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Check out these five-star reviews for the Office Intrigue series:

✰✰✰✰✰

“OMG! I have read a LOT of HOT books and I must admit a bunch of them were written by Nicole Edwards but this book......HOLY COW it has to be the HOTTEST book I have EVER READ!!!” ~Goodreads reviewer

✰✰✰✰✰

“All I have is WOW!! Just WOW!! The journey of Luci's story feels so real I felt like I knew her. This is not your conventional love story.” ~Goodreads reviewer

✰✰✰✰✰

“This series just keeps getting better and better. Can I rate it higher than 5 stars! Please” ~Goodreads reviewer

✰✰✰✰✰

“WOW, just WOW. Nichole Edwards newest book in the Office Intrigue series, “Their Famous Dominant”, is powerful and so very different than I expected, in a intriguing and wonderful way.” ~Goodreads reviewer

✰✰✰✰✰

“Their Ruthless Sadist is a deep, hot, forbidden, intense and erotic exploration of love, life and sexuality.” ~Goodreads reviewer




Their Famous Dominant Blurb:

My name is Trent Ramsey. I’m one of the highest-paid actors in Hollywood. Not only that, but I’ve built a vast empire of businesses, including two of the hottest BDSM clubs on the map. My face has been plastered on big screens and magazines for over a decade, and my bank account is as bottomless as the ocean.

Yet, despite this glittering facade, I find myself at a crossroads, pondering the elusive nature of happiness. It’s not that I’m clueless about my desires; I know exactly what I want. Or rather, who. But it’s not what you think. I’m not seeking a submissive to fill a void. No, my heart beats to a more complex rhythm.

I’m on the hunt for two individuals, and neither fits the typical submissive mold. One is my personal assistant, a man who has been my right-hand for the past three years, orchestrating the symphony of my life. The other is a woman who has captivated me for so long. 

And here’s the kicker: I envision dominating both of them. 

Together. 

At the same time. 




Publisher note: This is a full-length, standalone novel. It is part of the Office Intrigue series; however, it can be read as a standalone.







To all you fabulous people who have joined me on this wild ride: 

You’re the sprinkles on my life’s cupcake!




Dear Reader,

If you’ve been a fan of my Club Destiny series, you’ve known Trent Ramsey since before the dawn of time. Well, the wait is over, and I’m over the moon to present his book to you! 

You might have thought Trent’s tale would be a Club Destiny chapter, but surprise! It’s part of the Office Intrigue series, with his club, Dichotomy, as the grand stage for the entire saga. 

But fear not, dear reader—no need to dive into either series to enjoy this book. Like most of my creations, it’s a standalone piece that can be savored on its own. 

Happy reading!

Nicole




CHAPTER 1

Saturday, August 4

Trent Ramsey

“Master Ramsey?”

Turning at the sound of my name, I noticed the blushing submissive staring at me, flanked on both sides by her tuxedo-wearing Doms. While her light blue eyes were wide with what could only pass as star-struck wonder, her Dominants’ identical hazel eyes were filled with amusement.

Langston Moore and his twin brother, Landon, had just claimed their submissive in an official collaring ceremony in front of their friends and family. And I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t completely honored that they’d thought to include me.

My mind snapshotted the image of the threesome, a memory of this day etched in my mind for future reference.

“Luci,” I greeted, smiling at the young woman who was the star of today’s festivities. While it was evident Luciana Moore wanted to say something, no words fell from her lips as she stared back at me with eyes as round as saucers.

“Go on, pet,” Landon urged his beaming bride.

“I … uh…” Luci’s voice chirped on the last word.

Langston chuckled. “What our tongue-tied submissive wants to say is thank you for bein’ here today.”

“The pleasure is all mine.” I shook hands with Langston, then Landon. “The ceremony was beautiful.”

“As is our submissive,” Landon noted with pride.

I peered down at the petite submissive, who looked like an erotic fairy princess clad in an elegantly designed white corset, a platinum and diamond collar gracing her neck, and little else. “I’d have to agree. It’s been a memorable day.”

“With no small thanks to you for the venue,” Langston added. 

“The location was merely the backdrop,” I told him, my gaze stopping on Luci once more. “You, young lady, are even more beautiful now that you’ve been officially collared.”

Luci blushed as she usually did when she was around me. “Thank you, Master Ramsey.”

“I still remember the first night I met you at Dichotomy.” My gaze shot to Landon. “She came with you that night.”

He grinned from ear to ear. “She did.”

“And I’m sure she was just as star-struck then as she is now,” Langston noted.

“She was,” I agreed. “In fact, if I recall, that response broke one of Landon’s rules and you spent most of the night walking around naked.”

“Mostly naked,” Landon corrected. “I allowed her to keep on the G-string.”

I grinned, and Luci blushed again. 

Needless to say, it had been interesting to witness, as it was any time a new submissive was introduced into our world.

“Thank you for overlooking my blunder that night, Master Ramsey,” Luci replied, her voice husky and soft. 

“You were quite sweet.”

“But seriously,” Landon said, his tone sobering. “We’re honored that you attended.”

“Don’t be honored,” I told him with a smirk. “I have every intention of drinking my weight in champagne. It won’t be cheap.”

Landon laughed. “I don’t doubt that.”

“Truth is,” Langston said, “I didn’t think you were that easy, Ramsey. You didn’t even put up a fight when I invited you.”

He was right. I wasn’t easy. Usually. 

“I’m only easy for you, my friend,” I told him, grinning.

In the past year and a half, Langston and his three partners at his PR firm—his twin brother, Landon, along with Justin Parker and Benjamin Snowden—had become good friends of mine. We met through Dichotomy, the BDSM club I opened in Chicago roughly two years ago. The four men were part of the first wave of members who had joined the club, and I’d gotten well acquainted with them.

Partially because of them, I’d been spending more and more time here in Chicago in recent months, needing a break from the monotony that had become my life. 

“Probably not wise to let word get out that you’ll roll over with very little persuasion.” Langston chuckled, his gaze darting to the people milling about behind us. “Those subs following you around like lost puppies might think twice.”

I didn’t bother looking back at the submissives I knew were mingling nearby. I had yet to show any interest whatsoever; however, they still trailed close behind. It was something I despised, and any submissive who hoped for even a small amount of my attention knew that.

“One could only be so lucky,” I told him.

Langston’s gaze slid to the far side of the room and mine followed.

“Your assistant looks a little out of sorts,” he said with a grin.

I allowed my eyes to rake over the handsome man donning a designer tux and a wild-eyed expression as he took in everything around him.

“This is a first for him,” I told them.

“Well, you wouldn’t know it,” Langston said facetiously.

“What gave it away?”

“Probably the fact that his jaw is dragging the floor,” Langston said with a laugh.

At least the boy had the sense to keep his tongue in his mouth.

“Give him time,” Landon chimed in. “He’ll get used to it.”

I had to wonder whether that was true or not. While I had purposely kept my assistant out of this side of my life, something had compelled me to invite him today. I was glad that I had because I enjoyed his company. He was one of the few people in the world I trusted implicitly. It had taken three years to get to that point, but I knew he had my best interests at heart.

I turned my attention back to the triad before me. “Is King around?”

Langston’s eyes scanned the area behind me, obviously seeking out his father. “He’s around here somewhere. Probably tryin’ to keep a tight leash on our mother.” Langston looked back at me and grinned. “You know how parents can be. I’m not sure anything is good enough for her boys and our mother’s been flutterin’ around, tryin’ to ensure everything is perfect.”

“Well, someone should tell her she accomplished her goal,” I informed Langston, choosing to slide right over the reference to mothers. 

If anyone wanted parental advice, I was the last person they should come to. My own mother had put me up for adoption when she was a whopping fourteen years old. I didn’t know who she was, much less who had sired me. Nor did I care. 

A nice couple had adopted me when I was a newborn, but a fire in our home had taken their lives when I was seven. The neighbor had managed to get me out, but by the time he did, the house was fully engulfed. According to the medical examiner, they died of smoke inhalation. 

At that point, without any family who could care for me, I ended up back in foster care—where I was obviously destined to be. I spent several years in and out of homes, largely due to my age, along with my inability to behave. When I was fourteen, Rosa and Daniel Singer had come into my life. Although they never officially adopted me, they did foster me through most of my formative years. 

While it hadn’t been a childhood grounded in routine or consistency, I couldn’t complain too much. I wasn’t broken in the sense I’d had a shitty childhood, and I damn sure didn’t want anyone’s pity. 

However, I did attribute the lack of control to my innate need to be in control now. It was one of the reasons I’d ventured into the realm of BDSM and then practically built my life around it.

I noticed several others lining up, probably hoping to give their congratulations to the threesome. “Well, I should stop monopolizing your time.”

Langston smirked. “You headin’ back to Texas after this?” 

“Actually, I’m off to California to meet with my agent.”

Landon cleared his throat. “Official business?”

I met the other man’s curious hazel eyes. “We’ve got a few things to discuss.”

“We’re still considerin’ your proposal,” he admitted quickly.

I shook my head and huffed a laugh. “While I’m a businessman first, today is not for that. We’ll catch up in a couple of weeks when you’re back from your honeymoon.”

Landon nodded, but I could see his reluctance. While I was eager to find out whether or not the partners had come to a decision regarding the proposal I’d made, I wasn’t going to allow that to interfere with the festivities today.

“Well, thank you again for handlin’ the venue,” Landon said, motioning toward our surroundings. “We couldn’t have asked for a better place.” 

“Even if I remember specifically tellin’ you we weren’t lookin’ for anything fancy,” Langston tacked on. The significant stress on fancy did not go unnoticed. “I should’ve known how you rich boys work.”

