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      She’s sleeping with the enemy…

      Caitlyn’s life is running smoothly until she comes face-to-face with a cutthroat businessman who’s used to getting everything he wants. Problem is he wants Pat’s Pub—and he’s not taking no for an answer. Caitlyn should despise him for threatening her family’s business, but there’s something about Lucas’s dominant nature that awakens the hidden submissive inside her.

      What should be a run-of-the-mill real estate acquisition goes off the rails quickly when Lucas meets the granddaughter of the owner. Lucas never mixes business with pleasure, but that rule is broken when he meets Cait. Soon the couple is thrust into a steamy affair that will ultimately force them to choose between family loyalty and love.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        This book is dedicated to Lexi Blake, who very kindly sat me down in a bar one night and said, “You know, it’s time for a next generation Wild Irish.”

      

      

      

      
        
        And that was all she wrote…
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      “Tell me the story again, Pop Pop. The one about my name.”

      Patrick smiled at the dark-haired child, his beloved granddaughter. “Och. You’ve heard that story a thousand times, my sweet. Wouldn’t you rather hear me sing?”

      The little girl giggled and shook her head emphatically. It had become a running joke between Patrick and Caitlyn that she considered his singing voice very poor.

      “Are you sure?” he teased. “You don’t want to hear my Irish Lullaby?” He started to sing, only getting as far as “Too-ra-loo,” when she covered her ears.

      “No. The story. The story! About me.”

      Patrick’s daughter, Keira, had given him the what-for the first time he’d told Caitlyn the old folktale, insisting that it was a bit too heavy for a four-year-old. Regardless, Caitlyn loved the tale and had since asked to hear it countless times.

      “Fine, fine. But first, let’s get you under the covers.”

      He was babysitting his young grandchildren while Keira and Will went out for the evening. They’d had a rare chance for a date night, something that didn’t come along often now that they had two wee ones at home.

      Caitlyn’s baby brother, Lochlan, was already fast asleep in his crib, and given the sleepy look in her eyes, Caitlyn wouldn’t last much longer either.

      Caitlyn snuggled beneath her Beauty and the Beast comforter, the beautiful princess in a bright yellow dress dancing in the arms of the beast. Earlier in the evening, Patrick had spun Caitlyn around in the same manner as she insisted he play the beast.

      Apart from the muted glow coming from the bedside lamp, the only other light in the room was produced from the small aquarium on top of Caitlyn’s dresser. A bright blue fish swam around the tiny tank. It wasn’t unusual for a child growing up in Baltimore to become enamored of fish, considering the fine aquarium the city held.

      “Well, as you know,” Patrick began, “your name is actually a nickname for Cathleen, and oh, wasn’t she a bonny woman in this story? There came such a time that two evil men appeared in Ireland. They were on a mission from the devil.”

      Caitlyn’s eyes grew wide at this point in the story, as they always did. The young girl was a sucker for a scary story. “The devil is bad.”

      “Indeed he is. And at the time, there was a famine. What did I tell you a famine was?”

      “Everybody was hungry because there wasn’t any macaroni and cheese. Or chicken nuggets.”

      Patrick nodded and grinned. She was a bright little thing, who couldn’t conceive of a world that didn’t contain Kraft Macaroni & Cheese. Patrick couldn’t fault her terror of such an occurrence. Though his daughter Riley—whose homemade mac and cheese could win awards—would have a fit if he confessed it, he was fond of the bright orange box stuff himself.

      “I feel bad for the hungry little kids in that town. Their tummies must’ve hurt.”

      Patrick didn’t doubt for a moment his tiny Cait was destined to do great things. In addition to her intelligence, she had compassion in spades. “That’s right. They were very hungry and they wished they could have some of that macaroni and cheese you gobbled up for your supper.”

      “Gobble. Gobble.” Caitlyn mimicked a turkey and giggled, as he continued the tale.

      “So the devil sent these two bad men to make a deal with the hungry Irish. They could trade their souls in exchange for gold.”

      “And then they’d be rich and they could eat all the Happy Meals they wanted,” she added.

      “That’s right. But was that a good thing for the poor people to do?”

      She shook her head earnestly. “No. It’s bad to give your soul to the devil because he’s a big meanie.”

      “That’s right.” Patrick had brushed over some of the finer details of the story, but he suspected as Caitlyn got older, she’d eventually start asking questions about the tale, seeking a deeper understanding of it all. For now, she was happy to know there were bad guys and…

      “But did Cathleen sell her soul to the devil?”

      Caitlyn shouted out an excited, “No! Because she was good.”

      “And very smart,” Patrick added.

      Caitlyn loved the idea that she was the heroine in the story. The one destined to save everyone. “Say what she did,” she urged.

      “When Cathleen realized what the hungry people were doing, she went to the bad men and said she would give them her soul in exchange for those of the whole town.”

      “Because the devil wanted her soul the most. On account of her being the best. She saved them all.”

      Patrick nodded. “That’s right. She did. And because her actions were so brave, so selfless, she was rewarded.”

      “The devil didn’t get her soul because God swooped down and grabbed it and he took her to heaven and she got to sit on the clouds with the angels and eat chocolate cake and ice cream all the time.”

      Patrick chuckled at how much Caitlyn embellished the tale with each retelling. The last time, the courageous Cathleen had gotten to sing and dance and eat peanut butter and jelly sandwiches, so clearly heaven changed according to whatever Caitlyn fancied at the time.

      “That’s right,” he confirmed. “She saved all the hungry Irish and was rewarded. With cake and ice cream.”

      Caitlyn’s body relaxed as they came to the end of the story. Patrick rose from his perch on the side of her bed, bending down to kiss her forehead.

      “Pop Pop,” she said, her voice going thick with the sleep that was coming to claim her quickly.

      “Yes, my little Caitie-bug?”

      “One day I’m going to save the poor Irish, and when I do, I’ll share my cake and ice cream with them so they aren’t hungry.”

      Patrick ran the backs of his fingers along her soft cheek. “Ah, lass. I know you will. Because you’re smart and brave and kind.”

      He gave her another kiss on the brow, turned on her starfish nightlight near the door and left the room, silently praying to live a long life. He was looking forward to watching his fierce granddaughter save the Irish.
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      “Jesus. What’s he doing in here?”

      Caitlyn Wallace looked around the pub, searching for someone who could have caught her cousin Colm’s eye.

      Seeing no one of interest, she turned her gaze back to Colm. “He who?”

      “Lucas Whiting.”

      While Caitlyn didn’t have a clue what Lucas Whiting looked like, she sure as hell knew his name. The Whitings were to Baltimore what the Kennedys were to Martha’s Vineyard. There was precious little property of value in the city that the Whitings didn’t have some vested interest in.

      “He’s here?”

      Colm nodded, and then used the upswing of his chin to direct her attention to a table near the back of the pub. Three men in expensive power suits sat together, drinking pints of Guinness. She assumed the one in the center was Lucas. He was older than the other two, with gray hair, serious eyes and deep frown grooves around his mouth that told her he didn’t smile much. If ever.

      “Looks the type of a gazillionaire, doesn’t he?” she said.

      Colm turned his head, his look quizzical. “You think? I always thought he looked more like a rugby player.”

      Caitlyn turned back to the table. Clearly she’d focused on the wrong man. Once she’d spotted the older guy, she’d stopped looking. “Which one is he?”

      “Man on the right,” Colm replied before walking toward the bar. He claimed a stool and started talking to his dad, Caitlyn’s Uncle Tris, who was manning the bar.

      Rather than join him, Caitlyn remained near the entrance, so she could check out the man on the right.

      “Oh,” she breathed.

      Colm had the right of it. Lucas was built much larger and broader and more muscular than she would have pictured him. For some reason, she’d imagined a more elegant, sophisticated, clean-shaven, well-dressed, paper-pushing wimp. Lucas Whiting resembled a thug, with his wide shoulders and scruffy beard that was pushing the five-o’clock-shadow deal by a few days. He looked like the kind of guy who’d been in more than a few fistfights. He also struck her as the type who’d most likely won every single one.

      Originally, her gaze hadn’t landed on him for more than a split second because her mind had seen that build and thought “bodyguard.”

      “Can you believe he’s back here again?”

      Caitlyn glanced over at her cousin Ailis, who was waiting the tables at the pub that night.

      “Who?” Caitlyn wondered if she’d missed a step somewhere.

      “Lucas Whiting.”

      “He’s been here before?”

      Ailis nodded. “Yeah. About a month or so ago. He chatted with Tris and Ewan about selling the pub. They laughed and told him he was wasting his time. He left and I think we all thought that was the end of it.”

      “Why didn’t I know about this?”

      Ailis grinned as Caitlyn trailed behind her, so her cousin could deliver the drinks she’d been carrying. “I suspect you were knee-deep in a case. Besides, you’ve been in workaholic mode this past year since you and Sammy split. It’s rare to get your total attention.”

      Caitlyn didn’t bother to argue that point. It was true. Sammy had accused her of living inside her head. Tried to use that as a reason for cheating on her. The stupid asshole.

      Her gaze returned to Lucas Whiting’s table. He was no longer conversing with the men sitting with him. Instead, he was studying the bar, his sharp, dark eyes taking in everything around him.

      Caitlyn did the same, trying to imagine what Lucas was thinking. For a second, she heard the lines to that classic Billy Joel number “Piano Man” in her head. While it was a Friday night—not Saturday—the regular crowd had certainly shuffled in. The place was booming.

      Hunter Maxwell, one of their current singers, was on stage with his guitar and harmonica setup. He was super talented, and Caitlyn knew that was one reason the place was so crowded.

      Hunter was destined for stardom. She was as sure of that as she was that Hunter had it bad for Ailis. Ailis, however, seemed oblivious to that fact. Or she was ignoring it. Having grown up being homeschooled on a tour bus as Sky and Teagan rocked the world with their music for the first eighteen years of her life, Ailis was determined to live her adult years in a house without wheels. Problem was Hunter wanted the wheels, the big bus and the different-city-every-night stardom Ailis’s parents enjoyed.

      Caitlyn turned her attention away from the stage. Uncle Tris was manning the bar, talking football with Pop Pop, who sat on “his” stool at the center of the long mahogany counter, surrounded by his cronies—some nearly, but not quite, as old as him.

      Most of her friends were amazed when she told them her grandfather was ninety-two years old. He had the energy and health of someone two decades younger. He claimed it was his family that kept him going, gave him a reason to keep chugging along. Aunt Riley always said the truth of it was he was too nosy to depart this earth before he got to see how all his grandkids turned out. Which was why Riley was convinced he’d outlive them all. Caitlyn sincerely hoped that was true. She couldn’t imagine a world without Pop Pop.

      “Does Pop Pop know about the offer?” Caitlyn asked.

      Ailis shook her head. “No. Like I said, they turned it down and the guy went away. Since it was a nonissue, they decided not to bother Pop Pop with it.”

      “Good. I’d hate for him to worry about this. Although, it doesn’t look like it’s a nonissue anymore.”

      “I know. Riley said he’d be back. After all, the Whitings have been snatching up quite a bit of property in this area. Ewan seemed to think they’d convinced him they wouldn’t sell, for any price, but now…”

      Given the dark, threatening looks Tris was throwing Lucas’s way, it was obvious her uncle was on the defensive, ready to defend the bar to the death. Not that he’d have to take up that battle alone.

      She caught sight of Ewan and Riley standing just on the other side of the large opening between Pat’s Pub and Sunday’s Side, the restaurant named for Caitlyn’s grandmother, giving Lucas the same evil eye.

      One of the perks of being a member of a large family was there were never less than twenty people who had your back. Lucas Whiting would have been smart to take the original rejection and move on.

      As she considered that, she looked back toward him and discovered he was staring at her. She held his gaze for a moment, and then glanced away. It was no good. She still felt the weight of his eyes on her.

      “Do you know Lucas Whiting?” Ailis asked.

      Caitlyn shook her head as she faced her cousin. “No. Why?”

      “Because he’s staring at you. Big time.”

      Caitlyn forced herself to look back. And sure enough, Ailis was telling the truth. Whatever study he’d been doing of the pub appeared to have ended with her.

      She felt the inexplicable need to escape that heavy gaze. It unnerved her. And, well, dammit, it turned her on. She experienced an arousal she hadn’t felt in months. No, strike that. A year.

      Caitlyn worked hard to put that uneasy feeling away. It wasn’t a state she wanted to dwell on. After Sammy’s betrayal, she’d decided to take a year off from dating to recover from her broken heart and focus on her career, get her priorities straight. She had stayed with Sammy for all the wrong reasons.

      Actually, just two wrong reasons.

      The first was the same one that had existed in all her previous long-term relationships. Love. Caitlyn wanted it. Desperately. She longed for a relationship like her parents had, or any of her aunts and uncles. She wanted to come home every night to the one person who made life worth living.

      And she wanted that so badly, she’d tried to force Sammy into that role, tried to convince herself that what they shared was a great and lasting love. Just like she had with Matt and Brad and…

      Every single time one of her relationships failed, she was forced to face the fact that she’d fallen for the wrong man again. One who didn’t love her as much as she loved him or who wasn’t as committed toward building a life with her.

      The other reason she’d hung in there too long with Sammy was at least unique from her other relationships. The sex. It had been great. So much so, she’d tricked herself into believing that the rest of their relationship was fine. When it wasn’t. She had that truth knocked into her when she’d come home early and found him boinking the middle school music teacher who lived across the hall.

      Caitlyn had packed her bags and moved into the apartment above her family’s business, Pat’s Pub, where she shared the spacious space with six of her ten cousins. Riley had taken to referring to the second floor as the Collins Dorm after several of the cousins moved in, and the name stuck.

      She tried to stifle a yawn. Her family was going to have to deal with Lucas Whiting on their own. It had been a damn long day. “I’m beat. Think I’ll go upstairs and relax for a little while.”

      After law school, she’d opted to work in the public sector as opposed to pursuing a job with a big firm. She’d started as an attorney with Baltimore Legal Aid, a nonprofit firm that provided free legal services to low-income people, working her ass off for very little pay, while gaining experience.

      Then, once her cousin Colm graduated from law school too, they opened their own practice, the Collins Law Firm. While it was Colm’s last name as well, the name of the firm was actually a nod to their beloved Pop Pop, who was so proud of them with their “big, fancy law degrees,” as he referred to them, that he fairly burst from the emotion.

      For the past five years, she and Colm had worked long hours in an attempt to build a name for their firm. Caitlyn specialized in services for seniors, serving on a local committee that worked to keep older citizens not only in their homes, but to ensure they were living in safe environments. Colm’s specialty was in family and children’s services.

      Their firm had acquired a reputation for wheeling and dealing on payment. Which basically meant they only charged what their clients could afford to pay. Her mom, Keira, claimed she and Colm reminded her of old-school doctors, trading their services for eggs or a fat hog. Caitlyn had always laughed at that description—until a couple months earlier, when Colm had literally accepted freshly caught trout and a bottle of homemade moonshine as a payment. Then she realized things had gotten out of hand. Not that they’d change their policy. They had just as many clients who could afford to pay as those who couldn’t, so it wasn’t like they were starving. Besides, poor people deserved good legal help as much as the rich.

      “Are you going to come back down later?” Ailis asked.

