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CHAPTER ONE
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I can’t keep screwing up like this.

It didn’t help to beat herself up over something that was over and done with, but Kimani had never been in a situation like this before. She was supposed to be working—undercover. Which meant that she had to be extra careful not to compromise the story or its subjects. And her own journalistic integrity.

What had she done instead?

Become sexually involved with one of the subjects. And not just any subject. Beside her in the driver’s seat of the Jeep Wrangler sat the son of one of the wealthiest families in the world. When he took over the family business, Benjamin Dmitri Lee would be worth somewhere in the vicinity of twelve billion dollars.

Her editor, Sam Green, hadn’t wasted any time. With the bits of information she had provided him last night—an Asian named Ben who went to Howard University, then the Stanford business school, and was recruiting for a team in the Chinese Basketball Association—he had come back with the Lee Family Corporation. Ben’s father, Lee Hua Jing, had founded the Lee Family Corporation, making his first million in residential real estate before branching into commercial real estate and investments of all kinds. Mr. Lee’s younger brother, Gordon, had immigrated to the United States as a teenager when the family was still struggling to make ends meet, and was now in a tightly contested election for mayor of Oakland. And one of the hot button issues in the election was the development of a piece of waterfront property that the Lee Family Corporation had acquired.

“This could be a great scoop,” Sam had said. “You’ve got to find out more.”

But Benjamin Lee was a tangent. A tall, sexy tangent, whose sensuous touch had a way of shutting down her brain. Even now, she tried not to glance over to admire how his simple shirt fit luxuriously over his broad shoulders and chiseled chest. She supposed this was a side effect of not having had sex in the last six months because she was focused on her career, trying to land a job with the San Francisco Tribune.

She was supposed to be reporting on the Scarlet Auction, where women sold themselves for a week to the highest bidder. Undercover, Kimani had participated in the auction with the intent of exposing its sordid business. Ben hadn’t attended the actual auction, but he had “bought” her from the man, a sports agent named Jake, who had won her with a bid of thirty thousand dollars.

It was crazy shit that had boggled her mind. Jake’s first purchase, a blond virgin named Claire, had “sold” for eighty thousand dollars. But crazy went through the stratosphere when Ben offered Jake two hundred thousand dollars for Kimani.

Kimani couldn’t fathom why he would shell out that kind of money for her unless, (a) two hundred thousand dollars was just the equivalent of a pricey vacation and he could easily make the amount back if the HKEX had a good run; (b) Ben didn’t want to be the only guy in the group without a date—correction: fucktoy; or (c) Ben was messed up in the head.

But he didn’t seem irrational or deranged. In fact, out of all the people she was stuck in a lakeside cabin in the boonies of Northern California with, he seemed the most calm and collected. Even now, when they had been driving in silence for several minutes, she could sense him looking at her, at ease with their silence, probably wondering what she was thinking but restrained enough not to ask.

Her American-style impatience got the better of her, however, and she turned to ask him, “Where are we going?”

For a second, she wondered if psychos had the capability of appearing completely normal. He had put the top down on the Jeep Wrangler, and if he had intended to drive her somewhere with evil intentions, he wouldn’t have wanted himself and his victim to be so visible, right? Then again, they were in one of the least-populated counties in the state. Trinity County was mostly rugged, heavily forested wilderness.

“We’re going into Weaverville to get you some clothes,” he replied.

His answer surprised her. This morning he had made her go onto Jake’s boat without a shred of clothing. Afterwards, he’d allowed her to put on her cocktail dress, her only clothing item, with his shirt over it. She hadn’t had a chance to wash the sweats he’d lent her.

Remembering that she didn’t have on panties, she pressed her legs together.

“I don’t have any money with me,” she said. Her cellphone and wallet had disappeared from her handbag sometime during the auction, before she’d been ushered into a limo that had driven her and Claire straight to Jake’s cabin. Ben had let her use his cellphone twice, and it was her only connection to the rest of the world. Sam knew she was somewhere near Weaverville because that’s all she knew. And that probably wasn’t going to be helpful if things turned ugly.

“You don’t need any money.”

“Oh. I’ll pay you back when we get back to San Francisco.”

“When” we get back. Not “if.” She’d had her worries yesterday, especially after Jake had hit her before Ben had arrived. Ben had been her savior, buying her from Jake, because the thought of laying a finger on Jake made her want to retch. Even though she barely knew him, she felt safer with Ben. 