I laughed. With a net worth of 750 million dollars, I could hold my own, sure. However, I happened to know that Langston and his partners weren’t doing too bad in the finance department. In fact, they were in the process of expanding an already outrageously profitable business. Chatter PR Global was officially the third-ranked public relations firm in the world.

Granted, my side ventures were quickly increasing my wealth, and I could credit that to good business decisions on my part. Not only was I one of, if not the highest-paid actor in Hollywood, I was also a venture capitalist and I had my hand in many pies. Along with the dozens of start-ups I’d helped fund, I was a silent partner in many things, owned some impressive real estate that was turning nice profits. I’d learned to diversify early on and it had paid off. Even more so since I’d invested in a technology company that was in the process of launching a software platform that would change the way most people did business.

In a word, I was rich. No sense denying it. However, I was also pragmatic.

“I promised you wouldn’t be disappointed, Moore,” I reminded Langston. 

“That you did,” he agreed. “You were true to your word.”

Admittedly, this had been the perfect venue for a formal collaring ceremony. In fact, it was a place I’d considered for myself should I ever find a submissive of my own. Unfortunately, at the rate I was going, I wasn’t sure that would ever happen.

“All right,” I told them firmly. “I’m off to see if I can get my assistant to relax a little.”

“Maybe offer him some champagne,” Landon suggested. “Or bourbon.”

I glanced over at Troy. I wasn’t sure any amount of alcohol was going to help.

“Thanks again for comin’,” Langston said.

“My pleasure.” I turned my attention to Luci one last time. “You keep these boys in line.”

“I will, Master Ramsey,” she answered, still slightly bewildered.

With a smile, I turned and ambled away, my gaze landing on my assistant.

Troy Shelton—my personal assistant for the past three years—looked as though he wanted to crawl into a hole and hide. Even in spite of that, he was a very attractive man. He took good care of himself, which I found ridiculously appealing. Well-built with his sculpted chest and narrow waist, tall. He filled out a tuxedo nicely. 

His shoulder-length, dark brown hair hung loosely in that style that said he didn’t care what it looked like, but he spent plenty of time getting it to do what he wanted it to do. His jaw had that purposeful stubble, his cheekbones were high, his nose perfectly proportioned to his face, and his mocha-brown eyes didn’t look tired or strung out. In my world, that was not the norm. Considering my demanding schedule and my equally demanding personality, that was a wonder, really.

The thought made me smile.

There was something inexplicably masculine about him, but underneath, there was something innately submissive.

When a waiter offered champagne, I took two glasses from his tray.

“You all right?” I asked when I approached Troy, handing over one of the glasses.

Uncertain brown eyes flew up to my face as Troy nodded. “Of course, boss.”

I smiled to myself as I scanned the crowd, taking note of the numerous bodyguards strategically placed throughout. While security of this magnitude wasn’t usually necessary at a function such as this, I’d had to come up with a backup plan when word leaked that I was going to be attending today’s ceremony. Luckily, I had friends in high places, and it had only taken one phone call to ensure the press wasn’t going to sneak into the party without an invitation.

“By the way, boss, Ken called. Twice. Said he needs an answer.”

I frowned. “Ignore his calls,” I instructed. “I’ll discuss with him in person on Monday.”

“Have you made a decision?” he inquired.

“Yeah,” I told him. I’d known from the beginning of the unnecessary negotiations that I was turning down the part I was being offered. Although the movie would no doubt be a success, I was taking fewer and fewer roles these days for personal reasons. The only person who didn’t seem to get it was my agent.

“Is there anything I can get you?” Troy offered.

Casting a sideways glance his way, I kept my initial response to myself. There was something I wanted from him, but we had a long way to go before we ever got to that place. 

“I’m good for now,” I replied. “We’re here to relax, not work.” 

“Right, boss.” His eyes widened as a Domme walked by, leading her scantily clad submissive around with a leash.

While Troy was otherwise preoccupied ogling the people around us, I let my gaze trail over him momentarily. I had no idea what I was doing checking him out, but I found something uniquely appealing about the man. Although my mind had been set on one particular woman for so long, I couldn’t deny the fact that I had an overwhelming urge to dominate Troy. 

Better yet, both of them together. 

At the same time.

For those who knew me, that was an important detail that would come into play one day.

I just had no idea that one day would come quite so soon.




CHAPTER 2

Two weeks later

Wednesday, August 15

Clarissa

I stabbed the mute button on my phone.

“You have got to be freaking kidding me!” 

Was this guy for real? What? Did he think I worked for free? 

Of course, those questions were redundant because it was obvious Alan Dillis did based on the fact he was giving me the second degree just a few minutes into the conversation.

Once again, I jabbed my finger against the button, following my muted tirade with a calm, collected, “Yes, Mr. Dillis.” I chewed on my bottom lip to keep from spewing words into the phone that would only guarantee I wouldn’t get the job. “If you’ll send over a sample of the contract, I’ll be glad to review and provide my initial findings.”

If I didn’t need the job so badly, I would’ve hung up by now. Unfortunately, that wasn’t an option when self-employment was my lifeboat in this vast sea of debt I found myself in. More accurately, Mr. Dillis and his potential contract were my only leads, which made it doubly important that I mind my manners.

I started a slow count backward from ten, knowing exactly what was coming next.

Ten.

Nine.

Eight.

Mr. Dillis’s nasally whine came across the line. “Will you charge me for that?”

My finger found the mute button again.

“Of course I’ll freaking charge you, otherwise I’ll be living on the street,” I snapped. My outburst was followed by another push of the button and a sweet reply of, “Mr. Dillis, I do charge for my time. However, I can give the contract a cursory glance and let you know what I think, free of charge. At that point, if you’d like me to do an in-depth analysis and provide specifics on what needs to be modified, my hourly rate will apply.”

I inhaled deeply, exhaled slowly. This was turning into a freaking disaster. I should’ve known that the only potential client I had would want me to work for free.

Holding in a sigh of frustration, I gripped the phone more firmly, waiting for his response.

“And with a cursory glance, you’ll be able to tell me whether or not this is to my detriment?”

“For fuck’s sake!”

“Umm … Ms. Tinsley?”

Oh, shit. I forgot to hit mute. 

“Sorry, Mr. Dillis. There was … a … a spider.” I pretended to compose myself. “And yes, I’ll be able to give you some information by glancing at it.”

My cell phone buzzed on my desk, and I peered down at it. It was a text from Mercedes that simply read: Meet for lunch at one? 

I grabbed my phone and tapped out a reply: Today?

Her response was immediate: Yep. Same place as always. Want to chat about a potential client.

As usual, my friend did not give me an out, knowing I couldn’t decline with that particular carrot being dangled in front of me. 

After tapping out a quick, Fine, I tossed my phone on my desk and rolled my eyes.

“Do you want me to send it to your email?” Mr. Dillis asked, his tone cautious.

I released a frustrated breath, then flopped back into my leather desk chair. “That would be fine.” I rattled off my email address.

With my free hand, I rubbed my temples. There was a headache coming on, and it only partly had to do with the fact that I hadn’t eaten yet today.

“And you’ll provide me with enough information for me to make an informed decision as to whether I want to utilize your services?”

I worked hard to keep the frustration out of my tone. “Yes, Mr. Dillis.”

This was my life. Contract law. It wasn’t the most glamorous thing in the world, but I enjoyed it. Usually. 

Unfortunately, what should’ve been a good-paying gig had turned into something else entirely. At this rate, there was no way I was going to be able to pay my mortgage and my car payment, much less utilities. Working out of my home temporarily helped to keep my overhead low, but it still wasn’t working in my favor.

Surprisingly enough, at one point in my life, I had looked forward to finding new clients and persuading them to hire my firm. Of course, that was back when I’d worked in a law office, spending my days dealing with clients who understood exactly what we were there for. 

That certainly wasn’t the case anymore. 

I’d been let go from my well-paying position at a top firm in the city because some jackass thought he could blackmail me. A client, of all people. Unfortunately, we’d somehow ended up at the same club, and he recognized me since I’d been sitting in on several meetings he’d had with my firm.

I was happy to say, his attempt to persuade me to sleep with him had backfired on him in a big way. After he found out I was a submissive, he thought harassing me with sexual innuendo was the way to handle our professional interactions. He learned the hard way that I wasn’t intimidated the way some people thought I was.

I firmly but politely told him to forget my name and my number and to find someone else to represent him because I was not going to endure his disgusting abuse, and I certainly wasn’t going to get on my knees for him. Not if he was the last man on earth. There might’ve been a few F-bombs tossed in for good measure.

Granted, my bosses hadn’t approved of how I’d handled myself, so they had let me go, but oh, well. I told them I understood—although I didn’t—but a girl could only tolerate so much.

Yes, I was a submissive. The need to serve was great within me, yet at the same time I’d never found a place where I felt I truly belonged. I longed to find a Master who could calm me with his dominance, not only sexually but in my everyday life. Someone I could serve and cherish and dedicate myself to. Someone who would offer me the love, respect, and guidance I so desperately needed. However, I wasn’t letting just any man run roughshod over me. There was a significant difference between being a submissive and being a doormat. A doormat I was not.

Mr. Dillis cleared his throat. “Okay, then. I’ll send it over in a bit.”

Before he could change his mind, I bid him a good afternoon, then quickly hung up the phone and glanced at the clock dancing across my darkened laptop screen. It was already twelve twenty, and it appeared I was meeting Mercedes and Xander for lunch at one to discuss a possible client. A friend of theirs, no doubt. Someone who would want special treatment, probably for me to work for pennies. 

Perhaps I was a little jaded.

I sighed. “The days of free advice are over.” Money paid the bills and I was quickly running out of it.

Granted, I had to give Mercedes and Xander credit. My two closest friends in the world had never attempted to interfere, even when they knew my business wasn’t as profitable as I’d hoped it would be. I appreciated what they were trying to do, but I was learning from experience that building this business was far more difficult than I’d anticipated. 

