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Prologue

Raphaella

I licked my dry lips. “Danny... I’m not sure about this... Maybe ... maybe our first time should be at home.” 

The metal of the cuff clung loudly in the spacious bedroom as my boyfriend shackled my second hand to the bars of the bedhead.

Scooting back, I pressed my shoulders onto the cool headboard while my already fast heartbeat sped up.

Even though it was kind of my idea—the kinky addition to our sex life—I hadn’t signed up for him stealing the keys from his realtor mother and driving us to the showroom mansion on the mostly uninhabited lot. The bed was huge and the cream, white, and beige cushions were soft on my lower back.

We were going to make a mess. In someone else’s home. It wasn’t supposed to happen like this.

Danny, who’d straddled me, curled his hand around my jaw and tilted my head back until his opaque gaze was all I could see. His breath fanned on my face, and I winced at the smell of the cheap whisky. 

My heart thumped against my chest. “Danny, I said I wanted to try kink, but I—”

He gripped my throat with hard fingers and pushed the back of my head against the bars. “Raffie, you wanted this.”

The coldness of his gaze made me shudder. “Danny, uncuff me. I don’t want this anymore.” I pulled hard on the restraints. “Danny, please. I want to go home. I—”

My boyfriend of two years—my first ever boyfriend—pushed his face inches to mine. He was getting angry. “Raffie, you wanted to be dominated. Let me fucking dominate.”

We’d been talking—I’d been talking—about this for a few months now, but I didn’t want to be in that skanky, skin-abrading, PVC lingerie that Danny had brought for me as a surprise, nor the stripper shoes which were a size too big. And I definitely didn’t want to realize, too freaking late, that my drunk boyfriend had a mean streak.

After getting to his feet by the bed, he scanned my half naked body slowly with a satisfied grin, and my mind swirled into overdrive. I made my voice calm. “Danny, I don’t like this. Untie me, now. I want to go home.”

Daniel Hutchinson just sauntered to the other side of the bedroom. “I’m going to light the fireplace. It’ll be all romantic.”

Screw romantic. I wanted to get the hell out there then break up with him.

This time I wasn’t able to hide the tremor in my voice. “Danny! I want to go home!”

Whipping his slitted eyes at me, he spat, “Shut the fuck up, Raffie. Do you want the cops here?”

I clamped my mouth shut while tears burned the back of my throat. If one of the neighbors heard me and called the cops, I’d lose my scholarship. 

As he crouched in front of the giant fireplace, his bum crack showed. 

I yanked hard on my cuffs, filling the room with noises of metal banging against metal. But those stupid things didn’t budge.

“Danny?” 

He didn’t respond. 

Danny responded well to coddling and flattery, so I took a deep breath. 

“Dannysugar, why don’t you come over here and dominate me with your big dick?”

When he threw me a cocky smirk over his shoulder, I faked a smile. “Yeah. You’re my dirty little whore, and I’m going to destroy your little cunt.”

God. I hated this vulgarity. But first, I had to get out of here. I glanced at the closed bathroom door behind which I’d left my backpack laid on the sink ledge. “Okay, my Dannysugar, come here.” 

His eyes were getting more and more glazed. In his state, had Danny thought about bringing the key to those stupid handcuffs? 

But he didn’t come here. Instead, he turned his attention back to the fireplace. “Aha,” he said. Then he dug out his zippo from the back pocket of his jeans, lit it, and lobbed it into the fireplace. 

I’d never had a fireplace, let alone lit one, but I knew that was the wrong thing to do. And I was proven right when a woosh reverberating through the room semi-exploded within the antre of the fireplace before it sputtered out. 

Danny jumped back and fell on his ass two meters from his mess. Then, two seconds later the blaring, strident sound of the fire alarm filled the room and probably the whole house.

The sprinklers activated, and Danny raced out of the room.

“Danny! Come back!”

I jerked down my bruising wrists. “Danny!”

My stupid man-child of a boyfriend had left. Just left me tied up to a bedpost. I thrashed and kicked on the bed while my whole body got drenched. Cold water on a plush comforter and thick mattress was not fun.

I didn’t know how much time had passed but eventually, I got tired. And sore. And freezing cold.

I had put my hair in its usual ponytail that my wild thrashing had let loose. So, by the time the first fireman stumped through the door, I had no choice but to peer at him through hair plastered all over my face.

God. Oh God. I wanted to die. 

I was trying my best, but death didn’t come Instead, two, no three, firemen did.

“Miss, are you all right?”

“Are you alone?”

“Are you hurt?”

The questions kept coming at me. Through my shameful fog, I noticed the deluge of the sprinklers had stopped. And that the police had arrived. My hands dropped free, and a big hand came in my line of sight to remove the hateful rings of metal. 

The destroyed room was full of people. Full of men, either police or firemen. 

I lifted my teary eyes to dark brown eyes. The chest of the fireman who’d freed me was shaking with laughter. I tipped my chin down and wrapped my arms around my chest.

A female police officer approached me. “What’s your name, miss?”

My teeth chattered. “Raph ... Raphaella Owens.” 

“What happened here?”

In a daze, I gave her my details and recounted my evening from hell while she took notes. I pointed a shaking finger toward the bathroom. “M-my clothes are ov-ver there. Can I... Can I please g-get changed?”

After leading me to the bathroom, she closed the door behind me. I nearly ripped the wet outfit off my skin. 

As I got back into my jeans, the nicest blouse I owned, my cheap ballerina shoes, and my fleece bomber jacket, I spotted a window. It was wide enough for me to... I took one step toward it...

Someone knocked on the door, and my heart jumped. “Are you all right in there?” the policewoman asked.

Wiping off my tears, I said, “Yes ... just a minute.”

As soon as I opened the door, the woman touched the back of my arm. “Come, Raphaella.”

My legs refused to move, and my stomach lurched. “What’s going to happen now?” I whispered because I couldn’t get my voice any louder.

“There’s significant damage in the room. One of my colleagues is trying to reach Daniel Hutchinson. Wyatt Sanders, the owner of the property has been called, and if he presses charges...”

One of the policemen walked through the small assembly and the skin of my face caught on fire when I saw what he was holding. He stretched his hand toward me, and my throat constricted at the sight of the handcuffs Danny used dangling from his hooked fingers. 

“I believe these are yours, Miss Owens.”

Derisive sounds of a throat being cleared sprung in the room, but my gaze locked on his hand, and I pressed my lips together. “I don’t ... I don’t want them.”

“Where is she?” a deep voice asked, and my eyes snapped up.

The man strode across the soaking wet carpet like he’d been doing this his whole life. He was tall, much taller than my five foot eight. He was also older than me. His wide shoulders rolled under his battered leather jackets while his faded jeans clad long, thick legs that ate over the space separating us, led by his motorcycle boots.

