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Prologue

Maximus Darrow’s house belonged in the woods amid the hardwood forest and the undergrowth of feral things, the babbling brook that crossed the property at an angle and the silent sounds of the earth shifting softly beneath the hiker’s feet. Perched on a rise above the brook, the modern contemporary jutted over the terrain below like a floating ship. The wood, the concrete, the glass, all fragments that innocuously conformed to the contours of the landscape so that someone approaching on foot might find it difficult to see the home without careful scrutiny, at least until one was upon it and its understated magnificence suddenly struck the unsuspecting eye. Inside, its interiors glowed with warmth from candles lit for the cocktail hour. Guests milled about with drinks in hand, while the aromas of wine, garlic and fresh herbs infused the air, and cheerful laughter set a festive mood.

Caretaker Travis Givens stood on the sidelines of the gathering, the stocky woodsman rising on tiptoe in his effort to find the master of the house amongst the crowded company. When he finally spotted him speaking with the bartender, he carefully slipped between guests and moved his way, pulling his boss to an empty corner of the living room. Maximus Darrow cut a fine figure in a tuxedo even though he hated ostentatious clothes and all the formality that went with them. He was a robust and vigorous man, with a brilliant mind and an intense focus that could easily intimidate without intending to. Though his facial expression was often grim, tonight his smile was unforced and his mirth a pleasure to see. After all, this was a celebration. 

“Is there a problem, Travis?” 

“There’s been a breach on the northwest perimeter. Someone on foot.”

Maximus’ eyebrows peaked with interest. “Someone we know?”

“Perhaps you should have a look? I know it’s not a good time, sir…”

“Then let’s not waste any, shall we? You have the intruder on video?”

“Yes, sir.”

Maximus moved with haste, granting guests sincere smiles and stopping twice to shake a hand while on the way to his private office. Once the door closed behind the pair, the world around them went silent and the noise of the cocktail party became no more than a low murmur beyond the soundproofed room. 

Maximus moved directly to the monitors in the wall unit where Travis brought up the tape recording of the intruder. The two watched with rapt attention. 

“A female?” Maximus suspected as he watched the slight, black-clad shape move stealthily over the fence and into the woods where the video cam tracked her as far as the camera angle reached. 

“Yes sir, a female, that’s exactly my conclusion. I thought you should see for yourself,” he added, code for “I wonder what female admirer is stalking you now?” 

“How old is this image?”

“Seven, maybe eight minutes. I came as soon as she was spotted. She’s out of sight at the moment, but I can probably track her down if you’d like.”

Looking to his employer for an answer, Travis noted Maximus’ expression with some curiosity. A mix of interest and, perhaps, was it awe? Amusement? Not exactly what Travis expected to see. 

“We’ll both track her down,” Maximus turned abruptly with the announcement. 

“But your party, sir?”

“They’re doing just fine without me. I’m sure Talia has it all handled, I’m just window dressing. You can grab the Dobermans and join me. I’ll be heading due north, I think. That is the path you recommend?” 

“Yes, sir.”

Maximus gave the man a nod, and immediately headed for the private door at the back of his office, taking the hidden staircase to the area beneath the house, the caretaker at his heels. Reaching the exterior door, he punched in the keycode and the door opened on its own. Then for several seconds, Maximus stood just outside the house and appraised the situation as if he were employing internal radar to scout his prey. 

Travis, meanwhile, moved to the dog run and let the two Dobermans free. Jax and Pen instantly bounded out and were about to pounce upon their master until he immediately halted them with his hand. 

“A little tracking today,” he spoke to them directly, giving each a fond scratch to the ears. Then he turned to the caretaker, “We’re heading north,” he confirmed, then he moved away from the house and into the woods on the well-marked trail. It was unclear if the dogs or Maximus picked up the intruder’s scent first, but just a quarter mile into the trees, the three suddenly veered off the path in tandem, as though their collective sixth sense had already ferreted out the intruder’s location. 

Minutes later, Maximus motioned the animals forward. “Go on and find her,” he ripped off the order as if he were speaking to an excited child. Then he called after them, “Just be nice.”

