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Find out more about Tara by visiting her website www.tarasueme.com, or visit her on Facebook www.facebook.com/TaraSueMeBooks and on Twitter @tarasueme.




Praise for Tara Sue Me’s breathtakingly sensual Submissive series:


‘I HIGHLY recommend The Submissive by Tara Sue Me. It’s so worth it. This book crackles with sexual lightning right from the beginning … It has heart and the characters are majorly flawed in a beautiful way. They aren’t perfect, but they may be perfect together. Step into Tara Sue Me’s world of dominance and submission. It’s erotic, thrilling, and will leave you panting for more’ Martini Reviews
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She’s ready for her close-up…


Meagan Bishop gave up modelling after an ill-fated tryst left her career and heart in shambles. When the sexy photographer responsible reappears with an offer to pose for a BDSM spread, she’s determined to refuse – until an anonymous blackmailer entices her to accept. Now her body is again at the whim of the man who broke her heart, and she’s finding his strong direction undeniably intriguing. . .


Meagan is the muse Luke needs to make his shoot special, but each erotic scene they capture makes it harder to ignore his need to command her in the bedroom as well as in the studio. And, as their sexual tension explodes, Meagan’s arrangement with her extortionist puts both her darkest secrets and the fragile passion between her and Luke in jeopardy. . .


Before there was the fan fiction that became Fifty Shades of Grey, there was The Submissive . . . Indulge in the series that started it all: The Submissive, The Dominant, The Training, The Chalet, The Enticement, The Collar, The Exhibitionist, The Master, The Claiming, The Exposure and The Flirtation.




To my readers, who allow me to do what I love.
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Prologue


ABBY


Meagan looked up from her desk. “You found these where?” I shook my head. “It wasn’t me. You remember Cole and Sasha? From opening night at Luke’s place?”


“The submissive with the short dark hair and the hot Brit? Not likely to forget him.”


I laughed—a lot of people had that reaction to Cole. “That hot Brit actually collared her a few months ago. He also recently bought a house and they were in the attic cleaning when Sasha came across those.” I pointed to the stack of magazines.


I hadn’t recognized the cover model immediately. The young woman staring up at us from the front page had teased blond hair and ice blue eye shadow. She was worlds away from the woman sitting across from me now with sleek, straight hair and natural makeup that subtly enhanced her features.


“Look at me. I don’t even remember being that young.” Meagan shook her head. “Well, now you know part of my history with Luke. We did a photo shoot another lifetime ago.”


She sighed and organized the magazines into a pile on the corner of her desk, but she didn’t look up immediately and something lurked in her eyes when she did. “Thank you for bringing these by. I somehow misplaced my copies.”


I got the distinct impression she’d misplaced them on purpose. “I’m sorry,” I said. “I didn’t mean to upset you. I just thought you should know we found them.”


“It’s okay. It was just a shock seeing these. It’s been so long.”


“I had no idea you used to model.”


“Used to being the important part.”


I took a step back and studied her. “I can see it, though. You have that look about you. I never noticed it before, but now? Definitely. You probably could still do it.”


Meagan raised her eyebrow. “Model? Please.”


“Or anchor the news. Something in front of the camera.”


“I don’t think so,” Meagan replied. “I’m very happy sitting behind a desk. Besides, do you have any idea of the stress that comes with modeling? And I’m sure it’s only gotten worse in the last few years.”


“One could say you’re older and wiser and could handle it better now.”


“Or one could say I’d work myself into an early grave.”


“I think you’ve pretty much got that one covered with the job you already have.”


Meagan laughed. “You’re probably right.”


She changed the subject and I went along with her, not wanting to pry too much. It was obviously a subject she didn’t want to discuss.


Yet, when I stopped by her office two weeks later, the magazines were still on the corner of her desk.




Chapter One


Meagan Bishop should have taken the paper cut as a sign. A sign with flashing red lights that read OPEN LATER. But instead, she shook her finger and tried to open the invitation without getting blood on the fine linen paper. And since she insisted on opening the envelope, she really had only herself to blame when the contents punched her in the gut.


Guy Ferguson had been nominated for an Emmy and he’d invited her to his celebratory dinner. Because, as he’d made a note in his flawless script, “I couldn’t have done it without you.”


She hated the Emmys.


