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			CHAPTER ONE

			(Matthew)

			DO NOT CHASE HER. She’s basically a prey animal when it comes to relationships. If you chase her, she’s going to run. Let her come to you.

			I scrolled through my text messages from Scott for the thousandth time. My best friend knew more about his sister than I knew about mine; it didn’t seem right that he could offer me advice about dating Charlotte, but I couldn’t help him out with his romantic problems.

			I wasn’t quite over the fact that he’d not only fucked my married sister, but he’d been unreasonably furious when I slept with Charlotte. Still, I couldn’t deny that he’d done me a tremendous favor in helping get her back.

			Because Charlotte had run from me. She’d taken one tiny misunderstanding between us and blown it up into a relationship ending crisis.

			Almost.

			I still wasn’t sure if we’d broken up or not.

			She’d definitely run away, though. And now she was returning, and I couldn’t chase her.

			So, I didn’t. I went to work and responded to her texts with brief answers when she updated me on her travel. I didn’t pick her up at the airport. I did arrange a car, because I was a nice guy, but I had followed Scott’s advice to the letter.

			I didn’t chase her.

			After work, I came home and had a drink. I put my feet up and thought about what we should do for dinner when Charlotte arrived. I resisted every single urge to obsessively check in.

			At eight p.m. on the dot, I got a text from the doorman indicating that a guest had arrived and asking me how to proceed. I responded, “Send her up,” but I didn’t leave the lounge. I would let her come to me, all the way.

			“Hello?” I heard her call. Then, closer, “Matt?”

			“In here,” I called back. I didn’t get up. I didn’t go to the hall to find her. I stayed right where I was, on my sofa, in front of the tv, in my gray sweatpants.

			I wasn’t supposed to chase her. There was nothing in the rules about appealing to her libido with a well-presented bulge.

			She entered the room and stopped after the threshold. Her fingers wriggled in a little wave. “Hey.”

			“Hey.” Should I get up? I should get up and hug her, at least, right? I couldn’t resist. I got to my feet and approached her slowly. “How was your flight?”

			“It was… a flight.” She shrugged. “Nobody shouted, ‘Is there a doctor on board?’ and I’m starting to think that it’s never going to happen for me.”

			“You’re not a doctor.”

			“I know, I just want to see it happen.” She moved toward me, her arms out. “Can I have a hug?”

			“You don’t have to ask me twice.” The moment I swooped her up in my arms, the long hours of limbo I’d suffered through felt like days. I practically crushed her. We hadn’t been apart for long, at all; business trips took longer. But the unknown had tortured me.

			I never wanted to go through that again.

			I set her on her feet and held her out at arm’s length. “You scared the shit out of me.”

			“I scared the shit out of myself,” she admitted, her expression falling. “Do you forgive me?”

			“You’re here, aren’t you?” If I didn’t put some space between us, I would throw her on the floor and fuck her until we both passed out. That wouldn’t exactly be conducive to a productive reunion.

			She didn’t seem to share that opinion. She jumped up on her toes and practically mauled me, tugging at my t-shirt to get her hands beneath and accidentally biting my lip.

			“Whoa, whoa.” I pushed her back gently.

			She grinned up at me. “I thought you missed me.”

			“I didn’t miss you. You scared me. There’s a difference, and we need to talk about that. Fucking it out isn’t an option.” My dick could wait. I gestured to the sofa and waited for her to move.

			“Oof, so we’re doing this first. I was kind of hoping I could convince you to take me back by exploiting my sexuality.” She laughed, but I knew her too well. It wasn’t a joke.

			“I don’t need to take you back. I didn’t break up with you,” I reminded her. “You’re the one who ran from me.”

			When she sat, she seemed to fold in on herself. 

			I thought back to Scott’s primer: The tiniest bit of criticism feels like full-blown rejection to her. And if she thinks you’re rejecting her, she’ll shut down and start planning the next escape.

			“I love you.” I sat beside her and leaned my cane against the arm of the couch. “Let’s get that out of the way right now. I want to be with you. But I can’t live in constant fear that if I say the wrong thing, you’ll run off again.”

			“I know.” Her head dipped down. “I’m sorry.”

			“Don’t.” I tilted her face up and held her chin so she couldn’t look away. “You came back. I assume that means you want to be with me.”

			She closed her eyes, and a tear skated down her cheek. “Of course I do. I thought you didn’t want to be with me.”

			DO NOT tell her she’s being irrational or crazy, Scott had said. Her reality is that no one can love her and we’re all lying when we say that we do.

			“I want to be with you. I need you to believe that.” There was no way to force her to believe it. That’s where my problem was. “Can you give me the benefit of the doubt? When you’re thinking there’s no way I could possibly love you, or that I’m lying to you, can you stop and remind yourself that I have no reason to lie to you?”

			“Trust you. Those are the words, I think, you’re looking for.” She wiped her tear away on the back of her hand. “The last thing I want is for you to think I don’t trust you. I wouldn’t have come back if I didn’t. I wouldn’t have gotten on a plane to your sex island. I mean, you realize how bad that story could end, right?”

			“I do.” One of my biggest fears was that something would happen to someone at one of my Ascend properties. “And I appreciate that you trusted me that much. But it’s not enough. I can’t be with you if you’re going to constantly accuse me of lying in your head.”

			She grabbed my hands. “I swear, that’s not what’s happening. It’s never about you.”

			“I know. It’s about you. But it affects me. And I can’t change that. But you can.” I squeezed her hands. “That’s why one of my conditions for you being here, with me, is that you have to go to therapy, princess.”

