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About the Book:

Rylan

One month into my internship and my life has turned completely upside down. And not because of what I’ve learned at Reed Publishing. No, my life has forever changed because I’m now the talk of Manhattan.

Billionaire publishing tycoon Cabot Reed’s dirty little secret.

Falling for my grumpy, domineering boss wasn’t on my bingo card for this year. The intern and the CEO is a trope I never expected to live out in real life.

But becoming infamous for what we do in our free time? A nightmare I could have never predicted.

Cabot

In thirty-nine years, no one has managed to knock my world off its axis, until an intern stormed into my life and wreaked havoc. Her smart mouth and filthy mind have me breaking every rule, testing my discipline and self-control at every turn. But being loved by Rylan Blake feels like I’m finally home.

Falling for her was easy; keeping her will be the hardest thing I do in my life.

She’s scared, and rightfully so. Of me. Of the way she feels.

And of the media circus that loving a man with my dark desires created in her life.
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CHAPTER ONE
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Rylan

With my heart in my throat and my guts in knots, I sat in a black lobby chair on Reed Tower’s seventy-fifth floor, wondering what the hell had just happened. How did I get here? After the press conference, Cabot had whisked me upstairs so swiftly my head spun.

Which was fitting, seeing as how the past forty-eight hours had been a whirlwind. Not to mention the past month. 

In just four weeks’ time, I’d started a new internship at my dream publishing house, discovered that I not only enjoyed the kink life but the kink life enjoyed me, and I’d fallen in love with a man fifteen years older than me, who frowned as often as I smiled, and introduced me to a world I never wanted to leave. I’d been perfectly matched with a man who knew exactly what I needed, when I needed it, and hot damn, did he know how to get me there. I hadn’t even known men like him existed outside of romance novels, and here I was, completely enraptured by the real deal. 

But he was also a force to be reckoned with. 

Now, thanks to Stella, Cabot’s former executive assistant and apparently malicious—also former—submissive, everyone knew what we got up to when the lights were off. She’d taken very private—very NSFW—photos of Cabot and me in the underground club, The Rabbit Hole, then leaked them to the press. 

Because she was jealous.

And vindictive.

And—

Nah. Let’s not give Stella any more airtime. She’s dead to me. 

Moving on!

If having our private lives blasted all over the news wasn’t enough, the whole world now also thought we were engaged—thanks to Cabot’s father, whom I still had yet to meet, thank you very much.

But you know what? That surprise engagement was bullshit. Cabot hadn’t asked and I absolutely had not said yes, which was why he was currently so frightening. 

As I sat impossibly still in the waiting area, Cabot was the formidable presence I’d always known him to be—turned up to a thousand percent. 

I was thankful that I wasn’t on the receiving end of his rage, but I wasn’t out of the woods. 

His rage was because of me. In defense of me. 

Even with the doors to the conference room closed, his voice echoed through the entire seventy-fifth floor. In my weeks at Reed Publishing and the time spent away from the offices with Cabot, he’d been intimidating and powerful, but I’d never seen him lose control. He’d raised his voice a time or two recently when grappling with his feelings for me, that slightly louder version of him intense, sure, but nothing to write home about. Honestly, call me kinky, but I kinda liked when he got all flustered and huffy. 

But this was something else entirely. 

He was absolutely livid. 

My hands shook, so I sat on them. As one does. They were also coated with a healthy layer of nervous sweat, so the fabric of the chair beneath my butt helped with that little issue. But as the adrenaline began to seep from my system, I grew tired, uneasy, and a bit like someone who watched what was happening from above. 

Like it wasn’t happening to me. 

Very out of body, yet here I was, living the dream. 

My cell phone vibrated incessantly in my purse on the chair beside me, but I couldn’t bring myself to answer it. Greer would be even scarier than Cabot. She’d be fuming about this turn of events, and would lose her mind when she found out that, like her, we’d been completely blindsided by the engagement announcement ourselves. And there was no way she hadn’t seen the media circus that was Cabot’s attempt to smooth things over with the public. 

No doubt, my best friend would have tuned in.

For that matter, her grandfather probably had as well. 

I sank deeper into my chair at the thought of Professor Clements knowing what I’d done. 

He was the only father figure in my life—that I cared to acknowledge anyway. My stomach twisted as I considered what he’d think about all of this. Not just the personal aspects of my sexual life, because him knowing anything about that was torture in and of itself, but the deeper stuff, the bigger issue. Allowing myself to risk my dream internship over a man—any man—would be unforgivable in the professor’s eyes. 

Truthfully? It was unforgivable in my eyes, too. 

And the longer I sat here, the more I began to question myself, my decisions...

Everything that led me to this moment with my name blasted across newspapers and websites, my career over before it started, and my heart on the line. 

But I’d just been so caught up in Cabot, so consumed. I hadn’t made a sound decision since they day I nearly stumbled into his arms. It felt like I’d been sucked into a void. Cabot Reed’s presence eclipsed all else. 

But I couldn’t explain that to Professor Clements; he’d never understand. I barely understood it all myself. 

I glanced up and watched Cabot through the glass that surrounded the conference room. He was completely undone by his father’s announcement, a man whose back was against the wall. His current demeanor served as a stark reminder that there was a Cabot Reed even scarier than the one I loved. 