No, that wasn’t it. She hated that Guy Ferguson had been nominated for one. Guy Ferguson, the man she’d groomed years ago for a correspondent position doing human interest stories. She already worked for the news organization and even though she secretly wanted the job, she instead helped Guy, an acquaintance she knew from college, in his quest. She remembered his smile and hug when he’d received the offer. And in the years that followed, he’d always drop her a note when he climbed another rung on the corporate ladder.


She told herself she was settled in her executive position for the same media corporation, but the truth was, she still yearned to be in front of the camera.


Her phone rang, and she shoved the invitation into her desk drawer and answered without looking to see who it was.


“Meagan Bishop.”


“Ms. Bishop, this is Officer Smyth at the front desk. There’s a Mr. DeVaan here to see you.”


DeVaan . . . Luke was here? To see her?


She almost told the security guard that she was too busy and to send him away. But she was insanely curious as to why Luke would be stopping by.


“Send him up,” she said. She pulled a compact out of her purse and checked her hair, smoothed the platinum blond strands and made sure there was nothing between her teeth. She reapplied lipstick and chided herself the entire time.


She’d just popped a breath mint in her mouth when he knocked on her door.


“Come in,” she said.


He opened the door and stepped inside. As always, the sight of him made her heart beat a bit faster and her stomach flip. He, of course, didn’t look affected at all. Damn the man. He simply stood there smiling at her with his cocky grin and his gray eyes dancing with amusement.


“Luke.” She waved toward an empty chair. “What brings you by today?”


“Thanks for seeing me, Meagan.” He sat down. “I know you’re busy and we’re past mindless small talk. I won’t take up too much of your time.”


“I appreciate that.”


“I’ve been asked to collaborate in a book of erotic artistic photographs. A coffee-table book. It’s a promising project, but I’ve been rather busy with the clubs lately and I don’t have the contacts I used to.”


Meagan knew Luke had a side business taking erotic pictures. It wasn’t shocking he’d be asked to do a book. The question was, why did he think she needed to know?


“Sounds like an amazing opportunity,” she said.


“I’m glad you think so. I’d like for you to be my model.”


He spoke it so matter-of-factly, so by-your-leave, she wasn’t sure she heard correctly. “What?”


“I’d like to showcase you. I want you to be the model in the pictures.”


It didn’t make any more sense when he said it the second time.


“Are you out of your mind?” she asked.


“Not the last time I checked.”


She leaned back in her chair and glared at him. “I think you have some nerve traipsing into my office and asking me to model for you. Correct me if I’m wrong, but we tried that once before and it was you who said we shouldn’t do it again.”


“That was over fifteen years ago, Meagan.”


“Some things a girl doesn’t forget.”


Like having his body hot and hard against hers. His smooth voice whispering sexy little nothings in her ear.


And, days later, his insistence that not only could they not see each other anymore, but that it would be for the best if she found a new photographer.


“I had no idea you could hold on so tightly to something that happened so long ago,” he said.


“Forgive me if I’m trying to abide by the boundaries you set up.”


“Fifteen years ago.”


She stood up. Luke had consumed enough of her time today. “If you don’t have anything else, can I walk you out?”


He stood, ready to leave, she was certain, but then he looked down and his lips curled into a smug smile. “Boundaries, huh? I haven’t seen that cover in years.”


Those damn magazines Abby brought. She’d forgotten they were on the corner of her desk. Of course he would see them. Of course he would. If she’d only spent her time cleaning her desk instead of touching up her lipstick.


“Abby brought those by. Someone she knows found them and recognized me.”


His finger traced the image of her face. “Is that right?”


“Yes, your name wasn’t even mentioned.” She added that just to show him how little she thought of him and his visit and his photography skills.


He lifted his head and the grin that had started out in the corner of his mouth spread to his entire face. “The lady doth protest too much, methinks.”


“I don’t know what you’re talking about, Shakespeare.”


Still smiling, he moved to her side of the desk and stood much too close. “You see, sweetheart, when you have to constantly say something, it comes across as if you’re trying to convince yourself of the fact.”


She rolled her eyes. “I forgot. Not only are you a photographer—you’re also a freaking mind reader. Tell me, is it your experience behind the camera or as a Dom that makes you think you know everything?”


