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          A MYSTERY IS AFOOT

        

      

    

    
      BRADEN

      Application Accepted.

      Braden Elliott glared at the bright red letters scrawled across the top of the email he’d just opened. His application to the sex auction his club was supposedly running had just been accepted by the mystery person—or persons—who were using his club to legitimize their illegal activities.

      How charitable of them.

      Leaning back in his office chair, he sipped a glass of the exceptionally smooth whiskey he was taste testing for the bar. It, like the rest of his club, was extraordinary. The best of the best.

      A secret online sex auction, especially one that preyed on young virgins, did not meet those same requirements.

      Not that the ‘merchandise’ wasn’t top-notch. At least from what he could see, considering most of the people putting themselves up for auction had chosen photos with their faces cropped out, or they’d opted to wear a mask. But the full body pics were certainly impressive, and a nice mix of everything from toned and athletic to muscular to full and curvy.

      Still, he ran a respectable business. And if money ever exchanged hands for ‘services provided’ in his club, he preferred not to know about it. The idea of Club BDE sponsoring this kind of activity sat in his stomach like a lead weight.

      The sooner they could figure out who was actually behind the auction so they could get it shut down, the better.

      Sheer curiosity moved him to click out of the virgin auction to the other areas of the website. As he’d seen when Damian had first shown him the site, there were plenty of his members auctioning off various other fantasies. Like Princess Raven—whose real name he knew to be Ivy—who was available for a whole list of fantasies, as long as her girlfriend was allowed to watch. Ivy and Cordelia had come to work for him years ago, and even before they’d officially become a couple they’d been attached at the hip. Cordelia enjoyed watching others torment her poor little subbie as much as she enjoyed doing the deed herself, so it didn’t really surprise him to see Ivy’s listing.

      Some of the others, however, did. Men and women alike who he knew were in committed, monogamous relationships, offering themselves up for various fantasies he knew for a fact their partners would never engage in.

      Not that he wasn’t sympathetic to their plight. He had his own needs, his own desires he’d learned to ignore over the years. Even at the club, he never indulged his more intimate fantasies. Truthfully, he rarely played at all anymore. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d had a willing subbie up on a cross with his welts crisscrossing down her body from a thorough flogging. Or bent over a bench with the lines from his cane neatly stacked down her bottom and thighs.

      Longer, still, since he’d had a woman to warm his bed.

      It wasn’t even that he had particularly unusual or depraved needs. Running a BDSM club on a daily basis, he’d seen enough to know he was nowhere near as sadistic as some of his friends. But he’d grown tired of scene after scene with the subs who all but fell at his feet. He’d come to realize over the past few years that what he really wanted was someone to match him, to challenge him. Someone who could walk confidently on his arm and match wits with the wealthy, educated types he tended to surround himself with. A graceful, sophisticated lady in public.

      And Daddy’s filthy little whore in private.

      Such a woman, he’d yet to find.

      Shaking off the melancholy settling over him, he stood and drained the rest of his drink as he made his way over to the one-way glass that allowed him to keep an eagle eye on his club while keeping his own privacy intact. He scanned the restaurant area on the upper floor briefly before shifting his attention to the lower floor, where the real action was happening.

      To his relief, he recognized everyone who was playing tonight. Ever since he’d found out about that damned auction, it hadn’t set well with him whenever he’d spotted someone he didn’t know, especially those coming in as guests of his existing members. Newbies who wanted an actual membership had to undergo a thorough screening and in-person vetting process, so he wasn’t as concerned about them.

      But those who were brought in on guest passes had a much more surface-level background check. Which had never been a problem before, back when he’d trusted his members. Now, however…

      Turning away from the windows, he made his way back to his desk and pressed the button on his phone that connected directly to the security room. “Martin. I need a word with you in my office, please.”

      “Uh, sure thing, boss. Be right there.”

      Settling back at his desk, he scrolled through the other fantasies, making mental notes as he waited for his head of security.

      “Come in,” he called at Martin’s tentative knock.

      “You wanted to see me?”

      Tall and thin, with thick-framed glasses and a head of dark hair that always seemed in desperate need of a comb, Martin Hall looked every bit the computer geek Braden knew him to be. “I did. I want to change the process for screening guests. Until further notice, every application must be reviewed and approved by me once it has gone through our usual process.”

      Behind his glasses, Martin’s eyes went wide. “Every application, boss?”

      “Did I stutter, Martin?”

