not sound desperate.


    “No. I’m single at the moment.”


    “Me too.” Fuck again! Why had she said that? It wasn’t like he’d asked. God, she was usually smoother than this. He was messing with her head.


    “I was thinking of heading to The Catacombs tonight, actually,” she ventured. Maybe she could still salvage this. “To see if I can find someone to play with. It’s been a long time.”


    “Really?” His brow quirked.


    “Yeah. I’m hoping there’ll be some new people. I’ve played with almost everyone and scared all the usuals away. Poor little things.”


    “You haven’t played with me.” Their gazes met in her mirror, and the blatant dare in his made her bite her lip.


    She paused, then smirked. “I doubt you could handle me.”


    Chuckling, he shifted in the chair. “Well, that’s a challenge if I ever heard one. Are you a switch?”


    “I’m a brat.” It sounded like a warning. Maybe it was one. She was tired of too-serious Doms trying to crush her spirit and turn her into something she wasn’t. And she was tired of the newbies letting her walk all over them then storming away all butthurt when she wouldn’t cooperate.


    “I enjoy brats.”


    She snorted. “That’s what they all say. They change their minds when you tell them they should use their pretty mouths for things other than lectures.”


    He barked a laugh. “You’ve actually said that?”


    She answered with a cocky smirk.


    “You might be a sorry little girl if you get too much of what you’re asking for.”


    Oh fuck. A rush of heat pooled in her pussy, making her knees almost buckle. She pictured it—spread out on a bed, legs wide, Ambrose between them, making her scream for mercy.


    She realized she’d frozen with her clippers in midair, staring at their reflection. After setting the clippers down, she cleared her throat. “You don’t believe in playing nice?”


    “I can when I want to. But there are times when I don’t want to be nice. Are you the kind of sub who needs a mean Dom to make you into a good girl?”


    “I’m the kind of girl who likes a Dom to have a sense of humor.”


    He arched a brow.


    Reluctantly, she added, “And to sometimes... convince me to be good. Once in a while. When the mood strikes me.” She gave him a sidelong glance.


    “Cocky little thing,” he muttered, shifting in his seat again.


    She wondered what he kept having to shift down there. But he wasn’t rolling his eyes or sighing at her teasing. Maybe he wasn’t like the others. She wished there was a tactful, smooth way to ask if he wanted to play.


    “You’re going tonight?” he asked, rubbing his clean-shaven chin.


    She nodded.


    “Maybe I’ll go too. We could talk more. If you want.”


    A small, giddy smile pushed through her mask of confidence. “Okay.”


    “Okay.”


    “Okay.” She realized she sounded like a parrot and gave her head a shake. Way to look like a smitten idiot. “I mean, I’m done. What do you think?”


    “Sweet.” He turned his head this way and that, but he was looking at her, not his hair.


    “How much do I owe you?” he asked while she unclipped the cape.


    “Twenty-five.”


    He fiddled with his wallet while she brushed off his neck. Frowning, he looked up at her. “Do you have change?”


    “Not much. It’s early still.”


    “Okay.” He handed her two twenties.


    “Oh. Umm.”


    “Just keep it.”


    “No, I can’t. It’s too much.”


    He waved his hand. “Buy me a drink tonight and we’ll call it even.”


    That seemed fair. “All right.”


    “Good girl.” He winked.


    Bastard. Damn, he was hot. She placed a hand on her hip and glared, trying not to crack a smile. He rose from the chair, reminding her of his size. Hot in a thuggish, terrifying way.


    “Ooooh,” he said, pretending to be scared. “Evil eye. You sure you’re not a switch?”


    She shrugged. “I suppose I could be for the right person. You interested in trying?”


    “No. I’m one hundred percent dominant.” As a second thought, he added, “But I’m only interested in playing. Not a serious relationship.”


    Wasn’t that just her luck? All the good ones had commitment issues. The fiasco with Scott should have kept her on guard when it came to relationships, but sometimes she still wore her emotions on her sleeve. “That’s fine. I’m not looking for long-term either.” Her uterus said otherwise.


    “Great.”


    “Great.”


    “See you tonight?”


    “Yup.”


    He smiled wickedly. “See you tonight, Everly.”


    Ooh. He remembered her name without being reminded, and the sound of it on his lips made her shiver.


    She tossed him back a saucy grin. “I’ll be there around nine. You might want to take a nap first.”


    His brow quirked, and for the first time in a long time she wondered if she was in over her head.

  


  
    Chapter Two


    Ambrose usually avoided The Catacombs. As BDSM clubs went, it was tolerable, but the owner went for an edgy, dark warehouse look that reminded Ambrose too much of work. Some of the warehouses they delivered to had a similar vibe, minus the bondage equipment.


    Konstantin didn’t like it there much, either, but it was the only place in town to play if they didn’t feel like hosting a party. He’d offered to come along as his wingman. Kon’s current girlfriends, Anna and Sindee, had just fucked off to the washroom together, which meant he might get a word in edgewise. It was hard to have a conversation with Kon when he was covered in women, but then, that was his natural state.


    “Are you sure she’s going to show?” Kon asked in his thick Russian accent. He may have moved to America when he was eight, but the accent had never faded. As a kid, he’d hated it and tried hard to get rid of it, but as an adult he’d decided he no longer gave a shit.


    “No, she may not.” Ambrose chuckled. “She gave me a haircut and the next thing I knew we were in the middle of this bratty verbal sparring match. After I left, maybe she realized I’m not what she wants.”


    “What woman wouldn’t want a goon as a play partner?” Konstantin mocked. “You have the intimidation factor going for you, even though you’re hideous.”


    “I’m not that intimidating.”


    Konstantin barked a laugh. “Anna was too terrified to speak in your presence for weeks.”


    “Bullshit. With the crazy shit you’re into, I doubt Anna is afraid of much.” Ambrose leaned back in his chair and watched the crowd, looking for Everly. Hot, bratty, smart, with curves that made his palms itch to touch her. She was even mouthier than Shae had been.


    What would she wear? If she showed up dressed like a schoolgirl he’d be a lost cause. Real schoolgirls did nothing for him, but a kinky girl dressed up as one... giving him the come-hither look... add some pigtails...


    Then, like magic, there she was. Purple lacy corset, the same shade as the streaks in her hair, a short black flared skirt. Funky leggings, and boots that would suit a dominatrix. Fuck. The girl was full of attitude, and it made him crazy.


    The girl was bad news.


    Konstantin had been speaking but paused. “Ambrose, stop!”


    His words pulled Ambrose up short, just as he was about to get to his feet and go to her.


    “What?”


    “I can tell you just spotted her. Get that look off your face or you’ll scare her.”


    What the hell was he talking about? “What look? I don’t have a look. I’m just going over to say hi.”


    Kon snorted. “You look like you’re going to throw her on the bar and fuck her. Try to be less obvious.”


    “Obvious usually works just fine for me.”


    Konstantin grimaced and waved Ambrose away. “Then, for your sake, I hope she doesn’t scare easily.”


    She hadn’t seen him yet. He rose and pushed his way amiably through the crowd while thinking about Kon’s advice. He tried looking friendly instead of intense, but when people started flinching away from him, he guessed it wasn’t working. It’d been too long since he’d fucked a woman on a bar. Or against a wall or on a bed, for that matter. Plenty of women had tried, but for the past few months he’d cut himself off. No wonder he couldn’t manage an expression other than horny. This was the first girl he’d been seriously attracted to in a long time.


    His track record had sucked for the past couple of years.


    Shae had left him first, and then Kate. Shae had been his, though, and so he’d given himself permission to be a moping ass about her leaving him. Admittedly, it was so long ago now that maybe it was just a habit.


    Kate, on the other hand, was his best friend’s slave and soon-to-be wife. Half falling in love with her when he was trying to get her and Banner back together had, in hindsight, been stupid and self-destructive. He’d known they were going to patch things up eventually, but sleeping with Banner’s exes had become so second nature that he’d fallen into the same old pattern. He seemed to have an involuntary attraction to dysfunctional relationships.


    Everly’s back was to him. She was watching a bound and suspended sub writhe and scream as she was tickled by a grinning Dom. Although he was close enough to touch Everly, he watched her watching the scene, enjoying her expressions and reactions. A perfume company could make a fortune selling her pheromones.


    Don’t think about fucking her on the bar.


    Damned Konstantin. Like he needed any more ideas about what he’d like to do to the poor girl.


    He moved up beside her instead of touching her shoulder to get her attention. There was no knowing if she had triggers, and he didn’t want to fuck this up.


    Almost immediately, she turned her gaze to him, but had to look up to see his face. He hadn’t realized how much taller he was.


    Her eyes rounded, and for a second he was worried she was going to run away screaming.


    “Oh... hi!” Her laugh sounded slightly nervous, but then she smiled and drew him away from the scene.


    “Hi. See something you like?”


    “Um...” Her cheeks turned pink enough to notice even in the low light.


    “I meant the scene you were watching.”


    She laughed loud, a rippling sound that made him want to laugh too. “For a minute, I thought you were fishing for a compliment.”


    He snorted. “Yes, well, I have major self-esteem issues because my friends are always reminding me that I’m ugly. I have to ask pretty girls to feed my poor, starving ego.”


    “Aww... poor little ego. I would pat it for you, but I’m not that kind of girl.” Her impish grin suggested that if he played his cards right, he might change her mind.


    “I was wondering if you were actually going to show up.”


    “I said I would. If I weren’t interested, I would have said no.”


    She shifted her stance, wincing a bit then looking down at her shoes. He knew enough about fashion to guess the heels were probably uncomfortable. Where were his manners? He wasn’t doing a good job impressing her. “Do you want to sit down? I’m at a table with Konstantin and his women.”


    “Sitting sounds good.” She smiled.


    They went back to the table, where Ambrose introduced the three of them. After a few pleasantries, Kon and his girls wandered off to play. As they left, Konstantin passed behind Everly and gave Ambrose the thumbs-up.


    Idiot. Some wingman. He was making things a little obvious, leaving them alone so soon.


    “So how was the rest of your day?”


    “Oh, you know. The usual. Cut a million people’s hair, got a few tips. Then I went home and took a bath, and now I’m here.”


    “No dinner?”


    She snorted. “You look so horrified.”


    He thought of the herb-butter-rubbed prime rib he’d had earlier. “You don’t understand how much I love food.”


    “Do I look like I miss a lot of meals?” Everly laughed. “Don’t respond to that. It’s a trap.”


    Honestly, she looked edible. It would probably be creepy to tell her that though.


    “So you’re a foodie?” she asked.


    “That’s putting it mildly.”


    “Yeah, I’m not in a position to eat out a lot, but once in a while it’s nice.” She grimaced. “You know, if the people who can afford to eat fancy soufflés and lobster tails every night gave even a little bit of that money to antipoverty organizations, we could probably give every homeless person somewhere to live. I mean, don’t they care that there are people starving while they gorge themselves on caviar and fancy wine?”


    Whoa. He agreed in a noncommittal way. If they ever hooked up, her hating rich people could be a problem.


    Her words had given him a twinge of guilt. It wasn’t his fault he had money—well, actually, it was his fault. But he wasn’t ashamed of having done well. Making it big in the shipping industry was a mix of luck and hard work. He treated his people fairly and paid them a lot better than any of his competitors. They had benefits and he gave a shit about them—he even knew most of them by name, and he sucked at names.


    “Do you know that some big corporation is trying to shut down the free medical clinic on Bloor Street? They don’t want them as neighbors because apparently it’s bad for business.” She shook her head in disgust. “They can take their canapés and shove them up their asses.”


    That sounded... unpleasant, and definitely not his kink. “You’re involved with the clinic?”


    “Not that one in particular, but a few of the others. I just try to get involved when I hear stories like that.” Her eyes gleamed, and for a moment he saw Everly’s serious side. “I help circulate petitions and that sort of thing. It’s hard to get to protests because I usually work evenings.”


    He nodded. “Yeah, I work whenever I’m needed, so my schedule is all over the place. I’ve never been to a protest before though.”


    “You should go to one sometime. Life is too short to sit on the sidelines and wait for other people to fix things.”


    Okay, maybe this girl was too good for him. He didn’t usually think much past his employees and his family and close friends.


    She smiled. “Sorry, I get intense sometimes. If I’m boring you, feel free to say so, or think about football or something. So what do you do?”


    “I work in shipping.” For once he was glad his line of business was a conversation ender.


    “So you... ship things?”


    “Yup.”


    “You drive long distances?”


    “Sometimes. I mostly do the paperwork end of things now.” He tried not to laugh as her eyes glazed over. “I drive once in a while, if there’s no one else available.”


    Her mouth opened then closed again, and it looked like she was struggling to think of something polite to say about his boring job.


    “So how long have you been into the lifestyle?” Ambrose asked, feeling awkward. He didn’t generally agree to meet up with women he hadn’t met several times in passing first. This felt like a job interview.


    “Um, always? It’s hard to nail down. I convinced my first boyfriend in high school to try D/s without even knowing what it was. I bratted to get a rise out of him, but he was too nice. No one ever really satisfied me that way when I was younger. As an adult, I finally started to do some research and learned what BDSM was. That’s when I found my way into The Catacombs. It’s been an adventure trying to find someone I click with since then. You?” She swept her hair back from her shoulder, and the bare skin it revealed made him wish she weren’t sitting so far from him.


    “I’ve always had my fetishes, but I never did anything about them until I was in college.” How much to tell her on a first date? It had been complicated. “Freshman year, one of my profs seduced me. She was into some things that... weren’t my kink. But when we split, I talked the next girl I dated into being dominated.”


    She inched closer, until their knees were almost touching. When she sat, her skirt had ridden up slightly, and he tried his best not to gawk at her shapely legs. As for the cleavage that showed when she leaned forward... well, he was only human.


    “Do tell! What kinks did she have that you weren’t into?”


    Ambrose sighed. Most girls waited to ask until at least the third date, but this one was bold as brass. Even on a third date he usually got away with being vague. Something told him it wouldn’t work with Everly.


    “Maybe I’ll show you sometime.” He winked, hoping to throw her off.


    “Oh, you own a strap-on?”


    Surprised, he barked a laugh and swatted her leg.


    “You missed my ass.” Her smile was a dare. “I told you, most Doms find me hard to handle.”


    Leaning back in his chair, he looked her over but this time didn’t try to hide it. “I doubt I’d have much trouble handling you, but that’s pure speculation at this point.”


    They stared at each other. Maybe it was creepy to make eye contact for so long, but he was incapable of looking away. Adrenaline started to buzz through him. God, he wanted to punish her, hear her beg, feel her underneath him. Was Everly feeling the same connection? Her slanted amber eyes reminded him of a cat, and they seemed to hold the same independence. This wasn’t a submissive who needed a Dom to define her. She wasn’t afraid to show her strength.


    She broke the silence first. “I guess we’d have to play together to figure that out.”


    “Now?” Crap. This girl had him off balance. He needed to get that under control.


    “Well”—she shrugged—“unless you need to find your balls first.”


    Fuck. His hand itched to grab her by the hair and teach her to be more respectful, but with brats there was a fine line. Sometimes when they wanted to get a rise out of a Dom, the Dom had to ignore their sass to keep the upper hand. Although nothing was more fun than teaching a bratty girl a lesson in manners.


    Calm the fuck down, idiot.


    “What’s your safeword?” Why did that sound like a creepy pickup line?


    “We’ll use ‘red’ for now.” She raised a brow. Was she surprised he’d kept his cool?


    “Fair enough.”


    The way her eyes narrowed suggested she was waiting for him to make a move. “Are we doing this now?”


    “Yes.”


    “Are we going...” She gestured vaguely at some vacant equipment along the walls.


    “No. I prefer not to use the equipment here. For now we’ll sit and talk, and if you sass me, I’ll deal with it accordingly.”


    “Is this the part where you try to lure me back to your private dungeon?”


    “No. Dungeons are so limiting. I believe in free-range beatings.”


    She snorted. “Are you sure you’re not a brat?”


    “Doms are never brats,” he said with mock disdain.


    Everly settled beside him on the overstuffed couch and looked at him impatiently. “Now what?”


    Now straddle me and settle yourself on my dick. “Now we have a polite conversation, like well-behaved adults.”


    She leaned in, looking up at him. Mischief lurked in her gaze. “I’ve never been a well-behaved adult, and I doubt I could role-play one well enough to be convincing.”


    “Not into role-play?”


    “Well... I didn’t say that.”


    Such a naughty kitten. He fought the urge to coax her into his lap so he could pet her. Behind her, he caught a glimpse of Konstantin and his girls coming back, but his buddy spotted the tension and steered them away to another part of the club before they reached the table. Maybe he was going to be a decent wingman tonight after all.


    “What do you like to play?”


    She shrugged. “It depends. If my partner can’t hold up his end of things, I’d rather not role-play at all. If he’s good, he could talk me into playing almost anything. I’m not into animals, bodily waste, or anything that causes permanent damage though.”


    “What about pain?” Ambrose draped his arm over the back of the couch, and without hesitation she tucked in against him. A warm protectiveness stole over him, and he let his arm curve around her shoulders.


    “I like it in moderation. Having my ass beaten until it bleeds isn’t a turn-on for me though.” She smelled like a dessert he wanted to put in his mouth and savor. “I like fun and hot BDSM, not cranky BDSM. If a Dom doesn’t like laughing or my bratting, then he isn’t a good match for me.”


    There was a wistfulness in her tone that suggested it was an ongoing struggle for her to find partners that suited her. He identified with that feeling a little too well. Most of the girls who took a shine to him were well-behaved submissives who wanted strict Doms who would call them on any breaches in conduct. Ambrose liked to laugh too much for that kind of responsibility—it wasn’t in him to be a rule-monger, and he resented having women expect that of him. So fucking boring.


    He also resented women who expected a collar from him after a few good dates. Shae had made him gun-shy, and he didn’t like to feel rushed. Honestly, he doubted any other woman would suit him like Shae had.


    Maybe Kate would have, but he’d known from the beginning that wouldn’t go anywhere. Still, it didn’t make it sting less.


    “There’s a difference between disciplining a girl and breaking her,” he said. “Some men can’t handle a sub who has a personality of her own, but girls who are always well behaved bore me. Where’s the challenge in that?”


    “Do you like disciplining?” she asked sweetly, gazing up at him with a feigned innocence that made his cock twitch. “I get into a lot of trouble, but no one wants to teach me to mind my manners.” Her lips curved into a half smile, daring him.


    “And what kind of trouble does a sweet little thing like you get into?”


    She blinked up at him. Her plump bottom lip disappeared into her mouth for a moment and came out glistening. What was worse—that he already wanted to kiss her, or that she seemed to be wanting the same thing?


    “I sass a lot, I ignore rules if I don’t like them, and sometimes I squirm away or kick when I get a spanking.”


    He let his lips hover over hers for a moment, and watched in fascination as her sexy golden eyes drooped shut.


    “Do you, now?” he murmured, just loud enough to be heard over the people laughing and talking around them. “I think I know how to deal with a young lady like you.”


    “You do?” She opened her eyes again. “People don’t understand that I misbehave to be fun, or because I like being punished. Or they think I’m just playing at being submissive and not the real deal. The last Dom I had wrote out a list of rules. As a joke, I doodled on the page and made happy faces in some of the letters. He was so offended that he wouldn’t play with me anymore.”


    He made a sound of disapproval. “Some Doms just don’t get the dynamic. Not everyone is equipped to deal with a little vandal. You just wanted to play.”


    Everly nodded. “What would you have done?”


    He pulled her knees toward him and shifted her legs over his own. She settled there as though it had been her idea.


    “Well, it would depend on whether or not I was offended. It’s pretty hard to offend me, so you might have gotten what you wanted, or you might have gotten what I wanted.”


    She scrunched her nose in mock offense. “Hey! That doesn’t sound like much fun.”


    “It would be for me.” He grinned at her wolfishly, and she smacked his chest. “Do that again and you won’t like what happens.”


    She cocked a brow. “Maybe I would.”


    “You could try it and see.”


    The wheels in Everly’s head were turning so loudly he could almost hear them. Did she really want to test him this early on? What would she do?


    As for himself, Ambrose sorted through his options of how to deal with a brat he barely knew. He wasn’t going to treat her quite the same way he would if they were sleeping together. If he came on too strong, he might scare her off—and at this point he was too intrigued to chance that.


    When the penny dropped, he saw it happen. Mischief lurked in her gaze and she raised her hand, threatening to smack him again.


    “Are you sure?”


    She bit her lip, then swatted him.


    Of course.


    Taking a firm grip on both of her upper arms, he pulled her to her feet and walked her across the room, where he positioned her face-first in the corner. She tried to back away, but he held her there, moving one of his hands to take a firm grip in the back of her hair, close to the scalp.


    She gasped and tried to struggle away, but he didn’t allow it.


    “Did I warn you not to hit me?”


    There was a sound of disgust, but no safeword. When she tried to pry his hand out of her hair, he smacked the back of her thigh hard enough to make her squeak.


    “Be good or I’ll make you like this less.”


    “As if you could!”


    “If I tucked up your skirt and pulled down your leggings, it might be more embarrassing.”


    “I’m not afraid of you. I’ve got underwear on, so do your worst.”


    Ambrose chuckled. This girl was perfect. His dick was so hard, he wished he could fuck her up against the damn wall.


    “I could pull those down too. Then everyone in the room could see what a bad girl you are and get to see your bare ass.”


    Everly swallowed hard enough for him to see the movement of her throat. “I don’t even care.” The words were almost a whisper.


    “Maybe I’d spank you while I held you here, and everyone could admire your sweet red cheeks.”


    She groaned and shifted where she stood. “Go away. I’ll stand here and take my punishment, but you should shut up now.”


    His hand tightened in her hair and he pulled her up onto her toes.


    “Ow, ow, ow!”


    “Should you be telling me to shut up?”


    She didn’t answer. Ambrose growled in her ear and gave her a little shake.


    “Answer me,” he barked.


    “No,” she said, her tone sullen.


    “No, what?”


    “No, Sir.”


    He lowered his hand so she could stand flat-footed again. “I’m going to let go of you now, and you’re going to stay here like a good girl, aren’t you? Because if you don’t, I’ll do exactly what I said.”


    “You wouldn’t!” she gasped.


    “Try me.”


    God love her, she pouted at him. So many nasty, horrid things he wanted to do to this girl. Slowly, he let go of her, ready to grab her if she bolted.


    She stood stock-still.


    “See? You can be a good girl when you have the right incentive.” He smoothed her hair back into place, and he could feel her seething.


    If she was hating this, though, she wasn’t safewording or telling him off. Instead, he was getting the impression that she liked it and didn’t want to.


    “You’re evil,” she said to the wall.


    “Maybe a little.”


    “No, I mean full-on, mustache-twirling, tie-the-girl-to-the-train-tracks evil.” Her vehemence was adorable.


    “Pout at me again. It turned me on.”


    “Fuck you, Sir.”


    “I thought you just said you didn’t like me, and now you want to fuck me?”


    Something that sounded suspiciously like a laugh escaped her. “I never said I didn’t like you. I said you’re evil. There’s a difference.”


    This one. This one he wanted to take home and play with. A thinking sub with a sassy mouth and a sense of humor—someone who wanted to be forced to be respectful. His home office rose to mind, along with the big wooden desk. He’d lean her over it, spank her, lecture her. And she would be completely impossible.


    Ambrose moved up beside her and grabbed her hair again. She whined and looked up at him with round, nervous eyes. There was a spark there, showing it was an act. She wouldn’t be so easily cowed.


    Against his own good advice, he kissed her. When she kissed him back, she whimpered into his mouth. It didn’t feel like she was acting.


    He pulled back and looked down at her momentarily dazzled expression, wishing like hell he weren’t leaving town for a few days. Being social at the wedding was going to be hard with this little brat wreaking havoc in his head. “Are you ready to be a good girl for me now, Everly?”


    There was a moment where he could actually see her throw off the submissive responses he’d won from her. Instead of pissing him off, it excited him. Just how much dominance would it take to keep her subby? If he ever got her into subspace, how long until she fought it off again?


    Mischief sparked in her gaze.


    “I don’t know.” She smiled up at him sweetly. “If I’m a good girl, do I get a treat?”


    ***


    The ocean breeze stirred the white sheers covering the bedroom window. The scent of cool, salty ocean had Ambrose wishing they had time to go for a swim. But no such luck.


    “Does my tie look straight?” Banner stared at himself in the full-length mirror in the corner of the hotel room.


    “Yup, but your best man doesn’t.” Rook snickered. Konstantin laughed and high-fived Banner’s younger brother.


    “Lads, this isn’t the time for tomfoolery. We’re in the middle of a necktie crisis.” Ambrose pointed at Banner. “Look at that man! We can’t send him to his fate looking like that. Kate would leave him at the altar and I’d be forced to marry her, myself.”


    Banner arched a brow at him. “Fuck off. You had your chance.”


    Ambrose shook his head. “It was always you she wanted, the silly girl. There’s no accounting for taste. Personally, I find you repulsive. And you can’t even cook.”


    “I may not be able to cook, but I keep her mouth busy.”


    “Hoooo, heyyyyy. TMI. No roughing the listener.” Rook pretended to clap his hands over his ears, but the teenager rarely missed anything. “I still think you should have gone with a bowtie.” He shook his head in disapproval.


    “A bowtie is too formal for a beach wedding.”


    “It’s your wedding. If you want a bowtie, I’ll go out there right now and mug a concierge.” Konstantin cracked his knuckles. His accent made him sound dangerous, even though he was joking. Maybe.


    “Stand down. Ixnay on the bowtie idea. Kate likes a regular tie.”


    “Yeah, I’ve heard all about how much she likes you in a suit.” Konstantin laughed. “Your dry cleaning bill must be enormous.”


    “Like his dick,” Ambrose shot back.


    Rook snorted then went to Banner and straightened the offending tie. “You know, if you guys are into each other, you should probably call off the wedding. We’re keeping Kate though.”


    “Which one of us do you think would be the top?” Without warning, Banner tackled Ambrose to the bed.


    Ambrose worked at wrestling Banner to his back, but didn’t want to muss him too badly. “There’s no way I’m bottoming to you. I’ll leave the screaming orgasms to Kate.”


    “Sixteen-year-old standing here.” Rook grimaced and waved his arms. “Shut up before I need more therapy.”


    “If you two destroy your suits, Kate is going to kick your asses.” Konstantin pulled them apart.


    Banner smiled and got to his feet, then straightened out his clothes. “Since when did you start caring about what women think?”


    Konstantin checked his own reflection then turned back to Banner. “There’s a difference between the ones you play with and the one you marry. Toys are disposable. If you piss them off, there are others to take their place. Your wife is your wife. You don’t piss her off if you can avoid it. Forever is a long time.”


    To Ambrose, forever with Kate didn’t sound like much of a chore. She was funny, smart, kinky, and hot, which was why Banner was probably the first guy in history who wasn’t nervous on his wedding day. Excited, yes. But not nervous.


    Personally, Ambrose couldn’t imagine trusting forever.


    Things with Shae had been so good, so solid. Then, without any warning, she was gone. Not even a note, just the engagement ring he’d given her on his nightstand, along with her public collar. Two days later she’d texted to say it wasn’t going to work long-term, but didn’t answer him when he tried to open a dialogue. They’d run into each other a few times since then, but he’d kept it pleasant even though it was painfully awkward, even years later.


    All of the wedding-planning talk with Banner and Kate had been a special kind of torture, taking Ambrose back to the talks he and Shae had about their own. Guest list, menu, flowers—he could remember every detail they’d decided on. Two hundred guests, filet mignon, dahlias.


    The ring he’d given to a homeless man downtown. The dress he’d returned to the store to reuse or dispose of. Sitting in the closet, the dress had mocked him, tempting him to unwrap it and wallow in the past. He’d asked Shae if she wanted them, but she’d never texted back.


    Did she ever think of him with regret?


    There was a knock at the door. Banner’s sister, Meadow, poked her head in to say Kate was ready.


    As they filed out of the room, Ambrose did his best to straighten out his head along with his suit. Today wasn’t about him and his shit.


    The afternoon was sunny and warm, with a slight breeze to keep them all from frying in their suit jackets. His hair ruffled, the sensation odd after having shaved it off for so long. Maybe when he went home, he’d have Everly buzz it for him. He could do it himself, but she’d do a better job. Plus, it was an excuse to see her again.


    Ugh. He would not think about her sassy mouth and the way she gasped when he grabbed her by the hair. The last thing he needed was a boner as he stood in his best friend’s wedding.


    Even though it was a destination wedding, there were still about a hundred guests. They’d wanted to keep it intimate, but between family and friends, the numbers had added up fast.


    As he and the rest of the guys lined up at the front to wait for the bridesmaids to make their entrance, Ambrose scanned the crowd. Several attractive, single women were in attendance, but Everly outshined them all. A hot girl who could make him laugh was even hotter than regular hot.


    He raised a hand to acknowledge their buddy Chris, who was baby-wrangling while his wife, Janine, stood as Kate’s matron of honor. Banner’s business partner, Belle, was there, too, with her wife, Shannon. Banner and Rook’s mother looked like a million bucks, and was sitting in the front row beaming at everyone.


    Eventually, the violinist started to play, and the bridesmaids—Janine, Meadow, and Kate’s friend Bethany from work—processed down the sandy aisle, between the rows of chairs. How they walked so gracefully in the sand was a mystery. He knew for a fact he’d be finding somewhere to sit and empty his shoes at the end of the ceremony.


    Kate appeared in a simple white shift dress. She wore her public collar, and her feet were bare. She was luminous.


    Ambrose glanced at Banner, whose wide grin proved he wasn’t regretting a thing. After all the crap these two had put him through when they were being idiots, they’d damn well better make it work. And the reception dinner had better be fucking fantastic.


    As the couple exchanged vows, rings, and kisses, Ambrose looked on, feeling guilty about his cynical thoughts. If anyone could stay married and happy, it was these two.


    The day was a blur of standing, posing, and polite smiles. They behaved for the sake of the other guests, but at one point during the outdoor reception, Ambrose and Banner were forced to throw Konstantin in the ocean, after which he pelted Ambrose with wet sand. A melee ensued, which involved Banner jumping in and dragging Rook with him.


    Later, the photographer said it was the most interesting photoshoot she’d ever done.


    Dinner was delayed while they showered and changed. Luckily, Kate knew them well enough that she’d ordered them to come prepared with a second suit.


    Ambrose and Konstantin were well on their way to being drunk when the first dance started. Kon ditched his girlfriends to meander over and sling an arm around Ambrose’s shoulders.


    For a moment they watched in silence as Banner and Kate danced.


    “He’s a lucky bastard.” Konstantin smiled and shook his head. “Remember how he used to think he’d never find anyone that suited him? And now look at him. Fucking married.” He put his beer bottle to his lips and tipped it back.


    “I’m glad he pulled his head out of his ass and claimed her. They belong together.”


    Konstantin gave him a long look, which involved substantial beer breath considering how close they were. “You, my friend, are an honorable man. How did you manage to keep your hands off her after he gave her to you? I might have lasted a day—but only if I was sick or something.”


    Ambrose didn’t believe that for a minute. They all had a weakness for women—especially submissive ones—but there was no way Kon would have done things any differently if he’d been in Ambrose’s place. If he’d seen the way Banner and Kate had pined for each other, Kon wouldn’t have slept with Kate either. The three of them had been best friends since they were kids. They’d never betray one another.


    Having Kate so close for so long, and the fact that they were compatible and she was on the rebound, had meant that Ambrose had spent a lot of quality time in cold showers. If Emmy Awards could be given for lying in a relationship, there would be one on his mantel. Ambrose had wanted her, but not like Banner did. Not like she was air and he was suffocating. You didn’t fuck with something like that—especially if one of the people involved was your best friend.


    “This was meant to happen.” He sighed. “She wasn’t mine, and I knew that even if she didn’t.”


    Konstantin hugged him, and Ambrose was glad he wasn’t in a wrestling mood tonight. Drunk and affectionate Konstantin was less exhausting than drunk and affectionately aggressive Konstantin.


    “Ya tebya lyublyu, Ambrose.” Konstantin kissed his cheek. “I love you. Someday they’ll build a monument to you, and men will go there to ask for the strength not to fuck their best friends’ girlfriends.”


    “Hopefully they’ll leave me interesting sacrifices.” Ambrose sipped at his own beer. Time to slow down a bit. He didn’t want to be the obnoxious drunk at this wedding and faceplant in the cake or do something else they’d never let him live down.


    “You want to borrow one of my girls tonight? Or join us?”


    “No thanks.” Ambrose chuckled, but knowing Kon, he wasn’t joking. They’d shared girls before.


    “If I ever get married, I would share her with you and Banner. No one else though. Fuck those other guys.” He belched and Ambrose turned his head away before he got a blast of beery air.


    “You’re a good friend.” He patted Konstantin’s shoulder. “Your babushka wants you to marry a nice Russian girl though. What if she’s vanilla?”


    “Can you see me marrying a vanilla girl? My balls would turn blue and blow up.” He made an exploding noise, complete with hand gesture. “Speaking of which, what happened with your hot little hairdresser? I saw you put her in the corner, and I gave it about five minutes before you started humping her leg.”


    “Everly is...” What was she? He’d been trying to block some of that night out, but scenes from it kept replaying in his head like a sexy flashback slideshow. So much had happened since, with the flight to Saint Thomas and the wedding prep, that it was hard to believe it was only two nights ago.


    He’d never had so much trouble maintaining control with a woman. As much as Konstantin had mocked him for looking like he wanted to throw her on the bar and fuck her, they’d been all over each other for the rest of the night. He’d seriously considered fucking her in a back room, or in his car, but it felt too sleazy, and she deserved better. Taking her home wasn’t an option, unless he could think of an excuse for having a big, fancy house. “It’s complicated.”


    “Did you fuck her?”


    “No. Sadly, no.” Ambrose drained his beer and set the bottle down on the table next to them. “She hates rich men, so I can’t bring her home.”


    “Rent an apartment, or use one of your warehouses. You need to get laid.” Konstantin’s focus shifted to his women, who were making their way over to them. “Have you even dated anyone since Kate? It’s been almost a year.”


    “You know the answer to that.” He rubbed his eyes, already tired. It had been a long day, and knowing he had to stay until the end of the festivities was making him wish he could go to bed early. He’d danced with Kate’s friend Bethany a few times, and she’d shown obvious signs of interest, but it wasn’t her who he wanted.


    What he really wanted was to take a curvy little brat with purple hair streaks and show her that he could handle her. If they’d met sooner, he would have asked her to come to the wedding, but a trip to the Caribbean was a bit much for a second date.


    The more he thought about Everly and their intense attraction, though, the more leery he got. If life had taught him anything, it was that when things seemed too good to be true, they generally were.


    Maybe his body needed relief, but his emotions needed to stay the hell out of the equation.

  


  
    Chapter Three


    “The city council plans to shut down the central no-freeze homeless shelter, leaving dozens of homeless people on the streets this winter,” Everly shouted to the crowd of Saturday shoppers downtown. “Please sign our petition to keep it open and consider coming to the protest November tenth.” She held out flyers as people walked by. Mostly, they ignored her, but a few had taken them. Some had even stopped to sign the petition and ask how they could help.


    Chloe spoke to a middle-aged woman wearing glasses and a trench coat. She nodded along as Chloe explained the steps to get the city to keep it open—the big protest next month, finding sponsors to donate, and gathering a few more volunteers. In today’s social and economic climate, it was harder than it sounded.


    “Please help us protest the closing of the no-freeze shelter!” Everly refocused on her task, trying not to get discouraged by how many people walked by without even making eye contact.


    Ugh. So frustrating. If more people cared—even ordinary people—they’d make a bigger impact. But the rich would keep on getting richer if the middle and lower classes never spoke up about it. Why did it feel like everyone was so oblivious except for her and a few others? Consumerism and capitalism were all around them, sucking the compassion from the world, and they just walked by, sipping their lattes and texting on their phones. No wonder everyone was so depressed. This was what happened when humanity got greedy.


    God, she would never, ever be rich. Even if she somehow won the lottery without entering, she’d give it all away before she could touch a single penny of it. Money corrupted just as much as power did. She’d seen it more than once. She’d felt the stab in the back too. And by her own family. Even at a young age, their sneers burned.


    One memory stood out from the rest. Her mom’s cousin, who she’d been close to as a child—had died suddenly in a car accident. They hadn’t been welcome at the funeral.


    Even though the rest of the family shunned them, her mom had grasped Everly’s small hand and held her head high. Through the heat of their glares, Everly drew on her mother’s strength.


    Later, she overheard her grandmother whisper to people she didn’t recognize, “They can’t possibly be as poor as Lysette makes them sound,” she said. “Disgraceful. And just look at how chunky Everly has gotten.”


    Her cheeks had burned and she ran to their crappy old car, vowing never to return to her grandma’s estate again, no matter who died.


    So far, she’d kept that vow.


    Although their family had multiple opportunities to be civil over the years, they didn’t even acknowledge her or her mom if they crossed their paths in town. She found a perverse enjoyment in being ignored, but she could tell how much it hurt her mom.


    She knew not every rich person was cruel, but why did they deserve more than everyone else? Why did someone like her grandmother, who’d never lifted a finger in her life, feel she was better than people who couldn’t work or couldn’t catch a break?


    No one deserved to go hungry or freeze to death.


    The petition had twenty-five signatures so far. Not bad for only two hours and three of them working. Their Community Cares group had grown to about fifteen members, but they took turns volunteering on Saturday mornings to raise awareness. Today, she shared the timeslot with Chloe and Max.


    Max had a nice, loud voice that carried well. And Chloe was model gorgeous, so she always managed to get the college guys to stop and talk to her. Everly figured they signed the petition just to get Chloe’s attention.


    But they weren’t there to pick up. They were there to make a difference.


    “We also need volunteers and donations to help run the shelter!” she yelled, handing over a flyer to a little girl smiling and reaching up. Her mother stood a few feet away, looking down at her phone.


    “Give this to your mom, okay?” she whispered to the girl.


    She nodded then skipped off and handed the flyer to her mother, who took one glance then shoved it back at the girl.


    An older gentleman strode past as he said, “Tell them to get a job like everyone else.”


    “Fuck you too,” she muttered to herself. Last time she’d been rude to a heckler, she’d gotten chastised by the others, so she tried to be more careful now. Chloe did have a point that they weren’t exactly being upstanding citizens by calling people “selfish dickwads who have more money than brain cells.”


    “Don’t get discouraged,” Chloe said. “I think people will show up next week. Our Facebook post got a lot of likes.”


    Everly wanted to be optimistic, but was starting to lose hope. The no-freeze shelter was an important part of their community. Open twenty-four/seven, they didn’t turn anyone away who needed somewhere warm to sleep during the winter months. Why was it so hard to get people to care?


    Sometimes it just took a little perspective. She had perspective, which was why she spent her weekends off at protests and rallies, trying to fight for services and to bring awareness to the socioeconomic gap. There was a time where she wouldn’t have survived without the no-freeze shelter. Or worse—been taken away from her mother to live with strangers.


    She fought back a shiver. Was it the memory or the unseasonably cold September air? She pulled her peacoat tighter around her body then spotted the coffee shop across the street.


    “Hey, I’m gonna get something hot to drink,” she said to Chloe and Max. “You want anything?”


    They gave her their orders, and she jogged across the busy street. The rush of warmth upon stepping into the coffee shop made her sigh with relief. Her nose started to thaw, along with her tingling fingers, as she waited in line.


    After she ordered their drinks, she waited by the pickup counter and peered around the shop. She wished a place like this would let them hand out flyers inside, where it was warm and busy, but most places had a no-soliciting policy.


    From the corner of her eye, she caught sight of a familiar form. Large and imposing, he was hard to miss, even from across the shop.


    A thrill swept through her. The last time she’d seen Ambrose, he’d been holding her in the corner, whispering naughty things in her ear. Heat warmed her insides at the memory, making her clench her thighs together.


    She hadn’t heard from him since then, even though they’d left on good terms. Then again, she hadn’t exactly texted him either. But wasn’t it the guy’s job to call first? She’d been tempted, stared at his contact info on her phone, thinking through what to say, but at the last second she always chickened out. Weird for her, because she was known for having brass balls. But something about him scared her. Maybe it was the potential—hot, funny, kind, and a damned good Dom, so far. She didn’t want to fuck things up.


    It crossed her mind not to say anything, but she couldn’t resist. She checked that he was alone before calling to him. “Ambrose!”


    He turned, and when he spotted her, he smiled. He pushed through the crowd toward her.


    The grin and the way he walked—more like stalked—toward her made him look predatory. Her legs twitched with the urge to run, to make him chase her.


    Whoa. Down, girl.


    She didn’t even know if he was still interested.


    “Hey, there,” he said when he reached her. His gaze swept down her body then back up to her face.


    She didn’t miss the heated look in his eye. It stirred her in ways so not appropriate for public.


    “Getting coffee?”


    She nodded, unable to find her voice for a moment. What the hell? She was a brat—since when was she intimidated by a guy she barely knew?


    “Where you headed?” he asked. “Can you sit for a while?”


    Her brows darted up in surprise. Maybe he was interested. The offer was tempting. Their time at The Catacombs had kept her vibrator busy the last few nights. Gazing at his face as she sat across from him would be enough to get her imagination going. But duty called. “Um. No. I’m in the middle of a social justice event, and I have to bring drinks to my friends.”


    “Everly,” a barista called.


    “That’s me.” She turned to the counter. “Do you have one of those tray things?”


    The barista shook her head. “We’re all out. Sorry.”


    “Crap.” Heaving a sigh, she looked at the three drinks. She’d just have to juggle the third between the other two.


    “Here,” Ambrose said, stepping forward. “Let me help you.”


    He took two cups off the counter, and she took the third then looked up at him. “Thank you.”


    “Where are we going?”


    “Just across the street.”


    “Okay.” They walked through the shop then out the door before he spoke again. “So what’s this event you’re doing?”


    “We’re handing out flyers to raise awareness for the no-freeze shelter. The city council wants to close it. Such bullshit.” She shook her head, letting frustration seep into her voice. “So we’re trying to get people to sign a petition and come to the protest next week.” They crossed the street. “You should sign it. We could use all the help we can get.”


    “Sure. Sounds like a good cause to me.”


    When she reached her friends, she introduced Ambrose and they figured out whose drink was whose. Then he signed the petition and she couldn’t stop beaming up at him, feeling like a devoted little puppy dog following its owner.


    She gave her head a shake. Since when was she so easily impressed? All he did was sign a piece of paper.


    “Is that it?” he asked, sticking his hands in his pockets. “Do you... need anything else?”


    How about answers about why he hadn’t texted her since the club? She wasn’t about to ask that in front of her friends though.


    “If you have any old blankets or coats or anything, we could use some donations.”


    He nodded. “Sure. I have a bunch of stuff like that.”