He chuckled and the sound was warm and inviting and seductive. “Now, you know I don’t claim to know everything. But I know this.” He stroked her cheekbone with the back of his hand. “I still make your blood race and your heart pound. You and I have unfinished business and one of these days, we’re going to see it to completion.”


Damn him for knowing her so well. She jerked away. “In one of your better dreams, maybe.”


He ignored her barb. “I know because you make my blood race and my heart pound and I’m not going to ignore it forever.”


She breezed past him and opened the door. “I don’t expect you to ignore it forever. Ignoring it for the next fifty years will suit me just fine.”


“Keep telling yourself that, sweetheart. No need to walk me out. I know the way.” He hesitated at the door and turned back. “We were great together once, Meagan, and frankly, I think we’d be even better now. If you change your mind . . .”


“If I change my mind, I’ll have myself committed.”


He tipped an imaginary hat and left.


She thought that would be the last she heard or even thought about Luke for a long time. Since she’d already made up her mind not to go to his club anymore, she wouldn’t see him there and the truth was, they really didn’t travel in the same social circles.


But even though she didn’t see him, she wasn’t able to banish him from her thoughts quite as easily as she thought she should. After the day he stopped by, he popped into her mind at the most inopportune times. Like when one of the Doms she casually played with happened to call. She told herself she turned down his offer of playing because she was really busy with work, but deep inside she knew better. It was because of Luke.


Since he’d mentioned taking erotic pictures of her, whenever she thought about playing with anyone, an image of him came to mind.


A week after his visit, she finally got around to putting the magazines away.


That, she decided, was that.


But two days later, she sat at her desk, trembling, as she reread the e-mail on her screen for the fifth time.






It’s reckoning day, bitch. I bet after all these years, you thought no one knew what you did seventeen years ago. That’s exactly what I wanted you to think. But now it’s time to pay up or be exposed for the lying whore you are.


Luke DeVaan has some things I want and you’re going to get them for me. I don’t care how you do it. I’m sure a slut like you can think of something.


We’ll start easy with a little test. Find out the location of his next building site and reply to this e-mail. You have three days. If you fail, you will be punished.


Don’t fuck up,


The Taskmaster








Seventeen years ago? She swallowed. She had been so certain only her brother knew what happened that summer. If the person who sent the e-mail had any idea, it could not only damage her life and her brother’s, but also ruin the reputation her father had worked so hard for.


The e-mail address was generic. She drummed her fingers on her desk and tried to think of someone she knew who could discreetly look into who it belonged to. The problem was she’d have to let them read the e-mail and she did not want to go into what happened that summer seventeen years ago.


Damn it.


She wasn’t going to the police, obviously. Not without thinking this through more. And she wasn’t about to give in to the demands. Which left her doing nothing.


It was probably no more than a game of chicken and she wasn’t interested in playing. With a nod of her head and few quick keystrokes, she deleted the e-mail.


She tried not to think of it in the days that followed, but it was difficult. She kept wondering who it could be, what exactly they knew, and what they were going to do at the end of three days. Hadn’t she always heard that you weren’t supposed to give in to blackmail demands? That things would only escalate?


At times, that thought was enough to convince her she’d made the right decision. Unfortunately, that wasn’t the case the majority of the time.


On the third day after receiving the e-mail, she admitted she couldn’t focus on anything. She jumped at every unexpected noise, looked over her shoulder constantly, and dreaded every moment her e-mail indicated a new message had arrived.


When her phone rang shortly after lunch, she almost didn’t answer it. But a quick glance at the display told her it was Abby calling. With a sigh of relief, she hit the connect button.


“Hey, girl,” she said. “What’s up?”


“Umm, I’m not exactly sure.” Something in Abby’s voice, along with her words, set off her internal alarm. “I just got this e-mail.”


Meagan’s stomach fell to the ground. She didn’t want to ask, but she had to. “What kind of e-mail?”


“It’s, ah, a naked picture of you.”


Her grip tightened on the phone. “What?”


“I don’t recognize the e-mail address and the message says, ‘Your boss is a slut.’ ”


Meagan closed her eyes. Shit. “Forward to me,” she managed to get out.


“Do you want me to try to figure out who sent it? I’m sure Nathaniel—”


“No.” Meagan couldn’t even fathom bringing Abby’s husband into this. For starters, the man didn’t like her. And there was no way she wanted him to see her naked. She shivered. “No, thank you. I’m pretty sure I know who it is.”


