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[bookmark: _Toc357195321][bookmark: __DdeLink__4437_1823753399]Prologue


Las
Vegas—overflowing with gambling, sex, and drunken, five-minute weddings in
garish chapels. A place of opportunity. A place of business. A place of sinful
seduction. It seemed only fitting that I discovered my sexual enlightenment
there under those bright neon signs, among the risk takers, the strippers, and
the haze of thick cigarette smoke. 


When
I met Pierce Maverick, when I first saw his blonde curly hair and seductive
brown eyes, I never thought he’d be the catalyst to awaken the beast, the
sexual animal within me. There were rumors—so many rumors—about what happened
between us in Las Vegas. The tape, the heat, the Sunday arrangements. Speculations
even fueled the production of a TV movie; I watched the news program about this
now when I needed a laugh. 


For
decades, Maverick and I kept our mouths shut about the dirty details of our
Sunday arrangement and what really happened in Sin City. After all, that was our
delightful secret to keep. It was our scandalous past to relive. With Maverick
gone now, I thought it best to set the record straight. Clear the air. Show all
my cards. I was older now; I no longer feared people judging me for things long
buried in the past. After all, the world deserved to hear the real story. The
truth about what happened in Vegas, on and off the mattress. 






[bookmark: _Toc357195322]Chapter One


I
clicked the golden handcuffs together. The strength of their bond aroused me. So
fierce. So final. So fervid. I don’t know why, but I desperately wanted to use
them. 


I
kept them in my office, hidden away in a drawer. They reminded me of a life
outside this dreary building—the freedom to experiment that I longed for. One
day that life would be mine. There’d be no stress, no promotions, none of my
father’s impossible standards to meet. It would be just my lover and I
creatively using these strong handcuffs in the bedroom whenever and however we
pleased.


I
traced the inner circle of the gold bond with my finger. Heat rose in my face
as I thought about cuffing a lover to my high four-poster bed. Naked, he would
be chained in my bedroom—a willing, eager companion. His eyes would be loving,
hungry. I would see how much he wanted to touch me. His chest would quickly rise
and fall with every anxious breath. Patiently he’d watch me, waiting for me to make
the first move.


I
smiled to myself. Sure hope my Prince Charming, wherever he is, likes
getting tied up. I put the locked cuffs back into the drawer of my oak
desk, hoping, as I always did, that one day I’d find a man who’d want to unlock
the golden circles of my handcuffs as well as my heart.


Suddenly,
my office door creaked open. “Your father would like to see you, Ms. Hart,” my
assistant whispered. 


“Haven’t
you ever heard of knocking, Monica?” I quipped, immediately regretting my harsh
tone. In the office, Monica was like a scared turtle, cautiously peeking her
head out of her shell only when necessary. She already knew how much I hated to
be interrupted—especially when I was in the middle of something big. Really
big.


“Yes,
Ms. Hart. Sorry, it’s just that your father said —”


I
locked the drawer to my desk before turning to look at my timid assistant.
“Now?” I asked.


She
adjusted her thick purple glasses with her index finger. “He says it’s very urgent,
Ms. Hart.”


“It
always is.” I took a big gulp of air. “Well, I guess there’s no avoiding it
then. Thank you, Monica.”


She
awkwardly bowed her head and left. I heard the click of my door as I set the
pile of blueprints and expense reports on my cherry oak desk. I knew that
whatever it was Dad wanted would mean my project would, once again, have to be put
on hold.


I
saved my work on the computer and stood up from the desk. My neck ached from
staring at my computer screen. God, I need a massage. Or a life outside of
this gray dungeon. Trying to loosen my weary muscles, I did a few
stretches. I’d been sitting since sunrise, agonizing over the details of my
master plan—a way to get my name on the Hart Corp map. Everything had to be
perfect before I presented it to Dad. 


I
knew I couldn’t stall much longer, no matter how much my body ached. When Dad
called, he expected me to show up immediately. Leaving the office, I walked to
the lobby and swiped my badge next to the only elevator with gold doors—the
executive elevator. With a ding the shiny doors opened, and I stepped inside.
As the doors closed, I checked my hair in the elevator mirrors. The sleek
French twist I’d managed at four that morning was somehow still in place. I
tucked a loose black curl behind my ear. My ruffled-front, navy dress was a bit
wrinkly, so I ran my freshly manicured hand along the fabric in an attempt to
smooth over the creases. My father made it clear to me from my first day at the
office that while I was in the building representing his company, I was
expected to look immaculate. Professional. Understated. Polished. God forbid I
looked like I’d actually been working.


I
pinched my cheeks, hoping to feign some life into them. Dad didn’t need to know
how overworked and exhausted I actually was. The elevator doors opened, and I
walked into the reception area. 


Rachel,
my father’s voluptuous assistant, glanced at me over her black-wired glasses.
She was reading a trashy romance novel. She shook her head slowly as though
scolding a disobedient child. I knew exactly what she was thinking. “Poor
little rich girl, come to see Daddy again.”


Poor
thing. Doesn’t she know that those glasses weren’t fooling anyone? “Good
morning,” I said blandly. 


She
set the book down. “Your father asked for you ten minutes ago.” 


“Yeah,
well. Some of us have work to do.” I really should get Dad to fire Ms.
Double Ds, I thought.


As
I rounded the corner toward my father’s executive suite, the massive gold logo
hanging in the gray hallway caught my eye. My father built Hart Corp from
nothing. It had been just a dumb bet he made with another man in college. Now,
it was an international business that dealt with every type of trade
imaginable. And one day, I’d be head of it. 


A
lanky, awkward-looking man in a stiff button-down shirt opened one of the
double doors to my father’s office for me. I smiled and nodded to the poor
young intern stuck on door duty. Rachel’s assignment, I was sure. There was
something about the way the curly-headed man always got flustered around me,
the way his eyes lingered over my silver buttons and the subtle bulge of my
breasts. The rush of blood to his pale cheeks—like he noticed me, wanted
me—made me like him. Maybe it was because I was the owner’s daughter. Or maybe
he enjoyed the promise my sultry smile held. Whatever his reason, I didn’t mind
the extra attention. God, it had been too long. Was I really getting turned on
by a twenty-year-old intern?


“Thanks,
Kurt,” I whispered.


He
grinned. “You’re most . . . you’re most welcome, Lauren.”


“Don’t
let Rachel stick you on door duty all day, okay?” I said with a wink.


As
I entered my father’s expansive office, I immediately noticed he wasn’t alone.
Two men sat across from him at his desk in dark leather chairs. Uneasiness overtook
me like water on a sinking ship. What the hell were Peter Maverick and his
bratty son, Pierce, doing here? 


I
gave my father a look that needed no interpretation as he stood up to greet me.
“Lauren, finally. Come in. Come in. We don’t want to keep these gentlemen
waiting.”


Finally?
Gentlemen? Something was off here. “I apologize,” I said
hesitantly. I walked behind my father’s desk to get a better view of the two men.
“I came as soon as my assistant told me.”


The
men clad in pinstriped suits politely rose from their seats. Mr. Maverick
raised his bushy white eyebrows as though questioning my excuse. He extended
his large hand. “Perfectly fine, my dear. I’m Peter Maverick.” 


Like
I don’t know who you are. I shook his rough hand, doing
my best to demonstrate strength in my grip like my father taught me. “Yes, I
believe we’ve met.” I struggled to keep my voice civil. What was Dad thinking,
letting this monster into his office? 


My
eyes fell to Maverick’s son, who was idly fiddling with the kerchief in the
pocket of his suit. His dark brown eyes glimmered in the light as he stared me
down like prey. Lowering his square jaw, he continued to hold his unsettling,
ravenous fixation on me. In a strange way, his bizarre stare almost aroused me.
My stomach bubbled with excitement at the dark, sultry man before me despite
the extensive background of our families. Focus, Lauren. He’s the enemy here,
remember? It was all I could do to remind myself that I was supposed to
detest this man and his begrudging father whose caterpillar eyebrows and
crooked nose were nearly comical next to his son’s undeniable beauty. Though
more unsteady than I typically was in meetings such as these, I was determined
to rise to Pierce’s obvious challenge. The last thing I needed was to appear
squeamish under his intense gaze, even if he was distractingly good-looking.
Time had clearly done him well. 


Maverick
nudged his son with one drooping shoulder. 


“And
I’m his son, Pierce Maverick,” the younger man said finally, a smirk etched
across his gorgeous face. He limply held out his hand as though he wouldn’t
deign to give me the respect of a proper handshake.


“Pleasure,”
I forced myself to say as our palms met. His touch radiated heat, and a jolt of
energy waved through me. My breath caught, and I willed myself not to blush.


“Please
have a seat,” my father said, gesturing toward the large chairs behind his
desk. “Let’s get down to business.” The men nodded respectfully and sat down in
the leather chairs.


“So
what’s going on?” I asked, forcing myself to turn away from the hauntingly
handsome man. “Forgive my frankness, but this does seem rather unusual . . .”


“I
need you to put aside your current projects, Lauren. It appears that Pierce
here has come up with an interesting proposal to bring our two companies
together and I—” 


“Our
companies . . . together?” 


My
father’s face told me my question was a mistake.


“And
I would really like you to work with him to develop it,” he continued quickly. “Show
him the ropes, so to speak, since he is barely out of school and—”


“I
assure you, sir,” Pierce sneered, “I have the proper training and education for
this job, probably even more than your daughter here, if you don’t mind my
saying so. My father has seen to that.” 


Ire
rose in me as I saw the arrogant look he gave my father. My desire to play nice
quickly evaporated. Good-looking or not, this guy was a prick with a chip on
his broad shoulders. Clenching my fists, I miraculously refrained from spewing
a few belittling words in his direction. There was no way this fetus had more
knowledge of this business than I did. Come back to me after five years of
hard cubical time, buddy.


My
father softly hummed to himself. His aged forehead wrinkled in distress. I
could tell the young man’s arrogance grated on his last nerve, as it did mine.
“Yes, I’m sure you are both very qualified,” he said flatly. “No one is trying
to discredit you, son. Lauren is one of our research and development experts.
I’m sure you two will work well together.”


“I
have no doubt that we will,” Pierce agreed a little too quickly for my comfort.


We’ll
see about that. I looked at Pierce while my father’s deep
voice droned on about the upcoming project. I wanted to see exactly whom I’d be
working with these upcoming months. I’d seen him at black-tie events
every few years; society functions were normal for families like ours in New York.
But I’d never seen him this close, especially not recently. Before now, he had
always looked like a teenage boy to me—just another snotty rich kid waiting for
his father to keel over. 


Today,
however, he looked like a man. His dirty blond hair was long and curly on top,
but cut short on the sides. His jaw, angled and strong. His pointed chin
revealed a small dimple in the middle of it, which I peculiarly found charming.
And his eyes, true to his name, were piercing. I glanced at his hands, folded
neatly in his lap. I wondered what those soft hands of his could do to me . . .


“Lauren?”
My father’s voice interrupted my detailed study of this stranger’s face. 


Pierce
turned toward me and grinned coyly. 


I
felt my cheeks flush with embarrassment. He knew I’d been staring. Damn it! Quickly,
I glanced to the clock on the wall behind him. I could practically feel his ego
swell from across the room as the air around me grew warm. 


“Yes.
Yes, I’ll be more than happy to show Pierce the ropes,” I said quickly.


“Pierce,
why don’t you come back tomorrow to work on things with my daughter and get all
the formalities straightened out,” my father offered. “Agreements signed, that
sort of thing? I’ll brief her this afternoon on the specifics of the project.
For now, I think we are done here. Do you agree, Peter?” he asked, reaching
across his desk to shake hands.


My
father’s long-time rival slowly nodded his head but ignored the civil gesture
my father offered. “I look forward to seeing this project come to life,” he
said curtly. 


I
saw my father’s extended hand curl into a fist, the whites of his knuckles
evident to us all.


My
heart pumped quickly as I anticipated an argument between the two men. Eager to
see the Maverick men leave, I quickly escorted them to the door. “It will be
good for both of our companies,” I said with more confidence than I felt. I
held the heavy oak door open for the two men and tried desperately not to stare
at Pierce as he left. “See you tomorrow, Ms. Hart,” he said. I nodded, and
watched Peter Maverick guide his son by the shoulder. 


Pierce
looked back and gave me a look that sent a chill running down my spine, and then
he left the room. 


I
bit my lip. I refused to let that handsome twerp get to me. My father gestured
for me to take a seat across from him.


I sat
down. “Why are you doing this, Dad? Last time I checked, you hated the Mavericks.”


He
sighed heavily before sitting down himself. “I may hate the man, but if it
weren’t for him, I would have never worked so hard to build what I have now.”
He folded his aged hands on his desk. His gold wedding band shimmered in the
florescent light. “I can’t deny that the idea his son has come up with is a
good one. Both our companies will benefit from the profit this project is sure
to accrue. And I don’t think I need to remind you that Hart Corp is in desperate
need of something profitable right now. This dry patch is killing us.”


My
mind wandered to the stack of blueprints scattered around my cluttered office—my
answer to the unexpected decline in production the company had been
experiencing the last several months.


“It
will also give us a new people-friendly image. Perhaps it will even get the press
off our backs about the bad blood between our businesses and families. It’ll be
well worth working with them.”


“Maybe
for you. I’m the one who’s going to have to deal with the kid.”


My
father raised his thick, gray eyebrows. “I didn’t realize there was animosity
there. Do you two have a history I don’t know about?”


I
leaned toward his massive desk, my hands on my knees. “You’re joking, right?”


“Am
I ever?”


“Dad,
you’re the reason I hate the Mavericks. It’s not something I have a legitimate
reason for, I guess. It’s just that you instilled this hatred in Toby and me
since we were in diapers.”


“I’ve
never known you to hate someone so thoroughly.” 


“Surely
you’re not about to give me a lecture on loving my neighbor, Dad. . . .”


My
dad’s large hand ran through his thinning white hair. “All I’m asking you to do
is be civil. No matter what family biases we may have, Pierce is your business
partner now. You should act accordingly. Give him a chance before you make up
your mind about him.”


“What
is this genius idea of his anyway? The boy is barely out of college.”


“A
casino, actually. He wants to build one that is bigger and better than any
before it. Five-star restaurants, luxury spas, charity balls—the works!” His
voice raised in forced excitement as though he needed me to believe him.


“Explain
to me exactly how this is going to work,” I said. “Sounds like a lot of money for
a very common idea to me.”


“That’s
the beauty, my dear. Even the average tourist will be able to afford the
packages we will offer.”


My
father had finally lost it. “We will be losing money hand over fist if we build
something of that size for people of such little means!” 


“Not
necessarily. We offer them rates middle-income families can afford, but we will
also sell bigger packages to wealthy families who will get more activities and
passes to certain VIP areas within the hotel and casino. The wealthy families will
make back the cost of building the casino and fund everything else.”


I
shook my head. “But how are we going to get both income types to want to gamble
together? There are high-end casinos for a reason.” 


“That’s
where you come in, my dear. I have the utmost trust that you will figure out
how to sell this in a way that makes everyone happy. I have also brought in
your brother to build the casino, to bring its architecture into the new
millennium. It will be at least a three-year project, but I’m sure you’re both
up for the job.”


I
perked up. If Toby had agreed to this project, maybe there was hope for it
after all. My brother didn’t come on board with Hart Corp for just any ol’
project. It was only for the chance to design something truly worthwhile, or on
rarer occasions, when he desperately needed the money. 


“What
about all the projects I’ve been working on the past few weeks? I can’t do them
and this. I’m swamped as it is.” I slowly rolled my neck to one shoulder
and then the other, suddenly remembering that massage I needed. 


“You
can and you will. Right now, I want you to focus on the real work we have here.
Project ideas are one thing, actual projects are another. I’m sorry, but your
other undertakings are just going to have to wait. This is our new priority.”


My
hands clenched into fists, and I had to bite my tongue. He had completely disregarded
all my work as if it were mere child’s play. I stood from the chair with a heavy
sigh. “I hope your intuition on this is right, Mr. Hart. It could make or break
us.”


“My
gut has gotten me through fifty years of life, Lauren. I don’t think it will
fail me now.” He slowly stood from his chair to walk me to the door. “And last
time I checked, it’s Dad.”


I swiftly
left his office and made my way back down to my dreary floor. I really hoped my
father was right. Working with Pierce could be a nightmare. There was too much
family history there. And I refused to hold his hand through this whole project.
I had worked too hard for too long to start babysitting now. I felt my face
flush as I remembered the sensational heat I felt when our palms briefly
touched. Maybe holding his hand wouldn’t be so bad. 


Shaking
my head, I forced myself to focus as the elevator doors closed. This was so
unlike Dad. How did he think a casino was going to move Hart Corp from the
shifting sands of its productivity? And why in God’s name did he suddenly feel
the need to make peace with his lifelong nemesis? Something just wasn’t adding
up. One thing was clear, however—Dad assigned me to this casino fiasco for two
reasons: fix any and all of Pierce’s rookie mistakes and make sure he doesn’t
pull anything shady over the company. Selling it to investors, my ass. Dad said
that merely to make me feel needed. There was no way he would agree to a
multi-million-dollar project if he didn’t already know, without a shadow of a
doubt, that it would pay off royally. No, he didn’t really need my expertise.
He needed my babysitting skills. 


The
elevator doors opened with a ding and a smiling Monica greeted me. 


Normally
if she had something important to tell me, she waited until I got back into my
office. I looked at her uneasily. “What is it?” 


She
handed me a piece of folded paper. “The young Mr. Maverick left this for you,”
she whispered. “He’s super cute, isn’t he?” 


I
rolled my eyes before I took the note from her. “What are we, in junior high?
Has he never heard of e-mail?” I turned curtly on my heel. 


“What
do you think it says?” Monica asked, following closely behind me.


I
was in no mood to appease my nosey assistant. “Don’t know. Don’t really care.”


“Well,
I thought it was sweet. He obviously likes you.”


I
quickly spun around. Monica’s brown, beady eyes looked up at me in surprise.
“Monica, this is business. Pure and simple.” I shoved the paper into my dress
pocket as if to accentuate my complete disregard for Pierce’s boyish move.
“Speaking of business, I think you have some to do?” I pointed to her desk.


“Yes,
Ms. Hart. Sorry, Ms. Hart.” 


I
cringed at the timidity I heard in her voice. How long had I been working on
her communication skills and fear of authority only to ruin it with a
thirty-second conversation? I didn’t want my employees to feel about me like
they did about my father. “Monica, I’m sorry. I can feel a headache coming on,
and I didn’t mean to snap.”


She
gave a weak smile. “That’s okay, Ms. Hart. I was prying.” She turned to head
back to her small cubicle. “Let me know if you need anything,” she said over
her shoulder.


Once
inside my office, I quickly unfolded the mysterious note. What could he
possibly want?


Ms. Hart,


Meet me by the park across the way tomorrow morning. 


I’m looking forward to our business relationship. 


Pierce Maverick


He couldn’t
even say please? I crumpled the paper up in my hand and
tossed it into the trash bin. Served me right for getting excited like I
actually was in junior high. My annoyance for the man reached a new level. This
project was going to take three years at least, and almost all of that time was
going to be spent with this pompous ass who already had the nerve to start
barking orders via snail mail. Pierce Maverick was going to have to work a hell
of a lot harder if he wanted my respect.


I
swung my office door open. “Phone Pierce Maverick, and tell him I have a
meeting in the morning,” I practically yelled at Monica. So much for not
snapping at her. “Tell him that if he wants to see me, he’ll have to meet me in
my office around noon. Or make an appointment like everybody else.”


Monica’s
smile quickly fell from her face. “Yes, Ms. Hart. I’ll do that right away.”


I slammed
my office door closed. Professional, Lauren. Real professional. 


The
blueprints I had worked so tirelessly on that morning stared at me. They
beckoned me to continue with them and abandon all of my new commitments. Dad
wanted me to just give all that up. And for what? To build a stupid casino? I
don’t think so. I couldn’t have something so completely unoriginal on my
record, not when I was trying to make CEO and save my father’s company. 
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I took
a deep breath. Sitting in the limo outside my apartment seemed to be the only safe
place. Outside was mayhem. A group of photographers huddled just outside the
car like a school of piranhas waiting to strike. Faces pressed against the
glass. Their cameras flashed like lightning crackling in the night sky. They
were urging me to open the door. I gripped my black Prada bag tightly,
steadying myself.


“Ms.
Hart? I can help you get out of the car if you need my assistance,” my driver
piped up.


“Thanks,
Rob. I think . . . I think I’ll be okay. How bad can they be, right?” I said,
attempting to lighten the tension that now gripped my chest.


“If
you say so, Ms. Hart.”


“Just
let me gather myself for a minute.”


The
last time I was involved in a paparazzi explosion was in college, a little more
than five years ago, though it seemed as recent as my last breath. As I closed
my eyes, the sweet scent of Cuban cigars and the musk of my old professor’s two-bedroom
Manhattan apartment came hauntingly back to mind. His study was my favorite
room. I could still picture the green velvet chaise and the endless stacks of colorful
books in the small office. Often, while he was meticulously grading papers at
his desk, I would run a finger down the spine of each of his aged novels on the
shelves. The worn leather felt familiar somehow. I’d imagine the setting where
he had read each book, the emotion that each word evoked from the man now
stroking his imaginary beard. I’d wonder what pages were dog-eared, which words
were circled for their particular significance or uniqueness. The inner workings
of his intelligence and how he viewed the written language had fascinated me.
His eyes saw what mine could not after hundreds of careful readings.


“Darling,
you know there’s nothing I love more than to watch you finger my collection,”
he would say, teasingly. His hazelnut eyes stared at me over his wire-rimmed
glasses. His simple, crooked smile intoxicated me. He looked so regal, so wise.
The ebony marble pipe in his hand somehow beckoned me toward him.


Of
course I did know how much he enjoyed watching me fiddle with his books, which
was mostly why I performed our nightly ritual. It was my subtle hint to
Professor Tilton that I had had enough of his grading for one night. After all,
I had already seen the grade he’d given my paper, which analyzed the critical
moment in the demise of Anna Karenina’s sanity before her fatal night at the
railroad tracks. His comment in the left-hand corner, “Exquisite!” had warmed
my heart. It made me long for him that night more than any other evening we had
spent together in our short, budding romance.


At
that moment, like Anna Karenina, I had wanted to take my sexual prowess into my
own hands. I gracefully moved toward his desk, hoping he found my girlish
appeal as sexy as I viewed his regal age. Loosening the belt around my silk
robe, I licked my lips. “Come, Professor. It’s time for bed now.”


The
nature of our relationship, though sincere, was profoundly misplaced. Our
evening rendezvous had to be kept secret. Since then, I often wondered if this
was the very reason Tilton had titillated me in the first place.


When
I left his apartment that night, it was nearly two in the morning. I hadn’t
wanted to leave the warm bed or his strong arms, but propriety demanded it. We
had to be careful, so very, very careful. As I quietly shut the door behind me,
I was ambushed. Flashes of light peppered me, snapping photo after photo of me
leaving my professor’s house in nothing but a silk robe. My euphoria from the
loving night with my wise man had come to a screeching halt. The reporters swarmed
me like bees around a hive, robbing me of the precious nectar I had stored
within me. Personal space, personal feelings, were as distant a concept to them
as compassion and mercy.


The
articles the following weeks were brutal: Millionaire’s daughter sleeping
her way to the top? Hart’s daughter shares more than her heart with 62-year-old
professor. Yale English professor hands out more than good grades, and so
on. The hateful words nearly killed me; they were all so unfounded. So mean. So
ungracious. No one cared about our feelings. They cared only about the scandal
and the hundreds of newspapers they would surely sell.


My
father had been furious about the onslaught of bad publicity the company
received. He forced me to drop out of Yale and spend a few months in London
with my mother in the hopes that the whole thing would eventually blow over.
Tilton never contacted me, but I heard the tenured professor was suddenly under
a microscope—his class stripped out from under him—in light of all the
humiliation and the obtrusive loss of privacy.


I hadn’t
given those crazy journalists fishing for a bit of gossip any real reasons to
put my face on the front of the top gossip rags since then. But here they were
again, ready to pounce. Though I had nothing to hide this time, I didn’t feel
ready to face the all-too-eager cameras. They were so unforgiving, so merciless
in their quests for indecency. Dad was right when he insisted that Rob drive me
home; the muckrakers must have seen Pierce and Peter Maverick at the office
earlier in the day. I could see the headline now: Millionaire Mavericks and
Harts make nice?


Suddenly,
a gutsy photographer started banging on my window. “Come on, Ms. Hart. Tell us
about the new deal you’re cooking up!”


Panic
flooded me. I exhaled crisply like a woman in Lamaze class. Keep it
together. Don’t panic.


“Tell
us why you’re suddenly friends with the Mavericks!” another voice shouted.


My
door quickly opened, and someone pulled me out of the limo with a strong tug of
the arm. Dear Kat, bless you, I thought as my best friend led me
forward. Immediately the flashes flickered, temporarily blinding me. God,
you’d think I was freaking Jennifer Aniston.


“Tell
us about the Mavericks!” someone shouted. “What were they doing at Hart Corp
today?” 


“Are
you and Pierce a couple now?” another yelled.


Their
raised voices bombarded me with other ridiculous questions. I kept my head down
and forced my way through the crowd, all the while praying Kat and I would make
it to the apartment unscathed. “Lauren, keys!” I heard my friend yell.


Quickly,
I fumbled in the pocket of my red pea coat for the keys. By some miracle, I
unlocked the large oak door, and soon we managed to stumble inside and away
from the flicker of the paparazzi’s lights. 


I
placed a hand over my chest and took a moment to catch my breath. 


“Holy
shit, Lo!” Kat said with her hands on her bony knees. “I feel like I just ran a
goddamn marathon.”


Despite
the anxiety whirling inside me, I couldn’t help but smile at her. Outside, I
knew it was Kat the second she took hold of my hand. I knew her touch. I had known
her long enough that I could be blindfolded and shake people’s hands and still
know which one was her. This wasn’t the first time she’d saved me from the
paparazzi, and I doubted it would be the last. 


“Thanks
for rescuing me out there. That was crazy.”


“You
know I’d do anything for you. Though I think you need to grow some balls and
face those bitches. Give them the finger or flash them, ya know? Something
that’ll really fluff their feathers.”


I
rolled my eyes. “Yes, because that is exactly what I want.” 


“You’d
think you were actually famous by all the people out there! I mean, what the
hell happened today?”


I
dropped my bag, kicked off my heels, and walked into my small living room. “The
Mavericks came to Hart Corp today. Although with the amount of publicity we’re
getting for one lousy meeting, you’d think some freakin’ strippers were
involved.” I plopped down on my red, comfy sectional and patted the seat next
to me for her to join.


“The
Mavericks? As in your family’s mortal enemies? Those Mavericks?”


“Yeah,
they’re the ones.”


She
grabbed a throw pillow and sat down next to me. “Then I’m confused.”


“Join
the club. Apparently, Dad now thinks it’ll be a good idea to partner with them
on an upcoming project.”


“You’re
shitting me.”


“You
haven’t even heard the best part. Guess who he wants to run it?”


“I’m
afraid to ask.”


I
pulled my legs toward me to hug my knees. “You’re looking at her. My new title
will now be Pierce Maverick’s Official Babysitter.”


Kat
threw the red-and-white floral pillow that she’d been holding to the other side
of the sectional. “I think I need a beer.” She quickly got up from the sofa and
walked across the dark hardwood floor to my kitchen, a scant twenty feet away.


“I
don’t often drink beer after work, but when I do . . . I drink Dos Equis,” she
quipped, mimicking the bearded man behind the cheesy beer commercials.


“Kat,
you always drink beer after work.”


She
made her way back to me, beers in hand. “Ah shit, you’re right.”


I
grabbed the bottle from her and twisted the top off. I took a long pull from
the cold beer. Nothing was more refreshing.


With
her one free hand, Kat ran her fingers through her short, blond pixie cut. “So
what exactly are you telling me here, Lo?” 


“I’m
screwed, basically.” I shook my head, still not believing my dad had the nerve
to venture out on this ridiculous project. “It was all Dad’s idea too! That’s
what I don’t get.”


Kat’s
eyes went big. “What’s he smoking and where can I get some?” 


“Right?
It’s so unlike him. Our families hate each other. That’s the way it’s always
been.”


Kat
paused a moment, letting my words hang in the air. “What’s your job going to
be?” she finally asked.


“I’ve
got to make sure the kid doesn’t mess everything up or pull anything shady over
the company, I guess. Though I can guarantee you, if Dad thinks I’m going to be
on diaper duty, he doesn’t know me very well.” 


“So
who is this Pierce kid anyway? Obviously, he’s a Maverick so we hate him,
right?”


I
willed my face not to turn scarlet. Kat could read through any of my bullshit,
and I didn’t need her to know that I thought Pierce was the most gorgeous man
I’d ever seen. “Pierce is eldest. Straight out of college. Thinks he’s all that
and a bag of chips.”


“Sounds
peachy.”


“Yeah,
he’s pretty arrogant. The next few months aren’t going to be real pleasant I
suspect.”


She took
a sip of her beer, her eyes never leaving mine. “So I’m guessing by that forced
expression on your face that this guy is hot?”


Damn.
How does she always know? “What? What do you mean?”


Kat
folded her tattoo-covered arms and gave me a stern look. “How long have we been
friends now? Fifteen years? I think that’s long enough for me to know when you’re
holding something back.”


“Fine,
fine,” I said, throwing my hands up in surrender. 


“Oh,
is he now?”


I
playfully nudged Kat in the arm. “Yes, if you must know. The man is gorgeous.
In fact, he may even be enough to tempt the lesbian out of you.” 


Kat
took another sip of her beer. “Unless he has some breasts to play with, I
highly doubt that.”


I
laughed until beer fizzled out of my nose. Kat could always make me chuckle.
Her charisma and wit captivated me. It didn’t matter what she said or what she
did, I wanted to be close to her because I knew we were going to have a hell of
a good time. Not only was she a blast, but she also understood me. She was the
only person I felt comfortable around, the only person I felt I could be normal
with. Around family and the public, I was constantly walking on eggshells. Look
pretty. Be smart. Date successful men. Make everyone like you. With Kat, I could
wear sweat pants, drink beer, and not worry about whether or not I was wearing
the latest Gucci shoes or how I was going to explain to my mother that I was still
not dating anyone. 


Because
of this, I’d always had a small girl crush on her, which really confused me as
a teenager. I couldn’t figure out what I liked. The taste of men, their soft
tongues on mine, had always aroused me. It left me curious, always wanting
more. With women, particularly Kat, I connected on an entirely different level.
It was more than the insatiable heat between our bodies. It was understanding,
compassion. Eventually I discovered that I wanted to be with men, in spite of
the rotten eggs I’d dated the past few years. They all reminded me too much of
my father—too prideful and too ambitious to see the importance of being with
the loved ones who surrounded them. 


Despite
my attraction to men, Kat would always have that special spot for being my “level
three” girl. Kat came up with the levels in college. Levels for girl crushes,
very similar to a man crush for guys. Level one was a girl that another girl wanted
to be friends with. Level two meant you wanted to be that girl or have specific
aspects of a girl, like perky breasts or straight hair. Level three was the woman
another girl would have sex with if the opportunity ever presented itself. For
most girls, level three was reserved for celebrities. Not me. For me, it was Kat.


“Well,
it doesn’t matter anyway,” I said, once I wiped the beer off my face. “The man
is a stud, but he’s as arrogant as you are gay. I was with him five minutes,
and already I can’t stand the kid. The next few months in Vegas are going to be
hellish.”


“Well,
there’s always gambling or strip clubs. Wash your blues away on the Strip by watching
gals strip. That’s my motto.”


I
cocked my head to the side. “That seems like something that’s more up your
alley, Kat.” I sighed. “I wish I could at least work on my other projects in my
free time. Dad’s making me give up all my other work, even the big one I’ve
been tweaking. He told me it’s time I do some ‘real work.’”


“Real
work? What does he think you’ve been doing all this time, cooped up in that
giant office of yours? I would’ve slapped him.”


My
eyes strayed to an old family portrait hanging on the wall by the front door.
It was the last one where we all looked happy, years and years ago. “I’m going
to have Monica continue to work on them while I’m away. She has her dog to look
after, and she doesn’t want to leave with me to go to whatever spot in Vegas
Maverick wants to build this damn casino.”


“I
can’t believe you’re just going to sit there and let your father pull the
strings like that.” She quickly stood up from the couch. “Stand up for yourself,
Lo.”


I
pulled her back down to the couch before she had a chance to storm off in her
normal fashion. “I want to become CEO of the company before I’m thirty, and if
this casino deal goes well, it could be a good stepping stone for that.
Besides, if we happen to build the casino in Vegas, which I’m sure we will,
I’ll fly you out a few times to have fun with me. I know I’ll need you if I
have to be around him all day.”


She shook
her head at me and smiled. “You don’t have to pretend to be so fed up with him
around me, friend. I can tell you don’t completely hate the idea of being
cooped up in the neon city with Mr. Please Fuck Me Anytime You Please.”


I
grimaced. “I doubt I’d go that far. . . .”


Kat
fiddled with her white-blonde hair. She swooped the short strands over to the
side, giving her pixie cut a small adjustment. “Fine, but I still say you need
to start your own company. You don’t need your father’s business anymore. Just
look at your brother. He’s doing just fine without good ol’ Hart Corp. Go out
and build something friendly for women, Lo. The world is your pearl!”


“I
thought it was ‘The world is your oyster,’” I said with a laugh.


“Sick,
who wants those slimy things?” she asked.


I took
another drink from my beer. “Anyway . . . I can’t build my own company because
it would destroy my father. Ever since Toby left the company, Dad’s been more
cantankerous than ever. He still brings it up every time we’re all together.
It’s really tiring to hear the same speech at every meal.”


“You
care too much for him. He was never there for you, and he’s using you now.” She
sighed heavily and rubbed her brow with her hand.


“Maybe,
but it’s still my job—Daddy problems or not. Besides, I’m good at it.”


Kat
reluctantly agreed. “Kicking ass in the office is kind of your thing,” she
said. She set her empty Dos Equis bottle on the small chest in front of the
sofa. “Enough business talk for the day. I came over to see if you wanted to go
clubbing. . . . Let me rephrase that. . . . I came over to see if I could
persuade you to come clubbing with me.”


“You
know I look like an awkward chicken on the dance floor. Besides, I’d rather not
have women who don’t know I’m straight trying to hit on me all night. I feel
bad when I have to turn them away.”


“You
can always tell them you’re with me. That’ll keep them from trying to get in
your knickers.”


I
laughed. “Panties, Kat, say it with me. Pant-teees.”


She
shuddered. “Even the word sounds gross . . . pan . . . I can’t do it.”


“I
think you’re the only lesbian in the world who hates that word.”


She
shrugged her shoulders. “Can’t help it. . . . Knickers, now that’s a fun word to
say. Knickers, knickers, knickers!”


I
just shook my head. “Really though, I’m pretty beat from the day anyway. I was
in the office before sunrise again. I think I’m just gonna crash.”


Her
grin quickly faded. “How are you feeling? Are you still getting those
headaches?”    


“You
mean my work-induced migraines? Sometimes, but not recently. Maybe that’s a bad
sign?” I laughed. “Clearly my brain has just submitted to the hours and hours
of work I put in every day.”


“You
are your father’s child,” Kat said. Silence enveloped the room like a cloud. Abruptly
Kat stood up from the sofa. “I should go. Imagine what those gossip rags will
say about our lesbian affair if I spend the night?”


I
laughed to try and lighten the tension. “Because you’re leaving so early, they’ll
say I broke up with you over that blonde ho you were with last month.”


“That
blond ho sure did know how to kiss . . . too bad she was jealous of you.”


I
arched an eyebrow. “Me? She was a total ten bombshell, no doubt about it. She
was jealous of me?”


Kat
shrugged her shoulders. “You’ll always be first in my heart, love. I don’t
think she was ever going to be okay with that.” 


I
stood up from the sofa and walked her to the front door. She hugged me tightly.


“Thanks
for rescuing me today.”


“No
problem. You know I’m a sucker for the whole damsel-in-distress bit.”


I
smirked. “Have fun clubbing. And tell those photographers that I shagged you
silly and then broke up with you because you forgot to buy me flowers.”


She
smiled and gave me a wink. “Oh, I think that story is being written as we
speak. Later, love. I’ll text you.” 


She
left, and I watched her trudge to her car from the window, hoping the paparazzi
would be civil to her since I wasn’t on her arm. I knew she was right. They
were probably having a field day with my lesbian friend rescuing me from the
limo. God only knew what the papers would say tomorrow. My father stopped
trying to quell the rumors that I was a closet lesbian years ago when he decided
to have the company adopt an “open-minded policy.” I wasn’t complaining. Kat’s
presence wasn’t exactly negotiable, and as long as we were hanging out, the
papers would make whatever they wanted out of the millionaire’s daughter. Only
in the trashiest gossip rags did I ever get any action. Too bad my life wasn’t
nearly as exciting as so many people believed. 


I
locked the door and headed up the stairs, ready for yet another night alone.
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I stood
at the window of my office waiting for Pierce to show himself. Dark, ominous
clouds loomed over the bustling city. Downpour was imminent. “This can’t be a
good omen,” I muttered to myself as I crossed my arms. I wondered whether
Pierce would even bother showing up this morning. I hadn’t exactly started our
business relationship off on the right foot since I refused to meet him where
he’d specifically requested. I didn’t care. My message this morning needed to
be clear: I did not work for him. If anything, this little prick worked for me.
After all, I was the one with all of the experience. I was the one who had
clocked an ungodly number of hours at the office. And I was the one who would
carry us through the tedious details of creating this new casino. That was, if
I could force myself to focus while he was in the room.


I
glanced down at my outfit, a black pencil skirt with a sleeveless, pink ruffled
top. It was a little frillier and brighter than I was used to wearing around
the office—heather gray slacks and black, long-sleeved tops were more my
staple. As I was leaving my house that morning, I tried to convince myself that
my appointment with the handsome Pierce hadn’t persuaded me to choose the overtly
feminine outfit. In my heart, I knew better.


Glancing
at the clock on the wall, I secretly hoped he would be late. Better still, that
he wouldn’t bother coming. Whether he showed up or not would tell me how much
his heart was in this project that our fathers had entrusted to our care. The
very idea of working with the Mavericks still baffled me. I grew up hearing my
father’s endless tirades about how Peter had managed to steal another one of
his ideas, or how excited he was to best him in something. Now to be working alongside
Peter and his son seemed inherently wrong, like I was going against a cardinal
rule. 


I
sighed and shook my head before turning to go back to my desk. I had been there
early to review what little documentation there was on the upcoming project. I
could feel one of my headaches coming on, and dealing with an arrogant man with
something to prove was the last thing I needed right now. As I sat down in my
checkered wingback chair, I heard my office door open. I didn’t bother turning
around.


“Monica,
call Mr. Maverick and tell him that if he isn’t here in five minutes —”


“Please,
call me Pierce.” He walked over to one of the leather chairs in front of me and
sat down. He crossed one long elegant leg over the other and pretended to pick
an invisible piece of lint from his pinstriped suit. He then looked at me with
an insufferably devilish smirk. 


“Why
are you late?” I asked.


“Since
when is two minutes past considered late?”


“Any
minutes after an agreed-upon time are tardy in my book.”


He
shrugged his shoulders nonchalantly. “I came in as soon as your assistant
permitted. Why did you refuse to meet me at the park this morning?” 


“I
had other things to attend to.” I folded my hands on my desk and stared into
his almond-shaped eyes. Why am I nervous? “And I typically do not
respond to my business partners with snail mail since I’m not exactly in junior
high anymore.”


He
chucked softly. “Well, I don’t really believe in e-mails or texting. I suppose
I could have called you.”


Who
doesn’t believe in e-mail? How the hell are we going to get any work done? “It’s
e-mail. It’s not the Easter bunny.” I grabbed a notepad from the end of my desk
and pushed my nerves aside. “You’re here now. Let’s get started.”


“There
was a reason I wanted to meet you there,” he pressed.


“And
what was this reason?”


He
smirked again. There was a taunting glint in his eye. “Doesn’t matter now. But I
want to build the casino in Las Vegas, of course.”


 “Cliché.”


“I
prefer to think of it as effective.”


“Anywhere
specific in mind?”


He
licked his thin lips and slowly nodded his head.


“Well,
we’ll have to go out there and see if we can find a lot big enough . . .” I let
the rest of my sentence fade as I imagined something else that might be large
enough.


“And
if we can’t?” he prompted, after a moment of silence.


I
pretended to fumble through my notepad, looking for a specific page. “In that
case . . . then we would try to find a building we could buy out and tear down.
My brother is overseeing the architecture, and he’s absolutely excellent at
what he does.”


“I’m
sure all of the Harts are,” Pierce said softly.


I
ignored him. “Once we have a design in mind, we can start pitching the plan to
the investors.”


He
nodded his head in agreement. “Excellent.”


“I
have a few questions, if you don’t mind,” I said, trying to steady my voice and
hone my concentration. “Dad didn’t exactly brief me on the entirety of this
project, so I feel a little out of the loop. I tried reviewing some of the
paperwork we have, rough sketches and outlines of Hart Corp’s goals and
projections. There’s not much there, though I guess I didn’t expect there to be
in the project’s infancy.”


Pierce
gestured with his large hand for me to continue.


I
cleared my throat, forcing myself to stare at the papers in my hand. Concentrate,
damn it! You’re the professional here. “What’s our projected launch date
for construction? I know this is a long way off, but I’ve found that if we have
a target date in mind, we can at least have something to shoot for.” 


“I think
we can be up and running in a month’s time, give or take a couple of days.”


I
forced myself not to roll my eyes. His ignorance was blaring louder than the
fireworks at the fourth of July. Like hell, we will. It’ll be at least two
months if not three. “That soon?” I questioned, proud that I was able to
keep my response professional.


He
stood and started pacing in front of my desk as though it was his own office.
Obviously, he was already comfortable with me though I wasn’t entirely sure I
liked that. I wanted him to feel pressure to prove himself to me. 


“I
don’t see why not. I’ve got the list of possible investors, the theme of the
casino, the design . . .”


“You
do realize this is our project? I’m not sure we have anything set in
stone at this particular moment in time.”


He
stopped pacing and turned toward me. A smile curved on his thin lips. “Your
father has heard all the details.”


“And
as I have already stated, I have not. Since I’m the overseeing project manager,
your ideas need to be pitched to me before we take any steps.” I pinched the bridge
of my nose, willing the oncoming headache away. The doctors always encouraged
me to avoid stress-inducing environments. They probably would not approve of my
new partnership with the increasingly stressful Pierce Maverick. The man had
been in my office for five minutes, and already I felt more stressed than I had
in weeks. Whether that was his arrogant nature or the way his smile awakened parts
of me that hadn’t been touched in years—I didn’t know. 


“Of
course, of course, Ms. Hart. We are partners, I agree,” he said, his tone
dripping with condescension. “Let’s go grab a nice cappuccino, and I’ll discuss
the project in full detail so you can get on the same page as your father and me.
I believe you’re going to like what I’ve come up with so far.”


Abruptly,
he headed toward my office door before I had the chance to turn him down. I
gathered my purse and followed him out of the building, hating myself for
quickening my every step to close the space between us.


~*~*~*~


“We
will fly out to Las Vegas and stay there until the building is underway,” I
said to Monica over the phone. I held my favorite yellow mug filled with a
hazelnut blend of freshly brewed coffee. The smell was intoxicating so early in
the morning.


“Yes,
I already signed the condo’s lease.” At least I’ll be comfortable
while I’m in hell. “Tell Dad we’ll contact him when we discover the perfect
space or building for the project. Could be a few days. Thanks. Bye.” I tossed
my cell phone onto the sofa cushion beside me. If it weren’t for my
assistant, communication with my father would be almost nonexistent.


I
cupped my hands around the warm mug and took a small sip. The serenity of the Sunday
morning quietly calmed my anxious thoughts about the upcoming trip. The thought
of having to see this egotistical man every day was unimaginable. My father’s
nagging voice whispered in my ear. “Give him a chance,” he had
uncharacteristically advised. Maybe he was right. Maybe I was being too harsh
on the young man so eager to prove himself. He had, after all, had some pretty
interesting ideas for this project. Maybe he deserved a fair shot from me, even
if I did find his continual arrogance a bit intolerable. I just had to remind
myself that this was a small stepping stone to becoming a CEO and, later, the
head of the company.


My phone
buzzed to life. “Hi, Mom,” I answered.


“I
tried calling your office, but it kept going to voice mail. Your father told me
you’re going to Las Vegas for a few months?” 


“Yes,
it’s for that new project he’s doing with Maverick.”


“Don’t
get me started.”


I
set the mug on the coffee table in front of me. “Well, what are you complaining
about? I’m the one who has to work with the guy.”


“I’ve
seen some recent pictures of Mabel’s youngest. I don’t feel sorry for you at
all working with that handsome fellow,” she said.


Great,
Pierce even turns on my mother. “Then why are you upset?”


“I just
can’t believe, after all this time, your father is suddenly agreeing to do
this. He loathes Peter Maverick. Always has, always will. I’ve had to listen to
the man’s tirades for years, and now he’s willingly going to work with him for
a ‘better image’ as he put it.” She sighed loudly. “I think we should have his
head checked, but what do I know?”


I
laughed. “Maybe you’re right. But Daddy has his reasons, and you know his gut
has never steered him wrong.”


“Yes,
his gut . . . I’m quite familiar. That’s how I got him to marry me, you know. I
fed him my famous pecan pie and let his stomach do the thinking.”


“You’re
a wise woman, Mom.”


“Well,
I’m glad someone in this household thinks so. . . . Listen, I want you to clear
your schedule. We have to see each other before you leave for this big project!
How does dinner at that flutey-tooty French restaurant on 55th Street that you
love so much sound?”


I
rolled my eyes. My mother, God bless her, was a multi-millionaire, but any
restaurant with hundred-dollar plates was “flutey-tooty” in her eyes—one of the
many reasons I adored her. She was just a simple girl from Mississippi when she
met my dad. When he proposed, he promised her the world. Little did she know
that merely meant multiple banks accounts all over the globe. “All right. I
could use some company and a nice glass of wine. Invite Toby and Margret too. I
leave the day after tomorrow so it will have to be soon.”


“I’m
not sure your brother can make it. They put little Henry down awfully early
these days. Something Margret read about the baby going through an adjustment
phase at twelve months . . .”


“A
year, Mom. He’s one year old. Say it with me. He’s a one-year-old.” 


She
smiled. “You go by months until they’re two—you know that. Anyway we’ll see if
they can make it. Let’s plan to have dinner tomorrow night with or without ‘em.”