If I could only go back in time and not send that stupid email. If I’d held on to my temper, I would still be employed, still be strolling into the Dallas office wearing my power suit and four-inch heels, my head held high, knowing I was good at my job. Not jumping at every potential client or having nightmares about doing nothing but drawing up wills for the rest of my life.

Then again, I’d be enduring the disgusting harassment from a client who felt he had the authority to do so. In the end, it was all for the best.

God, what had happened to the good old days? Back before jeans and T-shirts had become my daily attire.

I huffed out a laugh.

Right.

Good old days.

Okay, self-pity wasn’t my strong suit. Not to mention, I couldn’t play the poor me card. Although the past couple of years hadn’t gone my way, I’d had a phenomenal life, starting from my childhood. 

Since I was an only child, my mother and father had doted on me. Right up until my father had an affair and left my mother when I was six. A couple years later, my mother married Sean, and my new stepfather thought I hung the moon. I’d split my time between my father’s and my mother’s, being treated like a princess and enjoying life to the fullest. 

Of course, things had changed once again when Sean cheated on my mother with his secretary. She divorced him when I was ten. A year and a half later, Mike came into our lives, and my mother married the man who would become my second stepfather. 

Again, no complaints because Mike had loved me as much as my father and my previous stepfather, and he treated me well. 

Right up until…

Yep, you guessed it. Mike and my mother split two years ago—after nearly nineteen years of marriage—when he came forth to admit he’d been cheating on her for years. For whatever reason, my mother seemed to fall in love with men who didn’t know how to keep it in their pants.

Although they’d warped me where relationships were concerned, I couldn’t complain about my childhood. In fact, my father and I were close and I was still in touch with both Sean and Mike. They called to check up on me frequently, having chosen not to disappear from my life even though my mother thought they were the spawn of Satan.

My father had even offered to support me once I left the nest to venture out on my own when I graduated from high school. Granted, I was highly independent and strong-willed, so I’d refused to accept his assistance, wanting to do things on my own because, as I’d learned, you couldn’t really depend on anyone to stick around in the long run.

Sometimes I wished I’d asked him to pay for school. It seemed the mountain of debt I had acquired in order to obtain a law degree had only continued to pile up, and I could never seem to get ahead. At thirty-two, I was starting to wonder if I would ever get those loans paid off.

Pushing up from my chair, I massaged my left shoulder and headed toward the master bedroom, my bare feet slapping against the cold concrete floors. I had no idea what I’d been thinking when I ripped the carpet right out in hopes of putting down hardwood. I should’ve known my finances wouldn’t allow for that.

But that was the story of my life. Always one step behind.

“Oh, Lord,” I grumbled when I caught a glimpse of myself in the bathroom mirror. “This is not a good look for you.”

I leaned in closer to the reflective glass and poked at the puffy circles under my eyes, wondering if concealer would help. It might cover up the dark pigment, but it wasn’t a miracle cream. I hadn’t slept in what felt like ages, and now my complexion was paying the price.

“Maybe you should back out of lunch,” I told my reflection, although I was already shaking my head. 

I couldn’t back out. Mercedes and Xander were my friends, so I wouldn’t even dream of backing out on them. As it was, I’d spent far too many months focused on nothing but trying to dig myself out of the financial hole I seemed to be buried in. 

Nope.

No backing out today.

It was time for me to take a breather, even if it was only lunch on a Wednesday.

[image: ]

Trent

I tried to pay attention to the television mounted on the wall in front of me. The midday news was on, but I didn’t have the slightest fucking clue what the story was about. I honestly didn’t care, either. Ever since I climbed onto the treadmill forty-nine minutes ago, I’d been attempting to outrun the demons chasing me. Those fuckers were fast, considering I was closing in on eight miles for the day, and I didn’t seem to be any farther in the process of leaving them behind.

Not that I really thought it would help.

Well, it helped me physically, sure. Sort of. If I lost any more weight, my personal trainer was going to have my hide. Although I wasn’t slated for another movie in the near future, I still held myself to a different standard. 

Unfortunately, my mental state wasn’t allowing me to concentrate on much of anything these days. No matter how hard I tried, how many times I committed to something, how many days I spent busting my ass on the set, in the club, networking with others, or how many miles I put on this damn treadmill, I couldn’t stop thinking about what was missing or how to fill the void I was reminded of every single day.

I was at a crossroads. A point in my life when I knew I needed to make some changes, to go after what would have me excited to get up in the morning. At thirty-five, I was finding myself lacking in the happiness department. Probably didn’t help that my friends—new and old—were all settling down, getting married, having babies, living their happily-ever-afters.

Yet I hadn’t found mine. 

An image appeared in my head. A handsome dark-haired man alongside a beautiful woman with chestnut hair, honey-gold eyes, plump lips, soft, smooth skin…

Once again, I was fantasizing about them.

Clarissa Tinsley, the sweet submissive who had captured my attention like no one else ever had. The same woman who made a man dream about endless kisses and nights spent fulfilling erotic fantasies. Granted, I’d only had one kiss at midnight on New Year’s Eve nearly four years ago, but I’d thought about it every single day since.

Yeah, I had spent far too much time distracted by thoughts of that auburn-haired beauty. Sometimes I even let myself get carried away, giving the fantasies more attention than was appropriate. In fact, they’d become more salacious as of late, since I’d somehow superimposed my assistant into each and every one of them. 

Problem wasn’t with the fantasy itself. I knew good and damn well Clarissa could handle the type of libidinous desires I had—and I had some doozies—but convincing her to take a chance on me was the hard part. 

From somewhere behind me, my cell phone rang. I peered down at the treadmill’s screen and realized I’d hit the hour mark. I stabbed the stop button and waited for the machine to slow enough to step off. Grabbing a towel, I wiped my neck, my face, my arms, then reached for the phone, only to see the call had gone to voicemail.

Two missed calls and one unread text message.

I pulled up the text when I noticed it was from Mercedes Boone.

Lunch today? At one? I’ve invited someone you might be interested in chatting with.

Without considering what might possibly be on my agenda for the day, I messaged her back with an affirmation that I would be there. I’d been waiting a damn long time for this particular meeting. No way in hell was I going to miss it.

With that out of the way, that left the two missed calls. 

Knowing I had too much shit to do today, I hit the button to call my agent back as I made my way through the massive house toward the master bathroom. I glanced in the kitchen and made a quick detour to my office.

Son of a bitch.

Troy better be here by the time I was done with my shower, or my assistant was going to be looking for a new job. I wasn’t sure what the hell was up with him these past few weeks, but he needed to get his shit together. I didn’t have time for this.

“What’s up, Ken?” I greeted, the lack of pleasantry in my tone evident. 

“Where the hell have you been?” 

“Why didn’t you call Troy?” I asked, ignoring his question.

“Because I’m not Troy’s agent,” Ken snarled.

What Ken didn’t know was that he wouldn’t be my agent for much longer.

I rolled my eyes as I opened the linen closet and retrieved a towel. “What do you need, Ken?”

“Goddammit, Trent. You can’t simply fall off the face of the earth whenever you feel like it.”

Actually, I could. And I had. But I didn’t need to tell Ken that. The man clearly already knew, and he obviously wasn’t happy about it. 

Not that I cared. Not about Ken or his pissy fucking attitude. Not today, anyway.

Instead of arguing that he worked for me and it wasn’t his business what the hell I was doing, I flung the towel over the shower wall, then swiped my hand over the scruff on my jaw. It was a style I was still trying to get used to. Usually, I went for the clean-shaven look, but I was going for something different these days. Although it required a little more effort than simply shaving daily, it wasn’t bothering me the way I thought it would. I had no idea what brought about the need to change some things in my life, but here I was.

Despite the irritated words from Ken telling me I wasn’t Hollywood’s golden boy anymore and I couldn’t pick and choose what roles I wanted, I knew he was wrong. I was in my prime, and I had years in front of me. No matter what Ken said, I still had it, and the constant roles being sent my way were proof.

Then again, I’d seen Ken’s devious side ever since I started turning down those roles hand over fist. Turned out, the man wasn’t as nice as he wanted people to believe he was.

However, that wasn’t my problem anymore. I wasn’t that bright-eyed kid who had just landed his first role and was eager to move on to the next.

Early on in my career, I had taken everything sent my way. From deodorant commercials to a couple of modeling jobs. Until I got my big break roughly fifteen years ago with a walk-on role on a popular sitcom. 

I wasn’t exactly sure what I’d done to catch the eye of one of Hollywood’s biggest producers, but I had. And the rest, as they say, was history. Since that time, I’d starred in a number of blockbuster hits, and the offers continued to roll in.

“I’ve got things to do today, Ken,” I told him, using the bored monotone I’d developed years ago. 

When I first started in the acting business, I had been gung-ho, smiling and laughing with every Tom, Dick, and Whoever who looked my way. I’d learned to network like a pro, kissing babies, courting ladies, and shaking hands with every power suit I encountered. That, and my remarkable acting ability, had paid off.

Of course, with money came all the people who wanted a piece of me, all of those who were waiting to take advantage of me. Ken was at the top of that list. If it weren’t for the fact that acting was secondary to the things I had going on in my life, I would have fired his ass a long time ago. Only then I would’ve had to start over with a new agent, and that required time and effort I didn’t have. So, I was pretty much biding my time, waiting for the right opportunity.

Didn’t mean I was above dangling the carrot. One never knew what offers might be sent their way.

“We’re in the process of renegotiating our contract with you,” Ken said in that exasperated tone that generally had me silently laughing at him.

“You’re taking too long.” What I should’ve said was he was wasting his time. 

“Well, it would help if you were here in California so we could sit down and discuss it.”

I stopped in front of the sink and stared at myself in the mirror. I needed to trim this shit on my face. 