She was surprised how easily the lie fell from her lips.


“Okay.” Abby didn’t sound convinced. “If you’re sure.”


“Yes, completely. Just forward it to me and I’ll take care of it.”


“Let me know what you find out.”


“Will do.” But Meagan wasn’t sure she wanted to involve Abby.


Abby didn’t waste any time getting off the phone and within seconds of disconnecting, the e-mail arrived in Meagan’s in-box. She looked at it, not really wanting to open it, but knowing she had to. With a sigh, she clicked on it and watched as it opened on her screen.


In the brief moments since Abby mentioned the picture, she’d wondered what sort of naked picture it was and was horribly afraid of the answer all at the same time. That weekend with Luke, their first and only, he’d taken some shots of her. Did those pictures even exist anymore? She didn’t know, but she sure as hell would find out.


The truth, when she saw it, made her heart skip a beat. It was definitely her and she was naked, but the most alarming thing about the photo—she was in her house. And from the date stamp, it was taken this morning as she got ready for work.


She reached for the phone to call the police, but her fingers hovered just over the numbers. How could she bring up the picture without telling them about the blackmail? And if she mentioned the blackmail, she’d have to confess about her brother. Shit. She couldn’t contact the police after all.


She drummed her fingers on her desk, trying to figure out what to do next when her laptop pinged with a message.






I see you decided to go about this the hard way.—The Taskmaster








Beyond the message, what freaked her out more was that it was sent via interoffice chat. Holy fuck, did the blackmailer work for NNN? Her fingers flew over the keyboard.






Who are you? How did you get that picture? Do you work here?








The reply was almost instant.






I don’t think you’re in a position to ask questions.








She was typing out a reply when the next message popped up.






You have 24 hrs to get me the next club’s location. You think that picture’s bad, wait until your entire office sees the ones you actually posed for.








He knew and he had the pictures. Damn it, Luke. But in reality she should have been cursing herself. She was the one who allowed him to take the pictures in the first place.


Fine. You win, she replied.






I always do.








The interoffice chat box disappeared and she picked up her phone to call the IT Department.


“Hello, Ms. Bishop. How can I help you?”


“Can you tell me which employee has the chat name Taskmaster?”


“Management doesn’t allow nicknames like that.”


She took a deep breath so she wouldn’t take her anger out on the poor guy who had the bad luck to take her call. “I know that. Can you do a quick search anyway?”


“Sure, I don’t have anything better to do. Hold on.”


From the other end of the phone came the sound of typing and then silence.


“No, ma’am. No Taskmaster.” He made no attempt to hide his I told you so tone.


“Thank you,” she said and hung up.


What were the odds someone hacked into the company’s computer system? It would make sense. Especially since the chat message arrived almost immediately after she opened the e-mail. Or had someone simply hacked into her computer?


Either way, it looked as if she was going to have to talk to Luke sooner than she’d anticipated. With a sigh, she reached for her phone and dialed.


“Hello?”


“Hello, Luke?”


“Meagan?” His voice was tinged with disbelief.


“What the hell did you do with those pictures of me you took fifteen years ago?”


There was silence from the other end of the phone. She got up and closed her office door. “I’m waiting.”


“Which pictures?”


“Don’t which pictures me. The ones of me naked. Do you have them?”


“Jesus, Meagan. What’s this about? Of course I have them.”


“Can anyone get to them?”


“Not unless they go through me first.”


His assurance didn’t ease her panic. “I want them.”


“Okay. No problem.” He paused before continuing. “Is everything okay?”


Her heart had stopped pounding once he told her she could have the pictures. She took a deep breath and tried to sound normal. “Yes, it’s only someone I know had some pictures leaked and I thought about the ones you had.”


“Should I bring them by your office?”


“No.” She made up her mind quickly. It wasn’t that much of a decision: her life versus talking with Luke about his offer. “Why don’t we get together and talk about the photo book thing. You can bring them then. Can you meet tonight?”


Luke shook his head as he shoved his phone back in his pocket, but he couldn’t keep the grin off his face. Meagan called. And she said she wanted to talk about the shoot. He couldn’t fathom what had changed her mind, but he was glad it did. He knew there was a reason he never got around to telling Rick, his partner bankrolling the book, that she wasn’t interested and they’d have to find another model.


