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PARKER KNOWS THAT SHE IS IN TROUBLE, BUT SHE HAS NO IDEA HOW DEEP.




When she steps into my world, she’ll learn that I’m in charge.




PARKER

I need a big scoop to impress my photography professor, so I want to aim for the top. The A-list fashion launch of the season is a dazzling collection of Russian jewelry, and it’s happening in San Francisco tonight. All that I need is to talk my way into the party, on the megayacht Firebird.




When Parker tries to get aboard Firebird, she assumes that the scarily hot older man she almost runs into must be a security guard. How could she know, she’s out of her depth already?




KONSTANTIN

I’m used to ruling my world. High fashion is serious business, it’s not a place for little girls to play. I’ll let the amusing American girl come aboard, but she’d better be ready. My world, my rules. 




Konstantin cant’t imagine the typhoon of emotion he’s about to let aboard and into his kingdom.




Together they’re caught on a current of passion. A love wider than the bay, deeper than the sea. Rougher than a storm on the open ocean. It’s all about to rain down Parker’s inexperienced little life and crash Konstantin’s arrogant confidence. 




This fast, hot, and passionate romance introduces an older man and a girl who finds herself way out of her depth. The pulse-racing action is meltingly hot and will have you drenched and trembling for more. This standalone romance has no cheating, no cliffhanger, and an absolutely solid, guaranteed HEA. Bring tissues.
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I know that you love reading, maybe

as much as I love crafting and

telling the stories,

so let’s keep in touch







CLICK

to JOIN

Alice’s Readers’ Group




Get news. offers, swag and more! 
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This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner.
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All the people portrayed in this story are over the age of eighteen, and entirely imaginary. If you think that you know some of them, or that you may be one of them, then you should consider writing fiction yourself.
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Chapter 1







Her










I’M SCARED SILLY. I just want to curl up and hide, but I need to brazen this out and bluff my way aboard that massive yacht. Silhouetted against the deep orange and purple San Francisco Bay sunset, Firebird looms like a fortress.




Out on the deck in less than half an hour, the runway show of the season will start. Zavarovski will preview their top-of-the-high-end collection of accessories and if I can bluff my way onto the boat, I will have a grade-A scoop from the party of the year. And I need a grade-A scoop so bad.




Projected into a mist above the top of the boat, the distinctive purple and blue logo of Zavarovski Precious Crystal, a ‘Z’ laced with a sparkling symbol of infinity. The ‘Z’ spins in a slow rotation one way, the sparkling ribbon like a sideways ‘8’ turns the opposite way. Outside on the top deck, a couple stands, silhouetted under the logo. I get a few shots of them on my phone. Zoom in close.




My photography scholarship is on a knife-edge. Competition for places is so hot. My professor said, “Photography is the art of the brave and the patient. It’s knowing when the moment will come and being ready. Talent is where preparation and opportunity meet.”




He was telling me that I need to raise my game. So I’m prepared, in every way. Except in my gut. Now the megayacht looms up in front of me, it looks the size of the shopping mall. And I’m still a distance away. The way I’m feeling now, I’d have a better chance of getting into the party by diving into the bay, swimming to the yacht and then hauling my wet self up the thirty feet of shiny steel hull to get aboard.




At this moment, I truly believe that dripping wet and half-drowned I could only look better than I do now. This was all such a fucking awful idea. How did I ever talk myself into it?




My bib overalls and T-shirt look pretty cool in class at the Academy of Arts School of Photography but I feel with a thud now, at a top end, über-glitzy fashion party, I’m not exactly going to blend in.




The days when people wore real working clothes to events like this are a nostalgic fiction, all beautifully wrapped in a soft-focus pastel haze. If they ever really existed at all. Today, when anyone wears a pair of jeans to a fashion shoot, they’re going to be six-hundred-dollar jeans, artfully and perfectly ripped by third-world kids who should be in school.




These are not six-hundred-dollar overalls and they haven’t been expensively ripped. They’re just authentic denim workwear. What was I thinking?




Even the idea of makeup panicked me. Usually I wear next to none. But trying to smuggle my way into an A-list fashion party, I knew that a single stroke of a blush brush would give me away. Some of the best and most expensive stylists in the world will be on that yacht, clinking frozen daiquiris, Emerald City Sours, or Royal Bermuda Yacht Club cocktails. Imperfect mascara on one eyelash would mark me out as a fraud.




So, trying hard to stare down my own reflection in the mirror, leaning forward on the heels of my hands, I convinced myself that a scrubbed, natural look would be the perfect disguise. It all seemed so believable, back in my tiny studio apartment.




It doesn’t help that the closer I get to Pier 39, the more sketchy characters seem to be lurking around in doorways and shadows. Wouldn’t that be just my luck. To get mugged before I even get the chance to fail at bluffing my way into the party.
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Practically running, my trip up the carpeted gangplank almost ends in a collision. The broad back of a huge man with immaculate silver hair and an inked snake slipping under his starched collar blocks my way.




My strategy of choice is the head-on approach–like I know any others, right? “Excuse me, can you help me?”




As the big man slowly turns, I get a heady taste of his scents. Expensive cologne and a deep tang of natural musk. His eyelid droops, like he’s not really sure if it’s worth his effort to actually look around. His perfect eyebrow lifts so slowly, it makes me feel I should apologize, not calling ahead to book an appointment with his face.




Seeing how much older he is, and the glint in his eye, my stomach drops through the floor.




Damn, though. It’s a face I would book an appointment with. It’s a face you’d want to see.




Waking up. Looking down.




Looking up.




Stay focused, Parker. 




At an event like this, even the security detail has the fashion attitude. Whatever made me think I could ever be any part of this business, or even want to try and break into it? One swift look over me, one narrow sweep of his arrogant eye and he will crunch me in half and spit me straight out.




I’m sort of not helping my concentration. No more than it helps when my eyes amble down the perfect linen of his shirt, the animal grace that fills the gorgeous suit, or the great length of his body. When my gaze finds itself lost on the front of his pants, it takes me an effort to pull it away. Or to stop my eyes from popping wide.




“So,” a voice like hot, slow lava. Deep, strong. Accented. I know this is a Russian event, but I can’t believe they shipped Russian muscle all the way here. They could just hire locally.




“I’m Parker Adams. Here for Icelandic Vogue?” I’m telling him. Trying not to babble. This is what I practiced saying. It sounds ridiculous now. Of course it does. “Only, I had a problem with my email server,” I wave my phone, “I lost the PDF with my barcode.”




His eyelids lower another fraction. He has the longest eyelashes.




“What a creative story.” He sounds dangerously bored.




I’m shocked. Why does he frighten me so much? Is it his age, or the razor glint in his eye, or is it the lazy, arrogant way he speaks, like he owns the world? It’s like he can see straight through me. Why do I like that so much? So much it twists in my stomach.




“Your English is good,” I tell him, unable to think of anything else to say.




“You think a little compliment will get you into an event like this?” The faint trace of a smile, or is it just the edge of the sneer, tugs at the side of his mouth. Damn. Nice mouth. Those teeth. He should probably shave more often. I’d like to watch. Maybe help him get a lather up.




“If you turn out to be a blogger,” he says, the edge of threat in his voice sends chills trickling down my spine.




“I’m not,” I blurt. I can’t believe it. He’s going to let me in. He would so get fired for this. I should feel guilty. But I don’t. He can take care of himself. “I promise. I’m not a blogger.”




Which is true. People say that you can hear when somebody tells the truth. You can spot the truth from a lie, because of the simple sincerity. My voice does not sound like simple sincerity to me. If I’d just heard what I just said, I wouldn’t believe me.




Incredibly, he seems to. 




My suspicions should have been raised right there.


Chapter 2







Him










MY FIRST SIGHT OF her should have warned me. Striding with purpose up the gangplank, I have a sense that she is showing more purpose and confidence then she may be feeling. I love the sheer bluff and I have to admire her for that.




Heading for a top-line international fashion show in loose dungarees and a T-shirt is a ballsy move. Bubbly blonde hair and a face as fresh as peaches and cream. Plus, the flashing glow in her eyes has me cocked on sight. 




What should have warned me was a slight rush of feeling, like a soft breeze. An instinct, some spontaneous sensation like the sound of a distant bell. A reflex that makes me want to protect her.




As soon as she gets to the top of the companionway, she almost blunders into me. Even that brief tease of a press from her warm, soft breasts is enough to make me stiffen up. She starts talking to me straightaway, like she thinks I am the doorman.




“I’m here from Icelandic Vogue to cover the event,” she tells me. Who would believe that? “Only, I brought the wrong phone and I don’t have my pdf with the barcode on here.”




Vogue? I don’t think so. Still, I don’t believe that this gorgeous young woman is a part of my security problem.




“You have some ID?”




With a flash of a smile that lights a fire in my pants, she shrugs, “It’s all on my phone.”




What, does she think I’m an idiot? I don’t believe a fucking word of it. I shouldn’t even think of allowing her aboard. But I admire her brash approach. And, the truth is, I want her where I can see her. I want to look at her some more. I could watch those tits roll and bounce all night. Study her fantastic ass as it flicks and sways. 




Before I can stop myself, I’m imagining her soft, wet lips, stretched over my cock.




I wave her in, quickly. Before my cock swings out in front of her and forms a barrier all on its own. She hardly even smiles as she heads for the reception. What I do get is a sassy nod. Then a flash of her eyes stays with me enough to keep me distracted.




There are things that seriously need my attention this evening. She’s not one of them.




As long as she’s not a blogger, I can allow myself to let her in. Just as a treat to myself. A little stowaway snack of eye candy. Well, little in height, at least. Every other part of her is what the locals would call fun sized.




After all, I deserve a little light relief. An innocent visual pleasure.




Tonight’s event will be like all of these events. The yacht is packed out with shiny, thin, brittle beauties. Supermodels, dancers, and the fashion glitterati. Probably not one of them is over a hundred and forty pounds. And they’re all five feet ten or more. They are all great for the clothes, fantastic on magazine spreads. The ads and the news feeds will all feature the runway performers. 




To me, they all look like glamorous, high-maintenance twigs.




Great for business. For myself, I prefer to look at a natural woman.




And they don’t come any more real than that little stowaway bluffer.
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Fashion openings, launches and parties are a special kind of hell. Two kinds of creatures gather at these events.




One type is the immaculately styled, perfectly poised, extravagantly relaxed, shiny people with brittle voices and low purrs, all looking to look so wealthy that when they dress down it’s from Rodeo Drive or Paris or Saville Row. Men with thrilling, razor-cut, spiral tracks in their beards. Close-cropped hair sculpted in knots. Eyewear with LEDs, illuminated edges, and color-shifting lenses. Predatory women, angular and stick thin, bearing gossip as a lethal weapon.




The other kind are the outrageous ones. The mad, the bad, and people who are dangerous to be anywhere near. Party animals with the emphasis on the ‘animal,’ Feral sex-beasts. Amateur fire-eaters, exhibitionist sexual gymnasts. The people the headline writers never dare to mention, but whom they always come to watch. From a safe, dark corner, of course.




My little stowaway, she’s not either of those. She is different. She is more than interesting. I have an instinct that a more primal, natural power winds up her sexual spring. And I want to be the one to release it.


Chapter 3







Her










THIS WHOLE THING WAS a crazy idea. I’m going to get myself thrown overboard. I can feel it coming.




With a deep breath, I concentrate for just a moment on the picture I carry with me on a data card. That one photograph, the picture that convinced me I should try to make something with photography.




At the entrance, pumping sounds and the hum of chatter seep through the door. My breath jams in my chest.




A double door, curtained with red velvet, swings open to the reception. In a room the size of a small ballroom, mega-shiny people stand and lean. Everybody looks extravagantly bored. Scents, colognes, and perfumes are so hot and heady, it’s hard to concentrate. Tangy sweet citrus and sandalwood, tingles of cinnamon and crushed-in-the-dark, musky notes, rolling like the undercurrent of storm.




Bright chatter clinks and rattles like broken glass in a china bowl. Slowly, trying to stay inconspicuous, I mingle, wordlessly. Moving around the room, picking up a canape, raising a glass and tilting it, anything to try and smile, look as if I belong. At the same time, trying to slip by everybody’s radar. However hard I try to circulate smoothly through the crowd, every time an eye catches mine, I bounce away, spinning like a pinball from one place to another.




I feel like I’m flipping and flapping. I couldn’t feel more obviously like a fish out of water if my mouth flopped open and closed. Slipping around the room, trying to stay invisible, I keep up the tiring act of being perpetually fascinated by something just a few steps away.




My overalls are not fooling anyone, I know that much. Any accessory or item of clothing worth less than a thousand dollars honks like a klaxon amid the sleek, chic, vivid, bleeding-edge fashion statements.




I mime drinking, taking cocktail glasses from trays when severs drift past with them. Whenever I’m near a table, I set the glass down again. Pumping dance music races the pulse. Everybody’s eyes slide around. Peering. Checking. Checking who’s checking them, checking who’s coming in, checking for who’s missing.




I thought I would be less conspicuous without a big camera. But I know that an event like this is not somewhere to whip out a smart phone and start snapping pics. The twenty minutes that I’ve been on board could be the longest time I’ve been in a public place without seeing anybody take a selfie.




But I’m congratulating myself for the one thing I did guess right and prepare for. People do get phones out. Some to make calls, but amazingly few, at least in plain sight. I guess they’re all using Bluetooth earphones. But the place is packed with vain, beautiful people. Plenty of guests take out their cameras to use as mirrors. 




I’ve set my phone so I get the camera on the back, picture in picture on the screen with the selfie camera. And I put a blank plug in the headphone jack. I can pose like I’m checking my reflection, see the picture in the little window, and take pics without the phone making a shutter snap sound.




