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        Thank you to the friends who keep me company all day, every day.

        Jennifer Cooper. Linda Pantlin Dunn, Victoria Heaney, Kim Kriel, Melinda Parker, Christine Russo, I appreciate you so very much.

        Also to Bethan Erias. You make me smile.

        And Trisha Bowers. Friends for how long now? Your support has meant the world through the years.

        And Bev, you asked me to remember you twirling. I promise you, I am. The image of you smiling in that dress makes me smile. But damn it, I still miss you every single day.
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        Ingredients:

        1 cup canned pumpkin purée

        2 eggs

        1/3 cup melted coconut oil (or butter)

        1/2 cup maple syrup (or honey)

        1 tsp vanilla extract

        1 3/4 cups gluten-free all-purpose flour (with xanthan gum)

        1 tsp baking soda

        1/2 tsp baking powder

        1/2 tsp salt

        1 1/2 tsp pumpkin pie spice

      

        

      
        Optional: mini chocolate chips or chopped walnuts. (I vote yes on the chocolate chips!)

      

      

      

      
        
        Instructions:

        Preheat oven to 350°F.

      

        

      
        Line or grease a muffin tin.

      

        

      
        In a large bowl, whisk pumpkin, eggs, oil, syrup, and vanilla until smooth.

      

        

      
        In another bowl, mix flour, baking soda, baking powder, salt, and pumpkin pie spice.

      

        

      
        Add dry ingredients to wet and stir until just combined. Fold in add-ins, if using.

      

        

      
        Fill muffin cups 3/4 full.

      

        

      
        Bake for 18–22 minutes or until a toothpick comes out clean.

      

        

      
        Cool for 10 minute…if you can wait that long. (I can’t! LOL)

      

        

      
        Pair with your favorite coffee, tea, or a glass of milk. (Americano for me, please.)
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        Xavier

      

      

      I don’t answer the call.

      It’s a Manhattan area code that’s not in my contact list. Only certain people are allowed to have my private number.

      The phone buzzes again, insistent, like a mosquito’s whine. No doubt a bottom-feeder reporter sniffing around, or some junior analyst looking to make a name for themselves by catching me off guard. They want a quote, a slip, a single word they can twist for a headline that writes itself.

      I let it ring.

      Confirming they’ve reached me is more than they deserve.

      If Celeste—the PR sorceress I’m selling my soul to—knew that someone got even this close, she’d flay them alive before breakfast. She’d call it a loose thread, and Celeste doesn’t leave threads.

      I slide the phone into my pocket as the elevator glides to a stop at the penthouse of the Sterling Uptown’s crown jewel: a fortress of glass, marble, and secrets that don’t leave when you sign the check.

      Since reporters have set up an encampment outside my gated community, this has become my sanctuary. Doesn’t matter that they can’t get in. The neighbors don’t like having their movements watched, and neither do I.

      When the doors slide open with a gentle chime, I enter my temporary residence.

      By my standards, I’m home early. I have the night off from obligatory smiles and the narrative Celeste has been spinning.

      Here there are no cameras, no one shouting questions, demanding to know if the Lockhart family really trusts me with their precious legacy. And thankfully there’s no Celeste at my elbow, murmuring the script I’ll never stick to.

      It’s just me.

      Treasured silence.

      What I want now is a bed big enough to drown in and a bottle of Bonds whiskey that’s older than my worst enemies.

      As I walk, I roll my shoulders that are tight from hours of pretending to be a man I’m not. I’m so deep in my head; I almost miss it.

      The scent.

      Not the usual tang of cleaning supplies and freshly laundered bedding.

      Instead, it’s softer. Warmer.

      Feminine.

      The fuck?

      On guard, eyes narrowed, I walk through the opulent rooms.

      Then I stop dead.

      There’s a woman in my bed.

      For one perfect, razor-edged second, I think: This is a setup. A test.

      The media already calls me the predator king—the man who devours interns, rivals, and enemies alike. So this? A girl tucked up in my sheets like an unopened gift?

      Celeste’s voice flickers through my skull, low and cold: “They’ll bait you if they can’t bury you, Blackwell. Keep your dick in your pants.”