“We’ve already tried that,” I reminded him.

“Those were preliminary discussions. There’s more to talk about.”

“What are you saying, Ken? You’ve come up with more empty promises encased in legal jargon?”

Ken was quiet for a moment. However, that didn’t last long. He offered a frustrated sigh, followed by, “You haven’t been yourself lately, Trent. Something’s gotten into you. I’m worried.”

Lately? He made it sound like it started a few months ago. Try years now. I’d been at a loss for so long I was beginning to think this was the way my life would be going forward.

“Have you thought about seeking professional help?” Ken suggested. “Maybe a psychiatrist to confess all your sins to?”

Wow. The fucker just didn’t know when to quit.

Still, I didn’t respond.

“Trent, seriously. You’ve got some good years left in you. If you think that severing ties with this agency won’t hurt you, you’re wrong. I want to ensure you’re putting yourself first.”

No, he wanted to ensure I was putting him first.

I sighed. “I don’t need a psychiatrist, Ken.” What I needed were a couple of submissives. Specific ones, in fact. “And I damn sure don’t need an agent who treats me like a spoiled rich kid who can’t make decisions for himself. I’ve managed to build an empire all on my own. I don’t need you holding my hand.”

“Says the man who turned down the role of a lifetime,” Ken snapped.

And there it was. The real reason for Ken’s animosity.

I had built a name for myself with the role of Brad Dillon, a smart ex-military guy who’d taken some undercover assignments for the US government and always found his ass in hot water with only himself to save the day. At the ripe young age of twenty-two, I had taken on the role and made it my own. Of course, the movie series was still a worldwide phenomenon, thirteen years into it. I damn sure couldn’t complain. It had made me hundreds of millions. 

However, in the past thirteen years, I’d dealt with people stereotyping me as the typical action star, and the parts I was offered reflected that. In a word, I was bored. I wanted something more, something different, something to push my acting abilities. And I wasn’t looking for a sure thing, either. So, when Ken had informed me that I was being sought after for a leading role in one of those car action movies that had taken the world by storm in recent years, I had flat turned him down. Of course, he’d pushed for an offer, and when it finally rolled in, I held true to my original decision and refused.

There for a while, I’d thought my agent was going to stroke out. 

Considering that hadn’t happened, here I was, once again dealing with the obnoxious man who was never going to forgive me for turning down a blockbuster hit.

Trust me, I wasn’t losing sleep over it.

I turned on the sink—instant hot water was a modern miracle and a blessing for an impatient man like myself—as I pulled out my beard trimmer, my razor, and shaving cream. I punched the speaker button and set the phone on the counter. 

“What are you doing?” he asked.

“Getting ready for the day.” I lathered my neck and grabbed the razor.

“When are you coming home?” Ken questioned.

Technically, I was home, but I knew that wasn’t what my agent was referring to. Since I owned residences in Texas, California, Illinois, Florida, and my most recent purchase in New York, I had my choice of beds to sleep in every night. The private jet that took me to and from helped to alleviate the stress of traveling. But I preferred Texas, which was where I spent most of my time. Or it had been, right up until I opened my second club in Chicago.

In fact, now that both Dichotomy locations were well underway, I found myself bouncing back and forth between the two states, doing what I enjoyed. Living.

“I have no plans to come to California in the near future,” I told Ken. “I’ve got some business to take care of here in Texas, and I’m heading to Chicago in a couple of days.” 

Or rather, I intended to be. If my lunch plans panned out, I wasn’t sure what twist Fate might have in store for me.

“We’ve got things to discuss,” Ken insisted.

“You know where to find me,” I offered.

“Shit, Trent. You know we can’t do business like this,” Ken argued.

“Well, then I suggest you do something different.” I wiped the shaving cream from my now clean neck.

“How long will it take you to get it back to me?” Ken questioned. “If I can get it to you in a few days.”

“Don’t know. I have to have it reviewed by my lawyer.”

I clicked on the beard trimmer just as he said, “You know my firm has a legal department that handles that for you.”

I snorted. Like I would trust a firm that had its own ulterior motive. No fucking way. I’d learned that lesson early on. Rule number one: never trust anyone who is making money off of you.

“I’ll have it to you sometime next week,” Ken stated when I didn’t respond.

“Whatever floats your boat. Now, if you don’t mind, I’ve got to shower and make it to a lunch meeting.”

“Meeting?”

“That’s what I said.” I rolled my eyes, turning away from the mirror and heading to the shower to flip it on. I kicked off my shoes, pulled off my socks, and was about to strip off my shorts when Ken spoke.

“Please, God, tell me this isn’t regarding any more of those damn sex clubs.”

I didn’t respond. It wasn’t Ken’s business.

“Trent, you know it’s not a good idea for you to be involved in those fetish clubs. It’s not good for your image. I’ve told you that a million times. One of these days, the roles aren’t going to be there. No one is going to want you in their movie when your name’s associated with the sex industry.”

“Thanks for the pep talk,” I told Ken. “Gotta run.”

“Goddammit, Trent! This is—”

Rather than listen to Ken’s litany of bullshit, I disconnected the call, left my phone on the counter, stripped, and padded over to the enormous walk-in shower, stepping under the warm spray coming at me from all directions. 

Now, I simply needed to find a way to focus on something other than Ken. Something other than acting. Something other than pending business deals or the months I would spend making my next movie the best I could possibly make, because I never did anything half-assed.

Right now, I don’t want to think of any of that.

Of course, that was probably a good thing considering the two people who plagued my mind at every opportunity. And just as I expected, they were practically there in the shower with me. Clarissa and Troy. My submissives. 

Never mind the fact that this was a mere fantasy.

A damn good one, too.

This imaginary version of Clarissa was naked, on her knees, her long auburn hair sliding over her shoulders, resting on her magnificent breasts, while a very naked Troy knelt beside her, his gaze lowered, his body open and eager for my attention.

In this particular fantasy, their hands and ankles were bound, and they were eagerly awaiting my instruction, ready to please me in whatever way I deemed necessary. 

Good thing for them, I had plenty of ideas.

The best part was the imaginary versions of Clarissa and Troy didn’t seem to mind that I got off on the mere thought of sharing them with each other or of them calling me Master. 

In fact, I demanded it.

After all, their submission was what I was after.
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Troy

For fuck’s sake.

If Trent didn’t fire me, it would be a wonder. 

In the three years I’d worked for him, never had shit hit the fan the way it seemed to be doing now. I was starting to think the universe was out to get me, and I couldn’t figure out what the fuck I’d done to deserve it.

Every time I thought I was getting my shit under control, something happened, and I was right back to square one, looking like an incompetent idiot. The only thing I had working in my favor was that I’d proven myself for years. Otherwise, I would’ve told Trent I wasn’t worth the hassle.

And now I was going to have to explain why I was late for the fourth time in two weeks. 

I alternated between sitting on the extravagant, ornate bench at the foot of Trent’s massive, king-sized bed and pacing the enormous master bedroom, waiting not-so-patiently for my boss to get out of the shower so I could explain. I should’ve been here two hours ago like he’d insisted, but my stupid car wouldn’t start, and I’d ended up having to Uber a ride to work. Thanks to my attempt to fix the damn thing, I was far later than I should’ve been.

It was just another excuse in a ridiculously long list of them. I sounded like a moron who didn’t know his ass from a hole in the ground, but that honestly wasn’t the case. I was ridiculously good at what I did, and I was extremely grateful for the opportunity.

Not that Trent was going to believe me. 

Not when, two weeks ago, I’d had to leave unexpectedly because someone had broken into my apartment (again) and my landlord had called to let me know I had an hour to get the door fixed or he was going to do it and charge me at least five times what it would’ve cost otherwise. Of course, my renter’s insurance had lapsed, so that had been on me.

As though that wasn’t enough, I had ended up stepping on a nail in the parking lot of my apartment complex. The damage wasn’t significant, but it had resulted in a trip to the doctor for a long-overdue tetanus shot. 

Then, on the Monday before last, I’d had to leave in order to make it down to the courthouse to pay a speeding ticket. I’d run out every second of time I had on that one, and if I’d waited another day, they would’ve had a warrant out for my arrest.

On Tuesday of that same week, my mother’s aging housekeeper had a panic attack—which they’d mistaken for a heart attack—and I ended up sitting in the ER with my mother while we waited for the doctor to tell us she was fine, but he recommended she find a way to relax. I could’ve told him that working for my father, that wasn’t going to happen.

Then my car broke down last Thursday, and I had to take a taxi, which, of course, wasn’t nearly as easy to get in the suburbs of Dallas as one would think. When I finally arrived, Trent had mentioned Uber, and I’d had one of those duh moments. Hence, I’d Ubered this morning, showing up two hours late, versus four.

Of course, the icing on the cake was yesterday when my apartment was broken into again. I had purposely not told Trent about it since I didn’t want him to freak out. I doubted it was normal for an employee to have a repeat intruder breaking in to steal nothing of value. Hell, I doubted it was normal for anyone to have so many break-ins, period. Yet, thanks to my stubbornness, and quite frankly, my lack of time to find another place to live, that was my new normal.

I heard the shower water turn off, and my back straightened. I perched on the edge of the bench and glanced at the door, wondering if I should just go to the kitchen and wait. I hated invading Trent’s personal space like this, but I wanted him to know I was here.

While I was debating, the bathroom door opened, and Trent stepped out, wearing only a plush, snow-white towel wrapped around his lean, perfectly sculpted waist. Intense blue eyes settled on my face. As I remained seated, my left foot began that nervous tapping thing I couldn’t seem to control. 

He didn’t appear surprised to see me in his bedroom.

Then again, I was usually at Trent’s side night and day. Well, except when he was sleeping. I wasn’t beside him then. Pretty much every other minute of the day, though. The man was extremely busy with everything going on in his life, and he entrusted me with a big portion of it.

