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​What have I done?

Kimani Taylor had slept deep and dreamless, waking alone to the feel of luxury surrounding her body in the form of silken sheets and a feather bed. 

Morning light streamed through floor-to-ceiling windows. Last night she had been too exhausted to appreciate the modern elegance of the bedroom that included a panoramic view of San Francisco’s Pacific Heights, plush rugs over gleaming hardwood floors, and a gas fireplace six feet wide opposite the bed.

A part of her wanted to stay snuggled in the bed, but she had work to do. Too many times, thanks to one Benjamin Lee and his killer caresses, she had lost sight of her objective: to expose the Scarlet Auction and its exploitation of the women participating in its program. In doing so, she would become the journalist she was meant to be. 

No more messing around with Ben. She wasn’t here for sex. Or to be someone’s sex toy. Besides, Ben had given—or maybe extracted was a better term—enough orgasms to last the week.

But he expected sex. If she wanted to get her scoop and put a stop to the dubious operations of the Scarlet Auction, how was she going to accomplish that without having sex?

Deciding that the answer might come to her in the course of the day, she looked around the room for clothes but remembered she had left her things on a sofa in the main room, and Ben had torn the tank top she had worn yesterday. 

A shiver went through her as memories of his touch played in her mind, making the warmth churn below her belly.

To quell the sensations, she wrapped a sheet around her nakedness and got out of bed. A clock on the wall indicated it was a few minutes past six. She opened the bedroom door and made her way into the living area.

Ben was outside on the basketball court going through what looked like tai chi movements. He wore only sweatpants, and she tried her best not to salivate at the sight of his sleek muscles. They had just the right amount of contour and hardness to them, not too puffy or swollen-looking. Most of the time, he had her too worked up to touch him. She imagined what it would feel like to run her hands over his pecs, his abdomen, his—

As if sensing her gaze on him, Ben turned around. His expression seemed to soften before he came inside. She decided that she liked the look of morning stubble about his jaw. 

“Did you sleep well?” he asked.

She nodded. “Beats sleeping on the mattress in Jake’s basement.”

More like the bed was in an entirely different stratosphere.

His gaze took in the bedsheet she wore, and even though he had seen her fully naked, she couldn’t help but blush. It was the intensity of his stare. That wolf-eying-red-riding-hood look.

Remembering her resolve to keep focused, she said, “I thought I would get in a shower before getting dressed, if that’s okay with you.”

“Sure.”

“Thanks.” She grabbed her things.

“You won’t need the clothes from the thrift shop,” he said as he headed into the open kitchen. 

Was he going to make her walk around naked the whole time, like Jake required of the other women still at the lakeside cabin? She frowned at the thought, even though she had been plenty naked in front of Ben already. “Why not?”

Opening the black stainless refrigerator, he pulled out eggs and cracked a few into a glass.

“Aren’t you afraid of getting salmonella?” she asked as she watched him down the raw eggs.

“The eggs are delivered fresh from a farm in Sonoma County. Their chickens are pasture-raised. The chances of salmonella are low.”

“I’ve heard of cage-free eggs, but what’s pasture-raised?”

“Cage-free doesn’t always mean the chickens get to roam in the fresh outdoors. They could still be in a cage, only it’s barn-sized. And they could still be fed a corn and soy diet.”

“Is that bad?”

“Chickens are omnivores. Like many other birds, they eat bugs.”

“Oh. That makes sense, though I never thought of chickens that way. Guess I’ll think twice next time I buy eggs with the labels ‘cage-free’ and ‘vegetarian-fed.’”

She tucked the information away. There was a lot about the food industry that could make for compelling stories. 

“So how do eggs taste raw?” she asked.

“Best way to find out is to try for yourself.” 

“You don’t like them cooked?”

He cracked an egg into a new glass. “I like them cooked but there are certain benefits in their raw state.”

He presented her the glass. She stared into it. The yolk stared back.

“Yogurt and granola is more my thing for breakfast...”

She wondered if he was going to make her drink the raw egg the way he made her drink green tea. To beat him to the punch, she downed the egg. She set the glass down as if she had just thrown back a shot of whiskey.

“That went down so fast, did you get a chance to taste anything?” he asked.

“Not really, but I don’t think I’m missing out.”

She saw a grin tug a corner of his mouth.

“So about my clothes,” she said, “what’s the problem with them?”

“You need better clothes to have breakfast at the Pacific Room.”

She did a double take. “I’m coming to your meeting?”

He eyed her carefully. “Any reason you shouldn’t come?”

Her pulse quickened. Sam, her mentor and editor at the San Francisco Tribune, had said she was in a unique position to provide some insight into Oakland’s mayoral race as Gordon Lee, one of the frontrunners, was Ben’s uncle. Sam had also been interested in the Oakland waterfront property that the Lee family planned to redevelop.

At first she had shared Sam’s excitement at the opportunity, and she had initially requested Sam dig into Benjamin Lee because she was worried about who she had been sold to. But Ben was nothing like Jake Whitehurst, who had initially bid on her at the Scarlet Auction. 

And she had gone undercover to expose the Scarlet Auction, not cover the Lee family. 

“No answer, pet?”

That last word snapped her from her thoughts. She decided she liked it better than Slut #2, Jake’s moniker for her, but she wasn’t sold on being “pet.” 

She evaded his question by asking, “This is a work meeting, right? About the waterfront property in Oakland?”

“Is that a problem?” He poured two glasses of water and pushed one across the counter in her direction. “Drink.”

She raised a brow. “No green tea?”

“Water first. Most people don’t drink enough water.”

She walked over and took the glass. “Is this part of your control thing? You like to micromanage what people eat and drink?”

“Not always, but when I choose to, I expect you to comply.”

The rebel from her teenage years reared its head, but she was wise enough now to know not to fight the smaller battles. She started to drink the water.

“So who’s your meeting with?” she asked between sips.

