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            Juliette

          

        

      

    

    
      A mask was a heavy burden, especially when it was my only way into New York’s hottest queer BDSM club.

      It had taken a good portion of my bus money to get a car to the place. They chose an out-of-the-way, quiet house with an unassuming neighborhood. It’s better for privacy that way.

      After all, they catered to some of the most high-level and sensitive people—or at least that was the rumor.

      They boasted about how good their privacy and security were in the club, and it did seem that way. I didn’t even get the address to the place until an hour before I was supposed to arrive.

      I wouldn’t be surprised if there were some super-secret government officials inside. Or maybe they veered to the more illegal side of things.

      Either way, the promise of privacy was a plus for me.

      From the outside, you’d never know the devious things that took place inside.

      The cool air brushed across my skin, reminding me that I was just there, motionless, looking up at the place with a wide gaping mouth. Could I make it any more obvious I’d never been here before? I pulled my coat closer, debating whether or not it was a good idea to go in. I still had time.

      Maybe I could just turn back. Forget I’d ever come. But that would be a waste of the money I spent to get here. And who knew if the auction was the real deal? Or if anyone would even want me?

      I took it all in. The night sky, glittering with stars. The carefully trimmed lawn. The gold gate surrounding the entire property. The house itself reaching high up into the sky, looking more like some rich tycoon’s mansion than a sex club.

      There were lights shining from the inside, but they seemed dim. Either that or they had special films to block out any prying eyes. The latter seemed more likely.

      There wasn’t anyone outside besides the guard at the door and myself. Only then did I realize he’d been staring at me. Probably as long as I’d been standing there.

      Cars were parked on the road leading up to the house, but they were all empty.

      What I was here for was all too obvious. If the black studded mask wasn’t enough, then my five-year-old bright-red pumps and lacy black dress would paint the full picture.

      I didn’t have anything appropriate to wear to the club—or the funds to purchase it—so I put together what I had and hoped it would be enough.

      Hell, if the auction didn’t work out, coming to Club Pétale would be one of the worst financial decisions I made. But for once in my life, I wanted to do something for me. Auction and possible money aside, there was another reason I decided to partake in this auction. I wanted to be selfish.

      That’s what this night was for. Me. I had been working too long for other people. For everyone else. But not tonight.

      I walked the rest of the way to the entrance with my shoulders back, pausing to look up at the guard with my best smile.

      He just stared at me, looking me up and down before motioning for me to try the door.

      Phase one: done.

      “Thank you,” I said earnestly and pushed open the door.

      My jaw dropped at what was inside. The whole place reeked of money and elegance, but in a twisted, sexy way. The large blown-up pictures on the walls of various depraved sexual acts had my skin flushing immediately. And just beyond, the people were dressed—or I should say in various forms of undress—in sensual blacks, reds, feathers, leather, and everything else you could think of.

      There was tasteful music playing in the background and light chatter, but everything was very behaved. Not a rager or a dark dungeon like my spiraling mind had told me it’d be like.

      “Holy shit,” I whispered, unable to fully comprehend what I was seeing. Immediately, I felt at home. All the nerves from before melting away.

      “It’s great, isn’t it?”

      My eyes fell to a girl dressed in an all-red latex suit that went all the way from her neck to her fingers and toes. She had a small mask on her face, her dark hair falling to her waist.

      Then I saw the iPad in her hands.

      “I don’t know what I imagined, but this is better,” I said, unable to keep the nervous excitement out of my voice. My decision was cemented then.

      I’m doing this. No going back. I was meant to be here tonight.

      I would walk home if I needed to. This was going to be a good night. My night.

      “Wait until you see the private rooms. Name?” she asked, then tacked on. “Alias. Not your real name.”

      I flushed. She already knew how unprepared I was. Maybe she saw me waiting outside.

      “Julie H.” It was the only name I could think of when filling out the form and it was similar to mine. I assumed it would be easy to get used to it, but even hearing me say it out loud made me feel weird.

      “No matches,” she said as she used a stylus to type in my name. She looked me up and down, and I could see the moment of realization on her face. “Oh! You’re here for the auction!”

      My fingers grasped at the lace, suddenly nervous. Not too sexy for an auction, but I guess fitting for something more… elegant?

      “Am I… dressed okay for it?” I asked.

      She gave me a warm smile. “You’re perfect.”

      I floundered for a response.

      “And… You’re sure I’ll get the money? Like, this is not some type of trafficking scheme?” I don’t know why it came out as a whisper, but it had the hostess giggling.

      “Yes. We get a cut, of course, but most will be yours. Don’t be so nervous,” she said. “It’s a single night with you. You fill out your preferences and hard noes and then you get bid on. Super easy.”

      Something akin to hope had its claws around my heart. I needed money more than I needed food at the moment. Between the debt from my parents’ accident and my brother’s tuition money, I was drowning. I had yet to be assigned a new family to nanny, but I knew it wouldn’t pay much.

      I just need enough to get by until then and maybe a bit extra to cover the hospital bills.

      “How much do you think I can get?”

      A part of me still wanted to run. Turn back and forget I ever came. But I needed this. And the thought of someone worshipping me and me alone tonight had my skin tingling.

