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Dedication


To my husband - The first time you
touched me, I knew I was loved.


 


 








 


[bookmark: Start]Chapter
One


Five
o'clock on a Thursday night and Nate Rafferty sat stuck in traffic on Sixth Avenue
with the deal of the year ready to slip out of his hands. He laid on the horn.
In forty minutes, he'd watch his rival, Pierce Lowes, walk away with the
Montgomery contract if traffic continued to stall.


"Come
on." He slammed his fist on the steering wheel.


Up
ahead, hundreds of brake lights going south lit up the I-5 Bridge. No way would
he be able to make it into downtown Portland in time. He cussed, flipping off
the driver of a beat-up Dodge that cruised by in the carpool lane.


A
pang of guilt over losing his patience had him closing his eyes and counting to
ten backward. Despite being thirty-five years old, one of the wealthiest men in
the Pacific Northwest, he could almost imagine the calm reassuring words from his
mentor, Professor Frank.


He
pushed away the desire to inflict his frustrations on someone else. An innocent
someone else. 


Professor
was the one person who kept him grounded. Not only had Professor Frank saved
him from a life of crime and helped set him on an alternative path during the
worst years of his life, he helped protect Nate from destroying himself when
the darkness became too much to handle. 


He'd
stayed away three months, not on purpose but out of necessity, and was due for
a visit with his friend. Three months, and his control was slipping more every
day. He wanted to hurt someone.


His
cell phone rang. He touched his earpiece while clearing his throat.
"What?"


"Mr.
Rafferty, it's three minutes after five," Janice, his longtime secretary,
said.


He
growled. "I hope you're going to tell me there's a helicopter ready to
pick me up, and you're not just calling to let me know I'm running out of
fucking time."


"Oh,
dear. You're cursing." Janice sighed. "Traffic's that bad, huh?"


His
head hit the back of the headrest and he blew out his breath. "Yes,
Janice. It's that bad."


"Hang
on, sir. I think I can help you." Some damn symphony music blared in his
ear.


Horns
continued blasting the air outside. He rolled his head and looked out the side
window. The woman in the minivan painted her nails while talking on the phone.


Movement
caught his eye. He sat straighter and hit the button lowering the window. Two
lanes over, traffic moved smoothly. He ground his teeth together.


The
carpool lane. Lucky bastards.


"Mr.
Rafferty?" Janice said.


He
closed the window. "Yeah."


"Give
me your exact location. I'll have someone there in five minutes."


He
peered at the closest building. "I'm on Sixth and Washington, outside the
Kinkaid Theater, but how is that going to help—"


"Hang
on, please," Janice said.


The
music returned and he shook his head. He needed a new secretary. Janice was
losing her mind. Ten years on the job, working for him, and she'd obviously
started drinking before quitting time.


The
music ended. "Mr. Rafferty?"


He
inhaled deeply, and replied on an exhale, "Yes, Janice."


"I
need to know what you like a woman to wear…"


He
stared straight ahead, blinded by all the red taillights. "I'm hanging up,
Janice."


"Wait.
She'll be there in—"


He
threw his earpiece between the front seats. Numbness settled over him. What was
the big deal about getting the contract anyway?


Rafferty
Enterprise made him millions of dollars a year. He had a gorgeous home in the
West Hills overlooking Portland, kept a hundred and forty eight employees on
his payroll, and there would be more three billion dollar deals in his future.


He
imagined Pierce's smug face when the declaration came that he'd won. Fuck.


Every Monday
when he played one on one basketball with Pierce at the gym would be hell. The
Montgomery deal was the pièce de résistance between them. He'd hear about
losing until the next deal came up that caught both his and Pierce's attention.


Knock,
knock.


He
turned his head toward the passenger door. He frowned, swiveling in his seat to
look behind him. Parked against the curb, he wasn't blocking anyone from
joining the flow of traffic. He pushed the button and rolled down the window.


He
leaned over the gearshift. "Yes?"


A
black haired beauty with the widest green eyes leaned down and gave him a smile
that hit below the belt. "Mr. Rafferty?"


He
nodded.


"I'm
Addison from Carpool Dolls, your secretary called me. I understand you're late
for a meeting, so if you could unlock your door, I'll get in and you can be on
your way." Her voice, smooth and husky like a rich bourbon calmed him
better than any drink. "With me along, you'll be free to use the carpool
lane."


He
sat back, unlocked the door, and watched her legs enter the car. Long legs.
Firm lean legs. Legs that went clear up to a short black dress—his gaze
traveled higher—with a plunging neckline, cupping breasts the size of—


"Mr.
Rafferty." She buckled the seat belt. "I'd recommend using your turn
signal and cutting across traffic to enter the carpool lane."


He
jolted. The deal.


Adrenaline
fueled him forward. He rolled down his window, hit the horn, and motioned for
traffic to back up. Several minutes later, he'd created a break in the line and
worked the BMW over to the far left lane.


He
pressed the accelerator, and kept glancing at the dashboard as the speedometer
cruised up to sixty-five miles per hour. "What time is it?"


"Your
clock says five twenty-three," Addison said.


He
slammed the car into third gear. "Damned if I'll miss the meeting and let
Pierce hold the Montgomery's account over me. Hold on, I think I can make it
before the deadline."


"Very
well played, sir," she said.


He
glanced at Addison, unsure of what to make of the woman sitting in his car,
supporting him, looking knockout gorgeous and dressed seductively sexy.
"Are you a friend of Janice's?"


She
crossed her legs. "I'm one of the Carpool Dolls. We supply our clients
with a passenger when they'd like to use the carpool lane…like yourself."


"And,
there's a need for…what did you call them? Dolls?" He checked the
speedometer, the clock, and took another look at Addison. "No offense, but
how many people think to call ahead and ask for someone to ride with them
through the ten, twelve, miles on the freeway where it benefits someone to have
a passenger?"


"You'd
be surprised," she murmured.


He
turned on his blinker, looked over his shoulder, and cut through the lanes of
traffic, barely making the exit. On the off-ramp, he checked the clock again.
Ten minutes.


The
next several minutes took all his concentration. He bordered breaking the speed
limit as he zipped down the one-way street, over to Broadway, and back around
toward Fifth Street. The lights of the Swanson Tower sat right in front of him.



He
paralleled parked. Four minutes.


He
opened the door. "I'll be right back."


"But,
sir—"


He
shut the door, slapped his hand on the hood as he jogged in front of the car.
"I'll take you back when I'm done—he jumped onto the sidewalk—give me a
half hour, an hour tops," he said loud enough to be heard inside the car.


Then
he hustled through the lobby, skipped the elevators, and instead took the
stairs three at a time. On the fourth floor, he burst out into the hallway and marched
to the last door on the left. He pushed his way into the room as the long hand
on his watch ticked straight up on twelve.


He
pulled up short, straightened his jacket sleeves and stabbed Pierce, who paced
by the floor to ceiling windows, with the winning look. "Evening,
gentlemen. Shall we get the bidding going?"


Harold
Montgomery stood up from the boardroom table. "Right on time, Nate. I was
about to call the meeting to order."


Nate
sat down and dipped his chin toward Pierce who took the seat opposite of him.
"Evening, Pierce."


Pierce
rubbed his hand acrossed his chin and leaned forward. "I thought you were
in Vancouver. How did you make it across the bridge?"


For
the first time that day, he relaxed. "A doll," he murmured.


For
the next thirty minutes, he spent all his attention signing the documents
Harold's secretary passed him. He hobnobbed with the CEO, shook hands with
Pierce, and called the meeting a success.


Pumped
high from closing on the much sought after Montgomery deal, he hurried out to
his car with an apology ready and intent on sharing the good news with Addison.



Except
the car was empty. 


He
stood on the sidewalk, searching up and down the street. Where could she have
gone?


"You
lucky asshole…congratulations." Pierce joined him beside the car and
slapped him on the shoulder. "Hope the new deal doesn't make you go soft
Monday morning, because I'm taking you down on the court. Two hundred to the
winner sound good to you?"


He
glanced at Pierce. "Uh, yeah. Fine."


"Hey,
what's wrong?" Pierce leaned forward, looked in the car, and chuckled.
"Lose your doll?


He
pushed the button on the remote to unlock the car and hurried to the driver's
door. "I'll see you Monday."


Inside,
he started the engine and pulled away from the curb. He inserted the earpiece
into his ear. "Office."


After
several rings, the answering machine came on. He disconnected the call. Shit.


He
owed Addison more than a ride home. She deserved payment for helping him make
it downtown in time to cushion his bank account. He glanced at the passenger
seat and his chest tightened. A white business card sat on the leather. Holding
the card toward the window to catch the glow from the streetlights he read.


Carpool
Dolls – Call us when you need the perfect woman to ride in the passenger seat.
Special requests extra. We'll take you there faster. Addison.


He
dropped the card on his lap and stared out at the street. Special requests
extra? Oh, hell no. He shook his head. Janice needed a vacation.


Addison
wasn't only a doll. She was a paid escort.








 


Chapter
Two


On
the third floor, in the old Kiggin's building in downtown Vancouver, Addison
Flint grabbed her purse, checked her hair in the mirror hanging on her office
door, and hurried to the elevator. Between the second and first floor, she
checked her watch. 


Six
o'clock.


She
smiled as the doors swished open and walked across the lobby and out onto the
sidewalk. After locking the front door, she stood in front of the building
waiting for her last client. Usually she took a taxi to her pickup, but since
the appointment was for Mr. Rafferty, a returning client, she agreed with his
secretary to allow him to meet her at the office.


Besides,
everyone knew the most eligible bachelor who ran Rafferty Enterprise. She'd
seen the magazine articles, the documentary last summer as they showed the life
of the man who'd gone from the streets to owning his own company, and the many
news shows announcing another boost to his career. His openness about being
involved in a gang, stealing cars as a teenager, and striving for better in his
life endeared her to him.


Ambitious
and rich, he shocked her yesterday. Up close, she could imagine him stripping
off the suit and tie and still capable of fitting into the bad boy role.


There
was something wildly sexy about a man who wore a Gucci suit, silk shirt, and tattoos
he couldn't hide behind the collar of his shirt. She pressed her hand to her
stomach. Yesterday, she'd found it impossible not to stare at him while he
drove her to Portland.


She'd
let her imagination go wild, imagining what'd be like to know Mr. Rafferty
better. Even going as far as wanting to stick around after he ran out of the
car, but in the end she left out of fear. Physically sick after arriving home,
she ate a half a pint of jelly straight out of the jar. God, that would've been
a huge mistake.


She
prided herself on remaining unattached and professional. The rules by which she
ran Carpool Dolls came from a deep need to help those who would otherwise be on
the corner of Broadway and First Street, selling their bodies to any person
with an Andrew Jackson in their pocket. 


Every
one of the women in her employ came from one of the homeless shelters around
Vancouver. She'd gathered them up, taught each one of the girls skills that
didn't involve lying on their back, and outfitted them with clothes and a
reason to come to work every day.


A
car passed in front of her, heading toward I-5. She inhaled deeply, taking the
time to collect herself before facing the man who somehow made her feel too
alive. Today's phone call surprised her. She never pictured Nate—she
swallowed—Mr. Rafferty ever using her service again.


Usually,
she'd send one of the other dolls out on the call, but Mr. Rafferty's secretary
asked for her personally. She opened her purse, double-checked that she had the
keys for her car she left in the parking garage in Portland. Her curiosity over
the request went unanswered, because she decided knowing why Mr. Rafferty chose
her really wasn't any of her business.


A
black BMW pulled in front of her and stopped. She stepped forward and leaned
down into the open window in time to catch Mr. Rafferty exiting the driver's
side of the car.


He
hurried around the vehicle and opened the car door. "I hope you weren't
waiting long."


She
lowered her gaze and slid onto the leather seat. "Not at all."


While
he walked around to the other side, she watched him. Her heart pounded. Tonight
he didn't seem to be in a hurry, and although some male clients opened her
door, she understood being on the clock didn't always come with manners.


Mr.
Rafferty folded his over six foot tall body behind the steering wheel.
"Thanks for making time for me tonight."


She
waited for him to start the car, but he sat looking at her. "We try to
cater to the wishes of our clients."


He
tilted his head. "We? How many people work at Carpool…Dolls?"


She
smiled at the way his voice lowered on the last word as if saying dolls was
beneath a man. "Right now, eight. During the holidays and when there's a
popular event at the coliseum, there are twelve girls."


His
brows rose. "Huh. Interesting."


She
crossed her legs, and set her purse on her lap. "Mr. Rafferty?"


"Yeah?"
He took his time lifting his gaze from her legs to her eyes.


"Usually
clients hire one of the dolls, in this case me, because you're in a
hurry." She moistened her lips. "Perhaps we should be going?"


"Right."
He started the car, looked at her again, and pulled away from the curb.


Through
the old part of town, he navigated the roads silently. Content to ride along,
she peered out at the same scene she viewed every day.


The
now empty Sears building, the only walk-up Burgerville left in the Pacific
Northwest, and the newly widened entrance to I-5 were familiar scenes. Once on
the bridge, over the Columbia River, she peered off into the turbulent water. Many
people never paid attention to their surroundings, but she did. She knew which
road went where, and how to take the shortest route. 


The
traffic flowed fast exiting the bridge, and she glanced at Mr. Rafferty.
"It might be better if you use the carpool lane, since you're paying to
use it."


He
weaved into the far left lane. "You do this all day long?"


"No."
She gazed down at his hand on the gearshift. "Two hours in the morning and
two hours in the evening."


How
could a man who dealt with the business side of his company manage to have
rough, work-worn hands? She followed his arm up to his face and caught him
watching her.


"You
can survive working such few hours?" He whistled. "I guess people are
willing to pay a high price for the, uh, special requests."


She
studied his posture, which went rock solid. Not liking what he was insinuating,
she merely looked out the side window to hide the disappointment and said, "Definitely."


Several
minutes passed, and Mr. Rafferty exited off the interstate and took the
Freemont Bridge heading downtown. His phone, sitting in the holder on his dash,
rang. Addison watched him push the button, putting the call on speaker.


"Yes,
Janice?" he said.


"Don't
forget you're scheduled to have drinks at the Hyatt at seven o'clock."
Several clicks came over the speaker. "Black tie. You have reservations
for two for dinner. I've put you down for chicken…last time you disliked the
fish."


"Reschedule,
please," he said.


"Sir,
I have a note here that I'm not to allow you to miss the drinks. Mr. Cartman
will be there, and you want to personally thank him for the timeshare."


"Shit,"
he mumbled.


Addison
listened curiously. She'd talked to Janice on the phone twice now, and decided
right then she liked the woman. Anyone who could put up with Mr. Rafferty and
make him fulfill his obligation had a spine of steel.


"Do
you want me to call Suzanne and see if she'll be your date tonight?"
Janice asked.


"No.
I'll figure out something." Mr. Rafferty glanced at Addison.


"Great.
Then I'll tell you good night, Mr. Rafferty. I'm leaving the office, and I'll
see you tomorrow, bright and early like always. Toodles."


He
pushed the disconnect button and turned off onto a side street. Addison removed
her cell phone out of her purse. Normally, her clients ended the ride in the
downtown district and she enjoyed walking to the parking garage or calling a
cab for an easy trip back to Vancouver. Nevertheless, taxis were notoriously
slow picking her up in outlying neighborhoods and she'd make sure to bill Mr.
Rafferty accordingly.


Mr.
Rafferty reached out and grabbed her wrist, stopping her from placing the call.
"How much does it cost if I ask you to come have a drink with me?"


"I'm
sorry. Having drinks isn't a service I provide." She extracted her arm
from his grasp, and rubbed her skin. Her heart raced. "If you'll excuse
me, I'll call a cab."


"Wait."
He turned his head, blew out his breath, and returned his attention to her.
"Listen, I know what you do for a living. I need someone, a female, to go
with me to meet a few business friends. You'll be my excuse to get out of there
before midnight. Name a price, I'll pay you."


Was
this guy serious? 


"I'm
afraid that's not possible. There are strict rules about hiring a Carpool Doll
and working after hours without prior approval is a call for immediate
dismissal," she said.


She'd
enforced the rule herself, because many of the men tried to convince the dolls
to escort them to parties, dinners, and to their bedrooms. Besides maintaining
a clean reputation, she had to keep her girls safe.


"Do
you always follow the rules?" His gaze dropped to the front of her dress.


She
pursed her lips and studied him. "Yes."


"Come
on, you can break the rules. For me?" He shot her a well-intended look
that started her ovaries dancing.


Tempted
to find out more about the millionaire mogul that fought his way to the top,
she fingered the keypad on her phone. What would a couple drinks hurt? She
wouldn't charge him. Her prior plans for tonight amounted to doing two loads of
laundry and curling up on the couch to watch the first season of Dexter.


She
nodded, sending a text to Gee asking her to lock up and giving her the new
plans. "Okay, but I have rules."


"Great."
He started the car.


Apparently
uninterested in what she had to say, he concentrated on driving. She raked her
teeth over her bottom lip. God, he was gorgeous.


But,
she wasn't going to make a mistake. 


"I
need to be dropped off at the Lincoln parking garage by ten o'clock," she
said.


"Sure,"
he said.


"If
I decide to leave before you're ready, you won't stop me from calling a
cab." She slipped her cell back in her purse. "Also, you pay for
anything I eat or drink."


"Got
it," he murmured.


"Last
rule—she waited until he glanced at her again—you're not allowed to touch
me."


There.
She tilted her head, pleased with herself for coming across as a professional,
mature, unstoppable, dom—


"Can't
do that one, Addy." He spoke softly, maneuvering the traffic as he fought
to find an opening to change lanes.


The
way he'd shortened her name wasn't lost on her. "W-what do you mean?"



"I
plan to have you beside me all evening. That requires me to put my hand on your
back. When we talk with the other men in the lounge, I expect you to act like
you're there for me because it's the only place you want to be. Occasionally,
I'll probably forget that you have a no touching rule, and I'll play with the
strand of hair that despite your attempt at pushing it behind your shoulder during
the car trip keeps falling along your cheek. So, if you can't handle me
touching you in the simplest ways, then speak now and I'll take you to the
parking garage and we'll call it good night." He brought the car to a
stop, swung his arm over her head, and grabbed the headrest before parallel
parking. When he shut off the engine, he looked at her. "You can handle
the job, right?"


Could
she handle the job? Go out with Portland's most eligible bachelor? She
swallowed hard.


"All
right, I agree on your terms," she whispered.


His
mouth softened and before she could protest, he fingered the strand of hair he
was just talking about and gave it a gentle tug. "Perfect," he
whispered back.


Frick.
Frick. Frick. She always protected herself. One
appointment with Mr. Rafferty and she'd put herself in a position to run into
the one person she never wanted to set eyes on again.








 


Chapter
Three


Personally
thanking Jared Cartmen for the timeshare seemed like the proper thing to do
last week. Tonight, Nate wished to be anywhere but at the Hyatt hotel mingling
with the crowd in the lounge.


A
room of loud, drunken, too friendly men was not the atmosphere he'd want for
any woman. He hooked Addy's waist and pulled her closer. Even a woman who
serviced men for a living deserved more respect and less ogling.


"Once
I find Jared, I'll get you out of here." He lifted his glass of bourbon and
spoke behind the drink. "I should've realized this was not a safe place
for a woman."


As
much as he wanted to tip back his glass and enjoy the slow burn, he wanted to
stay tuned in to the situation. Something felt off. Whether his discomfort came
from knowing Addison nursed her drink without letting anyone notice or the
lecherous looks from the other men toward Addison set him on edge, he didn't
know. Probably both.


"I'm
okay." She smiled at a spot across the room.


By
all appearances, she was telling the truth. Without leaving his side, she
worked the room. His fingertips dug into her hip, and he fought against putting
a mark on her. Knowing she was comfortable being the one of a few female in the
lounge bothered him, and because it bothered him, he controlled his reaction.


She
was an escort. Nothing more.


Quint
Salles, president of FEL Paint, lifted his hand in recognition and walked
toward him. He dipped his chin and stuck out his hand.


"Nate.
How're you doing?" Quint rocked back on his heels.


"Same
as always. It's good to see you." He peered behind Quint. "How's your
wife…Donna?"


Quint
shrugged, ending with a bitter laugh. "Sitting pretty. She got the house,
the kids, and a lifetime twenty percent cut."


"Sorry
to hear that," he murmured.


Quint
turned and his smile softened. "Addison. What a nice surprise."


Addison
leaned forward and pressed her cheek against Quint's. "Absolutely. You're
looking handsome as ever, and now I know the reason behind not seeing you
lately, I can stop worrying that you gave up on me. I'm so sorry to hear about
your marriage."


Quint
chuckled, pulling Addison closer. "You more than anyone knew it was over
between Donna and me a long time ago."


Obviously
meant for Addison's ears only, Quint's confession shocked Nate. He looped his
arm across Addison's shoulders and pulled her away. "If you'll excuse us,
I need to find Cartmen."


"Yeah,
sure, Rafferty." Quint half turned. "Last I saw him he was sitting in
the back—he eyed Addison from heels to hair—I'll call."


"I'll
look forward to it." Addison fluttered her fingers in a wave as Nate
stepped back.


Look
forward to it? What the hell happened to her no touching rule? He removed his arm
and glanced at Addison. He'd offered her money, and she turned him down. What
was the secret to getting in her panties?


Not
that he'd go there. He had others ways to appease himself, and working for it
wasn't his style. He wanted a woman who begged for what he could give her.


Addison
stopped him with a hand on his arm. "Mr. Rafferty?"


Fuck.
Mr. Rafferty? "It's Nate."


She
nodded. "Nate. If you'll excuse me, I'm going to visit the restroom. I'll
come right back. Go ahead and go about your business and I'll find you."


He
frowned. "I'll walk—"


"No."
She patted his arm. "I know my way."


Standing
in the middle of the room, he watched her walk through the crowd and disappear
down the hallway to the left of the bar. Everything about Addison fascinated
him, but he wasn't willing to learn more. He had a feeling he wouldn't like
what he'd find out.


He'd
used plenty of women. Women just like her who would do anything for money.
Hell, he was no better than the cheapest prostitute standing on the corner. But
Addison…


He
had no idea why he'd asked her to come along. Nothing about tonight was turning
out the way he'd expected. He only knew when he was around her; the signals she
sent almost sent him through the roof. He wanted her, but on his terms.


There
was something extremely vulnerable about her. It was the way she bit her lip
and cast glances at him when she thought he wasn't looking, and the way her
breath hitched when he put his hand on her. He could have her come within
thirty seconds. If she got off her high horse and stopped playing a game.


For
some reason, she was determined to put on a confident air. And for a woman who
sold her body, she had him languishing between being pissed off and highly
attentive.


He
turned around, determined to find Jared and put an end to the evening.


Jared
sat in the corner, his back against the wall, and an attractive woman half in
his lap. He lifted his chin and approached the table.


"Just
the man I was looking for." Jared patted the woman's hip. "I was
telling Lyla about my timeshare in Bora Bora—he leaned forward—of course, I
can't take Lyla there with my wife, and I told her you might be interested. How
about it, Rafferty? Would you like a little vacation on your vacation?"


Lyla's
blue eyes drank Nate up. Along with high-priced hookers, other men's seconds
were off the menu too. He grinned. "Sorry, Cartmen. I was looking to do
some business while I was down there and I'm afraid such a beautiful woman
would distract me…"


"That's
a shame." Jared kissed Lyla. "We'll figure something out, love."


Lyla's
lower lip stuck out and she gazed up at Nate behind lowered lashes. He wanted
to shake his head, but he continued with business. "That's why I'm
stopping by. I wanted to thank you personally for the timeshare."


Jared
stuck out his hand, shook, and grinned. "Don't mention it. Letting me sit
on the board for the Larent project well deserved a gift."


He
nodded. "Glad you see it that way."


A
hand brushed his arm and he turned. Addison smiled at him, and his body relaxed
despite the uncomfortable tension coming from Lyla. "Everything
okay?"


"Of
course," Addison said.


"My,
God. Addison?" Jared stood, displacing Lyla from his side. "Come here
and give me a hug, girl."


Addison
moved. Nate hooked her arm and pulled her back. "Sorry, Cartmen. We're
heading out, but I wanted to make sure I stopped by and thanked you
personally."


Jared
glanced between him and Addison. He couldn't explain—okay, he could. He wanted
to leave. Now.


Without
missing a beat, he escorted Addison through the room and out the door. On the
sidewalk, he inhaled the cool night air to calm down.


"I
know it's none of my business, but you seem awfully uptight tonight compared to
when we arrived." Addison cupped her elbows in her hands. "Was it
something I did?"


He
studied her for several seconds and decided this was the side of Addison that
appealed to him. She was being honest in her concern, and he wanted to put her
mind at ease. "No."


Her
brows rose, and she looked away. If he wasn't mistaken, a flash of self-doubt
came over her. The quiver in her lips. The slight intake of breath she took
when he answered. The stiffening of her spine to cover her reaction. These
weren't signs he expected to see on a woman perfectly comfortable around men.


He
resigned himself to the simple fact that she was a beautiful woman and that was
the reason why he couldn't seem to stop thinking about her. Her classiness was
a cover for the kind of business she was in, an act, and she purposely softened
her voice around him because she'd filled a spot beside him throughout the
evening. 


If
she wanted to play, he could ignore the way he wanted her.


"Come
on, I'll take you to my car." He held out his hand.


She
ignored his offer, and walked beside him. Instead, he put his hand on her lower
back. The back and forth sway of her hips beneath his fingertips did nothing to
lessen the strain of the evening.


One
block away from his car, the toe of her heel scraped against the sidewalk. His
hands were on her, steading her, before he put any thought into touching her.
Because he was holding her against the front of him and his hands were on her,
he became aware of her shaking. He followed her gaze to a black Cadillac
Escalade.


"Addy?"


The
muscles along her throat constricted. He tightened his embrace, and she shook
her head. "Sorry. I must've caught my shoe on the ground."


She
continued to stare across the street. He lifted her chin with his finger,
studying her. When a woman shook, it was because he'd put that reaction in her.
Whatever scared her wasn't coming from him.


"You're
lying," he murmured. "Why?"


She
laughed softly and pressed her hands against his chest, and he let her go. He
studied her as a mask of indifference came over her face. He'd seen the fear
though, and he wanted to know what would cause a woman like her to be scared.


"Are
you in danger?" he asked.


"Of
course not." She motioned for him to walk. "We better go. Ten o'clock
is the witching hour, or so I've heard. I wouldn't want to press my luck."


They
continued to the car. He opened the passenger door, and then walked around and
slid behind the steering wheel. The Lincoln Parking garage was only a few
blocks away. They took the ride in silence.


When
he entered the first floor, she directed him up to the third and pointed at a
sleek red Porsche.


"That
one's mine," she said.


He
pulled to a stop and shut off the engine, gazing between the woman and the
vehicle. "Can I ask you something?"


"Sure."
She removed her seatbelt.


He
waited until she found her keys, swung her hair behind her shoulder, and
couldn't stall any longer. A paid escort must make a pretty dime to afford a
car like that.


When
she looked back at him, he asked, "How would you like to work for
me?"


"What?"
She frowned, shaking her head.


"I'm
serious. I could always use another person to help Janice in the office. I'd
pay you well." He shifted in the seat and grabbed his wallet out of the
back of his slacks, extracting a business card. "Give that number a call
tomorrow and I'll have Janice talk to you."


He
hadn't planned on offering her a job, but he found it impossible to leave her,
knowing tomorrow morning she'd be back to riding with another man who used the
carpool service as a way to get his rocks off. Addison deserved more, and he found
himself not ready to walk away from her yet.


"Thank
you, but that's not necessary. I enjoy run—working as a doll." She put his
card on the dash, opened the door, and left.


He
jumped out of the car and braced his elbows on the hood, gazing over the roof
of the BMW. "Why do you settle for working as a Carpool Doll when it's
obvious you could be doing so much more with your life? Let me help you, Addy."


Her
back went stiff and she slowly turned around. "Let you help me?"


He
nodded. "Yeah."


She
clutched her purse in her hand. "You asshole," she whispered.


In
the almost empty parking garage, the name ricocheted back to him. He moved
around the car. Somehow he'd insulted her, but he couldn't figure out how.


"Listen—"


"Stop."
She put her hand up. "Don't say any more. I've heard enough."


"I
want to talk with you," he said.


She
scoffed. "We don't have anything more to say."


"I'm
thinking we have a lot to say, and if you don't give me five minutes now, I'll
have Janice hire you in the morning to ride with me to work." He glowered.


Her
eyes widened. Then she snickered. He had no time to react, because she looked
him square in the eyes and laughed. His body still reeling from her response to
the job offer suddenly took notice of the way her face softened, her eyes
brightened, and she opened herself to him for the first time since he'd met
her. He'd thought she was beautiful before. When she laughed, she was
absolutely stunning.


She
inhaled deeply, still snickering. "Oh dear, Mr. Rafferty—"


"Nate,"
he said.


"I
don't think so." She pivoted and walked to her car and opened the door. Before
she climbed in, she paused. "You see, Mr. Rafferty. You don't know me at
all. You will not call tomorrow and be able to hire me."


"Why
not?" he said.


Her
laughter died. "Because I am the owner of Carpool Dolls."


Without
letting him comprehend the news, she slid inside the Porsche, put it in
reverse, and squealed away. He stared at the vacant spot where she'd parked. The
owner?


Why
didn't she say something the first time they met? Anger over how she could run
such a business, and still hold the power of the men who used her business, he
jumped back in the BMW, kicked it into third, and raced out of the parking
garage in pursuit. If she thought she'd seen the last of him, she was wrong.








 


Chapter
Four


Addison
slammed the door, slapped at the light switch, and threw her purse across her
living room. The more miles she put between her and Nate, the angrier she grew.
She'd worked her ass off for the last four years building a solid reputation
for her girls.


Who
was he to assume anything about her? 


She
kicked off her heels as she walked to the fridge and removed a bottle of wine.
After putting up with his claustrophobic touching and playing her role as his
date—without a bite of dinner she noted—she deserved to consume the whole
bottle. She poured herself a glass, and decided a spoonful of jam was also called
for.


Men.
They were all like her father.


She
shoveled another spoonful of strawberry preserves into her mouth and followed
it with a healthy swallow of wine. She tapped her fist against the counter as
the sweetness overloaded her head. Not only was Nate an asshole, he was a class
act asshole.


The
doorbell rang. She groaned. It was probably Ms. Lindsay, who lived next door,
wondering why she arrived home late.


She
picked up the jar, walked to the front door, and scooped more jam into her
mouth before swinging the door open. "Everything is okay, Ms—


"Addy,"
Nate said.


She
swung the door closed, but Nate blocked it with his hand and stepped inside. She
backed up and pointed the spoon at him. "Get out."


"I
want to apologize." He closed the door and slipped his hands into his
pocket. "I've insulted you."


"You
think?" She dug the spoon into the jar and stuffed her mouth full of jam.


"I
made a couple phone calls. Well, my attorney made them for me while I followed
you home. I was distracted trying to keep up with you. You do know how to drive
the hell out of the Porsche." His mouth softened. "I'm sorry, Addy. I
assumed you were supplying…services, but I was wrong. From all accounts, you're
running a hell of a business."


Okay.
Well, then. Um. She swallowed the bite of strawberries. That was the last thing
she expected him to say.


She
lifted her chin. "Apology accepted."


He
closed the distance between them, took the spoon out of her hand, dropped it
into the jar, and set it on the end table beside the couch. She backed up until
her legs hit the cushions and put a stop to her retreat. 


He
swiped his thumb along the corner of her mouth. "Got a little something
right here…"


She
licked her lip, encountered his thumb, and swallowed a moan. His gaze heated,
and her breath hitched. She inhaled swiftly, her breasts brushed against the
front of him.


He
lowered his head. "I'm going to kiss you."


"You
can't," she said.


His
gaze stayed on her lips. "Why not?"


Unable
to help herself, she tapped her foot against his shoe. "Because."


He
chuckled. "I wanted to kiss you the moment you looked into my car and
saved my ass."


Really?
She cleared her throat. "You didn't though, so it's too late."


"I
thought you were a prostitute and playing me with your innocent act," he
said.


She
pushed against his chest. "Get out."


"Not
going anywhere, Addy. I apologized. It was a stupid mistake."


This
couldn't be happening. He was Nate Rafferty. Her fascination with him went back
a few years, but she never, ever, went out with men in his circle.


"I
don't know why you want to kiss me," she whispered. "Nothing can
happen between us."


"You've
got that wrong." His hand slipped under her hair and he cupped the back of
her head. "Why do you think I offered you a job? I can't get you out of my
head. If there's one thing you need to know about me, I get what I want…and I
want you."


"Who
says you can have me?" she said.


"Shut
up, Addy," he murmured against her lips.


She
closed her eyes, because more than anything, she wanted him to kiss her. His
lips brushed hers, and he whispered, "Open your eyes."


Need
made the act almost impossible but in the end, she dragged her eyelids open.
"I don't know what you want from me."


"I
want you to see who you're kissing." His breath tickled her face. "I
want to be the only one you're thinking about when I finally take a taste of
you."


Oh.
That was nice. "Okay."


"Good
answer," he murmured as he captured her lips.


For
all his hesitation and concern, he went from slow to oh my God deep and
delicious in a snap. All she could do was hold on to his shirt to keep from
swaying. She met his tongue with her own. Dueling, stroking, sucking as excitement
twirled low in her abdomen.


Nate
slid his hands under her armpits and picked her up without breaking away from
her. She wrapped her arms around his neck, her legs around his waist, and
continued to kiss him. In the back of her mind, she was aware of him walking.
She only worried about one thing. She never wanted him to stop kissing her.


In
the bedroom, she fell, taking him with her. He landed on top of her, braced on
his elbows to cushion the landing. Her hands went to the front of his shirt,
fighting with the buttons. He chuckled against her lips.


"Slow
down, doll," he said against her lips. "I'll take care of you."


She
gasped, letting her arms fall to the mattress. "What are we doing?"


"Right
now, my hands are on you." He slid the bottom of her dress to her waist.
"In a second, I'm going to taste you."


"Oh,
God," she said on an exhale. "M-maybe we should slow down."


He
stilled above her. "Give me one good reason."


How
about they barely knew each other. Sure, he had her investigated after thinking
she was a prostitute, and she gobbled up everything about him she could find on
public domain, but she had no idea how many women he'd slept with or if he had
a girlfriend. No, that wasn't true. He'd broken up with what's her name,
Suzanne.


"I'll
take it I can continue because you're not telling me no," he said.


She
melted. Here, on her bed, she saw the sly and badass boy he claimed to have
been in his past. It was the idea of what kind of trouble he could still get
into that made her hot. Rumored to be out of control, a hot head, and running
from the law most of his life, he was the forbidden fruit. Something about him,
barely holding on to polite society, knowing he was hard and unbending to the
core, thrilled her.


He
slid down her body. She jolted. "Wait."


"What
now?"


"I
know I'm clean, but I don't know…"


"I
am, too. But, I'll take care of you." He hooked his fingers on the side of
her panties and dragged them down her legs. "I have a condom."


"Okay.
Okay. Protection is a good thing." She stared at the ceiling and tried to
ignore that he was between her thighs and—she came off the bed. "Oh. My.
God. Nate."


His
mouth remained on her, and he planted his hand on her stomach, pressing her
back onto the mattress. She melted into the comforter. Every muscle in her body
quit fighting, except one hidden deep inside her, making her quiver.


Nate
growled against her. Her pleasure rose and she gave one final effort to raise
her hand and grab his attention. Her fingers sank into his hair.


"Please,"
she tugged.


He
kissed her way over her abdomen, over her ribs, and rose above her. She locked
her ankles behind his calves, not letting him go as he extracted a condom out
of his wallet, unzipped his trousers, and released his cock.


"Oh
wow," she whispered, blinking at the sight of him.


His
largeness, hardness, and sexiness, included every single part of him. He
lowered himself down and nibbled on her neck. "Last chance, Addy. Let me
have you."


She
nodded against his shoulder, closing her eyes. "Please."


In
careful concentration, he entered her. She held on to his arms braced on each
side of her on the bed. His muscles constricted and became harder, if that was
possible. She lifted her hips.


He
withdrew slowly.


She
bucked underneath him.


He
slid in with all the care in the world.


She
groaned in torment.


He
held himself still.


"God,
please." She dug her nails into his biceps.


On
fire, she needed more. She squirmed below him. Each agonizing stroke spiraled
her out of control.


"Fuck."
He ground against her. "Look at me." 


She
inhaled a shuddering breath, so close, so fricking close. Then she opened her
eyes.


The
intensity of his gaze reached inside of her and brought her release. She
convulsed in pleasure, wave after wave. His eyes warmed, and if she thought she
was done, she found out differently.


One
look from him and her body paid attention despite her mind reveling in the
fastest, hardest orgasm of her life. Again?


"I
knew it." He lowered himself to his elbows. "Together now."


As
if he dictated her every move, she held on to him. "Oh, God."


No
longer did he keep tight control of his movements. He captured her mouth, and
moved against her. Embers heated to burning flames, and she gave him back
everything he gave to her. Hard, hot, and heavy. She wrapped her arms around
his neck, straining for what she knew was again within her reach.


Then
he growled, and she swallowed the sound. Her orgasm swept her away as he
plunged inside of her and held himself still. She ran her hands over his
shoulders, smiling at the tremors rocking his body. More than satisfied that
she was the one who made Nate Rafferty, big man of the city, tremble in her
arms.


He
pressed his forehead against hers. "You're mine. If you're seeing anyone
else, it stops now."


"You
can't say that," she whispered. "We had sex. That's all."


He
slipped out of her, rolling off the bed, and stood. "Where's the
bathroom?"


She
pointed to the door. He walked out of the room, and she mustered all her
strength to curl into a ball.


He
was delusional. What happened between them was nothing more than both of them
getting caught in the moment. She was angry. He was—


She
sat straight up. "Oh, Frick. He lied."


For
the last two days, he believed she was a prostitute. She stood and yanked her
dress down. He probably didn't even call his lawyer and find out what kind of
business she ran. She closed her eyes and groaned. She played right into his
hands.


Nate
walked into the room. Sick inside, she turned away from him. He hadn't even
removed his clothes and she'd been all over him.


He
wrapped his arms around her from behind and nuzzled her neck. "Come
here."


She
shook her head, but he'd propelled her around to face him. She pushed away.
"I have an early morning. I'll walk you to the door."


"What's
going on?" His voice low and cautious only angered her.


How
could he not know? She'd let him go on believing she serviced men on the job.
It was safer that way. He could get any woman he wanted, and she'd erected
barriers so he wouldn't get the idea she was his for the fucking.


Except,
she'd failed.


"Nothing."
She shrugged, walking around him. "I'm beat. I had a long day, and then I
went out with you and now—she fluttered her hand toward the bed—this."


"This?"
He followed her out to the living room. "Do you want to fill me in on what
happened? Because I thought you understood exactly what happened between us. I
came to apologize. You were right there in bed with me, Addy. You came in my
arms. Twice."


She
swallowed. "Yes, I was there."


"Then
tell me why you're in a hurry to get rid of me." He removed her hand from
the doorknob. "I don't make it a habit to sleep with every woman who
catches my eye. I also don't make promises I don't plan to keep."


"I
get it. You don't want me to have sex with other men." She crossed her
arms and rolled her eyes. "That came across real clear. But, I don't make
promises. I also don't date men like you. So as much as I enjoyed tonight, well
the last part of it, I won't be repeating it again. You're also not allowed to
use my services at Carpool Dolls or visit me at my house again. Is that
perfectly clear…Mr. Rafferty?"


His
mouth tightened and he stepped toward her. Leaning down, he stopped inches from
her face. She used all her strength to square her shoulders under the
intimidating size of him.


"Tomorrow
night, I'll ring your doorbell. You're going to answer," he said.
"Then we're going out on a date."


She
snorted. "In your dreams."


His
eyes softened. His lips twitched. She glared. The jerk was laughing at her.


"Oh,
I'll dream of you." He pressed his lips to her forehead. He simply held
her head while he inhaled and ended with a soft smack of his lips to her
forehead. "Sweet dreams, doll."


He
opened the door and strode out of her life. She stood, staring out at him as he
opened his car. She had no idea how to handle a man like him.


Nate
paused at the driver's door. "Lock the door, Addy."


She
jolted, stepped back, and slammed the door shut. Leaning her head against the
wood, she fingered the deadbolt and flipped the lock. Her heart raced. He was
coming back tomorrow. She pressed her lips together and screamed in
frustration. She was not going out with him. Ever.






Chapter
Five


At
four o'clock, Nate walked out of his office and straight to the florist shop.
Then he went home to his house in the North Hills, hit the weights, showered,
and hoped he'd worked off enough energy to keep himself out of Addison's bed. 