Did I want to be involved with a man whose father was this terrifying? 

Eh...

I flicked my gaze to the opposite end of the meeting room. His father sat at the head of the conference table, still the king of his kingdom, a lesson in composure as he watched his son rant and rave. Stoic and unreadable, right now the elder Cabot Reed was everything my Cabot Reed was not. 

My eyes narrowed as I watched the exchange, my hackles rising defensively as his father laughed mockingly at something Cabot said. What could possibly be funny about any of this? Our lives had been completely turned upside down. I failed to see even an ounce of humor. Cabot’s voice was lower now, so I could intone the cadence of it but not the words. He paused and his father bared his teeth. Not quite a smile. Something else. A warning. 

The longer I watched this exchange between father and son, the more I felt myself retreating, but I couldn’t find the strength to actually move. 

Marriage? Yeah right. What woman in her right mind would marry into this? Would choose that man for a father-in-law? My stomach twisted at the thought. 

No, I didn’t want to know Cabot’s father any more than I wanted to know my own. I’d left the cruel man who raised me and landed myself right into a den of men who ate people like my father for breakfast.

And what was the end goal? Why had he blindsided us so publicly... with something so completely unrealistic?

The elevator dinged and I pulled my attention away from the conference room as the doors opened and Travis Wilder stepped out. The Chief Financial Officer of Reed Enterprises was someone Cabot cared for quite deeply. I’d met him briefly at the beginning of my internship and seen him only a handful of times in passing over the past four weeks, but we really hadn’t interacted much. For one, I was here to learn about the publishing division specifically and he represented the financial side of Reed Enterprises in its entirety. And secondly, I had blinders on. 

All I could see was Cabot freaking Reed. 

Mr. Wilder’s sea grass gaze met mine almost immediately and he turned toward me, flicking a quick glance at the conference room on his way to the lobby chairs. 

He sat down beside me and sighed. “Ms. Blake.” He extended his hand and I went to shake it, then wiped my palm on my slacks first, just in case. His brow furrowed, but he shook my hand without commenting on the dampness. 

“You can call me Rylan.” 

He nodded. “You can call me Travis.” 

Close to Cabot in age, that was where the similarities between the two men stopped. Travis was handsome like Cabot, though opposite in coloring and not nearly as intimidating. Where Cabot was dark and intense, the planes of his face sharp and his deep blue eyes as dark as the ocean during a storm—and just as tumultuous—Travis was lighter on all accounts. Softer. He had dirty-blond hair that was cut neatly around his ears and neck, but longer and wavy on top, and a close-cut beard a shade darker than the hair on his head. His eyes were pale green and intelligent, bright as they searched mine.

The patient observer.

He gave off an air of composure, but not in that practiced way Cabot had mastered. Cabot’s composure hid a power that hummed just beneath the surface, like cable encasing electrified wires. Travis’ relaxed state seemed natural, as if troubles just rolled off his back like water off a duck. Even though he was likely just as floored by that press conference and its tornado of a finale as we were, he appeared at ease. And his presence gave me a sense of peace.

Or maybe that was just the relief that came with no longer being alone while two Reed men went head-to-head just a few yards away from me. The entire seventy-fifth floor had cleared out as soon as they sequestered themselves into that conference room, leaving me to sit here like a trembling rabbit.

But Travis’ presence felt a little bit like a buffer. 

Tearing his gaze away from the conference room, Travis looked at me again. “How are you doing after... after whatever the hell just happened downstairs?” 

A noise that wasn’t quite a whimper but not quite a laugh slipped past my lips and he grimaced. 

“It’s going to be fine,” he lied. “Cabot will figure it out.” 

I offered him a tight-lipped smile, but I’m sure doubt was written all over my face. 

“You obviously can’t get married.” He laughed and something inside my chest tightened. Again, none of this was humorous. It didn’t even feel like one of those ‘someday we’ll laugh about this’ scenarios.

The next time someone laughed, I’d give them a piece of my mind. 

He turned his attention toward the conference room, then back to me. “Do you...” He shook his head and gave a subtle shrug. “Do you need anything?” 

Um.

Yeah.

I need to GTFO. 

A loud bang kept the words from forming on my tongue, and we both whipped our heads toward the conference room. 

The elder Cabot Reed was on his feet, his palms splayed out on the table. His cheeks were red and splotchy, the sardonic smile no longer in place as he stared his son down across the long conference table. 

I leaned forward, sitting on the edge of my seat with my heart in my throat. 

“This can’t be good,” Travis whispered.

Cabot said something we couldn’t hear, his voice dropping back to a low octave as his composure returned. He’d won some minor victory, but I’d be naive to think he’d won the war or even a small battle. 

And I was done being naive. 

Cabot stood straighter and buttoned a single button of his jacket, then gave his father a curt nod and left the room. What I wouldn’t give to know what he’d just said to finally turn the tables and break through his father’s terrifying composure. 

The elder Cabot Reed swiveled his head toward me as his son left the room and the look in his eyes made my breath catch. A shiver of dread spider-walked down my spine. 

