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    The first rule is obey...and she already broke it.


    Francesca “Frankie” De Luca always pays her debts. Even when it means stepping inside Serve, the sensuous Manhattan club that caters to particular adult desires. For Frankie, it’s a taste of something she’s always wanted—and never received. Until a sharply dressed Brit orders her into his room, and instructs her to undress before delivering the carnal punishment she so desperately needs...


    She wasn’t the woman Porter Evans was expecting. Not this wild thing with the pale, silvery eyes. And such cheek. But she violates Porter’s strict rules of control. Temptation is a dangerous thing indeed. Yet everything about Frankie cries out for schooling about the tantalizing interplay of pleasure and pain. So Porter offers Frankie a deal she can’t refuse—and the only thing she owes him is submission...
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    Chapter One


    Toto, I don’t think we’re in Queens anymore.


    Frankie De Luca stepped back just in time to avoid a dancing couple that certainly hadn’t left enough room for Jesus between their writhing bodies. They stumbled toward an elevator located along the back of the dance floor, drawing Frankie’s attention to the massive, golden mouth framing the doors. Welcome to hell? A man sporting an earpiece pressed the button just in time for the doors to open and swallow the couple whole, taking them upstairs to join in the revelry that went on at Serve, Manhattan’s exclusive club for the adventurous. Upstairs was where Frankie was supposed to be headed, but her reflection in the steel doors of the elevator kept her rooted to the spot as the party raged on around her. She’d worn Converse and ripped jeans to a BDSM club. Was she serious?


    Two stylishly dressed women brushed past her, giving her curious looks. Frankie’s chin automatically lifted even though she could feel the holes in her jeans widening by the second. No one gave a shit about her clothes during her day job. Hell, her customers couldn’t even see her attire from the other side of the plastic partition. Driving a cab had its perks. A keen fashion sense might not be one of them, but the job paid the bills.


    Or most of them, anyway. There was one behemoth expense accumulating over head with way too many zeroes attached. Frankie didn’t do debts. Or charity. Which was what had brought her to Serve that night. She’d come to pay it back.


    Okay. That was one reason. The other wasn’t so easily summed up.


    Tonight, she’d get some clarification.


    Forcing her features into an expression that said I’m supposed to be here, she went toward earpiece-guy, who, upon closer inspection, proved to be just as eye-catching as his surroundings. He lifted a lazy eyebrow at her approach, but she didn’t let his lack of verbal greeting faze her. “My name is Frankie De Luca. I have a meeting with Jonah Briggs.”


    “Really.” The man consulted his clipboard. “He doesn’t usually take meetings.”


    “Believe me. I know.”


    The owner of Serve was notoriously private, despite the recent media circus surrounding his relationship with notable financial journalist, Caroline Preston. It had taken Frankie months to get Jonah to agree to this meeting. In the end, her loose connection to the Preston family had gotten her a fifteen-minute time window, one she planned to use wisely.


    “It appears you’ve breached the inner sanctum.” Earpiece-guy punched the elevator’s call button and stepped back. “Congratulations.”


    “I’m honored,” she mumbled, doing her best not to stare at the man as she stepped though the doors. When they bumped closed behind her, she jumped a little, then rolled her eyes. Compared to picking up passengers in her cab at three o’clock in the morning, this meeting would be a piece of cake. It was what could come afterward that had her nerves expanding beneath her skin, twisting and crackling. Anticipation or dread? Guess she’d find out.


    When the elevator doors opened, she peered into the darkened space, expecting to see an orgy in full swing. Instead, she saw a sprawling, tastefully decorated floor, complete with a lounge area. Several couples were speaking in hushed tones, hands roaming, but nothing she hadn’t seen before in her rearview mirror. How disappointing. With a shrug, she turned down a hallway with several doors on either side. One swung open to reveal Jonah Briggs. Arms crossed over his chest, he looked about as inviting as the subway after New Year’s Eve. Too bad the red licorice scent that wafted off him was a comfort whether he liked it or not.


    “I don’t have much time,” he told her.


    “Me either,” she returned, bypassing him into his office. An oversized, carved mahogany desk took up most of the space in the first room, covered in neat stacks of paperwork and several framed photos of Caroline Preston, interspersed with others of a young girl. His daughter? There was a second door across the room, and an electric blue glow coming from beneath it suggested monitors or televisions on the other side. “Quiet night out there.”


    “Give it an hour.” Jonah took a seat behind his desk, thoughtful eyes flicking over the pictures of his girlfriend, as if it were an unconscious action. “You mentioned over the phone that this had something to do with my daughter.”


    Frankie nodded, refusing to let her gaze dip. She hadn’t liked using another person’s weakness to secure the meeting, but desperate times had called for it. This debt of hers would be repaid by fair means or foul. “You wouldn’t have agreed to see me without knowing everything about me.” No reaction. “So you already know that your girlfriend’s family is responsible for sending me to Columbia University. I’m the first beneficiary of the scholarship they set up in their mother’s name.”


    Jonah leaned back in his chair. “I might know something about it.”


    “Right.” Her response was dry. “I’ve met the Prestons enough times to know they won’t accept repayment from me.”


    “A grant doesn’t require repayment.”


    “Maybe for some people. But I boned up on you, too, and I know you’re not the type to accept something for free, either.” She gave him a meaningful look. “I never could have done this without them and I’m grateful. But when I graduate, it’ll be on my own dime.”


    “What does this have to do with my daughter?”


    Frankie glanced at the photo on his desk depicting a young girl dangling off a jungle gym. “I want to make the payments to you. The Prestons don’t need to know about it.” She forced herself not to play with the fringe on her jeans. “I’d like it set aside for your daughter to use when she’s my age. Kind of an indirect way of paying back the Prestons by sending someone they care about to school.”


    Jonah didn’t speak for a moment. She’d surprised him. Good. “I don’t need your money to send my daughter to school. In fact, that’s a privilege I’d prefer to keep.”


    “Understood.” Damn. She should have anticipated that. “Your daughter can donate it to a charity of her choice when she turns eighteen, then. Or send another poor unfortunate to college with the money.” She secured her poker face. “Take the payment from me or I’ll drop out.”


    “You’re that serious about it.” It wasn’t a question. Again his gaze flicked toward the pictures on his desk. Over a smiling Caroline Preston who would probably be upset if she returned the grant money. For all their newsworthy shenanigans, the Prestons were good people. They had taken a chance on her, changed her life, really. But she already owed too many people in this world.


    Jonah rubbed his knuckles over his jaw. “I’ll put aside these payments for you on one condition.”


    Frankie raised an eyebrow, not ready to commit until she heard the terms.


    Jonah’s lips twitched. “If you need the money, you come back and get it.” He stood and extended his hand. “And Ms. De Luca? I’ll know if you need it.”


    “I appreciate your concern.” She shook his hand, sealing the deal. “But I won’t.”


    As soon as he released her hand, she dug in her pocket and took out a white envelope, sliding it across the desk. “Here’s my first payment. It’s not much. The business classes I’m taking make it difficult to drive my cab, but I’ll make sure I match it down to the penny.”


    “Something tells me not to doubt you.”


    Frankie felt her own smile threaten, but it faded when she remembered her other purpose for the night. Her relief over having Jonah accept her terms allowed for anticipation to trickle through her midsection, blending with fear of the unknown. A significant part of her wanted to take her victory and run, but she’d come there tonight to kill two birds with one stone and that’s what she would do. No backing out now.


    When Jonah sat back down at his desk instead of heading right for the second room, Frankie predicted she’d have about two minutes to appease her curiosity just beyond the door of his office, curiosity she’d been harboring for two years. Before attending Columbia had gone from pipe dream to reality, night classes had been all she could afford. One night, after missing a lecture due to an overtime shift at work, she’d stopped by a classmate’s apartment to copy her notes. Instead, Frankie walked in on her having sex with her boyfriend. Not just any sex, though. The woman’s legs and hands had been bound to the bed while the guy gripped her chin, telling her who she belonged to. Pumping in and out of her. Hard. At the time, Frankie had ordered herself to move. Get away before they caught her. Eventually, she’d managed it, but there had been no mistaking one fact. She’d been turned on to an almost embarrassing degree. In fact, she hadn’t stopped being turned on since that day, but there’d been no appeasement. Where did one go for an experience like the one she’d witnessed?


    Here. Serve.


    Frankie backed out of Jonah’s office, returning his wave as he answered a phone call. Her stomach felt like it had been pumped full of helium as she closed the door behind her, finding herself alone in the darkened hallway. To her right, a sliver of light caught her eye—movement behind a slightly ajar door. She squared her shoulders and eased toward it, hoping for a peek of what lay on the other side. Just a peek.


    What she saw through the crack woke up her hormones and twisted them into a pretzel.


    A man dressed in all black, right down to his leather gloves, was visible in profile. But it was enough to daze her. Not just darkly, criminally handsome…intriguing, to boot. Every line of his body was tension-filled. His jaw, his shoulders, his thighs. Powerful chest muscles flexed beneath the expensive material of his shirt. He was pulling items out of a leather bag and laying them neatly on an elevated table, every single movement precise. Almost angry. This was a private moment she was seeing, but she couldn’t look away. His energy was hypnotic.


    If he was in one of these rooms, did that mean he was here to meet someone? To do those things she’d fantasized about since the day she’d walked in on her friend? Jealousy summersaulted inside her ribcage. Ridiculous. He hadn’t even looked at her. She didn’t even know him. It remained there, anyway, turning faster and faster.


    When he spoke in a taut, yet smoky, British accent, the tumbling stilled instantly.


    Everything inside her went still.


    “If you choose to stand there much longer, you will be punished for your lateness.” Golden eyes locked on her. “Choose wisely.”

  


  
    Chapter Two


    This…girl is not my partner for the night.


    Porter Evans paused in the act of removing tools from his leather bag to watch her enter the room. It was impossible not to watch her. Her expression spoke of a readiness to take on the world but her fingers were fiddling with a string hanging from her jeans. For the love of God, the sodding jeans alone were going to be the death of him. Had she purchased them in such a disheveled state or done it herself with a pair of scissors? Either method baffled him, but he couldn’t help noticing the skin each hole in the denim revealed. Soft, olive-colored skin. Italian skin. Marked skin. But not from the kinds of pursuits he engaged in. Her knees appeared to be scratched up from a fall of some kind.


    Soothe her. Porter was so surprised by the uncharacteristic urge, he dropped the flogger he’d been holding, immediately reaching down to straighten it without taking his gaze off the girl. His eyes tracked downward to light on her ancient pair of runners, enough dirt on them to suggest she’d earned those toned legs from physical activity. It didn’t excuse their hideousness.


    What did excuse it? Big silver eyes. Yes, silver. They were the lightest shade of blue he’d ever seen. Not even enough to be categorized as blue. The contrast they created against her tanned skin was extraordinary, exotic, at total odds with her tomboy appearance. If she’d walked into Serve wearing leather, she never would have made it to this room, not if any other man in the building had a say in it. As it was, though, this ragamuffin—who couldn’t be older than twenty-two—had shown up in his room.


    And she wasn’t his arranged partner. There was protocol that he always followed when arranging this type of thing and it included knowing what the woman looked like. Her limits. This was not that woman.


    Was she attempting to pretend otherwise? Allowing this situation to go on any longer went entirely against his personality. He liked terms stated up front. Keeping an airtight schedule. Yet there was an insistent, undeniable need to let the charade play out, if she was indeed trying to fool him. Even if he didn’t quite understand why the need existed, it pulled at him with compelling force. The words that would break the spell refused to come.


    “Do you need a reminder to remove your clothing?” He lifted his leather bag off the bed and set it down carefully on a nearby chair. “I can’t imagine why. It was very clearly stated in the terms that the clothes come off immediately.”


    Her confidence wavered a moment before that stubborn chin lifted once more, sending long brown hair—in desperate need of a brush—sliding over her shoulders. Lust pooled low and heavy in his groin at that show of mettle. It only increased when she clutched the edge of her shirt and tossed it over her head. Onto the ground. Any other time, he would order his submissive to pick up the discarded garment and fold it neatly. He needed everything in its place, goddammit. But he couldn’t—could not—tear his eyes away from the breasts she’d revealed. A groan even managed to slip from his mouth before he could catch it.


    She was golden all over, everywhere but the pink tips of her nipples. An image of her arms stretched and bound above her head while he sucked those peaks made his cock rise in his pants. This had been a mistake, going through with the ruse. He was supposed to be appreciative, aroused, but never…tempted. These encounters were a healthy environment to exercise control over himself. Another person. But at that moment, his thoughts were anything but in control. There were…the beginnings of chaos.


    “Man. Are you always this tense?” She swaggered toward the bed and hopped up onto the padded surface, making her breasts jiggle. “Seems like that should be my job considering you just picked up a horsewhip.”


    He had? Porter looked down to find the leather object wrapped tightly in his fist. “It’s called a crop,” he enunciated. “And I don’t recall giving you permission to get on the bed.”


    “Should I get off?” She reclined back, supporting herself with her hands. “Because that actually does seem like your job.”


    Porter’s restraint caved in on itself, causing reality to blur. In that moment, he forgot this wasn’t the person he’d arranged to see, but someone else entirely. Someone who obviously didn’t know what the hell she’d gotten herself into. The beautiful temptation that had chosen to defy him, to seek punishment. He was all too willing to oblige her.


    He gripped her knees and yanked her off the bed, and a slight tremor passing through those limbs knocked some sense into him. Just not enough. He whirled her around until she faced the bed, aligning himself flush with her back. Fuck, she curved right into his lap. “I don’t think you heard me. You couldn’t have, since your ass if still being hidden from my eyes by these jeans.” He unsnapped the top button, savoring the way she gasped with awareness of who was in charge. Finally. “Maybe I should just rip them off you. Put them out of their misery.”


    “Fine.” She sagged onto the table. “Just put me out of mine, too, please.”


    She came into sharp focus then. Not just her physical attributes, which were more than enough to keep his attention. It was the plaintiveness in her voice, though, that captivated him. He’d only been in her presence for minutes and he knew this wasn’t someone who begged, or revealed weakness if she could damn well help it. Not unless she sorely fucking needed it. That need demolished him. For so long, he’d been playing out scenes, but they never felt real. She was real. She was happening to him.


    “If you can’t do it, pal, I’ll find someone who will.”


    “Over my dead body.” He cupped her upturned ass in his hands, where it fit like a dream. “There is a way I conduct myself—my pleasure—to make sure I don’t go too far. Or I will. Do you understand me? I’m not your beginner course.”


    “I didn’t ask for one.” She looked at him over her shoulder, those silver eyes cutting right through him. “Everything, every time, feels like a beginner course. Give me the real thing.”


    Nagging irritation sliced through him at the mention of her having other experiences. Elsewhere. With other men. Absurd, that. But poignant as hell, nonetheless. “You want a spanking? Or should I use one of my tools?”


    Her back began to rise and fall rapidly. “Anything. You decide.”


    “Those are powerful words to someone like me.” He drew the zipper of her jeans down and peeled the denim over her ass. Jesus H. Christ. Her flesh was a meal waiting to be eaten, all but glowing in the dim, reddish light, curving in a manner that demanded a man take her from behind. Often. Even her basic, no-frills panties made him hot. Porter took a fortifying breath. “Give me a safe word.”


    “Um…” She blew out a breath. “Beetlejuice?”


    He gritted his teeth. “Just don’t say it three times. I don’t feel like sharing.”


    Her rich, feminine laugh made his stomach hurt, beyond the all-encompassing arousal he was feeling. Not in an unpleasant way. In an, oh fuck, kind of way. She was like a diamond being unearthed one sand granule at a time. God help everyone in the vicinity when she was fully revealed. “Who knew there was a sense of humor underneath all that black?”


    He swallowed hard. “You know nothing about me.”


    “Show me,” she whispered.


    “Will I be showing you about me?” He slipped her panties over the curve of her backside. “Or yourself?”


    As he waited for an answer he suspected wouldn’t come, he considered his tools. Why should they have the honor of landing on her skin the first time? His hand wanted that glowing skin all to itself. Wanted to make it glow hotter. Light as a feather, he let his palm glide over her supple bottom, closing his eyes to focus on her breathing, the way she pushed herself into his hand. A present wrapped in a bow. So he tore off the wrapping. He dropped his hand, shook it out once and flexed his fingers, before bringing it against her flesh in a biting slap.


    She caught her breath on a sob, held it, and released it in a rush. “Oh my god.”


    Porter wanted to lick the handprint he’d left behind. Another new, disconcerting urge he’d never experienced. God, everything about her, down to the sound his spanking made on her skin, was electric. He fought the sudden need to know her name, to say it, but he couldn’t ask because the jig would be up. “Is this your first time?”


    She dropped her forehead to the bed. “First time I’ve had it done right.”


    More irritation surged, but it was overshadowed by the desire to show her how right it could be. Leaning to the side so he could view her profile, he brought his hand down on her ass again, a touch harder than the time before. Her expression robbed him of logic, her beautiful mouth parting on a cry, eyes squeezing shut, fingers curling into the bed. “Finally came to the right place, is that what you think?” Her flesh reverberated with his next blow. “I’m sorry to inform you that this is most definitely not the right place for you. I have no patience for some wet behind the ears girl with a smart mouth.”


    His words were partially drowned out by the pounding in his head. Liar. When had he become a liar? He could stand there all day making her flesh sting, soothing it. Putting rapture on her face.


    “I won’t say another word if you keep going.”


    After her whispered plea, Porter couldn’t help himself any longer. He spread his hands wide on either side of her on the bed and leaned down to plant a kiss on her backside. Hot, smooth. Gorgeous. “Oh, I’ll keep going. If for no other reason than to show you what happens when you walk into my room asking for things you don’t understand.” He trailed his thumb down the center of her ass, stopping just before he reached the damp juncture of her thighs. “Spread your legs. I’d like to know the exact color of your pussy before I make it cry.”


    Her hips shook at the command, but she followed his instructions, tilting her ass up and widening her stance. He wished he hadn’t berated her for the way she talked, because when he expected her to speak and she didn’t, he craved the sound. Almost as much as his body craved her wet, rosy core, so sweetly presented for him. He rewarded her with a biting slap, right over the top of it. Another. Another. Quick, harsh smacks that caused that luscious button of flesh to swell with each strike.


    She came. Her smooth back twisted, legs shooting back together to press, press so tightly as she trembled, moaning into the bed. More than anything at that moment, he wanted to see her face. Wanted to…to kiss her mouth and soak in everything he’d made her feel. So easily. Almost no effort. The exquisiteness of her choked him, made him throb head to toe. He wanted the opportunity to do more, show her what he could do, but as soon as she stopped shaking, she was gone from beneath him. All he could do was step back and watch her, holding his breath. For what?


    When she finally faced him, Porter almost fell to his knees. She looked like she’d been tied up and ridden for hours, slack and satisfied with eyes that should be staring up at a ceiling. His ceiling.


    “Thank you,” she murmured, before stooping down to pick up her shirt.


    It took him until she’d pulled on her pants to convince himself of what she’d said. “Thank you?”


    She nodded, sending hair falling over one eye, but she shoved it behind her ears. “Yeah.” Both of her hands found their home in the back pockets of her jeans. “I should get out of here before the person you’re supposed to meet gets here, huh?” She turned toward the door, throwing him a wink over her shoulder. “Thanks for playing along.”


    A muscle in his jaw twitched. “You knew that I knew?”


    Unbelievable. She didn’t even stop to answer him. He didn’t want to examine the panic drilling into his skull when her figure disappeared from the doorway, which was immediately filled by someone else—the tall, curvy redhead he’d actually been expecting. She stepped inside and went down on her knees, bowing her head. “Sorry, I’m late, Sir.”


    No. Wrong. This was wrong. He wanted the girl back here. Now.


    “Excuse me,” he said curtly, leaving the room. Without his tools. He couldn’t remember a time when he hadn’t packed them just right, made sure they were in a secure place. Right then, he didn’t give two shits about anything but catching up with her. There. Sliding into the elevator like a phantom, slipping right through his fingers. He had no idea what he’d do when he caught up with her, because frankly, he didn’t understand the way she made him feel. He didn’t do well with the unknown. The idea of never seeing her again was worse, though. Much fucking worse.


    He caught the elevator door just before it closed.


    “Not so fast.”

  


  
    Chapter Three


    Frankie hadn’t lost a staring contest in her life. Not once. But dammit if this uptight British dude wasn’t about to hand her defeat numero uno.


    She’d been stunned into silence when he’d followed her into the elevator, because Hello nurse, she’d seen the redhead about to take her place. Her scrawny ass didn’t even rate. Yet here they were, still not speaking, sitting on a chaise lounge beside one another on the first floor of Serve while the crowd expanded around them. He’d ordered her a Coke from the waitress, which should have pissed her off. It would have, too, if she had any energy left in her body. He’d drained her of every last ounce. It was often theorized that people who were born blind didn’t know any better, so living without sight didn’t bother them as much as someone who’d lost their vision at say, age fifteen. An hour ago, she would have argued blindness was equally difficult in either case. Now? She had to admit there was some merit to the other theory. Because she couldn’t go back into the darkness. Not now, when she knew what it felt like to see.


    It appeared as if the brit was waiting for her to crack, justifying her initial impression of him. Her neighborhood was chock full of cops and she’d gotten this same look growing up, when one of them wanted to know who’d hit the baseball through their window. This guy had some sort of law enforcement background, but she wouldn’t put her money on a police officer. Something more…ruthless.


    “How long are we going to keep this up?” She drummed her fingers on her knee. “Not that I don’t find your company intoxicating, but I have to be back at work soon.”


    “Where is work for you?”


    “Ah, no. I conceded the staring contest, which wasn’t easy, by the way. The least you can do is answer first.” Damn. She’d never felt self-conscious about her job before. Something about the way he radiated disapproval and smelled like luxury made her hesitate. “British men are supposed to be polite, right? Don’t let me down.”


    He showed no reaction. “I’m an antiques dealer.”


    “And I’m Kevin Bacon.” She kept her gaze level as he reached into his pants pocket and drew out a business card, presenting her with it. Porter Evans. Fine antiquities. “What did you do before you sold antiques, Porter?”


    His upper lip tugged. “Security. Of a kind.”


    “Of a kind,” she muttered, tucking the card away in her jeans pocket. Not that she would be needing it again, but it seemed rude to return it. Before he could ask about her job again, she put out her hand. “Frankie De Luca.”


    He eyed her outstretched hand. “You really think shaking hands is where we’re at here?”


    “I have no idea where we’re at. I thought I was leaving.” Refusing to be embarrassed, she tried to snatch her hand back from where he’d left her hanging, but he caught it. Oddly, he looked as surprised as she felt that he’d made the effort. “Shouldn’t you be upstairs with Jessica Rabbit?”


    “Yes, I should be. Is Frankie short for something?”


    “Francesca.” He pressed his thumb to the center of her palm and sensation went rushing through her, centered between her legs. No way. She’d never been as satisfied as she’d been walking out of the room upstairs. It couldn’t be happening again already. “No one calls me that.”


    “Perfect.”


    She started to question that odd response, but the waitress set down a frosty pint glass of Coke in front of her and a tumbler of golden liquid before Porter. When she reached for the wad of bills she kept in her sock, he made a dismissive sound. “I’ve got a tab.”


    Frankie wanted to protest, but the waitress was watching her closely. The price of a soda wasn’t worth the argument, but it still weighed on her. As soon as the waitress left, she picked up his glass instead of her own and took only a small sip. She had more driving to do tonight, but felt a point needed to be made. When she set the tumbler back down, Porter was watching her as if she’d danced a hula on the table. “You might have a tab, but I don’t like owing money to people. It’s why I came here tonight.”


    His mouth formed a grim line. “You’re not working here.”


    “I didn’t say I was. But it wouldn’t be up to you.” She leaned against the back of the chaise and crossed her legs. “You know, this is the weirdest conversation I’ve had in a while and I have a lot of those.”


    “Right. At least I’m not alone in that respect.” He picked up his drink and took a healthy swallow. “Enough pleasantries. I want to know what you were doing in my room. Are you a member here?”


    “No. Are you going to turn me in?”


    He ignored her question. “How did you get upstairs?”


    She couldn’t help an uncomfortable glance toward the nearest camera, mounted on the ceiling. “I had a meeting with Jonah.”


    “Jonah.” A glint appeared in his eye. “I repeat, you’re not working here.”


    “We’ve covered your lack of say in the matter.” She gave in and took a sip of Coke, feeling a tickle in her belly when his gaze zeroed in on her mouth as she sucked the straw. “I’m not here to make money, I’m here to pay it back. I owe money to someone and Jonah is holding my payments for me.”


    “To whom do you owe money?”


    “’To whom’? Don’t you need a monocle to speak like that?”


    “You’re very funny for twenty-two.”


    “I’m twenty-four.” She glared at him when she realized he’d sneakily gotten her age out of her. “It’s really none of your business, but I owe a debt to Oliver Preston.”


    He pinched the bridge of his nose, laughing without humor. “Unbelievable. I can’t get away from the son-of-a-bitch.”


    “You know Oliver?”


    “You could say that.” His entire demeanor changed, going from weary to rigid. “Why exactly do you owe him money?”


    Frankie sighed into her Coke. Her debts weren’t exactly her favorite topic. Furthermore, why did it feel natural to disclose personal details to this near stranger? Because as soon as he put his hands on you, the world started spinning the right direction. She swallowed the cold liquid, but it did nothing to dampen the fire. “I’m the recipient of a scholarship in his mother’s name. I don’t want it hanging over my head forever. The money could have gone to someone else. Someone that didn’t get the opportunity. I need to close the gap I left behind by taking it.” She shook her head. “I know that doesn’t make any sense.”


    “It makes perfect sense, except for the part about your leaving a gap.” He scowled at her. “What a dreadful way to think of oneself.”


    Dreadful? Oneself? “Maybe monocle should have been my safe word.”


    …


    Porter was a trained interrogator and yet as this conversation went on, his knowledge of the subject seemed to decrease, rather than increase. Odd, considering she didn’t seem inclined to hold back much information. Perhaps the feeling stemmed from him wanting to know more—and more—about her, this exasperating girl who appeared to be intent on making fun of him. When was the last time someone had made a joke at his expense? He couldn’t remember and had no idea whether or not he liked it. He only knew this conversation was far from over.


    Owes Oliver Preston money, does she? He didn’t like that at all. There was certainly no love lost between Porter and that tosser, although Porter rather thought Preston should thank him. If Preston’s now-fiancé, Eliza, hadn’t cozied up to Porter at Serve all those nights ago, Preston might have never found the brass to make his move. Porter found the grudge Preston continued to hold against him slightly amusing, considering he never would have spent more than one evening with Eliza. Or any woman at Serve, for that matter.


    The sound of Frankie’s straw sucking up the last remaining liquid in her glass with a slurp brought him back to the present. Her ability to knock back a Coke in under a minute shouldn’t have made his gut tighten, but it did. Bloody hell, it did. Ravenous little appetite, this one. Twenty-four. Jesus Christ.


    “Look, monocle man, this has been fascinating, but I simply must be going.” She said the last four words in an exaggerated British accent and stood, extending her hand once more. As if he had any intention of letting her go so easily, he took it, surprised when he felt crisp paper pressed into his palm. Money? He met her eyes. “For the drink,” she explained.


    Then she was gone, ducking behind a dancing couple and vanishing into the crowd. No, no. That wouldn’t do. He still had too many questions. More than curiosity, though, there was the unquenched thirst she’d instilled in him. The sarcastic brat’s hands were tightening around his throat the further away she got from him. Porter let loose a string of vile curses and went after her, catching glimpses of her dark head as he attempted to catch up. He broke through the ocean of people just in time to see her reach the door and give an arrogant chin lift to the bouncer before exiting.


    Porter followed her out onto the sidewalk, hand flexing at his side. He didn’t like chasing women. He liked putting them in one place and keeping them there. This female didn’t suit him. Not at all. His feet ignored his logic, moving faster in her direction, catching her arm just before she slid into a cab. Wait. The front driver’s side of a cab. What the hell was going on here?


    Her head jerked around, silver eyes widening. Not nervous, thank god. Although he suspected if the sidewalks weren’t packed with passersby, she might be, and rightly so. What was he thinking, following this girl out of the club? But no, there were no nerves. Instead, she appeared mostly surprised that he’d come after her. How absurd. Yes, she happened to be annoying as all hell, but the fact that she had no idea how goddamn appealing she was…it made him wonder. Who’d let her come this far without telling her she was intelligent, stubborn, and yes…fucking beautiful? A woman that a man couldn’t simply let walk away.


    She lifted an eyebrow. “You need a ride somewhere?”


    He gestured to the automobile. “Don’t tell me you drive this thing.”


    “Well, I can’t fly it.”


    The nerve endings behind his right eye started to snap. “Francesca—”


    “Frankie.”


    “—hmm. You drive around and pick up strangers in the city. Do you have any idea how dangerous that is?” He pressed two fingers to his temple. “Who allowed this?”


    She backed up a step. “All right, man. I’m seriously starting to think you flew here in a time machine from, like, Downton Abbey times or something. I have to go.”


    Time to cut the shit. This situation tonight had been unexpected, but at one time he’d thrived on the unexpected. Thrived on chaos. Time to get his head together and figure out just what he wanted from this encounter. Her. Yes, he wanted her. Furthermore, he had a way to accomplish that end. All it required was him pulling his head out of his ass. Objective number one? Convince her to go home safely and not pick up possible serial killers off the street in that yellow contraption. Two? Find a way to see her again so he could figure out why she seemed to…matter.


    She jiggled her car keys. “The offer of a ride is about to expire.”


    “I don’t need a ride,” Porter snapped, before taking a centering breath. “I do, however, have a proposition for you.” He expected another quip about his choice of language. Instead, her mouth parted, cheeks coloring. Her gaze dropped to his still-swollen cock, a hand rising to tuck a stray hair behind her ear. Such an endearing gesture, totally at odds with her confidence, making his fascination with her grow. “Come work for me.”


    Her head came up. “What?”


    “How much do you make driving this cab?”


    “That question is more personal than a spanking.”


    His right hand flexed just hearing the word, and the reminder it called forth. God, her sweet, round ass. “You need to pay back Preston. I need an assistant.”


    “Oh no. No way.” Her laughter echoed on the dark street. “I am not working for you. ‘Can I light a fire in the hearth for you, my lord?’ Fuck that.”


    He nodded at the cab. “Whatever you’re making driving this thing, I will double it.”


    She opened her mouth, closed it. Opened it again. “This thing has a name, you know.”


    “And that name is?”


    “Delta Burke. I drove her across town once and she was delightful.”


    “So you named your cab after this…person?” He held up a hand. “Never mind. Yes, I will pay you double what you make driving Delta Burke.”


    She folded her arms over her chest. “What’s the catch?”


    Porter took an experimental step toward her. Just like when he’d said the word proposition, her mask slipped and she turned into the girl she’d been upstairs. Breathless, green. Hungry for something she didn’t fully understand. She pressed back against the side of the cab, palms flattening on the door. An invitation to come closer? He took another step and she whimpered. Fuck’s sake. This girl needed more than a single, quick orgasm. She needed repeated fucking, and a man to ensure she received it. Cautiously, he allowed their bodies to align and she completely melted, her slight curves marrying his harder planes. His body took over, dipping and lifting to put his erection squarely between her legs. “The catch.” He looked her in the eye while he rolled his hips, absorbed her trembling response. “The catch is this. When the clock says five o’clock and your workday is over, the real work begins. You’ll spend the day making my cock stiff and the night relieving me.”


    “That’s an awful lot of my time you’re planning to take up.”


    “Yes.”


    “I-I have school.”


    He breathed against her ear. “I’ll work around it.”


    She squeezed her eyes shut. “I didn’t plan on this when I came here. I thought—”


    “You thought what?” He pinned her against the cab with his hips, gritting his teeth when she moaned. “You thought you’d sneak into my room, get a taste, and walk away? Francesca, you liked it too much. You would have been back.”


    “I know that now. I planned on coming back.” Her eyes opened in degrees, focusing on him. “I just didn’t plan on the next time being with you.”


    Wrong thing to say. She knew it, too. He could tell by the way her mouth slammed shut. Possessiveness he had no right to feel rose inside him like an accelerated tide, drowning his common sense. Christ. What if she’d walked into someone else’s room tonight, instead of his? She’d obviously come to Serve hoping to learn something about herself and the possibility that someone else could have had the privilege of teaching her…it didn’t sit well. It made him sick, actually.


    “Only me from now on, Francesca.” He spoke flush against her lips, moving them with his own. “If you agree, it’ll only be me. A lot of me. As soon as five o’clock hits, I’m not going to stop fucking you. There will be begging and screaming and marks left behind. I’m not an easy man. Know what you’re getting yourself into.”


    Traffic passed behind them. She stared at his mouth, wanting to be kissed. He couldn’t, though. Could he? Kissing women had always been a means to an end, but kissing this one would be like cannonballing into a black hole. How did he know that? Her obvious disappointment when he didn’t kiss her slayed him.


    “I want a trial period. We’ll start with one day.” Her breathing was unsteady as she spoke. “Tomorrow. If I don’t feel like you’re paying me for sex, I’ll consider coming back.”


    “I assure you, there will be work completed. Agree to one week.” A realization rushed in. Only, it wasn’t a realization at all, really. It was something that never left him. A mental countdown. How had she managed to make him forget? “There will be an end date, I assure you. I’m returning to London for good in a matter of weeks. I have a business to run.” He gave a firm nod. “So you see, it won’t be indefinite if that’s what you’re worried about. A week is more than reasonable.”


    “One day.”


    The snapping behind his eye started again. “That really doesn’t work for my personality.”


    She shifted against him, eyelids fluttering when he gave her a little upward drive. “I get the feeling not much does work with your personality.”


    “I’m not an easy boss.”


    “I’m not an easy anything.”


    “Oh, you don’t say?”


    Her laughter was unsteady. It caused her tits to press against the front of her shirt, dragging his attention to her hard nipples. Jesus, he needed to step back before he sucked them in plain view of every car zipping past, but it was hard. Almost impossible. All too aware that he needed to play this right or she’d balk at his proposition, he put a few inches between them.


    When she looked as if she wanted to drag him back, he growled in his throat. “My office address is on the business card I gave you. What time are your classes tomorrow?”


    “Classes.” She shook her head as if to clear it. “Early. I could be at your office by eleven thirty.”


    “You could or you will?”


    She stayed still beneath his scrutiny. “I will. Although, I have no idea what I’m thinking.”


    “Yes, you do.” He rapped a knuckle on the roof of the cab. “I start paying you tonight. Please take Delta Burke home and don’t pick up any strangers along the way.”


