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            About Blackmail

          

          AND CONTENT WARNING

        

      

    

    
      My childhood was the stuff of nightmares. And adulthood? Hasn’t been a whole lot better. I’ve been working as a male escort to put myself through nursing school. I’m so close to getting out when a client’s husband catches us in the act. He tries to blackmail me, threatening to ruin me if I don't help him win his messy divorce case. When I refuse to do what he’s asking, he decides he’ll take my body instead. It’s what I’m used to. It’s what I’m good at. He gives me the pain I’ve been craving. But I don't know what to do when he decides he wants my heart… 

      

      Blackmail is a full-length morally gray romance with a HEA. It contains a super sweary escort, an angry entrepreneur, and a cat named Penelope. Possible triggers include impact play / bruising kink, a controlling and overprotective hero, discussions of religious cults, kidnapping, trafficking, murder, off-page childhood trauma/abuse, torture, consensual non-con play, technical infidelity (hero is the 'other man'), and a teensy bit of blackmail. 

      

      Tropes include: Instalust, found family, opposites attract, Dom awakening / kink awakening, hurt / comfort, dude in distress, Grumpy / sunshine (more like a-hole / brat), power dynamic, beauty / beast, wealthy hero, protective hero, un-aliving for the one you love, the stray cat you took in who likes everyone else better than you

    

  


  
    
      Nobody:

      Absolutely nobody:

      Me: I think it would be fun to write a book about sex workers falling in love while there's sort of a mystery to solve
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      If you're like me and enjoy pairing your reading with music, the following songs helped to inspire Blackmail:

      

      
        
          	
        "Wicked Game" by Chris Isaak
      

      	
        "Hotter Than Hell" by Dua Lipa
      

      	
        "Rid of Me" by PJ Harvey
      

      	
        "Make It Rain" by Ed Sheeran
      

      	
        "Human Touch" by Bruce Springsteen
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        Want to keep in touch? Sign up for my newsletter to stay in the loop about future releases.

        https://sendfox.com/BethChristopher
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      SEBASTIAN

      My sperm donor believed the entire world was out to get him. His paranoia eventually led to his death. Years later, I’m convinced someone is out to get me. Am I developing the same delusions, or am I actually correct?

      All I know is, there’s a storm coming. I feel it in my gut.

      Residents of my luxury beachfront condo building edge out of my way as I storm through the lobby, takeout bag and coffee-stained jacket in one hand and my phone clenched in the other. Two women pushing strollers glare as I pass. One calls me an asshole under their breath.

      She’s not wrong. People call me Bastard behind my back for a reason. By the time I reach my floor, I’m ready to take it out on the next person who pisses me off.

      Which, right now, is looking like my business partner, Lehman, who most certainly regrets calling me on my way home. “Bas, there’s nothing more to be done right now. Just get some damn rest for a change. Anything high priority happens, I’ll let you know.”

      He sounds as exhausted as I feel. Or as exhausted as I’ll feel once the adrenaline I’ve been riding wears off.

      “I just need to change clothes. I’ll be back in⁠—”

      “I called to tell you not to bother coming back to the office. It’s after nine on a Thursday night. You’ve already scared the crap out of Agatha. Take a damn break before we lose employees.”

      “She’s the one who spilled hot coffee down the front of my suit.” To be fair, she’d caught me by surprise. It wasn’t my intention to frighten her.

      I’m not a total monster.

      “It was an accident.” Lehman insists. “Everyone’s jumpy as fuck right now.”

      “Heya, Mr. Pierce.”

      I turn to find the source of the  voice behind me and come face-to-face with Jacob from 32B. He’s a few inches shorter at sixteen than my six feet of height, and clearly not done growing. Right now, he’s mostly knees and elbows. Painfully thin. His stepfather, one of the biggest private equity assholes in Belle Argo, Florida, seems too damn busy to remember he even has a kid, let alone feed him.

      The kid has a knack for popping up when I’m in the hallway. Perhaps he’s lonely. Or bored.

      “Lehman, I’ll call you back.”

      “Please don’t,” he chirps before hanging up.

      Jacob shuffles awkwardly. “Uh, sorry to interrupt your call, Mr. Pierce. I wondered if you’d want to game with me since you’re home early. I’ve got the new Call of Duty. Or maybe blackjack? You said you’d teach me next time you finished work early.”