Travis moved to Maximus’ side. “You recognize this woman?”

“Perhaps.”

“And would I know her?” 

“Likely not,” he said, then he strode off again into the rough woods, unconcerned with the possible damage to his elegant tuxedo from the scruffy undergrowth or the way the forest floor muddied his shoes. 

Not more than two hundred yards into the most savage terrain on his hundred acre property he found Jax and Pen fitfully circling their target. 

“Back off,” he motioned to the dogs, then stepped forward to confront the crouching form huddled in a thicket of pine needles and thorny brambles. He appeared in no hurry to get his business finished; in fact, the slight amusement Travis earlier noted when his boss first saw the image of the intruder on the video screen had returned to Maximus’ face. 

The crouching female was dressed entirely in black: knit stocking cap, turtleneck sweater and rugged pants—as if she knew the kind of terrain she’d confront once she crossed the fence.  They might not have been able to determine her sex if they hadn’t caught a glimpse of her face, but just one brief glance at her feminine features and that aspect of her identity became quite obvious. 

Maximus took a moment to circle the female; and although she initially refused to look up, he seemed so calm and unruffled by the woman one would wonder if he actually knew her. If he did, however, he gave no clear indication of that fact.

He did say with a sarcastic twist: “You might have walked to the gate and announced your presence.” Reaching down, he grabbed the stocking cap and pulled it free, allowing a cascade of brunette hair to fall free around the woman’s shoulders. For one brief moment, she glanced up, then she immediately turned away when she caught Maximus’ imperious stare, and remained huddled on the ground. 

Maximus turned to the caretaker. “You brought rope?” The coiled rope thrown over his shoulder was obvious to them both. “Tie her hands behind her and we’ll take her back to the house.” Then he stepped back, while Travis moved in behind her and reached for her arms. Suddenly, the quaking female came back to life and her arms flung wide as she violently wrenched from the man’s grasp. She jumped forward like a rabbit and started into the woods moving with surprising agility. Though they were taken off guard, the dogs moved swiftly and halted her progress, nipping at her ankles until she stumbled into a tree. Travis was on her again seconds later. 

The mood of the two men had morphed from curious to grim, any amusement now gone. The caretaker wasted little effort in securing the female’s arms behind her back, then he threw a rope over her head and drew it tight to her neck. 

“You made a mistake coming here,” he sounded off, his gravelly voice was filled with warning. “Better you come with me nice and easy or else I’ll tie you to a tree and whip your sorry ass.”

With Jax and Pen on either side of her, and Travis directly in front holding the end of the rope like a leash, she was steered through the woods and toward the house. Maximus had taken off first and continued at a steady clip a few yards in front. When the party finally came within sight of the house, he turned on his heel. 

“String her up in the barn, I’ll attend to her as soon as I have the time. And use plenty of rope, I don’t want this one getting away.” As if there was a chance that any intruder could slip Travis’ grasp. 

“Yes, sir, I’ll take care of it.”

Maximus nodded and was gone, while Travis continued with the female until they reached a large grey barn located just past the house. While keeping her hands tied behind her, he bound her with a long length of rope into a simple tie that started at her shoulders, threaded through her crotch, wound around her torso above and below her breasts, then continued further downward to her waist and hips. Once that was complete, he untied her hands from behind and retied them in front. Lifting them high, he secured them to a heavy hook that had been screwed into one of the barn’s main support posts. The thick timbers were rough hewn and attached with iron bolts to the roof trestles in the open ceiling. Although he didn’t bind her tight against the post, he anchored both her ankles and knees to the tall beam with short lengths of rope. She could move a bit, but she wouldn’t be thrashing about. 

“You have anything to say, better say it now,” was the only comment from the unflappable caretaker—as if he’d been through the routine a hundred times. When the intruder didn’t make a peep, he pulled a ballgag from a canvas bag and stuffed it into the brunette’s mouth, right past her full pink lips. Then he tied the connecting leather straps at the back of her head so it was securely in place. 