“The head of the Asian Pacific Community Alliance in Oakland. Dawson Chang.”

She choked on the water. Of all the people for Ben to be meeting with, did it have to be someone who knew her to be a reporter? 

“You okay?” he asked after her coughing fit had settled.

She nodded. “Water went down the wrong pipe.”

He was looking at her as if he meant to stare straight through her. 

“Is it just you and Dawson Chang?” she asked.

He folded his arms. “Why do you ask?”

“Just curious. It seems rather awkward to bring me to a work meeting. Are you going to pass me off as your assistant or something?”

As much as Sam might have loved for her to be a fly on the wall of a meeting between Benjamin Lee and one of the most influential community leaders in the city, she couldn’t risk exposing herself. While Dawson might not remember her from two years ago, when she was a journalism student writing a profile on Carlos De Reyes, the youngest person ever to serve on the city’s planning commission and one whom Dawson had mentored, she couldn’t take that chance.

“I don’t have to pass you off as anything,” Ben replied. 

“Then how are you going to explain my presence?”

“I don’t owe him an explanation.”

“But Dawson’ll wonder.”

He raised a brow. “You’re on a first-name basis with him?”

“Well, calling him Mr. Chang sounds rather old-fashioned.”

He seemed to buy that. For now. 

In researching De Reyes’s background, she had come across an old photo of him with Dawson at a noted hangout for the Communist Party. Carlos had admitted to being in the league during his college days and credited Dawson as the biggest influence in his life. According to Carlos, Dawson could do no wrong. She had later interviewed Dawson about Carlos and asked him if he had been a member of the league as well. Dawson had replied, “No comment.” At Carlos’s request, she had omitted any mention of the league in her write-up.

“What if he thinks I’m your date—or some call girl you picked up?”

He grinned. “Which is worse, the truth or the lie?”

She returned his mocking smile with a scowl. But what if he wasn’t joking around? She imagined him commanding her to do something embarrassing—like fetching something in the middle of breakfast. It was one thing to engage in kink-adjacent play in the relative solitude of a cabin in the boondocks of Northern California, and quite another to bring whatever they were doing into a public place in the community where she had grown up.

“I think you’d get a lot more done without me tagging along,” she said.

“You’re not expected to participate in the meeting.”

“Then why have me there?”

“Because I feel like bringing you along.”

“You don’t trust me to hang out by myself?”

He narrowed his eyes. “Are you trying to be difficult?”

“I’m trying to help you out. And truth be told, I don’t know that I want to sit in a boring developers’ meeting.”

“You don’t strike me as the kind to bore easily,” he said. “You strike me as the curious type.”

He was assessing her again. She decided to finish her water to show she wasn’t trying to be difficult on purpose. What else could she say to persuade him?

“We don’t have time to swing by my place to get clothes that would be appropriate for the Pacific Room,” she said, even though it wasn’t impossible if they hustled.

“I’ll take care of it.”

“How?”

“My assistant can grab some things from the store.”

“No shop is open at this hour.”

He turned to his cellphone, which lay on the counter. “Call Beth.”

“Good morning, Ben,” came a woman’s voice after the second ring. “Your reservation is confirmed for the Pacific Room.”

“Thank you. I also need reservations for Ishikawa West tonight and to do some clothes shopping for—”

“But I still owe you for the stuff we bought in Weaverville,” Kimani protested, refusing to have someone who didn’t know her tastes shop for her.

Ben looked her over. “Female in her mid-twenties. Five foot six. About a hundred twenty pounds. Thirty-eight, twenty-six, thirty-six. Size eight shoes.”

“Thirty-eight, twenty-eight, thirty-eight,” she corrected under her breath, miffed that he had ignored her and had her measurements down. She gestured for his attention and whispered, “But I don’t want—”

“I need the clothes in time—”

“I don’t want or need new clothes,” she tried again a little louder.

“—for my meeting with Dawson.”

“That doesn’t leave me much time,” Beth replied, sounding much less fazed than Kimani would have expected.

“Shop fast.”

“Shop fast?” Kimani echoed after Ben had hung up. “Even if your assistant could find a shop open this early in the morning, I don’t need new clothes.”

“Beth is very resourceful. She’ll be here. With the clothes.”

Partially intrigued at how this was possible, Kimani speculated aloud, “I guess Target could be open this early.”

“Beth will probably get Monica to open her boutique early.”

She frowned. “Boutique?”

“Monica is a family friend and owns a boutique downtown.”

Kimani usually didn’t shop the type of stores that could afford the rent downtown.

As if guessing her thoughts, he said, “You don’t have to pay for the clothes.”

It probably shouldn’t matter to her if he wanted to buy her clothes, given that he had “bought” her, but she wanted to maintain a little of her dignity. “Look, I know you could probably afford to buy the whole boutique and then some, but I’m not a charity case and I’m not looking for handouts or gifts.”

“Who said I’m giving the clothes to you?”

“You don’t plan on returning clothes that have been worn?”

He had made two cups of green tea as they spoke. “Of course not.”

“Then what will happen to them after I’m done—assuming I wear any of them.”

“I’ll have Beth donate them to Goodwill.”

She couldn’t complain about that. Putting aside the issues of the clothes, however, she still had to find a way out of the meeting with Dawson Chang.

“I’m sure your assistant has better things to do than to go shopping for me,” she stated. “Like I said, I’d much rather skip your business meeting.”

“You’d still need clothes. For dinner tonight. And it’s not at a noodle house in Chinatown.”

“Doing this Scarlet Auction thing is not something I’d like to broadcast to the world. I’d prefer to keep a low profile during this week, so please don’t make me go to this meeting in a public restaurant.”

He seemed to take what she said into consideration. To keep him in a better mood, she drank all of her green tea, which surprised her with its crisp aroma. She wasn’t much of a tea drinker, but this was easily the best tea she had ever had.

