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        This book is dedicated to finding soulmates. That soulmate could be in the form of a romantic partner, a platonic partner, or a furry partner in crime. If you’re lucky, maybe you’ll find all three.

      

        

      
        Don’t let anyone tell you soulmates exist only for grand, fairy-tale notions. Find the soul that makes yours sing, get consent, and make beautiful music together.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            INTRODUCTION

          

        

      

    

    
      Let’s continue to be real. This is a high-stakes dark romance series that gradually shifts into paranormal romance. Here are a few trigger warnings.

      Clara Presley is self-destructive, loud, vulgar, and takes the Lord’s name in vain like it’s her bleeping job. John Carrington is self-restrained, quiet, refined, and a controlling Pleasure Dom who likes to test boundaries and hide secrets. Somehow, these two opposites attract.

      During this series, some scenes get heavy, and these scenes include depictions of the following:

      
        
          	
        Borderline Personality Disorder (BPD) — explored through Carrington’s understood diagnosis and Clara’s newly diagnosed journey
      

      	
        Eating Disorders & Severe Body Dysmorphia
      

      	
        Substance Addiction & Codependency
      

      	
        Light BDSM & Intense Power Dynamics
      

      	
        Emotional Volatility & Toxic Relationships
      

      	
        Mentions of Non-Consensual Sexual Interactions
      

      	
        Fertility Issues
      

      	
        Graphic Violence
      

      

      

      A note: I did not create this work to glorify abusive relationships. Clara and Carrington are examples of addictive behavior, and man, do they run and jump like marathon pole-vaulters.

      A second note: This series will be seven books in total, with a prequel short story. (The prequel short story is available to read for free at most major online retailers.)

      To help my readers remember important events and milestones (because I don’t know about anyone else, but I can barely remember what I had for breakfast this morning, let alone something that happened in a book I read months ago), I’ve created a summary of the previous books in the front matter and a cast of characters in the back matter. If you don’t want spoilers, it may be best to skip the summary; while this installment has an ending, the world-building is best enjoyed in order.

      Still interested? If so, Clara and Carrington’s caffeine-addicted world, amongst other things, awaits.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PREVIOUSLY IN THE FOOL ME ONCE SERIES
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      WHAT IN THE WORLD WAS THAT?

      

      Clara Presley and Mark Kennedy, a detective with the Philadelphia Police Department, had a serious relationship that lasted two years and ended when she declined his proposal. Despite their emotional turmoil, they agreed to remain friends.

      In December 2018, after writing and publishing her first book, Clara earned enough money to move to the Rittenhouse Square section of Philadelphia. Mark celebrated her success and helped her pack.

      They had a glass of wine and rekindled their physical relationship. Mark asked if Clara wanted to continue seeing each other informally. She agreed, but stood firm that she was not interested in a serious relationship. They decided to keep their romance strictly physical until they were ready to move on.

      

      DID I LIE?

      

      Clara Presley ended her physical relationship with Mark Kennedy and attended a charity ball in Las Vegas in October 2019, where she had a one-night stand with John Carrington. She ran from him for months before she was forced to see him again in March 2020 for a guest spot on his talk show.

      During a freak storm that flooded Clara’s London hotel, Carrington offered to let her stay with him, where he told her he was in love with her. She rebuked him. He agreed to wait for her to accept her feelings.

      Carrington spearheaded five months of long-distance phone dating with Clara. She refused to see them as anything more than friends until August 2020, when she surprised him by flying to Las Vegas, where he was running a charity drive.

      Once she was properly drunk, Clara admitted she loved him. Carrington permitted her to accompany him to the charity drive, provided she behaved herself. The next morning, they woke up married.

      Clara discovered three videos from their wedding—two safe for work, one definitely not—going viral on the internet. The ensuing fight with Carrington, which was caused by his not telling her about the videos, precipitated a health scare from her anorexic practices. He made her promise she’d never put herself in a situation like that again or she’d lose him. Grudgingly, she accepted his ultimatum.

      Clara’s intuition questioned if Carrington had planned their unplanned wedding. Rather than answer her, he introduced her to his Dominant persona and gave her endless pleasure during their two-week honeymoon. This was interspersed with volatile fights.

      With the honeymoon over, the newlyweds visited Carrington’s family in Ireland. Maggie, one of Carrington’s sisters, explained that Carrington had a fifteen-year absence while visiting the US, starting when he was eighteen. No one knew what he did while away, but he was rehabilitated from alcoholism and achieved two psychology degrees from Oxford when he returned at age thirty-three. Before she could tell Clara everything, Maggie was interrupted by Carrington.

      Back in Philadelphia, Clara and Carrington fought over finances during a road trip. When she defied him at a rest stop, he made a public spectacle, which included flinging her over his shoulder and carrying her to the car.

      Clara finally realized what Carrington was doing during their fights: manipulating her into acting the way he desired. He revealed some of his past to her and recounted how he easily manipulated women because of his appearance and manners. Clara, he confessed, was the only woman who presented a challenge to him. Her dismissive attitude at the beginning of their relationship made him want her more than anyone else.

      Clara then guessed his greatest manipulation of all: he had gotten drunk with her on purpose on the night of their marriage. After some contemplation, she forgave him. She then announced that she was selling her condo to move to London with him because she couldn’t afford to keep it while living abroad, and he couldn’t host his show from Philadelphia.

      Carrington, who was far wealthier than she had ever dreamed, proposed a business agreement to buy her condo with a promise to allow her to repurchase it. The couple embarked on a new future together in London.

      

      WOULD I LIE TO YOU?

      

      This book begins five days after the closing events of the previous book.

      Clara returned to Philadelphia while her UK citizenship was in flux. She and Carrington continued to struggle over who had control in their relationship.

      Three days later, when Clara’s friend and former lover, Detective Mark Kennedy, visited—and Clara revealed what happened the night she married Carrington—Mark became suspicious of Carrington’s motives and control issues.

      Clara and Carrington fought over the phone the next day. While walking to clear her head, she was distracted by Alex Campbell calling to her from the top of a building. The two had lunch, and Clara learned that Alex was a superstar soccer player who intensely disliked Carrington. Before she could determine why, Carrington called her cell phone. He evaded telling her the truth.

      Clara was followed by a black BMW that night. She called Mark, who came to the rescue. She fought with Carrington over the phone again and threatened to stay in Philadelphia permanently if he didn’t stop trying to control her, then she went into shock from the day’s events.

      The next day, Clara shared tickets to Alex’s soccer game with Mark. They had a tender moment which alluded to their previous romantic relationship before Alex appeared. Mark drove Clara home after the soccer match and told her he’d be back later that night.

      Clara was greeted by Mack, the night shift lobby supervisor, when she entered her condo building. He’d just spoken with James Clarke, Carrington’s attorney, who called to say Carrington had purchased Clara’s condo a week early. Carrington arrived, and Clara tricked him into believing she was leaving him unless he started telling the truth. Somehow, he stole her condo keycard and seduced her into staying.