    “Delta has a mind of her own.”


    The way she said it, Porter knew she referred to herself. He reached out and brushed a thumb over her bottom lip. “I said please, Francesca.”


    Her unsteady exhale bathed his thumb. “Oh, well in that case.” She pried open the driver’s side door, her hand slipping off the handle to steal her bravado. “Until tomorrow, my lord.”


    Porter stood on the sidewalk watching her taillights disappear before going back into Serve, collecting his tools, and going home to count the minutes until eleven thirty tomorrow morning. Not five o’clock, although he couldn’t deny a heady anticipation; eleven thirty appealed almost as much.


    Odd, that.

  


  
    Chapter Four


    “Over easy or scrambled?”


    Eight different answers were shouted back at Frankie from the kitchen table. It was six o’clock in the morning and her uncle’s friends had once again descended on Casa De Luca for their free breakfast. One hour from now, they would all begin their shifts, hoping to pick up a fair in Queens on their way into the city before completing twelve-hour stints behind the wheel of their cab. Breakfast had become a tradition, and she was the designated workhorse. Never mind that she enjoyed cooking breakfast for their freeloader asses.


    “You’re all getting scrambled.”


    She greeted the grumbles behind her with a one-finger salute, one that earned her a smack on the shoulder from her Uncle Joe. “Knock that off. That’s not how I raised you.”


    “You’re right.” She set down the spatula and turned toward the men gathered around their kitchen table, giving them the double middle finger. “Better?”


    “Atta girl!”


    She turned back to the stove before they could see her smile. This was the game and she played it well. As long as she didn’t act too much like a girl, she was allowed into the boy’s club. It had been a long time since she tested that theory, but she wouldn’t. Ever. If she didn’t have these guys, she’d have no one, a fact that had been made apparent to her at age ten. One day, her mother had dropped her off at school and gone to the doctor for a routine medical procedure and never come home. Her uncle hadn’t been given a choice of whether or not to take her in; he’d simply done it, even if the sight of her tears had caused him to hide in the bathroom or work overtime those first few weeks. So she’d stopped crying and started pulling her weight. And she’d never stopped.


    “Frankie, how goes the business model presentation?” Her uncle’s friend, Phil, fluffed his hair. Well, imaginary hair. The man was completely bald. “You need a beautiful assistant to earn you some points with the judges?”


    “They’re not judges, they’re my professors.” Frankie scooped eggs onto multiple plates. “And if I needed a beautiful assistant, I’d go with Sanchez. He’s got way better legs.”


    Hoots and catcalls broke out around the table. Frankie used a set of metal tongs to remove bacon from grease sizzling in a cast iron skillet and divided it equally among eight plates. She was grateful for the distraction this morning. She’d woken up wondering if her encounter with the inexcusably sexy brit had been an elaborate dream. But no, her ass was sore as hell. Not to mention, his business card had been propped on her nightstand. Crazy. Going to see this man she’d just met had to qualify as crazy. She’d been looking to dip her toe into the world of BDSM last night and instead she’d found herself in the deep end. Porter Evans was an arrogant, demanding son-of-a-bitch. Yet the mere thought of him sent an arrow of lust right to her middle. He wanted to do rough, unfamiliar things to her body. God, she wanted to let him, too. Her curiosity and magnetic attraction to him had forced her to agree to his highly irregular job proposal.


    That, and she’d stop at nothing to pay the loan back. Nothing. In addition to leaving behind her child, her mother had left a mountain of credit card debt and it had fallen squarely on her uncle’s head. Frankie didn’t leave debts unpaid. She made them right, with added interest. Which was where her business model proposal came into play. If she had her way, she would make every man in this room rich by the time she turned thirty.


    “When is the presentation?” her Uncle Joe asked around a mouthful of bacon. “I’m taking the day off to come watch.”


    “Next Friday,” she answered, hoping she sounded cool. The damn presentation was going to be nerve wracking enough without her uncle—the reason for coming up with the idea in the first place—sitting in the auditorium. Her uncle didn’t even know the specifics of her proposal. What would he think? What if she failed and he was there to witness it? “No need to take the day off. I can let you know how it goes. Besides, who would keep these jerks in line?”


    “I’m taking the day off, too,” Sanchez piped up.


    “Me, too.”


    “Me, three.”


    Frankie gulped down half a glass of orange juice. “Jesus, there won’t be any cabs left on the road. People are going to be forced to take the subway.”


    Her uncle made a dismissive noise. “Ah, they’ll learn to appreciate us more.” He jerked his chin toward her outfit. “What are you dressed up for? Aren’t you taking a shift when your classes end today? Can’t drive a cab in heels.”


    “They’re not heels.” She tucked a piece of hair behind her ear. “They’re boots…with, like, a thing that elevates the back a little.”


    Great, now she looked and sounded like an idiot. Rooting through her closet this morning, she’d decided ripped jeans weren’t acceptable for the first day at an office job. Possibly her first and last, depending on how things went with Porter. There it was again, the hot live wire in her belly. The real reason she’d ripped the never-worn pair of black leggings out of their plastic package, pairing them with a soft, white tunic shirt. Not a dress. A shirt.


    She cleared her throat. “Yeah. Been meaning to talk to you about something.” The lie felt pointy in her throat. “I can’t work today.”


    Forks clattered onto plates. Eight sets of eyebrows lifted. For good reason, too. She never, ever, missed a day of work. When she’d started in the business program at Columbia, she’d merely shifted her hours. Frankie drove her cab with the flu, on Christmas. Hell, even when the President came to town, and gridlock alert had every avenue locked down, she drove. She cursed Porter for giving her just enough of a taste last night to make it essential she get another.


    “There’s an internship credit I need to fulfill.” Frankie reached into the spiral notebook she’d tossed onto the counter before starting breakfast. Inside, she’d written down Porter’s address without his name or any details. She ripped it out now and handed it to her uncle. “This is where I’ll be. Might just be for the day, depending on what the guy needs done.”


    “Huh.” Her uncle scrutinized the paper. “Tudor City. Nice spot. What does he do?”


    Hopefully me. “Antiques,” she choked out. “I’m, uh, supposed to ask questions about his business model and write a paper on possible improvement methods.” As usual, when she started getting specific about school, her uncle’s eyes got that far-off look. She’d lost him at ‘antiques.’ Good. At least she’d gotten him the address, just in case. Porter’s behavior hadn’t set off any alarm bells—hell, he’d backed off on the street when she’d been ready to strip naked—but common sense dictated that she tell someone where she was going. And there was something dangerous about Porter. No sense denying it. Power radiated from him. It was possible she was too turned on by it to see beneath the surface.


    …


    Porter’s door buzzer went off at exactly eleven thirty. Damn, it was as though she knew punctuality turned him on. Although, it paled in comparison to the swift punch of arousal that assaulted him when she walked into the office. He’d expected the ripped jeans again. Rather absurdly, he’d kind of been looking forward to them. The leggings she wore instead didn’t give him a peek at the tanned flesh of her legs. Legs he would have wrapped around him by the end of the day.


    Francesca took two steps into his apartment and stopped, dropping a hideous gray backpack onto his carpeted floor and crossing her arms. “This isn’t an office, monocle man.”


    “It is indeed an office and you will stop calling me that.” This was getting off to a fine start. “It’s a duplex. My office is upstairs, my living space downstairs. You buzzed the wrong entrance.”


    “Hmmm.” She sauntered into the living room and turned in a circle. “I thought you’d have stuffed animal heads hanging on the wall. Maybe a suit of armor. Not that I was picturing where you lived,” she rushed to add. “Just an observation.”


    He watched the sexy flush darken her neck and wished he hadn’t imposed the five o’clock rule. It was going to be a long afternoon. Those leggings were already doing a bang-up job of distracting him, hugging her ass and thighs like they’d been painted on. His memory really hadn’t done her justice, had it? When she stood in the midday sun, her eyes were translucent, her skin achingly fresh. He wondered if she’d worn white to taunt him, make herself appear more like a sacrifice than a conquest. Because that’s exactly what she was to him. A conquest. Never mind that he’d never gone to these lengths before to take a woman to bed.


    It had to be her unusual nature. She kept her hands in fists at her sides as she took a turn around the apartment, running her gaze over his belongings, but never her fingers. For some strange reason, he would have liked to see that, her touching things he owned. Whatever she meant to convey, the hard, tight-lipped expression only made her lips pout, made her look even younger.


    Bad. This was so very bad. He was only thirty, not quite so much older than she. But in terms of experience, he’d hazard a guess he had a decade on her.


    Around the time she’d been born, he’d been spending his birthdays alone, celebrating with his caretaker of the moment and a store-bought Yorkshire pudding. He would love to forget the memory of that first solitary birthday, but he held onto it stubbornly. He’d just been rejected by the exclusive primary school where his parents’ career-driven friends sent their children—every single one of them. When the letter had arrived, his parents hadn’t said a word, merely passing it back and forth. Then they’d gone to work…and they’d never stopped working. By his fourteenth birthday, he’d gotten used to keeping himself company. Preferred it, even. Without the pressure of making others happy, he couldn’t fail at it, the way he’d done with his absent family.


    So he’d begun to fail on purpose.


    Francesca stopped at a picture of him with the Prime Minister and arched an eyebrow. “You have some interesting friends.”


    “Actually, he’s rather dull, to be honest.”


    Her burst of laughter made him frown, mainly because it made him want to smile. This being the first time he’d invited another person to his home, he was surprised to find he didn’t mind her exploring, so long as she didn’t ask questions. The private security firm he’d built in London after his four-year stint with the military tended to be a sore subject. Returning to his business, repairing the damage that had been inflicted on his reputation by a mistake he hadn’t committed, weighed on his mind enough of the day. No need to entertain those thoughts now. Not when she’d miraculously managed to crowd them out.


    “Are you done with your self-sanctioned tour? We have work to do upstairs.”


    She retrieved her backpack. “Well. That answers my most pressing question.”


    “Which would be…”


    “If the offer of work was just a pretense.” She stopped in front of him, and the smell of crushed berries backhanded him across the face. Delicious. “Or if you were just trying to get into my pants.”


    His cock pressed against the fly of his trousers, but he kept his expression cool. “I believe those are leggings.”


    Her eyes sparkled. “Noticed them, did you?”


    “Are you flirting with me, Francesca?” Porter eased closer, satisfied when his proximity wiped the shit-eating grin off her face. “It’s not five o’clock yet. If you learn one thing about me today, learn that when I make a rule, I don’t break it.”


    “Is that, right?” That damnable pout became more exaggerated. “What other rules do you have, my lord?”


    He should have hated that nickname. Really, he should have. It was meant to needle him. But he couldn’t stop himself from imagining her addressing him with the title from a kneeling position. “We will discuss my rules and your limits upstairs.” Don’t touch her. Don’t. Jesus, he couldn’t help it. Not when she was so clearly waiting for him to make a move. Porter lifted her chin with his index finger. “You realize what will take place here, don’t you, Francesca?” She’d gone from obstinate to rapt, making his gut tighten, forcing him to bring his face closer to hers. “You strike me as an intelligent person, but I want to hear you say it out loud. I’m to be your Dominant. Your attempts to retain that attitude of yours are more than welcome, but I will wear it right off you at the earliest opportunity. Is that understood?”


    “Yes, Porter.”


    His thumb joined his index finger on her chin, gripping firmly. “You will call me Sir at all times.”


    “Uh-uh. No way.”


    He tilted his head. “Excuse me?”


    “You said I was more than welcome to retain my attitude.” Her throat worked. “Not so sure anymore, huh?”


    Where in God’s name had this girl come from? How could she look up at him with breathtaking vulnerability while serving up such a healthy dose of disrespect? “Is there some reason you find that title disagreeable?”


    “Yes.” She looked to the side, but he lifted her chin until she met his gaze once more. “I heard that redhead call you Sir when I was leaving the room at Serve. I don’t want to call you the same thing as her. Or everyone else.”


    Hmm. He hadn’t been expecting that. A part of him even softened at her reply, but he ignored the strange reaction. “Let’s say for a moment I was amenable to you calling me something else, what would be your preference?”


    “What’s your middle name?”


    “Jeremy.” He narrowed his eyes. “Why?”


    “Porter Jeremy.” She wet her lips. “What about P.J.?”


    “If you call me that, I assure you, I shall decline to answer.” He blew an exasperated breath toward the ceiling, refusing to acknowledge the fact that he wasn’t half as irritated as he damn well should be. “This is highly irregular, Francesca.”


    When he looked back down at her, he saw a flash of insecurity before it vanished—vanished and transformed into something unintentionally seductive. Her gaze darted to the side, lips rolling inward. “Is this just, like, what I’ll call you when we’re…together together?”


    He couldn’t help it. His thumb found her bottom lip and dragged it down. There was nothing preventing him from dragging her onto the carpet and fucking her on all fours. Nothing but his own rules. Valuable rules, he reminded himself. Rules prevented mistakes. “What you’ll call me after hours, yes.”


    “I, um…” She moved closer and he held his breath. “I had a dream last night where I called you my lord. The name kind of stuck, I think. Do you hate it?”


    “No,” he shocked himself by admitting. “Not the way you say it.”


    “Oh.” One side of her mouth lifted. “I think you just complimented me.”


    For the second time since she’d arrived, he found himself battling a smile. “I’ve hired you with zero references and brought you here—to my home—to be my submissive.” Something he’d never done before. “How much more complimentary do you need me to be, exactly?”


    She breathed a laugh. “Just when I was starting to think you weren’t a complete ass.”


    Irritation warred with something else inside him, something akin to regret, possibly for painting their association in such harsh terms. He released her chin and took a step back. “Well. At least you can admit your mistakes.” She started to respond, but he spoke over her. “Come upstairs and I’ll show you what’s expected.”


    “Until five o’clock, you mean?”


    “Yes.” He started toward the stairs, but turned back to capture her interested gaze. “Francesca, you do not need to remind me again about five o’clock. I promise you that.”


    Knowing it was ill advised, he snaked a hand around her wrist and yanked her up against his body, letting their hips brush. Fuck, he wanted to absorb her husky gasp so he could replay it later. “While you’re working today, in those leggings that outline your tight handful of a pussy, I’ll be deciding what to do with you—whether I want to watch that compact body work to please mine on top, watch you buck and moan and strain to fit me.” He wanted to swallow her answering whimper, but knew it would mean an end to his restraint. “Or whether I want to secure you face down on my bed, prop your temptress backside in the air, and introduce you to my cock the hard way. You won’t remember what the fuck to call me by then. You’ll only know two words. More and please. More and please.” He slid his hand over her right hip, let it linger on her ass, before he raised his hand and brought it down hard with a loud smack, sending her body flush with his. “Do we understand each other so far?”


    Her nod was shaky. “Yes, my lord.”

  


  
    Chapter Five


    Holiest of shits.


    Her insides had been shaken and rearranged. At least, that was how it seemed to Frankie as she took her seat behind the desk Porter indicated. She’d known, possibly in her subconscious, that he was a force to be reckoned with. Someone out of her league when it came to experience. Okay, maybe he was out of her league in all ways, but she hadn’t expected him to control her hormones as though they were connected to puppet strings.


    Porter sent her a knowing look as he strode across the office, presumably to answer the ringing phone. It allowed her a moment to gain her bearings, to glimpse her surroundings, if she could only look away from his butt. Could it even technically be referred to as a butt? Such a common term for something so extraordinary. His navy blue dress pants clung to him like a greedy lover as he walked, one cheek rising…then the other. Just boom, bam. Boom, bam. Was she really expected to share an office with this sexy sex-panther all day, knowing what he planned on doing when the clock struck five? She’d never concentrate. Not for a second.


    Damn, girl. Look away from the ass. With a deep breath, Frankie scanned the beautifully decorated office, noting the tasteful placement of antiques. Deep burgundy walls, original wainscoting, an oversized Persian rug running the entire length of the room. Overhead, a brass ceiling fan whirred and she was grateful for the sound. It drowned out her pumping pulse. Half of her wondered what the hell she’d been thinking coming here. The other half was…excited. Ready. Bring it on. Nothing he’d said or done so far had sounded unappealing. Just the opposite, actually. The more aggression he allowed her to see, the more she gravitated toward him.


    Where did it stop? When she finally found out how deep this fascination with being dominated ran, what would she do about it? She’d never been without a boisterous group of relatives and neighborhood friends surrounding her, unconventional as it had been. Her dreams included a big, loud family. Husband, kids, dogs, hamsters, annoying neighbors, baseball practices. Sunday dinners. Where did this part of her fit in? What if it didn’t?


    Frankie placed her hands on the cool surface of the ornate, cherry wood desk, hoping it would center her enough to put the kibosh on her confusing questions. One day. She’d only committed to one day. At any time, she could pick up and walk away. She might know more about her own sexuality by the time this thing with Porter ended, but she didn’t have to nurture it.


    “Francesca.”


    She sucked in a breath when she realized Porter was standing right in front of her desk. “Yes?”


    “Have I hired a daydreamer?”


    “The furthest thing from it.”


    He set a neat stack of files down in front of her, before circling behind her. Slowly. “There are purchase orders for the last two weeks. I need them archived in the company database.”


    His larger body towered behind Francesca’s chair, making her spine snap straight with awareness. She swore she could feel his breath at the top of her head, but chalked it up to wishful thinking. Without the desk to block his view, her body felt exposed, on display from above. For him. How long was he going to stand there? Breathe. Breathe. One big hand appeared to her right, telling her how close he stood. Close. With a flick of his wrist against the mouse, he woke up her computer, clicking on a desktop icon.


    When he spoke just beside her ear, she barely resisted jolting. “Here is the section that must be completed for each individual transaction.” Her hair moved. Oh God, his mouth was so close to touching her skin. Everything covered by her leggings clenched tight. “I doubt you’ll have any trouble, but once you’ve completed the first entry, I will review it to be sure.”


    “I guess we—I better get started.” The statement sounded breathy, so very unlike her. “Unless there’s anything else?”


    “Oh, there is.” Porter moved away and she sagged into the chair, heart thumping, mouth dry. His expression wasn’t gloating, though. It was focused. On her. “I need to know your hard limits by close of business today.” He nodded toward the files. “The top one contains a list. Simply put an X beside anything you’re not comfortable with. I assume you plan to keep your somewhat odd safe word?”


    “Yes.” Needing to escape from the intensity of his undivided attention, she flipped open the file. Her gaze landed on the first item listed. “Kissing is a limit?”


    “For some.”


    “Why?”


    He remained silent a moment. “I suppose they don’t want to inspire or deepen any emotional connections. It’s fairly common, actually.”


    Frankie laughed to herself. “Not for nothing, but I’ve kissed my fair share of guys. Most of the time it does nothing to further an emotional connection. Usually, it just inspires me to go home and watch reruns of Frasier.” She thought she saw his lips twitch, but decided her mind was playing tricks. “So…you’re not one of these kiss boycotters?”


    His sigh was long-suffering. “This seems rather important to you.”


    God, attempt to be a little less obvious that you’d like to kiss his sculpted, British mouth. She flipped the file shut, knowing she’d open it again as soon as he returned to his desk. “Nope, I’m just curious. Or whatever.”


    “Or whatever,” he repeated under his breath. “I have no problem with kissing, but I don’t make a bloody production out of it. I usually limit it to one.”


    The laughter burst out of her. “Do you give the woman a coupon or something?”


    “Are we going to discuss each item on the list at length?” His eyes narrowed. “If you’re this concerned about kissing, I rather wonder how you’ll react when you reach the bottom.”


    “Isn’t reach the bottom an item on the list?”


    “Honestly, Francesca.”


    She leaned back in her chair, enjoying the fact that she’d succeeded in ruffling his feathers. It could become a habit. As soon as the thought appeared, she smashed it with a mental baseball bat. There would be no making a habit of Porter. Their differences were far too extreme. Just for laughs, she pictured him sitting in her uncle’s kitchen, waiting for bacon and eggs. That would be the day.


    “You’re daydreaming again.”


    “Okay, okay.” Frankie straightened in her seat, sending him a glare. “What did your last servant die from?”


    “Funny.” He crossed the room toward his desk. “Deal with the top file first, Francesca.”


    “Yes, my lord.”


    Did he pause in his stride? She decided he had as she flipped open the beige file and snatched up a pen. Biting. It was the first word she zeroed in on. Frankie shifted in her seat as she envisioned Porter’s teeth sinking into her shoulder, her hip. The vibration of his growl echoing through her body. Should delicious knots of pleasure be pulling tight in her belly at the idea of making that vision a reality? She’d never been bitten before. Why did her body sense she’d like it? Above the word, her pen hovered, ready to make an X. Instead, she moved on. Bondage. Several methods were listed and none of them loosened the knots in her stomach. Ironically.


    She drew an X beside gagging. Leashes. Something about having her oxygen compromised made her panic. When she landed on role-play, however, her thighs pressed together to compensate for the surge of heat. She swore she could feel Porter watching her, but a glance in his direction proved her wrong. Unbelievable. The simple act of reading a list could trigger responses in her body that no man, save Porter, had been capable of sparking. With a deep breath, she moved on, crossing out a few more items before stopping at voyeurism. She touched her pen down with the intention of making an X, but fashioned a question mark instead. Closing her eyes, she envisioned herself in a room with Porter, his hands and mouth moving over her skin. In the corner, two men sat on a chaise lounge, watching their every move. Sweat broke out beneath her clothes. Something told her to change the question mark to an X, but she flipped the file shut before the warning voice could penetrate.


    …


    At precisely four thirty, Porter stopped pretending to work. The list of hard limits sat untouched inside his inbox where Francesca had placed it on her way to the file cabinet. That had been three hours ago. It had taken all his willpower not to grab for the folder and find out what she’d allow.


    Kissing. It had never been a part of his list before, yet he’d made an uncharacteristic addition at the last moment before her arrival, even forgetting to alphabetize it. No, he’d put it right at the top of the list like a desperate jackass. Thank God she hadn’t picked up on the slip or she wouldn’t waste a moment putting her attitude on full display. He’d never wanted to kiss a conquest before. It had always seemed a waste of time, a fruitless search for something that was never found. It wouldn’t be any different with Francesca. It wouldn’t. A needling urgency wouldn’t let the opportunity pass, though.


    Deciding he’d waited long enough, Porter reached for the file and opened it. The already tense energy in the office went still, expectant. He could hear Francesca’s breath catch as he scanned the list. His cock thickened, distending in his pants while he read. Most of her limits were expected. What he found most fascinating was the choices she’d left open. She had an adventurous streak, this inexperienced girl. He wanted to play with that side of her, but didn’t want to push too soon.


    That worry brought Porter’s head up. Since when did he coddle a submissive? He’d told her back at Serve that he wasn’t an easy man. Told her he didn’t mess about with newcomers. If she wanted someone to hold her hand and walk her through the basics, she’d come to the wrong place. If he were to become a guide…a mentor of sorts, it would only foster a relationship. He had no desire for one of those. There needed to be rules. The upper hand must be maintained.


    For so long, his focus had centered on returning to London and his security firm. There were people counting on him, employees who’d given him their undivided loyalty, a partner whose mistake Porter now atoned for, an ocean away. His rules. His company. He’d had no choice but to take the fall, removing himself from the equation in order to keep operations running without doubt clouding the company’s reputation. A reputation he had built. Someday very soon, when the dust had settled completely, he would return home and rectify the damage. He couldn’t lose sight of his goal now. Not when he was so close.


    Francesca appeared in front of his desk, flushed and nervous. Gorgeous. Despite his troubling thoughts, his arousal skyrocketed at the sight of her up close. How the hell had he gone so long in the same room with this female and not fucked her ten times by now? He could see the outline of her basic white bra through the shirt she wore, wanted to rip the straps down her arms and use them to tie her hands so he could suck those pointed little nipples.


    “I finished the entries.” Her gaze dipped to the folder in his hands. “It’s five o’clock.”


    Time to remind her who has the upper hand. It was in everyone’s best interest. “What did I say about reminding me about five o’clock?”


    “It wasn’t a reminder. It was a statement.” She tucked a loose hair behind her ear. “Kind of like, the Earth is round. Or The Honeymooners is the best television show of all time.”


    She was making it so damn difficult to maintain his composure, Porter knew he had to drive home his authority or this thing between them would never work. “It may be five o’clock, but I have one more phone call to make. You will remove your clothes and wait for me.”


    “Where?” She looked around. “H-here?”


    “Yes. Do it, now.” Without taking his eyes off her, Porter picked up the phone and dialed one of his suppliers in London. The man could talk about everything and nothing, usually without requiring any kind of encouragement or response. It would serve his purposes without distracting him from the body he ached to see revealed. His supplier answered on the second ring and, true to form, launched into a tirade about luxury taxes. After a moment, Francesca still hadn’t made a move to disrobe, so he leaned forward, very slowly, to remind her. As if he’d slapped the surface of his desk, she trembled and grabbed for the hem of her shirt, drawing it over her head. The swell of her breasts against the simple cotton of her bra forced him to clutch his cock beneath the desk, give it a tight upward stroke. In his ear, the man’s voice became tinny, unbearable. Why had he made this damn call? His hands needed to be on her right bloody now.


    A light went on in her eyes, then. It wasn’t seduction or excitement, though. It was fuck you, pure and simple. With a toss of her hair, she kicked off her boots, peeled the leggings down her thighs, ass tilted up in the air to give him a view of her simple boy shorts, and the tight, sexy bottom to which they clung. Apart from her scarred knees, every inch of her golden skin was superb. Luscious. Then she removed her bra and he had two options: stay seated and pretend he wasn’t hugely fucking affected by her high, peachy set of tits, or launch himself across the desk in an effort to suck first and ask questions later. In the end, he stayed seated, hand working beneath the desk to appease his rapidly distending length. He had no choice. This move to gain control had been his doing and he couldn’t call it off now, badly as he wanted to slam the phone into the receiver and take her down to the floor.


    He saw the moment Francesca’s fuck you attitude ran out, replaced with uncertainty. Embarrassment. There she stood, ripe, naked perfection, and he’d made a phone call. What the fuck had he been thinking? They moved at the exact same moment. She swooped down to collect her clothes and took off running. Porter dropped the phone into the cradle and went after her, no idea what he’d do when he caught her, only knowing he’d made an error in judgment. One that seemed to have a horrible reverse effect that made his chest feel torn wide open.


    She disappeared into the hallway leading to the staircase connecting the two floors. “Francesca, you will stop immediately.”


    “Go to hell,” she called back, before descending the stairs into his living space. Christ, he had to catch up with her. If she left like this, undressed and upset, he’d have a fucking seizure. This wasn’t the plan. What had happened to his plan?


    He charged into the foyer of his apartment to find her pulling the white T-shirt over her head, hands shaking, muttering to herself. Porter positioned himself between her and the front door…and wrapped his arms around her. He didn’t know where the impulse came from, but it felt like the right thing to do. And damn it all, she felt very good against him. Very, very good. She went totally still for a moment before starting to struggle. “What are you doing?”


    Good question. “I don’t make a habit of holding women against their will, but I cannot let you leave like this.”


    “Oh, yeah? Well, that’s a crying shame, because I’m not sticking around.” She tried to pull free and he had no choice but to let her. Her slender fingers worked to turn the leggings right side out, but halfway through the task, she threw them across the foyer. “That wasn’t easy for me, you know? Taking my clothes off for some uptight prick that I don’t even like. I’m new to this, but I was trying.”


    Porter swallowed. “I told you, I’m not a beginner’s course. I was very clear on that point.”


    She threw up her hands and let them drop. “Maybe that’s what I need. Because I sure as shit don’t need to be mocked or ignored.”


    Was that what he’d been doing? It hadn’t been his direct intention. When she took two brisk steps toward her discarded leggings, he moved into her path. Her body vibrated with anger, silver eyes almost reflective with temper. His body hummed with the need to soothe, but he had work to do, pride to repair. Hoping she wouldn’t rip off his head, Porter brought one hand up and braced the back of her neck, massaging circles with his thumb. “If you don’t like me, why did you undress for me? Why did you come here?”


    “Oh, please.” Her turbulent gaze caught on his mouth and raced away. “You’re arrogant enough to know I’m attracted to you. I don’t understand it any more than you understand your attraction to me.”


    Smart. So smart and yet not entirely right in her assumption. Every minute he spent with her increased Porter’s understanding of what exactly drew him. Her fire and intelligence. Her beauty. Things that terrified him at the same time. “I don’t want you to leave, Francesca.” He dipped his head to bring their mouths close. “How do I make this okay for you?”


    “I don’t know.”


    Cautiously, he brought their bodies flush, stifling a groan at the feel of her naked from the waist down, that taut flesh pressed against his pants.


    She made a small sound in her throat, hips writhing in a subtle, yet devastating, motion. “If I…submit to you when I’m this mad, I will hate myself afterward. That much I know.”


    The look she gave him from beneath her eyelashes imprinted itself on his brain. A signal. A turning point. He couldn’t put a name to what passed between them, but it did a fucking number on him and—Jesus Christ—his body. She wanted an answer, a solution. Her lithe form continued to brush against his in figure eights, even though her expression told him it was involuntary. Something she didn’t know how to control. She wanted relief but didn’t know how to reconcile physical relief with mental submission. He thought of her checklist of limits, his surprise at her bold choices. Did he dare take this next step? If she reacted badly, he’d never get her back. But something told him he’d lose her anyway if he didn’t try. Right now.


    He wound her long hair around his hand. “Would you like me to aid you in submitting to me?”


    She gasped, going up on her toes as he yanked the fist-full of hair. The juncture of her thighs dragged over his ready cock. Fuck. “What do you mean? You mean…you’ll make me submit?”


    “Yes.”


    Francesca moaned, stumbling against him. All because of a single word of confirmation. He wrapped his free arm around her waist, holding her up so he could speak beside her ear. “I mean, I will chase you down, overpower you, and ram my cock as deep as you can take it. I’m going to leave your innocent white panties on while I do it, too. I want a reminder that I’ve got an eager young beginner spreading her legs for me.”


    Her sexy, panting breaths warmed his neck. “That’s…that’s what I want.”


    The arm banding her waist slipped down to her ass, hauling her against his pulsing arousal. “If you change your mind, you safe word me. Immediately. Have I made myself clear?”


    “Yes, my lord,” she whispered.


    Porter was lost after that. If anyone had asked him that morning if he’d seen and done everything the world had to offer, he would have said yes. But when Francesca backed away from him, undiluted lust playing over her gorgeous face, hands clenched at her sides…daring him, challenging him….he could readily admit to himself he might have seen everything, but he’d felt nothing. Nothing like this uncompromising need to possess, one that overrode rational thought and demanded to be obeyed.


    She’d put six feet between them when Porter unbuckled his belt and whipped it through all five loops of his pants with a woosh. “I’m giving you a ten second head start.”


    The belt dangled at his side a moment, brushing the wood floor, before he snapped it hard against the foyer wall. Wap.


    “Run.”

  


  
    Chapter Six


    A storm raged inside Frankie as she took off at a full sprint. Her head felt stuffed full of electrified cotton, fuzzy and heavy, but zapping with each heavy footfall. How could she run when her legs felt liquefied? The adrenaline sped through her veins like tiny bullet trains, propelling her through a living room and into an unfamiliar hallway. She had no clear picture of where she was headed. Somewhere he would chase her. That’s all she knew. At the end of the dark hallway, she skidded to a stop and risked a look over her shoulder.


    “If I can see you, you’re not running fast enough,” Porter taunted, voice gravelly, predatory.


    He strode after her, his steps calm and purposeful. As he closed the distance between them, he unbuttoned his dress shirt slowly with the hand not holding his belt, revealing inch by inch of rough-hewn skin. Marked skin. Scarred skin. She didn’t have time to process that discovery, though.


    He was gaining on her.


    His voice bounced off the walls. “I’m getting hungry, Francesca.”


    Oh God. Her heartbeat sounded amplified all around her. Her legs wouldn’t move fast enough, but at the same time she traveled too quickly, shoulders bumping into walls, feet catching on edges of plush area rugs. She propelled herself through a doorway, recognizing a bedroom when she saw it. The bed sparked confusion, though. It looked too comfortable for someone like Porter. She’d envisioned a flat, gray surface, ropes dangling from all four corners. Reality intruded at the footsteps behind her. The bedroom was too personal, she didn’t want to be with him there.


    She reversed a step, aligning her back with the wall adjacent to the door. As soon as Porter walked through, shirtless and rigid, Frankie lunged through the entrance. His hand banded around her wrist before she could clear it, bringing her progress to an abrupt end in the hallway, spinning her around. His gaze scraped over her like rough, calloused hands. Oh god, oh god, in the relative darkness, with his shirt discarded somewhere in the apartment, he looked sexually dangerous. Destructive. She wanted him. Wanted to know what she’d been yearning for, for two years. But she wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of giving in so easy.


    “Throwing in the towel, is she?” His gaze burned over her skin. “Pity. I was just getting warmed up.”


    Her stillness must have made him think that she’d finished running, because Porter loosened his hold ever so slightly, enough for her to take off again. He didn’t let her get far, though. She’d made it two steps into the living room before he caught her from behind, curling an arm around her waist. She fought. Twisting in his arms, she shoved at his chest, legs scissoring around muscular thighs. His face remained impassive, jaw set in stone. All at once, though, some unseen barrier seemed to crumble inside him and they were traveling back, back, until she came up against a hard object, her continued struggles making her connect with the surface harder than necessary. Porter cursed, wedging his arm behind her as a cushion. She didn’t want it. Fast, angry, extreme. That’s what she needed.


    Once again, she tried to break free, but he trapped her with his body, an unmovable brick wall. She ricocheted off him, bringing books crashing down onto the floor around her. A bookcase. Up against a bookcase. Her panting breaths whipped together with his curses, jumbling together with the sounds of falling books. Everything felt so out of control and it was his fault. She attempted to slap his face, but he caught both her wrists in one hand and pinned them high above her head.


    “Let me go,” she ground out. “I hate you.”


    A muscle jumped in his cheek. “Good. You’ll come all the harder for it.”


    Frankie had no opportunity to respond. Porter yanked her away from the bookcase, still holding her hands captive. It was only then she realized he still held the belt. He spun her around, jerking her backwards, up against his heaving chest. Yes, heaving. He wasn’t as unaffected as he let on. A sound of surprise broke from her lips as the leather belt circled her middle, drawing tight. It took her so unawares, she could only watch in fascination as her arms were bound at her sides.


    “What are you doing?” She gasped the question, couldn’t find the willpower to force outrage into her voice. Hot, churning energy made every one of her nerve endings dance. The neglected flesh between her thighs clenched and grew damp. Her breasts, her belly, tightened in a way she’d never felt. No control. No decisions to make or questions to answer. Only need. Porter had caught her and now he’d make her take. Make her give. All of it. Now, now, now.


