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Chapter One

 


“Are you sure you want to do this?”

Erika turned to Alyson, her dear friend and
current roommate. “You keep asking me if I’m okay.” She grinned,
hoping her smile reached her eyes. “I’m one hundred percent
sure.”

She wished she were anywhere else than a hair
salon on Canal Street near the French Quarter. But there was no
choice.

She needed a haircut—her first in a year.

“I’m sick of the humidity and the heat.”
Blowing away a curl falling over her eye, she stared at her
reflection in the mirror. “I’m always sweaty because this rat’s
nest I have for hair sticks like glue to my neck and
shoulders.”

Her eyes held more knowledge and experience
but also sorrow and pain at the age of thirty. She gazed at a much
leaner face and a willowy waist, which she considered a plus. She
weighed fifteen pounds less than a year ago even though she’d been
in New Orleans since late November after her father’s sudden death.
She loved the Andouille sausage and beignets the city cafes
offered, but for some reason, she never gained an ounce. Although
she still had an ass and hips to prove she was all woman.

What would Max think?

If she thought about him, she would leave
with her mop of curls intact. He liked it long, her locks swiping
over his chest and lower, especially when she sucked his—

Alyson stared at her in the mirror. “You’re
changing everything about yourself from a new wardrobe to new
makeup, including a manicure and pedicure. I can’t even remember
the last time you painted your nails, let alone had a professional
treat your hands and feet.”

She blinked instead of rolling her eyes.
Lately, Alyson didn’t like the changes Erika wanted to make for
herself. She found the situation funny since Alyson always had the
most fashionable and expensive clothes and booked monthly spa
treatments. But then again, Alyson was a very successful author
with money to burn.

She grew up in an affluent household with her
father who owned and ran his own publishing company. She had done
quite well as an author of a popular children’s series. She had
money in the bank—more than enough—but having worked her entire
life, she never took for granted what she’d been given. Once upon a
time, she hadn’t cared what brand her clothes were or how often she
cut her hair or enjoyed facials and massages.

“Aly, we’ve been over this before. I’m doing
this to better myself.” She eyed her friend’s pin-straight red hair
hanging loose across her shoulders. Alyson’s tresses never frizzed
in the humidity unlike Erika’s curly mess. She hoped the end of
August in New York would be more comfortable than the sweltering
New Orleans humidity.

Alyson fanned her face with the magazine
she’d been reading. “This is all for your return to New York City
as Lily Fredericks, author of Give Way to Desire, the
soon-to-be best-selling book that will turn readers on their ears
and shock the ever loving shit out of them?”

“Exactly. I’m all about shock and awe. I plan
on impressing the masses with the new Erika Walsh a.k.a. Lily
Fredericks.” She winked.

“I assume you’re planning not only to shock
Chris, but Max too”

“I need to concentrate on myself first, and
then we’ll see.” Her heart sped up as she recalled the last time
she had been with each man. Both experiences had been volatile, but
in completely different ways.

“You can’t ignore Chris. He’s in charge of
your book tour. I guess you can stop Max from—”

She lifted her hand. “I don’t want to talk
about those two.”

Alyson sighed and crossed her legs. “I wonder
what Max would say if he found out you’ve been in contact with
Chris since you signed your book contract?”

“With Chris, it’s business. Max understands
why I needed time away from him,” she explained for what seemed
like the hundredth time. She had been frank with Alyson, telling
her everything that had occurred last winter. Alyson wasn’t
thrilled she was still considering both men. She wanted Erika to
kick them both to the curb and find someone who wasn’t “fucked in
the head.”

“You’re saying you haven’t been in contact
with Max since Thanksgiving?” Alyson asked in disbelief.

“I haven’t talked to him on the phone or by
email,” she said in all honesty. Text, however….

Tapping her fingers on her knee, Alyson
whispered something under her breath.

Her temper rose. But before she could argue
with her friend, one of the hairdressers called out Erika’s
name.

She stood with her purse. “I don’t know how
long I’m going to be. Why don’t you get something to drink and
check our appointments for our mani and pedis?”

“Good idea.” Jumping out of the chair, Alyson
strode toward the exit.

She rolled her eyes again. She didn’t want to
argue with her friend, especially about Max.

She pulled out her cell phone, re-reading the
message sent a week ago from him asking how she fared. He sent her
a text every month, and she always responded. But not this time.
Why? She couldn’t say. Just as she couldn’t explain why she had
talked to Chris for over an hour on the phone the day before.

Two weeks remained before she needed to make
a decision. She couldn’t have a relationship with both men, even as
friends. She refused to be responsible for any bloodshed because of
her inability to choose which man to keep in her life.

Sitting down in the chair, she got her hair
shampooed. A small crack ran down the middle of the mirror on the
ceiling, distorting her face. She closed her eyes, blocking the
image of herself cut in half.

 


***

 


“I’m glad we did this.” Alyson sipped her
martini.

“Me, too.” Their day of beauty had alleviated
the tension between them that had started at the hair salon.

“You were right about your haircut. It makes
you look more mature and sophisticated.” Alyson poked one of
Erika’s curls, which ended a few inches below her ear.

“How about sexy?” She thrust out her chest.
She loved how her halter dress accentuated her breasts. The demi
bra underneath gave an added lift.