He
hardened thinking about his date, and wanted to skip the frills. Last night
turned out better than he imagined. The way she'd stood up to him amused him,
and he'd have fun beating her stubbornness out of her.


Other
women had tried to control him, and in the end they cowered before him, taken
by surprise. Yet, Addy fought him every step, despite her body saying otherwise.
He inhaled deeply, enjoying the way he was feeling. She changed when he kissed
her, and it was as if a switch flipped inside of her. She let herself go,
holding nothing back from him.


It
was at that moment, he was positive he was right. She was a submissive.


She
hid it well, almost too well. A businesswoman, setting her own rules, and even
being okay with him believing she was a prostitute. It was all a cover. Why?


To
keep him away? To protect herself? Tightness grew inside of him, and he rubbed
his chest to ease the tension. She was a challenge.


On
the way out of the house, he grabbed the flowers, the extra garage door opener,
and walked into the garage. He eyed the Harley Davidson and climbed into the
BMW. Next date, he'd see about taking her to the coast on his motorcycle.
Tonight, he had other plans and he wanted to make sure she knew where she
belonged.


With
rush hour over, he cruised along I-5. By the time he crossed the bridge into
Washington, he had to turn his headlights on against the night. Yesterday, he'd
been surprised to follow Addison into the old section of the Couve. But finding
her living in a historical house, updated to the original charm, came with the
image he had of Addison.


Polished
and classy, running a rather successful small business, she had her life going
for her. Her attitude kept him interested. Her reaction to him in bed hooked
him. A woman who had the power to go toe to toe with him, yet allowed him to
take her higher while submitting to his needs was one to keep around until he
tired of her.


What
was it Professor always said? 'Until you find a woman strong enough to keep you
straight, you'll never settle down. You're too competitive and you live on the
edge where others never walk. When business becomes old news and the challenge
wears off, you'll need a woman who can support you and keep you content. You
haven't found that woman yet, Nathan.'


At
the time of their conversation, he'd denied there was such a woman out there.
By everyone else's opinion, he had his life planned out and concreted in the
ground. He was set for life. 


Business
was booming. He snapped his fingers and signed contracts appeared on his desk. Yet,
Professor Frank had seen through the fame and bull, and knew Nate's personal
life was in the shitter.


Having
lived off the streets as a kid, he kept his two lives separate. The kind of
woman Professor Frank talked about would never take a second look at him after
figuring out what he needed in his life and where he came from. They'd look at
his bank account and zero in on him, and he wouldn't settle for a woman who saw
his price tag before the man.


Besides,
that type of woman he couldn't protect against himself. Addison—he inhaled
deeply—he had a feeling she could handle the darkness inside of him.


For
the first time in thirty-five years, he finally found a woman who made him work
for her attention. After finding out she employed women on the street, he hoped
to hell she'd have the strength to give him what he needed. Her vulnerable side
mattered more than her firm stance, but she'd need it all if she was going to
survive what he hoped would be a relationship between them.


He
pulled in front of Addison's house. All her lights were on throughout the place.
He hesitated, pushing down the adrenaline of seeing her again. At least she
wasn't going to hide from him and pretend she wasn't home.


With
flowers in hand, he walked up the cobblestone pathway to the front door. He
pushed the buzzer and rocked back on his heels. His chest tightened and he
realized he hadn't felt this excited in a long time. Not even beating Pierce
out of the Montgomery contact filled him with the kind of rush he seemed to
thrive on.


Several
minutes passed, and he rang the bell again. Impatient, he set the flowers on
the chair on the porch and removed his cell phone out of his pocket. Stuart
Kendall forwarded all the information on Addison this morning, and he'd
programed her home number in after thinking he'd call and make sure she was
ready for tonight. Then he thought better of giving her a way out, and never
called.


He
could hear her phone ring from outside the door. Come on, Addy. Pick up.


The
call clicked on. "I'm unable to answer your call right now. Please—"


He
disconnected, and stepped over to pound on the door. "Addy. Open the
door."


When
she didn't come, he paced the length of the porch. Once. Twice.


Disgusted
at finding himself waiting when Addison was obviously not going to come to the
door, he walked away, leaving the flowers behind. Angered over getting his
hopes up, he tore away from the curb and drove away. His foot grew heavy as he
watched the speedometer climb. He squeezed and twisted his grip on the steering
wheel. No one turned him down.


He
paid people to run his company. Every aspect of his life could be bought and
paid for. His personal life, he handled alone.


He
punched his fist on the wheel, and took the exit onto Marine Drive. In no mood
to go home, he went back to where he was comfortable. He knew the dirty streets
better than he knew the business district of downtown.


In
his old neighborhood, he drove straight to Billy's. From the outside of the
rundown building, all appeared dark and deserted, but he knew inside the lights
were on and there was someone always willing to take a few rounds in the ring.


In
fifteen years, he'd only fallen back to returning a dozen times. When Professor
Frank forced him to open up, when he'd lost the Shelton contract and fifty
million dollars, and every time he tried to outrun the darkness inside of him,
he went back to the familiar.


Here,
he controlled the outcome. Here, he could hurt others and nobody gave him a
second look. Here, he could escape the idea that Addison was untamable.


He
pushed through the backdoor, assaulted with the conversant scent of dank sweat,
rubber, and beer coming from the alley. He stood inside, out of breath. Until
he'd set foot back in the building, he hadn't realized how much he was running.
Running away from Addison, running away from reaching for the unattainable and
the constant, running away from who he'd become.


"Hey,
Nate," Big Dawg pulled himself up from his spot by the ring.


Dawg's
cigar threw up smoke and his potbelly hung over his jeans, below his Gold Gym
T-shirt. He grabbed the beefy hand Dawg offered, and let the big guy pull him
in to a shoulder bump.


"How's
it going?" he said.


"Still
alive." Dawg removed his cigar. "Long time no see."


"Yeah."
He peered around the gym. "Anyone looking for some time in the ring?"


"Feel
like doing some foot work, eh?" Dawg stuck his dirty fingers in his mouth
and whistled. "Romero, put on the gloves."


A
twenty-something year old built like a brick lifted his chin and stuck his
hands up. Nate peeled off his coat and tossed it to an empty chair. Then he
unbuttoned his shirt. "You still have my gloves?"


Dawg's
face split into a grin. "Hell yeah. I'll get them."


He
threw his shirt over his coat, leaned down, and undid his shoes. His muscles
bunched along his back. Tense and ready to hit, he shook his arms and bounced
in place. He'd really thought Addison would open the door for him. The fact
that she didn't disappointed him more than he wanted to admit.


He'd
set his sights on her. She'd been insulted that he thought she was selling her
body, but it was more. She wasn't ashamed or embarrassed on where his thoughts
took him. She was insulted that he would offer her a job because he assumed she
was a hooker and below him.


Why
would someone like her defend someone who made their living on the streets? Was
she a Good Samaritan who took in the homeless for bragging rights or was she a Professor
Frank who saw inside a person and unselfishly gave her time to help someone
else?


He
fisted his hands. Not many woman aroused him on sight. Coupled with the way
she'd come alive underneath him, he wanted more. He wanted her to beg. Until
recently, he hadn't realized how much he wanted a permanent outlet.


A
vessel for him to unleash. A woman who'd fall down and bounce back up, ready
for more. Who got off on the pain he could inflict. Only in that way, would she
understand his need to take everything from her.


"Hands
up." Dawg approached him, tossing the gloves on the floor, and sticking the
edge of the white tape he carried between his teeth.


He
held his hands in front of him, palms toward him, flexing his fingers as Dawg
wrapped his knuckles. The old feelings came back. He'd already proved himself
to the outside world, but in here, he started at the bottom. The other guy he
was fighting didn't know jack about him.


Addison
Flint had no idea who she was dealing with.


Dawg
slipped the gloves on Nate's hands, stepped back, and pulled the ropes apart.
"Try not to get yourself killed."


"That's
the goal." He lifted his chin before ducking his head and jumping into the
ring.


Shorter
than him by a few inches, Romero made up for the lack of height by outweighing
Nate by a good twenty-five pounds. Not to mention, Romero was at least fifteen
years his junior and had the cocky attitude Nate remembered having himself when
he was younger. He lifted his gloves and danced around his opponent.


The
first punch came to his stomach. He grunted, irritated for himself for
tightening up, he swung with his right, and popped Romero on the chin. Shit,
that felt good.


Adrenaline
fueled him forward. This is what he lived for growing up. Working up a sweat,
hitting some flesh, and thinking there was nothing in the world that could take
him down.


Pain
whipped his head around. He shook the hit off, punching his way out. One, two,
three. Romero's uppercut clipped him under the chin. Flashes of light filled
his vision and he moved forward, hitting low, until arms circled his upper body.


He
threw Romero off him and jabbed. He didn't need Addy.


She
could stay in the house, denying her attraction to him all she wanted and her
rebuttal couldn't touch him. He swung a roundhouse before delivering a kidney
punch that took Romero to his knees. He needed no one. He never had.


He
continued swinging. Fuck Addy.


Over
and over, he proved how he could do without her. He could have anyone, use
anyone, and kill anyone. It was all about beating the darkness back, and he
always found ways to let loose. Professor was wrong. One person wouldn't change
him. He needed to cause pain, and anyone would do.


"Rafferty!
End it." Dawg threw a metal chair in the ring. "You're out."


He
stepped back, breathing hard, and stared down at his opponent. Romero hung his
head, resting on his hands and knees. Blood dripped onto the matt.


Nate
rubbed his arm across his mouth. A streak of his own blood left a trail on his
skin and the sweet taste filled his mouth.


He
ripped off his gloves, threw them out of the ring, and jumped down. He ignored
Dawg cussing him out, and swept up his clothes. This was who he was.


He
enjoyed causing pain, blood, and seeing someone cower at his feet. Nothing
compared to surviving.


He'd
forgotten himself the last couple of days. Thought he could be happy hanging
around Addison when he knew he was only pretending. She'd run from him if she
could she him now. Hot from the fight, hanging out in a part of town known for transients
and drug houses on every corner.


Out
of the building, he walked straight to his car and climbed in. His phone rang
on his seat, and he picked it up without looking to see who was calling.


"What?"
he snapped.


"Um,
Nate?" Addison asked. "I'm–"


"Are
you at home?" He put his keys in the car and started the engine. 


"Yes,"
she whispered.


"Stay
there." He disconnected the call.


If
she wanted to play games, he'd show her who Nathan Rafferty really was. A thug
from the wrong side of town. A man who'd rather beat her than love her. Maybe then,
he could get her out of his head and get his life back on track.








 


Chapter
Six


At
the sight of Nate walking up to her door, Addison closed the curtain and blew
out her breath. What am I doing?


She
pressed a hand to her stomach. Maybe she should've waited to call him.


Nate
banged on the door instead of using the doorbell. She wrapped her sweater coat
around her tightly, and moved over to let him in. Too late now, he was here.


Looming
in the doorway, Nate's gaze assaulted her. She gasped, pulling him inside.
"What happened to you?'


He
remained silent, his upper lip encrusted in blood. She reached up and stopped
herself from touching his face. His cheekbone swollen under one eye seemed to
make him even scarier. She guided him to the chair in the living room.


"Sit."
She hurried out of the room.


In
the kitchen, she grabbed two dish clothes. As she let the faucet run, she
scooped a handful of ice from the freezer and placed it in one of the towels.
Then she ran the other towel under the warm water and rung the rag out.


She
returned to him and kneeled at his feet. "Did you get in an
accident?"


He
shook his head, or maybe he flinched away from her she couldn't tell until he
said, "No."


"Are
you hurt anywhere else?" Her gaze dropped to his bare chest.


"No."


There
was smeared blood over his upper abdomen, but she found no visible wounds. Her
hand shook as she cleaned the cut on his lip. She glanced up into his eyes and
cringed. She couldn't read the intensity of his gaze, but his emotions he
directed at her as if she were the cause of him arriving at her house in this
condition.


"Why?"
he said, not showing any sign that she caused him pain by pressing on his cut
lip.


She
picked up the other towel filled with ice and handed it to him.
"What?"


When
he let the cold pack fall to his lap, she pressed it on the side of his face
for him. When he let her help him, she tried again. "I don't know what
you're asking, Nate," she whispered.


"You
didn't open the door," he said.


She
used her free hand to clean his chest with the other towel. "I wasn't
home. Mrs. Lindsay called me from next door. Her breaker flipped, and she's
unable to go down the stairs to the basement. That happens at least once a
month, and it's easier for her to call me than a repairman who'll charge
her."


He
touched the back of his hand to his mouth, and she barely had time to fall back
on her bottom to get out of his way as he stood. "You didn't fucking open
the door."


She
scrambled to her feet. "I know. I told you, I was—"


"I
know what you said." He whirled around and faced her. "You weren't
here. You didn't open the door."


Angered
over his outburst, she scooped up the towels. "Whatever. There's the door,
use it."


"Answer
me," he said.


She
shook her head. "I don't answer to you or anyone. Please leave."


He
remained.


Used
to avoiding arguments, she marched out of the room, down the hallway, and
entered the laundry room at the back of the house. She threw the towels in the
empty washer and slammed the lid down. He had no reason to be mad at her. 


She
wasn't home when he came by the house. Yesterday, she'd told him not to come
over. It wasn't her fault he ignored her wishes and came looking for her. She
regretted calling him now.


Deciding
she'd rather stay in the laundry room than face Nate, she folded her gym
clothes she pulled out of the dryer prior to helping Mrs. Lindsay. She
should've thrown away his business card he'd left at her house in the first
place, and not called him. That's what she gets for being stupid, and thinking
the polite thing to do is thank him for the flowers he'd left.


God,
he could be a problem.


She'd
thought of nothing else, but him, since climbing into his car, and she hated
and loved the feelings he brought out in her. But, she couldn't continue seeing
him. He represented everything she'd sworn to stay far, far away from her whole
life.


She
eyed the stack of clothes. Someone had to put a stop to the insanity, and considering
he was in her house, she walked out of the room to send him away.


Nate
stood in front of the living room window, gazing out into the night. She
hesitated, studying his back. Still shirtless, his muscles twitched. From all appearances,
he hadn't calmed down.


"Nate?"
She walked to the side of the couch, thinking a piece of furniture would keep
her from touching him. "I'm not sure what happened tonight and I'm sorry
you were hurt, but I think you need to leave."


"Why?"
He remained facing the window.


His
voice, unemotional and flat, hurt her. She blew up her cheeks, held her breath,
and slowly let the air out. "Because you're not the type of man I normally
date. I don't want to lead you on. I'm sorry. I know I did, and I feel
bad—"


"Bad?"
He turned around. She stepped behind the couch, and he held up his arms. "Jesus,
will you stop that."


"You're
angry." She glanced at the floor before meeting his gaze. "You're
sorta freaking me out. We slept together. That's it. Then you show up pissed
off and bloody as if someone beat you up, being a jerk to me, and expect me to
want you again. What am I supposed to think?"


"Do
you think I'm going to hurt you?" he asked.


She
closed her eyes for a long blink, and then told him the truth. "I don't
know. You scare me."


He
looked up to the ceiling and when he returned his gaze, he'd masked his anger.
"You would've opened the door earlier."


It
wasn't a question. He stated the obvious. She nodded. Despite her better
judgment, she knew deep in her soul she would've let him in. Then she would've
regretted it. And even later, she would've missed him when he left.


She
stepped around the couch. "Are you sure you're okay?"


"Yeah."
He held up his hands as if seeing their condition for the first time. 


"What
happened?"


"I—he
laughed harshly—visited my past, that's all."


"I
don't understand." She crossed her arms. "You're hurt."


"I'm
fine." He inhaled deeply. "It doesn't matter. I came here…but
earlier, I decided not to contact you again. But, you called. Addy, you called
me."


She
stepped closer. "You're not making sense."


One
side of his mouth lifted, the side that wasn't split open, and he shrugged.
"You're right. I'm not the type of man for you, but that doesn't stop me
from wanting you."


In
the silence, she stared at him. Half of her wanted to agree with him and the
other half wanted to understand why he believed her when it was obvious she was
attracted to him. She'd experienced something so wonderful last night; she was
scared to let it go. What did that say about her?


Her
reasons for not getting involved with him were personal. He represented
everything she'd run from growing up. The father she hated, who didn't even
know her because he denied he had a daughter, had everything he ever wanted,
just like Nate. His business came first. His reputation came before his own
flesh and blood. Her mother, despite the inconvenience of raising a daughter,
told her often how being mixed up with a man who was more powerful than her
would suck the life right out of her. Then she'd watched her mother run herself
into the grave trying to forget the one night when she'd sold her soul to the
devil.


She
would not sell her soul to the devil or Nate.


Nate
broke away from her gaze. "Goodbye, Addy."


She
nodded, watching him walk out of her life. Proud and strong, he carried himself
as if he'd battled his own demons tonight. Why he'd shown up at her house
bloody and broken, she'd never know. She chewed on her bottom lip. He'd grown
up on the streets. He'd said he'd returned to the past.


She
hurried to the door and grabbed the handle before he could shut it.
"Nate?"


He
turned. 


"Take
care of yourself, okay? Put some ice on your—she pointed to her face—you're
going to have a black eye tomorrow."


He
stiffened, and seemed to study her. Whatever he was thinking obviously confused
him because he leaned toward her and kissed her forehead. Not a peck, not a
practiced move meaning thanks for cleaning up my face. No, he laid his lips on
her skin and stayed there. Then he inhaled deeply before pulling away.


"Lock
the door, doll," he whispered. Then he walked away from her again.


His
leaving wasn't a break up. They weren't in a relationship that required a
formal goodbye. She leaned against the closed door. If what they had could only
be called a night of great sex, then why did it feel like her heart was
breaking?






Chapter
Seven


After
her last ride of the day, Addison chose to walk the three blocks to the parking
garage. Making an excuse to Harold, one of her regular Friday night clients,
she planned to use the extra time to herself to decompress after a stressful
day by enjoying the fall air before heading home. She hoped the extra exercise
would allow her to get a good night's sleep for once this week.


She
ignored the real reason for going down Fifth Street, instead of Fourth Street the
past three nights. She gazed up at the Rafferty Tower, while keeping a tight
hold on the purse hung over her shoulder. There was nothing to see, but the six
story, gray building with a few lights still on. Yet, she searched the windows
anyway.


Despite
trying to rid Nate from her mind, he'd taken up residency in her head. She
tried to convince herself she was worried about his health, and wanted to make
sure he'd treated his eye properly when he left her house. She even tried to
blame her obsessive interest in him on simple curiosity about the mysterious
bachelor.


But,
she lied. She wanted to see him.


If
someone asked her if she'd jump out of a plane knowing she'd die when she hit
the ground, tonight, she'd probably answer yes. That's the extreme, out of
control, make her insane, way she felt about Nate. Her attachment to him scared
her to death. She wouldn't be surprised if he had a Surgeon General's Warning
tattooed on his ass.


The
fact she was outside of Nate's building at seven o'clock at night proved she
was exactly like the mother who despised everything about her and died after
telling her what a huge disappointment she was. So, she forced herself to
believe Nate was just like her father.


Unfair?


Yes.


Necessary?


Absolutely.


Faced
with her inability to control herself, she stopped at the corner, pushed the
crosswalk light, and waited for her signal to go home. Tomorrow was Saturday.
Over the weekend, she'd make sure she got Nate out of her thoughts before
Monday.


"Addison?"
A male voice called.


She
jolted, turning around. Her smile came easily. "Hello, Mr. Cartmen."


Carrying
his suit coat over his shoulder, his tie loosened, and the first couple buttons
of his shirt undone, Mr. Cartmen glanced around. She followed his gaze,
thinking he was looking for his ride.


"Working
tonight?" he said.


She
shook her head. "No, I just got done with my last ride."


"Wonderful."
He stepped closer. "I'm done for the day, and planned on going out for
dinner and a drink. I'd love it if you'd join me."


"Oh,
I couldn't." She lifted her phone, looked at the display as if she were
running late. "It's nice of you to ask though. Thank you."


"Come
on, a drink then…it won't take any time at all." He placed his hand on her
back and turned her around.


"No,
really." She planted her feet. "I'm running late."


"Addison,"
he practically cooed as he put his hands on her shoulders, working his way up
until he hooked her neck. "A little drink. Away from the rules of the
Carpool Dolls. Just you and me."


She
pulled against his hold, but he wouldn't let go. "Mr. Cartmen,
please."


He
leaned in at the same time the squeal from a car's tires rounded the corner.
She jerked her head and saw a black BMW skid to a stop at the curb, the window
went down, and Nate filled the car. Every muscle in her body unconstructed at
the sight of him, and she exhaled.


"Addy,
get in the car," Nate said.


"Hey,
Rafferty." Mr. Cartmen let her go and held out his arms in a sign of no
foul. "Nice night."


"You
ever touch her again, you'll fucking die." Nate stepped out of the
car, escorted her to the passenger side, opened the door, and she climbed
inside.


Safe
inside the car, Addison watched Nate walk around to the driver's side, ignoring
Mr. Cartmen, and climb in. She hurried and latched the seatbelt, afraid of
making him even more upset.


His
whole body screamed that he wasn't lying. He'd kill Mr. Cartmen and although,
she didn't enjoy Nate ordering her to get in the car with him, she didn't want
anyone's murder on her shoulders.


Nate
hit the accelerator. "What the hell were you thinking?"


"I
only wanted to go to the parking garage," she whispered. "I wasn't
with Mr. Cartmen."


"He'd
fuck you and leave you before you could get a dime out of his pocket." He
shifted into a higher gear. "Do you think you're any different to him than
the whores he hangs around?"


"Nate,
I wasn't with him." She pressed her hands into her thighs. "He's a
client, and he saw me walking. I stopped, and he asked me out. I told him
no."


"I
know what you were doing." He braked on the turn into the parking garage.
"I've seen you walking in front of the building the last few nights. I saw
Cartmen approach you, and I know he's not the one you were hoping would stop
you."


Her
mouth came open and she stared at the dash. He couldn't possibly know. Sure, he
could guess, but he had no idea of her schedule or where her clients dropped
her off.


He
kept turning the car around in the garage, working his way up to the third
level. At her parking spot, he slammed on the brakes and cut the engine.
"I want to know why you've been going out of your way to walk past my
building, looking up at the windows for the last three nights. What were you
looking for, Addy, and so help me God, if you don't tell me what I want to
hear, the next time someone like Cartmen comes around, I won't be there to save
your ass."


She
looked at him, and then she jerked off her seatbelt and got out of the car.
Furious with herself for even thinking he cared, she marched to the Porsche. At
the door, she dug through her purse, cursing under her breath at not having her
keys out and ready.


When
her fingers clutched her remote, two hands whirled her around and backed her
against the vehicle. On heels, bent backward, all she could do is hold on to
Nate's coat to keep from falling. "What are you doing? Let go of me!"


"Answer
me," he said.


In
her personal space, his face hovering over hers, she stared into eyes that
searched hers. Aware of the anger, the position he'd put her in, and finally being
able to see with her own eyes he was fine, she decided to tell him the truth. 


"You,"
she whispered. "I tried. I've thought of every excuse why I should stay
away, and I still walked by your office in hopes you'd be walking out and I'd
see you. I needed a glimpse, that's all, to see if you're all right. And, you
are. I can see that myself. That's all I needed."


"Fuck,
Addy," he murmured, the tension eased from his face right before he captured
her mouth.


Nothing
about his kiss was gentle. His lips bruised hers as he hungrily tasted her with
his tongue. Her body slid down on the car, and he shoved his thigh between her
legs, trapping her, too keep her standing while he continued taking everything
he could. And she let him.


No,
she needed him.


His
desperation and anger, directed at her, filled her in a way she'd never
expected. She swiped her tongue along his and pulled back, sucking his bottom
lip, and then diving back in. Her breath came fast, and she clutched at him,
fearful he'd stop. Afraid he'd walk away from her and she'd lose in the end.


"Addy,"
he mumbled against her lips.


"No,
please." She plastered herself against his body. "Don't go."


She
trembled, the heat that had her climbing his body moments ago vanished to cold,
dark, fear she couldn't name. Left hollow, she held on to him with all the
strength she had, which wasn't much considering he'd taken her higher in one
kiss than any other man.


"Sh."
He smoothed the hair away from her face. "Doll, look at me."


She
raised her gaze. He looked back at her intently, rubbing his lips together. An
urge to cry came over her, and she could no more hold her emotions inside than
explain what was happening to her. 


"Give
me your keys," he whispered, kissing her forehead. "I'm taking you
home with me."


A
sob trickled out of her mouth, and she searched for her keys and found them on
the ground. Disoriented and unable to comprehend what was happening, she held
on to the hand he offered. He led her to the car, and she reluctantly let go.
Unwilling to face going home alone without him, she concentrated on the moment.
He was keeping her.






Chapter
Eight


Addison's
control slipped.


Three
blocks from Nate's house, Addison closed herself off from him. Nate squeezed
her hand. All the way home, he refused to let go.


In
the parking garage, he'd felt the trembles wracking her body, the desperation
in her kiss, the haze that'd come over her when he pinned her against the car. He
shifted, without letting go of her, because he had a feeling if he dropped her
hand, he'd lose her for good. 


Surprised
to find his own desire looking back at him gave him a heady experience. He'd
always held himself back. Every woman, every date, every one night stand, he
went through the motions, hiding himself from them. Only going out with them
for one reason and that was to ease the pressure.


Addison's
reaction was unbridled and dangerous.


"Addy,"
he said.


She
yanked her hand, but he held on tight. "What?"


"Stay
with me…we're almost there." He used the heel of his hand to shift down as
he approached his driveway.


All
she had to do was wait until he could get his hands on her again. He'd explain
what happened to her. Not once had he had a woman react to him in the way he
needed, to that way of perfection that he craved. She matched him perfectly,
but he also knew he wasn't ready to have the truth thrown at her.


He'd
scare her. She wasn't ready. Nor was she going to understand. Hell, he didn't
understand why he needed to be the way he was on most days. Professor Frank
tried to explain to him what drove his way of thinking, his body's desire, his
need to own, hurt, and possess. Instead of tapping the demons inside of him, Professor
Frank helped him find other outlets while retaining his need.


He'd
gone clean for a time, throwing himself into a business that grew until it was
bigger than most anything in the area. Yet, his success wasn't enough. It was
never enough.


He
no longer received the satisfaction over adding another contract, growing a
bigger client list, or buying up real estate. Sure, the progress he made
appeased him momentarily, but underneath the surface, he hungered for more.


Always
hungry.


Going
to the gym the other night and stepping into the ring was throwing fire on a
man like him. He reached up, pushed the remote garage door opener, and drove at
a crawl into the darkened garage. He had to check himself before he scared
Addison more or worse, hurt her.


He
shut off the engine and pressed into the seat. Addison sat silently beside him.
He rolled his head along the headrest and looked at her. Her fear pleased him.


"I'm
going to take you inside, and I want you to stay there. I don't want you to
leave or walk away, until I'm done talking." He swallowed over the
tightening of his chest. "Can you do that for me, doll?"


"I
don't know," she said.


"You
have my word. Nothing will happen between us that you don't want to
happen." He lifted her hand, which he still held, to his lips. "Can
you trust me?"


She
shook her head, and he grinned. Her honesty was welcome. 


"Then,
I'll show you that you can trust me. Will you be okay with me making you feel
good? To repeat the way you'd opened yourself up in the parking garage?"
he said.


"I'm
scared," she whispered.


He
lifted his chin. "I know that too. I'll make it okay for you, I
will."


"How?"
She lowered her gaze to their linked hands. "I feel like I'm going to
die—she wrinkled her nose—that's not true, but back there…at the garage, I
couldn't even breath or think. I don't want to go through that again. I can't
do it. It's not who I am. I can't be the kind of person you want, who acts out
of control. I-I there's a reason I can't be with you, and I'm sorry but there's
no compromises."


He'd
waited, letting her have her say. Having patience with her as she tried to talk
herself out of getting out of the door practically killed him, because he could
see the affect her confession had on her.


She
trembled, not from a deep new desire leaving her weary yet excited. She was flat
out scared. He dropped her hand. 


She
pulled her arm to her waist as if keeping her distance would protect her, and
curled into herself. He looked away. He'd seen enough.


"Get
out of the car, Addy." He opened his door and climbed out.


When
she failed to join him, he marched to the other side of the car, swung the door
open, unlatched her seat belt, and stood back. "Out."


He
gave her no room to argue or protest. If she wanted to see what they could have
together, if she wanted to see what he gave her a hint of each time he was with
her and what she craved, yet confused her, he'd show her. 


She
climbed out and stood beside him. "Nate? I can't—"


"You
can." He pivoted and led the way to the back door, expecting her to
follow.


She
proved him right, when she ducked under his arm and entered the kitchen ahead
of him. He flipped on the light, and waited while she studied the room, getting
her bearings.


Until
bringing her inside his home, he never realized how little time he spent at the
house. He slept here, but he ate at the office or with clients, and hit the gym
when he had some free time. The monstrosity was only a place to lay his head.


This
area and his belongings meant nothing to him. Most days he wanted to walk away
and go back to the streets to where he was accepted. Two years ago, he'd tried
to go cold turkey and give it all up. He handed the keys to his brother and
walked away from it all. He'd disappeared for three days, not knowing where he
went or where he stopped. He drank to excess and woke up in a twelve dollar a
night hotel room, reeking of bourbon and sporting bruises all over his
knuckles.


Addison
gave him a reason not to run. She offered herself to him, and he wouldn't abuse
her trust. Somehow, someway, he'd figure out a way to make her understand what
kind of person he was, and hope that he was right about her.


If
he were wrong about her feeding off his need for power, it'd destroy her. In
the end, if she refused to learn how they could benefit from each other, his
choice could kill him. 


He'd
given up on finding someone to accept him. To him, Addison was his last chance
to believe he could form a relationship with anyone.


"Come
with me." He walked through the kitchen and out into the hallway.


At
the other end of the house, he opened his office. Keeping the lights off, he sat
down on the leather couch below the windows. With a bit of light from the moon
streaming into the room, he'd be able to see her face, but give her the added
security to hide in the darkness if she wanted.


The
darkness saved him for years.


He
snagged her hand and pulled her down on his lap. She stiffened, and he
tightened his hold. "Relax. You're going to listen to what I have to say. After
I'm done, I'll answer all your questions."


"Easy
for you to say," she mumbled. "You're the one bossing me
around."


For
the first time all week, he laughed. The tension left him, and the hilarity he
found in the situation seemed to anger Addison and put her on firmer ground. He
clamped his hand on her hip and kept her from getting up.


"You
have no idea." He pulled her head toward him with his other hand, and
pressed his lips against her hair. "No fucking clue."


"Then
tell me," she whispered. "I won't tell anyone."


"No
one would believe you anyway." He sighed heavily. "Or, they would,
but it doesn't matter. It's who I am, and if someone wants to use it against
me, more power to them. They won't succeed."


She
shivered. He leaned his chin to the top of her head, which he'd tucked against
his neck. He liked this position.


"I
still won't tell." She planted her hand against his chest. "I'm not
the kind of person who shares with others, so there's no reason to gossip about
you."


"That's
good," he murmured.


Several
minutes passed. He found he wasn't in such a hurry to provide background as
much as he wanted to hold her. Because he couldn't see her face, couldn't read
the way she'd fed off his emotions, he wanted to enjoy the calm before he gave
her the truth.


But,
he had to tell her.


"Last
week when I showed up at your house and you took care of my face, I'd come from
boxing." He rubbed his cheek against her hair. "There's this place in
St. John's, where I grew up, that caters to street kids and adults. There's
always someone willing to step onto the mat and take punches. I went
there."


Her
head came up and she looked at him. "Did you lose?"


He
stared into the room, not seeing anything specific. "No. I didn't
lose."


She
stiffened. "God, what did the other person look like?" 


"Broken
nose. He'll probably need his brow super glued together, and I'm guessing I
fractured a couple of his ribs," he said. "That's what you need to
know about me. I'm capable of hurting others and not feeling a bang of remorse.
It's not that I'm unable to stop myself, I can. But, the need to hurt others is
unstoppable. It never ends."


"You're
warning me," she whispered.


He
nodded without saying any more. The truth was right in front of her, she'd have
to grasp what he was saying herself. Then he'd let her decide if she was
willing to handle him. If she was strong enough to admit to herself that she
needed him, and his ways.








 


Chapter
Nine


The
only thing keeping her from walking out of the room was Nate's hands on her
body. Addison's heart raced, and she wondered if she pushed against him, he'd
let her go. After hearing he enjoyed hurting others, she was afraid to try her
luck.


Instead,
she hid her reaction and played cool. "May I stand up?"


"Normally,
I'd let you do anything when you ask me nicely, in that soft voice that pleases
me, but right now I'd like you to stay on my lap and talk with me," he
said. "I can tell you're worried, and there's no reason to be scared.
We're sitting and talking, that's it."


"That's
not what I thought we were going to do when you told me to come home with
you." She folded her hands in her lap. "I thought this was about sex,
and we've done that before and I handled that fine. I don't know what you're
planning to do now, or why you had to tell me that you enjoy hurting people. You're
starting to freak me out, and not in a good way. If  you told me you like to
box a few rounds every now and then, that's one thing, but you're talking about
beating the shit out of someone because it's fun and—"


"Not
fun. Necessary," he said.


She
scoffed. "Sorry, but I don't understand where you're going with this
conversation. Only murderers and…and serial killers enjoy hurting others."


"Undoubtedly."
He nodded. "If you'll be quiet for a second, I'll try to explain."


She
clamped her lips shut. Scared in case he confessed to murder and fascinated
enough she shut up; she thought she knew everything about him. She was wrong.


Every
television documentary done on him, she'd watched. Every news clip, she'd stopped
what she was doing at the time and paid attention to every word. None of those
things ever, not once, informed her he beat on people for pleasure.


"Have
you ever heard of someone who enjoyed inflicting pain on others or someone who
needed pain to feel complete?" he asked.


The
room closed in on her. She pushed against him, forgetting there was a bigger
threat of pissing him off. He refused to let her go.


"Please."
She grabbed at his fingers, trying to bend them off her hip. "Let me
up."


"No."
He shifted his hands, one palmed her thigh, and the other pressed against her
back.


The
more relaxed hold gave her a little breathing room, and she sucked in air as if
she'd finally pushed her head above water. "I understand. You're into the
rough play, tying women up, and spanking them. You could've said that without
scaring me to death—she stared at the floor—I'm not into any kink, so you can
stop talking me into participating."


She
spoke the truth. Some of the women who worked for Carpool Dolls shared stories
of what men would do to them when they had worked the street in the past. There
were scars on their body from where the men abused them, all for the sole
benefit of getting their rocks off. She rubbed her bare arms. No, thank you.


"First
off, I would never hurt you for the simple fact of beating the crap out of you.
I went to the ring, because I had no one to dominate in a sexual way…so,
beating someone, getting my frustrations out, and expelling all the energy I
have inside of me from not letting myself be who I am builds up and I can be
dangerous. Rarely can I not check myself, but I won't lie. There have been
times when my needs overwhelmed me and I lost control." He squeezed her
leg, bringing her attention to him. 


"You're
telling me that if you can't dominate a woman in bed, you'll beat someone up."
She gulped. "That's messed up, Nate."


"To
understand how I turned out this way, you'll have to realize I grew up on the
streets after my mom ran off with her latest boyfriend. When I was ten years
old, I looked after my younger brother and myself. Donny is a year younger than
I am. Yes, we were eating, sleeping, and surviving without a mom, a dad, a roof
over our heads. I kept us out of child protective service and together. That
was my main goal, even before surviving."


"I've
seen the documentaries. You never mentioned a brother or your age before."
She sucked her bottom lip in and clamped down.


"Ah,
I see. You think you know me. No, I never mention anything private. Donny stays
secret." He inhaled through his nose, and continued. "No one in my
life, the life I let people see, know the whole truth. They see the
romanticized story of a down and out teenager heading nowhere but the
penitentiary, who was saved by a college professor, forever afterward destined
to have his path paved in gold."


"Where
is he?" she whispered, afraid of his answer.


"My
brother? Around." He shrugged. "He keeps a low profile, content to
live life the way he wants, which is surviving on minimal. He steals when he
wants something, and uses people for entertainment when he's bored."


"Okay,
so how does that all add up to you telling me you need to beat people up to
feel good about yourself?"


The
corner of his mouth twitched as he seemed to fight a grin. "That's just
it, I'm not who you think I am. You see me as a businessman. It's a cover for
what I really am."


"You've
lost me again," she said.


His
claim to enjoying living in poverty, fighting for survival, taking control of
his life in the only way he knew how appealed to her far more than him wearing
a Gucci suite and mixing with the other high end men after hours. She sagged
against his chest. She'd never tell him her reasons for staying away from him
had to do with his position and power.


She'd
be a hypocrite. Carpool Dolls brought her more money than she needed. No one
knew the exact amount, except for the IRS. She carefully hid her money, and
lived measly. It was one of the reasons why she only hired women who needed
help. They knew how to keep secrets, and had her back.


"I
want to begin a relationship with you, Addy. But, I won't start with lies."
He lowered his voice. "There will be times where you'll want to leave me.
I'll be too possessive, too hard, and too raw. There will be things that I push
the boundaries, and I will get my way no matter what. You'll feel like you're
in jail compared to how you live your life now. I'll scare you, and you'll
think there is no possible way I could even like you."


She
laughed out of nervousness. "Really, Nate. Most men use boring pickup
lines to sweep me off my feet. You're going a little over the top with your threats."


"Not
putting on a show for your entertainment, doll." He picked her up and set
her on her feet. "I'm holding back from telling you how it's going to be
between us and letting you have a chance to walk out the door against my better
judgment. I usually don't allow someone to stand up to me, and the only reason
I am now is because there's something going on between us that I don't want to
kill by under explaining."


"Wait."
She held up her hand, suddenly cold from the loss of his body next to hers.
"You've had this same conversation with other women and it's worked for
you?"


Forgetting
about the shock of information he'd thrown at her, she crossed her arms.
Jealousy wasn't an issue, or so she told herself. The thought that he planned
his own play date ticked her off. She'd slept with him, because she liked him.


No
one talked her into having sex. She'd gone to him on her own accord. To think
that he orchestrated everything they'd experienced together sat wrong. In fact,
her stomach hurt, because she'd sworn off men like him. Seeing him, sleeping
with him, and planning to go home with him tonight was a mistake.


"You're
the first woman I've tried talking to before anything happened." He leaned
against his desk and studied her. "Are you asking if I've entered into a
relationship where I've wanted complete control? Then no. I've hidden that part
of myself from them. I disappeared for days, lied, and coerced them into
believing they were sleeping with Nate Rafferty, CEO. While away from the
relationship, I took my pleasure the way I needed and wanted as Nathan. No one knows
the real Nathan."


"Who
did I sleep with?" She glared. "Honestly."


He
remained looking at her. "Nate Rafferty."


Her
breath left her and she walked toward the door. She didn't want him to treat
her like the rest of his women. She whirled around. "Okay, then why tell
me the truth. What is there about me that makes you think I'd hand myself over
to you to do whatever you want with me?"


His
gaze softened. She swallowed. Just because he was the sexiest man ever, and had
her ready to fall into bed with him if he snapped his finger, didn't mean she
was the type of woman to enter into any kind of agreement with him.


She
prided herself on being a strong woman. Despite her mother's best intentions or
maybe because of them, she rebelled against latching on to someone wealthy and
powerful. Instead, she started her own business and kept herself out of the
limelight. Nate had no idea who he was messing with.


"Come
here," he whispered.


She
shook her head. "I can hear you fine from here."


Come
here," he lowered his voice.


She
rolled her eyes and walked toward him, stopping a foot away. "What?"


With
him leaning against the desk, she gazed across the empty space between them. He
placed his feet on each side of her, spreading his legs, and pulled her by the
hand closer, until she leaned into him. 


"Be
quiet for a moment," he said.


She
sighed. Whatever he was doing wasn't going to work. He'd given his warning, and
she'd take it home with her. She inhaled the slight musk she associated with
him. It was so unfair that she'd wanted to sleep with him again. All week,
she'd thought of nothing else.


He
raised his hand and cupped the back of her head. She stiffened and when he
curled his fingers in her hair, her stomach fluttered. 


"Please,
don't," she said.


Not
moving any closer, he used his hand to nudge her forward. Her hands came up and
she braced herself on his chest. 


Her
mouth grew dry. "This is stupid."


His
left brow lifted and he brought her closer, until she fell against his chest.
She stared at his mouth, not wanting to look him in the eyes. Except, he parted
his lips and she whimpered before she could catch herself. He played unfairly.


"I
want to—"


"Quiet,"
he murmured.


His
breath brushed her face. Her neck arched and she closed her eyes. In the most
tender touch imaginable, he skimmed his lips against hers. Her legs trembled,
and she was suddenly glad for the hold he had on her hair, or she would've crumbled
at his feet, making a fool of herself.