“If you want out of this meeting,” Ben said slowly as he eyed her in a way that immediately set her on edge, “you had better ante up.”
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Her resistance had returned, which was why Ben pushed. He could see her guard come up in the way her chin lifted, her shoulders straightened and her lips moved. Those lush, fuckable lips. He wanted to reach over, haul her over the counter, and ravish her in the kitchen. But he had to settle the source of her resistance. Was it the sex or the meeting with Dawson? 

What the bloody fuck am I doing?

He had no business bringing her to such an important meeting in the first place. He never brought dates, let alone expensive call girls, to business meetings. 

But he liked having Kimani around. Knowing that he only had a limited number of days with her made him want to maximize their time together.

“What kind of ‘ante?’” she asked carefully. 

“Go take your shower. I’ll let you know afterwards.”

She wanted to know now, he could tell, but she grabbed her stuff and retreated down the hall back to the bedroom. He sent a follow-up text to Beth about the clothes, then one to Stephens to pull the contract that Jake would have signed with the Scarlet Auction. Jake had texted Ben last night:


Need to call in my loaner. Turns out I’m not supposed to sell my purchases to third parties. You’ll have to bring her back.



Fuck that had been Ben’s first thought. But it made sense the Scarlet Auction would want to keep matters to only the parties who had signed agreements with them. Nevertheless, he texted Jake:


Will let you know.



He was far from being done with Kimani, and he wanted his full week with her. His cock had started stirring when he saw her wrapped in his bedsheets, and was now hard as he recalled the many ways she had come for him last night. He adjusted himself and contemplated what she should ante up. So many options...

The prospects heated his blood. He had to clear his head or he’d be thinking of Kimani during his meeting with Dawson, so he headed down the hall into the bedroom, where he heard the shower going through the bathroom door.

Walking into the bathroom, he saw her standing beneath the waterfall showerhead. Shampoo suds inched down different parts of her body. The frameless shower doors weren’t frosted, so he saw her clearly. He drank in the sight of her breasts, her belly, the black curls at the base of her pelvis, and the rounded arse. His gaze lingered on her buttocks. So ripe for his touch. And fucking. He remembered well how they’d sounded when he had pounded her from behind last night.

He shed his sweatpants.

Opening her eyes, she gave a gasp upon seeing him. She stiffened.

He didn’t get it. Given how receptive she had been to his attentions, why did he feel like he had to seduce her all over again? 

No matter. He was more than up for the challenge.

“I’m just about done,” she said, staring at his ready erection. “Then the shower is all yours.”

“You in a hurry?” he returned, stepping into the shower with her.

“Don’t you have to get ready for your meeting with Dawson?”

“There’s time.”

He turned her around to inspect her derriere. Her arse was gorgeous, full and rounded. His inspection seemed to make her uncomfortable as she moved for the door.

“I can skip the conditioner,” she murmured.

She was about to take another step away from him, but he had eased his hand from her shoulder to her throat, which stopped her instantly. He stepped into her, molding his body to her backside. Hot water cascaded between them. It rained over his head when he leaned in toward her.

“Isn’t it a little early for...” she started.

Still holding her throat in one hand, he moved his other hand over the smoothness of her belly and down between her thighs. “For what?”

“Sex.”

He liked the sound of the word falling from her lips.

“You have a problem with sex in the morning?” he inquired, dipping his fingers below her mound.

“I don’t want to make you late to your meeting.”

“Won’t happen.” And even if it did, it would be worth it. What the hell was she afraid of?

He caressed her slick folds and felt her shiver against him. Desire flared through his groin.

“Now, get yourself wet for me,” he instructed.

“Are you sure you don’t want to—”

He pulled her head till it met his chest. Water poured down her face. He took a step back so that the shower wasn’t right over her.

“Do it,” he snapped.

She was trying to arch away from his erection, which exaggerated the heaving of her breasts. “I’m not really in the mood.”

“Bullshit.”

To prove it, he dipped his fingers into her slit and drew out wetness. He put his fingers to her lips.

She turned her face away. “That’s probably left over from last night.”

“Then let’s refresh.”

She didn’t have a response this time, but she wasn’t taking any action either. 

“You don’t enjoy getting wet?”

“I thought a break might—”

He turned on the body jets and picked her up by her thighs. Spreading her legs, he positioned her pussy in front of one of the jets fixed to the shower walls. She let out a loud gasp as water blasted her between the thighs.

“Shit!” she squealed.

But he held her in place through her writhing. She strained against him, the back of her head digging into his shoulder as she tried to resist how quickly the water pressure was affecting her. 

“Oh, God...” she moaned.

He stepped closer to the jet. Her moans turned into cries at the increased intensity. A minute later, she started convulsing, and a loud scream rose above the steam and water swirling about them. She tried to push away from the jet, but he stood firm, tightening his grip on her thighs, prolonging her climax. 

Unable to take any more, she shielded herself with her hands, and only then did her body relax. He allowed her slide from him. She collapsed onto the floor. He shut off the jets, leaving only the waterfall on, before squatting down next to her. 

He grasped her chin and lifted her gaze to his. “Maybe next time I tell you to get yourself wet, you won’t make me do it for you.”

Still recovering from her orgasm, she stared at him half dazed. The other half was a mixture of awe and anger. If he were really wicked, he would take the hand shower to her overly sensitive clit. Instead, he kissed her beneath the fall of water, smothering her lips with his. Once more, seeing her spend had caused his arousal to soar. He devoured her mouth until she needed to catch her breath.

“You wet for me now?”

She hesitated, which made him consider another round with the jets, but then she replied, “Yes.”

“Show me.”

She reached between her thighs and showed him fingers glistening with a viscous fluid not water.

“How do you know it’s not leftover from last night?” he asked.

She dared return a smirk. “Why don’t you taste it?” 