“That’s a given.” Alyson smiled behind the
rim of her glass. “How about smarter, too?”

“Works for me.” She glanced at her phone on
the bar.

“Are you expecting a call? You keep looking
at your cell.”

How honest should I be? She swirled
her finger in her drink. “If I tell you something, will you promise
you won’t get upset?”

Alyson exhaled through her nose. “Why do I
have a feeling this is going to be about Max?”

She wiped some condensation off her glass.
“We’ve been texting once a month.”

“Erika,” Alyson groaned. “I thought you
wanted—”

“I don’t know what I want.” She took a gulp
of her martini, wincing as the vermouth stung her throat. “It’s not
like we spend hours texting one another. He usually asks how I’m
doing, and I respond with an ‘okay.’ But this last time, I didn’t
text him back. Maybe I should before he worries.”

Alyson frowned. “Why would he worry? And why
should you care? I thought you wanted some distance from him.”

“I did, and I still do.” She finished her
drink and flagged the bartender for another. “He said he missed me
and can’t wait to see me when I come home.”

“So when you’re home, you two are going to
pick up where you left off?” Alyson held up her palm. “What a
stupid question. Of course you’re going to fall back into
Megalomaniac Crawford’s arms because he gave you three orgasms in
one night.”

“Oh, my God, Aly! Can you lower your voice?”
Face warming, she dipped her head.

When the male bartender approached, Alyson
ordered two more martinis and then chatted with him.

At last, she looked up, finding Alyson
staring at her. “What?” She blotted her damp cheeks with her
cocktail napkin. Next time, they would sit inside instead of at the
rooftop bar.

“You’re still uncomfortable talking about
your sex life? Even after penning an erotic novel, including all
those intimate things you did with Max?” The corner of Alyson’s
mouth lifted, and a dimple appeared near her right cheek. “The man
owns a sex club. One you visited more than a few times while you
two were together in October and November. You weren’t just having
run-of-the-mill, vanilla sex.”

“What do you consider vanilla, missionary?”
Face heating again, she peered around to see if anyone overheard
them. Even with the bar packed with people enjoying the happy hour
priced drinks, no one encroached on their space. She might have
enjoyed her share of kinky sex with Max, but she didn’t want to
discuss those clandestine encounters in a public setting.

“Pretty much.” Alyson frowned into her glass.
“I can barely remember the last time I had missionary sex.”

She coughed as she swallowed the strong
alcohol that made her lightheaded. “It’s going on nine months for
me.” She smiled sadly, thinking of the last time a man was inside
her. There had been no one since Max.

“It’s almost a year for me.” Alyson scanned
the area scattered with people talking and drinking.

The majority were women, ranging from college
age to mid-thirties, winding down after a long day. The men were
far and few between and, for the most part, in T-shirts and
jeans—not dressed to impress.

If Max walked in, both genders would take
notice. Dressed in his expensive shirt and slacks with some sort of
business suit jacket regardless of the smothering heat, she’d end
up drooling like all the rest.

“Earth to Erika.” Alyson waved her hand.
“What are you daydreaming about?”

Best not to say Max. “Sex.”

Alyson raised her glass in a salute. “Good
answer. But I know you were thinking about him.”

“Him who?”

“Stop with the innocent act.” Alyson frowned,
her eyes blazing with irritation. “Every time I bring up M.L., you
get quiet and grouchy. I won’t allow you to be a sad sack during
your final days in New Orleans, especially with my birthday around
the corner. It was bad enough you didn’t want to celebrate turning
thirty because you were in your writing cave and didn’t have any
motivation.”

“Okay, okay.” She gritted her teeth instead
of snapping a response. Grabbing her phone, she slid it in her
purse to appease her obstinate friend.

Alyson nodded in approval. “That’s my
girl.”

“Speaking of my writing, I should concentrate
on more important things like my new book,” she said, excited to
reveal the idea for the sequel that had come upon her suddenly
while getting her hair cut.

“No work, either. I don’t want to talk about
our writing or books.” Alyson knocked the top of the bar. “Let’s
keep talking about sex.”

“But you just said—”

“I said we’re not going to mention
certain people, as in two specific men who are going to be all over
you the minute you land in New York.” She lifted her finger in the
air. “You should spread your wings here before you leave.”

A headache built behind her eyes. “Spread my
wings how? By having sex?”

Alyson clapped. “Exactly. I think you should
have a fling with some hot Cajun man, a one-night stand. It will
also give you great research for your next book.”

“Having sex with another man is not going to
help me. I have too many man problems as it is.” She pushed her
drink away.

“You need more variety. Why not test the
waters here in New Orleans? Men down here are different from up
north.”

“How about we change the conversation? I’m
not in the mood to talk about men or sex. I took a break, and I’m
still on a break.” Erika searched for their bartender to ask for
water.

“He really did a number on you,” Alyson
muttered.

Erika glared. “I thought we weren’t talking
about Max or Chris.”

“I tried not to, but I can’t help but bring
him up. Or Chris.”

Where is she going with this? “You
always tack on Chris after you mention Max. Both are completely
separate. Chris is a friend. Max is my lover.”

“Notice how you use the word ‘is’ with both.
When you came to stay with me, I thought you were going to leave
both men in the past.”