      Careful, my motions tightly controlled, I move forward.

      She’s curled on her side with a hand tucked under her cheek. Her lips are parted, and her breathing is slow and deep. A shoe dangles from one foot.

      God help me, her skirt’s hiked up just enough to show the curve of her thigh, pale and soft against the dark sheets.

      Then I notice it. Her uniform.

      Black skirt. White button-down shirt.

      Housekeeping.

      She’s not bait. Not a bribe. Or is this part of the act?

      I scan the room. The drawer I left half open is still in the exact same position. The folder on the nightstand with a printout of the latest projections related to the Lockhart acquisition doesn’t seem to have been moved.

      Next I glance at my favorite pair of cuff links. Near as I can tell, they’re where I left them, both owl emblems facing toward me. In the overhead light, an emerald eye winks. The watch my father left me when he died is nearby. Either of those items would be worth a year of her paycheck.

      So she’s not here to steal.

      I shrug out of my jacket and toss it onto the back of a nearby chair. She doesn’t stir.

      Quietly I move in closer.

      I reach for her shoulder—then I freeze.

      Fuck me.

      I know her.

      It hits like a slap, memory flaring to life behind my eyes: a conference room three years ago. Glass walls, a dozen men twice her age, a young woman in a prim pencil skirt, defiance in her cornflower-blue eyes.

      Seraphina Goddamn Hollis.

      The intern who called bullshit in front of the board. The girl who humiliated me with facts and made men twice her age glance my way like maybe I didn’t deserve the crown.

      I should’ve handled it behind closed doors.

      Instead, I fired her on the spot. Let the world think she’d betrayed me. Let her name carry the weight of my mistake.

      And I’ve thought about her every fucking day since.

      My first instinct is to wake her. Tear into her. Drag answers from that soft throat.

      Because she’s looked at my secrets before, and she nearly buried me.

      I should hate her.

      But looking at her now—hair falling loose around her face, fingers curled like she’s dreaming of something better—hate feels like the wrong word.

      A soft sound slips from her lips, and she shifts gently. Her lashes flutter.

      Her eyelids fly open, and uncertainty races through their depths, swift and hard.

      Frantically she scrambles back toward the headboard, away from me, losing her remaining shoe. It clatters loudly off the hardwood.

      “Oh my God.” Her voice is frightened and panicked. “I’m sorry… I didn’t—” Hurrying to concoct a story? “I thought this suite was empty, that the guest had checked out.”

      Maybe realizing she’d trapped herself, she tries to get off the bed, but her feet tangle, sending her sprawling back onto the mattress.

      Once more, she attempts to escape, and I clamp my hand on her shoulder, holding her in place.

      Shaking me off, she shoots herself back again until her spine hits the headboard.

      “What are you doing in here?” I take a step toward her, and she shrinks back a little more. “Don’t lie to me.”

      She’s fully awake now, and her eyes are filled with the recognition of who I am and the terror she’s trying to swallow down.

      “What were you doing here?” My tone stays soft. Too soft. Predatory. “Looking to finish the job you started? Find a story you can sell?”

      “No.” She shakes her head. “Absolutely not.”

      “Or is it money? I have personal effects in this room that are worth more than you’ll see in five years.” I tilt my head, letting the silence slice into her.

      To my surprise, fury blazes in her eyes. Is she reckless?

      “I’ll call security. You can answer them if you don’t want to speak to me.”

      “Security? Why? You know damn well I didn’t touch your belongings, Black—Blackwell.”

      “You know who I am.” I catch her wrist before she can bolt. Her pulse falters under my thumb.

      To her credit, she doesn’t deny it. She’s brave. Always has been. Brave enough to stand in front of my board and call me out. Brave enough to lie down in the devil’s bed and pray he wouldn’t catch her.

      My pretty little captive attempts to rip her wrist free, but I won’t let her go. She’ll need a lot more strength than that to get away from me.

      Ever so slightly, she trembles. Good. “The truth, Ms. Hollis. Now.”

      She squeezes her eyes shut briefly, then meets my gaze. “Look… I know you don’t want to believe me. I picked up a shift to cover for a friend.”

      Possible. Deception has consequences.