    His grip sure and purposeful, he tangled in the belt at her back and led her, his captive, to the very center of the living room, stopping at a slim pillar. Frankie’s pulse tripped as he loosened the belt long enough to push her up against it, then wrapped the belt around both her and the post. Her eyes closed on a whimper when she heard leather sliding through metal, the belt pulling taut against her stomach. She couldn’t move her arms. Trapped. Caught.


    Porter appeared in front of her, sweat gleaming on his marred chest. Eyes wild. This wasn’t the man she’d been working beside all day. This man was dark and dirty. Without removing focus from her face, he ripped the material of her white, cotton shirt down to where the belt bit into her midsection. That starvation in his expression expanded, intensified at the sight of her naked breasts. “You don’t like me. You hate me, in fact. Is that right?” He braced his hands on the pillar above her, leaning down to tongue her right nipple with a long, slow lick. “These are playground games, Francesca. Punching the male who you’d actually like to fuck. I don’t usually play games, but I’m so hungry for your pussy after that little challenge, I can’t think past fucking the hate right out of you.”


    Her neck weakened, sending her head falling back against the pillar. “Do it, please. Just do it.”


    Porter caught her jaw and tilted it up, bringing their faces close. So close. He hadn’t kissed her yet, she realized. Would he? She grew distracted when the fingers of his other hand trailed up her inner thigh. Pride and vanity gone completely out the window, she moaned beneath his perusal. His mouth fell open like he wanted to swallow the sound, a sound that only grew louder when he found her center. Two fingers massaged the material of her panties, over the top of her clit. The leather of the belt creaked as she strained, her bottom writhing on the pillar.


    Porter knuckled under the white cotton, gritting his teeth as he inserted one long, firm finger. “Ah, Christ. I lied, Francesca.” His finger moved deep inside her, crooking, pushing deeper. All the while, he growled in his throat, a noise that echoed in her bloodstream. “The panties will have to come off. Nothing is going to come between me and this sopping wet beginner’s pussy.” His forehead pressed into hers; their open lips came excruciatingly close. “If I go down on you, I’ll be there for an hour. Would you like that? Or is it time to fuck?”


    Every ounce of breath rushed from her lungs, her thoughts scattered. Save one. “Fuck me, please. Please.”


    His hold on her chin strengthened. “Remember who you’re speaking to.”


    “Please, my lord.”


    Eyelids falling to half-mast, Porter released the grip on her chin. Without shame, she watched him unbutton his black dress pants, then unzip them and reach inside. When he drew out his length, holding it tightly in his fist, Frankie sagged against the post. Oh, Jesus. It was above average in length, yes, but that wasn’t what made her thighs squeeze together, her breasts to swell. Thick. He was so thick. Even his long-fingered, masculine hand couldn’t wrap completely around as he secured a condom, rolling it tip to root.


    “I’ve already told one lie tonight, so I won’t tell you that you’ll get used to it.” He released himself to yank the panties down her legs, before surging between them, his thickness pushing against her bare flesh. “This cock will make you scream every damn time.”


    Porter filled her. Frankie tried to trap the scream, but it wouldn’t be contained. It reverberated inside her head, twining around his groan of satisfaction. Her feet were off the ground now, only her toes brushing the rug beneath. Without the use of her arms, she had to rely on his body for balance. He gave it to her by pinning her against the pillar, every inch of him buried inside her. He hadn’t moved since his initial thrust, his mouth buried at her neck. It gave her a sense of comfort, comfort that flew away in fractured pieces when he bit her. Bit her hard.


    “Ah!”


    Her legs flew up, her only form of defense against the pleasure-pain. He caught her knees with his hands and hiked them higher around his waist. “When I bit you, I slid in even deeper.” His lips moved at her neck, over the bite mark. “Made you wet, didn’t it? Bad little beginner.”


    Frankie’s response died on her tongue when his hips rolled. Her knees, on either side of his waist, tried to shoot together, but his body kept them wide and open for his assault. With each expert rotation of his hips, he drew out every stiff inch until only the fat head of his arousal remained, before pushing deep, deep, deep once again. Her restrained hands flexed with the need to hold on to something, anything that would absorb some of the relentless tension. It built and built. “Dammit, dammit,” she moaned. “Please, I— Faster. Oh my god, please.”


    “You’re a mouthy brat until I get you crammed tight, hmm?”


    He devastated her with a series of quick thrusts, drawing pleading words and promises past her lips. “Yes. More, more. More.”


    “More, more,” he repeated. “You don’t hate me so much once I’ve stuffed you full of my cock. Isn’t that right, Francesca? We’ll have to make sure you spend a lot of time with your legs spread so you don’t forget.” With her thighs clenched tight around him, he released his hold on her knees to brace his hands on the pillar. His arm muscles shifted, bulged. In the near-darkness of the living room, he was brutal, sexual power in a raw, unyielding package. Her back slid up the hard surface with the force of his thrusts, causing the belt to tighten even more. She liked it. No, loved. Loved the freedom of being restrained. She’d given everything over to him; her pleasure was in his hands.


    The increased pace of his drives turned her into someone unrecognizable. Release became the only option. It would save her from drowning. Her hips used what little mobility they had to meet his thrusts, to bear down on his length each time. Porter issued groan after groan above her head, spiking every sensation with the knowledge that he was finding his own pleasure…through her. Her nipples dragged up and down his sweating chest, over and over, the friction stoking the fire in her core. Even through the haze of lust and need, there was clarity. This was what she’d been chasing. Right here.


    “Walk into my room looking for a spanking?” He growled the words against her mouth. “You either picked the wrong door, or the right one, because it doesn’t stop there. This is what you get, Francesca. You get chased down, bitten, and drilled. By me. Nobody else.” His hands dropped to her thighs, wrenching them higher. “You will not walk through any other doors. Is that clear?”


    “Yes.”


    His hips slowed. A warning. “Francesca…”


    “Yes, my lord,” she all but shouted. “No other doors.”


    Her vision went black after that, the overflowing of sensation commanding all her attention. Porter’s ferocious drives were delivered so fast and precise, it took her mere seconds to climax. Although “climax” didn’t do the moment justice. She was catapulted from the room. She soared, flesh rippling in endless spasms between her legs. All the while, she screamed into the abyss, never wanting to come out again. The hardness inside her became the focal point of her universe as Porter rammed himself deep one final time, coming with a yell.

  


  
    Chapter Seven


    Not the plan. This hadn’t been the plan.


    Porter tried to regulate his breathing as Francesca’s body drooped against him. She was shaking, her forehead flush with his shoulder. His cock still pulsed inside of her, even though he’d just spent himself in extraordinary fucking fashion. His body wanted round two when his mind hadn’t quite wrapped itself around round one. Not the plan.


    Sex for him was ruthlessly efficient. It never got emotional or messy or possessive. However, he was fairly sure he’d just demanded she never go to another man. Ever. While this odd jealous streak wouldn’t exactly allow him to take back the command, he was starting to question his sanity.


    Leading a solitary life worked for him. He’d been proficient in doing so since age eight, when his career-driven parents had deemed him responsible enough that they could fire the nanny. He’d moved to a different country and emerged himself in the fascinating world of rare antiques so he could continue in the same vein until his time away from London expired. Okay, fascinating was a stretch when it came to antiques. But it was safe, would be easy to walk away from, when the time came. Exactly what he required—a life he could leave behind with zero difficulty.


    Having enlisted in the army after two long years of studying at Oxford, then building his security firm following his military service, he’d never had time for anything serious with a woman. His affairs were limited to one, sometimes two, mutually agreed upon encounters before they went their separate ways. Clubs, such as Serve, had aided him in maintaining an impersonal distance in the past and he’d simply continued in that manner, never seeing a reason to muddle his efficient routine. The cut and dried nature of it suited him. Rules, limits, plans. His three favorite words.


    It was common for a man to form…an attachment to a particular woman, right? A submissive, specifically. Perhaps that’s what was taking place now. He’d invited her to his home, his office, two very unusual actions for him. And now? He didn’t want her to go home just yet. Normally, he’d perform the required aftercare, talk to the woman long enough to ascertain if she felt comfortable with what they’d done. Then he’d separate himself from the situation. This was not that. This time, there had been more. Had he found his first permanent submissive? Yes, it seemed he had.


    First things first.


    “Francesca.”


    She mumbled something unintelligible against his shoulder.


    Porter cleared his throat. “I realize that you don’t quite like me, which is entirely your right.” When she looked up at him, all drowsy and questioning, he almost lost his train of thought. “I’m hoping we can work on that, however. Surely, I’m not all bad.”


    Her lopsided smile caused a boom in his chest, a cannon being fired. “You can start by unbuckling me from the post.”


    “Right.” Porter didn’t bother containing his groan as he slid his cock from inside her heat. Jesus, she was hot, dangerous perfection. He needed more soon. Very fucking soon. He started to circle the pillar to loosen the leather, but she felt so good up against him, he meshed their bodies together and performed the task blind, reaching behind her to unbuckle the belt. “I need you longer than one day.”


    Her breath washed over his chest. “I was afraid of that.”


    Knowing her equilibrium would be off, he released her arms and immediately pulled her close. “Clarify that statement, please,” he spoke into her hair.


    She remained silent a moment, too long for him. “I want more than one day, too. But I wanted you to tell me no.”


    “You are an utter bafflement, Francesca.”


    “Monocle.” She yawned and the sound was oddly comforting. “I guess I wanted you to tell me that curiosity killed the cat. To send me home where I should be.”


    “I don’t want you to go home.” His voice had risen, so he brought it down a notch. Scaring the girl would do nothing to achieve his end. “Well, I suppose you could go home, but I’m going to need you to come back tomorrow.”


    She continued as if he hadn’t spoken. “This started out as an experiment, but it has to stop somewhere, doesn’t it? This…” Her gaze fell to the belt in his hand. “I like it too much.”


    For some reason, he dropped the belt. His impulse dictated he haul her into his arms and carry her to his bedroom, just to see what she looked like in his bed. He sensed she was on the verge of making a decision, though. About him. This. He couldn’t very well vocalize his intention to keep her around until he figured out how deep this fascination ran, could he? “What was the goal of your experiment, if not to like it?”


    “Good question.” She rubbed her lips over his collarbone. “I had these fantasies. All the time. I thought maybe if I acted on them, it would appease something in me.”


    He released a pent-up breath. “I did appease you, Francesca. And I’ll do it again.”


    Her laugh vibrated against his skin. “Don’t tone down the arrogance on my account.” She started to ease away from him. Porter found himself hard pressed to remove his hold, but the command finally reached his brain when she lifted an eyebrow. “You did appease me.” Her cheekbones darkened. “There are things I want, though. I’m not sure where this fits in.”


    “What things?”


    Francesca attempted to pull her ripped shirt together, but gave up, leaving her breasts bare. “I’m about to completely freak you out,” she said. “But I want a huge, loud, silly family. Barbeques, babies, and baseball games. The three B’s.”


    “You’re right. That does freak me out.”


    Her eyes lit with humor. “Don’t worry, I don’t want it with you.”


    “Oh.” He wondered at the dodgy feeling wrought by that pronouncement. “I suppose it’s all right, then.”


    She breezed past him toward the hallway. After a moment of staring at the pillar, he fixed his pants then went to his bedroom to retrieve a T-shirt and follow her into the bathroom. He had to pause on the threshold upon catching sight of her reflection—whisker burn on her neck, lips imprinted with self-inflicted bite marks, dark hair tumbling around her shoulders. Stunning. When their eyes locked in the mirror, something sharp and insistent burned in his chest. “You’re a beautiful goddamn sight.”


    Francesca appeared just as startled by that slip as he, but she recovered first. “All right, all right. You want me to like you. I get it.”


    He stepped behind her, lifting the torn shirt over her head. “Is it working?”


    “Sure,” she whispered, hands lifting to cover her breasts. He stopped them halfway through their ascent, keeping them aloft. The red marks ringing her midsection would fade, but he bloody well wanted something to do with it. He smoothed his palm over the belt’s impression, watching his hand’s progress in the mirror, from one side of her ribcage, over her belly, to the other side. She appeared almost transfixed by what he was doing, the response of her body. Beneath his hand, her stomach shuddered, her nipples beading. “Is this, like, your post-game ritual?”


    “No. This is different.”


    “Oh.” She rolled her lips inward. “I, um. I could do the same for you, but your scars look like they’ve been there a while.”


    “They have.”


    Silence passed. “Not ready to share with the class?”


    “No.”


    His thumb brushed the underside of her breast and she sucked in a breath. “Well, you should at least tell me if you’re James Bond. Every woman he sleeps with dies, so I’ll need to take proper precautions.”


    He looked up from the reflection of her breasts. “You’re familiar with James Bond?”


    “I’m constantly surrounded by men. Of course I’m familiar.”


    Porter’s hand froze. “Repeat that once more.”


    “Of course I’m fam—”


    “The men part. I’m talking about the men.”


    She reached for the T-shirt with a sigh, pulling it over her head.


    Porter would have lamented the disappearing view if he could think about anything else, anything but the men. “I’m rapidly losing patience, Francesca.”


    She turned to face him. “Relax, monocle man. I live with my uncle. He has a lot of friends who apparently have nowhere better to be than my kitchen.”


    Better than he expected, but he still didn’t like it. Didn’t like the idea of her spending time with men. Any men. “What do they do in your kitchen?”


    “A shit ton of eating.” She rubbed a hand over her middle. “Speaking of which, I’m starving. I’m going to head home.”


    She whooshed past him out of the bathroom, leaving Porter dumbfounded. Unbelievable. He’d actually found a woman he wanted to keep around and she couldn’t leave fast enough. He spun on a heel and strode after her, groaning when she bent over to pick up her panties, flashing that smooth, sexy backside in the process. She pulled them up her legs and did a little dance to get them in place. By god, it was fucking adorable.


    And just when had he started finding another person’s mannerisms adorable?


    “You can’t leave yet,” he said.


    “Why not?”


    “Several reasons.” He counted them off on his fingers. “I haven’t paid you for the office work. We haven’t discussed when—when, not if—you’re coming back. And if you’re hungry, I can bloody well feed you. You needn’t wait.”


    “Oh, I needn’t?” She hopped on one foot, shoving the opposite one into her leggings. “I’m halfway to liking you, so let’s quit while we’re ahead, huh?”


    He closed the gap between them, hauling her to her toes. “You have no idea how close you are to having your lovely backside slapped into next week.”


    There. There it was. Awareness. Need. Vulnerability. She was very adept at hiding her true reactions, but he could bring them to the forefront with little effort. It calmed him to see that susceptibility, told him she had a cauldron of thoughts bubbling just beneath the surface. He wanted to tap into each and every one and own them all.


    “I’ll be back the same time tomorrow,” she murmured. “You can pay me then.”


    Had her mouth trembled? “What about dinner?”


    He could hear her heavy swallow. “I need to be on my own. What we did…I need time to process it, okay? The dinner thing was just an excuse.”


    Porter loosened his grip on her elbows. “Complete honesty from now on, Francesca.”


    “I’m really going to try. That’ll have to be good enough.” She looked away a moment. “Okay, I thought of something honest. Want it?”


    “Absolutely.”


    She tugged out of his hold, rubbing palms down her leggings. “You said…like, you try and limit it to one kiss. A-and then I didn’t mark it off on the sheet as a limit. So, like, what’s that noise about? Did you run out of coupons?”


    A smile pushed against his lips. If someone had handed him a winning lottery ticket, he would turn it down just to hear her say it all again. She wanted to be kissed. Why the hell hadn’t he kissed her yet, anyway? Perhaps because a voice had been whispering from the furthest recesses of his mind that he should proceed with caution. Until now he’d tried to heed it, but denying a chance with her mouth would be criminal “Come here.”


    “No way. I can’t believe you made me bring it up in the first place.” She crossed her arms. “It’s your turn to make the move, my lord.”


    He stepped into her space, tilting her chin up with a finger. “This is highly irregular, Francesca.”


    “Monocle.”


    The kiss started as a sampling. He sipped at her bottom lip, tugging it with his mouth. But when her taste and texture fully registered, he began to devour. No choice. Had no choice. His hands shot to her head, holding it still as his senses overloaded. Berries. The smell of crushed berries gripped him. Head falling back, she allowed her tongue to be coaxed into a frenzy by his, allowed him to consume her greedily. It was permission, submission, and—fuck it—wonder. Not just from her. From him. Air became a necessity, but neither was willing to stop. They were both moaning. Her fingers tugged on his hair, her body lifted and fit to his, grazing his pulsing cock and settling over it. Good. Too fucking good.


    Porter had no idea who severed the contact, but it didn’t feel like breaking away because at some point during the kiss, he’d enveloped her in an unbreakable hug. She was crushed to his chest, sucking in harsh breaths. Or was that him?


    He shook his head. “Don’t leave.”


    She studied him, looking more than a little shell-shocked. “After that, I really have to go.”


    Letting her leave his arms felt wrong. Horribly wrong. But he had no choice. She’d said she needed time to process what they’d done. After that kiss, she probably needed the time twice as much. Hell, he had some things to process as well. Watching her walk out the door would be hard, but he consoled himself with the fact that he could find her if necessary. “Come back tomorrow, Francesca.”


    “Yes, Porter.”


    After she left, he found himself flipping through television stations in search of James Bond.

  


  
    Chapter Eight


    Dammit, she hated being indecisive.


    Frankie paced back and forth on the sidewalk in front of her cab. Her classes had just ended and it was eleven fifteen. Fifteen minutes until she was scheduled to arrive at Porter’s office. Apartment. Den of dirty deeds. She wanted to be there. A Fourth of July sparkler flared in her belly, giving off a glow that spread to every corner of her body. How he’d felt inside of her. How he’d moved. What he’d said. Hot, sweaty memories she’d been drowning in since last night. She’d left his presence to get some perspective, but the overriding need to be with him again hadn’t allowed for much critical thought.


    Hope had gotten her through the morning—the hope that once she saw Porter today her common sense would kick in. She would spend five minutes talking to him and remember that he was a pompous dick and that this affair was a temporary exploration, a way to understand these needs she’d always had. Once they were face to face, she’d laugh about the connection she thought she’d felt last night. After all, she’d been coming down off a sexual high. Was still coming down. Her brain had taken on the consistency of scrambled eggs. So, yeah. She’d been banking on seeing Porter again and putting these icky feelings to rest.


    Then Uncle Joe had called during her Marketing Management class. He’d woken up with the flu and needed her to cover his shift behind the wheel. She’d started to tell him the internship wasn’t over, but caught herself, horrified. This was a man to whom she owed everything. There would be an ice sculpture contest in Hell before she let him down. Simply to be with a man she’d just met, a man who would someday only be a blip in her rearview. Family was forever. And she owed Uncle Joe. Repaying that debt was an ongoing process, one that might never end.


    So why was she still pacing as if she hadn’t already made the decision?


    Make the call.


    Frankie slipped behind the wheel of her cab and started the engine to let it warm up. With a bracing breath, she dialed Porter’s number.


    He answered on the second ring. “Porter Evans.”


    A bluster of sexual excitement circled through her stomach. Christ, that accent. “Hey, it’s me.” She winced over the familiarity in her tone. How many women must call this sex god on a weekly basis? “I mean, it’s Frankie De Luca.”


    A pause ensued. “Is there a reason you are calling me instead of sitting at your desk?”


    “I can’t make it today.”


    Another extended silence. “I await your explanation.”


    “Monocle,” she whispered and heard him sigh. “My Uncle Joe is sick and he needs his shift covered. I told him I would do it.”


    “Even though we agreed your time today belongs to me.” It wasn’t a question. And he’d phrased it so annoyingly, her hand clenched around the phone. “Very well,” he continued. “I need a ride uptown. How soon can you be here?”


    She did a double take. “I—huh?”


    “I’m already irritated, Francesca. Please don’t make me repeat myself.”


    Thank god. Here was her reminder that she didn’t like him. She didn’t even have to spend the day with him for a refresher course. “I have to pick up fares. For money. I can’t just spend the day driving your stuffy British ass around.”


    “Leave the bloody meter running all day if you must. I’ll pay at the end. But you will come here and give me the time agreed upon.” She heard a briefcase snapping shut. “Unless you are the type of person who doesn’t follow through on their responsibilities.”


    “Ooh, burn. And here I thought you wanted me to like you.”


    “How do you propose I accomplish that when you neglect to show up?”


    She drummed her fingers on the steering wheel. “I don’t have a good feeling about this. It would be like you’re paying me for work I’m not actually doing. I don’t take free money.” One of her classmates passed in front of the cab and they exchanged a wave. “How about this? I’ll drive you uptown. But after that, I’m picking up fares. You can even veto any fares that look questionable, if it fulfills your need to be in charge.”


    “I agree to these terms. See you downstairs.”


    He hung up.


    Grumbling over the delay in turning on her meter, Frankie pulled onto Broadway. She got lucky with traffic, and it took her twenty-two minutes to head east across town and pull up in front of Porter’s building in Tudor City. He climbed into the passenger side, still talking on his cell phone, but ended the call after a brisk goodbye. Her casual greeting was cut off when he immediately handed her an envelope. The money he owed her for working the day prior? As he watched closely, she weighed it in her hand, examining how she felt about being paid by the man she was sleeping with. If she hadn’t worked hard for it, she would have handed the money back. And the promise of paying down her debt to the Prestons was far too great. She pocketed the envelope.


    “Do you really have an appointment uptown?”


    “Is your uncle really ill?”


    Frankie’s mouth dropped open.


    Porter reached over the closed it with a single finger. “Right. Now that we’ve both accused each other of being liars, I have something else for you.”


    “A gift?”


    “Yes.”


    She eyed him warily. “I don’t like gifts.”


    “Why is that?”


    “I didn’t pay for them.”


    He raked her body with a look. “Very well. I shall make you pay for it.”


    Tingling heat blossomed between her legs. She thought of how he’d chased her last night. Made her submit. How much pleasure she’d derived from it. “I should take offense to you implying I’ll pay for that gift with my body, but the truth is, I don’t really care. I just want you to take me again.”


    His gaze darkened. “You tell me this now? When we’re about to embark on the world’s longest cab ride? I should carry you upstairs for a punishment this minute.” He moved closer on the leather bench seat. “You haven’t even begun to be taken by me. Last night was a preview.”


    Oh God, his mouth was right there. Right there. “You wanted honesty, but you’re mad at me for giving it to you?”


    “Not angry.” He took her hand. Before she discovered his intention, he’d pressed her palm to his huge erection. “Not angry, Francesca. Aching.”


    She couldn’t breathe. Her lungs were on fire. His weight felt so good in her hand, but she was afraid to move, in case she caused more discomfort. “I’m sorry.”


    “I had no intention of coming inside your tight, choking pussy just once. If you hadn’t left, you’d have been bent over, put on your knees, tied up and ridden within minutes.” He swelled larger in her hand. “I’m very rarely satisfied after coming once, Francesca. With you, I expect it will require much more.”


    “Th-there you go, complimenting me again,” she whispered. “Can I have my one kiss now?”


    “Using it up so early, are we?”


    She shivered at the gruff way he spoke. “I thought of a way around that rule.” When he pushed himself against her hand, she couldn’t stop herself from stroking. “You only give me one kiss. But what if I gave you two? Technically, we wouldn’t be breaking any Porter Commandments.”


    Thoughts raced behind his eyes. “I’ll think about it.” He made a savoring sound, just above her mouth. As if he’d just taken a bite of warm, chocolate lava cake. Mmmm. “It might help your cause if you accept the gift I brought you.”


    “My cause?” She narrowed her gaze. “I seem to recall you didn’t mind kissing me.”


    “Don’t change the subject.”


    Damn. She was back to kind of liking him. “Okay, I’ll take the gift. It better be good.”


    Porter used her hand to give his arousal one final stroke, before releasing her. A soft curse left her mouth as he returned to his side of the cab. She swore his lips twitched as he retrieved his briefcase from the dashboard and reached inside.


    Frankie would never have expected what he pulled out. A miniature, old-fashioned yellow cab made of metal, only slightly bigger than Porter’s hand. It looked like something from fifty years ago, but it was in pristine condition. Fare rates were hand painted on the side in straight, perfect lettering. Just looking at it brought a wave of nostalgia crushing over her, pride in the tradition her family upheld, a tradition she was a part of. All brought on by one little toy.


    “I bought it at an auction some time back. I wasn’t sure why.” He seemed to be avoiding eye contact as he handed the car to her and closed his briefcase. “Now it’s yours.”


    Who was this confusing man? One second he was treating her like a wayward employee and the next? He proved he’d been thinking about her…and he certainly hadn’t been far from her mind, either. “Thank you, Porter. I really love it.” She set it carefully on the seat beside her. “I can’t wait to show it off to the guys.”


    “You simply had to go and say that, didn’t you?”


    …


    Watching Francesca drive was fascinating, which provided Porter with a problem. He couldn’t very well stare at her, but she made it exceedingly difficult. She drove as if executing a choreographed ballet. He’d never even been to a ballet, so the comparison was a strange one, yet he had no other way to describe her grace. She obviously loved driving the damn yellow contraption, despite her profession’s dangers and impracticalities.


    Porter pretended not to notice when she reached down and ran her thumb over the antique yellow cab’s fender. If he disliked her job so much, why had he given her something that represented it?


    Because you knew it would make her happy.


    It had occurred to him last night that a good way to make a woman like him might be a present, but Francesca didn’t seem the candy and roses type. He’d spent the better part of an hour in the building’s basement, opening boxes in his storage space until he’d found the car. Then he’d declared it rubbish and put it back in the box and gone upstairs. Ten minutes after that, he’d gone back down and retrieved it. Honestly, she was a detriment to his mental health.


    This marked the first time in decades that he’d attempted to please someone outside of the bedroom. He’d never actually taken the chance to make another person happy, having grown up a lone wolf, fending for himself, adapting to social situations and learning as he went, since no one else would teach him. He knew fuck-all about needing someone. More than that, he’d never been needed by anyone else. His purposeful failures as a child—school rejections, missed assignment deadlines, eschewing sports—had been designed to keep his family at a distance, where they couldn’t hurt him after the first deep cut. Now, however, knowing he could find himself arse over elbow at any time was troubling, to say the least.


    They were nearing the address he’d given her and they had yet to speak a word. Francesca still appeared a little thrown off by his gift. Join the bloody club. Still, he’d created this last minute appointment so he’d have an excuse to be around her, so he should take advantage. Knowing how precious little work he managed to get done with Francesca in the office, he’d spent the morning on the phone with his security firm partner in London, going over the particulars of their most recent cases, discussing protection strategy for a rising name in politics they’d been tapped to guard around the clock. After hanging up, he’d sat at his desk, trying to put his finger on the lack of accomplishment he’d felt. Putting a plan in place used to inspire a sense of rightness, of satisfaction. How long had it been since he felt that?


    More and more lately, he’d found himself turning to his hobby. Or it had started as a hobby, anyway, and progressed to a daily activity. Writing. He’d begun…writing a sodding book, of all things, the plot inspired by his profession in the security field. Any day now, he’d stop scribbling down ideas and ruminating over character arcs while standing beneath the shower spray. Ridiculous, it was.


    “I’d like to know more about Columbia,” he said, knowing her voice would distract him, craving that distraction. “What is your area of study, exactly?”


    She didn’t take her eyes off the road. “Business Management for now. This time next year, I should have my bachelor’s and I can move on to the business school.” Her tone changed. “Hopefully by then I can pay for it myself.”


    Porter didn’t like the reminder that someone else, especially Oliver Preston, was paying for her schooling, but he would keep it to himself. For now. “That’s important to you, is it?”


    “It’s the most important thing,” she murmured.


    This wasn’t the first time she’d expressed the need to pay her own way. Hell, just this morning she’d made an issue of it. He thought back to the night in Serve when she wouldn’t even allow him to pay for a soda. Just how deep did this independent streak run? “You make enough driving this cab to pay for business school?”


    “No. Well, yes.” Her chin went up. “But there’s the mortgage I share with my uncle. And I’m saving the rest for…”


    “For what?” he prompted when she didn’t continue.


    She rolled the driver’s side window down, a breeze carrying her crushed-berries scent in his direction. “My business. I’m starting a business.”


    He waited, but she stayed silent. “Why do you find it hard to talk about?”


    “Do you have to call me on everything? I was getting there.” She sent him an exasperated look. “It’s a private cab company. For women.” Porter saw the exact moment she forgot to be self-conscious and allowed excitement to trickle in. “When a woman goes out at night in this city, she has two options for getting home. The train or a cab. Cabs are safer, but not always. You are essentially putting your safety in the hands of a stranger. There’s always a threat of assault or being taken somewhere against your will. I want to take away that fear and…at the same time, I want to make it easier for women to drive cabs. Be safe doing it. To make a living this way, like I do.


    “Women drivers and women passengers. That’s the plan.” She plucked her cell phone out of the cup holder and shook it. “There will be an app. You can find my drivers in your area and request their car with a few taps on your screen. Door to door service. They wait until you’re safely inside your home before leaving.”


    If he’d been in awe of her before, that admiration had just tripled. Brilliant. This young woman was fucking brilliant. If she hadn’t walked into his room at Serve, he would never have known she existed. Everyone should know about her. Everyone. When her confident expression wavered, he realized he’d been marveling over her in silence for too long. “Francesca, that’s quite good.”


    “Quite good?” She shook her head. “I guess coming from you that’s high praise.”


    Porter wanted to kick himself. “I meant to say…” He waited until she looked back over. “It’s a remarkable idea. I think it has the potential to change the world. At the bare minimum, this city.”


    Her cheeks reddened. “You really go from one extreme to another, monocle man.”


    They pulled up in front of the building where his meeting would take place, but Porter had no desire to leave the cab. “I’ll only be half an hour. Keep the meter running.”


    She winked at him. “Planning on it.”


    Porter tried not to rush through his meeting with a mid-nineteenth century instrument collector in the market for a Marquetry Grand Piano. Fortunately, Porter was able to deliver the news that he’d already procured the item from a French museum curator in dire need of funding. Easy. Compared to his old job, dealing rare antiques was a walk in the park. That’s why he’d chosen it. Low risk. Low commitment.


    He returned to the cab half an hour later, to find Francesca leaning on the hood, reading the New York Post. “Hey, how did it go?”


    “Exactly how it was supposed to go.”


    She gave a low whistle. “Someone call the fun police to arrest this man.”


    If she only knew what he’d been doing at her age—fighting in a war, existing from one battlefield to the next. Still, he felt the need to prove he wasn’t as boring as she thought. “All right. If your job is so much better, show me.”


    She did a little drum roll on the cab’s roof. “Now we’re talking.”


    It only took Porter three stops to discern a pattern, even as he made phone calls and attended to the paperwork he’d brought with him. After sharing her business model, he wasn’t surprised that Francesca tended to seek out passengers that required slightly more time and attention. An elderly man with a walker. Couples with kids. Women by themselves. He could see in the rearview the way she put them at ease with a warm smile, asking them which route they preferred. If she felt any self-consciousness at having him watch her work, she hid it well.


    Porter wondered how she’d react if she knew how he struggled not to pull the car over and maneuver her out of those skin-tight jeans. Every time her ass shifted on the seat, his fingers itched to clutch that flesh. Smack it, lick it, soothe it. An hour into her shift, they were between fares, the cab empty in back. She removed her hoodie at a stop light, causing her shirt to inch up and reveal the tanned skin of her belly. Good god, it wasn’t even half past one. Nowhere near five o’clock.


    “This wasn’t my best idea.”


    Porter didn’t realize he’d said the words out loud until Francesca frowned at him. “If you’ll recall, I was against it.” She adjusted her hands on the steering wheel. “Anyway, I didn’t think it was all that bad. You seemed like you might even be enjoying yourself.”


    “The day’s alternative was to enjoy your body, Francesca. This job of yours is interesting, but it doesn’t compare. You should be getting it for the third time by now.” He leaned close to tongue the side of her neck. “Fair warning. The third time is usually the roughest.”


    Her breath shook. “You wouldn’t be enjoying my body yet, my lord. It’s not five o’clock.”


    “What did I say about reminding me of the five o’clock rule?”


    The lack of trepidation in her expression told Porter she’d known exactly what she was doing by bringing it up. Still, her tone taunted. “You can’t do anything about it right now, can you?”


    He welcomed the rush of dominance that hardened him from the inside out. If she didn’t know what she challenged by now, she was bloody well about to learn. And it was going to be quite satisfying to teach her. Telling him access to her body wasn’t allowed only made him anxious to prove her wrong.


    “My rule only applies to your working hours and you’re not on my clock right now.” Porter moved his hand to her denim-clad thigh. “You will pick up exactly one more fare.” Slowly, he slid his touch up her thigh until he could grip her pussy. Squeeze it until she gasped. “Wherever we end up, I will be laying you flat on this seat, stripping you from the waist down and orgasming you with my tongue. I’ll wager you’ll buck like a wild horse, won’t you? One that badly needs to be broken.”


    “I can’t…you can’t—”


    “Do not finish that thought. When it comes to you, I can and will.” With one final tightening of his hold, he removed his hand. “One more fare, Francesca.”

  


  
    Chapter Nine


    Frankie’s breath came in quick, too-small gusts, as if through a straw. Driving came natural to her, but with Porter’s commanding presence in the cab, she had to concentrate on every turn of the wheel, every lane change. A pulse pounded between her legs, awakened to a new, frantic degree. With his attention fastened on her, she wanted to push out her breasts. Wanted to part her thighs in unspoken invitation for another touch. If she thought it wouldn’t bring on more trouble, her own hand would already be there, palming and using the denim seam to her advantage.


    Focus. One more fare and then she could relinquish control of this situation. Logically, trusting him after such a short amount of time made her naïve. But there was a drum beat in her stomach, an absolute conviction that he would handle everything. His arm draped over the back of her seat, his thumb pressed firmly to her collarbone, one single connection of their flesh that inspired a dark confidence in the man. He would follow through on his word and there would be no consequences, save the ones he doled out. Frankie’s nipples hardened at the thought. What would he do?


    Focus.


    “I certainly hope you’re not prolonging this journey, Francesca. My patience is wearing thinner than your T-shirt.”


    She felt his gaze, hot and focused, on her breasts. “There’s a method to my madness. I’m looking for a fare that’ll take us out of Manhattan.”


    “Where there is less chance of being seen,” he finished.


    “Bingo.”


    The thumb on her collarbone pressed harder. “In my experience, women often play games. Pretend they aren’t craving it as much as the man. You aren’t one of those women, are you?” His hand dropped to her breasts, cupping them in turn. “You’re in need of my cock and don’t mind me knowing.”


    She swallowed hard. “Does that turn you off?”