I
took a small sip of my coffee. “Sounds peachy. Maybe I’ll bring Kat along.”


“Whoever
you’d like, darling. You know your father will probably have —”


“Something
better to do. I know.”


I
could hear the hesitation over the line. “Well, I’ll try to convince him all
the same. Nothing’s more important to us than you. I love you, Lauren. Don’t
you forget it, baby girl.”


“I
love you, too, Mom. I’ll talk to you later.” I hung up the phone.        


Well,
at least I’ve got one parent who’s doing it right. I
stretched my arms high above my head. I supposed it was time to start the day.
There was still a lot of packing to do. I didn’t even know where to begin with
my clothes. Chastising myself for imagining what Pierce would like to see me
in, I made a mental note to go shopping later and to call Kat for an emergency
consultation. If I was going to do this Vegas thing, I wanted to do it in
style. And who better to advise me on what looked good on women than my lesbian
friend?
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The
French restaurant was surprisingly calm for a Saturday night. The lights were
dimmed to a romantic level. The pale pink napkins were folded in an elegant
fleur de lis shape atop each plate. I glanced around the quaint restaurant to
spot any of my family but saw no one I recognized.


The
short, blonde hostess gave me an electric smile. “Bonsoir, Mademoiselle Hart,”
she said. She turned to grab a single menu from the brown basket behind her
short podium. “Just you this evening?”


Her
familiarity with my face spoke volumes to how often I dined here. She was
always sweet enough to ask if others would be joining me, though I doubted she
had ever seen me actually eat with another living soul. Kat despised this
place, and she was really the one I’d think to bring.


“Actually,
yes. I believe there will be three others. Possibly four, if my brother brings
his baby.”


Her
seafoam-colored eyes widened in surprise. The glitter painted over her eyelids
caught the faint light of the room and glimmered. I couldn’t help but think how
much Kat would love this petite woman’s kind face. “Look at those eyes,” she
would say. “You can tell everything you need to know about someone by their
eyes. They’re the windows to the soul, you know.” My Kat, a lesbian
Dickinson. They would make an interesting couple—tattoos, glitter, and all.


“Excellent!
Right this way,” the small hostess gestured. “I know you prefer this side of
the restaurant.”


“Thank
you. This will be perfect,” I said as she seated me at a large, round table
near the back. “They should be here shortly.” 


“We’re
here now!” my mother practically squealed from a few feet away. My brother and
his wife were right at her heels, and behind them was my father with a frown
already etched across his unpleasant face.


Immediately
I clutched the table. A family dinner and it’s not Christmas? Something has
got to be up.


“Hi
everybody,” I said, feigning excitement.


“Lauren,
you look wonderful! Is that a new dress?” Margret asked as they all settled
into their seats. Her pleasant smile lit up her otherwise plain, tired face.


I
glanced down at the fitted red halter I’d just picked up that afternoon. An
impulse purchase. I had admired the way the short chiffon was snug around my
hips, accentuating my curves and freakishly long legs. The little red number
made me feel like a desirable woman, something I hadn’t truly explored or
dressed for since Professor Tilton unbalanced my world.


“Yes,
actually,” I gushed. “Thanks for noticing.”


“Seems
a little fancy for such a measly restaurant,” my father quipped. He folded the
napkin across his lap, not bothering to meet my eye.


My
finger nervously played with the edge of my empty wine glass, making it whistle
slightly. Two seconds into the evening, and he was already being difficult.
That had to be a new record. “Thanks?” I mumbled.


The
awkwardness hung in the air, palpable yet inescapable. My mother reached across
the table and squeezed my hand. “We all think you look wonderful, dear.”


“Smokin’,”
Toby enthusiastically chimed in. He casually put his arm around Margret in the
booth, pulling her close. They were an oddly matched pair, but I knew my
brother loved her. His dark hair, dimples, and tall frame had never failed to
get the attention of several beautiful girls. But he had chosen Margret a few
years ago—a poor, plain girl with a kind heart. I loved her instantly and found
it easy to understand why Toby had as well. “You’ve never looked better,” he
added.


I
chuckled in spite of myself. My brother somehow always knew what to say. “Moving
on . . .” I said. “Thanks, guys, for coming to see me off. I’m kind of
surprised to see you here, Dad.”


His
large, wrinkled hands shot up in the air as though I had just accused him of
spitting in my salad bowl. “What? A father can’t visit his only daughter before
she ups and leaves town?”


I
cocked my head to the side. Interesting logic, Daddy Dear. “Under your
orders, remember?”


“Yeah,
what’s up with that, Dad?” Toby asked. “The Mavericks, really?”


“It’s
just business,” my father responded dismissively. He turned to my mother and
gave her a look as if to say, “Deal with your children.”


Our
waiter interrupted with two bottles of the restaurant’s finest merlot. Dad
must’ve ordered it before he sat down, a classic Robert Hart move.


“Thank
God,” I heard my brother mutter under his breath as the stout waiter poured him
a generous glass. He took a sip of the red amber liquid and smacked his lips.
“So Lauren,” he said, “how do you feel about working with the Pierce
Maverick?” 


I
sighed and glanced at my father, who was paying more attention to the wine
label than the conversation—my father, a man of few, disgruntled words. The less
he said, the happier he usually was. “It’s work. I already don’t care for the
man,” I said, hoping my forced tone was at least semi-believable. “He is obnoxiously
arrogant and full of himself—”


“Now,
Lauren, . . .” my mother interrupted as though scolding a young child for not
looking both ways before he crossed the street. “Be nice.”


I
shrugged. “What? I’m willing to give him a fair shot. Toby asked how I felt,
and I’m telling him.” I’m just choosing to leave out the part where I’m
ridiculously attracted to him.


Margret
handed me the small basket of garlic bread. “Arrogant men are the worst. How
often are you going to have to see him?”


 “Oh,
I’ll see him every day for at least the next three months,” I said, not
breaking eye contact with my father. “I don’t know how I’m going to get through
it, honestly,” I said feigning exasperation. I knew exactly how I would survive
though—my vibrator and a tall glass of Scotch every night. Maybe then I could forget
about the man I was supposed to hate but found myself desiring nonetheless.


Toby
reached across the table to put his hand on top of mine. “I’ll fly out once or
twice when we start talking architecture and keep you company for a few days.
Will that make it any easier?” 


“I
wish I could come, too,” Margret admitted. “But somehow I don’t see babies and
Vegas really mixing well.”


I
smiled. “Henry wouldn’t like the strip?”


“No,
but his dad sure would,” Toby joked. Margret playfully punched him in the arm. 


“Well,
Las Vegas has some amazing restaurants we can check out, and maybe we can even see
a magic show. I know how you much you love those. I suppose if I have to be in
hell, it’ll be nice to have family burning right there with me.”


I
watched my father as he adjusted the dinner fork next to his plate. “Let’s talk
about something else, shall we? Business talk isn’t for the dinner table.”


Toby
gave me an annoyed glance. I could practically read his thoughts: That
wasn’t your philosophy whenever the phone rang during our family dinners
growing up.


“So Margret,
how’s Henry? Is our little man asleep?” Mom quickly asked. Thank God for little
Henry. He was the perfect conversation buffer. Everyone always wanted to know
about the baby.


I
listened only half-heartedly to my sister-in-law talk about my nephew who turned
one the previous week. We had all been there for the giraffe-themed party. Henry
had made his big birthday debut by grabbing a chunk of his cousin’s chocolate
cake off her plate and promptly falling asleep twenty minutes into his first
party. Another baby was on the way. Another chance to hear about my brother’s
successful family life.


I
took a generous gulp of my wine, suddenly ready for this evening to end. Kat
still needed to come over and consult with me about the “male friendly”
purchases I had made earlier that afternoon, though I still wasn’t willing to
admit what had prompted me to splurge on them.


“Lauren,
are you taking the jet tomorrow?” Mom asked after the tales of Henry had
stretched for as long as they possibly could.


“I’d
love to join you in the sky, Ms. Hart,” a voice from behind me suddenly said.


I hurriedly
spun around. The one person I didn’t want to see until tomorrow in Vegas was standing
behind me with an incredibly thin woman wearing an elegant, low-cut dress. She
was practically draped on his arm. My father quickly stood up like he was a
much younger man. “Ah, Mr. Maverick! What a coincidence seeing you here. This
is my daughter’s favorite restaurant.”


Maverick’s
icy blue eyes locked with mine. “Your daughter and I have very similar tastes.”


I gave
the eye candy he seemed to be rubbing in my face the once-over. Oh, I doubt
that. Eat a cheeseburger, I wanted to tell her. Any wind that evening, and
the sensationally dressed woman would likely blow away. On second thought,
maybe she should forget the burger.


“Of
course you can take the jet with my daughter,” my father continued, suddenly
full of energy and conversation. “I apologize for not thinking of it sooner. It
will be good if you two learn how to work with one another.”


“What
time is it taking off?” he asked. His gaze never left mine. 


I felt
my face heat up as I imagined sharing a private space with him. My mind drifted
to a shirtless, muscle-bound man ready and willing to create a little
turbulence of our own. “In the morning, seven thirty sharp. Don’t be late, or
we’ll take off without you.”


“I
can’t wait. Good to see you all.” He put his hand on the small of his date’s
back and guided her away from the table. She looked back at me before she
turned and whispered something in his ear. He shook his head, and the two of
them continued walking. 


Goosebumps
bubbled on the surface of my skin as I imagined the next few months. I took
another generous mouthful of wine. This man would be the end of me, or the very
beginning.






[bookmark: _Toc357195326]Chapter Five


I stood
outside the jet at my father’s private hangar. Pierce was already ten minutes
late, not that I was surprised. If I hadn’t been so nervous, I would have been
royally pissed at the inconvenience. I wasn’t used to dealing with incompetent
employees. As it was, I could barely pretend to focus on the onslaught of e-mails
on my iPhone. Instead I concentrated on the next three months, the next few
hours even, over and over in my head. Never had my focus been so shaken, my
confidence thrown so off-kilter. Typically, I was as serious as the
straightjacket my father forced me to wear around the office. Pleasure and
business had never before been a temptation for me, and I didn’t want them to
be now . . . no matter how much my imagination enjoyed the sensation of Pierce’s
tongue down my throat.


“Ms.
Hart!” I turned my head. The pilot, dressed in navy blue pants and a pale blue
collared shirt, was walking toward me. His round jaw was firmly set as he briskly
made his way toward the front of the plane.


“Yes?”
I asked. 


“We
are ready to leave now if you are.” I could tell from his eyes that he was restraining
an annoyed tone. Not that I could blame him. Flying all the way to Las Vegas on
a Sunday morning wasn’t exactly protocol for my father’s hired men.


“A
few more minutes, please. Unfortunately, I need to wait for my business
partner. My father won’t be happy if I leave without him.” 


The pudgy
pilot clenched his jaw and took a deep breath. “Of course, Ms. Hart. We’ll wait
for your signal.” The pilot abruptly turned on his heel and left me, and I
continued to stand there. Maybe I should enjoy these last moments of silence
before he shows up. It would probably be the last alone time I would have
for months, though the idea was slowly growing on me. I almost looked forward
to the next few weeks, though I’d never admit it out loud. You’re supposed
to hate this guy, remember?


Finally,
a sleek white limo pulled up on the stretch. Pierce got out of the car and
gracefully walked toward me. As he strolled over to me, he adjusted his pastel
green tie, which complemented his khaki linen suit beautifully. 


I
glanced down at my skinny jeans and casual leather jacket and immediately felt uncomfortable.
Who dresses up to spend five hours in an airplane? Apparently,
this rich kid did, and I’d be damned if he didn’t look better than a topless
Brad Pitt. I could practically feel my mouth begin to water. Trying to recall
all the things of which I wasn’t particularly fond about him, my mind was an
empty slate—my only thought was discovering what was underneath his fancy
three-piece suit.


Pierce
grinned when his eyes locked with mine. He was about to say something to me
when a little girl crawled out of the limo. “Pier, Pier!” she yelled, running toward
him. “Wait, Pier, I forgot to give this to you!” 


He
reached down and picked her up. “What’s up, Nats? What’d you forget?”


Surely
that’s not his . . . I shook my head. Pierce was too young to
have a little girl her age. She had to be a least six, maybe seven. 


“The
lucky bracelet I made you in school. It’ll keep you safe when you go up in the
sky.” She pulled a simple beaded bracelet out of the pocket of her yellow dress.
She clasped the bracelet over his hand and smiled. “See? It’s purple because
that’s my favorite color.”


“Well
thank you, Nats,” he said as though she had just given him a million dollars.
He kissed the top of her little head. “I’m so glad you remembered. We
definitely want to be safe when we’re flying!”


“There,
now you and the lady won’t get hurt while you’re high in the sky.” 


He
turned to me. “Ms. Hart, this is my little sister, Natalie. Natalie, this is
Ms. Hart.”


“Hello,”
she said. “You’re pretty. Pier said you were pretty.”


I smiled
and forced myself not blush. Did he really think I was pretty? “Hello
there, Natalie. That’s awfully nice of you to think of your brother’s safety and
—” 


“Natalie,
come here,” a woman’s voice from the limo hollered. “Your brother needs to
leave.” A young, elegant woman slowly got out of the limo. She looked to be the
same age as me, perhaps a little older. Her blonde hair was pinned in a chic bun,
and her white fur coat was bunched up around her face. The clicking of her
heels on the asphalt resonated throughout the hangar. 


Immediately,
my skin began to crawl. The elation Natalie’s sweet confession had just created
within me quickly faded like the warm glow of the setting sun. This
woman reminded me of Cruella De Vil. Her regal face and superior air seemed
familiar, but I couldn’t place it. She wasn’t the blonde woman Pierce had at
the restaurant the other night. This woman was even more stunning, much to my
annoyance. What’s with all the blondes in his life? 


She
dramatically took the cat-eye sunglasses off her face and sighed in an annoyed,
dramatic way. “Put her down, Pierce. She can stand on her own.”


Pierce
carefully put his sister on the ground. “Ms. Hart, this is my stepmother,
Sophie.”


I held
out my hand to her. “It is nice to finally meet you, Mrs. Maverick.” 


She
looked down her tiny nose at my hand as though deciding if I was worthy to
shake the hand of her royal highness. Eventually she took it briefly with the
tips of her cold fingers. I had an urge to sneer at her but pushed it down. So
there is someone who annoys me more than Pierce, after all.


She
turned to Pierce and put her hand lightly on his shoulder. Her fresh French
manicure shined under the hangar’s florescent lights. “Have a safe trip,
darling. Do call when you arrive so that your father and I can know that you’ve
arrived safely.” The same hand moved to cup his cheek for a moment before she finally
let go. Her dark brown eyes narrowed in on me as if to say “Sorry, he’s mine,”
before she walked back to the limo, her daughter’s hand in hers. 


I
forced myself not to shudder. There wasn’t anything remotely motherly in her
lingering touch. Her desire for Pierce was as obvious as the cleavage gaping
from under her silk, low-cut dress. Apparently, she and little Natalie weren’t
on their way to church.


“Bye,
Pier!” Natalie shouted when she arrived at the limo door. “Have fun in Nay-gas!”


Pierce
waved to Natalie. “For some reason, Vegas is a difficult word for her to
say,” he whispered to me. He blew her a kiss and turned toward me. “Are you
ready to go?” 


A
short nod was all I could manage. A vortex of nerves suddenly bubbled within my
stomach like I was about to go on stage. He was beyond good-looking and he
cared about kids? Maybe he wasn’t such a prick, after all. For Christ’s
sake, Lauren, calm down. It’s not like you’re going to fuck this guy in Vegas.


We
boarded the jet. He sat down at the small table in the back and gestured for me
to sit across from him. His long, spidery fingers reached into his briefcase
and shuffled around some papers. 


My iPhone
suddenly lit up. It was a text from Kat, essentially the only person I
communicated with besides dear ol’ protective Mom. 


Thinking
of you today, love. Hope your flight goes well. Don’t let Mr. Hoity Toity get
in your way, okay? Kick ass and take names while you’re in Vegas like you
always do. I’ll see you in a week!


I
smiled. If only she were a man, she’d be the perfect lover. She always knew
what to say, and I happened to know from one drunken night in London that she
was a sensational kisser—warm, tender, and the perfect amount of tongue. Feeling
a little guilty that I hadn’t revealed my real feelings about Pierce (lust,
party of one) to her, I turned off my phone and silently swore to myself that
there was nothing to tell.


“You’re
smiling,” Pierce said.


I
folded my arms across my chest and leaned back in the gray, plush seat. “Is
that against the Mavericks’ rules or something?” I asked teasingly.


He
chuckled. “Not that I’m aware of. I just haven’t seen you grin very much since
I met you. You have a beautiful smile.”


I
stared out the window, feeling as uncomfortable as if this were a first date.
“Well, thanks.”


“So
who was it?” he prompted.


I
raised my eyebrow. “Who . . . was what?”


“On
your phone that made you smile like that,” he pointed at my face as if I had
already forgotten. “Boyfriend, I suppose?”


Were
we already getting personal? “Men typically don’t elicit
that kind of response from me,” I murmured. As soon as the words left my lips,
I wished I could snatch them from the air. Why in the world had I said that? It
was hardly a topic I liked to discuss with anyone, let alone a perfect stranger
whom I was trying terribly hard not to picture naked. He didn’t deserve or want
to hear my sob fest.


Pierce
cocked his head. His beautiful golden curls fell playfully to the side. “Well,
I’m very sorry to hear that, Ms. Hart.”


I
could tell he wasn’t sure what else to say. And could I blame him? Damn it. The
last thing I wanted was to look weak, but now, Pierce felt sorry for me. Even
worse. I ran my hand through my thick ponytail and pretended like
nothing had happened. “Well, you know how all you men can be . . .”


As
if on cue, a frumpy attendant approached our small table with a tray in hand
before Pierce had the chance to respond. “Would you like something to drink
before we take off?” she asked politely.


“I’d
love a glass of chardonnay or Riesling if you have it,” I said without
hesitation. Business or not, a flight with such an inquisitive, sexy man called
for a glass of white wine. Maybe something to drink would keep my mouth
preoccupied and prevent me from flying off the handle again if he dared to
probe too deeply.


She
nodded with a smile that didn’t quite reach her furrowed brow and turned her
head to Pierce. 


“And
I will have a root beer with crushed ice.” 


“Coming
up,” she said.


I
watched her mountainous heap of frizzy hair as she walked toward the front of
the plane before turning toward my new business partner. I arched an eyebrow at
him. “I would have taken you for more of a Scotch man, Mr. Maverick.”


“Pierce,
please,” he said, adjusting the stack of papers he had set on the table. “I
don’t really like to drink, actually, only if the occasion calls for it. My father
is the Scotch man. I’ve liked the taste of root beer since I was kid, so I
never really changed. A bit juvenile, I know, but the fizzy caffeine is a bit
of a stress reliever for me. Reminds me of a time I wasn’t always so
painstakingly busy.”


“Better
than drugs and alcohol, I suppose.”


“Exactly,”
he said, snapping his fingers. “You know, I think we’ll get along just fine
together, Ms. Hart.”


I
ignored his comment and looked out the window as the jet taxied down the
runway. Our opinion of soda was going to do very little to ease the tension
between our two families and this upcoming project. Something in the back of my
mind wondered why he was so easy, so nonchalant about everything. His sudden
kindness and interest in my life made me wary of what he had up his sleeve.


Once
we reached altitude, the attendant came back with our drinks and placed them on
the table in front of us. She apologized profusely about not getting them to us
sooner. Something about not being strong enough to open the bottle of
chardonnay, which I initially thought was her strange attempt at humor. As I
smelled the wonderful white wine in my crystal tumbler, a sense of calm
immediately washed over me at the familiar scent. My father had fostered my love
for the smooth elixir when I was a teenager. He would bring home an expensive
bottle from his office supply and some quick-and-easy drugstore flowers whenever
he’d missed dinner—a cheap, last-minute apology to my mother. Little did he
know, he was putting a Band-Aid over a gaping wound. Eventually, his lame
attempts at forgiveness stopped altogether. Maybe he saw that a bouquet of half-dead
daisies wasn’t going to revive his half-dead marriage.


I
took a sip of the exquisite chardonnay and closed my eyes. The refreshing liquid
effortlessly slid down my throat. It was possible the only thing my father and
I had in common was our love for a smooth white wine. He always kept the jet
fully stocked.


When
I looked up, Pierce was staring intently at me.


I
immediately turned away, distracted once again by his intensity and by the
weak-in-the-knees feeling he constantly created in me. 


“We
aren’t, you know,” he whispered.


“Who
aren’t what?”


“We
aren’t all assholes.”


I
glanced back his way just in time to watch him lick his warm lips. Any comment
I might have had to combat his claim left me as I saw his tongue practically
dance on his lower lip, taunting me. My first impression of Pierce was that he
was the biggest of the assholes, but now my lust for him clouded my opinion. It
overpowered me and left me completely breathless in his presence. 


He
loosened his tie, as though reading my very thoughts. “Now, Ms. Hart. Let’s
review some of these logistics.”


I
took a long gulp of my father’s fine wine. Bottom’s up. This was going to be
a long flight.


            “So
how long have you worked for your father’s company?” he asked before taking a
sip of his soda. 


“Full-time
since I was twenty-three, so almost three years. But I worked as an intern
every summer of college,” I said. “I suppose you could say I was destined to
climb the corporate ladder.” My fingers fiddled with the paper napkins on the
tray, eager for a distraction. “I’m surprised your father allowed you to work
for him without at least a master’s degree,” I added.


 He
smirked. “Like I told your father, I have had the appropriate education and
training for this job. My father saw to that.” 


“Well,
I will wait to see this training.”


He crossed
his arms over his chest. “Why don’t you like me?” 


I
shook my head. “It’s not that I don’t like you. I just don’t know you. And for
one thing, our fathers have never gotten along. I guess I’m just predisposed to
not liking you.”


“So
you are allowing a three-decade-long feud to dictate your opinion of me?”


I crossed
my arms over my chest, mimicking him. When he put it like that . . . “No.” 


“Well
maybe I don’t like you much either,” he quipped. “Your arrogance is a bit
overbearing, you know.”


My
mouth practically hit the floor. “My . . . my arrogance?”


He
grinned playfully. “Don’t act so surprised, Ms. Hart. You’ve shot down nearly
all of my ideas, and you’ve made it very clear that you’re wiser and more
experienced than I will ever be.” 


I
gulped. Had I really been that bad? 


“I
think you’re surprised?”


“Only
because I’ve been thinking the same thing of you since the moment I saw you in
my father’s office. It’s a slight turnoff.”


A
cloud of silence enveloped the small cabin of our jet. No one had ever called
me arrogant. Knowledgeable, proud, hardworking—yes. But never arrogant.


“I
say we start with a clean slate,” I said. “We’ve obviously both been trained to
hate each other, deservedly so or not. Let’s act like true business partners
who have never worked together before. Maybe then we can get through this
project alive.” It was the adult thing to do. 


“All
right.” He held his hand for me to shake, and I took it. “I’m glad we can come
to a type of truce. I’m only a ‘slight turnoff’?” He smiled. “I am what I am.
I’m not changing that for anyone.” 


I tried
not to look at him. I hadn’t even realized I had said “slight.” He seemed amused
by it. We spent the rest of the flight in small talk and a faintly comfortable
atmosphere developed. Was there hope for this project, after all? It didn’t
seem like it could be so easily resolved.


~*~*~*~


It
had been three days, and none of the lots or buildings we’d looked at were
suitable enough for Mr. Maverick. That one was too large. This one was too
cramped. The other wasn’t glamorous enough. It wasn’t facing the right
direction. His methodology in selecting a piece of property for the casino was
both fascinating and infuriating. Each morning I took him to several different
locations Monica had booked for us. At the site, he’d step out of the limo,
crinkle his perfect nose, and grab a fistful of the earth. Slowly, he let the
dirt fall from his hand as though he was waiting for a sign from Mother Nature
amid the dry crumbs of earth. “This isn’t her,” he always said. “It’s close,
but not quite there.” And back in the car we’d go, just as quickly as we had
arrived. Vegas wasn’t exactly a foreigner to casinos; we weren’t breaking new
ground. Why did the lot have to be so particular?


Frustrated,
everything in me wanted to take over this aspect of the project and just pick
one. Every minute Pierce dallied over some insignificant detail was precious
time wasted. We needed to get the ball moving and fast. Other projects were
missing me. And maybe no one but Mom and Kat were missing me back home, but
that didn’t mean I wanted to spend weeks on end in Vegas with a practical
stranger . . . no matter how good-looking he was.


Every
day required an incredible amount of self-restraint. I wanted to call my dad. I
wanted to bitch. He doesn’t even have a real reason! All of the lots I’ve
shown him are perfectly acceptable. This project was mine, after all. If I
was going to run it, shouldn’t I be calling the shots in its infancy?
Apparently, as Peter didn’t mind reminding me, it was part of our contract with
the Mavericks. They got to select the construction site. It was probably a
tactic my father used to make them happy during negotiations. Still, time was swiftly
ticking away and so was the truce Pierce and I had come to a few days ago on
the jet.


“What
about this one?” I asked as I grabbed my thick, black hair and swept it up into
a ponytail. We stood in front of an abandoned building on the outskirts of
Vegas. Windows were missing or boarded. The old oak doors swung haphazardly
open. The harsh gray metal reached toward the sky, a shadow of yesterday’s
promise.


“Nope,
it doesn’t have the right . . . feel.”


“What
does that even mean?” I scoffed. I took a folder filled with the information
and notes I had compiled last night out of my bag and used it as a fan. “Are
you listening to yourself? Business can’t be decided on a feeling.”


He
leaned in close, his tall frame towering over me. Turning his head toward me,
he drew closer and whispered in my ear, “Oh, but I think that it can.”


I
swallowed hard and looked at the information I was holding on the lot, forcing
my voice to remain professional. “Look . . . look right here. We can have this
for a fraction of what our allotted budget is. That’s more than enough reason
to consider this a viable option.”


He
raised his eyebrows and shook his head slowly. “Not all aspects of this project
are about money. We’re trying to create an experience for our customers.
Pleasure cannot be so measured.”


Something
about the way he said “pleasure” made me long for some—to watch him ravenously
rip off his long-sleeved Oxford, the buttons falling to the floor. Hungrily, he
would spread my thighs. His eyes would never leave mine. I wanted his tongue to
penetrate my soft lips, his fingers softly tickling my clit. My lips swelling in
desire. My body shaking with . . .


“Lauren?”
he said, his voice breaking into my roaming thoughts. 


Thank
God he’s not a mind reader. I smirked as if I hadn’t
missed a beat. “Good luck explaining how it’s not about money to our fathers,
Plato.” I hugged the folder to my chest and turned to leave the lot. Obviously,
we were going to be looking for more.


He
grabbed my arm and spun me back around. “What if we buy out this other building
as well? The small one behind it?” he asked. 


I
laughed nervously as I wiggled out of his gentle grip. His hands were, once
again, searing to the touch. “Well now, that would be a few million over our
budget. We can’t afford that.”


“We’ll
get enough to buy both of these buildings. It’s an ideal area. We just need a
little more space. C’mon! With you and me selling it, the investors won’t
hesitate to empty their pockets.”


“Come
on, Pierce. There’s no sense wasting time here. Let’s go to the next lot. It’s
hot out here, and I’m starting to sweat.”


“Oh
no!” He placed a hand over his thick chest and pretended to look aghast. 


I
rolled my eyes and got into the limo. “Come on, we don’t have all day.”


We
drove off to the next location, a scant few miles away. I hoped this one had enough
scenery and space to make him happy without going over the budget. Dad always
told me that a project couldn’t be completely off-target in the beginning or
the entire plan would go up in flames.


The
car pulled up to the empty land, and I sighed. I didn’t want to get out of the
cool air conditioning to stand in the blazing Vegas sun once again. 


“It’s
perfect!” he exclaimed as he got out of the car. 


I leaned
against the car. “Thank God,” I muttered. 


He
walked around the lot, pointing to certain aspects of the terrain and yelling
out details. “The entrance will go here!” he hollered. “And the parking garage
can go there.” 


At
this point I hardly cared what went where. We had a location and that was the
important part. No matter that it took him less than a second to make one of our
most crucial decisions. 


He
turned to me, and his eyes glimmered with happiness in the sunshine’s rays. I
was glad I was wearing my sunglasses, or he might have noticed me staring at
them. “Can’t you feel it?” he asked.


I
glanced around the lot once again. The wooded area, the ideal location just
outside the strip—even the dirt felt cleaner somehow. I had to admit that he
was right. It did feel different from the twenty others we had looked at.


“I
told you,” he said before I could convey my thoughts on his selection. “I knew
we would find the perfect one eventually! Now, have a drink with me tonight.”


I
pulled my sunglasses down my nose and looked at him. “I thought you don’t
drink?”


He
took a small step toward me. “I don’t, normally, but this is a good reason to
celebrate. So what do you say?”


I
opened the car door. “I could use a drink.”


“Great.
I’ll pick you up at your apartment tonight around nine.”


“Okay.
Sounds like a plan.” I got into the limo, glad he was behind me so that he
couldn’t see the huge smile on my face.


When I arrived at the hotel, I pulled out my iPhone and called
my brother to tell him we had finally found a piece of land. He’d need to come
out so that we could start to work on a mock-up of what the casino would look
like. 


“What’s today?
Saturday? The earliest I can get out there is Tuesday afternoon, Lauren.” 


“Crap. Thought you
might be able to hang out with me this weekend and, ya know, talk. I haven’t
seen you in so long.”


“I just saw you at
your going-away dinner, remember?”


“You and I both know
when Dad’s involved, no one is really himself.”


“True. Listen, I’d
love to come out earlier but Margret’s kind of pissed at me for not helping out
around here more. The baby’s sick, and the house is a wreck. Our typical song
and dance.”


“No problem, Toby.
Gotta keep the missus happy.” 


“Don’t I know it,” he
said with a short chuckle. “I should be there mid-afternoon, sis. I figure we
can go see a magic act or a show and have some drinks. You can rant to me all
about Pierce Maverick. Sound good?” Toby asked. 


“That sounds
fantastic. I’ll meet you at the strip around noon. Say hello to Margret and the
troublemaker for me? Hope he feels better.”


“Of course, I’ll see ya
Tuesday.”


“Bye.” I hung up and
looked out my balcony window at the city of Vegas below. As the pink and purple
sky signaled the end of the day, I knew the city’s night life was just
beginning. I couldn’t wait to see my brother. I knew he would take my mind off
my frustrations with this project and my confusion over Pierce. Maybe Toby
could help me understand my ridiculous attraction to the impervious Maverick
man. Until then, I was on my own with him, and that included our faux date
tonight.


~*~*~*~


I
looked in the mirror for the tenth time. I wore a simple black cocktail dress,
and my hair was in a messy chignon. My makeup was a light smoky eye that I
matched with a light pink lip gloss. Puckering in the mirror, I began to feel
strangely inadequate, a feeling I wasn’t particularly accustomed to when it
came to men who weren’t my father. Will the women at the restaurant think
Pierce could do so much better? 


I didn’t
know why I was so nervous. The man had been driving me nuts with his insane
plans for this project, and besides, this was just a celebratory drink. Nothing
more. In my head, however, it had morphed into something much, much more. I
couldn’t stop trying to smooth out my dress even though it didn’t need it. My
stilettos were already killing my small feet, but I ignored the pain. This was
going to be my first night out in Vegas since we arrived a few nights earlier,
and I wanted it to be done right.


I rolled
my eyes at my reflection. Was I being completely ridiculous? The man was
arrogant, slightly childish, and all around annoying. Our families hated
each other. So why in Christ’s name did I want to sleep with him so badly? No
matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t deny the crazy heat between us. When he
grabbed my arm earlier, I could literally feel it pulsating through me. Somehow
the sensation made me feel more alive than I had been in years—as though he had
inexplicably awakened something deep inside of me that had been buried under lock
and key. Now that my sensual prowess had been aroused and revived, it could
hardly be put back to sleep, locked once again in a secret chamber. I wanted to
explore, to rediscover, to experience. I wondered if he did as well. Shaking my
head, I dismissed the thought as quickly as it had entered my mind.


“He
dates supermodels, remember?” I said out loud, hoping my crazy hormones would
receive the message. “Besides, there are plenty of guys here in Vegas willing
to sleep with you.” It had been a long time since I had a man in my bed,
especially one who, against all reason, made me ache with desire. I didn’t know
how I would react tonight after a few drinks, and that was what scared me most
about going on this date. I couldn’t believe this man had made my
professionalism fly out the window, replacing it with raging, insatiable lust. Scarcely
did I recognize the reflection staring back at me. You’re not supposed to
like this man. Your family has always hated his, truce or not. 


I swept
my thick bangs over to the side, fiddling with them one final time. It’s not
a date; it’s not a date. He’s probably not even attracted to you. Tall,
skinny blondes seemed to be more his cup of tea than voluptuous brunettes.


There
was a knock at the door. I took a deep breath and smoothed down my dress one
last time before I made my way across the plush carpet. 


When
I opened it, I was relieved to see that he had dressed up too. He was wearing a
simple dark blue silk button-up shirt. The first few buttons were undone,
revealing his olive skin, which made me blush in longing. His black slacks were
sleek and slim. It was the most dashing and sultry I had ever seen him. 


A
twinge of disappointment spread over me when I saw nothing in his hands. No
wine. No flowers. Why would there be flowers? This isn’t a date, Lauren. Get
a grip!


“Hi,”
I said after a moment of observing him. 


 He
looked me over, and I could tell he approved. “Hi, you look nice.”


“Thank
you. Are you ready to go?”


We
walked down to where his silver Shelby Cobra was waiting. The luxury car was almost
as sexy as the man who owned it. “Nice car,” I said when he opened the sleek door
for me.


“Thank
you. It’s one of my favorites. I had it airlifted over here.”


I
resisted the urge to gag a little in my mouth. He probably wasn’t used to
dating women of equal financial upbringing. The one-of-a-kind sports car spoke
enough about his wealth without him dropping lines about airlifting and
multiple vehicles. He sounded just like my father, so I ignored his vain
attempts to impress. I slid inside, the cool leather hitting my legs. “So where
are we going?” 


He
started the car, which roared to life with a purr. “I heard about this really
different club. Great food. Cool ambiance. Tons of different shows. They
apparently have an underwater act, which sounds pretty amazing.” He shrugged.
“Sounded interesting to me anyway, so I thought it would be fun to go there.
What do you think?” 


“I
don’t think I’ve ever heard of such a thing,” I said. “Underwater? Like scuba
diving?”


He
shrugged again. “I guess. Sounds cool, right?”


Suddenly
I became very aware that this was a date. Here I was, sitting in his car,
making small talk as he drove me to a fancy restaurant in the middle of Vegas.
My nerves went into overdrive. This isn’t a date. He’s just your business
partner, and you’re exploring the city together. The rest of the drive was
nice and silent. I was thankful since I didn’t really know what to say anyway. I
was accustomed to handling formal conversations and business, not pointless chit-chat,
especially when I was nervous. The club had a long line out front when we drove
up. We both got out of the car, and Pierce generously tipped the valet. 


“Looks
like we aren’t the only ones interested in this underwater shindig,” I said,
glancing at the long, winding line.


“Don’t
worry,” he said confidently. “We won’t have to wait in that mile-long line. I’m
on the list already.”


We
walked up to the red velvet rope, and the bouncer crossed his bulging biceps
across his thick chest. “Name,” he said. His voice was deep and gruff.


“Maverick.”



He
looked at his list and then took out a stamp. “You’re VIP.” He marked our hands
with an obnoxious purple star, and we walked inside the dark entrance of the
club. “Go through this door to the left.”


As
we stepped inside, a young waiter stopped us. “This way, sir and madam. The VIP
section is over here. You get to sit closer to the center of show. Best seats
in the house!” I heard the trill of jazz music, a saxophone sweetly playing, as
we made our way to the main room of the club. When we arrived, my mouth
dropped. 


“My
God,” Pierce mumbled.


We
looked around the old-style theater. Every wall except for the front of the
club had been replaced with gigantic aquariums. Floor to ceiling, larger than
anything I had ever seen. The thick glass revealed a whole other world of sea
life. Dolphins, many different schools of fish, colorful corral, and decorative
rocks filled the tanks. I felt like I was in the middle of the ocean,
completely captivated by the sea creatures behind the glass. 


Pierce
gently touched my arm. “Lauren?” he asked. 


I
hadn’t noticed that he had pulled my chair out from our table, right in front
of the main stage. 


I quickly
took my seat. “This is . . . amazing.”


“I
see now what they meant by underwater act,” he said as he sat down across from
me. “Absolutely breathtaking.”


Our
eyes followed the purple- and blue-striped fish as they swam around the orange
reef. “Do you see those starfish attached to the glass? Upper right corner.”


“Oh
wow! There’s so many of them!”


“I
know. I swear I could stare at this tank all night and not see everything,” he
said. His boyish excitement was incredibly attractive.


“Did
you see the sea turtle? I think it’s as big as that entire school of clown
fish.”


“You’re
right. He’s a beast,” Pierce acknowledged after he spotted it. 


The
two giant tanks behind the stage were absolutely mesmerizing. I could feel my nervous
anxiety about the evening significantly dwindling as I stared at the colorful
fish dancing in the water.


“First
time here?” a waiter asked.


I
turned to look at the tall brunette and immediately glanced at Pierce to get
his reaction. If he thought she was as stunningly beautiful as I did, his face
didn’t reveal it. 


“What
gave us away?” he asked playfully. 


She
gave him a flirtatious smile. “Just a guess.”


“I
think we’re a little too obvious, huh Ms. Hart?”


I
nodded, grateful that he was bringing me back into the conversation and
acknowledging my presence in front of the Peruvian beauty.


“No
please. Enjoy the tanks as much as you’d like. That’s why they’re here!” She
reached for a yellow notepad in the front pocket of her black apron. “What
would you like to drink this evening?” 


“Do
you have a wine list?” Pierce asked.


Pointing
to the middle of the table, she nodded her head. “Yes, it’s right here.”


He
grabbed the menu and handed it to me. Obviously, he thought I knew more about
wine than he, the non-drinker. I flipped open the extensive list and scanned
for anything familiar. I drank mostly champagne at formal gatherings, and with
French food, I liked white wine with my boeuf bourguignon. Deciding
against my go-to glass of chardonnay, I decided to wing it and chose the first
merlot I saw. I pointed to one of the more expensive wines on the list. “We’ll
have the bottle.”


“An
excellent choice,” she said as she took the menu from me. “I will return
shortly with your drinks.”


Pierce
looked around with amazement. “I have never seen anything like this.”


“I
know. I can’t believe we haven’t heard of this place before.”


“We
should add an aspect like this to our casino. For the spa area for the higher-paying
customers?”


“Agreed.
It’s so peaceful. I’d kill for my spa to have one of these.”


He
grinned. “Yes, I think it would go over very well. It has a nice calming
effect.”


The
waiter returned shortly with our wine. After opening the bottle and pouring a
generous amount for each of us, she pulled out a small notepad to jot down our
orders.


“I
think I’ll just have your lobster bisque,” I said. I didn’t want anything too
heavy on my stomach. My appetite wasn’t exactly for food. . . .


“Seems
wrong somehow to order seafood while we’re staring at fish,” Pierce said with a
forced laugh. “Filet mignon with the mushroom sauce and green beans sounds good
to me.”


“The
show will start in a few moments. Please enjoy,” the waiter said before
leaving.


I took
a sip from the large glass and smiled. The sweet, dry taste was just what I
needed. “Do you know what the show will be about?” 


“It
was described as a taboo version of Hans Christian Anderson’s “The Little
Mermaid” on the flier.”


I
chuckled. “How in the world can you make that innocent Disney movie taboo?”


“Oh,
I think you could . . . if you just used your imagination.”


I
squirmed in my seat. Using my imagination wouldn’t be a problem, though I preferred
a more realistic subject than mermen and seashell bras. “I guess this is
Vegas, after all. Anything’s possible, right? Should be interesting even though
I’m not sure I’ll be able to pay attention with the tanks directly behind the
stage.”


“I
know what you mean,” he said. His eyes locked on mine, and my breath caught at
the intensity I saw within his stare. How did he always do that? He’d become
serious and concentrated, leaving me breathless, wondering what he was thinking
about.


He
quickly stood up and shifted his seat beside mine. “Better view,” he mumbled.
Although his back had been at an odd angle with the stage, I couldn’t help but
hope he wanted to be closer to me. Maybe, just maybe, he too felt the heat
between us.


The
lights around us dimmed, and the lights in the tanks brightened. It was as if
we were really seeing the aquatic life for the first time. The water was so
clear, so vivid. Two swimmers clad in bizarre mermaid costumes and oxygen tanks
swam into view. Ariel wore a long, red wig and a low-cut seashell bra, a little
more adult than the Disney original. A spotlight shone on a man standing at a
podium on stage.


“Welcome
to Club Oasis,” he said. The narrator’s voice resonated throughout the theater
as several people applauded in eager anticipation. “Sit back and relax. You’re
about to see the tale of The Little Mermaid and what happened when she
asked Ursula for what she really wanted from Prince Eric.”


“I
wonder what she really wanted,” Pierce whispered in my ear.


“Once
upon a time, there was a beautiful mermaid named Ariel,” the narrator began.
His voice was strong and captivating. “Ariel seemed like such a sweet little
girl to everyone in the mermaid kingdom. She was innocent to the many
temptations of the sea.”


More
swimmers came into view inside the tank. Like Ariel, all of them were wearing
seashell bras and long, flowing wigs. Each of the mermaids held a white
rectangular sign. Lust, greed, sexual fantasy, fornication—all representing a
different path in the world. They swam in a circle around Ariel, moving their
signs in front of her face in a choreographed movement.


“Until
one day,” the narrator continued, “Ariel saw a handsome merman. His dark hair,
washboard abs, and seductive gaze made Ariel feel explorative. She was ready
for an adventure.


“Little
Ariel didn’t know what to do with herself. She had never been with a merman
before.”


I
tried to focus on the erotic story in front of me: the elaborate choreography
between the two actors in the water, the beautiful creatures that surrounded
them, the dynamic voice of the narrator on stage, the sexual movement of the
actors in the tank. But I couldn’t. 


Pierce
leaned in close. I felt his warm breath against my neck. “This is turning you
on. Admit it,” he whispered in my ear.


I
could feel my cheeks flush with embarrassment. Why was he speaking this way? He
was so close. Thankful he couldn’t see my face well in the dark light, I stared
at the table. “You planned this,” I whispered back before I could stop myself.


“Actually,
I had no idea how erotic this little fish tale was going to get,” he said. “But
I can’t say that I’m disappointed.” He glanced at the tank. My eyes followed. The
Little Mermaid was now pushed up against the tank receiving spankings from her
handsome merman.


“Admit
it though,” he whispered again. “This is getting you hot.” He placed his hand
on my upper thigh. His fingers, warm to my skin, slowly squeezed my leg as if
he was forcing an answer from me. 


I
shuddered at his touch. Was this really happening? Did he actually want me?
I surprised myself by not immediately shirking away from his grip. In spite of Kat’s
warning text, my own doubts about mixing business with pleasure, and the
surefire field day the press would have with this information if it was leaked,
I couldn’t help but cave to the heat radiating from his subtle touch. It was
electric and magnetic, intense and irresistible. Captivating me, the slight
movement of his fingers catapulted me from that dim room in the middle of a
club to a dark room all our own. Doubt became my mind’s stranger as I toyed
with the idea of letting Pierce pierce me where I wanted it most—the very idea
that I hadn’t been able to shake since the day he and his father showed up at
Hart Corp. 


I
frowned. “What are you doing?”


He
grinned but didn’t remove his hand. 


“We
work together, Pierce . . . we can’t . . .” I struggled to sound doubtful,
afraid even. Even I didn’t believe the pretense I forced from my lips.


“I’ve
seen you, Lauren,” he said softly. “You’ve been staring at me the same way I’ve
been staring at you the past two days.”


I
looked into his dark eyes. The narrator’s voice and the aquatic tanks we were
so enraptured by only moments ago were now a distant thought. It was as though
we were the only people in the room. Heat from my chest spread throughout my
body as I allowed his heavy words to truly sink in. Could this possibly be
true?


He
licked his lips. “It’s Sunday. We have tomorrow off, remember.” 


“What
does tomorrow have to do with anything?” I pushed his hand off my leg, the very
opposite of what I wanted to do. A bolt of clarity washed over me. I forced myself
to concentrate on the many reasons I couldn’t sleep with Pierce Maverick. Not
now. Not in Vegas. Not ever. “I don’t know about your father, but mine would
kill me if this reached the press.”


“Who
says it’s going to get leaked?” He shrugged. His nonchalant behavior made me
crazy. Was his arrogance and confidence about our potentially scandalous
behavior really turning me on? God, it must be nice not to care what the press
would do . . . what our fathers would do . . . “We’ll just have to initiate a
no-Monday’s policy. Then we’ll have an entire day to catch up,” he said. “I
promise you won’t regret being with me.”


I
ignored his last comment and tried to return to the show, which wasn’t the best
choice; the intensity of the production had just reached an entirely new level
of eroticism. Was the merman really motor-boating the underwater Disney
princess? Her breasts bobbed in the water, and I found myself strangely aroused
by the entire scene.


Pierce’s
soft hand touched my knee. Instinctively, I brushed it off and sent him a
half-hearted glare that he probably couldn’t even see in the dim light. My mind
waged a war with my hormones. Every fiber of my being wanted to throw myself
into Maverick’s manly arms and beg him to whisk me back to his condo. I wanted
to be like the mermaid in the tank, captivated and dominated by the sexual
merman with the really long tail. But a quiet voice in my head told me to
resist him at all costs. What will Dad think? What will the tabloids say?
My hormones were winning the battle over my logical self-warnings to flee.


While
the underwater actors shared a heated kiss, Pierce put his arm around my
shoulder. His thumb softly stroked the bare skin of my shoulder. His hand was warm
and gentle, sending sensations throughout my entire body. If this is what he
can do with just a thumb . . . I wondered what he was up to, why the sudden
urge to be with me, and even more, why I was falling for it. 


He
leaned over again and whispered closer to my ear. His hot breath traveled over
my skin, and I whimpered with desire. “It looks like that actress really wants
him, doesn’t it?” he asked teasingly. I couldn’t deny it—the Little Mermaid had
heat in her eyes for the actor in front of her that wasn’t easy to fake. It
made me want to feel the same anticipation, the same thrill of experiencing
what he would do to her. That moment, right before you feel your partner enter inside
of you—the anticipation, the build up—was always my favorite part of sex.


