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            CASTING

            April 2015

         

         There’s no reason for me to be here. I don’t need to do it.

         Not another one.

         I have more than enough to work with. I should end it now.

         It’s what I’ve been telling myself for months now.

         Shit, who am I kidding?

         Enough will never be enough. He has to pay for what he’s done with absolutely everything I can take away from him.

         Besides, I have big enough balls to admit it’s become a rush. The delayed gratification is part of the game. It’s an addiction. In my jaded world where everything comes to me with a snap of my fingers, risky highs like these are to be treasured.

         They’ll be gone in a blink of an eye. Just like every other pleasure in my life.

         I peer at my watch.

         5:58 p.m.

         I rise from my sofa, walk down the wide hallway and enter the empty room. It’s not completely empty, but it might as well be. I haven’t bothered to decorate since acquiring it six months ago when my time in Boston was done and I moved back to New York. It’s as if my subconscious knew I’d need it just for this purpose.

         In the middle of the room, I grab the remote on the table and hit the power button. Three screens flicker to life. I sit down in the leather chair I’d placed in here earlier. Three faces stare back at me. The darkness and mirrored glass means they won’t see me as clearly. Even if they do, my mask is in place. My black clothing and leather gloves take care of the rest of my disguise.

         Anonymity is key. I’m too well-known for anything else to be acceptable. Or acceptable for now, at least. Who knows what’ll happen a month, two months from now? Every day I fight my impulse. I might wake up tomorrow and decide the time has come to give in, unveil my plan.

         I’m not ashamed of taking this route to achieve what I want. Far from it. In fact destroying myself in the process is exactly what I’m aiming for. I want there to be absolutely nothing left to be sustained or redeemed by the time I’m done.

         For now, though, my public role is integral to my grand plan. And since my sins are already numerous, I don’t have any qualms about adding vanity to them and admitting I love my other life. Keeping my identity secret adds to the thrill.

         It’s all about the thrill for me. Without it, I risk prematurely succumbing to the dark abyss. The abyss my shrink keeps warning me I’m rimming.

         She thinks it’s a revelation, that morsel of news she dropped in my lap three years ago. Little does she know I’ve been staring into that abyss since I was fifteen years old. I’ve stared into it for so long, it’s fused with me. We are one. We haven’t done our final dance yet, but it’s only a matter of time.

         I’m twenty-eight years old.

         I won’t live to see thirty.

         It’s an immutable inevitability, so I take my pleasures where I can.

         “You each have scripts in front of you. When I tell you to, read them out loud. You go first, Pandora.” I use a voice distorter because my natural voice contains a distinctive rasp that could give me away. Because of who I am, I’ve had cameras shoved in my face more times than I’ve had sex. And that’s saying something.

         Pandora—fucking idiotic name—giggles, and her golden curls bounce in an eager nod. I suppress a growl of irritation and relegate her to the possibly maybe list.

         “May I feel, said he.” She giggles again.

         Ten seconds later, I place her firmly in the hell no list and press the intercom. She’s escorted out, and I switch my gaze to the next girl.

         The redhead is staring into the camera, her full mouth tilted in an I-was-born-to-blow-you curve. I admit the lighting is better on her, but her eyes are a little too wide. Too green.

         I adjust the camera and scrutinize her closer. “What color are your eyes? And don’t tell me they’re green. I can see the edges of your contacts.”

         She flushes. “Umm…they’re grey.”

         I check the notes on my tablet. “Missy, is that your real name too?”

         She nods eagerly.

         “Did you read the brief?”

         “Umm…yeah,” she answers, her voice trailing off in a semi-question. This one is clearly dim.

         “What did it say about lying?”

         The blow-you expression drops. “They’re just contacts.” She leans forward, nearly knocking out the camera with her double Ds. “Here, I can take them out—”

         “No, don’t bother. Your interview is over. Leave now, please,” I command in my best non-psycho voice, and press the intercom again.

         I may be slightly unhinged, according to some spectrum my shrink keeps harping on about, but Mama, God rest her pure soul, taught me to be a gentleman. Mama’s worm food now, but that’s no reason for me not to honor her with a touch of politeness.

         Missy’s lips purse, then part, as if she’s about to plead her case. The burly guard who enters the room and taps her on the shoulder convinces her words have lost their meaning at this point.

         I turn to the last screen.

         Her eyes are downcast. Her lashes are long enough to make me wonder if I have another fake on my hands. I sigh, then take in the rest of her face. No makeup, or barely any if she made the effort. Her lips are plump, lightly glossed. I use the controls on the remote to zoom in. There’s a tiny mole on the left side of her face, right above her upper lip. Not fake.

         I zoom out, examine the rest of her that I can see. Her grey T-shirt is worn to the point of threadbare, and her collarbones are a little too pronounced. Malnourishment wouldn’t be a crowd-pleaser, but that problem can be easily taken care of.

         Unlike the previous stock from which I plucked my prior subjects, she doesn’t seem like the BDSM club-going type. For a second, I wonder where my carefully placed adverts unearthed this one.

         Beneath the T-shirt, her chest rises and falls in steady breathing, although the pulse hammering at her throat gives her away. I zoom in on the pulse. The skin overlaying it is smooth, almost silky, with the faintest wisps of caramel blonde hair feathering it.

         Something about her draws me forward to the edge of my seat. I like her pretended composure. Most people fidget under the glare of a camera.

         My gaze flicks to her skeleton bio. “Lucky.”

         Slowly, she raises her head. Her eyelids flick up. Her eyes are a cross between green and hazel with a natural dark rim that pronounces its vividness. I can’t pinpoint it exactly, but something about that look in her eye sparks my interest.

         Hell, if I had a heart, I’d swear it just missed a beat.

         “Is that your real name?”

         She shrugs. “It might as well be,” she murmurs.

         Fuck, I have another liar on my hands. “Cryptic may be sexy if you’re auditioning to be the next Bond Girl. It’s not going to work here. Tell me your real name. Or leave.”

         “No.” Her voice is a sexy husk, enough to distract me for a second before her answer sinks in.

         “No?”

         “With respect, you’re tucked away behind a camera issuing orders. I get that you hold the cards in this little shindig. But I’m not going to show you all of mine right from the start. My name, for the purposes of this interview, is Lucky. It may not officially be on my birth certificate, but I’ve responded to it since I was fifteen years old. That’s all you need to know.”

         Well…fuck. I note with detached surprise that I’m almost within a whisker of cracking a smile.

         I rub my gloved finger over my mouth, torn between letting her get away with mouthing off to me this way, and sending her packing.

         Sure, she intrigues me. And whatever relevant truth I need would be dug out before she signs on the dotted line, should it come to that. But for this to work, she needs to obey my commands, no questions asked.

         “Stand up. Move away from the camera until you reach the wall.”

         She rises without question, restoring a little goodwill in her favor. Moving the chair out of her way, she backs up slowly. The hem of her loose T-shirt rests on top of faded jeans. Even before she’s fully exposed to the camera, I catch my first glimpse of the hourglass figure wrapped around the petite frame. She’s a fifties pinup girl dressed in cheap clothes. Her breasts are full but not quite double Ds, her thighs and calves shapely enough to stop traffic, with a naturally golden skin tone denoting a possible mid-west upbringing.