    “Not a goddamn thing about you turns me off.”


    Two blocks ahead, a tall, well-muscled man in his early thirties, stepped out into the street holding massive shopping bags labeled FAO Schwarz. There was a vague familiarity about his harsh attractiveness, as though maybe she’d seen him around her neighborhood. He carried himself like a cop, too. Squared shoulders, unconcerned about inserting himself into whizzing traffic. Sharp eyes, too, but they were kind. A family man. Probably not a Manhattanite, for her money.


    “There,” she murmured. With a final brush of her nipples, Porter removed his touch and she pulled the cab over. The car literally dipped as the man climbed into the backseat, he was so big. Shopping bags were placed carefully on the seat beside him, even as he analyzed Porter’s unusual presence in the passenger seat. Definitely a cop. Porter’s gaze was locked in the rearview, too, taking the man’s measure. She’d already suspected Porter had a background in law enforcement and this only confirmed it. Their expressions were almost carbon copies. Almost. Possessiveness radiated from Porter and wrapped around her like fog.


    “Where are you headed?” Frankie asked, starting her meter.


    “Middle Village.”


    He rattled off an intersection that happened to be only five blocks from her house. Queens. She’d had a feeling. “You got it.” They were almost to the bridge before she sensed the man settling back against the seat. “Picking up some presents for the kids?”


    His face softened in the rearview. “Yeah, I went a little overboard. My wife is going to kill me, but that just means it’s Tuesday.” The paper bags rustled as his laughter boomed. “I can’t seem to pass a toy store without dropping a mint, anymore. It’s really their fault for being so friggin’ cute.”


    Frankie’s chest seized with envy. Someday she’d have kids to surprise with toys. Someday. She felt Porter watching her closely from the passenger seat and schooled her expression. “How many kids do you have?”


    “Twin girls. Four months old.” He shook his head. “They’re crying, pooping, spewing machines and they’re still a dream come true.” A beat passed. “Speaking of girls, I think you might be my first cab driver of the female persuasion.”


    “Hopefully I won’t be your last,” she said, thinking of her business. “I have a feeling you’ll see more of us on the road soon.”


    His silence was thoughtful. “My wife and sister love their nights out. I hate them. Mostly because of the trip back. I’d feel a lot better knowing you were driving them home.”


    A smile pushed against her lips. Every time she heard this sentiment from a spouse, brother, or another woman, it gave her confidence a much-needed boost. Her presentation was next Friday. Next week was the future. However, that thought only made her more aware of her present. He loomed in the seat beside her, weighing every word that left her mouth. She risked a glance at Porter from beneath her lashes and, yeah, she hadn’t been imagining it. His intensity took hold of every cell in her body.


    Frankie licked her suddenly dry lips and reached into the center console, removing her business cards. Not the cards she would eventually have made up, just personal ones she passed whenever a passenger gave her a good feeling. “My name is Frankie. Have your wife or sister call me on their next night out. If I’m on the road, I’ll swing by and get them.”


    As they coasted to a stop at the specified address, the man took her card through the plastic partition. “Hey, thanks. This is great.” He stuck his hand into the front seat for her to shake. “Officer Brent Mason, at your service. You let me know if anyone gives you trouble, capiche?”


    Frankie pretended not to notice the officer’s sidelong glance at Porter as he exited the cab, or the muscle jumping in Porter’s cheek. Having someone else visibly react to the danger she sensed in Porter made her wonder if she was being reckless. Going back to that first night when she’d spied on him through the door at Serve, the mystery around him had been evident. Her attraction to him seemed to have overridden any caution. Or was that just Porter on the surface? Did dangerous men give thoughtful antique toys to their romantic interests? It didn’t fit. He made her feel safe, even if she couldn’t explain why.


    And she wanted him. God, did she want him.


    “I know a place,” she whispered, looking up at Porter.


    Was that relief that flared in his eyes? “Here I thought you might back out.”


    Her heart started to pound. “Why would I do that?”


    He dipped his head forward, making him appear a little sinister, but a lot sexy. “Don’t play games with me now. I can read every thought on your gorgeous face.”


    Unbelievable. One compliment from him turned her inside out. She had no choice to make. Only Porter could provide the type of relief she needed, the kind she’d been seeking for so long. Denying herself, denying him, wasn’t an option. “You’re not so bad yourself.”


    His Adam’s apple rose and fell. Her stoic Brit actually appeared taken aback by her returned compliment. “This is highly irregular, Francesca.”


    “Monocle.” Jesus. She couldn’t look at him any longer. Not until they were alone. So hot. He was so damn hot. In a way that suggested he’d never considered why it mattered. Maybe he’d used it to his advantage with women, but never realized the effect of his smile or the deep scrutiny he pinned her under. She thought of his earlier words. In my experience, women often play games…


    Frankie jerked the cab into gear harder than intended. No way was she jealous. That would be stupid.


    Still, as she pulled into an outdoor storage facility, parking in a hidden spot behind the last locker, where high school students often made out at night, the feeling wouldn’t dissipate. The redhead from Serve popped into her head, her throaty voice calling Porter, “Sir.” Frankie’s face heated, her teeth ground together. This reaction was unacceptable. It warned her that she’d started to think of this diversion as special. Singular. It wasn’t. High time she reminded both of them.


    “Here we are, Sir.”


    Porter flinched. “What did you just call me?”


    Her head of steam evaporated slightly under the weight of his reaction. “I think y-you heard me.”


    Before she’d finished delivering her rejoiner, Porter flung open the passenger side door, stepped out of the cab and grabbed hold of her legs. He yanked, putting Frankie flat on her back on the leather bench seat. It happened so fast, she actually yelped. He knelt at one end of the bench, her ankles gripped tightly in one hard fist, the other hand working at the fly of her jeans.


    “I promise you will regret that slip, Francesca.”


    He stripped her jeans down her legs.


    …


    Porter embraced the vibrating dose of adrenaline, letting it coat his veins. Let it sink into his stomach and pull whatever heart he had left down with it. Angry. He was so angry and he didn’t give a fuck about the reason. He only knew his preoccupation with Francesca continued to inflate and he’d been forced to watch her go all soft over the mention of children. Family. Things he didn’t want.


    He could give her this, though. Sex. Ecstasy. A blinding fuck that would erase everything but him from her mind for now. He needed all that passion focused on him. The passion she reserved for things he didn’t understand. This he understood better than anyone. And by taunting him with a title he didn’t want to hear from her mouth, she’d asked for what he could deliver. Answering that call should have been as natural as breathing, but with her, it felt more like a desperate, greedy consumption of oxygen.


    Propped up on her elbows, mouth parted in shock, she was a meal for his eyes. The smugness had gone up in smoke, revealing a roaring fire beneath. Porter bared his teeth. Could she actually be angry, too? “Explain your attitude immediately.”


    “Bite me,” she shot back.


    Without hesitating, he flipped Francesca onto her belly and buried his teeth in the flesh of her backside. The leather seat muffled her scream, but it shook through her body and into his waiting mouth. Keeping his teeth fastened to her ass, he slid a hand beneath her hips, finding her pussy. Rubbing it, squeezing it, molding it with his palm.


    “Yes. Yes. Oh…god,” she moaned, body writhing on the seat.


    It wasn’t enough to make contact through her panties; he needed the real thing. He shoved the material down and teased her opening long enough to encounter wetness before shoving his middle finger into her tight, shaking heat. The perfect readiness of her forced him to loosen his bite on a groan. “Not as angry as you pretend to be, hmm?” He twisted his finger, grazing her inner walls with his knuckle. “Perhaps you’re just irritable because you can’t recreate the filthy, leg-shaking fuck I gave you last night. And you know no one else can either. Either way, you will explain your disrespect or I’ll leave this ache right where it is.”


    “No,” she moaned.


    “Explain yourself, Francesca.”


    Her sob echoed throughout the cab. “I am not jealous.”


    Porter’s head came up. Damn, he wished he could see her face. From his position above her, he could only watch her shoulders tense. “Of what or whom are you not jealous?”


    “That redhead. I’m not jealous of her.”


    The heart that had sunk to his stomach tried to buoy back to the surface, but he capsized it. Something wanted to breach his anger, but he wouldn’t allow that, either. The alternative here was…tenderness. A foreign concept. Swallowing something akin to guilt, he spun Francesca onto her back, glad to still see the sparks shooting from her eyes. Surely he’d only imagined the vulnerability in her voice. “Listen to me well.” Porter took hold of her panties, peeling them down her legs. “I didn’t even remember she had red hair. I don’t remember the night before that. Or the week before that.” He hooked his hands beneath her knees, dragging her to the end of the seat. Finally, he allowed his gaze to take in a sight he’d been craving since last night. “Not while I’ve got your tight, eager pussy waiting for my mouth to play with it.”


    A whimper broke free of her lips before she caught it. “Please.”


    “Oh, no. It’s too late to beg.” He licked down the inside of her thigh, used his hands to push her knees open. “I might enjoy every word, but I’ll enjoy denying you even more. Let’s see how desperate we can get you, shall we?”


    He shoved her legs wide and latched onto her clit, massaging it with his lips and tongue. Lips and tongue. Opening his mouth wide and closing halfway on a French kiss of her dampening flesh. Her ass came off the seat and she gave a husky cry, but he anticipated the move and pushed her hips back down. Christ, she’d never been fucked correctly by a man’s mouth. He could hear the astonishment in her voice and it drove him on, made him relentless. His thumbs pressed hard into the sensitive area of her inner thighs, a ticklish spot he knew would send shockwaves to the delicious spot occupied by his tongue.


    “Porter! Jesus, Jesus.” She twisted impatient fingers through his hair, hips tilting for more. “I’m going to…I can’t…”


    His plan was to deny her. He couldn’t waver from it now that he’d said it out loud, told her what to expect. Fuck, though, he hadn’t gotten enough time between her legs. So sweet. So smooth. With a growl, Porter pulled away, one hand grappling with his belt buckle. “Greedy girl. You come too fast. Doubt that’s been a problem before, but it damn well is one with me, isn’t it?” He wrenched her T-shirt up and over her breasts. “Say yes. Say yes if you want my rock hard cock.”


    Pride warred on her face, but it faltered when he released his erection from his constricting jeans. Her head tossed on the seat, eyes slamming shut. “Yes, okay? Yes.”


    If he wasn’t in physical pain, he would have laughed at her assumption that he’d give in so easily. Oh, no. This was far from over. He fisted her T-shirt with his right hand, twisting the cotton and yanking her into a sitting position. Beautiful silver eyes flew open, landing on him with new awareness, a breathless one. Anticipatory. Porter sat back on the leather bench as he retrieved a condom from his pants pocket, rolling it on. Her T-shirt was still wrapped in his other fist and he used that grip to draw her closer now, until she straddled him.


    Then he shredded the damn thing.


    Porter took a moment to savor her open mouthed sob before he spoke. “Hands on the ceiling, Francesca.” The darkness, the escalated heat in his voice sounded unfamiliar, even to him. “That’s a good girl,” he praised against her ear when she complied with his order. “I want your pretty tits close enough for a hard suck. You want that, too, don’t you?”


    Her nod was frantic. “Yes, please.”


    Porter’s cock strained against his stomach, heavy and sensitive. He should already be inside her, but he knew the moment she was seated, his entire length inside of her, it would be a struggle not to pump pump pump until they were both mindless. Buying himself time, he wrapped his cock in a tight grip and smacked its swollen head against her wet heat. “What are you going to do with it?”


    “Whatever you want.” The words released on a harsh exhale. “Anything. I need you.”


    He suctioned his open mouth to her left nipple, drawing on it until her hips started to shake. “Tight, quick circles, maybe? You want to grind your clit all over me, don’t you, Francesca? Come like a greedy, crying princess on my lap?”


    “Please let me, please let me.”


    Denying her was starting to feel wrong. Her pupils were dilated, her head kept tipping back as if she couldn’t control the action. The thighs on either side of his hips were trembling, beginning to sweat. For him.


    Give her what she needs.


    But another, more familiar, voice shouted punish. “Sit down on me,” he commanded. “Take me deep and don’t move.”


    She sunk onto his waiting arousal, moaning loudly, her perked-up nipples dragging over his mouth. His answering growl was directed at the ceiling, but he brought his head back up right away so he could look at her, because fucking hell, she was beautiful—fragile and strong at the same time. He expected her to move, despite his instruction to stay still, but she didn’t. Her eyes were feverish, but their focus on him didn’t waver. Perfection. Jesus Christ.


    “You’ve not yet taken it all in.” He stroked a hand down the right side of her ass and gave it a firm slap, earning him a whimper. “Let’s learn how to work with those extra inches, shall we? Use the ceiling for leverage.”


    With a frustrated sob, she dropped one of her hands from the ceiling, but dutifully put it back up. Porter gritted his teeth as she slid her thighs wider on the seat and pressed down, impaling herself fully. “Oh god, oh god. Can I move now?”


    “Who are you asking?” he ground out.


    “My lord,” she cried. “I’m asking my lord.”


    Hearing the title, a title that had seemed so ridiculous at first, filled him with relief. With possessiveness. With lust. So many things, he worried he might crack. “Francesca, I don’t do this kind of thing. I don’t fuck in cars or chase women in my apartment. I don’t watch them work, or wonder if they’d like certain kinds of gifts. These are things I have with you. Don’t call me ‘sir’ ever again. I don’t like hearing it from you.”


    At first, Porter didn’t know if he’d said the words out loud, words he hadn’t planned on sharing, words that revealed too much. When awe mixed with sexual need on her face, he knew he had. Very slowly, her hands came down from the ceiling. It was on the tip of his tongue to admonish her for breaking his rule, but nothing came out. Especially when those hands slid into his hair, soothed, healed all in an instant. “I want my one kiss now.”


    I’ll break. He shook his head. “Francesca, no.”


    Had she heard him? Her expressive eyes were staring at his mouth, her breathing growing more labored by the second. She looked up and met his gaze…just as she squeezed his cock with her inner walls, milking him in a sanity-stealing rhythm.


    Lost. I’m a lost cause.


    “Please, my lord.” She brought their lips together, let their rapid inhales and exhales mingle. Milked him, milked him. “Kiss me. I’ll ride you like a good girl. I just want to be a good girl for my lord. I’m sorry I was bad. So sorry. Let me show you.”


    Porter threw his head back on a groan. His cock threatened to erupt inside her sweet body, then and there. So hot. I need…I need. Can’t deny her. Or myself. He spanked her backside, employing no mercy. It had the effect of a hammer hitting a nail, spearing her more firmly onto his erection. “Move, you little beggar. Fuck me. Move,” he shouted over her lingering scream.


    As if broken from a trance, she jerked her hips back and took his full length once more, slowly, biting her lip and maintaining eye contact. Obliterating him. “So thick and hard,” she whispered, voice shaking. “I can feel you everywhere. You fill me up…all of me.”


    His heart struggled to catch up with the lust quickening his blood. It roared, slamming into his ribs. Too much. He couldn’t take wanting her this bad and such honesty at the same time. “Faster. I need you faster. Stop making me think, Francesca.”


    The connection between them seemed to burn brighter, almost blinding for a moment. She understood what he meant, even if he didn’t have a clue. “I can’t think when you kiss me.” Her gaze zeroed in on his mouth. “C-can we—”


    Porter shot forward, finding her mouth before she could finish. He had no control anymore. Perhaps it had been dissipating since they met, but it felt like a tangible thing slipping through his fingers, fingers that clutched her to his chest, holding on for dear life. She spoke his name right before their mouths clashed and he shattered, pieces flying through the cab like shrapnel. Her mouth alone might have been enough to sustain him, but her hips entered the equation and nothing existed anymore but her pussy jerking back and forth on his cock. Fuck, fuck, fuck. They were equally desperate to come, groaning, struggling to find the best angle. Hell, every angle was the best angle. She bounced, she swiveled, he lifted her up and let her crash down. It didn’t fucking matter.


    She spread her thighs wide as they would go, latching onto his mouth after sucking in a deep, rasping breath, that lithe body working his rigid dick like her sole mission had become climaxing them both. Her enthusiastic kiss threatened to rule his consciousness, so Porter wrapped her hair in a tight fist, drawing her away. He needed to see her face when she came. Required it.


    “What’s going to make your filled-up pussy shake? You need some roughening up?”


    Her eyelids fluttered and she rode him faster. “Y-yes, my lord.”


    Porter shot his right arm out, wrapping his hand around the back of her neck. He yanked her close, sinking his teeth into the flesh connecting her shoulder and neck. Only allowing himself a second to savor her scream, his hand began raining blows down on her taut bottom. Fast, stinging blows that would require care later, but now only flooded him with ownership. She ground down on him one final time before an orgasm rippled through her, accompanied by chants of his name. They went straight to his head, blacking out any and all of his remaining discipline.


    She continued to shudder as he flung her face-up onto the seat, licking the bite mark he’d left behind even as he drove his hungry cock high inside her body. “Knees up, now, Francesca.” He shoved her smooth limbs hard toward her shoulders, growling at the snug entrance it created. “I’m going to bottom out in your satisfied pussy. Keep them up until I’m done.”


    There had always been a ruthless side he’d kept tamed, knowing once it got loose, he’d never cage it again. She wouldn’t allow it, though. Her feet were wedged against his shoulders, tits bouncing, hands grappling for a place to hold on. Sexual, forbidden words fell past her lips, interspersed with praise for his body. They egged him on, forced him higher. Her. This woman. Her.


    An invisible fist tightened around the base of his spine, the pressure in his stomach, balls, and cock becoming unbearable. As if she could sense him nearing the end, she scraped her fingernails down his back, dug them into his ass and yanked, yanked him even deeper. “Please.” Her whimper tore at him. “Please can I have it?”


    His head dropped into the crook of her neck, never ceasing his ferocious thrusts. “You want my come, beggar? I’d like to rip this condom off and fuck it right into you.”


    She moaned, tossing her head on the seat. It occurred to him in a painful, heady rush that she would let him finish inside her perfect heat. Would wrap her legs tight and beg for every last drop. Never having experienced the impulse before, it nearly overtook him now, robbed his logic.


    No, no, no. She’s not thinking. You’re not thinking.


    Still his fists curled into the seat to prevent himself from following through. He needed something from her, something to make up for denying himself the opportunity.


    Porter brought his face within an inch of hers. Passion-glazed eyes met his, awaiting commands. Craving them. “I own you. Tell me I own you.”


    Stubbornness flashed up at him, but he bore down hard, increasing the pace of his drives. Her kiss-swollen mouth fell open on a wail. “You own me.”


    His climax battered him from the inside. He lost purchase with reality, but managed to stay somewhat present by focusing on her breaths. Her voice. The feel of her. She gripped him with her inner muscles, mouth moving hot and open over his shoulder, neck, face. This was new territory and he couldn’t stand knowing he’d never experienced it. Her. Her. Francesca.


    “You’ll come back tomorrow,” he ordered in a harsh voice.


    He’d made the directive more vehemently than intended, but there was no help for it. She’d flayed him wide open. Was it too much to hope he’d done the same to her? All he could glean from her expression was wonder, confusion. Still, she said, “Yes.”


    She drove him home in total silence.

  


  
    Chapter Ten


    Frankie brushed her teeth in a daze. She thought after a night’s sleep, her brain wouldn’t be a mental pile of pick-up sticks anymore. She’d been dead wrong. After walking into the house in a fog, she’d fallen face first into bed, her brain refusing to accept any more input. Porter. Thinking his name sent a hot shiver whispering down her back, made her breasts feel fuller, in need of sucking. Red stained her cheeks as she put away the toothbrush. This arrangement didn’t feel like working an impulse out of her system; it felt like creating new, darker, irresistible ones—courtesy of one magnetic Brit with a body that had essentially ruined her yesterday in the front seat of her cab. What she’d engaged in with awkward, twenty-something boys hadn’t been sex. It had been paltry attempts at sex. Sex was Porter. Porter was sex.


    Her foresight had been faulty in agreeing to another day. How deep could she get before her feet touched the bottom? Before the sand sucked her down and never let go?


    She brushed a hand over the bite mark in the space between her neck and shoulder. There was no shame, no regret in seeing it. Only yearning. Fierce, consuming yearning for more. After the heights she’d reached yesterday, the stunning sense of completion that came with being dominated, she’d realized she had no choice but to fully accept this part of herself. She didn’t want to escape it. Whoever she ended up with, whoever she married, would have to embrace it.


    That eventuality wasn’t her issue, though. No, her issue was the sinking suspicion that if she’d walked into someone else’s room that night at Serve, the need wouldn’t be this strong. It wouldn’t even rate. She could handle being addicted to the world, the rituals. She couldn’t handle being addicted to Porter. He didn’t want the same things she did. The look on his face when she’d told him about her plans for a large family had been comically horrified.


    Frankie knew what she needed to do—listen to the common sense the good lord gave her. Attend class this morning, and then get in her cab. Make money the same way she always had. It wouldn’t be the astronomical amount Porter was paying her, but at least she could start to kick toward the surface. It would take some time—Porter was a vast ocean she hadn’t even begun to explore – but she needed to break free out of self-preservation. Deep inside of her, something potent rebelled. You own me. She’d said the words, but her mind had been whirring, buzzing. They weren’t a commandment.


    With a firm click of the medicine cabinet, Frankie ran a brush through her hair and left the bathroom. She froze when she saw her Uncle Joe sitting on the top step, staring down at his shaking hands. Hands she’d never seen anything but steady.


    “What—what’s wrong?”


    His head came up on a wince. “Hey, Frankie. Just this damn flu. Can’t seem to shake it this time.” He hefted himself off the stair, wincing as he grabbed the railing. “I just need some coffee. Maybe a bagel.”


    Joe thumped down the stairs, probably with no idea he’d sent her heart plummeting to the ground. She’d never seen her uncle show weakness, at least of the physical variety. Lately, though, he’d been sick more often than usual. The flu, migraines. Had she been so wrapped up in school and her business idea that she’d missed something? When she’d come to live with him, he’d been closed off emotionally. That hadn’t changed—not much, anyway—but this? This was new. Scary. He was all she had in the world. She couldn’t lose him, too. Nor could she express anything like fear or concern. It would make him shut down, raise his defenses. They were alike in that way—independent islands.


    What if there was something more serious he wasn’t telling her?


    Legs feeling weighted, she followed her uncle down the stairs into the kitchen to find him staring at the refrigerator. She swallowed the lump in her throat. “Hey, have you looked outside? Not a cloud in the sky. No one’s going to make millions driving a cab today.” She felt his gaze sharpen on her back, but she ignored it, pouring herself a mug of coffee. “Perfect timing for the flu. Just take the day off.”


    “I took yesterday off.” He gestured absently toward the ceiling, but something about the gesture was flippant. Unlike him. “The mortgage isn’t going to pay itself.”


    “I’ve got you covered.” She noticed her fluttering hands and shoved them into her pockets. “The extra hours go by fast when I’m talking to people. You know how friendly and approachable I am.”


    Her sarcasm fell flat. Joe wouldn’t even look at her. This felt nothing like the awkwardness she’d experienced as a child. He wasn’t uncomfortable or looking for an avenue of escape. No, he was a blank slate. Apart from his blood shot eyes, there was no indication of what he was hiding.


    She had to set her coffee mug down on the counter. “What’s up?”


    His Adam’s apple rose, fell. “I haven’t worked in seven weeks.”


    Shock laced through her system, tying knots around her organs. “What?” He didn’t respond, just folded his hands on the table. Legs unsteady, she sat down across from him. Dread, so much dread, dug claws into her midsection. “I don’t understand.”


    He laughed without humor. “No, you wouldn’t. Nothing would stop you from driving. Not even stiff fingers and shooting pains in your hands.”


    The words fell like stones on the table, scattering to land in her lap. “I-is that what’s been happening to you?”


    Uncle Joe nodded slowly, flexing a hand in the air between them. “The stiffness was manageable for years, but now…a few months ago, I was smack in the middle of Times Square. This pain—” He cursed as a tremor took his hand. “It shoots through my palm and I can’t grip the wheel. Frankie, I could barely pull the damn cab over. I was blocking traffic on Forty-Second Street.” He let his hand drop to the table. “The second and last time it happened on the road, I almost rammed the back of a school bus. I couldn’t turn. A school bus, Frankie.”


    “But you didn’t,” she blurted, hating the guilt etched on his features. He was usually so proud, outspoken. “Have you gone to the doctor?”


    “What do you think?”


    That was a no. Her uncle and his friends considered it a mark of manliness that they reserved medical attention for broken bones only. Frankie leaned back in her chair, for once not comforted by the familiar creak. “What have you been doing for the last seven weeks?”


    His sigh filled the kitchen. “I go as far as the park, then I read the paper. Catch a game on television at the bar. Lately, I’ve gotten tired of pretending and I just tell you I’m sick.”


    Frankie wanted to shake some sense into her uncle. He would shut down, though, close himself off if she came across as anything but practical and no nonsense. Good ol’ Frankie. One of the boys. It hadn’t occurred to her until that moment how sick to death she’d become of hiding her emotions to make people less uncomfortable. Right now wasn’t the time to melt down, though. The axe was getting ready to fall. She could feel it, poised above her head, gleaming in the sunlight.


    “Has the mortgage been paid? The bills…” When Joe stayed silent, she nodded jerkily. This wasn’t happening. Not now. If all went according to plan, she’d have her business up and running in eight months. Eight measly months and she could have handled this, but not now. Not when she already owed the Prestons and all her extra savings were allotted for her dream.


    Immediately, she scolded herself for the selfish thought. She wouldn’t have a dream if her uncle hadn’t raised her, given her a home, and the career that had inspired her, given her hope. If it meant keeping a roof over their head, closing the gap her uncle’s lack of income left behind, she’d forgo the dream for now.


    A voice slithered its way into her conscious, caressing her inner desires like a silk glove. There was the job Porter had given her, wasn’t there? She made double the amount working for him, enough to cover her uncle’s income, as well as her own. Briefly, she considered the idea of working for Porter without what came after. Without sex. But that was a pipedream if she’d ever had one. If they were in the same room, she’d want him. She’d find a way to justify one more time. One more mind-blowing, inhibition stealing, seal of ownership on her soul.


    But what choice did she have?


    “I’ll take care of it,” she managed. “But you’re making a doctor’s appointment.”


    She waited for his nod, and then she got up and made breakfast.


    …


    The ticking of his antique clock was driving Porter insane. It sat in the corner of his desk, torturing him simply by forcing him to acknowledge the passing of time. Time spent with his own thoughts. His doubts. And, fucking hell, thoughts of Francesca that crowded out everything else. He’d received a call that morning from Neville, his partner in London, a reminder that his time in New York was coming to an end. He had a matter of weeks before he could seamlessly resume his position as head of the lucrative firm he’d built. Finally, his stay in purgatory was coming to a close. Finally.


    And if he said the word “finally” enough, he might start to believe it.


    Less than two years had passed since the operation that had nearly cost him his livelihood. His life, really. Two years since Neville had neglected to take a final sweep of the airport through which they’d been leading their client, missing the hidden explosives that had nearly killed them all, including the American naval officer they’d been hired to protect during his time in the UK. If Porter hadn’t shielded the man himself, the tragedy would have gone beyond damage control.


    With a controlling interest in the firm, he’d made the decision to downgrade Neville’s position that same day. Had even considered buying him out, running the company on his own as he’d planned to do at some point in the future, anyway. Until he’d gone to the man’s home in person to deliver the news and found it filled to bursting with five children, two of which had special needs. Neville’s wife had been laid off from her job as a government employee, leaving them strapped and without care for the children. As Porter had stood in the doorway, he’d listened to Neville plead and explain that he’d merely been tired from lack of sleep and he wouldn’t make such a grave error again.


    Family. It was something Porter didn’t understand. His parents had given him the bare minimum of skills to raise himself and never looked back, never attending school functions, never observing holidays. The children hovering in the hallway behind Neville had even scared him in a way, made him think of his own fears as a child.


    One thing had been certain, though. He couldn’t be the final straw on the family’s already weakened back. Perhaps he hadn’t been enough for his own family, but he could keep this functioning one together. Give them the chance he’d never had. The alternative was failing them, and he’d done enough of that. It was why he was alone.


    So he’d taken the fall, assumed responsibility for the oversight at the airport. He’d put himself on two years’ probation to keep the firm’s doors open. And those two years were almost over.


    Porter wasn’t built for anything but what he’d been trained for. Strategy. Battle. Protection. His ridiculous side hobby of thriller writing could only be a way to keep his brain occupied while he awaited the real thing—another chance to get his hands dirty. Nothing would ever come of his scribbling. Nothing would ever come of his relationship with Francesca. His life, his everything, was in London.


    Porter closed his eyes and pictured flying out of New York that very afternoon. A pain bloomed in his chest, bleeding lower until his stomach twisted in protest. How could he leave this place with a head so bloody full of her? At what point would the plaguing thoughts begin to dissipate? Never, a voice whispered.


    Forcing himself to acknowledge the possibility that he felt something for her, something far beyond a fascination with her as his submissive, shook loose a dozen other repressed concerns. Did he want to return to London as much as he continually told himself? He thought of his one-bedroom flat in Camden. White walls, gray furniture, a calendar the only thing decorating his walls. Perhaps the antiques business hadn’t been a random choice. Perhaps he’d simply wanted to be around some decent furniture, for Christ sake.


    His cell phone buzzed on his desk and he stared at it a moment, knowing if Francesca were on the other end, telling him she couldn’t make it to work, he would go positively mad. She didn’t seem to have the slightest clue what it took for him to spend nights apart from her. He wouldn’t tell her, either, or he’d lose any chance of making it a reality. I want to sleep with my hand cupping your pussy. I want to wake you up with a bite. I want to tie you to my headboard and feed you, watch your perfect mouth chew food I prepared. These wishes were bigger pipe dreams than a potential writing career. It didn’t stop him from wanting them. So yes, if she was cancelling on him, he quite feared for his sanity.


    Without looking at the phone number, he snatched the phone off the desk. “Porter Evans.”


    “Mr. Evans, this is Jonah Briggs from Serve.”


    Porter arched an eyebrow. Now, that he hadn’t been expecting. The club owner rarely communicated with clients, let alone made personal phone calls. “Mr. Briggs.” An uncomfortable silence ensued. “My manager received your request to bring a guest to the club. Francesca De Luca, specifically.”


    Jesus. He’d forgotten all about submitting the request. The night he’d met Francesca and ascertained she didn’t have a membership, he’d asked to have her cleared for an introductory session with himself as her guide. As a member of good standing, there shouldn’t have been any question about his ability to introduce a possible new member. At the time, he hadn’t anticipated the growing need to have her all to himself, wanting her in his home and nowhere else. “Yes, I made the request. Is there an issue?”


    “Not with the paperwork, no.” A tapping noise in the background. “Ms. De Luca is the recipient of a scholarship granted by my fiancé’s family. My fiancé and her brother, Oliver Preston, who runs the scholarship, have taken something of an interest in her life. They…care about her.”


    Porter ground his teeth together to stop the sharp reply from leaving his tongue. He didn’t like Francesca’s name spoken in the same sentence as another man, specifically Oliver Preston. The two of them had never been cordial, let alone friendly.


    “I’ve been discreet about what took place Monday evening at Serve, mainly because I’m guilty of underestimating her. Nor is there anything wrong with her interest in the club. She’s an adult. However—”


    “However, my tastes are too extreme for a novice.” Porter’s hand curled into a tight ball. “I’m well aware of that fact, Mr. Briggs. I’m also aware of my reputation at your club.”


    A beat passed. “Then you agree that she might need some guidance.”


    Porter started to answer that no one would guide Francesca, save himself. But he stopped, the words trapped in his throat. He thought of her crying and running for the front door, hastily dressing herself. He thought of her smiling and laughing with the man in her cab, the normal man. A man whose wife went out for a girl’s night while he babysat the kids at home. She’d end up with someone like that. Oh fuck, his stomach didn’t like that realization. It clenched and for a moment, he thought he’d be sick. The phone in his hand creaked in his grip.


    How could he rid himself of this unbalanced feeling? It was wrecking his bloody head, twisting his stomach into knots. Eventually, he would return to London. Giving up Francesca, leaving her to babies, baseball, and barbeques. The life she wanted. So why was he holding back with her? If he wanted her to stay the night so he could please himself with her body at all hours, why the hell didn’t he just make the command? He’d never held back in the past. Never. Until he left New York, he needed Francesca on his terms. The alternative was to subject himself to mornings like this, wondering if she’d even walk through the door. Fuck that. And fuck this phone call meant to warn him away. He’d love to see someone try to keep him from her.


    Porter took a breath before he betrayed his feelings to the man on the other end. “I appreciate the phone call, Mr. Briggs. If you feel inclined to arrange guidance for Ms. De Luca, I can’t stop you. But it will be from another woman.” His jaw was beginning to ache. “I’m sure you can appreciate how I’d feel if another man spoke to her about what takes place in my bedroom.” Murderous.


    “I can.” Jonah’s voice was firm. “And having met Ms. De Luca, I know she’s smart enough to make her own decisions, so I’m approving the temporary membership as of today.”


    His office buzzer went off. The sound was all it took to make his cock grow heavy in his pants, just the knowledge that she was close. He pressed the button on the underside of his desk to allow her inside, already debating the idea of giving her a key. “If that’s all, Mr. Briggs?”


    “That was all.”


    Porter hung up just as Francesca walked into the office. He maintained a calm expression, but his body vibrated with pent up energy. His decision to stop holding back had nudged a sleeping beast. A hungry one. Francesca was the target and he saw the moment she realized it.


    She stopped just inside the door and paused in the act of removing her backpack. Her tongue skated over her lips as she contemplated him. “Hey?”


    Goddammit, he should hate that informal greeting. Instead it made him wonder how he’d made it almost a full day without hearing her speak. Yet another reason he needed her around more. On his terms. Another reason he needed to press, to push. Testing boundaries was what he did. She’d come to him and he’d been coddling her. It ended now. If he was too much for her, best to get it out of the way now. Otherwise he’d spend his last weeks in New York wanting more.


    Don’t do this, the unwelcome voice warned from the back of his head.


    He ignored it. Instead, he removed her list of limits from his top desk drawer and studied it, as if he didn’t have the damn thing memorized. Across the room, Francesca remained very still, so still he could practically hear her heartbeat.


    “Don’t bother taking off your sweatshirt.” He picked up the list, folded it, and slipped it into his pants pocket. “We’re going on a field trip.”

  


  
    Chapter Eleven


    Porter’s hand rode the small of Frankie’s back as they exited the elevator onto Serve’s second floor. Dark, thumping music ghosted over her senses, trying to calm her, but no dice. The dark space was somehow twice as intimidating as the last time. She didn’t want to be there, didn’t know what was coming. Porter’s tight-lipped demeanor only jumbled her nerves more.