She groaned a bit, and there was a pained grimace on her pretty face—the first signs of discomfort—but these he ignored. Her chest heaved with every breath, voluptuous and erotic, but he ignored that too, even though the activity of binding a beautiful woman stirred a feral warmth inside his crotch.

If she showed any sign of being terrified by the activities of the last ten minutes, Travis didn’t see it in her face. There was a lot he could conclude from her passive behavior, but he ignored any suppositions, preferring to let the event run its course, as they normally did. He’d know what he needed to know soon enough. 

“You’ll be all right here, girl, long as you don’t do something stupid. Someone will be here for you later.”

She seemed to be in no obvious distress, and having done as his employer desired his job was complete. He gave the bondage one last inspection, then nodding to the captive female, he left her hanging immobilized in her prison of rope. 

***

An hour after the dogs had located the intruder on the perimeter of the property, Maximus arrived at the barn with three of his friends from the party—a hand-picked three for whom the activities in the barn would be as natural as milking cows. Travis had left one light burning in the main area, a single bulb hanging almost directly over the post where the tethered female hung. A soft glow beamed down on her figure, while the rest of the barn was bathed in shadows. One of the horses snorted at the far end of the building where the animals were stabled, but otherwise the space was eerily quiet. Four men in tuxedoes, a dusty barn and a bound female created a remarkable picture of contrasts.

On sighting the female, Raul Valdez quickly strode forward. “Ah! Nabbed a pretty one this time!” he said as he inspected the female with the big round eyes and the creamy, unblemished skin. His thick fingers worked their way down the ropes as he gently ran his hand from one to the next. The light vibration was enough to make the woman quiver, even though it was apparent that she was attempting to tough out the scene with as little reaction as possible. Despite her attempts to put up a stoic front, her body seemed to ooze with tension and desire; her eyes flashed, her nostrils flared, and every man in the barn could sense the passion in her increasing with every breath she drew. 

“You don’t suppose we could make a deal on this one?” Raul remarked, as he gently caressed the captive’s face with the backside of his fingers. 

Pushing forty, the Mexican was a handsome man, though the severity of his manner would give any woman reason to fear. His face was cleanly shaved. His eyes dark and smoldering. And his jet black hair was combed straight back into a ponytail. Smirking from one side of his mouth, he looked as lecherous as his heart would prove to be. 

The other two guests had approached the hanging girl as well. The tall redheaded Fritz seemed as comfortable with the scene as Raul was, while Trent, an ex-Marine with a buzz cut and a stiff demeanor, stood back warily appraising the scene and not yet ready to comment. 

Standing by the barn door observing, Maximus smiled thinly, and responded to Raul’s question. “I’m sure we could make a deal—should I decide to dispose of her.” 

The comment was enough to jar the woman with a quaking shiver. Just an hour before, Maximus had been thrashing through his woods in search of the intruder, enough to assume that his tux would be dirty if not entirely ruined by the hike. And yet, there was not a wrinkle in his appearance. He looked as starched and handsome as when he first dressed that night. While his guests were eagerly enjoying his pretty prisoner, he displayed an air of almost casual indifference. At last, he walked forward with his eyes riveted on the brunette, and stopped directly in front of her. He looked to be deep in thought, carefully considering how to handle the intruder. 

“You know, you can’t leave her hanging here all night, Max,” Fritz finally chimed in. 

“But it would be so satisfying if I could,” his host answered with a sigh. “Maybe you’d like to cut away her clothes, see what charms she’s hiding underneath.” 

“And leave the ropes? Hum? That should be a bit of fun,” Fritz replied. He reached into his coat pocket and pulled out a switch blade, his big smile beaming now. “I knew I carried this around for a reason,” he joked. The blade flashed even in the dingy light, and made the captive’s eyes grow wider than they already were. “No need to be afraid,” he told her. “I’ll be very gentle.” Clearly he was mocking her with his cocky bravado, but he was, in fact, quite gentle as he carefully inserted the tip of the switchblade into her clothes and pulled back with a tug, leaving gaping holes in the black fabric of her turtle neck and pants. 

