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        This book is dedicated to every person

        who has gotten out of an abusive relationship.

        I see your light; keep your sparkle bright.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            INTRODUCTION

          

        

      

    

    
      Let’s continue to be real. This is a sexy comedy/drama, so here’s the shake:

      Clara still curses like a seaman and takes the Lord’s name in vain like it’s her bleeping job; she’s also still self-destructive. The heavy scenes include mental health issues, eating disorders, addiction, fertility struggles, mentions of non-consensual sexual interactions, and emotionally/physically abusive relationships; this book also contains graphic violence.

      A note: I did not create this work to glorify abusive relationships. Clara and Carrington are adults and understand toxicity, but they can’t let one another go, and that is the real conundrum when it comes to relationships.

      A second note: This series is long and contains many characters. To help my readers, I’ve created a cast of characters in the back matter and a summary of previous books in the front matter. If you don’t want spoilers, it may be best to skip these sections and read this book as a standalone.

      Still interested? If so, Clara and Carrington’s caffeine-addicted world, amongst other things, awaits.
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      DID I LIE?

      

      Clara Presley and John Carrington had a one-night stand in Las Vegas in October 2019. She ran from him for months before she was forced to see him again in March 2020 for a guest spot on his talk show.

      During a freak storm that flooded Clara’s London hotel, Carrington offered to let her stay with him, where he told her he was in love with her. She rebuked him. He agreed to wait for her to accept her feelings.

      Carrington spearheaded five months of long-distance phone dating with Clara. She refused to see them as anything more than friends until August 2020, when she surprised him by flying to Las Vegas, where he was running a charity drive.

      Once she was properly drunk, Clara admitted she loved him. Carrington permitted her to accompany him to the charity drive if she promised to behave herself. The next morning, they woke up married.

      Clara discovered three videos from their wedding—two safe for work, one definitely not—going viral on the internet. The ensuing fight with Carrington about not telling her about the videos precipitated a health scare from her anorexic practices. He made her promise she’d never put herself in a situation like that again or she’d lose him. Grudgingly, she accepted his ultimatum.

      Clara’s intuition questioned if Carrington had planned their unplanned wedding. Rather than answer her, he introduced her to his dominant persona and gave her endless pleasure during their two-week honeymoon. This was interspersed with volatile fights.

      The honeymoon over, the newlyweds visited Carrington’s family in Ireland. Maggie, one of Carrington’s sisters, explained that Carrington had a fifteen-year absence while visiting the US, starting when he was eighteen. No one knew what he did while away, but he was rehabilitated from alcoholism and achieved two psychology degrees from Oxford when he returned at age thirty-three. But before she could tell Clara everything, Maggie was interrupted by Carrington.

      Back in Philadelphia, Clara and Carrington fought over finances during a road trip. When she defied him at a rest stop, he made a public spectacle, which included flinging her over his shoulder and carrying her to the car.

      Clara finally realized what Carrington was doing during their fights: manipulating her into acting the way he desired. He revealed some of his past to her and recounted how he easily manipulated women because of his appearance and manners. Clara, he confessed, was the only woman who presented a challenge to him. Her dismissive attitude at the beginning of their relationship made him want her more than anyone else.

      Clara then guessed his greatest manipulation of all: he had gotten drunk with her on purpose on the night of their marriage. She forgave him and announced that she was selling her condo to move to London with him. Carrington, who was far wealthier than she ever dreamed, proposed a business agreement to buy her condo with a promise to allow her to buy it back. The couple embarked on a new future together in London.

      
        
        WOULD I LIE TO YOU?

      

      

      This book begins five days after the closing events of the previous book.

      Clara returned to Philadelphia while her UK citizenship was in flux. She and Carrington continued to struggle over who had control in their relationship. Three days later, when Mark Kennedy visited—and Clara revealed what happened the night she married Carrington—Mark became suspicious of Carrington’s motives and control issues.

      Clara and Carrington fought over the phone the next day. Walking to clear her head, she was distracted by Alex Campbell calling to her from the top of a building. The two had lunch, and Clara learned that Alex was a superstar soccer player who intensely disliked Carrington. Before she could determine why, Carrington called her cell phone. He evaded telling her the truth.

      Clara was followed by a black BMW that night. She called Mark, who came to the rescue. She fought with Carrington over the phone again and threatened to stay in Philadelphia permanently if he didn’t stop trying to control her, then she went into shock from the day’s events.

      The next day, Clara shared tickets to Alex’s soccer game with Mark. They had a tender moment which alluded to their previous romantic relationship before Alex appeared. Mark drove Clara home after the soccer match and told her he’d be back later that night.

      Clara was greeted by Mack, the night shift lobby supervisor, when she entered her condo building. He’d just spoken with James Clarke, who called to say Carrington had purchased Clara’s condo a week early. Carrington arrived, and Clara tricked him into believing she was leaving him unless he started telling the truth. Somehow, he stole her condo keycard and seduced her into staying.

      Carrington wanted to roleplay Dominant and submissive, and Clara agreed. While establishing a safeword, he divulged that his former subs used to call him Mr. Carrington. She became distraught because his last name was a term of endearment to her. He requested her to call him by his first name, John, during their D/s lovemaking because no other woman had used it.

      Mark returned, as promised, and showed Clara and Carrington a little black book torn up at the sides and a floppy disk with Clara’s initials written on it, both gathered as evidence from the black BMW. The car’s interior contained fingerprints belonging to a felon, Girard Boudreaux.

      Clara fainted, then relived her first abusive relationship with Charles Benoit. She had destroyed a floppy disk, similar to the one Mark had shown her. On awakening, she called for Carrington and recounted her physical abuse to him and Mark. Carrington vowed revenge against Benoit.

      Dr. Sarah Jenkins arrived later that night to check on Clara, diagnosing her with PCOS. The doctor suggested that Carrington speak at a women’s sexual wellness conference to share his expertise on inducing orgasms.

      The next morning, Carrington and Clara played checkers while she plied him with personal questions: both the game and her questions resulted in a stalemate. They made a deal to answer one difficult question each.

      Clara shared that she’d only enjoyed having sex with one other person before meeting Carrington; he guessed that it was Mark Kennedy. Carrington, in turn, explained that his former relationships were not relationships; they were business deals. Each woman called him Mr. Carrington so they wouldn’t form an attachment to him because he wanted to feel they were his property. At her insistence, Carrington granted Clara autonomy.

      Carrington returned to London. A week later, Mark drove Clara to the airport. He told her that Carrington had tried to steal the little black book after she fainted. She promised Mark she’d investigate and watched a video on the plane, which showed Carrington and Alex competing like children. It illustrated the dislike between them.