God. This man was the perfect depiction of ... a male. He could be on the cover of Gorgeous Badass Magazine if such a magazine existed. He should have been out of place among all these uniforms, but he owned the space to such an extent, he somehow made them seem incongruous.

He stopped by the policemen, and his gaze whipped to set on me. “Is that her?”

One of the policemen replied. “Yes. Says her name’s Raphaella Owens.”

He started toward me, and I clutched my backpack and froze. It was just my luck that the man about to mess up my future in a big way was immensely attractive and sexy.

When he planted himself in front of me, I had to tip my head back to keep his eyes which were framed by surprisingly full and long lashes. His dark blond hair was thick and overlong. His nose was straight and set over a full mouth. His strong jaw was clenched tight, emphasizing his high cheekbones. My heartbeat sped up at the scowl he pointed at me.

His low, gravelly voice was icy. “Are you the imbecile who almost burnt down my house for a stupid fuck on the wild side?”

I shrunk into myself, and my voice came out small. “Y-yes. I’m really sorry, Mr. Sanders.”

The policeman who was still holding the handcuffs, a rotund man in his fifties, or hard-lived forties, edged nearer. 

But before he uttered a word, Wyatt Sanders shifted his head toward him while keeping his angry eyes on me. “Get out. She’s mine now.”

The policeman’s less than happy voice clapped in the room. “Sanders, this is a police matter, and—”

Wyatt Sanders’s eyes never left mine. “It’s not if I don’t press charges. Get out.”

I should have been relieved he wasn’t going to press charges, but as the room emptied out, my nerves once again shoved me into panic territory.

Cutting through the heavy silence, I cleared my throat, which brought back Wyatt Sanders’s full attention to me. I was about to say something—honestly, I wasn’t sure what because this man scared the beejeezus out of me—when his eyes narrowed.

“Come with me.”

“Where?” I croaked.

One of his arched brows lifted. “I’m taking you home.”

When I just stared at him, he swore, and without another word, he strode toward the bedroom double doors. I was far from home, and we’d taken Danny’s car. I trotted behind him and followed him to his black truck parked down the wide driveway. 

He opened the passenger door before folding himself behind the wheel and slamming the door.

Once in the roomy cab of the luxurious truck, I closed the door and turned to him. “Mr. Sand—"

“Buckle up.”

It took me several tries before my shaking fingers latched the belt on.

“Where do you live?”

My heart jumped in my throat, and I froze.

His eyes narrowed. “Listen, I have shit to do and you destroying my house is a waste of time I didn’t need.”

“91 Evergreen Crescent,” I stammered. 

We started the forty-minute-long journey to my house. In silence. Complete and heavy silence I didn’t know how to break.

Settling deeper in the seat of the warm cab, I watched the rolling streets through the windows. Wyatt Sanders had given me a free pass. So, if he didn’t feel like chatting, that was more than fine with me. 

When he veered smoothly in front of my small house which was nowhere near as grandiose as the mansion we’d just left, I sat up.

This was my chance to apologize. “Mr. Sanders—”

“Did your boyfriend force you to do this?”

Surprised by his question and shaken by the intensity of his gaze on me, my lips moved soundlessly for a couple of seconds. 

His tone turned sinister. “Did that fucker force you?”

“No. No, it was me... I was the one who wanted to, uh...” I cleared my throat and inhaled his spicy aftershave. “I told Danny I wanted to try ... and next week is my birthday, so he brought me to your ... there.” I swallowed hard. “I’m really sorry about—”

The rumble of his voice cut into my apology. “Are you really into this?”

I licked my upper lip, too ashamed to answer that yes, I was ‘into this’. Or at least very curious about it. “Into ... this?”

Wyatt Sanders’s jaw hardened. “You want to be tied up? Spanked? Whipped? Degraded? Used? Shared? Be someone’s sex slave?”

My breath halted again as I gawked at him while my lower belly clenched with something which wasn’t fear. My heartbeat rushed to my ears, and my voice came out as a squeak. “I, uh... Not ... no degradation. I don’t know—”

He opened his door and quickly rounded the car to open the door on my side. “Go home.”

I moved fast toward my front door where he followed me silently. I’d just managed to unlock the door with trembling fingers when his hand wrapped around my upper arm. I twisted and gaped at his face which was close enough for me to feel his warm breath on my lips.

“Mr. Sand—”

“Let me give you some advice. The world is full of bad people who will chew up and spit out someone like you, and this lifestyle is no different. Stop putting yourself in situations you have no control over. And next time you want to play, pick someone who knows what they’re doing.”

Without any conscious thought, my body swayed toward the promise of his. I didn’t know what came over me as I stuttered, “Can... Can you... Can this someone be you?”

Something hard flitted over his expression. “For fuck’s sake. You don’t know me. What if I’m one of those assholes who gets off on beating the shit out of you until you bleed? Get some growing up into you, and clue in.”

Then he released me, strode back to his truck, and drove off.

I stared for a long time at the space where he’d been. That hurt really bad. More than the humiliation I’d just survived, and the jeers I knew had been bursting in the minds of the men who had freed me tonight. More than Danny’s betrayal and cowardice. 

After I’d closed and locked the door, hot tears burned my cheeks, and I ran to my bedroom.
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Ten years later

Wyatt

Tension crawled up my neck. “Same MO?” 

Detective Dave Hawkins, the man investigating the slew of vandalism perpetrated on my properties, nodded from across my desk. “Afraid so. Unoccupied house owned by Sanders Properties. They trashed only the master bedroom. Broken furniture and appliances. No signs of forced entry. No fingerprints, one set of boot prints.” He flipped his notebook closed, slid it in the inside pocket of his jacket. “Same message.” 

Fuck.

The whacked job had also been torching words across the walls above the bed. Same words. Slime that reeked of bigotry: ‘Those with evil desires will burn.’

Whoever that fucker was, he had it in for me because I was in the lifestyle. 

I was a Dom, and I had been for quite some time. But with the lifestyle came the bigots, and I wouldn’t have cared, but one of those pissheads had made it their mission to touch what was mine. 

I was done with that shit. It was time to get creative.

“I’m taking over. It’s the fourth house, and you still have no leads.”

“What are you going to do? You can’t patrol all your properties twenty-four seven.” 

I respected the man because he was sharp, and he had personal invested interest in this particular shitshow because he too was in the lifestyle. “I need the case files.”

When his head jerked, my hand lifted. “I won’t keep them. Just copy them and have someone go through them. You want to help? This is the way to do it.”

After a few seconds, he got up, and without further words, he left my office. 

I paced to the large windows framing the spacious room. 

That fucker wanted war? I’d give him one. I pulled my cell out and made the necessary calls.

After short knock on my door, Licia, my assistant, came in. “Do you have a minute, Wyatt boss?” 

“Sure.”

The petite, young woman with a pixie haircut that suited both her face and personality sauntered in high heels across my office.