His
hand returned to my thigh, and this time, I didn’t push it away. I didn’t want
to. It moved underneath my dress and farther up my thigh until his fingers
touched the lace of my tiny black thong. It had been so long. . . . The logic
in my head quickly faded into the background as my arousal took hold of me. I
could hardly breathe as his fingers gently rubbed the front of my panties. He
was teasing me, arousing me. And I was in no mood to stop him.


“Let’s
get out of here,” he whispered. 


“Please,”
I responded breathlessly. I didn’t want this to end. Pierce was offering me a
night of sexual pleasure, and I couldn’t resist the strong desire welling
within me to explore every inch of his sure-to-be incredible body. The
impulsive, lustful side of me won, and I gave in faster than I had wanted to.
“Let’s go back to my place,” I offered. 


He quickly
stood from the table, threw some cash on top of the linen tablecloth for the
bottle of wine and our meals that had not yet arrived, and left the club through
the same door we had entered not too long ago. I followed with anxious steps,
ready and willing to take this leap with him. It wasn’t love that prompted me
forward. It wasn’t even like. It was a burning lust that even I, a workaholic
loner whose only relationship was with a bedazzled planner, couldn’t ignore. I wasn’t
sure if the sex would even be worth it, and I knew that it was probably not the
wisest decision, but I had to find out. I knew I’d regret it forever if I
didn’t discover what being wrapped in the arms of the naked young millionaire
Maverick was like.






[bookmark: _Toc357195327]Chapter Six


As soon as we were in
the private elevator of my apartment complex, I fumbled in my bag for the badge
that would give us access to my penthouse condo. The urgency behind my
movements made me clumsy. I couldn’t get the pink leather wallet open. I hoped
Pierce was too busy fantasizing about reaching the top floor to notice my
obvious distraction. Finally I found the badge, tucked away in the crevices of the
wallet. Before I had time to change my mind about having Pierce in my condo, I
swiped the badge decisively and the doors to the elevator closed with a
finality. At last, we were alone. The button on top of the elevator door lit
up, and the sexual goddess within me did as well. I was awake and alive, ready
and willing for anything.


I stared at Pierce
nervously, hungrily. My heavy breaths were loud in the small space between us. Within
moments, he cupped my face and pulled me close. We were like two magnets drawn
together with a force that even we could not break. His lips quickly found mine.
They were soft and gentle, just as I had imagined. But he was forceful,
ravenous even. He commanded the kiss, and I allowed him to take the lead. With
any other man, this would be a complete turnoff for me, but with Pierce, essentially
my rival on this project, it had a powerful effect. I wanted to be dominated. I
wanted him to lead. Somehow it turned me on as if I were a virgin intrigued by
her first sexual encounter. My panties became damp with this newfound
awakening.


The subtle touch of
his warm tongue, wandering around the inside of my mouth, sent me to a new
level of arousal. My fingers tightened around the small curls at the nape of
his neck as he took my mouth in his. I wanted to stop him, to slow everything
down so that I could savor every stroke, every brush, and every heartbeat in
this moment. I wanted to relish this passionate embrace in the middle of an
elevator, something I had always fantasized about. And yet, feeling his
muscular body pushed up against mine, I wanted to devour him even more. It was as
if I’d been sleeping for years, only to wake thirsty. Incredibly thirsty. I’d
do anything for a sip of that tall drink of water. 


Effortlessly, he
lifted me up and pressed me against the wall of the elevator. He was hurried
and passionate. The mirrored wall was cold against my skin, but I hardly
noticed. My legs tightly wrapped around his hips. My thigh grazed the front of his
pants, and, for a brief moment, I felt something hard. And big, so incredibly
big. Somehow I managed to stay in control. His strong hands tightly gripped my
ass against the elevator wall. He pushed my dress up past my thighs, and I
wondered if he could feel the heat resonating off me. His fingers toyed, once
again, with the tip of my lace thong. Gently, he stroked. Back and forth, back
forth. He was teasing me with his fingers, all the while distracting me with
his artful tongue.


His mouth slowly
moved down to my neck, and my hands grasped his shoulders. I bit my lip and let
out a small whimper. Everything he did felt so good. So right. It had been so
long since I’d been with a man, but this was unlike anything I had done before.
This was primal, necessary, and beyond heated. It was like a stranger had taken
over my body, willing it to do as she pleased, not caring for the consequences,
seeking only pleasure. I stole a glance at our embrace in the mirror as Pierce
kissed my neck. Hardly recognizing the woman I saw in the reflection, the sight
turned me on even more. 


The elevator dinged,
and he hurriedly carried me out into the pristine living room. “Where?” he
asked. 


I pointed to the L-shaped,
white sofa near the center of the room. “Over there. On the couch.” My voice
was breathless and rushed. The few steps he took across the large entertainment
room seemed endless. My body was practically shaking with desire. This was the
perfect spot, and I was ready to be entertained.


Finally, he gently placed
me on the sofa. With a flurry of movement, we undressed each other like
starving animals. I ripped off a few of his navy buttons as I tore his shirt
off. His pecs bulged, his muscles flexed. It was almost too much to take in. He
quickly sashayed me out of my dress, flipping the silk fabric over my head with
incredible ease. Soon I was in only my bra and my matching black lace panties.
I was so thankful I had opted for one of the only sexy sets of underwear I
owned, though I could never have anticipated the night unfolding like it was.


“Wow,” he said,
pausing for a brief moment to stare at my body. The wonder in his eyes eased
the burning self-consciousness I began to feel as I studied my dreamy business
partner. My skin wasn’t beautifully tan, nor were my muscles as sculpted as
his. I was pale and voluptuous. My breasts bulged out of my bra. But I could
see the hunger in his eyes. He wanted me as much as I wanted him.


“Wow yourself,” I
said. I moved to take off my bra, desperate to feel his hands on my chest, but
he stopped me. 


He grabbed my wrist.
“No. Not just yet.” 


I opened my mouth to
argue. No one told me “no,” and no man had ever wanted to wait to see my large
chest. But in the moment, I couldn’t bring myself to fight with him. I was too
heated, too aroused. Not wanting to ruin the moment, I stopped myself from
saying anything. I allowed him to have his way, but I wondered why he wanted my
breasts covered. They were, after all, my greatest feature. Maybe he was saving
the best for last.


My eyes traveled over
his black boxer briefs, the only clothing he now wore. Fixating on the bulge
his snug underwear outlined, I was ready to see him. All of him. He stood up
from the sofa, and awkwardly slipped out of his last piece of clothing. Tossing
them to the floor, his erection sprang free as though it had been trapped in a
cave for entirely too long. Pierce was devilishly handsome standing before me,
naked and powerful. His cock was long. It curved toward the ground, hard and
strong. I could see the pulsing veins of his circumcised shaft. I felt my face
flush with passion. Never had I wanted someone more.


He took hold of his
cock as he moved on top of me on the sofa. Positioning himself in front of my face,
I knew what he wanted, and I was a little startled that it turned me on to have
him offer me his beautiful dick to suck. It was a silent command, and I wanted to
please him badly though I couldn’t understand why. Taking his cock in my hand,
I hoped I wouldn’t hurt him. I was not a virgin by any means, but my
experiences up to then had been less than enlightening. What I’d learned about
blowjobs came from reading articles and listening to friends talk about it.
Professor Tillton had preferred dual intimacy, and any other man I’d slept with
since was for my pleasure. Not theirs. This was one of the first times I wanted
to utterly satisfy a man. Desperately I wanted him to enjoy me, all of me. I
had a feeling Pierce would pay it forward later in the evening.


I stroked his cock
slowly a couple of times, enjoying the way the soft skin felt in my hand. It was
firm and hot and ready. I held it up and licked the underside of his shaft from
the base to the tip. Watching his eyes close at the sensation spurred me on. His
breathing picked up speed as I made small circles on his tender head with my
tongue. His hand suddenly grabbed my hair. I looked up into his hazel eyes. They had darkened
with an intensity so tangible it made me anticipate more of the night. I stroked his cock
slowly a few more times with my hand. I licked my lips and kissed his head
before I took the tip of his anxious cock into my orifice. As the heat of my
mouth encompassed the pink head, I heard him groan slightly. I looked back up
into his eyes, closed once again. His moans gave me more confidence as I
attempted to please him with my tongue.


Gently, I took more
of his cock into my mouth while I used my hand to pump the shaft. He was so
long, so big. It was difficult to suck on him entirely. He moaned more, and I
knew he was enjoying the attention my tongue was providing. I took my mouth off
him once again, and I returned to licking the underside of his cock. The power
I had over him thrilled me. He was like putty in my hands, weak with longing.
The control and the look in his eye as I sucked on him sent me to new levels of
arousal. I could feel my own orgasm begin to build. 


As I began to take
his head back into my mouth, he stopped me with a light tug on my hair. I looked
up at him, wondering if I’d done something wrong. He pushed me flat onto the
couch with an urgency that couldn’t be faked. I swore I heard him say under his
breath, “You are better than I could ever have imagined . . .” I wanted to ask
him what he meant by that, but before I could, he tore off the thin straps of
my panties like a scavenger searching for food. 


Sighing with
anticipation, I spread my legs for him. I was eager to feel his huge dick. He
reached for his pants that were on the floor near the couch and took out his
wallet. Frantically, he opened it and pulled out a condom. In all my excitement,
I hadn’t even thought about using protection. I just wanted—no, needed—him
inside of me.


He quickly rolled the
Trojan up his shaft; his expertise was not lost on me. The condom was specialty
ribbed, not that I really needed the extra sensation. Pierce practically had me
approaching climax and he had yet to come inside me. Moving on top of me, he
positioned himself at my entrance. His presence over me was strong and
dominating. I was ready for him to take complete control.


He kissed me hard
before thrusting himself into me. I pulled away from the kiss and gasped. His
hard penis felt so good—a foreign, but welcome stranger. Slowly, he picked up
the speed and intensity of his thrusts. I moved my legs to wrap them around his
hips, and I used my hands to hold onto his arms. I met his thrusts in tandem. The
ribs of the condom began to stroke my G-spot, and I moaned. The beginnings of
an orgasm, once again started to swirl in my stomach. He followed me with a
groan of his own as he continued to plunge himself deeper and deeper inside of
me. 


I looked up at his
face. He was already staring down at me. The lust in his eyes was almost overwhelming,
and I had to look away. It had been so long since a man had wanted me like
that. He took one of his hands and pushed against the side of my face, forcing
me to meet his gaze. Our eyes locked on one another as our bodies moved
synchronically. Seeing the lust in each other was getting us off. Our gaze never
wavered, not because we were having a moment of everlasting love or anything so
sickly sweet. A primitive need drove us together. It wasn’t making love—it was
fucking. And God, it felt amazingly sinful. My mind began to cloud over as the
climax raged within my body. Pleasure washed over me, and I felt my pussy clamp
around him as I came—hard. I gripped his ass cheeks, and I watched in
fascination, while feeling my orgasm, as his eyes closed and his mouth opened
in a groan. He also came, and his thrusts slowed down until he—entirely too
soon—pulled out of me. 


I was hot, sweaty, and
satisfied. He sprawled out next to me, lying limp on the couch. I glanced at
him as he caught his breath. Even though I never took off my bra, I put my
hands over my breasts. I suddenly felt exposed, as if I was in a business meeting
and wearing only my underwear. I didn’t like it.


“I have to admit . .
. that was incredibly sexy,” he said. His voice was light and breathless, like
he had just run a marathon. My mind was a whirlwind. I wished I could shut off
my millions of thoughts pelting my brain like raindrops in the midst of a
thunderstorm. 


Willing regret away,
I forced myself to speak. “I feel the same way. Starting off in an elevator has
always been one of my personal fantasies. If I had known it would be that good,
I’d have done it much sooner.”


He hopped up from the
couch. His limp penis, still long and attractive, caught my eye. He reached for
his clothes, spread out over my hardwood floor in a tornado-like fashion. Methodically,
he put on his pants and pulled his belt around his waist. He was silent and
contemplative. I wondered if he remembered I was still there, half naked on the
sofa. 


After a few moments,
he stopped to look at me. I practically saw the wheels turning in his mind.
“Perhaps we should make this a regular thing?”


I looked at him
sideways. God, his pecs are amazing. I wanted so badly to lick his
nipples. “How so?”


“Every Sunday night
while we’re in Vegas, we meet here or at my place and fulfill one of our sexual
fantasies.” He gestured toward the front of my apartment. “You said yourself
that foreplay in the elevator was indescribably erotic, and I agree. Maybe we
need to explore our fantasies. Ya know, see where they take us . . . see what
we can do together.”


I frowned. “I thought
this was a one-time kind of thing?” 


“Is that what you
want?” he asked.


“It doesn’t matter
what I want. We work together, Pierce. This could get messy.” I shifted
uncomfortably on the sofa, aware of the irony of my words. I grabbed one of the
nearby throw pillows in an attempt to cover myself.


He pulled his shirt
over his head and shot me a smile. “I’m afraid it already has.” 


His offer was incredibly
tempting. Was I supposed to just throw away the best sex of my life? Were we
supposed to carry on the next few months, years even, never again discovering
the pleasure we had just made? Having sex with him every week, let alone
playing out an erotic fantasy . . . it sounded too good to be true. I pointed
out the obvious. “If the gossip rags catch us, our fathers will have a fit.”


He arched an eyebrow.
“I think I can live with that.” He sat back down to slip on his khaki socks.
“Do you think you can, too?”


“I think so. Maybe,”
I mumbled. I didn’t like sounding so weak, so juvenile. I was a grown woman,
after all. Why should I care what others may think about my sexual life? But I
couldn’t shake it. The truth was, I wasn’t sure. Now that I had tasted the
electricity between us, I wasn’t certain if I’d be able to resist it,
especially while we were alone in Vegas. The thought scared and exhilarated me.
I could lose everything if my father found out. He wouldn’t hesitate to take away
everything I had worked for. However, what Pierce was offering me was sexual
freedom—the liberty to express myself, fulfilling my deepest erotic desires. Any
fantasy I could possibly imagine would now be at the tip of my fingers, and I even
had a willing partner. It had been a long time since I’d had such feelings.


“Look, Lauren. I
think we’re at the same place here. We both want, maybe even need, some kind of
release. While we’re here, we’re going to be putting in some long hours. Don’t
you want a way to relax and enjoy yourself?”


“Obviously you know
the answer to that. But shouldn’t we find someone else? There are hundreds of
willing partners for us in this city, I’m sure. We can find a way to get that
release with someone else and avoid all of this.”


Pierce glanced at the
large window near my sofa. The white curtains closed around its frame. “There’s
just one problem with that,” he said slowly. “I don’t want just anyone else.


My breath caught. Had
I heard him correctly? Quickly, I raised my hand in the air as though objecting
to his response. “But if we—”


“Our fathers aren’t
going to find out, okay? No one will.” He smiled slyly. “Not unless they’re
part of the fantasy.”


 Excitement rose
within me. Was he serious about this? A threesome? Slowly, I nodded my head.
“As long as we’re careful. This absolutely cannot get out or we’ll both be out
of a job.”


“Not to mention the family
will,” Pierce added with a laugh. 


“Every Sunday, then?”



“Every Sunday. I’ll
take the first turn since the elevator was your thing.” He smiled at me briefly
before reaching for his brown leather loafers. They were exceptionally large. I
smiled to myself thinking of the age-old phrase, “You know what they say about
a man with big feet.” How absolutely true I had discovered those little words
to be tonight.


He stood up and gave
me a curt nod. “Well, it’s been fun,” he said simply. “Oh and remember, we have
to start that proposal on Tuesday. It’s sure to be an exceptionally long day.
Maybe we can order some Indian food?” He was so calm and nonchalant. I felt
like decking him for bringing up business while I was sitting on the sofa in my
skivvies post-intercourse.


“Sure. Whatever you
want. Sounds good,” I said dismissively, hoping he would catch my not-so subtle
hint that it was time for him to look away, or at least allow me to put my
dress back on.


“Great. See ya
Tuesday,” he said and briskly walked away. 


I watched him make
his way to the elevator doors. My shoulders sank in disappointment as he seemed
to bolt out of my condo as if to avoid the bubonic plague. Why was I
expecting anything else to happen? This was Pierce Maverick, not some
lonely man looking for companionship. He wasn’t going to sit around and sip on
some herbal tea after a good fuck with an essential stranger. This
relationship, if you could even call it that, was casual, but God, the sex was
good. I supposed I could live without a nighttime snuggle buddy for that kind
of passion, that intense an orgasm. It was absolutely mind-blowing, unlike
anything I had ever experienced before. 


I straightened on the
sofa. I couldn’t allow myself to become weak now. We had screwed, and that was
surely going to change things in the office. It might just ruin everything. I
had to remind myself that apart from Sunday, it was all just business, nothing
more. We had to maintain control of the project and our time in Vegas,
regardless of the sexual energy that raged between us. There was no way I’d
become CEO if I let one handsome co-worker completely throw me off my usual
work ethic. Best to compartmentalize. Keep fantasy Sundays in one corner of my
mind, and the casino project everywhere else.


Chastising myself for
hoping he would stay the night, I stood from the sofa and removed the last
article of clothing I still had on—my bra. I walked to the bathroom to have a
long, hot shower. I would surely be sore in the morning.
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Seven


It was Tuesday, and I
sat in the conference room of the Melia Hotel where the meeting with potential
investors would be held. Pierce had been talking about different points to cover
in the proposal—our new location, budget, projection dates, design plans—but I
hadn’t been paying attention. I fidgeted in my high leather chair, fiddling
with the blue ink pen in my hand. Focus was a distant stranger, concentration an
unwelcome distracter. I hardly recognized myself anymore. It seemed almost
foolish to believe I could carry on as usual, like nothing had ever happened
between us. Hell, I had enough trouble focusing before we had ever been
together. And now . . .


Staring at the strong
lines of Pierce’s jaw as he spoke, I bit my tongue. We hadn’t spoken of Sunday.
Yet here we were, business as usual. I hated myself for it, but I wanted some
small acknowledgment that we had fucked—because that’s what it was. A mind-blowing,
fantastic fuck. Didn’t that deserve some sort of recognition? Maybe it was
nerves. Maybe it was my feminine wiles. Maybe I was just self-conscious. But I
needed him to stop waxing eloquent about the schematics for Toby’s potential
design and the crotchety investors and the extensive casino plans that he
wanted so badly to build. 


It was entirely unlike
me, the corporate guru. The business loner. The no-life Nelly I had turned into
the last few years. But my world had wonderfully shifted Sunday evening, and I
was still getting used to the adjustment. After all, weren’t we going to do
this again? How was I supposed to wait five whole days to feel the warmth of
his touch once more? And what fantasy were we going to play out? The suspense made
me nauseous; I didn’t enjoy the unexpected. I needed a plan. And unfortunately,
there was no way to plan and prepare for spontaneity. 


I wondered if he even
had anything in mind. He told me he was going to take the first turn, but I had
absolutely no reference, no way of knowing what we’d be doing. I hoped he’d
ease me into his fantasy world gently, though there wasn’t anything gentle
about our elevator rendezvous. I smiled to myself, recalling the strength of
his arms as he pressed me against the wall.


“Lauren, did you hear
a thing I just said?” 


I’d been staring at
the wall for a while now without realizing it. Pierce sat across from me,
typing up the draft for the proposal. “I . . .” I wasn’t sure what to say. I
shook my head as if that would release my sexual distraction from my mind. “I’m
sorry. I guess I just got a little distracted by . . . something.”


He grinned, and I saw
the recognition in his beautiful eyes. He knew exactly what had me distracted
and unfocused this morning and what I had been thinking about. I was as easy to
read as he was to stare at. Where had my business poker face, my corporate cold
shoulder gone? Inwardly, I shrugged. His recognition only meant that he was
thinking about the same thing—a thought that I thoroughly enjoyed.


“Can’t you just tell
me what exactly we’ll be doing?” I asked him before I could stop myself. I
cringed as the words left my mouth. The question made me sound like a small
child eager to learn what her Christmas present was going to be, not a grown
woman talking to her lover.


“Now where would all
the suspense be if I told you today? It’s only Tuesday,” he said coyly. “You’ll
just have to be patient and find out Sunday morning. Until then you have to
wait like a good girl.” 


My eyes narrowed. The
condescending bastard was thoroughly enjoying this. 


“You’ll figure it out
soon enough,” he added.


Curiosity won out
over my pride and I had to ask, “Why Sunday morning? I thought we were meeting
at night?”


“Oh, we are. You just
get to find out what the fantasy is on Sunday morning.”


Somehow, I found this
reassuring. It was time to get back to business. “Fine then. Now tell me more about
Mr. Levins and how you plan to get him interested in backing this casino.”


~*~*~*~


“You did what?” Kat
shouted over the phone.


“I know. I know,” I
whispered. “Please don’t judge me.” I covered the phone and walked farther down
the hall of the hotel. We were on a break from the day-long meeting with a
couple of the investors, and I had taken the opportunity to escape. 


“This was Sunday and
you’re just now calling me?”


I licked my lips. I
knew she was going to be a little upset over my neglect. “I didn’t want to tell
you. I’m sorry. This wasn’t exactly according to the plan. . . .”


She let out a low
whistle. “Boy, I’ll say, Lo. I mean, last we talked, a mere three days ago, you
weren’t thinking three months in Vegas with this guy would be any fun. What
gives?”


“I don’t know. I
can’t even explain it. I still think he’s a bit arrogant, but he’s definitely
growing on me,” I said with more confidence than I felt.


“I’ll say he is. So
you’re just in a habit of sleeping with men you’re not sure you even like? Got
it.”


I rolled my eyes,
thankful she couldn’t see my reaction. “No, listen. He’s still not my favorite
person. God, you should see some of the things he wants to pull with this
project, Kat.”


“But . . .”


I quickly looked down
the heinous floral-carpeted hallway to make sure no one was coming up behind
me. “He’s arrogant and cocky, but aren’t I a little bit? Our families
absolutely loathe each other, but I don’t know, Kat. He just does something to
me. It’s like I can’t say ‘no’ and what’s worse, I don’t want to.”


“Moth to his flame,
huh?”


“Exactly.”


Kat sighed. “So what
does this mean, Lo? Even I’m at a loss for words here.”


“I think it just
means that I’m horny, and it’s been a while. I think I may even be discovering
my inner sexual animal,” I said playfully.


“Well, it’s about
time, my friend. What’s it been—five or six years since the professor?”


“Almost seven.”


 “No wonder you’re
horny.”


I laughed. “It’s not
like I haven’t been with anyone since then. You know that.”


“Yeah, but those were
always some random guys at bars. Or that one guy you met online and dated for a
few weeks before he asked you for a lock of your hair. God, that was creepy.”


“Don’t remind me.” I
leaned up against the wall, relaxing. Kat had a calming effect on me. Even when
I was confessing my latest exploits, she had a way of understanding and
consoling me.


“But this is
different, Lo. This is so unlike you, mixing business and pleasure.”


I had to admit she
was right. “Maybe that’s why I like it so much. It’s so wrong that it somehow feels
right.” I paused before adding, “I know that probably doesn’t make any sense.”


“Yeah, I get it. He’s
the bad boy, and your dad would have a complete conniption if he knew about
your sudden interest in Pierce’s . . . endowments.”


“Not exactly new
material, huh?”


“You’re a classic
Juliet, my friend,” Kat said. “This story has practically written itself.”


“God, I hope not,” I
sneered. “She was like fourteen, and she . . . well, she died.”


“Yeah, please don’t
kill yourself over money bags.”


“Duly noted.”


There was a brief
silence. Part of me wanted to just hang up. I loved Kat, but she was making me
feel like a hormonal, stereotypical teenager, not a grown woman taking the
reins of her sex life. 


“Just remember to
guard your heart, Lo,” she said.


“Okay, thanks for the
parental scolding,” I chuckled. “What’s next? Want me to go up to my room and
be grounded for a month?”


“Ah, shit. Did I pull
a classic mother-daughter tirade? Listen, all I’m saying is that guy obviously
just wants to get in your pants and—”


“And all I want is to
get in his.”


“Yeah, I’m sure you
do. And that’s great. It’s about time you dusted off the ol’ cobwebs down
there, if you catch my drift. I’m just saying, protect yourself and be careful.
Just some friendly advice from a concerned friend, okay?”


I folded my arms
across my chest. I knew Kat was right, no matter how much I hated to admit it.
“Okay, okay. I’ll be careful. Happy?”


“Be careful, but have
fun. . . . Just how good was he anyway?”


I sighed, unsure how
to properly describe the magnitude of the night without sounding like a love-struck
bimbo. Which I wasn’t. I was just a woman in awe of one man’s dick and what he was
able to do with it. “Well . . .”


“A speechless Lauren?
Now there’s something I haven’t heard in a while.”


“It was really,
really fantastic, Kat. Unlike anything I’ve ever had before.”


Kat giggled. “Glad
he’s worth it, friend. Keep me in the loop with you and the Mav man. I’m living
vicariously through you now, ya know.”


I glanced at the face
of my gray watch. “Hey Kat, I’ve got to get back in there. Are you coming down
soon?”


“I got scheduled this
weekend at the brewery, but I’m thinking maybe next weekend?”


“Okay, sounds good.
Love ya.”


“You too, babe.”


I hung up and hurried
down the hallway in my nude heels with a few minutes to spare before the
meeting.


“Lauren, where have
you been? We’ve got to get this slideshow going before the guys get back in
here,” Pierce said. His tone was harsh. I doubted he wanted to hear the details
about how I had just confessed our Sunday arrangement to my best friend in
between our important investor meetings.


“Sorry, I’m here now.
It’ll just take a second . . .” I still needed to set up the PowerPoint
presentation on my computer so that I could make the presentation to our future
investors. If all went well, we’d be looking at twenty new investors and nearly
forty million for this new casino. 


“It better!” he
snapped. “They’ll be here any moment.” 


I cringed. He was
acting as though he had completely forgotten about our time together. I knew
better, but it disgusted me a little that he treated me so poorly under
pressure. And it repulsed me more that I cared so much. Get a grip on your
ovaries, Lauren. Stop being such a pansy. “Uh, sorry. Hang on,” I mumbled
while clicking on my laptop. 


“Just make sure you
get it on the screen in the next minute. We’re so close to nailing this thing,
Lauren!” He came up behind me and squeezed my shoulder.


As quickly as it had
surfaced, his anger vanished. A switch flipped. I appreciated his efforts to be
kind, as confusing as it was. Hot. Cold. Off. On. It seemed impossible to keep
up. 


But he was right. We
were so close to closing a multi-million-dollar deal with these investors. Usually
at this point I started to get “deal arousal”—my made-up business term for the
conquest of another project’s near success. Today, however, the only thing
arousing me was the thought of next Sunday and the sexual adventure Pierce had
in store for us, even if he was just an arrogant ass trying to prove himself. 
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The next day Toby arrived
around two in the afternoon, just as he’d promised. Thankful for both the interruption
from the drone of the afternoon and the free moments away from that dashingly
handsome, but ever-distracting Maverick, I picked up my brother in a Hummer
stretch limo.


“Snazzy!” he said,
entering the vehicle. “You didn’t have to bust out your best guns for me, sis.”


“Good to see you,
Tobe. And of course I did. Nothing but the best for you.” I pointed to the
small black cooler in the middle of the leather console. “Champagne is in
there, if you’re interested.”


He shook his head. “I
think I’m good. I had a few drinks on the plane.”


“So how’s it going?”
I asked after I told the driver to take us back to my condo.


He scooted down the
leather seat next to me. “Could be worse, could be better. Hope you plan on
getting me pretty drunk tonight.” 


I raised my eyebrow.
“That bad already? You just got here!”


“Oh, it’s nothing
new, sister,” he said with a forced laugh. “Just the same ol’ stress. Being an
adult can be pretty shitty sometimes.”


“Well, I should
probably tell you now that your stress level may not be alleviated while you’re
here. You have the Mavericks to thank for that. How much did Dad have to bribe
you to ditch one of your projects for this job anyway?” 


Toby dramatically
rolled his brown eyes and let out a long breath. “Not much more than he usually
does. I needed this one though, Lauren. Freelancing has been a little unstable
the last two months.” He combed his fingers through his thick black hair.
“Besides, Dad seems a little weird about this whole project. Just the fact that
he invited the Mavericks in on this venture was enough to pique my interest.”


 I straightened my
pink pencil skirt and sighed. “Let’s not try to analyze Dad now. He’s like a salmon
swimming downstream, lost in the rapids. There’s no use trying to understand
the routes he swims.”


“Yet somehow he
always seems to make the right business call.”


I nodded. “Exactly.
So we need to trust him in this, even though working with this family goes
against everything we’ve learned the last several years. You know what Dad
always said, ‘If you can’t beat ‘em —’”


“‘May as well join
‘em,’” Toby interrupted. “I seriously doubt he ever had Peter Maverick in mind
when he said that.”


I shrugged. “I don’t
see how we can do anything about it now, ya know? Might as well do what Dad
says. What’s done is done.”


“Just like you always
do.”


“What’s that supposed
to mean?” I folded my arms and furrowed my brow. “I’ve done plenty of things
Dad didn’t approve of.”


“Whoa, easy there,
tiger.” Toby put his hands in the air as if to surrender the rest of the
conversation. “I think you know what I meant, Lo. I mean, c’mon. You’ve been
working for Dad since you were in college. You always do his bidding, whether
or not you agree with it.”


“So? He’s my boss. I’m
contractually obligated to.”


“Has he even called
you to see how everything is going with Pierce?” Toby let my silence hang for a
few moments before he continued. “Do you remember the Jones project?”


I shook my head.
“Like I could forget it.”


“You were young when
it happened, so you don’t even know all the hairy details. But you and I both can
agree that Dad did some exceptionally shady deals to accrue his millions for
that specific project.”


“I can hardly control
how Dad runs his business.”


“True,” Toby said. “But
you can choose to be a part of it or not.”


Toby’s disgust for
the unethical way our father sometimes chose to do business was contagious,
like the measles. Every time I spoke to him and analyzed Hart Corp, I found
myself covered in those pesky red little bumps before I knew it. The itch was
undeniable. Jealous that Toby was able to break away, part of me longed to do
the same. To follow in his independent footsteps. To abandon Dad like he had done
to us so often during our childhoods. What kept my feet planted, however, the
anchor forcing me to stay still, was fear. My life apart from the Hart Corporation
office was a giant question mark. I held on to the hope that things would be
different if I could only be named CEO.


“You’ve been here
five minutes and you’re already going to try to convince me to quit the company
again?” I asked, trying to keep the tone light. “You’re here for a Hart Corp
project, after all. Don’t you think that’s a little contradictory, brother dear?”


“I work for Dad on a
need-by-need basis. I choose the projects I’m actually interested in designing.
The second I sense something shady’s happening, I bail. Just like I did with
the Jones project.”


“Dad’s still licking
his wounds over that one.”


Toby glanced out the
limo’s window. “One day he’ll understand. He’ll never have both of his children
working full time for Hart Corp ever again.”


“He’s not the only
one who’s sad, ya know,” I said. “But let’s just ignore that ugly little detail
for as long as we can. Enough about Dad. Tell me about your life.”


The two of us chitchatted
as we made our way through the bustling streets of Las Vegas to meet Pierce at
the lot he had so carefully chosen for the building site. It was sure to be an
exhaustingly long day. We would all have to discuss dimensions, theme, overall
artistic leeway, along with a million other intricate details so that Toby could
begin forming ideas in his head. If Pierce was so selective about the
building’s location, I shuddered to think about the ridiculous hoops he would force
Toby to jump through regarding the building’s design and fancy features. Toby
was a gifted architect, but he wasn’t God. And I expected Pierce to demand
nothing but divine capabilities for his casino’s construction.


When we pulled up to
the site, my brother turned to me. “So how much will I want to punch this guy
in the face by the end of the day?”


I grimaced. Pierce had obviously started to grow on me, in more
ways than one, but I couldn’t let my older brother know this. It wouldn’t take him
long to put two and two together and figure out that Pierce and I were strangely
involved. He’d tell Margret, she’d tell my mom, and word would surely get back
to Father faster than I could say the word “fantasy.” The Harts were one big
rumor mill of a family. Dad would have a heart attack or a stroke and, knowing
him, probably both. And then he’d fire me, no question. At this point, I
couldn’t afford to lose my job. I had worked too hard, even if my father was an
unethical dictator.


I tried to keep a straight face. “Pierce isn’t so bad,” I said.
“Yes, he’s arrogant. Yes, he’s young with a million harebrained ideas.
Seriously, he thinks he knows it all.”


“Sounds like someone else I know . . .”


“I’m going to pretend you’re talking about Dad,” I said with a
small smile. “Really though, the twerp is barely out of college.” I folded my
arms across my chest. “But he’s a hard worker, and he’s trying to prove himself
with this project. It’s sort of admirable.” I prayed he bought my bit. Though I
meant every word of it, I definitely didn’t feel my dislike of Pierce as strongly
as I let on. Sure he wasn’t my favorite person to be around at work, but I
could hardly wait to get into bed with him once again. Talking wasn’t exactly a
requirement for an excellent fuck.


“I guess we’ll both
need some drinks with dinner tonight?” Toby asked.


“I couldn’t agree
more.” 


We got out of the car
and made our way over to where Pierce was standing beside his Shelby Cobra. A
tall, blonde woman stepped out from the passenger side. Her hair was long and
curly, her dress sleek and black. She glanced my way before forcefully smiling
at Pierce.


Immediately, my heart
began to pound. I felt my skin coil. A million questions danced in my head as
my brother and I approached the two. Who was this woman? Why did I recognize
her? And for Christ’s sake, why did she have to be so damn beautiful?


As though she could
sense my brazen insecurities, she leaned closer into Pierce, her breast
touching his arm. She whipped out a small notepad and scribbled down something
he was saying. It was then that I recognized her—she was the woman I saw with
him at the French restaurant the day before we flew out. Granted, that evening she
hadn’t been wearing a pair of silver wire-rimmed glasses, but she looked just
as lovely. I hated her for it. And I knew he was sleeping with her. Jealously
raged through my veins.


He smiled at us when
we get closer. It wasn’t a true smile. It was a polite grin, one that didn’t quite
reach his eyes. I found myself wondering what a genuine smile on his face would
look like and how I could make that happen on Sunday. He walked forward and
held out his hand. “Mr. Hart, it’s a pleasure to meet you. I hope your flight
out here was a good one?” 


Toby also gave a
polite smile and briefly shook his hand. “Yes, it was, thank you.”


“Lauren and Mr. Hart,
this is my assistant, April. She flew in last night.” He glanced at her like
she was an adorable puppy he couldn’t help but love. “I’m kind of lost without
her, so I had to get her out here. The paperwork is really starting to pile up.
And you know how I feel about e-mail . . .”


I resisted the urge
to gag. Paperwork had nothing to do with the gorgeous secretary’s sudden
arrival in Vegas. Were our Sunday rendezvous not enough for him?


April smiled coyly. “Pleased
to make your acquaintance.” Her voice was sweet. She had a thick Southern drawl
that was hard to ignore. It only added to her unique charms, which were
becoming overwhelmingly annoying. It wasn’t like me to dislike someone so
instantly, but she represented everything I was not: thin, beautiful, and at
Pierce’s right arm. Green was certainly not my best color.


I clenched my fists,
trying not to picture the two of them screwing. It was nearly impossible, and I
hated myself for even caring. It wasn’t like Pierce was committed to me in any
way. As far as I was concerned, he could sleep with whomever he wanted. I only
wished she wasn’t so outstandingly gorgeous. Maybe that would make it a bit
easier to bear.


Toby lifted his hands
in the air “So, where do we start?”


“April, give him the
dimensions of the lot,” Pierce said.


April tapped around
on her tablet for a moment before she found the document she was looking for.
She handed the tablet to my brother and glared at me as she did so. I looked to
see if Pierce noticed her snarky stare. He didn’t seem to notice or care, and I
could feel my irritation for the girl begin to fester within me. She had to go.
Her disgust for me was as evident as her boob job, which made me feel a little
better. Clearly, she saw me as somewhat of a threat. 


 Toby quickly scanned
the tablet screen. His free hand stroked the imaginary beard on his square
chin. “Well, we have a lot of space to work with. That’s never a bad thing.” He
looked up at Pierce. “What are your initial thoughts on how it should look?”


“Lauren, do you want
to go first?” 


“I’m leaving this
part up to you. It took us three days and a hundred lots for you to find one you
liked. I figure you have a specific vision in your head of what you want to
do,” I said. “I’ve got my notes though. I’ll chime in if I need to.”


Pierce got an excited
look in his eye as he stared at me. “She’s right. I know exactly what I want us
to do together.”


My stomach flip-flopped
as I saw the glimmer in his eyes. His insinuation wasn’t lost on me. He still
wanted to be with me on Sunday, even if Miss New Boobs was suddenly in town.


“Basically, Mr. Hart,
I want—”


“Please, call me
Toby.”


Pierce nodded. “I
want something new, something fresh. I want a casino unlike anything Vegas has
ever seen. I want artsy and eye-catching, something that’ll make people want to
step inside and see what we have to offer.” Animated hand movements accentuated
his words. In the few days I had been around him, I had never seen him so
excited when talking. “We are not only going to have a gambling area, but a
ballroom and spa area also. In one of the spa areas, we want a wall-sized
aquarium that’s big enough to house large fish and mermaid actors—think new age
and curvy and magnificent.”


“Well, that doesn’t
sound hard at all,” Toby said. “I’m sure it will be real cheap, too.” 


Pierce didn’t seem pay
attention to Toby’s sarcasm. “Your father actually told me you’re one of the
best.”


Toby smirked. “That’s
funny. He never tells me that.”


“If you’re the best,”
Pierce said firmly, “my little designs will be like child’s play to you.”


I saw my brother
stiffen at the challenge in Pierce’s words. “I suppose so.”


“All right then, let
me share with you some of the specifics I’d like you to incorporate into your
initial design. We’ll talk more about those back at the office.” He gestured
toward the vast, open lot. “Take a walk with me. I’ll show you where I want
things to go.”


~*~*~*~


Toby and I went to a
club that featured one of his favorite magicians, The Incredible Geronimo. The
dinner theater was small, the stage simple. It was packed. People were crammed
into small tables all across the dimly lit room.


“The Incredible
Geronimo will be performing here shortly,” the waiter said as he ushered us to
our table. “Please have a look at the menu while you wait. Just raise the Top
Hat here once you’re ready, and I’ll swing by to take your order.”


“I wonder if he’s going
to do a cannonball into a swimming pool,” I said after he left. 


“Yeah, that’d be a
real splash,” Toby added with a laugh. “Obviously, he has to yell his name when
doing it.”


“Obviously! That’s
kind of the point,” I said. As we settled into our quaint booth near the front
of the stage, I glanced over the eclectic dinner menu. “I’m glad I made
reservations. This place looks slammed. I guess he really is incredible after
all, huh?”


Toby grinned. “He
really is. You’ll be amazed. Margret and I couldn’t figure out how he does any
of his tricks, but especially his grand finale. It puzzled me for days until I finally
gave up on ever understanding what he does.”


“Well, I’m going to
need some alcohol in me before we take notes on this guy’s main act.” My
shoulders felt lighter. I was glad my brother was here to distract me for a
while. 


Toby turned from the
empty stage to look at me. “I’m surprised you’re not already drinking. That guy
you’re working with, he’s a real piece of work.”


“I didn’t think he was
that bad today.”


“He won’t settle for
anything less than a new age Taj Mahal, Lauren. It’s simply not possible. He’s
going to have to compromise on something. I mean, a floor-to-ceiling underwater
aquarium?”


“That’s actually
really cool. We saw one at a club a few days ago.” I licked my lips, recalling
the sexual story of the Little Mermaid and her erotic merman.


“Still. The guy is a little
too sure of himself and thinks this project is no-holds-barred.”


I bit my lip and
stared at the black-and-white tiled tabletop. “I’m sorry if he was mean.”


“He’s not mean. He’s
unrealistic and a bit condescending. But it’s not like I can’t handle it,
Lauren. He isn’t the first douche bag I’ve worked on a project with.”


“Oh, right. There’s always
Dad.”


Toby, once again, traced
his fingers over his imaginary beard. “Pierce doesn’t hold a candle to Dad, and
you know it.”


“Well, I’m sorry for
whatever he said to you in your meeting.”


“Why are you
apologizing for him?”


I swallowed. Had I
gone too far? Was Toby suspicious now? “I don’t know. It’s your first day
working with us. He should have eased you into his grandiose plans better
instead of raking you over the hot coals.”


“Sis, I’ll be fine.
Don’t worry about me. I’ve got thick skin. It’s you I worry about. I mean, how
do you put up with that guy every day?”


I think about having
sex with him.
What could I say? It worked. “It’s not easy. The scary thing is I’m
starting to get used to it. In a weird way, it’s inspiring. He wants this
casino to be the best thing Vegas has ever seen, and I find myself buying into
it and wanting the same.”


Toby shook his head.
“I honestly can’t figure out Dad’s motive behind this. We’re already one of the
richest families in the country, and our issues with the tabloids aren’t that
bad . . . or at least, they’re not anymore.”


“For you, they
aren’t. You chose to branch away from the family business and since there was
no bad blood because of it, the muckrakers didn’t find you very interesting.” I
fiddled with the fork on the table. “Pick up a gossip magazine the next time
you go to the store. You’d be surprised what you’ll find. Journalists, and I use
that term loosely, for some ridiculous reason care about the multi-millionaires
in New York especially if they have a beef between them. The Mavericks and the
Harts are perfect bait.” 


“I guess you’re
right. I know Margret gets bombarded every once in a while when she’s out with
the baby.”


I shrugged. “It’s
just part of our lifestyle now. That’s why I like to hole myself up.”


“You’re a hermit
tried and true.”


“It’s part of the
reason I haven’t dated in so long,” I said, really laying it on thick. “You
remember what happened with the professor.”


“How could I forget?”



“All I’m saying is I
understand, from a publicity standpoint, why Dad would think bringing our families
together in a business venture would benefit the company. But that’s the only
thing I remotely understand from this . . .”


He raised his beer as
though to salute me. “Whatever you say, baby sis.” He took a long pull from his
Shiner Bock. “But about you not dating anyone . . . I think we need to fix
that, huh? Mom’s been hounding me with questions about when I think you’ll settle
down and give her more grandchildren.”


I sipped on my mojito
before answering. “That’s probably not going to happen anytime soon. I don’t
plan on dating for a while, and I sure as hell haven’t met anyone I would want
to spend the rest of my life with.” Only someone I wouldn’t mind banging for
the rest of my existence . . .


“What about the young
and charming, Pierce Maverick? Not looking for arrogant and overbearing?” he
jested. 


 Even the mention of
his name made my heart beat rapidly. Overbearing on the mattress, I could
handle. Overbearing off the mattress? Not so much. Sunday was only two days
away. “In his dreams maybe, but not in mine.” We laughed and went back to the
show and nursing our drinks. It had been a long day.
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The rest of the week
passed in a blur of e-mails, calls, and plans with my brother. Pierce rarely
left my mind, but thanks to Toby’s companionship, I was somehow able to muddle
through the next two days. I was thankful for his presence—we had holed up in
my penthouse condo to work after receiving lengthy instructions from Pierce.
Feigning annoyance with the Maverick man, I pretended to gladly welcome a
change of scenery from the cramped conference rooms Pierce kept renting out. It
was partly true. Seeing April and Pierce working so closely together—her
flirtatious giggles, his obvious attraction to her—made my stomach curl. Every
moment, I wanted it to be Sunday. 


On Saturday
afternoon, Toby flew back to New York to start building a 3D model of the
casino, promising to return soon. The design would take him quite some time to
finalize. I was sad to see him leave; I knew my concentration would suffer once
again though I couldn’t deny the eagerness that coursed through my veins. I was
ready to spend the day in bed with a man who, against all odds, I was insanely
attracted to. 


When Sunday morning finally
arrived, I awoke in a pool of sweat. My dreams had been twisted and dark. Pierce
had been an unforgiving tyrant in the bedroom, merciless in his ravenous sexual
appetite. In my dream, he brought whips, chains, and blindfolds to my bed—none of
which I had ever used in sexual intimacy before. He was heartless in his use of
erotic weapons against my sensitive body, including the weapon he girded
between his legs. I struggled to match his intensity and was even a little
scared of him. 


I hadn’t realized how
anxious I was to discover the fantasy that Pierce had concocted. Eager, sure.
But what if his fantasy was something that completely blindsided me, leaving me
terrified and motionless as I had been in my dream? Taking deep breaths, I
gathered the plush, white comforter and hurled it to the other side of the bed.
Whatever it was, I needed to get up to discover what sexual exploits we would conquer
today. Silently I prayed that the Maverick maniac would remain a figment of my
imagination and that only the kind, sexually explorative Pierce from last week
would be here today.


The intercom in my
apartment buzzed. I quickly walked across my living room and answered groggily.
“Yes?”


“Ms. Hart, this is
the front desk. You have a package in the lobby. Is now a convenient time to
have it delivered?” a woman’s voice said.


I could feel heat
rise in my chest, and I was thankful the woman couldn’t see me. Pierce hadn’t
forgotten about me after all. April hadn’t completely thrown him off course with
her big, obnoxious breasts and her gorgeous face. Against all odds, he still
wanted me.


“Yes, yes. Please
come up as soon as possible,” I said hurriedly. Immediately I knew I sounded
too eager, but I didn’t care. This lady wasn’t Pierce, and I didn’t need to put
on any airs with her.


“Of course, Ms. Hart.
Right away.”


My heart sped up as I
waited to hear the ding of the elevator. I hurried to the bathroom to put on my
black silk robe as I suspected it was against the apartment’s policy to greet
employees naked. Finally, I heard the buzzer.


“Hi there,” I said,
opening the door.


A young man stood there,
clad in a blue bellboy outfit. I supposed the condo owners wanted their elite tenants
to feel the luxury of hotel service. “You received a package this morning. Are
you Lauren Hart?”


“Last time I checked.”


He gave me a nervous
smile and fumbled as he handed over a long, rectangle-shaped box that was
lavender in color with a thick dark blue ribbon tied around it. Under the
ribbon was a note. I picked it up and read it. 


Ms.
Hart,


Wear
this tonight.


Pierce had left it
unsigned. Good. I smiled. That didn’t sound too complicated. 


“Thank you for
bringing this all the way up here.” The young boy’s face flushed crimson as he
watched me put the card back. I had a feeling he’d stolen a look at the note;
he seemed like the nosy type. As he walked back toward the elevator, he turned to
look one last time over his shoulder. I smiled, and once again he blushed
brightly. Yes, he’d read the note—I was certain of it. 