      Caitlyn shrugged. Ailis was worried about her. Actually, the whole Collins clan was. Her entire family had managed to pull her aside at some point over the past few months to talk to her about her all-work, no-play lifestyle and how it wasn’t healthy. They weren’t telling her anything she didn’t know, but she was finding it too hard to break the pattern.

      At first, work had been a salve to her wounds. Now, it was all she could remember how to do. She was too afraid to look for love, or even just sex. Her relationship with Sammy had been a disaster. Shit, her last three long-term love affairs had ended badly, each one leaving her with a broken heart.

      She was starting to get trigger shy. Maybe she wasn’t cut out for marriage and happily ever after. Of course, every time that thought crossed her mind, she felt like crying, so she tucked it away again.

      “Caitlyn,” her cousin began.

      “If I don’t fall asleep on the couch, I’ll be back down in an hour or so.” Caitlyn vowed to try to keep that promise, but she was dog-tired, weary to the bone, and in no mood to be around people or noise or⁠—

      She groaned softly.

      Sammy walked into the pub.

      “Seriously?” she muttered. “Fuck my life.”

      Fortunately, he hadn’t spotted her yet.

      Ailis groaned. “Jesus, he’s thick. If Uncle Tris spots him, he’s a dead man. I’ll run interference while you escape.”

      Since “the one time he ever cheated on her,” Sammy had called, texted, and hounded her on social media to beg for her forgiveness. At first, she’d told him to fuck off. Then she’d blocked him on everything. When he realized he couldn’t get to her through the regular channels, the dumbass had actually Venmo’ed her twenty bucks because he realized he could send her a long message with the money. She’d pocketed the cash, deleted the message without reading it and threatened to slap a restraining order on him if he didn’t leave her alone.

      That had been four months ago. She’d thought the threat had been enough because he’d been quiet since then.

      Caitlyn nodded her thanks and headed toward the back of the pub, to the door that led to the stairs to the second floor. She’d nearly made a clean getaway when her path was blocked. By a very large, broad, power-suited chest.

      She didn’t bother to look up. She knew who was standing in her way. “Excuse me.”

      She tried to sidestep Lucas Whiting, but he followed her direction, not allowing her to pass. She flashed him an angry look.

      “I said excuse me.” While most of her cases were settled in conference rooms, on occasion, deals couldn’t be struck. Which meant she was no stranger to courtrooms. As such, she was the master of many tones. She could sound conciliatory or infuriated or sympathetic—whatever she thought would be most effective on the judge or jury. Right now, her tone was pure irritation.

      “I apologize.” His face didn’t match his words. He wasn’t sorry. He also wasn’t a thug. She’d only had a distant view of him from across the room. Up close, Lucas Whiting fell into a category she’d never created before. In a world of hot or not, Lucas sort of straddled the line. He was handsome, but terrifying. Attractive, but intense. Every pleasant feature on his face seemed marred by something she could only think to call power…or maybe it was hunger.

      His deep-set midnight-colored eyes were too sharp, too focused for her to enjoy the hue. His chiseled jaw appeared to be clenched just a smidge too tightly. And she wondered if he kept the beard as a way to hide his far-too-serious face rather than as a fashion statement. Maybe he thought it made him less intimidating. She almost laughed aloud at that thought. The man was intimidation incarnate.

      “I was wondering if you would like to join me for a drink.”

      Of course. Obviously, Whiting knew who she was. Granddaughter of the owner.

      The asshole probably thought he could pour a couple glasses of wine into her and have her spilling all the family secrets.

      “No, thank you. I was just leaving.”

      He frowned as he glanced behind him. Then he pointed toward the front. “The exit is that way.”

      It was on the tip of her tongue to say, “And my home is that way,” but his confusion caught her unaware.

      Maybe he didn’t know who she was.

      “Yes. But…” Caitlyn debated how to play this. If Lucas didn’t know who she was, perhaps she could employ the same plan she’d suspected he was using on her. She could join him for a drink, draw him into a conversation about the pub and see what his intentions were.

      Before she could figure out the best way to go, Sammy found her.

      “There you are.”

      Caitlyn turned at the sound of her ex’s voice, Lucas Whiting forgotten in an instant. “Do you have some sort of death wish?”

      “It’s been months, Caitie.”

      “Don’t call me that.”

      “Caitlyn,” Sammy quickly corrected, as if his reticence would work on her.

      She’d hit her limit with the idiot. “I’m filing the paperwork for a restraining order in the morning.”

      Sammy blanched. “You can’t still be this mad at me. I’ve said I’m sorry a thousand times. And I am. God, Caitlyn. I’ve been kicking my own ass every night since you left. I screwed up. Big time. I know that. What we had…it was special. I miss you. I miss…” He paused, and she knew where he was heading.

      Sex. He missed fucking her.

      Wow, didn’t that make her feel special?

      “It’s over between us, Sammy. I don’t know how to say that to you any more clearly. Go back to Ms. Middle School Music.”

      Sammy shook his head rapidly. “No. No. I don’t want her. She didn’t get it. Didn’t like,” he swallowed loudly, “what we like.”

      Caitlyn flushed with anger, balling her fist. She’d never hit anyone before, but she was more than ready to kill him. “How dare you⁠—”

      “I think perhaps you should move on. The lady told you it’s over.”

      Caitlyn was startled when Lucas decided to enter the conversation. She assumed he would move on at the first sign of Sammy’s drama. For some strange reason, knowing he was there allowed her to calm down. While she was fairly certain her punch wouldn’t leave a mark, Lucas Whiting looked the type to do some serious damage to Sammy. Which was exactly what she wanted.

      “Who are you?” Sammy kept his tone fairly non-confrontational. Probably because he was smart enough to take one look at Lucas and know he wouldn’t win in a physical fight against the man.

      “I’ll tell you who I am. I’m your worst nightmare if you don’t get out of this pub and leave this woman alone.”

      Sammy blinked a couple times, no doubt trying to figure out if he’d heard what he thought he’d heard. Dumbass actually looked at her for help, and it took all the strength she had not to roll her eyes.

      “Go home, Sammy. Don’t come back.”

      The air seemed to seep out of him as Sammy held her gaze a second longer. And then, he turned to leave.

      She twisted back toward Lucas, grinning despite her annoyance with basically everything at the moment. “What the hell was that? It was like you were channeling Liam Neeson or something for a second. I will find you. I’m your worst nightmare,” she mimicked in a deep, deadly voice.

      Lucas didn’t look her way, didn’t even acknowledge her joke. Instead, he continued to watch Sammy’s retreating form.

      Caitlyn saw her ex walk out of the pub. Then she glanced toward the bar. Very little happened that Uncle Tris didn’t see or hear. He stared at her for a second. She gave him a covert wink to let him know she was fine. Regardless, his face remained stoic before he gave her a subtle nod.

      He was going to leave her alone. For now. But she didn’t fool herself into believing he wasn’t going to be watching her like a hawk as long as she was talking to Lucas Whiting.

      “Thank you for stepping in to help,” she said, her gaze slipping to the door to her apartment. She was so close. To pajamas and a glass of wine and repeats of Lucifer on TV.

      “Is my chivalry enough to convince you to join me for a drink?”

      She glanced back at his table, surprised to find it unoccupied. “What happened to your friends?”

      “They’re business associates. And our meeting is over. They’ve gone home to their wives.”

      He gestured toward a chair and she gave in. Tiredness gave way to curiosity.

      “No wife for you?”

      He shook his head. “Would I invite you for a drink if there was?”

      “The idiot you just kicked out of here was coming home to me after work. When he beat me there, he decided it would be a good idea to invite another woman to our bed. You’ll forgive me if I’m not super trusting.”

      “I’m not married. Not engaged. Not living with or seriously dating anyone.”

      Caitlyn found herself trying to figure out Lucas’s age. He had one of those faces that made it virtually impossible to guess. Not that she’d have to wonder for long. No doubt there was plenty of information about him on the Internet. She could discover that answer in one quick Google search on her phone.

      “Divorced?” she asked.

      “No.”

      She realized they’d sort of started this conversation in the middle, so she thought she’d try to drag them back a few steps to the beginning. “I’m Caitlyn Wallace, by the way.”

      His expression gave her no clue as to whether or not he recognized her name. If he’d done any research at all on the pub, he would have certainly come across her mother’s name.

      Pop Pop and her grandma Sunday had raised their seven children in the upstairs apartment Caitlyn was sharing with her cousins, in addition to running the pub and restaurant below. As they became adults, Tris took over the pub half of the business with Pop Pop while her mom, Keira Wallace, and Uncle Ewan ran Sunday’s Side.

      “Lucas Whiting.”

      “I know.”

      For the first time, she saw just the trace of a smile on his face. It made him appear almost human.

      “The man who just left⁠—”

      “Sammy,” she added.

      “Former boyfriend or husband?”

      “Ex-boyfriend. It’s been a small consolation knowing that at least I was smart enough not to marry him.”

      “He asked?”

      She shook her head. “Actually, no. He didn’t.”

      Sammy was the last thing Caitlyn wanted to talk about tonight. Especially with Lucas Whiting. “Do you do a lot of business in pubs?”

      Lucas lifted one shoulder casually. “Depends on the business.”

      Hello, Mr. Vague. She probed for more. “Okay. So what was tonight’s pub-worthy business?”

      “Real estate acquisition.”

      Fucker was good. He gave nothing away.

      “Can I get you all something to drink?” Ailis was looking at Caitlyn curiously.

      “I’ll have another Guinness. Caitlyn?”

      “I’ll have the same. Thanks.” She hoped her cousin wouldn’t say anything to reveal her identity. The lawyer in her was determined to get to the truth in Lucas’s short answers.

      Ailis paused for just a second, but when Caitlyn didn’t look at her or say more, she turned for the bar.

      “I can’t imagine there’s much real estate left in Baltimore your family doesn’t already own.”

      Lucas’s gaze held hers intently. “There’s always more to buy.”

      His response tweaked her for some reason.

      “What if someone doesn’t want to sell to you?”

      His eyes narrowed the tiniest bit. Someone who was paying less attention wouldn’t have even noticed, but Caitlyn had locked onto him. Her words had triggered something. Shit. She’d shown her hand. Revealed herself.

      “Everyone has a price.”

      Her family didn’t. Not when it came to this business. It wasn’t just the Collins’s livelihood. It was their home, their legacy to future generations. In some ways, the pub felt like the heartbeat of the family, the one thing that kept them all tied together.

      “So no one has ever said no to you?”

      For the first time, Lucas grinned. Caitlyn’s response shook her. She was torn between running away from the hungry wolf and baring her neck to the beast.

      Oh shit.

      He leaned closer to her, his dark eyes penetrating, missing nothing. His expression seemed to say he knew she wouldn’t say no to him.

      Her pussy clenched, and she felt a trickle of wetness between her legs. What the hell was going on? Lucas shot one sexy freaking look at her and she was ready to tear off her clothes? It was definitely time to start dating again. Her hormones had decided to make a comeback…with a vengeance.

      She tried to imagine what Lucas would look like without his shirt on. Did he have any tattoos? His thick, muscular arms seemed made for ink.

      “What do you think?” he murmured.

      About the tattoos? It took her a moment to stop undressing him with her eyes and recall her original question.

      She’d asked if anyone ever said no to him.

      “I don’t know.” She hated the almost breathless quality in her voice.

      Her cheeks heated under his intense gaze, and she feared she was blushing. Lucas wasn’t even bothering to hide his attraction to her. His eyes darted down to her breasts, and the shadow of his grin reappeared.

      She averted her eyes when it became impossible to hide her own unwanted desires. Unfortunately, looking down only made it apparent that her nipples were poking through her blouse. They’d tightened the moment she sat down at the table and gotten a whiff of his musk cologne. Which meant Lucas knew exactly what effect he was having on her.

      “People say no to me all the time, Caitlyn.”

      Her gaze lifted as she wondered if she would have the strength to deny him. In her mind, she could imagine him bidding her to strip, to kneel, to bend over the table. And she didn’t doubt for a second she would comply. “People,” she murmured. “Women?” The question slipped out unbidden.

      Lucas parted his lips to speak, but she shook her head to cut him off.

      “I didn’t mean…never mind.” She was babbling like an idiot. Time to get her shit together. “When people say no, when they turn down your offer, do you walk away?”

      Lucas looked like he wanted to respond to her foolish slip of the tongue. She was grateful when she let her attempt to return them to safer ground stick. He tilted his head. “I never walk away. As I said, there’s always a bottom line.”

      Caitlyn tried to recall the last time she’d felt this far out of her league. Years spent in her legal practice had honed her skills, her ability to stand up to even the most vicious of bullies. The problem was Lucas didn’t strike her as a bully.

      He felt more like—she swallowed heavily—a Dom.

      And she was terrified he’d find a way to look deep inside her and see the one thing she really did not want Lucas Whiting to see.

      Her mother had told her once that the worst thing a person could do was hide their true personality, to deny who they were, to try to conceal the one thing that made them beautiful, made them special.

      Her mother knew who Caitlyn was. She knew it because they were the same underneath the skin. Mom had always seen, always tried to encourage Caitlyn in very subtle ways to accept her submissiveness. To embrace it and not view it as a weakness.

      Caitlyn continually struggled with that acceptance, and she’d never had any difficulty keeping the trait hidden from pretty much everyone.

      Until now.

      The problem was Lucas was looking at her too closely. His body language, his carriage, the way he held himself, God, everything about him was luring her closer to the fire.

      She pressed her legs together tightly, desperate to stop the sudden pulsing of her inner muscles that were screaming for sex. She needed to get a grip, needed to break free of…whatever this was. Lucas Whiting was the enemy, a threat to her family’s livelihood. The thought of her family helped her find her bearings.

      “I disagree about the bottom line. Some things simply can’t be bought. For any price.”

      Lucas didn’t bother to argue with her. His cool expression made it perfectly clear he thought he was right and she was wrong. His haughty attitude tweaked her.

      “What do you do for a living, Caitlyn?”

      “I’m a lawyer.”

      “Criminal or civil?”

      “Civil. I have my own practice.” She’d nearly said the name of her firm, but stopped short. Lucas might not recognize the name Wallace, but there was no way in hell he didn’t know the Collins family owned this pub.

      “Large firm?”

      “No. Small. Just my cousin and I, though recently we’ve started putting out feelers, looking to expand, perhaps add another attorney or two.”

      “So business is good.”

      “Yes. It is. We work with lower-income families, senior citizens.”

      “I see.”

      “I primarily deal with property disputes, landlord and tenant issues, immigration. My cousin works more with divorce and child-custody type cases.”

      “So you’re not ambulance chasers.”

      She shook her head and grinned. “No. We’re not.”

      Ailis returned and placed their pints of beer on the table. Tris must have clued her cousin into the fact that Caitlyn was up to something, because she simply said she’d check on them in a bit and moved on to deliver drinks to the table next to them.

      If they were counting on Caitlyn for information, they were going to be sorely disappointed. She was striking out. Big time.

      She glanced toward the door to her apartment again. This game of cat and mouse had her on edge. And horny as hell.

      She’d joined Lucas intent on discovering his secrets. Instead, it felt as if he was uncovering hers.