      Two weeks later, Clara was tired of visiting Carrington’s Paddington television station. She opted to write before surprising him at Paddington. When Charlie arrived with the car, Carrington disclosed that he knew how long it had taken Clara to walk to the station without her telling him. She guessed that he was having her followed. During the ensuing fight, he threw her over his shoulder and carried her to the car.

      Carrington revealed Charles Benoit was in London and that Clara needed to remain safe. He locked her in their bedroom at the London flat, even though she begged him not to do it. She worked through her fear by calling Alex Campbell.

      Alex helped Clara down a fire escape and drove them to Heathrow Airport. She and Alex discussed several things during their car ride, including the sex video from Clara’s wedding—which she’d previously believed to be silent—and her unusual relationship with Carrington.

      Realizing that the only person Carrington feared was his mother, Aoife, Clara made a split-second decision to fly to Western Ireland. At the airport, Clara found that her condo keycard was being used to track her and threw it away.

      Clara and Alex stayed with Maggie for the night. Maggie and Alex went sightseeing through the countryside while Clara talked with Aoife the following morning. Although Aoife was unable to explain why Carrington lied to Clara, Aoife shared her history with Carrington’s father, Nicholas. The relationship parallels were eerie. Aoife implied that Carrington was involved in underhanded dealings before he arrived at her house in the middle of a punishing rainstorm.

      Clara demanded the truth from Carrington. He took her to his house in Castlemacgarrett, where he disclosed that he was the second-in-command of an underground crime organization, County Mayo Clan (CMC). He’d been watching Clara for three years in secret because he’d been commissioned to kill her by Benoit’s uncle, Francis Villemont.

      Carrington had schemed his marriage to Clara to save her life, not only from Villemont but from an unknown mole within his organization. Alex, part of the same organization, had saved Clara’s life when he’d called out to her the day he met her because he saw the black BMW following her along the road and thought it could be the mole.

      Carrington’s fifteen-year absence in the US had involved assassination work. He mentioned many names that were featured in the little black book he’d tried to steal from Mark, though he didn’t directly mention the book.

      Remembering the fairy allegory Carrington had told her on the beach in Mexico, Clara cited it when she understood why their relationship couldn’t end. As she acknowledged her attraction to the danger his lifestyle posed, they recommitted to each other.

      The next morning, Carrington diagnosed Clara as a borderline personality disorder sufferer. He knew her diagnosis because he suffered the same affliction. They met his mother and sisters at church, and when Maggie failed to arrive, Aoife revealed that Maggie was saying goodbye to Alex before he returned to Manchester.

      Once again, Carrington and Alex fought, this time outside Maggie’s house. Maggie admitted she’d lied to and seduced Alex, not the other way around. Carrington apologized to Alex for assuming the worst of him. While alone, Clara and Carrington contemplated fate and whether it existed. They ultimately decided they were meant to save each other.

      
        
        WAS THAT A LIE?

      

      

      This book begins the day after the closing events of the previous book.

      Clara stayed in Ireland for safety reasons while Carrington returned to London. She had an unfortunate encounter at the store with a jealous woman Carrington used to date, and quickly became friends with Aoife.

      Two days later, Clara received a call from Steph, her publicity attorney, who reminded Clara she still had authorial duties. Clara agreed to a meeting with her publishing team, then had a brief phone call with Carrington and capped the night by meeting his estranged father, Nicholas Smith.

      Nicholas put Clara through rigorous mental acrobatics until she guessed his role within his organization: the don of the Morelli crime family. She was uncertain whether to trust him, but after she learned he’d married Aoife in a secret ceremony and wanted to reconnect with Carrington, she agreed to remain cordial.

      Clara discovered that Carrington had deprived his father of a share of CMC’s profits during a deal Carrington made when he married her. Nicholas asked Clara to convince Carrington to do business with him again. She refused, but Nicholas said he would provide the mole’s identity if she complied. She unwillingly consented.

      When Carrington returned to Ireland two days later, Clara told him about Nicholas’s offer but omitted that he’d married Aoife. Carrington discounted Nicholas’s credibility and made love to Clara through the weekend.

      During a volatile fight on Sunday afternoon, Carrington and Clara discussed her potential pregnancy. Their heartfelt revelations included her conflict with having children despite his desire to have them. Carrington also shared with Clara that Aoife’s house was being monitored with audio devices.

      Before Carrington departed for London, they agreed to be better to each other. Clara ended her weekend with a fun party that involved Aoife, Alex, Carrington’s sisters, and Tiffany, the woman Clara had met on the plane during her first trip to London.

      The next day, Clara had her publication team meeting and then spoke to Mark on the phone. He told her Girard Boudreaux had been arrested in Philadelphia. Afterward, they had a terrible fight regarding their past relationship and Mark’s investigations into Carrington’s finances.

      Through some angry back-and-forth, Clara felt that Mark knew about Carrington’s true occupation. Mark didn’t reveal anything about CMC, but he admitted that he was still in love with Clara. She confessed to similar feelings but said she loved Carrington more. They agreed to take a break from each other for a few weeks.

      Nicholas arrived minutes after the call and charmed Clara into a car ride. During the drive, he asked why she hadn’t told Carrington about his marriage to Aoife. Clara explained that she told Carrington about Nicholas’s wishes to do business with him and that telling Carrington about his marriage to Aoife wasn’t specifically in their deal. Nicholas agreed to keep his end of the bargain and drove Clara to talk to the alleged mole, James Clarke, the current skipper of the CMC.

      While at Jim’s house, Clara learned that his wife, Martha, was Aoife’s deceased first husband’s sister and that Jim had always been in love with Aoife. Jim had a long rivalry with Nicholas, who flashed his new golden wedding ring to Martha, alerting Jim that Nicholas and Aoife were married. Jim and Nicholas argued outside the house, and Jim threatened to kill Nicholas and Clara, confirming that Jim was the mole.

      Nicholas took Clara to the Claremorris Gold Club, where he told her about the CMC members’ long, sordid past. He also admitted he’d listened to her phone conversation with Mark, and that Mark would only complicate matters if she continued to be friends with him after his wedding.

      Clara spent the night with Maggie at her hair salon. The two chatted about Carrington’s childhood and the origin of his protectiveness of his mother and sisters. He’d witnessed his grandfather, Liam, physically and verbally abuse them. Carrington, with the help of Nicholas, had driven Liam out of their lives.

      Clara and Maggie briefly discussed her relationship with Alex. Maggie implied she was in love with him.

      After a short phone call with Carrington, Clara and Maggie waited for Nicholas to arrive. He brought a pregnancy test for Clara to use. She was not pregnant. Nicholas comforted her, and she realized they were becoming friends. She thanked him for being an upstanding man despite his other flaws.

      The three went to Gilligans pub, where they met Cillian Walsh, Jr. and had a few beers. Clara got drunk for the first time in several months and was honest with Maggie about what happened the night she married Carrington. Maggie insisted that Clara’s relationship with Carrington was abusive, regardless of his obsessive passion and devotion to her.