I wanted to tear the
box open as soon as the bellboy left. Question marks pelted my mind: Had he
bought me some dicey lingerie? Was it a costume? Would I even look good in it? I
crossed the room and sat on the couch, opening the box like a child eager to unwrap
a birthday surprise. Moving the elegant white tissue aside, I saw it. A French
maid uniform. It was lacy and small, essentially a sexy bustier with a
detachable thong and garter straps. It had gorgeous princess seams that were
laced up with satin ribbon. It even had a tiny silk apron. The costume was the
most elegant, erotic garment I had ever worn for a man. I glanced at the small tag;
it was my size down to the cup. How had he figured that out?


A small, black hat
and a feather duster were also in the box. I bit my lip, imagining how the rest
of the day would play out. A French maid was a bit cliché for a fantasy, but I
didn’t mind. I was thankful he was easing me into this Sunday arrangement so
gracefully. He wanted fantasy sex, and I was going to play the most sensual
maid I could. 


“Bonjour Monsieur
Maverick,” I whispered to myself. This was going to be fun.


~*~*~*~


“Are you alone?” I
paced my living room, talking into my blue tooth. “I don’t have a lot of time.”


Kat hesitated before
answering the question. “Yes, why? Wait . . . let me guess. You want to have
hot, kinky lesbian phone sex?”


I laughed. “As
tempting as that is, no. I have a secret that I need to share or I’ll explode.
You have to promise not to utter a word about it to anyone.”


She sighed. “We’ve
always kept each other’s secrets. I’m not going to start sharing them now.”


“I know. I know.” I
took a deep breath. 


“What are you doing
with Pierce now?” she asked before I had a chance to tell her.


“God, am I that
obvious?” 


“You sound nervous. I
just assumed—that’s all.”


I swallowed. “I guess
I am a little nervous about sleeping with him again.” 


“Sleeping as in
sleeping with him in the same bed?”


“I hope you’re
joking.”


“Kind of. Do y’all
canoodle after you’ve done the deed? Or are you all business?” she asked.


I sprawled out on my
bed, no longer caring if my curls held up. Pierce was sure to mess them up soon.
“You act like this has happened a lot.”


“So just the one
time, huh? That was a whole week ago.”


“I know. I know,” I
said again. “We actually have this arrangement. . . . You see, we’re going to
play out a fantasy every Sunday.”


Kat whistled a low
cat call. “Damn, Lo. That sounds ridiculously fun. I’m jealous he gets to do
that with you.”


I fiddled with the
lace of the bustier. Ever since I’d known her, Kat had joked about hooking up
with me. She had also meant it in good, clean fun, I know, but part of me
always wondered if there was a little bit of truth in her subtle jests. Maybe
she really did want to sleep with me. Maybe she really was jealous of Pierce.


“So are you going to
tell me what you two are doing tonight, or do I have to guess?” she prompted.


I walked to the
bathroom and looked at myself for the millionth time in the mirror. Even I had
to admit, the French maid costume was incredibly sexy. I grabbed my breast with
my free hand and willed it to appear fuller and perkier. “This time is his
turn. He has me dressing up as a French maid. Not sure why he chose a maid, but
this is quite the contraption. Took me ten minutes to put on these goddamn
garter straps.” 


“Nice,” Kat said,
elongating the word.


“I don’t see what men
like about them anyway . . .”


“Oh, I don’t think
that’s just a male thing.”


I chuckled. “Good to
know.”


“So what do you mean
it’s his turn?” she asked. “Send me a picture of your outfit so I can see how
fabulous you look.”


“Yeah, every week we’re
taking turns playing out one of our sexual fantasies. This morning he sent me
the outfit, so I’m guessing he wants me to act like his sexy maid.” 


“Wow . . . and you
like that sort of thing?”


I quickly snapped a
seductive picture, pursing my red lips, and sent it to her. “Well, I personally
wouldn’t have chosen a maid for myself. It’s a little stereotypical, don’t you
think? But I’m not against role-playing.”


“Got the picture.
Damn, girl! That is one tiny costume. It really does give you some cleavage!”


“You think so?” I
asked, once again fiddling with my breasts in the restraining lacey cup. “That’s
what I was most concerned about. Do you think it’s too much? God knows these
babies don’t need any help in the cleavage department.”


“Trust me. You don’t
need to be worried. They’re perfect,” she said. “And find out where he got your
little outfit. I want one for myself.”


I looked at the
clock; he would be here soon. “I will. Thank you for listening to me and
calming my nerves a little bit, Kat. He’s going to be here soon, so I’m going
to let you go.”


“Okay. Be safe
tonight. If he does anything shady, tell me and I’ll hunt him down.”


I laughed. “I’ll be
safe. You be safe, too. Bye, love you.” I hung up and did some final primping. Practicing
my seductive smile in the mirror, I couldn’t wait for him to get here.


~*~*~*~


At seven o’clock he
knocked on the visitor door of my penthouse. My hair was curled and done up in an
elegant French twist. The small black hat was tilted on my head; in my right
hand, I held the feather duster. I wondered briefly, as I opened the door, how
he wanted this to go. The costume had been my number one concern, so much so
that I had forgotten the kind of character I was to portray. Was there a script
I should be using? 


When I met his gaze
in the doorway, I decided to simply take the lead. I thought he’d enjoy this
immensely more if I were in the driver’s seat.


He grinned as his
hazel eyes took in my attire. He looked me up and down, like I was a delectable
dessert he couldn’t wait to taste. From his expression, I knew he was pleased. 


“Bonjour, Monsieur
Maverick,” I said in my best French accent. I stood to the side to allow him to
enter. “Please, come in.” I hoped this was what he wanted, role-playing from
the very beginning. I felt a little silly, but a little empowered at the same
time. The rest of our evening was now in my control.


He walked into the apartment,
and I closed the door. I took his gray pea coat from him and hung it in the
closet near the front door. “Madame Hart is still away at work. Can I get you
anything to drink or eat while you await her return, monsieur?” 


“Water is fine.” 


I quickly sashayed
across the living room to get him a glass of water. When I returned to the
sofa, the last place where we’d made love, I bent down low to reveal more of my
cleavage. I looked into his eyes and smiled sultrily. “Is there anything else
you need, monsieur? It would be my delight to fetch it for you.” 


He took the cool
glass in his hands and looked around the room. He sipped from the glass of
water before nonchalantly setting it down on the oak coffee table. “No, just go
about your work. I can wait for her.”


I had an urge to
raise my eyebrow in question, breaking character, but I resisted it. He wants
me to clean for him? Wasn’t he supposed to say, “Yeah, I have something you
can dust,” as he unzipped his pants? A little hesitant, I supposed I should
take my role-playing even further. I turned away from him and went over to the
beautiful built-in bookshelves on the far wall of the living room. With my
feather duster, I extended my arm to dust the top shelf, which was decorated
with books I’d never opened. And then I remembered the sexy thong this outfit
had built in. As I went down to the lower the shelves, I bent farther over. My
little bustier dress rose up, revealing a pleasant view of my ass. I glanced
over my shoulder to look at Pierce and give him a seductive gaze. I pursed my
lips. 


The look in his eyes
was empowering. Once again, they were darkening with lust. A thrill rushed through
me. His desire was evident as I saw him grab his crotch, which I could only
assume was hardening by the second. He turned me on. No longer did I wish to
role-play; I was ready for him to take me to my bedroom now—to ravish me the
way he had done so effortlessly last Sunday. 


I turned and walked
to the coffee table, very aware his eyes were following me. I leaned over to
dust the table, giving him another ample view of my cleavage. His lip twitched
upward, and I slowly licked my lips to tease him.


He placed an arm
along the back of the white couch; his other hand still clutching his cock.
“She seems to be taking quite a long time,” he said.


“Yes, Madam Hart
works very hard.” I turned away from him again and walked over to a high shelf
on the wall and stood on the tips of my heels to reach it. I smiled when I felt
him come up behind me. I had wondered how long he would be able to sit there. He
placed his hands on my hips and a kiss on my neck. My heart quickened as I felt
the bulge of his erection against my lower back. I pressed myself against him
and moved my ass against his hard cock. He moaned slightly. 


Gently, he turned me
around and kissed me softly. His demeanor was entirely different compared to
the first Sunday I was with him. He was still passionate, but he moved much
slower. There was no rush behind his embrace, only desire. We were like two
starving beggars, both searching for bread. The sweetness of his kiss told me
he wanted me. His lips were soft, supple—just as I remembered them. 


Then, he tenderly pulled
on my lower lip with his teeth. He pushed me against the wall and ground against
me. His hand cupped my breast. My hands ran up his chest to his shoulders, and
I wrapped my arms around his neck and pulled him closer. I was entirely
absorbed in the moment, no longer remembering the feather duster in my hand or
the lacy costume that barely covered my body. All I wanted was him—his lips,
his passion, his cock. To forget this week. To forget my insecurities with his
new, gorgeous assistant. To forget anything but the pleasure our bodies gave
each other, fantasy or no. 


I lost track of time
as we kissed there, wrapped in each other’s arms, for a while longer, the heat
between us undeniable and rising with every touch. I pulled away and looked at
his regal, gorgeous face. “The madam will be back soon, monsieur. She wouldn’t
like this.”


He grinned—he liked
the fact that I was still playing my role. “I’m sure she’ll be gone a little
longer. You know how she is—all work and no play.”


Usually, that was
true. I’d hardly had time to look up from my desk for the last eight years, let
alone doll up in a French maid costume for a man I hardly knew but who intensely
aroused me. But not this evening. Tonight I was all play, and the only work in
my mind was whatever Pierce had in store for us between my bedroom sheets. I
kissed him again, more intensely this time, while his hand moved underneath my bustier.
Gingerly, his fingers circled my taut nipple. He was toying with me and I
couldn’t help but fall privy to it. The slow, rhythmic motion of his hands
working my breasts sent me into an increased state of arousal. So badly I
wanted him. All of him. His gentle squeezes and playful fingering made me ache
for his long, skillful fingers to move over the rest of body.


As though he had read
my mind, his warm hand then cupped my pussy. I moaned at his touch, so soft and
sensual, as the heat between us radiated like a blazing summer day. I pressed
myself against him harder. His fingers responded, dancing along my lips.
Expertly, he rubbed the area right above my sensitive clit. He started in small,
tender circles. His skilled hands hypnotized me, leaving my pussy captive to
his bidding. My knees practically buckled as he gradually increased his speed. It
took a lot of self-control, but somehow I managed to pull away from him. He
looked at me, confused. 


I gave him a
mischievous smile and took his hand. As I led him to my bedroom, he whispered
naively, “In the madam’s bed even?” 


“What she doesn’t
know won’t hurt her,” I said as I closed the bedroom door. 


He moved to sit on
the edge of the bed and beckoned me to him. “Come here,” he said.


Ignoring his demands,
I dropped my feather duster on the ground and gracefully bent over to unbuckle
my stilettos. I could feel his eyes on my breasts as they dangled over my
knees. I kicked my heels off and straightened. Removing my little black hat, I sexily
posed for him. Pointing my hip out, I bent over, once again, to reveal the
curve of my ass cheeks. 


“Maid, I need you to
do as you’re told.”


I pursed my lips as I
slowly walked to him. “Monsieur does not like to look at me?”


“Monsieur has looked
long enough. He would like to fuck you now.”


My cheeks flushed. His
honesty left me wet with longing. Suddenly, he grabbed my hips. He placed me on
the bed next to him, right on the edge. Almost as quickly, he repositioned
himself on the plush carpet. Aggressively, he spread my legs and unfastened my tiny
costume. My legs began to quiver, anticipating his moist tongue. I’d only had
oral sex preformed on me a few times, and it was never a fireworks-in-the-sky
kind of experience. With Pierce, however, I had a feeling everything would feel
vastly different.


He looked up at me
and smirked like he had a secret I hadn’t yet discovered. I raised an eyebrow,
trying to appear more confident and sexy than I felt in that moment. A chill
ran down my spine as I watched him move his face toward me. I waited with bated
breath to feel the first touch of his attention to my eager pussy. A soft
finger trickled down my outer labia. My hips bucked involuntarily. I could feel
myself grow hot and wet as he used two fingers to stroke both sides of my red,
swollen lips. The pad of his thumb came up to stroke my clit, sending jolts of
pleasure throughout my body. With each hand, I gripped a fistful of my bed
sheets. 


He looked up at me
again. “Your lips flush a beautiful rose color when you’re aroused,” he said
simply. “That’s incredibly sexy to me, my little maid.” 


I
imagined my cheeks turned the same color at his frankness in speaking about my
vagina. He returned to his task, this time adding the tip of his deliciously
warm tongue. I was overcome with ecstasy at the subtle movement. It was though
he knew the very secret to my innermost desires. His lips moved forward and
encompassed my clit. His hands gripped my thighs as he forced himself farther and
farther inside me. I was captivated by his artful movement. It seemed he was
catering to one of my sexual fantasies—a man’s total devotion to my
pleasure.


His tongue
continued to dance around my clit, firm and erotic. His expertise was not lost
on me. It was as if he knew my body better than I ever had. Every flick of his
tongue, every stroke of his finger left me on a cloud of exhilaration. Soaring
high above the world, I never wanted to return to earth.


“Oh,
monsieur,” I moaned. I reached down and ran my hand through his thick hair. His
tongue and lips continued to stroke my labia, sending me into a heightened
sense of arousal; each one took a turn as they brought me closer to orgasm. Heat
radiated throughout my body, and I could feel the pressure of an orgasm mount
within me like a runaway train, uncontrollable on the tracks. It was building
and building until I could no longer restrain myself and gave in to the
pleasure. The orgasm overcame me in a fervent whirlwind. 


Pierce’s
hands held my hips down, as I could no longer control them from the surge
pulsing through me. I let out a loud moan when my inner walls flexed, a
glorious feeling of satisfaction and deliverance. His thumbs softly stroked the
skin of my hip, and he placed kisses on my inner thigh as I came. He was so
gentle and considerate, a gentleman through and through. I couldn’t help but
enjoy this softer side of him.


“That
. . . was absolutely—”


He
put a finger to my lips to silence me. The smell of pussy was still warm on his
fingers. “Shhh now, mademoiselle. We don’t want the madam to hear us.”


Gracefully, he stood and
began to take off his clothes. He stared into my eyes as he unbuttoned his
white Oxford shirt. Still coming off of my intense high, I tried my best to
recover. Clearly, Pierce was not ready to end the evening. I moved to take off my
bustier, but he shook his head. “Leave it on.”


I didn’t protest.
Instead, I summoned the energy to crawl up onto the bed to lean against the
tufted headboard. I wanted to watch as he undressed, garment by garment. The
sight of his naked chest left me breathless. His pecs, hard and firm. His abs,
sculpted and impressive. His olive skin was such a turn on, and I wanted to
drink it all in—every inch of him. 


As he pulled his blue
boxers to the floor, his cock bounced free. It was a beautiful sight, his ample
and ready member. “Condoms?” he whispered breathlessly before joining me on top
of the bed.


I lazily pointed to
the bedside table. Quickly, he opened the drawer and pulled out one from the
variety pack I had purchased yesterday. He slipped it on and moved on top of me.
I spread my legs, eager and ready for him. Assuming he wanted the missionary
position once again, I wrapped my arms around his strong back. He planted a
gentle kiss on my cheek and rolled over to lie on his back. I waited to see
what he wanted me to do.


His long cock pointed
straight in the air—a love stick without a pilot. “Get on,” he said. 


I was a tad
surprised, thinking he would want to take control of our fucking, but all of
his behavior that night had surprised me. I moved to straddle him and positioned
myself over his aroused and anxious penis. Slowly, I eased myself down onto
him. My inner walls accepted his generous offering, clamping tightly around him.
Having just come down from my high, I was once again ready for him. I started
rocking my hips. The movement was a little awkward at first as I questioned how
intense my thrusts against him should be. Starting slowly, I worked the head of
his penis—in and out, in and out—before accepting the rest of his elongated
dick. I found an angle that felt like a cloud of heaven and continued with it.
Gradually, I picked up the pace. 


I searched his eyes
for his reaction. He stared directly at his cock as it entered my pussy with
effortless ease. Our movement toward each other was like walking, so simple and
natural. And God—it felt amazing. Never had I connected with someone so
tangibly.


He reached up and
pulled down the front of my bustier, releasing my breasts. He sat up and I leaned
back slightly, bracing myself with my hands and arms on the bed. Taking one of
my taut tits into his mouth, he ran his warm, wet tongue over it in small,
rhythmic circles. He then lightly bit my nipple, and I moaned at the surprise
sensation that rippled through my breast. 


I pushed him back on
the bed. My hands were now on his shoulders so that I could have more control. Moving
my hips, I quickened my pace and my intensity. Beads of sweat trickled down my
forehead.


“Harder,” he groaned.
He slapped my ass. Pain shot through me, but it somehow spurred me forward. My
energy seemed to arouse him even more. “Harder!”


He placed his hands
on my hips again, and I braced myself on his chest as I attempted to meet his
demands and pick up the pace. My nails dug into his skin as I forced myself to
thrust. And thrust. And thrust. Briefly, I kissed him on the chest while I rode
him harder and harder. From the strong clutch on my hips, I could tell he
enjoyed my efforts to satisfy him. 


Soon I could feel my own
climax building once again. I kept going harder until we were both lost in our lust.
The air smelled of sex and sweat, and it was enticingly delicious.


I let out a cry as another
orgasm overwhelmed me. His name fell from my lips in a rushed whisper. He wasn’t
far behind me. His entire body stiffened, and his grip on me tightened as he
came. “God!” he cried as though summoning divine intervention. 


We collapsed on the
bed. I curled up into the fetal position, my head on his chest. It took a
moment for us to both catch our breath. Suddenly I was self-conscious at the
intimacy of my cuddles, so I got off the bed. Slipping the bustier off, I tossed
it to the floor. I lay down beside him, farther away this time, and turned my
head to look at him. 


His eyes were shut.
His breathing was still heavy. I enjoyed watching the steady rise and fall of
his perfectly chiseled abdomen. 


After a few moments,
I decided to ask the question that had burned in my mind since the moment I’d
opened his box that morning. “I have to ask,” I said. “Why a French maid? It’s
one of the most clichéd fantasies out there.” I rolled over and stared at the
speckled texture of the high-rise ceiling. “Couldn’t I have been a nun or a
teacher, at least? Then I could have spanked you with a ruler.” I suppressed a
giggle.


He laughed and turned
his entire, naked body to face me. He rested his head on his hand. “When I was
younger, after my mother committed suicide, my father would pay our maids to
dress up like that while they worked. Feather dusters, hats, those little, pointless
aprons. The whole nine yards. I remember there was this one maid, Natasha. She
was Russian and absolutely stunning. She was the first crush I had on a grown
woman.” He exhaled long and slowly, as if the retelling of his childhood
fantasy was beyond tiring. “When I met you, I thought you looked a little like
a young version of her. I couldn’t help it when the thought popped into my head
to have you dress like her.”


A little surprised he
had shared so much about the rationale behind the French maid costume, I smiled
as I stared into his eyes. “I’m glad I could be of service then . . . monsieur.”


“Trust me. You
definitely were. That little outfit was worth every penny.”


I nodded simply,
agreeing more in my heart than I was letting on. It really had been
incredibly arousing to pretend to be someone else—a naughty, little maid afraid
of getting caught sleeping in her boss’s bed. Even more erotic was knowing how
turned on Pierce had been by the performance. He couldn’t have resisted me if
he had wanted to—that much was clear. There was something incredibly powerful
in that awareness. 


“You surprised me,
actually,” he whispered softly.


I pressed the white
sheet against my chest. “I did?”


“I wasn’t sure you’d
be into role-playing.”


“To be honest,” I
said, “I wasn’t entirely sure I would either.”


Pierce folded his
hands across his chest. “And now? What would you say having done it?”


I paused before
answering. “I think it was incredibly and surprisingly arousing.” I decided to
leave out the part that he was the reason for my total enjoyment of the
evening—not playing a role.


He smiled at me as
though I had answered correctly. 


“Did you . . . did
you enjoy your fantasy?” I asked, hesitation on my tongue.


“More than you know,
Lauren. You were every bit as sexy as I have always imagined Natasha would be,
and more.”


I could feel my
cheeks blush at his sincerity. I was grateful his gentleness continued outside
screwing in the silk sheets—such a breath of fresh air from his typical work demeanor.



“It’s your turn next,”
he said. “What do you want to do to me this coming Sunday?”


I laughed. “Oh no,
no, no. I had to wait all week to discover what you wanted. Now you have to
wait for me.” I wondered if the days would pass as slowly and tortuously for
him as they had for me.


He got up from the
bed and started searching for his clothes, haphazardly sprawled over the room.
“I guess I deserve that. A surprise it will be then.” 


“Do you have to go?”
I asked before I could stop myself. 


He looked at me as he
was putting on his khaki pants. “I’m sorry, Lauren. I never stay the night.” He
shrugged. “I actually have somewhere else to be now anyway.”


Once he had all his clothes
on, he bid me good night and left. I willed myself not to believe he was going
to see April though I didn’t doubt Pierce had the sexual stamina to be with two
women in the same evening. It was becoming more and more difficult to keep up
with him, to match his efforts at ecstasy. I did enjoy the challenge, however. He
was like an experienced lion tamer, challenging me in the ring to dance with
the lovely beasts with the flick of his leather whip. 


Still naked on top of
my mattress, I began to toy with my ideas for next Sunday. I had a feeling I
would immensely enjoy any kind of sexual experience with Pierce, but I wanted
it to be special and well thought out. Should I stick to something expected and
overdone? Should I try something fresh? My sexual experience was so limited,
anything I chose would be new and magical to me—especially if it was with the
mysterious Maverick man. I had a week to think it over and decide.


The rest of the
evening, I decided, would be spent with a glass of wine and Sex and the City
reruns while I reviewed our latest proposals for the casino. Everything had to
be perfect if we were going to move forward with Toby’s design once he
finished. Delays were a project’s worst nightmare. 


As I got up from my
bed, the phone rang. My stomach twisted in anticipation. Had Pierce changed his
mind? Would he want to stay the night after all? Grabbing my iPhone from my
nightstand, my stomach flip-flopped for an entirely different reason. It wasn’t
Mr. Maverick on the end of the line. 


It was my dad. 






[bookmark: _Toc357195331]Chapter Ten


I
awoke on Monday morning, my glorious day off, incredibly sore and with two very
different men on my mind. My body felt like I had been run over by a semi truck;
it was a wonderful kind of ache because it made me recall the night before. Pierce’s
animal-like aggression had worn me out both physically and mentally. And then
there was the eerie phone call from Dad just minutes after Pierce left my
penthouse. Any other daughter, especially one who worked for her father’s
company, probably wouldn’t cringe at the sight of her dad’s contact information
lighting up her screen on a Sunday evening. Unlike those girls, I wasn’t used
to phone calls from my father, especially when he knew I was working on one of his
beloved projects. He didn’t like, as he put it, “to waste time shooting the
shit when I have actual shit to do.”


My
mind had raced with a million questions last night: Did he somehow know about
my Sunday arrangement with Pierce? Was there something wrong with the casino’s
projections? Did he not think I could handle this project on my own? Were Mom
and Toby okay? Surely this was something big, really big, if his standard
two-line e-mail wouldn’t suffice. 


In
typical Lauren fashion, I screened his call. I wanted to see if he’d leave a
message, if this really was as urgent as I was making it out to be in my head.
When he didn’t send me a voice mail or an urgent text message to answer the
phone, I decided to make him wait until tomorrow. My father could curl my skin
faster than the humidity in Florida, and I wasn’t ready to come down from my
amazing high so quickly. Whatever it was, it could be put off a few more hours.


I
stretched my arms high in the air, willing myself to wake up and seize the day.
Remembering what Pierce had done to me in this comfortable bed last night made
me never want to leave it. Instead, I wanted to call him up and ask him if we
could change our Sunday arrangement to an everyday arrangement. After all, we
did have the day off. Why couldn’t we treat ourselves to another sexual
rendezvous? Shaking my head against the pillow, I answered my own question. The
last thing I needed was for Pierce to think I was some needy woman completely
lost without him. Clingy lovers were never attractive, and I’m sure they didn’t
last long, especially with someone like Pierce. I was no leech, but God—the
thought of waiting an entire week to feel his arms around me, to return his
passionate kisses, and to enter our fantastical, sexual world seemed nearly
impossible. 


Suppressing
my desire to call him, I reached for my brown leather briefcase to grab my
laptop. The previous night, while watching the Sex and the City reruns,
a sexual epiphany had struck me while watching the infamous Carrie Bradshaw. Something
between Carrie’s infatuation with Mr. Big and a runway project she was working
on made me put my fantasy together. I knew exactly what I wanted to do with my
Maverick maniac next week. There were just a few things I needed to take care
of today in order to ensure my night of erotica would be possibility.


Opening
the web browser, I began my online search for a video camera. I needed to find
one that was absolutely perfect for this Sunday’s arrangement because I had
decided to record it. One of my earliest fantasies, for as long as I could
remember, was to have sex while being filmed. There was a sense of danger in it,
a very real peril when a person whose family was always in the public eye chose
to participate in such sexual exploits. The video was so tangible, so real. As
long as it existed, it posed a threat. There was always a chance the film could
get leaked at any given moment, quickly transforming from a thing of enjoyment
to one of immeasurable scrutiny. That thin line was what aroused me. The danger
behind the red record button and the potency of being in front of the lens,
naked and vulnerable, was sexy as hell. 


This
fantasy would go against everything I had represented since my affair with my
college professor so long ago. No more would I be the innocent worker bee, too
busy or too nervous that the paparazzi would want a story about the
billionaire’s daughter to have a real sex life. With this video, I really would
be taking my sexuality by the balls and crying “Fuck you!” to all the
journalists—and even my father—who had pigeon-holed me into the person I was today.
This put everything on the line. I doubted that either Pierce or I would ever
allow our sexual adventure on the mattress to be found by the sleazy
journalists, but it was thrilling to imagine. It made me feel like a naughty
little girl, living a secret life that no one would ever discover . . . if I
was careful. And that was incredibly arousing.


This
was all so new to me, getting a chance to live out a fantasy I’d always wanted
to do. Before Pierce, my nights spent with other men were a black-and-white
kind of boring. Oral sex felt gross and sloppy, like a dog lapping water.
Fingering always felt too forced. And any crazy sexual positions were like a
bad practical joke that wouldn’t end. Even in college, before I met Professor
Tillton, the guys were unwilling to break the sexual box. The kinkiest they
ever got was letting me be on top every once in a while. Perhaps they were
insecure in their own abilities. Maybe they were timid around me. All I wanted
was someone to make me feel desired, and at the time, I thought that’s what
they were giving me. They might have been too nervous to try something crazy because
most of my sexual conquests were one-night stands, but I wished they had. Maybe
then I would have had more experience to offer Pierce. Maybe then I would feel
more comfortable in my own body and not second-guess every moment. 


I
bit my lip as I scrolled through endless pages of high-grade cameras. The video
camera needed to be the absolute best quality. Cost wasn’t a question. I didn’t
want some rinky-dink version if I was going to step out on a limb and do this.
Besides, I planned on watching our little home movie many, many times. I hoped
Pierce felt the same way. 


After
an hour or so of comparing quality and resolution and searching for additional
gadgetry, I found the perfect camera. It had an extra-long battery life, high
pixilation, and the best part was it came with a tripod. That way we could see
everything, every minute detail of his entire body on top of mine as we had
mind-blowing sex, thrust after glorious thrust. I bought it with the specifications
that it needed to be gift wrapped with a card that read:


Mr.
Maverick,


I’m
greatly looking forward to our evening together. 


Let’s
“Play.”


I grinned at my clever
pun. I also specified that the package needed to arrive promptly on Sunday
morning, not a day before or after. It cost extra for the personalized delivery
from the company, but that wasn’t a problem. I would have paid hundreds more. A
giddy feeling shot through me. Waiting for next week was going to be even
harder now.


 I moved my computer
from my lap and stretched my arms once again. Ruffling my curly hair, I took out
the bobby pins I’d forgotten to remove last night and glanced at my bedside
clock. It was almost noon, and I still hadn’t gotten out of bed. Thankful for a
day off, I felt incredibly lazy. Pierce micromanaged this project so much that
the little work I had to do could wait. And just as I’d already spent the
morning, I felt like straying from my usual behavior. My mind began to wander
to the almost consistent thought I’d had the last few days though I would admit
that to no one. Pierce was unlike anything I had ever experienced. I finally
felt as though I had dipped my feet in the ocean everyone raved about. It was
cold and brisk, but it was also electrifying and addictive.


I could feel myself
grow aroused at the memories of being with him. They played in a repetitive
loop in my mind. I knew every movement, every detail. Each of them was captivating
and erotic in their own way. Suddenly, I began to feel warm. The mere memories
of Pierce aroused me more than the presence of any other man ever had. I pulled
off my pink tank top and licked two fingers. My tongue was hot and wet. I pinched
my nipple and then rubbed it, mimicking the motion Pierce had so effectively
done the night before. A small shock of pleasure ran through me as my fingers
continued to massage my breast. My right hand travelled down my stomach, as if it
had a mind of its own. I pushed my hand underneath the waistband of my black shorts
and then underneath my panties. My curious fingers met my pussy in a wave of
adrenaline. This was so unlike me, but I didn’t want to stop. It was too hot,
too good to quit now. 


Images of Pierce and
his beautiful, naked body swarmed in my mind, mixing and matching to form a new
exotic fantasy: We were in a scenic town in Greece. We were on the private
beach of a small island we’d rented where we could be away from prying eyes. We
relaxed on towels, soaking in the rays of sunshine in the nude. It was the
first time I had been naked in an area that could be public, besides my own
backyard. Pierce had talked to me into it.


 My fingers traveled to
just above my clit and rubbed it slowly, teasingly. 


I was lying on my
stomach, my ass in the open air. He was on his stomach next to me. At first we discussed
trivial things: the gyro we had eaten at lunch, the thick accents of the men
who sold us their row boat, the incredibly tan skin of the people of Greece. But
then he grew quiet. He looked at me with heat in his eyes, and I felt beautiful.
I asked him if he could rub tanning oil on me. Massaging the warm oil into my
shoulders, his sensual touch aroused me. He took his time, using his thumbs and
the heels of his hands to knead deeply into my muscles. His touch was the
perfect amount of pressure—not too hard, not too soft—as he gradually moved
down to my lower back. His hands moved over my butt, and his fingers lightly
hovered over my pussy. I moaned, begging him to rub me there.


My fingers travelled
past my clit to my opening, which was ready for attention. 


His hands grasped my
right thigh, and he used all his fingers to relax the tight muscles. My skin
tingled from his ministrations. He did the left thigh next, before moving down
to my calves and feet. My entire backside felt relaxed as he had me turn onto
my back. 


I pushed my fingers
into the opening and arched my back slightly. The end of my palm brushed
against my clit. 


He did not go
straight for my breasts, like I was anticipating. Instead he started by lightly
massaging oil into my neck and the tops of my shoulders. He moved down my arms
and massaged my hands. Having finished my shoulders and arms, he poured a bit
of oil on the center of my collar bone and allowed it to run down the center of
my breasts to my stomach where it ran off the side and tickled. A finger came
down and ran through the trail of liquid, spreading it in a thin line across my
stomach. He did that again, but this time followed the underside of my breasts.
Closer and closer he got to my hard nipple. I held my breath while I watched
him, anticipating his touch. Finally, his hand came up to massage the oil into
my breast. His fingers toyed with my sensitive nipples, which responded to his
gentle squeezes. 


The pleasure within
me grew more intense. I pumped my fingers in and out, wishing all the while
that I could reach the spot within me that would make me overflow with pleasure.



When he pulled away,
I moaned at the loss of him. He reached behind him and got an extra towel from
the bag and wiped the excess oil off his hands. He positioned his hand over my
pussy. He cupped it, and pushed his fingers inside me. His fingers curled in my
vagina, and he pushed upward. He knew just how to find that spot in me that
would make it all come to a head. 


The pleasure built
quickly as I maneuvered in and out of my responsive pussy. I tossed in my bed
as a small orgasm took hold of me. “Oh, Pierce,” I softly mumbled. Even when he
wasn’t present, he still turned me on.


~*~*~*~


Later that day, I
decided that I couldn’t put my dad off any longer. Unfortunately, I needed to
see what, if anything, he wanted. The phone rang only twice before he picked
up.


“Hi, Lauren. Glad you
finally got around to returning my phone call.”


“Sorry, it’s been a
busy day,” I lied. “Besides you didn’t leave a voice mail, so I didn’t think
this would be urgent.”


“You know I can’t
stand that damn recorder device contraption.”


I resisted the urge
to cringe, thinking of my recent purchase for Sunday’s adventure. I wondered
what my father would think of my new video camera. “Okay then, Dad. What’s up?”


“I wanted to get a
sense of how you and Pierce are getting along on this project.”


“As in how are we working
together or how far along are we in the project?” I asked hesitantly.


“Both.” 


I took a deep breath.
Was he asking more than he let on? 


“What’s the name of
the casino again?” he asked before I could respond.


“Fantasy. Pierce chose
it last week. I sent you an e-mail about it.”


“I saw. I saw,” he
said defensively. “It must’ve slipped my mind. Seems like an odd name for a fancy
building where people are going just to gamble.”


“Fantasy is more than
gambling, Dad. Haven’t you read any of my updates? It really does go well with
the theme we want for this project,” I said, restraining myself from adding, and
for Sunday evenings. “Besides, the investors loved it.”


“So what do you mean
by ‘Pierce chose it’?” he asked. “Are you letting him boss you around?”


“I thought the name
was clever and unique, so I agreed to it. Frankly, anything I’ve disagreed with
him on isn’t worth the retribution he gives. I’m letting him mostly take the
reins on this one, since he cares way more about its success than I do.”


My father huffed on
the other end of the line. “Lauren, I told you this is our project! The
Mavericks are just a publicity stunt. You cannot allow Pierce to take control
of this casino and ruin it.”


“What? You told me to
listen to him and be obliging.”


“I told you to listen
to him but watch him like a hawk. We can’t afford to allow Peter and his snotty
son to pull a fast one on us.” His tone was worrisome and gruff.


“Tell me something,
Dad. Why would you agree to do business, especially a project that we suspect
will take two or three years, with a man you can’t trust?”


“I told you! How many
times do I need to explain myself?” he shouted. “Our families need the good
publicity.”


I rolled my eyes,
thankful he couldn’t see my reaction. “No one’s buying that, especially not
Toby and me.”


“Just trust me, okay?
We need this much more than you kids realize.”


My father was almost
always as rude as hell, but he never sounded worried. I could hear the strain
in his voice. Part of me wanted to yell at him; the other part wanted to wring
his thick neck. Working with your enemies was generally never a good idea, no
matter how much the newspapers loved it.


“You’ve just never
been so worried about publicity before . . . at least not enough to be
proactive in preventing it,” I prompted.


“Lauren,” he said
after a few moments, “I need you to start watching Pierce. Peter has been
extremely evasive over the recent developments with the casino, and now you’re
telling me that Pierce is calling all the shots up there. I’m worried they’re
somehow going to pull a fast one on us.”


“Wait, what?” I
asked. “Why do you think that?”


“It’s a gut feeling,
kid. A very bad gut feeling.”


I clutched the phone
closer to my face. Unsure exactly what I was hearing, my mind started spinning
like the blades of a helicopter about to lose control. I replayed scene after
scene of working with Pierce, trying to trace any signs of betrayal. “How am I
supposed to spy on him, Dad? I’m not exactly capable of doing—” 


“Start taking back
the project like the workaholic I raised you to be. Make sure he’s not doing
anything shady. Snoop around if you have to. Look for anything—and I mean
anything—suspicious.”

 I shook my head, willing this conversation to stop. First Dad wanted me to be
Mrs. Cleaver, kind and passive about this project’s creation, and now he wanted
me to turn into James Bond, private eye? It was too much to absorb in that
moment. 


“Expect more calls
from me. I’ll want to check in with you about Pierce’s whereabouts. Make sure
anything you want to communicate to me is said over the phone, not in an e-mail
. . . just in case.”


“Uh, okay. If you’re
this skeptical about the Mavericks’ intentions, shouldn’t we just back out
while we still can?”


“We can’t, Lauren.
Terminating the project with the Mavericks isn’t an option.”


Something about his
tone made me worry. He sounded so desperate, so unsure. My father was many
things, but when it came to running his business, he never questioned anything.
He plowed through and almost always succeeded in his endeavors. But now, he was
clearly doubting himself. He sounded so timid, like a mouse caught in a trap
with no chance of breaking free. 


“Call me if you need
me,” he said. “Bye.”


I tossed the phone on
my bed and sighed in exasperation. Confusion and paranoia started to race
within my chest. I hurriedly paced back and forth in my room as questions
bombarded my disturbed mind. Was Dad right? Were Pierce and his father really
playing us? Was it already too late to save the company? I replayed the last
two weeks over and over again, wondering if I’d missed anything that Pierce had
done. I scolded myself for losing sight of the one thing I prided myself in—my
work. If I had a better handle on the details of this project, maybe now I’d
know what was going on and why Dad was so suspicious. On the other hand, Pierce
was so ambitious. He seemed the natural leader of this project, though I
realized now that it was a mistake to hand over the reins so easily. Still I
couldn’t wrap my mind around the idea of Pierce sabotaging the casino. Why
would he jeopardize his first real project?


No matter how many details,
large or small, I thought about, no matter how many questions I left
unanswered—there was one glaring detail that overshadowed them all. It was as
unavoidable as my next breath: Was Pierce Maverick screwing me on Sunday nights
to eventually screw over Hart Corp?






[bookmark: _Toc357195332]Chapter Eleven


We were scouting an upscale
eatery at a local high-end casino for our research. The best in the city needed
to be a mere shadow of what we were planning for Fantasy. No aspect of any
other casino would be able to compare. It would have to be spectacular. That
is, of course, if Pierce wasn’t going to completely turn the tables on Hart
Corp. And me. 


“This is decent food,
all right. But it’s not nearly what I would expect from a four-star restaurant,”
Pierce said cynically to the older waiter.


The waiter’s furrowed
brow and wide eyes said he was trying to hide his shock. I doubted he had ever
received a complaint about the quality of the cuisine, at least not with the
current head chef on staff. 


“My sincere
apologies, sir, that you did not enjoy the food. I will certainly compensate
your meal for you both. Is there anything else you would like to try, sir? We
have an excellent selection of—”


Pierce held up his
hand apathetically and shook his head. “That’s not necessary. I would like to
speak to your chef. Could you please send him out?”


“Certainly, sir,” the
waiter said. He swiftly spun on his heel, and we watched his bald head
disappear behind the black double doors. 


Confused, I looked at
Pierce and sat forward in my chair. “This was some of the best food I’ve ever
had from a casino here in Vegas. What are you up to?”  


“I agree. I actually want
to offer the kid a job.”


I raised an eyebrow.
“But the casino won’t be opening for at least three years. You think he’ll wait
that long?”


“I know. That’s exactly
why I’m offering him a job as my personal chef until the casino is ready for
business. Don’t worry. I plan on making it worth his while.”


A tall, blond-haired
man in his late twenties approached our table. His white smock was laden with
food stains. His chef’s hat was a little skewed atop his head, and his gaze was
fixed on Pierce. 


“I’m sorry to hear
you did not enjoy the meal, sir.” His eyes were a beautiful deep blue. I gave
him the once-over and looked to see if he had a ring on his finger. He didn’t.
I smiled at him, but he didn’t seem to notice. He held his hands behind his
back as though he was bracing himself for whatever Pierce was about to say. I
noticed he seemed to be feigning uneasiness for Pierce’s benefit. Given his
size, I doubted he ever got nervous or really cared who did or didn’t like his perfect
dishes.


“On the contrary Mr.
. . .”


“Hoffman, Lucas
Hoffman.”


“Mr. Hoffman, I want
to offer you a job. I’m in the process of building a casino, hotel, and
restaurant. Until it is open and you can start working there, I want you to be
my personal chef. I will offer you three times your daily rate. You will be
paid this per three meals a day and extra for anything that takes over an hour
to prepare, five days a week.”


Hoffman’s blue eyes
widened in surprise. He glanced at me as if he needed validation that this was
true. 


I nodded my head,
prompting him to accept. 


“I . . . that’s
nearly ten grand a month!” he exclaimed.


“So will you do it?”
Pierce was clearly unmoved by Lucas’s shock. I personally couldn’t blame the
chef for being over the moon; it’s not every day a person gets such an increase
in pay.


“When will your
casino be open, sir?” he asked.


“Two, maybe three
years. Is that a problem?”


“No, sir,” he said,
grinning from ear to ear. “I’d be more than willing to be your personal chef
for as long as necessary.”


“Good. You will start
Thursday. If you have any issues with your employer, have him call me and I’ll
make sure it’s not too big of a loss for him.” He suavely pulled a business
card from his suit jacket. “Here’s my number. I’ll let my assistant know to
expect you. Call her number tomorrow, and she will give you my address and further
instructions.” 


Lucas nodded. “Yes,
sir, thank you.” 


“And one last thing,”
Pierce added.


“Anything.”


“Drop the ‘sir,’” he
said with the flick of his wrist. “It reminds me too much of my father.”


“Yes . . . uh, okay.
Thank you very much.” He beamed at us both before he took the card and walked
back to the kitchen. 


“Speaking of your
assistant, where is April? Normally her bony little hips are attached to yours.”


“She has nights off.
She chooses to come out with us only when she wants to. I don’t make her do
anything she doesn’t volunteer to do.”


I suppressed the urge
to roll my eyes. “So when you had her on that date in New York, the night before
we flew out here . . . that was her doing as she pleased?”


He took a sip of his soda.
“Now, now, Lauren. Do I detect a hint of jealously in your voice?”


I sat back in my
chair and crossed my arms. “No, no. Not at all. It’s nice you give the poor
little thing a job, I suppose.”


“Actually I took her to
that restaurant to piss off my father. He hates it when the paparazzi come to
him with photos of me and an assistant. ‘Billionaire’s wild son out partying again,’”
he said in his best 1960s newsies accent. 


“Sounds like a
familiar title,” I said.


“I’m sure you know
what I mean. Money attracts cameras for some reason. And Dad will do just about
anything to avoid them. He’ll pay hundreds of dollars for the photographs just
to avoid a potential scandal even though there never is one. Those damn
journalists have a habit of pole-vaulting over mouse turds.” 


“Lucky you.”


“Then again, I never
slept with any of my college professors . . .”


I almost knocked over
my wine glass. “How did you know about that?”


He rolled his eyes,
those eyes I was so very fond of. “Please, Lauren. It was all over the news.
You dropped out of school. The old geezer was forced to retire. I’ve never seen
my dad so thrilled about the bad press your father received.”


“It was the absolute
worst time in my life. I couldn’t go anywhere, do anything. Everyone knew all
the details of my life.”


“I bet you couldn’t. It’s
impossible in our position, with families as wealthy as ours, to screw up. Like
I said, wealth attracts those goddamn cameras. But scandal and wealth? That’s walking
into the hornet’s nest.”


I shook my head,
dismissing the painful memories. Why hadn’t I connected the dots? Of course,
Pierce would know about the blemish on my otherwise pristine public record, but
he was the last person I wanted to discuss that particular memory with. It
didn’t seem appropriate in light of our current relationship—and what my father
had warned me about yesterday. Making a mental note to keep Pierce at a
distance, with the exception of Sunday evenings when I wanted him as close as
he could possibly get, I tried to change the subject. “If you hate it so much,
why do you provoke the paparazzi?”


He shrugged. “I like
to see my father squirm every once and a while, especially around April.
There’s something about her in particular that he really hates. You should see
him. I swear the veins in his head look like they’re going to explode when he
sees us together.” 


“Why do you try so
hard to make your father upset by taking blonde bimbos out on a date?” I asked.
“Seems a little . . . beneath you.”


He reached for the plastic
straw in his glass and began folding it up like an accordion. “We’re done
scouting here. There’s not much else to see now that I’ve taken the one great
thing about this place.” He quickly got up from the table and walked away. 


I frowned. He had
deliberately not answered my question, and I couldn’t help but wonder why. Ever
since my conversation with my father, I questioned everything Pierce said or
didn’t say. I hated it. The insecurity and paranoia made me nauseous. 


I placed enough money
on the table to pay for our meal and give the waiter a generous tip for putting
up with Pierce’s show. I followed him out to the valet. By the time I got
there, he was already speeding off in his Shelby Cobra. Apparently, I had stepped
over a line. At the same time, I couldn’t help but feel a bit miffed at the thought
that he’d brought April to my favorite New York restaurant that night, but then
got mad when I asked about it. Now I was forced to find a cab. This wasn’t at
all how I thought this evening would play out.


~*~*~*~


We had a speech to
give to more potential inspectors, and I was working on my half—nothing huge,
just an update to keep them involved and interested in the process. It’d been a
week since our last communication with the ten wealthy men who wanted a piece
of the casino’s pie. They needed to know where we were.


Pierce was focused
and silent, working on something across the table from me. If he was still
bitter about last night’s escapades, he didn’t show it. April looked busy
enough, but I frequently caught her stealing glances at Pierce. For the thousandth
time, I wondered what in hell Pierce was doing with her. She was pretty in a
stereotypical, Playboy kind of way. But she added nothing to our team, and she
sure as hell added nothing to our business. If Pierce saw something in her, I
wondered what that said about me.


“April, did you create
the Excel spreadsheet with all of the investors’ contact information like I
asked yesterday morning?” I said. I knew she hadn’t, but I wanted her to have
to say it out loud, especially in front of Pierce.


She looked at me, a
scowl on her face. “I’m making the final adjustments to it now, actually.”


 “Oh, I didn’t
realize it would take you so long since there are only ten investors.” 


“I’m not in the habit
of turning over mediocre work. My perfected spreadsheet will be e-mailed to you
shortly, Ms. Hart,” she said with a forced grin on her face.


“Well, all right then,
it’s not the Sistine Chapel.” I knew I was being snarky, but part of me wanted
to see how Pierce would react to the bickering between the two women in his
life. He was either too preoccupied with what he was doing, or he simply didn’t
care to acknowledge our little spat. 


I grabbed my phone to
text Kat. Remind me again why you’re attracted to women, I wrote.


Almost immediately,
my phone lit up with her reply. Two words: BOOBS.


I suppressed a soft chuckle
at my friend’s bluntness. Good point. But what happens when that thing above
her boobs won’t shut up?


Better question, why
is this conversation turning me on? her response read.