“For now, I’m at an impasse with both of
them. We’ll see how things go when I’m home.” She sat up higher on
her stool, trying to catch the bartender’s attention. All the talk
about Chris, who wanted to be her boyfriend, and her current….Is
Max still my lover? She had thought distancing herself from the men
would give her the time she needed to reflect on both and come to a
conclusion on what role they should play in her life.

“Hey, I’m sorry. Don’t be upset with me.”
Alyson’s playful smile lessened.

“I’m not. I’m frustrated, and it’s not
because of the heat or lack of sex. I ran away from my problems,
and, soon, I’ll have to face them—two of them in particular.” Her
voice cracked. A wave of sadness came over her as she thought about
losing either Chris or Max. She’d been so angry at both and had
wanted the separation, but she missed them. She ached for Max and
those desires he’d tapped into she never knew existed, while Chris
was more for comfort, someone who made her feel special although
she’d discovered a side to him that had exposed his unseemly
nature.

“You still have time to build up your mental
strength with both of them.” Alyson flicked aside her bangs.

“Strength in denying them? It’s not like I’m
going to jump whichever one I see first.” She refused to think of
anything sexual with either man. She couldn’t take the chance she
would become aroused.

“Dare I guess who you’ll come in contact with
first?” Alyson tapped her chin.

She concentrated on the setting red-orange
sun. “Chris. He’s—”

“Oh, boy.”

She nibbled the side of her mouth. “He
offered to pick me up from the airport. Kim will be with him, so he
won’t start anything. He’s apolo—”

“Until he gets you alone and forces you—”

She glared at Alyson. “He didn’t force me,
even that time….” She took a deep breath. Since the night of her
father’s death, when she and Chris almost had sex, and then she’d
seen Max, and they did have sex—really angry, but amazing,
sex—she’d never felt like she’d been coerced into accepting either
man.

The entire situation—or should she say
dilemma?—regarding her love life was disconcerting.

A trickle of sweat slid down the side of her
face. She reached for another napkin. A flash of light went off to
her left. A woman dressed in a sundress sat next to her male
companion in a T-shirt and shorts at a table a foot away. The woman
lowered her camera and gave her a friendly smile.

She continued watching the couple. They got
up, leaving their half-full drinks. A group of women quickly
claimed the newly vacant seats. The couple talked to each another
but didn’t hold hands or even stand close as they walked away. When
they reached the staircase to go downstairs, the woman sent Erika
another smile.

“Weird,” she muttered, having a strange sense
of déjà vu. She swore she’d seen the woman before.

Alyson nudged her.

Standing nearby were two well-dressed men in
trousers with their long sleeved shirts rolled up under their
elbows. Both were attractive and near her age. One held a beer
bottle, the other a glass with clear liquid.

“Hi,” she said and sat up straight.

Both men nodded. The one with a buzz cut and
goatee held out his hand. “I hope you don’t mind my friend and me
interrupting, but we wanted to introduce ourselves to the two best
looking women here tonight. I’m Kevin, and this is Gus.”

Alyson tapped her knee against Erika’s.

She swallowed a laugh and shook the man’s
hand.

It was obvious what the two men wanted based
on their appraising looks. But it would come down to whether or not
she and Alyson reciprocated their advances. Already, Alyson flirted
with Gus. Erika made a space for Kevin, who set his glass on the
bar.

“Let me buy you a drink. I’m going to get
glass of wine. Would you like one, also? Or are you more of a
martini girl?” His eyes shined with humor, and he seemed to find
his repartee amusing.

She licked her dry lips. She hadn’t drunk any
wine since she left Manhattan. She’d lost the taste for it,
associating the drink with Max. Instead, she told her new companion
she would like a water, explaining, when his eyes widened slightly,
that she’d reached her limit for the night.


Chapter Two

 


Max took a drag of his cigarette and blew out
the smoke. It swirled up toward the ceiling, circling the spotlight
highlighting the area in front of him. On a small platform, two men
stood in front of a blindfolded and gagged woman bound to a tall
wooden cross. The men worked her over not only with their hands and
mouths, but also with various instruments at their disposal.

He observed with disinterest as the slightly
overweight, balding man knelt before the woman and stuck his tongue
between her legs. She arched back, her large breasts swinging and
her pierced nipples spearing upward. The other man grabbed an anal
plug off the table next to him and stuck it in her ass.

The muffled screams from their captive didn’t
excite him in any way. He willed his cock to respond, but it didn’t
want to behave. The familiar sights and sounds at The Gate no
longer aroused him.

How depressing.

He sipped his vodka tonic and snuffed out his
cigarette, peering at the others playing around him. The fourth
floor on a Friday night always showcased the best action, but for
him, it was a big fail. Moisture seeped through his shirt even with
the central air set on.

The taller and leaner man of the two removed
the gag ball from the woman, and they shared a wet kiss. Their
groans echoed, joining the rest of the players who acted out
various scenes of sexual torture and bondage.

The whole thing bored him. He couldn’t
remember the last time he had gotten off in a satisfactory
manner.

His cell buzzed in his pocket. Let it be
her. He took out his phone. When he recognized the number of
his assistant, Alden, and not Erika, responding to his recent text
message, he cursed, curling his fingers into his fist.

“Bad news, M.L.?”

Unclenching his fist, he flexed his fingers.
“Not at all. And remember, I’m Mr. Leon here, Louise.”