    When she creased her brow, puzzled, he added, “I’m a bit of a pack rat.” His chuckle sounded nervous. “I could... bring them by your place, if you want.” It came out like a question, and she appreciated the fact that he wasn’t being a pushy asshole.


    She smiled. “Okay.” This sounded like the makings of a second date. “When are you free?”


    “I’m off today.” He hiked a thumb at the coffee shop. “I just had breakfast with my mom. That was my big plan for the day. Are you gonna be done here soon?”


    “Umm.” She turned to her friends. “We usually stop in about an hour, when people finish their morning errands and go home for lunch.”


    Chloe made a shooing gesture with her hand. “Go ahead. We’ll finish up. We’re fine here.” Mischief twinkled in her eyes.


    It wasn’t hard to tell what she was thinking. Everly wasn’t sure whether to encourage her or not. She’d love to go hang out with Ambrose, but she wasn’t the type to duck out of a commitment like this.


    “It’s okay,” Ambrose said. “I’m not in a rush. I’ll run home and get the stuff, then you can text me when you’re done. Send me your address too.”


    “Okay.” She tried to bite back a grin. Second date with a Dom who, so far, was cool, funny, and could handle her. Not bad for Saturday plans. It beat cleaning anyway.


    Shit. Panic hit. Her apartment was a mess!


    After Ambrose left, she turned to Chloe. “I gotta go clean!”


    Her friend laughed. “He’s hot. If you’re not calling dibs...”


    “Dibs!”


    Max put a hand on his hip. “I was about to call dibs!”


    “Pretty sure he doesn’t swing that way, sweetheart.”


    “One night, baby.” He winked. “I just need one night.”


    Laughing, Chloe waved her away. “Go. Clean your house. Don’t forget the bedroom. Do you need condoms? They have them at the health clinic.”


    “Shut up!”


    Chloe fell into a fit of laughter.


    “I’m a grown-up,” Everly said. “I know where to get condoms.”


    She handed off the flyers so they could return them to the community center then turned to leave, ignoring their snickers.


    “We want details later,” Max yelled after her.


    She gave them the finger over her shoulder.


    ***


    Her apartment was presentable by the time the doorbell rang. Wanting to impress him with neatness seemed like the wrong way to start a relationship, especially since it was a lie. Normally, random clothes and shoes were strewn around each room as if someone had run out halfway dressed in an emergency. But that was just the way she lived. Her last vanilla boyfriend had been a mama’s boy—his expectations of Everly made June Cleaver look like a slob. Needless to say, they hadn’t lasted long.


    Now that she had more experience with BDSM, she’d been safewording vanillas anyway.


    She swept her gaze over the room one more time before answering the door, making sure she hadn’t left a pair of underwear out—or something even more embarrassing.


    When she was satisfied with the condition of the place, she opened the door. Ambrose smiled, and her heart fluttered. In his arms, he held a bundle of blankets.


    “Hi.” She stepped aside so he could enter. “You can just throw those on the couch.”


    “Okay.”


    After unloading the pile from his arms, he pulled off his coat. Her mouth went dry. The gray T-shirt gave her a good look at his arms again. Was there such a thing as arm porn? He’d be a star.


    Fuck. Was it hot in here? Tattoos were her weakness.


    Forcing herself to move before she drooled on her shirt, she went to the couch to see what he’d brought. Staying busy would keep her mind off wanting to jump him. “This was really nice of you, by the way.” She sifted through the items—each one in perfect condition. They even smelled new. “These are great. You wouldn’t believe the amount of...”


    One of the cashmere blankets still had the tag on. “Um... Did you want to keep this one?”


    “Oh.” He actually blushed. “That was a gift. I guess I didn’t take the tags off yet. Keep it. You need it more than I do.”


    She didn’t see that coming. He’d been a gentleman at the club—a bossy one but still respectful and kind. But donating all this stuff took it a step further. The fact that he cared about the shelter gave him major brownie points. She pictured him at protests with her, holding signs together, cozying up to stay warm.


    She’d tried dating a fellow protester once, but that ended up being the only thing they had in common. When they’d eventually made it into bed, and she’d told him about her kinks, he’d equated it to abuse against women and walked out. But if Ambrose cared about social justice even half as much as she did and he was good in bed, she’d hit the fucking boyfriend jackpot.


    She realized she was doing that stupid puppy staring thing again and cleared her throat, trying to stay focused. “Um. Can I get you a drink?”


    “I’m okay. Can I sit down?”


    “Oh! Of course!” Why didn’t she think of that?


    He chuckled then they both sat on the couch. Smiling, he said, “It’s really cool what you do. I mean, I know people who donate money, but I’ve never met someone so... hands-on.”


    She laughed. “That’s what people without money do when they want to help.”


    “How often do you do protests and stuff?”


    “I’m an active member of Community Cares. It’s a nonprofit organization that advocates for community-based services for those who need them. We also work to change local policy to help close the socioeconomic gap and make opportunities more equal for everybody.”


    “Wow.” He pressed his hands together. “That’s amazing.”


    She shrugged. “It’s nothing. I mean, I wish I could do more, but I gotta work, too, so I don’t end up in the shelter.” Again. But she didn’t say that. A second date was no time to get into her life story. “How’d the wedding go? Did your friend like your haircut?”


    “She did. Though she was pretty googly-eyed for her Master.”


    Her brows rose as her interest piqued. “It was that kind of wedding?”


    “Yes. Well, it was both. She had vanilla family and friends there, so the Master/slave part was very subtle.”


    “Are all your friends kinky?”


    He laughed. “A lot of them are. My two best friends are both Masters.”


    Jealousy speared her. What she wouldn’t give for that. “That’s awesome. I wish I had actual friends in the lifestyle. I have some vaguely kinky friends who are understanding, but no one to really talk to about this stuff. A few acquaintances from the club, but that’s it.” She gave him a sidelong look and smiled. “Maybe I can wiggle my way in and steal your friends.”


    “You don’t have to steal them. I know how to share.” He winked. “I’m sure they’d like you anyway.”


    “You think so?”


    “What’s not to like?”


    Though the sentiment was sweet, he really had no idea what he was talking about. She frowned then stared at the floor. “I’m a brat.”


    “So?”


    “Masters hate brats.” She knew from experience. And if his friends were Masters... they didn’t stand a chance together.


    He placed a hand on her knee and she looked up at him. “My friends understand there are all types of subs. And they respect the girl I’m with, regardless of whether they like the kind of sub she is or not.” He sat back, withdrawing his hand, and she wished he’d put it back. “Besides, it’s none of their fucking business. I like brats, and that’s all that matters.”


    She beamed at him. God, he was sexy when he swore. She liked that rough-around-the-edges thing—the attitude that they didn’t give a fuck what anyone thought of them. Yeah, Ambrose had that in spades.


    Her gaze dropped to his arms again. Mmm. She’d like to see where else he had tattoos. Maybe lick them.


    “What do your tattoos mean?” She eyed the Roman numerals. They made him look even more dangerous, which made him more irresistible.


    His smile was wicked. “If I tell you my secret, you have to promise not to rat me out.”


    “Rat you out?” She laughed and traced the figures with tentative fingers. “I can keep a secret.” Had he done time or something? Maybe he had kids from a previous relationship?


    Ambrose held his arms out to her. “The story behind these probably makes me sound crazy, but since you seem trustworthy, I’ll tell you.”


    He sighed dramatically, like he was weighing whether or not she could handle what he was about to say. Now she was more nervous than intrigued.


    “These are the dates...” He paused, eyeing her cautiously.


    “Yes?”


    “... that both sets of my grandparents got married.”


    She arched a brow at him. He couldn’t be serious. Shouldn’t they be something less... sappy?


    “You don’t believe me? It’s true. Both sets of my grandparents had serious romances going on, and stayed married until they died. Maybe it’s not very cool for a guy to want to immortalize that with ink, but it reminds me that life isn’t all about paying bills and collecting shit.”


    Oh God. He was serious. That was possibly the sweetest thing she’d ever heard.


    When he looked at her weirdly, she realized she was smiling up at him like a giddy schoolgirl. She gave her head a shake. “That’s really cool, actually. I didn’t expect that.”


    “Did you have fun the other night?” he asked, as if struck with the urge to suddenly change the subject.


    Maybe he didn’t like looking like a romantic sap. Did he think it ruined his image? Because she was pretty sure girls would be crawling all over him if they knew.


    “Wasn’t it obvious?” The challenge in her tone surprised her more than it seemed to surprise him. It was a curse that whenever she got horny, she got bratty. The more turned on she was, the brattier she acted. And right now, her heart was pulsing in rhythm with her clit.


    Ambrose arched a brow. “It seemed like you enjoyed yourself, but I like to ask subs outright. It’s better to have clear communication than be left guessing and get it wrong.”


    “That’s very responsible of you.”


    “I’m not an asshat Dom. I care about what subs want and feel.”


    In that case, I want to feel you inside me.


    She squirmed, suddenly flushed.


    “What was that thought?” He narrowed his eyes. “You just gave me the naughtiest look I’ve ever seen.”


    She smiled slyly. He wasn’t going to get it that easily.


    “Are you going to tell me?”


    “You’ll have to guess, Sir.”


    Keen interest stirred in his gaze. “Someone wants to play again?”


    She stayed quiet, refusing to deny or confirm. Let him figure it out. Playing coy was one of her favorite games, and it drove good Doms crazy.


    “Tell me the dirty thought you just had,” he ordered. The rumble in his voice made her shudder.


    “How do you know it was dirty?”


    “It wasn’t?”


    Many thoughts about him were dirty. She merely smirked.


    “Should I force the answer from you?” He shifted as if he were uncomfortable, which only made this more fun. “You like role-play. Should I interrogate you?”


    “Sharp metal objects are a hard limit.”


    He chuckled. “How about spanking?” Did his hand just twitch? “Is that a hard limit?”


    God, she hadn’t been spanked in ages. It’d give her a good idea of what his potential was. Slightly, she shook her head.


    A second later, he swung her over his knee. She yelped in surprise. Changing into a short skirt and leggings when she’d gotten home had been an excellent idea. Would he do what he’d promised in the club and pull them down?


    Fuck. She was wet already. Her breasts poured out of her bra—a hazard of being a DDD—and her nipples tightened.


    But she wasn’t easily cowed, and he needed to know that. “Am I supposed to be intimidated by a hand spanking? Please. I’ve played with canes, Sir.”


    He chuckled. While she hung over his legs, she wondered if he was the kind of Dom who could make her scream. Unlikely with just his hand. Maybe he had a belt he could take off. Or she could get her toy box from the other room...


    Smack.


    “Ouch!” A wide streak of heat spread from where he’d hit her. “Where did you get the paddle?” Did he keep one in his back pocket?


    “That was my hand, sweetheart. Still not impressed?”


    Whack.


    “Fuck.”


    He paused then ran his hand over her ass, soothing the sting there. Maybe she was slightly impressed. He had a fucking hard hand.


    “You gonna tell me what you were thinking, or should I keep going?”


    After two smacks? He had to be kidding.


    “Huh? Did you say something? I just dozed off.”


    He laughed, making her body shake against his. “Such a little brat.”


    Yes, Sir!


    “Your safeword is ‘red,’” he said, serious now. “If you don’t want to play, I suggest you say so now. Otherwise, you’re agreeing to be mine. For now.”


    He waited. She pursed her lips.


    “Since you have a safeword, I’m taking your stubborn silence as consent.” With that, he lifted her skirt and yanked her leggings down, taking her panties with them.


    Holy shit. He doesn’t fuck around.


    She dug her fingers into his legs and braced herself. Was she afraid of him? There weren’t many Doms that could inspire that in her. That sliver of fear, of uncertainty, was one of her favorite parts. She clenched her thighs together to relieve the ache there.


    “Fuck, you have a gorgeous ass,” he mumbled.


    Her face heated. Men loved it because it was round enough to grab onto, to hold while they fucked her, or to take a good beating.


    Grunting, he adjusted himself underneath her body, muttering something about her killing him. She wasn’t sorry.


    A moment later, he brought his hand down on one naked cheek. Hard. She gasped and shut her eyes as the pain peaked then faded. But then he did it again, just as hard. And again. He fell into a rhythm quickly—slow enough to make her feel each one, fast enough that she didn’t have time to recover before the next one landed. And he wasn’t holding back.


    Her bratting must have hit a nerve for him to spank her so hard. Still, she was known in the scene for being a stubborn bottom. She had plenty of cushion back there.


    Minutes went by, and he kept going faster and harder. At least it felt harder. Her ass was burning now. Worse than the last session she’d had with George, a top from the club. And he’d used an actual paddle.


    Unable to stop herself, she started to squirm, trying to dodge the blows. He held her easily and kept up his unrelenting assault. Damn, he had a hard hand.


    The pain was intense and she started to kick, then twist to free herself. Tears pricked her eyes. She was gasping for breath. But no way would she safeword for a fucking hand spanking.


    Her suffering became obvious, to her shame, when she couldn’t keep the yelps and whimpers in anymore.


    “Ambrose,” she finally pleaded, in a voice almost too small to hear.


    He stopped.


    “Did you have something to say about my hand?” He rubbed his hand over her sensitive skin.


    Her thighs clenched as wetness pooled there. God, how could she be so horny after that?


    When she didn’t answer, he flipped her to kneel between his legs. Her face was probably bright red, but she hoped he didn’t see the tears in her eyes. Thankfully, she managed not to let them fall. She was putting her reputation to shame. What kind of brat cried during a hand spanking?


    “A brat masochist.” He tsked. “You are a handful, aren’t you?”


    She didn’t answer, figuring the question was rhetorical. Also, she didn’t want to embarrass herself with a trembling voice.


    “Did you think I couldn’t hurt you? Hmm?”


    She nodded.


    “And now what do you think?”


    He wouldn’t let her get away with not answering, she was sure of it. After a deep breath, she pulled herself together and said, “You have a hard hand, Sir.”


    Chuckling, he ran his hand down her hair, tenderly, as if it would make up for the other pain he caused. It didn’t. “I know you’ve played with canes, but I’m not the kind of guy to jump into that. I need to know your pain tolerance first. Not to mention, I call the shots here. Not you. I don’t tolerate topping from the bottom.”


    “But, Sir...”


    “Yes?”


    “I’m so good at it.”


    He laughed. “I don’t doubt it. But that’s what frustrates you about other Doms, isn’t it? They let you get away with it. You know deep down inside, that’s not really what you want.”


    She kept her gaze on the floor to keep him from seeing the truth in her eyes. No need to show him everything all at once.


    But he wasn’t having it. With his hand under her chin, he lifted her head so she had to look at him. “Am I right?”


    Their gazes locked. His blue eyes seemed to search her, pull answers from her without her permission. Shit. She was used to building walls, and here came Ambrose, looking in the window. He wouldn’t let her hide.


    She nodded, feeling warm and safe for some reason. Maybe, just maybe, he could really handle her. Was it too much to hope? To trust?


    “Good girl.” He stroked her cheek with his thumb.


    Her muscles turned to Jell-O, making her want to melt onto the floor.


    “Now let’s go back to the beginning.” He let go of her face then folded his hands together. “Tell me, brat. What was that naughty thought you had earlier?”


    Rolling her eyes, she asked, “I’m supposed to remember that now?”


    “Yup. Do you need some inspiration to help you?” He started to pull her back over his knee.


    “No!” She struggled and he let her go, smirking the whole time. Bastard! Pouting at him, she said, “You said you wanted to know what a sub wants and feels. Well, I thought in my head, I wanted to feel you inside me.”


    He stared at her for a long time. It was supposed to be a joke. He wasn’t laughing.


    Finally, he cleared his throat and said, “Really?”


    “It was an errant thought. And meant to stay in my head!” She gave him her best evil glare.


    In less than a second he had a handful of her hair tight in his fist. Wrenching her head back, he growled, “Don’t you glare at me.”


    “I wasn’t!” she cried. “That’s just my face!”


    A laugh burst from his mouth then echoed in the room. She almost smiled. He shook his head. “You are really asking for it, girl.”


    “Nooo.” It came out whinier than she’d meant. “I’m sore already.”


    He released her hair and she rubbed her aching scalp. God, he hurt her so good.


    “So you want me to fuck you?” he asked, as if they were negotiating where to eat for dinner.


    Was fuck yes too desperate? “If that’s what you want.”


    He sucked in a breath. “You have no idea.”


    They stared at each other for a moment. Everly shivered at the intensity in his eyes, like he was fighting with himself and losing. Maybe she’d jumped the gun when it came to propositioning him.


    He cupped her jaw in one hand. Was he trying to get her attention? He already had all of it. “I want you to go fetch your toys. Everything you own. Bring it all back here and put it on the coffee table.” When he let her go, she almost expected him to snap his fingers at her, but he didn’t. The silent snap rang in her head though.


    “Why?”


    “Because I’m a nosy fucker and I want to see what you’re into.”


    Everly blushed so hard it felt like she’d sunburned her cheeks. How did he keep making her blush like that? She wasn’t some sweet little vanilla girl. Nobody would mistakenly sacrifice her to a volcano.


    An array of things she had no intention of bringing out to him danced through her mind, like kinky sugarplums. He didn’t need to know everything about her yet. Sometimes a girl liked to be mysterious. Wasn’t that allowed?


    “Whatever you just thought of hiding from me, don’t. Subs who aren’t honest with the Doms they’re playing with rarely get what they want.”


    Maybe Kink Yoda had a point, but that was only half the story. “Subs who play with Doms usually get what the Doms want, so I don’t win either way.”


    The grin that spread across his face was mildly disturbing. “Show me everything, and we’ll see if I can give you what you want.”


    Ambrose looked so evil she felt faint. Some Doms had tried that expression on her before, but they’d just made her roll her eyes. He was way too good at this.


    “Fiiiiine.” She got to her feet and before she got out of reach, he swatted her ass.


    “That would be ‘yes, Sir,’ brat.”


    “Yes, Sir Brat.” She bolted into her room, smiling at the sound of his laughter. A man who thought her sass was funny? Inconceivable!


    There was a laundry basket in the closet, and she dumped her clean, unfolded laundry on her bed before she started raiding her toys. It would be so much easier if they were all in the same place, but they were strewn around her bedroom. Some were even in the bathroom, living room, and kitchen. No man had ever asked to see all of it, but as she lugged the overflowing basket back into the living room, her collection made her feel slutty and deviant.


    Far from judging her, Ambrose’s eyes narrowed with interest. When she pulled the nipple clamps out from between the couch cushions and the tangled shibari rope out of the bottom of her kitchen cupboard, he was shaking his head in bemusement.


    She plopped the basket on the coffee table in front of him.


    “Did you host a play party here recently?” he asked, peering around the room as if more toys would leap out from their hiding places.


    “No. I’m just not a very orderly person.” She shrugged. “Sorry if that bothers you.”


    He chuckled then stared up at her. “It’s adorable.”


    For a moment, she got stuck in his gaze. He thought her messiness was adorable? Did she just win the guy lottery?


    Finally, he looked away and focused on the basket. “So what you’re saying is that you weren’t lying about your experience?”


    “Disappointed? Were you hoping for a girl you could introduce to kink and mold to your own specifications?”


    “I prefer women who know what they want and aren’t shocked by what I’m into. If they can act shocked, that’s more than enough for me.” He winked at her, then shifted forward to look in the basket. One by one he took the items out and laid them on the table, until they were in a few jumbled piles.


    “What categories are you sorting by?” She couldn’t see a pattern. “What you’re into, and what you’re not?”


    “No. Things I’m going to use on you today, things I might use on you the next time we play if you still like me, and things we need to work up to.”


    “Use on me today?” It was the biggest pile!


    “Well, we’ll call it ‘options for today.’ It’s probably a little late for this, but do you want to make a safe call before we start?”


    “Oh.” She’d been so carried away she hadn’t even thought of it. The fact that he was urging her to make a safe call made her feel like she didn’t need one, but still. “Hang on.”


    Breathing unevenly, she grabbed her cell and hit DIAL on Max’s number. He answered right away.


    “Hey, Miss Behavior. What’s shakin’? Did you scare him off already?”


    “Uh, no. Not even remotely.” She turned her back on Ambrose like it would give her more privacy. “We’re going to play for awhile, so I’m using you as my safe call.”


    He snorted. “Go get your freak on, honey. Am I calling you in an hour or two?”


    “Um...” She looked over her shoulder at Ambrose, whose eyes gleamed with sexy menace. “Maybe two.”


    Max whistled. “I’d say don’t do anything I wouldn’t do, but I know you will anyway.”


    “Two.”


    “Yes, two. I’m setting my timer.” He mwahahahaed and hung up. Jerk. Why Max was one of her best friends, she had no idea. Probably because he gave good advice, didn’t judge her, and could keep his mouth shut. That and they liked the same movies.


    She turned back to Ambrose and laid her phone on the bookcase.


    For an awkward moment she wasn’t sure what to do.


    “Come sit.” He patted his lap.


    Uh...


    He arched a brow at her, apparently not interested in her momentary self-consciousness regarding lap sitting and her curves. But at his size, at least he’d be hard to squish.


    Everly eased herself down onto his thighs and tried not to make eye contact.


    “Mmm.” He ran his hand reverently along her thigh. “So tell me what you like.”


    The toys weren’t enough? She hated these conversations. It was more fun to play and safeword when she had to, although some guys hated having to change course in the middle of a scene.


    “Normally, I’d give you a checklist to fill out, but this wasn’t exactly planned.”


    “You don’t walk around with hard copies in your pocket? That’s poor planning.” She tsked and shook her head at him. “What happens when you have hordes of kinky girls chasing you and you have no checklists?”


    “You have a very pretty mouth.”


    Everly got flustered again, and found herself sitting still and blinking at him.


    While he had her mentally off balance, he kissed her. Unlike most guys she’d played with over the years, he was in no hurry. He kissed her like kissing was his entire goal for the day, like it was better than beating her or fucking her. Like they were in high school and kissing was her limit.


    She kept waiting for something to happen, but until she relaxed and reciprocated, and started getting both turned on and starry-eyed, he didn’t go any further. Max was going to call back and her biggest injury would be chapped lips.


    Eventually, he pulled away. “I’ve been thinking about that since the club.”


    “Kissing me?”


    He smiled, his eyes half-lidded and hazy. How could such a big brute of a man be so sexy?


    A big hand slid into her hair, and he kissed her again, but this time he took control of her mouth, kissing her with more passion. Her inner high school girl started longing for backseats and lost underwear.


    As if on cue, his free hand snuck up the front of her sweater. He cupped one of her breasts and made a sound like he was pleased. His thumb ran over her nipple, teasing, circling. Vanilla shouldn’t be turning her on so much. Disgusted with herself, she squirmed in his lap.


    “I don’t like vanilla,” she murmured.


    “Mmmhmm. You don’t not like it.” He kissed her again, proving she was a liar. “Rushing things is fun sometimes, but we have no reason to rush today. Unless you have somewhere to be?”


    “No, Sir.”


    Ambrose coaxed her up and led her to a bare wall, then stripped her clothes off with the exception of her bra and panties, which matched. For a moment, her coordinated undergarments made her feel like she had her shit together. When she’d dressed this morning, this hadn’t been on the agenda.


    If he wasn’t into curvy girls, he could make a living acting on Broadway. He turned her toward the wall.


    “Put your palms flat against the wall.”


    She thought of making a joke, but she didn’t want to slow him down. He ran his hands over her, inspecting, claiming. He seemed to be cataloguing her reactions—what turned her on, where she was ticklish—and was using her weaknesses against her. Without meaning to, she arched her back and thrust her ass out at him.


    “That’s a good girl.” His hands skimmed over her backside. “Put an ass like yours in a commercial, and they could sell a man anything.”


    Apparently he’d sniffed too much glue as a child, but she wasn’t about to hold that against him.


    He unhooked her bra and slid it down her arms, then laid it aside when she pulled her hands out of the straps. From behind, he let his hands glide upward until he had cupped her breasts. His lips grazed the side of her neck just as his fingers coaxed her nipples into points, and he groaned in her ear.


    Her breath came in short staccato bursts, and for one embarrassing moment she thought she was going to come. Sure it had been a while, but her reactions to him were ridiculous. He handled her body as though he not only owned her, but thoroughly enjoyed owning her. Her body agreed wholeheartedly.


    How was Ambrose single?


    She widened her stance, hoping he’d take the bait. The way he toyed around the perimeters of her underwear, making the waist and leg bands the limits of where he’d let his fingers stray, was making her crazy.


    “What’s wrong, Everly? You seem to be having a problem. Is there anything I can help with?” His fingers crept under her waistband but didn’t drift lower.


    Abruptly, she stood on her toes, and his unsuspecting hand ended up halfway down her panties.


    “Hey, are you trying to rush me?” Rather than pull his hand back, he slipped his hand between her legs and found her clit. She squealed and rose higher on her toes.


    “I didn’t mean to... I...”


    He tugged on it painfully.


    “Oh fuck.”


    “Should you rush me?”


    “Fuck no, Sir. Please let go?” Everly’s body shuddered, wanting more, but she was afraid she’d scream.


    The pressure eased, but he grabbed her by the pussy and forced her ass back against him.


    He ground against her. “I want to play with you, but my cock is in a big rush to get inside you. Should I tell it to be patient?”


    “No. It should be impatient. I’m feeling impatient, too, so get on with it.”


    Ambrose moved away from her, shuffling the things on the coffee table, then he came back. She tried to look over her shoulder, but he smacked her ass.


    “Eyes on the wall.” His voice was low. “You don’t get to tell me what to do.” He fiddled with her nipple and attached a clamp to it.


    “Ow!” She tried to avoid him, but he got its twin on her other nipple without much work. The firm pressure sent pain through them and into her pussy. She hissed, but he tugged on the chain that connected the clamps as though her discomfort made things better for him.


    Next, he shoved a small vibe into her panties, and nestled it against her clit.


    “Don’t you dare fucking come.”


    Shit. How was she going to manage that with the vibe there and his words echoing in her head?


    He smacked her ass, where she was sure there were already handprints, and she could feel her brain melting and leaking out her ears. The vibe buzzed away, and she bit her lip, trying to distract herself from the fact that he was alternating between spanking her and jamming the vibe against her sensitive bud.


    Her breathing was loud in her ears, and she trembled, trying hard to stay in control. “I’m going to come, Sir. I can’t stop.”


    “If you come, I’m going to hurt you.”


    “Bad?”


    “Bad.”


    Fuck, like that threat was going to help?


    “Sir, may I come?” She was panting, straining to control her impending orgasm. Why did Doms think she could wait?


    “No.” His mouth growled next to her ear, and her body took that as a cue to shudder violently. “Are you going to be a bad girl?”


    “Very bad,” she whimpered.


    He pulled the vibe out of her panties and shut it off.


    “Fuck.”


    He chuckled, but Everly didn’t think he was very funny right then. “I don’t understand why you’re upset. I’m being helpful.”


    Screw this. She pulled one of her hands from the wall and pressed her fingers between her legs. Two seconds and...


    Ambrose yanked her hand away from her pussy. Then stood her upright and spun her around. “Hold your hands out like this.” He showed her to leave them out, palms up.


    “What? Why?”


    He stripped off his shirt and she almost drooled on herself. Next, he unbuckled his belt and pulled it from the loops. Aw, shit.


    “No touching yourself without my permission.” He gave both of her palms two belt strokes.


    Fuck, that smarted! And turned her on. It hardly seemed fair, since she hadn’t used her left hand to touch herself.


    “Do you understand me, young lady?”


    “Yes, Sir.”


    Without warning, he grabbed the nipple clamp chain and yanked. The clamps popped off simultaneously, and she screeched.


    “Are you sorry now?”


    She sniffled. “Yes, Sir.”


    He tilted his chin up and gazed down at her sternly, reminding her of a teacher chastising his pupil.


    “If that’s what I get for sassing you, I’d hate to see what I’d get if I was late for class.”


    “Late for class?”


    “Well, yes. I’ve never seen someone get their hands strapped except in schoolgirl fetish porn.”


    “Shh... it’s too soon for you to know my secrets.” His mouth twisted in amusement and self-deprecation.


    She covered her nipples with her stinging hands. “I’m sorry I was late for class, Professor. How can I ever make it up to you?”


    “Are you mocking me, Everly?”


    “No, Sir. Just playing a game. I like games.”


    “Your games make my cock ache.”


    “I like making your cock ache, Sir. It’s only fair.”


    “Mmm.” He pulled her close and looked down at her, like she was a tiny little thing. “I think we’ll save that idea for another day.”


    “Oh? Are you going home now?” She couldn’t help but smirk.


    “You wish.” Slowly, he pulled down her panties, crouching to take them as she stepped out of them, then laying them aside with her bra. “Put your hands behind your head and don’t move.”


    Confused, she complied. He backed a few steps and straddled the arm of the couch, as if he had all the time in the world.


    “What are you doing?” Everly frowned at him.


    “Are you frowning at me?”


    “No, Sir.” She stood there awkwardly, then, when she realized he was just checking her out, she stood up straighter and thrust her tits out at him in invitation. If she wasn’t supposed to rush him or frown at him, she’d let her body do the talking.


    Come fuck me, Sir.


    Ambrose leaned back against the wall and unzipped his jeans. She tried not to be too nosy, but she was curious to find out if he was as well-endowed as he seemed to be...


    He pulled his dick out of his pants.


    Good Lord. Where the hell is he going to stick that monstrosity?


    Although she tried to control her expression, some of her awe must have escaped. He lay, half reclined, and pumped his cock in his fist, looking at her like she was his own personal pornography.


    She pouted at him and arched her back more while watching his expression to see what worked for him. Most men would have focused on her tits, but although his gaze roved over her, it was her eyes he kept coming back to.


    “Do you like to suck cock, Everly?”


    “I like it, Sir. Especially when someone makes me do it properly.” She shifted where she was standing, finding it hard not to move when he’d gotten her so horny.


    “Come sit beside me on the couch.”


    She did, not bothering to hide her eagerness. With him on the arm of the couch, his cock was right in her face. Up close, she watched in fascination as he continued stroking it.


    “Are you going to help?”


    She put a hand on his thigh and moved to an upright kneel to get closer. Instead of replacing his hand with her own, she kissed the tip of his cock so featherlight she wasn’t sure he’d be able to feel it.


    “Good girl. Do it again.”


    She did, then played hard to get with her mouth. A big hand tangled in her hair, and he guided his dick to her lips.


    “Suck. Just for a minute, sweetheart, then I’ll make you feel good.”


    The tip of his cock pressed against her mouth. She tried to turn her head away, but using her hair, he held her in place and forced it in. Her tongue automatically swirled around him, and he groaned.


    Following the nonverbal directions his hands were giving her, she went down as far as she could on him. There had never been a guy she couldn’t deep throat. Not being able to was a blow to her self-esteem.


    “What a good girl.” He stroked her face and traced her lips where they were wrapped around him.


    She tried not to purr at his ridiculous praise, but even so, she worked harder at trying to impress him. After a short time, he pulled her away.


    “Yeah, I have nothing to teach you there.” He was panting and looking up at the ceiling, his brows lowered in concentration. Was he that close?


    He got down from his perch.


    “Come kneel up here.” He patted the arm of the couch.


    “Noooo,” she complained.


    “Isn’t your ass sore enough to remind you who’s in charge right now?” Ambrose guided her over. “I can spank you again if you need me to.”


    Grumbling, she crawled up on the arm of the sofa and knelt. He urged her down until she was leaning on the seat part of the couch with her elbows. It felt like her ass was a zillion miles in the air and every bit of her was on display.


    Ambrose gave a satisfied growl and stroked her back and her ass as he moved around behind her.


    “Damn.”


    She wondered if he’d noticed yet. Apparently he hadn’t. He tapped the inside of her thigh, silently demanding she spread her legs farther apart.


    “Fuck.” He toggled her clit hood piercing gently. “How did I not feel this earlier?”


    She enjoyed his tortured expression, even if she was looking at it upside down. When she tried to shrug in response, she almost fell on her head.


    He leaned in and flicked it with his tongue. She moaned louder than she expected—it’d been a long time since someone had gone down on her. Some of the Doms she dated used their status as an excuse not to reciprocate oral, saying it was the sub’s job to please them, not the other way around. Apparently, Ambrose disagreed with that school of thought, and kept at it until her arms were shaking with the effort to stay upright.


    “Why are you so wet, Everly?”


    Duh. Dumb Dom.


    “I’m not sure, Sir. It might have something to do with you being cruel and not letting me get off earlier. Either that or you’re slobbering on me.”


    He gave her ass a firm swat, then licked her clit again like he was investigating the feel of her piercing with his mouth. He slid a finger inside her and finger fucked her. Damn, even his fingers were big.


    Her whole body throbbed with the need to come. “Please, Sir.”


    “Please what? Do you want to come, or do you want me to make you suffer?”


    The way he said “suffer” made it sound hot, but she wasn’t in the mood for indefinite orgasm denial.


    Don’t be sassy... don’t be sassy... She knew how well sass had worked for her a few minutes ago.


    “I would never presume to tell you what to do, Sir.”


    “Good answer.”


    He fished a condom out of his pocket and rolled it on as she whined impatiently.


    “What’s wrong?”


    “Please hurry.”


    Ambrose smacked her pussy, and she grunted as pleasure flooded through her.


    “Don’t rush me. The more you rush me, the slower this will happen.”


    Oh jeez. She’d die if he went any slower.


    He pulled her close, until she got down off her knees and her hips were leaning on the arm of the sofa. The tip of his cock slid up and down her slit, and she strained backward to try to impale herself on him.


    Unsurprisingly, he didn’t allow it. Instead, he held her still, the tip of his dick just inside her.


    “If you’re a good girl and hold still, I’ll give you what you want, but if you’re bad this is going to be rough.”


    Put my name on the bad-girl list, for the love of Pete!


    Her whole body quivered and strained against his hands. If he let go suddenly, they might end up on the floor.


    “Please, Sir! Please fuck me. I’ll be a good girl or a bad girl or a fucking cantaloupe. Anything you want, just don’t make me wait!”


    He grazed her back hole with the tip of his finger. She jumped and yelped.


    “I’m sorry. I saw the butt plugs and assumed you were okay with anal play. I should have asked.”


    He was too damn observant.


    “I’ve had it done to me, but I’m not a fan.”


    “Is it a limit or isn’t it?” He stopped moving, keeping himself poised at her entrance. Apparently, he wasn’t giving her what she wanted until she answered the question.


    “I’d prefer it if you didn’t try to fuck me there today, Sir.” Her cheeks burned and she was pretty sure the blush covered most of her body. “It hurts me.”


    He made a soothing sound. “I’m just talking about touching. No penetration. Is touching okay?”


    “As long as you don’t mind me hitting the roof every time.”


    Ambrose grabbed her hips. Conversation over.


    She braced herself for his first thrust, but he eased in slowly, making her whimper with impatience.


    “I know what you want, but not this time.” He adjusted, withdrew, pushed again.


    Everly already felt full, but there was more, and more, until he was pushed up against her cervix and there was nowhere left for him to go. Neither of them moved.


    “Oh God.”


    “Shh...” He groaned. “Give it a sec and it won’t be so bad.”


    “A warning would have been nice.” Her fingers were clawed into the couch cushion, like it would somehow help.


    “It was in your mouth. You knew what you were dealing with.” Ambrose moved slightly and for a second she forgot to breathe.


    “You are never ever allowed in my ass.”


    “If it’s any tighter than your pussy, it might just kill me,” he agreed. “But that doesn’t mean I can’t do this.” One hand disappeared from her hip, and he brushed the tip of his finger over her back hole again.


    She squealed, and flinched then tried to squirm away, but he held on to her hip hard.


    “I like this game.” He did it again.


    “No, no, no. Stop!” Her body clenched around his cock.


    “Fuck, if you keep moving like that, you’re going to milk every drop of come out of my dick. I won’t even need to move.”


    “That’s the laziest thing I’ve ever heard.” Not a good time to shoot her mouth off, she realized too late.


    “Suit yourself, then.” He leaned his forearm across her back and reached around to play with her piercing. Then he showed her exactly what it felt like to be fucked by a monster.


    He pulled almost completely out then slammed back in, again and again, overwhelming her with his ferociousness. His fingers surrounded her clit, the stimulation intense. An arm slipped under her hips and he pulled her to him, like a thing made only for his pleasure. Her G-spot bore the brunt of his animalistic thrusts. Under him she became a helpless bundle of female, soft and yielding, taking whatever he wanted her to have. An orgasm blindsided her. She screamed into the couch.


    “Is this what you wanted, my mouthy little brat?” His teeth tugged at her ear, and she shuddered through another orgasm.


    Her toes couldn’t reach the ground anymore, but her body was in his control.


    “You wanted me to prove I could handle you,” he growled. “But can you handle me?”


    A smack landed on her clit, and she howled, but the mounting pressure in her pussy was unavoidable. He landed a second slap on her sore parts, and she came again, her whole body buzzing and aware, except for her poor brain, which had shut down.


    “Fuck!” He grabbed her hair and gave her a few more thrusts before he froze above her and made a long, guttural noise that made the hair on the back of her neck rise in response. He collapsed onto her back and swore eloquently for ages, before he levered himself up and started to kiss the back of her neck.


    Shivers chased down her back, making her pussy clench around him.


    His breath caught, and he stroked her bottom proprietarily.


    The rutting animal-man withdrew, then peeled her off the sofa and carried her into the bedroom and set her on the bed.


    “Hold that thought.” He disappeared into the bathroom and came back so fast she wondered how he could have done anything.


    Maybe her brain was just running slower than usual.


    Ambrose crawled into bed with her and pulled her into his arms just as her body turned her arms and legs into lead.


    “Are you okay?” His voice sounded odd and far-off.


    She blinked at him and realized that for all he made fun of how ugly he was, in truth he was downright handsome if a girl wasn’t easily petrified.


    Maybe even more so if she was.

  


  
    Chapter Four


    The sound of a faucet running woke Ambrose out of the kind of sleep that made a man wonder if he’d ever be completely awake again. Outside the window, the sun was either coming up or going down. Where the fuck was he?


    Blinking, he looked around the room. Everly strolled in, washing her face with a cloth. No makeup. Completely naked. His dick was fully aware before he was.


    Fuck, she was sexy.


    “Could you be any cuter? You look like a five-year-old after naptime.” She ruffled his hair, and he leaned into the caress, not caring if it made him seem less Dommy. There were some things he’d make exceptions for.


    He pulled her into his lap, ignoring her token protest. The feel of her body in his arms was almost orgasmic.


    “Mmm... you smell good.”


    “I took a shower.” She laughed. “I was sticky and sore when I woke up.”


    “That’s weird. I wonder why.” The quilt was warm and the bed smelled like her. He was sorely tempted to drag her back under the covers and either fuck her again or snuggle with her and take another nap. Both would be ideal. Sure, he’d fucked her a second time before they’d fallen asleep, but a third time wasn’t unreasonable, was it?


    “Gee, I wonder. I hope CSI doesn’t use a blue light on my house after all that. Just saying.”


    He buried his face in her neck and her breath caught. The growly, Dommy feeling was back, demanding that he have her again. There was something about her that he couldn’t get enough of.


    She was making a joke about something, but he ignored it and rolled her onto her back. There was no struggle or objection, and when he kissed her, she kissed him back and pressed against him seductively.


    Mercy.


    He could spend all day in bed with this girl. In fact, he had. They kissed for a long while, but eventually, she pulled away.


    “I’m sorry, but I think I’m too sore for you to fuck me again.” She grimaced ruefully, as though she needed to apologize.


    “Hey, I’m not that easy. Just because we’re in bed and I’m hard for you, doesn’t mean you’re getting any.” He shook his head in mock dismay. “So greedy, this girl. So demanding.”


    She laughed and hit him with a pillow. In response, he pinned her arms above her head, letting her feel how little control she had over what he did, then pinned her legs down with one of his own.


    “What are you...?” she gasped out, heat flaring in her eyes, her lips parting seductively.


    “Whatever I want.” His hand drifted down her body, sketching over every welt, bite mark and hickey. The amount of pleasure he got from knowing how thoroughly he’d marked her probably wasn’t healthy, but he wasn’t about to admit it to anyone.


    Her nipples hardened into points, and he rubbed his thumb across them. She hissed.


    “They’re sore! Don’t be mean.”


    “I thought you liked me mean.” He held her gaze and she squirmed in his grasp.


    “Shh. You can’t know all my secrets yet.”


    A long moment passed where her eyes became his world. He fell into them, losing himself and not caring if he found a way out again. His chest ached. She wasn’t close enough, so he moved closer, wanting to be inside her again but knowing even that wasn’t going to satisfy him.


    Oh God.


    He kissed her again, trying to break the spell, but even with his eyes closed he could still see her. The feeling wouldn’t go away.


    Gently, he pulled back. Her face was submissive, docile, waiting for his direction. This wasn’t the theatrical submission of a girl who just wanted to play with a Dom. A connection had been made between them, somehow. Not something shallow, that would let them enjoy a scene together, but something that was going too far, too fast. His first instinct was to jump out of her bed, throw on his clothes, and bolt for the door.


    “I wish I could stay, but I have to get going.” He kissed her forehead, the intimacy almost painful.


    “Oh. Do you have to work or something?” Her smile was small. Disappointed but too polite to say so.


    “Yeah.” Or something was right. He needed to get to a pharmacy and see if there was a pill for men who’d accidentally developed feelings for a girl. This wasn’t supposed to happen. If anyone knew better, it was Ambrose.


    She ran her fingers through his hair, and he was almost a goner.


    Out, out, out!


    He got up and searched the apartment for his clothing, which was scattered in the most unlikely places, reminding him of when she’d brought her toys out for him. He almost groaned. Fuck, he had to leave.


    Everly was deliberately avoiding his gaze, which made him feel guilty for panicking, but he couldn’t stop. Maybe she didn’t like him anyway. It wasn’t as though a girl like her would have trouble getting dates, right?


    Everly handed him his shirt, and he tugged it on, but not before she trailed her fingers along the ridges of his chest. When he looked down at her, her lips were pressed together and her eyes sad.


    He waited for her to ask if or when they’d see each other again, or when he’d call, but she didn’t say a thing.


    Not knowing what else to do, he hugged her, then had trouble making himself let go.


    Everly pulled away first, all of the spark gone from her eyes. “It’s been fun. See you around.”


    When he stepped out into the hall, the lock immediately clicked behind him.


    ***


    It was dark and damn cold, which suited him fine. He rang the bell then paced the well-lit walkway until he heard someone clear their throat. He turned. Anna was standing in the doorway.


    “Oh, Banner. It’s you.”


    “I’m Ambrose.”


    The girl giggled. “Sorry, I keep forgetting which of you is which.”


    With Anna it was hard to figure out whether the dumb thing was an act or not. Both she and Sindee seemed to delight in not knowing much about anything. How Konstantin could stand two of these was beyond him. Obviously, he didn’t keep them around for their scintillating conversational skills.