      Caitlyn needed to move the conversation away from herself. Lucas was too good at dodging her questions, making her forget why he was here. “Was your meeting tonight successful? Were you able to buy what you wanted?”

      “Not yet. We’re in the beginning phases of the project.”

      “What does that involve?”

      Lucas took a sip of beer and leaned back in his chair. “Research.”

      Caitlyn fought to control her temper—and the niggling bit of fear—his words provoked. He still wanted to buy Pat’s Pub. There wasn’t any doubt in her mind. What she couldn’t tell was if he knew who she was, if he was baiting her, using her as part of that so-called research.

      With her family’s livelihood on the line, Caitlyn found herself better able to snuff out her ill-advised, unwanted attraction to Lucas. “Sounds like we’re similar souls. I know quite a bit about research myself.”

      Her tone was more threatening than she’d intended, but she refused to cower, refused to let Lucas think he had the upper hand.

      It was obvious her sudden aggression caught him off guard, making her think, once again, that he didn’t have a clue who she was.

      He recovered quickly. Damn him. “Tell me about yourself, Caitlyn.”

      She took a deep breath. Clearly, she still had a shot at trying to figure out his intentions. “I’m not sure what there is to tell. I think we pretty much covered all the bases already. I’m a lawyer. I’m single. And I have shitty taste in men.”

      Lucas chuckled, and she couldn’t help but think it sounded rusty. Was this guy always so serious?

      “I’m curious what the attraction was between you and Sammy. He doesn’t seem like your type.”

      She frowned. “We’ve known each other approximately twenty minutes. How do you know what my type is?”

      “You don’t make it very far in my line of business without paying attention to details. You studied law. I study people.”

      Caitlyn felt compelled to push Lucas’s buttons. The man seemed unshakable. Which made her long to rattle him. “You can’t figure someone out in just twenty minutes.”

      “Sammy is weak.”

      She shrugged. “So?”

      “So that’s not what you want. What you need.”

      The way he said the word “need” had her chest going tight with fear…and, God help her, longing. “You have no idea what I need.” She’d meant to put some power, some strength behind her assertion. Instead, the words came out in a whisper that belied them.

      Once again, Lucas didn’t reply. He didn’t have to. How the man could say so much with just one look was beyond her, but it was obvious he knew way too much about her needs.

      Lucas let his gaze travel over her body, taking his time as he studied every aspect of her. “You dress conservatively, but you know how to accentuate your strongest features. While you don’t seek to hide the fact that you’re very beautiful, your dress slacks, your simple silk blouse, and the understated jewelry prove that you wish to appear professional, not sexy. I assume that’s something you—as a woman in a male-dominated world—have to be attuned to. You’re every bit as intelligent as your male contemporaries and you are determined to be seen as such.”

      She shrugged, still struggling to recover from the needs he’d uncovered with just a few words and heated looks. “You’ve just described pretty much every woman in my profession.”

      “Are you daring me to dig deeper, Cait?”

      She shivered at the dark tone in his voice that felt almost possessive.

      She couldn’t play this game anymore. Couldn’t risk having him expose something she didn’t want to acknowledge, especially to him. “Why are you at this pub?”

      “You know why.”

      “Say it anyway.”

      “I want to buy it.”
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      Lucas would probably pay for showing his hand to the owner’s granddaughter, but there was something about Caitlyn Wallace that knocked him off-kilter. He didn’t like it. Found himself almost resenting her for it.

      When she’d accepted his invitation for a drink, he knew she was hoping to get him to reveal his secrets. Not that he had any.

      He’d made his intentions perfectly clear to her uncles and her mom. Lucas had known his first offer would be rejected. It was lowball, an insult probably, but he’d wanted to meet the owners, size them up. He didn’t go into any business deal without knowing all the facts. He had a filing cabinet drawer full of everything anyone would ever want to know about Patrick Collins, his late wife, Sunday, and their large brood of children and grandchildren.

      He had pictures of all of them, including their waitress, Ailis, and Caitlyn.

      It was her picture he’d studied the most. He hadn’t lied about her beauty. She took after her mother, with her long dark hair and striking pale blue eyes. They were the first things anyone who looked at her would see. And for any red-blooded heterosexual male, he didn’t doubt they were more powerful than a siren’s song, luring sailors to their death on the rocks.

      Seeing her tonight in person and being taken in by those crystal eyes revealed just how potent they truly were. And it wasn’t simply because of the color. It was the emotions reflected there that had ensnared him.

      So far he’d seen them flash with anger toward her ex, wariness toward him and genuine affection for her uncle and cousin.

      But more than that, he’d seen the one thing that could destroy all his well-laid plans.

      Caitlyn was a submissive.

      And he wanted her. Badly.

      Lucas was accustomed to getting what he set his mind on, but Caitlyn’s loyalty to her family would not be shaken, which currently put him in enemy camp.

      Her next words solidified that. “You’ll never get this pub.”

      “Never is a very dangerous word, Caitlyn. One that shouldn’t be tossed around lightly.”

      “That doesn’t apply in this situation. It’s merely a statement of fact.”

      Lucas knew when to push and when to retreat. No war was ever won by a single march forward. In order to win, he needed to stage a series of battles, plot his advancement and accept that with every victory, there was bound to be a loss or two. The only thing that truly mattered to him was who was still standing at the end.

      Four steps forward, three steps back still left him ahead at the end of the day.

      “I don’t want to be your enemy, Caitlyn.”

      “Then give up your quest.”

      The words “give up” weren’t in his vocabulary, weren’t in his genetic makeup, but she didn’t need to know that. Yet.

      “Fine.”

      Caitlyn narrowed her eyes in instant suspicion. “Fine?”

      “Fine. I’ll give up my quest—for now—on one condition.”

      He should have chosen his words more carefully. Lawyers always listen for the loophole. “For now?”

      He chuckled. “Wouldn’t you rather hear about the condition?”

      “No.”

      He leaned forward and grasped her hand. Though she tried to tug it away from him, tried to hide the slight tremor in it, he didn’t allow her retreat. He squeezed it gently, and then tightened his hold.

      As he expected, her breathing hitched and her face flushed an even darker shade of red. Her initial blush had sent far too much blood south of the border, his cock stiffening as he slowly began to realize what she desperately tried to hide.

      Caitlyn licked her lips. She was aroused, responding to his unyielding control.

      “I want you to go out to dinner with me tomorrow night.”

      “That’s the condition?”

      He shook his head. “I’m attracted to you, Caitlyn. As you can imagine, that makes things,” he paused, searching for the right word, “difficult for me, given my present desires.”

      “The pub.”

      He nodded. “I never mix business with pleasure.”

      “Never is a very dangerous word.” Her tone, as she repeated his exact words back to him, revealed she was very pleased with herself.

      “You’re simply proving my point. I’m about to break that rule.”

      Caitlyn tried to draw her hand out of his grip once more, the action futile as he refused to relinquish it. Her eyes narrowed, no longer hazy with arousal. Now they flashed with anger. “I think you should lay out the terms of this condition as quickly as possible, because right now, I’m jumping to some terrible conclusions that make you look like the world’s biggest prick. I’m about two seconds away from throwing the rest of this Guinness in your face and letting my uncles and cousins beat you to a pulp.”

      His jaw clenched when he realized how all of this sounded. He was handling this like a ham-fisted novice. The damn woman had knocked him for a loop. “You misunderstand me. I’m not saying I’ll abandon my plan to buy this pub in exchange for sexual favors.”

      “Very wise of you.”

      “One date, Caitlyn. I would like to go out with you on one date. We won’t discuss business at all.”

      She still didn’t trust his motives. “And at the end of the night?”

      “We’ll decide if we want a second date.”

      “What happens if we want a third, and a fourth date after that?”

      He sighed. “At some point, I hope you’ll allow me to outline my plans for this pub, let me explain why selling it to me won’t be the equivalent to making a deal with the devil.”

      Her face was resolute when she said once again, “We won’t sell to you.”

      “So you keep saying.” Lucas felt his attraction to her growing with each word she spoke. Her spine was straight, her shoulders stiff, her face imperious. Her determination to win only made her lovelier. And him more resolved.

      In the end, he hoped to have the pub. And Caitlyn.

      “Because it’s true.”

      “What you haven’t rejected yet is my invitation to a date.”

      She bit her lower lip briefly, drawing his attention to her mouth. He considered kissing her. It would take very little effort on his part to tug on the hand he held, to draw her closer. Part of him was tempted to try it simply to see exactly how many men in this pub would leap to her defense. He suspected half a dozen at least.

      “I wouldn’t suggest it,” Caitlyn said, leaning nearer. She had no idea how tempting she was.

      “Suggest what?”

      “Kissing me. You’re public enemy number one in here right now.”

      He fucking wanted her. His cock was stiff as a pike. “Say yes to my offer.”

      She still hesitated.

      Just as he thought. Her loyalty to her family ran deep. Very deep.

      However, there was something else buried next to devotion. Something fighting just as hard to make its way to the surface.

      He brushed his thumb along the top of the hand he still held. She hadn’t pulled away after her warning, which meant he only needed to lean forward the tiniest bit. Their lips were inches apart. “Say yes, Cait,” he whispered, perfectly aware of the demand lacing his tone.

      “Yes.” Her response was more breath than sound, but it was enough for him to hear.

      And it came a mere millisecond before three burly Irishmen surrounded their table.

      “Everything okay over here, Caitlyn?” her uncle Tris asked.

      She tried to tug her hand from his grip, but Lucas refused to relent, refused to show the slightest inkling of fear or weakness. The Collins men were clearly used to their intimidation techniques working. However, they’d never met a Whiting. Lucas’s father had written the manual on bullying.

      “Everything is fine,” Lucas said. “Caitlyn just agreed to go out with me tomorrow.”

      “She did no such thing,” Ewan insisted. All three men turned their attention to Caitlyn. Lucas wasn’t sure what reaction he expected from her, but it wasn’t what she did.

      She stood, no longer bothering to try to reclaim her hand. Instead, she squeezed his. Hard. Really fucking hard.

      As she did so, she faced down the other three men. “Actually, I did. Lucas and I are going out on a date.”

      “Lucas?” her cousin Colm—or possibly Padraig—said. Tristan had identical twin sons, so it was anyone’s guess which one this was. Lucas assumed it was Colm, because he looked the lawyer type and he’d walked in with Caitlyn earlier.

      “We’re not having this conversation right here in front of the entire pub,” she said through gritted teeth. “I’m an adult and perfectly capable of making my own decisions, as you know.”

      Mr. Collins stepped next to Tris. “Am I missing something fun?”

      Lucas grinned at the old man’s jest, but the other four people at the table visibly stiffened.

      “No, Pop,” Tris said quickly. “Not at all.”

      Despite his advanced age, Patrick Collins appeared to be no one’s fool. He studied the hard expressions on his sons’ and grandson’s faces, then turned his attention to him and Caitlyn, his sharp gaze taking in the fact they were still holding hands.

      “Caitie-bug. Who’s your friend?”

      Lucas fought to keep his face impassive, trying to hide his surprise. Patrick Collins didn’t know who he was? This was an unexpected development.

      “This is Lucas,” Caitlyn said, purposely not saying his last name.

      Lucas stood and reached out with his free hand. “Nice to meet you, Mr. Collins.”

      “You too, son. You and my granddaughter here on a date?”

      Lucas could feel himself being sized up by Patrick, not as the man who wanted to buy his pub, but as the man who wanted to date his “Caitie-bug.”

      Lucas figured he’d probably be found more worthy to take the pub—and that was as likely as ice sculptures in hell.

      For now, however, he was focusing on the undercurrents pulsing around the table. Why hadn’t Patrick been told about his offer to buy the pub?

      “No, sir,” Lucas said. “We were just having a quick drink. She and I are going out tomorrow.”

      While the other men still didn’t seem to agree with that assertion, they held their tongues.

      “Oh, that’s wonderful. Been trying to get our Caitie to go out for months and have some fun. Are you a lawyer too, Lucas?”

      Lucas shook his head, enjoying the way Tristan’s jaw clenched tightly. He was just enough of a bastard to get a kick out of holding the upper hand. He had these men over a barrel, and all of them knew it. “I’m in real estate.”

      “Really? Do you⁠—”

      “Look at that, Pop,” Ewan said, pointing to the TV screen. “The Caps just scored.”

      Patrick’s eyes lit up. “Hot damn.” He rubbed his hands together and turned back toward the bar. “I have twenty dollars riding on this game.”

      The older man returned to the bar and his cronies, all of them enjoying the replay and declaring there was no way the Caps weren’t capturing the Stanley Cup this year.

      “Shit,” Colm muttered, his eyes also glued to the TV.

      “You bet against Pop Pop? Wait. You bet against the Caps?” Caitlyn asked in disbelief. “Who are they playing?”

      “Pittsburgh,” Colm mumbled, as if he was embarrassed to say it too loud.

      “Pittsburgh?! We fucking hate Pittsburgh,” Caitlyn cried.

      “Language,” Patrick called out to his granddaughter from across the room.

      “Better not let your dad hear you say that,” Ewan warned, though it was obvious he approved of his niece’s disdain. “He’s never given up his love of the dark side, though God knows we’ve all tried to beat that loyalty out of him.”

      Lucas hoped the term “beat” was figurative. He’d heard this Irish clan was bloodthirsty when it came to sports, but brawling over them seemed extreme.

      “Your father roots for Pittsburgh?” Lucas asked.

      Caitlyn nodded. “Born and raised there.”

      Colm ran his hand through his hair in frustration. “Caps goalie is on injured reserve. Everybody knows they’ve got nothing on the bench.” If Colm had felt any need to defend his cousin’s honor, it appeared the hockey game wiped it away as he returned to his stool at the bar, cursing the TV, the lost twenty, and the Penguins, not exactly in that order.

      “Are we finished now?” Caitlyn asked her uncles.

      “We’ll talk later,” Tris said, returning to the bar. Ewan gave her a worried look, but didn’t say anything more before heading back to the restaurant side.

      Lucas imagined she would be in for quite an earful from her uncles after he left.

      “Listen, Lucas, I don’t think⁠—”

      She planned to back out. It wasn’t going to work.

      “I’ll pick you up tomorrow at seven.”

      “No, really⁠—”

      “Why didn’t anyone tell Mr. Collins about my offer?”

      She grimaced. “We will. If it becomes necessary.”

      “Are you afraid he’ll accept it?”

      Caitlyn laughed. “You should probably do a little more research, because it’s clear you don’t know the first thing about any of us.”

      Her words taunted him in a way she didn’t intend. Regardless, he reacted, ready to set her straight.

      “I know a lot more about you than you’re going to be comfortable with, Cait. Wear a dress tomorrow. And no panties.”

      Her cheeks pinkened, but not with anger, though that was certainly what she wanted him to believe. “You pompous son of a⁠—”

      He gripped her waist with one hand, the other tipping her face up, forcing her to look him straight in the eye. “We’re not going to dance around the obvious. And I’m not going to let you deny who you are when you’re with me. Dress. No panties. That is the last time I will ever repeat my wishes to you. Do you understand?”

      Caitlyn blinked several times and for a moment, he wasn’t sure she was breathing.

      When she finally did respond, he was the one who had all the wind knocked out of his system.