Once the woman’s clothes were nearly in shreds, Raul stepped in to pull the loose material from between the binding ropes. Some came off in strips, others in small bits, all discarded on the barn floor. As the two men worked, Maximus and the Marine watched the captive’s skin come into view, noting how the creamy white contrasted starkly with the black of her ruined clothes. And though she was not a nubile twenty-year old, the unveiling exposed a perfectly proportioned woman in her late thirties, with a trim waist, firm breasts and muscled thighs. She obviously kept herself in shape. 

It was not surprising that she shivered—the barn wasn’t cold, but it was hardly a cozy atmosphere for casual nudity. Whether it was from the chill in the air or the honest arousal, her nipples had drawn up tightly into hardened pebbles against the bed of her round and pinkish aureoles. 

“Nice bitch,” Raul was again the first to comment directly. He pinched each exposed nipple several times, enough to hurt, enough so the woman appeared to gasp from behind the gag. “Hurt, does it?” The question was obviously rhetorical, leaving Raul amused by her enforced silence. “Right, you can’t talk, can you, pretty one?” His grey eyes gleamed with devilish glee and he continued a careful perusal of the captive’s body.

While the entirety of her body appeared to be without blemish, it was difficult to see much of her crotch with so much rope hiding the view. Still, the impatient Raul was quick to lay a hand between her legs where he could feel the heat of her body throbbing on his fingers. Enthused by even the most subtle response from the woman, he tugged the rope aside so he could finger her slit and found her pussy surprisingly wet. 

As Raul worked his fingers into her and manipulated her clitoris, her breath became short and labored. Three fingers were soon ramming into her cunt. When she closed her eyes—presumably to close out the sight of her tormentor—she earned a slap to her face. Raul was not pleased. 

“Look at me, slut!” His glee had turned dark and forbidding, and when she didn’t respond, he slapped her again. “Look at me!

The second slap stung enough so that her eyes shot open and for a moment a look of terror could be seen in her otherwise placid face. She breathed deep, in an apparent attempt to will her fear away. Whether her efforts were successful was hard to determine, though it would have taken one tough bitch not to feel some degree of alarm in her current situation.

Raul smirked and stepped away. “You’re very good, you know?” He spoke with some admiration. I’m betting you’re trainable.” He turned again to Maximus. “Yes, I would like to have her if only for a night. She would make a fine toy.” 

“Perhaps so,” Maximus answered. “But let’s not sell tickets to her debauchery so soon. For now, we’ll make an exhibition of her. See what we have here first.” He turned toward the far end of the barn, calling out for Travis.

Within seconds, the caretaker emerged from the shadows on his way from the Video Center located on the other side of the barn, where his team of security guards conducted round the clock surveillance of the property. In his work boots, grubby jeans and flannel shirt, Travis may have looked like a humble groundskeeper for a quaint English estate, but behind the façade was a savvy techie who knew his way around the tech world he’d proven to navigate with ease. He’d been with Maximus for nearly fifteen years and shared all his favorite fascinations—including the darker realms of sex. 

***

Maximus Darrow, Max to a select few who knew him well, had started his career as an eager young professor, teaching in the emerging field of computer science. He was on the ground floor of the .com revolution and quickly made a fortune in devising the new technologies that ran the Internet. After acquiring several important patents and founding two high profile start-up companies, he sold out and retired by age forty—roughly eight years prior. He’d since purchased his one-hundred acres of prime Northwest property and built his unique home amidst the trees where he could be free of the distractions of city life. When he wasn’t using his property for the normal recreational pursuits of hunting, fishing and hiking, he held private parties to satisfy his sexual kink, and conducted research for several government projects in a top secret facility located on the property—both reasons for the high-tech fence and security staff designed to keep out intruders like this newest one. However, not every intruder was given the same treatment as the tethered female, just a selected few.

Until his retirement, Maximus had lived a high profile, highly intense lifestyle, commuting between his Northwest based Internet companies, New York, London and Silicone Valley. He had a quick wit and a charismatic personality that attracted women like flies—though there were few who measured up to his enigmatic standards. He was rich, good-looking, a lavish patron of the arts, and willing to give up a bit of his privacy for a few years in the limelight; which meant that as his star power grew, he was highly sought after for magazines like People, GQ, even Rolling Stone, and all the major talk shows. An early biography of his meteoric rise topped Amazon book sales for weeks.