She flipped her long, straight, black hair
over her shoulder and pursed her lips. “If you expect a same title
courtesy from me, I expect the same from you. It’s Mistress
Louise.”

He barked out a laugh at her audacity, and
she curtseyed, bending over to display her ample cleavage. A nipple
protruded over her dark brocade corset. He eyed the beaded flesh
and then moved down to her knee-length, leather fishtail skirt.

“Like what you see?” She spread her hands
down her torso.

He shrugged and re-pocketed his phone and
cigarettes. “You know you’re attractive.”

“And you know you’re not supposed to smoke in
here.”

He snorted. “I own the place and can do what
I want, including throwing out snarky bitches like you.”

“Aw, the sweet words you send my way make me
giddy and, oh, so moist.” She sighed dramatically as she sat down
next to him.

“I mean it with the utmost respect.” To
soften his blow, he kissed the back of her hand.

“I know you do. That’s why I don’t tear your
head off, Mr. Leon.” She plucked his glass off the side table,
finishing the rest of his drink. “Vodka? I thought you didn’t drink
here.”

“I usually don’t, but I needed to relax. The
action here is dead.” He indicated the three across from him who
were still going at it. The man who had orally pleasured the woman
gave the other man a blow job while the woman begged for them to
make her come.

Her plump lips formed into a small moue.
“You’re missing Miss Catherine?”

He showed no reaction to her question. When
it came to his business partner and best friend, she was off limits
to this woman. “She’s missed by everyone here.”

“But what about you?” Louise stroked his
wrist with a sharp, maroon lacquered nail.

“What do you think?”

Her eyes glowed with satisfaction. “It’s
obvious you’re pining for her. What’s wrong, Crawford? Can’t find a
woman to help you unleash those depraved desires bubbling below the
surface?” Her fingertips traveled up his arm, settling on his
shoulder where she circled her nails along the side of his neck
over his pulse. “I’m more than happy to volunteer my services. The
things we could do with my pointy instruments would be extremely
pleasurable.”

He flicked her hand away. He had been
involved in many scenes, some of which he chose not to participate
in again, such as blood play—which was Louise’s expertise,
including a variety of sexual tortures that made many a grown man
cry out in fear along with begging for release.

“Thanks for the offer, but I think I’ll wait
for Catherine to return.” He had no qualms lying to Louise about
his relationship with Catherine. They’d played together at The Gate
many times, but had never engaged in intercourse or any other
sexual hijinks.

Louise didn’t even bat an eyelash over his
rejection. She twirled a strand of her black hair. “Unfortunately
for denizens of The Gate, I have a strong feeling she won’t be back
for a long time.”

“She’ll be here by the end of the year.” He
scooped an ice cube out of his glass and chewed on it.

“Raymond told me otherwise. He’s not going to
let his pet leave him again this time.” Louise’s lips molded in a
pout, and a twitch appeared in her cheek. “She still has much to
learn from him.”

He squeezed the back of his neck and
grimaced. A sudden wave of disgust came over him at Louise’s
statement about Raymond, Catherine’s master of seven years. His
respect for the man had waned because of how he managed her when
she displeased him, which had happened more often in recent
years.

The Frenchman would never let her go. They
were a lot alike in that way. The man had authorized the separation
Catherine requested, which had lasted nine months. Very generous on
his part, but then, when Raymond had grown tired of her antics, as
he called it, he’d reeled her in, which had led to her current
sabbatical from The Gate and her exile from the state.

He found himself in the same predicament. He
and Erika had been separated for eight months—at her insistence.
But he was finished playing by her rules. He planned to recover
what belonged to him.

He selected another ice cube and sucked on
it. Louise studied his mouth and ran her nails across her chest,
slipping a digit under her bodice to stroke her nipple.

Bemused at her attempts to arouse him, he
shook his head. “Louise, stop. I’m not playing your games. If you
need a good fuck, there are many men and women here who would
gladly accept your favors. Speaking of which, you want to ask me
for one, so tell me what you want.”

She withdrew her hand from her corset, losing
the playful sparkle in her eyes. “Raymond likes when I tease him.
You’re no fun.”

Ah, so this is what she’s getting at.
She’s still stuck on her former master. She had been one of
Raymond’s favorites before Catherine entered the picture. Soon
after the two became a couple, he had ended things with Louise. She
still remained on friendly terms with him, but harbored a big
dislike for his new play toy.

“Louise.” He softened his voice. He would
refrain from throwing more salt into her wound. “It’s time to let
him go. Even though Catherine can drive him crazy, and, trust me, I
know how crazy she can make any man, he adores her. She feels the
same for him.” He cupped her cheek, rubbing the corner of her
mouth.

She clapped her hand over his. “You and
Raymond are fools where she’s concerned. She’ll end up destroying
him.”

He curved his hand around her nape and
squeezed. She gasped in pain but then moaned in delight. Beads of
sweat dotted her upper lip.

“I’ve known her much longer than you have.
She’s very special to me. If you’re planning to try and steal
Raymond and hurt her in the process, I’ll hunt you down and make
you wish you’d never been born.” He dug his nails into her skin to
push his point home.

She reached around, jabbing her nails in his
hand. He didn’t give her the pleasure of reacting. He could play
this game all night if he so chose.