      Clara went to Maggie’s house and had another phone conversation with Carrington. She shared that she wasn’t pregnant, and he soothed her before offering to fly her to London to be closer to him. She agreed, and as they ended their call, she accidentally told him that Girard Boudreaux had been arrested.

      Once Clara and Maggie were alone, they had a frank discussion about Clara and Carrington’s relationship. When they were finished, Maggie suggested they go to Moonlight Mickey’s for another pint.

      At the bar, a news story about Carrington’s parents getting married aired on the TV, and Clara called Alex, as she was worried about Nicholas’s safety. Alex promised to help.

      Dec, the barkeep for Moonlight Mickey’s, drove Maggie and Clara to Sean’s tattoo shop. Cillian came to the shop because Carrington had called him and requested that he pick up Maggie and Clara and take them to his flat until Carrington arrived.

      With some fancy verbal footwork, Clara proved to Cillian that listening to Carrington was a bad idea and that they needed to warn Aoife that Nicholas was in danger instead. Cillian agreed to the new plan, but when they got to Aoife’s, her house was empty, and her car was gone.

      While determining what to do next, Clara received a phone call from Charles Benoit. He said that Carrington had taken the sex video the night he married Clara—not a drone, as Carrington had told her—and that Benoit had heard Clara and Carrington make love through an audio device. He said he was calling from Carrington’s Claremorris garage and claimed to have shot Carrington before he disconnected.

      Cillian saw it as a trick to lure Clara to the garage, but since someone had been shot, they still needed to go there. Maggie called Carrington, who answered his phone. Clara asked Carrington if what Benoit had said about the sex video was true. Carrington confessed and pleaded with Clara to let him explain as Cillian screeched to a halt at the garage. Clara vowed to get answers and tossed the phone to Maggie, instructing her to stay in the car.

      Inside the garage, Benoit killed someone out of sight. He tried to make Clara think it was Carrington. When she wouldn’t buy his story, he intended to shoot her, but Fyodor Baranov, the Russian criminal organization mediator, prevented Clara from being harmed. Benoit struck Clara hard in the face, and Cillian shot him in the leg just before Carrington busted through the door.

      Nicholas arrived as well, revealing that he and Carrington had been working together to take down Jim for treason. They killed Benoit, and then Alex—along with a frenzy of men from CMC—marched into the garage. As Clara was talking with Alex, Jim appeared and shot him.

      Alex died, and a grief-stricken Clara held Carrington’s revolver on Jim until Cillian entered the room. Benoit had killed Cillian’s brother. As retaliation, Cillian shot Jim.

      Once Jim was dead, the clan members revealed that Alex’s death was faked as part of a larger scheme to see how Clara would react to weaknesses. They wanted Clara to take a role in the clan. Everyone left to allow Clara to talk with Carrington, Nicholas, Alex, and Cillian.

      With information gathered through Clara’s questions, she established an elaborate plan—concocted by Carrington and Nicholas—to remove Jim from CMC. The plan was in place for over three years. Clara asked to speak to Carrington alone.

      They faced off as she held Nicholas’s pistol to Carrington’s chest, and he promised not to mentally abuse her anymore. She forgave him. He offered her the role of second-in-command in CMC, as it was vacant because he’d assumed the captain’s role upon Jim’s death. After a short deliberation, she accepted his offer. Clara endured a lengthy vetting process and was eventually inducted as the new second-in-command.

      The following afternoon, Clara texted Mark that he was in danger because of the little black book and his investigations into the clan. She then had an intimate conversation with Nicholas atop the hill at the house he’d bought for Aoife. They discussed Carrington’s law background and why Carrington had lied to Clara. When their discussion turned personal, Nicholas asked if Clara would stay with Carrington if he continued to lie to her. They were interrupted by Carrington.

      Nicholas left them in private, and Clara demanded the truth from Carrington. He told her he’d lied to protect plans and people and would’ve done it differently if he had another choice. Still suspicious, Clara requested that they watch their wedding night sex video together to prove he was no longer lying. He agreed, and they watched it later that night.

      The video only showed their everlasting dedication. When she realized he always had video footage filming in his hotel room, was drunk the night they got married, and forgot to turn off the camera, Clara forgave Carrington. They reconciled and pledged to be honest with each other.
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      I knocked softly on Carrington’s partially open office door. “Excuse me,” I said. “Do you have a minute?”

      His chair squeaked when he sat back. “Of course, darling.” He clicked twice on his computer mouse to reduce the window on his screen, and then his white leather seat pivoted. “How may I—” His golden-hazel eyes scanned me as he slumped and tossed his pen onto his desk. “Bloody hell,” he whispered.

      “Is there something wrong?” I asked, stepping through the threshold. My red heels sank into the beige carpet while he stared intently at my swelling breasts.

      “Why would you believe something to be amiss?”

      “You seem a little flustered. I didn’t mean to interrupt, but I’m here to work on your computer.”

      “Is that right?” He composed himself and propped his chin on his hand. “I was unaware it was malfunctioning.”

      “It needs an update, and I received a message you’d be finished using it at three-thirty. I knocked at precisely that time.”

      He checked his gold watch. “So you did. I suppose this is an oversight on my part, yeah?”

      “It’s okay. If perfection were an expectation, we wouldn’t get anything done.”

      “How eloquent, Miss…?”

      “Clare is fine. No need to get overly formal. What should I call you?”

      “I prefer John.” He sat upright and smoothed the wrinkles from his white button-up. “Are you an independent contractor, or does a company employ you?” I pointed at the patch over my left breast. “I do apologize; however, my glasses are on the bookshelf behind you.”

      The knot in my white tie shirt bounced after I cocked my hips. “Why weren’t you wearing them? You were clearly reading something.” He pressed his lips together. “IST doesn’t appreciate its customers straining their vision.”

      “IST?” he repeated.

      “You’d know what it meant if you had your glasses on.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind going forward. Would it be too much trouble to ask that you fetch them for me?” He skimmed my body. “I’d rather not disappoint IST any further.”

      The black slits in my mini skirt fanned around my thighs as I snatched his glasses from the bookshelf and twirled back to him. “Here,” I said. “Put these on. We don’t want you missing anything because you ignored protocol.”

      “Quite.” He obeyed and read my patch aloud. “Intellectually Stimulating Technologies. Supervisor in Training. Hmmm.”

      “Do you have a problem with someone in training looking after your equipment?” I leaned over him to wiggle his mouse. “If so, I can come back at a later date.”

      “No, I’ve always been a proponent of on-the-job training.” The soft material of his pant leg brushed my calf. “Are you solely of a technical capacity, or may I ask you a hardware question?”

      “I’ll give you the best answer I’ve got,” I said.

