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  This book is dedicated to my husband who has encouraged me to push my writing to its limits and never complaining about takeout food when I’ve been on deadlines. You have inspired me to follow my passion and in turn helped create a few of the character traits found in my book.


  Song Playlist


  


  I Need You Always—Need # 1


  


  The songs can be found out on Spotify:


  https://play.spotify.com/user/12132158436/playlist/78JdvUcht3PAEGyqLDWdAP


  


  “I Found You”—The Wanted


  “Really Don’t Care”—Demi Lovato


  “Gotta Be Somebody”—Nickelback


  “Love Runs Out”—One Republic


  “We Own The Night”—The Wanted


  “I Want You”—Savage Garden


  “Wannabe”—Spice Girls


  “Strip Me”—Natasha Bedingfeld


  “If I Lose Myself”—One Republic


  “Let Me Be The One”—Expose


  “My Passion”—Akcent


  “I Lived”—One Republic


  “Never Been In Love”—Cobra Starship
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  One Month Earlier . . .


  I LOOKED DOWN AT my watch and noted that I was five minutes late to our 10 AM meeting. The glass walls of his office showed him pacing the floor. He was already ticked and I would probably piss him off even more with my attire, but I wasn’t about to be uncomfortable and jet-lagged when going into a discussion with him. He’d have the upper hand for sure.


  His secretary, Marjorie, looked up from her desk and gave me a half-smile, letting me know how I thought it’d be. “Be sure to tell Mr. Prescott about your latest score yesterday and the pricing. That should help to diffuse things.” I nodded, hoping her strategy would work.


  I stopped short of walking into the office and decided I should give a courtesy knock. Dad stopped mid stride, “Where the hell have you been, Dane? I only have thirty minutes to talk with you and you’ve already wasted five of them.”


  He suggested I close the door and took a seat in one of the chairs in front of his desk and motioned for me to do the same. This didn’t bode well; usually our talks had a desk between us, when it came to business. Anytime the personal space was taken away, it meant something serious was about to go down and I had nowhere to run.


  His hand came up to clasp one of my shoulders, giving it a squeeze. “How did Italy go?” Thankfully he was starting with an easy discussion.


  “Italy was good, beautiful as always. I didn’t get in until three this morning, thanks to weather conditions over the Atlantic, so sorry if I’m running a little late.” Italy always felt like my home away from home, since we had relatives there, where I could be myself and let my hair down, literally. “The new vineyard is quite impressive in size and quality of their wines. They have some nice Pinot Grigio and Merlots ready and are offering them at very competitive prices to gain market perspective. If we have the right campaign to our buyers, we stand to make a killing with the sales.”


  He nodded. “I didn’t realize you’d gotten in so late, otherwise I would’ve scheduled this meeting for this afternoon. At least that explains your appearance. Did you bring back any samples and where do we stand on a contract with Votellici Vineyards?”


  Dad was nothing but blunt at times. My family and I didn’t always agree on how I should present myself. He wanted me at the company working alongside him, stuck behind a desk and wearing a damn suit all the time, which was not going to happen anytime soon, nor would I cut my hair. I liked having hair down to my shoulders and highlighted, but my parents felt it would look more “appropriate” if it were cut short with the natural coloring of my dark mahogany stand out, an Italian gene from my mother’s side of the family. Somehow my dad missed getting the Italian hair gene and favored his mother with a light brown hair.


  “Let’s cut to the chase and stop picking on how I look.” I didn’t know what he was griping about since I did make concessions of dress pants and a crisp white Armani oxford shirt. I did have to admit I rolled the sleeves up to see if I could get a rise out of him and I did.


  He leaned back in his chair with one hand on his chin. “Your sister needs to cut back on her work hours, since her and Jackson are expecting.”


  I jumped a bit at the revelation. “Gabriella’s pregnant?”


  “If you spent more time at home, and here in the office, rather then gallivanting all over the world and partying it up with the latest fling, you’d know these things. She’s already seven months along, so I need you to start spending a little more time in the office to learn the ropes and less time flying off to who knows where. It’s time to take some responsibility, Dane.”


  Crap, there was the “R” word. I knew the talk would shift, but wasn’t expecting to be blindsided with the news that I’d be an uncle in a couple months.


  “I do take work seriously. Who do you think helped bring in the 40% jump in sales last quarter with the new products?” I was on a roll here, so I might as well hit while the iron was hot, “Plus, you should know that I’ve been seeing someone seriously for the past two months.”


  Dad leaned forward with his arms on his knees. “You have the buying and selling side, of our business, but you know nothing about the marketing and business aspects to help run this company. One day I’d like to retire and know I’ve left the company in good hands, so I can spend more time with your mother and take her on some of the trips she’s longed to go on.”


  He definitely wasn’t going to stop until I conceded to coming in. Plus, throwing the mom card in there . . . good way to drive it home dad! “Fine, what do I need to do?”


  A smile spread slowly across his face. He knew he’d won. “Gabriella and Rafe started out working with the interns and learning the very basics of the business and have built from there. They’re good at certain aspects of the business, but I need one of my kids to know the whole company inside and out. You have the foresight to guide this company and they can support your efforts.”


  My breath faltered as I felt the walls closing in on me. “You’re joking, right? I’m not working as an intern for this company.”


  Dad looked at his watch and stood up from the chair. “Follow me. We need to make this quick.”


  We’d taken the elevator to the fifth floor and stepped out into the entry level marketing and statistical analysis area. Where the hell was he taking me?!


  We didn’t move far from the elevators when he pointed to a group of people, divided into two groups, surrounding the conference table in deep discussion. One thing about dad, he liked to see what people were up to and had most of the interior walls converted to modern day glass; that could haze to obscurity when needed. He liked to be able to see and hear what was going on in the company. “They’re the latest interns, top of their class, from the local university. They have less than two months, before they graduate, but I could put you with them. It’s one of the best crash courses to get you up to speed. ”


  I shook my head and stepped back. “No deal.”


  “You have to start somewhere, Dane, and work your way up within the company to learn all the internal parts. I should’ve done this a long time ago, but knew you’d never agree to it. I never should’ve let you have your way.” He wrapped his arm around my shoulder, to hold me in place as he explained. “The young man over in the right corner, trying to control the group, is Conner. He’s top of the interns with tons of new ideas about online sales and marketing. The young lady he’s arguing with is Robin. She’s swift on the advertising aspects. Then there’s Marissa, who’s sitting quietly by Robin’s side. Her skills in statistical analysis and understanding market trends is astounding. I’ve never seen anyone learn as fast as she has. We have to challenge her daily, if only we could get her to come out of her shell and come up with some ideas we could use for Sales and Marketing, she’d definitely be hired.”


  I gave them all the once over and thought Robin was cute, but something about Marissa kept gnawing at me. I’d never seen anyone avoid eye contact before, then she looked up and our eyes locked. I caught myself half smiling and feeling my dick spring to life, before she broke the gaze dropping papers on the floor. She was a bit plain, dark hair to her shoulders, wearing little to no makeup, but her demeanor reminded me of Gabriella when she was a teenager. She was so intimidated by everyone, that I worked with sis on talking with others and within months she went from wall flower to wild child. It took running into Jackson to calm her down. I wonder if Marissa would be the same way? She looks like she could have a tiger hidden underneath her exterior. I wonder if she’s got a sexy body she’s trying to hide? Stop thinking with your dick, Dane, you have Tiffany now.


  Dad guided us back into the elevator. “So you’ve been seeing someone for two months, huh? If you’re serious about this girl, then why haven’t we met her?”


  “Tiffany’s been busy.” Why did I allow myself to be backed into a corner today? Duh! You haven’t slept and your defenses are down.


  “So tell me about her.”


  I readied myself with honest responses. “We met at one of my kink parties. She came as a guest to one of my friends. I’ve met a few of her acquaintances and we’ve been to each other’s houses. She works as a receptionist to an insurance company and, yes, she’s told me she loves me.”


  His eyes seemed to be alight with amusement. Leaning in toward me, he asked, “So why can’t she take time out of her calendar to meet your family?”


  I knew he was trying to rile me. “I know what you’re trying to do dad and it won’t work. She’s not some floozy trying to sink her teeth into me.” Why couldn’t he just trust my judgment in women? Look at your past record, asshole, you tend to attract those wanting a good roll in the hay and plenty spent on them.


  We arrived back at dad’s office, as he sits back in the seat across from me. “Fine, I believe you, but I’d like to know when Tiffany tells you she loves you? Is it when you treat her to a night out on the town, buy her expensive items, is it when you’re in bed together or does she tell you willingly, whenever the mood strikes?”


  Damn him! I punched my fist into the arm of the chair and decided I’d leave before things got too heated. “I’m out of here!”


  Dad grabbed me by the arm and held firm, despite my efforts to shake him off. “I’m not trying to spoil any romantic interests you have son. Just know that because of who you are and the Prescott name, you’ll have people try to warm up to you for the money. I only have your best interest at heart. I want you to find the happiness you deserve with a woman who’ll always be there for you.”


  How could he know that these were the very issues that prevented me from moving any further with Tiffany? I had mentioned meeting my family numerous times, only to be met with resistance. I suggested we try living together, but she quickly dismissed it. Even talking on the phone had become somewhat of a challenge.


  “I need to run, dad. I’ll drop a few bottles of wine off with mom on the way back home and, if you approve, I’ll have the contracts to you in a couple of days.” I took a deep breathe in. “I’ll take a look at my schedule and see what I can do about spending more time here. I know I have a few more trips lined up over the next couple of weeks. After that if you want me to come in, I will, but not as an intern.”


  A smile warmed his face. “That sounds like a good plan, son. Take the rest of the day to rest and we’ll talk this weekend.”


  I took the elevator down and tried stifling a yawn, wishing it would hurry up so I could get back home and sleep. It seemed to take forever. I was growing frustrated when Marissa stepped on. “Have a nice lunch. I’ll bring you back a latte.”


  Her voice sounded like an angel. I nodded her way and saw her rich cappuccino colored eyes sparkle before she looked down at the floor. She’s definitely shy and her clothes are way too big for her body. My mind began conjuring up all the different ways she might look under her garments. Stop thinking about her like that, she looks too pure for you. I kept my head forward and my hands in my pocket, trying to hide the bulge in my pants. Why was she having such an effect on me?


  I heard her stifle a cry and looked over to see a few tears running down her face. I inched closer to her. “Are you alright?”


  Her head shook and her shoulders shrugged giving me mixed signals. I reached out to hold her hand. “You’re too pretty to be crying, bella.”


  Her eyes lifted slightly to mine. Her voice was shaky and filled with emotion. “You really think so?”


  “Would you believe me if I told you I’ve longed to kiss your lips since the moment you stepped on this elevator?”


  Her eyes looked surprised. “You do?”


  I could see her heartbeat at the pulse point of her neck, driving me closer to her. I had to taste her lips, to know her, even for just a moment. What the hell was with this compelling draw to her? “I’m finding it impossible to resist you, bella. Tell me to stop and I will.”


  She leaned back against the wall and closed her eyes as my lips hovered above hers. I nipped the edges of her mouth, testing the waters to see if I’d be allowed one kiss, when her hands grabbed hold of my shirt drawing me closer as our lips fused with one another with searing heat radiating off of them.


  I reached out my hand to hit the stop button on the elevator; not wanting anyone to intrude on our private moment. Her grip on my clothes tightened and her breathing increased, as the elevator came to a slow halt. “Shh. I won’t harm you, little one. I just don’t want this kiss to end, not yet.”


  My tongue traced her bottom lip and I slowly sucked it into my mouth, causing her to gasp and taking my invitation to taste the sinfulness of her mouth. My tongue plunged deep inside to find her meeting me stroke for stroke. Her hands came up around my neck to try and fist my hair, but I had better ideas. I took hold of both her hands in one of my own and held them high above her head as my other hand grabbed a handful of her hair tilting her head back to deepen our kiss.


  Marissa’s moans of pleasure and the scent of her arousal was nearly my undoing. It took all of my control not to press myself against her so she could feel what she does to me. But, I knew we needed to get the elevator started soon or security would be ringing the phone to see if everyone was okay and I didn’t want to give away who I was, not yet anyway.


  I pulled back gently, releasing her hands and watching her struggle to catch her breath, holding onto her until she retained her balance. The back of my knuckles grazed across the soft flesh of her cheek. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have kissed you, but wanted to do something to cheer you up and maybe bring a smile to your face, instead of tears.”


  One hand went up to her mouth, holding onto her lips. A shy smile spread across her lips as her face flushed. “No one’s ever kissed me like that.”


  I was afraid I was about to be backhanded, but instead received, “I don’t know who you are, but thank you. You just helped me make an important decision today.”


  What decision? Come on, tell me. Give me one word of encouragement and I’ll dump my girlfriend for you. I couldn’t speak what I was thinking. I was always loyal and monogamous in my relationships with women, but could I really call what Tiffany and I have a relationship. She never responded to a kiss the way Marissa just did. A shot of electricity shot through me as we kissed; her body molding perfectly to mine.


  The elevator opened at the lobby and I motioned for her to go first. The natural sunlight spilling in through the front windows highlighted every one of her hidden curves through the fabric. She was built like an Italian goddess, small but curvaceous, unlike Tiffany who was pencil thin and plastic.


  She looked back at me. “Thank you for your . . . whatever that was,” and turned walking towards the exit.


  I wanted to follow Marissa and talk with her, but something told me the timing wasn’t right. Plus, I still was in a “relationship” with Tiffany. I’d have some serious thinking to do regarding Tiffany. For now life was good. Who knew the bottom was about ready to fall out and how tragically it would affect all of us?


  


  [image: ]


  [image: ]


  Present Day


  “I NEED YOU, ALWAYS . . .” My words were but a whisper.


  My roommate, Dawn, placed her hands on top of mine, I guess to stop me from fidgeting. I felt like I was stuck in a version of the Twilight Zone, everything seemed surreal around me, that the events earlier tonight were part of a dream. “What was that last part you said, Marissa?”


  I was about to rehash the last part of my tale, when we heard the door close. “Last part of what? Why are you both still up?” Ashley, my other roommate, asked as her and her fiancé Brian came into the family room and noticed I was shivering.


  “Can you get one of my extra blankets from the closet, honey?” Brian nodded and brought back a folded blanket.


  I watched as Ashley gave him a quick kiss. “Thanks, hon. You can go ahead to bed and I’ll be there in a few. I want to make sure Marissa and Dawn are okay first.”


  As soon as he left the room, she undid the blanket and wrapped it around me and took a seat next to Dawn. “What the hell happened to have you so shook up?”


  We both looked at her, with Dawn asking, “Weren’t you going to stay at Brian’s mostly, except during the week of our graduation, when our folks are here.”


  Ashley nodded. “Yes, but I missed seeing both of you. Plus, Brian’s roommate, Paul, has some rather noisy company and we had a hard time sleeping. We’re going to crash here until his company leaves. So what’s going on?”


  I couldn’t help but smart off at her. “If you’d kept in touch or bothered to stay here a bit, you’d know what’s going on with us.” I don’t know why I was copping an attitude, but tonight, or better yet, the last couple of weeks had been a living nightmare.


  I realized my outburst. “Sorry, Ashley, I shouldn’t take my frustration out on you.”


  Her eyes looked perplexed, knowing I rarely spoke my mind. I couldn’t help it. Her life always seemed to come so easy. She looked like a Victoria’s Secret model, was graduating top of her class in journalism, was offered a nice position at her dad’s magazine company, and was set to marry Brian, who looked like he walked off the cover of GQ, with a great paying job, in a couple of months. How could she possibly understand what I’ve been going through lately?


  I tried to open my mouth to speak, but nothing came out. Thankfully, Dawn started giving her the run down of my life. “Marissa’s been through hell and back lately. Her boyfriend, Tom, was pushing her to do the deed and when she wouldn’t, he found a piece of ass elsewhere and she walked in on them doing the nasty a couple of weeks ago.” I guess it’s a good thing I didn’t tell them that I gave in and tried with him, only to end up feeling like an unwanted loser.


  Ashley put her hand on my leg. “I know you’re probably hurting about him, and I’d say I’m sorry, but he was bad news for you. You seemed to lose your identity around him, becoming what he wanted instead of being who you are. Plus, I caught him with several girls out on dates, over a month ago. I’m glad to see that asshole gone.”


  I looked up at her. “Why didn’t you tell me?” The hurt was obvious in my voice.


  “I wanted to, but he said he wanted to be the one to tell you it was over. I thought he’d honor his word, otherwise I would’ve said something.” Her face seemed genuine and I knew she was straightforward with people.


  I finally had enough energy to handle the discussion. “Tom being gone isn’t the worst of it, it keeps getting better.” Ashley’s eyes furrowed, while Dawn ran soothing circles up and down my back.


  I took a deep breath in and started in on everything that had unraveled in my life. “My parents pulled back the promise they’d made to my brother, Nate, and me. You know the one where they’d help with expenses for at least six months to a year after college, or until we had two months at a job, so we could put some money away and take over our own finances. Luckily, Nate has already graduated college and has a job.”


  Ashley chimed in. “That’s not very fair. Why did they help him, but aren’t helping you?” I wasn’t surprised by the questions Dawn had the very same ones, when I’d explained things to her.


  “My dad’s investment company is in jeopardy. He made some bad investments and lost a bundle. They have the house up for sale and are going to downsize in order to make ends meet, while my mom begins to look for a job, after spending the last twenty years as a housewife. They need to economize as much as possible to try and keep the business afloat and hope they can rebuild from square one.”


  I took a deep breath in, feeling my body’s shaking start to lesson with the warmth of the blanket. “I’m thankful they’re honoring their word to help me make rent and buy food, for the next month, until I graduate. If I don’t have a job by then, I’ll need to move back home, take whatever job I can to pull my weight, and pay them rent.”


  Ashley shook her head from side to side. “I can’t believe so much has changed.” She reached forward to give me a hug. “I’m so sorry I haven’t kept in touch with both of you. I’ve been so busy with my term papers, final exams coming up, planning a wedding, and filling in for one of daddy’s columnists, who’s out on maternity leave. Had I known, I would’ve been here for you to offer some support. At least your internship is turning into a job, right?”


  I laughed at her comment. “Sorry, I’m not laughing at your sincerity, just your last statement.”


  Her eyes were huge. “Please tell me they considered you for the internship.”


  I shook my head. I didn’t know whether to cry, be furious, or laugh at how stupid I’d been. “If I hadn’t trusted Conner as a friend, his entry-level management trainee position would be mine. But, I was a fool and offered up my ideas when we worked in teams, rather than keeping them to myself. He wrote them all down, claiming we’d share all of our ideas with our supervisor and instead he presented them as his own. At least my friend Robin kept most of her ideas to herself and mainly focused on the advertising side of the business. Both of them got job offers. She was furious with Conner when she’d found out I was passed up and tried to tell our manager that the ideas were mine, but because of my docile nature lately, thanks to all that’s happened, he didn’t believe her or me. He seems to only believe what a guy tells him.”


  “Isn’t there anyone you can appeal to?”


  Dawn turned to her. “She and Robin have already tried every avenue. Robin had to basically shut up or her job offer would be rescinded, while Marissa’s internship would be terminated, costing her the chance at graduating.”


  Tears started pooling at the corners of my eyes and my voice started to quiver. “I can’t stay here beyond graduation, when our lease is up. I’m currently unemployed, after my internship is up, Dawn is moving to Atlanta for a job she’s accepted, and you’re getting married and finding your own place with Brian. I feel I have no where to go.”


  “Wow, that’s a lot to go through in such a short time. No wonder you’re shaking. If you’d like I can see if my dad has anything available in the business side of the magazine and you know you’re always welcome to stay at our place.”


  I looked up at Ashley and tried smiling. “Thanks, Ash, but I couldn’t ask you to put me up in your home or pull any strings for me. I’ll accept what I can find and push hard to find the job of my dreams. That’s what sucks, because I love working for Prescott International. The challenges motivate me and really make me think.”


  “That’s not all that excites you.” Dawn hinted, with a smirk.


  “Okay, spill it girlfriend.” Ash loved to gossip about boys.


  I blushed a bit. “There was this one guy at work, with long dark hair that had blonde highlights running through it and dark shimmering eyes that seemed to look right into my soul. But, he’s a dream guy. I only saw him the one day with the CEO of the business. He looked like he was being shown around for a possible job interview or something, but I haven’t run into him since, except for bumping into him in the elevator that day.”


  Dawn smiled. “You should’ve heard how she described him that night, after she got home from work. She had my temperature soaring with the concept of a male Adonis walking among us.” She added to the words by fanning herself as though she needed to cool off.


  Ash grabbed hold of my hands and gave them a good squeeze. “So why are you both still up in the wee hours of the night? And what were you talking about when I came in? Is that why you’re shaking?”
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  I DIDN’T KNOW IF I could handle telling the story all over again, and not sure Dawn wanted to hear a recap. But, I looked over at Ashley and her and saw them sitting on the edge of their seats.


  I was starting to feel hot, being under the cover, so I sat up, folded the blanket, and handed it back to Ashley. “Thanks for the use of the blanket. I’m not shaking from being cold. I think I’m coming down from an adrenaline rush.”


  Ashley screamed out, finally taking a good look at me. “Why is your robe covered in dirt and blood? What the hell happened to you tonight?”


  I sat back down and pulled one of my throw pillows to my chest, hugging it tightly. “Dawn offered for me to go with her to one of the dance clubs tonight, to blow off some steam with her and her friends. I was in a depressed mood and knew I wouldn’t be good company to hang around, so I stayed home and decided to search the classifieds on my laptop and submit some resumes, hoping to alleviate the majority of my issues.”


  I could feel my throat going dry so I reached for the bottled water I’d been sipping on and took a long drink. “It was heading towards two in the morning, when I decided to call it a night. I began turning off most of the lights and checking that all the doors were locked, leaving the stove and outdoor lights on for Dawn. When I looked out the front window, I noticed a car parked across the street, with its blinkers on and the overhead light on inside, but no movement from anyone.”


  Ashley tensed. “Did you get burglarized or attacked?” Her voice was laden with concern.


  I shook my head. “No, but the fact that the car was there, left me unsettled and unable to go to sleep, so I sat up and checked on it every few minutes. After about twenty minutes, I grabbed my cell phone and decided to call the cops to come check it out. I didn’t know if it was a burglar casing the neighborhood or what was going on.”


  Dawn spoke up. “I still can’t believe you went out there.”


  “You went out there?! Are you crazy?!” Ashley’s voice was panicked.


  I reached forward and squeezed her hand this time. “I had to. Just as I got a 911 operator on the phone, I saw the door open and it looked like a guy passed out into the street. I told her what I saw and she dispatched the police and fire department to come out and told me the guy might be seriously hurt. She told me to stay on the phone for safety, but they’d need me to see if there were any obvious signs to why he’d collapsed in the road so they’d know what to expect when they got here.”


  “You’re braver than I am. I would’ve left his ass there and let the police handle him.” Dawn admitted and Ashley seemed to agree, nodding in approval.


  I argued. “I couldn’t just leave him there. Besides I had this ethereal voice tell me to “Watch over him” and a strong desire to do that. It’s hard to explain, but I knew I couldn’t just ignore whoever was out there. So I grabbed my robe and a blanket and headed out there with the operator still on the phone.


  “I approached cautiously, not knowing whether this person was actually hurt or not. The light from the car’s interior was enough to highlight it was a man, with long dark hair. He was moving a small amount on the ground, calling out, ‘Why’d you leave me?’ and ‘I’m sorry, I never meant to hurt you.’ I was freaked out by it, but saw that it looked like he’d been in a fight. His shirt had been torn in places and splattered with some dried blood that seemed to be coming from a broken nose and shiners to both of his eyes.” I started to shake a little more.


  “Take your time, Marissa.” Ash spoke up.


  “I explained to him that I was there to help him and told the 911 operator what I saw and smelled.” My nose twitched at the memory. “He either had a ton of liquor spill on him or he’d drunk himself to massive intoxication, because he reeked of alcohol.” A chill ran down my spine as I had a flashback of everything right in front of my eyes. I could already tell I’d be having nightmares when I slept tonight.


  “He started shaking on the ground and the operator told me he might be going in to shock. So I used the door jam, as she suggested, to elevate his feet and pulled the blanket on top of him to keep him warm. His head kept thrashing a bit, so I sat down on the pavement and pulled his head into my lap.”


  I felt tears run down my face as Dawn handed me some tissues. “The operator instructed me to keep him talking, in case he had a concussion and to find out as much as I could about him. So I sat the phone down and tried to get him to focus.”


  My mind slipped back to the events, earlier tonight and I heard everything play out in my mind as it happened. “I’m here to help you. Do you feel any pain anywhere?”


  He didn’t seem to understand what I was asking; a confused look stretched across his face before he finally focused in on mine. “You’re here? Where am I?”


  My hands stroked through his dark slickened locks of hair. “Shh. It’s going to be alright. I’m here for you until the fire department arrives. You apparently drove into my subdivision and collapsed on the street in front of my house.”


  I watched as one of his hands gripped tightly onto mine, startling me, as he stared into my eyes. His face was roughed up, but his eyes seemed gentle and familiar to me. “She said she’d send someone to watch over me and guide me to her. But, I didn’t believe her. I didn’t care what happened to me anymore.” His body went stiff and then vibrated as an explosion of tears and anguish took hold of him. “I can’t believe she’s gone!”


  “Marissa?” The operator’s voice was barely audible, so I picked up the phone.


  “Yes ma’am.”


  “The police are about eight minutes out and the fire department is ten minutes away. You’re doing a great job. Just stay on the line and keep him talking.”


  “Okay.”


  I sat the phone back down. “Is there anyone I can call, let them know where you are?”


  He tried to reach with one arm and winced in pain, before letting go of my hand and pulling out his cell. His voice was shaky. “Look for mom.”


  His eyes seemed to focus in on something to the side of us, making me wonder if anyone was approaching, because I hadn’t heard any sirens yet.


  The shaking seemed to go away and his body relaxed, his head lying heavier in my lap. “You’re here. I thought I’d never get to see you again and tell you I’m sorry. I never meant to hurt you. You were my lifeline and now you’re gone. I feel like a boat lost out at sea with no anchor to hold me here. I want to come with you.”


  Was he seeing something I couldn’t? Who the heck was he talking to? I just hoped the police would get here sooner, rather than later. I knew I should be feeling freaked out by him and his actions, but I was surprisingly comfortable and felt a pull towards him that I couldn’t explain, as though we’d met before. But, where?


  I put one hand on his chest, and rubbed in circles, to comfort him, while my other hand tried to get into his cell phone and found it password protected. “Can you help me out and give me the password to your phone, so I can call your mom?”


  He seemed to finish talking with a mysterious figure, with the words, “Mi mancherai e amore anche voi, sempre.”


  My breath halted as I recognized it to be Italian. He’d said, “I will miss you and love you too, always.” This poor man had suffered a great loss. It obviously wasn’t his mom, so it must be the love of his life? My heart instantly broke for him.


  “Mi scusi, cara.” His voice brought me back to what I’d tried to ask him. Did he just call me darling?


  I responded back to him in Italian to see if I could draw him back to the present. “È il caso di parlare inglese quando si guida” I’d stated, “You need to speak English when help gets here.”


  I held up his phone to his line of sight. “What’s your password so I can call your mom?”


  “Spell out Gabi on the phone.” His voice sounded on the verge of tears again. It must be the name of his lost love.


  I was able to get the phone unlocked, but before I could dial, his fingers interlaced with the hand I held on his chest, as he raised our hands to cup the side of my face. His eyes held onto mine with purpose. “I’ve missed you, cara. No one would give me your phone number or tell me where you lived so I could find you.”


  My body shook, as the realization hit that he had called me “Darling.” He must be delusional, mistaking me for his lost love.


  I could hear the sirens in the distance. Thank goodness help was on the way.


  I realized he expected me to respond to him, his eyebrows furrowing with worry, when I hadn’t. “I’m right here, mi amore.” I knew it was wrong to pretend to be someone else, but if it helped him remain calm and not injure himself further, I’d do it.


  The sirens faded as the area filled with bright red lights flashing everywhere. Both the police and fire department ended up arriving together. Two firemen came over with medical equipment and one with a pillow and neck brace. One looked over at me. “If you could support his head gently, while I slip the neck brace on him and slide this pillow underneath his head.”


  I did as I was told and then got up and out of the way, so they could check him over. “Don’t leave me, cara!” He grew agitated and started to thrash about to find where I’d gone.


  “Miss, if you could come back into his line of sight so his agitation level decreases. His blood pressure is skyrocketing.”


  I sat back down to his side, opposite of the firemen, and he seemed to calm down and focus his eyes on me. I heard a faint whisper and realized it was the 911 operator. “Both departments just arrived and he’s being treated.” I hung up with the operator and began scanning through his contact list for his mom’s number.


  “Sir, can you tell us your name?” I watched as he whispered something, but I couldn’t hear anything. The fireman had to lean down to finally hear what he was saying. Did he finally tell them his name and why wasn’t he letting me hear it? I was curious to find out who he was. What’s weird is the fireman looking up at me and telling him, “No problem, sir.”


  Damn, I still didn’t know his name.


  “He said you were looking up his parent’s number so they could be called. When you find it, we’d like to let them know we’re transporting him to the hospital and where to meet us.”


  I nodded, but felt defeated in not knowing who this man was. Why was he being so secretive?


  The police pulled me over to the side, but kept me in direct line of sight of the man. For some reason, he still freaked out whenever I was out of view. After a few more minutes, one of the EMT’s came over to let the officer know they were ready to transport.


  I didn’t know if I was allowed to ask, but needed to know, for my own peace of mind. “How is he?”


  “He doesn’t have any serious injuries, possibly some bruised ribs and a broken nose. He’s had a lot to drink, but he should be just fine, thanks to your quick thinking. Where he was laying in the street and the lighting in the area . . .” the EMT paused for a moment, “Let’s just say, he’d of likely been struck by a car, without being seen. You saved his life miss and we let his parents know that. They asked me to express their gratitude and see if I can get your information so they can repay you in some way.”


  The officer seemed to nod in agreement to what the EMT had just said. “I’ll be happy to take her information and will meet you at the hospital to do a final report.” Then he looked at me. “You should consider yourself a hero, miss. Do you mind if I share your name and address with his parents so they can be in touch?”


  I shook my head. “I’m not a hero by any means. I just merely saw him pass out in the street and realized he might be in trouble. While I’m happy to be of assistance, I don’t need any type of reward or acknowledgment. Please tell them I’ll be sending out healing thoughts for their son.”


  The officer looked at me a bit strange, before I heard the man scream out. “Where are YOU?!” The paramedics were trying to load him into the ambulance. “I need to see you!”


  I ran over to his stretcher. “I’m here. But, I can’t go with you.”


  “Why?” His eyes were full of panic and sadness.


  “I need to stay here and wait for my roommate to get home. Besides, I don’t even know you. But, I’ll hold you in my heart tonight and hope that you are feeling better soon.” My words seemed to calm him as he reached one of his hands to cup my face. The feel of his skin made my heart rate increase. Why was he having such an effect on me?


  “I need you, always! Mi Amore!” His voice pleaded.


  I didn’t want to lead him on, not knowing who he was, but somewhere in my mind I heard a woman’s voice tell me, “Please watch over my brother. He needs you.”


  My heritage brought me up to believe that sometimes people call from beyond to bring people together who are lost and need help. I couldn’t deny the desire to aide him anyway I could.


  I leaned into his touch, putting my hand over his and giving it a squeeze. “I’ll be here waiting for you to get well.”


  I hated giving the man a sense of false hope, but if he needed the words to encourage him to get better, then I’d do what was needed.
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  THE AMBULANCE DROVE OFF with him inside and as the taillights faded into non-existence; my mind came back to the present and saw both Ashley and Dawn shedding a few tears.


  “Hey, no crying or you’re both going to make me cry again.” I grabbed some tissues and passed them around to each of us.


  Dawn spoke up and told Ashley. “I must’ve just missed all of the commotion. I found her here on the sofa hugging her legs to her chest and crying. I’ve been trying to get the full story out of her and almost did, until you arrived home. But, I could listen to it again and again.”


  Ashley nodded toward me. “I’m not a big believer in destiny and fate, but Marissa, this seems like kismet working in your favor.” She chewed on her lip for a moment and then added, “It’s either destiny or he’s a loon and you’ll hopefully never see him again.”


  I laughed at her last statement. “That would be my luck, right? I just got rid of a controlling freak of a boyfriend and then this happens. I just hope he’s a sincere guy who’s just lost in life and will find his way back. If our paths cross, so be it. If not, then it never was a possibility. The same goes for the elevator guy, too.”


  I began to yawn and could finally feel the exhaustion the day had provided. I needed some sleep since I had a class late morning, followed by my intern hours for a half day in the afternoon. How I was going to manage this, I didn’t know, but I’d probably be crashing hard the following night.


  I said goodnight to my roommates and pulled off my robe and threw it in the hamper, not sure if it would come clean or was a lost cause. Before my head even hit the pillow, I was down for the count.
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  A couple days later, I awoke to the smells of various coffees and pastries filling the air. As I walked into the kitchen, there were several carafes of different flavored coffees, creamers, and a whole tray of fruits and pastries to snack on. “Where did all this come from?”


  Dawn smiled and handed me a card. “You were still sleeping when all this was delivered to you this morning. I refused to wake you up, so you could get some extra sleep, so the delivery guy brought everything in and set it up. He said he’d be back later today to pick the carafes up. Ashley said she’d be home to let him in.”


  “Why would anyone be sending all this to me?” Either I wasn’t fully awake with all my faculties running at full power or I’d just entered the Twilight zone. My parents would occasionally do special things like this, when they had money, but I knew this was beyond their current means.


  “Open the card.” Dawn encouraged.


  I opened it cautiously. It read:
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  The doorbell rang, just as I was wrapping my mind around the card. How in the heck did they find out where I lived? Did that cop rat me out, when I asked him not to?


  I hadn’t noticed that Ashley had gone to the door and returned with two dozen of the most beautiful roses I’d ever seen. Her eyes were watering. “Did Brian send those to you?” I asked.


  Her head shook as she held out the flowers to me. “They’re for you, hon.”


  No one has ever sent me flowers, not even my cheap two-timing, no good ex-boyfriend. He always claimed they were a waste of his money.


  I took the flowers and placed them on our dining room table. The color was beyond this world, soft pink on the outside with a darker pink outlining the edges of the petals. The smell was incredible. I was lost in the aroma when I heard, “Read the card.”


  I pulled out the card and read:
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  I looked up, a little perplexed by all the attention and gifts. “I guess the gifts are from his parents?”


  I had to sit down at the table and just think for a second. All of this was feeling a bit overwhelming for me. Who exactly was this guy that I saved? His parents were going overboard on me. And why did I still feel such a strong connection to him, as though I know him?


  Dawn brought over a cup of coffee and a chocolate croissant. I lifted the mug and inhaled the aroma of the coffee to discover one of my favorites, caramel flavored. When I took a sip, I instantly recognized the flavors being that of the coffee shop around the corner from work. I loved going there on breaks, sometimes to get a cup of coffee. But, how did they? I shook my head dispelling the notion. There were several carafes of coffee, so the odds of knowing which one was my favorite were just uncanny, only my friends and family would know that.


  Breakfast was a true feast. I was used to either a piece of toast and peanut butter or a bowl of cereal, but today I took my time and enjoyed my coffee and every crumb of my croissant.


  The rest of the day seemed to run smoothly. For some reason Conner finally stopped bugging me for new ideas at work and left me to handle the items I’d been assigned by our new intern supervisor, Ms. Tanner. I was still having a hard time wrapping my mind around the fact that Mr. Heath had decided to take a position in the accounting department. It was a blessing to no longer work for him, knowing how he gave preferential treatment towards all the guys and more work for the rest of us to handle. I’d basically been told to shut up and put up with things when I’d tried to argue that Conner was stealing my ideas; and yet they wondered why I’d become reserved.


  Robin seemed to be whistling that little tune of “I know something you don’t know,” and wouldn’t bother to spill anything, no matter how much I bugged her. She just kept commenting, “I have a feeling your life is about to change for the better.” I could only hope so.


  That night proved to be a disaster of monstrous proportions. I’d already started boxing up some of my belongings, mainly the clothes that were out of season or I couldn’t wear to work, so I could move out of the house when our lease was up in a few weeks. Little did I know that our house would be broken into while I was out with Dawn for some fro-yo, and all of the boxes and their items would be torn to shreds. But, it didn’t stop there. My car had been keyed with the words, “Whore,” “Slut,” and “Two Timing Bitch,” etched perfectly into the red paint, with the front and rear window smashed and all my tires slashed.


  I called the police and the same policeman I’d talked with a few nights ago, arrived to take my statement, photos, and file a report. To our surprise, there were no fingerprints or sign of forced entry, so that only left someone who had a key or had made a copy of one. I’d been ready to kick myself when I realized that Tom still had a key and only my stuff had been messed with. I broke down crying in front of everyone. All I could think about was how I would get to my internship so I wouldn’t get fired and fail to graduate. At least most of my work clothes had been at the cleaners. Thankfully, I had some things to wear.


  “Miss Lawson?” The officer asked.


  “Yes?”


  “Do you have any idea who might be responsible for all this?” His eyes held concern for my current situation.


  I nodded. “My ex-boyfriend Tom Reynolds. He’d stated that I hadn’t seen the last of him.” I looked around to see that Dawn was busy talking with Ashley and Brian, before whispering, “He called me earlier today yelling about how I was unappreciative of all he’d done for me. How he’d helped me get into the internship program. How I still owed him and was not respectful of his feelings, replacing him within weeks of our break-up.”


  I shook my head. “I don’t know why he’d say those things. I don’t have a new boyfriend, unless he’s watching the house lately and saw the deliveries that have been coming.” I started crying and shaking, as the officer tried to get Dawn to comfort me. “Why can’t he just leave me alone?!”


  “The bad news is that we can’t seem to find any fingerprints on anything to implicate him. If you happened to have a picture of him, we can ask around the neighborhood to see if anyone has seen him around or witnessed the crime.”


  “Thank you.”


  Dawn spoke up. “Could she get a restraining order on the asshole?”


  “Since there’s no evidence of him committing the crime, a judge wouldn’t grant one unless . . . Has he shown any act of physical violence or made any threats of that nature towards you Ms. Lawson?” His voice was laden with concern.


  I shook my head, not wanting to admit how he’d made a few threats when we broke up and a month earlier he’d slapped me in the face, when I finally gave into his sexual advances and then was unable to perform up to his standards, so to speak. I was too embarrassed to admit I was apparently the “frigid bitch” he proclaimed me to be.


  My internship would be up before long, my lease would end as soon as I graduated, and my time in Orlando looked to be coming to a close. I’d wanted to stay in the area, since my brother, Nate, lived here with some of his former college buddies, and all my friends were here, but I still had no hope of a permanent job, no finances to live on, and no place to stay. My brother had offered me his room, while he was traveling, but the idea of sharing an apartment with several young men, just didn’t sit well with me.


  I’d almost believed Robin when she mentioned things would be looking up, but from the view I had; I was sinking further into the depths of an unending rabbit hole that was swallowing me whole. How far would I fall before some sunshine finally entered my life?
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  THE FIRST WEEK I was able to get rides to school with Dawn and rides into town with Ashley. They claimed they were headed my direction, but I knew they were going out of their way for me. I just hoped some day I could repay their kindness.


  That Friday afternoon, I was starting to close down my computer and clock out for the week, when Ms. Tanner came to my cubicle. “Marissa, before you leave, Mr. Prescott would like a word with you in his office.” Her smile was warm, but the idea of being called to the President’s office was a bit intimidating.


  I swallowed hard as I collected my things and proceeded to the top floor, where I was greeted by his assistant, Marjorie. She watched as I exited the elevator. “You must be Marissa.” She stuck her hand out to shake mine. “Mr. Prescott is expecting you, please go on in. Can I get you any water or anything to drink?”


  “No ma’am. I’m fine.” My voice shook, not knowing what all this was about.


  “I’ll be out here if you should change your mind.”


  I approached the door and knocked.


  “Come in, Marissa.” I’d never meet Mr. Prescott, but his voice already had a warmth to it that made me relax.


  He stood up from his desk and walked toward me. He was a tall man, at least six feet, light brown hair, slight tan, with the most amazing emerald green eyes, rimmed around the edges in gold. His hand came out and took mine in a gentle handshake before he waved toward the chairs in front of his desk, indicating I should have a seat. I was surprised when he took one next to me, instead of across the desk.


  I sat there, probably looking like a deer caught in the headlights, not knowing what to say or do. I swallowed hard as he began to talk. Please don’t tell me I’m getting kicked out of the internship program.


  Mr. Prescott patted the hand I had resting on the arm of the chair. “Don’t be so tense, Marissa. There’s nothing to worry about, in fact I’d like to make you an offer to join our company.”


  I released the breath I’d been holding, not realizing I’d been that scared. “A job, sir?”


  He smiled warmly at me. “I’d like to apologize on behalf of the company when I state that we should’ve been more proactive in listening to the complaints of you and Robin. If it wasn’t for that little spitfire, insisting that I’d listen to her or she’d have to be forcefully removed from my office . . .” we both laughed at the notion, “I wouldn’t know the injustice that was going on in the intern department.


  “I’d wondered why you came in here so vivacious with your personality and, as of late, it’s been non-existent. I should’ve inquired more, but have been busy expanding our services overseas. So, my sincerest apologies for any discomfort that Connor and Mr. Heath have brought you. Mr. Heath is a good worker and has been demoted within the company for his behavior towards women within the intern program. We have a standing policy that we will not tolerate discrimination of any kind toward any intern or member of our staff. Conner has been signed with the company and we can’t rescind his offer of employment, but he’s been given fair warning that he must perform and come up with creative ideas within the marketing department or he’s out of here.”


  I hated that I was smiling, but it felt good to know that someone was listening and to know the work I’d actually done for this place. Before I could comment on anything, he asked. “You haven’t found another job offer yet?”


  I shook my head. “No, sir. I have resumes out, but so far not even a nibble.”


  He leaned back in his chair, a big smile spreading across his face. “In that case, I’d like to offer you an entry-level management position working alongside one of my sons.”


  Oh, my god! An entry level management position, this sounds too good to be true! I nodded. “I’d love that sir.”


  “Before you accept, I have to admit that some of the job is a bit out of our normal standard of ethics, so you might want to hear me out, before accepting.” His face held some concern.


  “Out of ethical standards, sir? I’m not sure I follow.”


  “The position would be working with my eldest son, Dane, who heads up the sales and acquisitions division for our upscale shop owners and buyers around the world. He procures the items that your spreadsheets indicate will be excellent sales for various buying groups. He’ll teach you the ins and outs of the job, but in turn I need you to teach him how you create your spreadsheets and analyze data. I’d also like you to go over everything you learned in the internship program in regards to public relations, marketing, and so forth.”


  The position didn’t sound unethical to me, so far. I couldn’t imagine why he’d think I’d be hesitant to accept. “Everything you’ve stated sounds amazing so far and I have no problem with the job duties. But, I still don’t understand how this would be unethical?”


  Mr. Prescott placed his arms on his legs and leaned forward. “The hours Dane runs, has him flying all over the country and world. He has to take some calls in the wee hours of the morning in order to connect with Greece, Italy, France, and other countries wanting to conduct early morning business. His schedule floats all over the place as a result, which would require you to live in close proximity of him.”


  I sighed in resignation, because this was the deal buster. “The offer sounds amazing, but I can’t afford living anywhere near his price range and I’ve currently lost my means of transportation and most of my clothing, and . . .”


  Before I could go any further, Mr. Prescott held up his hand. “There’s no need for explanation. I was informed of your recent events and we’d like to offer you a company car, a clothing allowance, plus room and board at Dane’s house.”


  I was about to object, when he held my hand lightly, with tears in his eyes. “Marissa, you probably know that we recently lost my daughter Gabriella. The whole family has felt the loss, but my son Dane, more so, because he shared a special protective bond with his sister. He’s suffered from nightmares, tried to drink himself to oblivion, and has had a rough time focusing on healing. By staying at his place, you’d be helping us keep an eye on him, to make sure he’s doing okay. You’d be accessible for his crazy work hours and you’d really be doing his mother and me a huge favor just being there for him.”


  He laughed for a moment, “That’s where things are a bit unethical. We’d also need you to accompany Dane to any charity events or fund raisers to help represent the company. The job would be more of a 24/7, but you’d be paid for your time and you’d have no expenses to deal with. Although I will warn you, Dane can be a huge pain in the ass, because he’s head strong. I can only imagine someone just as strong being able to match him and keep him in line and you’re the only person I’d trust to handle the job.”


  He handed me an envelope, which I opened. I looked up at him quizzically. “That’s the amount I’m willing to offer for your time and services.”


  My eyes almost popped out of their sockets. He was offering me $75,000 to start, plus a company car, a wardrobe, and room and board. I felt I should pinch myself just to make sure this was real.


  “If you accept, I’d like you to move into my son’s place as soon as possible. We’ll have a car waiting for you to drive at his residence. I have a clothes buyer waiting outside to take your measurements to go ahead and start building your wardrobe. Plus, we can set up movers whenever you have everything packed. So what do you say?”


  Wow! I was speechless. The job offer sounded too good to be true. I had no problem with the position or having to fly all over the world. I’d longed to see many of the places the company dealt with. “I’m a little concerned about the idea of living with your son. Where does he live?”


  “Dane has a house just down the street from ours. We’d prefer him to come back to our house for a bit, but he won’t hear of it. That’s why we need you to kind of be our eyes and ears. You won’t be working for him; instead you’ll be answering to me directly. So if he gets out of line or his behavior changes, you’ll have mine and my wife’s cell phones to alert us to any problems.”


  I was grateful that I didn’t have to answer to Dane, because that’d be a problem if he got out of line with his behavior, because who’d listen to a subordinate. “So this is strictly a job within PI and a sitting position outside of normal work hours deal? I can be assured that this will be strictly platonic?”


  Mr. Prescott took a deep breath and relaxed his shoulders. “Yes, Marissa. However, I wouldn’t let Dane know you’re watching him for us. When he seems more like himself, I’ll give you the option to either move down the street to one of the condos we have available for out of town clients, or you can remain at his residence. Your relationship will be strictly working and should remain platonic, but like I tell all my employees, I’m not going encourage or discourage a relationship, should one develop amicably between two people. Had I done that, I wouldn’t have my amazing son in-law, Jackson and my beautiful granddaughter, Nicola, who’s still in the hospital, trying to gain enough weight to come home.”


  My mind was processing all of his words a mile a minute, when I felt his hand rest atop mine. “I know this is a lot to take in. Dane is about to be released from the hospital, from an accident he had. He’ll spend a couple weeks with us before returning to work full-time and his place. Why don’t you think it over and let me know your answer in a few days. In the meantime, the personal shopper can go ahead and meet with you, get your measurements and find out your taste in clothes.”


  “A few days would be nice, but I don’t have any other offers on the table and I’d prefer to stay in the area.” I looked up at Mr. Prescott, extending my hand. “I’ll take the offer, sir.”


  “Wonderful, Marissa! I’ll have the employment contract drawn up for the office. The other portion of our deal is to remain private just between my wife, you, and me. How soon can you move?”


  Wow, he didn’t want to waste any time. “I have two more weeks left on my internship and then a week of finals before school is out and my lease is up. I guess I could move at that time.”


  He clasped his hands together and smiled. “The timing is perfect. I’ll schedule the movers to get most of your items moved over during the final week. Just keep what you need for day to day and we can send a car to pick you and the remaining items up. As for transportation, we’ll go ahead and have your company car waiting at my son’s residence. In the meantime, we’ll send a driver to take you to and from work and class, to ensure your safety, and before you object, you’re part of our company family now, so know I’d do this for anyone who was having similar issues.”