      She shrugged.

      “Up to them, but bidding starts at a hundred thousand.”

      I almost fainted right there on the spot.

      I came here for a reason and was secretly hoping to meet someone to have a good night with. In other words, I came to get fucked. Thoroughly. But getting some money on top of that? It was almost too good to be true.

      “Please show me the way.”
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        * * *

      

      I looked up at the empty stage and a nervous shudder went up my back.

      It was empty, but I could hear the buzz of excitement working its way through the people behind the thick velvet curtain.

      The room hadn’t filled up with patrons yet, so they were giving us time to look around and get a feel of the place before just putting us in the spotlight. The girls who had signed up were sitting in the seats and rows next to me. Less than ten, most of them looking just as nervous as I felt, but I tried not to let it show.

      I forced the well-worn smile on my face, no matter how I felt inside.

      “Is this your first time here?” I asked the brunette girl beside me. She was wearing a pink mask, her bangs popping out above it.

      She jumped slightly, as if she wasn’t prepared for me to talk to her.

      “Oh, um… Yeah, is it that obvious?” I could hear the anxiety weaved into her voice and immediately regretted it.

      “Me too,” I said quickly, shooting her another smile. “Juliette.” I extended my hand but flinched when I realized I’d given her my real name.

      She looked around and dropped her voice to a whisper.

      “Pearl.”

      I let out a sigh of relief. The last thing I wanted was to be kicked out of the auction for breaking the rules.

      “I’m nervous,” I admitted. “I’m afraid no one will buy me.” I let out a laugh, but it sounded a bit manic even to my ears.

      This got a real smile from Pearl. “Me too. How humiliating would it be to just stand up there with no bids?”

      “Now, now, relax. Club Pétale would never let that happen,” a girl said as she walked across the stage and sat down right on the edge of it to speak to us. “After all, we have a reputation to uphold, don’t we?”

      She had silver-dyed hair that was slicked back and shaven on the sides. Her face glittered with multiple piercings and her skin was covered in tattoos. They peeked out of her deep purple silk button-up that had the first few buttons undone and the sleeves rolled up. I could see a few leather straps underneath that were mostly hidden by the clothing.

      She gave us a sultry grin.

      “I’m Sloan,” she said, looking each one of us in the eyes. “I’m in charge of memberships here, but since this auction was my idea, my hard-ass of a boss decided to put me in charge of it⁠—”

      There was a throat clearing off to the side of the stage. My eyes shot to the sound and my breath caught in my throat as an older woman with honey eyes and matching hair stared at the girl in front of us with a hardened look.

      It had fear racing up my spine. She looked like she was going to kill someone.

      “Speak of the devil,” Sloan muttered, never losing her smile.

      “I don’t pay you to bad-mouth me.”

      “You pay me?” Sloan asked, her gaze shifting to her boss, whose edges of her lips tilted before she turned.

      “Finish up. Bidders are getting antsy.”

      “That’s Ax,” Sloan explained as the other woman disappeared behind the curtain. “She’s the boss, and though she seems like she has a stick up her ass, we promise your experience here is of the utmost importance.”

      Another girl with dark, curly hair and light umber skin pulled up to my side.

      “This is my insanely beautiful wife, Lillian. She, along with Nyx, who’s waiting for you backstage, is going to make sure you’re comfortable. Lil will be in charge of taking pictures, so if you’re not okay with that, please tell her so.”

      I looked up at her and she automatically gave me a warm smile.

      “Let’s get everyone back before it starts, hm? I think Ax wants to say a few words.”

      Ax. The scary one.

      “Alright then, we will finish this back there.”

      They showed us through the small back area where there were extra seats, a couch, water, fruit, and other snacks.

      “If you need to change, you can do so over there,” the girl I came to know as Nyx said as she handed me a water. She had long brown hair with the ends dyed a deep purple with pink at the very end. She had a kind smile that made me like her immediately. “We have extra clothes and shoes in case you’re uncomfortable. I will also be the one to see you to your room after you have signed your contract and your bidding has concluded.”

      “Speaking of contracts, you will sign one now and one after the bidder’s bid is accepted and the funds are transferred,” the scary one said as she addressed our group. “You will get a chance to back out at every step. After the bidding, we will ask if you’re comfortable continuing with your bidder, and there are call buttons in the rooms to alert us if you need help at any time. Nothing is more important than your safety.”

      When her eyes fell to Nyx, I saw them soften slightly. I wonder how they ever ended up together. The scarier one seemed a bit too harsh for someone like Nyx, but maybe it was different behind closed doors. The thought had me flushing, and I turned my eyes to the floor as I wondered what would be happening to me behind closed doors tonight.

      “Alright,” she said when no one spoke up. “Shall we get this started?”
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        * * *

      

      Maybe I should back out.

      I stood by the edge of the curtain as Ax and Sloan gave their speech to the bidders.

      I really hadn’t fully thought it through. After all, from the time I arrived at the club to the time of the auction, only an hour had passed—if that.

      I wanted to do it for the money, of course… But was I really okay with being bid off to a stranger?