“We’re leaving,” Cabot barked as he strode toward me. 

“What?” It was Monday morning, in the middle of the busiest season in publishing, and the board had recently voted in favor of Cabot stepping into his father’s shoes when he relinquished the throne. Surely Cabot had things to do. “Don’t you have work—” I shrunk back as he shot me a fierce glare, then I glanced at Travis for help. 

“Now, Ms. Blake.”

I raised my eyebrows as I looked up at Cabot, ready to lay into him for being so demanding, but as I watched him, I realized what he needed more than anything else right now.

Me. But not just me; he needed my compliance. 

He didn’t have it in him to battle anyone else today. 

So I rose to my feet, inclining my head to him. I wasn’t going to go into full submissive mode right now and lower my head completely—definitely not here at work or in front of Travis—but Cabot needed that side of me more than I needed to argue or disobey him right now. 

And frankly, I couldn’t get out of this building fast enough. If agreeing to leave with Cabot helped spur my feet forward, so be it. 

His eyes softened and he waited for me to step beside him, then placed his hand on my lower back and led me to a single elevator that was positioned off to the side from the others. His private elevator. 

Once we were inside and the door was closed, he blew out a breath of air and tilted his head back, closing his eyes. 

My hands twitched to reach for him, but I kept them at my sides. Electricity sparked in the air; touch him and I’d surely get burned. It was a silly notion, but one I couldn’t ignore. 

Cabot’s private elevator moved lightning fast compared to the employee elevators. And though I wanted to remark about that, I kept my mouth shut and watched the numbers light up above the door as we descended. When we were nearly halfway to the ground floor, I finally found the nerve to speak. 

“Are you okay?” My voice shook. Frustrated by the sound, I cleared my throat. My fight or flight instinct had kicked in, the only appropriate response to being trapped in a cage with an angry lion. 

He chuckled, but there was no mirth in the sound. “Far from it.” His shoulders rose and fell on a deep breath, then he turned toward me and locked me in his dark gaze. “Are you okay?” 

I sucked in a breath. I hadn’t expected him to ask. I nodded.

“Rylan.”

“Yes, I’m fine.” 

His jaw clenched, but he gave me a curt nod. He didn’t believe me, but he’d allow me the lie. For now. 

“I mean...” I shrugged and offered him a half-smile to lighten the mood. “I would have enjoyed seeing the great Cabot Reed get down on one knee if he was going to propose, but—”

“Rylan.” His tone cut my sentence short and injected my spine with cold steel. “We are not engaged.” 

I swallowed hard, the sound audible in the quiet elevator. 

He stepped toward me and slid his hand around the back of my neck, sending that familiar wave of heat through my veins, then paused and reached out to press the red stop button. The elevator clanked and complained as it came to a stop halfway between the fifth and fourth floors, making my stomach swoop unnervingly. 

Cabot looked into my eyes, his deep blues so intense I forgot how to breathe. “When I propose, it will be on my terms. Our terms. Do you understand me?” 

My mouth went dry. 

Did he just say when? 

But that meant... did he plan to do that someday? 

My head grew light and my stomach dropped. So much had happened in the last forty-eight hours. When was the last time I ate? I couldn’t remember. Bile burned in my throat. 

A rush of saliva drenched the desert that was once my mouth. Oh god. I couldn’t swallow with the way he had my head tilted back. 

My face twisted as a wave of nausea burned through me. 

“Rylan, say something.” His gaze flicked around my face, eyes widening with concern. “You’re white as a sheet.” He loosened his grip around the back of my neck and I swallowed hard, then said, “I don’t want to get married.” 

Brows furrowing, he searched my gaze. “To me?” 

An unnerving sense of weightlessness crept into my limbs before I could answer him, then encroaching blackness blurred the edges of my vision. The adrenaline of the morning was gone, leaving me nauseous and weak as everything sank in. Completely spent. My stomach rolled. Oh shit. “Cabot,” I said, the word choked. “I think I’m going to throw up.” 

“Christ.” He released the stop button, then punched the button for the fourth floor. 

As the elevator resumed its descent, he pulled me close to his body, then the doors opened and he whisked me off the elevator into a hub of chaos. I didn’t have time—or clear vision—to focus on anyone as we passed, my mind distantly registering rows of cubicles and a multitude of voices that hushed as we strode quickly down the hall. He held me close, stabilizing me even as my legs grew weak and nausea made my steps falter on more than one occasion. 

Then we were in a brightly lit restroom, and Cabot barked at people to leave as he slammed his palm against door after door until one of them swung open. He moved me into the stall quickly and stood behind me, his body curving around mine as he wrapped one arm around my waist to steady me and reached up to gather my hair with his other hand. 

And then I vomited in front of Cabot Reed. 

Because apparently things actually could get worse. 
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CHAPTER TWO
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Cabot

Rylan hadn’t said a word since we left Reed Enterprises, hadn’t touched me since I carried her out of the woman’s restroom on the fourth floor and down to ground level. She’d hidden her face in my chest as my security team led us through the media circus that was now camped outside Reed Tower and growing by the second, but once inside the town car, she’d pulled out of my arms and curled up on the opposite side of the seat with her back to me. 