All except one part, anyway. 

And because he didn’t keep regular office hours, I’d been practically glued to his side for the past three years.

In an effort not to stare at Trent’s absurdly nice physique, I forced my eyes up to his face.

“Good morning, boss.”

“Troy,” he said absently. “How nice of you to show up.” His eyes narrowed as he stared at my face. “Is that … grease on your cheek?”

Shit. I reached up and tried to wipe it away.

“Other cheek,” he stated, then turned toward the master bedroom closet, which, quite frankly, was more of a room than a closet. It was only slightly smaller than my entire apartment. 

I peered in the mirror over the dresser as I got to my feet. “I’m sorry, Trent. My car broke down and I tried to fix it myself.”

“I thought you were going to take it to the shop,” he said, his voice pitched louder as he spoke from inside the closet. “Or better yet, maybe you should let it rest in peace with the rest of the automobile dinosaurs.”

“I … uh…” The truth was, I couldn’t figure out what was wrong with the damn thing. While I wasn’t a certified mechanic, I did have a good understanding of engines. 

The first time I encountered a problem, the problem was that the fuel pump relay had come loose. And the most recent issue I’d identified had to do with the spark plugs, which I ended up replacing. Needless to say, I was driving on dreams and wishes mostly because the eleven-year-old Honda Civic had outlived everyone’s expectations, yet I still needed it to eke out a few more miles. Preferably a few thousand. It was a far cry from the brand-new cars I’d spent most of my life driving, thanks to the generosity of my father. But when a man was trying to make a statement, sometimes he had to settle for less.

Trent walked back into the bedroom, buttoning his black slacks with a white button-down shirt tossed over his boulder of a shoulder and a sapphire-blue tie dangling around his neck. I tried not to stare, but it wasn’t easy. There was a very good reason Trent Ramsey was the highest paid actor in Hollywood. He had a presence about him that demanded attention. Not to mention, the man’s face should’ve been classified as one of the world’s many wonders because he was that perfect.

And no, I wasn’t some sort of gushy guy who had a thing for his boss. Not entirely. I liked Trent, yes. He was a great guy to work for, not entirely the diva the media portrayed him as. My ogling was a simple case of … lust.

God, I prayed he never found that out. The man was my employer, and he would likely shit bricks if he knew his personal assistant had a hard-on for him.

Not literally. Well, not literally right now. Though it wouldn’t take much.

“Did you take care of your issue yesterday afternoon?” he asked as he moved toward the dresser, opening the top drawer and pulling out a pair of black socks.

“I did.” 

As he took a seat on the bench at the end of the bed, he peered up at me. “Care to enlighten me?”

Shit. “I … uh…” I repositioned a small statue on his dresser, keeping my eyes from wandering over to him. “It was just some personal issues.”

“Did you go to the hospital?”

“No.”

“Did a family member go to the hospital?”

“No.”

“Is someone going to go to the hospital?”

I sighed. “No.”

Trent turned away. “These personal issues are getting in the way of your job, Troy.”

I knew he was going to say that, and he was right. All this shit was causing me nothing but headache after headache, and I honestly looked like a total loser. Whatever the reason, the universe had tipped the first domino, and the rest seemed to be falling quickly.

“I’m sorry, boss. It’s just—”

“Why don’t you take a few days off?” Trent suggested before I could make another excuse.

My eyes flew to him. “Wait. What? No. Trent. Please. I swear, I won’t let anything get in the way again. I know I—”

Those steely-blue eyes leveled on me, effectively cutting me off.

“I’m heading to Chicago for a couple of days. I’ve got some club business I need to tend to. I’ll be back on Sunday. Take some time, get your shit in order. I’ll expect you bright and early on Monday morning.”

Son of a bitch.

I knew I couldn’t argue because it wouldn’t do any good. Once Trent made up his mind, he didn’t budge.

“Yes, boss.”

“Maybe get the car in the shop. See if they can figure it out.”

I nodded. 

Because what else was I going to do?




CHAPTER 3

Clarissa

“Good afternoon, Ms. Tinsley.”

“Good afternoon, Philipe.” I nodded to the maître d’, offering him my sweetest smile as I made my way through the restaurant. 

I was a familiar face within this particular establishment, and they obviously knew why I was here and who I was to meet. It was one of the few places I visited regularly, and most of the time it was because Xander and Mercedes preferred it.

When I approached the table where my friends were sitting, Xander got to his feet. He was dressed to impress, as always, in a finely tailored suit covering his ginormous six-foot-six-inch frame. The man was more than a foot taller than I was, and every time I was around him, I felt the extreme difference in our sizes. He took a step over, kissed my cheek, then pulled out my chair for me.

“I’m so glad you could make it,” Mercedes greeted pleasantly, reaching over and squeezing my hand and tugging me closer.

I leaned over and hugged my longtime friend, then took a seat in the chair Xander held out for me. “Thank you.”

“My pleasure.”

Xander and Mercedes Boone were my two closest friends in the world. We had met years and years ago when I was working for Tim Johnson, a Realtor who’d been representing one of Xander’s clients. We’d started talking about some of Xander’s interests, and Tim brought up Xander’s involvement in the BDSM club scene. My interest in D/s had become a subject of conversation during our first lunch meeting, and things sort of fell into place from there. I was then introduced to Shane Gibson, one of Xander’s good friends, and he and I started playing at the clubs. As far as I was concerned, meeting them had been a random encounter that had changed my life.

Once I was seated, the waiter was at our side, placing a glass of water as well as wine in front of me. I politely thanked him, then turned to my friends.

“Thanks for inviting me. I needed to get out of the house,” I said with a hesitant smile.

“Well, with such short notice, I wasn’t sure you’d be able to make it.” Mercedes reached for her wine, studying me intently.

I glanced down, keeping my smile firmly on my face, hoping it didn’t look as forced as it felt. I didn’t want to tell my friend that I had nothing better to do. It would’ve come out wrong, even if it was the truth. Plus, I enjoyed spending time with someone other than myself.

“You look tired, Rissa,” Mercedes said softly. “Everything all right?”

I nodded. No way was I going to burden my friends with the shit that had become my life. Not until after the appetizer, anyway. “Peachy,” I lied. 

The look Mercedes passed to her husband said neither of them believed me. And why would they? They knew me better than I knew myself.

“So…” I prompted after a few seconds of strangled silence. “You mentioned you might have a client for me.”

Mercedes waved off the statement. “We’ll get to that. First, I want you to tell us what’s going on with you.”

I had suspected the supposed client was merely a ruse to get me out of the house, and it appeared I was correct. It wasn’t the first time Mercedes had conjured up some fictitious business simply to keep me from coming up with excuses as to why I couldn’t leave the house.

“How’s business, Rissa?” she asked when I wasn’t forthcoming.

The woman’s commanding tone spoke to something deep within me. I could deny Mercedes nothing, even if her choice of topic only increased the tension in my shoulders.

After taking a gulp of my wine, I pasted on another smile. “Keeping busy as best I can. I just finished a will for a wealthy man who has no children. I’m in the process of reviewing a contract for a potential client. You know how it goes.” I forced my smile to remain in place. “All new ventures take time to get off the ground.”

Granted, new venture was a bit of a stretch considering I’d been making a go of it for almost a year now. I was a week shy of my one-year anniversary of the day I was fired. It was high time I confessed to my closest friend. I needed her help, and the only way I would get it would be to come out and tell her.

Just when I was going to utilize the segue Mercedes had given me, the waiter returned, standing silently beside the table until Xander acknowledged him. 

To my surprise, Xander waved him off. “We’re waiting for one more.”

I frowned, glancing over and noticing for the first time there was a fourth place setting. I peered over at Mercedes. I thought she’d said this was a discussion about a potential client, not that I would actually be meeting with them. I fought back the urge to panic, thinking about the outfit I’d selected and whether it was appropriate for a business lunch. Luckily, I’d opted for a white silk blouse and black slacks rather than jeans and a T-shirt. “Who’s joining us?”

Mercedes started to speak, but then her eyes widened, and a grin pulled at her red-painted lips as she looked at something over my shoulder.

Or rather someone.

“Glad you could make it,” Xander greeted in that rough baritone of his as he pushed to his feet.

I took a sip of water, trying not to look surprised by a new addition. I needed a moment to compose myself. I took another gulp of water, preparing to turn and professionally greet their guest.

“I should be thanking you,” the deep, dark voice echoed richly in the otherwise silent restaurant.

Oh. 

Shit.

My entire body tensed, every cell going on high alert as though stimulated by the voice alone. Somehow, I managed to keep my eyes lowered, my attention on the crystal water glass that now trembled slightly in my hand.

“Trent, you remember Clarissa,” Mercedes introduced, although it wasn’t necessary. “Clarissa, please greet Trent.”

Yep. That was a command, not a request.

As for why the Domme pulled that with me all the time, I couldn’t explain. Whatever the reason, it worked. Knowing it would be downright rude not to look his way, I cut my eyes quickly to Trent’s face. His too-handsome-for-words face and those mesmerizing blue eyes. 

I held out my hand as I started to get to my feet.

“Please, stay seated,” he said, his grip on my hand as firm as his tone. 

A shiver danced from my fingers to my shoulder, then straight down my spine.

Sweet jeezus, the man looked as good as I remembered, maybe even better with the scruffy jaw, something I’d never before seen him sporting. On a good day, Trent was the epitome of tall, dark, and handsome. Like this … he looked like a fallen angel in a very expensive suit.

I swallowed hard. “It’s good to see you again, Mr. Ramsey.”

Trent nodded, his seductive blue eyes scanning my face. “Likewise, Miss Tinsley.”