    Downstairs, the bar had been mostly empty compared to the last time she’d been at Serve, so she’d expected the same thin crowd upstairs. She’d been completely wrong. To their right, a communal lounge area was dotted with couples, threesomes…six-somes. A topless woman danced for a man as another female serviced him from her knees. These were sights she’d been unprepared for—which shocked her to some degree because she’d never witnessed such acts being performed live—but they interested her nonetheless. Porter allowed her to pause and watch, although he seemed almost bored with the proceedings, his focus remaining on her alone.


    The woman who’d been dancing swayed closer to her one-man audience, crying out when his face became obscured between her thighs. Frankie’s pulse had only just begun to pound, liquid heat stealing through her body, when Porter led her away. They entered a hallway lined with red fixtures, bathing it in a sensual glow. The music didn’t get softer as they walked. No, it only grew louder. Or was that her own heartbeat? Part of her wanted this—the adventure of it, the illicitness of being in this dark place with the man who dominated her thoughts, ruled her body.


    But something felt off. Wrong. Before departing the office, Porter had left the room to make a quick phone call and hadn’t spoken to her since. He held himself rigid, tense, which wasn’t unusual, but it reminded her of the first time she’d seen him. When they hadn’t met and he’d merely been an embodiment of sexuality laying out his tools. Tools he carried now. This wasn’t the man who’d given her a gift or kissed her with such incredible fervor.


    Porter stopped at the very end of the hallway and led her into a dark room. When he flipped the light switch, it barely illuminated the space, just enough to make out several pieces of furniture.


    And one giant, darkened window to her left. It was so large that it nearly encompassed the entire wall. Her reflection was a mere shadow with no features, no movement. It stared back at her, unrecognizable. The observation sent alarm shooting upwards from her toes, making her fingertips tingle. This didn’t feel right. Why were they in a room with a window? Hadn’t she put a question mark beside voyeurism on the limit sheet? Yes, she had. She’d put it there because she didn’t know anything about it, or what it would feel like. When Porter’s much taller figure loomed behind her reflection, she spun around, startled. He stared down at her, nothing but lust behind his eyes. Oh god. If she received no reassurance from him, where would she get it?


    “Porter?”


    “I’m only going to remind you once how to address me.”


    His voice cracked across her cheek like a slap. However, that traitorous little pulse below her belt liked the way he spoke to her, wanted that dark, demanding voice in her ear, above her, behind her. Wanted to be punished by it. It was almost enough to eclipse her trepidation, but not quite.


    Frankie took a step closer, frowning when he evaded her. For a brief flash, he looked almost nervous about being touched. “Why is there a window, my lord?”


    His jaw ticked. “So people can watch us, Francesca.”


    Her heart stuttered, wilting a little in her ribcage. Wasn’t this something they should talk about beforehand? She might have agreed, might have even been excited by it, had he just held her, walked her through it. He seemed almost determined to make it impersonal. Scary for her.


    It was working.


    I want to leave. She started to tell him, but was interrupted when her phone rang. Barely giving her time to process the sound, Porter removed her backpack in one swift movement, rooted through the front pocket, and drew out her phone. Without so much as a glance at the screen, he held the display up for her to see. Caroline Preston. Why was Jonah’s fiancé calling her?


    “Answer it, Francesca. Answer it and let her tell you why I’m bad for you.”


    Like a lock clicking open, everything made sense. There was a reason this scared her. That was the whole point. If he knew why Caroline was calling, he’d known to expect it. What had happened before she’d come over this morning? “I don’t want to answer. I only want to talk to you.”


    That seemed to nick his armor, but he recovered so fast maybe she’d only been hoping for a reaction. “I’m done talking for now.”


    As she stared up at him, willing his hard surface to crack, the phone stopped ringing. The silence that followed was a different shape than when they’d entered. It sizzled and spun, running around them in circles, making her dizzy, drawing her toward the damage she sensed inside him. If she could just tear through the wall he’d built, she could make this okay for herself. She could overcome her reservations and live in this moment. Trust. That’s what this was all about, right?


    Hoping, praying that Porter would meet her halfway, Frankie took the cell phone from his hand and tossed it onto an armless leather chair, all without breaking eye contact. She took a step back and drew her shirt over her head, glad she’d forgone a bra. It was worth it just to hear his audible swallow. For the first time, she allowed herself to become aware of the faceless strangers behind the window, let their gazes warm her bare back. If she still felt some discomfort, she pushed it aside and removed her jeans, kicking them across the room. Exposing herself.


    A boldness invaded her veins like a hallucinogen, tickling her throat, making her limbs feel light. Intuition she didn’t understand told her he wanted to inflict. Wanted to torture. He didn’t want her to welcome his treatment. Not completely. How could she when she had no idea what to expect? Her apprehension of the unknown kept her cemented to the floor as he advanced. His footsteps fell like boulders, according to her ears. When he stopped inches away from her partially naked body and let his gaze track slowly down her front, goose bumps broke out on every inch of her skin.


    “How easily you put on display what’s mine.”


    Trust him. Tell the truth. “Not easily. I just want to please you.”


    His eyes closed briefly, his breath faltering. I have him. He’s back. Frankie’s relief was short-lived, though. When his eyelids came up again, they revealed how wrong she’d been. Somehow he’d managed to close himself off further, harden until he’d become unbreakable. Two halves of her soul warred inside her chest. One half begged her to run, to leave. The other told her to stay and ease his torment, repair him. To be the one who could do that for him.


    On impulse she lifted the hem of his shirt, noting the way his stomach muscles shifted, hollowed, rose. She placed a kiss on his chest, glorying in the exhale of air that bathed the top of her head. They would get there. They would get there together.


    Her phone rang again.


    A whimper escaped her lips because somehow she knew that ring signaled loss. Her loss of him. Whatever headway she’d made. She felt his fist wrap her hair until the strands pulled at her scalp. Then he used that grip to turn her, walking her across the room. No longer did the window make her feel stirrings of excitement. No, the gazes burned now. Branded her unprotected skin, her body. She searched through the mayhem of her thoughts, trying to remember the safe word. Beetlejuice. Okay. She had that card to play. Please don’t let me need it.


    As he marched her across the room, she saw the piece of furniture—a leather A-frame bench, one you might see at the gym, except this one had shackles, metal ones, glinting in the dim light at the base, cluing her in as to how it was used. She would be bent over, face down and bound, with the bench lifting her backside.


    It was positioned right in front of the window.


    Now that they were closer, she could make out her reflection, the image everyone could see—her breasts, the tiny triangle of material at the juncture of her thighs. Then she could no longer see the material because Porter’s hand hid it, palming her core from behind, molding her with his rough touch. The warring inside her grew even more muddled and confusing. She needed him there with her. It didn’t feel as if they were on display. It was only her. She felt alone.


    “Please,” she whispered, not entirely sure if she was asking him to stop or keep going. Her nipples ached, her panties grew wetter, her inner pulse beating in time with his massage. Did that mean she should keep going? Eyes on me. So many eyes.


    “They got a look at you when we walked in, Francesca. So fresh and wide-eyed. Dressed like you took a wrong turn on the way to campus.” He knuckled aside her panties and slid a long, smooth finger inside her, the unexpectedness making her knees tremble. “You can’t see it, but they’re all fighting their way into the room right now. Getting a front row seat to torture themselves, watching something they’ll never have, the poor bastards.” He added a second finger, pushed deep until she went up on her toes. “They’ll appease themselves with other women, all the while wondering if you were as tight as you looked. If your knees got those marks from spending so much time positioned to service me. If you’d agree to call them daddy.”


    A moan got away from her, but it was cut off when he urged her forward, onto the bench. One of his hands maintained its grip on her hair, the other assisting her in climbing up. Her knees sunk into the taut, leather padding, her belly meeting the softer partition. Porter guided her down by the hair until her upper half angled downward, bottom raised in the air. He shackled her hands one by one, his movements precise and methodical.


    “Let’s show them what they’re missing, shall we?”


    Porter tore her panties off, clenching them in his fist a moment—as if they offended him—before tossing the ripped material to the floor.


    …


    He finally had Francesca exactly where he wanted her.


    Beautiful, so fucking beautiful, with her ripe backside in the air, no way of escaping what he had in store. Just the right amount of shyness over having her breasts, her bare pussy on display. He ran a firm hand over her ass and felt some of the tension leave her.


    Yet it did nothing to ease the tension inside himself. The intruding feeling prodded his gut like a hot sword, wrapped around his neck like a serpent. He’d rushed into this. Rushed her. Even with women he never planned on seeing again, there was always a conversation, a mutual agreement. This was inexcusable and part of him was angry, livid, that she hadn’t stopped him yet. Oh, but there was also potent desire to take it all the way. The bravery she’d displayed in removing her clothes, facing the window with her chin raised. God, he wanted that girl at his mercy, if only to harness the positivity, the certainty, he lacked and demand she share it with him.


    So why were his instincts imploring him to end what he’d started? His hands shook with the need to unbind her hands, drag her off the bench, and rock her in his lap, to ask her to kiss his chest again. To tell her she never had to do something she wasn’t ready for. Goddammit, his head was too fucked for this right now. She didn’t deserve to be subjected to the product of his chaotic mind. He’d let the phone call earlier get to him, and even if she hadn’t realized it yet, he’d overstepped because of that. Severely. And yet, even knowing how wrong it was to put her in this vulnerable position, he still longed to climb behind her and fuck her until neither of them could think straight. But God, he did. She was so gorgeous and trusting. Trust he didn’t deserve.


    Porter reached for the leather bag he’d brought, opened it carefully, and drew out his Egyptian flogger. He ran his palm over the abrasive, crop-like handle, shook out the leather strips, for once hating the whispering sound that usually filled his lungs with oxygen, pumped his veins full of power. It was there, the power, the desire, but it was tempered by the anger he directed at himself. If she wouldn’t put an end to this, he would have to.


    He traced her spine with the leather strips, swallowing hard when her back arched almost unconsciously. Her head tipped to the side, revealing her swollen, open mouth that trembled as she sucked air past her lips. Long, dark hair brushed the floor. She was a goddess.


    “You should have answered the phone, Francesca.”


    He’d barely finished speaking the words when he snapped his wrist, whipping the leather strips against her bottom. Snap. She jerked against the bonds as satisfaction suffused him. Relief. Here is where I live. In this momentary liberation. He didn’t want it, though. Didn’t want to be relieved. The respite from tension hurt, but baptized him, renewed him, at the same time. The strike hadn’t been a hard one, but it left a haphazard red mark nonetheless. Her first time and it would be marred when she came to her senses.


    Forcing himself to breathe, he trailed the leather down the backs of her thighs, struck each leg once, twice, before dragging the smooth strips up the sensitive inner flesh. “Such a smart girl. Or so I thought.” A crack of his wrist sent the leather flying against her ass with a smack. Porter felt that sound so deeply he gritted his teeth to prevent it from taking him over. “There are people who want to take you, take this, away from me. I’d love them to be on the other side of that glass right now. Watching me fuck you into a screaming fit. The only one who can take you away from me”—he brought the flogger down hard—“is you. So do it. Do it.”


    Her heaving sob tore away what little sanity he had left. The smooth line of her back rose and fell too quickly. Upset. She was upset. Good, he wanted to shout. But the need to exult paled in comparison to the overriding urge to drop the flogger and cover her body with his own. No, he needed her to end this. Needed her to see to whom she’d allowed access to her body.


    Porter walked to the windowed wall and flipped the light switch, illuminating the empty room. When her eyes lifted and narrowed, full of disbelief, he had to look away. Didn’t want to witness her reaction. The hatred that would follow.


    “Beetlejuice.” Her voice was dull. “Let me out.”


    Even expecting her to use the safe word, it gutted him. The swiftness of his stomach dropping caused a moment’s hesitation. Fucked up. I fucked this up. How had it happened so fast? One minute he’d been waiting for her to walk into the office and now—


    Francesca started to struggle against the bonds. Realizing he hadn’t moved to release her quickly enough, Porter shot forward to set her free. Too late, though. Too late. She’d managed to rip her left hand through the shackle, howling in obvious pain as red welled, raw and angry on her wrist. The sound ricocheted in Porter’s head like a fired bullet. Opening old wounds. Creating new ones.


    “Francesca.” He dropped to his knees in front of her, staying her efforts to tear her right hand free as well. “Stop this, please. Stop.”


    The fight went out of her body, her forehead falling forward to connect with the leather pad. Hands shaking, he loosened the shackle and reached for her, but she was gone. Out of his grasp and across the room before he took a breath. “Why would you do that?” She swiped a hand over her nose. “The one thing, the one thing, I’d never allow anyone to do is make me a fool.”


    Jesus, that fact had been buried in his subconscious, hadn’t it? He’d known she’d react this way after the time he’d made her stand naked in front of his desk while he made a phone call. It was why he’d done this. He’d wanted to drive her away. Why? All he knew was that being close to her, fixing this mistake, was vital to his mental health. She looked so betrayed. He’d done that. Him. She buttoned her jeans, drawing his attention to her damaged wrist. His entire being rebelled at the sight. “You’re bleeding. Please let me look at it.”


    “You want to look at it?” Her eyes shot fire as she marched toward him. Somehow he managed to keep his arms at his sides when his inner voice demanded he hold her. But he’d lost that right, so he could only watch as she lifted his shirt and rubbed her bloody wrist over the very spot she’d kissed just minutes before, coating him in red. Murdering him where he stood. “There. Look at it. Own that.”


    “I—” He shook his head, wondering why honesty only seemed possible for him after the fact. “You were never part of my plans. This wasn’t my plan when I woke up this morning. All I have are plans, Francesca.”


    “Oh, fuck your plans.” She threw a bitter glance toward the empty window. “We’ve all got plans. Plans change and shift and accommodate. Yours aren’t any more special than mine. And mine sure as shit don’t involve you anymore.”


    His laughter was hollow, menacing to his own ears. Just forcing the sound from his throat was a goddamn effort. “Now that…that might have been the plan.” I want to hold you, to wrap myself around you. “Listen to your friends. You should never have become involved with me in the first place.”


    Francesca suddenly looked weary. “That was my choice. So was this. You remember that.” She indicated the bench. “My choice. Just like it was your choice to abuse my trust.”


    She retreated across the room, retrieving her shirt, cell phone, and backpack. His world skewed one way and then the other as he watched. It seemed impossible that this could be the end. He’d asked for it, given her no choice. God, what he wouldn’t give to take back the morning. Take back everything. He didn’t know how to never see her again, despite knowing his tastes and experience surpassed hers, knowing their goals in life were literal oceans apart. Letting her go wasn’t an option, even though he’d spent the afternoon driving her away. You selfish, selfish bastard.


    “This isn’t over.” He kept his face impassive as she spun on him, tears making her eyes shine. No turning back now. “I made a mistake. I think I wanted to show you my worst and have you choose me anyway.” His chest burned a little less as the realization left him. “The fucked up part is, you did. You didn’t answer the phone call. I wish I’d done the same.”


    Her shoulders lifted in an uneven shrug. “It’s too late.”


    “I won’t let it be.” He let his determination show. “I wasn’t prepared for you to accept this, to love it. And you did. Fuck me, you did.” He closed half the distance separating them. “If I’d gone about this the right way, your hips would be slamming against that leather rest right about now. You’d be fucking transcendent, Francesca. You’d be killing me. And I’d be welcoming it.” He managed to stay in place even though her still-present anger had been tempered with arousal, brought forth by his frankness. If he went closer, pushed her against the door now, there was every chance she’d relent and allow him the pissed-off, messy sex they both needed. But it wouldn’t be right. She needed time and he had no choice but to give it, damn his impatience. “Expect me very soon, Francesca.”


    The slam of the door was her only response.

  


  
    Chapter Twelve


    Frankie skidded on the asphalt in her rollerblades, kicking gravel onto the sidewalk. The hockey stick in her hands felt heavier than usual, the helmet making her neck sore under the strain to keep her head upright. Sleep, she just wanted to sleep, but she’d always played street hockey with the neighborhood guys on Sundays, a tradition they’d had since middle school. They didn’t care if she’d driven a double shift yesterday. And the day before. If she bailed, they would only call her a wuss, tell her she’d gone soft since starting school full time. As overwhelmed and exhausted as she was just then, she didn’t think she could take even some good-natured ribbing.


    It had been three days since she’d walked out on Porter. No, not walked out. She’d run, put her head down and barreled out of Serve like it was on fire. If she stopped to think—or hell, sleep—she would have to acknowledge what she’d felt in that room. Before he’d purposefully hurt her or made her feel foolish. Before he’d nearly broken her with his hoarse confessions. She’d have to admit how sexually freeing it had been to be the focus of such lust, even if the scene hadn’t really been happening. This girl, the one in the hockey mask and an oversized jersey, was how people knew her. She hunkered down behind the wheel of her cab in a baseball cap and never expressed her femininity. To be thrust into the spotlight and encouraged not only to express that, but also have Porter celebrate it in his own rough way…the situation had been eye opening before it blew up in her face.


    Nothing excused what he did, though, and the more time that passed without him showing up as promised, the angrier she became—at him, herself, and these new cravings that he’d sent roaring to the surface. Someone who valued their pride as much as she did shouldn’t be scoping street corners looking for him or checking her cell phone for missed calls. He didn’t deserve her time or thoughts. Yet he consumed them.


    “Hey De Luca, you awake over there?” Her neighbor from across the street, Greg, broke into her thoughts with his familiar, nasal drone. “Cartwright has more game than you today. You on your period or somethin’?”


    “De Luca don’t get a period,” Cartwright joked.


    The eight twenty-something guys surrounding her broke into laughter. She flashed them all the middle finger. No way would she let them know how much that hurt. Especially coming from Cartwright, who’d been her first kiss. A sloppy first kiss, truth be told, but still. “If I don’t get a period, how come you’re always asking to borrow tampons, Cartwright?”


    Their howling increased and it was her turn to receive the one-finger salute. This was her normal, the life into which she’d woven her orphaned ass as seamlessly as possible. Why did she suddenly feel like a frayed edge?


    Needing a distraction, she slapped the puck toward Greg and the game resumed. Her heart wasn’t in it, though. She didn’t feel the usual need to prove herself, prove she had a right to be there, that she was one of the guys.


    A newcomer from two blocks over sailed the puck in her direction and she lined up for a shot. Just as she reared back with her stick to take aim, a hard elbow rammed her from behind, sending her down onto her knees. The puck went skidding behind the net to a round of boos directed at Cartwright as he skated off, stick resting across his shoulders. It had been a cheap shot, but nothing new. The guys were consistently physical with each other and they made no exceptions for her. They’d started off treating her differently all those years ago, but after she’d delivered a few bruises of her own, they’d knocked off the kid-gloves treatment.


    Ignoring her protesting knees—which would definitely need peroxide and Band-Aids—Frankie gained her footing and rejoined the game—


    Just in time to watch Cartwright run smack into a brick wall and bounce off, flat onto his back.


    No, not a brick wall. Porter. He stood in the middle of their game, black trench coat flapping in the wind. Such an odd detail to notice, but no other part of his forbidding figure moved. His eyes were turbulent. Violent. They were fixed on Cartwright who, showing a lick of sense for once, backed away in an awkward crab walk. One by one, each of the guys slowed on their skates, watching Porter cautiously. Frankie stared at them in disbelief. These childhood friends who never backed down from a fight looked…nervous. Terrified, even.


    It pissed her off, royally. Porter had no right being angry right now. After what he’d done, she had the market on anger cornered.


    When Porter took a step in Cartwright’s direction, hands fisted at his side, Frankie reacted. Whatever irritation she felt could be addressed later, when her friends weren’t at risk of being plowed down by the British enforcer she’d always known lay beneath Porter’s surface. She hid her wince as she removed her helmet and skated forward, throwing herself between Porter and Cartwright. “Hey, monocle man. Hell of an entrance.” His gaze remained focused over her shoulder. A ribbon of alarm floated down from her chest to coil in her stomach. Nope. Not an antique dealer. No way. Right then, he looked fully capable of murder. On her behalf. “Game’s over, guys. See you next week.”


    The sound of wheels scraping over concrete was instantaneous, but one throat cleared behind her. Greg. “You okay with this guy, De Luca?”


    Porter’s considerable arm muscles tensed, warning her that Greg’s physical safety was in question. He started to move past her. No way could she stop him. With anger making his body whip-tight, he was unstoppable. Throw in the haunted look in his eye and her options whittled down to one. Distract him. She curled her fingers around the lapels of his coat, using her grip as leverage to boost herself up against his body. Kissing him felt like selling out after what he’d done, making her hesitate for a bare second, their mouths a breath apart.


    “I’m so pissed at you,” she whispered. “I want to slap your stupid face.”


    He came back to her in degrees, his gaze clearing little by little. “I was in my car watching you play this absurd game and then you…and he. This is—”


    “—highly irregular, Francesca,” she finished for him.


    A gruff noise filled the scant inch between them. “I need you back. It’s the only reason I haven’t sent that bastard to the emergency room. I gather he’s a friend?”


    She nodded once.


    “Goddammit.” He appeared to focus on his breathing. In. Out. “This is why your knees are scraped? Have you never heard of knee pads?”


    “I left them in the trunk of my cab. My uncle’s friend borrowed it while his is in the shop.” She couldn’t resist a peek at his mouth. Arrogant and full. Close. “I forget them in places pretty frequently.”


    One strong arm banded around the small of her back, plastering her closer. God, his sheer size and power affected her like nothing else. “Did you actually think kissing me would serve as sufficient distraction? When I’ve just seen you manhandled by some bollocks carrying a weapon?”


    “It’s a hockey stick. And yeah.” She gasped as he tightened his hold. “Would it have worked?”


    “Yes.”


    Mad. You’re mad. Oh, but she really had to dig deep to find the outrage. It had been a smart move on his end, leaving her alone for a few days. She’d had no choice but to confront the fact that, while his methods were infinitely wrong, she’d felt something unexpected in that room, deeply seated inclinations she might never have discovered otherwise. With every encounter, every touch, he ruled her a little more. The femininity she’d kept locked away for so long brightened, strengthened. Her anger at him kept getting swept away in those undeniable feelings. But not entirely. Oh, hell no.


    “If you think I’m going to kiss you now that you’ve calmed down, keep dreaming.”


    “I’m anything but calm.” His thumb dug into the base of her spine, in just the right spot, shooting an arrow of pure longing to the flesh pressed against the seam of her jeans. She swallowed a whimper, somehow even more turned on by his cocky head tilt and sympathetic murmur. “I’m prepared to work very hard for the privilege of kissing you again, among other things. Very hard, indeed.”


    “Oh, we’ve entered the innuendo phase?” she breathed.


    “That wasn’t an innuendo. They would hear you screaming in New Jersey if I got you on hands and knees right now.” He hefted her onto her tiptoes. “You’re dressed like a boy, Francesca. Do you need help remembering you’re a woman? I can think of several, creative ways to show you.”


    He hadn’t said it quietly. She heard a slight shift behind her and knew Greg hadn’t left yet. Was it wrong that she reveled in him overhearing Porter’s remarks? Every hormone in her body raced toward Porter’s touch, where their bodies pressed. Standing in her ripped, bloody jeans and a messy ponytail, she’d never felt more wanted. Not in her whole life. Damn him.


    “So I should just forget everything that happened?” She released her hold on his coat. “I should just let you inside my house because you showed up?”


    Misery flashed in his expression before he covered it. He loosened his hold from around her waist and inserted a hand between them. She watched in fascination as he unbuttoned the top three buttons of his shirt and pushed it wide.


    Her blood was still there, smeared across his skin.


    “I’m not sure whose it is anymore, Francesca. It’s all gone sixes and sevens. I feel like I’ve been bleeding for days.”


    Oh…oh god. It took her a moment to formulate a response. Her anger was fast dissipating, far too soon. She tried to reel it back, but her blood on his chest hurt to look at. “I guess that earns you a cup of coffee at least.”


    …


    Porter shook off the nagging, residual rage at seeing Francesca knocked to the ground. The moment continued to replay in his head, determined to drive him to lunacy. God help him, if she weren’t leading him toward her home, glancing up at him with the silver eyes he’d missed to the point of agony, he’d be pummeling the son-of-a-bitch into the pavement. He’d held himself back, though. How? The danger of scaring Francesca, of giving her another look at what lay just beneath his surface, represented the equivalent of ten men holding him off.


    She fumbled with her house key and mumbled under her breath, fidgeted with her hair. Porter stared in amazement. Not possible. She couldn’t actually be nervous. And not nervous in the way that would slay him, either—no fear that he might hurt her or overstep his bounds again. This seemed different. These were nerves a young woman might get when bringing a date home. Jesus Christ. He stood there ready to beg for another chance as her Dominant and she couldn’t even guide a key into a lock.


    “Are you expecting your uncle home soon?”


    Finally, she managed to open the door. “Ahoy, Captain Obvious.” She laughed. “No, actually. He’s at a Jets game. That doesn’t mean you can get it.”


    “Get it.” He followed her into a bright, homey kitchen, complete with white curtains and cutlery hanging above the stove. “Is that some brilliant American phrase I’m not aware of?”


    “It means—” Her explanation cut off off when he came up behind her, settling his hands on her hips. “It means can you—”


    “Push extra deep…” He released a hot breath beside her ear. “Drive us both out of our minds?”


    “Y-yeah.”


    He tucked her backside into his lap, let her feel the erection she’d inspired. “Then yes, I most certainly can get it.”


    She moaned and fell forward, planting her hands on the kitchen table. “I’m not giving in this easily.” Ah, but her ass worked his dick like a paid dancer, grinding on him until he thought he might come in his fucking pants.


    He cupped her hot pussy through the denim. “There’s nothing easy about this perfect part of you. I’ve barely got room to move as it is and then you tighten up on me.” His teeth raked down her neck. “Sweet and petite, aren’t you? All for your lord.”


    Porter unsnapped her jeans, dying, ready to give up everything he owned in this world to be inside of her, but she went stiff. Her drags of oxygen echoed in the kitchen, same as his.


    “Please, I need to go slower. It’s always so fast with you and I have no time to think. I’m so mad at you, Porter.”


    As she should be. Working to rein himself in, he released the snap of her jeans. In the last ten minutes, he’d experienced such vast leaps of emotion, more potent than he’d ever felt in his life. Rage, desperation, lust. As if she’d unlocked something inside him as sure as she’d unlocked the door. Only he didn’t know how to close it again, or if he wanted to. One thing he wanted more than anything was for her to feel safe with him, under no pressure.


    Try not humping her against the first available object, mate.


    He eased away with gritted teeth. “Let’s see about that cup of coffee.”


    “Coffee.” She turned and sucked in a breath at whatever she saw on his face. “I’ll make it Irish and add a little whiskey.”


    “Capital idea,” he muttered.


    She moved about the kitchen using the same grace with which she drove her cab—efficient and yet somehow with great enjoyment. When she’d told him about cooking for her uncle and his friends, he’d pictured her slaving away like some painfully sexy version of Cinderella. He could see now that he’d been wrong. She loved this, doing for others. A piece of her heart resided in that kitchen, another in the cab. Who would claim the rest? A decent man with a blue collar and a respectable bank account who would take her out once a month on date night. That was her dream. What was he doing here?


    He accepted the mug of coffee she handed him, inhaling the interlacing scent of whiskey and crushed berries, courtesy of Francesca standing so close. Rain started to beat on the roof, although he had no idea when a storm had gathered, hadn’t been aware of anything but her. They hadn’t bothered turning on a light upon entering the kitchen and now the space grew even dimmer, a product of the dark clouds outside. He had to concentrate on not reaching for her, pulling her down onto his lap.


    “You want to come upstairs?” The sound of rain nearly swallowed the husky question. “I’m going to take a shower.” She ran a finger over the blood on his chest. “How did you shower with this? You smell too clean to have gone without.”


    “I put my hand over it.” He demonstrated, very aware of the organ beating double-time beneath his palm. “Like this.”


    “Oh.”


    Porter stood, trying not to crowd her, but it was goddamn hard. His instincts were to overwhelm her senses. To trap. Make demands, not requests. Soon. “I’d…like to come upstairs.”


    “You’re going to snoop through my room while I’m in the shower, aren’t you?”


    “I’m going to make every attempt not to.”


    A smile played around the edges of her mouth. “Liar.”


    Porter watched her bottom lift and sway as they ascended the stairs. She was dressed like a bloody ragamuffin in the dirty white tank top she’d worn beneath the hockey jersey. Argyle socks with a hole in the big toe. What he wouldn’t give to see her in a dress. Immediately, he snatched the wish back. If she started wearing dresses, he’d have a wealth of other concerns on his plate, concerns that were only his for a limited time, until he left. Then he’d be across the ocean without a clue as to what she’d worn on any day or who saw her in it.


    Hoping to distract himself, he focused on the pictures lining the hallway. Francesca was in most of them—younger versions of her with missing teeth, a more recent one of her leaning against a cab, arms crossed, while a man, presumably her uncle, ruffled her hair. Possessiveness tore at him just seeing it. Mine. Don’t touch what’s mine.


    He found her watching him from the top step. “I’ve never had a boy in my room before.”


    “You’re not getting a sodding boy, Francesca. You’re getting a man.”


    She wet her lips as he reached her, neck craning to look up at him. “Yes, I know.”


    “Would you like to know my plan if you let me into your good books again?”


    A momentary hesitation. “Yes.”


    Triumph growled in his throat. He backed her across the small landing until her body met the wall, just beside a partially open door. Holding her gaze, he placed his palms flat on the wall above her head. “I’m going to work my lust out on your body. I’m going to bend you, spread you, and treat you like a plaything. Are we clear? I need anyone who walks in this door for the next hundred years to feel my presence. To know I was here, coming hard and deep between your legs. Inside the lady of the house.” When she drooped, he used his body to hold her up. “I had you bare-assed and bent over for me to fuck. I’ve not recovered from the sight. But I made a grave error. So you can walk around in nothing but panties all night and I won’t make a damn move. Not until you allow it. Please appreciate how hard it is for a man like me to relinquish that much power. I assure you, I’ve never done it for anyone in this lifetime.”


    “Really? Not until I say…” Francesca murmured. She bowed her head and he could feel that silver gaze on his tented pants. His cock swelled further in response. “How strong is your willpower, my lord?”


    “Weak as hell where you’re concerned, but the alternative of losing you is worse.”


    Surprise gave way to the mischievous look that entered her eye. “You know, you’ve just given me a green light to make you suffer. I might never get this chance again.”


    “I’ve been suffering since you walked into my room at Serve.”


    She shook her head and a lock of dark hair got caught on her mouth. “But we’ve…you know. Twice.”


    “And yet.”


    A beat passed wherein she seemed to take his measure. “Well. I can’t let this chance go uncelebrated.” Giving him a seductive look, she peeled her tank top over her head, letting it drop on the ground. Jesus, her nipples were hard points, surrounded by golden skin. Perky, sweet. His. “I’ll be in the shower. Make yourself comfortable.”


    His jaw clenched as she ducked beneath his arm and sauntered toward the bathroom. “I don’t like knowing you weren’t wearing a bra around all those boys, Francesca.”


    She paused on the threshold to the bathroom. “Exactly. Just boys.”


    Porter considered following her, watching her shower while he stroked his edge off. But no. He’d let her play this game. It seemed to make her happy. Perhaps it would even justify her forgiving him. And God above knew one thing for certain. For every second of torture she inflicted on him, he would give it back tenfold—in a far more pleasurable manner.


    Furthermore, no one ever said he couldn’t speed up the process.


    He unbuttoned his shirt and stripped it off. Correctly guessing which door led to Francesca’s bedroom, he went to wait for her with a smile on his face.

  


  
    Chapter Thirteen


    Frankie wrapped a towel around her body and left the bathroom, only to stop short when she saw Porter’s dress shirt hanging on the doorknob of her bedroom. She should have known his handing over the reins was too good to be true. Before she even pushed the door open, she somehow sensed she’d find him shirtless and sprawled on her twin bed. And yup…there he lay in all his sexy, sex panther glory. Oh lord. His hands were propped beneath his head, flexing the grapefruit-sized biceps in his arms, highlighting the ridges of his stomach, the impossible-to-ignore bulge in his pants.


    “A twin bed, Francesca?” He propped himself up on one elbow and grinned, like some kind of Playgirl centerfold. “You’re an adult.”


    The way he said ah-dult shouldn’t have made him hotter, but it did. Still, this was her show. She hadn’t taken a razor to every inch of her body only to give in before the steam even cleared in the bathroom. Although she suspected that’s exactly what he wanted. So if that was how he wanted to play it, she’d break out the big guns.


    She turned her back on him to root through her dresser drawer, spying the short, white nightgown immediately. “It’s a tight squeeze, but you seem to fit just fine,” she purred. And let the towel drop. The bed creaked behind her. She cast a look over her shoulder to find him sitting up, hands digging into the edge of the bed. A single word from her and he would pounce. She wanted that. Needed it. But she wouldn’t call off the stalemate just yet for two reasons. One, he deserved to suffer a little. Two, she wanted to take this opportunity to learn more about him. This mysterious Brit who’d charged into her life and commandeered it.


    Feeling his gaze warm every inch of her skin, she drew the thin nightgown over her still-damp body and turned, memorizing his look of appreciation, his desire for the body beneath. She’d purchased the garment one afternoon while taking a lunch break next door to a Victoria’s Secret. It had remained stuffed in the back of her drawer for months until one night when she’d needed to feel feminine. Sexy. Even if it was just for herself.


    “You make me ache.”


    Her nipples beaded in response to his abrasive tone. “The ache is mutual.”


    He crooked his finger at her with one hand, gripped his erection with the other. “Come over here. Let me fill you right up. I’ll even let you rock nice and slow the first time.”


    Warmth gathered between her legs. “What about the second time?”


    “Ah, I think you know.” He unbuttoned his pants and drew down the zipper. “Don’t worry about that now, though. Come see how easy I’ll let you ride it. Dangle those legs on either side of me, give them room to shake as much as they want.” A growl rippled from his throat. “You’ll wail and complain in my ear. Please, my lord. Please. More. So I’ll make you bounce a little, maybe press down on your ass so I can hit your clit just right. Mmmm. Give you what that body needs. Don’t you want that?”


    Frankie’s entire being was engulfed in flames. Her pulse had grown erratic, her breathing choppy. She could feel slick moisture coating her most sensitive flesh. If she weren’t full of the stubbornness that ran in her family, she would be across the room and impaled on his lap in seconds. But she did have the gene, and it kept her out of reach as she circled the bed. He’d taken away her pride in that room at Serve. This is how she would get it back.