  His words were coming a mile a minute. I watched as Mr. Prescott walked to the door and asked a lady named Ms. Timbre to join us. The next thing I knew Ms. Timbre and me were in his personal bathroom, with her taking my measurements, including my shoe size. She asked me my favorite colors, materials, if I liked solids or prints, whether I liked skirts, dresses, suits, or a combination of things for work. My mind was so jumbled I just answered on impulse.


  As I emerged from the bathroom, feeling like I had just been through some kind of intense training session, having had to “suck it in,” “shoulders back,” “arms out,” and every other position known to man kind that can potentially affect the way clothes fit you; I realized what time it was. It was already after 6 p.m. “Oh my goodness, I was supposed to meet my roommate downstairs to pick me up an hour ago.”


  “Robin already called one of your roommate’s to let her know you’d be late tonight. We have a car ready to take you home with our driver, Rick. You’ll need to coordinate your schedule with him so he’ll know when to pick you up and drop you off for classes and work. Plus, he’ll arrange for someone to pick up your damaged car and give you the totaled amount.”


  “Thank you Mr. Prescott, but that’s really not necessary. I can always catch a ride with my roommates or take the bus.” I really didn’t want him to go to such extremes.


  “Nonsense, we take care of our employees here at PI. Just bring back that spirited personality you had when you first started here, help watch my son, and keep having those amazing ideas to increase our revenue and that’ll be thanks enough.”


  Mr. Prescott walked me down to the curb, where Rick was already waiting with a town car. I couldn’t believe the good fortune that had come my way and if this were a dream, I didn’t want to wake up.


  Rick was nice enough to write down my schedule and gave me a copy of his business card where I could contact him at any time, should I need to go anywhere unexpected. I gave him the keys to my old car and showed him the damage. He took several pictures, with his cell phone. “I’ll talk with your insurance company, but I think I may have someone interested in this model of car.” I didn’t understand what he meant. It was just an old mustang, a hand me down of my brother, Nate, who felt bad for me not having a car.


  “Thanks, Rick. But, I really need to talk with my brother first to see if he wants the car back, despite its condition. He signed it over to me, but I would prefer his opinion first.”


  “That’s fine, Miss Lawson. Just call the number on the card and let me know what his decision is.”


  A couple hours later I placed a call to my brother and explained all that had happened. He was upset over everything and questioned why I hadn’t called him sooner. I guess I should’ve, but didn’t want to bother him while he’s on assignment.


  He asked that I forward him a picture of what the car looked like. So I sent it to his email, while we were still talking. He was furious.


  “I’m so thankful you dropped that bastard’s ass. I’ve told you time and time again that Tom was no good for you; that he’d end up hurting you. Ethan and I were at a frat party before I left on assignment and the douche bag got pissed and started yelling when I asked Ethan to watch out for you while I was gone.”


  “Why are you telling me all this, Nate?” I didn’t know where he was headed.


  “Ethan had stated that he loved you and would be happy to stop by. Tom overheard, thinking it was actual love rather than a sibling love, and went ballistic, threatening to punch him. A couple of our frat brothers stood between all of us and he calmed down enough to offer us some drinks in apology, but I heard him mutter, “She’s mine, asshole,” before he walked off.”


  “Nate, why the hell didn’t you tell me all this?”


  “I’m sorry, Marissa. I just figured he was blowing off steam. I didn’t realize he’d destroy your clothes and the car. Just do whatever with the car and definitely move, as soon as you can. I like the idea of you living with someone who can defend you. I’ve met Dane before at a club and know he has the ability to watch over you. He’s a good man, just has a bit of a wild streak, but I respect him.”


  “What club did you meet him in?” I was curious to learn more about my new roommate and co-worker.


  “That’s not important. Just get close to him, let him protect you, and for God’s sake stay away from Tom. Change your phone number, don’t forward your mail, and do whatever you can to disappear from his radar. Something about him doesn’t feel right.” Nate’s voice took on an icy tone.


  “Change of subject. Are you coming to my graduation? Mom and dad said they didn’t have the funds to come down at the moment.”


  I could hear him take in a deep breath and prepared for the worst. “I don’t know. I just started this assignment last week and don’t know how long it’s going to take to figure out what’s going on with their books. I wish I could be certain, but I’ll do everything in my power to get there, even if it’s only for the day.”


  I felt a little better knowing that I might have family supporting me on my big day. “How’s Ethan? I thought about going to visit him, but without a car, it’s been kind of hard to do.”


  “He’s still in a coma. I can’t believe they suspected him of driving under the influence. I just hope he can wake up soon and tell us what the hell happened, though I know he’s going to need counseling when he finds out the crash killed someone. You may want to pay him a visit, sis. He thinks of you as his little sister and you talking to him might help him wake up.”


  “I’ll try to drop by and see him soon. I think of him as an added brother. He’s so sweet and doesn’t deserve to go through all this. I just pray this doesn’t destroy his life.”


  “I hope the same. I need to go, but know that I’m happy for you and I’ll do everything in my power to be there for your graduation. Love you, sis!”


  “Love you, too, bro!”


  When I got off the phone, I sent a text to Rick to let him know to go ahead with the car, before I settled into some studying, and dozing off in the process.
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  “DID SHE ACCEPT THE offer, dad?” Dane’s eyes were full of hope. It was the most alert and hopeful I’d seen him in days.


  Celia was at our son’s bedside and stopped fussing over his hair to hear my answer.


  I tried to pause for effect, but I could tell a small smile was playing on my face. I couldn’t help it to look at my son and remember how beat up and barely recognizable he was only a week ago. If it weren’t for that charming angel, Marissa, I could’ve lost my son to alcohol poisoning or him being hit by a car.


  I nodded. “Yes, she accepted the offer, but I’ve added a few addendums to our agreement to help ensure you stay sober and have help dealing with your grief son.”


  His expression deepened. “What kind of addendums?”


  “Instead of her living down the street in one of our condos, I want her to live in your house. You never told us the guilt you felt over losing your sister. It wasn’t your fault that Gabriella wanted to leave the house and talk with you. You’re not responsible for her death. I wished you would’ve talked to your mother and me so we could’ve put this to rest before you tried to kill yourself drinking. We’ll love and miss her always, but we do have a beautiful granddaughter to focus on and help Jackson get some sense to his life now that Gabriella is gone. We all need to stick together as a family.”


  Dane shook his head. “I don’t like the idea of her living with me. While I admit I’m drawn to Marissa and don’t know how or why Gabi seemed to lead me to her the night I was drinking, I don’t want her to see me like this.”


  “You can argue all you want. The agreement is that she’ll live with you and keep an eye on you for us. If you won’t move in with us, so we can watch you, she’ll do it instead. Plus, I think she’d be a bit safer in your care, as well. She thinks you won’t know why she’s there, but I don’t want her to know that you’re watching out for her, too.”


  Celia and Dane eyed me suspiciously. My wife finally asked, “Is there a problem Alexander?”


  Dane followed. “Is Marissa okay?”


  I sat down and didn’t like having to give bad news. “Apparently your kiss in the elevator helped make up her mind to dump her boyfriend. He hasn’t accepted their break-up easily and destroyed most of her clothing and car. The officer who was on scene the night you had your incident, responded to Marissa’s call and thought I might like to know what had happened.”


  “I’ll buy her new clothes, a new car, whatever she wants to repay her for saving my life.” Dane was adamant he’d make things right.


  I watched as my wife held onto his hand and stroked his arm. “She means that much to you?”


  “She means everything mom. I don’t understand how or why, but the moment my eyes met hers, I felt a pull toward her. Then on the elevator, I couldn’t help myself, I had to kiss her, taste her lips, have that one small chance to see if we had a connection.” His eyes looked over at both of us. “The moment our lips touched, a surge of electricity coursed through my body. I’ve never had that happen before and I knew then that I needed to end it with Tiffany. Marissa has consumed my mind ever since then and I’d like to see where things lead.”


  The excitement in his face was heartwarming. “Son, you’re describing the first kiss your mother and I ever shared. I knew the moment I saw her and kissed her that she was my forever.”


  “How wonderful! Our son has found love.” Celia was alight with excitement.


  “Hold on everyone, let’s get back to the discussion about Marissa. She’ll come to live at your place. You can figure out where you’d like her to stay. Goodness knows you have enough rooms there, so privacy shouldn’t be an issue. I’ll arrange for her things to be moved over in a couple of weeks and she’ll come when her finals and classes are done.”


  My son started to protest, most likely at how long it would be before he could get her under his roof. “Before you go spouting about, I’m not done. You’re coming home with your mother and me tomorrow. I want you to meet with Kent two to three times a week and work on honing your whip skills. I think you lost a level of control, when you lost your sister, and need to refocus. When you practiced regularly with the whip, you seemed to be able to vent your frustrations and focus more on being in command of your life.”


  “Dad!” I loved watching my son turn several shades of red. “Do we have to talk about this in front of mom?”


  “Who do you think suggested we hook you up with Kent? He’s an excellent psychologist and even more amazing with his Master and whip skills. I know he’s taught me a thing of two for your mother.”


  “TMI, guys, TMI!” He paused for a moment, in deep thought. “Do you think Marissa might be into that? She seems too pure.”


  I remember the spitfire Marissa started out as and how she seemed to be slowly reemerging from her shell. I hoped she’d be a good match for my son, but it was now between the two of them to see if things developed. I didn’t know how to answer him. “How did she respond to you when you kissed?”


  A smile spread quickly across his face. “I was sure I’d get slapped in the face, but as soon as our lips met, she grabbed onto my shirt and pulled me into her. I had to restrain her hands above her head and take charge of the kiss. She seemed to melt in my hands and let me guide our encounter.”


  He just described a true submissive. “I would say to tread lightly at first, feel out your personalities, because even the best matches will clash at times. Let some of your dominance start to emerge, but don’t dictate her actions, because she knows you’re not her boss, I am. So she’ll be your equal at work, but for everything else, you’ll have to play it by ear. The most important thing to remember is to gain her trust. Right now she has no clue the person she rescued is our son. You were covered in blood, your face was swollen and unrecognizable . . .” I started losing my train of thought thinking of how close we’d come to losing our son.


  Dane shot forward. “Oh, hell! How can I have her living with me and not scare the crap out of her with my room? She’ll think I’m some kind of sadistic bastard.”


  His mother spoke up. “Just keep the door locked and remove any items that might be deemed a little intimidating or put some things into storage. Try to arrange the times you go in there to practice your skills, with times she’s busy doing other things.”


  “Are there any other conditions to all this? It seems like you are both being very forgiving.” My son knew too well that there’d be more.


  I looked over at my wife and she pointed towards his hair. “The final stipulation is that you must cut your hair, sharpen up your image, stop driving crazy, drinking like there’s no tomorrow, and become the person you want her to know, the person we know you can be. Someone you can be proud of when you look in the mirror. The person Marissa can fall in love with.”


  He took a deep breath, preparing to argue with us. His hair and wild ways had always been controversial at least we’d convinced him to remove the highlights for Gabi’s funeral. It’s no wonder Marissa didn’t recognize him. “You’re right. I haven’t been happy with who I’ve become. I’ve been given another chance and I want to make the best of it.”


  I grabbed hold of my wife’s hand, happy to hear our oldest son finally coming to terms with growing up and becoming the man we know he’s capable of being. His sister would be so proud of him.


  We were all smiling with one another when a knock came at the door. “I’m sorry to interrupt.” We all looked back at Officer Rankin. “May I come in and talk with you.”


  I nodded. “Come in Zach. To what do we owe this impromptu visit? Do you have any news on the guy who caused the crash?”


  “Ethan McKenzie is still in a coma. He suffered quite a bit of damage in the crash. His brain activity is increasing, but he looks to be out of it for a while longer. We did get the toxicology reports back on him. He wasn’t drunk, didn’t have a drop of alcohol in his system. But, he did have some drugs in his system.”


  That bastard! “He was a druggie?!” An addict took my daughter’s life?


  “No, sir. The drugs in his system were consistent with date rape drugs called GHB or gamma-hydroxybutyrate. He’s already on some medication for health issues and apparently the drug that was slipped to him interacted with his medication and caused him to pass out at the wheel. His dose was at a critical level and put him into the coma. If the emergency room had not pumped his stomach, he could’ve died from the amount ingested.


  “From what we’ve uncovered, he was at a Fraternity party earlier that night. Apparently some of the former graduates were in town and were invited to attend as a reunion party. We understand he was on the receiving end of a verbal altercation with a couple of fraternity brothers, but we haven’t been able to deduce who he fought with, who slipped the drugs in his drink, or why they wanted him to pass out. We do have a list of individuals we’re trying to get in contact with to help fill-in the blanks of that night.”


  I pounded my fist into my leg in frustration. “So this poor young man was a victim of a crime that not only has changed our lives, but his too.”


  “Yes, sir. But, there’s more. The autopsy results have come in from your daughter. Since I know you, I wanted to be the one to deliver them.”


  My hands were shaking, wondering what was in the results that had him bring them to me directly. I took the envelope and opened it carefully, reading through the information, when . . .”The brain had a large undetected aneurysm in the anterior portion of the brain. There’s evidence of a subarachnoid hemorrhage . . .” The words began to shift off the page, when the realization hit that Gabriella didn’t die from the car accident, but from an aneurysm. My first concern, “Have you talked with Jackson yet?”


  Officer Rankin shook his head, “No, sir. I know that Jackson, you, and Mrs. Prescott are the main contacts regarding her information. I tried to approach him, but he told me to come here. I imagine he’s exhausted from keeping vigil over his daughter and thought it might be better if you broke the news to him. How are they both doing?”


  “Jackson’s been through hell and back, but my wife and I try to take turns during the day and night to give him time to sleep. You can tell Nicola is Gabi’s daughter; she’s the spitting image of her in a small package. She’s still too small to go home, but she’s progressing and fighting the odds. We’re grateful we have her with us.”


  I rubbed my hand across my face, not wanting to acknowledge things, but turned to my family and explained. “Gabriella wasn’t meant to stay here. The accident didn’t kill her, an undetected aneurysm did. If it hadn’t been the accident, it might have been during delivery or some other incident. Maybe now we can take the focus off of the young man who hit her and instead put our efforts into finding the guy who drugged him and caused this to happen in the first place.”


  Officer Rankin got up from his chair. “I’m very sorry about being the bearer of this information, but figured it would be easier to handle from someone you know. Did you want me to speak with Jackson?”


  “We’ll talk with him.” My wife spoke up. “He needs a woman’s touch to break it to him gently and our family to surround and support him.”


  I stood with Officer Rankin and shook his hand. “Thanks for bringing us this information. Have you discovered anything new with Marissa’s break-in?”


  He shook his head. “We’ve had a couple people say they’ve seen a suspicious car in the area. But, no one was able to identify the suspect’s picture and no one really paid attention to the details of the vehicle in question. Most were either at work or school, when the incident happened. The suspect doesn’t have an alibi, but until we can link him, our hands are tied. We do know the locks have been changed and we’ve had more patrol cars circling the area.”


  “Thank you for coming by.”
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  I WAS RELEASED FROM the hospital and spent the next couple weeks at my parent’s house and helping Jackson. It felt good to focus on things outside of work and to realize I wasn’t the cause of Gabriella passing. I’m still in awe how they were able to keep Gabi alive long enough to provide medication to strengthen Nicola’s lungs, so she could be born by c-section. The baby already had all of us wrapped around her little fingers and we couldn’t wait to spoil her with toys and stories of how wonderful her mother was.


  Jackson was taking things pretty hard. I still felt guilty about needing to talk with my sister that night and the nightmares of coming upon the crash scene still haunt me. But, I’m working it out with Kent in some therapy sessions. He’s helped me realize that Gabi might have lived a little longer, but how much, we’ll never know. Her aneurysm may or may not have ever been detected early enough to save her. He explained that when it’s your time, there’s not much you can do about it. While the words fill my mind, my heart still yearns to be able to talk with my sister. She’s one of the few people who helped ground me.


  Kent isn’t happy that I’ve been avoiding my practice with the whip. I know it sounds crazy that my parents would want me to learn how to use a whip as a form of control. I laughed at the first mention of it. But, I was out of control in my late teens and early twenties. Having something to focus on and learning the need to take charge of and pleasure a woman; helped calm me down considerably. The whip was the one thing that I had to have total focus and power over it because one false move with a single tail and you could impart some serious damage that even a plastic surgeon might not be able to correct.


  I had a small room off the side of the gym that had some toys for pleasure, a whipping bench, a huge sofa, and a St. Andrew’s Cross for fun. I’d had the room built a couple of years ago and had yet to find someone I felt comfortable bringing home. Tiffany was fun for a little kink, but I realized the connection I felt with her was nothing more than a need to have a good fuck. My mind began to wonder how things would be with Marissa, if I could take her to my room, if she’d submit to me, if she’d be the passionate soul I’ve been craving . . .


  “Is your head in the game, Dane?” Kent asked. “You look like your mind was elsewhere for a second.”


  Kent had me meet him at the club and set up some practice targets for me to focus on. Someone in complete charge of the whip could hit the targets without shredding them to pieces. I had some balloons set up to pop, some cups to tip over, and the ultimate challenge, some tissue paper taped together where you needed to cut through one layer at a time without shredding the layers below. God, I loved a challenge!


  “Take a few practice swings to warm up and then start with the balloons and work over towards the paper.” Kent got off to the side, out of reach of the whip and said, “Begin!”


  I took a couple of swings, aiming at various points in the room, not even coming close. Before I could react, I heard Kent call out, “Focus!”


  I took a deep breath in, trying to relax my nerves and focus my mind. I imagined Marissa holding the first balloon in her fingers, having enough trust in me not to hurt her. I felt the weight of the whip in my hands and felt my arm and body become an extension of it. I swung it around and barely hitting the balloon, made it pop. I let my imagination believe that she was there with me holding each piece for me until I’d finished the circuit of items.


  I watched as Kent went to inspect everything and heard him clapping. “Bravo, Dane. You managed to do everything perfectly, though still needing a softer touch on the tissue paper. You managed to go through a couple of sheets once. But, I think you have some of your focus back. Now tell me what was going through your mind that helped you find your center and focus?”


  “Marissa.”


  “Is that the girl you’re going to be working with?”


  “Yes. She’s also the woman who saved my life.”


  He brought me over a bottle of water. “Remember to stay hydrated or your mind can get hazy, or is that just the effect she has on you?”


  “Now that is off limits on our training time.” I argued.


  “Fine, but we’ll discuss it at some point. I don’t want you setting yourself up in adoration of this girl to have the rug pulled out from under you.” He gave me a brotherly style pat on the back.


  “I’ll watch out. I know anything worth having takes time, including relationships.”


  He smiled and nodded in approval. “Good. You’re already halfway there with that realization. I can tell you really care about Marissa. Just let nature take its course. If she’s truly meant for you, you’ll both find a way. Let her see your dominant nature, but not all at once. You don’t want to scare her; feel her out and try to gauge her limits, what turns her on and off. Think of your new adventure as you would learn how to maneuver a dance together. You’ll take the lead and let her follow, getting comfortable with her partner; without stepping on any toes in the process.”


  I could imagine myself leading Marissa in a dance, a sensual tango full of body heat and passion. The very thought of her brought a fire back into my soul. But, I suddenly wondered, “Kent, should I tell her that she was the one who saved my life that night?”


  He patted me on the back. “If your relationship is being based off of nothing more than her saving your life you may be suffering from hero worship. When you tell her, she may think that’s the only reason she got her job and is getting all this special treatment. Is it Dane?”


  “Absolutely not! I fell for her the day our eyes connected at work and the moment our lips touched. I never knew where she lived, no one would tell me, no matter how much I begged. It was just coincidence that I passed out in front of her house.” I swallowed hard remembering. “Okay, fine I look up to her, but I want to see if we have something as equals for work and as partners in the bedroom, maybe more.”


  “Sounds like you have a good plan. Just remember not to rush anything. I expect to see you at least twice a week for counsel and practice. If you plan on using your whip on her, you’ll need some more practice. Plus, I want to make sure your mind is in the right place and we can discuss any concerns or issues you’re having. If things progress, like you hope, you may want to bring her in and ease her into the setting privately without all the hoopla of the club scene.”


  “Thanks, man.” I gave him a half man hug before heading out.
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  I took a quick shower before dressing and meeting Ms. Timbre uptown at the shops she’d suggested. I know dad wanted her to do all the shopping for Marissa’s new wardrobe, but I wanted to purchase some items other than just business attire. From my understanding, she didn’t have much left in the way of regular clothes.


  Ms. Timbre had a rack of business attire with an assortment of skirts, dresses, pants, shirts, and already selected for Marissa. I liked how she had some serious looks for meetings and some more casual looks that could be dressed up or down, pending our business agenda.


  She’d pulled some regular, everyday, clothes. But, they were quite plain, no color to speak of and way too conservative. “The business rack is perfect, though you might add a splash of color here and there. However, the regular attire is very blasé. I’d like to see her in more adventurous attire that plays to her body’s shape; items that accentuate and bring out her natural beauty. I’d also like to see a couple of formal gowns, both full and cocktail, along with some lingerie, nightly attire, a few bikinis, and anything you can think of her wardrobe needing, along with matching accessories.”


  “Yes, sir.” Her voice was enthusiastic, realizing she’d be getting a much higher commission.


  While Ms. Timbre went to work gathering items from the sales floors, I looked over the footwear she’d selected. They were all flats! For someone who had amazing legs like Marissa, I wanted to see her in heels; something to make those full hips of hers swing a little more.


  I’d always hated shopping for myself and others, but for Marissa it was fun. I felt like a kid in a candy store getting to dress up my own personal Barbie doll. While I hated the bastard who destroyed her things, I was happy that I’d get to be the one to make things right and dress her with clothes that would fit and not be so dated.


  The new selections Ms. Timbre had made, along with the amazing heels, was phenomenal. We were going to take toned down Marissa and turn her into a glamorous temptress. Seeing the lingerie picks were getting me hard just thinking about her wearing them underneath all her attire.


  I arranged for the store to go ahead and deliver the items to my house, along with a few other items I’d selected at the store. I’d arrange for my housekeeper to go ahead and place her new attire in the closet and get her bed and bathroom all set up for her arrival.
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  My bruises had all healed, my hair was cut short and I was feeling better than I had in a long time. I was anxiously awaiting Marissa’s movers to bring over the items that would be sent a few days ahead of schedule.


  When the movers got there, I asked to see how much there was so I could direct them to the appropriate areas. I was shocked to find the truck mostly empty with exception of a Pappisan chair, a side table, a few boxes marked books, and one marked kitchen. “There isn’t any furniture?”


  “No, sir. From what we understand, the furniture was on loan to her from one of her roommates. It looks like she has only a couple of suitcases left and she’ll be all moved.”


  I’d worried about how much clothes my family and I had procured for her and was apprehensive she’d overreact to things. From what information I’d gathered, she’d come from an upper middle class family. She should have more than this, but then again some bastard had destroyed most of her things.


  I thanked the movers and took the box marked kitchen and opened it in case there was any food in there that needed to be placed out on the counter. To my surprise, there was only one frying pan, a couple place settings of silverware, some paper plates, and quite a bit of ramen noodles and an unopened jar of peanut butter. She had to eat more than this! Is that why her clothes hung off of her that day in the elevator? She couldn’t afford to eat any better.


  It looked like I’d have my first challenge coming up, questioning her about what she ate and trying to ascertain how healthy she is. To work my job and to be my submissive, she’d need to be in tip top shape. At least I knew of some tell tale signs, we’d been taught to look for as Masters, as to whether she’d been adequately fed and would have my father insist on a physical as being part of her hiring process. At least I can keep an eye on her soon and make sure she eats right.
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  “I’M SO NERVOUS.” I didn’t want to admit it, but the idea of living with a guy scared the shit out of me. Not to mention the fact that it was my boss’s son. When I accepted the position, I was just thankful to have a job offer where I could stay in Florida and be close to my bother and most of our friends. It was mid-week and I’d finished my last final this morning. The driver, Rick, pulled up to take me onto my new place to live and I was terrified.


  “You’ll be fine.” Dawn reassured me, while Ashley was nodding up and down with a couple of tears in her eyes. “Don’t let him boss you around. You’ve been asked to watch him, so do your job and remember you report to his father, not him.”


  I nodded. “I know, I know. I just wish I’d had the chance to meet him prior to today. I understand that Mr. Prescott will be there to introduce us and go over the rules, so we are both clear on things.” I took a deep breath in from talking so fast. “It’s weird but I feel like something major is changing in my life and I’m scared.”


  Ashley pulled me into a hug, rubbing her hands soothingly up and down my back. “We’re all scared, hon. We just finished our finals, we graduate in a little over a week, we’re moving onto bigger and better things. But, don’t fret. We’ll see each other for graduation. Then we’ll all get back together a few weeks later for my wedding, not to mention the phone calls and Skype chats we can have.”


  She leaned back to pull Dawn over for a group hug. “We’ll always be friends, no matter what!” Ashley said with certainty.


  “I agree. Friends are forever! I love you gals and will miss you fiercely.” I waved to the driver to let him know I’d only be another moment.


  Dawn started shooing me towards the end of the driveway, where Rick got out and took my small suitcase from me. “Go on now, don’t look back and cry. We’ll all be fine. This has been a wonderful adventure together and another one is waiting for you. Just don’t forget to call us and tell us how the other half lives.” She snickered.


  She was right. I couldn’t look back or I’d lose it and start balling my eyes out. I just lifted my hand to do a backwards wave and climbed into the car, yelling out, “Call me!”


  Rick closed my door and then we were off to my new life. I didn’t know what to expect and was already surprised to see a leather briefcase with a bow and a card with my name on it on the seat.


  “Mr. Prescott wanted you to go ahead and have the gift on the back seat. The drive will take about thirty minutes or more, depending upon traffic. Is there anything I can get you Miss Lawson? I have a small cooler full of water, juice, and soda up front or I can drop by a store and get you something if you’d like.” He offered.


  “I’d like a water please and thank you.”


  I took the water and began opening the card.
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  I picked up the heavy dark brown soft sided case and breathed in the heavenly smell of leather. I caught the driver looking at me funny in the rearview mirror, probably thinking I was strange. But, I’ve never been able to resist the smell of leather something about it makes me feel comfortable. I was surprised to find a new lightweight laptop, a few business folders, marked with “copy” on the front, my current sales sheet projections, and the newest Samsung Galaxy S5 Android phone, with contacts already listed for Mr. Prescott, his wife, both their sons, several departments at work, my friend Robin, from work, my brother, and former roommates.


  I began to wonder why this was all here? Did he plan on me starting work today? Plus, how did he get a hold of all these phone numbers? I was about to ask the driver when we pulled up to a large gate and he punched in some numbers to let us in. The next thing I knew, the car door was being opened and Mr. Prescott stuck his hand inside to help me out.


  “Welcome Marissa! This is Dane’s home and your new place of residence for a while. Did you get a chance to check out your briefcase?”


  I nodded, though was stunned by the sheer size of the house before me. To call this a house is an under statement of the year. This was a small mansion. A wave of terror slipped through me hoping I wasn’t going to be living in some form of museum for the next, God knows how long. I liked the freedom of being me, not being a visitor not allowed to touch anything.


  He smiled and laughed a bit, patting me on the shoulder. “I had Marjorie get a copy of Dane’s latest clients, along with your current spreadsheets. Since your hours will be all over the place, I had her purchase the newest laptop with all of our software and a cell phone to carry with you at all times. I didn’t know if your current cell carrier included overseas, since you’ll be doing some traveling, so we have provided a new one. Please feel free to use this phone for work and keeping in contact with your family and friends. By the way, you should thank Robin she helped me get several of the numbers loaded into the phone for you. I know HR made sure your passport was in order, so you can hit the ground running with work.”


  I just smiled and kept nodding, half paying attention to what Mr. Prescott was saying. I was grateful for all the new gifts, but was beginning to wonder if I had bitten off more than I could handle. The new items, the house, everything seemed so surreal.


  His hand began to make soothing circles on my shoulder, as he began to pull me toward the front door. “I’m sorry dear. I don’t mean to bombard you with everything all at once. I know the house and all look more intimidating than what it is. Dane is very down to earth in how he lives and the rest we can just deal with day to day.”


  I stopped at the door waiting to ring the bell or knock, but Mr. Prescott just walked right in. “Dane, your house guest has arrived.”


  My heart was beating at a rapid pace, as I heard footsteps from the neighboring room come closer. I began questioning whether I’d dressed appropriately, but today wasn’t a work day, so I’d decided to dress casual in one of my better pair of jeans and a dressy shirt, with flats. It was the first purchase I’d made for myself in a long time from an actual store, thanks to my relatives giving me a little money for graduation.


  I was partially hidden behind Mr. Prescott, trying to get a peak of his son, when suddenly he stepped to the side and I was staring face to face with the Greek God Adonis, in the flesh. “Marissa, this is my son, and your new co-worker, Dane. Dane, this is Marissa.”


  The connection to my brain and mouth seemed to fail. I just stood there as Dane stretched out his hand to shake mine. Somehow I managed to get my arm to work, but he didn’t shake it, instead he lifted it to his lips and placed a gentle kiss on my knuckles. “It is truly an honor to meet you, Marissa. I’ve heard so many wonderful things about you and can’t wait to discuss some sales ideas. Welcome to my home. I’ve already placed you in one of my guest bedrooms with one of the en suite bathrooms for your privacy.”


  I could feel the blush rise in my cheeks at the kiss of his lips on my skin. The sheer warmth of his hand on mine sent an electrical shock through my system, which is weird, because it’s only happened a couple times before. Have we already met? He seems familiar. I could see his lips move, but I couldn’t hear anything. I was stuck in my own little fantasy world.


  I finally shook my head and pulled my hand out of his. Looking down toward the floor, not really making eye contact with Dane, I finally answered. “Thank you for allowing me to live here and work with you. It’s a pleasure to finally meet you, too.”


  He’s just too handsome to work with. How can I be expected to work alongside someone that looks like they belong on the cover of GQ. His skin was a little darker tan than Mr. Prescott, his hair a dark chocolate brown, cut short in a business professional cut, eyes as brown as the richest cappuccino, his lashes were longer and thicker than mine, which made me envious, and a smile so hot it could melt the polar ice caps.


  Mr. Prescott cleared his throat, making me look his direction as he smiled and did some sort of secret nod that he seemed to share with his son. I could see him mouth something that looked like sub- something and Dane smiling in agreement, but what I had no clue. What were they talking about, dinner maybe?


  “I need to get going. I have a charity function to attend tonight and need to go see if my wife is ready. Dane has been busy cooking dinner for you both to enjoy and start getting acquainted with one another. Why don’t you give Marissa a tour of the house first?”


  Dane nodded in agreement. “Sure thing. We’ll go ahead and get her settled. I’ll give you a call tomorrow to let you know how things go. Give mom and Rafe a hug from me. We’ll catch the next benefit.”


  Mr. Prescott gave him a quick hug and then turned to me. “Don’t be afraid dear. He won’t hurt you and if he tries, he’ll have to deal with me. If you have any problems or concerns, call me or my wife at any hour, day or night. You have our numbers programmed into your phone.”


  “Yes, sir. Thank you for everything.”


  He opened the front door. “I’ll leave you both to it then.”


  I felt a warm hand on mine, trying to get me to release the death grip on my briefcase. I guess I was a little nervous. “Here, let me take your things and you can follow me up to your room.”


  His voice seemed oddly familiar, but I just dismissed it due to nerves. I followed Dane through the entry, up the rounded staircase and down the hall. “All the bedrooms are up here on the second level. I have three guest rooms on the west side of the house, and another over here across from my suite.”


  I was hoping he’d turn toward the west, once we reached the hall, but he headed toward the master suite. “I can easily stay on the opposite side of the house to give you more privacy.” I tried to offer, feeling a little scared of the idea of being across from his bedroom.


  “Thank you for the offer, but two of the other guest rooms share a bath, while the other has a tiny one. This will offer you the greatest privacy and more room. Plus, I have to confess that sometimes I get nightmares about my sister’s death and could use someone to help wake me.” He put down the suitcase to open the door and swung it open motioning for me to enter first.


  I looked up at his eyes for the first time and saw grief in them. “I’m so sorry for your loss. Whatever I can do to help, please let me know.” This must be why his dad wanted me watching over him, he’s still suffering from his loss.


  I turned my head toward the room and my jaw just about fell to the floor; it was a girl’s dream come true. The bed was a rich maple four poster bed with a wrought iron canopy dressed in a blue and gold filigree duvet. There was a sitting area to one side for reading, a small desk in which to work, and a huge flat screen television upon the chest of drawers.


  “I hope you like it. I had my housekeeper go ahead and place your new wardrobe in the closet. I had some bath items, perfumes, and cosmetics placed in your bathroom for your use. If they’re not to your liking, just give her a list of items you’d prefer and we can have them brought to you.”


  I stuttered. “M-y, wardrobe? Bath items?”


  He pointed toward the closet, which was bigger than my last bedroom. There were rows upon rows of clothes in all varieties from business, everyday items, even workout clothes. I saw a whole new set of luggage, with one case against the door of the closet. The shoes were of varying heights, placed in neat little cubbies, along the bottom of the closet. I was speechless. I’d been told I would have a business wardrobe only.


  “But?” I wanted to ask so many questions; however, words failed me.


  He’d placed my briefcase and suitcase on the bed. “We heard about what happened to your clothes. Dad’s company bought you the business wardrobe. I pitched in and got you the rest. You’ll find some accessories to your outfits in the jewelry armoire in the closet. Your nightly attire, lingerie, and other unmentionables are in the chest of drawers.”


  I just shook my head. “I can’t pay for all this. These are all designer labels. It’d take me years to try and repay just a fraction of this.”


  He walked closer, his hands held up to show he meant no harm. I couldn’t look him in the face, feeling that I was some charity case that he took pity on.


  Dane lifted my chin forcing me to look at him. His voice was firm but sent my heart to flutter. “I know this is a lot to take in. I’m not asking you to pay me back. I just feel you’ve been done an injustice and want to help. Besides, you’ll need these clothes if you’re going to work on my team. We have to be able to interact with our clients in a variety of settings whether it’s elegant, business, or everyday life, as a result, I need you looking your best at all times, for them and for me.”


  He wanted me to look good for him. What the heck? I wanted to argue but the way his eyes pierced mine I knew this was one battle to stay away from. He had very valid points in regards to work.


  “Why the new set of luggage? I don’t need that.”


  He held my chin tightly in his hand as he backed me up against the wall. “I know we haven’t had time to get to know one another well enough yet. But, the first thing you need to learn is that there’ll be some purchases made for you and you just need to accept that fact and say “Thank You” and let it go. I don’t like to be questioned, unless there is a good reason for it; one would be if you’re uncomfortable.”


  I could feel my breathing becoming rapid and my cheeks flushing. I needed some space so I raised my hands up against his hard chest, just realizing how sculpted and sinewy he really is. “I’m a little scared of your closeness, especially since I don’t know you, Dane.” I tried pushing him back a bit, but it didn’t work, he was built like solid brick.


  He moved forward, one of his hands coming up along the side of the wall, while the other still held tight to my chin, forcing me to look at his face as his eyes looked at my lips. His mouth stopped just millimeters from mine. “But, you’re wrong, little one. We’ve met before. I could never forget you.”


  Dane’s lips nipped at the side of my mouth, before his teeth tugged at my lower lip, causing me to gasp, giving him entrance to my mouth. His tongue pushed forward into mine; devouring me. One hand dropped to my lower back, pulling me closer to him, as the other grabbed hold of my hair pulling my head back so he had better control of the kiss. Oh my freaking God! It’s the elevator guy!


  A warm heat and tingle filled my entire body as his single kiss captured my soul. This is wrong! He’s the boss’s son. You’re just starting a new job! You can’t do this!


  My mind kept telling me to stop this nonsense, but my body responded to every twirl of his tongue and touch of his lips. He groaned into my mouth and his body pressed me tightly against the wall where I could feel his hardness pressing up against my belly. Was he trying to get me fired? Did he not want me here?


  I finally came to my senses and twisted away from him, breaking the kiss. I was breathing erratically, my hands on my knees, trying to slow my breaths. He seemed to be doing the same thing, so it wasn’t all me that was affected by this.


  “What do you think you’re doing? I’m not here to have an office romance, be one of your play toys, or flavor of the month, or whatever you want to call it. I’m here to do a job and I don’t want to jeopardize it.”


  I was finally able to stand up a bit straighter and noticed he’d done the same. “I want you here Marissa. I was overjoyed to hear my father had offered you a job to work with me. I was the one to request you work as my equal and not my subordinate, because that way I could date you.”


  “But, I don’t know you, Dane! I just got out of a bad relationship and I . . .”


  Before I could say another word, he got a little cocky. “I know you ended it with your boyfriend, thanks to my kiss that day . . .”


  Geez, is nothing kept sacred and secret anymore? “Okay, you want the truth. I’d been debating about dropping my boyfriend for a couple of weeks. I didn’t particularly like the way he’d been treating me by controlling every aspect of my life and alienating me from everyone. Your kiss helped me realize I’d been missing something all along, that caring feeling you get that sends your heart fluttering at a fast pace and makes all rational thought leave you because you’re so wrapped up in the person you’re with . . .” I stopped mid-sentence, realizing what I just said. “Oh, shit!”


  He moved closer to me, the back of his hand rubbing softly against the side of my face. “I can make you feel that way again.”


  I stepped back. “Not a chance Dane.” Just then my stomach grumbled.


  “I’ll give up for tonight, but I’ll make it no secret that I want to know you better, Marissa. That day on the elevator changed both of us.” He grabbed my hand. “Come let’s finish the tour of the house and then have some dinner.”
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  THE HOUSE WAS BIGGER than it looked. Dane showed me my bathroom, which I nearly drooled over. I’d be christening the sunken tub later tonight with the complimentary bath oils.


  His suite across the hall was just that. His bed was a huge king size, with the most intricate pattern on the cherry head board and decorated in jeweled tones all throughout the room. He wouldn’t let me check out his bathroom, citing only, “one day,” before escorting me downstairs.


  The first floor had a huge library with a billiard table, a large office with a couple of desks, a gourmet kitchen, a laundry room, a family room, a living area, a music room, a sauna, and a workout room. “What’s in there?” I questioned, pointing to the room beside the workout area.


  “You have free reign of the entire house with exception of the one room. It’ll be locked at all times. I prefer to do some workout routines in private.” He had a smirk on his face. Now I really had to know what was in there.


  He moved me along and took me outside to show me a massive hot tub and pool that were wonderfully lit, making the backyard seem other worldly. I noticed the fence ran quite high around his property and several cameras were dotting the property line.


  I was awestruck by the beauty of the yard, when I felt his body press against the back of mine. “I have a small pool house that I use sometimes to get away from it all and read or just relax. Feel free to use any of the amenities.” His breath heated my neck and made me crave his touch. Focus girl! You need the job, not another boyfriend.


  The water looked inviting, but I remembered I don’t have a bathing suit anymore. The one I did have was getting too big on me and Tom had managed to destroy it. “I need to remember to go shopping for a bathing suit.” I didn’t mean to say it aloud.


  “No need to, bella. You already have three suits and some cover ups waiting for you upstairs. Just so you know, I’m not opposed to skinny dipping.” He said wiggling his eyebrows, with one side of his mouth lifted up in a smile. He took hold of my hand and pulled me toward the house. “Come, we need to eat, we have a very early day tomorrow.”


  “We do?” I looked at him and questioned.


  “Yes. You’ll find a suitcase already packed just inside of your closet, by the door. All you need to pack are whatever toiletry items you’ll need in your vanity case. Our business attire has already been forwarded onto the plane. We have an early flight and busy schedule starting tomorrow.”


  I shook my head for a moment, trying to make sure I heard everything right. I panicked. “I’m flying somewhere tomorrow? When were you going to tell me this and for how long? I can’t just fly at a moments notice. I need to purchase tickets. I have commitments coming up that I need to attend. I can’t go flying off out of the blue.”


  I tried pulling away from him but he held my hand tightly, not letting me go, as he opened the side door and ushered me back into the house. “Everything has already been arranged. We’re using the company jet for the next week to pursue a few sales options in Greece, France, and Italy. Is there some reason why you need to be back?”


  I huffed a bit. “You can’t just tell me what to do all the time. I refuse to lose control over my life again.”


  He turned me to face him. “I’m sorry, I thought my father or someone would’ve told you about our first assignment. The folders you have in your briefcase are with the companies we’ll be talking to.”


  We walked back into the kitchen where he directed me to one of the place settings at the bar. “Let me get our food and we can talk and straighten this out. If I need to, I can go on the trip alone, while you work out of the office.”


  I let out a loud breath that I didn’t realize I’d been holding. I watched in fascination as he went to the refrigerator and took out two salads and some dressing. He pulled some warm bread from the lower oven and placed on the counter with olive oil and dipping spices, before opening the main oven and taking out a small pan of chicken parmesan.


  The smell was intoxicating, taking me back to my grandmother’s kitchen, in Sicily, and comforting memories. She used to cook my favorite Italian foods all the time. My mother never wanted to learn to cook and I only learned a couple of recipes before my grandma passed.


  Dane seemed at ease in the kitchen plating up some pasta from the stove with sauce, a piece of chicken, and then grating some fresh parmesan cheese on top. He started passing the plate to me.


  I put my hands up to stop him. “I hope you don’t expect me to eat that. I wouldn’t even be able to eat half.”


  He lifted one eyebrow to me in a disapproving look, but said nothing as he placed the plate at his setting. He made another plate with a smaller portion of everything. “You don’t eat enough or the right kind of food. Please tell me you haven’t been living off the ramen noodles and peanut butter you sent over.”


  “What I eat is none of your concern. Can we just get through this meal and discuss the trip so I can deal with this new life?” I was a bit snarky, but I didn’t care.


  “I have wine, water, tea, or some soda to drink.” I watched as he poured himself a small glass of wine.


  “Some wine would be nice maybe it’ll help me sleep tonight.” I tried smiling to ease some of the tension between us.


  He sat the wine glasses in front of us and turned to ask, “What commitments do you have that I need to add to my calendar?” I watched as he pulled up the calendar app on his phone.


  “I need to be back here a week from this Saturday for my graduation at three in the afternoon. Then a few weeks later, I have my roommate’s wedding, where I’m one of her bridesmaids. The wedding starts at four in the afternoon and the reception will follow until late that night.” I pointed to both dates, as he laid the phone down on the counter between us.


  He relaxed a bit and laughed. “We should be able to push up one of the meetings overseas and get you back in time for your graduation, no problem. As for the wedding, we don’t have anything scheduled around that time.”


  I watched as he started eating and enjoying his meal. “Eat up or the food will get cold.” Something about his voice held a bit of dominance and warning. It both terrified and excited me.


  I took a small bit of chicken and thought my mouth was going to explode with flavor. This was, by far, the best chicken parmesan I’ve ever tasted, so much that I moaned in appreciation. I realized my mistake and looked over at him with his fork paused midway to his mouth. “I can’t eat if you’re looking at me like that.”


  Dane laughed softly. “Sorry. I just want to make sure you eat. You look like you’ve lost a lot of weight lately.”


  Whoa! He watched me that closely? I felt self conscious now and tried turning away from him to try and eat.


  I felt my chair being pulled back around. “Don’t hide from me Marissa. If I have to, I’ll tie you to the chair and feed you until you eat everything on the plate.” His voice was very adamant. Why did my heart just skip a beat? Normally this kind of control freaked me out. But, then again, Tom just plain ordered it done, while Dane was all smiles with his directives.


  I sucked in a deep breath, ready to berate him for his statement when I noticed he had a couple dish towels in his hands and him standing right by me. “Do I need to follow through on my promise?”


  I begrudgingly turned around and started eating. He pulled his bar stool closer, where our arms touched. “I worry about you.” He picked up my arm and squeezed it a bit. “See look, you shouldn’t bruise this easily. It means you’re not getting enough nutrition. If we had the time I’d insist on you getting a physical from our family’s physician to make sure you’re healthy. When we get back, I think I’ll insist on it to make sure you’re all right.”


  Why would anyone go to this extreme? “Why do you care?” I snapped back.


  He slapped one hand down on the counter, grabbing my attention. “I care because we’re coworkers. My job is very demanding and requires us to be in tip top form. I need you to be able to keep up with me in the workplace and here at home.”


  I started to argue the last statement when his fingers pressed against my lip. “Before you go spouting off, remember that we’ll work from here at times, with phone calls and figures needing to be calculated in the middle of the night, while talking to potential buyers and suppliers from overseas.”


  There seemed to be a bit of an underlying innuendo there, but I let it go. His reasoning was true and I’d forgotten about the crazy work hours I’d have.


  We continued our meal in silence. Dane wouldn’t stop watching me until I’d eaten the very last bite. “Are you happy now?” I grumbled.


  He smiled and started to take the plates. “I can help with them you know. If I’m going to live here, the least I can do is help clean up and help cook.”


  “Thank you.” He looked over at the clock while I rinsed the dishes and loaded the dishwasher. I noticed the time was only nine in the evening.


  “You should probably go on to bed, Marissa. We’re going to get little sleep as it is before we have to leave tomorrow.”


  I looked at him puzzled, not sure why he was telling me what to do again. “What time are we leaving?”


  Dane started turning off some of the lights, though leaving a small light above the bar area on in the kitchen. I followed as he went through the rooms and turned the rest of the lights off and set the alarm. “Remind me to show you the alarm system when we return home. For now, we both need sleep because we need to be dressed and at the airport by three in the morning.”


  I just about choked on my words. “Three?”


  He grabbed my hand and led me up the stairs toward my bedroom door. “Be sure to dress in some comfy traveling clothes in the morning. We’ll have our luggage on board with us and can freshen up and change into our business attire shortly before landing. If we need some extra sleep we have a sofa and a bed on board.”


  “Do I need to check the suitcase to make sure I have everything?”


  He shook his head. “Everything you’ll need has been packed. If we missed anything we can pick something up while we’re there. All you need to worry about is your toiletry items and any medications you may need.”


  He leaned forward giving me a kiss on the forehead. “Don’t worry about anything, just get some sleep and relax. Tomorrow will be a big day for you. You can read up on the first file while on the plane and mostly observe the first meeting. However, I’ll need you to bring the sales spreadsheet up to date and do some of your fancy statistical predictions to see which items will most likely be best in our various areas of distribution.”


  I just stood there transfixed by all he’d stated. “Okay,” was all I could manage, as I watched him walk across the hall to his room and wink at me before closing his door.


  I closed the door to my room and noticed that the suitcase I’d had on the bed earlier had been emptied and placed into the closet. All of my items had been hung up. Great, does he have silent ghosts working for him? How am I going to find where all my items are?


  It took me almost twenty minutes, but I finally found where the comfy t-shirt my brother had given me, along with my pajama bottoms, had been placed. I guess all my sleepwear and unmentionables are in the chest of drawers.


  I found the small travel bag for my personal items and headed into the bathroom to change and pack up everything I didn’t need to use in the morning. I couldn’t believe the number of perfumes, body gels, and other items he’d purchased, all with high end labels. Could this all be real? I wonder if there’s a catch to all this.


  I’d just settled into bed and set the alarm clock so I could wake in time for a shower, when my phone pinged with a text.


  Dawn—Wed 9:45 PM


  How’s it going girl? What’s the house like? Do you like your new coworker? Is he good looking? I so want to call you, but not sure if you’re busy or asleep. Let me know how things are. Ash and I already miss you!


  I smiled, feeling a little home sick missing talking with my girls. Ashley had been staying at the house lately trying to pack up all of the items she’d need to move. She and Brian had already found a lovely home to move into. Dawn would be staying through graduation, but would be moving to Atlanta, Georgia, for her new position as a marketer with an international public relations firm. Although she’d fly back for Ashley’s wedding. I had to keep reminding myself that friendship is forever!