      He’s got a deck of playing cards in his hand. I hadn’t noticed until now. Shit.

      “I can’t tonight. It’s easy to learn, though. Probably a million blackjack tutorials online.” It’s a nice ego boost the way that Jacob looks at me like I’m some kind of hero. Tonight, though? I’m in no mood.

      The kid looks down at the floor. “Right. You’re right. I shouldn’t be bothering you when you’re so busy. I don’t know why I didn’t think to look it up online. That was stupid.”

      Dammit. Sometimes, I really earn my nickname. “Not stupid.” I gesture to my coffee-stained suit. “It’s been a hell of a day. I need a shower. My business partner’s been on me to take some time off, though.” Lehman threatened to call security when I lost my temper with the staff. “I’ll probably be around more this weekend. How about I stop by?”

      The kid manages a small smile. “That’d be great. Thanks, Mr. Pierce.”

      “No sweat.” The kid still looks miserable, so I tack on: “Kind of messed up when not getting home until nine is considered early, huh?”

      I’d been aiming for a laugh, but Jacob only shrugs. “My stepdad’s been at work since yesterday morning.”

      Jesus.

      I shove the takeout in my hand at him. “Here. Leftovers. Pad Thai and spring rolls from Café Lemongrass. Help me finish them off.”

      “Are you sure these are leftovers?” Jacob frowns into the bag. “Everything still has the little stickers they use to keep the containers closed.”

      Who says kids don’t pay attention these days?

      “Take it anyway. Like I said, long day. My assistant ordered dinner, but I didn’t have time to eat.”

      He tries to hand it back again. “You might want it later, though. Or maybe Tony and his friend want some?”

      Interesting. “Tony’s got a friend visiting?”

      My husband’s last text said he planned to have a quiet night doing some accounting work for his event planning business.

      “Yeah, I think so. We shared an elevator ride when I was coming back from the pool. I don’t know his name, but I think he’s been here before. Blond hair. Dark eyes. Kinda short, but, like…super ripped.” Jacob’s cheeks flushed pink.

      I don’t know anybody who fits that description. My hands tighten into fists. “Keep the food. We’ll play cards soon. Promise.”

      Dread settles over me as I let myself into our condo. No. Mine. It’s my house, and whoever’s trespassing needs to get the hell out.

      When I get inside, the place is quiet—no activity in the kitchen or the den.

      I toss my jacket on a chair and flip on the hall light as I pass the living room and then my office. I’m about to push open the door to our bedroom when I hear it:

      Breathing. Gasping. And…thumping.

      Tony, you bad, bad boy. I push the door open.

      I study the scene before me. It’s a good thing I gave Jacob my takeout. I’m not hungry now, and I might need my hands free.

      Tony makes sounds that tell me he’s close to finishing. The other guy, the one Jacob saw in the hall, murmurs encouragement like “Oh, baby, that feels so good. Right there. Just like that” as he takes it from behind, only he sounds about as enthusiastic as a person making small talk with their dentist. Tony doesn’t seem to mind.

      Well, this is…interesting.

      My blood rushes to my dick, to my skull, not sure where to settle. If this was porn and one of the guys on the bed wasn’t the man I married, I’d be tempted to pull out my hardening cock and get to work. Part of me still isn’t sure whether my fingers are clenching out of a desire to touch myself or throw a punch.

      Especially when the guy getting fucked moves his head to the side. The bedside light hits his short blond hair, prominent nose, and razor-sharp cheekbones in profile. A glittering gem in his ear adds a touch of elegance. Not to mention those full, pouty lips. I can almost feel myself sliding between them.

      And then there’s my husband’s ass, carefully sculpted by hours of Pilates and regular visits to the Belle Argo MedSpa, flexing in time with each grunt. My husband, whom I’d thought was a strict bottom. Then again, right up until this moment, I’d also thought he was faithful. We had an agreement.

      It’s the other guy who keeps grabbing my attention. Braced on hands and knees, I can see the muscles Jacob mentioned from the bedroom doorway. The ripples in his back and the bulges in his shoulders and biceps as he holds himself up, the long line of his bent neck. His back, covered in a sizable grayscale tattoo of what looks like a mirror that’s been shattered, is a work of art.