We’d been working together since she was in her late teens. She’d just graduated from high school and found herself on a path she hadn’t much liked. She’d walked in my office full of bravado and promised to bust her ass and be the best assistant I would ever need. And she’d kept to her word. Now, she was family.

Her lips curved up. “I saw the very fine-looking Detective Hawkins leave your office. Any news on the jackass who’s cost us thousands of dollars on cleaning crews?”

I hadn’t told her about the markings on the wall. It was bad enough that she had to worry about something she couldn’t control. If she knew I was the target of the shit written on the walls, she would lose her protective mind. “No.”

Her canny gaze narrowed. “After five months? Zilch-nothing? Wyatt boss—”

“And Hawkins is part of my world, sweetie.”

She threw her hands to her sides and slammed her back to the back of the armchair. “What’s wrong with vanilla missionary and a chamomile tea before going to sleep?”

I didn’t answer what was mainly a rhetorical, overdramatic exclamation.

Pulling up her tablet, she started. “Two of our new houses, one on Porter Ranch and the other on Woodland Hills, are ready to be staged. Verna’s on her honeymoon, and she recommended another home stager. I’ve checked her out, and her style will work for the prospective clientele. She’s a small business, so she’s a little cheaper, and available right now.”

Alicia had been managing my business schedule for both the Sanders Properties as well as the Haven Group, which comprised five high-end restaurants, two hotels, and two nightclubs. 

After placing her tablet on the desk, she slanted forward. “How’s the family?”

She spoke regularly with Angie, Lola, and Carly, my sister and nieces who lived in Wyoming. Her question was about my other family and partners in Haven: Harper, Caid, Mace, and Hudson.

Together, we also co-owned The Club, a private and exclusive members-only BDSM club. The Club was a closely guarded sanctuary for kinksters and people who embraced the alternative lifestyle we were part of. It had been so successful that we’d opened its sister business, The Club Seattle, two years ago.

“They’re good, sweetie.”

Her eyes softened with affection. “How’s gorgeous Caid taking to fatherhood? And when will I meet Neve?”

Neve was the ten-month-old daughter of Caid and his doll of a wife Ava. The two got together after Ava, a close friend of Harper’s, became a member of The Club. 

“Gorgeous Caid?” I teased.

In response, she rolled her eyes before a big, toothy grin slit her face. “I mean, you’re all beautiful, beautiful men, and if I rolled that way, Harper would totally be my thing, but Caid is an absolute dreamboat. Anyway, Ava doesn’t mind when I call him that to her face.” Without taking a breath, but with more intensity, she asked quietly, “What happened with Jessica? She stopped calling.”

Jessica was a submissive I’d met during a trip to The Club Seattle where she worked as a hostess. New to the lifestyle, she’d been keen to learn and find herself. Three months into our dynamic, she’d wanted to explore with other Doms, which I’d encouraged. Her new dynamic hadn’t worked out, and when she tried to come back to me, I’d taken on a new sub. When she’d threatened to leak information about The Club if I didn’t take her back, we’d sent our lawyers, who’d stirred her away from that particular path fast. Then, she’d started calling incessantly and making a nuisance of herself. The day she’d shown up at my office and harassed Lish, I’d been done and made my point surgically clear.

“I’m just thrilled that shit stopped.”

Lish’s shoulders went to the back of the armchair and her eyes narrowed. I knew that expression, and she didn’t make me wait.

“So, Jessica broke the rules by getting too attached.”

“No, Lish. Subs are expected to form attachment to their Doms, but the dynamic itself is contained within strong parameters, and as one part of the dynamic, I need to be able to trust they will be always respected. The stalker behavior was not part of it, therefore not tolerated.”

Licia sighed. “You’ve explained it before, and I guess I’ll never get it, but you have four subs, who not only know about each other, but are happy to be one of many. Women who have absolute trust in you to give them what they need but only know you as a Dom.” She shook her head. “Women you care about but don’t kiss, don’t hug, or share a meal with.”

Alicia was vanilla through and through, and the no kissing bit was a big deal to her. Admittedly, it had been a thing for some of the subs who’d served me in the past, which was why I only played with subs at The Club. They knew the score and fully consented on how the game was played. They got off on their submission, and I got off on controlling their pleasure, their pain, and making sure to give them exactly what they needed. 

Leaning in deeper into the desk, she carried on. “Don’t you ever miss the other stuff?”

“What other stuff?”

“A real relationship, the intimacy of your tongue in someone’s mouth. Don’t you miss dates, spontaneous quickies, and lazy mornings, cuddling and stupid fights over inane stuff?”

She was talking about a full relationship. The precious but elusive connection Caid and Ava had found in each other. Hudson, Grace, and Carter had it too, and there were three of them, but their relationship was tight. But I’d seen and done enough to know that shit was rare. 

Licia’s question was apparently rhetorical. “I love you, Wyatt boss. You’re my boss, but also my very protective big brother, and my friend, all rolled into one. I just want to see you happy.” She stood up and palmed her tablet, directing an expression full of affection at me. “You deserve happy, Wyatt. Vanilla or otherwise.”

“Right back at you, Lish.”

When my cell rang, she strutted to the door while I answered Hudson’s call.

“Huds, I need you to work your magic on a security system.”

“Your properties are still getting targeted?”

“Fourth house two days ago. I’ve activated a few of my guys, and I need your help.”

Hudson was a cybersecurity expert, a straight up genius and hacker extraordinaire whose work was still talked about at M.I.T. In his spare time, he designed surveillance and spying systems on the fringe of legal. 

“Consider it done. You’re going to The Club, tonight? Some of our new members will be there.”

The Club had introduced a Jeton system for our female members who could request for any of their sexual kinks or fantasies to be satisfied. Erin, our members’ service manager, was in charge of the very popular wish list.

As owners, Mace, Harp, and I often got requested. Hudson had never been on it, and Caid had removed his name from it after he’d met Ava.

Pacing to the large window, I peered at the stellar view of the city blanketed by a sun trying to push through the cloudy sky. New members meant potentially more women who would test the waters in a safe environment with someone they could trust that our status as owners afforded us. 

I didn’t want to go to The Club, but I had a fantasy to fulfil. 

“Wyatt?” 

I rubbed the back of my neck. “I’m on duty tonight.”

Huds caught my turn of phrase, and concern laced his tone. “Duty? Brother, you good?” 

“Just want to catch that fucker, Huds.”

“With my toys and your skills, it’s only a matter of time before you do. On other news, it’s Caid and Ava’s turn to host our dinner. We’re bringing Tupperware.”

We both laughed at that. We took turns hosting our monthly family dinners, a time during which we talked and communed with each other. Hudson, Mason, Harper, and I usually commandeered one of our restaurants or hired a chef for the event. Ava, on the other hand, on top of being the sweetest woman who made Caid blissfully happy, was also a spectacular cook who not only fed us meals rivaling our chefs’, but she also always cooked enough extra for us to take home. 