      “Ah, no. I just… that’s a lot of extra work for you to take on and I know how busy you are.” Color rushed to the other man’s face, giving him the look of a ripened tomato and making him seem much younger than he was. “I can take on the extra review, if you want.”

      “I appreciate the offer, but no. Just between us, there’s something going on in my club and I want to keep a closer eye on things.”

      “What kind of something?”

      It wasn’t in Braden’s nature to share his problems. Growing up with identical twin older brothers who’d once been thick as thieves, he’d learned to rely on himself at a young age. And now that Damian and Desmond seemed to hate each other, though nobody could really tell him why, he was reluctant to add his own drama to the mix. If it hadn’t been Damian himself who’d brought the auction to his attention in the first place, he wouldn’t have involved either of them until he’d gotten the situation sorted.

      But he’d hired Martin because he trusted him. And because he’d passed the most intense background checks—including being tailed for a month by a private investigator—Braden could buy. So if he was going to confide in anyone, it would be Martin.

      “What I am about to tell you does not leave this office. Understood?”

      “Of course, boss.”

      “Someone is running an illegal auction, and using the club to make it seem legit. I’m working on finding out who the man behind the curtain is, but in the meantime, I want to keep a closer eye on who our members are bringing in. Maybe if they know I’m watching, they’ll stop fucking around in my club.”

      “An auction? What kind of auction?”

      “Sexual fantasies.” He would keep the virgin part to himself for now, because it still made his stomach churn to think about it. “Which wouldn’t be an issue except for the part where they’re being paid for said sexual fantasies.”

      “Holy shit.” Shaking his head, Martin let out a low whistle. “Do you want me to do some digging? If you send me the site, I can probably track them down.”

      “I appreciate the offer, but the police are already looking into it.”

      “That’s good.” Martin’s smile flashed, a rare show of confidence. “But I’m better.”

      The laughter knocked some of the tension from Braden’s shoulders. “If they don’t find something soon, I may take you up on that. In the meantime, send any guest applications through me, and just keep a general eye on things for me.”

      “Got it, boss.”

      “Dismissed. Oh,” he said as Martin turned to go. “Do me a favor and find Ivy and Cordelia and send them to me. I believe they’re working tonight.”

      “Sure thing.”

      Braden turned back to his computer as the door shut behind Martin and clicked on Ivy’s profile, studying the picture and the presented fantasies while he waited. It was, he was ashamed to admit, tempting to take them up on what they were offering, even if he had to pay for it. But they were committed to each other, and while he was certain he’d enjoy helping Cordelia torment her girl for an evening, it still wouldn’t ease the pain of going home to a cold, empty bed.

      As always, Cordelia only gave a cursory knock before striding into his office as if she owned it. Blonde and curvy, with a dark and sultry personality, she was every man’s fantasy. Right up until that man found himself on his knees begging for mercy. She was, without a doubt, one of the fiercest Dommes he’d ever come into contact with.

      Behind her was Ivy, somewhat shy until she got comfortable enough around people, though no less alluring than her partner. They were of a similar height, but where Cordelia was all soft curves, Ivy reminded him of the kind of elf you might find in a high fantasy. Slender and so pale she almost seemed ethereal.

      Settling into one of his visitor’s chairs, Cordelia pulled Ivy down into her lap, ignoring her girlfriend’s brief struggle. A single look from her quelled Ivy’s protests, and then Cordelia shifted her attention to him with a raised brow. “Martin said you wanted to see us.”

      “I did.” Gripping the top of his monitor, he turned the screen toward them, while he watched their faces for any sign of discomfort.

      But there was none, though there was a hint of confusion in both of their expressions. It was, of course, Cordelia who spoke first. “Yes? Is there something wrong with our auction entries?”

      “How did you find out about the auction?”

      The confusion in Cordelia’s expression intensified. “What do you mean? You told me about it.”

      Jaw clenched, he forced himself to take a deep breath through his nose before he said something he couldn’t take back. “I certainly did not.”

      “Yes, you did,” Cordelia insisted, her own temper flashing in her eyes. “You emailed me the information a few months ago, after we talked about me getting a raise. I thought it was kind of a dick move at the time, but after I saw the guaranteed bids, I realized it was a hell of a lot more money than you’d ever be able to pay me.”

      “Cordelia, I am telling you that I did not send you that email. I just learned about this auction last week.”

      “And I’m telling you, the email came from your work account. That’s the only reason I let Ivy sign up for it. You really think I’d risk my girl on some sketchy ass auction if it didn’t come personally recommended by someone I trusted?”