      Carrington wanted to roleplay Dominant and submissive, and Clara agreed. While establishing a safeword, he divulged that his former subs used to call him Mr. Carrington. She became distraught because his last name was a term of endearment to her. He requested her to call him by his first name, John, during their D/s lovemaking because no other woman had used it.

      Mark returned later that night, as promised, and showed Clara and Carrington a shabby-looking little black book and a floppy disk with Clara’s initials written on it, both gathered as evidence from the black BMW. The car’s interior contained fingerprints belonging to a felon, Girard Boudreaux.

      Clara fainted, then relived her first abusive relationship with Charles Benoit. She had destroyed a floppy disk, similar to the one Mark had shown her. On awakening, she called for Carrington and recounted her physical abuse to him and Mark. Carrington vowed revenge against Benoit.

      Dr. Sarah Jenkins, a gynecologist, arrived later that night to check on Clara, diagnosing her with PCOS. The doctor suggested that Carrington speak at a women’s sexual wellness conference to share his expertise on inducing orgasms.

      The next morning, Carrington and Clara played checkers while she plied him with personal questions; both the game and the questions ended in a stalemate. They made a deal to answer one difficult question each.

      Clara shared that she’d only enjoyed having sex with one person before meeting Carrington; he guessed that it was Mark Kennedy. Carrington, in turn, explained that his former relationships were not relationships; they were business deals. Each woman called him Mr. Carrington so they wouldn’t form an attachment to him because he wanted to feel they were his property. At her insistence, Carrington granted Clara autonomy. Before Carrington returned to London, he gave Clara a skeleton key necklace that represented how she was the only woman to hold his heart.

      A week later, Mark drove Clara to the Philadelphia airport so that she could also travel to London. Mark told Clara that Carrington had tried to steal the little black book after she fainted. She promised Mark she’d investigate and watched a video on the plane that showed Carrington and Alex competing like children, illustrating their dislike.

      Two weeks later, Clara was tired of visiting Carrington’s Paddington television station. She opted to write before surprising him at Paddington. When Charlie—Carrington’s personal driver—arrived with the car, Carrington disclosed that he knew how long it had taken Clara to walk to the station without her telling him. She guessed that he was having her followed. During the ensuing fight, he threw her over his shoulder and carried her to the car.

      Carrington revealed Charles Benoit was in London and that Clara needed to remain safe. He locked her in their bedroom at the London flat, even though she begged him not to do it. She worked through her fear by calling Alex Campbell.

      Alex helped Clara down a fire escape and drove them to Heathrow Airport. She and Alex discussed several things during their car ride, including the sex video from Clara’s wedding—which she’d previously believed to be silent—and her unusual relationship with Carrington.

      Realizing that the only person Carrington feared was his mother, Aoife, Clara made a split-second decision to fly to Western Ireland. At the airport, Clara found that her condo keycard was being used to track her and threw it away.

      Clara and Alex stayed with Maggie for the night. The following morning, Maggie and Alex went sightseeing through the countryside while Clara talked with Aoife. Although Aoife was unable to explain why Carrington kidnapped Clara, Aoife shared her history with Carrington’s father, Nicholas. The parallels in their relationships were eerie. Aoife implied that Carrington was involved in underhanded dealings just as he arrived at her house in the middle of a punishing rainstorm.

      Clara demanded the truth from Carrington. He took her to his house in Castlemacgarrett, where he disclosed that he was the second-in-command of an underground crime organization, County Mayo Clan (CMC). He’d been watching Clara for three years in secret because he’d been commissioned to kill her by Benoit’s uncle, Francis Villemont.

      Carrington had schemed his marriage to Clara to save her life, not only from Villemont but from an unknown mole within Carrington’s organization. Alex, part of the same organization as Carrington, had saved Clara’s life when he called out to her the day he met her because he saw the black BMW following her along the road and thought it could be the mole.

      Carrington’s fifteen-year absence in the US had involved assassination work. He mentioned many names that were featured in the little black book he’d tried to steal from Mark, though he didn’t directly mention the book.

      Remembering the fairy allegory Carrington had told her on the beach in Mexico during their honeymoon, Clara cited it when she understood why their relationship couldn’t end. As she acknowledged her attraction to the danger his lifestyle posed, they recommitted to each other.

      The next morning, Carrington diagnosed Clara as a borderline personality disorder sufferer. He knew her diagnosis because he suffered the same affliction. They met his mother and sisters at church, and when Maggie failed to arrive, Aoife revealed that Maggie was saying goodbye to Alex before he returned to Manchester.

      Once again, Carrington and Alex fought, this time outside Maggie’s house. Maggie admitted she’d lied to and seduced Alex, not the other way around. Carrington apologized to Alex for assuming the worst of him. While alone, Clara and Carrington contemplated fate and whether it existed. They ultimately decided they were meant to save each other.

      

      WAS THAT A LIE?

      

      This book begins the day after the closing events of the previous book.

      Clara stayed in Ireland for safety reasons while Carrington returned to London. She had an unfortunate encounter at the store with a jealous woman Carrington used to date, and quickly became friends with Aoife.

      Two days later, Clara received a call from Steph, her publicity attorney, who reminded Clara that she still had authorial duties. Clara agreed to a meeting with her publishing team, then had a brief phone call with Carrington and capped the night by meeting his estranged father, Nicholas Smith.

      Nicholas put Clara through rigorous mental acrobatics until she guessed his role within his organization: the don of the Morelli crime family. She was uncertain whether to trust him, but after she learned he’d married Aoife in a secret ceremony and wanted to reconnect with Carrington, she agreed to remain cordial.

      Clara discovered that Carrington had deprived his father of a share of CMC’s profits during a deal Carrington made when he married her. Nicholas asked Clara to convince Carrington to do business with him again. She refused, but Nicholas said he would provide the mole’s identity if she complied. She unwillingly consented.

      When Carrington returned to Ireland two days later, Clara told him about Nicholas’s offer, but omitted that he’d married Aoife. Carrington discounted Nicholas’s credibility and made love to Clara through the weekend.

      During a volatile fight on Sunday afternoon, Carrington and Clara discussed her potential pregnancy. Their heartfelt revelations included her conflict with having children despite his desire to have them. Carrington also shared with Clara that Aoife’s house was being monitored with audio devices.

      Before Carrington departed for London, they agreed to be better to each other. Clara ended her weekend with a fun party that involved Aoife, Alex, Carrington’s sisters, and Tiffany, the woman Clara had met on the plane during her first trip to London.

      The next day, Clara had her publication team meeting and then spoke to Mark on the phone. He told her Girard Boudreaux had been arrested in Philadelphia. Afterward, they had a terrible fight regarding their past relationship and Mark’s investigations into Carrington’s finances.

      Through some angry back-and-forth, Clara felt that Mark knew about Carrington’s true occupation. Mark didn’t reveal anything about CMC, but he admitted that he was still in love with Clara. She confessed to similar feelings, but said she loved Carrington more. They agreed to take a break from each other for a few weeks.

