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        This book is dedicated to my husband;

        his shining light found me when I needed it.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            INTRODUCTION

          

        

      

    

    
      Let’s be real. This is a high-stakes, genre-blended saga that starts in psychological realism, dark literary fiction, and dark romance, then gradually shifts into paranormal romance by the end. The story is told in first-person POV through a neurodivergent lens.

      Here are a few trigger warnings.

      Clara Presley is self-destructive, loud, vulgar, and takes the Lord’s name in vain as her primary coping mechanism. John Carrington is self-restrained, quiet, refined, and a controlling Pleasure Dom who likes to test boundaries and hide secrets. Somehow, these two opposites attract.

      During this series, some scenes get heavy, and these scenes include depictions of the following:

      
        
          	
        Borderline Personality Disorder (BPD) — explored through Carrington’s understood diagnosis and Clara’s undiagnosed journey
      

      	
        Eating Disorders & Severe Body Dysmorphia
      

      	
        Substance Addiction & Codependency
      

      	
        Light BDSM & Intense Power Dynamics
      

      	
        Emotional Volatility & Toxic Relationships
      

      

      

      A note: I did not create this work to glorify abusive relationships. Clara and Carrington are examples of addictive behavior, and man, do they run and jump like marathon pole-vaulters.

      A second note: This series will be seven books in total, with a prequel short story. (The prequel short story is available to read for free at most major online retailers and on my website.)

      To help my readers remember important events and milestones (because I don’t know about anyone else, but I can barely remember what I had for breakfast this morning, let alone something that happened in a book I read months ago), I’ve created a summary of the short story in the front matter.

      If you don’t want spoilers, it may be best to skip the summary; while this installment has an ending, the world-building is best enjoyed in order.

      Still interested? If so, Clara and Carrington’s caffeine-addicted world, amongst other things, awaits.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PREVIOUSLY IN THE FOOL ME ONCE SERIES
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      WHAT IN THE WORLD WAS THAT?

      

      Clara Presley and Mark Kennedy, a detective with the Philadelphia Police Department, had a serious relationship that lasted two years and ended when she declined his proposal. Despite their emotional turmoil, they agreed to remain friends.

      In December 2018, after writing and publishing her first book, Clara earned enough money to move to the Rittenhouse Square section of Philadelphia. Mark celebrated her success and helped her pack.

      They had a glass of wine and rekindled their physical relationship. Mark asked if Clara wanted to continue seeing each other informally. She agreed, but stood firm that she was not interested in a serious relationship. They kept their romance strictly physical until they were ready to move on.
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      This prequel short story is available as a free gift at Astra Capone’s website. If you’d rather get to chapter one, you know everything you need to know. Turn the page, and away we go!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1. YOUR WILDEST DREAMS
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      October 27, 2019 - Las Vegas, NV

      
      “May I get you a glass of water, miss?”

      “Huh?” I asked, preoccupied with catching the black straw floating in my drink with my teeth. After two attempts, I gave up.

      “Would you like some water?” someone asked again.

      I inspected the man. Based on his plain black uniform, he was a waiter, no older than his early twenties. His congenial smile suggested he wasn’t used to dealing with a woman like me.

      “Oh, no,” I said. “I’m good.” I pointed at his crotch. “Those are nice pants. Are you packing more than… punch?”

      He blushed and smiled. “Um, no, ma’am.”

      “Sorry if I embarrassed you, but I wanted to ask you a random question since you asked me one.”

      He bobbed his head. “I only asked if you wanted water because Mr. Carrington told me to get you anything you need. If you change your mind, I’ll be at the bar.”

      “Mr. Who?” I squinted at the crowd, searching several blurry faces.

      “Carrington,” the young man repeated. “Mr. John Carrington.” He motioned across the room to where a gaggle of women surrounded a tall man I couldn’t clearly see.

      “Okay. I don’t know why I’m his business, but whatever. What’s your name?”

      “Mike.”

      “Thanks, Mike.”

      He walked away.

      “There always has to be one guy,” I said, rolling my eyes.

      A random woman walked by, glaring at me, but I didn’t give a damn what she thought about my stress-developed habit of talking to myself.

      I sipped my drink and bumped the glass against my bottom lip. The pink umbrella tilted, sending a splash of Long Island iced tea onto the floor. I hiccupped, and my cleavage jiggled.

      “Maybe I should go to my room,” I said. “This East Coast staple took away my Mountain State blues, but alcohol will only accomplish so much.”

      I leaned sideways. “Let the record show that I reached my goal. I’ve been missing Mark so much that it consumed me.”

      I frowned. “I almost called him. Thank Christ I didn’t. He’s too good for someone like me.”

      I smiled. “Now, with this drink, I feel nothing. I deserve a gold star.”

      The chrome railing in front of me seemed sturdy, so I rested my forearms on it while admiring the blue pool and colorful gardens. I peered into my drink as if looking down the eyepiece of a telescope.

      “No stars in here,” I said. “Only booze.”

      “Oh, Mr. Carrington, I know you’re busy, but may I please have a moment of your time?” a woman asked behind me.