         She’s knock-out potential—subject to several nourishing meals. But I’ve seen enough and done enough in this twisted life of mine to know her body isn’t what would draw attention. It’s the look in her eyes. The secrets and shadows she is trying hard to batten down. They’re almost eating her alive.

         I don’t really give a shit what those secrets are. But the chance to fuck them…to fuck with them, expose them to my cameras, sparks a sinister flame inside me.

         “Turn around, let your hair down.”

         Her fingers twitch at her sides for a second before she faces the wall. One hand reaches up and pulls the band securing the loose knot on top of her head.

         Caramel and gold tresses cascade down her back. Thick enough to swallow my hands, her wavy hair reaches past her waist, the tapered ends brushing the top of her perfectly rounded ass.

         I watch her for a few minutes, then speak into the mic distorting my voice. “Do you have any distinguishing birth marks I should know about, Lucky?”

         The question sinks in. Her back goes rigid for a second before she forces herself to relax. “Yes.”

         “Where?”

         “At the top of my thigh,” she responds.

         “Show me,” I reply, although I don’t really need to see it. My carefully selected stylists can disguise any unseemly marks.

         Slowly, she turns around. I expect her gaze to drop or a touch of embarrassment to show, but she stares straight into the camera as her fingers tackle the buttons of her jeans. The zipper comes down and she shimmies the denim over her hips. Her white cotton panties are plain and the last word in unsexy. All the same, my eyes are drawn to the snug material framing her pussy lips.

         I also see the hint of bush pressed behind the cotton.

         I shift in my seat, but don’t reach for the hardness springing to life behind my fly. Hand jobs are a waste of my time. I either fuck or I don’t. It’s that simple.

         She lowers the jeans to knee-level and twists her right leg outward. The round red disk just on the inside of her thigh is distinctive enough to need covering up. I make a mental note.

         “Thank you, Lucky. You may put your clothes back on.”

         A hint of surprise crosses her face, but she quickly adjusts her clothing. When she’s done, her hands return to her sides.

         “It’s time for your screen test. Sweep your hair to one side and come closer. Place your hands flat on the desk, bend forward, but don’t sit down.”

         She follows my instructions to the letter. I adjust the camera so it’s angled up to capture her face.

         “Are you ready?”

         She gives a small nod.

         “You’ve just walked into a bar. You don’t know me. But you see me, the guy in the corner, nursing a bourbon. And I see you. All of you. Every fantasy you’ve ever had. I want to give it to you. You’ve found me, Lucky, the guy who wants to fuck you more than he wants his next breath. Do you see me?”

         Her nostrils quiver slightly. “Yes.”

         “Good. Look into the camera. Don’t blink. Show me what I want to see. Convince me that you’re worth fucking. Convince me you’re worth dying for.”

         Her lids lower, her face contemplative, but she doesn’t blink or lose focus. Slowly, her expression drifts from disinterested to captivated. Her lids lift and she’s a green-eyed siren. Her attention is rapt, unwavering. Her bruised-rose lips part, but she doesn’t swirl her tongue over her lips as I expect. She just…breathes. In. Out.

         She swallows, a slow movement that draws attention to her neck, then lower to her breasts. Mesmerized against my will, I watch her nipples harden against the thin material of her top. Her fingers gradually curl into the hard wood and every inhalation and exhalation becomes a silent demand.

         In…fuck…out…me…

         In. Fuck.

         Out. Me.

         I remain still, even though my fingers itch to twitch and my muscles burn with a restlessness I haven’t felt in a long time.

         I watch her command the camera, her body rigid with lustful tension. Her eyes widen with the need to blink, but she doesn’t.

         She stays still, hands curl into fists and she just breathes sex. Her eyes water and a tear slips down one cheek. The sight of it is curiously cathartic, a tiny climax.

         I subside into my seat. “That was convincing enough. You may sit down, Lucky.”

         She blinks rapidly before she sinks into the chair. A quick swipe and the tear never existed. Neither does the promise of the fuck of a lifetime that was on her face a moment ago.

         Her acting skills are remarkable. For a second, I’m not sure if that’s a good thing or a bad thing. I don’t want her to be too polished. I dismiss the notion and glance down at her notes.

         “You list your address as a motel?”

         The address in Queens is unfamiliar to me, but the motel chain is notorious for being exceptionally bad. I hide my distaste and wait for her answer.

         “I arrived in town recently. I don’t have a permanent address yet.”

         The secrets in her eyes, the threadbare clothes, the unkempt hair and unshaven pussy begin to tell their own story. She may be brave enough to sass me when she risks losing a job that promises a once in a lifetime payday, but she’s also desperate.

         How desperate is the question.

         “Are you currently working?”

         She nods. “I work on and off for a catering service. But it’s nothing I can’t work around, if needed.”

         “So you’ll be free to do this if I want you?”

         The desperation escalates, then a hint of anger flashes through her eyes. “If? You mean I did all of this for nothing?”

         I give a low laugh at her gumption. “You didn’t seriously think you’d waltz your way into a million dollars on a simple three-minute screen test, did you?”

         The anger flees from her eyes, although her mouth tightens for a moment before she speaks. “So it’s true? It’s not a con? This job really pays a million dollars? For…sex?” she rasps.

         “You think I’d admit it if it was a con? What did the ad say?”

         Her delicate jaw flexes for a second.

         “One million uninhibited reasons to take a leap. 

         One million chances to earn a keep

         One million to give in to the carnal

         Are you brave enough to surrender,

         For a payday to remember?”

         It speaks even more to her desperate state of mind that she remembers the ad verbatim.

         I remain silent and wait for her to speak.

         “So…assuming it’s not a con, how will this work, then?”

         “If you pass the next few tests, and I decide you’re a good fit, you get the gig. You’ll receive one hundred thousand dollars with each performance.”

         “So…ten performances…over how long a period?”

         “Depending on how many takes are needed, anywhere between three weeks and a month. But I should warn you, it’s hard work, Lucky. If you think you’re just going to lie back and recite the Star Spangled Banner in your head, think again.”

         Her fingers drum on the table, the first sign of nerves she’s exhibited. “I…I won’t be doing anything…skanky, will I?”

         “Define skanky.”

         “This is going to be straight up sex. No other…bodily stuff? Because that would be a firm no for me.”

         My mouth attempts another twitch. “No water works, waste matter or bestiality will be involved in the performances.”

         Her fingers stop drumming. “Okay.” She waits a beat, stares straight into the camera. “So when will I know?”

         I hear the barely disguised urgency and I rub my finger over my lip again. “Soon. I’ll be in touch within the week.” I’m not sure exactly why I want to toy with her. But I sense that having her on edge would add another layer of excitement I badly need.

         When she opens her mouth, I interrupt. “Goodbye, Lucky.”

         A passing thought about the origin of her name is crushed into oblivion. I press the remote to summon the bodyguard to escort her out, and I leave the room.

         In my study a few minutes later, I bring up the screen on my desk and activate the encrypted service I need. I open the application and within minutes, the members of my exclusive gentlemen’s club are logging in.

         My email is short and succinct.

         The next Q Production is scheduled for release on 20 May 2015. 

         Limited to ten members.

         Bidding starts in fifteen minutes.