“How stupid do you think I am?” She snorted
and then purred when he pinched her flesh. “Raymond would despise
me if I said anything bad about his little submissive or tried
ruining their relationship. I don’t want you or him as my
enemy.”

She didn’t yield, and neither did he. They
both were at a stalemate. But he would be the bigger person and
retreat.

He loosened his grasp and Louise extracted
her nails, but not before she scraped them over his knuckles. He
jerked away. His fingers were damp with her sweat, but the skin
remained unbroken.

She cracked her neck from side to side and
bit down on her lip. “I do have something important to discuss with
you. Let’s go to your office.”

“The last time you asked to see me in my
office was when you inquired about renting a room by the month for
your sessions.” Curious about Louise’s request, he refused to give
into the urge to nibble on his thumbnail, so as not to seem
overanxious. Erika would have been proud he was trying to kick the
dirty habit. He ran the pad of his thumb over his knuckles,
remembering the last time he had held her hand, when they’d made
love one last time before she left him.

“Business should be talked about in your
office. Not in the open where the animals can overhear us.” She
motioned around the room.

Acting the gentleman, he helped Louise up
from the bench and let her hold his arm. How she could walk in her
platform sandals, he would never know. If he suddenly stopped, she
would tumble to the floor. That was petty, and he would never do
something so childish, but the visual brightened his mood.

Upon reaching his office—Mr. Leon,
Owner in a gold plate on the red cherry wood—he unlocked the
door and ushered her inside.

“Please take a seat, Mistress Louise.” He
motioned to the empty chair in front of his desk and sat in his
leather chair.

“Thank you, Mr. Leon.” She perched on the
chair set low to the floor. He had purposely trimmed the chair legs
so he towered over whomever from his perch behind his desk.

“Would you care for a drink? Water? Juice?”
He indicated the small refrigerator in the corner.

“I’ll have a shot of the tequila you keep in
your desk drawer.”

His lips quirked in humor. “How do you know I
keep a bottle there?”

She snorted and crossed her legs. “I’ve seen
one of your staff bring you a bottle on a few occasions.”

He opened the drawer and took out the bottle.
Grabbing two tumblers from the top of the refrigerator, he filled
the glasses a quarter full. He slid one over to Louise. Without any
salt or lime, he downed the alcohol, closing his eyes as he savored
the smooth drink rushing down his throat and settling in his
belly.

When he reopened his eyes, Louise stared at
the golden liquid, her eyes slightly unfocused, her mouth
pinched.

An interesting development. In all the years
he had known the Mistress, he had never seen her so…dejected. If he
cared, he would act the friend and have her unload on him. But he
wasn’t in the mood to have the woman leech on him as she told him
her sob story. He had other problems to deal with, primarily Erika
and figuring how he could get her back and keep her with him
forever.

He cleared his throat. She blinked and shook
her head, coming out of her reverie. She dipped her finger in her
drink and then sucked on the fingertip, staring at him as if she
tasted a part of him.

Not bothering to continue with their sexual
banter, he got to the matter at hand. “You have my attention.”

She set the glass on the desk and swept her
hair behind her ears. “I’m traveling across the country until the
end of the year. You can rent my room out while I’m gone, but I
would like confirmation that, if I return, I’ll have my room
again.”

“If? You’re thinking of leavings us?” In the
five years Louise had used The Gate to perform her services, she
had never been gone for long periods of time. Like clockwork, each
Friday and Saturday night, she dispensed her special brand of
affliction to a select few who enjoyed it, but paid a hefty price
for it. Cutting and using needles—Louise’s forte—was something only
the most hardcore S&M practitioners did, including some other
acts that tended to get messy, regarding fluids, and it wasn’t
always someone’s cum.

“It’s been a while since I’ve visited the
West Coast and experienced the scene out there. Then I’m off to
Maui to see a special friend near and dear to my heart.”

He tapped his bottom lip, almost giving into
the urge to chew his nail. He needed to do something with his
hands, or he would end up strangling her—but then, she might enjoy
it.

“Would this special friend have a name
that starts with the letter ‘R’?” he asked, keeping his tone as
pleasant as possible.

She shifted to the edge of her seat, staring
straight at him, seemingly unaware that his temper rose. “Raymond
has asked me to visit him, and no, I don’t plan on causing trouble
for him and his…Catherine. He requested my presence. I can’t deny
the man anything, so I accepted.”

What game is Raymond playing? He
dropped his chin on his fist. “I find it strange he would ask since
you and Catherine are not on the best of terms.”

She shrugged, lifting her glass up to her
nose and sniffing. “I think it’s his way of trying to fix things
between Catherine and me. In order to keep him in my life, I have
to accept her and their relationship. I’m willing to do that and
more.”

“I still don’t trust you,” he said in a blunt
tone and ran his finger across his chin. “If I find out—”

She held up her palm. “I won’t do anything to
harm or even antagonize her. Perhaps we’ll forgive and forget and
become best buds.”

He barked out a laugh. “I don’t see you two
becoming bosom buddies.”

“You’re probably correct, but stranger things
have happened.” She peered at him under her eyelashes. “I can relay
a message to her from you or update you on how she’s doing.”

“I talk with Catherine on the phone every
week. It’s part of the negotiations between Raymond and me when he
decided to end their recent separation.”

Her hold on the glass tightened. “You sound
like you’re her pimp, or perhaps a better word is her Master. He
allows this?”