Something to look forward to. 

My cell beeped with another incoming call. “Huds, I’ve gotta go. Love to your tribe.”

“Same back. Later, brother.”

****
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Five nights later, I was about to leave for The Club when the call I’d been waiting for came through. 

After my last conversation with Hawkins, I’d called Rove, who’d sent two of his army-trained specialists, Miles and Ants, to help bring the vandal motherfucker down.

Rove Callum, along with Keith McGrath and Fritz Hodge, was one of the three men from my retired Force Recon team in the Marines. After we’d returned to civilian life, the three men had created Rogue Security. The privately owned company was also a cover for non-officially government-sanctioned, covert operations, which was where I came in.

Miles was calling. I thumbed the green circle on my cell. “Talk to me.”

“Miles. We’ve got presence. Beaufort Avenue. Green Chevy Spark. Perp’s about to enter the side door. Want me to stall?”

The fucker needed time to incriminate himself. And be apprehended red-handed. 

I headed for my bedroom for a change of clothes. “No. I’ll call Hawkins. Be there in twenty.”

After pulling out and memorizing the layout of the house, I tagged my helmet, threw my leg over my Ducati Panigale, and texted Huds.

Wyatt: One ring. Cut off the lights at 19912 Beaufort Avenue.

Hudson: Copy. 

The streets of the mostly residential area were deserted at that time of the night. While adrenaline pumped through me, I stopped my bike beside the beaten-up truck across the street from the house where Miles was waiting, standing half hidden behind a tree. 

On a chin lift, he said, “Perp headed straight in. Only saw a shape. The fucker’s fun size.”

Weren’t they all one way or the other? But the tiny prick was going to get a lesson he wouldn’t forget.

Miles grunted. “Just saying. Don’t break him too bad before Hawkins’s men get their asses here.”

I entered through the back door and checked my wrist. Hawkins would be here in less than fifteen minutes.

The only light was coming from the kitchen on the ground floor and the upstairs bedroom. He was in the master’s, his playground. The motherfucker was bold. And fucking stupid. 

Time for a teaching.

I jogged up the stairs two steps at a time, my footfalls muffled by the thick runner. The bedroom door was wide open, throwing a path of light on the carpeted floor of the landing. With my back against the wall two feet away from the door, I dug my cell out and rang the signal to Hudson.

Five seconds later, the entire house went dark, and I nearly smiled at the loud gasp coming from the bedroom. I moved to the doorjamb and waited until my eyes adjusted to the faint ray filtering from the uncurtained window. The pisshead was standing on the mattress at the head of the bed with one hand on the back wall.

“Motherfucker.”

I pounced.

He raced across the wide bed. 

I threw my arm out. Caught an ankle. And yanked hard. 

His body crashed into the bedside lamp. He kicked his heel into my throat. 

I lost my grip. 

The dipshit landed in a hard thud on the floor. He got to his feet and raced toward the door. 

I launched myself at his back and tackled him, immobilizing his smaller frame under my body. 

His head sprung and smashed against the underside of my jaw. 

Fucker. Next thing, teeth clenched hard into my forearm. 

Yanking my arm out, I grabbed the back of his neck, ready to crack the piece of shit’s face onto the floor when I felt a thick braid of hair.

What the fuck?

The front door banged open. Hawkins had arrived earlier than I’d anticipated.

Heavy, fast steps rushed in and up. 

At the first ‘police’, shouted from outside the bedroom, an out-of-breath, terrified scream jetted out of the body pinned under mine. 

“Help! In here! I’m in... Here! Please. Help!”

It was a woman’s voice. 

At once, I registered the softness of her body and her feminine perfume. Three rays of bright light beaming from flashlights zigzagged in the room.

“Please,” she wheezed.

I jumped on my feet and signaled Huds again. 

When the light came back on, Hawkins and two uniformed officers blinked.

The woman scrambled to her hands and knees and crawled toward them. “He attacked me... He... The house went dark ... and—”

One of the uniformed officers pointed his gun at her. “Ma’am. Stop! On your knees. Hands behind your head. Now!”

She reared onto her knees so abruptly, she fell, ass to calves and whimpered while lifting shaking hands above her head. “Don’t shoot... Please don’t shoot... He—” A sob wrenched out of her.

Hawkins’s eyes slid to mine in a ‘what the fuck’ expression. 

Like him, I scanned the room. The walls were bare. The bed throw, pillows, and sheets were askew. A lamp base laid broken in three on the floor. A purse at the foot of the bed had spilled open over a short black leather blazer during her attempted escape, and there were high heeled ankle boots on the floor by the bed.

While I stepped toward her back, Hawkins crouched in front of her. “What’s your name, Miss, and what are you doing here?”

Her scratched voice stuttered, “M-my name’s Raphaella Owens. I’m-m a home stager and I’ve been hired b-by ... Alicia Stone from Sanders Properties. I ... I have a key. If I can get my phone, I can ... I can show you.”

Hawkins kept his eyes on her and lifted his palm out toward his two men who re-holstered their weapons. “Ms. Owens, you can put your hands down.”

Still on her knees, she was shaking like a leaf, and the tremors were visible from where I was standing. 

I drove my hand through my hair to clamp it on the back of my neck. “Jesus. Fuck.”

Her long braid flipped over her shoulder, and her eyes whipped to mine.

Fuck me.

She was strikingly beautiful. Wide caramel eyes, full lips, straight nose, and delicate chin. 

My gut caved in, sucker-punched by her. Every fucking muscle of my body hardened, and my chest got tight. With it, a deep sense of peace grounded my soul. 

Raphaella Owens was it. The woman meant for me. I locked my body into place against the force of the pull she was unknowingly exercising. 

“Mr. Sanders?” Her chin quivered, and she wiped her tears before she turned to Hawkins. “Why... I don’t understand. Why—?”

Hawkins curled his hand around her bicep. “Let’s get you up, Ms. Owens. Can you stand?”

She nodded and unfurled carefully to her feet. Dressed in all black with a tank top and leather jeans that emphasized the deep indent of her waist, a plump ass, and long legs, she turned sideways toward me. 

When I stepped to her, she shifted closer to the three men standing by the door. She did it with her fingers wrapped around her left wrist clutched to her chest. Her left shoulder was darkening with the beginning of a bruise.

Fuck.

I’d hurt her. I’d fucking thrown my full body weight at hers. I made my voice gentle and chin-pointed at her chest. “Does your wrist hurt?”

When she just stared, Hawkins moved to face her. “Ms. Owens, I’m Detective Dave Hawkins.” His voice had softened as well. As it should. He was talking to a victim of assault. “Do you need medical attention?”

Her chin dipped while her hazy gaze followed his glance to her wrist. “N-no. I hurt my hands when I ...when...” She shook her head again.