      Ivy snuggled closer to Cordelia, dark eyes wide in her pale face. “Mr. Elliott… if you’re not the one running the auction, then who is?”

      “I don’t know.” Turning the screen back to face him, Braden sent them both a determined glare. “But I’m damn sure going to find out.”
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            POOR LITTLE NOT-SO-RICH GIRL

          

        

      

    

    
      LOTTIE

      Brunch with The Girls might have been Charlotte Duvall’s favorite thing ever. On the surface, she knew what they looked like. A bunch of spoiled rich girls drinking too many mimosas and laughing too loudly at each other’s jokes.

      But these girls were her whole world. They’d been there for her when her mom had gotten sick, ordering food and pulling strings to help get her mom into the best facilities money could buy. And later, when even the best of the best treatments had failed, they’d stepped in, helping her plan every detail of the funeral her dad had been too devastated to help with.

      They were her rocks, and she loved them with every fiber of her being.

      “Oh my god, you slut!” Head thrown back, her perfectly platinum locks falling down her back, Eva Barker let out a laugh that had more than one head turning their way. “Tell us everything, Frankie.”

      Across the table, Frankie Legare smirked. Frankie’s real name was Francesca, but only her family actually called her that. The masculine nickname was at odds with her slender build and long, fiery-red hair. But the name infuriated her mother, and since Delphine Legare was single-handedly responsible for giving Frankie the eating disorder that had almost landed her in the hospital, it was an unspoken agreement amongst their friend group to do everything humanly possible to piss off Delphine.

      “I already told you everything.” But judging by the mischief dancing in Frankie’s dark eyes, she was definitely keeping some of the juicier details to herself.

      Eva narrowed her eyes. “Liar. You just want us to beg you for details.”

      It was Frankie’s turn to laugh. “Guilty as charged. All right, fine, but you bitches have to promise not to laugh or be weird about it.”

      “Deal,” they said in unison as they leaned in for the details.

      “Okay, well.” Frankie glanced around, as if she were worried about being overheard, but it was all just part of the show. “I already told you we hooked up, and it was the hottest fucking night of my life.”

      “Yes, yes.” Lottie waved a hand, impatient for her to get on with it. “Get to the good stuff.”

      “All right, all right. So this guy, he was really kind of bossy, right? But like in the hot way. Not in that douchebag kind of way like Alan.”

      A chorus of groans met the name Alan. He’d been Frankie’s boyfriend for way too long, as far as Lottie was concerned. Controlling and degrading, he’d caused Frankie to relapse more than once during their relationship, and by the end she’d been on the verge of a return trip to the rehab center. The entire friend group had all been more than happy to help her give him the boot—up to and including physically moving Frankie out of his apartment—when she’d finally decided she’d had enough.

      “I know,” Frankie said with a pained smile. “But I swear, it was nothing like that. It was more like… ordering me to do things, like sexy things, and calling me a good girl when I did what he said.”

      “What if you didn’t do what he told you to?” Lottie wasn’t even sure what made her ask the question, but there was a weird pull of something she vaguely recognized as desire as she listened to Frankie’s description of her night with the older man who’d picked her up at the club Friday.

      Leaning in even further, Frankie lowered her voice. “He spanked me. And not just like, a couple little love taps while he was fucking me. I mean, put me over his knee and spanked me hard until I finally agreed to do as I was told.”

      “No!” Portia Williams gasped, her impossibly blue eyes wide with shock in her cherub-like face. Impossibly blue, because she hid her natural hazel with contacts to add to that perfect fantasy of the curvy, blonde-haired, blue-eyed, virginal girl next door. Except, she wasn’t actually a virgin any longer.

      No, that honor was reserved for Lottie and Lottie alone. A fact her friends occasionally teased her about, but for the most part they didn’t make her feel like an outsider when they were sharing their most recent exploits or comparing notes about everything from dick size to whether or not it was normal to come so hard you blacked out. The latter concern had, of course, been Frankie’s. She was not only the most experienced of the group but by far the most adventurous.

      “Yes,” Frankie confirmed with a nod. “And you know what?”

      Unable to help herself, Lottie asked, “What?”

      “I liked it. Like, I really, really liked it. I’ve always liked a little pain with my pleasure, if you know what I mean, but there was something so deliciously primal about being spanked like a naughty little girl. And I also really liked the other thing he made me do.”

      Now it was Eva giving into her curiosity, even though Lottie knew for a fact she thought Frankie sometimes overexaggerated her sexual conquests. “What other thing?”

      “He made me call him Daddy the whole time. And it was really fucking hot.”

