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Owned Blurb:

Have you ever believed you’d one day cross paths with someone who would sweep you off your feet and offer you a life right out of a fairy tale?

When you’ve spent your life hiding from monsters, it seems reasonable that you’d cling to a magical, fabled romance. I did. I found it was easier to look for the positive, to remain hopeful, and to sometimes imagine a fantasy-worthy life. 

I’m not sure if I did it for my sanity or to keep my brother’s spirits up. You see, Ransom Bishop is not only my brother, he’s also the one who saved me from a life that would’ve ended badly, and in doing so, he gave up so much. Since the day he stole me away from the monsters when I was nine years old, Ransom has been mother, father, brother, and best friend, watching my back and protecting me from … them.

For fifteen years, we thought we were safe, and maybe we were. But then my brother helped a friend in need, and everything changed. 

They found us.

In a world where every breath could be my last, my brother has placed his faith in a single soul—a man whose loyalty is as unyielding as the mountains. Ransom is ready to forge a bond of debt, a promise that could alter the course of fate, all to safeguard my existence. 

Talon has agreed to take me in, under one condition: Ransom has to relocate with me, and he has to fake our deaths. Again. 

Little do I know, but Talon is going to change my perception, my ideals, and yes, he’s going to change my life.

My name is Braelyn Bishop, and this is my fairy tale.




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.




Dear Reader,

Owned is the final book in the Office Intrigue series. While this book is technically within the series, it can be read as a standalone. Everything that pertains to Braelyn’s past is revealed within, so you won’t miss out on anything. You’ll find the stories for Talon and Braelyn Bishop, as well as a happily-ever-after for Ransom Bishop and the man he let slip away years ago. 

Happy reading!

Nicole




PROLOGUE

Thursday, October 31, 2019

TJ Arlington’s Halloween Party

TALON

“Have you seen my brother?”

The woman muttered something, which I assumed was her brother’s name, but I didn’t catch it.

I watched as she moved to another person, asking the same question and getting another negative response. But she was intent and not at all swayed by the sideways glances she was getting, much less the posturing by all the Dominants looking to intimidate. 

She disappeared into the fray for a moment, but I caught sight of her again when I noticed a couple of security guards making their way through the crowd. No doubt on their way to intervene because this woman had dared something so crass as to come inside without her flapper dress.

Heaven forbid.

Without so much as a goodbye to Ian and Isaac Stokes, I turned to follow the woman.

Because I towered over everyone in attendance, I located her easily, watched as she turned her question on the security guards who were already attempting to urge her back the way she’d come. While I could see them, I couldn’t hear what she was saying over the din of conversation, but I could deduce relatively well: they wanted her to leave, she didn’t want to go, and they weren’t going to ask nicely.

We’d see about that.

Several people had started to turn, drawn by the insistent commands being barked by the security guards. 

“I told you, I need to find my brother,” the woman exclaimed, her low, raspy voice bordering on hysterical.

She attempted to shake off the hand curling around her arm, the security guard clearly not interested in hearing her out.

Despite her somewhat disheveled appearance, the woman had a natural beauty about her. With her hair in a haphazard ponytail and not a lick of makeup on her face, she looked far too sweet to be amidst this lascivious and carnal group. 

Beneath what looked to be her workout attire, I could see she was on the thin side. Delicate bone structure, small breasts, and legs that went on for miles. She was a bit taller than average for a female—I’d venture a guess at somewhere close to five nine, maybe five ten—with the longest, shiniest hair I’d ever seen. And her face. She was proof there was a God, because she’d been put together in a manner that could only be created by the heavens. From a physical perspective, she was breathtaking, catching plenty of eyes as she strolled through.

For the first time in a long time, I found myself entirely enthralled by a female and overwhelmed by an instinct to protect her.

Before I could intervene, the security guard in a tacky suit grabbed her arm, jerked her toward him.

“You can’t be here,” the little twit insisted, his meaty paw squeezing her arm. “You don’t have an invitation, nor are you wearing the appropriate attire.”

On a good day, I wasn’t the sort of man to stick my nose where it didn’t belong, but I was compelled by some dark driving force to intervene.

“I’m not here for the party,” she insisted. “I told you, I’m looking for my brother. His name’s—”

“Not tonight you’re not,” the man declared, rolling right over her as he pulled her toward the front of the house.

I stepped into his path, blocked his attempt to drag her away. The move brought him to an abrupt halt, had him locking his hand more tightly around her arm.

“Hey,” she hissed, trying to pry his fingers from her arm. “You’re hurting me.”

Anger, hot and bright, erupted, and it took everything in me not to rip his head clean off his body. It was an emotion I wasn’t familiar with, one I wasn’t sure I’d ever felt before.

“If you wouldn’t mind,” the idiot in a cheap suit huffed, trying to move around me without bothering to meet my gaze. “She’s not permitted to be here.”

“I think she asked you to remove your hand.” I kept my voice even, the deep baritone all I generally needed to get the desired result.

The man sighed, glared up at me. There was instant recognition but not an ounce of concern. “I’m not here to argue with you, Talon. She can’t be here. Master Arlington said—”

I nodded my chin toward the hand still gripping her arm. “Off.”

He released her, then stepped back, his palms coming up in a sign of surrender. “Whatever. I’ve got to inform the rest of the team. They won’t be nearly as nice as I’ve been.”

Before he could walk away, I gripped his shoulder, my hand covering the entire joint, squeezing just enough to have his arm going numb. “Next time you think of being nice to her, I’ll break your fingers. One by one.” I leaned down to his level. “Then I’ll feed them to you.” 

The man howled, his knees buckling as my fingers dug deeper into the nerves. 

“Okay. Yes.” He attempted to shrug off my hold. “I won’t touch her again.”

I released him, my eyes shifting to the woman. More specifically, the way she was rubbing her arm, her expression pinched from pain.

The bullshit excuse for security stormed off in a huff, but I was more interested in the big brown eyes peering up at me.

“Are you okay?” I took her wrist, pushed her sleeve up, and gently raised her arm to study the angry red marks the bastard had left on her flawless, pale skin. 

Her eyes locked on the spot where my skin touched hers, but she didn’t pull away. “Yes. I’m fine. Look,” she said softly. “I really am sorry. I’m not trying to crash the party. I just need to find my brother.”

I motioned her out of the path of the other guests, hoping they would redirect their attention now that the show was over. “Who’s your brother?”

“Ransom Bishop.” 

Well, wasn’t this an interesting turn of events? I’d known Ransom Bishop for many years, and never had I learned he had a sibling. 

“He’s not here,” I told her.

Her eyes widened, and a glimmer of fear glinted in those mesmerizing amber eyes, replacing the determination. “He’s not? He said he would be here.”

I motioned toward the front door. “I saw him leave about an hour ago. Said he had to take care of something.”

Her hand covered her mouth. “Oh, God.”

Releasing the wrist I’d inadvertently been running my thumb over, I motioned for her to step toward the hallway. No sense causing another scene.

“Have you tried calling him?”

“Yeah, but … he didn’t answer.” She exhaled her exasperation. “He does this sometimes. When he’s busy.”

“And you suspect he’s busy?” 

She offered a half shrug. “Must be. If not, his memory’s going, because he forgot to pick me up.”

Before we could continue our conversation, footsteps sounded behind me. I knew from the scurry of feet that there was more than one person coming my way. With my body blocking the woman from view, I glanced over my shoulder, narrowed my eyes at the leader of the pack of assholes.

“Hey. She can’t be here,” he barked, glaring up at me as though he might have the mind to take matters into his own hands should I not heed what was clearly a warning. 

When I didn’t budge, he attempted to look around me. 

As though it was my sole position in life, I didn’t move, keeping her sheltered between my body and the corner, my back to the room. There was no way he could see around me unless he forced me to move. Or tried, anyway. Which he wouldn’t. Not if he knew what was good for him.

“She can’t be here,” he demanded again. 

I turned my attention back to the woman while I continued to speak to the man who was making a feeble attempt at passing himself off as security. “She’s here. And she’s not leaving until I say she’s leaving. Understand?”

Ransom’s sister craned her neck, staring up at me. I could sense her trepidation, but I could tell I wasn’t the one causing it. Nor did she seem the least bit perplexed by the jackass with the superiority complex. Since I was acting as a wall between her and the men who were determined to drag her out, she was safe from them. 

Which begged the question: what had her so worried?

“Look, man,” the guy muttered, his voice lower but no less adamant. “I’m not some submissive you can boss around. I’m TJ Arlington’s second-in-command.”

Very, very slowly, ensuring he could see my displeasure with the interruption, I turned to face him, because clearly he wasn’t going to get the message otherwise. “Well, why didn’t you lead with that?” 

The smug look he gave me said he saw himself as far more important than he was.

“If you had…” I pretended to consider it for one heartbeat, two. Then shook my head, smirked. “No. It would’ve had no impact whatsoever.”

He frowned. “I’m sorry?”

“You should be.” I lowered my voice to a guttural growl. “I don’t give a fuck who you are. I suggest you scurry off, find me the top dog. Perhaps he’ll have a bit more respect for Mr. Arlington’s guests.”

“She’s not a guest,” he argued.

“Maybe not. But I am.” I started to turn back to Ransom’s sister, sparing him one final glance. “Consider her my plus-one. Interrupt me again, you won’t walk out of here under your own steam.”