“Are you hurt anywhere else? Did you hit your head?”

Her convulsing fingers flew to the back of her head. They never got there. Her arm dropped. “Ice. I’ll need some ice for my head.” She swallowed and took a big breath. “I think I’m okay,” she said on a whisper that made me grind my teeth.

She didn’t look okay. Far from it. Her whole body was quaking so violently it was a wonder she could still stand. “I think ... I think I need to sit down.”

After sending one of his men to fetch a glass of water, Hawkins sat her on the edge of the bed and squatted in front of her. “Ms. Owens, I need to take you to the station for a statement, is there someone I can call for you?”

“No... No statement. Marcus, he uh... He’s an ER doctor. He’ll be at Genevieve’s tonight.”

That made no sense. When she went quiet again, Hawkins asked, “Can you call them?”

The woman giggled, and just as abruptly as she’d started, she stopped. “I’m sorry. I...” She cleared her throat. “I’m sorry. I think I’m in shock. And no, I don’t need to call them. I’m fine, and if that changes, I’ll talk to Marcus.”

“Are you sure?” Hawkins asked.

Raphaella Owens—her name sounded familiar, but I couldn’t place it—turned her questioning eyes to me. “I just want to know what ... why.”

Moving slowly, I started toward the bed, but her small frame tightened, and I stopped two feet away from her. “Someone’s been vandalizing my properties for months. The house is under surveillance. When you went in, we thought you were him. And I can’t fucking apologize enough for that mistake.”

Her wet lashes blinked fast. “You thought I was a man?”

Valid fucking point. Every inch of Raphaella Owens was pure, enticing woman. While Hawkins’s jaw dropped to his neck to hide his smile, I kept my tone gentle and stepped closer. “I wasn’t thinking. The vandal leaves messages on the wall. You were standing on the bed with your hands against the wall.”

Frowning, she looked over her shoulder at the wall. “I was taking measurement for a picture I wanted to hang.” Her gaze slid back to me. “What kind of messages?” 

Hawkins stood up. “Ms. Owens—”

“‘Those with evil desires will burn.’”

Her big eyes grew huge. “Evil desires? Will it be safe for me to work here?”

“Yes. He never broke in an occupied house, and I’ll install an alarm system.” And keep Miles on patrol. 

Raphaella Owens locked her eyes onto mine, beautiful, assessing eyes trying to ascertain my promise to her. The tip of her tongue flicked over her upper lip, and my gut tightened. 

“All right,” she whispered.

Her pulse was beating fast at the base of her graceful neck, her skin was flushed, and her pupils were wide. Hoping as fuck I was reading this right, I crouched in front of her. Her eyes held mine while her breath caught. Her little tongue peeked out again. 

This was not fear. She was feeling the same pull I did. I kept our eyes locked, holding us in what was happening. “Raphaella, wait for me here. I’m going to talk with Hawkins for a few minutes. Then, I’ll take you home.” 

Those pouty lips of hers parted before she whispered, “Okay.”

Yeah, she was feeling it too.

****
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As soon as I closed the door of the second bedroom behind us, Hawkins laid it out. 

“I’m not your goddamn sidekick, Sanders. And you’re lucky Raphaella Owens didn’t get any broken bones from your little sting ops.”

I was, but the woman with the beautiful, expressive caramel eyes and sinful mouth had to be hurting. And she was waiting for me to take her home. “The things I’ll do to this motherfucker when I get my hands on him, you don’t want to know. If I don’t kill him, you’re the one who’s going to throw his sorry-ass in jail, and you need to be good with that.”

He crossed his arms on his chest. “I’m going to pretend I didn’t hear say you’re planning to commit murder.”

“You hear me.”

“Christ,” he muttered. 

He sighed before his eyes narrowed. “I saw the way you looked at her. Can’t say I blame you, she’s gorgeous, but the woman in there is in shock. Don’t—”

Anger surged up to the back of my neck. “Don’t fucking finish that sentence.”

His tone sobered. “I’m going to ask if she want to press charges.”

“If she does, I’ll deal.”

He scoffed. “Bet you will.”
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Chapter Two
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Raphaella

My forehead hit my knees, and I breathed out the remnants of panic-shock, or whatever was coursing through me. The glass of tepid water was empty and sinking onto the plush carpet beside my socked feet. I didn’t know how long I’d sat on the comfortable bed, but it was time for me to get back to my evening.

When the lovely woman from Sanders Properties had offered me the project a couple of weeks ago, my heart had raced at the possibility of seeing Wyatt Sanders again. But for the life of me, I would have never imagined it would have been his tons of muscles splattering my toned but not anywhere near as muscled body to the floor. 

I remembered him being heartbreak-inducing beautiful. The last decade had only multiplied all of that. By like a hundred thousand.

The back of my head throbbed, and I carefully brushed my fingers over the forming bump. Jeez, his head must be made of stone. 

I pulled another deep breath, shoved the contents of my purse back into it, and grabbed my cell. 

Shit! I was late for Genevieve’s party. Really late.

It was nice that he’d offered to take me home, but it was too much of a repeat performance of the first time I’d met him, so that wasn’t going to happen. Even though a shiver littered my skin at the memory of his green eyes on me. 

Where are my boots? Ah. Found them. I folded over to put them on, and every one of my muscles screamed for me to stop moving. Dear God. How did football players do that every day?

While I was zipping up my left boot, the door opened. I straightened up slowly as Detective Hawkins and Wyatt Sanders walked in. The detective had an easy demeanor, which was quite the opposite to Wyatt Sanders, who was slightly taller and held himself with a controlled intensity. My heartbeat sped up. 

I slipped on my blazer and took the strap of my purse over my head. My body was already aching, and the next few days were not going to be a lot of fun. 

But tonight, I would eat and drink with my friends and the throng of weird and wonderful people Genevieve had undoubtedly invited to her fiesta. 

After standing up, I walked with the confidence my kickass heels gave me to the two seriously hot guys and gave them a smile that made the back of my head hurt.

I tilted my head to the right because I knew my outgrown bangs falling over my eyes was—I’d been often told—cute.

Aiming my gaze solely at Detective Hawkins, I smiled. “This was clearly a misunderstanding. And I’m sure we’ll all be laughing about it in a couple of days.” 

They kept scowling. The overgrown bangs cuteness wasn’t working. 

Splendid.

If those guys didn’t want to let cute work on them, it was time to face Wyatt Sanders. God, he was absolutely magnificent. “I was a little shaken, but a hot bath and a good night’s sleep will do wonders. So, assuming I still have the job, I’ll come back on Monday to work on the house.” For good measure, I added, “During daylight.”

Then, I waited. And waited some more, but their scowls didn’t subside. Not even a little. I had a party to go to. I turned toward Detective Hawkins, “Can I please go home?”