    A thunderclap illuminated the dim bedroom, making his expression dangerous. Then the light receded and he’d gone back to normal. If normal meant wickedly aroused. Focus, girl. This was her chance to find out more about him, his past, without the imminent threat of him pouncing and overwhelming her.


    “So now you know how I came by the scars on my knees.” She trailed a single finger over the bottom rail of her bed. “How did you get the ones on your chest?”


    “Shrapnel. Flying debris.” His jaw flexed, gaze focused on her finger. “I can’t tell you the particulars, but suffice it to say I was on a security job. The man I’d been charged to protect had become a target. The accomplice planted the bomb with the intent to take him out. It didn’t.”


    His precisely delivered explanation made something hard stick in her throat. How close had he come to being a victim? Why was she so scared? It was over. Done. For now. “Will you be in those situations again when you leave New York?”


    He searched her eyes. “It’s likely, yes.”


    “Don’t be such an optimist,” she joked, even though she felt like shouting, or bashing him with a pillow. What if he didn’t get so lucky next time? And why did it matter so much to her? She’d never see him again once this ended or he left, whichever came first. “It’s too bad antique dealing isn’t exciting enough for you. You’re not half bad at it.”


    His lips twitched. “You know this from spending exactly one day in my office?”


    She lifted one shoulder and let it fall. “I might have taken a peek at the files while you were pretending to ignore me.”


    “Picked up on that, did you?” His voice was dry. Apparently realizing his attempt at seducing her into bed had failed for now, he let out his trademark long-suffering sigh. “I don’t hate the antique business, but it’s a bloody boring affair. Men getting their knickers twisted over blasted armoires and serving trays. Most of the time they end up stuffing their acquisition into a dark room and locking the door until they want to sell it again.”


    “In other words, at least being blown up is exciting.” She heard the sarcasm in her tone and shut it down. “Also, I think that’s the longest I’ve ever heard you talk without saying something filthy.”


    “Come closer.” His gaze heated, scorching her skin. “Let me remedy that.”


    Just a little longer. “So you don’t mind the business, it’s the people that ruin it?”


    “Usually. They’re very different from your customers.”


    “You know this from spending exactly one day in my cab?” she said, returning his earlier words in a teasing British accent.


    He fought a grin and won. “Not everyone is so lucky to be passionate about their job. Not like you.” His expression grew thoughtful, but lost none of its intensity. “Now that you have your business plan, what’s the next step?”


    She ran her palms down the front of the nightgown, pausing when his eyes darkened. “Um. Friday afternoon, I have my final presentation in the Business Management program. After that, I was planning on pitching the idea to my uncle and his friends. Making us all equal partners.” An image of her uncle hunched over the kitchen table swam through her mind. “But I’m not sure now is the right time.”


    “Sure it is.” His eyebrows drew together as he sat forward. “Has something changed?”


    Thunder boomed outside her window, shaking the glass pane. “Yes.” Not for the first time, she marveled over her propensity to be honest with him. “I just found out my uncle hasn’t been working. The doctor says he’s dealing with pretty severe Carpal Tunnel Syndrome.” She swallowed. “Most of the start-up capital I had saved is going toward the mortgage and bills.”


    “Francesca.” The warning in his voice made her shiver. “You will tell me what you need.”


    “Oh no. Nuh-uh.” She crossed her arms over her middle. “You’re already paying me a ridiculous amount to work for you. I’m not taking donations on top of it.”


    God, he was even handsome while looking insulted. “You’ll take money from your uncle’s friends, but not me?”


    “They would be coming on as investors. There’s a difference.”


    “So make me a goddamn investor.” He reclined just enough to yank the wallet from his pocket. “How much will it cost me to own a percentage of Frankie’s Fleet?”


    Every cell in her screeched to a halt. “What did you call it?” she whispered. “Frankie’s—”


    “Fleet.” He suddenly refused to look at her, riffling through his wallet instead. “That’s what I’ve been calling it in my head. As you well know, I prefer Francesca, but Francesca’s Fleet doesn’t have the same ring.”


    A laugh bubbled from her throat before she could stop it. Her hands slapped over her mouth anyway, pressing, unable to think of any other way to contain the joy. It didn’t work, though. The delight of finally having a name—a perfect name—for her dream was too much to withstand. Without giving herself time to think, she planted a knee on the end of the bed. And launched herself right at Porter.


    She only caught a glimpse of his surprised look before he caught her against his chest, holding her close. They went crashing backward onto the pillows where she wasted no time planting kisses all over his face. “It’s perfect. Perfect. I have notebooks full of names and none were right.” Kiss, kiss, kiss. “Thank you. Thank you.”


    He leaned into every touch of her mouth, but frowned as he did so. “This is highly irregular, Francesca.”


    “Just go with it, monocle man.”


    The smooth planes of his muscle, his hot skin, felt like a forbidden luxury beneath her. How had this mysterious, commanding, criminally sexual male ended up in her tiny twin bed? She felt rough hands trail down her back, over her bottom, to separate her thighs. Position them on either side of his waist. When his arousal found sanctuary between her thighs, he tilted his head back on an uneven groan. “Just so we’re clear…is this your green light?”


    “Mmm.” She rocked her hips, felt his chest vibrate beneath her. “Maybe.”


    He blasted her with a dark look. “Is this what you would have done—before me—if you’d brought a boy to this room? You’d have tortured him, is that right?”


    Frankie smiled against his mouth. “This isn’t torture. Not intentional, anyway. We’re just making out.”


    “I do not make out, Francesca.”


    Feeling brave, despite the threat in his tone, she sat up and squeezed her breasts through the thin material of the nightgown. His erection pushed up between her legs and she could only obey the irresistible impulse to drag herself up and down the thick ridge. “Feels so good.”


    The chords in his neck stood out, his hands grasped at the hem of her nightgown, pulling it taut over her ready body. “Jesus Christ. This is more than I can stand.”


    She planted her hands on either side of his head, placed a gentle kiss on his mouth. “I’m yours, my lord. How can I please you tonight?”


    …


    Porter’s will had already been roaring under the surface, but with her words of permission, it tore through his skin and dragged him under. He flipped Francesca onto her stomach, wrenched the nightgown over her hips and cracked his palm against her backside. Then again. Again. It eased only a small amount of pressure in his chest, his abdomen, his head, though. There was more here. It wasn’t enough to punish—he needed to claim. Take this rising tide inside him and release it into her. Force her to meet him somewhere in the middle, take some of the weight she’d inflicted him with. Before he could connect his hand with her reddening bottom a fourth time, he stopped himself. Was he punishing her for making him feel? If so, was it wrong? Was anything between them wrong?


    No. He’d shown her his worst and she was still there. Still here.


    The freedom of that realization smoked in his veins like an inferno. His will sewed his skin back together stronger than before, like armor. Armor only she knew how to breach. He wanted to take her further, make her irrevocably his. Never hurt her. Never hurt her again. These feelings attacking from all sides wouldn’t prevent him from staying attuned to her. He made that vow to himself, even as his body screamed for relief. Satisfaction.


    He wrapped her hair in a tight fist, tilting her head back. “Get on your knees in that virginal nightgown. I’m about to make a mockery of it.”


    “Yes, my lord,” she breathed, eyes glazed as they looked back at him.


    As she slipped off the edge of the bed and knelt, Porter fisted his cock, growling at the aching heaviness in his balls. He held his breath, removing his full length from the constriction of his pants. The pulsing in his fist only increased at her wide-eyed eagerness. She wet her lips over and over, hands clenching the white garment where it covered her knees.


    “This is the state you’ve teased me into, Francesca.” He took hold of her chin, drew her close until her mouth was an inch away from the plump head of his cock. “Maybe I should stroke off while you watch from your knees, not allowed to touch. Show you what happens to girls in white nightgowns who fuck their man through his clothes. I’m so hard and full that I’m leaking, you beautiful brat.”


    “Please.” Her tongue licked out, lapped at the source of his misery. “I need you in my mouth so bad. I think about it all the time.”


    That single touch, her imploring tone, caused the live grenade in his stomach to explode. He guided himself to her mouth and slid into devastating warmth. Her moan sent pinpricks of pleasure dancing along the underside of his cock. He knew evidence of his desperation leaked from the tip, had no way to hold it all back, but she drew on him hungrily. Leaning back on the bed, he could only watch through a bank of lust as she slicked every inch of his erection with her tongue, before inching her lips past the head. Ah fuck, Francesca kneeling in an innocent nightgown, damp hair spread over her shoulders, was almost enough to finish him.


    “Look at me, Francesca. Show me with your eyes how much you enjoy sucking it.”


    Her thick, black eyelashes lifted to gift him with a flash of silver. Gratification swam in their depths. So much. She loved the rock hard evidence of how bad he wanted to fuck her. There was frustration there, too, though. Of a sexual nature, yes. His beautiful overachiever wanted to get more of him into her mouth and couldn’t manage it. Jesus, the sight of her trying to take him down while pumping his length in her hand…he would live off the image forever.


    The hell with that. He’d just live off it until the next time. “You’re going to work hard until the entire thing disappears into your mouth, aren’t you? Just like we had to work on getting me into your pussy. Nod like my good girl.” He stroked her hair, groaning when she managed another inch. Christ. “Memorize the shape and taste, Francesca. I like having it sucked. Frequently. I’ll require it often.”


    Her eyelids fluttered and she moaned around his swollen flesh, hand working faster in time with her mouth. Porter’s head fell back, hips rolling in a subtle upward movement. Just a little longer. A little longer to enjoy before he dragged her onto the bed and made her scream.


    Downstairs, a door opened and shut. Loud male voices reached through the floorboards, muffled but excited. Between his outstretched thighs, Francesca pulled back with a gasp, slapping her hands over her mouth. Unacceptable. Porter swore his jaw would shatter from the pressure. Not with frustration over the intrusion, although there was definitely some of that. It was more, however. Men in the vicinity of his woman. His woman who should be waiting for his directive to stop. Rationally, he understood her concern, but his nature didn’t care. It wanted her focused on him, too lost to stop.


    Just like him.


    Porter reached down, wrapping a fist around her nightgown strap. He hauled her onto the mattress beside him and stood, yanking her knees to the edge of the bed. With rough hands, he shoved the nightgown up and over her hips, before taking a moment to savor the sight of her, unable to resist jacking himself as he rolled on a condom, looked her over. Smooth, tan thighs spread. Upturned ass lifted for a fuck. Perfection.


    “Porter, you can’t—”


    He whipped the belt from his pants and shoved the leather between her teeth. As soon as he felt her lips close around the edge, he drove his cock to the hilt, groaning in satisfaction at her muted scream. Oh god. There is was, that sexy clench of her inner muscles, driving him to insanity. Good. So goddamn good. “Oh, I can.” He enunciated each word through his teeth. “I will. I will sweat and come and curse all over you. And then I’ll go downstairs and introduce myself as the man who will be making an appearance whenever you require my heavy cock. The one that makes you behave.” He reared back with his hips and slammed into her. “Does that make me a bad man, Francesca?”


    The belt fell from her mouth. “Y-y-yes,” she sobbed. “You’re a bad man.” If her ass wasn’t pushed up against his stomach, pussy tightening and releasing around his dick rhythmically, he would have paused to reassure her. She wanted this, though. Needed it. The soles of her bare feet rubbed against his thighs, her undulating hips encouraged him to move, to thrust.


    So he did. Hard. He put a hand on the back of her neck, pushing her face into the mattress to catch her cries as he drove. Drovedrovedrove. “You like the bad man, though, don’t you? The man who brings the pain and takes it away.” He aligned his chest with her back, nestling his mouth against her ear, keeping up his rapid thrusts. “How does my cock feel? Hurts a little, hmm?” With the hand not holding her neck, he reached around their bodies to tease her clit. Her hips bucked underneath him, her groan filling his chest with satisfaction. “Yes, I know. That’s better now. I give and I take away, don’t I, Francesca? Never forget it.”


    Porter found her shoulder with his teeth, needing a place to subdue his own growls. His woman. His woman. The possessive voice in his head grew louder until nothing, not even the laughter coming from downstairs, could invade his conscious. The slap of his balls against her backside as his aching erection entered her wet pussy, the tops of his thighs connecting with hers, were all he could hear, see, feel.


    Her muffled whimpers increased, her shoulders beginning to vibrate. “My lord.”


    The title urged him on until the force of his drives were lifting her off the bed. “If someone walked in right now, I wouldn’t stop. No, little girl. I’d go harder.” He grabbed a section of her hair and used it to pull her head back. “I’d make them watch as I came. I’d show them how thoroughly I own this body. Your body. I’d make you tell them how good I feel.”


    “Oh god…” she moaned. “I’m—please.”


    Somehow the rain pinging on the roof managed to break into his thoughts. He didn’t want the rain there. Rain reminded him of home. Home reminding him of leaving her. No. No. He shoved the unwanted reminder aside and refocused on Francesca. His. His for now.


    Forever.


    The word blasted through the sound of falling rain and took a torch to his insides. He looked down at her writhing body and had the sudden, fierce desire to see it dappled with rain, to see her smiling face upturned in the downpour. So beautiful. Her image flickered and he found his throat closing, found himself hurriedly drawing her back against his chest to reassure himself she hadn’t vanished.


    What was happening to him?


    “Francesca.” Was that his voice? “I need you.”


    She turned her head, gaze seeking his over her shoulder. Pure pleasure clouded the silver pools, but concern threaded into their depths. “I’m right here. I can’t go anywhere. You’re inside me.”


    His hand slipped to the left side of her chest, over her pounding heart. Here? Did she mean here? “You’re inside me, too.” The revelation left him before he could stop it. He expected her to question him—what the hell would he say? —or try and disengage. Instead, she lifted one hand and curled it around the back of his head, tugging it down. Their mouths united in a slow glide of tongues that turned ravenous almost immediately. Crushing her back against his chest, he reversed positions and sat down on the mattress’s edge, Francesca facing the door. Yes, he liked this even better. Every inch of them touching.


    “Ride me,” he groaned into her hair. “Make it stop hurting.”


    “Yes, my lord,” she whispered.


    Francesca placed her hands on his knees for leverage, snapping her hips back and grinding forward. Porter dropped his head into the crook of her neck and gathered the hem of her nightgown in one hand, holding it at her waist so he could pet her clit. “Good girl. Open your thighs a little wider. Work the tip…fuuuck, just like that.” She sank down to the root and tweaked her hips, stealing his breath. “You learn fast what your lord needs. Not a beginner…not anymore. Still feel like one, though, don’t you? Christ, you do.”


    As he watched, riveted, she wedged her feet against his thighs, bringing her knees even with her shoulders. “My lord is a good teacher,” she murmured. Porter’s eyesight wavered as she lifted and dropped, lifted and dropped. His cock jerked inside her body, his balls drawing up tight. His hands flew to her hips, fingers digging into her flesh until she increased the pace. She ground down on his cock over and over, ass meeting his lap each time with a smack. He angled his body so the thickness of his erection would slip against her clit with each impaling of her body. Ahhh fuck, she loved that. She let her thighs fall wide open for maximum impact, head falling back, tits thrusting into the air.


    “Oh…god. Oh god.” She stopped bouncing and began circling her hips in fast, tight figure eights. “I have to—I’m going to—”


    Porter reached between her legs and pressed her sensitive nub with his thumb. “Not just yet. Tell your lord who makes your pussy cry.”


    “He does. You do.”


    She bore down on his cock and he slapped her between the legs in reprisal. “Who will fuck you in a house full of people because he owns what is hidden inside your panties?”


    “Y-you, my lord,” she gasped.


    “That’s right, Francesca. There’s every chance we’ll go downstairs to meet these men and while we’re making small talk, I’ll decide I want my cock sucked again.” Just saying the words made his hardness surge. He was close. So goddamn close. “If that happens, what will I do?”


    A breathless pause during which her body started to tremble. “Bring me back upstairs.”


    “Correct,” he groaned. “You’re allowed to come now.” Porter bit down on her earlobe as she climaxed, incapable of stopping himself from following her. To whom had he been giving permission? She drew on him with her clenching body, sending hot liquid rushing from his painfully full arousal. He sucked in deep breaths of her scent, finding it helped center him and God only knew, he needed centering. Nothing about this was familiar. Nothing controlled or simple. Just messy, chaotic need, and relief that was short-lived because he already wanted her again.


    And he couldn’t foresee a time when he wouldn’t.

  


  
    Chapter Fourteen


    Conflict fluttered inside Frankie’s chest, grazing her ribcage like wings.


    She could hear her uncle’s booming laugh as he moved through the kitchen, the sound filling her bedroom. In a minute, she would walk downstairs with Porter and there would be no doubt as to what they’d been doing. In all the years they’d lived together, she’d never brought home a date, hoping to spare her uncle the horror of having the talk. The talk he hadn’t signed up for. On the few occasions she’d been intimate with men, it had been far from their little patch of Queens. Just the possibility of running into her uncle or one of their family friends had made her stomach twist.


    Now? Right this second? She wanted to walk down those stairs with Porter. That was where the conflict stemmed from. Since she’d met him, her body felt different. She saw herself differently when looking in the mirror. Saw someone desirable, a woman who could tempt a man. And dammit, she really didn’t feel like hiding that feeling. Hiding herself.


    Not anymore. Yes, this introduction was going to be a little uncomfortable. Porter wasn’t exactly the first man she’d envisioned bringing through her front door, nor was he a brilliant conversationalist. But she’d been uncomfortable inside her own skin her whole life. Hell, just being a woman in a male-dominated world had done it. This impending meeting felt different. As if she’d shed an outer layer and would be walking around exposed from now on. Free.


    Porter’s footsteps creaked on the floorboards as he approached her from behind. She’d been standing there way too long, dragging a brush through her hair, staring into space. He placed a strong hand on her hip and that was all it took. Her brush paused mid-stroke and every cell in her body rushed to the spot he touched.


    “Where do you keep your clothes?”


    She shivered at the low pitch of his voice. “Why?”


    His touch slid down, gathering the hem of her nightgown and lifting. “You’re not going downstairs in this. In fact, I’m taking it with me. You may only wear it at my home.” He tugged the garment over her head and, without turning around, she could sense him folding it. “Clothes.”


    Since he couldn’t see her, she didn’t bother hiding her smile. “Middle drawer for jeans. Top drawer for shirts.”


    His breath lifted the hair on her neck. “Panties?”


    Heat tickled her belly. “The drawer beside the shirts.”


    Frankie closed her eyes, listening to the homey sounds of him opening and closing her ancient drawers. She couldn’t recall a single time she’d stood naked this long. There was no self-consciousness, only awareness as he removed a pair of light blue underwear from her drawer and dragged them slowly up her legs, massaging her backside where his spankings had landed.


    She’d always taken care of herself, would continue to do so as long as necessary. A leopard didn’t change its spots. But it felt unbelievable to let someone dress her, direct her, soothe her. Cherish her. Remove all responsibility. For now. Just for now.


    Warm hands ghosted over her naked breasts, a kiss lingered at her shoulder. He placed her palms flat on the dresser and lifted her feet, one by one, into the waiting denim, before sliding her jeans up and over her bottom. As he zipped and buttoned her fly, his mouth moved over her ear. “I’ve never been more satisfied, Francesca, than I am after I’ve been inside your body. And still, I’m twice as desperate for you than when we started. It’s turning into a goddamn problem.”


    He licked at her earlobe and she gasped. “I’m sorry?”


    “You’re sorry,” he repeated, before a long pause. “I want to take you home with me.”


    The intensity in his voice scraped over her raw senses. “I—” Spend the night with him? Was she willing to take that step? It felt so permanent. Oh, but she wanted to. Wanted very badly to wake up beside him, see him with stubble and bed head, make him breakfast while wearing one of his dress shirts. That yearning warned her it was a bad idea. The more time she spent, the more first experiences she had with him, would only mean more pain when this ended. His leaving was inevitable, if their affair didn’t end first. “I have early classes tomorrow,” she said. “I can come over afterward.”


    His mouth was no longer at her ear. In her peripheral vision, she saw his hand grab a shirt from her drawer, the movement brisk. “I won’t be there.”


    Those four simple words threatened to close off her throat. She turned to face him, trying not to show on her face the alarm bludgeoning her insides. “What?”


    Porter pulled the shirt over her head, obscuring her vision for a second. “I have a business meeting in Miami tomorrow evening. It’s only for one night.”


    Not London. Just one night. Thank God.


    He reached a hand out, presumably to clear the hair from over her eyes, but he stopped, looking at his outstretched hand as if it had operated on its own. It dropped back to his side. “I was going to ask you to come with me. As my assistant,” he rushed to say. “I know you won’t take a free trip.”


    “But you aren’t now? Going to ask me?” Of course, he wasn’t. What a ridiculous question. She’d just refused to spend the night at his house. Why would he assume she’d say yes to Miami?


    Because I don’t want to be away from him. The last three days had been harder than she’d ever expected. Another one so soon weighed like lead on her shoulders. But there was more. There was jealousy. This man, this sexually dynamic man, in Miami alone. Even the idea of women looking at him, wanting him, lusting after him, made her crazy. The emotion was so unlike her, yet stronger than anything she could remember. Mine. My man. My Dominant. “I want to go.”


    His gaze narrowed. “You do.” It wasn’t a question. “Why?”


    Her chest ached with the need to tell the truth. Was he compelling it out of her? “If I could go back to that night at Serve, I’d sock that redhead right in the face. I hate her,” she whispered. “I hate all of them.”


    A flash of surprise crossed his face, before it disappeared into a scowl. “Honestly, Francesca. I’m beginning to think you don’t listen when I speak. No one from that night exists in my memory, save one mouthy girl in ripped jeans.” He tucked his shirt into his own jeans, muttering something about the rain and smiles. “Take that feeling you have about the redhead and multiply it by one thousand. You might just come close to how I felt watching those fuckers manhandle you outside. And does this mean you’ll come?”


    “Yes.” The wings in her chest flapped wildly. “I’ve never been to Florida.”


    He laughed. It was over way too fast, but she’d heard it. Rich, throaty…a little rusty. Obviously, he’d heard it, too, based on the way he wouldn’t look at her now. “Yes, well. It’s decent enough, although it’ll be a quick trip. Airport, hotel, dinner.”


    Dinner. She did a mental scan of her closet’s contents. Not a damn dress in sight. She’d have to do something about that. Oh wow, she actually had a reason to buy a dress. Excitement coated her nerves like pancake batter. Not just about the prospect of dressing in something other than jeans, but being with Porter, spending the night in the same bed as him, watching him shave.


    The warning bell in the back of her mind rang louder, but she didn’t want to listen. Not just then. She had a trip to pack for. Her body felt well-used. More. All she could think of was more. Getting her fill. When she got back from Miami, she’d figure out a way to reel back these feelings for Porter. With her upcoming presentation, it would be easy to pull focus from him and place it on work. But she could have this one thing, this one memory. Couldn’t she?


    “There’s a lot going on in that beautiful head,” he murmured. “I’d love to know even half.”


    Schooling her features, she ducked around his powerful form and headed toward the door, her mind turning to the upcoming scene with her uncle. Before she reached the door, she stopped. Without giving herself a chance to think, she extended a hand toward Porter. A terrifying moment passed where she didn’t think he would take it, that he would find it silly or juvenile.


    But he did. His hand slid around hers, and they walked downstairs together.


    …


    In Porter’s lifetime, he’d flogged, paddled, and tied women up, even caned willing participants on the odd occasion. Somehow holding a woman’s hand felt far more intimate than any of those activities. It required more control than he could have imagined. The dark half of him demanded he squeeze, squeeze her hand until she whimpered. Order her to put that hand to better use. But there was a lighter half he was slowly becoming aware of, one that maybe hadn’t been revealed until she’d ripped the lid off. That half felt suffocated by the very idea of crushing this offering she’d given him. Just reached out…and offered.


    He walked into the kitchen feeling like a bear with a daisy in his paw.


    It was a scene from one of those family sitcoms he flipped past on the way to the six o’clock news. The only difference was there wasn’t a single woman. It looked like the beginnings of poker night, six men huddled around a kitchen table. One child, approximately seven years of age, sat perched on the counter in a Jets hat, pouring what appeared to be colored sugar straight from a paper tube into his mouth. The men handed around a bag of potato chips and cracked open beers. And it was loud. Mother of God, it was loud.


    That is until they turned toward the stairway and saw their daisy in the bear’s grip. Although, she wasn’t their daisy any longer, was she? Even though he’d been the one to have the damned thought, it angered him that it been released into the universe. The urge to drag her back upstairs increased. It swelled and pushed at the inside of his skull. It started to lessen immediately when she tightened her hold on his hand. Just a gentle squeeze, nothing like the one he’d nearly been compelled to deliver.


    “Hey, guys.”


    One man stood from the table. Porter recognized him from the pictures lining the hallway—Francesca’s uncle. Joe. “Hey, yourself.”


    “This is Porter. Evans. Porter Evans. He’s British. Please don’t make fun of his accent.” She cocked a hip. “Sanchez, get your damn feet off my table.”


    A man, who was obviously Sanchez, immediately dropped his booted feet to the linoleum floor. “Sorry, Frankie.” He leaned forward on one elbow. “I hope I didn’t just screw myself out of dinner.”


    “Nope, but you’re on dish duty.”


    Sanchez held up a hand. “Fair enough.”


    Unbelievable. He’d pictured her slaving away over a stove like a maid, when in reality she seemed to run the house. Something akin to pride bumped around inside him, looking for an outlet.


    Francesca’s uncle had been silently watching them, but now he rounded the table, a puzzled look on his face. “Did you come from upstairs?”


    Porter sensed the men at the table trading nervous glances, but he kept his attention on Joe. If he didn’t think it would upset Francesca, he would tell the man to mind his own damn business. Francesca was twenty-four and had apparently been tasked with paying the bloody mortgage, so if she wanted her man upstairs, she’d have him. But she’d just agreed to accompany him to Miami. No way he was about to fuck that up.


    “Pleasure to meet you, Mr. De Luca.” He extended a hand toward Joe. “I’m seeing your niece.”


    The older man’s eyebrows went up, but he shook Porter’s hand. “That right?”


    “Quite.”


    One of the men pushed back in his chair. “Frankie doesn’t date.”


    Beside him, she smacked a hand to her forehead and Porter smothered a smile. “She doesn’t date anyone but me,” Porter corrected, setting off another round of anxious glances.


    Francesca shifted from side to side. “Did the game end early?”


    “No, we’re just getting too old to sit outside in the rain, even for the Jets.” Joe flexed his hand with what appeared to be serious difficulty before shoving it into his pocket. “We still have some of that spaghetti lying around? We’re starving.”


    She shook her head. “It’s not enough I cook you breakfast, now its dinner, too?”


    “Book club night for the wives,” Sanchez explained. “Also known as drink-too-much-red-wine-and-swap-recipes-that-they’ll-never-actually-use-on-us night.”


    “And what’s preventing you from making your own dinner? Are your opposable thumbs in the shop?” Laughter rumbled in the room. “Fine, I’ll heat you up some leftovers, but someone pays to have my cab cleaned.”


    Francesca started toward the refrigerator, but didn’t get three feet before being yanked to a halt. By him. His hand was still wrapped around hers, refusing to let go. Every eye in the room was trained on him; he could feel them, but he couldn’t seem to pry his fingers from hers. They’d only been standing in the room for one minute and he already had more questions than he’d walked in with. Why wasn’t Francesca at wine and recipe night? Did no one invite her? If he wasn’t here, would she have been sitting inside the dark house all by herself? The questions must have shown in his eyes, because she tilted her head, not the least bit uncomfortable with his behavior, more curious than anything. Instead of trying to pull away, she leaned down and kissed his wrist.


    “Do you want some spaghetti?”


    He did. He wanted to eat something she’d prepared. More than anything. But he didn’t belong in that kitchen and they both knew it. Coming down the stairs, he’d not given a fuck what anyone thought. Now that he stood in the middle of this scene that represented her life, he realized how little foresight he’d employed.


    His hand opened and let hers go. “No, thank you. I can’t stay.”


    Time slowed for a beat, then sped up, too quick for him to grasp. The men resumed their boisterous conversation as if to say, He’s not one we have to worry about. He won’t be around long. All because he’d let go of her hand? Francesca’s lashes fell, shielding her eyes as she turned and continued to the refrigerator. Porter started to follow, but the child jumped down from the counter, launching himself at Francesca. Without missing a beat, she scooped him up in a bear hug, leaning into his sticky face, obviously not caring that she’d just cleaned her hair.


    “Frankie, I leaned into a pitch today at practice.” He yanked up his sleeve to reveal a baseball-sized bruise. “It hurt really bad, but I didn’t cry. I walked to first and stole second. Are you coming to my game on Saturday? The team we’re playing is undefeated. Their pitcher is eight. Eight. I told dad it wasn’t fair and he told me to grow a pair. What does that mean?”


    The look she sent the men over her shoulder was incredulous and endearing. Beautiful. It sent Porter’s pulse surging through his veins. How could he enjoy it, though, from so far away? So much more than a kitchen separated them now. Why had he let her hand go? Why hadn’t he just said yes to the goddamn spaghetti?


    Porter felt Joe watching him and schooled his features, but he suspected the older man had already seen too much and would only see more if he continued to stand there, gaping at Francesca. This was her life—high-fiving the kid as he relayed an animated story while she reheated sauce on the stove, stirring with the opposite hand. Her future would look just like this. Eventually there would be a husband at the table. More kids. More bloody spaghetti. Knowing he wouldn’t be a part of it, knowing he’d be an ocean away in his gray apartment while her happiness fulfilled a prophecy she’d made as a little girl…


    Too much. All too much.


    “Have a good evening,” he managed, nodding at Joe, before striding from the kitchen toward the front door. I need to get away. I can’t watch. He’d made it halfway down the driveway when he heard Francesca’s voice behind him, and her jogging footsteps.


    “Hey, monocle man.” He turned to catch her before she plowed into him. Until she looked up at him, breathless and gorgeous, he didn’t realize it was still raining. Droplets gathered on her eyelashes and cheeks, exactly how he’d pictured her upstairs, except she wasn’t smiling. She only looked uneasy. “Where did you go in there?”


    He brushed the rain from her face, wishing like hell he were the kind of man who made her smile. “It’s not me. I don’t do spaghetti.”


    “You can if you want to. You’re overthinking this.”


    “Am I?”


    “No,” she whispered, swiping her damp hair back. “I don’t know.”


    The house was lit up behind her like a beacon, yet he’d drawn her out onto the dark street, in a downpour. The symbolism of that wasn’t lost on him. “Please, go back inside before you get sick.” He leaned down and kissed her wet lips. “I will see you tomorrow, Francesca.”


    A relieved sound puffed out against his mouth. “I wasn’t sure.”


    It tore him up, the realization that she’d thought he’d been walking away for good. Why wouldn’t she? He knew nothing of reassuring her or making promises. Bodies were outlined in the windows of the house now. The people who had the right to love her were worried. “You can be sure I would never give up time with you if I could help it. Never.” He swallowed the growing knot in his throat. “Good night.”


    “Good night.”


    She was still standing on the driveway in the rain when he drove away. He fought the urge to turn around—to dry her, to warm her—the entire way back to Manhattan.

  


  
    Chapter Fifteen


    Frankie stood at the drop-off curb at JFK Airport, one hand wrapped around the strap of her backpack, the other keeping her skirt from flying up. Of course the first day she wore a dress since eighth grade graduation happened to be the windiest day of the year. Shuttles lumbered past, police officers blew whistles, and travelers rolled luggage over the concrete sidewalk—familiar sounds that seemed foreign simply because of her daring new attire.


    Okay, daring was a stretch. After class that morning, she’d stopped into the Macy’s on Woodhaven Boulevard and picked up two dresses she really couldn’t afford, but still on the cheap side compared to most of the surrounding price tags. For the trip, she’d worn a light denim shirtdress, paired with her knee-high leather boots. She’d left her hair down, too, which the wind seemed to be getting a big kick out of.


    She’d refused Porter’s offer to send a car service for her, grabbing a ride with one of the guys instead. Trips to JFK were usually on their itinerary anyway, so it wasn’t out of their way, assuaging her guilt for asking. Unfortunately, she’d arrived earlier than their agreed upon time of one thirty, leaving her ample time to think, an activity she’d done plenty of since the night before. Something had changed between her and Porter, but hell if she knew exactly what. Sometime around three o’clock that morning, she’d come full circle to where she’d been before they’d gone downstairs—downstairs to where Porter had looked at her as if seeing her for the first time. Or the last time.


    Don’t think about him going back to London. Enjoy the here and now. That’s all she’d come up with.


    “Francesca.”


    Everything changed when she heard him say her name. There was a note of awe in his tone, appreciation. It stirred up a chemical reaction in her body, sending a fizzing river of champagne through her middle. Underneath the exultant bubbles, though, was something deeper—a need to hear him say her name constantly, forever. She didn’t want to ignore the idea of him leaving. She wanted to prevent it. Starting today. Now.


    Frankie turned and watched Porter stop in his tracks, gaze traveling from the hem of her dress, up and over her hips, to linger at her breasts, her neckline. Devour. That was what his expression said. The lace material between her legs dampened as they stood staring at one another, yards apart. Oblivious to the crowd streaming along the pathway, Frankie didn’t think, she simply dropped her backpack and went to him, the man who took care of her when she got aroused. He took a step just before she reached him and yanked her up against his body. Their mouths stopped a breath apart, eyes locking.


    “How long have you been standing there with your thighs showing?”


    “It’s windy,” she breathed. “Can you kiss me now?


    “No.” He fisted the hem of her dress and tugged it down. “No, I’ll be thinking of your thighs wrapped around my head until we land. You can go without your kiss as punishment.”


    “I missed you. You’re grumpy and your rules are pointless and I missed you.”


    He stared at her hard, letting his arms fall away. “Get inside.”


    Ignoring the stab of disappointment, she peeled herself away from his hard body. She felt him watching her as she retrieved her backpack, heard his growl as she bent over to pick it up. When she straightened, her back encountered his chest. She hadn’t even heard him move.


    “I missed you, too.” His voice was hoarse against her ear. “Now, inside with you.”


    The check-in process was interminably slow, probably because she knew they had a whole flight, plus drive time to the hotel, before they could be together. They were led to a shorter security line because Porter had booked first class tickets, but with his hand settled just beneath her hip, the line might as well have been a mile long. As they waited for the flight to board, she leaned into Porter’s chest where he’d propped himself against a pillar, closing her eyes as his big hand massaged her scalp. They didn’t say a word until ten minutes after take-off. It felt unnatural to stay silent so long, but she suspected he was still a little stunned over his admission outside the airport.


    They’d missed each other. It had to mean something, right?


    If she wanted him, wanted to keep him, she had to believe it did.