"You
want me. You want this." He nibbled her bottom lip, speaking against her
mouth. "You kiss me. It's your decision, doll. What you do for me, what I
can do for you, can't be shared in a story. I have to show you. I'm done
talking."


"Please,"
she whispered. This time she begged him to continue, not to stop.


"I
don't know what makes you feed off me. But, I'll find out." He whispered
back, not taking his mouth away. "I want no secrets between us, so open
your eyes. Look at me and show me you want what I can give you."


For
a split second, fear paralyzed her, and she believed she wouldn't be able to do
what he asked. Her nipples peaked and she shuddered. Opening her eyes took all
the strength she could muster, and when she gazed into his eyes, she sobbed in
relief.


His
gaze heated. "All you have to do is kiss me."


And,
she did. 


As
if he supplied her next breath, she opened her mouth and kissed him. Relief
left her weak and when Nate picked her up, she wrapped her arms around his
neck, securing her to him.


She
lifted her mouth. "Don't get rid of me."


He
laid his cheek against hers. "Never. I promise."


It
was only with his word, she let the distress over what she'd agreed to go.
Excitement, trepidation and if she was honest, a small amount of reluctance
remained. Yet there was no denying if he hurt her while giving her everything,
it'd be worth the pain and suffering if he kept his promise and never walked
away from her.








 


Chapter
Ten


Nate
took control of the kiss after Addison offered herself to him. She moaned. Her
thoughts wandered over what had happened, but she couldn't categorize what
everything meant. Had she agreed to a relationship where he dominated
everything she did?


What
about Carpool Dolls? She grabbed his shirt, needing to find out what he
planned. Never, not in her lifetime, would she walk away from her girls.


She
pulled her head back. "Nate. W-we have to talk."


"Too
late." He laid her on the bed. "Afterward, we'll discuss what is
going on. Right now, I want deep inside of you."


He
pulled his shirt out of his trousers. She sat up on the bed. He went too fast
for her to figure out a way to slow him down.


"Isn't
there a safe word or something that you people use? What if I don't want to do
what you ask?" She scooted farther back on the bed.


He
paused. "I don't play games. No club scenes, no safe words, no compromise.
It's my way and you'll do what I ask of you."


"But
what if I don't want to?" She raised her chin, bringing her knees to her
chest. "I have to have a way to say no, or its rape."


He
growled. "It's not fucking rape when you want me to fuck you. I will make
sure you are enjoying yourself."


She
wrapped her arms around her legs, pulling her dress down to cover her calves.
"We need rules."


"No
rules." He planted his knee on the mattress, stretched toward her, and
grabbed her ankle. "I told you how it would be between us. I proved how I
knew you were the one, the only fucking way I know how. I don't take this lightly.
You are the one who gets to see the real me and you agreed."


Okay,
she did agree. "But, I—"


"I
will punish you if you want to argue instead of me shoving my cock inside of
you and making you come until you have no more questions left." He hovered
over her, and yanked up her dress. "Understand?"


Oh.
My. God. She nodded. 


"Perfect."
He slid her panties down. "I've thought of nothing else but having my
mouth on you for days. Don't deny me what I want."


In
fascinated shock, she watched his head go down and the wet warmth of his tongue
settled between her legs. She fell back on the bed, paralyzed and quivering.


His
tongue thrust inside of her…in, out, in, out. She clutched at the bedspread,
afraid she'd come up off the bed and afraid she'd miss one touch of his amazing
mouth.


Pleasure
curled around her insides and spread out to warm her body. She moaned, wanting
to hold him, touch him, and knowing if she asked, she'd lose what he was doing
to her.


Nate
lifted his head, raining kisses on her sex. She reached for him, and encountered
his hair.


"Put
your hands out to the sides, doll." He moved up between her legs, taking
her dress with him until he told her to lift her head, and she slipped her arms
out of the material.


He
unhooked her bra and had her upper body naked in seconds. She moved to cover
her breasts, and he stopped her. His gaze heated, and she tightened her legs
around his thighs as he cupped the undersides of her breasts and lowered his
head to capture one of her hardened nipples in his mouth. She arched her back.
As if his mouth pulled pleasure from the center of her body, she writhed
underneath him wanting more.


"Nate…"


He
stopped, rising up onto his knees. "Nathan. I'm Nathan."


As
if saying the name ripped a hole in his armor, he braced above her, denying her
everything while he waited. She licked her lips and nodded. "Nathan,"
she whispered.


"Do
you need me to use a condom?" He unbuckled his belt. "I've got a
clean record and haven't been with anyone, but you, since I was tested last
month."


She
shook her head. "I take shots, and I've never had unprotected sex."


"Good."
He locked his gaze on her, while he undid his zipper. "I like knowing
there's nothing between us."


His
engorged cock stood ready and waiting. Her knees fell open and he braced
himself on his arms. She arched against him. With more patience than she had,
he teased her opening and slowly sank into her. A sigh of relief came out of
her mouth, and her pussy convulsed around him, taking his size.


"Brace
yourself on my arms." He held himself deep inside of her. "Eyes on
me. Do not take them off me."


She
followed his directions, wrapping her legs around his hips, her arms hooked
around his forearms. Then he proceeded to stroke her from the inside in almost unbearable
torture, drawing out every feeling of emptiness into something so special tears
filled her eyes. Not once did he retreat from her body, but built her up until
she gasped, the air stolen from her lungs.


Connected
and taken care of, she moved her hips in time. All her nerves extra sensitive,
her pussy convulsed, and she strained for release. Nate dropped to his elbows,
and kissed her neck. "Hold on."


He
thrust. She held on. His body grazed her clit every time he pounded into her.


Pleasure
swirled in her womb, climbing, reaching for the euphoria she knew waited at the
end. Her mouth opened. The scream burst from her chest. Her thighs clamped down
on his hips. Her body seized in an explosion of sensations.


Nate
grunted, thrusting again and again, moving her across the bed until her head
hung over the side and only when she had no more room, he groaned his release
on one last push.


He
wrapped his arms around her, rolled her to the middle of the bed, and cradled
her to his body. She nestled against his chest, secure and fulfilled. She
closed her eyes, thankful for the state of her body. Relaxed and spent, she
could no longer dwell on what Nate—she inhaled deeply—spoke to her about.


There
was no denying he connected to her on a level she was unable to comprehend.
Moments ago, he'd known exactly what she needed. He'd forced her to accept him,
and though she was expecting him to show her how rough he enjoyed sex, he took
his time. As if she needed his body part inside her to climax.


That
wasn't necessary. She'd gone months, years, without a man in her life. She'd
perfected the art of bringing herself relief to a few short minutes every night
to put her to sleep. What Nate brought her was something she failed to
recognize. Something about him filled a hollowness inside of her she didn't know
existed until he pointed it out, tempted her, and left her addicted.


"You're
a drug," she whispered.


He
stiffened. She pulled her head back and looked up at him. "What?"


His
eyes flicked from left to right and back again, studying her gaze. She sighed
deeply.


"I
could seriously become addicted to you." She bent her elbow and propped
her head on her hand. "I can't seem to say no or stop myself around you.
Then when we're having sex, it's like you read my mind, and know exactly what I
want. It's crazy."


He
stared at her, until she grew self-conscious and shifted away from him. Had she
said something wrong?


"That's
a compliment, if you can't tell." She peeked over her shoulder.


Still,
he laid there looking at her, not saying a word in reply. She pushed herself off
the bed. "Can you point me to the little girl's room?"


So
not to panic, she searched for her panties Nate pulled off her earlier and
found them at the foot of the bed. Instead of putting them on, she bunched the
material in her hand.


Nate
clasped his hands behind his head and watched her. She hesitated. He wasn't
mad. Usually the skin at the corner of his eyes crinkled when his temper
flared. No, he simply studied her, which left her confused. The feeling wasn't
good after coming down from having fantastic sex minutes ago.


She
walked across the room, opened a door, and found a large walk in closet. She
wanted to make a face at him, but instead walked back across the room and
opened the other door. She surged inside and shut the door. Because she didn't
want him to come in while she cleaned herself, she locked the door. Instead of
moving toward the toilet, she leaned against the counter.


Her
whole body shook. What was she doing?


Nate
Rafferty lay in the other room, ignoring her after testing her with a story
meant to scare her away. And, she stayed. Not only had she stayed, she loved
what he did for her. Sick, sick, sick.


Obviously,
her independence flew right out of her body when Nate was around. He probably
got a big kick out of knowing he could bend her to his will.


"Come
here," she whispered, screwing up her mouth as she mimicked him.
"God, I'm so stupid."


She
pushed away from the counter, found a washcloth in the tall cabinet at the end
of the bathroom, and washed any evidence of her lack of sanity off. After she
deemed herself clean of Nate, she pulled on her panties, washed her hands, and
walked out into the room. She had no idea where Nate lived, only that they were
above Portland.


Nate
remained on the bed in the same position, same look on his face, same
nonjudgmental attitude directed at her. She slipped on her shoes. Hopefully, it
wouldn't take a taxi long to come pick her up.


"Okay,
so, um, I'm going to call a cab." She shrugged as she gave him a sarcastic
smile that probably appeared more grimace than happiness.


When
he refused to respond, she pursed her lips. She didn't get him. Whatever.


She
was seriously messed up in the head, but he was an even bigger mess. She walked
toward the door.


"Addy,"
he murmured.


She
stopped. Talking with him took every miniscule of patience. She rather yell and
throw something at him. The cold indifferent Nate drove her crazy.


She
turned around. "What?"


"You're
not going anywhere, but back in bed with me," he said. "I made a
promise."


"I
don't remember what that was." Ha! Take that Mr. Stonewall Rafferty.


"Don't
be ridiculous." He moved off the bed and stood in front of her before she
even thought of running out of the room. "We're together. I want you in my
bed, in my house, and with me when I'm not working."


She
laughed, because what he wanted could never happen. "I have to work."


"Not
tomorrow or the next day. Carpool Dolls is only open Monday through Friday. Two
hours in the morning and two hours in the evening. All the rest of the time is
mine." He framed her face with his hands. "You agreed."


"You're
changing the rules," she whispered. "You said nothing about where I'd
be staying or how I would fit in working while dating you. I own a company. I'm
responsible for other people's livelihood. You have no idea—"


"I
do." His thumb covered her lips. "I'm being considerate. You're
allowed to work, and I'll set limits if you need extra time after hours to deal
with your business. For now, all you need to know is you're in my bed
tonight…I'm not done with you yet."


"But,
you showed me what you want," she said.


He
stared down into her eyes. "Not at all. You have no clue, but you
will."


His
hand tugged at her hair and she leaned into him. She could agree with the last
part. She had two full days with him before she had to return to work, and by
then she could let him know that her job came first.


"Tomorrow,
we'll hire someone to move your things here," he said.


She
jolted. "You can't—"


He
captured her mouth, swallowing her refusal. Her push against him faded when he
stuck his tongue in her mouth. She closed her eyes. God, he could kiss.


Tomorrow,
after he finished with her tonight, she'd tell him what she wanted out of their
new relationship. He wasn't the only one who could make demands.








 


Chapter
Eleven


An
hour after daybreak, Nate stood at his bedroom window looking out at the
Willamette River. Instead of seeing the traffic, the city coming alive, and the
low fog rolling out of the city that he always enjoyed viewing in the early
morning hours, he kept slipping back to how Addison refused to let go of him
through the night.


He'd
waken up three times and had sex with her. At first, he believed her insatiable
when she practically slept half on top of him, but during the times when they
weren't having sex, she continued holding on to him. Even when he slipped out
of bed and went to his office, she'd whimpered in her sleep and reached for
him.


He
liked how needy she was with him, but her actions confused him.


More
than anything, he wanted inside her head. From the outside, she came across calm,
cool, and collected. Typically, he stayed away from professional women because
they'd lost the ability to run on their emotions. Every aspect of their lives
revolved around calculations and schemes.


Yet,
Addison showed him more in the short time they'd spent together than most women
had. The second looks she cast his way when she answered, as if she wasn't sure
if she said the right thing. The constant way she touched him when she wasn't
thinking. He pitched forward until his forehead landed on the window. Hell, she
tended to lean against him, seeking his support or protection whenever they
were within five feet of each other.


He
wanted to know why she sought him out. Something or someone hurt her in the
past that forced her to close herself off from everyone. She didn't even
recognize how much she yearned for the stability he could give her.


Soon,
he'd know more about her and could make sure she never doubted her place in his
life. He straightened and moved away from the window. From here on, Addison was
his job. The hell with the corporate world. Money would never bring him calm
the way she could once he taught her how to serve him.


At
the edge of the bed, he looked down on Addison. He'd fulfill her in ways she
never imagined or thought she knew she wanted and in return, he hoped to
dominate the demons inside of him. The ones crying out to hurt, run, and
survive.


Last
night, she thought enthusiastic sex equaled pain. His chest warmed. She had no
fucking idea the level he needed and would get from her.


Fully
dressed, he sat on the edge of the bed and leaned toward her. "Time to
wake up."


She
puckered her lips. He trailed his finger along her slim brow, softening the
muscles making her frown. She moaned in her sleep, and he hardened. He liked
the susceptible side to her as much as her temper.


Last
night, he learned silence angered her. Authority scared her. And, when he put
his mouth between her thighs, she lost all control of her body. When on the verge
of a climax she'd open her mouth and when she orgasmed, she bit down on her
bottom lip. He wanted to unzip his jeans and curb his lust for her, but they
were running out of time.


He
sat up, yanking the sheet covering her body, and spanked her bare ass.
"Get up."


She
jolted into a sitting position on the bed. He took pity on her, and kissed her
hard, taking away the sting from his hand. When she relaxed, and got her
bearings, he pulled back. He grinned at the dazed look on her face.


"Time
to take a shower." He pulled his shirt over his head.


"What
time is it?" She stifled a yawn.


He
held out his hand. "Eight."


She
latched onto his fingers, unfolded her legs from the sheet tangled around her
knees, and stood on the bed. "It's Saturday. Do you work?"


Instead
of jumping down to the floor, she pitched herself at him. He had just enough
time to put his hands under her butt and hold her as she wrapped her legs
around his waist and her arms around his neck, burying her head in his
shoulder. Pleasantly surprised at the position, he stood holding her. He liked
the way he could carry her, as if she were a child and depended on him to move
her to the other room.


"No,
I'm home all day, doll, but the movers will be here at ten o'clock and I need
to feed you," he said, moving across the room.


"What?"
Her head came off his shoulder. "Where are you moving?"


He
continued to hold her as he turned on the water to the shower. "Nowhere.
I'm having your clothes and bathroom supplies brought over here. Later, you can
bring the other belongings you have to the house."


She
struggled against him. "Put me done, Nate."


He
ignored her and locked his arms around her hips. She was going to get a bigger
surprise if she kept moving against his erection.


"Nate!"
she said.


He
braced his foot against the tub, letting her straddle his thigh with her feet
off the ground but keeping her on him. "You're to call me Nathan. I asked
you to do that for me, remember?"


Naked
and moving, she tilted, trying to get one of her feet on the floor. He ignored
the way her heat pressed through the leg of his jeans and straight to his
thigh. Letting her put all her weight on the one part of her that he knew would
make her listen, he hooked her neck and held her by the hair. Not enough to
hurt her. He only wanted to bring her attention around to him.


He
gave her no room to move her head. "Say it."


She
froze and glared. He glanced down and his chest expanded. "Love feeling
how hot you are against me, but when I asked you to call me Nathan, I meant it.
Only you know will know me as Nathan."


"You're
taking everything away from me," she ground out between her teeth.


He
moistened his lips. "You still have a house. Later, when you understand
that you're not going anywhere, that I'm not going anywhere, you can rent it
out, sell it, or leave it empty, I don't care. That'll be up to you. I'm not
taking anything away. I'm giving you what you need. Right now, that's me and
what I can do for you."


Her
mouth grew tighter as she fought for balance on his leg and the pressure on her
head where he held her hair. "All you're doing is hurting me."


"Am
I?" He wiggled the leg propped up on the tub. "I can practically feel
the dampness from your pussy soaking into my jeans. Tell me, am I hurting you
right now?"


Her
eyes shifted to his chest and the cords on her neck convulsed with her
swallowing. He waited. She'd formed an opinion in her head that what he wanted
with her was to take everything from her. The truth was much different.


She
shifted on his leg. He tilted his head. No longer was she thinking about his
demand.


"Say
my name," he whispered.


Her
hands came off his arm and held on to his shoulders. She continued to move
against his thigh, back and forth, grinding her heat against him. He used the
hold on her hair to ease her face toward him.


"That's
it, doll. Make yourself feel good and say my fucking name." He pulled her
forward, making her body tilt, putting more pressure on her clit, and captured
her lips.


He
kissed her hard, demanding, and deep. Not letting her go and helping her stay
balanced as she rode his thigh, he repeated, "Say my name."


"N-Nathan…"
Her eyelids fluttered and her breath came in pants. "Please, Nathan."


Without
jarring her, he picked her up and set her on her feet, holding her steady as
she swayed. Harder than a rock, he stripped off his jeans and boxers. He could
already imagine her tight, hot, body impaled on him.


He
picked her up again and smiled when her arms went back around his neck and her
legs wrapped around his waist. He sucked in his breath. "Fuck, I like when
you hang on me, doll. Let me inside you. I'll ease your ache."


She
bounced, rubbing against him. He guided her hips down, and slipped his hardness
inside of her. All the muscles in his legs constricted, his balls ached in
pleasure. With her wrapped around him, he rocked from his heels to his toes,
thrusting balls deep. The weight of her on his cock squeezed the hell out of
him. He fought to hold back until she found her release.


"Yeah."
He grunted. "Take all of me."


"Nathan,"
she breathed.


She
clawed at his back. The sharp, stinging pain set him off. He pumped inside of
her, pushing her down hard on him, half lifting her off before letting her fall
against his hips. Slick from her arousal, she glided over him, stroking his
length.


"Oh,
God. Oh, God," she chanted.


His
whole body jacked. "Eyes on me. Let me see you come."


As
she took his orders and obeyed, her arms trembled around his neck and her body
convulsed in his arms. He arched his back, all his energy congregated deep in
his sack and he exploded. Holding himself still, he spurt his load deep inside
of her. Long after he'd emptied himself, his body seized in a rhythmic pattern
not wanting to stop.


Addy
laid her head on his shoulder and let her arms fall to the sides. He took one
step, stumbled from weakness, and stopped. "Need to shower," he
mumbled.


She
nodded against his neck and allowed him to slip out of her and set her down.
Then he led her into the shower. He quickly washed as he watched her stand
under the spray of the water, her eyes closed, her facial features relaxed.
When he was done, he changed positions with her, and proceeded to wash her
body, taking special care to wash between her legs.


Addison
held on to him, finally leaning her head against his chest. He chuckled. All he
had to do in the future if he didn't want her arguing with him was to wear her
out sexually. Too bad, he enjoyed the spirited Addison even more.


After
he toweled her off, he went out to the closet and grabbed her one of his
T-shirts. He returned to her, and slipped the material over her head. He took
in the long legs, the flushed cheeks, her wet hair lying wild around her
shoulders, and frowned.


"You'll
stay in the bedroom while the guys bring your things into the house. I don't
want them seeing you." He covered his head with the towel and dried his
hair.


When
he tossed the towel, he caught her staring. "Problem?"


"Yes,
Nate," she said.


He
clamped his teeth together to hide his grin, but failed. Throwing back his
head, he laughed.


"I
don't see anything funny…Nate." Her arms crossed, pulling the shirt tight
over her breasts, which were firm and round without a bra.


"Keep
pushing me," he muttered. "I'll convince you that I only want to hear
the name Nathan from your lips."


She
had no idea that one of the men would take one look at her, and challenge him
for a chance at her. As much as he'd love to fight for her any day or night,
right after she sucked all the strength out of him was not the time to prove he
could take on any man.


"The
men coming to the house are friends. Friends from my past." He lifted her
chin. "One look at you and they'll be fucking you in their heads. I won't
allow that. Understand?"


Her
eyes rounded. "What do you mean, your friends from the past? They don't
work for a moving company?"


He
shook his head. "They steal cars."


"Nathan!"
She grabbed his arms. "How did they get in my house? I don't want them to
steal my things. I have…I have valuables."


"I
gave them permission to unlock the door. Don't worry. They have ways of getting
in and out, you won't even notice. They also know that if anything is missing
or broken, they'll answer to me, and they won't want to do that." He
stepped into his jeans. "Can I take this as you're okay with moving in
with me?"


"Ten
minutes ago, yes. Now, no." She rolled her eyes when he laughed.


She
walked past him to the mirror, and fingered combed her hair. He leaned against
the doorway of the bathroom, content to watch her. "You can use my
brush."


"I
never brush when my hair is wet." She continued untangling her hair, only
wrinkling her nose when a stubborn snarl caught on her fingers. "Can I ask
you something?"


"Yeah,"
he said.


"Why
do you insist I call you Nathan when you told me your name was Nate, and when
we went out for drinks the first time, you insisted I call you Nate instead of
Mr. Rafferty. Even at my house, you had no problem with me calling you
Nate." She turned away from the mirror, but didn't come any closer to him.


"No
one calls me Nathan. The only one allowed to call me Nathan is Professor Frank,
because he's accepted who I am, no matter how dirty I became, or how rough I
acted, he remained beside me. He'd die to save my back. I want the same commitment
from you. Every time you call me Nate or Mr. Rafferty, I'll deny you what you
want. Understood?"


He
heard her swift inhale. She nodded. He raised his brows waiting. The request
was a simple one, but not to do what he asked carried a severe punishment for
Addy.


Without
looking away, she lifted her chin and whispered, "Thank you, Nathan."


He
closed his eyes and let his chin fall to his chest. He never expected her to go
there, and until she said it in that soft voice of hers, he had no idea how
much he needed it. He only knew he wanted her to call him Nathan for the rest
of his life. 


He
stepped in front of her and kissed her forehead. "Stay in the room. I'll
go make you a quick breakfast. When the guys leave, I'll show you the house and
get you settled."


She
nodded. He turned and walked out of the room. Away from her, where no one could
see him, he smiled.








 


Chapter
Twelve


"I
can't go." Addison paced in the living room.


Nathan
stood beside the fireplace, putting on his tie. "You're going."


Everything
about the weekend and staying with him at his house until now left her feeling wonderful.
She enjoyed their time spent together, the way he catered to her every need,
and getting to know more about him. But going with him to a meeting at the
Stewart building was out of the question.


The
likelihood of her father being there and recognizing her was slim. He'd never
seen her before, at least not in a way where he could derive a conclusion, and
figure out she was Carly Flint's daughter. 


But,
she'd seen him. Many times. Anyone with half a brain could tell she looked
exactly like her mother. Couple that with sounding like her mother and the mole
on her left cheekbone, seeing him face to face scared her more than playing
Russian roulette.


"Nathan…really,
I don't want to go. I know nothing about your business, and I don't want to
distract you." She approached him. "It's a board meeting, not a
dinner. I promise to go out with you the next time you have an informal
meeting."


"I
want you there. Now grab your purse." He ripped out the loop under his
chin and started again.


"Here.
Let me do that." She moved his hands away, and quickly tied his tie.
"Please, I'll make up for not going next weekend."


Somehow,
she'd come up with some way to pay him back. She'd already convinced him,
although reluctantly, to let her stay at her house during the week. In fact, to
prove he'd compromise, he'd already taken most of her work clothes back to
Vancouver for her.


"If
you told me the truth about why you wanted to stay home, I'd consider it."
He peered down at her. "I said, consider. If you can't be honest with me,
you're going. End of discussion."


"But—"


"No
more." He leaned over, picked up her purse, and handed it to her.
"It'll take an hour, and then I'll drive you back to your house."


She
sighed. There was no talking to him. He set the rules, and he expected her to
obey them. 


"My
car is still at the parking garage, probably littered with tickets," she
muttered.


"No,
it's not. I had the Porsche delivered to your house Saturday morning." He
walked away from her.


She
followed. "How did you do that?"


He
looked over his shoulder. "I know people."


Oh,
yeah. His friends. She chewed on the inside of her lip. How he managed to keep
both his lives separate amazed her.


Most
of the time, she forgot he ran a corporate business and lived through what she
could imagine was the worst childhood. He'd kept her so busy the last two days
in bed. She hadn't even had time to think about what he'd warned her about.


The
sex was definitely not abusive or even kinky. No spankings, no scarves, and
although he bullied her around and she eventually decided it was better to keep
her mouth shut, she couldn't say she didn't like how his attention made her
feel. She gobbled every concern of his up as if she were starving for
affection.


She'd
tried to explain how the relationship was new and that at some time she'd want
to get her way. He only ended up smirking as if she was put into his life for
his amusement only.


Tonight
wasn't funny though. Going with him could put her life in danger, her company
in danger and in the same vein, her girls at risk. If her mom feared for her
life when she was alive, what would stop her father from coming after her if he
found out her mother was dead?


Sulking,
she sat in the BMW and stared out the window. His forcing her to go with him to
the meeting felt like punishment. She'd done nothing wrong though.


"Are
you mad at me?" she asked.


"No."
He flipped on the radio. "Disappointed."


She
turned to him. Her stomach ached. "What did I do?"


"You
don't trust me." He shifted gears and turned onto Hamilton Street.
"I'm giving you the benefit of the doubt. You need time to learn I'm the
one, perhaps the only one, who you can trust. There's no reason why you can't
come with me. The meeting is private, but because I'm the one running the show,
I want you there. It's a simple request that you should have no problem
fulfilling."


She
blew out her breath. He knew nothing about her, but what she wanted him to see.
Guilt made her stomach churn. She wrapped her arms around her middle and gazed
out the window.


"Fine,"
she muttered. "Don't tell me I didn't warn you if anything weird happens
tonight."


He
reached across the seats and laid his hand on her thigh. "Now that I know
what kind of business you run, it won't bother me to see other men recognize
you. They will keep their distance, and since Quint Salles will be there, I
want to make sure he understands you belong to me. I won't have other men
taking what is mine."


Her
mouth opened and she stared at him. "You're jealous. That's why you're
throwing attitude toward me? You realized that a lot of the men who use Car
Dolls are the same men who you rub elbows with."


"I'm
not jealous." His mouth tightened.


She
laughed. "Oh, my God. You so totally are."


"Don't
be cute." He shook his head and pulled into the underground parking garage
below the Stewart building. "I take care of what's mine. You're mine. And,
since we're on the subject, I don't want you hugging or kissing any of the men
if you do have a working relationship with them."


"Yes,
sir." She giggled. "I'll try to control myself."


He
parked in the first open spot, slammed the car into park, and turned. He hooked
her neck and hauled her toward him until the seat belt dug into her chest and
before she could curb her amusement. The hold on her hair wiped all of the
teasing out of her.


"I'd
kill anyone you touch," he said, between clenched teeth. "Think
before you do something stupid."


"I-I
was joking," she said, hating the way her voice shook.


"I'm
not." He tugged her closer. "I told you there were parts of me you'd
hate. This is one."


She
blinked, unable to look away because he was in her face. So close, he could
kiss her, but he wasn't moving toward her and his eyes were cold. 


"Let
me go," she said.


He
remained silent, and he continued holding her. "Don't push me, doll. You
won't like the results."


She
pulled away, and he let her go. Her heart raced, and she rubbed the back of her
neck. He didn't hurt her, but the vehemence of his actions scared her.


He
took the keys out of the ignition. "Are you ready to go in?"


"No,"
she mumbled.


He
let his hands fall in his lap. She swallowed repeatedly to keep her emotions
under control. Dealing with Nathan's wishes on top of the possibilities of
running into her father threatened to undo her.


She
leaned forward. "I think I'm going to be sick." 


Nathan
placed his hand on her back. She flinched. When he remained touching her, she
closed her eyes. If it weren't for what they'd shared the last two days, she'd
walk away. She wanted the tender man who held her at night. The one who saw to
her pleasure before his own. The one who carried her from room to room and
called her doll.


Doll.


Such
a stupid name, but she loved when he called her that. She inhaled deeply
through her nose and exhaled through her mouth. She could do this. 


After
tonight, she'd be home and have time to understand why she was so indecisive
about Nathan. She'd finally figure out what caused her to fear losing him.


"I'm
ready," she whispered.


He
undid her seatbelt and kissed her forehead. "Good girl."


The
pressure in her chest eased, and she waited for him to open her door and lead
her into the building. In the elevator, she held his hand. On the fifth floor,
she glanced at him and when he leaned over and kissed her forehead, she relaxed.


Inside
the conference room, she nodded politely and sat beside Nathan. While he
talked, she took her chance and looked around at the other men who lined the
table. When she completed the inspection, her whole body relaxed.


Curt
Steward was not in attendance.


Maybe
tonight's meeting would be the last one she had to attend in this building, and
her worry over coming face to face with the man who denied her existence was
for nothing. She gazed up at Nathan as he stood before the other men.


He
caught her looking and winked. The weight of the evening, the tense situation
in the car, faded to the background. The way he conducted himself in business
impressed her, and if she'd been in the right frame of mind, she'd have
remembered everything he'd said. It was simple to forgive him for the few
moments he pressed her into an area where she wasn't comfortable.


But,
she wasn't a fool. She clasped her hands in her lap. The problems they had
weren't going to go away.


She
wouldn't change him. The security of knowing he would never leave outweighed
his demands. So far.


The
reasons he appealed to her were also one of her biggest fears. How long she
could balance her need for him versus common sense dangled in the air,
threatening to fall at any moment.


"Thank
you for coming." Nathan looked at his watch. "I'll have my secretary
fax the paperwork to you on Monday."


Addison
remained sitting as Nathan shook hands with everyone. Nathan never wandered far
from her chair, and eventually he leaned over, kissed her, and helped her to
her feet. She slipped her arm around his back and leaned into him.


"Addison,
this is Pierce Lowes of Lowes and Associates. He's also one of the men who I
meet at the gym on Mondays for a scrap game of basketball." Nathan put his
arm around her.


She
rounded her shoulder and put her hand on Nathan's stomach, and smiled.
"It's a pleasure to meet you, Mr. Lowes."


A
good-looking man with short blond hair and a fast smile, Pierce said, "Nate
was right. You are an doll."


She
tilted her head back and looked at Nathan. "You call me doll…here?"


Nathan
rocked back on his heels, squeezing her to his side. "The day I met you, I
was racing to beat Pierce on the Montgomery contract. I told him a doll helped
me make it to the deadline on time."


"He
won…again," Pierce said, winking.


Nathan
pulled her to the side. "I better get her home. See you Monday,
Pierce."


"Later,
Rafferty," Pierce said.


As
they walked out of the room, down the hallway, and stepped into the elevator,
Addison smiled. She still held on to Nathan's middle, resting her head against
the side of his chest. This was the first time they'd gone out in public as a
couple and she rather enjoyed everyone knowing she belonged to him.


"Happy?"
He pushed the button for the first floor.


She
nodded against him. "I am. I'm proud of you."


"Why?"
he said.


"Just
seeing you leading the meeting and the respect in the other mens' faces. They
like you. That's a huge compliment when you're the one in charge." She
rubbed his stomach and tilted her head back. "And, I know how much work
and time it takes to earn their confidence."


The
elevator dinged. She stepped forward with him when he pulled her over to the
side. She looked up and her lungs collapsed.


"Curt,"
Nathan said.


"Evening,
Nate," Curt Stewart stopped the elevator doors with his hand. "Late
meeting?"


Polished
in a black suit, white shirt, and powerhouse red tie, Addison's father stood
three feet away from her. She turned her head. Her heart raced and her body
seized in an awkward, jerky motion as if seconds took a minute.


"Yes.
The monthly Bradbury meeting with corp." Nathan's hand pressed against her
side as the elevator dinged and the doors swished open. "I'd like you to
meet—"


"I'm
sorry. You'll have to excuse me." She broke away and hurried across the
lobby.


She
heard Nathan excuse himself, and she kept going. The threat of having Nathan
introduce her to her father overpowered whatever he would do to her for leaving
his side. He could beat her, lock her in the house, refuse to take her home,
and she'd count herself lucky if she escaped the Stewart building without a
confrontation with the man she hated with all her heart.








 


Chapter
Thirteen


Inside
Addison's house, Nathan stood in the entryway. Angry over her actions, he
refused to talk with her while he returned her home. He had a lot to say but if
he started, he was afraid of going too far. Something was definitely wrong.


For
how much Addison loved to talk, she'd clammed up and the moment she unlocked
the door, she rushed through the house and disappeared upstairs. He stalked
through the living room, up the stairs, and hunted her down. Furious, he
thought of many ways to punish her for running away from him after his meeting.


Not
only had she left his side while in public, but had entered a parking garage by
herself, not even aware of the dangers that awaited her. Anything could've
happened. He found her bedroom and walked inside. 


Where
the hell did she go?


A
toilet flushed. He walked around the bed and stood in the opened doorway. He
hurried inside, leaving his anger at the door.


He
wrapped an arm around her waist and gathered her hair behind her back.
"I've got you."


Her
slim body seized and Addison gagged. His chest tightened, and he took her
weight as her body involuntarily fought against him and the contents of her stomach.
He murmured words, but he put no thought into them. Utterly useless, he damned
himself for not knowing what to do.


"Sh.
Breathe through your nose." He smoothed her hair back.


Each
one of her attempted swallows set a chain reaction off in her body. At least
she hadn't lost more of her stomach. She only needed to calm herself and relax.


Letting
her hair go, he pulled the nearby hanging towel off the bar and stretched
toward the sink without losing his hold on her. After wetting the corner, he
pulled her back against his chest, and applied the wetness to her face. He
dabbed her cheeks, her lips, and forehead, until he sensed her relaxing.


When
she no longer gagged, he carried her out into her room. He stripped her clothes
off, pulled back the blankets on her bed, and settled her down. He sat on the
edge of the mattress, his hand sprawled atop her stomach.


Throughout
everything, Addison kept her face averted and her eyes closed. He gave her
time, not wanting her to talk in case her stomach rebelled again. Instead, he
cussed himself out for jumping to conclusions.


She
wasn't running away from him on purpose. In the car, she wasn't ignoring him.
He closed his eyes for a moment. He'd assumed the worst and treated her badly
for her decision. And the whole time she probably fought to keep from getting
sick in front of him.


He
had to remember everything was new and fresh between them. Although he required
her to act and mind him, the truth was she barely knew him. Their relationship
required him to keep a tight rein on her. She had to trust him to make sure he
took them in the right direction. He'd fallen down on the job.


"Doll,"
he whispered.


She
continued to keep her head turned. "Sick," she mumbled.


"I
know." He rubbed her stomach, hoping the action would permeate the blankets
covering her and ease her troubled insides. "What can I do for you?"


"Leave
me alone," she spoke to the wall. "Sleep."


He
frowned. "I'll stay."


She
rolled her head against the pillow. "No. I'm fine. Just want to sleep.
Please…let me."


He
sighed. Also one who preferred to hide in a darkened room when sick and ignore
the outside world, he understood her need to be by herself. However, he hated
to go. What if she needed help during the night, or ended up getting sicker and
he wasn't here to help her?


No,
he had to stay. Growing up, he only left Donny when he was sick if it meant
getting them something to eat or filching medicine for him out of someone's
house or the corner store. He hated those times.


He
wasn't his brother's mother. The stone-hard fact that he was not the person who
was responsible for his younger brother made his hatred toward his mother burn
in his soul. Luckily, when he was old enough to do something about the piece of
shit he'd called mom at one time, or he assumed he had, Professor Frank came to
the street with news that his mother had passed away two years earlier.


He
hoped Jeana Rafferty rotted in hell.


His
hand had fisted, and he forced himself to open his fingers to concentrate on
Addison needing him. "I'll have one of my boys bring my clothes for
tomorrow."


"No."
Her nose wrinkled and she peered at him from underneath her lashes. "I'm
okay. Probably a twenty-four hour bug or something I ate. I don't want you to
get sick. Go home."


"Do
you want to go to the emergency room? Maybe they have something they can give
you to help you rest and settle your stomach," he said.


"No,
I'm fine. Really." She sighed on a shudder. "I just want to
sleep."


"Doll,"
he said on an exhale. "I don't want to argue when you're not feeling
well."


"Then
don't." She closed her eyes.


Torn
in two, he bowed to her wishes. "I'll be right back." 


He
hurried out of her room, down the stairs, and found her purse lying in the
foyer on the floor. He took liberties and opened her bag, found her cell phone,
scrolled through her contact list until he found his phone number, and called
it. Then he hung up.


He
took the stairs three at a time, and returned to her side. "I'm putting
your phone on your nightstand. Hit redial if you start getting sicker,
okay?"


She
nodded.


He
felt her forehead, which was cool and dry. Good, no fever. He'd hate to make
her take an aspirin when her stomach was upset.


"Promise
you'll call me if you need me. For anything," he said.


She
nodded.


He
pressed his lips to her forehead. "Sleep. I'll lock the door behind me.
Call me first thing in the morning."


She
nodded again without opening her eyes. "Bye, Nathan," she whispered,
barely loud enough for him to hear.


With
one last kiss to her forehead, he walked silently out of her room. He locked the
front door, and strolled out to his car. He glanced back at the house. God, he
hated leaving her.


Tomorrow,
they'd have to talk about their personal likes and dislikes when situations out
of their control arose. Sickness put his needs on the back burner, and he found
himself being okay with that. 


He
started the car and pulled away from the curb. If another circumstance like
tonight happened again, he wanted to handle it better.


He
took the exit, and accelerated onto I-5. He'd be the first to admit, he had no
understanding of what she expected of him when she wasn't feeling well. Sexually,
he was confident in his ability to keep her content and satisfied. Financially,
he could support her. Hell, she wouldn't even need to work. Emotionally, he'd
see to her sexually and leave her fulfilled. That's the most he could do. He'd
show her that she needed nothing when he was involved in her life.


He
set the cruise control on the car, and took his foot off the pedal. Professor
Frank would know what to do. Compassion, while Professor Franks forte', wasn't
set high on Nathan's list of skills he acquired.


Twenty
minutes later, he pulled into his garage. Restless, he sat in the car wondering
how he'd gone from living a life alone to worrying about Addison being by
herself in her own house. His discontent bothered him, and he had an urge to
call Donny.


He
removed his cell phone and called. One of the first things he did when money
started rolling in was to purchase a cell for his brother. He paid the upkeep
for a promise that Donny wouldn't pawn or bargain his only link to contacting
his brother when he wanted to check in, or Donny needed help.


"Yo,"
Donny said.


"Hey,"
he said.


In
the background, the faint slapping of bare skin against bare skin came across
the line. "Hang on," Donny said.


The
phone clattered, and the noises came clearer. Nathan closed his eyes and let
his head fall back on the seat. Occasionally, a grunt from Donny and a ragged
pant from whatever female his brother fucked tonight came across the line. His
cock hardened and he thought of Addison. She should be here, in his bed, in his
house, in his life.


The
noises grew more impatient, needier, hurried. His hand tightened around the
steering wheel. The line between needing to violently vent his frustrations and
wanting Addison's mouth around his cock blurred. One didn't win out over the
other. Both relieved the tension, and allowed him more control.


He
wanted to share this part of his life with Addison. For her to understand what
drove him. Words, explaining, demonstrating wasn't enough. He needed her inside
his soul to view the darkness that consumed him. Maybe then, she'd understand.


Or,
she'd disappear from his life out of fear.


"Hey.
You still there?" Donny asked.


"Yeah."
He cleared his throat. "Still using women, I see."


He
didn't agree on Donny's motive to go through life one cheap thrill at a time,
never caring what tomorrow brought him. Whether he died from overdosing or
between the legs of a woman whose name he didn't ask, his brother was happy
with his life from what he knew. He never was a serious person, even as a child.


No
doubt that was his fault too.


"I'm
sure you called for more than hearing me get my nut off, bro." Donny
chuckled. "What day is it?"


"Sunday,"
he said.


"Jesus."
Donny sniffed. "You in trouble?"


"Nah…"
He stared into the darkness of the garage. "Met someone."


"Yeah?"


"Told
her. Explained some things to her. She's still around." Even to his own
ears, he sounded mystified, as if he hadn't grasped the reality of asking
Addison into his life.


"No
shit? You backing out and going straight?"


"No."
His voice lowered. "She knows. I'll make her understand. I can't outrun my
demons."


They
both lapsed into silence. Thirty seconds or so went by. He said, "I'll let
you go. Just wanted to check in. Stop by the house this week. I have a job for
you."


"I
don't want your fucking job," Donny said.


"Stop
by the house," he said. Then he disconnected the call.


Donny
would come to him, because he always came when he took away his brother's
choices. That was the rules. He was in charge.








 


Chapter
Fourteen


Addison
kept her back toward Gee, one of her favorite dolls. A single mother, Gee had
enough problems trying to get a fair pre-school education for her autistic son.
Explaining her current problems with Nathan would only add to her stress load.


