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  AUTHOR'S NOTE


Welcome back to the Bandit Brothers World! Thank-you for returning! If you're new here an extra welcome to you! 
The Bandit Brothers Series is wrapping up, but before we go Josie and Ares find their HEA. Ares has watched his brother and all of his co-workers have theirs and I think his time is overdue. Josie deserves a HEA of her own, with all the rope play she can handle! I hope you love these characters as much as I do. 
Please keep in mind, that like all the books in the Bandit Brothers world, Flame For Keeps was written in Canadian English. Some words may look different to you. Examples that come to mind from Flame For Keeps include: chiselled, rumour and fervour.
If you feel that a typo escaped my editing teams, please feel free to drop me a screenshot here: raleigh@raleighdamson.com
Content Notes 
This book features consensual kink, power exchanges, and public play. There are brief mentions of historic, implied off-page abuse that happened during the MC's childhood and attempted SA of the FMC. There is also 'adult-napping' of the FMC and drugging by secondary characters to the FMC. 
Happy spicy reading.
 Raleigh Damson 
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  1 JOSIE  


Chefs don’t get hired in the dining room. 
Josie Agosti pushed the words from her bestie out of her mind, even if she knew deep in her bones her friend was right.
She shifted in the scooped modern chair, needing to move to relieve the tension in her body after staying up late packing orders for her catering customers.
Her body was protesting the repetitive movement and too much time standing she’d done last night, but her customers relied on her to come through and she wasn’t going to let them down.
She stopped herself from moving the fork next to the knife. It was off by an inch and looked obscenely out of place in the famed seafood fine dining restaurant. 
The crystal lights glowed from above, casting a soft spotlight on the polished wooden tables. The little vase of fresh flowers on each table had a star ornament perfect for the season without being overdone.
The wooden beams above created an openness for all this elegance to fit into giving it strong West Coast vibes and, even though she told herself it doesn’t matter, she’d really like to work here.
This restaurant was the kind of place a reservation needed to be made six months in advance, the kind of place celebrities frequented. The butterflies inside her belly were fluttering with nowhere to go. She couldn’t wait to meet with Executive Chef Gregory McNab and accept the job offer.
That’s what’s going to happen, she told herself, as if thinking it could will it into a reality.

      ***When Chef McNabb called her out of the blue for an interview, she couldn’t believe her luck and jumped at the chance.
“But how did he get your number?” Josie asked to her friends. 
“Does it matter?” Cecilia asked. “Chef McNabb’s restaurant is super intense, Josie. Do you really want that?”
“You know I do.” Josie brushed off the skeptical looks on her friends faces, they knew that working in this kind of restaurant was her dream.

      ***She moved the small vase, taking deep breaths to quell her nerves. Josie took the top of the box off the shortbread cookies she’d brought as she saw the Chef’s balding head emerge from the back of the house.
“Ms. Agosti.” Chef McNabb held out his hand. He glanced at her from head to toe, the scrutiny making her sweat. But she shook his hand and tried to smile. 
“Your resume is impressive! Graduate of Northwest Culinary Academy of Vancouver! Staging in Prince Edward Island.” Chef McNabb reached out and took a shortbread cookie from the box.
“Yes, Chef,” Josie said. “I love working with fresh ingredients and seafood. Both those experiences taught me a lot about using the bounty of the waters and making great plates of food.”
“I see. But not a lot of work experience in the kitchen aside from school?”
“I have a small catering business. I’ve cooked for several local celebrities.” She blushed, thinking of Ares Montague’s light green eyes, his striking angular face, and his curly blond hair.
Her tummy flipped flopped, thinking of the last time she saw Ares and turned down his invitation to dinner.
Again.
“You should be proud of your accomplishments, Ms. Agosti. I saw you perform in my kitchen during your bench test, and I loved how calm you were under pressure.”
Even though Chef McNabb had to leave that night, leaving his head chef in charge, Josie got along with the woman, and she knew she’d impressed Chef Paulson. Chef Paulson had been the first female head chef at the famed restaurant, and Josie looked up to her. To cook under her was a dream come true.
Josie smiled at his praise and hope bubbled up inside her. This was it.
Everything she dreamed about was going to happen.
“Thank-you Chef,” Josie said, smiling so wide her lips hurt. She couldn’t wait for him to make her an offer.
Chef McNabb leaned forward and took another shortbread cookie. “But I can’t offer you a job in my kitchen.”
Her smile faded, and her stomach hit the floor.
The chef chewing her shortbread cookie didn’t meet her eyes.
“Oh.” Josie leaned forward, willing herself not to cry. “But you said you were happy with my work.”
“My kitchen is fast-paced. We have thirty-five tables here and they turn over fast from Thursday to Sunday. We do a special feature each Monday, which brings a crowd in and we rarely have a lull. Maybe you should try a different type of restaurant.”
Her cheeks flamed. On Prince Edward Island, she worked for a celebrity chef, never missing a beat. Her references glowed.