“When it comes to Catherine, he knows I’m
protective. He and I came to an agreement long ago about her
welfare. I don’t have any plans to become her Master.”

“It’s been a while since you’ve had a
submissive at your beck and call. All you do is watch without
participating.” She tilted her head as she inspected Max. “Weren’t
you seeing whatsherface?” She snapped her fingers. “The author who
writes—”

“She’s a friend. Just like Catherine.” He
refused to discuss Erika.

Louise didn’t push for more information.
Tipping the glass back, she drank. “Very smooth, but I would have
preferred salt around the rim. Perhaps next time, when we share
another drink together.”

“When was the last time we shared a
drink together?” He placed the bottle in the drawer.

She opened her mouth, but then shut it. A
flag of red colored her cheeks.

He grinned, pleased by her reaction. They
never shared drinks together or had any contact outside The Gate.
That wouldn’t change.

A soft ping sounded near Louise. She removed
her cell phone from its case attached to her hip and glanced at the
screen. “As much as I enjoyed our talk, I have another
appointment.” She rose and tugged on the hem of her corset. The
tops of her nipples flashed. He lifted an eyebrow, waiting for her
to make some snarky or flirty response. Instead, she inspected one
of her nails. “Shoot, I ruined my manicure.”

“And yet the world continues to spin on its
axis.” He turned on his computer, hoping she would take the hint
and leave.

She wiggled her fingers. “My look is
important for the role I play. Even something as small as a broken
nail can throw everything off, especially when you have a client
who gets off being scratched until his chest bleeds.”

“You’re walking a fine line.”

She combed her hair with her fingers. “You’re
not the first to say that. I like to live dangerously.”

“My kind of danger is different from yours.”
He folded his hands on his stomach and lounged in his chair.

“I’d love to get you on my table and show you
what I’m made of,” she said on a long purr.

He sighed loudly. “I’m not interested. I like
to be in control.”

“For you, I can be on the bottom. You can do
whatever you want to me even if I end up in the corner, crying like
a baby.”

“You should go.” He shooed her away like some
annoying gnat. “You’ll be late for your appointment.”

Turning on her heels, she strode to the door.
“The next time I’ll be in touch is when I return in the spring.”
She peered over her shoulder and blew him a kiss. “I’ll make sure
to tell Raymond and Catherine you say hello when I see them.”

“Whatever makes you happy.” He waved
good-bye.

She threw open the door, exiting without
closing it behind her.

He dug his fingers into the sides of his
head. He wouldn’t enjoy telling Catherine about Louise’s visit.
Whatever Raymond had up his sleeve concerning the two women
couldn’t be good. I should text her to warn her.

He drew out his cell phone and started
typing, but when someone knocked, he stopped. In the doorway stood
a young man dressed in a white, long sleeved, button-up shirt and
tan slacks with penny loafers—an odd ensemble at The Gate. He
didn’t have any visible piercings or noticeable tattoos, either.
His shoulder-length hair had grayish highlights with some strands
of white, and from the way he fisted his hands near his sides, he
appeared nervous.

“Yes?” He didn’t bother to rise and welcome
the visitor.

“Hello, Mr. Leon. We’ve never met.” The kid
remained in the doorway.

“You’re a first timer?”

“N-no. I’ve been coming for almost a year, or
at least I did up until the beginning of summer. My name is Bryan,”
the kid said and stepped into the room.

He couldn’t think of any Bryans he knew. “Are
you legal?”

“Yes! I’ll be twenty-two in October.” His
young visitor slid his hands in his pockets. “She said almost the
exact same thing you did.”

“Who’s she?”

“Cathy-Catherine, your business partner. She
and I…we are…lovers.”

Shit, this is the guy who tempted
Catherine into cheating on Raymond? He opened the drawer for
the bottle of tequila. “Shut the door, kid, and take a seat.”

He did what Max ordered, mumbling under his
breath that he wasn’t a kid. Max didn’t remark and poured a shot
for himself, swirling the liquid around in his glass while Bryan
took the same seat Louise had just vacated. “Want a drink?”

Bryan set his palms on his knees and shook
his head. “No thanks. I don’t drink alcohol.”

“That’s something I don’t hear very often. My
guests always take full advantage of the once an hour alcoholic
drink rule. What’s your non-alcoholic drink of choice?” Max lifted
his glass and sipped.

“Apple juice.” He stared down at his lap.

He set his glass on his desk. The kid looked
all-American with a face most women would admire—and some men. He
could understand why Catherine had wanted to break this puppy
in.

“I usually stick to club soda, but it’s been
one of those hellish days.” He would wait until he was alone to
finish his drink so he didn’t give the kid any ideas.

“I’m sorry, but I don’t know what else to
do.” Bryan gawked up at Max, his mouth trembling, his eyes overly
bright.

Damn it, if he starts crying….Max
searched for a box of tissues. “I don’t have time for your tears. I
learned a long time ago they don’t solve anything. So let’s cut the
bullshit. Catherine introduced you to the delights of kinky sex and
tasty pussy. Good for you. She’s a great teacher and has a sweet
cunt that would bring most men to their knees.”

“Don’t speak about her like that!” Lurching
up from his seat, the young man banged his fist on the desk.

He chuckled. “Calm down, pup. I’m giving her
a compliment. If she was here, she would agree.”