			Her eyes widened.

			“Yeah, you’ve been to therapy.” Scott had told me all about it. Years upon years of family therapy to try to convince Charlotte that she was wanted and not a failure for not having the correct spare parts. “I knew that before I even met you. But have you been to see a therapist as an adult?”

			“No,” she admitted, almost like she was ashamed.

			“Well, you’re going to go, now. I can afford to get you whatever treatment you need. I want you to be able to love yourself as much as I love you.” That could be impossible; I doubted anyone could love Charlotte as much as I loved her.

			She took a deep breath. “Okay. Therapy. I can do that.”

			“For thirty billion, you can do that?” I teased.

			She pulled her hands back to give me a push. “No. Obviously. You were really going to give my brother all of your money?”

			“Full disclosure? I’m not sure that’s all of my money. But yeah. He said I had to give him all of my money or else I couldn’t date you.” I was still puzzled as to whether or not he would have cashed the check. It seemed like someone would have called me to confirm that the transaction was legitimate.

			It would have been. “I would give up the world for you, Charlotte.”

			There was apparently a waterbed mattress worth of held-back tears in her head, and it chose that moment to rupture. She fell against me, her chest heaving with sobs. I held her, stroking the copper honey of her hair, barely believing that we’d gotten to this point. It had seemed so final, so impossible a day ago, that I would ever see her again.

			“Are you mad at me?” she asked, her voice muffled against my shoulder. “If you’re mad at me, I’ll understand.”

			“I’m not mad. I’m—”

			She sat up. “Don’t say disappointed. That’s worse.”

			“Hurt,” I finished.

			She flinched. “That’s so much worse.”

			“I can’t help what I feel.”

			“I know. But it makes me feel guilty.” She wiped her eyes on the back of her hand again, and for the first time, I noticed her clothes. She couldn’t dab away her tears with her sleeve, because there weren’t any sleeves on her shirt; the tiniest little spaghetti straps held up the thin cotton camisole. Goosebumps textured her thighs below the legs of her microscopic shorts.

			It was possibly the first time in my life that I wanted to put more clothes on a beautiful woman. “Are you cold?”

			“Why is your air conditioning on full blast?” she snapped.

			“Because I knew there would be a blazing hottie in here later.” I gave her a ribbing nudge with my elbow.

			She laughed through her tears. “Oh my god, that’s awful. You’re awful. I don’t know why I came back here.”

			“Because you’re madly in love with me. And I know that scares you to death. But I’m not going anywhere.” I took her hand and brought it to my lips. “And I hope you’re not, either.”

			“I’m not,” she said, sniffling. “I promise.”

			“Good.” I slapped my palms on my knees and grabbed my cane to help me push myself up. “Come with me.”

			“Okay,” she said warily.

			

			We walked to the elevator in silence. I didn’t want to make her feel worse than she already did, but I also felt like a few moments of uncertainty and discomfort were a small price to pay for taking off like she had. We rode up to my bedroom. As we passed our closets, I remarked, “Your clothes missed you.”

			That got a laugh out of her, and God, did I ever love to make her laugh. I couldn’t help myself. “Maybe you should put some more on, so you don’t freeze to death.”

			“I don’t think you’re bringing me to your bedroom to make me put more clothes on.” She batted her eyes at me and for a moment it felt like she’d never left me in emotional limbo.

			But she had, damn it.

			“Actually, I’m bringing you up here for a two-part apology.” I led the way into the bedroom and headed straight for the tablet on my bedside table.

			“You’re not the one who should be apologizing,” she said, lingering near the door.

			“I’m not apologizing. You are.” I opened the cover of the tablet’s case and pulled the stylus free. “I came up with this last night. It’s a contract.”

			“A contract?” Her brow wrinkled and she headed over to me, peering over my arm at the screen. “Like, a sexy BDSM contract?”

			“No. Like an if-you-want-me-to-trust-you-again-you’ll-sign-this contract.” I scrolled to the top of the document. “I drew this up. It’s running through legitimate document signing software. You’ll read it, initial every page, sign the bottom, and put your email address in so you can receive a copy.”

			“Are you…” She took the tablet from me. “Oh my god, you’re not kidding.”

			“No, I am not.”

			She read aloud, “‘…referred to as the participant,’ Matt, what the hell is this?”

			“It’s a contract, outlining the terms of me continuing a relationship with you.” I was pretty proud of myself for figuring it out.

			“‘The participant agrees that she will receive psychological treatment from a licensed therapist, frequency to be determined by the aforementioned therapist.’ This is truly bizarre.” She flicked her finger across the screen. “‘The participant agrees that she won’t hide complicated feelings from her boyfriend?’”

			“Initial at the bottom of the page,” I instructed.

			She looked up from the screen. “This gets specific. I mean, there’s stuff in here about what flavor of Skittles I’m supposed to buy you.”

			“That was a trick, to make sure you read the whole thing. I don’t like Skittles.” I tapped the underside of the tablet. “There’s nothing in here that you haven’t already promised to me. You’re going to get therapy, you’re not going to run off at a moment’s notice, you agree to talk to me—”

			“I don’t think this is legally enforceable.” She arched a doubtful brow.

			“Does it have to be?” I folded my arms over my chest and nodded at the tablet. “I signed some pretty hefty paperwork for you, didn’t I?”