For the most part, Maximus kept his kink in the closet during those years, although hints of his bizarre predilections would occasionally drift to the surface and cause a stir with the press. He seemed to invite the curious question, no matter how inappropriate it might be, though he could easily dismiss queries about his fondness for bondage and domination with a casual laugh and remarks that led the conversation in another direction. In part, the quirks in his character made him more interesting to the media who often prayed at his feet for a jaunty one-liner or a smooth, eye-twinkling smile or, if they were lucky, a gem of a comment that could be twisted in a dozen different directions and keep the public speculating about its true intent until another media darling grabbed the headlines. 

While being atop celebrity polls and garnering most-eligible bachelor status were fun for a time, Maximus did not regret his swift departure from the limelight. His secluded life gave him far more opportunity to delve into subjects that intrigued him most, and he didn’t regret the move for a minute. Unfortunately, his former celebrity status brought serious curiosity seekers to his home—from corporate spies who had suspicions regarding government research, to female groupies still hoping to win his heart, or at the very least wind up in his bed. 

Just one glance at the woman he captured that night, and Maximus knew this particular female was in a category all her own. 

After briefly conferring with Travis, Maximus turned back to his tuxedo clad friends with a furtive smile. 

“You were thinking of whipping her?” he spoke specifically to Fritz.

“How well you climb inside my thoughts,” Fritz answered. “That’s exactly what I had in mind. Granted, she’ll be hard to mark with all that rope, but would it be fair to have a bit of bondage be the only punishment for her heinous crime?” The gleam in his eyes might be taken for playfulness, but he was dead serious about the whipping. 

“I think you’ll find her ass fairly free of rope, why don’t you focus there? A few well-placed cuts and I’m sure the skin will suffer enough to make a point.”

“And the gag?”

Maximus’ smirk was more obvious this time as he answered his friend. “You do like to hear them scream, don’t you?”

Familiar with the set-up, Fritz moved from the barn’s open area and into the tack room by the stabled horses, emerging a minute later with a short whip. In his absence, Travis moved in to release the female from the tethers that anchored her to the support, then he turned her one-hundred and eighty degrees and made the vertical beam a whipping post. Her hands were bound again and raised to the hook in order to expose her ass. Just before he stood back to watch, he removed the gag, warning her: “Scream all you want, but that’s all we’d better hear from those pretty lips.” He paused long enough to see how she responded to his veiled threat before he stepped to the sidelines. But the woman responded as she had all night, giving only token resistance; suggesting that she knew clearly what she faced in order to get whatever it was she came for.

While the Marine, Raul and Travis watched the scene with rapt attention, and Maximus slowly strutted back and forth behind them, Fritz stepped in with his signal whip. A few cracks inside the empty area, just for practice, seemed to rip through the night air—fair warning. Aiming directly for the captive’s round firm ass, Fritz snapped the punishment end of his weapon and delivered several deeply cutting blows to the unmarked skin where vicious red welts rose up in seconds. At first, the victim groaned as she absorbed the blows and the pain passed through her. Soon enough, Fritz’s swiftly cutting weapon raised such a fiery sting on her bottom that her groans increased in volume until she was crying for mercy and hot tears were streaming down her face. By the time Fritz finally finished and stepped back, there were marks deep enough to last for days, and the quivering beauty collapsed against the beam, sobbing.

“Enough?” Fritz turned to Maximus with the question. 

“For now,” he returned, then to all three, “if you’ll make your way back to the house, we’ll be joining you shortly.” 

The party was winding down, just a dozen guests remained, though another dozen were in the screening room watching a new Indie film, a sexy, small-budget Spanish production with English sub-titles. Those still in the living room were making small talk, finishing drinks and hors d’oeuvres when Maximus suddenly appeared in the doorway.