      And yet…I know it’s the first time she’s done this, at least to me. If Seraphina was in my room before, I’d know it. Her feminine, vanilla scent is unmistakable and sweet, much like the memory of ruin. Like a forbidden taste I shouldn’t crave.

      “If anyone finds out, she could lose her job.”

      Celeste would tell me this isn’t my problem, that I should call security and be done with her. That standing here is a headline waiting to happen. “You can’t afford any fuckups, Xavier. Keep your dick in your pants.”

      I should listen.

      Should.

      I lift her wrist to my mouth. Let her feel my breath. And the shiver that races through her when my lips graze that frantic pulse. “You fell asleep in my bed.”

      “It was an accident.”

      “Was it?”

      I let her wrist slide from my grip. Then I lightly drag my knuckles over the inside of her forearm.

      She shivers again. Good.

      I drop my gaze to her skirt, rumpled high on her thighs. “You know what happens now?”

      She shakes her head, breathless. “No.”

      “You have a choice, little troublemaker.” I lean in, my mouth grazing her ear. “You can leave, and I’ll make the call to security. Your friend loses her job. And you’ll be banned from all Sterling Hotels for life.” I shrug. “Maybe go to jail.” I’d never let it get that far. “Or…”

      Her voice is a soft, soft whisper. “Bastard.”

      “You pay the debt you owe me.” I let my offer slide under her skin.

      Her eyes narrow. “Pay? How?”

      I smile, slow and dark. “I think you know how.”

      She stares. “You can’t mean…” Her soft pink tongue darts out to wet her lips.

      Does she realize she’s squeezing her thighs together? “Naughty girls get punished.”

      “What in the actual hell?” She blinks. “What are you talking about?” Her voice squeaks as she breaks the word into two pieces.

      “I think a spanking is in order, don’t you?”

      “A… Are you kidding me?” She tips her head to one side as if I’ve gone mad. “You don’t want…?”

      “Sex?”

      I’m man enough not to turn it down if she offered. I’d love nothing more than to be buried balls-deep inside her gorgeous body. But I’ve never had to use threats to get a woman to sleep with me. No way will she be the first.

      “Uhm, how hard?” She clears her throat and tries again. “The spanking, I mean. How hard would it be?”

      Better me than security? “Oh, Seraphina…” I drag the words over her throat, my mouth barely grazing her skin. “I guarantee you’ll feel it.”

      “I don’t think—” Her voice breaks. “I can’t. I mean…” Furiously she blushes. “I’ve never been spanked.”

      I stand to take in her whole, gorgeous body. She looks different in this maid’s getup. I’ve been accustomed to seeing her in slim-fitting skirts with crisp, sensible blazers. “Until now, you’ve always been a good girl?”

      Her flush deepens. She’s fire to my ice.

      “You didn’t say no.” I let the words wrap tight around her. “You’re wondering what it might be like. Aren’t you?”

      “Absolutely not.” She shakes her head desperately.

      Are you lying to yourself, my little troublemaker?

      Betraying herself, her gaze flicks to my belt buckle. Her pupils go wide.

      I decide to push her. “Not even the least bit curious?”

      “To have your hands on me? Absolutely not.” But she presses her knees together more tightly.

      “You are a pretty little liar, Ms. Hollis. I expected more from you.” My cock throbs at the flush that spreads down her neck. “Submit to me. You might find you like it.”

      “Never.” But her pulse flutters against my fingers as if she’s mere seconds from begging for my touch.

      “I assure you, you’ll enjoy it.”

      Defiantly she tilts her chin as if to say, We’ll see about that.

      I make a show of walking to my jacket and grabbing my cell phone.

      She sighs deeply. “If I go through with this horrible thing, you promise you won’t call security?”

      “You have my word.”

      “For what that’s worth. You do have a reputation, Mr. Blackwell.”

      “You’ve mortally wounded me.” I drop my phone back into my pocket.

      “Hypothetically how would this farse work? Like would I have to get over your lap or something?”

      At the suggestion, my cock presses even more insistently against my zipper.

      I’m not sure I could survive that and remain a gentleman. “Not at all.” Leaning in, I brush my lips over the shell of her ear. “I’d have you kneel up on the bed. Face down.”