         I start the countdown and rise to pour myself a neat bourbon. I swallow the first mouthful with two prescribed tablets, which are meant to keep me from going over the edge, apparently, and stroll to the floor to ceiling window. I look down at Midtown’s bumper-to-bumper traffic. This mid-level penthouse is one of many I own in this building and around New York City.

         Technically, I don’t live here. I only use it when volatile pressures demand that I put some distance between the Upper West Side family mansion and myself. I would never stray far for long. For one thing, I’ve accepted that my family would never leave me alone.

         I know what I know. So they’ve made it their business to keep me on a short leash. But with over three hundred properties in my personal portfolio, and a few thousand more under the family firm’s control, there are many places to disappear to when the demons howl.

         Today, the Midtown penthouse is my temporary haven.

         I turn when the timer beeps a one-minute warning.

         I return to my desk and adjust the voice distorter. When the clock reaches zero, I click the mouse. “Gentlemen, start your bids.”

         My words barely trail off before the first five bids appear on the screen. Sixty seconds later, the total bid is at a quarter of a million dollars. I steeple my fingers and wish I were more excited. The money means nothing. It never has. It’s the end game that excites me.

         My mind drifts back to Lucky. I turn the gem of her elusiveness this way and that and admit to myself she has potential.

         I want to take a scalpel to all her secrets, bleed them and soil my hands with the viscera. I also want to fuck her until her body gives out. Right in this moment, I’m not sure what I want more.

         So I concentrate on the numbers racing higher on the screen.

         Half a million. One million. One point five.

         My phone beeps twice. I pick it up and read the two appointment reminders on the screen.

          7pm – Dr. Nathanson. My shrink.

         9pm - Dinner with Maxwell.

         I re-confirm the first and delete the second.

         Cancelling dinner with Maxwell will bring a world of irritation to my doorstep. No one cancels dinner with Maxwell Blackwood. For a start he’s one of the most powerful men in the country.

         He’s also my father.

         Yeah, my name is Quinn Blackwood, heir to the Blackwood Estate, only child of Maxwell Blackwood and Adele Blackwood (deceased). My family owns a staggering amount of property across the eastern seaboard of the United States and a few in the west. According to the bean counters, I’m personally worth twenty-six billion dollars.

         But tangling with my father in hell is what I live for. Have done since I was fifteen. So I ignore his summons and watch the stragglers fall away until I’m left with the top ten bidders. The bids wind down, and within the space of half an hour, I’m just under two million dollars richer.

         I spot the familiar name of the top bidder and I sneer. Taking his money on top of everything else is darkly satisfying.

         Once bidding ends, I close down the application and call up another list. Dozens of charity websites showing pictures of starving children flood my screen. Within minutes, fifty charities are the grateful recipients of two million dollars.

         I may be Quinn Blackwood, occasional user of prescribed meds to keep the demons in check, who moonlights as Q, porn star to an exclusive few who pay millions for my work.

         And I may be an unhinged asshole with serious daddy issues.

         But no one said I wasn’t a giver.
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            PRE-PRODUCTION

         

         How are you feeling today, Quinn?”

         I sigh. “I’ll pay you a hundred thousand dollars, if you promise to drop that question from our sessions.”

         Adriana Nathanson regards me silently for a full minute from the top of her rectangular glasses. She looks good for a woman in her mid-forties, would even pass for a decent blonde-and-blue-eyed MILF, although I glimpse signs of a burgeoning Botox habit. “Why do you want me to drop it?”

         “Because we both know whatever answer I give would be a lie.”

         “Here’s an idea. Why don’t you try the truth for once?”

         “Here’s an idea. Fuck off, Dr. Nathanson.” My pulse barely rises, but there’s more than a hint of venom in my response, which surprises even me.

         Her thin lips purse. “I thought we were past the hostility stage, Quinn. Making progress.”

         “Did you?” I query with zero interest. “And why would you think that?”

         “Because you haven’t shown signs of it in over a year.” She scribbles in her notes.

         I remain silent.

         Eventually she looks up. “Quinn?”

         “Doctor?”

         “Did something happen since our last session? You appear…agitated.”

         I crack my knuckles loudly. “No. I am not.”

         We stare at each other. We’ve played this game a thousand times.

         “How are the nightmares?”

         The space between my shoulder blades twitches. Have to hand it to her. She has her moments. They’re not many or I wouldn’t have been coming here for ten years. Although, technically there’s no cure for what I have.

         I lean back, rub the twitch against the leather chair. “They’re still three shades above garden variety.”

         “There’s nothing garden variety about them, Quinn. Tell me about the last one.”

         The twitch intensifies. I shrug it off. “It was no different from the one before that. And the one before that.” No matter what I do, how loud I scream, she still dies in the end.

         Her lips purse again. “It’ll help to talk through it.”

         “I’m absolutely sure it won’t.”

         She sighs, lays her Montblanc pen on top of her notes and removes her glasses. I’m hit with a set of determined baby blues. “Your father is back in town. Have you seen him yet?”

         I freeze. The twitches abruptly cease. Before it manifests, I sense it. The abyss. It’s like a deadly virus, worming its way through me. It starts in my left wrist. Feeds through my veins and takes root in my brain. It’s not easy to control it, but I give it a shot. “No, I haven’t.”

         “And your stepmother?”

         I crack a sinister smile. “That’s a stupid question, Dr. Nathanson.”

         She has the grace to look ashamed. We both know my stepmother has been banned from seeing me without my father present. Ergo…

         “How do you feel about his return?”

         “Half a million.”

         “You can’t bribe me not to ask you questions, Quinn.”

         “Then ask me different ones.”

         Her head tilts. As if I genuinely puzzle her. I know I don’t. She knows exactly what I am. What lies beneath this mockery of civility.

         “Don’t you want to get better?”

         Another idiotic question. We resume the staring match. She uncrosses and re-crosses her legs.

         “I called your office earlier today. Your EA said you left early.”

         “Is there a question in there?”

         She shrugs. “It’s not like you to leave the office until at least ten o’clock.”

         “Again, I’m not hearing a question.”

         “I was in the area. I thought I might join you for lunch.”

         “Why?”

         She gives a nervous laugh, the first sign she’s about to crack. I almost laugh. She’s so predictable it’s boring. “Why does anyone eat lunch?”

         “No. What makes you think I’d want to eat lunch with you?”

         “Because it’s what normal people do.” She immediately realizes her slip and grimaces.

         “But I’m not normal, am I, Dr. Nathanson? Isn’t that why I’ve been seeing you every week for the last ten years? Isn’t that why you’ve been letting me come in your mouth since I turned eighteen?”

         “Quinn—”

         “Are we done, Doctor?”

         “I need you to start opening up a bit more—”

         “Are. We. Done?”

         “For today, yes.”

         “Thank fuck. Do me a favor? Please stop pretending you know everything about me. You only know what I share with you in this room.” I crack my knuckles again, a disgusting habit I’ve never been able to quit. I wait for her to close her leather-bound notebook and set it down on the table next to her. When her blue eyes return to me, I sit back and eye her. “Stand up.” She does as instructed. “Turn around, face the door. Is it locked?”

         She shakes her head. “No.” Her professionalism is gone and her voice shakes with excitement. For a second, I yearn for a slice of that excitement, but what the hell. I’m about to pass a decent ten minutes.