      He is a work of art.

      As I consider how I want to handle this, my hip bumps the open door and sends it into the wall. The bottom’s eyes fly open. He turns to look over his shoulder, pegging me with a curious stare—a slight smile forms on his lips.

      Lost in the throes of his release, Tony is still wholly unaware—no passionate throes for the bottom.

      Tony murmurs something about what a tight hole the bottom has, and the other guy responds with, “You didn’t tell me you’d invited company.”

      In the wake of Tony’s clear confusion, I add, “Yeah, Tony. You didn’t tell me you’d invited company. You said you were doing accounting tonight. Is this Accounting? Because you’re doing it wrong.”

      “Shit.” Tony’s attempt to spin around while pulling out results in him toppling sideways and right off the bed.

      He lands on the carpet with a satisfying thump. Very. Satisfying. Then he pops back up with his flaccid, rubber-covered dick flopping around.

      “At least you wore a condom.”

      “Bas.” Tony’s mouth works momentarily, opening and closing with nothing but a high-pitched wheeze. “This isn’t… I don’t…”

      “If you’re planning to suggest this isn’t what it looks like, you should know I was at the door for two minutes before you noticed me.”

      “Don’t worry then, you didn’t miss much,” the blond chirps. He’s off the bed and tugging on the pieces of a discarded suit. Poor bastard didn’t even get off. Not that I care, but if I were him, I’d have some complaints.

      Tony shoots him a glare. Blond Guy responds by winking and blowing a kiss in a way that seems less affectionate and more of a “piss off” gesture. Against the odds, one corner of my mouth pulls up into some semblance of a smile.

      The enemy of my enemy and all that.

      “Bas. You’ve, uh, been working late a lot,” Tony manages.

      “I’m not sure if that’s your excuse for getting caught or if you’re trying to blame me for the fact that you brought someone else into our bed, but you’re right. I have been.” And if I hadn’t come home to shower off a spilled cup of coffee and change, how many more times would this have happened before I knew?

      “We had an agreement, Tony.”

      No community gossips more than Belle Argo’s wealthy elites. A community with which I do a great deal of business as an entrepreneurial consultant, and from which I do not want people whispering about me behind their hands. Tony should know that better than anyone. And yet here he is, sneaking around behind my back.

      Tony stammers and tries to pull open the sticky top drawer on the antique dresser he just had to have when he moved in. At this moment, I’m questioning every night he was out with friends. Every event he hosted with his party planning business. Should I have seen a sign sooner, but I wasn’t paying attention? My gut tells me Tony won’t give me a straight answer, which leads me to one apparent certainty.

      Two certainties. No, I wasn’t paying enough attention. Also, I don’t trust him after this.

      “Okay, here’s what’s going to happen. I’m going to turn around, I’m going to leave, and I’m going to go back to the office.” I know Lehman won’t be happy to see me. I also know the employees call me Bastard behind my back. Lehman will just have to go ahead and say it to my face. “While I’m gone, I want you to pack your shit and find somewhere else to stay.”

      Tony’s sculpted brows hit his hairline. “What? Where am I supposed to go?”

      “I don’t care. Not here.”

      Tony grapples for a piece of clothing, finally wrestling on a pair of briefs. “Look, I’m sorry. I fucked up. Can’t we at least talk about this?”

      “We are talking about it. Right now.” My anger surges again. Tony and I married when we did for reasons of convenience. But we had mutual respect—a symbiotic relationship—or so I’d thought.

      Out of the corner of my eye, a now mostly dressed bottom boy pulls Tony’s Tiffany blue wallet from a pair of khakis on the floor. I bought it for him as a wedding gift.

      “What the fuck are you doing?” Tony storms over and snatches back the wallet and pants, but not before Blond Guy plucks out a stack of cash.

      “You only paid me for the sex,” he says with a wide grin. “I charge extra for the drama.”

      I turn back to Tony, whose face is bright red. “Can’t even cheat on me the regular way, you had to hire a sex worker? Asshole.”

      The blond guy raises his chin. “I prefer whore.”