It was only a foot and a half, maybe slightly more, that separated us, but as each moment ticked by, those eighteen inches could have been the goddamn Grand Canyon for how far away from her I felt. Every inch of that distance was a corporeal ache in my bones. 

She didn’t seek comfort in me.

Didn’t need me.

And she didn’t want to marry me.

A month ago, this information wouldn’t have bothered me one bit. Hell, it shouldn’t have bothered me now. But her admission had twisted something inside me. I’d been shocked to hear her say the words, but even more shocked by my reaction. 

Because it fucking hurt. 

I clenched my hands into fists atop my thighs, desperate to reach for her and a breath away from losing the battle. But every minute of my life since Rylan entered it had been a test to my self-control; why should today be any different? 

She was in shock, had already been through hell the last few days, and I’d thrown her to the goddamn wolves this morning. As soon as the pictures of us were leaked, I should have ferried her away, protected her from the aftermath of such a story, kept her safe and satisfied until the news died down and someone else was in the spotlight. 

Because I should have known my father would pull something like this.

I did know. 

Winston Rombauer had suggested marriage and I’d brushed him off, but I should have known that wouldn’t be the end of it. I should have known those two old bastards were still intent on pulling the goddamn strings. They were two steps ahead of me and I was a fool to expect anything less than the worst from them. 

What I couldn’t figure out was why? What was the end game? 

But it didn’t matter, did it? Not really. They had no control over me and certainly couldn’t control Rylan. 

My reaction to the announcement was worse than the announcement itself. It made me worse than my father and Rombauer combined. 

Because I’d been relieved. I’d been fucking happy about it. 

Marrying this woman would have redirected media attention from our bedroom proclivities to our happily ever after. As private as I’d lived my entire life, with the spotlight now on me, I’d realized quickly that I could use it to my own benefit. That I could use her. 

Reed Publishing was the biggest name in romance; the fans would be rabid over this window into my life, eating up every word as they devoured stories of their real-life publishing tycoon and his innocent little intern. We were their favorite goddamn trope. 

Additionally, the fairy tale aspect of our whirlwind romance would have presented me as the leading man a family-run corporate giant like Reed Enterprises needed at the helm in order to truly succeed. 

Positioning me as the perfect man to step into my father’s shoes and carry the corporation into the future. 

I would have been the hero of the story. The lover, the family man. 

Instead...

One look at Rylan’s face from that podium and I’d known I was wrong to be thrilled. So, so wrong. 

An asshole to the nth degree. 

In those brief seconds following my father’s announcement, I’d spun our relationship into something that could propel my career forward. I’d planned to use her for my own gain, this woman who loved and trusted me. 

I was no better than the man who’d raised me. 

And she deserved far better than that.

I nudged a box of crackers from the lobby café toward her. “Eat another cracker.” 

“I’ve had a million.” 

“Rylan.”

“I’m fine. I want food food, not crackers.”

I sighed. So stubborn, my girl. “Lunch has been ordered and will be awaiting our arrival at my place.” 

Her breath caught. 

“What’s wrong?” Was she going to be sick again? My finger hovered over the button that would lower the privacy divider so I could ask Cole to pull over if she needed that. 

“I want to go home.” 

“We are going...” My words trailed off as I realized what she meant. Her home, not mine. 

She preferred to seek solace in her friend and an ancient literature professor over me. 

The Grand Canyon between us tripled in size. 

And so did the one forming in my heart. 

For thirty-nine years, I’d survived without her just fine, and now I wondered how I’d breathe if she exited this vehicle without me. 

I closed my eyes on a long blink, then pressed the button to lower the privacy divider. Once I informed Cole of the destination change, he adjusted his route, heading south to Park Slope instead of deeper into the city to my penthouse. 

Her desire to go home was another chink in my armor. It made me feel lost, desperate. 

Despicable, unfamiliar feelings. 

I grasped at straws while we drove, but could come up with nothing useful to say, nothing that might change her mind. She wanted to be away from me and I had to give her that space. 

It was I, after all, who’d destroyed any semblance of normalcy in her life. Why wouldn’t she want to distance herself from me? From my father? 

“We’re going to need to talk about this,” I said as we turned onto her street. “At some point...” 

She nodded, but didn’t respond. 

My driver guided the car to a stop in front of Rylan’s house and panic seized my chest. 

All too soon, Cole pulled her door open.

I stared down at my hands fiercely gripped around my thighs and focused on keeping them in place instead of grabbing her by the neck and hauling her into my lap. As much as I wanted to bend her over my knee and punish her for making me feel this way, take her home with me to reassert myself as her Dominant, then worship her like she deserved, that wasn’t what she needed right now. 

She needed me to be patient. 

She needed me to let her go. 

When she didn’t immediately exit the car, a glimmer of hope bloomed in my chest. 

“Are you upset with me?” she whispered without turning around to face me. 

The uncertainty in her voice gave my armor another beating. “Rylan, look at me.” 

Her shoulders rose and fell on a deep breath, then she gave a sharp nod and turned slowly around to face me. Tears glistened in her eyes, but hadn’t slipped down her cheeks yet. 

I swore under my breath. “Give us a moment.” 