  Wed 9:50 PM


  Hey, sweets! OMFG, Mr. Prescott’s son, Dane, is the elevator guy! The holy hotness of kissing! He’s okay, just a bit on the controlling and dominant side. He scares me a bit, but not to the level of Tom. I already have my first assignment, heading overseas in the AM to a few different countries.


  Dawn—Wed 9:55 PM


  WTH! Does he still have the swoon worthy long locks and highlights? Tell him to back off a bit, use your girl power! Okay, overseas . . . I’m so jealous!


  Wed—10 PM


  The locks and highlights are gone [image: ] But, hotness level kicked up another notch! Girl power rules, doll! NTG, leaving at 3 AM, sleep awaits.


  Dawn—10:05 PM


  Hugs to you, hon! Still so jeal! Safe travels. Let us know how ur doing! Wait . . . will you be at grad?


  Wed—10:07 PM


  Will be at grad! Hugs back to u and Ash! <3 u Night.


  Dawn—10:09 PM


  We <3 u too! Night.


  I checked the clock again, yawning like crazy, before finally letting my head hit the pillow. I was out like a light.
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  I HAD THE HARDEST time sleeping knowing that Marissa was across the hall from me. I think I managed a few hours before the clock went off waking me at 1:30 in the morning. I didn’t want to get up so early, but needed to make sure we reached the airport. I didn’t have just myself to deal with this time.


  I went ahead and jumped in the shower to wake myself up. The shower was invigorating, especially with it being an ice cold one. I couldn’t let her see me sporting a boner having dreamt about her underneath me all night long. Stop thinking about her or you’ll be sporting another one!


  I got out about twenty minutes later and looked out into the hall realizing her room was still dark. I slung a full towel around my hips and tried knocking on her door. When no one answered, I reasoned that it’d be okay to go in to wake her up. After all, we couldn’t miss our flight.


  I noticed she’d left a small light on in the bathroom, enough to light her room so she could see where she was going. She looked so peaceful hugging her pillow, her dark mane of locks was in disarray framing her heart shaped face. I looked over to her clock and realized it had already gone off she must’ve hit the snooze bar.


  I shook her shoulder gently. “Marissa, it’s time to wake up.”


  She moaned and rolled over, kicking some of her cover off and exposing her long legs. Her shirt was pushed up showing her mid-riff, making me hunger to touch her skin. Don’t go there Dane, think business, think airport, and remember your cold shower!


  I quickly put away my desires and shook her shoulders again, with a little more force this time. She started to stir. “Marissa?”


  She jumped back, grabbing hold of the covers, as her eyes went as wide as tea saucers. “What the heck, Dane?”


  “You have less than an hour to get yourself ready before we need to be at the airport. I thought I should come wake you up, unless you plan on boarding the plane in your current state,” I mused.


  She looked over at the clock and panicked. “I can be ready in less than thirty, will that do?”


  I started to get up, when she yelled out, “Oh my God!” and turned her head the opposite direction.


  I couldn’t help but laugh. “What, you’ve never seen a man in a towel before?”


  She shook her head and blushed. “Actually I haven’t, other than my brother, so could you please turn around, leave or something so I can get out of bed?”


  I just continued on to the door, not bothering to respond. I figured we’d have a long enough flight and plenty of time to get to know each other’s quirks on our trip. Hmm, a boyfriend, but never seen him in a towel. I wonder how close they were?


  I went back to my room, hearing a whirl of commotion in hers. My luggage was packed, I just needed to shave, get dressed, grab my laptop and paperwork, and we’d be ready to go.


  We appeared to be running on schedule, both opening our bedroom doors within a few seconds of one another. I’d dressed in a pair of jeans, polo shirt, and sneakers. She was in one of her new pair of jeans that really flattered her figure, a sparkly t-shirt, short jacket and sandals.


  I offered to carry her luggage, but she insisted on doing it herself. I admired her spunk, but managed to get it out of her hands before she reached the stairs.


  “You know I’m not helpless!”


  I just shook my head and backed her up against the rail, looking deep into her eyes. “You have a lot of spunk, Marissa. I like that, it’s a turn on.” I let my lips brush lightly against hers, but not enough to kiss before continuing my trek down the stairs. I wanted her to feel the connection between us. I wanted her to crave it as much as I did.


  I could hear her breathing alter and it took her a while before she followed me. Yes, she is definitely affected by me. At least I’m not the only one suffering.


  Rick had been busy driving my parents to their benefit late last night, so we had the other driver, and guard, Derrick taking us to the airport. I opened the door to see him already waiting for our luggage.


  “Morning, Derrick. Are we still on schedule for this morning?”


  “The plane is still on schedule, though we just had to alter your flight plans. Marjorie had to do some major rearranging of your meetings. There’s been a family emergency with the Nikolas group, so you’ll be going to France first instead of Greece. She already has a new itinerary waiting for you on the back seat.”


  I looked back to see where Marissa was. She’d stopped at the front door and was leaning against it and hyperventilating. Derrick reached for her luggage, as I reached for her.


  My hands caressed both sides of her face and I drew her up to my line of sight. “Look at me, Marissa.”


  She didn’t respond, still staring off into space, her breath faltering. I hated doing it, but knew if she was as submissive as I thought, she’d respond. “You will look into my eyes NOW!”


  Her eyes shot to mine immediately and her body trembled.


  “Okay, now that I have your attention, I want you to take a deep breath in, hold it, one, two, three, four, and now release, one, two, three, four.” She did as instructed. “Let’s repeat it, a deep breath in . . . now breathe out.”


  We continued this for a couple of minutes until her breathing returned to normal. I was surprised that her eyes never left mine. They followed the instruction and stayed on me the entire time. I moved some of her loose hair behind her ear and cradled her face with one of my hands. “Better?”


  She nodded.


  “Want to tell me what that’s all about?”


  “I guess I’m just nervous. I’ve only been overseas once.”


  I leaned in and set the alarm before pulling her close to me and guiding her to the limo. I’d expected her to be a bit rigid, but she seemed to melt into my side, giving me hope for a possible future.


  She climbed into the limo and moved to the far side of the car, buckling herself in and placing her briefcase between us. Normally I would be upset by anyone trying to keep me from them, but our dance, as Kent had illustrated to me, had just started. It was apparent that she was comfortable with me in some instances and not in others. I wonder who hurt her and just how bad it was?


  I picked up the new itinerary and reviewed it, liking the timing much better, which would allow us some down time instead of one meeting after another, as was originally scheduled. Maybe I could show her around a bit, break the ice, and get to know each other a little more.


  I was lost in thought of all the things I wanted to show Marissa, when I heard her ask, “Where are we going first?”


  “We had a small adjustment in our trip and are headed to Bordeaux, France, first, then we’re off to Athens, Greece, and our final destination is Florence, Italy, with a possible stop over in Montesportoli.”


  She looked puzzled. “Will we be able to make all of those locations and still be back in time for my graduation?”


  I reached out to her hand, giving it a squeeze of reassurance. “We should be back either Thursday night or early Friday morning, with time to spare. Will your family be here to support you on your special day?”


  Marissa’s face was sullen and a couple of tears began to slide across her cheek, as she shook her head. Her voice was shaky. “My parents can’t make it because their business is in disarray and my brother doesn’t know if he’ll be able to because of his current work assignment.”


  I quickly moved the items from the seat and scooted next to her, my arms circling around her shoulders and drawing her near. “Shh. No need to be upset. If your brother can’t come, I’d like to be there for you.”


  Her head lay on my shoulders, as her tears quieted. “You’d do that for me?”


  “Of course.”


  “But, why?”


  “Let’s just say that I don’t believe anyone should have to go through their graduation alone. Just let me know whether Nate can make it back in time, if not, I’ll step in for him.”


  I pressed a kiss to her temple, as we continued onto the airport.
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  It was fascinating seeing the plane through Marissa’s eyes. She was captivated, and I think a little scared, about flying in a private plane. I’d reassured her it might be smaller than the jumbo jets, but it would allow us to fly in comfort and not have to be cocooned in amongst the other passengers.


  I sat next to her during take off, letting her hold my hand as we raced toward the sky and to our first meeting together as a team. I’d asked if she’d flown much, but she just shook her head, not really elaborating.


  Once we reached cruising altitude, I took Marissa’s hand. “Come with me.” I couldn’t resist testing a small command and seeing if she’d follow.


  “This sofa, on the back wall, has a button you can push to turn it into a small bed. We have a double bed in the back of the plane, along with a small bathroom and shower. All of the seats can recline back so you can sleep.”


  As I led her to the small kitchen, I noticed she’d yawned. “Would you like some coffee to wake you up or some wine to help you relax?”


  She shook her head. “Thank you, but I’ll pass on the coffee. I feel like I just fell asleep when you woke me up. I keep thinking all of this is a dream; that I’m not really on a plane to France, that I’ll wake up and all this will be gone.”


  I strode toward her, as she backed up against one of the kitchen counters. Her eyes quickly went to the floor, a naturally submissive sign. I let the knuckles of my hand trace over the side of her cheek and down her neck, before cupping the side of her face and tilting it up to me.


  Her eyes sparkled like a steamy cup of cappuccino, touched with flakes of gold. I came within a hairs breath of her lips. “I assure you this is not a dream. If you were to fall asleep, I’d still be here when you wake up. We have an exciting week ahead of us with work and a chance to get to know one another on a much deeper level.”


  Marissa’s breath hitched with my final words. I pressed my body against her, as my mouth nipped the side of her lips causing her to moan and allowing me to press my tongue into her mouth.


  A spark surged through me as our tongues connected. I lost all rational thinking as her hands thrust into my hair and my arms wrapped around her holding her closer to me. Every nerve and synapse in my brain and body was firing freely. I needed her like I needed my next breath.


  She broke off the kiss, placing her hands against my chest and pushing, as she was gasping for air. “We can’t do this. I can’t feel this way. I’m too frigid.” I watched as her head fell to her chest and she began sobbing.


  My hands dropped from her. “You are far from glacial, Marissa. Who the hell said something like that?”


  She didn’t respond, so I lifted her chin. I began in my most dominant voice, “Why do you believe such a thing?” When no words left her mouth, “You’d better answer me or there’ll be punishment.”


  Her brows furrowed as she tried to understand my statement. “Punishment? But, you’re not my boss.”


  “No, I’m not and I’m thankful for that or I’d have no right to have kissed you like I did. I won’t beat around the bush on things, Marissa. I want you, all of you, for your mind, body, and soul. But, I won’t have someone I’m interested in thinking less of themselves. I won’t allow it.”


  A few moments passed as she rocked back and forth on her feet, not responding to anything I said. “I asked you a question and I expect an answer in a timely manner.”


  Marissa closed her eyes before shouting. “Fine! You want an answer, here it is. My ex-boyfriend told me I was nothing more than a frigid bitch incapable of responding to any man’s touch. I’m nothing but cold. I felt nothing when he kissed me, even less when he touched me . . .” Her body began to shake. “Please don’t make me go there. I can’t relive the . . .” Her words stalled before she pushed away from me, running to the bathroom, and locking the door.


  Wow, no wonder she lacks self-esteem. Her ex sure liked to fuck with her mind. If a Dom ever tried that at the club, he’d be thrown out. Mind games were fun when consensual. But, to try and screw up someone’s thoughts intentionally, that’s just wrong.


  I knocked on the door. “Marissa, come on out of there, let me help you.”


  “No! Haven’t you embarrassed me enough for one day?”


  Holy hell, she thought I’d done this on purpose. “I never meant any harm to you and I was serious when I said I want you. I still do. I know this is moving too fast, but I’ve been enamored by you since the first time we kissed in the elevator. I’ll back off if you want me to.”


  The crying seemed to slow at my words. “You promise?”


  I didn’t want to back off. I felt a connection with her that was soul deep, but in the interest of saving face, I’d step back for her sake and see if I couldn’t get more details on what happened. Whoever that bastard was, he had hurt her and I was ready to find him and punch him.


  “Yes. I promise.”


  The lock clicked and the door opened. Her eyes were puffy and tear streaks stained her face. But, even with all the crying, her face was still so beautiful. She was my Italian goddess.


  I reached for her hands and held them in both of mine. “I’m not going to try any more moves on you, for now. My apologies for being so forward, but you make me feel things I’ve never imagined before.”


  Marissa managed a half smile and looked into my eyes, for the first time on her own accord. “Thank you for your kind words, but you don’t have to lie to me.”


  I pulled her to me quickly and swatted her ass with the back of my hand. “That’s offense number one . . . calling me a liar. You should know that I never lie.”


  She seemed surprised by the motions, but quickly issued an apology. “I’m sorry.”


  I grabbed a bottle of wine and a couple of glasses, along with a cheese and fruit tray from the fridge. I walked us over to a couple seats with a table, so we could eat and talk.


  Her eyes followed my every move and she seemed tense from the moment she’d apologized. I let the silence surround us for a bit, because I wanted her to have some wine to relax and some time to think.


  I handed her a glass and lifted mine so they clinked together. “Here’s to your graduation, your new job working alongside me, and to a future full of possibilities.”


  I watched as she took a sip. “Mmm. This wine is amazing.”


  “I agree. It’s from one of the vineyards we do business with in Italy. It’s one of my favorite red wines.” I took a sip for myself and then grabbed a small sliver of cheese.


  “Can I ask you a question Marissa?”


  “I guess so.”


  She was still challenging me. “There is no guessing, either a yes or no answer will suffice.”


  “Yes.” Her voice was soft with a hint of trembling.


  “Did you feel anything when I kissed you a moment ago?” I rolled the stem of the wine glass around in my fingers as I stared at her, awaiting her answer.


  Marissa took another sip of her wine and began to fidget, focusing on the floor, rather than looking at me. It seemed like an eternity had passed when she finally responded. “I’m not sure.”


  “Again, there’s either a yes that you felt something, no matter how small, deep within you, or no, you felt nothing. Which is it?”


  I could see her mind wrestling with the decision. “I felt something, but I don’t know if I’m just caught up in everything because I feel it’s a dream or that I actually feel something for you.”


  I leaned forward and kissed the side of her cheek. Her hand came up and touched the area I’d kissed, which showed me she did have feelings. “Bella, look what you’re doing right now. You’re treasuring my kiss. For someone who’s frigid, you’d have no emotional response to that. Who made you believe all this?”


  I could see her body physically vibrate before her face changed to an indifferent mask and she shut down. I moved us over to the reclining seats and wrapped her in a warm blanket and threw an arm over her shoulder, pulling her in close to me. “I’ll respect your need for quiet, but some day I’d like to hear your story. I’m still interested in you and you should know,” I leaned close to her ear, letting my voice drop to a deep and sultry smother, “Whatever I set my mind to, I get!”


  A small tremor went through her and I could see the flush of her face. My words had affected her on a sensual level. I could live with that for now.


  I held her close as her breathing began to even out and eventually turned to a light snore. I hit the controls to call the co-pilot to put the food and wine away for us and dimmed the lights so we could gather a little sleep as we ventured closer to France.
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  I AWOKE WITH A start, hearing the tap of some keys on a keyboard. “Sorry to wake you, Marissa. But, I need to review the products we’re going to be looking at today, plus do some research.”


  He stood up from the table across the aisle, where he was working and came over to help me right my seat. “I have some coffee and pastries in the back. We have a few hours left before we have to change and ready ourselves for the meeting. You might want to review the France folder Marjorie put into your briefcase and I can answer any questions you might have.”


  You’re not dreaming about your job. You’re on a flight headed to France and will be arriving soon. Did I dream about him and that kiss? I looked up at him and smiled. He returned a half attempt of a smile before heading back to his seat and continuing to work.


  You must be dreaming. Wouldn’t he have kissed you if you hadn’t? My conscience was right. But, why was one of my butt cheeks tender? Did that really happen or was it an erotic dream. I shrugged everything off and got up to try and wake myself by splashing water on my face and having a cup of strong coffee.


  I looked over the file on the Chateau we’d be visiting. We were going to be given a tour of the vineyard, an explanation of its workings, a sampling of the various wines offered, and samples of select pastry and cheese shops in the area.


  My mind began to wonder if I’d bitten off more than I could handle. I hadn’t a clue as to what the various wines were, only what I liked. My palate was very bland in nature; never having experienced world travel unlike Dane.


  Dane was fast at work with a serious face. I didn’t know whether to interrupt him, but he seemed to sense I was staring at him. His face had a lack of emotion. “Did you have a question¸ Marissa?”


  I shrugged, not knowing how best to convey my concern. “I don’t understand why I’m here. You have knowledge about wines, foods, and places that I can’t begin to comprehend. What’s my purpose here?”


  He looked perplexed on how to answer.


  It suddenly dawned on me. “Did I get this job all because of that damn kiss in the elevator? Did you hope by getting me close that you could lure me in with your charms? Or was I to be pitied because I’d been taken advantage of by Conner, who stole my ideas, or by Mr. Heath who threatened to fail me and prevent me graduating, or was it my ex who probably trashed my car and clothes?” I slammed my fist down on the table we were working at making the coffee cups rattle. “I don’t need anyone’s sympathy damn it!”


  Dane’s eyes darkened, as he closed the lid to his laptop and stood. Oh, shit. I was in for it.


  He stalked over and placed his hands on both sides of my chair, leaning down into my face so I wouldn’t miss the heat and fury emanating off him.


  I tried looking away, but he grabbed hold of my chin and forced me to look at him. “I should take you across my knee for talking to me in such a manner, but I promised you I’d back away for now, so this talk is strictly business and will be handled as such. Do you understand?”


  I nodded. “Yes.”


  His mouth drew in grim line. “You want to change that answer?”


  “Sorry. Yes, sir.”


  “That’s better.” His hand caressed the side of my face, but he didn’t’ back away from me. “My father was intrigued by your flare for statistics and the ideas you first had at the company. He’d praised your name and wanted to hire you almost immediately. However, when you started becoming withdrawn he decided to wait and see if your personality would re-emerge. He likes people with bright minds and determination to go after what they’re wanting in life. So, NO, you being hired wasn’t because of pity. You’re talented and I need someone to help guide me in the data side of things to help our company grow. But, more importantly, I need someone to help me learn other areas of the business, which you seemed to be equally knowledgeable, so I can, one day, take over for my father. Over time you’ll come to understand the process we go through in procuring imports and creating agreements with the various companies around the world.”


  I felt my heart pounding out a fast rhythm from his proximity. The explanation helped to ease my mind, but I was still left with a few questions. “But, why was I hired as your equal and not your subordinate?”


  He swallowed hard as his face neared mine. His lips were but a hairs breath away from my own. If I moved the wrong way our lips would be sealed. “The kiss in the elevator wasn’t just enlightening to you, but to me as well. As a result, various factors played into my decision to have you placed as my equal. I’ve made no reservations in stating my interest in you, wanting to see if what we’ve felt is more than just a one time thing. But, as promised, I’ll keep my distance until you can feel more comfortable around me.”


  Dane ran his nose up against mine while the hand, still cradling my face, drew me closer. My heart rate and breathing increased and I felt a tingle in my stomach, along with a strange sensation in my girly bits that I’d never encountered before. He placed a chaste kiss on my lips.


  “I’m going to go ahead and grab a quick shower. You might want to grab a bite to eat. When we land, we’ll be taken right away to the Chateau for the meeting and probably not get a bit of food until late tonight. You’ll need some sustenance on your stomach to handle the amount of alcohol we’ll taste.” His tone was authoritative and his look told me that I didn’t dare argue.


  He grabbed a suit and shoes from the closet and placed them in the bedroom before entering the bathroom and locking the door.


  What the hell was that? So you got the job based on your skills and can learn what you don’t know along the way. He wants you to train him, while he trains you, but is he talking about just business or something more? There seems to be an underlying tone to everything.


  I shook my head, dismissing my mind’s thoughts and headed toward the kitchen to see what was available for breakfast. There was an array of standard American doughnuts, a couple of croissants, bagels, a variety of condiments, along with some smoked ham and salmon. I looked around the kitchen to see if there were any other offerings, only to realize that the plane must not have the capacity to toast or cook anything, because all the items in the mini-fridge were premade and wrapped, with dates on them.


  I spotted an orange juice, so I grabbed one, along with another cup of coffee, and a bagel with some cream cheese and smoked salmon. I’d been so used to just having coffee for breakfast that this was a treat. My conscience seemed to be doing cartwheels over some of the perks so far, but warned me to be careful.


  I was busy in thought, updating the current stats on sales projections for some of the buyers who purchased through Prescott International, when I heard, “It’s your turn, hon . . . Your turn, Marissa.”


  Had he almost called me honey? Hmm, so much for backing off from his pursuits. I looked back and almost stepped on my lower jaw. He was dripping wet and steamy from his shower and shave, with only a small towel hanging low around his hips. OMG, he’s sin on a stick!


  I refocused my mind and headed toward the bathroom as he headed to the bedroom to get dressed. I was surprised to see some of the vanity items he’d purchased for the house, already out and awaiting my use in one of the mounted bins on the counter.


  The shower was small, but the water felt heavenly as I washed away the sleep and anxiety of the night. This would be my first meeting and I needed to look the part of his co-worker. My only complaint was that shaving one’s legs in a shower stall that size was near impossible, but somehow I accomplished it and was thanking the pilots for no bouts of turbulence during the process.


  It wasn’t until I dried off, blow dried my hair, and put on my makeup that I’d realized how hasty I’d been to get into the bathroom. I hadn’t selected any attire to put on and didn’t even know what was packed, or where. Damn girl! You should’ve thought this through. You’re going to have to hope that he’s kind enough to put out some clothes for you or you’re going to have to walk out of here in just a towel and hope for the best.


  My hand rested on the handle as a knock came at the door, making me jump. “Are you almost done in there, Marissa?”


  “Yes, but I have a small problem.” I had to deal with things head on, so why not go ahead and admit my mistake.


  “What’s wrong?” Dane’s voice was laced with concern.


  My voice shook. “I was in a hurry and didn’t think about picking out anything to wear and don’t know where my items are anyway.”


  I could hear him laughing. “Open the door for me, I have to see.”


  “Don’t you dare laugh at me.” I tried to play the part of the damsel in distress. “I’m scared here and you’re acting like a dark knight.”


  His laughter stopped and his voice boomed. “Open this door, NOW, Marissa.”


  I would’ve normally told him to go to hell, being spoken to like that, but something about Dane made me want to follow his orders. I made sure the towel was wrapped tightly around me, leaving nothing to his viewing pleasure and opened the door.


  He had one hand on his hip and the other on the doorway. I watched as his eyes took in the full length of me, twice. The hand on his hip came out to grab mine and opened the door to the bedroom, ushering me inside.


  I was surprised to see a dress, with a fitted jacket, was already lying on the bed, along with some racy lingerie, accessorizing jewelry, and a pair of black peep toe Jimmy Choos. Everything looked amazing, but the sizes on the attire and the few scrap pieces of lingerie frightened me.


  “I can’t possibly fit into some of these items? I’m much bigger than the sizes here.” I balked.


  Dane spun me around and pressed me up against one wall, his hands placed on each side of my head, caging me in. “Your shopper assured me these will fit. She went based on your current measurements, not the size of the clothes you used to wear.”


  His breathing was coming faster and desire seemed to pool in his eyes, scaring me. I put my hands up to his chest and pushed him away. “I need to get dressed. I’ll try the items on, but I’m not exactly comfortable with the undergarments or the shoes. I’ve only ever worn flats or low heels.”


  He stepped back, giving me room. Thank goodness! But, I have to admit that some crazy part of me wondered what it would feel like if he were closer. Would my body react to him, the way it did when we kissed? Then the words from my past, “You’re nothing but a cold bitch,” came crashing through my mind. My body shuttered.


  His face came close to mine. Dane’s voice filled with concern. “Are you all right? I didn’t frighten you did I?”


  I looked into his eyes. “I’m fine, just a bad memory. Can I please have some privacy to dress?”


  He backed away and exited the bedroom.
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  I WENT BACK TO work, comparing notes on products currently offered in the gourmet shops we catered to. I wanted to ensure they didn’t already have similar wines and accompaniments to what we were sampling today. Only one of the wines would be in question, but pending the flavor and price of the wine, we might be able to talk our buyers into switching.


  I was comparing the prices the items sold for, in the local market, with what similar items might sell for in American stores, when I heard the bedroom door open and looked up, my mind went blank. Marissa stood in the doorway looking like the vixen I knew she could be.


  “I look terrible.” Her comment caught me off guard.


  My head shook. “You look fabulous. I would’ve never known it was you. You look different, more grown-up and worldly.”


  I watched as she walked, haphazardly, with her shoes over to the table and took her seat. She’d left her jacket open, where every movement of the fabric hugged her like a second skin, highlighting her best assets. I kept fighting the desire to jump up and pull her into a kiss so I could graze my hands against her ample breasts and rounded hips. But, if I moved, she’d see the wood I now sported, standing at full mast against my pants.


  “Do I have to wear these heels? While I love the design, I’m just not used to them.” She grumbled.


  “I’m afraid all that was packed were heels and sandals. We can always stop at a shop or two while in Bordeaux to see if there’s something you’d find more comfortable. But, I have to admit those shoes make your legs look killer.” I tried to smile and wiggle my eyebrows to add to the effect. Apparently it worked, because her whole face flushed a deep pink.
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  We had a driver waiting for us at the airport upon our arrival. He drove us to the Chateau before driving onto Le Relais Franc’s Bed & Breakfast to deposit our bags.


  The meeting started on time at 4 PM with everyone present. Marissa mainly watched as we discussed business in French. I told her I’d translate the items discussed over dinner tonight. One of the family’s represented had a son that spoke some English and he sidled up next to her, a little too close for my comfort, and translated some of our discussion.


  I tried to keep my focus on the meeting, since that was our purpose for being there, but all my mind could see was his finger often grazing her forearm, while he translated, and my mind screaming. She’s MINE you little fuckwad.


  I managed to scowl his direction a couple of times before he finally put some distance between them. But, not before hearing, “Your boyfriend he is jealous of me talking to you, no?”


  Marissa was about to open her mouth to deny that statement, when I shot her a look that told her to stop. I raised one of the glasses. “Darling, it’s time to taste this Cabernet Franc.”


  She took a hesitant sip of the reddish wine. Not realizing it was often used as a blend for other red wines, such as Cabernet Sauvignon, but it could stand on its own.


  I noticed her face light up when we hit the Cremant de Bordeaux Rose sparkling wine. It was quite pleasant on the palate and paired well with the macaroon pastries, not to be confused with the coconut macaroons, but actual pastries in a variety of flavors and fillings.


  The meeting was quite promising and long. We didn’t get out of there until after 8 in the evening. I was thankful that Marjorie had the foresight to put our reservations a little later, so we’d have plenty of time to get to the restaurant.


  “Ce fut une rencontre plaisir avec vous tous aujourd’hui. Je vais devoir les contrats établis et que nous pouvons les examiner demain. Bonne nuit.” Marissa trembled beside me as I spoke. I guess French was the language of love. I leaned over and whispered, “It means, ‘It was a pleasure meeting with all of you today. I’ll have the contracts drawn up and we can review them tomorrow. Goodnight.’ Just tell them “Merci et bonne nuit Merci.”


  She did as I asked and all the men shook my hand and kissed hers, before parting with an “Au revoir.”


  In the car she asked, “What did I say to them?”


  I laughed and grasped hold of her hand, testing the water to see where I stood. “You told them thank you and good night.”


  “I couldn’t understand half of what was going on in the meeting. If it wasn’t for Jean Luc, I would’ve been totally lost, though his English was lacking. He kept flirting with me making me uncomfortable. I don’t know if he meant to do that or he just didn’t understand how to translate.”


  “Jean Luc is known is these parts as a ladies man. He’ll bed anything and everything he can. So be leery of him. He wants what’s mine.” I stated matter of fact.


  Her breath hitched, but she didn’t have much time to think about things before we were at the restaurant. It was a small hole in the wall, but it had some of the best food for the region.


  We kept conversation light during dinner, mainly comparing likes and dislikes with music, food, and so forth. To my surprise, we had very few differences, the biggest one being how little she’s traveled, whereas I’ve been all over the world.


  The dinner went too quickly and we were met by the concierge, at the bed & breakfast, to give us our room keys. “Your luggage has already been taken up to your rooms. Should you need any further assistance or would like a night cap with one of our vineyard’s wine bottles, please let us know.”


  It was too dark outside to see all the beauty that surrounded us. I couldn’t wait to see the look on Marissa’s face when she woke to the rolling hills of grapevines surrounding the place.


  The elevator ride up to our room was quiet. It wasn’t until I opened the door to her room, and followed her in, that she put her hands out against my chest to block me and huffed. “What are you doing? This is my room and you’re not invited in. Plus, I don’t belong to you!”


  “I’m not staying in your room. If you glance over to the bathroom, our rooms share a bathroom. It just made more sense to point this out and go through here to get to my room. If you should need privacy, the door to the bathroom locks on both sides, just be sure to unlock my side when you’re done.”


  “We couldn’t have private en suite bathrooms?”


  I shook my head. “This place was built in the 18th Century. Be glad that it has working plumbing. I always stay here because of the daylight views and the quiet nature of the hotel. Plus, their breakfast is amazing.”


  I dropped her key on her nightstand and then turned to head toward my room. What the hell are you doing man? She’s vulnerable, out of her element, and in one of the most romantic countries in the world. Take your stand now! I paused, pondering my thoughts.


  Her voice was questioning. “Why haven’t you left? I do need to get ready for bed.”


  I turned around to face her, letting my hands come up to cradle both sides of her face. “We have some contracts to write and send to my father for approval. We’ll have to figure out the cost of shipping to the states, resale prices to the distributors, and help set the highest mark on pricing, for similar items, in the U.S. So go ahead and get comfortable because we have at least a couple hours worth of work ahead of us before we can settle for the night.”


  I would be ash if Marissa had the ability to burn me with her stare. “Fine, Dane, I’ll help with the work, but I’m still not yours to own.”


  My thumb traced the side of her cheek. It was no surprise that she leaned into the caress, as I leaned closer to her ear to whisper. “I don’t know why you try to fight these feelings, love. You’ve been hurt, I get that, but I’ll prove to you that we are perfect for one another, so I’m staking my claim now.”


  I gave her a chaste kiss on the cheek and walked away, closing the bathroom door, leading to my bedroom, behind me. I only glimpsed the hand that was holding the side of her face, treasuring my kiss, and the puzzled look on her face.


  Before I could even unbutton my shirt, I heard a knock on the bathroom door. “What’s the matter, love?”


  Her face emanated tension and fury. “One, I don’t feel comfortable being called ‘love’! And, two where are my night clothes? All I can find is lingerie and I can’t parade around her wearing a thong and a bra.” She opened the door wide, for me to look through her suitcase.


  I walked over to her bag lay open and pulled out a long burgundy peignoir set, complete with robe. “Here’s one of your nightly garments. There are several others right here in this section of your case.” She came over and glanced in the area I’d found the sleepwear at.


  Her eyes looked terrified of what she saw. “Where’s my night shirts, my sleep shorts; what I feel most comfortable in?”


  “I didn’t pack them. You’re too beautiful to be dressed in those hideous items. But, if you’re adamant about needing something to dress down in, I can offer you one of my t-shirts and can sleep without it.”


  Her eyes looked me up one side and down the other. She stuttered. “I-I-I think I’ll try to make due with what I have. Just be sure to put a shirt on when you come back over. I’ll leave the bathroom unlocked when I’m done.”


  I couldn’t suppress the smile that spread across my face as I headed back to my room. One battle down, several more to go, until she’s mine.
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  The next several hours were a battle of wills. Marissa was even lovelier than I could’ve ever imagined in her nightgown. The burgundy worked wonderfully with her skin tone and made her look like she was glowing. We’d worked quite close to one another and every brush of her skin against mine, kept me in an aroused state. My mind kept repeating the words, “Mine.” It was all I could do to focus on the contracts.


  I’d explained what I needed her to do on the computer to help outline the pricing and showed her the research on my laptop, which showed similar wines selling at specific prices within U.S. gourmet shops.


  It took a little longer than expected, but we finalized everything on our end around three in the morning, which meant it was nine in the morning back at home. I was just thankful for my dad being an early riser.


  I ‘d been on the phone with him and turned around to give Marissa the good news that we were done for the evening, when I noticed she’d fallen asleep. I gathered the paperwork off the bed and shut down her computer system, before tucking her in and turning off the lights and heading over to my side. I left the doors open between us and a small nightlight on in the bathroom so we could see.


  I’d settled down and was nearly asleep when I heard screaming. I bolted upright trying to figure out where it was coming from. Oh, shit . . . its Marissa.


  I ran through to her room, seeing her thrashing in bed. “You’re hurting me. I thought this wasn’t supposed to hurt. Make it stop. I can’t take it anymore. Damn you!”


  I turned on the side light by the bed and reached for her shoulders, gently shaking them. “Marissa, you need to wake up. You’re having a nightmare.”


  She was unresponsive, still repeating the same words over and over. I finally sat on the side of the bed, grabbed hold of her shoulders and demanded. “You will wake up NOW!”


  Her eyes sprang open. She looked around the room in a hurry, then breathed a sigh of relief before throwing her arms around me, nearly squeezing me in two, as the tears began to pour down her cheeks.


  “Thank you.” She mumbled.


  I ran my hands up and down her back in circles, trying to calm her. “Can I ask what that was all about?”


  “No.” She shook as she said the word.


  “I have my own nightmares, from time to time. I like talking them out. Why don’t you give it a try?” I continued holding her tight, trying to will some of my strength to her, so she’d talk to me.


  “I’m sorry, Dane. I . . .” Her words drifted off.


  I leaned back, taking her face in my hands and trying to wipe away the tears with my thumbs. I looked into her eyes. “It’s okay. I’m surprised I haven’t had a nightmare for you to encounter yet, but when I do, it’ll always be about my sister.”


  Marissa’s eyes held a puzzling look. “I’m so sorry for your loss. But, why do you have nightmares?”


  “I’d needed to talk with her that night. I’d decided to break things off with my girlfriend, who was supposed to have been faithful to me. But, when I went to her place to call it off, I found her screwing my best friend. I know it shouldn’t matter, since I was calling it quits, but the idea that she’d do this behind my back hurt.”


  Her hand came up to cradle the side of my face and neck. “I walked away and told them both never to speak to me again. I called my sister and asked if I could come over and talk with her. She insisted we meet somewhere because she was feeling pent up being on modified bed rest. I reluctantly agreed, because I knew she’d be the only one to help me sort out the feelings I was having for you, along with the hurt I was feeling from my betrayal.


  “An hour passed and my sister never showed at the coffee shop. I was starting to get pissed at her for standing me up, when I heard someone talk about a massive wreck along University Boulevard. Something felt off, so I hopped in my car and drove that direction, only to find her car having been hit head on and the EMT’s giving her CPR at the site, calling in a helicopter to transport her. I felt like my life ended that night. Gabriella was my sister and best friend. We had a bond that most didn’t understand.”


  I looked up to see Marissa still crying. “Dane, you couldn’t have known the events of that night. If you did and tried to alter them, they might’ve still happened at a later time.”


  I attempted to smile. “I know, but those images, along with the ones of her hooked up to life support in the hospital, haunt me. I feel somehow responsible, though I know it wasn’t me, nor was it the person who hit her because he was a victim in all this, too. She had an undetected aneurysm, in her brain that would’ve burst at some point. Who knows how long she had left?”


  I glanced over at a painting on the wall, needing somewhere else to focus. “As for the guy who hit her; he’s still fighting for his life, after being drugged and being in the accident. I first blamed him until we received the toxicology results and discovered someone had put some form of date rape drug that interacted with some of the medicine he was already taking for high blood sugar.”


  Marissa pulled back, “OMG, you’re not talking about Ethan Mackenzie, are you?”


  I could feel my brows crease. “Yes. Why?”


  “He’s my brother’s best friend. They both went to a fraternity reunion party that night, when my brother, Nate, got a message that he was to fly out in a couple hours to a new assignment.”


  “I didn’t know your brother was there that night. I’ll give him a call later this week, to talk with the police and see if he can help put the pieces of the puzzle together to figure out who’s ultimately responsible for this whole fiasco.”


  Her arms wrapped around me and pulled me into a hug. The smell of her lotion, a cross between vanilla and strawberries had my mind spinning with desire for Marissa.


  I pulled back a bit. “I’ve told you my nightmares. Now it’s time for you to spill your secrets.”
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  THERE’S NOTHING LIKE DANE putting me on the spot. My mind was still wrapped around how our lives were intermixed. If I hadn’t worked with him, I was likely to come in contact with him through my brother or with Ethan. So I might as well come clean, but how was I going to tell Nate everything. I’d still kept him in the dark about Tom.


  “My brother told me you’d both met at a club, but refused to tell me which one. So I don’t know how well you know one another. I need you to promise to let me tell him because he doesn’t know.”


  Dane held up both hands in surrender. “You have my word that no secrets shared tonight will leave this room.”


  I took a deep breath and began. “My ex, Tom Reynolds, was a controlling bastard. He came on sweet and innocent, but turned out to be a wolf in sheep’s clothing. My brother tried to warn me about him, but I wouldn’t listen.”


  I stopped for a moment, trying to figure out how best to explain things, when Dane grabbed my hand and gave it a squeeze of encouragement.


  “I’d dated only a little bit, but it never lasted longer than a couple of weeks going out with someone. My life was in turmoil because my dad made some bad investments, some of his clients pulled away leaving them with little to no funds, only barely able to help me stay in school with a small amount of room and board. That’s why I took the paid internship with your dad’s company, so I could get some extra funds and stay in school until graduation.


  “I’d felt lost, trying too hard to please everyone so I could get their attention, whether it was my parent’s, boyfriend’s, or anyone. I had abandonment issues, but Tom came into the picture and seemed to take care of everything.”


  Dane lifted my chin, where he could see my eyes. “Marissa, what do you mean by taking care of everything?”


  “He showed me lots of attention, took me out to eat, bought me some clothes, and basically showered me with love, or so I thought. My friends, and brother, complained that he was alienating me from them. I disagreed and thought they were just jealous of my relationship, but things shifted.”


  I looked away, asking, “Do I have to continue?”


  “I think it’d be good for you. It might help you let go of things.”


  “Fine.” I huffed. “Tom went from treating me with gentleness to being abrasive. He would tell me what to eat, how to dress, where to be at, how to wash his clothes, clean his apartment . . . the list was endless. I needed the attention and was so willing to please that I just did what he wanted. That’s when he started pressuring me to seal our relationship with sex.”


  “Did you?” Dane asked quietly.


  “I didn’t want to, but after several months, he kept threatening that if I didn’t give him what he wanted, he’d find it elsewhere.”


  Dane shook his head, a look of disgust held his face, but he continued to hold my hand. “Oh, Marissa, he was playing you.”


  “I realize that now. I kept wondering why I didn’t have the butterflies in my stomach, feel heat when he touched my skin, or have any feeling at all when he kissed me. I dismissed it as just being scared and hoped that by giving him what he wanted, my virginity, he’d let up and we could just enjoy each other’s company.”


  “You were a virgin?” His voice was nearly a roar and his face red with anger.


  “I might still be one. I’m just not sure.” I said softly as I focused on the design of the rug of the floor.


  Dane’s face was perplexed. “I’m not sure I follow.”


  This is so embarrassing. “Tom didn’t believe in foreplay. He was more of a quick and to the point kind of guy. He stripped me, carried me to bed, where he proceeded to handcuff me to the headboard, and secured my ankles where I couldn’t move. It scared the living shit out of me! He didn’t tell me what he was going to do, he just did it.”


  He pulled me close as I started to shake. “Take your time, love. This Tom isn’t a proper man if he’d do something like that. Even in a dominant submissive relationship, the Dom has to ask the sub if he/she is okay with the plans and keep asking every step of the way.”


  I leaned back. “Dominant, submissive what? OMG, you’re a Dom, aren’t you?”


  “That’s beside the point. Our focus is on your nightmare right now. We can discuss things later.”


  I could tell that something was different about him, from the other guys I’ve either dated or hung around with, but maybe I was reading too much into things. There was a lot of talk about dominance and submissiveness lately with all the romance novels going around. I’d read a few, but didn’t realize just how much control I’d let Tom have over me until I began talking it out with Dane.


  “He started calling me bad names, calling me his little whore, before he climbed up on me. He’d put a condom on and tried to enter me, without doing anything. It hurt like crazy. I begged him to stop, but he wouldn’t. He kept calling me a frigid bitch because my body wouldn’t let him in.


  “My crotch felt like it was on fire from the pain he was causing, rubbing me raw; trying to enter me. I kept screaming because it hurt, only when I started to drip blood onto his sheets, did he stop; throwing my clothes underneath me to keep his bed from being soiled. He finally gave up and told me he’d unhook me if I’d suck him off. So he pulled off the condom, climbed up and put himself in my mouth. He gripped my hair so tight that my head hurt, but I did what he asked so I could get out of there.”


  I shivered at the next image to fill my mind. “I could tell he was about to come, because I could taste a salty liquid on my tongue and I was repulsed by him. I’d wanted something memorable and magical, not quick and easy, so I jerked my mouth away and he ended up spraying all over my upper body and face.” I paused looking up into his eyes, seeing only care and concern for me. “He hit me, hard across the face, calling me a cold bitch. That he deserved someone he could penetrate anytime he wanted and who’d suck him off and swallow him down.”


  “That bastard! If I ever get my hands on him . . .” He trailed off, but still held me close.


  “He freed me from his bed and refused to let me clean myself. He said he wanted his slut marked. I dressed quickly and ran out of there, telling him we were through. He told me I was his to do with as he pleased and would see me again.”


  My heart felt it was beating out of my chest. “When I was a couple miles away, I called my roommate, Dawn, to come pick me up. She knew that I was going to give in and sleep with him that night and asked how it went. When I broke down crying, she knew. She’d told me he was an asshole and that I deserved someone better in my life. I hadn’t realized how right she was until later. Somehow he managed to affect my work, my friendships, and my relationship with my family. I was just thankful that everyone took me back with open arms.”


  “So you dropped his ass, right?”


  “Tom came crawling back offering the moon and the sun and like a sucker, I took the bait hook, line, and sinker. However, I started seeing shades of lipstick on his collar that wasn’t mine, smelled nauseating perfume on his clothes. Everyone kept telling me he was cheating on me and I just dismissed it.”


  My hands grabbed both sides of his face. I let my thumb trail over his lips. “Your kiss made me see that I was in a pointless relationship and getting the brunt end of everything. You made me feel something I’ve never felt with anyone else before, especially not him. You’re the reason I finally dropped him.”


  His lips crashed hard against mine, as his hands wound around my body pulling it close. My mind told me to push away, but my body welcomed the intensity of these feelings. Dane’s lips started to drift down over my neck and pulled at the robe so his teeth could nip at my shoulder.


  My body froze instantly, as I pulled back. “I’m sorry.” I shook my head. “I can’t, Dane. I’m scared to death of sexual relations. I guess I truly am a frigid bitch.”


  His hands pulled my face up to where our eyes locked. “I won’t allow you to talk this way about yourself. You’re far from frigid. Your body melts into mine when we touch. I can see your hardened nipples beneath your gown, and I can smell that you’re aroused.”


  “No. I can’t . . .” I argued.


  “You can lie to yourself all you want, Marissa, but your body is telling me something different. I promised I’d stop being so strong in my pursuits, so I’ll tone it down. I plan to show you that you are hotter than anything I’ve ever encountered.”


  I pulled away from him, standing up and crossing to the other side of the room. “Aren’t you listening? I’m afraid of sex, Dane! I don’t want to feel that kind of pain again.”


  He followed me, wrapping his arms around me from behind, drawing me close to his hard chest and abs. His lips caressed my ear and nibbled down to the area that always drove me crazy, just below my earlobe. If you’re cold, hon you shouldn’t be able to react so intensely to him, especially when he nibbles your ear.


  I felt myself relax into his embrace. “You’re safe with me, Marissa. I want to know every inch of you. I’ll wait for now. I want your complete trust in me, because I’m falling for you.”


  I turned in his arms and looked up at his face and saw only adoration. “You’re falling for me?”


  He nodded and kissed the end of my nose. “I fell for you on the elevator that day and knew you were something special. But, don’t worry I won’t take you until you are willing to submit to me completely.”


  What did he mean by submit?


  “I can tell your mind is working overtime. Let me rephrase . . . we won’t make love until you feel comfortable enough with me to surrender your whole mind, body, and soul. I want to show you things that you never thought you could feel. I want to create a desire so intense within you that only I can satisfy it.”


  His words made me melt, but I hesitated. “But, I’m so cold.” How was I to learn desire and heat, when I’d been unable to feel anything with Tom?


  Dane ran his nose across mine, as he whispered. “I’ll take my time and show you that your body responds to mine, that we’re meant to be. It doesn’t matter how long you need, I’ll wait for you, for your trust. All I ask is that you try, can you do that?”


  The words left my mouth immediately. “Okay.”


  He smiled, placing a chaste kiss on my lips. “Are you going to be okay to go back to sleep?”


  I was still shaken, and in the past I’d always had a horrendous time getting back to sleep. I’d been dependent upon Dawn or Ashley to sit with me until I fell asleep. Could I trust Dane to do the same? You need him.


  My voice was barely audible. “Can you stay with me until I fall asleep?”


  He kissed my temple. “I’ll be here for whatever you need.”


  I climbed back into bed, still leaving the robe on, and covered up. He turned off the lights and climbed in bed with me. His arms reached out pulling me close to his chest, where I could feel he’d taken off his t-shirt, enjoying the heat of his skin, leaving him only in sleep pants.


  He came as close to me as possible, without spooning. “I’m here for as long as you need me. I’ll move back to my room as soon as you’re sleeping soundly.”


  I thought I’d be scared of him being so close to me, that my body would be struck with fear, but instead I found comfort. He kept whispering sweet words of encouragement to me as my eyes closed and my mind started to drift.
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  I AWOKE WITH A start, taking in the strange surroundings, finally realizing where I was. I had strong hands still wrapped around me and a hard body pressed against my back. I was about to panic when I heard Dane whisper. “Its okay love, go back to sleep. I’m here for you.”


  A moment later, he was snoring softly. Did he dream of me in his sleep?


  The memories of last night came flooding back. What had possessed me to tell him everything? Not even my brother, my roommates, or anyone knew the full truth of what happened between Tom and me.


  My body felt too hot with him wrapped around me and my robe was half off, tangled around my legs. He rolled a bit, giving me room to remove the robe and lift up to see that it was approaching ten in the morning. We were about to miss breakfast.


  I began to panic. We needed to get moving, we were behind schedule.


  I started to leave the bed when his arms wrapped around me, pulling me back to him. “Where are you going, Marissa?”


  “I need to get a shower, and so do you. We’re running late. We’ll never get everything done on time.” My voice was frantic.


  His lips started kissing up my neck, to my jaw line, and then up to my ear. “We’ll be fine. Remember our itinerary changed. I called down to the lobby and asked them to bring up some brunch for us in thirty minutes. We have the contracts ready to go. All we need to do is print them out at the front desk.


  His fingers caressed my shoulder and down my arm, while one of his arms wrapped around my center, holding my back to his front. What was that? Is he sporting morning wood? I hope he doesn’t plan on relieving that with me.


  “The meeting isn’t until six this evening. It’s been pushed back, since one of the party’s has a conflict until that time. We have time to relax, maybe take a dip in the pool and hot tub, take a shower, and check out the area before the meeting.”


  His body began to lift and curl around mine, bringing him closer to my lips, where he nipped and sucked, making me gasp until his mouth surrounded mine. His kiss owned me, as my tongue met each of his movements. I could feel warmth invading my stomach, and my heart. Could I really be falling for him? Was I feeling something for Dane?