      There’s a flicker of vulnerability as he sweeps his gaze from my toes to my head. Just as quickly as it appeared, the look is gone. With another wink aimed at me, he slides on a pair of sunglasses and tries to slip past me. I grab his arm as he passes and press him against the wall, giving him a glare that’s made more confident men piss themselves.

      The fault in this situation lies with Tony. Still, the bottom boy’s apparent lack of remorse gives me the urge to wrap my hand around his throat.

      Whether he’s stupid or just cocky, the more petite man is not intimidated. He only smiles and uses the thumb and forefinger of the hand holding Tony’s cash to remove his sunglasses again. Then the little asshole slides them onto my face.

      “There you go. You need these more than I do.”

      Now I’ve got his arm in one hand and my phone in the other. If I want to take them off, I’ve got to let go of something. I release him and remove the sunglasses. “It’s after nine at night. Nobody needs sunglasses right now.”

      The sex worker clears his throat. “Gray eyes are more sensitive to light and more prone to damage and certain types of cancer. You need your vitamin D, though. It will probably be a big help for that grumpy-ass attitude of yours and the fact that you’re awfully fucking beige for a guy who lives in Florida. Be a real shame if you couldn’t glare at people like you’re dying to either fuck them or murder them. It’s hot as shit.”

      Tony makes a sort of strangled gurgling noise, which I ignore. “Where the hell do you get off judging me for anything?”

      “No judgment.” He shrugs. “And no getting off. Not here, anyway.”

      Tony sounds as if he’s choking on his tongue. Blond Guy might be an even bigger asshole than I am.

      Then the escort—the whore—pushes past me and marches down the hall and through the stairwell door with his head high. As he goes, he folds the money from Tony’s wallet into his back pocket and slaps his own ass for good measure. I wonder if he cares that it’s a long way down to the lobby. Judging by the glimpse I caught of his quads, I’m betting he has the stamina to make the trip.

      If I hadn’t caught him in bed with my husband, he might have my respect. Maybe he does just a little, anyway.
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      SIMON

      Nico: Holy shit. You guys would not believe what happened to this guy I fucked last month.

      Am I allowed to say it’s been a long week when it’s only Wednesday? The drama with my fellow whores on group chat isn’t helping.

      Adam: Did he get busted for dealing drugs? I heard a lot of those rich kids like to party like they’ve got no consequences

      PJ: That’s because they’ve got no consequences. BTW has anyone heard from Christian? He hasn’t replied to my texts in a couple of days

      “Give me your money.”

      A light flickers in the hallway, stabbing me in the eye. I ignore my fellow whores’ group chat while I deal with my latest catastrophe. Two nurses stare me down—a petite Filipino named Bernadette, and a freckled redhead named Marissa. Marissa towers over me, shoving an envelope in my face.

      “Patricia, on the night shift. She had a heart attack,” she says.

      “I heard it was gallstones,” Bernadette counters with a raised eyebrow.

      Marissa pops her gum. “Whatever. She’s in the hospital. We’re sending flowers.”

      Right. Cool. “If that isn’t the most cliché thing to send a sick person. Sucks you’re maybe dying, but here’s some pollen to help you out.”

      Marissa rolls her eyes. “She doesn’t have any family, dumbass. We’re letting her know we’re thinking of her. If you were in the hospital, you’d want to know someone was there for you, right?”

      The thing is, nobody would be. Aside from the occasional message from my brother, I haven’t seen or heard from my family in years. And I’m not exactly buddies with my coworkers.

      To avoid answering the question, I pull out the only money in my wallet; a crisp twenty-dollar bill. My apartment isn’t in the greatest neighborhood, so I try to walk around with a small enough amount of cash that I’m not likely to be some lousy man’s payday, but enough to get out of a pickle if necessary. Or, in this case, get out from under the disapproving stares of two pretty but mighty nurse aides who are not to be fucked with.

      As soon as they leave, I return to my previous problem: trying to do something about my destroyed scrubs, while trying not to think about a certain hard-jawed, coffee-scented businessman.

      Usually, I enjoy my job at Belle Argo Assisted Living. Today’s been a real challenge. Four hours into my shift, I’ve already had to send one patient to the emergency room, been yelled at by another patient’s adult children, had my foot run over by a tired orderly pushing a meal cart, and now, thanks to an agitated dementia patient, I’ve got grilled cheese sandwich splooge on my favorite scrub top.