“I kept up on service during the bench test,” Josie said.
“That’s true. Priscilla was thrilled with your work.”
Josie felt a flush climb up her neck. “Then why don’t you think I am a good fit?”
Chef McNabb clasped his hands together. “You kept up during one service, but for example, our Sunday brunch is busy and I have concerns about you keeping up all the time. At this high level, we expect consistency. A lot of young chefs have a problem with speed in the kitchen.”
“I can handle the physicality of being a chef,” Josie said. Her face grew hot and she felt about three apples high.
“As I said, maybe you can try for a different type of restaurant, one that is slower paced.” Chet McNabb grabbed another shortbread cookie. “You know, the back of the house isn’t for everyone. You have a pleasant personality. Have you thought of working on the floor? I could use a good hostess as back-up.”
Her cheeks burned with embarrassment. “As you said, I’ve accomplished a lot. I want to work in fine dining.”
“The workplace is often different from what they tell you in school. If you have a little catering business, I would stick to that.”
Josie twisted her hands into fists under the table. Nope, not going to cry. “Can I ask why you brought me in for an interview? You’re the one who called me.”
Chef McNabb picked up another cookie, broke it in half, crumbs dropping on the table. “Ares Montague gave me your number.”
“Ares?” Josie repeated. Her thoughts came to a halt.
“Yeah, we play in the same monthly charity poker game. I mentioned that I was looking for a chef and he said I should give you a call. He’d consider it a favour.” Chef McNabb gave her a smirk. “It’s nice to think he owes me now.”
Ares. Josie bit her tongue because she didn’t want to scream, not here. She felt humiliated enough.
“It was good to see you again, Ms. Agosti.” Chef McNabb stood, extending his hand.
“Thank you for meeting with me,” Josie said. She put the lid back on her shortbread cookies.
“Do you think I can get the recipe for your shortbread?”
“I’ll email it,” Josie said, her voice wobbling. She stood from the table, turned to Chef McNabb but she couldn’t think of anything to say. She knew she’d think of all the things she could have said as soon as she left but right now, words failed her.
He waved to her, and she exited the restaurant. 
Outside in the cool drizzle, she took a few deep breaths, her thoughts crowding her mind, walking as fast as she could, stopping when she caught sight of her limp in a shop’s windows. She only ever saw it when other people did and she hated that. Josie closed her eyes against the wave of anger that threatened to spill tears because she knew this wasn’t worth crying over.
She stopped, pulling her cell out of her bag.
“Did you get the job?” Her best friend, Cecilia Yen’s, high voice made her smile.
“Nope. He had concerns about how I could keep up in his kitchen. A lot of young chefs have a problem with the speed of the kitchen. He wondered if maybe I would find being a hostess more enjoyable because I have a pleasant personality.” Her voice cracked, she couldn’t keep it together. she sniffled a sob and wiped at her face. 
“You should sue the fucker, go to the press.”
“No, Cecilla. He didn’t say it,” Josie said. She turned left to where she parked her car.
He wasn’t the first person to use her disability as an excuse. Her cerebral palsy affected how she walked, but it didn’t make her incompetent.
“He all but did. What are you doing tonight?”
“I got to get back to the kitchen. I have food to cook.” She was fortunate she had work, and she needed to keep her customers happy.
“I don’t know how you let it roll off your back.”
“I don’t. It hurts, but I can’t do anything about it.”
“You don’t need him or anyone else, Josie. You have a business.”
“I know.”
It was the same thing her mother said about every interview Josie took. Her mom didn’t understand why she wouldn’t stop trying to get a job in a restaurant when her catering business outgrew her mother’s kitchen and she’d become busy enough to hire an assistant. But she couldn’t help but hold the dream she had of working in a fine dining restaurant.
Her ex-boyfriend, Ethan, told her she couldn’t do it and maybe that’s why she kept taking interviews, she needed to prove him wrong.
She thumped her steering wheel with her palm, a wave of anger crashing through her as Chef McNabb’s words registered deeper into her brain. She didn’t need favours.
“I have time to swing by before my shift.”
“Thanks, but I’m okay.” She needed to be alone, to work to drown out her anger.
The fact that Ares did her a favour she didn’t ask for made her blood heat with a simmering rage.
“See you tomorrow night for cat sitting?”
“I’ll be there,” Josie said. As soon as she hung up, her phone buzzed with a text.
[Harper]
Hi Josie! I know it’s short notice, but can you bring something by for lunch, for 3pm?


She wanted to deny the request, but Harper was a good friend and the Montagues helped her business grow over the years.
It’s not like she had any good reason to deny it. A lot of her customers asked for on-the-spot lunches and she always had something ready to go.
No problem!


If Ares thought that she needed help, she was going to show him that she didn’t, thank you very much.
Before pulling out of the parking lot to make her way back to the restaurant she rented space in, she called her assistant.