A chill—the good kind—chased those tingles down my spine, leaving me feeling a little light-headed. Then again, that was always my response to Trent. Had been since the very first time we’d been introduced five years ago. Or was it six? I wasn’t sure, but it had been a long time. 

“Hope you didn’t get mobbed coming in,” Xander mentioned as he returned to his seat.

“They’re very good here,” Trent noted as he released my hand and took a seat on my left, directly across from Mercedes.

Although there was a full corner of the table separating us, I fought the urge to move over, especially when Trent’s knee brushed mine. The man didn’t seem to understand the concept of personal space. For the most part, I didn’t mind it. Usually. However, I had a distinct response to this particular man, one that caused me to blush profusely.

“That they are,” Xander agreed. “One of the many reasons we like it. Well, that and the bruschetta.”

I knew it was difficult for Trent to go anywhere due to his celebrity. I’d seen it firsthand outside of Devotion. The fetish club—which replaced the original club at Club Destiny—owned by Luke McCoy, was well-known, and although Luke protected the privacy of its members, there were some people who had no choice but to be in the spotlight. Trent was a silent partner in the club, and his involvement had somehow become public knowledge. In an effort to keep the club out of the media’s high beams—as Luke liked to say—Trent had embraced their curiosity, explaining his interest and his reasons for investing.

That didn’t seem to be an issue anymore, though. Not since Trent had opened one of Dallas’s most highly coveted BDSM hot spots—Dichotomy. Now the headlines were all about the world’s biggest action star slipping into his role as a sexual Dominant and dotting the map with his lascivious creations.

“Where’s your assistant?” Mercedes asked.

I glanced over, hoping I was being discreet when I searched for Troy Shelton, Trent’s absurdly handsome assistant. I hadn’t had the pleasure of meeting Troy, but I would recognize his face anywhere. The two had made headlines when Trent hired Troy on a few years ago, and it seemed the media was always close by, eager to catch a glimpse of the two. Apparently, it wasn’t all that common that a celebrity had an assistant as eye-catching as Troy.

Trent chuckled. “Troy’s taking a few days to get his personal life under control.”

“Is he having issues?” Xander questioned casually.

“That would be an understatement.”

All three of us stared at Trent as though waiting for the punch line when, in reality, it was obvious he wasn’t going to elaborate.

“Is there something wrong? Or is he merely needing some space from you?” Mercedes’s gray eyes gleamed with amusement.

Xander’s deep laughter made me smile. “I wouldn’t blame him. Everyone would need a little space from the diva he waits on hand and foot.”

“Whatever.” Trent’s smirk did wicked things to my insides. “Troy certainly doesn’t wait on me hand and foot,” he said, quickly thanking the waiter once his wine and water were delivered. “But some time off appears to be necessary. He’s had some family concerns, his apartment was recently broken into, plus his car broke down. Again. I figured it would be in my best interest to give him some time to handle those things if I expect him to put in a full day’s work.”

“Broken into?” Mercedes’s amusement disappeared, replaced by genuine concern.

“Yeah.” Trent waved her off. “I didn’t ask for details.”

“Do you think you should take the break-in seriously? I mean, the guy has worked for you for years. Maybe it’s someone who’s stalking you. Troy’s merely a means to an end.” Xander wasn’t the most trusting of those he didn’t know.

“Well, Sherlock, I hadn’t considered that,” he said insouciantly, but I could tell from his tone he was lying. “But, if that’s the case, I’m sure he’ll let me know if he needs my help.”

“Or he’ll brush it aside until something worse happens.” Xander reached into his suit pocket and pulled out his wallet. “I’ve got a contact. You should give him a call.”

After retrieving a business card, Xander passed it over to Trent. When he picked it up, I glanced at the card. Ryan Trexler, Sniper 1 Security.

Never heard of them.

“Actually,” Trent said, pushing the card back toward Xander. “I’ve got a contact of my own. I’ve put in a call to him already.”

Xander nodded, pushing the card back over. “Keep it. Just in case. They’re local. At the very least, they can look into the break-in. See if there’s any connection to you,” Xander explained.

“Or maybe this is just a ploy of his?” Mercedes asked. “Maybe Troy’s trying to get closer to you.”

Trent laughed as he tucked the card into his jacket pocket. “He’s one of the only assistants I’ve had who doesn’t make me feel like one awkward step, and I’ll fall off the pedestal they’ve placed me on. Trust me, the last thing he wants is to get closer.”

I didn’t know Troy personally. However, the man had worked for Trent for years, and from the little snippets of gossip I’d collected, he was extremely loyal to Trent.

Thankfully, the waiter appeared to take our order, which ended the conversation. A few minutes later, with a list of meals to prepare, he was on his way to the kitchen. 

Xander picked the conversation right back up, although on a different topic.

“How’s the club?” 

Trent took a sip of his wine, glancing over at me briefly before turning his attention to Xander. “Good. Membership in Dallas is currently on hold due to the significant interest.” 

“Fans still inundating you?”

“Yeah.” I felt Trent’s gaze as it swept over me again. “Which is limiting my ability to open except for weekends.”

“What about Chicago?” Xander asked.

“That one’s doing much better,” he admitted, taking his napkin and placing it in his lap. 

“Because you’re not there all the time?” Mercedes inquired.

“Probably. There’s a waiting list, but membership is complete, and we’re open regular hours.”

“Did you take our suggestion?” Mercedes asked, her dark eyebrows lowering. “Are you conducting personal interviews with each applicant for this location?”

“That’s the plan,” Trent said, taking a sip of wine and casting another glance my way before addressing Mercedes. “No other options in this case. We’ve got too many applications, and plenty of them are not for the right reasons. Although I’ve been putting it off, I’m hoping to utilize Troy for some of that. At least until I can find a resident Dom who’ll manage membership for me.”

“That’s smart,” Mercedes stated. “If the applicants realize they aren’t going to get in front of you, it’ll likely dwindle down to only those who are serious.”

“That’s what I’m hoping,” Trent replied.

“I’ve always wondered why you didn’t bring Troy over to the dark side already. You seem quite adamant about keeping your two lives separate. Do you think he’ll have an issue with it?” Xander asked.

“No,” Trent replied with a seductive grin. “He survived the collaring ceremony I took him to. However, the boy’s as vanilla as they come, so I’ve been hoping to gradually introduce him.”

Xander barked a laugh. “Boy? Does he like that you refer to him that way? He’s what? Twenty-nine?”

“Thirty,” Trent clarified with a soft chuckle. “And once he gets versed in the lifestyle, perhaps I’ll give him a promotion.” 

I felt awkward sitting there while the three of them carried on a conversation. I had absolutely no clue what I was supposed to say or do or even think. Not only was I out of the loop on what was going on in Trent Ramsey’s life, I also felt at a slight disadvantage. For one, I was the only submissive at the table, which meant—at least from my perspective—I was socially on an entirely different level, especially in the presence of a Dom who wasn’t one of my close friends.

“Have you applied for membership at Dichotomy?” 

I took a sip of wine, my eyes swinging over to Xander, and that’s when I realized his question was directed at me. 

“I … uh…” I shook my head. “No. Not yet.”

Honestly, I was hoping to avoid this particular subject. Considering I had downright ignored Trent’s personal invitation to the grand opening a while back, it wasn’t something I cared to discuss.

“But you’re planning to.” Trent’s deep, rich voice felt like a caress as it tickled my ears. Despite my inappropriate reaction, I did understand it was a statement rather than a question.

Not sure what he wanted me to say, I offered a casual shrug as I drained what was left of my wine. He was still staring at me when I set the empty glass on the table.

Where the hell was that waiter?

“Not an answer, Clarissa,” Trent growled softly. 

My eyes widened, and I realized I was not speaking to the man; I was having a conversation with the Dom. Not that they were two separate people. Trent Ramsey had never led me to believe they weren’t one and the same. 

His gaze narrowed. “You know I prefer verbal responses.”

Something inside me went liquid, my body warming instantly. I wasn’t sure what it was or why I reacted that way, but I had long ago learned that my response to Trent wasn’t normal in any sense of the word. For one, I was a submissive and he was a Dominant, and there was a connection between us—at least on my part—that couldn’t be ignored.

“Yes, Sir,” I whispered, my gaze fixed on my wineglass. Maybe if I stared long enough, it would miraculously refill.

It probably should’ve bothered me that I so easily slipped into the submissive mindset when I was around these people, but it didn’t. They all knew I was capable of taking care of myself—for the most part—but those who really knew me understood what it was I sought in life.

Thankfully, the waiter scurried up to the table and proceeded to refill my glass. Just as I was thinking I’d been given a reprieve, warm fingers curled beneath my chin, and I found myself staring into smoky blue eyes that I was almost certain could see into my soul. While Trent held my gaze, the rest of the room seemed to fall away. I wanted to break eye contact, but I couldn’t. I was trapped in his hungry stare—a gazelle about to be devoured by a lion.

“I expect to see your application cross my desk in the very near future,” Trent stated, his tone firm.

“Yes, Sir.” 

My belly fluttered as our eyes remained locked. My memory was inundated by sounds and smells from that long-ago night when he’d kissed me. It was on New Year’s at Devotion nearly four years ago. When the clock struck twelve, Trent Ramsey had rocked my entire world with one simple kiss. I’d thought about it numerous times since. Didn’t matter that it was so long ago.

For some reason, I had thought that kiss would’ve led to something more. I’d been disappointed when it hadn’t, but I’d played it off fairly well. Keeping a safe distance between myself and the famous Dom was necessary for my sanity.

Trent brushed my jaw with the backs of his knuckles before turning his attention to Xander and Mercedes once more. 

Hesitantly, I glanced over at Mercedes. The woman was watching closely, not one to miss a thing. It took a few seconds, but then a smile pulled at the corners of her mouth.

Naturally, my gaze dropped.