      I turned, but before I could get a glimpse of the elusive Carrington, another woman loudly commented, “Did you hear that someone fell into the pool last weekend?”

      I darted my eyes to her scornful face—which would have been beautiful if she hadn’t been scowling—and briefly took in her chic pastel outfit. One of her companions said something quietly, and she replied loud enough for me to hear, “Yes. She was drunk and dressed very inappropriately. Certain people cannot be trusted in public.”

      When she kept staring and chattering in an annoyed tone, I waved and blew her a kiss. She scoffed. I side-eyed her red Hermès handbag and wiggled my ass.

      “It’s the Wag for Life Charity Ball, isn’t it? I can wag, too.”

      What a cute organization, pairing shelter dogs with children.

      “Oh, doggos,” I added through a sigh, “I love you—and cats and rats and bats—all of them. That’s why I’m here. But I have to go soon because everyone is making this way too weird.”

      I flumped against the chrome railing, tapping it. “Where have I heard that name before?” I asked. “Carrington. Hmm.” I drummed my fingers on my upper lip.

      Another well-dressed woman walked toward me. She huffed and said, “I really thought they had higher standards at this resort. Come, Gerald. Let’s not dawdle.”

      “Yeah,” I said over my shoulder. “Don’t dawdle, Gerald.”

      The woman yanked him by his arm toward the exit. For a graying man who was likely in his sixties, he stared at me strangely, reminding me of a dog after a bone.

      I swiped my tingling nose with my wrist. “Judgmental bastards,” I whispered. “My cocktail dress might be short, but I bought it at one of the high-end shops at this resort. Someone should tell the store to raise its standards.”

      A few ripples appeared in the pool water below me, then went out of focus. “I miss having a dog,” I said. “They’re not judgmental at all.”

      I pursed my lips and raised my glass to whoever the hell wanted to drink along with me. “But it’s not the right time to get a dog. I’m gone more than I’m home.”

      After I drank deeply, the room hazed like a hot Nevada road in the blazing summer sun. “Those women are right,” I said. “I shouldn’t be here. I’m out of my class.”

      As if I were arguing with myself, I remembered an important piece of evidence. “It’s not my fault. I didn’t invite myself to an upscale charity ball.”

      I gestured at the opulence around me, but no one paid attention. “A production company invited me. What the hell do they want with a debut self-help novelist?”

      I shook my head. “Stupid Beatles reference; Penny Lane something-or-other. Next time, I’ll save the cost of two trips and send a fucking check.”

      I slapped the railing. “That’s it. I’m going upstairs. I’ll sleep this off, and then I’ll head home.”

      While avoiding my own puddle, I tangled my feet and reeled sideways—throwing an elbow in a blind panic—only for a hand to catch and masterfully guide my arm back to my side.

      “Pardon me,” a man said in formal British speech as he released me. “I didn’t mean to startle you.”

      I clutched my heaving chest and glared at him. “Holy shit. Are you Carrington?”

      “Yes, my name is John Carrington,” he said, sounding taken aback.

      “Oh, boy, do I remember you. You’re that handsome talk show bastard I met at Patsy’s in New York.”

      Still flustered from his unexpected touch, I shook my hair back to dispel some of my energy. “For fuck’s sake, Carrington, why did you sneak up on me like that? Are you trying to give me a heart attack?”

      He laughed loudly, which surprised me. “You use rather provocative language for such an elegant woman.”

      He arched his well-manicured black brows, and his golden-hazel eyes twinkled in the fairy lights suspended along the terrace. For a second, with his smile as bright as some of the stars, he looked like a fallen black-haired angel.

      “Fallen angels are dangerous,” I said, squinting. “They’re devils in disguise.”

      “Are they, now?” He glanced down my frame. “You do look radiant tonight, Clara. Perhaps you’re one yourself?”

      I lifted my glass. “I’m drunk.”

      He chuckled and rocked on his heels. “Is that right? May I?” He took a sniff of my drink, wrinkling his nose. His laughter died. “Good Lord. That’s practically rocket fuel. How many of these have you had?”

      I grinned like an idiot. “That’s my third! Um, are you from England?”

      “That’s what my passport denotes, yes.”

      “Denotes? Pssh.” I quirked my mouth. “Just because you’re handsome and British doesn’t mean you have to sound like the dictionary.”

      He smirked. “Do you believe me to be handsome?”

      “Oh, please. You know you are. You have that long and slender nose with that elegant, clean-shaven jaw.” I puckered my lips and said, “Your pouty mouth should come with a warning label. And that tux is tailored to show off everything.”

      I stumbled. “But that hair! Sweeping it aside must take a lot of work in the morning. A six-foot model. What a lucky bastard to look that good and sound that sexy.”

      His new round of loud laughter caught the attention of several people. Mike came over with a tray, and Carrington asked, “Would you mind bringing the lady some water and a strong coffee, please? We’ll be just there.” He pointed at the nearest empty table and extended his hand, encircling my fingers.

      The waiter walked away with my drink. “Hey, Mike! That’s mine!” He ignored me.

      “And so it was, my dear,” Carrington said. “However, I fear that should we fail to supply you with non-alcoholic liquid soon, you’ll be hitting the ground rather than simply leaning toward it.”