“Hey, Josie. How did Chef Alphahole go?”
Josie grinned. “He’s not…okay, he kind of is. He doesn’t want me.”
“You don’t need him,” Avery said.
“So everyone keeps telling me. I’m on my way back, but I got a last-minute lunch request for Axis Management. Can you put together three lunch bowls? The salmon bowl was a hit last time, so let’s send those.”
“Not a problem.”
“Good. See you in thirty.”
Josie sighed, reached over, and brought up her playlist. With Avery taking care of the delivery, at least she didn’t have to see Ares Montague and could put him out of her mind.






  
  2 ARES


“I don’t want a yacht.” 
Ares bit the inside of his cheek because he wasn’t going to show that he was annoyed with his younger brother in front of their investment advisor. This meeting had already dragged on at the speed of paint drying and Xander wasn’t wrapping it up. He was so annoyed he wanted to reach across the sleek black desk and grab Xander by his high-collared shirt and shake him.
Ares stared cooly at his brother, ignoring the look their frustrated investment advisor, Rick Peters, gave him. Rick should know by now that Ares would always side with his brother.
Even if he’s being completely ridiculous.
It was his lot in life to be his brother’s protector, to be the one that always saved face no matter what, and to keep Xander’s secrets.
Most of the time, Ares accepted his role with good humour and grace.
But he was hungry. He had a meeting of his own to get to, and he was expecting a call from Chef McNabb.
Ares shuffled his folder, ignoring his buzzing phone. “If you had ever bothered to read the reports, you’d know that we do have a yacht. It was acquired four years ago.”
“You gotta be kidding me.” Xander’s expression changed from stoic to a grimace, and he leaned under his desk.
To adjust whatever Harper’s mouth was doing, no doubt.
Ares schooled his features and, with an effort, trampled down his irritation. He had other problems to solve and this was a waste of his time. 
Problems that he didn’t want the legitimate side of the business to know about.
“Xander, we wouldn’t have gone ahead with the purchase unless you signed for it,” Rick explained, exasperation creeping in his tone. “The purchase was part of a real estate investment in Monaco.”
“The Bordel estate,” Ares said.
“Why couldn’t we buy the estate and not the yacht? I don’t want the yacht.”
God forbid Xander did something that made him seem like a billionaire. With his long black hair, his sleek black vest, and a high collar dress shirt, he looked like a grown-up goth kid playing a businessman.
Ares snickered because that’s exactly what his brother was.
“We wanted a place in Monaco. The yacht was part of the deal,” Ares said. He made eye contact with his brother and, as slightly as he could, he tapped his watch.
“Fine. Make it not part of the deal. Anything else?”
Rick started to gather his papers. “No, that’s all for today.”
“Thanks, Rick, I appreciate it.” Ares stood, extended his hand. Rick shook it.
Xander stood. The three men in the room ignored the muffled, “ouch.” that came from beneath the desk.
Xander brushed by Ares, gave him a smirk as he walked Rick out of the sleek executive office.
Ares closed the door behind them.
“You should tell him that you want to take the yacht for a spin before we get rid of it, love.”
“I don’t know if going on a yacht is on my bucket list, either,” Harper said, her auburn head popping up.
“I might want to take it out for a test drive.”
It’d be sweeter if he had someone to enjoy the yacht with. He reached for his phone, as the image of a petite woman with dark curly hair and glasses flashed through his mind. Every person he knew was currently in a happy, loving relationship. He was happy for them, but he wanted someone. Ironically, he wanted someone who didn’t care that his money could buy a yacht.
“Drustan Tennyson is next.” Harper came around the front of a desk and glanced at Xander’s tablet. 
“What else is on the agenda today?”
“Xander has a meeting with Henri, and then the three of us are going out for dinner. You get the place to yourself tonight.”
“Thanks, Mom, I’ll throw a party,” Ares smiled.
Harper grinned back, her eyes lighting with mirth. Xander created a calendar app that launched his empire, but Harper Blake was the best thing that ever happened to him.
“I’m starving. I’m going to run out. Can I get you anything?” Ares checked his watch.
“I called for lunch from Josie’s,” Harper flashed him a grin.
Merely hearing her name dissolved his grumpiness. “Thanks Harper. You think of everything.”
“It’s my job. Xander figured Drustan’s meeting would go long, and he’d try to take us out. So we ordered in.”
“Excellent.” He swiped his portfolio from his chair and walked out of Xander’s office.
He heard laughing from Gardenia’s open door and paused to stick his head in.
Dax, the leader of their offshore operative team, was nuzzling Gardenia’s neck. 
“Hey.” Gardenia backed up onto her desk, her face flushed.
“Hey Ares. I’m here to consult with Ryder and had to stop to see my wife.” Dax slung an arm around his wife and hugged her close.
“Glad I caught you.” He exchanged a grin with Dax while Gardenia blushed.
“I’ll see you at the meeting Mr. Montague.”