      “That’s an excellent attitude, Clare. A few plugs in the surge protector are loose. Would you mind popping under the desk to have a look?”

      I extended my reach and bent fully across his lap to tug two wires threaded through the cable management hole in his desk. “They seem pretty secure to me.”

      He swung his foot sideways and yanked them from my hand. After they dislodged from the surge protector, his screen went blank.

      “Wow,” I said.

      “Yes. It’s very fortuitous that you stopped by.”

      “Can you help me down?”

      “Most certainly.” He secured my hips as I slowly knelt on the carpet. “Safety is the most important part of any position.”

      “I’ll say.” I crawled under his desk and stuck my ass into the air. “Darn. I always forget. The male end goes into the female end, right?”

      “I believe most manufacturers have begun referring to them as plug and socket rather than gendered ends; however, yes, you’re correct.”

      “That’s good,” I said. “It sounded kind of dirty the other way.” I reinserted one plug. “Like electronics were trying to make babies.”

      “What an interesting observation.” His pant leg caressed my bare opening, and I shivered. “Do you often personify inanimate objects?”

      “I name stuff all the time. It lets the universe know I’m grateful for everything I’m given. Did the screen come back on yet?”

      “No,” he said. “You reconnected the printer.” It whirred as if listening.

      I tucked the next plug end between my legs so he could see it. “This is for the screen?”

      “Yes,” he said, hushed.

      “I think I’ll name him John.”

      I pulled the cord until it disappeared beneath me and snugged it into the open surge protector slot. He kicked away from his desk and jerked me upright. My breasts almost escaped their tight crop top when I reached my feet.

      I gasped and exclaimed, “This is extremely unprofessional!”

      “Unprofessional or unethical? Regardless, feel free to file a formal complaint.” He invaded my mouth with his tongue.

      I leaned into him, ruining his feather-soft midnight pompadour with my roaming hands. “Oh, my god. From the way you kiss, I’d say it’s closer to immoral.”

      “Perhaps we should investigate further.” He retrieved a pink object from his drawer; it had two silver buttons on one of its curved ends and a hole on the other side. “Would you like to sit on the edge of my desk? I’ve been meaning to test its endurance for months.”

      “What is that?” I asked, pointing at the pink thing.

      He butted me against the wooden desk as he trailed his fingers along my arm. “Has your company never heard of it? I’d be pleased to introduce you to its titillating features.”

      I giggled. “How the hell did you say it with a straight face?”

      “Truly, I haven’t a clue,” he replied, smiling crookedly.

      We shook next to one another with laughter before I tapped his shoulder.

      “Um, excuse me,” I said. “We need to stay professional.”

      “Yes, of course, you’re quite right.” He relaxed his face, but the twinkle in his eyes remained. “This is a vibrating suction device.”

      A steady hum accompanied his words after he pushed one of the buttons. “The mermaid tail offers gentle internal stimulation whilst the nozzle adds a suctioning air supply. They may be operated separately; however, when used in tandem, they guarantee a mind-blowing experience.”

      My lips parted slightly as I touched it; its soft vibrations were hypnotic.

      “Where did you find it?” I asked.

      “There’s a wonderful world of online debauchery merely waiting to be discovered.”

      “Goddamn,” I whispered. A slow warmth filled me as his lips found the sensitive skin behind my ear. “How strong is its suction?”

      “See for yourself.” He settled the nozzle over my hardened right nipple poking through my shirt, and I clutched his shoulders. “Do you wish for me to lower the setting?”

      “N-no,” I panted.

      He removed the suction device and tested my other nipple. I jerked from the electrifying vibrations and yanked on his shirt lapels, causing two buttons to ricochet off a globe on the other side of the room.

      “Oh, my god!” I yelled, balancing with his assistance. “I’m sorry, but this wasn’t in the work order. We’ll have to save it for another time.”

      The humming stopped, though my nipple still tingled. He set the vibrator on the desktop.

      “You’re a dedicated employee, Clare. I do hope your employer treats you well.”

      I fixed my messy hair. “The company’s okay, but my boss can be a real dick.”

      “How unbecoming of him. I shall put in a good word on your behalf.”

      “Thanks, but who said my boss was a man?” I asked. His well-manicured brows raised high. “That’s presumptive and sexist. You’re lucky you’re extremely handsome. Now sit your ass in that chair, John.”

      “Yes, madam,” he said, obliging.

      “And leave your glasses on; I like them.”

      “Should it be your wish, far be it from me to refrain from granting it.”

      “Mm-hm.” I straightened my top. “I think I ruined your shirt.”

      “It’s a non-issue. I have plenty to replace it.”

      “What kind of material is it?” I asked.

      “Cotton.”

      “And what about your pants?”

      “That’s a rather inappropriate question.” My thighs mesmerized him when I jumped to sit on his desk. “Are you always so brazen?”

      “Yep. But I forgot the English call them trousers. Sorry for asking about your underwear, although I wouldn’t mind knowing what they’re made of.” I winked at him.

      “Cheeky monkey,” he said. “My trousers are wool.”

      “Aren’t they itchy?” I asked, rubbing my legs together.

      “No. They’re soft.”

      “Yeah, I thought so when you brushed against me earlier.” I clapped my fingers against my palms. “I want to feel them again. Come here.”

      “You asked me to sit no more than one minute ago.” He rose and approached me. “Are you certain you know what you want, Clare?”

      “Yeah. I want you to do whatever the fuck I tell you to do, John.”

      I stared into his toffee-deepened eyes as I slid my hand into his pocket; he jolted when I grasped his stiff penis through the wool lining.

      “These are soft, but there’s something hard underneath. What do you think it is?”

      He couldn’t prevent the sides of his mouth from lifting. “A pen, perhaps?”

      “That’s a big fucking pen,” I said. He snorted. “I want to see it. Take your trousers off.” After manipulating his belt buckle with dexterous fingers, he opened his fly and removed them. “You should probably unbutton the rest of your shirt, too.” He complied. “You can leave it on.” I bit my bottom lip when it gaped open. “Your chest looks like it was chiseled in fucking stone.”

      “I may assure you the pen isn’t hiding there,” he responded with a wink.

      “I guess I get to find out what your pants are made of after all.” I crooked my pointer finger a few times until he stood right in front of me, then reached around to squeeze his ass. “Ooh! Also cotton.” I pouted. “I don’t want to let them go, but if I stay hunched like this, I’ll hurt my back. You said safety was the most important part of any position.”

      “I did, indeed,” he breathed, flicking his eyes to my cleavage.

      “I’ll have to get more ergonomically correct.” I twisted and draped my legs across his desk, rolling onto my stomach. “Could you grab your chair? I want to feel those pants again.”

      He wheeled it toward me.

      “Take a seat,” I said. He listened. “Look at that. You’re at the perfect height. It must be my lucky day.”