      He pressed his fingertips into my lower back. “Do you feel that?” he asked next to my ear. “That’s me. Now, let us get you sobered up, yeah?”

      Even though I could barely keep my balance, my feet felt cemented to the spot. I searched murderously for the son of a bitch changing the tilt on the floor until we reached the table.

      “Do you believe you can hold your place?” Carrington asked.

      He leaned out of sight, then gravity betrayed me. My arms flailed, and I crashed backward into a chair, my teeth clacking as I hit the seat.

      “What the hell happened?” I asked.

      Carrington sat across from me, transforming into a blurry ball.

      “Oh, my god,” I whispered, covering my mouth.

      “What is it?” he asked.

      “I-I think there was something in my drink!”

      He came into focus, crossing his legs. “Yes, it’s called alcohol, Clara.”

      I frowned, about to tell him to go fuck himself, when Mike returned.

      “Thank you, Michael,” Carrington said.

      Mike placed two water glasses and two mugs on the table; oddly enough, one of the mugs had a string dangling from it.

      When I shifted my body and stuck out my leg to trip Mike, he walked in the opposite direction.

      Well, fuck me.

      “Not here, love,” Carrington replied dryly. “It would be in poor taste.”

      “You heard that?” I asked.

      “Yes. Almost as clearly as the others, I’d imagine.”

      He tore off the top of a sugar packet and stirred it into my coffee.

      Across the patio, a cluster of men stood at the bar, watching me in an uncomfortable way. Nearby, several people stared at us open-mouthed while an elderly couple moved.

      I slouched, and a gentle tapping broke the silence.

      Carrington pushed the mug toward me with a wink. “Best start with that one. It may help with the volume problem.”

      I took a tentative sip, then groaned, “Oh, my god. This is La Colombe!”

      He leaned in his chair with a strong breath. “As I don’t drink coffee, I’m unfamiliar; however, I’ll give you this: after that ringing endorsement, it shall be the first one I try.” He tipped his mug and smiled.

      “What’s so funny?” I asked.

      “You are, Clara. Tell me, do you always yell obscenities and make sexy noises, or are you giving me a special treat?”

      “I thought I was talking to myself,” I answered, somewhat affronted. “And I didn’t make any sexy noises.”

      “Mmmm,” he hummed. “I see. You always have an orgasmic response to coffee, then?”

      I pronounced each word as if it were punctuated separately. “I don’t appreciate the implication, Mr. Carrington.”

      “Oh no? Take another look ’round you, darling.” He flicked his fingers. “Go on, then.”

      When I peeked over my shoulder, all the tables were empty, and everyone was gone. “Is the party over?”

      “I believe it is for you, my dear.” He pushed the water glass toward me. “Perhaps try some of that now.”

      I abandoned my mug and brought the glass to my mouth, disregarding the cool, wet dribble running down my chin. Only Carrington, grabbing the end of the glass, stopped my chugging.

      “Do you want me to drink it, or don’t you?”

      “I wouldn’t take it that fast,” he said. “You’ll get sick. Give it a moment.”

      “That’s what she said!” I shouted.

      He ran a hand over his face, fingers splayed.

      “Spoilsport,” I slurred.

      Crinkled skin around his eyes gave him away. “Yes, well, I suppose there has to be a wet blanket in every bunch, yeah?”

      “Did I make a complete fool of myself?” I whispered.

      He set his mug on the table and rested his elbows on the edge, steepling his fingers. “I wouldn’t necessarily use the word complete.”

      I banged my glass next to his arm, and water splashed onto my hand. He knelt next to me, hushing my drunken sobs as a white napkin came into view.

      “It’s not all that bad. Come now, chin up.”

      He tapped under my chin until I complied. When our eyes met, I wept harder.

      “Am I that ugly?” he asked with a trace of laughter.

      I hiccupped, leaning toward him. He smiled broadly.

      “No,” I said. “You’re so handsome.”

      He wrapped his fingers around mine and kissed my hand. “Well, thank you, my dear. I shall cherish that sentiment always.”

      “Wow,” I said with a sigh, gripping the armrest.

      He winked and climbed to his feet. “Should that impress you, I have loads more. Are you ready to depart?”

      I shook my head and withheld my vomit by a hairsbreadth. “I can’t walk by all those people.” My voice cracked. “I made a mockery of this organization and its mission. I wanted to help the babies and the puppies, but just drank too much, cursed, and made lewd suggestions next to octogenarians.”

      I snatched the white napkin he’d left on the table. “A monogrammed handkerchief. That’s a nice touch.” I burped and held it out to him. “Here. I don’t deserve this.”

      “You’re certainly having a time of it tonight.” He stooped next to me. “If you’d rather not walk out, what do you suggest? You cannot stay here all night.”

      “I’ll be fine; they’ll all leave, and the staff’ll eventually kick me out.”

      I lost my balance, even though I was sitting. My head hit the table, and I exhaled in relief.

      “Christ,” Carrington said under his breath, moving away.

      When the terrace stopped spinning, I dissolved into blackness. Through my gloomy clouds of drunken dreams, I remembered two vividly.