      On either side of Lottie, her friends squealed in equal parts disbelief, disgust, and delight. “You really did that?” Portia asked, her nose wrinkling slightly.

      Lifting her champagne flute to her lips, Lottie sipped, as much for the hit of alcohol as to hopefully hide the blush rising to her cheeks. Part of her wondered if she should be horrified by Frankie’s exploits, as Portia clearly was.

      The other part of her just wanted to hear more.

      “Hey, the brunch table is a no-judgment zone,” Frankie reminded Portia with a mock glare. “And yes, I absolutely did.”

      Propping her chin on her fist, Eva grinned. “I wonder what the world would think if they knew Dr. Francesca Legare was a kinky little bitch who got off on getting her ass spanked by a man she calls Daddy.”

      “I’m not a doctor yet.” Frankie once again rolled her eyes. “I haven’t even started med school yet.”

      “Please.” Lottie waved a hand, swatting away her friend’s protests. “We all know you’re going to kick med school’s ass and go on to be the best fucking neurosurgeon the world has ever seen.”

      “Neurosurgeon by day, kinky bitch by night.” Giggling, Frankie lifted her mimosa in a toast. “Has a nice ring to it.”

      And that was yet again one of the other ways Lottie didn’t quite fit in with her friends. While she’d made it through college without any real struggle, her business degree was much like her hymen. She had one, but she’d never really bothered to do anything with it.

      Meanwhile, Frankie was off to med school in the fall, Eva was working on her MBA while also learning the ropes at her father’s media empire, and even Portia—who had only ever talked about finding Mr. Right to sweep her off her feet and turn her into the perfect trophy wife—had turned into something of a human right’s activist during her college years. After brunch, in fact, she was flying to DC for dinner with some powerful people in the hopes she could persuade them to vote for an upcoming bill on paid maternity and paternity leave in the states.

      Her friends were as impressive as they were rich. And then there was Lottie, whose greatest achievement so far was the vintage Birkin bag she’d managed to find in a random little boutique in the south of France during her last trip overseas. The owner, bless him, hadn’t realized what a rare find he had in his possession, and she’d snatched it up before he’d changed his mind and upped the price on her.

      Of course, she’d felt so bad about ‘cheating’ him that she’d gone back and purchased a horribly overpriced watch which she’d given to her father for Christmas. Dad had loved the gift, and it had eased some of her guilt, so she’d considered it a win-win.

      The memory brought her full circle to Frankie and her ‘Daddy’. If Lottie had a Daddy, would he have spanked her for her dishonesty with the boutique owner? Maybe he would have marched her back to the shop, with her bottom still red and sore, and forced her to apologize.

      Jesus. There had to be something wrong with her that the idea of not only being punished like a little girl, but publicly humiliated as well, nearly had her squirming in her seat.

      “Lottie, are you all right, babe?” Frankie’s concerned voice jolted Lottie out of her fantasies. “You look a little flushed.”

      “Oh, ah… yes. I’m fine.”

      Eyes dancing with amusement, Eva wiggled her shoulders. “Did Frankie’s kinky tales get you all hot and bothered?”

      “Eva! Leave her alone.” Ever the ‘mom’ of the group, Portia leaned over and patted Lottie’s hand. “Ignore her, sweetheart. She’s just cranky because she struck out two nights in a row this weekend.”

      “I am not! Okay, maybe a little,” Eva agreed with a shrug. “But tell me I’m wrong. Either Lottie here has a fever, or something else has her temperature rising.”

      There was definitely a God somewhere looking out for her, because the waiter arrived with their check before Eva had a chance to grill her anymore. It was Lottie’s turn to pay, so she had the excuse of searching her ill-gotten Birkin for her wallet while the other girls chattered on. And by the time the waiter returned for her card, Eva seemed to have forgotten she was supposed to be teasing Lottie.

      “Excuse me, ma’am.” In the discreet murmur waiters of his caliber had been well-trained to use, their waiter held the small tray with their check and Lottie’s card back out to her. “There appears to be a problem with your card.”

      “A problem?” Frowning, Lottie picked up the card and double checked the expiration date just in case she’d forgotten to swap it out for a new one.

      But no. It didn’t expire until September of the following year. Weird.

      “Could you try it again?”

      “I ran it three times, ma’am. Do you have another card, perhaps?”

      All too aware of her friends’ curious stares, Lottie opened her wallet and pulled out another card. “I’m so sorry about that. Try this one.”

      “Everything okay?” Portia asked when the waiter had disappeared again.