Even better, she’d asked him to dinner. Granted, she insisted it was a business dinner and not a date. “So don’t go getting any ideas,” she’d said.


Useless words, he’d almost told her. When it came to her, he had nothing but ideas. Still, for the time being, he’d play it her way. The important thing was they were going to have dinner and at least talk about the upcoming photography project. He smiled. It was more than he thought possible after visiting her office.


He’d never quite forgiven himself for the way things ended with Meagan all those years ago. Young and relatively inexperienced, he’d taken the cover shots of her and later that night invited her to dinner, which led to round after round of hot and heavy sex. He had been on top of the world: his photography was doing well and he had Meagan in his bed. She’d been his every fantasy come to life: smart, sexy, and willing to experiment in bed. He’d never been in love before, but during those short few weeks with Meagan, he’d fallen hard and fast. So much so that he didn’t stop to think about anything other than how perfect things were.


But a more experienced photographer, one he considered a mentor and friend, found out about his affair with Meagan and strongly suggested he call an end to it. Luke didn’t regret ending the relationship. Looking back now, it was unprofessional and sent the wrong message to any potential models. He did, however, regret that she’d been hurt. Seeing it from her perspective, he’d gone from hot to cold in a matter of days.


He couldn’t change the past; all he could do was make the present better.


He pushed open the door to his latest BDSM club and nodded at the security guard. Nathaniel West had messaged him earlier, asking for a brief call, and Luke expected his phone to ring any minute. If he had to guess, he’d assume it was about the club the two men planned to build in Wilmington, Delaware. Damn, he hoped it didn’t interfere with the picture book. He knew Meagan said she only wanted to talk, but he knew he could convince her to do the job if he could just talk to her about it some more.


Construction in Delaware might throw a kink in his plans.


His phone rang as soon as he sat down at his desk. “Nathaniel, hello.”


“Hey, Luke. Thanks for agreeing to talk on such short notice. We’re heading out this afternoon and I’m not going to be easily accessible for the next week.”


“Going somewhere fun with Abby?”


“And the kids. We’re going to our chalet in Switzerland. First time we’re taking the kids.”


He felt a ping of jealously. Nathaniel was one lucky SOB with his gorgeous wife and submissive, and they had two great kids. But he also knew that, just like anything worth having, the Wests worked hard on their relationship.


“I hope you and Abby manage to get some alone time,” he half joked.


“That’s what nap time is for, my friend.”


Luke laughed. “I hear you. So tell me what’s going on.”


He heard Nathaniel sigh and a chair squeak as he leaned back. “I heard back from Fritz Brose.”


Fritz was the contractor they wanted for the Partners Club in Delaware. He’d been recommended by Cole Johnson, one of the senior group members. Luke had never worked with Fritz, but had heard of him and, after talking with Fritz in person, both he and Nathaniel knew he was the man for the job.


“What did he have to say?”


“His schedule isn’t going to allow for him to be in the States for any length of time, much less to start on the club, for at least another six months.”


Luke breathed a sigh of relief. “To be honest, that’s not bad news for me. I potentially have a project that’s going to take up a lot of my time. Six months would allow me to complete it.”


“Same for me. I’m rearranging my executive staff in New York and I need to focus on that. Well, when I get back into the country, that is.”


“Do you want me to call Fritz back and tell him we’re okay with the time frame?”


“No, I can take care of it.”


After he got off the phone with Nathaniel, Luke leaned back in his chair and smiled. For the moment, everything was going his way. Now he just needed to get Meagan on board. . . .


That night, Luke sat in a Manhattan deli waiting for Meagan to show up. Everything had been her idea, from the time they met, to the location. Had it been up to Luke, he’d have picked her up and taken her to a nice restaurant. But instead, he’d let Meagan have her way and that meant the entire vibe for the evening screamed, This is not a date!


As if he needed the reminder.


She must have felt the need to prove she wasn’t lying the least bit, because she walked in ten minutes late, talking on her cell phone, and barely acknowledged his existence. Without giving any sort of indication that she even knew he was there, she slid into the corner booth he’d selected, sat down, and continued her conversation.


“Right,” she was saying to whoever was on the phone. “That’s the angle I thought we should take.” She paused to let the person on the other end talk. “But what else would you expect?”