      Nicholas arrived minutes after the call and charmed Clara into a car ride. During the drive, he asked why she hadn’t told Carrington about his marriage to Aoife. Clara explained that she told Carrington about Nicholas’s wishes to do business and that telling Carrington about his marriage to Aoife wasn’t specifically in their deal. Nicholas agreed to keep his end of the bargain and drove Clara to talk to the alleged mole, James Clarke, the current skipper of the CMC.

      While at Jim’s house, Clara learned that his wife, Martha, was Aoife’s deceased first husband’s sister and that Jim had always been in love with Aoife. Jim had a long rivalry with Nicholas, who flashed his new golden wedding ring to Martha, alerting Jim that Nicholas and Aoife were married. Jim and Nicholas argued outside the house, and Jim threatened to kill Nicholas and Clara, confirming that Jim was the mole.

      Nicholas took Clara to the Claremorris Golf Club, where he told her about the CMC members’ long, sordid past. He also admitted he’d listened to her phone conversation with Mark, and that Mark would only complicate matters if she continued to be friends with him after his wedding.

      Clara spent the night at Maggie’s hair salon, where the two chatted about Carrington’s childhood and the origin of his controlling protectiveness. He’d witnessed his grandfather, Liam, physically and verbally abuse his mother. Carrington, with Nicholas’s help, had driven Liam out of their lives.

      Clara and Maggie briefly discussed her relationship with Alex. Maggie implied she was in love with him.

      After a short phone call with Carrington, Clara and Maggie waited for Nicholas to arrive. He brought a pregnancy test for Clara to use. She was not pregnant. Nicholas comforted her, and she realized they were becoming friends. She thanked him for being an upstanding man despite his other flaws.

      The three went to Gilligans pub, where they met Cillian Walsh, Jr. and had a few beers. Clara got drunk for the first time in several months and was honest with Maggie about what happened the night she married Carrington. Maggie insisted that Clara’s relationship with Carrington was abusive, regardless of his obsessive passion and devotion to her.

      Clara went to Maggie’s house and had another phone conversation with Carrington. She shared that she wasn’t pregnant, and he soothed her before offering to fly her to London to be closer to him. She agreed, and as they ended their call, she accidentally told him that Girard Boudreaux had been arrested.

      Once Clara and Maggie were alone, they had a frank discussion about Clara and Carrington’s relationship. When they were finished, Maggie suggested they go to Moonlight Mickey’s for another pint.

      At the bar, a news story about Carrington’s parents getting married aired on the TV, and Clara called Alex, as she was worried about Nicholas’s safety. Alex promised to help.

      Dec, the barkeep for Moonlight Mickey’s, drove Maggie and Clara to Sean’s tattoo shop. Cillian came to the shop because Carrington had called him, asking him to pick up Maggie and Clara and take them to his flat.

      With some fancy verbal footwork, Clara proved to Cillian that listening to Carrington was a bad idea and that they needed to warn Aoife that Nicholas was in danger instead. Cillian agreed to the new plan, but when they got to Aoife’s, her house was empty, and her car was gone.

      While determining what to do next, Clara received a phone call from Charles Benoit. He said that Carrington had taken the sex video the night he married Clara—not a drone, as Carrington had told her—and that Benoit had heard Clara and Carrington make love through an audio device. He said he was calling from Carrington’s Claremorris garage and claimed to have shot Carrington before he disconnected.

      Cillian saw it as a trick to lure Clara to the garage, but since someone had been shot, they still needed to go there. Maggie called Carrington, who answered. Clara asked Carrington if what Benoit had said about the sex video was true. Carrington confessed and pleaded with Clara to let him explain. Cillian screeched to a halt at the garage, and Clara vowed to get answers. She tossed the phone to Maggie, instructing her to stay in the car.

      Inside the garage, Benoit killed someone out of sight. He tried to make Clara think it was Carrington. When she wouldn’t buy his story, he intended to shoot her, but Fyodor Baranov, the Russian criminal organization mediator, prevented Clara from being harmed. Benoit struck Clara hard in the face, and Cillian shot him in the leg just before Carrington busted through the door.

      Nicholas arrived as well, revealing that he and Carrington had been working together to take down Jim for treason. They killed Benoit, and then Alex—along with a frenzy of men from CMC—marched into the garage. As Clara was talking with Alex, Jim appeared and shot him.

      Alex died, and a grief-stricken Clara held Carrington’s revolver on Jim until Cillian entered the room. Benoit had killed Cillian’s brother. As retaliation, Cillian shot Jim.

      Once Jim was dead, the clan members revealed that Alex’s death was faked as part of a larger scheme to see how Clara would react to weaknesses. They wanted Clara to take a role in the clan. Everyone left to allow Clara to talk with Carrington, Nicholas, Alex, and Cillian.

      With information gathered through Clara’s questions, she established an elaborate plan—concocted by Carrington and Nicholas—to remove Jim from CMC. The plan was in place for over three years. Clara asked to speak to Carrington alone.

      They faced off as she held Nicholas’s pistol to Carrington’s chest, and he promised not to mentally abuse her anymore. She forgave him. He offered her the role of second-in-command in CMC, as it was vacant because he’d assumed the captain’s role upon Jim’s death. After a short deliberation, she accepted his offer. Clara endured a lengthy vetting process and was eventually inducted as the new second-in-command.

      The following afternoon, Clara texted Mark that he was in danger because of the little black book and his investigations into the clan. She then had an intimate conversation with Nicholas atop the hill at the house he’d bought for Aoife. They discussed Carrington’s law background and why Carrington had lied to Clara. When their discussion turned personal, Nicholas asked if Clara would stay with Carrington if he continued to lie to her. They were interrupted by Carrington.

      Nicholas left them in private, and Clara demanded the truth from Carrington. He told her he’d lied to protect plans and people and would’ve done it differently if he had another choice. Still suspicious, Clara requested that they watch their wedding night sex video together to prove he was no longer lying. He agreed, and they watched it later that night.

      The video only showed their everlasting dedication. When she realized he always had video footage filming in his hotel room, was drunk the night they got married, and forgot to turn off the camera, Clara forgave Carrington. They reconciled and pledged to be honest with each other.

      

      WHAT IF I LIED TO YOU?

      

      This book begins two days after the closing events of the last book.

      In an attempt to shift the power dynamic in her relationship with Carrington, Clara suggested they switch the Dominant and submissive roles during their next intimate scene. The results were disastrous. He ignored their agreed-upon setup, but she eventually forgave him.

      The following day, they attended the long-awaited Halloween party at Carrington’s London station. A party crasher, dressed like Zorro, gave Clara a creepy poem. Carrington professed ignorance of the poem’s meaning until Clara argued with him. He finally admitted that the directions in the poem—which seemed like a scavenger hunt—would lead Clara to one of his former lovers.

      To trick Carrington into believing she was jealous, Clara made passionate love to him in his office. She secretly knew he was keeping something from her and wanted to distract him.

      Two days later, at Clara’s book signing in Philadelphia, a strange man dressed as Carrington attended. Cillian, who was acting as Clara’s bodyguard, protected her. Out of caution, she asked Cillian to stay with her that night.