Bryan lowered to the chair again. “Ever since
she left, I feel like total shit. I can’t sleep or eat, and when I
come here, I feel like I’m going to pass out. That’s why I stopped
coming a few months back.”

“Yet here you are.” Max leaned over to the
refrigerator and took out a bottle of water. He tossed it to Bryan.
“Drink. Your face is all red. It’s been several years since one of
my guests went to the hospital because they had some sort of panic
attack. I’ll be very displeased if the reason it happens again is
because you’re mooning over a woman.”

“Catherine’s isn’t just any woman.
She’s exceptional,” Bryan said in a mulish tone. He chugged down
the water.

“You’re young and passionate. I was like you
once, having a new crush every week. But after a few whippings and
flayings at the hands of the former owner of this fine
establishment, I learned to curb my emotions.” He smiled, fondly
remembering those days.

Bryan fiddled with the bottle’s label. “My
passion is for one person. Catherine. She’s not some stupid crush.
I can’t go on living without her in my life.”

Rising to walk around his desk, Max sat on
the edge. “I’m not going to bite your head off or make you get on
your hands and knees and bark like a dog. If we were on the fourth
floor, I would expect you to drop trou and thank me for the honor.”
He gently placed his hand on the kid’s shoulder. “But my office is
a safe place where we can talk freely. You may call me Leon, Mr.
Westerfield.”

Bryan’s eyes narrowed. “How do you know my
last name?”

Max rubbed the guy’s shoulder then dropped
his hand. “After Catherine mentioned what she did with you, I had
you investigated.”

“So you know how fucked up I am?” The bottle
in Bryan’s grip crumpled.

He took the water away and reached to tuck
some of Bryan’s hair behind his ear as a way to comfort. The kid
flinched. Hmm, my young guest doesn’t like to be touched.
“My family had some fucked up moments, but I survived, and you
have, too. Are you aware of Catherine’s past and why she’s not
here?”

“She really wasn’t open with her personal
life. I know she has a Master, and he made her go away with him.”
Bryan wiped his upper lip and sniffed.

“Catherine has had a lot of suffering in her
life. She doesn’t trust many people except for me and her Master.
He entered her life when she needed him, and she’s not going to
give him up. He won’t let her go, either. I’m sorry to say, son,
but you lose.”

Bryan clenched his fists on his knees and
glared at Max. “Then why was she taking a break from her Master,
and why did she choose to be with me? We shared something amazing
I’ve never experienced with anyone else. She’s it for me. I won’t
be with a woman unless it’s Catherine.”

“Then you’re in a world of heartache. She’s
loyal to Raymond. Their bond is stronger than what you think you
have with her.” He gave Bryan a sympathetic smile.

The lines in Bryan’s forehead expanded. “His
name is Raymond?”

“Yes. He’s a very rich, powerful man, who’s
much older and wiser than you. I hear he also has a dick most men
would weep to have.” He expected Bryan to be chastened by his
statement about Raymond’s anatomy.

Bryan looked confused and drew his fingers
through his hair. “I’ve been told I have a wonder dick. Cathy sure
liked it a lot.”

He dropped his chin to his chest and bit off
a laugh. “Before we go too far and pull out our cocks to see who
has the biggest, why don’t you tell me what you wanted to see me
about?”

Bryan ran a palm over his face. The sleeve of
his shirt slid down his arm, showing scarring and faded cuts
zig-zagging into one another.

Tapping the corner of his lip with his thumb,
Max couldn’t believe what he saw at first. Catching him staring,
Bryan hugged his chest, hiding his hands.

“How long have you been self-mutilating?” Max
asked.

Bryan exhaled a deep breath. “I slashed my
wrists right before my thirteenth birthday, but my father found me
before I bled out. He made me promise never to do it again. I still
cut, but nothing too damaging that will put me in the
hospital.”

“Jesus, kid, your definition of lasting
damage is different from mine.” Max flicked away a bead of sweat
sliding down the side of his face. Why the hell did Catherine
get mixed up with this disturbed soul?

“Since I met Catherine, I’ve lost the urge to
cut.” Bryan beamed in triumph.

“She’s healed you?” Max snorted.

“Yes,” Bryan said in a serious voice. “I want
to tell her, thank her but she’s disappeared. That’s why I came to
you.”

“You expect me to tell you where Catherine is
just like that?” Max snapped his fingers.

“I’m hoping so. If I see her one last time,
it’ll give me the closure I need.” Bryan rubbed his arm, his
fingers digging into his flesh.

He’s lying. The boy’s eyes held a
slight hysteria, and his body language broadcast a panicked vibe.
Many men cowered in fear before him, but this one was entirely
different. He would be a perfect submissive, but only an
understanding and patient Master could handle him. Unfortunately,
Catherine was far from that. She would end up breaking the poor
boy.

“You’re not being straightforward with me.
You’re hoping to continue—”

“That’s not true!” Bryan smacked his knees
and glared. “I want to see Catherine, but not for the reasons
you’re thinking. She wasn’t just a good fu-fuck.”

More amused than irritated by the man’s
outburst, Max sat in his chair and crossed his ankles as he propped
his fee them on his desk. He tucked his arms behind his head and
rocked. “If you can convince me why it’s in your best interest to
see Catherine again, then I might throw you a small bone to you
regarding her whereabouts. But it better be good.”