      “I thought my chair felt slightly different this morning; however, I couldn’t decipher the alteration.” I opened his boxer fly while lazily kicking my feet. “I’ll note that your company offers full service,” he said.

      “Yep. Keep us in mind for all your intellectually stimulating needs.” Our eyes met, and he indented the armrests with his fingers. “Firehouse,” I said, and his hands relaxed.

      “What is it, darling?” he asked, concerned. “Are you quite well?”

      “Yeah, I’m fine, Carrington. I wanted to make sure you were okay.” His forehead creased. “The first time I gave you a blowjob, you almost strangled the armrests of that tan lounger in Mexico. You just did the same thing. Am I moving too fast?”

      His worried face softened. “No, my love. I apologize for inadvertently signaling I was uneasy. You stated your intentions clearly last evening; thus, I knew this was coming.”

      “Knowing doesn’t make it easier to process, John. And you don’t have to apologize for a natural reaction.”

      I kissed his knee. “You know, I don’t get to do this very much, so I’d like to zone out and enjoy it. Instead of me determining when to stop, why don’t you tap my head three times before you reach your limit? Then we both get to feel like we’re in control.”

      “Thank you, darling.” He touched his lips to my temple. “Before we resume, I must say this outfit is exquisite, much like yourself. Wherever did you purchase it?”

      “An online custom costume store. They specialize in adult fantasy.”

      “Perhaps I’m aging more rapidly than anticipated; however, when did a short skirt and an alluring blouse become adult fantasy?”

      “Probably around the same time girls started dressing provocatively for Halloween. Where money can be made, supply becomes demanding. Am I right?”

      He chuckled. “There’s truth in that, yes.”

      “I’m happy my outfit got here yesterday,” I said.

      “Oh, and why is that?”

      “Tomorrow’s mischief night. Tricks and treats are in the air in anticipation of All Hallows’ Eve.”

      “Yes, well, this is certainly a treat to last a lifetime.” He inspected my backside. “Do you, ah, have a separate costume for tomorrow’s fancy dress party?”

      “Jesus Christ, Carrington. What kind of animal do you think I am?”

      “Forgive me,” he said, bowing his head. “I have no concept of what came over me.”

      “Like I’d be caught dead in white after Labor Day. I’m wearing a red one.” I grinned when he snapped his head up. “You had your treat, so I had to trick you, too.”

      “You little wench,” he whispered.

      “Chill out, John. Sit back, relax, and enjoy the ride. I intend to.”

      I kissed the tip of his beautiful shaft, and it grew harder in my hand.

      “You know,” I said, “most penises aren’t nice to look at, but yours is. It’s long and wide and has stretchy foreskin; that’s my favorite part, gliding it away so I can lick it like a lollipop.” I demonstrated, and his groan vibrated into my hand. “Well, I guess it’d be my favorite part if I’d done this before.”

      “Thank you for the compliment, Clare; however, should you be insinuating this is your first time performing oral pleasure, I must unfortunately call you a liar. There’s no hiding your adept skill when it comes to that bloody mouth, no matter the duration of your training.”

      I hummed along his skin while sucking it adoringly. “Tell me more. It gets me really wet.”

      “Bloody fucking hell,” he said, then praised my technique.

      His words occasionally hitched, but his sentences stayed measured as I worshiped him. I went slow, changing my rhythm often, and he snuck his hands into my hair. He guided my head but let me lead. I eased away after he stuttered and tapped me.

      “That was incredible,” I said. My flushed chest rose and fell deeply as I fanned my blistering cheeks. “Firehouse. I think I need a break, too.”

      “Whilst we’re resting, may I check something?” he asked breathlessly.

      “Sure.”

      He bent forward and swiped a finger along my opening. The sensitive skin near my thighs prickled. “Phenomenal.” He sucked on his fingertip. “Were you as close to orgasm as you sounded?”

      “If you didn’t stop me, I would’ve quit.”

      “Auditory arousal is one of the most underrated foreplay acts.”

      “How did you know it was from your voice?” I asked, supporting my head with my hands.

      “You shared that information with me in our gym last month, darling. Being aware that you were also receiving pleasure made it significantly easier for me to accept it. I didn’t believe I’d be fortunate enough to discover a fellow equalist; however, I must’ve done something right.” He rubbed his face.

      “Equalist?” I asked.

      “People are often broken into five arousal types,” he explained. “They include the sensualist, the behaviorist, the intimate, the attractor, and the equalist. An equalist is a combination of the others; this factors in senses, roleplaying, a deep, personal connection with their partner, and the desire to be desired. It normally indicates an open-minded individual unafraid to attempt new positions and situations.”

      I encircled his waist after he cupped my chin.

      “I’ve never allowed anyone to dominate me whilst making love, Clara. I was terrified of this suggestion; however, I’m bloody well satisfied to have tried it. An enriching layer has been added to our relationship. Thank you for keeping me honest, my love.”

      “The scene isn’t over yet because we haven’t made love, but this desk could be made of pillows instead of wood for how amazing you made me feel.” I accepted his passionate kiss. “I know we agreed I’d be the top, but would you mind helping me get rid of this nagging need to climax? It’s weird.”

      “It would be my pleasure, darling; however, may I ask you to describe it first?” I furrowed my brows. “I’ve always been interested in hearing others’ descriptions of the edging process,” he said. “It’s fascinating to me.”

      “Oh, sure. Let me think for a minute.” I studied the yellow rubber duck hiding behind his office wall clock. “It’s like I’m climbing a large mountain with lots of peaks very slowly. I get a hit of happiness every time I crest a hill, but I realize there’s another, and it ebbs away. There comes a point when I have to declare the peak I’m on to be the final one, even if there are a few more in the distance.”

      “That’s outstanding, my love. Thank you.” His golden-hazel eyes flitted to the desk. “I know we didn’t discuss the possibility of using a toy; however, would you be interested in testing the vibrator I showed you?”

      “Does it have a lower setting? Because if you put that thing on my clit, I’ll explode. I’m way too aroused to handle whatever the hell it does.”

      “Yes, darling. The lowest setting is rather mild. Let me show you.” He retrieved it, and a hum was barely detectable as he held it to the pad of my index finger. “Do you believe this would be acceptable?”

      “That should be good. Can you do it now?” I squirmed. “I really need relief.”

      “Certainly. Flip over, please.” He patted my ass before I did it. “I won’t tease you too much; however, I must acclimate you prior to stimulation. Otherwise, I fear I may cause you discomfort.”

      “Okay, John. I trust you.”

      He left a trail of kisses from my collarbone to my belly button, distracting me from my jumpy legs. The toy’s soft juddering eventually infiltrated me, and I moaned and grabbed his ass.

      “I’m going to put you in my mouth again,” I said. “I’m so turned on, it’s blinding. I need something to focus on.”