      It’s got pictures of puppies all over.

      The top, not the sandwich.

      My phone buzzes again, and I make the mistake of pulling it out.

      PJ: Please tell me you didn’t catch something from him.

      Nico: From Christian?

      Troy: He means the guy you bonked at some party. And doesn’t Christian have a second job with weird hours? Probably just busy.

      Nico: Nah, but I saw my hookup’s picture in the Times this morning. Cam something. Funny thing is, he went missing last month. Disappeared the same night we smashed in the butler’s pantry at one of those rich kid parties. Weird, right?

      Simon: Doing it in the butler’s pantry is weird. Having a butler’s pantry is funny.

      I mean, come on. Who the fuck has a butler anymore? Not even rich people in the movies.

      Michael: You’re lucky you didn’t get brought in for questioning. Does Brennan know?

      Brennan is our fearless leader. Some would call him a father figure. The fine folks in law enforcement would call him our pimp.

      Brennan: Brennan does know. There is nothing to do unless he’s found and he mentions Nico to the police. Nico, if anyone shows up to question you, call me. And if any of you hear anything else about this shit, you fucking call me.

      Brennan’s command sends the group chat into silence. We’re all wary of him enough to avoid getting on his bad side. Especially me.

      I slide my phone into my pocket and take a few deep breaths. I’ve got a stabby attitude, and that’s not what you want when dealing with older people. The flickering lights out in the hallway aren’t helping. Each time I pass by this way, I’m convinced I’m about to get stabbed by a knife-wielding lunatic.

      “A little dish soap and some scrubbing will help get that out.” Loretta, one of the ladies who’s been here a while, says to me as I dab at the grease stain. “You want to put it on there and let it sit first. Need to borrow a top?”

      Oh, how badly I’d love to borrow a top. As in, well…you know. It’s my professional opinion as a guy who gets fucked for money that good ones are in short supply. That guy who pinned me to the fucking wall after catching me with his husband? I bet he’s a good one. I bet he’s a great one, even. The way he looked at me? Bet he fucks rough and mercilessly in the best way possible.

      Anyway. Loretta’s a lovely lady, and she’s got thirty years on me, so I’m not sure she wants to hear about my sex problems.

      “Here. I size up to make room for my blouse bunnies, but it should work well enough until you finish your shift.” She passes me a neatly folded square of pink fabric.

      Not having Loretta’s generous chest, this top is definitely too big. If someone happens to tug the fabric the wrong way, I’ll wind up showing everybody my nipples. They’re nice nipples, if you ask me. But still.

      “Thanks, babe. Usually, I keep an extra in my car, but I’m behind on laundry. It’s been a crazy week.” Crazy is one word. I don’t have a better one, but I feel like there should be one.

      For a kid who wasn’t allowed to attend public school after eighth grade, I’ve studied a lot to expand my vocabulary in the past few years. Sometimes, though, I’m convinced there’s a better way to say something, but my brain can’t seem to make it happen.

      Maybe there is no word for I-got-caught-by-my-client’s-fuck-hot-husband-and-I-honestly-thought-he-was-going-to-throw-me-into-a-wall-but-I-kind-of-wanted-him-to-and-I-don’t-know-what-that-says-about-me-but-I-haven’t-slept-in-days-because-I-keep-jerking-off-to-his-murder-face-and-waiting-for-some-kind-of-fallout.

      For now, I’m sticking with crazy.

      My phone buzzes with a text from Brennan directly to me. Since this legitimate job I enjoy doesn’t pay what I need to live or to pay back the money I owe Brennan, I make a point of checking it quickly.

      Brennan: I have some requests for you this week. One party, one dinner date. Are you available?

      Simon: I’m supposed to be taking time off to study for my nursing exam. But I can make it work.

      Brennan saved my ass when I was forced to escape the community where I was raised. His help is how I avoided homelessness, how I put myself through nursing school. But his kind of help didn’t come interest-free. While I’m not a thousand percent certain he’s the kind of guy who breaks legs when people don’t pay, I’m sure enough.

      Bottom line—I’d rather not find out.