      They talked at her condo, where he revealed that Nicholas used to run all three underground criminal organizations: the Irish, the Italian, and the Cajun. Jim became the skipper of CMC only after Carrington refused the post.

      Clara discovered from Mack, the night shift lobby supervisor, that Mark had been staying at her condo on nights he wasn’t collecting her mail, and that she’d received another creepy poem, this time on the back of a postcard from Las Vegas. The poem indicated that Carrington wasn’t to be trusted. Clara instinctively knew it was a trick and that Carrington’s life was in danger.

      She conversed with Mack and learned that the cat he’d rescued, Ernie, was causing his son to have an allergic reaction. Clara agreed to take Ernie and asked Mack to make sure the little black book Mark had hidden in her lockbox remained safe. She also requested Mack to paste her lockbox code on the underside of Ernie’s cat litter box in case of an emergency.

      Mack showed Clara some photos from the security cameras outside her condo building, and Clara recognized a man as one of Nicholas’s sons from his first marriage, although she didn’t know his name. The son had the same cold, blue-grey eyes as the person who’d been disguised as Zorro during the Halloween party.

      Mack dropped Ernie off at Steph’s house the following afternoon. An unfortunate encounter between Steph and her ex-husband inspired Clara’s next lie, which was that she suspected Carrington of financial abuse. Clara convinced Steph to help her sidetrack Cillian at her book signing in London—which was two days later—so that Clara could find Carrington’s former lover, Charlotte. Although it outwardly seemed that Clara was attempting to leave Carrington, she was secretly protecting him from Nicholas’s son.

      Maggie and Steph helped Clara escape the book signing by distracting Carrington and Cillian. Clara biked to Charlotte Robinson’s office, where she discovered Charlotte was not only Carrington’s former lover but also his former psychologist. Clara questioned Charlotte about Carrington’s past, and through a clever game of hypotheticals, she convinced Charlotte she wanted to leave Carrington. Clara’s motive for lying was also to trick Nicholas’s son if he were watching her.

      Back at the book signing, Cillian alerted Carrington that Clara was missing. Maggie relayed this to Clara through the secret text code they’d developed. Clara was forced to quickly return to the bookstore and climb into an open bathroom window to avoid detection by Carrington. She hurt her ankle in the process. After expressing his fear and dismay in being unable to find her, Carrington slowly pieced together the afternoon’s events and realized he’d been tricked. But he had no hard evidence to prove it.

      Clara and Carrington had a battle of wills later that night as they made love. Neither was the victor, but Carrington asked Clara whether she was afraid to tell him the truth about where she had gone. She confirmed that he didn’t scare her, and they fell asleep.

      The next morning, Carrington was needed at his television station, so Clara spent some time at their flat. Dr. Sarah Jenkins, the gynecologist who’d helped Clara in Philadelphia, called Clara’s cell phone. During their conversation, Sarah said that she was in London and asked if Clara was free for coffee to discuss the women’s sexual wellness conference that Carrington had committed them to attend.

      As Clara had hurt her ankle, Charlie drove her to meet Dr. Jenkins. It became evident to Clara that the doctor was attempting to trap her into staying at the shop, especially when Dr. Jenkins lied about her credentials. Worried for Carrington’s safety, Clara left the coffee shop and lied to Charlie, saying she needed to meet Carrington at the airport. Clara knew it was her only chance to fly to Ireland and speak to Aoife, whom she’d been secretly mailing letters to for the last two weeks.

      Maggie picked up Clara from the West Ireland airport, and while they were en route to Aoife’s house, they discussed Carrington’s past girlfriends. Maggie provided a laundry list of information she’d collected while helping Clara, and Clara mused aloud about what Carrington could be hiding. Once Clara decided that Carrington and Nicholas had been seeking revenge against Jim, she mentioned Nicholas’s other son as a threat.

      Maggie informed Clara that his name was Argyle and that he was a terrible person who’d tried to hurt her sister, Belle. Before elaborating on the details, they reached Aoife’s house, and Clara bolted inside.

      Aoife had all the newspaper articles she’d collected of Carrington over the past twenty years waiting. Clara and Aoife discussed their pen pal letters and the proverb code Aoife used when she suspected Nicholas of intercepting her letters. Aoife then showed Clara a postcard that had come in the mail.

      The postcard was from Las Vegas and had another creepy poem written on it. Aoife and Clara were talking about a packet of pictures that had also come in the mail—which proved Nicholas was working with Carrington for the last eleven years—when Nicholas arrived.

      He tried to sidetrack Clara, but it didn’t work. Aoife, who was working with Clara to protect Carrington, pretended not to know about the big reveal of the photos she’d received. When Nicholas admitted he’d been reconciled with Carrington for eleven years, he believed Aoife’s act of indignation.

      Nicholas provided a lot of backstories on the CMC members and explained why divorce wasn’t allowed in the clans: it was a rule established by his first wife’s father, Jeremy Astor, and had never been changed. Nicholas revealed that he and Carrington had been lying to everyone for over a decade because they’d been working against Jim, who had blackmailed Nicholas in 2008. Nicholas and Carrington sought to restore the clan to its rightful leadership and retrieve an opal ring that had belonged to Aoife’s mother, which was locked in Jim’s vault.

      With time running out until Carrington discovered she was gone, Clara asked Nicholas to explain why they hadn’t killed Jim sooner. His reply was vague, but he told Clara that several audio recordings were missing from Jim’s vault when Carrington searched it.

      Clara realized why Carrington was so worried about her escaping: he didn’t want her to hear whatever was on the recordings. Clara asked Nicholas if he knew what information the recordings contained, and he claimed ignorance. Clara sensed it was a lie, but knew she had to listen to the recordings to keep Carrington safe from Argyle.

      Maggie drove Clara to the airport, and Clara flew to Las Vegas. All the while, Carrington attempted to prevent her from getting to his hotel suite. She prevailed and found a laptop in his suite.

      After she guessed the laptop’s password, the audio recordings played, revealing that Carrington had been listening to Clara’s meetings with her psychologist at the beginning of their relationship and that he wasn’t drunk the night they got married.

      Clara knew the laptop was a plant, and that the information she heard was meant to hurt her, but she also knew Carrington was in danger. The only way she could keep him safe was to lie to him.

      Carrington burst into the room. After an emotionally draining interaction, Clara left him in his suite with a promise to file for divorce while fulfilling her clan duties as second-in-command.

      Four days later, Clara met Carrington at his London television station for their clan hierarchy meeting. When he asked her where she’d been for the last several days, she told him she’d traveled to the US.

      He expressed concern about her health, as she’d lost weight, but she brushed him off. Throughout the meeting, she referred to him solely as John to remain emotionally distant. Her lies to him took a toll on her, but she managed to pull them off successfully.

      She flew to Philadelphia, where she met Mark at her condo. They acted out a conversation they’d rehearsed several days earlier. Clara knew Carrington or Nicholas would be listening at her apartment, and Mark and Clara rehearsed their discussion—not only to make it appear that she was moving on from Carrington—but also to keep Mark safe, as he was in a lot of danger from his investigation of Carrington’s finances and the CMC members.