      Shrugging, Lottie reached for her mimosa to drink the last of it. “Yeah, just a problem with the card, I guess.”

      “Your dad probably got a new one without telling you.” Frankie’s smile was more sympathetic than pitying, but Lottie could feel her face growing hotter all the same. “They’re always moving money around on those things to get a better interest rate or whatever.”

      “That’s probably it.” Or a problem with the system. God knew it wouldn’t be the first time a glitch with the WiFi or a shop’s computers kept a transaction from going through. It was an annoyance, but one that usually worked itself out relatively quickly.

      The waiter returned, his polite smile looking a bit more strained around the edges. “I’m very sorry, ma’am. There appears to be a problem with this card as well.”

      “Are you sure it’s not your system?” Lottie asked, doing her best not to let her annoyance with the situation color her tone as she took the card from the tray and reached back into her purse. “There must be some kind of computer glitch.”

      “I can assure you it’s not.”

      “Well, there must be something going on,” Lottie insisted, irritation sharpening her tone.

      “You know what, I’ll get it.” Pulling her wallet from her bag, Frankie waved away Lottie’s protests. “It’s fine, babe. You can get it next time.”

      “It must be their system. There’s literally no other reason for two separate cards to have the same problem.”

      But when the waiter returned with Frankie’s card and a slip for her to sign, a knot formed in Lottie’s stomach. What the hell was going on?

      Her unease must have shown on her face, because Eva squeezed her hand and leaned over, dropping her voice low so that nobody else could hear. “It’s probably just some weird accounting error. Ask your dad about it when you get home. I’m sure there’s nothing really wrong.”

      An accounting error. That had to be it.

      Right?
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        * * *

      

      It definitely wasn’t an error. Or if it was, her father had somehow missed it for what looked like several months.

      Sitting at the desk in his office, she clicked on the next account, tears blurring her vision at yet another giant PAST DUE notice flashing across the screen.

      Maybe he’d just forgotten to pay them. The past two years had been rough on both of them, but while she’d at least somewhat moved on from her mother’s death, her father hadn’t. He almost never left the house anymore, and she couldn’t remember the last time any of his friends had come by. The constant stream of visitors they’d had while mom had been sick had dried up almost as soon as the funeral had ended.

      Mr. Elliott, their next-door neighbor and her dad’s best friend, was the one exception to that rule. He came by at least once a week to check on Dad, and he’d even managed to talk him into dinner out once or twice.

      It was entirely plausible that her father was simply so mired in his own grief that he’d completely lost track of his bills. She’d just check the bank accounts, find a way to get everything caught up, and then keep a closer eye on things until he was better.

      Easy.

      But that last little bit of hope went up in flames when she logged into her father’s bank accounts. While they weren’t flat broke, there also wasn’t nearly enough to cover the credit card bills. And she didn’t know enough about the mortgage, or the utilities, or any of the dozens of other charges she saw listed on his main account to know how much she could risk paying to help get things back under control.

      There was a series of charges that caught her attention, however. Because they were for such exact amounts. One hundred, five hundred, five thousand. Over and over again, more times than she could count. When she clicked on one of the charges, she saw a website listed in the description, and her fingers trembled as she typed the site into a separate window.

      And her heart sank when a woman in a barely-there glittery shirt popped up, smiling and holding a pile of betting chips.

      Gambling. Her dad, the most responsible man she’d ever known, had gambled away what looked to be a good portion of their wealth. She wasn’t sure she could even stomach totaling up the charges, but she tried.

      She had to stop when she hit the six-figure mark, which didn’t take her nearly as long as she might have hoped.

      Feeling numb, she clicked the red X at the top of the screen to close out the internet windows. Just as she was about to log off, a voice called her name, making her jump in her seat.

      “Charlotte? What are you doing in your father’s office?”

      Mr. Elliott, the sharp edges of his gorgeous face set into stern lines that made her stomach jump with nerves, stepped into the room. Part of her wanted to tell him exactly why she was there, to throw herself in his arms. Arms that had held her and comforted her when she’d sat by her dying mother’s bed and again when she’d watched them put her mother in the ground. Maybe he wouldn’t be able to help, but at least then she would have someone to confide in. Someone who might actually be able to give her some direction.

      But she couldn’t be sure Mr. Elliott knew the truth about her dad’s situation. And if he didn’t, then she couldn’t risk embarrassing her dad that way. If she’d learned anything these past few years, it was that when push came to shove, all they had was each other. So as much as she ached to have someone to share her newly discovered burden with, she would just have to be an adult and find a way out of this mess herself.