      I’m only a few months away from finally paying the last of what I owe him and having enough savings to move. Belle Argo’s a nice place, but the job market isn’t smoking hot.

      Until I land a better paying, legitimate job, I can’t afford to turn down Brennan’s income. Honestly, though, having that substantial, angry dude walk in while his husband was sticking it to me shook me more than I’d like to admit. I mean, it’s happened before. Not to me, but I’ve heard stories. Brennan looks out for us, and thank fuck, I’ve never been arrested or attacked. But it wouldn’t be pretty if that guy decided to try and screw me in a bad way.

      I’d kind of hoped taking a week or so off would help. Get my head together. Fly under the radar for a bit.

      It’ll be okay, though. Not much longer, and I’ll be done with it all.

      I aim to get out of the business before I push my luck. Ollie, a former co-ho, returned to Ohio after an angry client came after him, also after having to spend time in Belle Argo General with a broken jaw.

      While my Angry Husband encounter didn’t end in violence, there was banked rage in the man’s storm-cloud eyes and the rigid lines of his body. The tight clench of his jaw and the wicked scar that hooked from the corner of his eye to the corner of his mouth gave me the distinct impression he wasn’t the type you fucked around with. So did the bruises he left when he wrapped his fingers around my arm.

      The last few nights, when I’m not anxiously tossing and turning, I’ve been anxiously jacking my painfully hard cock while I use my free hand to trace the finger-shaped marks on my skin. Sometimes I just edge myself for hours, punishing myself by refusing to get off on fucking someone’s marriage. Or on wondering how it would feel to have those powerful fingers wrapped around my throat.

      No orgasms for you, pervert.

      I don’t have to be a psychiatric nurse to know this behavior can’t possibly be healthy. I just can’t seem to stop.

      Once again, I run my palm over the blue and purple bruises, the sensation giving me weird shivers. I’d like to pass it off as some lingering nerves from the encounter, but I know it’s more. It’s the memory of Angry Husband’s fingers digging into my skin, the heat of his stare, and a strange tightening in my gut when he wrapped his hand around my forearm. A buzzy mixture of danger and arousal that I haven’t felt in a long time. Or maybe never. Not like this.

      My brain supplies a helpful picture of a young, blue-eyed Elijah. I squash it as fast as it appears. When I met Elijah, we were both kids. Though Angry Husband didn’t look much older than me, he was all man. Everything about him told me he had seen things. Most of these rich dicks Brennan sets me up with have all the life experience of a toddler because avoiding discomfort is what their kind of money buys you.

      Brennan: Booked. I’ll follow up with details.

      Great. I guess it’s time to get back on the horse, so to speak.

      A shoulder pat gets my attention. “Sweetheart, I’ve actually been looking for you. It’s Dahlia up in 212. She’s refusing to get dressed again. For some reason, she seems to listen to you.”

      Ah, praise the Lord. This is a problem I know how to handle. Dahlia is a sweet lady, and honestly, I adore her. I’m going to miss her when I leave.

      “I’ll do my best,” I tell Loretta.

      “Honey, that’s all any of us can do.”

      I check my borrowed scrub top and head up to the second floor. In 212, I find Dahlia dancing to country music. Frankly, sometimes I wonder what the lady is doing here. She moves better than some guys at “Belle Argo’s PREMIERE gay club,” Dance! (I don’t know why they call it that. It’s the only gay club in this little beachfront town.)

      I knock on the doorframe. “I’m here to convert you to pop music.”

      Dahlia turns with a laugh. “My grandson says he’s going to bring me more albums, but he hasn’t yet.”

      Now I see why Loretta sent me up here. Dahlia’s wearing a lovely pair of flat black dress shoes, flowy black pants, and what appears to be a men’s dress shirt. Honestly, she’s got fantastic taste in clothes. Except for the troubling detail that the shirt isn’t buttoned, leaving her assets on display for the world to see.

      “So, how’s my best girl? I was told you’re refusing to get dressed again.”

      She gestures toward herself. “Look at this bra. It’s pink lace. Why on earth would I cover it up?”

      “I agree. You look so amazing that you’ll make everyone in this place jealous. Let’s consider adding a little mystery, you know? What do you say we button up everything except the top few? Then we’ve got a bit of peekaboo action without starting a riot.”