    He stalked up the steps and into the imposing foyer. Although neither Konstantin nor Banner rang the bell at his place, he’d gotten to the point where he did with them because there was just no knowing what he’d walk in on nowadays. But years of growing up together, then more years of playing around each other, had led to having very few boundaries between them.


    Anna, dressed in a backless red minidress and stripper heels, led him to Konstantin’s home office. Ambrose found Konstantin’s place cold and impersonal—modern, sleek lines with lots of glass and stainless steel. Kon was sitting at his desk, reading over some paperwork. As for Sindee, she was lying across the far edge of the desk, her dress up around her hips, masturbating. If she was looking for attention she was out of luck, because Kon was ignoring her completely.


    He looked up at Ambrose, his gaze seeming to take note of his disheveled state. Ambrose hadn’t even bothered going home yet.


    “Hey, zasranets. You big shithead. I called you twice. Why didn’t you call me back?”


    “I was... busy.” Ambrose stood there for a moment, not sure why he was waiting for Kon to tell him to sit. They usually treated each other’s places like they lived there.


    Konstantin quirked a dark brow at him.


    “Girls, get out. Go get some takeout or something. There’s money in my wallet.”


    Anna nodded and walked out, but Sindee crawled across the desk, her pussy and jewel-plugged ass on shameless display to Ambrose.


    “Master, please let me suck your cock,” she whined. “You’ve been ignoring us all day, and I’m sooo horny.” Like a cat, she butted her head against his chest, then arched up and whispered something in his ear.


    Konstantin frowned. “No. Out.” He swatted her butt, and she reluctantly got off the desk and headed out the door, giving him a series of long pouty looks over her shoulder.


    When she was gone, he chuckled. “I really need to stop dating nymphos.”


    “Yes, I can see how this would be horrible for you.”


    “Yesterday, I had to lock them in the kennel, just so I could get through a one-page document.”


    “If you hated it that much, you could always just work at your office.”


    Konstantin sighed. “It’s more efficient to go downtown, I suppose, but when I want a blowjob I have to come all the way back here. It’s inconvenient.”


    “You poor bastard.”


    “Maybe I need a woman who plays hard to get.”


    “You keep picking women who play hard to get rid of.”


    He chuckled. “We all have our burdens.”


    “Somewhere a man is playing a tiny violin in sympathy for your plight.”


    “He’s a good man, whoever he is.” Konstantin sipped from the highball glass on his desk. “You want a drink?”


    “It’s too early for that.”


    Kon snorted. “In what time zone? It’s nine thirty at night in this one.”


    Ambrose sat in the chair across from Kon and buried his face in his hands. All he kept seeing was Everly’s face, her body, a sassy expression, the depth of submission hiding behind the brattiness. Some sort of sound escaped him, but he wasn’t even sure what it was.


    “What’s wrong with you?”


    When Ambrose took his hands from his face, Konstantin was frowning at him.


    “I think I’m in trouble.”


    Kon stood and braced his hands on the desk. “What do you need? Money? I have most of mine tied up right now, but it won’t take long to liquidate some of my investments. Or do you need help kicking someone’s ass?”


    Ambrose snorted. Typical Konstantin, ready to give him the shirt off his back. “Kicking ass? What, are we in high school again? We haven’t gotten in a scrap since that bar fight in Texas, like a million years ago.”


    “I guess we should have just left when the bouncer said our IDs looked fake.” Kon grinned, settling back into his chair. “So what’s wrong?”


    “It’s hard to explain.”


    “Are you still moping around about Kate? You knew that wasn’t going to work out from the beginning. I don’t know why you let yourself get sucked into that mess.”


    “If you trained her for a month, you wouldn’t be able to help yourself either.”


    “I probably would have banged her in a million different ways so that when Banner regained his senses, I’d have her out of my system. Fair’s fair.” He smiled slyly. “Kate’s a doll, and superhot, but she’s not slutty enough for me. She’d never submit to half the stuff I’m into.”


    Ambrose was sure Konstantin was wrong—with the right training, Kate would do almost anything, but she wasn’t his anymore and he shouldn’t even be thinking of her that way. Besides, he’d deliberately kept the feelings he’d developed for Kate stunted, knowing that eventually Banner would demand he give her back.


    This thing with Everly was different. Other than the fact that she was allergic to his money, there was nothing to stop him from pursuing her. That and the fact that he couldn’t handle another relationship as intense as what he’d had with Shae. Playing at D/s was fine, but serious, long-term D/s was on his list of hard limits.


    If he and Everly got close and she ditched him, too...


    Fuck. He ran a hand over his face.


    “It’s not about Kate—or Shae, before you ask. I did something I shouldn’t have done.” He thought of the look of betrayal on Everly’s face and groaned. “I don’t know if I can fix it. I don’t know if I even want to fix it.”


    Konstantin looked at him expectantly. “What are you saying? Do I need to get a shovel? Do we need to find a remote location?” With his thick Russian accent, whenever he said things like that Kon sounded like a villain from an eighties action movie.


    “No. It’s Everly.”


    “Shit. She seemed perfect for you, from what I saw at the club the other night. What’s wrong? Your kinks don’t match up? She’s got a Dom? She’s into pegging? You know, you might want to keep an open mind there. Some guys love it.”


    “Shut up. It’s too damn close to pegging every time we double-team a girl and your dick slips out of her. I swear my life flashes before my eyes.”


    “You’re such a baby.”


    “You have a big dick!”


    They both laughed, which made Ambrose feel a bit better. It was good to have friends. Especially crazy ones.


    “Did you fuck her?”


    Ambrose sighed and leaned his head back against the chair, which was one of the least comfortable versions of a chair he’d ever encountered. “Yes. I just left her place a little while ago.”


    “It’s early. Why didn’t you stay? Did she kick you out?”


    “No. We had amazing sex twice, then fell asleep, but then when we woke up I panicked and bolted.”


    Konstantin snorted. “Smooth.”


    “Fuck off,” Ambrose grumbled. “It’s not funny.”


    “You’re damn right it’s funny. You knew I was going to laugh before you even walked in the door, so don’t be a whiny bitch. What happened?”


    Ambrose groaned and tried not to think about the way Everly whimpered when he was deep inside her. “It’s complicated. The girls are all dressed up, so I assume you’re going out. Just never mind me, I’m going to go home and think.”


    His friend twirled a pen between the fingers of one hand like he belonged in a circus act. Knowing he could do similar things with a knife made it sinister, but no less amazing. He’d tried to teach Ambrose, but he’d never gotten the knack.


    “Do you seriously think I’m going to take my girls out to a club while you’ve got that look on your face? They can wait days, for all I care. They’ll take care of each other if I take too long with you.”


    “It’s weird that they’ll sleep together even though they hate each other.”


    “It’s not so much that they hate each other, they just both want to be my favorite.” He shrugged. “Even though they know I don’t pick favorites. When I’m not around they seem to like each other fine. But enough about my bits of fluff. Why did you run away? I thought you liked her.”


    Fucked if he knew.


    “I’m not sure. Something went wrong. We were in bed, goofing around, and the next thing I knew I was... I don’t know. I was looking at her and she was so hot and perfect and a complete goofball. I flipped out.”


    Konstantin grunted. “Now I get it.” He put the pen down and steepled his fingers in front of his face.


    “Do you? Well, I wish you’d explain it to me.”


    “You like her too much. I think you’re over Shae, finally, but now you’re shutting people down before they get too close.” He cocked his head to the side, narrowing his dark eyes. “You know that’s why you used to fuck Banner’s exes, right? You thought they were safe because they were on the rebound, and you’d never get serious with a girl one of us had first.”


    A pained noise escaped Ambrose, and he banged his forehead on Konstantin’s desk repeatedly. “You do realize I hate you?”


    “You hate me most when you know I can see through your bullshit. You, my friend, spend a lot of time in denial.”


    “Maybe. So what do I do now?”


    “Well, you can either avoid her until she hates you, which is the safe and cowardly thing to do, or you can go apologize and see if you can turn it into a real relationship.” Kon smiled sympathetically, then got up and poured Ambrose a tumbler of something that was probably scotch. It smelled like paint thinner.


    Ambrose took a sip. Tasted like paint thinner.


    “You seem happy enough in your... relationships.” What did he call what Kon had anyway? “You keep them a few months and then give them the boot. You never have time to get attached.” He took another drink, wishing the fumes from it weren’t making his eyes water.


    “Ah, but soon things will change. You and Banner need to throw me a party.”


    “Why?”


    “I’m getting engaged.”


    “What?” Ambrose swung his head in the direction the girls had gone but they weren’t in view. “To which one?”


    Konstantin smiled grimly. “Neither of those two.” He flicked a dismissive finger at the door. “They’re fun, but I don’t want to marry them. I don’t know who I’m marrying yet. You remember how my babushka has been sending me résumés for different girls, and making me visit there, that sort of thing?”


    “Yes?”


    “Banner’s wedding got me to thinking. We’re not getting any younger—if we don’t marry soon, many of the girls worth marrying will already be spoken for. I’ve decided to grant my grandmother’s dying wish and marry a girl from her village. I’ve told her to choose one for me.”


    “What?” Ambrose realized his mouth was hanging open, and he closed it.


    He shrugged. “One’s as good as another. It’s time I had a wife.”


    Ambrose sat immobile, staring at his friend. This was crazy talk. The Konstantin he thought he knew would never settle down, let alone with some girl his grandmother chose. She didn’t know anything about his... proclivities, so how could she pick him a suitable wife?


    “Most of the girls she favors are in school. I have about a year until I can send for one.”


    “A year isn’t very long.” A thoughtful silence fell between them. Ambrose didn’t know what to say. “I’m sorry to hear about your grandmother.”


    “Oh, she’s not really dying. At least not anytime soon, I don’t think. She’s just melodramatic.” Konstantin drained the rest of his glass and set it aside. “So anyway, I need to make the most of my time until then.”


    Ambrose ran a hand over his face. “You’re not going to keep a girl on the side or anything?”


    Konstantin raised an eyebrow in disgust. “I would never disrespect my wife that way.”


    “What if she’s vanilla?”


    He shrugged. “Is anyone, really? I’ll lay my cards on the table with her when she arrives. If she can’t bring herself to like what I like, at least in part, I won’t marry her.”


    Ambrose mulled over this turn of events. It was hard to picture any of them married—even Banner, but particularly Konstantin. Although Kon never stepped out on the women he was in a sexual relationship with, he got bored quickly and always wanted newer, shinier toys.


    “Of course, you and Banner will have to stand up for me at the wedding, and promise not to frighten my new little wife.”


    Ambrose was vaguely insulted. “I’m a gentleman.” Well, maybe that wasn’t entirely true, but when it came to girls outside of a consensual D/s relationship he did his best to be the man his mother had raised him to be. Everly, though... Everly made it very hard to think like a gentleman.


    The way she responded to him, the clever gleam in her eye, the curve of her hip—the way she sucked cock. Fuck. He shifted in his chair and realized Kon hadn’t missed a thing.


    Konstantin’s smile was salacious. “So... when are you bringing Everly by for some fun?”


    Territorial hackles rose, surprising even Ambrose. “If you ever so much as touch her, I’ll strangle you with your own intestines.”


    His friend threw his head back and laughed. “A simple ‘never’ would have sufficed.” He got to his feet. “Interesting how you’ve only had her twice and you’re already acting like a jealous ass. Now get out. I have women to screw, and you need to make up your own mind.” He waved him away. “Talking to me isn’t going to fix what you did. Just make sure you don’t grovel. Masters who grovel give their power to their slaves. Not a good tone to set in a relationship.”


    Sanctimonious ass.


    Just because Konstantin liked his women completely submissive, didn’t mean every Master did.


    Besides, he never groveled. Not even for someone like Everly.


    “You need to give up on customizing cars and get a job writing an advice column.” Ambrose flipped him off grumpily and stomped down the hall and out the door.


    He got into his car, then sat in Kon’s driveway until he was so cold he couldn’t feel his fingers.


    Jackass. What the hell was he going to do?


    It had only been a few hours, and he already ached to have her again.


    ***


    It was cold out, but at least there was no wind. Floodlights cast a glare on the dark, mostly empty lot, but the Langly Shipping logo on the side of the new truck stood out even in the poor-quality light. He climbed up into the cab and looked around, pleased with how comfortable it was. The long-haul guys did better when their backs weren’t killing them.


    Augustine strolled up to the open driver’s door, and gave him a sixty-watt smile. He always said he reserved the hundred-watt ones for business contacts who weren’t his irritating older brother.


    “It’s midnight,” Ambrose pointed out. “What the hell are you doing here?”


    His brother went around to the passenger side and let himself in, closing the door and tucking his hands into his armpits. “The same thing as you, dickweed. Except I’ve actually been getting work done, rather than... what? Playing truck driver?”


    Ambrose kind of missed driving, but there was usually too much paperwork for him to indulge himself.


    “Trucks are cool.”


    “So is sleep.”


    They appraised each other. There had been a time when they were mortal enemies, but Ambrose hiring his little brother to work for him when he’d started his company had changed all that. Sure Augustine could be an annoying businessman-type sometimes, but now they hung out like they never had as kids. The five-year age gap had given them little in common back when they’d lived under their parents’ roof, but now the difference was no big deal.


    “You looking for a signature?” Ambrose asked. The financial shit Augustine juggled often required his approval.


    “Why? Are you famous?”


    “Damn right.”


    “Oh.” Augustine laughed. “That’s why you dress like a sack of shit? To be ironic?”


    “It’s either irony or a lack of ironing. Either way, there’s no one here to impress at this time of night except you and the security guards.” Ambrose shrugged. “And you’ve seen me in Batman pajamas.”


    “It feels like that was only last year,” he mused. “Oh wait, it was. Christmas, to be exact. You’re a better sport than I am. I’ve never worn the Robin ones. It’s bad enough I have to be your sidekick at work, I’m sure as hell not fighting crime with you too.”


    Ambrose sighed. “Damn. I got you a grappling hook for your birthday. I guess I’ll have to return it.”


    The younger man held up a staying hand. “Don’t be hasty, now. After all, what guy couldn’t use a grappling hook?” He narrowed his eyes. “Enough with the bullshit. Why the fuck are you here? You look like you’re hiding from the cops.”


    Ambrose snorted. “I wish.”


    “Either spill it, or be a man and hide your feelings. It’s bad enough I have to deal with Charlotte’s mood swings.” He winked and Ambrose yanked on his tie good-naturedly. Augustine made a show of straightening it. The guy liked looking professional at all times. He probably wore his tie to bed. “You can give up on trying to rumple me. I’m rumple resistant. Now, you have sixty seconds to start talking or I’m heading home to strike out with my girlfriend.”


    “Figure out what her kinks are and you’ll never get turned down.”


    “She reads guy-on-guy romance. I’m not interested in finding out what her kinks are.”


    Ambrose grinned evilly. “I guess you just don’t want her bad enough.”


    “We’re not talking about me, Deflection Man.”


    After fishing around in his coat pocket, Ambrose pulled out a packet of beef jerky. He shoved a piece in his mouth and sucked on it. The salt was one of his guilty pleasures. Augustine grimaced. So uptight, his brother.


    “It’s a woman, of course.” He chewed, feeling like he was trying to gnaw a hole in a leather jacket. Activity was good. It made his stress level go down.


    Augustine shook his head in disgust. “If you tell me this is about Shae, I’m going to start sending you to therapy. Enough is enough.”


    “No,” he grumbled. Hadn’t he shown people lately that he was over her? Mostly. “This is about someone I just met.”


    “And the problem is...?”


    He sucked more salt out of the meat-like substance, and looked across the lot at an older truck that he needed to sell. With the level of responsibility he had, he couldn’t let things escape his notice because he was distracted by Everly.


    “I slept with her.”


    In the gloom, Augustine’s eyebrow almost touched his hairline. “I’m failing to see the issue.” He folded his arms. “Seriously though. Sometimes things aren’t the best the first time or two. Did you have performance issues? Did she use her teeth too much?”


    Despite his agitation, Ambrose barked a laugh. “No. I just... like her too much.” He closed his door. The wind was picking up, and he could see his breath in the cab.


    His brother sighed and rubbed a hand over his regal face. Augustine had somehow turned out looking like aristocracy. With his slim build and classic features, he made Ambrose look like even more of a brute by comparison.


    He looked out the window for a moment, his gaze following the progress of a security guard who was checking the lot, then glanced back at Ambrose.


    “You know I love you, man, but you have to stop sabotaging yourself. Shae blindsided you, but you’ve let it ruin your life for too long. And Kate? I’m not even going to go there.” He sighed, sounding exasperated.


    “I’m not sabotaging myself. I just don’t want to rush into anything. The only problem is, she makes me want to rush every time I’m around her.” He grabbed another piece of jerky and shredded it between his fingers. It was probably better for him than eating it.


    “If you like her and she likes you, you just need to pull your head out of your ass.” Augustine opened his door and slid to the ground. “Go home and get some sleep. Tomorrow, quit being an idiot.”


    He closed the door behind him, and Ambrose stared after him long after he’d gone.

  


  
    Chapter Five


    Everly walked into the sandwich shop and spotted her mom in the back corner straightaway. Her hair—a bleached-out curly mess—made her stand out, especially at her age. Lysette was a stubborn woman with her own sense of style and wouldn’t let Everly touch her hair even when she begged. The woman had no class. Then again, Everly should probably have outgrown her purple streaks, or hot pink panels, or whatever current ’do she felt like giving herself too. Like mother, like daughter.


    She approached the table then put her hands up in the air. “Victory!”


    Her mom’s face lit up. “You won?”


    “Yup.” After pulling out the chair from across her mother, she placed her purse on the floor and sat down. “We had close to a hundred protesters. I was shocked.”


    “Wow.” Lysette smiled. “Good for you.”


    Sighing happily, she shrugged off her coat. “The no-freeze shelter will stay open another season.”


    “You have a year until your next fight.”


    “Ugh.” She picked up the menu. “Don’t remind me. Did you order?”


    “No. I was waiting for you. I’ll pay today. To celebrate.”


    She didn’t usually let her mom pay when they went out, but today she would. She knew it made her feel good—like she was making up for a lacking childhood or something. Everly didn’t see it that way, but there was no swaying her mom. That stubborn streak had gone directly to Everly, but it was also the reason she was alive. Pregnant at a young age, pressured by her family and boyfriend to have an abortion, Lysette had lost all financial footing when she’d refused.


    It was hard to imagine the strength it took to make that kind of decision, knowing you’d be alone forever. Lysette’s parents had been born privileged and were given every opportunity out there for wealthy white kids, but because her mother had made one mistake, they’d turned her into the black sheep of the family. Because she’d chosen to keep Everly, as was her right as a mom and human being, they’d made their own daughter’s life a living hell.


    Lysette may have forgiven them, but that didn’t mean Everly had. When she’d been a child, she’d wanted tangible things like kids at school had—the newest My Little Ponies, fancy light-up sneakers, a bike with tassels. But now that she was an adult, she was grateful things had turned out the way they had. Living in and out of shelters and relying on welfare had been tough, but it’d made her tough—and grateful and appreciative. If she’d grown up with her grandparents, where would she be right now? Wall Street? Walking by homeless people with her nose turned up? It disgusted her to think she could have turned out that way.


    “I think I’m going to get a salad,” Lysette said, eyes on the menu. “I’m on a diet.”


    “Again?” Everly chuckled. Her mom was perpetually on a diet, which she broke on and off as it suited her. “You need to embrace your curves.”


    “Yeah, well, not everyone can be as confident as you are. I take no credit for that one.”


    She shrugged. “I hate diets. I love food. I really didn’t have much of a choice. Learn to like my body or be unhappy.”


    “You don’t have to tell me that.” She chuckled. “I remember in high school, all the girls were crash-dieting trying to get dates for the prom, and you kept eating cupcakes in front of them and laughing.”


    “Meanwhile, I was asked out by three different guys.”


    “Because you have a great personality.”


    “No. It’s because I was confident and didn’t give a shit. And anyway, most guys like a little junk in the trunk. They just don’t say it out loud.”


    She sighed loudly. “Well, anyway, I have a date next week. I can take the water weight off before then.”


    Everly looked at her in surprise. It’d been a long time since her mother even considered dating after Jack had broken her heart. “A date? I didn’t know you were back on the market.”


    “I’ve been on Mate.com.” She placed the menu on the table. “Hey, you should join. I’ve met a couple of great men there.”


    Letting out a long laugh, Everly shook her head. “Uh, no thanks. I doubt many of them would be...” Kinky enough. “... my type.”


    She clucked her tongue. “You’re too picky.”


    “They’re called standards, Mom. You should be happy I have them.”


    “I can’t imagine how you’ve been celibate so long.” She didn’t even bother to whisper. “Unless you’re having casual sex. If so, good for you, but make sure you use protection.”


    “Oh my God, Mom. Shut up.” Her cheeks heated, and she glanced at the table next to them, but the restaurant was too loud for anyone to hear.


    Lysette shrugged. “I’m just saying...”


    “Okay, well, don’t. I’m so not talking to you about this.” Thank the Lord the waiter appeared.


    They ordered their lunch—Everly went with a salad, too—then the waiter left. Thankfully, Lysette didn’t bring up her sex life again. She needed to learn the meaning of boundaries. They were close, but talking about dating and sex was a little too close. This was her mother, even if they were also friends. Though Everly felt a little like giving her a safe-internet-dating lecture, but she held back. Hopefully, her mother had enough common sense to be careful.


    Lysette had been with her boyfriend Jack since before the internet, but when he’d picked up and left for a ranch job in Montana, it’d sent Everly and her mother reeling with shock. Lysette had offered to go with him, but he’d seemed so indifferent about her going, and she’d still felt obligated to stick nearby for Everly, so they’d split up. After ten years together, it’d been a hell of a heartbreak.


    Everly felt it too. Jack hadn’t been so much of a father, but more like a sweet uncle that doted on her. For the last few months, Lysette had been especially lonely. Everly could feel it whenever she was around her. That was why she’d made it a priority to meet her for lunch twice a week. Her mom was prone to depression and her job at the hospital was only getting more and more stressful. They demanded more hours from their nursing staff with less benefits, and she kept getting passed up for advancement by younger employees, which had to hurt.


    Maybe internet dating would be good for her.


    Now if only she could find someone that easily. KinkWorld was sorta the same idea but was sometimes creepier. And when you dealt with S&M in a relationship it brought a whole other level of risk into the mix.


    There’d been potential with Ambrose if he hadn’t spooked the other night. It was clear he had issues. The jury was still out on whether they were surmountable or not. Still angry about the brush-off, she’d decided to head to the club tonight. It felt good to be back in the scene, and after playing with Ambrose, she realized how much she missed it. Maybe she’d find another Dom to play with, even if it was temporary.


    “Maybe you’re destined to be chronically single, like me,” her mom said around a bite of salad. “You didn’t have a great role model for family life.”


    “You know I don’t blame you for that. You did the best you could with what you had.”


    “I just wonder what it means for your future.” She sipped her iced tea. “Do you even want a husband and kids?”


    Everly stared down at her salad, turning the question over in her mind. She didn’t go gaga over babies or pregnant bellies, but when she thought about herself ten years from now, she pictured marriage, kids, maybe a house. Nothing fancy. Not a million kids. Just... simple. She’d still work, of course. There wasn’t an ounce of stay-at-home-mom instinct in her.


    “I do want kids.” She gazed out the window, watching the families walk by. “I do.”


    ***


    The heavy beat of the music vibrated the soles of her feet. Why did they play it so loudly anyway? Maybe to drown out the screaming. But wasn’t that part of the whole dungeon experience?


    Everly sighed and shifted her weight to her other foot. The fuck-me boots were already uncomfortable. About as uncomfortable as hugging the wall, avoiding eye contact.


    What the fuck was wrong with her? She was no wallflower. She’d come here to play, so why was she shying away from every prospective Dom like some kink virgin? Frustrated, she extracted herself from the dark corner she’d been hiding in and walked up to the bar.


    “Hello, miss,” the man behind the counter said, smiling but not making eye contact. A sub.


    Did she look like a Domme or was he just being polite? Sometimes her fetish wear came off a little intimidating, but it was just her style. Tonight, the short black skirt, hot pink tank top, and stockings shouldn’t read one way or the other. Maybe if she’d worn pigtails she’d have been approached by now.


    “How can I service you today?” he asked, eyes still lowered, his lashes so long they seemed to brush his cheekbones.


    Maybe he was a service sub and got off on treating everyone like they were above him. Some people were into that. “Just a Diet Coke, please.”


    “Yes, ma’am.”


    A moment later, he handed her a plastic cup. She put a few bills on the counter and sipped her drink. A man walked in the door, catching her eye. Long, dark hair, sinfully handsome, he was trailed by two women who looked like they were fighting over who stood closest to him.


    She recognized him. Ambrose’s friend Konstantin. Eyes narrowed, she fought the urge to approach him and demand answers. Why had his friend acted like such a chickenshit the other night? But she resisted. It wasn’t any of her business. If Ambrose didn’t want her, she wasn’t about to get all desperate and clingy about it.


    Konstantin stopped just inside the door and surveyed the room, like he owned the place, then his eyes landed on her. He walked toward her, his girls following behind him. His stride was cocky, like most Doms’, but it didn’t do much for her. He was too pretty. She liked Ambrose’s rough edge better.


    “Hi,” he said when he reached her. “Nice to see you, Everly.”


    “You too.”


    He ran his gaze over her, but not in a lustful way. More like he was taking notes about her. “Are you here with Ambrose?”


    “No. He made it pretty clear he wasn’t interested,” she said bitterly. The sudden anger surprised her. But there it was. And now Konstantin knew.


    He nodded slowly. “You should know, he was... hurt in the past.”


    “Yeah, I don’t have time for guys who have shit to deal with. By my age, you gotta work that stuff out.”


    “I see.” He frowned, and for some reason, guilt speared her.


    She scoffed at herself. Why should she care what this guy thought of her? She wasn’t about to let him get into her head and make her doubt herself. She’d given Ambrose a chance.


    “So you are here looking for another Dom?”


    “Just someone to play with tonight.” She tilted her chin up to hide that he’d made her question herself.


    After another long, assessing stare, he said, “Well, good luck and be safe. And if you run into any trouble, let me know.”


    “I will.” She smiled slightly. Okay, that was kind of sweet. Maybe Ambrose had good taste in friends. Didn’t mean he had good taste in subs.


    Konstantin and his girls retreated to a booth in the corner, and Everly returned to her pity party. She must’ve been giving off some major pouty vibes, because a man appeared at the seat next to her and gave her a sinister look. Pouting always attracted the predatory types.


    “What’s a pretty thing like you doing over here all by yourself?” he purred.


    Unashamedly, she ran her gaze over him. Brown eyes, warm and trustworthy. Plain hair cut short and styled in spikes. Fitted black T-shirt that showed off a decent body. Leather pants. Ugh. That was almost a hard limit. Still, she didn’t get dolled up and drag herself here to give up already.


    She batted her lashes. “Waiting for someone to call me pretty.”


    He chuckled. “Can I sit?”


    “Sure.”


    After perching on the bar stool next to her, he grinned, revealing a gorgeous smile. “I’m Troy.”


    “Everly.”


    “Cool name.”


    “Thanks.”


    He rested his elbow on the counter and leaned in. “So what are you into, Everly?”


    “Jeez. Not even going to buy me a drink first?”


    He looked at her cup and arched a brow. “Yours is full, but I’d be happy to when you finish.”


    She took a sip as she assessed him. “Are you a Dom?” He looked like one—had that confident presence.


    “I’m a sadist top with a thing for sensation play.”


    “Are you a baby sadist?” Newbies weren’t her thing. She didn’t have the patience to babysit. “I’ve never seen you here before.”


    “No. I’ve been playing for years. I moved to town a year ago and only found out about this club recently.”


    She peered around them, checking to see what equipment was available. She’d been coming here long enough to know the club was safe. Plus, Kon had been watching her on and off, even while his subs made out next to him. Somehow, she knew he was looking out for her, and though she didn’t need a babysitter, it did make her feel safer. Maybe not all rich guys were assholes.


    “I’m a brat masochist,” she said, letting the warning hang in the air.


    He nodded. “I’m more a sadist than a Dom, but I can give you pain if that’s what you want.”


    She thought for a moment. Ambrose had left her wanting more. If not with him, why not with this guy? Her body ached for release. The built-up stress of covering for Morgan, the upcoming protest, and coming off the high after the best sex ever needed to be released somehow. And here was a sadist, ready to hurt her.


    “Do you like canes?” she asked.


    He grinned wickedly, and she shuddered.


    She finished the last gulp of her soda then declined when Troy offered her another. Instead, she pointed to an empty Saint Andrew’s Cross.


    “Jeez. Not even going to buy me a drink first?” he teased.


    Laughing, she rose and started toward the equipment. “Come on. It won’t stay open for long. I’ll buy you a drink after.”


    He followed her, heading right to the rack of canes hanging on the wall. His eyes darkened as he looked them over. She had to admit the expression was sexy, even if he wasn’t Ambrose.


    She remembered Ambrose saying he wouldn’t use a cane on her until he knew her tolerance.


    Well, fuck him.


    Troy led her to the cross and she took position, her back to the room, front up against the hard wood. He began the process of strapping her wrists into the cuffs, then her ankles. Usually she got pleasure from the process, when it involved the power dynamic. This felt hollow. Like they were just doing a job, fulfilling meaningless roles, and that was it.


    This wasn’t satisfying her the way it did when a Dom handled her. But all she needed was the pain. She could do without the mastery.


    The lie was hard to swallow, but she forced herself to push thoughts of Ambrose and permanence and how badly she yearned for something real away.


    A moment later, she heard the telltale swishing sound of a cane slicing through the air. But it didn’t land on her. Troy tested it out a few more times, making her flinch.


    “I’ll start slow,” he said. “Over your skirt at first. Okay?”


    She nodded. The club safeword was “red.” If she yelled it and Troy didn’t stop, people would come running.


    Her muscles tightened in anticipation, and she tried to relax with a deep inhale.


    A voice caught her attention. Every hair on her body rose. It was far away at first, but then it became clearer, and closer. She turned her head, searching for the owner.


    There, in the corner near Konstantin, was Ambrose.


    And he was staring at her.


    “Stop,” she blurted. Fuck. Why had she done that?


    Troy stepped in front of her, blocking her view of Ambrose. “Are you safewording or is this how you like to play?”


    Leaving him hanging for a minute, she tried to focus, to pull her attention away from Ambrose, to forget he was there. He wasn’t hers, she wasn’t his, and he wasn’t there for her.


    Focus on Troy.


    She had a chance for a good bottoming experience. What did it matter that Ambrose was there? God, she could practically feel his gaze on her body, hot and weighted.


    Ugh! It was too hard to concentrate. She squeezed her eyes shut and pressed her forehead against the cross.


    “Red,” she finally said with a sigh.


    Troy gave her a mildly annoyed look then started untying her. She wanted to apologize, but the words wouldn’t form. From the corner of her eye, she watched Ambrose stalk toward them, seeming to get bigger and more menacing with each step.


    Damn. Maybe she could stay here and he’d play with her.


    She gave her head a shake. No. She shouldn’t let him play with her until he answered some questions. She so wasn’t up for a repeat of what’d happened with Scott.


    Once untied, she turned around, just as Ambrose reached them.


    “Hey,” he said.


    “Hey.”


    Troy looked back and forth between them. “You didn’t tell me you had a Dom.”


    “I don’t.”


    He looked again then snorted and shook his head. “Sorry,” he said to Ambrose, who merely nodded.


    Silent guy code? With an angry grunt, she turned to Troy, who was already walking away, “I said—”


    “Can we talk?” Ambrose asked.


    She crossed her arms over her chest and glared. “You totally just... cane-blocked me.”


    “I didn’t make you safeword.”


    “I couldn’t concentrate with you watching me.”


    “Well, I can’t take my eyes off of you. It’s not my fault.”


    Flattery will get you nowhere. Sighing, she uncrossed her arms and let them hang at her sides. “What do you want?”


    “To talk. In private.”


    The hot/cold routine wasn’t going to work for her. It had been a week since he’d bolted, and now here he was, acting like it was the next day. She was a bossy, demanding sub with high expectations. He’d already broken communication when he’d shut her out and left with a cold good-bye. “I’m the kind of girl who knows what I want, Ambrose. I won’t let you hurt me.”


    He flinched. “Hurt you?” His gaze held hers, steady and a little shocked. “I don’t want to hurt you.”


    Tears pricked at her eyes, surprising her. She hadn’t realized how much it’d messed her up until she’d said it out loud. Memories surfaced, and with them ugly emotions. When she’d fallen for Scott and he’d started to play with others, the humiliation had hurt worse than the betrayal. If she was going to get into another real relationship, she wasn’t going to be the first one to fall head over heels. Everything needed to be spelled out so she wouldn’t embarrass herself again.


    “Jesus. I’m sorry, Everly.” He glanced around them then gestured to a quieter area in the back. “Can we please sit? Just for a minute?”


    Her resolve faded with the apology. She hadn’t expected that. A lot of Doms were too cocky to say sorry when they fucked up. It meant a lot that he had. Nodding, she followed him to a booth and slid in across from him.


    “I didn’t mean to hurt you.” The honesty in his eyes softened her anger. “I have issues. You rattled me, and I got...”


    “Scared?”


    He chuckled. “Yeah. I guess so. Look. I don’t usually do relationships. I stick to superficial stuff. But you got in my head. I tried to shut you out, but then Kon texted me that you were here—”


    “What?” Tattletale. She almost laughed.


    “And I couldn’t bear the thought of you playing with anyone else.”


    “I’m not yours.”


    He leaned in and smiled. “You were the other night.”


    Hell yeah, she was. Memories surfaced, making her stomach flutter. He was one of the only Doms who could handle her, that could make her eat her bratty words, give her the pain she needed, fuck her until she screamed. God, if he could get over his stupid man issues, she’d like to keep him. “Maybe so, but that arrangement expired the minute you put walls up between us.”


    He nodded. “Okay. I hear you. Can we try again? It’s been a while for me. Can we start over?”


    She considered it. Normally, she didn’t go for fixer-uppers. The whole girl-saving-the-tortured-soul thing made her want to puke. But she did believe in second chances. And Ambrose seemed sincere. That he’d humbled himself for her, let himself be vulnerable, spoke volumes about his character. Maybe he could get over this issue—lots of people did.


    “Maybe. If you promise to keep the lines of communication open.” She gave him a mischievous look. “And if you take me out on a date.”


    “A date?” He arched a brow. “What are we, twelve?”


    “I demand a date. I’ll pay if you can’t.”


    He rolled his eyes. “I can pay.”


    “Okay. But no playing until then.”


    He chuckled. “Such a brat. Do you know how badly I want to put you over my knee right now?”


    She smirked and loved the way his eyes darkened at the challenge. She almost wanted to dare him. “Date first. Then maybe if you’re good, I’ll let you.”


    “Fuck.” He exhaled loudly and shifted in his seat. “You’re killing me, little brat.”


    Grinning, she replied, “Not sorry.”

  


  
    Chapter Six


    The smell of the bakery hit him three blocks away. It was the best possible advertising for the place—even better than the TV spots and bus ads Ambrose had taken out as part of his mother’s Christmas gift last year. He’d gotten smacked for that. Although she’d let him loan her the money to open the place, she’d paid him back, and hadn’t accepted any help from him since. Apparently, Christmas gifts weren’t exempt from this rule.


    Stubborn.


    The happy jingle of the bell was pleasant rather than annoying, and his mother came out of the back immediately. When she saw it was him, she grinned.


    “Glenn! There’s a troublemaker out here. You need to come throw him out.”


    Jody Langly hugged him hard and stood on her toes to rub a hand over his short hair. “Even when you grow it you look like such a delinquent!”


    His father came out of the back, shaking his head, arms crossed.


    “Hair, no hair... It doesn’t matter. The kid always looks like a goon.” His father shook his hand, and they sized each other up like they did every time they were together. Glenn wasn’t exactly a small man, but he was almost a head shorter than Ambrose. “I could still take you.”


    “For now, old wolf. You’re getting a little long in the tooth, there. I’m counting the days.”


    His father punched his shoulder and chuckled.


    “I can’t believe you left your office! Are you here for a visit or to stock your kick-ass kitchen?” Mom had some serious kitchen envy and made excuses to cook at his place regularly.


    “I... have a date. I’m just here to pick up fresh bread.”


    “Oh my God! Like an actual date?”


    Ambrose sighed. “Yes, Mother.”


    “But does she know...” She made a strange but deliberate gesture, which involved much hand swirling and waggling of eyebrows.


    His father facepalmed, then patted her on the back. “I’m sure she knows he’s into kink, dear. Leaving that sort of thing up to chance probably doesn’t turn out well. Unless you meant unicycling? I’m not sure if even he knows whether he’s into that.”


    Ambrose snorted at his father’s joke, but thought immediately of Konstantin. Not addressing kink early in a relationship really didn’t turn out well. Maybe he should send Dad over to talk to him and knock some sense into his thick head. Agreeing to marry a stranger? Ridiculous.


    “Yes, she knows.” He chuckled. “Is that good enough, or do you want details?” However, she didn’t know about his money. He’d bet his dad would have something to say about that. Guilt crept in. Fuck. Is it hot in here?


    His mother put her hands over her ears. “Oh, just get him the bread he wants while I look for the mental bleach. I think I left some under the sink.” Without so much as a good-bye, she bustled into the back.


    “There’s bread in the oven.”


    “No bun in the oven?”


    “Badum-ching. Yeah. Haven’t heard that one before. What do you want, kid?”


    “Hm... What’s the best right now?”


    “French loaf is ready.”


    “That works.”


    His dad turned to grab two off the shelf. “Well, I’m glad you’re going to have an actual date. Dwelling on your exes is fine for poets and artists, but the rest of us can’t live off of angst.”


    “I’m not angsting.”


    He smiled grimly. “Not anymore, but you did for a long time.”


    “It was a huge loss to me at the time, and I was just finishing school. Too much changed all at once.” Ambrose shrugged. “We all have our moments of weakness.”


    “True enough. I guess if your mother left me you’d find me dead in a ditch somewhere. But we’ve been together since high school. I don’t know how to be me without her.”


    “Yeah, I want what you and Mom have. Now stop talking like that. You’re freaking me out.”


    Glenn shook himself like a dog coming out of the rain. “Yeah, where the hell did that come from? Anyway, I’m just saying that it’s about damn time you put yourself out there again. You’re not happy single, I can tell that. If your brother never married, it wouldn’t surprise me, but I think you’d live half a life with no partner.”


    Oh jeez. No pressure. “It’s just a date. Don’t start counting on grandchildren just yet.”


    His father smiled mysteriously. “Stranger things have happened.” He waved and walked off, presumably in search of Jody. Damn it. He hadn’t waited for Ambrose to pay him again. They were getting sneaky.


    Ambrose fished in his wallet, hoping he had cash on him. He smacked fifty bucks down on the counter, pretending he didn’t have anything smaller, and walked out the door. Served them right.


    ***


    Ambrose had gone through his ingredients list so many times he was surprised he hadn’t worn a hole in it with his eyes. Why had he decided to cook something that had to be made while she was there? If he’d picked something that took a while in the oven, he could have set a timer and put the food on IGNORE.


    It was at times like this that he wished that alcohol and BDSM weren’t such a bad mix. He could use a drink.


    The house was spotless. He’d hired a maid service to give the place a once-over, even though he usually did it all himself. He rehearsed his lies one more time then made himself stop. If it sounded too rehearsed, she’d be suspicious. Why was he so nervous about this? They’d already had an interesting D/s dynamic going, and had mind-blowing sex—there was no reason for him to feel like he’d drunk five pots of coffee today.


    Was it the lying, or the food, or was it the potential she represented that set him on edge?


    When the bell finally rang, he was staring at his phone, waiting for a “sorry, I’m not showing up” text, even though she wasn’t late. God, this was going to be a mess.


    This date thing was too formal. He didn’t do formal.


    By the time he got to the door he was almost gasping for breath. What the hell? Maybe she’d think he was working out instead of having a panic attack. But who worked out in jeans and a T-shirt and right before a date?


    He swung open the door, and there was Everly, wavy brown and purple hair tumbling around her shoulders, curves that would make a lesser man faint, and one brow arched elegantly over her lovely amber eyes.


    “When you said you were house-sitting, I assumed you meant at a house, not a mansion.” She looked around the foyer as he stepped back to let her in, and whistled. “So your buddy from school, he’s loaded? You neglected to mention that.”


    Ambrose shrugged. If she hated wealth as much as she seemed to, he was in deep shit. He was planning on telling her the whole truth as soon as she was sold on him, as a person. For goodness’ sake, he’d grown up poor. It wasn’t like he’d been born with a silver spoon in his mouth. But still, lying to her made him feel like an ass. She deserved to know the truth, but he couldn’t figure out how to tell her without ruining everything. Especially after running away the other night.


    “I didn’t think it was important.”


    He took her coat and hung it on the banister, then led the way into the kitchen.


    “Holy shit.” Everly turned in a circle, taking in the great room. Hopefully she wouldn’t notice the way it made him wince. “Some of this artwork alone could keep the no-freeze shelter open for months.” She went to inspect the paintings that graced the room.


    It was difficult not to preen with borrowed pride, considering three of the pieces were Banner’s art, and one was Rook’s. Now, if Ambrose bought himself a Spirograph or something he might be in business, but unless the art was food-related, he was hopeless.


    “They were gifts from our friend Banner and his little brother.”


    “Are all of your friends rich?”


    “Pretty much. Banner and Rook did the paintings themselves though.”


    She grimaced. “Wow. So awkward that you’re the only one in your friend group who didn’t make it big. Does it bother you?”


    Ambrose bit his lips together and tried to look thoughtful, even though dread was trying to take over. Fuck! Three minutes into this date, and things were already falling apart.


    “No. They’re all self-made men. Envying someone else’s hard work and luck is pointless.” He walked into the kitchen area, trying to think of a way to change the subject. When she eventually found out about him, hopefully she would have forgotten this conversation. “Besides, I get to use their stuff.” Maybe he should just come clean now, but he wasn’t ready for her to storm out of his life. Yeah, maybe he was chickenshit, but if he just waited a little while longer, she might like him enough to accept him. Right?


    He pulled out the ingredients for dinner.


    “What are you making?” She was at his elbow, watching what he was doing


    “Food. I was planning on doing steak with some side dishes.” He paused. “I forgot to ask. Are you a vegetarian?”


    “Is bacon a vegetable?” Everly laughed. “No, you’re safe. I have no qualms about having meat in my mouth.” She glanced at him slyly, and he couldn’t help dropping his gaze to her lips.


    Fuck, she gave good head.