      She sucks in a tiny breath. “I can’t⁠—”

      “You can. And if you’re honest with yourself, you’d admit that part of you wants to.”

      “No.” She shakes her head fast, hair falling around her face. But her traitorous eyes flick to the bulge straining my zipper.

      I know what she’s picturing. She’s wondering how it’ll feel as my hand lands on the swell of her ass. The heat. The inevitable pain.

      But she has no idea about the way she’ll drip for me afterward. Or the temptation to ask for more. “To be clear, you’re not being coerced. This is strictly your choice.”

      “No. It’s really not. You or security.”

      Acknowledging her point, I incline my head. “The door’s over there. Use it, and you’ll never hear from me again.” Now I’m a dirty fucking liar. I’ll never let her go.

      There’s silence that’s heavy and unbroken except for the whisper of the penthouse’s air-conditioning. “What will it be?”

      Seraphina exhales hard, and I know it’s more from resignation than fear.

      “You can walk out. Or you can pay your debt.”

      With more than a little touch of defiance, she meets my gaze. “I’m keeping my panties on.”

      I grin. Good girl. “That will be your only protection from me, little troublemaker.”

      For a few moments, she remains where she is before exhaling in annoyance and moving her body into position, kneeling, offering her rear to me.

      Fuck.

      My cock throbs like it never has before. “I’m waiting.”

      “For what?”

      When I don’t respond, she glances over her shoulder. I fold my arms.

      “For you to bunch your skirt around your waist.”

      “You’re an overbearing ass, Mr. Blackwell.”

      I don’t react. Frankly that’s the nicest thing anyone has said about me in the last six months.

      Facing away from me, she lowers her forehead to the bedding. Then she lifts her skirt, inch by inch, slowly revealing her shapely thighs.

      As my mouth dries, she bares the swell of her ass to me.

      Her panties are silky, a little scrap of pink that are already damp.

      Well, well, Seraphina Hollis.

      I palm the curve of her ass. It’s as smooth as it is soft. Fucking perfect. “Are you my good girl?”

      “No!”

      At her protest, I press a hand to her upper back. “But you are. So very good.”

      “Fuck off, Mr. Blackwell.”

      I laugh. Damn, her fierceness is something I need in my life.

      Once more, she tries to push herself off the mattress. “Remain in position. Good girls stay where they’re supposed to. And you want to be good for me, don’t you?” I press her down even harder, tilting her rear higher. “Offer yourself to me. Wiggle your hips.”

      “This is good enough.”

      “The sooner you do as you’re told, like a good girl, the sooner this will be over with.”

      Even from where I’m standing, I see her clench her jaw.

      “Can’t you just—you know—do it?”

      “Of course I can. But I think you know that I do things on my terms.”

      “No kidding.”

      “Now wiggle your ass.”

      “I want to be clear that this is under duress.”

      “Duly noted.”

      Still, she hesitates for a few more seconds, and I wonder if she’ll refuse to obey me. But… Her panties are even damper now.

      God. If I’d known she liked getting spanked when she worked for me…

      Good thing I didn’t, or I’d be facing an even worse PR nightmare. If that’s even possible.

      Very slowly she sways her hips from side to side.

      “Nice start. Now beg for it.”

      “To be spanked? You’re out of your ever-living mind.”

      Very definitely.

      “Are you trying to make this last all night?”

      Fighting back a grin, I shrug. “Right now, everything is in your court, Ms. Hollis. This will take as long as you want it to.” But I’m not inclined to hurry. I’m savoring every sexy moment.

      An unbearably long time passes before she speaks. “Please…”

      “That’s it, little troublemaker. Beg louder.”

      Stubbornly she shakes her head.

      “Say it. Let me hear it.”

      “Damn it.” But then she obeys.

      And her sweet plea nearly breaks me.

      Part of me wishing she’d stalled a little longer, I lean in to caress her butt cheeks.

      With a gasp, she glances back at me. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?”

      “Bringing blood flow to the area.” I rub harder. Then much harder. “It will prevent you from getting any marks.” Which is a pity, really. The idea of her finishing her shift with a reddened ass is hot enough to spark an inferno.