      She raises one eyebrow. “I know when I’m being managed, young man. Luckily, you’re handsome enough to get away with it.”

      I laugh at her sass. “So lucky. I’d hate to ever be on your bad side. Also, I wanna be you when I grow up.”

      “You don’t need to be like me, Simon. You’ve already got plenty of spunk.”

      Oh. Come. On. Top? Spunk? I’m already struggling to maintain my professionalism at this job today. Fine, I struggle with that every day. Is it my fault our administrator is a bag of dicks, and I needed to let him know?

      Dahlia has arthritic hands, so I give her some quick help getting buttoned. This job has led me to wonder too much about getting older. If I make it to old age, will it be worse to be sharp like Dahlia and struggle to do things for yourself like you used to, or is it worse to be like Mr. Andrews upstairs, who’s able to Houdini his way out of the building at night, but doesn’t remember his kids and throws his sandwiches at the handsome, innocent nurse aide who only wanted to draw some blood?

      Will I still be completely alone, like I am now? So many of the residents here seem to simply get parked and forgotten.

      I love helping people. But getting old is terrifying.

      At the rate I’m going, though? It’s probably not something I need to worry about. Especially not if I piss off anyone else’s significant other. I should probably feel like shit about it, right? Being a homewrecker? But I wouldn’t get those jobs if Brennan had never been called. And if it hadn’t been me, then it would be someone else. We all know I’m right.

      “You look like my grandson with that expression on your face. Except your eyes are warmer. Such a pretty brown.”

      I laugh. “Is that an insult or a compliment? Is your grandson hot?”

      “He’s very handsome. A little gruff, but lovable. So many burdens. Just like you.” The lady has the nerve to boop my nose. Except she can’t straighten her fingers, so it’s more of a friendly punch.

      I prefer to ignore my burdens, which works great until it doesn’t. Still, I keep trying because I’m no quitter.

      “Hey, lady.” Dahlia’s mention of gruff, handsome men has me glancing back at the bruises on my arm. I give myself a full-body shake before I can get too far down memory lane. Again. Then I offer Dahlia my arm. “I’d love to stay and chat about your hot grandson, but I’m afraid other lovely ladies are demanding my time today. How about you let me escort you to lunch first?”

      “Will you let me tell you about my grandson on the way down?”

      “Don’t get your hopes up.”

      Dahlia’s trying to set me up with a nice guy, and nice guys don’t want to date someone like me. Long before becoming an escort, I learned I’m not someone people stick up for or stick around for.
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      SEBASTIAN

      “You look like a man who needs to relax.” Daniel Corvus, one of my consulting clients, slides a drink to me across a shiny black tabletop. We’re in a private room at his club, Shadow, where I was an early investor. Over time, we’ve become friends.

      This place was the first investment I made outside of my own company, and the only investment I’ve made with someone I consider a friend. Those relationships can get sticky if things go south, but his business plan intrigued me.

      Or rather, the business itself did.

      Perched on several rural acres in the nearby town of Beacon Hill, Daniel’s property was once a farm that had fallen on hard times. He somehow managed to buy it out from under a developer who wanted to tear everything down and put it in a gated community. Instead, he had the massive two-story house renovated and turned into a private kink club.

      The place is full of low lighting and dark corners where God knows what happens, and the air is filled with money and sex. The room we’re in looks out over the main floor, where a young woman is currently getting a complicated pattern of knots tied all over her body. Her filthy moans float up to us on the thickened air.

      She’s not even having sex, and I’m not even into women. Still, the way her skin is flushed and her chest is heaving from simply getting tied up is highly arousing.

      I grab the whiskey and take a healthy sip. “You’re not the first person to say so. Lehman encouraged me to take a couple of days off before I ‘incited someone to file a harassment suit.’”

      “You don’t strike me as the secretary groping type.”

      “I suppose my temper’s been a little hot recently.” Since my company’s clients, mostly young entrepreneurs in need of startup consulting, began to disappear. Or maybe since walking in on Tony with an escort.

      No, he prefers to be called a whore.