It was an impertinent response. But he suddenly wanted nothing more than to do what she asked. Grabbing her hand, he jammed her fingers into his mouth, swirling the taste of her over his tongue. He sucked the digits clean.

“Stay there,” he said when he was done.

He stepped out of the shower to grab a condom from one of the drawers. After putting it on, he stepped back in and pulled her to her feet. Pressing her back against the shower wall, he returned to ravaging her mouth with his. His cock wanted in something fierce, but he only ground his pelvis into her for now.

He groped her all over, her body warm and slick to the touch. Her resistance had melted and she returned his kiss, making his head swim. Fuck. He couldn’t remember wanting a woman this badly before.

He flipped her around to face the wall and pinned her wrists above her head. He held them in place with one hand while his other reached around her hip to fondle her clit. The way her arse arched into him was enough to make him bust a nut.

Bending down, he slid his cock beneath her rump and speared himself into her heat. The movement thrust her farther into the wall, smashing her breasts. To create space for herself, she pressed away from the wall and backed herself farther onto his cock.

Bloody hell. She felt so hot. So fucking good. 

A thousand points of pleasure were dancing on his shaft and penetrating into his core. His ardor could not wait, and he started thrusting deep and hard, lifting her to her toes and slamming her into the shower wall. 

“Fuck!” she grunted, writhing between him and the wall.

He wasn’t sure if she was trying to avoid getting smushed to the wall or if she was returning his thrusts. Either way, it was driving him crazy. But he forced himself to slow down enough to intensify his fondling of her clit till he had her moaning and trembling. He wanted to feel her come on him.

“Ask permission,” he told her.

“Wha...?”

“Ask to come.”

With his cock, he stroked her pussy, building her arousal. The dual assault made quick work of her orgasm. She wailed and erupted into shudders. Her inner walls contracted waves of rapture about him. Unable to resist any longer, he shoved himself as far into her as he could. He was going to go all the way. He pounded into her, smacking her arse with every thrust. 

His climax bowled into him with surprising force. He drove himself into her as if his life depended on his being inside her as deep as possible. Cum filled the condom. He didn’t stop until he was completely drained.

For a whole minute, his legs shook uncontrollably, but he remained buried inside her, relishing her heat and the ways her body curved into his. The shower rained over his shoulders and down between them. When he had regained his legs, he stepped back, allowing her to come off her toes. He let go of her wrists so that she could peel herself from the wall. He caught her when she stumbled and wrapped his arms about her slick body. He stroked her between the legs, eliciting a groan and a shiver. She slumped against him.

“Did you come for me?”

“Yes,” she murmured.

“Did you ask?”
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​Seriously? Was that one of his rules? She couldn’t think straight.

Kimani thought to move away from him to clear her head and get away from the humidity of the shower still raining down on them. But his arms kept her trapped. Her IQ dropped against the feel of his slick, hard body. 

“It’s not a drought year, but we shouldn’t be using this much water,” she remarked.

He squeezed a breast, then started pulling at a nipple. “I asked a question.”

“Yes!” she yelped. “I mean, no! I didn’t ask.”

“What do you think would be an appropriate consequence?”

She crossed her arms. “Am I supposed to ask your permission for everything?”

“First of all, I never said ‘everything,’ though it makes things simple. Secondly, you’re supposed to serve at my pleasure. That was stated in your agreement with the Scarlet Auction.”

She pursed her lips. Shit. 

“I’ll give you time to think about it,” he said. “If what you propose is acceptable, I’ll take your suggestion. If it’s not, we do your proposal and what I have in mind.”

She sucked in her breath. She hated how he always managed to stick her between a rock and a hard place. This was not a good situation. And it had taken him less than an hour to obliterate her resolve not to fool around with him anymore. She was beginning to think it was impossible. Because he made her come so good. Because her body reacted to his every touch before she was even cognizant of what was happening. Hell, he didn’t even have to touch her. He just had to look at her to produce sensations inside her. Reasoning didn’t stand a chance.

“What’s considered ‘acceptable?’” she asked. With his arms wrapped around her, her body continued to hum. To her surprise, she was ready to go at it again. The climax against the shower jet had been agonizing and amazing all at once. She hadn’t thought a second orgasm possible because being slammed against the shower wall hadn’t been all that comfortable, but it was as if his ardor had seeped into her; his desire expressed in the force with which he fucked her, fueling her lust. Of course, he was more physically powerful than she, and there was something seductive about that. It spoke to a raw, primal instinct.

“You’re a smart woman. You’ll figure it out.”

“I don’t get any guidelines whatsoever? That’s not very fair.”

“Who said life is fair?” He released her. “Finish up but don’t get dressed yet. You can wear the robe on the back of the door. Then wait for me in the bedroom.”

Her traitorous body mourned the loss of his embrace. He waited in the shower, which could have fit four people comfortably, as she quickly ran conditioner through her hair. She then hurried out and wrapped a decadent, oversized towel around herself. She needed to put distance between her and Ben. Seeing him step under the showerhead, the water streaming down his chiseled body, however, she was tempted to stay and watch. 

No. Better to go and take advantage of some alone time to think.

Slipping into the large robe, she left the bathroom. She was antsy. Standing in the bedroom, she willed herself to focus. A part of her wanted to take the opportunity to run, escape, far from Ben. The whole thing was far too messed up. She should not be this attached to a potential subject of her story. In fact, her involvement with him took him out of the story.

But Sam wanted more info on him, or his uncle rather. Maybe that was okay. Or not. At first, like Sam, she had been excited by the special angle she had been given. But now she didn’t feel so good about it. Her original intent was to expose the Scarlet Auction and their suspect practices, prevent other women from falling into Marissa’s situation—which she felt Claire was perilously close to doing—and thereby land herself a job at the Tribune. 

But how could she do that and get herself untangled from Ben? Maybe she should just leave.

But then how was she going to get her story? How was she going to stop Jake? She couldn’t just leave Claire in his hands. 