Typical. Come visit
me already. I miss you.” 


I miss you too, Lo!
I’ll be there next weekend. Forgot about my dad’s birthday this Sunday. L


I set my iPhone down
on the long conference table. Secretly I was thankful Kat had something come up
at the last minute. I missed her, but I didn’t want her visit to interfere with
my plans for Sunday. No matter what kind of paranoia my father had caused me to
feel lately with Pierce, I still desperately wanted to have sex with him. My
instinct wasn’t sending warning flares in the air, so why not? I couldn’t let a
perfectly decent video camera go to waste, now could I?


The only sound in the
room was the mad clicking of laptop keys. April looked confused as she stared
at her Macbook. Pierce looked resolute as he typed away without hesitation.


I nearly jumped out
of my skin when Pierce’s cell phone went off next to him. 


He stared at the
caller ID for a moment before he answered. “Pierce Maverick.” He frowned as he
stared at the pale green conference room wall. “How did you get my number?” His
eyes narrowed. “You know that was a lie. It never happened like that.” His hand
resting on the table formed into a fist. “I tolerated you then for her sake. I
don’t have to put up with you now.” He hung up on the caller and pushed the
cell phone away from him on the table. 


“Is everything okay?”
I asked. I jumped again as his phone rang another time. 


He ignored the call.
“Yeah, just a demon from my past.” 


 “What kind of
demon?” April asked. She leaned in close to him. “Anything I can take care of?”



I rolled my eyes at
the naiveté of this girl. It was a good thing she was beautiful because she
clearly didn’t have much else working for her. 


The phone went off
again, and once more he ignored it. “It’s a demon that I’m apparently going to
have to block.”


~*~*~*~


The rest of the week
passed in a blur as we scouted different venues to see what they had to offer, created
proposal drafts, held meetings with concerned investors, and checked on the
progress of the model Toby was designing. I felt better about getting down and
dirty with the details of the project again. No longer was I letting Pierce
just have his way. I protested when I felt it was necessary, I offered more
input, and I think we were both better because of it. Dad would be happy, and
it helped the week pass by immensely faster than the week before. I barely had
time to finish all my phone calls, my exploration of the city, and my e-mails,
let alone worry about the sex video I was going to make with Pierce.


 Over all, I’d simply
been dealing with a moody Pierce, who had become a brick wall of indifference
since Wednesday when he got that mysterious phone call.


When “Beethoven’s
Virus,” the peculiar song I appropriately set as Pierce’s ringtone,
blared throughout my room early Sunday morning, I was surprised. This was the
first time he’d ever called me. Normally, we were together enough that he never
needed to reach me via telephone. “Hello?” I answered groggily, trying to wake
up.


“Interesting little
gift I got this morning,” he said simply.


I sat up in bed and
ran a hand through my tangled hair to move it out of my face. “You got it?”


“Yes. I was wondering
if you would mind if I added to it?”


It was too early in
the morning for my brain to process his question. How was he going to add to my
fantasy of being recorded? I licked my lips. “Sure. Of course.”


“Good. We’ll meet at
my place then. I’ll see you tonight at nine.” He hung up the phone, and I fell
back into my Tempur-Pedic pillow. My heart pounded with anticipation. I
wondered how he was going to add to it. Unless he wanted me to wear something
specific again? Maybe he even had a videographer in mind? I cringed at that idea.
Recording a sex video was intimidating enough without the added pressure of a
third party capable of activating the zoom feature on the camera. The cellulite
on my thighs didn’t need its own close-up.


Reluctantly, I headed
to the office to finish up some last-minute things and hand off my thumb drive
to Pierce so that he could add his part. He didn’t come in to hand me his half
of our new proposal. Instead, much to my chagrin, he sent April in his place. I
wasn’t particularly pleased to see his pretty assistant, but I supposed it was
better than seeing Pierce in light of this morning’s phone call. The next time
I wanted to see him was tonight, naked and in front of the camera.


 April arrived,
dressed casually. It was the first time I’d seen her without heels. Her dark
jeans were snug on her petite frame, accentuating the curves of her ass. Her
long hair was up in a loose pony tail, and she hardly had any makeup on her
face. I hated that even when she didn’t try at all, she still looked
breathtaking. There’s no way Pierce isn’t banging you. 


“Pierce said he had a
prior commitment today. Something about a new chef at his apartment. He sent me
to get your half of the proposal,” she said. She smiled brightly, and it seemed
genuine. 


“You seem awful
chipper this morning,” I said. 


She blushed. “I guess
I am. Not that you’d really care . . . I just . . . I don’t know, have you ever
noticed how the curl at the front of his head always curls in a different
direction than the rest of his curls?”


I looked at her for a
moment before I tried to pretend to work. Was she really doing this right now?


She was silent,
clearly waiting for me to answer her. 


“Um, I can’t say I
have.”


“I notice those
things about him. He is such a smart, good-looking man. It’s inspiring to watch
him work. Savvy businessmen are such a turn on for me, ya know?”


I did know, but I
wasn’t about to let on that I agreed with her. “I guess. I think it’s sexier when
it’s the women kicking ass and taking names in the business.”


She tugged at her hot
pink sweater. “I try to. I mean, I am his assistant, after all. It’s my job to
help him anyway I can.” 


Poor thing had a very
obvious crush on him, though I didn’t really understand why she felt I should suddenly
know about it. Her affection for Pierce was as evident as her bleached hair. And
besides that, last time I checked, April and I weren’t exactly best friends.
Jealously wasn’t the start of a rock-solid relationship. I almost wanted to
tell her that I’d be screwing Pierce later, but I resisted the urge. Neither
did I have the heart to inform her she was the eye candy he used to piss his
father off. 


She continued to wax
on and on about Pierce. It was as alarming as it was pathetic. I couldn’t shake
the uneasiness I felt as she suddenly opened up to me like a new spring flower.
It didn’t make any sense.


 Eventually, I couldn’t
take her constant talking any longer and politely told her she could leave.


“Oh that works out
perfectly!” she squealed. She mumbled something about a club she wanted to go
to as she put her laptop back in a polka-dot bag.


“Here’s the thumb
drive to my speech. I’ll tell Pierce tonight that—” I quickly stopped myself,
realizing I was giving away too much. April didn’t know we were seeing each
other, and she especially wasn’t aware of what we’d be doing. I intended to
keep it that way. “Uh, you tell Pierce when you see him next that he needs to
send me an e-mail with his portion so that I can review it. Once we’ve compiled
it into one proposal, I’ll have you make copies for the meeting.” 


“Okay, I’ll get on
that. For now, I need to go shopping. I’m in desperate need of the perfect
outfit!” 


“See you Tuesday,” I
mumbled after she exited the room. Her thinking out loud about outfits made me realize
I hadn’t thought about my own outfit for tonight’s . . . show. What should I
wear to Pierce’s tonight? What was the appropriate thing to wear for a porn
video? God, I  watched very little pornography. I hardly knew what the required
dress code was for the beginning moments of a heated film. The first time we
were together, we’d gone out for drinks. I had on a short black dress. The
second time we screwed, he designated what he wanted me to wear. This fantasy
night was different. I had to be intentional, especially because my outfit
would forever be saved on tape. I wanted to look perfect. I got out my phone
and called Kat. 


“Hello?” she answered.


“Hey, it’s me. You
busy?”


“Nah. Just got done
on set with a few models. I’m bartending for some people that work for this
elite Japanese magazine that’s launching in December. Lots of cute Asian girls
around here, but shocker—they’re all drinking Miller Lite. Guess they’re
worried about their calorie intake.”


I laughed. “Sounds
like you’re in heaven then. Listen, I need some fashion advice.”


“More maid outfits?”


“Not exactly.”


“Well, I’m not quite sure
I’m your gal for frilly questions, but shoot.”


I looked around to
make sure April was truly gone. I didn’t see her anywhere, which gave me the
confidence to continue my conversation. I almost had the urge to giggle at how much
my talks with Kat had changed since I arrived in Vegas, but pushed it down.
“Today is my turn with Pierce,” I said, pausing for dramatic effect. “I’m
having us make a little video.”


“Whoa whoa whoa! Who
are you? And what have you done with my best friend?”


“I know, right? I’m
like a full grown woman now with a video camera and everything.”


“Hear you roar!” she
shouted.


“Exactly. So here’s
the deal. What the hell am I supposed to wear to this shindig?”


I could hear a pop of
bubble gum over the line. “Well, it depends. Does this video have a theme? Caveman
and cavewoman? Boss and secretary? Doctor and nurse? Zombies?”


“Zombie-themed sex
tapes? Is that a thing?”


“If it’s not, it
totally should be. I’d watch it.” 


I shook my head
vigorously back and forth. “Ahhh, the mental images in my head right now . . .”


“Okay, okay. So no
real theme. It’s basically just the two of you getting it on like the horny
toads you are?”


I felt my cheeks blush.
“Pretty much. There certainly won’t be any gaping wounds or pale faces.”


“Well hell, girl. It
doesn’t really matter then what you wear because you won’t be wearing it for
long! You can get away with anything.”


“Ya think?”


“Of course!” she
said. “Besides, the video is hopefully for your eyes only. Pick out something
that makes you feel sexy, or go in your birthday suit. And you and I both know
that no wrong can be found there.”


“Okay, well, I guess
that sort of helped. Thanks, friend.”


“Anytime. So, how is
Pierce doing? Is he treating you okay?”


I hesitated. I wanted
to get her input about my father’s warnings but decided against it. Before I
shared that information with her, I wanted to make sure it was actually worth talking
about. There was no point if Pierce continued with his usual, unsuspecting behavior.
“Yeah, I guess. I mean, it’s just sex. He hasn’t hurt me or anything, if that’s
what you’re asking.”


Another pop sounded
from her gum. “It’s never just sex, Lo. Surely you know that by now. Perhaps if
it only happened once, then it could fall under that category. After two times,
it will never be just sex again. It’s impossible. You become hooked on the
other person. Then feelings get involved, no matter how unwelcome they are.”


“I suppose so.”


“Don’t you watch
romance movies anymore? It’s like a recurring theme this year.”


I started packing up
my laptop and my purse. So much for getting any real work done today. The mall
would be closing early since it was Sunday, and I needed to hit the lingerie department
at Victoria’s Secret just in case anything piqued my interest. “I don’t have
time for movies, Kat. I’m either working or planning to fuck my crazy sexy
co-worker. I’ve got no time for movies with titles like Wanderlust or This
Means War.”


“I think you should probably
study up then. Get your facts straight before you go naively gallivanting into
Pierce’s arms. Feelings always get involved, Lo. Always.”


I stood up from the
conference table, bags in hand, and started to make my way to the empty parking
lot. “Pierce would never fall in love with me. He’s too into himself. So even
if I develop feelings, I know he won’t.” I secretly wondered to myself if, in
fact, I already had started liking the mysterious, well-endowed Maverick man.


“Don’t count on that,
hon. I’m getting hungry, so I’m going to let you go.”


“All right. Thanks
for the help!”


“Have fun shopping.
Bye.”


I couldn’t help but
feel that Kat was somehow annoyed with me, and I didn’t even know what I did to
piss her off. Shaking the feeling from my mind, I hopped into my black Jaguar.
I decided to go look around Fashion Show mall, even though I had only a vague
idea of what I was looking for. Something simple. Something sexy. Something
that would blow Pierce’s mind.


After an hour or so
of trying on anything and everything, I finally found something that was
absolutely perfect. Now I was sure that I’d feel sexy in my film debut with
Pierce. I hoped he would agree.






[bookmark: _Toc357195333]Chapter Twelve


I wore the simple red
cocktail dress I picked up earlier in the day and my black and red high heels.
My hair was down in curly waves. I sprayed my favorite vanilla perfume on my
wrists and near my ears. After one final glance in the mirror, I was ready to
leave. I felt sexy; I felt prepared, and most important, I was horny. 


I left my apartment
complex and hailed a nearby cab. The sun was just setting over the tall
buildings of downtown Vegas, lighting the sky in beautiful hues of purple and
pink. I wrapped my arms around myself. It was a cool evening, and I hadn’t
bothered to put on a sweater over my strapless dress. With Pierce, the less
clothing in the way, the quicker our bodies could meet. I smiled to myself as I
entered the taxi. My evening was sure to heat up very soon.


Pierce’s condo wasn’t
far from mine. As the cab driver took me to him, nerves jumbled in my stomach.
It felt odd that after all this time in Vegas, I still hadn’t seen his
apartment. I wondered if that was going to change our dynamic between the
sheets. I certainly hoped not. Our dynamic needed no changes, no fine-tuning. There
was still the issue that I had royally pissed him off the last time we really
talked, the night he hired Lucas at the casino. He seemed normal over the
phone, so I hoped it wouldn’t be an issue. Tonight, I wanted to think about
nothing other than the pleasure he was sure to give me. Not the office. Not
April. And certainly not my paranoid father.


What seemed like ages
later, the driver finally dropped me off in front of Pierce’s tall building. It
was constructed of large gray stone and reached high into the purple sky. Magnificent
arches and tall windows heralded the entrance. In such a modernized, neon city,
this complex stood out like the Mona Lisa in a stack of children’s
drawings. As I walked inside, I could see why Pierce had insisted on living in
this extremely expensive part of Vegas. The marble floors led to an elegant
staircase. On either side of the steps, a large glass tunnel led into the apartment
stories. I could see the elevators moving up and down within them. I’d seen a
lot of ritzy apartment complexes, but this was by far one of the nicest.


I took the elevator
up to the top floor, looking out over the rest of building through the glass as
I went up. I grinned, thinking of my rendezvous with Pierce in the elevator. This
one would definitely be a bit more . . . open. Mustering all my courage, I
tried to hone in on my sexual self. This video was sure to be a disaster if I
couldn’t summon the erotic animal Pierce had turned me into over the past two
weeks. As the door opened, I eagerly walked out of the elevator. I bumped into
a strong chest and stumbled back slightly. Two large hands reached out to steady
me. 


“Easy there,” the
voice said.


I looked up to see Lucas,
Pierce’s new personal chef. “Hi, sorry . . . um . . . for running into you,” I
said, praying that I contained the surprise on my face. 


He gave me a warm
smile. I caught him looking me over, and I suppressed a blush. This red dress
was the right choice after all. “Don’t worry about it. How are you?”


“Good, good. I’m just
here . . . to drop something off and then I’m going to dinner with a friend.” The
tiny clutch purse in my hand, which contained only some lip balm and several
condoms, gave away my lie. There was nothing to “drop off.”


His eyes darkened
slightly. He didn’t believe me, and I wanted to squirm. I felt as if I had “I’m
here to fuck” written across my forehead. 


“That’s interesting,”
he said in a flat and unconvincing tone. 


I pushed a curl
behind my ear. Maybe a change of subject would make this a little less awkward.
“So how do you like working for Pierce so far?”


“I love it, actually.
I still get to cook, and I’m making three times the money I was before. I really
can’t ask for anything better than that.”


I sidestepped out of
the elevator’s entrance, moving closer to Pierce’s apartment. “I’m glad to hear
that. You have a gift, that’s for sure. I’m glad he found you.”


He nodded, once again
looking me up and down. “Well, that’s nice of you to say. Maybe I can cook for
you sometime? I’ve got a great pasta dish up my sleeve.”


I smiled and stared
at my feet. “I bet you do.” Was Lucas really hitting on me? I wondered what
Pierce would think of his new chef and me getting spicy in his stainless steel
kitchen.


 “Let me know if you
need anything, Ms. . . .”


“Hart. Lauren Hart.
But please, call me Lauren.”


A smile curved on his
thin lips. “Well, Lauren, I’ll be happy to help . . . with anything.” The way
he emphasized the last two words made the hairs on my neck stand on end. I
wasn’t sure what he was implying, but I didn’t think I hated it. Clearly this
chef wanted to cook something up with me. 


Lucas stepped into
the elevator and with a push of a button, the thick metal doors closed. 


Focus, Lauren. I knocked on
Pierce’s door and waited. Quickly, the door swung open wide. I was met by a
causal, yet still expensively dressed Pierce. He was wearing a loosely buttoned
light blue shirt and black jeans. His dirty blond hair appeared to be still
slightly damp from a shower. I felt a little overdressed, but the look in his
eye, like Lucas’s, told me I had made an excellent choice. I hoped to be
rewarded for it later when we were on camera.


Pierce stood in the
doorway and looked at me without a word. 


“You gonna let me in
or what?” I asked. 


He shook himself out
of whatever pensive state he was in and nodded. “Please come in,” he said as he
stepped aside. 


I walked into his modern
lit apartment. It was a bit smaller than mine and screamed “bachelor pad” from
the floor to the vaulted ceiling. Tasteful and luxurious. Paintings and
photographs of women hung on the walls. Leather sofas and chairs. A large
cowhide rug lay in the middle of the hardwood floor. The biggest flat screen TV
I had ever seen hung over his elegant white stone fireplace. I wondered if he’d
purchased the condo furnished, or if he had supplied the colorless furniture
and rugs.


“Are you hungry at
all? I had Lucas fix some dessert trays before he left for the night,” he said.
He gestured toward the granite island in the middle of his stainless steel
kitchen. “They’re in the fridge now, if you’d like something.”


Food would cut my
nerves about performing on camera, and I was eager to see what Lucas had
concocted. “Yes,” I said. I decided as I followed him into his kitchen not to
tell him I had met his chef in the hallway. He took a few platters out of his
wood-encased fridge. There were white-chocolate-covered strawberries, small jam
tarts, and mini chocolate cakes with cherry filling. Everything looked
delicious. I chose a strawberry. 


Turning to look at
Pierce, I took a bite of the luscious strawberry. Silently, he watched me. I could
almost see him gravitate toward me a little. I licked strawberry juice from my
lips. “So what was the thing you wanted to add?” I asked. I wasn’t sure what
else to say. We never really talked before we headed to the bedroom, and it
felt weird to try and force it now. 


His eyes followed my
tongue before he slowly took my hand. “Come with me, and I’ll show you.” 


I left the green stem
on the counter and allowed him to lead me back to his room. As soon as I walked
in, it became resoundingly obvious what he had added: not one, but two more
cameras. The three cameras were positioned on the sides and at the end of the
bed. Optimum viewing. 


“So we are making a
full-on porno?” I asked with a smirk.


“An amateur one, if
you want to call it that. I’ve dabbled with video editing, so it will be our
own private movie. This way we won’t miss anything.” 


“As long as we make
sure this doesn’t get leaked, I’m game.”


“Why are you so paranoid
all the time? You need to loosen up.”


Oh, I don’t know.
Because my father thinks you’re screwing me and the company over? 


“My reputation is on
the line here. That’s part of the reason I wanted to do this for my fantasy.
There’s something very exciting and scary about the possibilities of the
dangers of this little tape.” 


Pierce smiled. “My
reputation is on the line, too, so you don’t need to worry about that. Now get
on the bed. I’m going to turn on the cameras.”


Having sex with
Pierce hadn’t really made me nervous before, but this was different. What if I
looked terrible in the video? What if Pierce didn’t want to sleep with me anymore
after seeing it? 


He leaned over and
kissed my forehead. “Stop that worrying now,” he said as though reading my very
thoughts. I crawled onto the bed and watched as he turned on all three cameras.
He adjusted their angles before hitting record. A wave of adrenaline washed over
me. It was as if someone had breathed new life into my lungs, and now I was
ready. I leaned back into the plush pillows on his bed and crossed my legs at
the ankles, bracing myself for my first on-camera fuck. 


He got onto the bed, crawled
on top of me, and stared longingly at my body. I practically melted under his
gorgeous eyes. “You’re wearing too much,” I said. I ran my index finger up and
over the buttons of his shirt.


“I could say the same
for you.” 


Grabbing my hand, he
sweetly kissed my fingers one at a time. And then my wrist. And then my
forearm. All the way up my arm he left a trail of wet, wonderful kisses until
he reached my shoulder. My body tensed as his warm lips grazed my neck and then
my ear. He stared at my mouth before overtaking me. His hands cradled my body
as he leaned into our passionate kiss. The swift maneuverings of his tongue inside
my mouth aroused me. I wrapped my arms around his sculpted back, never wanting
to move. Kissing him felt like what I was born to do. Primal and heated and
perfect.


I opened the middle
buttons of his shirt as we continued kissing. My fingers found his warm, toned
chest. I pushed my hands against his hard pecs and used my legs to flip us over.
He grunted slightly as my body shifted on top of him, but he grinned. I knew he
liked it when I was on top. 


His hands
automatically went to my hips. I reached behind me and seductively unzipped my
strapless dress. It fell forward off my chest, revealing my buoyant breasts. Almost
impulsively, I grabbed one of his hands and brought it to my chest. He massaged
my breast with soft squeezes, making my nipple hard with desire. I closed my
eyes and enjoyed the small sense of pleasure that went through my chest and rippled
throughout my body. I rocked my ass against his erection and glanced at the
camera on the right, suddenly remembering it was there. My arousal skyrocketed
as I stared seductively into the video camera. 


I continued to rock
my body against Pierce’s like I was galloping on a bareback horse into the
sunset. Even with his clothes still on, I could feel the girth of his hard cock
against me. I was so glad this moment was going to be forever on film because I
knew I’d want to watch our slow and steady grinding over and over again. 


With his other hand, Pierce
finished unzipping my red dress. Gently, he moved the zipper until my entire
dress fell off me. I wiggled out of it, momentarily moving away from his tender
touch. Throwing it to the other side of the room with a flourish, I got on all
fours and bent over him like a cat ready to pounce. My ass was high in the air.
My breasts dangled in front of his face like wind chimes swaying in the soft
breeze.


He nuzzled against
them before taking one of them in his mouth. 


I sighed loudly as my
breathing began to increase in speed. How did he always know just what to do? My
fingers ran through his thick curls as he maneuvered around the tip of my
breast. Pleasure shot through me like a bullet leaving a gun. Never had a man
paid such careful attention to my chest, and I could see now that this had been
a huge oversight. 


“Talk dirty to me,” I
whispered seductively. I licked the outside of his ear before lightly biting
his lobe. I could feel his body tense underneath me as though the feel of my
tongue had suddenly awakened him.

 “You’ve been a very naughty, naughty girl,” he said teasingly as he stared
into my eyes. “I think you need a few spankings for your bad behavior.” Almost
as quickly as he had spoken, he reached his palm behind me and slapped my ass.
One, two, three times. His palm sent bolts of pain through me, but they were brief
and somehow incredibly arousing. The rest of my body longed to feel the same
intensity, the same shock from Pierce’s usually gentle hands.


 I smirked at him,
feeling powerful as I saw the lust in his eyes darken. Being wanted by such a
gorgeous man, being filmed while fucking . . . it was all too much, yet
somehow, it wasn’t enough. The insatiable animal in me roared to life. She was
hungry and ready to feed.


“I don’t think you’ve
learned your lesson,” he said. His voice was rushed and gritty. He flipped us
again, and I took the chance to slip out of my lacy nude-colored thong. 


Ravenously, I
unbuttoned his shirt the rest of the way as he leaned over me. He nibbled on my
neck and stroked my breast as I struggled, concentrating on getting his clothes
off. Somehow, I managed to undo the final button. His shirt draped sexily open,
revealing his perfect abs. I shuddered at his impossibly perfect body. Was I
really in bed with such a god?


Slowly, he pulled his
shirt off, and I ran my long nails against his tight chest. 


He shivered slightly.
“Stop that—it tickles.” 


I laughed, but stopped
anyway. So much for dirty talk. I trailed my fingers slowly down his chest to
the brass button of his jeans. His lips once again found mine, and I paused to
take him all in. God, he could kiss. I tried desperately to keep up, to match
his intensity with my tongue. 


With one hand, I
unzipped his pants. I broke from his kiss and slipped my fingers into his red boxer
briefs. Something large and hard was waiting for me, ready to burst out of its
confines at any moment. I delicately stroked his cock as it hung over his
jeans. Pierce closed his eyes at my touch. “Lauren . . .” he whispered. It was
the first time he had said my name during a Sunday meet-up. I loved the way it
sounded on his lips. I loved the way I could make him feel.


Quickly he took off his
jeans, tossing them to the side of his bed. Soon, both of us were completely
rid of all our clothes. We were naked and ready, willing and hungry. I knew
what I wanted to do to him; I just had to figure out how to get him to do it
without asking—that was part of the game. He continued to kiss me, moving
slowly from my neck to my breasts again. His wet lips felt cold against my
skin, but I welcomed his sweet touch. I wrapped my arms around his muscular back
and attempted flipping us once more. What I had in mind required Pierce on his
back, but he didn’t seem to want to comply. Breaking away from his lips, I moved
out from underneath him and he let up.


“Are you going somewhere?”
he asked. 


It appeared I would
have to be specific with what I wanted. “Lie on your back,” I told him. 


He arched an eyebrow
but did as I asked. I moved on top of him, my back toward his face. I moved my
body to lie over his and positioned my pussy in front of his face. My hands took
hold of his cock. 


“All you had to do was
say so,” he said.


“Where’s the fun in
that?” I asked.


His tongue met my
swollen lips, and his hands gripped my ass. I shuddered. 


The camera I had bought
was positioned right in front of me. I smiled slyly at it before I kissed the
head of Pierce’s erect cock. Gingerly I stroked the shaft, up and down. Up and
down. It was hard to concentrate on giving him pleasure when he was making my
head spin on the other end of our long bodies. I tried to keep my hips from bucking
as his tongue explored my pussy, but they seemed to have a mind of their own.


I ran my tongue up
the tip of his long dick. With my tongue, I moved in small circles around his
pink head, all the while staring into the camera. Pierce’s legs tensed underneath
me, signaling to me that he was enjoying our first 69 experience as much as I
was. I hoped the other cameras were getting a good shot of his expert tongue
jiving in and out of me. 


His fingers spread my
tender lips before he used a long finger to push inside me. Lightning cracked
through the sky of my world. I arched my back and whimpered as his fingers explored.
I swirled my tongue around the shaft of his penis, paying close attention to the
soft underside of his sensitive head. He moaned right into my pussy while his
fingers continued to fuck me, and it encouraged me to keep going. The more I
concentrated on giving him pleasure, the more heightened my own enjoyment
became. 


His tongue lightly
teased my clit as his finger continued to probe. 


 “Oh, God,” I said.
“Oh, God.” The feeling was indescribable. I didn’t know how much more I could
take without completely surrendering to the pleasure steadily mounting inside
of me.


I took just the tip
of the head into my mouth and sucked. Once again, his hips bucked. I used my
hand to pump the shaft as I sucked on his incredibly hard cock. My other hand
played with his scrotum. I gently cupped his balls, now raised in arousal, in
my palm as I continued to focus on the head and the shaft. Soon, I was moving
farther and farther down his shaft with my mouth. Back and forth. Up and down.


I returned to placing
kisses down his shaft and around the head. I felt him tense up, and I pumped
his shaft faster, rolling my thumb over the head a few times. I encouraged him
to come as I held my mouth open over him; I wanted to taste some of him. He
gripped my waist as he silently came, his cum shooting into my mouth. I looked
directly at the camera as I licked my lips and swallowed. It wasn’t as bitter
as I was expecting it to be. 


He now worked harder
to get me off. He added another finger and his tongue moved over my clit.
Sparks of pleasure coursed through me. I pressed myself closer to his face,
trying to get the most contact possible. He started sucking on my clit. The
animal within me moaned loudly, wildly. I could feel myself about to lose total
control. 


He slapped me on the
ass, harder than before. I gasped in surprise and moaned even louder. 


“Again!” I yelled.
And he spanked me even more aggressively. Pain seared through me, and a wild
urge mounted within me like fireworks exploding in the night sky. I came, and
he took some of my juices onto his tongue. I collapsed on top of him as I
recovered from my high. My breathing was ragged, and I could feel his chest
rise and fall quickly. We were both too weak to move. 


After a few moments,
I rolled off his body, now dewed with sweat. I turned around to face him now. I
kissed him, and his hand slapped my ass again. I moaned into the kiss. I could taste
myself on his lips. He reached into the bedside table, pulled out a condom, and
handed it to me. I quickly opened it, somewhat surprised that he was ready for
round two, and moved down his body slowly to place it on him. Then I got on top
of him again. 


“Bend your knees and
spread your legs apart,” I said. 


He gave me a weird
look. 


“Just try it—it’s
something I learned.”


Once he had done as I
asked, I positioned myself over him and sank down onto him. His hardness and
eagerness was a pleasant surprise. I leaned back and used my palms to brace
myself on either side of his legs. It was an uncomfortable position, but worth
it as it allowed me to feel the full girth of his penis. He started to thrust
into me, and I had to bite my lips to keep from yelling. The magazine was right—it
did stimulate the G-spot. His hands massaged my breasts as he humped me. I
could feel another orgasm building quickly; I was amazed and aroused at my
body’s response—it wasn’t that long after my first climax. My inner walls clamped
down around his penis, and he moaned but continued to thrust into me with the
same amount of force. Suddenly he flipped us over, not losing a beat, before he
continued to drive himself into me. Minutes passed. My body pulsed with
pleasure, but the orgasm high was starting to leave me, no matter how hard I
tried to convince her to stay. I needed other stimulation.


 As though he read my
mind, his hand traveled down my stomach toward my clit. He used light pressure
to rub my pussy in small, rhythmic circles. 


“Do you like that?”
he asked. “Do you like that, naughty girl?”


“Yes, oh God. Yes,” I
muttered in response. I liked his second attempt at the dirty talk. 


“Your pussy is so
wet. Do you want me? Do you want me inside you again?” 


I nodded eagerly. I
arched my back as he pushed himself inside me again. “Pierce!” I yelled. 


“God, Lauren. You
feel so good. Your pussy is so tight and so warm.” His hand never left my clit
as he continued to stimulate me and worked me to yet another orgasm.


I gripped his broad shoulders
as the climax, once again, surged throughout my body like an electric current—an
explosion bursting within me. My heartbeat was fast as he continued to thrust.
Soon he was coming again with a deep, satisfied moan. He rolled off me and
collapsed on the bed.


I was completely exhausted
and couldn’t budge. Pierce had worn me out, and the thought of getting dressed,
hailing a cab, and going all the way back to my place seemed nearly impossible.
I tried to stop it, but a cloud of fatigue wrapped around me. I was in the
fetal position, facing the other wall. Already I heard Pierce’s soft snoring. I
ended up falling asleep, tangled in the sheets. 


Right before dawn I
woke up to see he was lying next to me, fast asleep. He looked so peaceful and
sweet. I longed to kiss his soft lips. After a few minutes of admiring the rise
and fall of his steady breaths, I decided to leave. I resisted the urge to wake
him and say good-bye, though I wondered if he would insist that I stay. Instead,
I quickly grabbed my clothes and snuck out before he could wake up. He’d made
it clear that he didn’t want me to spend the night, no matter how exhausted we
may be, and I didn’t want to feel unwelcome in the morning. When I got home,
however, something even more unwelcoming was waiting for me in my living room.






[bookmark: _Toc357195334]Chapter Thirteen


“What the hell are
you doing here?” I said groggily. My father sat on one of my iron barstools in the
kitchen, nursing a teal coffee mug. He didn’t even bother to look at me as I
slammed the door to my condo. I knew it was him when I saw his fat, bald head
and seemingly non-existent neck. “How did you get in here? And more
importantly, why are you here?” I couldn’t keep the anger from searing through
my voice. Dad was the last person I wanted to see right now. I was eager to
curl up in bed for the rest of the day, not talk shop and logistics with my unappeasable
boss.


“Seems odd that
you’re the one chastising me, daughter,” he said sternly. His head was still
facing the opposite direction.


For the first time
that early morning, I realized my situation. Heels in hand, makeup smeared all
over my face, and my hair a hot, tangled mess, it was obvious I had just come
from a one-night stand. Dad would, unfortunately, be able to read me like the
large font of an open book. “What are you doing here, Dad?” I asked again as I
threw my heels on the floor. “Surely this can wait till morning?”


“It is morning,” he
said. “This is my favorite time of day, just before the sun peeks out on the horizon.
The world is still calm and quiet. No one seems to be stirring or bustling
about. It’s when I do my best thinking, actually. The silence heightens my
productivity.” He spun the chair around to stare at me. 


My hands were on my
hips. I didn’t buy his contemplative crap one bit. “Cut to the chase, Dad. What
do you want?” I sank into the linen wingback chair near the sofa, exhausted. It
took all of my willpower not to fall asleep.


“Looks like you’ve
had a rough night,” he said simply.


“I was out. Went
gambling with some friends and had one drink too many, I guess . . .” my voice
trailed off.


 “Win anything?” he
asked. “Did you . . . hit the jackpot?”


My eyes dropped to
the floor. His tone was insinuating something, but I wasn’t sure what. Did he
know that I had just come from Pierce’s condo? “Nah, I’m a horrible blackjack player.
I nearly always give my hand away.”


He took a small sip
from the mug in his hand and stared out my window with its picturesque view of
the city but said nothing. His silence was made me nervous, but I was too tired
to guess or keep pestering him about why he was here.


“I’ve come to discuss
Pierce with you, Lauren,” he said after a few moments. His tone was flat and indiscernible.



“And a simple phone
call wouldn’t suffice?”


 He ignored me and
set his coffee on my granite island countertop. “Have you been able to discover
any information for me regarding Pierce’s loyalty to Hart Corp since our last
conversation?”


 I fidgeted in my
chair. I’d discovered plenty about him, all right. The way his hips bucked when
I licked his ear lobe. How his curly hair bounced to life when he thrust his
dick inside me. The way his beautiful, powerful cock felt—long and hard. “To be
honest, I haven’t thought much about your paranoid concerns since we talked a
few days ago.” This was true. I’d convinced myself that Pierce was arrogant and
crotchety around the workplace, but at least he was a man of integrity. He
wouldn’t screw Hart Corp over, and he definitely wouldn’t be able to do so without
me knowing about it. “I did start to take back some of the control on the
project, like you asked,” I offered. “But he’s done nothing that would raise
any red flags . . . to me anyway.”


“I came here to talk
to you because I fear that it is no longer safe to discuss Pierce or the
intricacies of this project via telephone.”


 “No longer safe?”


He glanced around the
room. “I have reason to believe we are being watched.”


I chuckled softly, my
voice breaking from my lack of sleep. “Dad, c’mon. Are you serious? First,
they’re taking over the casino project, and now they’re spying on us?”


 “I am serious,
actually. And I don’t appreciate you laughing at me


I sat forward in my
chair. Was he just messing with me? 


“Like I said, I have
reason to believe that this project is being hijacked. That’s why I insisted
that you watch Pierce.”


“Yeah, yeah.” I said,
waving my hand dismissively. “You’ve said that already, but you have yet to
convince me or offer any real proof. I’m with him every day, Dad. If he was
doing something, trust me, I’d know about it.”


My father walked to
the sofa and sank down on the plump cushions. “There’s a lot you don’t know
about, Lauren, between Peter Maverick and me. I’d tell you, I really would, but
I don’t want to involve you more than you already are.”


“Dad you’re making me
nervous,” I said. “What’s going on?”


“Just trace your
mind. I need you to think of anything, anything at all that might be an
indication that Pierce is screwing over my company.” 


The intensity of his
voice made me cringe. “I . . . I can think about only one thing. But I don’t
think it was anything, really. It was just kind of weird, that’s all.” I took a
deep breath. I felt a little guilty that I was talking about Pierce like this,
like he was a criminal who had done something wrong. “One day at work, he got a
really strange phone call. He took it in the room, so he clearly didn’t mind
that we were hearing it.”


“Wait, ‘we’? Who’s ‘we’?”


I rolled my eyes.
“April. His blond bimbo assistant. Totally gorgeous, totally retarded.”


“Sounds like every
assistant Peter’s ever had in his hole-in-the-wall office.”


I tried to push away the
image of Pierce 69-ing April on tape like he had just done with me. God knew
the little tramp would fly under the covers with him if he asked her to. And he
probably already had. “Anyway . . .” I said, shaking my head, “he took this
call and he sounded really weird. He said something like, ‘That’s not how it
was, and you know it. I did it for her sake,’ or something like that. He seemed
really upset by it. He hung up on the caller, but they kept ringing him back.
He mumbled something about having to get the number blocked on his phone.”


“Who’s the gal he’s
talking about?”


I shrugged
exasperatedly. “I told you everything I know! I don’t think that’s even
anything to be concerned with, Dad. Probably just a crazy ex-girlfriend or
something. I’m sure he has plenty of those,” I sneered. I hoped my father
wouldn’t pick up on the bitterness in my voice.


He crossed one of his
long legs over the other. “Did you follow up on this call? Did you ask him
about it later?”


“It was pretty
obvious it wasn’t open for discussion,” I said. “Besides we don’t really have that
kind of relationship.” I remembered April stupidly asking him about it. He had
been short and defensive, a Pierce I wouldn’t want to touch with a ten-foot
pole.


“See? These are the
kinds of things I’m talking about. When instances like that happen, I need to
know about it, Lauren. You need to let me know every time there’s something out
of the ordinary.” 


“You’re literally
making no sense. Under that analysis, I’d be calling you every two minutes. It’s
not a rarity for Pierce to be rude and short with me. That’s not exactly
breaking news.” Unless we’re in the bedroom, then he takes his sweet time.


“Are you listening to
anything I’m saying to you?” my father yelled. “I’m talking about the goddamn
phone call, not his fucking office edict.”


I froze. Dad never
raised his voice, or at least he hadn’t in years and years. What the hell was
going on with him?


I watched my dad
pinch the bridge of his nose like he was willing away a pounding migraine. “Let
me try again,” he said. “Lauren, there’s a lot you don’t know. About me. About
this company. And about the Mavericks.”


Obviously, since you
never bother filling me in on anything. “Ever think of fixing that? I can’t exactly
make information suddenly appear in my head, ya know.” I knew I sounded snarky,
but I was sick of this guessing game.


He glared at me. “I’m
here, aren’t I?”


I threw my hands in
the air to prompt him to share whatever was lying so heavily on his chest. Bracing
myself, I waited. There was no way he was going to tell me anything. He was all
bark, no talk. No details. No information. Just the basics, the bare
necessities of what I needed to know to get the job done. He had been that way since
I was born, always keeping his family in the shadows of his business life. Even
now, when I was one of his top employees, he still refused to treat me like anything
but a little girl. I gave up trying to obtain information from him a long time
ago, promising myself that I’d be different when I became Hart Corp’s new CEO.


“This isn’t really
easy to talk about. I have not shared what I’m about to tell you with anyone
before. So I hope when I tell you this, you’ll be understanding and . . . maybe
a little compassionate with your old man.” He folded his large hands in his
lap.


“You’re freaking me
out now, Dad. What happened?”


“About a year ago, I
slipped up.” His eyes wandered to the far wall, completely ignoring my intense
gaze. “And I regret it, but it seems that it has been brought back to my
attention. Someone doesn’t exactly want me to forget about my indiscretion . .
.”


My eyebrows furrowed
in confusion. “I don’t get it. What do you mean you ‘slipped up’?”


He held out his hand
to stop me. “I cheated on your mother.”


“You what?”


“I’m not proud of it.
Trust me, I’ve regretted it ever since. But I’m a man. I have basic human instincts.
Your mother has been incredibly frail lately and I—”


I stood up from my
chair. “You just thought it’d be okay to screw someone else?” I ran my hand
frantically through my frizzy hair. “I can’t—I can’t believe this. I mean, I’ve
always known you were a horrible father and spouse, but I’ve always thought it
was because you were a workaholic. But this? I can’t even look at you right
now.” 


I stormed off to the
kitchen. I didn’t know what I was looking for—a coffee, a shot of whiskey, a
hammer? I wanted to cry. I wanted to puke. I couldn’t stand the sight of my
sick, twisted father. I’d always suspected him of infidelity with his
voluptuous secretaries and his late-night rendezvous across the globe. But I
had never had definitive proof. How would I ever look my mother in the eyes
again?


“I know you’re upset,
and I’m really sorry about that,” he said. “I never meant to hurt you in all of
this.”


“Me?” I asked,
turning around to stare at him. He was now standing by the sofa. His hands were
in his pockets, nonchalant as ever. “Who cares about me? What about Mom?”


“Well, hopefully,
she’ll never have to find out.”


I folded my hands
across my chest. “You seriously think you can just never tell her?”


“I hope not, my dear.
I really hope not.” He hung his head as if in shame. I wasn’t buying it.


I pelted questions at
him, one after the other. “Does someone else know about your affair? Who was it
with? Does Toby know?” 


He rubbed his bald
head with his thick, sausage-like fingers. “Yes, unfortunately Peter Maverick
found out about the affair.”


I wanted to collapse
on the floor. Peter Maverick was a man as vindictive as my father was cold—he
would surely destroy my dad with this information. “How did he get wind of
this? Weren’t you careful?” My mind flashed to the video cameras in Pierce’s
room and what they contained on their memory cards. 


“Well, I thought so.
Until I discovered that the girl I was seeing a few times a week was the
daughter of one of the board members.”


My mouth fell open. “At
Hart Corp?”


“I wish. Any of those
old geezers could easily be bribed. The secret would go to the grave with me.”


“Surely you don’t
mean . . .”


He shook his head
slowly. “Maverick and Company,” he said slowly. 


“But . . . but I
don’t understand. Peter has sex with all kinds of women since his wife killed
herself so long ago. Everybody in New York knows the notches on his bedpost
have whittled the frame down to a complete nub,” I said, thinking out loud. “I
mean, Pierce even told me that his dad used to hire women to dress in skimpy
French maid outfits and pretend to clean around the house before he banged them.”
I hoped Dad wouldn’t ask me why or when Pierce told me that. Now was not the
time to confess my own sexual scandal.


“That’s true,” he
said quietly, “but I believe all the women he’s slept with over the years have
been of legal age.”


His words hung in the
air like a toxin, making it impossible to breathe. My knees threatened to
buckle. Reality was settling on my chest, and it was heavy. Incredibly heavy. I
felt like I was suffocating and, at the same time, hyperventilating. My father,
the child molester? It was way too early in the morning to process something
this egregious. 


 “How in the . . .
how the hell did you let this happen?”


He turned on his
heels and began to frantically pace the length of my living room. “I don’t know!
I don’t know! She told me she was twenty-five, and she looked it. Maybe my
judgment was clouded by my desire for her, but I would have never guessed she
was barely seventeen. What seventeen-year-old has breasts like that? I met her
at a bar for Christ’s sake!”


I met my father in
the living room. His frenzied steps were driving me crazy. “Dad, chill. Sit
down. Drink your coffee.”


“I’m too revved up
for caffeine.”


I sank into my plush
white loveseat. “Clearly.” I felt an intense headache coming on, and my bed was
practically shouting my name. Fatigue from the night’s events threatened to
overshadow the horrid news my father had just shared. “So what does this all
mean, Dad? Sum it up for me.”


He sat at the edge of
sofa and stared at the coffee table. “This seventeen-year-old girl has a father
on the board of Peter Maverick’s company. I don’t know if he knows of his
daughter’s extracurricular activities or not. But it’s apparent that Peter used
her to get to me. She has pictures, texts, and e-mails to prove it all—our
affair, I mean.”


“So Peter’s
blackmailing you with that information.”


He nodded glumly.
“He’s forcing Hart Corp to front this harebrained casino. I happen to know his
company has been quietly suffering the last few years, mostly because of the
competition we’ve been steadily giving them.” He sighed. “I believe it’s his
intention to make this casino flop and ruin Hart Corp . . . and obviously, me.”


“I knew you had to be
out of your mind to agree to do business with that sleazeball.”


“I had no choice.
Don’t you see? He’s tied my hands with all the information. If my affair with a
minor gets out, I’ll lose everything. It’d destroy my lifelong work. It would
all be for nothing.”


“Not to mention you’d
sure as hell go to jail,” I added.


“That too.” 


 I shifted on the
sofa, bringing my knees to my chest. “Does Pierce know about his father’s
schemes? Or is Peter acting like you always do, solo?”


“That’s what I wanted
you to find out by watching him. I suspect he does know something. How else could
Peter jeopardize the first project that his young son has ever really managed?”


I couldn’t believe
that Pierce was willingly sabotaging this casino. He might hate my father and
our family, but I happened to know he hated his own father even more. Would he
really play along with his father’s games? I had a feeling Pierce wasn’t the
kind of man who liked being a puppet, dancing and moving at the handler’s will.
“So what do we do now? How am I supposed to go back to work tomorrow and act
like nothing’s changed? I should just hand in my resignation right now. No one
would bat an eyelash.”


“You could do that.
But then you would have to explain to your mother why you suddenly quit. And
she’d have to find out about all of this . . .”


I rolled my eyes. How
dare he! “Really, Dad? I think we have enough blackmail on our hands without
your pointless threats.” But admittedly, he did have a point. The only reason I
wasn’t on a jet out of Vegas that very moment was the picture of devastation
etched across my mother’s face when she discovered her husband’s scandal. My
father had clearly made his bed, and he could lie in it for all I cared. But Mother?
Her only crime was marrying a pig. I could just see her opening the morning
paper to see Dad’s face and the haunting headline: “Billionaire bangs his way to
bankruptcy and prison.” If there was any way of saving her from that pain, I
would fight for it at all costs.


“We need to find
something on the Mavericks, Lauren. We need to turn this thing around before
Hart Corp completely capsizes and we’re all left drowning in the ocean.”


Lovely mental picture, I thought to
myself. “I’ll see what I can do, Dad. I don’t think you should expect much.
Pierce is a solid employee and smart as a whip. He’ll cover his tracks well, if
he even has any to hide.” Was it wrong that in the wake of this crisis, all I
could think about was next Sunday? That was the aspect of our arrangement I
loved the most. We left work off the mattress and merely focused on the release—the
pleasure from fully experiencing someone else’s body, the electricity of
passion, and the fear of getting caught. I wasn’t sure if I could ever give
that up and put the sexual animal that had roared to life back in her cage. Pierce’s
sensuality and our Sunday arrangements had me captivated—hook, line, and
sinker. As bad as it sounded, I almost didn’t care if he knew that his father
was screwing over my father’s company. 


 My father reached
into his tweed jacket and pulled out a thick, clunky cell phone. “If you find
out anything, or if you need me for any reason at all, use this. It’s
untraceable and safe.”


As though I had
reminded him of something he had to do, he rose quickly from my sofa. “Be safe,
Lauren. Don’t trust anyone, and always watch your back.”


~*~*~*~


It was still early,
and I had nothing to do today. Originally I had wanted to conference call with my
assistant, Monica, to get a summary of my projects, the ones my dad had forced
me to stop. But they were the last thing I wanted to worry about now. Heading
for the bedroom, I decided to sleep off the bizarre conversation I had just had
with my father. Maybe my thoughts would make more sense when I got some sleep
under my belt and could focus enough to formulate some kind of game plan.