      Finally I land a smack on the fleshiest part of one buttock.

      She arches her spine and mewls. As much as she wants to hate it, she can’t.

      “Ready for more?”

      “I’m ready to get it over with.”

      No, she’s not. Not with the way she’s rolling her hips and staying perfectly in place.

      I give her another smack.

      “Are you done yet?” She looks back at me.

      “Just getting you warmed up.”

      Taking time to linger, I increase my speed a little. If I was wanting to make a point, I’d use more force. But as I continue spanking her glorious rear end, I realize I’m making an entirely different point. That I want her to crave more.

      I slow my pace, rubbing her gently between my well-placed swats.

      Somewhere along the line, she stopped complaining and hurrying me along. Instead, she’s instinctively pushing back toward me.

      Unable to resist, I lightly touch her between her thighs, then stroke her through the damp fabric.

      “Oh dear God!”

      Every instinct I have screams at me to pin her down and push her past the point of no return—but I don’t. She has to want it. And I vow she will.

      She tries to move against my hand, but I pull back. That wasn’t part of the deal we made. I honor my word.

      Forcing myself to show restraint, I step back and flip her skirt back into place.

      As if jolted, she scampers backward and scoots off the mattress. Once she’s standing, she whirls to face me, her long, dark hair wild around her face, her chin back in its former, defiant position.

      “Tomorrow. Seven a.m. Come back.”

      “What the hell are you talking about? This was a one-and-done agreement.”

      Her eyes flash, as if she despises me. Or does her reaction to me frighten her? “You need a job.”

      “I don’t need more of…” She rubs her rear. “That.”

      “Are you certain?”

      Her mouth opens. “Hard to believe you’re even more of an asshole than I thought.”

      “Mmm.” Unconcerned, I walk toward the bar area that has the whiskey I’ve been promising myself.

      She hurries toward the door, then stops to glance back over her shoulder. Her lips are slightly swollen, maybe from worrying them. Her eyes are wide.

      “Oh, Seraphina?”

      Her nostrils flare slightly, as if she’s fighting anger. Or maybe her need for one spank? I can always hope.

      “What?” Her voice is a snap of irritation.

      “Yes, sir,” I correct her.

      She sighs, but she doesn’t repeat what I said. “Something else?”

      “Wear the maid’s uniform.”

      “Fuck you.” She mouths the words but doesn’t dare let them out of her mouth.

      Smart girl. She has no idea the consequences for that kind of disrespect.

      Like a flash of lighting, she’s gone, the lock clicking into place behind her.

      For a moment, I don’t blink. Don’t move.

      The scent of her lingers. The memory of her wraps around me. And my cock throbs painfully.

      Removing my cuff links as I go, I return to the bedroom.

      After having her there, I despise the sight of my empty bed.

      I grin. It won’t stay that way for long. “You called me a fraud once, little troublemaker. But you’ll kneel for every lie. You’re mine, Seraphina. My little troublemaker. Only mine.”
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        Seraphina

      

      

      Gravel crunches under my sneakers as I slam my car door shut in the parking lot that’s behind Poison Girl. Houston’s humidity wraps around me like a second skin I can’t peel off, but I’d rather drown in sweat than ever face Xavier Blackheart again.

      Seeing him tonight ripped open wounds I swore were scars.

      The bar’s neon signs hum, splashing pink and blue across the live oaks sagging over Montrose Boulevard. A food truck’s barbecue smoke drifts up the block, mixing with the sticky-sweet stench of spilled beer on the patio.

      The jukebox inside wails a twangy alt-rock tune. Cicadas buzz, relentless, like the memories careening through my mind.

      Before I go in, I check my bank app. $42.47. I sigh. I need gas, so I have just enough for a five-dollar happy hour rosé and a tip. Food can wait until later. As usual.

      I tug at the bottom of my faded black tank top, the one I threw on after ripping off that godforsaken maid’s uniform. With my arms bare and my short shorts riding up my thighs, I’m free of that polyester prison. I’d incinerate the ridiculous getup if I could, watching it curl into ash for turning me into Blackheart’s “yes, sir” girl.