      “Yes, sir.”
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      Caitlyn tugged down the hem of her dress and checked herself once more in the mirror. The black sheath came to mid-thigh, so there was no way anyone would know she was panty-less. Even so, she knew.

      She glanced at the bed, where she’d tossed her panties. She had pulled them on three times since getting dressed. And every time, she’d slipped them off again. The fact that she was following Lucas’s directive was driving her crazy. They’d only just met. Why on earth would she feel this unyielding need to obey him? He was nothing to her.

      “Shit,” she mumbled. This was not a man she should be going out with, let alone indulging in D/s play. She didn’t know Lucas Whiting from Adam, and she sure as hell didn’t trust him.

      She reached for her panties once again. And then she stuffed them in the drawer, putting them out of sight.

      Fuck me.

      This was bad. Very bad.

      She’d done her Google search on Lucas Whiting about three minutes after he’d left last night. And while she had found out quite a bit, she still had a million and twelve questions about him. Actually, all she’d really discovered, apart from his net worth and vast property dealings, was surface-y stuff. Details that told her nothing about the man he was underneath the skin. The only personal information she’d acquired was that he was thirty-nine years old and he hadn’t lied about his marital status…or lack thereof.

      A wolf whistle sounded from the doorway, and she turned to see Ailis grinning at her.

      “You look hot. You sure you want to go that route?”

      Caitlyn shook her head. “If I was smart, I’d pin my hair up in a bun, wipe off all the makeup, and dress like a nun.”

      “Given the way Lucas was looking at you last night, I’m pretty sure none of that would drive him away. It doesn’t matter now, anyway. We’re running out of time. I’ve been sent to fetch you for your intervention.”

      Caitlyn rolled her eyes. “Seriously?”

      Interventions were not uncommon in her family. If the Collins cousins felt one of their own was making a mistake, they formed a united front to confront the offender head-on. Hell, Caitlyn had just organized an intervention for Colm several months earlier when the jackass had decided he looked good with a goatee. They’d nipped that in the bud quickly and convinced him to shave.

      Ailis gave her a guilty one-shoulder shrug. “Sorry. You sort of sealed your fate when you held hands with the man trying to steal the pub from us.”

      “He’s not stealing it. He made an offer to buy—legitimately—and we said no. Game over.”

      “You don’t really think that’s the end of it, do you? He’s Lucas Whiting.” Ailis stressed his last name, solidifying even more why Caitlyn should be wearing the biggest granny panties she could find.

      Rather than allowing her to respond, Ailis turned and headed toward the living room. Caitlyn took a deep breath and followed. She’d escaped to her office at the crack of dawn this morning in an attempt to dodge this confrontation, and she had only returned home an hour earlier, hopping in the shower and then hiding in her bedroom while waging the great panty debate.

      Glancing around the crowded living room, she groaned. “Oh my God. It’s one flipping date.”

      The room was packed with too many relatives. In addition to Ailis, there were the twins, Padraig and Colm, as well as Sunnie, Yvonne, Finn, and Caitlyn’s brother Lochlan. And while most of them lived in the dorm, it was rare for all of them to be home at the same time.

      Lochlan stood and gestured for her to take his seat. “We know that, but Lucas Whiting isn’t the kind of man you want dating your sister.”

      She sank down on the couch next to Finn, who said, “We’ve been digging around for information on the guy ever since he made his offer to buy the pub. Dad has heard plenty of rumors over the years about the Whitings.” Finn’s dad, Aaron, was married to her aunt Riley. He was also a Baltimore cop, so it stood to reason that Uncle Aaron would know quite a bit about the Whiting family.

      “What sort of rumors?” Caitlyn asked, realizing she’d be smart to arm herself with more information. Maybe some of the finer details would help her resist this sexual pull she felt toward Lucas.

      “God, where should we start?” Yvonne said. “For one thing, his brother overdosed on heroin a year ago.”

      Well, that didn’t help. Caitlyn shrugged. “So we’re assuming the whole family are addicts now?”

      Yvonne shook her head. “No, of course not. That’s just one of the things we know for sure. Along with the fact his parents are alive, though divorced, and Lucas plays a big role in the family businesses. That stuff is all truth. The rest…”

      “Is just conjecture,” Colm continued. “But there are enough stories flying around that we think you should proceed with caution.”

      “Okay. Lay it on me,” Caitlyn said, not certain why she suddenly felt the need to defend Lucas to her cousins.

      Lochlan started the list. “He employs cutthroat, take-no-prisoners business tactics. I know some people who’ve gone head-to-head with Lucas Whiting. Apparently he’s got the mayor, half of the city council, not to mention a couple of senators in his back pocket. He makes healthy donations to political campaigns…with the expectation that his generosity will be repaid in favors.”

      Sunnie leaned forward in her chair. “Mom said there have been rumors flying around Baltimore for years that the Whitings are connected to the mob.”

      “Aunt Riley probably heard that from Bubbles,” Caitlyn said. “She thinks everyone works for the mob.”

      Sunnie grinned and didn’t disagree.

      “I started asking around about him at the pub after his last visit. No one can recall the guy ever dating anyone for any amount of time. He attends plenty of social events with dates, but he’s never been seen with the same woman more than once. Don’t you think that’s kind of weird?” Padraig worked beside his dad, Tris, tending bar in the pub. As such, he knew more than he probably cared to know about Baltimore’s social scene.

      “So the guy’s a commitment-phobe.” Caitlyn didn’t think that was much of an argument. Actually, none of their attempts had been very convincing.

      “Or…after every date, he takes the woman home and tosses her in a dungeon as part of some secret harem. Or he’s killing them and chopping them up as part of some sick experiment,” Sunnie added with wide eyes.

      “You gotta lay off the horror flicks, Sun,” Padraig teased. Sunnie was far too enamored of that movie genre and they all knew it. She was only a couple more twisted comments away from an intervention of her own.

      Caitlyn really—really—wanted to laugh at that exchange, but she’d fixated on the word dungeon a little too hard.

      She cleared her throat and shook it off. “I’m not planning to do more than go out to dinner with him, figure out what his plans are in regards to the pub and then come home to fill you all in. The fact that he doesn’t date a woman more than once should set your mind at ease.”

      “So you’re just going out with him to spy?” Ailis asked.

      “Why else?” Caitlyn asked.

      Ailis shrugged. “I don’t know. I thought you both looked pretty into each other last night.”

      Caitlyn didn’t know how to reply. Mainly because she had been attracted to Lucas. Like off-the-charts attracted. She’d been hoping perhaps some of that had worn off and tonight she’d be better able to deal with him. Of course, given the fact she wasn’t wearing panties, it was probably a safe bet that hadn’t happened.

      The intervention was cut short by a knock on the door. No one moved to answer it.

      “I don’t suppose I can convince you guys to scatter, so it doesn’t look like he’s walking into the Spanish Inquisition.”

      Lochlan crossed his arms. “Go open the door, Caitlyn. We’re not budging.”

      She blew out an exasperated breath. “You’re all insane.” She rose and opened the door. And knew in an instant it wasn’t her family who was crazy.

      It was her.

      Lucas wore black dress pants and a deep blue designer button-down shirt that looked imported and probably cost more than her monthly car payment. His thick dark hair was neatly combed—which made her fingers itch to mess it up—and he appeared to have trimmed his beard.

      His gaze drifted down as he took in her dress, clearly approving. The corners of his mouth tipped up in a barely there smile that set her heart racing. He oozed sex appeal, confidence, power, and wealth.

      She was in over her head.

      “You look beautiful, Caitlyn.”

      A male throat cleared behind her, and she closed her eyes briefly. “I’m sorry about this,” she muttered as she took a step back to let him get a clear view of the crowded living room. “This is my family.”

      Lucas grinned, seemingly unperturbed by their audience. “Nice to meet you,” he said to the room in general.

      Lochlan walked over. “I’m Caitlyn’s brother.”

      “Lochlan. Yes, I know.”

      Caitlyn wished Lucas had kept that tidbit to himself. Her brother’s expression darkened. He clearly didn’t appreciate the idea that Lucas had done his homework on their family. It proved that the threat they were all feeling was very real.

      She wasn’t about to launch into any more introductions. God only knew what else Lucas would reveal. Caitlyn didn’t relish the thought of having to bail one of her cousins or her brother out of jail for assault. “Should we go?” She reached for the clutch she’d put on a side table near the door.

      “Of course.” Lucas placed his hand at the base of her back possessively, intent on guiding her out. Lochlan didn’t miss the touch, or the challenge behind it, and his scowl grew more pronounced.

      “Have a good night,” Lucas said to her brother smoothly, adding fuel to the fire. Caitlyn had the strong desire to throat punch her date. And then her brother.

      Fucking men.

      Fucking testosterone.

      She refused to be the prize in a pissing match.

      Of course, simply walking out of the apartment didn’t get her out of the lion’s den. Caitlyn felt Uncle Tris’s eyes follow her as she and Lucas left the pub together. Mercifully, he didn’t stop them or try to engage in conversation. Chances were good he knew about the intervention upstairs and figured she’d already been told everything she needed to know.

      Sadly, her cousins’ rumors and warnings had started to take root. She clutched her purse more tightly, hoping to hide her shaking hands as Lucas opened the passenger door to his Jaguar for her. She climbed in and closed her eyes as he shut the door and walked to the driver’s side.

      What was she doing here?

      Once Lucas was behind the wheel, he turned to look at her. “Are you okay?”

      She nodded once, then shook her head. “No.”

      “Been doing research on me?”

      The man was too clever, but she didn’t bother to lie. “Yes, I have.”

      He didn’t start the car. Instead, he held her gaze. “Let’s have it. What did you find out?”

      Caitlyn didn’t hold back. Part of her hoped he’d confess everything her cousins told her was true. Maybe then she’d find the strength to get out of this car and walk away.

      “Mob connections?”

      He grinned. “Do you think I’d admit that if it were true?”

      She narrowed her eyes, waiting for a better answer.

      “No. My family doesn’t work with mobsters. We operate within the boundaries of the law. Most of the time.”

      He’d added the last as a joke, but Caitlyn suspected there was a vein of truth to it.

      “Sounds like it’s easy to be on the up-and-up when you’re able to convince the mayor to do your bidding.”

      “My family has been very generous to his campaign.”

      “That’s not an answer.”

      “You didn’t ask a question.”

      Asshole.

      “Do you use your connections to the mayor and city council to your advantage? Are you able to convince those people to do your bidding in order to get your way?”

      He nodded. “Absolutely.”

      “Could you use your sway with them to find a way to force my family to sell you the pub?”

      Lucas hesitated, which was answer enough in her mind. Even so, she let the question stand, interested in hearing his reply. If he lied to her, she was getting out of this car and going back inside.

      “I could,” he admitted.

      “Will you?”

      “We agreed we weren’t going to talk about business tonight.”

      “That’s not an answer.” She wasn’t going to back down.

      Unfortunately, Lucas wasn’t the type of man who was easily cowed. “You and I both know the answer to that question, Caitlyn.”

      She glanced out the passenger window at the pub. “You’re an asshole,” she muttered. She needed to get out of this car. The man had just admitted he’d stop at nothing to take the pub away from her family. Yet she still didn’t reach for the door handle.

      “You aren’t the first to inform me of that. And I doubt you’ll be the last. I’ve been completely honest with you. I’m not hiding anything.”

      “That doesn’t make me feel any better.”

      “Me, either. This would all be a hell of a lot easier if I weren’t so intrigued by you. You’re intelligent, beautiful and funny, and I really want to take you out tonight. But I won’t blame you if you get out of the car.”

      She hesitated. Intrigued was an excellent word. And the main thing that had her acting so selfishly.

      “Tell you what. You can order the most expensive thing on the menu just to run up the tab. That way you’ll be able to justify going out with such a bastard.”

      She laughed, wishing for the millionth time that she weren’t so attracted to him. Her life would be so much simpler if the guy repulsed her.

      “A free meal is pretty tempting. Where are we going?”

      “The Carleson.”

      Her eyes widened. “Wow. I’ve always wanted to go there, but reservations are booked out for months. I’ve heard the food is incredible.”

      He smiled. “So we’re doing the date?”

      She nodded. “Yeah. We’re doing it.”

      “Good.” Lucas started the car, weaving them through the weekend traffic with skill as they made small talk about the weather, where they went to school, and their favorite Baltimore bars.

      When they pulled up in front of the restaurant, Lucas handed the keys to the valet, and then took her hand as they entered.

      The maître d’ led them to what he called the wine library. Caitlyn was surprised to discover there was only one table in the large room. It was tucked in an intimate corner and surrounded on two sides by massive shelves containing hundreds of bottles of wine.

      Their table was round and covered with a long white cloth. A single candlestick served as the simple yet elegant centerpiece. The lighting in the room was dim, and soft music played. It was breathtakingly romantic.

      The maître d’ pushed in her chair for her as Lucas claimed the other. Rather than sitting across from each other, the seats were placed side-by-side, close enough that Lucas’s knee brushed hers as he sat.

      The maître d’ gestured to the bottle of wine already chilling on the table. “Shall I pour?”

      Lucas nodded, and they sat quietly as the man filled their glasses. Then he promised to send the waiter in to check on them.

      When they were alone, she looked around once more. “You reserved the entire room?”

      “I wanted to ensure we had privacy.”

      “Why?”

      Lucas chuckled. “Don’t look at me as if I’m about to make you my main course. People tend to gawk when they figure out who I am. I don’t enjoy being under a microscope when I’m out on a date.”

      “Ah. Well, that sort of explains one of the other rumors flying around about you.”

      Lucas tilted his head curiously. “What rumor?”

      “Your personal life seems to be devoid of long-term relationships. No one ever sees you out with a girlfriend. Probably because you hide them in the cozy corners of exclusive restaurants. Is this your usual spot when you’re trying to impress a woman?”

      “No. It’s not.”

      Lucas reached over and took her hand in his. She wasn’t used to a man holding her hand. She wished it didn’t feel so good.

      “If you want to know more about my past relationships, Caitlyn, all you have to do is ask.”

      “Fine. What was your longest relationship?”

      “Three months.”

      Caitlyn choked on the sip of wine she’d just taken. “Three months?”

      “I was in Paris for five weeks of that, so I’ll let you decide if those weeks should be included in the tally.”

      She bit her lower lip, debating whether she should ask her next question. She didn’t want to seem rude.

      Lucas noticed. “You clearly want to know more. Ask.”

      “Is there a reason why you avoid committed relationships?”

      “I don’t purposely keep my affairs short. In truth, I’m incredibly busy. I work very long hours and I travel quite a lot. Because of that, it’s difficult to start a relationship. I may go out with a woman whose company I enjoy, but because of work commitments, it could be a week or a month before I’m able to see her again. I don’t seem able to make it over the hump between casual dating and long-term relationship.”

      “Oh.” Caitlyn thought that sounded like a pretty lonely way to live, but she kept that thought to herself.

      “Can I ask you a question?”

      She nodded.

      “How long were you with Sammy?”

      Caitlyn crinkled her nose, embarrassed to admit the truth. “Three years.”

      “That’s a long time. Especially considering there was no hint of a marriage proposal. Why did you stay with him?”