Infectious dance beats pulse and swell. Sounds like Akram, the superstar Russian DJ. I catch a sight of the DJ booth. It is Akram. I practice looking like I’m checking the mirror while I get some pics of him mixing. The reception is not short of characters, so I get off a few great shots.




I’m sure I’ve spotted Svetlana Zavarovski herself, the reclusive fashion empress, chatting very privately, huddled with a huge man who has scars and a pirate’s earring. His profile, the shape of his back seems familiar as I zoom in to snatch blurred photos of the couple.




This part all seems to be working out. And I haven’t been thrown overboard yet. I feel like I can relax a little. Until I hear a voice, right behind my shoulder.




“Oh my goodness,” a woman with a razor-cut bob and elaborate ink on one side of her face is making comical big eyes, “You’ve taken the ‘natural look,’ and really, kind of, hyped it to the sky.” I’m trying to see of she’s wearing play-tatts or if they’re real. Her eyes glint hard and she looks at my face on my camera screen and says, “Can you see anything at all in the picture? It’s like you’ve made yourself invisible.”




Next to her, a guy in silver pleather pants and a T-shirt that looks like he stole it from the wall of an art gallery says, “It’s like a vampire, only more… vague.”




“A vaguepire!” the first woman sniggers.




“Super natural,” the man says, “More natural than nature.”




“Extra natural,” a redheaded girl in a turquoise pantsuit chips in, grinning.




“Natural max,” the first girl says. The three of them laugh and dissolve into giggles.




“Hyper-nat,” the man says. And their giggles boil to a crescendo again. I smile, like I could be enjoying a joke with them.




I don’t think they’re joking with me, though. I think they joking at me. I try to think of something witty to say back. What I come up with is, “Oh, do excuse me.”




Yeah, Parker. Really flex that social muscle.




I move away, into the densest part of the crowd, wishing the ballroom floor would open up just enough to drop me, down and through the hull, down to the bottom of the San Francisco Bay. 




Slipping into the thickest crowd of people I can see, their laughter still jangles in my ears. A rattling cackle like the horde of Hades.




From the far side of the ballroom, a sly look seeks me out. Targets me like a laser. Making the best light, relaxed smile that I can, I lift a glass from a passing tray and try to seem relaxed. But he’s gone. Disappeared before I could finish fixing the smile.




He saw through me. I know it. He saw through me from the beginning. I’m beginning to wonder if he had some other purpose in letting me on board. I can’t stand how he pushes my buttons like that.




There. Now I’ve spooked myself into second-guessing. It’s going to be at least half an hour before the runway show starts, and I’m certain to disgrace myself and get pitched overboard, long before then.


Chapter 4







Him










SHE’S GOT BALLS, I have to say that for her. Coming here wearing clothes like she got them out of a thrift store. One of the most glittering fashion events of the calendar, hosted on the oceangoing megayacht Firebird. She’s come to mingle with the A-plus-plus list glitterati, dressed like she’s here to paint someone’s kitchen. Pretty cool.




There’s always a little clique in any fashion gathering, a group of people wearing clothes that are torn, warm, ripped and ragged. Poverty chic. Like junkie chic. Upside-down snobbery is never quite out of fashion. But it only looks ragged from twenty paces. Get a little closer and you see how perfectly the rips and splits are arranged.




That’s not how she looks. Not like she’s a correspondent for a fashion magazine, either. Not Icelandic or from anywhere else. She can’t really believe that story would fool anybody.




But I also can’t believe that she’s the spy. She’s too conspicuous. You’d be crazy to try and perform commercial espionage looking so totally out of place.




But then, second-guessing, I think, people who play spy games, they always love a double bluff. Better to have her on the boat where I can see her. That’s what I’m telling myself, anyway. The real reason has nothing to do with business, and I’m furious with myself for it.




Tonight of all nights, I can’t afford distraction. I can’t take my eye off the game. I need to watch every one of these people. Somebody is setting out to betray me.




She moves around the ballroom, standing next to people just long enough to look like she could fit in. Just close enough to grab a snippet of their conversation, too. And moving on quickly enough that nobody will try to pin her down.




I’ll get mad if I go on like this. Thinking about all of what’s at stake tonight, I can’t be having adolescent fantasies about a girl.




I never had time for love. Never felt anything like it, not without a whole lot of pain to go with it. I’d more or less forgotten about all that idiocy. Now, on the most critical night of the year, a whiff of warm, honey-scented hair drops my mind through a trapdoor. 




I’ve been too much around the fashionista crowd and for too long. Is that why she seems like such a breath of cool air?




Somebody so unaffected, so fresh, is that why she stirs such powerful feelings inside me?




Damn, Konstantin. I should just fuck her. Get it over with. Get it out of my system and get back to what I’m here to do.




But I’m fascinated, thinking about her body like an over-excited schoolboy. I want to feel that bounce. Slapping on the tops of my thighs. Hot against my pelvis. Sliding wet, up and down my cock.
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The sun is down, and lights are low outside on the foredeck. For the runway show, chairs are lined up along the forward deck, with bleachers set up at the near end. From the middle of the bleachers, a thin runway shoots between the rows of seats to a black stage, set near the point of the prow. In the middle of the black stage, a black box stands about six feet high.




Every seat is taken. Trying to look cool and indifferent, all the guests are pent up and anxious. They know this will be special. Our shows are. Photographers crouch along either side of the runway.




A mist of dry ice curls up from under the long runway. Neon colored lights make patterns in the mist. Swirling patterns, lace through colored renderings of the infinity sparkle of the Zavarovski logo. Music rises, rolling and rumbling to a climax. Then it stops. There’s a hush. Tension crackles in the air




Chatter bubbles through the crowd as everybody wonders. Are people going to come out that little box?




I’m at the back, by the bleachers. Watching. Intent. The design leaks have been so devastating, so detailed, and so incredibly early—they could only have come from someone close to Svetlana herself. An outsider is involved, but there’s somebody here, somebody near the top of the firm, passing our secrets out.




Three girls, dancers, long-limbed and limber, leap out of the little box on the stage. Their costumes are so fine and sheer, they seem to be wearing nothing but the dazzling, vividly colored stones that make Zavarovski world-famous. They leap and cartwheel. Long, sheer ribbons of fabric follow their movements. 




Akram raises the pace of the music.




I’m watching the little stowaway. She’s standing, positioned near to the stage. Photographers’ long lenses swivel, following the dancers as they jump, tumble, and leap on the stage, coming together, and then running down the runway to the far end. The stowaway pulls out her phone. 




Oh, no. Will I have to throw her overboard after all?




When she pulls out the smart phone and starts snapping, that’s the giveaway. She must be a blogger. That or a spy. At this point, I can’t decide which I would despise more.
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I could signal to security. Have her stopped. A raise of one finger, the tilt of my eyebrow. I could have her caught. Taken below. Now.




There it is again. She’s got me thinking about all the wrong things.




The dancers spin and leap along the runway and I lose sight of her as the crowd rises to burst into applause.




I slip around the back of the crowd, searching for her. At first, I can’t see where she’s gone, then there’s a quick movement ahead as she tries to blend into the crowd.




I should be thinking about interrogating her. Find out what she’s really doing here. Instead, what I’m thinking about is breaking her open. Spreading her wide and getting up inside her. Beating and pounding out my raging need into her hot, wet, soft flesh.




Either way, first I have to find her and catch her.


Chapter 5







Her










HE’S COMING. I SAW him. Prowling with his head low. Focused, intent. Like a hunter. He moves with a definite purpose, and it makes my knees watery and weak.




I duck, slipping around the back of the stage. Heading over to the other side. It’s a tight squeeze. The stage is almost up against the ship’s railing. Sliding along the rail, without thinking, I look down. All I can see below is blackness. Then, a couple of glints, the reflection of lights, or maybe the moonlight, sparkling on the water—it looks like it’s a hundred feet to the waves.




Crouching low, my heart’s in my mouth. One slip and I could be through the railing. One moment out of balance, and I’d be gone. I slide, as neatly as I can, along to the other side, then along, in front of the seated crowd, behind the photographers.




He’s right behind me. There’s no doubt about it. He’s definitely onto me. I’ll get all the pictures I can. I’m not giving up that easily.




The real runway models appear at last, bursting from the middle of the bleachers. Twirling and swirling they pose provocatively. They’re draped in loose, sheer fabrics that they waft and wave over the faces of the VIPs and supersmart guests.




On the run, I’m snapping and catching every little glimpse, every hint of glitter and glamor, and every tremor of excitement that I can from the show. I keep snapping, Running. Ducking. Making the very most out of the few moments I may have left. I’m proud of myself that I even remember to get pics of the guests.
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His fingers grip a hold of my elbow. He pulls, like he’s going to lead me away. I shake my arm free of his hand. “Let go of me.”




“You’re a fucking blogger, I knew it.”




“I am not a blogger.”




His dark, fierce glower sends a shocking chill through me.




“What the fuck are you, then?”




There’s no point trying to pretend now. If he’s going to fling me over the side, it may as well be for who I really am, not for his weird obsession with bloggers. So I tell him. 




“Okay. What I told you, Icelandic Vogue, it’s not really true. I’m a photography student. I came here to try and get a scoop. Try and start to make a name for myself.”




“Nice try. If you were here as a photographer, you would have brought a real camera. You’d have a lens two feet long. You’d have a huge bag over your shoulder.”




“I thought if I brought a smart phone, I’d be able to blend in.”




“That would be great if you were trying to blend in with a crowd of bloggers.”




“What are you so worried about with bloggers? What could a blogger do to you?” His face darkens. “No, don’t answer. I don’t need to know. I just need you to know, I’m not a blogger.”




“You’re a photographer. You said.”




“I can see that you don’t believe me. But it’s true. I’m a photographer. Okay, strictly speaking, I’m fucking photography student. Okay?” His eyes widen. I’m shaking, “I was just trying to get a break.”




“By selling pictures of our secret show to the fashion press? Or were you going to sell them to somebody else?”




He’s reaching for my arm again. I shrug away.




“I wasn’t going to sell them to anyone. I was going to show my professor that I’ve got some initiative and some balls.”




“And put the pictures up in your portfolio. Online, of course.”




“Without permission? No,” My lips tighten. “That would just show that I’m an idiot. That I don’t take rights seriously.”




“I don’t believe you.”




“Then bite me.”




Again he reaches for my elbow. Again I shrug it away. I’m backed against the rail now. If he comes any closer, I will be over the side. Or I’ll be climbing his torso. Damn. Even now that seems like a great idea. Better than ever, in fact.




“Come with me,” he snaps, and his hand waves in a gesture of command.




I follow him.




He leads me to the back of the stage. Opens a small door to a narrow stairway. Two models are rushing up the steps. Before they reach us, they turn and clamber into the box on the stage. As he urges me down the steps, the crowd outside roars and applauds. That must be the two models, leaping out of the box.




The steps lead into a cramped room, dazzlingly bright, and packed full of heaving, bustling bodies. The scent of sweat, makeup, hair spray and a whole mess of different colognes makes the back of my throat tense up. The thick air is hard to take.




About a dozen girls, all of them half or completely undressed, all of them stick thin, share the mirrors that line the walls of the room. In the middle of the crush, three hairstylists are working on two girls at the same time.




A thin, wiry man with a pencil mustache and hair shaved with swirling patterns seems to be directing everyone at once. He points, waves, and claps his hands. His voice is calm and assured. “Andrea, Giuliana, you’re next. Come here and twirl for me?” Two girls rush up to present themselves.




“Marco,” the man calls. One of the hairdressers hurries across. The director points to one of the girls. The stylist nods. He seems to know what to do.




That hand at my elbow urges me through the room. The director looks up and says, “Konstantin. Hello. Is everything okay?” He sounds like he’s talking to his boss.




“Everything’s going very well, Jean-Jacques. Thank you.”




“Thank you, Maestro.”




‘Maestro’? He doesn’t stop or even pause. He keeps us moving. Then raises his hand to snap his fingers. “Claudio,” he calls out. In the far corner, at the back of the room, a photographer looks up. Makes his way between the girls toward us.




Two huge Nikons with long lenses hang on off his shoulders, and a small Leica hangs on his chest.




“Claudio, give me one of the Nikons and an empty data card.”




Claudio looks like he wants to argue. He’s not going to, though. Reluctantly, he slips a data card out of one of the Nikons. Snaps in another one from his breast pocket, then hands over the camera.




“Thank you, Claudio,” and he passes the camera to me.




“Take my picture.” He instructs me.




The camera is scuffed, but it’s a top-of-the-line Nikon D780 with a 300-millimeter Carl Zeiss lens to die for. It weighs a ton, but the controls are easy and fall right under the fingers. This is a photographer’s wet dream.




I zoom the lens back as far as it will go. Leaned back, I turn the camera sideways to shoot a portrait of the man. Seeing him frame through the lens, he could be a movie star.




I move in to get him in the classic movie star cropped frame. I take a burst of six shots. Then I bracket the exposure, take three more either side—three lighter, three darker. Still holding the camera, I look over the top of it at him. His dark hint of a smile lights a charge in my pants. Damn him. My voice catches in my throat. “Just one portrait?”




“No.” He looks at two girls nearby. “Irina, Kasha, when are you on?”




Two girls rush eagerly to him. They stand on either side of him, taking the opportunity to put their hands on his chest. Blinking up into his face, one of them says, “Not for ten minutes, at least,” and she squeezes closer.




The other girl says, “That wouldn’t be nearly long enough for Konstantin.”




A strange stab, like a pang of jealousy, rips through my chest, all the way down.




Patting the two girls playfully, he tells me, “Take pictures of these two, while they getting ready.”