         “Good. Take off your clothes.”

         The prim black suit comes off, followed by her cream silk blouse. She folds the clothes away and straightens. I take in her tightly knotted hair, the gold clasp of the pearls resting at her nape, the dove-grey lace underwear, the garters, the heels.

         My ennui intensifies.

         “Turn around.”

         She obeys. Her front is marginally improved by a decent rack. I stare objectively. She’s beautiful, if a little on the too-thin side. Her legs are shapely, hips and thighs lean and toned. My gaze rises to her face and I read the myriad of emotions flitting over her features. None of them touch me. The black poison seeping through me deadens me from the inside. I lay my head against the chair and shut my eyes.

         “Take the rest off and come here,” I say.

         Her approach halts two feet from me.

         I smell her pungent arousal. She’s as wet as fuck, and I wish I were in the mood to fuck her. My hands drop palms down beside my thighs on the sofa.

         It’s the tacit permission she needs to drop to her knees. She tugs at my belt and unbuttons my pants. Cool hands reach into my briefs and she pulls me out. I hear her excited gasp a second before her greedy mouth closes over my flaccid head. Saliva lands on my dick and eager hands rub me up and down. Muscle memory kicks in.

         The spark is there, but it’s pathetically negligible.

         I open my eyes and stare at the white ceiling. In my periphery, I see her head bob up and down, faster and faster to keep me interested. I count the sconces, then drop my gaze lower to examine the genuine masterpieces and numerous accolades draping the walls. Absently, I count them. Twelve impressive citations.

         Adriana Nathanson is accomplished.

         But clearly she’s getting progressively worse at sucking cock.

         I sigh loudly. She bobs faster. One hand creeps over my abs and up my chest.

         “No.”

         She returns it to my cock.

         I sigh again.

         I’m being blown by my thousand-dollars-an-hour shrink, one of the most acclaimed in New York City. She’s bare-assed naked and on her knees with her office door unlocked. Depending on who walks in, she could lose her license. I should be excited.

         Instead, I’m losing my barely-awakened wood.

         Just as I’m about to push her off me, a face slides into my mind.

         Lucky.

         My cock twitches back to life. Adriana moans and gags with happiness as I thicken in her mouth. My eyes drift shut and the image sharpens. Tumbling caramel hair replaces ice blonde. Worn T-shirt replaces pearls. A full, soft pink mouth wraps around my cock, tongue swirling. A teasing graze of teeth along my thick vein. I roll my hips. She takes more of me into her mouth. I hit the back of her throat. She growls low and long, her membrane vibrating against my cock head.

         Air expels in a half gasp. The veil shrouding my ennui ripples, attempts to lift. Sea green eyes rest on me as she devours me.

         Her hand creeps over my abs and up my chest.

         My eyes blink open.

         Adriana.

         “No,” I snarl again. Disappointment blackens my mood.

         Her hand returns to my cock and she attempts to deep throat me. I’m too big for her. Her gag sickens me.

         “Stop.”

         Shock hits her eyes. My deflating dick pops out of her mouth, wet and heavy.

         “Quinn? Is something w—?”

         “Get the fuck off me.”

         She has the nerve to appear hurt. Rapid blinks designed to imitate held-back tears makes my mouth twist. To her credit, she retreats without protest.

         I tuck myself back in and zip up. She’s hurrying into her clothes as I stand and buckle my belt.

         “Next week, same time?” I say sarcastically.

         She pauses mid-dress. “I can fit you in later this week, if you want?”

         I know why she’s offering. My father is back in town. And perhaps the rare chance that I might fuck her. “I don’t want.”

         Concern attempts to shift her Botoxed forehead. “Quinn, I’m really worried about you,” she murmurs.

         I laugh. A genuine, hearty-as-apple-pie laugh that splits my face. Sadly, it doesn’t last. It too is sucked into the empty void. “You’re worried about me?” There’s only a thin veneer of reason left. I need to leave this place. Now. Her nod stops me.

         “Yes,” she replies. Her hands tremble as she resumes dressing.

         “You really are delusional, aren’t you?”

         She finishes buttoning her blouse and zips up her skirt. “I don’t know why you’re being this way.”

         I laugh again. “Don’t you, Adriana? What does your shrink say about our little arrangement?”

         She pales and her mouth drops open. “How do you know about that?”

         I scoff at her expression. “What, you think it’s some big secret that you have a shrink too? I guess I should be comforted to know you’re not too far gone to recognize that you need help. So, tell me, is there a diagnosis for your condition?”

          The breath shakes out of her. “I…I’m not prepared to discuss it with you. Like our sessions, mine is also confidential. You get what that means, right?” She’s regaining her composure. Her voice holds a touch of warning. I want to laugh again, but the whole fucked up situation suddenly weighs me down.

         “Cut the confidential crap, Adriana. I started coming to you when I was seventeen. You’ve been sucking my cock since my eighteenth birthday—I’m guessing crossing the line into pedophilia was a step too far for you?”

         Her bravado vanishes. She holds out a hand. “You’re not…You can’t tell anyone about us, Quinn.”

         “There is no us!” I hiss. “And don’t deny a part of you wants to be discovered. You blow me most of the time with your door unlocked, after all. The idea of someone walking in on us gives you a cheap thrill, doesn’t it?”

         Her pale face turns guilty. But her gaze rushes over me with sickeningly carnal hunger.

         I stride to the door and wrench it open.

         “Same time next week,” she says behind me.

         I leave without responding.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Two hours later, I’m in the VIP lounge of XYNYC, the Soho club I co-own with an old college buddy. It’s one of several business ventures in which I’m a silent partner because all that obscene Blackwood money needs to go somewhere, right?

         I nurse another whiskey and watch scantily-clad girls dance below my roped off lounge. Several cast suggestive glances my way. I clinically assess and discard, my gaze searching but not finding what I’m looking for. I wonder why I even bother. Maybe I don’t want to give in to the inevitability of the expanding blackness just yet?

         In spite of knowing and accepting my fate, does a part of me want things to be different?

         My phone buzzes in my pocket, the fourth time since I got here. I abandon my useless thoughts but ignore the phone. I’m not in the mood to deal with Maxwell Blackwood. He can wait.

         I settle on a skinny brunette in a silver backless dress and crook a finger at her.

         The swiftness with which she abandons her friends and hops up the steps to me is almost comical. I nod at the bouncer to let her in and take her back to the velvet couches grouped in the back. My private waiter delivers a glass of vintage champagne to her. I sit back in the seat and don’t protest when she settles her long-legged figure next to me. Over a thumping The Weekend number, she babbles about fuck knows what. I don’t speak. With her third glass of champagne, she grows bolder. She leans closer and her fingers tease my shirt button. Sultry words whisper in my ear.

         I allow my hand to play in her hair as I slip deeper into my personal void. I note absently that the blackness is increasing since I gave up my attempts to hold it back.

         My phone buzzes again as her hand creeps over my crotch.

         I lay my head back and unlock the vault where my darkest plans reside.

         In eighteen months, I’ll be thirty.

         I’ll inherit fifteen billion dollars.

         I’ll be one of the richest men on earth.

         I’ll also, if my plans succeed, be a murderer.
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            TABLE READ

         

         Lucky

         One million dollars.