I only prayed that my IQ didn’t follow.
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Trent

Unable to help myself, I remained relatively close to Clarissa even when I became aware she was attempting to put space between us. Ever since I’d touched her, I had the overwhelming urge to do so again, and I’d never been the sort of man to hold back when I wanted something.

And God knew, Clarissa Tinsley had tested my patience over the years.

It seemed I’d been waiting for her since the day I laid eyes on her. She was one of the few women who had ever avoided me. The last time had been when I personally invited her to the grand opening of Dichotomy in Dallas. The woman had blatantly ignored my request. Complete radio silence. No response whatsoever.

However, I could forgive her for that because Clarissa was well worth the chase.

I was known for my demanding personality, going after what I wanted regardless of the obstacles that might be in my way. It was a trait that had allowed me to get as far as I had in life. Not only had my face graced the cover of every entertainment magazine in the world many times over, I’d also been mentioned in Forbes a few dozen times. There was no reason to believe I couldn’t handle one sweet little submissive.

And fuck if I didn’t want to handle her with both hands.

The need to be close to Clarissa was something I’d dealt with since the first time I laid eyes on her at Devotion. That day was still etched in my memory.

Standing outside the glass enclosure, I couldn’t seem to take my eyes off the angel who was currently kneeling on the floor at Xander’s feet.

There were four people inside the glass-walled room, all immersed in a scene, one anyone at the club was privy to watch. Why I had stopped to observe, I wasn’t entirely sure, but no matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t look away from the auburn-haired beauty. Up until this point, our eyes had locked on numerous occasions, but now she was avoiding me. 

“Show us, Clarissa,” Mercedes said sharply as she took a step closer to Clarissa. 

Xander’s gaze remained fixed on Clarissa, but there seemed to be a battle brewing in the Dom’s head. Admittedly, I was confused, considering Xander was currently submitting to Mercedes. Not something I’d ever thought I would see. Then again, when it came to this lifestyle, nothing could be considered strange.

While I stood there, completely fixated on her, I noticed the way Clarissa’s hand dipped between her legs at Mercedes’s command. When she lifted her hand again, her fingertips were glistening with her arousal. She was evidently turned on by what was transpiring in that room.

“Lick your fingers clean,” Mercedes insisted. 

Right before my eyes, Clarissa’s pink tongue darted out to lap at the juices coating her fingers.

“Very nice,” Mercedes said. “Now I want to watch you suck X’s big, beautiful cock.”

My eyes narrowed, but no one was paying attention to me. I wanted this woman to use her safe word, to walk right out of that room and into my arms. No way could I handle watching her suck Xander’s cock.

I glanced up at the big man’s face. I could see his indecision. He didn’t want this to happen any more than I did. 

“Put this on him,” Mercedes instructed. “I think you’ll like this one. It tastes like grapes.”

Clarissa reached for the condom, and I noticed how her hands were shaking. As soon as she took it from Mercedes, Clarissa dropped the prophylactic. She fumbled, then retrieved it from the floor, her eyes darting back and forth between Xander and Mercedes.

“I want you to watch the pretty little sub’s mouth wrapped around your cock.”

No. Fuck no.

I wanted to intervene, but it wasn’t my place. I had no claim on this woman, despite the inexplicable draw I had to her. 

Suddenly, Xander’s clipped “Red” had everyone stilling, including me.

“What did you say?” Mercedes asked, her eyes narrowed. 

“Red,” Xander repeated.

And just like that, the scene was over. Without even knowing, Xander had saved me from myself. As I watched Shane help Clarissa back into her dress, I vowed that one day I would have her. 

Honestly, I hadn’t expected quite so many days, months, years to pass between then and now. I had battled a constant, aching desire to have her, and I knew I wouldn’t be able to let another opportunity pass me by. I’d been guilty of that too many times when it came to her, and it was high time I set the dominoes in motion. It might’ve sounded ludicrous, but I couldn’t deny there was something between us, something that had been building for years. 

Based on her reaction—overly cautious, doing her best not to touch me or look at me—I had to believe Clarissa was well aware of the chemistry, too. However, as a Dom, I didn’t make assumptions. That was a surefire way to find yourself and your submissive in a position that didn’t benefit either person. And although I had plenty of women vying for my attention, I was looking for a particular woman. One who could meet my highly specific needs.

Clarissa was one of those women. She was, quite possibly, the only woman who could sate me.

So, while I sat at the table, listening to Xander ramble on about a new high-rise building he was gutting, I wanted nothing more than to pull Clarissa into my arms and never let her go. 

But I was nothing if not controlled. I promised myself I’d keep things professional until after the meal concluded, and that was what I intended to do. At that point, though, I wasn’t making any promises.

“So, will you be in town for the weekend?” Xander asked. “At the club?”

I nodded. “That’s my plan, although I’m heading to Chicago for a couple of days. I need to check in there.”

“So, no movies on the horizon?” Mercedes inquired.

“No, actually, I’m in the process of severing ties with my talent agency, so I’m not taking on any additional projects until that time.”

Xander grinned. “I’m sure you can make more demands at this point in your career. Are you seeking other representation?”

“That I can, and no, I’m not.” I didn’t bother to explain that I was in the process of working a business deal that would eliminate my need for a talent agency altogether.

Xander’s gaze cut over to Clarissa, then Mercedes, and finally back to me. “You know Clarissa’s a contract lawyer, right? If you need someone to look anything over…”

I turned my attention to the beautiful woman at my side.

While I had asked Mercedes on a couple of occasions about Clarissa, the Domme was never forthcoming. Which was why I’d had to do a little research for myself. Since my opportunities to interact with Clarissa outside of Devotion had always been limited, I’d been hoping to find some common ground, something to provoke a formal introduction. 

As soon as I’d learned she was in contract law, I knew we had something to build upon.

“I did know that,” I admitted. “Which is one of the reasons I asked Mercedes to set something up.” I glanced over at Clarissa. “I assume you’re taking on new clients?”

Her honey-gold eyes lifted to meet mine, her eyebrows remaining at a definite slant. “I… Yes, I am.”

“She’s in the process of building her client list,” Xander explained, although he seemed slightly wary, his gaze shooting over to his wife a few times. 

Mercedes appeared to be ignoring him. “An unfortunate incident altered her original course,” the Domme noted, her tone reflecting her obvious distaste for whatever the unfortunate incident was.

I was curious as to what that meant, but I figured we would have plenty of time to discuss in the near future, so I held back my questions on that topic.

I continued to keep my eyes on Clarissa. “Well, I happen to know someone who is highly interested in acquiring your services.”

I noticed how Clarissa glared at Mercedes. I fought the urge to smile.

“You?” Clarissa asked, her tone hesitant as her gaze darted over to me.

“Actually, no. I have a few friends in Chicago who have asked me to put you in contact with them.”

Her eyes widened. “Are you serious?”

“You said you were looking for clients, correct?” 

“Yes, I’m looking to … expand,” she said, her tone a little sturdier than before. 

“Do you have an issue taking on clients in another state?”

Her eyes shot up to my face. “No. But … well, it’ll likely require me to be licensed in that state.” She sighed. “I’m not sure that’s feasible at this point. It’s been an uphill battle, but I’m slowly gaining ground. In fact, I really should be going.” Clarissa abruptly placed her napkin on her plate and glanced at the silver watch on her delicate wrist. “I have a conference call in a bit.”

Ah, well. It looked as though the feisty submissive had lying down to an art form. I had to admit, I wasn’t fond of it. In fact, it made me want to paddle her ass right here in the restaurant. 

And, oh, how incredible that would be.

“We understand,” Mercedes said, her tone placating as she reached over and squeezed Clarissa’s hand. “Why don’t you come to Dichotomy on Saturday night? Perhaps you can discuss further with Trent. We’ll be there.” The Domme’s gaze shot over to me. “You’ll have a guest pass for her?”

I nodded, turning my attention back to Clarissa, wondering why she was so intent on getting away from me.

“Perfect,” Mercedes continued, her attention on Clarissa once again. “If you’d like, I can set you up with a Dom to scene—”

“No!” I stated firmly, interrupting Mercedes, my eyes locking with Clarissa’s. 

“What?” Clarissa was clearly startled by my sudden outburst. “Why not?”

“Because you’ll scene with me.” 

Everything else aside, there was no way in fucking hell I was going to sit back while Clarissa scened with another Dom. Not at my club. Absolutely not. I’d spent far too long sitting in the shadows and biding my time to have to watch while another man touched her the way I dreamed about.

Lowering my voice and keeping in mind she didn’t belong to me—yet—I plastered on a neutral expression. “It’s my club. If you’d like to scene with someone, it will be me. Do you have a problem with that?”

I watched as she swallowed hard, then gently shook her head.

“Is your information still current at Devotion?” Since all active members were required to submit quarterly blood tests, I figured I knew the answer before she said it, but I had to ask.

“Yes.” Clarissa glanced down at her watch again. “But it doesn’t matter. I can’t go to the club this weekend.”

I wasn’t about to argue with her. I was sure she had her reasons. I had my doubts as to whether they were truthful or not, but I was not willing to let her lie her way through this conversation any more than she already had.

I had other plans in mind for the sweet submissive, anyway.

“Well, one of these days, then,” I told her firmly, ready to steer the conversation back to the business at hand.

Those warm hazelnut eyes widened, but she didn’t refute me. I was fairly certain she wanted to, but she didn’t. Good thing, too. 

I nodded my approval, then politely turned back to Xander and Mercedes. “Thanks for inviting me to lunch. I’m glad we could catch up. And I thank you greatly for putting me in touch with Clarissa. My friends are very interested in utilizing her services.” I got to my feet and adjusted my suit jacket. “Also, if you get any additional information on those condos, send the details to Troy. He’ll make sure I get it.”