Her
rule of never sharing her personal life with her employees flew out the window
when Gee went into labor the first week after Addison hired her. She pulled her
coat out of the closet. From then on, she claimed Gee as a true friend.


"Nothing's
wrong. I was sick last night, so I'm probably still hanging on to whatever bug
hit me after dinner." She slipped her arms into the sleeves of her coat
and turned around. "You're sticking around late today. Don't you have to
pick Lincoln up at the babysitters?"


Gee
brushed her hands off and threw away the baggie that held the half a sandwich
she'd consumed. Impeccable in a blue suit with a lavender silk blouse, Gee was
also her most requested doll. All the guys loved her, and she suspected Gee's
five foot eleven inch stature and to-die-for body helped too.


"Yeah.
I need to run before I'm charged extra for being late." Gee picked up her
jacket and hurried toward the door. "Call me if you need to chat,
'kay?"


"I
will." She closed the door behind Gee and walked to her desk.


Once
Nathan assumed she'd had the flu last night, she'd let him continue believing
she was sick. It was easier to deal with than telling him the real reason she'd
lost all her stomach and ended up in bed. Never had she braved being so close
to her father at any other time in her life, and once was enough.


Sure,
she'd driven by Curt Stewart's  building numerous times. Curt Stewart…her lip
curled. That's how she thought of him. Two names. Never Curt or father.


She
wasn't a stalker. She never went out of her way, but when errands forced her in
that area of P-town, she'd consciously looked for him. She'd even mistakenly
walked by his house while visiting a friend. After seeing him in his driveway,
she'd dropped the friendship with the woman she'd met at the coffee shop. She'd
rather avoid anything that had to do directly or indirectly with Curt Steward.


She
slammed the desk drawer. That's why she had to break up with Nathan.


He'd
called before work, at work, during work, and ten minutes after she usually
closed the doors and locked up, he'd called again. She removed the keys from
her purse. She'd play it safe this time.


If
she stayed away, she'd remain strong.


After
a few days, he'd get the hint. He was a smart man, and she knew he'd never sink
to chasing her. That wasn't his style. Pursuing her would be beneath a man like
Nathan who demanded complete control.


She
walked down the stairs and across the lobby. Checking the street first, she
quickly locked the door and hurried to the Porsche. Inside, she locked the door
and pulled away from the curb.


It
took her no time to travel the five blocks to her house. The street bare of any
other cars but her neighbors on the left, and Mrs. Lindsay's garbage cans on
the right. She parked, and with keys in hand, jogged up the pathway and let
herself in. Then she locked the door. A hysterical giggle escaped.


She
was being silly. Nathan had better things to do than stalk her. She shrugged
off her coat. They'd had great sex, that's all.


Okay,
better than great. Sex with Nathan was fantastic. Better than anything she'd
ever experienced, but relationships were built on more than if they turned each
other on. Lifestyles had to match, and personalities came into play.


She
and Nathan had nothing in common. She felt like a little girl playing dress up
around him. He'd figure out who she was, and drop her faster than a plunging
cash cow in the stock market.


She
kicked off her heels and walked barefooted into the kitchen. Her stomach
gnawed. Nervous the whole day, she was afraid to eat. Now she craved a baked
potato.


Two
feet inside the room, she flipped the light switch on. Sensing something out of
place, a form took shape and she screamed. 


Nathan
sat in a chair by her table. One look, and she knew he wasn't happy to see her.


"H-how
did you get in here?" She sidestepped to the island, needing something big
between them.


"Breaking
into houses is easy. Cars are even easier to jack. Try a bank…those make you
think." His gaze hardened.


She
squeezed the edge of the counter. "I'd like you to leave."


"There's
something about surprising someone." He stretched out his legs and crossed
his ankles. "I can almost smell the fear—he inhaled– and feel your heart
hammering inside your chest from clear across the room."


She
stiffened. Unable to take her eyes off him, she remained silent. For how much
he was scaring her to death—and he was definitely freaking her out—there was
something else about him that frightened her even more.


His
eyes, usually so clear and direct, held hers but it was almost as if he wasn't
seeing her. Yet, he was definitely looking. The disconnectedness physically
wounded her.


"Have
you ever experienced tasting the terror you bring out in someone?" He
shook his head, breaking his gaze. "No, probably not. You've had no reason
to hurt anyone."


"Nathan,
I–"


"But
you should." He stood and approached the other side of the kitchen island.
"I left you last night with a request that you call me in the morning. You
didn't."


"I–"


"You
did not," he said. "Nor did you answer the phone when I worried that
you grew sicker overnight and were unable to get to the phone. So, in my worry,
I came here."


"W-what?"
She reeled away and pressed herself against the refrigerator.


"Right.
Instead of going into the office this morning, I came here to help you. Because
that's what I fucking promised I'd do. Imagine my surprise when my knock went
unanswered. Then to find you not home, I made some phone calls. After confirming
with one of your dolls named Sheila, I learned you were at work and you seemed
perfectly healthy." He stepped around the island and leaned his hip on the
corner. "My terror over your safety evaporated into anger."


She
crossed her arms, thought better of angering him more, and put her fists down
at her sides. "I can explain."


"Oh,
you can explain?" He gazed up at the ceiling. "Since you're feeling
well enough to work, it goes without saying that you're in good enough shape to
fuck."


Her
throat closed. She shook her head, because this wasn't what she wanted.


He
stalked toward her. She melted into the flat, slick surface of the fridge and
even then, she couldn't escape. Not giving her an inch, he pressed against her.
She gasped at the definite hardness pressed into her stomach. Oh, God.


His
head lowered and he spoke into her ear. "Try to play me, doll," he
whispered. "You want to know the real Nathan, I'll show you. You want to
speed things up and take what I need instead of pussy footing around with what
I was giving you. I'll give it all to you."


His
hot breath on her ear sent a quiver down her spine. One she tried hard to push
back, one she wanted to refuse, one she knew she shouldn't like. But, she did.


"I
told you what you'd get from me, and you walked into my bed on your own two
legs." He nipped her earlobe with his teeth. "I own your body. No
doubt, if I put my hand under your dress, my fingers would come away wet."


She
turned her head away from him. He only followed her, and she'd opened up her
neck to his mouth. The hard suction on the delicate skin where her neck met her
shoulder proved he was right. Her core spasmed, rebelling against her brain.


"I
made a promise," he whispered against her skin. "I will always,
always, make you satisfied sexually."


Her
knees weakened, and he dipped his body, nailing her to the appliance. His
erection ground into the V of her thighs. Her eyes rolled, and she closed her
eyelids in a vain attempt to hide the truth from him.


She
wanted this. This thing he was doing to her. The dominance, stealing her
control, taking over her power to think beyond the right now. Everything.


"N-Nathan…"
She wasn't sure if she spoke or thought his name.


"I'm
making you a new promise, doll, so listen carefully. You have no say in this
one," He took her wrists and held them out to the sides, stretching her,
crucifying her. "I will die trying to get inside your head. You can't run
from me. What you think, feel, fear, is now mine. I will know every secret
you've buried and every worry you've fed and nurtured by yourself. You think
I'm scary now, just know that I can make you or break you."


As
if he'd promised her the moon, she let go. Every muscle in her body ceased to
work. Nathan held her dangling from her wrists. The force of his hardness cut
into her pubic bone, and the pain, the discomfort, the inability to do a thing
about it, because she wanted even more left her whimpering.


She'd
gone beyond fear. Only one person could save her.


"Please."
She hung her head. "Please, please…"


Whether
she begged him to hold up his end of the promise and not give up on her, or to
end the torment of what he was doing to her body, she couldn't say. She only
knew his words filled her with something so profound, she'd die without him.


The
tinkle and clash of broken glass snapped her gaze up. Before she could
comprehend what'd happened, Nathan lifted her. She groaned as the front of her
body met the cold tile of the kitchen island. He yanked her dress over her ass,
pulled her ankles until her legs hung off the counter. She reached out, but her
hands slipped on the smooth tile.


Her
cheek pressed into the cold surface as Nathan spread her legs and plunged
inside of her without any warning. Swift pleasure filled her, and brought her
head off the counter. He shoved her back down, and kept a hand on her back. She
could do nothing, but take the savage thrust of his cock.


"Please,"
she whispered, wanting to move.


He
withdrew from her body. She squirmed, scared he was leaving, but his hand
remained on her back.


"This
is what you want, and I can give it to you." He stroked the rounded curve
of her hip. "All you have to do is give in to me. Challenge me, and I'll
fight back."


She
nodded, scraping her cheek. "I want…."


His
body leaned over her back and he used his weight to pin her down. Defenseless
and at his mercy, she submitted. How she would want to be fucked on the
counter, degraded, and put in a role she didn't believe in, was beyond her
thinking. She only knew she wanted him back inside of her. She wanted to come.
She wanted to come for him, so he wouldn't leave her alone.


"That's
it, doll," he whispered in her ear. "You're finally starting to
understand what you need from me. I can give you everything you crave and have
never received."


"Please."
She used all her strength to buck her hips, reminding him where she wanted him.


"I
can show you." He leaned back, straightening. "I can give you more
than even you know about and want."


A
resounding slap against flesh filled the room. A split second later, energy and
pain came from her, and she arched off the counter. His hand hitting her ass
came so fast, only afterward did the burn hit the surface. She struggled to
move away from the pain when he slapped her again.


Panic
ensued. She clawed at the counter. Her feet scraped against the cabinet below
her, scrambling for escape. Nathan pushed her down, plunged into her, and his
harsh breath swept over her shoulder. Her nipples ached underneath her, and she
squirmed, liking the way her whole body seemed under attack and not
understanding why she'd enjoy what he was doing to her.


"That's
it." He grunted, skidding her inches, making her skin burn as the tile
pulled against her skin. "I can make it all better."


With
his promise, she let herself go. She floated, yet felt him holding her down,
not letting her wander away to where she could become lost. The length of his
heat stroked her inside, letting her know she wasn't alone. For once, she gave
herself to someone else. To Nathan.


His
fingers dug into her upper thighs, not letting her get away. The reminder that
he controlled every move she made burned deep, scarring her for anything less.
She wanted proof that he'd be there, a reminder of where he'd taken her, and as
he dragged her back hard to meet his penetration, she came.


Every
inch of her cried in pleasure. Her voice filled the room. Her skin, hot and
tight, screamed out for more. Her insides exploded sending every high emotion
straight to her chest, and killing her in the most pleasurable way possible.


Barely
able to make a conscious thought, she closed her eyes and smiled as he released
his own pleasure inside of her. She wanted to tell him how she was feeling, and
reassure him she'd never ignore him again, but all she could muster up the
strength to do is whisper, "Yours."


But,
she wasn't sure if he heard her or she imagined the whole thing.








 


Chapter
Fifteen


Sometime
in the night, it was too dark and checking the clock was not a concern, Addison
had gone downstairs, leaving Nathan asleep in her bed. By the time daylight
filtered through the curtain and Nathan walked down the stairs, she was no
closer to making any sense out of her life. 


In
fact, she wanted to hide and make every nasty and disgusting thing that
happened last night in the kitchen, and later in the bed and bathroom, go away.


Nathan
sat on the couch and pulled her onto his lap. She let him hold her close and
laid her head on his shoulder. Dealing with what happened seemed easier when he
was near. That fact frightened her.


Alone
and in the dark, she'd discovered how lost she felt. Whether that was because
of the wanton behavior he'd drawn from her or the thought she was sick in the
head for wanting him to strip her of all control and cause her pain.


"You
should've woke me," he murmured against her hair.


What
was she supposed to say? She needed time to herself without him owning her
thoughts or making her think differently than she'd always believed in. Knowing
she effortlessly gave up her control to say no, to stop, and instead acted as
if she couldn't live without him slapping her ass or fucking her hard enough
she felt every step down the stairway earlier.


So,
she remained silent.


"I
don't want you to think about what happened while you're at work today,"
he said.


She
stiffened. Work? God, how could she even go into the office, much less go in
the cars with other men?


She
pushed into a sitting position, but remained on his lap. "I need to shower
and get ready for work."


His
hand clamped down on her thigh, stopping her. She winched and a tiny surge of
pleasure she couldn't explain warmed her. He lifted the T-shirt she was wearing
and gazed down at her leg.


Three
fate bruises marred her skin. Barely anything, really. They'd be gone in a day.


One
by one, he settled three fingers over the discoloration, matching his hand to the
prints. She gazed down at his touch, barely breathing.


"I'd
hoped…," he whispered. "Until last night, I wasn't one hundred
percent sure you could handle me. You did."


She
nodded tightly, and moved to get off his lap. Distance would solve all her
problems. She'd gone through worst things than confusion, and would survive
today.


He
followed her out of the room. She refused to look behind her, and went up the
stairs. She hesitated on the third step. The muscles in the back of her thighs
quivered.


Without
a word, Nathan picked her up and carried her to the bedroom. He deposited her
on the bed, and she watched him walk into the bathroom. The sound of water made
her feel an inch tall after what she'd done to him. Why was he being so nice?


Back
in the room, he pulled her off the bed and peeled her shirt off. "Go take
your shower. I'm going to make some phone calls. When you're done, I'll jump
in. I need to be in at work soon."


She
walked away. Behind the door, she sagged in relief. The steam rolling over the
glass shower doors a welcome sight. She'd feel more energized once she worked
the stiffness out of her muscles.


Fifteen
minutes later, she dragged herself out of the shower stall and slipped on her
robe. Her experience with her hot water heater was precise. Nathan only had ten
minutes more before he'd be taking a cold shower. She had no idea if he spent a
long time washing, but thought she'd better play it safe.


Literally,
on tiptoes, she walked out into the bedroom. "You can have the
bathroom."


He
ran his hand down her arm, held her hand, and kept her from walking past him.
"I'll run you to Car Dolls on my way to work."


She
tilted her head. "It's in the opposite direction. I can drive there, and
that way I have my car to bring me home."


"You're
not coming back here. I want you at my place." He kissed her forehead
before walking into the bathroom.


Unlike
her, he left the door open. She stepped across the room and stared into her
closet. Today's schedule meant nothing. She grabbed the first thing she
touched.


A
red modest dress with a scooped neckline would give her a classy polished look.
The hem hit her at the knee and would cover the bruises, hiding the evidence of
what transpired between her and Nathan. She turned the hanger around and
frowned. The open back showed a lot of skin.


She
set the dress on the bed, dropped the robe, and walked to her full-length
mirror. Peering over her shoulder, she scanned her back. A relieved sigh
escaped.


Her
back was unmarred.


After
dressing, she slipped on her heels and sat on the edge of the bed with her hairbrush.
Not in the mood to take time over her hair, she swept the damp strands into a braid,
accenting the combined strands with a pearl clip.


Nathan
walked out with a towel around his waist. She averted her eyes and kept busy
putting the contents of one purse into the small handbag she used with the
black shoes. Then she sat at her dressing table, lined her eyes with the color
kohl, and put on red lipstick. Only when she'd finished did she realize she went
with power colors.


Red
and Black.


Severe
hairstyle.


Heavy
makeup.


Inside,
she felt like someone kicked her ass. The sore spots, the bruises, the exertion
of their night together had nothing to do with any of her reactions. She simply
could not grasp letting Nathan run her life.


"What
time will you get off work?" He buttoned up his shirt.


She
glanced at him. "Seven."


"I'll
pick you up in the lobby of your building. Don't wait outside if I'm running
late." He flipped up his collar and tossed his tie around his neck.


"I
already told you, I'm driving. There's no need for you to come." She
smoothed a stray strand of hair behind her ear.


His
sharp intake of air had her gazing at him again. He struggled with his tie. She
walked over and shooed his hands away. Concentrating on his neck, she said.
"I'd like to come home to my own house, my own bed."


He
stopped her hands, lifted her chin. "No."


A
shiver went down her spine. She dropped her gaze. "Whatever," she
mumbled.


He
chuckled and his adam's apple brushed against the back of her fingers. "I
pushed you last night, and you begged for more. You feed off me, doll. That
makes me happy."


She
made quick use of his tie, and stepped away. "I need to get to work or
I'll be late."


She
lied. Today, she had only scheduled afternoon appointments. She never went out
on a request on a Tuesday. She'd spend the morning setting the dolls' work
hours and preparing paychecks for Friday's payday. At lunch, she walked down to
the Columbia River and took a little extra to the woman's shelter.


Winter
was coming, and they needed all the donations they could get. While there,
she'd check on Lilly.


"I'm
ready." He followed her downstairs.


Outside
the house, he took her keys from her and locked the door. She held out her hand
for him to return them, and instead he slipped the keychain into his pocket.
Then he took out his wallet, removed something out of one of the folds, pressed
the hidden object into the slot where her key fit and turned around.


Halfway
down the path to the street, she glanced at him. "What did you do?"


"A
little insurance in case any of my friends think of returning, I'll know."
He placed his hand on her back and guided her to the car.


At
the passenger door, she stopped. "You don't trust them."


He
motioned for her to get inside, and then leaned down and buckled her seatbelt.
"I don't trust anyone."


The
door slammed. She flinched. Okay. That wasn't a good thing to hear.


She
slept with him. A lot. He asked her to rip away her soul, and she'd bared
herself to him. And, he would never trust her. Shit.








 


Chapter
Sixteen


Addison
left the rundown building on First Street and instead of walking back to work,
she headed in the opposite direction. Nathan slipped out of his car, and
decided to follow her on foot. His growing concern that Addison withdrew from
him concreted in his mind as he caught her lying.


She
wasn't working.


The
only thing ahead of her was the Columbia River and the unused road under the
I-5 Bridge. He slowed his pace. No one, not even in the daylight, had any
business walking into the homeless camp unless they were indeed homeless and
wanted to risk their life.


Long
time known for the makeshift shelters, questionable livelihood, and territorial
thirst, the vagabonds who'd claimed the south side of the highway would not let
just anyone wander into their encampment.


A
young adult male flashed underneath the old Army tent. Nathan's skin prickled.
In ten seconds, everyone would get word a stranger stepped over the boundary.


At
one time, he'd had the job of alerting the others, as did his brother and any
other young kid with good ears and a solid head on his shoulders not too filled
with drugs or drink. He wouldn't expect Addison to know what was happening
around her, but he also hadn't thought her a fool. Everyone in the Portland and
Vancouver area knew you stayed away from the homeless camps.


Law
enforcement ignored the non-tax payers of town for the most part. Legally
unable to ask them to move, they stayed away unless an emergency happened or
someone called in because another one died in their sleep. Although, even then,
it was too easy to blame the lifestyle, the elements, the questionable cause of
death on anything but hard living.


With
no family and no name, an individual was carted away to be cremated on the
states dime. No service provided for his or her friends, no gravesite, the
person merely disappeared. Just like how they lived life. His gaze remained on
Addison as he took in the rest of the occupants.


Addison
hesitated at the edge of camp and lifted her hand to shade her eyes, trying to
peer into the darker regions under the bridge. An old man approached her. Nathan
forgot about keeping his distance, hurried toward her, looping into a jog when
the man reached for her.


Too
far away, he watched her follow the guy into the bowels of the camp. The silent
alarm went off. Then the young man reappeared from inside the tent, a shiny
blade clutched in his hand. A couple, he guessed in their thirties, approached
from the other side of the street, and stood between him and Addison.


The
shady eyes, hardened by life, warned him away without a word. He refused to
listen. Addison was his main concern. These people struck no fear inside of
him.


Living
on the streets, protecting what was his was inbred in him from the time he was
ten years old. He could never outrun his past. Once part of the family, the
only way he'd leave was if he was dead.


He
stopped in front of the three misfits. No match for his size or skill, he fell
back on reputation.


"Fifth
Street Raffy," he said, his voice barely above a whisper.


The
young man's brows rose before he schooled his reaction to hearing the name
Nathan went by so many years ago. The boy, really, probably wasn't around at
the time, had heard the name before.


"We
watch," the other man said, stepping back.


He
dipped his chin and slipped past them. The knife, the weapons, the defensive
stances were no match for his hands, but would kill Addison.


He
weaved through trash, cardboard huts, and littered people still knocked out
cold or merely sleeping during the day while it was safe, so they could remain
alert at night when the real danger waited for them. He strained to see ahead
of him. If he lost sight of Addison, he knew no one would help him find her.


At
first glance, it seemed as if she'd disappeared. He jumped on top of a wooden
crate, hoping it'd withstand his weight. 


At
the added height, a flash of red disappeared behind a large pillar. He jumped
down and ran. Cussing his dress shoes and trousers, he caught Addison by the
arm before she dipped her head below the tarp.


She
froze and whipped her startled gaze at him. "Nathan," she said on an
exhale.


"Come
on." He tugged on her hand and dragged her two steps before she struggled.
"Addison. Come with me now."


"No."
She ripped out of his grasp and glared. "I have something to do."


"Not
here you don't." He growled. "What the hell are you thinking? This
isn't some place you go on a lunchtime walk. Do you have any idea what kind of
a risk you've taken?"


"I
know exactly what I'm doing." Her voice rose. "I have a right to be
here."


The
tarp moved and a woman, no more than twenty-five years old, stepped out and
stood by Addison. Movement from behind the homeless woman grabbed his
attention. He clamped his teeth.


No
more than five or six, a dirty child, he couldn't guess the sex, slipped
between the woman and Addison. He frowned as the kid raised her hand and
clasped onto Addison's fingers.


Addison's
anger toward him forgotten, she kneeled on the ground, ignoring the dirty
street with discarded cigarette butts, filth, and debris. The child threw her
arms around Addison's neck and she lifted the kid up as she stood.


His
gaze flashed between the child's face and Addison's eyes. His chest tightened
as he tried to understand what was going on in front of him. All he could
absorb was the strange attentiveness radiating from Addison.


She
literally discounted him, her focus so intent on the child.


"Hey,
Princess Lilly," she whispered, a gentle but genuine smile on her face.
"Did you see the Stern Wheeler go by yesterday?"


Lilly
shook her head, the motion created a deep hacking cough. Addison's gaze lifted
to the woman. "In my purse, there's a bottle of Penicillin. Make sure she
takes all of the medicine, even if she starts to feel better."


The
woman drew closer. Addison shifted, allowing the woman to search in her purse
hanging off her shoulder. She wasn't concerned about the woman stealing from
her, but he watched. Years ago, an opportunity like the one Addison presented
him, would mean he'd filch every dime from her.


However,
the woman only removed the bottle filled with pink liquid. Confused and
fascinated, he rocked back on his heels. The whole scene left him uncomfortable
as if his clothes were too small and constricted his breathing.


He'd
experienced the same thing on his first boardroom meeting. The first time Professor
Frank gave him a suit to wear. The first time he put a down payment on the
apartment when he left the streets. Yet, here, these people were familiar to
him.


Even
the sick kid, the hungry woman, the desolate stench in the air comforted him. 


Addison
standing in a red dress, holding a dirty child, mumbling comforting words, and
taking care of someone designated an emotion in him that was foreign to him. He
wanted to admit he enjoyed the feelings Addison pulled from him, but it hurt.


"I'll
come back in a few days." Addison shifted Lilly to her other hip.
"You know where to find me…"


"Thank
you," the woman whispered.


Addison's
appearance here shocked him, but when she pulled Lilly's head down to her
shoulder, kissed her filthy hair, and handed the child back to the woman was
his undoing. He grabbed her hand, and pulled her through the encampment. Not
stopping for anyone, he wanted her far away from here.


Then
he was going to beat her to forget what seeing her here did to him.


Not
waiting around to get any answers, he hustled her to his car, and drove away.
He focused on the road ahead of him, not even tempted to peer into the rearview
mirror behind him. He'd never survive if he looked back to the familiar, to the
comfort, to his past life.


"Nathan,
slow down!" Addison clutched his arm.


He
eased off the accelerator and downshifted. "I'll drop you off at work, and
I expect you waiting for me at seven. Do not give me any reason to doubt
you."


"Nathan,
you can't–"


"Don't
fuck with me, Addy." He pulled to the curb and stopped the car in front of
Car Pools. "I'm this close to dragging your ass home and showing you
exactly how pissed I am that I found you under the bridge…with that
child."


"W-what?
Lilly?" Her face transformed from confusion to anger. "She's sick.
Bad sick. Do you know what happens to a baby with strep throat that goes
untreated? She could die or get scarlet fever. I will not let that
happen."


He
turned his head. "Be here at seven."


The
door opened and slammed. Only then did he turn to make sure she entered the
office building. Now that she was out of sight, he closed his eyes and let the
anger rage inside of him. He welcomed the tension, the coil spiraling inside of
him, feeding him.


Several
minutes later, he'd checked himself enough to drive. He wanted to linger
behind, luxuriating in the one emotion that completed him but knowing he'd have
to wait.


Entering
the highway, he inhaled deeply. He admitted one good thing that happened today.
Addison continued to push the boundaries.


He
hadn't dictated what she could do while she was working. On a whim, he'd decided
to cut his day in half and surprise her for lunch. When he arrived and spotted
her hurrying down the sidewalk, he thought to watch her and learn what kind of
day she typically had when she was away from him.


Never
had he thought she'd step into his world. Never would he want her near the
lifestyle of those living on the streets. Never in his thoughts of what today
would be like did he believe she'd give him a reason to let go so soon after
last night.


He'd
been willing to wait. Asking her to deal with him after he'd hurt her last
night would be inconsiderate. She denied the level of pain he'd laid on her.


But,
he missed none of it. The stiffness when she walked. The bruises, hidden from
the eyes of others, but he knew they were there. He'd marked her.


Without
explaining himself, he wanted her to know whom she belonged to and what she
could have. His dick hardened. He wanted to give everything to her.


Even
his pain.


Never
had he met a woman strong enough to handle him. He rested his wrist on the
steering wheel. The mix of anger and lust burned deep within him.


Until
he picked up Addison tonight, he'd simmer in the pleasure of knowing that
tonight, he'd have her again. And, she'd be thankful for what he could do for
her.








 


Chapter
Seventeen


If
Nathan wanted to prove what an asshole he was, he'd succeeded. Addison tapped
her foot and watched the clock strike seven. Messing with her was one thing.
Screw with a child's health and wellbeing crossed the line.


Out
of sorts all day over what went on between them last night, she'd snapped out
of questioning her sanity when Nathan hauled her away as if she'd done
something wrong. He, of all people, had to understand the plights that affected
homeless families.


The
lack of medical and dental care, an inadequate diet, and exposure to the
elements killed people every day. A child's fragile state took the worst of the
dangers.


She
grabbed her purse, shut down the computer, closed the blinds, and looked at the
clock again. Five after seven.


He
could wait until she was ready to deal with him. Deliberately stalling to tick
him off, she took the stairs. Then she watered the Fuchsia's in the corner of
the lobby. When she no longer could find anything else for her to do, she
walked out the door and locked the building.


Nathan
leaned against his car, arms crossed, ankles crossed, his mood crossed. Yeah,
she'd won.


In
her anger, she'd forgotten how scary he could look in person. She also ignored
how she reacted to him when he terrified her, which made her hate herself. Her
nipples peaked and she pulled all her disgust to the surface. This time, she
would not cower to him.


She
stood in the middle of the sidewalk. "I did nothing wrong. Lilly is just a
baby, and whatever you want to do to me, do it. Nothing will stop me from going
back there in a few days to check on her. Even when she's better, I'll continue
to check up on her mother. I hope to one day have her working for me, and I
won't give up until that baby has a roof over her head and a soft place to lay
down when she has a sore throat. So, if you want to fuck me, push me around,
and take everything I got, go ahead."


He
continued to stare. Her whole body shook. Refusing to back down on this one
subject, she glared back at him.


"Say
something, dammit," she said.


Still,
he stood there without a care in the world, not concerned if he'd hurt her or
ruined what they'd started. She marched to him and poked him in the chest.
"If you're mad, then tell me. I hate when you do this. Do you hear me?
Hate you!"


She
hadn't even known she was crying until the salty taste of tears flowed on her
lips. She grabbed his shirt and shook him. "She's a baby—she sobbed—I hate
you, hate you, hate you."


Exhausted,
she laid her forehead on his chest. Her cries continued after her feet left the
ground, and even afterward when he set her in his car and buckled the seatbelt.
Desperation for him to understand her motives with Lilly mixed with her extreme
fright over him walking away from her.


By
the time Nathan pulled the BMW into his garage, she'd calmed. Content to sit
with her arms around her waist and not think, she stayed where she was.


Nathan
opened her door, undid her seatbelt, and picked her up. She buried her head
into his shoulder and closed her eyes. The need to know what he was thinking
and why he disapproved of her no longer concerned her.


When
he laid her on the bed and stepped away, she shot up. Her whole body
constricted, and she scrambled off the bed and lunged at him.


He
held her away from him, his hands on her shoulders. "Stop."


"Please,
don't leave," she said, hating the whine in her voice.


"Doll,
I'm going to get you some Tylenol." He turned her around and pushed her
toward the bed.


She
whirled around and grabbed him. "No. Don't go."


The
raw panic building inside of her burst out. She fought the hands that grabbed
her. Blinded to what he was doing, she reeled at the sudden pain at the back of
her head.


He
fisted her hair, holding her in place away from him, and pushed her down on her
knees. "Got your attention now?"


Her
body hummed. She wanted to beg and scream, but all her attention went to the
front of his trousers where he was undoing his belt with his free hand.


"You're
not going anywhere." He pulled the leather out of the loops on his pants
and ran the end under her chin. "I'm going to take my hand off you. Don't
move or you'll feel the edge of my belt on your skin."


Her
vision clouded. "Nathan, I—"


"Don't
talk." His fingers let go.


Her
scalp prickled as the strands fell back into place sending a shiver down her
spine. She held her breath as he walked behind her. His hands stroked her arms,
pulling them back until her wrists crossed. Her chin dropped to her chest when she
realized he bound her arms behind her to her ankles.


She
tugged, and Nathan grabbed her hair to keep her from falling forward.
"Don't move."


He
walked around her, twisting her hair, immobilizing her. Standing in front of
her, he undid the zipper of his slacks, freeing his erection.


She
strained against his hold, needing his heat, wanting him inside of her,
possessing her, showing her he'd never leave. He stepped forward, cock in hand,
and she opened her mouth and closed her eyes.


"Look
at me." He tapped her cheek with the edge of his sex.


She'd
barely opened her eyes when he took his hardness and slapped her with it again.
Her pussy spasmed and she widened her knees, tilting her head up higher and
gazed into his face.


Stern
and unforgiving, he watched her intently while rubbing his dick along the
length of her neck. "If I ever catch you talking, walking, looking at the
people on the street, I will beat you until you're too sore to walk out the
door."


She
bit her lip to keep her teeth from chattering. Although her body warmed when
he'd pushed her to her knees, the fear of what he could do left her trembling. The
thrill of what he could make her do overpowered everything else happening, and
she opened herself to anything he gave her.


He
pulled on her hair, and when she cried out from the startling pain, he stuck
his cock in her mouth. She sucked greedily, pulling on his hold, needing him to
fill her.


His
hips thrust forward. She gagged, but went right back to taking his length into
her mouth. She closed her eyes and moaned low in her throat.


"No."
He removed his cock. "Look. At. Me."


She
shook her head, or as much as she could with him pinning her to the spot with
his hand. "Please…"


Pain
radiated up her cheek. She blinked in time to watch his hand come back and
swing toward her again. She steeled herself against the pain, but it never
came.


"I
will prove to you as many times as you need, until you understand, I will not
leave you," he said, letting his motion continue.


Her
head snapped to the left on a shudder. The air in her lungs whooshed out, and
she stared at the carpet. A calm she'd missed all day swept over her.


"You
will learn that only I can truly care for you." He yanked her head.


He
stroked his length viciously, almost painful for her to watch. His fist moved
fast, coming to the end of his cock, and brushed her cheek with each pump. Her
panties grew damp and she sat back on her ankles.


"You
breathe, because of me. You get up in the fucking morning, because I'm the one
who put you to bed and watched over you all night while you slept." He
grunted, straining as he jerked himself. 


With
each promise, her body accepted her position and screamed yes. She wanted him
to stay, to take care of her, to keep her safe, and never leave.


He
fisted the root of his cock and whipped his dick across her mouth. She licked
her lips, tasting his pre-cum and the tang of blood where her lip hit her
eyetooth. Pleasure coiled in her core.


He
pulled back. "No. Do not come." 


She
rocked. The belt pulled on her arms. She ached inside, between her legs, her
breasts. 


Nathan
leaned over, unbuckled her arms from her legs. She fell forward, and he caught
her.


Without
giving her a chance to move, he scooped her under the arms. She locked her arms
around his neck. Her dress got in the way of raising her legs, and she kicked
out against his legs trying to find traction.


Nathan
tossed her on the bed, and then landed on top of her. Her breath whooshed out,
but the pressure. God, the pressure. He was here. He stayed with her.


She
squirmed until one leg escaped out from under him, and she hooked the back of
his knee. Holding him in place, she grabbed his neck, pulled her head up off
the mattress, and captured his mouth.


"Want
it rough," he murmured against her lips.


She
sucked at his bottom lip. "Yes. Yes. Yes."


His
hand yanked up her dress. A rip zzz'd in the room, and she kicked her
other leg to the side, holding him in the V of her legs.


He
removed her hands, and clasped them in one of his above her head. While he
rolled to the left and without taking her panties off, pulled the material to
the side and plunged into her. As if she had a seizure, she rapidly jolted underneath
him at the pleasure of having him stretched her.


Searing
pain at the intrusion, the force, the size of him added to the intoxication.
Unable to move her arms, she bucked underneath him until he fucked her so
roughly it left her impaired. She lay there, taking his passion, his anger, his
attention and soaking in the knowledge that he was here. As long as he was
inside of her, stroking her, pounding on her, she had proof that she belonged
with him.


Her
heels dug into the mattress and she screamed. All the frustration boiled inside
of her.


Then
he was gone. She panicked, pulling her arms. "No…"


He
rolled her over, pushed her face into the mattress, heaved her hips into the
air, and gathered her hands, putting them underneath her. "Don't
move."


Then
his hands disappeared, and she turned her head to find out where he was going,
and screamed at the electric shock on her butt cheek. She quickly buried her
face in the mattress. Oh, my God. He bit me!


Wet
warmth stroked the sting off that particular part of her body. She sighed. The
difference in touch soothed her into relaxing.


Then
his mouth was on her, licking the length of her, from clit to ass. One swipe.
Two. Three. She panted against the comforter, reaching for the relief and yet
wanting it to last forever. She rocked back against his face in rhythm with his
tongue.


"Oh,
God." She groaned.


As
if punishing her, he stopped and moved away. She lunged backward, searching for
contact. Her pussy throbbed, wet and oh-God-so hot. Nathan's hands went around
her waist and she found herself on her back, staring up into his face.


"I
am the only one who will give you what you want," he said.


She
gasped. In that one second, her body vibrating, she believed him. "O-okay."


He
held out her hand, and she let him guide her off the bed. He remained sitting
on the edge. Sometime between kneeling on the floor and lying on the bed, he'd
lost his pants.


With
only his white dress shirt, black tie, black socks, and his cock hard and
glorious, he lifted her onto his lap. She straddled his legs, planting her
knees on the mattress. He removed her hands from his shoulders, stripped off
his tie, and bound her arms in front of him.


"Put
your hands over my head," he said.


She
put her hands behind his neck and watched him undo every button on his shirt.
After he pulled the material to the side, he grasped her waist and settled her
on his cock. Her head fell back as he filled her.


Instead
of letting her move, he simply held her down on him. Together, they still,
staring, waiting, until he blinked. Then he held her hip while reaching between
them to rub her clitoris. Unable to hold still, she gyrated atop him and stayed
fully connected.


"Wrap
your legs around my back." He put his mouth on her neck and sucked hard.


As
she locked her ankles, her pussy spasmed and this close, this tight, she felt
his cock throb inside of her. What he was doing with his hand, his mouth, his
body, could've been written in her personal sex manual about everything she
enjoyed.


In
this position, she couldn't move. She depended on him to give her pleasure.


"I
want you to come, doll," he said against her skin.


The
vibration of his words, the heat of his breath in her ear, along with his
permission, she let her body go. Every muscle constricted, drawing all the
blood to between her legs. Her hands went to sleep, her head grew dizzy, and
her breath escaped her as she ground against him, riding his cock, rubbing
against his fingers.


She
panted, unable to stop the direction she was going now that he let her have her
freedom. Then her world exploded. Her thighs clamped down on him. Her head went
back and she screamed his name as a flood of rejoice coursed through her soul.


His
hands palmed her hips, forcing her still. Through the racking shudders and
sensitivity of her orgasm, she lost control again when his cock pumped his
release in her. He sucked in his breath, his eyes locking with hers. She laid
her forehead against his and hung on.


When
they both caught their breath, Nathan lifted her off him and laid her down.
"I'll be right back."


Unable
to keep her eyes open any longer, she snuggled against the pillow and sighed in
contentment. Not much later, she became aware of warmth between her legs. She
blinked at Nathan, sitting on the edge of the bed, washing her.


He
wasn't aware of her watching, and she took the moment to soak him all in.
Earlier, his fierceness frightened her, but there was something else there that
she saw when he wasn't aware. Softness to his mouth, and concern in his gaze
reached out and stroked her heart.


He
leaned closer over her lower body. She held her breath, but when he kissed each
of the bruises marring her skin, she reached down and slid her fingers through
his hair.


"I'm
okay," she whispered.


His
gaze came toward her and once again, the curtain over his emotions snapped into
place. She lost him. She moistened her lips. "Come to bed."


Settled,
wrapped in his arms, she closed her eyes again. In the dark, she found enough bravery
to accept what she wanted. "Nathan?"


"Hm?"


She
held his arms to her bare chest. "I'll do what you want me to do,"
she whispered.


Afraid
of losing him to the side he kept to himself when they weren't having sex; she
was determined to give him permission to use her as he wanted. To disobey him
was too big of a risk. She couldn't lose him.








 


Chapter
Eighteen


One
of the grocery sacks slipped from Addison's grasp, and she leaned against the
door to keep the eggs from breaking. "Nathan!"


He
ran around the corner and lunged for the bag. "Got it."


"Whew."
She laughed. "Breakfast tomorrow is saved."


He
peered inside. "What all did you buy?"


"Everything."
She walked past him on the way to the kitchen. "There are more groceries
in the car. I took stock of your cabinets last night, and from now on we're
eating home at least three nights a week."


After
one full week of staying with Nathan every night, she refused to order food in
again. She picked the egg carton out of the sack. 


He
lifted a box of noodles and shook the container. "You like to cook?"


"Yeah."
She opened the fridge. "It's relaxing to me and better for us if we stay
away from restaurant food if we can. Haven't you paid attention to the reports?
Everyone's cholesterol is sky high these days because of processed and fast
food. Think of it as extending your life."


He
growled or groaned, she wasn't sure. She turned around. "What?"


"I
never think about what'll happen to me tomorrow." He opened up a bag of
chocolate chips she'd bought and ripped it open. After pouring some in his
mouth, he grinned. "I'm sort of a live for the moment kind of guy."


She
hid the hurt his confession caused. "I'll go out and get the other–"


"I'll
get the groceries." He dug a few more chocolate bits out of the bag and
winked. "I'm hungry. I hope you bought more junk food."


"We're
going healthy. I'll get started on dinner once I have everything put
away." She carried a sack to the pantry.


Hidden
from his view, she stacked the supplies she bought and stood back at the homey
scene in front of her. How ironic to plan for a future with Nathan when he had
no idea she belonged in his tomorrow. She understood his way of dealing with
life and not worrying if he'd clog his arteries, but he wasn't alone anymore.
He included her in his day-to-day life and his tomorrow, whether he admitted it
or not.


Having
never been good enough to please her mom, and denied by her father, she sought
someone who wanted to claim her forever. She understood more about why she'd
acted positively toward Nathan's treatment toward her. In a sick way, she
excused her behavior because the benefits outweighed the bad.


No
one touched her growing up. No hugs, no goodnight kisses, no lingering hand on
her forehead when she'd gotten sick. Whether Nathan showed her a firm hand or
held her tenderly at night, a touch was a touch.


"Hey,"
he called from the other room.


She
walked out of the pantry and shut the door. "Can I ask you
something?"


"Yeah,"
he said, depositing the sacks on the counter.


"Do
you think less of me, I mean when we're not having sex, because I enjoy letting
you do whatever you want with me?" She pulled one of the bags closer to
her. "Forget that you want me to deal with your temper and the need to
have your life just so. I'm talking about if you only knew me as the owner of
Carpool Dolls, and you knew some other guy was–"


"There
is no other guy in your life," he said.


"I
know that. I'm just creating a scene for you to understand what I'm asking.
Pretend you knew that Joe Blow smacked me around. Would you still think I'm a
successful business owner and respect what I've done in my life?" She
removed the produce from the plastic sacks and set the vegetables on the
counter by the sink.