Detective Hawkins’s face relaxed a teensy bit. “So, I guess you won’t be pressing charges?’

The instinctive jerk of my body was painful. “No. Of course not.”

My response finally triggered a reaction. The detective’s brows raised high while Wyatt Sanders’s eyes got intense in a way that made my breath catch in my throat. 

His bass voice rolled between the three of us. “Why not?”

Turning my whole body toward him, I tilted my eyes up.

“You don’t remember me, do you?” His expression told me he didn’t. This was a sting I’d nurse later. “I won’t let this bruise my ego.”

His lips twitched, and this looked so good on him, I couldn’t help but stare before I got myself together. 

I cleared my throat. “A lifetime ago, my boyfriend and I broke into one of your houses. When we got caught, he ran and left me behind. You didn’t press charges. Thanks to your kindness, I was able to keep my scholarship and do something I love for a living. I don’t know if it meant anything to you, but to me, it meant everything. So, me not pressing charges is my tiny way of evening out the scales.” 

I ignored the undecipherable change in his eyes and carried on. “Now, I really have to go. Genevieve, my godmother who’s sixty-four going on twenty-one—” I lifted my palm to them. “And please, don’t ever tell her I mentioned her age because nobody knows—is throwing a Leather-is-skin party. Again, don’t ask. And I really need to get going. I texted I was on my way an hour ago, but she rarely checks her cell, so I need to get there before she starts to worry. Genevieve is not usually a worrier, and I’d like to keep it that way.”

Wyatt Sanders’s brows drew close. “A party?”

“Ms. Owens, you—”

“Detective Hawkins, I promise you, I’m fine. And unless you arrest me, I am going to this party.”

As my tirade ended, something beautiful happened, Wyatt Sanders’s lips curved, his eyes warmed, and it transformed him, launching his handsomeness straight into blinding gorgeousness.

“Let’s not make Genevieve wait,” his deep voice said.

I forced my eyes to his. “Thank you. That’s very kind of you, but I’m okay. Really.”

Oddly, that made Detective Hawkins chuckle. “Ms. Owens, have a good evening.” 

“Thank you, Detect—”

“Dave,” he cut in. “Name’s Dave.”

After a quick nod, his lean body cleared the door, leaving me alone with my lifetime crush-slash-fantasy. In a bedroom with a huge bed. 

“Mr. Sanders—”

His face was suddenly very close. Centimeters away from mine. God, he smelled good. My mind went blank, so whatever I was about to say got stuck in my throat.

“Wyatt,” he rumbled, and a shiver lit up my skin.

“Right. Wyatt. As I was saying—”

When his hand made gentle contact with the side of my neck, I lost control of my vocal cords altogether.

“Raphaella, I’ve slammed you on the floor. Your shoulder’s bruised, your hands are hurting, and the bump swelling at the back of your head might be a concussion. I’m taking you to your destination. We’ll use your car because I came on my bike.” His thumb stroked the line of my jaw, and I exhaled a trembling breath. “Let’s get you to Genevieve’s leather party.”

What could I say to that? It made sense. So, instead I asked, “You have a bike? What kind?”

I was graced with a lip twitch while his fingers pressed firmer. “Raphaella.”

My name, his tone. Pure pleasure. “All right.”

The flash in his eyes lasted half a second. It was minute. And colossal. He was pleased. 

My belly clenched and my nipples hardened. 

“Raffie or Ella,” I blurted. Before he asked, I added with enough chirpiness to cover my reaction. “People call me Raffie or Ella.”

The corner of his mouth quirked up. When he opened his palm, I stared at it, then at his face.

“Um—”

“Keys, Raphaella.”

So, full name it was then. After I’d handed him my car keys, we headed downstairs and to my car. 
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Wyatt

On the drive to her friend’s house, she was quiet. “How’s your head? Any dizziness or nausea?” 

Her shiny gaze slid to mine. “I’m going to have a nasty headache, but I’m not concussed.”

“Have you ever been concussed?”

The chuckle she let out was like the rest of her: beguiling and utterly feminine.

“Nope, I can’t say I have, but after that tackle, I feel some kinship with football players. God only knows how those guys’ bodies endure this on a regular basis.”

I should have insisted on a medical check. In heels the top of her head reached my jaw, and I had at least seventy pounds on her. Fuck knew how much damage I’d actually done.

“Ella—”

“Oh, so you chose ‘Ella’” The smile in her voice shone in her eyes. “Genevieve would approve. She hates nicknames with a passion, and she thinks Raffie sounds too masculine.” 

How could I have ever forgotten someone like her? 

While I was racking my brain, she gave me more of her throaty voice. 

“Wyatt, you have to know that I’m going to tell that story again and again, and each time, it will get embellished and changed until it becomes a lore of my very boring existence.”

Peering briefly into those wide, fudge-colored eyes full of life, it all clicked, and I remembered her.

I recalled one thing. One fucking important detail. 

“You were the skinny blonde who wanted to be a sub.”

Her long fingers ruffled the bangs of her thick brown mane. “My ex liked blondes, and in my defense, I was nineteen. And I didn’t have a name for it back then, but yes that’s what I wanted. And you’ll be pleased to know I followed your advice.”

I liked the teasing tone in her voice a helluva lot. “Followed my advice?”

“When I made a pass at you, you told me to grow up and keep safe, so I did while I experimented and dated in the lifestyle.”

The shit I’d been working on at that time wouldn’t have left any time for me to train an untried sub. I kept my eyes on the road. 

“Are you still in the lifestyle?”

The voice of the woman I wanted pitched to a whisper. “Yes, I am.”

“Do you belong to anyone, Ella?”

“I belong to myself, Wyatt. Always.”

That wasn’t confirmation. “No one?”

When she went quiet, tension crept up my neck. 

“Raphaella?”

“Full name again. Is this what you’ll call me if I sub for you?”

Sub for me. Which meant playing with little or no emotional attachment. Raphaella Owens would be more. She would be my sub. 

I glanced at her elegant profile. “You fought back well in there.”

She scoffed. “Still got my butt kicked though.” Her tone quieted. “I had to learn how to fight back.”

Forcing my fists to unclamp the steering wheel, I breathed out the tension knotting my chest. 

“Did somebody hurt you?”

Her eyes went to her lap, and she sighed. “You tell some people you’re a sexual submissive, and what they hear is permission to knock you about and abuse you whenever they lose control.”

“What happened, Ella?”

A strand of hair swayed across her forehead at the dip of her head. “Someone I dated had anger issues. When I tried to break things off, it didn’t go well. The next day, I walked myself straight to a kick-boxing class. Jorge, my instructor, is not as big as you, but he’s a lot bigger than me and kind of a badass. So, even though his attacks are controlled, he comes down hard.” The way she tilted her head to the side was fucking cute. “And voilà. Me, the mini badass.”

“What’s his name? The guy you were dating.”