He swallowed, clearly detecting the sincerity of my threat. I didn’t bother waiting for him to walk away before I turned my attention where it belonged.

“What’s your name?” I asked, ensuring my frustration didn’t bleed into the words.

“Braelyn,” she whispered, still looking up at me. “Braelyn Bishop.”

“I’m Talon.”

As though she’d heard my name before, her eyes flared slightly before settling. Considering my friendship with Ransom, it didn’t surprise me that he had talked about me at some point. Question was, what information had he relayed to her?

I took one step back, giving her room to breathe, but I kept her shielded in the corner.

“Why don’t you try calling him again?” I suggested. 

As Braelyn reached for her phone, someone called my name from behind me. 

The familiar voice had me turning to see TJ Arlington strolling my way. 

A foreign need to defend had me standing taller, broadening my stance as I turned my back on Braelyn. Didn’t matter that I knew TJ wasn’t a threat; I was still prepared to protect her.

“Relax, big guy,” TJ murmured. “I just wanted to let you know you’ve got access to anyplace in my home.” He motioned down the hall. “There’s a library and an office that way. Guest rooms upstairs. I’ve informed my boys to keep clear.”

“You should teach your boys respect,” I stated flatly, glancing past him at the two jerk-offs I’d had the displeasure of dealing with.

TJ’s gaze skimmed my face. It was obvious he wasn’t sure how to respond to that remark, but I knew him. Well, in fact. He would take my request to heart, deal with them appropriately. TJ was not a man who wanted to come across as lacking in any manner.

“Consider it done,” he said, his tone somewhat clipped.

I offered a nod of thanks.

Without waiting for more, TJ turned and walked off, greeting another guest.

“Perhaps we should check out the library,” I told Braelyn when I turned back, gesturing for her to head down the hallway. 

She smiled, obviously hearing the mirth in my tone. While I did have a library in several of my residences, including my main estate on Sapphire Island, I still considered home libraries to be pretentious. As for my reasons for having a room dedicated solely to books … well, to put it simply, it was par for the course. Considering what I did for a living, people expected certain things from me. And though I couldn’t care less what others thought, my ridiculous wealth, which far surpassed anyone at this party, afforded me plenty. 

When we stepped into TJ’s ostentatious library, I waited while Braelyn tried to call her brother, the phone to her ear.

After a few seconds, she shook her head, frowning. “He’s still not answering.”

Retrieving my own phone, I pulled up Ransom’s contact info and dialed his number. A few seconds later, I was leaving a voicemail.

“Does he usually avoid your calls?” Braelyn asked, sagging against the wall, arms crossed over her chest.

“No. Never.”

“Shit,” she muttered, then she was on the move, pacing back and forth.

I followed her movements briefly before scanning the room. The ceiling was roughly twenty feet high, some awkward mural of what could’ve passed for Greek mythology painted across it. The walls were lined with dark wood shelving, all filled to overflowing with books. The bulk of which I was almost certain cost more than a small country. One entire bookshelf was dedicated to TJ Arlington and his plethora of BDSM-related publications. 

I doubted Braelyn would’ve been able to tell me the color of the shelves, much less a single book title, since she seemed to be studying the overpriced gold rug covering a majority of the floor as she blazed a trail back and forth over it.

“Why don’t you tell me what’s going on?” I suggested. “Perhaps I can help.”

When she stopped her midnight marathon, Braelyn turned to look at me. This time, when those beautiful eyes met mine, they were flooded with tears. It was clear she was making an attempt to hold them back, but failed when one glistening drop rolled over her smooth cheek. 

Later, when I was alone, I would ponder my reasons for wanting to pull her into my arms, shield her from whatever torment plagued her, protect her from all the evils of the world. That wasn’t an emotion I was aware I’d been programmed with, being that I’d never felt it before.




CHAPTER 1

Fourteen months later

Wednesday, December 30, 2020

Braelyn Bishop

“How long have you been in the area?” 

The question came from the handsome, if a bit plain, man sitting across from me, and now that I thought about it, it was possible this was the second time he’d asked me that tonight. Maybe the third.

Question was: Did he not believe me? Or did he just not listen?

Either way, I offered a smile, said (again), “All my life.”

Matthew “my friends call me Matty” Sandusky, my date for the evening, had been interrogating me with mundane and unimaginative questions ever since we sat down for dinner at one of the most popular restaurants in Chicago. And while the food was exquisite at this particular establishment, I wasn’t sure how I felt about it for a first date. 

If Matty— Nope, can’t do it. He’s a grown man, for heaven’s sake. 

If Matt had known anything about me at all, he would’ve known I wasn’t fond of pretentious, and this place had left pretentious a few rungs down on the ladder. This was one of those linen-and-candlelight venues, the kind you selected when you had something important to celebrate, like a graduation or an engagement or most definitely an anniversary. Not a first date. Not with me, anyway.

But the wine was good, and Matt was paying, so who was I to complain?

“Well, you should consider yourself lucky,” Matt said kindly before taking a sip of his wine.

Ha! Lucky? That would be the last word I’d use when describing myself.

“Well, I do love it here,” I admitted. Just trying to play my part.

It wasn’t a lie. I couldn’t imagine myself living anywhere else, especially since I was born and raised in Chi-town.

Granted, there was no record of that. Not for Braelyn Bishop, anyway. That name belonged to the identity I’d taken when I was nine, back when my brother decided it was time we escaped our family’s sadistic clutches. 

Not that I would share that with Matt. Or anyone else, for that matter.

When Ransom chose to hide us in plain sight, changing our names so that we could remain within the same city as the parents we were desperate to evade, I hadn’t asked questions. Not because I was too young to know what was going on, because that certainly hadn’t been the case. Having the parents I had, I’d been forced to grow up early. Rather, I hadn’t needed to question Ransom’s reasons. I trusted my brother with my life. Even to this day, he was the only person I truly trusted.

“Where’re you from?” I inquired in an effort to be polite.

“From here, of course.” 

Of course. I smiled because it was obvious he expected it.

Having met Matt just a few days ago at the coffee shop near my apartment, I knew nothing about him aside from the fact he favored long sleeves, odd ties, and cold brew, plus a few tidbits I’d picked up tonight—only child, asshole father, graduated with honors. And while he seemed more than willing to divulge more, I couldn’t seem to get out of my own head long enough to enjoy the food, much less the conversation. I was still hung up on the fact I’d encountered him every morning this week at roughly eight, which, until I’d seen him three days in a row, I hadn’t realized had become my routine. One I would be discontinuing immediately, because if I’d learned nothing else in my life, I knew that routines were what could get you killed. A lesson my brother had browbeaten into me since I was nine years old. 

“I left for a bit,” he said, continuing to carry the conversation. “Took a couple of jobs in DC, but, like everyone who leaves here, I got back as soon as I could.” 

I don’t think anyone had ever said that about Illinois, but hey, if Matt believed it, who was I to argue?

He laughed at his words, as though I was supposed to find them funny, so I plastered on a smile, asked, “What brought you back?”

“Unfinished business.” Matt waved me off, chuckling once more. “It’s not interesting, I assure you.” 

My smile fell away as the hair on the back of my neck rose in warning. The way he said it wasn’t what concerned me. It was the words themselves. Unfinished business. When people used that phrase, it rocketed up my fear. After all, I considered myself someone’s unfinished business, and every day I expected to see my mother or father or, worse, their vicious henchman, ready to steal me away from this life I’d built for myself.

My gaze swept over Matt’s face, studying the soft lines of his jaw, the floppy, light brown hair that hung over his forehead, the almost feminine bow of his lips. Like I said, he was handsome, perhaps bordering a little too much on pretty. At least for my taste. 

When I looked in his eyes, it was then that I attempted to get a glimpse of his soul, to dig deeper into his psyche. Not that I could mentally ascertain his intentions, but since I hadn’t detected any deceit when I’d first met him, I couldn’t help but wonder if I was getting lax.

Not many people knew my history, or Ransom’s, for that matter. It was out of necessity that we kept a low profile, trusted no one. When you were born into one of the most ruthless crime families in the US, and you’d since escaped their violent clutches, it was imperative that no one get too close so as not to risk revealing who you really were.

“When I got back, I vowed not to leave again,” Matt continued, still with that pleasant smile on his face. “Luckily, my job allows me to remain here most of the time. But I travel frequently.”

Doing my best to hide the nerves that were clanging loudly, I wiped my mouth with my napkin, set it gently on my plate. “You’ve never mentioned what it is you do.”

Matt leaned forward, and I instinctively leaned back but tried to hide the reaction by reaching for my wineglass. 

His voice lowered when he said, “I’m an aide to Senator Abernathy.” 

If that was supposed to put me at ease, it didn’t. Senator Marybeth Abernathy was a close friend of my parents, a fact I was aware of because I made a point to keep track of where they were and what they were up to at all times. 

Matt’s cheeks turned an interesting shade of pink. “I know, I know. Politics. Don’t worry, I’m not here to solicit your vote or anything.”

Absolute least of my worries.

I forced another bland smile, attempting to relax. I’d long ago learned to read people. My gut was telling me this guy was not a contract killer out to kidnap me and eliminate my brother. Didn’t mean one wasn’t sitting somewhere nearby, but for the moment, I wanted to believe I was in the clear. 