Hearing that the shower had stopped, she quickly sat on the bed, pretending she was relaxed. 

Ben entered wearing only a towel around his hips. Kimani closed her mouth to keep herself from drooling. He looked so hot with water still dripping off his hair. Unlike most mixed Asians she knew, his hair was jet black. Thick, shiny and straight, it was completely unlike hers. She wanted to run her fingers through his locks, maybe yank them, hard, to make him gasp the way he made her gasp.

Standing in front of her, he reached for the sash of her robe, undid the tie, and pulled it from its loops. She braced herself for whatever he might do.

“About the ‘response,’” she said, “some guidance would be helpful.”

“I’m sure it would,” he replied placidly, and began wrapping the sash around her eyes.

She pursed her lips in displeasure. Since meeting him, she oscillated between thinking him a nice guy and an asshole. Right now, he was an asshole.

“What are we doing now?” she asked, worried about the deprivation of sight. 

He tied the ends of the sash behind her head. “You ask a lot of questions.”

“So I’m not the quiet type.”

“I can tell.”

She felt his thumb at her bottom lip. 

“I might require you to be silent,” he said softly, “just for the fun of it. Or I could simply gag you. You got a preference?”

“Yes. None of the above.”

He chuckled, then pushed his thumb into her mouth. Instinctively, she began to suck it. 

“Nice,” he crooned.

She wanted to kick herself for the delight his compliment sparked. It wasn’t like she was hard up for praise, so why did she like pleasing him?

He pressed down on her tongue. She sucked harder. Would he make her suck his cock next? She remembered the blow job she had given him at Jake’s cabin. She had never had to work so hard before because he’d come like three times without ejaculating. She still couldn’t quite wrap her head around a non-ejaculating orgasm.

But he had come normally in the shower. So maybe she might get lucky again. Maybe multiple orgasms weren’t the norm for Ben. One would think that a woman would be ecstatic to find a guy who could stay hard like Ben. But it made him capable of so much more...and that made Kimani nervous.

“Don’t you have to get ready for your meeting?” she asked after he had withdrawn his thumb.

He pulled her to her feet. “I’ll worry about the meeting.”

The robe was pushed off her shoulders. He led her back to the bed. Its softness cushioned her.

“But, we don’t have time.”

“Shhh. Just enjoy the moment.”

How was she supposed to do that blindfolded? She didn’t like not knowing what to expect. It was why she didn’t read or watch a lot of thrillers. Too much suspense.

“I’d enjoy it a lot more if you clued me in on what’s going to happen,” she told him.

“You should know it’s not as exciting without the element of surprise.”

Fuck exciting. She didn’t want exciting.

“You agreed to be at my mercy. Right?”

She groaned. His seductive voice made it sound inviting. But, no, she didn’t want to be at his complete mercy.

His hand gripped the back of her neck, making her gasp.

“Right?”

“Y-Yes.”

“You don’t sound convinced.”

“What else am I supposed to say?” she retorted.

“Look, I want you to tell the truth. You don’t want the consequences for lying.”

“Then, no. Or, I’m not sure. I don’t know you well enough to be convinced.”

“Fair enough.”

She felt his hands at her wrists. He tied them together with a soft fabric sash, then seemed to tie the sash to the bed. His hands slid down her arms and down her back to her butt. She tried to block the sensations his caresses produced.

“That’s it?” she questioned. “You’re just going to leave it at that?”

“I am.”

His hands withdrew, and she heard him walk away. He wasn’t going to try to put her at ease?

“Wait!” she called. “Are you just going to leave me here?”

She heard something being turned on. A vibrator, possibly. Hopefully.

“What’s that?” she asked, desperately wishing she could see.

“You’ll see.”

He was standing before her. She could hear the device close to her. She yelped when it touched her nipple. It was a vibrator of some sort.

His fingers were between her thighs, sliding against her moisture. And then the vibrator replaced his fingers. Almost immediately her body hummed in pleasure.

She heard something like tape being pulled, and then she felt it wrapping about her legs. At first, she was worried it was duct tape, but to her surprise, the material didn’t stick to her skin as expected, though it bound her thighs together tightly about the vibrator. 

She was excited and worried about that vibrator.

This time she remembered to ask permission. “Can I come?”

“No.”

Shit. Now she wasn’t so keen on the vibrator. He had taped it there, which meant he didn’t expect to remove it anytime soon. Double shit.

“But you stuck a vibrator to me,” she protested.

“I control it with this remote.” He demonstrated by adjusting the intensity, and she realized the original setting had been relatively low. “If it looks like you’re about to come, I’ll back it down.”

He demonstrated again by bringing the vibration back down to a gentle hum.

“What if you don’t turn it down in time?” she challenged.

“You’ll have to hold it.”

She glared at him through the blindfold.

“Don’t give me that look, pet,” he warned.

She wanted to snap back, “I’m not your pet!”

As if responding to her thoughts, he nudged the setting up. She bit back a moan.

“I’ll try my best,” she muttered.

“Good.”

He stepped away from her. “I’ve got to prepare for my meeting now,” he told her. “Since you opted not to go, you can just hang out here for a while.”

She heard his footsteps retreat. The door closed. She was alone with the vibrator.

​
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​As Ben dressed for his meeting, he kept an eye on his mobile, which had an app that displayed the feed from the video camera in the bedroom. He could monitor Kimani this way and see her every squirm. She tugged at the ties and tried to wriggle away from the vibrator, but he had taped it securely. 

Picking up the remote, he increased the intensity a little. She groaned and pulled at the sash on her wrists, but she couldn’t undo the knot. 

After getting dressed in a button-down shirt and slacks, he went into the kitchen to pour himself more water and took a call from the lobbyist hired to provide political consulting on the waterfront development. Beth, an extremely slender woman of middle age, arrived during his call with a load of purchases that required the help of two assistants to bring up.