He hadn’t said a word, and yet all eyes suddenly turned in his direction as if there was some precognition of the scene about to take place. Fritz, Raul and the Marine had been prompted not to say a word, but they were there to see eyes widen in wonder, in some cases horror, and hear gasps of shock from several females. Following closely behind their host was a woman, a beautiful woman, dressed in nothing but rope. Her breasts jutted obscenely from the stringent bondage tie, while more rope thread her crotch, making walking awkward and likely a painstaking process. To add to her humiliation, she’d been collared with a choke chain that was attached to the leash Maximus used to pull her along. Although she gazed at the scene with some apprehension, the relative poise she displayed during the unusual circumstances was remarkable.

The entire room was suddenly abuzz. The agitated stew of emotion could have cut with a knife. 

“My god what is this!” one female guest finally broke the disturbing silence. 

Another, speaking sharply: “Maximus, what have you done to this woman?”

And from his girlfriend Talia, speaking in a droll monotone: “My dear, I think perhaps you’ve gone too far this time.”

While several men looked quite pleased with this unexpected exhibition, they said little in face of the indignation expressed by the women in their company.

 A tall brunette in a shocking blue dress suddenly rose from her chair. “Enough with this nonsense!” she blared as she moved in the direction of her host with pursed lips and eyes that flashed as coldly as the diamonds that dripped from her ears. She looked as if she’d challenge Maximus with a haughty tirade, but he rebuffed her before she could even begin. 

“Susan, I doubt that this woman would care to have you champion her cause. She is a sex slave by her own definition. So why shouldn’t I treat her this way.” He gazed around at his audience, expecting raised eyebrows, if not outright shock, while he appeared to enjoy every second of his guests’ alarmed response. He continued answering Susan’s fuming with a glib: “And don’t look so dazed. For heaven’s sake, women trade their bodies for all sorts of reasons these days, not the least of which is a honest desire to submit to a man. It may not seem very 21st century, but that is a reality I don’t think will be going away.”

“What do you mean she’s a sex slave?”

“Ask her yourself, if you like.”

“I wouldn’t dare to ask a woman such a question. I cannot see why you would have her here now.”

Maximus moved forward, smiling grimly. “I could say that it was my intention to shock you… but her appearance here tonight is as much a surprise to me as it is to you. Since she seemed determined to crash my party, I thought it would be appropriate to introduce her. And you can’t tell me you’re all that shocked, my dear…” he leveled this comment directly at Susan, “I’ve seen you in some rather unusual situations.” 

“That is not the point!” the irate woman snapped, blushing as she did. 

“Well, as long as she’s not adverse to your display, Max, I find her rather intriguing.” The comment came from a svelte blonde wearing a silver, bejeweled dress, who rose from the loveseat with drink in hand and slowly strolled closer for a better look. She’d been the first to express her shock, but she seemed hardly ruffled now. “Tell us about her. You say she’s crashing the party?”

“About an hour ago she breached the perimeter. Travis and I nabbed her as soon as we found her, which was not all that difficult. Her one attempt to escape capture was meager at best. My guess is that she wanted to be found. She hardly put up a fight.”

“Certainly she didn’t come here looking like that?” Teetering on her five inch heels, the blonde waved her wine glass in a blowsy sort of way that suggested she was a little drunk; though she was not yet slurring her words.

“It was unfortunate that her clothes were torn rather badly as she climbed the wall. The binding seemed necessary, since she tried once to escape. Dispensing with the tattered clothes only made sense.” 

“Only in your weird world,” Susan commented dryly. 

A comment Maximus ignored, as he abruptly jerked the leash and ordered his captive to her hands and knees. 

“Oh my!” The blonde in the silver dress laughed nervously as she stared down at the captive’s naked ass. “She’s been beaten?”

“Deservedly so,” Maximus returned. He gave the leash a swift yank. “Isn’t that correct, Chelsea?”

The question seemed to raise the apprehension in the room another degree and comments from guests ceased at that point. Even the svelte blonde in the silver dress moved away as Maximus stepped back from his captive and peered into her sultry brown eyes. 

“Yes, sir,” came her clear response. 