         The three words echo in my head as I pull the baseball cap low over my brow and huddle into the battered leather jacket I found discarded near a thrift store yesterday morning. It’s three sizes too big, but at least the scent of cheap perfume and spunk has faded a little after the quick wash I gave it in my motel room.

         I hurry along the sidewalk, careful to avoid the morning rush hour crowd. I bumped into someone by accident two days ago. The abuse hurled at me by the guy in the snazzy suit was eye-watering. Had I not been reluctant to draw attention to myself, I would’ve responded with a few choice words of my own. But keeping my head down was more essential than losing my shit on him. The worst that happened to him was a few drops of ten-dollar, fancy-assed coffee spilled on his suit.

         What could happen to me should I be discovered is an outcome I wouldn’t wish on my worst enemy. So I keep my head down, the soiled tips of my worn boots guiding my feet on the wet sidewalk as I speed walk.

         The train ride from my ratty, roach-infested Queens motel to Wall Street is thankfully uneventful, but I’m even more nervous when I exit the subway station. In the sea of suited stock market traders and high-fliers, my cheap clothes and poor disguise stands out. Not enough to attract notice unless you were really paying attention.

         Problem is, someone is paying attention.

         Clayton Getty is looking for me. So is the man I grew up thinking was my father. Between the two of them, they have endless resources with which to find me, regardless of where I am.

         Right now, the problem isn’t if they find me, but when. It’s the time between now and when that I’m desperate to prolong. It’s the when that drove me to the pay phone on the street corner near my motel, where I risked precious money to make a frankly absurd phone call and send my picture to an unknown social media account. It drove me to risk leaving my cell number on a stranger’s voicemail in the hope that I’d land a job that promises a ridiculous payday.

         Even as I told myself I was old enough to know better than to fall for a scam, the fear and desperation that gnawed like acid in my stomach spurred me on. It led me to a sterile room that reeked of money and sinister intentions in a Midtown penthouse, and a mechanical voice that still echoes in my head and sends shivers down my spine.

         The semi-cryptic ad I tore from the real estate magazine I found in the rec room of my new work place is real enough. It’s a solid presence in my back pocket. But it could all be for nothing. It could be some bored asshole’s idea of a cruel rhyming joke to pass the time. Besides, ads like that belong in appropriately sleazy tabloid rags, not expensive glossy magazines. So the voice that has haunted my dreams the last three days could be the perfect fuck you to the cosmic fuckup that is the sum total of my life. But I can’t get it, and the possibilities, out of my mind.

         That cryptic article in a discarded newspaper started a chain of events that I know deep down could be my undoing.

         It’s given me hope.

         And right now, hope is all I have left.

         One million dollars. 

         For sex. For my life.

         It’s unthinkable to me that anyone would pay that much for sex. Back where I’m from, lap dances cost sixty dollars, blow jobs are ninety-five. Sex attracts the princely sum of a hundred seventy-five, often negotiated down to a flat one-fifty if your belly’s full. If you were caught in the gleeful talons of starvation and you were stupid enough to let your desperation show, you’d be lucky to walk away with eighty.

         Unless you were fortunate enough to be promoted to a job at The Villa. The special wing at The Villa is where every girl aspires to be. The Villa is where Clayton Getty rules his kingdom with titanium fists, aided and abetted by my father, his second-in-command.

         It was where I was born and where I lived until I was five, when my mother was unceremoniously tossed out, and I was introduced to Trailer Trash Central.

         I didn’t know how thankful I should’ve been with my lot until Ma died and my absentee father reappeared and dragged me back to The Villa.

         Initially, I thought that karma decided to stop shitting on me. The food was great, the showers hot, and the bed gloriously lump-free. Little did I know that karma was merely taking a short nap while the clock, and Clayton, counted down to my seventeenth birthday; that the six months between Ma succumbing to her fucked up liver and my seventeenth birthday was just a pit stop between Armageddon and Hell. A mere dress rehearsal for the patrons of The Villa.

         And what a show it was. I was dressed up like a doll every night. Paraded before hungry assholes while closely guarded by Ridge, Clayton’s top dog. The months’ long look but don’t touch threat sent them into a frenzy by the end, and on the morning of my seventeenth, Clayton was all but salivating. His disappointment that I wasn’t a virgin was obscenely palpable. Still, he had every sleazy patron eating out of his hand.

         The night the man I thought was my father delivered the news that I was elevated to Clayton’s Top Whore, I vomited all over his shoes. That earned me a backhand, the sting of which I can still taste. The ones that came after have faded with time, but, as the song goes, you never forget your first…

         I round the corner onto Wall Street and get hit in the face by a cannonball of chilly wind. A shiver rattles my teeth. I’m not used to freezing conditions. The town outside Fresno, California, where I grew up may have been a shit hole, but at least it was a warm shit hole. Going from perpetual sunshine to interchangeable weather has been a body shock. But the weather is the least of my worries.

         There are even more street cameras here and fewer people dressed like me.

         I raise my head a fraction and see the building I’m headed for two blocks away.

         Blackwood Tower.

         More specifically, the basement.

         I have no clue what goes on above street level. I haven’t gone anywhere near the Internet since I hightailed it from Fresno. The one and only time I attempted to use my phone, Clayton found me within the hour. I ditched that phone at a rest stop in Iowa, stuck to hitchhikes all the way to New York, and bullshitted my way to a burner phone.

         Whatever high-flying business happens up in the glass and steel tower is none of my concern. All I care about is that this job pays in cash, and that, as long as I keep my head down, no one notices me.

         I hurry past the entrance of the building to the side street door that leads down into the cavernous basement. I enter the security code, walk through a large industrial kitchen, then down another set of stairs to the sub-sub-basement level. I shove the heavy double doors open, and a wall of steam and the sound of clanging plates greet me. A smaller side door leads me to the rec and locker room, where I quickly change out of my jeans and T-shirt into my work gear.

         The white shirt and matching pants hang loose on me, the result of one too many missed meals. I secure the pants with the cheap rope belt I brought and make sure my hair is tucked under the black hairnet before I head back out.

         “Hey, sweet thing. You’re early,” a voice greets me over the rattle and shake of rows of machines churning out glasses and plates.

         I slow my stride and nod at Miguel, but I don’t stop as I pass his station. I’ve noticed his eyes on my boobs and ass more times than I’m comfortable with. So far my mild fuck off vibe is working. I’m not sure how long it’ll last though. Experience has taught me that a half-decent set of tits and ass blinds most men to just about everything else.

         “Yeah,” I respond. “I lucked out with the subway.” I reach my station and activate the machine. Seconds later, the first stack of clean, steaming plates arrives in front of me.

         “That’s great. So…uh, where is it you said you commute from again?” He raises his voice to be heard above the sound of the plates I’m stacking on the tallboy trolley.

         I turn and spear him with a cold look. “I didn’t say.”

         He looks taken aback for an instant. Then he grins. “Come on, muchacha. I’m just trying to get to know you. No need to be so prickly.”

         I turn away without answering. He gets the hint because he doesn’t engage me again for the rest of the morning.

         An hour before the lunchtime rush is when hundreds of dirty plates are sent down. I found out through a talkative Miguel that not only are Blackwood Tower employees given three squares daily free of charge, the top executives are also given brunch, hence the late morning madness. The only sliver of a lull comes after lunch, but we’re allowed to take fifteen-minute breaks twice a day besides our lunch break.