    Frankie slipped her backpack out from under the seat and removed her presentation notes. Tomorrow morning she would miss class, which had essentially turned into a study hall since they were approaching finals. She’d planned on using the flight to go over her presentation, but Porter’s scribbling onto a yellow legal pad distracted her.


    “What are you writing?”


    His pen paused. He used it to scratch the back of his neck. “Just some business matters we’ll need to get in order when we return.”


    She’d never seen him make the gesture before and it made her suspicious. A man like Porter rarely made a movement unless it had a purpose. Hmm. “Business matters. Such as?”


    “Why are you being so inquisitive?”


    “Because you’re bluffing.” She grinned at his forbidding look. “There’s a reason I clean my uncle and his friends out at poker every Tuesday.”


    “Poker night,” he muttered. “I assure you, it’s nothing.”


    Frankie put up her hands. “If you say so, monocle man.” Whistling under her breath, she flipped open her notebook. “But I’m not going to give you your present.”


    “Present?”


    “It’s nothing,” she said, waving him off.


    A full minute of silence passed. “I’ll decide if it’s nothing.”


    Maybe this had been a bad idea, because honestly, compared to the antique taxi cab he’d given her, the present was nothing. Just something she’d dug up last night after his odd departure had left her in such a restless state. Actually, no way in hell was she giving it to him. Why hadn’t she just kept her stupid mouth shut? “Forget it. Scribble on your pad. Business matters. I believe you.”


    His right eyebrow dipped. “Is it in your backpack?”


    They both lunged for the canvas bag at the same time, each grabbing onto a strap and pulling. “Let go, let go, let go. Please.”


    “You are fighting a losing battle, I assure you.”


    “It’s a vinyl. Billy Joel.” she blurted, letting go of her strap so she could cover her face with both hands. “Your office is so quiet and boring and you don’t even have an iPhone. I saw the record player downstairs, so I just thought…” She reached over to unzip the backpack, taking out the 45 and setting it in his lap. “Here. I’m just answering your cry for help.”


    Porter stared at the vinyl as if it had dropped from the sky. He picked it up and carefully turned it over, but didn’t say anything. From the way his eyes moved, she could tell he was reading the song titles. The longer he stayed silent, the more anxious she became. What would a regimented British man want with a Billy Joel album? Dumb. So dumb.


    “It was my mother’s.” The words just slipped out. She hadn’t planned on telling him, but it became clear to her why her exhausted brain had deemed Billy Joel the perfect gift. She’d wanted to share something important with him. No one ever brought her mother up anymore and maybe she’d just wanted to say mother out loud, to remind herself she’d had one once. “Look, I know you’re not exactly the chatty type, but—”


    He cut her off with his mouth. Both of them kept their eyes open for a split second, long enough for her to register Porter’s hunger, possibly even surprise at himself for kissing her. Then, very slowly, his eyes closed. Tightly. He grabbed the back of her head, hauling her close while his tongue swept into her mouth. Hesitation gone, he angled her face and devoured her with a low groan, slanting his lips over hers again and again until weakness began to invade her limbs. Lack of oxygen? Or was he absorbing her willpower, making it his possession the same way he’d done with her body? Her last coherent thought fled and all she could do was cling to him, and let him take.


    …


    At some point you have to stop.


    Porter was shocked that the thread of common sense found its way through the thick haze of lust swamping him. He didn’t want to stop. Ever. She tasted like berries. Any hint of fight had fled her body the second he kissed her; she’d submitted so perfectly that it was fast becoming a necessity that he end the kiss or attempt to fuck her without an airplane full of people being the wiser. Yes, he’d seat her on his lap, slip into her snug pussy and let her rock back and forth on his stiff dick. Yes. Yes.


    Christ. He couldn’t. Too bright. Too public. Flight attendants walking back and forth. Get ahold of yourself, man. Where is your control? Porter broke the kiss but kept her face close, wanting to feel her breath against his mouth.


    “I, um…” Her inhale was shaky. “I thought you weren’t going to kiss me until we landed.”


    Why did his chest hurt? It felt full and empty at the same time. He quelled the urge to rub at the gaping center. “Yes, well. Someone told me recently that my rules are pointless.”


    “They sound wise.” She rubbed her nose against his. “You should listen to them.”


    The vinyl’s weight in his hand reminded him why he’d kissed her in the first place, as if he needed a reason. She’d given him something…important, decided he deserved to have it. And the entire time, she’d had the nerve to look as though she’d welcome the earth swallowing her up. He’d wanted to shake her until she realized how honored he was to have something of hers, but it seemed an odd way of thanking someone for a gift. He wouldn’t know. He’d never gotten one.


    A sweeping need to give her something in return wouldn’t be denied. Not just something. The one thing he’d never planned on showing anyone. It would be opening himself up, losing a piece of his carefully concealed psyche.


    Don’t be such a coward. Look at her. She’s already become your biggest vulnerability. What’s adding one more thing? Without taking his eyes from her, he reached for the legal pad containing the first three chapters of his thriller novel and tossed it onto her lap.


    Her answering smile knocked the breath from his lungs. She picked the notepad up and flipped back to the first page. How stupid that his palms started to sweat as she scanned the first few lines, that his throat suddenly turned dry as dust. Bad idea. This had been a bad idea.


    “You’re writing a…book?” Her silver eyes sparkled as she looked up at him. “Porter, are you writing a book?”


    “It’s just a hobby.” He attempted to look bored. “A way to keep my mind occupied when the antique business isn’t devastating me with excitement.”


    “London Larceny,” she murmured, reading the title he’d written at the top of page one, before scanning a few more lines. “Why…why are you writing it on a legal pad?


    “Because if I write it on the computer, it’s more than a hobby.” He crossed his arms. “It’s officially work, and then I’ll be forced to finish.”


    “Remember that person who said your rules were pointless?”


    “Yes.” He swallowed a smile. “I’ve decided my initial assessment of her wisdom was made in haste.”


    “Are you teasing me?” She clutched the legal pad to her chest. “I don’t even know you anymore.”


    “You know me better than anyone, Francesca.”


    Her smile faded in degrees, but the light stayed in her eyes. Jesus, what had possessed him to say something like that? Possibly because it was the truth and he didn’t appear to be capable of giving her anything else. She must think him pathetic. They’d known each other all of a week and already she was closer to him than anyone he’d had in his life prior to now.


    She broke his stare, looking down at the pad. “Can I read it?”


    He’d already gone this far. What the hell? “I suppose.”


    Her lips twitched as she leaned back in her seat and started to read. Minutes passed with him staring at the seat back in front of him, trying not to ask her what she thought. For all he knew, the story he’d created—about politicians using local mobsters to sabotage one another—was complete and utter shite. Should be burned to ashes at the earliest opportunity. When he’d finally reached his breaking point, she slipped a hand inside of his.


    “It’s really good, monocle man.”


    Tension ebbed from his shoulder in degrees, her genuine approval relaxing something inside him he hadn’t known was constricted. The flight went quickly after that. When they landed, he rather wished it were a bit longer so he could go on holding her hand. Halfway through the flight—over Virginia, he suspected—he’d grown used to her soft hand cradled in his. He still felt the need to further the touch, to use his grip to drag her onto his lap or remind her with a tightened hold that he led her where he wanted. And when. But there was pleasure in her show of trust, too. It contented him. For the flight, anyway.


    Watching her sliding into the back of the town car that would take them to their hotel ignited the appetite he’d managed to keep in check. Her thighs flashed, taunted. The thin denim stretched over her breasts as she locked her seatbelt into place. Fuck. They wouldn’t take two steps into the hotel room before he filled her full of cock. He’d be thrusting between those thighs so often that night, they’d have burn marks on the soft insides by morning. On the ride to the hotel, she knew exactly what he was thinking, too. She sent him glances from underneath those long eyelashes, her little nipples turning to points inside her dress.


    Porter brushed his palm over one of the peaks, breathed into her ear. “I’d planned to take you on your back, so I could kiss you while we fuck.” He squeezed rhythmically. “But when you look at me like that, all I can think of is bending you over. Is that what you’re asking for with those big, gorgeous eyes? You want me dripping sweat onto your back as I pound into you like an animal?”


    Her breath hitched, fingers curling into the hem of her dress. “I don’t care which way,” she whispered. “But we have all night, so I’m going with both.”


    How could he be so damn turned on and still want to laugh? “Have I created a monster?”


    “I’ve created one, too. That’s the second time you’ve teased me today.” She pressed a kiss to his cheek, pulled back with a flush climbing her neck. “There’s hope for you yet.”


    Good Lord, I’m…in love with her. I’m in love with her. Porter fell back against the leather seat, heart beating wildly inside his chest. The interior of the car widened and narrowed, making him feel inebriated. With no idea how much she could discern by his expression, he quickly focused on the traffic whizzing alongside them. He could feel her watching him, but couldn’t return her stare. Not just yet. Not until he figured out what to do about this unexpected turn of…events. Because it was nothing if not an event.


    A demanding hum started in his stomach, eventually turning into an earthquake that dislodged pieces of him, one by one. What to do about it? What to do? He’d always had a solution for everything, but there was no satisfying answer to this. She wanted things he couldn’t give. He wanted his old life in London back.


    Didn’t he?


    They pulled up outside the hotel. Porter pushed open his door before the car had come to a complete stop, circling around back to open Francesca’s side. The scent of suntan lotion, coconut, and ocean breeze hit him, so light and out of place when dark unknowns swirled in his stomach. She took his hand to exit the car and he couldn’t help it…couldn’t stop himself from gripping her fingers hard, hard. Her answering whimper had the effect of a hammer blow to his midsection. I’m the worst man for her. I’m blaming her for making me love her.


    “You keep disappearing on me, Porter.”


    God, he was fucking this up. “Just distracted by the meeting later.”


    She nodded, but still looked dubious. He didn’t blame her.


    “Come on, let’s get inside.”


    Porter took their bags from the driver and followed Francesca into the lobby, memorizing the way she took everything in, the way she turned in a circle, tucking hair behind her ears and attempting to appear casual, like she’d been there a million times and simply wanted to check up on operations. A New Yorker to the bone. At that moment, he wanted to take her everywhere in the world, to places he’d been that had become stale and boring, just another paycheck. He wanted to go back with Francesca and watch her, to hand her those experiences and see what she did with them.


    He realized he’d been standing in the entrance watching her for far too long. Ignoring a curious look from the bellhop, he strode after Francesca and set their bags beside a lounge chair.


    “Wait here. I’ll go check us in.”


    Her smile was far more absent than before and it drilled a hole in his gut. Fix this. He’d fix this. As he stood at the front desk waiting for their keys, Porter vowed he wouldn’t ruin his first night with her.


    First or last? Could he keep her, knowing every second in her presence pulled him deeper? Jesus, did he have a choice? Twelve hours without her last night and he’d been climbing the bloody walls.


    The desk clerk placed the room keys on the desk and broke past his thoughts. He thanked the smiling woman and turned to find Francesca.


    She was talking to a man. A man who stood. Entirely. Too. Close. Visibly uncomfortable, she backed away and the man followed.


    Porter’s vision flickered, ugliness forming a funnel cloud inside him.


    He started across the lobby.

  


  
    Chapter Sixteen


    Beat it, creeper.


    Frankie ground her teeth as the man planted his hand on the end of her lounge chair, bringing her face to face with his wedding ring. In her everyday life, she didn’t dress to attract the opposite sex, but working in a facility full of men, she took her share of attempted pick-ups, usually by newer drivers who hadn’t yet tangled with her uncle and given a stern warning. Her polite nods and glances toward Porter didn’t appear to be breaching this man’s thick skull, though.


    She stood, intending to pick up their bags and join Porter at the front desk. The man chose that opportunity to step into her space. The tequila on his breath almost sent her back down onto the lounge chair, but pride kept her standing. She’d dealt with worse inebriation in the back of her cab, often having to call the police to haul a passed-out passenger to the hospital. But she hadn’t expected to deal with an advance in a hotel lobby that screamed expensive. Apparently losers came with all sizes of bank account. This one thought he could get away with his behavior because he happened to be reasonably attractive.


    He was in for a disappointment.


    “You here for business or pleasure, darlin’?” he asked in a voice that oozed the South.


    “Business, actually. I’m waiting for my boss.” She arched an eyebrow. “You mind backing up?”


    He breathed a laugh that made her eyes tear. “What is that accent? Boston?”


    Oh, boy. Wrong thing to say to a Yankees fan. “Queens. Which should come as a warning that I’ll knee you in the nuts if you ask me another dumb question instead of stepping back.”


    To his credit, he increased the space between them. But he ruined the gesture with a blatant perusal of her body. Frankie’s arms came up of their own accord, folding over her stomach. She stole a look at the front desk, relieved when she saw Porter thundering toward them.


    Scratch that. She wasn’t relieved. More like, nervous. Breathless. Even a little feverish. The determination in his eyes, the rigidity in his frame—all of it would be unleashed on her soon. So soon.


    “Aw, hell, you’re a live wire, ain’t you?”


    The stranger drawled the words just in time for Porter to arrive. Having grown up around hot-tempered males, particularly ones carrying big sticks, she knew a split second was all she had to react or, based on the violent glint in Porter’s eye, they wouldn’t be staying in that hotel that night. She’d be looking for the closest bail bonds location.


    She lunged in between Porter and the southerner, throwing her arms around Porter’s neck. “Hey. Hey. There you are.” The tension in her eased when she heard the man’s footsteps heading in the opposite direction as he muttered under his breath.


    Porter’s focus was on the retreating man. “Move out of my way.”


    “I can’t,” she murmured into the underside of his chin. “You’re mad for no reason, and—”


    “You told him to back up—I saw you—and he did not back up.” His chest swelled against her. “I was gone for two minutes, Francesca. Two.”


    “I know.” She pressed a kiss to his neck. “He’s a lurker. Popped right out from behind a potted plant and everything. I was distracted by the sparkly chandelier and he got the drop on me.”


    His sigh blew her hair back. “You’re making jokes. I want to hurt him.”


    “You would, too. Hurt him. He’s not a match for you on his best day.”


    Finally, he looked down at her, a frown lowering his brow. “Do you honestly believe that I don’t know when I’m being patronized?”


    “Is it working?”


    “No.” His gaze narrowed. “Only slightly.”


    “I can work with that.” Hoping to seal the deal, she slid her curves against his hard planes, going up on her toes to speak at his ear. “Can you put me on my back now, my lord?”


    A growl rumbled in his chest. “You know damn well you’ll be getting it from behind after this. I need to claim. Do you understand?” His hand settled at her waist, thumb pressing to her hipbone. “When I can blink without seeing another man lusting after you, standing so damn close, we’ll see about getting your pretty legs in the air.”


    Frankie felt unsteady on her feet in the wake of his speech, but managed to walk beside Porter to the elevator bank. An attendant rang them a car, two stainless steel doors rolling open right away. They stepped inside onto plush red carpet, and rode to the eighteenth floor. Excitement fluttered her pulse, making it jump inside her neck and wrists, tickling every single nerve ending inside her body. The hand Porter had placed on her hip slid down onto her bottom, rubbing circles into the denim material, sliding it over her sensitive skin, making promises.


    Warmth. Liquid warmth unfurled between her legs, inviting him. He knew, too. Knew exactly what he did with his skillful touch. She could see his face reflected in the elevator doors—jaw hard, eyes on fire. So much want.


    They stepped out onto the eighteenth floor and hung an immediate right. For each step Frankie took, her heartbeat pounded ten times, her breath raced. They turned once more…


    …and came face to face with the Southerner from the lobby.


    In his drunken state, he appeared to be searching his briefcase and pockets for a room key. Porter stiffened beside her in degrees. God, no way would she be able to stop another confrontation. One had been tricky. Two? No way. Testosterone was all but visible in the thickening air around her.


    “Where is our room?” she asked, hoping to distract Porter.


    A muscle ticked in his cheek. “Here,” he said, indicating the room beside the Southerner’s.


    Frankie pried the key from his fist and led a resistant Porter toward the door, just as the other man stood, swaying on his feet, a key pinched between his thumb and forefinger.


    “Found it,” he announced, beaming at them. His smile dimmed a little, however, when he recognized them from the lobby. Still, he shook the key at Frankie. “Here on business, huh? Staying in the same room with the boss sounds more like pleasure to me. You must be some secretary. Worth every penny.”


    She sidestepped just in time for Porter’s body to come up against her back, blocking him. It would cost him zero effort to move her, so she tried to think fast—so hard to do when several feelings were sweeping her at the same time, frustration chief among them, and continually thwarted desire. But something else crept slowly to the forefront, something seductive, smoky yet highly concentrated. She knew Porter wanted to fight on her behalf, to correct the disrespect this man had shown her, but she wanted him to take possession of her in a different way. Memories of the room at Serve bombarded her, potent memories of what it felt like when she’d believed Porter was going to take her in front of other people. Other men. Dense, impenetrable lust took over her body, her mind.


    Acting on instinct, she took Porter’s hand and led it between her thighs. And like she’d answered an unspoken call, he groaned into her hair, cupped her needy flesh. The other man fell back a step, his breath beginning to rasp past his lips.


    “He’s my boss in more ways than one,” she said, barely recognizing her own voice.


    “Jesus Christ, Francesca.” Porter’s erection grew huge against her bottom. His middle and ring finger found her clit through the lace panties and pressed down. “Get into the fucking room,” he ground out. “We’re talking about this.”


    Still flush with her back, Porter walked her toward their hotel room door, passing the Southerner, whose jaw hung in the vicinity of his feet. Porter ripped the key from her hand, then guided her into the room a second later. The door slammed behind them, but Frankie kept moving. There it was…an adjoining door. She walked toward it.


    “Don’t even think about it,” Porter near-shouted behind her.


    Knowing she was playing with fire, she ignored him, flinging open the adjoining door. The pressure in her head eased when she saw the latch, a latch identical to the one on the main door. If their neighbor unlocked his door, the latch would allow him two inches of visibility, without allowing him entry.


    Understanding dawned on Porter’s face, his hands coming to rest on either side of the doorjamb, caging her in. “I don’t need this.” His voice resonated with intensity, reaching past every wall she’d ever built and holding her captive. “We don’t need this.”


    She unbuttoned the top two buttons of her dress, feeling daring. Confident. Like someone else had inhabited her body and she never wanted her to leave. “No, we don’t need it. But I felt you against me.” Another button. “You told me I know you better than anyone? You’re right. And you want to show him who owns me. Don’t you, my lord?”


    “Yes. Yes. He wants what’s mine.” Sweat beaded his upper lip, breath rasping in his throat. His head fell forward and lifted again, closer this time. The doorframe protested under his grip as he studied her mouth, her body. His bulging arousal brushed her belly, making it shudder. “If he touches you, I will break his arm. I mean what I say Francesca. No touching.”


    “I only want you touching me.”


    “Your—” He cut himself off to kiss her, a sinful kiss with enough tongue to send more warmth to the juncture of her thighs. It reached deep, tasting her, possessing her. “Your clothes stay on. And you’ll tell me if it’s too much. Please understand I will not handle it well if you grow upset. I will not. Promise me you’ll use your safe word.”


    A throbbing started in her throat, sinking lower. “Yes, I promise,” she gasped as he sucked her nipples through the thin denim dress, rough hands kneading her bottom. Somehow she mustered enough focus to rap softly on the adjoining door and a moment later she heard the latch turn with a click. Before the last bit of coherency could flee, she reached over and turned the handle. Time seemed to freeze as the door opened, then banged to a stop when the latch caught it, jarring her back against the cool surface.


    The change overcame Porter in an instant. Like a panther guarding his mate, his shoulders tensed, his handsome face turned impassive, almost stoic. They were both aware of the figure that moved and stopped just beyond the door, but neither one of them turned to acknowledge him. Porter’s attention became so centered on her that she became conscious of nothing but him.


    He reached beneath her dress and peeled the panties down her legs before straightening to his full height once more. His energy crackled in the semi-dark room, enthralling her, commanding every ounce of her attention. “It is somewhat unprofessional of me to fuck my secretary, isn’t it? But you can’t really blame me.” He ran his feather light touch up the inside of her thigh, then traced the seam of her damp heat with his middle finger, making a savoring noise in the back of his throat. “She’s a hard little worker. So eager to please the boss.”


    Frankie fell under the spell he wove with those low, hypnotic words. His questions weren’t meant to be answered, only to entice her. To make her feel sought after, the object of his pleasure. Yes, in that moment, she wanted more than anything to be the woman who brought this powerful man to his knees, who made him quake while buried deep inside her body. She wasn’t herself in that moment, but her formidable boss’s secretary. His plaything. Yet somehow, she’d never felt more herself in her entire life.


    “It’s bad for business having her around when I’m trying to work. Knowing she’s just waiting for the single word to put her down on her knees.” He placed one hand on the door, above her head, using his big body to crowd her against the hard surface. “Knowing she’s thinking of how I’ll taste instead of attending to her responsibilities is quite the distraction. It’s a wonder I get anything done.” One hand cupped her jaw, tilting her head back. “She loves getting me off with her pretty mouth, doesn’t she?”


    “Yes, my lord,” she breathed, thighs beginning to feel weak, shaky. Her inhibitions were a distant memory in the dim hotel room, her trust entirely in the hands of this man.


    “This mouth.” Porter shook his head, tongue skating across his bottom lip. “It makes such sweet little noises, doesn’t it?” His hand dropped from her jaw to massage the hyper-sensitive flesh between her thighs. Frankie’s mouth fell open, head falling back. So good. So perfect. Without warning, he shoved two fingers inside her, making her cry out, her back slamming against the door. “Mmm. Hear that addictive whine she makes? Wait until I get my cock inside of her. She pleads for her fucking life.”


    A groan came from beyond the door and she watched Porter’s jaw tighten, as if he didn’t appreciate the audible reminder of someone watching them. Or possibly it filled him with even more aggression, determination to claim her in front of their one-man audience, because he tore his shirt over his head, tossing it to the floor. Frankie’s stomach muscles seized at the sight of him, so hard and sexual. Scarred. Extraordinary. His gaze raked over her, blazing a trail wherever it landed. He replaced one hand on the wall above her, using the opposite to lower his zipper. The sound blew across her skin, her senses. She bit her lip to contain a moan, but it slipped out anyway. Her fingernails cut into her palm, so strong was the urge to touch herself.


    “See how excited she gets when I’m taking out my cock?” His hand moved inside his pants, stroking, squeezing. “I know you want it, little girl. You wanted it on the plane, in the town car. Wanted it hard and nasty from me, didn’t you?” He dipped his head, running his tongue up the center of her cleavage. Slowly, so slowly. “Shall I make sure you’re ready?”


    “Please. Please.”


    Frankie expected him to touch her again, use his fingers. When he dropped to the ground before her, she nearly slid down the door into a heap. Overwhelmed. So overwhelmed. But she didn’t shy away from the pleasure cyclone that scooped her up and spun her in circles; she jumped in headfirst. As Porter threw her right leg over his shoulder, she tried to focus on breathing. But his tongue found her clit on the first lick and nothing was manageable anymore. Not her thoughts, not her oxygen intake. Pleasure took control out of her reach. He gifted her with several hard strokes of his tongue, before flicking, flicking, flicking his tongue against her tortured nub, again and again. Her mind pitched so dramatically, she found her hands clutching at her own hair, pulling, to create an anchor.


    Leaving her on the edge of orgasm, Porter stood. Her leg was still hooked over his shoulder, up, up, bringing her knee even with her collarbone. The new position excited her even further. Yes, move me, shape me, bend me for your pleasure. His erection dragged over her bare, spread center and she started to beg. Words that meant everything and nothing. The more she begged, the harder Porter breathed, gaze flaring. He took himself in his hand, striking his plump arousal against her core, her wetness obvious from the slapping noise it created. Another groan broke to her left but she was too far gone with need to give it more than a passing thought.


    “She loves to be kissed. It soaks her panties and makes her self-conscious. Makes her writhe around, as if anything but my cock can cure her. Isn’t that sweet?” Porter ghosted his lips over hers, but pulled back when she tried to deepen the contact, shaking his head. “Steady, now. We need your mouth free when I give you that first thrust, need to hear that scream, don’t we?”


    With an upward drive of his hips, he rammed himself home. The strangled cry passed her lips, escalating into a full scream when he kept moving, going deeper with each pumping movement. The door rattled behind her, the latch jangling. Two separate moans of male pleasure bombarded the air around her, but her mind separated them, focusing on one. Craving only one. Porter. Porter. My lord.


    “Fuck,” he growled above her head, driving into her with incredible force. “Shall we tell him you’re the tightest I’ve ever had? You’ve got that tight, little secretary pussy, don’t you? Reserved for your boss whenever he requires it?”


    “Yes.” Her fingers grappled for purchase in his hair. “Oh god…harder. All of it. Please.”


    “You’ll get it harder when you tell him who satisfies you. Who owns you.” The command was a near-shout, punctuated by a groaned curse when her inner muscles contracted around him. “Who comes while you ride him in your bedroom, wearing that innocent nightgown?” He dropped his head to whisper for her ears alone. “Who brings you gifts and earns your smiles? Tell him.”


    “My lord.” Her voice shook. “My lord is the only one.”


    Very subtly, his head inclined toward the gap left by the adjoining door. “In case you fucking missed it, that’s me.” He let her leg drop from his shoulder, but kept it hooked around his waist. Frankie lifted her other leg to join it, leaving both thighs wrapped around his rolling hips. Using his shoulder for balance, she ground herself down on him, moaning when he reached behind to spank her backside. Once, twice. She tipped her face toward the ceiling, hair tumbling down her back, and simply reveled. In her femininity. In the feeling of sexual power that encompassed every part of her, cementing itself forever. Above everything, though, she was aware of Porter, of his unforgiving erection leaving her body and pounding back inside, sending her to the place she’d discovered through him.


    Somewhere in the distance, she heard a door slam and then they were moving. Her back landed on a soft surface, Porter coming down on top of her. Still moving. Never stop moving.


    “That’s enough of that, now. Just you and me, Francesca.” He buried his face against the side of her neck, jerking her legs higher. “Please. Just you and me.”


    The force of his thrusts moved her up the bed until she could grip the headboard. A wave swelled inside her, gathering strength as it approached. Porter angled his body a new way that ripped a desperate whimper past her lips. It’s here. It’s here. She dug her heels into the small of his back, but the sweat coating his muscled skin made them slip off over and over again.


    “I don’t like when someone looks at you and tries to see underneath.” His voice shook, his breath bathing her damp skin in heat. “When they want to see more. Want to see what I see. I don’t want them to see it, Francesca. I’m fucking selfish over you.” His hands covered hers on the headboard. “Let me kiss you into coming. Let me do it even though I’m a bastard.”


    She had no time to respond before his mouth crashed down on hers, tongue moving in time with the pleasure-giving thickness owning the flesh between her thighs. It was the final blast of lust she needed to let go. His mouth. His mouth. She had to turn her head to suck in deep, gulping breaths when the climax rippled through her with staggering intensity. Porter became the animal she now expected, needed, riding her with no mercy, shoving her legs wide, wedging himself deep and coming apart. His masculine moan of her name split the air as liquid flooded inside of her. Something about the sensation felt so new, but her mind was too occupied to decide what.


    Her fingertips stroked down Porter’s sweaty back, as if it were muscle memory. Something she’d done hundreds of times. A niggling thought tried to break through the bliss, but she ignored it. Recover. She just needed to recover. She’d think when she could breathe again.


    That comforting thought vanished when Porter’s body tensed on top of her.

  


  
    Chapter Seventeen


    No protection. I forgot protection.


    A series of images blinded him. Francesca in her kitchen with the sticky-faced boy hanging on her back. Francesca making spaghetti for her makeshift family. Francesca in her white nightgown, the sound of raindrops in the background. The children hovering behind Neville in the dark hallway, waiting for Porter to wreck their lives with the delivery of a few words.


    At once, the images fell into a dark pit that emitted no light. In one moment, he might have ruined it all for her. Everything. Taken away the choices she had every right to make for herself. He wasn’t the man to give her a happy life. Children. Jesus, was it even a possibility he could bury himself inside her that deeply and not get her pregnant? She would hate him. Would hate him for disregarding her dreams.


    Oh, but while his brain registered disgust at himself, there was a primal beat inside him that grew loud enough to deafen him. Ruin her. Keep her. Make it so no other man can have her. God knew he was the furthest damn thing from a husband or father, but if she carried his child, none of that would matter. Would it? He’d have her to himself.


    Self-loathing forced him off her beautiful, limp body. He didn’t deserve to touch her. As soon as she realized what he’d done, what she risked losing, her dreamy expression would change, would turn to panic. That panic would kill him. Kill him. It was already starting to transform now. She propped herself up on one elbow, her lips moving, but the sound didn’t penetrate his dread.


    I’d fail her. Them. I’d fail a family.


    That certainty wrestled with the idea of her with another man. A husband. It made the blood feel heavy in his veins, made his head throb. It scared him, angered him.


    “A little overanxious to start that family, are you, Francesca? Did you forget who you were fucking?” He moved to a sitting position at the edge of the bed, grateful she couldn’t see his face, the regret he could already feel there. It wasn’t her fault. Not his love for her, not his inability to be what she needed. When he couldn’t stand her uncharacteristic stillness anymore, he looked over his shoulder…and felt his world shatter.


    Tears shone in her silver eyes, seconds from falling. She’d wrapped herself in the sheet like a flimsy shield. A shield from him. He’d expected to see the horror on her face when she realized the slip they’d made, but it was a physical blow nonetheless.


    “I’m on the pill,” she whispered.


    The racing in his chest ground to a halt. “What was that?”


    She pulled the sheet tighter around her shoulders. “I said, I’m on the pill. I’ve been on it since high school. So.”


    Confusion infiltrated his devastation, shining through in painful rays. He refused to acknowledge the disappointment. Refused. “I fail to see why you’re seconds from crying, then.”


    Her sarcastic laugh shook loose a single tear. “Oh, I don’t know, Porter.” She swiped at her cheek, glancing over at the adjoining door that he’d slammed and locked, never to open again. “After that…after what we did, the trust that took, you just accused me of trying to trap you.”


    If he thought he’d been shattered before, the pain in her voice proved him wrong. Now. This was what it felt like to be shattered. Is that what he’d done? Accused her of trapping him?


    Yes.


    But no. She was the one who would be trapped with him.


    Her words bounced around his skull, distracting him from anything else. He’d just unfairly accused the girl who’d placed her trust in him time and time again, even though he continued to demonstrate how little he deserved it. Unacceptable. So unacceptable and yet, exactly what he expected from himself. He didn’t know how to have a relationship, how to avoid hurting or disappointing someone.


    This is what you do. What you’ve always done. He drove away anyone with the ability to make him feel—bad, good, everything in between.


    Would he drive away his own child?


    Even the storm raging in his head couldn’t keep him from going to Francesca when she was crying. He lunged across the bed, intent on gathering her in his arms, on rocking her and apologizing until his voice went hoarse. But she was gone, the sheet empty in his hands. The bathroom door clicked shut in a way that sounded louder than a slam.


    How? How had this happened? His body was still warm from making love to her. It didn’t seem possible he’d fucked up so quickly, but he had, irreparably this time.


    A split second later, he stood outside the bathroom, alarmed at the lack of light seeping from beneath the door. “Francesca. Let me in.”


    Inside the bathroom, bathwater started to run and her muffled voice reached him through the door. “I’m fine.”


    “You’re not fine.”


    The door flew open. She stood wrapped in a towel, tears gone from her eyes. He didn’t know whether to be relieved or worried by that. “No. I’m not fine. I wish I hadn’t come here.” Her breath caught. “I just want to be back in Queens.”


    His heart splattered on the ground. “I didn’t mean it.” He lifted a hand to touch her, but she stepped out of his reach. “I know you wouldn’t do something like that.”


    “You can take it back. Take it back a hundred times. I don’t care.” The defeat in her voice pelted him like sharp stones. “You know what, I forgive you for saying it. For even thinking it. How about that?”


    “I don’t want to be forgiven,” he grated. “I want you to shout at me.”


    “Why?” She lifted a shoulder and let it drop. “What would it solve? We knew this wasn’t permanent. You only reminded us both why.” A beat passed where she appeared to be debating with herself, deciding if she should say what came next. He was so terrified of the conversation ending, the finality of hearing no more, he could only wait and hope, pray, she continued. “I was lying there underneath you, listening to you breathe…thinking…maybe I could just give it up, you know?” A sharp sob escaped her. “Kids. Baseball games. Maybe I could give it up if you just laid on top of me and breathed every day. Because I couldn’t think of anything better than that.”


    Porter went down on his knees. Or he fell. His arms weighed too much to reach out. Had his stomach caved in? He couldn’t breathe. Francesca placed a hand on his shoulder and, somehow, that broke him even more.


    Give up everything. She’d wanted to give up everything. No, no, no. He couldn’t let her. I’m not worth it. He couldn’t even manage to stop hurting her, let alone make her happy.


    “That’s everything I want in the world. Everything. So if you’ve got me thinking of forgetting them, leaving them behind…” He felt moisture land on top of his head. Knew it was her tears. “Then maybe you just did me a favor, saying what you did. Maybe I should thank you.”


    “You’re thanking me for driving you away.” His voice rang hollow, as hollow as his chest. “The only thing worse than your leaving is knowing you don’t even care enough to hate me.”


    “I can’t let myself feel the hate, Porter.” She removed her hand and his body sagged. “You know what they say about that thin line separating it from love. It’s too easy to cross it.”


    Love. She could love him. And she was right. Loving him would kill her. Kill her dreams, the things that made her who she was.


    Porter’s phone rang across the room, but he didn’t move. Couldn’t. As they remained frozen in their positions, it rang again, and again, until he finally rose to go answer it, hating each step he took away from her. Even knowing now that it was inevitable.


    “Porter Evans.”


    “Mr. Evans, this is Mr. Nyland’s assistant.” There was a long pause where he was expected to respond, but couldn’t summon the energy. “You have dinner plans with him this evening at eight.”


    “Yes,” he forced past his lips. How could he go to a meeting, function, when he felt like he was anchored at the bottom of the ocean?


    The line crackled. “There’s been a change to Mr. Nyland’s schedule and he needs to leave Miami sooner than expected. He’s just arrived at the lobby of your hotel, in the hope you can meet now.”


    “Now.” Porter knew he shouldn’t look at Francesca, but he couldn’t stop his gaze from tracking across the room to find her. Wrapped in a towel, she looked so fragile and brave at the same time. Twenty-four. Only twenty-four and yet smart enough to get away from him before he darkened her spirit. He had no choice but to let her go. “I’ll be downstairs shortly.” He hung up the phone.