      That was definitely something she was too embarrassed to say, so she just shrugged.

      “I’m going to go out on a limb and guess that the sex was good. At least, he seemed to think so.”

      She laughed despite herself. “I realize that makes me sound shallow as hell, but I had two longish relationships prior to Sammy and the sex was strictly vanilla. It bored me to tears. At least with him it was…” She paused, wishing she could erase everything she’d just revealed.

      “It was?” he prodded.

      “Better,” she supplied, suddenly mortified by what she’d revealed. Had she seriously just bitched about vanilla sex?

      “Did you engage in D/s play with Sammy?”

      She felt her cheeks heat. She hated Lucas’s ability to make her blush. She was usually impossible to fluster. “I…don’t think…you and I should talk about⁠—”

      “It’s a simple question, Cait. Yes or no?”

      Her body responded to his deep voice, and she noticed he shortened her name anytime he took on that tone that made her want to kneel in front of him.

      “Sort of.”

      Lucas frowned. “Sort of?”

      “Sammy was more open-minded about my desires than my previous boyfriends. He was willing to experiment with me. To try some of the things I wanted.”

      “I see.”

      She was afraid he saw all too well. Probably because she was drawing him a freaking road map. “I can’t believe I told you all that. We just met.”

      “I’m glad you told me.”

      She tugged her hand free of his and took another sip of wine, her mind frantically racing on some different topic of conversation. They’d gotten way too personal, too fast.

      “This wine is incredible.”

      “I wasn’t sure if you liked red. The blanc seemed like a safer choice. For future reference, where do you stand on reds?”

      Caitlyn grinned mischievously, grateful to guide them back to the cat-and-mouse game. It was easier for her to maneuver through. “Future reference? That sure of yourself, are you?”

      He didn’t respond. Instead, he pressed for the answer. “A simple love it or hate it will do.”

      “I love all reds. Except merlot.”

      “So noted.”

      “Since you seem to know every single detail about my family, how about you tell me a little bit about yours. You work with your dad, right?”

      Lucas nodded. “I joined Whiting Properties after earning an MBA from Harvard. I’m COO to my father’s CEO title.”

      She’d read that fact in his bio on the company’s website. “You and your dad must be close.”

      Padraig and Tris worked together at the bar, and the two of them were thick as thieves. Aunt Lane joked that she thought they actually shared a hive mind. Padraig would start a story and Tris would finish it. Or Tris would simply jerk his head toward the liquor shelf and somehow Padraig knew exactly which bottle he needed.

      “If you’re referring to proximity, then yes, my dad and I are close. His office is next door to mine.”

      His short tone took her aback. “I didn’t mean physical distance.”

      “I know. My father isn’t exactly an easy man to get close to. He’s…” Lucas paused and Caitlyn sensed he was trying to find the words. “He’s a perfectionist, and he expects nothing less than that in everyone who works for him. He’s driven and detail-oriented. If you’ve done a good job, he won’t say anything to you. That’s his version of a compliment. If you’ve displeased him, you’ll know it, because where he lacks kind words, he has an endless supply of criticism. Failure isn’t tolerated. Ever.”

      “Jesus. He sounds like a mean son of a bitch.”

      Lucas chuckled. “He is. Very much so.”

      “Is that why your mother left?” Caitlyn winced.

      Wow. Nosy much?

      He must have noticed her unease. “I don’t mind the questions. I know exactly how much information is floating around about the Whitings online. I already admitted I’ve done my research on your family as well. My mother was an heiress, wealthy in her own right before she married my father. They’re equals when it comes to their love of money and power. When they met, no doubt they saw a way to double that wealth. Unfortunately, greed wasn’t a strong enough reason to stay together in the end. I once saw a really old movie with Michael Douglas called War of the Roses. Have you ever seen it?”

      Caitlyn shook her head.

      “You should look it up sometime. It fits my parents to a tee.”

      “How old were you when they divorced?”

      “Twelve. Which in my mind was eleven years too late.”

      “Do you see your mom often?”

      “We have a standing lunch date at her country club once a month, where she apprises me of business matters concerning her inheritance…and mine. Typically the meal lasts anywhere from two to three hours, which is long enough for both of us.”

      Caitlyn spoke to her mom nearly every single day. Not because she had to, but because she wanted to. And she talked to her dad almost as much. They were interested in her day-to-day life and always there to offer advice or a shoulder to cry on if she needed it. Once again, she was struck by how different their lives were. How lonely his must be.

      “I can’t imagine it was easy for you growing up in a home like that. With people like that.”

      Lucas had been looking at her very directly for most of their conversation, but now his gaze dropped to his wineglass. He toyed with the stem. “I handled it better than most.”

      “I guess so. Considering you’re still willing to work with your father.”

      “The business is half mine. My father and I have worked very hard to make it prosperous and successful. We have similar goals and…for lack of a better word…mindsets. As such, it’s not difficult working with him. However, others don’t feel the same. We’ve lost more than our fair share of business admins.”

      “Because of your dad? Or you too?” she asked with a grin.

      “I can see by your smile you know the answer to that question perfectly well. As you said in the car, I’m a bastard by my own right.”

      “I said asshole. Bastard was your word.”

      Lucas chuckled.

      “And where did your brother figure into all of this?”

      The second the question came out, Caitlyn wished she could pull it back in. She’d always been far too inquisitive, wearing her parents out with queries about everything under the sun when she was growing up. Her dad assured her that her tenaciousness and constant probing for answers was one of the reasons she was a good lawyer. However, in this case, she’d gone too far. Left the realm of curious and entered the world of prying, nosy bitch.

      “Please forget I asked that. It was horribly rude of me to⁠—”

      “No,” Lucas interrupted her. “You’ve done your homework well. I don’t mind answering. My brother, Toby…” Lucas paused. “Well, he took everything our father said to heart.”

      Caitlyn reached out, grasping his hand. “I heard that he passed away. I shouldn’t have brought it up. I’m very sorry.”

      He squeezed her hand and gave her a sad smile. “The coroner said it was a drug overdose.”

      There was something in his tone that told her he didn’t agree with that assessment.

      “It wasn’t?”

      Her suspicions were confirmed when he very quietly added, “I know it was suicide.”

      Caitlyn swallowed heavily, searching his face for some trace of the emotion she heard in his voice. Strangely, it was missing. While he’d shared a very painful secret with her, he somehow still managed to hold himself aloof, stoic.

      As such, she didn’t have a clue how to respond. She would be devastated to lose Lochlan or one of her cousins to suicide. She could only imagine how often Lucas played over events or conversations, wondering if there was something he could have done to save his brother. God knew that was what she would do. Finally, she repeated, “I’m so sorry.”

      “You’re wasting your degree.”

      Caitlyn frowned. “What do you mean?”

      “You were made for criminal courts. You’ve managed to get me to confess things I’ve never told anyone.”

      “Why did you tell me all that?”

      He ran his thumb along the top of her hand. “You asked.”

      Did that mean no one had ever bothered to get to know him on a personal level? That idea saddened her, though she could understand why it was true. Lucas’s brooding face and no-nonsense way of speaking didn’t exactly invite someone to seek confidences.

      They held hands for a few moments longer, only letting go when the waiter returned with a rich-looking lobster soup. Once the bowls were set in front of them, he topped up their wineglasses and left again.

      She glanced at the soup curiously, considering she hadn’t even seen a menu yet.

      “I took the liberty of placing our order when I made the reservation. Pace yourself. There are five more courses coming.”

      Her eyes widened. “Five?”

      Lucas grinned. “That was the most expensive thing on the menu.”

      She lifted the spoon and took a taste of the soup. She closed her eyes and groaned at the sheer delicious decadence of it. “Oh my God.”

      When she lifted her eyelids, she realized Lucas wasn’t eating. Instead, he was watching her—hungrily. Clearly what was in the bowl wasn’t going to sate his desires.

      “Lucas,” she whispered. She was two seconds away from suggesting they skip straight to dessert.

      She shut the thought down. She wasn’t sleeping with him. She couldn’t.

      Could she?

      “Did you obey my command?”

      Oh fuck.

      “I can’t do this with you.”

      Lucas’s eyes narrowed, his gaze going dark. That look should have terrified her. Instead, she was more aroused than she’d ever been in her life. “Answer my question, Cait.”

      Again with the nickname. She’d been called Cait a million times in her life by pretty much everyone she knew. Yet somehow, when he used that tone, it took on a completely different feeling, different meaning to her.

      “I can’t.” Caitlyn lowered her eyes, humiliated by the way her voice broke. This was too complicated for her.

      He let her off the hook. “When did you first realize you were submissive?”

      She clasped her hands together in her lap, trying to resist this. Sadly, she didn’t want to. While she had tried to explain her desires to Sammy, it was obvious he’d never truly understood them, never gotten what made her tick.

      There was something about Lucas that made her want to reveal all her secrets. Probably because there wasn’t a doubt in her mind he was the man she’d been looking for her entire life.

      No.

      Not man.

      Dom.

      While she disagreed with pretty much everything he stood for—greed and power and squeezing out the little guy—none of those things made it any easier for her to resist him. Because she desperately wanted what he could offer her in the bedroom.

      “I guess I⁠—”

      “Look at me when you answer, Cait.”

      Her gaze returned to his face. It was soft and hard at the same time, which left her even more confused.

      “High school. I dated a boy for several months my junior year. He was a year older, controlling, jealous. He wasn’t acting that way because he was a Dom. The truth is he was a jerk, but I felt aroused by…weird things.”

      “Like what?”

      “We got into a fight once. He saw me talking to some guy in the cafeteria. He went berserk, yelling at me. I was fed up with him so I turned around, started to walk away. He grabbed my arm and twisted me back to face him. He pushed me against the wall of the school and kissed me hard. Told me I belonged to him.”

      “And while you didn’t like the guy, you liked what he was saying. Liked the rough edge, the control.”

      She nodded. “My parents…”

      Lucas leaned closer. “Your mother is a sub.”

      “Yes. I’ve never witnessed anything outright between them, but I just know. It was my mom who pulled me aside when things with that first boyfriend got out of hand. She said some of my feelings weren’t wrong, but he was.”

      “Smart lady.”

      “The problem is all the men I’ve dated in my life have been the wrong ones. The first two guys couldn’t wrap their heads around what I wanted from them. They thought I was asking for them to abuse me. They were nice guys who just didn’t get it. And while Sammy was game, he wasn’t a natural Dom. It always felt like I was in control, telling him what to do.”

      “Topping from the bottom.”

      Caitlyn sighed.

      “Why do you say you can’t do this with me? Is it because of the pub? Your family?”

      “Partly.”

      He raised one eyebrow, telling her without words he expected her to tell him the whole truth.

      “The other part of me is terrified because of that whole ‘be careful what you wish for’ adage. I know you can give me what I want. But…”

      “You think I’m the wrong man too.”

      “Will you give up on the pub?”

      “No.”

      She hated and respected his complete honesty.

      “Cait, I would never force myself on an unwilling woman.”

      “I didn’t insinuate⁠—”

      “I want you to lift the hem of your dress and part your legs.”

      The tablecloth was long, and they were completely alone in the room. The placement of the table was perfect because no one could see them even if they walked in. However, the waiter could come back at any moment, and if he approached the table, he would see what they were doing.

      She’d never indulged in this sort of play in public. She and Sammy limited their sexual experimentation to their apartment.

      “Pick a safe word.” He acted as if the decision had already been made.

      “I told you⁠—”

      “Blue. Your safe word is blue. Say that, and I’ll look into those soul-stealing eyes of yours and deny you nothing.”

      Caitlyn struggled to get air into her lungs. She was light-headed, her vision going fuzzy. If she didn’t remember how to breathe soon, she’d pass out.

      “The decision is yours, Cait. I’ve made the request. If you do as I ask, I want you to understand you’re saying yes not only to me touching you here in the restaurant, but to me taking you home tonight. To me claiming control of your body, your pleasure, your pain, your orgasms…even your mind.”

      “And if I don’t want that?”

      “Keep your legs closed and we’ll simply continue to enjoy each other’s company.”

      “And at the end of the night?”

      “I’ll take you home and kiss you good night.”

      He was offering her everything she’d always wanted sexually and feared she’d never find. Lucas told her last night that everyone had a bottom line. He’d found hers in just twenty-four hours. If she opened her legs, she would have the opportunity to experience a night in the arms of a true Dom.

      What if she never got this chance again? She was nearly thirty-three and she’d never met a man like Lucas.

      Regardless, she needed a safety net.

      “If I go home with you…” her words came out haltingly, hesitantly.

      “Yes?”

      “It’s just for tonight.”

      Lucas scowled. “What do you mean?”

      “I don’t want more than tonight. No more sex. No more dates. Nothing. We both return to opposite sides of the battle and this is over.”

      She could tell he wanted to argue, to refuse her request. If anyone asked her, Caitlyn would swear she didn’t do one-night stands. To her, sex was an extension of emotion. She had to feel something for the men she went to bed with.

      But she couldn’t let herself feel anything for Lucas beyond desire. If she did, it would consume her, swallow her whole, leave her in ruin.

      She tugged the skirt of her dress lower, pressing her knees together so tightly her thigh muscles burned.

      Lucas’s gaze dropped to her lap, and his frown grew more pronounced. “One night.”

      She’d never heard two words laced with such disdain, such anger, but Lucas had agreed to her condition.

      “Say your safe word. Let me hear it.”

      “Blue,” she whispered.

      “Open your legs.”

      Caitlyn didn’t even try to hide her trembling hands. The response had absolutely nothing to do with fear and apparently Lucas knew it. He’d given her the word, the way out.

      That knowledge made it easier for her to let go, to stop trying to control her emotions, her panting breaths, her shaking hands.

      She slid the hem of the skirt all the way to her waist and parted her legs. She didn’t look down. Instead, her gaze was glued to Lucas’s face, desperate to see his reaction when he realized she’d obeyed his command. That she’d left the panties at home.

      Caitlyn had expected him to smile, to give some sign that he was pleased or even that he’d won, that he’d gotten his way. What she got was more potent, more dangerous, and for a split second, she considered saying her safe word.

      Lucas’s eyes rose to hers, and she knew in that instant, she was lost.

      Lucas cupped her cheek with one hand and mouthed the word, “Mine.”
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      He was a fucking liar.

      Lucas had promised Caitlyn one night, but that wasn’t going to happen. There was no way he was going to let her walk away from him so easily. There was too much he wanted to do with her, and they weren’t going to touch the tip of the iceberg tonight.

      She was shaking, breathing heavily as her chest rose and fell rapidly. He could almost imagine he saw the pulse in her neck beating roughly from her pounding heart. She was afraid. Not of what he’d do, but of what he’d make her feel.

      And feel she would.

      The flat of his hand on her bare ass.

      His fingers gripping her hair, pulling it until her scalp burned.

      His cock fucking her pussy, her ass, her mouth.

      His lips and teeth on her nipples. They were budded, poking through the thin material of her dress, daring him to take a bite.

      There was no part of her he wouldn’t claim.

      Caitlyn wasn’t the type of woman to give up control easily, though it was clear she desperately wanted to. If he hoped to ensnare her, to keep her, he would have to show her that she was wrong.

      He was the perfect man for her in bed.

      The only man for her.