Ella winced. “Sir asshole-lot? But it doesn’t matter. He’s in the past, and that’s where he’ll stay.”

It did matter, and I’d find out. People like that were a fucking plague to the lifestyle. 

But this conversation would have to wait because we’d arrived at her godmother’s house. I veered into the wide, empty driveway of a sprawling house. The asking price of a house that size in this neighborhood would fetch in millions of dollars. From the number of bodies moving across the lit French windows, it wasn’t a small gathering.

Ella pointed at a carport in the smaller driveway on the side of the house. “Can you park in there?”

“Why are there no cars around?”

After unbuckling her seatbelt, Ella shifted to face me. “It’s one of Genevieve’s rules. No one drives themselves to her parties. I’m, of course, the exception. For tonight, anyway.” She slipped the strap of her purse onto her shoulder. “Thanks, Wyatt. I’ve—”

She was trying to get rid of me. Again. When I inched in, she bit into her full lower lip. Lips I was going to bite, kiss, then watch suck my cock. I thumbed the corner of her mouth, and her eyes flashed. 

Fuck. Yes. 

I got out of her tiny car and opened the passenger door. “Let’s go, Ella.”

When she unfurled out of the car, I caught the tightening of her mouth, and she was holding her body stiff. Taking her hand, I pulled her out gently. 

Another wince. 

I grazed my fingers on her smooth cheek. “Ella, you don’t want to let your godmother down, I get it. But you’ve been through a lot tonight, and your body needs to rest, not party.”

She closed her eyes while her face pushed deeper into my hand. Fuck, she was beautiful.

“I just need to show my face, then I’ll get some rest.”

I tugged her closer. “Ella, I’ll take you home. And if your friend is any friend at all, she’ll understand.”

A stubborn strand of her hair swept over her eyes. “Wyatt, I am home. My house is across the courtyard at the back.”

My shoulders relaxed. “You show your face. Five minutes, Raphaella, no more. Then, painkillers and bed.”

“Okay,” she whispered.

We’d barely made it to the front porch when the door opened on a petite woman who looked no older than fifty. Her slim frame was encased in a red leather catsuit, and she was coiffed in a platinum long bob wig.

Stepping back, she let us in the wide, noisy hallway while examining me. Then, her bright eyes slid to Ella who moved into her outstretched arms. After they’d kissed on the lips, the woman I assumed was the famous Genevieve slid her eyes to me.

“Who is this, chérie?” she drawled in a French accented purr. 

After a gentle peck on the older woman’s wig, Ella curled an affectionate arm around her godmother. Another wince. That was the shoulder that crashed into the wall. 

“Marraine, this is Wyatt.” Her mouth twisted in a cute half-grin before she continued. “He’s my new client.”

Not quite, but I would make sure she knew exactly who she was going to be to me. 

“Wyatt this is Genevieve, my adored godmother.”

When Genevieve wrapped her slim arm around her waist, Ella’s mouth tightened. The pain was getting worse.

“Handsome Wyatt here is the one I saw in my cards,” the leather-clad woman said.

Ella rolled her eyes, but her tone was amused. “Right.”

The older woman’s brow rose. “Was there a boom?”

Christ. What were they on about?

“It was more like a bam, but yes,” Ella replied.

“Sometimes, amour, only brute force will find the most valuable treasures.”

“Whatever,” Raphaella muttered, but she did it smiling.

While the women gazed at each other, their deep affection on display, I asked, “Marraine?”

“It means ‘godmother’ in French,” Genevieve replied, with obvious pride in her voice. She squeezed Ella’s side, causing her to suck in a breath.

Her five minutes were up. I touched her arm. “Ella.”

Ella started to move my way, and Genevieve’s arched brows furrowed. “Choupette, are you ill? You don’t look yourself.”

Curling her hand around Genevieve’s cheek, she bent slowly at the waist, and it cost her. “I’ve had a rough night. I’ll tell you about it later, but right now, I need about fifty hours of sleep.”

To my relief, her godmother nodded. “Have you eaten?” When Ella replied she hadn’t, Genevieve clapped her hands. “Go home, ma douce, but don’t go through the house. Clay and Marcus are here. I’ll bring you some food in a minute.” Whipping up piercing eyes at me, she ordered. “Take very, very good care of mon bébé.”

“I’m planning onto it, ma’am.”

“Oops. Mistake,” Ella whispered.

The woman’s slim frame snapped straight. “I’m not old enough to be called that. My name’s Genevieve, but since Americans seemed to have a burning need to shorten everyone’s name, I’ll allow Gen. Never Gennie.” After an indignant shake of her head, she shooed us away. “Go, now.”

Wrapping a gentle arm around Ella’s waist, I led her out. We followed the well-lit pathway siding the large house toward a paved courtyard where stood an octagonal, illuminated stone fountain. Additional lights came from fairy lights strewn around the trunk and branches of an oak tree under which laid two chaise lounge and a coffee table. Nearer her house, a large table and four iron-framed armchairs provided a nice picnic area. 

At her front door, after she’d dug into her purse for her keys, I seized them gently from her shaking fingers and unlocked the door. Once inside, she reached for a light switch, and I handed her the keys to her house and car. She put them in her purse, which she dropped on the bench in the short hallway. Her hands rose to the lapels of her blazer, and she let out a soft groan.

I gently lowered her hands and gripped the collar of her jacket. “Don’t move.”

She stilled, and I eased the short jacket down her arms. The bruise on her shoulder made my teeth clench. I tucked her hair behind her ear. “Ice pack?”

Ella tipped her chin back. “Ice cubes in a towel?”

“That’ll do.” With my hand on her lower back, I nudged her into the large room where she dropped on the couch with a pained grunt. 

After making quick work of preparing the ice pack, I walked back to the living room. 

She was folded, chest to her lap, and reaching for her boots. 

Jesus. Fuck. 

I carefully pressed my hand on the front of her uninjured shoulder to sit her up and handed her the ice pack. “On your head, Ella.”

While she did, I kneeled in front of the couch, took off her boots, and set them beside her feet. 

When I stood up, she smiled, and that hit me in my gut and in my cock. After dropping her arm, she scooted to the edge of the couch, and she winced again. I wanted to wait, but it was time to make a few things clear. 

I bent deep at the waist and wrapped my hand around the side of her delicate jaw. “Ella—”

When her lips parted, I angled in until her rushed breaths fanned on my face. “Sweetheart, I’m here—”

Her blinks were fast over her widened eyes. “I know Wyatt, but—”

I pushed the pad of my thumb into her plump lips. “Raphaella.” 

Her mouth went slack. “I’m here. From now on and until I say otherwise, I’m taking care of you. That means ice your head, get some food and painkillers in you, undress you, then put you to bed. Are you hearing me?”

Her eyes searched mine. Another blink, this one slow. 