A few hours later, I
woke up to my cell phone buzzing. It was Pierce. He never called after we slept
together, so I was confused about why he was suddenly acting more gentlemanly
than he ever had after one of our one-night stands. I was afraid to answer,
fearful I may give something away, so I let it go to voice mail. 


“Hey there. I hope
you got some rest after last night’s adventure. Good call on the cameras, by
the way. I think you’ll be pleased when I get this video all edited. We look
especially hot on film. I wanted to tell you that you’ll need club clothes for
our next Sunday. See you tomorrow.”


I set the phone back
on the nightstand. I hadn’t been to a club for anything other than scouting our
potential competition here in Vegas, except for our visit to the mermaid
attraction, and I knew nothing in my closet would fit that type of scene. I
grabbed my cell; I needed to go shopping and would probably need my driver. 


“Yes, ma’am, I will
be there soon to pick you up,” he said.


Four hours later, I
found a suitable dress. It was a black, thigh-high, form-fitting dress with a
draping neckline and open shoulder sleeves. The back of the dress was very
revealing and gathered by a diamond-encrusted clasp, showing off most of my
back. It was exactly what I wanted. With this, I purchased silver peep-toe
pumps and a black onyx and diamond bangle bracelet. I was all ready for Sunday;
I just had to wait for it to come, and in the meantime, figure out if Pierce
was trying to destroy my father.






[bookmark: _Toc357195335]Chapter Fourteen


My brother called me
on Wednesday to let me know that the model was done, but that he wouldn’t be
able to make it out until Saturday night. His wife, Margret, had their second
child and he wanted to spend a few days with her. I understood where he was
coming from, but that didn’t help my nerves about Sunday. I wouldn’t have been
able to tell him not to come, and I also wouldn’t have been able to force him
to leave Las Vegas with a good conscience. 


The original plan
meant he’d be gone by Sunday. Now, all that had changed. He’d be here Sunday
night. I knew he would want to have dinner and talk about the new baby and
different things going on in our lives. Aware that I didn’t have much of a
social life, I knew he’d be suspicious of any “plans” I might have on the
calendar. If I told him I just wanted to be home, he’d invite himself over to
watch a movie. If I told him I was hanging out with friends that night, he
wouldn’t believe me. I needed to figure something out if I wanted another
sexual fantasy.


~*~*~*~


 “He can come with
us,” Pierce said when I told him Toby’s plans. 


I crossed my arms
over my chest. “I’d really rather not have him there for various reasons.” 


He held up his hands.
“My plan is to distract him with something or someone else, and we can sneak
off. We’ll be back before he notices anything is different.”


“How do I explain to
him that I’m willingly hanging out with you? He’ll hardly buy it, especially
after how charming you were last time.”


“Tell him we are
scouting the club because it’s one of the hottest in Las Vegas.”


“Fine, but if he
figures out what’s going on, I’ll hold you personally responsible.”


He shrugged his
shoulders. “That’s fair enough, I suppose.”


“What’s fair?” April
asked as she entered the conference room. She had a cardboard carrier with
three grandé-sized cups in her hands. 


“That we all get a
raise for dealing with this tiresome project,” I said. 


“Well, I brought us
coffee, if that helps. Caffeine makes everything better, right?” She passed us
each a warm cup.


“You’re wise beyond
your years, April,” Pierce said before taking a sip. “Lucas should be by later.
He’s going to start bringing in lunches up here for the three of us.”


A tingle of delight warmed
my heart at his words. I wasn’t sure why, but something about Pierce’s personal
chef was incredibly attractive. I wouldn’t mind seeing his handsome face a
little more.


Shaking Lucas from my
mind, I asked April, “Did you finish the expenditure report I sent you?” Coffee
runs were nice, sure, but I needed this assistant to actually assist, for once.


Her face fell. “No,
sorry. Not yet. I’ll get to work on it straightaway.”


“Make sure you send
those to me first,” Pierce piped up. “I want to go over the finalized version
before we talk to the investors about our new budget plan.”


My ears suddenly
perked up. “Wait, what? New budget plan? Did I miss your memo or something?”


“No, it’s something I
decided last week. Fantasy needs a bigger budget if we’re going to make her as
grand as we want. We need to pitch to more investors.” He took another sip of
coffee. “I’m going to see how much more Maverick and Company can lend, and you
need to talk to your dad.”


Little did he know, I
was completely sick of talking to my dad—a thought I had never had before
during my twenty-seven years with an absentee father. 


~*~*~*~


Saturday came faster
than I expected. Between doing my own work and doubling back over Pierce’s to be
sure nothing suspicious stood out, I had been exceptionally busy. I was nervous
about seeing Toby, even though Pierce assured me it would all play out fine. I wished
I had his confidence. 


I picked my brother
up in the evening. He had the air of a proud father about him, showing me
picture after picture of his new baby girl, Arianna. 


“She’s beautiful,
Toby! Who knew you could make such beautiful kids?”


He laughed. “I know,
right? It’s all Margret though.”


“How is she doing
anyway? Recovering okay?”


“She’s all right.
She’s a little pissed that I’m here actually. But ya know, the bills aren’t
going to pay themselves.”


I nodded. “Might be a
nice break for you. I’m sure a newborn is a real delight to live with around
three a.m.”


“You have no idea.”


We ended up having
dinner at the restaurant inside his hotel. My fettuccini alfredo was divine,
and the cabernet was exquisite, but our conversation waned. Toby seemed
distracted, but I chalked it up to fatigue from taking care of a newborn and
the flight out to Las Vegas. I was glad for this because I didn’t really have
anything to say. Desperately, I wanted to tell him about Dad’s scandal and
Maverick’s blackmail. If I couldn’t confide in Toby about it, who could I
confide in? But something deep within me told me to hold back. I didn’t want to
involve him more than was absolutely necessary. He clearly had enough on his
plate. 


On Sunday, Toby
showed Pierce the 3D computer model of the casino mock-up. Pierce, however,
wanted several adjustments and tweaks, most of which I agreed with. I was
surprised. Normally, Toby took a lot of pride in his designs, but this one
looked really sub-par for him. I felt bad for him—my brother would essentially have
to go back to the drawing board. 


That night, as I had predicted,
Toby wanted to hang out and do something. I made up the excuse that Pierce and I
were scouting a popular club, and he was welcome to join us. After the brutal
meeting and the hashing out of the new plan, I wasn’t sure if he’d take me up
on the offer. The club scene had never been his type of hangout anyway. When he
agreed to come, I was terrified but excited at the same time. I was praying
Pierce’s plan would work and that Toby wouldn’t find out about us. 


Before today, Toby
had never seen me in the type of dress I chose to wear. He seemed a little
shocked that I’d go out looking the way I did. Pierce wore a causal suit, and
Toby donned a button-down dress shirt and a pair of jeans. We were an
odd-looking group, but at least there weren’t any paparazzi at the club
entrance; there was no reason for us to hide our faces. 


The club was small
compared to other clubs, but it was packed. The line out front wrapped around
nearly half the building. Pierce had purchased VIP passes beforehand, however,
so we didn’t have to wait. As we entered the popular club, techno music blared
from the DJ booth. There were cage dancers, strobe lights, and VIP booth
tables. The lighting was dim and the place was flooded with men and women, all
on the prowl. 


Pierce chose a table
and we all sat down. Toby ordered the drinks, and we watched the people around
us dance in the neon lights. 


“This place is pretty
cool!” Toby shouted. He was five inches away from me, but I could barely him
over the music. He slammed his shot of whiskey down and I watched him head to
the bar for something else.


 “Looks like this is
gonna be easier than I thought,” Pierce whispered in my ear. 


I watched as Pierce continued
to feed Toby drinks. The music got louder, the place got more crowded, and
despite everything that had happened that week, I was incredibly horny. It
didn’t take long before my brother was drunk, talking about his wife and how
much he loved her. Pierce’s hand went to my thigh, and I almost jumped out of
my skin. His hand tightened its grip as he looked at my brother. “You should
give her a call. We need to go speak to the DJ about his services.”


My brother nodded his
head and slowly stumbled from our private booth. “I’ll step outside and call
her, see how she is.” 


I cringed slightly. Margret
would tear him apart for getting drunk, especially since she was stuck at home
taking care of two little ones. I couldn’t blame Toby though—we all needed our
releases. Toby left with a slight sway to his step. 


Pierce stood from the
table and pulled me behind him. 


“Where are we going?
I thought we were—”


“I’d rather not get
arrested. The point is that it’s in a public place where we have a greater risk
of being caught, but not actually getting caught.”


I was slightly relieved.
He led me back to a darkish corner with a small loveseat, sat down, and pulled
me into his lap. I leaned into his chest, ready for a release of my own. He
kissed my shoulder, and I whimpered at his subtle touch. There was the thought
that we could be caught at any moment, which added to my slowly building
arousal. His arm was around my waist, and I could feel the familiar start of
his erection. I broke the kiss and looked around. The other people sharing the
club level we were on were in their own worlds, not paying attention to the couple
making out in the corner. 


Pierce drew me back
into a kiss. His tongue made it easy to forget the others who were there.
Pierce had a way of quieting everything else. He practically forced me to focus
on him and the sexual animal raging within me. I ground my ass against his
crotch. He let out a small moan in my ear, and his arm tightened around my
waist, pulling me closer to him. He started to rock against me, back and forth.
Back and forth. I couldn’t believe how incredibly hot this was. 


He reached into his
inner jacket pocket and pulled out a condom. In a series of awkward movements that
involved me keeping watch to make sure no one was looking, he got the condom on
and I lifted my dress slightly. I was thankful now I had decided to forgo panties.
I sank down onto him and bit my lip to keep myself from moaning; this was one
of the hottest things I had ever done.


 He made small
thrusts into me, and I rocked my hips. We didn’t have a lot of time; I knew
Toby would be back and looking for us soon. I picked up my pace and reached behind
me, placing my hand in his pubic hair. He let out a small groan. I leaned my
head back on his shoulder and whispered in his ear, “Someone could see us together
any second.” I then licked his earlobe and blew on it, smiling as he tensed underneath
me. The fact that I made him come so easily—just my words and a
simple touch—turned
me on. A small orgasm overtook me, and I relished the fact that all this had
been done in a public place. I stood and fixed my dress. He also adjusted himself,
and the two of us were back downstairs, acting as if nothing happened. 


I looked around to
see if Toby had returned and didn’t see him. “I’m going to go see if Toby is still
outside.”


Pierce nodded and
surprised me when he followed me out of the club. Toby was sitting on the curb,
and it looked like he had thrown up a little. I went over to him and placed my
hand on his shoulder. 


“Are you okay?” I
asked. 


He looked up at me
with glassy eyes. “No . . . she’s mad at me.” 


I knew she would be.
I couldn’t help but feel a tad guilty for letting Pierce talk him into calling
her while drunk. My brother hardly ever drank to get drunk, so when he did, it
never ended well.


Pierce lifted Toby
off the ground. “Come on. Let’s go get you cleaned up.”


“I’ll stay here. I
need some fresh air,” I said. 


The two of them went back
into the club, and I waited outside for them. A few minutes passed and suddenly
my phone rang—it was Toby. They probably want me to go back into the club.



“Hello?” I answered. 


I heard the sound of
fabric moving against the phone. Toby had obviously pocket-called me. I was about
to hang up when something caught my attention.


“I thought about the
proposal you presented me with the last time I was here, Maverick. I want in.
I’ll help you take them down. It’s been a long time coming.”


Pierce said something
in return, but I couldn’t make it out. I continued to try and hear what they
were saying, but the words became jumbled. I jumped in surprise when the two of
them greeted me outside. Quickly I hung up my phone.


“Were you talking to Margret?”
Toby asked. He swayed slightly on his feet and threw an arm around my shoulder.
“Did you tell her I’m sorry? You’re such a good sister!” 


I helped him to the
car, but didn’t say a word about what I had heard. I knew I’d need to stay
quiet about it, for now. A feeling of dread entered my stomach. If only I had
known then what it would all lead to. 
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The next day at work,
I forced myself to focus and forget about the accidental butt dial from Toby
the night before. If those boys thought they could pull the wool over my eyes,
they’d clearly underestimated me. I didn’t get where I was today by sitting on
the sidelines and letting people walk all over me. Though I wasn’t thoroughly
convinced I had any reason to panic, I made a mental note to consider
everything that was said with unforgiving scrutiny. After all, there was no
need to alert Dad until I was absolutely certain that my lover, Pierce, and my
own brother were plotting against Hart Corp. I wasn’t going to raise the red
flag just yet.


“Pierce, what’s your ETA
on the projected expense reports? And Toby, where are you with 3D model?” I
barked with more tenacity than I had shown in the office in a while. It felt
good to back in the driver’s seat.


Pierce stared me
down, questioningly. Clearly, he didn’t approve of my tone. “April is working
on them. They should be in your hands by tomorrow evening, Friday at the latest.”


“I can’t continue
with the budget until I have them. See that she gets them to me immediately.”


Toby shuffled some
papers around on the conference table. “The 3D model is taking longer than
anticipated. I think—”


“Well there’s your
problem right there. You’re thinking too much. Stop contemplating and get it
done. We need the model yesterday.” 


“You do realize these
models usually take four to six months to construct? It’ll be a miracle if I
can pull off your two-month deadline as it is.”


My heart softened at
my brother’s voice. I hadn’t meant to sound like a bitch, but I was tired of
sitting idle on this project. “We’re all working with impossible deadlines,
Toby. That’s the nature of the business.”


Toby exaggeratedly
rolled his eyes. “Damn, Lo. What crawled up your ass and died? You were so fun
last night.”


I caught Pierce’s
intense stare from the corner of my eye. “I’ll say,” he added.


“I’m the boss and I
need things done. This casino isn’t going to build itself, ya know.” I cringed
at my tone, hoping I didn’t sound like a pathetic wind-up toy you couldn’t shut
off. “I’m taking my lunch at my condo. When I get back, I expect some progress.”


I left the men in the
conference room before they had a chance to protest. As I left, I wondered if
leaving them alone was a mistake. Would that give them more time to plan
whatever it was they were plotting? I shook my head, dismissing the thought.
Hopping into my limo, I told the driver to take me home. I had more important
things to think about than expense reports that afternoon.


~*~*~*~


Later that day, I lounged
on the couch, talking to Kat on the phone. It had been a while since we last
talked, and I missed her. I had something up my sleeve for the next Sunday
arrangement, but I was hesitant to broach the subject with her. It was an idea
I had toyed with for a while, but I needed her input.


“Hypothetically
speaking, would you ever want to do it with me?” I asked cautiously, after
filling her in on my latest sexual exploits with Pierce.


“Depends, are we
drunk and partying?”


“Nope. We’re stone-cold
sober.”


“As long as you were
sober, and you weren’t just drunk and horny . . . I’d do it,” she admitted. “I’d
want you to remember every fantastic second of me being a sexual goddess.” 


I laughed. “So given
the opportunity, you would do me, your best friend?”


“Obviously you’re a
fox and I love you, so why not?” she asked. “What’s bringing this on, Lo?
Suddenly having bi-curious urges you want to explore with a safe friend?”


I took a deep breath
before I spoke. “You’re the only person who knows about Pierce. He’s really
allowed me to be myself and explore the sexual side of my personality.” I stood
from the couch and began pacing. An image of my frantic father walking back and
forth across my carpet last Sunday morning flashed to mind, but I willed it
away. Now was my time. Now was about Kat. “Being with a woman has always been
something I’ve wondered about. One of my long-time fantasies. I just . . .” I
paused for a moment, “I just want to explore every side of this new me. I don’t
want to walk away from this with regrets.” When she didn’t respond, I continued,
“Kat, I understand if you don’t want to, but would you be willing to let me
play out the fantasy I have with you? There isn’t any other woman I’d want to
share my first experience with.” My heart beat hard at the silence on the other
end. “Kat?”


“I’m here. Are you
serious? You’re not kidding around?” 


I licked my lips
nervously. “I’m not kidding. I want you to be my first. . . . Is that totally
weird and creepy?”


“It will change
things between us.”


I gripped my phone
tighter. “I know.”


“Yes. I’ll be your
first lesbian experience. When do you want me out there?” 


“By this Sunday?”


“I’ll be there. I
need to go now. My break is up.”


“All right. Thank
you. Text me the details, and I’ll buy your plane ticket out here.”


“I’d do anything for
you, Lauren, you know that. I love you.”


“I love you, too.”
The line went dead when she hung up. I let out a long breath of relief. I’d finally
done it. I’d finally admitted my desire to experiment with a woman. It was liberating,
exhilarating, and impossible to describe what I was feeling. Thank God for Kat.
I didn’t know if I would have ever played out this sexual fantasy of mine
without her. She was the only one I trusted completely to do this.


~*~*~*~


Later
in the day, as Pierce and I sat in the conference room together, each working
silently at our laptops, I found myself reassuring my mother about our progress.
This even though I wasn’t sure myself what was going on. “Yes, Mom, the project
is going fine.”


“What
about that Maverick boy? Are you two getting along?” 


I
forced my voice to remain calm. “We’re not children, Mom. We’re business
partners, and we act as such.”


“I’m
sure you do, honey. Next time your brother is out there, please don’t get him
drunk. Margret was livid that he got drunk the week his daughter was born.”


I
laughed. “I felt bad about that, but we were having such a good time. I don’t
think either of us realized how much we drank.” The lie
slipped
easily off my tongue, and I felt a little guilty. Poor Mom, was everyone in her
life lying to her? Me? Toby? Dad? 


She chuckled
heartily.
“You two are adults now, so I can’t be angry with you. I’ll just leave that up
to your partners to do for me. Speaking of partners, have you met anyone while
you’ve been out there?” 


I
sighed. “Well,
that’s a record thirty seconds.”


 “A
mother has her concerns!” she exclaimed.


“Mom
. . . no, I haven’t met anyone. I’ve been working.”


“I
know you have, but you do have one day off. Don’t you ever get out of that
apartment?”


“I
do, but I haven’t been looking to date anyone right now. Besides, my Sunday
nights are usually . . . busy. So I like to have my day off to recoup. I still
have tons of time to find someone and settle down before I’m, ya know, old.”


She
huffed into the phone. “That’s what your great aunt Myrtle said and look what
happened to her.”


“She
bought a few cats and lives alone. That’s what she wants to do.
I’m
not striving to be the next cat lady of the family, trust me.”


My
mother sighed exasperatedly. “You’re missing my point, Lauren.”


I
knew exactly what her point was. “And that is?”


“I
want more grandchildren.”


“Mom,
you just got another one! You have two already, and one is barely a week old.
You haven’t even had time to spoil her yet.”


“Let
me rephrase myself. I want grandchildren from you, too,” she said curtly.


“Okay,
crazy lady. I’ll get right on that and find a guy to be my baby-making machine.
We’ll start cranking ‘em out here real soon, okay? I need to go now. I love
you, bye.” I hung up before she could
say
anything else. I shook my head and ran my fingers
through my hair. Ever since I’d turned twenty-four, she
had
been nagging me about children for her to spoil. I loved her, but enough was
enough. Better she worry about that, I supposed, than my father’s impending
doom.


“Is
your mother pressuring you to get married and make her more
grandchildren?” Pierce asked from
across
the conference table. His feet were on top of the table, and he was chowing
down on an egg roll from April’s Chinese run at lunch. I didn’t
admit to him that I was bummed about not seeing Lucas today. Every time he brought
lunch for us, I talked to him for a good half hour about random things. He was an
interesting guy, and I thought I might have a small crush on him. I also thought
Pierce knew this, and maybe that was why he’d been ordering out the past few
days.


“You
have no idea! Almost every time I talk to her, she brings it up. ‘When are you
going to date a nice man and give me more grandchildren?’” I
said,
mimicking her tone with my voice.


“I
can’t wait to get married and have kids!” April piped up.


I had
an
urge to roll my eyes at her naiveté but was able to resist it. Pierce’s
annoying assistant invited herself, again, to sit with us. If she sat any
closer to Pierce, she’d be in his lap. I felt a little sorry for her; she
seemed so young and so immature. Even though I knew he would never make her a
girlfriend, I was still jealous that she had the freedom to openly show her
affections, however misplaced they might be. I couldn’t do that without
worrying about it catching fire in the rumor mill. 


“How
many kids do you want, Mr. Maverick?” April asked. I cringed slightly
at her voice. 


“One
or two, I suppose. I’ve never really given it much thought.” He gave me
a long
glance. “What about you? Have you given any thought to how many
kids you want?”


I
shrugged and poked at the Kung Pao chicken with my chopsticks.
“One, I guess. I would like to have a little boy. Though I’d also be fine with
a girl.”


“I
want two boys and two girls. What do you think about that, Mr. Maverick?” April
asked. Her pestering questionings were beginning to sound like a yapping
Yorkie. She just wouldn’t shut up.


Pierce
looked
bored. “If that’s what you want. It’s not up to me.” 


I
didn’t think Pierce realized the impact his words had
on her. She was not asking about his personal opinion
on her life. She was asking because she was planning their future
together. 


She
smiled and reached out to touch his shoulder, her fingers briefly resting on
his neck. “Good. I’m glad.”






[bookmark: _Toc357195337]Chapter Sixteen


Sunday finally came,
and I eagerly awaited Kat’s arrival at the entrance to the hangar. I nearly
bounced on the balls of my feet. I couldn’t wait to see her, but at the same
time, I was extremely nervous and hopeful that things wouldn’t become awkward
between us as two friends experimenting together. I could see her now walking
toward me, a big smile on her red painted lips. She was wearing a black lace
corset dress and her arms were outstretched. I returned her smile, relieved
that she was happy to see me. There didn’t seem to be any trepidation in her
eyes. We hugged, holding each other for a moment. It had been over a month
since I’d seen her. I slowly pulled away and led her into the white stretch
limo. I made sure the privacy divider was up so that the driver couldn’t hear
us. 


“So what now?” she
asked. “Are we just gonna get there and hop to it?” Her turquoise eyes lit up
with curiosity. The loud purple eyeliner she wore perfectly accentuated the
shape and color of her very best feature. 


“I thought I would
take you to dinner first. Do you want me to invite Pierce?”


Kat stiffened and
looked at me. “To dinner or the sexy time?”


“Dinner,” I said.
“But just so you know, he will be at my condo when we . . . when we’re
together.”


“I assumed he’d be
watching us do it since you two seem like a two-for-one deal now.”


I could feel a blush
stain my cheeks. “I want him there to watch, but if it makes you uncomfortable,
I can call that part off.” I squeezed her hand. “What’s important is that I’ll
be searching an entirely different side of myself, thanks to you.”


She shook her head.
“I don’t mind him watching, but I would like dinner to be just the two of us.”


“Okay.” I smiled.
“How would you feel about videotaping it?”


She arched an eyebrow
at me. “You are a kinky little minx, aren’t you?” she smirked. “As long as I
get a copy, we can record all night!”


“That’s what I
thought you’d say.”


~*~*~*~


I had a little more
wine than I normally drink at dinner. It wasn’t exactly intentional, but I wanted
to calm the nerves that welled within me. Never before had I been with a woman,
explored her body, and made love to her. I didn’t even know where to begin.
This wasn’t just any woman either—she was my best friend and I longed to do
right by her. And to think, the man I was developing uncontrollable feelings
for would be watching the entire encounter. It was arousing and completely terrifying.



Soon, we were in the
elevator leading up to my apartment. Before I convinced myself not to, I pushed
the red stop button. The elevator froze just before it reached my apartment.
Maybe it was the wine—my liquid courage—or maybe it was the wild animal inside
of me who longed, once again, to take control of me.


Kat looked at me. I
could see the nervousness in her usually confident eyes. “Why did you stop the
elevator, Lo?”


In one quick motion,
I pushed her up against the metal wall of the elevator, mimicking the erotic
movement Pierce had performed on me a few weeks ago. I was in control now. My
hands were on either side of her, our bodies mere inches from touching each
other. The shock on her face was matched only by the longing I saw there. Her
dark blue eyes locked on mine. Slowly, she licked her cherry red lips. I
couldn’t help myself. I kissed her quickly, my entire mouth covering hers in a
heated, passionate moment. Just as quickly, I pulled away. 


There was a spark
there, an undeniable ignition, that I knew, once fanned, would turn into a
blazing fire. Relief washed over me like water on a sinking ship. 


Kat pulled me in for
another kiss. Her lips were soft as they moved against mine. I moaned as her
tongue broke through my lips, deepening the kiss. I moved closer to her until
our bodies were touching. I could feel her breasts against mine. Her long leg
swung around to rest on my hip, and my hands moved down to her sides. One of
her cool hands cupped my cheek while the other moved over my neck and down my
chest. Our tongues continued to dance and explore. I pulled away to look at her
and to get a full breath. She looked at me and smiled knowingly. 


“I wanted to do that,”
I whispered. My hand rubbed her thigh resting on my hip. 


She kissed me again
briefly before putting her leg on the ground. “Well, I don’t think we have any
concerns about how this whole thing is going to play out,” she said as though
voicing my very thought.


I smiled and fixed my
hair and blouse, and Kat did the same. I knew Pierce was already in my condo,
waiting with the camera for our arrival. And for some reason, I didn’t want him
to know about the moment we had just shared. That was meant just for Kat. Restarting
the elevator, we finished the ride to my apartment.


The doors to my
penthouse opened. Pierce was sitting on the couch waiting for us. From across
the room, I could see his eyes look me over. He didn’t even look at Kat as he
walked toward me slowly. He stopped just in front of me, and I resisted the
urge to kiss him. I stared up at him, waiting to see what he would do. He
licked the pad of his thumb before using it to wipe along the side of my mouth.
It took me a second to realize that he was wiping off some of Kat’s lipstick. 


“Have a fun time?” he
asked. He didn’t wait for an answer as he turned to Kat. He held out his hand
to her. “I’m Pierce. It’s a pleasure to finally meet you, Kat.” She looked at
his hand and took several seconds before she lifted her own in return. 


“Likewise,” Kat said.



The aggression
between them was tangible. Having two people want me wasn’t something I was
used to. They both clearly felt entitled to me in some way, and I found myself
not hating their desire for me. I stood between them. I didn’t like the angry
looks they gave each other, like young children fighting over a toy. 


“Why don’t we get
started?” I said, hoping sex would ease the awkwardness starting to surface
within the room. I then pushed Kat back closer to the couch, making a bigger
gap between her and Pierce. Both seemed to relax more the farther apart they
were from each other. I’d have to ask Kat why she was so quick to dislike him, especially
since he hadn’t been his usual arrogant self.


I moved to the couch
as well and pulled her down to sit next to me. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw
Pierce turn on the camera to begin recording us. The power of the recording
device no longer terrified me. Though I still hadn’t seen the tape Pierce and I
had made the week before, I felt confident in my own skin. 


Kat still focused her
death glare on him. Not wanting to have her so emotionally invested in whatever
was going on between them, I moved to straddle her lap. That got her attention.
She looked up at me and her hand went to my side automatically. 


I ran my hand along
her cheek and made her look me in the eyes with her big beautiful blues. “It’s
just the two of us, okay? No one else.”


She smiled and gave
me a slight nod. I leaned down and kissed her. Her lips hungrily accepted mine.
We kissed long and hard, the moisture of our lips hot and heavy as our tongues
danced together. I loved the way she coaxed her tongue against mine, drawing
out sensations that sent thrills down my spine and into my panties.


She broke the kiss suddenly
and looked at my blouse; without a second thought she used her hands to rip it
open. The clinking of buttons could be heard throughout the room. My
breath quickened at the thrill of having my shirt ripped off me. I quickly removed
the rest the rest of the blouse, and she expertly unhooked my bra. Soon her red
lips were encircling my nipple. Her tongue moved over the taut peak, and I moaned
as I watched her. This was happening. This was really happening. A woman was
sucking on my breast, and God, it felt incredible. 


My hand went into her
short hair. Her other hand came up to massage my other breast, and my own hand
moved downward and underneath my skirt to touch myself through my panties.
Before I could really start, however, her free hand pushed mine out of the way
and replaced it with her own. I rocked myself on her lap and into her hand as
she stimulated my clit. The pressure started to build, like a rocket just
before launching into space, as I watched her continue to circle my nipple with
her tongue.


As I came down from
the high, I moved off her lap and had her sit forward so I could undo her
corset. She slipped out of the dress and her panties. Quickly, I removed the
rest of my clothes. I pushed her back to lie on the couch and moved to have a
better look at her body. It was then that I noticed Pierce standing near us
with the camera. I smiled up at him before returning my attention to Kat. I
spread her legs apart and looked at her pussy. She was bare. Her outer labia were
swollen and flushed pink; I could see her clit was aroused. With my thumb I
lightly touched her clit. 


She jumped and
laughed. “Sorry, I can’t have the front of my clit touched unless I’m sopping
wet.”


I nodded my understanding.
“Well then, I’ll just have to make that happen now, won’t I?” For the next few
hours, we explored each other’s bodies. I tasted her, smelled her, and learned what
areas of her almost made her come when kissed. Every sensation was heightened
because it was Kat.


Eventually Pierce
stopped filming, and Kat and I fell asleep together on the couch. 


“I think it’s time
you go now, Maverick,” Kat said as we lay on the sofa. I heard my front door
open and close. Kat lightly touched my arm. “Lauren, wake up. Let’s go to your
bed. It’s more comfortable than this couch.” 


“Where’s Pierce?”


“He didn’t want to
take up the space on the bed.” She pulled me up and led me to the bedroom where
we crawled into my bed and fell asleep. 


~*~*~*~


“How
ya feeling?” Kat said the next morning.


I
stretched my arms over my head and yawned. “You wore me out,” I teased.
Glancing at my friend, I saw that she was sitting on my bed. Her usual perky
self seemed glum and melancholy. 


 “You
said Pierce in your sleep several times.”


I
laughed. “Look at him—he’s even penetrating my dreams.” Kat didn’t budge. She
didn’t even acknowledge my silly pun. “Hey, what’s wrong?” I asked.


“Nothing,
really. I should be happy right? It finally happened.”


“Finally?”
I asked, sitting up against my tufted headboard.


“After
all these years, you and I finally fucked.” Kat still avoided eye contact with
me. Her tattooed arms were crossed against her flat chest. Her black tank top
was haphazardly wrinkled.


I
put my hand on her shoulder. “You okay, friend?”


“I’m
okay, Lo.” She finally faced me. Her usually bright eyes were overcast. “I just
wish we hadn’t done that. Part of me feels like our friendship just died . . .”


“What?
How could it have?”


“Everything’s
going to be different now. I wish I had thought this through. I wish I wasn’t
so blinded by my desire for you.”


“I
thought we agreed that this was just sex. You were helping me. I wanted you to
be my first. I don’t understand—”


Kat
gave me a weak smile. “No, and I don’t blame you. We’re different, you and I.
This really meant something to me.”


I
squeezed her shoulder even tighter. “It did for me, too, friend. It really,
really did.”


“Thanks
for saying that, but I don’t think last night meant the same to us.”


I
let my hand fall limply onto the bed. It was as lifeless as I felt. “What are
we going to do now?”


“I’m
going to go home now, and I think I may need some space. Really, I’m not trying
to be all dramatic on you, but I think last night had a much bigger impact on
me than I could have anticipated.”


“No,
I get it. Trust me. I really, really do,” I said softly. “And for that, I
couldn’t be more sorry. I never wanted to hurt you. Ever.”


“Don’t
sweat it, okay? I’ll be fine. You know me. Tougher than your grandma’s toenails.”


I
smiled though my heart was heavy. “Are you gonna take the jet?”


“It’s
already been arranged. I was just waiting for you to wake up. I didn’t think it
was right to escape in the night like this was a measly one-night stand instead
of a simple mistake between two best friends.”


“Thanks
for waiting for me, Kat. I really and truly do love you.”


“Me
too, Lo. Me too.” She reached to the floor and grabbed her tan combat boots.
Slipping into them, she quickly rose to her feet, leaving the laces loose and
untied. “I’m going to head out now. I’ll call you in a few days, okay?”


It
felt strange not to hug her as she walked toward my bedroom door, though I
suspected physical touch from me was not what she needed at that moment. 


She
turned toward me when she reached the door. “Lauren, I know I’ve told you this
and I know you know . . . but be careful, okay? Sex, as last night proved,
really does change things. I don’t want you to get hurt.”


I
nodded, forcing the lump in my throat to go away. Tears brimmed in my eyes as I
realized with an undeniable certainty why she uttered those words. My best
friend was in love with me.


“Goodbye,
friend. We’ll talk soon,” she said, and with that, she was gone.


I
crumpled into my bedroom, clutching my body pillow as I let the tears pour
unreservedly. My sweet, wonderful Kat. I would take it all back in an instant
if I could.


 






[bookmark: _Toc357195338]Chapter Seventeen


After Kat left, I had
to return to reality, to deal with my current situation. Now I had two secrets.
Toby and Pierce were planning something, and my father was being blackmailed. Undoubtedly,
the two things were connected. I tried to focus on this rather than the
sickening feeling I had in my gut ever since Kat walked out of my apartment.


I felt conflicted
about the unwanted feelings that were starting to grow for Pierce. I knew he was
planning something with Toby to hurt his father and mine. I didn’t know their
motive or what they wanted to do. 


My cell phone rang. It
was Toby. He always had the uncanny knack for calling when I was thinking about
him.


“Hello,” I answered. 


“Hi, I was calling to
let you know that I have the new model done. I won’t be able to fly out until
next week, however. Mar is sick and she needs my help caring for the kids. I’ll
call you Monday and let you know if I can fly out on Wednesday. The deadline
isn’t until then, so I figure it will be okay.”


“Wow . . . that was
fast. I understand. Don’t worry about it. It should be fine for you to wait
until then. Margret wasn’t too hard on you about you calling her drunk, was
she?”


“Not too bad. She was
madder about the fact that I had gotten drunk several days after our daughter
was born. She thought that was the reason why I did it. I explained that wasn’t
the reason at all, that you and I were just having fun and lost control a bit.
She was a little more understanding after that. I only had to sleep in the
guest bedroom for four days before she let me back in our room. That was better
than the time she caught us playing poker and smoking cigars in her dining
room.”


I laughed. That was
just before his son was born. We had a nice game of poker going with a couple
of his friends, and she had come home to us smoking in her house. She wasn’t
too happy about it; in fact, she was livid. Toby had to stay with me for three
weeks while she cooled off and had the room repainted. “How are my new niece
and the Troublemaker doing?” I asked. 


“The baby is good.
Troublemaker is ecstatic about having a baby sister. He likes help do
everything for her. He told me when she’s old enough he’s going to teach her
how to hit a ball out of the park.”


“I hope he does. All
the Hart women need to know how to do that.”


“Exactly! That’s what
I’ve been telling Mar. Well, the baby is crying, so I’m being paged. I’ll call
you next week. Bye.”


I hung up the phone.
He hadn’t sounded at all guilty for anything. I thought maybe he might tell me
what he’d done in a drunken haze, and I’d realize that it truly didn’t mean
anything. There was still a lot I didn’t know at this point—how much I didn’t
know I hoped wouldn’t shock me to the core. 


~*~*~*~


“Toby said he should
have the new model out here by next week. His wife is sick and needs him to
help with the kids.”


“All right, we have
the proposal pretty much finished. We just need to add the information on the
model. All we have left is scouting more places, but we already have an idea of
what the best places on the strip do to attract people. So I guess that means
we get a week off.”


I leaned back in my
chair. “I haven’t had an entire week off since college. What am I supposed do
for an entire week?”


He smirked. “Go
shopping?”


I shook my head. “For
an entire week? I don’t need that much stuff.”


“Fly back home until
Saturday?” he asked. I could see him tense up.


“I’d rather not have
my mother harping at me about the flight back out here. The woman is terrified
of flying. And I don’t want her to ask me over and over when I’m going to give
her more grandchildren,” I said. It was true, but that wasn’t the real reason I
couldn’t face her right now. I knew that, if I saw her, I’d tell her about
everything involving Dad and his apparent rape charges. It’d come spilling out of
me, and I’d be powerless to stop it.


“Spend it with me
then.” It wasn’t a question, and it took me by surprise. 


“Wouldn’t that be
going against our arrangement?”


“No, we wouldn’t be
having sex. Just spending time together as friends. Let’s get to know each
other better.”


This floored me. How was
I supposed to take that? He had told me several times that he never allowed
himself to get attached. Now he was asking me to spend the week with him? I
figured he was either serious about wanting to move on to a friendship, or he
was messing with me for his own personal enjoyment. 


“Okay,” I agreed
hesitantly. 


He stood from his
chair with a megawatt smile on his face. “I’m glad to hear that. Why don’t we
start with lunch? I know this great place I haven’t showed you yet. It’s really
a hole in the wall. Not what you are used to, I’m sure.”


He must think I’m a
rich snob.
“I doubt that. Let’s go.” I stood. 


We took his car to a
small restaurant that was part of a shopping chain. It seated maybe a half-dozen
couples, and the menu was on the wall behind the cashier. It reminded me of the
small places I’d go to for lunch in high school. This place served Mexican
food, and it smelled good. 


We got in line to
order. “I’ve been to a place like this.”


“Your father let
you?” he asked, surprised. 


I frowned. “What does
my father have to do with where I chose to eat growing up?”


“My father said that
yours had always been very picky. That he wouldn’t have supported a small
business like this with even a few dollars.”


“My father doesn’t
care for low-cost food, but he never kept me from it. Not that I saw him much
growing up.”


Pierce didn’t
respond. I was glad because that wasn’t a conversation I really wanted to have
now. I didn’t want to spoil the afternoon, and I didn’t want to give anything
away.


I ordered a shredded
beef taco with green chili salsa and a chile relleno. He got something called
the supreme burrito and swore it was the best meal on the menu. It was odd
seeing him in a place like this and even odder when I watched him eat food off
a paper plate that was made by a man wearing a hair net. It made me see that he
was more normal than I might have guessed. Despite the good time we were
having, I couldn’t help but wonder why he wanted to spend time with me outside
of scouting and sexual Sundays. 


My taco was
excellent, soul serving even. Most high-end restaurants could never achieve
what this hole-in-the-wall Mexican restaurant could with some beans and cheese.
Pierce didn’t talk much through lunch; we simply enjoyed the food and the calm
atmosphere of the quaint little restaurant. 


He drove me back to
my apartment after lunch and told me that he’d be back in the morning bright
and early. “Pack a beach bag,” he said before driving away, which confused me. There
aren’t any beaches in Las Vegas.


~*~*~*~


The next morning, he
arrived early as promised. I packed a beach bag, and I was wearing a brown
bikini with a black beach sarong that tied around my neck. Wearing a regular
white cotton T-shirt and black swim shorts with blue lines going down the side,
he was more casual than I’d ever seen him. 


“Are you ready?” he
asked. 


I nodded. “Where are
we going?” I asked as I lead him to my elevator. 


“For a long drive and
then a surprise.”


“Surprise?”


“Yes. I think you
have an idea where. It’ll be a fun day.”


He was right; it was
a long drive to where he took me. On the way there, we listened to music with
the top down. After a few hours, we arrived at our destination, Santa Monica Beach
in California. I hadn’t thought he would make such a long drive for a beach. It
was Wednesday and not a holiday week, so the beach had maybe only a dozen
people on it. It was quiet and not at all overwhelming as beaches could be.


“Do you like it, my
surprise?” he asked. 


“Yes, I haven’t been
to the beach since my mother took my brother and me when I was fifteen. That
was the last vacation she dragged us on before Toby left for college, and then
they just stopped all together.” I wasn’t sure why I told him all that or why I
was being so open with him. 


“I haven’t been to
the beach in a long time either. I figured it’d be fun, and we could get some
sun since we’re normally stuck in the office all day.”


We found a spot to
set up our things. I placed a huge towel on the sand and sat on top of it. He followed
suit with his own towel, placing it next to mine so that the edges overlapped.
I untied my sarong and got out some sunscreen. He watched me as I put it on,
and I asked him for help with my back. 


“Do you need some
sunscreen on your back?” I asked. I figured it would be good to offer since he’d
helped me out. He agreed and lay down on his stomach. Suddenly, I was struck by
how similar this was to all the fantasies I’d had about us being in Greece on
the beach. Of course, I knew nothing like that was going to happen. We had
agreed to no sex until Sunday, after all. I moved slowly as I gently rubbed the
lotion on his back. I started at his shoulders and used pressure to give him a
small massage. He seemed to enjoy the massage; he made small noises of
appreciation. I then lay down on my own towel and soaked in the rays. It had
been a long time since I could relax like this without having to worry about
work or anything else. It was beyond relaxing. It made me wonder what he had
planned for the rest of the week; there were three days left. He told me he had
everything planned and to leave it to him. I was looking forward to the mini-vacation
we had in front of us. 


After a few hours of
sunbathing, he took me to an early dinner at a small seafood restaurant. It was
odd that it felt so normal. 


~*~*~*~


The next day, Pierce
picked me up around noon. The night before, he had told me to dress casual, so
I wore a pair of dark denim jeans and a loose-fitting, champagne-colored blouse
with a pair of black wedges. He seemed happy that I listened to him. We got in
his car and drove for a while. Finally he pulled up in front of an old-style
theater. He told me to go into the theater so that he could get our tickets. I
had no idea what we were going to see, but thought it would be fun to snuggle
up to Pierce in the theatre. It felt like we were actually on a date. He met me
inside, and we got popcorn and drinks.


“What are we seeing?”
I asked. We entered the small room with its red, plush chairs. It was
completely empty. 


He chose a seat near
the center. “A double feature. I rented out the theater. I hope you like the
movies.”


He still didn’t tell me what movies we were
going to see until they appeared on the screen. I had no idea how he knew my
favorite movies, but we watched Breakfast at Tiffany’s and While You
Were Sleeping. He didn’t even complain about the romantic comedies. As much
as I enjoyed our faux date, it made me wonder what he was up to. He had
obviously taken the time to find out what my favorite movies were. Was he being
romantic on purpose or was he trying to win me over to help with his plans with
Toby?       
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Chapter Eighteen


Pierce called me on
Sunday afternoon. We had taken a couple of days off, hanging out separately
after our movie “date.” Without work, I’d been extremely bored, so I was
thankful for his call. He told me to come over to his place. 


“April is here. I was
thinking we could all have some drinks.” He sounded as if he’d already had a
few himself. “Come over.”


 It was odd hearing
his slurred words as he claimed that he didn’t like to drink. I agreed to meet
them even though my insides twisted. I knew it was irrational; I was just
uneasy about being around an intoxicated Pierce. I didn’t know how he would act
or how, if at all, his personality would change. 


~*~*~*~


I stood in front of
his door, knocking. It took a moment, but soon it opened and Pierce smiled at
me. 


“You came!” he said with
a slight slur. He reached out and pulled me inside. “Come in!” 


I stumbled inside.
“How much have you had to drink?” I asked.


He shrugged. “A Bloody
Mary and a few vodka shots.”


“I thought you don’t
drink? At least that’s what you told me a few weeks ago.”


“I felt like it
today. I’m legal. Is it a crime?”


“No, it’s just weird
that’s all.” I stared at him. I could tell something was bothering him, bothering
him enough he wanted to escape it by drinking. “Are you okay?” I asked.


“Never better. April
is in the living room. She has a drink for you.”


I gave him one last
look before going into the living room. He followed closely behind me. I half expected
him to wrap his arms around my waist.


April also greeted me
with a smile, but I could see the anger she had toward me well up in her eyes—which
were glassy and complemented her flushed cheeks. As she handed me a Bloody Mary,
I wondered how long they’d been drinking before they called me. I took a sip
and almost spit it back out. It was nearly all vodka with a hint of tomato
juice for coloring and even less seasoning. I was not a fan of straight vodka, so
I put my drink down; one of us should be sober. I then realized why he called
me here. It was his Sunday. I could only assume he wanted to do something with
April and me. Together.


Pierce stood next to
me. His cheeks were red, and he swayed on his feet like he was dancing to an
imaginary tune. “Lauren, I need to ask you a question in the bedroom,” he
suddenly announced. “We’ll be right back, April.”


I glanced at the
beautiful blonde to see her fold her arms across her flat chest. She sank into
the leather arm chair, clearly displeased with Pierce’s interest in me. He
grabbed my hand and led me toward the back room. Was he in the mood for a
quickie?


He closed the door
and spun around to look at me. “I told April that I want to have a threesome
with the two of you. She has agreed to an evening together. Do you?” 


I recalled April’s
intense gaze, her eyes forever locked on Pierce. She was ogling him like a love-struck
idiot, and I almost felt sorry for her. She’d do anything for him. Little did
she know, so would I. 


I took a deep breath.
This was what I expected. However, now that the question was staring me in the
face, I wasn’t so sure. “April doesn’t exactly like me,” I said, choosing to
leave out the part where I didn’t particularly care for her either.


He swirled the red
liquid in his glass like he was at a wine tasting. “She’s agreed though, hasn’t
she?”


Sleeping with Pierce
was one thing. Sleeping with his other fuck buddy was something else. After
coming off my first female encounter with Kat and the hurt I had caused her, I
wasn’t exactly thrilled about jumping into the arms of another woman. 


Suddenly he grabbed
my arm and gently squeezed me. “Who cares about her? Just think about me, okay?
It’s just me and you, Lauren. April’s just along for the ride . . . our ride.”


I wanted to combat
this argument. Then why have her here at all? I wanted to ask. We’ve
been doing just fine on our own. Something silenced my tongue. I didn’t
want to put Pierce in a foul mood, not when we were so close to being together.
The desire for him was stronger than my annoyance with his assistant. If he
wanted April tangled between the sheets with us, so be it. But I was going to
do my absolute best to make him forget she was even in the room.


I threw my hands in
the air. “Why not?” I agreed. 


He kissed me sweetly,
happy with my answer.


“Where do you want
this to happen?” I asked, pulling away from his wonderful touch.


He thought for a
moment and then smiled. “Right here. Let’s do it in my room.” He set his Bloody
Mary on the dresser behind him. “C’mon, let’s go tell her the good news.”


We walked back into
the living room to find April with a fresh Bloody Mary in her hand; he stumbled
clumsily toward the counter. I followed close behind and tried to ignore the
jealous feeling rolling in my stomach as I watched him put a limp arm around
April’s waist. I wondered if drunk Pierce would even be able to handle the two
of us.


We entered his room,
and April threw herself onto the bed. Pierce quickly followed her lead. They
needed no prompting to begin the activities. I allowed them to lead the way,
and they started out by kissing and groping. I could tell Pierce kissed her
differently than he kissed me. He used more tongue, and his hands were all over
her. This could have also been because he was drunk, but I chose to view it
differently. 