      In addition to discussing Mark’s feelings for Clara, they talked about the little black book, which was hidden in her lockbox, although they acted like Mark had it in an undisclosed location. Clara met her former boss, Walter Zinsedi, at a bar to make it appear she was seeking a new family law attorney. When she was done, Mark drove her to the airport.

      Clara arrived in London, and Nicholas was waiting for her at Heathrow. Carrington had listened to her conversation with Mark just as she’d anticipated. He’d believed every word.

      Clara was nervous about lying to Nicholas because he was typically the only person she couldn’t fool. Still, she convinced him that she wanted to divorce and overthrow Carrington as the clan captain. Nicholas agreed to her scheme, and Clara returned to the London flat she shared with Carrington.

      Later that day, Carrington arrived home and talked with Clara, treating her as he had before they’d fought. She was guarded, but when Carrington suggested they travel to Florence, Italy, to restart their relationship, she knew he would be safer there than in London. Clara agreed to his offer. They shared an emotional night, but Clara remained distant in case Argyle was watching.

      Clara went for a walk in Hyde Park the following morning. She mailed another letter to Aoife and texted Mark. While talking to Steph on the phone, she ran into Argyle on the street. They had a heated exchange. After Argyle realized Clara had tricked him into believing she no longer loved Carrington, he likewise tricked her into believing Nicholas had betrayed her.

      Clara ran from Argyle and stayed on the phone with Steph. She told Steph the truth about her plot to keep Carrington safe and asked Steph to share the information with him. Argyle beat Clara on the head with the butt of his gun, then ran away. A familiar female voice called out to Clara, but she blacked out before she could identify the speaker.

      Clara awoke four days later from a coma. She had amnesia, and Carrington explained their twisted history with one caveat: they weren’t legally married. He’d only made it seem like they were married to keep her safe from a rogue faction of the Morelli crime family.

      Clara received flashes of information, but she couldn’t remember everything, including the location of the little black book. She reverted to calling Carrington by his last name, which helped reestablish their bond.

      As he prepared to attend the Golden Globes three days later, Carrington invited Alex to stay with Clara at their safehouse in Tuscany. Alex was the only person Clara remembered on sight.

      Alex called Maggie to share the good news that Clara remembered him. The phone call spiraled into an avalanche of memories for Clara. She finally remembered why Carrington was in danger and lied to him again, sending him to Ireland. She claimed the latest letter she’d mailed to Aoife contained the little black book’s location. Clara knew Ernie the cat played a part in the book’s actual location, so after Carrington left, Alex called Cillian, who was watching Ernie.

      Cillian checked Ernie’s toys and cat tree, but came up empty as to the book’s location. Another memory caused Clara to discuss Ernie’s litter box. Cillian had purchased a larger box, moved the old one to the garage, and forgot to check it. On the underside of the box was the code to Clara’s lockbox.

      Clara recounted the events since the Halloween party to Alex. She explained that Nicholas had tipped her off that he, Carrington, and Alex were hiding something from her with a verbal slip on the hill outside Aoife’s house. She determined that Argyle was using Carrington’s love and concern for her safety to trick him into being careless about his own safety.

      Clara thought Nicholas had truly turned against her because Argyle knew her greatest weakness: her lack of self-esteem. Alex explained that Colin, one of the CMC clan members, had given Argyle access to Nicholas’s audio recordings. That was why Argyle had known her greatest weakness. Alex assured her Nicholas was their ally.

      Clara revealed that she’d been working with Maggie, Aoife, and Mark to keep Carrington safe. When she mentioned Mark, Clara remembered that he was also in great danger because of his investigations into the clan. They’d used a text code similar to the one she established with Maggie, and Mark was due to move the little black book to a new location the following day if he didn’t hear from Clara. Since Carrington had her cell phone, she told Alex they needed to fly to Philadelphia immediately to retrieve the book.

      During the flight, Alex recapped the finer details about Clara’s relationship with Carrington. Clara, in turn, told Alex that they weren’t really married. Alex got extremely worried, and she realized it was because he feared Nicholas’s reaction.

      To take their minds off potential outcomes, they discussed how Mark and Clara had rehearsed their conversation in her condo. Clara told a wild story about sneaking Mark onto one of Carrington’s private jets so that they could speak freely, as she knew all other spaces would be bugged. Alex was impressed and horrified that she’d pulled it off. Before they landed, Alex called Nicholas, but wouldn’t say what they had discussed.

      Alex and Clara reached Philadelphia and made it to Clara’s condo, where she insisted Alex let her go in alone. He argued with her, but ultimately believed in her sixth sense that Argyle would be watching her building. Alex gave Clara his spare firearm and promised to protect her from across the street.

      She barely made it to her building, as she wasn’t fully healed from her physical or neurological injuries. With the help of a stranger, she entered her condo’s lobby. But the electricity was cut, and a scuffle broke out.

      The doorman and attending lobby supervisor were murdered by Nicholas, who coerced Clara into giving him the code to her lockbox. He found the little black book inside. As Clara couldn’t walk properly, Nicholas carried her out of her building.

      Argyle, who had been waiting behind a dumpster in the alley next to Clara’s condo, held Nicholas and Clara at gunpoint. He explained that he and his brother, Russel, were behind the plot to steal the little black book and kill Carrington.

      As police sirens wailed in the distance, Argyle threatened to kill all the females in Nicholas’s family. A shot rang out from across the street and pierced Argyle through the heart.

      Argyle recovered his fallen gun in a fury, realizing he’d never gain Nicholas’s acceptance, and without thinking, Clara shot Argyle in the head with Alex’s gun to save Nicholas. As Nicholas was leaving the murder scene with Clara, Mark screeched to a halt in front of her building. After Mark saw the dead body on the ground, he made eye contact with Clara, and then he was rear-ended by a speeding motorist.

      Mark hit his head on the windshield, but was well enough to get out of his car. He followed Nicholas and Clara to Rittenhouse Square and demanded the gun Clara had used to kill Argyle. The implication was that Mark would hide any evidence of the murder. Mark gave a heartfelt speech about his love for Clara and how she was the only one who would make him question his morals before he departed.

      Nicholas, Alex, and Clara returned to Italy, where Carrington was waiting. He lost his cool and destroyed the house. During the melee, Alex and Nicholas explained why Clara had lied to Carrington. Clara, who had been detained in the bedroom, escaped by picking the door lock. Carrington agreed to calm down, and Clara asked Nicholas if she could see the little black book.

      He declined because he didn’t trust her. She practically begged to see the book, knowing Nicholas planned to kill Mark. When Nicholas relented and showed Clara the book, she shot it to pieces and threatened to blackmail Nicholas if anything happened to Mark. They went back and forth on it until Carrington sided with Clara.

      When they were finally alone, Clara and Carrington discussed the events of the day she was attacked. Clara deduced that Charlotte Robinson had been the female she’d heard in Hyde Park before blacking out. Argyle had murdered Charlotte because she wouldn’t turn on Clara.