Luke cleared his throat. She glanced his way for the first time and held up a hand.


“Yes,” she continued. “I agree. Talk it over and call me back.”


“Don’t let me keep you from anything,” Luke said.


“You’re not.” She put the phone in her purse, and placed her hands in her lap. “Thank you for agreeing to meet with me.”


“I’m at your disposal whenever you need me.” Was it just him or did she look uncomfortable? She fidgeted in her seat and her eyes swept the deli. “Are you okay?” he asked.


“Yes. Sorry. It’s been a strange week. Nothing major.”


He didn’t believe her. There was something going on. Something more than just a strange week. But for the moment, he would let it slide.


“I was surprised to get your call,” he said, bringing the conversation back to why they were sitting at the same table on a definitely not a date get-together. He passed her the envelope containing the nude pictures he’d taken of her years ago. “That’s all of them. I don’t even have copies. Now, what additional information can I give you about the art project?”


“Can you give me a feel for the pictures? Will I be alone or will there be a Dom in the scene with me? Will I be naked? Is there any way to conceal my identity? I really don’t want people to know I’m doing this. If I agree, that is.”


Luke bit back his laugh. “One question at a time, sweetheart.”


She flopped back in her chair and crossed her arms, but didn’t say anything. Clearly, she was waiting for him to say something.


“You’ll probably be naked for some of the photographs, but don’t worry. This isn’t pornography. It’s an art book. And as of right this second, I don’t foresee bringing a Dom in, but you never know. And we can work it out to where your name isn’t listed and your face isn’t visible.”


She nodded. “What’s your time frame?”


“I would like to get the project wrapped up in the next few months.”


“And if I agree to this, how long will it take and when will you need me?”


“I know you’re busy and have a demanding job. I think we could get together weekends only. Maybe Saturdays?”


“It’s because of my job that I don’t want it public that I’m the model.”


Her request made perfect sense and shouldn’t be a problem. He could only imagine how difficult it might make her job if word got out she’d posed for a BDSM photography book. No matter how artful it was. “Of course, Meagan. I wouldn’t want to do anything that caused you trouble or made you uncomfortable.”


She didn’t answer right away, but pulled out her phone. He assumed she was checking her calendar. Since her attention was elsewhere, he could study her without her feeling uncomfortable.


She was a stunning woman, and the way she sat with her head bent down made her hair swing forward. The late-afternoon sun rays touched the blond strands, bringing out such beautiful hues, he doubted there were names for all of them. His fingers itched to pick up his camera and capture everything.


Their time together had been short-lived, but left a permanent impression on him. She’d been relatively inexperienced sexually when they were together, and he’d already been heavily involved in the BDSM scene. He’d thought he’d surprise her that weekend when he brought the rope out. But the real surprise turned out to be her and how much she enjoyed everything they did together. The sight of her discovering her submissive nature had been one of the most beautiful and erotic things he’d ever witnessed.


Damn, he’d been an idiot to leave her.


He’d been wrong to walk away from her the way he had. It had been for the best they broke up, but he’d gone about it the wrong way. She’d been vulnerable, trying to come to terms with her newly discovered sexuality. He knew that now. He might have called himself a Dom, but he’d still had a lot to learn.


“Okay,” she said, looking up. “I’m not saying I’m definitely going to do it, but I’ll agree to one session to see if I want to continue.”


He nodded and tried to cover up his excitement. He’d get her in his studio and do everything within his power to make sure she’d come back. “I can work with that.”


“Can you start this weekend or will you be busy with your club?”


“I can start this weekend. The New Jersey club is doing well and the staff can handle a day without me.”


Her head tilted. “I was sort of surprised you ended up building clubs, what with you being artsy and all.”


“Photography became a side venture for me. I like managing the clubs, providing space for people to play safely.”


“How many do you have now?”


“Two as of today. Nathaniel and I are planning to build one in Wilmington, Delaware, but the contractor isn’t available at the moment, so the timelines for that one have been moved back.”


“That’ll be good for the Partner’s Group. I’m assuming that’s who it’s for?”


“Yes, Nathaniel said they needed a place to get together. Apparently, at the moment, they normally get together at another member’s house.” Luke recalled she worked with Abby; he needed to remember that. Something had happened between the two women early in Abby’s employment. From the pieces he’d been able to put together, whatever it was hadn’t been completely Meagan’s fault, though she had been negligent. To this day, Luke could tell Nathaniel didn’t care too much for her.