    “Behave, woman,” he growled teasingly. “You wanted a date, so this is a date. If you wanted me to shove you to your knees and use your naughty mouth, you just had to ask.”


    She glared and opened her mouth in mock offense, and he couldn’t resist putting his finger in. Instead of smacking him, as he’d expected, she latched onto his finger, sucking, then nibbling on his fingertip. His cock awoke and clamored for the same treatment.


    “Do you need corner time again?”


    Everly stepped back, letting his finger slide free from her sexy mouth. “But, Sir, I assumed that was what you wanted me to do. Did I do it wrong?”


    Fuck, that was true. She threw him off his game so easily sometimes. “No, you did it too well.”


    “Well, then, Sir”—she grinned up at him—“I’ll do my very best to be... less pleasing.”


    Ambrose had a full body urge to throw her on the counter and show her what happened to bratty little girls. Screaming orgasms, apparently. From a Dom perspective, he was sure that wasn’t right, but it was exactly what he wanted to do to her.


    “What does that face mean?” She was holding back a laugh.


    He pulled her close and kissed her gently. Without hesitation, she pressed against him, not balking when he deepened the kiss. They kissed for a few minutes, then he pulled her down onto the floor. They grappled, and she ended up on top of him, her legs straddling his in the perfect position to fuck. She rocked her hips, rubbing her pussy against his hard-on, through their clothes. She nipped his bottom lip, and he spanked her ass and growled at her, then rolled her to her back, thrusting against her and frustrating himself in the process. When he stilled, she groaned and tried to coax him into moving again.


    It took Herculean self-control to get to his feet and pull her up.


    “But why?” she asked, pressing against him.


    “Behave. First of all, you wanted a date, so you’re getting a damned date. I’m making dinner, and then we’re going to eat that dinner. We will have an interesting and meaningful conversation, so I can show you how fun and clever I am. Second, I have no intention of coming in my pants. I’m too old for that shit.”


    Everly gave a sly laugh and dropped to her knees, then closed her teeth over the shaft of his dick, through his pants. Unable to resist, he grabbed her hair and let her play for a minute before dragging her back to her feet.


    “Enough.” His voice croaked, but rather than looking amused, she seemed as horny as he felt.


    “Please, Sir?”


    He hesitated, wanting to do the right thing, but she was making it so... hard. “No.”


    She groaned and rubbed against him. “Not even for a second?”


    Enough. He spun her around and forced her down over the counter, then spanked the backs of her thighs until she danced from foot to foot. Even through her leggings and little skirt it had to sting.


    “Ow, ow, ow!” She squealed and squirmed.


    Ambrose had to force himself to stop. Horny sadists had to be careful not to go overboard.


    Everly grimaced, which was adorable. He lifted her onto the counter and kissed her nose.


    “Now you be a good girl and sit here while I cook dinner.”


    “Cruel man.”


    “You don’t know the half of it, princess.”


    They stared at each other for a moment, and she lowered her gaze.


    While she watched, he diced onion, chopped mushrooms, warmed frying pans.


    “Who taught you to cook?”


    Ambrose shrugged. “My parents, but they mostly bake now that my mom has her bakery. That’s where I got the bread.” He hoped that didn’t make his family sound too rich for Everly, but he was proud of how well his mother had done. The business was doing even better now that his father had retired and joined her. Four hands were better than two.


    “Cool. It’s nice to hear about small businesses doing well with multinational corporations taking over everything.” She stretched out on the counter, like a cat. A collar with a bell would be adorable on her. She should also be naked.


    He put the steak topping on simmer and tried to focus on making a side dish, instead of fantasizing about taking the scissors out of the drawer and cutting her clothes off. If they ever got into serious D/s, he’d keep her naked whenever possible.


    “Can I help with anything?”


    Ambrose chuckled. “I don’t think you want to hear my answer to that.”


    “What’s so funny? I can cook, you know. Maybe I’m not as fancy as you are, but who can afford steak all the time?”


    Hmm... Maybe he should have made spaghetti. “Oh, I wasn’t thinking about food, bad girl. I was going to suggest you get naked, but I decided it wasn’t very date-like to say it out loud. And as for the fancy dinner, I have to make sure I impress you now, before some other Dominant snaps you up.”


    She rolled her eyes. “You could have had me five minutes ago, but you insisted we needed to eat first.”


    “You insisted we needed to have a real date. I was all for fucking you as soon as you set foot in the house.” He shrugged. “Besides, maybe we should get to know each other, since I can’t seem to keep my hands off of you.”


    He was expecting a smart-ass response, but she blushed and looked away.


    Mmm... girl...


    Everything was ready at the same time—a skill he’d worked hard to master in the last couple of years. As he arranged everything on plates, Everly took a seat at the kitchen table. It was more intimate than the dining room, and less ostentatious.


    When he set the plate down in front of her, she looked impressed. Excellent.


    “Wow! You’re good. Have you ever thought about becoming a chef?”


    He’d put the place settings so close together that they almost touched, so when he sat down, his leg brushed hers. A zing of electricity shot through him, as though he hadn’t been balls deep in her the other day. He’d assumed that after they’d slept together he’d stop feeling so obsessed, but if anything, it had made it worse. The way she sassed him, yet submitted to him so thoroughly, made him want her all the more.


    “Cooking is probably more fun as a hobby than it would be if it was my job.” He cut into his steak, pleased to see it had turned out perfectly even though he had no appetite. Not for food.


    Everly took a bite. Her manners were impeccable, which fascinated him. Watching her put things in her mouth also fascinated him. Was she always this prim about eating? He tried not to stare, but failed miserably. The look of pleasure on her face probably wasn’t helping. It brought lewder things to mind.


    “Mmm.” She picked her napkin up out of her lap and dabbed at her mouth. “Are you not eating?”


    Fuck, his dick was getting hard again.


    “I just wanted to see if you liked it,” he lied, skewering a bite of steak with his fork.


    “This is probably the tastiest thing I’ve ever put in my mouth.” She smirked, and he leaned in and stole a kiss.


    “That was the most interesting backhanded compliment I’ve ever received.”


    “Well, the next best is far too big, really. Having it in my mouth makes it hard to be ladylike.”


    He blinked at her, contemplating dragging her into his office by the hair, but that wouldn’t be considered romantic by most people. “You should behave yourself, miss. I will be playing with you later, so you might want to watch your mouth.”


    “Oh really? But why? You seem to be doing that job well enough for both of us,” she said archly. She popped another bite of steak into her mouth, but even though he’d been caught staring, he was helpless to look away.


    “Woman, how on earth are you single? You’re the type I usually pine after while they have deep and meaningful relationships with some other guy.”


    “I have a hard time picturing you pining.” She took a last bite of food, then smiled.


    “Oh, it’s pretty much my natural state. Don’t I smell Christmassy?”


    “I’ll check later.” She winked. “As for why I’m single, I want a D/s relationship, but I’m too much of a handful for most men. I haven’t been able to find anyone who likes bratting and who I have a deep connection with.”


    “You don’t want to try to train your own Dom?” A visual of her looking sweet and demure came to mind.


    She snorted. “I’m a handful for experienced Doms. I’m not sure I’m beginner training material.”


    “Sex and relationships are complicated enough. Add BDSM and finding someone compatible gets difficult.” The warm feeling he’d gotten when he was thinking about her at the bakery came back. His feelings about her were moving too fast. Time to change the subject.


    Not hungry, Ambrose set aside his plate and started to clear things away.


    “So, what else would you like to do on our date? Dance? Watch a movie? Go for a walk?”


    “Those all sound good. You’re not going to show me around the house first, though?”


    He shrugged. “If you want.” This was going to be tricky. He was excited to show her around, wanting her to like the house, wondering if she’d sleep in his bed, but knowing she never would if she knew the place was his. Every other woman he’d dated was impressed by the house, even if Banner told him that his decorating was obnoxious and ostentatious. Not being able to use the place to his advantage, considering he wasn’t a smooth talker or sophisticated, didn’t give him much to work with. He expected to woo potential girls with expensive gifts. Of course he’d managed to find the one girl it wouldn’t work on.


    Everly’s eyes narrowed. “Oh, I want.”


    Such a naughty girl. He’d make her want, all right. “Come with me, then. I’ll give you the in-depth tour.”


    “I think I choked on that tour the other night.”


    Ambrose snorted. If she thought he’d feel guilty about that, she was sadly mistaken.


    He took her by the hand and led her through the house, enjoying the way she’d pause to look at artwork here and there. Last, he showed her the indoor pool.


    “See, now this is what I’m talking about.” She sighed. “This pool is bigger than the one at the community center my mom used to drop me off at when I was a kid. What single man needs so much just for him? And the rest of it”—she gestured at the room’s decor—“shows that your buddy has more money than taste.”


    He winced. “Thomas is a bachelor. He’s also pretty good at getting what he wants.”


    “Like most rich people. They do whatever it takes to get what they want, no matter who it hurts.”


    “Want to go for a swim?” His tone soured, although he hadn’t meant it to. “Or is this room too ugly to hang out in?”


    “Oh, I offended you.” She smiled apologetically. “Sorry. I didn’t realize you’d take it personally. I’d love to go for a swim, but... I didn’t bring a suit.” Her shrug was a thing of beauty, laced as it was with suggestive invitation.


    “You’ll just have to skinny-dip, then.” His next words cost him a lot. “Unless you want to borrow a pair of my swim shorts and a T-shirt?” Please say no.


    “Do you think I need to cover myself? Are you untrustworthy, Sir?”


    “Why, yes, I’m extremely untrustworthy. But I can guarantee a swimsuit won’t deter me.”


    She fiddled with the hem of her dress, as though she were shy and hadn’t begged for him to make her come several times now. “Is this all a ploy to get me naked?”


    “Yes.”


    There was a feigned gasp of shock. “Is this the room you keep your concubines in, oh Sultan?”


    He laughed. “Banner and Konstantin joke about me keeping concubines here... when Thomas is away.” Fuck. He’d almost blown it. “Okay, concubine, show the Sultan what you have under that pretty dress.”


    “The Sultan is a pervert, I see.” Amused, she lifted her dress over her head and stripped it off. Her matching bra-and-panty set was cobalt blue, and could well have worked as a bikini except for the fact that the bra was cupless. Her nipples, pink and stiff, made him regret he’d have to go upstairs if he wanted to get clamps for them.


    Ambrose realized he’d been staring at her tits and her lovely curves too long, and he forced his gaze back up to her eyes.


    “Lucky for you, I don’t have anything in this room to torture you with. Other than myself.”


    She snorted. “If you were to excuse yourself momentarily, Master Sultan, I’m sure I could find some way to amuse myself until you come back.”


    To the sound of her laughter, he was up the stairs and back in record time. She still stood almost where he’d left her.


    “Come here, girl.”


    “‘Girl’? Can’t you think of something better to call me?” She came to him anyway, the sway of her hips making his mouth water more than the steak had.


    “Slave.” He opened his hand and showed her the slave bells he’d brought back.


    “Slave?” She blinked at him. “I don’t make a good slave. Masters don’t like me.”


    “I like you.”


    “Are you a Master?”


    “Yes, and I can be quite strict.”


    A sigh escaped her, but it sounded more like longing than irritation.


    Ambrose crouched and fastened the slave bells around her ankle.


    “They’re so pretty!” She moved her foot and they chimed quietly.


    He’d bought them on a whim when he’d picked up several other toys he had every intention of using on her.


    “They are. They suit you.” From her ankle, he ran his palm up her smooth calf, and she inhaled sharply, as though she hadn’t expected it.


    He rose and kissed her. She melted against him and a territorial growl tried to sneak out. When he’d seen her at the damned club, he’d wanted to punch that idiot Dom in the face. Actually, the guy had been decent about things when he’d realized she was taken, even though she technically wasn’t. But still, he’d been in bed when the text came from Konstantin and he’d found himself racing across town to reclaim her.


    Maybe a real relationship was daunting to him, but it wasn’t as hard as seeing her about to submit to another man. If he wanted to play with her and not have to share, he’d have to figure out how to deal with his shit.


    Ambrose pulled her over to a chair and sat her in his lap. He showed her the belled nipple clamps he also had with him, and she squirmed in place, unintentionally doing interesting things to his dick.


    “Do you like clamps, slave?”


    Her voice went small. “No, Sultan. But I’ll wear them if it pleases you.”


    “Yes, you will.” He stroked her midsection, her shoulders, then gradually allowed himself to move to her breasts, but only when she was starting to follow his hand for attention there. He used gentle fingers at first, and gradually got rough, listening to her nonverbals. When he thought the pain would start being too much for her, her writhing became more pronounced and desperate. She rubbed against him as though she was ready to fuck.


    Gently, he attached the clamps to her perfect nipples, loving the gasps and squeals they drew from her. He flicked the bells on the clamps then rubbed a finger gently over the exposed ends of her engorging nipples.


    Everly groaned and ground against him, her panties not providing much separation between them. He stroked her lovely body, watching the way she responded to his touch. It didn’t take long to learn what she hated and what she loved, and he catalogued both for future reference.


    “When I saw you playing with the other Dom, it made me unhappy, slave.”


    “I thought you didn’t want me anymore. Besides, we never said we’d be exclusive.”


    True.


    Ambrose considered what it would be like to go to the club tomorrow night and play with someone else, but the idea fell flat. Everly was everything he wanted.


    “For now, then. I want a promise that for now you won’t play with other men.”


    “Until when?”


    “Until we’ve established that the agreement is over.”


    She paused, her hesitation making him irritable. Was it that hard to agree to this for a while? This whole thing was making him uncomfortable. It was getting very one-sided, with him becoming obsessed and her seeming indifferent. Or was he not reading her right?


    “Yes, Sir.” She held her breath for a moment. “But only if you don’t take any other submissives while we’re together. I know some Doms don’t like having limits put on them, but if I’m expected to be exclusive I demand the same from you.” Everly was studying the floor, but he could feel her waiting for an answer.


    He grabbed her chin and made her look at him.


    “That was the idea, sweetheart. Besides, I doubt I could handle another girl while you have my attention.”


    “I’ll try to make sure you don’t get bored and wander off.” She bit her lip, her cheeks pink and her eyes shining.


    Shit. What was he doing? Now that she’d agreed, the internal backpedaling had begun. What’s the worst thing that could happen, Ambrose? Just don’t go off the deep end for this girl and there won’t be a problem.


    Her eyes narrowed, and she squirmed on his lap more deliberately this time, an invitation rather than a reaction.


    Time to think later.


    “Did I tell you to tempt me, slave?” He frowned, trying to look displeased. “Kneel there and think about what obedience means.”


    She groaned but got down from his lap and knelt where he’d indicated.


    “What were you hoping to do, squirming your ass against me like that?”


    “Honestly, oh Sultan? This slave was hoping you would use her.” She knelt up straighter and thrust her breasts out at him, the bells jingling with her movements.


    He flicked the bells again, one after the other, until she was writhing in place, her hoarse little cries making his dick pulse. “You want me to use your ass, pretty slave?”


    She mewled and shook her head.


    “Well, that’s what your Master would assume, since it was your ass you were grinding against him.”


    “I—I don’t think my ass could take you, Master.” Her eyes were wide. “You’re... big.”


    “You’d let me try.”


    Everly blushed brightly. “I would.”


    Motherfucker. A girl should not be able to make him so hot with such a short sentence.


    “Well, if it’s been that long since you were fucked there, we should probably prep you first.”


    Arousal, interest, horror, interest—all crossed her face in quick succession.


    “Prep me?” she squeaked.


    “Do you like buttplugs?”


    “I, uh, I don’t like them, no.”


    “But you’ll let me use them on you if you don’t want me to hurt your ass later?” He raised a brow.


    Her gaze lowered, but she nodded. “Now?”


    “My, aren’t you eager? I was thinking we could wait awhile, but if you’re that hot to have me in your ass, we could start tonight.” He chuckled, enjoying the way she hid her face in her hands. “Well?”


    “If it pleases you, Master,” she mumbled into her palms.


    He went to the sound system and found a melodic metal album that had hints of Middle Eastern musical influence, and set it to play.


    “Up.” He returned to her and pulled her to her feet. “Dance for me.”


    Her frown of distress was adorable. “What? No! I don’t know how.”


    When he’d placed her where he wanted her, he left her there and sat back in his chair, putting his hands behind his head. “Everyone can dance. Move for me like you’re my slave girl.”


    “A slave girl trying to get her Sultan’s attention?”


    “Exactly.”


    She sighed and rolled her eyes. “Fine.”


    “I need to remind you that I’m in charge somehow.” He let his gaze slide over her, then clapped his hands. “Dance. Now.”


    Everly shook her hair back, the arch of her neck and curve of her clavicle making him crazy. She huffed in exasperation. Her eyes closed, probably to help her forget she was being watched. The subtle movements, the shy sway of her hips, grew bolder when he didn’t interrupt. The cadence changed as one song shifted almost seamlessly to the next, and the beat got heavier and more sexual. Now the bells were ringing in time with her movement, the anklet keeping time with the movement of her feet.


    God, she was beautiful.


    She danced as though she were alone, and she’d forgotten he was there. Or maybe she’d taken a class? He watched, rapt, forgetting this was a game between them.


    She was his slave, dancing for his pleasure. The anklet was his mark of ownership, and she wore it, proud to be his. He could do anything to her—hurt her, fuck her, love her—and her dance was her silent way of begging him for any and all of it. The possessive tension in him grew until he could hardly bear it.


    This was his woman. If anyone tried to take her, he’d fight for her. He’d win her back. Maybe it was crazy, and too soon, but it was her fault for making him crazy.


    Silently, he got up and moved closer, until he was near enough to touch, but for a moment he only enjoyed the scent of her, and her radiant warmth. Unable to resist for long, he put his hand on her waist.


    She gave a start, gasped, and her eyes flew open. After a slight hesitation, she adjusted her movements to accommodate him as he started to dance with her. He pulled her close and kissed her. He nudged his thigh between her legs, and she pressed against him, her pussy hot. She reached between them and wrapped her small fingers along the hard outline of his cock, teasing him, kissing his jaw.


    Fuck, she made him crazy.


    He grabbed Everly’s arm and dragged her, surprised, over to the wall next to the window. He shoved her back against it. Her breath caught, and she whimpered, bowing her head.


    “I’m sorry,” she whispered. “I’m not very good at dancing.”


    Ambrose groaned. “You’re too fucking perfect. I need to be inside you. Now. I can’t wait anymore.”


    “Yes, Master.” Her cheeks were pink, and her tongue darted out to wet her lips.


    He plunged two fingers into her mouth, then growled as she sucked them, the feeling of it just as sexy as watching her mouth work around him. So many things he wanted. He thought about shoving her down and coaxing her into giving him a blowjob, but he couldn’t wait that long to get into her pussy.


    He ground against her until she was jammed against the wall, then bit her neck. She yielded to him, making small, needy sounds that threatened to send his aggression into overdrive. Her mouth let go of his fingers, and he shoved her panties down out of his way and toggled her clit piercing, making her eyes roll back. She shifted, then kicked her panties off entirely, just as he yanked the nipple clamps off of her. She screamed, then trembled against him, as he leaned down and sucked her nipples, the pleading sounds she made feeding his adrenaline.


    He straightened, and his hand found its way to her throat. Holding her in place, he waited until she met his gaze. “I’m putting a condom on now, and you’re going to stand there and wait like a good girl, aren’t you?”


    Everly’s eyes were half-lidded, tame, waiting for his next command. He took a step back and grabbed a condom out of his pocket, trying to look suave and not fumble as he freed his aching cock from his pants and rolled the damn thing on. His heart hammered so hard his hands shook. He was at the end of his patience—he had to get his cock into her now, before he went completely mad.


    When he’d fought the condom on, he grabbed her ass and lifted her, bracing her back against the wall. She squeaked and started to struggle.


    “Put me down! I’m too—” Her words were cut off as the tip of his cock pressed against her entrance.


    Ignoring the halfhearted protest, he drove his cock up into her tight wetness, groaning as her body spasmed around his intrusion. She shrieked in his ear as gravity did its work, helping him get all the way inside her sweet body.


    “Oh God! Oh God, I can’t!” She clutched his shoulders, her eyes hazed and mouth open. She moaned long and low.


    Ambrose got a better grip on her thighs and pulled his dick halfway out, then plunged back in, reveling in the feel of having her at his mercy, completely helpless.


    He thrust into her like she was a ragdoll made for his lust—like he was going to fuck her through the wall. She recovered enough to brace her feet against his calves, and got a stronger grip on his shoulders, helping him move faster and harder. Her screams of pleasure were deafening, but it only spurred him on, loving every new mewl and squeak he won from her.


    The tight, clutching heat of her cunt was addictive, and he fought the orgasm that was approaching, making his balls tight and his body ache for release. He kissed her again, trying to distract himself. Her fingernails clawed into his shoulders and she shrieked into his mouth, her pussy clamping down as she came all over his cock.


    Unable to resist her, he let himself lose control, hammering into her as she struggled through another helpless orgasm, her muscles milking his dick until he spilled into her. For a moment his vision blurred and he was afraid he’d drop her, but she held to him, moaning and kissing his mouth, letting him take what he needed. All of it.


    When he withdrew, he lowered her to the floor then threw her over his shoulder. She screeched but didn’t fight as he carried her off to his bed.


    First, he’d cuddle her mercilessly. Then, he’d fuck her again.

  


  
    Chapter Seven


    He’d called her perfect.


    Maybe it was because he was carrying her through the house, but Everly felt like she was floating. He’d called her perfect and she’d called him Master.


    The Master part might have been premature, but in the moment, it fit. As long as he understood it wasn’t a permanent title. Just role-playing.


    Right?


    But, God, he was hot. The way he’d thrown her up against the wall, the desperate look in his eye, like he couldn’t wait another second to fuck her. Like she was the sexiest thing in the world.


    Nobody had ever made her feel like that—made her feel like submitting so fully, made her feel simultaneously like a fuck toy and something beautiful to be treasured.


    Something in her clicked—a deep longing satisfied. Ambrose could handle her. Even if she pushed and bratted more, he could take it. Probably with either a laugh or a stern look. Either way¸ it wouldn’t scare him away or exasperate him. The relief she felt in that shocked her. And for some reason, knowing he could handle the worst she could throw at him made her want to behave, to submit deeply to him.


    Weird.


    “Nonconsensual cuddling,” he announced as he entered a vast bedroom.


    She arched a brow at him. “Hmm. He fucks good and cuddles?”


    “It’s ‘fucks well.’”


    “And he has a basic understanding of grammar!”


    He tossed her on the bed, making her yelp. “Don’t move,” he ordered. “I’ll be right back.”


    She watched him stride toward the attached bathroom until he was out of sight. Suddenly tired, she leaned back on the bed and stared at the ceiling. It was vaulted, with a skylight. That had to be a bitch in the mornings. The room was enormous but looked empty, with only two stout, matching dressers, a mounted TV, and the bed. The latter was big enough to take up her entire bedroom at home.


    Again, the decor showed Ambrose’s friend had no class. A hodgepodge of styles and colors were broken up only by paintings—most likely from his friends Banner and Rook. What a strange friend group he had. Ambrose seemed to take the success of the others in stride—maybe he wasn’t the jealous type. Trepidation snuck in. If all his friends were rich, and they got serious, he’d want her to be friends with them too. How would that work?


    But not dating a guy just because he had rich friends was a bitch move too. It wasn’t like amazing sexual chemistry came along all the time. Plus, he was sweet and thoughtful and funny—maybe there was a way to stay together without getting too close to his snobby friends.


    Ambrose returned, smirking and wearing a pair of plaid boxers.


    She looked at them pointedly then pouted.


    Chuckling, he plopped down on the bed, making it dip under his weight. “What’s that look for?”


    “You covered up.”


    “You like my cock?”


    “I do, Sir.” She waggled her brows, and he laughed.


    “Naughty. Maybe later I’ll let you play with it again.” He leaned back, pulling her into his arms as he went, then tossed the blanket on top of them. “For now, we cuddle.”


    She let her head rest on his chest, her muscles gradually relaxing with each of his breaths. The last weeks had been a flurry of stress—between the protest and extra shifts at work. The warmth of his arms, and the steady breathing, and even the smell of sex, calmed her in a way she hadn’t felt in a long time.


    “Is this your friend’s bedroom?” she asked, drowsy. “’Cause that’d be kind of creepy.”


    “No. It’s his guest room, but I’ve been house-sitting so much I’ve kind of taken over. We both kind of consider it my room now.”


    “So his room must be even bigger.” She sighed. “I can’t even imagine trying to fill a room that size. I’d need a lot of clothes or cats or something just so I didn’t feel so lonely.”


    His shoulders moved under her head like he was shrugging. “It’s not so bad. You get used to it.” Sadness leaked into his voice. He wasn’t fooling her. She’d bet anything he was lonely sometimes too. “So what’s your issue with rich people anyway?”


    Where to start? “They had an issue with me first.”


    “What does that mean?”


    “I was bullied.” It took a long time to relearn confidence and trust after those harsh years. “I had a single mom who did her best, but it was hard to make ends meet. She was young when she got pregnant with me. Her family deserted her. We were on our own and she had no education. She worked hard and went to night school for nursing, but we were poor.”


    “Wow.” He squeezed her tighter, as if trying to protect her from her own story. “Good for her.”


    “Kids at school were mean, especially girls. They made fun of me because I didn’t have the right clothing labels. And sometimes I wore the same clothes over and over because nothing else fit. Most of my clothes came from thrift stores, so I wasn’t exactly in fashion.”


    “I’d never have guessed.” He lifted a purple streak of her hair with his index finger and smiled.


    “Yeah.” She chuckled. “I kinda made up for it later on. But I don’t spend a lot of money on myself. I just got really good at making recycled things fashionable.” Staring down at the stark white sheet, she added, “But I’ve been doing what I can to help those living in poverty since.”


    “You’re like a sexy female Robin Hood.”


    Laughing, she grinned up at him, but his face sobered.


    “So based on some snotty kids a long time ago, you judge a whole population?”


    “And my extended family.” She probably should have felt guilty, but that’d never happen. The anger was too deeply rooted. “I know it sounds bad, but I just can’t stand them. They hurt me. When I was cold and afraid, sleeping on the shelter cots at seven years old, do you think anyone cared? No. People wanted the shelter shut down because it wasn’t aesthetically pleasing to the neighborhood.” Bitterness tainted her voice so she tried to lighten it up so she didn’t scare him completely. “It’s not that much of a generalization anyway. We get lots of wealthy people in the shop. They’re almost always snooty and talk down to us.”


    It was quiet a moment, and she hoped she hadn’t offended him. She kept forgetting all of his friends were rich. “There are exceptions though.” A picture of Konstantin formed in her mind—his kind eyes, the way he watched over her at the club when she’d almost played with that guy Troy. Sure, there were some nice rich people, but they were few and far between.


    She didn’t bother telling him her most humiliating memory. As an adult, she’d learned to love and accept her body, but high school had been hard. When a group of popular girls found out she had a crush on Zachary Baker, they took a picture of her changing after gym class and showed it to him and all his friends. And then they taped it on her locker with a note that read, You’re better off looking for a boyfriend on a farm. Moo.


    Back then there was no YouTube to put said videos on, no antibullying campaigns on Facebook, no regulations in the school—at least not any that people took seriously. She’d been alone in her misery, and the torture continued all the way until adulthood.


    “What if...” He cleared his throat. “What if you fell in love with someone who was rich?”


    She snorted. Was he serious? “Not gonna happen.”


    “How do you know? Maybe you wouldn’t know he’s rich at first...”


    “I can smell rich people a mile away in a rainstorm.” She gave him a cocky look. “Nothing slips by me.”


    A strangled laugh escaped him. She turned her head and bit his skin playfully.


    “Watch it, girl,” he rumbled, making a thrill rush through her.


    “Mmm.” She almost purred. Down, girl. “Anyway, I believe you choose who you love. It’s very controlled, very calculated.”


    “No.”


    “Yes.”


    “Then why does everyone call it ‘falling’?”


    She froze, keeping her gaze carefully set on the ceiling. If she looked at him now, he’d see the doubt in her eyes. There was no way she was going to fall for him first. When this happened—if it happened—she would be in control. Maybe a Dom could master her orgasms, but no one could master her heart.


    ***


    Frustration made her grind her teeth as she typed into her phone.


    Hello? You can’t just stop talking to me because you don’t have an answer.


    When nothing came back right away, she grunted and shoved the phone into her purse. She took a minute pretending to check her hair in the break room mirror just to give her time to calm down.


    “Everly!” Alison, the receptionist, shouted from the front. “Your next appointment is here.”


    “Be right there!” Slowly, she inhaled then exhaled a deep breath, watching the stress leave her face. Next, she put on a cheery smile, satisfied that it looked real.


    It’d been five days since she’d last seen Ambrose. Four days of texting. Three days of suspicion. He was stalling, which meant he was lying. But why would he lie about where he lived? Why wouldn’t he let her see his place? Something wasn’t adding up, and she was starting to worry he was hiding something. Was he seeing somebody else? Flashes of catching Scott with Mindy entered her mind, making her panic. The worst part wasn’t catching them together—it was how stupid she’d felt because she’d assumed they were exclusive.


    But Ambrose had seemed sincere about their relationship. He wouldn’t break their agreement already, would he? He wasn’t living with someone, or married?


    She had to clear those questions from her mind now, though, or she’d let her anger out while styling her client’s hair. That never turned out well.


    “Hi, Genevieve!” she crooned as she walked toward one of her regulars in the front. “How are you today?”


    “Fabulous.” They hugged, then Genevieve stepped back and looked her over. “You went back to pink?”


    Everly led her client to her chair. “Yeah. I got bored.” She’d gradually exchanged the purple streaks for pink panels throughout the week. Changing the purple to pink or pink to blue or brown to blonde or black to red was commonplace for her, and for most hairdressers. Coloring her hair was like playing dress-up, only it lasted a little longer.


    She’d never cared what anyone thought of her wild hair before, but since she’d done it, her stomach had been twisted into knots, worrying what Ambrose would think. Silly, because she still answered only to herself. She didn’t want a Master who controlled how she looked. But like any girl, she wanted him to be attracted to her. He’d passed a lot of tests so far—was he up for the hair challenge?


    Ugh. She wished he’d just text back so she knew he was even alive!


    “It’s cute,” Genevieve said.


    “Thanks.” She stood behind her client, adjusting the chair to the right height. “So what can I do for you today?”


    By the time she finished Genevieve’s foil highlights, her feet felt like someone had stuffed two inflated balloons in her shoes.


    “Fucking heels,” she muttered in the break room, prying them off of her sweaty feet. After nearly throwing them into her locker, she slipped on her flats, sighing in comfort, grabbed her coat and purse, then headed for the door. “I’ll be back after lunch,” she told Alison.


    Just outside, she bumped into a familiar chest. She squeaked and almost toppled over but he caught her. Without heels, she had to crane her neck to see his face.


    His head blocked the sun and shadowed his face. Still, she’d know that body and that scent anywhere. Memories—so vivid and alive, she was instantly horny—surfaced.


    Then she shoved him. “Ugh. What are you doing here?”


    “Hey.” He wrapped an arm around her back and pulled her closer. “What’s wrong? Bad day?”


    She couldn’t stop herself from melting into him, even though it was him she was irritated with. But the gentle pressure of his arms on her lower back, and her body pressed up against his calmed her in a way that felt almost nonconsensual. She snorted at herself. Nonconsensual cuddling again.


    Giving her head a shake, she peered back up at him. “What are you doing here?”


    “I was hoping to slip in for a haircut. Do you have time?”


    She looked at his still relatively short hair then sighed. “Yeah. I was about to go to lunch, but I’ll squeeze you in now.” Stepping away, she turned back for the door. Why was she giving in? Did his hair really look that bad?


    “Nooo.” He grabbed her arm, stopping her and pulling her back to him. “No way. Not until you eat. If you can’t fit me in today, I’ll come back another day. I’m not taking up your lunch break.”


    “But—”


    “I said no.” Then he arched a brow in only a look a Master could give, and her resolve fell away.


    Ugh. So annoying that he could use that against her. Curse her stupid hormones!


    “Come on,” he said, linking their arms together. “I’ll take you to lunch. There’s a nice little Italian place just around the block.”


    Her arm went slack in his, and it hit her just how tired she was. The work day was only halfway over too. She needed coffee, stat.


    “So what’s with the hair?” he asked.


    “Oh!” Self-consciously, she fiddled with it. “I just get bored sometimes and change it up. Why? You don’t like it?”


    He shrugged. “I didn’t know you planned on changing it. Why didn’t you tell me?”


    It felt like a rejection, which stung. Her heart sagged, along with her tired body. Emotions welled up, but she let irritation mask the hurt.


    “You’re not in charge of my hair,” she snapped. “Look, I know some Masters like having a say in everything their slaves do, but I’m not one of those people. I need my freedom. It’s just part of my personality.” Her voice escalated as she rambled. “You’re not even my Master anyway. We never agreed to—”


    “Shh.” He pulled her between two buildings, where there was some privacy, then pushed her gently up against the brick wall. Putting his hands on either side of her face, he leaned down and kissed her lips gently.


    She let him, too tired to protest anyway. Plus, he smelled so damned good.


    After he slowly teased her mouth, making her pant and want more, he stopped but only pulled back a few inches. “Why are you getting so upset, sweet thing?”


    She realized she was letting her frustration influence everything, and it wasn’t fair. He didn’t exactly say he didn’t like her hair, or that she couldn’t color it without permission. Now that she’d calmed down, he didn’t seem like that type.


    “Why do you keep stalling when I ask about seeing your place?” she asked, her voice smaller than she’d meant. “And why haven’t you answered any of my texts today?” She’d spent all day wondering if he was running away again. “I’ve been worried all day, thinking you were... done with me. Or seeing someone else...” Her voice hitched, embarrassing her. The last thing she wanted him to see was how much it hurt, how vulnerable he made her feel. She also didn’t want to come off as clingy.


    “Is that what this is about?” He chuckled. “No. I am absolutely not seeing anyone else. I promised you we’d be exclusive, and I take that seriously. Also, I came today to invite you to my apartment for dinner tonight. I just wanted to get it cleaned up a little so I didn’t embarrass myself.”


    “Okaaaay.” She sized him up, narrowing her eyes so he’d know she was using her bullshit detector. “What about texting? Why have you been ignoring me?”


    “I dropped my phone down the stairs last night.”


    “Oh no!”


    “Yeah. So I have to pick up a new one today.” He sighed. “I was planning to go after the haircut.”


    “Ugh. I hope you had a warranty. Morgan had to replace her iPhone after her toddler broke it, and it cost six hundred dollars outside of a plan.” She looked up at him. “Want me to ask around if someone has an old one they’re not using?”


    “No.” Smiling, he ran a finger down her cheek. “That’s sweet, but I’ll be fine. I got an end-of-the-year bonus from work, so I’ll just use that.”


    She nodded, getting lost in the way he looked at her, like she was his next meal. His finger left a trail of heat down her cheek. Pictures of the last time he’d touched her flashed through her mind, sending tingles down her spine and to naughty places. Suddenly, she wasn’t hungry for food anymore.


    “Are you okay now?” he asked, concern on his face. “I didn’t mean to make you worry so much. And I do love your hair. I was just surprised you didn’t tell me. I’m not the kind of Dom to dictate what color my sub’s hair is.”


    “It’s not your fault.” Now she felt guilty for assuming the worst. “Work has been tiring, so I’m not exactly at my most stable right now.” Chuckling humorlessly, she added, “I guess it’s good you see just how crazy I can be.”


    He pushed away from the wall, turned back to the street, and took her hand. “Everyone is crazy now and then. Come on. Food will make everything better.”


    “That really sucks about your phone.” She squeezed his hand. “I’ll pay for lunch today.”


    “Not a chance.”


    By the tone of his voice, she knew there was no point in arguing. “Stubborn.”


    “Yup.” He held open the door, and the smell of fresh sauce filled the air.


    Her stomach growled. “Mmm. I wasn’t hungry a minute ago, but now...”


    He laughed. “Me too. Come on. I know the owner. There’s a special table in the back we can sit at. Marcelo!”


    Someone from the kitchen peeked out and waved. “Hey, Ambrose! Table’s free if you want it.”


    “Excellent. Thank you!”


    “Hey, tell your mom thanks for the polenta bread recipe.”


    “Will do.” He pulled her through the busy but small restaurant, then around the corner, where it split off to the kitchen and bathrooms. There, by the window, one little table sat in a private nook.


    Wow. Star treatment for Ambrose. She was surprised, and maybe impressed. With a hand on her lower back, he guided her to one side and held her chair for her. After she sat down, he took the seat on the other side.


    He gazed at her a moment, wearing a lopsided smile. Then he seemed to snap to attention. “Is this okay? I’m sorry. I didn’t even ask.”


    “It’s fine.” She laughed nervously. How could this be more awkward than everything else they’d done? “Um.” She fiddled with the menu on the table. “You have a lot of friends.”


    He shrugged. “I like to eat. You get to know people that way.” He took the menu out of her hands and shook his head. “My parents own a bakery, remember? So they know all the foodies in town too.”


    Frowning, she looked at the menu he’d stolen away. “But...”


    “The good stuff isn’t on the menu, gorgeous. Trust me.” He winked.


    At first it seemed like he was being controlling, insisting he order for her, but now she realized this was his version of fun. With a smile, she sat back and relaxed, letting worry go for once, and trusted him.


    There didn’t seem to be a waiter serving their table, so Ambrose went to the kitchen and spoke directly with the chef. She tried to tell him this was lunch and she wouldn’t eat that much, but he seemed to be on a mission. Considering the size of him, he’d probably eat what she didn’t anyway.


    He turned from the kitchen and asked, “Red wine or white?”


    “Actually, coffee, please.”


    After a curt nod, he spoke to the chef for another minute then turned back to the table, grinning like a kid in a candy shop. It was fucking adorable. Here was Ambrose, in his element.


    “You really like food, huh?”


    “Yes.” His forehead creased, the grin fading away. “Is... that bad? Anytime I date a girl who only eats salad or whose idea of eating out is Taco Bell, things never seem to last long.”


    “Oh, you don’t have to worry about that with me.” She giggled. “I hate salad. Unless it’s drenched in ranch, but then it’s not really a salad, so much as dressing with salad as the garnish. I should probably eat more salad—I mean, look at me—but I just like real food too much. I’ve never made a very good herbivore...” She trailed off, realizing she was rambling.


    When she lifted her eyes to look at Ambrose, he was giving her that silly grin again.


    “What?”


    “You’re perfect the way you are. And I love when you talk food.”


    Smirking, she said, “Just food? Or are you thinking about other things I put in my mouth?”


    “Don’t tease, little brat. You have to go back to work after this. You don’t want me to muss you up in the bathroom, do you?”


    That didn’t sound like a bad idea at all. She shrugged and looked at him coyly.


    He chuckled. “Bad girl.”


    The chef appeared, carrying a glass of wine and a mug. She thanked him, then, after adding cream and sugar, she sipped her coffee, hoping it would make her come to her senses. No matter how private the table, they were still in a public restaurant. And she did have to go back to work after this. Now was not the time to tempt the demon.


    “So you’ll come over tonight?” he asked. “I’ll text you the address after I get my phone.”


    “Sure.” She arched a brow. “What are we gonna do? Watch a movie? Play a board game?”


    He leaned back, letting his arms span the back of the chair, reminding her just how large he was.


    A shudder swept through her. Fuck, how was she going to last until tonight when she was getting horny already?


    “We’ll play some games all right,” he said. “I liked the one we played last time. I’m the Sultan and you’re my little slave girl.”


    She thought of the slave bells he’d given her and the fact that she sometimes wore them around her apartment. Wearing them made her feel like she was his property, which was a crazy turn-on. She’d fantasized about belonging to somebody for so long it seemed almost too good to be true.


    Time to test a theory. “Oh. Here I was just thinking maybe I’d wear my new schoolgirl skirt.”


    His body seemed to freeze in place, then he swallowed hard. “I... uh... I’d be okay with that.”


    She chuckled, feeling cocky and powerful. “Maybe it’s too soon for that. I’ll just wear a T-shirt and jeans.”


    Abruptly, he sat forward. “No, I like your idea better.”


    “Nah.”


    “Wear the fucking skirt, little brat, or you’ll be sorry.”


    “Mmm.” Warmth slid from her belly down to her pussy. “What if I like being sorry?” She nibbled her lip.


    “There are better reasons to be sorry than for disobeying me.”


    She leaned in, her breath shallow and her voice husky. “Like what?”


    He sat up straighter. “You’ve been very bratty today. I have a desk and a strap with your name on them.”


    A whimper escaped her and she fought the urge to slide her hand down between her legs. If she pressed on her clit, just for a second, she could possibly come right there in the restaurant.


    “So you’re going to wear that pretty skirt for me, right?”


    “Yes,” she said on an exhale.


    He quirked a brow.


    “Yes, Sir.”


    “Good girl.”


    Ugh. How was she supposed to finish the day like this? Needy and wet and ready to hump her own hand? She was just about to ask about the mussing-up-in-the-bathroom idea, but Ambrose cut in.


    “Here comes the food.”


    The chef placed two plates in front of them with heaping piles of pasta that looked and smelled delicious. Still, she was distracted.


    Ambrose scooped a bite then stopped and looked at her. “Why are you pouting?


    The chef had left, and no one was within earshot.


    “I’m horny, Sir.”


    He laughed. “Poor girl. That’s what you get for teasing me.”


    Obviously, she wasn’t going to get any mercy from him. She growled and stared at her food.


    “Eat. The chef made it just for you. You still have a long day. I’m not letting you leave until you eat.”


    “Yes, Sir,” she grumbled with a mock salute.


    His eyes narrowed. “We’ll address that over my desk later.”


    Her stomach thunked and her whole body felt like it turned to Jell-O. Slowly, she picked up her fork, trying to clear her mind of all the dirty thoughts flipping through it. Fuuuuuck. Why did she have to open her big, bratty mouth? Now she’d be thinking about that desk for the rest of the day.


    They fell into silence as they ate the cheesy pasta mix on their plates. Though she stayed horny, her thoughts drifted from sex to food. The dish was amazing. Each ingredient blended perfectly with the others. She found most cheese dishes to be greasy, but this was just perfect.


    It wasn’t long before she’d finished more than half of the heaping portion on her plate.


    “How do you like it?” Ambrose asked, polishing off his.


    “It’s really good!”


    He smiled genuinely.


    “But I’ll pay for my half. It’s only fair, especially since you have to replace your phone.”


    Rolling his eyes, he placed his fork by his plate. “This is a date. You’re not even paying for your water. Now shut up and keep eating.”


    “Rude!” she teased. “I’m full though.” At his glare, she said, “Seriously. It’s too much. I’ll take it home for tomorrow.”