Cole closed the door quickly and I slid across the seat, pulling Rylan into my arms. She turned and scrambled up onto my lap, pressing her nose into my neck as the tears began to fall. 

Finally allowed to touch her again, I couldn’t stop. I ran my hands through her dark hair, over her back, everywhere all at once and it still wasn’t enough. “Why would I be mad at you?” 

She sniffled but didn’t lift her head. “Because of what I said... about marriage.” 

“No.” Yes. “Marriage is not the natural next step for us, Rylan.” I pressed my nose into her hair and breathed deeply, tightening my arms around her. “It was a preposterous idea when Rombauer suggested it. I don’t want to get married.” 

And yet...

That fucking awful twist of pain in my chest would beg to differ. 

What had this woman done to me? 

Rylan lifted her head to look up at me, eyes narrowing as she swiped at the wetness on her cheeks. “What did you just say?”

I replayed my words in my mind. “I’m not mad at you?” 

“No, no.” She shook her head, waving her hand in the air absently. “That Mr. Rombauer suggested this?” 

Fuck. 

Her brow furrowed and I sensed her pulling away from me before she even moved. “You knew this was going to happen?” 

My heart stuttered. “No. I squashed it immediately, told him the idea was ridiculous and out of the question. I assumed that was the end of it.” 

She searched my gaze and I prayed she’d believe me. I would never blindside her like this. Never. Not on purpose, though my lapse in judgment had been not expecting the men in my life to do something so underhanded. She licked her lips and tugged the bottom one between her teeth. 

“Rylan,” I reached up to cup her face, tugging her lip free with my thumb. “I would never have sprung this on you.” 

She nodded. 

“I need you to tell me you believe me.” Please.

She nodded again, then met my gaze. “I believe you.” 

My relief was short-lived.

She pulled free of my arms and slid back onto the seat, and as she opened the car door and climbed out, that fissure returned, and with it, the realization that I’d damaged this woman’s trust in me. 

I’d failed to protect her, failed to prepare her for what might happen if my father and Winston Rombauer took control of the narrative, and nothing destroyed a relationship—both in the club and out—like broken trust. 
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CHAPTER THREE

[image: ]


Rylan

As soon as the car door closed behind me, the front door opened and Greer charged down the steps. “Oh my god, Rylan!” She ran toward me and pulled me into her arms. “I’ve been calling you nonstop.” 

I nodded and let her hold me, waiting for the car to drive away so I could breathe again, even though somewhere deep inside I knew I’d never breathe as well away from him as I did in his arms. One month with Cabot Reed had altered my lungs.

My entire world.

And therein lay the biggest problem of all:

I’d let a man change me. 

Greer pulled back and searched my eyes, then her gaze flicked around my face. “You look like shit.” I gave a sad little laugh and she grimaced. “Smell like it too.” 

I closed my eyes as my cheeks heated. “Sorry,” I whispered. “I need to brush my teeth.” 

“You got sick?” 

I nodded.

Her eyes narrowed and she dropped her hands to her hips, focusing on the town car still parked at the curb. “Engaged, huh? Is it true?” she asked without looking at me. 

I barked out a sharp laugh. “You know better, G.” 

Greer gave a curt nod, then sidestepped me, those gold-flecked brown eyes lit up with fire as she charged toward Cabot’s car. 

“Greer—”

She flung the door open and bent at the waist to peer inside. “I don’t know what you’re up to, but keep her out of it,” she sneered, then raised her finger and pointed it at him. “Don’t fucking call her again.” 

I winced at the anger in her voice, struggling with the need to turn on my heels and run to him. 

Don’t listen to her, I wanted to tell him. 

He’s my boss, I wanted to yell.

But again, I couldn’t make my feet move. Couldn’t make the words come. 

Turmoil churned in my chest. I loved him, I did. I didn’t want him to never call me again... I just needed some time to think. 

Everything had happened so fast—

She slammed the door and I jumped, but a split second later, her arm slinked around my shoulders as she guided me toward the stoop. As I took the first stair, I looked up and my heart shattered into pieces. 

Professor Clements stood in the open doorway, looking down at us. His expression was pensive, a hint of sadness in his deep golden-brown eyes. He didn’t meet my gaze for long, and his inability to look at me tightened a fist around my heart. 

In his disappointment, I saw myself through his eyes. 

A broken shell of who I was only a month ago. 

No longer did he look at me and see the determined girl who was about to take the publishing world by storm. 

Because she wasn’t here. I wasn’t her anymore. 

I’d lost her somewhere between meeting Cabot Reed and bending over a spanking horse for him.

He didn’t say a word as we ascended the steps. Didn’t even meet my gaze as I stepped past him inside the house. His intent focus was on the town car at the curb, and as I crossed the threshold, I remembered something Cabot had once said. 

Swiveling my head, I looked between Professor Clements and the black car, wondering for the first time what his connection to Cabot was. When Cabot first dropped me off here, he’d known who the old brownstone belonged to and questioned why I hadn’t used the professor as a reference on my internship application. I’d assumed he just knew of him because of the publishing industry and the small bookish world in New York because Professor Clements was a well-known educator at Columbia and had been since long before I was born. I’d never bothered to ask if their connection went deeper than merely an awareness of one another. 