      “He’s worried I’ll upset the employees.” Which I don’t actually want. My sperm donor was the sort of man who got his kicks from terrifying people. While I don’t shy away from intimidation when necessary, I don’t wish to aim it at those who are undeserving.

      “No word on the missing kids?”

      “Kids? Most of them are at least in their twenties.”

      “You know what I mean. At my age they’re all kids.”

      “I do. And no. No word.”

      Down below, across from the platform with the girl and the ropes, a man is tied to a bench. A shirtless man in denim is standing over him, holding a flogger. And in front of him, there appears to be… “Is that a line?”

      “Hmm?” Daniel peers over the railing. “Oh. Yes. That’s Cade. He likes getting used. The word is, he’s got a talented mouth. Want to go try it out? Might help with all that stress.”

      Answering takes me longer than it should. Sharing isn’t something I’ve ever been into, but there’s something…twisted and depraved about the entire scene that has my body responding.

      Finally, I shake my head. “I know I’m not as familiar with this world, but I don’t think standing in line to get my dick sucked like I’m waiting to order an ice cream cone is my brand of fun.”

      He laughs. “We’ve got plenty of other kinds of ice cream here. And as an investor, you’re entitled to free samples.”

      Now the man down below is getting spanked bare-handed while the first of many waiting men slides a cock into his mouth.

      “What happens if he flinches and bites someone?”

      Daniel chuckles. “That’s the challenge, isn’t it? You’d have to ask his husband, Marco. The guy who’s spanking him. No doubt there’s some sort of punishment.”

      With each smack of his husband’s hand, Cade moans loudly enough to be heard from where we’re sitting. The man getting his dick sucked threads a hand into Cade’s hair, eyes closed, and face turned toward the ceiling. Everyone seems to be enjoying themselves. Against my will, my blood rushes south.

      “You know, it’s funny,” Daniel says. “We’ve got plenty of married members. Some come with their partners, some don’t. Lots of couples in our world have an agreement. Marry the person Mother and Father picked out for you, and whatever you do on your own time is fine as long as you’re discreet. You’re the only person I’ve met who married for money but kept it monogamous.”

      I grit my teeth. “Rookie mistake.” One I won’t make again. “Tony and I were friends with occasional benefits when I decided to start my company. His father had lost everything in a business deal, and I wanted to get married to access the money in my trust. I didn’t want people to gossip about my personal life. We weren’t in love, but I figured we were compatible enough to keep each other satisfied. I sure as hell offered him enough money to be able to keep it in his pants.”

      The guy in Cade’s mouth finishes with a hoarse shout. The next one takes his place. There are a couple more behind him. “That’s a lot of cum to swallow. Aren’t these people technically paying for sex?”

      “Come on, Bas. What they pay for is a private membership; whatever happens inside these walls is a personal decision. Paying for sex is a rather large gray area.”

      At that moment, a face with dark twinkling eyes and pouty lips pops into my head. You only paid me for the sex. I charge extra for the drama.

      It’s hard not to like a man who stays composed in the face of that situation. Who doesn’t, say, sputter and fall off the bed.

      “You sure you don’t want to go down there? You’re looking awfully…interested.”

      I won’t deny it’s a hot scene. My dick is straining at my zipper. “Thanks, but no.”

      A well-organized orgy isn’t what I want. Not really.

      Another image of that same muscular blond with his mischievous smile enters my mind. Admittedly, I’ve thought of plenty of things I wouldn’t mind doing to him.

      What if I’d shoved him harder against the wall that night? Made him get on his knees. Made him beg.

      “You sure? You’ve got a look on your face.”

      I school my features. “There’s no look.”

      “What happened with Tony? He cheated on you?”

      Down below, Cade’s husband switches from spanking to the flogger. I don’t own one, since Tony barely tolerated rougher play. I can’t deny it’s giving me ideas.

      “He’d been bringing escorts into our home when I wasn’t there. Or at least one that I know of. Caught them in bed together.”

      “Oh, shit.” Daniel’s laughing. “So what happened?”

      “I’m glad you can laugh at my misfortune.”

      “I’m laughing at Tony’s stupidity. Please. I have to know what happened.”

      “Tony fell off the bed mid-orgasm. The escort stole money from Tony’s wallet, money I'd given him, and told me to get regular eye exams.”
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