"It'd
be none of my business." He dug through the bag. "Did you buy any
chips?"


"No."
She sighed heavily. "The thing is, if I knew…say Joan, Lilly's mom, had a
boyfriend and I noticed bruises or heard rumors her male friend hurt her, I'd
talk to her. I'd worry. I'd do anything in my power to help her get away from
him."


"You
wouldn't do a thing, because it's none of your business." He braced his
hands on the counter. "I thought we were clear on this particular subject.
You won't go back to the camp."


"I
know. I did, and I won't go since you promised to check in on them for me, but
I want you to think about my question. It has to do with you and me, not Joan.
I was only using her as an example." She folded the paper sack.


"There
was no question. Our relationship is no one's business. You don't divulge anything
about what happens between us to others. I don't see what your problem
is," he said.


She
took a skillet from the overhead hanger and clanked it against the burner of
the stove. "Because it's wrong, Nathan."


He
wrapped his arms around her waist from behind. "It's new. Give me time to
show you."


"You
keep saying that," she whispered. "I'll never understand. If I fell
down and skinned my knee, there's nothing enjoyable about the experience. If a
stranger came up and slapped me in the face or tied me up and fucked me, I'd first
be shocked, then hurt, and finally scared. I'd run away fast and call the
police. God, if one of my clients acted the way you do toward one of my dolls,
I'd have him arrested."


"You
don't get it, because you've never had someone show you." He nibbled her
neck. "What are you doing right now?"


"What?"
She shook her head. "I'm talking–"


"Not
that. What are you doing with the pan?" he said.


She
lifted her hands in a helpless motion. "I'm going to brown the ground
beef. We're having tacos."


He
pulled her away from the stove. "Later. Right now, I want you to go in my
office, go online and look up BDSM, paying clode attention to the S and M."


"I
know what that is." She rolled her eyes. "That doesn't tell me why
I'm not thinking straight, or why I can be perfectly normal up until now."


He
picked up the package of meat, put it on the shelf in the fridge, and closed
the door. "Come on, I'll show you."


"This
isn't necessary," she muttered, trailing behind him. "You do know
there's a club a few blocks from the Pearl District on the other side of the
river who cater to couples in the BDSM scene. I'm not one of them. Don't even
think about asking me to go with you or force me to have others watch you–"


"That's
not funny." He glared over his shoulder. "I don't share. Ever. I'm
nothing like them."


"Thank
God you have boundaries," she mumbled, sarcastically.


She
stood behind him as he powered up the computer and surfed through websites. She
couldn't even grasp what she saw or understand the few snatches of writing she
caught before he scrolled away. Giving up, she walked to the window and peered
out.


From
the backside of the house, she had a view of the Willamette River and the
Freemont Bridge. Lilly came to mind, and she wondered how the child was
fairing. She hoped the antibiotics she received under the counter from the
woman's shelter were working.


She'd
know more in two days. Nathan promised to visit the camp and check up on Joan
and Lilly for her, and explain why she couldn't visit. Maybe Nathan was right,
and keeping her distance might draw Joan to the office. She sure hoped so.


"Doll?"
He stood and held the chair out for her. "Read this."


She
returned to his side, stuck her lower lip out, and blew her hair out of her
face. Asking her to read up on a subject that had nothing to do with her was
like requesting an atheist to read the bible.


Unless
having sex was a sin, which it probably was. At least the kind they had.


"Whatever.
I just wish you'd listen to me instead of always trying to show me." She
scanned the page, noticing there were no pictures.


At
the top of the page, she read 'What is a Sadist?' Shit.


She
plopped her elbow on the desk


Halfway
through the article, she scrolled further, wanting to know more. Her hand,
clammy and shaky, accidently clicked the mouse taking her off the page. Her
heart pounded, and she found her way back.


My,
God.


A
disorder? She scanned the possible causes that would make someone want to
control, hurt, and humiliate another person. She pinned a few reasons she could
believe caused Nathan to enjoy inflicting pain on her.


The
rest were heartbreaking. An early experience with loss, abuse, and frequent
exposure to relying on oneself for survival... 


Her
head hurt for the child inside of Nathan and what he'd gone through to make him
need to harm others to feed his psych. She swallowed the lump in her throat.


She
came to the end of the page. Sexual gratification, control, and the need to
hurt someone either physically or emotionally created a high within the sadist.
A nirvana…


She
sat back in the chair and let her hands fall in her lap. He needed her.


Not
only her, but also what he could do to her. The beatings, the power trips–she
sank her head in her hands–the degrading.


She
rubbed her face. That explained why he went from cold to hot, and could slap
her as well as hold her through the night. But, how could she accept the side
of him that was quick to open his hand and slap her or hold her down and take
everything from her?


She
noticed another window open on the computer screen and clicked on it. She read,
'What is a masochist?' Oh, frick. I can't take this.


Detached
from learning some people enjoyed pain and got off on someone who'd put them
into the position where they have no control, Addison quickly shut down any
idea that she was anything like these clinical cases they were talking about.
She'd bet her company that not one of the research subjects had the guts to
fight and succeed at proving Carpool Dolls was a legitimate business plan and
bring it to Forbes attention, or have the drive to succeed when everyone told
her to give up. She scoffed. 


Masochist
seek acceptance. Commonly placed in a position of needing approval, whether
from an unemotional parent or lacking a father figure.


She
held her breath and scrolled down.


The
inability to differentiate between good touch and bad touch, the masochist
greedily accepts the pain as love they desperately need.
She covered her mouth with her hand. By the time she finished reading the page,
she could understand why she'd succumbed to Nathan.


Understand,
but not accept.


She
raised her gaze and found Nathan standing in the doorway. He stepped forward,
and she held up her hand.


She
stood. "Please don't…" 


He
tilted his head and shoved his hands in his pockets. She blew out her cheeks
and let the air out. The article was wrong.


Nathan
did nothing to humiliate her. She'd humiliated herself.


"Addy."
His gaze softened. "Talk to me."


She
shook her head. "Not now. I'm going to make us dinner."


"We
need to discuss what's going on." His body stiffened. "I could make
you talk if you refuse."


She
dipped her chin. "Yes, you could. I'm asking you not to. Let me…soak in
all the information first."


He
nodded, and she sensed it took everything he had not to use his hand to get
what he wanted from her. "Later then."


She
walked past him. Each step more painful than the first. She needed the
distance, and she hated that she wanted to run back to him and throw herself at
his feet.








 


Chapter
Nineteen 


Nathan
waited until seven o'clock to arrive at Carpool Dolls. He'd asked Addison to
trust him, but after three days of waiting to talk over what she'd learned on
the website, she still hadn't opened up to him.


She'd
fucked. She'd cowered. She'd lain broken on the bedroom floor after a
particular heavy altercation when he demanded she let him inside her head. But,
she'd remained closed off, despite her body willingly submitting.


"Mr.
Raffy." Lilly tapped his arm from the backseat. "Is this where
Addison lives?"


"Sh."
Joan pulled her daughter back and put her arm around her to keep her away from
Nathan.


He
peered in the rearview mirror. "She lives with me. This is where Addison
works, and where your mom will work soon."


Joan
caught his eye and turned to gaze out the window without saying a word. He'd
given her no choice. Addison wanted Joan to work for her and he damn well would
make sure Addison received what she wanted. 


In
return for Joan's cooperation, he'd set her up in a low income apartment
building this afternoon with the threat that she was not to tell Addison about
what he'd done to get her to walk away from the camp.


"It's
time." He exited the car and opened the rear door. 


Lilly,
obviously feeling better today, bounded out onto the sidewalk and peered up at
the building. Joan quickly grabbed her daughter's hand and followed him to the
front door. Not for the first time, he was reminded that he needed to talk to
Addison about having her doors locked while she was upstairs in the office
alone.


There
was no sense of having an opened business when clients never came to the
building, but called for a doll to meet at a preapproved pick up spot. Being an
office full of women put them at a risk for anyone to walk in off the street
and cause trouble. He took the elevator, holding the doors while the two ladies
followed him inside.


The
doors closed. He pushed the second floor button. "You will tell Addison
you're here to take her up on the job offer. When she asks where you are
staying, you'll tell her with friends until you get enough money for a deposit
on an apartment. When she insists on paying for your lodgings, you'll take the
money she gives you. Don't argue with her. Whatever she offers, indulge her,
and accept. Do you understand?"


"Yes,"
Joan said.


"Mommy,
what's indulge?" Lilly peered up at her mom.


Joan
squeezed her daughter's hand. "Shush, baby. Let's be quiet while we visit
your angel."


Angel.
Nathan warmed. Apparently, he wasn't the only person who believed Addison was
sent straight from heaven to make his life richer.


The
doors opened. He followed them out of the elevator and motioned toward the door
to the left. "Go ahead."


At
Addison's door, Lilly hesitated and glanced behind her. Her smile came quickly,
and he winked before he caught himself. He liked kids, and Lilly deserved a
roof over her head.


He
didn't fault Joan for raising her child on the street. At least they were
together, which was more than a lot of people who stayed in the encampments and
shelters had. Even living for years on his own, he understood the security that
came with the community of those surviving on the street. In their own way,
they formed a bond.


Not
a trusting bond, never that. When you were thankful for waking up at all and
found yourself stiff and achy from lying on the cold ground, comfort came from
a single look from someone who understood how death seemed easier than living.


"Joan!"
Addison's voice came from inside the office.


Unable
to resist, Nathan walked closer and stood in the doorway. He leaned his
shoulder against the frame and crossed his arms. The joy on Addison's face made
his trouble over convincing Joan to come worth it. In the end, he had to
threaten the woman, and he felt no remorse. He did it for Addison, and
eventually Joan would see he was right.


Addison's
smile meant everything to him, and he hadn't realized how much he missed that
part of her until right this minute. Knowing he'd been the one to put the
happiness back in her spirit made him feel good. She gave openly and honestly
where he wouldn't allow himself to go.


"Guess
what, Addison?" Lilly tugged on Addison's hand.


Addison
bent down and gave Lilly all her attention. He stepped forward and stopped
himself. He wanted that same open and genuine courtesy directed at him.


Addison's
smile fell away and her gaze slowly came to him in the doorway. Without taking
her eyes off him, she spoke quietly to Lilly. Then Addison walked to him.


"You
brought them to me?" She put her hand on his stomach and leaned into him. 


He
shrugged. "They needed a ride."


"Thank
you," she whispered.


Her
pupils dilated and her cheeks flushed. His body hardened as her fingers curled
in his shirt. Attuned to her every need, he couldn't miss how she no longer hid
her desire from him.


"Take
care of them, and then call me when you're done. I'll swing by and pick you
up," he whispered, tracing the curve of her cheek with his finger.


She
trembled under his touch. "I'll hurry."


"Doll…"
He looked at the ceiling and found the strength to give her space. He could
wait. "Go take care of them."


Without
distracting her more, he turned and walked out. In his car, he had a
destination in mind. It'd been too long since he'd returned to Professor Frank.
He was overdue for a visit, and for the first time, he looked forward to
telling him about Addison.


Fifteen
minutes later, he arrived at the private entrance to the cottage behind University
of Portland where Professor Frank taught. He walked through the gate, down the
gravel path, and stopped at the door.


Francis
Peter Lawrence – Professor Frank


The
twelve inch by six-inch bronze-plated nameplate hung on the door since Nathan's
first visit, so many years ago. He ran his finger over the letters. With no family
or children of his own, Professor joked that the school would rip off the
nameplate and use it for a grave marker when he died at his desk. He warmed in
a way only his friend could put him at ease, because it was just like Professor
Frank to worry about having some monstrosity littering the earth after he was
gone.


Professor
left his mark on the world while teaching, including Nathan. He'd never forget
how much he owed his friend.


He
shook his head, leaving the thought of losing Professor someday. Dying was
never a topic they discussed, and he wondered why not. They'd shared everything
about their lives with one another, but never what happened after they succeeded
in living.


The
professor was the only person who knew everything about him. Even Donny, his
own brother, only identified with parts of him that he chose to show him.


With
his secrets well kept by Professor Frank, no one would find out about him. No
one needed to know the darkness that motivated him to hurt others. Until Addy,
no one had wanted to know.


He
knocked and let his arm fall to his side. Addy had begged, pleaded, and when
those failed, she'd teased her way into finding out more about his past. Ever
since he tried to help her learn why she'd submitted to him so easily, she'd
taken a one-thought approach to discovering what made him tick.


His
good deed backfired. All he'd wanted to do was show her that there was nothing
wrong with her. She needed the pain he could give her.


He
closed his eyes briefly against the direction of his thoughts. Addy.


The
door opened. He stood straighter, because the last thing he wanted Professor to
do was worry about him.


"Nathan…"
Professor stepped back and motioned him inside.


In
his sixty's, Professor Frank kept himself fit by jogging five miles three times
a week and swore that one hundred sit-ups and one hundred pushups every morning
would keep him from falling over from a heart attack. Nathan thought it was the
women and extra-curricular activities that kept him in shape, but who was he to
argue.


"Busy?"
He stood in the foyer.


Professor
shook his head, and then ran a hand through his gray hair. "Not for
you."


Nathan
found himself pulled into a hug. Not a normal hug, but one he'd hated and
appreciated at the same time. Professor Frank engulfed him with both arms, and
held him. The pressure, the close contact, the show of affection was typical
for them.


Not
that Professor Frank gave his hugs to many people. In fact, he'd never seen the
Professor hug anyone but him.


Professor
Frank whispered in his ear," Talk."


Without
letting go, he said, "I fucked up."


Whether
he admitted his mistake to himself or Professor Frank, the words brought him no
relief.


Professor
Frank slapped him on the back. "Let's sit in the other room, and you can
tell me what happened."


Seated
in the wingback chair in front of the curtained window, Nathan leaned forward
and braced his elbows on his knees. "Met a woman—he broke his gaze and
looked at the floor—and told her about me. Some things. Enough."


Professor
crossed his legs and put his arm along the back of the couch. "Are you
regretting your decision?"


"No."
He shrugged. "Yeah. She's a good person."


The
professor said, "So are you."


"You
know what I mean. She takes homeless women off the street and gives them an
honest fucking job." He stood and paced. "Practically a fucking
saint."


"Language,
Nathan." Professor Frank sighed. "Why don't you give her a chance to
accept you, instead of writing her off as someone who'll condemn you for who
you are…because that's what you're thinking, right? She won't accept that you
need to cause others pain."


"She
shouldn't have to accept it." He looked at the ceiling. "I've pushed
her to consent to me, and she believes that's as far as I'll go. She has no
idea I've held back every single time I've been with her. She worries about how
much she accepts from me at this level and how much more I'll push her. She
also thinks something is wrong with her because other women would've run away
or called the police after what we've done."


"And?"
Professor sat forward.


"She's
a submissive." Nathan's chest warmed. "She has no clue, and she's
giving. You know me…I need more. How long can I hold out without ruining her?"


"So,
you teach her. Show her what it's all about, and go slowly," Professor
said.


He
grimaced and stayed silent. They both knew he wasn't the right person to teach
her. Too used to seeking out others to take what he could give them, he had no
experience with someone that couldn't recognize her own needs. There was no one
that he'd trust to help Addy come to terms with what fulfills her.


"What
if I'm wrong?" He shoved his hands in his front pockets. "Hell, I'm
thirty five years old, and I've stayed away from women like Addy my whole life.
She's—"


"Addy?"
Professor asked.


He
nodded. "Addison Flint—His shoulders relaxed—she's successful and comes
with her own bank account. She doesn't blink knowing who I am. But, she's innocent
to someone like me."


Professor
cleared his throat and stood. "I have a night class I'm going to have to
leave for, but I want you to take things slow. If she means something to you,
you'll have to do whatever you can to hold yourself back. Give her time."


"Yeah."
He shook the professor's hand. 


Professor
nodded. "Patience, son."


He
cocked his brow. "That's one thing I've never owned."


"For
once, try. Don't disappoint yourself." Professor walked him to the door.


He
hesitated to leave. "Have you ever gone too far and broken a woman?"


Professor
Frank looked him straight in the eye. "Yes."


"How
was it?" he asked.


Professor's
gaze softened. "It was the most beautiful gift I'd ever received," he
said, softly.


"Right,"
he muttered, inhaled deeply.


Professor
clamped his hand on Nathan's shoulder. "Don't stay away so long next time.
I've missed you. I want to hear more about Addison, and you. Can you come back
and visit soon?"


He
nodded and squeezed his friend's arm. He'd be back. He wasn't through needing a
little guidance, and with Addison in his life, he'd need all the help he could
get. Professor Frank allowed him to let his guard down, and urged him to show
his vulnerable side. A side of him that frightened the hell out of him. At
least here, with his friend, he felt safe if he wanted to open up.


Without
another look or a goodbye, he walked away. The visit left him unsure if he
headed in the right direction with Addison. He'd hoped to clear his head, gain
some wisdom, and instead he fell back on what was familiar.


Because
his needs always came first and because he wanted Addison, he knew he'd never
settle for less than having all of her.








 


Chapter
Twenty


After
hiring Joan and coming home to have fantastic sex with Nathan, Addison lay curled
in front of him on the bed. Nathan's arm lay over her, his hand cupped her
breast. Occasionally, he rubbed his thumb across her nipple, and she smiled for
no other reason than he made her content.


"Thank
you," she whispered.


He
kissed the back of her head. "For?"


"Bringing
Joan to Carpool Dolls. I don't know why she finally took me up on my offer, but
I'm glad she did. I'm also thankful you checked up on her and Lilly. Joan
changes her mind easily and if you weren't there, I don't think she would've
made the walk to come to the office." She snuggled her back tighter
against him.


"Having
Joan work for you had nothing to do with me. She respects you. You're honest
with her and she must've realized she could trust you," he said.


"Hm.
I think it has more to do with Lilly. Joan's the kind of mother who loves her
daughter and would do anything for her."


Many
times Joan's obvious love for Lilly surprised her. How a woman who had nothing,
not even a place to call her own, could still find empathy and compassion to
nurture her daughter had Addison hating her own mother.


Going
back over all her memories, Addison couldn't remember one time her mother hugged
her. She wasn't abused physically, but her mother never laid a hand on her head
to smooth her hair or rubbed her back when she found it hard to sleep after
having a nightmare. No, her mom hurt her in other ways.


Everything
Addison did, she somehow shamed her mother in a way she could never figure out.
She failed at the simplest things. Cleaning her room, styling her hair, and
even walking brought her insults and disappointments. 


She
also grew up knowing she was the cause of her father denying paternity. That
gave her mother enough ammunition to make her life hell and tell her every day
that she'd amount to nothing. Deserved nothing. Should expect nothing.


Nathan
rolled her over until they were front to front, face to face, their legs
entwined. "You've told me it was just your mom and you growing up. How did
she die?"


"Brain
aneurism. A few years ago. I was twenty four and had just opened Carpool Dolls."
She rubbed her fingers against the whiskers on his jaw. "The doctor at the
hospital says it can happen like that. One minute she was standing at the table
in a meeting and within seconds, she died."


"That
must've been hard for you," he whispered.


She
shrugged. "It was harder to deal with being relieved she was gone."


He
pulled back and looked at her. "You weren't close?"


She
laughed bitterly. "No. We coexisted. She hated me and I tried to stay out
of her way. Well, until I became a teenager, and I took delight into doing
everything possible to embarrass her more."


His
mouth tightened. She dropped her gaze. "I'm not proud of what I did."


"Give
me a few examples of things that qualified you as an embarrassment." His
voice, hard and quiet, had her second-guessing her decision to tell him the
truth.


"I
refused to get what she called a real job. I babysat and worked at Taco Bell to
put myself through college, because she refused to help. Of course, that meant
I bought my clothes at second-hand consignment stores, which insulted her and
supposedly reflected bad on her as a mother. But, the last thing that pushed
her over the edge was when I volunteered at Food Depot. She believed my time
was worth more than helping collect food donations for those with low income
without receiving any payment in return."


"Are
you fucking kidding me?" he said.


"No."
She dared a glance at him. "What?"


"Bitch."
He rolled and came off the bed. "Seriously fucked up. I'd kill her for
what she put you through if she were alive. From what I can see, she should've
taken lessons on humanity from you…or hell, Professor Frank."


"The
man who helped you get off the street?" She sat and pulled the sheet
around her.


"Yeah."
He shook his head. "How did you—nevermind, the documentary," he
mumbled.


"They
never mention your father…do you still have a relationship with him?" she
asked.


He
stopped pacing. "I don't know who my father is. I doubt if my mother did
either. She was a prostitute."


Her
chest squeezed. "I'm sorry. I didn't know. You haven't shared very much of
your past with me."


"There's
nothing to share. You've seen the documentary. Professor Frank…he was my
friend. He saved my life." He rubbed the back of his neck and muttered,
"Pisses me off."


"What?"
She pulled her knees up and wrapped her arms around her legs. "Me?"


"No.
Your mother. I don't understand how a woman can have someone so precious, a
gift from her own damn body, and shun her." He gazed at her. "She
didn't deserve you."


Her
heart beat in her chest. No one had ever told her she was worth more than the
great Carly Flint. None of her business partners, her teachers, or her friends.
She held the few people close to her with outstretched arms, because if they
knew more about her, she feared they'd reject her too.


"Can
I tell you something without you going all scary Nathan on me?" she asked.


"Won't
promise you that, doll. I'm wanting to punch something—he raised his brow when
she stiffened—I said something, not you."


She
patted the bed. "Come here, so I can hold your hands then."


His
weight put an indention in the mattress. She scooted closer, dropped the sheet,
not caring that she was naked underneath. She held her hands out, palms up, and
clasped Nathan's when he offered them.


"I
know I haven't made you happy the last few days, but I've had a lot of thinking
to do." She inhaled and blew out her breath. "This is hard for
me."


"Take
your time," he mumbled.


She
shook her head. "First, I need to tell you that I lied. Back when I ran
away from you after your meeting in the Stewart building, I wasn't sick. Not
with a virus."


"What
are you saying? I held you in the bathroom. I saw—"


"I
know." She squeezed his hands. "I saw someone that I never wanted to
see while we were there, and I freaked out. Big time."


"Who?"
he asked.


She
shook her head. "It doesn't matter. He's not important."


"He?"
He stood, and she held on to his hands until he ripped them out of her grasp.
"Who was he?"


"Nathan.
Let it go. I don't—"


"The
fuck I will." He grabbed his shirt off the chair and shoved his arms in
the sleeves. "What is this guy to you? An old lover?"


"God,
no." She jumped off the bed. "Stop for a minute."


He
tucked the end of his shirt in his pants. "I told you. If someone hurts
you, he's going to deal with me."


"Dammit.
Will you stop and listen to me." She slipped her nightgown over her head.
"This has nothing to do with you."


"You
have everything to do with me, and if some guy makes you puke your guts out and
makes you keep your problems buried inside of you and away from me, then yeah,
it has everything to do with me." He strode to the dresser, removed a pair
of socks. "You can either tell me or I'll beat the truth out of you."


"God!
Will you listen to me?" She grabbed his socks and ripped them out of his
hands. "You can't say a word to anyone, especially not him."


"Don’t."
His jaw ticked and he stood over her. "I think you've forgotten who
controls our relationship."


The
low timber of his voice stopped her from yelling at him. Aware she'd pushed him
too far, and he wasn't handling the truth, she retreated. He continued watching
her. Under his intense study, she turned away and walked to the window. Nathan
was going to make everything worse.


In
his anger, he'd find out the truth. Knowing him, he'd confront everyone he
remembered from that night, and since there were only a handful of people in
the building, it wouldn't be hard to put the pieces together. In fact, she was
surprised he hadn't realized she was fine in the elevator and the only person
they ran into afterward was her father.


She
sensed Nathan behind her a second before he had her hair fisted in his hand and
her head snapped back. He'd startled her, but she wasn't scared or hurting. She
understood his anger.


His
emotions came out in a way most people expressed themselves with words. Instead
of talking with her, he bulldozed his way through anyone standing in his way to
finding his place where he could accept a situation. This time, she had a
feeling he wanted to make her world okay, and she wasn’t used to someone
supporting her.


He
arched her neck and sucked on her neck. "Give me his name."


The
strong tug on her skin broke her stubbornness. "I will, but you have to
promise to listen."


She
winced. There was no way the mark he put on her neck would be gone on Monday.
"Nathan, please."


He
whispered into her ear, but the tone wasn't gentle. "I'm not letting you
get away with keeping a secret from me. When you're done, I'll show you what
happens when you lie to me."


Her
legs folded and he caught her under the arms. He eased her down until her knees
hit the wooden floor, and she inhaled deeply with relief. "It's Curt
Stewart."


"Fuck,"
he muttered. "I'll take him out."


"N-no,
you can't," she said.


"I
need—He undid the buttons on his jeans and fisted his cock—fucking distract me,
before I do something we'll both regret."


She
pushed his hand away and took him in her mouth. The desperation etched in the
way his hand shook as he caressed her cheek and the unforgiving stance was a
familiar one. His dick hardened in her mouth, filling the space, and the power
of being the one who brought him to the state of arousal empowered her.


She
could do this for him. He needed her. She had a feeling he had no idea how much—
behind his control, his temper, his dominance— she loved being able to give him
comfort. She had a hunch, not many people had ever seen him the way he was
right now, holding himself back for her. The change in him turned her on as
much as when he forced her to obey.


"Suck
me hard," he said.


She
drew him farther into her mouth, until her cheeks hurt and he filled her
completely. Unable to move, because Nathan directed the movement of her head,
she used her tongue, her lips, and her throat to bring him satisfaction. In a
way her brain couldn't process, she wanted to open herself until nothing
remained between them.


Every
secret told.


Every
desire freed from shame.


Every
barrier torn down.


Nathan
went to the balls of his feet and arched his hips forward. His hold, painful
and constant, pulled at her head, and she greedily accepted every bit of his
attention as if she'd starved her whole life and he was finally feeding her.
Saliva coated her lips, and she breathed through her nose, taking more of his
hardness.


"That's
it," he said, groaning his release.


Seated
deep in her throat, his come filled her mouth and she gulped to keep from
spilling a drop. She panted, heightened to an intoxicating level.


Nathan
pulled out of her and tucked his cock into his jeans, then picked her up. He
sat on the bed, and she wrapped herself around him. Face to face, entwined, she
gazed into his eyes.


The
tension around his brows and mouth gone, he smoothed the hair away from her
face and seemed lost in thought. She framed his face in her hands. Her whole
life she'd kept her secret. She swore to her mother she'd go to her grave never
telling a soul who her father was. For her own sanity, she wanted to divest
herself of the one thing that weighed heavy on her mind, and tell Nathan.


He'd
never let Curt Stewart hurt her.


She
knew Nathan would die protecting her.


"When
my mother became pregnant with me, the man—my father—denied he was the man who
got her pregnant." She stroked her thumb along his lips. "He became
so violent and ugly, my mother feared for her life. In fact, he said if my
mother tried to put any claim on him, he'd have her killed…and me too."


"What
are you saying?" His fingers dug into her hips. "Tell me you're not
talking about Curt—"


"Yes.
Curt Stewart is my father." She laid her finger on his lips. "He
doesn't know me. As far as I know, he doesn't have a clue I am Carly Flint's
daughter. That's why I ran before you could finish introducing me. He's never
seen me. My mother made sure I never went close to him and frankly, I never
want to be near the man. That's why I didn't want to go with you to the
meeting. I couldn't chance running into him, or I'd put you in danger too. Whatever
happens, you must promise me that you'll never tell him."


"Baby…"
He embraced her, holding her tightly. "I know Curt rather well. I'll talk
with him after I beat the shit out of him."


"No!"
She pushed against him and grabbed his shoulders. "You can't. I never
would've told you if I thought you'd go behind my back. I trust you. Please
don't break that trust, because I don't know if I can…if I can do what we do,
what we have together if I can't trust you all the way."


"There's
doubt?" he asked. "Fuck, doll. I brought you into my life. Does that
mean anything to you?"


"I
don't know," she whispered. "Everything happened so fast, and this
isn't normal for me."


His
mouth hardened and he continued to study her.


"Don't
get me wrong. I love it," she said on an exhale. "But, it also scares
me. After reading…I'm on information overload. One minute, I think I understand
why I let you—"


"Why
do you?" He lifted her chin. "Let me in. Tell me why you practically
beg me to put my hand to you."


She
leaned forward and put her lips to his ear. "Because no one has ever
touched me for the simple reason of giving me pleasure. I'm not even sure if
anyone has ever truly loved me before. When you focus all your attention on me
it's the best feeling in the world. When you make me feel, I know you've
touched me and I'm reminded of your touch with every sore muscle, bruise, mark
you put on my body even when you're not by my side and I feel like I'm no
longer invisible. I know deep inside myself, I belong to you. And, whether you
feel that way toward me or not, it doesn't matter because for that minute, that
hour, that day, you're the first and only person who has ever touched me."


His
throat muscles spasmed against her hand. "And what happens the next day?"


"I'm
scared to death and want to run away because I know in the end, when you tire
of me, when you realize I'm not good enough for you, I won't survive being
without you."








 


Chapter
Twenty-One


Addison
stood before Nathan with her hands on her hips, her breasts incredibly high,
and madder than he'd ever seen her. He leaned back in his office chair and put
his feet up on the desk. He'd ignored her for five minutes when she'd barged
into his office on the seventh floor and shut the door behind her.


But,
he was done disregarding her. She'd worn herself out, and he was highly
aroused. She had no idea how irresistible she appeared to him when she put on
her serious face, stuck her nose in the air, and tried to put him in his place.


"I
mean it, Nathan. Call your thug off or I'll cause a scene big enough your
employees will talk about it for months." She glared.


"Come
here," he said.


"No."
She looked away from him. "I'm perfectly safe while at work. There's no
reason to have someone watching the building. Today, I could've sworn the guy
you hired tailed me on a client run. Tailed, Nathan. Do you know what that
feels like?"


He
clasped his hands behind his head and stretched back farther. "Get over
here."


"You
infuriate me," she mumbled, stomping around to the other side of his desk.


"Sit
on the desk and hike your skirt up a little. I haven't seen you all day. I've
missed you." He moved his feet to the side.


Addison
slipped her heels off and jumped on his scheduling chart. "Please, let me
do my job alone."


"Widen
your knees," he said.


Her
gaze went to the corner of the room, but she spread her legs. He dropped his
feet to the floor and swiveled his chair until she was in reach. "Antonio
is taking care of what is mine."


He
slid his hand along the inside of her thigh. With no hesitation, he shoved her
panties to the side, and his finger entered her hard. She gasped and her hands
went back to brace herself on the desk.


"Now,
you can either quit going out with your clients or lock your building door
during the hours you work or deal with Antonio hanging around." Without
taking his finger out of her, his thumb found her clit. "Antonio has
instructions only to follow you if he's suspicious of anyone, and once he feels
comfortable with your safety, he eases back."


"I
don't think it's necessary to—oh, God." She briefly closed her eyes as his
middle finger joined the first inside her.


Damn
she was tight. And wet. And fucking sexy.


"I
do think. You're important to me, and I won't put your life at risk." He
wanted to fuck her on the desk, but with a meeting in ten minutes, enjoying
Addy more would have to wait. "Remember what I told you. No one is allowed
to harm you. You're mine."


She
panted, lost in the pleasure he brought her. He rolled his chair forward and
leaned between her legs. He pushed against her thighs with his arms and eased
his fingers out of her. She moaned a protest that was quickly replaced with an
oh-God-yes when his lips sealed around her clit.


The
enlarged bud peeked out of the hood and he swiped his tongue over her. Her
womanly scent sent his blood surging through him, leaving him lightheaded. He
could spend all day between her legs and never tire or become accustomed to the
heady high she gave him.


Her
legs trembled against his head. He hooked his arm around her hips, holding her
in place. His attention directed on the very part of her that'd bring her
release faster than she could control. He stroked, caressed, nibbled. Finally,
she stiffened, her thighs clamping down on him. He exhaled a sigh, lapping up
the added wetness between her legs.


When
her tremors slowed, he eased away and rolled his chair back. He stood and
entered the attached bathroom, washed, and returned to the office with a wet paper
towel.


Addison
stood next to the desk, her dress back in place. Color dotted her cheeks and
her gaze trailed him under eyelids that went half-mast. He approached and
kissed her, wishing they were home and he could share how addicting her flavor
was to him. But, he had a meeting and his cock, which demanded attention,
needed a distraction.


"Are
we straight?" He adjusted the crotch of his pants.


"Yeah,"
she whispered, quickly wiping herself before throwing away the used paper in
the wastebasket. "I don't like it, but I'll deal with it because that was
hot. Really freaking hot."


He
chuckled. "I need to get to a meeting across the street. I'll walk you
out."


"Okay."
She glanced down and a soft breath escaped her lips at the state of his arousal.
"Can I…?"


"No."
He put his hand on her lower back and led her to the door. "Tonight you
can take care of me. I'll pick you up at the office. Don't be late."


She
waited until they were in the elevator. "I'm going to be late."


He
frowned, wondering why she'd say such a thing, and saw the way her eyes danced.
"Then you'll be in trouble."


She
leaned into him. Her hand went to his stomach, and her mumbled reply had him
trying not to smile. She wanted to disobey.


The
elevator doors opened, and he slid his hand down and grabbed her fingers into
his palm. For the first time, she'd shown herself to him without any urging on
his part. Her admittance came freely and that pleased him.


On
the sidewalk, he lifted his chin at Antonio but direction his attention to
Addison. "Are you meeting a client?"


"Yes.
The last one for the day." She curled into the front of him and lifted her
face. "Would it be horrible if I kiss you out here where everyone can see
us?"


"Do
you think I'd beat you if you tried?" he asked back.


She
pursed her lips. "I don't think you would."


"Then
you don't know me very well." He wound his arms around her and slapped her
ass with his hand. "Don't tempt me, doll."


She
laughed. He smiled down on her face, enjoying the carefree emotions she showed.
He wanted to capture her spirit and keep it with him.


The
polar opposite of her, he couldn't remember the last time he'd laughed because
something or someone pleased him or a moment struck him as humorous. Yet, the
last two weeks, he'd become lighter. That was the only way to explain the way
the tension eased in his chest and he was able to inhale to completion.


He'd
marked the improvement in his own life on physically releasing the darkness.
Addison gave him his outlet. But for how long would he be content with what
they shared together before he needed more?


A
few spanks, a couple of slaps, and taking her as roughly as his body demanded
catered to his needs now. What happened when he'd grow immune and want to unleash?
He could end up hurting her, and he found out there was a difference in causing
her pain and wounding her soul.


"Get
going." He kissed her. "Let Antonio take you to your pickup."


"See
you later then?" She walked backward until he nodded, and then twirled
away with a smile, giving him a jaunty wave over her shoulder.


He
glanced at his watch. Shit.


Five
minutes late for his meeting, he checked the street and took an opening in the
traffic. Jaywalking, he hurried toward the Stewart building. Wishing he could
go home with Addison and skip the meeting, he pushed through the doors, rode
the elevator to the fifth floor, nodded at the receptionist, and walked into
the conference room ready to throw down business and get the hell out of there.


"Afternoon,
gentlemen." He stood at the head of the table.


Janice
already supplied the material needed for the meeting, and he knew every detail
without looking at his notes. He directed them to the first page. Business came
easy to him.


Whether
on the street, jacking cars, or sitting at the table discussing a twelve
billion dollar expansion to the Sears Tower and bringing in over twenty new
office buildings, the subject matter was a game. An entertaining way to make
money and come out ahead, and he enjoyed the challenge.


"Do
you have a deadline in mind," John Bieker, attorney at law, addressed him.


He
loved this part. "I'm willing to give you five minutes. Walk away from the
table, and I have no problem with providing the funds myself. I'm opening this
venture up for partnerships right now. You know the benefits, and it would be
foolish to turn the opportunity down. Or, you can walk away, knowing you just
threw away at least a ten million dollar profit the first year. Your choice,
gentlemen. Are you going to play?"


Terry
Longtan and Bruce Carlson stood. He ignored them, and looked at the others,
bored with the meeting. Professor Frank taught him well.


He
was in control. Nobody owed him. They should cater to his needs.


He
took his skill at wearing a poker face and not giving a shit. Because he was
different from every single man at the meeting, he had power over them. His
emotions didn't enter into the equation. These men were beneath him. Raised
with a hand in their daddy's bank account, the others in the room knew nothing
about fighting for survival. They'd die on the streets.


He
played them for entertainment purposes only. He could take or leave the game.
Money meant nothing.


"All
right. Sign the paper work, fax it to my office by—he peered at his watch—five thirty
five, and we'll get the notarized papers back to you by currier at six o'clock
on the dot." He nodded his chin, pivoted, and walked out the door before
anyone could utter a word or question him.


The
high he usually felt was lacking. He rode the elevator down to the lobby. Instead
of an adrenaline rush, he wanted to pick up Addy. 


With
her, he'd work toward achieving the fulfillment he craved. He loosened his tie
as he walked through the automatic doors out to the sidewalk.


Curt
Stewart walked toward him. "Rafferty."


Four
inches shorter and twenty odd years older, Stewart didn't intimidate him. In
fact, he felt nothing but disgust. He willed himself not to clench his hand and
deck the man on the spot. He'd promised Addison, and until he knew more about
the situation, he'd bide his time.


He
stopped. "Stewart."


"Damn"
Curt grimaced. "I was on the way to the meeting, but met with Colson of
Colson and Langley. You know how they talk. Hell if I could get away.


He
nodded. Hating how he searched for similarities between Stewart and Addison. The
angled chin, more prominent in Stewart, coupled with the sharp clear eyes. But
Curt's were blue and Addison's were green. He could still see Stuart's black
hair mixed in with the gray that if he tried hard enough might match Addison's
hair in color.


"Why
don't you come up to the office? We can talk about the offer you presented,"
Curt said.


He
shook his head. "Offers closed."


Curt
stopped him from walking away with a hand on his arm. "We can work
something out. I'm expanding to Japan by the end of next year. You can be a
silent partner."


He
hid his shock. A foolish move on Curt's part. Anyone with money would want in
on a sure bet. "Not interested."


Curt
tilted his head and studied him. He stepped back. The curious manner Curt
displayed reminded him of Addison when she wanted to question him. He itched to
pound Addison's father right here on the sideway.


But,
he'd made a promise to Addison. He wouldn't say a thing to her father.


"I'll
see you around," he muttered, walking away.


He
left Curt standing on the sidewalk. He owed no one his reasons for how he chose
to do business. He was finding out when it came to what Addison wanted, he'd do
anything to step up and make her happy.


Surprised
and taken back at how he'd pulled Addison into his life, he slowed his pace.
He'd never done anything for anyone before, except for Donny and Professor
Frank, and he wondered over the significance of his and Addy's relationship.








 


Chapter
Twenty-Two


"Nathan!"
Addison ran around to the backside of the couch. "Stop."


Nathan
stalked toward her. She sidestepped the furniture, keeping the object between
her and Nathan. "I'm serious. I need to stay at my house tonight."


"Not
happening, doll." He vaulted over the back of the couch and captured her.
"I want you here."


She
sighed, letting him pick her up, and then wound her arms and legs around him.
"But, you're not going to be here, and I want to go home, clean, check on
Mrs. Lindsay, and throw out my plants because I'm sure they all died."


"Move
in permanently with me." He leaned against the couch, holding her.
"There's no reason to keep your house. You don't need to hold on or have
the expense when you're here with me."


"That's
not true," she said.


He
ran his hands the slope of her ass and hitched her higher, readjusting his
hold. "It fucking is. You've stopped by there once since staying with me.
Once. And, that was to grab more clothes."


She
buried her face in his neck. Almost five weeks they'd known each other.


The
level of dependency on him scared her. She'd relied on herself for so long, his
constant need to have her near him worried her. Not that she wanted distance.


The
thought of being away from him one night, whether staying at his house or hers,
almost made her physically sick. She shouldn't be this dependent on him.


She'd
gone from cold to hot, and in the process lost her independence. To rely on him
for her happiness said a lot about her, and she hated what she viewed as a
weakness creeping into their relationship


"Give
me time," she said.


"There's
no reason to wait." He moved his shoulder, nudging her to look at him.
"It's black and white. Either you're here or you're not. You're with me or
you're alone. Nothing's changed since I went over the rules from the beginning."


She
gazed into his eyes, and her stomach settled. She took his words for truth, but
she couldn't help being scared. "Don't you ever wonder why we need each
other so much?"


"No,"
he said.


"Nathan…it's
not normal," she whispered. "Just thinking about you being gone
overnight on a business trip leaves me questioning everything. I don't want to
need you to function."


His
gaze warmed. "That's exactly how I want you to react."


She
couldn't look away. He'd grown from a paradox to counting on her to balance
him. There were times late at night when she pretended to sleep, and he held
her with a desperation that confused her. For how much he controlled every
aspect of their relationship, she was afraid he needed her with the same validity
she was feeling.