Relatively safer, she cautioned herself. Ben had an edge. She could see it when his pupils constricted and his jaw tightened. Beneath that cool exterior lay a tiger. He kept a good leash on it, but she couldn’t be sure what would set it off.

“I’ve got it,” he said.

“I’d rather pay you back.”

“Maybe if you’re good, I’ll let you pay me back.”

She bristled at this “good” business, like she was a little girl. But it was better than being called “Slut #2,” Jake’s original moniker for her, but not that much better.

“I insist.”

He glanced at her as if she were a child who wanted to have cookies before bed. “You don’t get to make the rules, pet.”

She bristled again. “Then maybe I don’t want to get any clothes.”

As soon as the words escaped her mouth, she regretted her childish response. It was an outright lie. She wanted something other than her cocktail dress and clothes borrowed from him, even though his shirt and sweatpants were the softest things she had ever worn. She wanted underwear. Desperately. Having a shield of any kind down there might keep those carnal instincts from running away with her better judgment. 

She had said what she said because she wanted some small sliver of control, and she didn’t want to be beholden to Ben more than she already was.

But Ben granted her no concessions. “You’re welcome to go naked the whole week.”

Then maybe I don’t want to stay the whole week.

This time, she curbed herself from saying anything rash. Ben had said he wasn’t going to force her to stay, and had even offered to fly her back to San Francisco in his jet if she wanted. He had sounded sincere. But she didn’t have enough material for her story. And she couldn’t abandon Claire to Jake. He might be as bad as the man who had beaten up Kimani’s roommate, Marissa. And by exposing the Scarlet Auction, Kimani hoped to prevent another woman from getting beaten up or taken advantage of.

“I’ll find a way to pay you back,” Kimani decided aloud. Maybe she’d make a donation in his name to the ACLU or the local Black Women’s Political Caucus. Maybe then he’d prefer to take her money.

He gave her an amused look but said nothing as they neared Weaverville. With the Trinity Alps as its backdrop, Weaverville was a picturesque Gold Rush town. Though the last census pegged the population at less than four thousand people, Main Street looked busy, probably from the influx of tourists taking advantage of the area’s outdoor sports offerings.

The clothing retail options were limited, but Ben found a thrift store to park in front of. He left her alone to peruse the clothing racks. She found a tank top, T-shirt, a long knit skirt that went almost to her ankles, a pair of khaki shorts, a sports bra, flip-flops, a silk scarf to tie her hair up at night, and cheap sunglasses so that she could return Ben’s Louis Vuitton shades. She also picked out a dress for Claire, whom she had been whisked to the cabin with, without a chance to pack.

At the checkout, Ben had a few items to purchase as well: boxed candles and several neckties. She wondered why he would need business attire at the cabin. 

Eager to be out of her heels and strange ensemble, she changed into the shirt, shorts, and flip-flops and immediately felt better. Now she only needed underwear.

As if reading her mind, Ben said, “There’s a CVS store about a mile down.”

“Can we walk?” she asked. The summer sun shone warmly, and she preferred taking in the downtown scenery, with its many nineteenth century buildings, to going back to the cabin where Jake and his buddies were.

After putting their purchase in the car, they started walking down Main Street. She had never been in this part of the state before. Her eyes lit upon seeing a sign for the Joss House State Historic Park.

“You want to check it out?” Ben didn’t miss much.

“Definitely!”

While on Jake’s boat earlier today, upset that Ben had made her go naked like the other three women, she had insinuated he was an asshole. But moments like this showed he couldn’t be a complete asshole. This, and the fact that he had let her take a nap in his room yesterday afternoon and had looked upset to see the basement where Jake had her and the other women sleep. Ben had made sure she and Claire had something to eat when they were hungry after Jake made them kneel on the floor for three hours.

And, despite having made her come twice yesterday and once today, he had yet to demand she return the favor. He’d made no bones about the fact that he had purchased her for sex, so why hadn’t he made her do anything to him? Maybe he was embarrassed about his size down there? Somehow, she doubted that was what was holding him back. When she felt more generously inclined toward him, she thought perhaps he just wanted to make her comfortable. But surely that was giving him too much credit? After all, he had paid money—a ridiculous amount of money—for sex. He couldn’t be that different from the other overgrown frat boys, Jake, Derek, and Jason.