  He pulled back, hovering just over me. “I hope I didn’t scare you. Every time I tried to leave last night, you started whimpering in your sleep and saying, “Stay please.” I couldn’t resist you.” His hand came up caressing my hair. “Did anyone ever tell you how beautiful you are first thing in the morning?”


  I shook my head. “No.”


  He leaned back in, seeking out my lips, when a knock came at the door. “Just my luck. That’d be our food. Might as well get up and eat it while it’s hot.” He gave me a chaste kiss on the lips as he grabbed his t-shirt and pulled it over his head.


  My breath caught as my eyes finally took in just how chiseled he was. I’d seen the arms and abs on Dane, but his back had that sexy v shape to it that showed how athletic he really is. My heart seemed to flutter as I watched every muscle move as he put on his shirt, wishing I was the one covering his back. Did I just think that? Holy shit, he’s got my head, and my body, feeling so confused.


  I was thankful to see that it wasn’t just me feeling confused and aroused. Dane’s sleep pants hung low on his hips, revealing a bulge at the center and a tattoo over his right hip. I wonder if I’ll ever get a chance to see what the tattoo is? While seeing a man naked intimidated me, my curiosity was building.
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  The morning went quickly with us eating the best fromage, a.k.a. cheese, omelet I’ve ever tasted, along with melt in your mouth croissants and coffee. Dane had told me the cheese used for the omelet, we split, was the same as the one we were signing under contract today. The name was unique, Ossau Iraty, but the taste was sinful!


  After brushing our teeth and combing our hair, Dane showed me just how spectacular the view was. I thought I’d died and gone to heaven. There were acres upon acres of grape vines that went right up to neighboring Chateaus. He pointed out that we were within walking distance of a town down the street with a restaurant we’d check out later tonight.


  He’d mentioned us going for a swim. I’d been against it, when I noticed he’d packed only a bikini swimsuit in my suitcase. But, after seeing the view of the pool set right inside the vineyard walls, I couldn’t resist.
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  The pool and hot tub were amazing, built as part of the stone wall architecture, looking like it belonged as part of the vineyard. I should’ve known that he’d use any excuse to get his hands on me. I wasn’t in the sun for more than five minutes when he was whipping out the sunscreen and offered to attend to the parts I couldn’t reach. He was definitely smooth in his pursuits. The sad thing was that he’s already wearing me down a bit.


  In the pool, he kept swimming up beside me, wrapping his arms around me just long enough for a kiss, before he swam off. In the hot tub we talked more about life, about his family and mine, and what he wanted out of the future. It took me by surprise when he was adamant that I was his future.


  I wanted to argue, but his wolfish grin let me know he’d kiss me until I relented. I decided not to push things, just wanting to enjoy whatever we had in the moment and learn more about my job and the company.


  The meeting was uneventful. The sellers were exceptionally happy with the projections we’d made regarding their items and the price we’d be able to give them. They were so grateful for the deals that we were given samples of everything to take back with us.


  When we were back in the car, Dane asked. “Would you like to stay here, in France, another night, or would you like to fly on to Greece? If we fly, I need to tell the pilots to ready the plane and we won’t get in until early morning tomorrow. If we stay, we can leave by eight in the morning and be there in Athens in time for our meeting at four.”


  I was feeling a little confused and snarky. “Let’s see. We can either get broken sleep which means I’ll be irritable tomorrow or we can have a good night’s sleep and be refreshed when arriving in Athens. It doesn’t take a genius, Sherlock!”


  I watched as a smile spread across his face. He grabbed his phone and called the pilots, while smiling and shaking his head. “Go ahead and enjoy the night. Have the plane ready to leave by eight in the morning. Thanks.”


  “I ought to put you over my knee and spank your sweet derrière for being smart with me. But, I’d rather kiss those irresistible lips of yours and get some food. I’m starving, how about you?” He reached over grabbing my face and giving me a gentle kiss.


  “I could eat a little something, but it doesn’t have to be much.”


  His eyebrows arched and his voice scolded. “You’re too thin Marissa.”


  “Are you blind? I’m a size 10, Dane. I have some cellulite on my thighs, my hips are wide and I have some junk in my trunk.” I mused, feeling a little self conscious.


  He shook his head. “You’re an Italian goddess, how every woman should look in my book darling.” His nose rubbed up against mine as his eyes peered deep into my soul. “You’ve lost so much since I first kissed you. I loved how you looked then and I love how you look now and more importantly, I’ll love how you’ll look when you carry my children.”


  What the hell? “Carry your what? Dane, we’re not even dating. We’re co-workers, just starting to feel each other out. You can’t go spouting off shit like that.” I put my hand to my mouth. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to curse.”


  He laughed and tilted his head. “I have to admit you‘re a spitfire and I admire that. I like a woman who can tell it how it is. You’re right. I got a little ahead of myself. It’s just something about you, Marissa that makes me see a future together with you.” His eyes darkened, as he leaned forward, just millimeters from my face. “I can’t help my need to “feel” you out. I’m weak and you’re my soul’s addiction. But, I’ll take it back for now and focus on our dinner and just getting through this crazy week.”


  The remainder of the evening was wonderful. He took me to a Moroccan restaurant where we sat on the floor, ate with our hands, and just talked. How we found so much to talk about I don’t know, because I’ve never talked this much with anyone before, but it was fun. The first time I found myself actually letting down my guard in a long time and just enjoying the moment. If I was honest with myself, I’d have to admit that I was slowly falling for him, too.


  We’d gone to our respective rooms to sleep, but Dane had started screaming out, “No!” in his sleep and I ran to wake him up and comfort him. I guess it was my turn to fall asleep in his bed and keep his nightmares away for the evening.
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  OUR STOP IN ATHENS, Greece, was short and sweet, only lasting overnight, before we were off to Florence, Italy. I’d wanted some time to show Marissa some of the ancient ruins of the city, but promised we’d be back and could do that at a later time.


  I could tell Marissa was getting anxious about her upcoming graduation. She kept counting down the days and asking if we’d definitely make it back in time. Her brother had texted that his assignment was crazy and he was still trying to make it, but not to count on him. He’d promised to make it up to her. I could tell this bothered her because her nightmares were worse and she seemed down during the day. However, I couldn’t complain too much since I got to hold her every night, which seemed to settle both of our souls.


  The business in Florence was quick, only needing to renegotiate a couple of contracts and add on a new product from one of the pasta makers. We were able to handle that in a matter of hours.


  I’d planned on staying in Florence and perusing the town, showing her the sights, since she’d only ever visited Sicily, where her grandmother had lived. When she talked about her visit abroad to see her grandmother, her face would light up making her look even more radiant.


  The car had picked us up from the hotel and drove past the airport. “Aren’t we flying home today?” Marissa asked, curiosity laced in her question.


  “We’re ahead of schedule so I thought we’d take a little side tour for a couple of days and spend it in Montespettoli, before flying back.” I didn’t want to blurt out what was in the town or why, hoping she’d be able to connect the dots on her own.


  Marissa leaned into my side on the car ride out of Florence, looking sad, but she seemed to perk up with the views of the countryside. There were several small towns, wine and olive vineyards that dotted the area. They say that Italy is a little piece of heaven here on Earth. I’d have to agree with that statement, because the beauty was like nothing I’d ever seen. I always felt at home when I came back to my family’s roots.


  The car drove through the small town. “Is this Montespettoli? It’s beautiful, very quaint.” Her eyes were alight with wonder, taking in every building and every person walking through town.


  I nodded as the driver continued forward, to the outskirts of town and up a hill toward our destination. I watched as Marissa read the signs and turned to me. “Prescottini Vineyards? Are they any relation to your family, the Prescott’s?”


  I smiled, amazed at how quickly her mind worked. “Our last name was originally Prescottini. My great-grandfather came to America and tried to get work, only to face prejudices because of his name. It was suggested he change his name to Prescott, where he managed to get a job at an import/export plant in New York.


  “He got tired of working for everyone else and not making ends meet, so he moved the family down to Florida, when Orlando was still up and coming and saw that there were no specialty shops in the area for Italian replants to purchase any goods and services, like there were up North. So he and my great-grandmother opened up an Italian grocery, which was a huge success. Soon he had other people wanting to sell some of his specialty items in their stores and out of that came our business. We went from a specialty shop to a provider for other shops. We expanded to do both import and exports. Plus, we have the ideal location of being centered between two ports (Port Canaveral and Tampa), along with a major airport to fly in our goods.”


  Marissa looked on with adoration. “So the business has been going for as long as you can remember and been passed down amongst the generations?”


  I nodded, leaning in to give her temple a kiss. “Yes, love. My great-grandfather’s children helped run the business, though my grandfather led them to new and bigger things, expanding the business as they grew. Then a couple of his kids worked for the business after they went to college. One of my uncles is an international import/export lawyer, while one of my aunts moved back here to Italy to help with this end of the business, and my father runs it from Orlando. My brother works with the international affairs, shipping, and legal departments. My late sister and brother in-law work in the public relations area, and I have a cousin who works in the accounting department. We are a very close family and all have a role to play within the organization.”


  “Wow. I never realized how many of your family worked for the company. So who’ll take over when your dad retires?” I loved her curiosity.


  “That’s why dad wants you to train me on all aspects of the business since you seemed to pick up on things so easily. He wanted you to have a challenge with the sales aspects and I need to learn everything else. My brother and brother in-law will help, but for some reason he thinks I’d be better suited for the CEO position.”


  She was nodding. “I’ve got to agree with that statement. Dane, you have a knack of being able to predict the best items for sales and turn down those you know will be difficult. I researched the items you passed on in both Greece and France, because I couldn’t understand why you didn’t want them. But, I realized the market is already flooded with similar items at a reduced rate and that wouldn’t be beneficial to them or the company.”


  I tensed a bit at her words. She’d gone behind my back and researched things. She was supposed to trust me. I was about to speak when she admitted. “I realize I should’ve just trusted your judgment since you’ve been doing this for so long. But, I didn’t want to sound stupid and ask, plus I wasn’t sure you’d answer me.”


  I popped my hand against her thigh, thankful she was wearing pants today, so I wouldn’t be tempted to run it up under the edge of her dress. She seemed stunned by the action. “That’s for doubting me and not coming to me with your questions. How can we to build a working relationship, let alone an actual one, if you don’t trust me?”


  The wheels in her mind were spinning. I saw several emotions play across her face all at once; anger, fear, and then what resembled love, but I couldn’t be sure, not yet anyway. She looked down at the floor. “You’re right. I’m sorry.” Did she have any idea she just submitted with her apology and looking down at the floor?


  I lifted her chin and kissed her briefly on the lips. “You’re forgiven. Just ask whatever is on your mind and I’ll try to answer as honest as I can.” I forced her to look into my eyes as I added, “By the way, this is not a request.”


  She swallowed hard and I saw a flush race across her neck and face. I’m definitely wearing her down.


  The car stopped and I noticed her eyes were big. The house wasn’t as big as mine back home, but it had a certain ancestral charm. I opened my door and came around to open hers, while the driver tended to our bags.


  Before I could even turn around, I heard, “Ciao nipote. Chi abbiamo qui ? Non mi aspettavo un ospite.” (Hello, nephew. Who do we have here? I wasn’t expecting a guest.)


  Marissa stepped from the car and we were both hugged and greeted with kisses on each side of our faces. I explained, “Zia Rosa , questo è il mio collega , e, auspicabilmente, il mio amore futuro , Marissa. Parla fluentemente italiano. .” (Aunt Rosa, this is my co-worker, and hopefully future love, Marissa. She speaks fluent Italian.)


  “How did you know I speak Italian?” She looked shocked.


  Shit, I never admitted to her that I was the one she saved that night on the streets. Don’t fuck this up. Think damn it! It finally dawned on me. “My father told me you’d be a great asset in Italy because you spoke Italian. I guess he got that from your application?” I shrugged my shoulders trying to pass it off as nothing.


  She seemed to ponder the thought for a moment. “That is true. He did ask if I spoke any other languages and if I’d be willing to learn some new ones. I guess that makes sense.”


  Phew, talk about a close call. How do I tell her that she spoke to me in Italian that night, while I was not all there? Later . . . this can wait until later.


  My aunt decided to speak in English since either way, Marissa would be able to understand us. “It’s a pleasure to meet you Marissa. I must apologize that we weren’t expecting you. When Dane called yesterday to see if he could stop by for a couple days, he didn’t mention he had a co-worker with him.”


  “Thank you Ms . . .”


  My aunt grasped onto her hand. “Please just call me Rosa, dear. Come let’s grab your bags and try to figure out what we’re going to do for sleeping arrangements.”


  I didn’t understand my aunt’s reluctance. “Is there a problem Aunt Rosa?”


  She turned to me and admitted. “We had a few tiles come off the roof in the back and caused a leak in two of the guest bedrooms upstairs. We’ve had the roof redone, but are currently redoing the bedrooms. All we have is the main and one spare at this point. By chance, would you be willing to share a room? It has its own bathroom.”


  Marissa’s eyes went big. I leaned toward her ear and whispered. “This is entirely up to you. You know that we can share a bed and nothing will happen. If it’s too much, I can either sleep on the floor or on the sofa down stairs.”


  I backed away and held on to her face so I could judge her expression. She took a deep breath in, “We can share, as long as you promise nothing more than what we’ve done already.”


  I let loose the breath I’d been holding. “You have my word as a gentleman. I’ll give you a heads up on anything we try and you always can say, “No,” to me and whatever we’re doing, even if it’s just kissing. Understood?”


  Her voice was faint and shaky. “Yes.”


  Rosa told me which room I’d be in and I escorted Marissa up to our small suite. Afterwards, I showed her around the villa. We started with the kitchen, family room, workout room, patio, the vineyard, and ended with Rosa, and her husband, Dante’s room. I walked her out onto the back balcony and pointed to where they had a pool and hot tub on the premises. You couldn’t see the pool easily from the house, only the edges of it, with trees and bushes planted around for privacy.


  I noticed Marissa’s face lightened at the idea of a swim. “Would you like to go for a swim before lunch? Then we can meet up with Dante and I can take you on a tour of the vineyard, show you where they process the wine and the olive oil.”


  “Yes, please. I can’t believe how hot it is over here. It feels like summer.”


  “I agree. This is the most critical time of year for the vineyard owners. While we’re still in Spring and everything is so green, the summers can be brutal, causing the potential for fires. It’s a hard life that Rosa and Dante have, but they seem to enjoy running the vineyard and do it so efficiently. The wines and olive oils produced here are our top sellers to gourmet shops. The wine you had at my house and on the plane was from Prescottini Vineyards”


  I wrapped my arms around her and pulled her back to my chest, realizing how perfectly we fit together, as she continued to look out amongst the land. “Do you spend a lot of time here? Do Rosa and Dante ever visit the states? How far does the land extend?”


  I stretched my arm out and leaned down close to her ear. “See the house in the distance?” She nodded. “That’s where they process the olive’s and press them into oil.”


  I turned her slightly toward the west. “Over there is a large structure where the wine is made. The property includes 200+ acres and keeps growing as older farmers decide to retire or give up on nurturing the land. My cousins live in some houses on the outskirts of the property to ensure the area is protected. As for your other questions—Yes, I visit often. Dante doesn’t visit as much as Rosa, since he oversees operations here, but that may change since he’s slowly turning things over to their sons.”


  Marissa leaned her head back toward me, looking up into my face. “Thank you for bringing me here. This is remarkable. There are no words to describe its beauty.”


  Her simple words sealed our fates together. Tiffany, and all the other girlfriends before her, never cared what my family did, never wanted to know about the history, and definitely didn’t care about joining me on a trip to my family’s origins. They only wanted what our money could buy and the places I could take them to shop.


  It was time to tie Marissa to me. I’d follow Kent and my father’s plan and start pushing more of my dominant side, while trying to learn what triggered various responses in her, both good and bad. I needed to understand the damage Tom had done and work to reverse it so I could have her complete trust and she could have mine. She’d already saved my life it was time for me to save her from her past.
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  DANE AND I HAD taken turns changing into our swim suits. I’d asked his help with mine, because I had the hardest time trying to tie the string that ran across my middle back. He kept teasing me that I should go topless like some European countries do. This was my chance to see if he really meant it. “Okay, maybe I should take this off.”


  I’ve never seen a man do an about face so quickly in my life. He wrapped his hands around me. “Like hell you will! No one gets to see what you look like, without clothes, except me.” He started back tracking as soon as I tensed. “I’m sorry. I meant that I hope one day we can be close enough to get to that stage.”


  Oh my freaking god! Did he just say he wanted to see me naked? I needed to talk to Dawn and soon. I needed someone’s opinion, other than my own on what’s going on. I’ve been finding Dane irresistible and charming; feeling things for him that I’m not sure how to describe, but was I falling for him?


  He turned me around to face him. His face looked pitiful, giving me the puppy dog eyes. “Forgive me?”


  How could I stay mad? “I guess I can. I feel a little protective of you, too.” Oh, shit! Did I just admit that out loud? I just stared at the floor and tried to talk my way out of it. “I mean, we spend all of our time together. We’re bound to feel some caring toward one another.” Double crappers! I keep saying too much and now he’ll read into it. He just shook his head, grabbed our things and took my hand as he led me out to the pool.


  The pool set a little further away from the house than what I expected. I’d thought the pool in France was other worldly, but this was an oasis. Flowers, trees, and bushes sprang up around the pool area, giving a person total privacy to lay out in the sun and catch some rays or push the envelope and try their hand at skinny dipping. Dane kept teasing me with the idea, but I could never be so bold.


  He was being a bit overprotective, insisting I lay down so he could rub me down with sunscreen. I thought it was to cop a feel the way his fingers kept brushing up against the underneath side of my breasts, causing goose bumps all over. However, as soon as he was done, he slapped my ass, proclaiming, “My turn,” before handing me the lotion and turning around.


  The slap didn’t hurt, but turned me on. What the heck was that all about? Why did that make me tingle?


  “Why don’t we take a dip in the pool first before we catch some sun?” He’d already walked over to the deep end and dove in. I opted for the steps at the shallow end, to ease into the water.


  The temperature of the water was perfect. I’d just leaned back to wet my hair and was starting to right myself when he popped up from the water, his hands going immediately to my hips, drawing me closer. His lips crashed hard against mine, plundering my mouth with his tongue. The intensity took me by surprise and finally I was able to come up for air. “Watch it Dane!”


  “Sorry, bella. You just looked to irresistible to refuse.” His hands ran up my sides, making me laugh. “So you’re ticklish . . . hmm, I could do a lot with that knowledge. It would make for some nice punishment in the future.” His words made me stop as I noticed his eyes half hooded and smoldering. He was looking like a predator and I was his prey.


  I took a step back, but he held tight and moved with me. A few more steps and I found my back pressed against the side of the pool, as one hand came up to hold onto my hair, pulling it back so I’d be forced to look up into his eyes. “I don’t mean to scare you Marissa, but I can’t deny how I’m feeling for you.” To emphasize his point he ground into the apex of my thigh. Holy mother of—is that his–? He wants me! But, can I feel free to love.


  My hands found his chest and tried to push him away, but he was a solid wall of sinewy muscle making him hard to resist. His hand held my hair firmly as his lips moved across my shoulder, gently biting me at the juncture of my neck. Why does this feel so good? His lips trailed up to my ear, where he nibbled on the lobe, sucking it into his mouth and then nipping me on the skin just below my earlobe. Why was I objecting to this?


  All rational thought left me; I was left to feel. Hell buckets, he’s trying to make me feel. I opened my mouth to grumble, when his lips sealed over mine taking whatever words I was going to speak with him.


  Who moaned? Was that me? My mind kept trying to make sense of things, but parts of my body were feeling things I’ve never felt before. It was then that I realized his hand was working over my breasts through the material. He was slowly kneading them and pinching the nipples until they were hard rocks. Tom had only grabbed them and squeezed hard making them sore and painful. Why did Dane’s touch feel so different?


  His lips slid slowly down my neck to my chest, where he kissed the swell of one breast and teased one nipple through the bathing suit top, while he continued to palm the other. My breath caught when he bit into my nipple. What the hell’s wrong with me? Why did that cause me to clench in unmentionable places?


  His fingers began to slide over the edge of my breast and press underneath the fabric, cradling me with a gentle touch. “May I, mi amore?” May he what? All I could do was nod when he pushed the fabric aside and began sucking my breast into his mouth. Oh my God! This feels good, but what if someone sees?


  I was getting thoroughly embarrassed, happy that the area surrounding the pool wasn’t visible to just anyone. He must have read my mind. “Just feel, Marissa. Let yourself enjoy life. Let go of your inhibitions.”


  My head fell back and a strangled moan of ecstasy escaped my throat. My hands found their way into his hair and held him tighter to my breast; my subconscious begging for more.


  His head popped up and brought me forward to his chest, cradling me skin to skin. I’ve never felt my boobs be so sensitive, but our connection felt heavenly. “I want you, Marissa. It’s all I can do to hold back and not have you right here, right now. But, I know you’re not ready to submit.”


  Dane helped right my bikini top and then cradled my face in his hands. He kissed the edge of my nose and asked, “Did you feel anything, bella? Remember to be honest with yourself, because your body has already given me the answers I need.”


  I know my face was at a loss. “You’re wondering how I know?” I nodded.


  “When a gorgeous woman is turned on, her breasts get heavy with desire, her nipples become tight peaks; she loses some of her inhibitions, and lets her guard down. She gives into the pleasure that her body demands and one can feel the heat coming off her center, or more properly, your pussy.”


  I gasped at his description. “How did you?” I felt uncomfortable with his knowledge of my body. But, did I really have heat down there? “I admit that I felt pleasure with you touching me. I felt something down there when you bit into my nipples. But, I don’t know if there’s warmth.”


  He continued to hold me close, nibbling on the side of my neck as his hands ran down to my ass, grabbing hold of both cheeks and drawing me close to his manhood, which felt like granite at this point. “See what you do to me? Can you feel the heat radiating off my cock?”


  I thought about it for a minute and realized that the area around his privates was warm, sensual in nature. I nodded. He smiled. “I feel the same heat when I’m near your center. That means you’re getting turned on and are far from being cold. You just needed the right man to show you what you’re missing, what some lackey couldn’t.”


  Dane finally relinquished his hold on me and offered to race me to the other side. I could tell the intensity of our situation was getting overwhelming for him. The fact that he put my care and comfort above his own needs spoke volumes to me and started breaking down some of the barriers I’d built in regards to a relationship. But, I still feared sex would hurt and I didn’t want to disappoint him if my body couldn’t perform.


  We swam for a while, sometimes playing tag, where the winner got a kiss, though the loser kind of won, too. He was too good at this game and I always lost, but I couldn’t complain as long as my lips were pressed to his.


  We were in the middle of kissing when someone cleared their throat. “Sei pronto per il pranzo,nipote?” (Are you ready for lunch, nephew?)


  Dane walked us up the steps, toward a man with a gentle face, about the same age as Rosa. “Zio Dante, è stato un po ‘. E ‘ora di pranzo già? Questo è il mio collega, il mio amore, Marissa Lawson, parla perfettamente italiano. La nonna era dalla Sicilia. Così parla qualunque lingua sono più comodi con. (Uncle Dante, it’s been a while. Is it lunchtime already? This is my co-worker, my love, Marissa Lawson, she speaks fluent Italian. Her grandmother was from Sicily. So speak whatever language you are most comfortable with.)


  Dante moved forward, hand extended. I thought he’d shake my hand but kissed the back of my knuckles instead. I could hear a low growl come from Dane. Who knew he could be so possessive? “Welcome to our home, Marissa. The Prescottini family looks forward to getting to know you better. I’m Dane’s Uncle, Dante Valdiano, but please just call me Dante or Uncle.” Dante must be a native Italian. His Italian accent was heavy when speaking English.


  “The pleasure is mine. You have a beautiful place and a breathtaking vineyard. Thank you for welcoming me into your home, sir.”


  “No need for formalities here, Marissa. My wife and I live simple lives, much like our American family. We may own and create a lot, but we treasure love and friendship over everything else. Come, lunch is ready. Afterwards, we can take either the horses or the ATV’s out to view the fields.”


  I walked hand in hand up to the house with Dane. He suggested I change into some jeans and a t-shirt, wanting to ride the horses for fun later. They terrified me, but he promised I could ride with him.”
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  Lunch was phenomenal! We had wine, fresh bread to dip into the olive oil and spices, several kinds of olives, some antipasto platters, grilled vegetables, and chocolate gelato for dessert. The taste of the food was beyond words.


  The conversation was just as good as the food. I felt as though I’d known Rosa and Dante forever. We fell into easy conversation. They asked about my family and told me about their three sons, two of whom help with the business, while one currently attends college in America.


  The horseback ride across the vineyard was more exciting than I thought it’d be. The stallion that Dane rode was huge and easily carried both our weight. Dante and Rosa often got ahead of us, but Dane knew his way around and kept the steed to a nice trot to ensure my comfort. I tried to tell him he could pick up the pace when he leaned in, so only I could hear, “I’m in the lead with this, Marissa. You’re unfamiliar with horses and your thighs and butt might be a little sore later. If I go too fast, you’ll be hurting.” His arm held tighter around my waist, as his voice dropped. “I’d rather be the reason your thighs and ass are aching, love.” He nipped at my ear, before sitting back.


  I swallowed hard and felt myself shiver, despite the flush rising up my neck and face. Something in my stomach went ka-thunk and I felt like I was burning up with desire.


  [image: ]


  The afternoon sped by as Dante and Rosa took the time to introduce me to their sons, who in turn, gave us a detailed tour of the vineyard and the processing areas to show each step of the wine making and olive oil pressing processes. I was truly thankful for the knowledge, seeing how it would be needed with the sales position.


  When Rosa led us back to the house, I’d offered to help her with dinner, but she insisted I was a guest and should enjoy myself. “Dane, your father called while we were out. He wants you to call him now. Plus, he insists that I have you do your workouts while you’re here.”


  I remembered the small workout room Dane had shown me earlier and thought the idea held merit. Maybe I could use their equipment and exercise to get rid of some pent up energy and tension. But, not before I called my former roommate. Since Dane was busy in another room talking with Mr. Prescott, I decided it was the perfect time to text Dawn to see if we could talk.


  Tues. 4 PM


  Hey girl. Are you awake? Can I call you?


  We were done with our classes. I knew she’d either be asleep or packing her things for her new place. The time ticked away and I almost gave up on us talking, when–


  Dawn—Tues. 10 AM


  RU okay, hon? What’s wrong? Is he being a jerk? Yes, call me!


  I pressed the speed dial and she answered on the first ring. “What gives, Marissa?” There was nothing like Dawn being straight and to the point.


  “I don’t know what to think. The traveling has been amazing, as well as the sites, the food, and the companionship.” I was nervous about what I wanted to ask, but at the same time, I needed to know what I was feeling.


  “You need to complete that sentence sweets. What do you mean by companionship?” When I didn’t answer right away, Dawn’s voice filled with concern. “Is Dane treating you okay? The last I heard he had you frustrated.” She laughed a bit, “But, I don’t know if it was sexual or just regular.”


  I started laughing. “I have to admit, it was first just annoyance, but lately he appeals to me and gets me bothered like he did on the elevator.” I didn’t’ know how to explain it other than to just spit it out. “I’m not sure what I’m feeling lately. I’m still scared of the idea of sex, but I’m feeling all kinds of weird things with Dane that I’ve never experienced before.”


  Her voice got serious. “What kind of things?”


  Damn, this was embarrassing, even talking with one of my girlfriends. “I don’t know how to explain it. He’s told me he wants me and I freaked out and had one of my nightmares for him to deal with, where he made me come clean about Tom.”


  She quickly asked, “Did he turn away from you or draw you closer? That’ll tell me what his intentions truly are.”


  I felt a little panic coming on. “He didn’t push me away, instead he held me all night, letting me sleep in his arms, hoping to keep the nightmares at bay.” I went on to add, “He’s using every excuse to steal a kiss, give me a hug, and get close to me.”


  “What does your mind and body say when he touches you?”


  This was embarrassing. “You know how I never felt anything with Tom, not even a small spark when we kissed. Well, with Dane it’s not a spark, but a raging inferno. . When our lips touch I feel the need to get closer. I’ve told him I’m scared and consider myself cold, but I think he’s forcing me to feel and acknowledge that I’m anything but the frigid bitch I thought I was.”


  “You need to throw out dickweed’s words. You’re one of the most caring and considerate people I know. You have a lot of love in your heart and I think Dane sees it. You need to forget about the past and let your body and heart guide you. How far has he gone? Is he trying to force you to do things you’re not ready for?” Dawns’ voice had a little hostility.


  “Oh, no. Dane knows I’m jumpy and has stated he’ll go slow and will only try to sleep with me when I’m ready to “truly submit.” His words, not mine. I think he’s a dominant because he keeps talking about the kind of relationships we’ve read about in some of the romance novels.”


  You could hear Dawn suck in a large breath of air, like I’d startled her. “Has he tried to control you like Tom did?”


  “No. He directs me on things, tells me what he wants, asks my permission, and then does them. However, he keeps telling me he wants to push my limits. I feel things, strange things that I’m not sure what they are.” I admitted.


  “You need to explain in more detail if you want me to help you Marissa.”


  “This is embarrassing, Dawn. Fine!” I gave up in frustration. “My heart rate and breathing kick up any time his skin touches mine. When he whispers in my ear or nips at my earlobe, I feel like I’m going to lose it and turn into a big puddle of goo. He managed to cop a feel of my breasts today, I won’t give details, but I swear if he’d continued I don’t know what would’ve happened. I felt myself building with tension down in my . . . you know . . . private area and, depending what he’s doing or saying, my stomach sometimes feels a ka-thunk. Why is that?”


  Dawn laughed, almost sounding relieved. “Honey, you’re experiencing lust. Have you read any of your novels lately?”


  “No. I haven’t had any time. We’ve gone from one country and meeting to the next without much down time. When we’ve had time to ourselves, we’ve been touring the sites. We’re currently at his aunt’s vineyard in Italy.”


  “Wow. I’m so jealous, but also happy for you. I think you should open up one of your novels and imagine yourself as the female character and ask yourself if that’s how you feel when Dane does something similar. I think what you’re feeling is some intense lust.”


  I sniffed a bit, feeling a little emotional. “You’re the best, Dawn. You’ve helped put things into perspective. I’m feeling something for sure, but I don’t know about desire, but we’ll see. How am I ever going to deal with you moving to Georgia?”


  You could tell she was crying, too. “We’ll manage, hon. You’re my BFF. Just focus on you and Dane and getting back here for graduation. Text me when you get back and don’t hesitate to call if you have any more questions.”
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  SHE’S FEELING LUST! MY mind couldn’t process what I was hearing. I’d tried entering the room to change into some workout clothes, when I overheard Marissa talking on the phone. I didn’t mean to eavesdrop, but the topic sounded too enticing. I’m making her feel and she’s confused.


  My father was about ready to rip me a new one when I told him I’d slipped and told Marissa that I wanted her to carry my children. His words were, “You’re pushing too hard, too fast, son. You haven’t practiced with your workouts for several days and are losing some control.”


  I tried to argue with him, telling him how far I’d come, with helping her feel and breaking down some of her walls. But it was no use he was right, if I moved to quick I could scare her away and never gain her trust. I needed to sharpen my mind, resist temptation, and focus on reading her body and responses. “Son, if you’ve gotten her to the point you’ve stated, she’s probably feeling overwhelmed and unsure of herself. Remember what Kent and I have told you about taking it slow letting her guide you on how far to go and when. She’ll come to you when she’s ready. You need to trust me on this.”


  I stayed back in the hallway, waiting for her to hang up with Dawn. I knew I couldn’t rush in immediately, so I waited a couple minutes and heard her walking around, moving some luggage, looking for something.


  I decided to knock on the door. “Marissa, are you decent? Can I come in?”


  “Yes.”


  “Dad’s happy to hear all that we’ve accomplished on our trip. He’s asked us to bring back some wine and oil from the vineyard.” I watched as she had her e-reader out and seemed to be looking for something.


  “Are you going to read for a while?” I watched her jump and blush as I scooted next to her on the bed and tried to look at what she was reading.


  “Do you mind?” She asked, turning the reader over.


  “Sorry.” I gave her a chaste kiss on the lips and grabbed my workout clothes. “I’m going downstairs to the gym you can join me if you want.”


  She shook her head. “I’ll pass for now, maybe in a little bit.”


  I breathed a sigh of relief, knowing this would give me the time I needed to gain control and refocus my mind. I was just thankful that Rosa would let me borrow her whip. Who would’ve thought my quiet aunt would be a domme in disguise. Don’t go there, dude or you’ll never be able to focus in that room! No mental images!
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  I must of lost track of time. It felt good stretching my muscles, the smell of the leather and sweat in the room, and feeling weighed down with all the thoughts running through my mind. I was still having a hard time focusing and getting control, shredding the hell out some of the practice targets in the room.


  I took a deep breath in and tried doing what I did with Kent, imagining Marissa either holding my targets or being one. I couldn’t hurt her. I wouldn’t hurt her, ever!


  My arm drew the whip back, finally feeling the connection, as I took aim at the targets again, barely making contact, but succeeding in my goal. I imagined Marissa tied to a St. Andrews Cross, gloriously naked, with her skin lightly striped with the caress of the whip, bringing a sensual pink shade to her back, while my hand lit up her ass, making her drip with need.


  My breathing kicked up and I could feel myself harden at the mere thought of her. I paused for a moment when I heard someone try opening the door. After a moment, I could hear the equipment being used in the gym and her voice. “I wonder where the heck he went? I thought he said he’d be down here.”


  I knew the room wasn’t sound proof. Rosa and Dante had only gotten into the lifestyle to spice up their marriage after their kids moved out. They didn’t have any concerns about volume control. I made quick work of putting things back in order.


  Marissa looked intoxicating in her workout wear. She had on a sports bra and a pair of workout shorts. It looked like she’d already worked out a bit with sweat glistening on her skin. I watched as she tried to work the lat pull down portion of the gym system they had. It was a bit amusing, but I needed to step in and help her before she pulled a muscle.


  She had ear buds in and didn’t hear me approach, jumping when I tapped her on the shoulder lightly. “Damn it, Dane. You scared me!”


  “Sorry, love. Have you ever used a lat pull before?”


  She looked at me confused. “A what?” I noticed her breath caught as she did a double take at what I was wearing.


  When I work out I want comfort, where I can strip to nothing in a heartbeat if needed. I wore my favorite sweats, that showcased the six pack and “V” that I’d worked so hard to sculpt. This pair was a little over used and hung low on my hips, displaying part of my tattoo. I’d gotten a check mark, which resembled more of a Nike logo than anything, to remind me to check off items I wanted to do in life. In small print next to it were a couple anagrams for live and love life.


  “You’re about to use the machine wrong and,” I had to hold back a laugh, “You’re on backwards. Do you mind if I show you how?”


  Her face flushed at her error and she immediately got up and faced the other direction. I lifted her I-pod, to see what she was listening to and was surprised to see a similar song list. “You can turn your music off. I’ll put mine into the system and let it play in the room.” I ducked over to the music system and pulled up my favorite workout playlist and grabbed a couple items from one of the shelves that I thought I’d try.


  Her eyes went wide when she heard what was playing. “How are you playing the song I was listening to?”


  “We have very similar tastes, so I thought I’d pull up my workout playlist which happens to have this song and several others that you prefer.” I watched as she fidgeted. “Is that okay?” I had to ask, had to know where her mind was.


  She seemed to settle down, especially when I adjusted the weight and maneuvered in right behind her, so close that my chest pressed against her back. She sat up straight. “You’ve already adjusted your posture perfectly for this machine.” Both my hands came to her sides, holding them firmly. “I need you to reach up and grab hold of the bar and pull down slowly and hold for a count of three, before letting the bar return to its place and repeating.”


  I watched as she grabbed the bar. She held everything perfectly, but her hands kept slipping and she’d release the bar too quickly, causing the weight to drop.


  “I’m sorry.” She was quick to apologize.


  “No worries, darling. We just need to try something else to help you. Do you mind if I strap your hands to the machine?”


  Before I could get the words out, her head was already shaking and her body too. I eased forward, wrapping my arms around her and whispering words of encouragement. “It’s okay darling. It’s nothing like your ex. No sexual innuendo’s, unless you want them. Plus, these are break away straps. They’ll help keep your hands in place to better control the equipment. If they bother you, all you have to do is pull and your hands will be free.”


  She hesitantly nodded and placed her hands back on the bar. I strapped her in and asked her to pull away and she broke free. “See you have all the power,” as I refastened the straps.


  I put my hands atop of hers and helped her move the bar down a few times so she could get the feel of things before moving my hands to her sides to help her with her posture. “Do you feel the tension in your arms?”


  She nodded. “I’ve never been able to afford a gym membership, so I’ve always walked or biked outside. When we get back home . . .” she stumbled with her words, but I loved hearing her call my place home, “ . . . I mean your place. Could you teach me how to use some of the equipment? I’d like to try toning up a bit.”


  I leaned forward, placing my head on her shoulders and wrapping my arms around her, pulling her back against me. “Bella, you’re perfect as you are.” The smell of her skin was driving me wild. I couldn’t resist any longer and started nibbling on the side of her neck. “I won’t allow you to talk less of yourself. If I hear you complain about how you look one more time, I’ll put you over my knee and spank you.” Her breath hitched and I could feel the pulse of her neck pick up underneath my lips.


  “Dane, stop trying to make me feel better. I’m not that pretty and I have extra . . .” My hand came out and slapped at her thigh. “What the hell was that for?” She griped.


  I bit into her earlobe and tightened my grip around her waist. “You need to get what that bastard told you out of your head.” I scooted closer to her ass so she could feel the hardness of my cock.


  “What are you poking me with?”


  I gyrated into her behind again. “Sorry, Marissa, but I crave you.” She started pulling her ass away from me, but I latched onto her thighs and pulled her back against me. “Your beauty, both inside and out, call to me like never before.” My lips continued to trail kisses down her neck and across her jaw line.


  “But, I’m frigid.”


  I nipped at her skin, letting my hands roam to her breasts, teasing her through the fabric, feeling her nipples harden at my touch. I lifted her top and held tight to the firm mounds as a moan escaped her lips. “If you were cold, you wouldn’t be so responsive to my touch. I wouldn’t be able to smell your arousal.”


  I scooted us forward on the bench, never taking my hands, or lips, off of her. I didn’t want her thinking about the negative comments in her past. I only wanted her to focus on what I was doing in the present. “Lean back against me darling. I’ve got you.”


  Her head rested against my shoulder, as her eyes peered up at me with a hint of uncertainty. Her lips parted and I couldn’t hold back. My lips sealed over hers and I found my tongue pushing forward into her mouth and finding her responding with a small moan of desire. Thank fuck! See how far she trusts you.


  Our tongues wrestled with one another enjoying each other’s taste. One of my hands kept up ministrations on her breast, as the other moved southward. I wanted, no needed, to prove to her that she was beyond desirable, that there was no reason to fear the possibility of sex.


  The muscles underneath her stomach clenched at my touch, as her ass began to wriggle in the seat. My teeth scrapped her lips, threatening to bite her lower one. “Stay still love. Let me show you how desirable you are.”


  Her lips came up to claim mine, sending a surge of passion and extra blood to my groin. I was on the edge of pain, at how hard my cock was getting, but I wouldn’t allow myself any pleasure, not tonight. I needed to prove to Marissa she could trust me with her whole heart.


  My hand slipped into her shorts and found the line of her lace panties before skimming underneath them and feeling the heat radiating off her bare mound.


  She pulled her lips from mine, shaking her head a bit, “Dane, don’t . . . I can’t.”


  I let one finger slip forward to find her folds and pressed into her clit, causing her body to shiver with pleasure, before pausing. I didn’t want to push, but knew we were at a critical point if I didn’t. “Do you want me to stop?”


  She shook her head, unable to say a word. “Just tell me no, or say “Red” and I’ll stop. Do you understand what I’m saying?” She nodded and sought out to reclaim my lips with hers.


  In between our mouths devouring one another, I managed to get out, “My god you’re soaked.”


  My thumb found the hard nubbin of her clit and started circling it. She immediately bucked at my touch, moaning into my mouth in pleasure, before grinding against my hand. She was a far cry from the prude she claimed herself to be. The heat and scent of her arousal made me want to explore further. I kept up my ministrations to her clit as I let one finger slide down around her center and circled her pussy before slipping a finger inside. Her walls clenched immediately, drawing me into her. My god she’s tight. She’s going to feel like a damn vice around my dick. Why didn’t that jerk give her a little foreplay to loosen her up? No wonder he hurt her.


  I continued fingering Marissa, slowly adding another finger to stretch her. Her whines and moans picked up as she began to ride my hand, letting me know she needed to come. My thumb pushed harder on the nub of her clit while my fingers curved inside her to seek out her g-spot. I knew the moment I hit it when her breath hitched and she started writhing in my arms.


  Her tone was breathy. “Dane, I can’t.”


  Was she telling me no? “Do you want me to stop, babe?”


  Her head shook, as her eyes began to glaze over and close, when I realized she was about to come. I let my lips travel to her as I whispered, “You can, Marissa. Give yourself over to me, let yourself feel.” I pinched and twisted her nipple, as my fingers curved into center of her g-spot, stroking hard, and I bit into her earlobe telling her to, “Come for me, now.”


  I watched in amazement as her eyes shot open, her pussy clenched down hard on my fingers, as her cream spilled out onto my hand. My mouth landed hard against hers capturing her cry of ecstasy. I continued to stroke her, helping her ride out her orgasm, until I could feel her coming down from her high.


  Marissa went lax in my arms, her hands still connected to the bar of the machine. She hadn’t pulled away from the restraints. Maybe there’s hope. I dispelled the thoughts from my mind and focused on giving her some aftercare starting with the restraints.
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  OH MY GOD. I feel like my body’s been played like a musical instrument. Is this what foreplay is? I kept hearing about it from Ashley and Dawn, but never in my life did I think it would be this amazing. I wanted to tell him to stop, but it felt so good.


  The first words out of my mouth were, “What the hell was that?”


  I knew my face held a questioning look. I’d read things in books, but never experienced anything that turned me on so much in my life and how could I get him to try that again.


  I was still cradled against his chest as he reached up and loosened the restraints, placing my arms against my belly and rubbing one hand up and down one arm, while his other hand finally slipped from my center.


  His face looked perplexed. “You’ve never had an orgasm before?”


  Realization finally hit. That’s what that was! I tried to turn my head in embarrassment. “Look at me, Marissa.” His voice got that Dom tone that they talk about in books and I was surprised when I found myself following his orders. “I’m awaiting your answer.”


  I felt embarrassed. “No. That was my first.”


  He held the hand that was in my pants up to me, turning it back and forth. “See how warm and inviting you are? You creamed my hand.” He held it up to his mouth and licked his fingers clean. “You taste amazing, babe. I can’t wait to get my lips on your pussy and lick it clean making you come again.”


  Dane’s words were brash, but made my body shiver with anticipation. If he was this good with his fingers, how would he be with his lips?


  He wiped his hand on his pants before helping me to right my clothes and taking each arm and rubbing it to get the circulation going. My breathing was still a bit labored and when he moved to get up, I almost fell over feeling totally boneless and spent.


  Dane knelt down and looked into my eyes. I just wish I could focus on his. “Are you okay, Marissa? Do you feel like you’re out of it a bit?”


  I nodded. “Is this normal?”


  Dane turned me on the bench of the machine before picking me up in his arms and grabbing our I-pods, then headed up to our room. “I’m not sure. You either got really euphoric from your orgasm or you’ve hit a touch of subspace.” He looked at me grinning. “I guess we’re going to have to experiment, with your permission, to find out which it is.”


  I was surprised that he didn’t put me on the bed in our room, instead carrying me to the bathroom and placing me in the chair at the vanity, while he turned on the overly large tub and added some lavender scented bath salts to the water. I raised my eyebrow and was about to question him, “We both worked up a sweat and you need some aftercare. I want you to stay put until I return.” His voice was sexy and domineering, but I didn’t argue.


  He returned a moment later with a couple bottles of chilled water and some chocolate. I watched as he broke off a piece before feeding me. “I can do it myself. I’m not helpless, Dane.”


  “In a Dom/sub relationship, it’s the Dom’s job to take care of their sub.” His voice softened as I relented and let him place the chocolate on my tongue. “Besides, I love any excuse to feed you. The chocolate will help bring up your sugar levels and the water will hydrate you.”


  I didn’t mean for my voice to rise, “You’re not my Dom and I’m not a sub. Hell, we’re still co-workers, the last I checked. Are you expecting me to be your submissive?”


  His hands came up and cupped the sides of my head. “I want to know every part of you, Marissa. After nearly two weeks of constantly being together I think it’s safe to say we’ve gone from co-workers, to friends; maybe more. I want to date you, get to know you better, explore a relationship with you as your boyfriend and hopefully, in time, as your Dom.”


  My head was spinning and my heartbeat was racing. This was all coming so fast. I’d gone from having Tom wine and dine me over the course of a few months to trying to sleep with him from his incessant pestering, only to end up hurt . . . to the extreme opposite of someone caring for my every need and putting my feelings above there own.


  If I were honest with myself, I’d admit that I’ve been fanaticizing about Dane ever since the kiss on the elevator. I thought it was a one-time feeling, but every time he kisses me or touches me, I completely melt.


  I raised my hand to his face and he melted into my palm with hopeful eyes pleading for a response. “I know you’ve been forcing me to face my fears about sex and feel again. If you were anybody else, I’d say no. But, if I’m being honest with myself; I admit there’s been something there since the elevator.”


  He let out a deep breath and pressed his forehead against mine, still caressing the sides of my face. “You don’t know how happy this makes me.”


  “But . . .” His face cringed realizing I wasn’t done.


  “I’m scared. This is all happening so fast. I feel happy, vulnerable, confused, terrified, content, and whatever else can be thrown in to that group. I’m intrigued with the idea of the kind of relationship you’re talking about, but I only know what I’ve read in books. It’s always appealed to me, but I’m not sure I’m cut out for it.” I let the words race out of my mouth so fast that I was winded by the time I was done.


  He shook his head and kissed my lips gently. “I’m scared, too. We can move at a pace that’s comfortable for you. All I ask is that you take a leap of faith and try.”


  “Okay.”


  He reached back and turned off the water. “Let’s get you into the tub and washed up for dinner.” He grabbed hold of my sports bra and raised it up over my arms. I didn’t flinch since he’d already seen my boobs twice. He discarded his pants next, before taking care of mine. I turned my head not wanting to see him fully naked and tried covering my lower half. He grabbed hold of my chin and turned me around. “There’s no need for shyness, Marissa. I want you to know every inch of my body, as I intend to know yours.”


  I’d already seen him wrapped in a towel, but wow, having a Greek God standing in sculpted perfection was a bit intimidating. I’d seen Tom’s dick and thought it was big, but Dane put him to shame and then some. The idea that he wanted to stick a colossal sized dick into me, when Tom nearly tore me in two terrified me.


  He pulled me toward the tub and stepped in, before helping me in and guiding me to sit in between his legs in the tub. “I can see the wheels in your mind turning. If you’re worried whether we’ll fit or not, we will, but you need to be stretched a bit and experience several more orgasms before that can happen.” Oh, yes . . . please! Let him give you more of those.


  The bath was reinvigorating. Dane took great care to bathe me from head to toe and only asked that I help wash his back. I was surprised he didn’t ask for more, since I could feel the hardness of his cock press against my ass the entire time we were in the tub.