“Baby, if I see you move or wince again, as soon as you’re better, I’ll spank you so hard, you’ll need a cushion under that gorgeous ass of yours for days.” Her eyes darkened. She liked that. Noted for later. “Am I being heard?”

I glided my thumb across her bottom lip slowly, enjoying her panted breath and the flush of her face. “Your answer now, Raphaella.”

Her “Yes, you’re being heard,” came out as a rushed whisper.

My hand lifted, and her little tongue swiped over her bottom lip. Fuck. She’d just licked my touch. “Good, sweetheart. Where are your painkillers?”
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Chapter Three
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Raphaella

Holy moly shit. Wyatt in Dom mode was so hot, I was still shivering. 

He was one of those Doms whose steel came wrapped in silk. When he spoke, he did it close and with a soft touch, which promised many nuances of his dominance. 

I’d subbed for three long-term Doms. Unfortunately, I’d also experienced dozens of assholes on BDSM dating sites who called themselves Doms but hadn’t had the first clue about boundaries, nor the many variations of consent.

So far, Wyatt Sanders was proving himself to be the real deal, so I couldn’t wait for our discussion on expectations and limits before diving into those excitingly deep waters.

As he prowled back to the kitchen with the melting ice pack, I stared at his fantastic ass and long, muscled, jeans-clad legs. He came back, and my lower belly clenched at the sight of his wide shoulders, strapping chest, and narrow waist. 

My oh my. Those jeans were faded just right. He was big everywhere. I squeezed my legs together.

A low growl filled my living room, and my gaze whipped to his. 

His jaw was clenched tight. In six long steps, he was onto me, and my already fast heartbeat vaulted against my chest wall. 

He stopped in front of me and planted his hands on the back of the couch on either side of my head, caging me while he pushed his face super close to mine.

I locked my eyes onto his and whispered, “I didn’t move.”

The huskiness of his voice unfurled all over my skin. “Baby, you watched my cock and bit your lip.” 

Well, that was his fault for being so gorgeously edible. “Oh.”

“I want that, Ella, but not when your whole body is bruised because I nearly crushed you onto the floor. Yes?”

Licking my dry lips, I nodded, and Wyatt shook his head while a short chortle shook his chest. “Lip licking would also be a no, baby.”

I was falling hard for that lip twitch.

Someone knocked on the door, and I lost Wyatt, who strode to the hallway.

Thank God. Food. I was starving. I sat up and sucked in a breath. My pants were digging into my waist. 

Wyatt opened the door to Genevieve who sauntered into the hallway and tapped Wyatt’s pec.

“So very handsome.”

Then, she winked at me before a frown creased her expression. “What happened to your shoulder?”

As she perched beside me, I said for her ear only. “The bam. I’ll tell you later.” 

Her smile returned as she shifted to face the hallway. 

Who had the food? 

I stretched my neck, but from my point of view, I could only see Wyatt with his hands in his pockets. 

“Is Raffie in?” a male voice I loved asked. Clay.

Clay Brentwood, a tall, very attractive, very talented, and very successful painter was one of my two best friends, one for whom I’d modelled many times.

“I’m in here, honey, come in.” After he’d stepped in, carrying a wide tray piled up with food, I introduced them. “Clay, this is Wyatt. Wyatt, Clay.”

They chin-lifted at each other.

Genevieve, who had her back to me, scooted her tiny butt right to the edge of the sofa, and chuckled excitedly.

While Clay disappeared into the kitchen, I tugged on her hand. “Genevieve—”

“Shush,” she whispered and turned her attention back to the men.

My friend came out of the kitchen through its second arched entrance and ambled toward Genevieve and me, flashing his Hollywood star’s grin at me. 

Oh, and Clay was also an unrepentant flirt. 

Clay bent at the waist before me and stroked the back of his fingers on my cheek. He glanced at my shoulder before his eyes delved into mine. “Gen told me you were under the weather. How are you, my beautiful?”

“I’m fine.” 

He peeked at my shoulder again before he did what he usually did and touched his lips to mine in a gentle, long, closed-mouth kiss. I liked his kisses. They felt like comforting hugs, so I leaned in and cupped his jaw.

“How are you, honey?”

“Better now. You, as always, look like a love song,” he murmured. 

Yes, total flirt. With the best compliments.

When he straightened up, Wyatt was watching, his shoulder slanted against the doorjamb of the living room and his arms crossed over his chest. 

Wyatt’s lips quirked. “Ella, there’s a full dinner here, but I can make us sandwiches.” 

I smiled at him. “A sandwich will be perfect, thank you.”

Genevieve took to her feet and clapped her hands once before declaring, “I had to wrestle many of my beloved friends so I could bring you Raphaella’s roast pork. Wyatt, my beautiful man, prepare to have your world rocked from its axis. And her raspberry tart is a piece of art.” She turned to Clay, “Clay, amour, let’s leave Wyatt and Raphaella to the rest of their evening.”

Clay winked at me. Genevieve and he had checked Wyatt out. Genevieve was a very protective godmother who took to her role seriously, so leaving Wyatt in my house was her blessing.

After another peck on my lips, Clay chin-lifted at Wyatt, who responded in kind. 

As Genevieve reached the hallway, she blew me a kiss. “Je t’aime.”

My heart melted. “I love you too, Marraine.”

Genevieve became my self-appointed godmother eight years ago. 

She was a retired seamstress who had worked for most of the very famous couture houses. Seven years ago, she’d designed a collection for which she’d asked me to model because she’d wanted someone with breasts and a real butt. Both of which I had in generous amount. 

The demand for her collection had been so great, she’d created a prêt-a-porter capsule wardrobe of twelve dresses called ‘Love Letters’. For which I’d become the sole face and body.

Inside each dress, there was an embroidered message. 

During an interview with a women’s mag, when asked about the collection, Genevieve said, ‘Women who wear my dresses, will do so for the people who undress them. Because the woman inside the dress is the true gift.’

Yes, I’d found my own fairytale-adjacent godmother. 

After Wyatt had walked them to the door, he strolled back to the living room. 

A small, sexy grin played on his lips. “Gen,” he started—proving Genevieve right about nicknames—is a good one.”

A giggle escaped me, but it also butted against my ribs. 

Wyatt’s brows snapped together, and he closed the distance between us. He curled his fingers under my chin. “What’s wrong, baby?”

“My clothes are cutting into me, and I want something soft and light on my skin.”

He slid one arm under my knees, and the other around the middle of my back. “Bedroom?”

“Second door on the left.” 

He carried me to my bedroom where he gently set me on my feet. His hands went to my belt, then the button and zipper of my pants before peeling them off my legs. 

“Arms up, Ella. Slowly.”

When I did, he grabbed the hem of my top, slipped it off, and unhooked my strapless bra.

Once I stood close to the warmth of his body with only a scrap of lace between us, goosebumps coated my skin, and my breath caught in my
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