    Francesca disappeared into the bathroom and turned off the running water, and returned, framed in the doorway, a moment later. “You have to go.”


    It wasn’t a question, so he didn’t bother nodding. It was too much to manage when all his concentration went into holding himself back from begging, begging like hell for her to let him redo the last half hour. If reversing time were possible, he would have held her while she slept—the thing he’d been dreaming of most, but should have known wasn’t in the cards for him. “You won’t be here when I get back, will you?”


    “No.”


    The realization that she would be traveling alone made him nauseated. Sick. So sick. He dressed in the dark, attempting to quell the roiling in his stomach. When he finished, he went toward the door. How could he pass her without touching her one final time? He couldn’t. At the last second, he threw an arm around her waist and snatched her close, inhaling her crushed berries scent, committing it to memory. “I need to know you’ve returned home safely. I won’t sleep until I hear, Francesca.” I’ll never sleep again knowing you’re out there, without me.


    Her eyes were squeezed shut, but she nodded. “Okay. I’ll make sure you know.”


    Through some impersonal text message or a voicemail on his office line. He couldn’t stand knowing that. Yet at least he could look forward to one last communication. “Goodbye.”


    “Goodbye, monocle man.”


    After he walked out, Porter listened at the door a moment, but heard nothing. Silence—the same silence that was inside him. It was deafening. His walk to the elevator, the ride downstairs, the trip to the lobby were a blur of colors and sounds. He moved through cold, heavy water while everyone swam freestyle around him, talking, laughing. He wanted to take a baseball bat to everything but his arms wouldn’t work even if he had one. Through it all, though, a hint of incongruity pricked his sixth sense. Hair stood up on the back of his neck as he entered the lounge and felt eyes on him. Too many eyes. His hand sought the inside of his jacket where his gun should have been, had always been, until he’d stopped needing it. He had grown comfortable. Complacent.


    A hand landed on his shoulder, right over the spot where Francesca had touched him. Her final touch. Fear that this new touch might somehow dislodge the old one had him spinning, lips peeled back in a growl. A man with steady green eyes greeted him, nondescript and yet familiar. Far too familiar.


    Neville, his partner in the firm, didn’t smile; he merely tilted his head. There was even a spark of embarrassment there, as their last encounter had been when Porter agreed to cover for his mistakes. What the hell was he doing here?


    “You look like utter shit, Evans,” Neville joked, showing signs of humor. “Not how I expected to find you.”


    “There’s no Mr. Nyland.” Porter’s voice was dull. “No meeting.”


    The other man shifted on his feet. “These are protocols that you put in place.” Neville cast a glance over Porter’s shoulder, toward the eyes Porter could feel on his back. “Meeting in New York appeared to be low risk, but you never know who is watching.”


    Porter checked the urge to press two fingers against his right eye, where the pounding behind it was intense. Francesca was right above him upstairs. Would she ever be this close again?


    “Why are you here?” he asked. “I have weeks before I’m due back to London.”


    Neville appeared confused, probably by Porter’s lack of enthusiasm. Get in line. Nothing would ever make sense again, would it? “You’ve been requested on a job. Your sabbatical is over.” The other man cleared his throat. “The client we discussed last week—he’s familiar with your body of work and he’s adamant that you lead his security team. He’s even willing to cancel the contract if you’re not on board.” Neville brought his voice down. “It’s a lot of money, Evans. I thought you’d be thrilled. Was I…wrong?”


    I don’t know. I have no idea what’s wrong or right anymore. The only thing that ever felt right wanted nothing to do with him anymore. Over. It was over. “I’m to come right now, then?” He tried to swallow the ache in his throat but it wouldn’t go down. “New York was a perfectly safe option. Did you think it would be quicker if I didn’t have the option to pack or tie up loose ends?”


    “Yes. Loose ends.” Neville looked to be debating his next words carefully. “We didn’t expect you to bring one of the loose ends with you.”


    Porter’s chest filled with cement. Francesca. He meant Francesca. That Neville simply knew she existed filled Porter with white-hot irritation. At least irritation was better than loss. Vacant, sickening loss. “Do not speak about her as if she’s an object, or some sort of nuisance. Do not speak about her at all.”


    Neville eyed him a moment. Absently, Porter noticed the differences in the other man. He’d changed, grown more confident since being at the helm of their company. “We’ll wait until she leaves the room to collect your things,” his partner said, invading his thoughts. “She’ll never know we were here.” His expression changed. “You are coming with us, Evans. Aren’t you?”


    There must have been shred of hope left inside him, some hope that he might see Francesca again—driving her cab past him on the street, or on the news when her company inevitably made headlines. That hope dissolved now like sugar under hot water. He had nowhere else to go now but back to the life he’d known before—without her, but still having the knowledge of her. The worst torture he could imagine, and there was no way out.


    “Let’s go.”

  


  
    Chapter Eighteen


    Frankie stared down at the half-eaten apple on the break-room table. The half she’d managed to choke down sat in her stomach like a lead ball. After class three mornings ago—the Tuesday morning after she’d returned from Miami—she’d driven her cab all afternoon, straight into the night. With finals approaching, her professors had ended regularly scheduled lectures so students could study and prepare. Instead, she’d kept driving. She’d taken fares to Jersey, the airport, Staten Island. The further from Manhattan, the better.


    Porter had sat in her seat one time. One. Time. Yet she still felt him there. Felt his eyes on her. His hands. Heard his sensual voice—that accent she’d made fun of so many times—and it kept her in the cab. She’d managed to fool herself the first day into thinking she was escaping memories, distracting herself from the pain. But mid-afternoon on day two, while driving down the Grand Concourse in the Bronx, she’d admitted to herself that his presence was strongest in the cab, maybe because he’d always disapproved of it, and she desperately wanted him to appear. Why wouldn’t he appear?


    An envelope had materialized at the base of her work locker that morning with no return address. It had held a check for the balance of what Porter supposedly owed her for working, although it had been a high enough amount to make her wince. On her breakfast break, she’d cashed it at the bank and dropped the entire sum off at Serve for Jonah. She’d hoped paying down the debt would make her feel at least marginally better, but being at Serve only hurt. And her vow to never owe anyone anything only seemed childish and stubborn now.


    Tomorrow she would give her presentation, which meant she needed to go home, eat something substantial, sleep. Shower, for chrissake. Without the road to focus on, though, she would have to think. About his hand on the base of her spine. His rare, amazing laugh. Words spoken urgently against her ear in the dark. You and me, Francesca. Please. Just you and me.


    Without a direct command from her brain, her hand curled around the apple she’d been attempting to choke down, and threw it against the wall.


    It dropped at her uncle’s feet. She hadn’t noticed him there. Why would he be when he wasn’t driving anymore? The concern on his face answered her question. He’d come there to see her, but she didn’t care, didn’t want to talk or think or listen. Nothing.


    Her uncle dropped onto the bench across from her. “Hiya, Frankie.”


    She stared down at her hands. Why didn’t they look like her hands anymore?


    “You haven’t been home in a few days.” He scratched the back of his neck. She recognized the poker tell right away, the one that signaled he’d been dealt shitty cards. “I thought you might be with the British guy or something, but I checked your log on the way in.” A long pause. “You think maybe you need to pack it in?”


    “Yeah.” She cleared her dry throat, but her voice still sounded rusty. “Right after this shift.”


    More neck scratching. He was going to give himself a rash. “You know I don’t like to tell you what to do. We’ve got a system, you and me, right? But this…you look bad, kid. Let’s go back to the neighborhood and split a six pack, huh?”


    Avoidance was all she had. At least, that’s why she started to change the subject, but everything else poured out instead. She’d left her filter in Miami at the bottom of the bathtub. “Frankie’s Fleet.”


    “What’s that?”


    “Frankie’s Fleet. That’s what I’m presenting tomorrow for my final.” Funny, she’d kept the idea to herself for so long, so afraid of disapproval, being told to stick to what she knew, not mess with an institution almost as old as New York City. But now? She knew it was a winner. And if the people in her life didn’t think so, she would just prove them wrong. Underneath the impenetrable layer of misery, there was confidence that hadn’t been there before. It kept her voice from wavering as she told her uncle about Frankie’s Fleet, her cab company for women, by women. She could discern exactly zero from his expression, but that didn’t slow her, didn’t make her second-guess herself. At the end of her speech, she sat and waited, unfamiliar hands folded on the break table.


    Joe studied his thumbnail. “Damn. I wish your mom could see you.”


    Frankie stopped breathing. They hadn’t talked about her mother in years and even on those rare occasions it was stilted and over too soon, followed by her uncle’s quick departure. But he wasn’t moving. He was still there.


    “She never even let me babysit you. I can’t even imagine how she would have felt, knowing I’d be the one raising you.” He looked away on a laugh. “She’d probably do that thing where she swiped a hand across her throat and shook her head. Shut it down, she’d say. You two could be twins.”


    “Yeah?” Frankie managed, already dying to make that gesture in the mirror.


    “Yeah. But I could tell her I didn’t do so bad, huh? Or maybe you did it all on your own.” He drummed his fingers on the table. “This idea of yours…its good, Frankie. I don’t know what to say, except I hope you’ll let me help. Whatever it takes. I know I can’t drive right now, but I can do something else to take the pressure off. We’ll find a way to make it happen.”


    She nodded, not quite ready to speak.


    “Since we’re already acting like a couple of chicks, here…” Joe reached across the table and ruffled her hair. Their version of a hug. “It would have been a sad, empty house without you around the last fourteen years. I mean that.”


    Hearing that changed something inside her. A hill that had already been corroding over the last few days finally settled in a cloud of dust. For so long she’d felt indebted to her uncle for taking her in, supporting her financially while making good on her mother’s leftover medical bills. To everyone who ever handed her so much as a dime or bought her a meal, she’d felt beholden. The whole reason she’d gone to Serve that first night was to arrange repayment to the Prestons. On the surface, it was why she’d gone to work for Porter. What if she could pay back the debts by succeeding? By being…herself. Maybe all along, it had been enough just to be Frankie De Luca.


    And maybe—just maybe—she didn’t have to pay back the scholarship.


    She’d earned the chance it afforded her.


    Porter’s face materialized. For the last three days, she’d only been able to play that final afternoon in her mind on a painful loop. Her scope expanded now, all the way back to the beginning. Porter’s encouragement when she’d told him her vision. The first time she’d ever said it out loud. His immediate denial when she’d admitted she may have to put off starting the business. He’d thought of the name. Thought of her.


    Was he thinking of her now?


    Desperate once again for a distraction, she reached beneath the table for her backpack, taking out the folder containing her presentation and laying it flat on the table. It hurt to speak, but she forced the words out, anyway. “We’re going to need a lot of frickin’ cars.”


    …


    There was a crack on Porter’s ceiling.


    It might have been there before he left for New York, or it might have formed while he’d been gone. Either way, it comforted him, that crack. As much as he could be comforted when his entire body throbbed like a giant fucking injury. A grave, life-threatening injury that he never wanted to heal. Healing meant Francesca had never been there to inflict the pain, and he’d never wish a second with her away, even if he’d given up his chance at any more.


    Throb throb throb throbthrobthrob.


    Deep breath. Focus on the crack. From his position on the floor, he only needed to sit up halfway in order to flip the Billy Joel album over. Uptown Girl was playing. Too upbeat, but he wouldn’t let himself skip it. He never did, no matter how times it had come on.


    The four sterile, gray walls he’d returned to in London had been repellant, far worse than before because he knew what color looked like now, knew what it felt like to see through eyes that would see her later, when everything would brighten and take on new meaning.


    He’d spent the last two days being briefed on his new role as a popular, rising politician’s head of security. There had been hand shaking, strategizing, review of the layouts of the man’s home and workplace, then going over them again. Travel schedules. Organizing his new team. All of it should have distracted him, but had instead provided the barest of white noise. Francesca ruled every corner of his mind. Her face was everywhere. Her forgiveness sat on his shoulders, heavier than an anvil, but nothing compared to the absence of the weight of her hand in his. That lack of weight was pulverizing.


    In his state of desolation, he’d been reduced to reading the notes she’d made in his database while working, the purchase orders she’d keyed in, adding her own voice to them. He’d read them until his eyes were ready to leak blood. He wished they would. At least he’d have something to show on the outside to symbolize the devastation inside.


    The record started to skip, forcing him to sit up. On autopilot, he started to flip it over, but the laptop sitting open on his desk drew his attention. Francesca’s purchase orders still filled the screen from the last time he’d read them. Telling himself it would be the final time today, Porter got to his feet, crossed the room, and sat in front of the screen, squinting into the harsh glow. He hit a wrong key, his lack of sleep making him uncoordinated. It brought him to the computer desktop, the bright, blue background making him feel queasy. He started to go back to the purchase orders, but an icon caught his eye. It wasn’t lined up like the rest, but protruded slightly to the right.


    It was labeled “Official.”


    For the first time in days, his heart roused in his chest. His instincts were humming, tripping over each other. In his haste to open the file, he almost sent the laptop sailing off his desk.


    He clicked.


    It was…his book. The first page, anyway. Words that had only existed in his handwriting until now. He skimmed the familiar text, looking for some hidden meaning, but nothing. There was nothing. Until he reached the bottom and saw the note, one space down from the final line.


    It’s official. You have to finish it now. Knock ‘em dead, monocle man. F


    The humming inside him came to an abrupt stop. Immediately on its heels came a sharp twist in his middle, so intense he had to grip the desk’s edge for balance. After everything, after what he’d said, she’d stayed in the hotel room long enough to type the first page. So beautifully selfless and far more than he deserved. He could see her doing it, brows drawn in concentration. Gorgeous. His gorgeous girl.


    Jesus Christ. What was he doing here? He was in London while Francesca was in New York. It made no fucking sense. His gaze fell to his watch. Three o’clock in New York. She would have been sitting at her desk, working, while they counted the hours until five. Everything. That time together had been everything. Having her had been everything.


    Very slowly, Porter sat back in his chair. He’d had Francesca. Even if their relationship had been short, he’d had her. She’d held his hand, introduced him to her family. Forgiven him three goddamn times. Given him more chances. Trusted him with her body. Cried for him in their hotel bed. He’d had her.


    He stared at her typed message, read it again and again until nature forced him to blink. Would she have done those things for him had she not found him…worthy in some way?


    It all came down to that. He’d felt unworthy for so long that he’d become comfortable there. His unworthiness was dented battle armor, keeping anything and anyone potentially harmful away, daring anyone to try to get close. But if a dozen spears breached that armor and ran him through, would it hurt half this bad? No. God, no. That armor had done him a horrible disservice. He hadn’t lowered it in time. At that moment, it hung by a ragged piece of chain mail. What prevented it from falling?


    Fear of failure. Once he exposed himself, he couldn’t cover back up. But if it meant having Francesca, would it be worth it?


    Yes. A million times over.


    Porter released a long exhale, thought of Francesca, and allowed the weight to ease off his shoulders. And he survived. Miraculously, he didn’t even hate the man he saw beneath the metal. He’d been driving himself so long, atoning for past failures, that he hadn’t allowed himself to realize that he, himself, was stronger than the goddamn armor.


    Why weren’t he and Francesca together? Why? Because he didn’t know how to have a family? Didn’t know how to be the man she needed? All things he could control. All of them.


    There were things he would have to learn. Would revel in learning, if only she’d teach him. Again, he saw Francesca leading him down the stairs, inviting him for dinner. Running after him in the rain. Throwing herself at him, kissing his face for naming her cab company.


    Jesus, she’d been teaching him the whole time.


    He was the only thing stopping himself from having her again.


    In his mad rush to leave the apartment, he almost left the Billy Joel record behind, but lunged through the entryway to grab it before the door clicked shut.

  


  
    Chapter Nineteen


    Frankie brought up the final slide of her PowerPoint presentation. Almost over. She’d been speaking for fifteen minutes and no one had jumped in with a question or moved in the lecture hall, as far as she could tell. She’d gained a newfound respect for her professors after about thirty seconds of staring into the harsh lights—lights that blurred faces and turned the audience of students into silhouettes. Her voice and the gentle whirring from the projection screen sounded too loud, her Queens roots apparent in every word she spoke, thanks to her nerves. She dried her palms discreetly on the skirt of her dress, the dress she’d bought with the intention of wearing to dinner with Porter.


    Porter.


    Her heart seized, making her stumble over a few words. She glanced over her shoulder at the screen to find her place again, breathing deeply through her nose to banish his image. For now. Forgetting completely would never happen and hoping would mean only more pain. She thought about Uncle Joe sitting in the back row, along with the guys who could manage to get the morning off. They were counting on her. She was counting on herself.


    Almost over.


    “I polled one hundred of my female classmates. Of those hundred women, twenty-two of them have been physically assaulted in their lifetime. Twenty-two. And the number could have easily, and often is, higher.” She gestured to the various charts illuminated behind her. “Of those one hundred women, one hundred have felt fear walking home in the dark or getting into a cab with a complete stranger behind the wheel.”


    In the back of the hall, the sound of a door opening distracted her; a sliver of light came and went. She tried to ignore it and focus on her speech, but a tug in her throat prevented it. She squinted into the projection light and saw a figure that hadn’t been there before. Broad-shouldered and still, so still. Her pulse clamored, her eyes stung. It couldn’t be him. He didn’t even know the place or time of the presentation. And he wouldn’t do this to her. He wouldn’t put her through the heartache of the last few days and set her back again.


    Please, just go away.


    No. Don’t go. Please be him. Don’t go.


    Frankie closed her eyes a moment, finding her center, before continuing. “I work with the men who drive these cabs and most are good, family men. They pride themselves on service and the safety of their passengers. But we have no way of knowing when we climb into the back seat. We don’t.” She thought of the relief she’d seen in women after they entered her car and saw her behind the wheel. “We shouldn’t be scared, neither female drivers nor passengers. We should have options. That’s where Frankie’s Fleet comes in.”


    Five minutes later, she’d finished outlining her business model. There was a dragged-out silence before the applause had her falling back a step. Pleasure, relief, and surprise clogged her insides, but as soon as the lights came on, her attention swung to the entrance—


    Just in time to see the door open and close.


    No. No…she had to know if it was Porter. If she stayed put, if she didn’t at least find out, she would always wonder. It would drive her crazy speculating if he’d come to see her one last time. A group of her professors was coming toward her, still clapping, but she rounded the podium on the opposite side and ran. Ran right up the center aisle, ignoring the murmurs from the crowd, her uncle’s alarmed voice. She reached the door and burst through it. No one. The hallway was completely empty, except for one sleeping student who jolted upright at her loud exit.


    She pressed a hand to her side to ease the stab of disappointment and then jogged for the door. Sunlight blinded her when she pushed outside, so she lifted a hand to shield her eyes.


    No footsteps. No sign of anyone. Had her exhausted imagination conjured something that wasn’t really there? A beautiful hallucination? How unfair. How cruel.


    Wind cut through the quad outside the building, whipping her hair back, threatening to drag out the tears pushing behind her eyes. Then silence. She squeezed her eyes shut tight, picturing how Porter had looked coming toward her in the hotel lobby. Possessive. Heroic. That man wouldn’t leave her standing there feeling like she might die, would he?


    Slowly, she cracked an eye. Still alone.


    Feeling as though weights were tied to her ankles, she reentered the building.


    …


    She spent an hour answering questions before she received her grade.


    An A.


    Or a motherfuckin’ A, as her uncle called it on the drive home. Not only had she gotten the highest grade possible, but two of her professors had expressed interest in investing in Frankie’s Fleet. For now, she planned to keep it in the family, but she’d agreed to take it under advisement with the board—also known as the cab drivers who followed her, blaring their horns the entire way back to Queens.


    There was happiness. Exultancy. She’d done it. Tomorrow would begin a long journey until she saw her vision succeed, but the validation she’d needed for so long had come in spades. And yet there was a void so wide and deep, she couldn’t jump across. She could share the victory with her family, but it only filled a margin of the gap. Her uncle watched her steadily from the passenger side of her cab, looking anxious, as if he wanted to ask her why she couldn’t keep the smile on her face longer than two seconds before it fell and broke in half at her feet.


    She pulled up to the house and shifted the cab into park. Her uncle alighted immediately, heaving his bulky frame onto the sidewalk. Move your legs. Walk inside. Make lunch. She knew the actions they expected her to perform, actions she usually liked performing, but just then the effort was equivalent to scaling a mounting without a harness.


    As her uncle reached the driveway, a vehicle drew her attention, one she’d never seen before. It was…old. Old and gorgeous. It looked like a vintage New York City taxi. Just like….just like the one Porter had given her in miniature. Only this one had been painted a deep rose color, with the words Frankie’s Fleet stenciled on the side in gold lettering. She hiccupped a sob, finally finding the strength to leave the car. The closer she got, the more details she noticed. Shiny, chrome wheels. Original headlights. Perfect. It was perfect.


    “Did you do this?” she asked Joe, circling the fender. “It’s…God, it’s amazing.”


    He nodded toward the house. “Not me, Frankie.”


    That feeling she’d had in the quad outside the lecture hall came racing back. It tore over the ravaged ground it had left the first time around, burning the whole way. It was too soon for this much hope again. Her first instinct was to turn and run, fast and far. As far as she could get from the house. From hope. But the invisible tether guiding her toward the house was stronger. It pulled her, tugging her through the front door. A familiar smell wafted from the kitchen, bringing her hands to her mouth, pressing hard, so hard.


    She stopped in the archway that led to the kitchen, praying everything she saw in front of her was real, that she hadn’t mentally rounded the bend and created the image of Porter cooking. Cooking in her kitchen.


    It had to be real, though, because her mind couldn’t possibly create such an epic mess. Raw, loose spaghetti noodles lay on all available surfaces. Tomato sauce decorated the walls. Porter hadn’t seen her yet, too focused on the pot he stirred in front of himself on the stove.


    Sanchez’s kid was sitting on the counter, pointing at the contents of the pot, wearing his Jets hat, as always. “You need more garlic, man.”


    Porter stopped stirring, his profile showing his perplexity over the kid’s advice. “You can’t be serious. I’ve put in enough bloody garlic to supply Italy for a week.”


    The kid patted his shoulder. “This isn’t Italy, it’s Queens. Add more.” He nodded as Porter blinked at him and started to peel another white clove, then finally noticed Frankie standing in the doorway. “Hiya, Frankie. Hey guys.”


    She turned slightly to see her uncle and his buddies crammed into the hallway behind her, arms crossed, but Porter commanded every ounce of her attention after that. His shoulders tensed as he set down the spoon and faced her. “Francesca.”


    Not trusting herself to speak or move right away, she could only stand there and soak him in. His huge presence. The fact that he was inside her home in the first place. She didn’t care why, didn’t care what had brought him, just hoped he never left.


    “You were there,” she managed. “At my presentation.”


    His breath rushed out. “Of course I was there. Of course.” His throat worked while he looked her over as if committing her to memory. “I was so proud of you.”


    Oh, God. Would he hold her? Would he?


    Frankie wished she’d asked the questions out loud, because he looked suddenly unsure. Unsure of what? She wanted to grab onto him and never let go. “The plan was to have the spaghetti done when you got here.”


    “It’s okay,” she whispered.


    “Yes.” He took a step in her direction. “It is okay. It’s okay because plans change, don’t they? They change and shift and accommodate, just like you said. You were willing to change yours for me, even if it only lasted a minute—a minute I wish I could go back and live inside because it meant you wanted me.”


    Oxygen was trapped inside her lungs, rattling, pushing to get out. She wanted to tell him the minute was never-ending, but he kept going, his heart reflected in his eyes.


    “I would never ask you to give up a single one of your dreams, Francesca. I would only ask—no, I’m begging—for you to let me share them. There’s a space beside you and I need to fill it to survive.” He pointed at the floor near her feet. “If you let me stand there, I’ll help you create a home full of children. And I’ll love them all because I’m incapable of not loving anything that makes you happy. I’ll love them because I know I’m capable of loving now.”


    Another step closer.


    “I’ve been locked away, Francesca. I put myself in a place where I couldn’t fail anyone and no one could touch me, but I couldn’t keep you out. I never, ever, want to try to keep you out again.” He laid a hand over his heart. “I’m in love with you. I’m in love with the way you think, your honesty and convictions, your beauty. I’m so in love. I’ll love everything you allow me to share with you—your friendship, your time, our children. I’ll love you—and them—until I’m out of breath.”


    Frankie was certain her body would cave in on itself at any moment. His words kept her standing, though, kept her whole. They always would. He always would. Because no way in hell would she let him go again. “Porter,” she choked out.


    He appeared to steel himself. “Yes?”


    She shook her head. “This is highly irregular.”


    His breath escaped in a rush. “Monocle.”


    Frankie dove for him, knowing he would catch her. And he did. He did. Her feet came off the ground as his strong arms banded around her and she was home. Porter was home. Not the one she’d envisioned. Not the one she’d always thought she wanted or deserved.


    No. He was better. They were better.


    She opened her eyes and realized the tears she’d managed to keep in check since Miami were finally falling, coating her cheeks, soaking the shoulder of Porter’s sauce-stained shirt.


    Porter pulled back to look at her face. “Ah. Please don’t break my heart when it’s only just started beating again.”


    He kissed her lips, and she pressed close and breathed him in. “I love you, too. I won’t ever stop.”


    “Jesus. That ought to mend it.” His voice shook. “I’m sorry for everything. The unforgivable thing I said…letting you leave. I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry—”


    “You’re forgiven.” Her lips found his, kissed, lingered. “Give me forever and you’re forgiven.”


    His embrace was crushing, in the best way possible. “Forever with you will go too fast.”


    “We’ll think of ways to savor it,” she murmured against his ear, needing him close. So close.


    As she’d known he would, Porter scooped her into his arms and carried her from the house. He took her home. Their home.


    Their home was wherever they happened to be standing together.

  


  
    Epilogue


    One year later


    From his seat across the office, Porter watched his wife work. Not their home office, where he worked alone now. The brightly painted room with Christmas lights draped from the ceiling was Frankie’s Fleet headquarters. They’d rented the space four months ago after spending more than half a year planning the launch of Francesca’s cab service for women, by women. He should be home working, as his publisher had just officially requested a sequel to London Larceny. Little wonder, since his first had made the New York Times bestseller list for hardcover fiction. Yet here he sat, staring at Francesca. His enjoyment of the activity hadn’t lessened a whit over time. Instead his fascination with her seemed to grow the longer he stared.


    Did she know today was their one year anniversary? Not their wedding anniversary. That wouldn’t be for another three months, when they would commemorate the Sunday morning last spring when they’d married in Central Park as the sun broke the trees, the only day that managed to surpass the one in her kitchen, when she’d taken him back. No, today marked the one-year anniversary of her walking into his room at Serve, when she’d changed his life irrevocably. When she’d started chipping away at his outer shell until it bloody-well fell and revealed a better man. A man who felt human.


    Had he managed to subdue the nature that demanded he plan or create rules? Not completely. In the dark, in his bed or out, Francesca was his submissive, in addition to being his wife, the woman he loved to the point of utter madness. Those defined roles were a requirement they shared and reveled in. He’d found a signal she preferred, a way to inform her he loved her, cherished her, but that he was quite ready to fuck her until she couldn’t walk correctly. A bite. On her shoulder, her hip, her hand. His teeth sunk into her skin and wherever they were, she became his to make demands on. Just yesterday, he’d bit her wrist halfway through dinner in their dining room. She’d dropped to her knees, laying her cheek on his thigh. Looking up at him. Waiting. The memory had distracted him all through the morning, which is what led him to this office to stare at his wife, waiting for her to get off the bloody goddamn phone.


    Even in the midst of his anxiousness, his chest swelled just watching her schedule routine maintenance on their fleet. He was proud of his new career as a novelist, yes. But that pride in his own work didn’t compare to that which he felt for Francesca. Using his connections as an ex-antique dealer, they’d managed to procure nearly one hundred vintage taxicabs that had been rusting in garages all over the tri-state area. With Joe and his friends’ help, they’d restored each one and made them part of Frankie’s Fleet. Those cabs were now on the road, driving women home safely, creating jobs for hundreds of New York City women, some of whom shared cabs to minimize costs. Having made major headlines, Frankie’s Fleet was in high demand and only grew by the day, with his dynamic wife at the helm and Joe handling payroll. But Porter had demanded her uncle’s office be located on the other side of the space for afternoons such as this, when he couldn’t wait for Francesca to get home before he was inside her.


    Finally, she hung up the phone and looked at him, silver eyes glowing. “Hey, monocle man.”


    No, that wouldn’t do. She knew it, too. His wife loved to play with him and he wouldn’t have it any other way. Which wasn’t to say he’d allow her to get away with it. Porter rose and circled the desk, concentrating on the erratic pulse at her throat, the way her shoulders loosened, the way her palms flattened on the desk as he reached the spot directly behind her.


    He curled a hand around the back of her neck, letting his thumb trail over her jumping pulse. “Stand up, Francesca.”


    She gained her feet, allowing his gaze to travel down her back, over the tight swell of her ass. The ripped jeans still appeared occasionally around their apartment or at Sunday breakfast at Joe’s house, but she’d started wearing skirts, his wife. Not overly short, or she knew he’d never allow her out the front door. Still, this black cotton number had ridden up her thighs, revealing the golden skin ruling his mind and the red mark just beneath her bottom that he’d sucked onto her flesh last night. All mine.


    “You are aware that my drivers know exactly what we’re doing in here?”


    He hid his smile, thinking of the knowing looks he’d received on the way into the warehouse, where dozens of women took breaks or got ready for their shifts. “If they know, it’s because it takes an hour for the sex to fade from your eyes. You talk to them in that voice, worn out from containing your screams of my name. Why do you think I’m constantly dragging you back in for round two?”


    “Oh, is that why?” she breathed.


    “Among many other reasons.” God, he’d love to just forget the nagging worry that had afflicted him for months, seat himself inside her and rock his hips until neither one of them could think. Kiss her neck, shoulders, back to calm her afterward, when he’d feel momentary relief that all was well. But no. He’d resolved that today he would get to the bottom of his wife’s reservations, so he could set about chipping away at them one by one.


    Sensing the unusual way he held back, Francesca tilted her head to look at him. “Is everything okay with the book? Do you need to talk through the plot, because—”


    “No.” Porter turned her around, taking a moment to appreciate the face he’d never get used to in all its beauty. The face he was privileged to wake up beside every morning. He loved this face, this woman. They could handle anything. “Francesca Evans—”


    “Uh oh. He means business.”


    His long-suffering sigh made her smile. “It’s been a full year since you became mine. I count it as the first year of my life because it’s the first year I’ve lived. You’ve made me want to live.”


    Her breath hitched. “Porter—”


    He laid a finger over her mouth. “You’re still taking your birth control pill every morning.” He ignored the alarm trickling through his resolve when tears sprung to her eyes. “If I haven’t convinced you yet that I’m capable of being the father you wanted for our children, please tell me what I can change.” Now that the words had started flowing, nothing would stop them. They’d been trapped inside for months. “You made me want something. Made me need a family with my wife. I’ve been ready since I saw you, it only took me some time to realize it.”


    When he uncovered her mouth, she whispered his name. “I’m sorry you thought it had anything to do with you. I’m so sorry.” She laid her hands on his chest. It felt so good, so perfect. “The truth is, it’s me. I hear you grumbling every morning when I take my pill, but I thought you knew.”


    He tucked her hair behind her ear. “Knew what?”


    She laughed. “I’m the one who’s selfish of you. I’m not ready to share you yet.” Her hands slid down to his belt buckle, gripped the leather. “I’m kind of addicted to my husband.”


    Weight fell from his shoulders until he felt so light he might hit the ceiling. Oh, but then lust made him heavy again. As always. Every time. “When I walked in, you called me monocle man.” Once more, he turned her around to face the desk. Placing his grip at the back of her neck, he tilted her head, sinking a bite onto her shoulder blade. Not too hard, not too soft. Just enough to let her know she would be pleasing her husband, and he’d be pleasing her in return. “Greet me again, wife.”


    Her voice wavered. “Hello, my lord.”


    “Better.” Porter knocked her phone off the receiver to bar any disruptions. “Lean forward. My eyes are starved for the sight of your backside. I woke up with it warm and naked on my lap and I’ve been hard ever since.” He dragged the material of her skirt over her taut curves, shaking his head on a groan. Fuck, she grew sexier every time he looked at her. Somehow she grew sweeter at the same time. Her magnificence cut right through him. With a hand that he commanded to remain steady, he stroked her right cheek, his cock growing harder when she tilted her hips. “One year ago today, I gave you your first spanking. How many have you received since?”


    She whimpered as the flat of his hand glanced off her bottom with a slap. “As many as you’ve deemed necessary, my lord.”


    Christ. Her unhesitant answer, combined with the sting he felt radiating from her flesh, sent a potent mixture of lust and awe twining through his bloodstream. “My wife is giving me exactly what I need today, is she?” He smoothed a hand up her inner thigh, massaging her pussy with the heel of his hand. “Mmm. She needs something, too. Reach back and feel the stiff cock you’ve earned. Put your greedy hand on it. Worship it.”


    Her palm slid up his erection slowly, base to tip and back down, before taking him in her fist. Tightening. Tightening. Sliding with enough leisure to drive him crazy. As he watched, the material between her thighs dampened. It gave him satisfaction unlike anything he’d ever known. His wife lusted after him. Thank god, because he’d formed an uncontrollable need for her, a twenty-four hour a day habit that he never wanted to quit. Another hit of Francesca. Another. Another. Another.


    His hips thrust into her touch as if magnetized. “You’ve had me this way a full year, Francesca. It only gets worse.” He unbuckled his belt, letting it hang open and he unzipped his pants and took his sensitive, throbbing length in one hand. “It’s you that does this to me. God knows it’s everything about you.” Using his index and middle fingers, he shoved her wet panties to the side. “But it’s more now. It’s things you’ve told me you needed, but haven’t allowed me to provide.”


    Before she could question him, he drove his cock fully inside her, sending her collapsing forward onto the desk. “Ohh. Oh, god. P-Porter…wait.”


    It took all his willpower to remain still. “Yes, Francesca?” he grated.


    She threw her hair back and met his eyes over her shoulder. Jesus. Pure seduction he could never withstand. “I knew today marked one year since we met. That’s why I stopped taking my pill this morning.”


    Satisfaction roared through him like a storm. He took her trim waist in his hands and eased out of her slickness before sliding back in with a guttural groan. Hot and tight. His. “I want everything with you. Let me have it. Give it.”


    “Yes, my lord.” Her breath rattled in and out. “Take everything. I’m giving you everything. Please…love me now.”


    His answering groan could probably be heard in the garage, but he didn’t care. He saw nothing but her, felt nothing but Francesca. His wife. His breath. His life.


    “Forever,” he vowed.
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