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        Hunter Driesse and Eric Kane aren’t my type.

      

        

      
        They’re too dominant. Too demanding.

        Too sinfully tempting.

      

        

      
        They are not the men I want.

        Until the night of the dare.

        When I discover that Hunter and Eric are—shockingly—the men I need.
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Dixie

        

      

    

    




      Six months ago…

      It’s Wednesday. I’ve been at my new job at Leforte Enterprises for ten days, and already, I’m having second thoughts.

      When Xavier Laforte hired me to be the General Counsel of his sprawling empire, I’d been under the impression I would be working directly for him. I was wrong. While Xavier is nominally the CEO, the daily decisions are made by Pierre Valade, the Chief Operating Officer.

      Pierre is, to put it kindly, a disaster. Xavier is competent; Pierre is not. Xavier respects his employees; Pierre is condescending, difficult, and incompetent. He doesn’t read his emails. He shows up to meetings unprepared. Things sit on his desk for days on end.

      Things like the Ito contract, for example.

      Pierre looks up from the stack of paper on his desk. “Xavier needs to sign this contract,” he says, giving me a glare.

      “Yes,” I agree, keeping the annoyance out of my voice with superhuman ability. Sadly, I have a lot of practice at that. “I sent you an email about it last week.”

      “Xavier isn’t here,” he says, stating the obvious. “When does this need to be signed by?”

      He hasn’t read my email. He’s ignored the subject line that said: Urgent—Mr. Leforte needs to sign the Ito contract by the fourteenth. I grit my teeth. “Today.”

      He blinks in confusion. “Today?”

      I count to ten in my head. “Yes, today. If you recall, we had a conversation about this last Wednesday. These documents need to be shipped today to get to Tokyo by Friday.” Pierre has dithered for weeks. Akihiko Kawahara, my counterpart at Ito Corp, is losing his patience and is on the verge of recommending that his firm walk away from the deal.

      “But Xavier isn’t here,” he says again.

      I have no idea how this man keeps his job. “Do you know where he is?”

      He frowns at me as if I’m inconveniencing him by asking him to do his job. “Let me ask Elisa.”

      Elisa Bucur is Xavier’s assistant and is, as I’m quickly finding out, as competent as Pierre is not. She picks up the phone on the first ring. “Elisa Bucur,” she says, her voice crisp. “How can I help you, Pierre?”

      “Do you know where Xavier is?”

      “Yes, he’s at the castle. He flew in from Bangkok last night.” There’s a brief pause. “I'm quite sure I sent you a copy of his travel schedule."

      Pierre lets that rebuke sail past his head. "I have Dixie Ketcham in front of me," he says. "She needs Xavier to sign a contract. Is he planning to come into the office today?"

      "He has spent thirty-six of the last ninety hours on a plane. I highly doubt it."

      The thought of picking up the phone and explaining to Akihiko that we've missed yet another deadline makes me cringe. I take a half-step forward. "Elisa, hi. This is Dixie. I'm sure Mr. Leforte is exhausted, but I really need him to sign this contract today. If I drive out to the castle—"

      "Yes," she interrupts. "That will work. Are you leaving now? I'll give Xavier a heads-up that you're on your way."

      Thank heavens for competent people. "Thank you."

      Pierre hangs up. His eyes rest on me, and I see sly amusement there. "You're going to the castle," he drawls. "You do know there's a sex club in the basement?"

      "I'm aware, yes," I say stiffly. I haven't been to the castle yet, and I'm a little nervous about it, though there's no reason to be. After all, the private sex club in the basement is only a small pa t of the castle, and most of the space is taken up by Summit, a luxury resort. Pierre Valade is baiting me, and I refuse to give him the satisfaction of responding.

      

      It takes me an hour to get to Summit. Following Elisa's directions, I drive around the back, park in the employee lot, and knock on the back door. In less than a minute, an older gentleman opens it. "Ms. Ketcham?" he asks.

      "Yes."

      He gives me a welcoming smile. "Mr. Leforte is expecting you. Please follow me."

      I follow Henri down a narrow corridor, feeling a little bit like Alice in Wonderland. It's a strange rabbit hole I've fallen down. Xavier Leforte's castle is a boutique resort catering to the rich and famous. It also houses an exclusive sex club in the basement. When I first found out what the yearly membership dues were, I almost had a heart attack.

      Henri stops in front of a staff elevator. We wait for it to arrive in silence. When it does, Henri gestures for me to enter. Limping in after me, he hits the button for the second floor. "We could have walked," he says. "But my ankle is acting up today. Arthritis."

      "I'm sorry." Henri reminds me of Albert in the Batman movies. I guess that in that scenario, Xavier Leforte would be Bruce Wayne. It's not a bad analogy. Xavier can be inscrutable to the point of mystery, and God knows he's rich enough.

      When the elevator reaches our destination, I turn to Henri. "You don't have to escort me. Just tell me where to go."

      "Thank you, Ms. Ketcham. That is very considerate of you. Head left. Mr. Leforte's office is the last door on the right."

      Xavier's office door is ajar. I knock on it, and his voice tells me to come in. He looks up as I enter and gets to his feet to greet me. "Dixie," he says with a smile, shaking my hand with his customary firm grip. "It's good to see you. I'm sorry I couldn't be in the office for your first week. How are things so far?"

      It's a disaster. "Pretty good," I lie. "I'm still finding my way around."

      "Elisa said something about a contract?"

      "Yes. You're buying a company in Japan. The contract needs your sign-off. I can summarize the details for you if you'd like."

      "Nothing you tell me today will sink in," he says with a grimace. "I haven't slept in over twenty-four hours." I hand him my pen, and he scrawls his signature on the dotted line. "Is that it?"

      He looks exhausted, and, though his smile is friendly, his words are a polite dismissal. I wasn't going to pour out my frustrations about Pierre—that would be unprofessional—but even if that had been my intent, now's not the right time.

      "That's it," I confirm.

      "Good. I'll see you at Happy Hour on Friday? We can catch up, and you can tell me how your first two weeks have been."

      "Absolutely." I tuck the contract back into my folder, mutter a polite farewell, and ride the elevator back to the main floor. Henri is nowhere in sight, but I don't have time to wait for him. Already, my phone is filling up with texts from my assistant Andie Cromwell.

      Pierre needs the Argentina proposal. Do you have it ready?

      John Stone asked about the Tennessee negotiations.

      And so on and so forth. I tap out replies as I walk, and I'm about to exit the castle when I realize I've left my pen in Xavier's office.

      My mom gave me that pen.

      It's my lucky pen.

      "Great," I grumble under my breath. Xavier practically threw you out of his office, and you're going up there to bother him again. Way to make a good impression.

      I retrace my steps back. Andie's doing her best to control the chaos, but I need to be back at the office. I smash my finger into the elevator button, my attention on my phone. It'll take me an hour to drive back, and then my team needs to make copies of the contract before the FedEx driver shows up at five. It's a little before two. I'm not running out of time, but I'm cutting it closer than I'd like.

      The elevator arrives. I get in, the doors shut, and it starts to move. I'm not paying attention; I'm typing out another message to Andie when it whispers to a stop and the doors open.

      That's when I hear the woman scream.

      

      I'm not on the second floor of the castle. That much is clear. Ahead of me is a cave of darkness. It's daylight outside—I must be in the basement. I use my cell phone for light and take a step forward, my heart racing in my chest.

      The woman cries out again, her voice thin and high with panic. "Help," she shouts. "Please—"

      Her voice abruptly cuts out.

      My fingers dial 911 on instinct.

      But the call doesn't go through. There's no reception down here.

      Now what? I freeze in place, but I already know what I'm going to do. I can't walk away; I have to intervene. I couldn't live with myself otherwise. I could get Henri, but there might not be enough time. I need to act now.

      "Please," she begs. "I don't know anything. Please let me go."

      I tiptoe into the dark void. The voice seemed to come from across the room. I grope my way toward a door. I turn the handle, and to my relief, it's not locked. It swings open silently.

      I'm closer now. The woman cries out again, and this time, I hear conversation. It starts out as an indistinct murmur, and then, as I get closer, it coalesces into two separate male voices.

      The corridor comes to a dead end. Passageways continue to the left and to the right. I take a deep breath. Hoping against hope, I glance down at my phone, but no. Still no reception. I'm going to have to turn left, yell really loudly, threaten to call the cops, and hope that it's enough to scare the assailants.

      I turn the corner and…

      A scene out of a medieval torture chamber greets me.

      A naked bulb swings from the cavernous ceiling. Two men, both dressed in expensive suits, loom over a tied-up woman. She's wearing a button-up shirt and a grey pencil skirt, her hands tied behind her back. She's breathing in shallow gulps, and she's cringing away from them. "Please don't," she whispers. "I know nothing, I promise. I've told you everything."

      One of the men, the bearded one, shrugs out of his jacket and tosses it aside. He undoes his cufflinks and tosses them on a table. They make a heavy, clinking sound as they land on the surface.

      "I don't believe you, Camila." He starts to roll up his sleeves. "We can either do this the easy way, or we can do it the hard way. You decide."

      The other man moves into the light. A metallic glint catches my eye, and my heartbeat stutters to a stop.

      He's carrying a knife.

      I jump forward with an angry shriek. "Freeze," I yell. "I have mace, you sick jerks. What kind of men tie up and torture a helpless woman anyway? The ones with small cocks, that's who. Well, you're not getting away with this. The cops are on their way."

      I do not have mace. And for obvious reasons—no cell phone reception—the cops are not on their way.

      Both men look up at my approach. "What are you talking about?" the man with the knife asks, giving me a puzzled frown.

      His tone isn't right. Neither is his expression. He doesn't look angry, and he doesn't look afraid. He just looks… confused.

      The next lie is already tumbling out of my mouth. "I have a black belt in judo," I continue. "Drop the knife, and step away from the woman, or you are going to be exceedingly sorry."

      The woman speaks for the first time. "Hang on," she says, her voice sharp. "Did you say you called the cops? Why on Earth would you call the cops to a sex club? Are you out of your mind?"

      That's when I realize that I've got it very, very wrong.

      "You’re not being interrogated?” I ask weakly. “You’re not in trouble?”

      She rolls her eyes in my direction. “Eric, can you cut me loose? Yes, honey. I’m being interrogated in a dimly lit room in the basement of a hotel where the average room costs a thousand dollars a night.”

      “It’s more than a thousand,” the guy with the knife says. Eric. “Xavier said he was planning another price hike. Stay still, Cam.” He slices efficiently through the ropes, and then turns to me with a withering look. “Look, I don’t know who you are or how you made your way down here, and trust me, I intend to find out. But at the risk of pointing out the obvious, we’re in a BDSM club, this is a planned scene, and you’re interrupting.”

      Yeah, I’m slowly starting to see that. No wonder the three of them are looking at me as if I’m an idiot. I am such a fool. Stupid, stupid, stupid. Just because it’s a castle, it doesn’t mean it has dungeons where people are being tortured. I’ve been reading far too many fairy tales and watching far too much Law and Order.

      “I didn’t call the cops,” I murmur sheepishly. “No cell phone reception.” I take a deep breath and try to explain the unexplainable. “It’s Wednesday. I didn’t think—”

      “No, you didn’t,” Eric agrees caustically. “Not even a little.”

      Camila touches his arm. “Leave her be, Eric. It was an honest mistake.” She gets to her feet. “Thank you for trying to rescue me.”

      Yeah, I still feel like a fool.

      The other man speaks up for the first time. “Who are you?”

      The odds of Xavier Leforte hearing about this incident? One-hundred-percent. Ugh. Still, if he fires me, at least I won’t have to deal with Pierre anymore. It’s not much of a silver lining, but it’s all I have. “I’m Dixie Ketcham,” I murmur. “I just started working for Mr. Leforte.”

      “His new lawyer?” Beard-Guy looks amused. “You just moved here, didn’t you? Have you found a gym to train at yet? I’m a yodan. Perhaps we could spar sometime. I’m Hunter, by the way. Hunter Driesse.”

      Jerk. He knows perfectly well I was lying about my judo black belt, and he’s rubbing salt into my wounds.

      Both men are looking at me with mocking eyes. Pierre had looked at me that way when he asked me if I knew there was a sex club in the basement. I feel like a fool all over again. My face burns with embarrassment, and I would give anything to be able to go back in time and fix this. “I’m sorry I interfered in your scene,” I tell the woman stiffly. “I’m going to go now.”

      I turn around, ready to run away. A woman barrels around the corner, moving at full speed. “Ms. Ketcham, I’m very sorry,” she gasps out. “But you cannot be here. This is a private members-only area.”

      Behind me, I hear Eric laugh, low and amused.

      Ugh. You don’t have to rub my nose in it.

      I’ve never really had nemeses, but if I did, these guys, Hunter Driesse and Eric, last-name-unknown, would be on the list. Still, with any luck, I’ll never see them again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            1

          

          
            Hunter

          

        

      

    

    
      Funerals suck. So-called ‘celebrations of life’ aren’t any better. Remembering my mother’s life when I’ve barely come to terms with her death? I can’t do it.

      A few stragglers—good friends, all of them—linger in my mother’s living room. I feel brittle. Stretched thin, like a leaf that’s been left out too long in the sun. I excuse myself from the conversation I’m in and wander to the kitchen.

      She was fifty-five. Too young. Far too young to die.

      The house feels too large and, despite the mourners, too empty. I never realized how big the place is. Maybe it’s because my mother’s larger-than-life presence filled it so very completely.

      Some people—many of my clients, for example—have a difficult relationship with their parents. Not me. My father abandoned us when he found out my mother was pregnant with me, but my mother was all the parent I needed. She’d been everything—mother, father, and friend.

      She’s gone now. Dead in her sleep. A massive, unexpected heart attack. I found her body four days ago. I don’t know how to deal, how to cope, how to react. All I can do is try to find a way to move on.

      There was a lunch earlier. Sandwiches, I think. The caterers have put away the food and wiped down the counters, but there’s still some stale coffee in the carafe. I pour myself a cup and take a seat at the table, looking out of the window.

      Breanna Driesse was a psychiatrist, the reason I went into the profession. I have such vivid memories of sitting at the kitchen table, the two of us discussing work and life and everything in between. The moths that were eating her kale. The cases that were troubling us. It’s not fashionable to like your parents, but even as a teenager, when my friends were going through their ‘I hate my parents’ phase, I liked and respected my mom. She was smart, she was kind, and she was a great role model.

      I shake my head to dispel the sadness and take a sip of the lukewarm coffee.

      You’re a therapist. You teach people to cope with grief. You’re numb, and that’s a normal reaction. This feeling you’re having—like this isn’t really happening to you, but to someone else—it’ll pass. You’ll get through this.

      Annette Reeves walks into the room and settles in the chair next to me. “Hunter,” she says, her voice kind. “How are you doing?”

      “Do you want the clinical answer? I should be at the anger stage of grief, but I’m lagging behind the curve.”

      She pats my back and leans back in her chair, surveying me with concerned eyes. “I don’t want the clinical answer, no. This isn’t something training can fix, and you know it.” She follows my gaze to the back garden, where the basil is starting to flower. My mom would religiously pinch their heads off every evening when she returned from work. I should do that. “Bree made the best pesto,” she says softly. “She’d bring jars into work to share. The hospital is going to feel emptier without her.”

      “Mm-hmm.”

      “How are you feeling, Hunter?” she asks again. “The real answer, this time.”

      “I alternate between grief and numbness.” I take a deep breath. “I know what I’m supposed to do—”

      She raises her hand to cut me off. “Our training is so that we can help other people,” she murmurs. “We’re not always the best at helping ourselves. Trust me, I know this from experience. Are you sleeping?”

      “With help.” My mother died in her sleep. Every time I close my eyes, that realization jolts through me, and then, rest becomes impossible.

      She frowns. “You should talk to someone.”

      “You?”

      “No, you know that wouldn’t be appropriate. I’m too close to you, to this situation. But I can get you a referral to someone else.”

      Annette is a good person. One of my mother’s best friends, she’s like family to me. Except she isn’t, really. My mom was the last of my family, and now she’s gone.

      “I don’t need a therapist, Annette.”

      She hears the edge in my voice and drops the matter. “Okay.” She rises to her feet and pats me on the back again. “Why don't we get coffee later this week? Or you can take me out for dinner. It’ll do my ego some good to be seen with such a handsome young man.” She winks at me, a smile creasing her lips. “I won’t tell Doug.”

      I know she’s trying to be kind, but I don’t want any of it. I just want to be left alone. Talking to people, being social, all of it feels like too much effort. I can’t summon up the energy.

      “I’ll call you,” I mutter noncommittally. “I’m not sure what's on my schedule. I had to cancel on my patients, and the next couple of weeks are pretty swamped.”

      It’s an excuse, and Annette knows it, but again, she doesn’t push. “Okay,” she says agreeably. “Take care of yourself, Hunter. If there’s anything you need, please don’t hesitate to call.”

      I go back to my contemplation of the garden. A month ago, my mother and I had sat here, and she’d told me that she was planning to plant drifts of daffodils, thousands and thousands of bulbs, all the way down the hillside. “It’ll look like a wild meadow,” she’d said. “Can you imagine it, Hunter? It’ll be magical.”

      “It’ll be a lot of work,” I’d replied. “When are you going to find the time to do that?”

      “I’m thinking of retirement.”

      That had surprised me. “You are?”

      “I’m burned out, Hunter. It’s hard to listen to people’s problems every single day. It gets to you if you don’t have an outlet for it.”

      That, I know. That’s one of the reasons I play at Xavier’s club as frequently as I do. BDSM is a valve, designed to relieve the pressure that builds up from my work. I work with veterans suffering from PTSD—men and women who fought bravely and without complaint for our country, putting their lives on the line—and it takes a lot out of me. Club M acts as a restorative.

      Not that I’ve played at the club in months. Not since Dixie Ketcham broke up Camila’s scene.

      There are no daffodils on the hillside. None at all. There will never be any daffodils now, because my mother didn’t get to retire, and she didn’t get to make her insane vision come to life. She ran out of time.

      So fucking unfair.

      I hear footsteps again. I look up, but I don’t recognize the man who enters the kitchen and takes an uninvited seat at the table.

      “You don’t know me, Mr. Driesse. My name is Mitch Donahue.” He holds out his hand to me. “I’m so sorry for your loss.”

      I shake it out of ingrained politeness. “Thank you.”

      He takes a business card out of his jacket pocket and places it on the table in front of me. “Mr. Driesse, I’m a real estate developer. I was in conversation with Mrs. Driesse about selling this house when she died.”

      I frown at the man. “You were?” My mother was talking about planting daffodils, not selling the house.

      “It was early in our talks,” he replies evasively. He leans forward. “Can I be honest with you, Hunter?”

      Oh, it’s Hunter now, is it? I don’t like to form snap judgments about people, but I don’t trust Donahue. Too much hair gel. Too smarmy. Who the fuck invited him to the funeral?

      I don’t reply, but he barrels ahead nonetheless. “It’s a difficult time for you,” he says, as if he knows what the fuck he’s talking about. “You’re probably facing many important decisions. You spend the majority of your time in DC. This house is old, and I’m sure you’ve realized it needs a lot of maintenance. Let me take something off your plate. My associates and I are willing to make you a very generous offer.”

      “You want me to sell this house?” I stare at the man. “My mother was cremated today.”

      He realizes he’s skating on very thin ice. “Right, right, of course. It’s far too soon. I’ll give you a call in a week or two, okay?”

      I ignore him. The vegetable garden catches my attention again. Why did my mother plant six kale plants? She lived alone. How many leafy greens does one person need to eat?

      Donahue reaches for his business card. He pulls a pen out of his jacket pocket and scribbles a number on the back of the card. “It might seem overwhelming,” he says. “But this is a very generous offer. You’re a psychiatrist, Hunter. You probably make a decent living, but this is a windfall.”

      “A windfall.” Does he think I care? My mother’s dead, for fuck’s sake. I will never see her again, and this asshole is blathering about money?

      Donahue hears the warning in my tone, loud and clear. He gets to his feet. “Think about it. Breanna wouldn’t have wanted this place to lie empty.”

      He leaves before I throw him out. I take another sip of my now stone-cold coffee. I can’t hide here forever. Xavier is still in the living room, as is Eric. Nolan and Caleb are here, Kai and Maddox too. Brody and Adrian and Fiona. Even Rafael. The old gang. It would be nice if our reunions didn’t take place at gravesides.

      I get to my feet, picking up the card to throw it in the trash. Then I catch sight of the number.

      Six million dollars.

      That can’t be right. There’s no way this house is worth that.
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      It’s a beautiful summer day. The sun is out, and the rolling hills are very green. Hunter’s mother’s driveway is lined with lavender bushes, and their scent fills the air. Butterflies flit to and fro. A flock of birds attacks the fruit in a nearby cherry tree.

      It’s lovely and idyllic, and I can’t appreciate any of it. I’m feeling drained after Breanna Driesse’s funeral, and I didn’t really know her. I can’t even imagine how Hunter is feeling. My parents and I have a relationship that can best be described as ‘frostily polite,’ but my friend loved his mother.

      I blink in the sunlight, my eyes slowly adjusting to the brightness. Nolan’s car is blocking me in. I lean against my hood and wait for him.

      Xavier Leforte emerges from the house. He looks at the parking situation with a grimace and then catches sight of me. His face brightens, and his stride lengthens.

      Trouble. Whenever Xavier gets that look in his eyes, you’re about to be talked into something you don’t want to do.

      “Eric.”

      “Xavier,” I greet the man. Up close, his face is set in lines of exhaustion. He has dark circles under his eyes. The man practically owns a country—what the hell is keeping him up at night? “You doing okay?”

      “I’ve had better days.” He sags against the car. “Breanna was a friend. I can’t believe she’s gone.”

      “I didn’t realize you knew her.” I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised. They’re practically neighbors, after all. No doubt they ran into each other at town council meetings or whatever people do to pass the time in these parts.

      “When Lina died, Layla didn’t take it well. Obviously. Breanna talked to her. If it wasn’t for her…” His voice trails off.

      Oh. Lina died more than a decade ago. Dr. Driesse and Xavier go way back. “I’m sorry,” I tell him. “Is that why you look like hell?”

      “Do I?” He shrugs. “That’s part of it. I have a different problem that’s keeping me up at night, and I could use your help.”

      Danger, Will Robinson. Danger.

      “What’s up?”

      “Pierre Valade no longer works for me.”

      Pierre is Xavier’s COO. This is a major change. “Why not?”

      His expression hardens. “Two reasons. First, he’s been sloppy for a very long time. We were at boarding school together. He was kind to me when I was a frightened boy. He’s been coasting on the basis of our childhood friendship.”

      “He’s been sloppy for a long time, you said. What made you fire him now?”

      “He endangered Layla. He processed some payments to her through one of my corporate accounts by accident. If it had happened once, I might have let it go. It happened six times.”

      Xavier values friendship. He will walk across hot coals for the people in his life. He would have tolerated Valade’s sloppiness. But the instant Layla is threatened, in any shape or form, the gloves come off.

      I wait for him to continue, already knowing where this conversation is going and not liking it one bit. “I want to make you a job offer.”

      “Xavier, no.”

      “Eric, I’m desperate. In addition to being the Chief Operating Officer, Pierre also headed up Mergers and Acquisitions. I have several deals in the pipeline that are on the verge of falling through.”

      When things with Cecelia blew up in my face, Xavier had been there for me. He’d been supportive; he helped me pick up the pieces. He made several problems go away. When I questioned whether I should give up BDSM and reconcile myself to a lifetime of vanilla sex, Xavier had listened. He didn’t offer his opinion—I wasn’t looking for it—but he’d talked about Layla, about the crushing aftermath of Lina’s death, and about the importance of staying true to yourself.

      I owe him.

      I can’t ignore his appeal. Still, I make one more attempt, because the idea of working for Xavier sounds like hell. At the risk of sounding dramatic, I’d rather stick a hot poker in my eye.

      “You know I’m not cut out to be a manager.” Nolan’s finally emerged from the house, his face somber. “It isn't my thing. The work would drive me nuts.”

      “I can’t handle it myself. I’m letting balls drop all over the place.”

      Xavier doesn’t just spend his money on a sex club. He’s very private about his charitable foundation, but I know for a fact that they spend hundreds of millions of dollars every year. The LGS Foundation runs shelters, funds medical care for children, and so much more. Xavier keeps his name off it—he is not interested in publicity. But more than any billionaire that I know, and I know a few, Xavier does good things with his money.

      I can’t let him fail. Damn it all to hell. I don’t want to do this, but I’m not going to turn him down. Xavier’s not the only one bound by loyalty and friendship.

      “How about a compromise?” I suggest. “I get your house in order. I don’t know what kind of mess I’m dealing with, so let’s say it’ll take me anywhere from six months to a year to get things sorted. Meanwhile, you find a permanent replacement for Pierre. Someone who not only has the skill to do the work, but also the inclination.”

      “That sounds more than fair.” He sticks out his hand. “I can work with that. Thank you, Eric.”

      I shake his hand, wondering what the hell I’ve done. “It’ll take me a couple of weeks to extricate myself from my current clients,” I warn him. “But if you send me a non-disclosure agreement to sign, I’ll look at your portfolio in my spare time.”

      “Will do.” He looks like a giant weight has been lifted from his shoulders. “I do have a couple of candidates in mind, people on my leadership team. But…”

      He doesn’t trust himself, I realize. Pierre Valade’s failure has shaken his confidence.

      “Who’s on your short-list?”

      “Dixie Ketcham is my General Counsel,” he replies. “She’s only been on my team since February, but she’s smart, and she’s conscientious. Pierre had the mindset of a day trader—chasing short-term gains at the expense of long-term stability. Dixie is unlikely to do that. Have you met her?”

      “Yeah, once.” Xavier doesn’t know about the circumstances of our meeting, and I’m quite happy to leave it that way.

      An image of the woman, her hazel eyes sparkling with fury, flashes into my mind.  She was a tiny thing—her head barely coming up to my shoulder—and she’d been ready to take us on. I have a black belt in judo, she’d lied. Drop the knife, or you are going to be exceedingly sorry.

      At the time, I’d been irritated beyond measure by the interruption and her snap judgment, but a few months after the incident, I can see the humor in the situation. Camila was right; Dixie had been trying to help. It was misguided, and she’d jumped to a lot of conclusions, but I can’t fault her heart.

      “I have dinner with Adrian, Brody, and Fiona every month,” I continue. “They’ve mentioned her.”

      That’s an understatement. They can’t stop talking about Dixie. So far, I’ve managed to avoid running into her, but it’s only a matter of time before both of us are invited to one of their movie nights, the ones they host at their Georgetown home.

      Fiona and Dixie have become good friends, which irritates me no end. I’m self-aware enough to know why. It’s because it doesn’t match my first impression of Dixie Ketcham as an uptight prude. Fiona is in a relationship with two men and frequently plays at Club M. Cici would have judged her for her ‘aberrant’ lifestyle, but Dixie doesn’t seem to.

      Xavier’s eyes narrow. “Hmm. That’s interesting. I didn’t realize that the two of you knew each other.”

      I’ve known Xavier for fifteen years—that tone is trouble. “We don’t,” I say shortly. “Like I said, we’ve met once. You think a lawyer could do the job?”

      “Dixie also has an MBA,” he replies. “She doesn’t have the right experience, but I think she has the ability. She’s extremely bright. Smart. Best of all, she’s very self-aware. She knows her strengths and her weaknesses. If I told her that she wasn't ready, she’d figure out why, and she would make a plan to fill the gap.” His expression turns serious. “It’s not only about who can do the best job. It also needs to be somebody I can trust.”

      “And that’s Dixie Ketcham?” I know I sound skeptical, and it’s because I am.

      “Dixie came to me very highly recommended,” Xavier says. “Adrian and Brody have nothing but good things to say about her. I can see her in the role.”

      I can’t. “If you say so,” I say dubiously. The person managing Leforte needs to be innovative and flexible. The woman I met at Club M was uptight and inclined to rush to judgment. Neither of those qualities will serve her well in the role.

      Still, Pierre Valade aside, Xavier is a very good judge of character, and Dixie Ketcham has been working for him since the start of the year. If he thinks she has what it takes, he’s probably not wrong. “Who’s the other candidate?”

      “John Stone,” he replies. “John is the VP of Finance. John has the skill set, and he’s ambitious.”

      “You don’t sound sold on Stone. Why?”

      “I’m not sure,” he admits. “I can’t put my finger on it. Once you start, you can tell me what you think. When do you think that’ll be?”

      I pull out my phone and check my calendar. “Three weeks.”

      “Okay. I’ll have Elisa set you up with whatever you need.” He gives me a grateful smile. “Thank you, Eric. I really appreciate it.”

      Nolan finishes his conversation with Annette Reeves and finally gets into his car. I loosen my tie. “No worries,” I tell Xavier. “You know I have your back.” I give him a sly grin. “I hear you’re making a lot of trips to Bangkok.”

      Xavier flushes red. “Who told you that?”

      “You don’t think I’m going to give up my sources, do you?” I give him an amused look. “Word gets around, Xavier. When it comes to you and Rafe and Layla, we’re a bunch of gossips, you know that.”

      He avoids my gaze. “I’ll see you in the office in three weeks then?”

      I laugh. “Sure, that sounds good.”

      It’s a long, monotonous drive back to New York. Annoyingly, my thoughts keep returning to Dixie.

      Everything about her is trouble. That sexy Southern accent, those large, expressive eyes, her curvy body, big breasts, pouty lips, and—

      Fuck.

      You think I’d know better. You’d think, after the hell I went through with Cici, that I would learn my lesson.

      With any luck, I don’t have to work too closely with Dixie Ketcham. Because no matter how gung-ho Xavier is about her, I want to avoid the woman.
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      Ugh. So much paperwork. There was never this much paperwork in Ally McBeal.

      I rub my eyes and resume marking up the contract in front of me. Reena Sharma, one of the lawyers on my team, has already been over it, and she’s already highlighted many of the problems, but she asked me to take a second look. “It’s a mess, Dixie,” she’d said. “Can you check it?”

      Her instincts were spot-on; this contract is a disaster. It exposes us to risk, there’s no discernible pay off, it’s sloppily written—I could go on and on. I’ve spent most of the afternoon with it. It’s seven in the evening, and I’m wiped. My brain feels like it’s cottage cheese, but there’s no end in sight. Whether I’m exhausted or not, this contract needs to be on Xavier’s desk tomorrow morning.

      Ugh.

      I lean back in my chair and close my eyes. The last four months have been a crazy roller coaster ride. As soon as I joined, I’d butted heads with Pierre Valade—the COO of Leforte Enterprises. Pierre is gone now, and Xavier’s temporarily handling things, but while coming into work isn’t actively unpleasant anymore, things haven’t got easier. Pierre let a lot of balls drop, and I’ve had to work long hours to clean up his mess. I haven’t left the office before nine in months.

      Is this all there is to life?

      I’d been so naïve when I decided to be a lawyer. My mother had a collection of Perry Mason novels, and as a preteen, I’d binge-read them. Then there was Ally McBeal, and later, Legally Blonde. Teenage Dixie was convinced that this was what I wanted to do.

      The last eight years have stripped away many of my illusions.

      Don’t get me wrong. I do enjoy what I do. I just don’t enjoy the monotony. The work is interesting, in flashes, with long stretches of tedium.

      You shouldn’t forget how fortunate you are.

      I shouldn’t grumble. I make a very good living. I’m almost done paying off the debt I took on when my mother was ill. She supposedly had good insurance, but as I found out, reality is very different from what they print on the glossy brochure. I went more than a half-million dollars in debt, and after she died, I didn’t think I’d ever be able to climb out of the hole.

      Xavier Leforte had thrown me a lifeline when he offered me this job. With my sign-on bonus and my exceedingly generous salary, I’ll be on track to pay off my debt in four or five years.

      In the dark days after my mom died, I didn’t think I’d ever get to this point, and yet, here I am.

      The universe has been good to me in other ways. I have girlfriends now—Fiona, Avery, and Kiera. My apartment is tiny—no fancy house for me, not until I’ve paid off every last dollar of my debt—but it’s sunny, cheerful, and feels like home. And now, with Pierre gone, things definitely feel like they’re looking up.

      Or they would, if I could just get out of the office at a reasonable time.

      I massage the back of my neck. I’ve been sitting for hours, and my muscles are screaming in protest, letting me know they don’t appreciate it. I get to my feet with a wince, kick off my shoes, and stretch, my fingers pointing to the ceiling. Gah, my pantyhose has a run in it. I’m starting to wriggle it off when there’s a knock on my door.

      It’s Xavier Leforte.

      Of course. Murphy’s Law strikes again.

      I smooth out my skirt and paste a professional smile on my face. “Xavier, you’re working late.”

      “So are you,” he points out.

      “I’m working on the Lawson contract.”

      “What do you think of it?”

      I hesitate. Pierre had done much of the negotiations for the Lawson contract. How do I find a diplomatic way of saying that the work is garbage, and should I even go there? After all, Pierre worked for Xavier for six years. My boss might get offended if I’m less than flattering about Pierre’s legal skills.

      Then again, Xavier strikes me as a straight-shooter. He’s enigmatic and not particularly easy to get to know. He doesn’t volunteer a lot of details about himself. But in meetings, he’s a good listener, always willing to hear from his team before making a decision. He’s a good boss.

      I decide on diplomacy. Valade is gone. Badmouthing him achieves nothing at this stage. “While I’m sure that—”

      “Stop,” he interrupts. “It’s half-past seven. You’ve been working late all week. All month, in fact. The contract is a bloody mess, isn’t it?”

      “Yes,” I admit.

      He sighs. “Sorry, Dixie. This is my fault. I should have realized that Pierre was floundering.” He gives me a small smile. “I was distracted, and my company hasn’t been running efficiently. I hope to change all of that soon.”

      “Oh?”

      “I’ve hired an interim Vice President of Mergers and Acquisitions,” he explains. “He’s going to clean up this mess, and he’s going to help me find a replacement for Pierre.”

      “You are?” I didn’t know it until the words left his mouth, but the moment Xavier says that he’s looking for a new COO, I realize something. I don’t want to stare at badly written contracts for the rest of my life. I want the job. I want the responsibility, and I want the breadth of work.

      I look up at Xavier. “Are you looking for a finance person?”

      “Not necessarily,” he replies. “Pierre was a lawyer. Are you interested in the position?”

      I’ve been here for four months, and Xavier’s directness still surprises me. I’m learning that I don’t have to hide my ambition around him, and I don’t have to play coy. “Yes,” I reply honestly. “I am.”

      A small smile flits across his face. “Okay,” he says. “I’ll keep you in mind.” He nods at me. “Go home, Dixie. I got a pointed reminder this week about how short life really is. The work will keep until the morning. I don’t need to see the Lawson contract until Monday.”

      I notice for the first time that Xavier looks tired. Drained, even. “Are you okay?”

      “I was at the funeral of a friend,” he replies. “I’m feeling restless and sad. A bad combination.”

      “I’m so sorry.”

      He nods. “Hunter’s in shock. I can’t blame him. Breanna wasn’t even sixty. She had no history of heart disease. And now she’s gone.” He shakes his head. “Sorry, I’m being maudlin. Get out of here, Dixie. The contract will still be here tomorrow.”

      Hunter. He has to be talking about Hunter Driesse. Hunter, who looked at me with mocking eyes the only time we met and made fun of my non-existent judo skills. Have you found a gym to train at yet? I’m a yodan. Perhaps we could spar sometime.

      After that disastrous encounter, I’d hoped I’d never see Hunter and Eric again. Unfortunately, I soon realized how impossible that wish was. Hunter and Eric went to college with my friends. Our social circles overlap. It’s only a matter of time before I run into them again.

      And I’ll be reminded, yet again, of what a fool I was. How quick I’d been to leap to conclusions.

      My eyes hurt. The text swims on the page, and I’m too tired to think clearly. “Okay. I’m going to get out of here.”

      “I’ll walk you out.”

      

      I’m a little down when I get home, and I know why. I found out that Hunter’s mother died, and it’s brought back all the memories of my mother’s slow, painful death. It’s brought back the many nights I cried myself to sleep. It’s brought back the hours I spent on the phone with the insurance company, begging them to authorize her for an experimental study. It’s brought back the desperation I felt. The agonizing feeling of time trickling away. The helpless realization that cancer had her in its cold grip, and there was nothing I could do about it.

      I shake my head to jolt those images free. I need to think about something else.

      The COO job.

      I take a shower, pour myself a glass of wine, and sit in bed with my laptop and a notepad. Xavier told me he’d keep me in mind. But I’ve only been at Leforte since February, so I’m something of an underdog.

      I spend the next hour doing research. I go online and research the qualifications of people with similar jobs. I went to business school with a couple of people in leadership roles at large conglomerates, so I send them emails, asking if I could pick their brains.

      Then I shut the laptop and transfer my attention to my notepad. I divide the page into two halves, the first for my strengths and the second for my weaknesses.

      That’s as far as I get before my focus evaporates.

      I refill my wine and lean back against the headboard. The encounter with Eric and Hunter fills my thoughts. Again. I’ve been trying to put it out of my mind for four months, with no success. I’ve moved to a new city. Started a new job. Made new friends. And through all of it, memories of Hunter and Eric simmer in the background, ready to ambush me at the most unexpected times.

      I’d been so ridiculously naïve. Of course it was a scene—what else could it have been? As much as I want to pretend otherwise, I’d rushed to judgment. I’d seen a woman tied up, and my mind couldn’t imagine any scenario in which that was a consensual encounter.

      Is it any different now?

      A flush fills my face at the pointed nudge from my conscience. The truth is, I don’t understand BDSM. Never have. Generations of women have fought so hard for equality. In the seventies, women couldn’t even get credit cards in their names. We still have to get our husbands’ permission to tie our tubes, as if we’re somehow unable to judge whether we want children and need a man to tell us what to do. In the face of that, how can any woman consider being a submissive?

      Then again, my friends Fiona and Avery play at Xavier’s club, and they’re smart, competent women. They know their own minds. Camila, whose scene I’d walked in on, is a Congresswoman. Flipping through channels a few weeks ago, I’d caught sight of her on C-SPAN.

      What do all of them know that I don’t?

      You can’t even begin to see their viewpoint. This is a flaw, Dixie. A major one. Being so stubbornly inflexible isn’t something to be admired. It’s something you need to fix.

      How would I do that?

      I write down my failings in the Flaws column.

      1. Too judgmental.

      2. Too uptight.

      3. Too rigid in my thinking.

      I stare at that list for a long time. In my heart, I know I’m being a little harsh on myself, but it feels true, and I don’t like it. I don’t like what it implies about me.

      How do I fix it?

      It’s after ten. I have to be at the office early. If I get in at six, I can get two or three hours of uninterrupted work before everyone else comes in. With a sigh, I drain the last of my wine, brush my teeth, and get ready for bed.

      Overnight, my subconscious works on the problem, flooding my dreams with one erotic fantasy after the other. In my sleep, I come up with a solution. A perfect one.

      When my alarm goes off, I wake up, trying to hold onto my dreams. But they’re rapidly disappearing, the way they do, melting into the ether. The answer seemed so clear, and I can’t hold onto it.

      I grope for the notepad, flip the page over, and write down the only fragment that has stuck with me.

      The Dare List.
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      I’d been so focused on applying for the COO job that I hadn't really paid attention when Xavier talked about an interim VP of Mergers and Acquisitions. Three weeks later, on a rainy Monday morning, I realize my mistake.

      I’ve already been at the office for three hours when my computer chimes, reminding me of the staff meeting. My coffee is cold, and I detour on my way to the conference room to the kitchen, rinse my mug and refill it, adding a generous helping of milk and two teaspoons of sugar. John Stone, Leforte’s CFO, finds me there. “An interim VP,” he says, looking annoyed. “I don’t see why Xavier doesn’t just hire someone outright.”

      I nod noncommittally.

      “Do you know who it is?” he continues. “Elisa is treating it like some kind of state secret.”

      John isn’t the only person who is curious about the new hire. We all are. “We’ll find out in…” I glance at my phone. “Five minutes.”

      “We’ll have to bring this guy up to speed,” he grumbles. “What a waste of time.”

      No doubt John thinks Xavier should have hired an internal candidate, but it’s obvious why he isn’t going that route. Pierre let things slip, and nobody here had raised the alarm. For his own peace of mind, Xavier will bring in an outsider to clean house.

      John, having said his piece, stalks away, his attention on his phone. I take a sip of my coffee. Perfect—I need the jolt of energy that the caffeine is going to provide.

      I better head to the conference room too. I quicken my stride, and then I catch sight of a tall, red-faced man.

      Ugh. Kevin Hughes. Kevin heads up Zephyrus, which is one of Leforte Enterprises’ subsidiaries. Zephyrus is a wind energy company. They build and install wind turbines all over the world. I should love them—I’m all for renewable sources of energy.

      Unfortunately, Zephyrus is also the source of the majority of my problems. Kevin Hughes has never met a contract he can’t screw up, and he’s extremely annoyed that I refuse to rubber-stamp all his decisions.

      I’m in no mood for a confrontation with Kevin right now, so I wait until he enters the conference room before following him in.

      Unfortunately, he stops dead in the doorway.

      Unfortunately, I’m not paying attention; my phone chimes right then, and I glance down at the screen. My hands are full. An overflowing cup of coffee. Notepad. Pen. Phone.

      I almost collide with his back. Coffee sloshes everywhere. And when I say everywhere, what I really mean is, all over my blouse.

      And then I glance up and realize who the interim VP of Mergers and Acquisitions is.

      It’s Eric Kane.

      Kill me now.

      

      I shouldn’t have been blindsided. Had I given it any thought, I would have realized that Eric Kane was the obvious choice. My friends can’t stop talking about him. He’s a financial wizard who manages Maddox Wake’s finances. He’s also in charge of Adrian, Brody, and Fiona’s combined portfolios. “He’s the best at what he does,” Adrian had said one evening at dinner when the topic of Eric had come up yet again.

      He’s not exaggerating. After the dungeon fiasco, I’d looked him up. I didn’t know his last name, but I’d found Hunter’s social media, and from there, Eric’s. (I was snooping, okay? I admit it.) Neither of them posts much, but Hunter’s judo gym tags him on almost every post.

      What I’d found was impressive. Eric had been the highest performer at his investment banking firm. His rise through the ranks was nothing short of meteoric. When he left them, he could have written his own ticket, but he branched out into business for himself. He takes on very few clients, and he delivers excellent results.

      To add insult to injury, he’s also involved in his community. He sits on the board of two non-profits—a woman’s shelter in Queens and an organization dedicated to teaching financial literacy to high school students. From all accounts, is very involved with both.

      And he’s a close personal friend of Xavier’s. He’s going to help him find a replacement for Pierre.

      You realize you can kiss goodbye to the COO job?

      I shouldn’t have been blindsided. But I am. I’m sick to my stomach. If I could do it without ruining my professional credibility, I’d run away to the nearest washroom and burst into tears.

      The conference room is packed. The entirety of Leforte Enterprises’ senior team is here, and the presidents of several of Leforte’s subsidiary companies have made the trip to be here in person. There are only two unoccupied chairs in the room. I let Kevin Hughes take the seat next to John Stone—the two of them have an inexplicable bromance going on—and make my way next to Hira Birkan, the VP of Human Resources. She takes a look at my blouse, grimaces in sympathy, and hands me a stack of napkins. “If you wash it right away, the stain might come out,” she whispers, as I dab the excess liquid as discreetly as I can. “Do you have a spare blouse?”

      “In my office. No time to get it now.”

      “You’re probably right. Come find me after this meeting. I have some stain remover in my office.”

      I murmur my thanks. I can feel Eric’s eyes on me, and I do my best to avoid his gaze. I’m feeling sorry for myself. Blouse, ruined. Dream job, out of reach. And now, I’m going to have to work closely with Eric for however long he’s here.

      Pierre was bad—Eric Kane is going to be a disaster.

      A couple more people file into the room, there’s a scramble to get extra chairs into the room, and finally, Xavier gets to his feet and closes the door. The chatter dies down. “Thank you all for attending,” he says, polite as always. “The last few months have been difficult for all of us. Everyone here has worked incredibly long hours. I deeply appreciate it.”

      He looks around the room. “I’ve been filling the gap after Pierre’s departure.” A smile flits across his face. “With mixed success. I have no doubt I’m failing more often than I succeed.”

      He’s selling himself short.

      “I don’t need to tell any of you that this situation is unsustainable. Enter Eric.” He glances down at the man sitting at his right. “Eric Kane went to school with me. He has an undergraduate degree in finance and a graduate degree in business. He worked for six years with Sterns, Baker & Cox before leaving to start his own company. He’s the best at what he does. I’m exceedingly lucky he’s here.” His lips tilt up in another, more genuine smile. “I didn’t really give him much of an out, to be honest. I might have imposed on our friendship.”

      “You did,” Eric quips.

      Xavier grins. “I have no regrets.” He picks up his mug from the table and takes a sip of his coffee before continuing. “While Eric’s title is the acting VP of Mergers & Acquisitions, he’ll be playing a much broader role. He’s going to help us get back on track while I search for Pierre’s replacement. I expect he’ll be working closely with everyone here.” His eyes sweep the room. “Let’s go around the room and introduce ourselves.”

      John leans forward eagerly. Of course. “My name is John Stone,” he says. “I’m the VP of Finance. I’ve worked here for over ten years.” He gives Eric a condescending smile. “I know Leforte’s finances inside and out. If you have any questions, I can help you out.”

      I inwardly shake my head. John is trying to dominate Eric, and from the blandness of Eric’s smile, he’s perfectly aware of what the other man is trying to do.

      Kevin clears his throat, ready to go next. I go back to moping. First Pierre, and now Eric. I can’t seem to grab a break.