      Likely a rich one… Obviously queer… Who’s also into BDSM… All of it is kind of a plus. And they did say I could back out at any point.

      So, if I wasn’t really feeling my bidder, I could just… walk away. But Lucas was counting on me.

      It was okay for me to live like I had, but I needed to do something for them. It wasn’t just every day that an opportunity like this fell on my lap.

      “And now, welcome our first lady of the night—Julie H.!”

      Shit. I looked at Nyx, who nodded and motioned for me to walk on stage. Here goes nothing.

      I rolled my shoulders and kept my head high before walking out and onto the stage. All lights were on me, but I could still make out the crowd. The small room that had been empty was now packed with masked people sitting down, each of them holding a paddle.

      “Our first beauty is a charismatic and down-to-earth sub who loves lots of praise and is—ooh—open to exploring exhibitionism.” I couldn’t see Sloan from where I was standing, but the playfulness in her voice had me smiling.

      I did a little twirl for the audience, earning a few chuckles. They spurred me on, and suddenly, I was playing with the audience. I winked at a few in the front, blew them a kiss, and even started to raise my dress a little to give them a peek at what was hiding beneath.

      “Since this is her first ever auction, we will start at one hundred thousand!”

      There was a terrifying moment where I truly believed no one was going to purchase me, that I was doomed for embarrassment.

      But then one paddle raised.

      “One-fifty!”

      “One seventy-five!”

      “Any take for two hundred?”

      “I’ll do you one better—three hundred!”

      “Four!”

      Oh my gosh. I couldn’t conceal the shock on my face. Are people really buying me for this much? It was going to make all my dreams come true. It was going to change my life.

      “Let’s keep it going!”

      “Five hundred!”

      “Six!”

      I blew them some more kisses and waved at the ones bidding.

      This is really happening, isn’t it?

      And then, someone stood up. I couldn’t make out their face with the light, but their voice captivated me.

      “One million.”

      Silence fell. Then Sloan, seeming really far away, hit something that sounded like a gavel.

      “Sold to bidder number forty-two for one million dollars!”

      I couldn’t even get a look at her before I was rushed off the stage by Nyx.

      “You fucking go, girl!” she whispered to me. “Come with me to sign the paperwork. The bidder will meet you in the room. I’ll take you there.”

      I was in a haze the entire time Nyx was walking me through the paperwork. I heard her, but her voice sounded a thousand miles away and none of it was clicking.

      How is this even real? Did someone really purchase me for a million dollars?

      Nyx was gentle as she coached me through it, and then, with even more gentleness, she took me through the club.

      Before I knew it, I was left in a dim room with a fuzzy carpet and a large four-poster bed alone and forced to come to terms with what I’d just done.

      With shaky legs, I went to sit on the edge of the bed, unsure what else to do. But I didn’t have much time to dwell.

      There was a knock on the door, then silence.

      Oh, shit! I’m supposed to answer.

      “Come in.”

      The woman who pushed inside was almost as tall as the doorframe. Her body was lithe, her hair black and gelled back. She wore an all-black suit with a deep red shirt underneath and a matching satin mask. Her ears had multiple piercings on them, and when she closed the door behind her, I caught the edges of a tattoo on her chest.

      But something stood out to me even more.

      She’s so fucking hot! Holy shit!

      “I know it’s against the rules, but are you okay if I take my mask off? You can keep yours on if you want.”

      “Feel free,” I said after a moment.

      She immediately undid her mask, and I was hit with her fully uncovered face. I didn’t think she could get even more attractive. I was wrong.

      Her skin was unblemished, her eyes hooded and filled with the kind of need no one had ever looked at me with in my entire life. She looked to be slightly older than me, but it was more about the air around her than anything else.

      There was no hesitancy in her movements. No second guessing. She knew what she wanted and she was in control.

      She dropped the mask on the floor and stalked toward me, the sound of each step winding me up further and further. When she got to me, I expected to have to look up at her, but she got down on her knees.

      My breath got caught in my throat.

      “Can I touch you?” she asked.

      I couldn’t find my voice, so I nodded.

      Her hands started on the bed before they came to rest on my thighs. Heat flushed through me immediately.

      Hot and respectful? I couldn’t wait for her to fuck the life out of me.

      “No degradation, no pain play, no anal, no water play. Is there anything else on your hard no list?”

      “I am open to trying other things,” I said slowly. “But I want discussion on it first. Consent.”

      Her eyes ran down my body. “If I’m not getting enthusiastic consent from you, darling, I won’t do it.”

      “Do you have anything you particularly like?”

      Her hand trailed up to my hand, then up my arm.

      “Already trying to please me? I didn’t know I had such a perfect little surprise waiting for me here tonight.”

      Heat stemmed from wherever her fingers touched. My breath hitched, and I froze as she moved them up to my exposed collarbone.

      “I want you to feel good,” she murmured. “I’m not sure if you’ll get to touch me tonight. But you…”

      She licked her lips.

      “Then…” I spread my legs. “Please, touch me.”

      She let out a shaky breath, and her hands were suddenly at my ankles, slowly moving up, taking the dress along.

      “How do you feel about titles, Angel?”