			The corner of her mouth quirked, and she shook her head fondly. “You’re right. I don’t plan to ‘be weird about spending her boyfriend’s money,’ anyway.” She looked up as she scribbled the stylus across the screen. “Thirty billion?”

			“Or more.”

			She snorted. “You might as well be a cartoon character.”

			“That’s not nice. And I’m pretty sure that’s covered by the ‘not being weird’ clause.” I took the tablet from her and put it on my nightstand, then sat on the edge of the bed. “Now, part two.”

			“What’s part two?”

			I patted my lap.

			A slow smile spread across her mouth as she sauntered toward me. It faded when she tried to sit on my lap and instead, I said, “Drop ‘em.”

			She frowned. “Excuse me?”

			“Take your shorts off and get over my lap.”

			“You’re going to spank me as punishment and not as a sex thing?” She was incredulous but wriggled her shorts down anyway.

			“I assure you; it’s going to be a sex thing.” I shot my hand out and grabbed her ass cheek, sinking my fingers in hard. “Panties, too.”

			“Yes, my dragon.” She giggled and slid them down.

			“Standard rules and signals apply.” I pulled her over my lap and helped her position her upper body on the bed for support. “Time for a story.”

			“Is it about a princess?” she asked.

			“No talking.” I smoothed my hand over her skin, skated my fingers down the cleft of her ass. “But yes. It’s about a princess. A beautiful princess, watched over in her tower by the dragon who loved her very much. But one day, the princess ran away. And although she returned to the dragon, he was still hurt and… afraid.”

			That was the right word. Afraid.

			“He had never been so frightened in his entire life as he was the moment he thought he’d lost the princess forever. So, when she returned to the tower, the dragon was angry. He was grateful to have her back, more than he could ever express in words. The only way he could make her understand was by punishing her.”

			I spanked her hard.

			She let out a whoop of surprise.

			“And into this punishment, he poured all of his frustration—”

			I gave her another, equally hard smack.

			“—all of his fear—”

			The next two landed in quick succession on her already red cheeks and she shouted.

			“—and all of his love into every lash.”

			Four more, one after another, and this time when she cried, she cried. But she didn’t use her safe word. She didn’t beg for “mercy.”

			

			“And when her punishment was over, the dragon made her a promise.” I leaned down and placed a kiss on her burning skin. “That he would give her whatever she wanted, whenever she wanted, if only she never ran away from him again.”

			“She won’t,” Charlotte whimpered.

			I helped her sit up. She winced when I situated her in my lap.

			“What does my princess want?” I wiped a tear from her face.

			Her tongue darted out to wet her bottom lip and she wound her arms around my neck. “I want my dragon to fuck me until I don’t remember leaving here in the first place.”

			“I think the dragon can accommodate that request.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			(Charlotte)

			Finally, I got to kiss him.

			He had been right, we had needed to talk, to clear the air before we jumped into bed together. And the spanking grounded me; somehow, it was easier to obey him when we were playing out our roles.

			Maybe Charlotte could run from Matt, but the princess would never run from her dragon again.

			So, I kissed him, and it already felt like I’d never left.

			But at the same time, it felt like I’d been away for a lifetime. Somehow, in twenty-four hours, I forgot the taste of his mouth. The heat of his body. All of those things came back to me in a rush when he pulled me to straddle his lap, but it alarmed me that I’d forgotten at all.

			Maybe I’d done it on purpose. Maybe I’d… let him go.

			When I’d left yesterday, it had been final. I hadn’t been honest with myself, or him, about that. He was right. I had run from him, with every intention of it being an end. It would have been a slow death, of late-night phone sex and occasional cross-country visits, but I would have been forcing every bit of playful banter, every smile. I would have been forcing myself to tell him that I loved him, because I would have known, even if I never had admitted it, that pain would be on the way. 

			And that’s why I’d run, in the first place. I was so afraid to let myself love him, out of fear of future pain. 

			I lifted my mouth from his. “I have to tell you something.” 

			He waited for me to continue. 

			“I love you. But I don’t think I was letting myself love you all the way. I was guarding myself because I was afraid.” 

			“I know,” he said softly. 

			“But I’m ready now. I’m ready to be in love with you and not be afraid of what’s going to happen in the future.” I caught a strange combination of a laugh and a sob at the back of my throat. “I’m ready to believe that whatever my future is, it includes you.” 

			“It does.” He put a hand behind my head and drew me down to catch my lips again, and I melted against him like I could seep into his skin somehow. Like we could fuse our cells and guarantee that nothing would ever separate us. 

			But I was the only danger to us where separation was concerned. I was the one who’d called it off, but didn’t have the guts to call it off. 

			There was no amount of spanking or groveling that could make up for the pain and worry I’d caused him. It was time to grow the fuck up, take responsibility for my emotions, and not run from them the second things got hard.

			I rose up taller on my knees, and Matt’s mouth moved down my throat. He held me with his hands at the small of my back, steadying me so he could find access to every available inch of my skin. He made a trail of sucking kisses that would definitely leave hickeys. I giggled at the ticklish intensity, squeezed my thighs together as much as I could with him between them. Was he was leaving those marks on purpose, so that there would be some physical stamp of ownership there? Despite his sensibilities toward sex, there was a thread of possessiveness that ran through Matt. I wasn’t sure he even knew it was there, but I saw it. And I loved it. 

			The princess wanted to be owned by her dragon.

			I knew his handprints were emblazoned on my ass. I knew the hickeys on my throat would be visible probably for days. And I liked it.

			“Bite me,” I whispered.