      Eric Kane had been actively hostile in our first meeting, but to be fair, he has good reason to dislike me. As much as I want to stew in my indignation, I can’t deny that I was in the wrong that fateful afternoon. Had there been any cell phone reception in that room, I would have called the police.

      And it would have been a complete train wreck. Word would have gotten around about how the Congresswoman had been seen in a BDSM club. That she’d been in a scene with two men. Her career would have been ruined.

      Because I jumped to conclusions.

      All things considered, Eric’s reaction was perfectly justified.

      I really wanted the job though. I’ve spent the past three weeks researching it. I’ve talked to former colleagues. Refreshed the finance skills I haven’t used in forever. I’ve stayed at work even later than normal, pouring over Xavier’s various businesses, making sure I understand each and every company that’s part of Leforte Enterprises.

      Now, it’s all for nothing. After witnessing my catastrophic error in judgment, Eric will not recommend me for the COO position. Sigh.

      Lost in my thoughts, I don’t realize that Hira has introduced herself, and it’s my turn, not until she nudges me. The entire room is staring at me. “Dixie?” Xavier prompts.

      Wonderful. I’m making a stellar second impression. Every time I think this day can’t get any worse, the universe laughs at me and cranks up the dial.

      “Hi,” I say, pasting a fake smile on my face. “I’m Dixie Ketcham. I’m the General Counsel. I’ve been with Leforte Enterprises since February.” I gulp down some of my now lukewarm coffee. “I provide legal advice to the corporation, both for routine contracts as well as during mergers and acquisitions.”

      Eric looks like he’s trying not to laugh at me. “Good to see you again, Dixie.”

      John’s head snaps up at that, and his eyes narrow. He’s trying to assess what me knowing Eric means for his chances at the COO role.

      I’m pretty sure I’m out of the running, John. You have nothing to worry about.

      John’s not the only one looking curious. Kevin Hughes is giving me an assessing glance. Even Hira glances over at me.

      But that’s not the worst thing. The worst thing happens when I catch sight of Xavier’s face.

      He’s smiling.

      Oh, God. He knows everything.

      Hot embarrassment sweeps through me, anger swiftly on its heels. Yes, I interrupted Eric and Hunter’s scene. Yes, I screwed up. But I hadn’t succeeded in calling the cops, Congresswoman Cordero’s privacy wasn’t violated, and most importantly, none of it had been deliberate. I’d made a mistake. I’d apologized for it. Camila Cordero had accepted my apology.

      Eric Kane couldn’t have let it go? He had to tell Xavier? No doubt, the two of them had a nice laugh at me. Poor Dixie. So sheltered and uptight that she mistook the BDSM scene for assault. Hardy har har.

      I’m seething as the meeting winds down. Eric announces that he’ll be meeting with all of us individually this week. Then it’s over. Everyone files out of the room. Hira looks at my blouse with a rueful shake of her head. “I think the stain has set,” she says. “But why don’t you come to my office? Let’s try to rescue it if we can.”

      I make a sudden decision. “I’ll be there in ten minutes.”

      Xavier is in a low-voiced conversation with Eric. I wait for them to finish, and thankfully for me, Elisa pats her boss on the arm, reminding him he needs to be elsewhere.

      Eric turns to leave as well, his attention on his phone. “Mr. Kane,” I speak up, my voice vibrating with rage. “Can I have a word with you?”

      He glances up. Surprise flashes on his face when he catches sight of me. “I didn’t realize you were still here,” he says. “Of course, Ms. Ketcham. What can I do for you?”

      I close the distance between us. “You know what,” I hiss between clenched teeth. “I shouldn’t have interrupted your scene, but even though I did the wrong thing, it was for the right reasons. I really thought I heard someone scream for help.” I grip the edge of my notepad. “You had a choice. You could have let it go. You didn’t have to tell Xavier about it.”

      I imagine the two of them laughing about it—poor, naïve Dixie, stupidly blundering into things, clueless and confused—and my jaw tightens. I feel a stress headache gathering in the margins. “I made an honest mistake. You didn’t have to badmouth me to my new boss.”

      Eric’s looking at me with a very strange expression on his face. “What?” I snap.

      He tilts his head to one side. “You seem to be making a habit of jumping to conclusions,” he says mildly. “I haven’t told Xavier anything, and neither has Hunter. As far as I know, he doesn’t know the circumstances of our first meeting.”

      He didn’t? Okay, this is the point where I’d like the ground to open up underneath my feet, please.

      “Umm, I—”

      He doesn’t wait for me to finish. Can’t say I blame him. “I look forward to working with you, Dixie,” he says. “Elisa is going to book a meeting on your schedule. You’re new here, and so you have a fresh eye. I’d like to discuss what’s working well at Leforte and what isn’t.”

      He nods politely at me and leaves the conference room. I stay frozen in place. What is wrong with me? Do I have some kind of subconscious self-sabotaging urge?

      I can’t believe I screwed up. Again.

      As much as I hate to admit it, I need to loosen up. I leaped to conclusions about Camila Cordero. I did the same about Eric. I’m still not sure what my girlfriends get out of BDSM.

      I used to pride myself on keeping an open mind, but somewhere along the way, I’ve lost that. I’m not as live-and-let-live as I think I am.

      That stings.

      I need to do something big to shake myself out of this rut, and I think I know what it is.
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      Eventually, a few weeks after my mother’s death, there is a formal reading of the will. There are no surprises there. I’m an only child, and aside from the generous bequests she’s made to three local charities, I’ve inherited everything she owned. Her house, her small retirement account, and the remainder of her investments.

      The representatives of the charities linger after the reading to talk to me. Sonia Marsh heads up a no-kill pet shelter. “Breanna volunteered with us often,” she says. “She loved animals, and they loved her. They sensed a friend in her, I think.”

      Sonia Marsh is a lovely woman, and if she doesn’t stop talking, I’m going to tear up. So many times, I told my mom to get another dog, but she hadn’t been willing to. “After Butterscotch died, I made myself a promise,” she’d said. “No more. I can’t take the heartbreak, Hunter.”

      My mom could be stubborn, but I genuinely thought I’d have time to convince her otherwise.

      Amana Kuti is next. She’s the director of the first domestic violence shelter in the area and a long-time family friend. “Hunter,” she says, enveloping me in a warm hug. “How are you doing?”

      “I’m hanging in there. Thank you for the flowers.”

      “It was nothing.” She looks sad. “I still can’t believe Breanna is gone. I want to wake up and have this all be a horrible nightmare.”

      Oh God, I can’t take very much of this. I extricate myself from the conversation as quickly as I can without offending Amana. I shake hands with the third woman, who introduces herself as Sophia Thorsen, accept her condolences, and flee the room.

      Brian Holland, my mother’s lawyer, catches up with me at the exit. “Couldn’t take it anymore?” he guesses astutely.

      “How could you tell?”

      “For starters, you look terrible,” he replies frankly. “But also, I’ve been in your shoes. My wife died six years ago. I remember how overwhelming everything was. For the first six months, I couldn’t even open her closet. It hurt too much. It took me a long time to make my peace with it.”

      “I haven’t been in my mother’s bedroom. Not since I found…” The body. My mother’s dead body. I don’t know why I’m telling Holland this. It isn’t as if I know the man.

      “I’m so sorry, Hunter. I know it seems like a mindless platitude right now, but it does get better.” He clears his throat. “On a different note, I wanted to bring something to your attention. My office has received almost a dozen calls from Mitch Donahue.”

      “The real estate developer?” I stare at Holland. “Why the hell is he calling you?”

      “He wanted to know if the estate had been settled. My assistant told him that we are not in a position to comment on the private affairs of our clients, but the message didn’t seem to sink in.” He shakes his head. “Typical of the man.”

      “You know him?”

      “We belong to the same golf club.”

      From his tone, Donahue is no friend of his. “He showed up at my mother’s funeral,” I tell the other man. “He made a verbal offer for my mother’s house. A generous one.”

      “Did he tell you what he wants to do?” Holland shakes his head. “I don’t want to gossip, but—”

      When people say they don't want to gossip, what they really mean is that they want to be persuaded into imparting the information. I paste a neutral yet encouraging expression on my face. “I wouldn’t want you to do anything you’re not comfortable with, but—”

      Holland doesn’t need much persuasion. “This is an open secret,” he says. “Donahue is trying to get into the high-end market. It’s my understanding that he’s planning to build a luxury subdivision. Very exclusive. Only six homes, each more than ten thousand square feet. He wants to install a helipad and pitch it as a neighborhood that’s commuting distance to Washington, Philadelphia, New York, and even Pittsburgh.”

      “Surely he’s not going to be able to get anything like that through the town council.”

      “You’ll be surprised,” Holland says gloomily. “Donahue wants to buy your mother’s house because it’s sitting on acreage. He’ll tear the house down and build his subdivision in its place.”

      My shoulders stiffen. My grandparents left my mother the house when they died. It used to be a farm. Once upon a time, when my mother was a teenager, it was one of many in the neighborhood, but in the last fifty or so years, most of them have been sold, green fields giving way to cookie-cutter subdivisions.

      My grandfather had been too stubborn to sell. My mother wasn’t as obstinate, but she was sentimental. This was the house she’d grown up in, and she wanted to stay where she was. Here, she felt in touch with her roots.

      “He offered me six million dollars.”

      “Hmm. That is a lot of money, but if I were you, I’d tread carefully.”

      Brian Holland is the soul of caution. He rarely volunteers his opinion on anything. This is as explicit as he’s going to get.

      A luxury subdivision. Donahue’s offer makes more sense now. He’s not paying six million dollars for an old, drafty farmhouse. He’s planning on splitting the property into half-a-dozen lots, and he’s going to put six obnoxiously oversized McMansions on it. And a helipad, for fuck’s sake.

      “Thank you for your help,” I tell the lawyer. “I really appreciate it.”

      I make my way to my car. I roll down the windows and turn on my phone, and wince at the dozens of notifications.

      So many emails. So many text messages and voicemails. From my friends. From Eric. From Xavier. From Annette Reeves, repeating the offer of lunch. So many people reaching out to me. I should feel lucky.

      The phone rings. It’s Mitch Donahue again. The man has called me four times in the last four days. I’ve swiped each and every one of his calls to voicemail, and he refuses to get the message.

      Everything is overwhelming, and I want to hide from it all. I’m not ready to deal with the world, not when I’m still struggling to accept that my mother is gone. I feel unfocused and out of control.

      At some point, I know I have to sort out the house. I can’t keep avoiding Donahue forever. I can’t keep ignoring the emails, voicemails, and text messages. My friends are concerned. My mother’s friends are grieving in their own right, and I must respond to their heartfelt messages with something equally thoughtful. I just don’t have the emotional wherewithal for it. It’s so tempting to delete everything instead.

      Will that make you feel better?

      Stupid voice of reason. Sometimes, it sucks to be a therapist. Sometimes it sucks to realize that nothing I’m describing is unusual. Being overwhelmed is part of the process. Being in denial is normal. Billions of people before me have felt exactly the same way, and billions of people after me will face the same complex tangle of emotions. I’m not unique in my grief.

      But I can’t help feeling that I’m failing. I should be doing better at this. I’m a therapist, damn it. I shouldn’t be struggling as badly as I am. I should know what to do to feel right again.

      Brian Holland thought I looked terrible. I pull down the visor mirror and regard myself, and he’s not wrong. I look dreadful. I haven’t been sleeping. My eyes are bloodshot, my clothes are wrinkled, and my hair is an overgrown mess.

      My mother took great pride in her appearance. My grandparents had instilled it in her. They came to America with nothing but the clothes on their back, but they were very clear about some things. It didn’t matter how poor you were. You made sure your clothes were clean and ironed. Dressing decently was an act of self-respect, something that said to the world that you were more than your bank balance and your circumstances.

      This isn’t good, Hunter.

      I reach for my phone again to see if my barber can fit me in today. My display is open to my emails, and one message catches my eye.

      It’s Open Night at Club M tomorrow.

      That’s it. That’s the solution to my problems. A scene where I have to be focused and completely in control of myself is exactly what I need. An experienced submissive, maybe even a new one, someone wide-eyed and eager, someone with whom I’ll have to be careful and attentive, making sure she gets what she needs out of the encounter.

      You’re lying to yourself, you do realize that, don’t you? A scene isn’t the solution to your problems. You’re hiding from reality, but you can’t escape it forever.

      Maybe so. But it’s going to take more energy than I possess to tackle my messages, call Donahue, and figure out what I’m going to do about my mother’s house.

      A casual scene is all I have the capacity for right now.
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      I don't know what instinct drives me to go to the club's open night on Saturday. Maybe it's because it's been a long week. Maybe it's because I can't shake off the feeling that something is wrong at Leforte Enterprises. Maybe it's that I could use a drink or two, anything to get the distraction that is Dixie Ketcham out of my head.

      Whatever it is, when I get there, I see someone there that I didn't expect to see. Hunter.

      I walk over to him. "You're alive," I quip. As soon as the words leave my mouth, I curse myself. Idiot. "You're the last person I thought I'd see here."

      "I’ve been ignoring your messages,” he responds sheepishly. “Sorry about that.”

      “There’s nothing to apologize for.” I glance at him. I’d like to say he looks better than he did the last time I saw him, but I’m not sure I’d be right. Hunter looks drained. “How are you doing?”

      “Fine.” He lifts his shoulders in a shrug. “Let’s talk about something else. What have you been doing with yourself?”

      “Xavier got me to work for him.”

      “He did?” Hunter looks like he’s holding back a laugh. “He’s been trying for a very long time. How did he manage to convince you to finally take him up on his offer?”

      “He appealed to my better nature.”

      “You have one?”

      I grin wryly. “Touché.” I glance over at the bar, but it’s crowded. I’m going to wait for it to thin out. “Do you know Pierre Valade?”

      “Not really, no. Why?”

      “Because the guy’s left the place in shocking shape. They’re behind on everything. This is years of neglect. I have no idea why Xavier kept him on as long as he did.”

      “You know Xavier,” Hunter says. “As much as he likes to play the ruthless billionaire, he’s deeply loyal to his friends. If he considered Pierre Valade among them, he would have done everything in his power to avoid firing him.”

      “He took advantage of Xavier,” I retort. “I don’t like people like that. And it’s more than simple negligence. Something feels off.”

      Hunter gives me a sharp look. “Off? In what way?”

      “I can’t put my finger on it,” I reply. “Not yet, anyway. It’s just been a week. I’ll have to sit with Leforte’s books to figure it out.”

      I scan the bar and my gaze snags on a woman. She’s sitting with her back to me, her honey-brown hair tumbling down her back in loose waves. Something about her reminds me of Dixie Ketcham. Same hair color. For a second, I consider the possibility that it could be her and then dismiss it with an inward laugh. Dixie voluntarily showing up at Club M. What an impossible thought.

      “Something’s just occurred to me.” A slow smile spreads over Hunter’s face. “If you’re working at Leforte, you must have run into Dixie.”

      “Mmm.”

      “That’s all you’re going to say? Come on, Eric. I know your type, and Dixie is—”

      “Not it,” I interrupt before he can continue his sentence.

      “Really?”

      “I’m not looking for Cici 2.0,” I say bluntly. “She’s too uptight for people like us. Dixie Ketcham is the type of woman who will marry the high school quarterback, have two-point-five children, and live in a house in the suburbs with white picket fences. He’ll coach the kids’ soccer team while she drives a Volvo minivan and is active in the PTA. If you’re attracted to her, you’re wasting your time.”

      And so am I.

      Except there’s a frisson of electricity there. All week, I’ve done my best to avoid her, but every time I run into her in the kitchen, a jolt shocks me. I know chemistry, and this is it.

      But chemistry is stupid. I’ve learned the hard way that attraction is no substitute for compatibility. Particularly, sexual compatibility. Cici taught me that.

      “Normally, I’d agree with you,” Hunter says. “However—”

      “However what?” I don’t wait for him to answer. My gaze follows his to the bar, where the woman in the grey dress has turned around.

      It’s Dixie Ketcham.

      A few minutes earlier, I’d thought that Hunter was the last person I would have expected to see here. Turns out I’m wrong.

      Well, well, what do you know? I thought I had a read on Dixie, but it turns out she’s full of surprises.
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      A thousand times during the week, I’ve wanted to change my mind. The idea of going to Club M is daunting. Terrifying. Strangely exciting.

      Even as early as this morning, I was ready to chicken out.

      But then, at brunch, my friend Kiera gave us some bombshell news about her past. When she was a teenager, her sister got involved with the wrong crowd. Kiera had tried to get her out, and in the process, she’d witnessed a murder at a bar. Almost immediately after, the bar was burned down, and her sister died in the fire.

      Grief-stricken, Kiera testified against the mob boss, and she’s been in witness protection ever since.

      I was so shocked I barely knew what to say. And Kiera wasn’t done with the bombshells. She also announced that she was going to do a scene with two guys she barely knows, because she thought they might know something about her sister’s murder.

      I’m worried about her. I knew right then that I was going to be at the club with her tonight. Not to interrupt the scene—done that once, never going to do it again—but to send the message that she’s not alone. I don’t have any reason to be suspicious of the guys she wants to scene with—I’ve met Nolan Wolanski when I worked at Lockhart & Payne, and while I haven’t met Caleb Reeves, I’ve only heard good things about him—but still. Better safe than sorry.

      Admit it, Dixie. You’re looking for an excuse to go. You’re curious about the club.

      I was still on the fence when I got dressed. I’d worn a dress I bought on the Internet on the day Pierre had been fired. (Yes, I’m petty like that.) It’s grey in color. Asymmetrical straps crisscross the bodice and leave my shoulders bare. It’s an uninhibitedly sexy dress, and when I looked at myself in the mirror, I felt like a stranger.

      I’m acting like a stranger.

      It’s a little after eight when I get to the club. It’s too early for it to be busy. I stand in the doorway for a second and take it in.

      I don’t know what I was expecting. I knew the club wasn’t going to be seedy, but still, on some level, I guess I’d been uncertain about what I was going to find.

      But this isn’t it.

      Club M is where the rich, the powerful, and the well-connected come to play. Everyone is dressed. Well-dressed, even. The men are in suits and the women wear couture.

      In my second year of law school in Columbia, I’d been invited to a recruiting event thrown by one of the city’s most prestigious law firms. They’d hired out a private club on the Upper East Side, and when I’d walked in, all I could see in every corner of the room were men and women wearing clothes that cost more than my monthly rent. I’d felt like a fish out of water then. I feel just as out-of-place now.

      Steeling myself, I step inside. A few people—men mostly—check me out, and it sets my pulse racing. I spot Kiera at the bar and make a beeline toward her. Thank heavens, a familiar face.

      

      Ninety minutes later, a glass of wine has taken the edge off my nerves, and my urge to run away has diminished somewhat. I start to contemplate the idea of talking to people. There’s a guy here—tall, ash-blond hair, broad shoulders—who’s looked at me several times, telegraphing interest.

      So far, I’ve avoided eye-contact, but maybe I can go over and say hi. I haven’t gone out on a date in years, but I’d like to. Now’s not the greatest time for anything serious, not with work being so busy, but we’re at a sex club. Viking Guy is unlikely to be looking for true love.

      Dix, he’s looking for sex. If you go over, you’re telling him you’re interested. He might invite you to one of the private rooms. What are you going to do then? Are you really going to do it with a perfect stranger?

      A fresh surge of nerves hits me. Okay, maybe I’m not ready to go over.

      Then I catch sight of them.

      Hunter Driesse and Eric Kane.

      I groan out loud. Seriously, what are the odds? I mean, I know that Hunter and Eric are members of the club, and I thought there might be a tiny chance I’d run into them, but I figured it was worth the risk. After all, Eric is swamped at work. (Welcome to my world, buddy.) Hunter’s mother died a couple of months ago. I figured I’d be safe.

      So much for that. My hopes have been dashed to the ground.

      Have they really?

      Can I duck into the bathroom before they catch sight of me? I start to slide off the barstool. I don’t know if it’s the movement that gives me away or if I’m just having the worst streak of luck, but Hunter raises his head at the same time, and our gazes collide.

      Well, crap.

      Hunter lifts his drink in my direction. I grit my teeth. If I don’t go over and say hello, I will look rude and ungracious, and I’ve been taught better than that. Except I don’t want to. They're the last people in the world I want to see.

      And they’re walking toward me, Nolan Wolanski in tow.

      I haven’t seen much of Eric all week. He’s been in the office, of course, but he’s been busy with meetings and has stayed mostly ensconced in his office.

      But I’ve heard from him plenty.

      On Tuesday, we had our one-on-one. I’d been bracing for more barbs, but Eric had been extremely professional. He’d done his homework too—he’d read the email I sent him detailing what I’ve been working on, and he’d had sharp, incisive questions for me. A total contrast with Pierre.

      After our meeting, I’ve been the recipient of a barrage of emails from him. Requests for documents, clarifications on contracts, questions about Xavier’s legal exposure, and so much more.

      At first, I wanted to scream every time an email from him showed up in my inbox, but as the week’s gone on, I’ve realized he’s not dumb. Okay, fine, I’m aware of how grudging I sound. Eric Kane is pretty damn smart. He’s hit the ground running, he’s competent, and he’s tackling Pierre’s backlog with impressive efficiency.

      I’m not the only one who sees that. The office mood is celebratory. Everyone is overworked, but at the same time, we can finally see a silver lining. The end is in sight.

      John’s the only person who seems unimpressed. No surprise there—John Stone really doesn’t like anyone.

      “Dixie,” Nolan greets me. “It’s a small world.  I thought you were in Louisiana.”

      “Mississippi,” I correct him. I like Nolan Wolanski well enough, but he’s one of the guys that Kiera wants to scene with tonight, and she barely knows them. “I moved. How are you, Wolanski?”

      He assesses my tone, realizes the reason for it, and nods in acknowledgment of my concern. “Can’t complain,” he says easily. “You still working for Lockhart & Payne?”

      “No, Xavier Leforte hired me.”

      “That sounds like Xavier.” He gestures to the men flanking him. “Have you met Eric and Hunter? Eric Kane, Hunter Driesse, Dixie Ketcham.”

      My mother was pretty old-school Southern. I mean, she named me Dixie, of all the things. Every summer, while the rest of my friends hung out at the mall, I was sent off to etiquette school. I know how to properly perform introductions, set the table, throw a party, write thank-you notes, and so much more. My teacher, the aptly-named Mrs. Grace, did her job well.

      She would roll over in her grave at my next words. “Unfortunately, yes.”

      Eric gives me a smug smirk. “Tell us what you really think, Dixie. Don’t hold back.” His grin widens. “I’m surprised to see you here. What did you call the club the last time we met? Oh right, a place for men with small cocks to boss around women who are too dumb to know better.”

      “I didn’t call her dumb, and you know it,” I snap.

      As soon as those words leave my mouth, I realize Eric’s just baiting me. Thank heavens Nolan didn’t hear—he’s too busy talking to Kiera. I glare at Eric, but before I can say more scathing things, Hunter steps in. “The circumstances of our last meeting were somewhat fraught,” he says with a smile. “Let's start over.” He holds out his hand to me. “Hunter Driesse.”

      Good manners make a belated entrance. “Dixie Ketcham.” I shake his callused hand, and a shiver runs through me at his touch. Oh dear. Not Hunter too. Around the office, I’ve been trying to ignore how aware I am of Eric. I need to schedule a doctor’s appointment—something is wrong with my head.

      Why are Hunter’s hands callused anyway? He’s a psychiatrist who specializes in PTSD. He has a practice in DC, but he also works in the hospital here two days a week. (Yes, I know a lot about Hunter, but it’s not just from creeping on his social media. We have friends in common, and they can’t stop talking about him.)

      “Good to meet you,” he says. He quirks an eyebrow. “Like Eric, I’m somewhat surprised to see you here.”

      It’s not phrased as a question, and I don’t have to answer. I don’t know why I do. “Xavier’s looking for a Chief Operating Officer,” I tell him. “I want the job. I’d be good at it. I’m a strategic thinker, and I pay attention to detail.” Oh God, I sound like I’m in an interview. Has it been so long since I talked to a handsome man that I’ve forgotten how to make conversation? “However, I can be somewhat inflexible in my thinking, and so, I’m here to expose myself to new experiences.”

      Why am I still talking? Shut up, Dix, shut up.

      Eric starts to laugh.

      I am going to kill him, and there’s not a jury in the world that would convict me. “What? You don’t think I have a shot at the job?”

      His mirth subsides. “You have an extremely good shot at it,” he tells me. “It’s just…” He shakes his head ruefully. “Every once in a while, I forget what a keen judge of character Xavier is.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “He predicted you’d be doing this. Assessing your strengths and weaknesses and taking steps to close the gap.”

      “Oh.” That’s why he was laughing? Once again, Dix, you’ve jumped to conclusions.

      I take a deep, steadying breath. I have to know if I stand a chance. “Is what happened the last time we met at the club going to be a deal-breaker? Because if I’m going to give it my all, I need to know I have a fair shot.”

      Eric shakes his head. “To paraphrase the Las Vegas tourism board, what happens at Club M stays at Club M. Xavier is my friend. I will help him hire the best person for the job. What you do outside of work doesn't concern me.” He tilts his head. “Unless you make a habit out of kicking puppies or something.” He gives me a smile that’s so charming that my breath catches. “Don't kick puppies.”

      “Got it,” I quip. “Animal abuse is frowned upon.”

      “You’re at the club to expose yourself to new experiences,” Hunter says. “What does that mean, exactly? Are you here to watch people have sex, or are you thinking of participating?” His eyes rest on me, his gaze thoughtful and intrigued. “Do you want to go to one of the private rooms and explore your desires?”

      I gasp. I flush beet red, and I fight the urge to run away. This is so different from my usual interactions with men. Not that I’ve had any of those recently. So far, every time I’ve had sex, it just happens. There’s no talking about it. Nobody I’ve been with has ever asked me what I wanted out of the experience. We sort of fell into bed and did it.

      But I’m in a sex club, and Hunter’s question is a valid one. I stay where I am, determined to act as worldly as these men. “I didn’t really have a plan for the evening,” I confess. “I didn’t think it all the way through.” I wipe my palms on my skirt. “I suppose that participation would be the ultimate goal. Probably.”

      I must sound more nervous than I realize. Eric laughs shortly. “You look like we’re planning to drag you to the center stage,” he says. “Relax. The monitors must have gone over the rules with you. Everything that goes on here is consensual.” He drains the rest of his drink and turns to the bartender for another.

      I gulp down the last of the wine in my glass. Hunter puts his hand on my wrist. “If you want to play tonight, it’s a one-drink maximum,” he murmurs, his voice deep and low.

      “Oh.” Nerves are making me strangely talkative. “I guess I should just have one drink then?”

      What in the name of sanity am I doing? I’m not going to have sex with anyone at the club. That’s not what I do. That’s not who I am.

      Is it?

      Is Hunter attracted to me? What about Eric, who has had plenty of opportunities to walk away but hasn’t? There’s a woman in a skimpy blue dress who’s openly staring at him, but he doesn’t appear to have noticed. Why would they be attracted to me? It doesn’t make sense.

      There’s music now. A jazz band is playing, trumpets and saxophones and a rolling drum undertone that echoes my heartbeat. People are dancing. In a darkened corner, a couple is making out. He’s shirtless, and he’s on his knees, and—oh my God, he’s going down on her. Her head is thrown back, her face suffused with pleasure.

      I’ve fallen down a rabbit hole.

      “You look nervous.” Hunter’s voice is reassuring. “Don’t be. Forget sex. If it’s a step too far, tell me something you can see yourself doing.” He’s still touching me. His thumb strokes the inside of my wrist, painting heat and fire with each caress. “Could you see yourself kiss a stranger? Would you let me touch you while Eric watches?”

      I swallow hard. “Are you making fun of me?”

      “Not at all,” Hunter replies quietly. “Good girls are my personal kryptonite. I want to open them up and see the secret well of depravity inside.” His voice lowers into a warm caress. “Tell me your fantasies, Dixie.”

      Tell me your fantasies, he urges. As if it were that easy to reach for my dreams.

      You’ve done it before. Everyone expected you to marry William, but you didn’t. When it became obvious that he didn’t support your desire to be a lawyer, you broke it off. In those days, you hadn’t been afraid.

      I’d been braver when I was twenty-one.

      “You’re wasting your time, Hunter,” Eric cuts in, his voice harsh. “Dixie might be here at the club, but that’s not going to make a damn difference. At the end of the day, what she wants is missionary with the lights dimmed.”

      My mouth falls open. “You absolute ass,” I hiss. Missionary with the lights turned down. Is that what he thinks? “And what, you’re volunteering to show me otherwise?”

      “Fuck, no.” Eric signals the bartender for another drink. “Blushing and virginal does nothing for me.”

      I have never wanted to punch somebody more than I want to punch Eric Kane right now.

      Viking Guy is still watching me. I pivot on my heel and march toward him.

      Fury has me seeing red. I don’t often swear—Mrs. Grace wouldn’t approve—but as far as I’m concerned, Hunter Driesse and Eric Kane can go to hell.
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      “What the actual fuck?” I glare at Eric as Dixie stomps away from us. “What’s wrong with you?”

      He winces. “I’m sorry. I just—”

      “Yeah, yeah, I know,” I interrupt impatiently. “Cecelia fucked up your life, fucked with your head, and you got yourself a tattoo that you can stare at whenever you’re feeling sorry for yourself. It’s not me you owe an apology to. It’s her.”

      He’s looking shamefaced. “I know. I’ll fix this.”

      I give him a probing look and then nod. Eric knows he screwed up, and I trust him to do whatever he needs to do to fix this.

      But not now. Right now, Dixie is rightfully furious. If Eric approaches her, it’s akin to tossing a match into the flames.

      Dixie walks up to a man I don’t recognize. She puts her hand on his arm, closes in, and says something to him, an inviting smile on her face.

      He laughs and replies, his head jerking in the direction of the private rooms.

      Jealousy explodes through me. Fuck no. Before I’m aware of what I’m doing, I’m there, standing next to Dixie. I place a possessive hand on the small of her back. “Hello again,” I murmur into her ear. I stare down the other guy. “Sorry,” I tell him, wincing inwardly. I sound like a damn dog marking my territory. “She’s taken. Find someone else.”

      He gives me an assessing stare. “I’d rather let the lady speak for herself.” He turns to her, his gaze softening. “Would you like me to call a monitor?”

      “No, I can handle Hunter on my own.” A smile touches her lips. “But thank you for asking. I really appreciate it.” She waits until the man moves away and then swirls toward me. “Are you out of your mind?”

      I’m certainly acting like it. What the hell is wrong with me? “I’m sorry.” Fuck me, I can’t believe I just did what I did. “I shouldn’t have got in your way. You have every right to approach whoever you want. I’ve behaved appallingly.”

      She stares at me for a long second, and then she exhales slowly. “You were right. I’m not ready to play at the club. Magnus invited me to scene with him, and I wanted to bolt. Maybe Eric’s right too. Maybe I really do want missionary in the dark.”

      Fuck me, now she’s down on herself. I feel like a complete asshole. “Eric was out of line,” I tell her. “He was so far over that he can’t even see the line in his rearview mirror. As for sex, can I offer you some unsolicited advice?”

      She doesn’t look at me. “Why not?”

      “This is the deep end of the pool,” I murmur. “You’re learning how to swim. If you want to explore BDSM, find someone you trust. You have friends in the lifestyle. Ask them for references. The right partner will listen to what you want, and he won’t overwhelm you.”

      She gives me a long, inscrutable look. Then she pulls away. “See you around, Hunter,” she says.

      Then she leaves.

      I take a deep breath. The band is in full swing. It’s late, and people are forming into pairs, triads, and foursomes, and heading off to the back rooms. This is when the action really begins.

      I came here looking for casual sex. A woman to dominate. An encounter that would make me feel in control again. Something that would make me forget the ache in my heart.

      But the luster is gone.

      Eric is no longer in sight. He must have left. I walk over to the bar and settle up, and then I too head home.
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      I get to work early Monday morning and head straight to Dixie’s office. The door is open. She’s got her headphones on, and she’s engrossed in her work. I knock on the frame a couple of times, and she finally hears, lifting her head with a smile of greeting.

      A smile of greeting that quickly fades. She takes off the headphones and surveys me warily. “Eric,” she says. “How can I help you?”

      It’s half-past six. The place is empty except for the two of us. I’m not a morning person, but I got up at the ass crack of dawn because I didn’t want the entire office to hear me grovel.

      I hold out the coffee I got her as a peace offering. “I owe you an apology. I behaved appallingly on Saturday. I said terrible things, I acted like a complete dick, and you have every reason to be furious with me.”

      She takes the coffee from me. “You haven’t poisoned it?” she quips.

      “It’s a caramel macchiato,” I reply. “There’s enough whipped cream on it to cause a coronary, if that’s what you mean.”

      Her lips twitch. “The whipped cream is the best part.” She takes an experimental sip, and pleasure fills her face. Fuck me, she’s beautiful, and I need to get my head out of my ass because she’s a coworker, and I’m not stupid enough to get involved with someone I work with. Even if this gig at Xavier’s is temporary.

      “Why did you say it then?” she asks me.

      Ouch. I was really hoping she wouldn’t ask. “Do we have to get into it?”

      “Let me quote you,” she says. “‘At the end of the day, what she wants is missionary with the lights dimmed.’ Yes. I want to know why you said that.”

      “My last serious girlfriend…” Fuck. “I dated someone who thought she wanted to explore kink. Turns out she didn’t. It blew up in my face. You remind me of her.”

      “Why, do I look like her?” she retorts. “You don’t know anything about me.” She takes another sip. “Thank you for the coffee. I didn’t know you knew how I took it.”

      “I’ve heard you place your order during the afternoon coffee run.” I run my fingers through my hair. “Sorry again. I’ll leave you to your work.”

      I turn to go. I’m a few steps away when I hear her voice. “Eric.”

      “Yeah?”

      “I screwed up the first time we met. You screwed up Saturday night. Call it even?”

      Words escape me. She’s far nicer than I deserve. “I’d love to.”

      She nods. “Okay. I’ll have the Fullerton contracts you asked for on your desk by ten. There are a lot of them. If you tell me what you’re looking for, I can probably narrow it down.”

      My first instinct is to say something vague. I have a sense that something is amiss, but I don’t really know for sure, and I don’t want to commit to an answer.

      But then I realize that’s not right. Dixie is a part of Xavier’s senior team. He trusts her enough that she’s in the running for the COO job. She’s been poring over every contract since she started, and she’s smart. “I don’t know what I’m looking for,” I confess. “But something doesn’t feel right.”

      “No doubt. Pierre didn’t do his job for many years.”

      “No, this is more than Pierre’s negligence. On the surface, everything looks fine, but I’m missing something. So far, all I have is an instinct, but I’ve learned to trust mine.”

      “Instincts are patterns your subconscious recognizes,” she says. She takes another sip of her coffee. “Can I show you something?”

      I move behind her so I can see her screen. Her hair smells like roses. No, not her hair. There’s a tube of hand lotion next to her.

      She clicks around on her screen, minimizing the document she's in the process of reviewing. A printed contract is on the desk next to her keyboard. It must be displeasing her; her highlighter has been at work liberally, and the margins are covered with notes in her tiny, neat handwriting.

      Everything about Dixie is neat and contained. For a second, I wonder what she would be like in bed. Would she be polite and well-behaved, or would she become someone else?

      Stop lusting after your coworker, Kane.

      I’ve got to straighten up. I need to put a stop to this attraction to Dixie. Xavier will take a very dim view of this. It’s the kind of thing that is liable to ruin a relationship with a very good friend.

      “I was looking at this set of transactions from Unplug,” she says. “Take a look at these training expenses. Don’t they seem off to you?”

      I scan the invoices she’s highlighted. “Remind me what Unplug is?”

      “It’s a small non-profit,” she replies. “Carl Siregar started it ten years ago. He teaches people how to unplug from technology. Leforte Enterprises bought it four years ago. I don’t know why. It doesn’t really fit neatly into our portfolio.”

      “Xavier probably thought it was a good idea, and he threw money at it.”

      “In that case, he should have used his charitable foundation to fund them,” she responds.

      She’s not wrong.

      “Anyway,” she continues. “Unplug only has six employees. Notice anything?”

      I look at the numbers again, and this time, I see what’s caught her eye. “A non-profit with just six employees pays two hundred thousand dollars for leadership training to a company called XPM?”

      “Exactly,” she says. “Doesn’t make sense.”

      “Shouldn’t this have been flagged?”

      “You’d think, right?” She grimaces. “Pierre personally signed off on this training.”

      “Is that suspicious?”

      “Pierre didn’t read the things he signed, Eric.”

      “Of course not,” I say dryly. “Why bother doing the job that Xavier’s paying you to do? It’s a good thing Valade is in Montpelier. I feel the urge to punch him.” It’s not even seven, and I’m already ready to call it a day. “I’ll talk to Stone. His team needs to do a full-fledged audit of Unplug’s books.” I move away from the maddeningly tempting scent of roses. “Thank you, Dixie. This is extremely helpful. I’ll keep you posted on what I find.”

      She looks faintly surprised. “You will?”

      “Why wouldn’t I?” Something else occurs to me. “Hang on, you’re the General Counsel. Why are you looking at Unplug’s financial transactions?”

      “I’ve told you I want the COO job, Eric. If I’m going to succeed at it, I’ll need to have a handle on all of Leforte Enterprises’ subsidiaries, big and small.”

      “Is that why you come in early every morning? Do you ever take any time off?”

      “I do okay.”

      She’s bristling a little. “You don’t need to be defensive about your ambition,” I tell her. “I’m just wondering if you’re getting enough downtime, that’s all.”

      Xavier should just give her the damn job right now. She’ll get some sleep, and I can get the hell out of here before I do something I regret. Like make a pass at Dixie Ketcham.

      

      Ten hours later, I lean back in my chair and rub my eyes.

      XPM is registered as a charity, but the transactions I’ve found paint a far more damning picture. They’re involved in money laundering and tax fraud.

      Even worse? XPM is owned by a dummy company in the Bahamas, which in turn is owned by another dummy company in Liechtenstein, which in turn appears to be owned by Xavier Leforte.

      Somebody is trying to frame my friend. Somebody is exploiting Pierre Valade's lack of attention to make it look like Leforte Enterprises is engaging in criminal activity.

      I pick up my phone to call Xavier.

      This isn’t good. This is very, very bad. This is a disaster.
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      All day, I have difficulty concentrating. I can't stop thinking about Eric.

      You don't need to be defensive about your ambition, he'd said to me.

      My experience has taught me otherwise. William, my ex-fiancé, hadn't wanted me to go to law school. "I’m going to be a doctor,” he’d said. “I’ll make plenty of money for both of us.” He hadn’t even considered the possibility that I wanted to be more than Dr. Gifford’s wife.

      At my last job, the partners—all men, all over sixty—had looked askance at me when I spoke up. I was expected to take notes at meetings, and when I pointed out that I was one of their peers, not their assistant, I wasn’t considered a ‘team player.’

      The lead partner, Roy Rollins, even expected me to make coffee. Roy, I could somewhat forgive—he was almost eighty, but the rest of them, not so much.

      I should have fought back against the institutional sexism, but it was a difficult time in my life, and I had too many other things to worry about. My mother was dying, and her insurance wouldn't pay for experimental drugs. Even for the treatment they grudgingly covered, the co-pay was a fortune.

      My mother had faults—many of them. We didn’t always see eye to eye. But I loved her. I didn’t want her to spend hours on the phone arguing with her insurance company. She didn’t have the energy for it, so I took it over, and I took over her care. My brother was supposed to help, but Michael always talks a big game and rarely delivers.

      I’d gone into debt from her medical bills, and I desperately needed to keep my job to stay afloat. Fighting back is a privilege for people with options. I hadn’t had any.

      I have no regrets about any of it; I did it for my mom, and I’d do it all over again. But I didn’t realize, until Eric spoke up, that I had such deep scars from working at Rollins, Atterby & Rourke.

      In the early days, I’d kept my head down at Leforte. I didn’t like Pierre, and we sometimes clashed because he thought I was being too cautious, but mostly, I kept out of his way. Even when Xavier took over, that behavior had carried over. I’d been nervous when I told him I was interested in the Chief Operating Officer role. I’d been bracing for rejection.

      Somehow, Eric saw that. He sees me. And that is baffling, it’s infuriating, and it’s maddening.

      Because it’s Eric Kane. He drives me nuts. He makes me want to claw his eyes out. I certainly don’t want to like the man.

      

      I work through lunch. I’m dealing with another terribly written contract from Zephyrus, and it takes me all morning and a good chunk of the afternoon to finish. When I’m done, I outline my concerns to Kevin Hughes, hit ‘Send,’ and stop at the kitchen to eat some instant ramen.

      I’m barely back at my desk when John Stone swings by. “I was just on the phone with Kevin,” he announces.

      Ugh. I raise my chin, knowing where this is going. “Let me guess. He doesn’t like my conclusions.” I hand him my printed copy, the pages covered with red ink, my notes in the margins. “I can’t approve this, John. There are too many risks.”

      He exhales in exasperation. “I don’t understand what the problem is,” he grits out. “We never had so many hold-ups out of Legal before you joined.”

      Yes, because Pierre kept overruling your General Counsel’s warnings. His departure should have given you a clue.

      “That’s neither here nor there,” I reply calmly, drawing on reserves of patience I can’t seem to find around Eric Kane. Maybe it’s because Eric can take it when I disagree with him, while John’s ego does not allow him to acknowledge my expertise. “My role is to keep Leforte Enterprises out of trouble. This contract will not do that.”

      “You’re being uptight,” he snaps. “You lawyer types don’t realize that you have to balance risk against growth. We cannot be excessively cautious; our competitors are going to walk all over us.”

      My reserves of patience disappear down the drain. “I have an MBA, John. I understand the concept of risk-reward. My assessment stands. I will not okay this contract as written.” I take a breath, unclench my jaw, give him a polite smile, and try to smooth things over.  “If you’d like, I’ll have Leona Miller review the contract as well, to see if she agrees with my assessment.”

      Leona has been with Leforte Enterprises for twenty-five years. She’s the most experienced lawyer on my team. I asked her once why she hadn’t applied for my job, and she’d bluntly retorted that she was happy to avoid the bullshit.

      John nods tersely and exits my office without another word. I exhale, annoyed with myself. Leona doesn’t need to review this contract; I already know she will reach the same conclusions as me. I shouldn’t have let John bully me.

      Admit it, Dix. It’s because he called you uptight.

      Gritting my teeth, I print out a clean copy of the contract and head over to Leona’s desk. The other lawyer, a petite Black woman with short grey hair, is on the phone. I start to leave, and she gestures at me to take a seat. “One minute,” she mouths.

      I nod and wait for her to finish up, trying not to eavesdrop on her conversation. She shakes her head when she hangs up. “My niece is trying to decide which college to go to,” she says. “Do you have nieces or nephews, Dixie?”

      “My brother Michael has two boys. Five and three.”

      “Ah, those are the fun years. Then they become teenagers, and when you try to tell them that they shouldn’t pick the party school, they don’t listen.” She rolls her eyes. “An out-of-state party school, to add insult to injury. Stacey doesn’t know what she wants to do, and she has no concept of how expensive a four-year degree is.”

      “Maybe she could take a gap year.”

      “My brother and his wife won’t entertain the idea. They still act like she’s a child, not a young woman on the cusp of adulthood. But you didn’t come here to listen to my family woes. What can I do for you?”

      I hand her the contract. “Can you review this?”

      “Sure.” She starts to read it and then frowns. “This is Zephyrus, right? Weren’t you working on it?”

      “I’d like to know what you think.”

      Leona gives me a puzzled look. “I don’t understand. Why would you want me to review your work? The odds of you missing something significant are pretty much zero.”

      At least Leona thinks I can do my job. “I’m being a team player,” I reply, using air quotes around the word ‘team.’

      “Was it Kevin Hughes who whined about how Legal is holding him back or was it Stone?”

      “Stone.” I get to my feet, and a wave of exhaustion washes over me. “Thank you, Leona. Kevin’s breathing down my neck. Can you review it by Wednesday?”

      “Yes, that should be fine.”

      I glance at the time as I walk back to my office. My assistant Andie is packing up her belongings. “Is it five already?”

      “It’s half past.” She gives me a disapproving look. “You should leave. What time did you get here this morning? Five? Six?”

      “Six.” Eric Kane had, unexpectedly, been here too, with an apology and a caramel macchiato.

      “Go home, Dixie,” Andie urges. “You don’t see John Stone working these hours, do you?” A sneer fills her face—Andie does not like John. “Take an evening off. You’ve more than earned it.”

      I mentally review the outstanding work and realize that there’s nothing so urgent that it needs to be done tonight. Huh. That hasn’t been the case for months. “You know what? I think I’m going to do just that.”

      

      I hit the gym on my way home. The new class schedule is available, and people are standing in line to sign up. I overhear snippets of their conversation as I swipe in. “What are you signing up for?” an Asian woman asks her friend. “There’s a self-defense class I want to take, but it’s at seven in the morning. That’s far too early.”

      A stray memory strikes me. I have a black belt in judo. Drop the knife, and step away from the woman, or you are going to be exceedingly sorry.

      Ugh. So mortifying.

      Hunter had laughed at me, calling me on the lie. Have you found a gym to train at yet? I’m a yodan. Perhaps we could spar sometime.

      The kind of sparring I want to do with Hunter isn’t really appropriate at a gym.

      I stop dead in my tracks. Where did that errant thought come from? And why?

      

      After a hard workout, I drive home. I stand in the shower for twenty minutes and emerge from the bathroom clad only in my panties, hungry enough to eat a horse.