      “Understood. I’ll inform you when I must retreat.”

      I took him into my mouth, upside down, and bobbed my head as my muffled cries reverberated around his skin.

      “Good fucking Christ. Keep doing that, and it’ll be quicker than anticipated, I warn you,” he said.

      My joyful humming joined the toy’s vibrations. We played with each other until my back arched.

      “That’s quite enough,” he said. I dug my fingers into his ass and held him in place. He cursed loudly. “Clara, so help me⁠—”

      I relaxed my throat to take him as deep as I could. He smacked the desk and withdrew the vibrator from my dripping need. My distress, as my climax disappeared, was swallowed by his tense body, which shuddered with familiar muscle fluttering. His breathing shifted and slowed; he held several breaths before returning to a normal pattern.

      I released him and said, startled, “Did you⁠—”

      “Yes, I did,” he interrupted, his eyes shut.

      “But you didn’t⁠—”

      “No, I did not.” He opened his golden-hazel eyes; they gradually turned chocolate through his lenses. “Why did you ignore my command?” he asked assertively.

      “I wanted us to come together because we haven’t done it like this yet.”

      “Repeat my rules.”

      “John, we’re not roleplaying. I said my safeword. It’s just us⁠—”

      “Repeat my rules now.”

      “Treat you and me with respect and follow your every command without hesitation,” I said. “But we were just us. And even if we weren’t, I’m the top today; we agreed upon that. How the hell can I assert myself if I’m listening to your commands?”

      “You knew I’d request you to stop upon reaching the edge of my comfort zone, yeah?”

      “Well, yeah,” I said. “I could tell you were close; I was, too. But then you came without ejaculating, and I didn’t come at all, and⁠—”

      “I explained how imperative it is for our safety that you acknowledge and abide by my rules whenever I make a specific request. Is that correct?” he asked.

      “Yes, you did, but⁠—”

      “Then, I repeat, why did you ignore my command?” he asked sternly.

      “I already answered your fucking question. If you’re asking me again, it only means one of two things. A, you didn’t like my answer, or B, you didn’t believe me. So, which is it?”

      His eyes flashed, then completely darkened. “You were clever to quote me; however, it was not the proper response.”

      “I see you’re still living large in those double standards because you did the same goddamn thing to me in Mexico. You’re okay doing it when it benefits you, but not when⁠—”

      “You are in very big trouble, young lady,” he said in a deadly whisper.

      “You can’t change the dynamic. We’re not done. We only took a break so you could help me orgasm. I didn’t agree to⁠—”

      I squealed and held onto the desk’s wooden edge but was unable to resist his muscular forearm as he dragged me off of it. He pinned me to his body after my feet hit the floor.

      “Let me go, you son of a bitch!”

      “Naughty girls receive penalties, and you’ve been exceedingly naughty, Miss Presley.”

      “No, I haven’t! I’m not Miss Presley! I exerted power, and it pissed you off!”

      “Do you recall what I said about performing unauthorized tricks?”

      “Yeah, but that doesn’t apply when⁠—”

      “What did I say?” he asked, shaking me.

      A deluge of warmth surged through my core, adding to my need. “You said unauthorized tricks would receive proper actions per our penalty rules, but I’m the fucking Dominant today! I’m⁠—”

      “About to understand that exclamatory’s true meaning,” he finished.

      Humming filled the air, and a gentle buzzing touched my clitoris. I gripped his arm, expecting intensity, but it was heavenly. He dipped the vibrating tail inside my opening only to pull it out. My moans morphed into whimpers after the third time.

      “I won’t beg you, you fucker.”

      “As you mentioned earlier, it’s almost mischief night, Miss Presley. There are no breaks for the wicked,” he said in a similar tone. “Should you listen closely, you may hear banshee shrieks for miles; they sometimes last all night.”

      “Argh!” I screamed, whipping my head.

      He turned away when I chomped toward him. “Bite me, and you’ll see how little mercy I offer. Short of your safeword, I’ll continue until you’re depleted of every bodily fluid imaginable.”

      “So you’d listen to my safeword? Because you’re not very good at listening to anything else. You don’t own me this time! I own you! Now put me the fuck down!”

      He bumped the toy’s tail against my clitoris, and I yipped.

      “John, I swear to⁠—”

      “Though edging may be fun, you will become frustrated at some point,” he said.

      “I’m already there!” I flailed uselessly under his immovable grip. “I won’t listen to you!”

      “Then I’ll help you see reason until you do.” He nudged the nozzle against my mound, and the suction latched onto my clitoris like he did when I was on the verge of climax.

      My vehemence for release spiked, and I cried, “Oh, damn it!” He grunted when I kicked his knee. “Why are you so fucking evil?”

      “I’m unsure. Perhaps you’d rather explain why you love it so much?”

      “Because I’m a fucking masochist!”

      The vibrator’s suction increased, and an electric fuse sizzled along my spine. I propelled myself from his desk with my feet, rocking it. A few papers hit the floor.

      “Fine!” I yelled. “I’m sorry, you fucking dickhead! I’m sorry!”

      “You’re missing one very important word, Miss Presley.”

      “Oh, my god! Please go fuck yourself!”

      “Apology accepted,” he said. “Hold on tight.”

      The toy’s curved tail slid inside me, and its vibrations were magnified as my stimulation intensified. My orgasm exploded. When I tried to bend in half, he held me straight.

      “Jesus fucking Christ!” I screamed. “It’s radiating into my fucking toes!”

      “Breathe, breathe, breathe,” he repeated as if he were counting. “It shall pass.”

      “Oh, my god!” I thrashed, but he held me still. “John, I can’t! I waited too long! It’s too much! Please!”

      “Yes, you can. Yes, you can,” he said calmly, over and over. My voice cracked when I hit a new octave. “Stop struggling,” he said forcefully. “The vibrator is pushing against your G-spot. You’re overstimulating yourself by fighting me.”

      My trembling eased when I stilled, and I exhaled and sagged into him. The pulsations eventually lessened and became pleasurable.

      “Holy motherfucker,” I said lightly. “More.”

      “You want more?” he asked, using his sweet voice.

      “Yeah. More.”

      Rather than increase the suction, he held the toy against my clitoris. I gyrated on his hand until I came again.

      “Mm,” I hummed, satisfied. “Thank you.”

      “You’re most welcome.” He kissed my neck and cheek. “You’re such a beautiful mixture of chaos and light. Do you know that? You’re always ready to fight, even in the middle of a bloody orgasm. Were I less angry, I’d fashion you the eighth wonder of the world.” My contentment slipped away as I cursed. “And the foulest mouthed. Trust me, your next orgasm will be even more spectacular.”

      “No,” I said. “No more. That was enough. You’re next.”