         During the first break, I pour myself a cup of cheap, but free, coffee from the rec room, grab the burner phone from my locker and head upstairs. Outside, I head deeper into the side street and make sure I’m alone before I turn on the phone.

         My heart hammers and my palms grow clammy as I wait for the blue wheel to stop spinning. My rational brain tells me it’s a burner and Clayton will have no way to trace it unless I do something stupid, like call someone back at The Villa. I don’t intend to. For one thing, nothing and no one back there triggers anything near nostalgia, although every now and then I suffer a twinge of guilt for what I did.

         All the same I’m nearly dizzy with fear as I check for missed calls.

         Nothing.

         My heart drops, thankfully along with a large dose of terror once the phone is powered down. But in its place, anxiety rises.

         It’s Thursday. The stranger with the mechanical voice said he’d be in touch within the week. Did that mean in the next seven days or within this week, i.e. before Friday? I stare into the middle distance and mull the words over. The longer I think about what happened in that room, the more surreal it feels.

         The stunning, but starkly minimalist apartment. The light grey walls with the uncomfortable, artsy chair. The mirror. The futuristic looking camera.

         His robotic, hypnotic voice.

         Had that all really happened?

         “Elly.”

         My mind frees itself from the lingering fear. I conclude that I must have fallen into some Kubrick-style, hunger-induced delirium and fantasized the whole thing after reading that stupid ad.

         “Elly?”

         Which means, my life is still set on a countdown clock, which spans days, possibly a week or two, tops. Because Clayton will find me. And when he does, he’ll kill me. It might be slow or it might be fast. But death will be the ultimate penalty.

         “Hey, Elly!”

         It takes a nanosecond for the name to register as mine. Snapping fingers emphasize the call and I turn to find Miguel hovering five feet from me. A cigarette dangles from his fingers as he stares at me funny.

         My skin prickles with thoughts of discovery, thoughts of flight. I force myself to remain calm, not give away the fact that the name he’s calling me by is as familiar as it is alien to me. “Yes?”

         He laughs. “You didn’t hear me? You spaced out there for a sec, huh?”

         I slowly slide the phone into my pocket. “Did you want something, Miguel?”

         “Not me, no. But the boss wants you.”

         My heart skips several beats. “Why?”

         He shrugs. “Hell if I know. But he wants to see you, pronto.”

         I manage a nod and keep a sensible distance between us as I leave the alley.

         “Uh…Elly?”

         My back stiffens, the name a reminder of why I’m here in this cold, noisy city awaiting a gruesome fate that looks exactly like death. I look over my shoulder.

         “Is everything okay with you?” Miguel asks.

         “We don’t know each other well enough for you to ask me that.”

         He shrugs. “Maybe not. But I’m asking all the same.”

         I think of all the answers I can give. Then settle on the only option available. “I’m fine.” I dispose of my Styrofoam cup and hurry inside before he can stick his nose further into my business.

         The man I work for, Sully Manning, overheard me enquiring about a short term job in the shop where I bought my phone in Queens. His shrewd pale grey eyes assessed me throughout my conversation with the shop owner. He followed me outside, scaring the shit out of me before he said he might be able to help. It took two tries before I conquered my fear long enough to call the number he gave me.

         Now, as I approach his office, I wonder if that fear wasn’t justified. Have I been too trusting? Hunger and terror have a way of messing with your mind. By letting one overrule the other, have I walked into a trap?

         My feet falter. Fight or flight spikes adrenaline into my veins.

         Sully sees me through his window and beckons me with a beefy hand. I look behind me. Should I make a run for it? How far will I get?

         “Elly! I haven’t got all day.”

         I press clammy palms against my pants and present myself in his office doorway.

         “Umm, you wanted to see me?”

         “Yes,” he snaps. He’s Irish-Italian with a brusque manner that keeps everyone in the catering support team in line. He moves a few papers around on his desk before his head snaps up. “You wanna earn some extra money?”

         “I…yes?”

         He head-tilts. “You don’t sound sure.”

         I swallow hard, wonder if this is another acid-trip offer without the actual acid high. “I’m sure.”

         He nods a grey head. “Good. Good. Two of my servers have called in sick. Some bullshit stomach bug or other. I need you to step in.”

         My alarm escalates. I push it down and manage to nod. “Okay. What…what do you need?”

         “Go see Meg in the uniform department. She’ll find one of the girl’s outfits for you. You need to be upstairs in fifteen minutes.”

         I’m glad I don’t have to answer because sheer terror has overtaken my vocal cords. I belong in the basement, in the bowels of the earth where no one can see me. I don’t belong upstairs doing…whatever Sully wants me to do. But I need this job or starvation will claim me long before Clayton does. Ninety-nine percent of my cash goes into paying for my shitty, but extortionate, motel room. The owner chose to overlook my no-name-or-address status in return for a thirty-dollar a week hike up on normal prices. Right now, I have twenty-two dollars to my name.

         So I force my feet to move.

         “Oh, and Elly?”

         I stop. Sully stares back at me.

         “Remember how you got here. We all have pasts we don’t want held up to the light. I’m not going to peek at yours. Return the favor by not letting me down. Deal?”

         I nod. “Deal.”

         He waves me away.

         As I leave to go in search of Meg, relief punches through me.

         I’ve been rightly wary about Sully’s motives. He knows I’m hiding something. But unlike Miguel, he’s chosen to leave well enough alone. For that, I’m glad. Because tossing my particular closet open will reveal putrefying skeletons.

         The first of which would explain why I don’t respond well to Elly. Before arriving in New York no one called me by that name.

         My real name is Elyse Gilbert, nicknamed ‘Lucky’ by the waste of space who briefly labeled himself my father, because according to him, I’m the unluckiest person alive, and I’ll die the same way I came into the world: naked, screaming, and dirt poor.

         So far, he’s been right about the unlucky part. Also dead right about the dirt-poor part.

         But what he didn’t predict was that at twenty-two, I’d be on the run for arson and murder. Or that one of my hunters would possess the single goal of trying to pry my secret from me before he puts me in the ground.
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            SCENE 1

         

         Lucky

         I arrive at the service elevator in my new server’s uniform of black button down dress and a white apron. I’ve swapped my hairnet for a white mini-cap and my boots for nude tights and flats courtesy of Meg. If my heart wasn’t slamming so hard against my ribs, I’d grimace at how ridiculous I look.

         The service elevator has two buttons—B. Restaurant and B. Executive. My shaky finger hits the second button. I swipe at the sheen of sweat dimpling my forehead, suck in a deep breath and reassure myself of the unlikelihood of Clayton finding me here. The assurance rings hollow.

         He once tracked a girl who stole two thousand dollars from him, all the way to the ends of Clusterfuck, Alaska. It took four months, but his patience was inexhaustible. He found her, dragged her back to Fresno, and chained her to a wall in his special room, reserved for clients with the sickest proclivities. When he let her go a year later, Abby left The Villa, and walked straight into oncoming traffic.

         I chose New York because I hoped the sheer density of the population would buy me some time. That doesn’t mean I’m comfortable hiding in plain sight. I’d give my pinky to be back in the basement, handling piles of dirty plates and enduring Miguel’s ever-increasing cocky advances.