I almost laughed at that thought. I hadn’t asked a lot of things. 

Each step further away from the black town car at the curb felt like stepping out of a fog. I’d been completely stupefied by Cabot Reed. Consumed by him, obsessed with him. Willing to lose everything for just a taste of him. 

And I’d succeeded in doing just that. 

By the time we reached my room upstairs, my legs felt like molasses and exhaustion tugged at my limbs. I crawled into bed and curled up beneath the blankets, turning my back to the door. Greer tucked the covers around me and leaned down to kiss my temple. Then she smoothed my hair and whispered, “It’ll all be okay. We’ll figure it out.” 

The problem was, I’d already figured it out. The moment that announcement was made, I think I knew. 

Listening to her footsteps retreat, I squeezed my eyes shut as pain ripped through my chest. As soon as the door closed, the first sob shook my shoulders and I released the tears I’d held back all morning. Agony and regret tore at my chest. Guilt and shame took their turns at me, too. Ripped open, I felt at once hollow and empty, yet stuffed full of these warring, horrible feelings. 

And beneath the battering of emotions, the ache of loss blossomed slowly in my chest. 

So much loss.

The loss of my dreams. The internship that would have catapulted my career. 

The loss of a man I’d only just met, and a love I had only just glimpsed. 

Because I knew in this moment, after everything that had happened since the moment we met, the good and the bad, from the way he’d eclipsed all rational thought, the way he’d stepped into my life and filled it until there was no room for anything else, I knew that I couldn’t keep him.

Not if I wanted to keep myself. 
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HOURS LATER, WHEN I could ignore my screaming bladder no longer, I finally uncurled myself from the fetal position and stretched. Everything ached, a physical, palpable throbbing that stemmed from my chest. 

I’d experienced heartbreak before, plenty of times, but this was something else entirely. 

I couldn’t breathe deeply enough to fill my lungs without a flash of pain. 

For the first time in years, I desperately needed my mom. 

After washing my hands, I dared to look up into the mirror. Mascara darkened circles around my eyes and trailed down my cheeks. Redness and puffiness distorted my features. I took a moment to wash my face and brush my teeth, desperate for normalcy. 

When I stepped out of the bathroom, I glanced up at the arrangement of three circular iron muntins in the wall; no light shone through the colorful stained glass. I had no idea what time it was when I knocked on Greer’s door, or if she’d even be home. Was it still Monday? I couldn’t recall if she had a shift tonight.

“Come in.” 

I opened the door and found her propped up on pillows, her phone in one hand and the television remote in the other. She muted the television and patted the bed beside her. 

I closed the door and padded over to her, then crawled onto the bed and pulled my knees to my chest, wrapping my arms around them as I rested my head on my knees and looked at my best friend. 

She searched my gaze, concern knitting her brow. “How are you feeling?” 

I shrugged. “Like shit.” 

She offered me a half smile. “Fitting, since you look like it.”

I chuckled. “Nice.” 

Greer shrugged. “Truth hurts, babe.” 

I snorted at that. Too fucking true. 

“Want the good news or the bad news?” 

I closed my eyes on a long blink as I considered the question. “Bad news.” 

“They’ve lost a third of their members at The Rabbit Hole.” 

The wind left my lungs in a loud groan and I tucked my face into my arms. “Oh my god. Because of the pictures?” 

“Yeah. It’s a security breach, you know?” Greer sighed. “Lacey’s a wreck. She loves that place. If they have to close...” Greer’s words trailed off and my heart pinched. Cabot loved that place too. 

I really had come into his life and ripped it to shreds. 

“And Mina?” I asked, though I wasn’t sure I wanted to know the answer. 

Greer was quiet for a moment, then said, “I guess she’s trying to do damage control, but...” She sighed again and gave a little shrug, wincing as she said, “Lacey told me Mina doesn’t want you to come back to work.”

I drew a shaky breath, but I understood. As painful as it was, I’d expected this. 

I hadn’t just turned Cabot’s world upside down but Mina’s too. Our relationship put things into motion that I didn’t yet know the extent of. 

What Stella did when she sold those photos of Cabot and me wasn’t my fault, but I wasn’t innocent in it all either. 

“There’s more,” Greer whispered and I snorted. “Your mom’s been calling.” 

I closed my eyes. So she’d seen her little girl on the news. Read the stories. 

Probably thought I was engaged. 

“Great,” I said with a sad little laugh. 

When I left home to move to New York, it hadn’t been on good terms. 

Okay, fine, that was putting it lightly. 

I’d left my mother in tears on the porch and my father screaming. At me. At her. At anything that caught his attention. 

But that was just his usual state of existence. 

I’d abandoned her to that life because she wouldn’t pull herself out of it and I wasn’t about to be stuck in Iowa with her and her terrible choices. 

I’d sent Greer my mother’s contact information—for a rainy day, maybe, or simply because if anything happened to me, Greer could alert my parents—and then I’d deleted all mention of both parents in my phone and blocked every unrecognized number since that fateful day five-and-a-half years ago. 

Finally, because it felt like the most normal thing to do at this point, I said, “Okay. Send me her number.” 