“Take your time, Gardenia.”
He spun on his heel, whistling as he walked out of Gardenia’s office and out of the executive floor offices and took the elevator to the main floor.
The thought of seeing Josie made him feel lighter, easing the burdens on his shoulders. He wanted to see her cute smile. The way she blushed when he looked at her with heated appreciation.
The main floor of Axis Management hummed with an energy of anticipation like it did when they were about to launch a new project. Ever since they hired Jillian, Harper’s assistant, and opened the downstairs, he enjoyed coming to work in this glass and steel building that his brother wanted so separately.
Ares couldn’t deny that Xander’s plan worked. The public facing side of Axis Management was all about technology innovation and bringing innovators of new designs to market, like the anti-breakable glass that was soon going to be on every laptop and smartphone that Laurent Technologies produced.
That deal was a long time in the making and hadn’t been announced yet.
Axis Management housed a lab, recruited the best scientists and engineers in the world, and, besides technology and fabrication, had their hands in medical and biochemical industries.
“Hi Meg,” Ares said to the head of their tech department.
Meg pushed her glasses up on her nose. “Good morning, Mr. Montague, we’re just setting up the showroom for the presentation later.”
“I know we’re in capable hands,” Ares said.
He bypassed her, then pushed opened the door of the conference room. Another one of Xander’s quirks, it featured an oval kitchen table from when they first started and had at the house they rented space in, before Xander decided to build this piece of glass and steel architecture, that stands impressively modern in the downtown. 
Ares poured himself a cup of coffee from the waiting carafe and scrolled through his phone. He wanted to text Chef McNabb, but he stopped himself, knowing he was going to see Josie in a few minutes and he’d ask her himself.
When the chef bemoaned his lack of skilled chefs at the last poker game, Ares had to toss out Josie’s name.
Over the years, he had thrown her as much business as he possibly could, but didn’t feel it was enough. The last time he saw her was at Kayleigh and Erik’s wedding, where they shared a quick dance. He wanted to spend the whole night with her and invited her to dinner again, but once again, she’d brushed aside his request.
But he wasn’t going to give up.
Not in a creepy, stalker way, but he was sure Josie was nervous around him and he wanted to reassure her.
If she said that she wasn’t interested in him, well, he was man enough to take the hint. And it’s not like he didn’t have women throwing themselves at him wherever he went.
But there was something about Josie that made him want to spend more time with her the more he saw her.
He couldn’t get her out of his mind and now that his brother’s life had calmed down and their business -both the public facing and their private operative side was handled -, it was time to make it clear to Josie exactly how he felt about her.
“Ares, there you are! I thought you had run out the door because you knew I was coming.” Drustan Tennyson set his briefcase down on the kitchen table.
Ares exchanged the man’s handshake. “And miss you? Not at all Drustan. I’ve had this meeting circled on my calendar for the last month.”
“Yeah, in fear,” Xander said, striding into the room. “Drustan. No need to sit. You won’t be here that long.”
“I always said you two were funny! Not many people can boast about knowing you before you built your empire.” Drustan slapped Ares’s shoulder.
Ares gritted his back teeth. Drustan was one of those fist pounding guys. The guy who wanted to take you to the football game and then snort a line.
Unfortunately, he was also had a brilliant technical mind, and he was the CEO that gave Xander’s scheduling app the go ahead.
Ares’s only part of this success was buying stock in Drustan's company and shares in the app. Even if it mortgaged their father’s estate. At the time, Ares couldn’t think of a better way to use the money, because fuck the bastard. He and Xander washed that money away as quickly as they could.
“The answer is still no, Drustan. Even if Axis Management did have the technology, you think we do, it’s not for sale.” Xander leaned back in his seat, giving the appearance of being all casual.
“Everything is for sale, Xander,” Drustan placed his hands against the back of his neck and stretched. “Everyone has a price.”
Xander leaned forward, making eye contact with the man. “No. You might have heard that we’ve been too busy developing break-proof glass technology.”
“Which is why I know you have your fingers in the nanotechnology field. The call for better nanotechnology application is a loud one, and the need is great. If someone was to replace the increasingly outdated conductive film used in every touchscreen, there is a boatload of money to make. I know you like a challenge, Xander.”
“I don’t know if I need any more challenges,” Xander said.
“Okay, pretend that you didn’t hire the leading expert in nanotechnology.”
“We hire a lot of people, Drustan. Is this the point of your meeting?” Xander said.
“No. I have an offer for you. You let me in on this nanotechnology you don’t have before going to Henri or anyone else.”
“Unless I’m out of the loop, you don’t manufacture screens,” Ares said. “Even if we do have this technology, it’s meant for electronic devices and wearable technology. What do you want to do with it?”
“I want to get ahead.” Drustan grinned at them like a shark enjoying a meal. “If there is an equivalent to indium tin oxide that is workable, I want in on it. I want to take it to the government.”