They both make disappointed faces. Then they hurry back to the mirror. I lean my shoulder against the wall, bracing the heavy lens with my hand and crouching low to shoot their faces as they fix their makeup.




The two girls shake their shoulders, wriggling into the wafts of sheer fabric that make up their dresses. They check each other in the mirrors. “How is this?” Irina looks from Kasha to the mirror and back.




As she does, she slips a shoulder strap off, and hitches the dress. With a pin, she fastens the skirt up at the waist on one side. 




Kasha says, “Perfect, Irina you’ve really got the feel for that piece.” Then, “Do mine?”




“Yours,” Irina says, “You could wear it like a raincoat. Wide front. Hitched to the back.”




Kasha nods and tries it. “You should be designing this stuff.”




“I wouldn’t know where to start. I just know how to wear it.”




“You have an instinct. You know how to wear everything.”




“Shut up, so do you. You’re a genius at it. You see the style, you know the poses straight away.”




They go on like that, and I’m still getting my eye in. I’m feeling the framing, cropping in, focusing on how close the models are together. Catching their concentration and how tightly they work together.




He only gives me a few moments before he reaches out to me.




“Show me.” I bite my lip as I shoot off two more quick bursts.




Reluctantly, I hold out the camera and move close to him. My shoulder is against the heat of his hard chest. As I stab the button to cycle the pictures through the screen on the back of the camera, I feel the punch of his heartbeat.




His eyebrows lift. Only slightly, but enough to give me a tingling stir between my thighs.




“Okay,” his voice scrapes, “You’re a photographer.”




There’s a moment. I’m thinking, insanely, how his mouth would fit with mine. My heart skips as his top lip shapes, His eyes lock with mine. I’m certain he’s thinking the same thing. Only he’s thinking it with that animal curl in his lip. 




Time stands still for that instant. My breath halts until his eye snaps away.




He calls out over his shoulder, “Claudio, you can do without this camera, can’t you?” His eye is still on me. Roaming over my tee-shirt. The back of my overalls. It feels like I’m on fire in my panties.




Back in the corner, Claudio’s face is resigned, “If you tell me to, Konstantin, yes. Of course I can.”




He’s already leading me to the back of the room. He opens the door, takes me through a short corridor, round to another short flight of metal stairs. Back up to the deck.




“Take pictures. Lots of pictures.” he tells me, “Get me great shots. Surprise me. I’ll let you have a copy of them for your portfolio.” As he’s turning, he says, “Meet me after the show. At the back of the reception room.”




When I’m sure he can’t see, I slip the data card out of my hip pocket and swap it with the one in the camera.




These pics are going to be mine. Not his.


Chapter 6







Him










NEXT TIME MY LOVING cousin Svetlana asks me why I don’t ever find time for love, I’ll show her a picture of the stowaway. I never met a woman who drove me mad the way she does. 




She’s a great photographer, that’s for sure. I’ve hired and fired enough photographers. I know a great picture from one that’s just okay. She’s got the eye, and she has the instinct. But she would drive a man crazy. 




I cover every part of the deck to watch the show, watching for potential catastrophes. I keep in contact with the whole of the team, making sure they’ve all got whatever they need, and everything goes to plan. Jean-Georges keeps the show’s breathtaking quick-fire pace running. He worked with DJ Akram to make the soundtrack beat quicken constantly.




Irina and Kasha are the next two models to strut down the runway. Dancers weave and dart around the slender models, moving so their sheer costumes sparkle while the models pose, chins pointed, hands on hips, shoulders out. Eyes gleaming. Lights play through the smoke and the background of the bay keeps the atmosphere crackling with drama.




The slinky bodies of the models and dancers glisten with our crystals as the lights play and shimmer over their curves. My pulse races and my cock thickens. The image unwinding and opening in my head is not of Irina’s body, or Kasha’s. It’s the more ample curves and the tough, sassy voice of the little stowaway.




When Kasha’s pelvis rolls, I’m imagining a shudder in the grip of that feisty American’s milky-soft thighs. 




I shake my head. The images won’t go away. The swish of her ass, the bounce of her tits. That gleam in her eye. I want to hear her yelp and moan. To get my cock wet, deep inside her. Feel her grip and clench as I break her wide and fill her. 




I have to move. My eyes sweep across all the guests. I’m keeping a regular watch for anyone who needs anything—nothing is more important at a fashion event than keeping all the guests permanently pampered. I have to watch for anyone who’s likely to cause trouble, too. Fashion people have fragile egos and hair-trigger tempers. They’re exciting to be around, but you can’t ever relax.




The bulky figure of a man slips away, moving furtively back inside Firebird. A head like a bullet and the glint of an over-sized earring. It can’t be. How could he be here? It must be someone else. I duck inside after him but he’s nowhere on board. Nowhere to be found, at least.


Chapter 7







Her










FIREWORKS BURST OVERHEAD AT the climax of the show. Zavarovski colors splash and bloom, reflected in the dark waters.




Through the whole of the performance, I ducked around, darting from place to place. So many great pictures jumped up right in front of me. It’s my first big-time show, though. I had to concentrate. Keep my feet on the floor. Never relax and think what I’ve got is good enough.




Always be looking for better. More. What have I missed? I watched the pros around the runway. I couldn’t get into the space with them. They’re all too good at using their bodies to block and keep the best views for themselves. That’s something I need to learn. 




For now, I’m concentrating on getting the next great picture. And I’m grateful that my pics won’t be competing with theirs.




After the show is finished, I make my way back into the ballroom. Still keeping as low a profile as I can, I slip around the edges. The volume and pitch of chatter has risen up an octave. The beats on the dance floor harder and about a dozen bpm faster, too. 




Each time a server walks by, tempting everyone with trays of sparkle and fizz in the exotic cocktails on the tray, I have to resist the urge to grab one. Images of the security guard flash in my mind. The one who tells everyone what to do, who gave me the camera, who told me to meet him after the show. Thinking of meeting him sets a buzz like liquid electricity crackling through me.




Hyped and jumpy as I am, it’s tough not to lean on some liquid encouragement. But I can’t. I must stay clear and sharp.




If the big guy, Konstantin, comes to challenge me again, I don’t want to be thinking slow or missing any chances.




He makes me afraid. Thinking about him is setting embers of a fire crackling alight inside of me. My thighs tingle and my knees turn to water. I see him, on the far side of the ballroom. A head taller than everyone else, he’s coming. Headed toward the entrance. The same way that I’m going.




I don’t think he has seen me yet.




I can hardly catch my breath. Next thing I know, I’ve got a glass in my hand, tinkling with ice. It’s got fruit and pretty colored leaves. I don’t even know what it is. I asked the server.




“Mai Tai,” he says.




I’m so shaky, I have to stop myself from saying, “Might I what?”




I can’t decide whether that was the worst idea imaginable, or whether drinking it was the worst idea anyone ever had. But I don’t have to decide anymore. There’s nothing in the glass now but shards of splintered ice.




Another server passes and I put the glass back on the tray. I give myself mega-plus points for not picking up another glass straight away to take its place. I’m just at the edge of the room, by the door now. 




The carpeted gangplank is just across the corridor. The lights of San Francisco twinkle behind.




He’s got his back to me now. He can’t have seen me.
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A small crowd is making for the exit. The thought of him seeing me starts a panic in my gut. I have to get away. I hurry to burrow myself into the group. But I’ve still got the camera. I can’t return it now without meeting him. I’ll send it back in the morning. Or I’ll bring it. Anything. Anything so I can get way.




No. I’ll face him. What’s the big deal about that? Too late, I hear a familiar voice.




She says, “Oh, look It’s Ms. Oh-Naturale!”




My heart sags. I’m walking backwards but too late. I’m reunited with the cackling horde of Hades. Her redheaded friend chips in, “That’s what we decided we must call you.” She leans toward me. “Ms. Oh-Naturale.” They all laugh again. It’s like the sound a store window breaking. “You must tell us what you thought of the show.”




The girl with the razor cut turns and leans toward me, jabbing her pointy nose at my face like a weapon. “We must have your assessment of the iconography in the show.”




They’re all starting to giggle again.




“Yes,” the man jabs a finger at me. He stops short of actually prodding me, but probably only because he doesn’t want to risk his nail polish. I give him my best, withering eye look. Which, as far as I can see, has no effect whatever. He says, “We simply must hear your review, Ms. O-Naturale, we have to be the first. I’m dying to know.”




His voice is a little blurred, but if anything he sounds closer to the edge of hysteria than before.




“You guys,” I tell them, brightly, “You are so funny. You should do stand-up.” I was walking, “well, maybe stagger-up.”




“How the fuck you get in here?” The girl with the razor cut narrows her eyes and points her nose at me again.




“You know what,” I tell them, “I dress like this whenever I fly. That way, when I’m in first class, nobody’s going to think I’ve been bumped or upgraded.”




We’re at the gangplank. I turn in front of them and look back. I blow kisses, “Ciao, ragazzi.” And I turn. Then I run.
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I trot and skip, all the way down the gangplank, back on dry land. Feeling like I’m home free. I’m walking quickly—too quickly, I know. I only have to get back to the MUNI stop. It’s not so far. But it’s only now that I realize that I’ve still got the camera. That’s good, because I’ve got the card with the shots from tonight, and my own most precious picture. 




The camera also makes a huge, hefty target. It dawns on me as slow-moving figures emerge, out from the shadows. They start to surround me.




I’ll play it cool. It will be fine.




The weight of the camera bangs against my stomach. The lens alone is worth five or six thousand dollars. And it looks it, too. I tried to look around me slowly. Not to seem nervous. 




A situation like this gets a whole lot worse if you show fear. I know that. I know that the best way not to show fear is not to be afraid. And there’s nothing like being in an obviously dangerous situation and trying not to feel afraid to make you absolutely terrified. My knees are almost ready to knock now.




“Hey, baby. Come over here.”




“Yeah. Yo, Missy. C’mere. Help me out with this.”




There are four of them. Moving closer. And I’m surrounded. Like an idiot, I don’t want to give up the camera. Holding onto it tight. It’s not even mine.




I know that’s the reason I don’t want to give it up. My car keys, my wallet, my phone, I would just hand them all over without question. I’m in urban California. I know stuff.




But the camera, it belongs to someone else. The camera that I’ve practically stolen, and almost by accident, I don’t want to give that up.




They’re near now. Closing in.




“What you got there, honey?”




“Looks heavy.”




Hands. Fingers. On my shoulders. Then my waist. A finger under my chin.




“Now,” a pair of hard, green eyes close to mine. Too close. Breath, sweet and hot. Too near.




“Come on, honey. We don’t have to hurt you. Hell, we can all have some fun, right?”




“Yeah,” a voice from behind. If I turn my head, they’ll attack. If I don’t, they’ll probably still attack.




Speak with a big voice, I tell myself. Sound cool and calm. Speak with authority.




“Back off.”




For a fraction of a second, they do. But then they crowd back, closer.




“Aww, honey,” the one behind, “Don’t you want to have a little fun? Everybody likes fun.”




The one in front, showing his teeth, “Yeah,” his voice thickens, “That’s why they call it ‘fun.’ Ain’t it.”




Then his head snapped back. I’m aware of another presence. A big man.




The man with his head yanked back shouts, “Who the fuck are you?”




The big man from the boat. Konstantin. I didn’t hear him come after me.




His arm swings wide and straight, like a country gate. It smashes into the nose of the attacker behind me.




He draws his arm back. The man whose head he grabbed, his fist slams hard into the man’s gut. The attacker doubles over, but at the same time, he springs back.




“Okay, you fuck. You fucking asked for it,” and he reaches inside his coat.




Konstantin moves like he has all the time in the world, flows like a dancer. In an elegant arc, his fist canons into the man’s face. In the same move, his knee rams into the attacker’s pelvis. As that man goes down, my protector turns and stretches over, like he’s reaching for a drink in slow motion, or he’s plucking a basketball out of the air.




I’m holding my breath as he grabs the other two men with both hands. He slams their heads together with a sickening crack. They go down as he reaches into the front of the coat of the man who was pulling a weapon.




Coming back with a gun, he points it at the man on the floor. Sweeps the barrel around the other three.




“Why haven’t you all fucked off? Do you think I might not shoot you?”




They didn’t need telling again. All four scramble to their feet to run. The man who had the gun is the slowest.




As he gets up to sprint away, his feet are kicked out from under him. He lands hard with his forehead on the cement.




My man—I’m surprised and shocked at myself, thinking of him that way. But he is my hero. At least for now—my man grabs him by his coat. Hauls him up with one hand. Hits him hard across the face with the other. Fetches a fast, heavy kick, high up between the man’s legs.




Pulls his face up, says right into his eyes, “I wonder if you can still run. What do you think?” The man’s eyes bulge while he tries to nod. “You better hope so. Because I’ve still got a fucking urge to splatter you.”




He lets go of the man. When he falls, the back of his head smacks on the cement. Wild-eyed, right away, he pulls himself up to run. He stumbles. His movements are slow and uneven, like a drunk who can’t tell exactly which way is up.




Konstantin’s eyes are on me. I feel them like a heat. He strides toward me.




His arm arcs and he tosses the gun, high in the air. It spins before it drops with a splash into the bay.




Right in front of me, the heat of his body is powerful.




He holds my chin. Looks in my eyes.




“Are you okay?”


Chapter 8







Him










I HOLD OUT A hand. Protective, and a gesture of friendship. “Come, Parker. Come back to the ship. Let me get you a drink to steady your nerves. Get a car for you, to take you home.”




She doesn’t want to come. But I don’t want her walking back through the shadows.




“Come with me.”




I don’t mean for it to come out sounding so hard but the effect it has on her is electrifying. Even through the defiant stare, I can see she’s going to do what I tell her. She moistens her lips and her eyes gleam.