      In the first dream, I was floating, carried in the arms of my beautiful angel with jet-black hair and gorgeous hazel eyes. I touched his face and thanked him, but he didn’t say anything.

      The second dream was darker; there wasn’t as much light, and I was afraid, so I called out for my angel. He came through the blackened haze, gave me some water, and kissed my forehead, telling me to go to sleep.

      I stretched upward, yearning to touch his face. I caressed his cheek several times. He resisted when I pulled him toward me, but I was powerless against his heavenly presence. I kissed him before telling him I loved him, and then darkness swallowed me whole.
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        October 27, 2019 – A few hours later – Las Vegas, NV

      

      

      There’s no sound. Oh, my god. Did I go deaf?

      Pfft.

      I scrunched my nose and muttered, “I can hear and smell.”

      I cracked an eyelid, then quickly closed it. There were no gory scenes or unwanted dread, only an expensive hotel room with dim, recessed lights.

      I wiggled my fingers, pressing them into a plush material that sprang back. “Must be the comforter,” I said.

      I moved my limbs and assumed my head would respond similarly, but after a brief lift, I let it smack the pillow.

      “I’m throwing up a prayer. Please, don’t let anything else come up with it.”

      I balled my hands into fists to launch myself upward on the count of three. I moved on two to trick my head. One of my fists dug into the comforter while the other connected with a solid board.

      “Good mother of Christ!” the board expelled in a familiar voice.

      He sounds British. Oh, no. Last night can’t have happened.

      I clutched my head. The mattress dipped as Carrington’s weight distribution changed.

      “What in the name of everything holy is wrong with you, woman?”

      “Me? What’s wrong with you? Why the hell are you here?”

      “I should throttle you,” he said through clenched teeth. “For future reference, there are ways to inquire why I’m occupying a space other than cracking me in the stones.”

      I moaned like a wounded animal and slapped the bed, rolling onto my side. My right kidney nearly exploded. “Oh, for fuck’s sake!”

      A bolt of white lightning blasted through my vision. As I shot up, I barely kept my stomach from flopping across the floor. “Did we have sex?”

      “No,” he replied. “You weren’t in the proper state for it.”

      “Oh.”

      Heat scorched through my body, easing some of my headache. I patted the mussed sheets uncoordinatedly.

      He guarded himself. “Keep still, daft woman.”

      “Um, can I pee?”

      “Likely easier than I can.”

      “Can I go?”

      He swore under his breath, giving me a full-on glare. “The last I checked, you don’t require my sodding permission.”

      “You told me not to move!”

      “And when exactly do you listen?”

      “Uck. I didn’t know you were there.” I duck-walked to the bathroom. “I didn’t hit you on purpose. I was trying to get up without vomiting. I’m sorry I hurt you.”

      When I slapped the switch panel, the overhead lights popped on. “Too bright! Fuck it. I’ll piss in the dark.”

      I hit another button, and muted illumination appeared under the vanities. I was still in my coral cocktail dress.

      “My bra is probably etched to my rib cage,” I said.

      After relieving myself, I tripped and stumbled into the vanity sink. “I need to get this taste out of my mouth.”

      The toothbrush was in the holder, but when I clawed for the toothpaste, I had to hunt for it. I glanced into the mirror while going to town on the overgrown moss covering my teeth. Carrington stood in the doorway, against the frame, mildly irritated.

      “Amanda never mentioned your propensity for drinking,” he said.

      “Amanda Greyson?” I asked. He nodded. I slurped some water to rinse my mouth. “She’s my agent. We have a business relationship. I see her maybe twice a year.”

      I froze as I reached for my cosmetics bag under the vanity. A large black toiletry case had replaced my bag, with various masculine products.

      I put my hands on my hips. “Have you seen my bag?”

      “I can’t say that I have, no.”

      “It was right there.” I pointed at his case. “You didn’t see it at all?”

      The corner of his mouth twitched. “No. I did not.”

      I checked the other side of the vanity. “Not a problem. I’m sure I’ll find it.”

      “That’s highly doubtful.”

      “Oh, really?” I asked. “Why’s that?”

      “It’s probably in your room.”

      A sudden head rush sent me sideways, and everything went dark. When I opened my eyes, I was still in the bathroom with Carrington kneeling behind me.

      “Bloody hell, Clara,” he said.

      “Sorry,” I replied, staring at him upside down and backward.

      He moved my hair away from my face with his fingertips, brushing my cheek as his hazel eyes softened. “You’re a walking catastrophe. Do you know that?”

      Blood pounded in my ears. “I need water,” I said.

      He extended his hand, wincing as he helped me to stand.

      “Aren’t you a little old to keep getting up and down from the floor?” I asked.

      “Aren’t you a little old to be drinking yourself into a blackout and using a strange man’s toothbrush?” he retorted.

      I cocked a brow. “In my defense, I didn’t know you were strange before I used it.” He almost smiled. “Why exactly did you bring me to your room?”

      “I didn’t know where your room key was, or what room you were in, for that matter.” He appraised me. “You were also quite insistent that I remain with you.”

      “I don’t remember that part,” I said, growing warm in the cheeks.

      “That’s unsurprising.” He leaned against the vanity with his ankles crossed. “You were enjoying quite the bender.”