Ares forced himself not to react and willed Xander to keep his cool.
His brother didn’t let him down. “Drustan, I am only an inventor who got lucky once or twice. What you think we have is above my head.”
“You can’t play that modest card with me, Xander. Maybe you got the rest of the world to believe that you are only an inventor, a technology company, and maybe they were gullible enough to believe that you rescuing Mulberry Stevens was a one-time thing. I know better.”
Chills broke out across Ares’s spine.
There were few men who could hurt them. Frankly, the armour around Axis Management and the depths they went to hide Xander’s background should be impregnable, but there was always a risk.
“Drustan, maybe we have something you’d be interested in,” Ares said.
“Yes! I knew it! What is it?”
“Two conditions. One, you don’t tell anyone, including your mistress or your shareholders, about this and two, you have to agree to come on the deal with Henri.”
“Done and done. What is it?” Drustan stopped pacing, leaned forward on the table, his gaze like a hungry puppy going from Xander to Ares.
“We are working on nanotechnology,” Xander said.
“I knew it!” Drustan thumped the table with his fist.
“But it’s not as exciting as you think,” Xander continued. “We’re working on interfacing nano tracking technology with better screen optimization. That would give better endurance to track anything, in any kind of climate.”
“Planes. Satellites. Smartphones,” Drustan said.
“Exactly,” Ares came in. “Now Laurent Industries is our manufacturing partner, but we do need someone to write the programs. Maybe there’s room for a partnership.”
“You bet there is! I’ll take this to my team. You send me the specs on this program by the end of the day and I’ll wire whatever the asking bid is to show you that I’m serious.” Drustan's face lit up. “I’m going to take you guys out for a beer and a round of pool! You know I want to get out from my father. This is perfect!” Drustan stood.
Xander raised an eyebrow. “And you won’t speak to anyone about this? Not your father, not your shareholders. Every person you bring on the team you need signs an ironclad NDA.”
“Not even the mistress I don’t have. Yeah, I get it.” He strolled out of the room and turned back around. “Is there any chance I can meet Ida Wong?”
Ares stood, trying to cover how fast his heart was rattling out of his chest.
“You’ll meet everyone you need to have a good time,” Ares said. He clapped Drustan on the back, herding the man to the door.
“Xander, great to see you again. We were a mega success last time and this time it’s going to be even better!” Drustan fist pumps the air and throws his head back.
“I look forward to our next meeting,” Xander nodded, staring down at this desk. 
Ares stayed silent until the man left the building. He saw Jillian talking to a group from their cybersecurity team and, for a moment, he regretted their choice in making their workplace more public facing.
“I shouldn’t have let you talk me into selling the bodyguards.”
“I knew you were going to say that,” Ares said.
Xander gave him a look that would make most men cower, with his ear to his phone. “You know I hate talking to the bastard.”
“I know, but he’s the only one we trust.” Ares ran his hand through his hair. River Stone had the distinction of being the only man fired from their private operative team but Ares liked the guy.
Xander gave him the finger. Ares shrugged. It was Xander’s stubbornness that led to River Stone walking away and starting Stone Security.
“River, it’s Xander. I’m calling because I need twenty-four-hour close protection on someone very important to me.” Xander grimaced. “No, I didn’t sleep with her, you potato sack. Get me your best people over here as soon as possible, thanks.”
Xander tossed his phone across the table. “I miss the Bandit Brothers for this.”
“Yeah, but we are moving in a new direction.”
It had been their vision to have private operatives who could do everything from close protection bodyguarding to retrieving hostages and following the guy they just made a business deal with, but they grew too fast and now Team Stealth-aka Bandit Brothers is retired and Team 2.0 is too busy with work abroad to be available to them.
“I need someone from the sweepers for this.” His brother raised his eyebrows.
“No.”
“Yes.”
“Xander, no” But even as he said it, he knew he was going to give in because he saw the same logic Xander did.
“If needed, I’ll have someone from my team follow Drustan as backup.” Ares hated pulling from the team he was responsible for. The sweepers were only supposed to be available on demand to clean up the evidence that their operatives have been on the scene. Like moving bodies or staging a heart attack, whatever necessary to keep Axis Management’s private business from public view. 
A chime buzzed on the device on the table. “Yes?”
“Mr. Montague, lunch is here,” Jillian said.
“Thank you!” Ares said.
Perfect timing. Seeing Josie would cheer him up and let him stop thinking about protecting his brother for a few minutes.
He stepped around the corner and saw a curvy woman with straight blonde hair pushing a cart.
“Hello Mr. Montague! I have salmon bowls, cookies for dessert, energy smoothies and a charcuterie board.”
“Where’s Josie?” Ares reached out to stop the cart from moving.
“She was busy with other clients and sent me. But she made everything! Well, I made the dressings, but it’s her recipe. I went through culinary school. I didn’t get to do cool stages like Josie, but I did get to work at Hill Oak, then I had my daughter. I’m Avery.” She stuck out her hand.