Something told me I wasn’t.

I kept my attention on Matt, refusing to look around, although that tingling on my neck hadn’t abated. Someone was watching me, and tonight wasn’t the first night I’d felt that way. Months now, but I’d never seen anyone. Still didn’t.

“And you? You haven’t mentioned what it is you do,” he probed with a curious smile.

“Computer programming,” I said, because it was the simplest way to explain it. 

“Is that right?” He seemed rather pleased by this revelation. “Sounds incredibly interesting.”

Actually, it sounded like bullshit, but whatever. 

“It’s not,” I assured him. “However, I do enjoy it.” 

Mostly because it gave me the anonymity I needed. It allowed me to hide behind a computer screen. In my experience, very rarely did someone interrupt you if you were wielding a keyboard and not surfing the internet. 

“Is there anything else I can get you?” the server asked when he approached the table.

“No, thank you,” I said quickly, hoping Matt would get the hint. “Dinner was lovely. Would you please give my regards to the chef?”

“Of course, madam.” The man’s eyes glittered with pride. “And you, sir?”

Matt was polite, if not a bit starchy, giving the server his full attention. He gave me the impression he was putting on airs, pretending to be in a class above his own. Something else I wasn’t particularly fond of. 

Was that for my benefit? Did I come across as uppity? I hoped not, because I’d never considered myself entitled. 

Did I know how to navigate a formal place-setting? Yes, I did. Did I know to compliment the chef for a wonderful meal? Absolutely. That was because my parents had drilled those things into my head when I was little. No child of theirs was going to come across as anything but sophisticated. However, having left my parents and their ridiculous values and rules in the past, class and status meant absolutely nothing to me.

I tossed back the rest of my wine, tried not to let Matt see how badly I wanted to make a mad dash toward the exit.

It wasn’t until this morning that I finally gave in to his request for dinner. Not because I was interested. I knew from the beginning that Matt wasn’t my type. Too plain. Too … nice, I guess, was the right way to put it. And while I didn’t want to lead him on in any way, I knew that continuing to thwart his efforts would only have him working harder to get my attention because he seemed extremely determined. So, I’d relented when he’d made the suggestion a third time, fully intending to let him know that, while I enjoyed his company, I wasn’t looking for a relationship.

Yep, it was true, we were doomed before the night started. It was me, not him. Blah. Blah. Blah.

I wasn’t in the market for a man, and it had nothing to do with the situation with my family. I had stopped looking over my shoulder a long time ago, succumbing to the theory that what was meant to happen would. Didn’t mean I was oblivious to those around me or that I didn’t have the urge to scan dark corners. I did, sure. I simply tried really hard not to.

My reasons for forgoing intimacy had more to do with my personal hang-ups.

“So, when can we do this again?” Matt asked when the server took his credit card so he could close out the bill.

I set my wineglass down, took a deep breath, as I met his stare and held it. “I’ll admit, I had a really great time, Matt.”

It was only a small lie.

His eyes cooled, his shoulders tensing. “But?”

“It’s not you,” I said quickly. “It’s just … well, it’s just that I’m coming off a recent breakup.”

And by recent, I meant thirteen months ago. 

Matt obviously didn’t need to know that.

His shoulders unknotted, his face relaxing. “I’m sorry to hear that. I had no idea.”

“How could you?” I smiled easily. “It’s been … difficult.” That was a lie, as well. The breakup hadn’t been difficult; it had been necessary.

I’d spent the better part of a year with Jake, and since him, thanks to a few unimpressive attempts on my part, I had yet to find the desire to date again. I’d had my fair share of the back-and-forth exchange of pleasantries in an effort to get to know someone before Jake had come into my life and swept me off my submissive feet. I’d fallen for a man who had called himself a Dominant. It hadn’t been one of those hard and fast falls, but I’d convinced myself it was a BDSM fairy tale, one I’d spent years anticipating. And though we’d both worked hard to be what each other needed, we eventually agreed that wasn’t going to happen.

Sometimes it took a failed attempt to open someone’s eyes. And mine had certainly been opened during my time with Jake. 

So, along with letting go of that relationship, I’d also discarded the illusion that I was a submissive, opting to put it behind me. I figured when you couldn’t find what you were seeking, it was possible it didn’t exist. That or my expectations were simply too high. And truth was, it had grown tedious. Rather than continue to be disappointed, I’d opted to make the jump back to the vanilla world, accepting that fate had other things in store for me.

“I’m sorry to hear that,” Matt said kindly, but I could see his disappointment.

Giving him a sad smile, I let my eyes shift to the table. “Yeah, well … it takes time for the heart to heal.”

I hated lying because I sensed Matt was one of the nice guys. If I gave the signal, I had no doubt he would take me back to my place, make sweet love to me all night. Probably send me flowers tomorrow, take me on another date next weekend. It was what the nice guys did. And it wasn’t that I didn’t want a nice guy. I most certainly did. 

I merely wanted my nice guy to have a sexual, domineering edge.

Somewhere deep down, I think I still held out hope that my Dominant would one day come to my rescue, save me from this mundane existence, and offer me a life right out of my submissive fantasies.

A girl could dream, right?
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RANSOM BISHOP

“What a douche,” I muttered, watching my sister and her date as they appeared to be finishing up their meal while I tried to stay warm in my car, wishing I was anywhere but here.

Exhaling heavily, I exchanged my cell phone for my lukewarm coffee, dumping the former in the center console, picking up the latter. I’d already gleaned everything I could about this Matthew Sandusky. Although he wasn’t what I would call squeaky, he did appear clean despite his relationship with the crooked senator he called a boss. From the deep dive I’d done on him, the only thing my sister had to worry about was that she made more money than he did.

“She’s too good for you, man,” I said, although no one was listening to me.

This certainly wasn’t my ideal way of spending this chilly December evening. Or any evening, for that matter. However, these days, it was my only option. Specifically, on nights my sister opted to go out. Granted, she generally made a trip to the yoga studio or the bookstore rather than some swanky restaurant on a date, but I figured it was inevitable. She couldn’t hide herself away forever, although it certainly would be easier on me if she did.

And yes, that was me being selfish. My sister deserved to have a life, and it was my job to watch her back, so here I was and here I would remain for as long as she was out and about.

If I were a tyrant, I would’ve simply locked Braelyn in a dungeon somewhere no one could find her, but I’d already disrupted her life enough. After all, I was the one responsible for putting us both in this predicament, for stirring up the past and all but painting targets on our backs again. For the past year and a half, I’d spent every single minute waiting for the anvil to drop. And when I wasn’t doing that, I was ensuring it didn’t fall on my sister, too. The least she deserved was to enjoy her freedom. 

Even if it meant I had to forego a night dominating a willing submissive or two in lieu of lurking in the shadows to ensure Braelyn was safe. Yes, I had skipped another night at Dichotomy so I could give my sister somewhat of a life. It was the least I could do. Of course, I wasn’t feeling the club much these days. I couldn’t quite pinpoint what my issue was, but I was growing tired of the drama, the tediousness associated with developing a scene, following through. Had been for quite some time now. Even the sex had become uninspired. The high I used to get from it all had faded.

So maybe it wasn’t such a hardship to keep an eye on my sister. At the very least, it gave me the excuse I needed to avoid engaging with others.

I could tell the date wasn’t going well based on Braelyn’s body language. I’d seen her do this before. Braelyn called it enduring. I preferred to say she was wasting her precious time. The good news was, it appeared the date was coming to an end, which meant I’d be able to retire for the evening soon enough. 

I watched as Braelyn pulled her cell phone from her purse, typed something.

A second later, my phone screen lit up with a text from her. I’ll be going home soon. Hope you’re having fun at the club.

I downed what was left of my coffee, smiled, grateful my sister was abiding by my request to keep me informed of her whereabouts. I knew it was beginning to irritate her, and I couldn’t very well blame her. She was a grown woman, could do what she wanted, when she wanted, yet I insisted she report in so I knew she was safe. My sister assured me she understood my reason for hovering. 

Granted, she didn’t know I was lurking in the parking lot, nor did she know that I was living in a rented apartment in the same building as her rather than the three-bedroom house I owned, just so I could be close in the event something happened. It was just another step I was taking in my efforts to keep her safe. 

Would she be pissed if she found out? Yeah. Maybe. Even my easygoing sister was known to get upset from time to time. But her anger was the least of my worries. My only goal was to keep her alive so she could run the gamut of emotions another day. 

I turned my attention to a car pulling into the lot. It wasn’t the midnight-blue sedan that had been following me earlier in the day, although I kept waiting for that one to appear. I had managed to lose the tail two hours ago, but I knew whoever was tracking me was still out there, waiting. I’d outwitted them for eighteen months, but it appeared they now had me in their sights. It wouldn’t be long before they caught me. At that point, my life would be over, but not before I endured a significant amount of torture that would be used as a means of getting me to give up my sister. I wouldn’t. Not to anyone. But that didn’t mean they wouldn’t try.

I exhaled sharply, looked back at the restaurant, waiting for Braelyn to get to her feet. She almost made it, but the douche managed to delay her once more.