Her eyes widened, but after she held my gaze for a moment, waiting for me to change my mind, Greer nodded. She picked up her phone and her fingers moved over the screen, then a whoosh sound indicated she’d sent the contact info to my phone. 

“Thanks.” I sat there a few more minutes, then gathered what little strength I had and climbed off the bed. 

“Do you want me to come with you? When you make the call, I mean?” 

I shook my head as I reached the door. “I’ll be okay.” 

“I know. But I’m right across the hall if you’re not.” 

Before I left, I looked back over my shoulder. “Wait, what was the good news?” 

Greer looked up from her phone, raising her eyebrows as her brain caught up with the question. “Oh. Sorry. There wasn’t any.”

I frowned. “Then... why did you... never mind.” 

“It’s just an expression,” she called after me. 

No good news. Fitting. 

I slipped back into my room and shut the door, then scanned the floor for my bag. I couldn’t remember bringing it inside. Did I even have it in the car? Everything was such a blur. Spotting it hanging from a hook on the back of the door, I moved toward it and retrieved my cell phone. I’d been bombarded with texts and phone calls, but only two really stood out to me. 

The first one was from Cabot. 

I skipped it, delaying the inevitable for only a moment. 

The other was from Marisa. Holding my breath, I opened it, hoping for a miracle after the disgusted way she’d looked at me during the press conference this morning. What I got instead was more heartbreak. 

When exactly did u start fucking ur way to the top? B4 or after u pretended to be my friend? 

My chest pinched as the vise tightened around it and new tears sprung to my eyes. I closed out of that text thread and a text from Hector popped up, but I ignored that one for fear that it would be the same as Marisa’s. 

Or worse. 

Bracing myself with a deep breath, I opened the texts from Cabot. 

Rylan.

I inhaled a deep breath. I could hear his voice, the tone of it as he said my name, as if he’d sent a voice memo rather than a text. 

Please talk to me.

Please tell me you’re okay.

An hour later, he sent another:

No regrets, remember?

A sob slipped past my lips. No regrets. I’d given him that promise before everything had imploded. Before I knew about Stella’s little stunt with the press. Before I came to my senses and realized I’d made one mistake after another, all of them leading to my unraveling. 

It was the final text he sent that truly broke my heart. Just over thirty minutes ago. 

Tell me what you need.

I squeezed my eyes shut, releasing a flood of tears down my cheeks. What did I need? 

Clarity.

Time. 

A chance to do it all over again and not screw everything up this time. 

When I opened my eyes again, I blinked to clear my focus and stared at the screen. Then I typed the only logical thing I could think of: 

It’s over. I’m sorry.

What remained of my broken heart shattered into a million shards as I hit send. 

Then I closed out of the text thread and swiped it to delete it entirely before I lost my nerve. Then I blocked his number. And, one by one, I blocked everyone else I’d met during my time at Reed Romance. 

I couldn’t go back.

I opened the text message from Greer, clicked on my mother’s contact information, and held my breath as I reached out to my mom after so much lost time. 

“Oh, RJ, thank God,” she said when she answered after the second ring, her voice laced with relief. I hadn’t heard that nickname in five years, hadn’t heard the familiar cadence of her voice, and new tears sprung to my eyes. 

“Hi, Mom,” I said, though the words were sloppy and wet as I cried. 

“Oh, baby.” She paused long enough to make me think the call had dropped, then said, “I left your father.” 
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CHAPTER FOUR
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Cabot

I’d paced a groove in the imported Italian tile of my penthouse for the past few hours until finally forcing myself into my home gym for countless rounds with my punching bag. My hands ached, knuckles raw, but the pain had not abated.

My frustration was at a maximum high as well. 

An emergency board meeting had been scheduled for Friday morning, and all trustees of Reed Enterprises, along with the heads of each division, were required to be in attendance. Heads of departments were flying out from Los Angeles and Miami. Our European shareholders would attend via video call. 

My fate was again on the line. 

It felt like eons ago that they’d approved the succession of control of Reed Enterprises from my father to me, though it had only been a matter of weeks, and now my future hung in the balance once more.

The Rabbit Hole was a fucking mess. Membership numbers had dropped rapidly since Friday night’s leaked images. A compromising photo being sold to the press from within the supposed safety of the underground club was a threat to every member’s privacy—and too many clients had lives that would be categorically destroyed if news of their interests got out.

Take mine for example. My life was in tattered pieces.

Nearly ten hours had passed since I dropped Rylan off in Park Slope this morning. I jumped every time my phone alerted me to a new call or text message, but none were from her. Every minute that ticked by without her felt like an omen. 

I’d intentionally left the device in the kitchen so I could let off steam without being distracted by every buzz or beep, but I still couldn’t shake the distraction of her. 

Since we’d begun this thing, whatever it was, we’d never gone this long without at least texting. 

My body thrummed with energy and anger, a need I couldn’t alleviate without fighting, fucking, or disappearing into my sanctuary, and I didn’t even know if I was allowed back into that space. I ran my hand over the back of my neck, massaging the muscles there. I didn’t even know if I wanted to be allowed back into that space without Rylan, which was beyond troubling. 

