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Chapter One

 


"Curiosity killed the cat."

Ink's deep baritone held an edge of
steel mixed in with amusement. The murmured words skimmed across
Cherie's nerve endings and settled low in her belly. She sucked in
a breath and balled her hands into fists.

Oh, shit,
she'd done it now. She shouldn't be here, and
she'd played right into his hands. His scent surrounded her, as he
caged her in against his desk, and with the flick of one large hand
closed down the computer and the vivid images of a Dom and his sub
in the middle of a rope scene. Images that had caused Cherie's
breathing to hitch, after the sounds had carried her inside the
forbidden sanctuary of Ink's office. He never left his door open,
and curiosity had mixed with concern at the woman's screams had had
her acting on instinct.

She should have backed out
straightaway, but the ropes had called her, even as her
subconscious had shrunk in on itself. Memories swamped her,
rendering her immobile, and it had taken all of the breathing
exercises she'd been taught by Counselor Jo to stop herself from
screaming. When the dark mist lifted and her eyes focused, she had
been mesmerized by the skill displayed by the unknown Dom,
confirmed by the woman's screams of ecstasy. The sub had long since
grown quiet. Deeply lost in subspace and rendered completely
immobile, she was watched carefully by her Dom. The man was
praising her in hushed, low, almost reverent tones, and Cherie's
long-buried, submissive side couldn't help but be drawn
closer.

"What are you doing here,
Cherie?"

Ink trailed one long finger along her
jaw, traced the outline of her lips, and continued down her chin.
Over the rapidly beating pulse point in her neck, that digit
trailed a path of awareness along her collarbone. He flicked the
strands of her hair behind her shoulder, and his thumb settled on
the faint mark on her neck. He inhaled sharply, and Cherie's tiger
couldn't help but respond to Ink's low, possessive growl, even as
the woman froze and screwed her eyes shut.

"Jordan, please … don't." The
whispered words hung between them, and Cherie breathed a sigh of
relief when Ink released her and took a step to the side. The desk
groaned slightly when he propped his butt on the edge of it. She
flinched at the feel of his hard thigh brushing against her white
knuckled grip, and his sigh raised the ends of her
fringe.

"It's been a long time since you
called me that." Ink's warm hand closed over hers and placed it on
his chest. The steady beat of his heart under her fingertips
soothed some of Cherie's anxiety. "Look at me, Cherie."

The soft words carried an edge of
demand, and Cherie obeyed immediately. She lost herself in Ink's
smile of encouragement.

"That's my girl. Now, tell me. What
are you doing here?"

"I … I'm sorry."

Cherie whispered the words, not daring
to look up at him. You did not just wander into the inner sanctum
of Club Ink's owner. Whatever had possessed her? She was lucky if
he didn't sack her on the spot, and if he chose to punish
her…

Cherie swallowed convulsively and
tried to tuck her hand out of his, but his grip grew painful, and
his other hand settled on her throat. Somehow the gentle pressure
on her windpipe soothed her, his thumb digging in just enough to
stop her frantic swallowing.

"Pretty words, my girl, but your
heart's not in them." Cherie's eyes widened when his hand on her
throat pressed harder. "Look at me when I'm talking to
you.

He smiled when she notched her chin
up, and her heart turned into a jack hammer. That smile didn’t
reach his eyes, and he looked in full, pissed-off Dom
Mode.

"I didn't ask for an apology. I asked
what you're doing here. I expect an answer."

She tried to speak, but nothing came
out of her parched throat but her tiger's whimper of submission.
Ink's beast growled, and Ink swore. He released his hold on her and
crossed his arms over his chest, one eyebrow raised.

Cherie eyed the open door
warily.

"Don't even think about it." Ink's
warning growl made her silly little tiger roll over and purr, and
Cherie had to resist the urge to roll her eyes. When was her beast
going to learn?

"I'm not a coward. I wasn't going to
run." The brave words came out far too wobbly and breathy. Sure
enough Ink's other eyebrow shot up, and his eyes
narrowed.

"I'm waiting, my girl. I do not like
waiting. So, unless you want me to put you over my knee and paddle
that delectable ass of yours, I suggest you answer me."

Cherie took a step away from him, a
step closer to the exit, her hands held up in denial.

"You wouldn't dare. No one is allowed
to touch me."