I was so focused on watching her, I damn near came out of my skin when my cell phone buzzed. My reflexes had me grabbing for it, only for the fucking thing to fall between the seat and the console. It took effort to shove my hand in the narrow crevice, fumble for it, but I managed. 

And it was still ringing when I retrieved it.

Thank God. 

I took in the caller’s name, exhaled a relieved breath, and answered with a choppy, “Hey.”

“I got your message. You said it was urgent.”

“Thanks for calling me back,” I replied. “Would it be possible for me to stop by your office tomorrow?”

“It’ll have to be early. I have a day full of meetings.”

“The earlier the better,” I told him, remembering I had to take Braelyn to work. “Any chance you’ll be there before seven?”

“I will. My first meeting’s at six. Got a few minutes to spare at six thirty.”

“Perfect. I’ll be there at six thirty. See you then, Talon.”

The call disconnected.

Talon. No last name. Simply Talon. He was the one man I knew was capable of keeping my sister safe. He was also the one man I was hesitant to let my sister be around. Not because he was a bad guy. No, Talon was one of those men you could depend on in a crisis. However, he was a different breed, which was saying something considering my best friend, Zeke Lautner, was a ruthless Sadist who got off on inflicting pain.

I dropped the phone back into the center console and leaned my head back, staring through the restaurant window where my sister and the douche from the coffee shop continued to sit. It seemed to me the guy wasn’t ready for the night to be over, and there was no way he could miss Braelyn’s desire to leave. It was obvious by the way she’d turned in her chair as though getting ready to boost herself to her feet. She was just too sweet to follow through.

I hated that I was out here. I hated that I was intruding on my sister’s privacy. But in times like this, I found myself desperate. My sister meant the world to me, and keeping her safe was my priority. In fact, it had been my only goal since pretty much the day she was born. Being that I was eleven years older, by the time she took her first breath, I’d been up to speed on my family’s business, knew that my mother was a monster and my father the devil. Worse, I’d realized they were proud of who they were, living their lives to induce fear into many.

To hear my father tell the story, he was a direct descendant of the Capones, although I’d never found any evidence of that. Regardless, Frank Bianchi had built an empire by running drugs, guns, and women, as well as offering “protection” to those who unwillingly paid him to do so. Frank had no scruples whatsoever, but Marie was something else. She was a sadistic, sociopathic bitch. Somehow, I’d managed to overlook her merciless actions, right up until she decided she would give my then nine-year-old sister to the man they were promoting to underboss: Jimmy “Kill Switch” Romano. 

Nine fucking years old, for fuck’s sake. Just a fucking baby.

Ultimately, they’d left me no choice. In an effort to protect my sister from the asshole who had no qualms taking a child as a bride, I’d disappeared with her. Fifteen years ago, Salvatore and Teresa Bianchi, the children of Frank and Marie Bianchi, had ceased to exist, emerging as Ransom and Braelyn Bishop. At twenty, I’d become Braelyn’s guardian, and I’d done my level best to erase the violence of our past from her mind, to give her a life worth living. It hadn’t been easy raising a child when I’d had so little life experience myself, but I liked to think I’d done a relatively decent job.

For years, my parents and their unscrupulous right-hand had looked high and low for us, and we’d been right under their noses all along. As the years went by, their efforts dwindled. We probably would’ve stayed safe if it weren’t for my need to help those I considered friends. Because of a favor I’d called in for Ian and Isaac Stokes, I’d managed to bring the heat down on me and my sister after all these years of hiding in plain sight. 

Although it pissed me off beyond measure to be in the predicament I was in, I only had myself to blame. Yep. My do-gooder attitude had drawn attention to me when I would’ve been better off keeping on the DL. 

Not that I was all that worried about my own well-being. I could hold my own, but if my parents did find me, I deserved whatever hell they wanted to rain down. However, my sister was a different matter. Braelyn did not deserve this, and now I had to find a way to fix what I’d started.

It would be ideal for me to disappear Braelyn for a little while, send her somewhere she’d be safe from the long reach of our family. Just long enough for me to redirect their efforts elsewhere, for those seeking me to believe I wasn’t as close as I was. Which meant I had to ask the one man on the planet I’d prefer not to be indebted to for a favor. A fucking huge favor.

Tomorrow.

Tomorrow morning, I would ask Talon for something that would have me indebted to him for life, because the man did not do anything for free.

But if it meant saving Braelyn, it would be worth it. No matter the cost.




CHAPTER 2

Thursday, December 31, 2020

RANSOM

The following morning, at precisely 6:25 a.m., I was pacing the floor in Talon’s Chicago high-rise office, waiting for the man to extricate himself from a meeting. 

I was here at the offices of Owned, Incorporated without being on the schedule—or so I’d been not-so-kindly informed by the woman at the reception desk. Never mind the fact that Talon was expecting me. Evidently, if it wasn’t on the calendar, it never happened.

There for a second, I’d thought the receptionist/drill sergeant with the platinum wig and polyester suit was going to tackle me to the floor and drag me back to the elevator by my hair. At the very least, I’d figured she would call security. Thankfully, she’d made a call and gotten approval for me to be here. Or so I assumed since she’d left my hair in place and led the way to this lavish office, allowing me to wait in here without those beady eyes scrutinizing my every move. 

Teach me to be early.

Then again, it was a wonder I’d waited this long. Ever since I woke up this morning—after four fitful hours of sleep—I’d been antsy, something I was not familiar with and didn’t much care for. What I wanted to do was storm the door of the room Talon was in and insist he speak to me now. Considering it truly was a matter of life or death, I figured he might listen to reason.

However, I was not that man. I did not let emotion rule my actions—not hastily, anyway. I hadn’t since the night I fled with my sister, and I damn sure did not intend to start now.

Thankfully, I only had to rap my fingertips on the upholstered arm of this overpriced chair for ten minutes before the door opened and Talon strolled in, looking right at home in his five-thousand-dollar bespoke suit and silk tie. 

The man was an imposing figure. Topping out at six feet eight inches with a long, rangy body that was chiseled to perfection—not too skinny, not too bulky—jet-black hair sporting a two-hundred-dollar cut, styled with care and precision, Talon drew attention when he walked into a room. Hands down the best dressed man I knew, along with an angular, clean-shaven face and keen eyes the color of cold, hard steel, his presence was impossible to ignore. 

No one knew much about Talon’s heritage because he didn’t share that sort of information, but I’d say there was likely some Cuban in there somewhere, if he wasn’t full-blood. How did I come to this conclusion? A few reasons. His skin color was on the lighter side of copper, his values and beliefs strong, and he had a preference for Café Cubano. And yes, I realized that was me stereotyping, something I despise. What I really based my guess on was that, every now and then, I’d detect a distinct accent, something he’d probably spent much of his life concealing. 

Add in the deep baritone and his straightforward method of communication, and one might find oneself intimidated. 

For the record, I didn’t intimidate easily.

“I’ll preface this with an apology,” I said quickly, ensuring he knew I was not one to ask for impromptu meetings unless it was absolutely necessary. “I hate to impose, but … well, I need your help.”

Talon tucked his hands into the pockets of his charcoal slacks, regarded me closely. “I figured you’d have a long list of friends you’d prefer to go to for such a thing.”

“I consider you a friend, Talon.”

Those dark gray eyes leveled on my face, studied me before Talon finally gestured toward the chair across from his desk. “Please, have a seat.”

I unbuttoned my suit jacket, which I’d donned for this meeting specifically, then positioned myself in one of the leather chairs placed for guests. 

Before sitting in his own chair, Talon lifted a hand, motioned by tapping his index finger in the air twice. 

I was aware of a man moving toward us. He appeared beside Talon’s desk, standing tall and gallant despite the fact that he was wearing only a pair of jeans and a thick metal collar around his neck. It was rare for anyone to catch a glimpse of the sexual slaves Talon kept, but I’d heard rumors about them.

“Would you like something to drink?” Talon offered.

“Whatever you’re having’s fine,” I answered, admiring the way the man stood, as though every fiber of his being was dedicated to fulfilling Talon’s every need.

Talon didn’t speak, simply nodded his head at the other man, who in turn gave a quick nod, then reversed course. 

“How can I assist?” Talon prompted, taking a seat and leaning back in his chair.

Dragging my attention back, I swallowed hard. “I need a favor.” 

He said nothing, clearly waiting for me to elaborate. 

“It’s a big one, Talon, one I’m hesitant to ask for, but … well, I can’t think of another way to handle this.”

“Handle what?” 

“I have some things I need to take care of,” I explained. “Things I’ve put off far too long now. It’ll require me to go off the grid for a while.”

“This have something to do with your family?”

I stared back at him, doing my best not to give anything away. Like Talon, I rarely shared details about myself with anyone. Need to know was my motto, and as far as I was concerned, there was rarely anyone—save for Zeke Lautner—who needed to know anything about me or my family.

Talon surprised me then, a cunning smirk pulling at the corner of his mouth. “We’ve been friends for years, have we not? And you’re aware of who I am and what it is I do. Surely you suspected I’d done a deep dive on you.”

Honestly, I hadn’t thought much about it. “And what, pray tell, did you uncover?”

“Probably more than you thought I would.”

“Really?”

“Not initially, no. But I’m nothing if not persistent. When I hit a brick wall, I decided to dig a little deeper.”

I frowned. “So you’re aware of my sister?”