    He seemed satisfied with that and took it upon himself to get to a to-go box from the back. After working out some kind of arrangement with the chef, he told her everything was paid for and walked her to the door.


    “I think I’m booked solid from one to four,” she told him as they headed back to the salon. “But you can come after and I’ll do your hair.”


    “Nah. Not today. Just let me know when you have an open spot later this week.”


    “It’s no big deal. I can take you at four.”


    “No.” He playfully nudged her. “I need you well-rested for tonight.”


    “Oh really?” Chuckling, she said, “What if I need you well-groomed for tonight?”


    He frowned at her. “Heyyy. You’re not attracted to me with shaggy hair?”


    She sighed wistfully. “You’re hot no matter what. It’s not fair.”


    When they reached the salon, he yanked her up against him, leaned down and kissed her, hard and long, until she couldn’t breathe. When he stopped, she turned and realized they were right in front of the big window and all her coworkers were watching.


    She scowled up at him.


    He didn’t look sorry. In fact, he smirked and said, “I had to claim what’s mine.”


    Sighing, she rolled her eyes and pushed away from him, hiding a smile at the word “mine.”


    “Men!” she shouted over her shoulder.


    His cocky chuckle followed her inside, making it harder to hide that smile. But right when she stepped through the doorway, about nine women squealed and grinned at her. A few coworkers even clapped and jumped up and down.


    Oh my God.


    Sometimes working with a bunch of women in such a close environment really sucked. For the rest of the day, she played Dodge the Twenty Questions, counting down until their date tonight. And her date with his desk and strap.

  


  
    Chapter Eight


    “This is the act of a desperate man.” Kate laughed as she followed them up the stairs.


    “When you meet her you’ll understand.” Ambrose grunted and hefted his end of the desk.


    Banner almost dropped the other end, but caught it before it hit the metal stairs. “If a girl is the one, Trouble, a guy will go to ridiculous lengths to win her.” He and Ambrose exchanged glances, and Kate grimaced.


    “You just wanted to stick your dick in me.” Kate snorted.


    “Yes,” both men replied.


    Banner growled. “I’ll drop this fucking desk on your foot, you bastard.”


    “Oh, like that was a big fucking secret.” Ambrose rolled his eyes and shuffled backward when he got to the top of the stairs. If Banner thought any straight man on the face of the planet didn’t want to fuck Kate, he was a moron. “Things happen for a reason though. For me, I think Everly might be that reason.”


    They moved into the main loft area and set the desk down to rest for a minute. “This fucker is heavy. There’s no way you’ll break this one.”


    “Break it? You’ve broken desks before?” Kate asked.


    “You don’t want to know.” Banner raised his eyebrows at his wife, and she blushed. How Kate could still be blushing after hanging out with them so long was a mystery, but it was also adorable. “Wow. This place is a complete shit hole, Ambrose. She might leave your ass so she doesn’t end up having to support you.”


    Ambrose shrugged, looking around the rough space. He’d signed the lease only this morning, and managed to get everything else in without help, but the desk was too heavy.


    It was more of a warehouse than an apartment, but it was warm, and he liked the open feel to it. There was a lot of room to cook, too, especially now that his new stove, fridge, table, and chairs had been delivered. There was a TV and a couch, too, but he’d been careful to choose things that made it look like he had a modest income. The bed was tucked into a corner, and he’d been hard-pressed not to buy top-of-the-line linens for it. Maybe having money was starting to make him a little snobby about some things.


    They moved the desk into a big, empty space in the center of the room, and Banner walked around it. “This might be too much of a message, having it front and center here, don’t you think? And did you bring anything to put in the drawers or in your closet?”


    Ambrose gestured to a stack of boxes piled off to one side.


    “It smells like new furniture in here.” Kate shook her head. “What are you going to do about that?” She laughed.


    “Well, I’m cooking dinner, so hopefully that’ll disguise it.”


    “Why don’t you just tell her the truth? This is crazy.”


    Ambrose frowned, guilt niggling at his conscience. “I just can’t, Kate. Not yet. If she finds out now that I’ve got money, she’ll write me off in a heartbeat. I have to make sure it’s safe to tell her before I out myself.”


    Banner grabbed a cardboard box and opened it, then peered inside. “Poor little guy, embarrassed to tell his girlfriend he’s rich. That must suck.” He pulled a couple of coats out of the box. “At least you didn’t have to go out and buy thrift-store clothes for this. Your stuff already looks like crap. What millionaire wears a coat that he sewed back together with fishing line?”


    “Ambrose! I told you to throw that out like three months ago.” Kate tsked at him, but took the coats from Banner and hung them on the hooks by the stairs. “You need a woman to keep you in line.”


    Ambrose arched a brow at Banner, but his friend only shrugged. “You’re not Kate’s Master. She doesn’t have to kiss your ass. You want respect, you’d better earn it from Beverly.”


    “Everly,” Ambrose corrected.


    “I knew that.” Banner waved his hand dismissively.


    Boxes of cutlery and kitchen implements went into drawers, clothes were unpacked, books went on a shelf. A few files, a stapler, and some BDSM equipment went into the desk drawers. He put his laptop on top of the desk to make it look less like a porn prop. Mismatched throw pillows went on the couch, and he and Banner mounted the TV on the wall while Kate made up the bed.


    “Don’t make it look too perfect, Kate,” he warned. “Make it look like a man made it.”


    She snorted. “Well, I could throw the pillows on the floor and shove all the blankets off to one side. That would make it look more realistic.”


    “I don’t want her to think I’m a slob either.”


    “I’m sorry to have to let you in on this horrible secret, but you are a slob.” Banner clapped him on the shoulder.


    “Fine. Make it so it looks like I’m a slob on my best behavior, then.” He sighed. “I told her I spent the morning cleaning.”


    “When is she getting here?” Banner put the TV box with a stack of other boxes he’d agreed to take away with him.


    “Two hours. I guess I’d better get the food in the oven soon.”


    “What are you making?” Kate asked eagerly.


    “I’m doing stuffed chicken breasts with a pesto cream sauce.”


    Kate clapped her hands and grinned. “Let me know how it turns out! If it’s good, I want the recipe.”


    “Oh dear God. They’re food nerding again,” Banner said to no one in particular. “Are you going to put anything on your walls? I mean, I know you’re going for this roughing-it look, but it doesn’t even look like you live here. No plaster lions out front, and now bare walls. Don’t you have an extra fluorescent beer sign you can put up?”


    “There’s a mirror. I wasn’t sure where to put it.”


    Banner found the big, ornately framed mirror, and, without asking Ambrose, he hung it on the wall over the bed.


    “Classy,” Ambrose grumbled.


    “Oh, like you would have hung it anywhere else. Unless on the ceiling above the bed was a possibility.”


    All three of them looked up, but the roof was a long way off.


    “No blackboard?” Kate asked innocently.


    “Mmm... I really should get a blackboard,” Ambrose agreed.


    “Don’t encourage him, woman!” Banner narrowed his eyes at Kate. “He doesn’t want to fuck this up. Let the poor girl get to know him a bit before she finds out how much of a pervert he is.”


    “If she isn’t a pervert, she doesn’t deserve him.” Kate stuck her tongue out at Banner, and Ambrose politely turned away to prep dinner while Banner dealt with her. The giggling and gasping coming from behind him sounded like she didn’t mind the funishment in the slightest.


    “Just fuck her over there somewhere.” He waved them toward the living room area. “I need the table to get dinner ready. There’s always the basement, but there’s no furniture down there.”


    “I should find a piece of cardboard to throw down on the basement floor and remind her of what happens when slaves sass their Masters.” Banner growled.


    The sound of Kate’s whine reminded Ambrose of the noises Everly made for him at the restaurant earlier, and of the way she’d melted against him when he’d kissed her outside her shop. He glanced at his watch. Had it been two hours yet? Could he order her here sooner?


    “I think we’re going to go now,” Banner murmured. “Before this gets out of hand.”


    “I’m going to have to get a spray bottle to squirt you with when you start groping her in front of people. You’re married now. Isn’t the sex supposed to stop?” When he looked up, Kate was wearing her leather collar and looking up at Banner contritely. He must have had her play collar in his coat pocket.


    For the first time in a long time, Ambrose wasn’t envious of what they had together. Instead, he imagined what Everly would look like in that style of collar. Brattier, he guessed.


    And so fucking hot.


    He’d been up late the night before, browsing collars on Etsy instead of working, but he kept having to take breaks because the idea of her wearing his collar was making him crazy. She would never be a good girl for him—not without him catching her off guard or blowing her mind—but that suited him just fine. Girls that were chronically good were boring.


    “We’re leaving. Unless you need help with something else?” Banner’s eyes were gleaming, as though Kate was still all new and shiny and he couldn’t keep his hands off her.


    “No, if you get rid of those boxes for me, I’m all set. Go get your fuck on.”


    Banner nodded to him cordially and grabbed Kate by the hair. “We might even make it out of the parking lot first.”


    ***


    The candles he’d lit around the space, as well as turning off the lights, did wonders for his new apartment. He’d fed her, and now they were relaxing on the couch, watching a movie. It was possibly the most relaxed but ready for action he’d ever been on a date.


    “You have to quit feeding me so much,” Everly groaned.


    “Food is all I have going for me.” He smiled and switched to massaging her other foot.


    She sighed and melted against the armrest. “And massages. If I didn’t know any better, I’d swear you were trying to get me into your bed. Or would that be too inappropriate for one of your students, Professor?” She gave him an innocent smile and buttoned her blouse up, as though flaunting her cleavage throughout dinner had been an accident.


    The hem of her skirt had ridden up, and she tugged it down modestly, just as he was starting to think he was going to get a glimpse of what she was wearing underneath. Sexy, sweet, or nothing at all—he couldn’t decide which would be more of a turn-on. Even her smoothing her skirt down was doing it for him.


    “I don’t think it’s that odd for a professor to want to get to know his students,” he said, playing along. “We’re all adults, after all. There’s no reason to treat you like a child.”


    “No, Sir.” Everly pulled her foot away and slipped her black flats back on. “Actually, I needed to ask you something.” She slid the tip of her finger between her lips and sucked on it, and for a painful moment his dick seized his full attention and he forgot to answer her.


    “Uh... yes?”


    “Well, as you know, my grades on your assignments haven’t been very good. I’m not sure why, Sir. I seem to be doing pretty well in my other classes. I was just wondering if...”


    He cleared his throat because he was pretty sure his heart was beating in it. “If what?”


    “If there was anything I could do for extra credit?” She twirled her finger in her hair and blinked at him.


    “Well, I doubt that. I’m a bachelor, so I don’t have much that needs doing. What do you have in mind?”


    There was a hint of mischief in her eye, but she masked it. “Oh, I don’t know. Maybe I could... polish your silverware?” She bit her lip and he struggled to squelch the laugh that threatened to escape.


    “My silverware? Do I look like I have silverware?”


    “Maybe not, Sir. But what else could I do for you? I’d do almost anything.”


    “Almost?”


    She stood and moved to stand in front of him. The flash of bare thigh he saw past the sway of her skirt fascinated him. He wanted to put his mouth there, taste her, and maybe mark her.


    “Yes, Sir. There are some things good girls like me won’t do.”


    He’d see about that.


    “Come with me.” He took her hand, and she hesitated before letting him lead her to the desk.


    “You want me to do paperwork for you, Sir? Filing?”


    He moved his laptop onto the counter. “Lean over the desk.”


    She gasped, then swallowed hard. “But why?”


    Inside him, something sinister sat up and growled.


    “When I saw you at lunch, you had quite the sassy mouth on you.”


    She hung her head. “I’m sorry, Sir. I was so upset about my grade that I kept saying the wrong thing. Is there anything I can do to make it up to you?” Her expression turned hopeful.


    “Lean over the desk, Everly. That’s two. If I need to ask again, you’ll just be making things worse for yourself.”


    Something clicked. He could see it behind her eyes.


    “Well, what if I don’t want to lean over your desk?” She tilted her head in challenge.


    “I don’t recall giving you the option of disobeying me.” He wrapped his hand around her arm.


    “Heyyy! Let go!”


    He spun her around and shoved her down over the desk. She tried to rise, but he pinned her down with one hand and lifted the back of her skirt with the other.


    “Spoiled little girls like you need to learn to mind their manners.”


    “No!” She tried to hide her simple white panties with her hands.


    He groaned aloud. Between the modest underwear and the feigned reluctance, his pants were getting uncomfortable. That and the fact that Everly had the sweetest fucking ass he’d ever seen.


    He grabbed her wrists and fought her hands down until they were wrapped around the opposite side of the desk. “Hang on like this, Everly, or you’re not going to like what happens.”


    “I’m not?” she asked anxiously.


    “No.”


    He let go of her hands and her fingers stayed obediently where he’d placed them.


    With no need to hold her down, he lifted the back of her skirt again, draped it up on her back, and stood there staring for a moment. Would it be horribly rude to gawk at her and jerk off on her ass? Probably.


    He hooked his fingers into her panties and slid them down slowly, inch by painful inch.


    She whispered something he couldn’t hear, but the tone sounded embarrassed and aroused.


    “What are you doing?” she whined.


    “You’ve been a naughty girl, so you need to be punished.”


    “Nooo. I won’t do it again. I promise.” She squirmed but didn’t let go of the desk.


    Ambrose opened the drawer and took out the strap he’d made to use on her. Fuck the store-bought shit. He preferred his own handiwork.


    She was studying him, and when she caught sight of the strap she grimaced. “Aw, fuck.”


    “Language, young lady.” He tapped her luscious ass with the leather, and she froze in place. “For your sass earlier today, you’re going to get twenty. Understood?”


    The drone of the television in the background would have covered most noise she made, but they were in the middle of nowhere and she could scream her head off without anyone else hearing a thing. Was it creepy that it turned him on?


    “Twenty? But I won’t have any skin left!”


    “Then maybe you should have thought about that beforehand.” The sadist in him was wondering how much he could punish her before she begged for mercy. He imagined her sweet round ass rosy and her voice high and pleading. He had to close his eyes and calm his breathing. Going into a punishment too excited was a novice mistake.


    Ambrose put the strap in front of her face. “Kiss it.”


    She glared at him, and he grabbed her by the hair and shoved the strap in front of her mouth. For a moment she melted, kissed the strap, and whimpered. His adrenaline spiked, and he readjusted his dick, which was urging him to forget this punishment business and fuck her already.


    Patience.


    Ambrose delivered the first five before she finally went up on her toes. Admittedly, he was starting off light, but he was deeply enjoying the way her ass jiggled and the way she gasped with each stroke, trying not to get more turned on, even though he could see her arousal glistening along her slit.


    “Flat on your feet, young lady.”


    “Sorry, Sir,” Everly whispered. She looked over her shoulder at him, and her sultry expression came close to making him forget what he was in the middle of doing.


    She was getting cocky because he was being nice. Of course. Brat.


    That was the end of her warm-up.


    The next two were hard. She gasped in surprise and wriggled for him, but moaned and leaned into him when he ran his hand over the welts. Not good enough.


    He picked up his pace and increased his force. Eight, nine, ten, eleven, twelve.


    Everly was screeching and writhing now.


    “Ow, ow! Please, Sir. I’m sorry. I’ll be good!”


    Thirteen, fourteen.


    “I’m sorry. I’m sorry,” she babbled.


    Fifteen.


    “I doubt you’re sorry enough to satisfy me.”


    Sixteen.


    “Please, Master. I won’t sass you anymore!”


    Seventeen.


    “This one is for lying.”


    Eighteen was especially hard. She shrieked, dancing up on her toes.


    “Fuck!”


    “Tsk, tsk. Such obscene language from such a wholesome girl.”


    Nineteen. Twenty.


    “Please, no more.” She sobbed. “Please, no more, Master.”


    Her ass was fiery red and hot to the touch. Poor baby. As for Ambrose, he had a raging hard-on, and he was really hoping she’d sass him and give him a reason to keep going. He paced for a moment, unable to calm himself down. He felt like he could run a marathon and have energy left to fuck her senseless. There was something about her reactions that provoked his natural sexual aggression. Good thing she liked that. Yet another reason he couldn’t mess around with vanilla girls.


    She stayed where he’d placed her. Was she waiting for a command from him, or just recovering? Unable to resist, he dropped to his knees and kissed her welts, loving the way it made her pant and nervously clench her ass.


    “What’s the matter?” He bit a welt and she squeaked in dismay.


    “I just... I’m not comfortable with that.”


    “With what? Me playing with your ass?” He grabbed some lotion out of the drawer. And sat down in the desk chair, then coaxed her, belly-down, over his lap. “We’ll work on that. First, though, I’m going to take care of your poor bottom. If you weren’t such a bad girl, I wouldn’t have to be so rough with you.”


    “That wasn’t fun. Well, not the end of it, anyway.”


    Ambrose made a soothing noise, then poured lotion into his palm, warmed it between his hands.


    She sighed and relaxed against his lap just as he pinned her mid-back with one hand and smeared the lotion over her ass cheeks with the other. If she thought he was being nice, she didn’t know him very well.


    He rubbed it in more thoroughly, and a second later she hissed and started to squirm.


    “Stop, stop! It’s making it sting worse!”


    “Yes, I know, little girl. Just because the strapping is done doesn’t mean your punishment is over.”


    “But it stings!” Her bottom turned redder, if that was possible. He ran gentle fingers over the redness. Everly squirmed and bucked, pressing her legs together and trying to get away from the sensation.


    “You’re a jerk!” she hollered at him, wriggling and glaring at him over her shoulder.


    “Usually,” he agreed.


    He held her there and watched her process the sting, pleased by every plaintive whine and movement. Her panties had slid all the way off, and he coaxed her to spread her legs so he would have a more interesting view of her pretty pussy and the little pucker of her asshole.


    “Come on, princess. Get up on my desk, and we’ll see if there’s something you can do to improve your grade.”

  


  
    Chapter Nine


    “That punishment wasn’t enough?” Heart sinking, she climbed off his lap and winced.


    He helped her up onto the desk, but sitting right now was the last thing she wanted to do. Her ass was on fire and she didn’t like the wolfish grin on his face.


    “No, no. That was your punishment for what happened before. Now you need to pay up.”


    Everly tried to read his expression, but came up blank. The man had a good poker face. She just hoped there wasn’t more of that evil lotion. “What do you have in mind, Sir?”


    Ambrose didn’t answer, but slowly unbuttoned her blouse, exploring every bit of skin he exposed with his fingers and mouth. He sucked on her clavicle, bit her shoulder, kissed her neck, until she was breathless.


    “But, Professor! What are you doing?”


    “Tasting you.” He stripped off her top, unfastened her bra¸ threw them both on the floor, and shoved her down onto her back. The skirt was next.


    So much for staying in costume for him. She’d gotten the right response though. The strapping had felt a little extreme at the time, but the way he’d made her take it, and the stinging heat it left now, were conspiring to make her want to submit deeper to him. But making it easy just wasn’t her style. She hid her breasts with her arm, and her pussy with her hand, and looked at him coyly. “But how is my being naked going to help?”


    He reached into the desk drawer again, and Everly just managed to avoid craning her neck to see what was next.


    She’d hated the damn strap. Almost enough to orgasm.


    Running and hiding was an option, but he hadn’t done anything she wasn’t secretly okay with. Yet.


    Ambrose thumped a bottle down on the desk beside her. Massage oil? He opened the bottle, and she caught the faint scent of coconut.


    “No more lotion!” She tried to dart away, but he caught her with an arm around her waist.


    “Shh,” he whispered in her ear. “This won’t hurt you. I promise. It’s coconut oil.”


    Reluctantly, she let him steer her back to the desk. “But how is that going to help me earn a better grade, Professor? Do you have a crick in your neck you need me to fix?”


    “I’ll give you a crick in the neck.” He smiled and wrapped a gentle hand around her throat.


    Even though he was making a dumb joke, the feeling of it made her shudder, and her eyelids flitted closed.


    “Are you mine?” he whispered in her ear.


    Her breath caught. “Yes, Master.” Was this part of the role-play?


    He hummed with satisfaction and bit her ear just enough to send sparks of lust through her.


    “I’m going to give you a massage, because I enjoy the texture of your skin.”


    She eyed the oil askance. “And that’s payment enough?”


    He snorted. “Of course not. We’ll see where things go from there.”


    When she was stretched out on her back, a towel under her and another folded under her head, he spread oil over her skin and started to work out knots she didn’t know she had. In no time, she was so relaxed it felt like subspace.


    Everly’s mind buzzed, but her body felt like it was asleep and having the best possible dream. Ambrose tugged at her nipples with his slippery fingers, making her squirm. He parted her legs and massaged her thighs, then moved upward, spreading oil along her labia and then nudged between them to oil her clit. He rubbed it between his fingers, trapping it, holding her open and exposed while he made little light circles over it with the fingers of his other hand. He teased her until she was gripping the desk with clawed hands and her hips were thrust as high as she could go, silently trying to convince him to let her come.


    Two fingers wedged up into her slick entrance, and she wondered how much of that slickness was his oil and how much was just her. He leaned down and flicked his tongue over her sensitized nub.


    “Oh God, Ambrose. Please let me come.” Fuck, begging for it was just turning her on more.


    “I will, sweetheart. But not yet. You can wait, can’t you?”


    She wanted to scream and cry and have a fit. Evil man! But the desire in his pretty blue eyes made her want to please him more than herself.


    “O-okay.” Why was she agreeing? Maybe if she said no he would have gotten her off right away. She was so damned close.


    “Good girl.” His approval was so thick he could have fucked her with it. “You’re such a good girl for me, Everly.”


    “Good enough to get a reward?” she ventured.


    “Soon, baby. Come on, turn over for me.” He urged her to turn over, then positioned her so her arms were down by her sides and her legs were spread. She didn’t complain. She needed to come so bad it hurt.


    Ambrose lifted her hips and wedged a pillow under her.


    “Mmm. Your poor, sweet ass is so red.” He spread oil on her back, over her ass, and down her thighs and calves, then started to work on the knots on that side.


    “A mean man beat my hiney,” she mumbled in a baby voice.


    He chuckled, tracing what were probably welts back there. It tickled and made her jump. She tried to draw her legs back together, suddenly feeling shy that he had a front-row view of everything she owned.


    Without hesitation, he moved her legs back where he wanted them. “No, Everly. You need to stay where I put you.”


    The correction made all of her subby instincts turn her into putty. Just words. He didn’t need to smack her to make his point. His command was enough.


    He worked the knots out of her shoulders until she was pretty sure she’d drooled on the towel. Maybe that was the real reason it was there.


    Her back was next, then her ass. Although the area felt bruised, he was gentle enough that she didn’t complain. Her thighs and calves followed. When he’d finished there, her whole body felt pliant, but also like she was floating. His fingers wandered up her thighs, and he caressed her ass, moving gradually closer to the cleft. She clenched.


    He kissed her shoulder. “Shh. It’s okay, Everly. I know someone hurt you here, but I’ll take my time.” One of his hands closed over the back of her thigh. A finger strayed into the divide and tickled its way down, skipped over her bottom hole and moved on to her clit. He caught it between two fingers and rubbed it until she was begging again, then he brushed his finger back up to her asshole. He touched her there gently, carefully, rubbing around it, over it, getting her used to him accessing whatever he wanted.


    “When I play with you, your whole body is mine, isn’t it, baby?”


    “Yes, Master.” She whined. “Please let me come, Master.”


    He groaned and grabbed a possessive handful of ass cheek. She gasped.


    “You make me crazy.”


    “I’m not sorry.”


    Instead of being upset, he chuckled. More oil dripped down the crack of her ass, making her groan as the coolness met her overheated skin.


    His slick finger traveled back and forth over her asshole, and eventually she couldn’t stay tensed against him anymore. He played with her clit and applied pressure to her anus. She covered her eyes as she felt her body give up its fight and gradually let his coaxing finger in.


    “That’s a good girl,” he crooned. “Look at that. It wasn’t so bad, was it?”


    “No, Master,” she mumbled into the towel. He planted several kisses on the globes of her ass, and it gave her the shivers. “But it feels strange, and I’m embarrassed.”


    “I know, pretty girl. But you’re doing what I want, so you should feel proud of yourself.” He started to fuck her ass with his finger. It made her horny and squirmy, but she didn’t dare move. “Damn. You’re so tight.”


    Why did it feel so good when he did it? She could never tell him. The unfamiliar, invasive sensation made her clit feel even more swollen and needy, and her pussy begged for the attention he was paying her ass. Pressure built in her lower belly, and what felt like seconds later she was coming, hanging on to the desk as the waves of pleasure and discomfort threatened to overwhelm her. More oil, and a second finger slowly joined the first, feeling like he was opening her impossibly wide. Even though it was uncomfortable, he convinced her it wasn’t so bad by toying with her clit. He fingered her ass through a second wicked orgasm.


    She was limp and dazed from coming, yet somehow still frustrated and wanting. His fingers withdrew slowly, moving in ways that made her sob. He dragged her down the desk, until her hips were at the edge and her legs dangled, her toes just touching the floor.


    “I’m going to try to fuck you here now, okay? If it hurts too much, you tell me and I’ll slow down, or we’ll stop and try again some other time.”


    At that point all she was capable of was whimpering.


    “Is that okay, Everly, or should I stop now?”


    He wanted a definite verbal yes? Could this be any more embarrassing?


    “You can try, Master, but I don’t think you’ll fit.”


    The tip of his cock slipped against her immediately, and the warmth and dominance of what he was planning to do made it hot instead of scary. Ambrose didn’t rush things, she reminded herself. Ambrose was careful and patient.


    “Try to relax and push out,” he murmured. He was easing into her so slowly it was like he didn’t care if it took a decade. The one guy who’d done it before had taken her by surprise, without making sure she was ready. It’d hurt, and she’d never really trusted him again after that. With Ambrose, she found herself getting horny and impatient, and pushing back against him.


    His dick felt like a huge metal bar, but his appreciative groans and swears as he broached her made the discomfort worth it. She breathed through it, trying to convert the ache to pleasure. He pulled out and slicked himself with more oil, reclaimed the inch he’d gained. It felt like every hair on her body was standing on end. Gradually, he was persuasive enough to convince her body to take every bit of him. When he’d made it all the way in, he stroked her back and her thighs, giving her time to get used to the ridiculous amount of dick in her ass. He moved, and she felt helpless and fragile.


    Ambrose covered her with his body, making her feel safe. He kissed her neck and behind her ear, and groaned when she shifted happily beneath him. This she could stand. This she might learn to love.


    “You’re such a good girl for me, Everly. I know that hurt a little, but now that I’m in, it’s not so bad, is it?” He bit her shoulder and she gasped, then squirmed beneath him. He eased out a bit, then pressed back in, moving in small ways to loosen her ass’s death grip on his cock.


    “I don’t like it, Master,” she lied. She whimpered, and she swore his dick grew bigger.


    “Mmm. That just makes it hotter.” He pulled farther out and back in, still gentle, but moving faster now. The sensation took her breath away, and her toes dug against the wooden floor. It felt too bone-meltingly good. Oh fuck, she couldn’t come like this, or there’d be no convincing him to lose interest in doing it again.


    Don’t come. Don’t come.


    He pulled out, then pushed back in, paused between strokes, then did it again, driving her out of her mind. She screamed in distressed pleasure, too far gone to care about later. He stopped to check on her, but she ground back against him, and he took that as an answer.


    “Fuck, you do like this, my little liar.” He grabbed her hips and thrust back into her.


    All she could do was submit to him and try to hold out, but when his fingertips dug into her skin and his thrusts became erratic, her next orgasm escaped her control. She came, milking his cock with her ass. He cried out hoarsely, ramming into her several more times before he gave a final helpless swear and pressed as far into her as he could get. She mewled at the feeling of his cock throbbing in her ass.


    “All of you is mine now, princess.” He growled in her ear and her eyes rolled back, her body agreeing wholeheartedly with his words.


    “Yes, Master.”


    “And sometimes I’ll take your ass, even though you... don’t like it.” He snorted, like he didn’t believe the last part in the slightest.


    She groaned. “If you insist.”


    “Oh, I do insist. Any questions?” He led her toward the bathroom, steadying her when her knees shook.


    “Uh-huh.” She bit her lip, feeling mischievous.


    He arched a brow. “What, little miss brat?”


    “Just one question, Professor. Do I get an A?”


    He grinned evilly and bit her neck. “A+, I’d say. But I have to do that again, just to make sure.”


    Damn it. Her and her bratty mouth.


    Regretfully, he left her to go start the shower. When it was steaming, he motioned her in. “Come on. Let’s clean you up.”


    “This is awfully personal for a professor.” She eyed him slyly.


    Taking her arm, he helped her in. “Now I’m just your boyfriend.”


    The warm water hit her sore body, making her wince. “Ow.”


    Chuckling, he moved the dial and made it a little cooler then got in the shower with her. “Sorry.”


    “You don’t look sorry.”


    “You deserved it.”


    She couldn’t argue with that. And anyway, the feeling of being used and abused was fucking hot. It’d been a long time since she’d felt this good.


    No, actually, she’d never felt this good. No man had ever managed to satisfy her so thoroughly. Sex had been boring with her vanilla exes and kink had been hollow with random play partners.


    But Ambrose... He blew her mind.


    He took his time soaping her up, gently and carefully, like he was taking care of an injured kitten. When his hands ran over the welts on her ass, she gritted her teeth and moaned. He frowned and she wondered if he regretted hitting her so hard. She didn’t.


    His words from a minute ago finally registered.


    Now I’m just your boyfriend.


    “So you’re my boyfriend, are you?” she asked, trying to sound cocky and indifferent, but wondering if it came out vulnerable, like she felt. Rejection was still a risk, and it knotted her stomach.


    He looked up from where he was kneeling while washing her legs. “I think it’s time to label it that way, don’t you?”


    A smile tugged at her lips. “Sure.”


    With a satisfied look, he stood up then pointed the nozzle so it rinsed the soap off her body. Each time it hit her ass, it reminded her how well he’d managed her. How he didn’t take shit, but didn’t try to squash her fun either. That she could expect laughter with him but also the stern disciplinarian she needed.


    She was starting to think that falling for someone wasn’t so bad. Sure, she felt a little out of control, but maybe that’s what love was. Free-falling and hoping someone would be there to catch you.


    ***


    It was a little late to have Ambrose over, but he was coming anyway. She had to work tomorrow morning, so it was a good thing she wasn’t in the mood for sex. PMS did that to her. But Ambrose had practically been text-begging to see her. He’d sounded a little off, so she’d agreed.


    Nerves made her already sore stomach worse. What was so urgent that he had to come over at ten at night on a Friday? She knew he had a work holiday party that night, and that dates weren’t allowed, much to her disappointment, but now she was worried something had happened.


    Trying to resist pacing a hole in her living room floor, instead she poured herself a glass of wine to settle her anxiety. When a knock sounded at the door, she jumped and almost spilled it all over herself.


    She opened the door, knowing it was Ambrose, and he stumbled in. Far from looking like a blue-collar guy gussied up for an uncomfortable office party, his tailored black designer suit made him look like a high-priced hitman, or a celebrity. His style was too staid for GQ, but, hell, the sight of him was enough to make a girl sit up and beg.


    Too bad he was hammered.


    “Um,” she said, watching him sway a little. “Hi.”


    His eyes narrowed as he looked her over slowly. “You’re hot.”


    She’d purposely worn oversized pajamas so she didn’t give him any ideas. “Uhh. Thanks.”


    Something weird was definitely going on. He leaned in and hugged her, then sniffed her hair loudly. “Mmm. You smell like I remember.”


    Yeah, she could smell him too. Alcohol. “You’re drunk.” She pushed away.


    “A little.”


    “Did you drive yourself here?”


    “Of course not.” As if he owned the place, he plopped down onto her couch and threw his arms over the back of it. Clearly, he planned to stay awhile. “My friend dropped me off after the party.”


    She watched him a minute, wondering what the hell was going on. He gave her a heated look. Was this a booty call? “Look, Ambrose. I have work tomorrow. I’m not interested in having sex with a drunk-off-his-ass idiot.”


    “No sex. Just sit with me a minute. I’ve missed you.”


    “I just saw you two days ago.” Still, she walked to the couch and sat carefully next to him, hoping to avoid being puked on, if he was that far gone. “How drunk are you?”


    “I’ve been worse.”


    He was barely slurring, but she had no idea what to do with him now.


    Leaning back, he pulled her so she was up against his chest, then he ran his fingers through her hair. She was worried he’d be too rough, but he was so gentle she could barely feel it—as if he knew he wasn’t totally in control, so he was compensating.


    “I missed you,” he whispered.


    “You said that already.”


    “My brother brought his girlfriend, and it made me jealous as fuck.” He sighed. “He’s always bragging about shit.”


    Brother? He never said he worked with his brother.


    “So I had to come see you. My fragile male ego was at stake.” Chuckling, he buried his nose into her hair again.


    Wait a minute. His brother was allowed to bring a date to the party and Ambrose wasn’t? “You said nobody was allowed to bring their significant others.”


    “Hmm?” he hummed sleepily. “Oh. It’s... complicated.”


    Ringing started in her ears. Her heart twinged with pain then felt like it sank down to her stomach. Tears pricked her eyes.


    He hadn’t wanted to bring her.


    Her chest hurt. Past rejections went spinning into her mind. All of them hurt, but this was the worst. Was he embarrassed of her? Was she too loud or forward or something? She could behave. Didn’t he trust that?


    “Is... is there someone else?”


    That seemed to perk him up. “What?” His body shifted under her. “No. Don’t be ridiculous.”


    If not that, was it her hair or the way she dressed? She’d have covered the pink if that’s what he wanted. All he had to do was ask.


    That thought made her freeze. Would she really pretend she was something she wasn’t for him? Was she that hooked? She’d give up her wild hair and brightly colored nails to please him and not embarrass him? She’d sworn she’d never change for a man. Why was he different?


    He wasn’t. He’d lied to her.


    A painful lump got stuck in her throat, making it hard to get words out. “Are you... embarrassed of me?”


    She felt him twitch underneath her. “No.” He grunted, sounding irritated. “Of course not.”


    To her humiliation, a few tears leaked from her eyes, but he couldn’t see it as long as she kept her face down. “Is it my hair? Because I would change it for you, if it was really a problem.”


    He chuckled. “No. I love your hair. It’s nothing like that. It’s not you.”


    “Then why...” Her voice hitched, and she took a deep breath to calm herself.


    “Does it look like I give a fuck what people think of me? You could dye your head green and tattoo your face, and I would still be smitten with you.”


    Smitten? Was he giving her a line? Still trying to get action?


    He wasn’t pawing at her or anything. In fact, he seemed content just to lie there and hold her. But she needed answers. Lying wasn’t acceptable, especially with someone she was falling for so quickly. He was drunk and seemed pretty loose with his feelings. Maybe she could learn a few things about him while she had the chance.


    It seemed a little underhanded, but whatever. He’d lied to her, so that justified the means to get answers. Maybe the work party thing was part of his weird hot/cold routine. Was this a commitment issue? Was keeping her away from his friends a way to hold himself back from getting too deep?


    Maybe she should start there.


    But first, more wine. “Here,” she said, grabbing her glass off the coffee table, where she’d left it. “Finish this for me. It’s too good to toss out, and I’m not feeling great.”


    He took the glass. “Poor thing. Do you need me to do anything for you?” The question made her laugh inside. As if he were in any condition to do much for her.


    In control of her emotions now, she turned to see his face. It’d be easier to sense a lie that way. “Let’s play a game. I’m going to ask you a question, and if you answer it, I’ll take a piece of clothing off. If you choose to pass, you have to drink.”


    He arched a brow. “And what do I get out of this game?”


    “To see me naked. Duh.” She wasn’t really in the mood to be ogled, but she’d deal with it to finally get to the bottom of things. Besides, she was hoping he’d pass out before she had to take everything off.


    “All right.” He put the glass of wine back on the table. “We’ll play your little game. But when I’m sober, we’re gonna play my kind of game.”


    She had no idea what that meant, but what were the chances he’d remember saying that? “Deal.” Smiling that her scheme was working, she went to the kitchen to get a shot glass and a bottle of vodka.


    “First question,” she said. “Why didn’t you bring me to the party tonight?”


    With a sarcastic look, he held out his hand for the wineglass.


    Scowling, she remained still. He wasn’t off the hook about that. They had a brief stare-down, then he sighed. “I’m sorry I didn’t bring you. I felt like it was too soon, and I didn’t want to scare you off.”


    His expression was too drunk to judge his sincerity, so she just rolled her eyes and moved on. Lecturing him in this condition was a waste of fucking breath.


    “Um. How many exes do you have?”


    “Ugh. I’m too drunk for math, brat.” Still, he seemed to ponder it. “For the last couple of years, I’ve been playing with Banner’s leftovers, so who the fuck knows?”


    “Are there any significant ones?”


    At that, a shadow passed over his face. Now they were getting somewhere. “After high school? One,” he said. “My slave. Ex-slave. It was a long time ago.”


    “What happened?”


    “She—” He paused and narrowed his eyes.


    Fuck. Was he onto her?


    He flicked an imperious finger at her clothing. “I answered. Off with your clothes, woman.”


    Fair was fair. And she felt like she was getting somewhere with him. She thought for a moment then took off one sock.


    He rolled his eyes.


    “Finish what you were saying, and I’ll take off my shirt.”


    “I could make you do it now,” he said in his Dom voice. Only it was slurred, which made it hard to take seriously.


    “You won’t.”


    “How do you know?”


    “Because you’re a gentleman, even when you’re drunk.”


    He laughed too loudly. “I’m no gentleman.”


    Looking him in the eye, she told him honestly, “I trust you.” And she did. Though she hadn’t known him that long, she trusted him not to harm her. Because under the gruff exterior and sadism, he was a good person.


    For a long moment, he just stared at her, his expression thoughtful. She wondered if he’d forgotten the question, but then he sighed. “Her name was Shae. We were engaged. Then she left. It was sudden, and she didn’t even say good-bye.” His gaze fell and he added, in a soft voice, “I wasn’t the same after that.”


    Well, that certainly answered a lot. His pain was written clearly on his face. How long ago was this? It must have been at least a year or two, but he didn’t look like he was over it. What did that mean for them? She didn’t want a fixer-upper, and he’d promised he wasn’t one, but clearly, he still had issues. What had she gotten herself into?


    “Until you,” he said.


    “What?”


    “I haven’t been the same until you.” He gave her a lopsided grin. “If you haven’t noticed, I like you very much, Everly.”


    For all his Domliness, there were times he was simply adorable. A man who’d had his heart crushed but still opened up to her. He played with her, giving her what she needed, treated her like a kitten during aftercare, and had called himself smitten. Maybe he was a little broken, but she wasn’t exactly perfect either. In his drunken smolder, she saw a piece of truth. She wasn’t the only one falling head over heels this time. And he would definitely be there to catch her.


    “I like you a lot too.”


    He slapped his hands on his thighs then stood up. “Come on. I’m putting you to bed.”


    He’d forgotten about the shirt thing? Jeez. He really was drunk. She rose, too, but snorted and arched a brow at him. “I think I’m putting you to bed.”


    His brow furrowed. “If I sleep here, will it mess up your work schedule tomorrow?”


    “No.” She stretched and started for the bedroom. “You’ll be too hungover to be in my way.”


    Waking up to Ambrose in her bed, she’d be hard-pressed to ever leave, so it was a good thing he was drunk. She’d slip out while he was still asleep then try to make it back during lunch to check on him.


    But now she was exhausted. Processing everything that’d happened would have to wait. And if Ambrose thought he was off the hook for lying about the work party, he was sorely mistaken.

  


  
    Chapter Ten


    He rubbed her cold, red nose with his own.


    “Don’t do that!” Everly laughed. “You’re going to make my nose run.” People in parkas and big winter boots shouldn’t, as a rule, look sexy, but somehow the woman was making it work for her.


    Ambrose moved back to his place behind her, holding the placard she’d thrust into his hands when he’d gotten there. A typical crisis at work had held him up, but she didn’t look the least bit annoyed. Now he was her backdrop while she handed out pamphlets and talked to holiday shoppers about the need for another shelter in town. Apparently, the two that already existed were always full, and there weren’t enough beds. Or food.


    His woman wasn’t wealthy, but here she was freezing her ass off to make the world a better place, where up until today, he’d sat all cozy in his big house and burned money. Not literally, but that didn’t make him any less ashamed.


    The blue knit hat she wore and her rosy red cheeks made her look livelier than ever, and her passion about her cause lit a fire inside her that was like a beacon. A lot of people instinctually tried to ignore the protesters, but when they caught sight of Everly, they were drawn in. Her passion paired with her friendly and approachable demeanor made them stay to listen.


    As for Ambrose, he just tried not to scare people away. He stood back and watched because every time he tried to give people information, they looked terrified. Everly and her friends had noticed, too, and Everly had told him to stand back and hold a placard before someone called the cops on them for intimidation.


    Standing in the mall parking lot wasn’t his idea of a good time. His toes were cold, and he was worried about Everly catching a chill. When he got home, he was going to make some calls and see if he couldn’t fix this problem so they wouldn’t have to do another education demonstration until, say, midsummer. Sometime when they could relax in the sun and have a barbecue instead of sacrificing themselves to the elements as an act of penance for having money.


    Had he really just thought that?


    Shallow, self-absorbed idiot.


    He hadn’t grown up with money. There were charities that he and his company gave to regularly, but he’d never actually put himself out to make life better for people who hadn’t gotten as many breaks as he had. Treating employees well didn’t really count, since that made the business run better, and most of them had become his buddies. What Everly did—sacrificing her time and comfort for complete strangers—was more altruistic than anything he’d ever considered doing. Listening to her talk about social responsibility had opened a door in his mind that he’d never noticed before. Amassing wealth and helping your friends was all well and good, but while he was wasting time and money on diversions, there were people suffering right under his nose.


    It made him uncomfortable.


    Was he supposed to give away everything he owned to even things out? If he were a cutthroat bastard, he’d be a lot wealthier than he was, but he tried to make sure he didn’t screw other people over. They all moved forward together.


    He wasn’t a monk who’d taken a vow of poverty either. He liked having money. He’d worked hard to get where he was.


    Her words, though, made him feel ashamed. He could do more—he would now. But he was still lying to her. What the hell would she think of him when she found out? He wasn’t in the habit of showing his investment portfolio to women he played with. Talking money was crass and personal. But now...


    He’d called her his girlfriend. She was his actual girlfriend. His submissive. Not just some girl he messed around with. This relationship was getting more and more important to him, and it was partially built on a lie. The lie had taken on a life of its own, and his efforts to not get caught were leaning toward the ridiculous.


    Even lying to her about the office party had almost killed him. He’d watched his employees and their significant others dance and eat and drink together, and he’d spent the whole evening trying to look happy while he regretted her not being there.


    But she would have found out he owned the company.


    His guilt was starting to plague him.