      With that decision made, she sat back in the chair, and gave him her best ‘spoiled little rich girl’ smirk, the one she knew drove him crazy when he felt her dad was letting her get away with too much. “It’s my house. I can be wherever I want. What are you doing here?”

      “Looking for your father. We were supposed to meet for lunch an hour ago, but he never showed. Have you seen him?”

      “I’m not my father’s keeper, Mr. Elliott.” She wasn’t even sure why she was being so antagonistic toward him, other than she was having a really bad fucking day and it made her feel a little better to poke at him. If there had been one constant in her life, it had been the way Mr. Elliott reacted when she was being a brat.

      A muscle in his jaw jumped, and even though that was exactly the reaction she’d been expecting, today her heart beat a little faster and her stomach twisted with an emotion she couldn’t quite name. It wasn’t fear, not really. Mr. Elliott had never given her a reason to fear him.

      But it was close, kind of like the ‘fear’ she felt whenever Frankie managed to talk her into watching a scary movie. Like she knew something was about to happen, she just wasn’t sure what.

      Odd.

      “Well, perhaps you can come help me locate him. I’m fairly certain you have no business snooping around in his office, anyway.”

      The accusation stung, but she forced a smile to cover the insult. “Of course. I’m sure he’s around here somewhere.”

      As discreetly as she could, she locked the computer before rising to her feet and following him out of the office. Mr. Elliott pulled the door shut behind her, and she couldn’t help but feel like it was deliberate, to remind her she didn’t belong there.

      And just as deliberately, he put his hand at the small of her back and nudged her toward the main living area. Electricity shot through her at that simple touch, and she sucked in a sharp breath before she thought to hide her reaction.

      Where the hell had that come from? Years of parental touches and embraces, and she’d never once felt that zing from Mr. Elliott before now.

      “Are you all right?” he asked, snapping her attention away from her odd reaction.

      “I’m fine.” If her tone was a little sharp, it was just because she was so off- balance from everything that had happened today. And not at all because she’d just realized she was feeling something very similar to what she’d felt during Frankie’s story about getting spanked by her ‘Daddy’. “We should check the den. He might be having a whiskey.”

      “A whiskey?” Beside her, Mr. Elliott frowned. “It’s not even one in the afternoon.”

      “You’ll have to take that up with him. I’m not my⁠—”

      “Father’s keeper. Yes, you said as much.”

      The disapproval in his tone told her he didn’t approve of her stance. But she didn’t have the luxury of caring what he thought about her just then.

      Her very sudden and very confusing feelings for Mr. Elliott aside, Lottie had more important things to worry about. Like the fact that her father had dug himself into a hole the size of the Grand Canyon. And it was up to her to figure out how to drag him back out.
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            EVERY PROBLEM HAS A SOLUTION

          

        

      

    

    
      BRADEN

      He should move his hand. But the way Lottie had reacted, that too-sharp little intake of breath had apparently frozen him in place, unable to remove his hand from her back. If anything, he was tempted to dip lower and cup the full, generous curves of her⁠—

      Jesus Christ, Braden. That is your best friend’s daughter. A little girl who used to play with your daughter, for fuck’s sake. Get a goddamn grip.

      With what felt like a Herculean effort, he pulled his hand away and deliberately stuck it in his pocket just as she swung open the doors to the opulent room her father favored when he was in the need of solitude.

      Braden had spent a lot of time in this den since Natasha’s passing, making sure his friend didn’t descend too deep into those pits of loneliness and despair.

      And sure enough, Emmett Duvall was exactly where his daughter had said he would be. Slouched in one of the overstuffed leather armchairs, an almost-empty glass of whiskey in his hand and a despondent expression on his face that made Braden’s chest ache. Ever since they’d gotten the news of Nat’s illness, Braden had watched Emmett become more and more a shell of his former self. Once she’d passed, Emmett had pretty much stopped existing all together.

      Plastering a smile on his face and praying it didn’t look as brittle and fake as it felt, he stepped around Lottie and strode into the room. “I see you started without me.”

      Emmett looked up, the bleariness in his eyes telling Braden that it wasn’t his first glass of whiskey. And, unless he was able to coax his friend out of the den for a bit, Braden doubted it would be his last.

      “Braden! I didn’t know you were coming over.” His words were slurred slightly, but not as much as they should have been under the circumstances. In fact, they were almost too well-enunciated, as if he were trying to hide how drunk he actually was.

      Nice try, old friend.