Ink's smirk had heat pooling in her
belly, seconds before he pounced. In the blink of an eye she was
the one on his desk, his bulk pinning her down, her hands held high
above her head. With her breasts squashed against the solid oak of
his desk and his hard frame on top of her, she couldn't move,
couldn't breathe. Her legs thrashed wildly, and her claws sliced
through the oak, the freezing dread of helplessness like icicles
piercing her skin.

"Night Star."

She forced the safe word out through
clenched teeth, and Ink froze. He released her hands and stepped
away, his tiger's furious growl ringing in her ears.

"What did you say?"

Tears clouding her vision, she
scrambled off the desk, not daring to look at him.

"You heard me. Let me
pass."

Ink stepped to the side, his hands
balled into fists, his fury a heavy presence between
them.

"Why?"

The barely suppressed emotion behind
that simple word made her risk a glance at his face. His expression
murderous, the eyes of his tiger stared at Cherie, pinning her in
place more effectively than any bonds could ever do. The connection
they'd always shared shimmered and stretched between them as his
gaze fell to her neck, and she pulled her hair across it. His
expression darkened further, and he took a step towards
her.

She couldn't help her flinch when he
stretched a hand out, and he withdrew immediately, gesturing for
her to leave. He turned his back on her and switched the computer
back on again, donning a head set.

The abrupt dismissal
stung, and Cherie bit back more tears. Findurkink.com's unmistakable site
colors filled the screen. Damn
him.

He flicked through the various chat
screens, and Cherie swallowed down the bile as the images of
several buxom blondes appeared. She was not jealous, damn it. This
is what she wanted, wasn’t it? For Ink to leave her alone? This was
his job after all. One he did well. He was the site’s best
Exploration facilitator, and the reason both the site and Club Ink
were incredibly successful.

She blinked the tears away and willed
her feet to move, away from Ink, away from temptation. Just as she
passed the threshold Ink’s commanding voice stopped her.

"If I ever find you in here again, no
number of safe words is going to stop me from claiming what's mine.
Do you hear me, Cherie?"

She nodded her confirmation, not
trusting her voice would work, as dread warred with the fierce
yearning to be held by this man, to be claimed by him. By Jordan,
the man she had fallen in love with all those years ago, when life
was simpler, and Ink didn't exist.

"Look at me, girl."

She straightened her spine and forced
herself to look at him.

His expression softened at her
compliance, and for one infinitesimal moment in time, he was just
her Jordan, before the mask came down and his amber eyes turned to
hard flint.

"Run along Cherie. I expect you back
here at opening time, and for God's sake lose that eyesore of a
dress. The punters pay good money to see those curves, so let's not
disappoint them, shall we?"

"Yes, Sir."

He frowned at the whispered words and
turned his back on her again. Cherie swallowed the sob trying to
escape and ran as fast she could straight into a hard wall of
muscle.

"Easy there, tiger. Who's rattled your
cage?" Grisha's accented voice washed over her, and his arms
tightened around her waist. Cherie allowed herself a precious
moment of being held as the Russian's warmth seeped into her very
bones.

"Let me guess, sweetheart. Had another
run-in with the boss man?"

He whistled under his breath at her
mumbled affirmation, and when she stiffened in his arms, he
released her immediately.

"Never the wisest of moves to pick a
fight with him, Cherie. If you were anyone else, you'd have been
out on your cute ass ages ago, you know that, right?"

"I know no such thing. I'm
good for business, that's all. Apparently the punters pay good
money to see my wares displayed for all." She couldn't quite keep
the bitterness out of her voice. "I'm to make sure I'm back here in
my ‘uniform’come
opening time, and who am I to argue?"

She crossed her arms under her breasts
and rolled her eyes when Grisha's gaze zoomed in on her cleavage.
Nature had given her an abundance of curves, one she usually hid
under shapeless dresses, having no wish to draw men's attention to
herself. She couldn't cope with it, not unless she was in the club
uniform of Basque, skirt, and stockings. Then she could pretend to
be someone else, safe in the knowledge that club rules meant
employees were off limits to the punters, unless they actively
chose to participate in scenes.

Something Cherie never did. Not that
Ink would let her had she wanted to. She was simply reduced to
watching him from afar, battling her demons, and lately battling
the hot stabs of raging jealousy. And she had no idea what she was
going to do about it.

"If I didn't fear for my balls, I'd be
sorely tempted to take you to the nearest dungeon and stop those
thoughts swirling in your head."

Grisha growled the words,
hooking one finger under her chin, forcing her to look up at him.
Eyes as black
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