No Josie.
Ares blinked, trying to recover from feeling like a piece of rebar rammed through his body. “I didn’t mean to make you feel unwelcome. I was expecting Josie, that’s all. Hill Oak is one of my favourite fine dining restaurants.”
Ares shook Avery’s hand, and the woman flashed him a smile.
“She’s pretty busy with Christmas orders coming in, you know?” Avery wheeled the cart past Ares into the conference room. “Now, is there anything else you gentlemen need?”
“No, thank you. This food beats anything else in the city we could grab for lunch. Thanks.” Ares flashed her a smile. It wasn’t this woman’s fault that she wasn’t her boss.
“Great! I’ll be off!” Avery smiled, finished unpacking the cartons on the sideboard, and waved, waltzing out of the room and humming.
“You got it baaad,” Xander said.
“I don’t know what you’re talking about. I’m hungry. Want to call Harper and Gardenia and tell them lunch is here? We have a lot to get through today.”
“Ares, you don’t have to be my keeper forever. I have Harper now and Logan.”
Ares turned to see his brother’s face. Xander was serious.
“I’m not complaining,” Ares said, starting to build his plate. The food smelled delicious.
“You never have. But don’t use me as your excuse to not pursue the woman.”
“Hey! Lunch smells amazing!” Harper breezed into the room, right to Xander and threw her arms around his neck.
As they locked lips, Ares brushed off those feelings of... not jealousy. Xander deserved whatever happiness he could find, and admitting his love for Harper hadn’t been easy.
Ares just wished he had that too.
But looking at Harper and Xander, he was determined to make sure it was his turn this time.






  
  3 JOSIE 


“Why do you care that Ares told Chef Alphahole to give you a call?” Cecilia snapped on a bracelet and tugged down her tight red blouse, smoothed down her tight mini skirt, and reached for a pair of hoop earrings on her dresser. 
“If someone thought you needed help and didn’t ask you and went ahead and interfered, you wouldn’t be mad?” Josie said from her friend’s bed.
“Here, try this.” Maisy passed her something pink in a glass.
Josie took a sip and tried it, making a face. “Yuck, too sour.”
“I think it’s perfectly sour.” Maisy reached for Josie’s drink and Josie passed it back over.
“Are you kidding?” Cecilia said, putting on her lipstick. “I would take all the help I could get.”
“You don’t need help.” Maisy snorted.
Josie caught her eye and the two women giggled. Cecilia Yen, with her famous composer father, her two-bedroom condo with views that don’t stop in Kitsilano, wasn’t hurting for connections. Cecilia turned from the mirror and stuck her tongue out at her friends.
“I think I’d faint if either of the Montague brothers knew my name. There’s no harm in using your connections, Josie. It makes it easier,” Maisy said.
Josie shook her head, her curls bouncing on her shoulders. “I don’t want special treatment.”
She fought hard to get where she was, and she didn’t want people to think that she couldn’t do it.
But people—like Chef McNabb—thought she couldn’t.
Josie pushed away the memory of a counsellor in college, telling her that she’d be a good recipe developer. When the counsellor told her this, Josie’s mind spun into overdrive. She imagined herself trying out recipes, maybe even writing recipes. The idea made her happy and her mind spin with possibilities, but that would mean giving up on her dream.
And Josie never gave up.
She didn’t give up when she had to fight to prove herself at every job or in college, when she had to advocate for her accommodations. Not that any accommodations solved everything. It didn’t make her faster or feel less tired at the end of the day.
But she fought her way through and she proved to those who said she wouldn’t last a second semester in culinary school, wrong.
“I don’t need help,” Josie repeated.
She caught the glance between Maisy and Cecilia, and pushed down the threat of tears.
“Maybe what you need is a distraction! Want to come to Club Bandit’s holiday play party?” Cecilia passed her phone to Josie.
“Like a sex party?” Maisy’s scrunched face conveyed exactly what she thought of the ad for the exclusive BDSM club.
“No!” Cecilia laughed. “A play party. You know we’re going to Club Bandit tonight.”
“I would never do that,” Maisy said.
“But Josie has wanted to try kink. She’s borrowed books from me.”
Josie blushed furiously. She always wondered about some spicy things from reading romance books and tried to get her ex-boyfriend to tie her up, but he never wanted to.
“Want me to buy you a ticket?” Cecilia asked. “You too, Maisy.”
“Definitely not my thing. But you can be adventurous if you want, Josie.”
“I don’t know.” Josie played with the silky bedspread between her fingers.
“Why not?” Cecilia asked, raising her eyebrows. 
“I want to try stuff that’s true, but I don’t know if I want to do it in public. Ethan never wanted to try anything.”
“Yeah, that doesn’t surprise me,” Cecilia said. She squirted perfume on her wrists and rubbed them together.
“Henriks is trying to get in the room, Cecilia,” Maisy scrambled off the bed, and scooped up the tiny kitten. 