      “You only apologized under duress, Miss Presley. I hardly believe you’ve learned a viable lesson. After all, your ability to learn will prove immeasurable in future. Never play with fire unless you’re prepared to burn.”

      “I’m not Miss Presley! I’m Clare!”

      A string of curses that would’ve made the devil blush left my lips as another climax built inside me. I shimmied and tried to knock the vibrator out of me. The nozzle came loose from my clitoris, and I exhaled with relief. He reattached it, and my eyes rolled into the back of my head at the magnificent torture.

      “I should’ve killed you when I had the chance!” I yelled.

      He clucked his tongue. “Was that a very polite thing to say?”

      “I don’t have to be polite! When I said you could pick me up and restrain me, I didn’t mean against my will!”

      “Did you specifically say that?” he asked.

      “No, but it was implied!”

      “Perhaps to you. I only follow specific rules. Now that I’m aware, do you wish for me to release you?”

      “No!” I held fast to him. “I can’t stand on my own, I know it. Oh, my god. I’m so sensitive. Why am I yearning for more?”

      “The toy’s suction creates continuous blood flow to the over fifteen thousand nerve endings in your clitoris. Its vibrating wand massages your pelvic wall. You’re being coerced into arousal.” The gentle but consistent truth pulsed inside me. “As you’ve experienced, stimulation of both areas simultaneously results in a very powerful orgasm.”

      “Uck! I was right. You are immoral!”

      “Yes, well, a trick for a treat, yeah?” he asked sweetly.

      “My fight is returning with a vengeance, you bastard!”

      “Save it,” he said victoriously. “You shall need it.”

      I wriggled to break free, but he clutched me tighter. The suction increased again when he pressed a button.

      “OH, MY GOD!” I gulped deep breaths into my lungs as a euphoric pressure surrounded my tender bundle of nerves. A gush of moisture hit my pelvic floor, and my sensitivity reached a new high before my orgasm slammed into me. “JOHN! DON’T LET ME GO!”

      “Never,” he said soothingly, kissing my face. “I’ll never let you go. Never.”

      “I can’t— I can’t—” Tears sprang to my eyes, and I reverted to being Miss Presley. “John, please! More! I need more!”

      “More what, Miss Presley? Communicate with me.”

      “I need you, not a toy! I’m sorry. I’m really sorry.” I sobbed. “I love you. I love you so much.”

      “As I love you, Miss Presley. I’ll give you more pleasure; however, you cannot have me right now.”

      “That’s mean!” I slapped at his arms. “You’re mean! You said you’d never punish me!”

      “This isn’t a punishment,” he said sadly. “It’s a learning opportunity.”

      “I’ll be a good girl! I promise! Please!”

      He pecked my head and spoke consolingly as my tears flowed. “You’re so beautiful. You make it difficult for me to be a true Dominant because you always appeal to my caregiver side. But be it my morals or my ethics, neither shall be risked; should I cease before your lesson is learned, we’ll both suffer.”

      My orgasm was outstanding and infuriating at the same time. I cursed at him.

      “I know, I know,” he said. “You’re such a strong woman; it’s hard to accept frailty. I promise to keep you safe.”

      My body twitched and jerked until I fell limp against him. After he powered off the vibrator, the room went quiet, save for my ragged breathing.

      “Come, Miss Presley,” he whispered, sweeping my legs out. “Let me take you to the bed.”

      I fell asleep in his arms, too exhausted when I awoke to do more than briefly flip him off and chug from a water glass on the nightstand. My shoes were missing, and silk pajamas covered me instead of my costume. He snuggled me from behind. I slapped his hand as it settled over my breast.

      “No,” I said. “I’m mine in here. Not yours.”

      “What did we discuss regarding residual anger from a scene?” he asked.

      “That we’d talk it out rationally and not have emotional reactions, but this deserves it, John. You took that way out of context.”

      “Our aftercare discussion will happen as soon as you’re fully awake, darling. Until then, please allow me to hold you,” he said, oddly emotionless.

      “Whatever. Do what you want. You’re going to anyway.”
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        * * *

      

      Carrington slid the brush through my hair. “I’m listening,” he said.

      “It’s good to know you can do that, unlike when we were in your office, and you fucking ignored the entire scene setup.”

      “Clara, I’m more than willing to speak with you about what happened at length; however, we must do it rationally.” He gathered a handful of hair at the nape of my neck to remove some snarled knots toward my ends. “You have every right to be angry. I reacted poorly. It doesn’t mean we must be uncivil.”

      “Yeah, you’re damn right. I’m angry. I know you feel bad. I can hear it in your voice. But that doesn’t mean I have to shut down. You can if you want to, and I won’t hold it against you.”

      “That’s fair enough, my love.”

      “Fine,” I said. “You want to be rational about this? Explain why you did it.”

      “As stated yesterday, I’m unfamiliar with proper submissive protocol. I believe I did well until I orgasmed. Would you agree?”

      “I’ll agree,” I said begrudgingly.

      “Thank you. I keep meticulous control in my life; you see it firsthand every day. I became enraged when it was taken from me; thus, my Dominant persona emerged.” He clacked the hairbrush on the nightstand and squeezed some lavender-scented oil into his palm.

      “We’re not done with this,” I said, “but I need to know something. How did you orgasm without ejaculating?”

      “Very similar to the way I prevent myself from achieving orgasm whilst edging. I take deep, even breaths after halting stimulation.”

      I released a strangled, “Mm,” when he kneaded my tight shoulders. He centered on one of my trigger points.

      “I do apologize, darling. I believe you may have strained your trapezius. Is this tender?” he asked, sliding his thumb along my lower neck.

      “Yes,” I said, swaying as he gently increased his pressure.

      “We need to be careful next time. I’ll be certain not to restrain you with such force. It more than likely caused your fight or flight senses to engage, which is why you were struggling so hard.”

      “Honestly, John, from how I feel right now, I don’t know if there’ll be a next time.”

      “Mmmm. Yes, well, I can’t say I blame you. I committed a severe trust breach by extorting the scene. You were kind enough to break in the middle with your safeword to check my emotional fatigue, and then I repaid you by usurping your power.”

      I leaned into him as he slipped his hands across my shoulders and onto my arms.

      “I’ll understand if you decide today’s roleplay was our last,” he said.

      “But I don’t want it to be our last,” I replied, contradicting myself. “I loved the confidence I felt today. I want to experience it forever.”

      He kissed my head. “Were I to die tomorrow, nothing would bring me greater joy.”

      “Can you tell me why you didn’t use your safeword?” I asked. “If you were that upset with me, why not follow your own advice instead of risking what ultimately happened?”

      “That’s an excellent question; unfortunately, my answer isn’t as thoughtful. I was angry, and I wanted retribution. I have no further motive.”

      “Jesus. I’m so used to you having a method to your madness. It’s bizarre to hear you say something human. I respect it, though.”