      My head spun when she finally got the dress to my knees and laid an open-mouthed kiss on my kneecap.

      “I’ll call you whatever you want if you keep calling me that.” I don’t know what it was about the pet name. Maybe it was the way she said it. Maybe it was because I finally felt like I was doing something good in my life.

      All I knew was that I needed more of it.

      “Sir will do, Angel.”

      “Sir,” I breathed out and spread my legs further for her.

      “Pull your dress up for me, Angel. I don’t like my hands full during my meals.”

      I picked it up from her and opened my mouth to say something in return, but I was cut off when her face was buried between my legs.

      I wasn’t wearing underwear, and that was a fact I was now thrilled about.

      Her right hand came around my ass, holding me in place, as the other grabbed my thigh and forced it to stay wide.

      “Oh God,” I cried and tried to remain sitting, but I found myself falling to the soft bed, keeping the dress up as her tongue ravaged me. She started with deep, long licks before teasing my clit and going back and forth between it and my entrance.

      When her teeth grazed the sensitive bundle of nerves, I all but lost it.

      It seemed so unfair. There I was, getting my pussy eaten for a million fucking dollars. But a voice in my mind told me I deserved this. I deserved to win. For the hot woman to want me bad enough she’d get on their knees and all but beg to taste me.

      It made me feel powerful. Important. Desired.

      “Sir, please. Just like that.”

      “You beg so sweetly,” she groaned and pulled away just to meet my gaze. Her thumb replaced her mouth and rubbed hard circles over my clit.

      My body arched.

      “Fucking perfect, Angel. Do you see how well you respond to me?”

      Jesus. Her praise went straight to my head.

      “I’ve never wanted to please anyone more. No one’s ever made me feel this way.”

      It was true. It sounded so cliché and overdone, but if I was on the verge of coming with so little stimulation, I was almost worried about what the rest of the night held.

      “Your smell is mouthwatering. Your sounds are majestic. And your fucking taste? It’s divine.”

      I couldn’t breathe. Even her words were attacking me in such a way that they rendered me helpless against her.

      “I want to taste,” I breathed.

      “My perfect little angel,” she murmured. She kept her thumb on my clit, never slowing her pace, and then used her other hand to slowly push two fingers inside me.

      Only then did I realize that she hadn’t even been inside me yet.

      I expected her to just pump in and out a few times, but she was a woman on a mission. She set a pace that had my hips lifting, her thumb never stopping, and when she finally hooked her fingers⁠—

      “Yes, sir. Please don’t stop. Please please plea⁠—”

      I came with a cry, my eyes fluttering shut as the first orgasm in over a year came rushing at me. It had my entire body in its claws, rendering me completely useless as it assaulted me.

      Her fingers continued to coax it out of me, extending it way further than I’d ever felt before.

      Just as it was over, she was climbing over me, her fingers brushing against my lips. Again asking for permission.

      I opened my eyes before opening my mouth for her. I might not have thought my taste was divine, but right now it seemed like it was her favorite meal. How rude would I be if I didn’t act like it was the most goddamn delicious thing I’d ever had? Especially when she put so much work into it.

      I sucked her fingers and licked them clean.

      “How long has it been since you came like that?” she asked, pulling her fingers out.

      “A year,” I said, not hesitating.

      “You’re so fucking perfect.” She grabbed my chin lightly. “I want to come like that every time, do you hear me?”

      Self-consciousness reared its ugly head.

      “I don’t know if I can⁠—”

      She covered my mouth with her hand.

      “You will, Angel. You know why?”

      I shook my head.

      “Because I told you so. And tonight, your pleasure is mine. You want to satisfy me, right?”

      I nodded enthusiastically, and she pulled her hand away, letting me speak.

      “More than anything.”

      She sent me a dazzling smile.

      “Then be a good little angel and do that again for me. Give me a show. Next time I want to hear you scream at the top of your lungs. Okay?”

      I nodded and took a deep breath.

      “We’ll take a break after the fifth one.”

      I jerked my head up in shock, but she was already there, burying herself between my legs. Her fingers entering me, her mouth on my clit.

      I fell back onto the bed, unable to do anything but take it all.

      Multiple orgasms. One million dollars. And a hot, masc woman willing to do anything to get me off.

      This had to be a fucking dream.

      But at least for now, I’d let myself have this. I deserved this.

      Even if only for one night.

      I’d deal with everything else tomorrow.
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            Lux

          

        

      

    

    
      I’d never have thought a million dollars would place me close to the possible love of my life, but I’d always known one thing to be true.

      Money does buy happiness.

      In this specific case, it bought me a single night with the girl of my dreams.

      Soft skin. Silky blonde hair. Pouty red lips.

      She was a knockout.

      The cherry on top? The way she responded to me. The way our bodies fit together perfectly.

      I couldn’t get enough of her.

      I wanted more and more and only stopped because I saw my little angel getting worn out.

      I wanted to break every rule. I had already done it by taking off my mask, so what was one more?

      But I knew the rules were there not just for my sake, but for hers. She never took off the mask, meaning she didn’t want to be known.