      He’s graceful, even in a day-old wrinkled tuxedo, while I’m disheveled and grasping at pink-umbrella-adorned memory straws.

      “Did someone put something in my drink?” I asked.

      “I assure you, as I did last night, that the only risky thing in your drink was alcohol.” He searched my face. “Although that barman was pouring them rather strongly. How many do you recall consuming?”

      “Three.”

      “Mmmm,” he hummed, contemplating me. “That’s what you said last night, though I found it difficult to believe you’d become quite so inebriated on that little volume.” He inclined his chin. “When did you last have spirits?”

      “Oh, not that long ago.” I averted my eyes and steadied my head as I shambled into the bedroom.

      Carrington appeared behind me. “Are you looking for something?”

      “Mini-fridge?”

      “Through there, to the left.” He motioned at the area.

      My mouth fell open, and I squeaked, “There’s another room.”

      I bounced on the balls of my feet, then immediately regretted it. I slowly walked over the cream-and-beige gingham carpet and held my hands up, hissing.

      “Can you close those drapes?” I asked.

      He laughed as he electronically closed the draperies, then turned on some of the dimmer lighting.

      I gasped when I saw the fridge. “Where did you get a full-sized refrigerator?”

      “Well, it’s not actually mine,” he replied. “It came with the room.”

      I glared at him. “Forgive me, your grammatical highness. How have you procured such a remarkable item for your temporary dwelling?”

      He rocked on his heels and smiled at his feet, looking at me through the fan of his dark lashes. “One tends to receive preferential treatment when the price is right.”

      “I’ll have to remember that.”

      Aside from different types of water, the fridge held juices, sodas, candies, and cold-cut sandwiches. “Do you want something to drink?” I asked.

      “No, thank you. I’ve taken the liberty of ordering breakfast. I beg your pardon; however, I requested it last night whilst you were asleep. The food should be here within the hour, but please feel free to take what you wish in the interim.”

      I chose apple juice and a KitKat. He pulled out a sizeable beige armchair at a glass dining table by the window, then stood next to its twin. I sat, and he joined me with amusement.

      “A woman of discerning taste, I see.”

      I snapped off a piece of chocolate and offered it to him. He declined, stifling another smile. I devoured the chocolate in three bites.

      “What’s so funny?” I asked.

      “You are, Clara.” It was an echo of something from last night.

      “What am I doing that’s funny?”

      “You have a childlike quality.” He chuckled at my quizzical eyes as I finished my candy. “You seemed poised and polished upon our first meeting in New York. I’ll admit, that’s part of why I asked Amanda to introduce us.”

      “Shit,” I grumbled. “That’s how you know her.”

      “If I correctly recall the way you stared at me the night we met, I’m surprised you would’ve forgotten me.”

      Oh, save me from the arrogance.

      I rolled my eyes. “In case you missed it, I had a lot to drink last night.”

      “Regardless, after the past twelve hours, I’ve found a refreshing characteristic in you that I rarely encounter in people.”

      With my chocolate gone and water gulped, I struggled to open my apple juice. I eeped when the lid came off. “Apart from the drinking?”

      “Indeed. Your childlike quality is akin to innocence.”

      I raised my brows. “Well, that’s a fucking first.”

      He emitted a genuine belly laugh and excused himself when the doorbell rang. A service cart entered the room, resembling one from an old movie with its silver bell-shaped lid and the ice bucket off to the side.

      The server brought the cart to a halt next to my chair,  reaching underneath for a white linen tablecloth that he snapped stiff. He flared it like Marilyn Monroe’s dress in The Seven Year Itch.

      The server lifted the silver lid, revealing so much food that a small army couldn’t finish it, let alone two people.

      “Are we expecting guests?” I asked Carrington.

      “I was uncertain what you liked, thus, I ordered a bit of everything.”

      The server walked the cart toward me. I smiled, and his eyes moved to my hands. “Your trash, ma’am.”

      “Oh!” I tossed my stuff onto the platter and checked his name tag. “Thanks, Ben.”

      “My pleasure, ma’am.” Ben shook hands with Carrington, who gave him some money. “Oh, no, sir. Gratuity is included.”

      “Yes, well, a little more never hurts, yeah?”

      Ben thanked him and left.

      “My headache is lessening from the smell,” I said, “but this food is excessive, even for Vegas.”

      Carrington caressed my lower back while walking past me. He sat, filled his plate with the offerings from our small buffet, and pointed to my chair.

      “We shall eat what we like now and save the rest for later. Sit, please.”

      Our spread included bacon, eggs, sausage, pancakes, waffles, French toast, tomato slices, mushrooms, brown stuff with white specks, and…

      “Are those baked beans?” I asked.

      “And right good-looking ones, too.” He added the beans to his plate alongside the speckled sponge.

      “What’s that?”

      He settled two tomato slices next to his mushrooms. “Black pudding,” he said.

      “Oh.”

      “Pork fat mixed with blood and oatmeal,” he answered before I asked.

      I packed my plate with anything but that. “Sounds delicious.”

      It’s been damn near sixteen hours since I ate, and this food is decadently indulgent.