  He dried me and my hair very carefully and then wrapped me in a huge towel and carried me to the bed before taking care of his own needs. I watched his muscles contort with every movement of the towel and found myself wondering what it’d be like to run my hands over his abs and lick the water off his skin. I was lost in thought when I heard, “See something you like, babe?”


  He didn’t wait for my response instead he dropped his towel and climbed into bed next to me and had a quirky smile on his face. “I’ve already run my hands all over your body it’s only fair that I give you a turn to explore.”


  I turned to my side and touched every inch of his chest and arms. I was heading south to his washboard abs when he jumped. “Are you ticklish?”


  He grabbed my wrist and guided my hand lower. “I’m not here.”


  My breath caught as I felt his hardness fully erect and exposed to me. “Don’t be afraid, it won’t bite, much.” He laughed as he guided my hand to his erection.


  I sat back a minute and just took in the sight of him. I’d always tried to avert my eyes, but this time I looked, intensely. Dane was perfection incarnate. His shoulders were wide and his torso chiseled. He wasn’t massive, but had a strong lean build that shifted down to a defined waist and the most beautiful sculpted “V,” I’ve ever encountered on a man. There was no happy trail of hair leading to his privates, only a black check tattoo and some form of anagram to the sides. I need to make a point to ask him what that means later.


  I felt his hand wrap around mine, as it encircled his most private part and it brought my attention back to his manhood. I gasped in realization that my fingers didn’t even meet around it; with two hands, I couldn’t completely cover him. “You’re bigger than I thought.”


  He took one of my hands away and began moving up and down with the other. “This is how I like to be touched.” I followed his lead and watched in amazement as his mouth opened and a soft moan escaped. I continued stroking him up and down and applying pressure when he squeezed my hand around his cock. I noticed a small amount of pre-cum forming at his slit and became curious. I leaned down to lick the small bead off and was surprised to find it salty like ocean water, but a hint of sweetness. A growl escaped his throat. “You’re playing with fire, Marissa.”


  “Sorry.”


  His eyes closed as he moved faster in my hand. His moans were sending a personal message to my crotch. I could feel myself get wet just from watching Dane get pleasure. Is this what it’s like to be turned on? Is this how he feels when he’s feeling me up? He seemed to be breathing harder and I stared in amazement as his balls drew up tight, right as he exploded onto my hand.


  I watched as his erection seemed to ease and his breathing started to settle down. His eyes looked at me through hooded lids. His body was glistening with a fine sheen of sweat as he grabbed the towel from the floor, wiping himself off, before turning to me and crushing his lips to mine. We fell back on the bed as he straddled my legs and pinned my wrists together above my head as he continued to ravage my lips.


  I was almost out of oxygen, when he came up for air. “Thank you, mi amore. I’ve needed that for sometime now. I’m afraid I have a constant state of blue balls around you.” His lips continued down my throat and I could feel him place a small bite at the juncture of my neck, making my core clench. He was always aroused around me? Is this what it feels like to be horny? I need to live Dawn’s motto, “Get out of the books and into life. Live it, feel it, and own it!”


  He shifted to open up my towel and began trailing light kisses and nips down my neck toward my breasts before sucking one nipple into his mouth, lightly biting down on it causing it to instantly harden. My back arched involuntarily as a soft whimper escaped my throat. “I’d love to see these in nipple clamps one day, soon.”


  Clamping my nipples! The characters in your books like them, maybe you’ll like them, too. Don’t be afraid to try. Before I could respond, his cell phone was ringing a specific ring-tone. He grunted in frustration, releasing my hands before reaching over to the side table to retrieve his phone. “Yes? We’ll be down shortly.”


  He pressed his lips hard to mine, once more. “Dinner will be ready in fifteen minutes. Rosa expects us there soon.” He placed a soft kiss over my heart and looked up into my eyes, looking a bit lost. “I know we need to eat, but I want to spend forever getting to know your body.”


  I stroked the side of his face with my fingers. He playfully tried nipping at them and smiled. I couldn’t help but smile back. Whatever led me to Dane, I don’t know? Where we were headed was a mystery? But, right now felt pretty amazing, so much so that I responded, “There’s always later.”


  “Count on it!” He edged off the bed on my side and then pulled me off, smacking the back of my ass with his hand.


  “What the heck was that for?” The slap caught me off guard, but it didn’t hurt, instead it tingled and sent a pulse throughout my body.


  He pulled me tight against him, my breasts pressed hard against his chest, as he whispered in my ear. “That’s a little taste of later, if you’re game. I may be a Dom, but you have all the power, Marissa.”


  I couldn’t understand why he kept telling me I had all the power. I was feeling more confused than ever about this whole D/s situation. But, at the same time, I never felt more turned on in my life.
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  Dinner was an exotic explosion of flavor filling every corner of my mouth and stomach. I’ve never tasted a more amazing Beef Braciole than when I visited my grandmother in Sicily. It brought back wonderful memories. I’d asked Rosa if she’d teach me some of her recipes the next time we were around, explaining how my family’s recipes had died along with my grandmother.


  To my surprise Dane spoke up and offered to teach me. Rosa agreed. “Dane knows all the recipes. One thing about our family, we like to pass on the cooking genes from one generation to the next. All of my children and my brother’s children know the family recipes. This way you don’t have to wait.” She said the last part giving me a wink.


  After dinner, we sat around eating some Tiramisu and discussing what was on the agenda for the next day. Dante spoke up. “Do you know about the strong storms that are coming in by tomorrow night?”


  My first thoughts were whether this would affect our ability to fly. Dane was already on the phone with our pilots to inquire about our flight plans.


  “It looks like we need to depart shortly after lunch to make it ahead of the storms. We’ll need to make a pit stop in London to refuel before flying back home. If we go with our original plans, we could be stuck here a couple extra days and will miss your graduation.”


  Rosa spoke up. “You’re graduating, Marissa?”


  I nodded. “I just finished my finals and flew out with Dane the following day to start work. My graduation is this Saturday.”


  “By all means, you must go, be with your family.” Dante insisted. “We’ll be here for your next visit.”


  I’d been excited about returning home until I was reminded that there’d be no family to cheer me on. Dane sat down beside me, circling one arm around my shoulder and the other around my waist, before kissing my temple. “Don’t worry, Bella. You brother may still make it. If not you have your friends and me.”


  We continued talking until the wee hours of the night, knowing that we could catch some sleep on the plane. Rosa regaled me with some stories of Dane’s childhood, how she and Dante met when she came to work the vineyard with one of her uncles, and how Mr. Prescott used to be a bit wild in his youth. It seems like the apple didn’t fall far from the tree.
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  I DON’T REMEMBER WHEN we went to bed or how we got there, only that it was nice waking up with the warmth of Dane’s skin pressing against mine. I’m guessing he prefers to sleep naked, now that we’ve seen each other’s bits and pieces.


  Dane’s legs were wrapped around mine, with his arms holding my back against his chest, as his five o’clock shadow scratched across my back, while his lips placed gentle kisses along my neck. “Good morning, beautiful.”


  I pressed back into him, not expecting to hit morning wood. Was he always this turned on? “Sorry.”


  He laughed as he bit down softly on my ear. “You’ll get used to it. You’re the reason he’s already up. Speaking of being up, we need to get a quick shower and get to the airport. I’ve already requested a car to pick us up in two hours.”


  I moaned, but reluctantly grabbed for a sheet to cover myself and started to get up. “Oh, no you don’t.”


  I looked puzzled. What did he mean?


  He got up and pulled the sheet away from me. “When we’re together in the bedroom, at home or on travel, I prefer you naked. If you need any nighttime attire, I’ll be the one to pick it out.”


  I rolled my eyes at him and tried to plead my case. “You promised to go easy on me, no rushing things, remember? I don’t even know the extent of what a Dom/sub relationship is beyond what I’ve read in books.”


  His face softened as he pulled me into a hug and put his finger under my chin, forcing me to look up at him. “I’m sorry. I’ll try to explain things as we go. I don’t mean to rush or scare you, just bear with me and tell me, “Yellow,” when you feel frightened. That’ll let me know to slow down and explain.”


  “So the stoplight system is true then.” I said it more as fact, rather than a question.


  A sultry smile spread across his face. “Just how many of those books did you read? Maybe we could recreate some scenes that intrigue you.”


  “You never did answer why I couldn’t wear any clothes in the bedroom.” I slapped my hand against his chest trying to get him to answer. I should’ve known better when I felt a resounding slap on one of my ass cheeks and then the other.


  “One of those was for rolling your eyes at me and the other for slapping at me.” He looked me deep in the eyes. “Try not to do that again.” His palm now rubbed over both cheeks making sure I felt it. I tensed in his arms.


  His forehead rested on mine. “I’ve been reading different triggers and responses you have with your body. They tell me when to back off and when to move forward. When you’re wearing clothes it’s harder for me to read you.”


  Dane leaned back as his eyes traveled over the entire length of my body before reaching my eyes. “For example, your posture and facial expression are telling me you’re a little frightened. However, your nipples are drawn up into tight peaks and lips of your pussy are coated with a fine sheen, telling me you’re either excited about me seeing you naked or the couple of smacks to the ass turned you on.”


  I blushed immediately. “There’s no shame in that, Marissa. I love looking at your body and knowing that I’m the one who turned you on.”


  “Will you be naked in the bedroom, too?”


  His eyes became hooded and his sultry Dom voice emerged. “Yes. I actually abhor night wear. I was only wearing them for you. However, there may be a time, when we play out a scene, where I’ll have on partial clothing and you’ll have on an outfit of my choosing or nothing at all.”


  Holy, hell! My pussy just clenched. His words had a few scenes jumping to the forefront of my mind and I could feel the moisture building around my privates.


  He glanced over at the clock. “While I’d love to stand here and talk about all this with you, we really need to get ready.”


  We quickly showered and dressed, trying to refrain from touching each other as much as possible to avoid slowing us down.


  Dane placed our bags by the front door, along with the box of wine and oil Dante had left there. Our breakfast was hurried. Thankfully Rosa had a simple spread of muffins, juice, and yogurt.


  I don’t know what possessed me to cry when I hugged them both goodbye. They weren’t family, but somehow I felt I’d made some new friends and hoped to one day see them again.


  Dane held me tight against his side in the backseat, as I leaned against his chest. His hand kept rubbing up and down my arm, as he kept kissing my hair, reassuring me we’d see them again.


  “Do you love with your entire heart?” The question came out of nowhere.


  I lifted my head up, feeling confused. Why did he need to know this?


  “Isn’t that how one’s supposed to love, whether family, friend, or anyone else?” I countered, hoping he didn’t read too much into things.


  He leaned down, giving me a chaste kiss on the lips. “I’m just curious. I’ve never known someone as caring as you, Marissa. Most people try to guard their hearts and feelings, too afraid of getting hurt. Your way of looking at things is refreshing. It’s one of the things I love about you. It gives me hope, when all I wanted to do after my ex cheated on me and my sister died, was to die along with her.”


  I sat up and grabbed hold of his face. “I’ll not tolerate you talking like that, ever! One thing life has taught me is that it’s not fair. But, that doesn’t mean you should give up. I’ve learned when things look the darkest, that’s when the light is about to shine. You need to think of life as an arrow on a bow; you can only pull the arrow back so far before the bow can’t handle the pressure and it releases the arrow propelling it forward toward its destiny.”


  Dane looked at me funny, so I put it into plain words. “Let’s just say for every step you take back in life, eventually you’ll be pushed forward.”


  His hand came up and pushed some errant hair behind one of my ears. “How did you ever get so wise beyond your years?”


  Before I could answer, the driver was at our door and handing our items over to the pilots to store on the plane.


  The pilots had already done the pre-flight check and we were in the air within no time, with Dane sitting by my side.


  He squeezed my hand. “You never did answer my question about your insight.”


  I took a deep breath in. “Life hasn’t always been kind to me. My brother excels at anything he puts his mind to, whereas I have to struggle and fight for it. He was given his choice of trips to take when he graduated high school, that’s how I saw my grandmother in Sicily. We’d both wanted to meet her. But, when it was my turn to graduate, I’d been told they couldn’t afford the expense, not if I wanted to go to school, too.”


  “That doesn’t seem very fair. They couldn’t even offer you a small trip somewhere?” Dane questioned, with a bit of sadness in his expression.


  “I learned later that my brother picked Sicily because he knew that it was my dream to visit our heritage.”


  “We both got our room and board paid for, if we received scholarships for school. We were told that when we graduated we’d have six months to a year to find a job and they’d continue to help with room and board for a few months, so we could build a small nest egg to fall back on.”


  I breathed in deeply, trying not to sound like sour grapes about the situation. “He not only graduated early, but found a job immediately that paid well and offered to send him around the country and even overseas. My parents paid for a few months worth of room and board so he could build up money. He managed to build a bundle with the company paying for his expenses while on a job. So he has very little coming out of his paycheck . . .”


  Before I could finish, Dane asked. “You weren’t given the same option?”


  I shook my head. “I received the same offer up until five months ago. The semester had just started and my dad called to break the news that he’d made a couple of bad investments and had a major setback as a result. He’d had them before, but never this severe.


  “They were able to keep their part of the promise for room and board for school, but the rest of the deal was off. I either had to find work immediately or return home.”


  I’ve never seen Dane angry, but his fist came down on the side of the chair, so hard it made me jump. “I’m sorry, Marissa. I just don’t see the fairness in all this. Did your brother help at all?”


  “Nate didn’t know at first. He was in the middle of an assignment and was hard to reach. He’d already gifted me his car so I’d have transportation for school and work. That’s when I applied to the paid internship at your family’s business and was thankful to have it. It helped to supplement my monthly allowance, just enough to get by.”


  His face was pure puzzlement. “How on earth did you manage on so little?”


  “My roommates helped pitch in when things were tight. They had some extra furniture so I sold mine and used theirs. I ate only what I had to and tried to carpool whenever I could.”


  He unbuckled my lap belt and pulled me into his lap. “You astound me. No wonder I’m attracted to you.”


  I was about to question him when my stomach grumbled. “You need to eat.”


  I’d offered to get up and grab us some lunch, dinner, or whatever time zone we were in. But, he refused, insisting that he wanted to take care of me and he did, even putting me to bed when I’d fallen asleep on his shoulder.


  I awoke with a start, trying to figure out where I was. “Shh, Marissa, we’re just lying in bed on the plane. We’ve already refueled in London and are now on our way to the States.” He cuddled me closer and made me realize he took the no clothes rule in the bedroom seriously, though I couldn’t complain, he felt so nice and warm.


  I drifted in and out of sleep, listening to Dane snore softly. In one sense I like his sensitive caring side, because he’s completely opposite of any guy I’ve ever been around. Gee, I’ve dated some selfish assholes. But in another sense, I am craving the dominant side that is emerging. I’m not sure which side of his personality is stronger and worry that I won’t be able to live up to his expectations, just how dominant and kinky did he get?
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  WE’D ARRIVED HOME A couple days ahead of schedule and decided to go into the workplace to set up our offices. Dad had been pushing me to spend more time there and with Marissa by my side, I finally gave in. I loved the look on her face when we stepped onto dad’s floor instead of the sales department. Since we were both educating each other on various areas of the business, dad had put us into the same office with two desks facing one another.


  On the way up to our offices, we’d passed Cameron Heath in the lobby. He’d stopped Marissa asking her, “What are you doing here? You weren’t hired. I made sure of it.”


  I was ready to step in front of her and defend her against the jerk, when she laid into him, “You might want to enlighten Mr. Prescott about your decision, since he hired me personally.” She turned my direction. “I’m sure you’ve met his eldest son, Dane.”


  It was amazing how she dismissed him and walked away without a care. His face was full of fury and it worried me. I stepped up and whispered, “My father will hear about this. If I were you, I’d rethink your attitude. From what I understand, you’re already walking a thin tight-rope.”
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  The weekend arrived and Marissa should’ve been excited for her graduation, but she seemed down in the dumps. She’d worked twelve hour days the last two days and wanted to work today, but I insisted she enjoy her Saturday. I realized her tactics early on. She was trying to hide her emotions by keeping busy.


  She’d received a bouquet of flowers from her parents, congratulating her on her graduation that morning. You could see the disappointment in her eyes that they couldn’t make it.


  I’d called Nate after we got back and asked if there was any way their parents could come, even if I bought the airplane tickets. He’d alluded that their parent’s situation was worse than what they were letting Marissa know.


  Nate explained their dad had been slapped with several law suites for the bad investment and they were busy fighting that, along with moving. They’d sold their house, downsizing in order to get back on their feet and had to be out by the end of the weekend. “They want to come to support Marissa and feel terrible about how everything’s happened. Please don’t let her know what all’s going on. It’s best she’s kept in the dark or she’ll worry and want to help.”


  I decided to try lifting her spirits by gifting her with my silver BMW M4 sport coupe. I’d offered to buy any car she wanted, but she wouldn’t have it. The car was only a couple years old, couldn’t seat many people, which was a plus in my book, and was extremely safe. I ended up transferring the title over to her, but she didn’t know that yet.


  Marissa argued that she wouldn’t need a car since we were both riding to work together. I’d explained that there might be times when we needed separate vehicles. She finally relented stating she’d only use it while she worked for the company or until she could afford one of her own. I’d just bought a red Alfa Romeo and didn’t need the other car sitting around not being driven.


  The car seemed to cheer her up a bit, but before long she was trudging through the house looking like she’d lost her best friend. I couldn’t stand it anymore. I picked her up and placed her on the nearest hard surface and lifted her face to look at me. “You need to snap out of this, Marissa. You have the support of me and your friends today. We’re here for you and care about you.”


  A few tears began to slip from her eyes. “I’m sorry. I’ll try to get it together. I just feel a bit abandoned today.”


  Her words felt like a slap to the face. Abandoned? I was standing beside her; supporting her, trying to cheer her up, and she felt this way. I dropped my hands and walked away. I couldn’t deal with this right now. “I need to workout and get my frustrations under control. You have free reign of the house. You’re not to go anywhere without notifying me.”


  I ran to my room and quickly changed before heading to my play room. I needed control and the only thing to help calm my mind would be wielding my bull whip. Thankfully, my room was sound proof so I didn’t have to worry about any noises Marissa might hear.
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  I was drenched with sweat, but finally able to think clearly again. When Marissa had put me down, all I could think of was dragging her in here, tying her down to the spanking bench and paddling her ass until she admitted she wasn’t alone. But, I knew it would only scare her at this point.


  I was surprised to see her in the gym, as I exited the room. It looked like she’d been working out for a while, getting out some of her frustrations, which was good. She was using the thigh adductor and it gave me an idea. I’d try to give her another orgasm, similar to the one in Italy, but this time I’d use real restraints and go down on her orally. Maybe that would get her to relax.


  “Dane, what are you . . .” My lips cut off her words as I stood in front of her, grabbed hold of both her wrists, and tied them behind her in the seat.


  “Shh, bella. You’re upset and I want to help relieve some of the tension you’re holding. Do you remember the traffic light system?”


  She nodded, but didn’t look scared. I watched as her eyes, half hooded, roamed all over my body and her tongue came out to wet her lips. Telling me this is exactly what she needed.


  I ran my hands up her sides and fisted both breast, causing her to let out a moan. “I want to try something new. All you have to do is tell me to stop and I will. Do you trust me?” I needed to know where we were at and how far I could push her.


  “Yes.” Her voice deepened with desire, as her body started going lax.


  I increased the weight on the machine where she couldn’t pull her legs together and then bent down to rip the crotch out of her spandex shorts. My cock hardened at the sight of her with no underwear.


  I ran my lips up her neck, as my fingers sought out her clit and began to circle her little nubbin, making her squirm. “I can smell your arousal, Marissa. Tell me what turns you on?” I kept my thumb on her clit as one of my fingers dropped to her folds and pushed through to her center, feeling how wet she already was.


  Her breathing became irregular. “You turn me on, Dane.”


  “What part?”


  “I like what you’re doing right now, playing with my privates.”


  “It’s called a pussy.” I insisted. I wanted to get her used to the word since she’d hear it often, especially if I dared to take her to the club.


  She took a deep breath in as my other hand came up and tweaked her nipple.


  “When you pinch my nipples, it’s a livewire to my crotch. I need . . .” I watched as her eyes began to glaze over and she began riding my fingers.


  “I know what you need baby. Just sit back and let me take care of you. Do you want more?”


  “Yes. Please!”


  I knelt down between her legs and parted her folds. Her scent was driving me insane. I took one swipe at her center. Her taste was sweeter than honey and I wanted more. She cried out every time I swiped at her folds, pushing forward trying to drive my tongue deeper into her.


  “I need you to stay still love or I’ll restrain your legs.” I pulled back from her center and concentrated my efforts on her clit, stroking up and down with my tongue, before pulling her nubbin into my mouth and sucking on it. I pushed two of my fingers into her pussy, pushing in and out, getting her worked up and panting with need; feeling her walls start to vibrate around them.


  “Do you need to come, Marissa?”


  Her head was thrown back, eyes closed, and her mouth parted. “Yes.”


  I needed her to see me, to know it was me who gave her pleasure. “Open your eyes and look at me and I’ll let you come.” I needed her to know that I was in control of her orgasms.


  Her head fell forward, as her eyes opened, staring straight at me. “Are you alone and abandoned, Bella?” Her head shook. “Then remember that I’m here, always, before you cast me aside again.”


  “I’m sorry.” She was nearly breathless, on the edge of coming.


  I couldn’t resist her further. “Come now, Marissa.” I curved my fingers inside her, hitting right on her g-spot, while I sucked in the nubbin of her clit and bit down. A scream of ecstasy escaped her lips as her pussy clenched around my fingers, drawing them further inside her. I continued to stroke her core to help her ride out the orgasm, while taking in how beautiful she looked.


  “Oh my God, Dane! Yes, yes, this is too much . . .” My heart swelled with pride hearing her scream my name.


  I reached up to kiss her lips, gently, licking my tongue across her lips before plunging inside. She met my kisses with enthusiasm. “I can taste myself on you.”


  “Is that such a bad thing?”


  “I thought it might be weird, but I kind of like it.” She admitted, blushing.


  “You’re beautiful when you take your pleasure. Whenever we’re together, I want to look into your eyes, to see the emotions held deep within; for you to know it’s me bringing you pleasure. I never want you to hide from me.”


  I reached up to caress the side of her face and she leaned into my touch. “How are you feeling?”


  Her forehead scrunched a bit, before she admitted. “I’d felt off all morning and now I’m relaxed. Why is that?”


  She had a lot to learn, but thankfully, I was patient enough to teach her. “I saw you had a need and I took care of it. If you let me be your Dom, that’s what I’ll do for you.”


  I untied her and carried her upstairs for us to shower. While I would’ve liked to have gone skinny dipping or lay in bed getting her off a couple more times, the clock indicated it was time to get ready for her graduation.


  I’d set her on her feet in my bathroom, as I started our shower. She didn’t flinch or try to hide from me when I removed her clothing and mine. I was smiling on the inside because this meant we were making progress.


  Marissa surprised me by apologizing. “I’m sorry I was in such a mood earlier. I know my family and brother mean well, and that you’re here for me, but I still felt a bit alone. It’s hard to explain.”


  I’d already washed Marissa’s hair and body, when she’d offered to do mine in return. I hadn’t expected it, but was enjoying her touch. I loved how she circled me to ensure every inch of me was covered in body wash, before leading me under the water to rinse it off.


  I’d had my eyes closed to keep the soap out of them, when I felt her grab the base of my cock. Before I could protest, her tongue came out and swiped at the tip before taking all of me into her mouth. I could only manage, “Marissa, you don’t have to,” before her mouth began to move back and forth over my dick.


  This was a dream come true. Her mouth felt so fucking perfect surrounding me. I could feel her taking me to the back of her throat and almost gagging. “You need to breath through your nose and hollow out your checks, Bella.”


  She did as I asked and the suction picked up causing me to almost come. “I need you to gently touch my balls.”


  I don’t know how much practice she’d had with sucking a man off, but my god she was driving me crazy. I grabbed hold of her head, guiding her where I needed. I could feel my balls drawing tighter. “I’m about to come, mi amore. You need to stop if you don’t want me coming in your mouth.”


  I tried to pull back, but her hands came around my hips, covering my ass and pulling me closer. Damn, she was sucking me even harder. I felt my cock stiffen even more before it shot off coating the back of her throat. I thought she’d pull away, but she drank down every bit of my seed until I was completely dry.


  Marissa finally released me and I pulled her up, pressing her against my chest. “You didn’t have to do that. Thank you, angelio mio.” She truly was my little angel.


  “I know. But, I wanted to repay you for earlier. You’ve already gotten me off a couple of times and asked for nothing in return.”


  I lifted her eyes to mine. “I thought you didn’t like the taste of cum.”


  Her eyes were sparkling, as she smiled. “I didn’t like his, but you taste amazing, a cross between salty and sweet, reminding me of a walk on the boardwalk, back in Virginia, smelling the salt water mix with the sweet smells of cotton candy.”


  My lips found hers immediately to thank her. We spent the next few minutes lost in emotion, before finally getting out of the shower.


  “You amaze me, Marissa. For someone who’s not familiar with giving blowjobs, I’d have to say that was some of the best head I’ve ever received.” Her skin blushed.


  I didn’t know how to approach the subject, so I just came right out and asked. “Would you mind accompanying me to my psychiatrist appointment this week?”


  Her face was full of puzzlement. “Why do I need to go with you?”


  “I think it’d be beneficial for us to talk with him and his wife.” I went on to explain. “They’re both in the lifestyle and I think she’d be able to help answer some of your questions regarding submission. We’ll still go at the pace you want. All I ask is that you just talk with them and ask some of the questions you may not want to talk about around me.”


  She mulled it over for a few minutes. I began to get worried wondering if I’d pushed too quickly. “I’d like that. I do have questions and don’t know who to discuss things with. It would be nice to understand everything before committing to this lifestyle.”
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  THE RELAXATION I’D FELT from Dane’s excessive attention didn’t manage to last long. While we were getting ready to leave, I’d received a couple of texts that the plans with my roommates had been cancelled. Ashley’s fiancés family had driven in to support and celebrate her day. Dawn’s employer had upped her start date because they had a person quit, so she’d be calling it an early night and driving up to Atlanta in the morning.


  I hadn’t handled the change in plans very well and was silently moping on the drive over to the university. Dane helped me out of the car and pressed me against the door and held my face where our lips almost touched. “You’re going to snap out of this funk you’re in and enjoy the day you’ve worked so hard to achieve. If you don’t, I won’t hesitate to take you across my knee and paddle that sweet ass until you’re begging for mercy.”


  I would’ve thought his words would make me run the other direction, but an image of a similar scene, from one of my favorite books, shot into my head and made me tremble with desire. He’d already shown me so much; things I didn’t think I’d be able to handle, but left me wanting more. I was surprised to hear myself say, “Yes, please.”


  His lips landed hard on mine as his tongue pushed through and ravaged every inch of my mouth, leaving me breathless. I found myself turned on and rubbing myself against him. He pulled back slowly, putting some distance between us. I could tell he was just as turned on as I was by the obvious bulge in his pants.


  “If it wasn’t your graduation day, I’d take you to the nearest hotel and give you something else to think about. You’re playing with fire, Marissa, and I have no intentions of burning you.” A smile crept across his face, as he extended his hand out to me. “Shall we find your friends and try to make the best of a celebratory day?”


  I nodded and we took off toward the arena in search of Ashley, Dawn, and Robin in the midst of all the graduates. We found them in no time and I hugged everyone, barely holding back the tears in my eyes. I knew I’d see Robin and Ashley from time to time, since they were local, but Dawn was my bff and go to person when I needed a pick me-up on my attitude. I was already missing her. I put my emotions aside and introduced Dane to everyone. I loved how Ashley’s eyes widened and Dawn and Robin’s jaws nearly dropped to the floor. Yes, he’s the epitome of the perfect man and he’s MINE! Did I just say he’s mine?


  Dane shook everyone’s hands, telling them how nice it was to put a face to a name. He leaned over giving me a kiss on the cheek, whispering, “I want to see you smiling when you walk across that stage to receive your diploma. I’ll be cheering for you in the stands and afterwards we can go out and celebrate with a nice meal.”


  I tried not to look at him directly, but he made sure I was in his line of sight, by lifting my chin so our eyes met. I tried to put forth a smile. “Yes, Sir.”


  There was something going on in Dane’s mind. As he turned to take his place in the stands, I noticed a smile on his face. What’s that man up to?


  Several hours passed before it was my turn to walk across the stage. When I reached for my diploma and shook the Dean’s hand, there were several screams and a thundering applause, causing me to smile and laugh. That couldn’t be all Dane, could it?


  When we finally caught up with one another, he was quick to notice something was off. “What’s wrong, baby?”


  I couldn’t tell him. I didn’t want to tell him. I just shook my head as I debated handing him a note. Dawn came up behind me, rubbing my shoulders to calm me and explained. “Tom came by our house yesterday insisting I tell him where Marissa was. I’d refused and he threatened to beat down the door. We called the cops on him, but he left before they could get there. He left this note in the door addressed to Marissa.”


  I watched as he opened the note carefully and read it aloud:
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  The note was short and to the point, but still threatening. Dane wrapped his arms around me, pulling me to his chest as a sob escaped. “Don’t worry about him, mi amore. We’ll give this to the police and see about a restraining order. It’s obvious this guy has a screw loose.”


  Ashley spoke up this time. “I don’t know if this means anything but he kept repeating, “She still owes me and I intend to collect until the debt is paid off.” Then when we called the cops he insisted we give that note to her and to watch our backs.”


  Tom’s behavior and words were bizarre. I couldn’t understand what I owed him for. We didn’t have a chance to analyze anything when I heard someone clear their throat. “Congratulations Marissa!” It was Mr. Prescott with several other people I didn’t know.


  “Mr. Prescott, what are you doing here?”


  “Dane told me how your parents were unable to come and we wanted to share our support on your graduation.”


  “But, I’m just an employee, no one special.” I tried to argue.


  The woman next to Mr. Prescott spoke. “Every employee who’s hired at Prescott becomes a member of our extended family. You’re exceptional to us for looking out for our son.”


  Another gentleman, standing by Mrs. Prescott, cleared his throat causing Dane to speak. “I believe introductions are in order. Marissa, you know my father already, but I’d like to introduce you to my mother and my younger brother Raphael, but you can call him Rafe.”


  I extended my hand to shake his mother’s and then Rafe’s. “It’s a pleasure to meet you both. Thank you for coming today.”


  His mother wrapped her hand around mine and pulled me into a hug, after kissing both sides of my cheeks. She’s definitely Italian. “Please feel free to call me Celia, dear.” At first I tensed, but her perfume and kind demeanor reminded me so much of my grandmother back in Italy.


  Rafe was the classic flirt bringing my hand up to his mouth before kissing my knuckles. “It’s a pleasure beautiful.”


  A familiar sound came from behind them. “Aren’t you forgetting someone?” My mind must be playing tricks on me.


  “Nate?” Did I really hear him? I watched as my brother stepped around the Prescott’s and picked me up, spinning me around.


  “Happy Graduation, sis! And you thought I’d miss it.” Tears were pouring from my eyes as I nodded. “Like I’d let that happen. I know you wanted mom and dad here, but there’s more going on than what you need to be bothered with. They feel bad about things, but promise to make it up to you as soon as they can.”


  I hugged my brother tight. I don’t know how he got here or who was responsible, but my day just righted itself and I felt I could breathe again with a member of my family here to support me. “How did you . . . ? Who’s responsible?”


  Nate hugged me close. “Dane called and told me how much you wanted me at Graduation. I’ve worked day and night for the past week, finally making a dent in my assignment a couple of days ago; enough to where I have a couple of days off. So with the Prescott’s help, I’m here.”


  Tears flowed freely down my face as my brother and I held each other. So much had changed since we’d last seen one another. I hadn’t told him about Tom’s possible involvement in ruining his car. I glanced up to see Dane watching us closely, a smile spread across his face. I mouthed the words, “Thank you,” to which he mouthed, “You’re welcome, mia principessa.” (My princess.)


  My friends told me they needed to go. I noticed Rafe gave Dawn a warm smile that made her blush. It’s too bad she was moving away, because the two of them looked like they had a brief moment. I promised to keep in touch with her one way or another. Thank goodness we lived in the technological era.
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  We ended up at a high end restaurant where Mr. Prescott had standing reservations. Everything about the evening was wonderful, from the wine to the food, and definitely the people. I could feel the love that Dane’s family had for one another. It reminded me of the love my family had at one time, before business got in the way. Maybe someday we could recapture some of that.


  I was lost in thought when I felt Dane’s hand grab hold of my knee, drawing circles with his fingers all the way up my thigh. I tensed, wondering if my brother would see what was going on, since he was sitting next to me. He leaned over to place a chaste kiss near my ear and whispered. “You’re too tense, mi amore. Don’t worry about Tom. We’ll make sure you’re safe. I want you to enjoy the rest of your night or I’ll deliver on that spanking to try and get you out of your head tonight.”


  My breath caught. What did he mean by “out of my head”? Was he talking about subspace? In one sense the idea called to me, wondering if such a thing truly existed or if it was only a fantasy in my novels. In another, if it was real, how hard would one have to spank, or inflict pain to reach that alternate plane of consciousness?


  “So how’s the job? Are you enjoying the travel?” There’s nothing like being jarred back to the present with a barrage of questions from my brother.


  “The job is amazing, Nate. I’ve already traveled to parts of Europe that I’ve only dreamed about.” I looked over at Dane, squeezing his hand, and nodding toward Mr. Prescott. “I look forward to learning more about the sales and acquisitions side of the company and doing whatever I can to help add to the bottom line.”


  “That’s wonderful, sis!”


  The conversations shifted around the table. While the men talked, Celia was sweet, engaging me in conversation about my Italian and Irish ancestry, talking about clothes, and inviting me on a shopping trip with her soon. I was captivated by how comfortable she seemed to feel in her own skin. She exuded confidence. Plus, I noticed she kept touching an intricate necklace around her neck and smiling at Mr. Prescott any time their eyes met. I wonder what all that is about?


  “Ouch!” I must’ve been out of it again. Dane just bit my ear lobe.


  “What’s going on in that mind of yours?” His voice was but a whisper, as his breath washed over my neck with a few kisses making me squirm in my seat.


  “It was nothing. I was just lost in thought.” I tried to convey, but hoped he wouldn’t see through me.


  “I don’t tolerate lies, mio piccolo angelo (my little angel). Care to rephrase?” His voice became dominant and my eyes instantly dropped to the ground, while heat flared through my center, feeling my stomach clench at the possibility of a punishment.


  “Sorry, sir. I just can’t stop worrying about . . .” My voice left me.


  Dane pulled me into a half hug and whispered, so only I could hear. “I’ll keep you safe.”


  I was glad that Mr. Prescott proposed a toast on my behalf and Nate stated it was time for my presents.


  “Presents?” I questioned in surprise.


  Nate just shook his head. “I wanted to get you a new cell phone, laptop, or even a gift card so you could buy some new clothes. The one’s you were wearing were about to fall off of you.” He looked up at Dane and smiled. “But, someone beat me to the punch. So instead I got you a little something for you to enjoy wearing. Mom and dad added a piece to it, along with Dane and Mr. & Mrs. Prescott.”


  I looked funny at him when he handed me a small box. I lifted the lid to find a Pandora bracelet inside, with several charms already in place. Nate explained. “The bracelet is gold, because you bring light to everyone’s lives that you touch. I’ve added the dangling sister heart charm, while the Prescott’s added the good luck charm, Mom and Dad threw in the Graduation cap, and Dane . . .”


  “I threw in the passport and plane, because together our jobs will take us places. But, I’ve also included a heart with a key, hoping I can unlock and capture your heart, as you’ve done with mine.” He leaned forward, with everyone watching, and kissed me lovingly on the lips.


  Dane took hold of my wrist, as Nate grabbed the bracelet from the box and connected the clasp, holding it together. “Congratulations, sis! I wish you all the best that life has to offer.”


  I felt the tears running down my face. I didn’t know what to say. Everyone, including my parents, had been so sweet to donate toward my graduation gift. Nate floored me with how thoughtful the present was, but Dane took my breath away with his desire to win my heart. I couldn’t understand why he was so interested in me, unless he feels the same undeniable pull that I do.


  I guess he could sense my emotions, because his hand came up to clasp the back of my nape. The gesture both frightened and excited me. In one respect it felt he was exuding power over me, yet when his fingers began to massage the muscles in my neck, it relaxed me, causing me to fall back into his grasp. A low growl of approval escaped his lips, as I noticed all the men seemed to nod to one another. I looked up into Celia’s eyes and noted Mr. Prescott was massaging her nape as well. What was this one act all about? Did it signify something? I don’t recall anything like this in my books.
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  Nate drove home with us, pulling his car alongside Dane’s in the garage. I was happy that he’d be staying at Dane’s until he flew back out to California.


  He quickly grabbed his bags and was beside my door, beating Dane to help me out. “This is some place you have here.”


  “Thanks, Nate. I guess you remember the condo I’d had. I was tired of living in cramped spaces and like the peace and tranquility this offers. Feel free to pick out a bedroom of your choice. I have three guest rooms up the stairs and to the left. If you need anything, feel free to ask and help yourself to anything in the kitchen.”


  We all walked inside and Nate quickly went upstairs to unload his bag before coming down to join us for a glass of wine. We talked for a while in the family room, while listening to some music. I remember nodding off a couple of times before they both insisted I head up to bed.


  Dane was adamant about following me up, citing I’d had too many glasses of wine and wanted to make sure I got to bed all right. “I’ll just see that she makes it safely and will be back down so we can talk and catch up.” I noticed some sort of look transpiring between them and hoped everything was okay.


  I’d just made it up the stairs when he lifted me into his arms and swooped me into his bedroom. I tried to escape his hold, but he held firm. “I know your brother is here under the same roof, but if you think that’s going to keep me from sharing the same bed with you, you’re wrong. We can either sleep in my room or yours tonight. Which will it be?”


  I felt defeated. I didn’t want my brother to think less of me, but with Dane’s declaration of love at the restaurant table tonight, oh hell . . . why not? “Yours.”


  He shut the door behind us and carried me over to the side of the bed, where he removed my heels and set me down on my feet. “Strip for me.”


  I wasn’t shocked anymore by this statement, since it was the same one for the past few nights; one he assured me I needed to get used to. I tried to reach the back of my dress to unzip it, when he came up behind me and started kissing my neck and shoulders, as his hands slowly moved the zipper down the back of my spine. His fingers caressed every inch of my skin the zipper uncovered, until the dress fell and pooled at my feet. “You’ve been driving me crazy all night looking like the most delicious sweet waiting to be unwrapped.”


  I felt my head tilt back and relax against his chest as his arms came around and unsnapped the bustier, letting it join the dress on the floor. His lips continued a bath across my shoulder and up my neck, as his hands fondled my breasts and tweaked my nipples into hardened peaks. I found myself tilting my head to the side, giving him more access.


  Dane bit softly at the juncture of my neck causing a moan to escape my lips. I don’t know how a bite could be sexy, but I was feeling switched on. He flexed his hips forward, where I could feel the outline of his erection against my lower back. “Do you have any idea how beautiful you are? How much I want you right now?”


  I shook my head, only to feel a small slap to the side of my thigh. “You’ve been gloomy all day, you barely allowed yourself to enjoy your graduation and dinner, and now you fail to believe what I say.”


  I quickly uttered, “I’m sorry, sir,” remembering how he had instructed me to call him sir in the bedroom. Was this one of his Dom/sub games, trying to show me how things would be between us?


  One hand still held me firm against his chest, palming one breast, while the other smoothed down across my abdomen and into my panties. I felt my clit ache to be touched, but was shocked when he tore through my panties and pocketed them in his pants. What the hell?


  “I appreciate your apology, Marissa, but I want you to learn to appreciate yourself for who you are and to enjoy life’s special moments. Because you failed to do so, we’ll start with a simple punishment. If you do well, I’ll give you a reward.” He turned me toward him, lifting my face to meet his gaze; a lascivious smile spread across his face, with his eyes hooded and dark with desire.


  “Yes, sir. I’ll gladly do as you ask, just please show mercy on someone not fully schooled in this lifestyle.” I tried sweet talking him.


  A small laugh played on his lips, as his hands came up to caress my face and pulled me into a kiss. “For someone not knowing of this lifestyle, you seem to be a natural in your responses, both in words and actions. You bring out the Dominant side of me, wanting to show you everything there is to know, but you’re not ready yet.”


  My eyes fell to the floor at his words.


  He stepped back. “I want you to turn toward the bed, hands on the comforter, feet more than shoulders width apart, and your butt extended outward, with your head down. When I ask you to present your ass to me, this is how I want you to be. You’ll go to any flat surface or bed and immediately assume this position.”


  I did as he asked and felt his hum of approval. His hand stroked down the back of my spine and across my butt.


  “Very nice. You look beautiful like this.”


  His words, while they would’ve been demeaning from Tom or anyone else, made me feel special, treasured, and loved by Dane.


  “I’m going to give you six swats to brighten your ass and remember never to talk down about yourself and fail to enjoy life again. You’ll count them out as I go and thank me for each one. If this is too much for you, just say “Red” and I’ll stop. Do you understand?” His hand continued to trace a pattern along my spine, across my backside and over the tops of my thighs, making it hard to think.


  Swat! Damn that hurt! “Ouch. I wasn’t ready.” I yelled back at him, turning my head.


  “Face forward, mi amore. That one was to get your attention. Do you understand how I’m going to proceed?” His voice was prevailing, letting me know I shouldn’t argue.


  “Yes, Sir.”


  He placed one hand on my lower back, forcing some of his weight on me to anchor me into place, while I heard the air swoosh before feeling the slap. The noise of his hand striking my flesh was louder than the actual slap. It stung, but it wasn’t bad. “One, thank you, sir.”


  The next landed on the other cheek in the same location. I began thanking him for each one, though still tense that I was doing this. He alternated between the two cheeks and started rubbing in the heat of his action, causing me to feel turned on, which surprised me. I could feel myself getting wet. Why in the hell was this turning me on so much? Was I a masochist who liked pain? Was I a freak?


  “Six, thank you, sir!”


  Instead of Dane’s hand rubbing the heat into my cheek, his fingers found my folds. “I thought you might like this, love. You’re soaking wet, literally dripping down your leg. If I weren’t a proper gentleman, I’d have you tonight. But, your brother is waiting downstairs to talk and I need to get back to him.”


  “May I ask a question?” I wasn’t sure if I was allowed to talk or not.


  “You may. Ask anything you like. I have nothing to hide, Marissa.” His fingers continued to push around the wetness, drawing a line from my pussy to my clit and then back toward my forbidden zone, making it hard to think.


  My words came out breathy. “Why the spanking tonight? I’m not ready to submit.”


  He laughed a bit and landed kisses all down my spine, before biting into my butt cheek, causing me to gasp. “Ahh.”


  “You’re right, mio angelo. You’re not quite ready yet, but you’re getting closer. Let me ask you one thing to prove my point.” His body enclosed over mine as his hands came forward and palmed my breasts.


  “Are you turned on love? Do you need to find release?” My god, this man was a mind reader.


  He pressed me into the bed, causing my clit to rub against the comforter and me to moan in anticipation. “Yes.” I whimpered.


  Dane pulled back the covers and lifted me into bed. I thought he was going to just leave me pent up, but then his hand came up to hold my face as his lips and tongue invaded my mouth, kissing me like there were no tomorrow. His other hand trailed down my mons to spread my labia where his thumb began rubbing hard circles against my clit, while two of his fingers thrust inside of me and began pressing against my g-spot. I never felt myself climb so quickly.


  My vision clouded over. “Come for me my pet. Come for your Dom, now!”


  A brilliant display of fireworks went off behind my eyes, as I screamed my release into his mouth. He continued to devour my mouth, while he worked every ounce of orgasm from me.


  I felt the coolness of a wash cloth cleaning me up, along with one of his shirts being placed on me as I slipped in and out of consciousness. I guess with my brother here, I can wear some form of clothes. A gentle kiss to my forehead, “Sleep well my love. I’ll join you soon.” That’s the last I remembered.
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  THANK GOODNESS MARISSA WAS halfway toward sleep and arousal by the time she received her punishment. I hated giving her any, because the day had been a bad one, but I wouldn’t allow her to let that ass wipe, Tom, continue to have power over her attitude.


  I don’t know what Tom’s deal was with his comments or the note, but I was going to talk with Nate and see if we couldn’t figure out something and get to the bottom of it.


  I grabbed another glass of wine from the kitchen and found Nate thumbing through a car magazine, while nursing another beer. “Sorry to take so long.”


  He turned toward me with his eyes glaring. “I hope you’re not planning on using my sister for your kink games and then dumping her. She’s been hurt by a lot of guys in the past. I don’t need her hurt again.” He threw his hands in the air, his voice full of anger. “Hell, she’s not even submissive. You’ll probably scare the shit out of her.”


  I sat my glass down on the coffee table before taking a seat next to him on the sofa. I turned his direction, feeling my jaw clench, and raised my voice. “I know Tom’s hurt her, but who else has put her through hell?” I slammed my hand down on my leg, not wanting to believe the person I adore had been the victim of more than one asshole.


  Nate seemed surprised at my reaction, but nodded in approval. “I can see she means more to you than I’d thought. Sorry, but she’s my sis and I take my brotherly duties seriously, especially when it comes to her well-being and happiness.


  “Marissa was always smart with figuring out statistics and using computers. In high school the boys starting warming up to her, asking her for help with their projects, even taking her out on dates to make her happy. Then when their projects and homework were done, they’d drop her like a hot potato.” He paused a moment, shaking his head in disgust. “The same thing happened in college, too. She’s got a kind spirit, always trying to find the good in everyone.”


  His face got serious as he looked up. “You need to know that when Marissa opens herself up to the idea of love, she loves with her whole heart. I just don’t want to see her crushed and need to know what your intentions are.”


  I didn’t know how to explain, or how much Nate wanted to know, so I figured I would start with the obvious. “I think I’m falling in love with her. My dad was trying to convince me to spend more time at the office when our eyes met and I felt I’d been struck by lightening. Later I ran into her in the elevator, where she started crying. I tried comforting her, asking what was wrong, but the closer I got, the more I wanted to kiss her and take all her concerns away.”


  “She mentioned that to me, but I didn’t realize it was you.” His face softened. “That kiss meant everything to her. She decided to leave Tom because of it. She’d told me that kissing him was like kissing a mirror; cold and empty. But, with you her heart and body seemed to come to life.” He leaned over and gave me a slap on the shoulder, in approval.


  “It changed my world. I realized the relationship I was in was pointless. Tiffany had no care for me or my family, only what I could buy her and what kind of release I could give her. But, kissing your sister sent electricity coursing through me, making me feel alive. I was so dumbstruck by our encounter, that I watched her walk away and had no way of knowing how to contact her. I tried coming into the office more, but our schedules didn’t coincide. My dad refused to tell me anything about her or how to find her. I didn’t realize until later that she was your sister.”


  I took a swig of my wine before continuing. I needed the extra dose of courage. “She saved my life that day and a couple weeks later.”


  I went on to tell Nate how I’d felt responsible for Gabi’s death. If she’d stayed home she might still be alive. I admitted my depression to the point of wanting to drink myself to death. “I bar hopped as much as I could until all the bartenders shut me down and I ended up in a fight with a bouncer. How I ever made it to your sister’s subdivision, I’ll never know. I want to think that Gabi guided me there because I saw her spirit that night telling me that Marissa was my destiny and I needed to live for her.”


  “She doesn’t know it was you?”


  I shrugged my shoulders and shook my head. “My hair was still long, but I’d taken out the highlights. Plus, I had two black eyes, a broken nose and was a total mess.” I thought back to waking up in the hospital and seeing myself for the first time. “Hell, I didn’t even recognize my own reflection.”


  Nate hesitantly asked. “Have you fucked my sister?”