      Her pussy was trimmed, but he preferred it completely shaved. Perhaps he’d take care of that himself tonight.

      He glanced across the room, at the reflection in the glass doors covering the shelves of wine. It gave him the perfect view of the door and the hallway, allowing him to see the waiter approaching before he entered the room.

      Lucas hadn’t merely called to make the reservation. He’d come in person earlier this afternoon in order to set everything up according to his wishes.

      Caitlyn would experience trepidation about the possibility of someone walking in on them and that would fuel her excitement. Her nervousness. She didn’t need to know that he was protecting her modesty. Like right now.

      He tugged her dress back down and placed her napkin on her lap mere seconds before the waiter returned with the next course.

      “Iberico chorizo,” the waiter said as he placed the sausage in front of them. While it looked delicious, garnished with arugula, fresh tomatoes and rosemary, Lucas doubted he’d even taste it.

      He was too focused on Caitlyn’s submission. She was inexperienced, yet Caitlyn knew who she was, what she wanted in bed. She simply hadn’t found the right man to give it to her.

      God willing, he intended to be that man. He’d played with quite a few subs over the years, just as he’d had some fairly vanilla affairs. Lucas was dominant by nature and he enjoyed control in the bedroom, but he didn’t need it. He didn’t want a slave 24/7. For him, D/s games were not a lifestyle, nor would they ever be.

      Caitlyn was too independent, too strong-willed and opinionated to give total control of her life to a man. But her body, her sexual pleasure…that was something else.

      The waiter asked if everything was to their liking and then he left them alone again.

      Caitlyn picked up her fork and took a bite of the chorizo.

      “The waiter is no longer here, Cait.”

      She blinked a couple of times and then, slowly, she tugged the napkin off her lap, drew her dress back up and parted her legs.

      Unable to resist, he reached down, running a single finger along her slit.

      She gasped as he confirmed she was wet.

      He flicked her clit, just once, enjoying the way her cheeks flushed even deeper.

      “Pain or submission?”

      She didn’t blink at the question. “Both.”

      “Which is stronger?”

      This time she did hesitate. “I…”

      God. He saw her struggle to decide. She was beautiful. Perfect.

      “It doesn’t matter,” he said, letting her off the hook. She’d told him exactly what he needed to know. She would submit to him, accept his commands. Just as she would respond to the pain. She’d never had a man take complete control of her, push her limits, force her out of her comfort zone.

      Lucas intended to do all three. There was nothing sexier than a strong, intelligent woman’s submission.

      She’d told him he could only have one night. He fully intended to claim much more than that. He was no stranger to people telling him no. Just as he knew exactly how to change their minds.

      The bottom line.

      “Eat your chorizo, Cait.”

      She picked up her fork, stabbing a piece of the sausage and putting it into her mouth. He followed suit. The tension at the table was palpable. Thick.

      Neither of them bothered to converse. Instead, he watched her as she waited for him to do something, wary as a young deer stalked by a mountain lion. She didn’t know when he was going to pounce. Only that he was.

      Once they finished their chorizo, he took another sip of wine. Caitlyn reached for her glass as well, but he grasped her wrist, stopping her. “You’ve had enough for tonight.”

      The corners of her lips tipped up in the perfect combination of grin and grimace. “I think more wine would make tonight a lot easier.”

      He returned her smile, though he suspected she viewed it as threat more than comfort. “I don’t want tonight to be easy for you. You need to be challenged.”

      His words must have tweaked the part of her that still resisted this part of her genetic makeup. “And you think you’re up to that task?”

      Lucas reached out and took her nipple between his finger and thumb. He pinched it roughly. “Don’t taunt me or play the brat, Cait. I’m not like the other fools you’ve taken to your bed. You won’t goad me into doing your bidding.”

      She groaned in response to his pinch and his strong words, her eyes closing as if the pain was her ultimate bliss. His cock thickened even more. He needed to take the edge off, find some semblance of relief or he was going to come in his pants like a fucking schoolboy.

      “Get under the table,” he commanded.

      Her eyes flew open, her gaze questioning.

      “I want you on your knees. Between my thighs. You’re going to suck my cock until I come.”

      Caitlyn threw a glance toward the door. She was worried about the waiter. Her hesitance had no place here. He would protect her, and it was time she learned that lesson.

      “Do it now, Cait.”

      She slipped from her chair with perfect grace. He parted his thighs, making room for her. For the briefest of moments, she didn’t move. He didn’t offer her any more instructions. Instead, he waited to see what she would do.

      She started with his belt, unhooking it. Lucas took the buckle from her and slid the leather strap out completely as her hands rested on his thighs.

      He couldn’t see her, as she’d lifted the tablecloth to his waist, so she could reach his belt. It was probably stupid to cut his vision off, as he relied on his eyes to gauge her emotions, her responses. However, despite her inexperience, Caitlyn’s confidence, her willingness to accept his commands, told him she was hungry for this.

      She had her safe word, and he trusted she would use it if he pushed her too far, too fast.

      He doubled the belt in half, lifted the tablecloth and laid it over his thigh. A symbol. A threat.

      For a second, he considered lifting the tablecloth, wanting to see her reaction to the belt, but he realized vision wasn’t the only sense he could rely on.

      Caitlyn released a quiet, “oh,” that solidified his belief that the woman kneeling between his legs was his sexual equal. The tone was pure arousal.

      Which meant Caitlyn wasn’t the only novice in the room. He’d never found a sub who matched his own desires so perfectly.

      She must have anticipated he had plans for the belt. He did. But that wasn’t going to happen here in the restaurant. That pleasure would have to wait until later.

      “Cait.” He let his single word, the harsh tone as he spoke her name, remind her of her task.

      She unbuttoned and unzipped his pants, her hand reaching in to tug out his cock. For the first time, Lucas was grateful for the tablecloth between them. There was no way he could school his emotions, hide how much this encounter was impacting him when she took his dick in her hand and stroked it slowly.

      Lucas swallowed his groan when he felt her hot breath against the head, a split second before she took it into her mouth. His hands clenched into fists as he forced himself to keep them on the table. He’d intended this first encounter to be a slow exploration. A way to test her willingness to submit, to force her out of her comfort zone and to help him relieve a bit of pressure at the same time.

      Now, however, it was taking every ounce of strength he had not to grip her hair in his hands, pulling her on his cock deeper, harder. He wanted to fuck her mouth, to claim her in no uncertain terms, to prove to her that one night would never be enough for them.

      Caitlyn moved slowly—too fucking slowly—and Lucas closed his eyes, forced air into his lungs as he fought to center himself. To recover.

      A reflection in the window caught his eye.

      He’d been expecting this.

      Lucas reached beneath the table as the waiter entered the room. He cupped her head in one hand, pushing his cock deeper into her mouth.

      “My date is in the ladies’ room,” he said, letting Caitlyn know they were no longer alone. As he expected, she stiffened and stilled.

      That wasn’t part of this plan. He closed his hand in her hair, using his firm hold on her long, soft tresses to guide her movements. He pulled her off his cock until only the head remained, then he pushed her back down on him.

      She resisted his push and pull for one stroke. And then the beautiful, responsive woman submitted. Followed his lead, she gave him exactly what he’d silently demanded.

      It was very likely the waiter knew exactly where his date was, but he kept his eyes on his task, clearing the plates and placing the next course in front of him with quick efficiency. Caitlyn sucked his cock in utter silence. An amazing feat considering the roaring white noise in his head that told him he wasn’t going to last much longer.

      Lucas shook his head when the waiter asked if he wanted his wineglass topped up. Mercifully, the man finished his tasks and moved on.

      Once he was out of the room, Lucas reached beneath the tablecloth, using both hands to ramp up the pace and the force as he took Caitlyn’s mouth.

      She responded to the roughness, the utter claiming.

      He was using her. He needed her. Had to fucking have her. On his terms.

      “I’m going to come in your mouth,” he said harshly.

      Lucas didn’t give her a chance to reply, though the way she moaned on his sensitive flesh told him she was ready.

      He tightened his grip on her hair and pushed himself completely into her mouth. Caitlyn’s throat opened as he slid straight to the back. It was exactly where he wanted to be. Come erupted as his balls constricted. He stiffened briefly, letting the sheer pleasure of this moment sweep through him.

      Caitlyn didn’t seek to pull away, her lips still wrapped around his softening cock. Once he’d recovered, he gently released her hair.

      “Come back to the table, Cait.”

      As she slowly reemerged, Lucas tucked himself back into his pants, refastening them. He left the belt off for now.

      He studied her flushed face, admiring the way she held his gaze. The way she looked at him with an almost confused expression.

      God. She was on the verge of her own orgasm.

      He pushed her skirt up and tugged her legs apart. “You want to come, Cait?”

      She nodded, her hands reaching out for his arms. She gripped them tightly. “Please.”

      Lucas was tempted to give in to her plea. There was nothing he wanted more than to see her come. But tonight was about pushing her limits, proving that he was capable of giving her more than she even knew she wanted.

      Rather than drive his fingers into her hot, wet pussy, he dipped them into his water glass, pulling out a chunk of ice.

      Caitlyn shook her head when his intentions became clear. “No, Lucas. Please. I need your fingers inside me. Fuck me with them. Hard.”

      “Don’t tell me what to do, Cait.”

      While she liked to pretend what she’d shared with Sammy was something like a D/s relationship, she was wrong.

      “But—”

      “Say one more word and this night ends here.” He prayed to God she didn’t push him on that threat.

      Caitlyn opened her mouth, and then thankfully, she closed it again.

      He rubbed the ice around her clit as she jerked, trying to move away from the extreme cold. “Hold still,” he commanded, and though he saw her struggle to obey, she stopped moving. A shudder racked her slim frame.

      Lucas ran the ice along her slit, provoking another shiver. Then he pushed the ice cube inside her.

      “Close your legs.”

      She wanted to fight him. He could read the refusal on her lips. If she said no, Lucas wouldn’t hesitate to pull her over his lap and put his belt to good use. While his mind told him he needed to slow down, every other part of him demanded that he make his sub obey.

      Mine.

      The word kept sneaking into his subconscious.

      Slowly, Caitlyn drew her legs together.

      Lucas picked up his fork and gestured toward hers. “Eat your dinner.”

      She broke off a bit of the jumbo crab cake with her fork, though it was obvious food was the last thing on her mind.

      Just before she took the bite, he said, “Tell me when the ice has completely melted, so I can replace it.”

      Caitlyn closed her eyes, and he wondered if she was praying. Then he wondered what she might pray for.

      Patience? Strength? Lightning to strike him dead?

      They ate in silence for a few minutes, but Lucas missed her voice. Missed talking to her. Typically, once his dates moved into the sexual phase, he didn’t bother with conversation, didn’t need or want it.

      With Caitlyn, he wanted her submission, her body, and a peek inside her fascinating mind.

      “How do you feel right now?”

      “Horny.”

      He laughed. Probably not the right response, given the way her eyes narrowed, but he didn’t care. Lucas spent too much of his time around humorless, serious people who wouldn’t get a joke if it bit them in the ass. People who looked at him with distrust or outright hate or even fear.

      Caitlyn had a sarcastic wit that amused him more than he cared to admit.

      “You think that’s funny?”

      Lucas leaned closer, cupping the back of her neck in one hand. She responded to the strong grip, just as he’d anticipated. “I think you’re beautiful. Sexy. And yes. Funny.”

      “Tonight would be a lot easier for me if you didn’t say nice things.”

      “I already told you. I don’t want tonight to be easy for you.”

      “Lucas.”

      “Yes?”

      “The ice has melted.”

      He didn’t respond. Instead, he reached for another piece, pleased when she opened her legs without him prompting her to. This time, rather than simply slipping the ice in, he pushed two fingers with it. Her pussy clenched against them tightly.

      It wouldn’t take him more than a dozen thrusts to bring her to orgasm. They both knew it.

      Caitlyn opened her mouth, but he cut her off with his lips on hers.

      Until that point, he’d resisted kissing her. It was a danger.

      One that he stopped caring about the second her lips parted and her tongue touched his. Lucas curled his fingers inside her, pushing the ice around, running the cold cube along every surface.

      Caitlyn gasped and tried to pull back, but he didn’t let her go. He kissed her harder, his tongue exploring her mouth the same way the ice traveled around her pussy.

      She pushed at his shoulders, still intent on getting away. It was the first time she’d genuinely fought him. Her reaction to this kiss seemed to mirror his, but now that he’d taken a taste of her, he was throwing caution to the wind. He wanted more of her. All of her.

      Lucas broke the connection of their lips briefly when she continued shoving him away. “Say your safe word or stop resisting.”

      For a moment, he thought she was going to say her word. It left him unnerved. She’d dropped to her knees beneath the table and let him fuck her mouth without a single complaint. Now, he was merely kissing her, and she was close to freaking out, running away.

      Lucas stilled, then placed one soft, quick kiss on her lips before moving away.

      Caitlyn’s legs closed once more around the ice he’d left there. Lucas wiped his hand on his napkin and turned his attention back to his food, giving Caitlyn a chance to gather her wits.

      “Explain,” he said after a few quiet minutes.

      “I don’t think we should kiss anymore.” She hadn’t bothered to pick up her own fork. He’d spent a small fortune on tonight’s meal. Clearly the money had been wasted. Neither of them was enjoying the food, too intent on what came after.

      And suddenly he understood; knew why she wanted to keep him from kissing her. She was wise to resist, yet Lucas didn’t like having limits set for him.

      Caitlyn wanted to experience a night with a Dom, wanted to explore her submissiveness, yet she continued to try to call the shots.

      And on top of that, she was still determined to keep him firmly in the villain category. She’d take what she wanted from him physically, trying to justify her actions as mere exploration. Emotionally, she would remain aloof, casting him in the role of bad guy. She wasn’t the first person to see him that way, but for some inexplicable reason, it bothered him that she did.

      Lucas rose from the table, unwilling to put off the inevitable. He’d warned her before that he wouldn’t be controlled. She wouldn’t top him from the bottom. It was time to prove to her exactly what that meant.

      She’d already put one condition on him, demanding they only take this one night. Now she was attempting to restrict his kisses. He put his belt back on, tucked his shirt in, moving slowly, methodically as he tried to calm down.

      Caitlyn remained seated, watching him warily. She was smart enough to see she’d pushed the wrong button, wise enough to remain quiet as he struggled to control his emotions.

      “Stand up, Cait. We’re leaving.”

      She didn’t move. “You’re taking me home?”

      He nodded. “Yes.”

      She thought the date was over, thought she’d irritated him enough that he was calling the whole thing to a halt. He let her chew over that mistaken assumption for a couple minutes before reaching out to take her hand, drawing her up. He was relieved to see her disappointment.

      “And when we get back to my home, you’re going to take off all your clothes and kneel in front of me.”

      His words had the desired effect. Relief suffused her face at the knowledge the date wasn’t over. That look eased some of the lingering anger he felt. While she still wanted to resist this, she wanted it—wanted him—more.

      Lucas paid their bill, assuring the waiter their early departure had nothing to do with the quality of the food. The ride back to his place was made in silence. He let it linger on purpose, letting the anticipation—maybe even Caitlyn’s trepidation and fear—grow.