Then Pierce began
undressing. He broke away from their kiss in order to pull his shirt over his
head. He glanced my way and beckoned me over to them. I could see the
irritation in April’s eyes. She didn’t like the fact that I had taken his attention
away from her. Pride swelled in me knowing that he was still very much aware of
my presence. I didn’t want him to forget it for the rest of the evening. 


I sat on the other
side of him, and we began kissing. One of my hands felt his bare chest, and the
other cupped his cheek. He was a little overzealous at first and kissed me as
if he was trying to consume my face. Somehow I was able to bring him back down
to the way we normally made out. He was tender, but hurried. His tongue was
warm in my mouth. Too soon, he pulled away from me and started kissing April
again. She’d already removed her shirt and bra in a vain attempt to direct some
of the attention back to her. Her small, perky breasts pointed to the sky. I followed
her by removing my shoes and the gray cotton V-neck dress I was wearing, but I
left my bra on. I liked it when he undressed me a little. 


I turned him around
to face me and kissed him again. I smirked when April huffed indignantly like a
moody teenager. He kissed me the way I liked it this time, soft but intentional.
The taste of vodka was strong on his lips, but I didn’t mind. I could feel his
desire for me behind his alcoholic haze. It had been too long since I’d last
been with him, and every day I needed to feel his touch more.


He removed the long
black clip holding my hair up, and pulled it away as my hair tumbled down over
my shoulders. “I like your hair like that. You should let it down more often,”
he said simply. He moved to plant warm, wet kisses down my neck, and I found
myself forgetting that April was even there. If this were a competition for
Pierce’s affections, I seemed to be winning.


He then pulled away
from me and turned his head to look at April. “Come over here if you’re gonna
pout. It’s easier than going back and forth between you two.” 


April was clearly not
happy that she had to be the one to move to receive his affections. He turned to
kiss her, but this time he pulled me with him. I could tell he wanted me to
join their kiss. I leaned forward, and my lips met theirs. Deviously, he pulled
away, and I was left kissing April. Maybe she was as drunk as Pierce because
her tongue entirely took over my mouth. It was messy, and I found myself
recoiling at her touch. Strangely though, Pierce’s pleasure seemed to trump my
own in that moment. Though kissing April could never be compared to being with
Pierce or even Kat, I wanted my fantasy fuck to enjoy the show we were putting
on for him. The more I made him long for me as I embraced April, the more he
would want me later that evening. We kissed for a moment before she seemed to
realize she was no longer kissing Pierce and immediately pulled away from me. 


While he had a free
moment, Pierce took off his pants and briefs. He stood at the side of the bed,
his dick long and erect, a keen grin plastered on his face. April strategically
stood from the king-sized bed to remove her thong. She let the pink wad of lace
fall slowly down her long legs. Even I had to admit she was incredibly hot. I
was still in my bra and panties—Pierce had yet to remove them himself—and
suddenly I felt self-conscious next to her thin frame and small breasts. There
was no end to my curves, an hourglass figure if there ever was one. We looked
nothing alike, and I wondered how Pierce was so aroused by two so completely
different women. Maybe it wasn’t our differences, I thought, that turned him
on. Maybe it was that we both so obviously wanted to please him.


I gave April a look
that I hoped she could decipher in her drunken haze. She did. When Pierce sat
on the bed again, we pushed him down on his back and she moved to the other
side of him. April took his cock into her hand and pumped the shaft. I lay down
next to him and kissed his chest and neck before moving to his lips again. He
groaned into the kiss. I turned my head slightly so that I could see what she
was doing to him. She’s taken the head of his cock into her mouth; drool was
running down his penis. I frowned because I didn’t know if he liked that or
not. I never asked him. I’m not one to get spit all over the place or make myself
gag on a guy on purpose. April was massively different from me in that sense. I
kissed my way down his body and met her at his cock. She looked like she didn’t
want to share, but I didn’t care. We were like two vultures, scavenging after
the last morsel of food.


I forced my way to
Pierce’s cock, the only thing I found remotely erotic about the whole night. I
grimaced a little as my hand touched her saliva, but it couldn’t be helped. I
kissed him over the head and down the shaft, and I used my hand to squeeze and
release the base. He groaned again, and I enjoyed watching him. There was an
undeniable power there. He had his head raised to look at me. April tried to
push me away, but I allowed her to have only the other side of his cock. She ran
her tongue up and down the shaft like she was licking a very hard Popsicle. I
copied her, wanting to give him double the sensation. He was really moaning now.
His arousal spurred me onward. 


I took one of April’s
hands and placed it on his scrotum. She carefully fondled it. I took the head
into my mouth and used my tongue to flick the tip and circle around it. April
moved her tongue around the base while her hand still fondled his scrotum. Her
breasts dangled over his thighs. 


We continued to work
him until he was soon coming into my mouth. I took it in, the taste familiar.
April then pushed herself in so that she could take some of his cum too. I allowed
her to as I crawled up the bed to where he was breathing heavily. He was
catching his breath, and I kissed his neck briefly.


“Did you like that?”
I asked. 


“More than you know,”
he said before he captured my lips in a kiss. 


We all took a break
as he regained himself. April took her turn kissing him, and I got up to get a
condom from his bathroom.


I returned to him and
opened the package. April looked up at me. “A condom? Do we really have to use
that?” she asked. 


“I would prefer it,”
Pierce said. “I’d rather not have any kids right now, and I don’t trust just
the protection of the pill.”


“Oh, okay,” April said
with a whine in her voice. 


I rolled my eyes. I
agreed with Pierce; I didn’t want kids yet either. I moved over to them and slipped
the condom on him. I removed my panties and bra and straddled his hips to
position myself on him. I sank down onto him and used my inner muscles to
clench around him. We both moaned as the pleasure consumed us. 


April moved to sit on
his face. I scowled. I swore she did that so that I couldn’t look at his face.
He went to work on her, and she smirked at me. I made a point to ride him
harder. He groaned into her pussy and before long she came. She moved off him,
and I was forced to move off him for her turn. He hadn’t come yet. She moved on
top of him now. I wanted him to think of only me as she rode him, so I used my
tongue to lick at his ear lobe and pull it between my lips. He shuddered and turned
his head to kiss me, and I made sure he focused only on my lips. Finally, I broke
the kiss and whispered in his ear. 


“Come and come
thinking of me, Pierce.” I licked his earlobe again and blew on it softly. 


He wrapped his arm
around my waist and groaned as he came. April stalled on him for a second and
then got off. She removed the condom and threw it in the wastebasket. I placed my
head on his chest. April did the same, but he didn’t wrap his arm around her. Only
me. Soon we all fell asleep. 


It was hours later
when I woke up, still in the same position. The lights from the city shone through
his window, and I was able to see April. She was glaring at me in the dark. I watched
as she got up and gathered her clothes—clearly pissed. She slammed the door of
the apartment as she left. I moved to get up and gather my own things, but
Pierce’s arm tightened around me. I didn’t realize that he was still holding
me. I looked up at his face; he was looking down at me. I could see that he was
sober again. 


“I should go, too,” I
said. 


“Stay.”


I frowned. “Are you
okay? I think those Bloody Marys made you a little loopy,” I said. 


“Today is the
anniversary of my mother’s death. I don’t want to be alone.”


I sat up a little.
“I’m sorry. . . . I didn’t know.”


“Of course you
didn’t. I never told you.”


“How long?” I asked
simply.


“Twelve years since
she overdosed on some pills to put herself out of her misery.”


“I’m so, so sorry,
Pierce.” My words hung lifeless in the air. I was unsure what to do or say. I
wanted to comfort him, to be there for him at this time.


“Funny thing is,” he
whispered, “I don’t blame her in the least. Being married to my father was
probably hell on earth for her . . .” 


I waited for him to
continue, but he didn’t. 


“Will you stay
tonight?” he asked quietly.


I laid my head back
down on his chest. “Yes, of course. I’ll stay.”
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For me, the dynamic
of our relationship changed after that night. I felt closer to him and more
attached than ever. Though he showed no outward change toward me in public or
private, I was hopeful that he was on the cusp of changing his outlook of me
from a Sunday fuck to a real possibility. He was still a bit of a conniving
asshole to work with, and I still found myself daydreaming of fantasy nights to
get me through the rest of the week. Hardly did I think about my father’s
problems, the conversation I overheard Toby have with him that night at the
club, or my annoyance with April. Pierce consumed me, piercing through my mind
and heart and developing an insatiable need within me.


Kat was right when
she told me that it never stays just sex. I knew I would have this problem, but
it didn’t make the confusion and heartache I felt any less painful. Trying to
remain hopeful about the possibilities I could maybe have with Pierce was
difficult. In light of my father’s obvious blackmailing, I found myself going
crazy. I didn’t know what to do. Pierce was covering his tracks well, and
worse, my desire to spy on him was dwindling with every passing Sunday. There
was no way in hell, blackmail or not, that I was ever going to give up an
outlet for all the tension I’d built up over the years. There was no one I’d
rather screw.


After our terrible
tangle in the sheets, April ignored me completely. Clearly, she hadn’t taken
Pierce’s apparent rejection well. Half expecting her to quit, I was surprised
to see her show up to work on Tuesday. No one mentioned our Sunday rendezvous, and
I hoped there wouldn’t be a repeat soon. I much preferred being the only woman.


“Knock, knock,”
someone said at the door. 


I looked up to see
Lucas standing there, plastic cartons in hand. “Who’s hungry?” he asked with a
smile.


“Absolutely
famished,” Pierce said. “You can leave the food at the end of the table. We’ll grab
it in a few minutes.”


The smell of curry
chicken filled the air of the small conference room, and it made my stomach
grumble. I hadn’t realized how hungry I was.


“Thanks so much for
bringing food all the way down here, Lucas,” I said. “I know this isn’t a short
drive for you.”


His dazzling blue
eyes glimmered in the florescent light. I saw a kindness in them that I
admired. “Of course! That’s my job,” he said.


I nodded to Pierce,
who clearly wasn’t used to treating his employees with any kind of decency.
“Wasn’t that nice of him?” I prompted.


 For the first time,
Pierce looked up from his computer. “Yes, yes. Thanks, Lucas. I’ll be home by
five tonight.”


Lucas set the food on
the table and gave me a small grin. He wasn’t nearly as handsome as Pierce, but
something about him attracted me. And then I got an idea.


~*~*~*~


The Wednesday after
the threesome, my brother called. He said he’d be flying out Thursday morning
but that he’d need to be gone by Saturday for another business project he was working
on back in New York. I was thrilled—I wouldn’t have to deal with Toby being
there on Sunday. Despite all the work we had to do during the week, I still needed
to plan for my Sunday. I knew I had to plan lightly because I doubted Pierce
had much experience in the area I wanted to dabble in, and I didn’t have a lot
to go on either. I figured if we wanted to explore more in the area, we would
do it later on. At least, I prayed we’d continue with our Sundays after we left
Las Vegas. 


I wanted to play
around with some light bondage—scarves, blindfold, light teasing. And I wanted
Pierce to be in charge, to dominate me completely. I trusted him on our Sunday
nights. He’d already been rough with me on our first encounter, and he didn’t
hurt me then. I had several scarves in my possession and a sturdy headboard. And
I could even buy another pair of the golden handcuffs that were now hidden away
in my drawer back at Hart Corp. Finally, I was going to get to use a pair of
them on someone. 


My plan was to send him
a note to make sure he wore a tie. After all, we’d need a blindfold for the
evening that I had in mind. In order to get the message to him, I sent him a
pair of plastic toy handcuffs, a can of whipped cream, and a small box of
chocolates. The note said:


Mr.
Maverick,


Can
you guess what I have in mind? Please wear a tie.


~*~*~*~


I picked up my
brother from the strip mid-morning on Thursday. He looked completely exhausted.
I didn’t envy him. Having a newborn and a demanding job was not easy for anyone,
no matter how many times they’d done it. 


“I suggest getting as
much sleep as you can while you’re here,” I said. “You look half dead.”


He nodded and rubbed
his tired eyes before looking at me. “I forgot what it was like to have a
newborn, and Tommy won’t sleep in his own bed, so I have little feet kicking me
in the back during the hours I do get to sleep. Meanwhile, Mar has decided to
sleep in the guest room while she’s getting over her cold.”


“I’m sorry it’s been
hard on you,” I said as we got out of the limo. I held the door open for him as
he carried the physical model in his hands. It certainly looked better than it
had the first time. Apparently, Pierce thought the same thing when he first saw
it.


“I love it!” he said.
“That’s exactly what I wanted. You have a gift, Mr. Hart.”


Toby sighed with
relief. “Thank you. I’m happy it’s what you are looking for.”


“Yes. Now that we
have this, we can arrange the meeting with the shareholders and partners. Do
you agree, Ms. Hart?”


I nodded as I looked over
the models—both the 3D computer model and the physical one. The proposed
building had the sharp edges of modern architecture, and yet, at the same time,
it still looked as though it belonged in the hustle and bustle of Las Vegas. “I
agree. I’ll send out the e-mail later this afternoon to my assistant so that
she can set up the meeting with our company’s partners.”


“I’ll have April do
the same.” He looked at the woman standing in the far corner of the room. She’d
stopped standing by his side. April nodded and began working on her tablet. 


~*~*~*~


The day passed in a
blur. We worked like madmen in preparation for the proposal presentation. I
picked Toby up from the hotel, where I’d sent him to get some sleep, and took him
to dinner and drinks like we normally did while he was out there with me. 


He started drinking
before he’d eaten any food and quickly grew tipsy and a little loose with his
mouth. “Do you know what Dad did to Mom when we were teenagers?” he asked.


I pushed a buttered
roll toward him. I didn’t like where this conversation was headed. “No,” I said.
“You should eat something. What did he do?”


He picked up the roll
and tore off a piece before shoving it in his mouth. He was clearly irritated.
I hadn’t seen him like that in a long time. It was completely opposite from his
normal, happy attitude. “He cheated on Mom with that Pierce guy’s mother. You
know the woman who went and killed herself with a bunch of pills?”


I stared at Toby. My
world collapsed in on itself. Dad’s affairs weren’t exactly big news.
Apparently the seventeen-year-old blonde that Peter Maverick was blackmailing
him with wasn’t his first conquest outside his marriage vows. I didn’t know how
to respond to Toby. The desire to spill everything I knew was heavy on my mind.
I so wanted to confess all I knew about Dad, and the Mavericks, and this
project. All I could do was take a long drink from my beer, but it did little to
help me relax. “What makes you say that? How can that be? Mom and Dad are still
in love with each other,” I said, playing dumb.


“You don’t remember
how bitter they used to be, do you? He turned to Mom for comfort after Mrs.
Maverick committed suicide. They had to rebuild a relationship from it.”


“How . . . How did
you know?” I asked. 


He was quiet for a
moment. “I found out when I was a kid, even before the tabloids did. My report
card had come. I received all A’s, and I was so proud.” He looked down at the
table and frowned. “I wanted Dad to be the first one to see it because I thought
he’d be proud of me. I went up to his office─this was before he had the
waiting area─and his assistant wasn’t at her desk. I noticed the door was
cracked and that he was talking to someone. I decided to wait until he was done
before going in. That was before I heard a woman’s voice, and she wasn’t
exactly talking business with him. I peeked through the door crack and saw him
kissing this strange lady. It wasn’t until after she died and her face was
everywhere that I realized she was Julia Maverick.”


I briefly remembered
hearing about her death and feeling sorry for the Maverick family, but it never
affected me past that point. I’d never given it much thought. I could understand
now why Pierce and Toby would want to hurt our fathers. I knew there must be
more to it, but I didn’t want to think about that at this time. 


“Why do you think I
never chose to work for the company?” he asked. “Dad’s a scumbag, always has
been and he always will be. He cheats even the most innocent of people, like
Mom. Like me. Like you.”


“We all make mistakes.
. . . I mean, is Dad supposed to lose everything just because he slipped up a
few times?” I asked before I could stop myself. It felt necessary to say the
words, but even I wasn’t buying into my pathetic attempts at defending my
father. Messing up with a minor was one thing, but causing a woman to kill
herself over their sour affair? That was entirely different, completely
unforgiveable.


I felt numb. Little
bits and pieces of missing information suddenly rushed forward. So many things
that didn’t make sense before now shone with clarity. I hastily stood from the
table. “I need to use the restroom. If the food arrives, eat without me.”


I felt as though I
was having an out-of-body experience as I made my way around people to get to
the restroom. My brain switched over to autopilot. This was a pattern, a
habitual way of life when dealing with the fallout from the man whose blood ran
through my veins. I splashed water on my face, trying to rub away the image of
my father looking so guilty and sorrowful in my living room not too long ago. I
looked into the mirror; mascara dripped down my face like the painted tears of
a sad clown. All those vacations we took without my father, every time he
missed a dinner or a soccer game . . . was it because he was with another woman
every single time? I didn’t know. 


And Pierce’s mother, Mrs.
Maverick. Had he actually loved her? Or was she just another exploit like the
sexy seventeen-year-old he’d recently picked up at a bar? Now I was sleeping
with Mrs. Maverick’s son. It was as if history was repeating itself in some weird
way. In that moment, I had the urge to call it all off—the Sundays with Pierce.
Was what we were doing as sinful and outrageous as what my father had done? Was
I well on my way to becoming just like him—one affair after the next?


Clumsily, I took my
phone out of my black clutch and called Kat. Her phone went straight to voice
mail. With a pang, I remembered that I needed to give her more time. Quickly I
hung up before her outgoing message finished. I didn’t want to leave a message.
I then called Pierce before I could change my mind. The phone rang twice before
he picked up. 


“Hello?” he answered.


I tried to speak, but
my voice caught in my throat. I didn’t know what to say, and it suddenly felt
very stupid to call him. What could I say? That I knew about what our parents had
done and I wanted to call our Sundays off because of it? 


“Are you okay,
Lauren?”


 “Sorry. I was just .
. . I was just,” I stammered, “I was calling because I wanted to tell you that
I’m looking forward to Sunday, and that you should be receiving something in
the mail soon.”


There was a long
pause. “Are you sure you’re okay? You sound like you’ve been crying.”


“I do? Must be
allergies. I’ll see you tomorrow.” I hung up before he could respond. I cleaned
up my running makeup and reapplied mascara and powder. Resolved to no longer be
a victim of my father’s wayward life and his outrageous lies, I held my head up
as I left the bathroom. I wasn’t going to be that girl. I wasn’t going to stop
a good thing I had just because my father had fucked everything up. After all,
I wasn’t married. I didn’t have kids. No commitments held me from being with
the one man I felt completely understood my sexual desires and my need for
release. With a heavy sigh, I returned to my brother who was now cutting into
the prime rib he’d ordered. 


“Are you okay?” he
asked.


I sat down and placed
my napkin back in my lap. I gave him a polite smile. “I will be eventually.”


~*~*~*~


Pierce never asked me
the real reason I called him, much to my relief. My brother went home that
Saturday, and plans for the upcoming meeting continued to move forward, though
I’d lost a bit of my drive. Although it happened years before, having just
found out what my father did, I felt betrayed by him. It was like I was just
learning who he really was, just seeing him clearly for the first time. I wanted
to go to Pierce and tell him that I wanted in on whatever he was planning with
Toby, but I knew that was an impulsive thing to do. I needed to think over my
plans before I acted on them suddenly. Just once, I wanted to think about what
was best for me—not the damn company, or climbing the corporate ladder.


~*~*~*~


Sunday came before I
knew it. I was excited, but not because I was getting to indulge in a fantasy,
but because this would allow me to escape the problems I couldn’t stop thinking
about. And it would allow me to get out some of my frustrations. 


For the occasion, I
decided to wear a black push-up corset. It tied in the front for easy access
and gave me a nice wench look, a simple girl ready to be dominated. Thankfully,
it fit wonderfully around my womanly shape. I matched it with a pair of black
lacy panties and black pumps. I answered the door in this attire. He was
surprised, but happy.


“You should dress
like this all the time, Ms. Hart. It’s very becoming on you.”


I said nothing as I
moved aside to let him in. He was holding the can of whipped cream I sent him,
and he was also wearing a black tie that he hadn’t worn earlier in the day. 


I led him back to my
room and turned to smile playfully at him. Sitting on the bed, I pulled red
scarves out from underneath the pillows, holding them out to him. He gave me a
look I’d never seen before. It was slightly predatory, but he didn’t have the
same air of savage lust that he had on our first night together. He walked over
to me slowly and placed the can of whipped cream on the end table, taking the
scarves from me. “You know, I had no idea you would like something like this.
We could have been having this kind of fun for a while now.”


I arched my eyebrow
and wondered briefly when exactly he had lost his virginity; he seemed to have
quite a bit of experience for someone just out of college.


He pushed me back
into the pillows and kissed me. He then reached up and undid the tie around his
neck. He took it and placed it over my eyes. I lifted my head and he tied it at
the back. I couldn’t see anything, not even the light coming from the lamp in the
corner of the room. “I doubt I will,” he said. “But if I do anything you aren’t
comfortable with, say ‘red.’” 


I nodded. His hands moved
down my arms, and he grasped one of my wrists in his hand. He tied one of the
long scarves around it and tied the ends around the iron ivy at the top of my
headboard. He did the same to the other wrist. I moved my arms to see how well
he tied them; they didn’t come undone. 


I could hear him
moving around away from the bed, but I couldn’t quite tell what he was doing. Then
I heard him leave the room, and I worried briefly that he’d left me there with
no way to get free. Soon he returned, however, and my fear subsided. He crawled
onto the bed and came up toward the headboard. I jumped as he placed something
cold on the exposed skin of my chest—it felt like ice. My corset was loosened,
and the sides fell open. I felt the ice travel down to the crevice in between
my breasts. I shivered, but I liked the tingle it left behind as he continued to
move down my stomach. He stopped at my navel to swirl the point around it; the
cold water pooled there. He continued to move farther down, and I anticipated where
he was heading. I wondered if it would hurt, having him put something that cold
near my clit. 


What surprised me was
that he still hadn’t taken off my panties. He moved the ice over the material
of my panties, and I could feel the excess water spread in the material as it melted.
The cool sensation spread over my hot labia lips and excited my clit. It wasn’t
the intense cold I was anticipating. With his long fingers he pulled the
panties aside. I could hear the sound of ice moving against his teeth. At
first, I felt the direct contact of the ice moving along my clit, and it made me
jump. 


After a minute, he replaced
the cold with the tip of his tongue that was also cool from the ice, but soon
it warmed up. He alternated between the ice and his tongue, moving them all
over my pussy, but ignoring my clit. It was both wondrous and agonizing, having
him move back and forth between the two sensations. I found myself becoming
very vocal, and I desperately wanted my hands to be free so that I could run my
hands through his hair and push him against me more. 


I moaned. “Please,
Pierce, stop teasing. I can’t take much more.”


He laughed softly,
but said nothing. He moved the ice against my clit now, and my legs jumped. It
was colder there than it had been on the other parts of me. His arms came up to
hold my legs, to keep them from tightening around his head like they were trying
to do. Cold to hot against my clit. It sent bursts of pleasure through me from
my toes to the tips of my fingers. I no longer had control over what my body did,
and it felt as if my body was moving on its own accord to the pleasure he created
at my core. I came, and I came hard. He continued to use his tongue against my
clit until my orgasm calmed down and I could breathe again. “Oh my God,” I
whimpered. “Oh my God.”


He moved off the bed
again, and I heard him rustling around in his clothes. Seconds later, he was back
in bed with me. This time he swirled something soft around my nipples. I couldn’t
figure out what it was. It felt amazing. My sense of touch had been heightened
by not being able to see. The tip of whatever he was using was stiff, but
nevertheless very soft. He kissed me softly and moved the item along my lips and
cheeks. It felt more intimate to me now. He leaned to one side of the bed. I heard
the sound of the whipped cream can.


“Don’t lick your lips
yet,” he commanded as I felt him put some of the cream onto my lips. He sprayed
cream on each of my nipples. I lifted my ass as he pulled my panties off.
Whipped cream then went onto my pussy. He put the cream down with a clunk on
the floor and licked the cream off. Still extremely aroused from my last orgasm,
I was sensitive to his every touch. The subtle flicks of his warm tongue caressed
me and quickly brought me within inches of another one, but he stopped just
before release overtook me. I groaned with longing, and he moved back up my
body to lick the now-melting cream from my nipples. Last were my lips. He took his
time kissing me. The cream tasted so sweet, so delicious. But it was nothing
compared to the taste of his luscious lips. I pulled at my binds, and I wanted
to be able to kiss him back with my arms wrapped around his neck. Soon all
trace of the sticky cream was off my lips. 


“Now it’s my turn,”
he whispered in my ear. I shuddered as his hot breath hit my neck. He moved off
the bed again for a moment, and I heard my bedside table drawer open. He was
back on the bed within seconds. He repositioned my legs so that they would rest
on his shoulders. I could feel him position his cock at my center, and I braced
myself in anticipation of his large offering. Forcefully, he pushed himself
into me. The pleasure within me exploded as I took in the full length of him.
Immediately, he began to thrust with intensity. 


I pushed my hands
into the headboard to keep from hitting my head. I could hear his heavy breathing
as he picked up the pace and thrust into me harder. He brushed against my clit
with every other thrust and soon the dormant orgasm was surfacing once more. I
came again, milking his cock for all it was worth. He moaned over me and soon came
himself. 


“Oh shit,” he
whispered. “Shit, you feel so good.”


His movements stilled
as he collapsed on the bed. After a few minutes of ragged breathing, he
released the scarves. With my hands free, I removed his tie and the scarves
from around my wrists. He was already drifting off to sleep. I couldn’t help
but feel pleased that he wasn’t in such a hurry to leave my condo. 


~*~*~*~


When I woke up the
next morning, he was gone, as I suspected he would be. My bedroom looked like a
scene straight off the strip of Vegas, which was only appropriate. My panties
were on the floor, my corset along the far wall. The whipped cream was on the
floor next to a feather. I smiled, realizing that’s what he used on me. Amazing
what one little feather could do. I got up from the bed and took a shower; my
sides were still sticky from the whipped cream. I wondered what he had planned
for this upcoming Sunday. 


The week coming up
would be a hectic one; we had the presentation to give in order to win over the
shareholders and the other interested parties. It would make or break our
budget for the casino, and we needed a big budget in order to bring Pierce’s
vision to life.    
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Chapter Twenty


I walked into the
office Monday morning, and Pierce, for the first time since I started working with
him, looked panicked. He was hunched over a stack of papers, looking confused
and pathetic.


“What’s wrong?” I asked.



He shook his head.
“April sent me a text this morning saying that she quit. That she couldn’t take
working with me any longer and that I’m a scumbag.” I set my suitcase on the
table and laughed. Typical April, sounding so very unprofessional by airing her
personal feelings. “Well, she’s got a point there. I mean, the girl was in love
with you for Christ’s sake. She even cleaned your apartment when she was there!”
I sat down at the table. “Is that the only thing that has your panties in a wad
this morning?” 


“After that she sent
another text saying she hadn’t called any of the Maverick partners to set up
the meeting,” he continued frantically. “The meeting is supposed to be tomorrow.
What am I going to do now?”


I frowned. “I’ll call
Monica, my assistant, and have her contact the partners from Maverick Corp. Hopefully
she’ll be able to patch things up so that they won’t be too mad that the
meeting was made last second.”


He looked almost
relieved when I took out my cell phone to make the call to Monica. 


Afterwards, I told
Pierce, “She said she’d take care of it and not to worry. The meeting will still
be on for tomorrow. They may not be too happy about it, but they’ll be here.
That’s all that matters.”


He breathed a sigh of
relief. “I don’t know what’s gotten into that girl. I thought she understood
what we had going on.”


“She’s young, Pierce.
She probably thought you two would end up getting married.”


“Then what changed?
Why does she all of a sudden think I’m a scumbag?”


“The other night when
we had the threesome, she woke up to you holding me and not her. She took that
to mean that she’s not as important to you as she thought she was . . .”


He tossed the papers
on the table. “That’s just crazy. I never did anything to show her that I was
interested in anything other than sex.”


I shrugged. “Most
women try to find meaning and affection in the smallest of things, like you
taking her to dinners and clubs. She probably took a hug or a hand on the lower
back as something it wasn’t.”


He looked at me sideways.
“Do you do that?” 


“I knew what I was
walking into when I agreed to this thing we have going on. I know that I
shouldn’t expect anything more.” It was true—I shouldn’t expect anything more.
Now, if only I could believe the words I had just spoken so confidently. Really,
I was just as bad as April, constantly looking for more in some of his actions.


He looked down at his
hands. I tried to make sense of the emotion on his face but then shook my head.
I was over-thinking again.


“We should go over
the presentation again, make sure that everything looks right and that we know
what we’re going to say to convince them,” I said, breaking him from his
reverie.


“Yes, we should do
that.”


We spent half the day
perfecting the presentation and our speeches. Pierce spent the rest of the day
trying to find a last-minute assistant from the company who could work for him
while he was still in Las Vegas. I hoped this one would be infinitely less
annoying . . . and less attractive. 


~*~*~*~


The presentation day came
and even though I’d done this at least a hundred times for Hart Corp, I was
still nervous. I always had a tiny fear of speaking in public. It usually went away
once I got started, but up until I started speaking, it would wrack my stomach
to the point I refused to eat until it was over. 


Monica came through
for us. All the partners we needed and then some showed up, and none of them complained
about having to come at the last minute. I made a note in my phone to give her
a raise and an extra bonus come Christmas; she’d earned both for completing
this monstrous task without complaint. 


The presentation went
well. Pierce and I covered everything, from our initial goal, what we wanted to
offer guests, and how the casino would look. We covered other areas of
potential prizes and how we would market it so that people of all types could gamble,
pay for spa treatments, and other things. 


Most of our partners were
willing to invest in the project; the few that were hesitant we won over by
answering their questions and offering them all free hotel service and spa
treatments for themselves and their immediate families. Our budget was high
enough that we could have the luxury of buying the more expensive materials and
hiring a professional staff. We would be the talk of Las Vegas for years; I had
no doubt about this. 


That night Pierce and
I went out for a victory dinner at one of the black-tie restaurants in town. I wore
a forest-green chiffon gown that just barely touched the floor. My hair was set
in an elegant up-do braid. Pierce looked handsome in his tails and black bow
tie. The place was beautiful with white granite floors and huge crystal
chandlers. A live orchestra played soft songs from many well-known composers
with grace and harmony. The food was divine. I’d eaten at many restaurants like
this in my lifetime, but this was by far the best when it came to the food. 


There was only one
thing bothering me, however. I felt as if we were being watched, but I couldn’t
tell from where and this made me uneasy. I guessed that Pierce noticed, too,
because he asked me to dance with him. I accepted, but I was nervous. It’d been
years since I’d had dancing lessons, and I was fairly certain that the song
playing was a waltz. 


I let him lead as we
danced. I hadn’t danced with anyone like this in years. I was surprised at how
easily it came back to me as we danced together. It was fun. As we moved across
the floor, I looked around the room. I wanted to find the person who was watching
us. There were so many people watching couples dance it was impossible to find
the set of eyes watching only me. I frowned. 


“What’s wrong? Is my
dancing that terrible?” Pierce asked. 


I shook my head.
“Your dancing is fine. I just can’t shake the feeling that someone is watching
us.”


“It’s good to know
that I’m not the only one feeling that.”


I pulled out of his
arms. It was probably someone from the tabloids, and I didn’t want them making
up something about us to put on the front cover of all the gossip magazines.


Pierce held me
tighter. “If it’s the tabloids, my father will take care of it. All we are
doing is dancing, not kissing or dancing close together.”


I still felt unsure,
but allowed it anyway. We danced for three more songs before we both decided to
leave. We went our separate ways going home and the feeling of being watched went
away. I tried to reassure myself that it was nothing to worry about. 


~*~*~*~


The rest of the week,
we set up the budget and let my brother know he could start getting a team
together. He’d have to move out to Las Vegas for at least a year while the
building got under way. That meant Margret and the kids would have to move out
with him too, once the baby was able to fly. 


My father was
thrilled that all the partners on both sides chose to invest. But I had a hard
time talking to him, now that I knew all the details of his shady past. I wanted
to talk to my mother about it, but it wasn’t exactly something that could be
discussed over the telephone. I wanted to sit with her face-to-face when I
brought it up. I had so many questions to ask her, but I’d have to wait to bring
them up. 


Soon Sunday night
came, and I met Pierce at his place. He hadn’t sent me any type of clue as to
what he’d planned, which made me even more excited. He let me in and led me to
the kitchen. On the counter was an assortment of food: strawberries, oysters,
chocolate and caramel sauce, whipped cream, and cherries. Off to the side were
two flutes filled with champagne. Next to them his phone vibrated as I came in.


He quickly silenced
it, leaving it on the counter. He smiled. “No more work for today.”


“I don’t know about
that,” I said mischievously. “I had some work for you in mind . . .”


He eyes glimmered.
“Would you like something to eat first?”


“Looks delicious,” I
said. 


“Lucas did a great
job. I figure we haven’t had enough fun with food yet.”


“At least I came
hungry.” 


I picked up a
strawberry and dipped it in the chocolate sauce. I bit into it; the strawberry
was just right. The chocolate sauce got on my lips, and I turned to kiss him.
He kissed me back hungrily, as if he hadn’t eaten in days. He lifted me up and placed
me on the island in the center of his kitchen. It was long enough I could easily
lie down. Much like our first time together, we divested ourselves of our
clothing with little care to make that part of our foreplay. He rolled the
island closer to where all the food was. I reached for the caramel sauce this
time and placed a smear of it on his chest. Then I licked it off and nipped at
his skin a little in the process. I remembered how he liked the pain from my
nails when I used them on his chest while dressed up as French maid. 


He groaned a little,
giving me the reaction I hoped for. With his finger, he placed the chocolate
sauce over my left breast and licked it off. His tongue moved over my nipple in
one quick swipe; a jolt of pleasure moved down my back. I took one of the
flutes and then a strawberry. I took a bite of the strawberry and a sip of the
champagne. The two mixed so well together that I closed my eyes and enjoyed the
taste. He surprised me by kissing me while my eyes were still closed, and he used
his tongue to open my mouth. I placed the flute down next to me and wrapped my
arms around his neck. The kiss quickly grew heated, and I wrapped my legs
around his naked hips to pull him closer. I could easily have kissed him for
hours. His lips were strong, and he’d learned the way I liked to be kissed.
Soon, however, he pulled away and pushed me down so that I was on my back. I watched
as he got the whipped cream and cherries. 


He turned back to me
and said, “I don’t know why, but I’ve always wanted to do this.” He placed a
dollop of whipped cream and a cherry on both my nipples. I couldn’t help but
laugh at the silliness of it. He laughed with me, and that made me happy. Soon
our laughing calmed down, and he stood between my legs. He leaned over me and placed
his hands on either side of me. He moved down and picked up the cherry and
whipped cream off one breast in one motion. I’d never imagined I’d be doing
this in a kitchen. I laughed again as he took the whipped cream and cherry from
my other breast.


I sat up and got off
the island. It was only fair that I repaid him for the week before. I grabbed the
bowls of chocolate and caramel and the whipped cream. I moved to my knees and placed
the desserts beside me on the floor. His eyes grew heated with lust, and I felt
myself grow aroused just from seeing that look in his eyes. I went to work
using my fingers to place the caramel, chocolate, and whipped cream all over
his cock. He looked pretty damn good—it also didn’t hurt that I liked all three
of those desserts. 


My hands were covered
in the sticky sauces, but I didn’t care. I grabbed his butt and moved him
closer to me. Holding onto him as I leaned forward, I started licking off the
chocolate sauce from the side of his cock. I felt playful, which was a new
feeling for me when it came to sex; I’d been flirtatious before, but that was still
different from this. My smile didn’t leave my face as I looked up at him and continued
to lick the sweetness off him, hands-free. Apparently, he liked the fact that I
was smiling while giving him head. He looked at me with such desire I almost wanted
to pause. The thrill from seeing that look in his eye drove me on. I took the
whipped cream off the head of his cock and swirled my tongue around it. He
groaned. His eyes were closed and he put his hand in my hair. He didn’t force
me down on him like I thought he would. It just rested there. 


I moved from his head
down to the base of his shaft where I licked some of the caramel from his
scrotum. I licked the chocolate from the place where his shaft and scrotum met.
He jumped slightly, and I moved back to look at him. I didn’t think I’d hurt
him, but I wanted to make sure. 


“I’m fine. Keep going,”
he said. His voice was husky, making me even more excited. With one of my
hands, I let go of his butt and rolled his balls in my hand. He liked that and
moaned. While doing this, I moved to take the caramel off the other side of his
cock with my lips and tongue. He was soon putty in my hands. He groaned and moaned
at almost every touch. I could feel that he was close. As I cleaned up the last
of the sweet mess, he came, and his cum hit me in the cheek, and even on my
chest and neck. I wiped the cum off my cheek and placed my fingers in my mouth.
He watched me, and I could see something click in his eyes. He moved onto his
knees and kissed me. It was one of those kisses that was rare between us, where
he cupped my cheek and made it feel sweet, almost loving. I had to remind
myself not to fall into the kiss—I’d only get hurt like April. 


On that night we
didn’t end up having sex. I wasn’t sure why. We kissed for a while and then he asked
me to go home. Oddly enough, I wasn’t mad. I wasn’t happy either, though. He
seemed confused, and I felt it was best to leave him to his thoughts. As I left
his apartment, we walked through the kitchen to the front door. I saw his phone
buzz on the counter once again. Toby’s name lit up on the screen.


[bookmark: _Toc357195342]Chapter Twenty-One


It was my Sunday
coming up next, and I sort of wanted to give Pierce a taste of his own
medicine. Nothing cruel. I wanted a threesome with him and another man. And I knew
just who to ask—Lucas. He was not only handsome; he was smart and funny too. I’d
been attracted to him since Pierce hired him. Now I just had to figure out a
way to tell Pierce so that he wasn’t blindsided by it. Not all men were willing
to have sex with another man joining in. I just wondered how far he’d willing
to take it if he agreed. I had a fantasy in mind, but I wasn’t going to force
him to do it if it made him uncomfortable. If he agreed to it, then we had to
make sure Lucas was comfortable with it too.


So one night after
work, I asked Pierce to go to dinner with me. I even asked him to have a drink
or two so that he’d be relaxed. To my surprise, he agreed to one drink. Once a
good portion of his drink was gone, I quietly brought up the subject. “As you
know, the Sunday coming up is my choice.” 


He nodded and looked at
me with slight hesitation. 


“How far are you
willing to take things? Is there anything you refuse to do?” I asked. 


He took a sip from
his drink and stared at me for a moment. “That depends on what you want me to
do.”


“How would you feel
about having another man added to the mix, just for that night?”


“I don’t really want
to have sex with another man, if that’s what you’re asking.”


“No, nothing of that
sort. Just the two of you having sex with me.”


He was silent for a
long moment. Finally, he said, “I could do that. Who do you have in mind?”


“Lucas.”


“As in my personal
chef, Lucas?”


I could feel my face
grow hot. “Yes.”


He took a longer
drink from his tumbler. “I’ll speak to him about it. If he doesn’t want to do
it, do you have someone else in mind?” 


“No. If he doesn’t
want to, I’ll figure something else out.”


“All right, I’ll
speak to him about it.”


I felt bad that I was
putting him in such an awkward position with an employee that he wasn’t already
sleeping with, but this was something I’d always wanted to do. Now was my
chance to try it. 


~*~*~*~


My mother called the
following day. I’d been expecting her to call. “Hi, Mom,” I answered. 


She sniffed on the
other end. “Hi, sweetheart.” 


I tensed. She hadn’t called
me that since I was a little girl. “What's wrong, Mom?” 


Pierce looked up from
his laptop.


“I just want to let
you know that your father has had a minor heart attack—” 


“Oh, no. I’ll fly out
right now.”


“No, no. You don’t
need to. The hospital has already released him. He told me not to tell you for
that reason, but I felt you should know.”


“Are you sure?”


“Yes. He’d be mad if
you flew out here for a minor heart attack.”


“Okay.” I didn’t know
what else to say. 


“I love you, sweetheart.
I’ll call you later.”


“I love you, too.” I hung
up the phone with conflicted emotions. On one hand, I still felt betrayed and
angry at him for what he did to my mother, and on the other hand, I wanted to
rush home and hug him. 


Before I could stop
myself, I cried right there in front of Pierce. I hoped that he’d get up and
hug me, but he didn’t. He waited until I was finished crying before he spoke. 


“What happened?” he
asked. 


I couldn’t look at
him. “My father had a heart attack. He’s okay.”


“Then why are you
crying?”


I shook my head. “I
don’t know.” I looked at him. “Toby told me about my father and your mother the
last time he was here.” 


Pierce stiffened.
“And?” he asked. He sounded angry, as if I was going to accuse him of
something. 


“What are you
planning? That night, when Toby got drunk at the club, he pocket dialed me. I
heard him agree to work on something with you and it wasn’t the casino. Then
again, I saw that he was calling you at one in the morning when I was leaving
your condo the other night.”


He seemed to be
contemplating telling me something, but just then his phone rang. He answered it,
glanced at me, and left the room. When he came back, he didn’t continue the
conversation, and I didn’t feel comfortable enough to bring it back up. We worked
in silence for the rest of the day. 


I was unnerved by
that conversation. That afternoon I thought about how I wanted to deal with it
and move forward. That night Pierce must have talked to Lucas about what I
wanted because the next morning he texted me, conveying Lucas’s willingness.
Apparently his chef agreed not to say anything about what we did as long as he
got extra pay for his Christmas bonus. I was glad to hear that he was going to
participate in Sexual Sunday. There was something about the thought of being
with two men at one time that was appealing to me, being the woman at the
center of it all. To be wanted sexually by two men at the same time was empowering.
It was definitely going to be a learning experience—for at least two of us.


~*~*~*~


The next few days were
more than a little awkward for Pierce and me. We didn’t know how to handle what
we had yet to finish discussing. I wasn’t sure how to bring it back up. I didn’t
want to overstep my boundaries, so I waited for him to bring it up. Luckily for
us both, Sunday was a neutral area; we didn’t talk about business or our
personal lives unless it came up after the sex.


In order for me to
get comfortable Sunday night, I invited both Pierce and Lucas out to dinner.
Afterward I planned to have my limo take us back to Pierce’s place if no one backed
out—which I was expecting someone to do. It was one thing for Pierce to ask me
to have a threesome with another woman, especially after I had already been
with Kat. It was another for me to ask him to have sex with me while another
man was present. It was clear, at least to me, that he didn’t desire any type
of relations with another man.


~*~*~*~


I picked up Pierce
first and then Lucas, and we went to a small seafood restaurant that had good
ratings. Lucas told me that was what he liked, and I didn’t mind it myself.
Pierce, on the other hand, ordered chicken, so I guessed seafood wasn’t his
favorite thing to eat. 


Lucas was a good
conversationalist and able to keep both of us interested in his conversation. I
really liked him. Oddly enough, however, he still didn’t compare to Pierce; I
still wanted Pierce more. This suddenly made me question whether or not I was falling
in love with Maverick. It wasn’t something I could consider in that moment though.
In fact, I doubted if I could ever truly think about it.


Lucas said, “My
father is a cook in the Army. He has a true passion for food, and I guess that
passion got passed on to me. My older brothers never seemed to understand it.
They’re more interested in cars and business.”


Our plates were empty,
but we were still talking while we finished our bottle of wine. “Did you ever
want to be anything other than a cook?” I asked. 


Lucas thought for a
moment and then shook his head. “I briefly wanted to be a superhero when I was
five, but that dream passed when I broke my arm trying to fly out of a tree.” He
gave me a big toothy grin, and I laughed. I could picture him in his pajamas
with a sheet tied around his neck as he launched himself off the highest branch
he could climb to.


“Perhaps we should go
now,” Pierce said. 


I could see annoyance
in his eyes. He hadn’t joined in on the conversation for at least fifteen
minutes. I was still not sure if he was mad about being left out or at me for
flirting so openly with Lucas, which I hadn’t ever done with him. I was angry
at him for acting in such a way, but I said nothing as we made our way to the
limo. Things became awkward as we entered the car, leaving the relaxing,
non-foreboding atmosphere of the small restaurant. I waited for one of them to
say he wanted to back out, that he hadn’t thought it through, but neither said a
word as the limo driver took us back to Pierce’s place. 


~*~*~*~


Once inside Pierce’s
apartment, we all stood around waiting for someone to make the first move. This
was different from the threesome we’d had with April; by the time I got there,
both of them were already drunk. How she had gotten him to drink that much, I
still didn’t know. With them both drunk, it was easy to fall into bed without
having to think about what should happen in order to get from point A to point
B. In this particular moment, it was vastly different. We were all painfully
sober. 


“Why don’t I go make
us some drinks?” Lucas asked. He appeared to be as affected by the tense air in
the room as Pierce and I were.


I nodded, and Pierce seemed
relieved. As soon as Lucas was out of earshot, I turned to Pierce. “If you
really don’t want to do this, you don’t have to. I know it’s asking a lot.”


He shook his head.
“No. I’m fine with this. I’ve just never done anything like this with another
man.”


I touched his
shoulder. “Just to be clear, I’m not asking you to have sex with him or kiss
him.” 


Lucas returned in
that moment with three drinks that looked like Bloody Marys. “This was all I
could find that would work in the fridge. I hope everyone likes them.”


I took a small
swallow of my drink, but I wasn’t really in the mood to drink so I set my glass
down. Lucas appeared to feel the same as he also put his glass on the counter.
I thought he made the drinks so that he could leave the room for a few minutes.
I watched Pierce take a good long drink from his, and I knew he’d be feeling it
soon. I hoped that it would take away some of the trepidation he had to be
feeling. A few minutes of silence passed. I walked over to the couch and sat down.
Patting the seats on either side of me, I invited the two of them to sit. They
both took their respective seats, and I took the initiative by placing my hands
on their thighs. 


Apparently that was
all Lucas needed. He leaned over and moved my hair away from my neck and then kissed
me there. His lips were warm and soft, and the kiss was hesitant, but I could
feel his confidence grow. He became strong and forceful as he explored my neck
and ear. I moaned when he took my earlobe between his lips and played with it.
My eyes closed, and I relaxed as he worked his magic. 


Pierce moved to kiss
the other side of my neck. He also used his mouth to play with my other
earlobe. I was in double-the-pleasure heaven, and I couldn’t wait to see what
else would happen.  