    The family Everly was talking to smiled and waved to her as they left. She turned her amber gaze to him, seeming pleased with her success.


    The affection in her expression warmed him, and for a minute he forgot his feet were blocks of ice. Then reality came knocking. Anxiety twisted in his belly.


    He had to tell her. And soon. Before his lies ruined everything.


    ***


    Ambrose handed Everly a steaming mug of hot cocoa. She wrapped her hands around it and sighed with pleasure. Trying not to jiggle her, he cupped her tiny socked feet between his hands, trying to warm them up.


    “So what are we doing for Christmas?” Did girls like Everly even accept gifts, or did they ask for immunization donations for children in other countries?


    She shrugged. “My Mom and I usually have dinner together Christmas night. I’d like it if you came with me. Don’t worry. She’s nice.”


    He’d been thinking about gifts when he brought it up, but she was right. They had moved on to the meeting-the-parents stage. Did he come clean before he introduced her to his family, or did he coach them to avoid talking money?


    “Do you think your mother will like me? Are there subjects I should avoid while we’re there?” Fuck, this was kind of nerve-wracking. People generally liked him, but if her mother didn’t, it would seriously suck. He knew how close Everly was to her. Did her mother hate rich people too? Would he have to win two people’s forgiveness?


    “She’ll love you. Just don’t tell her you like to tie me up and beat me. She might have trouble liking you after that.”


    Ambrose chuckled. “I’ll behave. Our family thing is Christmas Eve at my parents’ house.” He piled another blanket on her, wishing she’d let him draw her a bath. Her skin still felt ice-cold. “My family knows I’m into kink, and they don’t judge, but I won’t do protocol in front of them.”


    “So you’re not going to make me sit on your lap and call you Master while we’re there?”


    “I don’t make you do those things. You just know your place.” He arched a brow at her, and she blushed, but inched closer to him. He pulled her into his lap, careful not to spill her drink. “Am I allowed to buy you pretty things for Christmas?”


    Man. She’d been in his lap for two seconds, and his dick was getting hard. Like it sensed her nearby and knew exactly where it wanted to be, without any prompting from his brain.


    She squirmed against him, her subtle smirk telling him she knew exactly how she affected him. Her ass felt cold even through their layers of clothes, and he started thinking of interesting ways to warm it up.


    “Pretty things? Like what?” Words were coming from her mouth, but he could tell she was more interested in teasing him with her body than getting an answer.


    “Hmm. I’d say lingerie, but seeing you in it would be more a present for me, so that’s not really fair. I don’t know.” He shrugged. “What would you like? Flowers? Jewels? Someone to peel your grapes?” A car? A pony? A trip to Tahiti? He wished he could shower her with expensive gifts. He hadn’t had anyone to spoil in a long time.


    “I don’t know. I don’t really need anything.”


    “Well, I’m not offering to buy you socks or Tupperware.” He swatted her thigh. “It’s Christmas. Think fun and impractical.”


    “I don’t know.” She grimaced. “I don’t do impractical very well.”


    “You might not like what I pick,” he warned playfully.


    Everly put her hot cocoa on the coffee table and started to be more obvious about grinding against him. He leaned back and watched the way her ass moved while she drove him crazy. How hard would it be to talk her out of her pants? Yeah, yeah, she had her period. Blah, blah. Like any men he knew cared about that. So it was a little messy. Better than being cut off for a whole week. Obviously, she was interested.


    She paused. “Can I have orgasms for Christmas?”


    “You’re getting those anyway. Whether you like it or not.”


    She groaned, then grinned over her shoulder at him. “You know we can’t have sex today. Why are you such a mean, mean man?”


    “You’re the one being a tease. Besides, you like me mean, don’t you, my little slut?” He grabbed her hair and she gasped, then moaned.


    “Mmm... Yes, Master.”


    He bit her neck and she melted against him. “We need to stop.”


    “Why?”


    “I told you, I have my period.”


    He lowered her to the floor.


    “What are you doing?” she complained.


    “Is there something wrong with your mouth?”


    “But that’s not fair!” She pouted.


    He unbuckled his belt and pulled it from the loops, then unzipped his jeans. She seemed sulky, like she was going to make a fuss, so he wrapped the belt around her neck and made it into an impromptu leash.


    Everly gasped then glared up at him. “You’re just going to use my mouth, and I don’t get to come?” Her lowered brows were ferociously adorable.


    He shrugged. “You decided on the rules. If you don’t like them, that’s not my problem.” Having her on her knees in front of him, after spending the better part of the afternoon in public, where he could only look and not touch, was very satisfying. Coming down her lovely throat would be even better.


    Ambrose fished his dick out of his jeans and used his belt to tug her closer. “Come here, little slave. My cock misses you.”


    She rolled her eyes and huffed at him. “How did we get from you wanting to buy me pretty things, to you wanting to jam your monster cock down my throat?”


    “When you’re a naughty tease, there are consequences.”


    “I just wanted to cuddle.”


    “You’re a very wiggly cuddler.”


    “Your dick was hard. I was just trying to get comfortable.”


    “Well”—he presented his finger to her mouth, and she sulkily allowed him to push it in—“it’ll be easier to cuddle with me after you fix this, then.”


    Check and mate.


    For a short while, Ambrose amused himself by toying with her mouth, feeling her teeth, tracing her lips. She was already horny and in no time she latched onto his finger and started to suck. The feel of her suckling his finger made his cock ache for her mouth. When he brushed his dick against her lips, she transferred her attention there, and sucked him off like a good girl.


    The makeshift leash in his hand only made it better.


    By the time she got him off, she was squirming and desperate for release. He overrode her modest objections and carried her off to the shower. Good girls deserved orgasms.

  


  
    Chapter Eleven


    Don’t you dare drive in this weather, Everly.


    She could almost hear the command in his voice, but also the worry, and it made her smile. Silly man. Leaving her toothbrush in her mouth, she typed back a response.


    I’ve lived here my whole life, and, amazingly, I’ve managed to survive without your overprotective ass telling me what to do.


    In her mind, he arched a brow but couldn’t hold back a smirk because, secretly, he loved her bratty side. But really, it wasn’t snowing that hard, was it? She finished her teeth then peeked out the bedroom window.


    The ground and cars were covered in a thick coat of white fluffiness. Jeez. It picked up fast. Thank God it was Sunday and she didn’t have to work in this mess. She and Ambrose had planned to spend the whole day together. He’d promised her a “wining and dining adventure.” They were supposed to go to a wine tasting then another one of his favorite restaurants. The man had a lot of those. Strange for a blue-collar worker. But sometimes taste defied status.


    It made her a little worried for their future together. She couldn’t, in good conscience, let him keep spending so much money on her just for food. If they were going to have something long-term, he’d have to scale back the fancy stuff here and there. They were still in the impressing-each-other phase, so she let him spoil her, but guilt was starting to push in. How could he afford to keep up that lifestyle? She guessed because he lived modestly in every other way he could spend his extra money on fancy food and experiences. The resourceful thriftiness would come in handy someday—like when they had to put together a nursery for a baby.


    “Whoa,” she said to the window. “Slow the fuck down.” Her uterus was spinning out of control.


    Her text alert beeped.


    Just stay put, little girl.


    She grinned at her phone. Are you going to wine and dine me in my little apartment?


    Secretly, she hoped he’d fuck her. Her period was finally over and she’d been hard up since.


    Don’t worry. I have a new plan. Do you have warm clothes? Or only fashionable, impractical things?


    Warm clothes? Why did she get the sense she wasn’t going to like this? She was about to respond when another message came through.


    Never mind. I’ll take care of everything. Be there soon. Xoxo


    She wasn’t sure whether her stomach fluttered with excitement or anxiety. Maybe she should put her schoolgirl skirt on. At least then she’d know where things were headed.


    Speaking of clothes, she was still in her pajamas. What should I wear for this mystery date?


    It took a few minutes for him to reply, which she spent staring at the phone in the middle of her bathroom. So annoying. She was fucking hooked.


    Warm clothes that you don’t care about getting ruined.


    “Fuuuuuck.”


    They were going fucking skiing or something dangerous and... cold. Maybe she should have warned him about how much of a wuss she was. Unless she was protesting, spending long amounts of time outdoors really wasn’t her thing. Couldn’t they just watch a movie or something normal?


    After spending half an hour deliberating over what to wear, she finally settled on an old pair of sweatpants and a thermal shirt she’d had since high school. It was warm, but she looked like a slob. This was definitely not her idea of a romantic date.


    With a sigh, she threw her hair in a side braid then searched her room for her gloves and hat.


    A knock at the door interrupted her and she went to open it, afraid of what she’d see on the other side.


    It was Ambrose, covered in white powder, wearing a parka and hat and grinning like a fucking idiot. “Hey, my little snow angel.”


    She started backing away. “No. Whatever your plan is, no.”


    His evil laugh didn’t comfort her. He followed her inside, shaking himself off like a dog and stomping his boots on the mat in the entryway.


    Then she noticed the shopping bag in his hand. “The abominable snowman brought gifts?”


    “Yup.” He placed the bag on the back of her couch then started pulling out the items. “Here,” he said, shoving a pair of snow pants at her. “Try these on.”


    She stood there flabbergasted, unsure of where to even begin. “Just what do you have in mind for this date, Ambrose?” Her gut had been right. She wasn’t going to like this.


    With a twinkle in his eye that reminded her a five-year-old, he said, “We’re going sledding.” Then he pushed a pair of snow boots into her arms.


    Stunned, she looked down at them. The tag read clearly, SIZE NINE. “How do you know my shoe size?”


    “I make it my mission to know everything about you.”


    “That’s creepy.”


    He laughed.


    “This must’ve cost a fortune.” She looked over everything he’d taken out of the bag—wool socks, a fleece hat, thick waterproof gloves, hot pink snow pants. “I can’t take all of this.”


    “It’s not your job to worry about that.”


    “Yeah, but this is—”


    “Shush.” He started pulling the shopping tags off the items. “You’re gonna give me a complex. I can take care of my woman.”


    “I’m not going sledding.” She placed the boots back in the bag. “You can take this stuff back.”


    “What’s the matter?” He smirked. “It’s gonna mess up your pretty hair?”


    “Yes.”


    “Poor baby. Are you scared? I didn’t know I was dating such a chicken.”


    She rolled her eyes. “That’s not going to work on me. I’m not eight years old.”


    With a sigh, he stepped closer. When she grimaced and tried to back away, he grabbed her around the waist with his cold, wet arm.


    She squealed. “Ugh! Ambrose, you’re freezing!”


    “Come on,” he rumbled, bringing his face close to hers, like he was going to kiss her. “Do it for me.”


    Squirming, she tried to get away. “Your nose is so cold!” Chuckling, he rubbed it on her cheek. She couldn’t help but laugh at his silliness. “Ugh. How did I get stuck with a boyfriend like you?”


    He let her go and stepped away. “Like what? Handsome and charming?”


    “Crazy and ridiculous!” She didn’t tell him how adorable she thought he was when he got playful like this. As much as she loved his masterful side, his unpredictability and delight in certain things made him fun.


    “I’ll give you lots of orgasms after,” he said with a hopeful lilt in his voice.


    She froze in place. He was going to bribe her with orgasms? “Seriously?”


    “As many times as you go down the hill, that’s how many orgasms you’ll get.”


    Crossing her arms over her chest, she stared at him. He didn’t need to know she was actually considering it. “Can’t we just skip to the orgasm part?” She really should have worn the schoolgirl skirt.


    “Hey, you promised me a game the other night.”


    Shit. “You remember that?”


    “This is my game. You owe me. Now get your ass in these cute snow pants before I beat you.” His eyes darkened. “I promise sledding will be a lot worse if you’re sore.”


    Sighing loudly, she grabbed the pants out of his hand. She’d go, but not without attitude. “My ass is going to freeze out there,” she mumbled, pulling the snow pants over her sweats.


    “Mmm. I know exactly how to warm it up.”


    Yeah right. If she turned into a popsicle, he wasn’t touching her.


    ***


    Her fingers and toes finally thawed in the warmth of the hot tub. “Mmm,” she purred as the jet stream hit her back. “Good call coming here instead of my apartment.”


    Across from her, Ambrose chuckled.


    “I can’t believe your friend is gone again though. Is he ever home?”


    His gaze dropped, and he shrugged. “Now and then.”


    “Why bother having a mansion if you’re not home to use it?” She shook her head. “Another reason why rich people are so weird.”


    “Yeah.” He sighed deeply, then a twinkle appeared in his eye. “You had fun today. Admit it.”


    Going for nonchalant, she said, “It was okay.”


    “Just okay?” He scoffed. “I could hear you giggling all the way down the hill.”


    So it’d been a little more than just okay. Despite the cold, he’d made her feel like a kid again. For once, she didn’t care how she looked, who was watching, how hard she laughed. They just let loose and had fun, like they were fucking five years old. It was sort of... amazing.


    “Maybe so.” She reached her foot out toward him, and he caught it between his hands. “But now you owe me. We had your fun. When do I get to have mine?”


    “Be patient, little girl.”


    Purposefully, she pushed her bottom lip out into a pout, and he laughed.


    “Bad girl. Be careful or I’ll lose patience and fuck you right here.”


    “Ew.” She grimaced. “Not in your friend’s hot tub. That’s skeevy.”


    “On that chair, then,” he said, pointing to the spot where she’d danced for him weeks ago. “I thought you wanted your dozens of orgasms.”


    “Dozens? I don’t think it was dozens.” He’d sand her clit off if he gave her dozens. “Even I can’t get off that many times, and I’m pretty damn good at multiples.”


    “I noticed.” He winked.


    Feeling bratty, she pushed. “Besides, I doubt you’re skilled enough to give me dozens.”


    As she’d guessed, his brow arched. “You sure you want to go there, brat?”


    “You’re good, but I don’t know if you’re that good.”


    Before she had time to react, he pounced. She squealed as he picked her up out of the tub and leaned her over the edge. Fighting was no use—he pinned her down on the cold tile and held her wrists at the small of her back. Her ass was on full display.


    Now she was fucked.


    She turned her head so he couldn’t see her smile.


    “You didn’t expect to get away with insulting me, did you?” With his free hand, he yanked down her wet panties—which she’d insisted on wearing into the hot tub. “Not smart, brat. Your ass is wet and already warm. This is gonna hurt.”


    At that, a flurry of smacks rained down on her poor ass, making her squirm and yelp.


    Fuck. She hadn’t thought through the wet-butt part. She kicked and connected with him a few times, but it only made him hit harder. She couldn’t stop laughing though. It was the wrong reaction, because he grunted and kept going, but she couldn’t help it.


    It hurt, but it was still playful. “Stop!” she cried out, trying to contain her giggles. “Stop! Please!”


    He did, then pulled up her underwear. “What do you have to say for yourself, girl?”


    Turning her head, she gave him a teasing look. “You are the Lord of the Orgasms, Sir. Your fingers are as big as sausages and give me much pleasure.”


    His booming laugh echoed in the pool room. Then he released her hands and scooped her up into his arms. “You’re lucky you’re so funny.”


    She squirmed in his arms until she could wrap her legs around his waist and kiss him. He took his time, heating her more than the warm water did. She ground her pelvis against him, feeling her clit swell and beg for attention.


    Then he pulled back and stared at her—like she was something worth staring at it. After surviving high school, she’d developed a sense of confidence, but something about Ambrose made her feel fluttery and vulnerable. Not in a bad way—he made her feel sexy, too—but vulnerable, like she was a lamb and he was the hungry wolf about to eat her.


    And right now, that sounded pretty good.


    She could come to love him someday.


    Wait.


    She froze. Her heart pounded in her ears.


    Did thinking she could love someone mean she already did?


    “Come on.” He rose from the hot tub, water cascading down his back and legs. “I brought something with me I want to play with again.”


    At the table, he dug into a small bag she hadn’t noticed before. Whatever it was, she was game. Curious and playful now, she left the hot tub to get a closer look.


    When he turned around, he held up the belled nipple clamps they’d used last time they were in this room, and smiled.


    She knew her eyes widened. Not only because she felt it happen, but she could tell by the satisfied look on Ambrose’s face. Why did Doms enjoy shocking their subs so much?


    But nipple clamps? With her skin all hot and vulnerable? Fuck no. And her period just ended, which meant her breasts were still sensitive and sore.


    By the look in his eye, she could tell he was undeterred. Backing away, she slowly shook her head.


    He nodded and grinned, moving toward her.


    Instinct made her fling her arms over her breasts. He laughed, evil and maniacal. A second later, he was on top of her. He clutched tight onto her upper arms and panic hit.


    For some reason, all she could think was get away. The idea of those things on her nipples... She shuddered. She couldn’t handle it. Not today.


    So she ran.


    She caught a confused look on his face just before she turned the corner into the bathroom and locked the door.


    Panting, she leaned up against the door.


    Shit. What was she doing? Why did she run? It was a game she’d played before, sure, but it was usually mutual and for fun. She had just run because she’d been... scared.


    Was he going to be pissed?


    As if on cue, he boomed from outside the door, “Everly, I’m going to retrieve a few things upstairs.”


    She gulped.


    “When I come back down, you’d better be waiting in the living room for me.”


    Okay, that didn’t sound too bad. Maybe he was just getting them warm clothes.


    “If I have to wait for you, your punishment will be worse, so I suggest you get your ass out here.”


    Crap. Biting her lip, she paced the bathroom a few times. They’d only had funishment so far, not actual, real punishment. Unless the strap incident counted. How bad would it be? Her stomach sank even as her clit tingled with excitement.


    God, what was wrong with her? Ambrose wasn’t a Dom to be fucked with, and she’d just pissed him off. This was no time to be horny. Yet she was.


    But staying in the bathroom would only end up worse for her. She just had to suck it up, walk out, and deal with whatever came.


    When she heard his footsteps move up the stairs, she opened the door and scuttled to the living room. Thinking she’d better look pretty damned sorry, she took off her wet panties and knelt on the ground in front of the fireplace.


    The heat from it brought her attention to the fact that he’d turned it on. Probably for her. At least he cared enough to do that. Maybe she wasn’t in too much trouble.


    He appeared a few moments later, holding a wooden hairbrush at his side.


    Fuck. She hated wooden implements. Floggers and crops and canes were so much more fun. Her gaze stayed on the brush, and she whined.


    Moving toward her, he lifted it up. “Don’t like this, huh?”


    Gaze on the rug now, trying to look contrite, she shook her head.


    “Good. Maybe you’ll learn your lesson, then.” He sat down on the couch then didn’t say anything for a minute.


    Too afraid to look at him, she stared at the blue carpet and counted the circles that made up the modern pattern.


    “Come here,” he ordered.


    She knew enough about Doms by now to win brownie points, so instead of walking, she crawled to him.


    When she reached his feet, she looked up at him. There was interest in his gaze, but he seemed to have it firmly under control.


    “Who are you now, Sir? The Sultan again? Or are you my professor?”


    He frowned. “We’re just me and you. There’s something you should know, Everly. I’m not just the bedroom-only playful Dom. I love bratty subs, but that doesn’t mean I’ll put up with everything. Especially not running away.”


    “I panicked.”


    “Then I expect you to talk to me about it. You can always safeword. You should know I’m willing to discuss things, that I won’t force you into things you’re afraid of.”


    Shame filled her, and she dropped her gaze to the ground again.


    “Look at me.”


    Ugh. Did she have to?


    A finger came under her chin and he forced her head up. She let her eyes meet his, saw the disappointment there. For all her bratty ways, she didn’t really want to upset him. Her eyes started to water.


    “You have to trust your Master.”


    She nodded.


    “We don’t run away from each other. We talk.”


    “Okay.” Her voice trembled. He was right. She should’ve just told him her nipples were sore and she was afraid of the clamps today. Running away was stupid, but it’d been an impulse. She wasn’t used to having a Dom who cared about her feelings so much.


    “I’m going to punish you sometimes if I feel like you need it. Do you understand that?”


    She nodded.


    “I expect you to accept your punishment. If you don’t think you deserve it, we can talk about it. But today, you need to be punished before you get your orgasms.”


    Unable to look at him, she stared at the ground again.


    “Do you agree you need to be punished?”


    Nodding again, she grimaced.


    “Excuse me?”


    “Yes, Master.”


    Gently, he pulled her over his lap. She braced herself for the pain the hairbrush would bring, especially on her already sore ass from the hot tub spanking.


    He must have noticed her tense, because he smoothed a hand over her sensitive skin and said, “Relax. We’re just going to talk for now.”


    Oh God. Here? Over his knee? She wasn’t feeling very conversational. “Again? Just get my punishment over with, Master.”


    “I decide those things, Everly. Do you really want to be getting yourself into more trouble right now?”


    “No, Master.” She sounded sulky, even to her own ears.


    “Then shut your bratty mouth.”


    Sighing heavily earned her a stinging swat. Then he smoothed his hand over it. “Who do you belong to?”


    Ugh. So he was going to embarrass her with questions. “You, Master.”


    “Who does this ass belong to?”


    “You, Master.”


    “And your nipples?”


    She hesitated, not liking where this was going. Was he going to force the clamps on as part of her punishment? “You, Master.”


    “Why didn’t you want me to use the clamps? You seemed to like them the first time.”


    “I... I don’t know really. My nipples are really sore right after my period, and I was afraid you’d force me.”


    “You were afraid of anal before. Did I force you and hurt you, or did I ease you into it so you liked it?”


    He had a point. “The second one, Master.”


    While he spoke, he stroked her ass and thighs. Was he trying to relax her or turn her on? Or just keep her from getting bored, face shoved into the couch, answering his silly questions?


    “So next time you’re afraid or uncomfortable with something, what are you going to do?”


    God, the lecturing was worse than any pain he could give her. Couldn’t he just spank her and get it over with? “Talk to you, Master.”


    “Good girl.”


    His approval felt good, despite the trepidation the hairbrush was causing. The wood glided across her skin, making her flinch.


    “I want you to count,” he said. “‘One, I will not run from Master.’ Like that, okay?”


    “Yes, Master.” But what if she couldn’t breathe? “How many?”


    He paused, making her wonder if he hadn’t thought it through and if that meant worse for her. “Until I think you’re really sorry.”


    But I am now!


    Whack.


    “Ouch!” She flailed, unprepared for the first hit to be so hard. “Don’t I get a warm-up?”


    “Not for a punishment,” he answered then tightened his grip on her waist. “Besides, wasn’t the hot tub warm enough?”


    Ugh. Dom sarcasm.


    Smack.


    She grunted.


    “Start at one,” he said.


    Oh yeah. She was supposed to be counting. “One, I will not run from Master.”


    The next one hit right on her sit spot. “Ow! Two, I will not run from Master.”


    He hit harder with each one, and her voice went up at least an octave by ten. The pain wasn’t so bad—she’d had worse with the strap and with canes. But for some reason, the counting and the lecturing and the fact that she’d upset him made it a hundred times worse. It felt like real punishment. When other Doms had “punished” her it was in fun or in role-play, not a real, deep down authentic punishment because she’d done something her Dom had disapproved of.


    This felt real. With every hard smack, it sank in deeper. She’d hurt him and their relationship by running.


    “Twelve, I will not run from Master.” Tears spilled down her cheeks. Her voice quavered, and her ass felt like it was on fire.


    Whack.


    A deep sob escaped her and her whole body shook. “I’m sorry,” she blurted in a small voice.


    The brush dropped to the ground. “Good girl.” He smoothed a hand over her sore ass and whispered shushing sounds while she sobbed into the pillow.


    It hurt, but not as much as she’d expected. The sobs were more about regret than pain.


    He let her cry for a few minutes as he rubbed his hand down her thighs, over her ass, and even on her back. Then he lifted her so she was sitting upright on his lap. Unable to face him, she buried her head in his neck. His arms came around her, squeezing her against him.


    “You took that very well,” he crooned in her ear. Stroking her hair, he whispered sweet things to her, and eventually her sobbing slowed to the occasional hiccup.


    “A-are you...” She steadied her voice. “Are you still going to use the nipple clamps, Master?”


    “No. You have a legitimate reason for me not to.” He chuckled and pulled her back so he could see her face. “I’m not cruel.”


    She snorted. Her ass begged to differ.


    “I never want to scare you or traumatize you. You’re too important to me for that.”


    He hugged her again and an overwhelming feeling of warmth flooded her.


    “How important?” she mumbled into his neck.


    He sighed deeply before answering. “Very important.”


    “Why?”


    “Why? What kind of question is that?”


    “A valid one.” She cuddled her face more into his neck, enjoying how his scent calmed her, even after he’d lit her ass on fire. But for some reason, punishment felt like love. What a weird, fucked-up relationship they had.


    “Well... you’re important because...” He hesitated, making her whole body tense with anxiety.


    Did he feel as strongly for her as she did for him? Was her puppy-dog infatuation one-sided?


    “Because... I love you.”


    She straightened then grinned at him. “I knew it!”


    His brow creased. “Did you just manipulate me?”


    “I had to know for sure.”


    “Bad girl,” he said, chuckling.


    “You can’t be mad at me.” She bit her lip, a knot forming in her gut.


    “I can’t?”


    “No. Because...” With a deep breath, she said it. “I love you too.”


    Ambrose grinned, his eyes shining, and so blue she felt like she could dive into them. He watched her like she was the most amazing thing in the world. It was the most wonderful feeling—like she was the most important person in the world to another person. She’d had men say they loved her before, but with Ambrose she could see the adoration on his face. People said that real Dominants often worshiped their submissives, but she’d never seen it for herself. The link that was being forged between them made the other D/s relationships she’d been in seem like pale imitations of the real thing.


    He traced his finger over her bottom lip, his gaze never leaving her face. How could it be that his soft touches aroused her as much as the spankings and the sex?


    Before she had time to seriously contemplate that, he was brushing his lips against hers, taking her mouth as though it belonged to him. For a long while he did nothing but kiss her, and it was somehow as magical as she always thought a kiss should be.


    “You already knew I loved you?” he whispered against her mouth, sounding amused.


    “Only because you’ve been showing me that you do for weeks. You make me feel like you love me, which is more important than pretty words.”


    Ambrose smiled and stroked her hair. “That’s because it’s true, and sometimes true things are easier to show than say.” He kissed her again, briefly, then set her on her feet. “Now, I need you to hang on to all of those warm, fuzzy feelings, and try your best to remember I love you.” He got to his feet and started to lead her down the hall, back toward the pool area. When they got to the stairs they descended.


    “What are you going to do to me?” This didn’t bode well. His words had almost sounded like a threat.


    “Well, some mouthy little girl wounded my pride. So now we’re going to spend some time proving her wrong.”


    “But... I don’t think I like the sound of this.” She thought about trying to lag behind, but he had a firm grip on her wrist and seemed quite determined. “Aren’t you finished punishing me?”


    “Did I give you that impression? I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to mislead you, slave.” He had turned to look at her, and his expression was sinister.


    Everly would have come in her panties, if she were still wearing any. No one could look as truly evil as Ambrose did when he had a plan.


    She thought about whining, but the bastard would probably like that. Maybe giving him some satisfaction would make him feel more charitable toward her?


    He walked her to one of the support columns in the lounge area and backed her against it. “Stay,” he commanded.


    Oh God, why did it turn her on so much when he issued commands like she was his pet dog? Probably because she could tell by his expression and the way he held himself that he fully expected her to be an obedient little pet. She waited while he rooted around in his bag, pressing her thighs together to try to give her poor, aching clit some relief.


    How did she get herself into this? With a vanilla guy, she just could have said, “Dude, it’s fucking time,” and the guy would do a back handspring then do pretty much anything she asked if it meant he was getting laid. She had a feeling even if she begged Ambrose for relief right now, it wouldn’t divert him from his plan. Masters were so damned stubborn.


    Ambrose returned with several silky-looking scarves.


    “No, Master, not scarves!” she begged in a mocking tone. “What’s my safeword again? I’m so scared.”


    He grumbled something about bratty slaves needing to be taught when to keep their mouths shut, but she stood on her toes and kissed his jaw, then down the side of his neck. He gave an un-Domly purr, and didn’t object when her hand groped at his hard-on. He bit her hard on the neck, and dry humped her against the column, frustrating the hell out of her. She felt a certain amount of satisfaction over the fact that he seemed to be suffering as much as she was.


    Desire spiked, and she wondered if she could convince him to forget about fancy bondage shit and just bang her already.


    Ambrose spread a staying hand across her upper chest and pulled away from her. “Bad girl. Quit tempting me.”


    “But, Master, what kind of slave would I be if I didn’t tempt you?” she simpered up at him, batting her lashes. “I live only to please you.”


    He chuckled in spite of himself and shook his head in exasperation. He tied one end of a scarf around her wrist, put it through something above her head, then pulled. Her arm was hauled upward, and he tied the free end to her other wrist. She felt like a sacrifice left for the minotaur. When she looked up to see what he’d looped the scarf through, there was a suspicious-looking O-ring conveniently anchored there. It didn’t seem to serve any other practical purpose.


    “You like that? I put that there just for you, for this.” He stepped back and thoroughly eye-fucked her.


    She quivered, frowning, ready to start begging.


    “Shh. Not much longer, sweet girl.”


    He gagged her with the next scarf, tying it behind her head, and used another long one to tie her ribcage against the column, so she was well and truly stuck.


    The last length of fabric he shook out and showed to her. “Do you trust me? Can I blindfold you?”


    She nodded.


    “Can you safeword? Try.”


    Her safeword came out garbled but understandable. Ambrose’s wicked grin was the last thing she saw before he covered her eyes and tied the scarf securely.


    “Look at what we have here.” He chuckled. “A present! Look at all the pretty ribbons.” Here and there, gentle touches came. Fingers, tongue, the tug of teeth, hands sliding over her skin, small pinches on the ass, plucking at her nipples, tickling the piercing between her legs. It was almost as though he’d hired a team of hands to help out. She widened her stance, silently begging for something more. “Mmm. What a pretty little gift.” His hand went around her throat. “Is this toy mine to play with?”


    Everly whined, feeling her sense of self slipping. She nodded her agreement. At that point he could have asked her anything, and she would have done it for him. He played with her gently, teasing, making her quiver and shake. Begging noises came, and when they won her no mercy, she fell silent, other than her breathing, which was loud in her ears. His fingers drifted to the cleft of her ass and followed it downward to her bottom hole.


    She whimpered and went up on her toes, but he just followed her movements and did what he pleased, sending jolts of electricity zipping through her. He dribbled something down her ass, and he slicked it back and forth then played there. Something was pushed patiently up inside her, and when it was in, he patted the end of it. It felt like a plug. He fiddled with it, and the damn thing started to buzz deep inside her.


    “Oh!”


    He chuckled in her ear, and she squirmed, trying to find him with her needy body. Stubbled cheeks grazed her thighs, and a tongue flicked over her slit. Fingers opened her wider there, and his tongue sought out her painfully stiff clit, brushing over it with short, teasing touches, toggling her clit ring until her breaths were ragged gasps. When she’d gotten the damn thing, she’d never realized how much evil a man could do with it.


    Just a little more... If he would just latch onto her clit and suck for two seconds...


    Then he was gone, and she shrieked in frustration.


    “What’s the matter?” His rough voice growled in her ear. “My toy sounds like she’s suffering. But I’m not hurting you, am I, slave?”


    “No, Master.” Her words were garbled but understandable.


    “So what, then? Do you need to come?”


    Fuck, she’d never had to come so badly in her life. “Yesss,” she hissed around the gag. “Pleeeeease, Master!”


    “That’s too bad,” he sighed with mock regret. “At one point I thought I could give you multiple orgasms, but you convinced me I was wrong. Now I may not even be able to give you one.”


    Fuck. Okay, well, maybe she deserved that for having said it in a bratty moment, but she’d learned her lesson. Really!


    The soft touching started again, and she began to scream and cry. She shrieked in frustration, and he laughed out loud.


    “Do you think your little tantrums are going to change my mind? You’re my toy, so that means we’ll play my games. Maybe I won’t let you come at all. Do you think you deserve to come, or have you been a bad, bad girl?”


    Desperation seized her. He wouldn’t let her come at all? He couldn’t be serious. But what if he was one of those Dominants who got off on days upon days’ worth of orgasm denial? They’d never really discussed it, and she hadn’t marked it on her list of limits, because she’d never thought of it as a serious possibility.


    “Please, please, please...” The begging turned into a high-pitched cry, and more sobs.


    “My poor little princess. What do you need, sweet girl? Do you need me to leave you alone so you can think about this?”


    “Nooooo! No, no. Need to come.” She could feel her hot tears prickling, soaking her blindfold, dripping down her cheeks the way wetness was dripping down her thighs. The thing in her ass was gently buzzing away, as though it had all the time in the world. She was so fucking horny her ovaries were blue. Fuck blue balls. Blue ovaries were ten times worse.


    What if this wasn’t even turning him on? What if he was just watching the effects of what he was doing and laughing at her responses?


    Master was cruel, and this wasn’t fair. He could fix everything and he chose not to.


    As he played, her mind started to haze over. That line of thinking snuffed itself out.


    Was it her place to question what Master wanted to do to her? Maybe she was a bad girl. Did she deserve to come? She had said terrible things to him. It had been a joke, but maybe goading him so far had consequences she needed to remember.


    Master had said he loved her, and he never lied to her. Not like the other men she’d been with. This one told the truth.


    Always.


    Clinging to that, she let go of everything she thought he should do, and instead accepted what he chose to do. Her body was his. If she believed that—truly believed it—she needed to learn to leave the choices to him.


    She relaxed, letting him replace her will with his own.


    “That’s right,” he whispered. “Let go and let me take care of you.” She heard some clicks. Was he taking pictures?


    Calm had spread over her mind, and she let him make that decision. Another buzzing noise started. He nipped her bottom lip and she opened her mouth, feeling his fingers probing it, feeling her teeth and tongue. She tried to suck his fingers, but the gag was in the way.


    The buzzing thing touched one of her nipples, and she jerked away then pressed toward it. A vibrator—strong enough to sand off her nipple if he kept it up. Instead, he used the thing to draw a path down her body, like a swarm of kinky bees attacking her.


    He got to her pussy, but lightened the pressure on the thing, holding it just far enough away to make her crazy.


    “Show me,” he rumbled.


    Show him what?


    “Get yourself off with it, slave. I’m not helping, except to stand here and hold it.”


    Nooooo. This was too embarrassing. But she needed to come so bad! He might decide not to let her come at all.


    “Show me how you come, sweetheart. Is your greedy pussy going to drip all over my hand?”


    Oh fuck. Two more fucking words. She wouldn’t even need the vibrator.


    She stood very still, but that wasn’t what he wanted.


    His hand went to her ass, toying with the plug vibrating there. Her body tried to get away from the weird sensation, and her hips shot forward. Clit met vibe, and she screeched, overwhelmed, tried to back away, only to have him fuck her ass with the plug. She tried to save her ass from him again, and pressed hard against the vibe a second time. She pinballed back and forth between the two, helpless to stop.


    “No, no, no.” The orgasm had built up too far, and now she was afraid. He tugged the gag down and the blindfold up, then crushed the vibrator against her clit.


    She shrieked, her whole body seizing up and holding there, as though the orgasm was too big and didn’t know how to get out. Her mouth hung open, and all there was for her was bright lights and buzzing.


    “Ohh, that’s a good girl,” Ambrose murmured. “That big one is trying to come out, isn’t it? Come on, baby, come for me.”


    Her body listened to his voice, and the orgasm rolled out like it had a mind of its own, holding her hostage while her body throbbed and trembled and spasmed. Pleasure of a painful intensity overloaded her, and her legs gave out. He pressed her back against the pillar, pinning the vibe between his thigh and her pussy, while he untied one of her wrists, then her ribcage. She came again, the second orgasm wringing out more than she’d thought she had left. Dazed, she didn’t protest when he laid her on a chaise and pushed her thighs back, exposing all of her tender parts to his gaze.


    He lightened his touch with the vibrator, and crouched over her, sucking and biting her nipples. A third orgasm was his reward.


    “Oh God!” She’d lost all jurisdiction over her body. She didn’t want to come anymore, but he didn’t seem to care.


    “I’m not a God. Just your Master. The master of your body, for now, at least. I wonder if I’m the master of your mind yet?”


    “Yes, yes, Master.”


    His smile was fearsome.


    He tugged on the buttplug, removed it, lubed her again, then, just when she thought he’d take her, he coaxed a bigger plug into her. She hissed, trying to stop, but the vibrator and the pressure in her ass had her screaming with pleasure again. He fucked her with the plug, holding her down, while she weakly tried to escape.


    “Do you feel this plug in your ass?”


    He set it to a slow throb. How could she not feel it? It was huge.


    “I’m going to fuck your sweet little cunt while this vibe is still in your ass.”


    “No,” she whimpered. “It’s going to hurt me, Master.”


    “It probably will, a little. Can you imagine how full you’ll feel? How mine?”


    “No, please, Master.” She begged, her face itching from the tears and drying drool and mascara she could feel smeared down her face. Master was watching her like she was the most beautiful toy he’d ever seen.


    “Okay,” he conceded. Was he shaking too? “I’ll put the smaller one back in before I fuck you. But if I do that, you have to come for me again.”


    “I can’t!” she squealed, exhausted. It felt like someone had jellified all of her bones.


    He used his mouth, teeth, and the bigger plug to show her that she most definitely could. The pitiful, weak cries when she came sounded pathetic, even to her. She lay under him limply. There was no point in struggling. She was going to orgasm again if he insisted on it.


    The smaller plug went back in, and he folded her legs back again, until she was practically bowed in half. He stood over her and angled his cock downward into her pussy. He groaned and gritted his teeth as he convinced her body to take him. The tight fit intensified the buzzing in her ass.


    “Fuck. Fuck. What the hell was I thinking?” His teeth were clenched, and his fingers dug cruelly into her flesh. “You’re so fucking tight. And the vibe...” He moved cautiously until her body relaxed around him, then fucked her hard and fast, his face right above her now, his gaze locked on hers. “Fuck, I’m going to come, baby. Do you have another one for me?”


    “No!” she lied.


    Master stopped, then started to fuck her slow, but so hard that each thrust rattled her teeth. Oh fuck. He hit her G-spot and the hazy, befuddled subspace glow grew, making her thoughtless—helpless. Her clit was being squeezed by rough fingers, and her body rose up higher to meet his pounding rhythm. She came when he did, yelling in her ear, beating her into the chaise with his body. She took all of it. His fingers clenched convulsively on her abused clit, and she came again, her whole body a throbbing, sticky ache.


    The last orgasm sent her off into a hazed, blissful world.


    She was His. And she never wanted to wake up.

  


  
    Chapter Twelve


    Ambrose sat in the passenger seat and tried to slow down his heart. Banner’s car crunched along the snow-packed streets far too slowly. He was tempted to tell his friend to pull over and let him take the wheel, but that would probably just end up with him getting a speeding ticket.


    “If you’re that nervous, maybe it’s too soon,” Konstantin grumbled from the backseat.


    Fucking Konstantin. “I know you don’t get it, but I’m not in the mood for advice right now. Besides, I’m not about to take advice from a guy who’s planning to marry a complete stranger.”


    Kon chuckled. “Everly is hardly more than a stranger to you. You’ve known her what... four months?”


    “So? Sometimes these things happen.” Ambrose’s hands linked together, fought each other. He didn’t know what to do with himself. Being a passenger always made him antsy, but today was worse. “I knew she was mine the first day I met her. If anything, I feel like I’ve been dragging my feet on this too long. Sometimes you have to do the right thing, even if it seems crazy.”


    “Is lying to her ‘doing the right thing,’ too? Odd,” Konstantin mused, his voice sardonic.


    Ambrose frowned out the window, but said nothing. He didn’t want to think about that.


    To take his mind off things, he contemplated the details of the new contract he’d signed right before the guys had picked him up, and wondered if he should tell his HR rep to hire a few more drivers. Drivers for other companies checked in regularly, hoping to get their foot in the door with Langly. Thankfully, having a good reputation as an employer meant never being short-handed.


    A million years later, Banner pulled into the driveway of a modest brick bungalow and put the car in PARK.


    “Here?” Ambrose raised an eyebrow. “It looks so... normal.”


    “And what? We don’t?” Konstantin leaned over the seat and looked Ambrose up and down. “Hey, Master Ambrose, who let you out of the house without your leather pants? And where’s your whip?”


    “I’ll show it to you later.” Ambrose winked at him, and Kon rubbed the top of his head affectionately.


    Banner shook his head. “I can’t take you two assholes anywhere. Now be polite.”


    “Speaking of assholes, did Everly give hers up for you yet?”


    Ambrose glared at Konstantin. He wasn’t about to share the intimate details of his relationship with her.


    “Ow. Enough with the ‘fuck off and die’ eyes. I just wanted to know when you’re going to share her with me. You like DP, and you always share girls with me.”


    An unfamiliar jealousy gnawed at him. It was true that he and Konstantin usually thought nothing of sharing girls, but Everly was a different story. “You touch her and I’ll kill you.”


    “Calm the fuck down.” Kon grimaced at him. “Like I’d touch her without your permission, suka.”


    They got out of the car and walked to the door, both of them in a sullen silence.


    Banner was trying to swallow his amusement.


    “What’s so funny?” Ambrose grumbled. “Other than that bitch calling me a bitch?”


    “You. This must be serious, if you’re not willing to share.”


    “Being in love makes you grumpy and selfish,” Kon said. “I won’t bring it up again, but if you change your mind, I’m more than willing. She’s got curves in all the best places.”


    “Don’t look at her,” he snapped.


    Now they both laughed at him. Banner gave him a playful shove, and he stepped partially onto the snow-covered lawn. His instinctual reaction was to grab a handful of the fluffy stuff and give Banner a face wash, but he wasn’t in the mood. Now there was snow melting in his shoe, and he was excited and irritated and overwhelmed.


    “Like a dog with a bone.” Konstantin shook his head.


    Banner rang the doorbell, since he’d been there before. A sixtyish-year-old woman answered the door. Her short-sleeved T-shirt revealed a multitude of faded tattoos on her arms.


    “Hi, Della.”


    She smiled and stepped back to let them in. “Heya, Banner. Come on in. Just toss your coats on the rack there.”


    The house was warm and smelled of bleach, like they’d interrupted her cleaning the bathroom.


    “So which one of you lucky gentlemen is Ambrose?”


    Konstantin grabbed Ambrose’s shoulder and moved him forward, then slapped his back.


    Della smiled kindly. “Do you know what you’re looking for? Depending on how complicated the design is, I might be able to finish it while you’re here. If it’s fussier, it might take a few days.”


    His heart felt like it was thudding in his throat.


    “Uh, I don’t know. She’s a brat. She’s fun and funky and drop-dead gorgeous.” And she deserved the best collar anyone could make.


    Della snorted. “You let the girl you want to take as a slave be a brat?” She shook her head. “The beginning of the relationship sets the tone, Ambrose.”