I can’t stop now to think about how it made me feel to protect her. Putting those assholes down for her left me with a feeling. Something unfamiliar. Unsettling, even. But it’s something I want more of.




Leading her back up the companionway, I steer my mind away from thoughts of telling her what to do. I know that I could get to like it. Too much. The strain in my pants tells me that I’ve gotten to like it too much already.




I take her into a private lounge. Roberto, one of Firebird’s mixologists, is hurrying by in the corridor as I’m closing the door.




“Roberto,” I snap my fingers. “Get me two glasses and a bottle of Talisker. Twenty-five-year-old. Bring ice and water, too.”




“Boss, sorry. I’m just going off my shift.” He’s new.




“Don’t you want to come back for another one?”




I see his jaw set. “I’ll get them for you. Right away, boss.”




“Thank you, Roberto.” I duck back into the private lounge. She’s backed against the wall. The look in her eyes is part fear, part excitement. And another part steely challenge.




She puts the camera on the table. I hold out a hand. “Give me the card. I’ll make a copy and have it sent to you.”




“Why don’t I make a copy and send it to you?”




“Look, don’t try and fuck with me.”




Her eyes darken. Her tongue flicks across her lips. I see her bite into the side of her cheek.




“You’re used to people doing exactly what you tell them to do.”




“People do what I tell them.” I shrug. “When they know what’s good for them.” Her eyes widened when I said that.




“Is that a threat?” Her voice is defiant. Her eyes tell a different story, though. Her hand goes to the back of her neck. Her voice lowers to a whisper. “What do you do when you don’t get your own way?”




“I don’t know. It never happened.” I don’t mean to be so sharp with her. I tell her, “I have a security problem tonight.”




“What kind of security problem?”




“Espionage.”




“Are you serious?” Her voice lowers, breathy.




“Deadly.”




“So, what is this?” She’s gesturing around. “Is it all some front for the KGB?” Meaning the show, I assume.




“No. But fashion, especially at this level, it’s a very serious business. There’s a lot of money at stake, and some people will stop at nothing to get an edge on a competitor.”




“All this is about commercial espionage?” Her eyes gleam as she looks up at me, “I don’t buy it. If you were so concerned to keep everything secret, why have you invited half of the world’s fashion press to your little show tonight? There must have been a hundred journalists out there. Maybe double that, I can’t tell,” her eyes flash, “everybody out there is so painfully on point and edgy.”




“You’re exactly right. About half the most important people in the fashion press watched the show,” I tell her. “The half that I know I can trust.”




“But it’s fashion.” Her eyebrows point upward. “It’s all going to be seen. Then you won’t be able to hide it anymore. Are you afraid that people will see it too soon and be able to copy the design?”




She’s sharp. I like it. In fact, I like it too much.




“Our business is the created stones. Somebody has been stealing our designs and trying to get to the process. We make stones that are quite unlike any others.”




“They’re crystals, right?”




“That’s right. Mass-market fashion houses use zirconium crystal. We have a process to make our gemstones from tantalum. They catch the light in a way that’s unique because of the crystal structure, which is our biggest trade secret.”




“Can’t somebody just buy a few and then look at them under a microscope or something?”




“No.” I tell her, “If you crush them, the structure of the crystal collapses. They can’t be reverse engineered. There’s no way to break it down without destroying it.”




“You can’t see it with a microscope?”




“Not even an electron microscope.”




“So, what can a blogger do? Why are you afraid of bloggers?”




“I love bloggers. Bloggers are part of our lifeblood in spreading the word. But later. An early event like this is for a very select group.”




“How very elitist of you.”




I laugh again. “That’s how the fashion business works. It’s all about rarity. Scarcity. Limited access. Seeing the thing that’s going to be the next big thing, but before anybody else has seen it. Inside information. Super secrets. High-end fashion is more about having something that nobody else has than it is about the thing itself.”




She’s getting me to talk too much. Even if she isn’t a blogger, I don’t think I can trust myself around her. My feelings are taking me to places I shouldn’t be going. I know that’s what it is. I’m opening up to this clever and devious little minx. I have to stop that.




Roberto knocks and brings in the tray. As he sets it on the table, he looks quickly between the two of us. He knows not to hang around. He turns quickly and leaves, closing the door behind him.




“You’ve got a lot of power for a security guy,” she says. “Seems like everybody on the boat treats you like you’re the boss.” I get a surprising flash of pleasure from her thinking that I’m somebody else.




“Ship,” I tell her as I pour two good-sized shots of the island single malt into the crystal glasses. “Ice?”




“No. Thanks. In a good whiskey, it’s barbaric. In bad whiskey, it just makes it last longer.”




“Well,” I say, impressed. “Your health.”




I lift a glass and hand it to her. She takes and turns it in her hand, breathing the aroma. 




She takes a good-sized bite of her Scotch. A girl who knows how to handle her whiskey. Or so it would seem.




“So,” she says, “Why do you say, ‘ship’?”




“This is a ship. A yacht, a super yacht, even a megayacht. But a ship.”




“What’s the difference between a ship and a boat?”




“Ships carry boats.”




Her eyebrows raise. “I learned something.”




She finishes her scotch and sets down the glass. She steps close. Near enough for me to feel the heat of her body. I could grab her. Right now. Her lips part and head tips back a little. Showing me her neck. Milky, smooth.




I can’t let this get out of control. Not tonight. Not this, or anything else.




Seems she has other ideas. “Thank you for the scotch, security man. I feel very well taken care of. And now, if you don’t mind, I’ll be making my way home.”




“I said, I’ll get you a car. Anyway, don’t hurry. I like the way you take pictures. I may want to buy some of yours.”




Her head shakes but her lips are pressed together. 




My pulse hammers. 




She says, “I don’t believe any of it, security guy. Not a word. Makes me wonder if you have something else in mind.”




“Oh, I do.” I take a sip of the Talisker and put the glass down, watching as she bites the side of her lip. “But that’s another thing entirely.”




“What is it?”




“Come closer,” I tell her. “You don’t mean to tell me you haven’t been thinking about it, too.”




“What?” I move behind her. She leans back. Her ass presses against my cock.




“Seriously?” My head shakes. I let out a chuckle. “Well, then this may all come as a big shock to you.” 




I turn her chin. Look straight in her eye. “I want you to feel my cock.”




“I can feel it.” She leans back. Harder.




“I want you to feel every hot inch of it. I want to spread you wide, lance your wet petals and feel your soft velvet walls flutter around my fat, rigid pole.” 




Her neck and her face are so red, she practically glows. I stroke the tips of my fingers down her neck. “I want to lick you, high inside your deepest folds, suck on your tits and your pussy. I want to suck your pussy until you gush. And I want to fuck you till you beg.”




She looks around and up at me.




Blood sings in my veins. A taste, an iron tang is in the back of my mouth. The scents of her fill my head like smoke.




Her voice is soft. Tender and pleading, “You can’t always get what you want.” Her body is hot, soft, leaning against me.




“I can.”




“Not this time, security guy.”




She’s turning, sliding past me.




“Look, little stowaway—” I grab her arm. She sighs as she looks down at my hand. Then her eyes blaze into mine. Her chin tips up and her mouth opens.




“I have to go…” Her voice is practically a whisper. And she’s not making any moves to leave.




“Don’t. Stay.” I love to see the effect that a command has on her. Her eyelids hang heavy. She takes a long, soft breath.




“Make me…” she says.




My hand is on her neck. Pulling her to me. She turns, “Yes,” like she’s begging.




She turns in my hand. She’s facing away from me but looking back. Over her shoulder.




I have to let her go. I must.




But I can’t.


Chapter 9







Her










HE’S SO ARROGANT. I need to leave. If I stay, I’ll lose my grip completely. I’ll do something stupid.




Dance beats still pump, low, deep and insistent from the ballroom. Making my body want to move.




I can’t trust him. Even more, I doubt if I can trust myself with him. He’s huge behind me. His scent is so dark and strong, and his body is so powerful. The bulge, the hard ridge against my ass, even through the denim of my overalls, it feels like he’s got a gun down there. Like a hot shaft of iron.




Whoever he is, whatever he is, he’s not a security guard, but he doesn’t correct me. Even when I tease him with it, he doesn’t say anything. I’m way out of my depth here. His lips are so close.




His huge, strong hands are on my waist. When I look back, up into his eyes, his mouth is so near. I can almost taste him.




Then I do taste him. 




His mouth fits to mine. Soft but strong. Like he can take everything, all of me. It’s no effort at all. He can drink me through my breath. Eat me through my skin.




I feel like a door blew open in my feelings. Light and air flood in. He breathes into me, his tongue and mine embrace.




I turn, reach up. Wind my arm up, around his neck to pull him to me.




“We shouldn’t,” I tell him. My lips find his again.




He says, “I know,” looking down at my mouth. Licking his lips.




I stretch up, pull him closer for another kiss. His hand is on my throat. “I shouldn’t do this,” I murmur.




“Then don’t.” My arms wrap around him as his mouth claims me again. We slip out of time, to a place where there’s only him and me.




I need to stop. I’ll just let him take another sweet kiss. When we break, I look at his face. Hard. Fierce, even. But inside the brute who thrashed the muggers, I see the man who cared enough to come after me. Maybe in spite of himself.




Maybe two more sweet kisses. My thighs fasten around one of his. I can’t help myself. He feels so good. I grip his huge muscle. Rock my pelvis on it. Up, along it. He is so very much of what I need. I never wanted a man like him before. An alpha. An older man. A man who has every kind of power, like he has. And he has every kind of power there is.




Squeezing his leg hard between mine, I give in to another too-short kiss, then one more. I’m tumbling inside. Backflipping. Falling upward.




His voice rolls through me, deep and thick like molasses. “I have to have you,” and his strong hands hold me so tenderly. His hands make me feel small. Delicate. Like I’m precious.




Oh, I want to just stay here. Now. Tonight. Wrapped up in him. Forever. Why isn’t all of my life like this?




His phone rings. He ignores it as he holds my face in his hands and kisses me again. 




As I slide up along the ridge of his thigh, my tender, needy clit finds the tip of his cock. His bulge is pressed through his pants and my heavy denim. I can still feel the heat of him, though. 




His phone rings again. He holds my breasts, through the soft tee-shirt. I only wore a thin bra. Now my buds are scraping to get out of it. He takes another kiss and our mouths form together in new ways. His tongue and mine are making a new language. They’re inventing fresh ways to say, ‘Yes.’




The chirrup of his phone distracts us again. This time he takes it out. Breaks off the kiss long enough to say, “Yes?” in a way that clearly means, ‘No.’ before he gives me back his lips again.




We kiss as he listens. He grunts. “Mm. Mm-hmm” As he nods, it’s a change of rhythm for us.




I’m laughing as we kiss again.




“Mm. Mm? Mmm.” he says. His hand explores. 




We break. He’s looking into my eyes. Then his eyes travel over my lips as he says, “You can take care of it…. Do whatever you have to. Okay?” His fingers are hunting for ways into my overalls.




He’s talking into the phone. But I’m nodding.




“You don’t need me.”




I mouth, ‘I do.’ He almost smiles. That’s a first. He’s taken a break from playing hunt-the-zipper. His hand is just taking advantage of my ass. 




Then his face is still. “No.” His eyes stop moving. “Really? Are you certain?”




He scowls as he hangs up.




He kisses me again. And this one is the best.




But I know what’s coming.




“Look, I can’t… I have to do this. It will take ten minutes, I promise.” One more sweet kiss. “Wait for me?”




He slips out of the door.




I count to ten. I can’t leave. This is too good. He’ll be back. He’s what I need. I’m not really terrified, I tell myself.




I feel like Cinderella, just after her carriage turned back into a pumpkin.
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I’m starting to feel something. I expect that’s normal. A man like him, how could I not? But I don’t want to. Between the buzz of his power and the tenderness that I see behind his eyes, he’s a man I want so much more from. And I see what he needs.




He’s too sure. He needs someone who can pull him back from the edge. Maybe I’m kidding myself, though, thinking I wouldn’t just follow him to the edge and over it.




I don’t feel things for people. Especially not for men. And I definitely don’t want to be feeling things for that arrogant bastard. Even if his kisses are like a class-A drug.




Slipping the door open a crack gives me a back view of the last of the glitzy crowd, thinning away, out of the ballroom.




I make a dash. Squeeze myself past the guests. Down the gangplank and I run. Hard.




If the beating the local lowlife got from Konstantin wasn’t enough to scare them away, I’m running too hard, they’ll never catch me. I’m on the dock, on dry land. Running as fast as I can.




He shouts from the top of the gangplank. He’s too far away. I run harder. He’s calling, but he’s fading into the distance.




And, a blessed rarity: a San Francisco Yellow Cab. I thought they were extinct. And his light’s on. I wave. He pulls over. I dive into the back. I can’t really afford it, but I have to get home.




All the way back, I babble at the driver. Talking nonsense about the fashion shoot, talking nonsense about a yacht and a boat and a ship. Talking about anything to keep the noise going. To keep my thoughts from wandering.




When he lets me out, the driver thanks me for such an entertaining ride. I don’t really even know what I told him. I run up the steps at the side of the house. Breathless as I get the door open, I pull it shut behind me, and almost collapse, leaning back against the door.




More than anything I want to slide down to the floor and just stay here. But I stagger for the little bathroom. Turn on the shower.




Water flows and I start to unbutton the straps of my life-saving overalls. I’m not feeling as grateful to them as maybe I might. And that’s when I remember. My data card is still in the camera.




The camera is still on the table.
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I spend too long in the shower. I’ve fucked everything up. Now I want nothing more than to let the water run over my skin and have it wash away the whole day.