  I was thankful that I could answer honestly. “No. Tom did a real number on her psyche to the point she fears sex. He has her believing that sex is painful because she’s frigid. I’ve been working with her, using techniques Kent taught me, to break that mental block so she can feel again. Apparently Tom doesn’t do romance or foreplay.”


  I didn’t want to go into detail, but needed him to know. “Tom’s a poser Dom, if you catch my drift.” Since he’s also a Dom, he’d understand this meant someone wanting to act dominant, but controlling through abuse, not actual play.


  I watched as the veins in his neck tensed, while his fists clenched. “I’ll kill the son of a bitch!”


  “He hasn’t let her walk away peacefully. You know about the car and clothes, but he threatened her roommates yesterday and passed on a message.” I pulled the note from my pocket so he could look over it, but right on cue, a blood curdling scream pierced the silence.


  I jumped to my feet and started running, with Nate following close behind. “What the hell was that?”


  I tried to explain as I ran toward Marissa, knowing she’d need my help to talk her down from her fear. “That’d be your sister having a nightmare about offering up her v-card to Tom.”


  “You’re scaring me! I can’t do this. Please, I’m begging you . . . the pain’s too intense. DON’T! I’m sorry! OUCH!” Marissa’s voice varied through the interior of the house.


  I managed to push open the door to see her tangled in the sheets, clawing at the air to get free. I wrapped my arms around her shoulders and pulled her into my chest. She immediately stilled. “Shh. I’ve got you angelo mio. I won’t let anyone ever harm you again. You’re safe with me.”


  Her eyes opened and she started to cry. “Dane?”


  “It’s okay babe.” I rubbed my hands up and down her back. “I’ve got you, so cry and get it out of your system.”


  Nate came to sit on the opposite side of the bed, laying a hand on Marissa’s arm. “It’s okay sis. We’re here. That bastard will never get the chance to ever harm you again.”


  I held her still as Nate unwound the tangled mess of covers from around her.


  Marissa held onto my shirt with a firm grip. I continued to whisper soft words of encouragement to her, as I rocked us back and forth. Her rapid breathing began to slow and her whimpers started to settle. Her head sought out the corner of my neck, so she wouldn’t have to face her brother. “I’m sorry.”


  I hated doing this in front of Nate, but I wanted him to see that Marissa needed a dominant in her life. I took on the Dom voice. “Look at me!”


  Her eyes instantly sought out mine.


  “I don’t want you apologizing for something some asshole caused. Do you understand?”


  She began to drop her vision to the floor, but my hand held her in place, so I could see her eyes. “Yes, sir.”


  “Do you want to talk about this nightmare or would you like to try and go back to sleep? The choice is yours little one.” I looked over to Nate finding concern etched all over his face.


  “I think I’d like some of your sleepy time tea and to try to go back to sleep.” Her voice was strained.


  Nate crawled up next to her and put his arm around her, as I got up to get the tea.


  I took my time in the kitchen, mixing a touch of brandy into the tea and honey, to help her sleep a little better. When I returned I heard Nate reassuring his sister. “Dane’s a good man. I can see he makes you happy and takes good care of you. I don’t want you hiding things from me again. Whether it’s Tom, work, our parents, or even Dane, I want you to call me and we can discuss whatever is bothering you. I don’t want to be kept in the dark again. Understood?”


  To my surprise, she answered, “Yes, sir. I mean Nate.”


  We both sat on the bed while she drank the tea and watched as she drifted off to a peaceful slumber. Nate walked toward the door and tilted his head for me to follow.


  I bent down to straighten Marissa’s covers and gave her a quick peck on her forehead. “Sleep well, mi amore.”


  We were silent until we reached the den. He grabbed hold of his beer and chugged the rest of it, asking if there was anything stronger?


  I poured us both a glass of brandy and watched as he finally opened up and read the note Tom had sent to her.


  He swallowed the brandy quickly, as his face became enraged. “I hope you’re going to do something to protect my sister from this fucker! How could he have been so cruel to her?”


  “She told you?” He nodded in confirmation as he got up from his seat and began to pace. I could feel the energy and rage rolling off of him.


  I took a sip of my brandy and tried to explain. “I texted one of our family’s police friends to see what we can do to prevent him from coming anywhere near her again. I’d like to get a restraining order if possible, but I don’t know if we have enough proof of intent to do harm. Ashley and Dawn are willing to lend statements, if needed.”


  “What about the car? What about destroying her clothes?” Nate argued.


  I agreed with him. “Unless we have his fingerprints and proof beyond a shadow of a doubt, our hands are tied.”


  “Did she mention that Dawn has photos of when he had tied her up for sex? She’s supposed to have photos for evidence of the bruises to her wrists and ankles.”


  “What? She’s never told me this before. If we can get that evidence, then we can show he’s a danger to her. I’ll call her first thing in the morning and ask her to send them to my phone.”


  I watched as Nate continued to pace like a caged tiger. He finally reached for the keys out of his pocket and started heading toward the door. “I want to be here for her, but I feel I’m about to explode. I need to find a release and fast. Who’s on at the club tonight?”


  “I think Kent and Carol.”


  He gave me a pleading look. “Do you mind if I skip out for a couple of hours? I need to talk with Kent and see if I can work out some tension.”


  “Go on ahead.” I grabbed a sticky note and wrote down the code to the front gate and the code to the security system, so he could get back in.


  He pulled me into a half hug, slapping me across the back. “I didn’t believe you’d be good enough for my sister, knowing your dominant side. I’d never even thought she’d be submissive, since she’s so headstrong, but what I just witnessed . . . You both seem to compliment one another. Thanks for looking out for her.”
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  I REMEMBER WAKING UP screaming and the comfort that both my brother and Dane provided, reassuring me that I was okay. After the tea, I don’t remember much, other than waking up to Dane’s arms and legs tangled with mine and him holding me tight to his chest, as his hand drew circles across my abdomen.


  “Did I scare my brother last night?”


  He leaned in and kissed my neck gently. “Let’s say he’s worried and probably wouldn’t hesitate to pummel Tom if he ever crossed his path. But, he’ll have to take a number. I’ve got first dibs.”


  I poked my elbow into his ribs. “No talk of beating up anyone. Tom will eventually screw up where the law is concerned. I don’t want you or my brother to go crazy on someone who’s not even worth discussing.”


  He held me closer and laughed. “I want you to have that kind of attitude the rest of this weekend so we can enjoy the time we have with your brother.”


  “So where did you two meet again?” I was curious.


  “We’ve met a couple of times. We both belong to the same fraternity. I’d been visiting the frat house as an alumni, during rush week, while he was a junior. Then we met again downtown at one of the clubs. We have been friends ever since. But, I see us developing a stronger friendship now that I know you’re his sister.”


  Dane slipped out of bed and grabbed for me, heaving me over his shoulder in surprise, as he carried me toward the bathroom. “It’s time to get out of bed lazy bones. Most of the morning is already shot. Do you want a quick shower or a soak in the tub?”


  “I’ll take the shower. I don’t want to waste a moment before Nate flies back.”


  He turned on the water in the shower so it’d heat, as he began stripping me out of his shirt and dropping his boxer shorts revealing his rather impressive morning wood. “Is there ever a time you’re not turned on?”


  He laughed, drawing my body flush against his. “When you’re around, I’m always hard.”


  Dane lifted me up, having me wrap my legs around his waist, as he carried us into the shower and underneath the warmth of the water. I could feel his erection pressing against my bottom and tensed. “No need to worry, cara mia. I will not enter you until you are ready and ask me to.”


  He slowly lowered my feet to the shower floor as we both grabbed for our body wash and shampoo and began bathing one another. This was my favorite thing to do. I felt honored to wash him and also treasured by the care he showed me.


  I was surprised to see a two piece bathing suit and a sun dress on the bed, along with flip flops for me to wear, when I’d finished drying my hair. Dane had already slipped into swim trunks, t-shirt, and sandals.


  “I thought we’d stick close to home, maybe catch some sun out by the pool and barbecue later.” He suggested, smiling at me.


  “That sounds perfect.” I threw my arms around his neck and got up on my tip toes to plant a small kiss on his lips.


  He started to pull me into a deeper kiss, but I turned and ran toward the stairs, headed to the kitchen. I was starving and wanted to cook breakfast for everyone to make up for last night.


  I heard Dane laugh and starting to run after me. “So that’s your game today. I’ll catch you cara and when I do, you’re MINE!”


  I’d reached the kitchen, but stopped when I didn’t see Nate anywhere.


  Dane came up behind me, wrapping his arms around my waist. “Everything okay?”


  “Where’s my brother?” I was concerned, since he was always an early bird.


  He released me and walked over to the security panel at the front door. “He’s probably still sleeping. It looks like he didn’t get in until almost four this morning.”


  “Why was he . . .” I was about to ask, but decided I didn’t want to know. As long as he was safe, that’s all that mattered.


  Dane and I began to drag out a couple of pans, some bowls, ingredients from the fridge and pantry. He set the place settings at the bar, poured some orange juice, and got the coffee brewing, while I worked on breakfast. My brother never could resist my southwestern omelets, blueberry pancakes, and bacon.


  As soon as the bacon permeated the air, I heard. “Hey, sis. What you cooking?”


  I turned to smile, but noticed he was sporting a bit of a hangover and had someone’s lipstick print on the side of his neck, along with a small bite mark. I just crossed my arms and shook my head. “You couldn’t stay close last night. No, instead you had to go out partying and getting a piece of ass! How could you?”


  He held up his hands in surrender. “I’m sorry Marissa. I was so pissed about Tom that I needed to get out of here and drive around a bit. I found myself at a club and hooked up with someone I hadn’t seen in a long time. But, I came back. Shouldn’t that count for something?”


  I walked over and hugged him. “I don’t like it, but I forgive you. Can we just enjoy what time we have left together before you have to fly back out?”


  “Sure.”


  Breakfast went by in a hurry. Nate and I reminisced about our childhood with him embarrassing me with some of my crazier moments as a kid. Dane and he discussed life and business.


  I’d felt like a third wheel in their discussion, only voicing how I wished Nate had a job that kept him closer to home and didn’t take him all over the place. To my surprise he admitted that the first two years he enjoyed the travel, but last night he’d done a lot of thinking and missed being there for me and our friends. “I’m going to update my resume and put some feelers out to see if there’s anything available in the area.”


  Dane was quick to speak up. “If you’d like, I could ask my dad if he knows of anyone who could use your talents.”


  Nate lifted his hand in a high five to Dane. “Dude, that’d rock. But, I don’t want any special favors. I want the job on my own merits.”


  Dane just shook his head. “You and your sister are definitely related.”


  My brother looked over at me, lying on the sun chaise, nodding his head in approval. “That we are. She doesn’t like handouts either.”


  I could hear them continue their talks about business, as I started to slowly doze in the sun. My ears must’ve been playing tricks on me because I heard the word “vixen,” “The Shan . . .,” and “ . . . best ever.” What the hell were they talking about?
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  I was sad to see my brother leave, but he had to return to his job. He promised to keep in touch more; knowing that Tom was on the prowl. But, thankfully he couldn’t do much because the Prescott’s lawyer somehow managed to secure an immediate restraining order on Tom. He couldn’t get anywhere near me without being arrested. But, I have to admit that I still didn’t feel comfortable knowing he was out there and probably full of fury.


  I kept having severe nightmares over the next few nights and asked Dane if it would be possible to talk to his psychiatrist friends about them. “I think they may be able to help.”


  The next day I found myself nervous, as we parked behind their office and walked toward their door. I noticed they didn’t have much of a sign at their office location and was in the heart of downtown Orlando, right next to a club called “The Shanty.” The name seems familiar. I just shrugged my shoulders and proceeded forward into the door Dane had opened.


  Kent and Carol were waiting for us in the reception area. Each stuck out their hand in welcome. Carol touched my arm gently. “Come on back to one of our rooms, Marissa, and we can discuss things in private.”


  I looked over at Dane with puzzlement, mouthing, “How do they know my name?”


  He just smiled and put his hand against my lower back and proceeded to push me forward to a room that resembled the living room of a home. It was quite welcoming and not at all clinical like I thought it’d be.


  Dane guided us over to a love seat and pulled my hand into his lap, giving it a squeeze. Kent and Carol took up the two chairs sitting to each side of us. I felt a little nervous wondering if I was supposed to talk first or what?


  Kent broke the silence. “Marissa, I’m afraid you’re at a bit of a disadvantage. We’ve heard a great deal about you from Dane, so we feel like we already know you.”


  I could feel my face flush with embarrassment. I looked over at Dane. “How could you talk about me?”


  Carol butted in. “Marissa, dear, Dane isn’t just a client of ours, but we’ve been friends with his and Jackson’s parents for ages. We’ve known him since he was seven years old. So we go way back. Dane’s told us how amazing you are.”


  She was sitting next to me and leaned forward to touch my arm, giving it a reassuring pat. “His parents just adore you. They can’t stop talking about how amazing you are at work and in person. They love the positive influence you’ve had over their son. So we haven’t heard about you just from Dane.”


  “Oh, God. Now I feel embarrassed.”


  Kent suggested, “Why don’t we enlighten Marissa a little about your past therapy Dane? Maybe that would help her feel more at ease and get to know each other better.”


  Dane nodded in agreement and gave me a peck on the cheek. “No need to be ashamed or embarrassed her angelo mio.”


  I could feel him tense beside me as he turned toward me and began. “I’ve known Kent and Carol most of my life. In early high school I began to mature faster than my peers. I was taller, looked older, and had a deeper voice before anyone else. I felt all alone and was made fun of.”


  “But, why? You’re so handsome.” I didn’t understand.


  “While I may have the same face I do now; I was a lanky teenager. The girls wouldn’t speak to me during school hours, but they were pounding at my door after school and calling the house begging me to take them out to exclusive restaurants and treat them to nice gifts.”


  It suddenly dawned on me. “You were used?” My voice was mixed with disbelief.


  He nodded. “Yes. I was a sucker at first believing they wanted to be near me. Plus, I have to admit that I was a bean pole with a constant raging hard on with no relief in sight.


  “They wanted me only for my last name and what it could buy them. They were all over me, appeasing my every need behind the scenes, but they didn’t know who I was in public. I finally closed myself off, became full of fury, and pretty much started a fight with anyone if they even looked at me wrong.”


  I leaned over and gave him a quick kiss on the cheek. “My poor sweetie.”


  Dane took another deep breath. “I was about to be suspended if I didn’t cut out my crap and get my head together. My dad suggested I talk with Kent about my frustrations. When we realized that my problem revolved around the sexual nature, my mom suggested I get lessons from Kent.”


  I knew my face was perplexed. “Lessons?”


  Kent responded this time. “While Carol and me are psychiatrists and can treat pretty much anything, our focus is on the sexual nature, helping people overcome fears, anxieties, puberty, and the like.”


  He paused for a moment so I could comprehend his words. “Dane was suffering from a lack of confidence and needed to find some form of release and control to help his mind refocus so that he could get his act together and vent in an appropriate manner.”


  Carol chimed in. “Did you notice the club next door?”


  I nodded.


  “It’s an elite BDSM club that the members have to pass extreme background checks, and adhere to high standards of conduct, to be able to join. Dane’s parents, along with us, and Jackson’s parents created it.”


  My eyes were as wide as saucers as soon as it all sunk in. “But, why?”


  Carol leaned forward in her chair, so our eyes met. “Kent and I had gotten into a rut in our marriage and wanted to spice things up a bit. We’d heard of a club over in the Tampa area and drove down a couple times a month. During our time there, we met Celia and Alexander Prescott, along with Jane and Harrison Cavannaugh, Jackson’s parents. We all seemed to seek out the same interests, but hated the drive, so we pooled our funds and opened the club.”


  “But you have families?” I questioned.


  Dane turned me toward him. “All of our parents were there for us kids. We thought they went out on date nights; never being the wiser until we got older.”


  “BDSM comes in a variety of levels. It all depends on how involved you want to become in the lifestyle. For some they want to experiment with toys and restraints, while others are completely into submission and domination, and then there are a select few who are hardcore, which is quite rare for our clientele.” Kent explained.


  He went on to state. “When Dane came to us we realized he needed to refocus himself, so we first tried to pinpoint a sport he might enjoy and hooked him up with one of the local running clubs. He enjoyed running so much that his dad hired a trainer to help him bulk up to do long distance runs and he started entering half marathons. As a result his body transformed, but we still had the issue of his sexual frustration.”


  I felt confused, going back and forth with everyone, so I settled my eyes on Dane and asked. “You didn’t join the club and start screwing people for release did you?” My eyes were filling with tears hoping my worst fears weren’t confirmed. “I don’t want to be another notch on your bedpost.”


  His eyes focused intently on mine, as he held tight to my chin. “I’ve never fucked or did a scene with anyone at the club. I need to feel a connection with someone to do anything with them.” I was about to ask a question when he stopped me with a finger to my lips. “I’ve been with women before, but I’ve never had one in my bed or stay overnight. No one ever wanted to and I was fine with that. They got their release and I got mine and we dated with the occasional hook up.”


  “I was too young to join. My parents noticed dominant tendencies with me and thought it best if Kent and Carol taught me how to become one. I learned how to treat others with greater respect, sense what their needs are, and help them. I was able to apply it both in my private life and in business. However, I took it a step further with learning to use some of the implements in a Dom’s arsenal to gain focus and control in my life.” His expression begged for my understanding.


  I could see how he used his dominance in the meetings we’d just come from overseas. He’d used it on the sellers to convince them to sign the contracts and he’d used it on me to calm my nerves. “I see how your need for dominance may help in some areas, but what arsenal are you talking about?”


  Carol stood up beside me, extending her hand to help me up. “We could stand around here talking all day about the various aspects of a Dom/sub relationship, but I feel it best that we show you.”


  I tensed, before she added. “We won’t do anything beyond your level of comfort today. However, we do have a rather extreme manner in which we feel we can release you of your nightmares. It’s an aggressive therapy, but has proven quite useful in the past.” She gave me a little smile. “It’s up to you.”


  I nodded and took her hand to stand. “I’d do almost anything to be able to relax and enjoy life again.”


  Dane wrapped his arm around my waist, pulling me close to his side, as we followed Kent and Carol out the door and into The Shanty. My eyes went wide as I took in all the things I’d ever read about. I noticed a dance floor and bar to one side, a small area with some kind of cushioned bench, and what I believed to be a St. Andrews Cross. The walls were lined with all sorts of toys, spanking equipment, and restraints. What the hell did I just walk into?
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  I WATCHED AS THE demeanor of both Kent and Dane took new meaning. They stood taller, removing their shirts, leaving nothing but exposed rippled muscles. Carol immediately went from outspoken to down cast eyes and not saying a word.


  I was about to freak out when Kent explained what I was seeing. “We have a high standard that both Dom’s and sub’s must adhere to when they enter. A Dom is responsible for his sub in every way. He is to care for his/her needs, listening to them and reading their body’s responses. They must plan their scenes and explain them to the sub in advance and get consent to proceed forward. If at any time the sub yells “Red,” the Dom must stop what they are doing immediately and care for their sub and find out what’s wrong. If you feel uncomfortable at any time, “Yellow,” will cause your Dom to slow down, discuss things with you and reassess the scene and proceed at your word. “Green” means everything is a go. You may be asked this from time to time to make sure your mental state is still good and the scene can proceed.”


  Wow, nothing like being bombarded with a lot of information at once. Thankfully, all of it made sense and seemed to hold true to the books I’d read.


  “Are you understanding how we do things here, Marissa?” Dane had asked.


  My immediate response was to look down at the floor and whisper, “Yes, Sir.”


  I noticed both Carol and Kent smile. He looked over to Dane. “You’re right, she’s naturally submissive. You’re doing well with her training.”


  He then turned his eyes on his wife and commanded. “Strip my little sub, including your shoes, but only down to your undergarments. Then take your position.”


  His tone wasn’t harsh, but Carol immediately complied, ending with her legs spread shoulder width apart, her head downcast, and her hands grabbing hold of each forearm behind her back. “Yes, Master.”


  I realized I was in a different element and had some questions. “Permission to speak, Sir?”


  Dane, moved forward, lifting my chin so that our eyes met. “Granted, mi amore.”


  “Why does Carol call him Master?” I couldn’t understand the difference between Sir and Master. “Is it because they are married?”


  He smiled and placed a gentle kiss upon the tip of my nose. “No, bella. You see the necklace that she wears around her neck.”


  I looked over and hadn’t seen it before, but now that her blouse was carefully placed on the ground, I saw the necklace he was referring to. It was nearly identical to the one that his mom wore and played with at the restaurant on my graduation. I finally realized. “A collar?”


  He smiled at me and had a small laugh. “I guess I need to read some of your books with you. You are more knowledgeable about the lifestyle than I’d thought. But, yes, when a Dom takes a sub, he is simply referred to as Sir. When he collars that sub, it means that he’s making a commitment almost as sacred as a vow of marriage. He wants only that sub and no one else and in turn lays claim that she belongs to him and him alone. A sub may not speak to another Master or sir without her Master’s permission. Plus, the sub is safe because they are not to be approached by anyone, not even to talk, without first asking permission from their Master.”


  I still didn’t understand. “Why would you need that if you’re married?”


  “Permission to speak, Master?” Carol’s voice was a whisper.


  “Granted.” Kent stepped back and seemed amused as Carol turned toward me and looked at me.


  “Marriage is a special vow not to be taken lightly. However, in today’s society it doesn’t seem to bond both people together. Our business deals with a lot of cheating spouses, sexual addictions, and other issues that can tear a marriage apart. It is wonderful to be married, but in turn, knowing that you are surrendering your full trust to that of your mate, to also be your Master, is quite fulfilling. You are giving him your body to do with as he pleases; allowing him to push your boundaries. But, in turn he’s giving you his trust to let him know when you’ve hit your limit. Both of you have the power to take things to new levels and explore one another’s needs and darkest desires.”


  She went on to add. “You may not think yourself a submissive based on your job and your goals in life, but a lot of high powered executives like to find outlets for their tension, through submitting to a dominant. Most times they can find releases through seductive spankings, being restrained, or even the act of sex.”


  My eyes went wide with that one. “Here the act has to be consensual and our rules insist upon protection at all times, to ensure a safe interaction. I’m often too tense by the end of the week from talking to so many women about horror stories they’ve had to experience from one thing or another and need to find a way to get the tension out. Kent helps me by dominating my body and helps me seek the release I need through the methods we’ve discussed and become accustomed to.”


  I nodded, seeming to understand where things were going, not even realizing that Dane had already begun to remove my shirt. “The action we’d like to do with you today, requires that you remove just your shirt and shoes. You may keep your undergarments on.”


  Kent led his wife over to the St. Andrews Cross and turned her around, where she was facing the cross, enclosing only her wrists in the restraints. I watched in fascination as he rubbed his body against her back and kissed seductively against her shoulders. “You look perfect, my love. I want you to remain still as I show Marissa that there’s nothing to fear from this exercise. Shall we do seven stripes?”


  Her breath was heavy and hinted with desire. “Please, Master.” She begged.


  Dane pulled me against his chest, where I could feel the heat of his skin as he whispered. “Watch what he does. It looks like he’s about to harm her, but only a master of this skill can bring a soft touch to the skin to increase sensitivity and bring about a release.”


  I watched as Kent pulled what looked like a cattle whip from the wall. I could only utter, “What the . . . ?”


  “Bella, it looks worse than it is. The whip can be painful in the wrong hands, but in the right ones it can feel like a feathers touch across the skin.”


  I turned around and looked at him with disbelief. “How would you know?”


  He smiled and turned me back toward Kent. I watched as he unrolled the whip and began taking a couple of practice swings. The crack of the whip made me flinch. Every swing caused Carol’s breathing to intensify, looking like she couldn’t wait to be on the receiving end.


  Dane whispered. “No Dom is allowed to use any instrument, punishment, toy, or anything else until he knows fully how to use it. We all go through the receiving end of some things, especially any implement designed to deliver pain or punishment. I’ve been whipped before by Kent.”


  I felt totally lost on all that was going on. “Is there a submissive guide for dummies somewhere? I feel lost.” I admitted sheepishly.


  Dane just held me tighter. “It’s a learn as you go process. No Dom or sub is fully knowledgeable and the situations vary depending on the predilections of the couple. So far we’ve been taking things one step at a time, opening up your feelings and your comfort zone. If you agree to be my sub, we can start working on other things to discover your likes and dislikes.”


  “Aren’t I supposed to like what ever you choose?”


  He laughed in my ear. “No, Marissa. While most feel the Dom is the one with all the power, the sub actually has the control. The Dom has to cater to her needs and desires, along with his own. He/she takes priority. My happiness is controlled by making you pleased.”


  I jumped when I heard the whip strike its target; Carol. I watched in fascination as her skin was just fine. She didn’t even flinch, only moaning in appreciation. “Let the tension get out of your head little one.” Kent directed.


  He reared back with the whip and struck again, causing her to moan even more. I was almost scared to look, afraid I’d see blood, but her back was only slightly pink. “What instrument is that?” I asked out of curiosity, since I’d only heard of floggers, riding crops, and caning, made famous from the Fifty Shades of Grey books.


  He held me tighter as his chin leaned against my shoulder and he explained. “That’s a single tail bull whip. In the wrong hands it can cause damage that even a plastic surgeon would have trouble fixing. However, with knowledge, the blows can be delivered with a gentle caress to the skin, which can bring about cathartic releases. Kent’s been doing this for almost 20 years. He’s been teaching me for 7 of those years. This is what I do when I go into my special room. It helps me to become an extension of the whip, focusing my mind on a single purpose; giving me total control over what I’m doing.”


  I jumped when he told me this is what he does at home. But, the more I thought about it, the more I realized it is mainly an extension of Yoga, in a sense. It allows the mind and body to be free of all tension, just in a more sexual sense.


  “This is the last one Carol. Find your tension and release it with the next strike. Are you ready?” Kent asked and she nodded in silence.


  I then saw the beauty of the whip as a release and watched as it struck the back of her lower thighs, bringing a bit of pink to the surface of her skin. She screamed out and I saw her shoulders relax and her breathing level out.


  Kent released her arms from the devise and held her tightly to him. “You were marvelous my love. Do you want any water or candy?”


  She leaned into his embrace and kissed him gently on the mouth. “Thank you, Master. I needed that. I’m fine.” She righted herself and looked over at us. “Are you ready for your turn, Marissa?”


  Dane held me as my feet almost gave out under me. All I could say was, “Me?”


  Carol came over and assured me that we wouldn’t be doing the same thing. She explained. “Since you’re new to all this, we’ll restrain you to the cross where you can’t move, even an inch. We would like to use a process where we attach a small clip to an area of your skin. Each clip is to signify something you don’t like about your current life. We want you to attach any hurtful memories from Tom, your friends, co-workers, family, or anything else you can think of that has you on edge. Whether you reach the limit on what you can take, or you’ve run out of negative memories to attach to the clips, let us know.


  “We’re going to blindfold you, to help you concentrate and help you focus on each memory. Plus, it will keep you from seeing when the whip is coming. Dane will ask you to tell us each negative memory you’d like to release out to the world. When you do, you’re not allowed to think of them any further. He’ll knock off the clip with the whip and once he does, they’re the world’s problems, not yours anymore. Understand?”


  I nodded and admitted. “I’m scared.”


  Dane came up to cup the side of my face with his hand. “That’s why we only asked you to take off your shirt. We don’t want to push you too far too fast. This is an aggressive exercise to release your demons and to see if you have enough trust in me to keep you safe. Carol will stand behind you and press her skin against yours so you know you aren’t alone. I won’t harm you, angelo mio.”


  I allowed Kent and Dane to strap me into the cross. First my arms were restrained out to the sides, then my feet, and finally a belt around my waist to hold me in place. My breathing accelerated when a blindfold was placed over my eyes. Dane, gently pressed his lips against mine. “Do you trust me, Marissa?”


  I relaxed a bit. “Yes. I trust you with my life.”


  He kissed my lips again, with a little more pressure, before finally stepping back. “You honor me, mi amore.”


  I felt Carol come up behind me and press her back to mine. I could feel the warmth radiating off of her skin, where Kent had placed his marks. She whispered. “Remember the stop light system. If you need us to stop or slow down, we can. This is not meant to hurt you, but instead to help push you beyond your fears, as quickly as possible.”


  I heard some items rattling in a box and could smell that Dane was in front of me. I guess the lack of sight heightened my sense of hearing and smell. “I’m going to show you what the clip feels like on your finger, first, before we start to place them on your body. I’ll only use the insides of your arms and down the sides of your torso. Understand?”


  I nodded slightly. “I need you to answer me verbally, Marissa. I may not be looking directly at you when you nod, so I need to know what your response is verbally.”


  “Yes, Sir.”


  “This may hurt a bit, but it will ease in seconds.” He took my finger and placed a clip on it. The pressure was firm, but not unbearable. I saw how it drew my focus to that location.


  His hands came up to cup my face. “Are you okay to proceed?”


  “Yes, Sir.”


  The side of his face pressed against mine, as his lips kissed just below my earlobe, while he whispered. “Just imagine what the clip would feel like on your nipples, love.”


  My breath caught as a low growl came from his throat, while he bit gently on my earlobe. He knew he’d get my girls to stand erect, through my lace bra, for his pleasure.


  Kent’s voice sounded off to the side. “I want you to find the first thing that pops to your mind that makes you either uncomfortable or really ticks you off. Do you have that?”


  “Yes, Sir.”


  He seemed to hum in approval. “You may proceed with the first clip, Dane.”


  I felt the small pinch to the underneath side of my arm. We repeated the process, I don’t know how many times, before I was covered in clips along both arms and down both sides of my torso. “I can’t think of any more things, Sir.”


  Carol gave me a pat on the arm and whispered that I was doing well. The feel of her skin against mine helped to keep me grounded and feeling safe, knowing someone literally had my back.


  Kent’s voice boomed. “Tell me your first bad memory. Scream it out if you have to and release it into the atmosphere. Let it become the world’s problem not yours. As you do this, Dane will flip off the clip using the bull whip. Ready?”


  My voice was shaky. Was I ready for this? Could I really scream out Red and everything stop? I want the nightmares to end. “As ready as I’m going to be, Sir.”


  “Tell us your first bad memory!” Kent yelled out.


  I was surprised to come back at him with just as strong a voice. “I hate being used by any male or female to pick my brain on how to do a project. Why should they get the credit, when I have to do all the work?”


  I heard the crack of the whip before I felt it. The first clip was now free and the blood was rushing back to that area.


  “Next memory.”


  “Seeing my brother have everything come to him easily. Why should everything be so simple for him, when I have to struggle to reach my goals?”


  I felt another clip fly away and hit the floor.


  My words began to flow freely, without being prompted. I told how I hated Mr. Heath for being a sexist and bigoted pig, that demeaned women, how I hated Connor for stealing my ideas, how I was afraid of saying goodbye to Dawn, who’s my confidant, and how my parents make me feel abandoned and ignored, feeling they liked Nate better.


  As many more memories were freed, so were the clips and the closer I came to feeling free of the psychological chains that weighted me down. I began to feel the links begin to crack and the heaviness of the chains, I’d been carrying, begin to slip off my body. I let my tears flow out of me, along with my worries.


  I jumped as Dane’s hands clasped both sides of my face. He was gentle as I felt his thumbs wipe away my tears and placed gentle kisses all over my face and then nipping just below my earlobe, which drove me wild. He whispered, “You are doing wonderful, cara. You have no idea how much I desire you, just seeing you like this. You are beauty personified. But, for this to work, I need your focus to go to Tom.”


  My heart rate spiked, my body tensed, and my breathing accelerated at the mere mention of his name. “I don’t know that I can do this.” I could hear the fear in my voice.


  Dane nipped at the side of my lips. “You can do anything you put your mind to, Marissa. Don’t let him have power over you. The longer you hold things in, the more control he’ll have.”


  I took a deep breath and nodded. His words made me realize that I’d never be able to give my heart, or my body, fully to Dane until I shut the door on my past and locked it up for good. “I’m ready.”


  I could hear him take a practice swing. “Let it go, my love. Purge him from your mind.”


  The most violent of memories was reliving what Tom had done. “That bastard gave me no warning that he wanted me tied to the bed! He never asked my permission for anything, only demanded. He called me a cheap whore, a frigid bitch, and then blamed me for his failure to seduce me properly. I hate him! I fear that relationships and sex are supposed to have pain and be abusive because of him!” I screamed out at the top of my lungs continuing my rant about Tom until no clips remained.


  To my surprise, I felt as though I were high on life, floating free from the constraints of my body and free for the first time in my life. I felt my body go limp and felt hands quickly holding onto me as someone released the restraints that held me upright.


  There were mumbled words that I could barely make out. “Here’s a blanket to wrap her in, along with some water and chocolate to help bring her back down. Let her float for a few moments and enjoy her freedom from her fears.” It was Carol’s voice, I think.


  “Hell she’s been through more than even you knew.” I heard a slap on Dane’s back. “You’ve become a damn fine Dom! You’re right she’s a natural born submissive. You’ve brought her a long way in such a short time. I’m proud of you. We’ll go into the other room in case you need us and give you some privacy.” Kent stated before walking off.


  A gentle kiss was pressed to my forehead, as he whispered, “You looked beautiful on the cross, my love. You have me so hard just thinking about all you accomplished today. I’ll never intentionally hurt you. You have my word as a Dom and a gentleman.”


  I continued to be pressed tight to Dane’s chest and inhaled the salty scent of ocean, with a slight hint of musk attached to him. I felt as though I could lie in his arms forever and continued drifting in and out of sleep.


  “Marissa.” My shoulders shook. “Marissa, love. I need you to open your eyes.”


  I tried opening my eyes slowly and adjusting to the light around me. “Where am I?” I felt like I’d slept for a while, but wasn’t sure how long.


  “You’ve been out of it for about twenty minutes now. It’s time to come back to reality.” Dane encouraged.


  “Out of it?” I didn’t understand.


  “You are a rare jewel, Marissa. Most subs take months of training before they’re able to enter subspace. Not everyone can, but you . . . you went there immediately once the last clip was knocked off.” Dane’s voice held words of praise and adoration.


  “Subspace? I thought it was only a fictional term found in romances.” I thought about it a minute. “If this is how good it feels, please lead the way for me to enter it more often.”


  His eyes were alight with amusement. “You liked it that much?”


  I nodded, but felt weak.


  He leaned to the side and picked up some chocolate and motioned for me to open my mouth. “Just suck on it and let it melt into your mouth. It’ll help raise your sugar levels. Let me know if you’d like a couple more pieces.” The chocolate tasted amazing and I could feel myself start to lose the foggy head feeling.


  He held out a bottle of water to my lips for me to drink. “This will help rehydrate you. Subspace can be tough on new subs, depleting their hydration and brining down their sugar levels.”


  “So the feeling of euphoria can be dangerous?”


  Dane nodded. “You have to know what to look out for or a sub can go into a sub drop. If you feel any feelings of loneliness, despair, depression, or get the shakes, you let me know immediately. That’s a command and not a request, understood?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  He let me sit and sip on my bottled water until it was all gone. I kept feeling uptight and wiggling in his lap, when he nibbled on my earlobe and whispered, “Do you need a release?”


  I didn’t realize why I was so pent up feeling, but that’s exactly what I need. “Yes, please.” My voice was deep and breathy.


  “I can eat you out, use my fingers, or we can try a vibrator to your clit. It might provide the quickest release.” His erection was pressed firmly against my bottom, but I wasn’t ready to jump that far ahead. He groaned when I wiggled on his lap some more. “You need to make a decision soon, because you’re driving me crazy.”


  I finally decided I needed a quick release. “Whatever is quickest and won’t scare me.”


  He reached into a basket filled with items and opened up a small toy that looked like a miniature dolphin. The next thing I know, he’s shifting me in his lap and lifting my skirt where he can gain access to my clit. “I just need to place it in the right area.”


  He pulled my underwear aside and slowly wiggled it into the hard nubbin of my clit. Internally I laughed at the idea of a small piece of rubbery plastic getting me off. I shouldn’t have laughed, because the next thing I felt was an intense sensation buzzing against my hard nubbin and feeling the onset of a climax beginning to escalate to magnificent proportions. I started to squirm and moan all over the place, as he pressed one finger just inside my center and curled it toward my g-spot, placing just enough pressure to set me off like a firework ready to explode. I couldn’t help but scream out, “Oh, Sir. Oh, Dane!”


  He stopped the vibrator and asked if I’d like him to bring it home with us, since opening it made him purchase it. “Well, you bought it; you might as well use it.”


  I know my reply was smug, but the look of desire that spread across his face was overwhelming. He was definitely the predator and I was the prey, ready to learn. Sir, please lead the way!


  To my surprise, the events that transpired left me feeling better than I’ve felt in a long time. Carol gave me her personal cell number and told me to call anytime to ask questions about the life style or talk about any issues.
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  I WAS IN AWE over Marissa. Once she awoke from her subspace, a new demeanor seemed to surround her. She was more confident and relaxed.


  Since it was dinner time and we were in downtown Orlando, I offered some suggestions. “Would you like to go home and get some rest while I cook dinner, grab a bite at one of the restaurants, or maybe swing by the hospital to check on Ethan and my niece?”


  Marissa and I had been so busy with work and life that I hadn’t gotten by the hospital as often as I’d liked to check in on Jackson and Nicola. I’d thought that with all she’d been through she probably would opt for going home and sleeping, but not angelo mio. Her voice sounded full of excitement at the idea of seeing her friend. I was overjoyed, when she asked if she could visit with my family, too. I hadn’t realized how much she cared for them.


  If I’d had any doubts as to whether Marissa was my destiny, which I didn’t, they were completely blown away at the hospital. We stopped off at Ethan’s room first, where I met his parents and learned he was an only child.


  His parents were quick to offer condolences for my sister and asked for forgiveness for their son. I watched as Marissa leaned over his bedside and talked of memories they shared where her brother, Ethan, and her all hung out together.


  I explained to his parents. “There’s nothing to forgive. Your son is just as much a victim as my sister. The police and some investigators are trying to figure out who’s responsible for this mess and when we do, we’ll make sure our lawyers are able to have him put away for life.”


  I’d went on to ask more about Ethan, his job, and how he’s doing. The latest reports showed more brain activity and his broken leg and arms were mending. His job was given to someone else, but his company had him on disability pay.


  Marissa spoke up and asked about the insurance. He still had it, but it wasn’t covering everything. “I’m not using much of my paycheck for anything. My brother and I will be happy to donate what we can to help out with the expenses.” This woman had a true heart of gold and she’s Mine!


  I watched as his parents tried to argue with her, but she wouldn’t back down. So I cleared my throat to get everyone’s attention. “Count me in, too. My family and I’ll help with any extra expenses.”


  His parents were amazing people, as I suspected he was as well. We continued talking with them for a while, before heading up to check on Jackson.


  It didn’t surprise me to see Marissa go right up to Jackson and give him a hug. I knew she’d met my sister and him since they hosted a few of the lessons of her internship and had her take a few weeks working within their department.


  Her voice was filled with concern for him. “I’m so sorry for your loss. Let me know if there’s ever anything I can do to help you and your precious daughter.”


  Jackson would always be part of my family, no matter what. We’d grown up together and he was just as much my brother as Rafe was. I hugged him like a brother would with a strong pat on the back. “How you holding up, bro? How’s that beautiful niece of mine?”


  He stepped back, exhaustion painted all over his face. “I’m hanging in there.” I watched as he held back the tears. “I miss her so much. I’m glad that your parents are letting me stay at their place. I can’t even step foot in our house. It’s just too much emotion to deal with.” He glanced over at his daughter, Nicola, slowly starting to squirm in her incubator. “I’m just thankful for this little one. At least I’ll always have a part of Gabi here on Earth. Right now, she’s the only thing that keeps me going.”


  Marissa stood by the incubator watching as Nicola began to stretch and fisting her hands. “She’s absolutely amazing. When do you think she’ll be able to leave the hospital?”


  Jackson turned toward her. “She needs to gain at least another pound before she can be released and learn to take formula from a bottle. She’s getting close to the latter, but the way she’s gaining weight, it looks like it might be a few more weeks.”


  He looked like he was about ready to fall on his behind and I didn’t want to have to pick him up. My brother in-law was just as tall as me, but had more bulk to him. He looked intimidating as hell, but he was nothing more than a big cuddly teddy bear to my sister. “I think you need to sit for a while and try to catch a few winks.”


  “I agree.” Marissa spoke up. “You can’t be any good for your daughter if you don’t take care of yourself. Have you had anything to eat or drink lately?”


  Jackson just shook his head as he took a seat in the recliner next to Nicola’s incubator. “You’re both right. I forget to eat and I don’t want to miss a moment with Nicola, afraid I’ll miss something.”


  “I’ll go get you some food and some coffee from the cafeteria. You just rest and Marissa can watch out for her while I’m gone.” I offered.


  The cafeteria was more packed than I’d expected. I managed to snag Jackson a sandwich, some fresh fruit, a coffee for now, and water for later. I figured it would be easier to eat than trying to eat an actual meal.


  By the time I’d returned, Marissa was sitting in one of the rockers, that’d been pulled over and was trying to coax Nicola into taking her bottle, by telling her how amazing her mother and father are.


  I’d never understood the reference about the Grinch having his heart grow, but at that moment, I felt mine double in size. She was no doubt the woman I was fated to be with.


  Jackson started to stir at the smell of coffee and looked over in amazement as Nicola was drinking her formula from the bottle rather greedily. His eyes went wide. “How did you manage to do that Marissa? You’re a natural.”


  She just smiled and kept looking at Nicola in awe. “You just have to tell every girl what she longs to hear.”


  I piped up. “What’s that?” Jackson was nodding in agreement.


  “That she’s the most amazing woman in the world and that her father will always love and cherish her. Plus, she looks like an angel, so precious and beautiful, just like her mother.”


  I watched as Jackson wiped a small tear from the corner of his eye. I had to do the same. Marissa had a way with everyone.


  Marissa and I started dropping by the hospital every few days to help give Jackson some down time. We coordinated our schedules with his parents and mine, so that we wouldn’t overlap. To everyone’s surprise, it was only with Marissa present that she’d drink from the bottle, at first, but slowly Nicola starting taking the bottle from her dad.
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  The next few weeks literally flew by. We didn’t have any flights out for about a month, so Marissa, Rafe, and my father started working with me on some of the basic aspects of the business, while I taught her more about the sales and acquisition side of things. We were together 24/7, at work and home and I couldn’t be happier. My days and nights both began and ended with her by my side. We’d become so accustomed to one another that our movements appeared to be a choreographed dance.


  Marissa went from being shy and cautious about the BDSM side of things, to welcoming the lifestyle and wanting to know more. She’d asked me to show her my playroom and didn’t shy away from anything. She asked tons of questions about certain toys, implements, and items in the playroom and at the club.


  We’d begun reading some of her books in bed together. She’d ask about certain scenes and so we’d often go to the club, on the nights Kent and Carol supervised things, so that she could see things in person and get direction from Carol.


  I was amazed at how much she let her guard down. She was embracing her submissive side and starting to trust that I’d guide her and never harm her. Our biggest challenge was when I asked her to go without underwear unless I provided them and when I asked her to go naked for one weekend.


  I tried to explain, when she’d asked. “Why? Is that a submissive thing? I noticed Carol has underwear on.” She loved trying to counter my demands.


  I took up my dominant stance and lowered my voice. “I want you without underwear, so I have complete access to your delectable pussy any time, any where I want! As for you being naked this weekend . . . I want you to feel comfortable in your own skin.”


  She was okay with not wearing her panties at home and the office, but had issues with other agendas. We’d gone to a benefit gala with my family, to help out a charity and represent the company. Marissa was supposed to be my date to all these events, but we’d already crossed into new territory and I wanted her to get used to going to these events as my girlfriend and one day lover.


  She kept tugging on her dress trying to keep the slit up to her thigh closed. She’d looked radiant in a deep red one shoulder gown that hugged every inch of her curves and offered a bit of seduction with that slit. During dinner, I’d placed my hand on her inner thigh and began to rub circles up toward her center. It was amusing watching her eyes grow wide, at first, and then become hooded.


  When the dancing began and my parents, along with Rafe, took leave of the table to dance and talk with others; I had other ideas. I grabbed Marissa’s hand and walked her toward a private bathroom I knew existed at the hotel, hosting the event. The moment the door closed my hand grabbed hold of her nape and my lips were on her, pushing my tongue through, searching the depths of her mouth. I lifted one of her legs around my waist and pushed my fingers toward her folds; finding her drenched with desire.


  In between kissing, I asked. “Now do you see why I don’t want you wearing underwear?”


  She moaned and nodded as my thumb found her clit and my finger pushed through her folds.


  “I’ll bring you to release, but I want you to imagine, how good this could feel if it were my cock instead.” She was still leery of the pain it would cause, but we’d managed to work past a few boundaries with a few small toys to help stretch her. What I wouldn’t give to be pumping into her right now to feel her clench me like she’s doing my fingers.


  I’d brought her release that night and cleaned her up. She was embarrassed of what people might think we were up to. I showed her that no one was the wiser.


  We’d repeated some similar moves in our office and quite a bit at home. She began welcoming the releases and slowly started coming to me for some, when she felt pent up. We were making progress. I never asked for anything in return, but she’d often offered to go down on me to return the favor.


  The weekend without clothes proved to be a success. She started parading around the house more and more without a stitch on, unless we knew company was coming over. I’d matched her disposing of my clothing, so she wouldn’t feel alone.


  I’d loved catching her off guard and pressing the warmth of my front to her back; letting her feel how hard she was making me. I loved pressing her against the walls and counters so I could devour her mouth, play with her breasts, and fondle her folds.


  Marissa started talking to me, telling me how I made her feel, opening up to me about her dreams and desires both in life and in the bedroom. I knew we were getting close to conquering her fears. My only hope is that Tom abides by the restraining order and stays the hell away.
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  MARISSA’S PHONE WENT OFF in the early hours of the morning. I groaned from the disturbance, since we’d just gotten to bed a little while ago due to an overseas phone call to Japan, negotiating a deal to bring on some new items.


  “Calm down, Ash. I can hardly understand a word you’re saying.” Her voice was filled with panic and I could hear tears and chaos on the other end.


  I sat up in bed and mouthed. “Is everything okay?”


  She shook her head with concern written all over her face. “I’m so sorry to hear that. Please pass on my condolences to him and his family. Hold on, let me ask him.”


  I watched as Marissa put her hand over the phone. “You know how my former roommate’s wedding is coming up this weekend?”


  I nodded, still trying to wipe the sleep out of my eyes. “Yes, why? Has it been postponed or something?”


  She shook her head. “One of Brian’s groomsmen, the one I’m supposed to be paired up with, had a death in the family and is flying out today. They were wondering, if you could stand in for him and wear your tuxedo?”


  I reached out and rubbed the back of my hand against her face, causing her to lean into my touch. “You know I was going with you as your date anyway. Now, I can see what it’s like to walk down the aisle with you.”


  She laughed out and lightly slapped her hand against my chest. “You big flirt.!”


  “Ash, it’s not a problem.” I listened as her friend continued to give her some information. “Okay, just text me the address and I’ll give it to Dane, along with his phone number. Don’t worry hon, your wedding is going to be amazing. I just can’t wait for Thursday to get here so we can have your party. Just a couple more days and then it’s “girl power.” Talk to you soon.”


  I hadn’t followed all of their conversation. “What’s that about an address, number, and girl power?”


  “Brian is having a bachelor party and since you’ll be a groomsman, he wants you to come along, so she’s sending me the address and directions of where you’re going to meet. I already have his number in case you have any questions. I know you’ve only been around him a couple of times, but it might be fun. Plus, you’ll need something to keep you busy that night, since I’ll be doing the bachelorette party with my girls.”