      I cross my living room. My blinds are drawn, but even so, I feel naughty walking around almost naked in my apartment. I enter the kitchen and open the refrigerator door, and a cold blast of air hits my nipples, causing them to pucker.

      A shiver runs through me. My imagination conjures up a man trailing an ice cube over them, teasing my nipples while I moan and writhe in response. “Good girl,” he whispers into my ear, his breath a warm caress. “You love this, don’t you?”

      Good girls are my personal kryptonite. I want to open them up and see the secret well of depravity inside.

      I slam the refrigerator door shut. What in the name of sanity is wrong with me? It’s as if Saturday night has unlocked something hidden inside me, and I will never again be the same.

      My stomach rumbles. My refrigerator is bare. Unless I want to make a meal of pickles and possibly expired mayo, I need to order in.

      Or you could go out.

      Huh. Take myself out to dinner.

      I get dressed in a navy-blue wrap dress—Mrs. Grace was a great believer in dressing for dinner—and hop back into my car. There’s a Thai restaurant I drive past every day that I’ve been meaning to try.

      It’s a little past eight, late for a Monday night. When I pull into the parking lot, there’s only a handful of cars there. But the restaurant itself is brightly lit and inviting. Yellow light spills from the windows, and I can smell the mouthwatering aromas of curry and fried onions.

      I park next to a beautiful, forest-green, vintage Datsun and go inside. The place isn’t crowded. Only three tables are occupied. A family is seated against the back wall—mom, dad, their grown kids and spouses, and one young child, a boy who is intently dunking his spring roll in plum sauce and stuffing it in his mouth. Immediately to the left of the door, a couple is engrossed in each other, lingering over a bottle of wine.

      Directly across from me, a dark-haired man is bent over his food.

      Then he lifts his head up.

      It’s Hunter Driesse.

      What are the odds?

      Recognition sparks in his eyes. A smile of invitation touches his lips. I move toward him, a puppet tugged by hidden strings.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            11

          

          

      

    

    







            Dixie

          

        

      

    

    
      “Hi.” My voice comes out breathless. My pulse races as if I’ve run a marathon.

      Hunter lifts his head up. “Hello, Dixie. Are you eating in, or is this takeout?”

      “Eating in.”

      He gestures to the seat across from him. “Join me?”

      “You don’t mind?” He looks tired today, far more so than he did on Saturday. There are dark circles under his eyes, and he looks like he hardly slept.

      He lost his mother recently, remember?

      “Not at all,” he responds with a smile. “I’d appreciate the company.”

      I wonder how he’s doing. I remember only too vividly the first weeks after my mother died. My emotions had been all over the place. A part of me was relieved that she wasn’t suffering anymore, and then I would feel guilty about feeling that way. But mostly, I remember being numb and detached from reality.

      My mother’s friends brought casseroles. Michael hung around the house too. Jessica would drop by, bringing my nephews Jonathan and Dylan with her, and it was impossible to feel detached when two toddlers were running around, leaving a trail of chaos in their wake.

      Those first few weeks, people had made sure I wasn’t alone. It had helped so very much. It had been a lifeline when I desperately needed one.

      Is anyone helping Hunter? Does he have family to lean on? A significant other?

      I take a seat. A pretty waitress wanders over with a menu. “Hello,” she says. “My name is May. Can I get you something to drink?”

      “A club soda, please, with a slice of lime, if you have it?” Hunter’s drinking a beer, and the idea of a cold alcoholic beverage sounds tempting, but I’m so tired that I’m likely to fall asleep in the middle of dinner if I add booze to the mix.

      “Of course.” She bustles away, returning in less than a minute with my drink. “Today’s special appetizer is nam tok nua,” she says. “It’s a grilled steak salad with onions, red peppers, cilantro, mint, and chili. For the main, we have barbecue pork, marinated in garlic, honey, and coriander root. It’s served with sticky rice and a papaya salad on the side.”

      That sounds delicious, but so does everything else on the menu. “I’m going to need a minute to decide,” I tell her frankly.

      “I’ll be back in a few.” She gives me a friendly smile. “Dr. Driesse is a regular, so he can help you out.”

      She walks away. “You are?” I ask Hunter.

      “It’s next to the hospital,” he explains. “I work there Mondays and Tuesdays. I’m here practically every week.”

      “What do you recommend?”

      “You really can’t go wrong with the special.”

      “Done.” I set down my menu. May comes over immediately to take my order. When she’s gone, Hunter tilts his head to a side and surveys me. “You left rather abruptly on Saturday,” he says. “Did I offend you?”

      I still haven’t processed the complicated tangle of emotions from my visit to Club M. The peculiar longings it had stirred in me, the hidden desires that it exposed. “No,” I manage to respond.

      “Good.” He takes a long swallow from his bottle. “It was not my intention to make you uncomfortable.”

      “You didn’t.” There’s a moment of silence. “Xavier told me about your mother. I’m sorry for your loss.”

      “Thank you.” He pushes the plate of spring rolls toward me. “Have one. They’re excellent.”

      My mouth is watering, and my stomach is going to betray me at any moment by grumbling loudly at the lack of food, and so I take him up on his offer. For a few moments, we make idle conversation. I ask him about his work, and he tells me he divides up his time between Highfield and Washington DC, where he works at a veteran’s hospital.

      “Do you commute from the city every Monday and Tuesday?” I ask curiously. It’s technically feasible, but it sounds exhausting to have to drive almost two hours after a full day of work.

      “No,” he says. “I crash at my mother’s place. Her house is just fifteen minutes away.”

      Oh. If I knew him better, I’d ask him how he feels about that. When my mom died, I couldn’t wait to get out of her home. I had too many memories of her there, and I felt her loss keenly every time I stepped into her foyer. It would always be the place where she suffered as her cancer worsened. Michael and I had agreed—a rare occurrence—to sell it as quickly as we could.

      The waitress brings us our food. “Can I get you anything else?” she asks me. “What about you, Dr. Driesse? Do you have everything you need?”

      Her voice turns breathy when she addresses him. She leans forward, and the buttons of her blouse strain against her ample breasts. They’re really working overtime, those buttons.

      Ouch, that’s a catty thought. Seriously, Dix? I scold myself. Get a grip. If the waitress wants to flirt with him, she can. I have no business being proprietary about Hunter. He expressed interest on Saturday, I turned him down—more accurately, I ran away—and he’s accepted it. He’s a good-looking guy. Women are going to come onto him. I have no business getting bothered by it. Besides, if Hunter eats here every single week, May knows him far better than I do.

      Hunter’s giving me a peculiar look. “You have the strangest expression on your face,” he says. “Is everything okay?”

      I shake myself. “Yes, of course. Sorry, what were you saying?”

      “How are you liking Highfield? You’ve been here six months, right? Are you enjoying it?”

      “I haven’t had much of a chance to explore,” I reply. “Work has been crazy. But I can’t complain too much. My biggest fear was about meeting people. It’s a little intimidating to make friends as an adult, you know? Especially if you didn't grow up in the area or if you don't have a school-aged child. But I’ve been lucky. Fiona is fantastic, and she’s welcomed me into her life, and she’s introduced me to Avery and Kiera. It’s great to have girlfriends.”

      “Interesting.”

      I look up. “Interesting how?” God, this pork is delicious. Tempting as it is to scarf it down, I’ve already made a fool of myself in front of Hunter once. Well, twice. I make myself take small, ladylike bites. “Hunter, you’re a psychiatrist. It's intimidating when you say ‘interesting’ in that tone of voice.”

      He laughs, and his chuckle washes over me, rich and warm. “Your choice of friends is interesting,” he says. “All your friends are in decidedly unconventional relationships. For someone who emphatically declares that she's not interested in BDSM, you certainly seem to surround yourself with a lot of people that lean that way.”

      “I didn’t say I wasn’t interested in BDSM.”

      “Are you?”

      I duck his question. “I like them. I’m not going to judge them by their relationships. They’re consenting adults, and they’re with good people that treat them well. That’s all that’s important.”

      “Sure.” He notices I haven’t answered his question, but he lets it go.

      For a few minutes, we eat in silence. My thoughts are all over the place. Finally, I summon up my courage. My emotions have been in turmoil since Saturday night. Perhaps Hunter can help me make sense of the way I’m feeling. “Can I ask you a question about sex?”

      He grins wickedly. “I don't know,” he murmurs, his voice dipping low. “Shouldn’t you buy me dinner first?”

      My cheeks flame. “It’s a serious question. What do you get out of it? BDSM, I mean.”

      He regards me for a long second. “It’s a complicated answer,” he says finally. “Bondage doesn’t do a lot for me. I’m not a rope guy; I’m not going to spend hours on shibari.” He takes in my confused look. “Japanese rope bondage. It’s something of an art form.”

      “Ah, okay.” I gulp down another piece of pork. I wanted him to answer my question, but I didn’t expect him to. Now we’re talking about sex in a brightly lit Thai restaurant. At least the family is gone. Grandma and Grandpa don’t need to hear this.

      “Should I stop?” he asks.

      “No.”

      “Okay. The SM part of it—sadomasochism—doesn’t do much for me either. I’m not into pain. Which leaves the dominance and the submission aspects.” He lifts his shoulder in a shrug. “I like control. Maybe it's because of the nature of my job. I want to help people, but whether they get better or not is mostly out of my control. Sometimes they do, and sometimes they don't. That’s difficult for me; I really do want to make a difference.” He leans back with a smile. “But that’s only one part of the answer.”

      “What’s the other part?”

      “It turns me on.”

      My insides tighten. My face feels like it’s on fire. Not just my face. Heat sparks through my body, heat and a strange, keen sense of anticipation. I take a sip of the club soda, hoping the chilled beverage will calm me down. “Have you ever been involved with somebody that wasn't interested in it?”

      His answer comes without hesitation. “No.”

      “Kink or nothing?”

      “Something like that.” He sets down his chopsticks. “It sounds pretty inflexible when you put it that way but let me see if I can explain. There are people, men and women, who have very definite ideas on what sex should and shouldn't be. They are emphatic about what is acceptable to explore and what is off-limits. What is wrong, what is dirty, what is sinful.”

      “Are you talking about me?”

      “Why do you think I am?”

      I stare at him in exasperation. “Stop answering my question with a question.”

      He picks his chopsticks back up. “I wasn’t talking about you,” he replies. “I don’t know you. I doubt that’s who you are—the people I’m talking about would never, ever, set foot inside Club M. The idea of seeking the pleasure you want is far too hedonistic for them.”

      I take another sip of my club soda. Once again, it does nothing to quench the fire burning through me.

      “Of course, some people change their minds,” he continues. “Attitudes about sex aren’t carved in stone. But when I’m sleeping with someone, I don’t want to be their therapist. I just want to have a good time. It doesn't have to be whips and chains, stages and public performances. It could be as simple as a blindfold over your eyes during sex. An ice cube trailed over your nipples. Some light spanking, maybe. It’s not the specific sex act that’s important; it’s the attitude. A willingness to explore your desires, uninhibited by society's many rules.”

      He says ice cube, and my brain short-circuits. I had this exact fantasy less than an hour ago. There’s no way Hunter could possibly know that.

      “Sexual compatibility is important to me,” he finishes. “It’s only one component of a relationship, but I know myself. I would not be happy in a relationship where my sexual needs weren’t being met, and I wouldn’t be happy if I wasn’t meeting my partner’s needs either.”

      “Okay.” I wipe my damp palms on the napkin in my lap. “I think I understand.”

      His gaze rests on me. “I answered your question. Will you answer one of mine?”

      I manage a nod.

      “What do you fantasize about, Dixie? What do you want?”

      He’d asked me the same question Saturday night. I can’t meet his gaze. “I don't know.”

      “Is that really true?”

      A shiver runs through me at his firm tone. “There is something,” I whisper. I’d written it down in my Dare List. And then I’d torn out the page from my notepad, crumpled it, and tossed it into the trash because good girls did not do that.

      “Tell me.”

      “It’s outdoors.” I can’t believe I’m telling Hunter this. “A trail or something, somewhere anyone can walk past us. It’s late. Dark. I’m with a guy in a car, and we’ve pulled into this deserted area to make out.”

      William and I had tried to do it in his car once. It hadn’t ended well. I push that thought out of my head.

      “What happens next?” Hunter prompts.

      “Someone catches us. Instead of stopping us, he watches.” I swallow past the lump in my throat. “The idea of someone walking in on me is…” My voice trails off.

      “Hot,” Hunter finishes. There’s an odd note in his voice.

      My hands are shaking. “Yes. It’s just a fantasy, of course.”

      Ask me who I picture in the car with me, Hunter. Ask me who watches us. Make me tell you everything.

      He opens his mouth to say something, but just then, the waitress comes up to us. “How was everything?” she asks cheerfully.

      Hunter smiles up at her. “Delicious as always.”

      The spell snaps. The anticipation heating my blood drains away. Hunter isn’t volunteering to participate in my fantasy. He expressed interest Saturday night, I turned him down, and he’s probably figured it’s for the best. He knows what he wants, and I’m not it. I’m too inexperienced. I have too many hang-ups. Sex with me is, as Eric so bluntly put it, missionary with the lights turned out.

      For a few minutes though, when Hunter had listened to my fantasy, his entire attention on me, I’d believed otherwise.

      None of this is real, I remind myself again. I described a fantasy, that’s all. Something to keep me warm at night. I’m not going to do anything to make it come true.

      May brings us the bill. One bill. Hunter reaches for it, and I protest. “You don’t have to pay.”

      “It’s not a big deal, Dixie,” he says. “You can grab the next check if you’d like.”

      What next check? There isn’t going to be one. I grab a couple of bills, a twenty and a ten, and hold it out to him. “Please.”

      “If you insist.” He doesn’t look thrilled, but he takes the money from me, and for some inexplicable reason, that irritates me even more. (Yes, I’m aware I’m being ridiculous and irrational. Toddler-like, even.)

      We go outside. The sun has set, and the parking lot is dark. There are only two cars left—the Datsun and my VW Beetle.

      “Nice car,” he says appreciatively. “What year is it?”

      “Nineteen seventy-two,” I reply. “Yours?”

      “Seventy-three.” He circles the car. “No rust?”

      I shake my head. “It’s my mother’s car. One owner and she basically drove it once a week, to church and back.”

      “And there’s no snow in Mississippi. Are you planning to drive it in winter? They put a ton of salt on the roads here.”

      “I doubt it.” I love this car, and I’d be shattered if anything were to happen to it. “I’ll probably buy something more practical.”

      His eyes gleam. “If you’re thinking of selling, give me a call. I’ll be happy to take it off your hands.”

      I make a scoffing sound in my throat. “Are you planning on selling the Datsun?”

      He chuckles. “Fair enough.” He takes a half-step toward me and then stops in place. “See you around, Dixie.”

      I get into my car; Hunter enters his. I go right; he goes left.

      So much for that.

      I take a deep breath inward and then let it out in a long exhale. I didn’t really want them, I tell myself. I don’t want Hunter, and I don’t want Eric. When I described my fantasy to Hunter, I wasn’t picturing him in the car with me. I wasn’t fantasizing about Eric coming up to the window. Shining a flashlight in our direction and staring at me a moment too long. I wasn’t imagining him opening the car door and joining in.

      Liar, liar, pants on fire.
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      When Dixie tells me her fantasy, it takes all the willpower I possess to keep quiet. I want to volunteer—of course I do. I’m not insane. I’m not blind, and I sure as hell am not immune to her.

      I don’t know what instinct possessed me to ask her about her fantasies. I wasn’t sure what she’d say, but I thought it would be something a small step up from pure vanilla. Pink fur-covered handcuffs or something like that.

      But no. Once again, Dixie is full of surprises. Holy fuck, she likes to be watched. She might even want a threesome.

      And I want to give it all to her. I want to make every single one of her wicked fantasies come true.

      But I hadn’t said anything. Because as much as I want to, it isn’t a good idea. It wouldn’t be casual sex with Dixie. She’s not that type of woman. She would want a relationship that was about more than kinky sex.

      She deserves a relationship that’s about more than kinky sex. I’m just not the right person to give it to her. Not now. I’m too numb to form emotional attachments.

      When clients lose their loved ones, I tell them not to expect anything of themselves for a year. The first twelve months is a time for survival. It’s not the time to make any major changes.

      Even if I’d volunteered, there’s no guarantee she would have accepted. She’s still grappling with her wants and needs. When I was in my twenties, I might have tried harder to convince her to live out her fantasies, but I’m in my thirties now, and I don’t want to talk her into having sex with me. I want her to want it.

      The surge of possessiveness that went through you when she approached that guy? That was nothing, was it? And if she finds someone to participate in her fantasy—

      I push away that thought and tamp down my instinctive spike of jealousy. She’s free to sleep with whoever she wants. I have no claim on her.

      I turn into the driveway. The house is dark. If she knew I was coming home, my mother always left the porch light on for me.

      I park the car and enter the house. The full-fledged erection I sported when Dixie told me her fantasy has subsided, but I’m still semi-erect. It wouldn’t take much to close my eyes, to visualize Dixie in a car with me, naked, writhing on my lap, bouncing on my cock. To picture her eyes going wide as Eric walks up. To hear her gasp of shock. To feel her clench around my erection.

      Fuck. I need a cold shower, stat. It’s not the only thing that will take care of my erection, but it’s been a very long time since I’ve jerked off in my mother’s house, and it somehow feels wrong.

      You’re a fucking mess, Driesse.

      I’m about to head upstairs when a car turns into the driveway. Dixie? Could she have changed her mind?

      It’s not her. It’s Mitch Donahue. “I was driving by, and I saw the porch light was on,” he says with an ingratiating smile. “You’re a hard man to reach, Hunter.”

      “You can’t see the light from the street,” I retort bluntly. “The house is in a valley. You have to turn into the lane to catch sight of it.”

      “Like I said, I was driving by,” he says blandly. “Can I come in?”

      I’ve been ignoring Donahue’s attempts to reach me. After my discussion with Brian Holland, my mother’s lawyer, I should have looked into his allegations, but I haven’t. It just all seems so pointless, and I don’t have the time or the inclination or the energy to do anything about it. All I’ve done is dodge Donahue’s calls. You’d think he’d get the message.

      I step aside, and he enters. I wave him to the living room. He takes a seat on the couch. “Have you had a chance to think about what you’re going to do with this house?”

      No. I’m only in Highfield two days a week, and it seems ridiculous to hold onto this house just for a place to crash. I have many friends in the neighborhood who have offered me their spare bedrooms. Caleb and Nolan both live close by. Xavier owns a freaking castle. If none of that works out, I can rent a studio apartment. I don’t need a lot of room. It’s just one night a week.

      This house doesn’t mean anything to me without my mother. The kitchen isn’t a place for endless cups of coffee and long conversations any longer. The garden is chock-full of weeds. I still haven’t gone into her bedroom. Still can’t face it.

      I don’t want to hold onto this house. Maybe if I let it go, I’ll be able to get rid of this numbness. Maybe I’ll be able to move on.

      But do I want to sell it to Donahue? Do I want the lot to be divided up, and six hideous homes built among the rolling hills? They’ll raze down this house, rip up my mother’s vegetable garden, and cut down the trees dotting the gently rolling hills. The property will be transformed—changing from a serene refuge into a cookie-cutter subdivision.

      That would have broken my mother’s heart.

      “I appreciate your interest, but I’m going to pass on your offer.”

      A weight lifts off me the moment I tell Donahue I’m out. It feels good to make this decision.

      Of course, the man doesn’t take my answer at face value. He pushes back. “Look, Hunter. Can I be honest with you?”

      Mitch Donahue wouldn’t know honesty if it came up and slapped him in the face. “Sure.” I don’t care what he has to say, but this might be the fastest way to get him to leave, short of throwing him out the door.

      “The offer I made is a really good one. You're not going to get that kind of money anywhere else.”

      “Money isn't the only factor in my decision,” I respond. “I’m not in a situation where I need to make urgent financial decisions.”

      He doesn’t like my answer. Frustration flashes on his face before he wipes it clean, replacing it with a broad smile. “I totally understand.” He leans forward, trying another tack. “I came to know your mother quite well.”

      I very much doubt that.

      “She was very involved in the community,” he continues. “She gave generously to several organizations in the neighborhood. She led several of their fund-raising drives. Why, I don’t think the domestic violence shelter would have opened without her support.”

      Donahue is persistent; I have to give him that. And while I doubt that he knows my mother, he’s done his homework. One time, she’d even broached the idea of a charity auction at Club M. I’d almost spit out my coffee at her suggestion. “Do you have any idea what happens at the club?” I’d asked her.

      She’d snorted in amused derision. “I don’t know why young people think they’re the first generation to have sex,” she’d replied archly. “You do know I—”

      “Stop right there,” I’d begged her. “Please. I want to hold onto my innocence.”

      She’d laughed. “To answer your question, Hunter, I don’t care what happens at the club, not as long as people are generous with their wallets. Sex money spends the same as any other.”

      Thankfully, she found other sources of funding, because there had been no auctions at Club M that year.

      Donahue is waiting for me to say something. “It’s late,” I say bluntly. “I want to get to bed. Why don’t you tell me where you’re heading with this?”

      “Six million dollars is a lot of money,” he says. “Sure, you could hold onto this property. Or you could accept my offer. Think of how much good you could do with that money. Think of what a difference you would make. In your mother’s name. To honor her memory.”

      Well, fuck.

      Fresh doubt assails me. What would my mother have done? Would she have held on to the family home, or would she have done whatever she could to help the nonprofits that meant so much to her?

      “I’ll think about it.”

      The developer nods. “Of course.” He gets to his feet at last. His job is done—I am once again in turmoil, uncertain about the best course of action. “I ran into Ms. Thorsen yesterday. Have you met Sophia yet? She’s new in town. She works for the community health center, the one on Stuart Street.”

      “Yes.” She’d been at the will reading. My mother had left her organization some money, but I hadn’t paid attention to the specifics.

      “They’re having difficulty making ends meet,” he says. He’s trying to disguise the glee in his voice and doing a terrible job at it. I suppress the urge to punch him in the jaw. “It’s so hard to get a new nonprofit off the ground. She thought she was going to get a government grant, but then it fell through. I promised her that I’d give them a generous donation if I have a good year.” He gives me a sly smile. “This is the only deal I have in the works.”

      Mitch Donahue has the subtlety of a sledgehammer. I walk him to the front door. “See you around, Donahue.”

      Of course, he doesn’t let me have the last word. “I’ll call you in a week or two,” he says. “Think about what I said, Hunter. Think about the difference that six million dollars could make.”

      I watch his car pull away, my mood dark once again. I want easy answers, but there are none. I wish I knew what to do.
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      Monday night, I’d told Xavier he had a problem. “Someone’s trying to frame you. It’s been going on for a few months. I’m trying to find out who’s behind it, but the trail is convoluted. There are a series of shell companies, half of them headquartered in the Caymans, and finding out what’s going on will neither be easy nor quick.”

      Xavier had absorbed that in silence.

      “This is a big deal, Xavier. This could blow up in your face. Any idea who might have a grudge against you?”

      “There’s a long list of people,” he’d said wryly. “But people with the skill and the resources to pull this off? I don’t know, Eric. Nothing’s jumping out at me. I’ll think about it.”

      He had seemed distracted, and I didn’t need to be a genius to figure out why. “Is Layla okay?”

      He’d looked up. “Why do you ask?”

      “It’s always Layla.”

      He’d smiled at that, a sad smile. Then he’d changed the subject. “You’re going to need help,” he’d said. “You already have your hands full here with the mess Pierre left. I’ll call Adrian and Brody. They have some financial analysts on their team. They might be able to help.”

      

      Tuesday morning, I’d arrived early at work once again. Dixie was already there, of course, her blue Beetle parked in the usual spot in the far corner, under a leafy tree to protect it from the sunlight. You told her you’d keep her posted, my conscience reminded me. She was the one who spotted the suspicious transactions. You wouldn’t have gotten anywhere without her.

      I’d wanted to walk down to her office. Linger there, ask her what she was working on. But I’d been only too aware of my feelings. Saturday night, when Dixie started to walk up to that guy, a sharp shard of jealousy had pierced me. Pick me, I’d wanted to say. Kiss me. Tell me what you need, and I will give it to you.

      I’m insane. This lust is a major problem. This is Cici all over again. I’m barreling full speed into another train wreck, and I don’t have enough sense to get off before the crash.

      I’d called Dixie instead, and I’d briefed her on what I’d found. She’d been concerned, and she’d promised to keep digging.

      And that was that. Or it should have been, but of course, it’s not possible to avoid Dixie. We work together, after all. We’re on the same floor. Our offices are a few doors apart. I run into her in the kitchen multiple times during the week, and every time, I have to fight to keep my voice calm and controlled. Yesterday, I’d walked into the copy room, and she’d been on her hands and knees, fixing a paper jam, and I’d stared at her tight ass, my brain going straight to the gutter, and I had to turn around and leave before my erection gave me away.

      Fucking chemistry.

      

      The week speeds by. I’m swamped. Apart from cleaning up the various messes Pierre left, I also have to work closely with John Stone, and that’s trying my patience. Stone thinks he’s God’s gift to numbers, and he bristles at my questions, viewing them as an affront to his credibility. It’s exhausting navigating around his ego.

      This is why I prefer to work alone; I don’t have to put up with people. Xavier owes me.

      My temper is on the verge of fraying by the time Friday afternoon rolls around. I haven’t been able to figure out who’s trying to frame Xavier, I’ve spent most of the week putting out one ridiculous fire after another, and Kevin Hughes has sent me three emails bitching about Legal holding up his contracts.

      “You look like a ray of sunshine,” Xavier greets me as I walk into the conference room for the weekly senior team huddle. I’m early, and he’s even earlier; he’s the only one there.

      “Go away.”

      He gives me a rueful grin. “I really am sorry,” he says. “I screwed up. I shouldn’t have waited so long to fire Pierre. How bad is it?”

      I make a valiant attempt to look for the silver lining. “If it wasn’t for XPM, it would be fine,” I tell him. “People might grumble about how Pierre did things differently, but they’ll soon get used to my style, and in any case, I’m not here to win friends and influence people. But the XPM thing—” John Stone walks into the room, and I shut up. Until I know otherwise, everyone is a suspect.

      Except Dixie. Why is that, do you think?

      Stupid inner voice. Dixie isn’t under suspicion because these fraudulent transactions started before she joined Leforte.

      And there’s no other reason? None at all?

      The rest of the team files in. Kevin Hughes is here in person, as I suspected he’d be. “Ah, Xavier, you’re here,” he says, looking relieved to see my friend at the huddle. “I need your help. My contracts are stuck, and Legal refuses to get on board.”

      Dixie walks in just then, and she hears Kevin’s last sentence. Her shoulders stiffen, and her face wipes clean of expression. Wordlessly, she takes a seat next to Hira, the head of HR. She sat there last week as well. Hira must be a friend. She’s dressed less formally than usual—it’s Casual Friday—she’s wearing an olive-green dress, and her hair is down, hanging in loose waves around her face. Hira says something to her, and she smiles, her face lighting up.

      Stop staring at her, Kane.

      Xavier’s watching me, his eyebrow raised. Crap. I let my gaze wander around the room, hoping that’ll throw him off the scent.

      When everyone gets here, Xavier clears his throat. The side conversations die down. “Shall we get going? Let’s go around the room. What have you been working on, what’s going well, what’s going badly, and what do you need from me?”

      The team makes its reports. Kevin Choi, the head of IT, updates us on corporate security. “We conducted a review this week in six of the subsidiaries,” he says. “We found one hundred and thirteen unlocked laptops. Twenty-seven of them had the laptop password written on a post-it note on the lid. We need to update our training—we haven’t had a security workshop in two years, and it shows.”

      Ouch.

      Xavier clears the workshop. Stone goes next. His long, rambling update is heavy on self-congratulation and light on detail. Tanya, the head of Marketing, talks about a corporate-wide branding initiative. I give the team an update on the projects I’m working on. Dixie is professional and to the point, as is Hira. Finally, it’s Kevin’s turn.

      “I have a problem,” he says ponderously. “As you know, Zephyrus is growing by twenty percent year over year. We’re moving quickly and aggressively; we have to.” He gives Dixie a sullen glare. “We’ve been in talks to buy Scotfield, one of our biggest competitors in Europe. Unfortunately, Legal won’t approve the deal. If it were up to Ms. Ketcham, we wouldn’t take any risks.”

      Dixie compresses her lips.

      He thinks she doesn’t take risks? Hughes has no idea. I think about her at Club M on Saturday, her dress hugging her body, her lips soft and kissable, admittedly outside her comfort zone but sticking with it anyway.

      It’s easy to categorize Dixie as rigid or as a prude—I’d done it myself the first time we met. But the more time I spend around her, the more I realize that’s not quite it. Dixie is complicated. She doesn’t fit neatly in a box. She defies expectations.

      Kevin is in full swing now. “Ever since Ms. Ketcham stepped into her role, Legal is too cautious, too risk-averse, too rigid. She doesn’t understand how the world works. Pierre would have approved this deal.”

      Okay, that’s quite enough of that. Hughes is being seriously unprofessional. I lean forward. “Pierre Valade is no longer with Leforte Enterprises. He is not in charge of Mergers & Acquisitions; I am. I don’t care how Pierre used to do things. Zephyrus shouldn’t have been negotiating this deal; my department should have been involved right from the start.”

      John opens his mouth to say something, and I shake my head sharply. Stay out of this, Stone. “I’ve read Ms. Ketcham’s summary of the risks involved. I agree with her analysis. Leforte is a multi-billion-dollar business. We don't do anything stupid. We don’t skirt any ethical lines. We have rules and procedures designed to protect the business, and I intend to ensure we follow them.”

      Dixie gives me a thoughtful look. I’d give anything to know what she’s thinking, but she’s good at keeping a poker face.

      Stone glares at me. “I’ve run the numbers myself,” he blusters. “The risk is vastly exaggerated.” He turns to Xavier. “What do you think?”

      Does he think my friend is going to overrule me? This is going to be fun.

      Xavier frowns. “Dixie is the General Counsel,” he says. “Eric heads up Mergers & Acquisitions. If neither of them thinks this deal should go through, then I defer to their expertise.”

      The meeting breaks up shortly after that. Elisa deliberately schedules the huddles for Friday afternoon—that way, everyone is motivated to be brief and get through things quickly.

      Xavier follows me to my office. “What?” I ask once he’s shut the door. “You think I was too harsh on Hughes?”

      “No, and even if I do, it doesn’t matter. I meant what I said. I trust your judgment.” He leans forward. “Any word from Lockhart & Payne?”

      Ah, he’s worried about XPM. As am I. “Nothing yet. Brody called me yesterday. He asked if he could rope in one of Caleb’s people. I said yes.”

      “I saw your email. Have you thought about getting Dixie involved? She knows Leforte, and she’s more than capable of doing the work.”

      Working at close quarters with Dixie. I’ve been doing my best to avoid it. “I’ll think about it.”

      He looks like he wants to say something else, but he lets it go. Instead, he glances at the clock on my wall. “It’s almost five. Come on, it’s time for Happy Hour. Whatever is on your desk will keep until Monday.”

      “It really won’t.”

      “Yes, it will,” he insists. “You need to pace yourself. I don’t want you to burn out either. Besides, I talked to Hunter last night, and I convinced him to join us.”

      “You did?” I’ve been so busy I haven’t had a chance to talk to Hunter since Saturday, and I feel like shit about it. Hunter is a really good friend, and he’s going through some hard times now. He probably came to the club looking to scene with someone, and because I couldn’t keep my mouth shut, I’d ruined it for him.

      “It took some persuasion, but I prevailed.” Xavier looks smug. “Shut down your laptop, Eric. El Trompo has the best margaritas in town.”

      “Okay, fine.”

      I tell myself I’m going because I want to catch up with Hunter. But if I’m being perfectly honest with myself, it’s not just because of him.

      If Xavier’s getting the entire team out, Dixie will be there.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            14

          

          

      

    

    







            Dixie

          

        

      

    

    
      It's all very well telling myself that I’m not the kind of woman that does ménage, but ever since Saturday night, I can do nothing other than think about Hunter and Eric. My brain has fixated on them, and it will not let go.

      Sex dreams—I’m having them. Every morning, I wake up, my face flushed, my body poised on the knife-edge of release. It turns out that while I might be ‘missionary with the lights turned down,’ my subconscious isn’t. She fills my dreams with one explicit image after another.

      One explicit, tempting image after another.

      What do you fantasize about, Dixie? Hunter had asked me on Monday. And it’s as if his words unlocked something in me. It’s as if those words gave me permission to want more, to actually believe that it was okay to ask for what I wanted. Years and years of repression have built up the pressure inside. And now, the floodgates have opened, and I can’t think about anything else.

      Worse than the sexually explicit dreams? The hot flash of jealousy that slices through me every time Eric talks to a woman at work. I’d been on my way to the kitchen yesterday when Hira and Eric had come out of a meeting room. Eric had been laughing at something Hira said, and for a second, I saw red.

      Hira’s my friend. I should be ashamed of myself.

      I’m having a serious attack of the what-ifs. What if I invited Hunter and Eric to participate in my fantasy? What if I told them I wanted them? Would they turn me down?

      Yes, Dixie. They would. Eric works with you, remember? And Hunter made it fairly clear Monday night that he wasn’t interested.

      It doesn’t help that every single one of my girlfriends is, as Hunter pointed out, in a ménage relationship. Fiona. Avery. Kiera. Okay, I guess Kiera isn’t in a relationship with Nolan and Caleb, but I saw the way they looked at her on Saturday, and I saw the expression on her face when she talked about them. It’s only a matter of time. Everyone around me is living their dreams, taunting me with their perfect sex lives, and I’m sitting by myself in my apartment. Alone, without even a vibrator to keep me company.

      I never thought I’d be the kind of person that would be attracted to the forbidden. I’ve always been sensible. Reliable. Michael is the flighty one. I’m the responsible eldest child. All my life, I’ve done everything society expects of me. I’ve focused on my family and on my career. My personal life is non-existent. I’ve forgotten how to have fun. Forgotten how to go on a date. Forgotten what feels like to be desired by a man. Forgotten to explore my own wants and needs.

      Why does it have to be them?

      I’m completely insane. Our first meeting was an epic disaster. Our second encounter wasn’t great either. You’d think that after that, I would want someone else. Anyone else.

      But the third time I met Hunter, I told him my fantasy.

      And today, Eric defended me against Kevin’s diatribe.

      I hadn’t wanted him to ride to my rescue; I certainly hadn’t expected it. I knew Kevin would complain, and I’d been prepared with my counterarguments. But I hadn’t needed them. Eric had categorically shut Kevin down.

      Pierre wouldn’t have defended me. Pierre had never once read my notes.

      Eric had.

      John Stone knocks on my door. “So,” he says. “You must be feeling pretty satisfied with yourself right now after that smackdown.”

      Are we in high school? “This isn’t a game, John. We have the same goals.”

      “Don’t give me that kumbaya bullshit,” he scoffs. “I should have guessed that Kane would back you up. You couldn’t get anywhere with Pierre, but Kane wants in your pants, and you’re not above using that to get your way.”

      I look up at him, fighting the urge to smack him in the jaw. Under the table, I clench my hands into fists. I don’t swear, but I’ve never wanted to tell somebody to fuck off more. The words dance on the tip of my tongue, and it takes a massive amount of willpower to bite them back.

      “You’ve just insulted my professionalism.” I keep my voice calm. “You’ve also insulted Eric Kane’s professionalism, and as you saw in that meeting, Eric has Xavier’s trust. If I were you, I wouldn’t jump to defend Kevin Hughes. Zephyrus’s revenues have grown twenty percent year over year, but the growth is the result of price increases, not because they’re finding new customers. Quite the opposite: they lost more than ten percent of their customer base last year to Hertel. Don’t put your career on the line for Kevin Hughes. He’s not worth it.”

      Xavier walks up to us. John jumps like a startled cat. “Xavier,” he says with a weak smile. “I didn't see you there.”

      How much of our conversation did Xavier overhear? It’s impossible to tell. His expression gives nothing away.

      “I’m doing the rounds, making sure everyone heads to happy hour,” he says. “It’s been a long week. It’s a lovely day, I have the patio at El Trompo booked, and I’m buying the first couple of rounds.”

      “I wouldn’t miss it for the world,” John says heartily.

      Xavier transfers his attention to me. “Dixie?”

      Saturday night, Eric Kane told me that I still had a shot at the COO job. John wants it too, and I’m competitive enough that I’m going to fight him for it. Plus, if Eric will be there, I should thank him for his support this afternoon.

      Admit it, Dixie. You’re more than hoping Eric will be there. You're looking for an excuse to talk to him.

      “I’ll be there.”

      

      Eric is already at El Trompo when I arrive. To my surprise, so is Hunter. The two of them aren’t on the patio, where the rest of the Leforte crowd is gathered; they’re at the bar, chatting with the bartender.

      My dream this morning had been particularly vivid. I was at Club M again. Kiera was there, pouring drinks, and so were Fiona and Avery. Eric and Hunter were at the bar. They’d said something to me; I can’t remember what it was, and it doesn’t matter. What matters is what happened next. Hunter picked me up at the waist, and he hoisted me on the bar. Eric had produced a pair of scissors out of nowhere—did Kiera hand them to him?—and he’d methodically cut my dress, stripping me naked.

      Then he’d pushed my knees apart. He’d positioned himself between my legs, and he’d eaten me out. Right there. With everyone watching.

      I’d woken up sweating and shaking and aroused beyond belief.

      They notice me arrive. I lift my hand in greeting, but I don’t go over. I don’t think I can look at the bar surface without blushing. Instead, I head to the patio, making a beeline for Leona, Nathan, and Reena. “Do you mind if I join you?”

      Leona beams at me. “Not at all.” She gestures to the already half-empty margarita pitcher. “The boss is buying,” she says. “Elisa has taxi vouchers if you need one.”

      “Oh, good.” Hira would approve of that. Come to think of it, she probably instituted the policy. She’s very good at her job.

      My team resumes their conversation. They’re talking about one of John’s new analysts, who is annoying them for some inexplicable reason. It takes me a few minutes to figure out the reason they’re cranky—it’s because Mindy copies me on every single email to Reena. “As if I can’t do my job without my boss breathing down my neck,” Reena grumbles. “Such a passive-aggressive move.”

      Oh. Leona has been on the team for far too long to be intimidated by me, but Nathan and Reena are only a couple of years out of law school. They probably want to unwind on a Friday evening, drink some margaritas, and blow off some steam by griping about their boss. Me. They don’t want to have to watch everything they’re saying, and with me around, they feel obligated to.

      I’ve been in their shoes, and I feel their pain. There’s only one thing to do.

      So much for avoiding Eric and Hunter.

      “Oh look, there’s Eric,” I say, pretending as if I hadn’t seen him when I came in. Getting to my feet, I nod to my team. “I need to catch up with him. If I don’t see you again, have a great weekend.”

      Hunter lifts his glass in greeting as I approach. “Hello again, Dixie.”

      The last time I talked to him, I told him one of my most sinful fantasies. I could have lied to him. I could have avoided answering his question. But I hadn’t. I’d told him the truth.

      I’d wanted him to volunteer to participate. I still want him to.

      “Hunter,” I nod. “I didn’t expect to see you here.”

      “You didn’t expect to see me Monday night either,” he replies with a lazy grin. “And yet, there I was.”

      “Monday night?” Eric asks. There’s a slight edge in his voice. “What did I miss?”

      Hunter’s grin broadens. “Dixie and I had dinner together.”

      “You did?” Eric’s edge is more pronounced now. What’s going on with him? Hang on, is he jealous? I’ve spent all week getting myself into a snit every time a woman in the office smiles at him, and he’s jealous of Hunter?

      “We did,” I confirm. We can’t be seen from the patio, and an evil desire to mess with Eric takes over. I step closer to Hunter and put my hand on his bicep. Wow, those are some seriously sculpted muscles. Not that I’m checking him out or anything. “We had a lovely time, didn’t we, Hunter?”

      Hunter chuckles and puts his hand around my waist, tugging me closer. “Yes, we did.”

      He touches me, and my body sparks to life. My nerve endings tingle, and although all he’s doing is holding me lightly, my imagination, already primed by last night’s dream, fills in the rest. Hunter lifting me up, setting me down on the bar. His big hands spreading my legs open. His mouth on my pussy. Would his beard tickle me? Would it chafe? Would it scratch the delicate skin between my legs?

      I’ve had fantasies before. I’ve had sex dreams too. But until last Saturday, they were never about people I knew. They were always about celebrities—people I would never run into in my real life—acceptable objects of lust because I knew it would never come true.

      Why are you flirting with Hunter? Why are you trying to make Eric jealous? What is the matter with you, Dix?

      I should wriggle away from Hunter’s light grasp. I don’t. “I ran into Hunter at the Thai restaurant near the hospital,” I elaborate. “We ended up eating dinner together.”

      Eric gives me a strange look. “You don’t need to explain.”

      “We did more than eat dinner,” Hunter interjects wickedly. “Dixie told me one of her fantasies.” His eyes rest on mine, and for a split-second, the room vanishes, and it’s just the three of us, locked together in this moment. “It was hot.”

      What is Hunter doing? I should run away, but my feet are frozen in place. I take a large gulp of my margarita. Wow, it’s strong. El Trompo’s drinks pack a punch, something I shouldn’t allow myself to forget.

      Eric nearly chokes on his drink. “Your fantasy?”

      At his reaction, a thrill shoots through me. “It’s not missionary with the lights turned down, if that’s what you were wondering.”

      Eric winces. “Once again, I’m so sorry about that. I was an asshole.”

      “Tell him your fantasy, Dixie,” Hunter cuts in. “You want to, don’t you?”

      Warning bells ring in my ears. Eric works with me. He’s not my boss—that’s Xavier—but he’ll be assessing my work. He has the power to recommend me for the job I want, or he can shut down my ambitions with one well-placed word. This is insane. I should leave. I should retreat to the safety of my apartment.

      I can’t believe I’m still here. I can’t believe I’m contemplating doing this. It’s complete, utter folly.

      Take the risk, Dixie.

      A sudden recklessness fills me. When was the last time I did something daring? When was the last time I did something purely because I wanted to, no matter the consequences?

      I take another sip of my drink for courage. “In my fantasy, I’m in the backseat of a car,” I whisper. “I’m making out with the guy I’m with. I’m grinding on his lap, naked, when someone spots us.”

      Eric’s fingers tremble. He carefully sets down his drink on the bar. “Someone?”

      “Another guy. He stares at us through the window. I know I should stop. Cover up. We should get out of there. But I don’t. He’s watching, and I want to put on a show for him.” I take a deep breath. “Then he joins in.”

      Hunter is in the process of lifting his drink to his mouth. His hand freezes in place.

      Nobody says anything. I could cut the tension in the air with a knife. And, while I’m not good at assessing these things, it feels like Eric Kane and Hunter Driesse are devouring me with their eyes.

      I love it.

      Tell them, a reckless voice inside me prompts. Tell them the rest. Tell them the whole truth.

      “These men,” I whisper. “They’re not anonymous. When I’m fantasizing, I’m fantasizing about you.”
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      Perfect silence greets my reply.

      Crap. Crap. What was I thinking? I’m the one with the most to lose. I should have kept my mouth shut. I can’t even blame the margarita—I’m still on my first drink.

      I attempt an embarrassed laugh and pull out of Hunter’s grip. “I can’t believe I said that out loud. Too much tequila, probably, and not enough sleep. Can we pretend that didn’t happen?”

      Hunter is the first to speak up. “But you did say it.” I dare a peek at his expression, and he doesn’t look shocked. He looks… intrigued?

      “Let’s say that we’re amenable to it,” he continues. “What exactly are you looking for? How do you see this working?”

      Once again, I should stop. Once again, I don’t. “What do you mean?”

      “Are you looking for a relationship?”

      “No.” My reply comes immediately. My face is flaming—I just know it. “No. I wasn’t suggesting that. I just…” My voice trails off. Eric still hasn’t said anything. I still haven’t looked at his face. I have no idea what his reaction is.

      “Dixie.” Hunter’s voice caresses me. “It’s okay to tell us. We won’t judge you for it.”

      That I believe. On some level, I do trust them. If I didn’t, I would have never broached this conversation. If I thought they’d shame me for my desire, I wouldn’t have to convince myself to stay away. It would be easy to do.

      “I’ve never done anything really adventurous.” My voice is so low I can barely hear myself. “But I want to. Just the once.”

      “You’re thinking this will be a one-time thing? Okay.” Hunter sips his drink, a thoughtful look on his face, and then he nods. “I don’t want a relationship either,” he says. “I’m not in the right mental space for one. But I am attracted to you.” His lips quirk. “And your fantasy is hot.” He takes my elbow. “Come on. Let’s discuss this a little bit.”

      He steers me to a table. Eric follows us, still silent, carrying a fresh pitcher of margaritas. I wish he’d say something. Anything. Good or bad, it almost doesn’t matter. If he doesn’t break his silence sometime soon, I think I’m going to scream.

      I slide into the booth. Hunter sits next to me, and Eric takes a seat opposite us. I can’t look at his face, so I keep my eyes on my glass. The bar is almost empty—everyone is on the patio, taking advantage of the warm weather. Reggaeton is playing on the speakers, the music loud enough that nobody can overhear our conversation unless they’re right next to us.

      “What’s there to discuss?” My voice is high with nerves. I’m in over my head. This is so outside my comfort zone. This is insane. I should—

      No. I’m not going to chicken out. I’ve done the safe and predictable thing all my life. This time—this one time—I’m going to take a walk on the wild side.

      “What’s off-limits?”