“You texted that you wanted clothes for a few days,” she explained when he had finished his call. “You didn’t specify what you did or didn’t need.”

“You didn’t have to clear out Monica’s store,” he said, alternating his gaze between Beth and checking on Kimani.

“She was happy to give you a variety of items. The hard part was getting this.” Beth pulled out a blue and gold Warriors T-shirt with a scoop neck. “I woke Greg up with my call. He opened the store in his pajamas.”

“Who’s Greg?”

“He’s the owner of the sporting goods store at the Ashton property. Good thing we didn’t raise his rent when his lease renewed, or he might not have been so accommodating.”

Ben looked over the many shopping bags and garment bags. “You certainly delivered.”

She smiled. “I have to say it was one of my more fun assignments.”

He didn’t usually like to involve employees in personal affairs, but he knew Beth could get the job done like no one else. And even though he could tell she would have liked an explanation for the shopping request, she knew better than to ask.

She did, however, glance around, perhaps hoping to spot the person she had shopped for. Ben wasn’t about to tell her that the intended recipient was tied up in his bedroom with a vibrator jammed between her legs.

“Do you want me to lay everything out?”

“Sure.”

He checked on his app to see how Kimani was doing. When Beth was done, he said, “Thank you. That’s all I need for now.”

If she was disappointed, she hid it. “Are you coming by the office today?”

“Not likely.”

She nodded. “I’ll only call you if it’s an emergency, which there won’t be any.”

He half expected her to wink at him. She motioned for her two assistants to follow her out the door.

After she’d left, he looked back at the livestream app. Kimani had stopped wriggling and had tensed her body from top to bottom. He reached for the remote on the counter and turned the vibrator down. She sighed in relief. He’d have her sighing for a different reason later. 

As he finished his glass of water, he watched her struggle to keep her orgasm at bay. Even at a low intensity, the vibrator was having its intended effect. 

On him too. His erection pressed against his clothes. She was so bloody hot with her curvy hips and smooth belly. He wanted to cancel the meeting with Dawson and spend the day fucking her and making her come a hundred different ways.

When it looked like she was having a tough time again, he went into the bedroom. Like a fish on a hook, she wriggled sporadically in one direction, then another. He turned off the vibrator and watched as her brow slowly smoothed, her chest heaving as she drew air in carefully, as if the wrong breath might set off an orgasm. She was fucking sexy.

Ignoring the warmth flaring in his body, he unwrapped the bondage tape and removed the vibrator. She shivered. He wanted to touch her and feel her wet arousal on his fingers, but he wasn’t sure he could stop if he started. 

Setting aside the tape and vibrator, he undid the ties from her wrists and eyes. “You can get dressed now. The clothes are out in the living area.”

“That’s it?” she asked.

“What’s it?” he returned, though he knew what she was referring to.

“But...”

He cocked a brow.

She narrowed her eyes. “You tied me up and got me all aroused for amusement.”

“To make an impression.”

She gave him a challenging look but said nothing as she moved toward the door.

Unable to resist, he grabbed her and pulled her back to him. Her body slammed into his. He crushed his mouth to hers and cupped a buttock, groped her breasts, caressed the small of her back, then gripped the back of her head, holding her in place as his lips and tongue sought her arousal. She ground her pelvis against him and grunted in frustration. 

Abruptly, he let her go. She moaned. Her body seemed confused. He guided her out of the bedroom and into the living room.

“Your assistant did some serious shopping,” she said, looking at all the offerings. As he expected they would, her eyes lit up upon seeing the Golden State Warriors shirt.

“That’s more my style,” she said, walking past the haute couture to take the basketball shirt. She put it on. Her breasts were perky enough that she didn’t need a bra, though her hardened nipples poked at the fabric. “I could just wear the shorts I have with this.”

“Don’t let the clothes go to waste,” he said. “I’m not sending them back.”

She raised a brow at him. “If you didn’t want that problem, you shouldn’t have bought the clothes.”

He could have acknowledged the truth of what she said but responded instead with, “You want to layer on your consequences?” 

She looked over the options and grabbed an athletic skirt. 

Bataar arrived just after she had slipped on the skirt.

“I need you to drive me to a meeting,” Ben told him, tossing him a set of keys. He turned to Kimani. “Wong is at your disposal.”

“Your driver?” she replied.

“You’d said you wanted to get your hair done.”

She perked up. “Really?”

“Just don’t take the whole day.”

Thanks to his undergraduate years at Howard, he knew that getting weaves could easily take eight to nine hours. He remembered waiting for a date because her hair wasn’t done yet, falling asleep on her sofa, and waking up two hours later to find she was still getting her hair worked on.

“Wong has a mobile if you need to make a call,” he added. “And he can take you to breakfast if you want. Or help yourself to anything in the kitchen.”

“Thanks,” she said. 

Hearing her appreciation made him feel less of an asshole. He wondered how else he could please her. He would have expected a woman to drool over the clothes from Monica’s boutique, nothing of which would have a price of less than half a grand, yet Kimani had gravitated to the shirt that probably cost a mere thirty dollars. 

“I decided to look into this Jake Whitehurst,” said Bataar. “He was suspended for three days his junior year in high school.”

“Totally not surprising,” Kimani muttered.

Ben wasn’t impressed in the least. “You’re seriously worried about a suspension from high school? If you’re going off school records, you have more to worry about from me.”

“The kid he was accused of bullying committed suicide,” Bataar continued.

“Really?” Kimani moved closer to Bataar. “Were there any charges?”

“It’s not against the law to be an asshole,” Ben supplied.

“If it were, I wonder how many years you’d get? Fifteen to life?”

Bataar’s eyebrows shot up. He suppressed a chuckle by coughing.

Ben gave her a cautionary stare. Careful, pet, I’ve got more up my sleeve.

She got the message and turned to Bataar. “You find anything else on Jake?”