			He lifted his head. “What?”

			“Bite me.” I gestured to the spot between my neck and shoulder.

			He put his teeth on me and gently increased pressure.

			“No. Harder.” I jerked his head down. “Leave a mark.”

			There was a split second of hesitation, but he did it. He sank his teeth hard into my flesh, and I gasped at the sharp pinch. I squirmed and tried to pull away instinctively before remembering that I’d wanted this. I’d asked for it.

			

			I pushed into the pain, felt a pop, and Matt jerked back, swearing.

			“Shit. You’re bleeding.” He wiped the faintest trace of red from his bottom lip. “I’m sorry, I—”

			“No, it’s what I wanted.” I reached up and touched the spot, already swollen and aching, like another part of me was swollen and aching. “I liked it.”

			I pushed him back on the bed and ground my vulva against the hard ridge of his cock, running my hands up under his t-shirt. He laughed. “Oh, are we tearing each other’s clothes off? Is that what’s happening?”

			“You knew what you were doing with those slutty gray sweatpants.” They had not gone unnoticed. “And the spanking.”

			“Fair enough.” He curled up and gripped the spaghetti straps on my shirt. One quick pull and they were gone. He grabbed the front and ripped it entirely in half.

			“You were walking around practically naked. Do you know how many people were looking at you? Coveting my princess?” he growled.

			I shivered. “I did. I noticed their eyes on me.”

			“You did it on purpose.” He cupped my breasts and brushed his thumbs over my nipples.

			Maybe I had, but subconsciously. “I did. I wanted to make you jealous. Did it work?”

			“Do you want it to have worked?” He searched my face, looking for the answer.

			“I did.” I trailed my fingers over his abs, down to the waistband of his pants. “I like it when you’re jealous and possessive. I like seeing how much you want me.”

			“Right.” He nodded, his mouth set in grim determination for a moment.

			With sudden roughness, he pushed me off him, onto my hands and knees.

			“If I’m supposed to prove how much I want you,” he began, his hand wrapping around my throat and sliding up to my face. He forced his fingers into my mouth, far back enough to choke me. “Then you need to be prepared to find out.”

			I gagged and sputtered as he withdrew his hand, and he smeared my own saliva over my already wet pussy. I felt the band of his sweatpants against the back of my thighs; he didn’t even bother to take his clothes off. The head of his cock prodded me and then he was inside, ramming into me so hard that all the air forced from my lungs on a wordless shout of surprise.

			“You want proof?” It was a threat, not a question. “You want me to prove that every inch of you is mine?”

			He slammed his hips forward again. “Because you are mine, princess. And I might share you, sometimes, but when it comes right down to it, you fucking belong to me.”

			Gripping my ponytail, he jerked my head back. “Fucking say it.”

			“I’m yours,” I gasped.

			“Louder!” He thrust into me again, all of him, so hard it hurt.

			“I’m yours!” I shouted.

			“I want to hear you scream it, Charlotte.” He ground deep, pulled my hair harder. “I can make you scream it.”

			He could. So, I did. I screamed, “I’m yours!” at the top of my lungs, over and over with each deep plunge, each slap of his hips against my bruised ass.

			I was his. Body and soul. And for the first time…

			I didn’t feel like running from that.

			Withdrawing abruptly, he ordered, “Turn over. Hang your head off the bed so I can fuck your throat.”

			As I scrambled into position, he got to his feet and retrieved something from the bedside table. I heard the click of a button and the unmistakable thrum of a wand vibrator.

			“You’re going to take this dick and you’re going to come until I’m done with you,” he warned, stepping in front of me and bracing his hand beside my head for balance. “Open your fucking mouth.”

			My jaw dropped open, my head tilting back far over the edge to give him access. He wasn’t looking for a blow job; he was going to do exactly as he said and fuck my throat like it was my pussy. My job was to lay there and choke.

			He pushed in, as far back as he could go, and held himself there while I gagged. Then, he reached down, found my clit with his fingers, and pulled back the hood to fully expose the sensitive tips.

			When he touched the vibe to that unprotected, deeply sensitive organ, I bucked and tried to shout. He pumped his hips slowly, groaning in satisfaction. The relentless throb of the vibrator made incredibly quick work of me. My legs jerked and thrashed, and I almost drowned on my own spit as I took deep, gulping breaths. The pleasure burst, an unstoppable force tearing through me, then turned into the worst torment.

			“Fuck, I love hearing you struggle to scream.” He clicked the vibrator onto a pulsing pattern. The bastard. Direct, relentless stimulation would numb me fast, and he knew it. Now, I had no hope of escape.

			Matt was vocal during sex, and we’d had enough of it that I knew exactly what certain noises meant. So, I wasn’t surprised when he abruptly pulled out, pinching the base of his cock and cursing.

			I giggled, then almost immediately inhaled the copious amount of saliva running up my face.

			“You’ll live,” was his only response. The callous indifference was new. Mean. It shouldn’t have turned me on as much as it did.

			Under control once more, he ordered, “Hold that vibrator right there. Don’t you dare give yourself a break.”

			You needed to take one, I almost responded. But there would be a consequence if the princess talked back. Plus, it thrilled me to know that he did have to take a break. That he wanted me so much, his staying power was imperiled. That even though he was in charge, I could have snatched that control from him with a well-timed swipe of my tongue, if I’d wanted to.

			But I didn’t want that. I wanted him to control me, to reduce me to a creature that took orders, obeyed them, didn’t have to think about what would come next. I wanted him to suspend me in a moment of pure pleasure that erased everything else about me.