         The elevator pings open and my heart threatens to give out altogether. I step out into a skylit atrium decorated with stunning water features, horticultural masterpieces and stylish furniture I’ve only ever seen in glossy magazines. Contrary to my fear, the room isn’t crowded, but again, I know I stand out like a nun in a whorehouse.

         Already I’m attracting stares by standing in the middle of the sun-drenched space. I avert my gaze and head toward the sound of a hissing coffee machine. Two waiters, a young guy and woman about my age, are standing in front of a glass and chrome counter that looks like something out of a sci-fi movie. Behind the counter, a stocky chef fires off instructions to a team of four about specific dietary requirements and the temperature of foie gras before he spears me with a hard stare.

         “Are you the extra I requested?” he snaps.

         I clear my throat. “Yes, my name is Elly. Sully sent me up.”

         His mouth compresses, and he points to the far side of the counter. “Stand there, don’t move. You’ll get your brief in five minutes.”

         My brief? To serve food?

         He returns to barking instructions at the two servers, who nod briskly and whisk away silver trays to opposite sides of the executive restaurant.

         I wait, making sure to stay alert so I don’t repeat the spaced-out-in-the-alley incident Miguel witnessed. But my gaze wanders and lands on a magazine rack three tables away. On the front cover is an aerial picture of Blackwood Tower and on either side two men—one older and one younger—facing each other. The caption reads: Dynamic Duo or Dynamite Duel? Even in profile, both men are eye-catching enough to snag my interest. I’m just about to lean closer to scrutinize the cover when a throat clears next to me.

         The chef looks even more annoyed than before. “You’ll be serving Mr. Blackwood today. He takes his lunch at exactly one o’clock.”

         I nod. “Okay.” He starts to walk away. “Umm, I’m sorry, which one is Mr. Blackwood?”

         The servers pause to stare with open shock at me.

         The chef swears in a language I don’t understand and shakes his head. “How long have you worked here?”

         “Two weeks.”

         “And you don’t know what the man whose company you work for looks like?”

         I shrug. “I wash plates and glasses in the basement,” I murmur.

         He stares me up and down, his mouth twitching with disdain. “Figures,” he mutters under his breath.

         I swallow the anger that rises and force my fists not to ball. “If you wouldn’t mind pointing him out to me, I’d appreciate it.”

         His gaze doesn’t move from mine. “Mr. Quinn Blackwood is sitting in his usual seat by the north window. He doesn’t like being spoken to, so don’t try to be clever and engage him in any form of chitchat. He takes his coffee with a dash of cream and two sprinkles of cardamom, in that order. Stir without touching the sides or bottom of the cup and leave it in front of him along with his meal. Think you can manage that?”

         “Of course,” I respond briskly, while frantically memorizing the list.

         I know firsthand what craziness power and wealth induces in people, but what the chef’s describing borders on the ridiculous. But I’m in no position to complain. Sully has promised more money for working up here today. Pandering to some rich dude’s peculiar lunch ritual will go a little way to increasing my chances of survival for a few more days.

         When the chef returns to hover over the poor minion who is preparing the tray, I look around again, trying to find my bearings. Where the hell is north? Geography wasn’t a strong subject in school. In fact, the only thing I excelled in was math and English, both of which account for zero when all you’re required to do is suck cock or lie on your back and zone out until whatever asshole on top of you is done.

         My gaze frantically swings back and forth, trying to work out the exact position of the sun. On the third pass, I freeze.

         He’s sitting beneath a window, sure, but then so are three other stylishly dressed guys. But while the other men are talking into cell phones or tapping away on tablets, this man is staring straight at the view.

         I can only see the back of his head, but even that grips my attention. The slant of sunlight hits dark, glossy hair and lights up the silky, wavy strands that caress the collar of his grey suit. Whoever he is, he could easily be a top contender for a shampoo ad with that hair. My gaze drops to broad, well-muscled shoulders and thick arms. It’s clear even from across the room that this man takes care of his physique. His seated position means I can’t see the rest of him, but as I watch him, I realize what has absorbed my attention.

         He’s deathly still.

         Despite the hum of activity around him, he hasn’t moved a muscle. It’s disarming enough to send a shiver down my spine. And I know, even without bruising my brain by further trying to work out which way is north, that he is Quinn Blackwood.

         “Remember my instructions, Plate Girl?”

         I jerk around, and stare down at the tray. Everything is laid out in pristine condition. China and silver that I’m sure costs more than Clayton’s prized hot rod sits at exact angles from each other. “Yes.”

         “Lay it out precisely as it is on the tray. And come back here. You’ll wait until he’s done, then clear his table. Understood?”

         I nod. He hands the tray to me. I take a step forward and realize my legs are shaking. I pause, take a deep breath.

         It’s just food. It’s just a goddamn tray of food.

         I make my way to where he’s sitting. The table next to his is unoccupied. I set the tray down on it and take the time to work out the angles and distances.

         I pick up the gold-rimmed porcelain plate with the distinctive Tiffany blue pattern, and turn.

         My breath dissolves to nothing.

         Holy heaven above.

         He’s…beautiful. Easily, the most hauntingly captivating man I’ve ever seen.

         Quinn Blackwood doesn’t acknowledge me. He’s staring at the view, although his gaze is narrowed and lowered, stopping me from seeing the exact color of his eyes. But the square jaw, the dimple in his chin, the sculptured curvature of his cheekbones, all align into a face that is so visually and powerfully stunning, my limbs slack in shock, before blood pumps full bore through my veins.

         He blinks, still without looking at or acknowledging me, but the tiny movement draws my attention to his lashes. Long, curved. Perfect.

         And his mouth…

         Jesus.

         For a second, I wonder if I’m back in my alternate universe, where my life isn’t in danger and a million dollars is truly within touching distance. Is this another hallucination? If so, I never want to wake up this time.

         My gaze drops to his hands. They’re big, a little out of proportion with the rest of him, but they in no way detract from the magnificent package.

         As I stand there, caught in a web of what I can truthfully term as my very first genuine sexual arousal, his eyelids flutter. His chest continues to rise and fall in even, unhurried exhalations, but a spark of awareness lances through the air.

         Perhaps it’s another dimension of this weird hallucination. But whatever it is, it takes hold of me, fires through my body to the very soles of my feet and back up again. My mouth dries and I firmly refuse my body’s urge to blink. I don’t want him to disappear. I don’t want him to be a figment of my imagination. Just for a little while, I desperately want this feeling to replace the constant fear that blankets me.

         I’m not sure how long I stand there.

         His forefinger taps once. Twice.

         The movement jumpstarts my spatial awareness. My fingers tighten on the plate when I feel it slip in my clammy grip. I take a hurried step forward and set it down before him. I instinctively know not to step into his light, so I arrange the place setting from the side of his table, his profile a constant threat to my equilibrium. Somehow, I manage to finish laying the table.

         I recall and follow the instructions about his coffee and when I’m done, I step back reluctantly.

         “Thank you,” he murmurs. His voice is low, coarse, as if he hasn’t used it in a while.

         The sexy tenor of it shivers over my skin and I’m stuck in a vivid loop of imagining how it would sound were he to murmur extremely hot and incredibly inappropriate somethings in my ear.