      Dr. Sarah Jenkins, who had turned on Clara, had also been murdered by Argyle for failing to keep Clara at the coffee shop. Clara realized that the scene Argyle had caused in Hyde Park was an elaborate setup, and that if Carrington had come to her rescue, Argyle would’ve killed him, too.

      Carrington recognized his error in judgment and conceded his role as clan captain to Clara, reclaiming his position as second-in-command. He revealed one other major secret: he had a heart condition. They had a teary-eyed reconciliation and snuggled to watch The X-Files as they planned their real wedding.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1. IT’S ALL COMING BACK TO ME NOW
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      The computer keys clacked under my fingers, and a steady stream of words fell onto the page, mixing with tears on my cheeks. It was as if the world could be fixed once my manuscript was complete.

      I hardly made a typo, so my delete button felt neglected. “It’s okay,” I whispered to the keyboard. “This only happens once in a while. I’m sure you’ll get plenty of use in a few minutes.”

      I built my masterpiece one sentence after another, slowly riding the euphoric wave that was the closest thing to an endorphin release outside of an orgasm.

      The end of the paragraph neared. My heart raced. I struck the final period.

      “Enter,” I said to myself and tapped the return key. At the same time, my office door cracked open, and I screamed.

      “I do apologize, darling,” a gentle voice said to me through the door slit. “I didn’t mean to startle you.”

      “Oh, for fuck’s sake, Carrington.” I grasped at my hammering heart. “I was in a groove.”

      “Please, don’t allow me to derail your thinking process. I merely wished to make certain you were feeling well. You’ve been in this room for nearly three hours.”

      “Has it been that long?” I checked my phone and wiped the stale tears from my face. “Wow. I guess it has. Give me like five more minutes?”

      “Why are you crying, darling?” he asked, concerned.

      “I honestly don’t know. I can’t remember.”

      “Would you mind terribly if I disturbed you for a bit longer?”

      “Oh,” I said. “Um, yeah, sure. Come on in.”

      He swung the door fully open, and I gasped.

      He wore fitted black pants and a burgundy velvet smoking jacket with a black collar, fastened by a single black button over his navel. As he stepped into the room, he slid his hands into his pockets. The motion inadvertently parted his jacket sides, revealing his bare, muscular chest and granite abs.

      My eyes traveled up his frame. He smiled at me impishly. The sharp lines of his handsome face were outlined by the slant of sunshine sneaking through the window blinds. His gorgeous golden-hazel eyes studied me interestedly. His left eye was obscured when a lock of his jet-black hair—that never stayed with the rest of his sideswept pompadour—fell free.

      “Jesus Christ,” I whispered.

      “Come now, darling. Are we back to this again? You know my name.”

      I squinted at him suspiciously. “I thought you were Carrington. You look and sound like him, but I don’t think you’re him.”

      “Why not?” he asked.

      “Your energy is different from his.” I struggled to find the right words. “Your energy feels older, even though you look like him.”

      “Incredible,” he said, almost sounding pleased. “I never could trick you successfully. You remain the sole exception.”

      “That’s weird because I don’t remember meeting you. Who are you?”

      “My name is unimportant.” He winked. “I’m here to help you.”

      “Help me?” I repeated. “With what? My memory?”

      He cocked his head and studied me. “In a way.”

      “That would be nice. I can’t seem to remember a whole lot about anything anymore.”

      “What would you like to know?” he asked.

      “First, I’d like to know my name. Every time I try to think of it, a blank space appears in my mind.” I frowned. “I’d like to know who I am and what I enjoy and want in life. It just feels like I’m drifting along.”

      “Yes,” he said sadly. “You feel as though you’re an extension of John, yeah?”

      “Yeah. That’s why I’ve been writing for so long. I’m trying to remember my identity.”

      “Your name only supplies your identity in the abstract sense.”

      I quirked a brow. “Like a theory?” He nodded, and I shook my head. “No. I’m a person. I deserve a name.”

      “Ah,” he sighed. “I should’ve known this would happen.”

      “That what would hap—” The room fluttered and faded before coming back into focus. I gripped my armrest and squeaked in fear.

      “Fret not, darling. It’s merely a dream.”

      “I’m dreaming?” I asked, stunned.

      “Yes.”

      “No wonder you’re wearing that outfit.” I flicked my fingers at him. “You look like a sixties playboy.”

      “I must say, I’m rather baffled by this clothing.” He glanced down at himself. “It reminds me of another time in our history.” His eyes clouded over. “That was a rather melancholy time.” He focused on me again. “Although I do love your dress, which bespeaks happiness.”

      My eyes flitted to the wall, where a mirror appeared, reflecting me sitting at my desk in a lime green minidress.

      “This seems familiar,” I said.

      “You wore that dress on your wedding day to John,” he reminded me.

      “But we’re not really married.” I clenched my jaw. “He tricked me.”

      His eyes became remorseful. “Only to save you.”

      “It’s kind of convenient. There’s always an explanation for his actions.”

      “Do you distrust him?” The man slowly approached me. “Is that why you’re crying?”

      “I don’t know,” I lied.

      He stopped in front of me. “Did you actually believe that would work with me?”

      “I don’t know what⁠—”

      “Come now, darling,” he said calmly. “You know me better than that.”

      But I don’t know you, even though it feels like I do. And I don’t know myself. Why can’t I remember my name?

      “Why are you so obsessed with knowing your name?” he asked. “It will only shackle you.”

      My heartbeat quickened. “Can you read my mind?”

      “Yes,” he said. I blanched. “I’ve always had telepathic abilities. As time is not linear in dreams, I believe we’re experiencing a combination of lifetimes.”

      “I know you’re not Carrington, but I get the feeling there’s a connection between you two. Can Carrington read my mind, too? He seems to know what I’m thinking in this lifetime.”

      The man caressed my cheek, and a zing of ethereal beauty flowed through me.

      “No. John sees your emotions on your lovely face.”

      I was engrossed in his magnetic stare. “How many lifetimes have you and I had together?”

      “We’ve always been together, darling. Since we were created.”

      My heartbeat stuttered. “But I’m with Carrington this lifetime.” I fought with my tangled thoughts. “Does that mean you’re the same person as him?”

      “I’m not a person, my love, so no.”

      “What are you, then?”

      He smiled, but there was grief behind it. “I can’t tell you. It must remain a secret.”

      “There are too many secrets and lies between us,” I said. “I could sense that the second I met Carrington. That’s why I ran from him.”

      “You ran from me as well. It repeats eternally. An instantaneous attraction. A wild, burning flame.” He raised his hand and blew on his extended fingers. “Then, poof, it’s gone.”

      “It’s never a happy ending,” I said, pain squeezing my chest.

      “We’ve had many mishaps, yes,” he replied sorrowfully.

      “Will this time be different?” I asked, almost in a plea.

      “I hope so. I love you very much.”

      “I love you, too,” I said without thinking. “Please tell me who you are.” His eyes begged my forgiveness. “I won’t ask anything else of you,” I assured him. He remained silent. “How can you say you love me and then keep things from me?”

      “Love, unfortunately, isn’t enough to tell the truth,” he said, his words laced with heartache.