			Luckily, that’s what he wanted to give me, and what he wanted to take in return.

			He laid down beside me and pulled me in close, reaching past the wand to find my opening. The barest touch was nearly enough to push me over; when he hooked his fingers inside and pressed hard on my g-spot, I tumbled into a release so intense, my wail hurt my throat.

			“Again,” he ordered, brushing my hand aside to change the vibration pattern again. I twisted and kicked, but he leveraged his arm over me, trapping me against the bed and holding the toy tight to my body.

			“I can’t!” I sobbed. “Not again!”

			“You can and you will. Unless you want to beg me for mercy.” The subtle reminder of my safe word was couched in a challenge. Did I want to submit to him, or would I take the easy way out?

			I gritted my teeth and shook my head, tears leaking from the corners of my eyes as his fingers worked inside me.

			“You’re going to come so hard you ruin this duvet. Do you understand me?” He pressed his fingertips tighter against my g-spot.

			“I understand you, my dragon!” I managed to get out before my body bowed and tightened and the unbearable pressure of another orgasm built and broke in record time.

			“Again!”

			When would it end, I wondered. When would it be enough? When would my dragon be satisfied?

			I hoped never, even as he turned up the speed on the wand and added a third digit to his assault.

			“What did you think you’d find out there, without me, princess?” he growled in my ear. “Did you think you were going to find someone who could do this to you?”

			“No!” I shouted, curling up from the bed.

			“Because you wouldn’t,” he warned. “No matter where you go or what you do, your dragon is the only one who will ever make you feel this.”

			“Yes, my dragon!” I agreed wholeheartedly. Because I’d had plenty of partners in the past and no one had ever come close to what I felt when I was with Matt.

			“Come,” he ordered, and as if he could make it happen with a word, it did happen. So fast and hard that my calves cramped, so powerfully that I felt a wet burst cascade over his hand, down my ass.

			He pulled his hand free and snarled, “Open your fucking legs for me.”

			They were already splayed apart, but I widened them, welcomed him back into my body and cried out, “Thank you!” as he sank deep. The vibrator stayed trapped between us, still hit me perfectly in the most awful ways while Matt’s cock flexed in my cunt. He stayed like that, deep, barely moving, and braced his hands on either side of my head.

			His gaze captured mine and held it. There was nothing playful about this now. Neither of us were acting out our roles. For one long moment, we were Matt and Charlotte, not the dragon and his princess.

			And he asked me, “Be honest. Do you want to be with me?”

			I bit my lip and stifled a moan. I wanted to focus, to give him a real, well-thought-out answer. Something reassuring, so that he knew he could stop being afraid, that he could trust me, that I wasn’t going anywhere. But the damn vibrator was bringing me closer and closer, and it was difficult to concentrate, impossible almost to choke out, “Yes!”

			I came hard, the word twisting to a moan, the moan becoming, “I love you, I love you,” over and over, moving from mindless babble to an intentional plea.

			I love you. Love me. For who I am, for the fears I have. Possess me, even when I think I want to be set free. Because I never truly want to be free from you. I never want to be without you, ever.

			I couldn’t say the words, but I knew he heard them in that one, purely honest moment at the brink of my climax.

			Nobody can lie through an orgasm.

			His control completely broke, then. He thrust hard and deep, dislodging the vibrator, pushing my body up the bed with each pounding jerk of his hips. He caught my hands, pinned them down, and this time, he had no trouble biting me. His teeth sank into my shoulder while his cock pummeled and stretched me. My legs locked around his back, and I rolled my pelvis, trying to meet his increasingly erratic rhythm.

			He stilled. He spilled inside of me, hot as any fire.

			And my dragon roared.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THREE

			(Matthew)

			I fell back on the bed, vaguely aware that I was still fully dressed but partially paralyzed and unable to do anything about it. I did pull the waistband of my sweatpants up, though. Dick-half-out was not a flattering look on anybody.

			The vibrator was still running, and Charlotte batted it across the duvet toward me. “Turn that off.”

			I grinned to myself and clicked the button. “Are you two not speaking?”

			“I’m going to be not walking.” Her breasts wobbled with every harsh rise and fall of her chest.

			“I almost killed both of us, then?” I noted the goosebumps on her arms and reluctantly sat up, grabbing the cashmere throw off the end of the bed and tossing it over her.

			“Thanks,” she rasped.

			“You sound like you could use some water.” While I would have liked nothing more than to pass out with post-orgasm weakness, I had Charlotte to tend to. Even if it hadn’t been an Ascend Red-level sex production, she still needed aftercare.

			I got up and went to the minifridge in the bookcase.

			“Hey, since when was that there?” Charlotte asked, squinting.

			I brought back two bottles and unscrewed the top from hers. “It’s been there. You didn’t stay here long enough to find it.”

			She didn’t have an answer for that.

			I helped her sit up and handed her the bottle. She took a drink and winced. “I got cum all over the duvet.”

			“Gravity got cum all over the duvet.” I sat beside her. “How are you feeling?”

			“My ass hurts. My neck hurts.” She reached up and touched the bite mark above her shoulder. Red smeared across it.

			I looked away. “About that…”

			“Don’t worry,” she was quick to reassure me, clamping her hand over the area where a livid bruise had already started to form. “I asked you to do it. I wanted you to do it.”