         From the corner of my eye, I see the chef and servers looking my way. It’s clear I’m at risk of crossing some sacred server-employer line. Fighting everything inside me to avoid another torrid glance at Quinn Blackwood, I grab the tray, clutch it to my chest. “You’re welcome,” I reply before I remember that I’m not supposed to address him.

         I risk a glance at him, gauging to see if I’ve earned a black mark.

         His gaze doesn’t stray from the view, but he reaches for the pristine napkin, unfolds it with a viciously sexy snap, and drapes it over his lap. There’s an animal grace in that move that almost halts the step I’m about to take.

         But the chef is rounding the counter, heading my way. I unfreeze myself and hurry away from the table.

         He intercepts me halfway across the room. “Serve him and return to the kitchen. That was your brief!” he hisses at me.

         “And that’s what I did,” I clip out.

         “No, it was most certainly not what you did. You were just standing there, gawping at him like a decapitated fish,” he snarls.

         The heat that rises up my face is unavoidable. “I just…” I pause, because what can I say? That the man is a visually arresting masterpiece? That he’s the first ever member of the opposite sex to make my panties damp just by existing? That even now, the urge to turn around, feast my eyes on him again is proving almost impossible to resist? I clear my throat. “It won’t happen again.”

         “No, it won’t. That is not how we do things here, Miss Plate Washer. Now, are you able to follow simple instructions or would you like to return to more familiar subterranean surroundings?” he sneers.

         The money, Lucky. Think of the money. “I want to stay and work.”

         He stares at me, thin-lipped, for a handful of seconds, then thumbs the opposite side of the restaurant from where Quinn Blackwood is sitting. “Tables need clearing over there. Try not to break anything. Each plates costs more than you’ll earn washing plates in a year.”

         I lower my head and walk away, reminding myself why I can’t let anger take over. It burns like a bitch, but I’ve learned the hard way that in a fight for survival, there is no place for pride. I have to let some things go.

         I stack used plates from three tables in quick succession and take them to the kitchen. As I return from retrieving the remaining dishes, my gaze swings to Quinn Blackwood’s table. His gaze is still glued to the view, but he lifts his coffee to drain the cup.

         I can’t help myself. I stop and stare.

         There are men who command attention for varied reasons.

         From the way everyone around him gives him a wide berth, I get the feeling this man commands visceral awe and respect without lifting a finger.

         He sets the cup down and rises. Sunlight bathes him from head to toe.

         He’s tall, over six feet, and my initial assessment that he’s a man who takes his physical well-being seriously is evidenced by his streamlined physique. Every inch of Quinn Blackwood demands attention. I realize I’m staring again and rouse myself as he fastens the single button on his business jacket and turns away from the table.

         The moment I start to cross the room with my heaped tray of dirty glasses, I know our paths will collide.

         I should stop. Turn away. Lower my head.

         But I keep moving, my feet gripped with unbreakable compulsion. My gaze drops to adjust the tray, but I sense the moment his lands on me.

         The sensation is electrifying enough to snap my head back up.

         He’s smooth, I’ll give him that. But I witness the tiny stumble when our shadows merge. Glimpse the ephemeral hesitation that tenses his body before he regains absolute control of himself.

         It is worth absolutely nothing to me in my life’s ultimately fucked up dynamic, but a tiny part of me frees itself from debilitating terror long enough to perform the smallest of cartwheels.

         That is until our eyes meet.

         Eyes of piercing silver blue surrounded by a jagged ring of black stare at me. My cartwheel disintegrates and I wonder if this is why everyone avoids this man.

         Quinn Blackwood’s eyes are soulless pools.

         Staring into them is like staring into a bottomless abyss in the middle of a post-apocalyptic nightmare.

         Something inside me wants to recoil, but I can’t look away. The power of his stare is extremely hypnotic. I stand, frozen, as he remains in front of me.

         “Your name.” It’s not a question. It bristles with ultimate power, and demands an answer.

         “L…umm, Elly.”

         “You served me.”

         “Yes.”

         He stares for a fistful of heartbeats. “Thank you, Elly.”

         “Yeah…sure.”

         He walks way without a backward glance, leaving me with a strong notion of what it feels like to be a victim of mind control.

         Because Quinn Blackwood, in those thirty seconds he pinned me with his eyes, could’ve talked me into doing anything for him.

         I return the tray to the kitchen in a daze. Although I do my job, I remain in a mild fugue state until Chef Fancy Pants dismisses me from his lofty kingdom.

         Sully calls me into his office when I return downstairs and hands me an envelope. Inside I find two hundred dollars, enough to secure a roof over my head and food for a week if I’m careful. I form the appropriate words of thanks, but when he dismisses me, I hardly recall changing my clothes and leaving Blackwood Tower.

         The incident upstairs still has me in its grip.

         I regain my common sense long enough to mind my surroundings as I take the subway back to Queens. I devour half of the leftover sandwiches I took from the rec room and wash them down with a can of soda, then shower with tepid water from a barely functioning showerhead.

         There was no time to pack personal items when I fled The Villa, save for a couple of precious keepsakes, one of which is a picture of my mother and me, taken on my sixth birthday. I fish it out of my backpack and stare at it beneath the harsh motel room light.

         She was stunning. According to some of the girls at The Villa who knew her back in the day, she used to be Clayton’s prized whore until she messed around behind his back. Knowing Clayton Getty, I’m not exactly sure how she managed to talk him into letting her stay at The Villa after I was born.

         I lie back on the bed that stinks of urine and other unthinkable fluids, clutching the picture. Out of the meager possessions I grew up with, I know why I’m hanging on to the photo.

         Amid the telltale signs of her losing battle with alcohol abuse, there’s hope in Renee Gilbert’s face. She didn’t give up hope despite Clayton Getty’s single-minded mission to turn her life into a living hell. It was that hope with which she clung to my hand.

         Despite the futility of my situation, a part of me desperately channels that hope.

         Eventually, my body and mind let go of the perpetual fear long enough for me to fall asleep.

         I jerk awake somewhere around two a.m., heart hammering. The glaring light bulb blinds me for a few seconds before my eyesight adjusts. I raise the picture from my chest and stare at my mother’s face, wondering if my fate will echo hers and we’ll both perish at the hands of Clayton Getty.

         As my fingers glide over the glass, another face slides into my mind.

         Quinn Blackwood.

         There’s no room in my life to ponder other people’s shit, but I find myself intrigued all the same.

         His body.

         His deathly stillness.

         His mouth.

         His unwavering focus on the view.

         His soulless eyes…

         My breath catches. Mild shock engulfs me as I set the picture aside to watch my nipples peak beneath the T-shirt I wore to bed. I’m semi-fascinated by my body’s reaction. Enough to jerk upright in bed seconds later when I feel a distinct tingle between my thighs.

         What the fuck is wrong with you, Lucky?

         He’s hot, granted. But he’s clearly fucked up in that special way only rich, powerful people can be, despite having the world at their feet. Fantasizing about Quinn Blackwood will bring me nowhere near finding a way to get Clayton off my back.

         In a last-ditch act of desperation, I grab my phone, take a deep breath and turn it on.

         My heart leaps into my throat when the mail sign pops onto the screen. Fingers shaking, I press it.

         Monday. 6pm. Midtown. Be punctual.
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