      “Off-limits?” My brain is refusing to work because I have no idea what Hunter’s talking about.

      “In your fantasy, you’re naked and grinding on one of our laps,” he says patiently. “Are we allowed to touch you?”

      I swallow. “Yes.”

      “Touch your breasts? Suck your nipples?”

      “Yes.” I feel breathless. Thank heavens we’re sitting down; my knees are wobbly, and I don’t trust them to hold me up.

      “Your cunt?” Hunter’s eyes spark with arousal. “Can I stick a finger inside your cunt?”

      My face is on fire. “Yes,” I whisper.

      Eric pounds back his drink.

      “What about penetrative sex?” Hunter’s gaze never leaves mine. “Are you okay with that?”

      I shiver. I can’t believe I’m having this conversation. I can’t believe I’m sitting here, with my coworkers only a few feet away, and discussing the specifics of my fantasy. “If it’s with a condom, then it’s on the table, yes.”

      He didn’t expect me to okay that. For a fleeting moment, he looks taken aback. He reaches for the pitcher and refills his glass, his hand unsteady. “Oral? Giving and receiving?”

      I don’t know myself anymore. It’s like I’m a different person around them. My nipples are erect, and I’m wet, slippery with desire. This conversation—this matter-of-fact discussion about my limits—should embarrass me. Instead, it’s turning me on.

      I do my best to match Hunter’s tone, calm and unfazed. “I’m good with both.”

      “There are two of us in your fantasy. Two penises. How do you feel about a combination of oral and penetrative sex?”

      It's like he reached into my mind and plucked that fantasy from my brain. “That’s acceptable,” I squeeze through stiff lips.

      Eric finally breaks his silence. “Anal sex,” he grinds out. “Yay or nay?”

      Does that mean he’s considering it? Goosebumps rise on my skin. The way he’s looking at me—there’s boiling lust in his gaze, but there’s something else in his expression. Something darker.

      I should back out of this. I already know I’m not going to. The moment for running away is long gone. Whatever happens, I’m going to see this through.

      “I’ve never done it before,” I murmur.

      “Are you interested in trying it?” Hunter asks.

      I hesitate. “Maybe. I don’t know.” What’s the term that Fiona uses? “Anal’s not a hard limit.” I squirm in my seat, my muscles clenching in need. I’m so wet. So aroused. If either of them as much as touches me, I’m going to explode. I turn to Hunter. “I know you like kink. Is this going to be boring for you?”

      He laughs disbelievingly. “Dixie, I’m so hard that I’m seriously contemplating going into the men’s room to take the edge off. I’m not a germaphobe, but even as a teenager, I’ve never jacked off in a public washroom.” He rests his hand on mine. “Trust me, I’m fine.” He looks up at the other man. “I’m in if Eric’s in. Eric?”
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      What the hell am I thinking?

      I don’t care about anal sex. I mean, anal’s fun and all that, but of all the thousands of things I could have said, that’s the question I asked her?

      My emotions are all over the place. I’m a little bit jealous that Hunter and Dixie had what seems a very intimate dinner. I feel left out. That’s insane. I should stay away from Dixie.

      But God, when she told me her fantasy…

      I should say no. This is too complicated. For starters, we work together. I’m supposed to help Xavier find his next COO. Sleeping with Dixie would be a serious conflict of interest.

      Then there’s the ghost of my wrecked relationship with Cici. When she said she wanted to try kink, I’d been thrilled. I’d been eager to show her around my world. Happy she was willing to explore, certain we could find enough to turn us both on.

      But I discovered that Cici thought of BDSM as something you did before you were married. You sowed your wild oats, and then you got settled down. Once you were married and had children, you did it once a week with the lights out.

      I don’t know why she ever agreed to try kink. Maybe she was genuinely curious; maybe it was an attempt to get me to propose. In any case, when it became clear that we had very different sexual needs, things had gotten ugly. She’d called me a pervert and made our friends believe that I got off on hurting her.

      I loved her. The shock of what she did has kept me from getting involved with anyone again.

      This situation with Dixie is going to end up the same way—I just know it.

      Dixie thinks she wants to explore her wild side. Bitter experience has taught me that women like her don't really have a wild side that they can access without guilt.

      I keep things casual. I play with experienced partners, women who know exactly what they want and aren’t afraid to ask for it. I hold people at arm’s length.

      Today, Dixie might drink a margarita and proclaim that she wants to have sex in the back seat of a car with both of us. But afterward? I know what will happen. Embarrassment. Guilt. Shame.

      And eventually, she’ll look for someone to blame.

      You don’t know anything about me.

      She’s right; I don’t. She might not react as destructively as Cici had. She might surprise me.

      It’s one scene. A one-time thing. She wants to keep it casual too.

      Hunter’s looking at me, waiting for me to respond. I don’t know what to tell him. I don’t want him to be in the scene and not me, and that’s a dick thing to wish for. Sure, Hunter is a friend, and he might even accede to my wish, but it’s not fair.

      I wouldn't have thought Dixie would be an exhibitionist. Her fantasy has taken me entirely by surprise, and fuck me, I want in.

      You know you’re going to say yes, don’t you?

      Still, I try one last desperate attempt at common sense. “We work together.”

      “We do,” Dixie agrees. Is that doubt in her eyes? Is she regretting this conversation? “John Stone already thinks the only reason you stood up for me against Kevin is because you want in my pants.”

      I snap my head up. “He said what?”

      She waves it aside. “You’re right. I’m being crazy. We shouldn’t do this.”

      I should be relieved she’s having second thoughts, but somehow, I find myself arguing the other side. “That’s not a ‘No.’ I need to tell Xavier we’re going to do a scene together.” I take a deep breath. “I’m in.”

      She bites her lower lip, her expression uncertain. “Too much?” I ask her. “Too real?”

      She must think I’m mocking her again. Her eyes flash with ire. “I don’t want to do anything behind Xavier’s back either,” she shoots back.

      Speaking of the devil, Xavier chooses that moment to walk into the bar. I look at the beautiful woman in front of me. “What do you think, Dixie? Yes or no?”

      “Yes.”
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      I can't believe I’m doing this.

      Eric goes over to talk to Xavier. From my spot in the booth, I watch them.

      I must look tense because Hunter puts his hand on mine again. “There’s nothing to be worried about.”

      “For you, maybe. I’ve never done anything like this before.”

      Xavier doesn’t look thrilled. He says something to Eric, a frown on his face. Eric says something in reply, his expression hard. The two of them seem to be having an argument.

      My stomach sinks. I didn’t think this through. “Is he going to fire me?” I ask, my voice small.

      Hunter looks incredulous. “For what? Xavier owns a sex club.”

      “He doesn’t look happy.”

      He glances their way for a second. “He’s unhappy with Eric, not you. He’ll come around. Forget them. What about tomorrow night?”

      “Tomorrow?”

      “Your fantasy,” he says patiently. “Shall we do it tomorrow night?”

      God, that’s moving quickly. I must look uncertain because Hunter gives me a kind smile. “Do you want to wait? Would you prefer to get to know us better first? What can I do to make you comfortable?”

      If I wait, I will chicken out. If I get to know them better, I will chicken out again. No, this is a crazy plan, but if I’m going to do it at all, it needs to be right away. “Tomorrow night is fine.”

      Xavier finally nods curtly. He turns to the bar, and the bartender immediately materializes in front of him.

      Eric heads back to the booth, his stride purposeful. He sees me staring, and his lips curl up in a small smile.

      It’s on.
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      What does one wear to a prearranged sex assignation? I try on almost everything in my closet before settling on a white ruffled skirt and a red blouse. I’m swiping some gloss on my lips when the doorbell rings.

      Hunter’s here.

      My pulse racing, I slip my feet into my sandals and open the door. “Hi.”

      “Hello, Dixie.” He’s dressed casually this evening—he’s wearing slacks and a white shirt. His gaze sweeps over me, slow and thorough, and by the time he’s done, I’m hot all over.

      “Did you have trouble finding the place?”

      His lips quirk. “Are we making small talk now?”

      I’ll be grinding on his lap in less than an hour, so that’s a valid question. “I guess not.” I grab my keys out of my bag and lock up. “Shall we?”

      Mrs. Grace would have been horrified I didn’t invite him inside and offer him a drink. Then again, Mrs. Grace would have hardly approved of the rest of my evening.

      Hunter isn’t driving the Datsun today. He opens the passenger door of a black Lexus, and I get in. It’s a boilerplate luxury car, leather seats and wooden trim. “What happened to your other car?”

      He chuckles. “It has a tiny back seat. I chose comfort.”

      He shuts the door and comes around the driver’s side. We get on our way. For about ten minutes, we drive in silence.

      The longer we drive, the more I start getting jittery. I think I’m doing a good job concealing it until Hunter glances at me. “You look nervous,” he says. “Why?”

      “Apart from the fact that I’ve never done anything like this before?”

      “Are you nervous in general about trying new things?”

      Huh. That’s an interesting question. “Not really,” I say, thinking about it. “This scene… After senior prom, I was making out in the park with my boyfriend, and a ranger walked in on us.”

      “And?”

      “I don’t know.” I don’t want to think about the past. “I’m rambling. I’m not making any sense.”

      “That’s okay,” he says easily. “If I’d known you were trying to recreate your senior prom, I’d have brought flowers.”

      I laugh. “Trust me, I’m not looking for a re-creation of that night. Not even a little.”

      He puts his hand on my lap. I feel the weight of his touch on my thigh. His thumb strokes my skin through the thin fabric of my skirt.

      He’s just a few inches away from my clit. If his hand just moves higher… A shiver runs through me, and he notices. “Good nervous?”

      I’ve had plenty of opportunities to turn back, and I haven’t. I told Hunter and Eric my fantasies because I wanted them. I’m here by choice, of my own free will. It’s time to put my nerves to rest.

      “Definitely.”

      We turn down a narrow lane. It’s gravel, not paved. We bounce along it for a long time, nearly ten minutes. Finally, Hunter stops the engine. “Here we are,” he says.

      It’s pitch dark, the moon hidden behind clouds. I can’t see his face or much of anything else. Strangely, it makes this easier, not harder. We’re acting out one of my fantasies. I’m going to feel a little foolish doing it. If he’s laughing at me, I would rather not know.

      He doesn’t sound like he’s laughing at me. “Normally, you’d have a safeword,” he says. “If we were doing a scene at Club M, it’s required.”

      “Should I have one then?”

      “Not tonight. You’re new at this. Just say no, and we’ll stop. The moment you aren’t enjoying yourself, tell us. If I whip out my cock, and you want to back out, let me know. It’s always your prerogative to change your mind.”

      My friends only have good things to say about Hunter and Eric. I’m attracted to them, but if there had been any hint that they weren’t fanatic about consent, I wouldn’t be here.

      “I trust you,” I tell Hunter. “Both of you. But I’ve also told a friend I’m on a date. If I don’t check in with her, she’ll raise the alarm.” I’d vacillated about who to trust with this information. I hadn’t wanted to tell Fiona, Avery, or Kiera—there would have been too many questions I wasn’t ready to answer. Finally, I’d called Hira, my friend from work.

      “That’s good.” Hunter nods in approval. “There’s GPS here. I suggest sending her your location.”

      His reaction is reassuring. There’s no sense of outrage; he doesn’t act as if I’m accusing him of anything. He recognizes that this is a normal precaution for a woman to take when she goes out on a date. It’s such a relief.

      I pull up Google Maps and send Hira a screenshot of my location. She texts back immediately. ‘How’s it going?’

      ‘So far, so good,’ I type. Her reply is a string of emojis. There’s a thumbs-up, followed by an eggplant. I laugh and put away my phone. “She told me to get some.”

      Hunter grins. “I think we can arrange that.” His hand is on my thigh again. “Come on. Let’s get out.”

      Out? I thought he’d suggest getting into the back seat. I squash back my disappointment and open the car door. Hunter comes around to the passenger side and takes my hand in his. “Watch your step,” he advises. “The ground isn’t even.”

      Just then, the moon comes out from behind a cloud, and I gasp. There’s a lake in front of me, gleaming silver. A canoe bobs on the water, a dark shape in the moonlight. “This is gorgeous.”

      “I agree.” Hunter’s voice is very deep. I glance up at him, and he’s not watching the lake; he’s watching me. Another shiver runs through me. Eric could be watching us right now. He could be out there in the darkness, his eyes trained on me.

      I want to put on a show. I want to give him something worth watching.

      I touch Hunter’s chest. “You’re wearing too many clothes.”

      “That’s my line.” His teeth flash in the moonlight. “We’ll get there.” He pushes me against the side of the car, his arms on either side of me, caging me in. He bends his head. “You’re not wearing a bra,” he says softly, his warm breath tickling my ear. “I like it.”

      My nipples are tight aching buds of arousal. “Touch me,” I whisper. It’s been so long since a man touched me with desire in his eyes. I hadn’t realized how much I missed it.

      He slides his thumb over the engorged nub, and I suck in a breath.

      “So responsive,” he murmurs. His mouth follows his finger, and he sucks my nipple into his mouth through the fabric, his teeth grazing my tender flesh. I gasp out loud, wondering if Eric can hear my moan. Fresh heat fills my core. Hunter’s barely touched me, and I’m already ablaze.

      “If I pushed a finger into your cunt, Dixie, would I find you wet?”

      “There’s only one way to find out.”

      He laughs. “So much sass.” His thumb ghosts over my lower lip. “So much fire. What else are you hiding, Dixie? I can’t wait to find out.” He takes a half-step away from me. I stay where I am, my lips parted, my breasts aching, my nipples swollen and hard, my legs spread, desire coursing through my bloodstream.

      For a long moment, he stares at me. Then he crooks his fingers. “Bend over the trunk.”

      Oh, God. I make my way to the back of the car, my knees shaking, and I bend over at the waist.

      “Spread your legs for me,” Hunter orders.

      My pulse racing, I obey again. Hunter moves behind me. He lifts my skirt up and tucks it into the waistband. “You wore panties,” he says, a thread of disapproval in his voice. “Bad girl.”

      “Are you going to punish me for it?” My voice is strangely breathless. I’ve never allowed a boyfriend to spank me. Why would I? I’ve been fighting all my life to be seen as equal to the men around me. I’ve had to fight to go to law school, fight to be respected at work, fight to pursue my dreams. My family, well-meaning as they were, never understood why I didn’t want to marry William and have his babies. “He’s a good man,” my mother had said more than once. “You don’t know how rare that is to find.”

      I’ve had to fight to forge my own path. Why would I want to subvert all that progress by meekly surrendering to a man in bed, draping myself over his lap like I’m a helpless girl who needs a firm hand to keep me on the straight and narrow?

      No, thank you.

      Except I’m bent over the trunk of a car, my ass in the air, in perfect spanking position, anticipation surging through my nerve endings, nothing but my own desires holding me in place.

      And Eric is out there, watching this. Watching me.

      “Do you want to be punished, Dixie?” Hunter asks, his voice darkly amused. He makes me position my hands so that they’re extended in front of me. I grasp my fingers together—almost as if I were praying. He squeezes my ass and runs his fingers over my skin, just on the inside of the elastic of my panties. And it's incredibly hot. He's behind me, leaning into me. I’m bent over the car trunk, my breasts smooshed against the cool steel, and the weight of his body is pressed down into me.

      I’m held captive, not by him, but by my own desires.

      “Are you wet, Dixie?” he whispers into my ear. “You’re bent over my car. Anyone turning in this lane will be able to see you. Do you like that? Does it turn you on?” He pushes his hand between my legs and moves the gusset of my panties aside. He shoves his finger in me, and my muscles clamp down around him. Need explodes through me. “So wet,” he murmurs.

      I turn my head to a side to watch him. He holds his finger up, coated by my juices, and then he sticks it into his mouth.

      Oh. My. God.

      “You taste like sin.”

      “I do?” My face feels like it’s on fire, as is the rest of my body.

      “You do,” he confirms. His finger slips between my folds again, sliding inside easily. He pushes deep, and I cry out and push back against him. More. I want more.

      “Taste yourself.” His finger is at my lips, his voice rough. “Taste how sweet you are.”

      A shiver of pure need runs through me. I part my lips and suck his finger, my arousal surging to a frenzy. This is so wickedly good. “Hunter,” I beg, not sure what I’m begging for. “I want…”

      “Hush.” He steps away from me, and I feel his absence like a loss. Once again, I picture what I must look like to anyone watching. Legs parted, skirt flipped up, ass on display. A fresh burst of heat assaults my core.

      “Stand up.”

      I lift myself up.

      “Turn around.”

      I turn to face him, my knees trembling.

      “You wore panties,” he says. “You asked me if I was going to punish you. What did you think your punishment would be?”

      Are we having an academic discussion here when I want him to take me? Argh. I bite back my growl of frustration. “I thought you'd spank my ass.”

      “Interesting. It sounds like you want that.” He steps close to me. “If you want it so badly, Dixie,” he breathes into my ear. “Then it’s hardly a punishment, is it?”

      He moves away from me, opens the rear driver’s side door, and sits inside. The interior light comes on, and I glance down at him.

      He’s rock-hard. I can see the bulge of his shaft, straining against the fabric of his trousers. A fresh wave of lust washes over me. I want to see him. I want to feel him inside me, stretching my muscles, ramming into me. I want him to put his hand over my mouth, stifling my cries.

      And I want Eric to walk in on us. I want him to take in the scene, and then I want him to unzip his fly, free his cock, and tell me to wrap my pretty little lips around it. I don’t know where my desires are coming from, but tonight, I’m in their thrall.

      I try to follow Hunter into the car, but he shakes his head. “If you want to come inside, you need to take off your clothes.”

      “What?” I squeak.

      “You heard me.” His voice is implacable. “Take them off, fold them neatly, place them on the trunk, and then, you can join me inside.”

      Oh, God. There was a tiny part of me that thought this roleplay would be stilted and awkward, but it’s not. Hunter’s taking my fantasy and running with it, and it’s so hot. It’s so much better than I thought it could be. Than I hoped it could be.

      I pull my t-shirt over my head, shivering as I undress. The air is a little chilly. Hunter is watching me from inside the car. Eric is out there in the darkness. I think.

      Does he like what he sees? Does Hunter?

      I fold my t-shirt and place it on the trunk. Now, the skirt. With shaking fingers, I undo the clasp at the waistband and lower the zipper. The skirt falls to the ground in a puddle of fabric. I bend to pick it up, fold it in half, and place it over my t-shirt.

      “Good girl.” Hunter’s voice is a warm caress. “Take off your panties for me, Dixie.”

      I slide them down my hips. I’m completely naked now. Hunter’s gaze slides over me, slow and thorough, and the heat in his eyes almost makes me combust.

      Is Eric touching himself now? Is he fisting his cock? I hope so. I want him to be so overcome with need that he can’t stop himself.

      “You can come inside now.” Hunter pats his lap. “But first, tell me. Are you wet?”

      “Yes,” I whisper. My body is one giant quivering bundle of arousal.

      “Show me.”

      I hesitate. Surely he doesn’t want me to—

      “Dixie.” Hunter’s voice hardens. “I don’t like repeating myself.”

      Oh. My. God. That tone, that hard edge in his voice—it’s turning me on. I should bristle at him and tell him to jump in the lake, but instead, I’m following his orders, and I don’t understand why. If anyone else talked to me this way, I would snarl at them in unvarnished fury. I don’t understand what’s different about Hunter.

      Don’t you? You wanted this roleplay. He’s listened to your fantasy, and he’s making it come true.

      I take a deep, steadying breath. Very slowly, very deliberately, I part my folds. I’m bathed in the moonlight, visible to anyone who turns down the lane, and I’m going to put on a show for them. I slide a finger into my slippery wetness. This is a first for me; I’ve never touched myself when someone’s watching. I never realized how hot it could be. My muscles clench around me, and I brush my finger over my clit, almost jumping at the contact.

      “Dixie.” Hunter’s voice is a warning.

      “Sorry.” I hold my finger out to him. It’s coated with my juices, glistening in the moonlight.

      Hunter beckons me closer. His hand closes over my wrist, and he opens his mouth and sucks in my finger, his tongue curling around it, lapping at my juices, tasting my wetness, and oh God, yes. I want his tongue somewhere else, I want him to stick his head between my legs, I want, I want—

      He frees my finger and pats his lap. “Sit,” he invites, his voice tight with tension. His cock strains against the fabric of his trousers, and I want to grind against it, rub myself against his hard length, and make myself come as he watches.

      I position myself on Hunter’s lap. A long-dormant memory stirs to life, of me straddling William this way, the night of senior prom.

      Not now, Dixie.

      Hunter’s fingers grip my hips. “Fuck, yes,” he hisses as I brush against his erection. “God, you’re beautiful, Dixie. You should see yourself.” He moves his hands up my body, sliding over my waist, my chest, and then he squeezes my breasts together and bends his head toward my nipples. His mouth dances from one engorged nub to the other, sucking, biting, lavishing each overstimulated nipple with attention.

      I close my eyes, throw my head back, and surrender to the sensations that rampage my body. The door is ajar, and the overhead light is still on. Anyone turning into the lane will not see Hunter, but they will be able to see me through the rear window. Grinding on his lap, shamelessly gripped by passion.

      Utterly naked.

      Totally exposed.

      I’m a slave to sensation, and for once in my life, I don’t regret it. I let myself surrender to my need. I let myself feel.

      “Open your eyes, Dixie,” Hunter orders. His fingers are tugging at my nipples now, soft touches alternating with harder ones. “No hiding.”

      My eyes flutter open.

      Then I see it.

      A car is coming down the drive, its bright headlights blinding me. It’s quite close, only a few feet away.

      What if it isn’t Eric? What if it’s a stranger? I stiffen in horror. “Hunter, someone’s coming.”

      “Okay.” He doesn’t sound like he cares. He rolls my nipple between his fingers and nips it with his teeth. I writhe in response, and he growls, a noise of intense male satisfaction. “That’s right, Dixie. Grind your tight little ass against my cock.”

      I obey, shamelessly rubbing myself against him. My clit grazes against his fly. There’s not enough contact to get me off, but it doesn’t mean I can’t try. But my attention isn’t wholly on Hunter, not any longer. I’m intensely aware of the other car.

      The headlights dim. The engine turns off, and silence once again returns to the clearing. It’s so quiet that I can hear the car door open and then shut again.

      Someone’s gotten out. He—Eric?—starts to walk toward us, a flashlight in his hand.

      It’s happening. It’s really happening.

      My heart hammers loudly in my chest. I’m coiled tight with anticipation. “No, no,” Hunter chides, though there’s an undertone of amusement to his voice. “This won’t do. Eyes on me, Dixie. Cup your breasts together.”

      I bite my lip and squeeze my boobs together with my hands. They might as well be on a platter. I lean toward Hunter, offering them to him. “Okay.”

      “Okay?” He raises an eyebrow. “You can do better than that, Dixie. Tell me what you’d like me to do.”

      My cheeks flame. Tell me, he says, as if that’s easy to do. As if I’m so used to asking for what I want in bed.

      Don’t chicken out now, Dix.

      “I want you to put your mouth on my nipples,” I whisper.

      The flashlight is bobbing to and fro. The man—it’s a man, I can see his shape in the darkness—approaches closer. He’s close enough now that he can see me clearly. He can see what I’m doing. He can see the way my breasts are pressed together.

      Hunter chuckles, low and dark. “Okay,” he says.

      I expect him to suck my nipples into his mouth, but he doesn’t. Not right away. Instead, he dips his fingers into my soaked pussy, two fingers this time. Pleasure spikes through me, and I shiver, helpless to resist. My pussy clenches around him. I whimper. It feels so good.

      Then Hunter slides his fingers out. He slowly, methodically wipes them on my swollen nipples, coating them with my juices. Then, only then, does he suck them into his mouth.

      I forget to breathe.

      The man outside nears our car. His flashlight focuses on the pile of neatly folded clothes on the trunk. It stays there for a long time.

      He picks up my panties.

      Oh God, this is actually happening.

      He walks around. His flashlight shines into the car. I still can’t see his face. Still don’t know for certain it’s Eric, and that paints an additional layer of forbidden lust over me. It has to be him. I have to assume it is—Hunter seems perfectly calm and in control, and he would have a different reaction if he thought this wasn’t his friend, right? I hope so. It’s probably Eric.

      The door opens, and the man sticks his head inside.

      It’s Eric.

      Relief fills me. Relief, coupled with a fresh slick of arousal.

      Eric stares at me for a long moment. What does he see? I’m naked. I’m still cupping my breasts, and Hunter’s still sucking my nipples. My face is flushed, my skin covered with goosebumps. I’m sitting on Hunter’s lap, grinding against his hard erection, rubbing my clit frantically against his thickness in a futile effort to climax, and, oh God, I’ve just noticed that my juices are staining Hunter’s pants. There’s a big, wet patch where I’ve been rubbing against him.

      Eric takes it all in. Then a small smile cracks his face. “Miss,” he says. “Are these your panties?”

      A full-body shiver runs through me. This is my fantasy brought to life, and I’m so wound up that if either of them so much as breathes on my clit, I will explode. “Yes,” I whisper. “They are.”

      “And you’re naked.” He sounds stern. “I’m afraid this is private property. The two of you are trespassing. I’ll have to write you a citation.”

      Absently, I realize that this is the first time I’ve seen Eric out of a suit. Like Hunter, he’s dressed casually. He's wearing dark jeans and a black T-shirt that hugs his chest, and he has muscles. Lots of them. These aren’t the bulging muscles of a weightlifter. They’re the defined, sculpted, sleek muscles of a runner.

      Hunter’s words drag me back to the scene. “I would prefer to keep this quiet, Officer,” he says. “Maybe we can come to an arrangement.”

      “What kind of arrangement?”

      Hunter turns to me. “Dixie?”

      I shiver again. “Yes,” I whisper. “I’ll do anything to avoid a ticket, Officer.”

      Fantasies are weird, and my brain is strange. I don’t understand why this arouses me. If this were happening in real life, I’d be filing complaints about abuse of power and sexual assault faster than you can say Dixie Ketcham. But this isn’t real. It’s a role play. I don’t feel threatened; I feel safe.

      And very, very aroused.

      “Anything?” Eric’s gaze rakes over my face.

      I bite my lower lip. “Yes. Anything.”

      Hunter obligingly slides over, making room for Eric, who gets into the car. He turns off the flashlight and tosses it on the floor. “Tell me what you’re willing to do,” he says to me. “What did you have in mind?”

      My mind goes blank. I try to form words, try to articulate a thought, but I have nothing. I’m in the backseat of a car, naked. Eric and Hunter are looking at me as if they want to devour me. I’ve fantasized about this, and they’re here, and my brain chooses that moment to short-circuit.

      Hunter takes in my reaction. “Show Eric how wet you are,” he orders.

      I stare at him. I can’t do that. There are two of them now. Two men. Two cocks. It’s overwhelming.

      “Dixie.” Hunter’s voice cracks like a whip. “In or out?”

      His question jolts me back from the edge. I take a deep breath. “In.”

      His gaze searches mine. Whatever he sees on my face must be enough to reassure him. “In that case,” he says. “Show Eric how wet you are.”

      I lean back to give myself room and push a finger deep inside me. My palm grazes Hunter’s cock as I touch myself, and he groans, throwing his head back. Satisfaction surges through me. It’s not just me. I’m not the only one feeling this. I’m not the only one teetering on the knife-edge of release.

      “Hold your hand out to him,” Hunter orders hoarsely. “Let him taste you.”

      I do as Hunter says. Eric clasps my wrist, his eyes hot with the same lust that’s rampaging through my body. He sucks my finger between his teeth, his tongue licking my juices clean. Shivers wrack my body at his touch. Oh God, another talented tongue. I want his mouth on me. If not today, then the next time we do this.

      There’s going to be no next time, remember? You wanted this to be a one-time thing.

      “Ask Eric to play with your nipples,” Hunter continues.

      My face fiery, I follow Hunter’s instructions. Once again, I bring my breasts together and hold them out to the other man. “Please play with my nipples, Eric.”

      “Oh fuck, yes.” He leans forward, rolling a finger between his thumb and forefinger. “Too hard?”

      “No.” He’d been playing with a paper clip at yesterday’s huddle, his fingers long and restless, and now those same fingers are on my nipples. This feels surreal. “Go harder.”

      He ramps up the pressure, a little at a time, taking the time to learn my body and calibrating his touch in response. He laces his fingers in my hair, tugging me closer and kissing me. For a second, I freeze in surprise—I didn’t think we were doing that—and then I kiss him back, parting my lips, feeling his tongue slide against mine.

      Potent, urgent, relentless pleasure winds through my body. Eric squeezes my nipples, and I grind on Hunter’s cock and gasp into Eric’s mouth. “You love this, don’t you?” he murmurs. “I have to admit, Dixie, you’re full of surprises. Tell me what you want me to do next.”

      I don’t know where the words come from. When it comes to sex, I didn’t think I was capable of boldness. “I want to suck your cock.”

      Shock slaps his face. For a second, he appears at a loss for words, and then he smiles slowly. “Well, fuck,” he says. “That’s not a request I can turn down.”

      He frees his cock. I wrap my fingers around his thick length, anticipation prickling through me, and it jumps in my grip. I lower my head, teasing him with the tip of my tongue. He groans, and his grip tightens in my hair. “Just so you know,” he growls. “Teases get punished.”

      Hunter laughs. “She’s practically begging for a spanking,” he says. He squeezes my ass. “Wrap those pretty little lips around Eric’s cock, Dixie.”

      Half-sprawled on Hunter’s lap, I open my mouth and swallow as much of Eric’s length as I can. Hunter rewards me by pushing two fingers deep into my pussy. Then he adds another, and I whimper around Eric’s cock. I can’t see what he’s doing, but I can feel it, and the burning stretch is deliciously painful. “Please,” I babble.

      “Please what?” Hunter asks. His thumb grazes over my clit, and I arch as sensation storms through me. “Is that what you want me to do?”

      “Do that again,” Eric says through clenched teeth. “When she moans around my cock—” His grip on my hair tightens as I bob my head on his length, taking him deeper, my cheeks hollowing as I increase the suction. “Fuck me, I’m not going to last.”

      Hunter’s fingers tease my clitoris, and then he starts to rub it in a steady, circular motion. I moan my pleasure around Eric’s cock, raw, carnal desire throbbing through me. Hunter’s thrusting his fingers in and out of me, and each thrust makes my toes curl. Eric’s grip on my hair causes a thousand pinpricks of pain, and I’m too aroused to care. I’m in relentless pursuit of my orgasm, and that’s all matters.

      “I’m going to come,” Eric growls. “If you don’t want to swallow, now’s the time to stop.”

      The warning’s nice, but I have no intention of stopping. I suck harder, feeling him clench, feeling him tighten…

      Hunter’s finger grazes the tight pucker of my ass, and that’s all it takes. I shatter, whimpering around Eric’s cock. Eric explodes, thick bursts of cum shooting down my throat, and Hunter thrusts his fingers into me, over and over again, savoring every last twitch of my release.

      Oh wow. I’ve never come this hard in my life.

      It takes me a few minutes to recover, and then I scramble up and sit on the seat. Eric is slumped back, a dazed look on his face. “Fuck,” he says softly. He cups my cheek. “That was—” He shakes his head. “Fuck.”

      “Tell me about it,” Hunter says. He wraps an arm around me and tugs me into the warmth of his body. “You should see how wet you are,” he says, his breath a hot caress against my ear. “I almost came in my pants when you came.” He puts a finger on my chin and tilts it up. “You okay? You want to go again?”

      I’m not ready for this night to end. “Yes, please.” I capture his finger in my mouth, and he groans again, and his reaction emboldens me. “Can I suck your cock, Hunter?”

      “Oh fuck, yes.”

      Eric pulls me forward. I’m draped across the seat. I prop myself up by my elbows and lower my mouth to Hunter’s thick cock. There’s a drop of precum beading on the tip, and I lap it up before taking him deeper.

      Eric parts my legs. I barely pay attention, focused on Hunter’s reaction, until he puts his mouth on my pussy. I jolt up, and Hunter chuckles at the look on my face. “You look surprised,” he says. “You went down on him. Why wouldn’t he reciprocate?”

      Oral sex, giving and receiving. I’d okayed it last night. I hadn’t really realized how good it would be. How much their touches would inflame me. I hadn’t thought of how turned on I would get when I sucked one man’s cock while another man ate me out.

      But I am. So aroused. So aware. I’m more turned on than I’ve ever been in my life. I’m more turned on than I would have thought possible.

      Eric sucks my clit between his teeth, and it sends me over the edge again. Somewhere in there, Hunter comes too, and I swallow his cum greedily. Then I sit up. Lean back. Hunter produces a bottle of water from somewhere, and I gulp it down.

      I feel renewed. Reborn. I feel like a sexual being, in touch with my desires for the first time in my life.

      “If you want another round,” Hunter says, his voice lazy and sated. “You have to give me a few minutes.”

      “What he said.” Eric grins ruefully. “Ah, to be twenty again.” He rests his hand on my thigh, a light, gentle touch. “Holy fuck, that was hot. Thank you, Dixie.”

      “I should be thanking you,” I mutter.

      “Yes,” Hunter says dryly. “Let’s all congratulate ourselves for a job well done.”

      I giggle. The aftermath—I’d been prepared to feel awkward. I thought I’d feel like a slut. After senior prom, when William and I were caught by the park ranger, he’d made me feel like—

      I sit up abruptly. I’ve buried the memory, but it resurfaces now, sharp and vivid. “If Coach finds out, he’ll cut me from the team,” William had said, his voice nervous and resentful. “For fuck’s sake, Dixie. You’re a girl. You’re not supposed to lose your head.”

      Oh.

      William and I had been together for a year. I hadn’t rushed into sex. I had been a virgin, and I wanted to wait. To make sure he was the one.

      That night, after senior prom, I’d been determined that would be the night. Some of the guys were planning on getting hotel rooms, but my mother was strict with me; she’d have never allowed me to go to a boy’s hotel room.

      I thought we could find a deserted park instead. Sure, the back seat of the car wasn’t exactly romantic for my first time, but I was young, and I thought I was in love. William was all the romance I needed.

      Then the park ranger had caught us. He’d taken our names down, and he’d let us off with a stern warning. I’d been nervous he’d call my mother, but William’s reaction had been so much stronger. He’d been furious and almost panicked at the prospect of getting in trouble.

      He’d made me feel like a slut that night. He’d made me feel ashamed of my desire.

      Is that why I’m so rigid? Is that why I don’t allow myself pleasure?

      Some of what I’m going through must show on my face, because Eric stiffens, and Hunter gives me a concerned glance. “Dixie,” he asks softly. “Is everything okay?”

      “Yes. No. I don’t know.” That’s why, after all these years, I still am so wary around men? Because of how William acted when I was seventeen? Good God, I feel like such a fool. We broke up almost fifteen years ago. Why have I let him have so much power over me?

      “Do you want to go home?” Eric asks carefully.

      It feels like a bomb has exploded inside me. I want to scream and break things, and above all, I want space to think. This is big. This is a revelation. I need my notepad to make sense of it all.

      I seize on the suggestion. “Yes, please.”

      “Okay.” Eric gets out of the car, his shoulders set tight. “Hunter will drive you home.” He retrieves my clothes from the top of the trunk and hands them to me. “I’ll meet you there.”

      “Okay.” I get dressed mechanically, my thoughts still racing. Eric gets into his car; I barely register the noise of the engine starting. I move to the passenger seat on autopilot. Hunter starts his Lexus, giving me several concerned looks.

      We travel in silence, one I don’t have the wherewithal to break. Finally, Hunter pulls up in front of my apartment building. Eric’s car is already there, parked in a visitor spot, and he’s leaning against the door, an unreadable expression on his face.

      I get out. He takes a half-step toward me and then stops in his tracks. “I had a great time tonight.”

      “Me too.”

      He doesn’t look like he believes me, which I don’t understand. I came against his mouth, against his talented tongue. Did he not feel how hard I fell apart? I want to say that to him, but my mind isn’t on this conversation. It’s mired in the past.

      Eric runs his hands through his hair. “Dixie,” he says, his voice flat. “Listen, whatever you’re thinking right now, I want to assure you that I’m an adult. If you’re concerned that this will influence the way I see you at work, it won’t. I know words are cheap, and it’s easy for me to say that, but I promise you it’s true.”

      “That’s not it.” I wrap my arms around my chest, hugging myself tight. “That’s not it at all. There’s something…” My voice trails away. I can’t tell them about William. Tonight was supposed to be casual. They haven’t signed up to hear about my baggage. “I need time to process something.”

      On impulse, I stand on tiptoe and hug both of them. “Thank you.”

      Hunter brushes a kiss against my cheek. “You okay alone?”

      “Yes.” More than that, I need to be alone. I need to figure this out. I turn away before I can blurt out all my problems to them. They wait for me to get inside the outside door, and then they drive away.

      I make my way to my apartment and pour myself a tall glass of water. For heaven’s sake, is this why I’m so uptight? Is this the underlying reason for all my failed relationships? Because when I was seventeen, I asked for something, and it went wrong, and William blamed me for it? Is this why I’ve never felt comfortable telling a partner what I wanted in bed? Is this why I’ve restricted myself to, as Eric so astutely put it, missionary with the lights out?

      Hunter and Eric had been great. So great. They’d brought my fantasy to life, and never, not even for the space of a second, had they made me feel judged for my desires.

      I sit with my thoughts for almost an hour, doodling on my notepad. Over and over again, they keep circling back to Hunter and Eric. One moment, we were talking about the next round. The next minute, I wanted to go home. If I were in their shoes, I’d be wondering what the hell happened.

      They might not want my baggage, but I do owe them an explanation. It’s only fair.

      I glance at my phone. It’s midnight. Mrs. Grace would tell me it’s far too late for a telephone call.

      I dial Eric’s number anyway.
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      Eric and I end up at a college bar. There is a football game on TV, and the kids are out in force. It’s noisy and rowdy, and it’s exactly what I need. I don’t want to be alone with my thoughts.

      By unspoken agreement, we don’t discuss Dixie.

      Not that I’m not thinking about what just happened—my thoughts keep circling back to her, to how our evening had ended. She’d looked troubled. Did she regret telling us about her fantasy? Did she regret living it out?

      For Eric’s sake, I really hope not. He took a chance tonight. After what happened with his girlfriend Cecelia, I didn’t expect him to, and I was proud of him for letting go of the past. But if this experience turns out to be a repeat of the previous one—

      “Can I get you something to drink?”

      I didn’t hear the waitress walk up. I take a quick look at the menu. There’s a new brewery in Hagerstown, and this bar appears to carry a couple of their beers. I order a dark lager.

      Eric does the same. “Do you want to split a plate of nachos?” he asks.

      “Sure.”

      She brings us our beer. When she’s gone, Eric looks up at me. “I was surprised Xavier managed to get you out yesterday,” he says. “And a little relieved. How have you been, Hunter?”

      “Me?”

      “Yeah, you. I saw you at the club last week, but you haven’t really been in touch. I left you a couple of voicemails, sent you an email—”

      I wince. “Sorry. I’m a little behind on my messages.”

      “I wasn’t fishing for an apology; that’s not why I’m bringing it up. You have friends, people that care about you. You don’t have to go through whatever you’re going through alone. I’m here for you.”

      It’s nice of him to say that, but the truth is, I feel very alone. My father was never in the picture. My mother was the only parent I had and losing her feels so very final. My life has been irrevocably altered, and I’m doing a terrible job coming to grips with it.

      “I should make more of an effort to reach out,” I admit. “After all, I tell patients all the time—”

      “You know it’s different, right?” Eric interrupts. “Hunter, I’m not a therapist, and I don't have a lot of experience with death, but I'm pretty sure that you can't logic your way out of this.”

      “Maybe.” I take a sip of my beer. It’s pretty damn good. The beer selection at bars has greatly improved since my college days. “It feels self-indulgent to wallow in my grief. After all, I have so many patients that have been through so much worse. Refugees who’ve lost everything, people who have had to flee their homes with the clothes on their back and nothing else. Soldiers who watched their friends die in front of their eyes. Men and women who have been abused by their parents, trying desperately to break that cycle with their own children. My problems fade into nothing when compared to them.”

      “You lost your mother,” Eric says. “You loved her. Of course you’re going to be grief-stricken—how could you not? Psychiatrist or not, you’re human, Hunter.”

      I’m ready to change the subject. “Speaking of which, do you know a realtor in this neighborhood that you can recommend?”

      “A realtor?” He frowns. “You’re thinking of selling your mother’s home? Already?”

      I can tell he disapproves of the idea. “There’s this guy, Mitch Donahue. He offered me six million dollars.”

      He raises an eyebrow. “It’s worth that much?”

      “He seems to think so.”

      “Are you hard up for money?” he demands. “Because if you are—”

      “I’m not.” The waitress appears with a mammoth platter of nachos, and I’m grateful for the interruption. It gives me time to gather my thoughts. “My mother had her pet causes, non-profits she cared about deeply. I don’t need the money, but they do. Six million dollars would make a world of difference to them.”

      “It would be a good way to honor her memory,” Eric agrees, his expression serious. “Okay, you want a second opinion on the property’s value. Nobody jumps to mind, but I’ll ask around.”

      He dunks his chip in sour cream. “Can I offer an unsolicited opinion? It’s none of my business, and you’d be perfectly justified in telling me to butt out. But it’s only been a few weeks since your mother passed away. You’re still reeling. Don’t make any hasty decisions. Don’t do something you’ll end up regretting.”

      He looks so concerned for me. “I’m okay,” I tell him. “Really. I’m fine.”

      But I’m lying. I’m not okay. Grief swamps me at unexpected times, numbing and paralyzing. I went into Club M last week, desperately looking for a distraction. When I flirted with Dixie, my motives weren’t pure. Scening with her today kept the darkness at bay for a few short hours.

      You’re using her.

      Guilt lances through me at that unpleasant realization. She knows it’s casual, I try to reassure myself. That’s the way she wants it. A one-time thing. No emotions, no feelings, no commitment.

      “Where are you staying while you’re working at Xavier’s company?” I ask Eric. “Have you moved here?”

      “Sort of,” he replies. “Xavier threw in a room at the castle. I still have my place in the city. I’d planned on heading back home tonight, but…” His voice trails off.

      “You don’t have to keep me company, Eric. I’m fine by myself.” My mother’s house is empty, and it feels like a tomb, and I haven’t opened the door to her bedroom since finding her body, but everything is fine. Eric doesn't have to inconvenience himself by sticking around. I’ve never been a burden to my friends, and I’m not going to start now.

      “You think I’m sticking around because of you?” Eric barks a laugh. “I don’t want to be alone, Hunter. This is Cici all over again. I shouldn’t have done the scene. I knew what would happen, but I was thinking with my cock, and I did it anyway. And now I get to tell Xavier I fucked things up once again, and he’s going to do his goddamn best not to say ‘I told you so,’ but he’d be right.”

      We’re a pair of sorry losers, the two of us.

      On the table, Eric’s phone vibrates. “And that’s probably Xavier right now,” he says moodily. “I guess I should answer it.”

      But when he flips the phone over to glance at the display, it’s not Xavier on the other end.

      It’s Dixie.
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      The phone rings a couple of times. I’m about to hang up when Eric picks up. “Dixie,” he says cautiously.

      “Eric.” I sound so stilted. “I wanted to talk to you about what happened. Why I was distracted at the end.”

      “Okay.”

      I can’t do this on the phone. I need to this face-to-face. I want to see them. “Are you far away? Can we have this conversation in person?”

      “I’m at a bar on Hill Street,” he replies. “The Golden Fleece. Hunter’s here with me.”

      “Good, he was going to be my next phone call.” I look up the Golden Fleece on my laptop. I’ve never noticed it, but I’ve driven past it more than once on my way to my usual brunch place, Good Earth. “I can be there in fifteen minutes.”

      “It’s pretty busy here.” Eric hesitates. “We can come to you.”

      “Yes, please. I’d like that.”

      I spend the next few minutes tidying up. I put the plate on my coffee table into the sink, fold up the throw on my couch, and stack up the books into a neat pile. My apartment isn’t messy, which is good because my attention isn’t on the clean-up. I’m going to reveal something about myself to Eric and Hunter. I’m going to make myself vulnerable. I’m nervous about that.

      You have no reason to be. You told them your fantasy, and they were so very respectful of your desire.

      That’s true. They hadn’t laughed at me. They hadn’t made me feel like a slut, and they hadn’t made me feel like a freak. They hadn’t smirked through the role play. I’d felt safe with them.

      My buzzer sounds. I press the button to let them in. In a minute, I hear their footsteps. My pulse races. I’m more nervous now than I was at the start of the evening.

      Before they can knock, I crack open the door, and they’re there. My heartbeat stutters. An hour ago, their fingers were in my pussy. Their mouths had made me come harder than I ever have. And now they’re here on the threshold of my apartment, two looming, larger-than-life presences.

      “Come on in.” I wipe my palms on my skirt. “I didn’t interrupt your plans when I called?”

      Eric smiles slightly. “It wasn’t much of one,” he says. “Just a plate of lukewarm nachos. The beer was decent.”

      “I’d offer you some, but I don’t have any; I haven’t had time to go shopping. I’m out of wine too. All I have is coffee and tea. Sorry.” I grimace. From somewhere beyond her grave, Mrs. Grace is clucking her tongue at me. “Would you like some?”

      “I’m good,” Eric replies. Hunter declines my offer of a beverage as well. He settles himself on my couch, and Eric takes the armchair across from him, which leaves me one of two options—the other armchair or the couch.

      I pick the couch.

      They’re both looking at me. I bite the inside of my cheek. “I owe you an explanation for the way things ended earlier.”

      “You don’t owe us anything,” Hunter corrects me. “You are not obligated to manage our emotions.”