      Which meant that if I gave her my name, it might put her in an uncomfortable position thinking I wanted hers.

      I did. I wanted everything. Her name. Where she lived. What other dark, dirty fantasies she had that we hadn’t gotten to.

      And goddamn it, I wish I’d let her touch me.

      I might have wanted others to before, when I was neglected and horny, but I craved her like she was some type of fucking super drug.

      Her soft moans filtered through my mind over and over again. My body seized with a need for her. I could still feel her skin against mine. Could still taste her sweetness on the tip of my tongue.

      If only I had the time to chase her. Rules were for the club; they couldn’t dictate what we did when we weren’t there.

      I imagined bumping into her on the street. Or maybe if she worked in a service job, I could show up wherever she worked as a customer.

      The fantasy of going to a random coffee shop and her being the barista was tantalizing. I pictured myself stopping at one on my way to work. Not the regular one I went to, but a random one that was just there when I was suddenly craving coffee. I would decide to get out of the car and get it. I would be standing there, moving up to the front of the line, and when I looked down, my little angel would be there. Waiting for me.

      I would be breathless, and she would recognize me immediately, a blush coating her face.

      I wouldn't pressure her, but I would plan to go there every day before work until she finally wrote her number on my cup.

      But that was a silly daydream. Because, one, I never got coffee outside. And two, having time to even stand in line was laughable.

      Going to the club set me back hours. Normally, in the dead of night, I would be able to finally get some peace and quiet and get some stuff done. The rest of my company wasn't working. Everyone was asleep in the house. And finally, I had uninterrupted thinking time to myself.

      But I decided that I needed to get laid instead.

      And drop one million fucking dollars.

      I wasn’t mad about the money. It was a small drop in a large pool that I had collected for myself over the years. And if I was being honest, I wasn't even mad that I had a pile of work waiting for me. I was still more frustrated with the fact that I had no time to do what I really wanted to do.

      Find out who my angel truly was.

      Because I had bigger things to take care of. Like many things in my life, I had to leave her behind too. Love. I almost scoffed at myself for such a ridiculous thought.

      Someone like me, falling in love?

      But that was the first thing I thought when I met her. It was what plagued my mind when I woke up every morning. Getting laid had been the plan. They invited me to go to the auction, and I thought it would be a good idea to at least have some mediocre sex. I never expected to pay one million dollars, but as soon as I saw her walk across the stage, I knew I couldn't bear anyone else having the chance to take her from me.

      Which was why I had a message on my computer screen ready to be sent to an information broker, Mia. One I promised myself I wouldn’t use again because of just how crazy she was.

      But I needed to know. I didn’t know how much longer I could hang on with her plaguing my mind.

      “Lux? Is your internet breaking up again? This is why we need you in the offic⁠—”

      I cleared my throat; I had totally forgotten I was on a call with Dominic. I hadn't listened to at least the last 20 minutes. My mind started drifting as he was going on about some possible reconstruction of the main floor and offices and how it would affect productivity.

      I think he also mentioned that they were overcharging us? I had no fucking clue. Something you’d think as CEO I’d be worried about.

      “I’m here,” I said. “I’ll look over the contracts when I get in tomorrow.”

      Tomorrow, yes. That was the plan. What I should be focusing on instead of daydreaming about my one-night stand.

      “What? You’re coming in so early? What about Bella⁠—”

      As if she heard it, there was a loud thud outside my office. Then another. It sounded like she somehow knew exactly where I was and was throwing it directly at my back. The only thing protecting me was the wall that separated my office from the backyard.

      She better not be playing target practice with the statues again.

      “I have the nanny coming tomorrow,” I said, rushing the words out.

      “It’s only been a week since you fired the last one. Are you sure⁠—”

      “I’m sure,” I answered with a huff. I was already standing, trying to get out of the meeting as fast as possible. “She’s trying to run them off. And it’s working, so I threatened to sue the nanny company. They said they’re sending me their best.”

      I had work piling up. A lot of the stuff was hard to do at home, especially with Bella needing me all the time. I didn't blame her after what she’d been through. I just didn't know how to help, even though I desperately wanted to.

      It wasn’t just my duty. I loved her. And her mother.

      He let out a chuckle.

      “Best of luck. I’ll see you then.”

      “See you.”

      I set down the phone with a sigh and stared back at the message on my computer, pausing for just a moment to try to think about the consequences of what I was about to do.

      And then there was another thump.

      I pushed my chair back and made my way out through the quiet house. My shoes squeaked against the marble floors. I had bought this house a few years back after realizing that it wasn't reasonable for me to be living in some random apartment when I had the money to build my own.

      So that's what I did. But it felt a little lonely. The only thing brightening up the place was an eight-year-old with a shit-ton of grief and no outlet for it.

      When I finally reached the open living room, I paused, taking in the sight in front of me.

      Both Bella’s personal chef and driver were standing by the large open sliding door, peeking out at the little girl. They were not nannies, something they had warned me about, but they also seemed to have warmed up to Bella, so they took it upon themselves to step in while I was finding a new one.

      I appreciated them.

      They stiffened when they heard me walk up, both turning their heads to look at me. I saw a mix of panic and exasperation on their faces.