      “As I respect your empathy for such a selfish act,” he said.

      I opened my hand. “Can I have some of that oil?”

      “Certainly, darling.”

      He kissed my palm before squeezing a few drops onto it. I rubbed my hands together and slid them along his legs. The notch in his right knee, which had always caused him pain, was swollen.

      “By God, but that feels amazing,” he said.

      “I’m sorry I kicked you. It was instinctual.”

      “You needn’t apologize, Clara. I deserved it.”

      “John, will you promise not to take advantage of your superior strength anymore? It’s the only reason I couldn’t stand my ground. You physically overpowered me, not mentally.”

      “That’s a reasonable request. I promise to uphold your wish unless physical restraint is explicitly stated in our pre-scene discussions.”

      “And mutually agreed upon,” I amended.

      “And mutually agreed upon,” he repeated. “Did I frighten you, my love?”

      “Why do you ask that?”

      “You rarely become explicit with your word usage, and you clarified your statement just there. Is it merely your desire to establish unbreakable boundaries, or did I unintentionally frighten you when I restrained you?”

      “I wasn’t afraid of you.” I moaned when he delivered long, steady strokes from my scalp to my back. “It was unsettling how attracted I was to you.”

      “Thank God,” he said. “I’d be unable to live with myself if I knew you were uncomfortable with me for one moment during lovemaking.”

      “That’s not something you’ll have to worry about. I think I started crying because of my attraction to you; it was confusing.”

      “That was my next question,” he said. “I was concerned when you began to weep; however, your hormones were extremely volatile. I heard no difference in your tone of voice; thus, I used my best judgment.”

      I massaged his thighs. “Well, you were right, but you sounded sad toward the end. What was happening there?”

      “I knew I’d overstepped a trust boundary. Had you not collapsed in my arms, I would’ve used my safeword to end our interaction.”

      I stiffly got to my knees and sat in his lap, wrapping my arms and legs around him. “God, we’re fucked up. We tried this too soon after my clan induction. Three days weren’t enough.”

      “I wouldn’t necessarily describe us as ‘fucked up,’ per se; however, I will agree we attempted a trust exercise far too quickly after exposing our emotions regarding Jim’s betrayal and my lies to protect our clan.” He tucked my hair behind my ear. “Is that why you were insistent on our roleplay being today?”

      “You mean because I’m heading to Philly on Saturday night?” I asked.

      “Yes. Were you hoping to recapture our bond prior to a fortnight’s separation?”

      “You’re good.” I pointed at him, and his charming smile appeared. “I almost forgot what that looked like.” I lay my head on his chest. “We’ve got to stop this, Carrington. We’ll kill each other if we don’t. Whether we like it or not, we’re in it to win it. We’re bonded by blood over marriage now.”

      “Do you regret joining the clan?” he asked, stroking my hair.

      “No. I’m looking forward to working with the guys. And if you put me in charge of researching all the payrolls to make sure we don’t run into a legal issue like the one you faced in New Orleans, it’ll be interesting work to boot. I’m highlighting the obvious: even if something happens to our relationship, we’ll still have to deal with each other.”

      “Are you implying you’re considering staying in Philadelphia?” he asked, oddly strained.

      “Why would I do that?”

      “You threatened to remain there permanently in September if my dominant persona continued outside the bedroom. Granted, this was in the bedroom; however, it didn’t have your blessing.”

      “Yeah, I also promised to sign away my rights to your fortune in Jim’s office, and there’s no chance of that happening now either, so—” I shrugged. “I guess that makes me a liar after all.”

      “Failing to foresee the future doesn’t make you a liar, darling.”

      “I still don’t know what it makes you because you knew Jim was the mole the whole time.”

      “I would’ve revealed it had it been safe to do so, my love,” he replied apologetically.

      “What’s it like to live a day without constantly looking over your shoulder for flying bullets?”

      “That part of my position has remained unaltered. The sort of money we earn will keep our enemies varied and many.”

      “Oh, Jesus, it never ends.” I groaned. “Give me some of your sage advice. I need it.”

      “The best advice I can offer is not to take any,” he said.

      We ejected air similarly, and I sat upright to stare into his golden-hazel eyes.

      “Care to explain?” I asked.

      He straightened the key to his heart that settled near my throat, moving the clasp to the back of my neck. “All advice is perceived according to one’s interpretation of one’s circumstances. It may differ at a later date; thus, it’s best to solely listen and, thereby, choose your action when the moment is right.”

      “Life: the ultimate choose-your-own-adventure game,” I said.

      “An adequate translation, my love.”

      “Do you need a refractory period after you orgasm without ejaculation?”

      “No.” He held me by my hips. “I’m technically capable of multiple orgasms; however, I’m rather uncomfortable experiencing them.”

      I combed his hair with my fingers. “Because it makes you vulnerable to the craving?”

      “Precisely, my dear.”

      “John, I forgive you. Please make love to me. It’s the only constant in my life.” I touched our foreheads. “If you don’t, I’ll question everything.”

      He glanced at my wedding rings before slowly searching my face. “Actually, should you be amenable, I’d prefer you make love to me.”

      “What?” I whispered. “Why?”

      “I—” He audibly swallowed. “I’d very much like to allow you to take control this evening.”

      “Thank you. I know this is hard for you, so I’ll do it only as long as you promise to take control next time.”

      “Your wish is my command, my love.” His voice was shaky, but his integrity was intact. “An equal give and take is what you deserve; therefore, that’s what I’ll work toward presenting you.”

      We lay on the mattress, him under me, while I kissed his neck.

      “Fair warning,” I said. “I’m going to ride you like a wild fucking bull.”

      His crooked smile foxily slipped into place. “I believe the phrasing is yippee-ki-yay, correct?”

      “Yep.” I giggled. “You saw that movie?” I asked, surprised.

      “Which one, darling?”

      “Die Hard. You just quoted the main character.”

      “It was released in the late eighties, yeah?” he asked. I nodded. “I haven’t seen it, no. I was preoccupied during the latter half of that decade. However, the phrase is rather famous. Mr. McClain was his name, if I recall properly.”

      “Detective John McClain of the NYPD, to be specific.”

      “Yes, well, I’m on the wrong side of the law for this; however, quoting a fellow John should make up for it.”

      “I’ll give you a pass,” I said. “But the quote isn’t finished. To quote someone else, you’re missing a very important word. It’s ‘yippee-ki-yay, motherfucker.’ Don’t worry. I’ll show you easy ways to remember it.” I ran my tongue along his chest as I cupped his testicles.

      “Good mother of Christ,” he expelled sharply.

      “There’s one, and you’re the other one,” I said.

      He smiled. “My beautiful, naughty girl.”

      Our mouths dueled, and he had no problem achieving a full orgasm as I rode him to victory.
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