      “Fair enough. I’d like to explain, if you don’t mind.” They nod, and I continue. “I wasn’t lying. I really did have a great time. You made my fantasy come true, and I never once felt judged for my desires.” I take a deep breath. “Hunter, I told you that after senior prom, I’d been making out with my boyfriend when a park ranger had caught us. It was mortifying when it happened, and I thought I’d forgotten all about it.”

      I falter, and Hunter gives me an encouraging smile. “I was seventeen, and I was a virgin, but William and I had been dating for a year, and I’d decided that senior prom was the night.” I laugh shortly. “Me and a million other young women, no doubt.” A thought occurs to me. “Are you sure you want to hear this?” I ask Hunter. “I mean, you’re a psychiatrist. You have to listen to your patients’ problems all day. This is probably too much like work.”

      He gives me a startled laugh. “I assure you, this situation is nothing like work.”

      Oh, right. He wouldn’t have sex with his patients—that would be a pretty hard no-no. Great. Apart from everything else, I’m now insulting his professional ethics.

      “I told you the park ranger had caught us. Until tonight, I’d forgotten William’s reaction. I think I buried the memory. I was ashamed I’d been caught, afraid the ranger would tell my mother, but William didn’t even register my reaction. He was too busy accusing me of being reckless. He was terrified he’d lose his spot on the football team.” I take in a deep breath. “He made me ashamed of my desire. He implied I was a slut.”

      “He blamed you?” Eric sounds furious. Hunter looks outraged. A piece of the wall I’ve so carefully built around my heart crumbles away at their support.

      “In retrospect, he wasn’t the greatest boyfriend,” I say lightly. “I don’t know why I kept dating him all the way through college.” I wipe my palms on my skirt. “I didn’t realize I was doing it, but on some level, I’d been bracing myself for your judgment.” I look up at them. “And there was none. I was so giddy with relief, and then the dots connected.”

      Eric has the strangest look on his face. “What?” I ask him. “Why are you looking so weird?”

      “I thought you regretted telling us your fantasy.”

      “Why?”

      “Ex-girlfriend, remember?” His voice is casual, but his hands are clenched, and I know he’s not as unaffected by what happened as he’s pretending to be. “Cici acted like she had fun, but then she said she felt pressured into exploring kink with me. She told me she hated everything.” He sucks in a breath. “For years after we broke things off, I kept reliving our conversations, going over them in obsessive detail. She asked me what my fantasies were, and I told her. I didn’t think I was pressuring her, but maybe I was.”

      “Oh.” No wonder he didn’t believe me when I told him I had a good time. “You didn’t pressure me,” I tell him firmly. “It was my fantasy. I wanted it. I’m sorry, I didn’t realize—”

      “Forget that,” he interrupts. “That’s in the past. Do you want to do it again?”

      Yes. The reply is immediate and instinctive. Only a faint stirring of common sense keeps me from blurting out my assent. “Really?”

      “Do you only have one fantasy to explore?” he teases. Hunter’s giving him a strange look, but he ignores it. “Disappointing.”

      “I have plenty of fantasies, thank you very much.” Temptation dances in front of me. I feel like I’ve been tightly bottled up my life, and now I’m ready to explode. And I do trust them with my desires. “Are you volunteering?”

      Hunter glances at Eric and then at me. “Dixie’s Fantasy Fulfillment,” he says, a smile tugging at the corner of his mouth. “That has a certain ring about it, doesn’t it?” His expression turns serious. “If we’re going to do this, we should make sure we have the same expectations going in.”

      “Okay.”

      “I’m not looking for a relationship,” he clarifies. “I don’t have the mental space for it.”

      “Me neither,” I say resolutely, ignoring the tiny pang in my heart at his words. “Work is crazy right now, and I’m angling for a promotion. My career is the priority.”

      “But,” Hunter continues. “Casual or not, I don’t sleep around. As long as we’re doing this thing, I’d like it to be just the three of us. If the situation changes, if you meet someone you want to be with, we’ll end this. No hard feelings.”

      I glance at Eric, who nods in assent. “I’m good with that. Dixie?”

      Somebody pinch me. “Me too. On one condition.” I feel my face flame as they wait for me to continue. “I don’t want this just to be about my fantasies. You probably have some, right? I mean, I don’t have a lot of experience, and you guys have probably done everything, so maybe you don’t have any unfulfilled fantasies. But if you do, I’m open to trying new things.” William took far too many years from me. For far too long, I’ve repressed my desires and buried my feelings.

      No more.

      Hunter beckons me closer. I scoot over, and he wraps an arm around my waist. “I think it’s safe to say I have plenty of fantasies,” he murmurs. “I’m in.”

      “Me too,” Eric replies.

      “Me three.” I blush once again. I’ve actually agreed to have a no-strings-attached, friends-with-benefits arrangement with two men. This is so not me.

      Or maybe it’s the truest version of me, the version I’ve kept under wraps all my life.

      

      I half-expect us to fool around some more, but they leave shortly after that, and I’m secretly relieved. This arrangement is a big step for me. I need a few hours for it to sink in, and I think they sense it.

      Hira texts me a few minutes after they leave. ‘Should I call 911, or are you back home?’

      Crap, I totally forgot to check in with her. ‘I’m back home,’ I type out hastily.

      ‘And?’

      ‘It went great.’ I smile widely. ‘Really great.’

      I haven’t felt like this in a really long time. Breathless with anticipation, giddy with joy. I want to laugh and dance and giggle.

      ‘You go, girl!’ comes the immediate reply. ‘I want all the deets Monday.’

      Yikes. Xavier hadn’t looked thrilled when Eric told him we were going to sleep together, and he’d been talking about a one-time thing.

      Hira’s the Head of HR. Eric and I work together. What is she going to think?

      It’s just sex, I tell myself. It doesn’t mean anything. It’s not a big deal.

      The joy inside me deflates. This is going to get complicated.
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      I should stay away from Dixie—I know I should. What do I do instead? I ask her about her fantasies. I suggest we sleep together again.

      I’m a fucking idiot.

      Aren’t you being unfair? Dixie isn’t Cici.

      No. Dixie Ketcham is very different from my ex-girlfriend—she’d made that clear with her actions. Cici would have never examined her feelings the way Dixie had; introspection wasn’t really her thing. She wouldn’t have apologized. She would have never reached out to me to explain why she’d reacted the way she had.

      Dixie had.

      I don’t want this just to be about my fantasies, she’d said. You probably have some, right? If you do, I’m open to trying new things.

      Fuck. She’d said that, and all of my caution fled out the window. But in the cold, clear light of day, things look different. I worry that I’m making a mistake. I want to cancel the arrangement, but somehow, even though I know better, I can't make myself pull the plug.

      Dixie’s smart and self-aware, and I’m thinking about her way more than I should be. To paraphrase a very old song, I’ve got Dixie on my mind.

      It’s not like me to be irrational about a woman.

      This is casual sex. Don’t get your feelings involved. Nothing good will come of it.

      

      I can’t go into the office on Monday—I have a client emergency. Phoebe Duval, whose portfolio I’ve managed for almost a decade, calls me Sunday night and tells me she’s tired of the rat race, and she’s planning to move to a remote island in the middle of the Indian Ocean. “I need to liquidate my assets,” she announces. “How long will it take for you to sell everything?”

      It takes three full days, and I have to head back to the city to do it. I haven’t slept in my own bed in two weeks, and I should be delighted to be home, but my condo—a lovely, sun-filled penthouse in Astoria—feels like it belongs to someone else. When I open the refrigerator, the milk is curdled, and my two-week-old Chinese leftovers look like a science experiment gone wrong.

      I don’t get back to Leforte’s offices until Thursday afternoon. I walk past Dixie’s office, but she’s not there. I start to wonder where she is, realize I’m thinking about her again, and determinedly push her out of my mind. There’s a stack of paperwork on my desk. I work my way through the documents, mostly contracts that have been approved by Legal and need my signature. Dixie’s team has been busy. I go through them as quickly as possible and then open my laptop and pull up the file I’m building on Xavier’s mysterious enemy.

      The Unplug transactions are only the tip of the iceberg. There are at least another dozen suspicious transfers. Thanks to Pierre’s incompetence, the record-keeping is a mess, and it’s almost impossible to track down who approved what. I’ve left messages for Valade, but he’s dodging my calls, which is infuriating.

      Do I think Pierre Valade is trying to frame Xavier? No, I don’t. As much as I dislike the man, the explanation is probably far less sinister. Valade left things in a complete mess, and he’s avoiding me because he doesn’t want to be reminded about how badly he fucked things up.

      But he isn’t blameless either. There’s no doubt that his inattention allowed someone more malicious to take advantage.

      Brody calls me shortly after six. “Do you want the bad news or the terrible news?” he asks wearily.

      I rub my temples. “Tell me.”

      “My people aren’t getting anywhere,” he says. “Xavier owns a lot of companies. Each of them has their own processes, their own accounting systems, their own record-keeping. My analysts are going to take weeks, if not months, to get up to speed.”

      I was afraid he was going to say that. “That’s not good.” Someone knocks at my door. I look up. It’s Xavier. I wave him in and put Brody on the speaker. “Xavier just walked in,” I tell him.

      “Good, that saves me a phone call. Xavier, I was just telling Eric that we’re getting nowhere with this. Your business is pretty convoluted, and each of your subsidiary companies has a different way of doing things. Given enough time, my team is capable of getting to the bottom of this, but—”

      “We don’t have time,” I interrupt. “This situation could blow up any moment now.”

      Xavier leans forward. “You’re telling me that we need someone who knows my business, not an outsider?”

      “That would be my recommendation,” Brody replies. “How about Dixie Ketcham? She’s smart, she’s extremely trustworthy, and she’s been at Leforte long enough that she’s up to speed. She’d be perfect.”

      Xavier gives me a meaningful look. “Thank you, Brody. I’ll discuss this with Eric.”

      “Sure. I’ll have my team produce a summary of everything they’ve found. You’ll have that Monday.”

      Brody hangs up. Xavier clears his throat. “What?” I ask him defensively.

      “You’re not an idiot; you don’t need Brody to tell you to bring Dixie in. I suggested it last Friday, and you waved me off. And then, the same evening, you told me you were going to roleplay with her.” He stares at me. “Which is a terrible idea for a bunch of reasons, but specifically catastrophic given your history. Tell me what’s going on.”

      “Nothing’s going on. It was… good.” It was hot as hell, and I’ve jerked off to my memories all week, but I’m not about to tell him that. I run my hand through my hair. “We’re going to do it again.”

      He gives me another searching look. “Is that wise?”

      “If you’re asking me if I can remain impartial about helping you pick a COO—”

      “That’s not my primary concern.”

      “It isn’t?”

      His gaze softens. “Eric, give me a break. With or without your input, I’ll pick someone. The business will survive. I’m concerned about you. After Cecelia—”

      “I told her about Cici,” I interrupt. “Besides, this isn’t the same situation. I’m not looking to date Dixie. It’s casual.”

      A look of surprise flashes over Xavier’s face. “You told Dixie about what happened between you and Cecelia?”

      “It came up,” I respond shortly, wishing I hadn’t said anything. “Look, can we get back to your issues?”

      There’s a long pause, and then he shrugs. “Fine. If it’s casual, like you say it is, and you’re not avoiding spending time with Dixie, then there’s no reason not to ask her for help. You remember the transactions I was telling you about, the Bangkok ones that Pierre routed through one of my businesses?”

      “The money you were sending Layla?” No matter how incompetent Pierre might have been, that mistake is the real reason Xavier finally fired him.

      “Yes. Dixie found those transactions yesterday. She thought I was bribing someone. She confronted me about it.” He smiles ruefully. “She took me by surprise. I’m afraid I was rather short with her.”

      He leans forward. “I like Dixie. She’s ethical, and she’s not afraid to stand up for what she believes. Get her to help you.”

      “Fine, fine.” I hold up my hands. The closer I work with Dixie, the deeper I’m going to get sucked in. The more I’m going to start falling for her, and the harder it will be to move on when this is over. But Brody and Xavier are right about how smart she is. “I’ll talk to her tomorrow.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            22

          

          

      

    

    







            Dixie

          

        

      

    

    
      I have a strange, up-and-down week.

      On Monday, Eric’s not in, and I find out he won’t be for a few days, which makes me feel strangely disappointed. The rest of the day is typical. John walks into my office, pretending like he hadn’t insulted me on Friday, and tells me Kevin’s drawing up a new contract. Kevin sends me a passive-aggressive email accusing me of sabotaging his business. I ignore both of them and concentrate on the pile of work in front of me.

      The work carries me through Tuesday and Wednesday. And then everything goes to hell on Thursday. The morning goes well enough, but in the afternoon, I manage to completely piss off Xavier Leforte.

      It’s not intentional. I’m tracking down some details about SKR Trading, a Thai subsidiary of Leforte, when I spot a series of suspicious transactions, There are seven payments, one every month, starting in January and ending in July, each for two-hundred-thousand dollars. One-point-four million dollars in total.

      That’s a lot of money, and if that wasn’t suspicious enough, at the end of July, Xavier personally wired SKR Trading one-point-four million dollars.

      To cover the shortfall?

      There are probably a dozen reasons why Xavier reimbursed SKR Trading, but the problem is, most of them are illegal. What is he doing?

      According to Xavier’s calendar, he’s not in today, but I call Elisa and find out he’s at the castle. I need to ask him about these transactions, and this isn’t a conversation I want to have over the phone. So, I drive over.

      Henri greets me at the entrance and walks me up. Xavier looks up when I knock on his office door, and his face cracks into a smile. “Dixie, I didn’t expect to see you here.” He waves me in and gestures to a seat. “What can I do for you?”

      I shuffle my feet. “This is an awkward conversation.”

      He gestures at me to sit, and then leans back in his chair and folds his hands across his chest. “About Eric?”

      “What?” I blink, flustered. “No. I came about these transactions.” I put the sheets of paper in front of him. “SKR Trading paid someone two-hundred-thousand dollars a month for seven months, starting in January and ending in July. At the end of July, you wrote them a check for one-point-four million dollars. The same amount of money.”

      Xavier’s face is expressionless. “Hmm.”

      That’s not a promising reaction. I lean forward. “Xavier, bribery is illegal. American law is very clear about this. It doesn’t matter if the transactions took place outside the United States.”

      He looks up. “I’m not bribing anyone.”

      There is a warning in his tone, but as much as I want to drop the matter, I cannot. “Xavier, as your Corporate Counsel, I have to warn you that—”

      He holds up his hand to stop me. “Dixie, you're like a damn bulldog,” he snaps. “This is a private matter. Let it go.” He gets to his feet. “I’m afraid I’m going to have to ask you to leave. I have something I need to attend to.”

      I get to my feet, stunned. I’ve just got kicked out of my boss’ office.

      

      On my way out, I spot Kiera, who’s working in the cafe. “You’ve been avoiding me,” I accuse her. I’m still feeling shell-shocked. I’ve been working at Leforte Enterprises since February. I’ve never once seen Xavier lose his calm.

      If you’d known what his reaction would have been, what would you have done?

      Nothing different. Xavier gave me a very generous sign-on bonus when I started, and my salary is more than adequate, but I’m not going to break the law for him. Professional ethics matter. Doing the right thing is important.

      Kiera’s finishing up a shift at the cafe. I wait until she’s done, and then the two of us get lemonade on the patio. “You’ve been avoiding me,” I tell her. “What’s going on with you?”

      It turns out that Kiera is having guy problems. She’s having a crisis of confidence about Nolan and Caleb, which seems ridiculous, because they’re obviously nuts about her. I focus on her troubles as a way to avoid mine, offer her some unsolicited advice, and when she asks me what’s going on between me and Eric and Hunter, I lie and tell her they annoy me.

      Xavier finds me before I have a chance to escape. “I owe you an apology,” he says, a little stiffly. “I was rude.”

      I don’t know how to reply. He was rude, but he’s also my boss, and I did just accuse him of bribery. I make a joke about how a bottle of champagne will soothe my feelings, but Xavier takes me seriously and has Henri fetch a bottle from his personal cellar.

      Apology or not, I’m pretty sure I’ve blown my chances. So much for getting the COO job.

      I determinedly try not to think about work on my drive back home. Instead, I go over my conversation with Kiera. I lied to my friend about Eric and Hunter. I didn’t tell her about the fantasy they fulfilled, and I didn’t tell her about our arrangement. Nope, I left all of that out.

      I don’t like lying to my friends, and there’s no reason not to tell Kiera the truth. Why don’t I? I ask myself that question and I don’t like the answer.

      I was in a threesome Saturday night. Sure, we might not have gone all the way, but that’s a technicality. I was naked in the back seat of a car, and they were clothed. Hunter thrust his fingers inside me and made me orgasm while I sucked Eric’s cock, and then Eric ate me out while I went down on Hunter.

      It should have felt dirty and sleazy, but it hadn’t. I liked it so much I’m doing it again. (Though I don’t know when. Neither Hunter nor Eric has texted me with plans, and I’m trying—unsuccessfully—not to fret about it.)

      Whether I’m ready to admit it to myself or not, I’m now the kind of woman that does threesomes. Mrs. Grace would probably call me a Jezebel. My mother would definitely disapprove. What would my brother Michael think? Jessica? I very much doubt they’ll be ecstatic or even accepting. Would they stop me from visiting Jonathan and Dylan?

      This is casual, remember? Nobody has to know.

      Still, there’s no reason not to confide in my friends. None of them are strangers to unconventional lifestyles. They won’t judge me; they’ll be supportive.

      Yet I keep quiet. Because it turns out that despite my bravado Saturday night, those throwaway words that my ex-fiancé William had flung my direction still have power over me. I’m ashamed of my desires. Society doesn’t need to judge me—I’m judging myself.

      Lying to Kiera isn’t the only horrible thing I do that week. I know I should go to HR and tell them that I’m seeing Eric. Eric and I are technically peers, and sleeping with him isn’t a violation of company policy (I checked), but I do have to disclose it.

      But HR isn’t an anonymous, faceless division. The head of HR is Hira. Who is my friend. Who knows about my ‘date’ Saturday night. She’ll be curious about the details. When she figures out that Eric was involved, she’ll be even more thirsty for gossip. And if she finds out that Eric was only one of the two guys there?

      Argh.

      It’s casual sex, I tell myself again. We’re not dating. I don’t have to tell HR.

      But I’m splitting hairs. I’m skating by on technicalities. Xavier knows about Saturday night. If he happens to mention it to Hira, I don’t even want to think about her reaction.

      So much risk, and for what? Good sex?

      Great sex, I correct. Still, is it really worth it? I’m the General Counsel for a large multi-national corporation. It’s a prestigious job. The salary is exceedingly generous. I’m steadily paying down the medical debt I incurred. Why am I recklessly throwing it all aside for Hunter and Eric?

      Because you felt safe telling them your fantasies. Because they made you feel seen.

      I shake my head violently. I should call this off. That would be the practical, sensible thing to do.

      Then Hunter texts me on Thursday. ‘Do you have plans for Saturday night?’

      This is the perfect opportunity to tell him I’ve been having second thoughts. I should do that.

      ‘No,’ I write back. ‘I’m free.’

      ‘Good. Think about your next fantasy, Dixie. I’ll be in touch.’

      That’s maddeningly vague.

      I can’t wait.

      

      I’m not looking forward to work on Friday. After my disastrous meeting with Xavier, I’m not exactly eager to run into him at the weekly huddle. Kevin’s still grumbling about his contract; John is his usual snide self.

      If there was ever a day to call in sick, today would be the day.

      I drag myself in anyway. Eric knocks at my door thirty minutes later, two cups of coffee in his hands. “Caramel macchiato, extra whipped cream,” he announces.

      A smile breaks out on my face. His hair is sticking up at odd angles. He looks adorably rumpled, and I’m ridiculously delighted to see him. It’s almost as if I’ve missed him this week.

      God, I’m in trouble.

      “Ooh, yes.” I make greedy hands at him, and he laughs and hands me the paper cup. “To what do I owe this pleasure?”

      “No reason.” A faint smile creases his face. “Okay, fine, I’m bribing you.” He shuts my door and sits down in a chair across from me. “The Unplug transactions lead to a shell company—XPM—that Xavier supposedly owns.”

      “I should have known there’s no such thing as a free coffee,” I comment wryly, softening my words with a smile. “No luck tracking the ownership down?”

      He shakes his head. “Brody’s been working on it, but they’re not getting anywhere.”

      I look up, surprised. “Lockhart & Payne have a financial forensics team now? They didn’t when I worked there.”

      “It’s new,” he explains. “Anyway, they’ve been trying to track things down, but they’re not getting anywhere. Leforte Enterprises is too complicated.”

      I can’t disagree with him. When I got here, every subsidiary just did their own thing. Contracts weren’t standardized. It was a lawyer’s worst nightmare. It’s taken me six months of hard effort to get them to fall in line, and people like Kevin still fight me at every turn.

      “I thought Brody’s team could do the legwork, but that’s not working out.” He grimaces. “I was hoping this would be a simple case of fraud. An employee got greedy, took advantage of the lack of controls, and embezzled money from Leforte. But XPM is registered in Xavier’s name, which means—”

      “Someone’s trying to get him in trouble.”

      “Exactly. You know the business. Will you help me?”

      I bite my lip. “Are you sure Xavier wants my help? I asked him about some dodgy transactions yesterday, and he nearly bit my head off.”

      “Did he?” He rolls his eyes. “He’s always touchy about Layla. Did he apologize, or should I beat him up?”

      That forces a laugh out of me. “He explained about the transactions, and yes, he apologized. I got a very nice bottle of champagne out of it.”

      “Good,” he replies. “Well? Will you help?”

      Working long hours with Eric. I should decline. After all, tracking down financial crime isn’t in my job description. “Of course,” I say instead. “I have meetings all morning, but do you want to get together this afternoon after the weekly huddle?”

      “Unfortunately, I can’t,” he says regretfully. “Xavier and I are golfing with Jack Achard and Harry Gifford. Thank you for going through those contracts, by the way.”

      Achard & Gifford is an advertising agency that Leforte is in the process of buying. I look outside. The sun is shining, there’s not a cloud in the sky, and it’s about as perfect of a late summer day as you could ask for. “Yes, poor you.”

      He grins. “Fair enough. You want to take my place? I loathe golf.”

      “I can’t play,” I tell him. “Besides, I have too much work to do. Kevin Hughes is still whining about his contract.”

      I can’t help but notice he didn’t answer my question about whether Xavier wanted my help. What does my boss think about this? Is he on board? Or, after my screwup yesterday, am I really on borrowed time?

      

      Shortly after lunch, Elisa sends out a message canceling this week’s huddle. I use the extra time as an opportunity to power through my mailbox. I’m replying to an email from Reena when Andie knocks on my door. “It’s time for Happy Hour,” she says meaningfully. “Come on, Dixie.”

      “No way. It can’t be five.” I glance at the bottom of my laptop screen. Andie’s right. “Okay, fine. Let me finish up this email, and I’ll leave.” She looks skeptical. “I promise.”

      True to my word, I pull into El Trompo’s parking lot. I know Eric’s not going to be there, and there’s no reason Hunter should be there either—after all, he doesn’t work for Leforte—but I still scan the lot for their cars and feel silly about it.

      The frantic workload of the last few months is easing off, and people can sense that the end is in sight. Everyone’s in a good mood today. I stay later than intended, nursing my drink, enjoying the company and the conversation.

      It’s almost eight when I get up to leave. I detour to the bar to leave a tip for the staff and then head out.

      I’m almost at my car when I notice Hunter’s Datsun parked next to mine.

      My pulse speeds up. I approach the driver’s side, and Hunter rolls down the window. “We were hoping to run into you,” he says. “Get in, Dixie.”

      Eric’s in the passenger seat. I slide into the back, anticipation dancing through my bloodstream. Hunter was right—there’s not much room here. “Are we going somewhere?”

      “No,” Eric replies. He swivels around to look at me. “We have an assignment for you.”

      “I get homework now?” I intend the words to be a grumble, but my voice is breathy, and I sound exactly as I feel. Eager. Excited. Ready.

      “Mm-hmm. Tonight, when you get home, go online, and pick out three sex toys you want us to use on you tomorrow.”

      A thrill runs through me. “Umm, what?”

      Eric’s eyes gleam with amusement. “Do you need me to explain the concept of online shopping, Dixie?”

      Mrs. Grace’s voice in my ear reminds me I can’t give him the finger. “I didn’t realize sex toy stores had overnight shipping,” I say sweetly.

      “You don’t have to buy them,” Hunter replies. “Just pick them out and let us know what they are. We’ll take care of the rest.” He quirks an eyebrow. “Unless you want to go into a physical store instead?”

      I could never. Everyone would be looking at me. I would die of embarrassment. “Online is fine,” I say hastily.

      Eric grins. “We’ll call you at ten tonight,” Hunter says, his voice low and tight. “That’s how long you have to choose.”

      That gives me less than two hours. “And if I don’t?”

      Eric tilts his head slightly. “If you don’t, Dixie,” he murmurs. “There will be consequences.”

      A full-body shiver runs through me. “Okay,” I whisper.

      All week, I’ve wondered if I should call this thing off, but that’s Old Dixie talking.

      New Dixie isn’t going to apologize for her desires.

      Sex toys, here I come.
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      I get home, change out of my work clothes and into a long t-shirt, and then climb into bed with my laptop and a glass of wine.

      I’ve never shopped for sex toys. This feels all kinds of naughty. Navigating to a browser window, I find an online store and click on it.

      Oh wow. The page is… eye-opening. Their best-selling products are front and center. The first thing I see is a picture of a naked man spread-eagled on a bed, his ankles and wrists tied in place, a naked woman straddling him.

      It’s a bedroom restraint kit.

      The bondage theme continues—the next item is something called a thigh-cuff system. I click on it, and my throat goes dry. It appears to be bands of velcro cuffing the model’s wrists to her thighs. Inspired by the product photos, my imagination goes into overdrive. I’m picturing myself in the place of the model. Lying back, my legs spread open, my wrists locked to my thighs. Hunter looming over me, a vibrator in his hand. Eric reaching for my nipples, holding a wicked-looking clamp…

      I gulp down half my wine in one sip.

      The next item on the best-sellers list is an anal lubricant. My nipples harden to aching points. My imagination helpfully supplies a fantasy. They turn me over, and my clamped nubs press into the soft mattress. It hurts, but it’s the best kind of hurt, the kind that makes my insides heavy and needy.

      Cold liquid trickles between my cheeks, then fingers follow, tracing slow circles around my tight hole, slicking the lube into my clenched sphincter. My body jerks in response. A finger pushes into me, past the tight ring, stretching me open.

      I can’t move my hands—they’re locked into place. I try to wriggle away, and Eric spanks my ass. “Bad girls get punished, Dixie.”

      I’m so wound up. I wriggle out of my panties and slide a hand between my legs. I’m wet. Soaked. Hunter would have made me show him. He would have made me stick my fingers in my mouth and taste myself. A full-body shiver runs through me as I remember the way he smeared my juices all over my nipples before taking them into his mouth. It was the dirtiest thing anyone has ever done to me, and I have a feeling they’re only getting started.

      I close my eyes and pretend they’re here.

      “Suck your fingers clean,” Hunter orders.

      I part my folds, slowly, as if I’m putting on a show for them. My right hand is clicking the website. Anal plugs. Nipple toys. Wand massagers, whose thick heads, send a shudder of pleasure through me. A pretty purple flogger. My left hand is between my legs. My fingers circle my clit, excruciatingly slow, wickedly teasing. I imagine them watching me, their eyes dark with desire. I imagine them sorting through the toys, carefully considering what they’re going to use on me first. The clamps? The cuffs? The anal plug?

      My phone rings, the noise loud and shrill in the quiet. I almost jump off the bed, the phone falls to the floor, and I have to grope for it. “Hello?”

      “Dixie.” Hunter sounds amused. “Did I catch you at the wrong time?”

      He can’t see my hand, he can’t see my hand. “No, why?”

      “You sound out of breath. Are you shopping?”

      “Yes.”

      His voice lowers suggestively. “Are you touching yourself, Dixie?”

      I pull my fingers up as if they’ve been scalded and belatedly realize Hunter can’t see me. My cheeks heat. “Yes.”

      “Want to get on a video call with Eric and me? You don’t have to if you’re not comfortable with the idea.”

      A video call. A forbidden thrill shoots through me. “You’re not recording it?”

      “Not without your consent. I give you my word.”

      I have a choice. I can either trust Hunter and Eric or not. “Let’s do it.”

      

      Eric and Hunter pop up on my laptop screen. Hunter is sprawled on a couch. He’s wearing a navy blue t-shirt printed with the logo of his judo gym. He looks laid-back, relaxed, and extremely hot.

      Eric is in bed. He’s shirtless. I can only see the upper half of him—he might be completely naked for all I know. His chest is corded with muscle and sprinkled with chest hair.

      I hadn’t really been able to see them last week, but God, they’re sexy, both of them. Hunter is broader, bulkier. Eric is lean and corded with muscle.

      I must linger a moment too long, staring at them, because a wicked grin curves Eric’s lips. “Want me to stand up?”

      Jerk. I avert my eyes at once, and he chuckles, warm and deep. “Did the sex toys turn you on, Dixie?”

      “Yes,” I whisper, mortified.

      “Did you touch yourself?”

      My face feels like it’s on fire. “I did.”

      His eyes blaze with heat. “Bad girl,” he scolds. “Did you ask for permission to do that?”

      A shudder of lust runs through me. This is a game I never thought I wanted to play, but when he calls me a bad girl, my pussy gushes. “No, I didn’t.”

      Hunter leans back. “What three toys did you pick out?” he asks, his voice deceptively light.

      Oh, crap. I’d been so busy drinking my wine, checking out the sex toys, and fantasizing about Hunter and Eric using them on me that I forgot I needed to choose three. “Umm…”

      He tilts his head to one side and waits for me to continue.

      I can bluff my way out of this. “A pair of nipple clamps,” I murmur.

      Hunter quirks his eyebrow. “Which ones?”

      What does he mean, which ones? I cast my mind back to the pictures and draw a blank. “The pink ones,” I guess wildly.

      “Pink.” Hunter’s lips twitch. “Let’s try the question again. What three toys did you pick out?”

      Busted. “I didn’t,” I admit in a whisper. “I got distracted.”

      “Distracted by what, Dixie?” Eric asks.

      Oh God, they’re relentless. I’m mortified and wildly turned on. “I was touching myself. Stroking my clit.” Eric swallows visibly, and a small thrill shoots through me. “I saw a bedroom restraint kit, and I started to fantasize about being tied up, on my stomach, ass in the air, my legs spread open.”

      “Fuck,” Hunter groans. For a second, need blazes in his eyes, and then he takes a deep breath and reasserts control. “Let me count the transgressions,” he says. “First, you touched yourself without permission. Second, you didn’t pick out the sex toys you were supposed to. And third, you lied to us about it.” He shakes his head. “You’re just begging to be punished, aren’t you?”

      I don’t know what wanton creature takes hold of my tongue. “Yes,” I breathe. “I’ve been very bad.” My fingers ghost over my clit, and I shiver, goosebumps forming on my skin. “I can’t stop touching myself. Please punish me.”

      Eric throws his head back. “Are you touching yourself right now?” he demands.

      I nod.

      “Show me.”

      I lick my lower lip. “I will if you will.”

      “What a good idea.” Eric adjusts his laptop, and my earlier guess was right—he was naked. His cock jumps out, hard and erect. He wraps his fingers around his length and slowly fists himself, and God, this is hot. I’m a bad, bad girl, because I love this.

      Hunter gets up. His torso fills the frame, and then he’s tugging his t-shirt over his head and pulling his pants down his hips. My mouth waters as his naked body comes into view. Hunter does judo, and his body bears evidence. There’s not a spare ounce of fat on him. It’s all solid, intimidating muscle.

      Also, his ass is so tight.

      “You’re drooling,” Eric notes in amusement.

      “Mmm.” I can’t pretend otherwise. I move my laptop back and adjust the lid until the built-in camera points between my legs. Both my face and my naked pussy are in the frame. I sit a split-second with that realization and then dismiss it. I trust them.

      “Fuck me, you’re gorgeous.” Hunter’s staring at my pussy. “I can’t wait for tomorrow night.” His voice turns crisp. “Peel back your hood. Show me your clit.”

      I spread my legs wider, part my folds, and slowly pull back the hood. My clit is red, engorged, glistening with my juices. I stroke myself, slow and soft, and on my screen, my lips part in a gasp as pleasure floods my body.

      I’ve never done anything like this. I’ve never sat before a camera or a mirror and examined myself. I’ve certainly never displayed myself so brazenly for a man. I’ve never masturbated in front of an audience.

      But I have an audience now, and it’s so arousing. Such a turn-on. Hunter and Eric’s gazes are transfixed on the screen. Their hands fist their cocks, pumping up and down, and I unintentionally match their rhythm, stroking harder, faster—

      My toes dig into the mattress, and my insides tighten. My muscles quiver. I clench my eyes shut. I’m almost there. Just one more stroke, just one more—

      “Stop.”

      My eyes snap open. “What?”

      “Bad girls don’t get to orgasm, Dixie.” Eric gives me a truly evil grin. “You’re being punished, remember? If you’re very nice, you’ll get to come tomorrow. If you touch yourself between now and then, however…” His voice trails off.

      “You’re going to leave me hanging?” I protest, almost in shock. I was so close. I was right there. One more second, just one more flick over my clit… argh. The need, the lust, the hot gush of desire—it’s flowing through my blood, and they can’t ask me to turn it off like a tap. “You can’t do this to me.”

      “I think I just did,” Hunter responds. He’s still pumping his cock. It’s right there, tantalizingly out of reach. I want to reach into the screen, grab him by the hips, and sink down on that hard length. “I’ll see you tomorrow, Dix. We’ll pick you up at eight.”

      They end the call, the jerks. Before I can come. Before I can watch them come. I’m shaking, and I want to finish myself off.

      My skin is tingling, every nerve ending painfully alive, and I’m so aware of the weight of my breasts, the ache in my pussy. But in a weird, twisted way, I’m enjoying this. Edging is fun.

      With a sigh, I get out of bed and make my way to the bathroom. I’m not a fan of cold showers, but maybe a lukewarm one will take some of the edge off.
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      Hunter and Eric are exactly on time. Once again, when they knock on my door, I don’t invite them in. Last time, I wanted to keep it impersonal. And this time? I’m desperately trying to rebuild the walls I’ve dropped around them.

      I don’t know what it is about them. I’ve trusted them with my fantasy. I told them about William. I’ve laid back on my bed, my legs spread open, and I masturbated on camera while they watched. If I invite them in, we’re going to end up making love in my bedroom.

      Everything feels far, far too intimate. This is a casual arrangement. I can’t want the intimacy. I can’t need the closeness. I’m not entitled to it.

      This time, Eric’s driving. “It’s a rental,” he explains as he opens the front passenger door for me. “Unlike Hunter, I don’t obsess over cars.”

      “Are we going there?” Hunter raises an eyebrow. “If we’re going to talk about insane hobbies—”

      “Let’s not.”

      Their banter is easy. Hunter and Eric have known each other for a very long time, and it shows. Maybe that’s why they’re so comfortable with the idea of a threesome.

      It’s not a big car. “I’ll get into the back,” I demur. “There’s not enough legroom for you here.”

      Hunter opens the door for me. I slide in, and he shuts it and gets into the car. Eric starts the engine, and we head down the road toward the highway. “Where are we going?”

      Hunter and Eric glance at each other. “That's a little complicated,” Hunter responds. “We have some options. Eric is staying at Summit, so we could head there.”

      I don’t like that idea, not even a little bit. That’s Xavier’s castle. He lives there. I know my boss knows what I’m doing—Eric has told him—but I still don’t want to run into him. I’m having a threesome, sure, but I’m not ready to shout it from the rooftops.

      “Or?”

      “Or we could head to my mother's house.”

      That sounds worse. It’s one thing to have sex in the backseat of a car—that’s a hot, forbidden fantasy. But going to Hunter’s mother’s house, sleeping in his bed—that feels too real. Too intimate.

      I swallow hard. “Is there a third option?”

      “Yes,” Eric responds. “Our friend Damien's house is thirty minutes away. He’s on vacation.” He glances at me in the rearview mirror. “That was his driveway we borrowed last Saturday.”

      “Oh. That's how you knew it would be private?”

      Hunter flashes me an amused look. “While your fantasy was to be watched by a stranger, I assumed that you didn't really want it to be a stranger.”

      That's why he was so calm last week. He knew we were on private property and the odds of us being disturbed were extremely small.

      A friend’s house. That should be nice, neutral ground. “Can we pick that option?”

      They exchange another glance. Then Eric speaks up. “Damien’s house it is.”

      We drive in silence for about ten minutes, and then my gaze falls on a black duffel bag on the seat next to me. “What’s in the bag?”

      “That’s your present.”

      “A present?”

      Hunter chuckles. “Don’t get too excited. It’s an assortment of sex toys. You never did pick out what you wanted, so Eric grabbed some things.”

      My throat goes dry with anticipation. Heat swirls through me. The duffel bag is not small. How many toys did they pack in there? What are they going to do with me?

      I can’t wait to find out.

      

      We arrive at our destination, pulling up in front of a two-story brick house. Eric gets out and holds the door open for me. Hunter grabs the duffel bag from the backseat and a bag of groceries from the trunk.

      Two large planters flank the door. Eric bends down and grabs a key from under one of them. “So predictable, Damien,” he says with a shake of his head.

      “Umm, are we breaking and entering?”

      Hunter’s eyes rest on me. “Another fantasy of yours, Dix?”

      As a teenager, I’d fooled around with William, half my attention on the door to my bedroom. I’d been afraid that my parents would burst in at any moment. It wasn’t until after I went away to college that we finally did it. Eighteen months after the park incident.

      “Not really.”

      A smile touches his lips. “Don’t worry, nobody is going to burst in. Damien’s in Peru, and we warned him we might borrow his place.”

      “And he didn’t want to know why?”

      He chuckles. “He didn’t ask, but I’m assuming the reason was obvious.”

      Inside the house, a floor to ceiling window overlooking the lake dominates the living room. The furniture looks solid and comfortable, chosen for function, not form. That’s all I have time to take in. Hunter sets the duffel bag down on the coffee table, and beckons to me. “Come here, Dixie. You’re not getting out of choosing.”

      I make my way to him, anticipation setting my pulse racing. Eric moves into the kitchen, opens the refrigerator, and puts the groceries away. “In case we get hungry,” he explains. “After all, we have to keep our energy up. Dixie, do you want some wine?”

      Sex toys and wine. “Yes please.”

      He holds two bottles up to me. “Red or white?”

      The white looks like Chardonnay, and every time I drink it, I get itchy. Not a good idea. “Red, please.”

      While Eric opens cabinets in search of wine glasses, Hunter unzips the duffel bag and empties its contents on the coffee table. Oh wow, it’s like a very kinky Christmas in here. There is rope. There is a large wand massager, similar to the ones I’d seen last night on the Internet, its head as big as my fist. There are a few packages of nipple clamps—none of them pink. I pick one up and glance questioningly at Hunter.

      “Eric bought a few different types,” he explains. “You can decide which one you like best.” He picks up a package and holds it out to me. “These are Japanese clover clamps,” he says. “They tighten as the chain connecting them is pulled.”

      A shiver runs through me.

      Hunter’s hands settle on another package. “These are tweezer-style clamps,” he says. “Unlike the clover ones, these are adjustable. You can decide how tight you want them.”

      My fingers tremble as I take them from him. My eyes scan the table. There are two pairs of cuffs. A blindfold. There’s an intimidating looking whip, and when I catch sight of it, my insides clench. “You’re going to whip me?” My voice comes out high and nervous, but strangely, my nipples harden.

      “It’s a flogger.” Hunter takes it out of the plastic bag, and I watch him, mesmerized by his long fingers. He trails the tails over his palm. “It doesn't have much of a sting.”

      “It doesn't?”

      “Take off your clothes and I'll show you.”

      Eric walks over and hands me my glass of wine. I take a nervous sip. I’m wearing a simple flowered dress, mostly chosen because it’s easy to get out off. No zippers, no complicated buttons. Underneath though, I’ve worn my prettiest lingerie. The black satin bra has lace insets through which my nipples are clearly visible, and the panties are tied at the sides with ribbons. They’re ridiculously impractical, and they make me feel beautiful.

      Take off your clothes, Hunter says, but that’s not easy, not here, in this brightly illuminated living room. It was so much easier to get naked last week under the cover of darkness.

      “Why don't I see what’s in the rest the bag? I haven't finished looking at the toys yet.”

      He lets my refusal go. For the moment, at least.

      There is a page with three anal plugs, a small, a medium, and a large. A large purple vibrator.  A clear bottle of lube. More rope. “There’s a lot more than three things here. It’s hard to decide.”

      Eric grins. “Because you want to try everything? We can do that.”

      Hunter sets down the flogger. “Want to move this to the bedroom?”

      My throat is dry. I take another sip of my wine. Any suggestion of a bedroom sends my anxiety sky-high. The bedroom seems so intimate. Already, I’m having trouble with the boundaries that I myself set down. “Why not here?” I look around the living space. “The dining table looks sturdy, and I’ve always fantasized about being bent over a table.” And fucked. That part, I can’t make myself say out loud.

      Hunter exchanges another glance with Eric. “Sure,” he says after a pause. “We can work with that.”

      Eric takes a pair of scissors from a kitchen drawer and methodically cuts open the package containing the blindfold. A shiver run through me. “Come here,” he says.

      I pad over to him. When I was getting dressed, I’d thought about tying back my hair, like I usually do, but I’d decided against it.

      It hangs in loose waves around my face. Eric seems to like it. He threads his fingers through them, titling my face up and ghosting a kiss over my lips. “You look different with your hair down,” he murmurs. “Turn around.”

      Hunter takes my wine glass away while Eric places the blindfold over my eyes. My vision is suddenly cut off, and another shudder of pleasure runs through me. We’ve barely started. I’m still fully clothed. And I’m already so wound up. So turned on.

      “Feel around the table,” Hunter orders. “Since you can’t decide, we’ll do this a different way. Hand me three packages at random.”

      I’m not going to be able to see what I pick. It's going to be a surprise. A shock of desire jolts through me. I wet my lower lip and grope around the coffee table. My fingers land on something soft. The suede flogger. Oh God, yes. I pick it up and hold it out. “This one.”

      “Oh.” That's Hunter. His voice is a cross between a rasp and a growl. “I am really going to enjoy this.”

      My hand lands on a smaller package. This must be the nipple clamps. “I want the adjustable kind,” I whisper. “Is that okay?”

      “Yes. I’ve got it. Keep going.”

      I feel the remaining items. I can’t see them, but I can narrow things down. The larger package would be the anal plugs. I definitely want to try that. Then again, the purple vibrator was curved at the tip, and I very much want to know what that would feel like. I think I’d like to be tied down.

      I can’t choose. I’m greedy tonight. So very greedy.

      Be logical, Dix. I don’t need the vibrator—their cocks are far more enticing. I don’t need to be tied down—they’re both strong enough to hold me in place if that’s what I want. They don’t even need to do that—if they just order me to stay still, I’ll obey.

      “Dixie,” Hunter growls. “Pick.”

      I hand him the package that I think holds the anal plugs. I start to reach for my blindfold so I can check, and Eric’s voice stops me. “What are you doing?” he asks almost pleasantly. “Were you given permission to remove the blindfold?”

      Oh dear. I’m in trouble. “No,” I whisper. “Sorry.”

      I feel Eric circling me. “How does this dress come off?”

      “Just lift it over my head.” I lift up my arms to make it easier, and he yanks it over me, stripping me down to my underwear, baring me to Hunter’s hungry eyes.

      They both audibly suck in breaths. “God, you’re beautiful,” Hunter growls.

      “That is a very sexy bra,” Eric agrees, his voice a little hoarse.  “Unfortunately, it has to go.” His fingers work the clasp, and he frees my breasts.

      Last week, Eric had been the voyeur. This week, Hunter and Eric seem to have switched roles. Eric is undressing me while Hunter watches. I’m blindfolded. I can’t see the expression in his eyes. I can only imagine his reaction, and somehow, that’s even hotter.

      “Should I take off my panties too?” My voice is breathy and aroused.

      “Not yet.” Eric’s fingers trail a pathway down my spine, from the back of my neck to the small of my back. “Keep them on for now.”

      He moves his hands to my waist, and he sits down on the couch, pulling me down with him. I’m seated on his lap, my thighs on the outsides of his, my back pressed against his chest.

      I’m on display. Eric is displaying me to Hunter.

      A shiver runs through me as Eric spreads my legs open. His fingers caress the sides of my breasts. His voice is a hot whisper in my ear. “I’m so fucking hard,” he growls. “Put your hands behind your back, Dixie. Feel what you do to me.”

      I run my fingers over Eric’s thick erection, feeling his hard length through the fabric. Licking my lips, I rub his shaft, trying to encircle it with my fingers, and failing. “Your clothes are in the way.”

      “I can fix that.” He leans me forward, undoes his belt, and frees his cock. I stroke his hard length, fisting my hand up and down his velvet coated steel shaft. I can’t see at all, and it heightens my other senses.

      Then Hunter’s lips crash into mine.

      He kisses me as if he’s burning up with passion, as if he can’t get enough of me. This isn’t a controlled kiss. This is savage and wild and primal. I moan and open my mouth, and his tongue slides inside, exploring, plundering, taking…

      “He couldn’t watch you any longer,” Eric whispers in my ear. “He couldn’t stay away. That’s what you do to us, Dixie. You strip us of control. We’re going out of our minds with lust. Because of you.”