“I can see how they’d want to get the new place built quickly,” she said.


“Yes, well, some things can’t be helped.” And he’d put off working on the club for years if it meant he would be able to have Meagan in front of his camera again.


“Anything in particular I need to do or bring this weekend? And where are we going to shoot?”


“I’ll have everything we need. And”—he watched her carefully for the next part—“I have a studio at my house. If you’re comfortable with that, we could do everything there.”


She sucked in the corner of her lip and bit it. “That should be fine.”


“If meeting at my house makes you uncomfortable, I can book a studio.” It wouldn’t be optimal, but he’d do it in order to have her.


“No, it’s okay. That’ll be fine.” Her voice dropped to a whisper. “I trust you.”


Her words hit him squarely in the chest. That she could trust him, even after the botched-up way he’d left things years ago, touched him deeply. “Thank you, Meagan.”


Damn. Damn. And triple damn. Meagan glanced at the time on her laptop. It was almost midnight and she had to get the e-mail to The Taskmaster. She wasn’t about to have a naked picture of herself sent out to every person who worked at NNN.


Truthfully, she hadn’t anticipated being out so late. Dinner with Luke had run a bit longer than she planned. After agreeing to do the one session and getting the information about the club he was building with Nathaniel, she couldn’t just up and leave the table. She hated to admit it, but Luke had been right when he came by her office that day. There was unfinished business between them and she really wanted to do at least one photo shoot with him.


It would be useless to deny how thoughts of their last one affected her still. The way he’d looked at her with an intensity so strong he may as well have been touching her. Then, when he did touch her, even if he was only positioning her . . . God, she was an idiot, but she wanted to feel his hands on her again.


After dinner, she made a spur-of-the-moment decision to work out of the office the next day and to check in at the bed-and-breakfast near the Hamptons she often visited when she wanted to get out of New York City. Traffic had been horrible, though, and it took her almost double the amount of time it normally did to arrive.


She typed out a response to The Taskmaster’s last e-mail as quickly as she could.






The next club is in Wilmington, Delaware. Timelines have been pushed back. No opening date at the moment.








She didn’t acknowledge his Taskmaster nickname or include her own. She looked back up at the time: eleven thirty-six. Close, but she’d made it.


The reply came back almost instantly.






Cutting it awfully close, aren’t you?








Anger pounded in her veins.






You said by midnight. I obeyed.








He didn’t reply and that made her restless. There was only one person who could keep her mind off The Taskmaster and that was Luke. She sat back in the chair and closed her eyes. Remembering.




Chapter Two


Fifteen years ago


He asked her out to dinner not long after taking the last photo. In fact, he came up behind her as she was taking off her makeup, their eyes locked in the mirror, and simply said, “Will you have dinner with me?” And just like that, with those six words, he started her down a road that would forever color how she looked at the world.


Hours before he was to pick her up, she made a mess in her bedroom. She emptied her closet, not liking anything she saw. The outfit had to be perfect. He was a photographer, for crying out loud. He looked at beautiful women every day.


The pile of discarded clothing on top of her bed climbed to ridiculous heights, matching the panic that grew within her with each passing second. The date was going to be disastrous. Seriously, she couldn’t even find something to wear. He’d show up and she’d be naked. Wouldn’t that be the perfect way to start the date?


She posed the question to her roommate, Tessa, who only smiled and nodded and said, yes, it sounded like the perfect date to her. Meagan threw a sweater at her. Tessa finally grabbed her arm and dragged her down the hall to her room.


“I’ve been saving this outfit for a special date.” Tessa opened her closet. “But since Lloyd and I broke up, it won’t be happening anytime soon, so I want you to wear it tonight. For your photographer.”


Meagan didn’t know Tessa had such a beautiful dress in her closet. Most of her clothes were grunge, but the dress she held out was a classically elegant black sheath.


Meagan ran a finger over the V neckline. “Are you sure? I mean, I’d love to. But if it’s that special . . .”


“No, it’s not. Please. It’s more suited for you anyway.”


She didn’t want to let on how much she’d like to wear the dress. “If you’re sure.”


Tessa smiled. “Positive. There’s only one condition.”
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