      “Well, we were supposed to meet for lunch. But I’m nothing if not adaptable.” Settling into the chair beside Emmett’s, Braden plucked the glass from his hand and drained the rest of it without bothering to return it to its rightful owner. If he didn’t actually see the glass, odds were Emmett would completely forget he’d been drinking in the first place.

      From the corner of his eye, he saw Lottie still in the doorway, her expression drawn and worried. Poor girl. She’d really been through more than her fair share of pain and heartache.

      Turning his head, he sent her a reassuring smile. “It was nice seeing you again, Charlotte.”

      She jumped, just enough for him to notice because he’d been watching her. The worry on her face smoothed away, replaced by the polite-bordering-on-bored smile so many socialites were trained to use in uncomfortable situations. “You too, Mr. Elliott. I’ll just be… around.”

      “Charlotte,” Braden called when she went to close the door behind her. He waited for her to poke her head back in before cocking an eyebrow and pinning her with what his employees called his ‘Daddy Glare’. “No snooping.”

      Red colored her cheeks, but instead of nodding or dropping her head like the subs at his club would have, she raised one of her own eyebrows in return. “Goodbye, Mr. Elliott.”

      He physically had to dig his fingers into the arm of his chair to keep himself seated. It had been ages since his palm had actually itched to connect with a bratty little girl’s bottom the way it did just then.

      Of course his dormant sex drive would choose the most inopportune moment possible to come roaring back to life.

      Apparently oblivious to his closest friend’s completely improper thoughts about his daughter, Emmett grinned. “So, Braden. How are things at the club?”

      Right. The club. The BDSM club he owned, packed wall-to-wall with willing subbies who would gladly offer themselves up for a night of kinky debauchery if he so much as looked in their direction.

      Subbies who were much more appropriate targets for his desires than pretty little Charlotte Duvall.

      “Things are good. You should come by tomorrow, let me buy you lunch.”

      Just like the last hundred—or more, Braden had given up counting—times he’d made the offer, Emmett shook his head. “No. I’m not ready for that.”

      Grief had its own timeline. Braden knew that, logically, but there was still a part of him that wanted to shake his friend, to tell him to snap out of it. To remind him that he had a daughter who needed him, and at forty-six, he still had so much life left to live.

      But that wasn’t his place. So he didn’t force the issue the way he so badly wanted to. Instead, he settled in for an afternoon of listening to the same stories of Nat and Emmett’s life together he’d heard a million times.

      And tried not to think of all the filthy, perverted things he wanted to do to their daughter.
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      LOTTIE

      With her cheeks burning from Mr. Elliott’s scolding, Lottie hurried upstairs to her bedroom.

      She needed money. Logically, that meant she needed to go to work. But she wasn’t under any delusions that she could find a job that would pay anything near what she needed to pay off her father’s debts.

      And even if she could start putting a small dent in the credit card payments, it would all be for nothing if she couldn’t stop her father’s gambling problem and keep him from hemorrhaging money.

      Mr. Elliott could fix it. Unless he was also hiding a mountain of debt, he could probably bail them out and never even feel the pinch. The part of her that still loved the fairy tales where the prince swooped in to save the princess from a lifetime of hardship wanted so badly to run back downstairs and throw herself on his mercy. If anyone could get through to her father and make sure he got the help he needed, it would be Mr. Elliott.

      But she’d already promised herself she wouldn’t tell him. Losing their fortune was enough of a blow, and if she could help her father keep his pride, then she was willing to do whatever it took to do so.

      Flopping down onto her pretty four-poster bed, she plucked at the ruffles on her perfectly white duvet cover as she stared at the ceiling and ran through her options.

      Which took her all of about thirty seconds, since she didn’t really have any options. Groaning, she forced herself to pull her phone from her pocket and make the phone call she’d been dreading.

      Frankie wasn’t just the smartest, or the richest member of their friend group. She was also the one with the biggest heart. So even though she wasn’t entirely convinced she was doing the right thing, Lottie hit the button to dial the one person in the world she thought might be able to help.

      “Hey, Lottie baby. Figure out what’s going on with your accounts?”

      Lottie opened her mouth to explain what she’d found. And promptly burst into tears.

      “Oh, honey. I’m on my way. Do you want me to bring the girls?”

      “No! J-just y-you,” Lottie managed to choke out between gulping sobs.

      “All right. I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

      Finally giving into the despair that had been brewing inside her since she’d opened the first credit card bill, Lottie rolled onto her stomach and wept. She sobbed until the tears ran dry and she felt like a sponge someone had wrung out and tossed to the side. If she’d cried that hard since her mom’s funeral, she couldn’t remember.