Josie reached out and patted it under its chin. Its wide green eyes stared up at her. 
“So soft.” Josie patted the purring kitten.
“Thanks for kitty sitting,” Cecilia said. “It’s been forever since Layla and I have been off on the same night and day.”
“And you’re going to a sex club?” Maisy shook her head.
“Are you kidding? I’ve been dying to get into Club Bandit and they finally approved my membership. Tonight is a workshop on CBT. That’s cock and ball torture, Maisy.”
“Layla is game for that?” Josie asked. 
Cecilia smirked. “Oh yeah. She might want a playmate, I wouldn’t mind.” She leaned over to give Henriks a scratch. 
“I can kind of see that.” She grinned thinking of shy and quiet Layla. As someone who was keenly aware that people are more than what they seem, the image of her friend’s girlfriend holding a whip wasn’t hard to visualize. 
“Seriously, let me know if you want to come to the holiday party.” 
A thrill raced through Josie at the thought. She knew Ella Ridell, the wife of Zee who owned Club Bandit and thought of her friend Ivy, whom she was sure was a member when she lived in Vancouver but she’d never been brave enough to ask them for an invitation to the private club.
“I don’t have anyone to go with. I haven’t dated since Ethan.” Josie couldn’t imagine going to a play party by herself.
“Yeah, that’s not a loss,” Maisy said.
Josie’s face heated. She knew she should have broken it off with Ethan before she did but she wanted to keep giving him a chance. He was her first serious boyfriend and a part of her thought they’d do the whole marriage and kids thing. 
But then he said that she wouldn’t be as successful as he would be and he was looking for someone to match his level of work. 
“Besides, reading about it is one thing. I don’t know if I’d actually like pain.” She bit the inside of her cheek, wondering if she wanted to continue this conversation. But it’s true she thought about kink. About being tied up by a strong but kind and teasing Dominant. Did one exist? She didn’t know. The Doms she read about weren’t always kind. 
“Kink is not all about pain,” Cecilia said. She gave Henriks another scratch. “You can have a whole D/s relationship, a power exchange where one person is in charge and the other person submits without breaking skin. Though I like having my skin broken.” Cecilia grinned.
“Too much information!” Maisy said.
“But there is wax play, sensation play, ordering someone to their knees, orgasm control—all of that is without pain. Rope. You’ve said you want to try rope bondage.”
Her mouth went dry at the thought, she squeezed her trembling hands. Could she actually do it? Wanting to try something and actually doing it were two different things. She could stay in the world of wondering of fantasy or she could step outside her comfort zone. She’d never really been good at that. Once she found where she was comfortable, she didn’t change.
“Text me if you want to go Josie and I’ll buy tickets while I’m there.”
“I don’t think it’s for me, but thanks.” 
“A hundred percent not for me,” Maisy said.
She thought of how Ares held her as they danced at Erik and Kayleigh’s wedding. She could never ask Ares to a holiday sex party. They were friends. And you didn’t get naked with your friends. At least she never had. Ares was older. They came from different worlds, it would never work.
And she was furious with him right now.
Cecilia’s phone buzzed. “Layla’s waiting downstairs, got to dash.”
Josie gave Henricks to Maisy, then swung her feet on the floor and followed Cecilia out to the living room.
“You guys know you can crash here and I’ll be back in the morning. Layla has a brunch shift and I have dinner service.”
“Have fun, mom,” Josie teased.
Cecilia shoved her feet into impossibly high heels and clucked Josie under the chin. “Nope, I’m not into the mommy thing. Bye.” Her friend gave her a wave, laughing as she closed the door.
“She’s too much,” Maisy said.
“But we love her.” Josie stumbled and grabbed for the wall.
“And I love how stocked her fridge is! Let’s get something to eat.” Maisy grinned.
Josie followed her into the kitchen with the quartz countertops, sleek appliances, and cool lighting. Laughing, they put together plates of snacks and after checking on Henricks—who was sleeping on the bed—they brought their bounty to the living room. Josie curled on the over plush couch, her feet under her.
“I can’t imagine having a kitten and working the hours she does,” Maisy said.
“But she’s always wanted one and can hire a pet sitting service during the day,” Josie said.
“When are you going to date again?” Maisy asked, grabbing a slice of melon and dipping into a yoghurt sauce.
“Never.”
Maisy tilted her head, her dark eyes glowing. “I think it’s kind of sweet that Ares recommended you. That’s how our industry works, you know that. Word of mouth is everything.”
Heat flamed across Josie’s face, because she thought they were done with this conversation. “I do know that. But if he had sent people to my catering business…that’s different. He’s sent me new customers over the years and that’s always been fine. It’s the fact that he recommended me for a job.”
“Yeah, totally sounds awful. I work in my parent's restaurant Josie. My parents are well-respected restaurant owners and you know that I’ve only had three interviews in the last two months. It’s hard to get in the door. We’re not all Cecilia Yen.”