“Braelyn? Yes.” He must’ve sensed my fury, because he added, “Don’t worry, your secrets are yours. I have no need to share them with anyone.”

Before I could form a reply, the shirtless man returned, delivering two mugs of coffee. He placed one in front of Talon, the other in front of me, before resuming his position near the wall as he waited for Talon to assign him another task.

“I take it you’re not aware I’ve encountered your sister once before,” Talon said.

The admission shocked me, had me frowning. “What? When?”

“Halloween before last. TJ’s house. She came looking for you.”

She had? Why the hell had she not told me this?

“After attempting to contact you and failing, she mentioned Zeke. I tried him, got confirmation you were at Dichotomy, otherwise engaged. After I relayed this information to her, I had her escorted safely home. I figured she’d told you. Evidently, you were supposed to drive her home from yoga that night?”

He phrased the last part as a question, as though attempting to trigger the memory. Didn’t work.

I shook my head, at a loss. Who else knew about her? 

“I told no one,” Talon added, as though he could read my thoughts. “Didn’t feel it was my place.” He studied me for a second. “What is it you need from me, Ransom?”

“I need you to hide my sister,” I blurted. 

“Hide her?” His laugh was dark and laced with incredulity. “You really trust me with your sister, Ransom?”

Yes, I realized exactly what I was asking and to whom I was asking. Talon had a reputation, at least in our BDSM circle, known mostly for his lack of empathy toward submissives and his desire never to take one more than once. More interesting than that, I suspected that was a persona he’d developed for the club scene. Underneath the hardcore Master facade, I got the feeling there was something much, much darker. 

But he wasn’t the only one who knew things.

“No,” I admitted. “I don’t fully trust anyone with Braelyn. But her safety is paramount, and right now, there’s no one I trust more to get her off the grid for a little while.”

“And how do you propose I do that?”

“Hire her. She’s on the verge of getting fired as it is. My fault, of course. I’ve made it nearly impossible for her to be punctual.” 

Talon took a sip of his coffee, waited.

Figuring he wanted more details, I rambled on. “It won’t be difficult for me to delay her arrival this morning, which, according to her, will be the last straw.”

His dark eyebrows dipped low. “So they fire her and I hire her?”

“Yes.”

“To do what?”

“I don’t care.”

Talon continued to stare, so I decided to play my hand.

“I know a few things about you, too, Talon.”

He appeared amused. “Do you?”

I motioned toward the man standing near the wall. “I know you’ve got four sexual slaves you keep hidden away.”

“Seven,” Talon clarified. “I have seven. And to clarify, I prefer the term possessions. Your turn of phrase infers they were unwilling when they came to me.”

“Fine. Possessions. All of whom are men.”

“They are,” he confirmed, his smile returning. “And you believe, because I have seven male possessions at my beck and call, your sister will be safe with me?”

“She’s not exactly your type.”

Talon was now smirking. “Which only goes to show how little you actually do know about me.”

Because this was getting me nowhere, I worked to get us back on track. 

“I know you’ve got a private island, Talon. A place where my sister can safely go until I make things right here.”

“So do Landon and Langston Moore.”

“They do, but…” I exhaled, realizing he’d cornered me, and I was forced to speak the truth. “You can ensure she stays where she is. My sister can be persuasive. I need someone who’ll keep her where she needs to be. Far from here.”

“Do you want me to hire her or kidnap her?” His smirk had returned. “I’m a bit confused.”

“I’d like you to hire her. I’ve heard through the grapevine that you’re in the process of making some changes within your organization. I think Braelyn would be a good fit.”

His face sobered. “Do you know what it is that I do here?” 

Honestly, I had no idea. But based on the offices, the company was doing well for itself. That was all that mattered. 

“I don’t. But she’s flexible. She’s a computer programmer. Surely her skills’ll fit in somewhere.”

“Fine.”

I stared, the word taking a moment to process. I’d come prepared to argue my case until Talon gave in. I certainly hadn’t expected him to do so quite so quickly.

“You understand my base of operations is on Sapphire Island,” he said easily.

“Not specifically, no. But yes, I’d heard you had a private island.” Which was the main reason I had come to him. Being that Talon’s private paradise was rumored to be one of the many Caribbean islands, it was the perfect place for my sister to go. No one would find her there.

“I will do this my way,” Talon tacked on, his stare intense, as though he was waiting for me to argue.

We both knew I was not in a position to do so. 

I nodded. “The only request I have is that you don’t waste time. This is urgent, Talon.”

Talon’s molten stare remained level on my face. “And the only request I have is that you accompany her to the island.”

I immediately shook my head, sat up straight, and set the coffee mug on his desk. “I can’t do that. I’ve got things to take care of here.”

“You can handle them from there.”

The Dominant within me did not take kindly to demands, but I knew going up against Talon was futile. The man hadn’t amassed his enormous empire simply by granting people favors without some sort of compromise. For him to do this, I knew I would have to cave to at least some of his demands.

Before I could argue more, Talon held up his hand.

“It’s nonnegotiable, Ransom. Either you accompany your sister to Sapphire Island, or you both remain here.”

Fuck. 

I exhaled sharply. “Fine. I’ll accompany her, but I’d like Braelyn to believe this is her choice. My sister… Let’s just say she doesn’t take kindly to being told what to do.”

The smile that formed on Talon’s face had a chill slithering down my spine, and for the first time since I’d stepped into this office, I questioned whether or not I truly knew what I was doing.

“I know exactly how to handle it. I ask only that you be available to leave tomorrow evening.”

“I’d prefer tonight,” I declared. “My sister’s not safe here, Talon. And every minute that passes puts her more and more at risk.”

“I’ll be attending TJ’s New Year’s party tonight. Tomorrow’s the earliest I can offer,” he said simply. “You can accompany her on the flight out.”

I hastily nodded as I got to my feet. It would have to do.

Talon stood, stepping around the desk. “Might I suggest you stage this appropriately?”

I narrowed my eyes on his face, trying to read between the lines. 

“You’re a smart man, Ransom. This is an opportunity for you and your sister to make a clean break. Start over.”

Okay. When he said he knew a few things, I clearly hadn’t considered what he might’ve uncovered.

“Make the most of it,” he continued, “and ensure those who’re looking for you realize you’re gone for good. After all, you’ve done it once before.”

Surely Talon wasn’t suggesting…

“It’s the only way to get out from under them,” Talon added. “But this time it needs to be permanent. Staying here, practically under their noses, is no longer an option.”

He was right. Staging our deaths would certainly put them off our scent once and for all. 

“I’ll consider it.”

“Will you be attending TJ’s party tonight?”

Relaxing somewhat, I followed Talon toward the door. “I’d planned on it.”

“You should try to be there. It’ll give you one last chance to see your friends. After tonight…”

He didn’t have to finish the sentence. I knew exactly what starting fresh entailed. It meant I had to abandon all the friends I’d made over the years. When all was said and done…

They’d be mourning my death. 

Then again, if I didn’t do this, it was likely they’d be standing over my grave anyway.
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TALON

I certainly had not been expecting Ransom Bishop to show up today and ask for a favor. A monumental one, at that. 

I had to admit, it was a fairly intriguing way to start the last day of the year.

It had nothing to do with the fact that Ransom would owe me in return for the grand gesture I would make to ensure he and his sister were safe from this point forward. That was a given, and he knew it, but that was how I operated. Those closest in my circle understood I was willing to go above and beyond for the people who were important to me. And like it or not, Ransom was important to me. He was a dear friend, and I’d known for quite some time that he was in trouble. And yes, while I could be incredibly generous to those within my inner circle, I could also do serious damage when someone crossed me. Good thing most people tended to steer clear because of it. It kept that valued inner circle small.

Turning my attention away from the door Ransom had exited through, I lifted a hand and motioned with my finger as I walked over to the wall of windows overlooking Chicago.

Auberon was instantly at my side, taking my jacket when I began to shrug out of it. After hanging it, he returned, moving to stand where I pointed. With a nod of my head, he eased down to his knees. I stared down at him while he unhooked my belt, unbuttoned my slacks, then slid them down my hips. 

Spreading my legs wider, I gave Auberon another nod.

“Slowly,” I commanded when he curled his fingers around my cock.

There was no response, merely obedience. Being that Auberon was my possession, he did not speak directly to me. None of them did. It was not necessary, because the rule was, I gave instructions, my possessions followed them. I held a great deal of responsibility, being that I had to be clear in what I wanted, but that was the only concession I made.

Staring out at the darkened sky, I thought about Ransom’s request. What appealed to me most about it was the fact that I would get to see his sister, Braelyn, again. A woman I hadn’t seen in over a year. Up until Halloween of last year, right after I noticed a shift in Ransom, I hadn’t even realized the man had a sibling. And based on what little I’d garnered from those we interacted with mutually, I didn’t think they were aware of her, either. Except maybe Zeke, although he had never revealed anything. Ransom had done a damn fine job keeping her hidden. As for his reasons … well, I could only assume it had something to do with their parents, who, according to what I’d learned, were neck deep in organized crime. 

Despite the fact that I had unearthed details about Braelyn—date of birth, college transcript, credit score, etc.—I hadn’t been able to lay eyes on her again. It didn’t appear there were any pictures of the woman. Not even an old student ID or one from her current employer. To top it off, Braelyn Bishop had no social media presence whatsoever, which was quite the feat for a twenty-four-year-old, I figured.