What
happens when they stopped seeing each other? Would they both survive or would
they forever reach for something more, always craving that all-encompassing
passion that ruled even their relationship?


How
could she separate need versus true love?


"I
think we need this break." She let go of him and slid down his body.
"It's only twenty-four hours. You can think about what we're doing and
where you plan for us to go from here."


"No."
He stepped away. "You're staying here."


She
shook her head. "Nathan, I need to—"


He
grabbed her, hauling her toward the wall and pinned her there with his body.
"You have no say in if you come and go."


She
quivered against him, but her mind refused to shut down. "You can make me
beg, and I will," she whispered. "You know, I'll do anything to
please you. Do you want me here because you demand me to stay or do you want to
know I'm willingly living here because I want you?"


"Doesn't
matter," he said. 


His
mouth captured hers. Not gently, not to excite her, but greedy and possessive.
He punished her. 


Pain
came from her lips biting into her teeth. She moved her head side to side, but
he reached up and held her by her hair, forcing her to open her mouth and take
his tongue. She wanted to bite, to scream, and push him away.


But
all she could concentrate on was the way his tongue stroked hers, until his
lips eased back and he took his time to please her. He forced her legs apart
with his knee and shoved his thigh up into the apex of her jeans. She panted at
the contact with her sex, and her legs relaxed until she sat on his thigh,
grinding against him.


His
other hand grabbed her T-shirt. She clutched at his arms as the force of him
ripping her shirt right off her threatened to take her away from him. Then he
dragged her top down her arms and took her with him to the floor.


Panic
filled her as he hovered above her, working on his belt. She clutched his suit
coat, gasping for breath. He was leaving, and he may never come back.


With
his slacks opened, his cock hard and ready, Nathan undid her jeans and pulled
them off her along with her panties. She latched on to him, but he shoved her
hands away, pinning them above her head in one of his hands.


"You
have no choice." He thrust into her.


She
screamed at the force, the shock, the pain. Unable to move, her core warmed and
she shuddered underneath him, taking his hardness. Aware of the natural
lubrications easing his way, she couldn't hide what he did to her when he took
the choice from her.


She
loved the position he put her in. She loved him. She'd die without this.


Her
back arched. The muscles in her lower stomach fluttered and she panted,
reaching for the place only Nathan could take her. His hardness stroked her
exactly how she needed to find release.


Then
Nathan stopped, deeply seated inside of her. She whined, wanting him to
continue.


"Look
at me." He growled, yanking on her hands. "You will not leave me. Do
you hear me?"


His
eyes hardened and darkened. A swell of pain gathered inside of her as she
realized what she viewed in his face. He was scared.


The
curtain he held so protectively around him all the time had slipped. She lost
the fight at the gift he bestowed her. She swallowed hard and nodded. "I
won't leave," she whispered.


For
several seconds he continued looking down at her. The only movement between
them was his cock throbbing and her pussy rhythmic clenching him as the passion
between them begged to explode in a fiery finale.


He
swiftly pulled out of her and stood. She stared in disbelief. What did she do?
Why wasn't he going to finish?


"Nathan?"
She pushed herself to a sitting position and grabbed her jeans, holding it to
the front of her.


"Get
dressed." He swept up her ripped T-shirt and cleaned his still hard cock
before tucking himself back in and zipping his slacks. "I'm late, and need
to go. You can shut and lock the door after I leave."


Naked,
emotionally raw and unable to comprehend what happened, she blinked at him not
knowing what to do. "But we were…"


"We
were what, Addy?" He paused and scanned her body. His gaze flared at the
red mark left on her arms. "While I'm gone, you won't touch yourself. You
won't come. Maybe then you'll realize that I know what is best for you and only
I can give you the release that you need to be truly happy."


She
clamped her teeth. You son of a bitch.


"I
am the only one who knows you and what you need to feel good. I can make you
hurt, I can bring you pain, and I can make sure you know I give a fucking
damn." He sighed heavily. "I thought you were there, and you
understood me. You've disappointed me. My only regret is that I can't stay here
and punish you the right way. To wipe any doubt you have over who you are and
what I am. Remember this. Tomorrow night, I'll make sure you know your place in
my life."


The
corner of his mouth lifted, but there was nothing jovial about the grin. He was
right. Everything he spoke of, ordered her to do, asked of her was what she
wanted. She'd played right into his hand.


"Walk
me out." He strolled toward the hallway.


A
few seconds later, she followed him silently. When he kissed her goodbye, and
told her to mind, she nodded without saying a word. She locked the door behind
him the way he requested. Without waiting to make sure he really left, she
walked up the stairs naked and proceeded to get dressed.


Covered
and more in control, she proceeded to pack a suitcase. She ignored the tears
rolling down her cheeks. 


If
she stayed in his house. If she followed his command. If she
allowed herself to love him, she'd lose herself in the process, and she feared
if she let him have everything from her, she'd never survive.








 


Chapter
Twenty-Three


The
phone rang. Addison curled around the pillow clutched to her chest and stared
at her cell on the nightstand. She didn't have the strength to shut off the
phone.


She
couldn't shut off the phone. Because it was Nathan calling. She'd walked out of
his life, and yet she couldn't face not having any contact with him.


The
ringing stopped. She flung back the blanket and sat on the edge of the bed. There
was no reason not to go into work. Nathan was scheduled to be gone until
tonight. He couldn't stop her, and the dolls depended on her.


After
she completed the day, she'd hide in the house and prepare to face Nathan.
Sure, he had ways to get inside, but between now and then, she'd plan. Somehow,
she'd convince him that continuing down the road they were going was not a good
idea. For her or him.


She
walked straight into the shower, went through her routine and a half hour
later, walked out her front door dressed in a black cocktail dress despite it
being five o'clock in the morning. Her first customer wanted her dressed as if
she were going out for a night on the town.


None
of the dolls would question her heavy black eyeliner and letting her hair fall
wherever it wanted. She'd hidden her blotchy face and swollen eyes from crying
all night under her disguise.


Ten
minutes later, she walked into Carpool Dolls and spotted someone who put a
genuine smile on her face.


Joan
stood in front of her, hands clasped together, wearing a blue denim skirt,
above the knees but not quite mini, and an expensive silk pink blouse and pink
high heels. Her brown hair, trimmed and brushing the tops of her shoulders
softened the hardness around her eyes. Unless you knew Joan's story, the
skittish look that was always on the surface resembled shyness.


She
was perfect. The clients who wanted someone young and cute, would line up in
droves to hire her.


"Hey,
Joan," she said, smiling her pleasure. "You look wonderful, and the
outfit fits perfectly. How do you feel?"


"Nervous,"
Joan whispered. "I don't know what I'm supposed to do."


"That's
what I'm here for." She squeezed Joan's hand. "How's Lilly?"


For
the first time, Joan's shoulders relaxed and her mouth softened. "She's
enrolled in school. They have an afterschool program where she can stay until I
finish work. She was so excited this morning when I walked her to her
classroom. I think I was more nervous than she was."


"And
the clothes fit her?" she asked.


Joan
nodded. "Thank you again. She's never had brand new clothes before. You'd
think I gave her the best thing possible. You can take out what I owe you out
of my check…when I get one."


"No
thanks necessary. Every doll working for me gets the same treatment, and Lilly
is a mini doll, my princess. You'll see." She checked her watch.
"Let's walk out to the front. We'll be going together on the first ride.
Once we arrive in Portland, I'll help you find the client who hired you for the
trip from Portland back to Vancouver. Once he drops you off, you'll be four
blocks from the office. You can return to the building and wait for me. I
should be twenty minutes behind you. Does that sound easy enough?"


"I
think so…" Joan followed her into the elevator.


"You'll
do fine." She walked out onto the sidewalk at the same time an SUV pulled
to the curb. "Right on time."


She
opened the backdoor and waited for Joan to climb in, and then slid into the
passenger seat. "Hi, Quint."


"Addison,
you look beautiful as ever." Quint pulled the car away from the curb,
while looking in the rearview mirror. "How did I get so lucky to have two
dolls this morning?"


"This
is Joan. She's new and going on her first ride along this morning. I knew you
wouldn't mind." She glanced behind her and smiled. "Joan, this is
Quint Salles. He's been using Carpool Dolls for almost two years on a bi-weekly
basis."


"Hello,
Mr. Salles." Joan's cheeks flushed, but Addison was happy to hear her
speak loud enough Quint could hear her from the front seat.


"It's
a pleasure to meet you, Joan, and please call me Quint." Quint accelerated
onto I-5 and glanced at Addison. "Don't tell me you're going to stop
riding."


She
shook her head. "No, not at all. This is my favorite part of the job.
Besides, I'd miss my clients, and I need the break from all the paperwork at
the office."


Several
minutes went by. Addison viewed the stopped traffic exiting to Delta Park as
they zoomed down the carpool lane.


"So,
you're seeing Rafferty…" Quint set his cruise control. "Lucky
man."


Her
breath hitched. The pain of leaving Nathan after he'd left the house
resurrected. Not that it ever left.


"Thank
you," she said.


There
was no way she'd be able to explain her relationship with Nathan to Quint. She
couldn't decide if they were even together before she left him last night.
They'd expressed no love or warnings that they were falling in love. She knew
in her heart, she'd connected with him and he made her feel like she was in love.
Whatever they'd had, she wouldn't talk about it with others. Soon, she'd
explain that what they'd shared was over to anyone who asked.


Life
would go back to normal.


Fifteen
minutes later, she wished Quint a good day, and walked with Joan down to the
corner of Third Street and Alder. At this time of day, the streets were
semi-safe, but she'd taught all the dolls how to handle themselves in any
situation.


"Okay,
you've got ten minutes until your ride arrives. Every morning, you'll get a
print out of what kind of car, and the name of the client. Today, I'll fill you
in with the important information and oversee you." Addison hooked her
purse over her left shoulder. "Gerry Renolt drives a BMW, and has one of
the nicest mustaches you'll ever see on a man. He's quiet, so you'll only have
to introduce yourself and thank him when he drops you off in Vancouver. Just
relax, and you'll do fine."


"Okay,"
Joan said, fiddling with the pocket of her skirt.


"Now,
I'm going to walk down the street to the little café and grab me a coffee while
you wait. I'll be able to see you the whole time." Addison pointed.
"As you know, safety is important, so stand up straight, look around you,
and act like this is your right to be here. If anyone approaches you or asks
you for anything, you say, "No, thank you."


Joan
glanced away, smiling. "I can do that."


"Excellent."
She squeezed Joan's arm. "Remember you have a cell phone now. The number
for emergency services is clearly marked, along with my cell phone number.
Don't be shy about using either one. Your safety is our priority. I rather have
you call for no reason than to hesitate."


"I
won't need to call," Joan said.


"Honey,"
she said, lowering her voice. "I want you to know you no longer are
responsible for yourself. You're my responsibility. If nothing else, think
about Lilly. Give her what is normal, and show her how it's a good thing to
have someone you can rely on."


Tears
pooled in Joan's eyes and she nodded.


Addison's
chest tightened. Joan wasn't the first woman from the streets to realize that
being a Carpool Doll meant she was no longer alone. She understood the
confusion and reluctance that came with trusting another person. Someday, Joan
would come to rely on others out of habit and not necessity.


"Okay,
I'll see you back at the office." She turned and walked down the sidewalk.


Inside
Café Quick, her cell phone rang. She gazed out the window. Joan stood
confidently on the sidewalk without her phone in her hand.


Her
heart raced. Nathan hadn't called since before she'd left for work.


She
reached inside her purse and checked the screen. Not recognizing the number,
she pushed the button. "Hello?"


Silence.


"Hello?"
she repeated.


A
harsh breath came over the line. "You left," Nathan said.


She
closed her eyes at the onslaught of relief over hearing his voice, no matter
how angry. "I had to."


"Fuck
that." He exhaled. "I can't talk now. I'm walking into a meeting. Be
at our house tonight."


"I
can't," she whispered.


"You
will." Ruffling sound came over the phone and she could hear faint voices
in the background as if he covered the phone. "Addison. It's not
over."


"Nathan…"
She lowered her voice. "Give me a few days, and then I'll meet with you.
We can talk over dinner."


"No.
I'll find you," he said. "It's not fucking over."


She
pressed a hand to her stomach. "Please, I—"


He
disconnected the call. She held her hand in front of her and stared at the
screen. He wasn't going to give her time to figure out their relationship. He'd
taken her choice away, just like he'd threatened.


Her
legs trembled, and she reached for the nearest person.


A
twenty-something year old woman peered at her. "Miss? Are you all
right?" 


She
managed to nod. "Y-yes, I'm fine."


Forgetting
about ordering her coffee, she walked back outside. Joan had already left on
her ride. She clenched her teeth. This had to end. Nathan would not distract
her from her work.


Carpool
Dolls remained her first focus, and she had others depending on her to keep
them in business. Nathan diverted her from what was important. She walked along
the sidewalk, going to meet her next client. 


Each
step took her closer to Nathan. She knew without a doubt, she'd see him
tonight. Self-hatred swept through her knowing deep inside her soul, she looked
forward to him coming for her.


Her
weakness where he was concerned terrified her. She inhaled a shuddering breath.
Guilt over denying him what he needed killed any joy she'd received from
hearing his deep, calming voice. She'd seen the panic before he'd left, when he
thought he'd controlled the situation.


Even
all through the night and today, he'd called her out of fear, not control. He'd
put her first, before any meeting. She'd disturbed his work schedule.


God,
he's going to be livid with me.








 


Chapter
Twenty-Four


Nathan
refused to call Addison again throughout the day. He'd gone straight to her
house from the Portland airport, and found her house dark and locked. Instead
of feeling relief, believing she'd followed his directions and waited for him
at his house, the anger that'd festered the last twenty-four hours had him
speeding across the bridge until he whipped into his garage.


He
left his bag in the car and marched into the house. Inside his kitchen it
dawned on him that there were no lights on inside, no sound, no movement.
White, hot fury unleashed and he picked up one of the chairs at the table and
lifted it above his head.


"Nathan…don't,"
Addison said.


She
flipped on the switch, bathing the room in light. He dropped the chair, jumped
over the piece of furniture where it clattered at his feet, and strode straight
toward her.


He
stopped her from backing away from him. Unable to check himself, he hooked her
neck, holding her in place. He soaked in every detail about her.


Her
eyes, free from makeup. Her bottom lip wet and swollen as if she'd raked her
teeth over the sensitive skin all night the way she tended to do when worried.
The tendril of hair on the back of his hand was damp. His chest tightened and
he dragged her to his chest.


"Addy,"
he murmured.


She
fell against him sobbing. He stood there, holding her tightly, until even that
wasn't enough, and he had to pick her up. She wrapped her arms around his neck,
her legs around his waist. He accepted her kisses, finally capturing her mouth.


"I'm
sor—" She spoke against his lips. "Sorry. So sor—"


He
walked with her two steps, and couldn't wait. He took her to the floor, and
dragged off her clothes, rarely leaving her mouth as he showed her what he
wanted to do to her with his tongue. Without explaining, he stripped her of her
jeans. Then he wrestled with his pants with one hand, refusing to take his
weight off her, least she escaped.


In
seconds, he'd sunk deep into her pussy. The relief and power of possessing her
more phenomenal than anything he'd ever experienced. She belonged underneath
him, surrounding him, sucking the life from him.


Addy
came instantly. Her body seized, squeezing his cock. He violently thrust into
her, wanting to shed the turmoil she'd caused him. The worry that she'd
disappeared from his life as quickly as she'd entered fled. Together, he could
make sure she stayed.


His
toes curled. Pleasure rolled from his lower back, between his buttocks, and
nailed his balls as he shot his come deep inside of her. A savage groan ripped
from his throat. He had her, and she wasn't going anywhere.


Even
through the aftershocks of his orgasm, he continued stroking her from the
inside, taking the spasms as her sex accepted more and painfully climaxed
around him again. He held himself above her, their bodies entwined, and stared
at her until he was sure he hadn't dreamed up the moment. She'd come back.


"You're
not leaving me." He stroked the hair off her forehead and held her to the
floor. "It'll get easier. You'll understand. Just give us time."


Her
eyes, bright and lazy, gazed up at him. He felt her nod under his palm. He
sucked in his breath. "Okay," he whispered.


He
withdrew from her body, helped her stand, and carried her through the house to
the bedroom. He laid her on the bed, and crawled in beside her, scooping her into
his arms.


The
emotions he'd gone through in the past twenty-four hours still circled inside of
him. Uptight and unable to sleep, he lay there holding Addison. He could've
lost her.


For
him, he couldn't go fast enough where she was concerned, yet he'd pushed her.
He'd scared her. He'd taken too much from her already, and she wasn't ready.
Just like Professor Frank advised him, he had to go slow or lose her.


It
wasn't fair to put his darkness on someone who walked in sunshine. He had no
right to ask her to carry that burden. If he had to rid himself of the pain
without her, he'd at least save her.


When
her body relaxed, he slipped out of bed and changed out of his clothes. Instead
of going back to bed, he dressed in a pair of old jeans and a T-shirt. He
carried his sneakers from the closet around the end of the bed.


At
the door, Addison called his name. He froze. "Go back to sleep."


She
sat up and turned on the bedside lamp. "Where are you going?"


"Out."
He dropped the shoes, and shoved his feet into them.


"But,
where?" She gazed at the clock. "It's after midnight."


"I'll
be back before you have to go to work," he said, tying his shoes.


Addison
pulled the blanket over her body and hugged her waist. He shut the lamp off,
kissed her forehead, and whispered, "Go to sleep."


"Nathan—"


He
placed his fingers over her mouth. "I need to go out."


She
grabbed his wrist. He jerked his arm to his side, because even her touch
tempted him, and walked out of the room before she could stop him. One word,
and he would've stayed and let her take his anger, his lack of control, his
fear over losing her.


But
tonight, Addison could take no more. She walked on eggshells, so afraid she'd
lost part of herself because she stayed with him. He couldn't let her accept
any more of his darkness. She'd discover in time whether her needs outweighed what
her head told her was right, and while he waited, he'd carry the darkness away
from her.


He
hit the garage door button and slid onto his Harley. Forgoing his helmet, he
drove away from the hillside home and out into the night.


Addison
remained safe, locked inside his house, warm in his bed, where no one could
hurt her. He'd realized while in Los Angeles that what they had together was
more powerful than either of them realized. He sped through the back roads,
winding his way into downtown.


Despite
his seeing a need in her to be a submissive, Addison was fragile. He could
break her in a bad way, and that's the last thing he wanted to do. Not this
way. She couldn't lose herself for him, because he wasn't worthy.


Past
China town, the billiards room, and the homeless shelter that closed at ten
o'clock sharp, he spotted what he was looking for. His thighs tightened on the
motorcycle. It wouldn't be long now, and he'd be all right.


He
could go back to Addison and give her time to get used to him.


The
woman stood under the street light, nonchalant, smoking a cigarette, and open
for business. He hopped the sidewalk and stopped alongside her, and motioned
for her to get on.


She
threw her smoke, hiked her already short skirt, and slid on behind him. He left
the corner, squealing the back tire. In five minutes, he'd purge himself with a
woman who'd be happy to take the hundred dollars in his pocket, and wouldn't
say a word about the bruises he'd leave her with when he finished.


The
warehouse district, half converted to townhouses on the west side, and
abandoned buildings on the east gave him privacy. Professor Frank warned him
that once he'd climbed to the top; his behavior could bring him down. His money
would disappear. His associates would fade away.


None
of that mattered. He'd no sooner give away a part of himself than turn into
those men and women who used their money as a high. 


His
euphoria came from watching someone plead. He lived off delivering pain.


To
touch people with his hand, and know they hurt on the outside a smidgeon of
what he felt on the inside pleased him. He grew stronger, tougher, and became a
survivor.


He
shut off the engine and waited for the woman to climb off the motorcycle. Then
he rolled the bike into the open doorway of the vacant building. Without a
light on, he left the headlight, shining into the room. He'd have twenty
minutes before the battery drained, and he'd be stuck.


What
he had to do would take ten minutes.


"Strip."
He took his gloves off and tossed them on the seat.


"Twenty
bucks a blow job, mister." She undid the buttons on her shirt. "You
wanna fuck me, it'll cost you fifty."


He
removed the Jackson from his pocket and held it in the beam of the light.
"My call. You either want it, or you walk away now."


She
chewed her lip. Her overdone face coated in makeup disgusted him. The filth
rolling off her body, whether imagined or real, rolled his stomach. She was
just another whore, trying to survive.


And
to his preference, not one thing about the woman reminded him of Addison.


"I'll
take it, but you wear a condom," She shimmied out of her skirt.


He
wouldn't need protection. He'd never stick his dick in a dirty hole.


Stripped
of her clothes, she planted her hands on her hips, bored out of her mind. He
approached her silently, studying her. He was right. She'd willingly die for
the kind of pain he could give her.


He
backhanded her across the face, laying her out. He waited as she scrambled to
her knees. Her face lifted, an almost smile lit her mouth.


He
could spot a woman who loved pain with no problem. This one would beg him for
more before she blacked out.


Not
letting her open her mouth, he hauled her to her feet by her hair. Once she had
her balance, he removed his belt. Doubling the leather, he snapped her legs.


She
hopped on one foot, but remained in front of him. He hit her harder, walking
around not giving her a chance to think of anything but the snap of his belt,
the pain he was giving her. He'd make her earn every cent.


He
brought the leather down the length of her back, and brought her to her knees
on the concrete floor. Her grunt of pain echoed in the room. He planted his
shoe on her sprawled hand, holding her in place.


"You
get off on this," he muttered, putting more weight on her hand.


She
trembled, almost jerking out of his hold. He waited for his cock to harden, to
feel the rush of satisfaction, to warm and push away the cold pulsing in his
veins. 


Nothing
happened.


He
yanked her head back at the same time he whipped the top of her thighs. The
buckle hitting bare flesh elicited a scream. The fear mingled with desire on
her face revolted him.


He
stepped back, confused over why he wasn't feeling anything. He'd used many
women over the years, since he was fifteen when he needed to relieve himself.
He'd degraded, he'd hurt, and he'd taken women when they were out of their
head, floating on the endorphins he created for them.


Satisfaction
refused to come, and he blamed the woman. He opened his fist and latched on to
her arm, pulling her up, leaving bruises on her too skinny limb.


She
panted, glazed eyed, and mumbling, no begging. He slapped her again, watching
the fluttered gaze. He spit on the ground and stepped back.


He
threaded his belt through the loops of his jeans and turned away from the
woman. Then he removed another hundred dollars from his pocket and tossed it to
the floor with the other one he gave her.


"No…please."
The woman reached for him. "More."


He
tilted her chin and forced himself to stroke his thumb along her cheek.
"Get a hotel room. Take the night off."


"More…"
She cried, falling forward and curling on the cold, hard floor.


He
walked to the bike, started the engine, and rode out the door. There was only
one reason why after all these years he couldn't find the place that made him
whole. 


Addison.


He'd
tried to protect her, and in return, she'd made it impossible for him to take
his darkness out on someone else. A whore wouldn't do. He wanted Addison, but
he wanted her completely.


He
wanted to break her.






Chapter
Twenty-Five


After
a restless night, Addison paced the kitchen with her cup of coffee. She'd been
up two hours and gotten ready for work. At eight o'clock in the morning, Nathan
still wasn't at home, and she'd called in sick to work.


In
four years of running Carpool Dolls, she'd never taken a day off. If she had
appointments, she planned them for the afternoons, and made sure she was there
in the morning to prep the dolls. 


It
was Joan's second day working, but she'd called Gee to cover for her. She
trusted her girls to see to business, and trained them herself. But, she had no
excuse for not going in.


She
brought the mug to her lips and her stomach somersaulted. Unable to drink, she
poured the contents in the sink and put the cup in the dishwasher.


When
Nathan came home, they were going to talk. She couldn't go on wondering what
was going on with him, and what his thoughts were toward their relationship. He
expected her to stay with him, and to hand all her thoughts and needs to him.
But what about him?


What
was he doing half the night away from her that he couldn't tell her?


She
hated secrets. Her whole life, she'd lived a lie and hid the truth, until Nathan
demanded she hand everything over to him.


Why
couldn't he trust her with his secrets?


She
held on to the counter and closed her eyes against the agony of wondering if he
had another woman he was seeing or if the pull from the streets called him back.
He seemed to miss the danger and rules he grew up with at times. He'd often
thumb his nose at how simple life was for him, when she knew being homeless
created the person he'd become.


He
claimed nobody, but his brother and Professor Frank. She blew out her breath. In
fact, he worshiped Professor Frank in a way that mystified her. Yet, he wouldn't
answer any of her questions.


She
knew he kept in contact with his mentor. Even at his age, he seemed to need the
respect and guidance. She never questioned why, but now she wondered if this
Professor Frank was doing more harm than good.


The
phone rang. She jolted and lunged for the handset on the counter.
"Hello?"


"Uh…is
Rafferty, Nate Rafferty available?" said a man.


"I'm
sorry. He's away from the phone right now." She searched the drawers until
she found a pen and a new envelope. "Can I take a message and have him
call you back."


"Sure.
This is Curt Stewart. He can reach me…"


She
pressed the phone to her chest. Then worried her father could hear her heart
pounding against her breastbone, she put the receiver back on her ear.
"I'll make sure he gets the message," she whispered, barely able to
get the words out.


Her
father chuckled. "No hurry. I'll catch him at his office later if he's
busy right now."


Her
breathe came fast and forceful. "Okay."


"Bye
now," he said.


"Bye."
She disconnected the call and let the phone fall from her hands.


She
sank to the floor and leaned against the cabinet, drawing her knees to her
chest. Her father knew where she was. She couldn't stay here.


Maybe
not today, but tomorrow or next week, Nathan would let her identity slip. He
was business associates with her father. The truth would come out, and she was
helpless to stop her father from knowing exactly who she was, and who her
mother was.


God,
she had to think. Her mom was right. She should've gone away to college and
stayed away from the Pacific Northwest. No place was safe.


The
only thing that stood between Curt Stewart and her was her mother, and now she
was dead and couldn't help her. If her father found out she was living so close
to him, sleeping with Nathan, he'd want to hide her from the public, so his
name wasn't tarnished. How many times had her mother told her that any contact
with her father would end badly?


Her
whole life, Addison demanded to know more about her father. Even years later, when
she was a teenager, Addison doubted her mother's story and searched on the
computer for any information about Curt Stewart and fought with her mother for
every little piece of information about him.


Her
mother's story never wavered.


In
her child-like mind, Addison created a fantasy that someday her father would
come and save her from living with her mother. That, for some reason, her
mother lied because she still loved Curt Stewart and if she could only get them
back together, they'd be a happy family.


But
her mother swore that because Addison existed, her father turned against them.
Her mother blamed her for losing the love of her life.


And
Addison was repeating the cycle with Nathan.


Nathan
would allow nothing to come between them. He'd told her many times to trust him
and not to worry about their relationship. Yet, what if she got pregnant?


Some
day she wanted a husband and kids. At least one.


Their
kind of relationship was no place to bring a child into, because she feared
turning into her mother. She pressed her face into her knees. She had to get
away before it was too late.


A
door slammed in the front of the house. She raised her head and held her
breath. Nathan!


She
jumped to her feet and hurried down the hallway. In the foyer, she came to a
stop. Her heart raced. Shocked, she couldn't even move.


A
tall man, wearing a flannel shirt half-undone and a pair of jeans so faded,
there were holes in the knees. She stared into brown eyes that were checking
her out. A slow smile came to the man's whiskered face and he came forward.


She
stepped backward into the wall. "Who are you?"


"Are
names so important?" He reached out and hooked her waist, pulling her hard
against the front of him. "Hell, if I knew we could keep you in the
family, I would've come by sooner."


"Let
me—"


His
mouth came down. Her knee came up.


He
chuckled against her lips as his thighs caught her leg before she made contact
with his balls. She pushed against him, pulled her head back, and screamed.


At
the same time, the man flew away from her and landed on the other side of the
foyer. She shrank back. Nathan's back blocked her view of the other man.


"What
the fuck?" The man kicked the coat rack across the floor.


Nathan
brought back his arm and punched the man. She turned her face away from the pop
of knuckles against cheekbone. 


"She's
mine." Nathan grabbed the bent man by the shirt and brought his knee up to
the man's stomach, sending the guy to the floor, coughing. "Next time,
I'll kill you."


Without
further concern for the intruder, Nathan turned and grabbed her arm, pulling
her out of the room. She hurried to keep up with his longer steps. He set her
in a chair and moved over to pour a glass of water.


He
returned to her side, put the drink in her hand, and squatted in front of her.
"Are you okay?" he asked, softly.


She
shook her head. No, she was anything but okay. "Who is he?"


"My
brother, Donny." He rubbed his thumb across her lips. His eyes hardened.
"That will not happen again."


"Oh,
my God." She took a sip of water when Nathan helped her lift the glass.
"You hit your brother."


His
brows almost met in the middle. "Yeah."


"I-is
it always…violent between you two?" She set the glass on the table and
grabbed his hand, running her fingers over his knuckles.


"Not
since we were younger." He looked at their hands together on her lap. "He
touched you. I told you I'd allow no one to put their hands on you."


"Oh,
God," she mumbled. "God, I'm sorry."


His
gaze whipped to her face. "Did you kiss him?"


She
stiffened. "No, of course not."


"Did
you want him to come on to you?" he asked.


She
shook her head. "No."


"Then
he deserved what he got." Nathan stood. "I should've done more to
knock some sense into him. From now on, he'll have to talk with me before he's
allowed in the house, and only when I'm here."


"Nathan—she
rose and touched his arm—it's okay. I'm going to go home."


He
inhaled with impatience. "Sit. You're not going anywhere."


Donny
staggered into the kitchen. She sat. The cockiness and anger gone from Nathan's
brother, he seemed less threatening.


"Do
I get ice or are you kicking me out?" Donny held his jaw, opening his
mouth and closing it again.


"Freezer.
There's a towel by the sink." Nathan ignored him, and turned to Addison.
"Are you okay with him here for a few minutes?"


She
nodded, glancing at Donny who seemed more interested in tying the towel into a
makeshift icepack. "I'll go. We can talk later."


"No."
He pulled a chair out from the table, and held her hand, guiding her to him.


She
sat on his lap, highly aware of his brother in the room. Yet, she relaxed
against his chest, knowing he was here. It gave her time to study Donny without
any worry.


The
only similarity she could see was their height. Both men were around six foot
two inches, although Nathan's shoulders were broader and he carried more
muscle. Where Nathan was all blonde, icy eyes, Donny had brown hair and dark
eyes.


The
subject of her study turned, and with the return of his boyish grin, he raised
his brows at Nathan. "A lot has happened to you since we talked."


Nathan
linked his fingers with Addison's. "She's mine."


Donny
saluted. "I get that."


"Put
the key on the counter." Nathan waited while Donny dug in his pocket and
tossed the key on the tile.


"Donny…"
Nathan paused. "This is Addison. Addison, this is my younger brother,
Donny, who is going to apologize to you."


She
cringed. "Nathan, it's not—"


"It's
okay, Addison." Donny swung his arms out. "I'm in the king's castle.
It's how he does things."


"Fuck,"
Nathan mumbled, but his jaw twitched in humor. "Get on with it."


Donny
placed his hand on his chest. "Please forgive my lack of judgment on
seeing a beautiful woman and thinking today was going to be my lucky day. I
should never have placed these lips on your plump, luscious, wet—"


"Donny,"
Nathan said, a warning hidden in the low growl.


"My
apologies, babe." Donny's smile faded. "I had no idea Nathan staked,
uh, was getting serious or I would've kept my hands to myself."


She
bit her lip. Despite being scared out of her head, and traumatized over the
violence, Donny's boyish charm fascinated her. She had no idea how Nathan lost
his zest for life, and his brother retained his humor when they'd both grown up
together.


"Apology
accepted." She pressed against Nathan.


"Cool."
Donny leaned against the counter and crossed his ankles. "So what's with
calling me so fucking early in the morning?"


Nathan
shifted to the side, and removed a paper from his back pocket. "Clean
up."


Donny's
gaze shot to Addison and then back to Nathan before he schooled his expression.
She watched Donny, because she knew Nathan wouldn't give anything away. Her
throat tightened. She was right.


Something
had happened in the night. Something big enough Nathan hid the truth from her.


Understanding
passed between the brothers. She pushed off Nathan's lap. "If you'll
excuse me, I'm going upstairs."


Without
waiting for an answer, she hurried away. She could've stayed in the hallway and
eavesdropped, but the time for being curious was over. Once Donny left, she was
leaving.


Nathan
could keep his secrets.








 


Chapter
Twenty-Six


Addison
waited while Nathan shut himself behind his office door for two hours. She'd
indulged him when he informed her they were having lunch together on the patio.
Now, Three hours after Donny left, she was done with him pushing their talk
until later.


Determined
to approach him civilly and keep their separation to a healthy level without
the back and forth, she waited and waited. Even she had a limit on how much she
could take from Nathan.


She
stood in front of his desk. "Curt Stewart called the house this
morning."


Nathan
leaned back in the office chair. "I'll make sure that doesn't happen
again."


She
swung her gaze to the window and clamped her lips together. Unbelievable.


"Did
something else happen?"


"Uh,
yeah." She crossed her arms. "Where were you last night?"


"Out.
I told you I was leaving, and when I'd be home. It took longer than I thought,
and instead of calling and waking you up early, when I knew you had to work, I
didn't think it would be a big deal." He kicked his feet up on his desk.
"Apparently, it is and I'll make sure I call you next time."


"Next
time?" Her jaw fell open and she clamped her lips together in unbelievable
shock.


"Look,
if this is about Donny, I've got that covered. He won't touch you again,"
he said.


"This
has nothing to do with your brother—although a little warning next time would
be appreciated—or my father calling and having to talk to him like everything
is freaking perfect. You know I can't be around him. He can't find out who I
am." She uncrossed her arms and fisted her hands. "I also don't like
how you can come and go, and I can't even go to my house without okaying it
with you first. Then when I finally talk you into letting me pick up my stupid
clothes or water my plants, you act as if I've disturbed your life."


"What
should we do about you hanging on to your house then?" He put his feet on
the floor and leaned his elbows on the desk. "I think it would be a good
idea to move you completely here, and you can either sell or rent it. Renting
would probably be better, because the real estate market is at a low right
now."


"Nathan!"
She inhaled deeply. "I want to move home."


"No,"
he said.


She
stared at him in disbelief, even though she knew he'd go there again. "Are
you going to keep me here under force?" 


"No."


"You'll
let me walk out of this room and call a taxi?"


His
gaze hardened. "No."


"You're
about to see me turn into a bitch." She marched to the door and whirled
around. "I tried, but I'm the one doing all the changing in this
relationship. Every little detail about my life revolves around you. You take
me to work, you pick me up. I sleep in your bed, when I have a perfectly good
bed in my house. Instead of staying far away from the asshole who fathered me,
I'm thrust into his lap because you do business with him."


She
paused, hoping he'd say something, anything. "You're messed up, Nathan.
It's all take, take, take with you. You haven't given me anything. Last night
was proof. I was ready to leave you, and you overpowered me."


"I
fucked you on the floor and again in bed. You came three times," he said.


"It's
not all about sex. I can use a vibrator and have half a dozen orgasms overnight."
She hung her head and exhaled. "I want you, not your body. I want inside
your head, and as long as you keep secrets from me, there is no relationship. I
won't settle for anything less."


"You'll
settle for what I give you and be happy. Your job isn't to worry about me. I
can take care of both of us," he said.


"You're
not listening." She raised her gaze and whispered, "I'm going to grab
my bag, walk out the front door, and phone a cab. I have no problem calling 911
if you try and stop me."


A
growing lump of emotion lodged in her throat. She called herself all kinds of
names for hesitating. There were a hundred things she wanted to tell him, but
he'd closed himself off to her.


His
refusal to open himself when their relationship was on the line killed her. She
looked in his eyes and knew whatever shadows bound him to a life of solitude
were stronger than she could chase away. 


She
squared her shoulders and walked out of the room. Her throat constricted
painfully, keeping the sourness from rising. He'd shown her everything he had
to give. Power, control, strength, and an insatiable hunger, and she wasn't
immune.


She'd
fallen for him. Heart, soul, and head, she'd wanted everything he could offer,
and he could offer her a lot. But, he chose not to.


Her
bag was already packed and sitting on the end of the bed. She gazed longingly
at the rumpled comforter and watched the vined print on the material blur. Rapidly
blinking her eyes to dispel the tears, she walked out of the room.


Nathan
stood in the hallway, leaning against the wall. "I left you in bed last
night, because I was afraid of letting go with you after spending twenty-four
hours worrying over you leaving. I didn't want to scare you any more than you
already were," he whispered, keeping his gaze on the floor.


"Letting
go?" She stood, holding her bag, afraid he'd stop talking if she moved any
closer.


His
chest rose and fell. "I would've hurt you last night. I…I needed something
more than rough sex, and you're not ready."


"More?"
A sharp pain, whether imagined or real, pierced her chest and she dropped her
bag to press her hand between her breasts. "You saw a woman?"


He
barely moved, but she caught the slight nod. Her legs gave out and she reached
for the wall. "Oh, God."


"It's
not what you think." He turned and for the first time, she saw the naked
truth.


His
clear eyes, pained and guilty, stared back at her without any kind of shield to
protect her from what really happened last night. He'd gone to someone else
after making love to her.


Bile
rose in her throat. She shook head. "No…"


"It
meant nothing." He moved toward her, and she held up her hands.
"Okay. Okay. I won't touch you."


"I
need to get out of here." She almost tripped over her bag.


Nathan
grabbed her before she could fall. She struck out, swinging and slapping at his
hands. "God dammit, don't touch me."


"Addy,
you have to listen," he said.


"I
don't have to do a damn thing you tell me to do." She pushed, and he let
her go. She stumbled to stay on her feet. "You're an asshole. God. You
fucked someone else. You might as well kill me now. I gave you a part of me
I've never given anyone. I told you things that—she closed her mouth and
muffled her scream—how could you?"


"It
didn't mean anything." He struck out and punched the wall. "I didn't
have sex with her."


She
laughed, but the sound came out raw and hideous. "Oh, then that makes it okay.
What did you do, get a blowjob? Have her jerk you off? Oh. Oh. Oh. Maybe you
fucked her between the tits and called it good, huh?"


He
was on her before she could get away. He shook her shoulders. "I beat her.
You want to hear what I do? I paid some woman off the streets to strip in front
of me while I took my belt to her back, her legs, her ass, and I liked it. I split
her lip with the back of my knuckles, and the only thing I wanted to do was
hurt her more—he cupped her face and forced her to look at him—but instead of
feeling good, feeling complete, feeling aroused, I felt nothing. Do you know
why?"


He
laid his forehead on hers. His breath mingled with hers, and the small comfort
of his warmth was her undoing. She trembled. Her heart broke into a million
pieces. Deep down, she'd trusted him despite him keeping secrets from her.


She'd
willingly let him take advantage of her, because he gave her the one thing she
craved more than anything else in her life. Acceptance.


For
years, she'd covered the scars from having a mother who hated her, a father who
rejected her, and the condemnation from every boyfriend who viewed her need to
save other women who had it even worse than her, and had nothing. At least, she
could pretend the good feelings she gave away to the carpool dolls were normal.
The need for someone to pay her attention in the cruelest way possible wasn't a
need to hurt herself, but one she knew well.


"Addy,
do you know why?" He tightened his hold on her.


The
people in her life, who were supposed to love her, instead hurt her. Nathan's
constant control and dominating every aspect of her life was supposed to mean
he truly cared or she thought at the time, but she was wrong. He was only using
her, and she wasn't even good enough to satisfy him.


She
couldn't even distinguish between sex and love.


"Look
at me, doll," he whispered.


She
struggled with each breath, and raised her gaze. With their heads touching, his
lips brushed hers as he spoke. "She wasn't you."


She
tried to shake her head, denying his words. "You don't understand. I gave
you all I had, and you threw it all back in my face by going to another
woman."


"Dammit,
stop. I went to someone else last night, because you were home in my bed, safe
and content. I want you with me, I want to protect you against the…the ugliness
I have inside of me. You don't deserve to take on what I battle."


"No,
no, no," she whispered.


"Addy,
it's you I want and need. I'm scared shitless I'm going to go too far and
you'll walk out of my life. That deep down I'm too much for you to handle. I
can't lose you. I won't lose you. If that means leaving you home in my bed and
letting myself go with someone else, that's what I'll do."


Blinded
by her tears, she grasped his wrists, wanting him to hold her. "I'd do
anything for you. I'd go through all the pain and emotional shit, just to have
that piece of you that you don't give anyone. Don't you understand?"


"I'll
hurt you," he whispered.


Yes,
he would. Her body heated and she shook his arms, though they never budged from
her. She had to make him understand.


She'd
die for the love he was willing to give. She only had to prove she was worth
it.