Turning the corner, they came upon a quaint red building. Built in 1874 and dubbed “The Temple of the Forest Beneath the Clouds,” the Weaverville Joss House was the oldest Chinese Temple in California. Weaverville was once home to some 2,000 Chinese gold miners. Many Chinese immigrants came to California in the nineteenth century for the state’s famed Gold Rush or to work as laborers on the transcontinental railroad. Their large numbers caused Congress to pass the Chinese Exclusion Act, the only US law ever to prevent immigration and naturalization on the basis of race.

The interior housed displays of art, pictures, mining tools and weapons used in the 1854 Tong War.

“A friend of mine carried a small hatchet similar to this one,” said Ben, almost to himself.

“Why would he carry around a hatchet?” Kimani asked.

“He was old-fashioned. Didn’t like guns because they were a Western invention.”

“Gunpowder was a Chinese invention, though I guess it was the Europeans who first used it for mass destruction and guns. Was your friend extremely paranoid? Or was carrying around a hatchet some kind of alpha-guy thing?”

“Chen Kai wasn’t more paranoid than the rest of us.”

“Rest of us?”

“When I was young, and my father was busy taking the family business to the next level, I started getting into gangs. That’s why he shipped me off to boarding school in London.”

“Were you pretty deep in a gang?”

“I didn’t kill anyone if that’s what you’re worried about.”

It was sort of what worried her. “So what did you do in the gang?”

“Not much since I was still pretty young at the time. Stupid boy shit. Probably got myself beat up more than anything else.”

She had a hard time imagining anyone beating up on Ben. She saw how he moved. Smooth like a ballerina, flowing like one of those dragons in the Chinese New Year’s Parade. She’d seen him in nothing but his swim trunks. His muscles were well defined everywhere, not in a beefy way but plenty delicious for her to want to run her hands over the planes and ridges of his chest and torso.

“Did you have to carry a weapon?” she asked.

“I carried a knife and learned how to make myself a weapon through martial arts. The gang was small potatoes, only loosely connected to one of the triads, but enough to worry my dad.”

She itched to ask him a dozen questions, which she would have done if she were openly interviewing him, but since she wasn’t, everything was technically off record. She wanted to know anyway but didn’t want to appear prying.

They walked to the area of worship.

“This is so cool,” she whispered of the paper prayers on the walls and intricately carved altars decorated with bold colors of red and gold. “It’s not something I expected to find out here.”

She looked at one of the scrolls hanging from beside the altar. “Do you read?”

After he had translated the Chinese on the scrolls, which talked of the emperor, gods, and devils, she recalled, “One of my dormmates at Stanford claimed to be a Taoist, but he only talked about it in reference to sex. I’m not sure how authentic it all was. Some people thought he was just being an egg.”

She glanced at him—and it was like walking into a brick wall when she met his stare. At first, she thought maybe he didn’t like that she had used the term “egg,” since it was sometimes used in a critical manner to refer to white Asiaphiles, but there was an amused gleam in Ben’s dark brown eyes that told her he was fixed on her, not her words. 

She could barely swallow. He looked as if he had some secret he may or may not share with her. She wanted to know what it was, even though she was certain that finding out would only get her deeper in trouble.
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By her expression, not unlike a deer caught in headlights, Ben supposed he must have been staring at Kimani like she was a piece of meat he wanted to devour. And he did. On the drive over to Weaverville, he had toyed with the idea of pulling over and making her come all over the car. He was going to make her squirt again, just like he had the night before. The morning swim through the lake’s cold waters had helped clear his head, but spending all that time on the boat and seeing her naked had put him back to square one. Her body had felt so bloody good leaning against his.

She stood inches from him, looking like a frumpy tourist with her broad-brimmed hat, cheap sunglasses, and khaki shorts. And if there had been no one around, he would have been tempted to rip her clothes off and take her right there in the temple. Or at least feel her up through the thin tank top she wore. He had noticed she had chosen a sports bra, which made her breasts less accessible, but she was wrong if she thought a little sports bra could protect her.

“Sex is an important part of Taoism,” he explained, “and some engage in intercourse as part of a spiritual practice.”

“Really? Sex is usually taboo and wrong when it comes to religions.”

“Taoism isn’t a religion in the same way as Catholicism or Judaism. It’s a philosophy and a way of living. Central to Taoist practice is the care and cultivation of jing, essence or energy. Sex is the joining of this energy.”

She was eying him curiously, as if trying to read his mind. If she could, she would see herself spent and exhausted as he wrung yet another orgasm from her. She had no idea how long a session with him could last. Most women couldn’t keep up, and he wondered how Kimani would fare compared to the others.