“At least we agree on that much. You have a good deal of explaining to do. Breaching the perimeter of my property like a thief in the night is not something I take lightly, especially from a sub female. These people are my friends; your sudden appearance has disturbed my evening and theirs. I exhibit you to them only so they understand why my attention has been diverted while they’ve enjoyed my hospitality. 

“Although considering your criminal behavior, this little show is appropriate as well. And despite what you may have heard here to the contrary, the people in this room know my kink—some on a very personal level—and with few exceptions, I’m sure most have found your unplanned arrival fine entertainment.” His tone was almost viciously mocking. “No one can say that my parties lack spontaneity. For me, humiliating you like this is profoundly satisfying. But perhaps you already know that.” 

There was a crispness in his delivery. No telling how much of the exhibited annoyance was real and how much was an act. But beyond any annoyance or judgment, feigned or otherwise, he seemed oddly disturbed, even a bit shaken, for a man known to greet any difficult situation with astounding composure. This came out subtlety, in the twitch of his jaw, an uncommon depth to his expressive eyes—a darkness reigned there that few would notice, one that seemed buoyed in the presence of his captive. Only those who knew him well, maybe two or three in the room, understood that this woman was not just another intruder, not just another fawning female with a romantic crush. In most situations, he would never bring a strange intruder into his home so attired. Nor would he make such a humiliating display of a captive.

But in Maximus Darrow’s eyes, Chelsea McLinden deserved every mortifying moment.


Chapter One

My memoir begins twenty years earlier …

Nothing but boxes, everywhere I looked. Charlie spent two hours traipsing the stairs between the parking lot and my second floor room in Mr. Dwyer’s boarding house, hauling the worldly possessions I’d so hastily packed and placing the boxes in ordered rows, each with the packing label facing out so I could easily see what was inside. My room at Dad’s house was now empty of everything but the bed and the broken-down dresser. I didn’t expect I’d be back. 

I don’t blame Charlie for splitting as soon as his van was empty, and at the time, I was kind of glad he left me on my own rather than dragging out the sad goodbye to my youth. Still, the sight of all those boxes was so intimidating, I would have loved if he’d stayed long enough to share a pizza and open the first one. If I could do that much on my first night at college, just open one box and start the process of re-ordering my life, it would have made the rest of the move so much easier. Now without him, I was stymied by the stacks of boxes, feeling so intimidated that I couldn’t begin to sort through what I knew would be a miserable mess once the tape was ripped back. At least unpacked, my stuff was neat, probably as tidy as it would ever be. Once this Pandora’s Box of nightmares opened, there would be no turning back, nothing to bring order to chaos, and no way to stuff it all away and forget. I would never be up to the task. Mom called me a natural born slob, which was why I’d spent my high school years with my Dad. 

I remained in my blue funk until I was suddenly forced to turn my attention elsewhere.

“Hey there, neighbor! I’m Denny.” 

The cheerful voice interrupted the gloomy forecast of my life, and I looked behind me to the door from where the voice originated. I jumped back with alarm—maybe I thought this stranger could read my thoughts. Then shaking off the surprise, I strode forward and shook his hand. 

“Hi. I’m Chelsea.” 

It seemed impossible not to smile given the man’s sunny disposition. Denny was obviously quite a charmer and his big beaming smile had knocked the sadness from me in with one swift shove.

“You know, you are beautiful,” he went on. He hadn’t let go of my hand, so I was forced to confront him from just a mere foot away. I could feel his energy almost bowl me over. But then again, I didn’t particularly want him to leave. I was blushing, trying frantically for something to say, but he beat me to it. “A freshman, right?”

I had to laugh. “You mean I look like one?” I stared down at my slouchy layered clothes, wondering what about my style would suggest my year in school. 

“Pretty much. But trust me, it’s not the clothes that give you away.”

“I see. I’ll bet you’re not a freshman?” 

“Nope. I’m a grad student. Upstairs. There’s three of us. Maximus is an assistant professor working on his PhD and Caulfield…I really don’t know what he’s up to now. But we got the whole darn floor. You ever need anything, you just knock.”