"Give
me another chance, please?" As if confessing, her legs then gave out and Nathan
swept her into his arms. She buried her face in his neck and whispered, "I
want you to hurt me."








 


Chapter
Twenty-Seven


Nathan
was wrong.


He
didn't lay a hand on Addison and he broke her. He caught the hands that clutched,
grabbed, and stroked him in her mad obsession to prove she was good enough for
him. In one move, he turned her around, pinned her back against his chest. He
held her arms crossed in front of her to keep from being touched.


"Sh."
He breathed deeply in her ear, checking himself against throwing her down and
taking everything she promised and more. "I know."


His
cock, hard and pressing into the ass of her jeans, refused to listen. He wanted
her. Every worry, every fear, every desire, urged him to strip her of
everything she threw at him. He wanted what she'd give him willingly, and then
he'd take what she held from him.


Greedy
and hungry, something foreign to him took control. Having her body wasn't
enough. He wanted her soul.


"Please,"
she said, struggling in her containment.


He
ground his erection against her. "What do you want from me?"


"The
truth." She panted. "What did you give the…the woman that you won't
give me?"


Whether
he wanted to shock her or spill his guts, he said, "I picked up a
prostitute."


Her
body stiffened. All movements stopped. There, he had her attention.


"I
took her to an abandoned building and paid her to strip all her clothes
off." He walked her backward, dragging her into the bedroom until the back
of his legs met the mattress, and he sat, holding her on his lap.


The
pressure of her weight on his cock tormented and pleased him. "Like I told
you, I used my belt on her and I wasn't easy. I left welts and no doubt, this
morning she carries my mark. She meant nothing, only an object for me to use.
I've fed—he blew out his breath—I've caved to my desires since I was a teenager
with women, girls, any female who wanted attention, no matter what form of
contact, and I willingly used them. That's what makes me different than
you…than everybody else."


"D-did
you touch her with your hands?" she whispered.


The
hurt and insecurity in her question made him wish he'd never left the bed last
night. His job was to protect her and instead, he'd planted doubt in her head
that had no place there. The impossible task of showing her the truth never
felt so heavy at this moment. Whether he lied or told admitted his guilt, she
wasn't capable of understanding.


The
only one who understood him was Professor Frank, and even he couldn't help him
dig his way out of the hole he'd created.


"I
touched her." He cleared his throat. "To hurt her. I caused her pain
with my hand. It was not sexual this time. Since I've known you, I've never
used a woman for sex."


Her
chest expanded with her gasp, and he held her tighter.


"I
hate you," she whispered.


"I
know," he whispered back. 


He
simply held her, because for how much he wished he could be normal for her, for
himself, he'd tried to protect her. However, he knew he couldn't hold back from
her any longer.


He'd
gone three years without raising a hand to another person before and he'd
focused all his attention on growing his business. Back then, he'd thought he
could outrun the darkness, but it always caught up with him. It always came
back worse than before.


He
lied and fooled himself into thinking he could push away his need to strip the
power from others the way Professor Frank succeeded in accomplishing what he
set out to do, despite the school being clueless on who was teaching classes.
But Nathan wasn't a teacher, he wasn't good, and he sure in the hell wasn't
doing penance for living a shit life when he was owed pleasure.


He
kissed the side of her head. "I'll take you home."


Ignoring
the way her body stiffened, he set her on her feet and steadied her until she
was okay standing on her own. Then he led her out of the room, picked up her
bag, and took her to the car.


They
traveled in silence. He stared at the road, but he was conscious of her beside
him the whole way. She shed no tears and for that, he was thankful.


All
he needed was one sign that she wasn't fully cooperating with his decision and
he'd turn the car around. He begged her silently to put an end to today. He
knew for her happiness, he had to let her go.


Because
for how much he'd wanted to break her, he'd accomplished the opposite.


She'd
nearly broken him.


###


Hollow
and rejected, Addison sat on the floor in her bedroom. The box of her mother's
belongings lay in front of her. She stared a hole in the cardboard. After
hiring a company to clean out her mother's house and give it all away to
charity after her death, the only thing she kept were the contents of the
safety deposit box.


Mr.
Foster, her mother's attorney, had contacted her after the memorial service and
handed her a key. Finally free of any pre-conceived idea of how she should live
her life, she'd rebelled and refused to go over the contents. The wealth, the
properties, the bitter show of what Carly Flint achieved in her life had
nothing to do with her.


There
was no reason to pretend that her things mattered to her after her mother's
death, because they meant nothing while she was alive. Her mother refused to
love her, despite living in the same house for eighteen years. The moment she
graduated, she'd gone off to college and disowned her mother.


Only
when she returned with a grant to start a small business and bought the house
three blocks away from the house she grew up in did she come into contact with
her mother again. She closed her eyes. Exhausted, she had better things to do
than bring up the rush of horrible memories.


Nevertheless,
when Nathan drove her home, she'd realized her life was truly fucked up. Not
only had she fallen short of pleasing Nathan, and ultimately had her heart
broken, she'd spilled her guts to him about the man who fathered her. She
couldn't ignore the valid danger she'd created by letting her secret out.


She
blew out her breath and picked at the tape on the top of the box. If the
threats were real, her mother would document what Curt Stewart was capable of
doing. She'd cover her tracks, and leave behind evidence the police would find
upon her death if she died unnaturally.


Instead,
a blood clot to the brain killed her.


Rrriiippp.
She shook her hand to get the tape off, and opened the flaps.


Folders,
envelopes, papers lay neatly in piles. She paused before reaching inside. She
didn't know what she expected to find, maybe some sign that her mother was a real
human being with feelings and possessions she couldn't manage to throw out over
the years, a picture Addison finger-painted in Kindergarten or the clay ashtray
she'd made in summer camp would've surprised her. Contents out of a filing
cabinet only added to her growing disappointments.


She
extracted a handful of files and thumbed through them before setting them to
the side. Investments and bonds might as well have been house deeds and car
titles. She imagined if she ever had kids, someday she'd liquidate her mother's
holdings to pay for their education or to help them settle in life, but she'd
never use the money to further her own career. She wanted nothing from the
woman who gave her even less than nothing in return.


Underneath
the papers, a slim cardboard box like the ones Nordstrom's give out at
Christmas time lay at the bottom. She rubbed her hands across the hem of her
shirt. The name Curt Stewart written across the top sent her heart racing.


Before
she could talk herself out of putting everything away, she lifted the box and
carried it to the bed. She eyed the phone. Maybe she should let someone know
that she was going through her mom's stuff.


Her
head pounded. She had no one. Nathan rejected her. She pressed her hand to her
forehead. God, she couldn't think of him right now.


First
thing she needed to take care of was herself. If Curt Stewart could come after
her or her business, she had to prepare.


Pushing
everything out of her head, she opened the box. She blinked. The room compressed
in on her. Oh, my God.


Several
pictures lay on top of her mother's items. She looked away, not able to
understand what she was seeing. Her stomach rolled. She covered her mouth, and
ran for the bathroom.


The
images stained her thoughts. She hung over the toilet, gulping air, fighting to
stop the dry heaves after losing the contents of her stomach. Oh, God. Oh,
God…


The
memories of her mother in business suits, her hair severely pulled back into a
low bun, and her stern mouth were the opposite of what the pictures depicted. She
pulled herself to the sink and turned on the tap. The cold splashes of water on
her face refused to take the sight of her mother, stripped and kneeling on the
floor.


The
red marks marring her body repulsed her. She covered her face with the towel
and tried to breathe through her nose. There was some mistake.


The
woman in the pictures was not her mother.


She
walked back into the room, carrying the towel. She wrung the corner of the
material as she paced in front of the box. The pictures were old and made with
a Polaroid camera, but there was no doubt that it was her mother.


Just
not the mother she knew and remembered. 


If
someone told her to think up the wildest sex adventure for Carly Flint, she'd
laugh and say her mother was more likely to hold a whip and beat men to death
rather than cower to anyone. Her mother's opinion of the opposite sex lacked
compassion and respect.


Sure,
she had business dinners and meetings with other men, but she never brought
anyone home. Addison stopped in front of the box, closed her eyes, and hoped
she could look again without throwing up. Not once had her mother dated or
loved someone else.


Even
her mother despised her father to the point of obsession after Curt Stewart
claimed Addison was not his child.


"Oh,
fuck, fuck, fuck," she muttered, falling to her knees and scooping up a
handful of pictures.


She
ignored looking straight at her mother's body and studied the pictures. One
after another, she rushed through each Polaroid shot. Nothing she was seeing
made any sense.


She
went through the pictures again, looking in the box to make sure she checked
out each one. Finally, she threw them all in the box and sat back more confused
than ever. Not one picture had Curt Stewart in view.


Of
course, he could have been the man behind the camera. She leaned her head back
against the bed. Then who was the man in the picture with her, and where were
the shots taken?


Nothing
looked familiar. She heaved herself forward, and fished out the cardboard box.
Maybe the other papers would clue her in on what went on in her mother's life,
not that she had a desire to learn more. She only knew that she had to find out
where her father fit into her mother's life.


Because
either she held evidence that would save her life or she'd discovered why Curt
Stewart wanted her dead.








 


Chapter
Twenty-Eight


Three
fucking days.


Nathan
stood on the porch of Addison's house at two o'clock in the morning. He edged
closer to the door. After working long hours to distract himself, going to Billy's
and boxing a few rounds every night, and  trying to catch a few minutes of
sleep while sitting in his chair at the office, and failing, he accepted that
standing here made him feel better than he imagined.


Knowing
Addison was on the other side of the door, snuggled in her bed and safe, put
his mind at ease. He grabbed his shoulder, working out the stiffness. From
Antonio's reports, she'd gone to work every day and straight home all week.


No
doubt, she was pissed at him for keeping a tail on her. He pulled out a pick
and slipped it between the door and the locking device. With a flick of his
wrist, he tripped the bolt. Adrenaline rushed through his body the same way
breaking and entering always brought him a high.


 The
click of gaining entrance into Addison's house interrupted the silence of the
night. He silently slipped inside and shut the door. There was no hesitation.
He'd come for one thing.


Whatever
he had to do to bring Addison back into his life, he'd do. If she wanted to
take the chance on him, take what he'd give out, he was willing to try. At the
first sign that he was doing her more harm than good, he'd be the first to make
sure she received help and cut himself out of her life.


He'd
come to the conclusion, once he realized he was miserable without her, that
he'd painted everything in black and white. He'd fucked up, and instead of
working with Addison, he railroaded her.


In
the past, controlling the situation worked. Never emotionally invested in
others, he hurt them because he enjoyed causing pain. With Addison, he found
himself out of control and obsessed. He needed more from her, and he wasn't
willing to live without her. She'd wrapped herself around him, hung on, and he
missed the constant contact.


Not
only physically, but the sight of her brought him calmness. Her smile warmed
him when the outside world was bitter cold. Hearing her laughter, her teasing,
made him safe in his own environment.


He
only hoped he hadn't damaged what they'd had, so he could reconstruct their
relationship. It was the fear that caused the slight tremor in his hands, a
weakness that never happened on the job or around other people, only with Addy.


A
clatter came from upstairs. He took the stairs three at a time, and found the
light on in her bedroom. What the fuck?


Addison,
on her hands and knees, arranged pictures on the floor. He stayed in the
doorway. All of her attention riveted to whatever she was doing, she had no
idea he'd came inside the house.


Before
he could think about alerting her to his presence, she scrambled off the floor,
flopped down on the bed and typed into her laptop. He frowned.


Wearing
an oversized T-shirt, her hair wild around her shoulders, and make-up free, the
darkness around her eyes stood out. The stress evident in the way she scowled.
He clenched his teeth. What was so urgent she was up in the middle of the
night?


He
walked across the room and stood at the foot of the bed. "Addison?"


She
screamed, falling to her side and blinking in surprise. "Nathan! Shit! You
scared the hell out of me."


Her
face relaxed, and then instantly she put on a mask of indifference. His fingers
curled. His actions had caused her to hide her feelings from him.


"What
are you doing here?" She scooted off the bed and crawled around the floor,
sweeping the pictures into a pile and picking them up.


"I
want to talk," he said.


She
walked to her dresser, opened a drawer, and dumped everything inside.
"Now? It's late."


"What
are you doing up?" He hooked his hands in his pockets.


She
ignored his question, studying the room. He tilted his head, following her line
of vision, trying to understand why she was jumpy. Anger over him breaking into
her house hadn't hit, so something else bothered her.


"Addy,"
he said. "What's going on?"


Her
gaze whipped back to him and she processed what it meant to have him in the
house. "Get out."


He
shook his head. "We need to talk."


"Talk?
It's over between us." She marched across the room and pulled her robe off
the inside of the closet door. Shoving her arms in the sleeves, she said.
"If you have something to say to me use a phone like a normal person or
come by my office during working hours."


"I’m
here now," he said, sitting down on the mattress. "Come here."


"No."
She crossed her arms.


"Addy,
come here," he said.


She
shook her head. "Out."


"No."
He tapped down his amusement.


"Yes."
She pointed to the door. "Go."


He
couldn't help chuckling. He'd missed her. "You're adorable."


Her
brows lowered. "I am not."


"You
are," he whispered. "There's something about you believing in
yourself enough to think you can put me in my place and order me to do what you
wish that I find incredibly sexy. Of course, I won't give in to you and leave,
but your attempt pleases me."


Her
mouth, which had come open while he talked, snapped closed and she glared. He
crooked his finger and motioned for her. "Come here."


"Nathan…"
she whispered. "Please, don't do this."


He
wanted to drag her underneath him and fuck her until she realized it would do
no use denying him what he wanted. He'd take everything with or without her
permission. But, this was Addy.


He'd
barely survived three days without her and right now, he'd take what she'd give
him freely. He patted the mattress.


"Sit
beside me." He leaned forward, braced on his elbows, and clasped his hands
together to show her he wasn't going to harm her. "Please."


She
wrapped her robe tightly around her middle, crossed her arms, and stepped over
to sit beside him. He inhaled deeply, catching the fruity sweet scent from her
hair. Where his chest loosened in relief of having her close, his gut tightened
in male awareness. A heady reaction he wanted to last longer.


So
close to her, at this moment, he believed there really was a heaven and he'd
died. But, she kept space between them, even pulling her robe tighter and
shoving her hands between her legs to keep from touching any part of his body.


"This
is my one and only time I'll bring this offer to you, so listen carefully, and
think about what I'm asking of you before you speak," he said.


"Nathan,
I—"


He
held up his hand. "I'm not angry. I was. I couldn't understand why you'd
need more from me and I took your pleading with me as an attack. I got
defensive. No one—he paused—I can't think of one time in my life someone became
angry with me or demanded I change."


That
confession was an understatement. No one dared contradict him. He stared at the
floor. Maybe when he was a small child and believed his mother would protect
him, he'd answered to someone else. But, he had no memory of that time.


"Professor
Frank once asked me why I enjoyed hurting others— and that went for men too,
although it's never a sexual rush with the same sex. I just like to fight.
Women…dominating them, seeing the welts and the blood, the helplessness in
their expression and the fear that they can't stop me gives me security. A
security I've never known, but crave. It's almost a fight or flight response.
As long as I'm in control, I stay alive. I do receive pleasure knowing I'll
survive another day."


Fuck.
He was screwing this up and not making any sense. How could he expect her to
understand him if he rambled on about unimportant shit?


"Will
I die if I stopped?" He glanced at her. "Probably not, but I'm not a
nice person, Addy. It's like a drug. I've been addicted to dominating my life
since I was young, and it's the only way I know how to handle myself. I've
tried to stop, and the anger bottled up until I exploded…until I wasn't safe. I
knew no limits, and when I get that way, I could kill without any regret."


Addison
sucked in a breath. He ran his hands down his thighs. She deserved the truth.


"Yes,
I've killed before." Even to his own ears, he lacked compassion.
"Men, not women. Never a woman. These were men on the streets, fighting
just like me to keep a dry spot on the ground as their own and food in their
stomach."


Today,
those men would thank him for putting them out of their misery. The reasoning
behind his behavior was something Addison would never understand. The streets
were an ugly place. People committed suicide every day. Others were too chicken
to take their life, and made life miserable for everyone around them, begging someone
to do the job they couldn't manage to do on their own. They stepped into his
life, and he answered their pleading.


"When
you begged me to keep you, it wasn't fair of me to ask. You knew nothing about
me and I realized I was hurting you. I went about everything the wrong way. I
showed you articles on the web, and that gave you an idea of why you are the
way you are, but me…I can't be classified. I don't seek out relationships,
clubs, or want to play at flogging, beating, pleasuring a woman the way doctors
explained. It's not a kink, it's not a passing interest, and it's not the
enjoyment of humiliating a woman the way it is for some people. I don't even
have the ability to love, because I lack that particular emotion."


He
inhaled deeply. "I'm not the creation of two people who were in love or
enjoyed sex after having a dinner date, Addy. I'm a product of rape, and that's
no excuse for my behavior, but I am who I am."


Addison's
chin dropped to her chest, and her hair hid her face. His chest squeezed, but
he swore when he came here that he would not touch her first. Whether she hid
her disgust or couldn't face the truth, he had no idea.


"I
only have one more thing to say, and then I'll leave you alone," he
whispered. "I don't want you to beg me to keep you, because I'm not worth
having. I want you, and I need what we have together. I would give anything to
take you home, because that's where I believe you belong. I want you to come to
me on your own power. For the first time in my life, I'm going to step back.
It's up to you whether you want to continue being with me. I can't ask you to
change for me, and I can't promise I won't hurt you. You know who I am, but I
can promise that I will do everything in my power never to cross the line of
hurting the goodness inside of you."


His
voice, barely audible, cracked and he struggled to inhale through the tightness
of his chest. He had no relationship experience, no education that taught him
right from wrong, and he lacked pretty words to give her. He only knew the
truth.


He
pulled his feet under him and shifted to stand. Addison reached out and put her
hand on his thigh. He froze. The heat from her palm seared him through his
jeans.


Afraid
to reach out, he waited for her to say something, anything, to put him out of
his misery. He'd purposely left out how she was the only one he needed. The
only one who made him feel complete. The only one who ever gave a damn about
him.








 


Chapter
Twenty-Nine


Nathan's
admittance shook the foundation of Addison's stance on never seeing him again.
She slid off the bed and climbed onto his lap. One leg on each side of him, she
cupped his face and forced him to look at her.


"You
are worth my begging," she whispered. "I might not understand the
reasons you've done things or will do them in the future, but I know how I feel
when I'm with you."


She
ran her hands down his cheeks, her thumb swept over his lips. "The only
way you can hurt me is by giving yourself to someone else."


He
opened his mouth. She shushed him. "That's my only condition. Your hands,
your anger, your attention, your frustrations, your…love, can only be given to
me. So, despite your warnings and trying to scare me, I'm going to beg. I need
you to take care of me. You were born to love me. If you want to argue that
what you have inside of you isn't love, I want to fill your days and nights for
the rest of my life arguing back with you that what I've experienced in the
short time we've been together, you've given me more love than I've received in
all my life."


"Addy,"
he mumbled. His hands tightened on her hips.


A
flutter curled in her lower stomach and warmed her soul. She moistened her lips
and brought her mouth to his ear. "I don't know if I've ever been loved,
but if I had to guess what love felt like, I'd say it's a lot like how I feel
when you hurt me. Because that hurt demands me to feel and when I feel, it's
the most wonderful experience in the world."


She
pulled back, needing to see him. His eyes, bloodshot and full of hurt she
couldn't even comprehend, begged her silently, and she had to kiss him. She
laid her lips on each eyelid, his cheeks, and his chin.


He
hooked Addison's neck and pulled her down until their foreheads rested
together. Tremors wracked his body, and she ran her hands over his shoulders
and down his arms. Unable to think of what he needed from her, she kissed him
with a desperation meant to take all his pain away. 


She'd
never experienced the degree of neglect he'd lived through. And, she didn't
need to know the details because he'd shared more with her than she imagined
he'd ever shared with another living soul. For that reason, she molded herself
around him, holding him in the way he always enjoyed and accepted the way he
crushed her against him.


Finally,
the tension left his shoulders and he eased back. She pulled her lips from his
and gazed into his eyes. "You have to remember that every choice you've
made in your life, you've done to survive. Whether it's wrong or right, it's
not my place to judge you." She kissed him again, and framed his face with
her hands. "All that's important is that you know you're worthy to have
me. So very worthy."


He
closed his eyes. She laid her head on his shoulder. "You said you weren't
sure if you were capable of loving, and I'm hungry for love. I'll take what you
can give me, because when you touch me, I feel loved. I don't know if it's the
normal way or the wrong way, but I need you to keep showing me attention in the
only way you know how. I accept all of you. Even the parts I don't
understand," she finished on a whisper.


He
nodded. She locked her arms around his neck. If she thought they'd connected
before, when he'd held her down and taken everything from her, she was wrong.
Nothing compared to him opening up his soul and sharing parts of himself with
her. Whatever the future brought them, she'd hold on to this moment when they exposed
themselves and admitted they needed each other with a passion that would rival
anything that came their way.


"I
need to be inside you," he said.


She
stroked his face. "I know."


He
had her on her back, on the bed, her panties off, her T-shirt and robe stripped
from her body before she could help him. Like always, she only knew pleasure.
Whatever he did to her, she took, flowing and warming, burning for him.


"Just
need to feel you." His lips brushed over hers, so gentle, so caring, the
kiss brought tears to her eyes.


All
she knew was the addictive need for more of his touch, more of the violent
pleasure only he gave her. She writhed underneath him at the lick of his tongue
on her neck.


"Addy,
tell me you'll live with me," he murmured against her skin. "I need
you, doll. More than I ever needed anything."


She
shook her head, panic tearing through her. He had to believe her. She couldn't
walk away this time. She had to know that wherever they went from here, he'd
lead her and she'd follow him to the ends of the earth.


"I'll
never leave," she said, panting.


"That's
good." He kissed his way down her neck and sucked her nipples, nipping the
sensitive buds.


She
jerked beneath him, begging.


He
moved down her body, spread her thighs, and eased himself between them. She
raised her head, and he planted his hand in the middle of her stomach, forcing
her down. The pressure, the control, along with his tongue stroking her clit
had her bucking against his face.


Each
lick, each swipe, each time he sucked her clit into his mouth took her higher.
Desperate, she clawed at the bed and sobbed with each flick of his tongue on
her. And still, he loved on her sex with his mouth.


He
stabbed his tongue inside her and held himself still. Her womb rippled. She was
almost there. Oh, God.


When
he finally worked his cock into her pussy, she was going to die with the
pleasure.


"Nathan,"
she moaned.


He
pulled his tongue out and again thrust it inside of her and held still.
Perspiration broke out on her body. She burned from him taking her almost to
orgasm and easing off.


Then
his touch was gone. She gazed down at him, afraid he was stopping. He couldn't
leave her this way. Not now.


He
gazed at her from between her legs. Her stomach flexed. God, he was her
everything.


Slap.


Her
body stiffened and she screamed out in guilty pleasure. The sting from his hand
spanking her sex was too much. She was too sensitive, too close to exploding.


He
slapped her pussy again.


Right
there. With no way to stop, she soared into ecstasy.


Nathan
crawled up her body. A guttural moan tore from her as his cock filled her body
in one swift move.


"I'm
going to fuck you," he said. "So deep and hard we'll both feel it
tomorrow." 


He
eased back. He pumped back into her. Her pussy rippled around him until her
core decided she could accept everything he gave her and she lifted up to meet
each thrust of his hips.


Together,
they rode, they battled, they reached until she slipped into a place where she allowed
him to do anything to her, and she'd let him. It was at this point, he owned
her heart and soul.


Barely
coherent, she drew in a harsh breath. He impaled her in one, hard stroke. She
screamed and arched against the bed. Her muscles spasmed as her orgasm
exploded.


"Addy…"
He groaned and buried his face in her neck.


She
held him as his body shuddered its release.


Long
after he grew heavy and his arms gave out, she left her legs and arms wrapped
around him. When he rolled off her, she went with him.


Past
the time her body cooled off, the sweat on him dried, and he'd covered them
both with a blanket from the bed, she held on to him. Afraid that daybreak
would send reality crashing down on her, she voiced her concern.


"Was
that enough?" she whispered. "Do you need more?"


He
kissed her forehead. "Tonight…that was more than what I needed."








 


Chapter
Thirty


Twenty
minutes after Addison left for work—despite telling her she needed to take the
day off and sleep—Nathan let Donny into the house. Because he'd taken the day
off, he promised Addy he'd oversee moving her belongings to his house. A few of
the guys from the street would drive the U-Haul Donny brought with him.


"You
can start in the kitchen. Make sure you wrap everything well." Nathan
pointed down the hall. "I'll do her bedroom, and then we'll worry about
getting the furniture out into the truck. She said she only wants the china
hutch out of the dining room and the chest in the living room. She wants the
rest donated to St. Mary's to the food program."


"Right."
Donny shook his head, walking away from him.


Today
wasn't about Donny and his bad mood over Nathan dragging him out of bed to come
and help. He jogged up the stairs and entered Addy's bedroom. The stack of
boxes he'd ran out and bought while Addy took her shower earlier lay on the
floor. After he taped together enough boxes to pack her clothes, he opened the
dresser drawer.


The
silk panties caressed his fingers as he scooped them into his hands. His balls
tightened, putting them in the container. He knew the important things about
her, but he looked forward to learning all the secrets she held. Like
discovering if she'd parade around in her underwear on a Sunday morning or if
the garter belt he found in her second drawer would be as sexy on her as he
imagined.


He
opened the third drawer and paused at the sight of pictures scattered over a
sweater. Last night Addy hid what she was looking at when he came into the room.
She'd been angry. He picked the top picture off the pile and frowned.


A
naked woman, bent over a chair, displayed the welts from a belt given to her by
the man who—He brought the picture closer and squinted.


"Fuck,"
he hissed.


The
man in the picture was Professor Frank. His heart pounded and he found it
impossible to inhale.


He
took a second look at the woman. From the blur on the picture and her face not
showing, he couldn't tell—his fingers curled in, crumbling the photo. He
scattered the pictures in the drawer, frantic to find one of the woman's face.
"Come on, come on…"


He
found one with a side view and stared, finally dropping the picture. His hands
went to his head, and he paced the room. "No. Fuck no," he muttered.
"Fuck. No."


He
returned to the drawer, peered inside and cursed. Professor Frank and Addison?


Not
stopping to think, he removed the whole drawer from the dresser and hurled it
across the room. He struggled sucking air into his lungs. Every muscle
constricted in agony, and he curled his fingers.


"Hey."
Donny stood in the doorway. "What the hell are you doing?"


"Get
out," he said, between clamped teeth.


"No
way, man." Donny walked into the room and headed toward the broken drawer.


Nathan
tackled him before he could pick up any of the pictures. Rolling on the floor,
he wrapped his arm around Donny's neck and smashed his face into the floor.


"Fu—stop,"
Donny muttered, fighting to breath.


Nathan's
vision blurred and he saw no one. Only anger and disappointment and fear. He
ignored the kicks, the elbows, and concentrated on the need to hurt. The pain
too much, he wanted to snuff out the feelings of seeing the woman who owned his
heart and the man who saved his life together.


Donny
punched him. His head whipped back and he lost his hold on his brother. A kick
landed on his stomach, and he rolled inward, drawing up his legs.


"Let
up, Donny." A man's voice came from above Nathan. 


Nathan
raised his head and another hit took him down. Then a pair of hands brought him
to his feet and he stared at Gary and Nug, trying to make sense of what
happened.


"Check
yourself." Gary pushed Nathan back until he collapsed on the edge of the
bed. "Fuck, man. You about killed your brother."


Donny?
He turned his gaze toward the door, found Donny on his feet, bent at the waist,
coughing. He stiffened as it all came back.


Professor.
Addison. Together. He stood and bellowed, "Out."


Gary
and Nug took Donny with them. He waited until he heard the front door slam
shut, and pressed his eyes closed with his hands. God, he almost killed Donny.


As
suddenly as that thought entered his mind, Addison's betrayal took over. He
staggered around the room, seeing it for the first time.


The
silk panties.


Her
perfume.


The
unmade bed.


Her
dress hanging on the closet door.


She'd
shown him a part of her life, but kept her secrets to herself. Did she know
about his relationship with Professor Frank before meeting him? Before he'd
shared that part of himself?


Of
course she did. She'd admitted to watching the documentary of his life. He
clenched his teeth together. The one where he showed the public what they wanted
to see of the boy who never would've amounted to anything, but with the help of
his mentor, succeeded.


He
doubled over, out of breath. How could Professor do this to him?


Was
Addison a test? He played the last conversation he had with Professor Frank in
his head. He'd spoken Addison's name. Professor questioned him, and he'd given
her full name, not that there were very many women with the first name Addison.


Fuck.


The
door swung open and Addison hurried into the room. He curled his hands and
straightened.


She
swung her gaze from him to the dresser to the closet to the other side of the
bedroom. He spotted the second she realized her game was up and he knew the
truth. She closed her eyes and shrank right in front of him.


"I
was going to tell—"


"Right,"
he said.


"Nathan,
I was. I realized when I got to work what I was doing last night when you came to
the house." She held her hands up beside her and shook her head.
"Then when you volunteered to move my things, I was so happy with how
things turned out between us, I forgot."


"You
forgot?"


She
inhaled deeply. "Yeah."


"You
forgot to let me in on how you're Professor Frank's latest bitch and you've
been playing me for a fool? You both decided…what? This wouldn't bother me?"
He crossed his arms, simmering in his anger.


"What?"
She moved forward and stopped in front of him. "Professor Frank? Your
friend?"


"Step
away from me," he said. His voice barely controlled.


"Honey…"
She placed her hand on his stomach. "What's going—?"


"Step
away," he hissed.


She
jumped back. "You're scaring me."


"If
I were you, I'd be scared." He stepped around her and picked up one of the
photos.


There
was no denying that the woman in the picture was Addison. The same mole on the
side of her cheek, the same color of hair, and the same build as the other
woman. His stomach knotted to a painful level and he wanted to beat her to the
same degree of what he was feeling. 


Not
trusting himself to be within an arm length of her, he held the picture out in
front of him.


"Deny
that you're not enjoying the strap that's putting marks on your thighs,"
he said. When she wasn't fast in answering, he yelled, "Tell me."


She
shook her head. "It's not me."


"Bull
shit." He flicked the proof at her, letting his arm swing.


"Nathan,
it's not me." She picked up a few of the pictures and held them up.
"It's my mother. I opened the box that contained the things she had in her
safety deposit box on Wednesday night when you brought me home. I—she flailed
her hands—I don't know. I was looking for answers."


He
frowned, not believing a word she said. That was Professor Frank and the woman
looked exactly like Addison.


"You'd
let me go, and I needed to connect with something. I'd lost you, and felt like
I had no one in the world. I had nothing in common with my mother. I
guess...I'd hoped somehow I'd find something that would show me why I'm
impossible for someone to love. Why everyone who should love me doesn't. Why
you couldn't keep me…"


"So,
you went to Professor Frank and he showed you what real love is all
about." He shook his head. "Three fucking days, Addison. You want me
to believe you cared about me, and yet you go to the one person I trusted right
after we split up? All you had to do was wait three days, but you couldn't even
do that."


"Nathan!
It's not me." She marched to her nightstand, opened the drawer, and
hurried back to him carrying a picture frame. "Look. This is my mother and
me. It's my high school graduation, so it's a long time ago, but look at her
and then look at me in the picture."


He
carried the frame to the window, and with his back toward her, he studied the
photo. Bile rose in this throat, and he swallowed.


Addison,
looking younger than he could imagine, stood with her hands clasped in front of
her, staring at the camera. The smile on her face belied the tension he noticed
in her eyes, because she focused too hard for the person taking the photo. Dull
and lifeless, Addison was missing the joy and optimism he expected to see on
her graduation day. He studied the other woman.


A
spitting imagine of Addison, but older. His lungs depleted of air and he
blinked to focus. On her right cheek—he flicked his gaze back to Addison—Jesus,
they had the same mole. Not a small, unnoticeable mark, but what women referred
to as a beauty mark, one that enhanced their looks instead of hindered.


Addison
laid her hand on his back. He reached behind him and pulled her to his front,
crushing her against his chest. The amount of relief over learning she was
telling him the truth and it wasn't her with Professor Frank weakened his knees
and knocked him speechless.


He
was wrong. Addison was only his. She'd only be his in this lifetime if he had
anything to say about it, and he did.


"It
isn't me," she whispered.


He
nodded, not trusting himself to speak. He'd jumped to conclusions when the two
most important people in his life, the two people he'd do anything for, had the
ability to ruin him.


She
tilted her chin up and looked at him. "Are you telling me that your friend
is the man with my mother?"


He
blew out his breath. "Yeah."


She
pulled away, and he hooked her neck bringing her back to him. His world had
done a three-hundred-and-sixty degree turn when he'd discovered the pictures.
He wasn't ready to let her go yet.


"I
don't understand." She held on to him tighter. "From what I can find
out, those pictures were taken before I was born. Why would my mother be with
Professor Frank and not my father?"


Good
question. Although, he had a suspicion that Addison's mother might've hired out
to satisfy her submissive cravings or even been a part of the people who hung
around Professor Frank. Obviously, Curt Stewart was kept in the dark of his
lovers habits. He sighed.


"I'll
go talk to Professor Frank," he said.


A
tremor swept through Addison. He peered down at her. She'd lost all color in
her complexion.


"Are
you okay?" he asked.


She
shook her head. "I can't…God, my mother. What we do is between us, and I
know no one else would understand our relationship, but it makes me sick to
think of my mother at the hands of your friend."


He
tilted her chin. "Listen to me. We don't know what went on between them,
but you know it's possible to have feelings for someone who dominates you. Your
mother might've enjoyed a submissive lifestyle. Professor is just like
me—"


"God,
don't say that. He's nothing like you. What he was doing was evil and
sick." She pushed away from him. "He's nothing like you."


"We'll
talk more about this later. Right now, I'm going to have the guys come back
inside and finish packing away your things. I want you home with me." He
picked up the pictures. "Is there anything else around here that you don't
want anyone else to see?"


She
shook her head. "I'll put them back in the box and put it all in the
car."


"Okay."
He kissed her. "Don't worry. We'll wait to figure out everything after I
visit with Professor Frank."


"Wait."
She tugged him closer. "Are you okay?"


"No,
but I will be," he muttered. "Don't give up on me."


"You
were angry," she whispered, ducking her chin.


"You're
mine." He stroked her head. "I won't let anything come between
us."


She
nodded and backed away. "I took the rest of the day off, so I'll go to
your house after I grab a few things."


"I'll
talk to you there then," he said.


He
stepped out of the room and leaned against the wall. His legs still shook from
the discovery. He hated to see Addison in pain, but he knew that if her mother
was involved with Professor Frank, she was there voluntarily.


He
pushed off the wall. Once he had answers, everything could go back to normal
and Addison could put her past behind her. And, hopefully his friendship with
Professor Frank wouldn't be compromised by his support of Addison.






Chapter
Thirty-One


If
Nathan hadn't been studying Professor Frank closely, he would've missed the
slight hesitation in his step upon spotting him.


Nathan
had waited two hours, standing in the enclave by the front door, for Professor
Frank's classes to let out. He bided his time going over how he'd bring up the
subject of Addison's mother without losing his cool. 


Things
were still tender between him and Addy. He didn't want to bring more tension
into her life.


"Nathan."
Professor stopped on the step. "I wasn't expecting you, but I'm glad to
see you."


He
stepped forward. "Do you have time to talk…privately?"


Professor
lowered his chin. "Absolutely. Come inside."


Nathan
followed him into the house, waited while Professor grabbed a water bottle out
of the refrigerator, and then passed him the drink. "Sit. Tell me what's
going on. You usually come around in the night. Can I hope that someone else is
keeping you busy and you escaped work to visit with an old friend?"


The
photo of Addison's mom and Professor Frank burned in his pocket. He'd filched
the picture without Addison even seeing, because he wanted proof when he came
to confront Professor. His relationship with Professor was built on honesty and
truth, something he'd had drilled into him as a child by the man himself. The
thought that the hard-earned bond they'd built through the years was put on the
table between them and the outcome capable of devastating him kept him quiet.


"Something's
bothering you," Professor Frank said.


He
nodded, leaning forward and bracing himself on his knees. "I need to know what
your connection is to Addison Flint's mother."


Professor
finished taking a drink and lowered the bottle. "The woman you're involved
with…"


"Yes."
His arms tensed.


"I've
never talked to you about the women I've been involved with for a reason. It's
none of your business." He shook his head. "If you're asking if I own
a woman, I can tell you I haven't owned anyone for the last four years. You know
that. Nothing has changed."


Since
the lifestyle Professor lived put him in jeopardy while teaching, he knew
Professor went off campus to seek women for sex. He'd taught Nathan how to keep
his private life separate from his professional life and as far as anyone knew,
Professor Frank walked the straight and narrow while teaching since getting in
trouble years ago for being caught on campus, while being a teacher. The school
frowned on teachers influencing the students.


"You
would've known the woman at least twenty seven years ago." Nathan stood,
prepared to push for the truth.


Professor
leaned back and crossed his legs. "I see. Is there a reason why you're
questioning me about my past or why I should divulge information that has
nothing to do with you?"


Nathan
ran his hand over his jaw. "Because I need answers."


"We
all need answers…"


He
stared at Professor Frank in disappointment. Often he'd lapse into asking him
questions in an attempt to draw Nathan out of his comfort zone. Professor had
taken the time to teach him when others had failed on why he was the man he was
today. Right now though, his avoidance of answering pissed him off.


He
pulled out the photo and tossed it on the coffee table. "What is your
relationship to Carly Flint?"


Professor
Frank refused to look at the picture and instead, gazed at Nathan for more
beats than he had patience for. He fisted his hands, pleading with him silently
to be honest.


"Bring
me Addison, and I'll answer all your questions," Professor Frank said.


"No.
Fucking. Way." Nathan stepped toward him.


Professor
held up his hand. "Son, you have no room to push your way into my business.
What I have to say will affect her more than you, and I swore on my life I
would never tell."


"You're
not touching her." He growled.


"Of
course not." Professor stood and faced Nathan. "I will break my
promise for you. Only you. But, I want Addison to hear everything from my lips
and not someone else."


"I
don't owe you," he muttered. "This has nothing to do with what you've
done for me. Don't make Addison pay."


Professor
shook his head. "I would never hurt her."


"How
do I know that?" he asked.


Professor
Frank clamped his hand on Nathan's shoulder, despite Nathan topping him by five
inches and thirty pounds. "Because you are my heart. You're the child I
raised and my proudest accomplishment."


###


"Absolutely
not." Addison planted her hands on her hips and stood before him naked in
the bedroom. "There's no way I can look the Professor in the face knowing
what he did to my mother."


Nathan
ran his hands across his face. "He's just like anyone else. If you hadn't
seen the pictures, you'd have no idea what he enjoyed doing privately. The same
way people look at me and see a successful man. Except, Professor Frank is…he's
a good guy, doll. He's the only person who gave me guidance when all I wanted
to do is destroy myself. He caught me pilfering cars when I was twelve, and
instead of turning me in, he forced me to show up at his house the next day
without threatening me. From then on, I had someone to explain why I needed to
act out. He guided me and gave me proper outlets. He built me into believing in
myself, instead of the hatred contaminating my life."


She
snorted and crossed her arms. "You don't know how you would've turned out.
Maybe you would've—she shook her head—I don't know."


"I
do." He looked at her. "I'd be dead. I wanted to die, because I had
no control over the darkness."


Her
whole body slumped. "I hate this."


"We're
not going to get any answers about your mother if you don't talk with him. I'll
be with you the whole time. Nothing will happen. He only wants to talk to you
about your mother, and he doesn't want the information coming from anyone else.
He's…sworn some secret deal with your mother." He approached Addison.
"If not tomorrow, then we'll go the next day or the following week. Think
about it. You need closure, and the only way you'll find it is to discover who
your mother is."


"I
know who she is…now…was. I also know who my father is." She leaned forward
and head-planted into his chest. "My parents suck."


His
chest rumbled under her head. "At least you know who they are."


"Shit."
She wrapped her arms around his waist. "I'm sorry. I've been so focused on
me, I'm being inconsiderate."


He
chuckled. "You think I care? I don't. I wouldn't wish for family problems.
I'm seeing the benefits of growing up on the streets."


She
slapped his arm. "Don't say that."


"You
know what that'll get you." He glared.


Her
stomach quivered and she stuck her chin in the air. "I'm not quite
sure."


He
lunged for her. She screamed and ran. Laughter made her slow, and he caught her
at the top of the stairs. "Let me go."


The
arm around her waist lifted her feet off the ground. She kicked out, but the
happiness bubbled out of her. After they made love when he got home from
running his errand, he'd turned playful.