My breasts are hard, like they’re full. The buds are hard and sore. I’m hot between my thighs. I take the shower head, turn the water colder and start to spray it over my body. More on my tits. Then onto my pussy.




My clit is buzzing so hard, I can’t stand up. Folded over, I rub and try not to think of him. His strong hands. His deep voice. The hardness of that long bulge.




Quickly, I wash my hair, finish up in the shower. The temptation to point the spray up between my legs again is still there. But I resist.




I take a beer to bed and hug my spare pillow. Tight. I think of flicking through the pics that I still have. The ones on the phone. But I decide against it.




In the middle of the night, I wake up. Hot, and wet.




The pillow’s between my knees. I’m anxious. Writhing in the heat. Tossing and turning. Hands on the tops of my thighs. I look down at the pillow and realize I must be still half-dreaming, seeing the hard gleam of his eyes there.




My fingers move to try to soothe the ache, my breath catches and flutters.




And I’m thinking of his hands. Strong. Elegant. Insistent.




I’m rubbing and the ache isn’t going away. If anything, it’s getting worse. I wish that I’d stayed. Let him do what he wanted to do. Fuck the consequences.




If I could, now? I would do anything he wanted.




To feel him, wrap myself around him. To have him bury himself in me, to fold myself into his strong arms and hold him close. To feel the beat of his warm breath, panting on my neck. 




To feel myself open to the great swollen length of his body, stretching, plowing.




I felt like the night would never end.


Chapter 10







Him










THE BRIGHT SQUAWK OF seabirds in the golden and turquoise dawn drags me awake to a gorgeous morning on the San Francisco Bay.




I’m cranky, my neck is stiff, my shoulders ache. I slept badly, tormented with dreams of her.




I don’t do this. Obsessing over a girl. It’s not me.




Her face rose in my dreams and the honey, peaches and cream scent of her hair and the back of her neck.




I drag myself out of the bed and leave it in a heap. Drench myself in the shower.




When I get down to the foredeck for breakfast, Svetlana is sipping espresso. No sign of Tatiana yet.




Ivan pours coffee for me and asks how I’d like my eggs.




“Boiled,” I tell him, “With thick slices of toasted sourdough. Leave the coffee pot.”




“The bay is lovely.” Svetlana is looking out, shading her eyes with her hand over her sunglasses. “We could stay here a few days, if you’d like.”




Shrug. I sip my coffee. Strong and dark.




Svetlana’s fingers touch mine. Through her sunglasses, she studies my face. My cousin’s concern should be reassuring.




“You don’t mind if we stay, do you, Konstantin, at least until tomorrow?”




I shake my head.




“I want to do some shopping. And it would be nice to do some touristy things. Maybe take a cable car.” She watches me. I don’t feel like talking.




I do like the way she understands me. She and her twin sister are so alike, and so completely different. If Tatiana were here now, the breakfast table would clatter and rattle with noise. Every single part of last night’s launch party would be picked at, talked over and examined, three, four different ways. Who did what, who said what to whom, how they looked at each other. Most of all, what everybody was wearing.




It’s restless enthusiasm, and I have to admire her for that. It’s a lot of nervous energy, too, so I’m not sorry that she isn’t here to join us for breakfast.




Still, I ask Svetlana, “Do you know where Tatti is?”




Svetlana’s head shakes. “I think she went ashore last night. I don’t know where, though.”




A few more sips of coffee and I’m feeling almost human. “Did you have a good time?” I ask my cousin, “Did you enjoy the launch?”




“I would have rather finished the evening with a big, hot, hunky man. I know there are plenty of them in this town. The bars on North Beach are always brimming with them. And I know they’re not all gay.”




She sips the rest of her espresso and butters a thin slice of toast. “But the show was terrific. I think everybody did a great job.”




She senses that I’m not in my usual frame of mind. I’m grateful that she doesn’t want to talk about it, though.




The little stowaway got under my skin. Her laugh is like a breath of fresh air, like a drug to me. In her eyes I see someone who’s young but with an intuition beyond her years. She has an insight, a perception that I want more of. Without my even knowing it, she’s lured me out of my depth. What frightens me is how much I like it.




Instead, Svetlana raises another ghost. “I thought I saw Lev at the party. Was he here?”


Chapter 11







Her










MOST MORNINGS I GET a coffee for my go-cup from Spike’s. Today I’m too unsettled. This morning the little table in the far corner is going to be my hideaway. My refuge. I’ll sit with a coffee and my little rucksack and try to pull my thoughts and feelings together. 




Losing the card with that photo feels like the worst thing ever. The original was on my phone when it got stolen.




There must be a copy somewhere in all of my files, but so much disappeared in my last computer melt down, when I lost my old cloud backup.




I always carried that portrait on the card that in my pocket. The picture was as real as any precious object to me. 




Thinking about any of the other things from last night in general, or about a big, forceful man who came to my rescue in particular and… then… yeah, I’m not going to be thinking about any of that. Not anytime soon.




Any thought of that man spins my insides like a storm at sea.




My whole mood clears and lifts when Darcy steps into Spike’s. Darcy is my favorite classmate in the School of Photography.




She runs over to my table, pausing halfway across the floor. I’m already saying, “I didn’t know you got your coffee here.”




“I don’t.” Her frizzy chestnut hair is a hot mess. I adore it. Could be the reason we’re so tight is, we’re the two girls who pay the least attention to our appearance. Though she looks like a windswept movie star. I, on the other hand, look like a soggy muffin. Like always. Probably worse today.




“Look,” she says. “Do you want to be here on your own?”




“I did.” I love how we sense each other like that, like we’re on a frequency together, “But I’m all solituded out, now.”




It’s true. Seeing Darcy makes me forget it all.




She gets a latte and a biscotti and the barista offers to bring them to the table for her. She gives him a foxy smile.




She tells me stories about her crazy ex. They all sound hair-curling, but she makes them hilarious. I’ve told her before she should totally put them together for a stand-up routine. “What, publicly humiliate crazy stalker guy and flip him into deranged, persecuted victim-with-a-mission?”




He always sounds more desperate than dangerous to me but then, it’s not me that he’s calling up at three in the morning to blubber at. I ask her, “Would it be so tough to change your phone number?”




She laughs and says, “If I did that every time my BF turned out to be a lunatic, I’d have a full-time job calling and texting people with my new number.”




I’ve given her advice before. Sometimes she’s taken it, and I’m always relieved that it’s worked out well. Today, I can tell that she just wants to tell me what’s happened. To share and be heard. The more she tells me, the more outrageous she makes it, and the more she makes me laugh.




We talk about that and all the silly stuff that bubbles out of us, and for half an hour, I just forget everything. 




“So?” Darcy asks me as I’m getting ready to leave, “Did you get to the fashion party of the millennium last night?”




And I tell her about it. All of it. Every little bit. It all washes out of me. I watch her eyes grow wider and wider. At the end, I say, “There has to be a way that I can get the card back without talking to him. Don’t you think?”




She gives me a look. Then she says, “We’ll get to that, girl. Right now, though, what about the pictures you got on your phone?”




I hadn’t given them a thought. I have pics of the first part of the show, and some of the reception, including some snaps of the horde of Hades. Darcy laughs loud, seeing the pics as I describe their comments and my lame responses. 




When she sees the shots from the show she says, “Damn, girl.”




“Some show, right?”




“Fuck that. Some pics, girl. You’re hot.”




I shrug. But I appreciate it. I don’t know if they’ll be enough to impress our professor.




Darcy makes a comic scowl. “He only said you needed to show guts and get in. He didn’t say anything about getting a reel of centerfold shots.”




“You know what,” I tell her, “I think my best photo could be the one I took before I even got into the party.” I show her the pic of the couple, silhouetted on the top deck of Firebird. Clouds and the half-moon behind them and the Zavarovski logo up in the top corner.




“That’s a money shot, girl. You got a banker there. You should sell that to them.” She looks closer, “Is that Svetlana Zavarovski?”




“I think it’s her sister. I saw Svetlana—she’s in one of the reception pics—but she was in a long white gown.”




“The guy looks scary. Is that your guy… “




“He’s not ‘my’ guy, Darcy. And, no. That’s not him. Konstantin is way better looking.”




“Serious?” Getting ready to go, she looks up. “Damn.”
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I’m alone in the photo workshop, mentally still beating myself up for leaving that card in the camera last night. 




Darcy hurries in, flustered. She leans back on the door as she closes it behind her.




“There’s a man.” Her eyes roll, dreamily, “He’s looking for you, Parker. I think it’s the guy who you swear is not your guy.” She says, “Only, I think you may need to tell him that.”




A flood of sensation, deep and hot inside me feels like a dark warning. I know it’s him. It has to be.




“Darcy, you can’t let him find me.”




“Is it okay if I let him find me instead?” She mimes fanning her face with her hand. “He’s in loose black pants and a cream silk shirt I kind of want to eat.” 




“I’m not kidding,” I tell her, hurrying for the darkroom area.




“Neither am I, Parker,” opening the door to the corridor and poking her head out. She looks both ways. I make my way into the short maze that keeps light from getting into the darkroom. I hear Darcy close the door again behind her. 




She says, “He looks like he’s hunting.” Then, “Can I tell him he can hunt me?”




Heavy footsteps in the hallway make me hurry deeper into the darkroom. There is no door. Only the maze of the light trap. I don’t even think it’s going to hide me. He could just walk in. There are two ways in and out, though. If he comes in one way, there’s a good chance I can run the other way out.




Inside, in the low, orange glow of the Safelite, I’m looking for somewhere to hide. Seriously considering whether I could get inside one of the paper and chemical cabinets.




The only other space is under the sinks and the trays of chemicals. There are no doors.




From outside, I hear the sound of the door opening again. And Darcy. “She’s not here.”




She’s talking breathlessly, in a singsong lilt. It’s not like her.




Then, the deep, dark voice that I knew I would recognize. It’s him. Of course it is.




“She’s in here,” like he can smell me. Maybe he can. “I know she is here.”




Footsteps. Coming closer.




When the heavy click of his shoes comes close, I’m guessing he’s going to take the left turn. I’m thinking, How can shoes sound expensive? I’m distracted. The silly shit that pops up in your mind when you’re in a panic. If I guess right, I’m out, free. If I guess wrong, I run straight into him.




I run. Out through the right side of the maze. Back through the workshop. Hurtling across the room, I grab my rucksack and dash for the door.




Darcy says, “Parker, you’re crazy.” She looks like she’s practically salivating. Her chest heaves.




I call back, “Take him. He’s all yours. Do anything you want with him. Please, do anything you can to delay him.” And I’m out of the door.




I only get as far as the big stairwell before I hear his shoes behind me.




My knees are unsteady as I rush down the stairs. I feel like I should have the strength and the speed to escape from him, but I suspect that my legs are secretly in league with him.


Chapter 12







Him










“WAIT!” I SHOUT AFTER her. 




She’s fast down the stairs and out the door. I’m too far behind her to see which way she went.




Bursting through the heavy glass door, down the stone steps to the sidewalk, I’m looking left and right. I see her.




“Wait!” I shout over the noise of the traffic. She slows. My god, her ass in those overalls. It’s all I can do to stop myself chasing her. But I think I know what she wants now.




Outside in the cool breeze, Parker has chosen to run uphill. That’s crazy. Unless she wants to be caught. She’s racing away, but she wants me to beat her. She must, unless she thinks San Franciscans have a natural advantage on hills. I’ll show her she’s wrong if I have to. But I don’t think that’s what she wants.




Her dramatic reaction yesterday, when I ordered her, firmly, tells me what she needs. And I’m here to give her what she needs. But this time, I’m going to give her all of it.




I shout again. Sharp. Firm. She stops and turns. Her face is defiant. Her eyes burn. Under the soft white tee-shirt, her tits heave.




She shouts back. “You can’t just chase me in the street. You can’t just tell me what to do. You are too fucking arrogant for words. You think that everybody should do what you want just because you say so. Let me tell you. You’re not going to win that struggle. Not with me. Now,” she juts her chin, “leave me alone.”




She turns. Spins on her heel and sets off again without a glance over her shoulder.




The more she fights me, the more I know I that she is what I need. I have to have her.




“Stop!”




I say it now with more force. I get such a charge when she responds. I feel as if in taking control, I’m giving up control. It scares me. And I like it. Maybe the first time in my life, I feel like I’m out of my depth with her. And I want it. More.




“Come back here.”




Patience does not come naturally to me. I want to run to her. But I know that if I do, she will flee. I have to make her come to me. That’s the game. I wait. I have to find what she wants. What she needs. There’s a silent rhythm to it.




I feel the beat, like a physical pulse.




She turns. Slowly. The fire in her eyes is electric, enough to set my whole body buzzing. My pulse hammers. My mouth is dry, and a dark tang, an iron taste of blood is on the back of my throat.




Walking toward me she says, “You thought I was a spy,” hurling the accusation.




I wait.




“You used me.”




It’s hard. But I wait.




“You think that I’ll do what you tell me. Just because you tell me to. Just because everybody else does what you tell them.”




I feel like a reactor, shaking, past its critical mass. Ready to melt down and detonate. But I wait. I take a slow, long, thin breath in.




And, determined, I wait.




Angry, she stamps down the hill, back toward me.




I could kiss her. I want to hold her so much.




Her eyes cut me. “Everybody doesn’t have to do what you say. The world does not belong to you. You’re not the boss of me.” She is magnificent. It’s all I can do to stop myself taking her here and now.




She comes to me. Stands in front of me. So close that the sound of her breath is like fine linen, ripping.




“I’m not here to be ordered around by you, Konstantin. Sometimes, you don’t get what you want.”