    A girl in her late twenties padded into the room, dressed in a 1950s-pinup-girl dress. She went directly to Della and curtsied, her gaze politely downcast.


    “The leather swatches, please, Misty.”


    “Yes, ma’am.” She curtsied again and left the room. Pretty little thing, but she didn’t hold a candle to Everly.


    “See? Now, Misty would never give me sass. Maybe she had some fight in her when we met, but I fixed that quick.”


    Misty was back in a moment and knelt at Della’s feet, offering up a stack of leather in different colors. Della ignored her.


    “So is this collar for play or daily use?” She went to the sofa and arranged herself comfortably. Misty knee-walked to her and waited, the swatches still offered up to her mistress.


    “Probably for play. I’ll get her to help me pick out something subtle for wearing in vanilla contexts.”


    Again, Della looked nonplussed. “I’ll make something sturdy. If she needs a lot of training, the collar you put on her might need to take some abuse. Now, do you want something like lace or bells on it? Is she a baby girl or a kitten?”


    A montage of Everly in costumes and situations they hadn’t explored together yet started playing in his head. So many perverted things he wanted to do to her.


    “Something neutral is good for now.”


    “Spikes? Decorative chain? Something hand-painted? Her slave name?”


    Suddenly, the room felt too small and sweat sprung out on his forehead. Banner never said this would be like playing Twenty Questions. Of course, he could always buy her more collars later, but none of the others would ever be this important first one—the meaningful one—that spoke of his commitment to her.


    Della took the swatches from Misty. “Go get drinks. This looks like it might take a while. What about a metal O-ring or a D-ring to attach a leash to? Do you want one? Two? Three?”


    Finally, easier questions. How had Banner come here alone for Kate’s first custom collar? Ambrose might have fainted if the guys hadn’t volunteered to go with him.


    “Just one.”


    “How wide do you want the collar? As wide as a posture collar?”


    “No. Wide enough to make her feel owned, but not wide enough to restrict movement.”


    “How big is her neck?”


    Shit. How was he supposed to measure for something like that?


    He looked at his hands and thought about how her neck felt when he had them wrapped around it.


    “Show me.”


    A little creeped out about having this conversation with a strange woman, he made a circle with his hands, remembering instinctively how much his fingers overlapped.


    Banner and Konstantin both chuckled, but Della waved a hand at them.


    “Oh, like you were any better, Banner.” She rolled her eyes. “The first time you came, you had to bring me that ugly sex-store collar you were using on Kate to show me her size.”


    Misty brought them coffee. Ambrose was coached through picking colors and embellishments, and hoped he’d chosen things Everly would like.


    The design of the collar was important, but whether she’d accept it was still a mystery. Sure, they’d said the L word to each other, but that didn’t mean she was ready to accept him as her Master in a more permanent sense. Maybe it was “I love you for now,” or “I love you based on what you’ve told me about yourself.” Maybe having a collar made for her was premature, considering how much he was keeping from her.


    Della focused on cutting things out and stitching them together, and the guys settled in to wait. Banner was getting a kick out of pointing out the subtle and not-so-subtle kink renos that had been done, just in the living room, even though Ambrose spotted most of them before he said anything. When you were into kink, you never assumed the O-rings in someone else’s ceiling were for missing swag lamps or plant holders. Almost every piece of furniture had been adapted so restraints could be easily attached. Della was hard-core, and Ambrose felt like he’d been invited into the home of a kink Jedi.


    “So when are you going to come clean with her?” Banner asked, grimacing. “You shouldn’t offer her a collar until you two have that conversation.”


    Ambrose sighed, his hope sinking. Things were going so well. Did he have to tell her?


    Of course he did, but he wished he would have found a way to tell her sooner. The longer it dragged on, the worse all of his rehearsed explanations sounded in his head.


    “Just tell her the truth. What’s the worst thing that could happen?” Konstantin punched Ambrose’s shoulder and then leaned on him. “If it’s that much of an issue, then it’s best to find out now. You can only keep this game up for so long.”


    “What’s that?” Della asked, looking up from her work. “Have you been lying to this girl?”


    Ambrose nodded, ashamed to have to admit it.


    “Well, fuck. Even the newest of Masters knows that’s no way to start a relationship.” Della frowned at him, and he felt like he was in the principal’s office. “You can’t give this to her until you lay all of your cards on the table. So what’s the big secret? You have another girl on the side who she doesn’t know about?”


    “No.”


    “You’re fucking pretty boy there?” she asked, flicking a finger at Konstantin.


    Konstantin chuckled and shifted closer, throwing an arm around Ambrose’s shoulders.


    “No,” Ambrose replied. “He wishes.”


    Banner grinned and sat on Ambrose’s other side, joining in the group cuddle.


    Della rolled her eyes. “So what, then?”


    “She doesn’t know he’s rich and he’s too chickenshit to tell her.” Konstantin barked a laugh. “Poor girl. She’ll be so disappointed to find out you want to take her to Europe.”


    “How on earth do you hide something like that?” Della asked. “Do you want a regular buckle, by the way, or a locking one?”


    “Regular.” He moved to put his empty mug down on the coffee table, refusing Misty’s offer of another refill. She whisked his mug away almost before it touched the wood. He had a hard time imagining Everly being a service sub like that, but they could always hire a maid.


    “He rented a crappy apartment in a crappy part of town and everything.” Banner nudged him companionably. “To be fair, he still dresses the same as he always did.”


    “She has an enchanted pussy,” Konstantin confided. “Banner and I can’t think of any other reason he’d be doing such crazy shit.”


    Della whistled. “It might seem ridiculous, but lying is lying. How can she trust you with her submission and her safety if you’ve been lying to her?”


    “But if I’d told her right away, she never would have given me a chance,” Ambrose explained. Della’s words made panic rise in his chest. “She hates rich people.”


    “Then that would have been her choice, and maybe her loss.” She shrugged. “If you really love her, though, lying is a craptastic way to show it.”


    Even mousy little Misty nodded her head in agreement.


    Damn. That was the same thing Kate had said. And his mom, when he’d told them not to mention it when they were there for dinner. Fuck.


    Christmas was in two days—then he’d tell her. Afterward, so that if she hated him forever, at least he didn’t ruin the holiday.


    It had seemed like such a harmless lie of omission in the beginning. Like any woman would care that much that a guy had money? But he’d been so wrong, and now the best thing that had ever happened to him was hanging in the balance.


    ***


    “You okay?” Everly looked at him. He loosened his grip on her hand, realizing he’d probably cut off her circulation.


    The strains of Gene Autry’s Christmas album filled his parents’ living room. Usually the songs brought him back to Christmases as a kid, but the tension from the past few days was making him edgy.


    Knowing they were going to visit Everly’s mom tomorrow was freaking him out. His relationship with Everly was based on a lie, so his relationship with her family was going to be a sham. The thought had kept him awake all night, staring at the ceiling. Only Everly using him as a pillow had stopped him from pacing the house.


    “Yeah, I’ll be fine.” He smiled at her, wondering if she’d be smiling back at him a few days from now, when he told her. Waiting until after Christmas had been a stupid idea. He’d thought it would keep the holidays from being ruined. It was too late now. “I’m just thinking I should check on the turkey.” Plausible excuse, since the turkey smelled amazing.


    She frowned. “That’s a pretty serious frown for turkey.”


    Awkwardly, he patted her. He rose and went to the kitchen, leaving Everly alone with the festive music and his parents’ obnoxiously decorated tree. As long as she didn’t look at the thing too closely, she might not notice that the ornaments were all hand-painted by him and Augustine when they were little. Classy, his family was not. Although the apple hadn’t fallen far from the tree.


    In the kitchen, his parents were whispering to each other.


    “What’s up?”


    His mother turned to him, her lips pursed. “Well, since you’re asking,” she whispered, “I’m not at all comfortable with you involving us in this big mess of lies. Everly is a lovely girl. Even if she forgives you later, what is she going to think of me for agreeing to keep my mouth shut?”


    “It’s not like he’s hiding a mistress or something, Jody,” his father mumbled back, keeping an eye on the door. “Is hiding something good really that big of a deal?”


    She arched a brow. “Well, hiding the new mixer you got me for Christmas was one thing. This is a little different.”


    “I know. This is probably the stupidest thing I’ve ever done. And that’s saying something. I just need a chance to put this right. A few more days?” Ambrose gave her the pathetic puppy eyes, and she finally sighed and grimaced.


    “Fiiiine. Just don’t blame us if we slip up. We’ll do our best.”


    His father shook his head, but busied himself with taking the turkey out of the oven. If Mom said okay, Dad never contradicted her.


    His father started his signature whistling along with the music coming from the living room, and Ambrose wished he could freeze this moment in time. It would have been like their own family holiday card, other than the fact that he had The Lie hanging over his head, and Augustine was missing. His girlfriend, Charlotte, had insisted on going over to her parents’ house for the evening. Ambrose didn’t mind because it meant fewer people had to cover for him, and his parents could get to know Everly better. He knew they’d love her. Who wouldn’t?


    The commotion in the kitchen caught Everly’s attention, and she wandered in. Without any hesitation, his mother handed her a potato masher.


    “Do you mind?”


    Everly grinned. “Not at all. Ambrose never lets me help.”


    “He can be a bit controlling.” His mother realized what she’d said and started to laugh, and his father joined in.


    Ambrose rolled his eyes and shook his head. Leave it to his parents to get creepy.


    “But I guess I don’t need to tell you that.”


    Oh jeez. He was going to disown them.


    Everly’s cheeks went pink, but she glanced at Ambrose and laughed, at least. “You should see your face.”


    “I’m just trying to decide which nursing home to put them in when they’re old,” Ambrose grumbled. “I need to find somewhere that believes in feeding the residents TV dinners every night.”


    His father clucked his tongue in mock disapproval. “Now, now, son. I know you’re annoyed, but luckily, your memory is short, and you’re not that cruel.”


    Everly opened her mouth to respond, her eyes dancing with mischief. He arched a brow at his girl and she shut her mouth, satisfying herself with a giggle.


    His parents turned away to fiddle with the gravy, and he grabbed Everly’s ass hard and gave her a warning look. A fire lit behind her eyes, and her expression softened. Unable to deny himself, he leaned down and kissed her, pulling her to him and enjoying the feel of her in his arms. Having her here with his family like this made him happier than he ever would have guessed. He loved having her to himself, but there were so many parts of his life that would be better if only she were there with him. Soon. As long as he could convince her he’d had his reasons to lie, and that he’d never meant to hurt her.


    She stretched up against him, trying to get closer, and his body growled for hers. Maybe after dinner he could show her his old room. Trying to seduce her into fucking under his parents’ roof would probably be a challenge, even if he got her good and subby first.


    Everly was watching him, a look of adoration on her face. A protective and tender ache started under his ribs. There was nothing he wouldn’t do for this woman.


    Thank God for Kate telling him he needed to get a proper haircut for her wedding. He might never have met Everly otherwise. A series of astounding coincidences had brought them together, which made him wonder again about fate and other unseeable forces.


    Loving someone this deeply couldn’t be an accident.


    He studied her heart-shaped face. Every fleck of gold in her amber eyes held him transfixed. Time, like his heart, slowed.


    When he was an old, old man, he wanted to die looking into those eyes.


    His mom cleared her throat, and he reluctantly let Everly go.


    “Quit snogging and help with the food.” His mother laughed, and smacked the back of his head affectionately.


    The table was already set, so it only took a few minutes to get the multitude of dishes out into the dining room. He struggled to think straight again, like he’d fallen into a well and couldn’t climb out.


    “Mom, how much do you think we eat? There’s enough food here for an army.”


    She sighed. “I still cook like you and your brother are teenagers. It was like you had a hollow leg back then.”


    Oh fuck. Not stories from his childhood. Although, considering she was willing to avoid talking about his financial situation, he couldn’t complain.


    “It’s so funny. When Ambrose was a little boy, we just couldn’t get him to eat. Pizza, chicken nuggets, grilled cheese... We tried everything, even the overprocessed stuff. He’d turn his nose up at it and ask to go watch TV. He got so skinny that we had to hang on to him if there was a brisk wind.” Jody shook her head. “Then one day, it was our anniversary, and we took the boys out somewhere nice for the first time. I think Ambrose was about six, and Augustine was five. When they brought the food, Ambrose inhaled everything on his plate, plus most of Augustine’s, and was picking off of ours too! You could have knocked me over with a feather!”


    “So it wasn’t that he was a picky eater,” his father said. “He just couldn’t stomach the kid slop we kept trying to feed him. After that, it was smooth sailing.” He chuckled. “Except when he started getting fascinated with expensive cheeses and cuts of meat. We had to head him off at the pass with that business.”


    Jody handed a platter of ham down to Everly. “We always say that’s why he...” His mother paused, looking horrified.


    Ambrose realized what she’d been about to say, and his heart almost stopped. It was a long-standing joke in his family that he’d worked so hard to succeed in business because he needed to finance his fancy-cheese habit.


    “Got so good at cooking,” she finished uncomfortably.


    They filled their plates in silence. Crap. How could he fix the awkwardness?


    “Hello? Merry Christmas!” a booming male voice rang out. The front door closed with a bang.


    Augustine? What on earth was he doing there?


    His brother strode into the room, grinning. “I escaped. They ate so early over there, they’ve moved on to board games. I told Charlotte that I’d be back for dessert, but really I was hoping you hadn’t eaten yet. They’re on a low-carb diet over there. Very sad for someone like me.”


    He kissed their mother’s cheek and shook hands with their father, then slapped Ambrose on the back as he went to the vacant seat beside him.


    “And how’s the boss man tonight? It’s always strange seeing you when you’re not sitting behind your desk. Did you have to pencil this into your agenda, or was this a standing date?” Augustine grinned at him and sat down, filling his plate with the food that was within reach.


    His parents handed him platters, sliding worried glances at Ambrose.


    Fuck. Fuck. Fuck!


    Everly was staring at Augustine like he was an alien. After a moment, she started to eat, but the confused look didn’t leave her face.


    “Sorry, I’m Augustine, by the way. Ambrose’s accountant—I mean, little brother.” He laughed in his usual fake businessman way, which Ambrose always found annoying.


    “Hi, nice to meet you,” Everly replied, her expression hooded.


    Could he drag him into the other room and get him to shut up about the business before it was too late? As it was, the damage might be irreparable. Sweat pricked his palms, and he shifted in his seat. This was the absolute worst way for her to find out.


    Augustine started to eat, and, uneasily, Ambrose took a few mouthfuls of food. It all tasted like cardboard in his dry mouth.


    Everly turned to him. A candle flickered between them, just to the right of his vision. In the shimmering light he saw the questions multiplying behind her eyes. She took a few nibbles of food, then laid her fork aside.


    “Ambrose? I thought you said you were in transportation.” She fiddled with the napkin in her lap.


    Oh shit. Not now. “I am.”


    “A delivery driver, right? But you’re the boss too?”


    Augustine snorted, and Ambrose kicked him under the table. Not being a stupid man, his brother realized he’d stepped in something, and ate, minding his own business for once in his life.


    Ambrose sighed inwardly. This wasn’t his brother’s fault. It was all his.


    “Not exactly.” He paused, trying to choose his words carefully. “We need to talk, but it should probably wait until after dinner.” To be polite to his parents, if nothing else.


    Nodding slightly, she took another bite of food, chewed, swallowed, but he could tell she’d lost her appetite. He tried to eat, but all he could do was watch her indirectly, hanging on her silence, terrified she’d open her mouth and speak.


    Now was the day, but he wasn’t ready. The right words had never found their way into his silent rehearsals, but he was out of time. She would press for answers as soon as they were done, and everything he could think of sounded like a lame excuse in his head.


    His parents tried valiantly to make conversation, but what was supposed to be a nice dinner had turned into an awkward mess.


    When it seemed like everyone was done, he exchanged a glance with his mother, who nodded. He stood and went to Everly’s chair and guided her to her feet.


    “Come with me.”


    He walked down the hall with her, wishing it weren’t winter, so they could have gone outside. Band posters still covered the walls and ceiling of his old bedroom, and the teenage him gloated for a moment about having such a sexy girl set foot in there. He shut the door behind them.


    She turned to him, looking upset and perplexed. “Explain.”


    “I—I love you, Everly. This all ended up happening ass backward. I wanted to explain in a few days, but really I’m just a fucking coward. I should have told you weeks ago.”


    “Your brother called you the boss, and said he was your accountant.” Her usual teasing was gone. She was dead serious.


    “Yes. It’s true. I work in transportation, but I started my own company. A small business.” That didn’t sound too bad, so far, right? “I met you, and I liked you a lot. Right from the beginning. But you told me you didn’t have a very good opinion of people who...” Fuck. What word would make this less bad? “Had money. So I realized if I wanted to have a chance to win you over, I needed to downplay that. It was dumb, I know. I just—I really liked you, and I didn’t want to fuck it up.”


    “So you own a small business?”


    “It got bigger over time. There are... employees.”


    “So you couldn’t take me to the Christmas party, or I’d find out.” Her gaze was stony.


    “Yeah.” When he tried to brush her hair back from her face, she jerked back from him, as though his touch might burn her skin.


    Fuck.


    Oh god, he felt like he was drowning. And it was his own fault for drilling holes in the boat.


    “How far do these lies go?” Her voice was cold.


    Where could he even begin? “The house I told you was my friend’s is mine. All that crap is mine.”


    “And you thought what?” she spat. “That not telling me was okay? That I shouldn’t be allowed to have the truth and make my own decision?”


    “Everly, I know it looks bad, but I did it because...” This was coming out all wrong. His throat closed up. He could see she had no interest in hearing his excuses.


    “You lied to me because you love me.” She snorted. “Is that what you were going to say? That’s pretty fucked up. You’re pretty fucked up, if you thought lying like this was going to be okay.”


    The ugly words coming from her mouth hurt more than he could have imagined. Like someone was killing his every hope for happiness.


    God, he was an idiot.


    “I’m so sorry.” He sat on his old bed, remembering how only an hour ago he’d thought of seducing her in here. It felt like years had tumbled past. “I know it sounds like a load of crap right now, but I’ve been worried about this for weeks, trying to figure out how to tell you. I kept making excuses for myself, but I wasn’t being fair to you.”


    She flipped her hair back. He wished he could convince her to sit with him and hash things out, but trying to make her sit with him would probably just make him seem like more of a spoiled, rich asshat. He had to show her that he wasn’t like that. But how?


    “So what you’re telling me is that I didn’t actually fall in love with you. I fell in love with a lying, manipulative, rich guy.”


    He could feel her pulling away from him like a physical sensation, even though they weren’t touching. It made him cold.


    So the fact that he’d done the best with the cards he’d been dealt in life made him automatically evil? Sure, the lies he’d told her had been wrong. He wasn’t proud of himself for that. But she was judging him based on a stereotype of what some people with money were like. This was what he’d been avoiding all along. He wasn’t the monster she thought he was, and neither were his friends. They were just regular guys who’d worked hard and been lucky. All three of them had given up dreams to do what it took to help support their families. Yes, he deserved her anger for the lies, but he didn’t deserve the stereotype. Hadn’t he shown her he was one of the good guys?


    “I’m the same person, Everly. Only one thing has changed. This is why I was so afraid to tell you. My money doesn’t make me the enemy.”


    Her gaze was hard. Determined. Had the love there all been a lie? She’d gone from adoration to loathing in the course of a short conversation. Real love forgave, didn’t it?


    “You’re right. Having money doesn’t make you the enemy. But the lies make you disposable.” A wall had gone up between them, and the final stone had been set in place. She was done with him, and anything else he said would be used against him.


    “I love you, Everly.” He thought of the collar he’d had made for her, and how he’d hoped there would be so much more between them. Permanence. A love like his parents had, but possibly even deeper because of the extra bond they shared.


    Everly turned her back on him.


    She left the room without a backward glance. By the time he was calm enough to follow, she was gone.

  


  
    Chapter Thirteen


    Everly popped a piece of her mom’s famous peanut butter–chocolate fudge into her mouth. Then two pieces. Then three.


    “Everly!” her mother scolded. “Stop eating your feelings.”


    Scowling at her mom, she said, “I can’t help it,” but it came out more like “I ant el it.”


    The six-year-old kneeling on the floor giggled. She winked at him then checked if his dad was watching before tossing him a piece. By the chocolate smeared on his face, she guessed he’d already had a lot, but if her mom was serious about the little guy’s dad, it wouldn’t hurt to get in good with him.


    Liam took the chocolate and grinned. They were becoming friends already. Everly and her mom had spent a lot of quiet holidays together over the years. It was nice having a kid around to make Christmas magical again. And it was a distraction she sorely needed.


    Jimmy sauntered into the living room, carrying a beer. He stopped short when he spotted his son. Liam’s eyes widened and, panicked, he pointed at Everly.


    She shook her head and tsked. “Way to rat me out, kid.”


    Her mom’s boyfriend chuckled and set his beer on the coffee table before taking a seat on the recliner opposite the couch. “And here I thought you’d be a good role model.” Jimmy wore ripped jeans and a T-shirt with a Homer Simpson saying. He had a beer gut and overgrown hair, but his eyes were kind and he looked at Everly’s mother like she was a goddess.


    “I’m usually a fine, upstanding citizen,” Everly mumbled. “I swear.”


    Her mom followed with a tray of more desserts. “She just had her heart broken.”


    At the word “heart” she felt herself deflate like an old balloon. Her heart was worse than broken. It was crushed into a million tiny pieces then mashed to dust. It’d never be put back together. There wasn’t enough glue in the world.


    She’d put on a brave front for dinner, pretending nothing happened so she didn’t scare poor Jimmy away. Her mom seemed over the moon for this guy. She didn’t want to come across as sullen baggage.


    Narrowing her eyes at her mother, she picked up a cookie from the plate she’d just brought out. But all the cookies and chocolate in the world weren’t making her feel better.


    “What happened?” Jimmy asked. “Some boy leave you on Christmas? I’ll have a talk with him if you like.” His idea of “a talk” seemed like it might involve rope and a shotgun.


    Mouth too full of cookie to answer, she watched her mom take over, dreading the turn it was taking. “She just found out her boyfriend’s rich.”


    “Oh.” He nodded for a moment, then the words seemed to sink in. “Wait. What?”


    She took a swig of the champagne she’d poured herself earlier to clear her mouth. “It’s not that he’s rich. Don’t make me sound so shallow.” She wasn’t shallow. It wasn’t about that, really. “It’s that he lied. For a long time! How can I trust him? He says he’s different, but he’s acting just like every other rich person we’ve ever known.”


    She expected her mom to agree, but Lysette had been dodging giving an opinion on this since she’d cried to her last night after the party. “Now, don’t drag me into this. I’ve met some very nice rich people.”


    Everly rolled her eyes, but at the same time, seeds of doubt had been planted in her mind and started to grow. Her whole life, she’d been angry at their family, working against the one percent, convinced they were the enemy—most of them, not all. But not only had she fallen in love with one, but through him, she’d met others who’d just... gotten lucky. Was it fair to blame them?


    “You can’t be like this forever, hon. You can’t wear this chip on your shoulder your whole life or you’ll miss out on good things that could come your way.” She gave her a candid look. “Like this boy, Ambrosia.”


    “Ambrose.”


    “Whatever. It’s a strange name.”


    She snorted. “Says the woman who named her daughter Everly.”


    “See? Another reason you two belong together!”


    “Mom,” she warned. If she hadn’t numbed herself with alcohol earlier, she’d still be a crying mess right now. But she’d done enough of that last night. And then again in the morning. She’d cried so hard she’d run out of tears, and even hours later her face felt puffy and her chest ached.


    For all of his lying, Ambrose would be a hard one to get over. Looking at Liam’s little golden head of hair and big blue eyes kept making her wonder what her children with Ambrose would have been like. She’d been so close to that. A future. A family. Maybe it wasn’t much, but it was something. And it would have been hers.


    Now she had no boyfriend, no play partner, no Dom, no Master. Though she’d only ever worn a generic play collar, somehow her neck felt empty and cold. She’d been owned and loved, she’d tasted that bond, and now her world had gone suddenly gray.


    She couldn’t imagine there was anything more painful in the world than losing your Master.


    Maybe it hadn’t been official, but it might as well have been. It meant something. He meant something.


    That she’d felt it so strongly, been so in love, only made the betrayal hurt more. Last night, she’d driven home through blurry tears and had to pull over twice until she calmed down. He’d been calling and texting all night and day, and she’d finally turned her phone off, unable to handle seeing his name without bursting into fresh tears.


    But enough was enough. He kept trying to explain himself, but he didn’t understand that was only making it worse. He was proving exactly what she’d said—he was just like every other rich, selfish asshole. Ambrose wanted what he wanted, and he’d do anything to get it.


    And she’d taken him for a Dom. Instead, he was just a spoiled liar.


    “So...” Jimmy’s voice pulled her attention. His brow creased as he tilted his head in confusion. “You broke up with him because he’s rich?”


    “Because he lied about being rich.”


    His expression remained bewildered.


    “Being rich is enough though. Rich people are entitled, selfish, and inconsiderate,” she spouted off as if she’d said it a hundred times before. Maybe she had, but this time the sweeping generalization embarrassed her as it came from her mouth. Was Ambrose really all of those things? As a second thought, she looked at Jimmy and asked, “You’re not rich, are you?”


    “No.” He laughed. “I’m a plumber.”


    Jimmy the Plumber. A divorcé with a pickup truck, a trailer home, and a six-year-old kid he shared custody of. But somehow a perfect match for her mom. She always went for humble and ordinary. Everly had assumed she’d do the same, but somehow she’d ended up with the enemy. She snorted at herself. Sleeping with the enemy.


    “Listen, honey.” Her mom’s voice softened. “I know our family and the girls at school were mean to you when you were a kid, but you gotta forgive them and get over that shit.” Her gaze shot to Liam, who was happily tasting each kind of cookie. “Uh, stuff.”


    “I’m over it,” she replied, suddenly grumpy.


    “Clearly not, if it made you break up with a perfectly good guy.”


    “Ugh.” She threw her hands in the air. “How many times do I have to tell you? It’s not just that he’s rich. It’s that he lied. For months! That’s acceptable to you? He said he loved me with this hanging over his head. He was okay with that. Doesn’t that say something about him as a person?”


    “Did he say sorry?” Jimmy asked.


    “Yes. But...”


    “Sounds like he wasn’t okay with it, then.”


    He hadn’t just apologized—he’d groveled and begged for forgiveness. But if she gave in, what did that make her? A doormat. Gullible. She was a sub but certainly not a sucker.


    “Let me tell you something about guys,” Jimmy added. “We’re kinda stupid.”


    She snorted.


    “Seriously. When guys fall in love, it short-circuits their brains. They become drooling Neanderthals and do some really stupid things they regret later. It doesn’t surprise me that a guy could fall for a girl and let a lie get away from him like this. He was probably scared to tell you. Afraid of this exact scenario.”


    That was what Ambrose had told her. For a long moment, she couldn’t think of anything to say. She’d thought he’d fallen for her as much as she had for him, but after yesterday, she wasn’t sure anymore. It seemed more like she’d been a conquest. She was just another thing for him to conquer and make his. But could Jimmy be right that this was all one big accident? A messy, jumbled-up clusterfuck, but maybe not the end of the world?


    Frustrated, she snapped, “Why are you people defending him? You’re supposed to be on my side.”


    Her mom gave her a sympathetic smile. “I am, sweetheart. Why do you think I made so much dessert?”


    ***


    A few weeks later, her body felt old and used, and not just because she’d picked up more hours at work to keep herself busy. Every morning, she woke up happy, in love with Ambrose. Then she remembered what happened. It was like having her heart ripped away, again and again.


    She was exhausted.


    Between working her ass off and planning the big sit-in, her eyes were constantly drooping and her feet always ached. But at least she felt something. It was better than the hollowness that came when she was alone in her apartment.


    “You okay, Ev?” Chloe asked, pulling her from her pity party.


    She must have looked as bad as she felt. But she threw Chloe a shaky smile anyway. “Fine.” She pretended she’d been scanning the crowd. “I can’t believe how many people are here.”


    Her best guess was around fifty people had come to the sit-in. Far more than Everly had thought—more than anyone at Community Cares had been prepared for. They were running out of hot chocolate.


    City Council was planning to shut down the soup kitchen because so many neighborhood businesses had complained about it. Community Cares had been staging the sit-in for the last two weeks. She’d poured herself into the project, trying to feel passionate about something instead of like a zombie, but it wasn’t working yet.


    She’d visited each business and asked them to reconsider their complaints. Surely, a soup kitchen next door wasn’t so bad. It wasn’t like crime had gone up. But they’d said having poor people milling around outside was making their patrons uncomfortable, even though no one was panhandling or anything.


    “I guess more people care than we thought,” Chloe said, looking over the crowd.


    Everly’s phone vibrated in her pocket. The only reason she checked the caller was to be sure it wasn’t her boss. As usual, it was Ambrose. She rejected the call, ignoring the big lump in her throat, then focused on her task.


    Chloe and Max frowned at her sympathetically. Ugh. The pitying looks were getting tiresome. She needed to invest in better makeup if this was going to continue.


    “It was him again, huh?” Max asked.


    She didn’t bother to answer.


    Chloe and Max sighed at each other, then Chloe took a step closer. “You need to talk to him.”


    “Shut up.” She avoided eye contact and pretended there was something interesting going on at the hot chocolate stand.


    “You haven’t been yourself,” Max said. “We’re worried about you.”


    Ignoring them, she tried to smile at other protesters, but they mostly looked afraid of her.


    “You might feel better if you just talked to him,” Chloe added. “At least get some closure.”


    With a big sigh, she turned to them. “I will talk to him. Eventually. I just needed a little space and time. When I’m ready, we’ll talk and maybe even stay friends.” Fat chance. “Now will you quit bugging me about it?”


    Through suspicious looks, they nodded.


    “Thank you.” She didn’t cry anymore. The well of tears had dried up. Now she fought the numb haze that was her life.


    It was hard. Nothing felt right, tasted good, seemed funny anymore. It was like everything good had left when Ambrose had. Well, when she’d left him. How could she go on like this?


    It wasn’t a lie that she planned to talk to him. She was working up the strength and the right words. Friendship was out of the question—it hurt too much just looking at his picture when it popped up on his contact info when he called.


    They’d say their good-byes, and then she’d give herself time to heal before heading to the dungeon again.


    Just the thought of it made her want to throw up, but if she didn’t go soon, she might never get the nerve. What were the chances she’d find another Dom who understood her bratting but also her need for mastery? Slim to none.


    Even if she found someone who came close to meeting her needs, he’d never be Ambrose. She’d never get back what she’d lost.


    But she had to believe it could happen or else be doomed to a lonely, dreary life.


    Tears stung her eyes. Apparently they weren’t totally dried up. Thankfully, the cold breeze froze them before they fell, and she was spared more pitying looks, especially from strangers.


    This had to stop. She had to talk to him. After the protest. Once that was over with and she wasn’t spending all of her free time planning it, she’d approach him with a clear head.


    The lights of a police car coming up the road caught her attention. Her initial reaction was to panic, but she knew the laws and they weren’t breaking any. A loudspeaker turned on as the car approached.


    “You are blocking the intersection. Please move your demonstration off the road and onto the sidewalk.” The officer spoke slowly from the window of the car. “You are blocking an intersection. We will be arresting violators, so please move your protest to the sidewalk. Thank you.”


    She hadn’t noticed that more and more protesters had been lingering in the street. They’d been moving when cars came through though. Wasn’t that enough?


    A few people meandered to the sidewalk, but many stayed put, either obliviously chatting to neighbors or glaring at the officer in protest.


    “We’re not going anywhere!” one protestor shouted. A few echoed him. “So fuck off!”


    “Shit,” Everly whispered. “This is going to get bad.”


    Without another word, she rushed toward the people in the road. “Move!” she yelled as she pushed through the crowd. “Get off the road! This isn’t that kind of protest.”


    When she reached the members who were getting angry, she said, “We don’t want any trouble. We can still make a difference from the sidewalk. Please move.”


    “Nobody cares if we stand around there,” the man said, gesturing at the sidewalk. In his dark eyes, she saw her own desperation, her own resentment from years of pain. She would bet a million dollars this man had a history a lot like hers. “They won’t care unless we make them care.”


    “Getting arrested won’t fix anything,” she explained.


    At the angry shouts around her, panic struck. She didn’t want anyone thrown in jail because of her. That wasn’t supposed to be how this went down.


    She turned and looked at them. “Get off the road. Please!”


    But it was too late. A team of officers descended upon them. Some of the crowd fled to the sidewalk once they saw the police were serious. She was still encouraging people to move when she felt a hand grip her arm.


    She spun, expecting Chloe or Max to be there, trying to drag her to the sidewalk, but instead she came face-to-face with a uniformed man, wearing sunglasses and holding out a set of handcuffs.


    “Fuck,” she muttered.


    “Yup.” He slipped the handcuffs on her wrists behind her back and started reading her the Miranda rights.


    Dozens of protests, and she’d always managed to avoid arrest. Some people would say she was a real protestor now, but she just felt stupid and irresponsible. How many others had she gotten in trouble?


    As she was driven away in the back of the squad car, she had a hard time not letting her emotions get the best of her. Things weren’t supposed to turn out this way. God, did she have to be a failure at everything?


    Her life was falling apart. First, Ambrose. And now this. The word “failure” should have been stamped on her forehead. She’d thought she was past the point of feeling like she had as a child, but here she was. Back in the line of fire. Failing at life, just as her estranged family had predicted. Her poor mother was going to be so disappointed. At least she was away with Jimmy for the weekend, but that meant calling her for bail wasn’t even an option—not that she wouldn’t be too ashamed to anyway. All Lysette had ever wanted was for Everly to make something of herself. Instead, now she had a criminal record and a destiny as a lonely cat lady.


    Not that being single was bad for some people—but she wanted children someday, and she wanted them to have a father. And she wanted sex. Good, kinky sex with someone who loved her.


    It was easy to blame Ambrose now that he was gone. He’d ruined all other men for her. Not only because he’d lied and broken her trust, but because she’d had mind-blowing kinky sex with a dominant that suited her perfectly. What were the chances she’d ever find that again? Even if she settled and dated another guy, she’d be constantly comparing him to Ambrose and coming up disappointed.


    After the officer put her information into the computer and took her fingerprints, he locked her in the holding cell with about a dozen other women—mostly from the protest.


    Letting out a long sigh, she plopped down on one of the benches. Nothing made you contemplate your life’s direction more than being stuck in a holding cell that stank like urine, with no one to call for bail.


    Shit.


    There was one person.


    Could she swallow her pride enough to do it, or should she spend the night here? Her body was too drained for a terrible night’s sleep. Her emotions were spent—she’d break down sobbing any minute if she didn’t get out of there soon. All she wanted to do was curl up in a ball somewhere warm and cry. God, she sounded like such a baby. She hated not being able to deal with shit she’d gotten herself into.


    And what about all the other people here? Maybe she should have explained the rules better, warned them what could happen if they weren’t careful to follow the law regarding peaceful protests. She’d built up a pretty decent savings account—money she’d been tucking away in case of an emergency. It was probably enough to pay bail for the people she’d gotten into this mess. It was only fair to get them out of it. But she had to shift things around in her accounts, so it couldn’t happen tonight.


    Ugh. She was so fucking tired.


    There was nobody she hated worse than herself right now. Not even Ambrose.


    But Ambrose might be the only one who could help her. Not just her, but the innocent people she’d landed here. If he could front her the money, she could set things right.


    When the police officer handed her the phone, she swallowed back the lump in her throat and dialed his number.

  


  
    Chapter Fourteen


    “You’re one sorry sack of shit, you know that?” Konstantin grinned at him. “Give me your phone.”


    “Fuck you. I’m not giving you my phone.” He stared at Konstantin morosely and stretched out on his friend’s ultramodern sofa, feeling like he was in a space-age psychiatrist’s office. So maybe he’d called Everly way too many times and was turning into a pathetic moron. It wasn’t like he had anything left to lose.


    “Have some fucking self-respect. Quit calling her. At this point she probably thinks you’re annoying and pathetic, if not a stalker. Even if she’d been thinking about taking you back, how could she ever take you seriously as a Master if you’re groveling like a slave?” Konstantin was petting the girl in his lap as though she were his pet cat. “Slave, should Masters ever grovel?”


    Sindee’s eyes widened at suddenly being addressed. “I don’t know, Master. I suppose a Master can do whatever he likes.”


    Ambrose chuckled in spite of himself, and Sindee tried to suppress a smile.


    Konstantin blinked like he was in pain. “Just agree with me, woman. If I want your honest opinion, I’ll beat it out of you.”


    She squirmed in his lap, giggling. “Is that a promise?”


    Her master arched a brow at her, and she somehow managed to shrink back without getting off his lap. Talented. “If you have the slightest shred of self-preservation, then yes. I’m not interested in dealing with a bratty girl today.”


    She pouted at him, and he kissed her on the forehead.


    As much as Ambrose was indifferent about Konstantin’s toy girls, the short, affectionate interaction reminded him of what he’d lost with Everly. It was hard to find a girl that understood his need for both mastering and playfulness, instead of having an unreasonably severe dynamic. Sure, he was a serious guy at times, but life was too short to spend it glaring at the woman he loved. Everly was full of fun, and yet responded instinctively to his style of mastery, giving him a run for his money at times, but still obedient when it was important.


    He must have stared at the girl too long without meaning to, because Konstantin raised his brows and gestured to her. “I’ve told you before, if you want to play with her, you don’t even have to ask. She’s already told me she’s more than willing. Or we could share her, if you’d prefer.”


    Sindee bit her lip and eyed him nervously.


    “Don’t mind her—I told her how big your dick is a while back, and she’s talked of nothing else since. It’s a good thing I’m not a jealous man, at least not when it comes to you and Banner.”


    Nothing about sex even interested Ambrose since Everly left, except for the occasional dream he woke from where his brain tricked him into thinking she was still next to him in bed.


    “It’s been weeks. All you do is work. You won’t pull yourself out of this if you never do anything fun.”


    Ambrose attempted to entertain the idea.


    She’d left him. She wasn’t answering his texts or his phone calls. It felt like his history with Shae was repeating itself, except this time he knew it was his fault. Maybe he hadn’t been engaged to Everly, but it didn’t matter, because his connection with her had run deep—even deeper than things had been with Shae. But no matter how important Everly had become to him, they were over now.


    For all he knew, Everly was off playing with other men and sleeping with them. Maybe she even had a new boyfriend. But even if Sindee had been his type, she still wasn’t Everly.


    Just thinking her name made his chest ache.


    Konstantin groaned and hid his face in Sindee’s hair. “Do you see? He plans on wallowing in his guilt and self-loathing for the rest of his life.” He coaxed the girl up off his lap. “Go to him now and make him happy.”


    Sindee recovered her usual self-assured demeanor and stalked over to him with feline grace, as though she didn’t have the slightest hesitation about doing what her Master asked. When he realized she wasn’t going to balk, Ambrose sat up quickly and raised a staying hand.


    “Thank you for being willing to help, but I don’t think I’m ready for that.”


    “If she seriously broke up with you just because you’re rich, she’s a twit.” Sindee shook her head, and went back to Konstantin’s lap. “If she’s not interested in you, I have about a million friends who’d be more than willing to wait in line just to be introduced. Like me, for instance. When Konstantin’s new little wife comes, keep me and Anna in mind. You guys are fun to hang out with, you treat your slaves like gold, and the fact that you have money means we get spoiled. If she’s thinks she’s too good for you, she should give her head a shake.”


    Sindee was interested in his love life? She was interested in him? It was an awkward conversation, considering she was sitting in his best friend’s lap, but at least she and Anna didn’t think he was an asshole.


    “I’m not ready to give up on her.” The swell of emotion that came when he thought about walking away from Everly permanently thickened his throat and gave him a headache. He couldn’t just forget about her. And if it took her weeks, or even years, to come back to him, he’d fucking wait. Waiting for her, even if there was the slightest chance, was worth every miserable second.


    His mind drifted to the passionate way she talked about human rights, and dignity for the poor, the fire that lit her from within. The way she challenged how he saw the world. Everly was so much more than a sexy girl with kink on her mind. She was that, of course, but there was a depth to her that had slowly been changing him, too, making him see where he was lacking as a person and challenging him to grow—to be worthy of her.


    There was no moving on when the person who had become his life wanted nothing to do with him.


    ***


    Flipping through the seven zillion channels he had access to was completely unsatisfying, considering none of them had a live feed of her day. He’d settle for seeing her do almost anything. All he had of her was three pictures on his phone, one of which he’d printed out and put in a frame. It was grainy but better than nothing.


    Pitiful.


    And why hadn’t he taken more photos when they were together? Idiot. He’d been too busy enjoying their life together


    It should have been a good day. He’d gotten through a whole hour and a half without feeling like someone had gutted him, because he’d been dealing with a situation at the office.


    Now, alone at home with no work to do, his house felt huge and ridiculous and excessive. Why did one person need all this space? Maybe one of those really small homes, like he’d seen on TV, would be better for him. A house this big needed more people—like a wife and children, or maybe a small village—to fill it. Everything he owned that was expensive made him feel ashamed. How much wealth was too much for one person? But at the same time, was he supposed to give everything away? He’d tried asking Banner and Ambrose what they thought, which had turned into a long philosophical discussion about capitalism, but they hadn’t answered his questions.


    He stopped flipping channels when he got to one that showed wide-eyed, starving children in rags. Maybe even giving his money away wasn’t enough. Maybe he should go back to school to become a doctor or something, so he could do some real good in the world.


    No wonder she hated him.


    This was stupid. What he needed to do was get off his ass and go to The Catacombs and hang out with the guys. They’d invited him to go, but he’d declined, saying he was going to make himself a big dinner. Instead he’d sat on the couch as though he’d rooted there. Being around Kon with his girls and Banner with his new wife would only feed his pity party.


    The phone rang, and he realized with annoyance that he’d left it on the kitchen island. Too far. Four more rings and voicemail would kick in. Three. Two. At the last second, he lurched up from the couch and sprinted into the kitchen to get the phone, hoping he hadn’t exerted himself for a telemarketer or the guys nagging him to quit being a loser and meet them at the dungeon.


    “Hello?”


    There was silence for a moment, and he rolled his gaze to the ceiling, waiting for an automated telemarketer spiel to begin.


    “Ambrose?” The voice was so quiet he barely heard it over his own breathing.


    “Yes?”


    “I... You can hang up on me if you want, but I had no one else to call. My mom is out of town with her boyfriend.”


    Everly? His heart struggled to find its rhythm again. “No, it’s okay. What’s wrong?” He could almost hear his heart pounding in his throat. Ask me for anything, and it’s yours.


    “I was at a protest today.”