      Three years ago, I was an MBA star, my spreadsheets slicing through boardrooms like a scalpel. Now I’m scrubbing penthouses for pennies, covering Tina’s shift at the Sterling because she’s down with the flu. And of course I run into him. The man who torched my life.

      I thought I’d never see him again, that I’d buried his shadow when the press branded me a traitor. But tonight, in that glass-and-marble penthouse, his gaze pinned me, and his voice was low and terrifying. “Naughty girls get punished.”

      At the scorching memory, my tummy plummets, and I’m appalled at the way my body reacts.

      Shaking off the all-too real thoughts, I push open the gate to the patio. Right away, Lila spots me and jumps up to wave me over.

      Within seconds, I’m seated across the wobbly table from her.

      She’s already down to half a glass of the cheap wine we both drink. I know she can afford something much better, and she generally goes to much nicer happy hour spots. But she’s a good friend for meeting me here.

      “So what’s going on?” she demands before I can even shove my phone into my back pocket. “Your text said you had a hell of a day.”

      “You can’t even begin to imagine.”

      “Some rockstar trash a suite?”

      “Worse.” I slump against the back of the chair, and one of my sneakers has already stuck to a beer-slick wooden plank.

      “A double shift?”

      “That caused part of the problem.” Exhaustion is my greatest enemy.

      She leans forward. “So tell me.”

      A server swings by, tattoos covering every bare inch of her body. She looks harassed and bored at the same time. “What are you drinking?”

      “The happy hour rosé.”

      “And I’ll have another.”

      She nods. “Appetizers? Food?”

      “Just drinks. Thanks.” I feel guilty, taking up space when I know she’s busting her ass for tips like I do, day after day.

      $42.47 flashes like neon in my mind. Gas, rent, a barely running car. Blackheart. And here I am, pretending I’m not drowning.

      Without writing anything down, the server moves off, and Lila taps her fingers impatiently against the side of her glass. “I’m waiting.”

      I exhale, not knowing where to jump in. Even I’m not sure I believe what happened. “I fell asleep on the job.”

      “You…? Fell asleep? Like on a chair or something?”

      “I told you, it’s worse than you can imagine. I was making a bed, and… It just looked so tempting.” And it was. The Sterling hotels are known for their luxurious mattresses and bedding. I mean, they’re so exclusive that they even sell them in an online shop.

      “And you’re exhausted.”

      “Yeah.” When I’m not working, I’m applying for jobs or driving around town picking up food and coffee orders and delivering them to people who are crappy tippers. As long as they get their mocha frappes with extra whipped cream in the morning and loaded burritos at night, they don’t think about the person who waited in the restaurant lobby for twenty minutes so they don’t have to. Which is why I’m going to give our server more than I can really afford.

      “I’m guessing you got caught?” She shrugs. “Otherwise it would be no big deal, right?”

      “Exactly. But you’ll never believe whose bed it was.”

      I’m saved from telling the whole sordid story by the arrival of the server with our drinks.

      When we’re alone again, Lila picks up the wine she still needs to finish. “Don’t do this to me. Whose bed was it? It was the rockstar, right?”

      I take a long drink before confessing. “Xavier.”

      “Blackheart?” Lila’s glass hits the table with a thud, her eyes wide. “Get the fuck out of here. The Xavier Blackheart?”

      That was the nickname we’d given him when he’d ruined my career and made sure I’d never work in corporate America ever again.

      Three years ago slams back: the glass conference room at Blackwell Enterprises. He and his team were pitching a massive urban revitalization plan—a flashy expansion meant to be Xavier’s legacy move. He wanted to transform underdeveloped city blocks into sleek, luxury commercial zones. But the numbers didn’t add up. The timelines were unrealistic. The cost projections? Delusional.

      I raised the red flags. First quietly. Then in front of the entire board.

      I told the emperor he had no clothes.

      He didn’t deny I was right.

      He fired me anyway—for daring to humiliate him. For making the men his father had appointed question whether the golden boy could actually lead.

      I was twenty-two, fearless, thinking he’d thank me for saving the company. His eyes locked on mine, sharp and unyielding, like he saw right through me. “You’re mistaken, Ms. Hollis.” His tone was ice, but his gaze seared, and my skin hummed beneath his attention—a stupid crush I buried fast.