I seize her. Fling my arms around her. Grab hold of her and pull her to me. She trembles in my grip. Shaking. Like a little bird. Her heat presses against me. The scent of her intoxicates me.




Her eyebrows steeple and her mouth opens, “Please…”




I pull her to me. Take the kiss that she offers me. The kiss that I need so much. The heat of her body against my abs, my chest, my pelvis, the sweet softness of her in my arms. I want to eat her.




Our lips meet and her body springs to life. She flings her arms around me. I feel like an underwater volcano. Bubbles erupt inside me. Tight. Pulling me close. Squeezing. Tight. Her shin hooks behind my leg. Rubs the back of my thigh. Her heat scrapes and saws against my aching cock.




We flow together. We blend like two rivers, two seas, joining. Crashing, splashing, meeting in a storm.




The sound of the traffic fades. I’m drunk on the sweet scent of her hair and her skin. Her heat of her soft, curvy body makes me hungry and hot.




Our mouths connect. Our heads, our faces turn to make the fit more perfect. A more perfect union. She jumps and wraps her legs around me. I turn with her in my arms, feeling her breath reach into my throat, mine reaching down into her as our tongues play and dance.




A surge of heat, of need, scraping, grips her hard against me. The press of her tender body against mine sets makes all of my muscles tingle. I want this moment to last forever.




“I never knew a woman who could make me feel this way.” I’m looking at her in amazement. “I have something…” I pull back to tell her, but her hands are in my hair. She pulls my face back to her, my mouth to hers. Her lips reach for mine. My mouth devours hers. Our mouths wrap and seal us together again.




Her arms pull tight around my neck, sheltering us, like a blanket. A blanket to keep the storm in.




She pulls back, stroking through my hair. She whispers, “How did you find me?”




“It wasn’t too hard.” And another kiss. A soft one, “It really didn’t take long at all. I knew that you would have to be attending the best photography school in San Francisco. And the Academy of Arts School of Photography is not all that big.”




Another kiss. This one long and deep. And hot enough to get a honk from a passing driver. I break off, “Wait,” I tell her, ready to catch the guy and break his head.




She holds my arm. She’s firm. “Now you wait.”




“He can’t…”




She squeezes my bicep, “I love that. But we’re in a public place. There’s a little park nearby. Let’s go and get under some shade.”




She takes my arm, and I let her walk me to the little pocket park. “I have something. The photos you took—”




She squeezes my bicep. Hard. It almost hurts. I’m stirred inside. Damn, could this woman do anything that didn’t make me want to fuck her on the spot?




Her cheek is against my bicep as we walk. “You have the card? I need that card back. It’s mine. You know it’s my card—”




“I know it’s your card. I realized when I saw the other pictures on there.”




“I need it back.” There’s a shady spot under some Japanese maple trees in the far corner. “I’m not happy about you looking at my other pictures.”




“I didn’t know that it was your card until I looked. I thought it was either ours or Claudio’s. It wasn’t until I saw the pics from your college classes that I realized.” She licks her lips as she pulls me down to sit on the grass. Her tongue slips across her lips as she watches me. I tell her, “I gave you the camera with a Zavarovski card in. You swapped the cards.”




“I know. It’s still my card, though.”




“Of course. I brought it for you. Here.”




“Oh my god,” She springs onto me, “thank you.”




She kisses me. Hard. Again. And again.




She pulls back. Breathless.




“Your pictures from the show are really great. I want to use some for press releases and a few for advertising.” She frowns, “We’ll pay, naturally.” She looks up, questioning. I must have misread her frown, “But I was blown away by your other photos. Especially that portrait. The one of a lady, sitting by a window?”




“Thank you. That picture means a lot to me.”




“Can I guess who the subject of that portrait picture is?”




“Kiss me?”




We’re getting to know each other so fast. Our kisses are like a language. Each time, we say something more.




We kiss again. Three times. Maybe four. Each time we stop, one of us has to start again. Her shy blink after the last kiss melts me.




She says, “I don’t think my best picture from last night is on the card. It’s on my phone. Can I show you?”




The picture she shows me is of Firebird. The top deck. The image wakes me like a bucket of iced water. My blood chills.




Sitting up, I take out my phone and call. I can’t stay still. I stand. Pace around, listening to the ringing tone.




When it stops, “Tatiana. Where the fuck are you… ?” I hear the start of her coy voicemail message. I’m shaking as I listen to it. Every second makes me angrier. Why the fuck doesn’t she just fucking pick up? “Tatiana. Call me when you get this. No. Fuck that. Get your ass back on Firebird. Now, Tatiana.”




Parker is startled and confused. I can’t help the anger in my face as I look down at her. 




“Come with me.”




“No, I…”




“Come with me.” I hold out my hand.




The charge I get from her reaction makes me realize that the thrill is not that she’s in my power. She is, and that is fantastic. But that’s just the candy. The real kick is because she wants to be. Deep down, she trusts me. 




Nothing means more to me than that.


Chapter 13







Her










HE HAS A CAR waiting. Of course. A long, sleek, black all-terrain SUV. With a driver.




He tells the driver, “Firebird. Fast.”




We ride in the back and he’s silent. I can feel his anger, though. My lovely picture is at the root of it and I don’t know what to say.




He takes out his phone and makes a call. From the thunder in his eyes, I’m guessing he got the voicemail again. He makes another call. 




“Svetlana. Get in touch with Tatiana, any way you can. We have to meet. You, me and her. Immediately. It’s urgent… Yes. Very serious. You have no idea.”




We ride in silence for a while. Then he starts to tell me, “It’s her. I know it is. The man with her on the top deck? That’s Lev Molchalin. She’s feeding our secrets to him.”




“Who is he? How do you know him?”




“He’s someone we all knew from school. He’s always been jealous. We were more popular at school and our families were richer. We all liked him. Well, at first. We tried to include him. But it was no good. He was too bitter. Ever since then, he got vindictive. Set himself up to be the arch-enemy of the Zavarovski empire. It’s childish.” He looks out of the window. Thinking. “We keep in touch, but only in the most formal sense.”




“Was he invited last night?”




“I sent an invite to his dacha outside Sochi. I never thought he would come all this way. But I thought I saw him last night. Still wearing that ridiculous earring. It makes him look like an outcast from a Disney pirate movie.”




“But why would Tatiana do that?”




“That’s what I have to find out.”




We arrive at the Pier. By daylight, Firebird is even more impressive. It looks like a pleasure palace. A floating world.




As he walks me up to the gangplank, I ask him, “Whose yacht is she?”




His stony face softens just a little as he says, “Mine. You don’t really think I’m the security guard, do you?” And he says, “Stowaway.” Then I feel that, whatever else is going on, he and I may be okay.




At the top of the gangplank, as we’re stepping aboard, he takes a call. On the screen it says, ‘Svetlana.’ He puts the phone on speaker.




The woman’s voice says, “Konstantin, I’ll be there in a few minutes. I spoke to Tatiana. She said she didn’t want to come this afternoon. She wants to meet with us tonight.”




“I’ll call her.”




He walks me up a wide flight of polished wood steps to the top deck. Through a pair of wood double doors, he takes me along a wide corridor to a bigger set of doors. His phone is still on speaker. A ringing tone is followed by a click.




His voice is hard as iron. “Tatiana. We need to meet. On Firebird. Right now.”




A Russian voice, very like Svetlana’s says, “Konstantin, I told Svetlana…”




“I know what you’ve been doing.” He leaves a pause that a ship could fall through. “Come here.” He lifts the phone as he swings the doors open. “Right now, Tatiana.”




He hangs up. Switches off the phone and tosses it. Somewhere.




I’m distracted. He’s brought me to a big stateroom. One on the top of the ship. With panoramic windows. Rooms off the sides—bathrooms, probably. Armchairs. A couch. And a huge, canopied bed.




I’m wide-eyed and open-mouthed. All this silk, expensive cotton, velvet, damask. Rich colors, lush fabrics. And fire smoldering in his eyes.


Chapter 14







Him










NOTHING IN THIS ROOM is as thrilling or as appetizing to me as Parker in her workwear. The only thing better than the sight of her in her sneakers, tee-shirt and overalls, is the thought of peeling her out of them.




Her voice is breathy, hesitant with anticipation. I keep my eyes on her and kick the door. It slams shut behind me. I take a step toward her.




“Konstantin, I…”




Her lips are parted, and I hear a faint sigh escape from her, like a shot of silk, pulled between two fingers.




The scent of her is making me wild. I take her by the throat. Pull her to me. Her eyes glisten and widen.




“You want this?” my voice is harder than I want it to be, “I have to know.”




She nods. Her chest trembles and her voice skips. “I want this, Konstantin. I want you.” She moves nearer, “I want you to do what you want with me.”




“I need you.” I surprised myself. I never said that to anyone before. It was never true. I’m conscious of looming over her like a big, wild animal. And I’m closer to letting go of my normal restraint. Letting my inner animal off the leash. Unchaining him.




Parker stretches her lips up to my mouth to take a kiss. Long. Hot. And savage. Her hands run all over me. Clawing. Gripping. Squeezing. Her pelvis rocks against me. My whole life feels like it’s on a ledge. All that I need is her.




“I’m going to claim you. Take you. Make you mine.”




She makes a slow nod. The tremble in her breath flutters warm against my chest. Her voice cracks as she says, “Yes.”




She sighs and lets out a squeal as I grab her ass and lift her. I raise her up, so I can lick and suck her breasts through the T-shirt. So I can shove the bib of her overalls aside. Flick her nipples and spin my tongue around them, sucking and nibbling at the same time.




Her buds swell and harden in my mouth and she moans as I pull her tighter to me. Her fingers claw in my hair and her legs wrap around my trunk. Her back rocks and saws her soft, hot pussy against my abs. The softness of her ass against my pelvis sets my pulse to race and hammer off the scale.




“You’re going to be mine. Completely. In every way.”




“Yes.”




Her nails scrape down my shirt, over my ribs and my back. I squeeze’s her ass with both hands to pull her harder against me. “For ever.”




“Yes, Konstantin. Forever. Completely.”




She holds and squeezes my shoulders. Runs her hands over the muscles in my arms.




When her fingers slip inside my shirt, when her skin is on mine, that first touch lets off a clap of silent thunder inside me.




After I take another long, deep kiss, I put her back on her feet. Spin her around. Grab her chin with one hand. Pull her face to mine so I can kiss her. Keep my tongue in her mouth while my other hand goes around her waist. Into the front of her overalls. Down the soft white tee-shirt. Down to the hot, peach fuzz of her skin. Down to her thin, sheer panties.




The tight fabric is hot. And drenched. She shudders as I finger her curves. I push my hand down, down to feel the milky-soft insides of her thighs. Reach below, around and back to the thrilling soft flesh of her ass. Holding her like that, I rub my cock, hard, against her denim pants. She shakes and shoves her ass hard against me.




“Yes, oh, fuck, yes! Yes, Konstantin.”




She reaches back. My hand is underneath her, between her legs. I press upward. Kiss her more violently.




She moans and she bends forward. She lifts her feet off the floor so all her weight is in my hand. As I wait for her to put her feet down again, she rolls her hips and twists her back, grinding hard in my hand. Her juices run hot and thick over my palm.




She gasps when she catches sight of us in the big mirrors. Her fingers scratch and grab at my pants, rubbing hard against my cock.




My finger is in her mouth while we kiss. Her teeth close on my finger and bite down.




As her feet drop back to the carpet, I keep my hand covering her pussy. Her juices gush. Pulling my hand up from her crotch, I lift it to my face, in front of hers. And I lick it. One taste of her dark, sweet honey makes my chest swell and all my muscles buzz and zing.




“So that’s how you fucking taste, little fucking stowaway.”




With a savage look in her eyes, she licks my palm. Takes nips of my hand with her teeth before she licks my palm again, hard.




“Yes, you big thug. That’s what I fucking taste like.”




I pull the straps of the overalls down over her arms. Tug the pants straight down to the floor. She kicks off her shoes and steps out of the heap. She’s wearing nothing now but the white cotton tee-shirt and her thin panties, soaked transparent. 




I pick her up and sling her onto the middle of the huge, soft bed. Before she can move, I grab her hips. Plunge my face between her thighs. Her legs kick but I hold her down.




I kiss and lick up the insides of her thighs. Flick my tongue along the folds where her thighs meet her lovely ass. Then I trace the edges of her panties. Her hips tremble and vibrate as I blow on her wet folds. 




I wait until her hips twist. Then I take my first taste of her pussy. First, I slip my tongue inside her panties. Take a lick over her mound and down the length of her channel. Then bring it back to spin around the hood of her clit. 




She shakes and convulses as I start to suck. Pushing my lips against her hood, around her bean. Then teasing and trilling her little bud with the tip of my tongue.




She rocks and shouts. My fingers sneak and slide up inside her and her hips buck. My other hand kneads and squeezes her tits.




Her hips pivot into my face. She’s hungry. Needy.




From between her thighs, I look up into her widening eyes. She looked enraged. Desperate.




So my breath fans her pussy, I tell her, “I think I’ll have to hold you down, little wild stowaway.”




She closes her fists, with her fingers tight in my hair. Pulling. Hard.




“Just you fucking try, Russian thug.”




I lick and lap and suck from her lips and her swollen flower.




My silk shirt is getting drenched with her pussy juice.




Her pelvis flicks as I jam my tongue all the way up inside her. I press, and stretch, wriggle it, teasing at the highest of her folds with the pointed tip, stretching my mouth to get farther in. The velvet walls of her pussy tug and cling around my tongue as my lip scrapes the base of her clit.




I hold and squeeze the cheeks of her ass. Hearing her moan, tasting her juice, my cock is stretched rigid, aching raw. My balls are hard as iron, painful, in need of release.