    “Oh. For what? I hope it went well.” Okay, so that wasn’t the smoothest response, but talking to her at all, after so long, made him panic about saying the wrong thing.


    “Not so well, actually. I—I need someone to come bail me out.”


    Ambrose blinked at the sugarcane in the vase on his counter. “Bail you out?” he asked stupidly. Hearing her voice was such a surprise that he was having trouble focusing on what she was saying.


    “I’m in a holding cell at the police station.” She said it so quietly that, for a moment, he thought he’d imagined it. “There was some trouble. A few of the people we recruited to come with us got out of hand, and when I was trying to clear people off the street, I got arrested for blocking the intersection. It’s just a temporary loan. I have the money, I just have to shift things around. It won’t take long, I swear.”


    “Bail for you blocking an intersection shouldn’t be much.” Ambrose put on his shoes and grabbed his keys and wallet, and ran out to his car with the cell phone still pressed against his ear.


    “Um. Actually,” she hesitated, “I was wondering if I could borrow some money to bail everyone out. It’s my fault they’re here, and I feel just awful about it. I can’t leave while they’re stuck here. It would be wrong and selfish. But I have the money and I’d pay you back with interest. It would take me a week at the most. I’d understand if you didn’t want to. I can just stay here and wait for my mom to get back. Really, it’s not a big d—”


    “Everly.” He stopped her rambling when it sounded like she was about to cry. “Of course I’ll bail you out. And your friends. We’ll talk about repaying me later.” As if he’d let her. “I’m on my way. I’m getting in my car now. Stay put.” As if she were going anywhere. Idiot.


    He could hear how badly her pride was wounded having to ask him for help like this. She was an independent woman, and would probably have had a hard time asking him even when they were together.


    When he got downtown, he parked across from the police station and pumped money into the meter. How long did this sort of thing take? Oh well, a possible ticket was the least of his concerns.


    Inside, there was no line. Still, he probably wore a path pacing the tile floor, waiting for them to get her. When Everly emerged, he was so relieved that he almost hugged her. Instead he stalled in front of her, not sure what to do.


    “Are you okay?”


    “Yeah, I just want to get out of here.” She was more beautiful than he remembered, even with tired eyes and some dirt smudged on her nose.


    He hovered around her, the overwhelming urge to protect her making him feel crazy.


    It took a long while to arrange bail for all of the protesters who’d been arrested, and put them in cabs home, but eventually everything got done.


    They walked back to his car, and he helped her in, then he slid behind the wheel. “What would you like? Are you hungry?”


    “I’m hungry, but I’m not in the mood sit in a restaurant right now. I’m fine. I’ll just make myself some toast when I get home.”


    “After everything that happened to you today, I can’t let you have toast for dinner. I had a big meal planned, but I haven’t started cooking yet. Do you want to come over? No strings attached. If that’s too awkward, I can just grab the stuff from my place and we could go over to your apartment.” Maybe his fingers had tightened around the steering wheel, but she was too distracted to notice. He tried to keep his breathing normal, but if she said yes to this, maybe she’d give him a chance to explain.


    “I’d like that. Thank you, Ambrose.” Her eyes were red-rimmed.


    Thoughts were nagging at him, and he had to ask. “Are you sure you’re okay? You don’t need to go to the hospital or something?”


    She looked at him like he’d grown another head. “Why on earth would I need to go to the hospital?”


    Ambrose was glad for the chaotic traffic because it meant he couldn’t just sit there and stare at her like a lovesick puppy. Until he asked the questions, though, his protective side wouldn’t shut the hell up. “No one, uh, was too familiar with you? You didn’t get beaten when you were in the shower or something?”


    “I was in a holding cell in the police station for a few hours, not in prison.” She rolled her eyes. “There was absolutely no reason for me to take a shower, and no one made me their bitch while I was there, if that’s what you’re asking.”


    He relaxed back into his seat, and realized how cold he was. He cranked the heat in his car, but it didn’t substitute for the fact that he’d forgotten to wear a jacket. Adrenaline had probably kept him warm up until now.


    “Sorry, I was already worried,” he admitted, feeling ridiculous. “This was just the icing on the cake.”


    “Worried?”


    “Just about how you were doing. I know you’re a grown-up and you don’t need my help, but...” It probably wasn’t the right time to bring this up, so he changed the subject. “When we get back to my place, I’ll call my lawyer to find out who the best criminal defense lawyer is in town. Don’t worry about anything—I’ll take care of it.”


    Everly laughed dryly. “I’m getting the impression that if I’d tried to kill you, you’d still hire me a lawyer.”


    “Don’t be ridiculous. If you tried to kill me, I’d just pull you over my lap and paddle your ass until you were a very sorry girl.” Shit. He seriously just said that out loud? “Fuck, I’m sorry. I had so many different things I wanted say to you rehearsed, but you’re in my car for five minutes and I’m automatically threatening to punish you.”


    “Some habits die hard.” She shrugged. “Anyway, you slipped. I get it. You just bailed me out of jail. I’m hardly going to give you a hard time about a little teasing.”


    They rode in silence for a while, and Ambrose decided against several different topics, because all of them seemed to come back to him being overly familiar with her. They hadn’t discussed what had happened between them, and until they did, he wasn’t sure where the lines in the sand were drawn.


    They reached his house about fifteen minutes later. He helped her out of the car and followed her up the front walk, shoving his hands in the back pockets of his jeans so that he didn’t accidentally touch her. He wanted to more than anything.


    “I’ll get dinner going now. You can go ahead and relax on the couch. Take a nap if you want. Or feel free to take a shower or bath. You know where my clothes are if you want to borrow something.” He yanked his gaze away from her when he realized he was staring. Quit being creepy, Ambrose.


    Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Everly smile at him, a true and happy smile. “Oh God, I could seriously use a hot bath. I don’t think I’ve warmed up since the protest.” Without hesitation, she headed down the hall then up the stairs. Ambrose mentally followed her footsteps. The fact that she was acting like she owned the place both pleased and upset him. He wanted her to feel like she was welcome there, but the pretentiousness of the house embarrassed him more now that she knew it was his.


    It was impossible to forget that she was there while he could hear the water running. When the water stopped, the issue became thinking about her getting naked and climbing into the bath. He started preparing dinner, searing meat, and chopping vegetables, while controlling his avalanche of feelings. She probably wouldn’t appreciate it if he went charging up the stairs and tried to invite himself into her bath, let alone if he kissed her and ran his hands over her skin, and then tried to seduce her into his bed.


    He texted Konstantin and Banner for advice, but they didn’t text back. The Catacombs was a loud place. He was on his own.


    Fuck, he was so going to screw this up.


    Focusing on making dinner helped. When the food was ready, he set it aside to keep it warm. He waited. A while later, when she still hadn’t come down, he went up to his room and knocked on the bathroom door.


    “Everly? The food is ready. No rush though. I can always warm it up for you when you get out.” There was no response, so he knocked again. Nothing. “Everly? Are you okay?”


    Still nothing.


    His instincts kicked in, and he turned the doorknob, opening the door just enough so that she’d be able to hear him more clearly. When there was still no answer, he glanced in. Everly was sound asleep in the tub, her face blissful.


    Shit.


    He thought about going back downstairs and letting her rest for a while, but then he started getting mental images of her sliding under the water. She seemed so sound asleep. It wasn’t safe. She could drown.


    Hoping he didn’t piss her off, he patted her shoulder. Nothing. He tried hard not to let his gaze drift downward, but this was like setting a starving man set loose in a five-star restaurant.


    “Everly? Ev?” He shook her shoulder, and blearily, she blinked up at him.


    “Hi.” The word was breathy, and interest stirred behind her golden eyes.


    “Hi.” He smiled, trying to keep his own interest from showing before things got out of hand. “You fell asleep, sweet girl. Dinner is ready, if you’re still hungry. Do you need help getting out?”


    Like a sleepwalking child, she reached for him, trusting that he’d take care of her. Her trust squeezed the breath out of him. Their fingers laced together, and he stared at them as he helped her to her feet. So perfect. She stood there, swaying, watching him. He lifted her out and put her on the bathmat, then wrapped a fluffy towel around her. A shiver shook her from head to toe, and she leaned into him. Unable to stop himself, he hugged her to him and rubbed her back.


    “Are you too sleepy to eat?”


    She shook her head. From the bedroom, he grabbed a T-shirt and track pants, then dressed her when she didn’t seem inclined to dress herself. Did she have any clue how beautiful she was? Her face was so dear to him that he ached to cover it with kisses. The column of her bare neck, the swell of her breasts, the curve of her hips, had him staring, enraptured, when he shouldn’t have been. The warm scent of her made him want to taste her and remind her of how well they fit together. His dick was hard, but right then he just wanted her in his arms, in his bed. Safe.


    Instead, he rolled thick socks onto her tiny feet and led her downstairs, guiding her so she didn’t stumble.


    “I don’t remember being this tired in my whole life. I feel drunk,” she murmured.


    He chuckled. “I can tell.”


    “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have let you dress me, but even lifting my arms is hard.”


    She shouldn’t know how much pleasure he got from taking care of her.


    He settled her at the table, then dished food onto plates and poured them both tea.


    “Thanks again. My mom is out of town, and I couldn’t think of anyone else who could front me the money. I’m going to pay you back though. I’ll go to the bank first thing in the morning.”


    Ambrose sat down, waving her promise away. She would do no such thing, but he didn’t feel like arguing now. He cut her food, in case she was too tired to do it. When she didn’t pick up her fork, he skewered a piece of meat for her and put it to her lips. She opened her mouth and took it, then accepted her fork back from him.


    “I’ve been keeping the food warm for a while. I hope it’s not dried out.”


    Her eyes fluttered shut, and she groaned in pleasure. The sound was like a jolt of electricity straight into his jeans. He could think of several more pleasurable ways of making her groan than feeding her, but he doubted that would ever happen again. At least she was being civil and letting him help her.


    “You have every right to be angry.”


    “I do. Lies don’t belong in relationships.”


    He nodded once, and the tiny amount of hope that had blossomed in him shriveled back up. Her tone said she hadn’t forgiven him. And here he’d thought he might have changed her mind.


    Did he deserve to be forgiven? No.


    They ate for a few minutes, and the haze of exhaustion that had clouded Everly seemed to lift. “This is awesome. So much better than toast.”


    Ambrose laughed in spite of himself, considering it was a pretty fancy dinner, even for him.


    When she laid her cutlery aside, he brought her to the living room and flipped on a documentary about seals. Either she’d fall asleep on the couch, and he could move her to the guest bedroom they used to share, or maybe he could get her talking.


    “Seals?” She sat on the far side of the couch, and he sat on the other end, giving her space.


    “If I watch shows about warm climates, I start wanting to travel.”


    “So? You’re rich. Why not go?”


    “Well, mostly because I’d have no one to go with. My family is busy with their own work, and so are the guys.” Maybe that had been too forward. He glanced at the television, watching the underwater ballet of the seals playing together.


    “You’re not seeing anyone?”


    He looked at her and shook his head. Although she seemed to be studying him, it didn’t look like his dating status mattered to her either way.


    “Are you seeing anyone?” Thank goodness she’d brought it up, because he had to know one way or the other. Asking would have made him sound like some sort of desperate stalker.


    Her expression was unreadable, but was there a hint of longing there? “No. I’ve been too messed up about you.”


    Ambrose moved closer to her, but stopped when her expression turned wary.


    “The very last thing I’d ever want to do is hurt you.”


    Everly’s brows raised in disbelief.


    “It’s true. That’s one of the biggest reasons I had such a hard time coming clean about the money. Everything between us was so perfect that it made me more and more reluctant to fuck it up.” Ambrose swallowed, giving himself time to calm his voice. He was too stressed out to make sure all of his words came out right, but it might be the only chance she’d ever give him to say it.


    “So what were you planning to do? You were just going to house-sit for your imaginary buddy for the rest of our lives? You were never going to tell me where you worked? You would have just kept paying for your bogus apartment?” She frowned and shook her head like he was the biggest damn idiot she’d ever met. When it came to her, maybe he was. Sometimes love made people stupid.


    “I don’t know. I thought of selling the house. It’s too big anyway. And I don’t need so much money. I could just donate most of it and live off a normal wage. Other people could put it to better use.”


    She narrowed her eyes at him. “So you would have sold your house and lived like a regular person, just to keep me?”


    “What’s the point of having money if it means I can’t be with the person I love? Besides, you’ve shown me I don’t need all this shit to make me happy. I was happier in my crappy fake apartment, because I was with you.”


    Everly didn’t say anything, but seemed to be mulling over his words. Fuck. He should say something romantic, but he wasn’t good at smooth-talking.


    She chewed on the inside of her cheek. “I saw an envelope on your counter, from the new East End Shelter. What’s that about?”


    Busted.


    Mentally he scrambled, trying to figure out what to say.


    She sighed and rolled her eyes. “No more lies, Ambrose. Just tell me.”


    “You said we needed one in that area.” He grimaced. When he was setting everything up, he’d wanted to consult with her, but it would have meant outing himself.


    “We needed...? You paid for a shelter?” Her eyes went round. “Like, the whole fucking shelter?”


    “And the staff. I also arranged to have the downtown shelter renovated.” Did it sound like he was a rich guy bragging about his philanthropy? Ugh. Could he do anything right today?


    She fell silent and eventually shook her head. “You know, when most guys fall in love, they just buy the girl a flower or something.”


    He smiled at her tentatively. Taking a chance, he reached out and tucked a damp strand of her hair behind her ear. She didn’t recoil.


    “Everly Weston isn’t like most girls.”

  


  
    Chapter Fifteen


    The moment Ambrose touched her hair so tenderly, like he was petting a little lamb, the torrent of emotion she’d been holding back for weeks poured over.


    She burst into tears. Not a cute little trembling lip and a few teardrops. This was a full-on ugly cry with deep sobs from the pit of her soul.


    Ambrose flinched back. “What happened? Did I do something wrong?”


    Unable to make herself stop, she shook her head. “No. It’s not your fault,” she said, half-hysterical. “I’m just... tired.”


    Through her blurry vision she spotted his hands shaking in his lap, like he was trying so hard to keep from touching her. “You can take a nap in the bedroom.”


    “I’m tired!” she yelled, more at herself than him. “I’m tired of being sad and angry and confused. I’m tired of staying awake at night, thinking about you. I’m tired of missing you. I’m tired of poring over what happened in my head, doubting my feelings about it...” She had to pause to catch her breath.


    When she opened her mouth to rail some more, he pulled her into his arms. “It’s okay to be tired.”


    She’d missed this—missed him so much more than she’d even realized. The past few days, she’d thought maybe she was finally ready to get over him. But she’d been kidding herself. As soon as his scent hit her when she’d walked back into the police department lobby, any thoughts about getting over him had vanished.


    Then he’d taken care of her—cooked her dinner, picked her up out of the bath, cared for her like he... like he still loved her. She’d expected him to be angry that she’d been ignoring him, not sweet and gentle and loving.


    That brought a surge of rage and she yanked herself away and glared. “Why do you have to be so nice?” she shouted. “Why couldn’t you be an asshole and make this easier for me?” She punctuated it by pounding her fist on his chest.


    He had the nerve to chuckle. “I could never be an asshole to you, love. Not even if you broke my heart a million times over. I’d still be here, waiting for you to do it again.” Hesitantly, he took her hand, looking like he was waiting for her to pull away. She didn’t. “Every moment we spent together was worth the suffering. Even knowing the ending, I’d choose to do it again.”


    She cocked her head to the side, trying to read his face.


    “I would tell you the truth, of course,” he rushed to add. “No lying. Ever.”


    His gaze pierced her, opening her eyes and heart again, making her see him—beyond the money and the mansion and the lies.


    Now that some of her knee-jerk emotion had drained away, it became clearer. Their relationship had been real. There was no denying that. Whatever his wealth changed about him, or them, it had nothing to do with his feelings for her. It had nothing to do with love.


    And just like that, she believed him.


    But how did she express that? Did she deserve another chance after ignoring him all this time? Was there room for forgiveness between them?


    Doing her best to compose herself, she straightened. “Ambrose, can we... Can we give this another shot?”


    His eyes widened like he didn’t believe her. “Are you serious?”


    She nodded.


    “Yes! Yes, of course we can.” Laughing, he grabbed her into his arms and squeezed her so tight she could barely breathe.


    Then he kissed all over her face and neck. In between kisses, he hugged her again, like he was so excited to have her he wasn’t sure what to do with himself.


    She half-laughed, half-cried through it. After slobbering all over her, he pulled her onto his lap and she buried her face in his neck.


    “I missed you,” she whispered against him.


    Stroking her hair, he replied, “I missed you so much. Everyone’s been complaining I’ve turned into a total jackass.”


    “Like that’s new,” she teased.


    “Worse than usual.”


    “Yeah, me too.”


    They stared at each other for a long moment, and she realized how relieved she was that he hadn’t moved on, even though she’d grumbled it at her phone often enough when his messages came. His blond hair was getting shaggy, and there were dark circles under his eyes, as though he hadn’t been sleeping well.


    His eyes... She watched them, marveling at the depth of feeling there.


    “Do you...” Tears welled in her eyes again. That choking fear of rejection was still there, lurking in the back of her mind. “Still love me?”


    He smiled then ran his fingers across her cheek, collecting her tears. “Yes. More than I’ve ever loved anyone.”


    They sat quietly for a while, Everly crying new tears and Ambrose wiping them away. He hummed in contentment, and she felt like she’d drawn a breath for the first time in weeks. That heavy pressure in her chest had disappeared when she’d taken her place in her Master’s lap.


    “Everly,” Ambrose said, breaking the silence.


    “Hmm?”


    “Just so you know, I own an international shipping company. I’m rich, but I try not to be an ass about it. I like fancy foods and useless oversized mansions, apparently. But I can fund shelters and other charities, and also take you on vacations anywhere you want to go.” He exaggerated a relieved sigh. “There. Got that out.”


    Chuckling, she sat up so she could look him in the eye. “Anywhere?”


    He kissed her nose. “Anywhere.”


    Sighing deeply, she snuggled closer, enjoying the warmth of being in his arms. It felt like it’d been so long since she’d been warm. Life had gone cold while they’d been apart. But now it was so very alive.


    Their breathing synced, and she was pretty sure their heartbeats did, too, or maybe it was just a romantic notion. Either way, she was glad to be back in his arms.


    “We need to have a talk eventually,” he said, breaking through her quiet contemplation. “About how we’re going to reconcile our difference in principles. I don’t want you to feel uncomfortable being with me.”


    Talking about serious things was a total buzz kill.


    “Not now,” he echoed her thoughts. “But in the next few days. We need to work some things out.”


    “Okay, but I’m sleepy.” She let her eyes drift shut. From his words earlier about giving up his mansion and donating money, she knew their differences weren’t insurmountable, as long as they were each willing to give a little. And for this, she would.


    “Let’s go to the bedroom, then.”


    “Nooo,” she half-whined. “You’ll get all sorts of ideas in the bedroom.”


    He laughed. “And what’s wrong with that?”


    “I’m tired.”


    “Mmm,” he purred, shifting underneath her. “Yeah, but I haven’t had you in weeks. You couldn’t stay awake a little longer? I’ll make it worth your while.”


    Oh, she’d just bet he would. Since they’d split up, neither her vibrator nor her hand had gotten any use. Her fantasies always revolved around Ambrose, and she was too sad to think of him. But now here he was, and he wanted her.


    He ground his hips against her, his cock growing hard. Thinking about his cock and her ass made her belly warm and her clit ache.


    “Ugh,” she said in mock annoyance. “I guess if my Master wants it, I can manage.” She leaned back and smirked at him. But then a second thought pushed its way in. “Are you... still my Master?”


    For some reason, that question made her feel more vulnerable than asking if he still loved her. But their D/s dynamic was so much deeper than plain vanilla love. It was love magnified a hundredfold. The two were so entwined she didn’t know if they could ever separate the D/s from everything else. It would go against the very nature of their relationship.


    She bit her lip, preparing for the worst. Maybe he wanted to take a break from that until other things were sorted out. Maybe he thought she wasn’t ready to be his slave again. Her stomach fluttered with nerves. Why wasn’t he answering?


    “Well,” he finally said, looking thoughtful. “Are you my slave?”


    Her heart skipped a beat. “Yes.”


    He arched a brow in that regal look she loved. Regal with a hint of hoodlum. Or maybe it was the other way around. “Yes what?”


    She couldn’t keep back a grin. “Yes, Master.”


    “Good.” Without warning, he jumped up from the couch with her in his arms. Ignoring her yelp, he strode toward the stairwell. “Then I demand sex, slave.”


    “Hmph.” She crossed her arms and glared at him. “You should ask nicely.”


    He barked a laugh. “Still a brat, I see.”


    “Quite a contradiction,” she teased. “A brat and a slave. Are you sure that’s what you want?”


    At the bottom of the stairs, he set her on her feet then gazed down at her.


    “My bratty slave is perfect for me.” Then he spun her toward the first step and smacked her ass. “Upstairs, girl. My cock missed you almost as much as the rest of me did.”


    She walked up the stairs with deliberate slowness, hips swaying, throwing sulky looks over her shoulder.


    “Mercy,” he drawled appreciatively, ogling her ass.


    He grabbed hold of the track pants she was wearing and gave them a yank, and they puddled at her feet on the landing. The T-shirt she’d borrowed barely covered her bottom, and she widened her eyes at him and bit the tip of one finger.


    “You’re such a hot little piece of ass, Everly mine.” He crowded her against the wall and slid his hand up the back of her thigh, picking up the edge of the shirt and holding her in place so he could admire her. “Now give me that look again.”


    She complied, but this time she was less cocky and more shy.


    At this rate they weren’t going to make it all the way to the bedroom.


    Everly giggled then bolted up the stairs, and he growled and swatted her ass before she got completely out of range.


    She ran to the master suite and ducked around the corner, then slipped into the closet.


    Ambrose’s footsteps sounded in the hall, and she had to cover her mouth so he wouldn’t hear her snickering. She crouched down, peeking through the crack in the door, breathing hard.


    Oh fuck. She was in so much trouble.


    The very idea of how annoyed he probably was turned her on. She shook her head at herself. Sick puppy.


    He walked into the room and stripped off his shirt. Good Lord, he’d been working out more? Like he needed to. He was fucking huge! She licked her lips and let her gaze follow the muscles that defined his arms and chest, the sexy vee that pointed into his jeans—like she needed directions to his dick? He was hard as hell, too, the outline of his cock obvious, the tip poking above the waistband of his jeans. Maybe if she crawled out to him and sucked his cock, he’d forgive her instinctual bratty behavior.


    “Come out here, bad girl. Do you really want to be in trouble the first night we’re back together?”


    Silently, she nodded, grinning like a lunatic.


    “I know where you are.”


    A thrill of fear and exhilaration zinged through her. He was bluffing. He couldn’t know.


    Ambrose sat on the edge of the bed and looked directly at the closet door. She crept backward, but didn’t stop watching. He unzipped his jeans, and freed his dick. He leaned back on one elbow and wrapped his hand around his cock, and started to stroke himself. Oh God, it was her own personal porn reel. The fact that she was hiding in the closet watching made it seem so much more perverted.


    Soundlessly, she whimpered. She pressed a hand between her legs, trying to resist the temptation of letting him win.


    “Come here, little slave. Let me give you what you want.”


    He was staring right at her. There was no way he couldn’t see her, the way his gaze locked onto hers. Unable to stop herself, she nudged the door open with her fingertips, then watched the play of his hand stroking up and down his monster cock, while she fingered her clit.


    “Come on,” he coaxed, his seductive smile luring her closer.


    She crawled to him, not stopping until she was between his feet.


    “That’s my good girl.” He edged closer to her, then wrapped a firm hand around her hair and tugged her closer. She gasped and closed her eyes, anticipating the feel of the head of his cock brushing her lips. He let go of her hair.


    “Everly.”


    She opened her eyes and looked up, but he’d tucked his cock away. In his hands was the prettiest collar she’d ever seen. It was feather-shaped, and purple and black, with each detail carved precisely into the leather. It was delicate and whimsical and she was delighted that he’d thought of her when he’d seen it. Ambrose held it like he was offering her a piece of his soul.


    Reverently, she reached out and ran a finger over the ridges and buckle. “Is it for me?”


    He nodded. “If you’ll have me. I had it made for you, just before...” His words trailed off, and a flash of hurt flickered behind his blue eyes.


    She was such a bitch. Oh God. He really had loved her all along. She’d almost lost him, because she was offended that he loved her too much to tell her the truth. When they were apart, she tried to convince herself she hadn’t really known him. But even if his finances had been a mystery, she’d known him, like this, the whole time.


    Ambrose fiddled with the collar, rubbing his thumb over the edge of it as though he’d held it in his hands many times. Had he held it and thought of her when they were apart?


    Yes. He probably had. She felt humbled by the idea. The infatuation hadn’t been one-sided at all. She’d never been a joke to him, or just a challenge, like she’d feared.


    “Does this mean...?” she began. What if it was just a play collar? It was presumptuous to think he’d take such a big step so fast after they patched things up.


    “It means I want you to be mine, Everly. Only mine. I want to protect you and treasure you, love you and laugh with you. I want to punish you when you’re bad, and hold you while you sleep. I want to build my entire life around you.”


    “And you would be my Master?” she whispered. “Not just for role-playing?” He hadn’t said so, but that seemed to be the way things had been going between them, before they’d been derailed.


    “Yes.” His eyes were alight with an eerie intensity that made her squirm where she knelt.


    “And I would be your... slave.” It was more real to say it now, in a tranquil moment, than when it had been said before, as a joke, or in lust. The word “slave” echoed through her, and she felt it down deep in her bones.


    “Yes.”


    Her heart ached, and she leaned her head against his knee, loving the feel of his hand stroking her hair, and the calm understanding between them. The bond that she’d felt rooting them to each other healed and started to grow strong again.


    This was where she was meant to be.


    As recently as this morning she’d thought she was over him, but she’d been a damned fool. It was like declaring she could live without oxygen, and holding her breath to prove it. All she’d proven was that she was a fool about him, just like he was about her. That sounded pretty perfect, in the scheme of things. As perfect as people could get, with real lives and real flaws.


    “Then yes, Master. I want to be yours, and I’ll proudly wear your collar.”


    Ambrose beamed at her and urged her to kneel up. She held her hair up out of his way, and he buckled it around her throat. With a light finger he stroked the skin directly above and below it.


    “You’re mine now, Ev. Even when this collar is off, you’ll feel it here around your neck.”


    Under his touch, she trembled.


    “Tomorrow we’re going to pick out something for you to wear in public, that you’ll never take off.” He leaned down and kissed her sweetly, but left no doubt as to who was in charge of the kiss.


    “Yes, Master. If it pleases you.” She grinned up at him.


    He pulled her up onto his lap and lay back. She straddled him and kissed him lazily. For a while that satisfied him, but when she wriggled against his groin, and his cock started to stiffen, he grabbed her hips and guided her to grind against his jean-covered erection. When had he zipped his pants back up?


    It was rough against her clit, and in no time she was gasping and about to come.


    Ambrose shoved his jeans down just far enough to free his cock again, then sank it into her needy pussy. He played with her clit, and slid his fingers around in her wetness, teasing and letting her fuck him at her own speed. One of his hands left off its toying, and a second later he was brushing the slickness he’d collected over her bottom hole. She clenched up and shrieked in surprise, and underneath her he moaned and then chuckled.


    “I like this. Both of my hands are free in this position.” His smile was sly. He did it again and got the same reaction. “Do you have any idea how you feel on the inside when you cower away from my touches?”


    She braced herself for a third touch. She had, however, forgotten to keep fucking him, and was lying on top of him squirming, his steel-hard cock jammed deep within her. How could he feel so amazing inside her even when he wasn’t moving?


    He tsked at her. “This is too bad.” He circled her anus with the tip of a slick finger, then prodded at it gently. “You’re virgin-tight back here again. All that work and we’re going to have to start over.”


    Nooooo. And the bastard didn’t look at all disappointed.


    “Not today, Master,” she pleaded.


    “Okay, not today. But it’s almost midnight, so you have five minutes to get used to the idea.”


    Everly groaned, then squealed as he started to work one of his big fingers into her ass. Her next squirm found her moving again, trying to control how fast he sank his finger into her and ignore the way her pussy was starting to ripple around him. Fuck. She didn’t want to be done yet.


    “Are you going to come, pretty slave?”


    “No, Master.” She breathed carefully through her nose, trying not to make herself a liar.


    “No?” His finger was doing weird, awful, wonderful things in her ass, and she screwed her eyes shut, trying to stay in control.


    She teetered on the brink, not wanting to give in to him yet. It had been weeks. There was no reason to let him drag an orgasm out of her so fucking easily. The problem was he already knew her body better than she did.


    “This sweet pussy of yours is milking my cock,” he warned, as though she weren’t feeling every twinge and throb. Her body ached for release, and it was right there if she let herself have it. “I don’t think you’re going to last long.”


    Ambrose rubbed his stubbled chin over her nipple, and she gasped, and froze on top of him. His mouth latched on the hard nub. He sucked, then worried at it with his teeth, then moved his finger in her ass again.


    A dreadful moan was dragged out of her. She dug her nails into his broad shoulders, trying to keep control, but then he flattened his arm across her lower back and fucked up into her hard and fast. She collapsed on top of him, letting her body do what it wanted, helpless to hold off. She came, her pussy squeezing and quivering around his thick cock.


    “Is that all you have for me? I think you can come harder than that. Come on, sweetheart, give me another one.”


    She mewled and shook her head, but her clit was squashed against him in this position, and he was so deep inside her that it stole her breath. A second orgasm was waiting impatiently, not caring that she was so tired she could barely think straight.


    His hips rolled under hers, and she keened.


    “That’s right. Are you going to be a good girl for me, and come all over my cock?”


    She squealed and struggled as the next orgasm hit, trying to get away from the assault of sensation he was forcing on her. He held her in place, making her feel every bit of pleasure.


    “No, no, Master,” she whimpered, her pussy and ass spasming and twitching, the never-ending sensations bringing helpless tears to her eyes. She was so sore, and every muscle was exhausted, but her body kept coming anyway.


    “Fuck!” Ambrose thrust up into her hard, then held her tight against him as his dick convulsed and twitched. His eyes fluttered closed and the tendons in his neck tensed. He swore in some other language, and it was sexy as hell. She sank her teeth into his neck and he moaned, setting off another of her orgasms. “You’re so fucking tight.” He grunted. “How are you still so tight?”


    “I dunno.” She wriggled.


    He was fucking her leisurely now, looking pleased and sated. He slid his finger out of her ass, and she whimpered.


    “Please stop. I need to stop now. Please!”


    “But you’re so beautiful, and your body feels so good.” Ambrose rolled her onto her back, following her, keeping his dick inside her. He kissed her mouth and rubbed his pelvis against her clit. Her body quivered with aftershocks.


    “You collared me, then you killed me with orgasms. I hope you’re happy.” She glowered up at him and he chuckled. It made his dick do interesting things inside her. “Mmm! Don’t laugh. No more.”


    He kissed her again and brushed a lock of hair out of her eye. “I love you, Everly, my insatiable little whore.”


    Insatiable? Well, maybe. Whore? Only for him. But if he actually listened to her and pulled out right now, she was going to have to kill him.

  


  
    Chapter Sixteen


    The briny sea air was just enough to keep them cool where they sat under the pagoda with the broad white beach stretching serenely in both directions. The cries of gulls from the docks down the coast echoed over the water, joining the lapping of the ocean on the shore in a natural lullaby.


    Ambrose dragged a finger over the bare skin of Everly’s back, enjoying the way it made her shiver. Making her shiver was one of his favorite pastimes. He tugged at the back of the chain around her neck—the one that marked her as his—just to remind her who she belonged to, and that he still wanted her.


    Always, he wanted her.


    In just her floral bikini bottoms, all of her curves and pretty skin were making things... hard for him. Konstantin had made Everly blush by complimenting him on his taste in women when she’d come out in her swimsuit, and he’d caught his friend checking her out several times. It was odd having the women walk around topless at the beach—it was usually a club or play-party thing—but they made the scenery much more interesting, to the point where several times he’d forgotten where he was.


    “Enough!” Konstantin complained imperiously. “The two of you are even worse than those two.” He waved a hand at Banner and Kate, who were curled up on a rattan sofa together, watching the ocean.


    “You released Anna and Sindee too early. Don’t blame us for that.” Ambrose shook his head. Crazy Konstantin, not thinking ahead. He had a voracious sexual appetite, and he’d basically cut himself off.


    Kon sighed. “It was an attack of conscience. The letter from my babushka came in the mail, and I couldn’t touch them again.”


    The poor bastard. Konstantin had texted Ambrose, in crisis, to explain he’d ended things with the girls, and sent them off on a separate vacation. But that left him womanless for six more months until his wife-to-be arrived.


    “I know it doesn’t help you any, but for what it’s worth, I think it’s romantic.” Kate smiled at him sympathetically.


    “It is,” Everly agreed. If she was going to say something else, Ambrose’s hands distracted her.


    She blocked his groping hand, and he contemplated ordering her to roll onto her back and forcing her hands over her head. No one in the pagoda would mind watching them play, and there was no one else around to see. Konstantin had bought the property specifically because it was private, and the others had been only too happy to keep him company while he took possession and furnished the house. They’d been installing O-rings around the property all morning.


    Everly had balked over the cost of coming on the trip, and had insisted on getting them a good deal on their flight. Slowly, she was helping him become more conscious about his spending, but sometimes he still blew money on things without thinking.


    It had taken a while to de-Ambrose the big house so they could sell it. They’d had an average house built, more suitable for two people. They were on the outskirts of town, and loved having no neighbors. The kitchen was perfect, as was the home office, and there were a couple of extra bedrooms, in case they needed them later. Downsizing the amount of crap he had made him feel better than he ever would have guessed, and he loved how good she was at helping him decide where to allocate donations most effectively.


    The only thing that bothered him was she never let him buy her expensive gifts. But that he could live with. He worked at spoiling her in other ways. And sometimes he splurged on her then told her he’d gotten a good deal on the item, which was usually true now that she’d shown him how to use coupons and pay attention to the sale rack.


    Ambrose realized he was staring at Everly again. He caught himself doing that a lot.


    Kon groaned. “It’s the girl’s picture. I don’t know what I’m going to do with this... child, or if I’ll ever be able to lay a hand on her, even once we’re married.”


    “I thought you said she was twenty-one,” Banner said.


    “She is.” Konstantin sighed. “She’s just so... young-looking.” His grimace of distaste was eloquent. Kon tended to like high-maintenance girls with perfect nails and hair, who’d had augmentation done, and who spent a lot of time shopping. From what he’d told Ambrose, though, this girl was from a farming family and had lived a sheltered life.


    “How bad can it be?” Kate shrugged. “If you’re not compatible, just say no.”


    “It’s not that easy. I promised my grandmother. Varushka is her favorite of all the girls she’s helped from her village. Sweet and smart and a good cook. Used to hard work. Here.”


    Kon pulled a photo from inside the book he’d been reading. He handed it to Ambrose.


    “This is Varushka.”


    A bird-thin girl with wide blue eyes stared out from the photo, looking awkward and self-conscious. There was no sophistication there—none of the worldliness or pronounced sensuality that marked the type of girl Konstantin dated. His taste seemed to run toward women who could work as exotic dancers or porn stars.


    Shit. This girl looked barely legal. Not Kon’s kink at all.


    “My grandmother has been telling me about her, in particular, for a few years. She volunteers at the community center I had built in the village. She’s one of the ones my grandmother has been putting through post-secondary with the money I send.”


    Ambrose showed Everly, and her brows rose with concern. She handed the picture on to Banner and Kate, who soon wore similar expressions.


    “Well, maybe she’s not as sweet and innocent as she looks,” Banner said hopefully.


    “If she is, you’re going to have your work cut out for you.” Ambrose chuckled. Konstantin was well and truly screwed, not that he would ever say that to him out loud. “Maybe she’ll take to kink like a duck to water.”


    “This one is more like a tiny bird than a duck.” Konstantin groaned, took the picture from Banner, and tucked it back in his book. “You’re a terrible liar, my friend. Can you imagine me taking her to The Catacombs? No one will believe she’s as old as she says, especially if she wears her hair braided like that. And to fuss with her and try to make her look older?” He shook his head. “She would look like a little girl who got into her mama’s makeup.”


    Ambrose had to admit he felt bad for the guy, but he’d told him right off the bat that this was a terrible idea. Either he was going to have to disappoint his grandmother, or choose to lie in the bed he made for himself.


    Everyone fell silent for a few minutes and Konstantin went back to reading his book. No one had easy answers for him, but he was used to being the advice giver, not the advice seeker. They’d be there for him when the time came. They were always there for one another, no matter how busy work got.


    The ribbon on Everly’s bikini bottoms tickled his hand. The suit was fastened on the sides with them, and he itched to take hold of an end and give it a yank. Naked in no time flat. He assumed the ribbons were a nod to the time he’d tied her up in the pool area of their house, and he was just as eager to unwrap his present now as he’d been that day.


    “We should go for a walk.” He smiled at Everly, and her eyes widened. She was always so suspicious when he tried to get her alone. It might have had something to do with the fact that he’d dragged her up to the bedroom earlier under the guise of taking a nap, but then had teased her and come on her tits.


    Then, rather than giving her any satisfaction, he’d insisted they hang out with everyone again. She’d grumbled and called him names, and he had spanked her while the others watched with interest. Kate had said sympathetic things, considering they were close friends now, but afterward she’d rubbed against Banner until they went off for their own “nap.”


    It was good to have friends who understood.


    Hopefully Konstantin’s new wife wouldn’t throw a monkey wrench into what was becoming an entertaining group dynamic.


    Everly rose from the lounge chair, the slave bells on her ankle jingling, and Ambrose was amused at the rows of lines the plastic slats had left on her bare breasts and stomach. God bless private beaches. When she caught the line of his gaze, she looked down and laughed.


    “I hope you’re into striped patterns this season.” Everly reached up and rubbed the top of his freshly shaved head for a second. It’d become a habit she had trouble resisting.


    Ambrose backed her against the support for the pagoda and pinned her there, acquainting himself with the new grooves in her skin. “Interesting.” He cupped one of her breasts then caught the nipple between two fingers and squeezed. Everly gasped, and tried to glare at him, but her moan ruined it.


    “Unless you’re interested in sharing that sweet ass, I’d suggest the two of you get a room.” Konstantin glowered. “Oh wait, what was I thinking? You have a room. I’m sure Banner and Kate don’t mind, but I’m flying solo for the next six months. If the two of you were charitable men, you’d help a brother out.”


    “Yeah,” Kate agreed. “Banner, you and Ambrose should help Konstantin out. Everly and I will sit over here and watch. Don’t worry, we’ll be very quiet and won’t get in the way.”


    “Be careful what you wish for, Trouble. Ambrose and Konstantin are open-minded and like to share girls, and they might decide to convince me to share you.”


    “Oh, like you would.” Kate smirked.


    Banner grabbed his slave and yanked her into his lap, then bit her shoulder. They struggled, but that got derailed somehow and they ended up making out. Konstantin rolled his eyes and went back to reading.


    Ambrose steered Everly away, although she’d been all too happy to stay and watch.


    “I know what you’re thinking,” she said, as they walked down the beach, the dry sand so hot they had to stay near the water’s edge.


    “What?”


    “You wanted to get me out of there before Kate gave me any bad ideas. I swear she’s as bratty as I am some days.” Everly grinned.


    “I think we should keep you two separated as much as possible. You should never be left unsupervised together.” He shook his head in mock disapproval. “Such bad girls.”


    “You like us bad.” Everly paused and dug her toes into the wet sand. “Poor Varushka. She has no idea what she’s walking into. At least Kate chose this life, and I was already kinky. That poor kid is going to have some serious culture shock to deal with.”


    Ambrose pulled her close and tilted her head back with his thumb. “We could start a petition to find her a more vanilla husband, if that would make you feel better.”


    She stood on his toes and kissed him. “No, Master. I think Konstantin’s heart is in the right place. I just hope he’s not so hard up that he steamrolls over her to make her into what he wants, you know?”


    “Well, we tend to call each other out if we’re being asshats. If you think he needs a talking-to at some point, you tell me and I’ll talk to him.”


    She breathed a sigh of relief. “Thank you, Master.”


    When she looked out at the water, he stole a kiss.


    “Have I ever told you that being naked really suits you?” He slid his hands over her skin, and she melted against him. Every time she was in his arms like this, it felt like a piece of him had been put back in its place. There was contentment, relief, and a feeling that everything was right in his world.


    “You’re such a fucking romantic, Master.”


    “Wait. What’s this?” He crouched down at her feet, and feigned picking something up, then stood and held it out to her.


    She blinked at his palm, then at him, then back again.


    “It’s... Someone lost this?” Everly eyed him suspiciously.


    The old-fashioned ring glittered in his palm, and he struggled to slow down his racing heart. Fuck, he sucked at this stuff. “No. This is your last chance to throw me back in the ocean though.”


    “Ambrose. That is not a proposal.”


    “No? Should I get down on one knee?” Without hesitation, he sank to one knee then tugged at the end of the bow holding one side of her bathing suit bottoms together.


    “Behave yourself. This is supposed to be romantic.” A laugh rolled from her, and she pressed her fingers to her mouth, trying to quell it. A tear trickled down and she wiped it away, grinning like a kid at Christmas.


    He offered the ring to her again. “This isn’t fancy, but it was my great-grandmother’s. Everly, you’re hot and funny and smart, and I love everything about you.”


    “That’s better.”


    “And if it’s not big enough, I’ll buy you another one.”


    “Ohhh... it’s more than big enough.”


    “The ring, little girl. I was talking about the ring.”


    “Oh, um. Yes. Me too.” She gave him a sexy grin, and his hand crept back to her ribbons.


    “Master?”


    “Yes, slave?”


    “Maybe you should put the ring on my finger before we lose it.”


    He inclined his head. Point taken. “So is that a yes? You didn’t answer me.”


    “You didn’t ask me anything, Master. You just listed some of my positive attributes.”


    Did she have to be bratty about everything? Chuckling, he said, “Everly, my hot little piece of ass, will you marry me?”


    She eyed him up and down, like he was a tasty piece of meat. “Yes, Master. But only if you fuck me. Immediately.”


    He slipped the ring onto her finger, and stared at it in disbelief. She’d actually said yes. The ring was on her finger. He blinked up at her, full of wonder and giddy excitement. He jumped to his feet and pulled her into his arms.


    She kissed him then squealed when he threw her over his shoulder and strode off toward the trees.


    “I’ll be fucking you almost immediately. First we need to talk about what happens when you get bossy with me,” he grumbled, and swatted her ass. “Bossy slaves get punished.”


    “Yessss!”


    Brat. His brat. At least she couldn’t see his smile. It would only encourage her.
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