      A thought filtered through my mind in a soft, lilting voice I trusted.

      
        
        Love doesn’t seem to be enough with Johnny.

      

      

      “Johnny,” I whispered. “Aoife said that. If anyone would know, it would be her.” I cleared my mind. “Why doesn’t love seem to be enough with you or Carrington?”

      “It relates to the abstract concept I mentioned,” the Being said. I wrinkled my brows in response. “Love is defined as an intangible quality. The same as truth, honor, kindness, and grace. We know their definitions via intellect alone, not by something we can touch.”

      He gently slid his fingertips along my arm, and my fine hairs stood on end. “Abstract varies greatly from tangible items, such as skin, hair, and goosebumps.”

      “What does that have to do with love not being enough to tell the truth?” I asked, looking down and away. “And what will it take if love isn’t enough?”

      “I believe you’re remembering a snippet of conversation you had with John’s mother during a rather stressful time.”

      I met his eyes, and he bobbed his head like he was answering his own question.

      “Aoife feels love doesn’t seem to be enough for John to do the right thing, which would be to allow your happy ending to flow without his control of it.”

      “Do I have a happy ending coming with him?” I asked.

      “That decision is yours, darling.”

      My throat tightened. “I always felt like we did, but now I’m not so sure.”

      “Perhaps I can help you make a decision,” he said.

      “How? You don’t even know why I’m unsure about Carrington.”

      “Yes, I do, my love.” He flashed me a charming smile. “I can read your mind, remember?” I rolled my eyes. “You’re unsure if you fully trust him because he lied to you about something you held sacred, which was your marriage to him.” I reluctantly nodded. “Allow me to help you decide by explaining how a true happily-ever-after is reached.”

      The Being slid his thumb along my chin, and I leaned toward him as golden light filled my vision.

      “Happiness is solely determined by abstract thinking,” he said. “Something intangible cannot have a concrete ending. Searching for an external component to support your reasoning, as you’re currently doing, will only give you the answer you desire to hear. Your true answer lies here.” He lightly touched my temples. “Not here.” He traced his hand along my jaw and throat, then rested it over my heart.

      I came alive as if with electricity. “Are you saying my happiness is all in my mind?” I asked.

      “Everything technically originates from your mind, darling.”

      “But my mind is broken,” I said. “Argyle took it from me. How can I be happy?”

      “No one will ever have command over your mind but you, my love. That’s why John’s mother warned you about what she believes will be his attempt to control your decision to love him.” The Being sighed and studied the window. “She knows you’re mentally strong enough to fight him.”

      “I trust Aoife,” I said. “If she thinks Carrington is at risk of controlling me, she’s probably right.” A crushing loss filled my body. “Does that mean I won’t get my happily ever after with him?”

      “Again, that decision is yours.” I exhaled, defeated. “Don’t give up just yet,” he said. “It shall come to you in time. Patience is a virtue.”

      “Okay, but it takes two for a happily ever after. What about Carrington?”

      “John?” The Being lifted his left shoulder. “Are you asking if he’ll stop lying to you?”

      “Yes.”

      “I doubt it,” he said. I sank into my chair, deflated. “However, his lies may work to your advantage. For a relationship to succeed, opposing parts must operate in tandem.”

      “Like clock gears?” I asked.

      “Precisely, my dear.” Aside from the Being’s energy, it was hard to see any difference between him and Carrington. “Should you represent the abstract portion of your relationship, John will supply the concrete. That means his answer for your love story will be made here.” He took my hand and placed it over his heart.

      “I’m struggling to regain control of my mind, and Carrington’s heart is weakened.” I fell into a trance. “We’re a strange yin and yang,” I said, oddly dreamy, then shook my head and snapped out of my daze.

      “But wait,” I said. “The heart and mind don’t always meet in the middle to create a rational outcome. Carrington told me that when⁠—”

      “Did John say that to you?” the Being interjected with a raised brow.

      I thought hard. “No. It was Nicholas.”

      “And where did John’s father tell you this?”

      “On the golf course,” I said. “When he was warning me about Carrington’s jealousy of Mark.”

      “Although I don’t care for John’s father, it’s an interesting and valid point. John has a yearning for you beyond jealousy of other men’s affections, which borders on greed.”

      He tucked a few of my hair strands behind my ear. “That’s why John often unintentionally hurts you. He plans to shelter you and oversteps due to his greed for you.”

      “Greed is a strong word,” I said. “It implies someone is beyond redemption. If Carrington were truly greedy, he wouldn’t eventually see his mistakes, nor would he try to teach me about them.”

      “John’s love for you is real, which is why he feels genuine remorse for hurting you. And he teaches you because you’re always willing to learn.”

      Miss Presley, echoed into my head in his voice.

      “Presley?” I asked, grasping at the thought. “Is that my name?”

      The Being bent toward me. “Are you insistent upon knowing your name?”

      I leaned back against my computer chair. He palmed my armrests, and his spearmint-scented breath came closer to me.

      “Yes,” I whispered.

      “Are you frightened of me?”

      Miss Presley.

      “No,” I said firmly.

      “I believe you.” His full lips grazed mine, and a gush of arousal saturated my core. He lowered himself to his knees in front of me. “That’s why I love you; it’s why I’ve always loved you. You see me for who I am, not my title.”

      My heart pounded from the look of dedication in his eyes. “What’s your title?” I asked.

      “Rather than reveal it, I have a better suggestion.” He lifted my right leg, kissed every inch of my skin from my calf to my lower thigh, and then hooked my knee over his shoulder. “I’d like for you to focus solely on saying my name.”

      I glared at him. “I don’t know your name. You won’t tell me what it is.”

      His eyes flashed. “You have your answer. You’re simply not searching hard enough.”

      “If I knew your name, I wouldn’t be asking you for it, you fucking prick.”

      He lifted my other leg and repeated his building kisses. A distant noise distracted me, and I investigated the hallway over his head. Nothing was there.

      “Are you ignoring me, young lady?” the Being asked, displeased.

      I snapped my eyes to his face. “No.”

      A burst of heat spread through my body.

      This is what it always feels like with him. I’m ready to burn up. But where’s the fire?

      He hooked my other knee around his shoulder and yanked my hips forward. “Our flames are invisible, darling; however, they’ll consume you after a while. I’ll save you if you say my name,” he said sweetly, nibbling my inner thigh. “Otherwise, I’ll show little mercy.”

      He retained eye contact with me and dipped his head, licking my bare opening from the bottom to the top. I moaned and bucked against the chair, but he stilled my hips.

      “I don’t know your name!” I cried.

      “Yes, you do, now say it,” he demanded.

      “You’re the fucking devil,” I replied sharply.

      He smiled wickedly and winked, infiltrating me with his tongue again. I twisted, but he held me firmly as he continued to taste me. I rose closer to release.

      “I’ve been forever attracted to your desire to please me,” he said. “It wars elegantly with your desire to disobey me. You’re the perfect goddess.”

      “Oh, my god!” I lost a portion of my mind and couldn’t place why he seemed different to me anymore. “John, please!”