      I cut off a corner of my waffle and smeared it in syrup and butter, relishing the first bite with a small, “Mmm-hmm!”

      Carrington glanced at me. I eagerly chewed, moving on to the pancakes. I twirled a piece on my fork to break a trailing wisp of syrup as I thought about last night.

      I’d pregamed before leaving for the charity ball to block out my thoughts of calling Mark. After twenty minutes, I found the Cristal ballroom and headed straight to the buffet table. I studied the wall of mirrors behind the bar and⁠—

      Fuck. My cellulite had dimpled my satin cocktail dress—that I’m still wearing.

      Sinister pockmarks marred the dress. My syrupy pancake turned to ash in my mouth. I swallowed, and the food sat in my stomach like a stone. I pushed my plate away.

      Carrington lowered his cutlery and inspected my side. “Is there something wrong?”

      The all-too-familiar numbness descended upon me. “No. I’m just getting full.”

      “Already?” He craned his neck, and his forehead creased. “You’ve barely touched anything.”

      “No. I’ve had plenty.” A speck of black on the snow-white tablecloth caught my attention, but my hopelessness returned. The walls shrank as my claustrophobia hit. “My stomach is acting a little funny. I should go.”

      He narrowed his eyes. “I’m sorry to hear it. Would that have anything to do with your skipping dinner last night?”

      “What?” I asked sharply.

      “I thought so.” He resumed eating.

      I eyed him. “Look, I’ll never be able to thank you for the kindness you’ve shown me today and last night. I owe you a lot more than eating and running, but it’s best if I go to my room. Thank you again for everything.”

      He stood next to me in a flash. “I’m aware of what you’re doing, Clara. What are you, about five-four?”

      I bobbed my head, and his beautiful hazel eyes grew weary.

      “You probably weigh no more than ten stone. I can assure you that starving yourself will not work.”

      He hovered his hand near my arm.

      “How—”

      “I’ve seen enough women that I care about become embroiled in unattainable beauty aspirations,” he interjected. “Were women meant to be flat as a board, they wouldn’t have been endowed with such voluptuous assets.”

      He searched my face with a gentle gaze and touched my hand. “Please, do your mind a favor and disregard what others may think about your appearance.” He squeezed my fingers. “Then, do your body a favor and eat something.”

      He returned to his side, and I stared at his vacated spot.

      “How much is ten stone?” I asked. “And how did you know I hadn’t had dinner?”

      “I’ll share that information as soon as you resume eating.”

      My stomach rumbled loudly. He gave me a death stare, so I ate the eggs, sausage, and bacon as he took a final bite of his mushrooms and tomatoes.

      “Ten stone converts to one hundred and forty pounds, I believe.”

      “Mm,” I hummed.

      My last weigh-in was one-fifty.

      “Additionally, I wasn’t privy to the fact that you had skipped dinner.”

      “I don’t understand. You just said the opposite.”

      His serious stare met my unconvinced one, and he set his fork across his knife to form an X on his plate.

      “I watched you.” He wiped his mouth with his napkin. “You contemplated something whilst eating normally; whatever thought crossed your mind also caused you to look at yourself and stop eating.”

      He poured a small glass of orange juice from the pitcher. “Based upon your intoxication, I deduced that your stomach must’ve been fairly empty.” He sipped his drink and locked eyes with me. “Thus, I guessed, and your reaction told me everything I needed to know.”

      “That’s impressive,” I confessed, then added warily, “and unnerving.”

      He knitted his brows and leaned back in his chair, folding his hands across his lap. “Why unnerving?”

      I finished one more slice of bacon as I focused on a painted picture of a naked woman over his left shoulder. “No one’s ever explained an observation technique like that to me. Do you use it often?”

      “All the time. That’s how I read people during interviews.”

      “Do they know that?” I asked, stiffening.

      He took another drink. “I fail to find it plausible anyone would believe I can read minds, if that’s what you’re suggesting. To be a quality interviewer, one must read body language.”

      He stared at me, suffocating egotism exuding from every pore, and shrugged. “That is my job.”

      “And you’re good at it,” I said, mirroring his relaxed pose.

      He set his empty glass on the table. “So it would seem.”

      “Right, and when did you read me as innocent? Was that during or after my blackout?”

      “When you kept awakening to thank me for caring for you.” He smirked. “You called me your angel.”

      Warmth crept up my arms, neck, and cheeks. I looked away, but not soon enough. “I thought that was a dream,” I said.

      “It certainly was for me.” He quirked his lips in my peripheral vision. “Particularly when you kissed me.”

      I glared at him. “Is that so? Do you make a habit of kissing drunk women?”

      “Not regularly.” He lifted his hands, defenseless. “On the contrary, it often seems to be the other way ’round.”

      I crossed my legs and circled my ankle. “You know, you really don’t know me well enough to assume anything about my personality, character, or virtue. I appreciate you taking care of me, but watching me act cutesy while drunk and making a lucky guess about my eating habits doesn’t make you an expert on human perception. It’s presumptuous to believe you are one.”

      “I never said that I was an expert,” he replied. “Nor does the fact that I cared for you imply anything about me. So, perhaps, you should wield that self-righteous sword at yourself rather than bandying it about, yeah?”