      Then the leak hit, my name in headlines: AMBITIOUS INTERN BETRAYS BLACKWELL ENTERPRISES.

      He let me take the fall. For pointing out someone else’s mistakes.

      I’d been alone in my small apartment when I saw the news. People I thought were friends abandoned me. Job offers were rescinded. My parents cut me off, embarrassed by the scandal, afraid for their own reputations.

      I lost everything—my career, my future, my pride.

      “Earth to, Sera.” Lila snaps her fingers in front of my face, making me realize I’d been lost in the past. “Of all the people on the planet, you had to fall asleep in his bed? And he found you there, just like Goldilocks. What are the chances?” For a second, she sits back, looking as shellshocked as I still feel.

      We both take another drink.

      “So then what happened?”

      My cheeks flame, hotter than the summer sun.

      I can’t stop the replay. His fingers graze my spine, and his breath is hot on my ear. “You can walk out. Or you can pay your debt.” I should’ve run. Instead, I knelt on the bed, lifted my skirt, and let him…

      “Sera?”

      Exhaling deeply, I shake my head. I’m still so confused that I’m not sure I can bring myself to confess the horribleness to Lila.

      “He recognized you.”

      “Yes. And I think he saw it as a chance to get a little revenge.”

      “Fuck that. Like ruining your life wasn’t enough revenge?”

      I take another drink and wish I could afford a second glass. At least I think there’s a little bit left in a bottle that’s tucked in the back of my refrigerator.

      The jukebox fades to a mournful croon, and the patio’s string lights flicker as a small breeze stirs the air. I grip my glass, my knuckles white, the memory of Blackheart’s hand on me too real to voice.

      Lila leans back, her brow furrowing. “What did he do?”

      “He threatened to call security. Or I could accept his punishment.”

      “What the actual—?” She shakes her head. “Punishment? Who the hell does he think he is?”

      “He, uhm…” I still can’t believe the whole thing happened. I clear my throat. “He suggested a spanking.”

      Lila’s eyes narrow, and when she speaks, her voice is low. “And did he? Spank you, I mean.”

      “Yes.”

      “You need to file a complaint.

      And ruin my reputation all over again? If I’ve learned one thing, it’s that Blackheart always wins. I shake my head. “You know I can’t do that. He’d destroy my reputation a second time.”

      “He’s a bastard, Sera.”

      His touch seems to linger, searing me. I hate him. But the truth I can’t tell anyone is that I didn’t hate the spanking he gave me. “Now I’m stuck with him. He’s playing his dirty little revenge games. Told me to come back at seven tomorrow, dressed like a maid.”

      Her hand finds mine. “That’s twisted. What does he want? To keep you under his thumb?”

      “I don’t know,” I say, my voice small. “Maybe to torment me. Control me. Break me.” That uniform… It’s like he’s mocking my MBA, chaining me to his side. I imagine his gaze raking over me tomorrow, that slow, predatory smile.

      So what does he want? To spank me again? My stomach twists, fear and something darker tangling together. “I have to go back. I need this job. Rent’s due, my car’s dying. But walking in there, in that outfit…” It feels like chains, a symbol of my fall—from boardrooms to brooms, and he wants to rub it in my face.

      Lila’s eyes are filled with sympathy. “Tell me what you’re thinking.”

      I exhale as the jukebox switches to a slow, twangy tune, Houston’s heartbeat pulsing through the patio. “I thought he was out of my life forever. After the headlines, my parents’ silence, I buried him in my head. I buried that girl who dreamed of his approval, who blushed when he leaned close in meetings. But tonight, he was right there, and I… I reacted to him. Like an idiot. His voice, his hands—they got under my skin, just like back then.”

      Lila’s voice softens, but her eyes glint. “I bet he did. You always lit up around him, even when you hated him.” She sips her wine, her gaze steady. “Your eyes spark when you’re mad, and Blackheart’s got you blazing.”

      She’s right. I want to burn him down. Like he burned me. “He wants to gloat.”