  As she reached over to put her phone back on the nightstand, I encircled her drawing her back toward the center of the bed. “What makes you think you’re going out alone with them, when he could be out there?”


  She let her modesty go, dropping the cover she had been holding up with one hand to cover her breasts. “For starters, I won’t be alone. I’ll have Ashley, Dawn, Robin, several of Ash’s cousins, and some of her other friends with us. Second, we’re going to a place where my ex absolutely detested, so there’s no chance he’ll show up there. Third, he can’t approach me anyway with the restraining order. And lastly, we’ve been spending so much time with one another it might be nice to have a little separate time.”


  I had to admit she’s right, but I still didn’t feel comfortable leaving her alone. I don’t know why, but I’ve felt overly protective of Marissa, from the day she walked through my door. My gut told me compromise. “How about I provide all of you lovely ladies with a stretch limo and either Derrick or Rick as your driver? That way, you can all enjoy the freedom of drinking, without having to worry about a designated driver and I’ll feel a bit more relieved.”


  Her face lit up. “OMG! Ash will love you for that. She was hoping we could pool our money and hire one, but all the companies she called wanted a ridiculous amount for just a few hours.”


  She texted her girlfriend, while I texted Rick to request him for the night and let him know I’d forward him the rest of the information he needed to pick up everyone. Derrick was an imposing figure, but for Marissa’s safety, I’d prefer Rick. He used to be in the military doing special ops and is well versed in taking down an enemy without the use of a weapon.
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  Marissa has been bouncing around with tons of energy today. She’s barely been able to sit still long enough to do her work at the office. I know she’s excited to see her friends again, especially Dawn, which to my surprise, my brother keeps asking about, but I wish she’d stop, because the more she bounces around with her breasts, the more I want to close the door and bend her over the desk and lick her until she screams.


  That night she asked for my help in picking out a dress. She still wouldn’t tell me where they were going only that it was a favorite spot of theirs, where they used to go when they were roommates.


  The first couple of dresses were too revealing, too short, or too enticing. Why did I ever pick some of these dresses out? I don’t want anyone, but me to see her in them. Finally, we agreed on one that looked flattering, playful, and only held a little glance of cleavage. She’d definitely be wearing underwear tonight. I didn’t want anyone to see what was mine!


  Brian had told me to dress casual. So I wore a pair of dark washed jeans and a blue polo shirt. He’d given me the address to a bar and offered to pick me up along the way.


  The bar he’d wanted was packed solid with college students. His friends and I tried coming up with various ideas, but no one would agree on anything.


  Brian suddenly had a devious smile. I could tell he was cooking up something good. “Why don’t we go spy on the girls? Ash gave me strict instructions of no strip joints or sex clubs, so let’s see what they’re doing and really embarrass them.”


  I couldn’t wait to see where Marissa and everyone ended up. She’d had my curiosity peaked for the past couple of days. I hope it wasn’t any place too crazy.


  Brian started walking down a couple blocks, explaining. “It’s easier to walk than to try moving the cars and finding new parking.”


  I followed him up to a building, asking the price of cover and offered to pick up the tab. I noticed Rick was just inside the door. “Everything okay so far?” I needed to know she was safe before I sought her out.


  He looked over toward me. “Yes, sir. They just settled into some seats about an hour ago and are waiting for their turn. There’s been no trouble so far.”


  Brian came up and patted me on the shoulder. “Let’s get some drinks and find a dark corner to watch from. I don’t want them to know we’re here yet. Trust me, Dane, you’re in for a treat tonight, especially if they can talk Marissa into singing.”


  “Singing? Marissa?” I turned toward Brian, who was smiling like a Cheshire cat, and began taking in my surroundings. They were at a karaoke bar.


  I followed him and his buddies over to a side table that opened up in the back and kept watch over Marissa as she talked very animatedly with Dawn and Ash. She’d never told me she liked to sing or do karaoke.


  I didn’t have to wait long to why Brian was all smiles. The club’s host was at the mike, “We have a couple requests from a bridal party that’s here celebrating with the bride. Ashley, could you please stand up?”


  We watched as she stood. “Everyone let’s give her and her friends a huge round of congratulations and applause as we welcome them up on stage so they can sing, as they put it, some “Girl Power.” Let’s give it up to them for the Spice Girl’s Wannabe.”


  I watched as several microphones were pulled forward, with only five of the girls getting up on stage and Marissa taking the center. I waited with baited breath to see how she’d do. The music began to pump and I recognized the song immediately and smiled.


  Brian leaned forward, his eyes glimmering with happiness. “Our girls are big fans of the ’80’s and ’90’s music. Marissa is the only one who can pull off Scary Spice’s lines. Just watch!”


  I instantly heard my girl belt out the first line of the song and couldn’t believe how talented she was. I watched as the girls started dancing around the stage and doing their lines. They must’ve choreographed a whole routine to this number.


  I was under the spell of a siren when Marissa hit, “If you wannabe my lover . . .” Oh, yes, my dear. I definitely want to be your lover. I want to be your everything; all you’ll ever want or will ever NEED! Her voice and her movements were a livewire to my crotch.


  I heard one of Brian’s buddy’s speak up. “I don’t know who that fine piece of ass in the center is, but I can’t wait to get my hands on her and in her.”


  I pushed back my chair and started to reach for the little fucker, when Brian jumped between us. “David, so not cool!” He yelled, thankfully not loud enough to cause anyone to look our way. “That’s his girlfriend. Show some respect!”


  David was nice enough to extend his hand and apologize. “I’m sorry, man. I had no idea she’s your girl. You’re one lucky son-of-a-bitch.”


  Rick came over to make sure things were okay. “Everything alright boss?”


  “Thanks, Rick. Everything’s fine. David here was just apologizing for a rather vulgar statement he made about Marissa.” I watched as Rick’s eyes glared and he punched his fist to let him know not to do it again. It was surprising how quiet David soon became.


  The song finished and Brian and I couldn’t help it but go up to the stage and plant kisses on our sweethearts. They were both surprised we’d crashed their party.


  The crowd was on their feet still applauding, when the host asked. “Do you want to go ahead with the next song?”


  Marissa turned toward Ash. “You promised it was only one song.”


  Ash let go of Brian and swung her arms around Marissa, begging. “Come on, hon. You know Brian and I really love when you sing Expose.” It was amazing the lengths Ash would go to try and talk her into singing. Her lips pushed out and she had a sad look on her face. “Please.” She whined. “I am the bride, you know. When will we have this chance again?” Then she started bouncing up and down. “I have an idea. Let’s get Brian and Dane up on stage with us and . . .” She started scanning the crowd and motioning for one of the other guys to come forward. “Come on up here Jared. We can pair him with Dawn.”


  Ash turned and whispered to the host. “Okay folks, we need just a couple of minutes to reset the mikes and pull up the requested song.”


  Ash quickly pulled all of us guys up on stage and told a couple of her friends to save our seats. “Okay, guys, we need you to just stand behind us and look like you’re lusting after us. We’ll do all the work, just follow our leads.” She started to turn around and bumped elbows with Marissa and winked. “By the way, there may be some touching involved.”


  I swallowed hard. It was all I could do to conceal the raging hard on that was begging to be released from the zipper in my pants. I looked at Marissa pleadingly and glanced toward my crotch. She didn’t seemed surprised by anything and actually had a lascivious look on her face. The music started to cue up on the karaoke machine, when she leaned forward and whispered. “We’ll have to take care of that.” Then she winked and turned around.


  I kept hoping it would be a tame song, maybe Expose’s Point of No Return or Come Go With Me. As soon as the first few lines of music played, I knew I was in trouble.


  Brian, Jared, and I watched as Ash and Dawn grabbed their mikes and started dancing seductively in front of their respective partners, while Marissa started belting out the first set of lyrics.


  I’d considered myself lucky that Marissa hadn’t reached for her . . . oh shit! She grabbed her mike and started singing the chorus straight to my face, “Let me be the one . . .” as she pressed up against my body and wiggled her way down.


  I couldn’t help but whisper. “You’re playing with fire, little one.”


  As the chorus switched to Dawn and Ashley, Marissa leaned in close, her breasts pressing up against my chest and whispered, “Bring it!,” before placing a small peck on my cheek.


  This song was torture, bringing out a wild side to Marissa that I’d never seen or knew existed. Note to self, buy a karaoke machine for the bedroom and load it with ’80’s and ’90’s music!


  I was about at my limit when the song started winding down. Marissa walked around me and squeezing my behind, like Ash and Dawn did to their guys. But, then she pressed her back against my front and pressed one of her hands behind her, gripping hold of my crotch. I slipped both arms around her. One grabbed hold of her neck and pulled her head back against mine, where I could nip at the spot below her ear that drove her mad. My other hand wrapped round her waist and held her tight against me as I pressed my erection into her back. I couldn’t take it any more, I had to ask her. “Submit to me, mi amore. Let me be the one . . .”


  I relaxed my hold on her as she turned to face me, with her eyes downcast. “Yes, Sir.”
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  I’D CONTEMPLATED FOR DAYS whether I should tell Dane that I felt I was ready to trust him with my body and soul. I guess a little liquid courage and some seductive songs helped me realize I had physical needs, and while the releases he’d given me were wonderful, I needed something more to quench the fire brewing inside me. I wanted to experience what the characters in my book felt, nirvana with a soul deep connection.


  The song ended and Dane wouldn’t let go of my hand. He whispered something to Brian, then Ash and Dawn, before grabbing my purse and heading toward the door. “Rick, I need you to take us home and then come back to drive the girls home when they’re done.”


  Dane pulled me into his arms and nipped a line up my neck to my lips, where he glided his tongue against them before plunging into my mouth. He kissed me like there was no tomorrow. “You mean everything to me, my love. Without you I can’t breathe.” His words were broken through our kisses, but I heard every one of them and sucked on his tongue in return to show how much I desired him.


  Rick honked the horn to gain our attention. Dane quickly picked me up and carried me over to the back door, before opening it and sliding me inside. He was quick to raise the panel between us and Rick, only stating, “Let me know when we arrive home.”


  The car began to move as Dane stalked over to where I was seated. His pupils were wide and darkened with desire. The half hooded lids held me captive to his gaze. I was helpless prey caught in the hunter’s trap, ready to be devoured and I looked forward to it. A variety of scenes we’d witnessed and read about played through the thoughts in my mind. I knew he was a well trained Dom, my Dom, but I was scared I’d let him down and began to stare at the floor.


  He lifted my chin. “You’ve nothing to fear tonight my love. You’re giving me the greatest gift a man can have. While I’m not really into vanilla sex, I’m willing to go gentle tonight and not do anything outside of what you are comfortable with. You have complete control tonight. The safety words we’ve been using apply. Do you understand?”


  I nodded.


  “What color are we at?” He held his breath waiting for my answer.


  I smiled. “Green, Sir.”


  Dane pulled me closer to him before starting to stretch out over me, causing me to lie back on the seat. His leg came between mine as he placed gentle kisses from below my earlobe, down toward my neck, and across the swell of my breasts, occasionally nipping my skin sending waves of desire coursing to my center.


  His knee pressed against my crotch and I couldn’t help myself. I needed to rock against it, feel some friction against my center. I felt my eyes begin to close as heat began to build in my belly.


  “I want your eyes on me, cara.” He grabbed hold of both my wrists and held them in one hand above my head before shifting his knee away from me. I pouted. “Remember who’s in control here. Besides, I don’t want you coming before we get home. We’re almost there love.”


  Why must he live so far from the downtown area? The thought had just passed through my mind when the car came to a stop. Dane righted me on the seat and helped straighten my attire, before helping me out of the car. He slipped Rick some cash before he took off and headed back to my friends.


  He grabbed hold of my hand and guided me through the door and held me firm against him as he set the alarm. He pressed my front into the door while he came up behind me and lifted the hem of my dress while pressing the length of his erection against my behind.


  I could feel my blood heating, the need to feel how firm he was. I tried to move my ass against him, move my arms to feel him, but he held me tight. “This is driving you crazy isn’t it?”


  I barely managed a, “Yes.”


  “That’s how you made me feel in the limo. Remember that and I’ll never do this again. Come let’s get you into bed.” Before I could process it, he had me spun around and in his arms, sprinting toward the bedroom we shared.


  He slammed the door to his room, pulled the shoes off my feet, and sat me down on the floor. I quickly cast my eyes downward. “You may look at me and speak freely tonight, love. Now strip for your Dom.”


  Finally! The clothes were uncomfortable against my overheated skin and my underwear was completely soaked through with my moisture.


  I removed the dress slowly and let it fall to the floor, along with my lace panties, and bra. I stood before him naked, my breathing accelerated, my nipples puckered tight from the chill of the air, and my folds dripping with my essence, anticipating his next move.


  Dane walked around me a couple of times, as he slowly began to shed his shirt and then his jeans. I was surprised to see he’d gone commando, but could see his penis standing at full attention. I had to look twice because it actually looked bigger than it ever had before.


  I watched as he pulled down the sheets and turned to me. “Get in the center of the bed, love.”


  I didn’t question, I just allowed my body to respond to his commands and followed my heart. He followed behind me and as soon as I lay down, he was hovering over me, his legs straddling mine, his eyes full of lust, and his breathing altered. “Do you have any idea how beautiful you are?”


  I shook my head, unable to pull my eyes off of him.


  “It’s all I can do to contain myself and not want to plunge right into you. You’ve awakened my soul to a connection I never knew existed. I’m drawn to you on so many levels.”


  He leaned forward against my chest, as his arms held most of the weight; his lips laying tender kisses along one shoulder, up my neck, down my jaw line, until he hit my lips. His teeth teased my lower lip until his mouth devoured it, sucking it into his mouth, causing me to gasp. “I want your permission to tie your hands with silk, love.” His breathing faltered as he asked the words.


  I couldn’t answer all I could do was lift my arms above my head. I watched as he reached into a drawer of his nightstand and removed two silk scarves. He rose up to take my right wrist in his hand, gently wrapping the silk around my wrist and checking to make sure it wasn’t too tight before repeating the action with the left one.


  Dane leaned toward the headboard making his muscles ripple across his chest and his cock rub against my stomach. I watched in fascination as two of the decorative carvings began to swing out and reveal hooks. He splayed my arms out above me and tied them loosely to the hooks. “Are you comfortable? What color are we at?”


  My mind began to wonder until his questions brought me back to the present. “I’m fine and we’re still green, Sir.”


  His lips began to kiss a line down my neck and chest until his lips sucked in one of my nipples, while one hand began to play with the other, rolling it between his fingers and thumb. I felt a zing of excitement shoot through me as his teeth bit softly into the flesh of my nipple and pulled it back with his teeth, letting it pop forward to stand erect and needy. His hand began to massage my breast as his tongue licked a line to my other nipple where he repeated the same action.


  “Eyes on me pet.” His words were strong, as my eyes refocused on him. “I want to be able to read your emotions. I want you to know who’s bringing you this pleasure. I need to mark you as MINE, my love.”


  A throaty, “Yes,” stumbled out of my mouth and I watched in fascination as his teeth gently bit into the side of my breast and his lips sucked on it causing a mark to form.


  His knees slipped inside mine, causing me to open myself up to him. His hands moved up and down my sides as his lips kissed a line down toward my navel; his tongue dipping into it and circling down toward my mound. As soon as his tongue hit the top of my labia, I arched my back and began to squirm, needing to feel more.


  “More.” Did I just say that out loud?


  “Anything you desire cara mia.” Dane’s voice was laden with promises to come.


  His hands parted my folds as his tongue took a swipe at my clit, seeking out my hard nubbin and biting it gently with his teeth. His hands began to massage the muscles of my inner thighs and work their way up to my center, where one of his fingers circled the outer edges of my center before plunging inside. A moment later, a second finger was added, alternating between plunging in and out and scissoring me to stretch me for his girth.


  I couldn’t contain myself. I began to ride his hand and his mouth as he continued to suck on my clit and finger my core. “I need . . .”


  “Yes, Marissa. Tell me what is it you need?” His face was dripping with my essence, his eyes were glazed and full of lust and adoration for me.


  “I need you. I want to feel your cock in me.” I couldn’t believe I was saying these words, but his actions had my climax building and hanging on the edge of a precipice, ready to fly forward.


  A small smile spread across his face, as his thumb ground into my clit with firm pressure, while his fingers pressed hard against my g-spot. “Then come for me, mi amore.”


  My back arched involuntarily as my lungs shouted out my release. His thumb continued to ground out my orgasm as he slowly kissed his way back up toward my lips, nipping on the edges of them, causing me to crave his touch even more.


  His hands came up and caressed both sides of my face, as his cock aligned at my entrance. “Are you ready for this?”


  I nodded. We’d already discussed whether I was on the pill and I saw his health report showing he was completely clean. So I knew he wouldn’t be reaching for a condom. If I was going to do this, I wanted to feel the full effect of what it’s like to become one with him. “Still green, Sir.”


  His eyes closed for a moment as he took in a deep breath, absorbing the depth of my words. When he reopened them, they were filled with a desire I’d never seen on a person before.


  I lifted my head towards his lips, needing to feel them pressed against mine. He caught onto my need and kissed me with such intensity that I felt his soul merge with me. He thrust his tongue into my mouth and I matched his every movement.


  He had me so distracted and relaxed that I didn’t feel him enter at first, until he gasped. His face showed that he was wrestling with his need. “You’re so damn tight. I’m having to hold back and not rush, or this might be over quicker than we’d like.”


  I wanted so badly to hold onto him, pull him closer and stroke him with reassurance. I wrapped my legs around his back causing me to tilt my hips and opening myself up to him. He pushed forward slowly until surprise swept across his face and he stopped.


  “Marissa, you’re still a virgin.” I looked at him with surprise. I thought Tom had broken my barrier, that it was the reason why I’d bled so much that night. “If you want to remain one, I can pull out and we don’t have to go any further. You have the power to stop this.”


  His lips were only a breath away from mine. I leaned up and licked them, before pulling at his lower lip with my teeth. “Make me yours, Sir.”


  He kissed me gently, but warned. “When I push through, it will hurt just for a few seconds, then the pain should go away and you should only feel pleasure. Are you ready?”


  I nodded and held my breath as he reared back with his cock and pushed forward into me. I could feel the pinch and a quick flash of pain. I looked down to notice that he was fully sheathed inside me. He’d hovered over me, letting me adjust to his size, as he began caressing my face with one of his hands and kissing me gently. “You’re doing good, love. The hard part is over.”


  I felt the tension in my body release and felt Dane start to move above me in small strokes. The pain was gone, he hadn’t lied to me. I soon felt a stirring in my belly letting me know my climax was starting to build.


  In a rushed breath, he uttered, “My God, you feel so damn good. I want to stay inside you for all time.” His lips came down hard against mine as his tongue plunged into my mouth and increasing speed along with his cock. The strokes were longer, faster, and harder as our breathing sped up and I found myself standing on the edge of ecstasy.


  I felt my insides begin to quiver against him and my eyes begin to close, absorbing all the new feelings and sensations he’d awakened inside of me.


  “Open your eyes, Now! I need to see you when you lose yourself to me. Be my submissive, Marissa, be my girlfriend, mi amore.”


  He decreased his stroke slightly, waiting for me to answer. “The answer is yes, Sir, to all.”


  A warm smile spread across his face as a sheen of sweat broke out on his forehead. He picked up his pace and leaned over my lips, looking deep into my eyes, as he whispered, “Come with me, love . . . come for me NOW.”


  My body responded instantly to his words, clenching around his cock and trying to hold him deep within me. I screamed out his name as he thrust into me one last time before praising my name on his lips.


  He quickly unhooked the scarves and let my hands wrap around his neck to hold him tight to me, as we kept kissing one another, and feeling the small sensations of our orgasms begin to fade.


  Dane wrapped his arms around me and rolled us to where I was on top, still keeping us connected. His hands caressed my back, drawing small circles against my skin as he looked at me in reverence. “Are you okay, my darling? I didn’t hurt you did I?”


  “If this is how amazing sex is, then please teach me; give me more.” I smiled before planting a chaste kiss on his lips.


  He placed both his hands on each side of my face. “You truly amaze me. Don’t worry, we’ll do more, but you might be a little sore right now. I’ll draw us a bath so you can soak and we can continue at whatever speed you’re comfortable with.”


  He kissed my forehead, my nose, and then my lips. “Sex can be this amazing with the right person. While some Dom’s like to call it the act of fucking, with you it will always be an act of love.”


  His words made the last piece of wall I’d built around my heart melt. I felt as though I hadn’t a care in the world. He was right, I was definitely sore. I’d winced when he’d finally pulled out of me.


  The water felt amazing, as he slid in behind me and washed every inch of me before washing himself. He told me he wishes to wake me one day with sex and wanted to see if the idea scared me. Just waking up next to him seemed like a dream, but adding that would surely be a bonus.


  “Bring me into your world, Dane. Show me what you desire in a submissive and push me to my limits. I promise to let you know if you ever go too far, my love.”
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  THE LAST COUPLE OF days have been a dream. Marissa and I fit so perfectly together, in all aspects of our lives, that I wonder how I ever managed to survive without her.


  I’ve given her freedom to explore her sexuality the past couple of days and she hasn’t disappointed. She’s been open to a variety of positions and to taking her on several of the surfaces in my home. Kent and my father were right, when she was ready, she came to me and has kept coming trying to be a little temptress by delving into the seductive lingerie I’d originally purchased her.


  She’s topping from the bottom and I’ve allowed it, only because I want her trust and comfortable with us being a couple. But, tonight, her friend Ashley is getting married and I’ve got a few surprises up my sleeve. First, we’re both in the wedding so we need to be at the hotel, were the entire event is taking place. Second, I’ve booked us a room so we can enjoy the festivities and already be on sight for a send off breakfast they’re having in the morning. And lastly, it’s time I reign in my sub and show her more of what I want between us; for me to lead and her to submit.


  “Hurry up, Marissa, or we’re going to be late.” I yelled up toward the stairs, having already packed our suitcases in the car.


  “I’m coming. Ash just called and I had to go looking through my drawers to bring her a tube of lipstick she wants to borrow.” Her face was all smiles as she descended the staircase.


  As soon as she hit the bottom step, I pulled her against my chest, wrapped my hand around her hair and pulled back to get her attention. Her eyes began to darken with desire, as a sinful smile spread across her face. She opened her mouth to speak, but my lips sealed over hers, devouring every inch of her. A few minutes went by and I finally broke off the kiss, leaving us both breathless. “I can’t believe I have to be away from you for a few hours.”


  Marissa’s arms circled round my waist, as she laid her head over my chest. “I don’t like it either. I can’t believe she won’t let me do my own makeup and hair. I’d rather have those extra hours spent in your arms.”


  I kept an arm around her waist, as I set the alarm and guided her out of the house. A short drive later and we were at the hotel. She was surprised to see a couple dozen long stemmed red roses waiting on the table as we entered our suite. I’d thought about bringing some wine or champagne, but Brian promised an open bar at the event, plus the suite came with a partially stocked bar in the room.


  “Oh, Dane, the roses are so beautiful!” Her eyes were on the verge of tears as she read the card:
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  I couldn’t stand to see her cry, even tears of happiness, so I decided to go all Dom on her. “Look at me, pet.” Her eyes instantly lifted and the tears subsided.


  “I have some rules while you’re away from me and for tonight, or we’ll have a more aggressive punishment.” I looked down on her, determination in my eyes, that she’d obey every one of them. “I’m sure you do want to be able to sit the next couple of days.”


  Her eyes went wide, the pulse at her neck began to speed up, and she swallowed hard. “Yes, Sir. Direct me as you wish.”


  My hand held her chin as I planted a chaste kiss on her lips. “You’re to wear the matching white lace bra and thong back panties. You’re to have your phone with you at all times. I don’t want your hair all pinned atop your head. I want it straight, so I can wrap it around my wrist and hold you firmly in place as I drive into your hot sheath tonight.”


  I watched as her breath became erratic and the sweet scent of her arousal filled the air. “You are not to talk to any male outside of myself, Brian, or Ashley’s dad. Understood?”


  Her eyes never left mine as she swallowed hard and a smile spread across her face. “Yes, Sir.”


  Marissa’s scent was starting to drive me wild with need. I was seconds away from backing her against the nearest wall and taking her, when the hotel room’s phone rang. I’d picked up, wondering who’d be calling our room and sure enough, it was Ashley. “Perfect timing Ash!”


  I handed the phone over to Marissa. “Hey, something wrong? Oh, that’s good. Yes, I’ve got the lipstick. What room are you in again? I’ll be right there.”


  I guess my need to be with her would have to wait. I watched as Marissa grabbed the tube of lipstick from her purse, grabbed her phone, the lingerie I asked that she wear, along with her dress bag and shoes for the wedding.


  She looked at me with regret as she started to walk past me toward the door. So I stopped her. “What’s wrong, cara?”


  She just shook her head and brushed her knuckles against the side of my face. “I wanted to spend just a little more time with you.”


  I had to smile. To know that she needed me as much as I needed her made me love her even more. I leaned forward to press a kiss to her forehead. “We’ll be together soon, mi amore.”


  No sooner had I said that, my cell phone rang and it was Brian wanting to know when I was headed down the hall to his suite? “I’ll be there in a minute.”


  My knuckles caressed the side of her face, as my fingers danced down along the side of her neck and followed the neckline of her dress. I needed to stop what I was doing or we’d both be in trouble for being late. “I love you, Marissa.”


  I hadn’t realized what I’d said until it was out of my mouth. Sure, I’d written it on the flower card, but I’d yet to proclaim the sentiments to anyone other than my family. I was certain I’d scared her, stating things too soon. I quickly looked away, gathering up my tuxedo, shoes, and any other items I might need, when I heard her say. “I love you, too, Dane.”


  I felt a weight lift off my shoulders and walked over to where she held the door open for us. “You have no idea just how happy you’ve made me to hear that.”


  She raised one eyebrow at me and smirked. “I think I have an idea.” She leaned up on her tip toes and licked up the side of my neck before nipping at the side of my mouth and planting a soft kiss on my lips. I wanted more, but my little temptress sprinted off toward the elevators, causing me to chase her, needing her. However, she was too quick and the doors started to close before I could get there. I yelled out, “Just wait until I get a hold of you later!”


  She smiled. “I can’t wait!”
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  A couple hours later, Brian and the rest of us took our positions at the front of the wedding altar overflowing with twinkling lights and flowers inside one of the convention rooms of the hotel. The whole room was filled with autumnal colors of gold, deep reds, and browns, despite it being a summer wedding. It made me wonder if Marissa and I were lucky enough to have this milestone, what our day would look like. One day at a time, Dane! You’ve already pushed her so quickly in just a month. Pace yourself, you don’t want to scare her off, no matter how deep the love you feel for her.


  The music started to play as I watched everyone begin to walk down the aisle. My only focus was on my heart’s desire, Marissa. She hadn’t let me see the dress Ashley had picked out. When she strolled into the room, I almost forgot to breathe. She had on a beautiful wine colored tea length dress that was shorter in the front than back and flared at her hips, showing off those long luscious legs I want wrapped around my back later. Think ice cold shower! You don’t need a raging hard on in front of everyone. The top of the dress fit snug against her breasts and outlined every inch of her beauty. I’d first thought the gown was strapless until she flung one side of her hair back to reveal a broad strap across each shoulder. I was only here as a groomsman, but felt such an intense reaction to seeing her walk down the aisle toward me that had my head thinking about all the possibilities the future could hold.


  I watched as Brian went from nervousness to all smiles as Ashley entered. She was definitely beautiful in her dress, but to me she couldn’t even come close to my Italian goddess.


  I tuned out at what was said; staring at how beautiful my sweet pet looked. I was one lucky bastard! I noticed the clapping begin after they were introduced and began walking down. I followed in line until mine and Marissa’s arms were linked. I leaned over and whispered to her. “You look beautiful, mi amore.”


  The next hour was filled with picture after picture. I was about ready to blow a gasket if we weren’t able to sit down soon. I could hear Marissa’s stomach rumbling and I was feeling the hunger, too.


  While the wedding was a celebration of love in dark rich fall colors, the reception looked like a romantic homage to Winter. Marissa had explained that Ashley, while usually contemporary, liked certain colors and wanted it her way or it wasn’t going to happen until the fall season.


  I was thankful to be part of the wedding party so Marissa and I could sit together. I had the strangest feeling that if I let her out of my sight, something bad was going to happen.
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  Several hours passed and the reception started heating up. The food had been amazing. Their parents had spared no expense in throwing them a dream wedding. Just as I was letting my guard down and enjoying a slow sultry dance with my precious woman, I heard chairs being thrown to the floor and a major commotion going on behind us.


  “You trollop. You’re nothing but a two timing whore. You use people and then move onto your next victim.” Marissa froze instantly and began to shake in my arms.


  I watched as a couple guys left the room yelling out for security. Ashley, Brian, Dawn, and the rest of the wedding party tried to grab hold of Tom and hold him back. “You’re not permitted here, Tom.” Brian lashed out. “The invitation you received was prior to you and Marissa breaking up. When that happened you were no longer welcome to share in our day.”


  Tom lurched out of his hold and tried to punch him, but I bolted forward and blocked his shot. The little fucker had nerve, that’s for sure. “The great Dane Prescott; I thought you only liked the best; only those who’d be happy to lay down for you and spread their legs.” His breath reeked of alcohol.


  He looked over at Marissa with hatred in his eyes and then back at me, as he started laughing. “So how does it feel being with such a frigid bitch.”


  I watched in horror as I saw Marissa, her face full or rage, step forward and slap the bastard hard across the face. “You couldn’t take the hint with the restraining order? You’re here violating it and risking arrest all because you refuse to let me go. Take a hint. I. DON’T. WANT. You! You were never nice to me, never cared or gave a damn about my feelings. Just get the HELL OUT OF HERE!” I watched as she looked around. “Someone call the police. He’s not supposed to be near me, let alone in this room.”


  Tom suddenly grabbed her arm as he reared back, ready to punch her, but I stepped in the way and took one to my right eye. “That’s all you have, Mr. Big Shot? You’re some kind of man trying to force a woman to your will and then when you don’t get your way, having to beat them. You’re nothing but a loser, a poser, and not worth anyone’s time.”


  I stepped back trying to put some distance between us, as I noticed security start to enter the room. Tom tried to take a swing at me again, but this time I hit him right in the nose. I could here the crunch of bone and knew it was broken, giving me some satisfaction.


  Tom noticed the security and started to push and shove his way over to another exit yelling. “You’d better watch your back Prescott. I’m coming for what’s mine and you can’t have it.”


  We don’t know how he managed to slip past everyone looking for him, but he was on the run. The police showed up and we gave them a detailed description of what happened. At least violating his restraining order created an APB for his arrest.


  Marissa and I’d both been shaken by the events. I got us some brandy from the bar and asked her to sip it slowly, while I gulped mine down and then got a couple more. My nerves were shot. How dare that jerk call her names like that and in front of her friends. A woman was to be respected and treasured, not treated like a lesser class citizen.


  Marissa was extremely apologetic to Ash and Brian, but they were the one’s who’d apologized to her. “We should’ve called him and told him directly that he couldn’t come or at least told security to check a list of names we should’ve provided.” Ash leaned over and hugged Marissa. “I’m so sorry, hon. No one ought to be treated like that. I’m glad you have Dane, now. You’re an amazing person and you deserve happiness.”


  I stood and took Marissa’s hand. “I think it’s time we head up to our room and try to calm down.” I turned toward Ash and Brian. “Thank you for letting us be a part of your special day. I’m sorry for the chaos, but at least now everyone can breathe a little easier and enjoy what’s left of this special day.”


  Ash gave Marissa another hug, as Brian shook my hand. He pulled me close enough to whisper. “I’m sorry, man. I had no clue that piece of shit would show up.”


  I pulled him into a half man hug. “What’s done is done. Let’s just move on and hope that Tom screws up enough that the police eventually put him away and we can all breathe a little easier.”


  I held Marissa close as we headed back to our room. She’d calmed down some, but seemed jumpy at every corner, as though she expected him to jump out at her. “You’re safe with me, cara. I will do everything in my power to keep you safe.”


  We got back to the room and I could see that she had slipped back into her old personality traits of being quiet and reclusive. I squared my shoulders, stood tall, and let my Dom side come out. “I know you’ve had a rough day, love. But, I need you to strip down to your lingerie, now. I want to see what belongs me, your Dom!”


  She paused for a moment. “No thinking, Marissa. I want to see that dress come off, now!”


  Her eyes instantly went to the floor, as her hands went to her side to a hidden zipper. I walked over and lay down on the bed; watching as she took off her shoes and her stockings and then waited for further direction.


  I patted the spot beside me on the bed before I reached out my hand. “Come to me, pet. Let me look at how beautiful you are.”


  I watched as she seemed to gain some confidence and walked over, sitting upright on the bed beside me. I could stare up at her face for an eternity.


  I’d already taken off my shoes, jacket and cummerbund. “I want you to undo my tie, unbutton and unzip my pants, and undo the buttons on my shirt, bella.”


  Her hands were shaky, at first, but she moved swiftly to do as I’d asked. The feel of her hands moving across the skin on my chest and abdomen, was nearly my undoing. My boxer briefs were already straining against the hardness of my erection.


  I grabbed hold of her hand interlacing our fingers. I brought the back of her hand to my lips to kiss, before I raised them both up to her face as I gently brushed the side of her cheek. “I’m so in love with you, angelo mio. I need you, always, mi amore.” The words were spoken from the depths of my heart.


  She tensed and inhaled sharply. I watched as she shifted on the bed, leaning over me and squinted. She released my hand quickly and clutched her chest. “Oh my god! It’s you!” She started backing away from the bed.


  I wasn’t sure what she was talking about until I replayed the words I’d spoken in my head and got out of the bed, catching my reflection in one of the mirrors on the wall. Shit! She knows! I might as well come clean and be truthful, hoping she’ll forgive me.


  I tried to move toward her, but she kept backing away from me. “Were you stalking me?” She started pacing the floor and shaking her head. “How could I’ve been so blind, not to realize it was you?”


  I’d gone over to the bar and poured us a couple glasses of whiskey. It was the strongest thing they had in the room and handed her a glass. I was surprised when she took it and started gulping it down. I just sat in the reading chair, nursing my drink and trying to figure out what I could say to make her listen.


  She continued pacing, while she drank her whiskey and spouted out questions left and right. She was trying to make sense of things in her head and forming a conclusion that was far from what happened. “How could I’ve been so blind, so stupid?”


  I was done listening to this chatter. “Marissa, that’s enough!” I yelled out. “It’s time for you to stop fabricating your own theories and listen to the truth. I’ve not lied to you yet and I don’t intend to.”


  “But, you didn’t tell me.” She argued.


  My head was beginning to throb as the shiner I now sported began to get painful. I used my hand to support my head as I told her my story. “That night was one of the lowest points in my life. You know how I felt responsible for Gabi’s death. Well, I had to live it twice that month, first the night she died and a couple weeks later when she finally gave birth to her daughter, only to be taken off life support and be gone for good.”


  Tears began to form at the corners of my eyes. I watched as she turned away from me to contemplate my words, as she stared out the window. “I couldn’t accept that she was already gone. I’d walk into her room and see her breath and hear her heart beat on the monitor, along with Nicola’s on the baby monitor, and I had hope she’d come back to us. The funeral was the day you’d found me in the streets, drunk and ready to die.”


  I took another sip of the whiskey needing the liquid courage. “I’ll admit that the day we’d shared that kiss in the elevator at work, was the best day in my life. I’d felt lost and without purpose. I had a girlfriend, but I didn’t feel the love or the intensity that I found in our kiss. You had me so mesmerized, that I wanted to follow you, ask you your full name and see if I could call you sometime; but that kiss . . . it melted my brain. By the time I’d come back to myself, you were already out the front door and nowhere to be seen.”


  She turned toward me. “You came looking for me, Dane?”


  “Yes. I did. I walked up and down the sidewalk for twenty minutes hoping I would spot you. But, I never saw where you’d gone. I knew I had no right to ask you out, until I broke it off with Tiffany, so I decided to go home and call her.


  “It took me a while to finally reach her, but she kept avoiding meeting up. So I went over to her place, and you know the rest of what happened. During the worst time of my life, the only bright spot was remembering our kiss and how beautiful you looked that day. I tried asking my dad for your information, but he’d refused, thinking I was just smitten.”


  I watched as Marissa moved away from the window and sat down on the edge of the bed across from me. “So you weren’t stalking me that night?”


  I shook my head. “I had no clue who you were, other than your first name. I didn’t know where you lived and was so drunk that I don’t recall how I even got there. All I do remember was seeing the spirit of Gabi.”


  I got up and paced a bit, feeling antsy, before finally settling down beside her. I reached up pushing some hair out of her face and behind her ear. “I know it sounds stupid, but I believe she led me to you. I was at the point that I didn’t care what happened to me. I’d thought I had nothing left to live for. But, she told me it wasn’t my time and that my destiny was right there beside me. It was you. I don’t know how I found you, but I knew I needed you in my life. You’re the only person I’ve ever felt a soul deep connection with. The only one I’ve ever told all my fantasies, secrets, and desires. The only one that I trust completely . . . I need you, Marissa, always.”


  A small smile spread across her face. “I thought I was imagining things that night. I’d already had an encounter, where I’d felt a spark with a stranger in the elevator, and then that same spark that night when our hands touched. I didn’t recognize you, but felt I knew you from somewhere. I knew you were speaking with someone, but didn’t understand who you’d lost. My heart nearly ripped in half because of the emotional pain you were feeling.”


  Tears started to pour down her face. I reached up and brushed them away with my thumbs as I cradled her face in my hands. “It’s okay, cara. You saved me, not only that night, but when we kissed. Our lives were fated to intertwine.”


  She nodded in agreement. “I couldn’t understand why I felt so drawn to you that night. I cried for hours after you were taken away in the ambulance and sent out healing thoughts into the universe for you.”


  Her hands came up to grip my wrists. In a soft voice she admitted. “I heard your sister that night. She spoke to me. She’d told me to watch over her brother, because you needed me. I thought I was delusional at first, but I’ve heard her voice a few times, the last being at the hospital when I got Nicola to finally drink her bottle.”


  I took her drink and walked over to the bar to place our cups in the sink. I shifted my gaze back toward the bed. “I need you, Marissa. I know we’ve been through more than our fair share tonight. I’d brought some toys and restraints to have a little playtime, but right now all I want is to lose myself in you, making love to my girlfriend.”


  I didn’t have to wait for her response, as her lips pressed firmly against mine, begging for attention.
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  THE PAST COUPLE OF months have been surreal. In a way I was relieved to find out that Dane was the man I’d saved that night. It’d left me a little unnerved not being able to figure out why I felt a strong pull to him that night, but now it made sense.


  At first I’d questioned why his family had been so caring toward me, but now I knew; I’d saved their son’s life. Thinking back on it, I don’t know why it ever escaped me not to put two and two together with the notes of thanks marked with an A. for Alexander and C for Celia.


  I’d asked whether my job was created because I’d saved his life, but both him and his father assured me it was based on my knowledge and the fact that Conner had stole my initial offering. Mr. Prescott even admitted that he thought I was a better fit in the department I was working in and let me know that Conner hadn’t lasted because he’d been unable to come up with any ideas of his own and his work performance was severely lacking.


  It felt good to know that karma still existed in the world. Speaking of karma, Tom ended up getting arrested and taken into custody for violating the restraining order, but somehow managed to get out the next day with only a warning and a slap to the hand. Dane was furious and wouldn’t let me go anywhere by myself, which wasn’t really a problem, considering we’d been traveling all across most of Europe for the past two months.


  We’d flown back over to France, getting to see a little bit of Paris and its surrounding areas. We also swung by Germany, Sicily, Ireland, Japan, and Australia.


  It was fun visiting the different countries and taking in the sights. I’d even managed to lead a couple of meetings, with Dane’s guidance, to negotiate a few of my own deals. Plus, I’d finally gotten enough courage to go with Dane to one of the BDSM clubs overseas. Who knew they existed all over the world?


  Dane’s helped me realize that I’m truly submissive outside of the office. He’s helped me to understand a lot of women are and to embrace it. I’ll admit I wasn’t that willing to submit at first, trying to top him at every corner, but in giving myself over to him and trusting him to lead me to new heights, I’d found paradise. I know it sounds corny, but that’s the way it feels when we’re together.


  Our only downfall came when I’d gotten sick with the some kind of bug in Australia. I’d been all right one day and throwing my guts up the next few days. Dane had Marjorie call to move our meetings out a week, which allowed us some downtime for me to heal.


  I’d first thought it was just a stomach bug or food poisoning, but after two days of not being able to keep any food down and barely any water, Dane called for a doctor, who’d prescribed some medication.


  I tried pushing him away so he wouldn’t get sick, but he insisted on taking care of me. He’d held me when I had the chills, carried me to the bathroom when I felt the urge to vomit, even held onto me, pulling my hair out of the way, as I did. Despite feeling miserable, I’d never felt so cherished in my life.


  The medicine seemed to do the trick. The next day I was able to drink more and started feeling hungry again. A couple days later, the vomiting was completely gone and I’d actually felt a little turned on when he’d given me a bath. “You’re still not fully recovered, love. I don’t want to make you worse.” Dane had warned. When he wouldn’t give in, I pulled out the one thing I knew he couldn’t resist.


  He’d taught me how to bring myself to orgasm, using my fingers. Apparently, it was a turn on for men to watch their women play with themselves. Who knew? So I started playing with my privates and before long, he’d dried me off, tied me to the bed spread eagle, keeping me warm with his body as he brought us both to orgasm.


  Australia now held special memories for me, but we’d put off doing any work for a week, so it was time to play catch up and get back home.


  To our surprise, Nicola was released from the hospital and Jackson and her were staying with the Prescott’s, until he figured out what he wanted to do with his house and Gabi’s belongings.


  Dane had received a call when we were in Germany. His face was perfect mask, not showing any emotion as he handed me the phone. “There’s a phone call I think you’ll want to take. It’s from the states.” Of course my heart began to race in panic and fear that something bad had happened to either my parents or my brother.


  “Hello?” I’d asked nervously.


  “It’s so nice to hear your voice again sweet stuff.”


  “Oh my, God! Ethan! You’re awake. When? How are you feeling? When can you get out of the hospital? Does Nate know? Have you talked with him?” I was spouting out questions left and right.


  His voice was feeble, but calm and loving as always. “Calm down, Marissa. I woke up yesterday. I’m sore and weak. If I can build up my strength, I’ll get out in a week or two. Apparently my bones have already healed while I was asleep. Nate knows, he came by to see me today and suggested I call you, giving me Dane’s number.” He laughed a bit. “You and Dane. I’d have never seen that coming. I hear he’s good to you and I’m glad to hear you’re happy. I still can’t believe what a jerk Tom turned out to be. I wish I’d known how bad he was treating you, so I could’ve protected you.”


  Dane didn’t seem to mind that Ethan and I talked for nearly an hour. I’d already explained that he was a second brother to me. He just kept on working on his laptop while I rambled on about all that had happened up until that point.
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  We’d finally made our way back home and I felt exhausted from the trip. We had a lot of sample items with us to let the sales crew take out and show our buyers, plus a little to sample for ourselves.


  Dane and I had a lot of contracts to process and figures to enter into the computer to catch up from the time outside the office. We worked every day and well into the night trying to get everything inputted.


  A few days later I’d pulled up the reports I’d sent to accounting and noticed my figures were off. I thought maybe I’d entered something wrong and redid the inputting and sent a corrected copy to the accounting department and just dismissed things as me being so tired lately. Well, what do you expect when you’re working ten to twelve hour days?


  I’d mentioned my mistake to Dane, but he didn’t buy that I’d messed up. He’d requested, “Let me know if you find any more mistakes. I don’t think it’s you, because you’re so meticulous with your details. We’ve been having a few issues with reports and accounts not being accurate lately. So let me know if it happens again.” His words had put my mind at ease, but made me wonder what could be going on within the company?
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  Dane and I had been getting along wonderfully. He kept making statements about us making a future together. I hadn’t put much thought into it, just living in the moment and enjoying the beauty of our love for one another.


  I’d had to take my car into work that day, because Dane had an early errand he said he needed to handle and for me to relax, sleep in if I wanted, and he’d meet me at work later. I knew me being able to drive was too good to be true. He had one of the company’s security officers waiting at my parking space to escort me into the building. I’d gotten so spoiled to riding with Dane and walking hand in hand inside the building that things felt off from the moment I arrived at work. I don’t know if it was me missing our routine, or what, but something felt amiss.


  My feeling wasn’t wrong. As soon as I logged into the computer system, reception called stating I had a letter delivered to the front desk. I’d walked down, thinking maybe Dane had left me a love note or something, since he’d been known to do that and then having a surprise waiting for me back in the office we shared.


  The outside of the envelope had my name in computerized print. I just shrugged my shoulders and headed back up to the office. Dane was just pulling up his computer when I walked in. “Where were you?”


  “Someone dropped this note off down at the front desk for me.” I tore open the envelope and reached inside for the letter. As soon as I saw the handwriting and then the picture, I knew I was going to be sick. I dropped everything onto my desk, put my hand on my mouth and ran to the bathroom, just making it to the toilet before the entire contents of my stomach left my system.


  “Marissa, what’s wrong?” Dane’s voice was laden with concern.


  He tried to hold onto me as I emptied my stomach, but I kept pushing him away. “Don’t touch me,” was all I could mutter before another wave of nausea hit.


  I saw him pull out his phone and speed dial someone. “Hey, Marissa needs you. You are? Good. See you in a few.”


  “Why won’t you talk to me, let me know what’s wrong?” I could see the panic in his eyes.


  I couldn’t talk; all I could do was to continue throwing up until I hit dry heaves. I managed to walk over to the sink and splashed a bit of water on my face, taking in how pale I looked, before washing my hands and rinsing my mouth out with water.


  “Come on, love. Talk to me, please.” He’d begged.


  I walked back into our office and threw both the note and picture at him. The note was from Tom. It read:
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  The note scared the shit out of me, but it was the picture that made me hurl. It was of him doing it with Tiffany on her kitchen table. I watched as Dane’s eyes went big. All I could ask was, “Why?”


  He was about to rip the picture in two when he stopped and grabbed a magnifying glass out of his desk drawer. It was weird that our office had them, but sometimes they were needed to read the fine print on some of the contract negotiations with our accounts. They’d been a real life saver a couple of times.


  He held up the picture. “This isn’t what it looks like, Marissa. Here, look in the background.” He’d laid the photo down and pointed to what looked like a calendar on the wall. He placed the magnifying glass over it and sure enough, the picture had been from eight months ago, long before I’d met Dane.”


  Just as I was starting to wind down, in walks the “she-devil” herself. Dane spoke up before she could even say a word. “What the hell are you doing here? How did you even get past security?”


  The blonde vixen looked thin as a rail, dressed to seduce with a cleavage popping short dress, and red stiletto heels. “I only came to return this to you lover? You left it at my place a few weeks ago.” She threw a pair of his boxer briefs down on his desk and took a step forward to try and rub herself against him like a cat in heat.


  I grabbed my purse to leave and darted toward the elevator. Dane was quickly on my tail, while Miss Fake Boobs on a stick was running to catch him. “Stay the fuck away from me Tiffany.”


  He looked over to Marjorie. “Call security and have this bitch escorted out, please.”


  The elevator started to ding, announcing its arrival. “Don’t walk away from me, cara. You know you’re the only one in my heart. Think about it, where were we three weeks ago?”


  I stepped on, while he blocked the door. “I can’t think right now, my head’s hurting so much.”


  His facial expression looked lost as he pleaded with me. “We were in Germany, love. There’s no fucking way I could’ve been here. Granted I did have a pair of boxers go missing from one of the overnight bags we keep in my car. How she got to it, I don’t know. But, I’ve been loyal only to you, since that day in the elevator.”