      I bolted from my chair like a trapped mouse escaping a cat, crossing my arms. “No. I wouldn’t be so bold as to assume I knew you at all. But I suppose I should deem myself lucky. I’ve heard a lot about you and your proclivity for using and disposing of women.”

      “Is that right?” he whispered, tapping his chin. His easy smile became sardonic. “Yes, well, you must tell all your friends you survived a night with the big, bad wolf.”

      I raised my hands. “I’m sorry. That was a low blow. You’ve been nothing but a gentleman, and that’s what I plan to tell everyone.”

      He remained silent.

      “Okay,” I went on, “it’s painfully obvious we know nothing about each other.” I dropped my arms to my sides. “But I⁠—”

      “I may not know much about your private details, Clara; however, I’m fairly confident of my assessment.”

      He stood abruptly, leaving two feet between us. “Incidentally, one portion of our conversation has captured my curiosity. Why did you become so riled and defensive as to insult me after I called you innocent for your behavior?”

      I tensed. “I don’t want to fight with you, John.”

      His cheek ticked. “I’m not fighting with you, Clara. You’ll either explain it, or you’ll decline.”

      I swore quietly. “I took it as a negative. When you goaded me about kissing you, I thought the implication was naïveté, like a teenager getting drunk on prom night and innocently making out with her date in the back of a car.”

      “What you did was exceptionally naïve. You took a dangerous chance drinking that much on an empty stomach in a strange place alone. How else would you choose to describe your actions?”

      “None of your fucking business?”

      He touched my upper arm. “That may be so; however, you rather made it my business when you took a step back from the overlook railing. You looked like you were performing a drunken version of Grandmother’s Footsteps, for Christ’s sake.”

      I whipped my arm away from him. “I didn’t ask you to save me!”

      He stuffed his hands into his pockets and raised his voice. “The male attendees were all but waiting on you to fall and expose your arse in that tight little dress.”

      His gaze rested upon my mid-thigh hemline, and my cheeks blazed.

      “I was politely approaching you to say that your dress was riding rather high on your bottom when you stumbled. As luck would have it, I tugged your dress down after you bumped into me, but I dare say someone else would’ve intervened had I not been nearby. The vultures were descending, Clara; you were too pissed to see them.”

      He ran a hand through his hair, ruffling it like a dashing, golden-age movie star. “However, by all means, act as if I were the one overstepping some imaginary line. I carried you to safety and allowed you to kiss me without repercussions.”

      Tingles of anger and shame flickered down my spine, and the corners of my eyes burned. I turned away from him and cupped my face.

      “I won’t be made to feel like a whore because I wore a revealing dress and drank too much.” My voice cracked. I cleared my throat and said firmly, “I’m leaving.”

      Carrington blocked the doorway. I walked toward him, determined.

      He reminds me of a lost man searching for his way home, but I’m stronger than the guilt written on his face.

      I halted several feet short of him. “Move.”

      “Forgive me, Clara. I shouldn’t have spoken to you so harshly. You’re correct. What you were wearing should not have mattered.”

      I jerked my head and raised one brow.

      “Unfortunately, however, it does.”

      When I sighed, he removed his left hand from his pocket and held up his index finger. “In all honesty, what you wear doesn’t matter a blink to me. You’d be a proper dish in a full-length sack.

      “Although I fully believe that you should never allow the perception of others to drive your eating or dietary habits, society demands that a certain decorum be kept to prevent it from deteriorating⁠—”

      “Is there a point to this discourse on appropriate female behavior, or are you selling a book I can pick up on my way out?” I interrupted, tapping my wrist. “Tick-tock, John. I’m growing old here.”

      “Yes, you are, Clara, that’s precisely the point.” He braced his hand across the doorframe. “You mocked me for being old. Well, do you not agree that you’re too old to become completely plastered in a room full of strangers where you could potentially become a victim?”

      His fingers slid down the frame, and his arm fell to his side. “You owe yourself more than you’re giving yourself credit for, love. Treat yourself with the dignity that you so rightly deserve.”

      Heated tear tracks rolled along my cheeks. I batted them away, then swallowed hard to tamp the sob building in my chest.

      “You met me once in a crowded restaurant,” I said. “Aside from last night’s shenanigans and this afternoon’s awkward brunch, we don’t know each other. Why do you care?”

      He didn’t answer me.

      I have to feel something that isn’t so painful, and when I can’t have alcohol, there’s only one substitute.

      When I touched his chest, the warmth emanating from his heart heated my hand and my frigid spirit.

      “Do you find me attractive?” I asked.

      He hesitated, evaluating me. “You know that I do, Clara.” He squeezed my fingers gently. “However, this isn’t right. You need help, my dear, not sex.” He turned my palm upward and placed a soft kiss in the middle of it.

      I shivered as my stomach bottomed out, and the familiar flood of desire rushed to my core. “That’s where you’re wrong, Carrington. I do need it. I need to feel wanted. I need to feel needed. I need to feel alive.”

      I traced the length of his front with my hand, stopping at his belt to work the leather strap free from its silver buckle.