      Lila’s face hardens, and her voice is fierce. “I saw you break down when your parents cut you off, when every firm slammed their doors. You cried in my apartment, your dreams in pieces. You didn’t let him win then, and you’re not going to now.” She leans forward. “Go back tomorrow. Not for him. For you. Walk in there, maid’s outfit or not, and show him you’re not that intern he broke. Prove you’re still the badass who called him out.”

      The server pauses on her way back from delivering an order. “Another round?”

      I shake my head. “Just one for me.” I’m a little embarrassed. “Budget’s tight.”

      “Another round.” Lila nods. “I got this one.”

      Without lingering to listen to us argue, the server takes off again.

      I glare at Lila, my pride stinging. “I’ll pay you back.” My hands shake as I drag my glass toward me. “I’m not a charity case.”

      “You’re not charity; you’re my girl.” Lila’s voice softens. “Show him you’re not done. Show yourself.”

      Houston hums around us—cars on Westheimer, laughter from the bar, the sticky heat pressing in. I want to believe her. I want to walk into that penthouse and face Xavier Blackwell without becoming a molten, emotional mess. But his hands, his voice… I’m not sure I can survive him.

      But I have to go back. I need the job.

      I exhale. What the hell does he want from me? And why does part of me want to find out?

      “What do you think you’re going to do?”

      “I don’t know.” My voice is barely audible above the jukebox.

      Do I have any choice but to walk into the fire?

      The fire he lit.
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      The elevator hums, carrying me too quickly up to Blackheart’s penthouse. Each floor speeds past, a countdown to humiliation rather than salvation.

      The maid’s uniform clings to me, its starched collar biting my neck.

      My sneakers—my one rebellion—scuff the polished floor as I step out at 6:59 a.m.

      I knock. Then wait.

      There’s no answer.

      Of course.

      He won’t make this easy, will he?

      Maybe he’s not even in there. Or maybe he’s sleeping like the smug bastard he is. Closing my eyes, wishing I were anywhere else, I use my key to let myself into the demon’s domain.

      Inside, the blinds are open, and sunlight pours through the floor-to-ceiling windows.

      The penthouse smells of fresh-ground coffee, and God, do I need a cup. I barely slept, and then because I was worn out, I hit the snooze button so many times that I barely had enough time to get across town and clock in.

      “Hello?” When there’s no answer, I take a couple of steps, the furnishings and modern art pieces all whispering of wealth that seems to taunt my bank balance that’s now at $12.47. Thank God I have a full tank of gas. That will get me to work for the next few days and allow me to make my food and coffee deliveries after hours.

      A little cautiously, I move forward. After all, I don’t want to catch Blackheart in the shower or getting dressed. I’m not sure I could survive seeing him naked. “Mr. Blackwell?”

      I wait.

      Lila’s words from last night echo in my mind. “Show him you’re not that intern he broke.” But after everything that happened last time I saw him, I’m not sure I can.

      Slowly I make my way to the kitchen, and he’s there, leaning against the marble counter, his tailored suit sharp against the morning light.

      Bastard makes a show of checking his very expensive Bonds watch. “It’s two minutes after the hour.”

      I bite back my reply. Do all billionaires think they own the entire world and everyone in it?

      He rakes his dark eyes over me, slowly and deliberately, lingering on the swell of my chest and tracing the curve of my hips.

      My skin prickles, and a traitorous heat pools inside me, despite my hate.

      “Good morning, Ms. Hollis. Glad to see you actually want a job.”

      He’s pushed me too far.

      I bring my chin up. “I’m sure security can check the log. You’ll find I entered the building at 6:45 and your suite at 6:59 a.m.”

      “Do you always take your time actually getting to work once you clock in?”

      Turns out, I’m incapable of keeping my mouth shut—even though I should. “You planning another punishment, Mr. Blackheart?”

      “Blackheart?”

      He roars the word.

      Oh fuckity fuck.

      Why did I let my temper get the best of me?

      He pushes away from the counter and closes the distance in two strides, gripping my shoulders, his fingers digging in, spinning me to pin me against the wall with his body, his heat a furnace searing through my uniform. My knees weaken as his hard chest presses against mine, trapping me in his orbit.

      His dark eyes are searing, and they lock on my mouth.
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