Her ass clenches, and I lick and suck on her faster.




Currents of trembling roll through her stomach and flutter down the insides of her thighs. I pull her into my mouth more.




What finally tips her over the edge is my deep chuckle, vibrating into her while I suck on her clit.




Her head and shoulders lift, her chest and neck are tight, flushed red. Her hair is wet, plastered in streaks around her face. Her breasts swell, and she smells of sweat and lust.




Her mouth moves, and she’s trying to speak. I grip her with my thumbs at the tops of her thighs, where they join the cheeks of her ass. She gasps and her juices burst into her panties. Spill out the sides. Into my mouth. Overflowing around my lips.




Her hands stretch out to me.




Her eyes are wide, wet and pleading. She moans, “Please, give me your cock. Konstantin. Please.”




I take one more long, suckling taste of her hot, swollen wet petals. As I drag her wet panties down and off, I watch her face.




When I’ve kicked off my shoes. I move to kneel up over her. Looking down into her eyes, I rip my shirt open. Buttons pop and fly in all directions. She grabs my belt. Yanks it open. Drags down the zipper on my pants.




She licks her lips. Her two hands take hold of me through my shorts. She heaves up to sit, staring, intent on the bulge of my shaft pulsing behind the silk. Her fingers move to trace the length. God. And she feels the thickness and the heat before she squeezes it. Hard.




“It’s so fucking hot.” Her eyes are wide and her lips part. “And so fucking thick.”




She looks up at me as she squeezes.




“I wonder if I can get it in my mouth.”




“You can get it in your throat.” I grab her hair. Her eyes flash.




“You might need to help.” She pulls down the front of my shorts and it pops out. I never saw it so big or so fat before. It bounces in front of her face, and she smiles in a way that makes it twitch even harder. Then she grabs it with both hands. She opens her mouth. Wide. Slides her lips along, pressing her tongue against the underside. My hips shake.




She pulls back her head and looks up at me, hungry, “Easy, Tiger.”




Then she purses her lips and stretches them over the width of my hard shaft. She takes me all the way into the back of her throat, then pulls her head back to pop it out. She stares down at the thing in amazement.




“It’s huge. It tastes so fucking hot.”




Then she goes to work on it. As she sucks, plunging her mouth farther and deeper for a long suck each time, it feels like a nest of fireflies burst in my groin. I shake and shudder as she drags her mouth deeper, and sucks, soft and wet as she pulls back.




My pants drop down to my knees. Her nails rake into the cheeks of my ass. My shorts are getting wet from her mouth.




Faster now, she pushes to get me into the back of her throat. Lightning tingles spark up and down the insides of my thighs.




“I’m so fucking glad I never settled for another woman.”




Her laugh shakes along the ridges of my cock and it makes me shudder. I reach up and pull my own hair, trying to distract myself. Coming in her mouth would be wonderful. But not now. Not this time. 




I need to focus. I need to make her mine. I need to claim her.




And I want to make babies with her.




She squeezes me in the top of her throat. I’m to the point where I really have to hold back. I try to think of something else, to distract my mind. But whatever I can think of, it becomes unbearably sexy.




With my cock buried all the way into her mouth, and her tongue teasing the edge of my balls, anything that I can think of, images of teddy bears, waving blades of grass, cold showers, great moments in soccer, everything I can imagine turns red hot sexy.




Panting, I drag her face off my cock.




She’s on fire. Licking her lips. “I haven’t finished.”




“I haven’t started.” 




I bend and slap her ass. She jumps up to throw her arms around my neck. She kisses me like her life depends on it.




Now we’re tasting each other, as my cock slips between her thighs. The back of it scrapes against her lips. the top, the wide flat part, scratches over her clit.




She moans. I can feel little rivers of clenching, buzzing through her stomach as she closes her thighs to hold my cock a little tighter.




We kiss, long, wet and deep. Wild and fierce, I grip her ass cheeks and pull her closer. Her breasts are flattened, crushed against my chest.




I move my hips to rub the back of my cock between the base of her clit and opening. She pulls her thighs tighter, trying to stop me. She’s going to come again, and she wants to hold it back.




But I won’t let her. I want that. I’m going to drag her up that hill, one long stroke at a time, then I’m going to hold her, tight. Hold her until the pressure until it’s too much to hold. Until she’s ready to burst. Then she flips, tumbling over the edge.




As she gasps and cries out, digging her nails into my flesh, I slap her ass.




Her orgasm rolls and repeats. Over and over. My fingers spread her lips and her hood, keeping the pressure going. I squeeze her breast, run the fingers of my other hand over her face, down her neck. And through her hair. Pulling in her hair.




With a long, loud, rasping sigh, she falls back onto the bed.




Her arms and legs spread wide. She is shuddering, trembling all out.




Quickly shaking off my pants and shorts, I take a moment to get rid of my socks. I spread her thighs wide and lift her knees.




The underside of my cock drags over her lips and presses her. I pull it back, drop the head into her opening.




She moans and reaches up to my neck. Her hands run, grabbing down my ribs. She’s trying to reach for my ass.




I slip down onto my knees, sliding my thighs either side of her ass. My cock slips inside her entrance.




Her eyes pop open. She looks up into my face. Something passes between us that’s more than words.




As I plunge deep inside her, I dive down to take her with a kiss.




And another.




And another and again and again.


Chapter 15







Her










HE KISSES ME SOFTLY, slaps my ass, and bursts my world open as he slides in to pierce me and stretch me wide. I wrap my legs and arms around him and feel his weight between my thighs, on my breasts.




His cock lights me up inside. With him in me, we’re like a whole new being. I hold him tight, bite on his shoulder. My teeth fasten down as we start to rock harder together.




Each stroke takes us to a new place. A new sensation.




I’m trembling at every move. His hands on my hips make me pivot and roll. I pull my ankles higher, spread my thighs wider. Anything to get him deeper. Get more of him. In me.




My pussy grips and pulls. It flutters and tugs.




He’s in control, driving me, sending me. I know he’s feeling for my rhythms. Testing and tasting. Playing me, playing with me. And I play with him, but I can so easily be overwhelmed.




Waves of sensation power through me. He pushes me, pounds me up to a plateau. Drums and beats me to a ledge of intensity. Searing tension.




He’s so brutal and so perfectly sensitive at the same time. He knows just how to dangle me over the edge. To hold me, waiting for the waves to break. Building the pressure. Raising the heat.




Then he bangs me like a velvet steam-hammer, just the perfect moment to make me brim, spill, then burst and cascade, crashing, splashing. Each set of waves bigger, deeper than the last.




I’m losing coordination, shaking, wild. I want this to go on forever.




And then, then he says, “You’re all I want. Parker. You are everything I need.”




I know, people say stuff, right?




I’m biting my lip. “You’re mine, now. Forever.”




Okay, I’ll play.




And we come. Together. Huge and magnificent. The birth of the universe.




I have no idea how long I’m trembling in his arms after that. I only know it wouldn’t be long enough if it was all the way to the other end of the universe.




Damn him. 




I could believe some of that stuff if I wasn’t careful.




Then I’d cry.


Chapter 16







Her










BACK IN MY TEE-shirt and workwear, he leads me downstairs to a lounge with wrap-around glass and soft leather couches.




The twin sisters sit on opposite sides of a sunken sitting area. Svetlana is draped in white. She sits forward, listening as Tatiana describes her lunch. “My lunch that our brute of a cousin insisted I abandon because of some emergency.”




Konstantin takes a seat at the head of the table, between the two women. I sit by him, but not too close. I know that this meeting is important, and I’m not even sure why he wants me here. I’m hoping it’s the same reason I want to be here. I just don’t want to be apart from him. Even being a few feet away is painful. But the dynamics of the meeting are going to be important. More so as it’s a family group. I don’t want to be grit in the mix.




Konstantin’s voice is neutral. “Who were you having lunch with, Tatti?”




“It was work, Konstantin.”




“Really.”




“I know you don’t value my work here, but I do what I can. I held a lunch for all the most important editors and bloggers who we didn’t invite last night. You know that an Italian Jeweler’s convention is in town. They’ll be splashing hospitality around to make friends. I thought we should get ahead of them.”




“So,” Svetlana asks, “Did you give them lunch as a consolation for not being invited last night?”




“Of course not.” Tatiana purses her lips. “I told them they were all too important to come.”




“Oh,” Konstantin’s eyes roll. “And I bet they believed that, Tati.”




“They’re all too important for us to show them anything that’s not absolutely perfect. I let them know that last night, we were showing prototypes. Works in progress.”




“So,” Svetlana leans back with a puzzled look. “You told them last night was like market research? A focus group?”




Tatiana nods. “Exactly.”




Konstantin gives a thin smile. “And you think they’ll buy that?”




“You know fashion people, Kon. You tell me. Do you think that if you tell a group of editors and bloggers that they’re too important, they might disbelieve you?”




Svetlana laughs, “She’s got a point, Konstantin.”




“Yeah. Ok. You’re good at that PR stuff.”




“I’m good at finding a win out of a disaster. What did you think you were doing, scheduling a launch to clash with the Italian shows and only inviting half the press? My ‘PR stuff’ got us out of a hole. One that could have been very deep and dark.”




“No, she’s right, Konstantin,” Svetlana says. “Good job, Tatiana. And good thinking to head it off like that.”




Tatiana looks between the two of them. Then she stares at me. 




“So,” she says, “Before we start into whatever the big emergency is that’s your panic of the day, Kon, I’d like to know, who the fuck is she, and why is she even in the room while we discuss this? Why is she here?”




“Oh,” Konstantin says, “Didn’t I introduce you?”




“No.”




“She’s mind your own fucking business, Tatiana, and she’s here because fuck you. She’s here because I like her and right now, I think I might fucking hate you.” He stands. I want to encourage him to sit and stay calm, but I’m not going to get in the middle of this. He says, “Do you see much of Lev these days, Tati?”




She’s quiet. Scowling. Broody.




Konstantin “Did you see him at the show yesterday?”




“What is this?” 




His voice is hard. “You’ve been selling us out, Tatiana. Svetlana and me. We’re family. Why the fuck have you done that? You don’t even need the fucking money!”




“I don’t know what the fuck…”




I say, “I think Tatiana’s right.”




“What?” Svetlana and Konstantin both stare at me, open-mouthed. The look on Tatiana’s face would burn a steak.




“I know I shouldn’t speak. But I think Tatiana may be right.” They’re all staring, “Perhaps you don’t value her work.”




“We share everything three ways. If it’s any concern of yours,” Svetlana’s voice is tense.




Softly, I say, “I’m not certain I know what you do in the business, Tatiana.” Her eyes narrow. “Could you explain it to me, like really simply?”




She’s silent for a moment. She doesn’t trust me. Why should she? After a tense pause, Svetlana says, “Tatiana is our social director.”




“I run the events—” then with a cutting look across her sister and cousin, “—usually.” I guess she didn’t get to run yesterday’s launch. “I maintain the social directory. Keep in touch with all our contacts, people in the media as well as the buyers. And some suppliers, too.”




“Could you do that, Konstantin? If Tatiana resigned, or took a year away, could you take over her role?”




“I would be hopeless. I would alienate them all in a weekend.” His mood lightens a little. “I’d have a great weekend. But we’d be out of business.”




“You, Svetlana?”




“Only if I stopped doing what I do. And then, like Konstantin said, we’d be out of business.”




“What you do, though, Tatiana, it isn’t just lists and calendars, is it?”




“How do you mean?” She’s wary.




“What you described about the lunch today. That’s a kind of alchemy. Conjuring the story and the message. Presenting the story the right way, to the right groups of people, at the right time. Isn’t that right?”




Now they’re all looking at me.




I ask them, “Could anyone else fill Tatiana’s role? Could you hire someone in?”




Svetlana says, “No. Nobody understands the brand like we three. Nobody ever could. What Tatiana does is… when you put it that way, it’s as important as what I do.”




“Oh, come on,” Konstantin says, “Your designs are Zavarovski.”




“So is the community, Konstantin. The designs were innovative at the beginning. Now, honestly? There’s a pattern that’s established. I sometimes think I could train someone up to make them.” She looks in his eye, “But the brand is a lot more than just the product. It was you who taught me that.”




He’s looking at me in amazement.




Then he says, “Tatiana, I think I have a better understanding of what you do, and I see why you didn’t feel appreciated. You should be grateful to Parker–”




Tatiana cuts in, “Is that the stowaway’s name?”




“You can’t call her that. Only I can call her that.”


Chapter 17







Him










OUT ON DECK, I look at her in wonder. “You did something amazing there, little stowaway.”




“You think?” She’s squinting against the sun, “You and Svetlana had the big ideas, you with the crystals, the big, sexy physics  of the manufacture. She with her visionary designs. You two brought this whole empire into being.” Standing by the rail, I hold her close. “It’s easy to see why Tatiana feels overshadowed. But she does play an important part. You do need her.”




“Not like I need you. You really are amazing, my little stowaway.” I hug her, feeling her heartbeat. Thinking of all the other places in the world we could be. Thinking how it could be to have her with me, everywhere.




“Now,” I tell her, “I have to solve the problem of Lev.”




“You need to decide what’s more important to you. And what matters most for the business. Do you want revenge, or do you want healing?”




We talk until the sun starts to set. I listen to her. She’s wise in ways that I can learn from. 




I take her into the study with me when I call Lev. The man is so arrogant, he doesn’t even deny what he’s done. He sounds so bitter, it’s hard to believe that we were children together but maybe he was always this way. But I keep in mind what Parker told me. I let him talk and I make him an offer.




“The damage that’s been done, Lev. We’ll recover. But, let’s get past it. Pay us and let’s move on. Join us, Lev.”