“I thought you were happy working with your parents.”
“It’s okay but I might want to branch out and do something on my own. You know what I mean.”
“I know. But it hurts.”
“I get that there are times that people have overstepped and tried to do things for you because they didn’t think you were capable, but I don’t think this is one of those times. You should give the guy a break and ask him to the holiday party.” Maisy grinned.
“Maisy!” Josie tapped her friend’s knee. “I cannot ask Ares Montague to a kink party.”
Maisy waved her arm at Cecilia's shelf of pretty bottles, most of them unopened. 
“Yeah, you could. Want to get drunk and call him?”
“Cecilia would kill us if we touched her collection,” Josie couldn’t help but giggle. 
“She’d deem it a worthy cause. A couple of drinks for courage and you send a text, what do you say?”
“No! I’m not going to send Ares a drunk text message.” Her face was so red-hot it felt like it was on fire. “Besides, I have to put the finishing touches on my December calendar. I’m getting Christmas orders in every moment it seems and I need to check with Carter to make sure he doesn’t need that annex kitchen.”
“Wouldn’t he tell you by now if he did?” Maisy asked.
Josie took a piece of prosciutto and shrugged. For the last several months she’d been working out of a bistro restaurant after her home catering business grew to need more space. Carter was the son of one of her mom’s friends and she liked the cool laid back chef. He used to have a food truck and had a small kitchen at the side of his restaurant. It gave Josie her own entrance and her own equipment.
“Yeah, but we don’t have an agreement in writing. He’s been very generous about letting me use the space he insists that it was just sitting there. But Christmas is a busy season.”
“What’s it like to have two smoking-hot guys interested in you?” Maisy popped a grape into her mouth.
“Carter? No. He’s just being friendly.”
“Okay, keep deluding yourself.”
Josie frowned. Two nights ago, Carter had complimented her on her tortellini but that’s just because he liked pasta and had few pasta dishes on his own menu at his casual French bistro restaurant. He stopped by and sometimes helped her pack up her orders if he had a lull.
“He asked me to the food truck festival, but that’s only as colleagues.”
“Sure. I get asked out by my colleagues all the time.” Maisy rolled her eyes.
“No, I think you’re wrong, Carter isn’t interested in me.”
“Whatever you think, babe.” Maisy patted her leg.
Josie shook her head. “Enough about me. What about you?”
“The last date I went on was with some douchebag who wanted a bunch of kids and for me to give up the long hours of the restaurant business. We were not compatible.” Maisy flicked her straight brown hair off her shoulder.
“How did you meet him?”
“On a dating app, where else? Unlike you, I don’t have billionaires lusting after me or hunky chefs wanting my attention.”
“I think you’re wrong, at least about Carter.” Josie stuck her tongue out. Carter was a nice guy, but she wasn’t attracted to him.
Maisy raised an eyebrow. “You don’t give yourself enough credit, Josie. You’re talented, you have a sunny personality, and you’re pretty.”
Josie shook her head, tapping her cane next to her. “Right, but I’m a real catch with all the accessories I come with.”
“Stop it.” Maisy threw a pillow at her. Josie caught it and threw it back, and the two women broke into giggles.
Henriks chose that moment to jump on Josie’s lap, which caused her to startle and jump.
Maisy lifted the kitty off of Josie’s lap. “I got you, Henricks.”
“Thanks. See, I’m an uncoordinated mess, not a catch,” Josie plucked a piece of cantaloupe from the tray and held it out to Henricks.
“Cecilia doesn’t want him to have people food.”
“Yes, but Cecilia is learning how to squish a man’s balls or something and isn’t here, right Henriks?”
Josie glanced at her friend and they fell into another fit of giggles as the cat happily licked off the juice of the cantaloupe from her fingers.






  
  4 ARES 


“Oh god! Please, please! Let me up!” The high-pitched sound of his almost sister’s-in-law’s voice broke through the closed door to his side of the house. It wasn’t the first time and wouldn’t be the last. Ares strolled out of his bedroom, into his sitting room, hoping the real estate agent he was talking to couldn’t hear the background noise. 
“Yes, Marion, do whatever necessary to cut through the tape, but I’m going to go forward. It’s a gorgeous property, and I am not going to wait. I want my designer over there as soon as you have keys.”
He’d wanted to move out of their mansion for years and was tired of his brother not making up his mind. Xander would complain—that it was his brother’s nature—but Ares knew they needed more room.
There was no question that they wouldn’t live together, or at least in this case, beside each other, but like always, it was about doing what worked for Xander’s comfort level. In his mind, having a secluded property outside of the city, with twice as much space, was a no brainer. Xander wanted to be close to Axis Management by living here, even though it could be up to an hour's commute with the bridge traffic.
Ares’s new place was only a little further, give or take forty-five minutes.
“You’re lucky that the property has been vacated, and the owners were