Unfortunately, it meant I had to go off memory alone to fuel the erotic fantasies I’d been plagued with.

I peered down at my possession. “Suck me.”

Auberon was graceful in the transition, his hand continuing to stroke as he leaned in and took me in the blessed heat of his mouth. I let the sensations consume me as I turned my attention out the window.

Some would think I was a monster; others would find my behavior degrading. I could see how it could be misconstrued, sure. Who would want to be in a relationship like that? Probably no one. Good thing there was no relationship here. My possessions were exactly that. Things that I owned. Things that just happened to be human. There was no give and take here. It was not a two-way street. I took; they gave. My possessions relinquished all their rights (willingly) when I acquired them. I did not coddle or console them; they did not want that from me. It was exactly the way it was meant to work. For all of us. 

Sliding my fingers into Auberon’s silky dark hair, I tugged his face closer, a silent demand for more. I relaxed, enjoying the way he skillfully worshipped my cock. I could’ve had him do this for hours, and he wouldn’t complain. In fact, he would revel in the idea of servicing me. That was his ultimate desire: to please me, in whatever form I requested, while being controlled by me and me alone.

It was no secret that there were some who considered me a perverted tyrant for owning people. Even more who didn’t understand my proclivities. I didn’t make it a point to explain my actions to anyone because I honestly didn’t give a shit what others thought. Then again, I didn’t make a point to reveal too much about myself, either. Some things were better kept to oneself.

I grunted from the suction of Auberon’s mouth, curled my fingers tightly, and pulled his head forward as I rolled my hips, using his mouth for my pleasure.

My thoughts drifted to the day I’d been introduced to Braelyn for the first time. Although our interaction had been brief, I hadn’t forgotten her. In fact, I hadn’t stopped thinking about her since then. I had no idea what it was about the woman, but she’d managed to do what no other ever had: intrigue me.

I groaned, continuing to pump my hips, thrusting my cock in and out of Auberon’s mouth until the first electric sparks of my impending orgasm began. And when I could take no more, I roughly jerked his head forward, forcing my cock into his throat, his lips wrapped firmly around my shaft. I pushed in as deep as I could go, held him there, gritting my teeth to stave off the orgasm for a few blessed seconds.

“Make me come,” I demanded, releasing his head to give him control once more.

He took over, graciously sucking me harder, faster, deeper. So fucking deep. I groaned, planting one hand on the window, holding myself rigid. I grunted and groaned, my spine tingling, my muscles clenching as he milked my cock. Locking my knees for leverage, I grabbed his head once more, thrust my hips forward, driving deep into his throat and letting myself go. 

The orgasm would do nothing to sate the urges that plagued me. It rarely did. That was the very reason I had seven possessions, all used solely by me every single day in any manner I saw fit. Despite having exactly what I’d set out to have, I’d never been completely sated. Not once in my thirty-six years. But that didn’t stop me from continuing to search for what would.

Auberon did his duty of cleaning me thoroughly before I tucked myself away, righting my clothing. He returned to his position near the wall, awaiting my instruction. 

“Have Tiegan come in here.”

Auberon silently slipped out of my office.

Of my seven possessions, Auberon had been with me the longest, and I tended to take him wherever I went, with the exception of the club or anywhere that involved BDSM or the like. I’d never shared my possessions with anyone and had no intention of doing so, which meant keeping them out of the public eye. I was selfish in that regard. No sense tempting others with something they would never have. They belonged to me; they served only me and always would. Well, with the exception of the queen, I would one day have. They would serve her the same way they served me. Since I’d yet to meet a woman who was queen-worthy, we were all still awaiting the day.

When I had started looking for my first possession years ago, I hadn’t known what my intentions were entirely. Even now, those needs morphed and changed as time went by. The only thing I knew I didn’t want was a companion. A servant, yes—on both a household and a sexual level. Just not the intimacy that came along with a deeper relationship. Not with them. 

For my first human acquisition, I’d searched high and low before I came across one who checked most of the boxes. I should’ve known better than to settle for almost. Our time together lasted all of a week. Because he had falsified his intentions during our initial meetings, unable to master the strict obedience I desired, I’d grown tired of his whining, releasing him during his probationary period. 

The second lasted almost three weeks. On paper, he had appeared to be what I was looking for, but reality had proven otherwise. He’d been a little too rigid for my tastes, too formal. Almost as though he lacked the humanity he should’ve been born with. If I wanted to fuck a robot, I would buy a fucking robot. I severed ties with him and we went our separate ways. No harm, no foul.

It was then I decided my options were too limited. It wasn’t like I could go to a club and pick out someone whose needs mirrored my own. Not without investing a tremendous amount of time, something I’d never really had much of. Not even a fetish club could provide that sort of intimate detail on a member. When some searches on the internet revealed nothing to gain through that route, either, I knew I had to come up with a way to cater to those with the same needs I had, because, like it or not, I was not the only one. 

So, I opted to design a website—which, years later, would ultimately convert into an app—one that would allow both Owners and possessions to seek out one another. It was a way of bringing like-minded people together. Due to the strict guidelines I set up, it had taken some time to develop and perfect, and even now, we were continuing to tweak the process, but a determined man could and would achieve his goal. No doubt I’d been determined. 

It had been during my initial testing of the site when I had come across Auberon, although he’d had a different name back then. I didn’t know what it was, didn’t want to know, just one of several hundred criteria I had worked into the program. For me personally, I’d opted to assign them a number during their probationary period, and once I acquired them, they were allowed to choose what they preferred to be called. Within reason, of course. Male Three, now known as Auberon, had proven himself over the years, his servitude nearly unparalleled. I couldn’t imagine my life without him.

I heard the familiar click of heels on tile as I tucked my hands in my pockets once more, watching as the sky lightened, the sun preparing for its ascent. It was interesting, really, that I would have an office in such a big city when I detested city life. Then again, I had offices across the US and a few in Europe, although I spent a large majority of my time on Sapphire Island. 

“You summoned,” Tiegan said with a hint of amusement.

While my possessions took care of me on a personal level, Tiegan Shaw handled everything on the business front. She didn’t do it alone, of course. She had the help of others, but she was my executive assistant, and she managed things according to my instructions.

I glanced over, gave her a quick perusal from head to toe. Today, Tiegan looked the part of a professional female, a role she pulled off with ease. While she did nothing for me on a sexual level, she was the epitome of sinful sexuality. Her black knee-length A-line skirt showed off her curvy ass and narrow hips, while an emerald-green blouse gave a glimpse of her ample cleavage and shimmered in the overhead lights. As was par for the course, a pair of Jimmy Choos added five inches to her meager five-foot-two-inch stature. Her plum-colored hair was pulled back from her face in a ridiculous bun, her green eyes accentuated by black liner that had been perfectly applied.

“I need you to do something for me.”

“Business or pleasure?” she asked.

“I don’t know yet,” I admitted. “A little of both, perhaps.” 

She didn’t respond, but I knew she was listening. 

“I’ll be relocating Ransom Bishop and his sister, Braelyn, to Sapphire Island.”

“For how long?”

“Indefinitely.” 

Although Ransom hadn’t specified as much, I’d already come up with a plan that would ensure both could reside on the island for as long as necessary, forever if they were so inclined. If it went according to plan, neither of them would be eager to leave. 

I went on to give Tiegan the details as I knew them. I was only equipped with the basics, but I figured it was enough. I could tell she was both impressed and amused at my knowledge, considering my far too brief interaction with Miss Bishop.

“I need this to appear as though it’s her decision,” I explained.

“Understood. Do I have a timeline to work with?”

“I expect her and Ransom on the plane with us tomorrow evening.”

“I’ll get it taken care of.”

“Do understand this is nonnegotiable for Miss Bishop. If you’re unable to persuade her, we’ll make some concessions.”

“I think I can handle it, Talon.”

I glanced over, nodded curtly. “I have faith you will.” 

She replied with a smile, one that promised I would be impressed with her methods. Just as I always was.

As soon as Tiegan left my office, I pulled out my cell phone, dialed “1”, and waited for the gruff, raspy voice to answer.

“It’s early,” Zion Sisk stated by way of greeting.

“It is. And you’ve been up for two hours, I’m sure.”

The hoarse chuckle on the other end was confirmation. “What can I do for you, boss?”

I went on to explain Ransom’s current predicament, along with his request, as well as my suggestion regarding tying up loose ends here in Chicago. 

“He’ll need help,” I informed Zion. 

“And that’s you giving me an order?”

I chuckled. “You know me too well.”

“I’m on it, boss.”

“Keep me updated.”

The call ended, and my desk phone beeped.

Seven o’clock. Time for my next meeting.

I got the feeling it was going to be a long day.




CHAPTER 3

Braelyn

I was late again. 

A solid hour this time, and I knew it was going to be the last time I strolled into this building. I’d seen it on my boss’s face when he stepped out of his office to observe my approach. I wanted to tell him it wasn’t my fault, but we both knew better. While I hadn’t overslept or purposely disregarded my duties, I did have personal reasons for my tardiness. Personal reasons that had begun to affect my ability to do my job. And to live my life, in fact. 