A
playful Nathan was a sight to see and experience. She wiggled and finally he
let her down in the bedroom, but before she could do anything else, she was
pinned to the bed.


"Oomph."
She grunted.


His
gaze heated. With a loss of breath and the fire in Nathan's eyes, her pussy
spasmed in anticipation. "Again?"


He
nodded, pushing off her and getting off the bed. She lay, watching him walk to
the closet and return with one of her scarves. She bit her lip to keep from
smiling. Just like that, he could take her from warm to hot.


A
scarf, she could handle.


"Stand
up." He waited at the end of the bed.


She
crawled toward him and slid off the mattress. He knotted the end of the scarf
around her wrist. She held the other arm up for him, but he ignored the offered
hand. Then he stepped onto the mattress and tied the other end of the scarf to
a white hook she'd never noticed in the ceiling.


She
tugged her hand. "Nathan?" 


"You
want to run…" He shrugged. "Run."


Confused,
she yanked on the scarf. It wasn't tight, but she couldn't slip her hand out of
the knot, nor could she walk more than two feet in a circle. She crossed her
arms. "I don't get it."


If
she wanted, she could touch him. Usually, he kept her from participating and
put her at his mercy.


"You
seem to enjoy trying to get a rise out of me." He turned around, but not
before she caught the twitch of his lips. "Let's see how much you can
infuriate me tonight."


Okay.
Infuriate was a strong word. She watched him carefully.


He
opened up the bottom dresser drawer and removed one of his belts. She stepped
back and her arm came uncrossed. The scarf reached its limit.


"I
see you're starting to understand what you can and can't do." He walked a
full circle around her. "You already know how much I enjoy when you fight
me."


She
sucked in her breath, turning her head to keep him in her sight as he strolled
around her. Once he went behind her, she lost sight of him. A hot pain landed
on her ass. Her knees collapsed and she landed on her bottom, her arm pulled
above her. Shit.


She
had room, but she didn't have much to work with. She could fall to the floor,
but couldn't run away without dislocating her arm.


"Already,
you've got one mark on your left butt cheek, doll." He snapped the belt.


She
jolted at the sound of the strap popping, but no pain came.


"Stand
up," he said.


She
struggled to get up without putting pressure on her hand. In an upright
position, her arm relaxed.


"Now
that I've seen the pictures of your mother, I can see the difference between
you and her." He ran the end of the belt between her legs.


She
scowled. "Nathan…"


"What?"
He stopped. "That's what you want to find out, right? You want to know how
much you're like your mother."


She
shook her head. "No."


"She
enjoyed a man's hand, the same way you do." He doubled the leather and
slapped her breast.


She
jerked, covering herself. "Don't talk about her."


He
snapped her other breasts. "Look at that. You get such a lovely blush,
just like your mother. I wonder…"


In
quick repetition, he walked around her, hitting the leather against her skin.
She covered her leg, her stomach, her ass, and tried to refract the stings
until her free arm stung from the many times it was whipped as she tried to
deflect the hits, and her other arm ached against the pull of the scarf.


Every
cell in her body warmed and each sting, each burn, made her lose focus. After Nathan
took another turn around her, leaving no area unattended, she gave up and stood
there without moving. Her pussy pulsed with the adrenaline pumping through her
body.


She
fairly vibrated from her muscles spasming. The heat from the contact he made
radiated throughout her. Sensitive and alive, even Nathan's breath caressed her
skin. He'd touched every inch of her body.


"Beautiful."
Nathan stood in front of her and looped the belt around her neck, pulling her
forward and capturing her mouth.


Hard,
demanding, and suffocating, he used her mouth for his own pleasure as he
plunged his tongue inside her. She struggled against the belt, trying to breathe.
Lightheaded, she pushed at his stomach.


He
pulled back and gazed down at her breasts. She panted, sucking air into her
lungs. He'd taken her by force before, but this was different. She couldn't get
away if she tried, and he knew it.


While
she trusted him, she also feared he'd go too far.


"You
like this." He tweaked her hard nipples.


She
shivered. "I-I don't know."


He
trailed the belt down her stomach, over her bare mound, and stopped. "You
crave this."


She
didn't. Not this. He'd pushed his way into her head, and she only wanted his
touch. She could lose herself under his attention.


"Your
mother enjoyed a heavy hand." He stepped back. "You beg for more and delight
in every wince of discomfort and caress each mark I've ever left on you when
you think I'm not looking. But, I'm always watching you."


"Stop,"
she whispered.


"I've
seen you." He brought the belt down on her outer thigh. "You're more
content and confident after each time we're together. You grow and become more
secure with each bruise I leave on your skin."


She
stared up into his eyes, defying him. She wanted him to stop, but she wanted
him to push her for more even worse.


It
was all true. She hated her mother, but she had her mother's need to take and
take and take.


Nathan
kicked her foot out to the side, opening her legs. As she caught her balance,
he thrust his finger into her. She groaned. The pleasure, swift and intense,
she knew there was no way she could stop herself from coming if he continued.


All
she needed was more. More feelings, more touching, more, more, more.


"Your
mother liked what was done to her too," he said, adding another finger and
holding her suspended from his hand. "Just like you, she begged for
more."


She
shook her head. "I d-don't want to be like her," she rasped.


He
dropped the belt and grabbed her hair, forcing her gaze up. She panted through
clenched teeth, hating her reaction, despising the truth about her mother, and
most of all wanting him to end the torture and bring her relief.


"The
difference between you and your mother is you give." Nathan brought his
mouth down to her ear, nipping on her earlobe and whispering. "You give me
every part of yourself, doll."


His
thumb pressed against her clit without him taking his fingers out of her. She rose
on tiptoe, leaning against the pressure. The pain from her arm warmed her,
until she absorbed Nathan in front of her, his touch, his words, his breath.


"Unlike
your mother who held herself back from loving you properly, you made sure
others would never feel the neglect. The dolls, Joan, Lilly, Donny, even me. We
all benefit from you," he whispered into her ear. "Come for me, Addy.
Feel what you do to all of us."


As
if he commandeered her body, her core tightened and exploded, rocking her.
Vibrations grew and flowed out to her limbs. Unable to support herself, Nathan
picked her up and undid the scarf from her wrist, and then simply held her in
the middle of the room.


Weakened,
she lay her head on his shoulder, her arms looped around his neck, and gave
herself to him fully. She was not like her mother.


First
thing in the morning, she was going to prove it to herself, to Nathan, and to
her father. She'd get the answers she needed, and attest to Curt Stewart she
was worth knowing. If he wanted to deny he had a daughter, that was his right,
but at least she'd put one of her fears to rest.


Then,
she'd go see Professor Frank with Nathan. Only then could she bury her mother
for good, and move on with her life.


She
would no longer live in fear. Fear her mother created inside of her. She'd
purge herself of anything that resembled Carly Flint.








 


Chapter
Thirty-Two


Ten
o'clock in the morning after deciding to right her life and move forward the
night before, Addison stood outside the Stewart building and gazed up at all
nine stories of steel and glass. She closed her eyes as dizziness came over her.


She
inhaled the cool air, opened her eyes, and strolled through the automatic
doors. For years, she'd hidden behind her mother's fear until even thinking
about running into her father caused her to become physically sick. Not
anymore.


The
lobby receptionist smiled and she returned the gesture. She murmured hello to
the guide outside the elevator. As she rode up to the ninth floor, she
complimented a woman on her shoes. She wasn't lying. The four-inch magenta
pumps were sexy.


Without
an appointment to announce her visit, she hoped to catch Curt Stewart by
surprise and gauge his reaction in private. In his office. In his building. In
his environment where he felt safe and protected. 


That
way if the police needed a witness to her murder, at least one person would
know who killed her.


It
was only when she reached the outer door to her father's office, the nerves
she'd tried hard to ignore threatened to send her to the ladies restroom. She
paused outside the door and inhaled through her mouth, exhaled through her nose,
until she thought she'd hold down the bile churning in her stomach.


Then
she walked into her father's domain.


The
reception removed her glasses and smiled at her. "May I help you?"


"Yes,
I'd like to see Curt Stewart," she said.


The
woman glanced at the papers on her desk before returning her gaze to Addison.
"Do you have an appointment?"


She
shook her head. "No. If you could please let him know that I have personal
business with him, and it's urgent, I promise to only take a few minutes of his
time."


"Your
name?"


She
leaned forward and whispered," I'd like to surprise him if that's alright.


The
receptionist eyed her and finally rolled her chair backward and stood.
"Let me see what I can do. If you'll have a seat, I'll be right
back."


She
nodded and turned around.


At
this time of day, the waiting room stood empty. She wandered to the corner,
picked up a magazine and flipped through it unseeing. She couldn't sit. If she
did, her legs would never support her when it was time to walk back to meet her
father.


She
held her breath and let it out slowly. Nathan was going to kill her when he
found out she'd come here by herself without telling him.


Purposely
leaving Nathan out of her plans, she'd kissed him goodbye for the day and went
to work like normal. She tapped her foot. Deep down, she knew he'd put a stop
to her seeing her father on her own.


He'd
want to come with or more than likely forbid her to come at all, and she
would've obeyed him. Maybe he'd even try to confront her father on his own,
which would not be the smartest thing. Nathan would never understand that she
needed to construe an ending to that chapter in her life.


After
finding out about her mother's hidden side, Addison assumed her mother had a
different idea of how she wanted to live her life. Instead of finding
satisfaction with a man who could dominate her, her mother had found herself
tied down with a child she never wanted.


Addison
needed answers to why her mother stopped living, because until she heard the
truth, she'd go on hating, being fearful, and worrying about running into her
father all the time. All unhealthy for her, she wanted to improve her life,
because Nathan deserved someone strong. She wanted the strength to be her best,
so she could enjoy life.


"Excuse
me, Ms?" The receptionist stood in the waiting room. "Mr. Stewart
will see you now. He wants you to know he has a meeting in a half hour, so
you'll have to be quick."


"Excellent,"
she said.


Oh,
God. What am I doing? He doesn't deserve to know me. He's never wanted me.
She followed the receptionist down the hall. I was stupid for thinking this
erases who I am. He never loved my mother. I doubt if mom ever loved him, she was
a bitter, evil, bit—


"Here
you go." The woman opened the door and smiled.


"Thank
you," she whispered.


She
stepped into the large room. Her breath, thick and suffocating her, roared in
her ears.


Curt
Stewart sat behind his desk and rose to his feet. For the first time in her
life, she studied him up close. Sure, she'd seen him before, but she'd always
ran away or tried not to look at him at all. His bigger than life and powerful
stance in the state as a high roller intimidated her.


The
gray at the temples softened a rather hard face. Curt Stewart's age was more
apparent the longer she gazed at him. When he smiled and held out his hand, his
eyes softened.


She
put her hand in his, and gazed down searching for anything she could match to
herself. Long fingers, nails shaped the same, complexion of their skin…


"I’m
sorry. Bretta didn't inform me of your name." Curt motioned at the chair.
"Sit. Please."


"Thank
you," she mumbled.


Her
thoughts raced and she had no idea how she'd start the conversation. All the
rehearsed lines and practiced openings fled with the shock of actually seeing
him in person. She sat on the edge of the chair. If he made one move, she'd
jump up and run out.


"You're
name?" he asked again.


She
cleared her throat. "Addison Flint."


There.
She'd put the truth out in front of him.


Her
fingers curled around the sides of the chair. She stared at the man who'd
fathered her. He nodded and leaned forward. The back of her leg bounced against
the chair. Why wasn't he saying anything?


"Is
there something I can help you with today?" Her father raised his brows
and waited for her to continue. 


She
sucked in air. "I believe you had a relationship with my mother, Carly
Flint, about twenty seven years ago."


"A
business relationship?" He leaned back and steepled his fingers. "I
was working with Morse Inc. back then. Not that they're in business any longer—he
laughed—I guess we all have to start at the bottom and work our way up. Carly
Flint, you say?"


She
frowned. "Yes."


He
clicked his tongue. "I'm sorry. The name isn't ringing a bell."


"What?"
She pressed her hand to her chest, anger pressing down on her.


Either
he was a habitual liar or he suffered from memory loss. Her mother had told her
exactly what he'd said when finding out he had a child coming into the world.
He'd threatened her life.


"I'm
afraid I'm short on time today," Curt said, standing up, obviously
dismissing her.


She
stood and walked to the ceiling high window and stared down at the city below.
This could not be happening.


"Ms.
Flint?" Curt placed his hand on her back. "Can I help you with
something?"


She
crossed her arms, caught herself, and dropped her hands to her sides. "I—I
came here to tell you something."


"Okay,"
he said, kindly.


She
inhaled deeply and turned to face him. "I'm your—"


The
door banged open. She jerked her gaze across the room. Oh, shit.


Nathan
filled the room. His gaze went straight toward her and all her bravery fled.
His eyes, concerned and alert, questioned her. She could imagine what was going
through his mind.


How
far had she gone? Did she tell Curt Stewart he was her father? Then, Nathan
appeared to accept her standing next to her father, and he held out his hand.


"Addy,
come here…" he said.


She
glanced between her father and her lover. The pull coming from the other side
of the room too strong to ignore, and she headed toward Nathan. In the middle
of the room, she stopped. She hadn't accomplished anything. She'd never try to
come here again and interrupt her father's life. It was now or never.


"I'm
sorry," she whispered to Nathan.


Then
she pivoted toward her father. "Almost twenty seven years ago, my mother
came to you and told you she was pregnant. You denied you were the man who put
the baby inside of her. She told me how you threaten to remove her and me from
living if she told a soul. She—she inhaled a shuddering breath—never told
anyone but me, and I was too ashamed to tell our secret."


Curt
glanced from her to Nathan and back to her, frowning. "Ms. Flint, I—"


"No."
She held up her hand. "I'm not here for any other reason than to let go of
the secret. You see, I don't need to claim you as my dad. I'm just tired of
living a lie and hiding my mother's excuses and fears for her. I have no reason
to tell anyone about our connection, because you don't exist to me. I don't
need a father. So, if your threat to kill me or bury the secret still holds
true after all these years, you're welcome to do what you think you have to do.
Just know that I'm not scared of you any longer and I refuse to hide."


Nathan
had approached her while she was talking and wrapped his arms around her middle
from the back. She sagged against him, soaking up his silent support. She'd
completed her task, and one of her inherited terrors could be laid to rest.


"Although,
I wish Addison would've let me know she was coming to meet you, I back her in
what she's done today. You must know that you won't be able to touch her or her
life. I won't let you," Nathan said.


Curt
loosened his tie and unbuttoned the top button of his shirt. "I don't know
what to say."


She
shook her head. "There's no reason to say anything. It's in the
past."


He
leaned onto his desk as if the information was too much for him to carry on his
shoulders. "Ms. Flint, I'm sorry…but, I'm not your father. I don't know
who your mother was. There's certainly a chance that I dated or met her in some
other capacity before and have forgotten a name. It was a long time ago."


She
sighed. His denial came as no surprise, and she had no desire to know anything
more. "I understand."


"No.
I don't think you do." Curt wiped his forehead. "No woman has ever
come to me and mentioned that she was pregnant before. That's something a man
wouldn't forget."


"But,
she told me what you said when she told you," Addison said. "There
was no denying the fright you evoked. From the time I was ten years old, I knew
never to seek you out or mention your name because you were the monster that
could come after me."


He
shook his head. "I'm not doubting your story. I-I honestly am telling you
the truth. I don't know your mother."


Addison
looked over her shoulder at Nathan. "I don't understand. I'm not asking
him for anything."


"I
know." Nathan directed his attention to Curt. "We'll be
leaving."


Curt
lunged forward. "Wait. If there's a possibility…I'd want to know."


"That's
not necessary." She straightened.


He
grasped her arm. "I don't have any children. My wife and I…we've tried.
I'd like to know if there is any truth to me being…"


"Why?"
she whispered.


"Because
I'm not the kind of man you seem to think I am." Curt stiffened and
dropped his hand. "If I knew I had a child out in the world, I'd want to
know."


She
studied him.


His
eyes shined bright and a nervous tic in his left eyebrow flickered. She scraped
her teeth over her bottom lip. The man her mother described was absent.


Curt
Stewart held no threat to her. He was an older gentleman, who seemed genuinely
confused over her news.


Nothing
added up. Her mother's story seemed to have holes, not that she was surprised.
Her mother wasn't the most open person, especially to Addison. The thought that
her father actually wanted to get to know her, to know the truth, to help her
fix her problem went against everything she'd been taught. She didn't know what
to do.


"Is
it okay if I call after I think about what has been said today?" she
asked.


"Please,"
Curt replied. "Please do, and if you remember anything else or I do—he
glanced up at Nathan—I'll call Nathan's office and leave a message."


She
nodded and then turned and walked out of the office. With her chin held high,
she entered the elevator and waited for the doors to close.


In
private, Nathan moved toward her. She planted her hand on his chest. 


"Please,
don't touch me. I'm barely holding it together. If you care, if you want to
help me, let me get out of here fast or I'm afraid I'm going to start bawling
my head off and you'll end up carrying me home," she whispered.


He
nodded and stepped to the side of the elevator. After a few seconds he said,
"I'd always carry you home, doll."








 


Chapter
Thirty-Three


"Eleven,"
Nathan said.


Nathan's
sense of making sure Addison remained grounded and not lost to him as he beat
her with his belt gave her the permission to allow herself to slip into only
feeling. Addison nodded, because she was powerless to speak. From the very
beginning, she'd paid attention. 


Each
flick of the leather, each sting, each welt raised on her sensitive skin
brought her out of herself and into what was happening between them. She
couldn't hide from Nathan.


She
tried. Even all these weeks of being together, she tried.


Whether
it was human nature to protect her heart or she still battled with the painful
lessons her mother taught her about not trusting anyone, she continued to test Nathan.
He allowed her only so long, and then he showed her more attention.


The
attention hurt. God, it hurt so freaking good.


The
belt came down on her lower back. She moaned. The pain more of a caress to her
soul, but she knew later, she'd be reminded of the mark he'd placed on her. The
feeling of knowing he gave her everything lasted long after right now. That's
why she loved any pain he inflicted on her.


She
needed the constant validation that someone cared.


The
next whipping, the worst one that would scare all her thoughts away came as
expected. She lost all sensory feelings and smiled up into Nathan's face.


He
dropped to his knees in front of her, and spread her legs wide. When he put his
mouth on her nipple and bit, she refused to flinch.


For
the pain already faded and only pleasure flooded her body. Her reaction
signaled she was ready.


Nathan
pushed her down on the floor and unzipped his trousers. Always dressed, he
never stripped himself of all his clothes while taking his release with her.
Later, when the cuddled in bed, he'd take his clothes off for a while. When she
asked him why he never slept nude, he'd admitted that on the streets having
clothes on saved his life.


She
didn't question him further. She simply held him longer.


He
plunged inside of her without any prep. Her pussy, wet, swollen with arousal,
needed only his cock. She wrapped her arms and legs around him. Her nails dug
into his back and she let the adrenaline rush free her from stopping Nathan.
More alive than in pain, she held on while he assaulted her body.


The
skin on her back screamed as Nathan nudged her inches across the wooden floor
with each thrust. The pressure against her clit too much, she had no control
over her own release. She came hard. Pleasure jolted through her, and she screamed
in ecstasy.


She
forced her eyes to stay open and on Nathan. Most times, he fucked for her sake.
But, this was for him. She could always tell the difference.


He
had trouble holding back. The swings of his arms came a little faster, a little
harder, a little more erratic. She loved when she was able to let him lose
himself and take from her without any guilt. 


Finally,
he grunted and shuddered in her arms. Her body sobbed, but she shed no tears.
This moment. This feeling. This power he handed to her meant the world to her. 


Because
she knew deep in her heart that she was the only one in his life who allowed
him to follow his gut instinct. She trusted him enough not to hurt her.


Not
hurt in the physical sense, but the emotional way. Oh, she'd pay today and
tomorrow for letting him take his frustrations and anger out on her with the
stiffness, the bruises, the abrasions she received. Each mark a battle wound, a
show of love, she wore proudly.


In
her opinion, he always seemed to keep himself too aware of her emotional needs
to hurt her beyond repair. He might not believe himself capable of walking away
before he did any damage, but she had all the faith in the world that he'd
never break her.


His
body remained embedded in hers. For a long time, he said nothing. He merely
gave her the closeness that she needed.


"Why
are you smiling?" he finally said.


She
inhaled deeply, relaxing her hold on him. Her legs slid along the back of his
thighs, rubbing against his slacks. "Because it's hard to believe that I'm
here, under you, holding you inside my body, and you've given me more than I
ever expected."


"You
deserve more than what I'm able to give you," he whispered.


"You're
wrong." She pressed her finger to his lips. "Give me this, honey.
Don't ugly what we just experienced with doubts."


He
leaned down and pressed his lips to her forehead.


"I
can't outrun the darkness." He laid his cheek against her head. "I
need your light."


His
phone vibrated in his pocket. She flinched as he swiftly removed himself from
her body and stood. She languished on the floor, turning and propping her head
up on her hand.


Nathan
removed his cell. "Yeah?"


His
mouth tightened, and he glanced down at her before turning around. She sat up,
grabbed her shirt off the floor, and held it to her breasts.


"Okay."
He ran his hand through his hair and his backed heaved in resignation.
"We'll be there."


After
he disconnected the call, Nathan remained with his back toward her. She walked over
and wrapped her arms around him from behind. "Trouble?"


He
shook his head. "Professor Frank. He wants us to come right now."


"Now?"


He
turned around and lifted her chin. "Yes. You will go and listen. That's
all I'm asking of you. Once Professor has said what he wants to tell you,
you're free to never see him again."


She
pulled away. "I've changed my mind."


Nathan's
eyes softened and he remained watching her. She tugged her shirt closed and
crossed her arms. Yesterday's meeting with her father went well. She was still
alive, and although he unwaveringly refused the possibilities that she was his
child, she was okay with that.


"Get
cleaned up and dressed." Nathan stripped out of his clothes and headed
toward the bathroom. "We should leave in a half hour."


She
sank down on the edge of the bed. "Shit."


Nathan
stopped. "He's not a cruel man. He's the most honest, caring, and real
person I know, besides you."


"But,
he…abused my mother," she whispered.


"Did
I abuse you a few minutes ago?" He leaned into the doorframe.


She
shook her head. What they had together was different from what she viewed in
the pictures of her mom taking the whippings from a dominant man. Her heart
knew that there was more to the experience and desperate need she craved that
Nathan filled for her. But it was still her mother who appeared the victim.


There
was nothing normal or sane about even thinking of her mother as a sexual
person. She shuddered. Everything about the situation set wrong with her, and
she wanted to refuse to go with Nathan to talk to the man who probably knew
more about her mother than she did.


Forty-five
minutes later, Nathan parked behind the campus of U of P. Unlike meeting with
Curt Stewart, she had no fear of coming face to face with Professor Frank. Nathan
was with her, and she had his permission to walk out the door and never see
Nathan's friend again.


She
really needed no one else in her life, or any more information. For fuck's
sake, she had no curiosity about her mother's secret life any longer.


Nathan
walked around the car and opened her door. "Ready?"


She
put her hand in his and let him pull her out of the seat. "Yeah. Let's get
this over with."


"Addy…"
He stopped her. "Watch your attitude. Don't anger him. All I want you to
do is listen to him with an open mind."


"I'd
rather get a root canal." She rolled her eyes and leaned into him. "You
know, I'm perfectly fine with you having a relationship with him, and leaving
me at home. I don't know what he can tell me that I don't already know. I don't
need to know how he treated my mother."


"You're
trying my patience," he muttered, leading her up to the one-story flat.


She
snorted. "Good."


He
pulled her along the walkway. At the enclave, she pulled up short. She knew she
was being a bitch.


"Why
do you care what I think about the guy?" She tilted her head. "I get
why you look up to him, but what has he done for you that makes you bow to him.
He ordered you to bring me, and then he called to tell us to hurry over and you
jumped. What does he hold over you that makes you lose the scary Nathan face I
love?"


"I
could beat you for asking," he said, his voice low and threatening.


"But
you won't." She lifted her chin.


The
muscle in his jaw tensed. "Try me."


"Whatever."
She motioned toward the door. "Take me to the all mighty Professor
Frank."








 


Chapter
Thirty-Four


Inside
Professor Frank's house, Addison stood in front of the windows in the room. She
glanced behind her, taking in the room in an attempt to put off introductions.
She could feel Professor Frank's eyes on her.


Despite
it being late afternoon, the drapes were fully closed and two table lamps lit
the sparsely decorated living room. Nathan put his hand on her lower back. She
jumped and stepped closer, reaching for his hand. Even though she was trying to
play it cool, she latched on to him tightly, not letting him leave her side.


"Addison."
Nathan kissed the top of her head. "This is Professor Frank Carmetti—he
looked at the Professor—this is Addison Flint."


"Please,
call me Professor…everyone does." Professor motioned to the couch. "Please
sit." 


She
swallowed and waited for Nathan to cross the room with her, but he nudged her
forward. She hesitated and gazed up into his face, pleading with him silently
to go with her.


"It'll
be okay," he whispered. "Soon as he's done, I'll take you home."


Gathering
the last bit of strength she had left, she walked over and perched on the edge
of the couch, farthest away from the professor, and willed herself not to hug
the arm of the cushion. She stared back at Nathan, but he sucked at reading her
mind. If he had any idea how she was plotting how she'd make him pay for
forcing her to come here and face her mother's old lover, he'd be scared. Very
scared.


"Thank
you for coming." Professor crossed his legs and stretched his arm along
the back of the couch. "I know this has been difficult for you."


"Do
you?" she asked.


The
corner of his mouth lifted. "Let's say, I can imagine it was a surprise to
learn that your mother was a woman just like you with wants and needs."


She
laughed. "Are you serious? I’m nothing like my mother."


Professor
remained silent, studying her. She looked away, embarrassed for her outburst.
No one would understand, and it wasn't any of his business what kind of family
dynamics she lived through.


"I
know you probably mean well, but maybe I should go." She picked at the
seam on the couch.


"Please
stay." Professor leaned forward. "I asked Nathan to bring you here,
because I would like to tell you about your mother."


"She's
dead," she said.


Professor's
chin met his chest. "Yes, I'm aware of her passing away. I'm sorry."


Something
about his quiet admittance flowed right through her. She swallowed the emotions
her mother's death always brought up for her. Whether it was guilt or
disappointment, she couldn't tell. She only knew, she hated talking about her
mother.


She
cleared her throat. "There's no reason to be—"


"Quiet."
Professor's soft order came fast.


Nathan
stepped toward her. Professor raised his hand and Nathan instantly stopped. The
silence in the room freaked her out. Her reaction scared her more.


In
his one word command, she'd taken notice. Nathan warned her Professor Frank was
a dominating man. The pictures she found of her mother proved he could be as
cruel and wonderful as Nathan. But, she hated how her mind shut down and her
body paid attention when he spoke.


It
was as if he'd reprimanded her for talking in class or being a smartass in a
serious situation. There was nothing sexual about her reaction. Instead, she
felt scolded, and it wasn't a good feeling. She'd had a lifetime of
disappointing others.


Then
Nathan's hand was on her shoulder. She reached up and latched on to him.
Painful as the visit was for her, she only wanted to go home. Home with Nathan,
and forget about everything.


"Thirty
years ago, I was thirty-one years old, fresh to teaching at the university and
eager to enlighten the world…at least the students in my classes."
Professor's gaze stayed on her. "Your mother was a student of mine."


Oh,
my God. She closed her eyes briefly and when she reopened
her eyes, she stared at the coffee table to avoid showing her reaction.


"As
you know, I'm a Dom. I realized—he waved his hand, and the flippant action
belied the significance—at a young age that I was wired differently than my own
mother and father, my friends. An odd duck, if you will. I stayed away from
having relationships for fear that what I wanted to do was wrong. Then I went
to college and decided to spread my wings like many others do, and will continue
to do as the next generation reaches adulthood."


She
too took leaving home and attending college as a right to live life the way she
wanted, but it never involved doing anything crazy. A few drunken moments, a
couple one-night stands, and way too many bad dates.


"When
your mother came around, I was firmly planted in learning about myself. I knew
what I wanted and needed. At the time, others like me who were experiencing an
alternative lifestyle either kept our activities private or formed groups.
Maybe it was because I'm a teacher, I found myself hanging out with like-minded
individuals and one thing led to another, and we started gathering in one of
the rentals on campus. Your mother came with one of her girlfriends to the
house. That's how I met her."


Addison
leaned her head back onto Nathan who stood at the end of the couch, holding her
hand. She hung on Professor's every word. The scene he recreated similar to
hers, except she'd never met anyone like him or Nathan. It was all about keg
parties and juvenile behavior.


Professor
chuckled and his eyes softened. "Carly was full of attitude, much like you
are today. The others worried about her being with us at the house. She kept
herself at arm's length, and shot down anyone's offer to explore her…sexual
side. Quite simply, her refusal to loosen up along with her attempt at pushing
me away fascinated me. I gave her time, and told myself if she came back to the
house, I'd approach her. And, she did come back. Not once, but three times. She
never hooked up with anyone, but would stand there, sipping her drink, and
pretending she wanted to be somewhere else. But, I watched her. I could see
through her defenses."


"That's
enough," Addison muttered.


Professor
ignored her wishes, and continued, "Your mother was the first woman I
dated. Before her, I only saw women for sex. It took me two months to get her
into my bed and when I did, I unleashed a woman who wanted to submit. Needed to
submit even more than I wanted to dominate her."


She
turned on the couch and faced Nathan. "I want to go home."


"Soon,
doll. Listen," Nathan said.


"From
that point on, it was only her and I. I stopped hanging out with the others. I
had no desire, because your mother was everything to me. She more than filled
my need for contentment, and I believed she returned the feelings."
Professor tightened his lips over his teeth and paused. "We were together
three years. She was my life, and I was hers."


She
shook her head. If that were true, they would've stayed together. She saw no
purpose of hearing more.


"Considering
I already guessed about my mother's past and what you had with her was before
my time. There's really nothing more for you to tell me." She stood.
"I appreciate you trying to explain my mother to me, but if you really
knew her the way I did, you'd know that her behavior in no way excused her
treatment of me. I'd prefer to bury my childhood with her."


"We
were together for three years," Professor repeated.


She
glanced over her shoulder at him. "Yes, you've said that."


Nathan
hardened and he held her shoulders, keeping her from walking away. "Addy,
listen."


She
shook her head wildly. What couldn't they understand? She had no desire to hear
anymore.


Nathan
framed her face with his hands. "Three years, baby. You're twenty seven,
and Professor met your mother—"


"No."
She slapped at Nathan's arms. "I want to go home."


"Carly
couldn't handle our relationship and carry our baby too. She left, and I gave
her time to figure out how we'd go about forming a lifetime together. You have
to understand, twenty-seven years ago, who we are and what drove us together,
was never talked about…ever. There were no books or internet forums for someone
to work through and learn about what drives their psychological need to submit
or dominate," Professor said.


The
room compacted on her. She clung to Nathan, shaking him by the shirt.
"Make him stop," she begged.


"I
should never have given her time alone to figure out what she wanted to do.
That remains my biggest mistake and my nightmare." Professor's voice
dimmed. "If I would've demanded that she stay with me, she would've. She
had no control over disobeying me."


She
whirled. "You beat her. Don't tell me she was anything more to you than a
fuck."


"Addison,"
Nathan said sharply.


"No."
she pushed away from them.


She
wanted nothing to do with either one of them. They were both the same. Self-indulgent
over their own needs, they never thought of what she went through. What her
mother went through.


She
gasped, searching both their faces. Her mother.


Bile
burned her throat. She covered her mouth. Her legs collapsed, and Nathan caught
her before she hit the floor. Oh, God.


She
stared up into Professor Frank's face until the lines around his eyes and
forehead blurred. He refused to look away. She was looking at the truth.


From
the square shoulders, the firm chin, and the green eyes. Eyes the same color as
hers that she thought came from her mother.


"No,"
she sobbed. "No, no, no."


Nathan
swept her into his arms. She buried her face in his neck, wanting to escape the
room. She'd ignore what she heard and forget about ever coming to visit. Curt
Stewart was her father. That's what her mother drilled into her. Not this man,
who—who…


"Your
mother contacted me right before you were born. She was big with child…with
you. She came to tell me she reported me to the police for my transgressions
while teaching. She informed them of the names of everyone who met on campus."
Professor paused. "Then she told me she could get the charges dropped if I
agree to never see my baby or her."


Her
face hot from her own breath, Addison squeezed her eyes closed. Not only was
she not wanted, but he'd chosen his career over her.


"I
know what you're thinking, and it's untrue. I told Carly to go ahead and report
me to the authorities. Having a child with the woman I loved meant more to me
than teaching, and I'd gladly walk away from everything I loved. She wasn't
expecting my answer," Professor said.


Addison
stilled and held her breath. He wanted her?


"Carly
stormed away from me, and followed through with her threat. The police
contacted me, and later dropped the case, because everyone involved were over
the age of eighteen years old. The school, on the other hand, had a big problem
with me associating privately with students. I broke away from everyone,
because the last thing I needed was a child coming into the world and not being
able to see him or her because I was barred from teaching. No court system
around would allow someone like me, however misinformed, to have joint custody
of a child if details about my private life and allegations got out. Plus, I
needed to have a way to support you. You were my main concern, even if I
couldn't have Carly in my life."


She
squeezed her eyes closed. He was lying. He didn't want her. He wasn't there.


A
hand landed on her back. "But, the trust between your mother and I was
broken when she kept me from you. She led me to believe she'd give you away or
run to keep me away from you. So, I did the only thing I knew. I stayed away,
so you could have a home, a mother. Instead, I sent her money to help raise
you, and prayed you'd someday forgive me."


A
heavy sigh escaped him. "My heart breaks right now, because from your
reaction, I'm guessing your childhood wasn't as wonderful as I had hoped. That
Carly never came to accept who she was when she was with me."


Several
minutes passed. Addison braved removing her face from Nathan's neck and looked
up into his eyes. The hurt reflected back at her confused her even more. She
wanted to look away, but she wanted escape more. She needed time to think.


"Please,
take me home," she whispered.


Nathan
nodded. "I promised you that I would, doll."


She
hid again, ignoring the cry inside her soul escaping when Professor's hand left
her back. His touch.  So different than Nathan's, numbed her to feeling.


Nothing
was real. Words meant nothing. Her mother's secrets could no longer touch her.
She was finally free.


Or,
she would be. Right now, she couldn't feel anything.






Chapter
Thirty Five


Addison
opened her eyes when Nathan called her name from another part of the house. She
dared not move a muscle. Two days of constant attention from Nathan had worn
her out.


She
couldn't take any more. 


Every
cell in her body pulsed. 


Every
muscle ached. 


Even
breathing reminded her of what had transpired between them. Most of all, the previously
empty spot inside of her was too preoccupied by the awareness of being fully
loved, allowing her to lay in pure contentment for the first time in days,
weeks, hell…years.


After
arriving home from Professor Frank's house a few days ago, she'd panicked. She
tried to run, and Nathan brought her home. She tried to fight, and he fought
back even tougher. When nothing else worked to escape all the new fears putting
doubts in her head, she talked. She talked until her voice grew hoarse and it
became painful to swallow.


Somewhere
along the way, she'd stopped thinking. She took everything Nathan gave her and basked
in the gift of having him supporting her. She accepted that Curt Stewart was
only a pawn in her mother's cruel game. A decoy to keep her from searching for
answers.


Whether
her mother plotted how to devastate an innocent man's life for her own good or
she lived with insurmountable guilt that she was desperate to hide so she could
feel normal, Addison would never know. She didn't need to know.


She'd
let her mother go, because her mother could no longer wound her and she refused
to follow her example by hurting those she cared about. It would be easier to
push Nathan away and run from the conflicting thoughts in her head. But, she
fought her way through life being tough and stubborn, and didn't plan to stop
now.


"Addy,"
Nathan called.


She
lifted her head off the mattress, groaned in discomfort, and quickly laid back
down. There was no freaking way she'd be moving around anytime soon.


Nathan's
feet walked across the bedroom floor. Even having him in the same room wasn't
enough incentive to get her to lift her gaze any higher than the floor.


"Hey…"
He leaned down and brushed her hair off her face. "Didn't you hear the
doorbell?"


"No,"
she mumbled.


He
chuckled and sat down on the bed beside her. His hand rubbed her bare bottom,
and she sighed in pleasure.


"Nice,"
she whispered, letting her body relax under the pleasure.


Nathan's
caress stopped and a sharp slap came down on her ass. She yelped and jumped.
Her muscles screamed in protest.


She
kneeled on the mattress and glared. "Shit. Why did you do that?"


His
jaw twitched. "Time to get dressed. Your father is here?"


"I
don't—" She clamped her mouth shut.


Her
father? God, would she ever get used to thinking of Professor Frank as her dad?


She
hadn't talked to him since Nathan carried her out of his house after learning
the truth. In fact, she refused to talk with Professor Frank when he called Nathan's
cell to check up on her. Then Nathan punished her for not obeying his request
to discuss how she was feeling about the new turn of events over finding her
real father.


Nathan
slid his hands under her armpits, in one move picked her up, and set her on her
feet. She cringed. Knowing Professor was as stubborn, strong, and domineering
as Nathan, she knew she couldn't refuse to go downstairs. With her luck, her
father—God, would she ever get used to saying that?—would walk right into the
bedroom.


"Go
take a warm shower, and then come downstairs." He kissed her gently.
"I'll give you a massage when Professor Frank leaves."


She
wrinkled her nose, despite how wonderful having his hands on her again sounded.
"Whatever," she muttered.


Nathan
growled. "Watch your mouth."


She
gingerly walked toward the bathroom, taking each step carefully and slowly. Her
life had changed, but she was still full of misgivings.


The
lifestyle she and Nathan were living still confused her and she second-guessed
herself constantly, but she was willing to learn. If she was honest with
herself, she wanted to get to know the man downstairs who claimed he always
wanted her. Who gave up everything to make sure she lived a happy life.


So,
living happily is what she planned to do.


#
# #


Nathan
walked into the living room alone. He sat down in the chair beside the opened
window. Deep down, he knew he'd done the right thing letting Professor inside
the house to see Addison.


"Son…"
Professor Frank turned from the window. "Is Addison okay?"


He
nodded. "She will be."


"Good."
Professor exhaled heavily and returned to looking out the window. "What
about us?"


Addison
wasn't the only one who struggled with the truth. He'd gone through hating
Professor for hurting Addy more once the whole story came out. There were times
over the last several days, jealousy reared inside of him. He'd always had two
people in his life. Donny and Professor Frank were his family. Donny had chosen
to put his own needs first years ago. Nathan's role of being the oldest
separated them once they hit adulthood.


"Nathan?"
Professor said.


He
looked up and nodded. "Addison comes first in my life now."


"As
she should." Profession walked over and sat in the other chair, facing Nathan.
"Don't let her go. I don't ask as your friend or mentor, but her father.
She needs stability and assurance. That's something I never gave her, and I
should've been there. I'm afraid it's too late. But, she has you, and she'll
need you even more now."


"I
know." There was no hesitation. He'd come to realize that Addison wasn't
only in his life to create a safe environment for him to unleash and act as a
vessel for his darkness.


While
watching Addison battle her feelings over her family, he'd stood on the sidelines.
Family dynamics were new to him. When him and Donny fought, they stayed away
from each other until the air cooled. Then the subject of their disagreement was
never brought up again.


Addison
and Professor were suffering, and he hated the useless feeling of not being
able to fix the situation. They were important to him. For the first time, he'd
recognized an emotion he'd never experienced before when he fought the last two
days to get Addison focused on him again after having her world crumble at her
feet.


Love.


Something
he never dreamed or thought about as a possibility in his life. It was the only
thing he could think of to describe the amount of pain that came from inside
and not from his hand.


He
turned to the one man he respected, and spoke in a language Professor Frank
would understand. Man to man. Father to son. 


"Addison
is my life," he said.


Professor
inhaled swiftly and muttered, "Thank God."


Addison
walked slowly into the room. "Well, that's wonderful to hear."


She
headed straight to Nathan, never looking at her father. He stopped her from
sitting at his feet on the floor and guided her to his lap. His chest swelled
for the courage it took for her to come downstairs.


He
pulled her back against him. "I believe I showed you an hour ago how I
feel," he whispered.


"You
did," she whispered back.


She
relaxed against him. On her own time and no one else's, she finally lifted her
chin and gazed across the room.


The
air between father and daughter intensified. He wrapped his hands around
Addison's middle. When the silence grew awkward, Addison laid her hand on Nathan's
hand and squeezed.


"Hello,
Professor," she said softly.


Nathan
closed his eyes briefly in relief, but not before he caught the surprise on
Professor Frank face. Nathan kissed the side of Addison's head. He was wrong. Addison
was more than his life. She was the air that he needed to breathe.
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