      Hunter squeezes my breasts, still kissing me. Eric’s hands are on my inner thighs, his fingers less than an inch away from my pussy. I whimper into Hunter’s mouth and wriggle on Eric’s lap. They left me hanging last night, needy and aroused, and I can’t take it any longer. I want him to touch my clit. I need him to make me come.

      Hunter pulls away. I bite back my whimper of protest. I can’t see what he’s doing—the blindfold is very effective—and all I can do is wait.

      Something soft and warm caresses my nipples.

      It takes me a second to place it. It’s not Hunter’s fingers. It’s the flogger. Oh God, it’s the flogger, and he’s going to use it on my breasts.

      The tails of the flogger glide over my aching nipples, over my sensitive, swollen breasts. Goosebumps rise on my skin in their wake. “You should have a safe word,” Hunter says, his voice quiet in the darkness. “Most people start out by using the traffic light system. Red to stop, yellow to slow down, green to keep going.”

      A safe word. This is all too real. This should be the part where I whip the blindfold off my face and run away.

      I stay exactly where I am, on Eric’s lap, my fingers wrapped around his thick cock. “I’m green.”

      “This is not a heavy-duty flogger,” he assures me. “This will only hurt a little, and the pain should dissipate almost immediately.”

      Nerves war with anticipation. I wet my lips. “Okay.”

      He slicks the flogger over my breasts.

      A thousand pinpricks of pain explode on my skin. But the pain fades instantly, almost before I have time to notice, and it's replaced by warmth and heightened sensation. Oh, that is nice.

      “Do you like that?” Hunter asks.

      “Very much.”

      Eric chuckles softly. He’s gone back to holding my wrists hostage. That reminds me—I’m neglecting my task. I move my hand again, stroking his cock, steady and insistent, loving the way it feels in my grip. Smooth and rock-hard, warm, and throbbing, and intensely male.

      Hunter snaps the flogger over my breasts again. “You were very bad yesterday, Dixie,” he says, his voice almost meditative. “You touched yourself without permission, you forget to do your homework, and then you lied about it. I think you’ll get three strokes of the flogger as punishment.”

      “Yes,” I whisper.

      “I want you to count them out for me,” he says. “Of course, the strokes so far don’t count.”

      “That’s not fair.”

      “You’re right. What a pity.” He doesn't sound the slightest bit sympathetic. “Maybe next time, you’ll think twice before you lie to us. Remember, count them out.”

      He slaps my breasts again with the flogger. This time, one of the tips catches my engorged nipple, and I bite back my yelp. “Too much?” Hunter asks.

      Oh God, I can feel it so keenly. My nipple is throbbing in a way that makes my toes curl and my insides clench. I shake my head. “One.”

      Eric slides his hand under my panties and finds my clit with unerring precision. “You're being such a good girl,” he breathes into my ear. “You’re taking your punishment without complaint.” His teeth nip my earlobe. “Good girls get rewarded.” His fingers circle my clit. “Good girls get to come.”

      The flogger cracks across my breasts again, just as Eric presses down on my tender nub. “Two,” I shout. Both my nipples are stinging now. I am so aware of them. They feel so sensitive. They ache in such a good way.

      “Poor Dixie.” Hunter sucks one of my nipples into his mouth, soothing the sting. “That’s enough punishment for now. We’ll do the last stroke later. The night is young, and we have so much to do.”

      His talented tongue swirls over my peaks, one after the other. Eric rolls my clit between his fingers, once, twice, a third time. Then, as if some unspoken signal passes between the two of them, both of them pull away.

      Less than a minute, and I would have come. This is so unfair.

      “Stand up,” Hunter tells me.

      I’m so shaky I’m not sure my legs will hold me up. I get to my feet. Eric stands up too, pressing his cock into my ass.

      They lead me across the room. I still have the blindfold on, and I can't see where I'm going. This reminds me of the trust exercises that well-meaning HR people make you do at retreats. Close your eyes and let yourself fall. We never did that at my last workplace—nobody was under any illusions about their coworkers. My fellow lawyers would have happily stabbed me in the back if it helped them get ahead.

      Eric finally removes my blindfold. I blink, my eyes getting accustomed to the sudden light. I’m standing next to the dining table, and Hunter is holding up a round anal plug. “These are fun,” he says, anticipation coating his voice.

      “Fun, you say.” It’s going to happen. They’re going to stick that plug in my ass.

      “Mmm. This plug is made of glass. It’s heavy. You’re not going to forget you have it in you.”

      “I doubt that'll be much of a problem,” I retort.

      He chuckles, and so does Eric. “Bend over the table, Dixie,” he invites.

      He doesn’t wait for me to obey. He pushes me down. My aching nipples are crushed into the wooden surface, and I welcome the accompanying jolt of pain. Eric gently kicks my legs wide open, and a fresh surge of anticipation grips me. Oh God, I can’t believe I’m doing this. I can’t believe this is actually happening.

      Hunter pushes my panties down to my knees and trickles lube between my cheeks, the way I’d fantasized about last night. It’s cold, and I wriggle a little, and a hand at the small of my back pushes me down again. “Stay still,” Eric says, sounding stern. “This will be easier if you relax. Push out.”

      Relax, he says. I grit my teeth and do my best to obey. Hunter slicks a liberal amount of lube into my tight hole, and then the plug follows. He pushes it slowly and steadily. It doesn’t so much hurt as it just feels weird. I stand up on tiptoe and bite my lip. Eric strokes the small of my back, his touch warm and reassuring. My muscles stretch to accommodate the widest part, and then, with a pop, it’s seated in place.

      “Perfect.” Eric sounds hoarse again. “Stand up. What do you think?”

      I straighten and take an experimental step. “It’s less uncomfortable than I thought it would be.” I’m feeling quite proud of myself. “Was that the small? I think I’ll be able to handle the medium.”

      “Will you?” Hunter grins wickedly. “Do me a favor, will you?” He nods in the direction of the coffee table. “Eric seems to have left his wine glass in the other room. Can you get it for him?”

      “Umm…”

      “I will be very disappointed if the plug falls out,” he adds. “Oh, and Dixie, your panties aren’t allowed to touch the ground either. If they fall to the floor, I’ll have to punish you.”

      More strokes from the flogger? Another full-body shudder runs through me. I turn in the direction of the living room. The panties are clenched between my knees. My ass is clenched—I don’t want the plug to slide out.

      I take tiny, mincing steps. I feel the weight of the plug inside me, shifting around as I walk. It’s impossible to ignore the sensation. It’s so unexpectedly hot. I’m soaking wet by the time I get back to Hunter and Eric. I’m afraid to look down—I’m half-expecting my juices to be dripping down my thighs.

      I hand Eric his drink. “Thank you, Dixie,” he says. He takes a sip of the wine and sets the glass down on the sideboard. “What should we do with her next, Hunter?”

      Hunter’s expression is hungry. Predatory. “I know exactly what I want to do.”

      Eric picks me up and sets me down on the table. I squeal—I wasn’t expecting it. Hunter yanks my panties down my legs and tosses them aside. “I’m hungry,” he growls. “In fact, I think I’m starving.”

      His mouth collides with my pussy.

      Oh. My. God.

      His tongue… oh God, his tongue. He swipes through my folds, lapping my juices. I whimper and part my legs, wanting more. He seems to read my unspoken desires, because he slides two fingers into my pussy, twisting them around and jostling the plug inside my ass.

      Eric takes hold of my wrist and wraps a leather cuff over it. Desire shocks up my spine. He’s tying me up. He’s tying me to the table, spread wide open, as if I’m the centerpiece at an all-you-can-eat buffet. He’s spreading me open for his friend.

      I almost come right there.

      Hunter’s beard tickles my inner thighs. He licks me, lavishing my clit with attention. His fingers twist and curl inside me, homing in on my g-spot and pressing down on it. I squirm and wriggle as pleasure assaults me. The plug, his mouth, the sensation of the fur-lined cuffs on my wrists and ankles… Heat bursts through me; fire blazes in my core. I’m alight with desire. It’s all too much. “Can I come?” I gasp. “Please, I need to—”

      Hunter pulls away. I’m about to sob out loud when I see him rolling a condom on his cock. Thank the universe, he’s finally done teasing me.

      Eric grabs some strings of rope. He ties one end to my cuff and the other to the leg of the table. He walks around, his expression blazing with heat, tying me in place. I can’t move. I can’t wriggle away. I’m trapped and I love it.

      Hunter impales me with his cock.

      The air leaves my lungs. I’m faint with pleasure. I want to reach for him, and I can’t. With each thrust, his cock rubs the wall between my pussy and my anal passage, and the glass plug jostles and shifts. His fingers find my clit as he pounds me. His eyes are hot and demanding, and I can’t look away from him. I can’t bite back my moans any longer.

      Eric’s still moving—what is he doing? I want to take him in my mouth, but he’s not within reach. Then I feel his lips at my nipples. Sucking one and then the other into his mouth, nipping them with his teeth, painting sensation all over the engorged nubs…

      He slides a clamp over my nipple and tightens it, trapping the heat and the sting and the ache. “Too much?”

      I can’t form sentences. I shake my head wordlessly.

      He repeats the process with my other nipple, and then he runs his thumbs over my clamped buds. Just then, Hunter presses down on my clit and thrusts deep with a low growl, and the dam bursts. I can’t hold back, not any longer. I throw my head back and scream my pleasure into the night. Hunter empties himself into me with a groan, and I shatter into a million pieces.

      

      I take off the plug and wash up, and we’re back at it again in less than thirty minutes. I’m still ready to try the medium-sized plug, and so I tell them that. This time, Eric spears me, and he plays with the plug, moving it in rhythm to his thrusts.

      Hunter removes the clamps and that’s more sensation, though this time, it’s not as fun, at least, not until he wraps his lips around my nipples and soothes the sting.

      Then they position me back on the table, this time with the blindfold on. One of them teases me by running a feather all over my body, while the other comes in my mouth. I think it’s Eric, but I’m not a hundred-percent sure, and that adds a whole new layer of wickedness to what I’m doing.

      It’s after two in the morning when we’re finally done. I’m so tired that I can barely keep my eyes open. Hunter surveys me through bleary eyes. “There’s a bed,” he says. “Want to crash here?”

      Oh, that sounds lovely. I have to push back the temptation. I can’t do this. I have to leave. Eric and Hunter are making my fantasies come true, but they’re also inspiring new, more dangerous fantasies. Fantasies like them sticking around. Fantasies like them needing me for more than sex.

      Fantasies that I cannot let myself want.

      I shift my weight from one leg to the other. “Is it okay if we head back?” I mutter, my eyes avoiding his. “I have a lot to do tomorrow and I want to get an early start.”

      He’s quiet for a moment; they both are. Then Eric gets his feet and grabs his pants. “Of course, Dixie. Give me a moment to get dressed, and I’ll drive you home.”
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      A couple of weeks go by, and with each passing day, something becomes increasingly clear. I really like Dixie.

      It’s not the sex. Not that there’s anything wrong with the sex; it’s mind-blowingly good. It’s by far the best sex I’ve ever had.

      But that’s the problem. This is the best sex I’ve ever had because it’s Dixie.

      She’s smart and funny. She writes clear emails and is respected by her coworkers. When we meet to uncover who’s framing Xavier, I realize that spending time with her is a pleasure. She has a keen, incisive mind and a clear moral compass. She would make a great COO.

      In bed, she’s passionate and responsive. Making love to her is so very addictive.

      The more time I spend with her, the more I’m developing feelings for Dixie Ketcham.

      And that’s not good. Because while Dixie isn’t Cici, she’s still not entirely comfortable that she’s sleeping with both Hunter and me. She doesn’t have to say it—her actions make her feelings obvious.

      As far as I know, she hasn’t told any of her friends what she’s doing. We’ve invited her to spend the night more than once—she refuses. We’ve asked her to join us for dinner—she always finds a reason to decline.

      At the office, she treats me with polite friendliness, the way she treats everyone else. Earlier this week, I’d asked her if she’d disclosed to HR that we were seeing each other. “Do you want to do it together?” I’d said. “I was reading the employee manual, and I think we need to formally disclose that we’re—”

      “We’re what?” she’d interrupted. “That we’re casually doing it?”

      That had stung. “Yes.”

      “Xavier already knows.”

      “Sure, but the right process is—”

      “Since when do you care?” she’d cut in again. She’d bitten her lower lip. “Look, can we drop this, please? I’ll talk to Hira when the time is right.”

      It’s one thing for me to blow off HR—I’m here on a temporary basis. Plus, Xavier knows about us, so my conscience is clear. But Dixie is a permanent employee, and furthermore, she’s a lawyer. She knows better than to ignore the rules.

      She’s ashamed of you.

      My mood sours. We’re Dixie’s dirty little secret. I’ve been through this once—been with someone who thought there was something wrong with me, someone who saw kink as a moral failing. I don’t want to relive that. It was hard with Cici, and it’d be even harder with Dixie because I respect the crap out of her.

      You knew all along that this was a mistake. Why do you keep getting involved with women that refuse to accept you for who you are? There are lots of lovely, kink-friendly women who would be happy to date you. Instead of picking one of them, you’re falling for Dixie.

      I will always be the guy she fucks and never the guy she dates. And that rankles.

      I need to put an end to this before she stomps all over my heart. But I have a sinking realization that it’s too late for self-preservation.

      

      Dixie comes into my office Monday afternoon shortly after lunch, juggling her laptop, two cups of coffee, and a brown paper bag. I grab the coffee from her, and she gives me a grateful smile. “One of those coffees is yours,” she says. “Coffee, milk, no sugar. So boring.”

      “You do realize that the caramel macchiato you drink is simply a sugar delivery mechanism?”

      “You say that like it’s a bad thing.” She offers me the paper bag. “If I’m going to look at numbers all afternoon, I’m going to need fortification. I brought muffins. Banana nut or carrot?”

      “Carrot, please.”

      “Should've known you'd pick the healthier option,” she grouses under her breath.

      I give her an amused look. “Dixie, neither of these is the healthy option. We’re eating glorified cake. I just like the carrot better. Were they out of chocolate chip?”

      She nods. “Sadly, yes. Should I be concerned that you know what kind of muffins I like?”

      “That’s what you’re worried about?” I know precisely how hard to bite her nipples. How she likes her clit stroked. How she likes me to use my fingers and my mouth at the same time. The sound of her moans as she falls apart is etched into my mind, and she’s worried I’m paying attention to her food choices?

      She blushes. “Among other things.” She moves the chair around so she’s next to me and cracks open her laptop. “Shall we get going?”

      Right now, with her sitting close, close enough that I can smell her rose lotion, I couldn’t give a damn who is trying to frame Xavier. “Sure.”

      “I thought we’d dive into Zephyrus today.” She grimaces. “I’m going to warn you ahead of time that this will be a mess. Hughes has trouble retaining employees. They’ve gone through three CFOs in the last three years.”

      “That many?” I should know that, but in my defense, Leforte has dozens of subsidiaries. Xavier has been hands-off for too long, and Valade was like a magpie, snapping up any business that looked interesting. Leforte Enterprises is a private company, and Xavier doesn’t have shareholders to be accountable to, but still, whoever takes over next has their work cut out for them.

      “Mmm. Do you want to look at last quarter’s numbers while I take the first quarter?”

      “Sure.”

      We work in relative silence for an hour. I’m out of coffee, and I’m about to suggest a break when Dixie frowns. “This is weird.”

      “What is?”

      She pivots her screen toward me. “In March, Zephyrus paid Summit a hundred and fifty thousand dollars for an event,” she says. “But it doesn’t look like the money came from them? It came from XPM.” She leans forward. “This doesn’t make any sense.”

      “What event?”

      “Umm…” She switches to a different window and clicks around. “Some kind of fundraiser for local food banks.” She chews on her lower lip. “That doesn’t add up. I started in January. Kevin Hughes brags incessantly. If Zephyrus hosted a fundraiser, I would have heard about it.”

      I sit up. “Hang on, I know what you’re talking about—I was there. It wasn’t in March, and it wasn’t Zephyrus. Xavier hosted a charity auction in December. A fundraiser for local food banks and holiday toy drives.”

      “An auction? At Club M?”

      She sounds intrigued. My brain instantly goes to the gutter. “Is that a fantasy of yours, Dix? You want to go up on stage and have people bid on you?”

      She flushes. “No,” she says shortly.

      Okay then. I shouldn’t have brought up her fantasies at work. “It was a standard charity auction. Xavier donated trips in his helicopter. Rafael offered up a week’s vacation in his Spanish estate, Maddox chipped in some of his photos, that kind of thing. I donated financial services.”

      “What sort of financial services? Basic financial literacy, like the volunteer work you do?”

      “Have you looked me up?” I tease. “I’m flattered. No, my client list is closed; I have all the work I need. I was auctioning off access to my services.” I frown. “Summit billed Zephyrus? That can’t be right.”

      “Why not?”

      “Xavier owns Summit personally, not under the banner of Leforte Enterprises,” I reply. “He ran the fundraiser. He wrote a check, but he also offered Summit’s resources as part of his donation. There shouldn’t have been an invoice. It should have been comped.”

      “I can’t find an invoice,” she admits. “But Zephyrus definitely paid them.” Her expression turns sober. “And then XPM paid Zephyrus. This looks dodgy, Eric.”

      “It looks like money laundering,” I reply grimly. “Which is a criminal charge. Whoever is behind all of this is intent on ruining Xavier and is willing to spend a ton of money to make that happen. Tell me there’s a paper trail, Dixie.”

      “I’m looking,” she replies.

      My carrot muffin is mostly uneaten. I push it toward her, and she raises an eyebrow. “What?” I ask. “If a little sugar got us this far, shouldn’t we see what a lot of sugar can do?”

      She chuckles. “Well, if you’re not going to eat it…”

      “Dive in.”

      For several minutes, she works in silence. I try to focus on my own set of numbers, but my concentration is shot. I’m too busy watching her nibble her lower lip. “Okay,” she says finally. “Here we are. Greta Mallory in Accounting verified this transaction. The name’s not ringing any bells for me. You?”

      I shake my head. I’m already looking Ms. Mallory up in the company directory. “Let’s call her.”

      

      “Oh God, I knew I should have double-checked,” Greta Mallory blurts out as soon as I ask her about the transaction. “It all seemed so weird, but Mr. Leforte was in Thailand, and I didn’t want to bother him—”

      “Ms. Mallory,” Dixie interrupts. “Can we start at the beginning, please? Can you take us through what happened?”

      “Okay.” She exhales audibly. “Early March, we got a check in the mail from Zephyrus for one-hundred-and-fifty-three thousand dollars. But we weren’t expecting any money from them, so I left my counterpart at Zephyrus a message asking him about it.”

      “What’s his name?”

      “Stewart Lister.”

      Dixie looks him up at once. “He’s gone,” she mouths to me.

      That’s convenient. “What did Lister say?” I ask the analyst.

      “He didn’t call me back. Mr. Hughes did.”

      I sit up. “Kevin Hughes, the President of Zephyrus?”

      “Yes.” She sounds like she’s on the verge of tears. “He told me he’d had a conversation with Mr. Leforte about reimbursing us for the expenses, and so I should deposit the check. Then he called back in a couple of hours, and he told me not to worry about the check; Zephyrus had direct-deposited the money into our account.”

      “Hughes said this?” I ask again.

      “Yes. He sounded really convincing, and he said he’d talked to Mr. Leforte…” Her voice trails off. “I told my boss about it, and she called Mr. Valade.”

      I already know where this is going. “And what did Pierre say?”

      “He didn’t understand why we were calling him,” she replies. “He said that if that’s what Kevin had said, then he didn’t see the problem. He made it sound like we were wasting his time.”

      Fucking Valade. I swear to God, if I run into the man, I am going to punch his face, consequences be damned. I exchange a long look with Dixie. “It sounds like you did everything you could,” she says soothingly. “Thank you for your help, Greta.”

      I mutter something appropriate as well, and then I hang up. Dixie stares at me. “I know how it looks,” she says. “But is it possible Xavier changed his mind about donating Summit’s services?”

      “No. Absolutely not.”

      “Which means Kevin lied.” She grimaces. “This will be a fun conversation. Shall we talk to him? Or do you want us to talk to Xavier first?”

      “No,” I say sharply.

      Kevin Hughes didn’t act on his own—he’s not smart enough. Someone is using him to set Xavier up. But Kevin’s not innocent, not by a long shot. When Xavier finds out what he did, he’s going to fire him.

      Kevin has friends at Leforte. I’d rather he didn’t find out that Dixie was the person who uncovered his activities. I’m almost certain Xavier’s going to give Dixie the COO job, and it would make her life a lot easier if she didn’t walk in with enemies.

      I want to protect her from the fallout.

      And why is that? Why are you riding in to white-knight for someone who can take care of herself?

      Because I’ve fallen in love with her, that’s why.

      Oh fuck. Shock reverberates through me. I’m in love with Dixie Ketcham. That’s why I want to protect her from Kevin Hughes’ ire. That’s why I want to fight her battles for her.

      “Kevin is going to get belligerent, and possibly worse. I’ll handle it.”

      She draws back. “Are you sure?”

      I barely register her question. “Yes.” My heart hammers in my chest. Adrenaline spikes through my blood. I should have never started this thing with her. She might be able to keep it casual, but I can’t, and now, self-preservation is no longer an option. It’s too late for common sense.

      “Okay, then.” She slams her laptop lid shut and gets to her feet. “I’ll see you around.”

      I watch her leave, my thoughts elsewhere. Is there the slightest chance she wants more from us? And, more importantly, am I brave enough to ask her?
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      I’d been working with Eric. Things were going well. After days of searching, we finally made some headway. We had a lead. I was feeling pretty good about life.

      Then Eric tells me he’ll handle the Kevin Hughes situation himself, and the air goes out of me.

      He said Kevin will get belligerent, and that’s undoubtedly true, but so what? Kevin gets in my face ten times a day about something or the other. It’s not pleasant, but it’s part of my job, and like it or not, I’m used to it.

      No, this is something else.

      If Eric were the type to hog credit, I’d say he’s trying to make it seem like he’s made this breakthrough on his own. But that’s not who he is.

      Which leaves me with just one conclusion.

      Xavier Leforte still hasn’t forgiven me for the Thailand incident. He’d apologized for snapping at me, and he’d even given me a bottle of champagne (which I haven’t found time to drink—the story of my life) but clearly, the incident is still on his mind.

      Eric’s trying to shield me from Xavier to spare my feelings. Or maybe he’s trying to keep me from discovering that I’m not in the running for Pierre’s old job.

      I haven’t seen much of Xavier in the last two weeks. He canceled the weekly huddle, and then he rescheduled our monthly one-on-one. Normally, I wouldn’t think anything of it—Xavier Leforte is a busy man, and, according to Elisa, he’s been traveling.

      But is Xavier’s travel schedule the reason for our missed meetings, or does my boss simply not want to tell me his decision? The idea that he’s avoiding me because he doesn’t want to give me unpleasant news is ridiculous, but then again, Pierre Valade was terrible at his job, and Xavier had kept him on for far longer than he should have. Maybe he’s just really bad at confrontation.

      And maybe I should be using my time to polish up my resume.

      I feel tears gather in my eyes as I walk back, and I blink them away. Once I’m in the relative safety of my office, I let myself cry for five minutes. Eric told me not to be defensive about my ambition. Xavier seemed to like my directness. I believed them.

      You could ask Eric why he doesn’t want you there. What the real reason is.

      I could, but I’m not going to. When Eric had asked me for help, I’d asked him if Xavier wanted me on board. He hadn’t answered my question then, and I doubt he’s going to answer it now. We might be sleeping together, but Eric’s first loyalty is going to be to his long-time friend. Not to me.

      If I needed any more proof that his feelings aren’t involved, this is it.

      I blow my nose and wipe away my tears.

      I need to smarten up. For weeks—months—I’ve been working fourteen-hour days. I’ve burned the candle at both ends. I haven’t cooked—I’ve been relying on takeout. I haven’t done laundry—I’ve been ordering cheap underwear on the Internet instead. My nails look like crap. I need a haircut. I’ve rescheduled three appointments to get my ladybits waxed, opting instead for a quick trim.

      I’m overdue for some me-time. And, if I’m being honest, I need a day off to rebuild the shields I’ve dropped around Eric. His decision to exclude me from the conversation with Kevin Hughes stings. I thought that we—

      What did you think? That he’d stand up for you because we’re having no-strings-attached sex? Since when did you become such a sentimental fool, Dix?

      It’s a little after four. I send Xavier a quick email telling him I need a personal day. He’s not in the office again, so I make my way to Elisa’s cubicle to tell her the same thing.

      She’s not there. Her laptop is still on, and her purse is on the desk, so she hasn’t left for the day. I wander to the kitchen, hoping to find her there, and walk in on a conversation between Elisa and Zoe, John Stone’s assistant.

      “—not answering his phone,” Elisa is saying, her voice frustrated.

      “Why do you need to reach him?” Zoe asks.

      “He has a note in his calendar that it’s his friend’s mother’s three-month death anniversary today,” Elisa says with a grimace. “I don’t know what he wants me to do; he hasn’t left any instructions. Am I supposed to send flowers? I’ve tried calling him all day, but I can’t reach him.”

      It’s been three months since Hunter’s mother died? Oh God. Poor Hunter. He’d seemed a little lost on Saturday, and when Eric had suggested getting together mid-week, he’d declined without explanation. “I can’t this week,” he’d said, his eyes shadowed. “Let’s just do Saturday night.”

      I’d wondered about it, but I hadn’t asked him if he was okay—I didn’t want to cross a line.

      Some people don’t notice dates. My brother Michael is one of them. But for me, that first year after my mother’s death, I marked the thirteenth of every month, and every time that date rolled around, I felt her loss anew in my heart.

      Elisa looks up and notices me standing there. “Oh, hello, Dixie. Sorry, I didn’t see you. Are you looking for me?”

      “I am,” I confirm. “I’m not going to be in tomorrow. I’m taking a personal day.”

      “Good,” she says approvingly. “You’re overdue for one. Are you doing anything exciting?”

      “Unfortunately, no. Just laundry.”

      I drive home, my thoughts bouncing around in my head. When my mom died, people had been there for me. My mom’s church group, her choir friends. They brought casseroles, and they had stayed with me, sharing stories and photos of my mother. I hadn’t expected their company to help, but it had. It had made me remember that my mom was more than the cancer that took her. That she’d lived a vibrant life, she was loved by many, and that she would be missed by more than her family.

      Hunter doesn’t discuss his mother. At all. Ever. But he loved her deeply. He seems to want to get through her death by sheer willpower, but it doesn’t work like that. I should know—I’ve lived through the death of a parent.

      He shouldn’t be alone today. That doesn’t seem right.

      Explain why it bothers you.

      I don’t want to. Because the answer to that question is to confront something I’m trying to avoid thinking about. Whether I want to admit it or not, I’m invested in Hunter’s mental state. I care about him.

      You are blurring the lines, I warn myself. You’re too involved. After what happened with Eric today, you should be untangling yourself from this arrangement. Not heading over to console Hunter in his time of need. You’re not his friend. He has other people in his life who will play that role.

      But does he? Eric hasn’t mentioned the death anniversary. Xavier isn’t in town. Does anyone else remember, or are they busy with their own lives, their own problems?

      Hunter deserves better, a voice inside me whispers. He listened to your fantasies. Without judgment, without condemnation. When you told him about William, he was there for you. Do the right thing, Dixie. Be there for him in return.

      At home, my refrigerator is empty except for the rotisserie chicken I bought yesterday. Thankfully, my pantry yields better results. I find both dried macaroni and a can of condensed mushroom soup.

      Perfect. I shred the chicken, boil up the pasta, add the peas and carrots I find in my freezer, dump the soup over it, mix in some herbs, cover the dish with foil, and stick it in the oven to bake.

      You’re cooking for Hunter? That seems really intimate.

      It’s not really cooking, I rationalize. Store-bought chicken, soup from a can, veggies from the freezer. What I’m doing is glorified reheating.

      Faster than I expected, the oven timer goes off. I remove the glass dish out of the oven. If I think about this too much, I’m going to lose my nerve. Go over, drop off the food, make sure Hunter’s okay.

      And if he is polite but distant? If he sends you away?

      That’s not a bridge I’m prepared to cross.
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      It’s been three months since my mother died. Some of the rawness of my grief is gone, but I still feel numb, and I still don’t know what to do about her house.

      True to his word, Eric had found me a local realtor. I’d called Ajwa Pearce the day after he gave me her number. She’d driven around to see the house. “Is this a good offer, do you think?” I’d asked her.

      “Yes,” she’d replied.

      “Do you think I should take it?”

      “I didn’t say that, Mr. Driesse,” she’d hedged. “If you need the money, then yes, you should take the offer. On the other hand…”

      “Yes?”

      “If you aren’t interested in a quick sale, then my advice would be for you to hold onto this property. Once you sell, it’s gone.” She’d looked vaguely sad. “I grew up in this area,” she’d said. “When I was a child, this was all farmland. Now, it’s almost all gone, replaced by resorts and estates and gated communities. This property is unique, Mr. Driesse. What I’m saying is ironic, given what I do for a living, but once you sell it, it’s gone.”

      It’s been ninety days, for fuck’s sake. Do something. Anything. Make a goddamn decision about this house. You can’t stay frozen forever.

      

      There’s a knock at my office door. I look up. It’s Annette Reeves. “I wasn’t sure you’d be in today.”

      I had thought about canceling my patients, but in the end, I decided against it. Alone, all I’m going to do is brood. “I’m always here Mondays and Tuesdays, Annette.”

      “Hmm. I thought you might make an exception.”

      “Because it’s been three months? What use would that be? Would it bring her back?”

      She surveys me silently. “Let’s go to lunch,” she says. “I’m buying.”

      Everyone’s talking to me about my mother’s legacy. Annette was her friend. I’ve avoided talking to her so far, but maybe it’s time to deal with this, make a decision, and put this issue to rest. “Okay.”

      We end up at my usual Thai place. May takes our order and brings us our food. When she’s out of earshot, I broach the topic. “Do you know Mitch Donahue?”

      She wrinkles her nose. “The developer? No, not personally. Why?”

      “He’s offering me six million dollars for the house.”

      “Breanna’s house?”

      I nod. “I turned him down. Then he pointed out that I could do a lot of good with that money. We should have talked about estate planning,” I murmur, keeping my attention on my pad thai. “We never did. I thought I had more time…” I take a deep, steadying breath against the sudden onrush of grief. “You were her friend, Annette. I want to do right by her. Tell me what she would have wanted. Tell me what to do.”

      She doesn’t respond for a long time. “I’m not sure,” she says at last. “Here’s what I do know. Bree loved that house, every drafty corner of it. I once suggested that she move into a condo, someplace easier to maintain, and she wouldn’t hear of it. She even wanted to plant daffodils all over the hillside. Thousands and thousands of bulbs.” She shakes her head. “I told her she was crazy.”

      An unwilling smile touches my lips. “I did too. She wouldn’t listen.”

      “That was Bree,” she says. “She was very invested in the non-profits she worked with, and she would have done almost anything to see them succeed. But I can’t picture her selling the place. She had such fond memories of growing up on the farm. She wanted to see her grandchildren run around the property—”

      “Grandchildren? She never said anything about grandchildren to me.”

      Annette quirks an eyebrow. “Well, no, she wouldn’t have, would she? Bree never wanted to be a cliché. But she was a supportive presence in Nala's life, and she very much wanted you to find somebody to love. She had visions of your children playing in the fields and fishing in the lake, the way you did when you were a kid.”

      I never knew. I wish she’d told me. “Thank you, Annette.”

      Back in my office, I leave a message for Donahue. “I’ve given your offer some thought, but it’s not what my mother would have wanted. I’m not selling.”

      That should be the end of it. But I have a sneaking feeling I haven’t heard the last from Mitch Donahue yet.

      

      At five, I drive back home. No, not home. To my mother’s house. I pour myself a beer and sit in the backyard, staring at the overgrown cherry tomato plants. It’s almost the end of the season. The basil leaves are yellowing, a sure sign that summer’s coming to an end. The nights are starting to get cooler. Fall will be upon us before I know it.

      Time. Whether I want it or not, it marches forward. Plants bloom, plants wither. People die, but life inexorably moves on.

      And so should I. I’m not going to sell to Donahue, but that’s only one decision among a thousand. The hospital here wants me to increase my hours. “We’re short-staffed,” Liliane Anders, the administrator, had said to me last week. “We’re feeling Breanna’s absence keenly.” She’d given me a sidelong glance. “Her job is yours if you want it.”

      My mother had worked for Saint Joseph’s for more than thirty years. Her presence is everywhere. At the hospital, in this house. And it hurts. The only time I’ve been able to keep the feelings at bay is when I’m with Dixie.

      I drain my beer and go into the kitchen to grab another one when I see movement on the security system display.

      It’s Dixie. She’s wearing her favorite white ruffled skirt and a navy-blue camisole, and she’s holding a covered dish in her hands. I watch as she sets it down, turns around to leave…

      I move. Wrenching the front door open, I call after her. “Dix?”

      She turns around, her smile hesitant. “Hi,” she says. “I brought you a casserole. I’m sorry it’s weird, but I didn’t want you to be alone, and so…” She gestures to the dish on the front mat.

      “Umm, what?” Articulate, I know.

      She goes beet red. “I found out that it’s been three months since your mother passed away…” Her voice trails off. “I lost my mother a couple of years ago, so I know how rough the milestones can be. I know we’re not in a relationship, and I’m sorry if I’m intruding—”

      “You’re not,” I interrupt. She didn’t want me to be alone. She brought me food. That’s so… nice. I’m profoundly glad to see her. “Come on in, please. Do you have to leave right away, or can you stay?”

      “I can stay.” She follows me into the kitchen. I lift open the lid, and an appetizing aroma of herbs fills the room. “It’s chicken noodle casserole.”

      I’m suddenly starving. “You cooked. I’m touched.”

      She rolls her eyes. “I wouldn’t go that far, Hunter,” she says. “I tossed some canned soup over some store-bought chicken and baked it for thirty minutes. It’s not exactly gourmet.”

      “It’s Monday night. You turned the oven on. In my world, that counts as cooking.” I open the cupboard and take a couple of plates out. “Will you eat with me?”

      She pauses for a second and then nods. “Sure.”

      I pour us some wine. We fill our plates and take them over to the kitchen table. “This is a nice house,” she says, looking around.

      “Thank you.”

      I brace myself for her next question. Everyone wants to know what I’m going to do about this place. Sell it or keep it? Move in or rent it out? But Dixie seems to sense I don’t want to talk about the house because she changes the subject. “You have a place in DC, right?”

      “Yeah, a condo in Adams Morgan.” That’s a much safer topic. “I work in Bethesda, so it’s a little bit of a commute, but I like my neighborhood.” I take a bite of the casserole, and the flavors wash over my tongue, comforting and warm. Dixie’s right—this isn’t a gourmet meal, but today, for the mood I’m in, it’s exactly what I need. “This is really good.”

      She opens her mouth to protest, but I forestall her. “Accept the compliment, Dix.”

      She gives me a wry smile. “Thank you, Hunter.”

      “There, that wasn’t so hard, was it? How was your day?”

      She shrugs. “Up and down. You know Eric and I have been trying to track down some irregularities? Well, we had something of a breakthrough today.”

      I look up. I know how hard the two of them have been working on this. “You don’t sound thrilled.”

      “It’s nothing.” She takes a sip of her wine. “How was yours?”

      It’s obviously not nothing. Something’s bothering her. I want to tell her it’s okay to talk about it. That if she wanted to, I’d be happy to listen. But she’s already worried about blurred lines, so much so that she was prepared to leave the casserole at my door without even coming in.

      I don’t want to pressure her. “It was okay.” I eat another forkful of the casserole, and the tastes of my childhood wash over me. My grandmother used to make something like this. “You know what? That’s a lie. It wasn’t okay. It was hard. It’s been three months since my mother died, and I should be coping better, but…”

      “The milestones are hard,” she says softly. “I get it. I’ve been there.”

      “How did you manage?”

      She smiles a little. “People brought me casseroles. I’m paying it forward.”

      “Thank you.” Belatedly, I realize I’m not being a great host. “Do you want a salad with this? There’s some lettuce in the garden, I think.” I grimace. “Unless it’s gone to seed.”

      “I take it you’re not the gardener?”

      “My mother was the one with the green thumb. I must take after my father, because I have killed a cactus.”

      Her lips twitch. “Contrary to popular belief, it’s actually very easy to kill them,” she says. “They’re very sensitive to over-watering.”

      “Are you a gardener?”

      “No, I looked it up on the Internet.” She looks embarrassed. “After my cactus died.”

      I burst out laughing. This is nice. Eating a meal with someone, talking about nothing in particular. I get up to grab the bottle of wine from the counter, and as I’m heading back to the table, the doorbell rings.

      Dixie looks horrified. “I’m so sorry, I forgot to ask you if you were expecting company.”

      “I’m not.” I crane my head to catch a glimpse of the security display, and I’m surprised all over again. “It’s Eric.”

      Eric holds up a bottle of Scotch when I open the door. “Eighteen-year Aberlour,” he says. “A client gave it to me for Christmas. Seems like a good day to break into it.” He tilts his head to Dixie’s car. “Unless I’m intruding.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous; you’re not. I didn’t know she was coming over.” I throw him a look over my shoulder. “I didn’t know you were coming over either.”

      “You know me, I don’t like to drink alone.”

      That’s bullshit—he came over because he remembered what day it was. Once again, I find myself overcome with emotion. “Thanks for dropping by.”

      He flashes me a smile. “No worries, buddy. It seemed like the least I could do. Hi, Dixie. I didn’t expect to see you here.”

      “Eric,” Dixie replies, her voice flat. “I didn’t expect to see you here either.”

      She sounds stilted, and he looks strained. What’s going on with them? I have no time to ask—my doorbell rings again.

      What the hell?

      I head to the front door. This time, it’s Xavier standing on the step. He’s also holding a bottle of Scotch. He recognizes both cars parked in the driveway, of course. “I wasn’t sure if you’d have company,” he says. “Am I intruding?”

      “No, Xavier, we’re having raw animal sex on the kitchen counter,” I retort. Damn it, I shouldn’t have said it, because now I’m picturing it. It’s that damn ruffled skirt. I’m never going to be able to see Dixie wearing it without flashing back to the first time we’d hooked up. “Come on in. Join us.”

      “Fiona, Adrian, and Brody are right behind me,” he says. I stop and stare at him, and he shrugs uncomfortably. “What? None of us wanted you to be alone today.”

      Sure enough, my friends pull in the driveway and hop out. Brody is holding a pan of brownies. “Xavier said he had the booze covered,” he tells me.

      “You baked?”

      “Hey, I have hidden talents.”

      Fiona chuckles. “It’s from a box.” She hugs me. “How’s it going, Hunter?”

      “I’m doing okay.”

      And you know what? As I stand in a corner of the kitchen and watch my friends settle around the table, I realize something that I’ve allowed my grief to blind me to. I’m not alone. My mother was the last of my blood relatives, but family is far more than the people you’re related to.

      These people here—my friends—they’re family. I would walk over burning coals for them. My gaze sweeps over them, and then it lands on Dixie. She’s listening to something Fiona is saying, her head bent, and she must feel me staring, because she looks up and flashes me a quick smile.

      My heart stops.

      It hits me with the force of a thunderclap. My world would be incomplete without Dixie Ketcham. Fuck me, I’ve caught feelings. I’ve fallen in love with her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            28

          

          

      

    

    







            Dixie

          

        

      

    

    
      I thought things were bad when Xavier walked in. But then Fiona enters the kitchen, with Brody and Adrian not far behind. When she catches sight of me there, surprise slaps her face.

      Oh crap—can the ground open up under my feet?

      I’m never going to live this down. Ever.

      Fiona recovers quickly. “Hello, Dix,” she says, hugging me in greeting. Then she turns to Eric. “Eric, it's been forever. How are you?”

      When in doubt about what to do, feed people. I jump to my feet and grab a handful of plates. There is just enough of the casserole to go around. Hunter takes a look at the situation and gets on the phone to order pizza. Another bottle of wine is opened. Extra chairs are found so everyone can sit around the table. Scotch is poured. Soon, the group is laughing and chatting, eating chicken noodle casserole and pizza, and drinking wine (me), Scotch (Eric, Hunter, Xavier, and Adrian), and beer (Brody and Fiona).

      I’m mostly quiet as I sip my Merlot. The people I’m sleeping with are in this room, as are the people I want to avoid. After this afternoon, I didn’t really want to see Eric, and here he is. Seeing him sitting at the table, his legs stretched out in front of him, sipping his Scotch with an expression of pleasure on his face, heat pools in me. Then he catches me looking at him, and he smiles warmly, and pain stabs my heart.

      Then there’s Xavier. Thankfully, the conversation is animated, and nobody notices my silence. If Xavier says something to me, I might scream. My emotions are still too raw, my disappointment too immediate and real. If I get a minute alone with him, I might say something I regret. Something like, ‘if I'm not in the running for the COO job, the least you could do is tell me.’

      And then he’d fire me. And I’d be polishing up my resume.

      For almost an hour, I manage to avoid Fiona too, but my reprieve doesn't last. She corners me outside the washroom. “Let's go outside for a bit,” she suggests.

      We step out into the backyard. I’m in no hurry to have this conversation, and I wait for her to broach the subject. “So,” she says, a big smile on her face. “You and Eric and Hunter. I should have known that your protests seemed too vehement. How did this happen?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Oh, come on, Dixie,” she says impatiently. “Remember brunch, about a week ago, when you told us the story of how you met them? You thought they were assaulting a woman, interrupted their scene, and told them they had small cocks.” She tilts her head to a side. “You left out a very pertinent piece of information. You didn’t tell us you were dating them.”

      “I’m not dating them.”

      “Explain.”

      Fiona is a private investigator. One way or the other, she is going to worm the truth out of me. “I wasn't lying about the way we met,” I murmur. “But we've since made peace. We've moved past that first meeting.”

      “Evidently.”  She flashes a smile in my direction. “I'm excited for you, I really am. You’re awesome, and Eric and Hunter are great guys. I like them a lot, and so do Adrian and Brody, and you know how sparing they are about their stamps of approval.” She gives me a curious look. “You said you weren’t dating them. Is this a casual thing?”

      “Yes.”

      Her brow furrows. “Can I ask why?”

      That's the million-dollar question, isn't it? “I'm pretty sure they don't want to be in a relationship,” I tell her. “Hunter is still reeling from the death of his mother, and Eric…” My voice trails off. I don’t want to gossip about Eric’s ex-girlfriend. He told me about her in confidence. “Well, Eric has his own reasons to not be with somebody as vanilla as me.”

      She snorts a laugh. “Vanilla? Dixie, if you're sleeping with two guys at the same time, you’re well past vanilla. Do you think kink is just whips and chains? Sure, that works for some people—I'm one of them—but that's not the only way. It's obvious that the three of you have found at least a few areas of mutual interest.” She surveys me for a long second. “Those are their reasons for not being in a relationship with you. What are yours?”

      I wish I knew. “You have relationship brain,” I tell her. “Just because the three of you are ridiculously happy doesn’t mean—”

      “Please,” she cuts in. “Give me some credit, Dix. I’m not matching people up for the hell of it. But I’ve been watching the three of you for an hour, and I don’t know if anyone’s pointed it out to you, but you can’t take your eyes off each other. The attraction is pretty damn clear.”

      Argh. Private investigators.

      “I just don't see this as being right for me.” Even as those words leave my mouth, I know it’s a lie. Being with William felt wrong. Sleeping with two guys at the same time might have been outside my comfort zone but being with Hunter and Eric has always felt right. I've never once felt uncomfortable or uneasy.

      “I mean,” I continue. “Can you really see me pull something like this off? Me?”

      “It's not how I see you that's relevant,” Fiona responds gently. “It's how you see yourself.”

      I wish that she had a different answer for me. I wish she’d come out and say, ‘Yes, Dixie, I think you should be in a threesome. You can handle it.’

      Of course, she’s never going to do that. Fiona can't make my decisions for me. I have to make this choice on my own.

      “I should focus on work.” I don’t know who I’m trying to convince, Fiona or myself. “That’s what’s important. That’s what I’m good at.”

      Except that’s not true either. I’m hardly making a success of my career. My time at Rollins, Atterby & Rourke was a disaster, and it looks like I’m on a rapid path to nowhere at Leforte.

      Fiona frowns. “Why not both?”

      “It’s not that easy, is it? You work for yourself, so your lifestyle doesn't really matter. But I don't.”

      She rolls her eyes. “You work for a billionaire that owns a sex club. Xavier is hardly going to judge you for being in a threesome.”

      “No, but he’s not the only one there.”

      She gives me a pointed look. “You're in your thirties, Dixie. All your life, you've lived according to the rules.” Her fingers form air quotes around the word rules. “Has it made you happy? At what point are you going to start living for yourself? You know what I saw when I walked into Hunter’s kitchen? I saw my friend looking truly radiant.”

      She’s not wrong. I have been happy. But this isn’t real life. It’s an interlude.

      The patio door slides open, and Hunter emerges. His eyes rest on me for a moment. “We’re about to dive into the brownies,” he says. “I figured I should warn the two of you. If you want some, you better go inside before we eat it all.”

      Fiona laughs. “Thanks for the heads-up, Hunter.” She hurries inside. Through the glass doors, I see Brody hold up a brownie to her, a teasing expression on his face.  Adrian watches them both, a small smile playing on his lips.

      I feel a pang of longing. I wish I could be braver. Be more like Fiona. Instead, I’m a coward. I don’t dare confront Xavier about the job. I haven’t told Hira I’m sleeping with Eric, and worst of all, I can’t bring myself to admit that I have feelings for both men.