      “That’s my girl,” he said, satisfied. “Focus on the pleasure and nothing else.” He submerged his face into my lap and repeatedly invaded me with his tongue.

      I kicked and thrashed as he made love to me with his tender mouth. “John.” I cupped my breasts. “John.” I keened and wailed. “Oh, my god! John!” My orgasm teetered. I panted and sucked in several breaths. “John, please! John!”

      A loud bang happened, and my surroundings faded to black. My urge to orgasm slipped away.

      “Clara?” Carrington asked, sounding frantic. “Clara, my love? Can you hear me?”

      “Mm,” I hummed, frustrated, struggling against him when he embraced me.

      “I apologize for waking you, darling.” He showered my face with kisses. “However, you were calling for me in your sleep. I’m here, my love. You needn’t be frightened anymore.”

      “No,” I growled through gritted teeth. “I wasn’t afraid. I was on the brink of fucking orgasm.”

      I opened my enraged eyes and was met with his devastated golden-hazel stare.

      “You fucking—” I kicked at the sheets. “Uck! Let me go!”

      He gripped me harder. “Clara, darling, I couldn’t have known,” he said with apology. “You were near on screaming my name. It sounded as if you were whimpering. I⁠—”

      “Yeah, I was. Dream you was better at giving me what I need than real you.” I slapped his chest. “It’s been so long that you forgot what my orgasms even sound like!”

      “Clara, that’s unfair,” he said soberly. “You’re still recovering from a traumatic brain⁠—”

      “Finish that fucking statement,” I interrupted. “I dare you. I’ll give you a TBI!”

      “Darling, I’d very much enjoy hearing your orgasm sounds,” he said, still struggling with me. “However, the doctor suggested you refrain from sexual activity for at least another week and a half. He⁠—”

      “Only said that because you suggested it!” I snapped. “Dr. Lombardi was going to clear me for sexual activity yesterday. But you had to open your big fucking mouth and say I had a headache. I’ve had headaches since the day I fucking met you! It never stopped you from administering a mind-blowing orgasm before.”

      “Clara, you injured your bloody brain,” he said indignantly.

      I slapped him right across the face. Afterward, I gasped and used my offending hand to cover my gaping mouth. I felt my pupils dilate and swallowed hard.

      He was momentarily stunned. Then, his eyes flashed chocolate. “You little wench,” he said quietly.

      A spike of heat ran through my body at his tone. “John, I’m sor⁠—”

      “You will listen to me whether you want to or not.” After he pinned my arms to the mattress, his eyes briefly transitioned to toffee. He shook my wrists. “Do you understand?”

      My desire reverted to anger. “Non parlo inglese,” I said in Italian with a dead stare.

      “Parlo un italiano perfetto,” he replied. “Sarei felice di spiegarlo in entrambe le lingue.”

      “Go fuck yourself.”

      “Mmmm,” he hummed. “You’ll be well one day, darling. Do remember that.”

      I rolled my eyes.

      “Sexual activity is extremely fatiguing on the body, especially on the brain,” he said. “Women, specifically, experience constant barrages of energetic bursts to many different brain sections with mere arousal. These include the front medial lobe, hippocampus, amygdala, and prefrontal cortex. The⁠—”

      “Is this supposed to mean something to me?” I asked, aggravated. “I’m really fucking tired of your random science lessons whenever you’re trying to prove a point.”

      “Yes, and I’m weary of your outbursts because of your sexual frustration. It doesn’t mean I love you any less.”

      My jaw dropped. “I never said I loved you less, you fucking prick!”

      He quirked a brow. “Then perhaps you’ll allow me to finish my obstructive science lesson?”

      “Why the fuck not?” I asked, going limp beneath him.

      He didn’t lessen his hold on me. “Just before orgasm, your cerebellum sends signals to your muscles to tense. This increases the brain’s blood flow and stimulates nerve activity, which will aid your orgasm to reach fulfillment. Should you recall, given your astounding memory, you injured the very portion of your brain that controls movement: the cerebellum.”

      A dull headache pulsed near the base of my neck. “You forgot to mention one pretty important thing, Mr. I’m-not-a-doctor.”

      He released an elongated sigh through his nose. “And what would that be, darling?”

      “The anterior cortex inhibits pain during orgasm, so all you feel is pleasure.”

      “Is that right?” he asked. “And where did you read that information, I wonder?”

      “Pick a site, any site. There are so fucking many on the internet.”

      “It’s actually called the anterior cingulate cortex,” he corrected. “Although I appreciate your thoroughness in finding an unsung hero of sexual intimacy.”

      “Yeah, and the other is oxytocin, which is released post-orgasm to relieve pain and headaches.” He couldn’t hide his smile. “I have a dull one at the back of my head and a big one on top of me, so I could use some oxytocin.”

      “You’ll be unsatisfied until I provide you with an orgasm, will you not?” he asked. I nodded. His eyes scanned my body. “Why?”

      “Why?” I asked. “I just fucking explained why I⁠—”

      “No,” he interceded. “Why are you insistent that it be me?” I didn’t say anything. “You’re more than capable of providing an orgasm to yourself.”

      I grumbled and looked away.

      “I apologize, darling. I was unable to hear whatever you said over your incessant whinging.”

      I flicked my narrowed eyes back to his smug face and enunciated every word. “Because you do it better than me.”

      “Thank you, darling.”

      I flipped him off, even though he still held my hands down. He glanced around the room, then refocused on me.

      “I wish to enter my Dominant role,” he said. “Are you comfortable with an impromptu roleplay?”

      “Is this where I call you John, and you call me Miss Presley?” I asked, slightly annoyed.

      “Yes, it is. Do you recall your safeword?”

      “Firehouse,” I hissed.

      “Should you truly want me to do this, you must listen to my every command,” he said. A deluge of warmth rushed through my core. “The tiniest deviation in instruction will result in this exercise’s termination. Do you understand?”

      “Yes, I understand,” I said, less agitated.

      A faraway memory of a similar scene returned to me, then flitted away.

      “Splendid.” He lay gently on top of me. “Close your eyes.”

      We made tense eye contact for an additional two seconds before I complied.

      “Breathe in on a count of four, hold it for a count of four, and release it on a count of four.”

      He counted while I slowly breathed. After the fifth cycle, my body relaxed. My curled fists loosened, and I melted into the bed under his loving restraint.

      “Now,” he whispered into my ear, “let’s begin.” I shivered. “I’d like for you to fully imagine everything I describe. Create it in your mind as if it were happening right in this bed. Do you understand, Miss Presley?”

      “Yes, I understand,” I replied softly.

      “Excellent.” He kissed my earlobe. A slow, creeping warmth blossomed in my stomach, and my head tingled. “Were this a perfect world, I’d have you properly pinned below me as you are now every moment of every day. You’d be robed in pink silk pajamas with this gorgeous brown hair strewn about on a matching silk pillowcase forever.”

      I exhaled as the sight materialized in my mind.

      “However, it wouldn’t be enough for me,” he said. “I’d have you pinned beneath me, yet I’d crave your pleasure. Would you
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