      Oddly enough, though, she felt better for it. Sniffling back a few straggling tears, she rolled off her bed and made her way over to her en suite bathroom. Jesus, she looked a mess, with her mascara all smudged around her red, puffy eyes.

      By the time Frankie burst into her bedroom a few minutes later, Lottie was looking and feeling much more presentable. She’d managed to wash her face and reapply a light coat of makeup without her eyes watering and ruining it all over again. There was nothing to be done about the redness or the puffiness, but she figured Frankie already knew she’d been crying so there was little point in trying to hide it completely.

      “You poor thing.” True sympathy, not the fake kind so often employed by the women in their circles, echoed in Frankie’s voice as she rushed across the room to wrap Lottie up in a tight hug. “Tell Mama Frankie all about it.”

      And so she did. She told Frankie everything, about the overdue bills, the bank account, the gambling. All of it.

      “I just don’t know what to do. I mean, I could get a job, obviously. I don’t mind working. But I’d need to be making six figures at least to even begin paying down those cards, and even with that it would still take forever.”

      “And in the meantime, your dad would still be there, gambling away what little money you have left.” Anger burned hot and fierce in Frankie’s eyes. “I can’t believe he did this to you!”

      “I can’t be mad at him. You haven’t seen him, Frankie. He’s so lost without mom.”

      “Well, I damn well can be mad at him. And there’s nothing you can do to stop me. So there.”

      Sniffling back a fresh wave of tears, Lottie leaned on Frankie’s shoulder. “Thanks.”

      “No problem, honey.” Frankie cleared her throat, and when she spoke she sounded uncharacteristically hesitant. “I, ah, may have a solution for you.”

      “Really?” Bolting upright, Lottie grabbed her friend’s arm. “You better not be fucking with me, Francesca.”

      “I would never. Well, not about something as serious as this.” Worry replaced the anger in her gaze, and for once the confident, self-assured Frankie looked unsure of herself. “Just fair warning that it’s a bit… unconventional.”

      “And I’m a bit desperate. What’s the deal?”

      “Okay, so, you remember that guy the other night?”

      “The one who spanked you and made you call him Daddy?”

      To Lottie’s shock, a tinge of pink appeared on Frankie’s cheeks. “Yeah, him. Well, Saturday, he took me to a club. But not like, a club for dancing. It was a club where people go to like, indulge in their fantasies.”

      For a moment, Lottie could only stare at her. “He took you to a sex club?”

      Frankie rolled her eyes. “I didn’t see anybody actually having sex. But yes, he took me to a kink club. Well, it took forever for them to process my guest pass, and when my… fuck it, I’ll just call him Daddy. When Daddy asked what was taking so long, the girl at the front desk told us there was a new process. Apparently, the owner of the club has started reviewing all of the guest passes at the club before anyone can get in.”

      Impatience nearly had her shaking Frankie to get the information out of her. “Okay. What does that have to do with me?”

      “Patience, grasshopper. Anyway, Daddy asked why, and the girl said she didn’t know. But another girl, who had apparently been eavesdropping, came over and told us she’d heard a rumor about some auction happening at the club.”

      “Auction? What kind of auction?” But even as she asked the question, part of her knew the answer. What other kind of auction would a kink club be hosting?

      “A sex auction,” Frankie said, confirming Lottie’s thoughts. “Nobody could really give us any details, but the girl who was eavesdropping said one of her friends was getting like fifty grand a pop to provide her ‘services’ as a Domme.”

      “Good for her. But why the hell are you telling me this? I don’t know anything about that stuff.”

      “Would you just be patient? Anyway, the girl at the front desk piped up and said she’d heard about the auction too, and—here’s where you come in—she said how she wished she hadn’t had her cherry popped already, because some girl got paid like four hundred thousand for hers.”

      For a long moment, all Lottie could do was stare at her friend. “Someone paid almost half a million dollars to take some random girl’s virginity?”

      “That’s what they said. Obviously, I don’t know if it’s true, but I figured it might be worth a shot.”

      “I don’t know, Frankie. Doesn’t that seem kind of… crass? Letting someone buy my virginity?”

      “Maybe.” Frankie shrugged, far too nonchalant for the topic of conversation as far as Lottie as concerned. “But it’s not like you’ve been saving yourself for marriage or anything. So would you rather give it up for free, or get some use out of an otherwise useless social construct?”
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