This was why I never allowed myself to feel for the women in my life. I’d welcomed Rylan into my most sacred space and now I didn’t want to go there without her. 

And she was everywhere. Reed Tower. The elevators. My office. My café. She’d come on my goddamn desk, for Christ’s sake. 

She’d infiltrated my home. Both homes. 

She’d infiltrated my heart. 

Nothing about my life had been spared from the tornado that was Rylan Blake. 

I cursed under my breath and shoved the bag away, then quickly sidestepped when it swung back toward me. 

All this time I’d been so convinced it was women who couldn’t keep their professional and private lives separate.

What a fucking fool I was. 

Back in my bedroom, I stripped out of my gym shorts and unwrapped my tender hands, pulse racing. Beating the shit out of my punching bag hadn’t eased this tension. I’d known that would be the case, but tried anyway.

Only one thing could alleviate this and it was the one thing I couldn’t have.

Rylan on her knees at my feet. 

Returning to the kitchen for my phone, it buzzed on the marble island, setting my teeth on edge because it wouldn’t be her. When I picked up the cell and looked at the screen, her message was so brief that I could read the whole thing in the preview without even unlocking my phone. My heart soared at the sight of her name, then crashed down into a million pieces. 

It’s over. I’m sorry.

My shoulders bowed and the breath left my lungs in a whoosh. 

I’d put the ball in her quart and she’d fucking spiked it right into my soul. 

I’d expected her to ask me for time. Space. If I had been lucky, she would have asked me to rush back to her side and bring her home. Instead, she ended things. 

It’s over. 

I began to type out a reply, then deleted it. I wouldn’t beg. 

My hand tightened around the device until the screen cracked from the pressure, then I reared my arm back and whipped the phone across the room. It bounced off the wallpapered wall on the far side of my entertainment area and hit the floor with a loud clang. 

“Motherfucker!” I yelled, bending at the waist and bracing my hands on my knees. 

After a moment of heavy breathing and a million belligerent thoughts that moved too quickly through my brain to take note of, I stood and rolled my shoulders, breathing deeply to find some composure. It was high time I did just that. She’d walked into my life and obliterated my discipline, destroyed my carefully curated self-control. 

Each stride back to my bedroom felt like a step back to who I was before Rylan Blake stumbled into my life. With each step, I hardened. 

My shoulders. 

My spine. 

My goddamn useless heart. 

I pulled on a pair of dark blue jeans and a black t-shirt. Stepped into my boots.
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TWENTY MINUTES LATER, I guided the Bugatti into the underground parking garage below White Rabbit and adjacent to The Rabbit Hole. Being here without Rylan felt like an infidelity, but I couldn’t think of anywhere else to go. 

A month ago, this was my sanctuary, my safe place. If I needed to release pent up energy, anger, or hormones, I slipped into the darkness of the underground and found the answer to my needs. If something troubled me at work, I came here and didn’t leave until I’d worked through the problem and found a solution. 

And though she’d infiltrated this space, muddled it with her subservience and her filthy little mind, The Rabbit Hole was mine long before she walked down those stairs by my side and it would be mine long after I forgot about her completely. 

Bracing myself for whatever awaited me on the other side of the underground entrance to the club, I pushed the door open and strode through, shoulders straight and chin upturned. I called to the power within me and, like a rush of lava, it ignited my veins and reminded me of who the fuck I am. 

Here in the underground, I was Master Creed, head Dominant and club Ombudsman. I belonged here, regardless of what happened above ground. 

This was my domain. 

Nothing short of a direct order from Mistress Sinclair herself could remove me from the premises and she was across the country in Los Angeles, meeting with her business partner about the shit storm I’d created. 

I strode down the long corridor, glancing into the viewing rooms as I passed. Even for a Monday night, this place was quiet, and that didn’t sit well with me. I’d need to work with Mina and come up with a plan to rectify what I’d done. Something would be able to bring the members back to the underground. I just had to figure out what. 

As I reached the nucleus of my sanctuary, I scanned the booths surrounding the dance floor for a suitable submissive, but all that remained were collared subs and a few faces I didn’t recognize. Master Gage sat in the furthest booth from where I stood, two blondes on either side of him. Only one I recognized as his usual sub. The other had a ball gag in her mouth, and her eyes were covered with a black blindfold. 

Catching my stare, Master Gage jerked his head in my direction, then tilted it toward the empty space in the booth. An invitation. 

I approached the table and inclined my head. “Master Gage.” 

He stroked his submissive’s long blonde hair and she stretched her neck, leaning into his touch. “Say hello to Master Creed, pet.” 

She sat up straighter, lifting her head but keeping her eyes downcast. “Hello, Master Creed.” 

I looked at the other woman. “Yours?” 

Shaking his head, Gage turned his attention to her, then trailed his finger down her cheek, following the line of her pulse down to her collarbone. He dropped his hand and pinched her nipple. Her back arched, but she didn’t make a sound. “No more than anyone else’s,” he finally answered as he looked up at me, “but in need of a sponsor.”

I nodded. It wouldn’t be me, but I had no doubt someone would claim her. Anyone who could sit on exhibition like this was either already well into the lifestyle or a born submissive
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