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Chapter One

 


The insistent ringing of her doorbell cured
Jacqui of any misguided notion that she would be able to just spend
her thirty-fifth birthday with her favorite tub of ice cream and
her intended marathon watching of chick flicks. Oh, no, of course
not.

She should have known that her friend and
work colleague Lauren would not let this opportunity pass by. Ever
since the Christmas Party when a worse for wear Jacqui had bemoaned
the state of her sex life and the utter lack of decent, eligible
men, Lauren seemed to have made it her mission to “shake Jacqui out
of her rut”.

So far, this involved a myriad of blind
dates—none of them particularly noteworthy. There had been nothing
wrong with her dates. They all seemed perfectly nice, respectable,
successful men, and therein lay the problem. She might well be
setting her bar too high, but she wanted the bad boy underneath the
business suit. Like her sex-on-legs-drop-your-panties-in-an-instant
neighbor.

Even his name gave her palpitations—Lukas
Markz—well over six foot of prime male meat, as Lauren would have
called it. Short, military crop blond hair, designer stubble, and
eyes the color of the deepest ocean, plus with an accented voice to
die for. The man made her swoon just thinking about him. He was
also way out of her league and had never shown any more than
passing, polite interest in her, so her daydreams would have to
remain that.

Jacqui was under no illusions that beneath
that façade of polite business man lurked a male who not only knew
his way around a woman’s body, but also one determined to take his
pleasure where he found it, and damn the consequences. After all,
in the eight weeks she’d been fortunate enough to housesit in this
flash apartment building, she had never seen him with the same
woman twice. More than one had tried and had been firmly and
politely shown to the front door.

Just this morning, when she had made a dash
for the post clad in nothing but her snowflake covered onesie and
oversized rabbit slippers, she had seen him bundle a clearly
inebriated woman into a taxi.

Whoever that woman had been, she’d been
screeching at him. Lukas had grimaced, while extricating himself
from the floozy’s clumsy attempts to kiss him. Having managed to
get her into the back of the taxi, he’d shoved a wad of cash into
the driver’s hand, bashed his hand on the roof of the taxi, and
stood, watching it disappear from view.

He must have been interrupted by Miss Floozy
while in the middle of a workout. Despite the early hour, and the
frost curling their breaths in front of their mouths, his body
carried the fine sheen of sweat, and Jacqui had been utterly unable
to tear her gaze away from the sight of his bunching shoulder
muscles, which were perfectly showcased in the tight black vest.
They tapered down to a trim waist, and an ass to die for. Heat rose
in her cheeks even now when she recalled the moment he’d turned
‘round abruptly. He had caught her checking him out, while he was
mid adjustment of what looked like a very impressive bulge in his
low-slung joggers.

Jacqui had wrenched her gaze up to his face
just in time to see the amusement replace the ice-cold disdain
she’d seen in them when he’d dealt with the floozy.

One eyebrow raised, his full lips had curled
into a sardonic smile at her actions, and she’d watched his
long-legged approach with a growing sense of doom. Naturally, the
one time Lukas took any notice of her, she had to be sporting the
just-out-of-bed look, wearing her comfiest onesie with not a speck
of makeup on her face. At least she had brushed her teeth that
morning.

Her throat had gone dry when he stopped next
to her, so close that his body heat and the far too alluring musk
of hot sweaty male invaded her nostrils. In any other man that
should have been off putting, but with him, underlain with the
whiff of expensive cologne that she would always associate with
this man, it proved a live wire straight to her libido, and further
scrambled her brains.

“Morning … Jacqui is it?” The devastating
smile that accompanied those few words further robbed her of any
remaining, functioning brain cells, and instead of replying in a
sensible manner, she’d simply stood there, dumbstruck. She couldn’t
be sure she hadn’t been drooling, to be honest, and wasn’t that a
mortifying thought.

“Err, yes … how …. err.”

His grin deepening, he gestured to the
bundle of post she clutched to her bosom.

“I’ve been meaning to say hello. You’re
housesitting for the McKennas while they’re in Australia,
right?”

Somehow she must have managed to nod at
least, because he reached past her to open his postbox and pulled
out his own mail.

“Thought so. They did ask me to keep an eye
out for you. I’ve been too busy to come by, but you seem to have it
under control.”

He’d winked at her while saying that, and
beads of perspiration rolled down between her shoulder blades,
because he followed that announcement with a slow appraisal of her
body. It left her tingly all over, and feeling utterly exposed, as
though she’d been standing there naked and not covered head to toe
in fleece. Come to think of it, surely there ought to be a law
against meeting any hunk dressed the way she was. Time seemed to
stand still while he checked her out, and his blue eyes were
definitely dancing in amusement when he finally brought his gaze
back up to her face.

“You know where I am, if you need
anything…” He’d paused, his gaze intensifying for one
delicious second as he studied her mouth, and frowned. Jacqui
immediately stopped worrying her bottom lip with her teeth, and the
brief flash of male interest she’d read in his azure gaze took her
breath away. She must have imagined that, however, because in the
next instant he’d blinked and stepped away.

“See you around, little dove.”

With a jaunty wave, he’d taken the stairs
three at a time, instead of the elevator, and disappeared from
view, leaving her a drooling, panting mess at the bottom of the
staircase. Which had probably been for the best.

Been there, done that, got the t-shirt and
the broken heart to prove it, remember. And you were called a
freak.