His voice is scornful. “What can I do at Zavarovski?”




“Honestly, Lev, I don’t know. But Tatiana and Svetlana will work something out.”




“How much do you want for the leaks?”




“It’s going to hurt, Lev. Five mil.”




“That would practically bankrupt me.”




“If you join us, work with us, make yourself useful, you’ll make it back.”




“Three, Kon. Say three.”




“Don’t ever call me that.” I’m holding my temper back. “I’ve said five.”




“It’s too much.”




“You wouldn’t like the alternative, Lev. You know the Russian police and the courts see justice as a commodity. I’ve bought enough of it to know.”




“Do your worst.”




When I hang up, she gives me such a sad smile. I know that she really understands. She doesn’t want to know the details, but we talked it over before the call. She understood that men would be at Lev’s door, ready.




Since he didn’t accept my offer, he will already have begun a painful journey to the cells. He won’t breathe free air again for a very long time. 


Chapter 18







Her










THE GALLERY IS DOWNTOWN, in the area south of Market Street. That part of San Francisco is always hip, and it always seems to be for a different reason. It’s been tech, it’s been venture capital, it’s been AI, now it’s the arts. Just a couple of blocks from the San Francisco Museum of Modern Art, this two-story glass box is currently the most hip, cutting-edge arts exhibition space.




Tonight is an opening for a major fusion of art and fashion. Svetlana’s designs and clothes are featured, and Tatiana’s artworks, too. Akram plays thumping music throughout the huge gallery space.




Winding my way through the enfants terribles, directional leaders, and edgy-hot designers, mingling with the dancers and models, all too late, I’m suddenly aware that the time I set out for myself to change kept getting moved around. Typical me, it got pushed off the list.




Here I am at the opening, one of the most important showcases of the season for San Francisco—very important for Svetlana and Tatiana. Most of all, though, this is probably going to be the most important opening for me, for the whole of my life.




And yet, here I am again, overalls and a white tee-shirt.




I guess my position in the fashion hierarchy is set. I’m an observer. Not an exhibit. An also-ran. Never the star.




But, as I make my way through, looking for Svetlana, I’m amazed by the number of people greeting me. Almost everybody smiles, says hi, is eager to talk. To see and be seen with me. I find it unnerving. How do they even know who I am? But Svetlana runs to my side.




“Parker!” And she applauds in the skittish way that she has, “Your overalls and white tee-shirt! Your signature! It’s so perfectly you, you’re going to be an icon!”




She links arms with me, beckons a cocktail waiter and hands me a champagne cocktail, before she takes one for herself. We clink glasses and throw back the cocktails. Svetlana could make you feel at home anywhere.




As we get nearer to the center of the exhibition, the crowd begins to part for us, to turn toward us. Looking around, I’m stunned by the number of A-list celebrities there are here, all looking in our direction. With a contact list and a calendar, Tatiana really is a genius.




After we replace our empty glasses with fresh cocktails, Svetlana leads me, smiling and greeting, through the glamorous glittering bodies, deeper into the show. Rhythm pounds and the beats are like a soundtrack for the two of us. Like we’re making a red-carpet entrance.




Until we reach the centerpiece. A virtual room. Sheets of glass hang, with a picture suspended in the middle of each sheet, like they’re held in midair. 




Photographs.




My photographs.




A ripple of applause begins to roll around the crowd as I draw near with Svetlana holding my arm. Nearby I see Darby and my professor and all of our class, all applauding and beaming with pride and pleasure.




My shots of the runway show on Firebird. Studio photographs I took of Irina and Kasha, modeling Zavarovski Precious Crystals. There are the pics from the reception, some of the Horde of Hades.




I caught all three of them with their mouths twisted, scowling like the little hell spawn they are.




And then, right at the center, bathed in soft lighting, is the centerpiece. The highlight of the whole exhibition.




The brave smile, the unbreakable spirit. The gleaming wisdom. My inspiration. Mamma.




[image: Image]




Flashbulbs erupt, dazzling me. I am definitely more comfortable behind the camera.




And Konstantin appears at my side with a champagne glass. Smiling. Imagine. Him, actually smiling.




Applause seems to go on forever, until, at last, he lifts a hand and says, “Thank you all for coming tonight. I know we all are going to remember this moment, the instant that a brilliant new artist burst onto the scene.” The applause starts up again as he lifts the glass to me.




He taps his glass for attention again and says, “But an even more important moment for me is this.” He looks at me, “Parker,” and I almost faint. This is not in the schedule. Where’s he going with this? “I am so lucky to have found you. You are all the woman I could ever want, more than I had ever dreamed of. You’re a wonderful woman, beautiful and brilliant. You’re an artist and a genius. And you’re the woman I want to share all of my life with. I want to love you and protect you and give you all that you can wish for, and to care for you every day and in every way.”




I almost sway with dizziness when he drops to one knee.




“You stowed away in my heart and you will fill it forever.” He looks me in the eye. “So I’m asking you now, Parker Adams, if you be my wife.”




I’m too shocked to speak. Tatiana and Svetlana hold hands and wear tight smiles, and I can see they’ve got their glasses ready and their fingers are crossed. They knew. This was part of a plan.




The silence is unbearable. I can’t find my voice.




I reach down to take his face in my hands. As hard as I can, I nod and I keep nodding as hard as I can until at last, I’m able to say, “Yes.”




Akram starts up the sounds and the room explodes into a party.


Epilogue







Her










KONSTANTIN IS FIXING DRINKS to bring up. At the front of Firebird’s top deck, I watched a school of dolphins jump up into the salty night air. They twisted and dove, danced with flying fish off the starboard bow. A private marine show. Leaning out on the rail, there’s nothing to see in every direction now, nothing but sparkling moonlit ocean.




We’re the only two passengers, headed to the Caribbean for our honeymoon cruise. His footsteps, heavy on the deck behind me, always put a thrill in my core. I don’t turn. I love to feel him, sense his presence, coming nearer. Have him find me. Let him do what he wants with his stowaway. I don’t think I’ll ever get over that.




He puts the champagne cocktail on the table beside me and sets his next to it. His hand strokes my neck before he seizes my chin and twists my face around to his.




His mouth plunders mine. Savage and relentless, he takes what he needs. With his tongue and his lips. And his breath. Whenever our mouths are together, when his tongue is in mine, that’s when I begin to feel that I’m his.




His other hand slips in the front of my overalls. Up, over the white cotton of my T-shirt, his big, hot fingers play me. I moan and press my ass back against his crotch as he squeezes my breast.




His cock, impossibly hard, impossibly long, rocks hard against my soft ass. His hand, meanwhile, slips down into my panties. He traces the creases at the tops of my thighs, either side of my pussy. Then where my thighs meet my ass. Teasing gently, tantalizing, he touches and presses around my mound. I reach back for his cock.




When he starts to twirl his fingertips slowly around my clit, my knees weaken and my thighs shake. I fold forward and grab onto the rail.




With his free hand, he pops open the buttons that hold up the straps on my overalls. Lets the front apron fall. The pants are slack and they sag. That gives him some bare flesh on my ass. Which he slaps, making me shake and shudder. Now his fingers find the folds of my cleft. Scrape from the cleavage of my ass, slowly, agonizingly, all the way forward. Until he stops, right below my clit. Making me moan again.




He yanks off my tee-shirt. I have to straighten up. Hold up my arms, like a surrender. He drops it carelessly on the deck. I’m naked from the waist up in the moonlight and the sea air. His hand goes to my breasts. Squeezing, pinching, caressing them. Making me curl and sigh.




Then, with both hands inside my panties, he spreads my thighs apart.




My overalls are too loose to stay up, and they slide down to my ankles. I reach back, hunting for his cock again. He’s taken it out. It’s huge, nestling between my cool thighs. I can feel its heat. I grab it, hold. Hot, hard ridges zing with pulses in my hand.




He tugs my hair. Pulls my head back. I have to hold on to the rail. He spreads my legs wider. Bangs his cock on my mound and my clit. Slaps my ass as he pumps the head of his cock up and down my channel. I know what’s coming.




I know it will be me in no time.




I press my ass back as far as I can as the crown of him slips into my opening.




Usually, he takes the next part slowly. Gives me time to relax and adjust. Lets me accommodate his massive width.




Not this time. My eyes pop wide and a guttural moan rips out of my throat as he rams his torpedo straight, hard and fast, straight and all the way in. My legs shake and sag and he holds me up by my hips. Leaning forward on my hands. My tits swing free. His huge, thick flesh reams me, splits me wide. Hammers through me.




When my knees start to bend and buckle, he slaps my ass. Expertly landing his hand on the exact same spot as the last slap. Raising a sting. A hot, pulsing buzz. Juices trickle down my leg. The top of his cock scrapes my tenderest spot, high up in the front.




My head thrashes from side to side as I moan. He still has a grip on my hair, so he’s pulling it, and I’m pulling it too.




In this position I can’t really do any of the fucking. I can only spread my legs and be fucked. And try to stay up.




But I have plan for revenge.




Halfway through a deep, long moan, I beg him, “Kiss me, Konstantin, kiss me now.”




He bends over, his weight on my back.




As always, I’m not prepared for how excited I am by the roll of his body, as he slides his cock like a piston, all the way into me. All the way through me. The strength of his abs, the weight of him on my back, I’m going to come already.




I do. And I shout his name as I do.




Still, loose, lost in the firework blast of sensation, still I’m ready when he comes to kiss me.




When his mouth closes on mine, I spin. Turn. Stand. Push him. Up to his full height. I slide down the front of him. I know what I want.




I stop with my breasts either side of his cock. I just give them a little lift. Some support. I know I don’t have to do anything for this part. And I love it.




His cock slides between them and his hips roll. Fast. Hard.




A tapestry of emotion crosses his face in the moonlight. He tries to hold back. Even though he loves it. Almost the best. But they’re all almost the best. Every position.




But this one coming up, this is almost a fetish of mine. He knows why. I do too.




Just when it looks like he can’t hold on any longer, I grab hold of his cock, put my lips over the head of. So, I lick the underside with my tongue. Look up at him while I lick. That first taste always lights my fires. While he grabs my hair with both hands, I shake my head as my tongue brushes against the top of the shaft.




“My game this time, security guy.” I lick him. Put my lips over him and suck, then pop him out. And look up with a grin. “My game, my rules.”




His fists tighten in my hair. “You can’t. You can’t until—you know I want—I need—I have to make you pregnant—I want to make babies with you. Nothing is more important than that.”




Quickly, I stand, brushing my mound against his cock while I still hold it. I take a kiss. Look down at his mouth as I take another.




“Too late, sailor. That ship sailed.”




“You mean,” his eyes pop wide “You don’t mean…”




I nod. And grin. “Oh yes. There is a new little security guard on the way. Stowed away inside me.” I let him take it in. 




Before he can speak, I say, “So now, where were we? Oh yes, my game, my rules.”




I squeeze his cock. “So, Mr. Security Guard, you will please remain at attention while your nightstick is thoroughly serviced.




In a slow slide down his body, I keep my tits squashed tight to every part of him as they pass.




Slowly, I lick the underside, gripping the huge pulsing shaft in my hand. With the other hand I cup his balls, both of them. He groans and grabs my head. I flatten my tongue and drag it slowly up the underside of his cock.




I look in his eye and grin, broadly, as I open my mouth and take him inside. He is pointed straight up, but I pull him down like a derrick. Straight out. I work his slick head along the roof of my mouth, press against it with my tongue until it reaches the back. All the time I roll my tongue against the underside. He tastes like smoke and salty bourbon.




Then I go to work. I’d love to take all night over this, but I can’t wait. I wanted this so long. Since the first time in the master stateroom below. Maybe even before that.




I push my face all the way down his cock. Cupping and squeezing his balls, I swallow him until his head nudges the back of my throat. I pause and suck. Roll my tongue around him. A gush of cool, sweet saliva slathers over the top of him.




Then I stretch my lips and push my head forward. He slips into my throat and fills it.




I hug him with the muscles of my throat. Then push on, deeper. Sneaking my tongue out to tease him with how far he’s in my mouth.




I press up and roll the muscles in my throat. Sword swallowers’ blogs, wonderful bedtime reading.




When he is all the way in, my nose is against his pubic bone, my tongue reaches the top of his balls. I cradle his balls, squeezing them gently. With my other hand, I reach to grab hold of his ass. It’s so good, I grab the other cheek and use my grip to bring him deeper.




My throat pulls on the length of him. Wet, hot, sucking. Needy. Greedy. His first vibration starts.




With his ass in my hands, I can feel the beginning of his climax. His muscles shake. His nerves twang.




This no mistaking it in his hips when they start to rock. He grips my hair in his  fists and he fucks my face.




I dig my nails into the cheeks of his ass. Partly to encourage him. Partly to torture him.




He likes that. We both kind of like both sides of it.




I can never believe I found this smoking hot, wonderful man.




His shaft swells, thickening and convulsing in my throat. I moan and I feel the vibration along the length of his rod.




His thighs shudder. Hot, thick, salty sweet and sticky, bolts of his delicious cum flood my throat and overflow around his cock, dribbling out around my lips. I want to suck and swallow every single drop. I keep sucking until he’s dry.




His face tightens, screws up, twists, and then bursts, his eyes pop wide open. His mouth opens too as he shouts my name.




“Parker! God, I love you, Parker!”




I would love to reply. But it’s hard to talk with a cock in your throat. Especially one this big.




He’s going to be glad I finally learned what he tastes like.



I won’t ever get over an urgent need for more of that.
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I really hope you enjoyed that fast, sizzling tale.




VALENTIN is an eperienced Russian man

desperate for the innocent young

American girl







VALENTIN
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