			“I get that. But I didn’t like it.” There was a difference between shallow bites of teasing pressure, like the one I’d given her at the end, and what she’d wanted. “I won’t be doing that again. At least, not in a way that gets blood in my mouth.”

			“Oh.” She paled. “You’re not mad at me, are you?”

			“No. We tried something. One of us didn’t like it. This won’t be the only time that happens.” I paused. “What do you think will happen if I did get mad at you?”

			She shrugged.

			“The first thing you asked is if I was mad at you over something I did willingly. To me, that indicates that you’re worried about making me mad, regardless of whether or not you caused the thing I would be mad about.”

			“You caught me,” she said dryly. “You’re the first person to figure out that I’m a people pleaser.”

			“I want to know what you think will happen if I get mad at you.” Had I ever given her a reason to fear me? If I had, I wanted to clear that up right away. “And I’m not going to get mad at however you answer the question, by the way.”

			She laughed ruefully. “Okay. I’m afraid that if I make you mad, you won’t want to be with me anymore.”

			“From being mad at you one time?” I clarified.

			She nodded and took another drink from her bottle before continuing. “I’m not worried that you’re going to get mad and kick me out of your life over sex stuff. I know it’s okay for me to say no to you, and I trust that you aren’t going to get mad at me if there are things I don’t want to do with you.”

			“But you’re talking about things I suggest, right?” Because the biting thing didn’t come up over a game of checkers. “You’re still worried that if you suggest something I don’t like, for example, the bite, it might make me angry?”

			“Yeah, it doesn’t make sense. But you were already aware that I’m a fundamentally broken person,” she reminded me.

			“I don’t think you’re fundamentally broken.” I opened my own bottle, to give my hands something to do.

			

			“The thing is, I feel more comfortable and equal when I’m with you sexually than I do with the non-sexual parts of our relationship. When we’re doing this—” she gestured at the bed, “—then I know exactly what the rules and boundaries are. But I’ve never been in a healthy relationship. There’s no safe word for stuff like disagreements on loading the dishwasher.”

			“I have people who do that for me,” I said, before I realized that was a hypothetical concern.

			“The truth is, I only know where I stand with you when I’m being dominated by you.” She gazed off into middle distance as she thought. “This could be so perfect if we could be a princess and her dragon all the time.”

			“There’s no reason we couldn’t be,” I said. “Twenty-four-seven Dom and sub relationships are surprisingly common.”

			“Wouldn’t that mean that I would have to ask you permission to talk on the phone or go out and see my friends?” She looked doubtful.

			“No, that’s called parenting.” And that wasn’t anything I was interested in. “There are people who take it that far, but frankly, I can barely manage my own life. I can’t micromanage yours, as well.”

			“Before I went to Ascend Red, you told me that ultimately, you would want someone who was your sub full-time.”

			She was right, taking her to Ascend Red had been something of a try-out.

			“That was my best-case scenario. If you hadn’t liked—”

			“I love it,” she blurted.

			I raised my eyebrows.

			“I liked having you telling me what to do. It felt like... structure.”

			“I’ve heard people say that about bootcamp,” I quipped.

			She shook her head and smiled. “Why do you have to make it sound unpleasant?”

			“Because it would drive me sideways if someone tried to exert full-time control over me.” It had, in fact; boarding school had been a nightmare, and I’d made sure to share that nightmare with everyone else. “I’ve had too many people in my life telling me what to do, when to do it, which fork to use... I mean, you saw the world I came from.”

			“That’s true. There did seem to be an awful lot of emphasis on conformity to complicated rules.” She put her bottle aside and drew the throw around her shoulders.

			“Exactly. It’s like... the Olympics of conformity.”

			“Things were so much different for me. And not just because of money or the society we grew up in. Things were different even from how Scott was treated.” She drifted off into memory. “My parents were always right on top of him about his grades and what school he would go to and what he should want to be in life. But when it came to me, they never cared about any of that. If I got an F, it was as good as if I’d gotten an A. If they suggested I would make a good dentist and I said I would rather bucket drum in Portland, they would praise me for having an artistic nature. There was no—”

			“Structure,” I finished for her.

			She nodded. “Exactly. And I know that they were trying to do their best by me. That they were trying to compensate for bringing me into the world under such weird circumstances. I’m sure they thought that it was unfair to put further expectations on me because I was born with such a huge expectation attached, but from my point of view, they didn’t want to expect anything from me because I had already failed to meet their expectations.”

			“Have you ever told them that?” I would have put cash money down that she never had.

			And I was right. “And risk disappointing them again?”

			I tilted my head to see the mark on her neck, and she covered it with her hand.

			“Is that what you’re worried about with me?” I asked. “Disappointing me?”

			“It’s a little more serious if I disappoint you.” She couldn’t meet my eyes. “My parents have to love me, right? I’m their kid. And they feel guilty for having me to save my brother. You don’t have an obligation like they do. So, if I let you down or make you mad, you can walk away.”

			“There’s no world in which I could ‘walk away’ from you, Charlotte.” I took her wrist and pried her hand away from the bite mark. “I don’t want to be with the version of you that you invent in order to keep me. I want to be with you.”

			“And the only time I’m me, actually myself, is when we’re playing these roles.” She sighed deeply.

			“Then, let’s always play the roles,” I suggested. After all, it sounded like the solution to our problem. “How did you feel about the contract I made you sign?”

			“Good. It still seems kind of ridiculous that you went to that length, but it’s weirdly comforting to see your expectations for me laid out like that. It felt like a handbook.”