Today’s interruption to my routine: Ransom was late in picking me up to drive me to work, something he’d started insisting on doing for the past year. This morning, he’d been acting fishy, claiming he had been taking care of something while, at the same time, continuously peering in the rearview mirror like we were being followed. When he wouldn’t be straight with me, I told him next time I was going to call an Uber. He hadn’t been happy about that.

So here I was, doing what little I could while sitting in my nothing-fancy cubicle, watching the clock, counting down the seconds until it was all over. I was surprised my boss hadn’t— 

Although I’d been expecting it, the ringing of my desk phone had me flinching, my hand trembling only slightly as I reached to pick up the receiver.

There was no reason for pleasantries, because I could see who it was. The extension on the screen belonged to my boss, and this wasn’t the sort of call where he was checking in to see how I was doing or wondering if I’d be able to get out of here early like everyone else gearing up for New Year’s.

Nope. I couldn’t get that lucky.

“Hello?”

“Braelyn, I need to see you in my office, please.”

“Of course, sir,” I said politely, although I recognized his tone. The conversation that would follow wasn’t going to be the least bit polite. 

Glancing at my computer screen one final time, I noted that my inbox was empty. The out-of-office notification was already written, directing anyone messaging me to go to one of the appropriate department heads for assistance. The only thing I had to do was click the box to turn it on. Question was, did I do it now? Or should I wait until this meeting is over?

Now, I decided, tapping the mouse button, the little check mark assuring me the out-of-office was active. I closed everything else down, took a deep breath, and pushed to my feet. Unwilling to show fear, I schooled my expression, smoothed the front of my cashmere sweater, then my skirt, and exhaled. 

I got the feeling this was what it felt like to walk the plank. You know, that moment when you’ve been sentenced to some untimely fate, whether it was by your own doing or not. Despite the fact I knew there were murky, dark waters awaiting me on the other end, I managed to put one foot in front of the other, making my way through the open room, ignoring the disparaging eyes of my coworkers as they peeked out of their cubicles to watch me. I wasn’t the only one who’d been expecting this. 

Swallowing hard, I knocked lightly on the closed door before opening it and stepping inside.

“Please have a seat,” Jackson Marigold, known casually to his employees as Jack, said, his tone cool as ever despite the tight line of his mouth. 

I didn’t want to sit, but what else was I going to do?

When I got situated, I lifted my gaze to meet Jack’s, grateful he’d opted to forego the festive New Year’s outfit he was known to sport. I couldn’t imagine doing this with him wearing those silly glasses or having his hair painted blue like last year. Was that because of me? Was he not enjoying his favorite holiday of the year—as he often told people—just because he had to fire me? 

Just another thing I would feel guilty about, I was sure.

My first instinct was to apologize, but I’d already done so numerous times, ever since Ransom put me on high alert with his warnings of impending doom. It wasn’t going to help me now, and I knew it, so I figured, why bother? 

“I’m sure I don’t need to fill you in on my reasons for asking you in here,” Jack said calmly, his voice at odds with the way his hands were clenched on the top of his desk.

“No, sir.” I definitely knew.

Come on, Jack. Just rip the Band-Aid off. Best way to do it.

Having a flair for the dramatic, Jack exhaled heavily and leaned back in his chair. “Braelyn, I hate to have to do this, but”—another crestfallen sigh—“we’re terminating your employment.”

I nodded. “I understand.”

His brown eyes narrowed. “No arguments?”

“Of course not. You warned me the last time.” And the time before that. And the one before that. So on and so forth. This man had been kind to me. He’d given me a job, fresh out of college with absolutely no experience, and he’d overlooked a good portion of my personal issues. I didn’t hold it against him.

Jack sat up, tapped a key on his computer—probably telling HR the deed was done—then turned his attention back to me. “Look, Braelyn. You know if it was up to me—”

Before he could finish that sentence, my cell phone rang. I couldn’t stop the flush to my cheeks, warmed from my embarrassment. The last thing I’d expected was to get a phone call while my boss was kicking me to the curb.

However, because of the things currently going on in my life, it wasn’t like I could ignore it. 

“I’m sorry,” I said softly, turning my phone over in my hand and glancing at the screen.

I didn’t recognize the number, but that didn’t mean much these days. 

Without bothering to apologize again, I hit the button to take the call.

“Hello?”

“Miss Bishop?”

“Yes.”

“My name’s Tiegan Shaw. I’m calling on behalf of Owned, Incorporated.”

I didn’t recognize the woman or the company, but I waited anyway.

“It’s our understanding you’re seeking employment.”

My eyebrows rose as my eyes settled on Jack’s round, fatherly face. How in the world did this woman know that?

Tiegan continued. “I’d like to offer you a position. Competitive salary and benefits, of course.”

Okay, so now I felt as though I was being punked. What were the odds I would get this call at the same time I was being fired?

“If you’re interested, I’d very much like to have a face-to-face.” There was a brief pause. “What do you say we meet for lunch? Eleven o’clock. At Brax’s. Do you know where it is?”

“I … yes, I know where it is.”

Clearly she’d taken my confirmation as agreement, because after a quick, “I’ll see you then,” the call disconnected.

“Is everything all right?” Jack asked when I set my phone on my lap once more. 

“I don’t know,” I said, still stunned. 

“Look, Braelyn. You know if—”

Because it was obvious he was going to launch right into the speech he’d memorized to let me down easy, I decided to put him out of his misery.

“Thanks, Jack.” I got to my feet. “No need to placate me. I get it. I really do.” I shot him a smile. “Thanks for putting up with me for this long. I know it hasn’t been easy. But…” I glanced at my watch, realized it was already ten thirty, and if I had any hope of making it downtown in time to meet Tiegan Shaw, I had to go now. “I’ll just grab my things.”

On the way back to my desk, I pulled up my Uber app, requested a car. No way did I have time to wait for Ransom to get here. Nor could I tell my brother I was on my way to meet a stranger. He would go apeshit.

Now to get my things. 

Not that I had much in my desk. Probably had to do with the fact I’d been anticipating this day. Due to my inability to put in a full week of work for the past few months consistently, I was surprised they’d kept me on this long. But sometimes personal things couldn’t be helped.

“Braelyn!”

I didn’t bother turning back as Jack continued to call my name. Instead, I made a beeline for my cubicle, grabbed my purse from the bottom drawer, took the small metal statue I kept on my desk—a silver tiger my brother had bought for one of my birthdays—tucked it inside, then headed for the doors. As I walked, I stashed my phone in my purse and held my head high. 

No reason to let them think this bothered me in the least. 

I figured Jack had expected me to grovel a little, to beg and plead for them to keep me on. It was possible he would’ve caved, gone to bat for me once more, convincing the higher-ups I wasn’t always such a pain in the ass. Admittedly, I’d considered it numerous times over the past few weeks. Begging. What I would say, how I would say it. It wasn’t like I could afford to go without employment for even a minute. Paying the bills and keeping a roof over my head were kind of a big deal to me.

At the same time, I’d grown to hate this place. I knew everyone was talking behind my back, making accusations, wondering why I was getting special treatment, although I wasn’t. And since I couldn’t very well come out and tell my boss that I was desperately trying to stay off the radar because my estranged parents and their psycho lackey were trying to track me and my brother down so they could kill us, this was inevitable.

Now I could only hope that whatever offer Tiegan Shaw was going to make would be worth my while. Otherwise…

Well, I didn’t want to think about that right now.




For the first time in quite some time, luck seemed to be on my side. Thanks to a competent Uber driver, I was able to make it downtown in record time, walking into Brax’s with a couple of minutes to spare. The elegant restaurant with its gleaming dark wood and white linens was welcoming, as was the pretty hostess who greeted me with a warm smile. When I mentioned Tiegan’s name, that smile seemed to brighten all the more. 

“Right this way, Miss Bishop.”

I followed her as she led the way through the restaurant, noticing most of the tables were full, even this early on a Thursday. Then again, I’d heard good things about this place, most of which had come from my brother. Brax’s was owned by world-renowned chef Braxton McBride, who happened to be one of two submissives Zeke Lautner had claimed as his own. And while I didn’t spend a lot of time with Zeke, he was the only friend of Ransom’s who actually knew of my existence. I wasn’t sure exactly how long Brax’s had been open, but I knew it had been making the rounds in the culinary circuit as the best steakhouse in Chicago. 

As I approached a table near the window, a striking woman got to her feet, smiling. And holy heavens, was she striking. From her wine-red hair to her nearly perfect bone structure, highlighted by meticulously applied makeup on her flawless skin. Her lips were full, painted a matte maroon/purple, the same color as her hair, her glittering green eyes matching the button-down blouse she wore. 

No way to deny I was a bit intimidated by her. Who wouldn’t be?

“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Miss Bishop,” Tiegan said, her words spoken with a conciseness that seemed at odds with her beauty. There was no accent, no drawl or twang, nothing obscuring the perfect cadence of her voice.

When Tiegan held out her hand in greeting, I shook it, not at all surprised by the firm grip. Definitely no floppy wrist for this woman. She oozed sex appeal and dominance in a way that I was familiar with, thanks to my brother. Traits I had no hope of mastering, even if I’d had the desire to try.

“Please, have a seat.” Tiegan motioned toward the chair across from her.