“That sounds very holistic, spiritual,” she commented. Then, as if sensing his thoughts, though she couldn’t see them, she turned and stepped away. “Looks like there’s a garden out back.”

A deer leaped over the fence as they strolled outside to a fountain with a small statue of Kuan Yin.

“‘One who listens,’” Kimani read from the plaque in front of the fountain. “Is she a goddess?”

“Sort of. She’s an enlightenment being, and the gateway to a paradise where souls are reborn with the truth of their eternal nature, compassion and joy.”

“That sounds lovely. You seem to know quite a bit about Taoism.”

He didn’t tell her that it was the Taoist sex practices that had been his primary interest. It was best to stay away from topics of a sexual nature. Any wood would show in his tight-fitting jeans.

Instead, he said, “Taoism is embedded in Chinese culture, though much of it was suppressed in favor of Confucianism.”

After they finished their visit at the Joss House, he decided to stop in one of the coffee shops to get something to drink. He wanted Kimani to himself and was in no hurry to get back to the cabin where his cousin, Jason, was probably getting stoned with Tweedledee and Tweedledum. The three of them had tried to convince him to attend the Scarlet Auction to “buy” a woman for the week. He had thought the idea of buying a woman stupid—for guys too lazy to get real dates. 

But the instant he saw Kimani, he had to have her. Or at least he couldn’t let Jake keep her, especially if he was the one who had given her the bruise on her cheek, which had deepened in hue since yesterday.

If it weren’t for the fact Jake Whitehurst represented players that the coach of the Golden Phoenix wanted to recruit to play in the Chinese Basketball Association, Ben would not have chosen to spend the week in the wilderness of Northern California. But Kimani was going to make it all worthwhile. 

At the coffee shop, he ordered two mugs of green tea.

“Green tea?” Kimani echoed in disbelief. “It’s warm out here. I was hoping to get an iced mocha.”

“Green tea is healthier.”

“So is broccoli juice, but that doesn’t mean I want to drink it.”

Should he tell her that green tea enhanced physical performance or would that scare her off?

“Do you only do what you want?” he returned, taking the mugs of tea from the barista.

She followed him to a table. “Of course not. I’m not a child. But...green tea? Hot green tea on a sunny afternoon?”

“You’ll get used to it.”

She gave him a dubious look as she sat down. He almost laughed when she grimaced into her tea.

“You can have a glass of water after you’ve had some of your tea,” he said.

She blew at the tea to cool it down. “You’re obnoxious.”

“We established earlier that I was an asshole,” he acknowledged before leaning in and lowering his voice. “You came for me anyway.”

She flushed. “Well, that’s because you’re not a complete asshole. Just partly. Maybe a majority. I haven’t decided yet.”

He leaned back in his chair with his tea. She was cute when she was flustered. He knew her type: smart, well-educated, a little arrogant. But she had enough humility inside of her that if she were knocked down from her high horse, she would get up stronger and wiser.

“So do you work for the Chinese Basketball Association?” she asked.

“You haven’t had any of your tea yet,” he told her.

She took a sip. “Is that why you’re doing business with Jake?”

He nodded at her tea. “Drink more.”

She took another sip. “So do you?”

“Why are you so interested?”

“Curious. I used to play,” she reminded him. “A part of me wishes I was good enough to play professionally.”

“How do you know you aren’t?”

“I guess if I had stuck with it, one never knows. But when I was applying to college, it wasn’t clear what options I would have playing ball. But I like what I’m doing now.”

He raised a brow. “Working as an office assistant?”

She looked down. Shoot. She forgot that was what she had provided as her cover. “I know that’s not what most Stanford grads aspire to, but it pays the bills.”

“Does it? You wouldn’t have done the Scarlet Auction if you had enough money.”

“Right. I meant my job pays most of the bills. The Scarlet Auction is a great opportunity to make extra cash to pay off student loans and maybe have some fun.”

“What does ‘fun’ entail?”

“Getting tickets to a Warriors game.”

“Is that your favorite team?”

“The Stanford women’s team is my favorite team, but the Warriors are a close second.” She was smiling and looking more relaxed. She even took another sip of tea without prompting. “You didn’t answer my question about working for the CBA.”

“I don’t work for the CBA. My father sponsors the Golden Phoenix, and it’s his pet project to make the team into a championship contender.”

“So when you’re not working on that, what do you do?”

“Mostly real estate developments for the family business.”

“Any
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