Lucas’s hand traveled
to my covered breast, and Pierce’s hand moved up my thigh, neither losing their
concentration with their wonderful lips on my neck. There were no words that could
describe what I was feeling in that moment. To have the attention—no, the
affection—of two other people was beyond what I thought it’d be. I had high
hopes, but none of them made me think I could reach this level of euphoria. It sounded
selfish, but I took a sort of arrogant pleasure from it being about me. In that
moment, I had no desire to reciprocate their efforts. 


Lucas unbuttoned my
blouse, and his fingers touched my skin. Pierce spread my legs with a pull at
my thigh, and his long fingers inched under my skirt toward my nearly drenched
panties. He pressed into my swollen lips through the material and ran up and
down the sides of my clit. If my panties weren’t there, I didn’t think I could
have handled direct contact that close to the sensitive nub at that point. 


I moved my butt
closer to the edge of the couch in an attempt to get myself in closer contact
with his hand. I let out a moan when he moved away, and he laughed against the
skin of my neck. The suddenness of the laugh caught me off guard. I broke contact
with both sets of lips against my neck. Pierce’s eyes were slightly glassy, and
I could see that the drink had finally gotten to him, but he wasn’t drunk. He didn’t
give me too much time to think about it. He seemed relaxed and enjoying it so
far. Soon, his lips were on mine. Lucas had moved his attention to pulling my
bra down so that he could take my nipple into his mouth. I was glad at that
point that kissing didn’t take much thought on my part, or I wouldn’t have
known which guy to focus on. Pierce took over the kiss, and I allowed myself to
follow the lead. 


My left hand touched Lucas’s
hair; I ran my fingers through it. He was doing such an amazing job with his
tongue as it glided over the tip and around the edge of my nipple. He moaned into
my breast, and the wonderful vibrations moved through my chest and down my body
right to my core. He pulled away from my breast and used his hand to push me
forward slightly. I broke the kiss with Pierce to remove the rest of my blouse.
As Lucas unhooked my bra, the straps fell off my shoulders, and I pulled my
arms out before throwing it to the floor. Lucas returned, briefly, to my breast
before he decided to kiss his way down the side of my stomach. Every so often
his warm tongue would lick and taste my skin, sending a burst of tingles across
the area. 


Pierce decided to
take his turn on my other breast, and he took my taut peak into his masterful
mouth. Lucas was at my waist and immediately unzipped my skirt. He dropped onto
the floor in front of me and pulled the skirt off. All I had on was a pair of
panties. They were both still fully dressed, and it was oddly exhilarating
being the only one naked. 


Next I helped Lucas
take off my panties and spread my legs farther apart. Both Pierce and I watched
him as he looked at my pussy. Talk about feeling self-conscious all of a
sudden. My nerves settled, however, when I saw him smile. He placed several
kisses up along my inner thighs before finally leaning in toward my center. I
was more than ready for him to do whatever he wanted to me. He inhaled the
scent of my arousal and then placed a kiss on my clit. I swooned. He made it
feel romantic, as if this was more than just sex. With that simply placed kiss,
a rollercoaster of things started to slowly climb a peak of problems. 


Pierce must have seen
my emotional reaction to Lucas’s kiss because it was in that moment that he turned
my face to look at him. He kissed me—hard. It was different from his other
dominating kisses, however. I could feel his frustration as he took it out on
my lips. I moved my hand to cup his cheek and moaned into the kiss as his right
hand held my breast, massaging it rather roughly. 


I bucked in surprise
as Lucas’s mouth made contact just below my clit. His hot-tipped tongue moved along
my slit and ghosted over my clit. I moaned this time for him and pulled away
from Pierce. My hand returned to Lucas’s hair to encourage him—I yearned for
more. Pierce returned his lips to my nipple as his other hand continued to
massage my other breast. With pleasure flowing through my body at a rapid rate,
I was suddenly moaning out one of the best orgasms I’d ever had. It took me a
moment to catch my breath before I opened my eyes. I was met by the hungry
stares of two very aroused men, who stood in front of me and slowly took off
their clothes. 


I took the time to
look them both in the eyes, and I tried not to laugh as they both shimmied to
nonexistent stripping music. Somehow the mood had lightened the tension between
the two of them, and I no longer felt guilty about asking them to take part in
this with me. I knew they weren’t going to end up touching or kissing each
other like most of my personal fantasies involved, but I was okay with that. 


 Soon, they were both
down to their briefs. I silently hoped there would be no jealously lurking
again about their cocks. I was more worried about Pierce acting that way since he
was the younger one. I wasn’t sure who to look at as they slid the last article
of clothing down their legs. 


I hadn’t seen Lucas
yet, but I had a feeling if I didn’t look at Pierce he’d lose some of the
confidence he’d been showing off, and I wanted him to enjoy the night, not
resent it. I had a feeling Lucas wouldn’t care as much. So I focused my gaze on
Pierce and he seemed to grow more confident. The night progressed nicely. 


Now came the time for
us to decide how the sex was going to work out. I didn’t want them double-teaming
me. I knew if I did that it would require anal sex with one of them, and I was not
prepared to do that yet. We decided on a position that would make both of them
happy in the end. 


All three of us were on
the couch with me in the middle, and I lay across them both. Pierce took a
moment to position his body comfortably on his hip with his condom-covered cock
at my entrance. 


I took Lucas’s cock
in my hand. He was smaller length-wise than Pierce, but he made up for that in
girth, which I surprisingly found appealing. Like Pierce, he was also
circumcised. I moved my hand up and down his cock as Pierce pumped himself into
me. I leaned my head against Lucas’s chest. He used his left hand to massage
one of my breasts. He moaned when I ran my thumb over the tip. Pierce used the
hand that wasn’t holding my leg up to rub his thumb lightly into my clit. I used
the center of my palm to cup the head of Lucas’s cock and then used my fingers
to pull up on it. With my other hand, I gripped the base and pumped my hand at
the same time. He moaned as I kept the rhythm going. 


I sighed as Pierce massaged
my clit with his thumb and continued to thrust into me at a steady rate. I took
my hand off the base and moved it to cup his sack; I wanted to see whether or
not he liked to be touched there. He didn’t shy away from my touch, so I continued
to try different things until I was able to fondle his sack and tease the tip
in intervals. Soon, Lucas was bucking against my hand, and I knew he would come
soon. I worked harder to get him off; it was erotic, being between the two of
them. Soon, Lucas came into my hand and Pierce groaned from behind me as he
also came.


 For a moment after, there
was a moment of awkward silence as they came down from their orgasms. Pierce pulled
out of me. I sat up and looked at them both to see where this was going next.
Lucas looked at me and then at Pierce; he licked his lips and looked back at
me. He seemed hesitant before he said, “It was good . . . thanks.” 


That was it? I didn’t
even know how to respond; at the same time it felt as if he didn’t want that to
be the end. He gathered his clothes and quickly put them on. “I’m going to go
now, bye.” 


As he left, I looked at
Pierce. “Thanks for helping make that happen.”


“Of course, was it
what you wanted?”


“For the most part.”
I reached down and began gathering my clothes and putting them on. “I’ll see
you Tuesday.” It had never been this weird for us. I wasn’t even sure why it
was weird. It could have been Lucas or because we still hadn’t talked about
what his plans were for going against our fathers. It wasn’t something I wanted
to talk about in that moment.


I left his place and called
for a cab. Something didn’t feel right though; I couldn’t shake that feeling of
being watched. I looked around, but I didn’t see any paparazzi cameras flashing
or anyone obviously looking at me. Still the hairs on the back of my neck stood
on end. 






[bookmark: _Toc357195343]Chapter Twenty-Two


Once
again, we were sitting in the conference room; Pierce updated his new assistant
on changes to our finances. Our budget had officially been finalized and as he
predicted, it was more than enough to provide every necessity to bring our
casino to life and make it the best Vegas had seen in a century. I looked over
the work Monica had done on the project that I was secretly working on behind
my father’s back. Most of the work she’d done was outstanding, even going so
far as to add ideas I hadn’t considered before. I looked up from my screen as
his assistant left to do her work.


I closed
my laptop. He looked up at me and raised an eyebrow. “Something bothering you?”
he asked.


“Yes.
I want to finish the conversation we started the other day about what you plan
to do to my father’s company.” I stood up from my chair and placed a fist on
the table. “He may be the sleaze of the earth, but this is still where I work.
This will affect me, too.”


He
stared at me for a moment; I could see him weighing the pros and cons in his
head. “Fine, I’ll tell you. I’ve been slowly buying out the shares of our fathers’
companies. By the time the casino is done, I will own it and enough of the
shares in both companies to own them both. I plan on firing both of our fathers
and forcing them into retirement.”


“You’re
what?” I asked. This was hardly what I’d anticipated. “What about the
blackmail? What about the rape charges your dad is holding over my father?”

 He smirked as though particularly pleased with himself. “Oh that. Well, that
was really just a way to distract my father from what we’re doing. That girl
was as eager for money as she was gorgeous. The perfect combination.” He stood
from the table and put his hands in his pockets. “He bought it, too, the whole
bit. Hook, line, and sinker. Just as I had predicted. We had them followed,
videotaped, photographed. The works. With the thought of ruining James Hart
clouding his vision, my dad wouldn’t be able to see straight. Let alone come to
the realization about what Toby and I are doing—”


“What’s
Toby’s part in all of this? I mean, I thought you guys loathed each other.”


“Oh,
I think we still very much do. But a deeper hatred is uniting us together,” he
said. “Your brother is also buying some shares. He’s agreed to come on as my
company’s architect. If you want, I’d also like to hire you as my CEO.”


“Why
do you want to do this though? I don’t understand your motive.”


“My
mother didn’t just kill herself, Lauren. She was driven to it by our fathers
and I want them to pay for what they did, for taking her away from me.”


“How
did they kill her though? What did they do that pushed her to that mindset? I’m
trying to understand where you’re coming from . . . why you feel this way,” I
said empathetically. True, neither of us had had a very present, very active
father. But did we really need to pull the plug on everything they’d worked so
hard for?


“You
really do know nothing of what went on. You should go speak to your mother
about it—she would know even more than me. Even though I have a vendetta
against our fathers, I don’t want you making any rash decisions. I’ve thought
about this for a long time, and I know this is what I need to do for myself.”
He abruptly left the room, ending the conversation and stopping me from asking
any more questions. Perhaps he was right; I needed to talk to my mother and
really try to understand what was going on. 


~*~*~*~


A
couple of days passed and soon it was Thursday. We were having lunch—decent
hamburgers from a stand not too far from the office. Pierce was distant with
me. It seemed the more I got to know about him, the farther I got pushed away,
and yet he still did things that made me think he wanted, at the very least, to
be friends. He took me on that mini-vacation a few weeks ago, and he still showed
me hole-in-the-wall places to eat that I wouldn’t have discovered on my own. I didn’t
know how to break through his walls. Every time I got through one layer,
another was added. 


As
we ate, the silence in the room was heavy. I tried to think up something we could
talk about on neutral ground, but we had already discussed the food. I could
think of nothing else that would carry a conversation for more than a few one-word
answers on his part. 


Later,
back at our temporary offices, he said, “There’s something I need to talk to
you about.”  


Inwardly
I sighed with relief. “What is it?”


He
got up and closed the double doors to the conference room so that his
assistant, who had a desk just outside, couldn’t hear. I looked at him,
wondering what was coming.


“This
coming Sunday is mine, correct?”


I nodded
and crossed my arms. Is he calling it off? But no. He had other plans. “I
want to have anal sex with you, if you’re comfortable with that.”


I leaned
back in my chair. I’d never tried it before. I came close once with my last
boyfriend, but ended up chickening out after my friends told me horror stories
about their first experience. Pierce waited for an answer. “Have you done it
before with other girls?” I asked.


“Yes,
but I want to do it with you.”


I
felt somewhat at ease knowing that he knew at least a little bit about what he
was doing. “I haven’t ever tried anything close to that before. You’re going to
have to go slow with me.”


“I
can do that. So are you okay with doing it or should I think up something
else?”


“I
want to try it, so I’m willing to do it.”


“Good,
we’ll still plan for Sunday evening?”


“Yes,”
I said. How would I even prepare? Suddenly an old friend from college popped into
my mind. Her nickname in school was Backdoor Penny; she was the only girl in
our group who enjoyed anal sex—at least she said she did. She also had been
saving her first time with vaginal intercourse for when she was married. I
didn’t really see the point, but I’d never been a religious person and she was
to some extent. 


After
Pierce got back to work, I decided to see if Kat was online. We hadn’t really
spoken since we had been together, but I was hoping that asking her for advice
would break the ice a little bit. Maybe it could be like old times again. Before
she became a lesbian, she had experimented with all kinds of men. Different
positions, different locations. I knew she would know what to say about my
current concerns about taking Pierce’s penis from behind.


As
soon as I sent her an e-mail, my screen lit up with her reply.


Kat: What’s up,
friend? Long time, no talk.


Me: I’m doing well,
and sorry. I know I’ve been awful. I’ve been swamped working on this damn
casino. Right now, I’m simply trying to keep my head above water.


I
leaned back in my chair and waited for her response.


Kat: Don’t worry
about it. I think we both needed a little space after our last time together.
But what’s up? Anything on your agenda for sexual Sunday or whatever you kids
call it?


Me:
Funny you should mention that . . .


I
took a deep breath as I typed. For some reason, I was embarrassed asking for
advice about this. Shouldn’t I have done this by now? Shouldn’t I be more
experienced? I shook my head. This was, after all, the very reason I had agreed
to the Sunday arrangements. I didn’t think about how awkward this would be. Why
didn’t I think this through? I could lie and say that I just wanted to get in
touch with old friends, but she really was the only person I knew who could
give me real advice. I could also just research it more, but I was already
talking to a person who had a lot of experience—as long as the rumors weren’t
false in college. 


Me: You are the only
person I could think of who would give me honest advice, and I understand
completely if you don’t want to answer it. 


Kat: Enough with the
prefaces, Lo. Spill it. What’s he got you doing now?


Me: He wants to try
anal sex with me and I agreed to it, but don’t know anything about it and I
don’t have anyone else I could talk to about it. I would like some advice from
someone I know rather than an Internet blog article . . . 


I
waited with a fluttery stomach for her reply. Would she call me sick and never
want to speak to me again, or would she actually give me something that would calm
my nerves? The icon to let me know I had a new message popped up, and I clicked
on it.


Kat: You’ve never
tried anal? Sheeshkabobs, Lo. If this lesbo has taken it from behind, it’s time
you discovered the glorious encounter yourself.


Me: Ha ha. Okay. Just
tell me what I can expect, I guess.


Kat: You aren’t
offending me! I still love anal to this day, just don’t tell my future
girlfriend. I’m more than happy to help out someone who wants to try it for the
first time. First, you are going to want to find out whether or not you like
having your anus touched and played with. If you like that, then there is a
good chance you will like anal sex. You can do that by yourself or with your
partner. You’ll also want to make sure you use lots of lube. I had my first
time with spit and a prayer—not the best sex I ever had, I can say that much.
Now it doesn’t really matter, but I’m used to it. For a newbie, I would
recommend lots of lube. I hope that helped?


Me: Where would I be
without you, Kat?


Kat: A virgin living
in her office, probably.


I
laughed out loud as I read her words. She was right. She had always been an
advocate for getting me out of my office cocoon. I had just needed Pierce to
really push me over the edge to test my wings.


Me: It did help a
lot, thank you! But I do have one question—how do I keep it from becoming gross
and embarrassing? Remember Sandra from college? She used to tell me some
horrible stories about what happened to her.


Kat: Sandra was a
drama queen and from what Jake told me a few years later, she made most of that
up. Trust me, it’s not nearly as bad as she made us girls think. I’ve never had
an issue with it becoming gross, but if you’re really worried about it . . .
take a dump a few hours before and then take a shower and gently clean the
area. You should be good after that. 


Me: Thanks, Kat. I
owe ya.


Kat: I have a feeling
you’ll make it up to me somehow . . . Go get laid.


Even though she assured
me that all would be fine, I went ahead and researched how to keep everything
clean. Most people said the same thing; and others said if it made a person
feel better they could use a wide array of things to help make themselves feel
clean. I didn’t think I wanted to go to such extremes; it wasn’t something that
bothered me enough to take it that far. I only hoped that Pierce felt as good
in the ass as he did in the pussy. 


 


~*~*~*~


It was Friday
evening, and I was home alone. Usually I was out with Pierce scouting some
place before falling into bed as soon as I got home. I honestly didn’t know
what to do with myself. I could work on the other projects I had going on, but
then I would have less work for the weekends. I didn’t want to go out or read a
book. . . . I hadn’t been bored like this since I was a teenager. My thoughts wandered
to what Kat told me this afternoon. She said I should find out whether or not I
liked being touched and played with in that area. I wished Pierce were here; I
would ask him to help me experiment. It didn’t seem like a fun idea to try it
alone. 


I was sitting with my
laptop on my bed. I moved it aside and lay down on my back. I couldn’t just go
right to touching myself; I needed something to think about first. I closed my
eyes and tried to come up with something that would turn me on.


Images flashed in my
mind of the times I had been with Pierce, Lucas, and things I’d watched.
Finally I settled on both Pierce and Lucas and last week. It might not have
been one of Pierce’s favorite times with me, but I enjoyed it. I wouldn’t
object if it were to happen again, though I doubted Pierce had any desire to. 


The two of them are
with me again, this time in my bed. They’ve already taken off their clothes and
are on either side of me. They’re undressing me, taking off the blue silk
pajamas I normally wear to bed. Lucas is working on the buttons on the top, and
Pierce is slipping my pajama pants down my legs. Their warm hands caress my
skin, and I revel in the way my skin tingles from their touches.


Soon my clothes are
gone as well. Lucas is touching and kissing my breasts, his warm tongue doing
wonders for building my pleasure at the pit of my stomach. Pierce moves down my
body and bends my legs at the knee. His hands caress my outer thighs as he
places kisses on my inner thighs. I love when he does that. 


I removed my actual
clothes now. I liked where this fantasy was going. My hand moved over my
breasts and down my stomach. 


Pierce is running the
tip of his hot tongue over my swollen folds, and Lucas is kissing me, his
strong hand cupping my cheek. 


My fingers traveled
down to my pussy and began massaging the area just above my clit. I arched my
back into my touch and bit my lower lip. I moved two fingers downward and pushed
them into my entrance, and my juices covered my fingers.


Pierce’s tongue moves
farther down, past my entrance and to my ass. His tongue moves around the area.
It feels good. Lucas’s hand comes down my body to massage my clit, while Pierce
continues to move his warm tongue over my ass. 


I pulled my fingers
out of my entrance and moved them down to my ass. I gently moved my slick
fingers over the area—it wasn’t an unpleasant feeling. As I got more daring, I pushed
the tip of a finger into the tight area and moved it around a little. It was different.
I couldn’t quite explain it, but I could see why people liked it. I could also
see Pierce and I doing similar things without regret on my part. An odd sense
of pleasure filled me; it was starting to tip over the edge. I used my other
hand to rub at my clit and moaned out one of the stronger orgasms I’d ever
given myself. I couldn’t wait until I could play with Pierce on Sunday. 


~*~*~*~


I was in the bathroom
at work. It was Saturday, and I was on the phone with my mother. “I’m good,
Mom. I was wondering if I flew out for a few hours on Monday, would you be
free? I need to talk to you about something, and I don’t want to do it over the
phone.”


“I should be. It’s just
me at home now with you kids gone and your father away on a business trip in
Tokyo. Is it serious? Should I worry?”


“It’s serious to some
degree, but it’s nothing to do with me. I’m fine. I just need to talk to you
about the past.”


“The past? Wouldn’t
it be easier if you just asked me over the phone?”


“Yes, but I don’t
want to. I want to see you.”


“All right, what time
do you want me to have the limo pick you up?”


“I’ll fly out early
and leave in the evening, so around eight.”


“Okay, I’ll see you
Monday, Lauren. I love you.”


“I love you, too.” I hung
up the phone and took a deep breath. It was done; I would finally know what
happened between my father and Julia Maverick.


I returned to Pierce
in the conference room; as always he was working away on his laptop. I now knew
he probably wasn’t only working on plans for the casino. I sat down to work on
my own projects, but as I was designing a plan for the line of eco-friendly
makeup I wanted the company to produce, my mind just wasn’t in it. 


“You know what I
haven’t been to see since I was a kid when my grandparents would take me? A
harvest festival. I want to go to one again.”


Pierce stopped
working. “You’re bringing this up because . . .”


“There’s a harvest
festival going on somewhere. Yesterday, after work, I stopped by the market to
get some dinner, and I heard people talk about it and how excited they were to
go to it this weekend. I want to check it out.”


“All right, then go.
I’ll stay here.” 


I sighed. “It’s no
fun to go by myself.” I stood and walked over to him. I closed his laptop and pulled
him up from his chair. “You need some fun, too. We’ll both go home and change
and then we can meet at the festival.”


“Why do you want to change
clothes? We don’t even know where it’s being held.”


“You really want to walk
around Las Vegas in these business clothes? I did that once already. I don’t
plan on doing it again anytime soon. Your assistant can get the address for
us.” I pulled him toward the conference doors, not giving him a choice in the
matter. 


He told his assistant
that we’d need the address for the harvest festival going on and that she
should text it to him.


“I’ll just pick you
up at your place in an hour,” he said as he got into his car. 


At home I changed into
a T-shirt, a pair of jean shorts, old tennis shoes, and a baseball cap. I looked
nothing like my business self and that made me happy; hopefully no one would recognize
me. 


Almost on the dot,
Pierce was there to pick me up. His attire was similar to mine, but instead of
a cap he was wearing sunglasses. “Better?” he asked. I smiled and nodded before
we made our way down to his car. 


I felt like a little
kid as we pulled up to the festival. The air smelled of fried food. People bustled
around, and vendors sold various trinkets, stuffed animals, and artwork. Pierce
seemed hesitant to walk amongst such a huge crowd of people. I took his hand in
mine and led the way. 


“What are you doing?”
he asked. 


“There are so many
people here no one will recognize us. It doesn’t exactly scream ‘celebrity
affair.’ Besides, I’m just helping you through the crowd.”


He allowed me to
continue holding his hand as we looked at the different stands and tried some
of the grilled foods they offered, like corn and smoked meats. I went a little
crazy buying all the different food. I bought several paintings for my
apartment back home in New York and also some jewelry. Pierce bought a painting
and a necklace for his little sister, Natalie.


“Do you miss your
sister?” I asked as we took a break from walking to sit on a bench.


“Yeah, though I feel
more like her dad. I was seventeen when she was born, so it wasn’t like we
could bond playing with blocks. My father is too old and cynical to be a good
father to her, and my stepmother barely looks away from the mirror long enough
to say two words to her,” he said. He fiddled with an ocean-side print that
hung on the vendor’s table. “She’s been raised mostly by nannies, but when I’m
in town, I always make sure to help her with her homework and take her to do
kid things. She’s growing up too fast, and I don’t like it. If I had my way, I
would adopt her so that she wouldn’t have to deal with the parents she got
stuck with.”


“That’s sad. Well, if
you ever need someone who isn’t a nanny to watch her, I can think of some fun
places I can take her.”


He smiled. “I’m sure
she would like that.”


I looked around and noticed
that the sun was starting to set; we had spent half the day at the festival. “I
guess we should go home,” I said. “It looks like it’s getting late.”


He took my hand in
his. “Why don’t you come over to my place tonight? We can make tomorrow an all-day
affair. It will give us more time to play.”


My mind was telling
me no, that it wasn’t a good idea. Offers like that only made it hard for me to
refuse. 


Instead, I smiled.
“Sure.”


We got back to his
place and watched a movie. We fell asleep together on his couch.


~*~*~*~


Several hours later,
I awoke to his soft lips meeting the skin of my neck, waking me from my
slumber. Slowly, I realized I wasn’t sleeping alone, nor was I in my bed. The
night before came back to me: the festival, coming back to his place, and
falling asleep while watching a movie. I leaned back into his warm body. His
arm around my waist held me tighter. I felt safe and warm, and soon I could feel
myself falling back to sleep. I didn’t know if hours or minutes passed, but
again I felt warm lips moving across my shoulder and down my arm. I moaned,
both from liking the sensations he was creating and having to wake up, but I
wasn’t angry about it. I turned over and opened my eyes to stare at his chest.
I moved my head up to look at his face. 


“Good morning,” I
said. 


“Morning. Did you
sleep okay?”


I rubbed my eyes.
“Yes, surprisingly better than I have in years.”


“Good. Are you
hungry? I have things to make breakfast here.”


“I’m not hungry right
now. You know how to cook?”


He laughed. “I don’t
have Lucas cook for me all the time, and as long as it doesn’t entail baking, I
can make basic things.”


As we lay there, I
remembered the reason I was here and what Kat had said about things I’d need to
do in order to keep it less messy. Should I talk to him about it, or should I
make up an excuse to have him leave the room long enough that I could use the
toilet and take a quick shower? 


“What’s bothering
you?” he asked. 


“What?” How does
he know something is bothering me?


“You’re frowning, so
I’m assuming you’re thinking about something that is bothering you. Are you
having second thoughts about today?”


I shook my head. “I’m
thinking about today, but not about backing out.”


Sweetly, he took my
hand in his. “Well, tell me what you’re thinking and perhaps I can help you.”


“I was messaging an
old friend the other day, one who knows a lot about anal sex, and she gave me
advice on how to prepare for the actual act, so that it’s not . . . messy.” I
could feel my chest flush with heat. This was so embarrassing to talk about
with a man I was immensely attracted to.


He threw his head
back and laughed, which didn’t help my nerves one bit. “I’ve never had an issue
with it, and I’m not one of those guys who believe women only use the bathroom
to shower and put on makeup.”


I blushed. “I’ve
never talked to a guy about using the toilet before.”


“Well, my bathroom is
pretty much soundproof, and you are welcome to use anything in there. When it
comes to that part of the day, we can even shower together if you want to.”


“Okay.” Somehow he’d made
me feel less embarrassed about the whole thing. I was worried he’d make fun of
me. He was more mature than I gave him credit for. 


~*~*~*~


Not long after I
prepared myself for my ass’s coming-out party, we were kissing. It seemed like
no matter what my week had been like or the confusion I felt about plotting with
Toby and Pierce, kissing Pierce always quieted my busy mind. His lips were so
gentle that I felt as if he was treating me like a virgin who had never been
kissed. I quickly deepened the kiss, not wanting him to treat me like a china
doll. It felt good just to kiss him and take the time to slowly touch him. I didn’t
think we’d ever kissed without it leading to us tearing off our clothes in a
matter of a few minutes. Perhaps he could sense that I wanted it romantic and
not animalistic. 


My fingers played with
his hair and his hands held my waist closer to his. His fingers pushed up my
shirt slightly and rubbed against my skin there. I slowly moved my hands from
around his neck and slid them down his chest. Pushing my fingers under his
shirt, I allowed myself to explore his warm skin and lean muscles. It was amazing
how much detail the fingers could pick up when the eyes couldn’t see it. My
hands traveled around his sides to his back; we continued to kiss. His hands came
up to cup my face. For the first time since we started sleeping together, I felt
as if I’d connected with him on a different level. I couldn’t say he felt the
same, but there was a small part of me that hoped he did. 


~*~*~*~


For a while after the
make-out session, Pierce went out to get us something to eat, which gave me
some time to myself to prepare more for later on. 


I turned on the
shower and heard him walk through the front door. It was a few minutes before
he joined me under the shower’s lightly pulsating jets. I let the water run
over my head, wetting my hair before I looked at him. He had yet to get under
the water and his hair was still dry; he was watching me with a look in his eye
that I couldn’t place.


“What? Why are you
looking at me like that?” I asked. I seemed to have shaken him from whatever
thought he was lost in. 


He shook his head and
stepped closer to me. “It’s nothing.” Reaching behind me he grabbed a bar of
soap. “Turn around.”


I gave him a long
look before I turned around. He moved my hair over my shoulder and used his
soaped-up hands to wash my back. His thumbs rubbed circles into my muscles; he knelt
on the shower floor and ran his hands down my sides and over my butt to my
thighs. He took his time rubbing the muscles in the back of my thighs, and I pressed
a hand on the wall and leaned into it. It all felt good, and I could feel my
nerves and my body relaxing. The trepidation I had been feeling all day finally
started to melt away. He massaged his way down both my legs before he had me
turn around. Taking more soap into his hands, he started at my ankles and
slowly worked his way up my legs to my thighs again. Even with high-paid
masseurs, I’d never felt as satisfied from a massage as I did now. 


His face was close to
my pussy. I could feel his breath, cool against my wet skin. He spread my legs
farther apart and angled his head to lick at my clit. He used his thumbs to
spread my lips apart, which gave him better access to everything. 


The warm water was hitting
my back and his tongue was working its magic to take me to new heights of
ecstasy. Soon I was coming, and he ran his soapy hands upward, over my sides
and breasts. He stood and kissed me gently, his hand cupping my face. 


We got out of the shower
and dried off. I smiled at him. I had butterflies about what was going to
happen next, but I knew he would take care of me the right way; he had never
let me down before. He led me to his bedroom, and I moved to sit on his bed. 


“Have you ever experimented
with touching yourself there?”


“Yes, a few days ago.
I liked it.”


He smiled. “Good.
Grab a pillow and lay down on your stomach for me.”


I did as he asked and
got one of the bigger pillows. He placed a bottle of lube next to me and then moved
behind me. I tensed, thinking he was going to go straight for it. 


“Relax. We’re not at
that point yet.” He started by placing his hands on my lower back and massaging
it like he did in the shower. He gently rubbed my lower back and butt until I
was completely relaxed. 


“If you keep doing
that, I’m going to fall asleep.”


He laughed. “I’m
done. Can you lean into your pillow and put your butt in the air for me
please?” 


I moved my legs to do
as he asked. He crouched behind me so that his face was level with my butt. His
fingers grasped either side of my butt cheeks to spread them. 


I let out a squeak as
I felt his tongue touch my asshole. I could feel myself turn red; he couldn’t see
my face, but I felt initially embarrassed. I’d never let anyone that close to
my ass before, and now he was licking it. As I got over my embarrassment, I realized
that it felt pretty good. His tongue was hot as it moved over me and the fact
that I’d never been touched there like that made it better. I started to moan
and pushed myself back into him. I could feel the pleasure start to build. I
never thought I could be brought to orgasm by someone doing this. 


He stopped, however,
before I could reach orgasm. I heard the pop of the cap on the jelly
bottle and looked down between my legs. He was putting the jelly on his
fingers. I looked away but tensed when I felt the tip of his index finger
pushing against the hole. 


“Relax—I’m not going
to hurt you, Lauren.”


I knew he wouldn’t, so
I let out a deep breath and concentrated on relaxing myself. He slowly pushed more
of his slick finger inside me. It was still an odd sensation, but it wasn’t unpleasant.


I could feel him curl
his finger inside me and a small moan escaped me. “Can I try putting in another
finger now?” he asked.


I tensed briefly but
then relaxed again. “Yeah.”


He pushed another
finger into me along with the first. It stretched me, and I grimaced as I tried
to get used to the new feeling. He still took it slow, curling his fingers over
and over inside me. Again I could feel the pleasure restart its climb. I moaned
louder and pushed myself into his hand. He stopped again and asked if he could add
a third finger. “Yes,” I said and waited for him to stretch me even farther with
this third finger. I wondered if this was what it would feel like when he put his
cock inside me. His slick fingers made my ass slick and before long I was moaning
again as the pleasure restarted its climb. I was so close to an orgasm now that
I could feel my body getting ready to release it. 


He pulled his fingers
all the way out of me. I looked over my shoulder at him. “Are you crazy? I was
just about to climax.”


He smiled at me and picked
up a condom that had been sitting next to the jelly. He tore it open. I waited with
anticipation as he put it on along with more jelly.


“Remember, stay
relaxed. I won’t hurt you.” He moved to kneel behind me, and I focused on
keeping myself relaxed as he slowly pushed himself into me. He waited after he got
himself all the way in. “You okay?” he asked. It hurt a little—his cock was
obviously thicker than his fingers had been, but it didn’t hurt as bad as I
thought it would. 


“Yes, keep going.”


He started to slowly
thrust in and out of me. It took me a moment to get used to the new feeling,
but soon the pleasure that he had been teasing me with the entire time began to
build again, slower this time. My arms and legs were starting to get tired. 


“Can I turn over?” I
asked. He pulled out of me, and I turned over onto my back. I put the pillow
under my lower back. 


He placed my legs
over his shoulder and leaned over me. Again, he positioned himself and pushed himself
in, quicker this time. His thrusts were steady, and he used his hand now to
come down and stroke my excited clit. I moaned. My pleasure bubbled over and I
came, his name falling from my lips. He thrust into me harder now, and I held onto
the sheets. I could feel the muscles tighten around him with the after-spasms
of my orgasm. He moaned, then stilled his movements, and came. 


Pulling out of me, he
lay down beside me and caught his breath. He looked at me. “Did you like that?”


“Surprisingly, I did.
I didn’t think I would. The thought of it never really appealed to me before.
But you made it enjoyable and made me feel safe. Thank you.”


He smiled and leaned over
to kiss me. Not long after, we both fell asleep. 


 






[bookmark: _Toc357195344]Chapter Twenty-Three


I wrote Pierce a
note, letting him know that I would see him Tuesday morning, and I snuck out
before he woke up so that I could catch my flight  to New York to meet up with
my mother. As I left his place, I couldn’t help but feel the hairs on the back
of my neck stand on end. Someone was watching me again, and it wasn’t paparazzi.
That terrible feeling I got from whoever it was wasn’t a good one. It wasn’t until
I was up in the air that the feeling left me. I wished I knew where it was coming
from. 


As I expected, my
mother wasn’t as thrilled to see me as she usually was. Perhaps she knew why I
was there. She hugged me briefly before getting in the car, but we sat in silence
as we made our way back home. I wanted to say something, but I didn’t know what
would be appropriate. 


It wasn’t until she was
pouring us tea on the second-level sun balcony of our home that she spoke.
“Your brother told me you know about the affair. That’s the reason you’re here,
isn’t it?”


I slowly stirred sugar
into my tea; it gave me something to do so that I didn’t have to look her in
the face. “Yes. I want to know more about it. How it started and ended. Why she
killed herself.”


My mother took her
time unfolding a napkin and making it line-free on her lap. “I always knew
you’d ask me about this one day.”


I sat forward, eager
to hear her explanation. 


“The feud between the
companies at that point was more or less just a friendly rivalry between
college friends. They were always trying to top each other; they thought it was
fun.” My mother’s thumb played with the edge of her tea cup. “I’d always known
your father loved Julia. They were college sweethearts before I met him. I
don’t know the full story, but somehow Peter wooed Julia away from Joseph.
Joseph knew they were happy together, and with them being his best friends, he never
tried to get her back then. I met him soon after they broke up.” Tears appeared
at the corners of her brown, almond eyes. “Julia and your father started up an
affair, and toward the end, they weren’t even trying to hide it anymore. I’m
not sure what prompted it all of the sudden, after so many years. But there was
no stopping them.”


“Why didn’t you leave
him?”


She smiled sadly. “I
was raised to believe a woman should stand by her husband no matter what
happens. So that’s what I did. Stood by him in the face of the tabloids and didn’t
back down.”


I took a sip of my
tea. “Pierce says that Daddy is responsible for Julia killing herself.”


She looked out at the
scenery and sighed. “Everyone has their own opinion about that. I guess the
only one that really knows the truth is Julia herself. I don’t think she meant
to take her own life though.”


“What do you mean?”


My mother looked at
me. “When the affair became public, Joseph turned his back on her.  He
pretended to be the perfect family man, wanting to rebuild what he had almost
destroyed. Peter, even though he had been openly having affairs for years, made
Julia stay inside the house. He told the public that she had put herself in a
self-imposed exile. Mainly, he just wanted to keep her away from your father.
They say she was under twenty-four-hour watch so that she couldn’t leave
without him knowing.” She took another sip of her tea. “I don’t think she ever
meant to go through with it. I think she tried to overdose on sleeping pills so
that she would have to be taken to the hospital, thus, getting out of the house
and alerting the public to what was going on.” 


“Except it didn’t
work out like that?”


“She was never sent
to a hospital, and the coroner concluded that she had overdosed on prescription
sleeping pills and that was all. I think Peter knew what she was up to and let
her die. But there’s never been a way to prove it.”


“So you think she was
murdered?”


“Yes.”


I sat back in my
chair, trying to digest everything she had told me. “I should have known about
this, Mom. How can you bear to look at him?”


She reached across
the table for my hand. “No, sweetheart. You were so young. There’s no way you
would have known what was going on. I had to remain strong for you. I didn’t
want you to see the pain your father had caused.”


“You should leave him.
He doesn’t deserve you.”


She stared at the tea
cup in her hand. “I’ve been with him for so long I don’t think I could make it
without him by my side. We all carry our own burdens, Lauren, and we learn to
eventually walk with a straight back while doing it. It’s just a fact of life.”


Anger boiled up in
me. “Mom, if I chose to leave the company, would you be mad at me?”


 “No, I would be
proud of you. Very proud.”






[bookmark: _Toc357195345]Chapter Twenty-Four


I ate an early dinner
with my mother and then made the trip back to Vegas. As I walked into my
apartment, I speed-dialed Kat on my cell. I had questions for her. When it went
straight to her voice mail, I sighed and left a message telling her to call me
as soon as she could. I walked over to the window and looked out over the city.
Should I call Pierce? He would have some of the answers to my burning questions,
so I dialed his number next. 


“Hello?” he answered sleepily.



“Hi, can you come
over to my place now?”


“Lauren? I was
sleeping—and having a rather nice dream too.”


“Yes. Please? There’s
something I need to talk to you about.”


“Can it be done over
the phone or in the morning at work?”


“No. Please, Pierce,
come over.”


“All right. I’ll be
there in fifteen.” He hung up. My heart raced. I sat down on the couch and
tried to calm myself. I felt a small headache coming from my sudden burst of
adrenaline. Time seemed to fly as I thought about all the details and just how
much I wanted to make my dad pay. 


Soon there was a
knock at my door. When I opened it, I was met by a tired and pajama-wearing
Pierce. I let him in.


“What’s so important
that we couldn’t talk about it over the phone or in the morning?” 


Out of pure impulse I
kissed him. He looked at me with surprise. “What was that for?”


“I felt like it,” I
said. “Listen, I just got back from seeing my mother.”


He yawned. “And you
woke me up to tell me that?”


“No, I want to tell
you that I’m in. It’s time our fathers paid for what they did.”


Before Pierce could
react to my news, there was a knock at my door. I frowned, looking toward the
entrance. Only a handful of people knew I lived here, and none of them would be
stopping by at this time of night. I went to the door and looked through the
peephole. There was no one there. I opened the door and looked down the hall.
It was as empty as my father’s soul. 


I then glanced at the
floral carpet; in front of my door was a manila envelope. I picked it up and brought
it inside. Opening the envelope, I pulled out a DVD. I looked at Pierce,
confused, and he took it from me. 


“Did you have our sex
tape delivered?” I joked. “You promised me an edited version, remember?”


He kissed the top of
my forehead. “I did, didn’t I? Well, I was going to surprise you because I just
finished editing it. And I must say, you look fantastic in the whole thing.”


I beamed. “So is this
it? I think we need some popcorn while we watch our fantasy fuck. Don’t you
agree?”


“Actually, no. I have
no idea what this is.” He put the mysterious disc in my entertainment system
and turned it on. 


April’s face,
stunning as ever, appeared on the screen. 


A chill sent
goosebumps down my arms. What the hell could this possibly be? 


She was smiling.
“Hello, Lauren,” she said with disdain. “And my handsome love.” 


I looked at Pierce,
and he seemed just as confused as I was. What was this psycho going to do?


“I realize you two
have been quite distracted with each other lately. Pierce, honey, I love you. I
wanted you to be happy, so I let you sleep with her. Now, however, I think it
is time for your little games to end.” She put a finger to her lip mimicking a
contemplative thought. “You and I are going to move things to the next level. Say
good-bye to your little Sunday delight.”


I looked at Pierce.
“What is she talking about—”


“You see, Pierce,”
the voice from the video continued. “I can see that you’re falling in love with
her, and I can’t have that. That is why you and I will be married next month.”


He snorted. Unease
rolled through me. What was she going to do to force him to comply?


“See, I was cleaning
your apartment the other day, love, and I found the little sex videos you and she
made.” Both videos appeared on the screen with her, and I covered my mouth with
my hand. “Pretty interesting view, if I do say so myself,” she said. “I doubt
you’ll object, my love, but in case you do . . . if you don’t agree to marry me,
I have friends who will hack into the screens at Times Square and stream these
movies for all to see. I can’t imagine what that will do to Lauren’s image, let
alone your careers. Kiss that fuckin’ casino good-bye and any other project
you’d want to oversee in the future. Call me when you’re ready to say yes, but
don’t wait too long. You know I’m not a very patient girl.”


The screen went
black, just as my world did.


I turned to him.
“Pierce, what are we going to do?”


He frowned. “She
can’t blackmail us like this. We’ll stop her.”


My hands started to
shake as I watched him take out his cell phone. “What if she does this? Can you
imagine? We’ll never work again. Our plan to thwart Hart Corp—none of it will
be possible.” I crumbled to the floor. Now it occurred to me that the feelings
I had been having of being watched were confirmed.


“I said I can fix
this, Lauren,” Pierce snapped. 


I had a feeling that it
wouldn’t be that easy. April thought she was in love with him and would do
anything to have him. She wouldn’t go down without a fight—I could tell that
much from the look in her eyes. We had to get those videos back. We had to save
our reputations. We had to do something. How were we ever going to recover from
this?


“I’m going to make a
few calls,” he said. “I suggest you start racking your brain for ideas about how
we’re going to get those tapes.”


I wrapped my arms
around myself as I lay fetal on the carpet. I knew if the investors found out
about our affair, they’d pull out of the casino. But the thought of Pierce
being married to April shook me to my core. In that moment, my feelings for him
were ridiculously clear. I didn’t want a Sunday arrangement. I wanted a forever
arrangement with the man who had awakened my sexual being, reviving life in me.
No one would deprive me of that. I didn’t care what kind of proof she had.


~*~*~*~


A few hours later, I
still hadn’t moved from the plush rug in the middle of Pierce’s living room. I
was frozen, unable to move. I’d never experienced a silence so resoundingly
loud. My mind screamed at the impossibility, yet it remained still in fear. Maybe
if I just stayed put, everything would go back to the way it was. Maybe then
our biggest threat would be overthrowing our malicious fathers and bringing
this casino to life within the bustling city of Vegas. Maybe then we could go
back to thinking of every Sunday’s new exploits and fantastical adventures.


I heard Pierce
walking toward me. He’d been on the phone for the last two hours. He sank into
the sofa and stared at me. Distress was plainly etched across his handsome
face. 


“What now?” I
whispered.


He sighed loudly,
shaking his head in disbelief. “That bitch is a fucking psycho. Who does this
kind of thing?”


“Does it really
matter?” I asked. “It’s happened.”


“I guess so. But for
Christ’s sake, marry her? There’s no way in hell. I’d rather part with my
millions than take her for a wife.”


“If only she was so
easily bribed.”


Pierce leaned over
and gingerly stroked my back. 


“What are we going to
do, Pierce? This will ruin us. I mean, we knew that when we made the video. . .
. God, why was I so stupid!”


Pierce cozied up to
me on the floor. His arms hugged me like a warm blanket. He waited several
moments before he finally spoke. “I think we need to stop seeing each other for
a while.”


I stiffened. His
words hit me like a ton of bricks. I felt like I was suffocating, like the
walls around me were truly closing in. “You can’t be . . . you can’t be . . .”


He squeezed my arm.
“I don’t want to, but I’m saying it. We need to take some time apart while we
figure this whole thing out. We need to start playing this smart, and playing
out a fantasy every weekend while this is looming over us doesn’t seem very
wise.”


 “Who were you just
talking to?” I quickly changed the subject.


“Lawyers,” he said.
“Gotta tell you, Lauren. Our future . . . it’s looking pretty bleak.”


The way he said “our”
made my ears perk up. Did he mean together or separate? Did we even stand the
chance of a future now? I didn’t dare hope.


“And this is just
occurring to you?” I asked.


“I was hoping there’d
be something my lawyers could say, something I hadn’t thought of. They’re not
sure there’s anything to be done.”


“But there has to
be!” I said, slapping my hand against the hardwood floor and moving out of his
reach. “I’ve worked too damn hard to be ruined for having a little harmless
fun.”


“You and I both knew what
we were risking when we made that video. We knew the power it could wield over
us if it ever got into the wrong hands.”


I drew my legs close
to my chest and rested my chin on my knee. “I just can’t believe this is
happening.”


“We’ll figure something
out. We have to,” Pierce said, suddenly standing up from the ground. “If it’s
the last thing I do, I swear I’m going to hunt that bitch down and ruin her.”


Slowly I stood up, my
body weary from the emotional turmoil of the day. “I think you need to go now,”
I said softly, though no part of me wanted him to go home.  I didn’t want to
face this alone. I needed Pierce with me, now more than ever.


“You know I don’t
want  to . . .” His words hung in the air like the dark sky looming over us.


“If we’re to bear
this apart, we might as well begin trying. Right?” I said, forcing myself to
sound more confident than I felt. I gave him a weak smile. 


He walked to the door.
Before he opened it, he pulled me close. I could feel the strong beat of his
heart. I didn’t want him to leave. Not when we were finally becoming close. Not
when things were getting real between us. It felt like we were being separated
by forces beyond our control, and I didn’t like feeling out of control. How
were we going to work together without touching each other? I couldn’t stand to
be so close to him, knowing that we would never again be able to kiss.


“I don’t want you to
go,” I whispered. “Please don’t let go.”


Gently, he cupped my face. His thumb softly stroked my cheek. “That’s
the last thing I want.” He sighed heavily, his eyes never leaving mine. “I
don’t know how this is going to work, Lauren. I thought we were really starting
to have something beyond the physical. It wasn’t just about Sundays for me
anymore. . . . Not that I want to tie you down or anything—I know you like
being a strong, independent woman, and I respect that, but . . .”


I winced and tried to
turn away from his embrace. Did he not see how this confession was killing me?
What good were his words of love now? April had robbed us of whatever future we
could have made together. Never would we know what we could have been outside
our Sunday arrangements. Our journey together had come to a screeching halt. 


“Something happens
when we’re together,” he said. 


“I felt it, too,” I
whispered.


Pierce kissed me
sweetly on the forehead and whispered, “I’m going to fix this, Lauren. I
promise you that. We are going to be together. . . . I’m going to fight for us.”
His words fell as weightless as a cloud.


Slowly I nodded my
head and opened the door. With one final look at the handsome man who had
changed my life but now could never be mine, I watched him walk out of my life.
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