Getting involved with a player like him
never ended well, and was, after all the main reason why Jacqui had
successfully shied away from getting entangled in any relationship,
especially with a guy who pushed all of her buttons with one look.
Unbidden, the face of her ex swam into her mind, and she ruthlessly
pushed the unwanted memories away. Better to stay single and
sexually frustrated than to risk being used again. Jacqui still
wasn’t sure how she’d read that all so wrong. One minute she’d
thought they were in love and she’d found Mr. Right, the next …
dropped like the proverbial sack of potatoes in favor of someone
younger, skinnier, and less serious.

Phht. Jacqui had a brain to go with
her curves, and she had every intention to keep on using it, thank
you very much.

The doorbell rang again, and with a wry grin
at her thought processes, she checked the peephole in her door.
Sure enough, Lauren was bouncing up and down on her feet in her
typical manner. That woman was the human equivalent of a whirlwind.
Always on the go and doing ten things at once. It was one of her
most endearing and also most annoying features, as far as Jacqui
was concerned. With a sigh she yanked the door open, and her friend
sauntered in.

“Look at you. Saturday night and your
birthday, and you’re in your … what in all the blazes is that? A
onesie? Let me guess, you’ve been in that all day, wallowing in
self-pity. Well, no more. Hit the shower. I have plans for
you.”

Jacqui swallowed her groan and crossed her
arms over her chest as she attempted to make a stand against the
unstoppable force that was her friend on a mission.

“What plans?” she asked.

Lauren laughed and tapped her nose.

“It’s a surprise, silly, for your birthday.
You’ll like it, you’ll see. Have I ever steered you wrong?” She
shrugged out of the long woolen coat she was wearing, and Jacqui
pulled back in surprise to see her friend in full office attire,
and far more conservative than she usually wore to work. From the
pencil skirt to the sensible blouse and fitted jacket, it screamed
prim and proper, were it not for the eight inch heels she was
teetering on and the wide leather collar around her neck. Thanks to
the BDSM erotica Lauren had recommended to her, Jacqui knew exactly
what that stood for, and as the back of her legs made contact with
the sofa, she sank down into the soft furnishings with a grateful
sigh.

The other woman’s hand went to that
accessory around her neck, when she noticed Jacqui’s reaction, and
she looked unsure for one fleeting second, before she grinned.

“Ah, yes, I forgot you’ve been reading and
would recognize that now. Damn it, that kinda spoils my surprise,
but, never mind. Don’t just sit there gaping at me as though you’ve
never seen a play collar before. You need to get ready. Time and my
Master wait for no one.”

Jacqui knew her mouth had fallen open and
she was doing her best goldfish impressions, but she couldn’t have
heard her right.

“Your what? You’re kidding, right? This is
all one big elaborate joke to…”

Her voice trailed off when her friend
sobered, sat down next to her on the settee, and took her hand in
hers.

“No joke. I would never joke about something
that is such an important part of my life.” At her strangled groan,
Lauren winced. “Sorry, maybe I misjudged my timing, but you’ve been
loving the books I recommended, and you never hit it off with the
vanilla guys, so I just thought—”

“You what?”

Her friend startled at Jacqui’s interrupting
screech. She yanked her hand out of Lauren’s, jumped to her feet,
and started pacing up and down the long length of the plush living
room that made up her temporary home. Not that she was in the right
frame of mind to appreciate the luxury surrounding her right now.
She was too caught up in the conflicting emotions battering her
insides at this moment in time.

“Jacqui, look, I’m sorry, I—”

She blanched when Jacqui stopped her rapid
pacing, and hand on her hips stood in front of the other woman,
simply glaring at her.

“You’re sorry. And that makes it all right,
I suppose? I thought you were my friend. I told you things that I
never told anyone, and all this time you were what? Setting me up
for what purpose? To sink to my knees and go ‘Yes, Sir, No, Sir,
three bags bloody full, Sir’? That’s never gonna happen. I’m not a
bloody doormat, you know, and—”

It was her turn to blanch when Lauren made a
disgusted sound at the back of her throat. She rose from the settee
with a fluid grace that Jacqui could only admire, especially with
those killer heels on her feet. They meant that the other woman
towered over her, and Jacqui swallowed nervously when her friend
glared down on her.

“Have you quite finished, Jacqui Page?”
Lauren’s voice could have cut glass with its icy disdain, and
Jacqui couldn’t hold her gaze. Guilt at her outburst pricked her
conscience, and she was also more confused than ever. This, right
here, was Lauren in full office manager mode, and the reason her
friend had recently been promoted. No one messed with her when she
was in this mood. It was yet one more reason why she couldn’t
reconcile the news that her friend had a Master.

“I realize this must have come as something
of a shock, and is why I didn’t tell you about my kinky side
before, but, surely, it can’t be that much of a surprise after what
you’ve been reading. And that doormat comment is beneath you.
That’s just twat-waffle stereotyping nonsense, as you well know.
Being submissive does not mean you’re ever a doormat. I chose to
give my Master my submission, because … well, because it is
incredibly freeing to give up control to him within the dynamic of
our relationship, and quite frankly, I need to. When I’ve had a day
of running at full steam and dealing with all the shite life throws
at us on a daily basis, having him help me out of my head … I can’t
even begin to describe that feeling.”

She lost some of her annoyed stance as she
spoke, her eyes taking on a dreamy faraway look that made a sliver
of envy grasp hold in Jacqui

























cover.jpg
EVERNIGHT PUBLIS]IIN(‘

PROTEC ION

DORIS 0’ CONNOR





tmp_a98b91ddf13c528293a6f1a05934e436_6nIM71_html_m25377e5a.jpg
EVERNIGHT PUBLISHING &

{

Dm I’:IIS
PROTECTI()N

DORIS 0’ C()NNOR





tmp_a98b91ddf13c528293a6f1a05934e436_6nIM71_html_6bd667c.png