      The woman was too used to being in control. Of herself. Of her emotions. By taking kissing off the table, by putting the one-night time limit on this affair, she’d proven that she would submit to his demands only within the confines of her own desires.

      He didn’t bend to anyone’s will. And he sure as shit didn’t intend to start tonight.

      He saw Caitlyn’s anxiety increase when they pulled into the parking garage beneath his building. Lucas owned the large, luxury apartments on the waterfront and he’d claimed the penthouse for himself.

      He turned off the car and got out, demanding she wait for him.

      Crossing around the Jag, he opened the passenger door and took her hand, leading her to the elevator. He pushed in the code that would lead to his place, and again he let the silence remain.

      “Lucas,” she started.

      “Be quiet, Cait. I’ve told you what I want. If you’re unwilling to submit, then say the word and I’ll take you home.”

      She bit her lower lip, but didn’t say anything more.

      As the elevator doors slid open, they walked the short distance to his door. His was the only apartment on the floor. It provided him complete privacy, an oasis from the stress of his job, a retreat away from his parents, his colleagues, acquaintances and friends. This place was simply for him, and it was extremely rare for him to allow another to enter.

      Once he opened the door, he stood aside as she walked inside. He watched Caitlyn’s eyes widen. He knew exactly how impressive his home was. He’d designed it that way. One whole wall of the living room was floor-to-ceiling glass, leaving an unhindered view of the city lights flickering on the water of the Inner Harbor. From up here, he could look down on the city and feel like he owned the world.

      A soft mew distracted Caitlyn. “Oh!” She bent down and picked up his cat before he could warn her. “Where did you come from?”

      “Careful. She—” Lucas stopped mid-sentence, amazed when his typically mean-as-a-snake cat allowed Caitlyn to not only pick her up, but flip her to her back and rub her stomach.

      “Aren’t you a sweet thing?” Caitlyn cooed at his cat, stroking her as Callie purred loudly. When Caitlyn’s attention returned to him, he could see the genuine surprise in her expression. “I have to admit, I didn’t see you as a cat person.”

      He shrugged, trying to downplay how much the silly little ball of fluff meant to him. “She’s a stray. I found her down in the parking garage, more fleas than fur. I carried her up and fed her, intent on dropping her off at the animal shelter the next day. Obviously, that didn’t happen. She’s been here about six months and she’s sort of proclaimed the penthouse her domain. She tolerates me, lets me live here,” he joked.

      Caitlyn smiled, clearly delighted by his story. “That’s so sweet of you. What’s her name?”

      “I called her Calico at the beginning because as I said, I didn’t really intend to keep her. It’s been shortened to Callie since then. She doesn’t like strangers as a rule, so you might want to be careful. She scratched and bit my housekeeper the first couple of times the woman came to clean. Now they grudgingly give each other a wide berth.”

      Caitlyn shrugged, unconcerned. “She’s an absolute sweetheart.”

      Caitlyn nuzzled Callie, and Lucas enjoyed the image of her cuddling his cat. Then he saw her hand shake slightly, and he realized she was stalling. Time to start the game once more.

      “Put the cat down, Cait.”

      And just like that, the tension returned. Caitlyn had pushed him too far in the restaurant.

      He’d told her what he wanted from her, but she remained still. Caitlyn looked at him nervously before she finally bent to return Callie to the floor. When she stood up again, she made no move to undress.

      “I don’t like to be kept waiting.”

      He was pushing her too hard. If he kept up this aggressiveness, she would throw the safe word at him and leave.

      Or so he thought.

      Until Caitlyn turned her back to him and lifted her dress over her head, giving him a generous glimpse of her bare ass as she slipped off her heels. She wore thigh-high stockings, and for a second he considered telling her to leave them on. They were sexy as fuck on her trim legs. He reconsidered that command when she bent over to roll them off.

      Her ass was begging for his hand. His belt. Before the night ended, he fully intended to show her exactly what happened to a submissive who resisted her Dom’s control.

      Her back was still to him. She had to know that position would displease him. However, rather than correct her, he waited to see what she would do next.

      Within moments, her bra joined the rest of her clothing piled up on the floor.

      And then she turned.

      Her hands remained at her sides as she let him look his fill. Once again, he was taken in by her confidence. She was beautiful. And she knew it. Not in a showy, stuck-up sense. More like she had enough self-esteem to say, “I love who I am, flaws and all, and you can take it or leave it.”

      Someone had instilled a strong sense of self-worth in her.

      He was glad.

      And then he was undone.

      Caitlyn slid to her knees, parting them before resting her palms on her thighs face up. She’d done her homework. What she lacked in practical application, the intelligent woman had made up for in academic study.

      Lucas stood there, taking in the image for several minutes. Through it all, Caitlyn kept her eyes downward, and he sensed this moment was as powerful for her as it was for him.

      Unable to resist touching her, he walked over and cupped her cheek, guiding her face up until she was looking at him.

      Submitting to someone was as mental as it was physical. He wanted to make sure Caitlyn understood that. “Who does your body belong to?”

      She didn’t hesitate. “You.” And then, because Caitlyn still wasn’t finished fighting this—him—she quietly added, “For now.”

      With those two words, she sealed her fate. He reached down, gripping her upper arms to pull her to a stand. Retaining his firm hold on one arm, he tugged her toward a chair near the window. Within seconds, he had her facedown over his lap.

      Shock had allowed him to get her into the position fairly easily, but her stunned acquiescence was brief. Caitlyn pushed against his leg, intent on rising. He stopped her escape with a firm smack on her bare ass.

      “Ouch!”

      He spanked her again. And then again.

      He didn’t feel the need to give her a chance to accommodate or adjust. She knew how to stop this, knew what to say. Unless or until she said the safe word, he was going to show her exactly who she belonged to.

      And not just for now.

      “I’m going to kiss you, Caitlyn.”

      She had stopped trying to escape, her ass actually lifting in anticipation of his spanking, until he spoke.

      “No.”

      Lucas froze for a moment, her refusal shaking his calm. He would never hit a woman in anger. Though, when he considered it, it wasn’t anger he felt. At least not the way she might think. He didn’t give a shit that she was saying no to him. He was more upset that she was denying herself something that she clearly, desperately wanted.

      He leaned back in the chair and unfastened his belt, slipping it from the loops once more. Caitlyn’s ass was pink from his spanking. Her breathing was heavy and loud in the quiet room. She cried out when he doubled the leather belt and dragged it along her sore bottom.

      “I’m not going to respond to the word no, Cait.”

      She looked up at him, her lips pressed firmly closed.

      “I am going to kiss you. All night.”

      She shook her head, but she didn’t say the safe word.

      “What do you want?” he asked, knowing perfectly well how she’d reply.

      “The belt,” she choked out.

      Caitlyn wanted it, craved the pain, took immense pleasure in the sting, the bite. He’d give it to her. Jesus, he wanted it as much as she did. But not yet. Not until he’d made her understand what true submission meant.

      He gripped her arm with his free hand and twisted her until she was cradled in his lap. She winced, the spanking still fresh, still sore.

      “I’m going to kiss you,” he repeated. She wasn’t going to get what she wanted until he got his.

      Tears formed in the corners of her eyes. She’d take his commands, his belt, his rough touches, but not his kisses.

      Lucas refused to be denied. If she couldn’t bend on this, it was over. It would kill him to do it, but he would take her home and that would be it.

      He cupped her face in his hand. “I’m going to kiss you.” He tightened his grip to keep her from shaking her head again. Then he bent toward her and kissed her. Softly. Gently.

      There was no doubt she preferred a rougher kiss. A more demanding one.

      She proved that when she bit his tongue. Hard.

      He jerked away, but rather than respond the way she wanted, he pressed his lips against her cheek, sliding his mouth along the soft skin to her ear. He worshiped her with his lips, his mouth, his tongue.

      Caitlyn gripped his hair and pulled it, hard enough to make his scalp sting. He only gentled the kiss more, lightly sucking her earlobe into his mouth, teasing the tiny bit of flesh with his tongue.

      “Damn it, Lucas! Stop it.”

      “No.”

      She’d spoken every word except one. The one guaranteed to push him away. That told him that as much as she wanted to resist feeling something for him other than disdain, she was weakening. Starting to see him as something other than a monster.

      He’d lived a lifetime as LexLuthor. Lucas sort of liked the idea of playing Superman for once.

      She released his hair and gripped his shirt, tearing it apart with a surprising amount of strength. Buttons flew, the material ripped. If she was trying to provoke a response, she was going about it the wrong way. Her actions were starting to amuse him. And God help him, turn him on. He’d dealt with brats before.

      Caitlyn moved toward his chest, biting him. It fucking hurt.

      He wrapped his fingers in her hair and pulled her face away from his chest, bent lower until they were eye to eye. “I’m going to kiss you.”

      This time, his words appeared to sink in. And take the wind out of her sails.

      “I need this to be just tonight. Just sex.”

      He grinned, even though he felt no humor. He’d lived his entire life having “just sex.” He was the master of it. In truth, if he were thinking clearly, he’d give her what she was asking for. Because it wouldn’t just keep her safe. It would protect him too.

      If he were a braver man, he would have spoken the truth. He would have said no to her request. But if he did that, she’d give him the safe word. He knew that with the same certainty he had that this affair wasn’t going to end as easily as all his previous ones.

      Two words could end it all right now. Before either of them got in too deep.

      All he had to say was no.

      All she had to say was blue.

      Neither of them spoke.

      Instead, he stood up with Caitlyn in his arms and carried her to his bedroom.
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      Caitlyn was torn between running and begging. If she had an ounce of self-preservation, she’d say her safe word and get the hell out of here. After all, the whole night had been one big fucked-up mistake. She’d lied to her family about her reasons for going out with Lucas, claiming she was merely playing spy.

      In truth, she’d gone out with him because she wanted what he could give her. Wanted it so badly, it nearly consumed her.

      Living so many years as an unfulfilled submissive had taken its toll on her. So much so, she was throwing herself into the arms of the enemy.

      That would be fine if she could keep her emotions contained, but Caitlyn was a Wallace and a Collins, which meant her genetic makeup was a dangerous blend of passion, insanity, falling fast, and stubbornness, laced with a healthy need for wild adventure.

      Fool that she was, she thought she’d beat those attributes into submission, willed them away by sheer determination. In just a few hours, Lucas had proved she didn’t have anything under control.

      Not. One. Damn. Thing.

      Least of all, this overwhelming attraction that was creeping out of the physical realm and into something a hell of a lot more dangerous. She was starting to like Lucas Whiting. Like really like him. He wasn’t at all what she’d expected.

      Well, that wasn’t entirely true. The guy was cocky, overbearing, selfish, rich as fuck—she still couldn’t quite believe the utter grandeur of this penthouse apartment—and far too used to getting his own way.

      But there was more there. Stuff that didn’t bother her, that actually tugged at her heartstrings and made her feel sympathy for him.

      Like the way he’d clearly loved and grieved for his brother, the part of him that had suffered under a cruel father and indifferent mother, the indescribable look in his eyes that told her he was probably very lonely, the fact that he took in a stray cat.

      God. That damn cat had thrown her for a loop.

      And more than that, he had a sense of humor, a pretty cool laugh, an intellect that seemed well suited to hers, and his kisses. Holy mother of macaroni. His kisses were something entirely out of this world. Heavenly.

      So, instead of squirming out of his hold and running for the hills, Caitlyn had tightened her grip around his neck and let him carry her to his bedroom. Like the damsel in distress she was about to become.

      Once they entered the room, he put her on her feet and stood behind her, her back pressed against his chest. She felt sort of bad for destroying his shirt. She was sure it cost a fortune.

      “Sorry about your shirt,” she murmured.

      “Don’t worry about it.”

      “I can replace it.”

      “It’s Armani and cost five hundred dollars.”

      “Or maybe I could just sew the buttons back on.”

      He chuckled. It was hard to hold on to her guilt when Lucas wrapped his arm around her waist and tugged her tighter. She could feel his rock-hard abs against her back. The man was carved of stone—a Greek Adonis come to life.

      “It’s okay, Caitlyn.”

      His bedroom, not surprisingly, was elegantly decorated and screamed of wealth. She was fairly certain she could fit her family’s entire second-floor apartment in just this room, and she’d never seen a bigger four-poster bed in her life. “Do you need a GPS to find your way out of that bed every morning?”

      Rather than reply to her jest, Lucas kissed the side of her neck and her eyes drifted closed.

      Hello, erogenous zone.

      She sighed.

      “Go stand beside the bed, Cait. Keep your back to me.”

      Caitlyn’s body was moving before her brain could engage, could consider her actions with sound, well-thought-out reasoning.

      Apparently, wisdom wasn’t happening tonight. She was working with the visceral rather than the intellectual.

      Once she reached the bed, she couldn’t resist touching the silky, soft comforter. The room was decorated in dark blues, similar to his shirt. She would have pegged him as a starker black-and-white guy, so she was pleasantly surprised by the rich, deep color.

      She jumped slightly when something flashed over her head. She reached up as Lucas secured a blindfold over her eyes.

      “Lucas?”

      “Shhh. The safe word is still there to protect you.” He pressed her forward, encouraging her to climb onto the bed.

      “Lay on your back. Lift your arms above your head,” he instructed as he guided her into the position he wanted.

      Lucas knelt next to her. She wasn’t surprised when he buckled her wrists to the corner posts with straps. This bed was made for bondage.

      Her other senses were heightened by her lack of vision. She would have expected the utter blackness to be unnerving, but it was fueling her arousal, turning her on even more. A response she didn’t think possible, considering she was practically on system overload. The ice at the restaurant had done nothing to cool her needs.

      Between Lucas’s commands, the kneeling, the spanking and the way she still wanted to feel his leather belt against her ass, she was one light breeze away from coming hard enough to break bones.

      The bondage worked its magic. “God, Lucas. Please. Please fuck me. My whole body hurts.”

      She felt him move over her. Bastard still had his pants on. And the shirt. The ripped sides tickled her as he leaned closer, his lips hovering at her ear.

      “Telling me what to do only ensures that I won’t.”

      She was starting to figure that out. Even so… “Yeah, so I noticed. You realize leaving a girl hanging for this long is kind of a dick move.”

      “I thought the fact I was a dick was well established already.”

      “I thought we’d established asshole.” She didn’t appear to be winning this battle. And there was something in his tone that made her think maybe she’d hurt his feelings. “You’re not a complete dick,” she said, hoping to make him laugh.

      He didn’t, but there was definite humor in his tone when he said, “High praise. Cait?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Stop talking or I’ll gag you too.”

      Caitlyn bit her lip, seriously tempted to go for that. She only had tonight, and she really wanted to experience everything. The idea of a gag had her pussy clenching. Regardless, she held her tongue. She was already blindfolded and bound. If he added a gag to the mix, in addition to being completely helpless, she’d probably spontaneously combust.

      “Good girl,” he murmured when it was apparent she was going to obey. He placed a soft kiss on her cheek before drifting lower.

      He stroked her neck with his tongue, and then settled at her breasts. The gentle tenor he’d begun in the living room vanished and her dominant lover was back.

      Hallelujah.

      Rough, she could handle.