      “I tried to offer her snacks, but she threw them at me,” the chef murmured, the evidence of her action splattered all over her apron. I noticed a few red splashes on her thick black hoodie. Usually, she was pretty good about not getting it on her clothes, being a professional and all, but she must've been hurrying to try and meet Bella's needs.

      “Send your stuff over with mine to the cleaners,” I told her.

      She stood straight, her ears turning red. “No need, sir.”

      “Then you send it yourself and send me the bill. No negotiating.”

      I looked at her driver.

      “I even offered to take her to Adventureland,” she said with a shrug.

      With a sigh, I looked out to the backyard. Bella was now on her iPad, acting as if she hadn’t just been throwing rocks at my office wall.

      “The nanny’s coming soon,” I informed them, unable to take my eyes off the pouting eight-year-old.

      I felt a pang of grief when I saw her. It was inevitable. When she was born, I thought she looked more like that useless piece of shit Lily married. It annoyed me that she went through nine months of pain, high blood pressure, and an emergency C-section for her to come out looking like him.

      It was insulting. Just like their entire relationship had been. She loved him unconditionally. Didn’t matter that he didn’t have a job or provide for them.

      She said he was a good dad. She overlooked it when he’d come home late. When he’d miss important events. I didn’t even go to family events anymore because of my vile mother, but I heard enough to know he wouldn’t go to them either, leaving both of them to fend for themselves.

      But as she spent more time with me, the more I could see my beloved sister in her.

      Especially in her temper.

      My sister was sweet and took a lot of shit from everyone for the sake of love, but when you got her angry—oh boy. I distinctly remember hiding out in my closet one day after school when she got mad at me for tearing up her homework.

      In my defense, I thought it was a love letter from the boy who bullied her.

      I saw that same girl now in Bella.

      “That’s good,” the chef said with a sigh. “I love that little girl to death, but I’m not cut out for babysitting.”

      “Me neither,” the driver muttered. Her hair was in a mess, her bangs pushed up and to the side after running her hands through it one too many times. “The only experience I have is babysitting my baby cousins once in seventh grade.”

      “At least you have experience.”

      The truth was that I was allergic to kids. I had never wanted them. Never had a maternal bone in my body. I always wanted love. Yearned for it. But kids? They were a whole different ball game.

      You had to carry the child for nine—if not ten—months, your bones literally shifting in place, gaining up to sixty pounds sometimes, only to go through the most traumatic experience of your life before having to take care of a living, breathing thing that literally can't do anything on their own.

      Not to mention, relying on a partner becoming a good parent.

      But then Bella came into my life. I definitely wasn't her first choice of guardian, but my sister had put it in her will that she would go to me. She even had all the paperwork drawn up. All I had to do was sign.

      And I couldn't leave her. I might not have been close to her before, but there was no way I would leave her in the hands of my mother.

      I wanted to be the aunt she needed, but I never wanted this. I never prepared for this. It had never crossed my mind. To me, my sister would live forever, and I would die way before her death even became a topic.

      Bella deserved someone better than me. More prepared. More maternal. More structured. Someone who could go on a field trip and would know what to say at parent-teacher conferences. Someone who knew how to address her and do her hair in the morning instead of leaving her to do it herself.

      Someone who was definitely not me.

      I watched how she tapped angrily on her iPad, her lips still in a pout. She had the same dark brown hair as my sister's husband, but her eyes were the beautiful hazel of my sister. She was still in the T-shirt and puffy tutu skirt she had picked out this morning, though now it was pretty dirty. Just more evidence that she was actually digging in the dirt for rocks to throw at my wall.

      With a click of my tongue, I turned on my heels and headed back to my office. I sat down at my desk, my hands gripping the sides of my chair.

      This one has to work. I don't have any other options. I'm running out of time⁠—

      The thumping against my back wall started again. She started with just a single rock, then paused when I didn't immediately come back out before throwing another. And another. And another.

      Tomorrow. Just wait till tomo⁠—

      Then I heard a crash somewhere. It sounded like something shattering.

      Again, my mind went back to the message I wanted to send the information broker. I could just do this one thing for myself.

      Just like my trip to the club, I needed something. Anything to take my mind off the stress of the real world. It wasn’t what I should be spending my time on, but it was just some information, right?

      I wouldn’t act on it… Or at least that was what I promised myself.

      I just wanted to find out who she was. That was all.

      Maybe where she worked.

      Maybe when she went to the club.

      Anything.

      I took out my phone.

      Maybe if I pay her extra, she can get my angel’s phone number⁠—

      Another crash brought me back to reality and I quickly shoved my phone back into my pocket before I got any more ideas.
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      I stepped out of the bathroom to boisterous laughter. Cursing, I tried to step back in.

      Maybe they haven’t seen me. Maybe I still have time to go back and pretend I’m still taking a very, very long⁠—

      But of course, dreams were just that. Dreams.

      “Julie? You’re home? Come eat with us!”

      Shit. I quickly took the towel off my wet hair and hung the damp fabric before shutting the door with a soft click. I really didn't feel like talking to anyone.