			I let those words roll around in my head a little bit before I answered. “So… what you’re asking for here is clear communication.”

			She blinked.

			“I’m fine with communicating my needs and expectations. But you have to do the same for me,” I warned her. “I’m perfectly happy to try out a full-time domination and submission situation, but you have to swear that you’ll let me know if it doesn’t work for you.”

			“And if it doesn’t work?”

			“Then we find something that does. Because I’m not willing to give up on you.”

			I doubted her shiver had anything to do with our conversation; she was naked under a thin cashmere throw in an apartment with the central air cranked.

			There was no better time than the present to start our little adventure. “I want you to go put some clothes on. Something comfortable. Are you hungry?”

			She considered. “Well... now I am. I wasn’t when I got here, but someone made me burn a lot of calories.”

			I kissed her cheek. “Think about what you want to eat, get dressed, and then you’re going to tell me about this business proposition of yours.”

			* * * *

			We waited in the dining room while the chef worked on our dinner. Charlotte had struggled with the concept of “anything you want,” which I should have anticipated. It sounded like she’d lived her life without limits, but also, without guidance, which left her floundering with far too many choices.

			She’d finally blurted, “Spaghetti!” with such desperation, I might have found it comical. But it pained me to see her so worried and uncertain and eager to please me.

			“Okay,” I said to Charlotte, nodding thanks to the servant who filled my wine glass. “Let’s hear about this business idea.”

			Charlotte glanced at the servant and waited until he left the room before leaning conspiratorially over the corner of the table. “Did you know that kink clubs are legal in New York?”

			“Yes.” I swirled my glass.

			“Oh.” She blushed and looked down. “If you already knew about that, this might be a stupid idea.”

			“I doubt it.” Though I thought I knew the conversational road she was going to walk us down, I didn’t want to step on her toes. “Tell me. I want to know.”

			She hesitated.

			“Princess...” I began with a warning tone. “If you don’t tell me, I might have to punish you.”

			She wouldn’t want another spanking today.

			With a deep breath, she said, “I was thinking about how much fun Ascend Red was. How much simpler things felt when we were there. And I don’t see why there can’t be something like that here, in the city.”

			“I have considered that before.” It had always hit a dead end when it came to secrecy. “I think it’s a great idea, but the anonymity is where it becomes a problem.”

			“Because everyone will see people entering and leaving the building,” she said with a nod. “I thought of that, too. What if it was a hotel?”

			“A hotel?”

			“Yeah. That’s what you do. Hotels, resorts... why not one with a secret, very discrete, invitation-only section for kink?” The more she talked about it, the more confident she sounded about her idea. “It wouldn’t have to be marked on anything official. You could even put a fancy restaurant in it, so people would have an excuse if they got caught arriving or leaving.”

			“Arriving and leaving through an underground entrance.” That could work.

			“What about a fleet of nondescript vehicles? They could like, secret-Uber their way there and home and none would be the wiser.” Her eyes lit up like we were hatching a naughty scheme.

			And we were. It wasn’t as if I’d never had the idea to start a kink establishment in Manhattan. It certainly wouldn’t be the first of its kind. “We have to be careful, though. It’s not technically against the law, but that doesn’t mean it’s legal.”

			“It doesn’t?” Her brows drew together.

			“There aren’t any specific laws against a for-profit kink club,” I explained. “Prostitution, solicitation, those things are illegal. We couldn’t have it set up like Ascend Red. We couldn’t pay people to have sex with our clientele.”

			“You’ve thought of doing this before.” She sounds nervous. And… apologetic.

			“It’s a good idea,” I reassure her. “I’m not dismissing it. Just brainstorming.”

			“Well, I’ll give you my ideas for free,” she quipped.

			Our food came in, and Charlotte’s eyes widened. Each plate bore an artfully presented birds’ nest of pasta trimmed with vibrant green herbs and sun-dried tomatoes, and a drizzle of pesto around the plate.

			“Do you um…” She looked down at it and chewed her bottom lip. “Do you ever eat normal food?”

			“Spaghetti is normal.” Wasn’t it? “Eminem wouldn’t have referenced it in that song if it wasn’t normal.”

			“Leaving aside the fact that you seem to be basing your idea of ‘normal’ people on pop songs,” she began, picking up her fork, “what I mean is, this is like fancy restaurant plating. And I know this was made from scratch because it doesn’t take anybody an hour to make spaghetti out of a box. Do you ever have normal dinner?”

			“This is normal, for me,” I pointed out. I wasn’t sure why I was suddenly so defensive about it; I was fully aware that our lifestyles were vastly different.

			“How about one night a week, we make our dinner,” she suggested, twirling some spaghetti on her fork.

			“Ourselves?” I tried to remember the last time I’d cooked a meal. Did Ramen noodles in a coffee maker count?

			“Yes. We can go to the grocery store, buy what we need, come back here and make it.” She took a bite, and her eyes closed in satisfaction. “Okay, but only once a week. Because this is too big a pleasure to deny myself.”

			“One dinner a week,” I agreed. “But you have to splurge on self-care at least twice a week, or no deal.”

			“Self-care?” She gestured with a rapid flick of her middle finger. “Because I do that more than twice a week.”

			“No, I mean stuff like massages, meditation, facials…”

			She snorted. “I get most of my facials from you.”

			I needed the dragon to battle this deflection. “You’re not going to get out of this one, princess. I order you to do something decadent for yourself at least twice a week. Even if you’re worried that it’s too expensive. Even if you feel guilty about the cost or time spent.”