      He grasped one breast in his hand, kneading the flesh roughly, pinching her nipple, while his teeth sank into the other. He sucked, bit, pinched. He also caressed, licked and stroked. Every shard of pain he produced was soothed away.

      For several minutes, he guided her back and forth between pain and pleasure until she was gasping, crying and, despite his threat to gag her, begging him for mercy. And then for more.

      “Your tits are perfect,” he muttered. “Take a deep breath and hold it.”

      She didn’t have a clue what to expect, but she did as he said.

      “Shit,” she cried out when he placed the first nipple clamp in place. She didn’t need her eyes to know that was what he was using. She’d bought a pair for herself several years earlier. At first, she’d toyed with them on her own, using them whenever she masturbated. Then she’d shown them to Sammy, who’d told her they looked hot on her.

      Lucas wielded them with a hell of a lot more power.

      He didn’t seem to acknowledge or care about her cursing because he snapped the second clamp in place without hesitation. The chain that hung between them tickled her belly.

      “Oh my God.” She thrashed her head against the pillow, fighting against the straps around her wrists for the first time.

      “Have you ever considered having your nipples pierced?”

      She had. She’d even made an appointment to have it done once. But she’d backed out at the last minute.

      “I…yes,” she admitted.

      Lucas didn’t reply, and for the first time since he’d cinched the blindfold in place, she wished it were gone. She wanted to see his face, his eyes, wanted to know what he was thinking, feeling. He tugged on the chain a couple of times, gauging her reactions. And he got them.

      Caitlyn was slowly losing control. Which was obviously the point. She’d never felt like this. She was walking on a tightrope without a net. Or even one of those long poles for balance.

      “Take off the blindfold. Please.”

      “No.”

      He paused briefly, and she wondered if he was considering reaching for the gag. While she’d thought that sounded hot at first, she was starting to panic.

      Lucas ran his hand along her hair. “Breathe.”

      She sucked in one deep breath and then another. Lucas ran his fingers around the clamps, but he didn’t tug on the chain, didn’t seek to increase the pleasure or the pain.

      After a few minutes, she managed to calm down. She tried to imagine Lucas’s face, tried to envision what he might be seeing. She didn’t want him to stop.

      Caitlyn slowly centered herself and did the one thing she’d never managed to do in her life. She cleared everything out—work, family, fear, stress—and simply felt.

      Her breasts were hot, on fire, and she could feel that fever spreading to other parts of her body. She bent her knees slightly and wished he’d tied her ankles to the bed as well. Strange as it sounded, there was freedom in the restraints. It was as if she could write off all responsibility for once. She could say “I couldn’t move so whatever happened wasn’t up to me.”

      That wasn’t true. She only had to say “blue” and Lucas would stop. She wasn’t sure where that assurance came from, that utter trust. After all, they were practically strangers. Regardless, there was something about him that told her he was a man of his word.

      Letting go was incredible. It felt as if everything was always up to her, and she was so fucking tired. A tension she didn’t realize was there loosened in her shoulders and vanished, and her breathing slowed, deepened.

      “Beautiful,” Lucas whispered.

      Had he noticed the change in her? Recognized that the fight was over? What would she give to see those piercing, intense, sexy eyes of his? She didn’t have long to regret the loss of her vision when he moved lower, his tongue traveling along her stomach to her pussy.

      He parted her with his thumbs and lost no time sucking her clit into his mouth. He treated the sensitive nub to the same treatment he’d just given her nipples—nips, sucks, bites, the rough stroking of his tongue.

      Caitlyn’s body tingled. She could almost imagine it shimmering like the lights on the water outside.

      Lucas moved even lower, running his tongue along her slit from ass to clit and back again. His fingers moved toward her pussy and he pressed two inside.

      Her heels dug into the mattress as she lifted her ass, seeking more pressure.

      Lucas halted her attempts by grasping her legs, pulling her knees over his shoulders. It opened her even farther, but gave her precious little opportunity to move. He added a third finger and drove in harder. Her back arched.

      “Next time, I’m using rope. I’m restricting all your movement.”

      She hissed the word “yes” even as her head screamed there won’t be a next time.

      Tonight.

      Only tonight.

      She fought to remember that. To keep it front and center. It was becoming more and more impossible with each passing minute.

      Lucas knew too much about her desires. As he revealed them, each hidden piece was moved out of the inky-black darkness and into the light. If they kept going, if she came back for another night, and another, there was no way he wouldn’t eventually see it all.

      He pulled his fingers out of her pussy, and she sighed with relief. She needed him to fuck her. So badly.

      However, it appeared playtime wasn’t over when Lucas pushed one finger into her anus. It was wet from the juices of her pussy, so his entrance was made easier. He thrust it in three times, and then he added a second finger.

      It was a tight fit and it pinched. She liked it. He wasn’t gentle, didn’t treat her with kid gloves, didn’t constantly ask if she was okay or seek permission. Somehow she trusted that he’d know if she wasn’t all right, and there was freedom in that too.

      Lucas drove his fingers in faster. Caitlyn was only vaguely aware of the sounds coming from her lips—the grunts, the groans, the cries, the pleas.

      For more. For harder. For faster.

      “I’m going to stretch this tight little ass with a plug. Then I’m going to fuck it.”

      “Do it,” she demanded. “God, please.”

      As always, Lucas pushed her right to the brink, and then he left her there teetering for balance. The bastard refused to give her a shove over.

      When she heard him chuckle, she realized she’d called him a bastard aloud. His amused response fired her temper.

      “Oh my God. You’re an asshole and a dick. Fuck me. Fuck me now!”

      One minute she was in utter darkness, the next, light. While Lucas’s room was somewhat dim, the only light provided by the lamp across the room and the city lights below, she hadn’t expected him to pull the blindfold off.

      She blinked, trying to focus her vision, but all she could see was Lucas’s blurry face mere inches from her.

      “Are you finished?”

      He was pissed? Seriously?

      She opened her mouth to remind him that he’d already come tonight, but he kissed her, roughly.

      “Hold your breath,” he demanded, mere seconds before he released the first nipple clamp.

      Shards of pain shot through her, and her pussy clenched. She pressed her legs together, wishing he were inside her.

      He released the other, and then he suckled them, soothed them with his gentle tongue and his warm breath. All the time, her inner muscles throbbed looking for something, anything to fill her body.

      She had wanted her vision earlier, thinking she’d understand Lucas’s feelings better if she could see him. She’d been wrong. His face revealed more than she wanted to see.

      He wasn’t going to let her walk out of here tonight, wasn’t finished with her.

      If he took her now, everything was going to change. Everything.

      “I should go,” she whispered.

      “No. You shouldn’t.” Lucas opened the nightstand drawer and pulled out a condom. Caitlyn wanted to cry with relief that he was finally going to take her—and then with fear. She was in so far over her head, there was no hope she’d survive this.

      Her heart, which had slowed, resumed its racing pace, thudding so hard it almost hurt.

      “The safe word is still there, Cait.”

      Blue.

      Blue.

      Blue.

      The word wouldn’t come. “I don’t want to say it.”

      “Good. Because I don’t want to hear it.” Lucas rose from the bed, stripping off his pants. He’d lost the shirt and his shoes at some point while she was blindfolded. Once the condom was in place, he returned to the bed. He undid the straps at her wrists. She was glad. She wanted to touch him.

      He resumed his place above her and placed the head of his cock at her entrance. Lucas paused.

      She sensed he wanted to say something, but she was afraid to ask what. Mainly because she could see it in his eyes.

      He wanted to explore more of these submissive tendencies of hers. He’d mentioned rope and a butt plug, the gag, pierced nipples. And there was that leather belt.

      But it felt like there was something more there as well. Something that had nothing to do with sex.

      Caitlyn reached up and cupped his cheek in her hand. It was a tender gesture, one laced with more feeling than she was smart to allow.

      “Come inside me,” she whispered. “Please.”

      Lucas turned his lips toward her palm and placed a soft kiss on it.

      And then he was there, seated to the hilt after one hard, deep thrust.

      Her head flew back against the pillow, her legs wrapped around his waist. Whatever restraints had been holding both of them back were gone. In this, they knew what they wanted and they took it. Gave it.

      After a few minutes, Lucas rolled to his back, pulling her on top. She straddled his hips and found her own pounding pace.

      Lucas twisted her still-sore nipples, adding just the right amount of pain to throw her into overload once more. When she was on the verge of coming, he lifted her off his cock, despite her protestations.

      Her curses ceased the second he tossed her facedown on the mattress and grasped her wrists, tugging them behind her back.

      “Get up on your knees,” he demanded.

      She bent her legs, her ass rising. Lucas kept hold of her hands in one of his as he used the other to guide his cock back inside her. She screamed at the force behind his motions. It was so deep this way.

      “So fucking good,” she cried.

      Their skin was slick with sweat from their exertions. Her wrists slipped out of his grasp, so he moved to her hair. Gripping a large handful, he used it to pull her chest from the bed until her back was upright, pressed against him. Through it all, he pounded inside her, reaching around to stroke her clit.

      Her scalp stung and her pussy tightened. She saw stars. Her orgasm struck hard and fast and painfully. He’d kept her on the edge for hours and her body was pissed, taking every ounce of pleasure it could soak up, tired of being denied.

      She shook roughly and expected Lucas to come as well.

      “Fuck,” he said through gritted teeth. She could only imagine what her orgasm must feel like against his dick. Even to her, it seemed vise-tight. Was she hurting him?

      As the final ripples of her orgasm began to wane, Lucas loosened his grip on her hair, letting her collapse face-first back to the bed. Despite her sudden stillness, he continued to thrust inside her, though his motions were slower, easier.

      Every now and then, her body trembled with an aftershock, and she was beginning to give up all hope of ever catching her breath again.

      And still Lucas was there, his cock stroking all the uber-sensitive places. On one retreat, he withdrew completely.

      “Roll over, Cait. I want to see your face.”

      Grace was gone. She turned from her stomach to her back like a woman devoid of bones and muscles. She probably looked more like a fish flopping on the shore.

      Lucas pressed her legs open, and she sucked in a harsh gasp of air as he pushed inside once more. He came over her, his elbows resting on the mattress.

      And then he kissed her. More of those soft, sweet, beautiful kisses that messed up her head and her heart and had her thinking romantic, mushy things that had no place in this bed.

      She’d tried to warn him, to tell him that kissing was a bad thing, but he’d taken her words as a dare, a challenge. The man was too competitive for his own good. And Caitlyn was nothing if not a hopeless romantic.

      Caitlyn turned her head to the side, determined to make him understand this time. “Please, Lucas. I can’t⁠—”

      “I’m not going to be the villain in your life story.”

      She frowned as she looked at him, confused by the resolve in his gaze. “What?”

      Lucas slowed his thrusting even more, but as they spoke, Caitlyn didn’t forget he was there, filling her, taking her in a way that was just as powerful—maybe more so—as their fast-paced, rough fucking.

      “Kiss me, Cait.”

      He waited for her to initiate it, but she couldn’t. Couldn’t he see that? She wasn’t the type of woman who could turn her feelings off and on like a faucet. When they kissed, she felt…something dangerous. Scary. Something that would definitely strip her of all control.

      When she didn’t move, his face hardened, not with anger, but with determination. “I’m not just a cock for you to play with. And I’m not a dick. I’m a man. And you are going to kiss me.”

      He shoved her out into the light completely, seeing not only what she was, but what she thought he was.

      A one-night stand. A chance to explore her fantasies with a heartless man. The asshole trying to steal the pub. She’d pigeonholed him in all those boxes because she believed that would keep her safe.

      All it had done was hurt him.

      “I’ve been a selfish bitch,” she whispered.

      He shook his head. “If that were true, I wouldn’t still be inside you.”

      Caitlyn lifted her head and kissed him. It was a quick, soft, almost platonic kiss, but it seemed to be enough. When her head returned to the pillow, Lucas followed her, deepening the kiss as he started thrusting harder.

      She clung to his shoulders, and then ran her fingers through his thick hair. Lucas framed her face with his large palms, his tongue stroking hers as he moved faster.

      They continued to kiss, their faces only parting when they reached the peak together.

      “Caitlyn.” Lucas called out her name as he came, his climax triggering another in her.

      Neither of them moved for several minutes.

      Lucas was the first to rouse.

      “Back in a minute.” He rose from the bed and disappeared into the master bath. She listened as he cleaned up, but reality crashed in quick.

      Soon the pounding of her heart, the blood thudding in her ears, drowned out everything else.

      She’d made a mistake of epic proportion.

      Caitlyn forced herself to sit up and then to stand, even though her legs were shaky. Glancing around the room, she realized her clothes were still in the living room, on the floor where she’d dropped them after stripping for Lucas.

      Why had she thought she could have sex with the man and not feel anything for him? How many times had she listened to her aunts and uncles talk about meeting their significant others? How many times had she been told that when a Collins falls in love, they fall hard and fast? Passionately. Recklessly. Irrationally.

      She had tried to force those feelings with her previous boyfriends, insisting what she felt was that same love her parents shared. How many times had her mother told her to stop trying so hard? How many times had she warned Caitlyn that when it was right, when she found the one, she would know?

      Lucas wasn’t the one. He couldn’t be.

      Padding down the hallway, she’d only just managed to get her bra on—despite her shaking hands—when Lucas found her.

      “What are you doing?”

      “I need to get home.”

      “Caitlyn—”

      He was going to fight her on this. She couldn’t let him.

      “I told you, Lucas. One night. This could only ever be one night.” She hated how high-pitched her voice was, despised the outright panic in her tone.

      He looked at her for an uncomfortably long minute and then he nodded. “Let me get dressed. I’ll drive you.”

      “Uber would be easier.”

      “I’m driving you home, Caitlyn.”

      She let him have that battle. Only because it seemed like the quickest way for her to get out of here.

      She tugged on her stockings, dress and shoes and was standing by the door when Lucas returned. He’d pulled on the same pants he wore earlier, but given the wreckage she’d wrought on his shirt, he had found a plain black T-shirt to wear instead. She would have preferred anything else, as the T-shirt accentuated his muscles, his beautiful chest, his sexy build.

      Caitlyn turned her head. Looking at him wasn’t helping.

      Lucas picked up his keys and held out his hand. “Ready?”

      She nodded, walking by his outstretched fingers. Touching wasn’t any more advisable than looking. He frowned, clearly displeased to have his offer ignored.

      Good. Perhaps her rude actions would help burn down the bridge between them, make it impossible for her to cross back over.

      They rode in silence and she was grateful for the reprieve, his easy acceptance of their deal.

      Perhaps he was even glad she was upholding it, and his apparent annoyance was based on the fact he’d had to drive her home tonight rather than in the morning.

      Caitlyn’s mind whirled as she tried to come to grips with so many warring emotions. It felt like twenty years had passed since she’d left home a few hours earlier.

      As they pulled up in front of the pub, Caitlyn reached for the door handle, ready to sprint from the vehicle.

      “Thanks for⁠—”

      Lucas grasped her wrist firmly, halting her escape. “Three days.”

      “What?”

      “I’m giving you three days to get your shit together. To figure out and accept something that you already know, even if you don’t want to admit it.”

      Caitlyn lifted her chin, trying to give the appearance of a boldness she didn’t feel. “And what’s that?”

      “This isn’t over. Not by a long shot.”
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