“I’ll have my assistant get it over to him,” Xander stated, his cynical gaze holding mine. I could tell Xander was as surprised by the outcome of this lunch as Clarissa was.

“Perfect.” Turning to Clarissa, I added, “I’ll walk you out.”

I reached for Clarissa’s hand, helping her to stand. Her skin was soft and smooth, cool to the touch. I had the distinct urge to keep her within my grasp forever. It was probably a little presumptuous, but I couldn’t deny it. 

Rather than let her go, I tucked her hand into the crook of my arm and then started for the exit.

“Hey, Trent.” Xander’s deep voice sounded from behind me.

I glanced over my shoulder, cocking one eyebrow in question.

“Expect my phone call. I’ve got something else to discuss.”

I nodded. I had a feeling this was a spur-of-the-moment discussion. One that likely had everything to do with my obvious interest in Clarissa. The Dom was protective of his friends, and I knew Clarissa was close with the pair. Since I wasn’t trying to hide my attraction to her, it made sense that he was on high alert.

Once we stepped outside into the late summer afternoon, I handed over both tickets to the valet attendant and then glanced around to see if there were any cameras pointed my way. The street was crowded, but no one appeared to be paying any attention to us, so I pulled Clarissa toward a shaded alcove tucked into the building. It wasn’t completely private; however, it would shield us from view from the street.

“Do you know what Xander wants to talk about?” I asked, watching Clarissa’s face for any reaction.

“Not specifically, but I have an idea,” she admitted, her eyes lifting to meet mine. While she sounded respectful, I could see her emotional walls had gone back up.

I arched one eyebrow, encouraging her to continue.

“If I had to guess, Xander wants to warn you about me.”

Her voice was so soft, so sweet. It drew out every single protective instinct I had. “And the warning would be?” 

She tried to drop her gaze, but I curled my fingers beneath her chin. 

I ensured there was no misunderstanding in my tone when I said, “I want you to look at me when you’re speaking to me.”

I saw the moment her eyes glazed over. The submissive was a prominent part of this woman. I had always suspected as much, but the short time I’d spent with her today had confirmed it.

“What is Xander going to warn me about?”

“That I’m not like the submissives you usually play with.”

“No?”

“No.” Her eyes remained locked with mine as she followed my instruction to the letter. 

“And what’s different?”

“I’m not a part-time sexual submissive.”

I already knew that. Not because anyone had informed me of the details. I’d sensed it with Clarissa. She needed dominance in more aspects than merely sexual. But I liked that she was straightforward with her answer.

I knew what that entailed, but I wanted her to continue, so I prompted with, “Which means?”

“It means I’m looking for more than just a scene at a club.”

I took a step closer, watching her reaction to my nearness. “You’re looking for a full-time Dom?”

“Yes … eventually.” Her succulent lips formed a perfect O as she stared back at me, clearly shocked by how close we were.

I’d never taken a full-time submissive, but I certainly wasn’t opposed to the idea. Not when it came to Clarissa. I knew without a doubt I could give her everything she desired and then some.

Curling my hand over her cheek, I leaned down. I was tempted to kiss her, but I knew it wouldn’t go over well. Clarissa was already on the defensive, so I refrained. I settled for brushing my thumb over her cheek. 

When she sighed, it took everything in me not to ravish her mouth. 

“Good, then we’re on the same page.”

When I pulled back, Clarissa was still watching me. There was a hint of insecurity there. As though she wasn’t expecting me to take her up on the offer or to be capable of giving her what she so desperately needed. 

Truth was, I’d long ago passed the point of wanting a part-time submissive. I wanted a submissive who would be at my side at all times. A life partner, I guessed, was the best way to put it. Someone who was there for me on both a physical and emotional level. Two, in fact, though I was keeping that close to my vest for the moment.

I decided to be honest with her.

“I’m certainly open to having a full-time submissive, Clarissa.” I continued to watch her eyes. “However, I’m not looking for a slave.” I needed to make that clear. “I want a submissive who makes decisions on her own. I want a submissive who’s willing to negotiate her rules, knows her limits, and shares them. Are my needs in line with yours?”

When Clarissa didn’t answer, I leaned in closer, fighting the urge to kiss her once again. “Whether you want to admit it or not, I am the Dom you’re looking for, Clarissa. I can give you everything you need, and I fully intend to pursue you. I’ve been waiting for this opportunity for far too long.”

I pulled back, wanting to see her reaction. She licked her lips as she stared back at me. 

“Does that mean the possible client was all a lie to get me here?” She sounded offended.

I stood tall once again, dropping my hand. This was her safety net, I knew. “You should know up front, I’m not a man who plays games. My friends are waiting for my call, in fact. If possible, they’d like for you to meet with them on Friday at their Chicago offices.”

“Chicago?” Clarissa instantly shook her head. “Unfortunately, I can’t afford a trip out there at this time. It would be far too—”

“I would take you on my private jet,” I stated firmly. “It would cost you nothing except for your time and willingness to interview.”

Her eyes narrowed. “And why would you be with me?” 

“Because this is a business transaction that I’ve set up. It’s in my best interest, considering both parties are important to me.”

That seemed to surprise her, but she recovered quickly. “Well, I appreciate the offer, but I’m going to need some time to think about it. I’m not the spontaneous sort, Mr. Ramsey.”

Ah. We were back to that.

“Understood. However, you will take my call later, Clarissa. Regardless of how you feel about the job, I would very much like to take you out, get to know you better.”

I watched as she swallowed hard. “I’m not sure that’s a good idea.”

“Well, I am,” I told her firmly. “Unless you have something against me personally.”

She frowned. “No. Of course not.”

Someone cleared their throat from behind me, and I glanced over my shoulder.

“Mr. Ramsey, your car is here,” the attendant said, his gaze dropping to the ground. 

I peered over at the curb, then turned to him as I adjusted my jacket. “Because I’m a nice guy, I’ll let you off with a warning this time. But in the future, you should know that it’s only polite to bring the lady’s car first.”

The attendant looked mortified that he’d disappointed me. 

Good. He deserved it.

“Now, go,” I barked. “Get it.”

“Yes, sir,” he stammered, then ran off.

We waited another few minutes while the attendant scurried off to do my bidding, and I fought the urge to kiss Clarissa. I wanted to know how her lips would feel against mine. I wanted to hear her sigh and moan when our bodies came into contact. It was all I could think about. 

However, there would be plenty of time for that later. I had to play this the right way or I risked losing Clarissa before I ever had her. I’d waited long enough. I wasn’t willing to fuck it up now.

Finally, the sound of an engine pinging behind me had me taking her hand. I passed over a tip to the valet attendant, then helped Clarissa into her car. I leaned in and kissed her cheek before stepping out of the way and closing the door.

I’d known since the first moment I laid eyes on Clarissa that she was going to belong to me. Truthfully, I’d waited longer than I should have. Now it was time to show the woman exactly what it meant to submit.

And she would submit.

Of that, I had no doubt.
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Troy

This was definitely not my year.

“Why me?” I blurted aloud, although there was no one around to hear me.

And oddly enough, that was the good part.

After Trent left for his lunch meeting, I called for an Uber, had them swing by Starbucks for a strong black coffee before they delivered me to my apartment. When I got here, I stood in the parking lot and stared at my car, wondering what the fuck it would take to whip the damn thing into shape. 

I needed my car.

While I stood there with the scent of garbage drifting in the breeze, staring at the piece of shit—that really wasn’t a piece of shit—I had gone over everything that had happened in the past few weeks. Why me?

For a brief moment, I’d gotten so lost in my self-pity I even considered going to my parents’ house. And everyone knew things had to be bad in order for me to consider that. 

It wasn’t the brightest idea I’d ever had, but at the time, I didn’t want to be alone. Sitting around with my thumb up my ass would only allow me to contemplate all the shit going on and why it was happening to me. I knew my father was at work, so it would’ve given me the opportunity to chat with my mother for a while. She didn’t mind listening to me complain when it was necessary. I hadn’t seen them in a week, and I tried to check in frequently.

However, I had nixed that idea. Instead, I had given in to my self-loathing and decided to trek up to my apartment and spend the rest of the day moping around. 

Unfortunately, those two flights of stairs had only made a bad day worse.

Well, technically, I couldn’t blame the stairs. However, I could blame my apartment. Or rather, the person who continued to come in uninvited. Luckily, they tended to slip out before I came home, which, again, was about the only thing going for me right now.

Yep, my apartment had been broken into.

Again.

“I just don’t get it,” I said as I stared into space, wondering what the hell someone was after. I didn’t understand. They obviously came in and rummaged through my things, but I could never find anything missing.

It wasn’t like I had a whole lot. Aside from my television, my clothes were about the only thing of value. Other than that, it was mostly department store furniture and appliances. Nothing at all worth stealing.

A knock sounded, and I spun around to see a uniformed officer standing in my open doorway. I didn’t recognize him from any of the previous trips the police had made out here. This guy looked to be about my age. He was short and stocky with what appeared to be red hair beneath his police-issued hat. A woman—a little older with blond hair pulled back into a ponytail—stood a few feet behind him.

“Are you Troy Shelton?” the man asked, his eyes narrowed as though he suspected I was the intruder and not the guy who had called the police almost an hour and a half ago.

“I am, yes,” I told him as I dropped my hands to my sides in an effort to appear as unthreatening as possible. I was a relatively big guy. Six foot, quite a bit of muscle. While I wasn’t an aggressive person by nature, I got the feeling the man was a little standoffish.

The officer’s eyes scanned the room briefly as he took a few steps inside the apartment. “You called and said you had an intruder?”

“Actually, I called and said I had a break-in. The intruder didn’t stick around hoping for an invitation to lunch.” I wasn’t trying to be a smartass, but it wasn’t easy not to. I was sick of going through this same routine over and over again. I knew what they were going to say before they said it.
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