			She considered. “I have always wanted to try out that sensory deprivation thing.”

			“There. You’ve got your first one already planned.” The next one wouldn’t be as easy, but I was willing to set it as a parameter. “I know your friends are back in California, but I’d like you to try to make some here in New York.”

			

			“Oh god, no.” She shook her head vehemently. “No, making friends as an adult is a nightmare.”

			“I’m aware. But I can’t be your only person here.” That had happened in some of my past relationships, and things had gone south fast. “I have an established life here, friends, work, and it’s not healthy for me to abandon all of that and lose myself in my romantic relationships. It’s never worked before, and I don’t want it to sabotage us.”

			“You know…” Her brow crinkled as she thought. “I think I do have a friend here. Or, in the Hamptons, actually. We half-met at Ascend Red.”

			“Half-met?”

			“She was very, very occupied at the time.” Charlotte raised her eyebrows as if to ask if I understood what she was saying.

			I did.

			“I ran into her again when you forced me to go shopping, and she gave me some good advice. She also gave me her number, so I can text her.” Charlotte shrugged. “She’ll probably know where the fanciest places for facials are. You know, other than a sex resort.”

			“You’re so immature,” I said with a fond shake of my head. “I love it.”

			“Does my dragon have any other edicts?” Charlotte asked, her eyes on me as she sucked a noodle into her mouth and batted her lashes.

			“Stay silly.”

			That would be easy enough, for her.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FOUR

			(Charlotte)

			The alarm went off at five-thirty.

			Five-thirty in the fucking morning.

			I groaned and sat up, rubbing my eyes before checking the time on my phone. “Are you fucking kidding me?”

			Matt was already on his feet, cane in hand, headed to the bathroom. And not dragging his feet like a zombie, somehow.

			“I get up early, princess,” he tossed over his shoulder as he headed into the bathroom.

			I flopped onto my back and stared up at the impossibly high ceiling. This had to be a joke.

			When he emerged again, he was whistling.

			“Since when do you get up early?” I demanded. “The whole time I’ve been with you—”

			“The whole time you’ve been with me, I’ve been on a vacation from life,” he pointed out. “I’m ready to get back to normal.”

			“Normal being...” There had been a lot of not-normal in his life that year so far.

			“Before the bear,” he clarified.

			I scrubbed my eyes again and slowly peeled myself off the mattress. His t-shirt from the night before was still on the floor. I picked it up and pulled it on. “What were your days like before the bear, then? So I can be prepared.”

			“Usually, I went to bed early. Last night was an exception; I like to be asleep by eleven.”

			I counted off the hours in my head. “You only sleep six-and-a-half hours a night?”

			“Only?” He scoffed. “It’s all I need.”

			I’d had no idea that Matt was such a morning person. Or a not-sleeping person. What the hell had I gotten myself into?

			“To be clear, you do not expect me to get up this early every day, right?” Because that was going to be one of those limits he would need to respect.

			“No. I get up this early to work out.” He grimaced. “Okay, these days, it’s for physical therapy. But that’s a workout in and of itself.”

			“Physical therapy? For your leg?” I had no idea he was still trying to fix it. I thought the cane was a part of his life, now.

			He sat on his side of the bed and opened the nightstand drawer. There was a distinct rattle of pill bottles as he pulled them out. “My hope is that within a couple of years, I’ll be back to my old self. But that’s going to take a lot of work, considering the damage to my muscles from that blood clot.”

			He popped the tops off the bottles and counted out what he needed, while I watched like I was intruding on a sacred ritual.

			“I didn’t realize you took so many pills.” I didn’t know why I said it; it made it sound like I thought it was a bad thing.

			He must have worried about that perception as well, because he responded, “I kept it to myself. But now that you live with me, I don’t see why I should sneak around.”

			“Now that I...” I guessed I never thought of what we were doing as serious cohabitation. I came back to New York, but it never occurred to me to call this what it was: we were moving in together.

			He glanced over his shoulder. “Were you planning on getting your own place? Because I can do that for you, if it’s what you need.”

			“No. No, I want to move in with you.” That shocked the hell out of me.

			“Good.” He grabbed a bottle of water from the nightstand, took a big drink, tipped his head back and popped the handful of pills in, all at once.

			“So, are those for pain or...” The number of medications concerned me. Of course, I wasn’t a doctor. I should have minded my own business.

			“Pain, inflammation, neuropathy—that’s fun—, blood thinners because I’m more prone to clots now, a cocktail of various psych meds to deal with the PTSD of almost dying, and an anti-convulsant for the epilepsy I’ve had since childhood.” He half-turned to watch my reaction. “And erectile dysfunction meds, due to all of the above.”

			“You never mentioned epilepsy.” Why would he have? We’d been fuck buddies in a whirlwind romance. There hadn’t been time or a reason to discuss our medical histories.

			“I haven’t had a seizure in over a decade.” He paused. “Well... I’m not counting the ones I had in the hospital. I think bear attacks and blood clots and tons of surgery gave the epilepsy and unfair advantage.”

			“These are the kinds of things we need to know about each other.” I padded toward the bathroom. “What would happen if you had a seizure, and I didn’t know to expect it?”

			“You would call the ambulance, and it would be a big-ass hassle.” He stood and stretched. “Don’t walk around worrying about me like I’m a gun about to go off, okay? Like I said, a decade.”

			“Are you supposed to be drinking as much as you do on all those pills?” I highly doubted the answer was yes.
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