      “Hey,” Hunter says, wrapping his arm around my waist. “You doing okay?”

      I force a smile on my face. “Yeah. I'm fine.”

      “Thank you again for coming here tonight.”

      He's looking down at me. There’s warmth in his gaze, and appreciation, and possibly something more, but I can't face up to that. I avert my gaze instead, stand on tiptoe, and brush a kiss over his lips. “I was happy to.”

      “Everyone is going to leave soon. Fiona, Adrian, and Brody are going to spend the night at the castle and head back to DC early in the morning. Xavier's just called his driver to pick them up.”

      “Xavier has a driver?” That momentarily startles me. “Never mind, of course he does.”

      “He’ll give you a ride back to your place if you’ve had too much to drink,” Hunter says. “Or you can spend the night.” He pauses for a long moment. “I would like you to spend the night.”

      I shouldn't have come here—that blurred the lines. Now I'm thinking of staying, and that's even worse. Hunter’s invitation makes me want the things I cannot have.

      My Dare List is almost completely crossed off. All that's left is double penetration and anal sex. The biggies. And then what? If I want more from them, I’m going to have to ask for it.

      I thought I could break the chokehold William’s words had on my psyche, but I don’t think I can. It’s too late for me to change. Too late for me to be somebody else.

      I’m going to have to end this thing with Eric and Hunter. Soon. Before I get my heart broken.

      Too late for that, Dix.

      I've resisted spending nights with them. No beds. No staying over. Nothing that could remotely be construed as a relationship. Just once, I want to throw all caution to the wind.

      One night. The last night.

      “Yes,” I whisper. “I'll stay.”
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      Something's wrong with Dixie, and I know what it is. Her demeanor changed the moment Fiona walked into the room.

      Fiona and Dixie are friends. Dixie hasn’t told anyone about Hunter and me, and now one of her closest friends knows. The cat is out of the bag, and Dixie is freaking out.

      And it hurts. It feels like someone’s repeatedly punching my heart.

      Last week, I would have asked myself why I kept falling for women who didn’t want to be with me. Last week, I would have asked myself what the fuck is wrong with me.

      But I’m past that point now. I’ve fallen in love with Dixie Ketcham.

      I want more than casual sex. I want a relationship.

      She might not feel the same way. Judging from her reaction, she most likely doesn’t. But I’m still going to tell her how I feel. She’s the most important person in my life, and I refuse to give up without a fight.

      Hunter comes up to me. He nods in the direction of the backyard, where Fiona and Dixie are deep in conversation. “What do you think the two of them are talking about?”

      “Isn’t it obvious?” I ask, a trace of bitterness seeping into my voice. “She’s getting ready to bolt.”

      “And?” Hunter asks. “Would that bother you?”

      “Yes, of course it would.” I give him a sidelong look. “It’s not casual for me. Not anymore.”

      “Me neither,” he admits. He shuts his eyes for a moment, and then he nods decisively, as if he’s made up his mind about something. “I’m going to ask her to spend the night. You in?”

      It’s a question about more than tonight. My answer comes without hesitation. “Yes.”

      

      Hunter slips out to talk to Dixie. Xavier gets to his feet, slightly unsteady. Just as well he’s not driving. “You good there, buddy?”

      “It’s not the Scotch,” he grumbles. “It’s the jetlag. My body doesn’t know if it’s coming or going.”

      And it’s going to stay that way for the foreseeable future, as long as Layla lives in Thailand.

      That reminds me. With everything going on, I’ve forgotten all about Kevin Hughes. “We have a lead,” I tell Xavier. “Dixie found it. Remember that charity auction you hosted in December? Zephyrus reimbursed Summit a hundred and fifty thousand dollars for the event space.”

      “No, that can’t be right,” he says, immediately alert, a shark sensing blood. “It should have been comped.”

      “Yeah, that’s what I thought. Kevin Hughes called Summit’s accounting department and told them you’d approved the transaction.”

      Xavier’s expression hardens. “And they took his word for it?”

      “No. They checked with Pierre, who yelled at them for wasting his time.” Xavier looks stricken, and I pat his back. “If it makes you feel better, I really don’t think Valade was framing you. Hughes took advantage of his incompetence.”

      “Not a lot, no. Hughes isn’t acting alone. Someone else is pulling the strings here.” His voice is grim. “I intend to find out who.” He glances at me. “Thank you, Eric.”

      “It’s not me you should be thanking. It’s Dixie. I wouldn’t have got anywhere without her help. I know I’m biased here, but give her the damn job, Xavier. You’re not going to find a better Chief Operating Officer.”

      “You might be biased?” There’s a trace of amusement in his voice. “Didn’t you tell me this was casual?”

      He’s baiting me, and I refuse to bite. “Fuck off.”

      He laughs shortly. “I’m assuming you’re busy tonight?” He doesn’t wait for me to reply. “I want to talk to Hughes tomorrow.”

      “You’re driving to DC?”

      “The chopper is faster.”

      I shake my head wryly. Billionaires. They’re not like the rest of us mortals. I do okay—hell, I do a lot better than okay—but Xavier’s in a different league entirely. “Of course it is.”

      “You know the specifics of what Kevin did,” he says. “I’d like you to come along. Meet me at the castle at ten?”

      He’s being deliberately inscrutable. I’m ninety percent sure he’s going to make Dixie his new chief operating officer. No, higher than that. Ninety-nine percent. I could ask him outright what he’s planning to do, but that’ll give him too much pleasure. “Eleven.”

      

      Once everyone’s gone, Hunter firmly declines Dixie’s offer to help him tidy up. “I’ll deal with this in the morning,” he says. “I have better things to do tonight.”

      “You do?” Her voice is falsely cheerful. “Things like what?”

      I don’t want to do casual any longer. I want to be with you. For real. The words are right there, on the tip of my tongue.

      But I don’t blurt them out, because she’s not ready to hear them. Not tonight. Her shoulders are tense, her body is stiff, and she’s clearly on edge.

      I exchange a glance with Hunter. He sees it too; his jaw tightens.

      The last time I tried to be in a serious relationship, it had ended disastrously. I really don’t want this to go the same way.

      I don’t know if it’s the overnight stay that’s got her skittish or if it’s Fiona finding her here. I don’t know what it is, but I have a bad feeling that if I open my mouth and tell her how I feel, I’ll lose her.

      Hunter seems to reach the same conclusion. “Have you come prepared with a fantasy, Dixie?” he murmurs. “What’s left on your list?”

      She swallows. “Umm…”

      “Anal sex.” My voice comes out harsher than I intend. It strikes me that once upon a time, at the very beginning of this thing, I’d tried to scare her away by asking her if she was interested in anal.

      I hadn’t known her then. I’d thought she was a prude and a judgmental one at that, and attractive as she was, I wanted nothing to do with her.

      That was before. I hadn’t realized then that she’d been hurt, and she’d had to build armor to protect herself. Now I know. This time, I’m not trying to chase her away. This time, though I’m doing a piss-poor job of it, I’m trying desperately to get her to stay.

      Her lips curl up into a sly smile. “Are you trying to scare me, Eric? What if I told you I wanted it?” Her voice lowers to a breathy whisper that has my cock rock hard and aching for her. “What if I told you I wanted both of you inside me tonight?”

      Hunter gets to his feet abruptly. “Bedroom,” he says, his voice strained. “Now.”

      And so we do it, and it’s great. She’s hot and tight and wet, and when the head of my cock penetrates her tight ring, she gasps, and her eyes go very wide.

      “Slower?” I ask through gritted teeth. Fuck me, this is good, and I’m struggling not to blow my load. “Too much? Do you want me to stop?”

      “No. God, no.” Her fingernails dig into the mattress. “This is… oh wow. I didn’t think it would be…” She whimpers as Hunter’s thumb grazes over her clit. “Oh yes, please.” There’s a raw edge to her voice. “This is so intense. I didn’t realize… this is not what I thought this would feel like…”

      She’s babbling. I love that she’s at a complete loss for words. I love that she can’t form a coherent thought. I can’t either. She scrambles my mind. I’ve had good sex with a lot of women, but great sex? Great sex involves feelings. It’s amazing with Dixie because I’m crazy about her.

      And then we’re both in her, and she falls apart, and I do my best to hold on, but I’m not far behind, and neither is Hunter.

      I come so hard that it takes several long minutes before I can trust myself to walk. I get off the bed with unsteady feet, make my way to the washroom to dispose of the condom, and splash some water on my face. Tell her now. Tell her how you feel about her.

      Dixie’s still slumped on the bed when I get back. “I can’t move,” she groans. “I may never move again.”

      “Keep talking,” Hunter tells her with a lazy grin. “You’re doing great things for my ego.” He yawns as he sits up. “I want to do this again and more, but I’m wiped.”

      He’s not the only one. I’ve had a couple of drinks, and I’ve been working long hours. I’m exhausted. I collapse back on the bed, wrapping my arm around Dixie and tugging her closer. I’m about to blurt out that I’m crazy about her when Hunter returns from the washroom. “This is a queen-sized mattress,” he says with a wry smile. “It’s fine for me, but it’s snug for the three of us.” He gets into bed and turns out his reading light. “If we’re going to make a habit of this, I’m going to get a bigger bed.”

      Dixie goes stiff in my arms.

      So much for that. I guess I won’t be telling her anything tonight.

      There’s no need to push, I tell myself. You don’t have to hurry. This is new for her and very much outside her comfort zone. Be patient.

      It takes me a very long time to fall asleep.
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      I wake up shortly after six. Both Dixie and Eric are still asleep, so I slide out of bed as quietly as I can and head down the hallway to the washroom.

      In the shower, as hot water washes over me, my thoughts wander.

      I should have talked to Dixie last night. Eric wants a relationship, and so do I. I thought I didn’t have the space for it, but when she’d showed up at my door yesterday evening, I’d realized how wrong I’d been.

      But I hadn’t broached the subject. Partly, it was because I’d been tired and drained—it had been an emotional roller coaster of a day, and I wasn’t in the right frame of mind for this conversation.

      But the other reason I’d held my tongue was Dixie herself.

      In all the time we’ve been sleeping together, Dixie has never spent the night. Hell, even having sex in bed is something she avoids. Back seat of my car? Kitchen counter? Shoved up against a wall? Dixie’s good with all of that. But the instant I suggest we head to a bedroom, she tenses up.

      Last night though, she’d agreed to stay, and it had felt like an important milestone, and I hadn’t wanted to do or say anything to make her regret her decision.

      Today, I promise myself.

      How will she react?

      I wish I knew. A threesome is difficult for Dixie. Her asshole of an ex-boyfriend shamed her for her desire, and it’s impacted her almost all her adult life. She’s concerned about what people think. Yesterday, she’d flinched when Xavier, Fiona, Adrian, and Brody had walked in.

      On the other hand, she’s come so far in the last few weeks. She’s more open about her desires, more willing to ask for what she wants. She trusts us. She came over yesterday. She agreed to spend the night. Those are all good signs, right?

      I head downstairs. I grind a handful of coffee beans, dump the grounds into a filter, and turn on the coffee maker. I’m just about to sit down with a mug when my phone rings.

      It’s not a number I recognize. I pick it up anyway—it could be a patient—and a woman’s voice answers. “Could I speak to Hunter Driesse, please?”

      “This is Hunter.”

      “Mr. Driesse, hello. My name is Sophia Thorsen. I’m the Director of Outreach of the Highfield Community Health Center. We met at your mother’s will reading a few weeks ago.”

      I can vaguely picture her. Caucasian, early thirties, blonde hair, average height. “I remember who you are, Ms. Thorsen.”

      “I’m so sorry to bother you this early, Mr. Driesse, but unfortunately, we’ve run into an emergency. We just got word yesterday afternoon that the building housing our health center is going to be sold. Our landlord has received an offer he cannot turn down. If we can make a counteroffer in the next two weeks, he’ll sell it to us.”

      The hairs on the back of my neck stand up. “Do you know who made the offer?”

      “I’m sorry, I don’t. He didn’t share that information.”

      It’s Donahue. I know it. The timing is too much of a coincidence for it to be anyone else. I left him a message yesterday afternoon after my lunch with Annette and told him I wasn’t selling, and he’s immediately jumped into action.

      The fucking asshole. He knows how important this health center was to my mother, and by extension, to me. He’s determined to build his goddamn subdivision, and he’ll stoop to any level to make it happen.

      Including shutting down the only community health center in town.

      When Sophia continues speaking, her voice sounds bleak. “We need to raise two million dollars in fourteen days. It’s an aggressive goal, especially on the heels of our last fundraiser, but we’re desperate. Mrs. Driesse left our organization a very generous bequest, but that money has already been earmarked for necessary equipment.”

      I can read between the lines. They’ve just wrapped up a fundraiser. They’ve already spent the money my mother left them. They’re tapped out, and the odds of them succeeding are slim to none.

      Sophia Thorsen doesn’t know that my refusal to sell this house is the reason she’s begging people for money at seven in the morning. She’s asking me for a contribution; she doesn’t expect me to cough up two million dollars. I’m one of many donors on her list.

      But I know the truth. This is my doing. I backed Donahue into a corner, and now, I face an ugly choice. I can either save my mother’s house, or I can save the health center.

      I promise her a donation and hang up.

      There’s a knot of guilt in my stomach. I can’t solve Sophia Thorsen’s problems. I do okay—I make a comfortable living, but I can’t write her a two-million-dollar check. Not without selling my mother’s house.

      Then Dixie enters the kitchen, and I catch sight of the closed-off expression on her face, and I know that my problems are just beginning.
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      I wake up. For a few seconds, I lie in bed, and then the memory of last night returns, and I bolt up. What was I thinking?

      I’d been so good at keeping my feelings under control. So good at keeping this about sex and nothing else.

      Then last night happened. There was sex, sure. But there was also kissing. Cuddling. Spooning. And I’d liked it.

      Idiot, idiot, idiot.

      Hunter’s side of the bed is empty, but Eric is still in bed, fast asleep. He's spooning a pillow, a lock of hair falling over his forehead. In his sleep, he looks younger. Sweeter. The shields he holds in place are down.

      I start to reach out and brush the hair off his face, and then I catch myself. What am I doing? What is wrong with me?

      Yesterday was a mistake. Maybe it was Hunter’s face lighting up when I brought him food, or maybe it was the way Eric’s eyes kept returning to me. Maybe it was Fiona, spinning tantalizing dreams, hinting that a relationship between the three of us might be possible…

      Last night was everything I wanted it to be and more. Last night makes me foolish, and it makes me hopeful, but in this case, hope isn’t a good thing. It’s a terrifying thing.

      I want Eric and Hunter. I’m falling for them. I could ask them if they’d be interested in a real relationship, but if they somehow, against all odds, happen to agree, then what? I’m not Fiona. I’m not Avery, and I’m not Kiera. I’m not as strong as my friends. This version of me is a lie. For years and years, I let William’s judgment hold me back. Yesterday, I’d flinched when Xavier walked into the kitchen. I want to be braver, but I’m afraid that put to the test, I’m going to fail. Maybe the real me is always going to be the woman who wants nothing but missionary with the lights turned down.

      I need to get my head back on straight.

      I use the toothbrush Hunter found me last night, wash my face, and get dressed in yesterday’s clothes, all except my panties, because that’s just icky. Then I go downstairs, telling myself firmly that I’m not going to linger. I will gulp down some coffee, and then I will leave.

      Then I catch sight of Hunter’s expression. He’s staring into space, and there’s something about the way he’s holding himself that alerts me. Something’s wrong. “What happened?”

      He looks up. He attempts a smile. “Hey,” he greets me. “Want coffee?”

      “Yes. I’ll grab a cup. What’s wrong?”

      “Am I that easy to read?” He shakes his head wryly. “My mother left me this house. A local developer is very interested in buying it. He wants to build a gated subdivision here. He’s been hounding me ever since her funeral.”

      “Do you want to sell?”

      “No,” he admits. “Well, not to him. I’ve spent a lot of time thinking about it, but I don’t think that’s what my mother would have wanted. I left him a message yesterday, declining his offer. I’d hoped he’d take my refusal in stride.”

      I pour coffee into a mug and sit down across from him. “From your expression, I take it he didn’t.”

      “He’s threatening to shut down the community health center. I just got a call from their Director of Outreach. He’s talked their landlord into selling their building. If they can’t raise two million dollars in fourteen days, they’ll be forced to shut down.” He takes a deep breath. “I feel responsible for this.”

      I open my mouth, and he holds up his hand to forestall me. “If you’re going to tell me this isn’t my fault, I’m going to warn you that while I know that’s technically true, it’s not going to change the way I feel.”

      As if I didn’t know that. “That’s not what I was going to say. I was going to ask you why you couldn’t ask your friends for help.” He looks like he has no idea what I’m talking about. I lean forward. “Xavier Leforte—”

      “I can’t ask my billionaire friends to solve all my problems.”

      “You’re not,” I retort. “Xavier gives away millions of dollars every year. I can’t think of a more worthy organization than a community health center. You’re not asking Xavier to solve your problems—you’re helping the health center find more donors.”

      He hesitates. “I don’t know—”

      “You don’t have to do this alone, Hunter,” I say gently. “Let your friends help. When my mother died, people didn’t always know what to say and what to do, but they all wanted to feel useful. And, as much as I wanted to be left alone, letting them in made me feel better.”

      He looks up at me. “Is that why you brought the casserole yesterday? Because you wanted to feel useful?”

      He's staring at me, waiting for my answer.

      No, I want to say. I came over because I didn't want you to be alone. Because I'm starting to fall in love with you.

      But of course, I don’t say that. I’m not brave enough. “I’ve been eating too much takeout,” I say instead, in a weak attempt at humor. “I was afraid I’d forgotten how to cook.”

      Eric enters the kitchen before Hunter can respond. He looks sleepy, and his hair is still tousled. “Morning,” he grunts, making a beeline for the coffeepot. “You’re awake far too early.” He inhales half a cup before he continues speaking. “I had different plans for this morning.”

      His expression is far too serious. My stomach dives. I have a bad feeling about this. “You did?” I ask lightly. Keep it casual, Dix. “I hope they included one of your fantasies. So far, it’s been all about me. That doesn’t seem fair.”

      A shadow passes over Eric's face. It’s gone in a flash. His lips curve into a wicked smile. “Do you want to hear my fantasies, Dix? I have so many of them.”

      My emotions are a weird mix of ‘something bad is going to happen’ and ‘that smile of Eric’s turns me on.’ “Like what?”

      “I could tell you,” he responds. “But it’ll be easier to show you.”

      

      “You’re not serious.” I start to laugh. “This is your fantasy? You want to mess around in a canoe?”

      “Do fantasies have to be serious all the time? Can they never be silly?”

      That question punches me in the gut. My sex life has never been silly or fun. That would require too much intimacy, and I’ve never dropped my shields around a partner long enough to allow that to happen.

      You dropped them around Eric and Hunter. You told them you wanted to get caught having sex in the back seat of a car. You trusted them with that, and so much more.

      Those are uncomfortable thoughts. “There are three of us,” I protest. “We’ll capsize.”

      “You don’t know that. Aren’t you even a little curious?” He quirks an eyebrow. “Of course, if you’re afraid of getting wet…”

      “Getting wet isn’t the problem, and you know it,” I retort.

      Hunter laughs out loud. “Is that a dirty joke, Dixie? I’m proud of you.” He retreats into a nearby shed and emerges with three life jackets. “The lake is really a glorified puddle. The water is waist-high in most places. Still, better safe than sorry.”

      “Good idea,” Eric responds. I tug the life jacket on. Eric zips me up, tightening the straps so it fits me snugly. When he’s done, I expect him to pull away, but for a long instant, he just stares down at me. The moment stretches between us, intimate and almost tender, and I don’t know what to make of it. Does he want to be involved with me? Is that what he was trying to tell me earlier? Am I brave enough to ask?

      No, I’m not. I clear my throat and take a half-step back, breaking the spell. “If we’re going to do this, we better get a move on. After all, you have to be at work today, and it’s already past eight.”

      “You don’t?”

      “I took the day off. I need some downtime, and I have laundry to do.”

      “Laundry?” He gives me a sharp look. “Is everything okay, Dix?”

      I don’t want to talk about work. “Are we doing this, or are we making small talk?”

      “Why not both?” he quips. “Fine. Hunter, you want to get in the bow? Dixie, you take the stern.” He sees my blank look and explains. “Get in the back. I’ll sit in the middle, on the floor of the canoe.”

      “This is insane,” Hunter announces, although he’s biting back a smile as he says it. “Alright, let’s go.”

      We paddle out to the middle of the lake. “Dixie,” Eric says. “Here’s what we’re going to do. You’re going to start by taking off your panties and handing them to me.”

      It’s a lovely day. Beautiful and clear and ever so slightly cool. It’s hard to be tense with such perfect weather. The knot in my stomach eases. So what if I brought Hunter a casserole and spent the night cuddling with the two of them? Big deal. We’re back to talking about sexual fantasies. This is much safer ground. “Sorry,” I tell him with an impish grin. “I can’t do that. I’m not wearing any.”

      His eyes go wide, and then he clutches his chest exaggeratedly. “A woman after my own heart.” He winks at me as he frees his cock. It jumps out, mouthwateringly hard and erect. He wraps his hand around the base. “Come on, baby,” he says. “You know what to do. Ride me.”

      “You’re nuts.” Despite my protest, I get up very carefully. The canoe wobbles. We’re definitely going to fall into the lake. I inch slowly toward him, my heart in my mouth, my hands gripping the sides of the canoe for dear life. Eric’s hands grip my hips, steadying me, and I sort of collapse on his lap.

      “Oof,” he winces.

      “Oh God, did I break your cock?”

      “I’ll live.” Laughter coats his voice. “Give me a second. Dixie, move just a little bit.”

      Hunter’s facing the front. He turns his head around to watch. He’s laughing, and I’m laughing, and Eric is both grimacing in pain and laughing at the same time, and it’s in that ridiculous moment that I know.

      I’m not starting to fall for them. It’s too late for qualifiers. I’m completely, utterly, head-over-heels in love with Hunter and Eric.

      Eric’s fingers part my folds. I raise my hips to give him room, shock coursing through me. My movement must be a bit too quick—either that or Hunter turns too abruptly to see what’s going on, because the canoe swings wildly and starts to tip.

      I jump like a scalded cat, and that’s all it takes. I end up unceremoniously in the water. Hunter manages to leap forward with a loud splash. Eric goes under but comes up a moment later. He’s laughing so hard that his face is red. “That went pretty well for a first try,” he says when he can finally form words again. “We’ll do better next time.”

      Next time.

      I’m silent all the way back to the house. Hunter sets out a towel for me, and I shower, alone with my thoughts. I can’t keep sleeping with them casually. My feelings are involved.

      When it was just about my sexual fantasies, I found it hard to ask for what I wanted. But now, things are way, way more complicated. Because my heart is involved, and what I want is them. I want more than what they have offered me.

      I’m drying my hair when my phone rings.

      It’s my brother Michael.

      My heart races. Shame surges through me. What would my brother think about what I’m doing? What about Jessica? Would she think I’m a slut, a bad influence on Jonathan and Dylan? Would she keep my nephews away from me?

      I close my eyes. William’s face flashes in front of me. His voice sounds in my ears. For fuck’s sake, Dixie. You’re a girl. You’re not supposed to lose your head.

      I swipe Michael’s call to voicemail. If it’s urgent, he’ll leave a message.

      There are social consequences to being in a threesome. I haven’t even been able to tell my girlfriends what I’m doing, and they are all in unconventional relationships. I haven’t been able to tell Hira, even though the longer I go without disclosing to HR that I’m seeing Eric, the more trouble I’m getting myself into.

      I’m not brave enough for this.

      I go downstairs. Hunter and Eric are sitting at the kitchen table. When I come in, they fall silent. “Dixie,” Eric starts. “Listen, I think we should—”

      “I think we should break up.” I can hear the tears in my voice. I’m trying not to break down. If I look at their faces, I’ll lose it entirely. “It’s time.”

      Shock slaps Eric’s face. Hunter’s eyes search mine. I think he senses I’m perilously close to tears. “Dix,” he says, his voice gentle. “Remember what you said to me? Whatever you’re going through, you don’t have to do it alone. Let us help.”

      “You can’t.” Oh God, I’m going to cry. I’m going to burst into loud, noisy sobs. “Thank you for everything. I’ll launder your t-shirt and get it back to you.”

      “Fuck the t-shirt,” Hunter says violently. “Please talk to us.”

      I can’t. I shake my head silently, spin on my heels, and run for my life.

      I’m hoping desperately that they’ll stop me. That they’ll jump in my way, bring me to my senses, and tell me that everything is going to be alright.

      But they don’t. They let me go.
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      “You look like hell,” Xavier shouts over the noise of the blades. “Not enough sleep, or something else?”

      “Both.”

      We’re in Xavier’s helicopter, on our way to Washington DC. We’re going to confront Kevin Hughes, and we intend to get a name out of him. One way or the other, I’m going to find out who wants to ruin Xavier Leforte today.

      “Want to talk about it?”

      Yell about it, more accurately. I contemplate Xavier’s question. After Dixie left, Hunter and I had sat in his mother’s kitchen. Neither of us had said anything—what was there to say? She’s allowed to end our arrangement anytime she wants. That was our deal going in.

      “We’re not sleeping together anymore.”

      “Who got scared?”

      I give him a sideways glance. “You don’t think this thing just ran its course?”

      “I was at Hunter’s last night, remember?”

      I lean back with a sigh. My head hurts, my heart feels like it’s been attacked by a battering ram, and I’m left raw and aching. Cici was bad—this is so much worse. “She did.” I shut my eyes so I don’t have to see his expression of sympathy. “I don’t know what happened. One moment, we were fooling around, and the next moment—bam.”

      “Why don’t you ask her?”

      “She didn’t exactly stick around for twenty questions.”

      “So? Have you lost your cell phone? Is she not taking your calls?”

      My throat tightens. “It’s not that easy. You wouldn’t understand.”

      “Really?” His voice is dry. “Let me see. Rafe and I keep flying to Bangkok every second week because the woman we’ve been hopelessly in love with for the last sixteen years lives there. Half the time, she doesn’t want to see us. She keeps putting herself in dangerous situations, and I think it’s because she doesn’t care if she lives or dies. I’ve neglected my business. Somebody is actively trying to ruin me. Everyone on my senior team has been working flat out for months, all because of my inattention, and even so, if Layla needed me, I’d drop everything for her. I’d do it all over again. Tell me again how things aren’t easy. Tell me again how I won’t understand.”

      “Touché.” I grimace. “I don’t know, Xavier. After the way things ended with Cici, I made myself a promise. No more. Dixie doesn’t want to be with us. I’m not going to beg. Sure, I want to. Right now, I want to beg and grovel and plead. But even if I succeed, what happens a year down the line? Every time things get difficult, she’ll want out.” I stare into the distance. “Society is set up for couples. It’s hard to go against the grain. I can’t ask her to make that sacrifice. She has to want it on her own.”

      “Have you told her how you feel?”

      Isn’t it obvious how I feel? Isn’t it obvious what I want? She ran before I could say the words, but she knows. Of course she knows.

      The helicopter starts its descent into DC. “Drop it,” I tell him. “We’re here. You have other things to worry about. Keep your eyes on the prize.”

      

      We take a cab to Zephyrus’s headquarters. Kevin Hughes is in his office. He looks up when we walk in, and the instant he sees us there, his shoulders slump. He knows he’s been caught.

      Xavier’s expression is neutral as he lays out the evidence against him. “I want to know two things, Kevin,” he says, his voice deceptively mild. “I want to know who asked you to frame me. And I want to know why you agreed.”

      “Or what?” Hughes blusters.

      Really? Buddy, you’re in one hell of a hole. Stop digging.

      Xavier’s expression hardens. “Or you’ll find out what it means to choose to be my enemy.”

      He doesn’t raise his voice—he doesn’t need to. Hughes caves. “People kept quitting. We couldn’t retain our customers. I increased prices, but that was only a temporary measure. Zephyrus was in trouble. Every time I tried to make a deal, that stupid bitch raised an objection.”

      He’s talking about Dixie. I clench my hands into fists to keep myself from punching him in the face. It’s obvious Hughes is looking for someone—anyone—to blame, but the only person responsible for this mess is him.

      Xavier waits in silence for him to continue.

      “Then I was approached by someone in Capitol Hill,” Hughes says. They offered me a massive contract, nearly twenty percent of our revenue, if I did one thing.”

      I know the contract he’s talking about—it’s with the US Army. “You idiot,” I snap. “You did this to shore up your revenue numbers? To make yourself look good? What do you think will happen to your sorry ass if Xavier goes to jail?”

      “Spare me your concern,” he retorts. “This is the United States of America. Billionaires don’t go to jail. Worst case, he’ll spend a month in some white-collar prison while his army of lawyers gets him out.”

      Xavier leans forward. “I want a name. Who approached you?”

      Hughes’ expression stays defiant. “Theodore Downing.”

      The name doesn’t mean anything to me, but one look at my friend’s face and I know it does to Xavier.

      “You’re fired,” Xavier tells Hughes. “Security will walk you out of the building. And Hughes, one last piece of advice. A warning, if you will. If you ever come near me, my company, my family, and my friends, I will make you regret it.”

      

      Xavier hasn’t said a word in almost an hour. “Are you okay?” I ask him on the flight back.

      “I will be.”

      “Who’s Ted Downing?”

      “He’s a Senator,” he replies. “He sits on the Armed Services Committee. Eighteen months ago, his son Raymond got a little too rough with a prostitute in Bangkok. She died. Layla found out. I had to act before she took matters into her own hands.”

      “What did you do?”

      “I wanted to catch him in something shady, and so I allowed Raymond to join Club M. He’s long fancied himself a dominant.” Xavier almost spits that last word out. “Fiona used to be his submissive. I got her involved. He almost knifed her.” His face twists. “I shouldn’t have brought her into it. I’ll carry that regret to my grave.”

      He’ll do it again though. Because it’s Layla.

      If Dixie were in danger, I would stop at nothing to eliminate the threat.

      “Raymond Downing is in prison and will be there for a long time,” he continues. “The Senator wanted him in a low-security prison. I made sure that didn’t happen.” His expression hardens. “He came after me. He will regret it.”

      “And Dixie?”

      He flashes me a sidelong glance. “Why do you care?” he asks. “You’re done, you told me. You’re not going to try to fight for her. This isn’t really your problem any longer.”

      I stare at him until he relents. “Okay, fine,” he says. “Dixie is honest, and she’s ethical, and I trust her. The job is hers if she wants it.” He levels a glare at me. “Don’t tell her just yet. I need to wrap up a few loose ends first.”

      “Don’t worry, I won’t.” After all, after the way she ran this morning, it’s unlikely that she’s going to want to talk to me again.
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      I weep all the way back home. I cry as I search for quarters for the washer and dryer. Tears fill my eyes as I pick dirty laundry off my bedroom floor, and they roll down my cheeks as I lug the basket to the basement.

      I have a dreadful feeling I’ve made a mistake. My brain keeps circling back to the same thought. I shouldn’t have broken up with them. I shouldn’t have left. I should call Eric and Hunter.

      Why? You don’t even have the courage to tell Hira about Eric. What makes you think you’re brave enough to be in a relationship with them?

      Please talk to us, Hunter had said. Let us help.

      I hadn’t listened. I’d run away. I’m pretty sure I hurt them in the process.

      Over and over, my thoughts whirl around, like bits and pieces of garbage circling a drain. I’m up and down and sideways, confused and clueless and messed up. I want to call and apologize, but what am I going to say? I want to hear the sound of their voices, but I don’t have that right. Not anymore.

      After about a couple of hours of misery, I call Fiona. She picks up right away. “Hey Dix,” she says cheerfully. “What’s up?”

      “You’re probably driving back to DC, right?”

      “No, Adrian’s meeting got canceled, so we decided to stick around.” Her voice sharpens. “You sound dreadful. Do you have a cold, or have you been crying?”

      “Crying,” I admit, fresh tears welling up in my eyes. I’ve been weeping all morning—you think I’d be cried out by now. “I broke up with them.”

      “Oh, Dix.” She sighs into the receiver. “Why?”

      “I don’t—”

      “Actually, don’t tell me over the phone. Tell me in person. Meet me at the taco place near your office in an hour, the one we tried a couple of months ago?”

      It takes me a second to figure out which restaurant she’s talking about, and then I remember. John Stone, of all the people, had discovered the unassuming taqueria located in a strip mall, sandwiched between a dry cleaner and a raw food store. “Okay, see you there.”

      

      Fiona is already there when I arrive, seated at a table at the front. She takes a look at my face and grimaces. “I ordered us both margaritas.”

      They’re already on the table. Bless her heart. “Wise move.” I sink into my chair and down half my drink in one gulp. “I ended things with them.”

      “Yes, you said that on the phone. Why?”

      Because I’m a coward and an idiot. “Do you think I made a mistake? Should I call them?”

      She grimaces. “I can’t tell you what to do, Dix. Only you can decide what you want out of life.”

      The waitress appears to take our orders. I get the al pastor, and Fiona opts for the barbacoa. “And another pitcher of margaritas, please,” I say, draining the rest of my drink.

      “Oh dear,” Fiona says. “It’s going to be one of those afternoons, is it?” She shrugs. “Ah well, who needs a functioning liver.”

      “Why won’t you tell me what to do?” I grumble once the waitress leaves. “Haven’t you ever wanted to run someone’s life? Here it is, your perfect opportunity.”

      “Ah, I see the tequila is working already.” She leans back. “What brought this on?” An expression of guilt flashes over her face. “Was it us showing up at Hunter’s place yesterday? Shit, I’m so sorry, Dix.”

      “It wasn’t really. I mean, it sort of was, but if it wasn’t you, it would have been something else.” I fix my eyes on the table. “My brother called me this morning, and I couldn’t take his call. What would he think about what I’m doing?”

      “Do you care?”

      “Of course I do,” I retort. “Why wouldn’t I?”

      “Let’s see. You never talk about him, you barely see him, and while you might be family, you have nothing in common.”

      “I talk to him,” I say defensively. No wonder people hire her. She’s scarily good.

      “No, you talk to your nephews,” she replies patiently. “But okay. Your brother will probably struggle with your relationship with Hunter and Eric. Many people do—a couple is still the default, and there are a lot of people that care about the status quo. I just never took you for one of them.”

      “You didn’t?”

      “You haven’t judged me for my lifestyle,” she points out. “Or if you have, you’re good at hiding it.”

      “I haven’t,” I murmur. “Why would I? I admire you, Fiona. I wish I were more like you.”

      She gazes at me for a long second. “I’m not telling you it’ll be easy. I’m not going to tell you that Hunter and Eric will be worth it—you already know they are.”

      “I do.” I moodily dunk a chip in salsa. “That’s what makes this so hard.”

      Our food arrives, along with a much-needed pitcher of margaritas. “But while I can’t tell you what to do, I will make sure you drink a glass of water between each drink.” She refills both our glasses and lifts hers in the air. “Here’s to drinking.”

      And so I proceed to do something I’ve never done in my life. I get completely wasted in the middle of the afternoon. Over the course of the next three hours, I drink margarita after margarita. I drunkenly fill Fiona in on the gory details—at least, I think I do. It’s all a little blurry. At some point, Fiona tells me that time heals all wounds. “I don’t want this wound to heal,” I snarl in response. “I don’t want this wound at all.”

      She’s a good friend. She stays with me through two and a half pitchers. She calls a cab, gets in with me, and makes sure I get to my apartment. She finds me an ibuprofen and makes me swallow it. She helps me get into my PJs, hands me a glass of water to drink, refills it when I’m done, and sets it on my bedside table, and then, she leaves.

      I’ve had far too much to drink. I’m having trouble keeping my eyes open. But still, sleep doesn’t come easy. Bitter regret keeps me awake.
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      Dixie leaves, and then Eric does too, and it’s just me in the house. Alone again.

      I go through my day on autopilot. I have patients in the afternoon and seeing them forces me to take my mind off my problems and focus on theirs. Most Tuesday nights, I drive back to my Adams Morgan home, but today, on impulse, I head back to my mother’s.

      I call Xavier when I get in. “I need a favor,” I tell him. I explain about Mitch Donahue and his persistent efforts to buy my mother’s house. I tell him about Sophia Thorsen and the community health center. “Donahue is holding them hostage. They need to raise a couple million dollars in less than fourteen days.”

      Xavier doesn’t even hesitate. “Of course,” he says. “I’ll hold a fundraiser for them Saturday night.”

      “A fundraiser?”

      “Any excuse for a party,” he says lightly. “Saturday evening at Summit. Black tie. I’ll save you a ticket.”

      Xavier Leforte could probably find two million dollars between his couch cushions. I don’t have to guess too hard to figure out what’s going on. Xavier’s found out from Eric that Dixie broke up with us, and because my friend is a die-hard romantic, he’s engineering an occasion for us to run into each other.

      “Thank you. I really appreciate your help, Xavier. I owe you one.”

      “No, you don’t. I’m not doing this for you, Hunter. I’m doing this for Breanna.”

      “What?”

      “When Lina died, Layla fell apart. It was bad. I thought she’d try to kill herself. I was twenty, and I was terrified because the girl I was in love with was inconsolable with grief. Your mother had come to Boston for the funeral. She sat down with me after, and she asked me how I was doing, and I just poured it all out to her. And then your mom talked to Layla.”

      “Oh. I had no idea.” She never mentioned it, but then she wouldn't. My mother took patient confidentiality very seriously.

      “To this day, I’m not sure if Layla would be alive if it hadn’t been for Breanna. There is nothing I can do that will ever repay that debt. Nothing.”

      

      For three months, I’ve been avoiding entering my mother’s bedroom. After last night, and after Xavier’s revelations, I’m finally able to brave it.

      I turn the handle of the door and go inside. The cleaners have been in since her death, and my mother’s bed is neatly made. There’s a half-drunk cup of tea on the ledge; the crew must have missed it.

      I look at the mug and grimace—it’s a science experiment gone amok. Cranking the window open to get some fresh air into the room, I sit in my mother’s rocking chair.

      “Hey, mom,” I say softly.

      Mitch Donahue asked me how I wanted to honor my mother’s legacy. Sitting here, surrounded by her presence, I realize I’ve been going about things all wrong.

      For three months, I’ve tried to rush the healing process. I’ve tried to tell myself I should be okay. But I’m not. Breanna Driesse had an outsize impact on the lives of so many people. How could I be okay when she’s gone?

      Sitting here in her armchair for the first time since her death, I give myself the same grace I would give all of my patients. Whether I’m a psychiatrist or not, this is hard and difficult and emotional.

      I need to stop pretending. I will always miss her.

      “Anette told me you wanted grandchildren. I had no idea. You did an impressive job not nagging me.” Does Dixie want children? I don’t know, and it doesn’t really matter. I don’t have strong feelings on the subject.

      “I met someone,” I continue. The logical part of my brain knows that my mother is gone, and she can’t hear me, but this room feels imbued with her presence. “Her name is Dixie. You’d have liked her.”

      This morning, when Dixie had told us she wanted out, I’d felt bleak and demoralized. Now, I find new hope.

      Yes, Dixie is nervous about the three of us. Yes, she’s running scared. But she’s smart and thoughtful and self-aware. I have to trust that she will see that what we had together isn’t easy to find.

      I’m ready to fight for us—I have to hope she’s prepared to do the same.
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            Dixie

          

        

      

    

    
      I’m dreading going into the office on Wednesday. My head hurts from the effect of too many margaritas, my heart hurts because of my folly, and I’m really not ready to see Eric. I don’t trust myself not to turn into a weeping mess.

      It is after eight when I pull in. There’s a BMW in my usual spot—I think it’s John’s car. No doubt he thinks he’s making some kind of petty point that I wasn’t in early. Some days, John succeeds in getting under my skin, but today, I wear my heartache like armor.

      Andie gives me a concerned look when I walk past her. “Are you okay?” she asks. “You look dreadful. You’re not falling sick, are you?”

      Andie’s husband is immune-compromised. “Just nursing a hangover. I drank too much last night.”

      She grins approvingly. “Nice. You’ve been working so hard—you deserve to cut loose. Want me to get you some coffee?”

      “I will love you forever,” I tell her fervently. “Milk, extra sugar. Thank you.”

      I glance in the direction of Eric’s office, but his door is shut. Andie notices. “He’s out today,” she says helpfully.

      Relief wars with disappointment. “Really?”

      “They’re closing the Achard & Gifford deal this week,” she explains. “Mr. Leforte is in San Francisco, and so is Mr. Kane.”

      It’s for the best, I tell myself. You didn’t want to see Eric today.

      But I’m lying. I do want to see Eric. I just don’t know what to say to him.

      

      The caffeine has barely had time to work when John walks into my office. No knock, no checking to see if I’m busy. Typical.

      I’m done being nice. “If you’re here on behalf of one of Kevin’s contracts,” I begin. “Asking me if it’s ready three times a day doesn’t speed up the process.”

      He gives me a strange look. “You haven’t heard? Kevin is out.”

      “Out?”

      “He was fired yesterday. Xavier and Kane delivered the news.”

      “Oh.” I don’t know what to say. Eric could have told me about Kevin Hughes; I didn’t have to hear it from John. After all, we worked on the project together. But he hasn’t been in touch. No email, no text messages. I guess he doesn’t want anything to do with me.

      A pang of sadness engulfs my heart. I haven’t heard from either Hunter or Eric after I left. It’s been less than twenty-four hours, but I already miss them.

      You brought this on yourself, Dix.

      John’s not above making sly insinuations about Eric and me. I’m half-expecting him to say something snide to me now, about how surprised he is that I don’t know the news despite working closely with Eric.

      But he doesn’t. He just stands in front of my desk and stares at me. It’s a little weird and a lot creepy. “Do I have lipstick on my teeth or something?”

      “What? No.”

      He still doesn’t move. “Can I help you with something, John?” I ask pointedly. “If not, I have a meeting with Reena I need to prepare for, so if you don’t mind—”

      He seems to collect himself with a start. “You’ll do anything for the job, right?” he throws down at me and leaves on that cryptic note.

      I stare after his departing back. John’s being stranger than usual. Then again, Kevin and he were friends, and it’s always disconcerting when people get fired.

      

      Friday morning, Xavier Leforte knocks on my office door. “Do you have a moment, Dixie?”

      “Of course.”

      I haven’t had a chance to talk to my boss in weeks. We have a much-rescheduled one-on-one coming up Monday. Three days ago, I was nervous about that meeting. Now, I can’t find it in myself to care about work. My heart is numb.

      A thousand times in the last seventy-two hours, I’ve picked up my phone to text Hunter and Eric, only to set it down again. What’s the point of calling them? What would I say? This heartache is my doing. I’m the one who cares what other people think. I’m the one who wanted to break up.

      Xavier enters my office and takes a seat. “I don’t know if you’ve heard, but I let Kevin Hughes go on Tuesday.”

      “I’d heard.”

      “Eric tells me he wouldn’t have gotten anywhere without your help.” His eyes rest on me. “You went above and beyond, Dixie. Thank you. I deeply appreciate it.”

      “You’re welcome.” I think this means I’m not fired. It might even mean—fingers crossed—that I have a chance at the COO job. “I was happy to help.” I lean forward. “Kevin Hughes didn’t set this up on his own.”

      “No, he was a tool, nothing more. But thanks to you, I know who is trying to frame me. It’s being handled.” A smile brushes his lips. “On a different note, do you have plans tomorrow evening?”

      Tomorrow is Saturday. I’ve spent the last several Saturdays with Hunter and Eric, fulfilling one outrageous sex fantasy after another. Had I not broken up with them, what might we have done?

      Would they have blindfolded me and trailed ice-cubes down my overheated skin? Brought me to the edge of release over and over again until I was a shaking, quivering mess?

      Or would we have been more playful? Would Eric have insisted on having sex in the canoe, even though our last attempt ended in disaster?

      I don’t know. Whatever it was, it was always great. When I was with them, I always felt seen. Heard. Accepted.

      And how did you respond? With fear. You weren’t brave enough to stay. You weren’t courageous enough to choose them.

      Xavier’s waiting for me to answer. “No, I don’t.”

      “Good.” He hands me an envelope. “It’s an invitation to a gala tomorrow night,” he explains. “I’m organizing a fundraiser for the community health center. Dinner, dancing, and a charity auction.” He glances at me. “Hunter said that it was your idea to get me involved.”

      I’m in no mood for a party. “Xavier, I—”

      “Community involvement is important to me,” he continues, ignoring my attempt to interrupt him. “I’d like my team to be there, delivering the same message.”

      Eric will be there, and so will Hunter. I open my mouth to tell Xavier I can’t make it, and then shut it. Who am I kidding? As much as it would feel like twisting the knife in the wound, I really want to see them.
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            Dixie

          

        

      

    

    
      I’m back at the castle again. Everything feels like it’s coming full circle.

      The event coordinators had less than a week to set up this event. They’ve done an amazing job. When I enter the ballroom, I stop dead in the doorway, almost gasping in astonishment. Yards and yards of red silk fall from the high ceiling and drape the walls, evoking the feeling of being in a sumptuous tent. Copper candlesticks tower in the middle of tables covered with rich purple fabric. The scent of jasmine kisses the air.

      Groups of well-dressed men and women dot the room. Waiters circulate among them with trays of champagne and canapes.

      And I’m blocking the door. I step out of the way, murmuring an apology to the couple behind me, and scan the ballroom for familiar faces.

      There’s no sign of Eric and Hunter, but I see Hira. Relieved, I make a beeline for her. “Hey.” Hira’s wearing a fuchsia one-shouldered gown, and the color looks amazing against her brown skin. “I love your dress,” I tell her sincerely.