  I shook my head. “I want to believe you, but I just need a few moments to myself, to collect my thoughts. Please give me that.”


  “Okay, I can deal with that. Just don’t leave the building without letting me know.”


  I nodded, but couldn’t tell him that I needed to just get in my car and drive for a while. I watched as the elevator doors closed and heard commotion outside, as I guess security finally showed up to get rid of the skank. I also made out the words, “Where is she?” The voice sounded familiar and panicked, but I was too far gone in my thoughts to care.


  The timeline did prove that Dane had done nothing wrong. But, I still felt uncomfortable that Tom was still harassing me. I felt a bit insecure about where Dane and I stood in our relationship, thanks to that stupid photo.


  I made it to the lobby and to the separate set of elevators that would lead me to the parking garage. My nerves were shot. I looked around the level I was parked at to make sure I couldn’t see anyone. I walked toward the car and began looking through my purse for my keys, when . . .


  “Hello, bitch! Did you miss me?” Oh, no . . . Tom!


  He grabbed hold of my shoulders and turned me around. I struggled with him, trying everything within my power to make him release me. Before I could do anything, I felt a sharp slap to the face. “That’s for slapping me at the wedding.” Then another one on the same cheek, making me disoriented.


  “I dug into your boyfriend’s past and found his last bitch, Tiffany. She was hard pressed for money that it didn’t take much talking on my part to convince her to give me some of her sex photos and stealing some of his clothing.” He leered.


  “I’m guessing she played her part well. I knew you valued fidelity and knew you’d come running this way, right into my waiting arms. I can’t wait to show you what I have planned for us.” Tom’s voice was laced with venom and hidden promises of bad things to come. “No one ever walks out on me until I say we’re through.”


  His hand grabbed hold of my hair and pulled hard, making me cry out. When I did, he stuffed something in my mouth and tried to force me to swallow. When I refused, he slapped me again, making me fall.


  I knew I was in trouble and I had no one to help me. I’d been careless. By not trusting Dane, I’d let my guard down and in turn, it looked like my life was either being thrust into a living hell or being pushed into the after life.


  I could feel my body falling in slow motion, about to hit the concrete floor of the garage. I heard Dane and my brother, Nate’s, voices and feet running toward me, as sirens began to draw close. I heard someone yell for Tom to put his hands up and step away from me.


  I remember the pain as my back and head finally hit the ground. I could smell Dane’s cologne, and feel his hands lifting me into his lap. “Don’t leave me, Marissa. I need you. You’re the only person to bring a smile to my face and fill my heart with love and laughter. When we’re apart, it’s sheer torture, because I feel I can’t breathe.” His voice shook as he held me closer. “I need you, my love . . . I need you always.”


  My eyes wouldn’t open. I was in too much pain to move. But, my ears heard the voice of my brother. I heard a scuffle and Nate yell, “Take this you jerk. No one treats my sister the way you have and gets away with it.”


  Someone grunted in pain and then I heard the sound of handcuffs being placed on Tom. “This ain’t over!” He yelled out.


  “An ambulance is on its way, Mr. Prescott.” It must be one of the security officers voices.


  “Thanks, Steve. If you could move that asshole away from Marissa, until the cops arrive. I don’t want her having to hear any of his vile words.”


  I felt Nate’s hand press against the good side of my face. “Why would he do this? I don’t understand?”


  Dane responded. “I don’t know, but we’re going to find out and put that bastard away for a long time.”


  I held on long enough to hear the ambulance and police arrive. As soon as I felt myself being loaded onto the ambulance, I let the darkness take hold.
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  NATE AND I TOOK turns pacing in the waiting room. The paramedics had rushed her into the ER almost two hours ago and we hadn’t gotten any updates.


  “I don’t like how long they’re taking.” Nate admitted.


  “Me either. I don’t like this, not one damn bit.” I punched my fist into the seat next to me needing to release some pent up frustration.


  I felt a hand on my shoulder. “Mr. Prescott?”


  I looked up to see Officer Rankin. “Hi, Zach. Please have a seat and feel free to call me Dane.” I glanced over toward Nate who waited for any word on Marissa. I extended my hand toward Nate. “This is Marissa’s brother, Nate Lawson.”


  “What brings you here, Zach?” I wondered.


  “I just checked with a couple of friends I have in the ER and Marissa is still being worked on, but doing good. I’m not allowed to state anything further regarding her, but I can elaborate on what we found in Mr. Reynold’s car and home.”


  Nate looked up at Zach, with questionable eyes. “Do we want to hear this?”


  Officer Rankin nodded. “I think everything will make sense when you do.”


  He leaned back in his chair and started to elaborate. “When we arrested Tom, we searched him and found some capsules in his pocket. We aren’t sure if he forced Marissa to take any of them or not, but we passed word to the hospital that they might want to pump her stomach, as a safety. In the meantime, we sent a sample over to our lab and put a rush order on it.”


  He paused for a moment, letting us soak in what he was saying. “It turned out to be GHB or gamma-hydroxybutyrate. The drug is illegal and known as a date rape drug. It isn’t easy to manufacture and usually takes someone with a thorough knowledge of chemistry to replicate it. But, the one nice thing about it is that each replication has its own signature, because of it being difficult to make. So when we find a batch we can usually link it back to it’s source and shut down the producer.”


  “The drug sounds familiar. Where have I heard it before?” I questioned.


  A smile spread across Zach’s face. “It turns out it was the same batch that had been slipped to Ethan.”


  Nate yelled out. “You mean, Tom? . . .”


  “Bingo!” Zach stated. “We’d been able to talk with Ethan and he remembered having a quarrel of words with Tom and two of his buddies. When Tom offered both of you drinks, he’d had the drugs in both. You were meant to get one too, Nate. But, because Ethan drank both, he had almost overdosed on the drug, which in turn caused him to pass out, which led to him hitting Gabi’s car, and now we’ve come full circle.”


  I shot up from my seat, causing the chair to fall on the floor with a loud crash. “That jerk. If he hadn’t been so damn possessive of Marissa, all this could be avoided.” I paced the room a few times and suddenly realized we were missing some information. “Do we know why he was so enamored with Marissa? Why he’d go to such lengths? What did he plan to do with her?”


  Zach’s face fell. “You’re not going to want to hear this and this is off record, or my job could be in jeopardy. He’d made some investments with Nate’s dad and they went bad. His father had encouraged him to try his hand at the market, he’d been envious of all that Nate had succeed and took a big gamble on a company that didn’t pay off. While his dad told him to “live, learn, and move forward,” he’d decided to make a personal vendetta against Marissa and Nate.


  “He had a descriptive notebook detailing everything he planned to do to both of you. He was going to have you beat up and your car stolen and sold for parts the night of the party, Nate. He’d wanted you drugged so you wouldn’t know what hit you. He’d planned on just beating up Ethan, nothing more. But, with Marissa, he viewed her as a piece of property. He wanted to own her, have her pay off her father’s debt to him, by using her for sex and as a slave to him.”


  It was no surprise that Nate flew out of his chair. “I’ll kill the bastard.”


  Zach stood up and placed his hands on both of Nate’s shoulders and guided him to sit back down. “We don’t need to make a scene and force me to escort you outside the hospital grounds, so settle down. Besides, you won’t have to worry about Tom trying to harm her again. We’ve got him on unintentional manslaughter charges for the death of Gabi, assault and battery, along with attempted kidnapping of Marissa, possession of illegal drugs, attempt to hold a person against their will and force them into slavery, attempted murder of Ethan, and some others that may come up as we process more of the information.”


  I had to ask. “Is there any chance he’ll make bail?”


  Zach just shook his head and smiled. “He won’t go before a judge until tomorrow. We have enough evidence to bring about a trial. Plus, his father has already refused to help him. He told us that his son made his bed, against what he’d advised, so now he could lie in it. If he ever see’s the outside of a prison wall, it’ll be a miracle. But, you didn’t hear that from me.”


  Zach left us to head back to his headquarters. We’d both thanked him for giving us a heads up and helping us make sense of this whole mess.


  Nate and I began to talk as we waited.


  I reached into my pocket and pulled out one of the gifts I’d had made at my father’s favorite jewelry store. I held it out in my hand to let Nate see. “Do you think she’ll like it or even want it?”


  Her brother picked it up and looked it over, with a smile building on his face. “She’ll love it man. I just hope you can convince her.”


  “So, do I have your permission?”


  He nodded. “Of course. As long as she’s happy, I’m good. But, if you ever treat her wrong, then we’ll have issues.”


  We were quiet for a while, until I asked. “Have you figured out what you’re going to do about your job?”


  Nate nodded. “I like to travel, but I feel the need to start settling down and being closer to home in case Marissa, my parents, or you might need me. I’ve put my resume out there, but I keep getting the “over qualified” and “you’d cost too much” excuses as to why they won’t hire me. If I don’t find something soon, I’ve considered giving my notice and going into business on my own, because I could charge less than what my company does and decide my own hours.”


  “Let me talk with my dad and see if he’s had any success talking with some of his buddies. The way things have been going lately, we might end up hiring you.” I admitted.


  He looked at me a bit funny. “You have some skimming going on?”


  I shrugged my shoulders and shook my head. “I’m not sure what’s going on. Marissa noticed some of the figures weren’t matching up with sales and accounting. She thought she might have erred in entering the numbers, but your sister is just as meticulous as you are. If we see any more discrepancies, we’ll definitely be in touch.”


  Nate was about to respond, when we heard. “Mr. Lawson?”


  We both stood, as he said, “Yes?”


  “I’m Dr. Williams. I’ve been the one looking over your sister when she came in earlier.” He looked over at me and then back at Nate. “Is it okay to talk in front of him?” He asked pointing at me.


  Nate placed his hand on my shoulder. “This is Marissa’s boyfriend. We’re practically family.”


  The doctor nodded. “We pumped her stomach and didn’t find much, except for a partially dissolved pill. According to the police, they suspected it was GHB, so we gave her some medication that would attach to the drug and help flush it out of her system, where it won’t affect any part of her.”


  I had to ask. “How’s she doing?”


  “We’ve moved her up to a room and she’s resting comfortably now. She has a small hairline crack in her cheek and will have some bruising. Nothing is broken, it will just be sore and take time to heal. She has some scrapes to one of her arms and legs, when she fell, and a small wound on her head that required a few stitches to close.”


  Nate breathed a sigh of relief, as did I. “Thank goodness it is nothing worse.”


  “There’s more.” The doctor stated. “When we ran a blood test to see how much of the drug had entered her system, we discovered something.”


  “Is it something serious?” Her brother asked, as I held my breath waiting to hear the news.


  “It’s nothing bad. We’ll need to do an ultrasound to make sure things are all right and take some measurements. But, I’ll pass that over to Dr. Andrews. She’ll meet you at the nurse’s station upstairs to get your permission for the test.”


  I couldn’t take it any longer. “Good grief man, spit it out. What’ wrong with my Marissa?”


  He jumped a bit at my reaction. “So I take it you don’t know?”


  “No what?”


  “Miss Lawson is pregnant.”


  Nate fell back in his seat relieved that it wasn’t anything worse, while I was left wondering. “But, how? She’s on the pill.”


  “Sir, nothing is full proof. Has she been sick or on antibiotics recently?” Dr. Williams asked.


  “Yes. We were in Australia, when she got sick. She threw up several times over the course of a few days, before the doctor put her on some antibiotics, citing an infection.”


  The doc smiled. “That would do it. When she threw up, she probably vomited some of her birth control pill, reducing the effects it had in her system. But, when the antibiotics were added, it pretty much nullified the pill and would allow her to get pregnant.”


  Nate placed a hand on my shoulder. “Are you okay with this?”


  I looked up at both of them. “I’d planned on taking the next step in our lives, having some time for just the two of us, but I’m overjoyed. When can we go see her?”


  “I can have the nurse walk you up now.”


  Marissa was slowly starting to wake up when we got to her room. Nate sat on one side of her, as I took up the other. We held her hands as she slowly came around. “Where am I?”


  “You’re in the hospital, sis. Do you remember what happened?”


  Her face filled with fear as she took in her surroundings, saw the IV strapped to her hand, and began to panic. I stood up, brushing my hand against the good side of her face and kissing her gently on the forehead. “Shh, love. We don’t need for you to get upset. Everything’s going to be all right. Tom is in prison, with no chance of making bail. He has a long list of charges that are pending against him.”


  “He can’t hurt me?” Her voice shook with fear.


  “No, cara. He can no longer hurt you.”


  I knew the next question that was coming. “Why?”


  Nate took that one and explained everything. We all breathed a little easier knowing that the culprit had finally been caught that had caused so much chaos in each of our lives. It was actually a bit ironic that through chaos and adversity, our lives began to intermingle and the result became happiness.


  When Nate was done, he offered us some privacy, so we could talk. “I’ll be right outside the door, sis. I’m going to call mom and dad and let them know what happened.”


  She shook her head a bit. “I don’t understand why we need to talk.”


  I pulled my chair closer and held her hand close to my face, giving each one of her knuckles gentle kisses. She laughed slightly. “What are you up to?”


  “I’d hoped to whisk you out of the office to a romantic dinner at one of the restaurants down toward the amusement parks, so we could watch the fireworks go off as I asked you a couple of questions.”


  Her eyebrows furrowed. “What kind of questions?”


  I reached around and pulled both items from my jacket. I held out the first one, a small velvet covered box. I lifted the lid slowly, so she could get the full effect, as I grabbed hold of her hand and dropped to one knee. “I wanted to do this properly, but thanks to psycho man, he altered my plans.”


  I watched as her eyes began to fill with tears and her hand began to shake. “I know I’ve only known you a short time, but nothing feels right about my life except when you’re in it. When I told you “I Need You . . . Always,” I wasn’t kidding. You’re the first person I think of and want to see when I wake up, you’re the last person I want to see and dream of at night. Any time that we’re apart I feel lost and lonely, unable to breathe. You’re what I’ve been searching for all my life. Say you’ll marry me and be my wife.”


  She didn’t say a word, only nodding.


  “Is that a yes?”


  She nodded again and managed a squeak of a, “Yes!”


  I placed the ring gently on her finger. It looked amazing there. The jeweler had done a wonderful job. I’d asked him to put together a two carat princess cut diamond ring with our birthstones on each side, emerald and ruby, in small triangle shapes, in a platinum setting. It looked amazing on her.


  “How long have you had this?”


  I had to admit. “That’s where I was this morning. I’d snuck out, during one of our short trips back from overseas, for a lunch meeting with the jeweler. He’d helped me design the items a month ago and called yesterday to tell me they were ready to be picked up.”


  “They?”


  I held out a large rectangular shaped box and had her open the lid. Her eyes looked back and forth between mine and the box. “Is this what I think it is?”


  I stood up against her bedside. “If you think it’s a collar, you’d be right.” The box held small chain links of alternating gold and platinum. The gold links were embedded with diamond chips, while a small platinum heart, with a small solitaire diamond, embedded in it’s center, had my initials.


  I leaned over and gently turned her chin so her eyes were facing mine. “As with the ring, you’re it for me, Marissa. I don’t want anyone else. You’re the only woman I want in my life and the only one I’ll ever share my bed and my sexual fantasies with. I’d be honored if you’d allow me to collar you as my own, so that no other may lay claim to you.”


  My lips gently caressed hers, taking special care to avoid the bruising that was quickly spreading across her face.


  When I came up for air, I heard, “Yes, Master.”


  “You honor me, mi amore. But, there’s something more you should know. It’s something the doctor’s found when you were brought here.”


  Her eye’s were filled with apprehension. “Is it serious? Am I going to be all right?”


  I leaned back over, giving her good cheek a kiss. “It should resolve itself in about seven or eight months. We need to have an ultrasound done to pinpoint down a better time frame.”


  Her eyes were as big as tea cup saucers. “I’m . . .”


  I nodded. “I guess when you got sick and on antibiotics, you threw up some of your pill and the antibiotics decreased its effectiveness. We’re having a child, mi amore.”


  She took a few minutes to absorb the news, before asking. “Are you okay with this? I can raise this child on my own, but I want to keep it.”


  “Cara, this child is a part of us. We were brought together by fate and now we have our love and a little one on the way to bring us joy and happiness.”


  She leaned forward pulling me to her for an embrace. “I love you, cara mia.”


  “I love you, too, mi amore.”


  Nate knocked on the door before entering. “Everything okay?”


  I quickly grabbed the collar and put it back in my jacket. I’d wait for the right time to have a private moment with my love, to commit to one another as Master/sub.


  Marissa smiled and held up her hand, waving it at her brother. “I’m engaged to Dane. He asked me to be his wife.”


  Nate came forward to shake my hand, though he’d already known I planned to propose. I’d asked him to meet me at the jeweler, because I knew he’d know best what she’d like and what would mean more to her in a ring. However, I went back, after he left to order the collar. I wanted to keep that aspect of our relationship private for now. Nate could learn to deal with it later, given that he was a Dominant, too.


  “Congrats, you two. So when’s the big day going to be.”


  Marissa spoke up. “Probably after the baby’s born, because I don’t want to be big and bulky in my wedding photos and I’m sure there’s no way we could pull anything off soon.”


  I grabbed her hand. “If you’d let me I’d grab the justice of the peace and marry you now. But, I can sense that you want your dream wedding.”


  She nodded. “I don’t want anything near as big as Ash and Brian, just a simple affair with our family and closest friends.”


  “That sounds perfect to me, love. Why don’t we find out how far along you are and then we can talk to my parents and see what we can pull off?”


  “Your parents? I’m not sure I follow.” Her face was definitely perplexed.


  “My mom used to work for my dad, before they were married. She organized all the office parties, luncheons, his schedule, and dealt with all sorts of details for him and his father. Between the connections of my mother, Carol, and Jackson’s mom, Jane, we could easily pull off a wedding in as little as a couple of weeks.”


  I could tell Marissa was tiring, and I was anxious to find out more about our child, so I asked Nate to get the doctor and see if we could get the test done.
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  MY WEDDING WOULD BE in three weeks. I couldn’t believe how fast everything was happening. The hospital had released me within a couple of days. The ultrasound had shown that I was a little over six weeks pregnant. So we’d have someone new joining our family in about seven months. My parents were a little upset with the news, but Dane’s welcomed the news, and me, with open arms. To my surprise, they’d actually hoped we’d hit it off and become a couple.


  It was rare that I found Dane speechless and in awe over anything, but the first sight of our little bit, and hearing his/her heartbeat, left him astounded. The time line definitely matched up, putting us in Australia when we conceived.


  Dane had argued for an earlier wedding, continually claiming, “You’re mine and I want everyone to know it!”


  But, three weeks was the earliest time we could get everyone here. To my surprise, Nate and Dane talked my parents into coming so my father could walk me down the aisle. They had to send the jet to get them to come, but they told me they wouldn’t miss it for the world. It was the first time in a long time that I felt they cared.


  Celia, Carol, and Jane were all anxious to take me shopping for a wedding dress. I didn’t think we could find a dress that I’d like, let alone be altered within the time frame they created. I tried on so many gowns, in a multitude of lengths that I was ready to scream. I didn’t have any luck and time was running out.


  We ended up back at Celia’s house, where she was all smiles as she pulled out her wedding dress and held it up to me. It was perfect in color, being ivory white, the length formal, but with no train. It was sleeveless with a bodice dotted with pearls and what looked to be tiny rhinestones, along with a lace pattern scattered throughout the dress. The veil looked even older. It held an antique looking tiara, with an elbow length veil that was dotted with small rhinestones. “Try this on, Marissa and see if it fits. If it does, then it will be yours.”


  Celia walked me into one of the bedrooms and helped me change. I hadn’t looked in the mirror yet, but when I turned around and gave her the full effect, I saw tears start to form at the corner of her eyes, as her hand came up to her chest and rested over her heart.


  She walked over, playing with the edges of the veil and deep in thought. Did she not want me to wear the dress? Had she had second thoughts.


  “If you’d rather I not wear this, we can keep looking.” I tried offering.


  Her hands reached for my shoulders, holding me at arms length and shaking her head. “No, my sweet Marissa. I want you to wear this. The fit is perfect and you look absolutely stunning, dear.” She turned me this way and that. “I’d always hoped my Gabriella would wear my dress one day, but she wanted something more modern when she married Jackson.”


  She guided me over to a full length mirror that stood in the corner. “Here, take a look and see what I do.”


  I glanced into the mirror and didn’t even recognize myself. The person in the mirror looked like an Italian princess. The gown was graceful, but not overstated and seemed to need no alterations, whatsoever. I could feel myself start to cry. “This is too much. I can’t possibly take this dress. Why don’t you save it for Nicola?”


  Celia’s hand rubbed small circles of comfort across my back. “Marissa, this was fate, otherwise the dress would need to be altered. You were destined to come into my son’s life to save him. You’re already a part of our family, as far as we’re concerned. The night you saved our son sealed our love for you. The marriage license just makes it legal, but you’re already a permanent fixture in our hearts.”


  I turned and gave her a hug. “Thank you, Celia. I’ll take good care of the dress and veil and return them to you after the wedding.”


  “The dress you can keep. It can be your something old. The veil, you can borrow, because it belonged to my grandmother and came across with her when she came to this country from Italy. So it can be your something borrowed. Now we just need to find you something new and blue.”


  I smiled. “I think we have that covered. Dane’s bought me some new lingerie he expects me to where under the dress. Plus, I found a garter that I liked at the first bridal shop we went into, that had some blue satin ribbon running through it. I’d like to go back and get it.”


  She nodded in agreement. “That sounds wonderful.” She put her hand to her chin as she continued to gaze at me. “Hold here a second. I think I have what we need to complete the look.”


  I watched as she walked out of the room and came back in with a necklace and some earrings. I lifted my hair for her to attach the necklace and replaced my earrings with hers. I turned to see what everything looked like and was floored. She’d trusted me with a huge diamond solitaire necklace and diamond drop earrings.


  “Bellissimo!” She proclaimed. We brought Carol and Jane to get their opinions and both agreed that the dress was meant to be.


  I’d asked Dawn to be my maid of honor, and Ash to be a bridesmaid. Dane had his brother Rafe be his best man and Nate be his groomsman. At first we thought we couldn’t get Dawn to fly back, but when Dane offered to pay her way and talk with her boss, she was able to make things work. Nate was another hiccup. A couple days after I was released, he’d gotten another assignment, but this time it was located in Seattle, a bit of a distance away. We almost thought he wouldn’t be able to make it until the owner of the company he was working for offered up his private jet to fly him home for the wedding.


  The flower shop was an experience I couldn’t handle. The smells of certain flowers caused an onset of nausea. It seemed that roses, and some light fragrant scents were okay, but anything strong, like gardenias overwhelmed me. I told everyone that my favorite late summer colors were various shades of pinks and deep yellows and let Celia takeover the planning, since the wedding would take place at her house.


  I’d started having more bouts of morning sickness, so Celia had a few bridesmaid dresses brought in and we selected two differing designs, having Ash and Dawn send in their sizes, to ensure they’d fit. Ash would be wearing the deep yellow, knee length dress, while Dawn would wear a deep pink color, in a similar design. Dane kept it simple with the guys, asking them to wear just a nice gray suite, with color coordinated ties that matched Dawn and Ashley’s gowns.


  Dane and his father took care of selecting a cake. He already knew what some of my favorite flavors were and wanted to surprise me. I think he just wanted to do all the sampling and take some of the stress off of me. I didn’t argue. It was one less thing I had to think about.


  I’d purposefully paired Dawn with Rafe, especially when he got excited about the idea of seeing her again. I don’t know what’s going on between those two, but I know they’ve been talking with one another via phone, on and off, the past couple of months. I figured if there was a spark, why not help it along a little.


  In between all the wedding planning, Dane and I were busy at work. The third quarter was coming up while we’d be away on our honeymoon. So we worked on some projected goals for the sales teams, looked at some potential future acquisitions, and entered in the current figures for each sales associate.


  Neither Dane, nor my father in-law to be, would allow me to work a full schedule. I pitched a fit and argued it, but no one budged, except for Marjorie. She snuck me some figures from time to time, so that I could at least analyze things.
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  Our day had finally come. I woke to Dane’s tender kisses across my shoulder, and his hand stroking my belly, telling me how beautiful I looked. I felt anything, but. I knew the first moment I moved, I’d be heading right to the toilet to puke. It didn’t happen often, but when it did, watch out.


  He helped clean me up and wanted to stick around to give me a thorough shower. But, it was time for him to go over to his parent’s house and get ready, while I awaited my friends, mother, Celia, and Carol to come over to help me get ready at Dane’s house.


  I know that tradition dictates that a groom shouldn’t see his bride the night before the wedding. But, everything about our relationship had been unconventional up to now and it worked, so why adjust things based on superstition?


  I walked with Dane down to the front door and gave him a kiss goodbye, right as the door opened with Celia and everyone following. I blushed at being caught in a kiss, but Dane just leaned in and whispered. “I’ll be waiting for you at the end of the aisle, mi amore. I can’t wait to begin our lives together as husband and wife. But, tonight I become your Master . . .”


  My breath hitched as warmth pooled deep within my center and I could feel myself getting turned on by his words. My hand instinctively went to my neck, realizing that I’d soon be wearing his collar.


  I wrapped my arms around him and leaned my head against his chest to listen to his heart for a few beats, before looking up into his dazzling eyes. I couldn’t help but smile, as I realized this epitome of Adonis, would be with me the rest of our lives. “I can’t wait, Master.” I whispered in hushed tones so our guests couldn’t hear.


  “I need to go.” He voice was choppy and I noticed an intense bulge in his lower region. It was good to know that I affected him, too. “I love you, angelo mio!”


  I called out to him, “I love you too, mi amore.” I watched as Derrick opened the door to the limo. I guess he’d dropped the ladies off here and would come back to get us when the time was right.


  To say that I was floating on cloud nine would be an understatement. For the first time, in forever, I had my friends close, my parent’s attention, the love of a new family, a job that I thoroughly enjoyed, and I didn’t have to worry about looking over at my shoulders for Tom or anyone else to try and hurt me.


  Speaking of Tom, he’s still in jail awaiting trial, which won’t happen for another four months. Dane’s not happy about us needing to testify and has been trying to talk with the lawyers to see if we could offer a video deposition instead. But, that’s something I won’t think about any further on my special day.


  The morning flew by quickly, as we started getting ready for our late afternoon wedding. Celia had brought in a makeup artist and hair stylist to attend to everyone. Plus, she had some caterer’s bring in a light lunch of finger foods that we could easily snack on while we dressed.


  “You look so beautiful darling.” My mom stood behind me as I glanced into the mirror one last time. “I’m sorry your father and I haven’t been here for you. I wish you could understand that we’ve always loved you and wanted what’s best for you, it just seemed like fate never worked when we tried to offer you the same things we did Nate. Somehow, we always took a hit with your father’s job or had something else go wrong. I know it seems like we gave you the short end of everything, but in truth, we’ve always wanted to give you the most, because you’re our baby, our precious little girl.”


  I was thankful the makeup artist put waterproof mascara on my eye lashes, because my mother’s words were about to make me lose it. “All this time, I thought you wished I’d never been born.”


  She shook her head, tears falling down her face. “No, dear. We kept things from you that we probably should’ve discussed. We wanted to protect you from what was happening in our lives. We realize now that we need to keep an open line of communication, but instead we ended up pushing you away.” She held out her arms to give me a hug. “Know that your father and I are very proud of you.”


  “Thanks mom. This is all I’ve ever wanted from you and dad; to know that you love me, just for being who I am.” I couldn’t have asked for a better present from them. I’d learned from Nate that the only reason they didn’t attend my graduation was because they were being kicked out of their home that weekend. But, they’ve managed to downsize, find a smaller place to live and, thanks to my father in-law, some new clients have come their way and my father’s business is growing again.


  I was lost in thought as my mother and I hugged. She released me, stepping back a bit to grab a tissue to wipe both our eyes. “Okay, let’s not get too sappy here. It can’t be good for the baby and we want you to look your best for Dane.” She was all smiles. “I still can’t believe I’m going to be a grandmother.”
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  Dane came up behind me, wrapping his arms around my waist and pulling me close. “Ready to go, love?”


  I jumped at little at his words. The afternoon had been absolute perfection. The wedding was a blur. From the moment my eyes met Dane’s at the end of the aisle until the moment he kissed me as his bride, just whisked right by me.


  I was thankful that we opted for very traditional vows. We wanted to keep our personal feelings and thoughts to each other, to share at my collaring. My collaring! I never thought I’d want that in my life and here I am craving it.


  Dane didn’t disappoint on the cake. He had the bakery make a perfect small cake, in my favorite flavor of vanilla, with a raspberry and cheesecake flavored mouse for the center, to go atop of a large cupcake display. We’d freeze that and save it for our one year anniversary.


  He liked the flavors of too many of the cake options that he opted for a variety of small cupcake flavors, so everyone could have a variety of tastes. How did he know it would be my selection, too?


  Alexander had brought in one of his catering friends to a surf and turf menu that was light and tasty for everyone to enjoy for dinner. Between him and Celia, no detail was left unaccounted for. Because of everyone, I’d cherish this day for the rest of my life.


  I turned to face Dane and nodded. “I’m ready.”


  He’d already sent our bags to the plane earlier this morning. We’d only needed to change into our “get away” attire and we would be ready to go.


  I watched as he nodded toward my parents to give them a signal. He then proceeded to escort me through the house and up into his old bedroom, where our clothes waited.


  As soon as the door closed, he turned me in his arms and began removing the pins that held my veil in place. He took it gently and placed it a top of a chest of drawers. He then helped me to undo the line of buttons down my back that held the dress in place. He slowly peeled my dress off and helped me step out of it, as he sat it gently across the bed.


  I watched him take in my appearance from the lingerie he’d purchased, a strapless lace bra and nearly see through thong lace panties. “You look precious, my love. Now, undress me.” He didn’t ask, he commanded in his dominant voice.


  My stomach fluttered with anticipation, while my nether regions started to spark to life. But, I thought we were going to wait until tonight, on the plane, to consummate our marriage. His hand came out to pull mine toward his tie, indicating his need to be out of his clothes.


  I didn’t question, I merely focused my attention on removing his clothing, down to his boxers. I placed each item across the back of a chair, before being commanded. “Take your position and kneel before me pet.”


  My face was full of confusion, but my body responded immediately to his instructions. I bent down to kneel on the ground, my legs spread wide, hands behind my back, and my eyes cast down toward the floor.


  I watched his feet move toward me and felt his fingers drag across my shoulders as he walked behind me and began to remove his mother’s necklace and then her earrings. “This looked beautiful on you, love. But, I’d rather you wear this.”


  He retrieved something from the pockets of his jacket. “I wanted to wait until tonight, but watching how happy you are, I don’t want to wait any longer.”


  I didn’t understand until he knelt behind me and held out his hands to reveal the necklace, or collar, that he’d created in my line of sight. “I need to claim you as mine, now.”


  He planted a small kiss on the lower part of my nape. “You know how much you are a part of my heart and my soul. I don’t want to be just your husband, but your lover, your friend, your confident, and also your Master. I want to know that I have your trust to guide you through our lives and push you to the limits of extreme pleasure. Will you accept me as your Master, as I accept you as my forever submissive?”


  “Permission to speak, Sir?” I’d asked.


  “Granted, love.”


  “You already know how much you’ve changed my life. You’ve welcomed me into a world I never knew existed. You’ve taught me to be one with myself and with you. I’ll strive hard to be the wife you deserve, the lover of your fantasies, and your faithful companion. I willingly accept you as my Master to guide me and teach me to please you alone. I submit to you freely my heart, my body, and my soul.”


  His chest pressed up against my back, while he slipped the collar around my neck and locked it into place. “This collar will serve as a reminder to all those who’re familiar with our lifestyle that you belong to me and me alone. I hold the only key that can remove it from your neck. Your pleasure is my pleasure. Your body now belongs to me, my pet, my forever sub . . . my darling.”


  I held my position, feeling the weight of the collar that now bound me to Dane in more ways than one. He’d entered my heart as a boyfriend, cinched it as my husband, and now owned it as my Dom.


  He stood and walked around in front of me. “Give me your hand love.” I placed my hand in his as he helped me up. He lifted my chin so that my eyes met his. “I’d love to ravish you right here, right now. But, I know our parents will come looking for us if we take too long up here. Plus, we need to be at the airport in an hour.”


  His other hand came up to grip my hair and pull it back to align my mouth perfectly with his. His lips took mine by force. I felt myself melt into his embrace and matched his kissing with enthusiasm. His tongue pushed through devouring my mouth and my soul.


  I started to writhe against his body, where he lifted me, allowing me to wrap my legs around his waist, feeling his hardness pressing beneath me, when a knock came at the door.


  “Are you two okay in there?” It was his mother.


  Dane’s forehead pressed against mine, as he muttered, “Damn it. I told you this would happen.”


  “We’re still changing, but will be right out mom.”


  “Should I start to gather the guests in the foyer for your retreat?” Celia questioned.


  He looked at me with questionable eyes and I nodded. It made a good location. That way we could use the staircase to throw the bouquet and the garter, before we left.


  “That’d be lovely Celia. Thank you.” I yelled out.


  Dane sat me down and helped me dress into a sun dress, a lightweight jacket, and some heeled sandals. He still hadn’t told me where we were going to, but told me to pack tropical attire. While he dressed in a pair of loose khaki’s, that rode low on his luscious hips, and a polo shirt that stretched tight across his chest., that made me wish we had time to do something more in his room.
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  It wasn’t until we were in the air that Dane finally told us where we were headed. “We’re flying to Bora Bora for a week’s stay in our own little paradise above the water. Then we’ll be head to a couple weeks in the Hawaiian Islands, before we fly to Mexico to pick up a cruise through the Panama Canal, that’ll take us back to Florida.”


  I’d never been any place tropical, with the exception of Florida. I couldn’t help but jump out of my seat and into his lap, kissing every inch of his face. One thing soon led to another, as he lifted me into his arms and carried me into the bedroom. “We have all night to explore, cara mia. I need you, my love. I need you always.”


  Dane and Marissa have had their happy ending. But, the story continues, as Nate steps forward in search of his, in “I Need You Now—Need #2.”


  Coming Spring/Summer 2015


  I Need You Now—Need #2
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  Nate


  I WAS GLAD TO be back in the hotel room, having finished my last assignment. I hated the Seattle weather, always dreary and raining, but the assignment was good. I got to work with a fellow dominant who knew what he wanted to accomplish, already had a list of suspected skimmers in his company, and had all the information I needed ready and waiting for me when I arrived.


  He hadn’t liked my need to fly home, mid-assignment, but after telling him it was my sister’s wedding, he extended his private jet to take me back to Orlando. I’d enjoyed spending time with the reclusive billionaire and his wife and adorable children. It was nice to just shoot the bull with a temporary boss instead of always saying, “Yes, sir. No, sir,” as I had to with my other assignments. I was a dominant, not a damn submissive and he got that. He’d read me easily from day one and we got along.


  His skimmer turned out to be an employee going through some rough medical times. I was surprised he didn’t press charges, but instead helped out his family and let him off with a warning.


  I’d already given my notice to my employer, that this would be my last assignment with them. I was tired of traveling. He’d offered me a position within his company to work with his computer team to help create software that could alert company’s quicker when skimming or hacking started to occur. The offer was intriguing, but I wanted to live closer to my sister, get to know my future niece or nephew, and find the woman who’s held me captive in my dreams.


  I wasn’t looking for a connection, only a hook-up for some release that night, after my sister’s graduation. I was so pissed about her ex-boyfriend that I needed to blow off some steam and to me, there was no way better than a good fuck.


  I’d gone to Dane’s parent’s club, The Shanty, and found one of the owner’s, Kent, to help talk me through my frustrations before I decided to prowl the scene. It was good having one of the owner’s be a psychiatrist.


  A Greek goddess passed my line of sight, having platinum blonde hair, a light tan, wearing a black mask to hide some of her face, and red “come hither” lipstick. She wore a short black leather dress, and some “fuck me” stiletto red pumps. I watched as her ass sashayed up to the bar.


  I could tell the hair wasn’t hers just by the way it moved. She was incognito, much like myself. I’d pulled a cowboy hat from the props room, along with a Lone Ranger mask. It seemed to be a popular fantasy among women to be ridden hard by a cowboy and I definitely aimed to please.


  I leaned back against the bed and slowly drifted off to sleep recalling my conversation with “Vixen” played through my dreams. “Hello cowboy? Care to tame a wild . . .”


  I startled when my cell phone rang. “Hello?”


  “Hey, Nate. Did I wake you?” It was Dane’s voice.


  I instantly panicked. “Is Marissa okay?”


  “She’s fine. We’re actually enjoying our honeymoon. But we can’t seem to get away from finding new items to offer up to our buyers. I know we’re not supposed to be working, but try to tell your sister that.”


  “That’s cool. If she’s fine, then why are you calling?” I knew Dane something was up because he never called unless there was a reason.


  “My family needs your assistance. Remember how we’d talked about someone screwing around with the numbers in some of our financial and sales reports?”


  “Yeah. We’d talked about it in the hospital. Are there more problems?”


  I could hear Dane take a deep breath, which wasn’t good. “Whoever’s doing this is trying to implicate a couple of people. One is our new accounting manager, Gianna Scott, who we can assure is not guilty. The other, is your sister.”


  I could feel the anger rising inside me, as I slammed my fist down into the bed, making is squeak. “Why can’t she just be left alone in peace? Is it that bastard, Tom, trying to pull some kind of shit from jail?”


  “No. He’s actually in the hospital right now. Someone tried to kill him in jail and they may have succeeded. So he’s not a problem.”


  I shook my head trying to figure out why someone would want to cause my sister problems. “Could it be one of your ex’s?”


  Dane laughed. “No. None of them would be bright enough to carry on such an elaborate scheme. Whoever this is has to be internal, we just can’t figure out whom? We’ve checked for hacking and there are no signs of anyone getting into our systems externally.”


  My mind quickly went through my standard questioning. “Do you have a list of suspects? Can you get access to all the hard copies of all the information being affected?”


  “We’re not sure who could be doing this, though we do have a couple of names. They haven’t been exactly nice toward the new account manager or Marissa.”


  He paused for a moment, listening to Marissa say something in the background. “Your sister just reminded me that even the hard copies we scan into the system have been tampered with trying to create issues. The scenario looks like she’s pulling sales from our associates and padding her own figures so that we’ll both get better compensations for the quarter. As for the accounting department, it’s making our manager look like a fool. She signs off on the figures and then they suddenly change, she’s questioned, and looks like she’s failing at her job.”


  I raised my voice a bit. “I hope you’re not calling my sister a thief or you and I will have issues.”


  Dane was quick to respond. “Nate, I love your sister and trust her with all my heart. She’s the one who pointed out the initial discrepancies, but since we’ve been gone, more have followed, which alerted my father. Whoever’s doing this doesn’t realize that the people they’re trying to mess with are family members. My sales team usually gets bonuses based on their performance each quarter. Marissa and I are exempt, because we get a flat salary and that’s it. It’s our goal to lead the department and reward the employees for their efforts, not take from them. So the person doing this has no clue how our system works or the fact that they’ve just pissed off the wrong people.”


  I breathed a little easier, knowing my sis wasn’t a suspect. “So what do you want me to do?”


  “My father will be sending a plane for you in a couple days. He wants you to come into the company undercover and fill in as a temp in our accounting department. He’ll pay you what your current company used to charge, as well as set you up in my old condo, so you don’t have to worry about looking for a new place to live, while you work for us.


  “Dad has your number and will provide you all the details. When the job’s done, we can try to help you find work or assist you in opening an office of your own. Can you help us?”


  “You’re family and my sister needs vindication. I’d be happy to do this for free. That’s what family is for.” I offered.


  “Thanks, Nate, but we’ll pay you for your time. I need to go. Your sister is calling me to dinner.”


  I was happy to hear that my sister was fine, but hated that someone still had it in for her. This just got personal and I hope the individual was ready to pay for crossing the line.


  I’d planned on finding a new place, realizing that I was growing up and needed to be away from the party scene that my roommates seemed to be stuck in. Not having to worry about things, would free me up to spend my time seeking out my Vixen.


  I’d already been back to Orlando, any chance I had, to go back to the club and search for her. I’d never been into emotional hookups, but with her, we seemed to connect on a level that brought out intense desires in me. I’d never experienced a euphoric release in my life, but I’ve been floating ever since that night.


  Her captivating aroma of strawberries and champagne was etched in my mind. I’d almost thought I’d found her when I was standing up with Dane at his and my sister’s wedding. The scent blew across the pool area, where the guests had been seated.


  I glanced out to the crowds to try and determine where it had come from, while watching my sister walk down the aisle. I was disappointed to find a young woman in a power suit, hair tied tight in a bun, with sunglasses on, shift in her seat. Her facial structure seemed familiar, and she was cute, but the way she carried herself was too dominant for my tastes.


  Out of curiosity, I tried to find her after the wedding, but she’d left in a rush.


  Now, I was in a hurry to get home and possibly to my future!


  I muttered to myself, as I began to pack. “I need you, Vixen. I need you NOW!”
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  I would like to thank, first and foremost, all my followers, fans, bloggers, and friends. Without all of you, my books would not be possible.


  To my family, you all mean the world to me, especially putting up with my crazy writing hours. You mean everything to me.


  To the young man, who’ll always remain a mystery to me, who did collapse across the street from my house and inspired this story, I hope you’re well and your life has gone onto amazing adventures.


  To my good friend and trusted beta reader, Mia Mincheff. Your words of wisdom, your belief in my dreams, and your encouragement mean more than you’ll ever know. I’m thankful that our paths crossed. You help make me a better writer.


  To Angela Clark Jarvis. We grew up in the same town, were friends in school, and now life has our paths crossing again with a shared love of books. I value your insights and advice as a beta reader, but more importantly I value our friendship. Thank you for sharing in my journey as an author. I look forward to supporting you when your first murder mystery novel releases.


  To my beta reader, friend, and fellow lover of books, Becky Sheehan. Your insights, and questions, are what I need to help make me a better writer. I’m glad our paths crossed.


  To Stacy Nickelson, my editor, beta reader, and friend. You’ve helped push beyond my comfort zone, always trying to get me to take another step forward on my continued growth as an author. Thank you!


  Above all, thanks to God, for giving the ability to write.
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  I grew up in a small town in South Florida and moved to Central Florida to attend college. I married my friend, love, and soul mate and still reside in the area with our amazing son, and a feisty, four-legged little doggie boy.


  In my books, I draw on my background in healthcare, business, and science, along with my husband’s engineering and wireless technology knowledge.


  I currently write on all levels of Romance. A Learning Series and the Need Series is for those who like a little more steam with their books, falling into the categories of Contemporary and Erotica, with a hint of Suspense. The Remembrance Series encompasses Young Adult, with a touch of Paranormal activity and a hint of Historical romance.


  I try to make my writing very personal and close to her heart. Regular life is the inspiration for my books, but I’m only limited by imagination taking ideas to new heights, opening up possibilities that would normally not exist.


  On a more personal note . . . I love to cook and create in the kitchen and on the bbq grill. I sometimes lose myself in a song at the piano. I often sing with my son while we are driving or making dinner together. I enjoy crafts (flower arranging, making wreaths, painting pottery, needle point and drawing in pencil and charcoals). My music tastes are eclectic at best, ranging from classical piano to hard rock/heavy metal. It all depends on the song, group, and if it has a good beat or is a soulful ballad.


  


  To learn more about me, feel free to check me out at:


  www.cynthiaponeill.com


  


  Check out my other books:


  http://www.amazon.com/Cynthia-P.-ONeill/e/B00DSA60SQ/ref=ntt_athr_dp_pel_1

OEBPS/Images/00071.jpeg
MWarssa





OEBPS/Images/00070.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/00073.jpeg
Dﬁy\.&





OEBPS/Images/00072.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/00075.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/00074.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/00077.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/00076.jpeg
Dﬁy\.&





OEBPS/Images/00079.jpeg
MWarssa





OEBPS/Images/00078.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/cover.jpeg
Need Series @ (/





OEBPS/Images/00060.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/00062.jpeg
ool
w¢.“< ot on e, \
/’//a.r}ssa‘. \/ov'r-a

Sl prine and |

wALL Leve yov |

.|
e
____:T_J





OEBPS/Images/00061.jpeg
MWarssa





OEBPS/Images/00064.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/00063.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/00066.jpeg
Dﬁy\.&





OEBPS/Images/00065.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/00068.jpeg
MWarssa





OEBPS/Images/00067.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/00069.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/00091.jpeg
Dﬁy\.&





OEBPS/Images/00090.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/00093.jpeg
MWarssa





OEBPS/Images/00092.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/00095.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/00094.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/00097.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/00096.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/00011.jpeg
BIRIRIRIRIRIR IR AR IR IR ARARIRIRARIRE

A small token of appreciafion for
SOuing our Son’s life. (ou are an

TS 0 05 305 B S A

&
&
&
&
&
&
& angel i is eyes and ours. —h
&

&

Pk

BRI

005 3053005 0 5 00 0 0 3005 06 s s e s T T





OEBPS/Images/00099.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/00010.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/00098.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/00013.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/00012.jpeg
ém/i.hg my Aon. ID@ dhe

Donoven in youn debt.





OEBPS/Images/00015.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/00014.jpeg
MWarssa





OEBPS/Images/00080.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/00082.jpeg
e

§ Marissa,
You are ey dream come true,
i) Saving grace, and the one
who's captured o heart:
T love vou!

—Dane

Fmmam






OEBPS/Images/00081.jpeg
Dﬁy\.&





OEBPS/Images/00084.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/00083.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/00086.jpeg
MWarssa





OEBPS/Images/00085.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/00088.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/00087.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/00089.jpeg
M. 4 Jecest bitely

Voo 30 called lover Loy
s M7+L;/9 Lok loyel. (|
; let o Le
e of e notelyin'bis Led
post. [ coming Lor 70\/.’

=i






OEBPS/Images/00002.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/00001.jpeg
I
NEED

You

Need Ser /d

BY CYNTHIA P. ONEILL





OEBPS/Images/00004.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/00003.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/00006.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/00005.jpeg
MWarssa





OEBPS/Images/00008.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/00007.jpeg
MWarssa





OEBPS/Images/00009.jpeg
MWarssa





OEBPS/Images/00031.jpeg
MWarssa





OEBPS/Images/00030.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/00033.jpeg
Dﬁy\.&





OEBPS/Images/00032.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/00035.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/00034.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/00037.jpeg
MWarssa





OEBPS/Images/00036.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/00028.jpeg
Dﬁy\.&





OEBPS/Images/00027.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/00029.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/00020.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/00022.jpeg
MWarssa





OEBPS/Images/00021.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/00024.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/00023.jpeg
Marissa—\elcome to Prescott
International! We are happy to have you
a5 part of our sales team and look
forward to you having a bright future
with our company.

—Mr. Alexander Prescott





OEBPS/Images/00026.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/00025.jpeg
MWarssa





OEBPS/Images/00017.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/00016.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/00019.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/00018.jpeg
Dﬁy\.&





OEBPS/Images/00051.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/00050.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/00053.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/00052.jpeg
MWarssa





OEBPS/Images/00055.jpeg
MWarssa





OEBPS/Images/00054.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/00057.jpeg
Dﬁy\.&





OEBPS/Images/00056.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/00059.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/00058.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/00049.jpeg
Dﬁy\.&





OEBPS/Images/00040.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/00042.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/00041.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/00044.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/00043.jpeg
Dﬁy\.&





OEBPS/Images/00046.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/00045.jpeg
MWarssa





OEBPS/Images/00048.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/00047.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/00039.jpeg
MWarssa





OEBPS/Images/00038.jpeg