      You would think that getting someone to bid one million on me and spending the night getting railed into oblivion would make me feel super carefree and just wash all my worries away.

      But actually, the additional money only added to my stress. Instead of making all my problems vanish, it tripled them instead.

      The shared bathroom was adjacent to the living room and right in the line of sight of the dining room. Not an ideal living situation, but the only thing I could afford. I was offered one of the rooms with a private bathroom, but that was an additional two hundred I was not willing to spend.

      I mean, I would much rather have dinner at least three nights a week than a bathroom inside my room.

      I headed back to my room to change before meeting my roommates. I hadn’t heard them over the water and the mental math in my head. They often congregated in the living-dining room, and while I normally would have loved to hang out with them, the pressure of the money in my bank account was too much.

      “I didn’t hear you come in,” I said with a smile as I joined them at the dining room table.

      Harmony was at the head, her black hair pulled into a messy bun, wearing a hoodie from her college. Erin had her nose in a book but lifted her head to give me a smile, and April was the closest to me and gave me a shy smile as she brought her bowl closer to scoop some of the slop into her mouth.

      Harmony was the loud one, but she was also the most caring. She mothered us to death and often cooked when she had time, though it usually was some questionable mush of ingredients. Luckily, it had never tasted bad.

      She passed me a small bowl of rice and motioned for me to pour a heaping pile of sauce and meat onto it.

      My stomach gave me away, growling at the smell.

      “Beef and tomatoes,” April whispered. April was the shyer one. She wasn't one to typically initiate a conversation, but if we were all together, she'd usually join.

      She worked at a small boutique on one of the walking streets at the park. This was quite far away from where she worked, but, like me, she couldn't afford much.

      She didn't talk much about herself or her family—or anything really—so all I knew about her was that she worked at a small boutique that sold handmade soap she would sometimes bring back for me.

      “Not half bad this time,” Erin muttered.

      Erin was a student, and I believed she was getting her master’s, though I wasn't completely sure. When we hung out and talked, we didn't really get too personal. She was also the most sarcastic of the group, so it was hard to actually tell when she was telling the truth.

      At first, she rubbed me the wrong way because I took everything she said a little bit too seriously. But after a while, I realized she was actually pretty sweet and looked out for us. Whenever her school had free food or any of those small gift bags they handed out, she'd bring us back some.

      I remembered more than one time when she snuck us into her school for free food at some event. It was fun pretending to be in college, even though I never had a chance to go myself.

      Even community college was too expensive for me, so experiencing that meant more to me than she probably realized.

      With a smile, I took a large bite of the food.

      “How’d the thing go?” Harmony asked. “You know, the sex cl⁠—”

      “Oh my God,” I interrupted with an eye roll. “Is this really what you want to talk about right now?”

      Anything but that. But her gaze told me that she wasn't going to let it go that easily. That was the thing with Harmony. She loved to gossip, and if she smelled something juicy, she would not back off until you spilled everything.

      “Yeah, Harmony, not the place. I’m eating.” Erin’s tone was sarcastic, though her gaze was locked on me and her expression was dead serious, telling me she was also waiting for me to give them all the dirty details.

      I told my roommates a lot. Sometimes more than they told me. I couldn't help it—I liked them, and more often than not, if I felt comfortable around a person, I would share too much. They were the closest things I had to friends.

      We watched movies, we painted our nails together, and had most of our meals together as well. So sometimes it really did feel like we were good friends or maybe even family.

      But I hadn’t told them about the money.

      That felt too… private. And if I was being honest, I hadn’t really come to terms with it either. I couldn't believe what I had done. And I felt maybe even a bit… ashamed.

      Most of it felt like an unbelievable dream that I wasn't sure actually happened until I looked at my bank statement.

      Flashes of that night kept coming back to haunt me.

      Her tongue on my skin. The way her hands felt as they roamed over my body. The things she said.

      She had made me feel so much more than anyone else ever had.

      She was caring. Attentive. The perfect partner.

      I was nervous the entire time. I felt bad because I didn't even reciprocate. I wanted to touch her and taste her so badly, but she took over from the start and barely let me up for air.

      Yeah, we took a break every five orgasms or so, but after a while, those breaks blurred together. Even if they lasted five, ten, twenty minutes, it still felt like only a moment before we were back at it.

      And then she just up and left me.

      Not much aftercare besides a few soft words, and she was gone. She looked at me right before she left. Lingering at the door as if she wanted to say something. As if she was trying to decide something.

      But in the end, she left, and I stayed there, decompressing on the bed, trying desperately not to fall asleep. I barely made it home, and as soon as I did, I crashed out on my bed.

      We did everything we were meant to do there. She bid. She paid the money. I received it. We fucked. And that was it.

      Still… I knew that if I had met her on a different occasion, I might try to start something more with her.

      There was an instant connection between us that I’d never felt with anyone else in my life. I was never one for a one-night stand. I mean, I had a few over the years, but I preferred long-term relationships.

      But this was different. I wanted to know more about her, but I stopped myself from asking. It was in the club rules that we had to stay anonymous. That was the whole purpose of it. I didn't want to know her, and she didn't want to know me.