      “Thank you.” She beams at me. “I love yours too.”

      I’d agonized for hours over what to wear. Finally, I’d picked a beaded eggplant-colored cocktail dress that I bought on sale at the start of the year. The neckline is scooped, and the hem grazes the top of my knee. It’s not the most glamorous dress in the world, but I like the deep purple color on me.

      “I match the tablecloths,” I comment ruefully.

      She bursts out laughing. “You do not.” A waiter comes up to offer us glasses of champagne. Hira clinks her flute against mine. “It’s good to see you, Dix. It’s been forever since we caught up.”

      I suppress my instinctive stab of guilt. I should have disclosed my affair with Eric to HR, and I haven’t, and so I’ve been avoiding Hira. “It’s been busy,” I murmur.

      “Things are easing up though, aren’t they?”

      “They are.” I even left work at five yesterday. A month ago, I’d have been delighted to have an entire evening to myself. Yesterday, I’d gone home and wallowed in my misery.

      “It’s nice of Xavier to invite us all to this gala,” Hira continues. “Look, there’s Leona. Have you met her husband Maxwell? He’s such a great guy. Come, I’ll introduce you.”

      I start to turn in the direction she’s pointing, and my gaze collides with Eric. He’s just walked into the ballroom, Hunter right behind him.

      My pulse starts to race. For a long second, we just stare at each other.

      And then they turn away.

      

      I lock myself in a toilet stall and let the tears roll down my cheeks. I stay there for what feels like forever, hiding from the world.

      No, not the world. I’m hiding from Eric and Hunter.

      When I emerge, there’s a woman splashing water on her face. She takes a look at my red-rimmed eyes. “You too?” she asks.

      “I beg your pardon?”

      “We’re both hiding in the washroom,” she says wryly. “Who are you trying to avoid?”

      “An ex.” I correct myself. “A pair of them, in fact.”

      She doesn’t appear fazed by my admission. “A threesome gone horribly wrong? I’ve been there.”

      “You have?”

      “Mhm. It happened right here, in fact.”

      “At Club M?”

      “Oh good, you already know there’s a sex club in the basement.” She smiles as she carefully applies a layer of mascara. “Yeah, at Club Menagé.”

      “Is that what the M stands for?” I hadn’t known. I would have liked to come back to the club with Eric and Hunter. I would have liked them to show me around. To take me to one of the private rooms and have their evil way with me.

      Now, that’ll never happen.

      “I think it’s meant to be Mystery.” She takes a half-step back, studies her reflection, and reaches into her purse for a comb. “It’s weird being here again.”

      Tell me about it. If there was any way I could leave without my absence being noticed, I’d take it. But it’s a sit-down dinner with assigned seats, and I’m at the same table as Xavier. I’m stuck.

      Oh crap. What if Eric and Hunter are at my table too? Xavier knows the three of us were involved. He must have learned by now that it’s over. He wouldn’t do that to me, would he?

      “You look like you just saw a ghost,” the woman comments. “Are you sure you’re okay?”

      Not at all. “They’re here,” I murmur. “I knew they’d be, but it’s still throwing me. You?”

      She laughs bitterly. “Same. Well, not exactly. Let me see. We had a one-night stand ten years ago, and they got me fired. I haven’t seen them in a decade. Oh, and I didn’t know they’d be here.”

      Yikes.

      “If my organization didn’t desperately need Mr. Leforte’s money,” she continues. “I’d run away.”

      “You’re Sophia Thorsen?” I don’t know why I’m surprised. Fiona is a private detective. Avery is a therapist. I should know by now that it’s impossible to typecast women who choose to be with two men, not one.

      She puts her comb away. “Do I know you? I’m usually good with faces—”

      “No, we’ve never met. One of the exes I mentioned is Hunter Driesse.”

      “Ah.” She tilts her head to a side, her expression curious. “I’ve only met him once, but he seemed nice.”

      “He is.” They both were. I’m a fool for letting them go.

      

      After an hour of cocktails, we take our seats at the tables. Xavier gets to his feet and makes a short speech. He praises the community health center’s work and encourages us to bid generously on the items in the auction.

      Then it’s Sophia’s turn to speak. She talks about the work the health center has done since it’s been open. She’s not a bad speaker, but my attention wanders. I can’t seem to focus on what she’s saying.

      My career is going well. My debts are being paid down. I’m wearing a beautiful dress, and I’m in a room surrounded by people, but I’ve never felt more alone.

      Fiona was right. When I was with Eric and Hunter, I was happy.

      I keep asking myself if I dare to be with Hunter and Eric. But that’s the wrong question. Being with them never took courage. Being with them was always easy. Always right.

      When I realized I’d fallen in love with them, I’d run away. I thought I’d failed them.

      But it wasn’t them I failed. It was myself.

      The room suddenly feels too noisy, too crowded. I need to find a quiet spot to gather my thoughts. Am I really going to do this? I think I am.

      Sophia is done with her speech. People are clapping. I lurch to my feet, muttering an excuse. Hira, who is also seated at my table, looks up with concern, but I barely register that.

      Skirting past the tables, I head outside. I feel almost light-headed, giddy with shock at the magnitude of the decision I’ve just made.

      I’m about to head in the direction of the washroom with a vague idea to splash some water on my face when someone steps in front of me.

      “Look who I’ve run into,” John Stone says with a sneer. “Dixie, Dixie, Dixie. I know what you’ve been doing.”
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      I’m seated at a table that’s to Dixie’s right and slightly behind her. She can’t see me without turning around, but I can, and I can’t take my eyes off her.

      She’s so beautiful it makes my throat hurt.

      The speech I made on Tuesday to Xavier seems so stupid now. I told him I wasn’t going to beg. What was the point, I’d asked? Every time things got difficult Dixie would want out.

      But here’s the thing. The same accusation can be thrown at me.

      Dixie bolted, and so did I. I didn’t have to go to San Francisco. Xavier was perfectly capable of signing the damn contract on his own.

      She wasn’t the only one who’s running scared. I am too. We both have pasts. Our wounds have left scars. We carry baggage—loads of it.

      But I can’t keep looking backward all my life. At some point, I have to look to the future.

      And I want a future with Dixie Ketcham.

      She gets to her feet and hurries out. I stand up. This time, I won’t let her run without a fight. This time, I’m going to tell her how much I care.
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      John Stone is drunk. He’s slurring over his words, he’s swaying on his feet, and when he opens his mouth, his breath reeks of alcohol.

      I’ve actively tried to avoid John since that creepy episode on Wednesday when he lingered in my office and kept staring at me. I guess my luck’s run out.

      He’s standing a little too close, his eyes fixated on my breasts, a very unpleasant leer on his face. I take a step back. What does he mean—he knows what I’ve been doing? “What do you want, John?”

      “Well, let’s see.” He crowds me again. “I had my one-on-one with Xavier on Friday. You must be feeling pretty smug and self-satisfied right now. Slept your way right to the top. There’s a word for women like you, Dixie.” His expression contorts with disgust. “But it’s worse than that, isn’t it? It wasn’t just Kane you fucked. You fucked two men. At the same time.”

      I go very cold. “How did you find out?”

      “You weren’t exactly quiet about it,” he sneers. “Everyone in that taqueria heard you. Disgusting.”

      A shock goes through me. John must have been there on Tuesday. I was drunk. Loud. Recklessly foolish.

      And now he knows.

      I brace myself for a wave of self-hatred and shame.

      It doesn’t come.

      “I’m going to make this easy for you,” he continues. “Here’s what you’re going to do. You’re going to go into Xavier’s office on Monday. You’re going to tell him you’re not interested in Pierre’s job. You’ve been thinking about it, and it’s too much responsibility. You’re not ready.”

      My mouth falls open. “What? No.”

      “Or,” he continues, ignoring my refusal. “I will tell everyone what you did. Every single person in the office. You decide. Does the world find out that Dixie Ketcham likes to spread her legs for any man that comes along?”

      The hair on the back of my neck stands up. “You’re blackmailing me.”

      “Oh yes, I am,” he says grimly. “I’ve worked too hard for this. You come in six months ago, and you think that all you need to do is put out like a fucking slut? Fuck that shit.”

      I clench my eyes shut. Not because I don’t want to face this situation, but because I need a moment to compose myself.

      The man in front of me is John Stone, but when he calls me a slut, it’s not his voice I hear. It’s William’s. That voice has haunted me since I was seventeen. It has kept me closed off and afraid and alone. I’ve spent most of my adult life being ashamed of my desires.

      Enough.

      William’s words can’t haunt me any longer. Not if I refuse to let them. I’m not a teenager. I’m a grown woman, and I’m taking my power back.

      I open my eyes and stare at the man in front of me. “Do your worst,” I tell John, my voice clear. “Tell whoever you want. I’m not backing down. I’m not ashamed of sleeping with Hunter and Eric.”

      “You aren’t?” Eric’s voice asks from behind me. I swivel around, and it’s not just Eric standing there. Hunter’s there too. As is Xavier. And Hira.

      Oh crap. We have an audience.

      Time to dive into the deep end of the pool. I lift my head and meet Eric’s gaze. “I’m not.” I pivot to the VP of Human Resources. “I need to disclose that Eric and I are…” My voice trails off. I don’t want to announce that we’re in a relationship; that would be presumptuous. I should probably ask Eric and Hunter if they want to do that first.

      “Are?”

      “Involved,” Eric says.

      John’s recovering from his shock. “She’s been sleeping with Kane, and they’ve been hiding it from you,” he says, his voice accusing. “In fact, she’s sleeping with both of them.” He points his finger at me. “Two men.”

      “And?” Hira’s voice is frosty. “So what? I fail to see how Dixie’s personal life is any of my business. As for her relationship with Eric Kane, it’s already been disclosed to HR.”

      “What?” I blurt out. “How? I didn’t tell—”

      “I did.” Xavier speaks for the very first time. “I sat down with Hira a few weeks ago. I wanted to ensure I was evaluating both of you fairly.” His gaze moves from me to John. His eyes harden. “You tried to blackmail one of my employees,” he says. “Hira, let’s head to my office and take care of this. John, come with me.”

      “Not so fast,” Eric grits out. “He called Dixie a slut.”

      “Yes,” Xavier agrees. “And, judging by the look on your face, you want to punch him. But before you do, could I remind you that you’re still an employee of Leforte, and what you’re planning to do is definitely against the rules?”

      Hunter steps forward. “Eric might be an employee of yours,” he says grimly. “But I’m not.” His fist jabs out and connects with John’s jaw.

      John crumples to the floor.

      Xavier sighs. He waves his hand, and a security guard appears out of nowhere. “Please get Mr. Stone to a room,” he says. “I’ll deal with him in the morning.” He gives Hira a wry smile. “Sorry to make you work on a Sunday.”

      She laughs. “That’s okay, Xavier. I’m used to it.”

      

      The party is in full swing. The band is loud, and everyone is on the dance floor. Xavier and Hira have rejoined the festivities. Hira gave me an encouraging smile before she went back into the ballroom. If I’ve shocked her by my revelation, she’s showing no sign of it.

      Only the three of us remain.

      I swallow the lump in my throat. “I’m sorry I ran away on Tuesday,” I whisper. “Eric had suggested that ridiculous fantasy, and we were all wet, and I realized I’d fallen in love with you. I was scared.” I take a deep breath. “I don’t want to let fear win anymore. I’m not as brave as Fiona, Avery, and Kiera. I’ve got a lot of conditioning to overcome. I know you don’t want to be in a relationship with me, but—”

      “Dix,” Eric interrupts. “What do you mean, we don’t want to be in a relationship with you?”

      I blink. “Well, it’s true. Hunter’s got too much going on, and you… you just don’t want it.”

      Hunter opens his mouth to protest, but Eric gets there first. He tilts his head to a side. “And you reached this conclusion how?”

      I give him an exasperated look. “Come on, Eric. Do I have to spell it out? We were sleeping together, and your first loyalty was to Xavier. You wouldn’t even tell me he was pissed off with me.”

      “Dixie, I haven’t the faintest idea what you’re talking about.”

      “I asked him about some Thailand transactions, and—”

      “Wait, what? He wasn’t pissed off with you about that. I’m pretty sure that’s the day he decided to offer you the job.” He frowns. “Oh, shit. I think he wanted to tell you himself. Oops.”

      I’m so confused. “If Xavier wasn’t annoyed with me, why didn’t you want me with you when you talked to Kevin Hughes?”

      “I wanted to protect you.” He looks faintly sheepish. “I know you don’t need protecting. What can I say? It’s a thing I do. Hughes didn’t like you. If you’d been there at that meeting, he would have fixated on you. I wanted to insulate you from that.”

      “Oh.” It’s not the first time he’s protected me from Kevin. Weeks ago, Kevin had been outraged about some contract or the other, and in our weekly huddle, Eric had jumped to my defense.

      I feel like a fool. “I thought…” My voice trails off. My cheeks heat. “I might have jumped to conclusions. Again. Sorry.”

      He waves it aside. “Forget that. None of that is important. You love us?”

      “Yes.”

      “Good.” I hear the relief in his voice. He takes a deep breath, and his eyes lock on mine. “After Cici, I didn’t want to be in love with anyone. Then you came along. I’m completely head-over-heels in love with you. And Hunter loves you, and—”

      “Hunter is perfectly capable of speaking for himself, thanks,” Hunter quips. “But yes. What Eric said. I thought I couldn’t handle a relationship, but then you showed up at my house with a casserole. I thought I was alone, and you made me see that I wasn’t. I’m crazy about you, Dixie. And I hope that this means that you want something more committed and less casual, because that’s what I want.”

      Joy spreads through my body. “That’s what I want too.”

      I’m not a fool. It won’t always be easy. The world really does look askance at non-traditional relationships. People will judge me. I still have no idea what I’m going to say to my brother.

      But I have Eric and Hunter on my side, and I know it’ll all work out. It’s going to be amazing.
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      Early Spring

      The last few months have been filled with milestones.

      The Monday after the gala, Xavier Leforte called me into his office and formally offered me the Chief Operating Officer job. “It’s not going to be easy,” he warned me. “Pierre left things in a mess. Eric’s been fixing it, but the work isn’t done. And now, with John gone as well—”

      John Stone had been fired, of course. To his credit, he hadn’t acted surprised. I’d been afraid he’d press charges against Hunter, but he hadn’t. I think John realized he’d screwed up, big-time, and if he ever wanted to work in the corporate world again, he’d need to make amends. He’d even emailed me an apology. It wasn’t the slightest bit sincere, but it still took me by surprise.

      “You need to find his replacement,” Xavier had continued. “You need to find your replacement as well.”

      “My department is easy,” I’d responded. “Leona Miller will make a fantastic General Counsel.”

      “I tried to promote her,” Xavier had replied. “She turned it down.”

      “She didn’t want to work for Pierre. She said she didn’t need the hassle.”

      He’d grimaced. “Ah. Okay. I’m not going to lie to you—the next year will be a challenge.”

      He was not wrong. Leforte’s subsidiaries had gone too long without any real oversight. John’s entire department was a toxic mess and finding someone to take that over would be a challenge.

      Then there was Xavier himself. My boss had been content to let Pierre run Leforte Enterprises. It wasn’t until things had started going badly wrong that he’d stepped in. The instant I proved that I had things under control, he’d back away again.

      I was under no illusions—I knew exactly what I was getting into.

      “You’re not doing a very good job selling this to me,” I’d quipped. “I’m in.”

      

      The same week, before Xavier formally made the announcement, I’d had lunch with Hira at a nearby Chinese restaurant. After some small talk, I’d broached the topic on my mind. “Be honest with me,” I’d said. “Were you shocked?”

      “About your threesome?” Hira had considered my question. “Shocked isn’t the right word. I was surprised.”

      “Really?”

      I must have sounded skeptical because Hira had chuckled. “Dixie, we work for Xavier Leforte. It’s not exactly a secret that he owns a sex club. Do you really think anyone here will be scandalized by your personal life?”

      “It’s going to get out.”

      “It will, yes,” Hira had agreed. “That’s inevitable. John hadn’t exactly kept his voice down. So what? You’ll be the subject of gossip for a day or two, maybe even a week. But there’s a lot going on. John tried to blackmail you, and he got fired. There are rumors of a shake-up. People have other things to worry about. Trust me, your news is a very minor blip.” She’d smiled to soften the sting. “No offense.”

      “None taken. I’m sorry I didn’t you about Eric.”

      “As your friend, I understand.” She’d taken a sip of her jasmine tea. “As the head of HR, I want to remind you that nobody at Leforte is exempt from following the rules. Not even our soon-to-be Chief Operating Officer.”

      “I can respect that.” And I could. At my last employer, Rollins, Atterby & Rourke, the Head of HR was David Atterby’s wife, Mindy. David hired young, pretty assistants, and he liked to grope them. One of them had been naïve enough to approach Mindy. Needless to say, it went nowhere. Mindy badmouthed her all over town. Jackson isn’t that big. Emma hadn’t been able to find work for months.

      Not at Leforte. Here, HR has a mandate and the authority to follow through, and Hira’s not afraid to enforce it.

      “Are we still friends?” I’d asked.

      “Of course.” Hira had smiled. “Always.”

      

      As I predicted, my brother Michael had a hard time with my decision. “Two guys?” he’d said, sounding stunned. “How does that work? Never mind, don’t tell me. You’re my sister. I don’t even want to think of one guy pawing you, let alone two.”

      We hadn’t talked for more than a month after that phone call. Surprisingly, it had been my sister-in-law Jessica who’d reached out at the start of November. “About Thanksgiving,” she’d said.

      “Am I uninvited?”

      “What? No. I was calling to find out if we could do it at your house. The boys have always wanted to visit New York, and I thought we could make a trip of it. See the Thanksgiving parade, visit you, and meet Eric and Hunter.”

      “Oh.” I had not expected that. “Yes, of course. Are you okay—”

      “Dix,” she’d interrupted. “Do you know Tim and Sara Parsons? Sara was one of my bridesmaids.”

      Why were we talking about them? “Vaguely.”

      “Well, they’re in an open marriage now, have been for the last couple of years. And it’s done wonders for them. They used to snipe at each other all the time, and they don’t any longer. They seem renewed. So, if Eric and Hunter make you happy, I say, go for it. Life’s too short to be miserable.”

      I did not expect this. “And Michael? And the boys?”

      “Michael will come around eventually,” she’d responded. “As for the boys…” She’d snorted a laugh. “We’d invited Mrs. Delaney over for lunch last week. We were in the middle of our meal when Dylan overheard her complaining about a sore back. So he scampers away, comes back five minutes later with my vibrator in his hand, and offers it to her. ‘Momma uses this when she has a backache,’ he said.”

      My mouth falls open. I’m torn between shock and laughter. Rona Delaney is seventy-five. She organizes bake sales for the church, she knits socks for prison inmates—she’s a veritable saint. “What did she say?”

      “She thanked him very solemnly,” she’d replied. “It was awful. Anyway, I wouldn’t worry about Dylan and Jonathan. Children don’t fuss about things the way adults do.”

      As promised, Michael, Jessica, Dylan, and Jonathan had come up for Thanksgiving. Despite my sister-in-law’s assurances, I’d been concerned about my nephews’ reactions, but Jessica was right. Dylan and Jonathan were far less interested in the fact that Aunt Dixie lived with two men and much more interested in Hunter’s Datsun and in Eric’s model train collection. At the end of the visit, Michael had grudgingly admitted that they weren’t bad sorts. It wasn’t exactly a ringing endorsement, but I’ll take it.

      

      Our next big milestone was moving in together.

      This one came about out of sheer necessity. We didn’t really have anywhere to live. My apartment had only one bedroom, and my bed was a double. It was fine for me, but it was really too small for three people. Crammed together, we couldn’t get any sleep. (We didn’t really get much sleep for the first few months for other reasons, but that’s beside the point.)

      Both Eric and Hunter owned condos, but Eric’s condo was in New York, and Hunter’s in DC, so that wasn’t a solution. Hunter’s mother’s house was an option, but it wasn’t a good one. As much as we tried to make new memories there, it was obvious that Hunter wasn't happy there. He felt his mother’s absence too keenly.

      I don't think we would have moved in together as quickly as we did had it not been for that. But shortly after Christmas, a house came on the market in Caleb Reeves’ neighborhood, and we bought it.

      It was a big step, and I think we were all nervous about it. We’d only been dating for a few months at that point, and, of the three of us, only Eric had lived with a partner. Hunter had never been in a live-in relationship, and neither had I.

      But at the same time, it had felt right.

      The basement is filled with Eric’s model trains, and the garage is strewn with car parts. (Hunter found a 1970 Dodge Charger rusting in a barn somewhere in Upstate New York, and now he’s busy restoring it.)

      I couldn’t be happier.

      

      December was also Eric’s last month at Leforte. I was pretty relieved on his last day. Now that our relationship is public knowledge, it’s hard for me to remember to keep my hands off him at the office.

      Though I wouldn’t have pegged him for one, I’ve discovered that Eric is a toucher. He expresses love through physical touch. A thousand times a day, his hand grazes mine. When my neck is stiff, his fingers knead out the knots. It’s been difficult for both of us to stay professional at work.

      Which brings me to our most important milestone yet. Today.

      It’s a lovely spring day. The sun is shining. Birds chirp. The cherry trees lining the driveway are in full blossom.

      In an hour, almost a hundred guests will celebrate the opening of the Breanna Driesse Community Center.

      We’d had so many conversations about what to do with this house. Hunter knew what he didn’t want to do. He didn’t want to tear this house down, and he definitely didn’t want to see a luxury gated subdivision in its place.

      In the end, it was Mitch Donahue who gave us the idea. He’d threatened the community health center, he’d tried to guilt Hunter to sell this house, and he’d help us realize there’s a real shortage of rental space in the neighborhood. The health center was able to buy their building, thanks to Xavier’s gala, but that wasn’t the case for many other non-profits.

      The Breanna Driesse Community Center is many things. A new building on the southern tip of the property offers inexpensive office space for local non-profits. There’s a massive barn that functions as event space.

      And then there’s the most important part, the farm for at-risk youth. There are horses and goats, cranky chicken and therapy pigs. Hunter leased out the house and some of the surrounding acreage to Molly and Jamal Dowery for the princely sum of a dollar. The kids will be moving in at the start of summer.

      “My mom would have loved this idea,” Hunter said to us the day Molly and Jamal signed the lease. “I can’t think of a better way to honor her memory.”

      Oh, funny thing about Donahue. It turns out that while he was relentlessly hounding Hunter about his mother’s house, he was also cheating on his wife. She found out, and she got a divorce. Turns out she was providing the funding for Donahue’s subdivision project. When she left, that money evaporated. Donahue’s now working a boring desk job at a real estate brokerage. Call me petty—I know I am. But it couldn’t have happened to a nicer guy.

      Eric walks into the kitchen. He wraps his arms around my waist from behind and presses a kiss on my neck. “Where’s Hunter?”

      I nod in the direction of the back yard. “He’s looking at the daffodils.”

      We’d planted them in fall. There had been a lot of bulbs—we ordered ten thousand daffodil bulbs on the internet—and I didn’t think we could get them in the ground before the first frost, but everyone had pitched in. Xavier got his hands dirty, which made me giggle. Annette Reeves came every Saturday with her granddaughter Nala, and the two of them worked tirelessly at the task. It wasn’t just Xavier and Annette either. Breanna Driesse had touched the lives of many people, and they all showed up to make her vision come true. Brody Payne, Adrian Lockhart, Caleb Reeves, Nolan Wolanski, Kai Bowen, Maddox Wake, Damien Cardenas, Julian Kincaid, Isaac Winters—the original thirteen—had all planted bulbs for Breanna.

      And now it’s spring. The house is in a valley, and the hills around us are covered in yellow drifts. It’s breathtaking.

      “Is he brooding?” Eric asks.

      “Let’s go find out.”

      Hunter isn’t brooding. He’s looking at the daffodils, a wry look on his face. “My mother had the craziest ideas,” he says, his lips quirking into a smile. “Ten thousand bulbs. Insane.”

      “Looks good, though.” I thread my arm through his. “The caterers just called. They’ll be here in ten.” I glance up at him. “Any regrets?”

      Hunter looks at me, then at Eric, and then at me again. “None,” he says, and I know he’s not talking about his mother’s house. “Best decision I ever made.”

      He’s fine. No, he’s better than fine. A knot eases in me. Hunter is truly at peace.

      Eric’s lips curve into a slow smile. “In that case, there’s an Open Night at Club M.” He tilts his head and surveys me. “I have some fantasies,” he murmurs, his eyes sparking with wicked intent. “Want to make them come true, Dix?”

      I don’t hesitate. “Always.”
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        * * *

      

      Thank you for reading Daring Dixie. I hope you love Dixie, Eric & Hunter as much as I do.

      

      Get the bonus scene! Dixie, Eric & Hunter play for the first time at Club Menage. Want to know how that goes? Click here.
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      Sophia’s book will be next in the Club Menage series, and it will be released in the last quarter of 2021. Click here to preorder it, or please sign up to my newsletter and I’ll send you a note when it’s live.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        THE CLUB MENAGE SERIES
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        Claiming Fifi - Fiona, Adrian & Brody

        Taming Avery - Avery, Kai & Maddox

        Keeping Kiera - Kiera, Caleb & Nolan

        Daring Dixie - Dixie, Eric & Hunter

        Coveting Sophia - coming soon!
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        * * *

      

      
        
        THE DIRTY SERIES

      

      

      
        
        If you enjoy menage romances, may I suggest my Dirty series? The series is set in the small town of New Summit. Each book features a smart and sassy heroine, and a pair of men who fall in love with her, and each book in the Dirty Series is a standalone MFM Menage romance.

        Flip the page for an extended preview of Dirty Therapy, the first book of the Dirty series.
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        Dirty Therapy - Mia, Benjamin & Landon

        Dirty Talk - Cassie, James & Lucas

        Dirty Games - Nina, Scott & Zane

        Dirty Words - Maggie, Lars & Ethan

      

        

      
        Or, buy the collection for a discount…

        Dirty - the Complete Collection

      

      

    

  







            A Preview of Dirty Therapy by Tara Crescent

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        My O is missing. Two therapists are going to help me find it.

      

      

      
        
        Two hours after Dennis proposes, I find my fiancé with his d*ck buried in Tiffany Slater’s hoohah, and he has the nerve to suggest it’s my fault.

      

        

      
        Because I’m frigid.

      

        

      
        Sure, I’ve never had an orgasm with him, or with anyone for that matter, but relationships are about more than good nookie. (Not that it was ever good. Adequate is more like it. Okay, who am I kidding? Dennis couldn’t find his way down there with a flashlight and a map.)

      

        

      
        Now I’m determined to find my missing O with the help of two of the hottest men I’ve ever set eyes on. Therapists Benjamin Long and Landon West. If these two men can’t make me come, then no one can.

      

        

      
        I shouldn’t sleep with them. I shouldn’t succumb to their sexy smiles. I shouldn’t listen when their firm voices promise me all the pleasure I can handle.

      

        

      
        I can’t get enough. But when a bitter rival finds out about our forbidden relationship, everything will come crashing down.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        CHAPTER 1

      

      

      

  




Mia:

      I’m going to sum up the suckitude of my life with a three-point list.

      
        	Though I haven’t had sex with my boyfriend for over a month, he proposed last night in an extremely crowded restaurant, and I said yes. Because everyone was looking at me and I didn’t want to be the girl that broke his heart in a public setting. Even though I wasn’t really sure I wanted to marry Dennis.

        	Once I got back home, I started thinking about whether we were doing the right thing. So, I went over to his place to talk to him, and I found him plowing his dick in Tiffany Slater’s willing pussy. That wasn’t good.

        	I started yelling. Instead of groveling, he yelled back. “You’re frigid,” he accused me. “I’ve never been able to make you come.” Right. As if it’s my fault that I have to draw him a map to my clitoris.

        	(Okay, I lied. This is a four-point list.) Worst of all, when I threw his stupid engagement ring at his pasty-white butt, I missed. Big dramatic moment—ruined.

      

      “So there you have it,” I finish reciting last night’s humiliating events to my best friend, Cassie, while unpacking a new shipment of cocktail dresses. “Can my life get any worse?”

      It’s eleven in the morning, or as I like to think of it, ‘Treat Time.’ Usually, this is my favorite part of the day. The store is quiet, and I can arrange the clothing neatly on hangers, organizing them by color and function. I can fiddle with the display cases of costume jewelry and make sure that everything is perfect.

      Cassie, who runs the coffee shop next door, is my supplier of treats. She’s watching me now, her eyes wide. “Dennis never made you come?” she asks, honing in unerringly to the most embarrassing part – the lack of orgasms. “Mia, the two of you dated for a year.”

      “I know.”

      She takes a bite of her muffin. Chocolate chip, if I know my friend. “Why on Earth did you keep going out with him?” she demands. Crumbs fall on my ornately tufted vintage velvet loveseat. Normally, I’d shoo her out of the way and bust out my hand-vac, but today’s not a normal day. “The guy’s not a looker, and he has the personality of a wet towel.”

      I feel strangely compelled to defend my ex-boyfriend, but then I remember Tiffany, and I clamp my mouth shut. “I tried to tell him what turned me on,” I mutter, my cheeks flushed with humiliation. “At the start. He called me a pervert.”

      Cassie’s eyebrow rises, and she gives me her ‘what-the-fuck’ look. “He called you a pervert?” Her voice is dangerous. “And you still dated him after that?”

      Worse, I almost married him.

      I avoid Cassie’s gaze. This situation would never happen to my friend. She’s bold and uninhibited, and she has every guy in our small town wrapped around her finger. Me? I’m the boring one in the corner, grateful for any scrap of attention that comes my way.

      “Anyway.” Cassie dismisses Dennis with a shrug of her shoulder. “Forget Dennis. You dodged a bullet there. Let’s get you back on the horse. Friday night happy hour at The Merry Cockatoo?”

      Normally, even the mention of The Merry Cockatoo would get a giggle out of me. The newly opened bar is on the same block as my clothing boutique and Cassie’s coffee shop. My landlord, George Bollington, has been waging a low-grade war with the woman who owns the bar, trying to get Nina Templeton to change the name.

      “We’re a family-friendly town,” he grouses every time he sees me. “What kind of woman calls her bar that name?” Mr. Bollington is so uptight he can’t even say Cockatoo out loud. Because I’m the town’s resident good girl, he thinks he’s got a sympathetic audience in me. I get to hear him grumble about Nina, about the sex therapists who’ve just opened a practice in town, about people who chew gum and listen to loud music, about people who litter… you name it, and my landlord probably disapproves of it.

      I agree with him on the litter, but the rest of it is Mr. Bollington being a grouchy old man. Except for the sex therapists. That’s professional jealousy. Mr. Bollington is a psychiatrist, and he’s grown accustomed to being the only option in town. He now has competition, and he doesn’t like it.

      Speaking of Mr. Bollington, the door bells chime, and my landlord walks in. When he sees Cassie sitting in my store, he frowns. Cassie is another person Mr. Bollington doesn’t approve of. “Mia,” he says, ignoring my friend, “I just saw your window display.” His forehead creases with disapproval. “It’s very unsuitable. This is a family-friendly town.”

      Last week, I’d received some incredible hand-made silk lingerie from a small French manufacturer. Each piece was so gorgeous that it should have been in a museum. I’d spent most of Saturday setting up a window display for the bras, panties, and slips. I should have known Mr. Bollington would get his knickers in a knot about it. (Ha ha. See what I did there?)

      “Mr. Bollington, I run a clothing store.” I try and keep my voice firm. “Window displays are an important part of my marketing strategy.”

      He’s unmoved. “Need I remind you about the morality clause in your lease, young lady?” he demands. The threat is unmistakable. Take the offending display down, or my landlord will make trouble.

      Cassie snorts into her muffin once he leaves. “One day,” she gripes, “I wish you’d stand up to him and tell him his stupid morality clause isn’t legally enforceable. You’re going to take the lingerie down, aren’t you?”

      “Probably.” I’m a people-pleaser. I want everyone to like me. And it seems easier to give in to Mr. Bollington’s demands than fight him. It’s just a window display, after all.

      Cassie lets it go. “Back to more important things,” she says. “Friday night. We’ll get drinks, get tipsy, and go home with unsuitable men.” She winks in my direction. “The kind that will have you screaming with pleasure. The sooner you forget about limp dick, the better.”

      I feel my cheeks heat. “Yeah, about that,” I mumble. “Dennis might be right.”

      She frowns. “Right about what?”

      Oh God. It’s mortifying telling Cassie the truth. “I’ve never had an orgasm with a guy in my life.”

      Her mouth falls open. Thankfully, she’s finished chewing her muffin. “With any guy?” she asks, her voice astonished.

      I think back to the three men I’ve slept with. Brett, my high-school boyfriend, who I went out with for two weeks before he dumped me to date Gayla, a big-breasted blonde cheerleader. Tony, my college crush, who slept with me once before confessing that he preferred men. And of course, Dennis, who buried his cock in Tiffany’s twat less than two hours after proposing to me. “Nope.” I lower my voice. “There’s something wrong with me, isn’t there?”

      “Apart from your horrible tastes in men, no.” She gets to her feet and muffin crumbs cascade to the floor. “Friday. Meet me at six. Prepare to party your brains out.”

      Once she leaves, I stare blankly at the rack of beaded and glittering dresses and think about my ex-fiancé. Even at the beginning of our relationship, I’d never felt the kind of passion for him I read about in books. Maybe he’s right. Maybe I am frigid.

      Cassie isn’t going to tell me the truth. The best-friend rules clearly state that she’s supposed to say supportive things.

      But there’s another way to get the truth. As I vacuum up chocolate chip muffin residue, I make a decision. I’m not the kind of girl who sleeps with a guy she picked up at the bar. Even if I wanted to have sex with a stranger, they never tended to notice me. That kind of attention is reserved for Cass.

      No, I’m going to solve my orgasm problem the responsible, adult way. I’m going to see a therapist. Not just any therapist. I’m going to see the sex therapists that Mr. Bollington hates. Benjamin Long and Landon West. Maybe they can figure out what’s wrong with me.
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        CHAPTER 2

      

      

      

  




Benjamin:

      It’s been two months since Landon and I opened our practice in this small town, and I can’t say that I’m enjoying it so far. While the pace of life is a lot more peaceful than Manhattan, I’m used to the anonymity of the big city. In New Summit, everyone has their noses in our business all the time. Given what we do, that’s a problem.

      Landon, my partner and best friend, comes into my office at ten in the morning. “I need to talk to you about Amy,” he says without preamble, taking a seat opposite me and propping his legs up on my desk.

      I give him a pointed look, one that just makes him laugh. Landon knows I like my office tidy and organized, and he takes delight in messing with me. “Make yourself at home,” I say dryly. I look him over. His hair is tousled, he hasn’t shaved, and his eyes are red. “You look like hell by the way. Late night?”

      He grins. “Samantha came over,” he says. “She's a tiger, that one. She kept me up all night.”

      It’s far too hard to keep up with Landon’s dating habits, but I could have sworn he was seeing someone else. “Weren’t you sleeping with Claire?” I ask him.

      “Not anymore,” he replies with a shake of his head. “She was getting clingy. Talking about clingy, how's Becky?”

      I gave him a puzzled look. “We broke up. Didn’t I tell you?”

      A faintly hurt expression flashes across his face. “No,” he says. “You forgot to mention it. When did this happen?”

      I do the math in my head. “Three weeks ago.”

      “Why did you break up with her? The two of you seem to get along well enough.”

      Landon knows me pretty well, so he’s guessed, correctly, that I initiated the break-up. I think about the lawyer I dated for six months. Landon’s right—Becky and I got along just fine. We never fought, we never argued, and we never even bickered. It had been an amicable, adult relationship, and it had bored me to tears.

      “She wanted to move in,” I explain.

      Landon raises an eyebrow. “Let me guess,” he says, his voice amused. “That suggestion filled you with horror. You thought about Becky’s stuff all over your place, her toothbrush next to yours, her pretty lingerie in your closet, and you ran for your life.”

      “You don’t need to psychoanalyze me,” I tell him. Landon and I have been friends since college. He knows my flaws, and I know his. After a childhood filled with chaos, I’m almost pathological in my desire for calm. Landon’s father cheated on his mother and slept around like a randy tomcat, and as a result, Landon avoids relationships, convinced he wouldn't be able to stay faithful. “I’m quite aware that I’m a little stuck in my ways.”

      “That’s not what I was going to say,” he replies, his expression serious. “I was going to tell you that you only pick women that you aren’t truly attracted to, so it’s easier to walk away from them when you’re done.”

      I glare at my friend. That assessment is a little too close to the truth for comfort. “Didn’t you say you wanted to talk about Amy? What has she done this time?”

      Amy Cooke is our receptionist. She’s new; the receptionist we had in Manhattan hadn’t wanted to leave the city. She’s still on probation, and at the rate she’s going, she’s not going to last very long.

      “She outed Natalie to her sister-in-law.” Landon’s voice is angry. “Nat called me in tears this morning. It seems that Amy ran into Doris in church, and proceeded to ask her if Nat’s husband knew what she did in our office.”

      I see red. Our practice specializes in sex therapy, and Natalie is one of our best surrogates. We use her to help clients who are having issues with their sex lives.

      Unfortunately, surrogacy is still considered similar to sex work, and while Natalie’s husband knows what she does for a living, the couple would prefer that no one else does.

      Now Amy has outed Natalie to her family.

      “We should fire her,” I say flatly. “Amy knows how important confidentiality is. If she can’t respect the most basic rules of our profession…”

      Landon winces. He’s kinder than I am. “Give her a warning,” he says. “Tell her that she’s out of second chances.”

      I frown. “You do it then,” I tell him. “I’m too angry.”

      “Not a chance,” he says promptly. “She has a crush on me. She'd be more terrified if you yell at her.”

      “Fine.” Amy has to realize how important discretion is in our profession. Otherwise, she is going to get herself fired. Already George Bollington, the psychotherapist in town, is gunning for us. We don’t need any more hassle.

      My intercom buzzes just then. “Dr. Long? Dr. West?” Amy’s voice sounds in my office. “Your ten thirty appointment is here. Mia Gardner.”

      “Thanks Amy.” I put the phone on mute and grin at Landon. “I hope you’re ready to put your thinking cap on.”

      “New patient?” he asks. Landon and I see new patients together, at least until we have a treatment plan in place. ”Let’s go.”
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Landon:

      There’s only one word I can use to describe the woman who waits in my office. Hot.

      She’s in her mid-twenties. Her eyes glitter like green emeralds. Her hair is dark and lustrous, cascading in long, loose waves down her shoulders. Her body is the kind that a man dreams of, curvy and lush.

      Except she’s a prospective client, for fuck’s sake. And though Ben jokes that I’ll screw everything in a skirt, I have some boundaries. Clients are always off-limits.

      “Ms. Gardner,” I greet her with my most professional smile. “I’m Dr. West. This is Dr. Long. Please, sit down.”

      I wave toward the deep burgundy couch, and she perches on the very edge of it. Her fingers are clenched into fists, and she’s yet to say a word.

      “What brought you in today, Ms. Gardner?” Ben asks encouragingly.

      She bites her lower lip. My cock takes note of the way her teeth indent the flesh, and I stir in my armchair, trying discreetly to adjust myself. God, this is embarrassing. I’m a sex therapist. I’ve watched people get fucked in this office, and I’ve never yet had to fight off an erection.

      Fuck me. My dick hardens even further at the thought of seeing Mia Gardner naked.

      Okay. Focus, Landon. She’s here for help.

      “Ms. Gardner.” I lean forward. “It’s okay. You can tell us what the matter is. Everything you say in this office is confidential. We’re here to help.”

      She nods. “I have a problem,” she says, her face flushed. Her voice is barely a whisper. “I don’t think I enjoy sex.”

      “Why do you think that?” Ben asks her.

      Her eyes drop to her lap. “I never orgasm,” she mumbles. “My fiancé thought I was frigid.”

      She has a fiancé? I don’t know why that bothers me as much as it does.

      Ben is more helpful than I am. “It’s pretty common not to orgasm with a partner.”

      “It’s not just Dennis,” she confesses, her hands worrying the fabric of her skirt. “I’ve never been able to come with any partner.”

      “Couples sometimes fall into a rut,” I suggest. “They find it helpful to tell each other about their fantasies. Role play, kink. Whatever jolts you out of your rhythm.”

      Her face turns fiery. “Have you tried telling him what turns you on?” I continue.

      “What turns you on, Ms. Gardner?” Ben’s voice drops an octave, and his eyes glitter with heat. Whoa. Benjamin Long is interested in this girl too. Well, well.

      “It’s too embarrassing.” She can’t look at us.

      “If you don’t tell us, we can’t help you.”

      “I just can’t,” she wails.

      I have a brainwave, which is a miracle, given that most of my blood has pooled in my dick. “Sometimes, when our clients are having trouble relaxing, we use hypnosis.”

      “Good idea, Dr. West,” Ben says, giving me a sidelong look. He turns back to Mia. “Would you like to try that?”

      She bites her lower lip again. I can see her debate it in her head.

      “We record the session,” I assure her. “So you don’t have to worry about what you say.”

      She appears to reach a conclusion. “Yes,” she nods. “I really want to solve this problem of mine, and if that’s what it takes, let’s do it.”

      Ben’s the hypnotist. “Lie back on the couch,” he instructs Mia, while I set up the recorder.

      She gulps, but obeys. She stretches out on the red burgundy velvet, her skirt riding up to mid-thigh. Her skin looks creamy and soft and very touchable.

      “You have nothing to worry about,” Ben assures her. “Despite what you hear, we can’t make you do anything during hypnosis that you won’t do otherwise. It’s just to get you to calm down.”

      He looks deep in her eyes, the lucky dog. "Relax,” he says, his voice low and soothing. “Let your muscles sink into the couch.” He draws out his sentences, the syllables slow and smooth. “Breathe in. Fill your chest and lungs with air.”

      She complies, and her breasts strain against her shirt. I want to adjust myself but can’t. Until Mia goes under, sudden movements will startle her and pull her out of her trance.

      “Good,” Ben continues. “Now breathe out slowly. Empty your lungs.”

      After several steadying breaths, Ben proceeds to the next step. Despite what you see in pop culture, you don’t need a swinging watch to hypnotize someone. Just a focal object.

      Unfortunately, Ben picks me. “I want you to look at Dr. West’s face,” he instructs. “Focus on him. Don’t move your eyes away from Landon, Mia.”

      Her pretty green eyes meet mine. There’s a hint of nervousness there, but as Ben goes through each step, it disappears. After five minutes of slow, patient encouragement, her eyes grow heavy, and her breathing evens out.

      Ben nods at me. She’s good to go.

      “We were talking about sex, Mia,” I say. “Tell us what you want.”

      “Dennis was tentative,” she murmurs, her voice soft. “Sometimes, I wanted him to take charge.”

      “Take charge how?”

      She hesitates. “I wanted him to push me against a wall,” she whispers. “Pull my hands above my head and hold them in place. I wanted him to be forceful. I wanted to be taken.”

      Stay calm, Landon.

      “What else?” My voice is strained. “What do you fantasize about?”

      “I want to be spanked,” she replies. “I want to be dragged over a man’s lap.” Her expression turns dreamy. “He’ll pull my panties down, and he’ll order me to take my punishment like a good girl. And if I don’t obey, he’ll tie my wrists up so I can’t move.”

      Oh my fucking God.

      Even hypnotized, her cheeks go pink. “Then, once the spanking is over, he’ll push me down on my knees, and he’ll thrust his cock into my mouth.”

      Ben makes a strangled noise in his throat. Thankfully, it doesn’t stop Mia Gardner, because she keeps talking. “Sometimes,” she whispers, “I even dream about more than one cock. One in my pussy, one in my ass. Taking me hard.”

      This girl will be the death of us. Her fantasies are dirty and kinky, and I want to fulfill them.

      She’s a prospective client, asswipe. Keep your dick in your pants.

      Ben’s heard enough. He pulls Mia Gardner out of her hypnotic trance. When she’s sitting on the couch again, her back straight, her hands clenched in her lap, he continues gently. “Do you remember what you told us you want?” he asks her.

      She shakes her head.

      I swallow. Mia is an irresistible combination of good-girl on the outside, and hot kinky vixen when her inhibitions are down. Following procedure, I copy the recording on a flash drive and give it to her. “If you want to listen to it later,” I say in explanation.

      Ben takes a deep breath to steady himself. “It sounds like you want to spice up your sex life,” he says. “Perhaps your orgasm problems are tied to that. Have you tried talking to your fiancé?”

      Her fiancé. What a douchebag that guy must be. If I had a woman like Mia in my bed, I’d make damn sure I please her.

      Ben says tied, and I think of Mia stretched out on the couch, her arms above her head, bound together with a tie. Not mine; I never wear one. Ben’s tie would work nicely, though.

      “I can’t. We broke up.”

      An unexpected surge of triumph runs through my blood. Yes. She’s single. Tell me more about your fantasies, I want to urge. Ben and I have shared women in the past. We haven’t done something like that in a long time, but for this woman, I’ll be happy to make an exception.

      “We have some other options,” Ben says. “If you’d like, we can explore using sexual surrogates to help you climax during sex.”

      She sits up. “A surrogate? You mean someone will have sex with me while you watch?”

      “We’re trained professionals,” I reply. “I know it sounds awkward, but it isn’t as bad as it sounds.”

      She jumps to her feet, her palms pressed against her cheeks. “I can’t,” she says, her eyes wild. “What was I thinking? Oh my God, I need to get out of here.”

      She rushes out of my office. I stare after her retreating back. “Well, that went well,” Ben mutters. “Now I get to go and yell at Amy. What a fucking day.”
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