      His voice was calm and even. “Clara, please. Let us use our minds here, not our impulses.”

      “There’s nothing to talk about.”

      He closed his eyes and stilled me. “No, Clara. We can’t.”

      I glanced at his zipper. “Why not? We’re attracted to each other. I can see it. What I don’t see is the problem.”

      I stepped away from him, and the wall seemed to be the only thing keeping him upright.

      “There’s slightly more to it than that, I’m afraid,” he said.

      “Like what? Is this rejection? Because you’ve ignited a flame in me that won’t be extinguished any other way.”

      He took a deep breath. “You’re extremely vulnerable. Were I to capitalize on that, I’d be no better than the vultures on the terrace.”

      “I don’t need a hero, John. I need a lover, and I need him now.”

      He remained still, so I raised my eyes to the ceiling.

      Enough is enough. If he really wants me, I can send his stoic virtue to Hell.

      I sauntered across the room, sliding my dress up to expose my cheeks under my high-cut panties. “Do you still think my dress is too short and tight?”

      He opened his eyes, and his mouth fell slightly ajar.

      “No problem,” I said. “I can take care of that.”

      My coral dress landed in the corner. I sashayed toward him, wearing my matching bra and panty set. His eyes grew hooded, heavier with my every step; his Adam’s apple bobbed with his next hard swallow.

      “Do you have anything that might be comfortable to slip into?”

      He was silent.

      With one last sultry glance at his tuxedo jacket, I rummaged in his bedroom closet. I emerged in sexy splendor, clad only in a soft pink button-up that ended at my thighs. I returned to the living room, and his dark desire sent a thrill through me.

      “I respect your attempt to stare at my face,” I said.

      “Yes, well, it is difficult. That’s an interesting outfit choice.”

      “Do you like this shirt?” I asked, twisting my hair into a bun with a pen from his desk.

      He linked his hands behind his back. “Yes. It’s one of my favorites.”

      I released the top button, sliding the next two free as I ran my tongue along the inside of my lower lip. “I can make this shirt more than your favorite, you know. I can make it unforgettable,” I promised, popping the fourth button.

      “Wouldn’t you like to feel this soft material brushing against your skin as I climb on top of you?” I asked. His hazel eyes shifted to toffee. “Wouldn’t you like your shirt to slide down as I do, when I’m dripping wet?”

      I undid the final button, a foot away from him, and pouted while lowering my lashes. “Wouldn’t you like to hear me say your name in your favorite shirt as I come all over your beautiful dick?”

      I slid my fingers along his bulging crotch. He caught my wrist, and a trace of pleading tainted his desire-drenched voice. “Be very, very certain that this is what you want. I know you’re emotionally raw; however, sex is not necessarily the answer. Think about this.”

      He’s trying to be a hero. But I need oblivion. It’s only sex.

      A second wave of arousal flooded my lower body. I stood on my toes and whispered, “I want you to fuck me until you can’t find a drop of innocence left.”

      I covered his semi-parted lips with mine. He slipped his arms around my waist and pulled me tight to his chest. I tangled my hands in his hair as he stole my breath, lifting me by my thighs until I locked my legs around his waist.

      He strode out of the living room, carrying me straight through the bedroom. I peppered his throat with kisses as he bypassed the bed, carrying me into the dark bathroom. He hit a switch with his elbow, flooding the room with light just as he nestled my ass on the edge of the vanity, pinning me with his lower body.

      He pulled my fingers from his hair, kissing both of my palms, then placed them on the cold marble on either side of my hips. His bulge ground into my sensitive mound. I moaned, but it was swallowed by his mouth.

      He stilled my gyrating hips. I cursed, frustrated, but he shackled me to the spot, nibbling my lower lip.

      “I want to touch you,” I said.

      After caressing my rib cage, he pressed my hands against the vanity, bumping my chin with his nose as he smiled into my neck. “Keep your hands where they are.”

      I whimpered as his lips trailed heat down my chest, burning right through the Oxford cloth. He halted at my left breast. My cry echoed through the room as my hardened nub poked into damp fabric.

      When I writhed, I let my head fall against the wall. He repeated his pattern on the other side, blowing on my wet nipple.

      I arched against his mouth, my fingers gripping the marble as I fought the sheer heat of him. He paused only to shift the hem of the shirt, inhaling against my skin.

      His lips brushed my stomach, and then he feathered kisses along my left leg. He paid particular attention to the curve of my knee, remaining heedless to my mewling until he reached my thigh juncture.

      “Thank Christ,” I said. He started kissing my opposite ankle. “Carrington, please.”

      “Beg me for it, darling.”

      “I am!”

      He clucked his tongue. “It’s not good enough.”

      I arched, and my thigh grazed his belt. He breathed deeply.

      “What the fuck do you want me to say?”

      “I want you to beg me for release, Clara. Beg me to give you an orgasm.”

      “Why?” I asked helplessly, tossing my head.

      He knelt under me, and I slid onto his shoulders as he moved closer to my opening.

      “I’m only doing what you asked me to do, love.”

      “I asked you to fuck me, not to torture me.” When his breath tickled my sensitive skin, I kicked my hips.

      “I want you to fuck
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