“Not so far,” Bataar answered. “You expecting more?”

“Yes and no. He’s not dumb, so he wouldn’t be advertising his misdeeds. I could have told you he was a bully, and I’ve known him all of three days. He’s also a racist. Not the kind that parades around with white hoods—”

“Jason is one of his best friends,” Ben said.

“His racism is more subtle, but when push comes to shove, his true colors show. He’s bad news.”

“He’s an irresponsible prick with small dick syndrome. That doesn’t make him a sociopath.”

“Are you defending the guy?”

“I think Bataar has better things to do with his time than investigate a racist asshole.”

She shook her head. “I disagree. He’s capable of hurting someone.”

“What makes you say that?” Bataar asked

Kimani seemed to pick her words carefully. “It’s not just what he does, it’s how he does it. I just have a sense.”

“A sense. Like women’s intuition?”

She lifted her chin. “Something like that.”

“You might get further if you have some evidence. Like a bruise.”

She touched her cheek. Because he hadn’t been there, Ben couldn’t say if Jake had acted out of a violent tendency or overzealousness.

“This Whitehurst guy hit you?” Bataar asked.

She hesitated. If she told the truth, would Ben feel the need to call the cops? Then her chance at her scoop would be over.

Bataar turned to Ben for more elucidation, but Ben just said, “We should get going.”

Turning to Kimani, he said, “Be good.”

She bristled. “You too.”

He stared at her. Maybe she was being insolent because she didn’t like being spoken to like that in front of Bataar. 

Sensing the tension, Bataar said, “I’ll get the car started.”

With Bataar gone, Ben walked over to Kimani. Jake had derided him for making a soft impression, and Ben wondered if the prat might not be right. He allowed Kimani a lot more leeway than he normally gave people, though most didn’t have the defiant streak that Kimani had. 

But it was also deliberate. He was curious to see her full reaction. 

He chuckled to himself, then gripped the back of her neck to pull her to him. “By all means, keep that up, pet. I can’t wait to hear what you come up with later.”
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There was no winning against this guy, Kimani thought to herself. Especially when his every touch created chaos with her nerves. His firm, slightly uncomfortable hold on her caused her adrenaline to spike. 

His gaze dropped to her mouth and he seemed to contemplate kissing her. She half wished he would. Instead, he released her. Taking out his wallet, he pulled out several hundreds and handed them to her.

“You don’t have to use any of it,” he said before she could protest. “But how are you going to pay your stylist?”

He had a point. “Thank you. I promise I’ll pay you back.”

“Of course you will.”

His eyes glimmered, and she found it difficult to swallow. A monetary payment wasn’t what he expected.

Only after he had left was she able to breathe normally. She had looked forward to the opportunity to gather her thoughts without the distraction of Ben, but thanks to his memorable touch, she probably wouldn’t be able to keep him out of her mind. Her body still hummed from being brought to the verge of coming, only to have the orgasm denied. And she had done her best to fight it. 

With a frustrated grunt, she went into the kitchen and looked around for breakfast options. She found a banana and contemplated what she would do with her free time. She could go see Sam. But not at the Tribune offices, if she was getting there via Ben’s driver. She could swing by her apartment to get her own clothes. Marissa was visiting her folks down in Southern California, so she wouldn’t have to bump into her roommate and explain why she was wearing a designer skirt. Whereas Kimani shopped at TJ Maxx and couldn’t tell if something came from Neiman Marcus or JCPenney, Marissa had a nose for all things fashion. 

“Miss Montana?” asked Wong, knocking on the door.

She let in the small older man.

“Can I take you somewhere, Miss?”

She almost suggested a coffee shop, but catching her reflection in the mirror, she decided she would definitely get her hair done first. 

“You want an appointment now?” Keisha asked over the phone when Kimani called her using Wong’s cell.

“I need braids stat. I don’t have time to fuss about my hair.”

“Girl, I’d love to help you out, but I got an appointment at ten this morning.”

Kimani thought about the money Ben had given her. “I’ll pay your client a hundred bucks to reschedule her appointment. And I’ll double your payment if you can do it in just a few hours.”

“Damn, why the hurry?”

“I’m working on something. It’s hard to explain. Can you help me?”

“I’ll see what I can do.”

Twenty minutes later, Kimani was seated in a chair at Keisha’s house in Visitacion Valley. Coffee in hand but still dressed in her pajamas, Keisha had recruited her younger sister Tara to help out.

“You want microbraids done in just a few hours?” Keisha asked with her hands on her hips.

“Well, whatever you think you can do,” Kimani answered. 

“You want me to sew in some color?”

“Maybe just a little.”

As Keisha and Tara got to work, Kimani thought about what she would suggest to Ben. She wanted to say that orgasm denial was enough.

But Ben wouldn’t buy that. He’d want something substantive. 

“So, who’s the guy?”

“What’s that?” Kimani asked.

“He must be special. You’ve never had me add color before,” Keisha replied. 

Kimani was silent as the words sank in. It was true. 

“And paying me double, girl? You get a bonus from work or an early Christmas gift?”

“Something like that.”

“Or maybe she got herself a sugar daddy?” Tara teased.

“What? I’d never—”

“You got yourself somebody,” Keisha said. 

“I don’t have anybody.”

“You can’t fool us. You might be busy, but you’re resourceful. You have options. You don’t have to get microbraids.”

Shit. Keisha was right. She had booked this appointment partially so that she wouldn’t have to worry about her hair for the next two months, but also out of vanity. Did she want to look good for Ben?

“It’s for business,” Kimani explained. “Sort of. I need this guy for a scoop I’m working on. I gotta keep on his good side.”

“Un-hunh. Business. Who you think you foolin’?”

Kimani bit her lip. This was worse than she’d thought. Bad enough that she was screwing around with him. But falling for him? That was ten times worse. It would be disastrous.