      She took her mask off for me, though. She broke the rules, and she didn’t even look like she cared.

      Which led me to fantasizing about going back to the club just to find her.

      I mean, she’d have to come back, right? You wouldn’t just spend a million dollars to fuck someone and never go there again, right?

      “That good, huh?”

      I couldn’t help the heat that ran up my skin. There was no hiding my blush, so I didn't even attempt to as my face reddened.

      “Oh, fuck, did you actually do something there?” Erin asked, leaning in with her eyebrows raised, the small silver ring on top of her right one reminding me a little bit too much of one of the club workers.

      “I don’t kiss and tell,” I forced out.

      Harmony slammed her fork down, causing me to jump.

      “You so do, you whore! Tell us everything!”

      I couldn’t help but laugh. That was Harmony. Maybe someone who didn't know her would get offended by what she called us, but I knew she didn’t mean it like that.

      “It was a very good one-night stand,” I replied and took another bite, leaving them hanging before I continued. “But that’s all I’m telling you.”

      Harmony let out a squeal and grabbed Erin and April’s arms, shaking them violently.

      Even Erin cracked a smile.

      “So you’re going back, right?” April asked in a soft voice.

      I turned to answer her just as my phone started vibrating in my pocket.

      I fished it out, and my heart stopped when I realized it was my boss. I answered quickly, her voice filtering through the speakers immediately.

      “Juliette, I need you to take up a job now. It’s important.”

      My resignation was currently folded up in my purse, ready to be handed in tomorrow. I had originally thought going to the auction would only give me a couple thousand, maybe a few hundred thousand. No way in hell would it have been enough to quit my job.

      But then she paid a million fucking dollars.

      The money would be enough for me to not only pay for Lucas’s college but also give me some time to move on with my life. Move closer to him and my aunt. Give me the time to find a job, maybe in a school or a daycare.

      The most important part was to pay off my parents’ medical debt and Lucas’s college, though. And now I could.

      At least that was what my mental math told me. I meant to double-check on paper after my shower, but then I was summoned to the dining room. And I definitely hadn't expected my boss to give me another job so soon.

      I was in between positions now—something I would usually complain about, but that gave me enough time to think.

      I bit my tongue, not knowing what to do.

      “Is there no one else?” I asked in a small voice. I didn't like rejecting her or the families. It made me feel bad.

      “We’ve been through almost all of them,” she admitted with a sigh. “Can you please help with this?”

      “I don’t know… I was going to take a break⁠—”

      “It’s a rich family,” she added quickly. “Twice your usual pay, and I’ll add an additional ten percent to your bonus.”

      Damn. Even if I was going to leave, that was pretty good in comparison to what I usually got paid, and working could probably help me get my head on straight, my shit together, and figure out what to do with the money.

      “Let me think about it, okay?”

      “Get back to me tonight, please.”

      We hung up and I leaned back into my chair with a sigh.

      “Another nannying job?” Harmony asked, and I nodded.

      My hand itched for another bite of the food, but my stomach was in knots and my head had started to hurt.

      “Let me go do some math,” I said as I stood.

      “Uh-oh. She’s doing math, everyone!”

      I shot Erin a half-hearted glare as the others snickered. It wasn't a secret that I was shit at math. I liked to blame it on the fact that I didn't go to college, but in reality, I hadn’t paid attention to algebra or geometry or literally any math class I’d ever had since I started going to school.

      “Come back to finish your dinner before it gets cold!” Harmony called after me.

      “Will come back in a bit! Just give me a second!”

      “It'll probably take at least an hour,” Erin teased. “Might as well put it in the microwave so she can heat it up later.”

      I pushed into my room and shut the door behind me, leaning against it with a sigh. The room was barely big enough for a twin bed and a small desk off to the side where my five-year-old computer was. As soon as I got myself together, I sat down on the rickety chair and pulled up my bank statement, the calculator, and my calendar.

      I added up the huge medical debt left from my parents’ accident, all four years of Lucas’s schooling, and how much it would take to move my entire life.

      I didn't know what school he would choose. I had to do a quick search and see what the average cost of tuition was per year, and the number was high. I even added a twenty percent buffer on his yearly tuition after realizing that he would need textbooks and clothes and a place to live.

      The money in my bank account was good… But after actually putting everything to paper, it started to feel like it wasn’t enough.

      The more I added, and even without factoring in any of my monthly expenses, the more I realized quitting now probably wasn’t my best bet.

      Fuck.

      Maybe it would last me a few months—a year even—but after that I would be stuck in the same situation. I would be back to working to make ends meet, and if Lucas needed anything else while he was in college, I would not be able to help him or myself.

      I can always go back to the club…

      I put a stop to that thought. It’s not that I wouldn’t like to, but I wasn’t sure if I wanted to go back and find myself in a room with someone other than… her.

      I needed the job. No matter how much I didn't want it, there was no denying that I still needed it.

      One more job. Just one more that would hopefully last me a while so I could save up. Get away from my overcontrolling boss who paid me literally pennies on the dollar. Then I could go.

      I dialed my boss again, and she picked up on the second ring.

      Just one more job, and that's it.

      “I’ll take it.”
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