Bryan pressed his palms on his upper thighs,
staring past Max’s shoulder. “There aren’t many people I can
connect with, but Catherine is one of them. I can’t explain it, but
I knew the moment I saw her here she was the one for me. Everything
about her, from her voice to her smile and even the way she walks,
makes me want to live. Before I met her, it was difficult to face
the day and not…cut or do something worse. I want to experience
everything life has to offer and have Catherine with me every step
of the way. I can heal her, too I might not know everything that’s
happened to her, but I want to be the one she feels safe and
protected with.”

“That’s a beautiful speech, kid, but you’ve
made it all about yourself. I hate to break it to you, but she has
all that with her Master. Unless he’s willing to let her go or
share her with you, which is highly improbable, you’re shit out of
luck.” Max refused to sugarcoat his words. The poor sap needed to
realize he didn’t have a snowball’s chance in hell with
Raymond.

“So you refuse to help me?” Bryan asked in a
resigned voice.

“Yes. Why should I? If I help you, I’m then
starting a war with Raymond. I won’t have your blood on my
conscious.” He drew the tip of his thumb in his mouth as he thought
about the last time he had tangled with Raymond in order to help
Catherine—an interaction he hoped never to duplicate. The Frenchman
would grind Bryan into sand and litter the remains on his private
beach in Maui if Bryan forced a showdown.

“I’m stronger than I look. I won’t break or
run away from this guy who’s holding her hostage.” Bryan smirked
and nodded.

“Sorry to break it to you, but no one is
holding Catherine hostage. She chooses to be with him. If I thought
she was in danger, I would be the first one to admit it and rescue
her myself.”

“Maybe she needs someone like me to
save her.” Bryan sat up straight.

“Catherine is fine. I’ve known her for over
ten years and seen her go through the worst possible shit you can
imagine. She doesn’t need you. She’s probably forgotten you exist.”
He pulled his thumb away before he chewed through his cuticle.
“Find someone else to lose yourself in. There are more than enough
women here who would be willing to give you what you want. Most for
free.”

“I tried that once, and it didn’t work out.”
Bryan pushed back his chair and rose. “Want to know why? Catherine
and I bonded in ways you or her stupid Master will never
understand.”

He had been wrong about this boy. Bryan
finally revealed he had a pair of balls and wasn’t afraid to use
them. Unfortunately, he would lose them and have them cut to pieces
after Raymond finished with him.

“I’ve given you a warning, one which you
should heed.” He washed his hands of this fool. Such a shame. This
pretty boy would have become a Gate favorite with the female set
and gay males.

“I understand.” Bryan held out his hand for
Max to shake.

He leaned over and gripped Bryan’s hand tight
as if he could stop him from making what might be the biggest
mistake of his life. Bryan stood there with a blank face, but his
eyes flashed with a liveliness that had been missing when he first
entered the room.

“Good luck. You’re going to need it.” When
his cell phone buzzed, he released his grip. Taking his phone out
of his pocket, he cursed. Alden had texted and not Erika.

“Bad news?” Bryan asked as he walked toward
the door.

“I have business out of town, and my
assistant is finalizing my plans.”

“Anywhere special?” Bryan asked.

“New Orleans. And, no, Catherine isn’t
there,” Max said with a smirk.

Bryan clutched the doorknob, but didn’t open
the door. “Um, are you going to tell her I met with you and I’m
trying to find her?”

He halted from sending his text to Alden. “Do
you want me to?”

Bryan shrugged and opened the door. “Thank
you for taking time out of your busy schedule to see me, sir.” He
turned and exited the room.

Max chuckled and finished sending off his
text. Perhaps he should reopen the file on Mr. Westerfield as a
precaution.

“What a crazy night,” he muttered and shook
his head.

Expecting a third person to darken his
doorstep, he waited a minute or so before he picked up his glass,
deciding whether he should have one last drink. But not one to
drown his sorrows in booze, he left his office and locked it.
Walking up the stairs to the third floor to choose a room, he hoped
he would come across a scene with a woman with dark curly hair. She
would have a generous chest, and an ass that would be as red as an
apple as she took a paddling from her male partner, who would make
her wet with each smack.


Chapter Three

 


Lightning flashed across the river. By the
next day, the streets would be slick with rain and the humidity
would either break or continue to cover the city with its nasty
soupiness. Bryan’s nipples tightened as he flattened his naked
chest against the coolness of the glass, the chill from the central
air causing goose bumps to rise on his arms. The only time he
didn’t wear a shirt was when he was alone.

He had made an exception when he had tried
using the services of a woman skilled with needles and scalpels to
make him forget Catherine’s rejection. But then she had saved him,
leading up to a night he would never forget—the night she took his
virginity. After he had fucked her on the staircase, claiming her
in the hopes she would accept him for all time, she took him up to
her suite at The Gate. When she undressed him and tied him to her
bed, he thought he’d won. She kissed the top of his head, his
chest, and scarred arms, finally worshipping his cock with her
mouth, including the piercing he had gotten in her honor.

His cock piercing represented his promise
that he belonged to her forever. He needed to find her so he could
put a ring on her finger to show the entire world they belonged to
one another.

The ticking of the clock on the wall caught
his attention. It struck midnight. His visitor would
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