While I got situated, Tiegan rattled off a wine order and requested the waitress give us a few minutes to make our meal selection. 

It didn’t surprise me that the waitress didn’t ask me if there was something I preferred. Tiegan had taken control, and unless I spoke up, that was how this lunch meeting would continue, I figured. Something else I was familiar with thanks to my brother. It didn’t bother me. Not in the least. My naturally submissive side sought someone who would make those decisions for me. Even if it was a woman who would likely become my boss.

“If you don’t mind me asking,” I prompted, attempting to relax a little, “how do you know me?”

“Through an acquaintance of your brother.”

Well, that told me nothing at all. My brother had a lot of acquaintances.

“How did you know I was seeking employment?” That definitely wasn’t something she could’ve learned from any acquaintance because it hadn’t been fact until moments before Tiegan had called me.

“I keep my ear to the ground.” Her plump lips drew back, bright white teeth flashing. “And when there’s something the boss wants, I make sure I’m prepared to acquire it.”

“You’re not the boss?” 

Those green eyes glittered all the more. “Depends on who you ask. But no, I do not own the company.”

“You said you work for Owned, Incorporated?” 

“Yes. I’m going to assume you haven’t heard of it.”

“No.” I forced a smile. “I’m sorry, I haven’t.”

A sommelier appeared, pouring wine while we continued to talk.

“I would’ve been surprised if you had,” Tiegan said.

“Why’s that?”

Without being prompted, Tiegan performed all those fancy tricks wine connoisseurs did when preparing to drink—swish, swirl, study—then took a sip and considered it a moment. When she finally nodded toward the man awaiting her approval, he filled both glasses, offered a smile, and left us alone again.

“Let’s just say we cater to a specific clientele.” 

“What is it that you do?”

Tiegan waved a manicured hand. “All in due time, Miss Bishop.”

I took a sip of wine—it was dry and a little bitter—as I attempted to gather my thoughts. Tiegan didn’t rush me, simply remained calm and cool, waiting for me to make the next move while I did the same.

Clearly she wasn’t going to cave, so I did because I was confused as to how I might fit into whatever role she had slated for me.

“If you’re not going to enlighten me, what is it you want me to do for your company?” 

“We have several positions open, including one dealing with web and app coding.”

Well, she knew what I did, at least. 

The waitress appeared, setting down two glasses of ice water and retrieving her notepad. 

“Do you know what you’re having?” Tiegan asked, her shoulders squared, her keen gaze raking over me.

My eyes lowered as I opened the fancy leather-bound menu and quickly scanned it. While I did, Tiegan rattled off her order. When she was finished, I hadn’t yet made up my mind, so I opted to have a salad. Simple, easy. 

“May I ask how you heard about my … uh … professional skills?” I asked when the waitress left us.

“Like I said, I travel in the same circles as your brother,” Tiegan answered. 

Yes, those were alarm bells beginning to ring in my head.

“So Ransom told you about me?”

“In a roundabout way, yes.” 

Although I had decided long ago I wouldn’t look for trouble around every corner, I couldn’t deny when someone made me wary. And this woman fit the bill, especially after that admission.

“Ransom doesn’t tell anyone about me,” I stated, keeping my voice low and even.

Tiegan didn’t seem fazed by my statement. “I’m well aware of that, Miss Bishop. And until today, I was unaware of your existence.”

Sitting up straight, I realized I was going to have to show some backbone, or this woman was going to talk in circles for the rest of our meal. As much as I appreciated her inviting me here, making an offer at the most opportune time, I needed to know some specifics.

“I don’t want to waste your time or mine, Miss Shaw,” I said softly. “But if I’m to entertain a job offer, I really do need some details.”

At that moment, my phone buzzed.

I glanced over to where it sat on the table. The screen lit up with an incoming text message. It was from a blocked number, and there were no words. Only numbers.

“That’s the first detail. Your starting salary,” Tiegan noted. “Go ahead, take a look.”

I picked up my phone, pulled up the text, and stared at it, almost certain my eyes were playing tricks on me. I was pretty sure there was one too many numbers in front of that decimal point.

I frowned, glancing back at Tiegan. A dozen questions hung precariously on the tip of my tongue, but I didn’t know which one to ask first.

“As always,” Tiegan said with a smile, “it’s negotiable, but we believe it’s fair.”

Fair? That was an understatement. I didn’t make a third of that in my current … er … my previous job. 

“The rest I’ll provide at the interview,” Tiegan said.

“Interview?” I was sincerely confused. I thought she’d offered me the job.

“Unless you’re opposed to it,” Tiegan added. 

Was I? I honestly did not know.

I found myself saying, “No. No, of course not.” I needed a job, and this was a prospect I couldn’t turn down.

“How does tomorrow evening sound? It’s a bit untraditional, but I think you’ll do fine.”

Untraditional? What did that mean? 

I didn’t bother to ask. Something told me Tiegan Shaw wasn’t going to be forthcoming with details.

Tiegan’s head tilted slightly. “Is this something you believe you’re interested in, Miss Bishop?”

Since I didn’t have anything on my agenda for the foreseeable future, aside from a job hunt, it wasn’t like I could very well tell her I wasn’t available, so I answered with, “Of course. Yes.”

Tiegan smiled. “Good. The private jet will be waiting for you at four o’clock tomorrow afternoon.”

I was pretty sure my breath lodged somewhere in my sternum, but I managed to squeak out, “Private jet?”

Tiegan’s smile flashed brilliantly. “Trust me, if you’re impressed by that, Miss Bishop, you’re in for a serious treat.”




CHAPTER 4

Braelyn

Evening rolled around, and while everyone was getting ready to ring in the new year with friends and family, I was at home. Alone.

Not that I minded much. Dressed in my most comfy attire—baggy sweats, an oversized, long-sleeve T-shirt, and thick wool socks—I was in the one place I felt I could relax, breathe, and not worry someone might be watching me.

I was standing in my kitchen, my laptop open on the counter, a recently made ham and cheese on rye sitting on a paper plate beside it. It was my attempt at dinner, although I wasn’t really hungry, my attention torn between my body’s need for sustenance and my overwhelming desire to find out more about Owned, Incorporated. 

I had to admit, I had much better luck satisfying the former than the latter.

Just when I paused my internet search in favor of getting a Sprite from the refrigerator, my phone rang. After snagging a can from the top shelf and tapping the door shut with my foot, I grabbed my cell and hit the button to take my brother’s call, smiling as I did.

“Hey. I thought you were coming over,” I said, glancing at the clock. “Like two hours ago.”

“I’m sorry, Brae. I’ve got a couple of things to take care of.”

He sounded strange, and that was saying something, because for the past year, my brother hadn’t been himself. And his paranoia seemed to be intensifying lately. He was far too preoccupied and likely believed he was covering it well. For the record, he was not.

Pretending not to notice, I went for casual. “Should I remind you that you had things to take care of the last time you promised to stop by?”

“I know. I’m the world’s worst brother. The award’s sitting on my mantel, a glaring reminder.”

The thought made me laugh. “Careful, or you’ll be getting a real one.”

“No doubt I deserve it.” 

He certainly did not, but there was no telling my brother that. He was the only person in the world who had never let me down.

Although I was disappointed I wouldn’t get to spend time with Ransom that didn’t involve a tense car ride to and from or a very uncomfortable Christmas dinner—just the two of us sitting in his cold, lonely house—I was glad to hear amusement in his voice, even if it did sound a bit strained.

I popped the top on my Sprite, poured it into the glass of ice I’d prepared. “All right. So what’re your big plans for New Year’s?”

“Well, for one, I’ve got to pick up my costume for the party, then go to said party.”

“TJ’s party,” I said giddily, propping my hip on the counter in my small kitchen. 

“Yep,” he said easily. “One of his many shindigs.”

My brother knew I was a huge fan of TJ Arlington. I had devoured every single one of his books and usually waited with bated breath for the next. Because my brother had an in with the famous author, I happened to have a signed copy of every single one.

“Is there a theme to this one?” I inquired.

“Black and White Ball.”

“Ooh. That sounds fun. By costume, I assume you’re referring to a tux?”

“I am.”

“What about a date?”

“Not this year.” There was some rustling on his end of the line. “You should come with me.”

With my glass halfway to my mouth, I paused, frowned. Ransom had never—not one single time—invited me to anything that would involve the people he associated with. Why would he start now?

“I’m kidding,” Ransom said quickly, chuckling. 

Setting my glass down, I exhaled my relief. “Thank God. I have absolutely no desire to dress up, even if it’s glam, for some fetish party.”

“You don’t have to dress up,” he said, his tone amused. “Submissives don’t get to wear clothes.”

I nearly choked as I swallowed. “Very disturbing, Ransom. And you and I both know, a submissive I am not.”

“Considering you never gave it half a chance…” He chuckled, quickly tacking on, “Not that you’ll hear me complaining. Last thing I want is my baby sister to be some Dominant’s play toy.”

He always said that, and while I suspected there was truth to that statement, Ransom had always encouraged me to do what made me happy. It wasn’t that we’d talked at length about Domination and submission or my curiosity regarding it; however, he had always been there to answer my questions, insisting that if I opted to pursue that sort of lifestyle, it was imperative I understood it. For Ransom, sex was a biological necessity, and he was not embarrassed discussing it the way that I was.
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