There was no potential for them. The guy had bought her for sex. No way could he be relationship material. Not that he would choose her even if he was. Aside from basketball and Stanford, they didn’t have much in common. And while she understood that opposites attracted, she believed that there had to be enough common ground for a relationship to succeed in the long term.

“Maybe we can skip the color,” Kimani said.

“We’re doing color. I already envisioned it,” Keisha said.

Since there was no use arguing with Keisha, who was so stubborn she’d give mules a run for their money, Kimani tried to steer the conversation to other subjects, to no avail.

“I don’t think he even lives here,” she said, trying to put an end to their inquiries. “I’m sure his home is in Hong Kong or Beijing.”

“But if business brings him to the Bay Area,” Tara said, “who’s to say he can’t move?”

“I’ve known the guy for all of three days. If he moves across the world for someone he’s known less than a week, I’d have a problem with that.”

“You don’t believe in love at first sight?”

“I don’t, and even if I did, this is not about love or anything romantic! It’s business.”

“Un-hunh. ‘Business,’” Keisha said again, exchanging a look with Tara. “So if it’s not about romance, you looking to get laid?”

Kimani felt her face turn into a furnace. 

“I never been with an Asian guy before,” Tara mused aloud as she wove a dark gold extension into one of the braids. “They any good?”

“I’m not an expert,” Kimani objected to the question. “And I bet just like all other men, some of them are good, some aren’t...”

“But...?” Keisha prompted.

It was as if she could read Kimani’s mind and see the mind-blowing orgasms Ben had pulled out of her, the times he had made her gush so much she’d thought she had peed. 

“Girl, you going to braid my hair or what?” Kimani demanded.

Keisha chuckled and turned to Tara. “I think someone’s got the hots bad.”

“I do not!” Kimani wanted to reply, feeling like she was back in elementary school with her girlfriends taunting her with the “sitting in a tree, k-i-s-s-i-n-g” chant.

By the time her hair was done, she wondered at the wisdom of having come, but when she saw the finished weave in the mirror, she reconsidered. 

“Damn, girl,” Keisha whistled. “I just made you the hottest sister around.”

Kimani studied the braids, dozens of them, with dark browns and gold woven subtly into them. It was the most amazing weave she had ever had.

“If this guy doesn’t jump all over you, there’s something wrong with him,” Tara agreed.

That’s what I’m afraid of, Kimani thought to herself.

Then why’d you get your hair done?

After paying Keisha more than double, Kimani had Wong drive her to a coffee shop near the San Francisco Tribune’s offices in the South of Market district.

“You do something different with your hair?” Sam asked as they sat down at a table, he with a latte and she with a cup of green tea. 

“I got braids,” she answered. 

“Cool. So I looked into what PACs had been formed recently. And there’s one called Oakland Forward: A Coalition of Community Members for Oakland’s Future. Sounds nice, right? Well, looking at the donor list, it’s almost all developers. I’m going to try to talk to Ezra Rosenstein. He’s speaking at a Chamber of Commerce luncheon today.”

She knit her brows. “What do you expect to find?”

“It’s against the law for an independent expenditure to communicate with a candidate or his campaign.”

“What about the Scarlet Auction? Or Jake Whitehurst? You dig up anything there?”

“Nothing interesting about Whitehurst. His father founded the Whitehurst Agency, and they represent a number of players in the NBA and NFL. Jake graduated cum laude from USC and went straight to work for his dad’s sports agency.”

“That’s it?”

“That’s it. What did you think I was going to find? A criminal record?”

She thought of the college athlete who had been caught raping a drunk woman outside a party. The judge had sentenced the young man to time served. An uproar had followed from people who’d thought the perpetrator had gotten off easy because he was a student at an elite university.

“I guess not,” she sighed.

“Is the guy dangerous?”

“I’m pretty sure he is. Just like the guy who beat up my roommate.”

Sam’s eyes widened. “Did he hurt someone?”

“It’s just the way he treats the woman he bid on, who’s really young.” Kimani wasn’t ready to admit what had happened between her and Jake because she didn’t want Sam to pull the plug on the story, which he would if he thought she was in danger.

“Are you up close to all this?”

She nodded. “All of us, four couples total, are staying at a remote lakeside cabin somewhere about an hour from Weaverville. It’s Jake’s cabin. Or at least his dad’s.”

“And the women are forced to have sex?”

“No, it’s consensual. They get paid.”

“What about you? How’d you end up there? You said Benjamin Lee wasn’t at the auction.”

“I was bid on first by Jake. Ben came along and took me off Jake’s hands.”

“Why did he do that?”

“He saw I didn’t like my situation.”

“So he’s a Good Samaritan?”

Sort of. Would a Good Samaritan buy her, seduce her, then punish her for not asking permission to come? What was that about? Was he being domineering to annoy her?

But given that she didn’t have to be under Jake’s thumb anymore, she would credit Ben as a Good Samaritan. 

“Yeah,” she replied. “I guess I lucked out. But the challenge is going to be getting any of the women to go on record with their experiences. We had to sign these crazy-long nondisclosure agreements, and they didn’t give us enough time to read everything, especially the fine print.”

“So what’s your plan?”

“I gotta go back to the cabin, finish out the week, and try to get to know these women as best I can.”

“When are you going back?”

“I’m not sure. Maybe tonight. Ben hasn’t said.”

“You hear anything about his meeting?”

She hesitated, but answered, “It’s with Dawson Chang, head of the Asian Pacific Community Alliance.”

“You did a story on Dawson.”

“I did a profile on Carlos De Reyes, a protégé of Dawson’s.”

“Anything else?”

“No, I—shouldn’t we focus on the Scarlet Auction?”

“You seemed pretty interested in the Lee family when you first called me.”

“Yeah, but I don’t think there’s anything there after all, whereas I know for sure the Scarlet Auction is messed up.”

“Well, don’t be too hasty. I could use a good scoop before the owners
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